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Chapter 0 — Terms & Conditions 

(Eight Years Ago)
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The classroom smelled like burnt espresso and academic desperation, which was to say it smelled like every room Tex Moran had spent the last five years in. Fluorescent lights buzzed like anxious bees. A stack of mismatched chairs wobbled in the corner. Someone had drawn an anatomically incorrect cherub on the bulletin board and labeled it amorous intent. The cherub looked like it wanted a cigarette.

A dozen grad students hovered over notebooks and caffeine, pretending they understood what “ritual linguistics” meant. They nodded in the solemn, terrified way people nod when their student loans are accruing interest at observable speed. Pens tapped. Lids clacked. No one breathed too loudly because the woman at the front of the room had the kind of focus that made noise feel like a misdemeanor.

Morgan Vale drew perfect circles in chalk. Not circles, exactly—concentric sigils, each line so precise it looked printed. Her handwriting resembled calligraphy from a legal summons: elegant, unforgiving. She wore black, of course—tailored black slacks, a black blouse with a collar like punctuation, sleeves pushed to the forearms in a way that suggested she had rolled them up to keep from strangling the syllabus. Even her hair obeyed, pinned back in a glossy twist that refused chaos.

She had the gravity of a storm contained in a wineglass.

Tex sat three rows back, denim jacket, bitten thumbnail, restless curiosity vibrating through her bones. Arcane Semiotics had started as a dare—take the weird elective, get the credit, impress the advisor who thought “interdisciplinary” was a slur. It was either this or “Quantitative Methods for the Timid.” She’d chosen the one with candles.

Now she was trying not to look like she’d spent the last ten minutes sketching the professor’s cheekbones instead of the diagram on the board. The sketch kept turning into cliffs. Or knives. Hard to say. Every time Morgan tilted her head, harsh fluorescent light slipped along the line of her jaw like she’d negotiated with the fixtures.

Morgan snapped the chalk in half without looking, perfectly even. “Who here can tell me the difference between a summoning and an agreement?”

Half the room stared at their shoes. Tex’s hand shot up before her brain could object. “Summoning forces compliance,” she said, voice steadier than she felt. “Agreements require consent.”

Morgan’s mouth curved, asymmetrical, almost a smile but with legal disclaimers attached. “Precisely. Magic is, at its core, contract law written in metaphor.” Her eyes flicked to Tex for a beat, quicksilver bright and unreadable. “Which, in practice, too many practitioners forget.”

Tex grinned. “So... you’re a magical lawyer?”

A ripple of laughter. The sound bounced around the cinderblock walls and took on a life of its own, echoing too long, like the room was listening.

“In a sense.” Morgan turned back to the board, adding subclauses in neat script. “I prefer advocate. Less paperwork. Marginally.”

The class settled, pencils scratching. Morgan launched into an overview: illocutionary force, performatives, the difference between I promise and I bind. She dissected the language of medieval betrothal oaths and compared them to modern nondisclosure agreements. She quoted Cicero and then, without warning, a teenage pop song about bad decisions. When someone snorted, she didn’t chastise; she underlined bad decisions in chalk and circled it three times. “The universe,” she said, “has always rewarded clarity. It punishes cleverness deployed in bad faith.”

Tex wrote that down. Then she underlined clarity and, for good measure, added a star. Her notes had stopped being useful two pages ago, shifting into a blend of actual content and internal commentary. Stop staring. She can definitely tell you’re staring. What is happening to your frontal lobe; get it together, Moran.

When the clock stuttered past ten, Morgan capped the lecture with questions. She called on a guy named Preston who spoke like his dad owned a tower. Preston asked whether intent mattered more than wording. Morgan said, “Yes, unless it doesn’t,” with a gentleness that felt like a warning. Then she dismissed them with a look that suggested the learning would continue without their consent if they didn’t leave, promising a bonus ten points on the next exam to the ones who stayed.

Half of them fled. The rest lingered, lured by the grail of “extra credit.” Tex stayed because she couldn’t quite leave. Curiosity had always been her fatal flaw; it had gotten her into academia, a relationship with a woman who thought “open communication” meant emailing a break-up note, and a tattoo she pretended was ironic. Also, if she left, she’d have to stop looking at Morgan Vale, and her nervous system had staged a coup about that.

Morgan erased the big diagram and drew another circle—smaller, intimate, humming faintly with static. It wasn’t imagination; Tex felt the little hairs on her forearms rise like they’d been called to attention. The room quieted. Even the fluorescent buzz dipped, as if obeying a dimmer switch.

“A demonstration,” Morgan said. No flourish. No theatrics. Just a sentence that hung in the air and made everyone sit up straighter. “To illustrate how even intent, spoken lightly, carries weight.”

“Weight?” Tex asked, because silence always felt like losing. “Like cosmic student loans?”

Morgan’s eyes sparked with something that wasn’t quite laughter. “Worse.” She stepped aside, gesturing at the circle. “A volunteer?”

Everyone looked anywhere else. Preston examined his cuticles. A girl in a scarf coughed delicately into her sleeve. The cherub on the bulletin board stared hard at the middle distance.

“Sure,” Tex said, hand up, before her own survival instinct could tackle her. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

“Please don’t ask that,” somebody muttered.

The wind whistled outside, thin and biting, a reminder that winter did not care about finals week. The radiators clanked in response. A candle on the front table—which hadn’t been lit—exhaled a thread of smoke like it was considering it.

Morgan held out her hand, palm steady, patient. Tex stepped close, acutely aware of the way her heartbeat had hopped into a sprint. Up close, Morgan smelled like something faint and clean—ozone, maybe, or rain on tile. Her skin was cool when their fingers brushed. A jolt snapped through Tex’s arm, not pain exactly, more like her body registering a password and deciding to allow access. The shock lingered too long to be static. 

Tex pretended it didn’t.

“What do I do?” she asked, voice a whisper she pretended was for the sanctity of the ritual, not because her throat had gone conjuror’s-knot tight.

Morgan’s gaze flicked down to Tex’s mouth and back up, so fast Tex could’ve imagined it. “Repeat after me,” she said softly. “I offer my will in mutual pursuit of purpose.”

Tex managed a smirk. “Mutual pursuit of purpose. Got it.” The words felt ridiculous in her mouth and also—fine—like they fit, like a suit she’d never have the money to buy but definitely wanted to try on.

Morgan’s eyes narrowed, her tone sharpening. “No. Not ‘got it.’ Words matter, Ms. Moran. They are the architecture of reality. You don’t paraphrase a vow; you perform it. Repeat it exactly.”

Tex blinked, caught somewhere between chastised and impressed. “You know, most professors settle for circling typos in red pen. You’re out here enforcing metaphysical syntax.”

Morgan didn’t even twitch. “Precision prevents catastrophe. Try again.”

Tex exhaled, rolling her eyes skyward. “Fine. I offer my will in mutual pursuit of purpose.” She put the faintest mocking lilt on mutual, because self-restraint was for people with better impulse control.

Morgan’s expression didn’t change, but something in the air did—a flicker, the faint electric taste of correctness snapping into place. “Better,” she murmured, as if the word itself could file the rough edges off the world.

Tex felt her pulse steady, against all reason. “Satisfied?”

Morgan’s gaze lingered one heartbeat too long. “For now.”

The air tightened, a barely-there shift like the room had inhaled and was waiting to exhale. The unlit candle on the table flared blue, then settled into a small, obedient flame.

“Good,” Morgan murmured, something like approval smoothing the edges of her voice. “Now—your name, please.”

Names have gravity. Tex knew that academically—with seven seminar papers on performative identity under her belt, she damn well ought to—but she felt it now, the way the circle expectantly leaned toward her like a dog at the word walk.

“Alexandra Xanthe Moran,” she said, because she’d been taught not to flinch from the full truth, even the embarrassing middle bit. The syllables left her tongue and locked into the air like puzzle pieces.

God, her mother had loved Piers Anthony. Thought the Xanth books were clever as hell. Stuck the e on the end because it looked “classier.” Tex could practically hear her saying it: ‘It’s Greek, darling. Sounds refined.’

The chalk circle flashed gold, dragging Tex away from her name. The light wasn’t bright; it was true. On the wall, above the crooked projector screen, letters burned into existence, each stroke drawn in the same precise hand as Morgan’s sigils—but no one was holding the chalk.

Contract entered. Binding upon verbal consent.

No one moved. Preston whispered oh shit like a prayer. The scarf girl crossed herself incorrectly. The cherub smirked.

Morgan froze. The composure that had seemed welded to her bones loosened. “Oh—no.”

Tex blinked. “Wait, was that supposed to—”

“—no,” Morgan finished, voice suddenly thinner, as if someone had reached into her chest and squeezed. “Absolutely not.”

The circle’s glow steadied, then softened. The golden script on the wall rippled once, like breath, and faded to ash. The candle on the table blew itself out with a sound that was not quite a sigh.

Silence fell in the way it only falls when something irreversible has happened and everyone is pretending it hasn’t. A radiator hissed. The fluorescent hum returned, petty and insistent.

“And that,” Morgan said, not looking at anyone, “concludes the demonstration. Office hours are posted. Please leave the room as you found it.” The words were correct; the tone was wrong—careful, clipped, the auditory equivalent of a door pushed shut with two fingers.

Chairs scraped. Backpacks rustled. People stood, confused and excited and trying to catch each other’s eyes without getting caught. The air tasted like dust and endings. Tex waited, because she didn’t want to be part of the herd and because her legs had forgotten how to behave.

When the room was almost empty, she cleared her throat. “Well,” she said, aiming for breezy and landing somewhere near staggered but upright. “Guess I passed?”

Morgan looked at her then, fully. Up close, her eyes had a silver cast around the iris, like stormlight trapped behind glass. They were not kind eyes, but neither were they cruel. They were... evaluating. Not Tex’s work. Tex.

“Perhaps,” Morgan said. She set the chalk down with absurd care. “Outcomes are rarely immediate.”

Tex nodded, because what else do you do when the smartest person you’ve ever met turns into a sphinx? She slung her bag over her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Professor. I promise not to summon you later for emotional support.”

Morgan’s lips curved into something that wasn’t quite amusement. “See that you don’t.”

“Scout’s honor.” Tex held up two fingers, then immediately regretted it. She was not, and had never been, a scout. She had been, and continued to be, a disaster in lipstick.

She left the room humming, because humming made leaving feel intentional. The hallway was empty, the building’s bones groaning the way old buildings do around midnight. The gold still faintly glimmered behind her as the wards sealed themselves—runes skittering across the inside of the doorframe and settling like a cat deciding, fine, you live here.

In the stairwell, Tex stopped and leaned her forehead against the cool concrete wall. Her pulse thudded in her ears. She told herself the adrenaline was about academics. About novelty. About being a human battery to someone else’s science fair. She told herself the static on her skin would fade.

She told herself a lot of things. She’d get better at that.

Upstairs, in the classroom that suddenly felt too small, Morgan stood alone with the chalk dust and the blue afterimage of an impossible line. She walked to the board and laid her palm against the ash where the golden text had been, as if she could smudge the outcome back into nonexistence. Her hand came away clean.

She looked at the circle on the floor and saw, for a moment, not the tidy sigil but the empty center. The absence. The space that agreements created—the space between two people where something new could exist.

“Ridiculous,” she said to the empty room, because someone had to be the adult here and declare it so.

She cleaned the circle slowly. She relit the obedient candle and watched it catch with no magic required. She flexed her fingers and, finally, allowed the smallest, meanest truth to make a sound in the back of her throat.

“Too late,” she said quietly, not to the room, not to any god that might be taking dictation. To herself.

The candle flickered. Somewhere down the hall, a door closed. The building exhaled. Morgan closed her eyes for exactly one breath—no more, because indulgence became habit—and then opened them to the boards, the chalk, the syllabus, the list of office hours that would fill and overflow. She smoothed her sleeves. She set the chalk at a perfect right angle to the tray.

By morning, she would have a plan. By morning, the circle would be nothing but dust. By morning, she would have convinced herself that the contract was a fluke, a glitch, a language trick, something to be unwritten by finer legal hands.

Morning, however, was very far away. And what had been spoken lightly was already binding.
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Chapter 1 — The Fine Print
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Tex Moran celebrated turning thirty-one the way she’d celebrated thirty, twenty-nine, and every birthday since adulthood started feeling like a subscription she couldn’t cancel: alone, half-buzzed, and pretending melancholy counted as self-care.

The Rusty Nail wasn’t a dive so much as a controlled descent into the depths. Neon beer signs from breweries that hadn’t existed since Eisenhower glowed like old bruises against the walls. The jukebox crooned half-hearted country songs about heartbreak, lost dogs, and tax evasion. Someone had stapled a paper star above the bar that read HAPPY BIRTHDAY in letters shaped like a five-year-old’s off day.

Tex sat in her usual corner booth, one arm flung across the cracked vinyl, surveying her kingdom of poor choices. The bourbon in front of her glimmered the way hope does before you drink it.

“Thirty-one,” she muttered. “And my greatest accomplishment is that I can microwave leftovers without crying.”

Eddie the bartender, a man who’d mastered the art of sympathetic grunting, raised an eyebrow. “Progress,” he said, sliding her a napkin with a doodled frown face.

She smirked. “Don’t get sentimental on me, Eddie. You’ll ruin your brand.”

He ambled away. She took a sip. The bourbon burned like honesty — pleasant in theory, unpleasant in practice.

Tex did the math out of habit. Three expired relationships. Two half-finished degrees before she earned her doctorate, which was currently criminally underutilized. A variable number of cats, currently three, who’d figured out the treat drawer password. Her parents still thought she worked in “consulting,” which was technically true if one considered freelancing in magical clean-up a kind of cosmic consultancy.

The door opened. The air changed.

It wasn’t the usual bar draft — this was electric. The neon light stuttered, steadied, then flared too bright. The jukebox hiccuped mid-verse. Every beer glass in the place vibrated just enough for people to glance around and decide, collectively, not to notice.

And then she walked in.

No, not walked — arrived.

A tall woman, all cool edges and deliberate movement, stepped out of the rain and into the sort of silence that comes before revelation or disaster. She wore a long coat the color of thunderclouds and carried herself like she’d never once stumbled over her own dignity. Her hair was pinned back with precision that suggested engineering, and her eyes — gray-silver and impossible to look at — took one scan around the Rusty Nail and filed the entire establishment under unfortunate necessity.

Tex felt the air around her tighten. Ozone. Always ozone.

The woman approached with unhurried purpose. She didn’t sidestep the wobbling stool, the spilled beer, or the drunk in the trucker cap trying to flirt with his reflection in the jukebox. Somehow, they all seemed to avoid her without ever moving. She passed through the crowd as though gravity had been instructed to yield.

When she reached Tex’s booth, she didn’t ask permission. She sat. The vinyl didn’t dare squeak.

Tex raised her glass in lazy salute. “Well, if this isn’t my birthday miracle. Finally, a woman who looks like she can ruin my credit and my life.”

The stranger tilted her head, not sitting quite back, not leaning forward. “Flattery implies persuasion. Persuasion implies consent. Neither seem relevant.”

Tex smirked, leaning on her elbow. “You sure? You’ve got that ‘mysterious stranger with unresolved issues and great hair’ thing going. I could be persuaded.”

A flicker—barely there—crossed the woman’s face, the smallest crack in composure. “I see your coping mechanisms remain intact.”

“Oh, so we’ve met? Fantastic. Saves time. What’s your name, or do I keep calling you Hot Tax Audit?”

That earned a blink. A slow one. “Ms. Moran—”

“Tex,” she corrected automatically. “Everyone calls me Tex. Except bill collectors. You one of those?”

The woman’s eyes narrowed faintly. “Not in any mortal sense.”

Tex grinned, too far gone on bourbon and bravado to stop. “Then maybe you’re here to make me an offer I can’t refuse.”

“Not an offer.” The words landed softly, but the air around them seemed to tighten. “An obligation.”

Tex cocked her head. “That’s a weird way to start a conversation. You sure this isn’t foreplay?”

“Enough.”

The word wasn’t shouted. It didn’t need to be. It slipped through the air like a thread pulled taut, and suddenly Tex couldn’t breathe around the impulse to speak. Her voice stopped mid-smirk. Her body obeyed without permission.

The stranger’s expression softened—not smug, but something quieter. Regret, maybe. “Better,” she said softly, as if the silence itself were a spell restored to balance. “You don’t understand the weight of words. Not yet.”

Tex forced a breath, throat burning as control returned. “Lady,” she rasped, “if that was your idea of a safe word, it needs work.”

A single eyebrow rose. “Alexandra Xanthe Moran,” she said, voice as crisp as a freshly notarized contract. “You owe me a child.”

Tex blinked. “...I beg your pardon?”

“Pardon granted.” The woman folded her hands, perfectly symmetrical. “Ms. Moran—”

“I told you, I’m Tex.”

That earned her the smallest flicker of surprise. “How do you derive Tex from Alexandra Xanthe Moran?”

Tex sighed, the sound halfway between confession and complaint. “Bad parental decisions and a working knowledge of algebra. My mother was a huge Piers Anthony fan—named me after Xanth, stuck an e on the end because she thought it looked classy. Problem was, Alexandra Xanthe sounded like someone was echoing herself. So I took the A, multiplied it by L, got T, added it to ex, and—voilà—Tex.”

For a heartbeat, something sparked behind the woman’s eyes—a flash of genuine amusement, or maybe recognition. Then it was gone. “Noted. However, the contract used your full legal designation.”

“Okay.” Tex leaned back. “Definitely not a pickup line.”

Lightning flared outside, punctuating the absurdity. A few bulbs popped overhead; Eddie swore. The scent of ozone sharpened. Sparks danced along the rim of Tex’s bourbon glass — tiny, polite arcs like someone trying out pyromancy for the first time.

The woman didn’t flinch.

“You signed an agreement eight years ago,” she said. “Fulfillment is overdue.”

Tex blinked again. “I’m pretty sure I was busy failing differential equations eight years ago. What kind of agreement are we talking here? Gym membership? Student loans? ’Cause those I believe.”

“Magical contract,” the woman said. “Filed under Arcane Ethics, subsection Six, clause three. I’m Morgan Vale, your witch of record.”

Tex laughed, a little too loudly. “Sure you are. And I’m the Tooth Fairy’s tax accountant.”

Morgan didn’t even arch a brow. “If humor is your primary defense mechanism, consider updating your arsenal. That one’s expired. Besides, I know his accountant, and she looks nothing like you.”

The quip landed like a gavel.

Tex opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again. “You’re serious.”

Morgan inclined her head. “Habitually.”

Fear and fascination got into a slap-fight in Tex’s chest. She should have been terrified — and she was — but she was also catastrophically aware of how good this woman looked under bad lighting. “I like your coat,” she said before she could stop herself.

“I like punctuality,” Morgan replied. “Yet here we are.”

Tex stared. “Oh my God. You’re real.”

Morgan’s mouth curved, faintly, as though real amused her. “You recall the ritual.”

“Ritual?”

“Eight years ago.” Morgan’s tone shifted — professorial, patient, terrifyingly calm. “A demonstration involving an invocation of consent as magical contract.”

Tex frowned. “Eight years ago? First year of grad school. Ritual Linguistics. You—” Her voice caught. “You were my professor.”

Morgan didn’t blink. “I was your instructor of record, yes. You were the volunteer who failed to read the fine print.”

“Oh no,” Tex groaned, dropping her face into her hands. “This is about the circle thing, isn’t it?”

“The circle thing,” Morgan repeated, dry as martini vermouth. “The binding you entered into without due diligence. You offered your will ‘in mutual pursuit of purpose.’ The universe heard you. So did I.”

Tex’s brain scrambled. “You mean that glowy-gold nonsense was real?”

“Magic rarely appreciates being called nonsense.”

“I was twenty-three and drunk on academic validation!”

“Intent,” Morgan said, “does not nullify outcome.”

Tex exhaled through her teeth. “Okay, fine. Let’s say this contract thing exists. What does it want? And why are you showing up almost a decade later demanding I — and I quote — owe you a child?”

Morgan produced a small, leather-bound folder from somewhere in the void between dimensions and impeccable tailoring. She opened it with the solemnity of a banker reviewing foreclosures. “The contract stipulated fulfillment upon the manifestation of shared creation.”

Tex blinked. “Shared... creation?”

“In lay terms,” Morgan said, “a firstborn.”

Tex leaned back. “Lady, the only thing I’ve given birth to since grad school is debt.”

“That tracks,” Morgan murmured.

Tex threw her hands up. “What happens if I don’t have a kid?”

“Then the contract remains open,” Morgan said. “Unfulfilled magic is volatile. It accrues interest.”

“Great,” Tex muttered. “Even my metaphors have student loans.”

Morgan’s lips twitched, a flash of amusement before professionalism locked it away. “I am here to resolve the matter before volatility becomes catastrophic.”

“So you’re basically a magical repo agent.”

“If necessary,” she said smoothly. “Though I prefer an amicable resolution.”

Tex stared. “Amicable. You showed up in a thunderstorm to accuse me of reproductive negligence.”

Morgan considered that. “Admittedly, phrased that way, it sounds less professional.”
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