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Chapter 1: The Bathtub Incident
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The sky above Grimble’s Academy for the Magically Unconventional didn’t just darken; it curdled. For a week, the atmosphere had been a vibrant, shifting tapestry of neon-blue and sunset-orange, a byproduct of Eli Sparks and his friends "fixing" the school’s magical core. It had been a week of glorious, messy liberation. The stones of the school hummed with a low, contented frequency, and the students had finally stopped trying to be "Perfect."

But today, the vibrant colors were being squeezed out by a heavy, oppressive grey. Twelve slate-colored airships, each the size of a cathedral and bristling with crystalline cannons, descended through the clouds in a formation so rigid it made Eli’s eyes ache.

"The Iron Fleet," Finn whispered. His voice was thin, reedy, and vibrating at a frequency that suggested he might pass out. His new mana-threaded glasses—a frantic DIY project involving copper wire and a very confused glow-worm—were flickering with a rapid, panicked red light. "The High Council’s primary enforcement wing. Eli, they don’t usually come out for 'curriculum adjustments.' They usually come out for total atmospheric sanitization. They don't just expel students; they expel the very memory of the school from the local ley lines."

Eli stood on the North Spire’s balcony, his knuckles white as he gripped the stone railing. The stone felt warm under his hands, almost as if the school itself were leaning into him for comfort. Beside him, Mara was already sparking. Her violet eyes tracked the lead ship—the Hand of Law—as its shadow swallowed the courtyard, turning the neon grass into a dull, lightless charcoal.

"They aren't here to talk, Eli," Mara said, her voice a low, dangerous growl. Small sparks of jagged violet energy leapt from her fingertips, sizzling against the balcony stone. "Look at the primary crystals on those cannons. They’re primed for a 'Nullification Burst.' They’re going to wipe the school off the physical map and turn us all back into 'Perfect' little batteries for their grid."

High atop the lead ship’s prow stood a figure in robes so stiff they looked carved from marble. This was the High Archon, a man whose reputation for "Absolute Order" was a legend used to scare toddlers into tidying their toy boxes. He raised a golden staff, and his voice boomed across the valley, amplified by a spell that didn't just carry sound—it felt like a physical slap to the face.

"Students and faculty of Grimble’s!" the Archon bellowed. "You have allowed a contagion of chaos to rot the foundations of this institution! By decree of the High Council, this facility is deemed a 'Harmonic Hazard.' You have deviated from the Approved Path. Surrender your wands and prepare for extraction, quarantine, and... re-education."

"Re-education?" Eli muttered, his stomach doing a slow, nauseous roll. "That’s just a fancy word for 'brain-scrubbing.' They want to turn us into those blank-eyed drones from the Citadel."

"We have to do something," Trix said. Her silver eyes were glowing with a protective intensity that made the air around her ripple like heat haze. "The younger students are panicking. If that fleet fires a single shot, the new, sensitive Weave we just stabilized will shatter. The school will literally un-exist."

Eli felt the "glitch" in his gut—that familiar, stomach-churning hum of unpredictable energy that had defined his life. He had spent the last week learning that his failure wasn't a defect; it was a tool. He didn't need to be a master of the Weave; he just needed to be a nuisance. He needed to be the grit in the gears of the Council's machine.

"I’ll buy us some time," Eli said, stepping forward onto the very edge of the balcony. "I’ll cast a 'Shield of Peace.' It’s a standard high-tier defensive spell. If I can just get the frequency right, it’ll create a non-aggression zone where magic can't be used for violence."

"Eli, you’ve never cast a 'Shield of Peace' in your life!" Finn protested, his glasses now flashing a warning purple. "The math requires seventy-two interlocking variables, a perfectly steady hand, and a heart at peace! You are currently vibrating like a tuning fork!"

"Which is exactly why it’s going to be great," Eli said, a wild, reckless grin spreading across his face. "I’m going to fail it so hard, the Council won't know what hit them. I'm not aiming for the shield. I'm aiming for the vibe."

Eli raised his wand—a gnarled piece of oak that still smelled faintly of the blue jam incident and wood-smoke. He didn't focus on the seventy-two variables. He didn't think about the geometry of the dome. Instead, he thought about a warm, relaxing Sunday afternoon. He thought about hot towels, the scent of soap, the sound of bubbles popping, and the absolute, stubborn refusal to participate in a war. He poured every ounce of "I just want a nap" into the wood of his wand.

" Scutum Pacis! " Eli roared.

For a heartbeat, a beautiful, golden dome began to shimmer into existence over the school. It was perfect. It was majestic. It was exactly what a "Perfect" student would have cast.

Then, Eli’s hand slipped. Or rather, his magic decided it didn't like the color gold.

The "glitch" hit the spell like a sledgehammer. The golden light didn't expand; it curdled. It turned a thick, opaque, milky white. The air around the spire suddenly smelled aggressively—violently—of lavender and dried eucalyptus.

A massive beam of distorted, sudsy energy shot out from Eli’s wand. It bypassed the school entirely, lancing across the grey sky and striking the Hand of Law dead-center on its armored hull.

The sound that followed wasn't an explosion. It was a wet, squeaky, rubbery pop.

The 500-foot-long, iron-reinforced warship didn't shatter into splinters. Instead, its slate-grey plating underwent a sudden, radical molecular re-evaluation. In the blink of an eye, the terrifying flagship of the Iron Fleet turned into a giant, claw-footed porcelain bathtub.

The crystalline cannons became ornate, gleaming brass faucets. The majestic sails turned into giant, fluffy white towels that fluttered uselessly in the wind. And from the "hull," where the magical engines had been, a torrential, infinite flood of warm, lavender-scented bubbles began to pour out, cascading over the sides in a fluffy avalanche.

"What... what did you do?" Finn asked, his jaw hanging so low it was practically touching the balcony floor.

"I think," Eli said, watching as the High Archon tried to maintain his dignity while sliding across a deck that was now wet, slippery ceramic, "I accidentally cast a 'Spa of Peace' instead."

The Hand of Law, now significantly less aerodynamic and filled to the brim with sudsy water, began to list heavily to the port side. The other eleven airships in the fleet were forced to break their perfect, grid-like formation to avoid being crushed by the world’s largest bath.

"Eli, look!" Mara pointed, laughing so hard she had to clutch her stomach.

The High Archon was currently clinging to a giant, silver soap dish that had replaced his command podium. A massive, yellow rubber duck—the size of a small cottage—had manifested on the stern and was bobbing rhythmically.

"RETREAT!" the Archon’s voice squeaked. The amplification spell was still working, but now it sounded like he’d inhaled a gallon of bubble mixture and was gargling it while speaking. "SCRUB THE... I MEAN, ABORT THE MISSION! WE HAVE SUSTAINED CRITICAL... LUXURY!"

As the lead ship drifted away, raining bubbles over the countryside like a soap-based thunderstorm, the sense of victory was short-lived. The other eleven ships were already recalibrating. Their cannons swiveled away from the retreating bathtub and toward the North Spire with cold, murderous, and very un-sudsy intent.

"The bathtub only bought us a minute," Trix said, her face turning pale as she sensed the mana charging in the remaining ships. "They’re going to fire for real this time. Eli, that was brilliant, but we’re out of soap."

"Trix, do the thing!" Eli yelled, grabbing her hand. "The fold! Get us out of here!"

"I need a focus!" Trix shouted back, the silver light in her eyes becoming blinding as she prepared to tear a hole in reality. "Give me something mechanical! Something to anchor the space so we don't end up scattered as atoms!"

Eli reached into his pocket and pulled out the only thing he had: a small, brass pocket watch his grandfather had given him. It didn't work—the gears were jammed with a bit of magical grit from the library—but it was solid. It was an anchor.

"Use this!"

Trix grabbed the watch. She didn't just cast a spell; she tore a hole in the sky. But as the silver light of her power met the "glitch" still radiating from Eli’s hand, the geometry
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