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Chapter 1: New Normal

I woke up to four heartbeats that weren’t mine.

That sounds like the opening line of a horror movie. Three months ago, it would have been. Now it was just Wednesday.

Lyra’s pulse came through the Empathic Bond first — warm, steady, synchronized with mine so perfectly I couldn’t tell where hers ended and mine began. She was curled against my left side, golden blonde hair fanned across my chest, her small ivory horns smooth against my collarbone. Her spaded tail had wrapped around my wrist sometime during the night, a possessive little gesture she’d never admit to making in her sleep.

Cherry was sprawled across my legs. Both of them. Her bubblegum-pink hair was everywhere — across the pillows, tangled with Lyra’s golden strands, somehow also in my mouth. Her massive E-cup tits pressed against my thigh through the thin fabric of a borrowed t-shirt that had given up the fight around 2 AM. It rode up past her waist, and her pink-tinted wings twitched in whatever dream she was having. Her tail swished against the mattress in her sleep. The rhythm was steady. She was dreaming about something that made her happy.

Probably pizza.

Raven had claimed the right side of the bed, facing me for once instead of turning away. That was still new enough to make my chest tighten every time. Her jet-black hair fell across her face, purple undertones catching the early light. Her sharp obsidian horns rose from her temples like dark crowns, aggressive even in rest. One hand rested on my chest — deliberately placed, though she’d swear otherwise. Her shadows drifted across the ceiling in lazy, unhurried patterns, the way they only moved when she felt genuinely safe. Her thick hips pressed against my side, her incredible ass creating a heat signature I could feel through the blankets.

And Morgana.

Morgana was already awake.

I knew this because I could smell coffee. Not my coffee — the weak, reliable drip-machine stuff I’d been making since college. Morgana’s coffee. French press. Beans she’d sourced from Mr. Okonkwo through some arrangement I didn’t fully understand and wasn’t allowed to question. The aroma drifted through the apartment like a warm, judgmental fog, and it was objectively better than anything I’d ever produced.

I resented this deeply.

The Constellation pulsed gently in my awareness — four points of light, each one distinct. Lyra’s was golden and warm, like sunlight through honey. Cherry’s fizzed pink, a sparkler that never quite settled. Raven’s smoldered, dark and protective, jasmine smoke curling through shadow. And Morgana’s burned with the deep, vast heat of a bonfire — dense, layered, unmistakable.

There was a fifth point. Distant. Flickering. Like someone trying to tune a radio station through heavy static. It had been there since the transformation ritual that had turned me from human portal anchor into something else entirely.

An incubus.

I still wasn’t fully used to what that meant. The enhanced hearing let me catch Cherry snoring softly through two walls. The L train rumbling four blocks south. Mr. Okonkwo humming in his store three floors below as he opened up for the morning. My sense of smell identified each succubus by scent signature without effort — Lyra’s honeysuckle and vanilla, Cherry’s cotton-candy hurricane, Raven’s night-blooming jasmine laced with smoke, and Morgana’s aged wine and spices wafting in from the kitchen.

The addictive trait was the weirdest part. Not what it did to them — although that was noteworthy. What it did to mornings. All four succubi gravitated toward me in their sleep like iron filings to a magnet. Tails reaching. Bodies pressing closer. Wings settling over limbs. Kevin, the golden retriever, had been exiled to the foot of the bed because there was simply no room left.

He didn’t seem to mind. He was snoring on Raven’s ankles.

I extracted my wrist from Lyra’s tail — gently, because waking an empath before she was ready was like setting off an emotional car alarm — and eased Cherry’s hair out of my mouth. She mumbled something about pepperoni and nuzzled deeper into my thigh.

Raven’s eyes opened the instant I moved.

“You’re loud,” she muttered, even though I hadn’t made a sound.

“I literally didn’t breathe.”

“You breathed different.” Her tail lashed once, then settled against my hip. “Where are you going?”

“Coffee.”

“Morgana’s already made it.”

“I know.”

“It’s better than yours.”

“I know that too.”

She almost smiled. Almost. Her shadows curled around my hand for a moment before releasing. “Bring me some.”

“You don’t even like coffee.”

“I like Morgana’s coffee.” She closed her eyes. “Don’t tell her I said that.”

I eased out of the bed — a maneuver that required the tactical precision of a bomb disposal expert. Lyra shifted, her tail reaching for my warmth and finding Cherry instead. Cherry’s tail wrapped around Lyra’s instinctively. They settled together, blonde and pink hair mingling on the pillow.

Kevin lifted his head, assessed the situation, and put it back down on Raven’s ankles.

Mr. Okonkwo was already open downstairs. I could hear him humming — some Nigerian tune I’d never identified but had become as much a part of my morning soundtrack as the L train. Through the floor, the faint clatter of him arranging produce. The man ran his corner store like a military operation, open at dawn, closed when he decided, and stocked with an inventory that had expanded dramatically since Morgana started placing orders.

He’d begun stocking three types of wine, two brands of Italian coffee beans, Cherry’s specific shade of food coloring (he ordered it by the case now, with the resigned acceptance of a man who’d stopped asking questions), and a rotating selection of ice cream that Raven consumed at a rate suggesting a metabolic anomaly.

Mrs. Peterson’s door across the hall was quiet. The retired teacher operated on a different schedule — she’d be up by seven, baking by eight, delivering cookies by nine. Her internal radar for emotional disturbance in the building was more reliable than any Warden detection system we’d encountered. She’d once knocked on our door with soup forty-five seconds after Cherry had a crying fit over a commercial about abandoned puppies.

The apartment was quiet in that predawn way. Pale light slipped through the windows. Chicago was stirring below — the distant hiss of tires on wet pavement, a delivery truck backing up somewhere on the next block, and the rhythmic clank of the L train heading south.

I padded into the kitchen in sweats and nothing else. My transformation had enhanced everything subtly — the V-lines were sharper, the abs more defined, the jawline that much more cut. I still looked like me. Just a better-rendered version. Like someone had turned up the resolution.

Morgana was at the kitchen table, reading glasses on, chestnut hair with its silver streaks pulled over one shoulder. She wore a silk robe that was technically closed but strategically so — the neckline plunged just enough to show the curve of her massive F-cups without fully revealing them. A deliberate choice. Morgana didn’t do anything accidentally.

Her French press sat on the table next to a clipboard, a journal, and a half-empty glass of something that was either water or the first Barolo of the morning. With Morgana, you never knew.

“Good morning,” she said without looking up. Her amber eyes with their gold flecks remained fixed on whatever she was writing. “Your essence output spiked twice during the night. Both correlated with REM cycles.”

“Good morning to you too.”

She finally glanced up. Over the reading glasses. That look. Two centuries of experience compressed into a single raised eyebrow.

“Coffee’s ready.”

“I noticed.”

“Yours is in the blue mug.”

I picked up the blue mug. Took a sip. It was perfect. Rich, complex, with notes of something I couldn’t identify but wanted more of.

“I hate that your coffee is better than mine.”

“Self-awareness is the first step.” She returned to her journal. “Sit. I have observations.”

I sat. This was our morning ritual now — the quiet twenty minutes before the household erupted into chaos. Morgana shared data. I drank her superior coffee and pretended I wasn’t slightly resentful about it.

“The Constellation’s fifth point has been fluctuating more frequently,” she said. “Overnight, I recorded seven distinct pulses. Up from three last week.”

I closed my eyes and reached for it. The four solid points hummed in my awareness — familiar, warm, mine. And there, at the edge of perception: the fifth. Flickering. Dim but persistent. Like fingers brushing across a web.

“It’s closer,” I said. “Not moving closer on its own. Being moved. Something deliberate.”

Morgana nodded. She’d been tracking this for weeks. “The directionality is consistent. Someone — or something — is bringing a sealed succubus toward our location.”

“Could be the Wardens. Could be the Banishers.”

“Could be neither.” She took a sip from her glass. Definitely Barolo. At 6 AM. “I’ve sent inquiries through Aldric’s communication channel. He hasn’t responded.”

That wasn’t unusual. Aldric — the silver-haired Banisher agent who’d nearly been an enemy before Morgana’s data changed his mind — had been increasingly quiet since the Michigan Avenue confrontation. The last thing he’d told us was that the Concordat was “reviewing” the Constellation data she’d provided.

Reviewing. In Banisher terms, that could mean anything from genuine scientific analysis to “finding new reasons to destroy it.”

“How’s Sera?” I asked.

Not a name from our household. Sera — short for Seraphina. Raven’s younger sister. An Empath Class succubus who, according to Aldric, was alive and in Banisher custody. Raven had spent three years believing she was dead. The revelation had nearly broken her. The hope was holding her together through sheer force of will and no small amount of rage.

“Still the fifth point’s most likely candidate,” Morgana said carefully. She never promised anything she couldn’t prove. “The seal signature carries familial resonance consistent with Raven’s. But I can’t confirm identity at this distance.”

I sensed Raven shift in the bedroom. Her emotional state rippled into my awareness — a mix of hope and controlled fury that she carried everywhere now, like a second heartbeat.

“She heard us,” I said.

Morgana glanced toward the hallway. “Of course she did. Her shadows have been extending under the bedroom door since you said the name.”

Sure enough, a tendril of darkness curled around the kitchen doorframe. Raven’s version of eavesdropping. Subtle as a sledgehammer.

“Raven,” I called. “Come have coffee.”

A pause. Then footsteps — silent, because Shadow Class succubi didn’t make footsteps unless they wanted to. She appeared in the doorway wearing one of my t-shirts and torn fishnets she’d apparently slept in. Her sharp obsidian horns caught the kitchen light. Her thick hips filled the doorframe, her incredible ass visible in profile as she leaned against the wood.

“I wasn’t listening,” she said.

“Your shadows are literally in the kitchen.”

She looked down at the dark tendril wrapped around the table leg. Recalled it with a flick of her tail. “That’s just… ambient.”

Morgana handed her a mug without comment. Raven took it. Sipped. Said nothing about how good it was. The faint softening around her violet eyes said it for her.

“If it’s Sera—” Raven started.

“When we know more, you’ll know first,” I said.

Her jaw tightened. She wanted to push. Months of believing her sister was dead, followed by weeks of knowing she was alive but captive, had turned Raven into a coiled spring. But she’d learned to trust the process. To trust us.

She sat at the table. Her shadows settled around her feet like loyal cats.

Kevin trotted in, having apparently decided Raven’s ankles were no longer required as a pillow. He went straight to Morgana, who “accidentally” dropped a piece of cheese from the refrigerator. Kevin swallowed it whole. Morgana denied all involvement.

“Cherry’s doing it again,” Lyra announced from the hallway.

I turned. Lyra stood in one of my oversized hoodies — the hem fell to mid-thigh on her 5’5” frame, leaving her pale legs bare. Her golden blonde hair was sleep-tousled. No bra under the soft fabric, the outline of her perky C-cups visible as she shifted. Her sky-blue eyes were bright with amusement and the faintest pink blush colored her porcelain cheeks.

“Doing what?” I asked.

“Kevin yoga.”

We all migrated to the living room doorway. Cherry was on the floor in what she insisted was a yoga pose but looked more like a pink-haired pretzel. Her borrowed crop top had lost its battle against physics — her massive tits spilled over the neckline with each movement, nipples pressing against the strained fabric. Her tiny waist and round bubble butt were on full display in shorts that were technically underwear.

Kevin was next to her. Doing the same pose. Or trying to. His version involved lying on his back with all four legs in the air.

“Good morning, stretch friends!” Cherry beamed at us, heart-shaped pupils literally sparkling. Her pink-gradient horns caught the light. Her tail swished rapidly — the happy setting. “Kevin and I are doing Sun Salutations! Except Kevin doesn’t have arms so his version is more of a Sun Rolling.”

Kevin rolled over. Barked happily.

“Cherry,” I said, “you’re doing that pose wrong.”

“There’s no wrong in yoga, Jake! Only different interpretations!”

“Your elbow is behind your head.”

“FLEXIBILITY!” She bounced — and everything bounced with her, the crop top making a sound like stressed fabric giving its final prayer. “Raven! Join us!”

Raven sipped her coffee. “I would rather be deported to the Inter-Realm Prison.”

“That’s not a no!”

“That is explicitly a no.”

I caught movement at the edge of the hallway. Raven had her phone out, held at an angle she clearly thought was subtle. She was filming. Cherry and Kevin’s yoga routine, captured for posterity by the succubus who claimed to find everything about this household beneath her.

“Are you recording this?” I asked.

The phone disappeared into her pocket with Shadow Class speed. “No.”

“Raven.”

“It’s for perimeter documentation.” Her violet eyes didn’t waver. “Kevin’s movement patterns are tactically relevant.”

Cherry gasped. “You’re making a KEVIN YOGA MOVIE?”

“I am absolutely not.”

She was. I could see the recording light reflecting in her coffee mug. She’d deny it until the heat death of the universe.

Lyra leaned against me. Her tail curled around my wrist — the familiar, comfortable gesture. Her warmth reached me without words. Her contentment. And beneath it, a gentle, persistent hum of desire that had been growing stronger over the past few weeks.

The addictive trait.

It wasn’t hunger. She’d fed yesterday. But my essence had changed since the transformation. Something about it had calibrated to each succubus individually, creating a craving that went beyond feeding needs. Lyra’s version manifested as a constant, low-level pull — like missing someone who was standing right next to you.

“Good morning,” she murmured against my shoulder. Her honeysuckle-vanilla scent sweetened slightly. The arousal tell. Subtle, but I caught it. I caught everything now.

“Morning.” I kissed the top of her head, between her ivory horns. She shivered.

“Jake…” Her blue eyes looked up at me. Wide. Expressive. The blush crept from her cheeks down her neck. “Can we… before everyone is fully awake?”

The Empathic Bond carried her desire directly into my nervous system. My body responded before my brain caught up — blood rushing south, heartbeat ticking up, skin heating where her hand rested on my chest.

“The bedroom is still occupied,” I pointed out.

“Not the bedroom.” She bit her lip. Small fangs visible. Her tail tightened on my wrist, guiding me toward the hallway bathroom. “Just… quick. I need you.”

There was something I’d discovered in the weeks since my transformation. Something Morgana had started calling “essence modulation” and I was calling “the volume dial.” During intimacy, I could control the intensity of my incubus energy — turn it up, turn it down, tune it to the specific frequency that resonated with each succubus.

With Lyra, the Empathic Bond made every adjustment razor-precise. I could feel exactly what she needed, exactly how much, in real time.

I let her pull me into the bathroom.

She was already peeling out of my hoodie before the door closed, revealing her porcelain-pale skin with its natural blush, her perky C-cups bouncing free — pink nipples already stiff, the cool air tightening them into hard little points that begged to be touched. Her seal was invisible on her lower back — it only appeared during climax — but I could feel it through the Constellation, a warm golden point in the network.

“You taste like sunrise now,” she whispered, pressing against me. The warmth of her bare tits flattened against my chest, her nipples dragging across my skin. Her hands found my chest, then my abs, trailing down the V-lines with fingertips that trembled. Her tail quivered. “Since the transformation. It’s like…” She kissed my jaw. My neck. Her tongue traced my pulse. “I can’t stop wanting you.”

“That’s the addictive trait.”

“I don’t care what it’s called.” Her fingers found the waistband of my sweats, tugged them down, and wrapped around my cock. Already hard. Her grip was warm — supernatural warm — and she stroked once, slowly, her thumb gliding over the head where pre-cum had already gathered. “I just know I woke up and you were all I could think about.”

My throat tightened. Blood pounding in my ears. The sensation of her small, warm hand working my shaft sent heat straight through my core.

I turned the dial. Just a fraction. Let my incubus energy pulse through the contact point where her hand gripped me.

Lyra’s eyes went wide. The blue brightened, shimmering. Her lips parted. “Oh… oh god. That’s—”

Her knees actually buckled. I caught her, one arm around her waist, and felt her thighs slick against mine. She was already soaking — I could feel the heat through the Bond, the way her arousal spiked from contact alone. Her pussy was drenched, her inner thighs glistening. The honeysuckle-vanilla scent sharpened, sweetening the humid bathroom air.

“More,” she breathed. “Jake, more—”

I lifted her onto the bathroom counter. She wrapped her legs around my waist, her tail coiling around my thigh, the spaded tip pressing possessively into my muscle. No more layers between us — her tiny cotton underwear was soaked through, a dark wet patch spreading across the fabric. She pushed it aside herself with trembling fingers, exposing her pussy — flushed pink, swollen, glistening with need.

“Please.” The word was a whisper against my mouth. Her blue eyes held mine. Honest. Open. The Empathic Bond was wide, and through it I felt everything she felt — the ache between her legs, the emptiness that needed filling, the overwhelming warmth of wanting someone who wanted you back with every cell.

I rubbed the head of my cock against her slit. She whimpered, her hips jerking forward, trying to take me. I held her there — just the tip parting her wet folds, teasing, making her work for it.

“Jake, don’t tease, I need—”

I pushed into her slowly. Inch by inch. She gasped — and I gasped with her, because the Bond meant I felt the stretch, the fullness, the tight wet heat gripping my cock from her side too. Dual sensation. Two nervous systems experiencing the same moment from opposite directions. Her pussy clenched around me as I bottomed out, and I felt the deep ache of fullness translated through the Bond — satisfying and overwhelming at once.

“Oh god.” My voice. Or hers. I couldn’t tell. “I can feel—”

“Everything.” She rolled her hips, grinding against me, taking me as deep as her body allowed. Her fingers dug into my shoulders. “I can feel you feeling me. It’s—”

It was overwhelming. Every movement created a feedback loop — her pleasure amplified mine, which amplified hers, cycling faster and faster. I gripped her hips, fingers pressing into the soft skin hard enough to dimple the flesh, and thrust. She moaned my name, the sound stuttering as I pulled back and drove in again.

The wet sounds of our fucking filled the small bathroom. Her pussy was so slick that each thrust produced an obscene squelch that she’d have been embarrassed about a few months ago. Now she just bit her lip and rocked her hips harder.

I turned the dial up another notch.

Lyra arched. Her wings — small vestigial winglets that couldn’t fly — fluttered wildly. Her tail went rigid, then wrapped so tight around my thigh it almost hurt. The blush that had started on her cheeks spread down her neck, across her chest, turning her pale skin rosy — her perky tits flushed pink, nipples darkening, her whole body broadcasting arousal like a signal.

“Jake— the bond is— I can’t separate us—”

I couldn’t either. Her pleasure and mine had merged into something singular. Every thrust was felt twice — the tight grip of her walls around my cock and the deep, delicious stretch of being filled. Every sound she made resonated in my bones. I grabbed her hair, golden strands winding through my fingers, and tilted her head back to kiss her throat. She whined, her pussy squeezing tight.

“You’re mine,” I growled against her skin. Felt the words land through the Bond — a spike of arousal so sharp she clenched around me hard enough to make me groan.

“Yours,” she gasped. “Always. Please don’t stop—”

She came with a cry that she muffled against my shoulder. Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic waves, milking my cock in desperate pulses, and the feedback loop hit critical mass — her orgasm triggered mine through the Bond, and mine rebounded back into her. She squirted hard, a rush of wet heat that splashed against my abs, flooded the counter, dripped to the tile floor in a puddle. Her eyes blazed sky-blue, bright as signal fires. Her thighs shook against my hips.

“I can’t— again— oh GOD—”

The second orgasm cascaded from the first before the aftershocks of the first had faded. She shook in my arms, fingernails raking bloody lines down my back, small fangs biting into my shoulder hard enough to leave marks. I came inside her with a groan that vibrated through both of us, my cock pulsing, pumping thick ropes of cum deep into her clenching pussy while the Bond made me feel every spurt from her end too — the warmth flooding into her, spreading, filling, the satisfaction that was almost spiritual in its completeness. My cum mixed with her squirt, the mess of it dripping between us, down her thighs, pooling on the counter.

Her seal blazed on her lower back. Golden light. I saw it reflected in the bathroom mirror — the intricate pattern I’d dreamed about before I ever met her. The Constellation pulsed in response. Four solid points of light brightening. And the fifth — distant, flickering — seemed to reach toward us.

The energy transfer completed like a circuit closing. Not draining me — filling us both. The spring, not the well. Since the transformation, intimacy generated more energy than it consumed.

Lyra slumped against my chest, trembling. My cock was still inside her, softening slowly, and I could feel her pussy fluttering around me — tiny aftershock contractions that made us both twitch. Her tail unwound slowly from my thigh. Her wings stilled. The blush faded to a soft glow across her skin.

“I felt the Constellation,” she murmured. “All of them. Through you.”

“I know.”

“And… the fifth point.” She lifted her head. Her blue eyes were serious now, post-orgasm haze giving way to something sharper. “It pulsed when we— Jake, it responded to the energy. It’s listening.”

I felt it too. The distant signal, briefly stronger, already fading back to background static.

“It’s closer than yesterday,” I said.

[System — Incubus Trait: Essence Modulation detected. Granular control developing.]

The notification pinged somewhere in the back of my awareness. I’d gotten used to the System’s dry, bureaucratic commentary on my life. It monitored. It catalogued. It never explained anything useful.

Lyra cleaned up with a warm washcloth, her tail swishing contentedly. Her satisfaction hummed in my awareness like a purring engine. Full. Warm. Connected.

We emerged from the bathroom to find Cherry standing in the hallway, arms crossed, tail swishing at maximum speed.

“You had MORNING TREATS without me!” Her heart-shaped pupils were wide with betrayal. Her lower lip jutted out. Her enormous tits heaved with indignation under the crop top.

“Cherry—”

“I could FEEL it through the Constellation! Pink lights went WHOOSH and I didn’t even get to participate!” She stamped her foot. Everything bounced.

“There’s a schedule,” Raven called from the kitchen, her voice carrying the tone of someone who’d been through this argument before. “You’re Tuesday.”

“IT’S NOT TUESDAY?”

“It’s Wednesday.”

Cherry deflated. Her wings drooped. Her tail drooped. Her entire body language telegraphed devastating disappointment. Then she brightened. “But the schedule also says ‘flexible weekends,’ and this week has been very stressful, so technically—”

“Nice try,” I said.

She pouted. Then grinned. “Fine. But I’m making it up on Friday. DOUBLE Friday.”

“That’s not a thing.”

“It is NOW.”

From the kitchen, Morgana’s voice: “If you’re all done negotiating copulation schedules, I have something you need to see.”

We gathered around the kitchen table. Kevin positioned himself under it, hoping for cheese. Morgana had her journal open, glasses pushed up, expression serious.

“The fifth point,” she said. “Someone is moving a sealed succubus toward our location. Not the Constellation pulling — something deliberate. Controlled.”

Raven’s tail went rigid. Every shadow in the kitchen sharpened. “Sera?”

Morgana met her eyes. Careful. Measured. “I can’t confirm identity. But the seal signature carries familial resonance consistent with yours. And the directionality is intentional — someone is bringing her to us.”

The kitchen went silent.

Cherry’s hand found Raven’s under the table. Raven didn’t pull away.

“Who?” I asked. “Banishers? Wardens?”

“I don’t know yet.” Morgana closed her journal. “But whoever it is, they’ll be here within days. Not weeks. Days.”

Raven stood. Her chair scraped back. Shadows surged around her feet, climbing the walls, filling the corners of the kitchen with protective darkness. Her violet eyes glowed faintly.

“If they’ve hurt her—”

“We don’t know anything yet,” I said. Steady. The incubus authority Morgana had told me about — not compulsion, just certainty. “When they arrive, we’ll be ready.”

Raven looked at me. The fury in her eyes warred with something softer — trust, hard-won over months of patience and consistency.

“Promise me,” she said.

“I promise.”

Her shadows settled. Not calm — contained. Ready.

Kevin whined softly from under the table, sensing the shift in the room’s emotional weather. Cherry scooped him up. He licked her face. She let him.

Through the Constellation, the fifth point flickered.

Closer.


Chapter 2: The Delivery

Three days later, the knock came.

Not a bang. Not a crash. Not a Warden smashing through the window or a Banisher tearing a rift in reality. Three polite knocks on the front door at seven in the evening, while Cherry was teaching Kevin a new trick and Raven was running her fifth perimeter check of the day.

Kevin’s reaction was the first clue something was different.

He didn’t whine. That was his Warden sound — a high, anxious noise that came from somewhere deep in his golden retriever soul, the one that meant “bad thing from another dimension approaching.” He didn’t growl either. The growl was for hostile Banishers — hackles raised, teeth bared, every ounce of his sixty-pound frame committed to looking threatening.

Instead, Kevin sat up. Ears forward. Alert but not alarmed. His tail swished once — cautiously — and he let out a single, sharp bark. Formal. Like announcing a guest at a party he hadn’t been told about.

“That’s new,” I said.

Raven materialized from the hallway shadows, already in combat posture. Torn fishnets, combat boots, choker — her goth armor. Her sharp obsidian horns gleamed under the apartment lights. Shadows coiled around her hands like living gloves.

“I sense one Banisher,” she said, her voice tight. “And someone else. Weak signal. Damaged.”

My hand was on the door. Through the Constellation, I reached for the signatures beyond it. One was familiar — cold, controlled, the slower-than-human heartbeat I’d learned to recognize. Aldric.

The other was… static. A broken transmission. The fifth point in the Constellation strained toward it so hard my vision blurred.

“Raven,” I said. “I think you should be here for this.”

She was already beside me.

I opened the door.

Aldric stood in the hallway. Human disguise, impeccable as always — tailored charcoal suit, silver hair swept back, posture that belonged in a boardroom, not outside a Chicago apartment that smelled like Cherry’s cotton-candy shampoo and Morgana’s Barolo. His pale silver eyes studied me with the careful neutrality of a diplomat carrying a loaded weapon.

Behind him stood a small figure in a hooded jacket two sizes too large.

“Before anyone attacks me,” Aldric said, raising both hands, “I brought a gift. Consider it a down payment on dialogue.”

He stepped aside.

The figure pushed back her hood.

Silver-white hair. Not natural — bleached, faded, the color leached out by something that wasn’t sunshine or chemicals. It hung past her shoulders, lank and thin. Her eyes were violet, lighter than Raven’s but unmistakable — the same family of purple, the same shape, framed by lashes that trembled as she blinked in the apartment’s warm light.

Delicate horns curved from her temples, smaller than Raven’s aggressive obsidian spikes. Her skin was pale — too pale, the kind of pallor that came from years without real light. Her frame was thin. Gaunt. The jacket hung on her like a tent, and the hands that gripped its edges were almost skeletal.

She was terrified. I could see it in the way she held herself — shoulders hunched, body angled toward the nearest exit, eyes cataloguing every person in the hallway with the rapid assessment of someone who’d learned that any room could become a cage.

And on her right shoulder, visible where the oversized jacket had slipped — a seal. Not hidden beneath skin like the others’. Exposed. The Banisher researchers had needed access, and they’d forced it to the surface. The pattern was there, the same geometric language as the others, but wrong. Lines that should have flowed smoothly were jagged, broken. Portions were dark where they should have glowed. It looked like someone had taken a masterwork painting and scratched through it with a knife.

The fifth point in the Constellation screamed toward her. I felt it like a hand reaching through my ribs.

Raven made a sound.

Not a word. Not a gasp. Something from before language — a raw, broken noise that started in her chest and didn’t make it past her throat. Her shadows surged outward, filling the hallway, climbing the walls, wrapping around furniture and doorframes and anything they could find. They reached for Aldric’s throat.

Morgana caught Raven’s wrist. She’d appeared from nowhere — she did that, moved with the Lore Class precision of someone who’d perfected the art of being exactly where she needed to be. “Not yet,” she said. Calm. Authoritative. The grip on Raven’s arm was iron.

The shadows retracted from Aldric. Barely.

“Sera?” Raven’s voice cracked on the second syllable. The tough exterior — months of sarcasm and attitude and carefully maintained walls — shattered like glass dropped from the rooftop. Her violet eyes were huge. Wet. Her tail had gone rigid, quivering, as if it couldn’t decide between wrapping protectively and lashing with fury.

The small figure’s lips parted. “…Rav?”

A whisper. Barely a breath. She was shaking so hard the jacket rattled.

They collided.

Raven grabbed her sister with both arms, pulling her in so fiercely that Sera gasped. The height difference — Raven at 5’7”, Sera barely reaching 5’4” — meant Sera’s face pressed into Raven’s shoulder, silver-white hair against jet-black. Raven’s shadows wrapped around them both, a dome of protective darkness that sealed out the light, the hallway, the world. Her tail curled around Sera’s wrist — the same gesture she used with me, but different. Older. Deeper. Something that predated Earth, predated exile, went back to whatever shared childhood two succubus sisters had in the Eighth Circle.

Sera sobbed. Not quietly. The kind of crying that came from somewhere below the ribs, ugly and raw, the sound of years of captivity breaking open like a dam.

Raven didn’t cry. She held her jaw tight enough to crack teeth, her arms locked around Sera’s thin frame, her shadows shaking with the effort of containing what she felt. Her emotional state hit me through the bonds like a freight train — grief and rage and relief and something so fierce it burned, a love that had survived believing its object was dead.

Cherry burst from the living room.

“SERA!” Tears were already streaming down her peach-perfect skin, tracking through her natural shimmer. Her heart-shaped pupils were dilated so wide the pink was almost invisible. “Oh my god— SERA!”

She charged the pair. The group hug formed with the subtlety of a pink-haired missile. Cherry’s compact wings spread wide, stretching to encompass both sisters. Her tail swished frantically, knocking a picture frame off the wall. Her massive tits pressed into the embrace with zero regard for personal space, and she was crying so hard she could barely breathe.

“You’re HERE! You’re actually— Cherry said you were— but I didn’t— SERA!”

Kevin launched himself into the pile. He barked once — sharp, joyful — and wriggled his entire body between legs and tails until he was pressed against Sera’s shins, licking everything he could reach.

Lyra’s hand found mine. She’d come from the bedroom, golden blonde hair mussed, blue eyes bright with tears. Her emotions crashed into me — joy so intense it felt like sunlight, grief for the years lost, fierce protectiveness for the broken girl in the hallway.

She squeezed my hand. I squeezed back.

Morgana approached Aldric while the reunion consumed the doorway. Her expression was cold. Professional. The warmth she showed our household — rare enough on its own — was nowhere in evidence.

“Terms?” she asked.

Aldric watched the four figures tangled in the hallway. The sobbing. The shadows. The pink wings. The golden retriever. Something flickered across his face — not quite kindness, but something adjacent. Something that cost him to show.

“I’ll discuss terms tomorrow,” he said. “Tonight, let them have this.”

Morgana studied him. Her sharp gaze, steady behind reading glasses, assessed him with two centuries of experience at reading people. Whatever she found satisfied her enough to nod once.

Aldric left. His footsteps were silent in the hallway, inhumanly precise, and then he was gone.

I closed the door. The shadow-reinforced deadbolt clicked into place.

Mrs. Peterson’s door opened across the hall. Because Mrs. Peterson’s door always opened when things happened in the building. The retired teacher peered out with the concerned efficiency of a woman who’d heard crying and immediately pivoted to casserole protocols.

“Jake, dear, is everything— oh!” She spotted the pile of succubi and golden retriever through my still-open doorway. “More friends! Is the commune growing?”

“Mrs. Peterson, this really isn’t—”

“I’ll bring extra cookies tomorrow. The Saturday batch.” She squinted at the hallway. “Was that man in the suit a recruiter?”

“He’s not a— there’s no commune, Mrs. Peterson.”

“Of course there isn’t, dear.” She patted my arm. Her eyes were sharp beneath the grandmotherly warmth. “I’ll bring the casserole too. The new girl looks like she hasn’t eaten since Clinton was president.”

She retreated into her apartment. The door clicked shut. Somewhere inside, I heard her already pulling out baking supplies.

The retired teacher operated on a crisis-response timeline that rivaled FEMA. Crying in the hallway at seven PM meant fresh cookies by dawn. It was a law of nature in this building.

Mr. Okonkwo called thirty seconds later. The man’s intelligence network rivaled the CIA’s.

“Jake! I saw a man in a very expensive suit leave your building. He walked like someone who has never been comfortable in shoes.” A pause weighted with the specific gravity of Nigerian observation. “Is everything all right? The elegant lady’s Barolo is ready if she needs it. I also have soup. My wife made too much.”

“Everything’s fine, Mr. Okonkwo. New roommate.”

“ANOTHER roommate? Jake, your apartment is not large enough for this many roommates.” The concern in his voice was genuine. “Do you need furniture? My cousin sells furniture. Discount for the commune.”

“It’s not a—”

“I’ll send the soup. And the wine. And Kevin’s treats — I have the new brand he prefers. The one with the beef.” He paused. “Tell the new roommate that Mr. Okonkwo’s store has everything she needs. Everything. We deliver.”

He hung up. The warmth in his voice lingered like an afterimage. Between Mrs. Peterson’s emergency baking and Mr. Okonkwo’s supply lines, our building’s support infrastructure could withstand a siege.

Kevin had opinions about the transition from hallway to living room. He herded everyone with the focused determination of a golden retriever who’d decided that the couch was the appropriate location for emotional reunions. He circled Sera’s legs. He nosed Cherry’s knee. He put his full sixty-pound body between Raven and the door as if to say: the hallway is over; the couch is happening; follow me.

Sera looked down at him. The ghost of something — not a smile, not yet, but the faintest softening of terror — crossed her face. She let him guide her.

The reunion had moved to the living room. Sera sat on the couch — or rather, was held on the couch. Raven hadn’t released her grip. Her shadows formed a protective shell around the cushions, dark and warm, and her tail maintained its anchor on Sera’s wrist. Cherry was pressed against Sera’s other side, wings still partially extended, her own tail brushing against Raven’s in the succubus gesture of comfort and sisterhood.

Kevin had positioned himself across Sera’s lap. All sixty pounds of golden retriever, making his weight her anchor to the present moment. His brown eyes looked up at her with the pure, unconditional adoration that only dogs could produce.

Sera’s shaking was subsiding. Slowly. Her thin fingers found Kevin’s fur and held on.

“He’s soft,” she whispered. Her voice was barely there — roughened by years of disuse or screaming or both. “What is he?”

“That’s Kevin,” Cherry said, wiping tears with the back of her hand. “He’s a dog. He’s the best. He loves everyone but he ESPECIALLY loves people who need him.”

Kevin’s tail thumped against the couch.

Sera almost smiled. The expression was foreign on her face, like a language she’d once spoken and forgotten.

Lyra sat on the floor near Sera’s feet, not touching — not wanting to overwhelm a girl who flinched at sudden movements — but close. Her empath senses radiated a gentle calm. The deliberate projection of safety and warmth settled over the room like a warm blanket.

“You’re okay,” Lyra said softly. “You’re safe here.”

Sera’s lighter violet eyes moved to Lyra. Then to me, standing by the door. Then to Morgana, who had settled into the armchair with the precise grace of a woman who owned every room she entered.

“How many?” Sera asked. “How many of you are there?”

“Four,” I said. “Plus Kevin.”

“And you’re the anchor.” It wasn’t a question. Her eyes found mine, and for a moment the damaged, terrified girl was gone — replaced by something sharper. An assessment. An Empath Class reading me through intermittent, damaged senses.

“I’m the anchor,” I confirmed.

She studied me for a long moment. Whatever she found, it was enough. She sank deeper into Raven’s arms, into the couch, into the warmth of a household that radiated safety like a furnace.

“She told me you were dead,” Sera said to Raven. Her voice caught. “The one who studied my seal. She told me you’d been killed crossing dimensions. Three years ago.”

Raven’s shadows darkened. The tendril on Sera’s wrist tightened minutely — a controlled pulse of fury.

“She lied.”

“I know that now.” Sera’s hand found Raven’s. Their fingers interlocked. “But until now, I didn’t.”

The silence that followed was heavy. Cherry sniffled. Kevin licked Sera’s free hand. The Constellation pulsed — four points of solid light and a fifth, right here in the room, flickering and reaching and unable to fully connect.

Cherry had already begun a one-woman hospitality operation. She vanished into the kitchen and returned with a glass of something pink, three of Mrs. Peterson’s hoarded cookies, and a blanket she’d pulled from the couch with her tail.

“You need food!” Cherry declared, setting the glass on the coffee table with enough enthusiasm to splash pink liquid onto Raven’s fishnets. “And warmth! And Kevin! You already have Kevin. Smart.” She tucked the blanket around Sera’s thin shoulders with surprising gentleness — the same careful touch she used when handling Kevin’s ears. “Cherry takes care of people. It’s a whole thing.”

“What’s in the glass?” Sera whispered.

“Love and juice! Mostly juice. Some love.”

Sera looked at the pink liquid. At Cherry. At the cookies. Her fingers reached for a cookie — slowly, like she expected it to be taken away.

She took a bite. Chewed. Her expression didn’t change, but her grip on the cookie tightened. She took another bite before finishing the first.

Cherry’s eyes welled up again. She pressed her hands to her own cheeks to physically contain the emotion. Her tail coiled around her own ankle. The bubbly chaos agent of the household was vibrating with the effort of maintaining something resembling calm.

Kevin repositioned himself to press more firmly against Sera’s legs. His tail thumped. Cookie crumbs fell on his head. He didn’t care. Kevin was a professional.

“We should let her rest,” Morgana said. She’d been watching with the careful attention of a scientist observing a reaction. But her voice was gentle. The Ora-Ora Mommy energy softened for the wounded girl. “Sera, when did you last sleep?”

“I don’t know.” Sera’s eyes were glazing. The adrenaline of reunion was fading, and beneath it was exhaustion so deep it looked like illness. “They kept the lights on. Always.”

Cherry’s hand flew to her mouth. Raven’s jaw tightened another impossible degree.

“The spare room is made up,” Lyra said. She’d already prepared it — I could tell from the fresh sheets I’d heard her rustling earlier today. She’d known. She’d sensed this was coming.

Raven carried her. Not let her walk — carried her. Sera was so light in Raven’s arms that it hurt to watch. Kevin followed, tail low, already assigned to duty.

Lyra helped. She sat on the floor near the spare room door, projecting a gentle calm that washed through the apartment — a layer of emotional safety spreading through the apartment’s air. She’d gotten better at this since the transformation. Her empathy was no longer just receptive. It was active. She could shape the emotional landscape of a room the way a conductor shaped an orchestra.

Cherry sat beside Lyra, uncharacteristically still. Her tail had stopped swishing. Her heart-shaped pupils were dim. She held one of Kevin’s toys — a rubber bone — and turned it over in her hands.

“She’s so thin,” Cherry whispered. Her voice, usually a bubbly cascade, was barely audible. “And her horns are dull. That means she hasn’t been feeding. At all. For…”

“Three years,” I said.

Cherry’s face crumpled. Tears tracked down her peach-perfect skin, cutting through her natural shimmer. “She taught me to braid. Before ceremonies. In the Eighth Circle. She’d sit me down and her fingers moved so fast I could never follow them, but somehow my hair always came out perfect.” She sniffled. “Her hair was black then. Not silver. And she smiled all the time.”

Raven’s voice carried from the spare room, barely audible. She was singing something. Not English, not any human language. Something from the demon realm — soft, low, with a melody that moved in intervals I didn’t recognize. A lullaby, maybe. Something from their childhood. Something from before.

The apartment was quiet. The L train rumbled in the distance. The refrigerator hummed. Kevin sighed from the spare room.

I stood in the living room with Lyra, Cherry, and Morgana. The apartment felt different. Fuller. The Constellation’s fifth point was right here now, inches away instead of miles, and the ache of the empty socket had transformed from abstract longing to specific, urgent need.

“Her seal,” I said.

Morgana removed her glasses. Folded them. Set them on the coffee table — the surrender gesture, but not for intimacy this time. For honesty.

“I need to examine it while she sleeps. She’s too exhausted to resist, which means her defenses won’t interfere with the readings.”

“Is that—” Lyra started.

“Non-invasive. I’ll read the energy signature, not touch the seal itself.” Morgana stood. Her heavy breasts shifted beneath the silk robe as she gathered her journal and a set of reagents from her dimensionally larger bag. “But I should warn you. What Aldric told us about Banisher researchers — that they studied her seal? I suspect we’ll find it’s worse than ‘studied.’”

She was right.

Twenty minutes later, Morgana knelt beside Sera’s sleeping form. The spare room was dark except for a faint sigil glow from Morgana’s reagents and the soft golden light of the Constellation as it reached toward Sera.

Kevin lay across the foot of the bed, eyes open, watching. He’d positioned himself between Sera and the door.

Raven stood in the corner, arms crossed, shadows filling every dark space in the room. She hadn’t spoken since putting Sera down.

I stood in the doorway. Through the Constellation, I could feel Sera’s damaged seal from here — a broken signal, like trying to tune a radio to a station that was almost there but full of static.

Morgana’s hands hovered over Sera’s shoulder. The seal was visible — cruelly, permanently visible. Not hidden beneath skin like the others’, awaiting the intimate revelation of climax. The Banishers had forced it to the surface for study, and there it stayed.

The pattern was there. The same geometric language I’d seen on Lyra’s lower back, Cherry’s decolletage, Raven’s inner thigh, and between Morgana’s breasts. But the lines had been rewritten. Portions were scratched through with jagged interference patterns. Dark veins crossed the design where light should have flowed. It looked like a circuit board after someone had taken pliers to the connections.

“They tried to read it,” Morgana said quietly. Her amber eyes were focused, her expression the one she wore when science and fury competed for priority. “Aggressively. They didn’t understand the encoding, so they used brute-force magical analysis. The equivalent of performing surgery with an axe.”

“Can you fix it?” Raven asked from the corner. The question was steady, but her shadows weren’t.

Morgana was quiet for a moment. She traced the seal’s perimeter without touching, her fingers leaving a faint trail of amber light in the air. The damaged pattern pulsed weakly in response.

“The underlying seal is intact,” she said finally. “The core pattern — the part that connects to the Constellation — is still there. But the Banishers built something on top of it. A suppression matrix. Layers of interference designed to prevent the seal from bonding or connecting.”

“A lock,” I said.

“Exactly. They couldn’t read the seal, so they locked it down. Prevented it from doing whatever it was designed to do.” Morgana sat back on her heels. “The lock is what’s causing her pain. The seal wants to connect — to the Constellation, to you — and the lock is preventing it. She’s been experiencing that conflict since the day they took her.”

Years of her seal trying to reach something it couldn’t connect to, blocked by the people who were supposed to be studying it.

“Can you remove it?” Raven’s voice was steel wrapped in glass.

“I don’t know yet,” Morgana said. The honest answer. The one that cost her. “The lock is sophisticated. Multi-layered. Removing it without damaging the underlying seal will require precision I haven’t yet determined is possible.”

She stood. Adjusted her glasses back onto her face. Looked at Raven.

“But I will find a way. That, I can promise.”

Raven nodded. Once. Her violet eyes were bright in the dark room, glowing faintly with suppressed power.

I reached through the Constellation toward Sera’s seal. The connection was there — fragile, stuttering, like a heartbeat with skipped beats. The fifth socket wanted her. Wanted to complete the pattern. But the lock stood between them, an artificial barrier jamming the signal.

Whatever the Banishers had done to Sera, they hadn’t just studied her seal.

They’d built a cage around it.

[System -- Exile Status: SERA]
Adaptation Level: 2% (recent arrival, weakened)
Powers Sealed: 98%
Bond Anchor: NONE (seal corruption prevents bonding)
Bond Strength: N/A
Seal Status: CORRUPTED -- partial rewrite detected; Constellation connection: BLOCKED

UNLOCKED ABILITIES
Emotion Sense (intermittent -- seal interference)
All other abilities locked [Requires: Seal restoration]

The notification materialized in my awareness with the System’s characteristic clinical detachment. I stared at it. BOND ANCHOR: NONE. Not because Sera didn’t want a connection, but because the Banishers had made one impossible.

Sera shifted in her sleep. A small sound escaped — not a word, not quite a cry. Kevin pressed closer. His tail thumped once against the mattress.

In the doorway, Cherry appeared. She’d been crying again — her eyes were puffy, her natural shimmer dimmed. But she carried a blanket she’d taken from the living room couch and draped it carefully over Sera’s thin shoulders without waking her.

“Her hands were so gentle,” Cherry whispered. So quietly her bubbly voice was unrecognizable. “When she did my hair before ceremonies. I could never sit still but she’d just laugh and keep going.” Her voice broke. “All that time. They had her all that time and they broke her seal and told her Raven was dead.”

I put my arm around Cherry. She leaned into me, her massive tits pressing against my side, her pink hair tickling my chin. For once, there was nothing sexual in the contact. Just grief.

Raven’s shadow touched Cherry’s ankle. A connection. An acknowledgment.

In the darkened room, Sera slept. Kevin guarded. The Constellation hummed its broken song, four notes clear and one fighting to join them.

Raven didn’t leave the room. She sat in the corner, wrapped in darkness, and she didn’t leave until morning.


Chapter 3: Terms and Conditions

Aldric arrived at nine the next morning. He knocked like a man who’d practiced the gesture specifically to seem non-threatening — three measured taps, evenly spaced, no urgency.

Kevin did his formal bark. One sharp note. Guest, not enemy.

I opened the door. Aldric stood in the hallway wearing a different suit — still charcoal, still impeccable, still tailored in a way that screamed “not of this dimension even if the fabrics are.” His silver hair was swept back with the same precision. His pale silver eyes assessed me with the careful neutrality of someone walking into a room that contained at least three beings who wanted to kill him.

“Mr. Morrison.”

“Aldric.”

“May I come in?”

“That depends. Are you carrying weapons, tracking devices, or additional relatives of anyone living here?”

The faintest twitch at the corner of his mouth. Not quite a smile. “Just a proposal.”

I stepped aside. He entered with the measured stride of a diplomat walking through a minefield. Which, given our living room, was accurate.

Morgana was already at the kitchen table. French press full. Journal open. Reading glasses on. She’d been waiting since dawn. Her silk blouse was strategically unbuttoned — two buttons, not three, the professional setting. Her chestnut hair with its silver streaks was pulled into an elegant twist. The massive curves of her F-cups strained against the silk with the understated authority of a woman who knew exactly how distracting she was and chose to weaponize it only when useful.

This was a negotiation. It was useful.

Raven leaned against the far wall, arms crossed, shadows pooling at her feet. She’d slept in Sera’s room — if “slept” was the right word for the way her shadows had maintained a protective dome around her sister all night. Her dark horns caught the kitchen light. Her violet eyes burned.

Lyra sat on the couch near the hallway, positioned between the kitchen and the spare room. Her sky-blue eyes were bright, attentive — her Empathic Bond humming as she read every emotional signature in the apartment. She’d dressed carefully: one of my fitted shirts over leggings, her golden blonde hair loose, her small ivory horns visible. The look said “I’m part of this household” with quiet conviction.

Cherry was not present. She’d been given an assignment: stay with Sera and Kevin. Keep the door closed. Do not enter the kitchen. Do not engage with the Banisher agent.

“But what if he wants to see Cherry’s morning routine?” she’d protested.

“He doesn’t.”

“Everyone wants to see Cherry’s morning routine!”

“Cherry. Stay.”

She’d pouted. But she’d stayed. I could hear her through the wall — telling Sera about Kevin’s favorite napping positions. Sera’s responses were too quiet to make out, even with incubus hearing.

Aldric sat at the kitchen table across from Morgana. He looked at the French press.

“Is that—”

“Help yourself,” Morgana said. Not warm. Polite. The kind of polite that meant “I will be civilized until I decide not to be.”

Aldric poured a cup. Sipped. His eyebrows rose fractionally. “This is exceptional.”

“I’ve had two centuries to refine my palate.” Morgana opened her journal. “Shall we begin?”

He set the cup down. Folded his hands. The diplomat’s posture — open body language, deliberate vulnerability. I’d learned to read these tells during the months of escalation.

“The Concordat is fracturing,” he said. No preamble. “Morgana’s data — the Constellation energy signatures, the seal resonance patterns — has split the advisory board. A reform faction believes the Constellation should be studied, not destroyed. The hardliners believe it must be eliminated regardless of findings.”

“And you?” I asked.

He met my eyes. His heartbeat — that wrong, too-slow rhythm — didn’t change. “I delivered Sera. That should answer your question.”

Raven’s shadows twitched but held.

Aldric continued. “The reform faction authorized me to present a proposal. Consider it a framework, not a final document.”

He produced a folder. Actual paper. Someone had printed it. The Banisher Concordat had a printer.

“The terms are as follows. First: Sera is released permanently. Unconditionally. This is the good-faith gesture that has already been enacted.”

“She’s not a gesture,” Raven said from the wall. “She’s my sister.”

“I’m aware.” Aldric didn’t flinch. “The release is permanent regardless of whether you accept the remaining terms. She’s not a hostage.”

Lyra’s voice from the couch, soft but clear: “He means it. His emotions are genuine on that point.”

Aldric glanced at her. Back to his folder. “Second: in exchange for Sera’s release and the reform faction’s continued advocacy, we request three things. One — no further deliberate Constellation expansion. Two — Concordat monitoring of seal activity. Three — shared transformation data for independent analysis.”

Silence. Then Morgana.

“The monitoring is unacceptable.”

“Elaborate.”

“‘Monitoring of seal activity’ means you’d know every time we activate the seals.” She let that sit. “During intimacy. You’d be tracking our sex life.”

Aldric had the grace to look uncomfortable. “The monitoring would be limited to energy signature detection, not—”

“Every time a seal activates during climax, your instruments would register it. Every feeding session. Every intimate encounter. Every private moment would generate data in your analysts’ possession.” Morgana leaned back. Her glasses glinted. “No.”

“Additionally,” I said, “we’re not agreeing to stop Constellation expansion. We don’t control it. The Constellation does what it does — we’re participants, not architects.”

“And sharing transformation data means handing them the blueprint for making more incubi,” Raven added. “Which they could weaponize.”

Aldric absorbed the three rejections without visible reaction. Diplomat training. “Counter-proposal?”

Morgana had been ready for this. She’d spent the last twelve hours drafting, and her preparation was evident in the way she opened her journal to a specific page and began.

“Sera’s release is accepted and acknowledged. Our counter-terms: First — monitoring is replaced with periodic data sharing on OUR terms. Quarterly reports, content curated by me, reviewed before transmission. Second — Constellation expansion remains unaddressed, since neither party controls it. Third — transformation data is shared only as raw energy signatures with no biological specifications.”

She pushed her journal toward him. “Additionally, we require full disclosure of everything the Concordat learned from studying Sera’s seal. Every test. Every result. Every piece of damage documented.”

Aldric studied the page. His too-slow heartbeat ticked in my awareness.

“I’ll present this to the reform council,” he said. “It’s reasonable.”

“And the hardliners?” I asked.

For the first time, something cracked in Aldric’s composure. Just a flicker — tension at the jaw, a micro-tightening of his hands. “Commander Thessa leads the hardliner faction. She believes the Constellation is an existential threat to dimensional stability. She’s not wrong that it’s powerful. She IS wrong about the response.”

“What response?”

“Forced seal removal. Starting with the damaged one.” He paused. “Starting with Sera.”

The room went cold.

Raven’s shadows exploded from the wall. Dark tendrils surged across the floor, climbed the table, reached for Aldric with intent that was not diplomatic. Morgana’s hand shot out — not to block the shadows, but to place five fingers on the table with pointed authority.

“Raven.”

The shadows trembled. Held. Did not retract, but did not close the distance.

“If Thessa comes here—” Raven started.

“That’s why the reform faction exists,” Aldric said. He hadn’t moved. Credit to his composure — or his stupidity. “We’re the barrier between Thessa and your household. But that barrier requires cooperation. Demonstrated willingness to engage. The monitoring demand was excessive — I expected your counter. But some form of cooperation must exist, or the reform faction loses its argument.”

I looked at Morgana. She looked back. Two centuries of political experience met my three months of incubus instinct.

“We’ll talk,” I said. “Morgana draws up counter-terms. You present them to your people. But we don’t agree to anything today.”

Aldric nodded. “Fair.”

“One more thing.” I held his gaze. Let the incubus presence settle into the space between us — not compulsion, not pressure, just weight. The kind that made humans reflexively placate and made Banishers think twice. “If Thessa makes a move before negotiations conclude, we will consider it an act of war. And I won’t be mediating.”

Aldric’s silver eyes studied me. His inhuman pulse didn’t waver. But he inclined his head.

“Understood.”

The formal part was over. What happened next was… unexpected.

Aldric stayed for breakfast.

Not by design. Cherry — defying every instruction she’d been given — emerged from the spare room carrying Kevin and beaming. She’d been told “stay.” She’d decided that word was merely a suggestion.

“GOOD MORNING!” She bounced into the kitchen. Everything bounced with her — her massive E-cup tits strained against a borrowed tank top so aggressively that the fabric made a sound of structural complaint. Her bubblegum-pink hair was wild. Her heart-shaped pupils sparkled. Her tail swished at maximum frequency.

“I made pancakes! Well, I made SOMETHING. It might be pancakes. Kevin ate one and survived, so they’re probably safe!”

She set a plate in front of Aldric before anyone could stop her.

Aldric stared at the plate. The pancakes were pink. Not food-coloring pink. They were somehow, through a process no one could explain, Cherry’s signature shade of bubblegum pink.

“How—” he started.

“I don’t know!” Cherry said cheerfully. “Everything I cook comes out pink! It’s my BRAND.”

He looked at me. I shrugged. “She made me pink scrambled eggs last week. They tasted fine.”

Aldric picked up a fork. Took a bite. Chewed slowly. His face revealed nothing.

“These are… acceptable.”

Cherry BEAMED. “That’s the NICEST thing a Banisher has ever said to me!”

“I imagine Banishers haven’t said many nice things to you.”

“NO! They usually say ‘surrender’ and ‘you are in violation’ and other boring words!” She plopped into a chair, her bubble butt settling with a bounce. “But you brought Sera, so you’re my favorite Banisher now.”

“I’m not sure that’s a category I wished to occupy.”

“Too late! It’s decided!” Her tail swished against his chair leg. She didn’t notice. She never did.

Mrs. Peterson chose this moment to appear. The door was open — a habit born from Cherry’s tendency to forget that doors were supposed to be closed — and the retired teacher shuffled in carrying a plate of cookies and a casserole dish.

“Jake, dear,” she said, surveying the kitchen. Her eyes traveled from Aldric’s impeccable suit to Morgana’s silk blouse to Cherry’s barely-contained chaos. “Oh, another friend! You have SO many friends. Are you starting a commune?”

“Please go home, Mrs. Peterson.”

“I brought cookies!” She set the plate on the counter. Premium chocolate chip macadamia — the Saturday batch, the good ones, the ones she’d started baking since my transformation increased what Raven called my “threat assessment.” She also set down the casserole. “And lasagna. For the commune.”

“It’s not a—”

“I also brought Kevin’s treats.” She produced a bag of dog biscuits from her cardigan pocket. Kevin materialized instantly, tail wagging. “There you are, sweetheart!”

Kevin accepted the treats with the dignity of a golden retriever who knew he’d earned every one.

Mrs. Peterson approached Aldric. She studied him with the appraising eye of a retired teacher who’d spent forty years assessing character. “And who is this handsome gentleman?”

Aldric stood. Old-world courtesy. “A friend of the family.”

“Charming.” She patted his arm. “You should eat more. You’re too thin.” She turned to me. “Jake, make sure your friend eats. He looks like he hasn’t had a home-cooked meal in years.”

“I haven’t,” Aldric said. And something in his voice suggested he meant it literally.

Mrs. Peterson nodded. “The lasagna is for everyone.” She shuffled toward the door. Paused. Looked back at the growing crowd in my kitchen — four succubi, one Banisher agent, one incubus, one golden retriever, and one retired teacher.

“A commune,” she said with satisfaction. She paused at the door. “Jake, dear, do you need a bigger table? My late husband’s brother has one in storage. Seats twelve.”

“Mrs. Peterson—”

“I’ll have it delivered Tuesday.” She left before I could object. The woman operated on a decision-making timeline that did not include input from the people affected by her decisions. In this, she had more in common with Morgana than either of them would ever acknowledge.

Aldric watched her go. His diplomat mask had slipped, revealing something I’d never seen on his face before. Bewilderment.

“How do you live like this?” he asked.

“You get used to it,” I said. “The dog sleeps on everyone.”

As if to demonstrate, Kevin approached Aldric. Sniffed his hand. Growled softly — the residual Banisher-scent response. Then licked his fingers.

Aldric stared at the dog with an expression suggesting he’d been presented with an unsolvable equation. Kevin wagged his tail. The equation remained unsolved.

“He likes you,” Cherry announced. “Or he’s tasting you. One of those.”

“In two centuries of inter-dimensional diplomacy,” Aldric said, “I have never been assessed by a canine.”

“Kevin assesses EVERYONE,” Cherry said. “He’s our head of security. Well, co-head. Raven thinks she’s head of security but Kevin has seniority.”

“I am ABSOLUTELY head of security,” Raven called from the wall.

“Kevin was here first!”

“Kevin eats shoes.”

“Kevin eats shoes STRATEGICALLY.”

Aldric looked at me. I shrugged. This was the level of discourse that accompanied most meals in the Morrison household.

He withdrew his hand. Slowly.

Aldric was halfway through his third pink pancake when Mr. Okonkwo called.

The broad-shouldered Nigerian man’s voice boomed through my phone speaker before I could take it off speaker mode. “Jake! Good morning! I have a delivery for the elegant lady. The Barolo she requested. Also, someone is parked outside your building in a very nice car. Government plates. Should I be concerned?”

“That’s a friend, Mr. Okonkwo.”

“A friend with government plates.” A pause weighted with the specific skepticism of a man who’d emigrated from Lagos and developed strong opinions about government vehicles. “I will reserve judgment. Tell the elegant lady her wine is ready. Also, I have fresh bread if the commune needs it.”

“It’s not a—”

“Goodbye, Jake!”

He hung up. Aldric, who had been listening with the stillness of someone who’d just been classified as a “friend with government plates,” took another bite of pink pancake.

“Your grocer,” Aldric said carefully, “keeps tabs on vehicles outside your building.”

“Mr. Okonkwo keeps tabs on EVERYTHING,” Raven said from the wall. “He once told me my shadow was ‘behaving oddly’ on a Tuesday. He didn’t elaborate. I didn’t ask.”

“He’s better intelligence than half the Concordat’s surveillance network,” Morgana noted without looking up from her journal.

Cherry materialized with another plate. These pancakes had somehow become MORE pink. “Want seconds? I call these Double Cherry Specials!”

“I think one serving of Cherry Special is sufficient,” Aldric said.

“Nobody stops at ONE Cherry Special!” She set the plate down with a bounce that made the table vibrate and Aldric’s coffee ripple. Her tail swished against his chair. She didn’t notice. She never did.

After he left — having consumed three pink pancakes, a cup of Morgana’s coffee, and two of Mrs. Peterson’s cookies despite visible inner conflict about all three — the household settled into processing.

Raven had returned to Sera’s room. Through the walls, I heard murmured conversation — Raven’s low voice, Sera’s whispered responses. The sister resonance hummed through the Constellation like a tuning fork.

Cherry commandeered the living room couch with Kevin and Lyra, creating what she called a “feelings fort” out of blankets. The corruption aura was behaving — or rather, it was doing what it always did, but the only people in range were succubi and an incubus, so the lowered-inhibitions effect manifested as everyone being aggressively honest about their emotions.

“I’m scared for Sera,” Lyra said, wrapped in a blanket, tail curled around Cherry’s. “Her emotional signature is… fragmented. Like a stained glass window with pieces missing.”

“I’m ANGRY,” Cherry said, which was notable because Cherry was almost never angry. Her tail swished erratically. “They had her for THREE YEARS and they broke her seal and they LIED to her about Raven.”

“I’m going to destroy them,” Raven’s voice carried from the spare room.

“That’s not a feeling, Rav,” Cherry called back.

“It’s the only one I have.”

Morgana sat at the kitchen table, already drafting counter-proposals. Her pen moved across paper with efficient strokes. Wine in one hand, journal in the other.

“The journalist article,” she said without looking up.

I’d been so focused on Sera’s arrival that I’d forgotten. Diane Kowalski’s piece about the “Michigan Avenue phenomenon” had published in the Chicago Reader three days ago. The one with screencaps from the tourist livestream of Cherry’s illusion flash mob. The one that noted no performance permit had been filed and no flash mob organizer had come forward.

Morgana held up her phone. She’d adapted to human technology with the speed of someone who’d mastered the art of learning itself.

“The article is gaining traction. Secondary outlets are picking it up. And the original tourist footage has eighty thousand views on social media.”

I rubbed my temples. “How bad?”

“She’s skeptical but thorough. She doesn’t claim ‘magic’ — she’s too smart for that. But she notes the ‘shimmering air’ effect doesn’t match any known projection technology, and the lack of any official explanation is suspicious.”

Cherry perked up from the feelings fort. “We’re FAMOUS? Jake! We’re famous!”

“We are absolutely not famous.”

“But she said ‘dazzling!’” Cherry’s pink eyes sparkled. “Can I do an interview?”

“Absolutely not.”

“But she seems NICE! And journalism is just telling stories, and I LOVE stories—”

“Cherry.” I used the authority voice. Not incubus power — just the tone I’d developed over months of managing four supernatural beings, a golden retriever, and the chaos vortex that was Cherry’s mere existence. “No interviews. No contact with journalists. No going near the Chicago Reader offices.”

“What if she comes HERE?”

“Especially not then.”

Cherry pouted. Her lower lip jutted. Her massive tits heaved with the injustice of it all. Then she brightened. “What if I write her a LETTER? On pretty paper? With stickers?”

“No.”

“What about—”

“No.”

“But—”

“The answer to everything you’re about to ask is no, Cherry.”

She deflated. Then rallied. “Raven! Would you write the journalist a letter for me?”

“I would rather eat thin crust pizza,” Raven’s voice came from the spare room.

Cherry gasped. “You WOULDN’T.”

“I would. Happily. With a knife and fork.”

“MONSTER.”

From the kitchen table, Morgana didn’t look up from her drafting. But she spoke with calm certainty — she’d already solved a problem the rest of us hadn’t noticed yet.

“I’ll handle the journalist. My way.”

“Morgana—”

“I said I’ll handle it.” She slid the glasses off and set them on the table with a click. The gesture that meant she was transitioning from academic to something more direct. “Trust me.”

I trusted her. I trusted all of them. That was the thing about this life — the absurd, impossible, domestic chaos of being an incubus with four bonded succubi, a damaged fifth arriving by Banisher delivery, a golden retriever, and a retired neighbor who thought we were a commune.

Trust was the foundation. Everything else was built on top.

“Fine,” I said. “You handle the journalist. But Cherry stays a minimum of two hundred feet from Diane Kowalski at all times.”

“Three hundred,” Morgana corrected.

“Three hundred.”

Cherry sighed dramatically. “You’re all so boring about fame.”

[System] Ping: [External Awareness: Human investigation of supernatural activity. Classification: LOW but escalating.]

The afternoon brought an unexpected development. Sera asked Cherry a question.

Not a survival question — not “where is the exit” or “who is in the building.” A CURIOSITY question. The first one since her arrival.

“Why is your food pink?”

Cherry, who was in the kitchen attempting to make what she called “celebratory macarons” (which were pink, cylindrical, and structurally unsound), looked up with the delighted surprise of someone who’d been waiting for exactly this moment.

“GREAT question! It just HAPPENS! Everything I touch turns pink eventually. Jake’s towels are pink. The bathroom soap is pink. Kevin’s water bowl is SLIGHTLY pink.”

“That’s not… normal. For succubi.”

“Cherry isn’t normal for succubi,” Raven called from the spare room.

“THANK you, Raven!”

“That wasn’t a compliment.”

“Everything is a compliment if you’re POSITIVE enough!”

Sera watched Cherry attempt to stack macarons. The stack collapsed. Cherry rebuilt it. It collapsed again. Cherry started a third attempt.

“She’s still doing the stack thing,” Sera said quietly, to no one in particular. Something warm moved through her expression — recognition, maybe. The comfort of finding something familiar in a world that had spent three years being nothing but change and loss.

Kevin ate a fallen macaron. He did not turn pink, despite Cherry’s insistence that he would.

That night, Sera woke screaming.

I heard it from the bedroom — incubus hearing catching the gasp before it became a cry, the thrashing of limbs against sheets, the sharp intake of breath that preceded full-throated terror.

Raven was there in seconds. She’d been sleeping in the corner of Sera’s room — or pretending to sleep, her shadows extending through the walls like a surveillance network. I felt her move through the Constellation, a surge of dark protective fury barreling toward her sister.

By the time I reached the doorway, Raven had Sera in her arms. Shadows filled the room — not threatening, but cocooning. Warm darkness. A shelter built from pure protective instinct.

Kevin pressed against Sera’s legs, his warm body an anchor.

Sera was shaking. Hard. The kind of trembling that started in the bones and worked its way out to the surface. Her silver-white hair was soaked with sweat. Her lighter violet eyes were wide, unseeing, locked on something that existed only in memory.

“They kept asking,” she whispered. Her voice cracked on every word. “What the seal was. Over and over. And when I couldn’t tell them—”

She touched her right shoulder. The exposed seal pulsed weakly — dark, fractured light.

“They tried to make it tell them.”

Raven’s shadows darkened. Her arms tightened around Sera. Her voice, when it came, was steel and broken glass.

“They will never touch you again.”

From the hallway, I watched. Through the Constellation, I could feel Sera’s damaged seal pulsing — a broken signal trying to connect. And I could feel something else: the fifth socket reaching for her. The Constellation wanted Sera. The pattern ached to complete itself.

But Sera’s seal couldn’t answer. The lock held. And behind the lock, a girl who’d been caged for three years was trying to remember what safety felt like.

Cherry appeared beside me. She’d traded her usual bubbly energy for something quieter — a solemnity that proved she understood far more than anyone gave her credit for. Her tail hung still. Her pink eyes were dim.

“She used to laugh,” Cherry whispered. “In the Eighth Circle. She had the best laugh. It made everyone around her smile. Empath thing, I think — she’d project joy without meaning to.”

Her hand found mine. I held it.

“We’ll get it back,” I said.

Cherry looked up at me. Those impossible eyes — pink irises, heart-shaped pupils — searched my face. “Promise?”

I thought about the Constellation. The fifth socket reaching. Morgana’s expertise. Lyra’s empathy. Raven’s devotion. Cherry’s love. My incubus energy, designed to sustain and heal.

“Promise.”

She leaned against my shoulder. All those bimbo proportions compressed into a gesture of simple human comfort. Her cotton-candy scent was muted — the subdued version that appeared when she was genuinely sad.

In the spare room, Sera’s trembling slowed. Kevin licked her hand. Raven held on.

The Constellation pulsed in the dark. Five points. Four solid. One trying.


Chapter 4: Addicted to You

Days settled into a rhythm. Not normal — nothing about my life qualified as normal anymore — but a rhythm. A pattern. The kind of domestic cadence that happens when five supernatural beings, a golden retriever, and one increasingly bewildered retired neighbor share an apartment building in downtown Chicago.

Sera was settling in. Barely.

She ate meals with the group now — small portions, perched on the edge of her chair like a bird ready to take flight. She flinched at clanking dishes, loud voices, and sudden movements. Cherry’s natural volume was a constant challenge. But Cherry had learned — without being told, which was unprecedented — to tone herself down around Sera. She still bounced. She still swished. But she did it at forty percent instead of the usual hundred and ten.

Kevin had appointed himself Sera’s emotional support animal with the solemn dedication of a golden retriever who understood his mission. He had not left her side in four days. He slept at her feet. He sat beside her during meals. He accompanied her to the bathroom and waited outside the door with the patience of a saint.

Sera’s hands were always in his fur. Holding on.

I monitored her damaged seal through the bond network. The signal was clearer with proximity — I could feel the corruption matrix like a cage built around the genuine seal beneath. The fifth socket reached and reached, and the lock held and held.

Raven ran perimeter checks three times a day now instead of five. Progress. She spent the intervals with Sera, reading beside her in the spare room while Kevin dozed between them. They didn’t talk much. They didn’t need to. The sister resonance — that succubus bond that preceded any anchor — hummed between them like a shared heartbeat.

The Banisher negotiations crawled forward. Morgana and Aldric exchanged counter-proposals through secure channels. Voss — the Warden who apparently existed — had been mentioned in Aldric’s communications as “also monitoring the situation.” We hadn’t met a Warden diplomat yet. The concept felt oxymoronic.

Mrs. Peterson arrived with cookies on Monday. Tuesday’s delivery was a casserole. By Wednesday, she’d added a bag of Kevin’s treats and a note that read: “For the new girl — she needs feeding up. I’ve enclosed my grandmother’s meatloaf recipe. It fixes everything.”

Sera had stared at the recipe card for a full minute.

“What’s a meatloaf?” she’d asked.

“It’s… meat. In a loaf shape,” I’d offered.

“Humans put meat in loaf shapes.” She’d turned the card over, examining Mrs. Peterson’s handwriting. “Deliberately.”

“It’s considered comfort food.”

“Comfort food.” She’d tested the phrase like it was a foreign concept. Which, for a succubus who’d spent three years in a Banisher facility, it was. “Food that provides comfort. Not just sustenance.”

“That’s the idea.”

She’d looked at Kevin, who was sitting at her feet with the focus of a dog who had detected the word “meatloaf” and understood its implications. “Does Kevin get comfort food?”

“Kevin gets everything.”

Kevin’s tail confirmed this. He also nudged the recipe card with his nose, as if volunteering to quality-test any meatloaf that resulted.

“He’s persistent,” Sera observed.

“He’s a golden retriever. Persistence is their primary operating system.”

Cherry had immediately tried to make the meatloaf. The result was pink, which surprised no one. It also glowed faintly, which surprised everyone, including Cherry.

“I didn’t MEAN to make it glow,” she’d protested.

“Is it edible?” I’d asked.

“Kevin ate some!” She pointed at Kevin, who was licking his lips. “He’s FINE!”

Kevin burped. A faint pink shimmer escaped his mouth.

“That’s new,” Raven observed from the doorway.

“He glows now! He’s a GLOW DOG!”

Kevin did not glow. But the meatloaf incident had been absorbed into the household’s growing archive of Cherry-related culinary events, filed alongside the pink scrambled eggs, the inexplicably fuchsia toast, and the one time she’d turned a pot of water pink just by stirring it.

Mr. Okonkwo, who had accepted delivery of the glowing meatloaf leftovers with a raised eyebrow and a diplomatic “interesting color,” had quietly disposed of them and sent up a replacement pot roast from his wife’s recipe.

And Cherry was getting… needy.

Not in the usual way. I’d learned to read Cherry’s emotional landscape over months of cohabitation, and this wasn’t her standard enthusiastic affection. This was something different. Something the transformation had created.

I first noticed it on a Tuesday morning. I was at my desk — or what passed for a desk in an apartment that now housed more people than square footage — trying to answer work emails. Remote IT support waited for no incubus.

Cherry materialized on my desk.

Not walked to. Not approached. Materialized, as if the space between the living room and my workspace had simply ceased to exist. She sat on the edge, her impossibly round bubble butt planted directly on my keyboard, her massive E-cup tits resting on my monitor with the casual disregard for personal property that defined her existence.

“Jake,” she said. Her bubblegum-pink hair fell in bouncy waves around her face. Her heart-shaped pupils were dilated. Her skin had that faint shimmer — the natural body-glitter effect — and it seemed brighter than usual. More urgent. “I need you.”

“Cherry, I fed you yesterday.”

“I KNOW.” She wiggled on my keyboard. Several client emails auto-replied with keyboard smash. “I need you AGAIN. It’s not hunger. It’s…” She tilted her head. Her candy-pink gradient horns caught the light. “I don’t have the word for it.”

“Craving?”

“Is that a word? It sounds like a word.” She leaned forward. Her cotton-candy scent intensified — the arousal version, strawberry notes sharpening. “You taste DIFFERENT now. Since the transformation thing. Better. Like, SO much better. And I can’t stop thinking about it.”

Morgana looked up from the couch, where she’d been reading with her glasses on and a glass of something amber. Her chestnut hair was loose, silver streaks catching the afternoon light.

“The addictive trait,” she said matter-of-factly. “It’s creating a preference cascade. Her body has calibrated to your essence. Ordinary satiation no longer satisfies — she requires the specific quality only you produce.”

Cherry pointed at Morgana with both hands. “YES! That! The science thing she said!”

“So you’re…” I processed this. “Addicted to me?”

Cherry’s face split into a smile so wide her small fangs showed. “IS THAT BAD?”

I looked at Morgana. She removed her glasses — not the full surrender gesture, just a half-measure, hooking them on her blouse neckline. The movement drew my eye to the deep valley of her cleavage.

“Not addicted,” Morgana corrected. “Attuned. Think of it as developing a palate. She can’t go back to instant coffee after tasting the real thing.”

Cherry nodded vigorously. Everything vibrated. My monitor tilted dangerously. “I have NO idea what that means but YES.”

I saved my work. Closed the laptop under Cherry’s ass. And considered the implications.

The addictive trait had been part of my transformation since it happened. Morgana had explained the theory — incubus energy wasn’t just sustaining, it was uniquely satisfying, creating bonds that went beyond basic feeding needs. All four succubi had shown signs. The unconscious gravitation during sleep. The increased physical affection. The way they pressed closer when I entered a room.

But Cherry, as with everything, experienced it at maximum volume.

“Rooftop?” she asked, her tail swishing so fast it knocked a pen cup off the desk.

“It’s two in the afternoon.”

“Perfect! The sun is nice!”

“Cherry, people can see the rooftop.”

“No one’s looking UP, Jake. Humans always look down or straight. I’ve studied this.” She leaned closer. Her heavy tits pressed against my arm. Hard nipples visible through the thin fabric of her borrowed crop top. “Please? I’ll be quiet.”

We both knew that was the biggest lie ever spoken in any dimension.

“Rooftop,” I agreed. “But the back section. Behind the AC units.”

She was off my desk and bouncing toward the door before I finished the sentence.

The rooftop was one of our few private outdoor spaces. I had a key from helping the super fix AC units months ago — back when my life’s biggest complication was making rent. The Chicago skyline spread around us in every direction, autumn sun warming the concrete, the L train rumbling on the elevated tracks a few blocks south. Willis Tower — Sears Tower to real Chicagoans — stood sentinel to the west.

Cherry had already stripped the crop top by the time I caught up.

She stood in the late afternoon light, pink hair catching the sun, candy-pink horns gleaming. Her massive E-cup tits bounced free — impossibly full, perfectly round, defying every law of physics and most of biology. Her tiny waist made them look even larger. Her round bubble butt strained against shorts that qualified as underwear at best. She shimmered in the sun, that natural body-glitter effect turning her peach skin into something radiant.

She turned to face me. Heart-shaped pupils blazing pink. Tail swishing in rapid figure-eights.

“Come here,” she said. Not a command — an invitation delivered with the full force of Cherry’s guileless enthusiasm.

I crossed the distance. She reached for my shirt, tugging it over my head with both hands. Her fingers traced my abs, the V-lines, with the open appreciation of someone who’d never learned to hide what she wanted.

“You’re different too,” she said, studying my body. “Since the transformation. More…” She searched for the word. “Magnetic. Like my whole body wants to get closer to you and closer isn’t ENOUGH.”

I kissed her. Her lips were impossibly soft, tasting of strawberries and something sweeter — her essence, the thing that made succubi taste different from humans. She moaned into the kiss immediately, no ramp-up, no hesitation. Cherry didn’t do gradual. Her tongue found mine, warm and eager, and she sucked on my lower lip with a desperate little sound that went straight to my cock.

Her cotton-candy scent hit me like a wave. Intensified by arousal, it was almost visible — a sweetness that saturated the air between us. My body responded on instinct. Blood rushing south. Cock straining against my jeans, already thick and aching. The incubus energy stirred, ready.

I experimented with the dial.

That was what I’d been calling it privately — the volume dial. The ability to modulate my essence intensity during intimacy. With Lyra and the Empathic Bond, adjustments were precise, guided by shared sensation. With Cherry, I was flying by feedback alone.

I turned it up. Just a fraction. Let the incubus energy pulse through the point where my hands gripped her waist — where my fingers nearly spanned her impossibly tiny midsection.

Cherry’s eyes went supernova.

“Oh.” Her voice cracked. Her knees gave way and I caught her, pulling her against me. Her hips ground forward against my thigh on instinct, and I could feel the wet heat of her soaking through her shorts. “Oh. OH. Jake, that’s— what are you DOING?”

“Something new.”

“Do it AGAIN.”

I turned it up another notch. Her whole body shuddered. Her tail wrapped around my leg so tight the spaded tip left a red mark. Her nipples were diamond-hard, pressing against my chest through the remaining fabric of her crop top — which she was still somehow wearing. She clawed it off over her head, and her enormous tits spilled free against my bare chest. Massive. Heavy. The sheer weight of them pressing warm and soft against my skin, her rock-hard nipples dragging across my pecs.

The warmth was supernatural. Hotter than human skin. Her shimmer was visible up close, like she was lit from within. I cupped one of those impossible tits — it overflowed my hand, warm and dense, the nipple pressing against my palm like a bullet. She whimpered at the contact, arching into my grip.

“I need you,” she panted. “I need you right now. I need you TEN MINUTES AGO.”

I pulled her shorts down. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath — she never did when she expected this to happen, and Cherry always expected this to happen. Her pussy was already soaked, swollen and flushed pink, glistening in the afternoon light. A strand of wetness connected her inner thigh to the discarded shorts as they fell. Her pink-tinted wings spread behind her, catching sun.

She pushed me down onto the concrete behind the AC units. The surface was warm from the day’s heat. The Chicago skyline surrounded us — glass and steel and autumn light, the Willis Tower standing guard to the west, the lake a distant blue ribbon to the east. The L train rumbled below on its elevated track, close enough to feel the vibration.

Cherry straddled me with the enthusiasm of a succubus who’d been thinking about nothing else for twenty-four hours. She yanked my jeans and boxers down with both hands, freeing my cock. It slapped against my abs, thick and hard, pre-cum glistening on the head.

“Let me,” she said, positioning herself. Her impossible tits hung above me, heavy, gravity-defying, swaying with each breath. She gripped my cock with one hand — her small fingers couldn’t close around the full thickness, enhanced since the transformation — and rubbed the head against her wet slit. The contact made us both groan. She dragged the tip through her slick folds, coating me in her wetness, the head bumping her clit and making her hips jerk. “Let me, let me, let me—”

She sank down with a moan that the entire block probably heard.

I was inside her. All the way. The heat was incredible — supernatural warmth that went beyond temperature, beyond physical sensation. Her pussy gripped me like a fist, tight and slick, the wet heat almost scalding. It was energy meeting energy, incubus and succubus, the bond thrumming between us. The Constellation’s third point — Cherry’s fizzing pink spark — blazed in my awareness.

“Oh god,” she gasped. “You’re so DEEP—”

She began to move. There was nothing subtle about it. Cherry rode me the way she did everything — full commitment, zero restraint, complete abandonment of anything resembling self-consciousness. She planted her hands on my chest and rolled her hips in long, grinding strokes that took every inch of my cock. Her heavy tits bounced with every motion — massive, impossible, each downstroke sending them swinging in hypnotic arcs. Pink hair flying. Her tail swished behind her in time with her hips. The cotton-candy scent was overwhelming now, mixing with the musk of sex in the open air.

I watched her ride me. The afternoon sun lit her from behind — pink hair haloed in gold, shimmering skin, her enormous tits catching the light with each bounce. The wet sounds of her pussy taking my cock were obscene, slick and rhythmic, audible over the city noise.

I turned the dial.

This time I pushed it higher. Channeled the incubus energy deliberately, modulating the intensity upward through the bond point where our bodies connected — where my cock was buried to the hilt inside her dripping pussy.

Cherry’s eyes rolled back. Her hips stuttered, grinding down hard. “Jake— what— WHAT IS—”

Her first orgasm hit like a wave crashing. She threw her head back, pink hair catching the light, wings spreading wide behind her. Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic contractions — tight, squeezing, milking pulses that dragged along my entire length. Her seal blazed on her decolletage — the intricate pattern glowing hot pink above her massive breasts, visible and beautiful.

“OH!” Her voice carried across the rooftop. Probably across the street. Possibly to the next ZIP code. “OH GOD OH—”

I gripped her waist and kept her moving, using my strength to bounce her on my cock even as her body tried to lock up. The essence modulation meant the orgasm didn’t end — it cascaded. The energy I was generating fed directly into her climax, each pulse extending it, amplifying it. Her cum flooded around my shaft, hot and slick, dripping down to pool where our bodies met.

“Jake I can’t— it won’t STOP—”

She came again. Her body locked up, every muscle tense, then released in a shuddering wave. Her enormous tits bounced wildly as she spasmed above me, heavy flesh slapping together. Fluids poured down my cock — her arousal mixed with the cum of her first orgasm, hot and slick, soaking my balls and the concrete beneath us.

I sat up, wrapping my arms around her. Changed the angle. Deeper. The new position drove me into her at a steeper angle, hitting something inside that made her eyes cross. Her legs wrapped around my waist, and I held her against me — her huge tits crushed between us, nipples grinding against my chest, her arms around my neck, riding me in my lap. The wet sound of every thrust was filthy. Perfect.

“More,” she whimpered against my ear. Her breath was hot. Her fangs grazed my earlobe. “More more more—”

I gave her more. I turned the dial up to what felt like seventy percent. The energy surged through the bond. Cherry’s Charm Voice activated involuntarily — “MORE” — and the supernatural pull of it washed over me. But I was incubus now. It didn’t compel. It enhanced. The succubus power bounced off my incubus nature and reflected back as raw, amplified sensation.

I gripped her hair. Wound the pink strands around my fist and pulled her head back, exposing her throat. She moaned, the sound ragged and broken. I bit her neck — not hard, but enough to feel her pulse hammering against my teeth.

“Who do you belong to?” I growled against her skin.

“YOU!” No hesitation. No thought required. “Jake— always you— oh GOD—”

Her third orgasm. She screamed. There was no other word for it. A full-throated, ear-splitting declaration that scared a flock of pigeons off the adjacent building. Her wings snapped fully extended, casting pink-tinted shadows across the concrete. Her seal blazed so bright I could see the pattern reflected in the windows of the building across the alley. Her pussy clamped down on me so hard I could barely move, the rhythmic squeezing drawing me deeper.

Fourth. Her body was shaking uncontrollably. Her tits heaved against me, massive and sweat-slicked, nipples so hard they felt like they could cut glass. Her tail had given up on any controlled movement and was thrashing behind her in arcs. She was drenched — her thighs, my lap, the concrete — the evidence of four orgasms coating everything in a slick, glistening mess.

She was losing coherence. Words dissolving into sounds. Whimpers that weren’t words anymore, just raw need given voice. The five points registered every cascading orgasm as an echo — Cherry’s pink point in the network blazing like a supernova, sending ripples through the other bonds. Somewhere in the apartment, Lyra gasped. Raven’s shadows probably twitched.

I gripped her thick round ass with both hands — each cheek filling my palm, round and firm and impossibly perfect, my fingers sinking into the soft flesh — and pulled her down hard onto my cock. Lifted her. Slammed her down again. Taking control. Setting the pace with incubus strength, bouncing her on my shaft while she clung to my neck and shook.

“Jake— oh god— I’m gonna— again—”

I let myself go. The orgasm ripped through me with the force of the incubus energy behind it. I buried myself to the hilt and came — thick, heavy ropes of cum pumping into her, filling her, each spurt a pulse of addictive essence that made her eyes go wide and her mouth fall open in a silent oh. I held her down, pressed deep, grinding my hips up as I emptied into her. She could feel it — I watched her face as every pulse registered, her expression going from shock to bliss to something transcendent.

Fifth orgasm. Triggered by feeling me cum inside her. The cascading effect that the essence modulation made possible. She convulsed in my arms, her pussy milking me in rhythmic waves that squeezed every last drop from my cock. Her wings trembled. Her seal blazed one final time. Her cum and mine mixed together, overflowing, dripping down my shaft, down my balls, pooling on the warm concrete beneath us.

She collapsed forward. Her heavy tits pressed against my chest with the weight of exhaustion, warm and slick with sweat. Her face buried in my neck. Her pink hair was everywhere — in my mouth, across my shoulders, sticking to the sweat on both our bodies.

“I see colors,” she whispered dreamily. Her tail twitched against my thigh. “Pretty colors. And pizza.”

“Pizza?”

“Pizza is my happy place.” She nuzzled deeper into my neck. “You’re my happier place.”

The Constellation hummed. Cherry’s pink point pulsed with satisfaction so pure it felt like sunshine. Through the network, I sensed the other three succubi’s reactions — Lyra’s knowing warmth, Raven’s eye-roll filtered through affection, Morgana’s clinical observation of the energy signature.

And the fifth point. Sera’s damaged seal. During the cascading orgasms, it had pulsed. Faintly. The Constellation’s energy output, amplified by the essence modulation, had reached it. For a heartbeat, something had almost connected.

Then it faded.

Cherry didn’t move. She lay against me on the warm rooftop concrete, wings fanned, legs tangled with mine, her face blissful.

“I can’t move,” she announced. “My legs don’t work. This is fine. I live here now.”

An L train rumbled past on the elevated track below. The vibration traveled through the concrete. Cherry didn’t wave at it. She couldn’t lift her arm.

“Tell the train I said hi.”

[System -- Cherry -- Bond +50 -> 850 (Bonded)]
[Adaptation +3% -> 28%]
[Addictive Essence: Preference cascade confirmed -- multiple sequential climax capability unlocked via essence modulation]

I read the notification with Cherry still draped across me like a pink-haired blanket. Multiple sequential climax capability. The System had a way of making the extraordinary sound bureaucratic.

Footsteps on the rooftop stairwell. Raven appeared in the doorway, Sera a step behind her. Raven took in the scene — me flat on my back, Cherry spread-eagle on top of me, both of us thoroughly wrecked — and her expression achieved a perfect blend of disgust and amusement.

“She’s been up here thirty minutes,” Raven said.

“I’m RESTING,” Cherry protested without opening her eyes.

Sera stood behind her sister, smaller, more fragile, eyes taking in the scene with quiet fascination. She didn’t flinch at the intimacy. Succubus culture — sharing was normal. What she hadn’t seen since the Banishers took her was the warmth. The casualness. The stupid joy on Cherry’s face.

“She hasn’t changed,” Sera said quietly. Almost a smile.

“Unfortunately, no,” Raven replied.

But there was affection in it. There always was with Raven — the insult was the endearment.

From behind them, Sera’s damaged seal pulsed. A faint glow — barely visible in the afternoon light, easy to miss if you weren’t looking. The Constellation reached for it. For a heartbeat, something almost connected.

Sera touched her shoulder. Her expression shifted from quiet observation to something deeper — surprise, maybe. Or recognition.

“It… wanted to,” she said.

Morgana appeared in the stairwell behind them. She’d heard — or felt through the Constellation. Her amber eyes fixed on Sera’s shoulder where the faint glow was already fading.

“That’s the first response I’ve observed,” Morgana said. Her voice was carefully neutral, but I caught the tremor. The scientist who’d just seen data she’d been waiting for. “Keep noting when it activates.”

She pulled out her journal. Wrote something. Looked at me over her glasses.

“Your essence modulation. During the session. How high did you push it?”

“Maybe seventy percent.”

“The output reached Sera’s seal from two floors away.” She tapped her pen against the page. “Interesting.”

“Interesting good or interesting bad?”

“Interesting data.” She closed the journal. “We’ll discuss it tonight.”

She turned and headed back down the stairs, heels clicking on concrete, chestnut hair swaying. Even in a moment of scientific excitement, Morgana moved with the deliberate elegance of a woman who’d long since mastered the art of leaving a room.

Cherry still hadn’t moved. Her wings remained fully extended, pink-tinted feathers spread across the warm concrete like she was sunbathing. Her bubblegum-pink hair was plastered to her forehead. Her impossible tits rose and fell with each breath, nipples still hard in the autumn air. Between her thighs, the evidence of our session glistened — my cum mixed with her own arousal, dripping slowly onto the concrete.

Her tail twitched once. Twice. Then curled loosely around my ankle.

“Jake.”

“Yeah?”

“My brain is doing a thing where it’s not doing any things. Is that normal?”

“For post-orgasm? Yes.”

“For FIVE post-orgasms?”

“Probably more normal for that.”

She giggled. The sound was dreamy, detached, the laugh of a succubus whose nervous system had been thoroughly satisfied. “I can feel my toenails. Is that weird? I can feel each individual toenail.”

“That might be the essence modulation wearing off.”

“It feels NICE though. Tingly toenails. I should tell Mia about this for the podcast.” She paused. “No wait. That’s a secret.” Another pause. “What’s a secret again? My brain isn’t doing the word thing.”

“Just rest, Cherry.”

“Okay.” She closed her eyes. Smiled. “Pizza.”

“What?”

“Can we get pizza? Rooftop pizza? I can’t walk to the kitchen but maybe you could carry me AND the pizza…”

“You weigh nothing, Cherry.”

“EXACTLY. So carrying me AND the pizza is EASY. See? Math.”

I carried her downstairs. She held onto my neck with both arms, her massive tits pressed against my shoulder, tail curled around my forearm, wings folded, eyes closed, smiling.

The stairwell door opened on our floor, and Mrs. Peterson was standing in the hallway. She took in the scene — me carrying a pink-haired woman in what remained of a crop top and shorts, both of us visibly disheveled, my hair standing in three directions, Cherry purring against my shoulder like an oversized cat.

“Jake, dear.” Mrs. Peterson’s tone didn’t change. She’d seen worse. Or she’d decided that nothing the commune produced could surprise her anymore. “I brought the meatloaf recipe with updated notes. The new girl — Sera — she asked about oven temperatures.”

“She asked about oven temperatures?”

“She’s very methodical.” Mrs. Peterson handed me a card. Her eyes flicked to Cherry. “Is she all right?”

“She’s resting.”

“I’m TRANSCENDENT,” Cherry murmured without opening her eyes. “I saw pizza stars.”

Mrs. Peterson blinked. Twice. Then nodded with the practiced acceptance of a retired teacher who’d heard stranger things from students. “Pizza stars. How lovely. I’ll add extra cheese to the next casserole.”

She retreated to her apartment. The door clicked shut.

Cherry opened one eye. “She’s my favorite human.”

“She’s everyone’s favorite human.”

“After you.”

“After me.”

“And Mr. Okonkwo. And Mia.” She closed her eye again. “Humans are GREAT. Why did anyone ever leave the Eighth Circle when you have pizza stars and meatloaf and Mrs. Peterson?”

Kevin greeted us at the apartment door with his formal bark.

“Kevin,” Cherry murmured sleepily, “your dad is the best.”

Kevin wagged. He didn’t disagree.

Sera was in the armchair, hot chocolate in hand, watching the apartment door with the quiet attention she gave everything. Cherry’s rooftop sounds had carried — three floors down, probably. Succubus hearing. She’d have heard every shriek.

“You sounded happy,” Sera said. Not to me. To Cherry, who was being lowered onto the couch like cargo.

Cherry smiled without opening her eyes. “The HAPPIEST.”

Sera studied her. Something moved in those lighter violet eyes — recognition, maybe. Memory. A succubus remembering what it felt like to feel.

Kevin left my feet and went to Sera. He put his head in her lap. She held him.

Through the bond network, the fifth socket pulsed. Faint. But warm.


Chapter 5: The Advocate

Kevin did something new on a Wednesday afternoon.

He didn’t whine — the high, anxious noise that meant Warden-hunting entities approaching. He didn’t growl — the hackled, teeth-bared warning that meant hostile Banisher signatures. He didn’t do his happy bark either — the joyful announcement reserved for people he’d decided to love, like Morgana returning from a walk or Mr. Okonkwo delivering groceries.

Kevin sat up straight. Ears forward. Alert and formal, like a soldier at attention. And he barked once — sharp, precise, official.

We all froze.

“That’s new,” I said. Again. Kevin was developing a vocabulary that required a field guide.

Raven materialized from the hallway. Combat boots. Fishnets. Choker. Her goth armor was always ready, because Raven slept in her goth armor, because Raven was Raven. Shadows coiled around her hands.

“Not Banisher,” she said, head tilted, sensing. “Not Warden-hunting either. Something… else.”

Lyra was on the couch with Sera, both of them watching a reality baking show. Lyra’s empathy extended outward like a net. “Whoever it is… they’re genuine. Bored, actually. And they feel very, very old.”

Cherry bounced up from the floor where she’d been doing Kevin yoga with the assistance of three illusion butterflies. “Is it a friend? New friends are GREAT!”

“Let me answer the door before you adopt whatever’s on the other side,” I said.

I opened the door.

The entity in the hallway was seven feet tall.

Not in the monstrous way of the Warden scouts — those impossibly long-limbed, shadow-skinned things that had hunted us. This was different. This was seven feet of refined, almost-right humanoid presentation that was somehow more unsettling for how close it came to normal.

The suit was impeccable. Charcoal gray, tailored to perfection. The proportions were slightly too symmetrical — shoulders exactly matched, lapels precisely even, creases that could have been drawn with a ruler. The fabric shifted color in certain light, from charcoal to a deep iridescent blue, in a way no Earth textile managed. The shirt beneath was white. The tie was a shade that didn’t have a name.

The face was handsome. Extremely handsome. In the way a computer-generated composite of every attractive human would be handsome — features too perfect, too balanced, too precisely arranged. The eyes were a steady gray that never wavered. The skin was flawless in a way that immediately registered as non-biological.

He carried a briefcase. It was leather. Or something that looked like leather.

“Mr. Morrison.” The voice was perfect English. No accent. None at all. Not American, not British, not anything. Just… words, spoken with absolute precision and zero regional identity. Which was somehow worse than any accent. “I represent the Inter-Realm Authority’s Diplomatic Division. I’m here to discuss the legal status of your bonded exiles.”

The Warden Advocate had arrived.

I processed this. A Warden — a member of the inter-dimensional enforcement body that had sent scouts and capture teams after us for months — was standing in my hallway in a nice suit, asking to come in.

“The last Wardens who came here tried to capture them,” I said.

“The Enforcement Division.” He inclined his head. The movement was precise. Mechanical. “I apologize for their… enthusiasm. I’m here to correct that approach.”

“And you are?”

“Designated Voss. The name is sufficient for all forms.” He glanced at his briefcase. “May I enter? I have considerable paperwork.”

Behind me, I felt the household mobilize. Raven in the hallway, shadows ready. Lyra reading his emotional state. Cherry bouncing with curiosity. Morgana appearing from the kitchen with her glasses on and her journal under one arm, radiating the energy of a woman who had just identified an opportunity.

“Come in,” I said. “Don’t touch the dog.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

He entered with a stride that was precisely measured — each step the same length, placed with the care of an entity who’d studied human walking and replicated it from a manual. His gray eyes swept the apartment. They catalogued everything.

Kevin approached him. Sat directly in front of the seven-foot entity. Stared up with the unwavering gaze of a golden retriever who was assessing whether this particular visitor fell into the “friend” or “food” category.

Voss stared back. Neither moved.

“Is this creature a guardian?” Voss asked.

“That’s Kevin.”

“Kevin.” He said the name like it was a legal term requiring specific definition. “Does Kevin have… jurisdiction?”

Cherry, who had zero capacity for dramatic tension, bounced into the living room. “Kevin has jurisdiction over the couch and treats!”

Voss produced a small notebook from his briefcase. Opened it. Wrote something down. “Noted.”

“Did you just write that down?” I asked.

“All observations are potentially relevant to the jurisdictional assessment.” He turned the notebook toward me. The handwriting was impossibly uniform, as if a machine had produced it. The entry read: “Canine entity ‘Kevin.’ Claimed jurisdictions: couch, treats. Verify.”

“You’re going to verify Kevin’s jurisdiction over the couch?”

“Standard practice.” He turned the notebook back. Wrote something else. I caught a fragment: “Anchor entity displays questioning behavior. Consistent with jurisdictional awareness.”

He was documenting me documenting him. This was going to be a long afternoon.

Morgana appeared behind me. She’d changed — not clothes, but mode. Reading glasses repositioned. Journal under one arm. The silk blouse buttoned to the professional setting. Her chestnut hair was swept up, silver streaks catching the light. Every inch of her radiated the energy of a woman who’d navigated more political situations than most civilizations had survived.

“Invite him in,” she murmured. “If the Wardens are sending diplomats instead of hunters, we should hear what they’re selling.”

Sound advice. I stepped aside.

He sat on the couch. His posture was geometric. Kevin jumped up next to him. The sixty-pound golden retriever and the seven-foot inter-dimensional bureaucrat sat side by side, staring at each other with mutual intensity.

“Down, Kevin,” I said.

Kevin did not get down. He put his head on Voss’s knee.

Voss looked at the dog. At me. Back at the dog. “This is acceptable.”

Morgana took the armchair opposite. Her silk blouse was unbuttoned to the professional setting — two buttons. Her enormous breasts strained against the fabric in a way that communicated authority and refused to be ignored. She crossed her legs. Her reading glasses glinted.

“Advocate Voss. I’m Morgana. Lore Class. I handle negotiations for this household.”

“Acknowledged.” He opened his briefcase. The interior was organized with a precision that would have made a Swiss watchmaker weep. Files in color-coded folders. Forms in labeled sections. A fountain pen that he withdrew with ceremonial care — the kind of pen that belonged in a museum display case.

“I’ll be direct,” Voss said. “The Inter-Realm Authority has observed the Constellation beacon. Our Enforcement Division’s response — sending hunters — was premature and procedurally inappropriate. I’m here to rectify that through proper channels.”

“Proper channels meaning…?” I asked.

“Legal exile status.” He placed a document on the coffee table. It was thick. Very thick. “Formal recognition that the succubi bonded to you are authorized dimensional residents under inter-realm law. No more hunting. No more enforcement actions. In exchange—”

“Registration,” Morgana said.

Voss’s almost-right eyebrows rose. “You’re familiar with the process?”

“I’m familiar with bureaucracies.” She leaned forward. “What are the terms?”

“Registration with the Inter-Realm Authority. Periodic check-ins at a frequency to be determined. And—” He paused. Placed another document on the table. “Taxes.”

Silence.

“Taxes,” Morgana repeated. The word landed in the room like a brick on a glass table.

“All dimensional residents pay taxes on energy usage within non-native dimensions. It’s quite standard.” He flipped to a section of the document. “Article Seven, subsection three: ‘All entities maintaining biological processes in a non-native dimension shall contribute to the dimensional maintenance fund in proportion to their energy throughput.’ I’ve prepared a preliminary assessment.”

He produced another document. This one had graphs. Color-coded graphs. With his interdimensional fountain pen notations in the margins.

Morgana studied the graphs with the intensity of a woman who had been alive when some of these regulations were probably written. “These energy throughput calculations — are they based on actual measurements or estimates?”

“Estimates. I’d need access to the Constellation’s energy signature to provide accurate figures.” He paused. “I’m told the signature is particularly strong during certain… bonding activities.”

The silence was deafening.

“You want to measure our energy output during sex,” I said.

“I want to accurately assess dimensional energy taxation. The method of generation is irrelevant to the calculations.” His face showed absolutely nothing. “I’m a professional.”

Raven materialized beside me. I hadn’t heard her approach — Shadow Class — but she’d been listening from the hallway. Her arms were crossed. Her choker caught the light.

“So let me understand this,” she said. “You’re a Warden. The Wardens have been hunting us for months. And now you’re in our apartment asking us to PAY TAXES?”

“The Enforcement Division hunted you. I represent the Diplomatic Division. We are, bureaucratically speaking, different departments.” Voss’s too-symmetrical face showed what might have been a flicker of professional distaste. “The Enforcement Division does not file proper documentation before acting. This is, in my professional opinion, their fundamental deficiency.”

“Their fundamental deficiency is that they tried to KIDNAP us.”

“An enforcement action without proper documentation is, by definition, a kidnapping.” He produced yet another form. “I can file a complaint on your behalf. Form 89-D. Only thirty-two pages.”

Raven stared at him. Then at me. Then back at him.

“You want to file a complaint against your own organization?”

“Interdepartmental accountability is the foundation of effective governance.” He held up the form. “Shall I begin?”

Cherry leaned over from her position on the arm of the couch, her massive tits nearly in Voss’s field of vision. “Can we claim Kevin as a dependent? For tax purposes?”

Voss considered this with the seriousness of a Supreme Court justice weighing constitutional precedent. “If Kevin is registered as a dimensional familiar, certain deductions may apply.”

“Kevin’s a TAX BREAK!” Cherry squealed.

Kevin wagged his tail, apparently pleased with his new fiscal status.

Raven shifted from her position near the doorway, settling against the wall with her arms crossed, her stare curdling milk across the entire room. “We’re REFUGEES, not residents.”

Voss regarded her with his perfect, unsettling eyes. “Refugees are also taxed, I’m afraid. Inter-realm bureaucracy applies universally.” He produced another form. It was forty pages long, at minimum. “I’ll need these filled out. In triplicate.”

I stared at the form. “You’re kidding.”

“The Inter-Realm Authority does not kid.” He paused. Something shifted in his expression — the faintest recalibration. “Though I’m told humans find forms amusing. I don’t understand why.”

Cherry had been vibrating with increasing intensity. She could no longer contain herself. “Wait wait wait — you want us to fill out FORMS? Like, paper forms? With a pen?”

“Yes.”

“And then we’re LEGAL?”

“After processing, yes.”

“So the scary Wardens stop chasing us because of PAPER?”

“Inter-realm law is enforced through documentation, not violence.” He held the forty-page form toward her. “Would you like to begin?”

Cherry took the form. Flipped through it. Her pink eyes grew wider with each page. “There are SO MANY BOXES.”

“Each box requires accurate information.”

“What’s a ‘dimensional origin coordinate’?”

“The specific location of your crossing event.”

Cherry frowned in concentration. “I fell through a sparkly thing.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“A VERY sparkly thing?”

Voss wrote something in his notebook. I caught a glimpse: “Subject 3: crossing event description: sparkly thing (very). Follow up required.”

Cherry, unable to contain herself any longer, decided that hospitality was in order. She vanished into the kitchen and returned with what she called “refreshments” — a plate of Mrs. Peterson’s cookies (which she’d been hoarding) and a glass of something she’d mixed from ingredients no one had authorized her to combine. The liquid was pink.

“This is a Cherry Special!” she announced, setting the glass in front of Voss. “It’s juice and happiness!”

Voss examined the glass. Lifted it. Sniffed. His too-perfect nostrils flared slightly.

“What are the ingredients?”

“Orange juice, strawberry syrup, and love!”

“I don’t believe love has caloric content.”

“It does if you make it RIGHT.”

He took a sip. Processed it with the same forensic precision he applied to legal documents. “The sugar content is excessive. But the execution is enthusiastic.” He set the glass down. “I’ll note this under ‘cultural adaptation evidence’ in the registration forms.”

Cherry beamed as if she’d been handed an award.

Lyra, seated beside Sera on the far couch, was doing something I could feel through the Bond — extending her empathy like a net, reading every emotional signature in the room. The assessment came through our connection in fragments. Voss: genuine, bored, organized, with a faint undercurrent of something she could only describe as “procedural satisfaction.” Not a liar. Not a threat. Just… extremely devoted to forms.

Sera was harder to read. Her damaged seal interfered with the emotional signature, creating gaps. But what Lyra caught was cautious interest. Not trust. But not the frozen terror of the first days.

The three-way political situation crystallized over the next hour. Voss laid it out with the precision of a man who catalogued reality for a living.

The Banisher reform faction wanted cooperation. Information sharing. Controlled study of the Constellation. Aldric was their representative.

The Banisher hardliners — Commander Thessa’s faction — wanted the Constellation eliminated. Forced seal removal. Starting with the weakest target: Sera.

The Wardens, through Voss, wanted legal registration. Taxes. Order. The bureaucratic satisfaction of having everything properly documented.

Three factions. Three agendas. And Jake Morrison’s Chicago apartment as the convergence point.

Morgana absorbed the landscape like a general surveying a battlefield. Her amber eyes were sharp behind her glasses. Her journal was open, pen moving in efficient strokes.

“I’ll handle negotiations with all parties,” she said. “Raven, you’re assigned to protect Sera. Lyra, you’re our lie detector during all meetings.”

“And Cherry?” Lyra asked from the couch, where she’d been monitoring emotional signatures throughout the briefing.

“Cherry is kept away from journalists.”

Cherry deflated. “But I want to meet Diane! She said ‘dazzling!’”

“No.”

“She seems SO nice—”

“NO,” said everyone simultaneously.

Cherry crossed her arms. Her massive tits were pushed upward by the gesture, straining the borrowed tank top past its design specifications. “You’re all mean.”

“We’re efficient,” Morgana corrected. She turned back to Voss. “The registration forms. What’s the processing timeline?”

“Standard processing: twelve to fifteen business days.”

“And if we need it faster?”

“There is an expedited process.” He produced yet another form. “Form 47-B. Requires a dimensional authority witness for signature verification.”

Morgana studied the form. Studied Voss. “You’re a dimensional authority.”

“I am.”

“So you could witness the signatures.”

“I could. If I were present during the signing.”

Something passed between them — diplomat to bureaucrat, both operating in the language of procedures and loopholes. Morgana’s lips twitched. Not quite a smile. Closer to the expression of a chess player who’d just noticed her opponent had left a piece unguarded.

“How long will you be in Chicago?” she asked.

“I have been assigned to this jurisdiction indefinitely.” He opened a new form. “My temporary quarters are at a hotel near Michigan Avenue. The room service is unsatisfactory. The ice machine is loud.” He paused. Something shifted in his features — the closest thing to a complaint his demeanor would allow. “I prefer working here.”

“Because of the jurisdiction?”

“Because of the pizza. And the creature designated Kevin.” He scratched Kevin’s ears with a precision that suggested he’d studied the optimal technique. “The creature’s emotional support function is remarkably effective.”

Kevin leaned into the scratch. His tail achieved maximum wag velocity. The interdimensional bureaucrat and the golden retriever had formed an alliance that no one in any dimension had anticipated.

“As long as necessary.” He scratched Kevin behind the ears. Kevin leaned into it with the full-body commitment of a dog who’d found his person. “The paperwork is extensive.”

Kevin rolled onto his back. Belly up. The ultimate sign of trust from a golden retriever — and, given Kevin’s track record of sensing threats, the strongest endorsement Voss could have received.

Voss looked at the exposed belly. Looked at me. Looked at the belly again.

“Is this a jurisdictional submission gesture?” he asked.

“He wants a belly rub.”

“Ah.” Voss rubbed Kevin’s belly with the mechanical precision of someone who’d read a manual on the subject. Kevin’s back leg kicked involuntarily. “Noted. The creature’s approval mechanisms are tactile.”

He wrote something in his notebook. I caught a fragment: “Belly rub = trust verification protocol. Duration: indeterminate. Effect: significant.”

Lyra, through the Empathic Bond, gave me her assessment. Her sky-blue eyes met mine, and the message transmitted clear as speech: “He’s the most sincere bureaucrat I’ve ever felt. His strongest emotion right now is mild irritation that we don’t have a photocopier.”

I suppressed a laugh. Barely.

[System -- Lyra -- Bond +25 -> 975 (Bonded)]
[Note: Approaching Soulbound threshold]

[External Entity: Warden Advocate (Diplomatic). Classification: NON-HOSTILE. Recommendation: Engage cautiously.]

The notifications pinged, one after the other. Approaching Soulbound. The final threshold. One thousand. I could feel it in the Bond — the way our connection deepened with every shared moment, every emotion passed between us. We were close. Closer than anyone in the Constellation.

Voss stood. His departure was as precise as his arrival — briefcase organized, fountain pen capped, suit unwrinkled despite an hour on our couch.

“I’ll leave the forms,” he said. “Begin at your convenience. I’ll return tomorrow for questions.”

He paused at the door. Turned. His gray eyes found Sera.

She’d been quiet throughout the meeting, curled in the armchair Lyra had vacated, Kevin’s head in her lap. She’d listened to everything with the sharp attention of someone who’d learned that information was survival. Her silver-white hair hung lank around her thin face. Her damaged seal was visible on her shoulder, the fractured pattern dark against her pale skin.

Voss studied her for a long moment. His carefully assembled features shifted — the faintest register of concern, filtered through whatever emotional processing an interdimensional bureaucrat performed.

“This one’s seal has been compromised,” he said. “That’s a violation of Inter-Realm Regulation 47.3 — forced modification of an exile’s bonding markers.”

Morgana’s pen stopped moving. “You consider it a violation?”

“I consider it a crime.” His voice was flat. Factual. The same tone he’d used to discuss taxes, but the content was different. “If you wish to file a formal complaint, I’ll provide the forms.” He reached into his briefcase and produced another stack of paper. “Only twenty pages for this one.”

He left.

The apartment settled into processing silence.

“Did…” Cherry started. “Did the scary Warden lawyer just offer to help us?”

“He’s not a lawyer,” Morgana said. “He’s an Advocate.”

“Same thing!”

“It’s absolutely not the same thing.” Morgana was already reading the complaint form, pen tapping a rhythm against her journal. Her eyes scanned the dense text with the focused precision of someone who’d been navigating bureaucratic documents since before most of Earth’s current legal systems existed.

“There are seventy-three referenced articles in this complaint form alone,” she murmured, almost to herself. “Inter-realm regulatory law is surprisingly comprehensive.”

“More comprehensive than human law?” I asked.

“Human law assumes all parties occupy the same physical dimension.” She turned a page. “Inter-realm law accounts for entities whose concept of ‘property’ includes temporal ownership and beings whose ‘residence’ exists in quantum superposition. By comparison, your tax code is charming.”

Cherry leaned over Morgana’s shoulder. “Are there stickers?”

“No.”

“Can I ADD stickers?”

“This is a legal document, Cherry.”

“Legal documents NEED stickers. For morale.”

Raven appeared from the hallway, ice cream pint in hand. “She put stickers on Voss’s registration forms.”

“Those were DECORATIVE AMENDMENTS,” Cherry protested.

“Voss filed them separately,” Raven said. “He classified them as ‘unauthorized supplemental artistic attachments’ and created a new filing category.”

Of course he had. “But the distinction is irrelevant. What matters is that the Wardens — the entity that hunted you for months — might be the ones to hold the Banishers accountable.”

Raven processed this from her position against the wall. Her black horns gleamed under the kitchen light. Her violet eyes were calculating.

“So our survival depends on forms,” she said.

“Welcome to politics,” Morgana replied.

Sera hadn’t spoken during the meeting. But as the household dispersed — Cherry to find pizza, Raven to check perimeters, Lyra to update the feeding schedule — Sera’s quiet voice reached me from the armchair.

“The tall one.” She was looking at the door where Voss had stood. “He saw my seal.”

“He did.”

“No one has ever looked at it and called it a crime before.” Her fingers found Kevin’s fur. Held tight. “The Banishers called it research. Necessary study. For the good of dimensional stability.”

“It wasn’t.”

“I know.” She stroked Kevin’s ears. He leaned into her hand. “But he’s the first person from outside this apartment to say it.”

Something shifted in her lighter violet eyes. Not trust — not yet. But the first crack in the wall that captivity had built. The faintest acknowledgment that the world outside this apartment might contain allies as well as enemies.

Mr. Okonkwo called ten minutes after Voss left. He’d seen the seven-foot entity exit the building.

“Jake.” His voice carried the careful weight of a man processing something unusual. “Your new friend. The very tall one. In the suit.”

“That’s Voss.”

“He walked past my store.” A pause. “He walked at exactly the same speed the entire way. Like a metronome. My wife noticed. She timed him.”

“Your wife timed him?”

“She times everything. It’s how she cooks. She said his stride was ‘mathematically perfect.’ My wife does not use that phrase lightly.” Another pause. “Is he in government?”

“Something like that.”

“Government people walk like that. Too precise. Like they’re afraid the sidewalk will judge them.” He cleared his throat. “I should mention — the Barolo is backordered. The distributor cannot tell me when. But I found a Brunello that I think the elegant lady will accept. Shall I send it up?”

“Tomorrow is fine.”

“Tomorrow. Tell the commune I said hello.”

He hung up. I stared at the phone. Between Mrs. Peterson’s intelligence network and Mr. Okonkwo’s pedestrian surveillance, our building had more situational awareness than some military installations.

The apartment settled into evening quiet. Raven was on perimeter check. Cherry had fallen asleep on the couch, surrounded by the forty-page registration form she’d been trying to fill out. Her contribution so far consisted of three boxes completed, two doodles, and a sticker she’d smuggled onto page twelve.

Morgana sat in the armchair with Voss’s complaint form, reading each page twice. Her pen moved in precise notes. Wine untouched — a sign that she was fully engaged, the scientist overriding the sommelier.

“This could change everything,” she said without looking up. “If the Wardens formally classify Sera’s treatment as a crime — not just a violation, a CRIME — the Concordat’s legal position weakens. The hardliners lose their argument that seal research justifies any method.”

“And the reform faction?”

“Gains leverage. Aldric has been pushing for exactly this kind of external pressure.” She turned a page. “Voss handed us a weapon. The question is whether we’re willing to use it.”

“You think Sera would want to file?”

Morgana paused. For once, the clinical mask slipped. “I think Sera has spent years having decisions made for her. This should be her choice.”

Lyra’s warmth agreed without words.

“Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“Your dog.” She looked down at Kevin, who had relocated his entire body into her lap. All sixty pounds. She was barely a hundred. “He knows when people need him.”

“He does.”

“I think I need him right now.”

Kevin’s tail swept the cushion in a slow, steady rhythm. Sera exhaled. And for a few minutes, in the quiet of the living room with the afternoon sun slanting through the windows and the L train rumbling in the distance, a damaged girl held a golden retriever and let herself be still.

Through the Constellation, the fifth point flickered. Reaching. Not connecting. But reaching.


Chapter 6: Sister Problems (Redux)

Mia arrived on a Saturday afternoon with two friends, a ring light, a tripod, and a microphone that looked more professional than most local news stations.

I knew she was coming because Cherry told me. Cherry told me approximately three seconds before the buzzer rang, which meant Cherry had known for days and had been strategically withholding the information.

“Oh!” Cherry said, bouncing off the couch where she’d been braiding Sera’s silver-white hair. “I forgot to mention! Mia’s coming today! With her camera friends! For content!”

The buzzer sounded.

“Cherry. When did you plan this?”

“Tuesday! We have a group chat! It’s called Glow Up Squad! We use stickers!” She beamed with the specific radiance of someone who saw no problem with any of this.

I opened the door.

My sister stood in the hallway. Or rather — a creature that had once been my sister stood in the hallway. Mia Morrison, age twenty, college student, the girl who’d worn jeans and ponytails through high school, had been replaced by a Cherry-shaped avatar of social media optimization.

The bodycon dress could have been painted on. It was a deep burgundy that hugged every curve — and there were more curves than I remembered. Not physically changed, but styled and displayed with a confidence that hadn’t existed two years ago. Platform heels added four inches. Acrylic nails in cherry red — literally cherry red, like Cherry’s hair. Full glam contour that could have been a tutorial video.

Her hair was the worst part. Styled in highlighted waves that exactly replicated Cherry’s signature bounce. Not the same color — still brown — but the movement, the volume, the way it moved when she turned her head. She’d studied Cherry’s hair physics and reproduced them.

She moved like Cherry. The hip sway. The bounce in each step. The way she gestured with both hands when talking.

The corruption was no longer corruption. It was assimilation.

Behind her stood two college-age women carrying equipment with the determined expressions of content creators on a mission. One had a camera — a real one, not a phone. The other held the ring light like a weapon.

“JAKE!” Mia threw her arms around me. Platform heels made her almost my height. “We’re filming a ‘Day in the Life’ segment for Glow Up Era! Your apartment has great natural light!”

“Mia. No.”

“Cherry already said yes!”

Cherry appeared behind me. “I already said yes!”

“Cherry doesn’t get a vote on filming in MY apartment.”

“Rude.”

The camera friends were already setting up. Ring light positioned in the living room. Tripod unfolded. The one with the camera — a short girl with lavender-tinted hair — was doing a light reading on her phone.

“Natural light is perfect,” she reported. “Golden hour in about two hours.”

“We are NOT filming until golden hour,” I said.

“Three-hour shoot,” Mia said, breezing past me into the apartment with the unstoppable confidence of a twenty-year-old who’d been told she was a brand. “Quick segments. Cherry’s morning routine, confidence coaching clip, a ‘meet the roommates’ montage—”

“There will be no meet the roommates montage.”

Mia spotted Sera.

Sera was curled in the armchair with Kevin, as she had been for most of the past week. Her silver-white hair was half-braided from Cherry’s earlier work. Her lighter violet eyes watched the invasion with the quiet alertness of someone cataloguing exits.

“Another roommate?!” Mia’s voice hit a register of delight that should have been physically impossible. “Jake, are you starting an AGENCY?” She squinted at Sera’s hair. “That color is INCREDIBLE. Is that silver? Natural? Cherry, can you—”

“ALREADY ON IT,” Cherry declared. She produced a phone — Lyra’s old one, inherited — and started showing Mia pictures of silver-hair styling options. The two of them converged on Sera like fashion-forward vultures.

Sera shrank into the armchair. Kevin positioned himself more firmly across her lap. Protectively.

I intervened. “Sera’s new. She’s settling in. Maybe don’t—”

“I’m fine,” Sera said. Quietly. Her violet eyes were wide, but she wasn’t flinching. She was studying Mia with the same cautious fascination she’d applied to the baking show. “Your hair moves like Cherry’s.”

“THANK YOU!” Mia beamed. “I’ve been PRACTICING. Cherry taught me the approach walk, the hair toss, the—”

“The approach walk?” Sera looked at Cherry.

Cherry demonstrated. Three steps across the living room, hips swaying, hair bouncing, the whole performance. Mia followed, matching step for step. Cherry’s massive tits bounced with each stride. Mia’s, while more modest, moved in the same rhythm.

Sera watched. Something shifted in her expression. The faintest crack in the shell — not a smile, but the memory of what smiling felt like.

“You taught a human to walk like a succubus,” Sera said to Cherry.

Cherry froze. Mia was RIGHT THERE. But Cherry recovered with surprising speed — “I taught a WOMAN to walk with CONFIDENCE. That’s a Glow Up Era guarantee!”

Mia beamed. “Patent pending!”

Crisis averted. Barely.

The camera friends began filming. Cherry sat in the living room chair and performed what she called “confidence coaching” — a series of tips, exercises, and attitude adjustments that were transparently succubus seduction techniques translated into self-help language.

“When you enter a room,” Cherry said, looking directly into the camera with the earnest sincerity that made her so dangerous, “your energy should PRECEDE you. People should feel you before they see you. It’s about presence.”

She was describing the corruption aura. On camera. In self-help terms.

“Step seven of the approach methodology,” she continued, holding up seven fingers. “Casual arm touch during a laugh. Ninety-two percent success rate. We have data.”

Mia nodded from behind the camera. “Verified data. Spreadsheet tracked.”

I sat on the couch with my head in my hands.

Lyra’s comfort arrived like a warm hand on my shoulder, followed by amusement. She was in the kitchen, helping Morgana with counter-proposals, but her emotions carried across the apartment with the clarity of spoken words.

Raven walked through the background of the shot. She was eating ice cream directly from the pint — mint chocolate chip, her current obsession — with a spoon held like a weapon. She ignored the camera entirely. Her thick hips and devastating ass moved through the frame with the casual authority of someone who could not be bothered to care about content creation.

“Raven!” Mia called. “Want to do a ‘dark academia confidence’ segment?”

“I would rather let Mrs. Peterson explain the commune to a police officer.”

“Is that a no?”

“That is the MOST emphatic no I’m capable of producing.”

Raven disappeared into the hallway. Cherry leaned toward the camera. “Raven’s our resident dark energy queen. She’ll come around.”

“She absolutely will not,” I said from the couch.

Cherry continued undeterred. “Step twelve — the closer. When you’ve established rapport, lean in. Make eye contact. Lower your voice. And say—” She leaned toward the camera, pink eyes blazing, cotton-candy scent probably visible as a shimmer. “‘I want to know everything about you.’ Works every time.”

Mia’s camera friend — the one with lavender hair — went glassy-eyed for a moment. Cherry’s corruption aura in proximity to genuine enthusiasm created a field effect that no human was immune to. The camera wobbled.

“You okay, Zoe?” Mia asked.

“Fine.” Zoe shook her head. “Just… she’s really convincing.”

“She’s the BEST,” Mia confirmed.

The other camera friend — a tall girl with braids who I’d later learn was named Keisha — had been filming Sera without asking. She aimed the camera at the armchair where Sera sat with Kevin, and Sera’s pale purple eyes went wide.

“No,” I said. Flat. The incubus authority in my voice. “No filming Sera. She’s not part of the content.”

“But her aesthetic is INCREDIBLE,” Keisha protested. “The silver hair? The whole mysterious—”

“I said no.”

Keisha lowered the camera. Something in my voice — the weight that came with incubus presence, the thing that made humans instinctively want to comply — settled the matter without argument.

Sera looked at me. A small nod. Gratitude she couldn’t quite say yet.

Kevin chose this moment to steal a camera lens cap. The small black disc disappeared into his golden retriever mouth with the precision of a trained pickpocket. The camera friend lunged. Kevin dodged. The chase began — around the couch, through the kitchen, past Morgana who lifted her wine glass without looking up, and back into the living room where Kevin deposited the lens cap at Sera’s feet like a trophy.

Sera looked at the lens cap. Looked at Kevin. Looked at the chaos unfolding around her — Cherry coaching on camera, Mia directing, the camera friends chasing, Raven eating ice cream in the shadows.

Something shifted in her face. A softening around the mouth, the eyes.

Not quite a smile. But the muscles tried. Kevin’s tail wagged.

Morgana emerged from the kitchen. She’d been working on counter-proposals all morning, but the presence of cameras had apparently triggered some diplomatic instinct. She appeared in the living room doorway — chestnut hair with silver streaks flowing past her shoulders, silk blouse at the professional-yet-devastating setting, reading glasses on. Her massive F-cups entered the room a full second before the rest of her, straining against the silk with a gravity-defying authority that made both camera friends stop mid-motion.

Mia’s eyes went wide. “Morgana! PERFECT timing. Can you give us some ‘mature woman energy’ tips? Our audience has been requesting content for the over-twenty-five demographic.”

Morgana studied Mia over her reading glasses. Then removed the glasses. Folded them. Set them on the counter.

“Step one,” Morgana said, her voice carrying the warm, unhurried authority of two centuries. “Have something to say.”

She paused. The room waited.

“Step two: say it like you’ve already been believed.”

Mia wrote this down. Both camera friends filmed it. The one with the lavender hair was mouthing “oh my god” silently.

“That’s going to get two hundred thousand views,” Mia said with the certainty of someone who understood her audience.

“What’s a view?” Morgana asked.

“It means people watched it.”

“Ah. Surveillance.” Morgana returned to the kitchen.

Mia turned to me. “Jake. Your roommates are content GOLD.”

“My roommates are a security liability.”

“Same thing in the creator economy.” She pulled up her phone. “Look at this.”

Glow Up Era’s social media. I stared at the screen.

Forty-seven thousand followers.

Merchandise in development — stickers, notebooks, and something called a “confidence kit” that appeared to include Cherry-approved makeup items and an instructional pamphlet.

A PODCAST in planning. Episode one: “Cherry Talks Confidence” with a guest appearance by “Jake’s roommate, the mysterious Cherry.”

“Cherry’s going to be on the podcast,” Mia announced.

“Cherry is an interdimensional succubus, Mia.”

Mia didn’t blink. “She’s a BRAND, Jake. Keep up.”

She turned to camera. Her friends adjusted the ring light. Mia looked directly into the lens with the polished confidence of someone who’d been practicing this moment for months.

“My brother thinks I’m embarrassing,” she said. Perfect delivery. “He’s wrong. Cherry and I tested it — people find me twenty-three percent more approachable since the rebrand.” She did the approach walk. On camera. Into the ring light’s glow. Her friends cheered.

I sat with my head in my hands. Lyra’s amusement had escalated to full-blown laughter. I didn’t need to hear it. I felt it.

“This isn’t funny,” I told her silently.

The warmth that came back said: “It absolutely is.”

Mrs. Peterson arrived twenty minutes later. The door was open — Cherry’s doing, always Cherry’s doing — and the retired teacher shuffled in carrying a plate of premium cookies and a casserole.

“Jake, dear! Oh my, cameras! Is this for television?” She set the cookies on the counter. The casserole followed. “I brought enough for everyone.”

“Mrs. Peterson—”

“And I brought extra for the new girl.” She spotted Sera. “Oh, you poor thing. You look like you haven’t eaten in YEARS. Here.” She produced a cookie from somewhere in her cardigan and pressed it into Sera’s hand.

Sera stared at the cookie. She hadn’t been offered food by a stranger since… probably since before the Banishers took her. Her violet gaze darted from Mrs. Peterson to the cookie to Raven, who had appeared in the hallway with ice cream pint still in hand.

Sera took a bite. Chewed. Her expression shifted — not a smile, but surprise. Pleasant surprise.

“This is good,” she whispered.

“Of COURSE it’s good, dear. Those are the Saturday batch.” Mrs. Peterson patted Sera’s hand. “Eat as many as you want. There’s more where those came from.”

Kevin barked. Mrs. Peterson produced a dog biscuit from her other cardigan pocket. The woman was a walking vending machine.

The camera friends filmed everything. Mia narrated. Cherry added commentary. Raven ate ice cream. Morgana sent forms to Aldric. Sera held a cookie and looked bewildered and almost, almost safe.

Voss called during the shoot. He called the landline — which I didn’t know we had until it rang, and which turned out to be a rotary phone that Mrs. Peterson had gifted us “for emergencies.” Cherry answered it.

“Hello! This is the commune! Oh, hi Voss! Yes, we’re making content! No, I don’t think filming is a jurisdictional violation. What’s a jurisdictional violation? Uh huh. Uh huh. Oh, Kevin says hi!” She held the phone toward Kevin. Kevin barked. “He says the forms are ready for pickup. That’s what that bark means.”

I confiscated the phone.

“Mr. Morrison,” Voss said. “I’m calling to inform you that there are cameras visible from the street through your living room window. This constitutes a potential exposure vector.”

“We’re filming content for a brand.”

“A ‘brand.’ I see. Is this brand registered with the Inter-Realm Authority?”

“It’s a human brand, Voss. It’s called Glow Up Era.”

A pause. The sound of a pen scratching. “Noted. I’ll file a supplemental observation. Category: cultural engagement, subcategory: media production.”

“You don’t have to file—”

“All observations require filing. Good day.” He hung up. Seventeen seconds of total call time. Voss was efficient even on the phone.

The chaos lasted three hours. By the end, Mia had enough footage for a week of content, Cherry had done four “coaching” segments that were dangerously close to revealing succubus nature, Raven had consumed an entire pint of ice cream on camera, and Morgana had given a seven-minute lecture on “the art of the deliberate pause” that both camera friends said was the best content they’d ever captured.

Morgana’s “mature woman energy” segment went viral in the room before it went viral online. Both camera friends had watched the playback three times. Zoe, the one with lavender hair, was mouthing the words along with Morgana on the third viewing.

“She’s like a professor, but hot,” Keisha said to Mia. “Like if a TED Talk had a wine aunt.”

“That’s LITERALLY her brand potential,” Mia said, scribbling notes. “We need to develop this. ‘Morgana’s Mature Energy Masterclass.’ Weekly series. Starting with poise, then eye contact, then—”

“I am not a brand,” Morgana called from the kitchen.

“EVERYONE is a brand!” Mia shouted back. “You just haven’t monetized yours yet!”

Morgana looked at me. The expression on her face — a blend of bewilderment and resignation — was one I’d seen before. It was the same face she’d made when Cherry explained TikTok. And when Raven had shown her internet memes. And when she’d discovered that humans paid actual money for bottled water.

“Your sister,” Morgana said, “is terrifying.”

“I know.”

“She has the instincts of a Concordat political operative.”

“I know that too.”

Morgana returned to her counter-proposals. But she was thinking. I could see it — the two-century-old mind processing the concept of “personal branding” and filing it somewhere between “useful” and “deeply concerning.”

The shoot wrapped when Cherry almost blew it. Again.

She was mid-sentence about “the abundance mindset” — a dating philosophy she’d developed with Mia that was transparently succubus culture repackaged as empowerment — when she veered too close to truth.

“The key is to never limit yourself to one source of—” Cherry paused. Her eyes widened fractionally. She’d been about to say “feeding.” I could see it. Raven could see it. From the kitchen, Morgana’s pen stopped moving.

“—of VALIDATION,” Cherry finished, recovering with a speed that impressed even me. “One source of validation. You’re a multifaceted woman! Multiple sources of positive energy! That’s just good self-care!”

Mia nodded enthusiastically. “Cherry calls it emotional diversification. It’s like an investment portfolio but for confidence.”

Cherry pointed at Mia with both hands. “YES! That thing she said! The money metaphor!”

I exhaled. Lyra’s assessment arrived in my awareness: “That was close. She’s getting better at the translation, though. Give her credit.”

Credit given. Barely.

Mia also insisted on photographing the feeding schedule on the refrigerator. The color-coded chart — Lyra Mon/Thu, Cherry Tue/Fri, Raven Wed/Sat, Morgana flexible — was visible in the background of a shot before I noticed.

“What’s that?” Mia asked, zooming in. “Is that a workout schedule?”

“Energy management plan,” I said, which was technically true.

“Organized! I love it. Cherry, we should do something like that for the brand. Content calendar format.”

Cherry lit up. “OHMIGOD yes. Color coded. With stickers.”

“With STICKERS.”

They high-fived. I died a little inside.

The cleanup took longer than the shoot. Cherry’s contribution to the cleanup process was to create illusion copies of herself to help organize equipment. The illusion copies were, predictably, not wearing the same outfits Cherry was wearing. One of them picked up a ring light cable and then walked through a wall.

“Your copies can’t carry things through walls, Cherry.”

“They can carry CONCEPTS through walls.”

“The cable is not a concept.”

“It’s a METAPHOR for connectivity.”

Keisha, the camera friend with braids, watched the dissolving illusion copies with the expression of someone who’d had a long day and was processing things she’d think about later. “Your roommates are… unique.”

“You have no idea.”

“The one with the silver hair. Sera. She barely talks, but when she does, it’s like she’s saying three things at once. Compressed.” Keisha adjusted her camera bag. “She reminds me of my grandmother after the surgery. Quiet because she was saving her words for the ones that mattered.”

The comparison landed heavier than Keisha probably intended. I didn’t correct it. Close enough to truth was the safest form of explanation.

Between packing up the equipment, Mia found me in the kitchen and delivered an unsolicited update on her romantic life with the enthusiasm of someone reporting quarterly earnings.

“Diego took me to that Thai place on Dearborn,” she said, checking her phone while simultaneously directing Keisha’s cable management. “And Jordan — that’s econ boy — he sent me a playlist. Cherry says playlists are a stronger signal than flowers because they require emotional vulnerability.”

“Cherry says a lot of things.”

“Cherry is a GENIUS about dating. Abundance mindset, Jake. Two options. No pressure. We have a spreadsheet.” She showed me her phone. There was, indeed, a spreadsheet. Color-coded. With columns for “response time,” “initiative frequency,” and something labeled “Cherry Score” that appeared to involve a formula no mathematician would recognize.

“Diego’s Cherry Score is eighty-seven,” Mia reported. “Jordan’s is seventy-two but trending upward.”

“I genuinely don’t want to know what a Cherry Score measures.”

“Romantic viability based on a twelve-factor assessment model.” She pocketed the phone. “Cherry’s system works. Brandon scored a forty-one. She was RIGHT about him.”

I had no response to the fact that my sister was evaluating potential boyfriends using a succubus-designed assessment matrix with a proprietary scoring system.

I walked Mia and her crew to the elevator.

“Jake.” Mia caught my arm. Her eyes — brown, like mine, like our mother’s — were sharp beneath the contour. “Your roommates are amazing. And I don’t just mean for content.”

“I know.”

“The new one. Sera. She’s been through something, hasn’t she?”

I tensed. “What makes you say that?”

“She flinches at loud sounds. She won’t sit with her back to the door. She holds Kevin like he’s the only solid thing in the room.” Mia’s voice was quiet. The Cherry-influenced persona dropped for a moment, revealing the observant, caring girl who was still my sister underneath. “Cherry does that thing she does — turns down the volume around Sera. Cherry never turns down the volume.”

“Sera’s settling in,” I said. Careful. “She’s been through a lot.”

Mia studied me. “You’re good at this, Jake. The roommate thing. The taking-care-of-people thing.” She hugged me. “Mom would be proud.”

The elevator doors opened. She stepped in, platform heels clicking on the metal floor. Her friends followed with their equipment.

“I’ll send you the rough cuts!” Mia called as the doors closed. “Cherry’s episode drops FRIDAY!”

The doors shut. I stood in the hallway.

Cherry’s episode drops Friday. A succubus. On a podcast. In self-help speak. With forty-seven thousand followers listening.

I was going to need more wine. Morgana would understand.

When I got back to the apartment, the cameras and ring lights were gone. The living room had settled into its evening configuration — Lyra on the couch with a book, Morgana at the kitchen table with her journal, Cherry cleaning up the remnants of the shoot with uncharacteristic tidiness.

Sera sat in the corner of the living room. She hadn’t moved from the armchair. Kevin was asleep in her lap, having exhausted himself during the lens cap chase. The half-eaten cookie rested on the armrest.

Raven settled into the space beside her. Not on the chair — on the floor, cross-legged, her back against the armrest. Close enough to touch but not touching. Giving Sera the choice.

“Are you okay?” Raven asked. “That was… a lot.”

Sera was quiet for a moment. Her hand moved through Kevin’s fur in slow, rhythmic strokes.

“It’s loud,” she said. “And bright. And everyone touches each other like it’s nothing.” She looked at the space where the ring light had stood. “In the facility, no one touched. Not ever. Not unless they were testing the seal.”

Raven’s jaw tightened. Her shadows rippled.

“Yeah,” Raven said. “It’s… this place is different.”

Sera looked at Cherry’s discarded ring light cable, coiled on the floor. “She was always like that. Cherry. Even before. In the Eighth Circle. She filled every room.”

“She fills EVERY room,” Raven agreed.

Sera stared at the cable. Then at Raven. Then at Kevin. Her eyes were wide and serious and very, very young despite whatever her actual age was in succubus years.

“Is this what safe feels like?” she asked.

The question hung in the air. So simple it cut.

Raven’s shadows spread from her feet. Not explosive, not defensive — gentle. Warm. They flowed across the floor, up the sides of the armchair, settling around Sera like a blanket made of darkness. Enclosing. Protecting. The same darkness that had once been Raven’s armor against the world, turned soft and sheltering.

“Yeah,” Raven said. Her voice was rough. “It is.”

Kevin sighed in his sleep. Sera exhaled. One hand still in Kevin’s fur, the other reaching down to rest on Raven’s shoulder.

Then she flinched. A shadow moved near the window — just a tree branch in the wind. Nothing there. Nothing at all. But years of captivity had wired her nervous system to flinch at every moving shadow, and the instinct overrode the safety.

Kevin woke. Pressed closer. His warm body against hers, steady and alive and refusing to let her be alone in the fear.

Sera held him. Raven’s shadows held them both.

Through the Constellation, the fifth point flickered. Weak and broken and trying.

From the kitchen, Morgana’s pen paused. She looked toward the living room. Something in her amber eyes — not the clinical observation of a scientist. Something warmer.

She returned to her counter-proposals. But she poured a second glass of wine. Left it on the counter nearest the living room.

Raven found it later. She didn’t comment. She drank it slowly, sitting on the floor beside her sister, shadows wrapped around them both.


Chapter 7: Lyra’s Depths

The negotiations were moving at the speed of bureaucracy, which was to say they were moving at approximately the speed of continental drift.

Morgana spent her days with Aldric’s communications — drafting counter-proposals, analyzing the reform faction’s responses, cross-referencing Concordat legal precedents with inter-realm regulations that Voss provided in neatly labeled folders. The kitchen table had become a diplomatic command center. Stacks of paper, journal pages covered in Morgana’s efficient handwriting, and a color-coded filing system that would have made an executive assistant weep with admiration.

Voss sent forms. He sent forms the way weather sent rain — constantly, inevitably, and with the expectation that you’d deal with them. Form 47-A. Form 47-B. Supplemental Form 47-B-3 (subsection: dimensional energy taxation). A questionnaire about dietary requirements that Cherry filled out with “PIZZA” in every box.

Sera was adjusting. Slowly.

She ate meals with the group now — small portions, seated at the edge of the table closest to the door. She still flinched at clanking dishes. Cherry’s voice above a certain volume made her shoulders tighten. Sudden laughter startled her.

But there were cracks in the shell. She’d started making eye contact during conversations. She’d accepted seconds on Morgana’s pasta one evening — a small victory that made Cherry cry with joy and Raven pretend her face wasn’t doing anything emotional.

Kevin hadn’t left her side. He slept at her feet. He sat beside her during meals. When she walked to the bathroom, he waited outside the door with the patience of a saint and the dedication of a soldier. Sera’s thin fingers were always in his fur.

She was still too thin. Still too pale. Still flinched at shadows.

But she was there. She was alive. And every day, her damaged seal pulsed a little stronger in the Constellation.

It was a Tuesday evening when Lyra found me on the rooftop.

The sun was setting over Chicago, painting the skyline in amber and rose. The Willis Tower — Sears Tower, always — caught the last light like a blade. The wind off Lake Michigan had teeth this time of year, but I’d stopped feeling cold since the transformation. My body ran warmer now. Incubus biology.

Lyra appeared beside me without announcement. She had a way of moving that wasn’t quite silent — she wasn’t Shadow Class — but was gentle enough to feel natural. Like the approach of dawn.

She wore one of my hoodies over leggings. The oversized fabric hung to mid-thigh, and the wind pressed it against her body, outlining her perky C-cups and the slim curves beneath. Her golden blonde hair caught the sunset light, turning amber. Her small ivory horns gleamed.

She leaned against the railing beside me. Her spaded tail found my wrist immediately — the habitual wrap, the unconscious possession.

“You’re thinking about Sera,” she said.

“I’m always thinking about Sera.”

“I know. I feel it.” Through the Empathic Bond, her awareness pressed against mine — warm, searching, gentle. “But that’s not why I’m here.”

She turned to face me. Her sky-blue eyes were wide and serious. The evening light made them luminous.

“The Bond has evolved,” she said. “I don’t just feel you anymore, Jake. I feel the entire Constellation network. Every bonded succubus. Every thread of emotion in the pattern.”

“Since when?”

“It’s been growing since the transformation. But in the past few days it’s become… clear.” She pressed her hand flat against her chest. “Cherry’s joy is like sunshine. Constant. Warm. Even in sleep, she radiates it. Raven’s protectiveness is a wall of shadow — always present, always watching. She feels like a guardian who never stands down.”

She paused. Her expression shifted.

“And Morgana’s mind is a cathedral. Vast and organized. Everything catalogued, everything in place. When she’s working on the counter-proposals, I can feel the structure of her thoughts — it’s like watching architecture being built in real time.”

“And Sera?”

Lyra’s tail tightened on my wrist. “Sera feels like a song with missing notes. Her emotional spectrum has been muted. Not gone — just… suppressed. Like someone turned the volume down on parts of who she is.” Her blue eyes glistened. “The seal corruption isn’t just blocking the Constellation connection. It’s dampening her ability to feel. The Banishers didn’t just cage her seal. They caged her emotions.”

The wind cut across the rooftop. Lake Michigan’s influence, cold and sharp, the kind of wind that real Chicagoans barely noticed and everyone else cursed.

“Can you help her?” I asked.

“Maybe.” She was quiet for a moment. “If I get stronger. If the Bond deepens.”

She looked at me. Full-on. No hedging. No blushing — not yet.

“I’m close to Soulbound, Jake. I can feel it. The next threshold. Bond one thousand. When I cross it… I don’t know what happens. No one does. It’s never been documented.”

The Empathic Bond hummed between us. I could feel what she felt — anticipation, nervous energy, desire that went deeper than physical. She wanted this. Not for power. Not for the ability it would unlock. Because the connection between us had been growing since the day she collapsed on my apartment floor, golden hair on my carpet, small horns and a tail and the most confused, terrified, grateful pair of sky-blue eyes I’d ever seen.

We’d come a long way since then.

“What do you need?” I asked.

Her blush arrived. Right on schedule. Cheeks first, then spreading down her neck in that progression I knew by heart. Porcelain skin turning rosy.

“I need you.” Simple. Honest. The way Lyra always was. “I need to open the Bond completely. No barriers. No holding back. Let you feel everything I feel, and feel everything you feel in return.”

“That sounds intense.”

“It is.” A small smile. Nervous. Beautiful. “But we’ve been dancing around the edge of it for weeks. I can feel it — the threshold. It’s right there. One more push and we—”

“Cross it.”

“Together.”

We went downstairs. The apartment had settled into its after-dark rhythm — warm, lived-in, the kind of controlled chaos that five supernatural beings and a golden retriever produced without trying.

Cherry was teaching Sera a card game. She’d spread the cards across the living room floor in an arrangement that bore no resemblance to any known card game on Earth or, presumably, in the demon realm.

“Okay, so when you have three red ones, you yell ‘CHERRY BOMB!’ and everyone else has to give you a snack.”

“That doesn’t sound like a real rule,” Sera said.

“ALL my rules are real! Kevin, show her!”

Kevin was participating as an independent player with his own hand propped against a pillow. He had no idea what was happening but his tail was wagging, which Cherry counted as strategic engagement.

“Kevin has three red ones,” Cherry reported, pointing at Kevin’s cards. “CHERRY BOMB!”

“Kevin doesn’t understand colors,” Sera said.

“Kevin understands WINNING.”

Kevin barked. The happy bark. He was having a wonderful time.

“Your turn, Kevin,” Cherry said, studying the golden retriever’s hand with the intensity of a poker champion. “He’s going to play the six.”

Kevin nosed a card off the pile. It was a six.

“I TOLD YOU!” Cherry shrieked. “Kevin is a GENIUS!”

“Kevin knocked a random card off the pile,” Sera said.

“With INTENT! That’s strategy!”

Sera picked up the fallen card. Examined it. “If I play this one, do I get a snack?”

Cherry’s eyes went wide. “YOU KNOW THE RULES!”

“You told me the rules five minutes ago.”

“You RETAINED them! That’s GROWTH!” Cherry pulled a cookie from somewhere — she always had a cookie somewhere — and presented it to Sera like an Olympic medal. “Snack earned!”

Kevin, noting the cookie transaction, repositioned himself to maximize his proximity to future snack distributions. His tail wagged with the mechanical precision of a dog who had decoded the reward system.

Mrs. Peterson’s door opened across the hall. The retired teacher peered in — the apartment door was open, because Cherry’s doors were always open.

“Is that a card game?” Mrs. Peterson asked. “My late husband loved cards. He cheated terribly.” She squinted at Kevin’s hand. “Is the dog playing?”

“Kevin is WINNING,” Cherry declared.

“Good for Kevin.” Mrs. Peterson produced a dog biscuit from her cardigan. “A winner’s treat.” She deposited it at Kevin’s feet and retreated with the satisfied efficiency of a woman whose supply lines operated flawlessly.

Sera’s lips twitched. The almost-smile. The muscles getting better at the shape with each passing day.

Raven sat on the floor near the spare room doorway, ice cream pint in hand — mint chocolate chip, her current obsession — pretending to read her phone while monitoring the card game with the protective vigilance of a sister who would not admit she was watching her sister play cards and finding it devastating.

She gave Lyra and me a look as we passed. A look that said she knew exactly where we were going and exactly what we were doing.

“Don’t be weird about it,” she said.

“We’re not—”

“You’re holding hands and walking toward the bedroom at sunset. You’re being VERY weird about it.”

Lyra blushed. The cheeks-to-chest progression. Raven tracked it with the satisfied assessment of someone who’d hit a target.

“Have fun,” Raven added, returning to her ice cream. Then, quieter, so only incubus hearing caught it: “She deserves this.”

We went into the bedroom.

Morgana was in the kitchen, deep in counter-proposals. She looked up as we passed.

“The Constellation is fluctuating,” she said. “Whatever you’re about to do, be aware that the entire network will register it.”

“We know,” Lyra said.

“Good.” Morgana returned to her work. Then, without looking up: “Go gently. Soulbound thresholds are theoretically infinite in resonance depth. Don’t get lost.”

The bedroom door closed behind us.

The room was warm. Quiet. The city sounds filtered through the windows — distant traffic, the L train, someone’s music three floors down. Familiar sounds. Grounding sounds.

Lyra stood in front of me. She pulled my hoodie over her head in a single motion, and I watched the fabric drag across her golden blonde hair, past her small ivory horns, revealing her porcelain-pale skin inch by inch. Her perky C-cups bounced free — no bra, never a bra under the hoodies anymore. Pink nipples already hardening in the cool air. Her seal was invisible on her lower back, but I could feel it through the Constellation — a warm golden pulse that matched my heartbeat.

Her tail unwound from where it had been coiled around her own thigh and reached for me. Found my hand. Curled around my wrist.

“I’m nervous,” she said. The blush had reached her chest now. Pink across pale skin, like sunrise on snow.

“Me too.”

“You don’t look nervous.”

“Incubus poker face.” I closed the distance between us. My hands found her waist — slim, warm, supernaturally so. Her skin was always warmer than human. Hotter since my transformation, the incubus energy running through us both. “Tell me what you need.”

“I need you to look at me.” Her blue eyes held mine. “And I need to open the Bond. All of it. No filters.”

She took a breath. And the Empathic Bond expanded.

It wasn’t gradual. It was a door opening. One moment I felt Lyra the way I’d felt her for months — her emotions as a warm presence in my awareness, a glow at the edge of perception. The next moment I was inside her nervous system.

I felt her skin. The air on her bare chest. The warmth of my hands on her waist from HER side — the pressure of each finger, the heat of my palms, the way my thumbs traced her hipbones. I felt the softness of the carpet under her feet. The weight of her hair on her shoulders. The slight ache in her neck from looking up at me.

And the desire. Her desire. Not a concept or an observation but a physical reality — a heat building in her core, a tightness in her chest, a slickness between her thighs that I felt as if it were my own body responding.

“Oh,” I breathed. “Oh god.”

“Feel me,” she whispered. Not a command. An invitation. “All of it.”

I pulled her against me. Kissed her. And through the Bond, I experienced the kiss from both sides simultaneously — my lips on hers AND hers on mine. The warmth. The pressure. The taste of honeysuckle and vanilla that was her signature scent translated to flavor.

Her small fangs grazed my lower lip. I felt the graze and felt the contact of my lip against her fangs. Two perspectives. One moment.

My shirt disappeared. Her hands explored my chest, tracing the defined abs, the V-lines, the sharper features the transformation had carved. Her appreciation hit me as physical sensation — warmth spreading through her fingers, her pulse quickening, her breathing going shallow.

I walked her backward to the bed. She sat. I stood over her. Her blue eyes looked up at me, wide and shimmering, the blush covering her cheeks, her neck, her chest. Her small ivory horns caught the lamplight.

“I love you,” she said. The words came through the Bond simultaneously — spoken and felt, doubled, real.

“I love you too.” And she felt me mean it, the way she always could but deeper now. Down to the molecular level.

I pushed her gently back onto the bed. She went willingly, golden hair spreading across the pillow, tail curling around the sheets. I undressed her the rest of the way — leggings down over her slim legs, the plain cotton underwear that she’d never upgraded from, soaked through.

“You’re beautiful,” I told her. She felt the truth of it — the dual awareness left no room for doubt — and her eyes welled.

I kissed down her body. Throat — her pulse fluttered against my lips. Collarbone — the ridge of bone under soft, warm skin. The valley between her perky C-cups, my tongue tracing the line where her breasts met, tasting the faint salt of her skin. Each nipple — I sucked one into my mouth, then the other, rolling the stiff pink nub against my tongue. She gasped twice, and I gasped with her, feeling the sensation of lips and tongue on sensitive skin from her perspective — the wet heat of my mouth, the rough friction of my tongue, the tugging pressure that sent jolts straight to her core. Her back arched, pressing her tits harder against my mouth.

Lower. Her stomach — the slight tremor of muscles tightening with anticipation. Her hipbones — I nipped one, and she jerked. The crease of her thighs, where her skin was softest, hottest. She trembled. I felt the trembling from inside — the coiling tension, the anticipation that was almost painful, the slickness building between her legs.

When my tongue found her pussy, we both moaned.

The feedback loop engaged instantly. I tasted her — sweet, supernatural, warmer than human, uniquely Lyra. Her folds were swollen, slick, and I dragged my tongue through them slowly, savoring her. Through the Bond, I felt the first contact of tongue on her clit as if it were happening to me. Heat. Pressure. The electric jolt of sensitive nerve endings firing. My own cock throbbed in response.

She grabbed my hair. Both hands. The desperation in her grip translated directly — the need to hold on to something solid as sensation threatened to unmoor her.

“Jake— the Bond is— I can feel your tongue from BOTH SIDES—”

I circled her clit with the tip of my tongue. She felt it. I felt her feeling it. I sucked the swollen nub between my lips and flicked — quick, precise. The sensation rebounded between us, amplifying with each pass. I slid two fingers inside her while my tongue worked her clit, curling them forward, finding the spot that made her whole body jerk. Her thighs closed around my head. The squeeze registered from the inside — warm, soft, trembling, her skin against my ears muffling the world.

“I’m going to— already— oh GOD—”

Her first orgasm hit with the force of a shared experience. She came and I came with her — not physically, but emotionally, the sensation of her climax flooding through the Bond and crashing into my nervous system like a wave. Her pussy clenched against my mouth, her walls gripping my fingers in rhythmic pulses. Her hips bucked. A rush of wet heat — she squirted against my chin, a gush that splashed my face, soaked the sheets, ran down my neck. I felt the release from her side as a profound unwinding of tension, the sensation of fluid rushing from her body in a wave of relief so intense it bordered on vertigo.

“Oh my— oh—” She was panting. Eyes blazing blue. Tail rigid. “That was— I felt you feeling me—”

I kissed up her body, my lips and chin wet with her, the taste of her still rich on my tongue. Positioned myself between her legs. She wrapped them around my waist immediately, heels pressing into my lower back, pulling me closer. I could feel the heat radiating from her soaked pussy against the head of my cock — both of us registering it, both aching.

“I need you inside me,” she said. Through the Bond, the words carried the full weight of what she meant — not just physical need but the completion of something that had been building for months. The final piece.

I pushed into her.

The sensation was indescribable.

I felt myself entering her — the tight heat, the wet silk grip parting around my cock, the depth and angle that hit every nerve. Her pussy stretched around me, tight and slick, and I slid in with one long, slow stroke until I was buried to the hilt. Simultaneously, through the Bond, I felt her side — the stretch, the fullness, the deep, satisfying ache of being filled completely, my cock pressing against the deepest part of her, the pressure transforming to pleasure as her body adjusted to every inch.

Two nervous systems. One act. Every sensation doubled.

“Oh god,” I gasped. “I can feel—”

“Everything,” she breathed. “I know.” She rolled her hips, grinding her clit against my pelvis, and we both moaned at exactly the same moment — the same sensation, experienced from two directions, the movement creating friction that we shared absolutely. Through the Bond I felt how impossibly wet she was, her arousal dripping around my shaft, the obscene slickness that made every micro-movement a devastation.

I gripped her hips. She felt my hands through her own skin AND through the shared awareness. My fingers pressing into her flesh registered twice — the grip and the gripped. Her eyes went wide.

“More,” she whispered. “Move. Please.”

I thrust. Slow at first. Each stroke was a revelation — the push and the receiving, the give and the take, experienced simultaneously. The wet sound of my cock sliding through her soaked pussy filled the room. She was drenched — each withdrawal glistened in the lamplight, my shaft coated in her slick, and I could feel her wetness from her perspective, the slippery heat that made every re-entry smooth and devastating.

“Harder.” Her voice cracked. Her perky C-cups bounced with each thrust, pink nipples flushed and swollen. Her tail wrapped around my thigh. “Jake, harder, I need—”

I gripped her hips and gave her what she asked. Harder. Deeper. Pulling out to the tip and slamming back in, feeling the impact from both sides — the deep, satisfying collision. She cried out. The feedback loop accelerated — pleasure cycling between us faster and faster, his sensation becoming hers becoming his, until the boundary dissolved. I reached between us, found her clit with my thumb, and rubbed in tight circles. Through the Bond I felt the dual sensation — my thumb on her sensitive nub and her clit being worked — and the amplification nearly broke me.

She squirted again. Hard. A rush of fluid that splashed against my abs, gushing with enough force that I felt the hot spray across my skin. The release hit me from her side — the unbearable tension breaking, the cascade of sensation that accompanied it. Her eyes rolled back. Her wings — small, vestigial, useless for flight but beautiful in their expressiveness — fluttered wildly against the sheets, beating a rapid pattern against the damp fabric.

“Jake— the Bond is— I can’t separate us—”

Neither could I. Her pleasure and mine had merged into something singular. I couldn’t tell where my sensation ended and hers began. We were one experience, two bodies, the Empathic Bond wide open and running at a frequency I didn’t know was possible.

I pulled her up. She sat in my lap, legs wrapped around me, face inches from mine. Her arms around my neck. Her golden blonde hair curtaining us both. In this position, I was deep inside her — as deep as anatomy allowed — and every micro-movement sent shared shockwaves through the Bond. I gripped her ass, pulling her tighter into my lap, and she whimpered, rolling her hips in small, desperate circles.

“Look at me,” she said. Her blue eyes were luminous. Wet with tears that weren’t sadness. “I want to see you when it happens.”

I held her gaze. Felt her heart beating — not through my ears, but directly, pulse to pulse. It was synchronized with mine. Had been for weeks, maybe months. Two hearts, one rhythm.

I turned the dial. The essence modulation. Not much — just enough to add incubus energy to the feedback loop.

Lyra’s entire body locked. Her pussy clenched around me so hard I saw stars — tight, rippling contractions that gripped my cock from base to tip. Through the Bond, I felt the incubus essence hit her nervous system — not the addictive craving, but something deeper. A completion. A key turning in a lock.

“NOW,” she gasped. “Jake, it’s happening NOW—”

The orgasm that followed wasn’t singular. It was a shared event — a climax experienced simultaneously from both sides, his and hers, perfectly synchronized through the Bond. I came inside her with a groan that tore from my chest, my cock pulsing hard, pumping cum into her with each throb. Through the Bond I felt every spurt from both perspectives — the deep, pulsing release of cum shooting from my cock and the warmth flooding into her, filling her, each pulse registering as a wave of heat spreading through her core. She came with me, on me, around me — her pussy milking my cock in rhythmic waves that squeezed every drop deeper, her squirt gushing between us, soaking my lap, the sheets, running off the edge of the bed. Her seal blazed golden on her lower back so bright it cast shadows on the walls. The cum overflowed her — I could feel it, through the Bond, my seed spilling from her stretched pussy even as I kept pumping more inside.

The Constellation exploded.

Not literally. But in my mind, the four points of light blazed like supernovas. Lyra’s golden point went incandescent — brighter than the others, brighter than anything I’d ever felt in the network. The Bond between us solidified from a thread into a cable, from a suggestion into a permanent architecture.

[System -- Lyra -- Bond +25 -> 1000 (SOULBOUND)]
[THRESHOLD ACHIEVED: First Soulbound bond in Constellation]
[Adaptation +5% -> 38%]
[ABILITY UNLOCK: Heart Reading]
[Note: Soulbound bond creates unprecedented Constellation resonance. Monitoring.]

The notifications cascaded. I barely registered them. I was still inside Lyra, still holding her, still feeling her heartbeat as if it were my own — because now, it was. The Soulbound bond was permanent. Not a connection that ebbed and flowed with proximity or emotion. A constant. Like knowing where north was. Like gravity.

Lyra collapsed against my chest. Her tears flowed freely — not sadness, not pain. Overwhelm. The sensation of being known completely, felt completely, by someone who chose to stay.

“I felt you,” she whispered. Her voice was wrecked. Beautiful. “All of you. Every part.”

“So did I.”

Her tail wrapped around me. Not just my wrist — my entire torso. She held on with everything she had.

“The Soulbound bond,” she said after a long silence. Her breathing was slowing. Her heartbeat — our heartbeat — steadied. “It’s… permanent. I can feel you. Always. Everywhere. Not intrusive. Just… there. Like a second heartbeat.”

“I know.” Because I could feel it too. Her warmth, her presence, woven into my awareness like a thread in fabric.

“And I can feel the others through you now.” She lifted her head. Her blue eyes were different — deeper, more aware. The Heart Reading ability, newly unlocked, gave her gaze a quality that saw past surfaces. “Not their emotions exactly. Their place in the pattern. Cherry is a sparkler. Raven is a wall. Morgana is a cathedral.”

She pressed her hand flat against her chest.

“And Sera.” Her expression sobered. “I can feel where Sera should be. The gap. It’s like a missing tooth in the Constellation. The space is THERE — shaped for her, designed for her — but the corruption blocks her from filling it.”

Through the new Soulbound awareness, I felt what she felt. The Constellation as a complete architecture, minus one piece. The fifth socket aching.

“Can the Soulbound bond help her?” I asked.

“Maybe. If I can channel through it — use the depth of our connection to reach her seal…” She trailed off. “I don’t know yet. This is all new. No one has ever been Soulbound before. At least, not documented.”

She settled against me. Wings folded. Tail locked around my waist. Her golden blonde hair spread across my chest, catching the lamplight.

“Jake?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. For being patient. For all the months of gentleness and bad cooking and washing my wings and not pushing and—” Her voice broke. “For choosing me. When you didn’t have to. When you didn’t understand what I was or why I was here.”

I kissed the top of her head. Between the ivory horns. The spot that always made her shiver.

“You chose me first,” I said. “You fell through a portal onto my floor and chose to trust the confused guy who offered you water.”

“You were very confused.”

“I was extremely confused.”

“You offered me tap water.” She pressed her face into my chest. “From a Brita pitcher. I didn’t know what a Brita pitcher was. I thought you were performing a purification ritual.”

“You looked at the Brita like it might attack you.”

“The demon realm has THINGS in the water. You don’t just drink from unidentified containers.” A pause. “Your water was good though.”

“Chicago water. Straight from Lake Michigan through some pipes I don’t want to think about.”

“Still better than demon realm water.” Her tail tightened around my torso. “Still better than anything I’d ever tasted. Because you gave it to me and you were kind about it.”

She laughed. The sound traveled through the Bond and settled in my chest like warmth.

Then every muscle in her body locked.

Her blue eyes snapped open. The Heart Reading ability flared — a shimmer across her irises, gold mixing with blue. Through the Soulbound bond, a jolt of awareness hit me like ice water.

From the living room, Cherry’s voice carried through the wall. “Did anyone else feel that? The Constellation just did a THING. A big sparkly THING.”

Raven’s voice: “That was Jake and Lyra.”

“Oh.” A pause. “Was it a GOOD thing?”

“It was a Soulbound threshold crossing, Cherry.”

“Is that like winning at Cherry Bomb?”

“It is NOTHING like winning at Cherry Bomb.”

“But is it good?”

Another pause. Raven’s voice, quieter: “Yeah. It’s good.”

Kevin barked from the living room. The happy bark. He’d felt it too — whatever the Soulbound bond had done, the golden retriever had registered the event and filed his assessment: approved.

Then Lyra went rigid.

“Someone’s coming,” Lyra said. Her voice had changed. Hard. Alert. The softness of post-intimacy replaced by the sharp edge of an Empath who’d just sensed a threat. “Not Aldric. Not Voss.”

The Constellation shivered. All four points dimmed for a fraction of a second — the way they did when something external pressed against the network.

“Someone hostile,” Lyra said.

In the living room, Kevin began to growl. Not his formal bark. Not his anxious whine. A deep, sustained, hackle-raised growl that meant one thing: genuine danger approaching.

Through the Constellation, I felt a cold signature. Not one. Three. Cold and precise and deliberately hostile, moving through Chicago with the controlled aggression of operatives on a mission.

Lyra’s hand found mine. Her grip was iron.

“Thessa,” she said. “Thessa has arrived in Chicago.”


Chapter 8: The Hardliner

The morning after the Soulbound bond, the cold arrived.

Not Chicago cold — though November had settled over the city with its usual vindictive enthusiasm, the wind off Lake Michigan carrying ice in its teeth. This was different. A presence in the Constellation that registered like a frozen void, as if someone had dropped three glaciers into the warm network of bonds I’d spent months building.

Kevin went berserk.

Not his usual threat responses — no anxious whine, no formal bark. Full hackle-raised, teeth-bared growling that came from the deepest register of his golden retriever soul. He backed away from the living room windows, hackles a ridge from his shoulders to his tail, and pressed his body against Sera’s legs.

Sera reached down and pulled him close. Her lighter violet eyes went wide.

“I feel them,” she whispered. Her damaged Emotion Sense — intermittent, unreliable — had apparently decided this threat was worth registering. “Cold. Certain. They want to take something.”

Raven materialized from the hallway in full combat posture — boots, fishnets, choker, shadows already coiling around her hands. Her dark horns gleamed like wet stone. “Banisher. At least two enforcers. Maybe three.”

Through the Constellation, I reached for the cold signatures. Three of them, moving through Chicago’s downtown with deliberate precision. They weren’t hiding. They wanted to be noticed.

“I feel them,” I confirmed. “Their energy is cold. Controlled. Like the opposite of what we generate.”

Morgana emerged from the kitchen. She’d been awake for hours — I could tell from the empty French press and the three pages of counter-proposals that lay completed on the table. Her reading glasses were pushed up into her chestnut hair. Her amber eyes were sharp.

“Commander Thessa,” she said. Not a question.

“How do you know?”

“Because the reform faction’s communications went silent six hours ago. Aldric missed his scheduled check-in. And I just received this.” She held up her phone. On the screen: a message from Aldric’s number. Three words. ALL CAPS.

THESSA IS COMING.

Cherry bounced in from the spare room, where she’d been doing Kevin yoga with Sera before Kevin’s threat response interrupted the session. Her usual bubbly energy was subdued — she could feel the tension through the Constellation, all four bonded points dimming as the cold signatures pressed against the network.

“What’s a Thessa?” Cherry asked.

“Commander Thessa leads the Banisher hardliner faction,” Morgana said. “She believes the Constellation is a dimensional threat. She wants it destroyed.”

“Destroyed meaning…”

“Forced seal removal.” Morgana’s voice was flat. “Starting with the weakest point in the network.”

Every eye in the room moved to Sera.

Sera held Kevin tighter. Her thin frame seemed to shrink. The damaged seal on her shoulder — visible, cruelly exposed, its fractured lines dark against her pale skin — pulsed weakly. As if it knew it was being discussed.

Raven’s shadows surged. Dark tendrils exploded from her feet, climbing the walls, filling every corner of the apartment with protective darkness. Her eyes blazed.

“She is NOT touching Sera.”

“Agreed,” I said. “Nobody is touching Sera. But we need to know what we’re dealing with.”

The confrontation didn’t come to our door. Not directly. Thessa was smarter than that.

Lyra felt it first. Through the Soulbound bond, a pulse of awareness.

“Someone’s walking Michigan Avenue,” she said. Her Heart Reading flickered gold across her blue irises. “Deliberate. Slow. Wants to be sensed.” She closed her eyes. “Cold. Like a blade carried through a crowd.”

Thessa. Making her presence known before sending a representative. The commander walking Chicago’s most visible street like she owned the dimension.

Instead, Aldric came to our door.

He arrived at noon. Three knocks — his signature, precise and diplomatic. But when I opened the door, the diplomacy was gone. Aldric’s silver hair was slightly disheveled. His suit — always impeccable — had a crease across the shoulder that no amount of dimensional tailoring could excuse. His pale silver eyes were tight.

“She overruled us,” he said. No preamble. No coffee request. “Commander Thessa invoked Emergency Protocol Seventeen. She’s declared the Constellation a dimensional threat.”

“Emergency Protocol—”

“It gives her operational authority independent of the reform faction. She doesn’t need our approval. She doesn’t need a vote.” He stepped into the apartment. His gaze swept the room — four succubi, one damaged exile, one golden retriever, and one incubus. “She has the authority to act.”

Raven was in his face before he finished the sentence. Shadows boiling around her, obsidian horns level with his jaw. “What does ‘act’ mean?”

Aldric met her eyes. He didn’t step back. But something in his expression — a crack in the diplomatic facade — showed he understood what he was about to say.

“Forced seal removal.” His voice dropped. “Starting with the damaged one.”

The room went cold. Raven’s shadows erupted with a violence that knocked a picture frame off the wall. Dark tendrils surged toward Aldric, wrapping around the doorframe, the furniture, climbing the walls in spiraling patterns of fury.

“Over my dead body,” I said.

Aldric looked at me. His slower-than-human pulse didn’t waver, but his silver eyes were serious in a way I hadn’t seen before. “That’s exactly what she’s prepared for.”

Lyra’s voice reached me — Soulbound now, permanent, absolute. Not spoken. Transmitted.

“He’s terrified. Not of us. Of her.”

I believed it. Aldric had navigated between factions for months with the smooth precision of a professional. This was the first time I’d seen him afraid.

“How long do we have?” I asked.

“She’s establishing a base of operations. Downtown. She brought three enforcers — not scouts, not diplomats. Combatants.” He paused. “I’d estimate she’ll make her demand within hours. If we don’t comply…”

“She attacks.”

“She enforces. In Concordat terminology, it’s not an attack. It’s a sanctioned operation under Emergency Protocol.”

“Semantics don’t change what a fist does,” Raven said.

Morgana was already moving. She’d left the kitchen table — counter-proposals abandoned — and had her phone in one hand and Voss’s contact information in the other.

“If the Wardens recognize the exiles’ legal status before Thessa acts, her Emergency Protocol becomes an inter-realm law violation,” Morgana said. She was dialing. “Banisher internal protocols don’t supersede inter-realm law. If we’re legally recognized dimensional residents, she can’t touch us without starting an inter-realm incident.”

Raven stared at her. “So our survival depends on PAPERWORK?”

Morgana hit the call button. “Welcome to politics.”

Voss answered on the first ring. He always answered on the first ring. The efficiency of an entity that existed primarily to process forms.

“Advocate Voss, this is Morgana. We need the Expedited Exile Recognition filing completed immediately.”

A pause. “How immediately?”

“Today. Now. Before a Banisher commander with Emergency Protocol authority forcibly removes seals from registered — or soon to be registered — dimensional residents.”

A longer pause. “Rush processing. Certainly.” The faintest shift in his measured voice. Not excitement — but close enough to pass for it. The satisfaction of a bureaucrat who’d found a legitimate reason to process forms at maximum speed. “There’s an additional form for that.”

“Of course there is.”

“Form 47-B. Expedited Exile Recognition. I’ll need birth dimension, approximate age in local time units, and any previous dimensional violations.”

Voss arrived within the hour. The seven-foot Warden Advocate walked into our apartment carrying his briefcase with the measured precision of a man who took forms very seriously, which was to say: more seriously than most people took anything.

He set up at the kitchen table that Morgana had hastily cleared. Fountain pen out. Color-coded folders arranged. Kevin sat beside him in the same formal posture he’d adopted the first time, and Voss acknowledged the dog with a brief nod.

“We’ll work through these systematically,” Voss said. “I’ll need each exile to answer the following questions. Birth dimension?”

“The Eighth Circle,” Lyra said.

Voss wrote. “Approximate age in local time units?”

“One hundred and twelve. More or less.”

“Previous dimensional violations?”

“None. I was pulled here against my will.”

“Unauthorized crossing via uncontrolled dimensional rift.” He wrote. Moved to the next form. “Next.”

Cherry sat across from him. Her massive tits rested on the table’s edge. Her pink eyes were wide with the concentration of someone attempting to take an exam.

“Birth dimension?”

“The Eighth Circle! Same as Lyra! We were neighbors!”

“Approximate age?”

“Um.” Cherry counted on her fingers. “Eighty-something? Cherry doesn’t keep track!”

Voss looked at her. “You refer to yourself in the third person?”

“Only when I’m confused!”

“Noted.” He wrote. “Previous dimensional violations?”

“Did I violate dimensions?” Cherry looked genuinely perplexed.

“Did you cross without authorization?”

“I FELL! Through a thing! It was sparkly!”

Voss wrote, slowly and deliberately: “Unauthorized crossing via uncontrolled dimensional rift.” He paused. Added, with the precision of a court reporter: “(sparkly).”

He didn’t smile. He wasn’t joking. This WAS his sense of humor.

Raven was next. She answered with clipped efficiency — birth dimension, age (approximately ninety-seven), no violations. Her violet eyes were fixed on the spare room door, behind which Sera sat with Kevin.

Morgana provided her information with the composed authority of someone who’d filled out more forms than most civilizations had produced. Two hundred and twelve years old. Birth dimension: the Eighth Circle, noble quarter. Previous violations: none on record, though she noted that “the record-keeping in the Third Age was, frankly, abysmal.”

Voss didn’t react to this. He processed the data. He filled the boxes. His fountain pen — the interdimensional one, with ink that changed color based on form type — moved across the pages with inhuman speed.

Then he reached the supplemental section.

“I’ll also need to include the damaged exile.” He looked toward the spare room. “The one with the compromised seal.”

“She’s not bonded to Jake,” Morgana said. “Not romantically.”

“Irrelevant. She’s a dimensional exile present in this jurisdiction. She qualifies for registration.” He produced another form. “I can also file the formal complaint regarding her seal modification. Regulation 47.3. It’s a separate filing but can be processed simultaneously.”

Morgana and I exchanged a look. Lyra’s assessment arrived without words: “He planned this. He’s been positioning himself to do exactly this since his first visit.”

The bureaucrat had been playing a longer game than any of us realized.

Sera came out of the spare room. Kevin walked beside her, pressed against her legs. She was thin and pale and the oversized jacket dwarfed her frame, but her lighter violet eyes were alert. She’d heard everything through the walls.

“You’re the tall one,” she said to Voss. “Who called my seal a crime.”

“I am.”

“And you want to put me on paper.”

“I want to register you as a protected dimensional resident. The paper is the mechanism.” He held up the form. “If Commander Thessa attempts forced seal removal on a registered exile, it constitutes an inter-realm law violation. She would face dimensional tribunal proceedings.”

Sera studied him. Damaged Emotion Sense or not, she was reading him with the sharp attention of someone who’d spent years in captivity learning to assess threats.

“You mean it,” she said. Quiet. Certain.

“I mean everything I file.”

She sat at the table. Answered the questions. Birth dimension: Eighth Circle. Age: approximately thirty-seven in succubus years, younger than Raven by about sixty years. Dimensional violations: forcible exile, followed by three years of unauthorized detention.

Voss paused at that last one. His unnervingly symmetrical face showed the micro-expression again — the one that might have been concern, processed through whatever emotional apparatus an inter-dimensional bureaucrat possessed.

“The detention was unauthorized?” he asked.

“They didn’t file anything,” Sera said. “They just took me.”

“No documentation.”

“None.”

Voss wrote for a long time. When he looked up, his gray eyes were steady. “I’m adding a supplementary complaint. Unauthorized detention and forced seal modification. The filing will name the Banisher Concordat as respondent.”

Morgana’s eyebrows rose. “You’re filing against the Concordat directly?”

“They detained a dimensional exile without proper processing, modified her bonding markers without authorization, and held her for years without filing a single form.” Voss’s voice was the same measured precision as always, but something beneath it had sharpened. “In my professional assessment, this represents the most egregious bureaucratic failure I have encountered in four hundred years of practice.”

Silence.

“Was that…” Cherry leaned forward, those impossible eyes wide. “Was that you being ANGRY?”

“I am capable of strong professional opinions regarding procedural violations.” He capped his pen with a force that, for Voss, constituted an emotional outburst. “This constitutes such an occasion.”

Kevin, who had been sitting beside Voss throughout the entire signing process, put his head on Voss’s knee. The golden retriever’s timing was, as always, impeccable. Voss looked down at the dog. His too-symmetrical features performed another micro-expression — this one something closer to gratitude.

He placed one hand on Kevin’s head. Left it there while he organized his forms. Kevin’s tail thumped once. An understanding between an interdimensional bureaucrat and a golden retriever, witnessed by no one who would properly appreciate it.

The forms were completed in three hours. Every box filled. Every question answered. Voss’s interdimensional fountain pen moved across the final page with inhuman speed.

“Processing time?” Morgana asked.

“Under emergency provisions, twelve to fifteen business days.”

The room froze.

“Twelve to FIFTEEN—” Raven started.

“Business days,” Voss clarified. “Weekends are excluded.”

“We have seventy-two HOURS,” Morgana said. “Thessa’s deadline—”

“There is an emergency processing provision within the emergency processing.” Voss produced a single additional form from his briefcase. “Form 47-B-1. Extreme Expedited Processing. It requires signatures from all registered exiles AND a dimensional authority witness. Signatures gathered simultaneously, in person.”

Morgana’s eyes narrowed. “You. You’re a dimensional authority.”

“I am.”

“And the signatures need to be witnessed in person.”

“Correct.”

“Which you can do because you’ve been sitting in our kitchen for a week eating our pizza.”

“I have been present in this jurisdiction for the necessary qualifying period, yes.” He paused. “And the pizza was acceptable.”

The realization hit everyone simultaneously. Voss hadn’t been sitting in our apartment processing forms out of bureaucratic compulsion. He’d been establishing legal grounds to serve as a dimensional authority witness for exactly this scenario.

“You PLANNED this,” Morgana said.

“I processed forms.” Voss’s composite face shifted. “The outcome was procedurally inevitable.”

For the first time, Voss smiled.

It was unsettling. Too many teeth — not monstrous, just geometrically incorrect, arranged with the same geometrical precision as everything else about him. But it was genuine. The smile of a bureaucrat who’d executed a flawless procedural maneuver.

“You’re welcome,” he said.

He set the Form 47-B-1 on the table. A single page. Clean. Waiting for signatures.

“We sign this, and it’s immediate?” I asked.

“Effective upon the last signature, witnessed by a dimensional authority.” He tapped the form. “I recommend we gather everyone at dawn. Fresh signatures. Clear heads. The form requires simultaneous presence of all registered exiles.”

“Dawn it is,” Morgana said.

Voss organized his remaining files with a reverence that bordered on liturgical. Kevin observed this process from his position beside Voss’s knee, the golden retriever’s brown eyes tracking the fountain pen with the attention of a creature who understood that important things were happening and his role was to witness them.

Cherry, who had been uncharacteristically quiet during the signing process, spoke from the couch where she’d been sitting with Sera. “Did I do my signature right? I used a heart for the dot on the I.”

“The heart has been noted and filed,” Voss said. “It does not affect the document’s legality.”

“But does it make the document HAPPIER?”

Voss considered this with genuine deliberation. “Documents do not experience happiness. However, the aesthetic contribution has been catalogued.”

Cherry beamed. “I IMPROVED the bureaucracy.”

“Get some sleep,” Voss said. “Tomorrow’s paperwork is the most important paperwork.”

“Is there unimportant paperwork?” I asked.

“No.” He closed his briefcase. “But there are degrees of importance. And this is the highest.”

Now came the other part.

Raven found Sera in the spare room afterward. The signing had drained Sera — not physically, but emotionally. The act of putting herself on paper, of trusting that documentation could protect her when the people who’d documented her captivity had never filed a single form, had cost something.

She sat on the bed. Kevin in her lap. Her silver-white hair fell around her face.

Raven sat beside her. Not touching. Waiting.

“They’re going to try to take my seal,” Sera said.

“They’re NOT.”

“They already tried.” Sera’s voice was barely a whisper. “For three years. They couldn’t read it, so they tried to remove it. That’s how it got damaged.” She hugged herself, thin arms wrapping around her own frame like she was trying to hold herself together. “The pain, Rav. You can’t imagine the pain. It was like they were pulling part of my soul out through my shoulder.”

Raven’s shadows darkened. Every one in the room condensed, going from ambient to intent, wrapping around the bed, the walls, the space between Sera and the door.

“Please don’t let them take me back,” Sera said.

Raven held her. Pulled her thin frame against her own, careful of the seal on Sera’s shoulder, arms locked around her sister with the fierce possessiveness of someone who’d already lost her once. Her shadows wrapped protectively around them both — a dome of darkness that was not cold, not threatening, but warm. Sheltering.

“You are NEVER going back,” Raven said. Her voice was steel and fire and something underneath both that sounded very much like it was about to shatter. “I will destroy every single one of them before—”

“Rav.” Sera’s small voice, muffled against Raven’s shoulder. “Don’t become what they are.”

Raven stopped. The shadows paused mid-surge. She looked down at her sister — this thin, damaged, quietly fierce girl who’d endured the facility and come out the other side with wisdom instead of rage.

Something shifted in Raven’s expression. The fury didn’t leave. But it settled. Found a channel. Became something controlled rather than explosive.

“I’ll protect you,” Raven said. Quieter. Certain. “Without becoming them.”

[System -- Raven -- Bond +50 -> 700 (Devoted)]
[Emotional resonance: sibling proximity strengthening bond indirectly]
[Darkness Cloak: approaching unlock threshold]

The notification registered in my awareness as I stood in the hallway, watching through the doorway. Sibling proximity strengthening bond indirectly. The System’s clinical way of saying that love for her sister was making Raven stronger.

I felt the Constellation shift. Raven’s dark point burned brighter. Closer to the threshold. The protective fury that had always been her core was crystallizing into something new — something that would, when it fully manifested, give her the power to make good on every promise she’d made.

Darkness Cloak. Approaching.

The evening settled over the apartment with the weight of countdown. Everyone knew. Thessa was in Chicago. She had seventy-two hours of patience, and we had paperwork as a shield.

Voss announced he was staying for dinner. He did not phrase it as a question.

“My hotel room service has been downgraded,” he said, organizing his post-signing paperwork into a stack that could have been used as a structural column. “The ice machine is still loud. And the pizza delivery radius does not extend to my floor.”

“You can’t order pizza to your hotel room?”

“The delivery entity — ‘Ramon’ — informed me that the fourteenth floor is ‘too far.’ I find this jurisdictionally suspect.” He paused. “Your apartment has better pizza access. And Kevin.”

Kevin, hearing his name, relocated from Sera’s feet to Voss’s knee. The alliance was cemented.

Cherry made dinner. It was pink. Nobody questioned it anymore.

She’d prepared what she called “Emergency Friendship Pasta” — a recipe she’d invented that involved regular pasta, an alarming quantity of food coloring she insisted was “natural pigment enhancement,” and a sauce that tasted surprisingly good despite looking like something from an alien autopsy.

“This is excellent,” Sera said quietly, surprising everyone. She’d taken a full serving without being prompted.

Cherry’s shriek of joy could have shattered glass. “SHE LIKES MY COOKING! JAKE! RAVEN! THE PASTA IS A HIT!”

“The pasta is a biological hazard,” Raven said, taking her third helping.

“You’re eating THIRDS!”

“For surveillance purposes. I’m monitoring for toxicity through personal testing.”

“That’s called EATING, Raven.”

“It’s called OPERATIONAL FOOD ASSESSMENT.”

Mrs. Peterson appeared at the door — which Cherry had left open again — carrying a casserole and a Tupperware of cookies. “Jake, dear, I heard shrieking. Is the commune having a celebration?”

“Just dinner, Mrs. Peterson.”

“Oh! Pink pasta! How festive.” She set the casserole on the counter. Her eyes found Sera. “There you are, sweetheart. Eating full portions, I see. Good. You need the calories.” She produced a bag of dog treats from her cardigan pocket — the woman’s cardigan was dimensionally larger on the inside, Morgana had once noted, with genuine scientific curiosity. “And Kevin! Come here, handsome.”

Kevin abandoned his post by Sera’s feet to accept tribute. His tail wagged with the mechanical efficiency of a dog who’d optimized his treat-acquisition routine.

Voss observed the exchange. He’d been documenting everything since his arrival, and the notebook entry for this interaction would later be cited in his cultural assessment as: “Human matriarch ‘Mrs. Peterson’ operates autonomous food-delivery protocol. Suggest formal classification as allied civilian asset.”

He hadn’t shown us the entry. But he would. Eventually. Filed in triplicate.

Voss stayed for the meal, eating with the methodical precision he applied to everything. He rated each dish on a scale he wouldn’t explain, using his interdimensional fountain pen to make notes in his log.

Sera ate at the table. Full plate. Not at the edge, not closest to the door. She sat between Raven and Cherry, Kevin at her feet, and she ate everything Morgana put on her plate.

“The pasta is pink,” Sera observed.

“Everything Cherry cooks is pink,” Raven said. “You’ll adjust.”

“I wasn’t complaining.” Sera took another bite. “It’s oddly comforting. Predictable. The facility food was always gray.”

The table went quiet. Cherry’s tail stopped swishing. Raven’s fork paused.

“Gray?” Cherry whispered.

“Everything was gray. The walls, the food, the uniforms.” Sera looked at her plate. At the aggressively pink pasta. “This is better.”

Cherry’s eyes filled. She stood up, crossed to Sera’s side of the table, and gently placed another heaping spoonful of pink pasta on Sera’s plate.

“More,” Cherry said. Her voice cracked. “You should always have MORE.”

Sera looked at the mountain of pink pasta. At Cherry. At the tears streaming down the bubbly succubus’s face.

“Thank you,” Sera said. And ate it all.

Small victory. The kind that mattered most.

After dinner, after the dishes, after Cherry’s evening routine of Kevin yoga and Raven’s perimeter check and Morgana’s wine and Lyra’s quiet reading on the couch, everyone found their places for the night.

And Thessa sent her message.

It came as a handwritten note slipped under the apartment door. Not delivered by hand — materializing there despite Morgana’s wards, despite Raven’s shadows, despite the deadbolt reinforced with shadow energy. The Banisher commander had bypassed every defense without triggering a single alarm.

I picked it up. Handwriting: sharp, angular, the kind that was written with force. The ink was silver on dark paper.

You have seventy-two hours to surrender the corrupted exile. After that, I enforce Protocol.

No signature. No name. Just the threat, elegant and absolute.

Raven read it over my shoulder. Her shadows surged. Cherry’s hand found Sera’s. Lyra’s warmth pressed through the Soulbound bond — steady, certain, a lighthouse in emotional darkness.

Morgana read the note last. She set it on the table. Folded her hands. Removed her glasses. The gesture that meant she was done analyzing and ready to act.

“Then we have seventy-two hours to make sure she can’t,” I said.

I crumpled the note. The paper disintegrated in my grip — incubus strength reducing Thessa’s elegant stationery to confetti.

The bond network hummed in my awareness. Five points of light — the fifth still struggling to join the others. All of them mine to protect.

Seventy-two hours. Three days. And a Banisher commander who’d bypassed wards like tissue paper.


Chapter 9: Shadows and Shields

Raven found me on the fire escape at midnight.

I hadn’t been trying to hide. Incubi don’t hide — we radiate, apparently, like supernatural space heaters that can be sensed across dimensional boundaries. But I’d needed air. Needed the cold bite of November Chicago wind against skin that didn’t feel cold anymore. Needed to stand outside the apartment where five succubi, one golden retriever, and seventy-two hours’ worth of mounting dread were crammed into a space designed for one human and a reasonable amount of furniture.

The L train rumbled past on the elevated track below, its lights cutting through the darkness in strobed lines. The city spread out beneath the fire escape in layers of amber and neon — Michigan Avenue’s glow to the east, the Loop’s scattered office lights, a thousand windows containing a thousand lives that didn’t include interdimensional politics or Banisher commanders with the authority to tear seals from living people.

I envied those windows. Briefly.

The Constellation pulsed in my awareness. Four solid points. One flickering. The flickering one — Sera’s damaged seal — was weaker tonight. The confrontation with Thessa’s threat had rattled the network. Not damaged it, but stressed it. Like a building flexing in high wind.

Thessa’s note was confetti in the kitchen trash. But the deadline was real. Seventy-two hours. Less than that now.

The fire escape door opened behind me.

I didn’t need to turn around. Raven’s signature in the Constellation was unmistakable — dark, fierce, smoke and jasmine, shadows that moved with intent. She didn’t announce herself because Raven never announced herself. She simply appeared, like nightfall.

She stepped onto the grated metal platform. The fire escape groaned under the additional weight. Her combat boots hit the steel with deliberate precision — she could move silently when she wanted, but tonight she let herself be heard. A choice. An announcement in its own way.

I turned.

Raven stood in the doorway. The city light hit her from behind, outlining her silhouette — the sharp sweep of her obsidian horns, the asymmetrical fall of her jet-black hair with its purple undertones, the choker tight around her throat. She wore torn fishnets and a dark tank top that did absolutely nothing to conceal the fact that she was built like someone had specifically designed her to destroy male rational thought.

My eyes traveled down before I could stop them. The tank top strained against her smaller B-cups — she owned them, always had, the way she owned everything about herself. Below the waist was where Raven lived, where she commanded attention without trying. Thick hips straining against short shorts that had no business being called clothing. The devastating curve of her ass visible even from the front, the way it always was, because Raven’s proportions defied the concept of hiding. Her thighs pressed together, soft and powerful, the torn fishnets doing nothing but drawing lines toward the curves they pretended to cover.

Her tail lashed behind her. Hard, fast, agitated. The long, elegant appendage cut the air like a whip — then paused, wavered, and settled into something less aggressive. Something closer to uncertain.

Her eyes found mine. Deep purple that absorbed light. They were burning tonight, not with power but with something rawer. Hotter.

“I need you,” she said.

No snark. No bravado. No “think you can handle me” challenge. No eye-roll. No defensive armor.

Just three words, stripped down to the steel underneath.

“I need to feel something that isn’t fear.”

The L train passed again. Its lights swept across her face — shadows and amber, alternating, the kind of light that belonged in a noir film. Her jaw was tight. Her shoulders held the tension of someone who’d been clenching for hours, days, maybe years. Since the moment she’d crashed through my window all those months ago, bleeding and snarling, she’d been wound tight.

But tonight was different. Tonight her sister was sleeping in the next room, Kevin pressed against her side, and a Banisher commander had sent a note promising to take Sera’s seal. The thing Raven had spent years grieving — her sister, lost, dead — was alive and within reach and under threat.

That was a particular kind of fear. The fear of losing something you’d already mourned.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “Right now?”

Her tail stiffened. For a moment, the snark flickered behind her violet eyes — the habitual shield, the reflexive defense. But she pushed past it. Deliberately. Like stepping off a cliff.

“I am ALWAYS sure about this.” Her voice was rough. Low. The signature Raven timbre that vibrated in the lower registers. Then the briefest crack — a fracture line running through the granite. “…Please.”

That “please” cost her something. Raven didn’t say please. Raven demanded. Raven challenged. Raven tested and measured and kept score. But she’d said please, and the word hung in the November air between us like something fragile and true.

I closed the distance.

My hand found the side of her face first. Her skin was warm — supernatural warm, succubus biology running hot even in the Chicago cold. But tonight she felt feverish. Her jaw clenched under my palm. Her violet eyes searched my face.

“Anal,” she said. Flat. Direct. No negotiation, no buildup, no prelude. Her love language, stated plainly. “I need you there.”

“Raven—”

“Don’t make me say it twice.” The crack widened. Her tail wrapped around my wrist — not casual, not lazy, but tight. Possessive. Desperate. “I need to feel YOU. Not the fear. Not the politics. Not the countdown. Just you.”

I kissed her.

She tasted like night-blooming jasmine and something darker — smoke and ice cream and the particular sharpness that was uniquely Raven. Her small fangs grazed my lower lip. A bite that wasn’t gentle, because Raven didn’t do gentle. But it wasn’t angry either. It was hungry. It was reaching.

Her hands fisted in my shirt. Through the Constellation, I felt her emotional state like a thunderstorm — fury and terror and something tender buried beneath both, reaching toward me with the same desperation as her damaged-sister’s seal reaching toward the network.

I gripped her hair. The short asymmetrical cut, longer on one side — I wound my fingers through the dark strands and pulled her head back, exposing her throat. Her choker pressed against her pulse. She gasped. Her eyes blazed.

“More,” she breathed. “Harder.”

I kissed down her throat. Tasted her pulse — fast, supernatural, humming with Shadow Class energy that vibrated against my lips. She arched into me, and the motion pressed her body against mine — the thick press of her hips, the devastating curve of her ass pushing against my thigh as she shifted closer.

I turned her around.

She went willingly — no, eagerly. Bracing her hands on the fire escape railing, she leaned forward, presenting herself with the deliberate, shameless confidence that had always been part of Raven’s sexual language. Her thick ass pressed back, the short shorts riding up over curves that could make a dead man reconsider his priorities. The torn fishnets stretched over her thighs, dark lines crossing pale skin.

The view was staggering.

Chicago spread below us — a million lights, a million stories, the wind carrying the sounds of a city that had no idea what was happening on this fire escape. The L train’s tracks gleamed below. And Raven, bent over the railing, her devastating ass on display, her tail lashing with anticipation, her obsidian horns catching the distant neon.

Her goth aesthetic against Chicago’s urban backdrop was something out of a painting. Dark beauty in a city of lights.

I ran my hand up the back of her thigh. She shivered. Through the torn fishnets, her skin was impossibly warm, impossibly smooth. I hooked my fingers through the netting and tore it wider — the rip loud in the quiet, deliberate. She sucked in a breath. My fingers traced the curve of her hip, over the swell of her ass — thick, soft, yielding and firm at the same time. I grabbed a handful and squeezed. The flesh overflowed my grip, dense and warm, and the sound she made was barely human. She pushed back into my touch.

“Don’t tease,” she said. Her voice was ragged. “Not tonight.”

I pulled her shorts down. They caught on her hips — the impossible width of them required negotiation with any garment — and then slid past, pooling around the combat boots. She wore nothing underneath. Of course she didn’t. Not when she’d come out here with intent.

Her ass was bare in the city light. Full, round, thick enough to grip with both hands and still overflow. The kind of ass that ruined your ability to think about anything else — wide, heavy, the perfect heart shape of it tapering to her waist before flaring into those devastating hips. Her dark spaded tail rose above the perfect curves, swishing with building anticipation. Between her thighs, I could see the glistening evidence of her arousal — her pussy wet, slick threads catching the distant neon, her body already preparing, because Raven’s body always knew what she wanted even when her mouth tried to deny it.

My mouth went dry. My cock was straining against my jeans so hard it hurt.

I pressed against her. Freed myself from the jeans and let my cock slide between her thick cheeks. The heat of her skin against my shaft was staggering — supernatural warmth, the friction of her soft flesh gripping me as she instinctively clenched. She gasped and pushed back — grinding against me, her ass enveloping my cock between those massive cheeks, demanding friction, demanding contact.

“Jake.” My name. No snark attached. No modifier. Just my name, said like it was the only word that mattered.

I positioned the head of my cock against her rear entrance. She was ready — slick, relaxed, her body’s supernatural self-preparation a feature of her Shadow Class physiology that she’d explained once with clinical detachment and then never discussed again. I rubbed the tip against the tight ring and felt her tremble. Anticipation. Need.

“Harder than last time,” she said. Her grip on the railing whitened her knuckles. “I need to feel it tomorrow.”

Her signature demand. The one that meant she wanted proof in her body that this had happened. That I was real. That the connection was physical, tangible, something she could carry with her when the fear came back.

I pushed in. Slow but steady. The head of my cock breached that tight ring and her body opened for me — hot, impossibly tight, the grip of her ass nothing like pussy. Tighter. More intense. A squeeze that surrounded every inch.

Raven’s entire body locked. A sound escaped her that was somewhere between a moan and a prayer — raw, unwinding, the release of tension she’d been carrying since Thessa’s note had materialized under the door. Her thick ass pressed back against my hips as I sank deeper, inch by inch, until I was buried in her completely. The tight heat gripped me with a ferocity that matched her personality — relentless, demanding, refusing to let go.

“God,” she breathed. “YES. All of it.”

I gripped her hips. Both hands. Fingers pressing into the thick flesh hard enough to leave marks — marks she’d want, marks she’d check in the mirror tomorrow with the satisfied assessment of someone reviewing evidence. My hands couldn’t span the width of her hips. No one’s could. Raven was built to exceed parameters. The flesh dimpled under my grip, warm and yielding, and she groaned at the pressure.

I pulled back — felt the drag of her tight ring around my shaft, the clinging grip that didn’t want to let me go — and thrust. Hard. The way she wanted.

She moaned — loud, unfiltered, the sound bouncing off the brick walls and disappearing into the city noise. Her ass rippled with the impact, thick curves absorbing and echoing the force, a heavy wave of flesh that bounced back against my hips. Her tail whipped sideways, then wound around my forearm, locking me in place. The spaded tip bit into my skin.

“Harder,” she demanded. “I need to FEEL it.”

I gave her what she asked. Enhanced incubus strength. Not brutality — never that — but force that a human man couldn’t provide. Each thrust drove her forward against the railing, her thick body rocking, her ass bouncing back against my hips with the heavy, perfect momentum of physics applied to supernatural curves. The slap of my pelvis against her ass was loud, rhythmic, obscene — each impact sending visible ripples through those thick cheeks.

I reached around with one hand and found her pussy — soaking, her clit swollen and hard, her arousal dripping down her inner thighs. I rubbed her in tight circles while I fucked her ass. She choked on a sound.

“Oh FUCK— both— you can’t—”

I could. I did. Her hips jerked between the dual stimulation — my cock filling her ass, my fingers working her clit, the two sensations merging into something she clearly hadn’t prepared for.

I opened the essence modulation through the bond network. The incubus energy that I’d learned to control — the addictive trait, the thing that made every succubus’s response intensify — I turned it up. Directed it through the bond connection with Raven.

She felt it instantly.

Her violet eyes went wide. Her grip on the railing shifted from white-knuckled to shaking. “What did you— oh FUCK—”

The essence hit her nervous system like a match dropped in gasoline. Every sensation amplified. Every thrust registered with doubled intensity. My fingers on her clit felt electric. Her moans changed pitch — lower, more desperate, the controlled-woman mask dissolving under the onslaught of incubus energy channeled directly into her bond point.

“Jake— that’s— you’re doing the THING—”

“The thing?”

“The— AH— the intensity thing— don’t stop— don’t you DARE stop—”

I didn’t stop. I found her optimal frequency — the specific modulation that made Raven’s body sing. It was different from Cherry’s overwhelming maximum, different from Lyra’s emotional wavelength. Raven’s frequency was precise. Intense. Like a blade — concentrated and devastating.

Her shadows responded.

Dark energy erupted from her body. Not violent, not defensive — the shadows surged outward in concentric waves, flowing across the fire escape, climbing the brick walls, reaching toward the city like dark fingers. Shadow Tendrils — the ability she’d unlocked during emotional moments — curled from her hands and wrapped around my arms. Not restraining. Claiming. Pulling me deeper, harder, ensuring I stayed connected. More tendrils curled around my hips, pulling me forward with each thrust, adding supernatural force to my own.

“You’re mine,” she gasped. No challenge in it. Pure possession. “Say it.”

I thrust deep. Held there. My cock buried to the root in her tight ass, my hips pressed flush against her thick cheeks, my hands gripping her wide curves so hard my knuckles ached. I could feel her pulse around me — her body squeezing in rhythmic waves. “You’re mine, Raven.”

“Not what I said.” She pushed back against me, grinding, taking me impossibly deeper. Her ass swallowed every inch. “I said YOU’RE mine. Say. It.”

I leaned forward. My lips against her ear. Her sharp obsidian horn close enough to graze my cheek. I bit the curve where her neck met her shoulder, tasting jasmine and sweat on her skin.

“I’m yours.”

Her shadows exploded.

The darkness that surged from Raven wasn’t the ambient, defensive darkness she usually projected. This was something new. Something massive. Dark energy erupted from every point of her body simultaneously — from her hands, her feet, her wings, her tail, the seal on her inner thigh that blazed violet in the same instant.

The shadows formed a dome.

A perfect hemisphere of absolute darkness that enclosed the entire fire escape — walls, railing, the section of building above and below. Impenetrable. Complete. The city disappeared. The wind cut off. The L train’s rumble became a memory. Inside the dome, there was only darkness, and warmth, and us.

I felt the Constellation register it. A new ability, crystallized from protective fury and desperate desire and the fundamental need to shield what was hers.

But I didn’t stop. Not for system notifications. Not for anything.

I fucked her through the darkness, surrounded by her shadow dome, her supernatural shelter. She braced against the railing and took everything I gave her — every brutal, deep stroke that used the full force of incubus strength behind it. Each thrust echoed differently inside the dome — no city noise to compete with, no wind. Just her moans — raw, guttural, stripped of every pretension — and the wet slap of my hips against her thick ass and the creak of the fire escape under our combined exertion. I gripped one of her horns. Held it like a handle, angling her head back. She gasped, her back arching deeper, her ass pushing higher.

“Fuck— Jake— I’m so close—”

I gripped her hair with my other hand. Pulled her head back. Her throat arched, choker straining against the movement. Her violet eyes found mine in the darkness — they blazed with Shadow Class energy, luminous, twin points of purple light in the absolute black. I could see her face in the glow of her own eyes — lips parted, fangs visible, expression shattered open.

“Come for me,” I said. Not a request. A command.

Raven came.

Her orgasm was a full-body event. She shuddered from her horns to her combat boots, every muscle locking and releasing in waves. Her ass clenched around me so hard my vision whited out — a vice grip that pulled me deeper, held me there, squeezed with rhythmic contractions that milked my cock. Her pussy gushed, her cum running down her thick thighs in hot streams she couldn’t control. Her shadow dome pulsed — expanding, contracting, breathing with her climax. The Shadow Tendrils around my arms tightened to bruising and then went liquid-warm, like dark silk.

Her seal blazed on her inner thigh. Violet light cutting through the absolute darkness, illuminating her from below — her thick thighs trembling and slick, her curves shaking, her face twisted in an expression that was equal parts pleasure and emotional release.

“JAKE—”

I came with her. The essence modulation peaked. My cock pulsed deep inside her ass, thick ropes of cum pumping into her tight heat with each throb. I felt every spurt through the bond — my release and her sensation of being filled, the warmth spreading deep, the proof she’d demanded — tangible, physical, real. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave ten fingerprints that she’d wear like badges, my fingers sinking into her thick flesh as I held her against me and emptied everything into her while her shadows wrapped around us both like a cocoon. My cum overflowed her, dripping from where we were joined, running down the back of her thighs.

The shadow dome didn’t retract.

I expected it to. Post-climax, Raven’s shadows usually settled — went ambient, less intense, returning to their default state. But the dome held. Solid. Warm. Protective.

[System -- Raven -- Bond +50 -> 750 (Bonded)]
[ABILITY UNLOCK: Darkness Cloak]
[Adaptation +4% -> 30%]

The notification registered as I held her, my cock still inside her, my arms around her waist, her thick body pressed back against my chest. Her breathing was ragged. Her tail was locked around my thigh with the grip strength of someone who was never letting go.

“Raven.”

She didn’t answer immediately. Her face was pressed against my chest. Her hair — sweat-damp now, the purple undertones almost black — fell across my collarbone. Her shadows moved around us in slow, lazy patterns. Content. Safe.

“I did that?” she asked. Her voice was wrecked. Low and rough and stripped of every defensive layer.

“Darkness Cloak,” I said. “Congratulations.”

She turned her head. Looked at the dome. Reached out one hand and touched the wall of shadow — solid, unyielding, as real as the brick it had replaced. Nothing could get through. No light. No sound. No Banisher commanders with notes and deadlines and the authority to destroy.

“It’s mine,” she said. Testing the word. The concept.

“It’s yours.”

She examined it with the focused attention of someone assessing a weapon’s potential. Her horns caught the faint glow of her own seal — violet light reflecting off black crystal. The dome responded to her examination, thickening where she focused, thinning where she relaxed.

A slow smile spread across her face. Not warm. Not soft. Predatory. Satisfied. The smile of a woman who’d just discovered she could build walls that nothing in any dimension could break.

“Thessa can send whoever she wants,” Raven said. Her voice was steadier now. The fear wasn’t gone — she was too honest with me to pretend it was — but it had a counterweight. “They’re walking into MY house now.”

I held her tighter. Her tail adjusted its grip. Her shadows settled around us like a blanket.

“If they take her again,” she said. Quieter. The bravado dimming into something real. “I’ll follow them. Into whatever dimension. I’ll burn it down.”

“They won’t take her. We have paperwork.”

A pause. The absurdity of the statement hit us simultaneously.

“I can’t believe I just said that,” I added.

She snorted. Almost a laugh. The sound was involuntary and undignified and completely, perfectly Raven. “You’re my idiot.”

“Always.”

The Darkness Cloak held. We stayed inside it for a long time. Not speaking. Not needing to. Her shadows warm around us, the city invisible beyond the dome’s walls, the fire escape creaking gently under two people who’d found shelter in the dark.

Eventually, she pulled away. Dressed. The short shorts required the same negotiation with her hips that undressing had. The torn fishnets were a lost cause — more torn now than before, which she assessed with approval.

“New look,” she said, examining the additional rips. “War damage aesthetic.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

“I’m a bonded Shadow Class succubus with a Darkness Cloak and an incubus who knows exactly how to fuck me. I’m MAGNIFICENT.”

The dome dissolved. Chicago rushed back in — light, noise, wind, the L train’s distant rumble. The real world, persistent and indifferent.

We went inside. The apartment was dark and quiet. Lyra reading by lamplight on the couch. Morgana’s kitchen light still on as she worked on her journal. Cherry asleep on the other end of the couch, surrounded by dissolving illusion butterflies.

Kevin had somehow migrated from Sera’s room to Cherry’s couch during our absence. He was curled against Cherry’s stomach, her tail loosely draped over his back. Both were snoring. Cherry’s snore was soft and rhythmic. Kevin’s was louder. Together, they produced a duet that was oddly comforting — the background noise of a household that had found its equilibrium.

A fresh plate of Mrs. Peterson’s cookies sat on the kitchen counter. She must have delivered them while we were on the fire escape. The woman had an instinct for timing that bordered on supernatural. I was starting to wonder if the retired teacher had her own version of Emotion Sense — a grandmotherly awareness calibrated for detecting when people needed baked goods.

The note beside the cookies read: “For late-night snacking. The commune keeps odd hours. — Mrs. P.”

Beneath that, a postscript: “P.S. The fire escape makes noise, dear. I can hear it from my living room. Please be careful out there.”

“She knows we were on the fire escape,” I said.

“She knows EVERYTHING.” Raven took a cookie. “That woman has a surveillance network that would make Raven’s perimeter maps look amateur.”

“You just referred to yourself in the third person.”

“Cherry’s rubbing off on me. Don’t mention it again or I’ll deny it.” She ate the cookie in three bites. Shadow Class combat efficiency applied to baked goods.

She took a second cookie. Examined it. “These have pecans. She’s been upgrading. The Tuesday batch was basic chocolate chip. The Saturday batch had macadamia. And now the midnight emergency batch has pecans.” She chewed, considering. “She’s escalating her cookie game based on the perceived threat level. The more dramatic things get, the fancier the cookies.”

“That’s… actually a solid analysis.”

“I’ve been tracking her patterns for months.” She ate the pecan cookie with the same aggressive efficiency. “Mrs. Peterson and I have an understanding. She brings food. I don’t tell her the commune is actually an interdimensional safe house. It works.”

Cherry, who was supposed to be asleep, made a muffled sound from the couch. “Are there cookies?”

“Go back to sleep, Cherry.”

“But I can SMELL cookies.”

“Your nose doesn’t work when you’re sleeping.”

“Cherry’s nose ALWAYS works.” She didn’t open her eyes. Her tail swished once. “Save me the pecans.”

Raven saved her the pecans. She’d deny that too.

Raven paused at the spare room door. Through the sliver of lamplight from inside, I could see Sera on the bed. Small. Still. Kevin pressed against her side, one paw over her arm.

From inside the room, a faint sound. Not screaming — not tonight. But the quick, shallow breathing of a nightmare beginning.

Raven was through the door before I could speak. Her shadows flowed ahead of her, settling around Sera’s bed like dark sentinels. She sat on the edge. Didn’t touch — waited. Kevin lifted his head, saw Raven, and settled back with a sigh that said “reinforcements arrived.”

Sera stirred. Her eyes opened, wild for a moment, scanning for threats that existed only in three-year-old memories.

“Rav?” The whisper.

“I’m here.”

Sera’s thin hand found Raven’s. Held on. The nightmare’s grip loosened. Her breathing steadied.

Through the darkness of the spare room, Sera’s damaged seal pulsed. A faint glow — barely there. Not the blazing response of a connected seal, but something. A heartbeat in a pattern that wanted to be heard.

And through the Constellation — through four solid points and one aching gap — I felt it. The fifth socket receiving that faint pulse. Accepting it. Holding it gently, the way you’d hold a candle flame against wind.

Something almost connected. A flicker. A reach. Then gone.

Sera touched her shoulder. Her expression shifted. Not pain — surprise.

“It wanted to,” she whispered.

From the hallway, Morgana appeared. Not sleep-rumpled — she didn’t sleep, not really, not with a deadline counting down and a corrupted seal to study. Her eyes were alert behind her reading glasses. Her chestnut hair with its silver streaks was pulled back. She’d been monitoring the Constellation from the kitchen.

“That’s the first autonomous response I’ve observed,” Morgana said. Her voice was clinical, but her eyes were warm. “The seal attempted to connect without external stimulation.”

“What does that mean?” Raven asked.

“It means the corruption is weakening. Proximity to the Constellation, to the bonded anchors — it’s eroding the lock. Slowly.” Morgana pushed her glasses up into her hair. The gesture that meant she was transitioning from analysis to something more human. “Keep noting when it activates. Every instance is data.”

She returned to the kitchen. The light stayed on. The sound of her pen resumed.

Raven sat with Sera until the nightmare passed. Kevin’s breath was warm and steady between them. The shadows settled — not Raven’s shadows, not ambient darkness, but something between the two. Gentle. Warm. A sister’s vigil in the dark.

Through the Soulbound bond, Lyra’s awareness touched mine. She’d felt everything — the fire escape, the dome, Raven’s unlock, Sera’s pulse. She didn’t comment. Just sent warmth. Steady and golden and sure.


Chapter 10: Paperwork and Pizza

Forty-eight hours until Thessa’s deadline.

The apartment had become a war room. Again. Because apparently the natural state of a Chicago apartment containing four bonded succubi, one damaged exile, one golden retriever, and one incubus was “operational headquarters for interdimensional crisis management.”

Raven’s perimeter defense maps were back on the kitchen wall — color-coded threat assessments updated hourly, with a new section labeled “IF THESSA ATTACKS” containing subsections for each possible approach vector, evacuation routes, and a smaller section labeled “IF CHERRY PANICS” with the sub-heading “LIKELY (prepare for naked illusions).”

Cherry’s contribution to the war room was a motivational poster illusion floating in the living room. Sparkling pink letters against a backdrop of illusory butterflies: YOU GOT THIS BESTIE.

Raven had not asked her to remove it. This was, I suspected, because Raven secretly agreed with the sentiment.

Voss had been at the apartment for the better part of two days now, processing the bureaucratic aftermath of the emergency filing. The seven-foot Warden Advocate sat at the kitchen table with the composed efficiency of a being who’d found his natural habitat. Forms spread in neat stacks. Color-coded folders arranged by filing priority. His interdimensional fountain pen moving across pages with speed that would have impressed a court reporter.

Kevin sat beside him. They’d developed a routine. Kevin monitored the forms. Voss acknowledged the monitoring. Neither questioned the arrangement.

Morgana negotiated with Aldric through encrypted channels — counter-proposals, revised terms, diplomatic language parsed with a precision that made legal documents read like love letters. She worked from the kitchen table opposite Voss, the two of them occupying their respective halves with the territorial courtesy of professionals who respected each other’s process.

The Barolo was running low. This was Morgana’s primary concern, which told me she was stressed — Morgana’s wine consumption shifted forward on the clock when pressure increased. Today she’d poured her first glass at eleven AM. Two hours ahead of schedule.

And the deadline counted.

The morning brought pizza.

Not by my doing. Cherry had developed a relationship with the Lou Malnati’s delivery driver — a twenty-something named Ramon who’d been visiting our building with increasing frequency, drawn by what he probably couldn’t identify as Cherry’s corruption aura but which manifested as an inexplicable urge to bring her extra bread sticks.

Four boxes arrived at ten AM. Cherry opened the door in an oversized Pink Floyd t-shirt she’d stolen from my closet, her bubblegum-pink hair chaotic from sleep, her impossible rack stretching the fabric in ways that Roger Waters never intended.

“RAMON! You brought the GOOD ones!”

Ramon stared. He always stared. His pupils were dilated. He’d brought five extra bread sticks and three containers of marinara that weren’t on the order.

“Extras for you,” he managed. “On the house.”

“You’re my FAVORITE HUMAN!” Cherry threw her arms around him. Ramon’s brain visibly short-circuited. His hands hovered at his sides, unsure where to land, eventually settling on a awkward pat to Cherry’s shoulder blade that was positioned precisely to avoid contact with anything that might cause a complete neurological collapse.

“You can’t hug the delivery driver, Cherry,” I said from the hallway.

“But he brought EXTRAS!”

“That’s because your aura makes him want to bring extras. It’s supernatural influence, not customer service.”

Cherry released Ramon. He swayed slightly. “Have a good day,” he said to no one in particular, and wandered down the hallway with the uncertain gait of a man who’d forgotten where he parked.

“He LIKES me,” Cherry insisted.

“He’s INFLUENCED by you. There’s a difference.”

Cherry considered this. Her tail swished. “Can it be both?”

I didn’t have an answer for that because I wasn’t sure she was wrong.

The pizza went to the war room. Voss examined his slice with forensic attention. He’d been eating our food for days now and had developed what I could only describe as opinions.

“What classification of sustenance is this?” he asked, holding the deep-dish slice at eye level. The cheese stretched in a perfect strand. He observed the strand with the intensity of someone documenting physical evidence.

“It’s DEEP DISH, Voss.” Cherry plopped into the chair beside him, her weight making the kitchen chair creak. Her tail swished against Voss’s briefcase. “It’s the best thing humans have.”

Voss took a bite. He chewed methodically. Seventeen chews — I counted, because at some point I’d started noticing Voss’s patterns, which was either a sign of domestic familiarity or incipient madness.

His face showed nothing. The geometrically precise features processed the pizza the way they processed everything — with bureaucratic thoroughness.

Then: “This is acceptable.” He took three more slices. Stacked them on a form he’d repurposed as a plate.

“HE LIKES IT!” Cherry shrieked. “JAKE! THE SCARY LAWYER LIKES PIZZA!”

“I’m not a lawyer,” Voss said. “I’m an Advocate.”

“Same thing!”

“It is absolutely not the same thing.” He took another bite. Chewed. Seventeen chews. “But the pizza point stands.”

Raven emerged from the spare room where she’d been sitting with Sera. She was dressed in her usual dark layers — fishnets, boots, dark tank top, choker — but her posture was less combative than it had been. The Darkness Cloak was still settling into her system. I could feel it through the Constellation — a new heaviness to her bond point, a density that hadn’t been there before. Like she’d absorbed an extra layer of reality.

She grabbed a slice. Ate it standing up, leaning against the doorframe, her thick hips cocked to one side. Her gaze moved between Voss’s form-processing and Morgana’s negotiations, cataloguing, assessing.

“Status?” she asked.

Morgana looked up from her phone. “Aldric’s reform faction is holding. Thessa hasn’t made another direct contact since the note. But she’s still in Chicago — I can feel her signature. Three enforcers with her, stationed downtown.”

“And the paperwork?”

Voss answered without looking up. “Form 47-B has been filed and processed under extreme expedited provisions. Your legal status as dimensional residents is recognized by the Inter-Realm Authority. However—” He turned a page. “The formal recognition requires propagation through the Authority’s enforcement network. Until all Warden divisions receive notification, there is a theoretical window in which a non-Authority faction could claim ignorance of the filing.”

Raven translated: “So Thessa could pretend she didn’t know about the paperwork.”

“Plausible deniability is a concern, yes.”

“Then we need MORE than paperwork.”

“Indeed.” Voss set down his pizza slice. His gray eyes — geometrically perfect, not quite the right shade of anything — met Raven’s. “Which is why I’ve taken the additional step of filing a preemptive enforcement order.”

Morgana’s head came up. “A what?”

“Form 114-C. Preemptive Inter-Realm Enforcement Order. It instructs all dimensional entities within this jurisdiction that any hostile action against registered dimensional residents will result in immediate Authority intervention.” He paused. “I filed it at six AM. It should be propagated by midnight.”

“You filed it at six AM,” Morgana repeated. “Before we asked.”

“I anticipated the need. Anticipation is a core competency for advocates.”

Silence. Then Morgana did something I’d never seen before — she looked at Voss with genuine admiration.

“You’re quite good at this,” she said.

Voss blinked. “I process forms.” But something crossed his carefully assembled face that suggested the compliment had registered.

Kevin licked Voss’s hand. Voss looked at the wet spot, considered it, and returned to his forms.

The afternoon brought Mia. Digitally.

My phone rang during a lull between crisis management sessions. The caller ID showed my sister’s face — the old photo, from before the corruption, ponytail and minimal makeup. The photo was now wildly inaccurate.

“Jake!” Mia’s voice exploded from the speaker before I could bring the phone to my ear. I put her on speaker — the apartment’s open-plan architecture meant everyone would hear anyway.

Her face appeared on screen. Full glam. Cherry-wave hairstyle. In what appeared to be her dorm room, which had been transformed into a production studio with ring lights and acoustic panels.

“Jake! Glow Up Era hit ONE HUNDRED THOUSAND FOLLOWERS!”

Cherry materialized from the living room. Literally materialized — she’d been practicing short-range movement that bordered on teleportation, a function of her advancing glamour abilities. She appeared at my shoulder, her massive tits pressing against my arm, her pink eyes locked on the phone screen.

“A HUNDRED THOUSAND?” Cherry’s voice hit a frequency that made Kevin’s ears flatten. “MIA! WE DID IT!”

“WE DID IT!” Mia shrieked back. “And the podcast! Cherry’s episode DROPPED and it’s TRENDING!”

My blood went cold. “Cherry did a PODCAST?”

Cherry’s expression shifted from exuberant to guilty with the speed of a woman who’d been caught. Her pink-tinted wings folded tight against her back — the succubus equivalent of making herself smaller.

“It was just a LITTLE podcast…” she said.

“When did you record a podcast?”

“While you were sleeping!” Cherry’s tail swished in quick, nervous arcs. “Mia has a studio setup in her dorm! We used the phone!”

“She was AMAZING,” Mia confirmed from the screen. Her eyes were bright with the fervor of someone building an empire. “We talked about confidence, self-love, approach strategies — she’s a natural!”

“She’s a SUCCUBUS, Mia.”

“Same energy!” Mia beamed. “Listen, I’m going to play the best clip—”

“Please don’t—”

She played the clip.

Cherry’s voice filled the apartment, slightly compressed by podcast audio but unmistakably her — bubbly, earnest, dangerously close to truth.

“When you enter a room, your energy should PRECEDE you. Humans — I mean, WOMEN — have a natural magnetism that draws people in. It’s biological! It’s SCIENCE! Well, not exactly science, more like…”

“Cherry,” Podcast-Mia interjected smoothly. “You were saying about confidence being an energy?”

“YES! Thank you, Mia! So the key is understanding that your presence has an EFFECT on people. You don’t have to DO anything. You just have to BE. Your aura — your PERSONAL aura, everyone has one — it enters the room before you do. It’s like… okay, in the Eigh—in the EIGHTEENTH century, women knew this! Historical women! They had whole strategies!”

I stared at Cherry. She stared at the floor. Her tail had stopped swishing.

“She almost said ‘humans’ on a PUBLIC PODCAST,” I said.

“I caught it!” Cherry protested, her pink eyes wide. “I said ‘women!’ That’s a save!”

“She almost said ‘the Eighth Circle,’” Raven observed from the doorframe. Ice cream pint in hand. Spoon used as a pointer.

“I said ‘eighteenth century!’” Cherry’s wings fluttered with defensive energy. “That’s a very convincing historical reference!”

“It is not.”

Morgana appeared from the kitchen. She’d heard everything — of course she had. She assessed the situation over her reading glasses with the measured concern of a two-century-old strategist who was watching a pink-haired succubus accidentally reveal the existence of supernatural beings to a hundred thousand podcast listeners.

“That is not a save,” Morgana said.

“It was a LITTLE save,” Cherry whispered.

“How many of these near-misses have there been?” I asked.

Silence. Cherry’s tail drooped.

“Define ‘near-miss,’” Mia said from the phone screen. “Because Cherry has this habit of starting sentences with ‘back in the demon—’ and then catching herself. We’ve edited, like, three or four of those.”

“THREE OR FOUR?”

“They’re in the blooper reel! People LOVE the blooper reel. They think it’s a bit.”

I sat down. The kitchen chair groaned under me.

Mia continued, oblivious to my spiritual devastation. “ANYWAY, the podcast numbers are incredible. Cherry’s episode is our highest performing content EVER. And there’s something else—”

She held up her phone. A clip played. It was Cherry explaining “abundance mindset” dating philosophy — the succubus-culture-translated-to-self-help approach to romantic relationships.

“The key,” Podcast-Cherry said with devastating sincerity, “is never limiting yourself to one source of connection. You’re a multifaceted person! Your emotional energy is abundant! Why would you restrict it? Back where I’m from, we always said that suc—SUCCESSFUL women maintain multiple channels of positive engagement.”

Mia paused the clip. “She almost said ‘succubus’ that time.”

“I know.”

“We cut it to ‘successful.’ Which actually works better for the brand.”

Cherry brightened. “See? It WORKS BETTER.”

“Nothing about this works,” I said.

From the living room, Sera’s quiet voice carried through the apartment. “She sounds like she’s enjoying herself.”

Everyone looked toward the spare room doorway. Sera was standing there — not sitting, standing — with Kevin at her side. She was watching the phone screen with the cautious attention she applied to everything, but her lighter violet eyes held something that wasn’t caution. Something closer to recognition.

“Cherry used to teach the younger succubi in the Eighth Circle,” Sera said. “About confidence. About presence. She was good at it.” A pause. “She’s doing the same thing here. Just… translated.”

Cherry’s eyes went wide. Glassy. Her lip trembled. “Sera…”

“Don’t hug me.” Sera held up a hand. “I’m not ready for full Cherry contact.”

“Forty percent Cherry?”

Sera considered. “Thirty.”

Cherry crossed the room at thirty percent — which was still approximately two hundred percent of what any human considered normal contact — and hugged Sera gently. Cherry’s wings curved around them both. Sera stiffened, then slowly relaxed.

Kevin barked. The happy bark. The one that meant someone he loved was doing something right.

Mia watched this from the phone screen with the wide eyes of someone who’d just witnessed something she couldn’t quite categorize. “Jake… your roommates are, like, really close.”

“You have no idea.”

“I want them ALL on the podcast.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Raven would be incredible for the ‘dark academia confidence’ series—”

“I would rather eat thin crust pizza in Chicago,” Raven said. “Again. On camera. To prove a point.”

Mia gasped. “You wouldn’t.”

“Try me.”

The video call ended with Mia planning a six-episode podcast series featuring each of my “roommates,” a merchandise line that included Cherry-themed confidence kits, and a potential collaboration with a “lifestyle brand” that would feature Morgana’s “mature woman energy” content.

I hung up. Stared at the ceiling.

Lyra’s presence wrapped around me like a warm current. She’d been quiet during the call — listening, assessing, doing the thing she did where she monitored everyone’s emotional state and calibrated the room’s energy without anyone noticing.

“You okay?” The question arrived without sound. Not spoken. Transmitted. A thought delivered directly.

“My sister has a trending podcast featuring a succubus discussing demon realm dating culture in self-help language.”

Lyra’s amusement was warm and golden and fundamentally unhelpful. “She’s happy. Cherry’s happy. The audience is happy.”

“The audience is learning succubus seduction techniques.”

“And it’s making them more confident.” A pause. “Is that so terrible?”

I didn’t have an answer for that either.

The evening fell. Twenty-four hours until Thessa’s deadline.

Everyone ate. Five boxes of deep dish — the fifth had appeared from somewhere, Cherry’s relationship with Ramon apparently extending to unlimited pizza generation — occupied the kitchen table alongside Voss’s forms and Morgana’s counter-proposals. Raven ate two slices with the precise, aggressive efficiency she applied to everything. Sera ate a full slice. A FULL slice. She chewed slowly, her lighter violet eyes closed.

“This is…” she started.

“The best thing in any dimension?” Cherry supplied.

“Adequate.” Sera opened her eyes. The ghost of a smile. “Perhaps slightly more than adequate.”

“ONE OF US!” Cherry shrieked. “ONE OF US!”

Voss observed this from his end of the table. He’d consumed four slices and logged each one in his notebook. “The deep dish phenomenon appears to be a universal bonding agent. I’ll note this in my cultural assessment.”

“You have a cultural assessment?” I asked.

“All advocates file cultural assessments. How else would we understand the jurisdictions we serve?” He turned a page. “Thus far, my assessment notes the following: one, the entity designated ‘Kevin’ holds de facto emotional authority; two, deep dish pizza facilitates social cohesion across dimensional boundaries; three, the entity designated ‘Cherry’ constitutes a persistent operational risk.”

“HEY!” Cherry protested.

“Four,” Voss continued without pause, “the operational risk is offset by the entity’s capacity for morale maintenance.”

Cherry’s outrage transformed to delight. “I maintain MORALE!”

“Documented,” Voss confirmed.

After dinner, after the dishes, after Sera had been settled in the spare room with Kevin and a mug of hot chocolate she held with both hands (she still didn’t let go for at least an hour — the warmth was a therapy all its own), Morgana was still working.

The apartment was dark and quiet. Raven on perimeter. Cherry asleep in a pile of illusion butterflies that persisted in her dreams. Lyra reading by lamplight, her awareness distributed through the Soulbound bond like a warm net across the apartment.

And Morgana. At the kitchen table. Glasses on. Hair down — the chestnut waves with silver streaks falling past her shoulders. Barolo nearly finished. The journal open, pages covered in equations and seal diagrams and notation in a language that predated Earth’s oldest civilizations.

I found her at one AM.

She hadn’t moved. Her amber eyes — warm, usually knowing, usually in command — were tired. The kind of tired that long experience couldn’t prepare you for, because this wasn’t physical exhaustion. This was the fatigue of a mind that had been running calculations on a problem with insufficient data and diminishing time.

“You need to rest,” I said.

She didn’t look up. “I need to solve this seal corruption before Thessa’s deadline.”

“The paperwork will protect us.”

“The paperwork will delay. Not protect.” She turned a page. Her handwriting was less precise than usual — the first sign of Morgana’s composure cracking. “Thessa will find a way around the registration. It buys us time, not safety. The only real protection is restoring Sera’s seal — making the corruption moot. If her seal is whole, forced removal becomes exponentially more dangerous. They won’t risk it.”

“And you can do that?”

“I need more data. More understanding of how the corruption matrix interacts with the Constellation. More—” She exhaled. The pen stopped. Her shoulders dropped a fraction of an inch — the Morgana equivalent of collapse.

I reached across the table. Took her glasses off. Folded them. Set them beside her journal.

She watched my hands. Her gaze tracked the motion with the focused attention of a woman who understood the significance of the gesture — because it was HER gesture, her signal, the thing she did when transitioning from work to something softer.

“You need to rest,” I said again. The incubus authority in my voice was there — not compulsion, never compulsion, but certainty. The kind of certainty that came from knowing someone well enough to see past their competence to the human — or succubus — underneath.

She exhaled again. Longer. The two-century-old strategist, the Lore Class conductor, the woman who’d seen seventeen dimensions and navigated politics that would make Earth’s UN look like a kindergarten squabble — she was just tired.

“Perhaps,” she said.

I picked her up. Enhanced strength made it effortless — she weighed nothing, or at least nothing that registered as effort. My arms under her knees and behind her shoulders. Her heavy breasts pressed against my chest, warm through the silk blouse. Her elegant tail curled around my arm.

“I’m not an invalid,” she protested. Mildly. Her wings half-spread, brushing my shoulders.

“You’ve been awake for thirty-six hours.”

“I’ve been awake for longer.”

“Not while I’m here.”

She studied my face. Something shifted in her expression — the analytical gaze softening, the strategist stepping back to reveal the woman. She leaned her head against my shoulder. Her scent — aged wine and exotic spices — deepened in proximity.

I carried her to the bedroom. Set her on the bed. The sheets were already warm from the body heat of the apartment’s supernatural occupants.

She sat on the edge. I knelt in front of her. Began unbuttoning her silk blouse — the strategic buttons that she treated as escalation indicators, each one a decision point. She watched me work.

“This is very solicitous,” she said. The warmth in her voice undermined the clinical word choice.

“You’ve earned it.”

The blouse opened. Her massive natural F-cups were restrained by a bra that was doing heroic work — black lace, elegant, the kind of undergarment that cost more than my monthly rent. I unclasped it. Her breasts settled free with a weight that was warm and real and grounding. Heavy. Soft. The kind of breasts that existed in a category beyond description — natural F-cups that defied gravity through some combination of succubus physiology and sheer presence.

The seal between her breasts was invisible in the low light, but I could feel it through the Constellation. A warm, steady pulse.

“You’re staring,” she said. Not a complaint.

“I’m admiring.”

“The correct response.” A tired smile. “Go on, then.”

I leaned in. Pressed my face between her breasts. Warm. Impossibly warm. Her heartbeat against my cheek — slower than a human’s, deeper, the rhythm of something ancient and powerful. Her hands came to my head, fingers in my hair.

“Good boy,” she murmured. The words settled over me like a benediction. Not degrading. Never degrading with Morgana. Affirming. The warmth of a woman who valued what she praised.

I kissed the space between her breasts. The seal pulsed against my lips — I could feel it, that warm heartbeat of the Constellation, responding to proximity. She sighed. Her wings spread slightly, creating a canopy.

She guided me. Morgana always guided — not controlling but directing, the way a conductor draws music from an orchestra. Her hands on my shoulders, pressing me back against the pillows, positioning me exactly where she wanted. Then she settled lower, her heavy breasts dragging down my chest, my abs, until they rested against my hips. My cock stood hard between us, and she took it in one elegant hand — her fingers warm, her grip confident — and laid it in the valley between her massive F-cups.

My breath caught. My hands fisted in the sheets.

Her technique was endlessly refined. She pressed her enormous tits together around my shaft with practiced confidence, the warm, pillowy weight enclosing me completely — my cock swallowed by soft, heavy flesh that was hotter than human skin, impossibly smooth. The sensation of being surrounded by that much warm, yielding breast was enough to make my vision swim. She held my gaze from below — looking up through dark lashes, amber eyes warm, maintaining the connection, her expression one of focused care and quiet authority.

“Don’t think about the deadline,” she said. “Don’t think about Thessa. Think about the Constellation.” She moved. Up and down. Slow. My cock disappearing into the deep, soft valley of her breasts, the head emerging from the top of her cleavage glistening with pre-cum, then sinking back into that pillowy grip. “Think about the network. I want to test something.”

“You want me to think about interdimensional energy channeling while you’re—”

“While I take care of the physical.” Her smile was tired and warm and devastating. “I’m very good at multitasking.”

She was. God, she was. Her breasts moved with a rhythm that was hypnotic — slow, deliberate, each stroke designed to build rather than rush. The soft flesh squeezed around me with practiced pressure, sliding along my shaft with a friction that was warm and impossibly smooth. Her tongue found the tip of my cock at the apex of each stroke — a precise, wet contact, circling the sensitive head, lapping the pre-cum that gathered there. Each lick sent sparks through my nervous system. She swallowed what she collected with a sound of quiet satisfaction, like tasting a fine wine.

“Good boy,” she murmured against my cock. Her breath was warm against the slick head. “Focus.”

I focused. The Constellation bloomed in my awareness — four solid points, one flickering. I channeled energy outward, through the bond network, toward the empty fifth socket. Not the full-intensity channeling we’d tested before, but a gentle probe. A reaching.

Morgana gasped. The energy flowing through her seal amplified the sensation of her technique. Her massive tits squeezed tighter around me involuntarily, the seal between them pulsing with warm amber light. Her paizuri became something more — not just physical but metaphysical, the Constellation’s energy riding the waves of pleasure and translating into data. Each stroke of her heavy breasts along my shaft carried energy through the network.

“That’s…” She paused mid-stroke, my cock nestled deep between her tits, the head resting against her chin. Her amber eyes widened. “The resonance pattern. Your energy interacts with the corruption matrix. I can FEEL it — through my seal, through the network.”

“Good data?”

“Excellent data.” She resumed. Faster now, the urgency of discovery layering onto the urgency of pleasure. Her massive breasts worked my cock with renewed purpose, the soft flesh jiggling with each stroke, her technique shifting from nurturing to hungry. “Your incubus energy has a specific frequency that the corruption matrix doesn’t recognize. It passes through the lock like it isn’t there.”

“So I can—”

“You can burn through the corruption. Not today. Not with this intensity. But with focused, repeated application…” She pressed her breasts tighter — so tight the pressure bordered on overwhelming, my cock throbbing between the warm walls of flesh. Her eyes blazed amber. “Jake, this might work.”

“You’re having a scientific breakthrough while giving me a titfuck.”

“I’m having a scientific breakthrough BECAUSE of the titfuck. The energy transfer during intimacy provides data that passive observation cannot.” She took the head of my cock into her mouth — just the tip, her lips warm and soft, her tongue swirling. Precise. Devastating. She sucked gently, then released with a wet pop. “This is empirical research.”

“I love your research methods.”

“Good boy.”

She didn’t let me escalate further. She could feel my approaching climax through the bond and the Constellation — my cock swelling between her breasts, my hips beginning to thrust involuntarily — and she eased back with the calculated control of a woman who understood exactly when to withdraw. Her heavy tits released my aching shaft. A strand of pre-cum connected the tip of my cock to her cleavage, catching the low light.

“Save your energy,” she said. Her voice was hoarse. Her nipples were flushed and hard. “Tomorrow may require all of us.”

She pulled me down beside her. Her soft breasts pressed against my chest, heavy and warm, her hard nipples dragging across my skin. Her wings spread around us both — a feathered canopy that blocked out the world, the apartment, the deadline. Her tail wound around my calf.

“But before I sleep,” she said. Her voice was already fading, the thirty-six hours of wakefulness finally claiming their due. “I may have found something. In Sera’s seal. A resonance pattern. If I can isolate the corruption matrix’s frequency — compare it to what I just felt through the channeling—”

Her eyes closed. Mid-sentence. Wings around me. Kevin at our feet — he’d migrated from Sera’s room with the silent efficiency of a retriever who treated closed doors as suggestions.

Morgana’s breathing slowed. Deep. Even. Two hundred and twelve years old and asleep mid-theory, because the body eventually overrules the mind, even in succubi.

[System -- Morgana -- Bond +25 -> 825]
[Adaptation +2% -> 14%]

I lay there. Morgana’s wings warm around me. Kevin’s breath at my feet. The Constellation’s four solid points pulsing gently.

Twenty-four hours. Less.

Through the wall, I could hear Sera’s steady breathing. Raven’s shadows in the spare room, settled and warm. Cherry’s soft snoring from the living room. Lyra’s heartbeat — our heartbeat, synchronized, permanent.

I was about to close my eyes when I heard it — the soft scrape of a chair in the kitchen. Voss. Still there. The seven-foot Warden Advocate had been at the table for so long he’d become part of the furniture’s emotional landscape.

I disentangled myself from Morgana’s wings. She stirred but didn’t wake — exhaustion holding her under.

I found Voss at the kitchen table, his fountain pen moving across a supplemental form by its own faint light. The pizza boxes lay open on the counter. He’d eaten four slices and logged each one.

“You’re still here,” I said.

“The preemptive enforcement order I filed has been flagged.” He didn’t look up. The faintest shift crossed his too-symmetrical features — something that might have been concern, or might have been whatever passed for emotion in a being that existed primarily to process bureaucratic filings. “Not rejected — flagged. Someone within the Authority is reviewing it.”

“Someone sympathetic to the Banishers?”

“Someone whose jurisdictional sympathies are unclear. Which is, in my professional opinion, worse than a known opponent.” He straightened. “I will continue to monitor. The filing is procedurally sound. But speed is advisable. We sign the 47-B-1 at dawn.”

“Agreed.”

He looked at the pizza boxes. “Is there remaining deep dish?”

“Help yourself.”

Voss selected a slice. Began eating with the methodical precision he applied to everything. Kevin materialized from somewhere — he’d sensed food across walls and closed doors through mechanisms I’d stopped questioning.

Kevin sat beside Voss. Voss gave him a piece of crust without looking.

“That is an unauthorized allocation of sustenance resources,” Voss said. “I’ll file the exception.”

Kevin’s tail wagged. The Warden ate pizza. The forms waited for morning.

I went back to bed. Morgana’s wings opened automatically, accepting my return like a reflex. Her arms pulled me against her. Warm. Heavy. The weight of safety.

Twenty-four hours. The signing waited for dawn. And somewhere downtown, Thessa counted hours too.


Chapter 11: Deadline

The seventy-two hours expired on a Thursday morning.

We’d signed the forms at dawn. All four bonded succubi — Lyra first, her signature neat and precise, the pen steady in hands that didn’t tremble. Cherry next, her signature a looping, enthusiastic scrawl that took up twice the allotted space and included a small heart. Raven’s signature was sharp and angular, pressed hard enough to indent the paper beneath. Morgana signed last, with the fluid authority of someone who’d been signing things since before most of Earth’s current governments existed.

Sera signed the supplemental registration. Her hand shook, but her lighter violet eyes were steady. Kevin’s paw print went on the familiar registration — Voss pressed Kevin’s paw to the ink pad with the solemnity of a notary public.

“The creature’s jurisdiction is now legally documented,” Voss said.

“Kevin is a CITIZEN?” Cherry asked.

“Kevin is a registered dimensional familiar. Different category.” Voss capped his pen. “Similar tax implications.”

The emergency processing was instantaneous. Voss’s interdimensional authentication seal — the shimmering mark that existed in colors Earth hadn’t named — stamped each form with the permanence of inter-realm law.

“Effective immediately,” Voss confirmed. “All registered exiles in this jurisdiction are protected under the Dimensional Residence Accord. Any hostile enforcement action against them constitutes a violation of Articles 12 through 47.”

“And Thessa?”

“Commander Thessa’s Emergency Protocol predates the filing. The filing supersedes. She is legally required to withdraw.”

“Required,” Raven said. “Not guaranteed.”

“In my experience,” Voss said, “entities who ignore legal filings face consequences that are significantly more uncomfortable than compliance.”

His gray eyes held an edge that reminded me that Voss — bureaucratic, pizza-eating, form-processing Voss — represented an Authority that had once sent hunters after us. An Authority with the power to enforce its documents.

The comfort was imperfect. But it was something.

Thessa arrived at noon.

Kevin gave the warning first. Not the formal bark, not the anxious whine. A sustained, low growl that came from somewhere deeper than his chest — a sound that vibrated through the floor and made every succubus in the apartment go rigid.

Then the temperature dropped.

Not gradually. All at once. The apartment’s warmth — maintained by five supernatural beings whose collective body heat could have warmed a stadium — plummeted. Breath fogged. The glass of water on the counter developed condensation in seconds.

“She’s here,” Lyra said through the Soulbound bond. The words arrived like ice on my tongue.

I felt them in the bond network. Three cold signatures entering the building at street level. Controlled. Deliberate. The same frozen void I’d felt when they arrived in Chicago, but closer now. Personal.

Raven was already in motion. Combat boots. Fishnets. Choker. Shadows coiling. Her Darkness Cloak hummed at the edges of her awareness, ready to deploy at a thought.

“Sera stays in the spare room,” Raven said. “With Kevin.”

“I can—” Sera started.

“You STAY.” Raven’s voice was steel. Her eyes blazed with Shadow Class energy. “This is what I’m for.”

Sera looked at Raven. Something passed between the sisters — the resonance, the unspoken language of shared history. Sera nodded. Retreated to the spare room. Kevin went with her, pressing against her legs.

Cherry stood in the living room. For once, her bubbly exterior was subdued. Her heart-shaped pupils were wide. Her tail swished in quick, nervous arcs. But she didn’t flee. She positioned herself between the living room and the hallway — her Mass Illusion shimmering at the edges, ready to fill the apartment with copies at the first sign of trouble.

“If I panic,” Cherry said, “the illusions might be naked.”

“They’re always naked,” Raven said.

“It’s a STRESS RESPONSE.”

Lyra stood beside me. Her hand in mine. The Soulbound bond was wide open — her Heart Reading active, her Empathic awareness extended through the entire building. She was the most powerful sensor in the room.

“Three of them,” she confirmed. “Thessa and two enforcers. The third isn’t with them — stationed outside. Perimeter.” Her blue eyes flickered with gold. “Thessa’s emotional state is… certain. She believes she’s right. This isn’t malice, Jake. It’s conviction.”

“Conviction that involves tearing seals from people.”

“Conviction that the Constellation is a threat to dimensional stability.” Lyra’s grip tightened. “She’s afraid. Genuinely afraid. Of what the seals might do.”

Morgana was already at the door. She’d dressed for this — the silk blouse fully buttoned for once, the reading glasses on, her chestnut hair with silver streaks pulled back in a style that broadcast authority. Her massive F-cups strained against the silk, but the overall effect was formidable rather than sexual. The strategist. The conductor.

She held Voss’s signed documents in one hand.

“Remember,” Morgana said. “This is politics. Not combat. We do not give them a reason to escalate.”

“What if they escalate anyway?” Raven asked.

“Then we give them a reason to stop.”

Three knocks on the door. Not Aldric’s precise, diplomatic three. These were heavy. Authoritative. The kind of knocks that said: I don’t need to knock, but I’m choosing to. Be grateful.

I opened the door.

Commander Thessa of the Banisher Concordat filled the hallway.

She was tall — taller than Aldric, nearly as tall as Voss. Her human disguise was minimal — charcoal skin glamoured to a dark brown that was still unnervingly smooth, missing horns hidden beneath a severe hairstyle that looked like it had been cut with a blade. Her eyes were wrong. Even with the glamour, Thessa’s pale silver eyes blazed with a cold light that no contact lenses could mask.

She wore a charcoal suit — militaristic in its precision, tailored to a body that moved like a weapon. Two enforcers flanked her. Male, shorter, broader, with the same charcoal-glamoured skin and the same removed-horn smoothness. Their silver eyes were dimmer than hers — followers, not leaders.

“Mr. Morrison,” Thessa said. Her voice was controlled. Low. The kind of voice that didn’t need volume to carry authority. “Your deadline has expired.”

“Commander.” I stood in the doorway. Behind me: four bonded succubi in formation. Raven’s Darkness Cloak hummed. Cherry’s illusions shimmered. Lyra’s Heart Reading assessed. Morgana held documents.

“I’m here for the corrupted exile.”

“The corrupted exile is a registered dimensional resident,” Morgana said, stepping forward. She extended the documents. “Under Inter-Realm Authority jurisdiction. Any enforcement action against her constitutes a violation of Articles 12 through 47 of the Dimensional Residence Accord.”

Thessa took the documents. Read them. Her silver eyes moved across the pages with centuries of practice at processing legal text. The enforcers stood perfectly still behind her.

“These are dated today,” Thessa said.

“Yesterday, actually,” Morgana corrected. “Emergency processing. Quite standard.”

From behind Morgana, Voss appeared. He’d been standing in the kitchen — I hadn’t even noticed him move. Seven feet of Warden Advocate in his impeccable charcoal suit, his too-perfect face arranged in an expression of professional composure.

“The filing is procedurally sound,” Voss said. “I witnessed all signatures personally.”

Thessa looked at him. Something shifted in her silver eyes — not surprise, but reassessment. She hadn’t expected the Wardens to be involved. Not this deeply. Not this officially.

“Advocate,” she said. The word carried weight. Respect, grudging and cold. “You’ve inserted yourself into Concordat internal affairs.”

“I’ve processed a standard Dimensional Residence filing. The Concordat’s internal affairs are irrelevant to the registration of dimensional exiles in my jurisdiction.” Voss’s voice was the same measured precision as always. “Your Emergency Protocol predates the filing. The filing supersedes.”

“Emergency Protocol Seventeen—”

“Is a Concordat internal mechanism. Inter-realm law takes precedence.” Voss produced a folder. “I’ve also filed a preemptive enforcement order. Form 114-C. Any hostile action against registered residents of this jurisdiction will result in immediate Authority intervention.”

Thessa’s jaw tightened. The silver glow in her eyes intensified. For a moment, the charcoal glamour on her skin flickered — revealing the true deep gray beneath, the color that came from centuries of Banisher ideology carved into flesh and identity.

“This changes nothing about the Constellation threat,” she said. “Registration protects them from enforcement. It doesn’t make the seals less dangerous.”

“Then study them,” Morgana said. “Properly. Not by cutting them open in a prison cell.”

Thessa turned to Morgana. Two centuries of Lore Class authority met centuries of Banisher conviction. The air between them could have frozen.

“What we did was necessary—”

“What you did was MUTILATION.”

Raven’s voice cut through the diplomatic tension like a shadow-edged blade. She’d moved from behind the group — not to the front, but to the flank, positioning herself between Thessa and the hallway that led to the spare room. Between Thessa and Sera.

Her shadows surged. Dark energy climbed the walls, covered the ceiling, turned the apartment’s entry into a corridor of darkness that pulsed with protective fury.

“You took my sister,” Raven said. Her voice was quiet. That was worse than shouting. Raven shouting was a storm. Raven quiet was an earthquake. “You held her for three years. You tore her seal apart trying to read it. And now you stand in our HOME and tell us it was NECESSARY?”

Thessa held her ground. I had to give her that — facing a Shadow Class succubus with an active Darkness Cloak, a full incubus, and three other bonded supernaturals, she didn’t step back.

“The Constellation will grow,” Thessa said. She was speaking to the room now, not just to Raven. “More sealed succubi will be drawn here. And when the pattern completes — IF it completes — we don’t know what happens. You’re gambling with dimensional stability.”

“So are you,” Morgana said. “The difference is we’re gathering data instead of destroying it.”

Thessa looked at Sera’s sealed spare room door. Her silver eyes narrowed. I felt Sera’s damaged seal pulse — weakly, but pulse — behind the closed door. Raven’s shadows thickened between Thessa and the hallway.

I stepped forward. Into the space between Thessa and my people.

“The registration stands,” I said. My voice carried the incubus weight — the presence that made humans instinctively defer. Thessa wasn’t human, but the authority was real regardless. “You can study the Constellation. You can send researchers. Morgana will share data — she already offered. But nobody touches anyone in this apartment without consent.”

Thessa’s silver eyes met mine. Gold flecks in my eyes met silver in hers. Incubus and Banisher.

“You don’t understand what you’re becoming,” she said. Quiet. The conviction underneath was genuine, and through Lyra’s Heart Reading I felt it — real fear, real certainty, the belief of someone who thought they were saving the world from a weapon that hadn’t fired yet.

“Maybe not,” I said. “But I understand what you’ve already done.”

Silence. The apartment breathed — shadows and illusions and empathic awareness and the warm current of the Constellation, all held at the ready.

Then: footsteps in the hallway. A familiar cadence.

Aldric appeared behind Thessa. He’d come through the building’s main entrance, past Mrs. Peterson’s apartment (I heard her door click shut — she’d been watching through the peephole, as she always did), up the stairs.

His silver hair was disheveled. His impeccable suit was wrinkled. He looked like a man who’d been running.

“Commander,” he said. “Stand down.”

Thessa turned. “You don’t have authority—”

“I have the reform council’s authorization.” Aldric straightened. Whatever running he’d done hadn’t diminished the diplomat in him — the posture returned, the voice steadied. “The data Morgana provided has convinced a majority of the advisory board. Constellation research is approved for continued observation. Emergency Protocol Seventeen is suspended pending full analysis.”

“The advisory board doesn’t supersede—”

“It DOES when five of seven members vote to suspend.” Aldric’s silver eyes were steady. “The vote concluded twenty minutes ago. I came directly.”

Thessa stared at him. At Morgana. At the documents. At me — gold-flecked incubus eyes holding her gaze without flinching.

At the spare room door, where her target waited.

“This isn’t over,” she said.

She meant it. Through Lyra’s Heart Reading, through the Soulbound bond, I felt the truth of it — Thessa believed. She believed the Constellation was dangerous. She believed they were protecting the dimensions from something they didn’t understand. Her methods were extreme, but her motivation was genuine.

She was a true believer. And true believers didn’t stop.

“It doesn’t have to be over,” Morgana said. “It just has to be different.”

Thessa held Morgana’s gaze for a long, measured moment. Then she turned. Her enforcers followed. She walked down the hallway with the precise stride of someone who was retreating, not surrendering.

Aldric stayed.

He leaned against the hallway wall. The diplomat’s composure had reasserted itself, but underneath it, I could see the cost. His charcoal skin — visible now, the glamour dropped in exhaustion — looked gray rather than its usual smooth dark tone. His silver eyes were dimmer.

“That cost me everything I had with the hardliners,” he said. “I’m effectively exiled from my own faction now.”

Morgana studied him. The woman who’d spent weeks negotiating with this man — this representative of the organization that had exiled her people, imprisoned Raven’s sister, hunted them across dimensions — looked at him with something that wasn’t trust. Wasn’t friendship. But was close enough to matter. The recognition of shared risk.

“Then you understand what it feels like,” she said.

Something passed between them. Brief. Complicated. The acknowledgment of two people who’d ended up on the same side through calculation rather than choice.

Aldric nodded. Pushed off the wall. Straightened his wrinkled suit.

“I’ll be in contact,” he said. “The reform faction will need your cooperation. And you’ll need our protection against what Thessa does next.” He paused at the stairwell door. “She won’t stop. You know that.”

“We know.”

“Prepare accordingly.”

He left. The door closed behind him.

The apartment exhaled. Raven’s shadows retracted slowly, pulling back from the walls and ceiling like a tide receding. Cherry’s illusions dissolved — including, I noticed, one copy that had materialized behind Thessa during the confrontation.

“Was that illusion doing the approach walk?” I asked.

“It was a DISTRACTION PROTOCOL,” Cherry said.

“The illusion was doing the hip sway,” Raven said flatly. “The full Cherry hip sway. Behind a Banisher commander.”

“Tactical hip sway!”

“Cherry, it was also winking.”

“Tactical winking! It’s a legitimate—”

“The illusion was AUTONOMOUSLY WINKING at a Banisher commander who could have destroyed all of us.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Cherry.”

“In my defense,” Cherry said, with the dignity of someone who had no defense, “the illusion was also maintaining a very convincing glamour of being clothed. That took EFFORT.”

“Was it clothed?” Raven asked.

Silence.

“For most of it,” Cherry admitted.

Lyra’s amusement flooded into me like warm water. She was trying very hard to maintain a serious expression and failing comprehensively.

[System -- Raven -- Bond +25 -> 775 (Bonded)]
[Adaptation +2% -> 32%]
[Note: Protective stand against direct threat to bonded family]

The notification pinged as Raven’s shadows retracted. The bond had deepened during the confrontation — not from intimacy, but from the act of standing between Sera and destruction. The Constellation recognized it. Love expressed as a wall.

Cherry’s expression achieved an unprecedented fusion of guilt and pride. “It was TACTICAL.”

“It was NAKED,” Raven said.

“TACTICAL nudity!” Cherry insisted. “Distraction-based defensive posture!”

“That is not a thing.”

“It IS a thing! I INVENTED it!”

Cherry raised her hand toward the dissolving illusion copy. “High five, tactical me!”

The illusion — still fading — raised its hand back.

Raven grabbed Cherry’s wrist before contact was made, physically hauling her arm down with weary resignation. “You are NOT high-fiving your own naked illusion in front of a Banisher commander.”

“But she DID GOOD!”

“She is YOU. You are congratulating YOURSELF.”

“Self-affirmation is HEALTHY, Raven!”

I left them to it. The familiar absurdity was a balm after the confrontation’s tension.

A second notification, quieter, registered in my awareness as the tension drained.

[System -- Cherry -- Note: Glamour Class ability threshold approaching]
[Desire Manifestation: 87% unlock progress]
[Trigger conditions: sustained emotional intensity + Constellation resonance]

Cherry’s illusion had manifested behind a Banisher commander during a direct confrontation and maintained autonomy for the duration. Her abilities were growing faster than any of us had expected. Desire Manifestation — the power to make people see what they wanted most — was almost online. That was either wonderful or terrifying, depending on how much you trusted Cherry’s judgment.

I trusted her judgment about as far as I could throw the building.

The immediate aftermath was oddly domestic. Cherry made sandwiches. Nobody had asked for sandwiches. Nobody needed sandwiches. But Cherry’s response to crisis resolution was food production, and so sandwiches appeared — pink, naturally — and everyone ate one because refusing Cherry’s post-crisis sandwiches felt like refusing a hug from someone who’d just faced down a Banisher commander with a naked illusion and a hip sway.

Raven ate hers standing in the hallway between the kitchen and the spare room, positioned so she could see both Sera’s door and the apartment entrance. She’d moved into this position during the confrontation and hadn’t fully left it. Her shadows ran along the baseboard connecting the two vantage points, a dark surveillance line that she maintained without apparent effort.

“It’s over,” I said.

“For now.” She took another bite. “She’ll find a way around the paperwork. People like Thessa always do.”

“People like Thessa have never met Voss.”

Raven considered this. The ghost of something that wasn’t quite a smile crossed her face. “The bureaucrat is growing on me. Don’t tell him.”

Voss collected his forms. He arranged them in his briefcase with the care of a curator preserving artifacts. “The filing is complete. The enforcement order is active. Commander Thessa’s next action will determine whether additional filings are required.”

“Additional filings?”

“There are always additional filings.” He closed his briefcase. “I’ll leave my contact information.” He produced a card. It was blank on one side and contained, on the other, a string of characters that didn’t belong to any Earth alphabet. “In case of emergency.”

“What does the emergency contact involve?”

“Forms,” Voss said. “Expedited.”

He left. Kevin followed him to the door, received a pat on the head — the first voluntary physical contact I’d seen Voss initiate — and returned to his post.

The spare room door opened. Sera stood there. Thin. Silver-white hair. Kevin’s warm body pressed against her legs.

She looked at me. Her eyes were wet.

“Thank you,” she said.

It was the first time she’d spoken to me directly without being prompted. Without being asked. She’d chosen to come out, chosen to speak, chosen to offer gratitude to someone she was still learning to trust.

“You don’t have to thank me,” I said.

“Everyone said that in the facility too.” Her voice was soft. Damaged. But steady. “Before they did things that needed thanking to survive.” She hugged herself. “I’m trying to learn the difference.”

I didn’t reach for her. Didn’t close the distance. Gave her the space that captivity had taught her to need.

“Take your time.”

She nodded. Went back to Raven. Kevin went with her.

Through the Constellation, the fifth socket ached. Closer than ever. The gap where Sera should be was shrinking — not from any active effort, but from proximity. From safety. From the slow work of being somewhere that didn’t hurt.

Mrs. Peterson appeared ten minutes after Thessa departed. Because Mrs. Peterson always appeared after dramatic events, bearing food like a retired teacher who’d converted worry into casseroles.

“Jake, dear,” she said, bustling in with a covered dish and two bags of Kevin’s treats. “I heard raised voices. Is everything all right? Your friends from the commune seemed upset.”

“Everything’s fine, Mrs. Peterson.”

“The tall woman in the suit looked VERY serious.” She set the dish on the counter. “Military, was she? My late husband was military. He had the same walk.”

“She’s… in government,” I managed.

“Oh, government.” Mrs. Peterson nodded as if this explained everything. She peered around the kitchen. Her gaze settled on Voss’s abandoned forms, still spread across the table. “More paperwork! Your commune generates more paperwork than any building I’ve ever lived in.” She spotted Sera hovering in the spare room doorway. “There you are, dear. You look pale. Eat something.”

She pressed the casserole into my hands and gave Kevin a treat. Then she surveyed the remnants of the confrontation – shadows fading from the walls, Cherry’s illusion copies dissolving, Voss’s forms spread across the kitchen table like a bureaucratic battlefield. She nodded with the practiced acceptance of a woman who’d decided that her building’s events exceeded the scope of normal concern.

“I’ll bring more cookies tomorrow,” she said. “You all look like you’ve had a long day.”

“Mrs. Peterson, it’s not—”

“I know, dear. It’s not a commune.” She patted my arm. “It’s a family. I can tell the difference.” She paused in the doorway. “I taught for forty years. I know what family looks like, even when it’s unusual.”

She left. The door clicked shut. Through the wall, I heard her already preheating the oven.

Mr. Okonkwo called five minutes later. He’d heard “a commotion” and wanted to know if Morgana needed wine.

“The Barolo is still backordered,” he said. “But the Brunello substitute is holding up well. The elegant lady hasn’t complained. Shall I send another bottle up?”

“Send it up.”

“Is the commune all right?”

“The commune is fine, Mr. Okonkwo.”

“Good. I worry.” He paused. “The tall woman who left your building — the one in the suit. She walked past my store. My wine bottles rattled.”

That was concerning. Thessa’s presence was strong enough to physically affect objects three floors down.

“She won’t be back,” I said. Hoping it was true.

“Good. She was bad for business.” He hung up.

Morgana found me in the kitchen that night. The apartment was quiet. The crisis was paused, not resolved. Thessa would return. The registration bought time. Not forever.

But tonight — tonight was safe.

Morgana sat across from me. She’d poured two glasses of Barolo. The last of Mr. Okonkwo’s supply. She’d need to order more.

“I’ve isolated the corruption pattern,” she said. Her amber eyes were sharp again, the exhaustion held at bay by the adrenaline of discovery. “It’s a deliberate suppression matrix — like a lock built inside the seal itself. Someone engineered it. Layered it into Sera’s seal to prevent connection.”

“The Banishers.”

“Specifically, their researchers. They couldn’t read the seal, so they tried to isolate it. Built walls around it. And in the process, they damaged the underlying structure.” She turned her journal toward me. The page was covered in diagrams — a seal pattern I recognized from the Constellation, but distorted. Jagged lines where there should be curves. Dark spots where light should flow.

“Can you dismantle it?”

“I need more data. Specifically, I need to understand how the Constellation itself interacts with a damaged seal. That means proximity. Extended exposure. And possibly—” She looked at me. Her gaze steady. “Your incubus energy, focused through the Constellation, directly applied to her seal.”

“Applied how?”

“Not sexually.” Morgana’s voice was precise. Clinical. “Through the bond network. Your energy passes through the corruption matrix — I confirmed that tonight. If I can calibrate the frequency, focus the output, and apply it in sustained sessions…” She took a sip of wine. “I need to test the channeling technique first. On a willing subject.”

“You.”

“My seal is the most well-understood. The safest test case.” She set down the wine glass. “Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” I agreed.

She returned to her journal. The pen moved across the page — equations, diagrams, notations in languages older than Earth.

The bond network hummed — four bright points and a fifth still dim, still reaching.

The deadline had passed. The paperwork held. The Banisher hardliners were contained.

But Morgana was right. The only real protection was making Sera whole. Reconnecting the fifth point. Completing what the Constellation was trying to build.

Whatever that was.

Tomorrow, we’d start finding out.


Chapter 12: Constellation Therapy

Sera discovered television on a Wednesday.

Not for the first time — she’d been passively exposed since her arrival, the apartment’s TV existing as background radiation in a household where Cherry’s channel-surfing was a force of nature. But Wednesday was the day Sera actually watched.

Lyra and Sera had been on the couch. Lyra reading, Sera petting Kevin, both engaged in the quiet coexistence that had become their default when Raven was on perimeter check. The baking show was on. The one with the British judges and the impossible pastries and the contestants who cried over sponge cake.

“Why are these people screaming at each other over cake?” Sera asked.

Lyra looked up. “They’re not screaming. They’re passionately discussing soggy bottoms.”

“What is a soggy bottom?”

“It’s when the pastry doesn’t bake properly and the base goes—”

“No, I understand the words individually. I’m asking why it matters enough to cause this level of emotional distress.” Sera’s lighter violet eyes were fixed on the screen. A contestant was weeping into an oven mitt. “That man is CRYING.”

“His meringue collapsed.”

“That seems like a disproportionate response.”

Raven appeared in the doorway. She’d just finished her perimeter check — all clear, shadows settled, the city’s usual November hostility replacing the specific hostility of Banisher commandos. She looked at the TV. Looked at Sera.

“You’ll get used to it,” Raven said.

Sera didn’t take her eyes off the screen. The crying man was attempting to rebuild his meringue with the desperation of someone defusing a bomb. “It’s… compelling.”

Raven sat down. Not on the couch — on the floor in front of it, her back against the cushions, legs stretched out. Her thick hips settled against the carpet. Her tail curled around her own ankle.

They watched three episodes. During the second, the following exchange occurred:

“Why doesn’t he just START OVER?” Sera asked, gesturing at a contestant whose fondant had collapsed into what looked like a geological event. “If the structure has failed, why continue building on a compromised foundation?”

Lyra considered this. “I think they have a time limit.”

“Time limits on art are barbaric.” Sera’s voice carried the quiet authority of someone who’d spent years in captivity and had developed strong opinions about the arbitrary constraint of productive time. “If the goal is beauty, rushing guarantees failure.”

From the doorway, Raven snorted. “She once spent three hours arranging flowers for a ceremony in the Eighth Circle. Three hours. For FLOWERS.”

“The placement was CRITICAL to the—”

“Three. Hours.”

Sera’s lips twitched. The almost-smile that her face was still learning to produce.

“His lamination technique is wrong,” she added, watching the screen. “The layers aren’t even.”

“You know about lamination?” Lyra asked.

“I know about STRUCTURE.” Her slender hands moved through Kevin’s fur. “Everything has structure. Even pastry.”

Cherry materialized during the second episode. She didn’t announce herself — she simply appeared on the couch arm, enormous tits resting on a pillow, her pink-tinted wings folded, her heart-shaped pupils locked on the screen with genuine investment.

“She’s using too much butter,” Cherry said.

Everyone looked at her.

“What? I know about baking! Morgana taught me!” Cherry pointed at the screen. “That’s at LEAST twice the recommended butter ratio. It’ll taste amazing but structurally, she’s doomed.”

“Cherry knows about structural integrity?” Raven asked the room.

“Cherry knows about BUTTER,” Cherry corrected. “Butter and I have a relationship.”

Morgana walked past the living room on her way from the kitchen to the spare room. She had a journal in one hand and a glass of wine in the other — the Brunello that Mr. Okonkwo had substituted after the Barolo ran out. She stopped. Saw the four of them — three succubi and one damaged exile — glued to the TV, with Kevin sprawled across the middle of the couch like a golden referee.

She sighed. And sat down.

Within twenty minutes, Morgana was providing commentary with the authoritative confidence of a woman who’d seen seventeen dimensions but hadn’t encountered British baking competitions in any of them.

“The meringue requires a precise temperature gradient,” she said. “The contestant is applying heat from a single source. Amateur.”

“You know about meringue?” Raven asked from the floor.

“I know about the application of energy to unstable matrices. Meringue is a crude analogy for ritual construction.” She sipped her Brunello. “The principle is identical. Too much force, too quickly, and the structure collapses.”

“She’s talking about baking,” Cherry whispered to Sera. “But she thinks she’s talking about interdimensional science.”

“I’m talking about BOTH,” Morgana said. “The universe has consistent rules.”

Kevin put his head on the couch cushion between Sera and Lyra. His brown eyes moved from the screen to Sera and back, as if confirming that his assigned human was enjoying the entertainment.

Sera’s hand never stopped moving through his fur. She’d found a rhythm — slow, steady, the metronome of recovery. Kevin’s tail wagged at the same tempo.

During the third episode, Sera discovered the remote control.

Not physically — she’d seen it before. But she discovered its PURPOSE. She picked it up, pressed a button, and the channel changed to a cooking show featuring aggressive French chefs.

“What happened to the cake people?” Cherry demanded.

“I pressed a button.” Sera examined the remote with the focused attention of someone cataloguing a new tool. “There are many buttons.”

“Change it BACK!”

Sera pressed another button. The channel changed to a nature documentary about penguins. She watched a penguin fall over on ice. Her expression didn’t change.

She pressed another button. Reality dating show. Another. Home renovation. Another. A commercial for car insurance featuring a talking gecko.

“Why is the lizard selling insurance?” Sera asked.

“Humans find it charming,” Raven said from the floor.

“They find a lizard selling financial products charming.”

“They find EVERYTHING charming. Have you seen their obsession with baby animals in hats?”

“I have not.”

“Don’t show her the internet,” I said from the hallway.

“Too late,” Cherry said. “She found the phone yesterday. She’s been looking at pictures of cats for HOURS.”

Sera pressed the button again. Back to the baking show. The contestant with the collapsed fondant had mounted a desperate comeback and was weeping with relief.

“This is the correct channel,” Sera said, and set the remote down with the finality of someone who’d made a definitive judgment. Kevin’s tail thumped in agreement.

Mr. Okonkwo knocked on the door at some point during the second episode. He’d come personally — unusual, since he normally sent deliveries with Ramon or called.

“Jake.” He stood in the doorway, broad-shouldered and beaming. “I brought the Brunello. And bread. And—” He looked past me into the apartment, where four succubi and one exile were arranged around the television with the devotional concentration of a prayer circle. “They are watching the baking program.”

“They’ve been watching for three hours.”

“My wife watches this program.” He set the wine and bread on the counter. “It is a good program. The man with the meringue — does he succeed?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Tell me tomorrow.” He waved at Cherry, who waved back with her tail. He’d stopped questioning the tail months ago. Mr. Okonkwo operated on a philosophy of accepted strangeness that made him uniquely suited to being our grocer. “Goodnight, Jake. Tell the elegant lady the Brunello is from the same vineyard as the Barolo. She’ll understand.”

He left. The bread was excellent. Cherry ate three slices while maintaining her commentary position on the couch arm.

I found all five of them at two AM. The baking show had autoflowed into a competition about pottery, which had autoflowed into something about people renovating houses, which had apparently autoflowed into a dating show that Cherry was narrating with the passionate engagement of a sports commentator.

“He’s going to pick the WRONG one,” Cherry whispered urgently. “The blonde is OBVIOUSLY more compatible. Look at her approach walk!”

“Cherry, it’s two in the morning,” I said from the hallway.

“Shh! This is RESEARCH!”

Raven was asleep on the floor. Her head was on a pillow, her thick hips forming a landscape against the carpet, her shadows drifting in lazy patterns. She’d say she’d been conducting a perimeter assessment of the living room. We’d all know she’d fallen asleep watching dating shows.

Sera was still awake. Kevin had migrated fully onto her lap — all sixty pounds of golden retriever faith. She was petting him with one hand and holding the mug of hot chocolate with the other. The mug had been refilled twice. She still hadn’t put it down.

“This is not what I expected when I became an incubus,” I said.

Cherry shushed me without looking away from the screen. A contestant was attempting a three-tier wedding cake under time pressure, and Cherry was living every second of the crisis.

“She needs more SUPPORT on the second tier!” Cherry whispered urgently, leaning forward so far that her enormous tits nearly displaced Kevin from the couch. “The fondant won’t hold without INTERNAL STRUCTURE!”

“You sound like Morgana talking about seal architecture,” Raven muttered from the floor.

“Because BAKING is SCIENCE!” Cherry turned to Sera. “Tell them!”

Sera considered this with the seriousness of a woman evaluating a theorem. “The structural principles are analogous. Load distribution in tiered construction requires—”

“YES! See? Sera gets it!”

“I was going to say it’s an imperfect metaphor.”

“Close enough!”

“Shh,” Lyra said from the couch. Her golden blonde hair was messy, her blue eyes half-closed, but her attention was on the screen. “They’re doing the soufflé round.”

I went back to bed. Some battles weren’t worth fighting.

In the morning, Sera said something that stayed with me.

She was at the kitchen table, eating toast — a whole piece, buttered, which Morgana had prepared with the silent efficiency of a woman who noticed when people needed feeding. Kevin sat at Sera’s feet, alert for falling crumbs.

“The baking show,” Sera said. “The people on it. They cry because they care. About cake.” She looked at the toast in her hand. “In the facility, no one cared about anything enough to cry. Not the researchers. Not the guards. Everything was procedure. Everything was clinical.” She took a bite. Chewed slowly. “I forgot that people could care about small things.”

Raven, who’d appeared from the hallway with the silent precision of an eavesdropper who thought she was subtle, sat at the table. She didn’t comment. She ate toast. Beside her sister.

Kevin’s tail wagged. He received a crumb from Sera and another from Raven. Both pretended it was accidental.

The next morning, Morgana conducted the test.

The bedroom had been prepared. Not with the full ritual construction of the transformation ritual — no containment circles covering the floor, no silver-glowing sigils on the walls. This was smaller. More precise. Candles at cardinal points. Her journal open on the nightstand. Containment sigils from leftover ritual ink drawn in small, neat lines along the wall behind the headboard.

The ink hummed when I got close. Warm. Familiar. The same ozone-and-old-libraries scent from the transformation ritual.

“The test is straightforward,” Morgana said. She was standing by the bed, removing her jewelry piece by piece — the ritual of escalation I’d come to know. Earrings on the nightstand. Necklace beside them. Rings aligned in a neat row. “I need you to channel your incubus energy through the Constellation bond network while I monitor the interaction with my seal. If the energy can be redirected outward through the fourth bond point toward the fifth socket—”

“You want me to have sex with you while doing interdimensional energy calculations.”

Morgana paused. She met my eyes. The reading glasses were still on — the last barrier, the final armor. “I want you to channel energy through the Constellation while I handle the physical components. This is empirical research.”

“You said that last night.”

“It bears repeating.” She reached for her glasses. Paused. Looked at me over the rims. “This matters, Jake. If I’m right — if your incubus energy can burn through the corruption matrix — we can heal Sera’s seal. Not with paperwork. Not with politics. With the Constellation itself.”

She removed the glasses. Folded them. Set them beside the earrings.

That was the signal. Always had been. Glasses off meant Morgana was transitioning from scientist to something else. Something that didn’t need a bibliography.

“This is research,” she said. She began unbuttoning her silk blouse. One button at a time. Each one deliberate. “Purely empirical.”

“Purely.”

“The paizuri is an energy transfer mechanism.”

“Of course.”

“The orgasm is a data collection event.”

“Naturally.”

“And the moaning is… what? Peer review?”

She looked at me over the space where her glasses had been. The expression was somehow more devastating without them — Morgana unarmored, the scientist stripped to her fundamental self. “The moaning is involuntary vocalization resulting from optimal resonance frequency. It’s data. Everything is data.” She paused. “But also yes. Moaning.”

“For science.”

“For EMPIRICAL science. There’s a difference.” She straightened. Her chestnut hair with its silver streaks caught the candlelight. “I’ve conducted research in seventeen dimensions. This is the first time the methodology has been this… personally engaging.”

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said about having sex with me.”

“I’ll note your emotional response in the margins.”

“You actually will, won’t you?”

“I have three journals dedicated to this project. Your emotional responses occupy fourteen pages.” She began working the final button. “Page seven is particularly detailed.”

“I’m not sure if I should be flattered or concerned.”

“Be both. That’s the appropriate response to being the subject of interdimensional research.” She paused, the last button between her fingers. “For what it’s worth, the data is very… favorable.”

The way she said “favorable” suggested several journal pages that I desperately wanted to read and probably never would.

She reached the last button. The blouse opened. Her massive F-cups strained against the black lace bra — the same one from last night, or one of its many identical siblings. She reached behind her back and unclasped it. The bra fell away.

Her breasts settled free with a weight that made the air in the room shift. Heavy. Natural. Soft in a way that defied their size, the way real F-cups could be when they belonged to a succubus who’d spent two hundred years learning exactly how her body occupied space. The seal between them was invisible in the candlelight, but through the Constellation, I felt it pulse — warm, steady, the deep current of Morgana’s bond.

She climbed onto the bed. Straddled me. Her thighs bracketed my hips, the flowing skirt riding up to reveal the stockings she always wore — always, even during research. Her tail curled around my calf.

Her heavy breasts settled against my chest. Their weight was a physical presence — warm, heavy, grounding. I could feel her heartbeat through them, the deep, slow rhythm of an ancient being.

“Now,” she said. Her amber eyes held mine. “Channel your energy through the fourth bond point — mine — and attempt to redirect it outward toward the fifth socket.”

“You want me to think about the Constellation while you’re sitting on me.”

“I want you to think about the Constellation while I take care of the rest.” She smiled. The smile of a woman who knew exactly what she was doing. “I’m very good at multitasking.”

She moved my shirt over my head. Her hands found my chest — tracing the defined abs, the V-lines, the transformation markers that made my body denser, sharper than before. Through the bond, I felt her appreciation — warm, measured, the aesthetic assessment of someone who knew quality when she evaluated it.

Then she repositioned. Settled lower. Freed my cock from the sweatpants with the practiced efficiency of someone who considered this a laboratory procedure.

Paizuri first. Her specialty.

She pressed her enormous breasts together around my shaft. The warm, soft weight enclosed me completely — my cock disappeared into the deep valley of her F-cups, swallowed by flesh that was warmer than human, softer than anything earthly, pillowy and heavy and impossibly smooth. She squeezed, and the pressure was exquisite — firm enough to grip every inch, soft enough to yield, the head of my cock emerging from her cleavage slick with pre-cum before sinking back into that warm tunnel.

“Focus on the network,” she said. She held my gaze from below — amber eyes serious, lips inches from my cock as it appeared at the peak of each stroke. The conductor giving the orchestra its opening note. “I’ll handle the physical.”

I channeled. The Constellation blazed in my awareness — four points of light, each one distinct, each one pulsing with the rhythm of the bond. I found the fourth point — Morgana’s — and pushed energy toward it. Through it. Outward.

The incubus energy flowed through the bond like hot water through a pipe. Into Morgana’s seal. Through the network. Toward the fifth socket.

Morgana gasped.

The energy hit her seal like an electrical current. Her paizuri technique stuttered — for the first time in my experience, Morgana lost rhythm. Her massive breasts squeezed around me reflexively, the sudden clamp of warm flesh making my hips jerk. Her nipples dragged against my abs, rock-hard, the seal between her breasts flaring with sudden heat. The Constellation energy amplified every sensation — the softness of her tits around my cock felt like it was resonating at some deeper frequency, the physical and metaphysical merging.

“That was—” She swallowed. Her lips were parted, flushed. She regrouped. The conductor recovering her baton. “The resonance is significantly stronger than I anticipated. The energy transfer during intimacy provides a carrier wave that the corruption matrix cannot distinguish from normal seal function.”

“In English?”

“The corruption thinks your energy is part of the seal.” Her eyes blazed amber. She licked the head of my cock — a slow, deliberate swipe of her tongue that made my abs clench. “It lets it through.”

She resumed. Faster now. The urgency was dual — scientific discovery layered onto physical desire, each feeding the other. Her heavy breasts moved with renewed purpose, each stroke deliberate, designed to maintain the energy flow while building toward the data collection event. She added her mouth — taking the head between her lips at each upstroke, sucking with measured intensity, her tongue working the sensitive underside before releasing and letting the stroke carry me back into the warm valley of her cleavage.

I held the channel open. The Constellation’s fourth point — Morgana — blazed as the energy poured through. I pushed outward. Toward the fifth socket. The empty space where Sera should be.

Morgana climaxed.

The energy burst was unexpected — for both of us. The channeling hit a harmonic, some frequency where the physical and the metaphysical aligned, and the resonance AMPLIFIED. Morgana’s orgasm was sudden and powerful — her massive tits clamped around me as she shuddered, her mouth releasing my cock with a wet gasp, her eyes going wide with a mixture of scientific surprise and visceral pleasure. Her thighs pressed together, and I could see the wetness spreading between them — her arousal soaking through, her body’s response to the energy overload.

“That was— the resonance—” She panted. Her wings had spread involuntarily, creating a feathered canopy. Her seal blazed between her breasts — visible now, a warm golden-amber glow that matched her eyes, illuminating the valley of her cleavage from within.

She didn’t stop. Morgana didn’t stop mid-experiment. She transitioned from paizuri to full intercourse with the smooth authority of a woman who considered position changes a matter of operational efficiency. She rose, straddled my hips, and reached between us to grip my cock — still slick from her mouth, still throbbing. She positioned me at her entrance. I could feel the wet heat of her against the head, her pussy soaked and swollen.

She sank onto my cock with a slow, controlled descent that took every inch. The stretch, the heat, the tight wet grip of her — she was drenched, her walls clenching around me as she seated herself fully, her heavy breasts settling against my chest. All of it registered through the bond, his sensation and her reception, the dual awareness that intimacy with a bonded succubus always created.

“Maintain the channel,” she said. Her voice was strained. Breathy. Her wings were fully spread now, the majestic wingspan creating shadows across the candlelit walls. “Don’t stop projecting. I need sustained energy flow.”

I gripped her hips. Pulled her down. She gasped — the combination of physical fullness and Constellation energy creating a sensation that was clearly overriding her scientific objectivity. I thrust up into her, hard, and watched her composure fracture. Her gaze glazed. Her lips fell open. Her massive tits bounced with the impact. The legendary Morgana composure — a lifetime of maintained dignity — was cracking.

“Good boy,” she breathed. The words were half-instruction, half-surrender. “The resonance is— ah— optimal—”

She rode me with the confidence of someone who understood exactly how to move for maximum effect. Each roll of her hips drove me deeper, her wet pussy gripping and releasing in a rhythm she’d clearly perfected over centuries. Her gravity-defying breasts bounced with the rhythm — heavy, warm, hypnotic, the nipples flushed dark, drawing my hands. I cupped them. Squeezed. The flesh overflowed my grip, hot and dense, and she moaned — a sound I’d never heard from her before, raw and unscripted. The seal between them blazed brighter with each thrust, each pulse of Constellation energy.

I pushed the channel wider. All four bond points blazed simultaneously. The energy surge rippled through the network — not just through Morgana, but through every connected seal.

In the living room, Cherry moaned in her sleep. Her pink light flickered. Lyra gasped on the couch, her Soulbound bond transmitting the energy spike. Raven’s shadows flared, dark tendrils curling across the spare room floor.

And Sera.

In the spare room, Sera’s damaged seal PULSED.

I felt it through the Constellation — a response, clear and strong, as the network’s combined energy burned through the corruption matrix. Three full seconds of bright, clear signal. The fifth socket receiving. The corruption flickering like a candle in a storm.

Then it faded. The lock reasserted. But it was weaker. Measurably weaker.

Morgana felt it too. The scientific part of her brain registered the data even as the rest of her was lost in the physical — her hips grinding in desperate circles, her pussy clenching around me in rhythmic pulses. “It’s working— Jake, it’s WORKING— the corruption reduced by—”

I pulled her down. Hard. Hands on her waist, using the enhanced incubus strength to set the pace — lifting her, slamming her back down, bouncing her on my cock with a force that made her heavy tits crash together with each impact. She let me take over — Morgana surrendering control was rare, and it happened only when the data was too good to argue with.

I fucked her with the Constellation blazing. Four points of light pouring energy through the network. My cock driving deep inside her with each stroke, her soaked pussy making wet, slapping sounds with every impact. Her massive tits bounced against my chest, her wings mantling, her tail wrapped around my thigh with a grip that spoke to how far past composure she’d fallen.

She came again. Wings spread wide, every feather trembling, the seal between her breasts blazing so bright it cast golden shadows on the ceiling. Her pussy clenched around me in rhythmic waves — tight, milking contractions that dragged along my entire length, squeezing, demanding. Her composure broke completely — no clinical observations, no data analysis, just Morgana, stripped to essentials, her face buried against my neck as she shuddered and moaned my name.

I came with her. The essence modulation peaked. I buried myself deep and my cock pulsed — thick, heavy ropes of cum pumping into her, filling her, each spurt registering through the bond as a wave of heat. The energy surge through the Constellation was massive — four bond points blazing, incubus energy pouring outward, cum and essence and supernatural power merging into a single sustained pulse. My seed overflowed her, dripping from where we were joined, hot against my thighs.

In the spare room, Sera’s seal pulsed again. Longer this time. Five seconds. The corruption matrix shuddered. The lock cracked.

[System -- Morgana -- Bond +50 -> 875 (Bonded)]
[Adaptation +3% -> 17%]
[Constellation channeling: SUCCESSFUL -- external energy projection confirmed]
[Sera -- Seal corruption: 3% reduction detected. Constellation interface: PARTIAL. Recommend: repeated application.]

Morgana lay beside me. Wings spread. Breathing hard. Her heavy breasts rose and fell with the rhythm of someone who’d just been the conduit for an interdimensional energy experiment.

The candles had guttered. The containment sigils on the wall hummed softly. The journal on the nightstand lay open to a page she hadn’t written yet.

“It works,” she breathed. “Your energy can burn through the corruption. Slowly. Like cleaning rust.” Her amber eyes found mine. The glasses were on the nightstand. She was fully Morgana — no armor, no analysis, just the woman underneath. “But it works.”

“How many sessions?”

“I don’t know. Many. But each one will weaken the lock they built.” She touched the seal between her breasts — the warm pulse of her bond point, still glowing faintly. “Eventually, the Constellation will reclaim what they tried to take.”

“So we just… keep doing this?”

“You’re channeling incubus energy through a four-point Constellation bond network to erode an artificially constructed suppression matrix on a fifth seal-bearer’s corrupted bond marker.” She paused. “Through repeated intimate encounters with each bonded succubus.”

“I meant: we keep having sex to heal Sera.”

“In simplified terms, yes.”

I stared at the ceiling. “There’s an alternate universe where this would be weird.”

“There’s an alternate universe where you’re still human and alone in a two-bedroom apartment with a drip-machine coffee maker.” She rolled toward me. Her soft breasts pressed against my arm. Warm. Heavy. Comforting. “I prefer this universe.”

“Me too.”

Her wings settled around us. Kevin was at the foot of the bed. No one had let him in. No one ever did. The dog existed in a quantum state where closed doors were irrelevant.

“Kevin’s here,” I said.

“Kevin is always here. He has jurisdiction.” Morgana’s eyes were closing. The experiment’s energy expenditure was catching up. “Tomorrow, we test with Lyra. The Soulbound bond should provide a more efficient channel…”

She was asleep in four seconds. Mid-theory. Again.

I lay in the candlelight. Morgana’s wings warm around me. Kevin’s breath at my feet. The Constellation pulsing — four solid points and, for the first time, a fifth that felt less like a gap and more like a bridge under construction.

In the spare room, Sera touched her shoulder. Through the Constellation — through the new connection, faint but real — I felt her confusion. Her hope.

The seal was warm. For the first time since the Banishers took her, it didn’t hurt.

She didn’t know what had happened. But something had changed.

Kevin’s tail swept the mattress in a slow, contented arc. The golden retriever knew. He always knew.


Chapter 13: Healing Sessions

The week that followed was the strangest therapy regimen in the history of any dimension.

Morgana called them “Constellation channeling sessions.” Cherry called them “sexy healing time.” Raven called them “necessary.” Lyra, her voice arriving in my awareness before her lips moved, just called them “beautiful.”

I called them exhausting. In the best possible way.

The protocol was straightforward in theory: during intimate encounters with each bonded succubus, I channeled incubus energy outward through the Constellation toward Sera’s corrupted seal. The physical component amplified the energy transfer. The bond resonance provided the carrier wave. And the corruption matrix, unable to distinguish my energy from normal seal function, let it through.

In practice, it was four very different experiences.

Lyra was first.

The Soulbound bond made the channeling effortless. Our dual awareness — my sensation and hers, merged and amplified — created a precision instrument that no other bond could match. When I channeled energy through our connection, she could FEEL the direction it was flowing. She could adjust. Guide. Redirect with the sensitivity of someone who shared my nervous system.

“A little left,” she whispered. We were in the bedroom, early evening, her golden blonde hair spread across the pillow. Her perky C-cups rose and fell with quickening breath. Her blue eyes held mine with the shimmering depth of the Heart Reading ability — she could see everything I felt, every intention, every strand of energy as it moved through the network.

“There’s no ‘left’ in the Constellation,” I said.

“There is when I can feel the geometry.” She rolled her hips. My cock shifted inside her, and the motion changed the angle of the energy flow. Through the Soulbound bond, I felt the adjustment from her side — the way the Constellation’s architecture shifted when our bodies moved, the energy following the physical like water finding a channel.

“THERE,” she gasped. “Right there. That frequency.”

I held the angle. Held the energy. Thrust — deep, steady strokes that kept the channel aligned. Her pussy gripped me with each movement, slick walls clenching in rhythm with the energy flow, her body becoming a lens that focused the Constellation’s power. She felt it — his cock filling her, her tight heat gripping him back, and the Constellation’s response to both, all three sensations layered into a single overwhelming experience. Her perky tits bounced with each thrust, pink nipples flushed dark, her golden hair sticking to her damp forehead.

“Don’t stop— right there— oh god, Jake—”

Her orgasm was a precision instrument. She squirted with the force of an energy release — a gush of fluid that sprayed against my abs, hot and sudden, the physical manifestation of the channeling cresting and breaking. The sheets soaked in a spreading dark circle. My abs glistened. Her thighs trembled against my hips, her pussy still clenching in aftershock pulses. Through the bond, I felt the release from her side — the exquisite unwinding, the coil in her core snapping, the wave of relief cascading through every nerve, and underneath it: a pulse of energy, guided and intentional, that shot through the Constellation like a targeted beam.

In the spare room, Sera’s seal responded. A clear, strong pulse. The corruption matrix shuddered.

“She’s there,” Lyra breathed, her blue eyes wide with the dual awareness. “She’s reaching back.”

The session with Lyra cracked another two percent of the corruption. Precise. Efficient. Beautiful in the way that mathematical proofs were beautiful — elegant because nothing was wasted.

Cherry was next. Cherry was chaos.

“I’m going to be SO GOOD at this,” Cherry declared. She was bouncing on her heels in the bedroom doorway, her massive E-cups straining against a tank top that had surrendered to physics three hours ago. Her heart-shaped pupils were dilated. Her tail swished at maximum velocity. “I’ve been PRACTICING my energy flow!”

“Cherry, you can’t practice energy flow without—”

“I practiced IMAGINING my energy flow! Morgana said visualization is important!”

Morgana, from the kitchen where she was monitoring the Constellation’s readouts: “I said visualization was one component of—”

“VISUALIZATION IS IMPORTANT! She said it! I’m ready!”

Cherry’s session was a hurricane in a bedroom.

Her energy wasn’t precise. It wasn’t calibrated. It wasn’t anything that could be described with the clean vocabulary of scientific methodology. Cherry’s glamour energy was a pink, chaotic, overwhelming FORCE that entered the Constellation like someone turning a fire hose on a pinhole.

She straddled me with the enthusiastic confidence that defined her existence. Her enormous tits bounced as she positioned herself — massive E-cups swaying, nipples already stiff and visible through the thin tank top she hadn’t bothered removing. Cotton-candy scent intensifying, her bubblegum-pink hair falling around us both like a curtain of absurdity.

“OKAY!” She took a breath. Yanked the tank top over her head. Her impossible tits spilled free, heavy and bouncing, and she pressed them against my chest like they were making a statement. “Cherry is ready to be a conduit! FOR SERA! FOR SCIENCE!”

“Cherry—”

She sank onto my cock with a moan that the neighbors three floors down probably heard. No preamble. No positioning. Just Cherry — already dripping wet, her pussy swallowing my entire length in one decisive stroke, her impossibly tight heat engulfing me. Her eyes rolled back. Her tail wrapped around my thigh. Her wings fluttered. The slick sound of her taking me was filthy and loud.

“CHANNELING!” she announced at maximum volume.

“Cherry, you don’t have to announce—”

“ENERGY IS FLOWING! I CAN FEEL IT!”

She could. She was already bouncing — those heavy tits flying with each stroke, slapping together, the wet squelch of her soaked pussy taking my cock filling the room with obscene rhythm. I could feel it through her bond point — the raw glamour energy pouring into the Constellation like paint from a bucket. No precision. No targeting. Just VOLUME. A tsunami of pink-tinged supernatural energy crashing through the network in every direction simultaneously.

Her Mass Illusion activated. Involuntarily. As it always did during peak moments.

The room filled with light. Pink light. Illusory butterflies erupted from nothing, swarming the ceiling in spiraling patterns. Cherry-copies materialized at the edges of the room — three of them, semi-transparent, naked because Cherry’s stress-response illusions were always naked.

“THEY’RE HELPERS!” Cherry shouted, still riding me with an energy that defied explanation. Her heavy tits bounced with each movement, massive and sweat-slicked and mesmerizing. The cotton-candy scent was a physical presence in the air, sweet and overwhelming. Her pussy gripped me in wet, rhythmic pulses. “THE BUTTERFLIES ARE HELPING!”

“The butterflies are NOT helping—”

“THEY’RE CHANNELING! LOOK AT THEM CHANNEL!”

The butterflies were not channeling. They were decorative panic manifestations that had no effect on the Constellation whatsoever. But Cherry’s energy — the raw, unfiltered, glorious VOLUME of it — was absolutely having an effect.

The corruption matrix on Sera’s seal didn’t crack under Cherry’s assault. It crumbled. Like a wall hit by a wrecking ball that didn’t know where the wall was but hit it anyway through sheer coverage.

I gripped Cherry’s impossibly tiny waist — my hands nearly spanning it — and matched her rhythm. Took control. Lifted her and slammed her back down, using incubus strength to bounce her on my cock at a pace that made her enormous tits crash together with each impact. The essence modulation cranked high. Her eyes went wide, her mouth falling open. Her multiple sequential climax capability activated, and the cascade began — one orgasm rolling into the next, her pussy clenching and flooding, each one a pulse of glamour energy that hammered the Constellation outward. Her cum dripped down my shaft, hot and slick, pooling where our bodies met.

She came four times. Five. Her naked illusion copies wavered and reformed with each orgasm, one of them briefly manifesting as a pizza for reasons that Cherry would later attribute to “emotional overflow.” Her body shook with each climax, those massive tits heaving, her seal blazing pink on her decolletage.

“Jake— I can’t— it won’t— PIZZA— oh GOD—”

I finished inside her during the fifth orgasm. Pulled her down hard onto my cock and pumped my cum into her in thick, pulsing ropes, the addictive essence surging through the bond with each spurt. She wailed, her pussy milking me through the cascade, her whole body vibrating. The energy surge was massive — raw and chaotic and absolutely not what Morgana would have called “calibrated” — but effective. Brutally effective.

Cherry’s session reduced the corruption by five percent. Not through precision. Through VOLUME.

[System -- Cherry -- Bond +25 -> 875 (Bonded)]
[Channeling contribution: maximum volume, minimum targeting]
[Note: Glamour Class energy uniquely effective against suppression matrices]

“Did I do good?” she asked afterward, lying spread-eagle on the bed, wings fanned, enormous tits pointing at the ceiling, surrounded by slowly dissolving illusion butterflies. “Was I a good conduit?”

“You were an excellent conduit.”

“YESSS!” She pumped a fist. The motion made her tits bounce. A lingering illusion butterfly landed on her nipple. “Tell Morgana I got a GRADE!”

From the kitchen, Morgana’s voice: “The energy output was 287% above baseline with a targeting accuracy of approximately four percent.”

“Is that good?”

“It’s… enthusiastic.”

Cherry beamed. “I’m ENTHUSIASTIC!”

Yes. She was.

Raven’s session was different from both.

She came to me at midnight. After perimeter check. After sitting with Sera. After the nightly ritual of ice cream and denial and shadows that wrapped her sister in protection even when Raven thought she was being subtle.

She didn’t announce herself. She appeared in the bedroom doorway — dressed for war or a concert, violet eyes burning, her thick curves silhouetted against the hallway light.

“My turn,” she said.

No explanation needed. No discussion of protocol or energy channeling or Constellation mechanics. Raven understood the mission. She understood what her energy was for: protection. Shielding. The fierce, focused determination that made her shadows an impenetrable wall.

She pushed me onto the bed. Climbed on top. Her thick thighs bracketed my hips, the torn fishnets stretching over curves that would have made a sculptor weep. She didn’t remove the fishnets. She didn’t remove the choker. She pulled the dark tank top over her head, freeing her smaller B-cups — proud, defiant, perfectly Raven, the dark nipples already tight — and looked down at me with the expression of a woman on a mission.

“Channel the energy,” she said. “I’ll wrap it.”

She reached between us, gripped my cock, and sank onto me with a single controlled stroke. No slow descent. No negotiation. She took me to the hilt, her pussy hot and tight around my shaft, and the sound she made was more weapon than moan — fierce, guttural, loaded with intent. Her thick ass settled against my thighs, her weight grounding us both.

She was right. Her shadow energy didn’t just add power — it PROTECTED the channeled energy as it crossed the gap between the Constellation and Sera’s damaged seal. Her shadows wrapped around my incubus energy like armor, shielding it from the corruption matrix’s defenses, ensuring every particle reached its target.

I thrust up into her. She gasped — not the loud, enthusiastic response of Cherry, not the tender vulnerability of Lyra. Raven’s gasp was fierce. Controlled. The sound of someone channeling sensation into purpose. She braced her hands on my chest and rode me with precise, aggressive rolls of her hips — each stroke deliberate, designed for depth, her thick ass bouncing against my thighs with impacts that sent ripples through those devastating curves.

Her shadows wrapped around us. Not the Darkness Cloak — that was defense. This was something more intimate. Dark tendrils curled around my arms, my chest, connecting us in a web of shadow that amplified the bond. They slid across my skin like cool silk, then heated to match her body temperature. Through the darkness, I felt her energy joining mine — fierce and focused and absolutely, completely devoted to reaching her sister. I gripped her hips — fingers digging into thick flesh, the width of her impossible to contain — and matched her pace. Hard. Driven.

The sister resonance activated. The bond between Raven and Sera — deeper than anchor bonds, older than the Constellation — hummed with a frequency that amplified everything. Raven’s protective fury, her determination, her LOVE — it all poured into the channel, wrapping my incubus energy in shadow and sending it screaming toward Sera’s corrupted seal. Her pussy clenched around me with each pulse, the rhythmic squeezing synchronized with the energy bursts.

She came with a shudder that was part orgasm and part war cry — her thick thighs clamping against my hips, her back arching, her pussy flooding with wet heat that soaked my cock, my balls, the sheets beneath us. Her shadows exploded outward, dark tendrils filling the room, her seal blazing violet on her inner thigh. The Constellation ROARED with the combined force of incubus energy wrapped in shadow armor, propelled by the fierce love of a sister who’d lost her once and would burn dimensions before she lost her again. I came inside her at the apex — a surge of seed and essence that amplified the Constellation burst, the release of it tearing a groan from my chest.

In the spare room, Sera’s seal flared. Bright. Clear. For seven full seconds, the corruption matrix retreated — not cracked, not eroded, but driven back by the sheer force of Raven’s will channeled through the bond.

Raven cried afterward. She cried and didn’t try to hide it.

“I can feel her,” she said. Her voice was wrecked. “Through the network. She’s getting closer.”

I held her. Her shadows settled around us. Warm. Protective. The woman who’d built walls around herself since the exile, who’d trusted by inches, who’d said “please” on a fire escape — she let me hold her while she cried for her sister.

And Morgana’s sessions continued alongside the others.

Each time, she refined. Adjusted. Calibrated the ritual parameters between sessions, optimizing the frequency and intensity of the channeling. Her paizuri had become an energy-channeling technique as much as a sexual act — the measured, practiced movements of her heavy breasts around my cock creating a specific resonance pattern that she documented in three journals.

“The titfuck is doing science,” I told her after the fourth session.

“The paizuri is facilitating interdimensional energy transfer through a calibrated bond-resonance carrier wave,” she corrected. Her glasses were on. She was writing notes. We were both still naked. “The science is doing itself. I’m merely the instrument.”

“You’re an incredible instrument.”

“Empirically speaking.” She didn’t smile. But her tail curled.

And then, on the fifth day, Morgana changed the protocol.

She stood in the kitchen at dawn, three journals open, the Constellation readouts scrolling through formulae that I’d stopped pretending to understand weeks ago. Coffee untouched. Glasses on. The expression of a scientist who’d found a wall in her data and was about to demolish it.

“The indirect approach is plateauing,” she said. “Each session is less effective than the last. The corruption near her seal’s core isn’t responding to reflected energy — it was designed to resist exactly that. An indirect signal, filtered through intermediary bond points, arrives attenuated. Degraded.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning we need direct application.” She set her reading glasses aside with the deliberate precision that meant she was about to say something she’d been calculating for hours. “Jake’s incubus energy, channeled through physical contact with Sera herself. Skin to seal. No intermediary.”

The kitchen went quiet. Raven, who’d been leaning against the counter eating leftover deep dish, stopped chewing.

“You want Jake to have sex with my sister,” Raven said. Flat. Not angry — processing.

“I want Jake’s incubus energy applied directly to Sera’s corrupted seal through the most efficient transfer mechanism available.” Morgana met Raven’s stare. “Which, yes. Is physical intimacy.”

“She’s been through—”

“I know what she’s been through.” Morgana’s voice was gentle. For Morgana. “Which is why the choice is entirely hers. I’m presenting the data. The indirect sessions have reduced corruption from the initial baseline to approximately fifty-five percent. The rate of reduction is declining with each session. Direct application would be — based on my calculations — three to four times more effective per session.”

Raven’s jaw worked. Her shadows flickered. Then she set down the pizza slice and looked at me.

“If she says yes,” Raven said. “And if you’re careful.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“You’ll be VERY careful.”

“Raven—”

“She’s my SISTER, Jake.” The shadows reached for me — not threatening. Warning. The distinction was subtle but real. “She’s a succubus and she can make her own choices. But if you hurt her—”

“I won’t.”

She held my gaze for a long moment. Then nodded. Once. And picked her pizza back up.

Cherry, who had been uncharacteristically silent from the couch, raised her hand. “I want the record to show that I think this is a great idea and also that Sera and I used to talk about boys in the Eighth Circle and she had VERY strong opinions about—”

“CHERRY,” Raven said.

“Noted! Record closed!”

We asked Sera that evening.

She was in the armchair. Kevin in her lap. Hot chocolate in her hands — the third mug of the day, a habit that had become as much a part of her recovery as the Constellation sessions. Her silver-white hair was braided — Cherry’s work, crooked as ever, accepted now with something approaching fondness.

Morgana presented the data. Clinical. Precise. She used her teaching voice — the one that stripped complexity down to its essential components, the one that made even interdimensional energy mechanics sound like a reasonable thing to discuss over hot chocolate.

Sera listened. Her gaze tracked between Morgana’s face, the journals, and the readouts. She was paying attention the way Raven paid attention — absorbing everything, showing nothing.

When Morgana finished, Sera was quiet for a long time.

“In the facility,” she said. “They touched my seal every day. Instruments. Probes. Hands.” She touched her right shoulder. The seal was visible through her t-shirt — still damaged, still bearing the jagged lines of corruption, but brighter now than it had been a week ago. “It always hurt.”

“This won’t be like that,” I said.

“I know.” She looked at me. Not the flinching, averted gaze of her first days. Direct. Assessing. Her Emotion Sense — stabilized now, functioning — reading my intent as clearly as Lyra’s Heart Reading.

“You’re warm,” she said. Not a description of temperature. An observation of energy. Of intent. “The sessions — even from the other room — you’re always warm.”

“That’s the incubus energy.”

“No.” She shook her head. “It’s you. The energy carries… you. Who you are. I can feel it when it reaches my seal. It’s why the corruption can’t distinguish it from normal seal function.” She paused. “Because it IS normal. You’re not a weapon pointed at my seal. You’re just… warmth.”

She took a breath. Set down the hot chocolate. Kevin whined softly — he sensed the shift in her emotions, the determination settling over the fear.

“Okay,” she said.

Raven stepped forward. “Sera, you don’t have to—”

“Rav.” Sera looked at her sister. The lighter violet met the deeper violet. Years of separation and a lifetime of understanding passed between them in a glance. “I’m a succubus. This is what we ARE. The Banishers tried to take that away. I’m not going to let them succeed by being too scared to feel what’s natural.”

Raven’s jaw tightened. Her shadows wrapped around Sera’s ankles — protective, involuntary, the physical manifestation of an older sister who couldn’t help herself.

“I’ll be in the next room,” Raven said.

“I know.”

Cherry raised her hand again. “Can I—”

“No, Cherry.”

“But I could provide moral—”

“NO, Cherry.”

“Noted!”

The evening was quiet. Cherry and Morgana found elsewhere to be — Cherry dragged to a baking project, Morgana to the kitchen with her journals and wine. Raven took Kevin to the spare room and closed the door with a firmness that was an entire speech about protection and trust and the difficulty of letting go.

Lyra stayed close. Not in the room — in the next one, monitoring through the Soulbound bond, her awareness a warm golden presence at the edge of my consciousness. Ready to intervene if Sera’s emotions spiked dangerously. A safety net that nobody mentioned but everyone knew was there.

We were in the bedroom. The door closed. The city’s lights through the window — amber and neon, the constant Chicago backdrop that had become the wallpaper of our lives.

Sera stood by the bed. She’d changed into a borrowed t-shirt — mine, oversized on her small frame. 5’4” to my height. Silver-white hair falling past her shoulders, the braid Cherry had done that morning already coming loose. Delicate horns catching the lamplight. Her pale violet eyes wide but steady.

“I haven’t done this,” she said. Then corrected herself. “I haven’t done this since before. Three years.”

“We go at your pace.”

“I know.” She looked at her hands. “The Banishers — they studied us. Catalogued us. They knew what succubi were. What we needed.” Her voice was careful. Measured. Raven’s sister — the same precision with words, the same economy. “They didn’t care. Three years without energy exchange. Without touch that wasn’t clinical. Without—” She stopped.

I didn’t fill the silence. Gave her space.

“I forgot what safe felt like,” she said. “I told Raven that, the first week. But I’m remembering now. And I want to remember this too.”

She approached. Her bare feet on the hardwood. The seal on her right shoulder visible at the edge of the borrowed shirt — the corrupted lines, the jagged patterns, the dark spots that hadn’t yet healed. But brighter than before. Warmer.

I started with my hands on her shoulders. Near the seal. Incubus energy flowing through my palms — not concentrated, not targeted. Just present. Warm. The way sunlight falls on a surface without force or agenda.

She gasped. Small. Not pain.

“It’s warm,” she whispered. “Not like before. They were always cold. The instruments. The probes. Cold and precise and they didn’t—” She leaned into my hands. Her eyes closed. “They didn’t feel like this.”

The corruption responded to the direct contact immediately. I could feel it through my palms — the artificial matrix that the Banisher researchers had built around Sera’s seal, the lock constructed from years of aggressive study. It hissed against my energy. Retreated. Not dramatically — incrementally. But FAST. Far faster than the indirect sessions through the bond network.

Morgana was right. Direct application was orders of magnitude more effective.

“More,” Sera said. Her eyes opened. Her gaze held mine with an intensity that reminded me viscerally of Raven — the same bloodline, the same capacity for directness when something mattered.

I channeled more. The corruption retreated further. Sera’s seal RESPONDED — glowing brighter than it ever had from indirect sessions, the warm light spilling past the collar of the borrowed shirt. The jagged lines smoothed under the energy’s influence. The dark spots lightened.

She kissed me.

Initiated by her. Not tentative — deliberate. A succubus reclaiming what had been taken. Years of captivity, of cold instruments and clinical distance and the systematic denial of what was natural to her kind. She kissed me and her body remembered what captivity had tried to erase.

Her lips were warm. Warmer than they’d been since she arrived. The seal’s energy flowed between us at the point of contact — not just through my hands now, but through every point where skin met skin. Her small frame pressed against mine, the borrowed t-shirt the only barrier, her delicate horns brushing my jaw as she tilted her head up.

She pulled back. Breathing hard. Lighter violet eyes searching mine.

“I need to feel it,” she said. “All of it. Not just hands.”

She pulled the t-shirt over her head.

She was smaller than the others. Delicate build, slim shoulders, the body of someone who’d been underfed for years and was only beginning to recover. Modest B-cups — similar to Raven’s, the family resemblance visible in their proud, defiant presence. Her skin was pale from years without sunlight. The seal on her right shoulder blazed in the lamplight — exposed, visible, and for the first time WELCOMING the energy instead of fighting it.

I laid her on the bed. Gentle. My hands traced her body — not rushing, not claiming. Each point of contact was a channel. Incubus energy flowed through my fingertips, across her skin, into the seal’s domain. The corruption retreated with every touch.

“That’s… warm,” she said. Wondering. As if warmth without pain was itself a revelation. “Nothing stings. Nothing pulls.”

I modulated my essence to gentle. The opposite of Cherry’s maximum intensity. A warm tide instead of a tsunami. The incubus energy flowed like water finding natural channels — no force, no pressure, just warmth following the paths that Sera’s body opened.

She wrapped her arms around my neck. Small hands. Strong grip. The grip of someone who’d decided to hold on.

I entered her slowly. Inch by careful inch. She was tight — years of enforced abstinence, a body only beginning to remember — and I felt her stretch around me, her breath catching with each careful advance. Not pain, not fear. Sensation. The warmth of being filled by something that didn’t hurt. Her thin fingers dug into my shoulders, holding on.

The intimacy created a direct conduit between my incubus core and her damaged seal. Energy flowed along the physical connection like current through a circuit — exponentially more efficient than any indirect channeling. Where my cock pressed deepest inside her, the energy burned brightest.

The corruption BURNED. Not her — the lock. The artificial matrix hissed and cracked as pure incubus energy flooded through the seal’s architecture, bypassing every defense the Banisher researchers had built. What had taken indirect sessions a week to erode, direct contact dissolved in minutes.

Sera made a sound. Half-sob, half-laugh. Her lighter violet eyes were wet, glistening in the lamplight.

“I forgot,” she whispered. Her voice broke. “I forgot this could feel safe.”

I held her. Moved slowly. Long, gentle strokes that gave her time to feel each one — the slide of my cock through her tight, wet heat, the fullness at the deepest point, the warm pulse of energy that accompanied every thrust. Each stroke a pulse of warmth that radiated from the point of contact outward through her seal, into the Constellation’s waiting fifth socket. The connection that had been static-filled and intermittent from the indirect sessions was CLEAR now. Clean. A direct line.

Her body responded. Gradually, then all at once. The tension in her shoulders melted. Her hips began to move — tentatively at first, then with growing confidence, rocking against me, finding a rhythm that matched the energy flow. Her modest B-cups pressed against my chest. Her skin warmed under my hands, the pallor of captivity giving way to a flush that spread from her chest to her neck.

Her seal blazed on her right shoulder. Bright. Warm. The jagged lines smoothing in real-time. The dark patches dissolving. The pattern emerging — the same design language as the others’ seals, the same architecture, the same fundamental beauty.

She came quietly. Not the cascading explosions of Cherry or the fierce intensity of Raven or the shared-awareness overwhelm of Lyra. Sera’s climax was private. Internal. A full-body arch, her slim frame pressing against mine, her eyes wide and wet, her lips parted. The sound between a gasp and a sigh as years of suppressed sensation broke through in a single wave. Her pussy tightened around me in slow, deep contractions — not desperate but profound, her body remembering what it was designed to feel.

Her seal went incandescent. The brightest it had ever been. The corruption matrix cracked audibly — a sound I felt more than heard, like ice breaking in spring.

I held her through it. Steady. Warm. Came inside her with a gentle pulse — not the explosive release of the other sessions but something quieter, deeper. The warmth of my cum spreading inside her, the addictive essence flowing through the direct connection into her damaged seal. The incubus energy flowed without my conscious direction now — her seal drawing what it needed, the Constellation feeding the connection, the fifth socket receiving the signal.

She cried afterward. Not pain. Relief. The tears of someone whose body had remembered something fundamental about itself — something the captivity had tried to erase and failed.

“Thank you,” she said. Quiet. Her face against my chest. Her silver-white hair spread across the pillow. Kevin was there too, head on her leg. The door was still closed. I’d given up asking how.

[System -- Sera -- Seal corruption: reduced to approximately 45% (direct channeling session)]
[Adaptation +3% -> 7%]
[Constellation interface: significant improvement detected]

The notification pinged in my awareness. Forty-five percent. The direct session had shaved more corruption in a single encounter than the indirect sessions had managed in days.

Then, with a ghost of Raven’s dry humor: “Your energy is… acceptable.”

I laughed. “High praise from a succubus.”

Her expression softened. Something close to warmth reached her eyes. “Don’t let it go to your head. You have four bonded succubi telling you you’re amazing every day. You don’t need a fifth.”

“You’re not the fifth.”

“No.” She looked at me. Clear-eyed. The lighter violet steady. “I’m the sister. That’s better.”

She curled against me. Small and warm — actually warm, her body temperature risen from the session, the seal’s restored function generating heat for the first time. Not trembling. Not flinching. Just resting.

Kevin’s tail thumped. Assessment: good.

Through it all, Sera changed.

Each session restored a small percentage. The corruption lock weakened. And with each crack in the lock, Sera’s seal reconnected a little more with the Constellation — sending and receiving, the faintest threads of a bond that was building not through romance but through proximity, safety, and the desperate reaching of a seal that wanted to come home.

Her Emotion Sense stabilized. Where before it had flickered and cut out — intermittent, unreliable — it now functioned consistently. She could feel the bonded succubi around her. She could feel Jake’s incubus presence. She could feel Kevin’s unwavering, uncomplicated love.

The dark, jagged lines on her visible seal smoothed. Not completely — the damage was too deep for that — but the worst of it softened. The jagged edges became curves. The dark spots lightened. The pattern began to resemble the others’ seals — the same design language, the same aesthetic, the same fundamental architecture.

She got warmer. Her body temperature — suppressed by the corruption, cold the way starving succubi were cold — rose. She stopped shivering in rooms that were already warm. She stopped hunching into blankets. She started wearing t-shirts instead of three layers of borrowed clothing.

And she started making jokes.

Tiny ones. Raven-style dry humor that suggested the capacity had been there all along, buried under the weight of captivity.

“Cherry cooked dinner,” Sera reported one evening. Her eyes were solemn. “It was pink.”

“It’s always pink,” Raven said.

“The pasta was pink.”

“Cherry dyed the pasta?”

“Cherry dyed EVERYTHING.” A beat. “The dog is also pink.”

Kevin was, in fact, faintly pink. Cherry had spilled food coloring on him during what she described as “an aesthetic emergency.” He seemed unbothered.

Sera’s face did the thing — the almost-smile, the muscles trying. But this time, the muscles succeeded.

She smiled.

Small. Brief. The kind of smile that a face hadn’t made since captivity and needed practice to remember. But real.

Cherry BURST into tears. “SHE SMILED! JAKE! SERA SMILED!”

“Cherry, please don’t—”

“SHE SMILED AT MY JOKE ABOUT THE DOG! THE PINK DOG JOKE! THAT’S MY BEST WORK!”

Raven’s expression was complicated. Her violet eyes were wet. Her jaw was tight. Her shadows reached for Sera — not defensively, not protectively. Just… reaching. The way you reach for someone you love when they do something you’d given up hoping for.

“Good joke,” Raven said. Her voice was rough. “The dog IS pink.”

During one of the Constellation channeling sessions — Cherry’s third, the one where her naked illusions had started spontaneously performing a choreographed routine to music that didn’t exist — Sera experienced the energy from the other room.

The apartment vibrated. Pictures rattled on walls. The Constellation energy pulsed through every room, every wall, every surface. Cherry was at maximum volume. The furniture shook.

From the spare room, Sera’s voice carried through the apartment. Clear. Louder than anyone had ever heard her.

“WAS THAT A GOOD ONE? DID IT HELP?”

The bedroom went silent. Cherry, mid-ride, froze. My hands on her waist. Her impossible tits suspended in gravity-defying stillness. Her heart-shaped pupils enormous.

Then Cherry shouted back: “I DON’T KNOW BUT IT FELT AMAZING!”

Sera: “I FELT THAT ONE, YES!”

From elsewhere in the apartment, Raven: “ARE WE ALL JUST YELLING NOW?”

Morgana, from the kitchen where she was monitoring readouts: “The energy pulse was 15% above baseline. Good work, Cherry.”

Cherry: “I GOT A GRADE!”

I stared at the ceiling. Lyra’s laughter hit me like a golden wave. Through the wider Constellation, the absurdity resonated — five points of light, four blazing, one flickering, and all of them connected by a moment that was simultaneously healing magic and the most ridiculous thing that had ever happened in any dimension.

I surveyed the chaos and felt only gratitude. Four bonded succubi, one damaged exile learning to yell from the other room, a golden retriever who’d been dyed pink, and a Constellation that was slowly, steadily, putting itself together through a combination of incubus energy, supernatural intimacy, and sheer stubborn love.

By the seventh day — three more direct sessions and two indirect channeling rounds later — the numbers had shifted again.

[System -- Sera -- Seal corruption: reduced to approximately 40% remaining]
[Adaptation -> 8%]
[Bond Anchor: Jake Morrison (provisional -- familial bond with physical component)]

Forty percent. Down from forty-five after the first direct session, eroded by the combination of direct and indirect channeling that had become the week’s rhythm. The indirect sessions still contributed — less efficiently, but consistently, each bonded succubus adding their energy to the Constellation’s sustained assault on the corruption matrix.

Then, on the seventh night, it happened.

No session was active. No energy was being channeled. The apartment was quiet — the late-night configuration, everyone settled into their places. Cherry asleep on the couch, illusion butterflies drifting in her dreams. Raven in the spare room with Sera. Lyra reading. Morgana writing.

Sera was in bed. Kevin beside her. The hot chocolate mug — empty this time, she’d actually finished it — on the nightstand.

Her seal glowed.

Not the reactive pulse that came during channeling sessions. Not the faint, intermittent flicker that had characterized her seal since arrival. This was autonomous. Self-generated. A soft, steady glow from the seal on her right shoulder, visible through her thin t-shirt, casting warm light on the pillow.

The fifth socket in the Constellation received it.

I felt the connection from the bedroom. Through four solid bond points, the signal arrived — faint, imperfect, like a radio station that was almost tuned in. Static around the edges. Gaps in the signal. But there.

Five points of light in the Constellation. Four solid. One no longer flickering.

One glowing. Weak. But steady.

Morgana emerged from the kitchen. She’d been monitoring. She always monitored.

“The lock is failing,” she said. Her amber eyes held the gleam of a scientist watching a hypothesis prove true. “The Constellation is overwriting the corruption. Session by session, the channeled energy has weakened the matrix to the point where the seal’s natural function is reasserting itself.”

“How much corruption is left?”

“Approximately forty percent. But the remaining structure is degrading without intervention now. The Constellation’s passive influence — the proximity of four bonded seals — is doing what our active channeling started.” She pulled her glasses off and hooked them on her blouse neckline. The gesture of discovery. “It’s slow. But it’s working.”

In the spare room, Sera touched her shoulder. Her eyes were wide in the darkness. The seal’s warm glow painted her silver-white hair in amber.

“It’s warm,” she said. Quiet. Wondering. “The pain is less. So much less.”

Raven was beside her. She’d been there all along — sitting on the floor, back against the bed, shadows settled around them both. She took Sera’s hand.

Kevin approved with his whole body – tail sweeping the mattress, nose pressing into the nearest available hand. The golden retriever’s assessment of the situation: good.

Five points of light in my mind. The fifth one no longer dim — growing steadily, like an ember someone had finally stopped smothering.

“It feels like music,” Sera whispered.

Raven held her hand tighter.

And through the Constellation, five lights pulsed together for the first time. Imperfect. Incomplete. But together.


Chapter 14: The Interview

Diane Kowalski was a problem.

Not the Banisher kind — the kind that could be defeated with shadows and paperwork and incubus authority. Diane was the human kind. The persistent, competent, doing-her-job kind. The kind that made me nostalgic for interdimensional enforcers.

She’d been canvassing the neighborhood for two weeks. I knew this because the Constellation’s passive awareness had become sensitive enough to register familiar signatures, and Diane had been in proximity often enough that her emotional pattern — sharp curiosity, professional skepticism, the particular buzz of a journalist who smelled a story — had become recognizable.

More importantly, I knew because Mr. Okonkwo told me.

“Your friend from the newspaper was here again,” he said during my morning grocery run. The broad-shouldered Nigerian man handed me the bags with practiced efficiency — he’d memorized the Morrison household’s consumption patterns weeks ago. “The woman with the notebook. She asked many questions about your roommates.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I told her you have many beautiful roommates.” He grinned. “This is true, yes? Many beautiful roommates who buy much wine and pizza.”

“Mr. Okonkwo—”

“I also told her you are a very good customer who pays his bills on time and causes no trouble.” He loaded the last bag. “Morgana’s Barolo is backordered. I’ve ordered a substitute. She won’t like it.”

“She won’t.”

“I know. But the import shipment was delayed. Perhaps the elegant lady will accept a Brunello?”

“I’ll tell her.”

“Tell her gently.” He winked. “The elegant lady has expectations.”

Mrs. Peterson had been equally helpful, which was to say equally unhelpful. Diane had knocked on her door — journalists always knocked on neighbors’ doors — and Mrs. Peterson had described “strange lights” in the building, “unusual sounds at all hours,” “that nice young man with all the foreign cousins,” and the time she’d seen Cherry’s illusion flamingo in the lobby.

“The FLAMINGO?” Cherry wailed when Raven reported this from the surveillance feed. “That was my BEST flamingo!”

“Your flamingo was in the LOBBY, Cherry.”

“Art belongs in PUBLIC spaces!”

Mrs. Peterson had also informed Diane that the building had “a wonderful sense of community” and that her casseroles were “always appreciated by the commune.” She’d offered Diane a cookie. Diane had accepted. Mrs. Peterson’s Saturday batch was, apparently, an effective tool for establishing rapport with investigative journalists.

The cousins. We’d somehow accumulated enough cover stories that the building’s casual mythology now included at least four different nationalities and a vague explanation involving a student exchange program that no one had applied to.

Diane’s article in the Chicago Reader had been the first problem. Her follow-up article — a deeper investigation with additional witness interviews and enhanced screenshots from the tourist livestream — had been the second. Now she was doing what good journalists did: groundwork. Talking to people. Building a picture.

Cherry spotted her through the living room window on a Tuesday afternoon.

“Jake! There’s a woman watching us! With a notebook! Like Morgana but less pretty!”

I looked. Diane Kowalski stood across the street, leaning against a mailbox with the studied casualness of someone who knew how to stake out a location without looking like she was staking out a location. Thirty-something. Dark hair pulled back. Practical jacket. Notebook in one hand, phone in the other.

She was photographing the building.

“That’s the journalist,” I said.

Cherry’s face brightened with the specific radiance of someone who had exactly the wrong idea. “Can I talk to her?”

“NO,” said every person in the apartment simultaneously.

Cherry, Raven, Morgana, Lyra, and — unexpectedly — Sera. From the spare room. Her quiet “no” arrived a half-second after the others, but it was there. Progress.

“But she said ‘dazzling,’” Cherry protested. “In her article. She used the word ‘dazzling!’”

“She used the word ‘dazzling’ to describe the light,” Raven said. “Cherry. Not you.”

“It was MY light.” Cherry’s tail swished with the righteous energy of someone defending intellectual property. “Therefore: dazzling. Me.”

“You are NOT talking to the journalist.”

“What if she comes to the DOOR?”

“You are especially not talking to her if she comes to the door.”

Cherry crossed her arms. Her enormous tits rested on her forearms, creating a shelf of indignation. “Fine. But if she misquotes my art, I’m filing a complaint.”

“You don’t have art.”

“I have ILLUSIONS. Illusions are ART.”

“Illusions are a security risk.”

“Art can be BOTH.”

The situation escalated because Cherry decided to help.

Cherry’s help was, as always, catastrophically well-intentioned. Unable to speak to Diane directly — a ban I’d reinforced with incubus authority and the implied threat of hiding the deep dish pizza — Cherry decided to use her glamour abilities to make the apartment less interesting.

The theory was sound: if Diane looked at the building and saw nothing unusual, she’d lose interest and move on. The execution was Cherry.

The first time Diane looked at our building, Cherry’s glamour made it appear to be a laundromat. A fully functional laundromat, complete with illusory customers and spinning dryer drums visible through the windows.

“Cherry, our building is not a laundromat.”

“But it LOOKS like one! She’ll think she has the wrong address!”

The second time Diane looked, the building appeared to be a church. A small, charming church with stained glass windows and a bell tower that definitely hadn’t existed thirty seconds ago.

“CHERRY.”

“What? Churches are boring! No one investigates churches!”

The third time — and this was the one that really concerned me — the building inexplicably appeared to be a Dairy Queen. A full-service Dairy Queen with a drive-through lane that occupied the sidewalk.

“WHY A DAIRY QUEEN?” I asked.

Cherry’s tail drooped. “I was hungry.”

Diane’s social media, which Raven monitored because Raven monitored everything, featured a post that evening: “Building at [address] appears to change exterior at irregular intervals. Am I losing my mind? (Seriously asking.)”

The comments were a mix of genuine concern and internet sarcasm. Someone suggested carbon monoxide poisoning. Someone else linked to a subreddit about “glitches in the matrix.” A third commenter claimed to have seen the Dairy Queen and wanted to know if they still had Blizzards.

“They don’t have Blizzards because it wasn’t a REAL Dairy Queen, Cherry.”

“But what if it WAS? For a second? Can my glamour make real ice cream?”

“No.”

“But what if—”

“NO.”

Diane’s response to the comments was methodical. She’d replied to the serious ones with questions. She’d catalogued the timestamps when different appearances were observed. She was building a pattern, cross-referencing with the original Michigan Avenue footage, looking for connections.

She was good. That was the problem.

“You’re making it WORSE, Cherry,” Raven said, reading from her phone. Her expression was flatly unimpressed. “She thinks the building is anomalous. That’s the OPPOSITE of boring.”

“She’ll think she’s crazy and leave!”

“She’ll think she’s ONTO something and investigate MORE.”

Raven was right. Diane’s next post: “UPDATE: Multiple independent witnesses confirm the building’s appearance fluctuates. Local residents describe the phenomenon as ‘disorienting’ and ‘impossible.’ The building appears completely normal from certain angles and radically different from others. I’m going back tomorrow with a LIDAR scanner.”

“What’s a LIDAR scanner?” Cherry asked.

“Technology that will see through your glamour,” Morgana said from the kitchen. She’d been monitoring the situation through a combination of Diane’s published work, Mr. Okonkwo’s reports, and a surveillance methodology she’d perfected over lifetimes. Her amber eyes were hard. “This ends now.”

“I’ll stop doing the building thing—”

“It ends NOW, Cherry. Not because you stop. Because we fix it.”

Morgana’s solution was, predictably, elegant.

She met Diane at a coffee shop. The one on Clark Street, three blocks from the apartment — far enough to separate the interaction from the building, close enough that Morgana could walk there without requiring transportation she didn’t trust.

Morgana’s civilian disguise was flawless. No wings visible — glamoured, at an energy cost she considered “acceptable for operational security.” Horns hidden. Reading glasses on. Chestnut hair with silver streaks swept into a sophisticated updo. Silk blouse at the professional-but-devastating setting. Her massive F-cups were contained in what was possibly the most structurally ambitious bra in the northern hemisphere, and the silk fell over them with the kind of elegance that suggested money, confidence, and the quiet authority of a woman who’d never been wrong about anything.

She’d prepared a cover story. Because Morgana always prepared.

Diane was sitting at a corner table. Notebook open. Phone recording. Coffee half-finished. She looked up when Morgana approached and did the thing that every human did when confronted with Morgana’s presence — a brief, involuntary recalibration of expectations.

“I believe you’ve been investigating unusual phenomena in our neighborhood,” Morgana said. She sat. Not asked — sat. The chair received her as if it had been waiting.

Diane’s journalist instincts activated. Eyes narrowing. Pen ready. “Who are you?”

“Jake Morrison’s aunt.” Mr. Okonkwo’s cover story, maintained with the precision of a long-running intelligence operation. “I live with my nephew while visiting from abroad.”

“Abroad where?”

“That’s not pertinent to your investigation.” Morgana’s smile was warm and impenetrable. “What IS pertinent: the ‘lights’ and ‘building anomalies’ you’ve been documenting are the result of a promotional stunt for a friend’s art installation. It got out of hand.”

Diane’s pen moved. She was writing, but her eyes stayed on Morgana. “An art installation.”

“My nephew’s roommates are… enthusiastic supporters. The artist used experimental light projection technology that created unintended visual effects on the building’s exterior. The equipment has been removed.”

“And the Michigan Avenue incident? The flash mob?”

“A guerrilla art event. Unpermitted, yes — the artist has been advised to file proper permits in future. The shimmering effect was a byproduct of the projection equipment.”

Diane wasn’t fully convinced. Her emotional state — readable through Lyra’s Empathic awareness, which I was monitoring through the Soulbound bond — showed skepticism layered over curiosity layered over the professional caution of a journalist who didn’t want to look credulous.

“The light patterns don’t match any known projection technology I’ve researched,” Diane said. “I’ve spoken to three different visual effects companies. None of them can replicate what was captured on the livestream footage.”

“Art often exceeds its tools,” Morgana said. The delivery was flawless — warm, knowing, the tone of someone who’d seen better art in dimensions Diane couldn’t imagine. “Aurora’s techniques are proprietary. She’s quite protective of her methods.”

“I’d love to speak with her directly.”

“She’s traveling. An installation in…” Morgana paused for exactly the right amount of time. “Reykjavik. The Northern Lights provide a unique backdrop for her work.”

Diane wrote “Reykjavik” in her notebook. Morgana had just invented a fictional art installation in Iceland for a fictional artist, and she’d done it with the casual confidence of someone who considered lying to journalists a minor intellectual exercise.

“And the building changing appearance?”

“Optical illusion from the light installation equipment. It’s been removed, as I said.” Morgana sipped coffee she’d ordered — black, precise, the Morgana default. “I’ll have the artist’s contact information sent to you.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

“I’m sure you would.” Morgana’s smile didn’t waver. “The artist goes by Aurora Pink. She’s quite talented. Experimental. Her work explores the intersection of perception and urban space.”

Diane wrote the name. “Aurora Pink.”

“Her portfolio is available online. I’ll send the link.”

The meeting lasted twenty minutes. Morgana answered questions with fluid competence honed over longer than most civilizations had existed. Each answer was plausible. Each detail was specific enough to verify but vague enough to resist investigation.

When she returned to the apartment, she was already on her phone.

“I need a website,” she said. “A portfolio. An artist biography. Headshots. Exhibition history. Press coverage. All fabricated. Within forty-eight hours.”

“For ‘Aurora Pink’?” I asked.

“The cover story requires corroborating evidence.” Morgana looked at Cherry. “You’re Aurora Pink.”

Cherry’s eyes went supernova. Her heart-shaped pupils expanded to approximately the diameter of her irises. Her tail went rigid with joy.

“I’m an ARTIST?”

“You’re a fictional artist whose work is used to explain supernatural phenomena to investigative journalists.”

“I’M AN ARTIST!”

“Cherry—”

“I need a BIO! Do I have a BIO?”

Morgana sighed. The sigh of hard-won patience encountering a succubus who had just discovered the concept of artistic identity. “You may contribute to the biography. I will edit.”

Cherry’s contribution to the Aurora Pink biography: “I make pretty lights because they’re pretty and I like them!”

Morgana’s edited version: “Aurora Pink’s practice interrogates the liminal space between perception and desire, utilizing experimental light-based media to challenge viewers’ assumptions about architectural permanence and the nature of observed reality.”

“That’s what I said,” Cherry insisted. “But fancier.”

“Significantly fancier.”

Cherry threw herself into the Aurora Pink identity with the dedication of a method actor and the attention span of a caffeinated hummingbird.

“I need a SIGNATURE STYLE,” she announced at breakfast the next morning. She was wearing a beret she’d found somewhere — probably manifested it, knowing Cherry — and had arranged her bubblegum-pink hair into what she called an “artist configuration” that looked identical to her normal hair.

“You have a signature style,” I said. “It’s called ‘barely dressed.’”

“ARTISTIC barely dressed. There’s a difference.”

She spent the morning creating “practice installations” in the living room — illusory light sculptures that ranged from genuinely beautiful (a cascading waterfall of pink light that refracted through the windows) to deeply concerning (a life-sized recreation of the Dairy Queen that included a functional-looking drive-through lane).

“Cherry, the drive-through goes into the bathroom.”

“ART has no BOUNDARIES, Jake.”

Sera watched the proceedings from her armchair, Kevin in her lap, with the quiet fascination of someone observing a particularly unusual wildlife documentary. “She’s always been like this,” Sera said to no one in particular. “In the Eighth Circle, she once created an illusion of the entire Crimson Court during a ceremony. The real court didn’t know which members were real and which were Cherry’s copies for almost an hour.”

“That sounds like it caused problems,” I said.

“It caused a REVOLUTION in ceremonial entertainment,” Cherry corrected from inside the illusory Dairy Queen.

The website was operational in thirty-six hours. Cherry created illusion headshots — a fictional artist with pink-streaked hair and avant-garde fashion sense that was, suspiciously, very Cherry-adjacent. The portfolio included images of “previous installations” that Cherry had glamoured into existence specifically for the photographs. They looked genuinely artistic, which was either a credit to Cherry’s evolving abilities or an indication that contemporary art and glamour class illusions were functionally indistinguishable.

Raven built the website. This was a surprise.

“You know how to build websites?” I asked, watching her type at the kitchen table with the same aggressive precision she applied to everything.

“I know how to use the internet.” Her eyes didn’t leave the screen. “Websites are just shadows made of light. I understand shadows.”

“That’s not how web development works.”

“It is EXACTLY how web development works.” She hit enter. “Done. AuroraPinkArt dot com. Portfolio, bio, contact page. The contact email routes to a dead drop I created.”

“You created a dead drop.”

“For operational security.” She took a bite of ice cream — mint chocolate chip, directly from the pint. “I’m not NEW at this.”

Diane published a follow-up article within the week. “Aurora Pink’s Guerrilla Art Installation: The Michigan Avenue Phenomenon Explained.” The article included screenshots from the website, quotes from the fabricated bio, and a measured assessment that, while the “optical illusion” explanation didn’t account for all observed anomalies, it was “the most plausible explanation currently available.”

The story died. The comments section moved on to arguing about whether guerrilla art was vandalism or expression. The LIDAR scanner was never deployed.

Crisis averted. Mostly.

Sera observed the entire operation from her armchair. Kevin in her lap. Hot chocolate in hand. The quiet assessment of someone who found human deception methods fascinating.

“You created a fictional person to explain magic to a journalist,” she said.

“We created a plausible alternative explanation,” I corrected.

“You created a fictional person. And gave her a website. And a biography. And an art style.” Sera sipped her hot chocolate. “In the Eighth Circle, we just used memory erasure.”

The room went quiet.

“That was a joke,” Sera said. “We didn’t have journalists in the Eighth Circle.”

Cherry gasped. “SERA MADE A JOKE! A FUNNY ONE!”

“I’ve been making jokes all week. You just don’t recognize them because they’re not about pizza.”

“ALL jokes should be about pizza!”

Raven, from the kitchen doorway: “She’s always been funnier than me. Even before.” Her voice was rough but her eyes were warm. “Runs in the family. Our mother had the same timing.”

It was the first time Raven had mentioned their mother. Sera looked at her. Something passed between the sisters — a shared memory, a shared loss, a shared sense of humor that captivity hadn’t destroyed.

Diane had also tried to visit “Aurora Pink’s” listed studio address — an abandoned warehouse in Pilsen that Raven had found through her internet reconnaissance and Cherry had glamoured with a convincing art-studio exterior for forty-eight hours. The glamour included a receptionist, who was an illusion copy of Cherry wearing glasses and a turtleneck.

The illusion receptionist told Diane that Aurora was “unavailable” and offered her a pamphlet that was also an illusion and dissolved in Diane’s hands two blocks later.

“The pamphlet DISSOLVED?” I asked when Raven reported this.

“Cherry’s sustained illusions have a range limitation,” Morgana said from the kitchen, not looking up from her seal research. “Approximately three hundred meters from the source. Beyond that, the illusion degrades.”

“So Diane watched a pamphlet disintegrate in her hands.”

“She tweeted about it,” Raven said. She held up her phone. Diane’s post: “The strangest thing just happened with a piece of printed material. Am I going crazy? (Still seriously asking.)”

“She’s going to figure this out,” I said.

Sera, who had been quietly observing from the armchair with Kevin and her hot chocolate, raised an eyebrow. “Your solution to a suspicious journalist was to create a more interesting lie. In the Eighth Circle, the Council would just redirect the rivers until everyone forgot what they were investigating.”

“Did that work?”

“No. But neither will this.” She sipped her hot chocolate. “At least your way involves art.”

“She’s going to figure out that something doesn’t add up,” Raven corrected. “But ‘something doesn’t add up’ is very different from ‘my neighbor harbors interdimensional succubi.’ She doesn’t have a framework for the truth. The cover story just has to be more plausible than the reality.”

“And reality includes a succubus who accidentally turns buildings into Dairy Queens.”

“Exactly. The bar for ‘plausible’ is low.”

“You created a fake person to cover for us,” Raven said, scrolling through the article on her phone.

“I created a plausible narrative,” Morgana corrected. “The details were collaborative.”

“I’m the ARTIST!” Cherry held up her phone, showing the Aurora Pink website. “I have a BIO! And a PORTFOLIO! And Raven made me a DEAD DROP!”

“The dead drop is for SECURITY, not—”

“I’m a security-conscious artist! That’s my BRAND!”

I read the bio one more time. Aurora Pink. Experimental light artist. Chicago-based. Portfolio of works that existed only as Cherry’s illusions, documented in photographs that would dissolve if Cherry stopped maintaining them.

“Who wrote the artist statement?” I asked.

“Cherry dictated,” Morgana said. “I translated.”

“Cherry’s original version was better.”

Morgana looked at me over her glasses. The look that said: empirically, you are incorrect.

But Cherry’s version — “I make pretty lights because they’re pretty and I like them” — had a truth to it that Morgana’s academic translation didn’t quite capture. Cherry made pretty lights. She liked them. That was enough.

Cherry, upon learning that her fictional alter ego had an actual portfolio website, promptly attempted to give an interview.

She called the Chicago Reader from the kitchen phone — which she’d acquired from somewhere, possibly manifested — and asked for Diane Kowalski’s direct line. I intercepted the call at the phrase “Hello, I’m Aurora Pink and I’d like to discuss my PROCESS.”

“Hang up.”

“But I have THINGS TO SAY about my artistic VISION—”

“Cherry, you ARE the thing we’re hiding from the journalist.”

She considered this. “But what if Aurora Pink is a SEPARATE person who happens to look exactly like me?”

“That’s not how cover stories work.”

“It’s how GLAMOUR works.” She brightened. “I could create a permanent illusion duplicate! Aurora Pink could do interviews! She’d be a REAL PERSON!”

“An illusion is not a real person.”

“Not with THAT attitude.”

I confiscated the phone. Cherry pouted for approximately four minutes before becoming distracted by a butterfly illusion she’d accidentally created. The butterfly was wearing a tiny beret. Cherry had not intentionally given the butterfly a beret. Her glamour abilities were developing artistic opinions of their own.

Voss, who had been monitoring the situation through channels none of us fully understood, provided his assessment over deep dish that evening.

“The journalist’s investigation has been reclassified in my jurisdictional assessment,” he said, eating pizza with his standard seventeen chews. Kevin sat beside him, receiving crust at regular intervals. “Previously filed under ‘exposure risk — media.’ Now filed under ‘exposure risk — media — contained (provisional).’”

“Provisional?” I asked.

“All containment is provisional. Entropy is the natural state of information.” He took another bite. “Your fictional artist construct is procedurally sound. I’ve filed a supplemental note acknowledging its existence as a jurisdictional cover operation.”

“You filed paperwork about our fake artist.”

“I file paperwork about everything.” He scratched Kevin behind the ears with the precision of a being who’d optimized the technique. “The entity designated ‘Aurora Pink’ now exists in two separate bureaucratic systems. That makes her more real than most actual artists.”

Cherry, who had been listening from the kitchen where she was attempting to create “Aurora Pink’s signature cocktail” (it was pink, it was sweet, it was probably not fit for human consumption), gasped with delight.

“I’m OFFICIALLY REAL! In TWO systems!”

“You are a documented cover identity,” Voss corrected. “This is not the same as being real.”

“It’s CLOSE ENOUGH!”

Mr. Okonkwo called during the celebration to report that “a woman with a notebook” had visited his store again. “I told her Aurora Pink bought wine from me. For her art. Artists drink wine. This is known.”

“You told the journalist our fake artist shops at your store?”

“She asked about unusual customers. I said the pink-haired lady buys unusual amounts of food coloring and has strong opinions about cheese. This is all true.” He paused. “The elegant lady’s Brunello substitute is ready. Shall I send it up?”

“Please.”

“Also, the new girl — the thin one. She came into my store yesterday for the first time. Asked for hot chocolate mix. Paid with actual money. She is learning.” He sounded proud. “I gave her extra marshmallows.”

That evening, the apartment was quiet. Diane’s investigation was redirected. The Aurora Pink cover story was holding. The Banisher threat was contained by paperwork and politics. Sera’s seal was healing.

But I noticed something.

Diane hadn’t deleted her original notes. Through Raven’s monitoring — her shadow tendrils had infiltrated the coffee shop’s Wi-Fi during Morgana’s meeting, because of course they had — we knew that Diane had saved every photograph, every interview transcript, every observation.

The follow-up article closed the story. But the file stayed open.

“She knows something doesn’t add up,” Raven said from the couch. Ice cream. Spoon. The assessment delivered with the flat certainty of someone who understood how hunters operated. “She’s good at her job. She’ll accept the cover story for now. But she’ll keep the evidence.”

“For when?”

“For when something else happens that doesn’t fit.” Raven’s violet eyes met mine. “And something always happens.”

She wasn’t wrong.

Through the Constellation, five points of light pulsed. The pattern was growing clearer. More readable. And whatever it was building, whatever door it was opening — it wouldn’t stay hidden forever.

Aurora Pink could only explain so much.


Chapter 15: Family

The corruption had been reduced to roughly forty percent.

Morgana delivered this assessment on a Saturday morning over coffee and the color-coded healing progress chart she’d constructed from three weeks of session data. The chart covered the refrigerator door — Raven’s perimeter maps had been relocated to the hallway wall to make room — and tracked the corruption’s decline in a descending curve that Cherry described as “pretty” and Raven described as “insufficient.”

“Forty percent is significant,” Morgana said. She stood before the chart in the silk blouse and reading glasses configuration that meant she was about to say something important. Her chestnut hair with silver streaks was loose today. The Barolo — a Brunello substitute that Mr. Okonkwo had selected, which Morgana described as “adequate in the way that a bicycle is adequate when one expected a car” — sat half-finished on the counter.

“Significant but not done,” Raven said.

“Correct. Which is why I’m proposing a concentrated group channeling session.” Morgana removed her glasses. Folded them. Set them on the counter with deliberate precision. “All four bonded succubi plus Jake’s incubus energy, focused simultaneously through the Constellation toward Sera’s corrupted seal.”

The apartment went quiet. Cherry stopped mid-bite of a breakfast Cherry had turned pink through methods no one questioned anymore. Lyra’s Soulbound awareness sharpened through the bond. Raven’s shadows tightened around the room’s edges.

“One concentrated push,” Morgana continued. “If the combined energy is sufficient, it could push the seal past the tipping point — the threshold where the Constellation’s passive influence can naturally override the remaining corruption. The seal would heal itself from there.”

“And if it isn’t sufficient?” I asked.

Morgana’s amber eyes held mine. “If the corruption resists — if the matrix fights back — the backlash could damage Sera’s seal further. Possibly permanently.”

The word “permanently” fell into the room like a stone into still water. Ripples in every face.

“Permanently meaning…” Raven started.

“Meaning the seal might close entirely. The connection to the Constellation — the thread we’ve been building — could sever. She’d survive. But the seal would be dead. Not dormant. Not corrupted. Dead.”

Raven’s shadows surged. Her jaw tightened. The protective fury that had driven her since Sera’s arrival — that had unlocked the Darkness Cloak, that had poured her love into channeling sessions until she cried — pressed against the walls of the apartment.

“So it’s a gamble,” Raven said.

“It’s a calculated risk. The probability of success is approximately seventy percent based on my modeling of the corruption degradation curve and the Constellation’s response patterns.” Morgana paused. “I would prefer higher certainty. But continued incremental sessions will take months. And Thessa’s containment is temporary. If the hardliners return before Sera’s seal is restored—”

“They’ll target the weakest point,” I finished. “Sera.”

“A restored seal is exponentially more difficult to remove than a corrupted one. It would be integrated into the Constellation proper. Removing it would mean disconnecting a structural element from the network — the equivalent of removing a load-bearing wall.”

“So we make her load-bearing,” Raven said.

“Precisely.”

Everyone looked at Sera.

She was in the living room. The armchair — HER armchair now, the one that Kevin had designated as their shared territory. She’d been eating an apple. A whole apple. She’d been eating whole meals for a week, and the improvement was visible — less gaunt, less pale, her silver-white hair carrying a sheen it hadn’t had when she arrived.

Kevin’s head was in her lap. His brown eyes were half-closed. Sera’s fingers moved through his fur in the slow, rhythmic pattern that had become her comfort gesture.

She’d heard everything. The apartment wasn’t big enough for secrets, and Sera’s Emotion Sense — intermittent but improving — had been tracking the emotional weight of the conversation from three rooms away.

“You’re asking me to choose,” Sera said.

Not accusatory. Not afraid. Measured. The voice of someone who’d spent years in captivity learning to assess risk with the precision of a survivor.

Morgana crossed to the living room. She didn’t sit — she knelt. In front of the armchair. Eye level with Sera. The two-century-old Lore Class strategist, on her knees before a thirty-seven-year-old exile with a damaged seal and a golden retriever in her lap.

“We’re asking you to decide,” Morgana said. “Not Jake. Not me. You. It’s your seal. Your body. Your choice.”

“The last time someone tried to fix my seal, it was the Banishers.” Sera’s lighter violet eyes were steady. Calm in a way that spoke of depths rather than surface. “They broke it worse.”

“They were trying to read it,” Morgana said. “To decrypt it. To take what was inside.” She held Sera’s gaze. “We’re trying to reconnect it. The Constellation WANTS you, Sera. Your seal wants to join. We’re just removing what’s in the way.”

Sera looked at Raven.

Raven was in the hallway. Not in the room — in the doorway, because Raven always gave Sera the choice of how much proximity to accept. Her dark horns caught the morning light. Her eyes were wet, though her expression was rigidly controlled.

“What do you think?” Sera asked.

“I think I spent three years thinking you were dead.” Raven’s voice was steady. Barely. “And now you’re here. And I’ll support whatever you choose.”

Sera looked at Cherry.

Cherry was on the couch. Her usual bubbly energy was subdued — not gone, because Cherry’s energy never fully disappeared, but channeled. Focused. Her pink eyes were wide and serious. For once, she was completely still. No bouncing. No tail-swishing. No illusion butterflies.

“Cherry?” Sera said.

“You’re my friend,” Cherry said. Simple. Quiet. The genuine sincerity that existed beneath Cherry’s chaos, the fundamental goodness that made her dangerous and kind in equal measure. “From before. From the Eighth Circle. You taught me to braid hair before ceremonies. Whatever you choose, I’ll hold your hand.”

Sera looked at Lyra.

Lyra stood beside me. Her golden blonde hair caught the morning light. Through the Soulbound bond, I felt her Heart Reading activate — the ability to see past surfaces, past words, to the true feelings underneath.

“You’re ready,” Lyra said. Her voice was gentle. Her blue eyes shimmered with gold. “Your heart already decided. You’re asking us for permission, but you don’t need it.”

Sera’s hand paused in Kevin’s fur. The golden retriever looked up. His brown eyes — simple, uncomplicated, the purest form of love in any dimension — held hers.

He licked her hand.

She looked at me. The first time she’d sought me out directly. The first time she’d looked at me not as a threat to evaluate or a protector to accept, but as a person to consult.

“Can you feel it?” she asked. “The socket?”

I closed my eyes. The Constellation bloomed in my awareness. Four solid points of light — golden, pink, violet, amber. And the fifth. The flickering point that had been growing stronger day by day, session by session, joke by joke.

It was reaching. Right now. In this moment. The fifth socket extended toward Sera’s damaged seal with the persistent, patient yearning of a puzzle piece that knew where it belonged.

“It’s reaching for you right now,” I said.

Sera took a breath. Let it out. Looked at Kevin one more time.

“Then help it find me,” she said.

Kevin barked. The happy bark. The one reserved for people he’d decided to love. Then he licked Sera’s hand, as if casting his vote in a language more honest than words.

Sera laughed.

The sound was small and rusty and entirely unexpected. It caught in her throat, and for a moment her face registered surprise at its own production — as if her body had done something her mind hadn’t authorized.

Cherry froze. Raven went still. Lyra’s hand found mine. No words needed.

“Was that—” Cherry started.

“Don’t,” Sera said. But she was still doing it. Laughing. The muscles remembering the shape of joy. Kevin wagged harder, apparently aware that he’d caused something important.

The preparation took an hour.

Morgana directed the setup with the quiet authority of someone who’d conducted rituals before — the transformation ritual, the containment circle, countless smaller ceremonies across two centuries of magical practice. But this wasn’t a ritual. There were no containment sigils. No glowing ink. No candles at cardinal points.

This was a bond session. Family, not ceremony.

Cherry tried to help with the preparation. Her version of helping involved creating illusory candles (“for AMBIANCE”), manifesting a motivational banner that read “GO SERA!” in sparkling pink letters, and attempting to construct what she called a “healing circle” out of couch cushions.

“Cherry, the healing circle is just a pillow fort.”

“It’s a THERAPEUTIC pillow fort. There’s a difference.”

“There is no difference.”

“The INTENT is different!” She placed a final cushion with the ceremony of someone laying a cornerstone. “This cushion represents HOPE.”

Morgana dismantled the pillow fort with practiced efficiency. Cherry pouted. Then she brightened.

“Can I at least keep the banner?”

The banner stayed. Even Raven didn’t object. The sparkling pink “GO SERA!” floated near the ceiling, which was simultaneously the most ridiculous and most perfect thing Cherry had ever created.

Kevin tried to eat the banner. His jaws closed on nothing — illusion — and he spent three confused seconds chewing air before accepting the situation with the dignity of a golden retriever who’d learned that some things in this apartment didn’t follow the rules.

“Kevin tested the banner,” Cherry reported. “It passed.”

“It’s an illusion, Cherry. There’s nothing to test.”

“Kevin disagrees.”

Kevin barked. The formal bark. Assessment: the banner was acceptable.

Mrs. Peterson knocked on the door during the preparation. Because Mrs. Peterson always appeared during significant events, operating on a neighborhood awareness system that rivaled any Warden surveillance.

“Jake, dear, I brought soup.” She held a covered pot. Her eyes swept the apartment — furniture pushed to the walls, candles being arranged, five supernatural beings in various states of preparation, and a sparkling pink banner floating near the ceiling. “Oh! Are you having a ceremony? My late husband’s family had ceremonies. They involved less furniture rearrangement, but I understand the impulse.”

“It’s a healing session, Mrs. Peterson.”

“Alternative medicine! I’m very supportive of that.” She set the soup on the kitchen counter. “This is chicken noodle. It heals everything.” She produced Kevin’s treats from her cardigan. “And these are for the patient’s support animal.”

Kevin accepted the treats with professional gravity.

She paused at the door. Looked at Sera. “You’re going to be fine, sweetheart. I can tell. You’ve got good people.”

Sera looked at the retired teacher. At the soup. At Kevin, who was now sitting at Mrs. Peterson’s feet with the devoted attention of a dog who knew his treat supply chain.

“Thank you,” Sera said. Quietly. But clearly.

Mrs. Peterson nodded as if this was exactly what she’d expected. “The soup is for afterward. Healing is hungry work.” She shuffled out. The door closed behind her.

“Did the human neighbor just diagnose the emotional tenor of a Constellation healing session and prescribe soup?” Morgana asked from the kitchen.

“She prescribes soup for everything,” I said.

“She’s not wrong.” Morgana looked at the pot. “Chicken noodle IS an effective recovery aid across several dimensions. Different proteins, obviously. But the principle holds.”

The living room was cleared. Furniture pushed to the walls. The space opened up, which wasn’t much in a Chicago apartment, but enough. Enough for five succubi, one incubus, and a golden retriever who refused to be excluded.

The positioning was adapted from the transformation ritual but different. Softer. Less geometric. More human.

Sera sat in the center. Cross-legged. Kevin in her lap because Kevin was non-negotiable.

Lyra behind Sera. Her hands rested on Sera’s shoulders — not on the damaged seal, but near it. Close enough to feel. The Soulbound bond’s awareness would monitor Sera’s emotional state throughout, catching any signs of distress before they became crises. The emotional anchor.

Cherry to Sera’s left. Her hand on Sera’s arm. Cherry’s glamour energy — raw, powerful, the pink flood that had eroded corruption through sheer volume — was ready to deploy. But today she was quiet. Focused. Her heart-shaped pupils were steady.

“I’m going to hold your hand,” Cherry said. “And I’m not going to let go.”

Sera’s grip found Cherry’s hand. Held on.

Raven to Sera’s right. Her hand on Sera’s other shoulder — the one without the seal, because Raven was precise about contact and would not touch the damaged mark without permission. Her shadows wrapped around the base of the arrangement, forming a dark foundation. The sister resonance hummed.

“If it hurts,” Raven said, “you tell me.”

“I will.”

“If you want to stop—”

“Rav.” Sera looked at her. A small, steady smile — one that came easier now than it had a week ago. “I trust you.”

Raven’s shadows settled. Warm. Determined.

Morgana knelt in front of Sera. Her hands on Sera’s shoulders, framing the damaged seal. The conductor. The scientist. The woman who’d spent three weeks filling journals with data and theory and the precise, calibrated hope of someone who needed evidence before she let herself believe.

“I’m going to guide the energy,” Morgana said. “Jake will channel through the Constellation. The rest of you — feed your energy into the network. Not forced. Natural. Feel the bonds and let them carry what you feel.”

She looked at each of them. Lyra. Cherry. Raven. Then at me.

“Ready?”

I stood behind Lyra. Not touching anyone — my role was the source, not the contact. The incubus core at the center of the Constellation, generating and directing.

“Ready.”

I opened the channel.

The Constellation blazed. Not gradually — instantly. Four points of light erupted in my awareness like stars going supernova. Lyra’s golden warmth. Cherry’s pink fizz. Raven’s violet smoke. Morgana’s amber depth.

I pushed energy outward. Through all four bond points simultaneously. The incubus energy — generative, not depleting, the spring that Lyra had described — poured through the network like water finding a river.

Lyra caught it first. The Soulbound bond amplified the energy, refined it, gave it emotional resonance. She fed it forward — into Sera’s emotional field, wrapping the raw power in compassion and patience.

Cherry added volume. Her glamour energy surged — pink, chaotic, overwhelming — but today it wasn’t undirected. Morgana’s three weeks of training had given Cherry just enough control to aim. The energy funneled into the Constellation with purpose.

Raven wrapped it in shadows. Dark energy armored the channeled power, protecting it from the corruption matrix’s defenses, the same technique she’d used in their private sessions. But amplified now. Strengthened by the presence of her sister, the resonance between them humming at a frequency that made the entire Constellation vibrate.

Morgana conducted. Her hands on Sera’s shoulders, she guided the combined energy — four streams of supernatural power, channeled through the incubus core — toward the damaged seal. Her ritual knowledge provided the frequency. Her experience provided the calibration. Her two centuries of study provided the map.

The energy hit the corruption.

Sera gasped.

“It hurts—” she whispered. Her eyes clenched shut. Her grip on Cherry’s hand tightened. The corruption matrix — the lock the Banishers had built, the cage they’d engineered — fought back. It recognized the threat. It RESISTED.

“Hold on,” Raven said. Her voice was steel. Her shadows wrapped around Sera, protective, determined. “We’re here.”

Cherry’s free hand found Sera’s knee. “I’m not letting go.”

Lyra’s Soulbound awareness monitored everything — Sera’s pain levels, her emotional state, the seal’s response. Through the bond, she transmitted to me: “The corruption is fighting. But it’s losing ground. Keep pushing.”

I pushed.

The incubus energy burned through the corruption matrix like acid through rust. Layer by layer. Structure by structure. The lock that the Banishers had built — the deliberate, engineered suppression that had caged Sera’s seal since her capture — began to fail.

The first layer cracked. Sera flinched. Kevin pressed closer, his warm body against her crossed legs.

The second layer shattered. Sera’s breath caught. A sound escaped her — not pain anymore. Surprise. Relief. The sensation of something constricting loosening for the first time in years.

The third layer broke. And beneath it—

Light.

Warm, clear, unobstructed light. A seal. Whole. Pristine. The lines flowing smoothly, the pattern intact, untouched by the corruption that had surrounded it. Different from the others — a unique design in the shared language — but clearly, unmistakably, part of the same architecture.

Part of the Constellation.

The fifth point CONNECTED.

The sensation was not like any of the other bond connections. Those had been built through intimacy and trust and time — personal, gradual, earned. This was the Constellation itself recognizing a missing piece and ACCEPTING it. Not a bond. A homecoming.

Five lights blazed in the network. Five points in a pattern that had been incomplete since the beginning. And with the fifth point in place, the pattern EXPANDED.

New lines appeared between the points. New connections that hadn’t been visible with four. The geometry grew more complex, more beautiful, more purposeful. Not random. Not decorative. DESIGNED. Created by something — someone — with intent.

The Constellation sang.

There was no other word for it. The resonance that moved through the five-point network produced a harmony that existed beyond sound — felt rather than heard, experienced in the bones and the blood and the supernatural awareness that connected every person in the room.

Every succubus wept.

Cherry first — openly, joyfully, the way Cherry did everything. Tears streaming down her face, heart-shaped pupils enormous, her wings spreading to encompass as much of the group as physically possible.

Lyra through the Soulbound bond — I felt her tears as my own, the emotional resonance of the five-point Constellation overwhelming her Empath abilities in the most beautiful way. Her awareness sang with the pattern’s harmony.

Raven silently. Her jaw tight. Her shadows gentle around her sister. But the tears fell, and she didn’t hide them. Not today.

Morgana last. The conductor, the scientist, the woman who dealt in data and evidence and carefully controlled expectations — she looked at the Constellation’s five-point pattern and her amber eyes filled.

“It’s more than I theorized,” she whispered. “So much more.”

Sera’s seal glowed on her right shoulder. The damage was gone. The jagged lines, the dark spots, the corrupted rewriting — all of it dissolved, burned away by the combined energy of four bonded succubi and one incubus who’d decided that this girl was coming home.

The glow was warm. Golden-violet, a color that was uniquely hers. Painless.

Sera touched the seal. Her violet eyes were wide. Wet. Overwhelmed in a way that had nothing to do with fear.

“It doesn’t hurt,” she said. Her voice cracked. “It doesn’t hurt anymore.”

Raven grabbed her. Hard. The way Raven held things she’d lost and found again — fierce, possessive, terrified of letting go. Her shadows wrapped around them both. Not a dome, not a shield. A blanket. A sister’s arms made of darkness.

“I’ve got you,” Raven said. Her voice shattered. The steel gone. Just Raven. Just a sister holding her sister in the light of a restored seal.

Kevin howled.

Not a bark, not a growl, not any of his established taxonomy of vocalizations. A howl. A full, golden retriever, head-thrown-back, celebratory HOWL that echoed off the apartment walls and probably alarmed Mrs. Peterson and definitely reached Mr. Okonkwo three floors down.

Even Voss — still in the kitchen, eating a cold slice of last night’s deep dish while processing supplemental forms — looked up from his paperwork. A strand of cheese hung from his geometrically precise jaw. He didn’t notice.

“I would note,” he said, “that the dimensional energy signature in this jurisdiction just tripled. I’ll need an updated Form 47-B. Revised.”

Nobody cared about the form.

For once, even Morgana ignored paperwork.

Cherry had abandoned all containment. She was hugging Sera and Raven simultaneously, her wings spread wide, her tail wrapping around both of them, her enormous tits pressed against everyone in a cherry-scented group embrace that violated multiple personal space conventions and nobody minded.

“You’re FIXED!” Cherry sobbed. “Your seal is PRETTY! It’s the PRETTIEST one! No offense, everyone!”

“Offense taken,” Raven managed, muffled against Sera’s hair.

“Your seal is ALSO pretty, Raven!”

Lyra joined the pile. Her smaller frame fit into the spaces between the others, her golden hair mixing with Sera’s silver-white. Her joy hit me like sunlight — bright, golden, overflowing.

Morgana stood at the edge. The conductor watching her orchestra celebrate. Her reading glasses were somewhere — lost, which never happened. Her amber eyes were soft.

Then Sera looked at her. Extended a hand.

Morgana took it. And the two-century-old strategist let herself be pulled into a group embrace that included four succubi, one damaged-but-restored exile, and a golden retriever who’d claimed position at the center of the pile.

[System -- MILESTONE]
[Sera -- Seal Status: RESTORED]
Corruption: 0% (lock dismantled)
Constellation Connection: ACTIVE (5th point)
Adaptation Level: 8%
Bond Anchor: Jake Morrison (Recognized -- non-romantic familial bond)
Bond Strength: 150 / 1000 (Familiar -- familial category)

UNLOCKED ABILITIES
checkmark Emotion Sense (restored -- full function)
x All other abilities [Requires: Time, adaptation, bond growth]

[Constellation Update]: 5/? connected. Pattern: EXPANDED. Interpretation: APPROACHING THRESHOLD.

The notification registered distantly. The System’s clinical assessment of what had just happened — numbers and categories and classifications for something that was, fundamentally, a family bringing someone home.

I stood outside the pile. Not excluded — choosing to watch. To witness.

Five succubi. One golden retriever. The apartment’s living room in downtown Chicago, November light through the windows, the distant sound of the L train, the smell of Morgana’s coffee and Cherry’s cotton-candy essence and the faint, warm glow of five seals pulsing in harmony.

This was my life. This was what the Constellation had built.

Not a weapon. Not a threat. A family.

Sera ate Mrs. Peterson’s soup. The whole bowl. Then a second bowl. Her body temperature — warm now, genuinely warm, the seal’s restored function generating heat that captivity had stolen — made the soup unnecessary for its usual purpose. But comfort food, as she’d been learning, wasn’t about necessity.

“The human neighbor’s soup is adequate,” Sera said. Then, with a glance at Morgana: “Perhaps slightly more than adequate.”

“Don’t tell Mrs. Peterson,” I said. “She’ll bring an entire catering operation.”

“She already does,” Raven pointed out.

Cherry had moved to the kitchen and was attempting to make celebratory hot chocolate. The result was, predictably, pink. Sera accepted a mug without comment. She’d stopped questioning the color of Cherry’s food contributions. Acceptance was the first stage of living with Cherry. Resignation was the second. The third — fondness — was visible in the way Sera wrapped both hands around the pink mug and drank without looking at the color.

Mr. Okonkwo sent up a bottle with Ramon the delivery driver, who’d been pressed into secondary courier service through Cherry’s gravitational pull. The bottle came with a note: “For the commune’s celebration. On the house. — O.”

Morgana examined the label. “It’s the Brunello.”

“Is that acceptable?”

“It’s adequate.” The same word Sera had used, with the same Morgana inflection that meant “actually quite good but I refuse to say so.” She poured a glass.

Voss called from his hotel. The phone conversation lasted exactly forty-five seconds.

“The dimensional energy signature tripled.”

“We know.”

“I’ll need an updated Form 47-B.”

“We know.”

“The filing deadline is—”

“Tomorrow, Voss.”

A pause. “Acceptable. Congratulations on the successful jurisdictional energy reconfiguration.”

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said.”

“It’s a standard acknowledgment of procedural outcome.” Another pause. “But noted.”

Kevin had found his cheese pizza — Cherry had ordered it during the celebration, because celebrations required personal cheese for all participants. He ate it with the dignified enthusiasm of a golden retriever who understood that sometimes, cheese was the point.

That night. Everyone together.

The sleeping arrangement had evolved beyond any reasonable apartment configuration. The living room floor was covered in blankets and pillows — a nest that Cherry had constructed with the enthusiasm of an interior designer and the taste of someone whose aesthetic peaked at “pink.”

Sera was in the middle. The position of honor. Raven on one side, her shadows settling in peaceful patterns across the ceiling. Kevin on the other, pressed against Sera’s hip, his warm breath steady.

Cherry’s wing draped over both of them. Her bubblegum-pink hair spread across three pillows. She was already asleep, her lips curved in a smile that probably involved pizza.

Lyra leaned against me. Her golden hair on my shoulder. The Soulbound bond hummed between us — steady, permanent, absolute. Through it, I felt the Constellation’s five-point pattern. The expanded geometry. The new connections that five points made visible.

Morgana sat at the edge of the nest. Journal closed for once. Brunello in hand. Watching them all with an expression that two centuries of guarded distance hadn’t prepared her for.

Five seals glowed softly in the dark apartment. The Constellation hummed.

I felt the pattern. Five points connected. Clearer now than ever. I could ALMOST read it. Almost. Like a word in a language I nearly spoke, the meaning hovering at the edge of comprehension.

And beyond the five: more empty sockets. More lights waiting.

Morgana met my eyes across the nest. She’d felt my realization — the faintest tremor in the network as my awareness touched something new in the pattern.

She raised her wine glass. The smallest toast.

I raised mine back.

Morgana drank. Set the glass down. And picked up her journal, because the woman could not leave a mystery alone for five consecutive minutes.


Chapter 16: Constellation Rising

We celebrated with pizza.

Five boxes from Lou Malnati’s — Ramon the delivery driver had been given specific instructions by Cherry, who’d dictated the order with the precision of a military logistics officer and the vocabulary of someone who thought “extra cheese” was a personal philosophy rather than a topping choice.

Voss took a box with him when he left. “For the office,” he said, which was the first time any of us had considered that the Inter-Realm Authority had an office. With, presumably, employees. Who ate pizza.

“Does the Authority have a break room?” Cherry asked.

“We have a processing station with beverage facilities.” Voss paused. “The beverages are unsatisfactory.”

“You should bring them deep dish.”

“I intend to.” He adjusted his briefcase. “The cultural assessment will note that this jurisdiction’s primary diplomatic currency is cheese-based.”

He left. Kevin followed him to the door, received the customary pat, and returned to his station.

Mr. Okonkwo’s Brunello — the substitute Barolo — went to Morgana. She accepted it with the resigned grace of a wine connoisseur drinking a backup bottle, which was to say she drank it at exactly the same rate and with only sixty percent of the commentary.

Kevin got his own cheese pizza. An entire box. He ate it with the dignified enthusiasm of a golden retriever who understood that sometimes, celebrations required personal cheese.

Mrs. Peterson’s premium cookies appeared via the inter-apartment delivery system that Mrs. Peterson had perfected over months of proximity to the Morrison commune. Two tins this time. One labeled “FOR EVERYONE” in her neat cursive. The other labeled “FOR THE NEW GIRL” with a hand-drawn heart.

Sera ate three cookies. A personal record. She ate them slowly, sitting in her armchair with Kevin’s head in her lap, and she did not flinch when Cherry squealed about the frosting.

The apartment was warm. Not just temperature — the Constellation’s five-point network generated a passive energy field that settled over the space like a blanket. Five seals, five bonds, each one contributing to a resonance that turned a Chicago apartment into something more.

Home. In the way that the word meant when you’d earned it.

Toasts were made. Because apparently interdimensional supernatural beings adopted human celebration rituals faster than they learned how to use washing machines.

Cherry went first. She stood on the couch — because Cherry’s relationship with furniture was adversarial — and raised her glass of something pink she’d mixed from ingredients no one wanted to identify.

“To Sera!” she declared. “And pizza! And Kevin! And podcasts! And—”

“Pick THREE,” Raven said.

Cherry’s face scrunched with the genuine difficulty of someone being asked to prioritize among things she loved. “To Sera and pizza and Kevin!”

“Acceptable.”

Raven raised her glass. Ice water — she didn’t drink wine, a fact that Morgana found personally offensive. “To not having to burn anything down this time.” A beat. Her gaze flickered toward the spare room, toward the hallway, toward every exit point she’d mapped in case the burning had been necessary. “Yet.”

Sera raised her mug. Hot chocolate — her third of the day, the habit that had become as much a part of her as Raven’s ice cream or Morgana’s wine. Her gaze was steady. Her silver-white hair was braided — Cherry’s work, still crooked, accepted with fondness now.

“To sisters,” she said. Quiet. “And deep dish.” A pause. The muscles of her face worked. The smile that had taken a week to relearn. “And Kevin.”

The room went silent. Not the uncomfortable silence of awkwardness. The held-breath silence of a family hearing something they’d been waiting for.

Cherry broke first. She launched from the couch with a trajectory that physics should have objected to, tackle-hugging Sera with enough force to splash hot chocolate across the armchair. “SHE TOASTED! SERA MADE A TOAST!”

“Cherry— my hot chocolate—”

“THERE’S MORE HOT CHOCOLATE! THERE IS ALWAYS MORE HOT CHOCOLATE!”

Raven’s jaw was tight. Her shadows reached. She didn’t speak because speaking would have broken something she was holding very carefully inside her chest.

Lyra’s toast arrived in my awareness before she spoke it aloud. I felt the words form in her awareness — golden, warm, sincere.

“To feeling everything,” she said. Her blue eyes glistened. “Even the hard parts.”

Morgana raised the Brunello. “To data that surprises even the scientist.”

They all looked at me.

I raised my glass. Looked around the room. Five succubi. One golden retriever. An apartment that had started as a two-bedroom refuge for one confused human and was now the epicenter of an interdimensional family that included bonded exiles, a restored seal-bearer, a bureaucratic ally, a reluctant diplomat, and whatever the Constellation was building.

“To home,” I said. “Still.”

Cherry clinked her glass against everyone’s simultaneously, which required a wingspan she deployed without shame. Morgana’s Brunello survived the collision. Raven’s ice water did not.

“Cherry spilled my water.”

“It was a CELEBRATORY spill!”

“There’s no such thing as—”

“There IS now! I INVENTED it!”

The evening deepened. Pizza diminished. Cookies disappeared. The city’s lights glowed through the windows — amber and neon, the familiar Chicago constellation that anchored their supernatural one.

Sera and Cherry were on the couch. Talking about the Eighth Circle — quiet memories of the quarter they’d shared, the ceremonies Cherry used to attend, the braiding sessions before formal events.

“You were terrible at it,” Sera told Cherry. Smiling. Actually smiling, full and real. “Your braids always came out crooked.”

“They were ARTISTIC braids!”

“They were TERRIBLE braids.”

“Everyone loved them!”

“Everyone loved YOU, Cherry. The braids were incidental.”

Cherry went very quiet. Her heart-shaped pupils enormous. Her tail still. Something in the statement — the matter-of-fact acknowledgment of Cherry being loved, stated by someone who’d known her before Earth, before exile, before everything — settled over Cherry like a truth she hadn’t known she needed.

The evening deepened further. Cherry drifted to the kitchen for more of whatever pink concoction she’d been drinking. Raven and Lyra were on the couch, arguing about whether Kevin needed a second cheese pizza (Kevin’s position: obviously). Morgana was refilling the Brunello.

Sera found me on the fire escape.

The same fire escape where Raven had come to me during Thessa’s deadline. The same railing, the same Chicago lights below, the same L train rumbling in the distance. But the energy was different. Raven had come in fear and fury. Sera came in something else.

She stood in the window frame. The city’s amber light caught her silver-white hair, her delicate horns, the restored seal glowing softly on her right shoulder. She was wearing a borrowed dress — Cherry’s, adjusted by Morgana, still slightly too large on her smaller frame. She found my eyes.

“I wanted to feel it,” she said. “With the seal working. Not broken. Not corrupted. Just… me.”

The Constellation hummed between us. Five points of light, all solid, the fifth — hers — pulsing with a warmth that was entirely new. No static. No corruption. Just a clean, clear signal.

“During the healing sessions,” she said, stepping onto the fire escape, the cool November night air making her exhale visible, “the energy came through the seal’s damage. It was like hearing music through a wall. Beautiful but muffled.” She touched her right shoulder. The seal’s glow intensified at the contact. “The wall is gone now. And I want to hear the music.”

She was a succubus. A succubus choosing pleasure for the first time since captivity. Not healing, not therapy — desire. Her Emotion Sense fully online, reading my warmth and willingness with the clarity of restored function.

“Sera—”

“I spent three years being treated like glass.” She stepped closer. Her lighter violet eyes — so like Raven’s, so different from Raven’s — held mine with the particular steadiness of someone who’d made a decision long before they announced it. “Don’t.”

She pulled me closer.

The kiss was different from the healing session. That had been reclamation — tentative, tender, the careful first steps of a body remembering. This was assertion. A succubus whose nature had been suppressed since captivity and was now fully, gloriously, ONLINE.

She was smaller than the others. 5’4” against my height. Delicate horns that caught the lamplight from inside. Silver-white hair that the evening breeze lifted. The borrowed dress sliding off one shoulder, revealing the seal — whole, pristine, glowing with a warmth that was entirely her own.

I lifted her. She weighed nothing — or felt like nothing, the incubus strength making her seem weightless. Her legs wrapped around my waist, slim thighs gripping me. Her arms around my neck. The seal on her exposed shoulder pressed against my chest, and the Constellation energy flowed between us unobstructed for the first time.

No corruption. No static. No lock.

Just connection.

She gasped. Her eyes went wide. “THAT’S what it—” She couldn’t finish. The sensation of clean, unimpeded energy exchange — incubus essence flowing into a seal that was fully functional for the first time — overwhelmed her capacity for sentences. Her whole body shuddered against mine, her fingers tightening in my hair.

I pressed her against the fire escape railing. Chicago below. The L train’s distant rumble. The same backdrop as Raven’s scene, but where Raven had been fierce and demanding, Sera was discovering. Feeling something for the first time. Every sensation new and vivid and overwhelming because her seal was WORKING.

I freed my cock. She watched me do it with an intensity that had nothing clinical about it — the gaze of a succubus whose instincts were fully awake for the first time in years. She bit her lip when she saw me, her lighter violet eyes darkening.

“Don’t be gentle,” she said. Then caught herself. Amended: “Be a little gentle. But don’t treat me like I’ll break.”

I positioned against her entrance. She was wet — slick and ready, her body’s succubus nature providing what three years of suppression had tried to eliminate. I pushed in. Slowly. She was tight — years of enforced abstinence and a body only recently restored to full function — but her restored seal smoothed the way, energy and arousal merging.

She gasped as I filled her. Inch by inch. Her eyes never left mine. The incubus essence modulated to a warm, crystalline frequency that matched her restored seal’s clean signal — not the gentle healing tide of the therapy sessions but something with more edge, more desire. The energy flowed between us with zero resistance. Her modest B-cups pressed against my chest, her nipples stiff against my skin. Her silver-white hair caught the city light, whipping gently in the November breeze.

“More,” she breathed. “I can take more.”

I gave her more. Thrust deeper. Harder. She gasped, her back arching against the railing, her legs tightening around my waist. Not Cherry-maximum, not Raven-blade. Sera’s wavelength was something new — a clear, crystalline frequency that rang through the Constellation like a bell. Every thrust was a pulse of warmth that radiated through the fifth Constellation point, strengthening the connection, deepening the bond. Her tight pussy gripped me with each stroke, the wet heat of her clenching in rhythm with the energy pulses.

I gripped her ass — smaller than the others but firm, the muscles tensing beneath my hands — and set a pace that made her moan. Real moans. The sounds of a woman discovering that her body still worked, still wanted, still knew how to feel.

The Constellation responded. Five points blazing. The fifth — hers — incandescent, brighter than it had ever been, the restored seal celebrating its freedom with a light show that was visible through her skin. Her shoulder blazed with warm light as I fucked her against the railing, the seal pulsing with each deep stroke.

She came with her whole body arching. Back against the railing, suspended between my grip and the cold metal. Lighter violet eyes wide. Her pussy clenched around me in deep, rolling waves — not the sharp, desperate contractions of the healing session but full, complete contractions that spoke to a body finally operating at capacity. A sound between a laugh and a sob — the particular noise of someone experiencing something they’d given up hope of ever feeling again.

I came with her. Buried deep, my cock pulsing, filling her with warmth and essence that flowed unimpeded through her restored seal. The Constellation sang as the fifth point received the energy — clean, complete, a full circuit for the first time.

“THAT’S what it’s supposed to feel like,” she said. Breathless. Amazed. Tears on her cheeks but smiling — actually smiling, full and real. “That’s— that’s what they TOOK. Three years and they—” She pulled me closer. Kissed me. Hard. The kiss of a woman who’d just gotten something back and refused to let the grief of its absence ruin the joy of its return.

I held her on the fire escape. Chicago sprawling below. The L train rumbling past. Her body warm against mine — actually warm, permanently warm, the restored seal generating the heat that captivity had stolen. My cock was still inside her, softening slowly, and I could feel the warmth of my cum inside her through the Constellation connection — a gentle, completing presence.

She rested her head against my chest. Breathing slowing. Seal still glowing. The Constellation’s fifth point humming with a clarity that made the entire network resonate.

“I’m not staying in the bond,” she said. Clear-eyed. Her gaze steady in the ambient light. “You know that. Raven needs me as a sister, not as competition.”

“I know.”

“But I’m a succubus.” She traced my jaw with one finger. The gesture was Raven’s — same bloodline, same vocabulary of touch. But lighter. Playful in a way Raven would never allow herself. “And you’re an incubus. And that was VERY good.”

She kissed me once more. Soft this time. Grateful. Then she unwound from me, straightened the borrowed dress, and went inside to find Raven and Kevin.

The fifth Constellation point pulsed in the network: steady, strong, and free.

[System -- Sera -- Bond 200 (Familiar -- familial with physical intimacy)]
[Seal: fully operational]
[First unobstructed Constellation resonance achieved]

I stayed on the fire escape for a moment. The city below. Five points of light in my awareness. All burning. All connected.

When I went back inside, Sera was curled up in the armchair with Kevin. Raven had settled on the floor beside them, shadows draped loosely across both. Sera’s hand rested on Raven’s head. The sisters were talking quietly — the private conversation of people who’d been separated for years and were still rebuilding the language of proximity.

I was in the bedroom, checking the Constellation’s five-point pattern — it had become habitual, the way you check your phone or look at the sky — when Cherry appeared in the doorway.

She wasn’t bouncing. She wasn’t performing. She leaned against the doorframe, drowsy and warm, celebration turning to something else in her pink eyes.

“Jake,” she said. Her voice was lower than usual. Warm. The cotton-candy scent had deepened through the evening, moving from sweet to intoxicating. “It’s been DAYS since we weren’t saving the world.”

She stepped into the room. Her pink-tinted wings caught the lamplight. Her impossible tits strained against the tank top that had given up structural integrity hours ago. Her tail swished — not the rapid, nervous arcs of anxiety. Slow. Deliberate. The rhythm of want.

“I MISS you,” she said.

From the hallway, Lyra appeared. Golden blonde hair loose. Blue eyes bright with the Soulbound awareness. She was wearing one of my t-shirts and nothing else.

“I second that,” she said.

Raven materialized from the shadows near the window. Fishnets. Choker. The fishnets and combat boots that were now less armor and more aesthetic choice, because the woman inside had stopped needing walls. Her thick hips cocked to one side. Her eyes held mine.

“Don’t look at me.” A beat. Deliberate. Her tail lashed once, then settled. “…Fine. Third.”

Morgana was last. She entered the bedroom from the hallway, where she’d been standing. Watching. The strategist assessing the field before engaging.

She removed her glasses. Folded them. Set them on the nightstand.

“Motion carried,” she said.

The bedroom door closed.

Cherry started, because Cherry always started. She crossed the room in three steps and kissed me — cotton candy and strawberries, her heavy tits pressing against my chest, her tail wrapping around my leg. The kiss was hungry and happy and tasted like celebration.

Lyra was next. She replaced Cherry with the fluid grace of someone who could feel the choreography through the Soulbound bond. Her kiss was softer. Deeper. The dual awareness opened immediately — her sensation of my lips, my sensation of hers, the feedback loop that the Soulbound bond made devastating.

Raven didn’t kiss. She bit. My lower lip. Sharp enough to register, gentle enough to promise. Her violet eyes held mine from inches away. “Miss me, idiot?”

“Always.”

“Good answer.” Her tail claimed my right thigh. Possessive.

Morgana kissed my forehead. Then my cheek. Then my mouth — slow, deliberate, two centuries of patience concentrated in a single contact that somehow contained more heat than Cherry’s hurricane.

“The Constellation is fluctuating,” she murmured against my lips. “Whatever we’re about to do, the entire network will register it.”

“Good.”

They undressed me with the coordinated efficiency of four women who’d learned to share a man and a space and a Constellation without jealousy. Cherry pulled the shirt over my head. Lyra handled the sweatpants. Raven, characteristically, simply ripped the boxers.

“Those were good boxers,” I said.

“They were in the WAY,” Raven said. “I’ll buy you new ones.” She would not buy me new ones.

I discovered something new that night.

The essence modulation — the ability to control the intensity and quality of my incubus energy — had been growing more refined with each session. I could dial intensity up or down. I could target specific bond points. But tonight, with all four bonded succubi present and the Constellation blazing at full five-point resonance, I discovered I could TUNE.

Not just intensity. Frequency. Each succubus responded to a slightly different quality of incubus energy. A different wavelength. A different key.

I found Lyra’s first.

She was underneath me. Golden hair on the pillow. Blue eyes wide with the Soulbound bond’s total awareness. Her perky C-cups rose and fell with quick breaths, pink nipples flushed and tight. I spread her thighs and settled between them, the head of my cock nudging against her already-soaked slit.

I tuned the essence to her frequency — emotional, resonant, warm — and pushed inside her.

The feedback loop engaged at a level we’d never reached. I felt my cock entering her and her tight walls parting for me simultaneously. The doubled sensation made us both groan.

Her eyes went wide. “Jake— the Bond is—”

The Soulbound connection created total shared awareness. I thrust deep, gripping her hips, and the sensation of each stroke echoed through both of us — his cock filling her, her pussy gripping him. When she came, I came — her walls clenching around me in rhythmic waves that dragged my own orgasm from me, his cock pulsing inside her, pumping cum that she felt arriving as warmth. Her squirting was tied to the energy release — each orgasm a wave that crashed through the Bond and amplified into the next. She squirted hard against my abs, a hot rush that splashed between us, soaking the sheets, and through the shared awareness I felt the release as she felt it: the unbearable coil snapping, the flood of wet heat leaving her body, profound, overwhelming, a joining that went deeper than bodies.

“I can’t tell where you end and I begin,” she gasped. Her pussy still fluttered around me, milking the last pulses, her cum and mine mixing between us.

“That’s the point.”

I found Cherry’s frequency next.

Maximum. Overwhelming. Unrestricted.

Cherry wanted ALL of it. Always had. Her frequency was the widest band — not a specific note but a chord, multiple harmonics at once. I cranked the essence to her wavelength and the effect was instantaneous.

She rode me with abandon — her impossibly tiny waist twisting, her massive tits bouncing in wild arcs with each stroke, the wet slap of her ass against my thighs filling the room. Her pussy was drenched, soaking, the squelch of each downstroke obscene and enthusiastic. The room filled with pink light as her Mass Illusion activated — involuntary, ecstatic, the glamour energy overflowing. Illusory butterflies swarmed. Her naked copies manifested at the edges of the room, one of them briefly holding what appeared to be a pizza. Another copy turned to the original Cherry with an expression of genuine disagreement.

“Pineapple is VALID,” the copy said.

“It is NOT!” Cherry shouted back, mid-ride, her hips not even breaking rhythm, my cock disappearing into her with each descent. “TRADITIONAL TOPPINGS ONLY!”

The copy crossed its arms. “You’re wrong and you know it.”

“I am NOT arguing about pizza toppings with MYSELF during SEX!”

The copy vanished with an air of wounded dignity. Another one materialized to replace it, equally naked and apparently equally opinionated, but Cherry dismissed it before it could speak.

“MORE!” she shouted, her Charm Voice activating involuntarily. The supernatural compulsion washed over me — but I was incubus. It didn’t compel. It enhanced. I channeled it back through the essence modulation, bounced her own energy back at her multiplied. I grabbed her waist and took over the rhythm — slamming her down onto my cock with incubus strength, making her massive tits crash together, her eyes rolling back.

Her heavy tits bounced with each stroke — gravity-defying, enormous, nipples flushed and hard, sweat glistening in her cleavage. The cotton-candy scent was a physical force. Her seal blazed on her decolletage, glowing pink between the upper curves of those impossible breasts. She came. And came. And came. Her pussy clenching and flooding with each climax, her cum dripping down my shaft, pooling where our bodies met.

Five orgasms. Six. Each one cascading into the next, the essence modulation making each peak a launching pad for the next. I came inside her during the fourth — my cock pulsing deep, thick ropes of cum pumping into her soaked pussy — and the sensation of being filled triggered her fifth, then her sixth, her walls milking me through the cascade. Her wings spread to their maximum extent. Her illusion copies flickered and reformed with each climax.

“I see pizza again,” she panted, collapsing forward, her impossible tits pressing against my chest with the heavy, warm weight of complete surrender. “But also stars. Pizza stars.”

“That’s beautiful, Cherry.”

“I KNOW.” Her eyes were glazed. My cum leaked from her, dripping between us, hot on my thighs. Her tail had locked around my leg with a grip that suggested she’d given up voluntary motor control. “Are pizza stars real?”

“Tonight they are.”

Raven’s frequency was a blade.

Precise. Intense. Concentrated.

She took my place against the wall — took, not asked, because Raven’s sexual language was assertion. She braced her hands flat against the plaster and arched her back, presenting that devastating ass with deliberate invitation. Her thick cheeks pressed back, curves that defied containment, the torn fishnets stretching over thighs that could have crushed cities. The dark thong she’d been wearing was already gone — pulled aside or destroyed, impossible to say with Raven.

“Anal,” she said. The word that was her love letter. Her trust document. The act she reserved for the person she chose.

I gripped her wide hips. Fingers digging into thick flesh, leaving white impressions in the warm skin. She gasped as I pushed into her ass — the tight ring stretching around my cock, the heat familiar and devastating, her body’s supernatural readiness a gift she didn’t explain and I didn’t question. I sank deep. Her thick cheeks pressed flush against my hips, soft and warm, enveloping me.

I tuned the essence to her frequency. The blade. Sharp and concentrated and devastatingly precise.

Her shadows exploded. The Darkness Cloak wrapped the room in intimate darkness — absolute, impenetrable, a dome of shadow that enclosed everything. Inside the dome: darkness and warmth and the sounds of two people connected at the deepest level. The slap of my hips against her thick ass. The wet, filthy sounds of her pussy dripping down her thighs as I fucked her from behind. Her ragged breathing.

I fucked her hard. The way she wanted. Enhanced incubus strength behind every thrust, each one driving her against the wall, her thick curves bouncing back against me with heavy, perfect impact. My hands on her hips leaving bruise-shaped marks she’d check tomorrow with satisfaction. Her thick ass rippled with every collision. Her moans echoed inside the dome — raw, unshielded, the Raven that existed behind every wall.

I reached forward. Grabbed one of her sharp obsidian horns. Used it to angle her head back. She groaned, the sound vibrating through her entire body.

“My idiot,” she gasped. “Forever.”

I came inside her with a hard, deep thrust — burying myself and holding there, my cock pulsing, pumping my cum into her tight ass while she shook against the wall. She said my name when she came. Just my name. No snark. No shield. The single word that meant everything she couldn’t say in sentences. Her ass clenched around me in rhythmic waves, drawing out every pulse, her thighs trembling, her pussy gushing untouched.

Morgana’s frequency was a tide.

Deep. Vast. Ancient.

She drew me down to the bed with the authority of a woman who’d been managing this encounter since before it started. Paizuri first — always, with Morgana. She pressed those massive F-cups together around my cock, and the warm, pillowy weight enclosed me completely. My shaft disappeared into the deep valley of her breasts, the skin hot and silky-smooth, her practiced hands pressing inward with the confidence of someone who’d perfected this art across centuries. She stroked — slow, deliberate, the head of my cock emerging from her cleavage slick and glistening before sinking back into that warm embrace. Her tongue found the tip at each apex, swirling, tasting.

“The Constellation resonance is at peak,” she said between strokes, her warm gaze holding mine from below. Pre-cum glistened on her lower lip. “Channel through me. Feed the network.”

Even now. Even in ecstasy. The scientist.

I channeled. The Constellation blazed. Four bond points flaring simultaneously as I tuned the essence to Morgana’s frequency — the deep, vast tidal current that matched her personality, her power, her two-century depth. The energy poured through her seal, and her breasts tightened reflexively around me — the physical sensation merging with the metaphysical.

She climaxed during the paizuri. The energy flow pushed her over an edge she hadn’t anticipated — her massive tits squeezing convulsively around my cock, her composed expression breaking, her wings spreading wide, the massive feathered canopy creating a shelter. Her thighs pressed together as she came, and I could hear the wet evidence of it — her pussy gushing without being touched, the Constellation energy overriding every boundary. “The resonance is— ah— optimal—”

Her composure shattered. For the first time, completely. The conductor lost her baton.

She pulled me into her. Rose up, straddled my hips, sank onto my cock in a single devastating stroke — wet and hot and tight, her soaked pussy taking me to the root. Full. Deep. Her legs around my waist. Her wings mantling around us both, creating a feathered cocoon. Her heavy breasts pressed against my chest, warm and impossibly soft. Her eyes, usually knowing, usually in control — wide with the sensation of being overwhelmed by something she’d studied but never fully experienced.

“Good boy,” she whispered. But the words trembled.

I moved. Deep, deliberate strokes that matched the tidal frequency — pulling back until only the tip remained inside her, then driving back in with a slow, measured force that filled her completely. She met each one, grinding her hips, her pussy clenching around me. Her heavy breasts bounced between us with each thrust, the seal between them blazing amber-gold.

When she came, her wings closed completely — a feathered cocoon that enclosed us in warmth and softness and the deep, wine-and-spice scent of Morgana fully surrendered. Her pussy milked my cock in deep, rolling waves, and I came inside her — a pulsing release that flooded her with warmth and essence, the Constellation blazing as the energy surged through the network.

[System -- Morgana -- Bond +25 -> 900 (Bonded)]
[Note: Full Constellation resonance achieved through sustained intimate channeling]

The Constellation SURGED.

All four seals blazed simultaneously. Lyra’s golden light on her lower back. Cherry’s pink glow on her decolletage. Raven’s violet fire on her inner thigh. Morgana’s amber blaze between her breasts.

And from the spare room — through the wall, through the distance, through the restored connection — Sera’s seal answered.

Five points of light. Not four solid and one flickering. Five solid. Five connected. The Constellation’s five-point pattern blazed with a resonance that transcended the physical, the metaphysical, the dimensional.

The pattern appeared.

Not in my mind. Above us. Visible. A constellation of light that manifested in the air above the bed — five points connected by lines of energy that were complex and beautiful and more readable now than they’d ever been.

Five points. A minimum for pattern recognition, Morgana had said. And she was right. With five points, the SHAPE was visible.

Not a random pattern. Not a weapon. Not a shield.

A gateway.

The realization hit me like the transformation had — not gradually, not with preparation, but with the absolute certainty of something that had been true all along, waiting to be seen.

The Constellation’s geometry wasn’t decorative. It wasn’t symbolic. It was FUNCTIONAL. A map. A mechanism. A design that, when complete — when all the sockets were filled, all the points connected — would open a passage between dimensions.

A gateway. To where? For what? Built by whom?

The questions cascaded even as the physical sensations peaked. Four climaxes rippling through the bond network. Four seals blazing. The Constellation singing with a five-point harmony that made the air vibrate.

Morgana saw it too. Post-climax, wings still spread, amber eyes fixed on the pattern above us. The scientist coming back online, processing what she saw.

“Five points,” she breathed. “The theoretical minimum for pattern recognition. We’re close to understanding what this IS.”

The pattern faded slowly. The seals dimmed. The lights settled back into the Constellation’s usual background hum — five points, steady, connected.

Cherry lay on her back, wings fanned, massive tits pointing at the ceiling. Her illusion copies had dissolved, but a few stray butterflies lingered. Those impossible pink eyes were enormous.

“I saw shapes,” she reported. “Pretty shapes. In the sky. Above the bed.”

“That was the Constellation,” Morgana said.

“It’s PRETTY.”

Raven sat against the headboard. Her shadows settled in lazy patterns. Her thick hips rested against Lyra, who was curled against my left side with the boneless satisfaction of someone whose nervous system had been running a shared-experience marathon.

Raven was doing the thing — the post-intimacy clinging that she’d never admit to. Her tail wrapped around my ankle. Her shadows reached for everyone in the room, connecting them in a web of darkness that was warm and possessive and safe.

“I saw it too,” Raven said. “The gateway shape. It was… not what I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“Something threatening.” A beat. “It didn’t feel threatening.”

Lyra’s words formed in my awareness first, then aloud. “It felt like home. Not a specific place. Just… the feeling.”

Morgana was already reaching for her journal. She’d somehow retained it through the entire encounter — it had been on the nightstand, and she’d grabbed it during the post-climax analysis phase with the automatic precision of a woman who never stopped taking notes.

“The gateway configuration,” she said, writing. “Five-point minimum for structure visibility. The design language matches the individual seal patterns — same architectural principles, same mathematical relationships. It’s not a portal in the traditional sense. It’s a bridge. A connection between dimensional spaces that requires sealed participants as structural points.”

“English, Morgana.”

“The seals are building a door. Each seal is a hinge. The Constellation is the frame.” She looked up from the journal. Her amber eyes were blazing with the particular fire of a scientist who’d just had a lifetime hypothesis confirmed. “And with five points, I can ALMOST read where it leads.”

“Almost?”

“I need more data.” She wrote furiously. “But I’ve spent two centuries trying to answer this question. And with five points, I might finally have enough.”

[System -- Final Panel]
Lyra -- Bond 1000 (Soulbound) . Adaptation 40% . Powers Sealed 45%
Cherry -- Bond 875 (Bonded) . Adaptation 30% . Powers Sealed 55%
Raven -- Bond 775 (Bonded) . Adaptation 32% . Powers Sealed 60%
Morgana -- Bond 900 (Bonded) . Adaptation 19% . Powers Sealed 65%
Sera -- Bond 200 (Familiar -- familial with physical intimacy) . Adaptation 10% . Seal: RESTORED
Jake -- Incubus (Full) . Energy: SURPLUS . Essence Modulation: ACTIVE
Constellation: 5/? connected. Pattern: MAP THRESHOLD. Interpretation: IN PROGRESS.
Banisher Status: Hardliners contained. Reform faction cooperating. Aldric: estranged ally.
Warden Status: Legal recognition achieved. Advocate Voss: bureaucratic ally.
Exposure: Contained (temporary). Journalist: redirected, not eliminated.

The notification cascaded through my awareness. The System’s clinical summary of everything we’d built. Numbers and categories for love and family and the particular absurdity of protecting interdimensional exiles through pizza and paperwork and relentless, stubborn care.

The apartment settled into the nighttime configuration. But expanded now. Different.

Sera slept in the armchair. Kevin pressed against her legs. Her restored seal glowed softly — a warm, steady pulse that matched the Constellation’s rhythm. For the first time since the facility, she slept without nightmares. Kevin’s steady breath beside her. Raven had carried a blanket to the armchair and draped it over both of them, her shadows settling across the floor, connecting Sera’s corner to the main bedroom through a web of dark protection.

Cherry was asleep first, as always. Sprawled across a third of the bed with the spatial disregard for physics that characterized her existence. Her bubblegum-pink hair was everywhere. Her enormous tits rose and fell with each breath. Her wings twitched. She was dreaming about something that made her smile.

Probably pizza stars.

Raven faced me. That was still new enough to matter — facing instead of turning away, trusting instead of guarding. Her jet-black hair fell across her face. Her shadows drifted loose and unhurried across the ceiling. Her thick hips were warm against my side.

Lyra was against my left, her heartbeat synchronized with mine. Permanent. Absolute. The Soulbound bond hummed between us like a shared pulse.

Morgana was at the edge. Journal closed. Wine finished. Her reading glasses on the nightstand beside her. She was the last awake, because Morgana was always the last awake. Watching. Thinking. The cathedral of her mind processing what the Constellation had shown us.

I stared at the pattern in my mind. Five points of light. Connected by lines that grew more complex with each day. A gateway taking shape in the architecture of sealed bonds and incubus energy.

A gateway. Not a location. Not a weapon. A door.

To where?

I turned my head. Morgana was watching me. Amber eyes steady in the darkness. She’d felt my realization — the tremor in the network as my awareness touched the question that had been growing since the transformation, since the first seal revealed itself on Lyra’s lower back in a candlelit bedroom a lifetime ago.

“You saw it,” she said.

“A gateway.”

She nodded. Slowly. The weight of two centuries behind the gesture. “I theorized. But I wasn’t certain until now.”

“To where?”

“That’s what I’ve spent two centuries trying to answer.” She removed her glasses from the nightstand. Folded them. A gesture of habit, of comfort, of the small ritual that grounded her in moments of immensity. “But with five points, I might finally have enough data.”

Five seals. Five lights. An incubus, a Constellation, and a gateway to somewhere no one understood.

I closed my eyes. Through the Soulbound bond, Lyra’s heartbeat matched mine. Through the Constellation, the others hummed — all five points steady, all connected.

But first: someone needed to file Form 47-B, Revised.

Tomorrow.
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