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One lone fae stood solemnly atop a desolate crag. Dark, desolate blue-grey rocks sitting atop a sandy plane, breaking on either side with a massive gouge running in to a dry rocky outcrop with greenery springing up along the edges of a small river at the middle.


Tiss Sprigbind stood at the edge looking down along the narrow cliff path which led to the bottom. The massive walls leading to the valley below felt like some dark unassailable fortress warding off those foolish enough to seek their doom inside. Maybe that’s what it was. Certainly it was the kind of place some vile creatures would gladly call home. Through her heavily patched, though once fashionable silver-rimmed glasses the young Fairy was sure she could make out a small clutch of young stone drakes fighting over a fresh kill somewhere far up the river near where the waterfall fed it. She should be thankful her path didn’t take her that way. But realistically speaking, that might have been easier.


“Aright, Tiss. You can do this. You have to.” The red panda muttered to herself. She looked up to see a big black pair of bird eyes staring at her. Winnow. Lord Blackerose’s mount. Or at least, normally she was. The shiny orbs shon with some animal understanding amid the onyx black feathers that lined her face. The massive Chocobo clicked her beak a few times and let out a soft wark sound.


Tiss smiled a touch. “It’s ok, girl. It’s ok. We’re here to fix your Master. Don’t you worry.” It was a hollow reassurance. One that Tiss absolutely didn’t feel in her heart of hearts. Not that the bird was likely to understand anyways. Lord Blackrose, Alistair, just had to go and get himself cursed by some twisted cheiftess. Stupid, handsome, noble fool that he was. Really it was all Pim’s fault. Though the other fairy among them was not someone Tiss felt she’d pine for if his foolishness finally caught up with him.


She stopped herself at that thought. It was foolish, yes. But then it was probably foolish of her to make the trek alone. Valaria and Faiza could have come. Either of them, or both if they could leave the two cursed men aboard Faiza’s airship. But the captain of the ‘Lucky Dinar’ would have probably insisted on trying to sneak her way in and stealing the totem in some grand display of skill. As for Valaria? The dragon born would have probably stuck to her paladin’s oath and tried talking the beast to death before doing what needs to be done.


“No, girl. It has to be me. Just me.” Tiss finally sighed. Her hand idly brushing the shockingly soft plums of the bird that had bore her this far. True she could probably ride Winnow the rest of the way down. Maybe even get some help from the warmount. But no. It had to be her and it had to be her way.


The fairy girl took a moment more to check herself over. The black and white finery of her Silverquill uniform shone about as well as it would after her usual mending spell. It felt like a lifetime since she’d been torn from Strixhaven, and somehow the uniform almost felt a bit small in the wispy fae. She had her spell-top in her bag, the strap only slightly bumping against the base of her black-and-jade wings. She also had her Smartphone. The spell app loaded up just in case she needed something for a fast getaway. She  froze for a moment upon patting the familiar pouch sewn into her garments. Nutty wasn’t there. It took her a moment to remember she’d left the little mechanical familiar back on the ship. No sense in it, or Winnow, being put at risk for this.


“Aright Tiss. You can do this.” She said again, only to wince as she realized she’d already said that. With as much confidence as she could muster the little wizard began fluttering her way down towards the mouth of the cave, where the Ogre-mage dwelled.

--------------------


It took everything Hui had to keep herself from running. She’d walked around in front of the door long enough that it was a shock it hadn’t opened all on its own. It hadn’t. The room’s sole occupant likely busy with actual work. Hui paused for a moment as the wah began wondering if that might be a good excuse. Maybe she could use that as a way out. Or maybe she should just run.


That split second of wondering was enough to end any thoughts of escape, though. The office door swung open and Miss Blake stood there. Towering over the red panda girl with her brick wall of a body. Hui was never one to ‘read’ faces. But she could tell there was at least a bit of annoyance in the wolverine’s eyes. One heavy grey-brown furred paw gripping at the door frame as Miss Blake leaned in and tilted her head quizzically.


“You need something, Miss Sang?” The intimidating growl of a voice was more calm than usual. It was entirely possible that the wah had grown accustomed to the woman and her ‘motivational’ screaming to the point where a normal voice just felt off. Either way it somehow unnerved her all the more. As did those sharp blue eyes cutting right though her.


“Miss Blake. I, I need to you.” Hui said with a confidence she absolutely didn’t feel. Paws clenched into fists as she arched herself up on her tiptoes.


The wolverine didn’t seem to notice. She might have looked uncomfortable. Or annoyed. Honestly the strain of trying to read the expression on her face was almost too much for Hui to take. It was a few moments before the girl realized she was staring, and a few moments more before she was aware that the teacher was staring back. Blank annoyance now added to whatever else was going on with her expression. A look that sent fear though the schoolgirl’s heart.


“… I mean talk to you, talk to you. Ma’am. In your office. I-if that’s ok.” Hui doubled down


“Look, kid.” The woman took a big grey-furred paw from the door frame and shoved it into her pocket. “If you’re looking to complain about the volleyball teams, don’t. Ok? I’m not trying to single you or Parker out for being short. Honestly you’re the only one who’ll willingly do anything with her after we tried basketball. I don’t…” She trailed off when the words got no real reaction from Hui. The broad stone block of a woman stepping aside and ushering the student into the green and beige hell of her office without another word.


It was just as much a shock to Hui as she walked in and sat herself down in one of the uncomfortable metal chairs. The paltry excuse for foam padding had likely worn away before Ms Blake even got the job here and the small gap in the seat made Hui worry her big bushy tail was going to get caught and need tools to extradite her. 


“I‘m sorry, Miss Blake. I know you probably want to go home. I promise this wont‘ take too long. I just, well. Ok it‘s kind of complicated. Well not kinda complicated. It ‘is‘ complicated. See. Justin ended up stranded at my house during the blizzard. His mom didn‘t want him trying to walk home even though it‘s not far because I guess she worried he‘d fall and get stuck or something. I mean it was really bad. Plus my parents were out so that ‘really‘ freaked them out. Even though we‘re both responsible and we both know not to have sex. I mean it‘s tempting. Like, really tempting. But we need to be more established in life before we think about kids. A-anyways“ 


Hui paused as she realized she‘d been keeping her eyes fixed on Ms. Blake‘s desk the whole time. She was suddenly aware of her tail having fluffed up behind her. The blush on her cheek. She could feel the wolverine gazing at her though those blonde tresses. Her sharp green eyes boring a hole into Hui. The same sinister look she seemed to get every time she fucked up at gym. Which meant every day at gym. Finally she just bit her lip and leaned in, doing her best to meet her teacher‘s gaze.


“I know.” Hui finally spat it out. 


She sat there watching the teacher intently. The wolverine’s face going from stern annoyance, to realization, and finally to barely hidden concern. Miss Blake took a considerably long moment to collect herself before leaning on to the desk. Her elbows seemed like they’d snap the cheap wood atop the heavy metal frame at any moment. She looked at Hui for what seemed like forever, before finally speaking in a mostly calm voice.


“So then, is there a reason I’m talking to you and not ‘other people’?” She said about as calmly as she could


“Other people?” The wah took a moment to process that. Her eyes finally lighting up with realization as she sat up a bit straighter in the chair. Her body trying and failing to show some sort of authority she flat out didn’t have in her day to day life. “No. I haven’t told anyone else. Yet.” She was quick to add the last word. The fact that she actually had something akin to leverage in all of this allowing her a small jolt of assurance. “I mean, I admit I thought it was weird when you started showing up at the games and helping out my Ma- my boyfriend. And my brother.”

“Yeah.” The wolverine muttered “You know your boyfriend is kind of a lunkhead, right? If he keeps picking fights like that he’s gonna get his ass beat.”

“He has.” Hui grumbled “I mean you know about that already. Like with the- HEY! That’s not what we’re talking about!” The red panda girl slammed her palms on the table and leaned up as far as she dared. Growling, then backing down almost instantly. “That’s not why I’m here. I’m here because, well, I mean, I’m here to make some ground rules!”

“Ground rules?” Ms. Blake blinked. “So, what. You gonna blackmail me, kid?”

Hui slumped her head and winced at the word. “Y-you don’t have to put it like that, Miss Blake.”

“Why not?” The teacher shrugged. “It’s what I did. We both know how fucked this situation is. You ‘should’ be telling the principal. Or Someone else. Anyone else. Your parents, maybe.”

“I should.” Hui nodded. “And I will, unless-”

“And that, kid, is blackmail.” The woman nodded.


Hui was sure she could see some panic in her gym teacher’s face. Not that she dared to really let herself think the terrifying Miss Blake was capable of any such feelings. The teen took a few hard breaths to steady herself. Somehow the fact that she was being told all of this by the monster she’d come here to ‘slay’ was only making her feel less confident and far less sure of herself.


“First.” Hui said as calmly as she could. “I need to know that when this semester is over, this is all done.”

“After the semester?” The teacher seemed off guard now, quirking her brow as she gazed at the girl.


“You have tried to help Justin. I donno if it’s to make him behave or what. B-but it’s helping. The job helps. A-and he’s stopped trying to fight as much. Well for now at least. That’s not enough for me to think any of this is ok. Because it’s not. It’s really not!”

“Kid, you’ve got the power here. It ends whenever you say it ends.” The woman sighed. “What I’m wondering is why let it go on for the few more months in the first place. Yeah Flannery is doing a bit better but he can do that regardless.”

“Because you’re teaching him.” The wah finally confessed. A deep blush hitting her cheeks. “Most of what we know about any of this is from books. He wants to be safe. ‘We’ want to be safe. The whole thing makes me feel really… confused. And funny. I don’t know. I don’t think I like it. But I mean, he never really considered even touching another boy before. And now he is. That’s kinda, well it’s kinda hot. And he’s learning a lot. Plus that tattoo is ‘really’ sexy.” The wah giggle-snorted as she said it. Looking away bashfully and hugging her tail up to her face.


“You realize that’s kinda fucked up, right?” Tabs muttered. “’You helped my boyfriend realize he might be bi’ isn’t exactly the most wholesome of motives there, Miss Sang.”

“I’m not a wholesome girl.” Hui chirped back. She then blinked and put a paw to her lips “S-sorry, Miss Blake.”

The older woman let out an exasperated sigh. Her eyes flickering a moment as she looked the girl over once more. “So I keep doing this until the school year ends, and you hold off on telling anyone until then?” the teacher muttered the words carefully. Her tone what Hui imagined one would hear from someone contemplating a wish spell with a djinn. An idea she quickly stored away for later.


It took a while before the red panda girl finally collected herself enough to stand and look  the teacher in the eye. It wasn’t something Hui was used to doing. She never did it, really. Well, she did with her Master but that was about it. She swallowed back all of the discomfort and shook her head firmly “If you do, Then I won’t say anything. Master thinks this training is helping him. He thinks it’s good for him. Like an apprenticeship. We agreed not to make things worse.”

“And Collin?” the wolverine muttered.


“Chen…won’t talk to me.” Hui sighed. That’s between you and him. But he’s still my brother. If you do anything to hurt him. Or Justin, I-”

“I already told you, Miss Sang. You have all the power here. This isn’t some ‘negotiation’ bullshit. You say stop, I stop. You call the cops, I got no way out. Still not sure why either of you are ok with this still.” She sighed. “But fine. You want to do it this way, we do it this way.”

“I… uh… was not expecting that.” Hui muttered “I admit, I don‘t really know how to react.”

The teacher simply sat silently. Hui could feel that gaze on her. She didn‘t dare look. She was sure if she did, she‘d be crushed by some giant club or burned to a crisp by a fireball. Well, not really, obviously. Not that her stomach knew the difference as it leaped around and churned in nervous anticipation. “S-so everything you‘re doing… it‘s teaching. Right? That‘s what we agree on. He‘s learning from an experienced dommie. That‘s just SSC, right?”

“Right.” The wolverine finally replied.


Hui nodded and stood. She then gave a small bow, once again surprising herself with the gesture. “O-okay. Just… just remember. If things go too far.” She sighed and shook her head before turning to leave. Pausing only long enough to look back nervously and chirp out “Ok Miss Blake, thank you!”

With that Hui dashed off towards the main hallway to get to her locker. She needed to get her things and go home. After all of this, she needed about a week of sleep. Thank goodness winter break was coming.

--------------------


Tabs could still feel herself shivering as she made it outside. She’d managed to keep it together from her desk out into the parking lot behind the gym. Her legs were threatening to give out even from that short distance.


It still didn’t seem real. The wolverine woman tried to let her mind catch up with her body while she inhaled heavy gulps of fresh air. The cold of it stung her lungs, and naturally she’d forgotten her jacket like an idiot. But she was far more concerned with the agony in her stomach. A gnawing, twisting knot that had taken root at some point in her conversation with the Sang girl.


She wanted a drink. Something to fix the chill of terror running down her spine or the heat radiating from her chest. Of course she didn’t have any booze on hand. She’d have to be a pretty shitty teacher to keep that at school. Her mind kept running over the conversation. How calm she’d been. How unnatural it all felt. Like a dream. Her thoughts had been clear but in the back of her head some part of her had been screaming. Even if she knew this shit was coming, she hadn’t expected it like this. Not from Justine’s little girlfriend. Especially not seeing her actually attempt to wrangle the situation instead of stopping it and getting the principal.


That whole scene just kept looping around in her head while the woman paced. Her chest heaving in the icy air and blowing out gouts of steam. Thoughts raced more quickly than she could keep them.  At some point the walking stopped and a pain began to bloom in her paw. A moment later told her why. The fist was planted firmly into the wall. Knuckles throbbing where they landed right between two of the bricks. The paw shot under her armpit a split second later as Tabs slammed her boot against the icy sidewalk and bit back a growl of pain.


“Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck!” She smashed the heel of her boot back into the wall and rammed her shoulder into it as if the impotent blows would somehow dull the pain. 


“Uh, you ok, Miss Blake?”

Tabs tensed up at the voice. She twisted around and nearly fell as her boot hit the icy ground wrong. She steadied herself just time to see a familiar form gazing up at her.


“Oh, Parker. What are you doing here?” She muttered giving her hand another shake.


“I, uh, well, Hui said she saw you coming out here.” the student muttered. She leaned to one side trying to get a better look at the hand now compressed under Tabs’ arm. “You hurt your hand?”

“It’s nothing.” Tabs muttered. “What are you doing out here?”

“I’m parked out here.” The badger girl said as she gestured out to the small collection of mostly student cars. “Plus I wanted to ask you something. I ran into Hui on the way out. She talk to you about the volleyball thing again?”

The lack of malice on Parker’s face was a bit of comfort for the teacher. She’d done some sessions of Shadowrun with both her and Sang by now. It would be wrong to say Sang was dumb by any stretch. But the red panda was more, innocent? That probably wasn’t the right word considering what she knew the girl got up to. But Tabs couldn’t for the life of her think of a better way to describe it.


Parker was not, and if she knew more Tabs was pretty sure she’d be saying something now. Even as the two stood there out in the cold she imagined the little perception rolls going on in the badger’s brain. It was just enough for Tabs to sigh and offer the most placating smirk she could under the circumstances. “I’m just kinda stressed out. It’s nothing. Probably gonna go home and relax with some video poker. Maybe finish up my Daemonettes.”

Becky stifled a laugh at this. “What’s so funny?” The wolverine muttered. Even as she asked she could feel the blush on her cheeks hitting the cold. Her fur trapping the heat and cutting the cold like a knife.


“Oh come on, coach.” Becky chuckled “You have to admit it’s kinda funny.”

“So you kids can play those kind of games but I can’t, is that it?” Tabs muttered.


“What? No. First of all I don’t play that game. Mom never wanted me to hang out that much at Ryan’s house anyways.”

“Who?” Tabs tilted her head.


“Our big cousin. He’s the one who taught Justin all this stuff. Mom didn’t like me being around though because his friend was always smoking pot. Besides editing software and camera equipment are all expensive. I can’t afford the plastic crack habit.”

The older woman simply nodded and leaned back against the wall, soaking up what heat she could though the bricks. “Yeah, well, at least one of you knows how to be responsible. So what do you need? Probably gonna go finish up my paperwork and head home in a minute.” Tabs’ eyes narrowed “And yes, gym teachers still have paperwork. We do more than just eat up an hour of your day, you know.”

“I didn’t say anything.” Becky shook her head. “I just, well I need some help with something and I don’t really have anyone else I can ask. Literally. See, It’s about Collin. I want to do something special for him. For Christmas. But not for ‘him’ him. I mean, well” she sighed “I want to do something to show I really do like him. and think he’s cute. Even as an Otokonoko.”

Finally the cold was too much for Tabs to take. She walked around the badger girl and hauled open one of the big metal doors, standing half way in the blessed warmth of her gym while still gazing at the badger girl. “One of these days you kids are going to drive me nuts with your nerd speak.” Tabs muttered


“Weren’t you just talking about Daemonettes, coach?” Becky smirked.


The wolverine winced again and gave her paw one final shake to ensure it was moving properly and she hadn’t broken anything. “Just come out with it.”

“I mean, ok, he likes to crossdress. Maybe more. And it’s, it’s cute. It’s ‘really’ cute. And I think I really like him. I really want to do something special for him but I don’t know what. I want to ask Hui but she… well… she likes things with Justin that I’m not sure about. I think he likes them too. But I don’t know. And even if he does” The girl was blushing by now. Her tail thudded from side to side as it smacked the side of the door and brushed the mound of snow piled up beside it. “I think he likes girls more like you.” She finally said “And I can’t ask anyone else because I won’t out him to people and make the teasing worse or make his parents mad. So, I need to ask you. If you were me and you met a boy like Collin, what would you get for him? Or do?”

For the second time that day Tabs felt a gut punch. It was as if the whole world had focused down onto a single point and smashed her in the stomach. Some small part of her mid even went back to the pain of being shot. Once again she could feel herself stumbling into the gym on a bit of auto pilot. Her paw pushed the door open further, shoving the packed snow aside with remarkable ease.


“Ok kid.” She sighed “Come on in, let’s have a talk.”

