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  Chapter one
The Sanctum’s Gift


Evan Carter was the last person alive in Middleton’s North Tower, and it wasn’t even finals week. The only witnesses to his slow, caffeinated demise were the fluorescent light buzzing with the intent to drive him mad, the rotting remains of the hall’s communal microwave, and a stack of library books so overdue their fines had started to accrue their own interest. He hunched over his laptop in the sallow-lit dorm room, the pale rectangle of the screen reflecting off his unshaven jaw, his eyes two hollowed-out slots above it. There was a stink to the air, a damp-sock and oversteeped coffee funk that no amount of peppermint oil or febreeze could dispel. He'd stopped trying to fix it weeks ago. 
He could hear the hum in his skull, like a chorus of tiny dentists, but the only real noise was the erratic clack of his own typing. And it wasn’t even productive clacking. Half his tabs were JSTOR articles on arcane ritual, half were half-finished Amazon carts (always one click from “Buy Now,” never with the actual balls to commit). The rest were deep-dive YouTube explainers about cults, hypnosis, or “the science of power” as if the algorithm itself had diagnosed his exact failing: Evan Carter, chronic underachiever, twenty-eight, male, and as of last Thursday, possibly a pervert.
He flicked a glance at the time. 2:07 a.m. Normal people, people with lives and functioning dopamine circuits, would be asleep, having sensible dreams about flying or showing up to class naked. Instead, Evan tried to write his thesis on “Power and Performative Agency in Modern Neo-Paganism” while his mind played a loop of the previous night. No, not the full night, just the moment, the infinitesimal blip where Nora Vale had looked him in the eyes and whispered—actual, literal whisper—“master.”
He squeezed his eyes shut, so hard he saw nebulae. This was the real plague of the North Tower: Not black mold or creeping mildew, but shame that kept regenerating, no matter how often you tried to wash it down the drain.
It had started as research, of course. He’d been recruited as a “neutral observer” by Dr. Voss, who held that all fieldwork should be approached with academic detachment, which in practice meant sitting on the floor of a drafty rooftop under an industrial moon, taking notes as three undergrads burned incense and pretended to summon ancient sex goddesses. Nora had been the odd one, the art kid with the nun-like hair and the cardigan that could smother a bear. She was always last to speak and first to blush. He’d assumed she was a token recruit, dragged in by Elise or one of the other blonde, giggly acolytes with their next-level eyeliner and their spiced-wine giggles.
But Nora had the voice. Even whispering, it could strip paint. And when she’d finished the chant, when the others had peeled off for selfies and post-ritual snacks, she’d turned to Evan—Evan, the only one not in a circle, not even close, just half-hiding behind his Moleskine—and said, “Thank you, master.”
It was probably a joke. There was always the possibility she’d been mocking him, or mocking the whole process, which would have made her the first human being to ever bother mocking Evan Carter to his face. The phrase clung to his cortex like a burr.
He was supposed to be writing about ritual. That was the job. Not fantasizing about small women with enormous eyes and even bigger secrets, not spinning little “what ifs” in his skull every time his hands wandered beneath the waistband of his sweats. But his mind, apparently, did not get the memo. Or more likely, it did, and gleefully binned it in the recycling folder of the universe.
He shook his head, trying to clear it. Instead, the vision sharpened. Nora kneeling. Nora’s bare knees on cold concrete, a slight tremble in her calf. Nora’s lips, slightly chapped, pulling into a smile as she whispered it again. “Master.” Was it so hard for the universe to send him one woman who didn’t immediately see through him? Was it so much to ask?
He glanced at the one photo he had of her, swiped from the department Facebook. In the photo she wore a hoodie and stood with arms crossed, glaring at the camera like she was ready to murder whoever said cheese. It did nothing to diminish the effect.
He leaned back in his chair, the vinyl groaning beneath him. His cock, as always, refused to be ignored. The shame was baked in, part of the circuitry now. He told himself it was only a passing urge, a byproduct of stress and stimulants and—oh, right—a complete lack of sex since the Clinton administration. (The younger Clinton. He wasn’t that ancient.)
But the fantasy looped on repeat. He tried to derail it by thinking of his last girlfriend, which only made it worse. Rachel had been the kind of person who’d label her orgasms “efficient.” She’d been smarter than him, richer, and wholly immune to his singular charms. They’d broken up by mutual ghosting, which Evan had heard was the highest form of closure in his generation. When he tried to picture Rachel on her knees, she popped up in a blazer, reading out the Wikipedia entry for “kink-shaming.”
Nora, though. Nora didn’t shame. She submitted, with a kind of quiet conviction that obliterated irony. Even in memory, she looked him dead in the eye. He wondered, briefly, if she knew what it did to him.
He made it three more paragraphs into his paper before his hand slipped. First just resting on his thigh, then moving up, until the only thing between him and the inevitable was the hope that the ghost of his childhood priest was too busy haunting someone else’s dorm room.
He slid his hand inside. The touch of his own skin felt alien, disconnected. He’d done this a thousand times before, but now it was as if the act had been reprogrammed, the pleasure vectors rewired to make him need her approval, her gaze, her voice saying that word. The word he wasn’t allowed to want.
He resisted for a full two minutes, reading and re-reading the same passage in a monograph about Victorian sex cults, pretending he was still in charge of his own brain. But by then he was already stiff, the ache deep in his gut. His breath sounded raw in his ears.
He opened another tab and searched for “submissive ritual girl kneeling.” The images that came up were almost cartoonish, filtered through five layers of cheap porn and worse memes. None of them looked like Nora, but he clicked through anyway, ignoring the shame spiral. He’d never see these women, never meet them at a conference, never have to look them in the eye and pretend it wasn’t him on the other end of the click. With Nora, he’d have to see her again, probably tomorrow, and the memory of this moment would dig claws into his brain.
He palmed his dick, sliding the fabric down until it pressed hot against his hand. He imagined her kneeling between his legs, eyes wide, fingers trembling as she waited for him to say what came next. In the fantasy, he was articulate, commanding, nothing like the actual, living Evan Carter. In the fantasy, she wanted him to tell her what to do.
He started stroking, slowly, like he was afraid of being caught by a roommate he didn’t even have. It felt illicit, dangerous, like opening a forbidden book in the library and finding his own name in the margins. The sensations blurred—pressure and friction, the cold edge of the desk biting into his wrist. His brain fizzed with static, every part of him on edge.
In the fantasy, Nora’s cardigan slid off her shoulders, pooling around her elbows. Her hair, usually wound so tight it looked like it might snap, tumbled loose down her back. She crawled forward, pale knees on the wood, hands clasped in her lap as she waited for him. “Master,” she said, again and again, her voice growing steadier each time. “Master, please. Master, I want to serve.”
He choked on a laugh, half disgust, half delirium. He’d never admitted it to anyone, not even himself, not until the words spilled out of her mouth in real life. Some part of him must have signaled it, must have radiated his secret need for control, the one he’d buried beneath years of progressive reading and carefully calibrated humility.
He came with a stifled gasp, biting the inside of his cheek to keep the noise down. The orgasm was like a seizure, his toes curling so hard they cramped. He hunched over, nearly knocking the mug of pens onto the floor, his other hand gripping the desk for dear life.
When it was over, when the white-out receded and the buzzing returned, the guilt hit like a slap. He was sweating, trembling, dick wilting pathetically in his palm. He grabbed the first tissue in reach and wiped himself off, tossing the balled-up wad into the corner where it joined its fallen brethren. It looked obscene, a tiny, deflated ghost.
He took a deep breath. It did not help. The shame stayed, burrowed in the softest part of him.
What was wrong with him? He’d read Foucault, he’d done the workshops, he’d signed the petition to get more gender-neutral bathrooms on campus. He was a good person, or at least trying to be. He shouldn’t be getting off on the idea of a woman kneeling to him, especially not one as vulnerable as Nora.
But the fantasy didn’t care about ethics, or power structures, or the difference between academia and actual life. It wanted what it wanted, and now, having had a taste, it would never shut up.
He stared at his laptop. The cursor blinked in the middle of a half-written sentence. He tried to remember what he’d been saying before the spiral took over, but the words looked like a dead language.
He closed the lid and pressed his face into his hands, groaning into his palms. Sleep was impossible, but he shut off the lamp and climbed into his narrow, prison-issue bed anyway, wrapping himself in the scratchy comforter like a mummy. The hum of the light fixture kept going, like it was laughing at him.
As he drifted into the thin, unsettled sleep of the guilt-ridden, he saw her again. Nora, kneeling, waiting for instruction. Only this time, when he tried to speak, nothing came out. Her eyes glittered in the dark, patient and knowing. He woke three hours later, sheets twisted around his legs, cock already half-hard and throbbing with need.
It was going to be a long semester.

      ***He woke up late and almost called in dead. The phone, when he reached for it, felt like a brick. The unread notification count was a quadruple-digit number—mostly automated Canvas reminders and the last dozen “You can do it!” texts from the university’s wellness AI, which had not, in fact, fixed his depression. He muted the notifications, swung his feet to the floor, and tripped over a splayed library book, which folded like a dying fish under his heel.
“Fuck me,” he muttered, then immediately wished he hadn’t. He’d spent the night trying to not think about being fucked, or doing the fucking, and the universe seemed determined to keep the concept alive in the first minute of his waking day.
In the mirror, he looked like a forensic sketch of himself. The hair, which was always some flavor of messy, had graduated to semi-sentient; his eyes were puffed up, shot through with red, like he’d spent the night weeping into a pillow of synthetic caffeine. (He hadn’t, but it was a close thing.)
He threw on the first cleanish shirt in reach—a baby blue Oxford with a coffee ring on the cuff—and buttoned it up to the second-from-the-top, because fuck it, he was not a priest. As he left the room, he checked his fly three times, convinced that his dick might spring into view of its own volition. The only thing scarier than the thought of anyone seeing it was the thought of someone wanting to.
It was just past sunrise when he slipped into the lecture hall. Dr. Voss, who taught with the air of a woman allergic to bullshit, was already mid-lecture. Evan tried to slip into the back row with the guiltless air of a man who’d been awake for hours and definitely had his life together.
But he saw Nora as soon as he entered. She was in her usual spot, two rows down and one aisle over, perched on the edge of her seat like she was ready to bolt. The cardigan today was navy and, if anything, even larger; she’d cinched it at the waist with a length of yellow ribbon, turning it into a sort of DIY cocoon. She hadn’t noticed him, but the moment he sat, she looked over her shoulder. Their eyes met for a flash—a microsecond of silent panic, as if they’d both just realized the other was a witness to some hideous crime.
He tried to look away, but the effect lingered. He could see the blush rising from her throat, blooming in her cheeks. She dropped her eyes, scribbled something in a battered notebook, and twisted a strand of hair around her finger until it nearly cut off circulation. Evan felt his own pulse pick up.
Voss’s voice boomed through the hall. “Every ritual, no matter how trivial, is a performance of power. If you don’t believe me, just try to get a group of undergrads to chant in unison.” A dry chuckle rippled through the room; Voss was the kind of professor who didn’t need to try for authority. She radiated it from every angle, her sharp jawline and silver bob giving her the look of a CEO with a minor in martial arts.
Evan forced himself to take notes. It was harder than it should be. Every sentence, every observation about “authority” and “submission,” boomeranged back to Nora, to last night’s fever-dream, to the sweet humiliation of waking up hard and stained. He tried to make the notes sterile: “Ritual as social technology—cf. Durkheim.” “Embodied agency—cf. Turner.” But even that word, “embodied,” made his mind go places it absolutely should not have been at nine a.m.
He risked another glance at Nora. This time, she was staring straight ahead, lips moving as she repeated Voss’s words under her breath, like a nun reciting psalms. The urge to apologize, to explain, to beg for forgiveness, surged up in his chest. He could feel the compulsion again, the itch behind his breastbone.
He wondered if it was some kind of post-hypnotic suggestion, like the books said. He remembered reading about “imprinted obedience” in his last binge session, a theory that said once someone experienced the sharp end of true submission, it reconfigured the brain. Maybe it was the same for him, but in reverse: the sharp end of command, the intoxicating taste of someone else’s surrender. He’d never had it before. Now it was all he could think about.
Class ended with a volley of questions—none of them from Evan—and a dismissive wave from Voss, who immediately buried herself in grading at the podium. The herd of students shuffled out, but Nora lingered, packing her bag with delicate, almost ceremonial care. Evan waited, dithering by the door, heart thumping so loudly he was sure it must be visible. He tried to psych himself up: Just say hi. Just ask if she wants to talk. Don’t be a fucking creep.
As soon as the crowd thinned, he moved in. “Hey, Nora,” he said, keeping his voice low and casual. It came out hoarse, like he’d been gargling sand.
She looked up, eyes wide. For a second, she didn’t say anything, and he wondered if she’d forgotten his name. Then: “Hi.” Barely above a whisper.
“Uh, do you have a sec?” He gestured to the door, trying to signal “I come in peace.” She followed, shuffling her feet, hands clamped around the strap of her messenger bag.
The hallway was still, the last stragglers of the class shuffling toward the exit. Nora hovered by the wall, blinking up at him.
“I just…” he started, then immediately forgot the rest of his sentence. “About last night. On the roof. I didn’t mean to—uh—interrupt, or anything. I was just doing notes for Voss, and, uh—” He trailed off.
She stared at him with enormous, unblinking eyes. “You didn’t interrupt,” she said.
“Oh,” he said. “That’s good. Because, you know, it’s important to have boundaries. Especially in…um, ritual contexts.” He cringed internally, but couldn’t stop. “I just, I wanted to make sure everything was, you know, cool.”
For a moment, she just stared. Then, without warning, her face went slack. She blinked once, twice, her lips parting just slightly. “Everything is cool,” she said, but it sounded mechanical, like she was reading it off an invisible cue card.
He felt a weird prickle at the back of his neck.
Nora’s bag slipped from her shoulder, thunking softly to the tile. She bent, slowly, to pick it up, but instead of rising, she knelt. Right there, in the hallway, knees together, head bowed.
Evan’s mouth went dry.
A pair of students passed by, giggling. One of them—a short, sharp-featured blonde in a crimson hoodie—gave Evan a side-eye and said, “Kinky,” before disappearing into the stairwell.
He tried to laugh it off. “Hey, Nora, you, uh… okay?” he whispered.
She looked up at him, her face calm but her hands shaking. “I am yours,” she said softly. “I offer myself to you.” Then she blinked, as if surfacing from underwater. Her cheeks went instantly, violently red. She scrambled to her feet, clutching her bag like a shield.
“I’m sorry,” she said, voice cracking.
Evan felt his own face flush, hot and clammy. “No, no, it’s fine, I just—” He scanned the hallway, desperate for witnesses or maybe divine intervention. “That was… wow.”
She nodded, not meeting his eyes. “I have to go,” she said, and bolted down the corridor, head ducked low.
Evan stood there, frozen. The whole encounter had lasted less than a minute, but it had left him with a pounding heart and a hard-on that bordered on the existential.
From around the corner, the blonde girl’s voice floated back: “Don’t worry, dude, she does that to everyone.”
He hoped to god she was lying.

      ***He spent the rest of the morning looking for her. Nora had vanished after the hallway incident, and Evan was left pacing campus like a desperate, slightly deranged homing pigeon. He checked the usual haunts: the art building’s sculpture studio (locked), the student union’s dim-lit mezzanine (empty except for two guys playing Magic: The Gathering and refusing to make eye contact), and the cafeteria, where he bought a coffee and drank it so fast he nearly threw up. He considered texting her, but even drafting the message made him want to crawl into a hole.
He finally found her in the east wing of the library, nested in the furthest possible corner beneath a crumbling portrait of the college’s founder, who looked like he’d personally invented racism. Nora’s hair was unspooled, loose around her shoulders, and she wore the same navy cardigan, now buttoned all the way to her throat. She was sketching in a battered notebook, her movements sharp and precise. The sight of her made his heart thump so loud he thought it might draw the attention of the entire second floor.
He approached, trying to project “reasonable and non-creepy” with every fiber of his being. “Hey,” he said softly. “Is this seat—”
She didn’t look up, but she closed the notebook, pressing her palm to the cover. “It’s okay,” she said.
He sat. The silence stretched, awkward as a first date at a funeral. He tried to start three times, but the words jammed in his throat. Finally: “I wanted to talk about earlier. In the hallway.”
She flinched, just barely. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t know why I did that.”
He lowered his voice, partly for privacy and partly because the air in the stacks seemed to muffle everything but the sound of his own nerves. “Do you… remember it? What you said?”
She nodded, but kept her eyes glued to the floor.
Evan’s mouth went dry. “I just… I want to make sure you’re okay. That I didn’t—” He caught himself. “I’m not trying to—shit, I’m making it worse.”
Nora glanced up, and for the first time, he saw something like panic in her face. “It’s not you,” she said. “It’s me.”
He barked a laugh before he could stop himself. “That’s my line.”
A brief flicker of a smile. “No, really. After the ritual, I started… It’s like, I can’t stop thinking about you. But it’s not normal thoughts. It’s like I’m waiting for you to tell me what to do. Even when you’re not here, I can feel you.” Her hands twisted the notebook, warping the cardboard cover.
Evan felt a shiver climb his spine. “You… feel me?”
She nodded, hair veiling her face. “Like an itch, or a magnet. Sometimes I’ll be sitting in class, and suddenly I’ll just—know you want me to do something. And then I can’t not do it.” Her voice was brittle, barely audible.
He thought back to the morning, to the moment he’d wanted, just for a second, to see her kneel. His stomach flipped.
“I’m so sorry,” he blurted.
“It’s not your fault,” she said, more firmly. “I agreed to the ritual. I thought it would be

      ***
      ***
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