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Prologue


"They're unruly and wild," the King blustered from his throne. "And they've scared off every man."

I stood in King Gideon's chamber, surrounded by a hundred portraits of long-dead kings. Their frames were solid gold, polished to a gleam. While the King droned on, I mused that even one painting could fund my early retirement. Not that I’d enjoy retirement much.

"So now we need a new guildmaster," he concluded.

"They asked me to be a master once. I turned it down," I said. "My King," I hastily added.

"I'm not asking you to be just a master," King Gideon said, stiffening. "I need you to be the guildmaster!" He picked up his goblet and drank deeply. Some dribbled down the corner of his lip, and he brushed it away with his thumb. "Please," he added. He wasn't really pleading; it was more like a warning for me to play along, or he'd soon make it an order.

"My Liege, can I ask something?"

"You may," he muttered, eyes fixed on the goblet he'd just set down. I didn't like drunk kings. They're fun at first, until things turn nasty.

"Why don't you cast them out and start again?" I asked. "Surely there's no shortage of good hunters?"

He sneered at the question, a loathing in his eyes. "You've been gone a while. Things have changed. Sure, maybe you could remove one or two, but all of them?" He leaned forward, voice low with urgency. "The Clawlands surround us like a mouth ready to bite, with only a sliver of sea between us. Their nations may squabble, but insult them all at once, and they'll unite under a common cause."

He exhaled through his nose, then slammed his fist on the table. I flinched.

"Read the history books," he snapped. "Every war starts with something small. A raindrop becomes a flood. Ships from every corner of the Clawlands would be on our shores before we could raise a flag. And then what?"

The answer boomed through the silence, loud as warhorns and dragon thunder.

I waited for him to continue.

"It seemed a good idea at first," he murmured, drowning in wine and regret. "A tigerkin is a superior hunter to a human, as is an elf, an orc. But then there were more of them, and they became… catty, I believe is the term my wife used. Your Queen," he added.

I tried not to snort at that. Even the King had a boss.

"First, the human women left of their own accord," he said. "Then the human men, well…"

"I bet they wanted to stick around," I joked.

"Quite right," he laughed. "Until they very much didn't." Suddenly he sobered, staring mournfully into his goblet. "The reports say the beastkin were hostile beyond all measure—keeping the good contracts, the food, the beds for themselves."

"And you think I could manage them?"

"You're the only one who could, considering your rather, ah, unique affliction."

"My affliction, yes." I looked at my hands, though they were the same as any mortal man's.

I was mortal, as far as I knew. My mother and father were human, and I was fairly certain they were actually my mother and father. At least my father looked a lot like me. And surely my mother would remember not giving birth.

And yet I studied my reflection in the gold-framed mirror. I didn't look a day over twenty, though in truth, I was thirty. That would make things harder. If the beastkin already had little respect for human authority, they'd have even less for a human barely old enough to lead.

A strong one, though? I was strong. I clenched my fist, the vein in my arm pulsing as memories surged through me. My skin was tanned from years in Al Fari, hunting monsters few dared to face. I'd come out of it with barely a scratch. By now, I should've had a limp, a bad back, sore knees at the least.

"Did you ever get closer to finding the cause of your affliction?" the King asked.

The cause of my affliction. As if it were some sickness to be cured.

"No," I said. "I stopped searching a few years ago. No point looking a gift horse in the mouth. Don't want them to take it back; then where would I be?"

In the guildmaster's chair, I mused. And that's where I'm heading, anyway.

"No time like the present," I said, clicking my tongue and glancing at the door.

"Because I wondered," the King continued, ignoring my self-dismissal, "with so many beastkin and such in one place, might one of them know the answer?"

"If they were scholars, maybe. But unruly hunters know the blade and not much else."

"Then rule them!" he suddenly yelled, voice echoing through his chamber.

The hairs rose on the back of my neck.

Against the wall, one of the guards shifted uncomfortably; I'd forgotten they were even there, almost mistaking them for statues.

This was the King's second mood swing. They were legendary. I should've left before things escalated, not that I hadn't tried.

"I'll do my best," I said, trying to manage expectations.

"Fortunately, your best is known to be rather good," the King concluded, dismissing me with a wave of his hand.

And then I left the chamber, taking my sword from the knight standing guard outside. He handed it over without a word.

That's that, I mused. I'm the guildmaster now.

But not just yet. There was something I wanted to see first.

And for that, it was better they didn't know who I was.
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After a long journey across green fields, there it was.

The sun beat down, but the breeze was cool and pleasant.

I stood on a grassy hill, my foot raised on a mound, and squeezed a pigskin water sack, gulping down most of its nectar.

The guild perched atop a hill so high it neared a mountain. Pale stone and timber walls ringed its grounds, further guarded by wooden palisades jutting from the crest like daggers. At its heart stood a tall, narrow tower of slate and oak. The guildmaster's quarters were on the ninth floor.

Even from here, I could see girls climbing jungle ropes at the agility range. A grove of trees shaded a glimmering pool where I'd spent more than a few days relaxing when I should have been studying. Nearby was an archery range, a training ground complete with dummies for hand-to-hand combat, and a dueling pit for those wanting an opponent who could hit back.

It hadn't changed a bit, but appearances could be deceiving.

A squawk echoed through the air, faint from this distance. It came from the zaphawk pen. I touched my stomach, where a randy male had nearly skewered me with his claw. I'd dodged just in time to end up wounded instead of dead.

Still, it was nice to be tended to by that buxom nurse. What was her name? Nurse Beatrice. Yes. I wondered if she was still here. She'd be, what, thirty now? How would she react to me not having aged a day since she'd spilled her bosom over my dazed face?

Well, she was human; odds were she'd already been pushed out, replaced by a cowkin with great udders or something of the sort.

I huffed, squeezing one last sip and wiping the sweat from my brow. How would I manage this? I wasn't a leader; I was a hunter. I worked in the field for money. This was a fool's errand. Perhaps they had sacrificed me. Yes, a punishment for my foray with the Queen's daughter. But I hadn't succumbed to the temptation, had I?

Well… there was that one time. But that was hardly anything at all. Surely the Queen wouldn't punish me for that?

Some might think it's nice to earn a steady wage without the risk of death; I could see the appeal. However, there could be a downside, depending on how unruly this bunch really was. I'd have to join them on excursions and assist them with their contracts, yet I wasn't entitled to a share of the spoils. It was considered poor form for a guildmaster to take the easier contracts. If I wanted their respect, I had to prove I was worth it. If I wanted to hunt, I'd have to risk my life against the nastiest creatures out there.

That's why most guildmasters were too old to hunt anymore, sending their subordinates—the other masters—to instruct the trainees. I doubted I'd be afforded such luxury. From what I gathered, there were no masters left, and those that remained were as unruly as the trainees themselves.

No doubt some jumped-up Al Karian elf was lording over the place in my absence.

A flurry of birds escaping from a small patch of forest caught my attention. They were probably disturbed by a cat skulking through the trees.

Another group flew off slightly further down, scattering and landing in another part of the forest. A fast, excited cat? Perhaps not a cat at all. Maybe a trainee. He was a poor hunter, then. Or maybe it wasn't a hunt. Maybe it was just play.

I descended the hill, dirt and rocks kicking up beneath my feet. I secured my footing to avoid slipping. The slope grew steeper, worn steps giving way to something more perilous than a simple hill. I still remembered the time we hopped in barrels at the top step and raced to the bottom. That felt like a lifetime ago.

My blade at my hip was ready to be drawn in case I encountered a beast. When I attended, you could walk a day in any direction and not see so much as a wolf pup. But judging from the stories, this group lazed around when they weren't hunting for sport, rarely hunting in a way that benefited the realm.

But stories can be misleading; I knew that better than most. Those who leave a place in distress always embellish the tale with drama and tension. Stories become so exaggerated that you wonder if any part of them is true. I'd have to see for myself what I was walking into.

Soon, I was in the forest, ears pricked for the creature behind the commotion. Little rabbits scattered, their fluffy tails wiggling as they darted into burrows and through the underbrush. I prided myself on my silent walk, but creatures close to the ground would always be disturbed by a giant trudging through their home, no matter how lightly he stepped.

Another flurry of birds erupted into the sky, further off. That way.

I picked up my pace. Then I heard it—panting.

"Papapapa."

Not a dog. Bigger. A wolf?

"Grr."

A female wolf.

And then it stopped.

The forest closed in. Where I'd once been sure of the wolf's location, now… she could be anywhere.

Play had ceased. The hunt had begun. I had to find her first before she found me.

My hand crept toward the blade. It had a slight curve, accentuated by the scabbard. I'd entered the East with a knight's blade and left with a scimitar made especially for me by a smith I'd befriended. He'd forged a hybrid between the styles, allowing me to ease into the change. I'd liked it so much that I had him make me another out of shadiron, a special metal found out there.

I hoped I wouldn't have to use it before even reaching the guild. If I arrived fresh from a fight, my scent alone would prove I was a hunter. That was a card I wished to keep close to my chest to see how they would treat a newbie.

A bead of sweat slid down my temple. A twig snapped under my boot.

A shuffle sounded to the left.

I turned and swore I glimpsed bright blue eyes glinting through a bush. I snapped my gaze to the underbrush. Nothing.

My fingers slid along the grip of my weapon—exquisite windstrider leather, impervious to sweat.

"Aha!" came a cry from above.

I craned my neck upward—just in time for a tiny wolfkin woman to drop from the trees. Her thighs crashed around my neck, muffling my vision and suffocating me in her crotch.

"We got a pervert here!" she shouted, yanking my hair so hard my scalp flared in pain.

Not the hair.

Her accent was strange, every word positive despite the accusation. I grabbed at her belt and tried to throw her off, but her grip was like iron. Her thighs clamped around my neck, cutting off my breath.

My cheeks squished, my jaw compressed. Gods, she was going to break it. I leaned back for momentum and slammed her to the ground, but even then, her grip didn't loosen, despite the explosion of dirt and twigs.

My vision blurred. My jaw crunched. Please, let it just be a click.

I climbed over her, forcing my shoulders between her thighs, thumbs digging into her legs until⁠—

There she was. A fierce little wolfkin, grinning at me. Cropped silver-white hair, a wild flare to it like bristled fur. Big wolf ears. Blue eyes crinkled with mischief.

"Are you a new trainee?" she asked, her chest bouncing as she adjusted her grip on my skull. They were… hefty. Impressive, considering how petite she was.

And even flat on her back, with bent legs, her stomach was lean and toned, if a little chubby in this position.

Her thighs, though. Strong and deadly. Her grip was even tighter now. My eyes rolled back. By the gods, there were worse ways to die, but I'd rather not today.

With great effort, my hand reached for the hilt, and her grip finally released.

"Woah, woah, woah!" she said, releasing me and rolling backward like a gymnast, springing onto her feet to stand over me.

I was too dazed to appreciate the view; my vision was going hazy.

"I was just messing," she said.

My vision returned, accompanied by dizzy purple spots. "Playtime's over," I muttered, shaking it off.

Beastkin were strong. Even this tiny one. The gods help me if I ever crossed a male of her kind.

Grunting, I crawled to my feet.

"Name's Kaila," she said, offering a hand. Her accent was strange. Western, but so different from mine. Cowboyish. Was she from the New West?

"Darran," I replied, taking it.

"What year are yer? I'm a first year." She bounced on her boots, the laces messily tied like she'd rushed to put them on.

"I just transferred. Spent a while in the East," I said, not quite answering her.

"Explains the tan. It looks swell!"

"I think that's the blood pooling in my head, actually." I rubbed my jaw. "Strong grip you've got there."

"Momma said I was born to crush walnuts."

I dared not ask about her father. "Wanna head back with me? If you're done with the birds?"

"Yeah, they win this round." She squinted up at the trees, her fingers twitching. She wore fingerless gloves that rose to her forearms, and her long nails were fit for gutting prey. "I'm surprised another boy's coming to the guild after what happened to the last one."

"What happened to the last one?"

"Peter? Blair made an example of him."

"Blair?"

"Big, scary catgirl. Yay high." She gestured as high above my head as she could reach.

"And what do you mean, made an example?"

"She made an example of him, alright." Kaila shuddered, then grinned, trying to hide it. She bounced as she walked, her chest straining against a khaki crop top that was more brasserie than shirt. I was half-surprised she didn't topple over. The damn cutie patootie had breasts way too big for her frame, though her strong thighs made up for it. Maybe that's how she balanced out.

Not that I failed to notice her little tush. Toned, with a teasing crease on show in those khaki short-shorts, shadows playing between her thighs.

"Is that the guild uniform?" I asked, faking a nervous tone.

"Aren't you the cutest?" She batted the air. "Blair basically lets us wear what we want. She's kinda the guildmaster now since she made an example of the last one, Frederick."

"Again, what do you mean by that?" My voice trembled just a touch. I played the nervous type well. Helped that I looked so young. "So she's a master but not officially the guildmaster?"

"Sshh!" Kaila glanced at the trees. We were alone, but she was cautious. "Don't let her hear that. She'll⁠—"

"She'll make an example out of me?"

Kaila winked. "You catch on fast. Pity you won't last."

"Oh yeah? Why's that?"

"I'll give you two reasons—no, three—no, five!" She skipped ahead, her big fluffy tail swinging counter to her steps.

"Erm…" Time to play dumb. "Because of my human ears? And my male…"

"Woah, woah, woah. Don't make me blush!"

"You're a funny girl, Kaila."

"Stick with me, kid," she said, wrapping her arm around me and gesturing toward the forest with her other hand. "You'll go far."

She had to tiptoe to do it, so I leaned down to help her.

"See?" she said. "We're looking out for each other already."

"I'll do anything you say," I joked, "just don't sit on my face again."

"Not like that, at least." She blushed, even though she was the one who'd said it. "Gods, you're really good at making a girl embarrassed."

"You're good at squeezing a guy until he pops."

"Darlin', you ain't seen nothin' yet." She grinned, then looked away, her cheeks flushing red.

I got the sense she hadn't spoken to a man like this in ages.
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All in all, Kaila wasn't the worst walking companion I ever had. She never seemed to tire of things to say, even though she spoke a mile a minute. It had been so long since I had a proper, earnest conversation that I didn't mind it one bit.

"That's why I usually hunt the smaller critters," she said, "’cause I'm small and fast."

"Hey, size isn't everything. Being small just means they'll never see you coming."

"That's what I'm saying!"

"Though that matters less when they're strong enough to compensate."

"Which they often are. Size matters, no matter what people say."

We fell into an awkward silence, but the chattering of birds in the trees and the cool, gentle wind brushing through them was anything but awkward—almost as if it took over the conversation for us.

A dirt path had formed, with glowbug lanterns lighting the way. The glass orbs gently pulsed with amber light, each containing a cluster of slow-moving insects. Though we didn't need much light at this time of day, their soft glow shimmered through the shade of the leaves, and the faint, rhythmic buzzing added a soothing hum to the forest.

I took a deep breath of nature; it was good to be home.

When we reached the giant beast bones framing the walkway up the mountain, nostalgia flooded me, and suddenly 'home' became a lot more specific. Who had I been with the last time I walked this path? My best pal, Greg? My girlfriend at the time, Sophia? Soph… How did we break up again? Just because I left for the East? No, that wasn't the real reason.

My hunter senses pulled me from my thoughts as Kaila's demeanor shifted. Footsteps approached, and her posture softened slightly. She walked on the inner edge of some trees, slightly out of the way of the path.

Up ahead, an Al Karian elf and an even smaller gnome lady talked happily, not even noticing us. The caramel-skinned elf cast a lingering glance back at me as they passed. No doubt she noticed my ears and their lack of points or fur.

"So what are you up to when you get back to the guild?" I asked, knowing better than to inquire about what just happened.

"Oh well, we've got contract assignments." She gulped.

"Blair takes care of that?"

"Oh no, she's far too busy for that sorta thing. One of the other masters usually handles it."

"I'm guessing they'll let me sit this one out because I'm just arriving and need to get my bearings."

"I'd guess again if I were you, pal," Kaila said, her voice light, but the smile didn't quite reach her eyes. Was something up with her?

The winding mountain path led us higher and higher. A molefox thrust its head out of the dirt, its funny little snout tasting the air.

"Oh, how cute!" Kaila exclaimed, then drew her blade and grinned. "A few more of these hides, and I get an achievement!"

"A what?" I frowned, already knowing what it was.

"An achievement," she explained. "It's a little badge of honor you can put on your ceremonial uniform. It's meant to encourage us to complete tasks that some don't want to do. Not me, though; I love slaying little critters."

At that, the little molefox's beady eyes widened with shock, and it darted back into its pile in a flurry of dirt.

"Not so fast!" Kaila dove headfirst into the pile, sticking her hand in. Her very short shorts rode up with the motion, clinging to her in a way that revealed much of her soft curves and cute, perky butt. Her big fluffy white tail flailed around, framing her tushy like a peacock's fan.

She yanked out the molefox, which cried out and wiggled, trying to claw at her as she threw herself onto her back and skewered the critter. A splash of blood coated her eyes, which she closed just in time.

When she opened them, their frighteningly bright blueness bore a wild, insatiable hunger. If I didn't know any better, I would have thought she was about to eat the poor thing, hide and all.

She sat up, her snow-white hair and face splattered with blood, and threw the dead creature over her shoulder. "Shall we go?"

"Yeah," I laughed, feeling a little more frightened of her now. "Surely killing it like that ruins the hide? You could've just bashed it against a rock."

"Not if I play it smart and hide the cut."

I raised my eyebrows at her. She looked like she'd just fought a creature far greater and more menacing than a cute little molefox.

"I think they might notice all the…" I gestured to the mess she'd made of herself.

"This? I'll just say I fought a bear. Plenty of those out in these woods."

I shuddered at the memory. I knew that all too well. I had watched Greg nearly come foul of one in his first few days—just an ordinary bear. Gods, we were young then. By the end of his enrollment, he could take on even a stonebear and more.

We crested the final step. There it was: the Hunter's Guild.

Massive rib bones jutted from the ground on either side of the path, bleached brown by age. The gate was built from the creature's spine, each vertebra reinforced with iron and shaped into arching links. Above it all, a great plaque curved like a crown, etched in deep black script:

For the Good and the Gold of the People.

A crimson banner hung just under the plaque, fluttering in the mountain breeze. Its seal was simple but powerful: a silver shield bearing a black wolf skull, flanked by twin swords crossed behind it. A single lantern burned in the center.

We stepped through the ribs, where two twin hawk girls in the small watchtowers stared down at us.

"Who goes there?" one yelled in a high bird's pitch.

"It's me, Kaila, with a new recruit." Kaila sounded brave, but there was a slight quiver in her voice. I was beginning to suspect something about the pecking order in this place.

"Weren't asking you," the birdkin said.

"I'm a new recruit, Darran," I replied, seeing no reason to lie about my name. If they knew it by that point, then the jig would be up regardless. Besides, I just wanted to have a little fun seeing how they treated lowly human trainees.

"Go see Guildmaster Blair," she yelled. "She's in her tower." The guard jerked her crossbow toward the only tower, as if I couldn't figure out where it was for myself.

The great bone gates creaked open as gears and levers ground, dust billowing from them while a strong, gorilla-like woman I did not want to cross pulled the chain.

In my day, we had an ox and fed him treats to open the gate. The gorrillakin glared at me like I might be her treat.

Gods help me, I prayed we skipped the warm-up and went straight to the finish line. I didn't dare think about how tight her hands could squeeze. They didn't call it a gorilla grip for nothing.

We approached the sprawling green sports field. Two teams were playing some form of contact sport that involved a lot more crashing into one another than actually throwing the ball around. A track ran around the field, where several cat-like beastkin were running faster than any human could. One of them moved on all fours, sprinting as effortlessly and gracefully as a cheetah.

I really wasn't surprised that King Gideon wanted some non-human hunters, nor that it had gone south like this. There was no structure, no apparent leadership.

"It's a lot to take in, ain't it?" Kaila said. "I remember my first time; I hardly knew where to look." Suddenly, Kaila looked away as a group of ravenkin turned their heads to follow her. They snickered and whispered to one another.

The problem with pecking orders is that when you're at the bottom, you tend to get your eyes plucked out.

Or maybe it was just because she was with me. Either way, I thought I'd do her a favor and let her carry on with whatever she needed to do.

"I'll be heading to see Guildmaster Blair," I said. "Thanks for keeping me company. It was nice. Showed that first impressions can be deceiving." I grinned at her.

"S'no problem. I better go hand this over and wash up. Can't be covered in blood for the lecture. And don't worry, I won't let that happen again."

I bit my tongue. I wanted to flirt—hells, even say something crude. Instead, I gave her a cheeky grin that said it all. Judging by the flush showing through the blood on her face, I was sure she'd read my mind.

I left and made my way to the central tower in the middle of the grounds.

"Get yer nuts!" a squirrelkin chirped. She wore the same sort of outfit as Kaila—tiny shorts and a leather strap brassiere. With no guys around, I figured they dressed as nature intended. Her next "Get yer nuts!" came out muffled—she'd stuffed her cheeks full, her natural instinct beating her duty.

Yet again, something new stole my attention. It was a man's yelp of fright. "I'm just tryin' to make a delivery!" he cried.

I turned around to witness some classic bully behavior. A satchel bag was being tossed back and forth by a group of hyena girls, who giggled eerily and gawked at the poor guy who must have traveled for miles to make this delivery. "I mean it, I won't be coming here again," he said.

I bit my tongue again. I wanted to tell them how stupid they were. You don't mess with the mailman any more than you mess with the guy cooking your food. It was just common sense.

Then they caught sight of me and dropped the bag, sensing new prey to play with.

I'd wanted to see how they treated regular humans here, and I'd seen enough. It was chaos. Pure, animalistic chaos. There was no order, no obvious power structure besides a literal power structure where the strongest ruled the weak. How did the elves even cope?

Judging by one lounging on a bench, surrounded by beastkin—some easily three times her size—they were doing just fine. These were the brainy types, the kind who used wit as well as elven strength to take down prey and earned even more respect for it. Draped in eastern robes, with a ratkin feeding her grapes, the whole scene looked like some kind of lesbian harem.

I dodged beside the squirrelkin, who yelled, "Oi, watch it!" spitting out some nuts at me with such force it bruised my head.

"Get him!" the hyenas yelled.

I jumped over a fence, ducked behind some tents, crouched low, and heard the patter of their feet as they ran past me on the other side. It was easier than I expected because the big louts didn't even bother to use their noses.

What in all the hells had happened here? I'd met beastkin before, and they were always polite to me—sometimes a bit crazier, but mostly we got along fine. I suppose this is what happens when you gather a bunch of them from various species; their human side dampens, and their beast side comes out.

Then again, bullying happens among humans too. But we knew it was wrong, and those in authority at least tried to stop it when they were doing their jobs properly.

I hid beside some barrels and nearly bumped into a little brunette bunnykin woman who hugged her knees.

"Ssh," I said, holding my finger to my lips.

She nodded, fear evident in her big eyes, her fluffy brown ears folding back in fright.

I could stop all this by standing up and showing the parchment in my bag. It might have been a diplomatic nightmare, but a word from the King still held weight in the realm, and none of these creatures wanted to be kicked out.

I now understood why the problem ran so deep. Sure, you could expel a few trainees here and there, but the entire guild?

A diplomatic headache indeed.
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Once the coast was clear, I crept through the tents, surrounded by the amazing scents of roasted meat and vegetables. I was sure I could even smell melted cheese on bread. At least the beastkin hadn't resorted to eating raw meat and grass. That was a relief.

I hurried through the barracks quickly enough that anyone who noticed me didn't have time to react. By the time I reached the front door of the tower, several faces turned my way, whispering and talking. One by one, the clanging of swords and the whoosh of arrows being loosed faded, replaced by the murmur of chatter.

There's a human in the guild.

Heh, fresh meat.

Five coins say he runs from the tower screaming.

"State your business," the guard said. She was a buxom green orc woman whose breastplate accentuated her figure. Her abs were defined and looked as strong as her armor.

"I'm here to see the Guildmaster," I replied, showing no fear in my voice. Timidness had worked with Kaila, but these two orcs required a different approach. "I've come to sign up," I added.

"But you're a human."

I stayed silent, hands clasped behind my back. Her words hung heavy in the air.

Yes, I was human. Yes, I was signing up. There was no law in this realm or the next that forbade a man from joining his own species' guild—so long as he could take on a hunter's contract.

And that was something I could certainly prove. It wasn't up to this jumped-up receptionist to make those judgments.

The two orcs exchanged glances. After a few moments, one nodded to the other.

"No funny business," she said, stepping aside so I could climb the steps.

I entered the foyer without a word. An actual receptionist sat behind the counter, poring over legions of scrolls through thick glasses. Her eyes looked magnified, owl-like, and her clawed nails plucked parchment with delicate precision. A flurry of feathers lay scattered around her bare human feet.

"Guildmaster's office?" I asked, already knowing where it was.

She pointed to the stairs, which had signs indicating the purpose of each floor.

"What happened to the lift?" I inquired. There was usually a mechanical lift in the middle, operated by oxen that walked in a circular pen, chasing after apples smeared in molasses, plodding along happily while licking and grunting.

"You've been here before?" she asked.

I blinked. Had I given myself away that quickly?

"My contact told me there was a lift up the tower," I said.

"Ah yes. Guildmaster Blair had it decommissioned. She said a guild member who cannot climb steps is unfit to hunt."

I nodded, actually agreeing with the logic, yet it would be damn impossible to get the supplies up the stairs—or the old guildmaster's belongings down them.

I made my way up the stairs, glad I was still in good shape. How many floors were there? Ten? Her quarters were on the ninth and tenth floors, with a garden and pool.

The old guildmaster, Keven, was a tough but good guy. He didn't spend much time in his garden if he could help it, always wanting to be present on the grounds. I wondered if he had retired before he could see what they'd made of this place—his life's work, reduced to a playpen for hyena and catkin.

After a long climb past portraits of old guildmasters—all stern-faced, clutching favored weapons or standing beside stuffed beasts—I reached the guildmaster's quarters. The office was clearly occupied, light glowing behind the etched glass, shadows shifting with movement inside.

I knocked.

"Who is it?" a woman purred deeply—a catkin if I'd ever heard one.

"I've come to sign up," I said.

The silhouette in the steamed glass rose, taking up the entire frame. Even in that obscured glimpse, she was imposing.

"Enter."

I pushed the door open and caught my breath. It takes a lot to surprise me; I've seen it all. But a six-foot catkin in tight leather that barely counted as clothing? That was new.

Her fur-lined coat ended at the shoulders, giving her a look that was equal parts cozy and terrifying. She leaned over the desk, long nails glinting like blades. They looked like they were a part of her sleek, glossy gloves.

And she wore a leather loincloth of sorts, covering her modesty only because she stood upright; were she to lean, it would reveal all.

She grinned, realizing the effect her body had on me, then slinked around the desk and sat on it. She was very tall, and the desk creaked under her imposing frame.

Over the years, a few heroes had been transported to this world from another. One of them had become a bard, and some of the strange words he'd penned had made their way into our lexicon. Right now, four came to mind:

Death by Snu Snu.

She crossed her legs, a mountain of thick, juicy thigh compressing against the other. Were she four feet or even five, she would be the ideal woman, with her thick thighs, slim waist, and absurdly voluptuous chest. But at this height, praise be to the gods, it was no wonder she was in charge. Even I was intimidated.

It was funny how beastkin didn't tend to follow the animal kingdom's size differences; that must be the human part of them, adding plenty of variation.

"You won't last a day here," she said, smiling and revealing her pointed teeth.

"As a trainee…" I hinted, making it seem like I was about to say something else.

"As a trainee," she interrupted, "you will be at the mercy of the others. A hunter's guild aims to foster the fittest, most ferocious hunters it can. What good are you in the fields if you can't even survive here?"

Again, I could not deny her logic, yet I knew it was not the only way. Even those who start out weak could grow strong, especially when they had other skills to compensate for their lack of strength, just like my pal Greg. That bear had nearly eaten him alive, but he became so agile with his crossbow that not a single beast could touch him.

"What makes you think I won't survive?" I asked. "The guild takes anyone bold enough to try. All you need is the guts to take a low-tier contract, and if you bring it back alive, you earn the right to move up. Or stay there, if you like breathing."

A vein in her eye popped; she tried to squint through it, but the vein won out, and her eyelid twitched uncontrollably.

"That's how it used to be," she said through gritted teeth. "Now, the masters pick the contracts." She smiled, sharp and slow. "And speaking of that…maybe I'll do it today." She leaned in. "Why don't you join the first-year trainees?"

I motioned to the door. "Lead the way, ma'am."

"Ma'am? Cease this insolence, or you shall be forced to see me after class."

I swallowed. If Kaila's thighs had nearly crushed me, Blair's would squeeze so hard my eyes would pop straight out like some crazy totem pole.

I stepped outside and saw several trainees walking in one direction. They looked young, so it was safe to assume they were first-years on their way to the contract assignment.

They hurried past the older trainees who were just relaxing and socializing. It was clear that while the attitudes here were lax and lawless, everyone was terrified of the masters. I pitied them when they discovered they were getting Blair today. Yet I was also kind of glad; she was a clear target to take down.

My research on being a trainee wasn't complete yet. To truly snuff out her influence, I had to see how deep it ran. The first-years were gathering in a single line, which reminded me more of a drill in the army than a place of learning.

I wondered what else had changed. What sort of cut did the guild take from contracts? Usually, the guildmaster was upfront about it, but now I bet the cut was far greater, considering she hadn't even mentioned it.

Suddenly, the chatter ceased, and I saw why.

Blair strolled across the grounds, towering over nearly everyone except for the orcs and some ogre-type beings. Yet even they were intimidated, avoiding her gaze and scratching their necks.

Blair carried a stack of parchments in her arms, their pale colors marking them as guild contracts. They should have been pinned up for anyone to take, not handed out like homework.

"We have a new trainee in our midst," she said. "You may have seen him skulking around. Who would like to be his partner?"

Not one person raised a hand; they all looked at the ground, afraid Blair would call on them.

I spotted Kaila. Our eyes met—she gasped and quickly looked away. The hyena girl beside her gave her a nudge, hard enough to knock her sideways into the orc on the other side. "Move it, loser," the orc grunted, shoving her out of line. Kaila stumbled, lost her balance, and fell to her knees, right in front of everyone.

That was when I realized Kaila was the runt of the litter. It explained why she was out playing by herself.

"A volunteer!" Blair said, grinning with merciless delight. "Looks like Kaila has found a partner too. And here I was thinking she'd be stuck on easy commissions her whole stay." Blair leaned forward slightly. "Why don't we try something a little more challenging?"

She went to the bottom of the pile, pulling out a blue-tinted parchment.

A B-class commission.

The crowd broke into hushed whispers.

"Silence!" Blair commanded, and they fell as quiet as mice.

"G-G-Guildmaster Blair," Kaila began, stumbling to stand up. "A B-class?"

Blair strutted over to Kaila, towering over the wolfkin. It was pitiful—and I couldn't help but feel sorry for her.

"You've coasted on the efforts of your peers long enough," Blair said. "Prove yourself. Both of you. Prove you have the strength to stay."

Then she turned, strolling toward me until we were face to face.

"You're oddly quiet," she said. "Not familiar with the contract hierarchy?"

"A little," I replied, keeping my tone flat.

Her grin widened. "Good. Tomorrow, you'll become intimately familiar."
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We left the guild quickly after Kaila picked up her camping supplies from the barracks. We could have stayed overnight and left in the morning, but I didn't want Kaila to endure the guild's taunts, which would only rile her up more than she already was.

I also didn't trust those rowdy hyena girls to let me sleep peacefully. There was no hazing when I first joined the guild; no doubt there would be now.

Our destination was about half a day's walk away, so I decided we’d travel for a few hours, rest in one of the guild cabins, and then continue on to the village that had put out the contract.

We climbed down some mountains, using a rope strategically placed by a hunter. When I stepped off, I yawned just as Kaila jumped down behind me.

"How could you be tired at a time like this?" she asked. "Aren't you frightened?" Her eyes darted up the steep rope, turning away before her gaze reached the top, as if unable to believe she’d just climbed down it.

"You're stronger than you think you are, you know," I replied, smiling at the cute wolfkin.

She had a pack on her back, and the strap ran diagonally between her breasts, accentuating them further, only to be held back by her leather brassiere.

"Oh, you're just a human," she said. "You don't know real strength."

"Okay, ouch."

"Sorry, I didn't mean it like that." Her cheeks reddened, and she looked at her feet, toeing the ground. "You know what I mean though. Unf, I'm sorry."

I missed the confident, crazy lady I had first met in the forest, the one who had nearly caused death by thigh sandwich. I smiled, sure she was still in there; I just had to draw her out and push this other version of her far, far away.

"It's really hard here," she said, fingering the hilt of her dagger as she looked out at the forest. Her ears perked up at the sound of some scurrying birds, and she took a step, ready to chase after them, then stopped herself, perhaps remembering she was in the middle of saying something. "Anyway, you don't want to hear about it." Her bright, shining eyes glimmered.

"No judgment here," I said. "You're the first friend I've got here, so this will be our circle of trust." I held out my pinky.

She laughed. "Pinky swear it is." Then she sighed, her finger lingering around mine as she stared at it. "Anyway, ain't much to tell, is there? You saw with your own eyes; you can guess the rest."

"Saw a little bunnykin too, hiding when I was running from some hyena bitches."

"Ah, that's Hazel, poor thing. She gets it even worse than I do."

I could think of a thousand good uses for a bunnykin that didn’t involve their lack of strength. They could be expert trackers, scouts, and swift, stealthy herb gatherers. It was shortsighted of the beastkin to dismiss her because she couldn't lift a tree trunk over her head. That was a weakness I could surely use against them if it came down to it.

"Jerky?" Kaila pulled out a chunk of dried meat from her pack.

I gladly took it and enjoyed the salty meat, then gulped it down with some fresh water from my pigskin. It might have tasted bland to some, but after living in the East for so long, where they even put spices in everything, I was happy to have this small taste of home.

"Why not leave? Go back home?" I asked.

"Go all the way back to Drymarch? Cost more'n I care to admit just to get here, and…my family thinks I'm doing well. I tell them all about how I'm getting on. Lotta tall tales in those letters."

I whistled. "You're a long way from home. I could tell by your accent."

"Yeah. Momma's so proud of me. They don't even know I stick with the G contracts." Her ears drooped, pinning to her skull as she avoided my eyes.

I laughed. "You're so much better than a G; I'm sure of it."

Her ears popped up again, her tail giving a cute little wag. "Maybe. The other girls don't really think so, though." The wagging stopped. "They say I'm getting all jumped up if I look at the F ones. Best I just stay in my place and stay out of sight, right?"

I felt for Kaila. She'd come all the way from Drymarch to make something of herself, and so far, she'd fallen short of her dream. I could only imagine how crushed I would have felt if that had happened to me.

I touched my chest. "It warms me that you're being so open with me," I said, smiling reassuringly. "What with you barely knowing me and all."

"You seem like a good guy. Not many of them around these parts."

"Not many guys at all around these parts to begin with."

She laughed. "Yeah. That's what I meant, I suppose. Anyway, it doesn't matter 'cause we're both gonna die. Shame I got you killed; guess I'm sorry."

The next hour passed in comforting silence as I mused on when to tell her the truth. I could only do it once, so I was hesitant. Once that genie was out of the bottle, there would be no going back.

We found a quiet clearing tucked between tall pines, the ground soft with fallen needles. A stream murmured nearby, and the air smelled faintly of moss and smoke.

"Let's make camp here," I said. "I'll make the fire."

I crouched down as she began unfurling her bedroll. I didn’t have one from the guild and wanted to show up empty-handed to see how they'd support me. I knew where the guild supplies were, but I just wanted to dig the knife further into Blair when I revealed she let a new recruit go on an expedition without even giving him the basic stuff.

"Here," I said, pulling out the letter from my pack and holding it out so she could see the crest.

"Thanks. I forgot to bring my tinder." Kaila snatched the parchment and threw it onto the flame.

I snapped my hands around it before it even landed. "No, you crazy lady! I meant to read it!"

"Whoa, nice reflexes. And sorry. My bad." Her cheeks reddened. I loved when they did that; it was such a great contrast to her bright blue eyes and snow-white hair.

I passed it back gingerly. "Don't open it, just look at the crest."

She frowned and then blinked. "Wait, that's…is that King Gideon's crest?" She placed it on her lap and leaned back, staring at it like it was a trophy. "You…why do you have this? Are you here by his invitation or something?"

"Warm."

"To report what's happening to him?"

"Warmer."

She passed the letter back, now handling it delicately between the tips of her pointed nails. "Tell me!"

"You won't die tonight, Kaila. I promise you that."

"Oh, he's secretive," she said, crossing her legs and grinning, her entire focus now on me as if the whole forest had disappeared.

A guy could get used to being looked at like that.

"Now, why would I give the game away when you're so interested?" I grinned right back. "Besides, I've been enjoying getting to know the real you."

"You saying I won't be real when I find out? What do you think I am?" She gasped, her ears standing straight. "Are you a lord?"

"Cold," I said.

"Unf."

She fell back, giving me quite an enticing sight—all tits and thighs and a slender stomach that begged to be tickled and stroked. She put her arm over her eyes in exasperation, and I leaned back, thinking I hadn't found myself in a bad set of circumstances at all.

"Well, you're important, that's for sure. You're unfair too, is what you are."

"Unfair?" I asked.

She leaned back up, and I caught her eyes for a split second before she realized where I was really looking. "Yeah, you're unfair, saying I'll be all different when you're already a human, and a man at that. How different am I supposed to act? Hells, you think if I could be anyone but myself I would be me? Then I wouldn't get picked on like I do." She took a sharp intake of breath, covering her mouth, embarrassed by her stark honesty. "That just slipped out," she mumbled, her cheeks red and eyes downcast.

"I'm not a trainee," I replied.

"Erm, Orth to Darran. Duh!"

"And Blair's right. You've been at the foot of the pecking order for way too long. Tonight, you'll return with a blightbear head in hand for all the guild to see."

She shivered, then batted the air. "Very funny. They'll know you just helped me."

"I won't help you. I'll guide you as your master."

"You're a new master, then? Blair won't stand for that."

"No, Kaila. Come on, you can figure it out."

She scowled, then gasped, covering her mouth again. "Surely you ain't the⁠—"

"I'm the guildmaster," I said.

That was the first time I’d said it aloud, and to my surprise, I didn’t cringe. Because in that moment, I realized Kaila was my ideal trainee. She didn't know it. I hadn't either, not until now. But she had boundless potential. All she needed was someone to believe in her. That's where I came in.

"Shut the frick up," Kaila gasped. "But you're so young?"

"Stick with me, kid," I said, "and you're gonna go far."

That night I slept soundly, for the most part. At one point, a strange dream made me toss and turn. When my eyes snapped open, I found Kaila staring at me. She looked away in a flash, shutting her eyes and pretending to sleep.
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Soon enough, we found ourselves in Highvale, a village nestled among impossibly thick trees that stretched high into the sky.

Rope and timber stairs jutted out from the trees, and as we climbed higher, the breathtaking view below became a little misty from the height. My ears even popped halfway up the stairs. Luckily, there was a sturdy railing to hold onto as we ascended.

It was really nice seeing Kaila peering down below, her eyes wide and full of wonder. I sensed that some of her worries had melted away just by being away from that damn place, and I made it my goal to change how she felt about it. I bet she had no idea what sort of place it could be, should be, darn it, would be when I was through with it.

"You've inspired me, you know," I told her.

"Me?" She batted her chest. "Now I know you're crazy. How could I inspire anyone? Inspire you to catch more molefox, maybe."

I laughed. "You've really got no idea, do you?"

"Idea about what? You're real peculiar, you know that? And I don't just mean because you're a human with a—ahem. I mean because you're a male."

She really did make me laugh. It was nice to be around someone earnest for a change. It softened me up, and I figured she could use a little earnestness too. I doubted she got much of it.

"Let's just say I'm glad I met you first," I said, "and not someone like the hyena girls."

"I can understand that at least, though I still think you're crazy. Damn human kid thinking he can come and be the guildmaster. Give you top points for bravery at least."

"Not a kid," I said.

"Quit your foolin'. You ain't even a few years older than me, I'm sure."

"A little more. I look a lot younger than I am, and I'll just leave it at that."

"You got elf blood or something?" She rocked back and forth, leaning on the rope.

"That might be a possibility." I touched my ears, round as the day is long. "Probably not. I'll tell you about it later, after you tell me about your homeland. I bet a place that gave you that accent is interesting."

"Real hot," she said.

"Bet it's not as hot as where I've just been."

"Oh, you wanna bet?"

I frowned then. "Hey, with white hair like that, you're likely a snow wolf. How'd you grow up in a hot place?"

"Same way I ended up here, duh. Just 'cause you're born somewhere doesn't mean you gotta stay there. Well, my family moved me there before I was born, hence the accent. Anyway, you said you just spent a while in Al Fari, so you're one to talk."

"Oh yeah. Duh."

"Duuuh," she repeated, grinning at me.

We stood for a while, grinning at each other like idiots. She had a magnificent smile, all cheer and cheekiness, and her hair really was fantastic—wild, flaring white that I bet couldn't be tamed no matter how I tried.

That wasn't the part of her that really needed a brush, though; what really needed a brush was her tail. It was huge. I watched it flick around excitedly, batting a serving girl as she walked past carrying a drink toward an outdoor table next to a tavern. The drink nearly toppled, and the girl gasped in fright, grabbing it before it fell.

Kaila didn't even notice. Her eyes darted around, taking in the people, the buildings, even the wood beneath our feet.

We climbed the final rope ladder into the upper levels, where bridges of woven vines and carved wood connected treeborne homes. Lanterns swung gently from branches, illuminating market stalls and quiet conversations. A pair of children darted past, chasing a squirrel up the bark. The higher we went, the quieter it grew, until only the rustle of leaves remained.

"Ahem," a man's voice broke our attention, and we turned to find a kindly gentleman leaving a tree hut, his robe the green of moss with bark-brown trim blending with the forest. Small feathers and dried herbs dangled from a cord at his waist, and his sandals were stitched from vine and leather. "The mayor will see you now."

"The mayor," Kaila whistled. "I'm really in the big leagues."

"Quite, yes," the assistant said. "If you would follow me." He turned and left.

"Oh la la, we must follow him," Kaila whispered, presenting the way for me.

It amazed me how quickly she had taken to this. It felt like because I had told her she would be safe, she simply believed me. That was some hefty responsibility, but if I wasn't willing to take it, then I wasn't fit to be the guildmaster.

Guildmaster…it still didn't feel real. Maybe because Kaila hadn't even called me that once. Guildmaster Kevin would've given her a flick on the ear for such insolence. I didn't really want that, but I thought it would be best if she did call me that when we got back to the guild—after my position was revealed, of course. The others needed to respect me, and they were about to respect Kaila an awful lot more as well, so her opinion would soon matter more to them.

We were led into a gorgeous home carved into the tree, adorned with carved vines painted green in what must've been natural paint because it wasn't very thick. Glowbug lanterns hung on the walls, buzzing as they bumped against the glass.

We entered to find the mayor standing in the same way his assistant had, holding his hands together beneath his robe. He had lines of kindly mirth under both eyes.

"Thank you so much for coming!" The village mayor shook my hand. "This darn blightbear has wreaked havoc on our crops, some way away from here situated on the ground. Oh, and that's when it isn't just killing the farmers."

Kaila winced at the name. I didn't blame her. It was an incredibly tough creature to fight.

"Kaila here's the one taking the contract," I said. "I'm just providing backup."

"Oh well, thank you, young lady." He vigorously shook her hand and, to the old guy's credit, his gaze didn't stray anywhere near the wild jiggling that occurred. I made a note to maybe buy her a cloak for when we traveled outside of the towns. A guild member should carry herself with an air of dignity, at least around other men. Back at the guild, she could dress how she damn well pleased.

"You're welcome!" Kaila brightened at the positive attention, her ears perking up.

The mayor's wife stumbled into the fold, hobbling on her walking stick. She took his arm and beamed at us both.

"We are a peaceful folk," the mayor explained. "Our guards are no match for such a ferocious creature. Ever so sorry to put you in danger."

"Hey, we're in the business of danger," Kaila said. "That's why we get paid for it, so don't you feel guilty at all, mister. We'll bring the head back here to prove the job is done."

"Back… here? But it leaks toxins?"

I patted my back and said, "Got a double steel mesh bag to keep all that contained."

"Ah, that's smart. The creature is impervious to its own venom then? I presume it won't disintegrate in the bag."

"Double mesh. The toxin drips through the first layer onto the second, and a nozzle at the bottom drains it out before it overflows. We just keep draining it until the beast stops leaking. After that, we bottle the stuff for weapons. It's deadly if you swallow it, but slow on skin. Get to a lake fast and you'll be fine. Clothes and plants, though? No chance. And if you let it stew on your flesh... it'll eat you alive." I realized I had talked for too long, but darn it, I did get a little passionate about this stuff.

"Ah, I see. Well, that's good, you get something out of this, excluding the money, of course."

"Exactly."

He nodded warmly. "Can I offer you a drink?"

I clinked my tongue. "Hate to be rude, but it's really best we take care of this before it wreaks any more havoc on your farmland."

The mayor's shoulders softened in relief. "I was hoping you might say that. We moved everyone who lives on the ground up here, which is fine; we do have the room. But our food grows on the ground, and it's getting obliterated. Our stores can only hold for so long and..." He batted the air away. "I don't need to bore you with that. I'm quite eager to see the beast dead and gone."

"Leave it with us!" Kaila beamed, giving a thumbs up.
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After climbing down several ropes, we stood on a rickety bridge overlooking the farmland. We checked our gear, tightening belt straps and inspecting our bolt ammo. Kaila's hands were shaking.

I leaned out, surveying the farm below. Long strands of purple-black ooze spilled across the land, poisoning every crop they touched and releasing black, foul-smelling smoke into the air.

"Thank the gods we didn't have to walk through this," Kaila said, wrinkling her nose at the stench. "Looks like a giant slime sneezed all over the place." Her voice trembled, betraying the casual tone she was trying to maintain. A tree rustled, and she gasped, jumping behind me.

"You seemed brave when talking to that mayor," I said, glancing over my shoulder at her. "It's alright to be scared, but I still need you to be brave. We have work to do here."

"It's just…" Kaila hesitated. "He needed me to know what I was doing. It made him feel better, right?"

"Right."

"I—if we pull it off," she said, her voice still shaky, "it ain't gonna matter that I was scared. He'll never know." She let out a small laugh. "And if we don't… well, I'll be dead, so it won't matter."

I readied my crossbow. "The thing is, you gotta think that way about me too. We're fast friends, sure, but I'm still the guildmaster. It's not a title I was given for the hell of it." I checked my bolts one more time. They were exactly where they always were. "When I tell the guild you hunted this beast yourself, I don't want it to be a lie."

"So I should pretend to be brave for you as well?" She smiled, her ears perking up, obviously pleased that I'd called her my friend.

"Yeah. You should act properly when it comes to guild matters. Any other time, though, I'm quite happy for you to be yourself."

"Can't imagine being any other way..." She nodded. "Guildmaster Darran," she added.

"Quite a mouthy title."

"I bet it's not the only…" She cut herself off, yanked her dagger from its scabbard, and held it low. "I'd best start tracking, then."

I bet hunting was easier than finishing that sentence. I shook my head, laughing.

"I gotta apologize," she said, her tail lashing around like she'd rather be doing anything else.

"Another?" I raised my eyebrows. "I can tell I've got my work cut out with you."

"I bet you do," she winked, then cringed. "Ung, I did it again. It's just that the girls are all so filthy. I forget I can't talk like that around you."

"They're filthy, and yet they cast out the guys? Where are all the male beastkin?"

"Well, Blair⁠—"

A deep, bone-rattling bellow split the air. I swiftly cupped my hand over Kaila's mouth, feeling her breath quicken against my palm. Her eyes widened, her pulse hammering under my touch. She weakly grabbed my wrist, clutching it with her trembling hands.

"Serious now," I murmured, close enough that our heads nearly touched. "Let's drop down. The hunt is on."

Kaila hesitated. Her brows pinched, then she nodded firmly. I pulled my hand away from her mouth, and she blew out a quiet breath. "I'm ready, Guildmaster Darran."

"Just Guildmaster will do. There are no others."

We slipped over the rope bridge and dropped into the dirt, a soft puff of dust kicking up around our boots. The acrid smell of the ooze was more intense down here.

Kaila pulled the most serious face she could muster. I might've laughed if we weren't inches from death. She had such cute features that it was like being glared at by a puppy. Her eyes watered slightly as she pinched her nose with one hand. The smell must have been unbearable for a beastkin like her. When she saw me cover my mouth with cloth, she did the same.

I crouched low, ears straining for any sign of the grunting beast. I forced myself to focus instead of thinking about Kaila's filthy mind or the adorable furrow in her brow.

"Go on," I whispered. "Do your thing."

She gulped, then nodded, determination flashing across her face. Maybe it was for my benefit, but that was enough. Fear made bravery real—the ones who weren't scared were just fools.

An eerie wind whispered through the trees. A snort echoed somewhere in the distance. A brush of leaves was kicked up by a squirrel. It sniffed the blight puddle, its little nose wrinkled, and it wobbled on its feet, falling into the dirt.

The older the blight, the deadlier it grows. As bad as this place looked, with the black ooze withering plants and corroding grass, the infection was still fresh.

"The steam is thicker from that one," Kaila whispered, pointing to a puddle that hadn't seeped quite as far into the dirt yet; the plants around it were only half dead, leaning toward the ground.

I nodded, offering a reassuring smile.

Her lips tightened in determination, and she nodded, aware I was watching. She didn't need to explain herself; I could already see how well she was doing.

Kaila pulled the cloth down from her nose and sniffed, much like a squirrel. Her tail stilled, then rose and swung swiftly.

She leapt forward, moving quickly. I could barely keep up. Gods, she was fast.

Kaila's speed increased to the point where she stayed airborne for an impossibly long time, dancing between the puddles, her feet barely missing a single foothold along the tainted path.

Keeping up with her while dodging the blight proved quite a challenge, even with my enhanced abilities. I steadied my grip on my crossbow, ready just in case. It was a pity the village hadn't built more bridges over the farmland, but I supposed they hadn't needed to until now.

Kaila threw herself hard against a tree, the sharp nails of one hand easily sinking into the thick bark for purchase. She was better than she realized. All that bullying had pushed her down, and I would make sure it didn't happen anymore.

Her breath hitched as she adjusted her grip on the blade. I could practically see her visualizing the strike point on the blightbear, just as we'd discussed. Most monsters had at least one weakness. The blightbear's was an exposed vein pulsing beneath the neck; if you cut it, the blight would cease pumping through its body. All the black and purple would drain from the creature until it turned as pale as a beastly ghost.

A loud, reverberating sniff echoed in the distance, so deep it could’ve come from an orthquake. Heavy footfalls shook the ground even harder. The snuffling snort came again, closer this time.

My fingers twitched, tightening around my crossbow.

"Come on, Kaila," I murmured beneath my breath. "You can do this."

I really didn't want to take over for her. The truth was, a lot of my hopes were riding on this too. I needed her on my side; she was the first domino.

Kaila froze, her entire body tense in a half-crouch. Damn it, she's frozen in fright.

Then her eyes narrowed, her pupils dilating at the first sign of movement.

No. Not fright. Anticipation.

The creature stomped through the bushes, unimpeded; the greenery caved and crumpled beneath its massive paws, then blackened from the toxin dripping from its claws.

That was why it was so damn dangerous to fight a blighted beast. Every missed strike could splatter you with blight. If you didn't reach water in time to wash it off, you were a goner.

A low, rumbling growl tore from its maw, dripping black drool onto a leaf that quickly withered. The dark-furred bear looked to weigh seven or eight hundred pounds, about the same as other blightbears I'd encountered. Patches of scabby, blight-marked skin were exposed where its fur had fallen away. Pustules oozed down its neck, red, swollen, and filled with pockets of infection that smelled like rotten meat and death.

Kaila snapped her head toward me, and for a brief moment, I feared for both of us. I was afraid she'd break, cry that she couldn't do this, and head home with her fluffy tail between her legs.

Then she nodded, fierce determination lighting her face as she tightened her grip on her blade.

"That's my girl," I whispered, pride swelling in my chest.

She shot forward, a white blur darting from patch to patch, dodging every puddle with ease. Blade angled downward, she sprang off a tree branch, vaulting over the creature and planting one foot squarely on its back.

It roared to the heavens. Birds burst from the trees, and leaves shook violently under the force of the sound. At the same moment, Kaila slashed downward across the back of its neck.

Dark blood sprayed wide, but she leaped clear, landing safely on a dry patch of ground.

The bear snarled, rising high on its hind legs.

Kaila's determination cracked. Whatever hint of a smile she had was gone, replaced by a trembling look of terror as the creature towered over her, dousing her in shadow.

The bear leaned back, its massive frame taking on a horrific, almost humanoid shape as it prepared to strike.

Kaila sprinted forward, slipping under the swing just as I raised my crossbow.

Woosh.

The bolt sliced through the air and buried itself deep in the creature's neck.

The blightbear roared again, spraying a wave of thick, black blood from the wound. The ooze splattered across the forest floor, and where it touched, the earth sizzled.

The foul stench rolled through the clearing, thick and choking, burning the back of my throat.

Kaila was nowhere in sight until she burst from the trees, driving her blade into its arm and flipping away with acrobatic precision.

The blightbear swung the wounded limb wildly, its claws spasming and curling; she must have cut the tendons clean through.

Yes! That's my girl! Pride and exhilaration flooded through me. She doesn't need my help at all.

The bear roared and lumbered after her, limping on a front leg.

Kaila sprang into a tree and ricocheted off it, swinging her dagger at its other claw just as it reared up on its hind legs to strike.

A splash of blight shot past her, missing by mere inches.

Where did she go? The damn wolfkin was as fast as hell. One moment she was there, the next, gone, swallowed by the trees behind the spurting ooze like it was a cloud of smoke.

Her size was an advantage, no doubt. All that molefox hunting had led to this moment.

The trees rustled. The creature's nose snapped toward the sound.

Oh no.

Terror twisted in my gut. It had her scent. I envisioned it: its rotting maw snapping shut around her thigh or worse.

My first trainee, dead and gone, before I'd even taken the guildmaster's pledge.

I aimed my crossbow, my grip steady from experience alone. By rights, it should have been trembling. I pressed down on the trigger.

Woosh.

The bolt flew, and in a blink, the creature snapped it out of the air, crunching it into shards between its teeth.

It felt like those jaws had just snapped around my neck.

Kaila dropped from the trees, locking her thighs around its head and squeezing with everything she had. Her legs trembled with the effort, her face twisted in a grimace. I could see the strain in every muscle; she was holding on with desperation.

The beast roared, thrashing as it tried to twist its legs to slash at her—but it couldn't reach.

"Unngh!" she cried, driving the blade into its neck with both hands and thrusting it down toward herself. I cringed; she could've skewered her own groin.

Kaila rolled backward off the creature, landing with a splash and disappearing into a puddle of blight.

No!
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"Eugh!"

Kaila staggered to her feet, dripping in the creature's toxic blood. The stuff was thick and slimy, sloughing off her skin in slow, sticky black globs.

The bear slumped down, its head sagging low, and let out a final, shuddering breath of defeat before crashing to the ground. Jagged claws dug into the dirt, twitching slightly before stilling. Its tainted blood oozed onto the ground around it.

"I ain't hurt?" Kaila yelled, inspecting her own body.

"The venom's slow-acting on flesh," I said with a laugh. "That's how it survives its own poison. As long as you don't swallow any, you'll be fine if you wash it off within a few minutes. But fabrics, plants..." I trailed off as I saw it. "Oh, gods."

Kaila looked down again and shrieked.

The front of her tunic was already disintegrating, the fabric dissolving into blackened threads that crumbled to ash and disappeared in the gentle breeze. Her creamy skin peeked through the remnants as the cloth vanished down her shoulders along the curve of her generous mounds as they bounced free. She barely managed to slap her hands over her chest before the last scraps gave way. As she squeezed her hefty bosom towards her chest, they overflowed against her arms, still dripping with toxins.

"Guildmaster," she whimpered. "Is there a lake nearby?"

I scoured my memory, closing my eyes to envision the last time I'd been here. Soph and I had...yes, it had been the height of summer, and the whole village was at the lake for a party.

"That way," I said, pointing in the exact direction. I heard the patter of Kaila's boots as she ran, leaving me with the fallen blightbear in a battlefield of destruction.

I had a leather tunic and some pants. I could give her my shirt, which would likely cover her down to her knees, and then a belt to tighten it against her to prevent any accidental winds revealing everything.

Knowing I needed to get back to work, I shook my head and crouched down to behead the creature, digging my knife in and cringing as the horrid blood spilled out. It was coagulated and lumpy, like milk that had been left in the sun for too long. The black ooze smelled three times as vile.

Kaila would be fine. The ground beneath the village was deserted; everyone was as terrified of the blight as they were of the creature. She wasn't in any danger of encountering a peeping Tom. Best we get this head in the bag before doing anything else, I thought. Then I can wash off too and give her my shirt.

Though I felt a little guilty about letting her get splashed, it was a lesson for her to check where she was going and consider the aftermath as well as the present. There was more to monster hunting than simply charging in headfirst and killing monsters.

With the head safely in the bag—miraculously without spilling a drop on my clothes—I dragged it across the grounds toward the forest lake, finding a signpost to guide the way. I was absurdly grateful I remembered the right route. I could only imagine the sight of a naked Kaila running around, trying to dodge all the puddles.

I found her in the lake, only her eyes and fluffy ears poking out of the water. Little bubbles gurgled in front of her, one popping and splashing her in the eye. She squinted at me. Her eyes were a marvelous blue, brighter than the lake glimmering under the sunlight.

The lake was as still as glass, reflecting the blue sky above, disturbed only by the occasional ripple from a drifting leaf or a darting fish. The air smelled faintly of moss and minerals, clean and crisp after the battlefield's foulness.

I dropped the bag, yet Kaila kept her mouth submerged.

"I'll leave out this part when we talk about this," I said. "I'm guessing you have a change of clothing back in town?"

She nodded.

"Then no one will ever know. The villagers will be too grateful to see us carrying the beast's head in a bag to notice you wearing, well, more clothes than before."

She scowled, then lifted her head out of the water. It ran down her cheeks, dripping off her chin. "More clothes?" The water came up to her bare shoulders. She even had pretty shoulders, all svelte and lithe, and other such words I was only partially sure were correct.

As I respectfully kept my eyes from drifting lower, I unclipped my scabbard from my belt and dropped the belt that ran over my tunic. Next, I pulled that free and pretended her gaze didn't explore me. I could hardly blame her; I had just done the same.

"This would be like a dress on you," I explained. "And the belt will hold it together. The villagers won't even notice. Hell, like I said, it's more than you usually wear."

She nodded and dipped down into the water again. I took a sniff of myself; after the journey, I had built up quite a sweat—one that would be even more apparent now that she was clean.

"Need a bath?" Kaila asked, her mouth breaking the surface of the water again. Now she stood up even taller, and the sweet curves of her breasts shone in the lake like shiny fruits.

"Not as much as you did," I said teasingly. "Besides, it's not appropriate for a guildmaster to share a bath with his trainee. I need to get used to that sort of thinking now."

"Right, sure thing, Guildmaster Darran." She rolled her eyes playfully.

I laughed. "The full title again. Can't say I didn't ask for it."

"That's the prestige it needs, ain't it?"

I still held my shirt around my arm. She wasn't getting out to take it, and I hadn't waded into the water to hand it over. I supposed I should just leave it hanging on a tree branch and turn away. She hadn't asked me to. I hadn't offered. Maybe it was the thumping of my heart that kept the words in my throat from acknowledging it at all.

Birds sang beautifully somewhere in the trees. It was like they knew the bear had fallen and were rejoicing. Any moment, I expected half the villagers to come down, curiosity winning out. That happens sometimes. I hoped it wouldn't happen now.

"I suppose I should give you this," I said.

"I suppose you should, I reckon." Kaila looked away, her cheeks as red as beets. Her wolf ears twitched before laying flat and sticking slightly outward.

I waded into the water, wondering how best to word it. "You know, I told myself I would keep my hands to myself, so I think I’d better stick to that. As guildmaster, it would be very inappropriate to..."

"To not keep your hands to yourself," Kaila finished for me. "But..."

"But?"

"Nothing." She looked away, crossing her arms. This only served to press her bosom against her, fattening them above the surface, silky and shiny from being wet.

"I'm really proud of how you handled that blightbear," I said, taking my first step into the water.

"I'd be dead without you," she replied, her voice a mermaid's song.

"That's normal." I waded a little closer. "We worked as a team. The important thing is that you did all the work, and I just stepped in to lend a hand when you needed it. A good hunter can't thrive without someone watching their back."

"Guess I got a lot to learn about being a good hunter."

"A lot you don't have to learn. You're way ahead of many human trainees."

"And way behind many beastkin."

"Kaila," I said with a sigh, "don't be so self-defeatist. It's not⁠—"

"Sexy?" she said, grinning hopefully as she turned to face me, her ears perking up adorably. Droplets of water dripped from her hair down to her lip, where she closed her mouth around it and licked.

"Not the word I would have used."

"You wouldn't call me that?" She looked down at her squeezed chest, then let go; her breasts drooped into the water, and my cock rose with it, forcing me to wade deeper into the lake so she wouldn't see.

Her lazy-lidded eyes gazed toward it just as my groin submerged. I was sure she saw it. I didn't think she was disappointed either, judging by how her eyes widened.

"Here," I said, passing her the shirt.

Kaila mumbled something about rejection.

"I wasn't rejecting you, just trying to be a gentleman."

"What if I want it gentle?"

"I could be gentle."

"At first," she said.

"At first," I confirmed, still holding out the tunic. She reached for it, but I was sure she'd grab my hand and pull me closer. This was the last thing I wanted to be. Nobody liked the lecherous master perving on his trainees. Damn my youthful appearance; it's gonna be the death of me.

"I guess one kiss won't hurt," I said, breathing heavily as she took the shirt.

Kaila held onto it like it was a teddy bear, making no move to put it on.

"At first," she said, biting her lip and revealing her pointy canine.

I pictured myself with bite marks all over, and the way her gaze glided over my chest suggested she was picking the precise parts of my chiseled torso where she wished to place them.

My heart was beating so fast I swore it would crash out of its cage. Down below, a hardness surged so intensely it hurt. When had I last slept with a woman? In Al Kari, a while ago. I should've dated someone—anyone—to get it out of my system.

With this youthful lifestream running through my blood came a vigor—an appetite greater than any of my peers, at least from what I had assumed. Unlike them, I could just not settle down. I could never be settled with one woman, and it was never fair to her, so I never pretended I could. That was why I had to break up with Soph all those years ago; it wasn't fair to her, and if I stayed any longer, I might have betrayed her.

I'd even tried dating a sheepkin hunter with gorgeous bronze skin in Al Kari. She was stunning, but I still found myself looking elsewhere. So, I broke it off. If there's one thing I can say I'm proud of, it's that I never cheated, never betrayed anyone. I always ended things before temptation got the better of me. Not much of an achievement, sure, but more than some can claim.

"It's so beautiful out here," Kaila said. "This has been just the loveliest day ever—meeting you, you showing me what I'm capable of. The blight slime I could've left out, but..." She chuckled. "It led me here at least—alone with you, Guildmaster..." The title rolled off her tongue like silk and sugar; a drip of drool slid off and landed on her lip, and I pictured that tongue right on the underside of my swelling, teasing out my release, licking every drop.

"Guildmaster..." she whispered again. "It sounds good to me now. You were right; I'll use your title all the time. When I sleep, I'll whisper it to myself as I..." She clutched the shirt. "Guild...master..." She bit her lip again and closed her eyes, her cheeks flushing once more, this time not from embarrassment.

A grunt rumbled in the distance, and a shudder of fright zapped down my spine like a bolt of lightning.

Somewhere in the forest, a great and terrible foot stomped onto the ground, followed by a roar as loud as ten blightbears erupting through the land. It could have been a volcano. It was horrifying.

My blade…

My eyes darted to the edge of the lake, where it lay on the ground, still attached to my belt.

"Darran?" Kaila asked, shivering as she pulled the tunic over herself, revealing only her back and the water droplets sliding down her shoulder blades.

"Guildmaster Darran," I said, raising a hand to still her. "I'll deal with this." My voice was steady, unwavering, as befits a master of the guild.

"Right!" Her voice trembled a little less.

As I calmly—but quickly—waded toward the water's edge, I wondered if she would remember the advice I'd given her: never let your teammates, captain, or client know you're scared.

Despair was like a sickness growing in the heart; it could spread as fast as a common cold. Best to smother it as quickly as you can, so if your teammates are scared, they can use you as a pillar to lean on, and in turn, they can be that for someone else.

I picked up the scabbard, leaving the belt behind. "Get dressed quickly," I said. "Carry the blightbear head to the village."

"But what about you?"

A cluster of trees split apart like reeds, trunks groaning as something massive forced its way through. A ghostly vapor of blight obscured the shadowy figure stomping out from between them, as tall as the very trunks, on two feet, not four.

"I'll be fine." I drew my blade; the metal gleamed bright under the sunlight like the touch of a god.

The blightbear's tainted body was marred with old, jagged scars from battles it had fought and won in the past. It walked on hind legs, stomping through the forest, sniffing and searching; its nose dripped with black goo, and its teeth, when it snarled, were rotted black.

I gripped my blade with both hands. The titan blightbear had its name etched into my weapon, and only blood would wipe it clean.

This wasn't a B-tier contract; it was at least an A, creeping toward an A+. It didn't matter; I already knew Blair wouldn't care if we got killed. Sending first-years on a B contract was as good as murder anyway.

It just changed the punishment she would suffer, that's all.

The blightbear mother locked her shadowy, endless eyes onto me, sniffing, with gloops of toxin dripping down onto her fur, sizzling as they made contact. Patches were missing, exposing muscle that glistened as it seeped with its own blight. The smell of rot and death stole away the clean crispness of the lake.

I saw understanding in her eyes. The mother knew who had killed her whelp. At least, she thought it was me and not Kaila. Close enough.

I ran ahead, blade low, my feet fast, barely making a sound as I swept across the dirt. They had a way to run in Al Kari—fast, swift, and silent on the sand, almost like they were floating just above it so their feet wouldn't sink and slow them down.

The beast towered over me. These trees weren't as big as the ones in the village, but I bet this creature could still climb those with ease and cause real havoc.

And I'd just killed its child, so yeah, that qualifies as provocation. Blair didn't just put me in danger; she put this whole village at risk. A contract like this needed to be handled as an emergency, with a whole squad.

I planted my feet, gripped my blade in both hands, and watched in almost slow motion as the great beast's paw swept through the air, rotting claws poised to skewer me.

I spun, swung my blade down behind the knuckle of its wrist, and it dug into the flesh, causing the creature to roar in pain. I darted back, a spray of toxin just missing the hairs on my chest.

Vile ooze spilled onto the ground, digging a pit. Clearly, this creature had not been around to bother the villagers, because the destruction would have been cataclysmic—not just for their farmland but for the entire town. It must have been in hibernation, awakened by the death cry of its whelp. That didn’t excuse Blair’s actions. Nothing would.

"Guildmaster!" Kaila cried behind me.

"Stay back!" I commanded. "This one's blood is far more dangerous."

The blightbear swung again. I slashed, dodged back, and a second swing came from its nearly decapitated hand. It was like looking into a gaping black hole—the stuff of nightmares. Apparently, the bear thought so too because it roared in pain, the wound splitting further until it dangled by mere threads of tendon.

Then it charged at me, running on its hind legs. There was a space between its legs; I judged a few microseconds of time. I rolled between its legs, slicing mid-roll at a specific tendon on the human part of its leg that would bring it to its knees.

The creature crashed down, trying to push itself up with its one remaining paw.

"My turn!" Kaila said.

"No!" I yelled.

She was only wearing her boots and my shirt, the belt missing, so the shirt flew up, revealing her naked body. It would be painful when her heavy tits slammed against her chest, but that was the least of her problems.

She crashed onto the creature's back with just her dagger. You fool, you'll do nothing but scratch it.

The blade thrust down, and vile toxin splashed onto her hand. Kaila cried out and leapt off, hitting the ground mere inches from a puddle of the more dangerous fluid, fumbling to kick off her boots as they fizzled, just in time to get them free.

"Get back to the lake!" I cried.

She was already up, running there and then desperately trying to wash her hands. That might leave a scar. It might be permanent. Good, may it serve both as a lesson and evidence of her triumph.

"Foolish girl," I muttered beneath my breath, though I found myself smiling as I said it.

The creature snapped its maw at me; it could only hold itself up with one paw, the other nearly a stump, causing it a world of pain whenever it tried to use it to attack. I swiped down, stepping aside to avoid its strike and the splattering fluids, then thrust my blade upward, finding the vein that pulsed the toxin through its body in its neck.

My blade sheathed itself in the scabbard as it fell, slumping in defeat, the light leaving its glowing ebony eyes like candles fading to smoke.

At that moment, an eagle soared above. I shielded my eyes to squint at the bird. Just a regular messenger eagle to the untrained eye. Not to mine.

It was time.

"Kaila," I called.

Moments later, she pattered through the forest, barefoot and wearing only my skirt and belt. "Yes, Guildmaster?"

"We've got work to do."
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The cart bumbled along the forest path, the great beast's head lolling out as its toxins burned through the wood.

Two other carts followed us, pushed by some helpful villagers. When the current cart was destroyed by the liquid, we'd take a new one, put the titan-blightbear onto that, and repeat until we finally made it to the guild.

It wasn't the most efficient way of doing things—a lot of toxins were spilling onto the forest path, tainting the air and ground for weeks until rain washed it away, but not much could be done about it.

We shouldn't have been in this position to begin with. Blair had failed in so many ways. Not properly researching contracts was tantamount to murder. Whoever she'd hired as the Master of Contracts was undoubtedly slacking off, if she had even hired one at all.

Letting me leave without at least basic equipment was her second strike, though it was minor by comparison. Allowing a new member to accept a B-rank contract without first proving they could handle an easier gig was also problematic. She seemed all too happy to send us to our deaths. That wasn't the attitude of a proper guildmaster.

As for Highvale, they were happy to help knowing that I had slain this higher-grade beast without the added fees. Usually, some sort of payment plan could be worked out—because the guild couldn't just let dangerous beasts terrify a town if their lord couldn't afford its termination. I let it slide this time, on account of us needing all their resources to help carry it back. They did end up giving us a few of their grand tree seeds, which would apparently grow incredibly fast. I wasn't exactly sure what use we'd have for such a thing, but I accepted it nonetheless, leaving it in the cart they gave us.

We could have gone all the way back to the guild to get the supplies, but I wanted to make a strong impression, arriving with the heads.

"I don't think they'll believe I slayed that one," Kaila said, walking beside me, dragging the chain bag along. She wore another set of her regular leather brassiere and shorts, while I was back to wearing my tunic.

I laughed. "No, they won't think you slew this one," I grinned at correcting her. "You slew the head you drag along the ground. I got the big one."

"Oh!" Her eyes widened in understanding. "You mean to impress upon them your prowess? That's super smart, Guildmaster!"

"Thanks."

"Y'know, you're mighty powerful, Guildmaster. I'm fast, but... you barely had to move to defeat that thing."

"With age comes experience," I said. "I used to have to move a lot more, but I learned how to do less with more. As you get older and your body doesn't hold up the same way, you'll have to do the same."

Kaila ran ahead a few steps, veering in front of me, then turned to face me, walking backward. "You don't really look old enough to be talking like that," she said, looking me up and down.

"I'm older than I look," I assured her. "About a decade."

Kaila, still backing up and matching my pace, shrugged before falling into step next to me again. "Will you teach me to be that good?"

"I was never as fast as you, you know. I'm not a beastkin. You'll learn how to temper your energy in time. Besides, I'm the guildmaster. I oversee the other masters. I don't have time to teach classes."

"Oh."

A silence fell over us for a while. Kaila bit her lip, as if to stop herself from speaking, but the way her fluffy ears drooped and her even fluffier tail curled against her slender legs made it clear she was disappointed by that notion.

It didn't take a genius to figure she would be.

"Things won't be the same for you; I'll make sure of it," I said, moving to pat her on the shoulder. Then my hand clenched, and I drew it away, thinking that maybe physical touch should remain off the table, considering what had almost happened to us.

That almost... we hadn't even spoken of it; we pretended it hadn't happened. I supposed that was for the best.

"I'll be around," I said. "You can always drop by my office if you need to chat."

"Really? That'd be swell." Her ears perked up a little, though her smile was weak.

She was a pretty thing—too pretty for her own good. It was best to keep her at arm's length. Sure, I could contain myself now, but what about those times when things got a little more lonely, a little more horny, and caution could be thrown to the wind as easily as a tunic?

"Not all the time," I added. "Just some of the time."

"I..."

"Change cart!" a voice announced behind me, prompting the group to begin the perilous task of lifting the blightbear head to the other cart, while the nearly destroyed one would be carefully wheeled back to the village.
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As the guild approached and the path began its steep climb, I only half-apologized to the townsfolk who'd agreed to push the cart up the hill. Better them than me. They didn't seem to mind—probably because they wouldn't have to pay extra. Since their crops had been decimated, they needed every coin they had to rebuild. That was another reason I hadn't bothered to haggle for more.

In a way, it was the guild's fault. They should've dealt with it sooner, saved more of their land, and then they wouldn't be in this mess to begin with. It would take weeks, perhaps even months, for the tainted lands to recover enough for the villagers to tend their fields again. They had many long days of hard work ahead, as I suspected I did.

It was a fresh start for all of us, I supposed.

The giant bones towered over us, the crest of the guild gleamed bright, and we drove the cart into the guild, finding a very different atmosphere than when we'd left.

Gasps and hushed breaths followed as they saw what we were dragging in. Kaila pulled her smaller blightbear head by a rope tied around its mouth, ensuring everyone could see what she was bringing in. It wasn't the most convenient way; the rope would soon be burnt through, but it had a better effect than if it were left hidden in the chain mesh. They needed to see what she was capable of.

With her head held high and her tail just as tall, Kaila, for once, didn’t seem so ashamed. She basked in the awe of her peers, proud of herself and proud of what she'd accomplished. I was too.

In the corner of the courtyard, the bell called out to me. I paced toward it, and several beastkin looked away, even cowering. Perhaps the king's letter had arrived, or maybe they were horrified by the massive beast I was bringing in.

I'd timed my entrance a few days early to assess the situation, and now, with the letter in my pack, I could confirm I was the new guildmaster.

It was time to make it official.

A thumping rose in my chest. If I didn't know any better, I'd swear I was excited. I wasn’t supposed to enjoy this. At the least, I shouldn’t have looked like I did.

"Game face time," I muttered as I wrapped my hands around the bell rope, just as a hundred guildmasters had done before, and pulled with all my might.

Clang! Clang!

The bell rang with a nostalgic roar that nearly deafened me, and I turned to find the whole guild amassing in a straight line, like some sort of army.

They looked confused, many beastkin and elves frowning at the fact that I was the one to ring the bell.

I squinted, shielding my eyes from the sun to gaze up at the guildmaster's tower. Blair stood on the balcony, too far away for me to read her expression. But she knew. For sure she knew. How would she react? Seethe? Hide in her tower like some old defeated wizard from a story? Somehow, I didn't see her bowing and begging for forgiveness. She wouldn't go down without a fight.

"Why are you all lined up?" I asked. "This is not the king's army; this is a guild."

The group exchanged confused glances; they didn't know how to act. It must have felt awkward for them to suddenly bunch up into a crowd, if they were to take my instruction at all.

"I can see I've got my work cut out for me." I pulled out the parchment from my pack, held it high, and announced, "This king's seal and a letter received by Blair in my tower proclaim me the new guildmaster. Now, who among you wishes to be the first to get into my good books?"

I waited patiently. No one dared utter a word. Their eyes were lowered, resting firmly on the ground or their own feet. Blair had really done a number on them. Some toed the floor as if trying to dig into it, while others whispered. I even heard a laugh.

"Where are the masters?" I asked impatiently. "Surely you're not all trainees."

Once again, no one dared to answer.

"You," I said to the nearest beastkin, a hyenakin who had attempted to bully me. She shifted uncomfortably under my authoritative voice. "Fetch that lovely owlkin assistant at the tower. Tell her to bring me the list of masters."

"I'm a master," one of them said quickly. It was a tigerkin woman, standing tall and proud. "Vienne, Master of Huntcraft, at your service, Guildmaster."

I nodded. "Anyone else?"

No one else stepped forward. Perhaps they did not recognize my authority.

"Where are the numan masters?" I asked. "This is a guild situated in the heart of the human realm, yet there are no human masters? When I attended, they were all human. And there were men at that. Where are the men?"

Silence. Some whispered, as expected. I could hear some were confused about my age, thinking I looked like a current attendee—certainly not old enough to be a guildmaster.

"You," I looked at the hyena from earlier. "Why are you still here? Go and fetch the owlkin and tell her to bring the book of masters! And tell Blair her presence is requested as well. We will wait. Don't keep us waiting long, please."

I smiled at her; no doubt it had the effect of being utterly terrifying. I could tell I would have to ease them into the new way of doing things. They could think I was a nicer Blair at first, then slowly see how things truly were. It was like feeding a starving man; you couldn't just give him a big meal, or his stomach would explode. You had to let him gently sip on a touch of broth and take a nibble of bread.

We waited. I put my arms behind my back and watched them. Had I not already known her, I would have completely overlooked Kaila; she was an expert at shrinking between the others, hiding herself. I squinted, searching for the little bunnykin I had bumped into while avoiding the hyenas. Did she know her life was about to change? Was it about to change? Or would it be some time before my changes could take effect?

"You've been taught wrong," I said. "As evidenced by what I found in the contract. It was only meant to be a B contract, and yet..." I gestured to the titan-blightbear's head. "An A+ beast if I ever saw one. Perhaps even A++! Not only has she failed to properly grade the contracts and address them in a timely manner before the town's farmland was destroyed, but she also sent two brand new initiates to deal with it! Even for a mere B contract, this is tantamount to murder. By rights, I should have the King's army on my doorstep, taking her away in shackles. That's to say nothing of what she's done to the guild itself."

The trainees looked at each other, their eyes darting between me and the tower. They couldn't believe it; such words of insolence directed at their guildmaster. Well, she wasn't a guildmaster any longer.

"Things are going to change here," I said. "And if you don't like it, you're free to leave. But I suggest a fresh start for us all, and I recommend you take it."

Blair strolled across the guild grounds with her head held high, holding a parchment in her hand. The cute owlkin scurried behind her, carrying a big book. The hyena who'd fetched her was nowhere to be seen.

I couldn't believe she was carrying the scroll sent by the King. Why hadn't she just thrown it away? Did she think herself invincible, or was this an attempt to get in my good graces by pledging fealty before it was too late? It certainly was too late.

The rest of the guild lowered their heads as the scantily dressed six-foot cat mommy strolled onto the scene, her body shining beneath the tight straps of leather that barely covered her nipples in a V shape down to her mound.

Her big fluffy tail flicked aggressively. Cats were the opposite of dogs in that regard. She was wagging it to make herself seem even bigger, even more threatening. I was not impressed.

"You there, owlkin, what's your name?" I asked.

"Juno," she squeaked. She wore a short skirt and a shirt with the buttons only done up in the middle, revealing much above and below.

"Mistress Blair," I said, "please hand over the scroll to Juno. Read it, won't you?"

I smiled. Calling a guildmaster simply 'master' was quite an offense, and calling a female master 'mistress'? No doubt it would make her furious. I couldn't resist the temptation, gods forgive me.

Blair squeezed the rolled-up parchment in her hand, weighing her options. I smiled at her; we both knew the king could send his army down to enforce the change, and where would that get her?

Sure, we couldn't kick out all the beastkin, but their takeover was an act of war I was sure she didn't want to be responsible for when push came to shove.

The grip in her shiny leather gloves loosened, and she took it between the tips of her long, sharp black claws and handed it over to the feathery owlkin.

The owlkin peered at me with her oversized eyes, made even bigger by the magnification of her glasses. She looked like she longed to fly away, those wing-arms twitching, humanlike hands slipping from feathers like from the sleeves of a fluffy sweater.

I nodded. "Go on, it's alright. I promise."

She glanced around at the rest of the guild, no doubt assessing the situation for her own survival. I didn't blame her; who she chose to be loyal to next could make her life very easy or much more difficult.

I sighed. "Blair, you would agree that Juno here can read the words on the scroll and experience no ill will? After all, she is merely reading it. I could ask another, and the words wouldn't change."

Blair gritted her teeth, revealing their sharpness. They were like a vampire's fangs, and no doubt she wanted to sink them into my flesh. "Sounds reasonable," she hissed.

I tried not to smile. No doubt she was picturing where she would fit in during the new regime and saw it wasn't a good place.

Juno held up the note, blinked at it, then raised the scroll to show everyone the wax seal. "It appears to be the King's seal." A murmur surged through the crowd but quickly died. Juno tore it open and began to read: "By the order of I, King Gideon, the Third of His Name, I hereby declare that…"

As she spoke, the squeak in her voice grew slightly more confident, while Blair glared at me as if she wanted to send me to the hells and back. I swore a blood vessel was about to pop in her twitching eye.

I stood patiently, scanning the crowd as Juno revealed that I was to be the new guildmaster. Brows furrowed in worry, some nervous but hopeful smiles were exchanged, and an air of uncertainty fell over the beastkin.

Juno took a breath and concluded, "Please see the matching scroll carried by the Guildmaster to confirm he is the one of whom my scroll speaks. Any who do not follow my instruction will be considered breakers of our nation's laws and will face the full force of her wrath."

Blair grimaced. "And I presume you have the scroll?"

I pulled it out and passed it to Juno, who presented the seal to the guild, tore it open, and confirmed it was indeed the matching item.

"It's correct, Darran… Guildmaster, I am at your service," she squeaked, a fluff of feathers falling from her wings as she used her claw-like finger to push her glasses back up her nose.

I nodded and said, "First order of business is to reinstate all the prior masters who left in protest of Blair's promotion to Guildmaster."

During this declaration, Blair was frozen in place, rage building within her, feral and ready to gut me with her claws. I could tell her strike would happen any moment, and a pinch of nerves tickled down my spine, but I kept my posture casual, ready to defend myself at a moment's notice should the need arise.

Juno passed over the book and asked, "Guildmaster, what of those masters she promoted in their stead?"

I flicked to the prior masters. "To be decided on a case-by-case basis whether they shall retain their status as heads of their respective fields, based on how they adjust to the new changes."

"Guildmaster!" a voice yelled, and the whole guild turned to find the hyena girl I had sent off earlier, carrying a very peculiar-looking helmet. The metal looked as thin as parchment.

"The hallowed helm," I heard at least one person whisper.

"And what is that supposed to be?" I asked.

The hyenakin grinned, showing her sharp teeth. "It's the hallowed helm, m'lord."

"Guildmaster," I corrected. "What is the hallowed helm?"

Blair's hands were twitching, her sharp fingers trembling like spider legs, ready to claw out the hyenakin's neck.

"It's punishment, m'lor—Guildmaster, sir," she said. "When someone's done bad, she makes 'em wear it and go about the dinner halls pouring drinks for everyone and all that!" She was drooling now at the thought of it. I wondered if she'd been made to do it and now saw fit to let Blair suffer the same fate.

"Pass it over." I held out my hand.

The hyenakin danced over, flashing a satisfied grin at Blair on the way.

She handed me the helmet, if it could even be called that. It was made of crumpled tin—brittle and oversized, with large eye holes and bells attached.

I dropped it to the floor and stomped it once, shattering it into several pieces.

"There will be no more hallowed helms or other such punishments," I said, eliciting gasps from the rest of the guild. Some frowned in disappointment, but there were more slight, hopeful smiles now.

I glanced down at the page I had previously opened in the book Juno had handed me, running my finger down the list of names to find Blair's former title.

"Blair would have returned to her duties as the Master of Arms," I announced, "except she sent two first-years on a B contract, one that was so improperly researched it turned into an A+, maybe even higher. This contract should have been taken care of by the masters immediately, and because of her, the town is in ruin, and we are out of quite a hefty sum of gold. Blair, hear this: you are henceforth banished, and your certificate of mastery shall be revoked."

I was just about to close the book when my eye caught another name on the list of masters who had walked out in protest—the very masters I would soon be inviting back. This one made me blink in surprise and nearly forget I was standing before a crowd of people.

Sophia Reed, Master of Initiates.

My old flame.
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Shortly after that revelation, I excused myself to my quarters, with Juno, the hooty owlkin, scurrying behind me, holding the book and pushing her glasses up her slightly beaky nose.

"Guildmaster," she began, "do you wish for me to go over the current masters?" Juno spoke in a flurry-like way—fast, as if one word were in danger of overlapping another.

"Do you have opinions on them?" I asked as we entered the tower—my tower. It didn’t feel much like it, except for the way the orc guards nodded and let me pass without a second thought.

"I don't mean to act out of place, but I was Guildmaster Blair's assistant, so I saw everything she did and know her opinions of each master."

I would much rather have seen for myself, but I wondered if she could provide a few shortcuts. I had so much work ahead of me that I couldn't afford to get to know each and every master well enough to gauge their worth. "Who were worthy and kind to humans before they left?" I asked.

"Just one: Hazel, the Master of Alchemy."

"That scared little thing?" I raised my eyebrows at the foot of the stairs and, leaning on the banister, realized I was mimicking the old Guildmaster's pose from the painting, so I quickly crossed my arms.

"Well, Guildmaster, her role has little to do with battling prowess. Though the class has become somewhat of a joke among the trainees since Blair joined."

"I see. You're being very helpful, by the way," I noted.

She bounced on her feet, pushed up her glasses, and somehow a flurry of feathers fell from her hair as if they had been struck. "I like my job, and I intend to keep it."

"Then I intend to let you."

She beamed at me, blinking her oversized eyes.

"What do you think about all this?" I asked. "Me taking over."

"I think whatever it is you think about it, Guildmaster. I am your assistant, here to take notes for you and act as you see fit. My thoughts on the matter should not color this at all."

"Good answer again! Though there's one thing I want to change already. Get that lift fixed and send a note up on the dolly every time someone is to visit me without an appointment. Oh, and get the Master of Initiates back. It wasn't proper for the Guildmaster to be conducting all that. In fact, send out letters to all the masters who left and invite them back on my behalf as the new human Guildmaster. Also, send letters to all trainees who left in protest and invite them as well, including those she kicked out, but disregard the ones who actually deserved it."

"Yes, Guildmaster." She hurried back to her desk, her short skirt flying up to reveal a thong between her butt.

That reminded me. "Oh, and Juno." I stepped closer to the desk to lower my voice.

She was already shuffling her papers and dipping a quill into ink. "Yes, Guildmaster?"

"Since there will be men returning, I find the manner in which everyone is dressed rather… unprofessional. I'm all for personal expression, but I think the bathing suit-styled outfits are a bit much. Can you word this diplomatically for me?"

She nodded with a hoot, then looked down at her own shirt, with only the middle buttons done up, revealing the rim of a feathery brassiere, and quickly did her own buttons up.

"Not that you don't look nice," I began.

"It was all Blair's doing," she explained. "I just got used to it." Juno only did two buttons up on either side, so her cleavage still showed, and her navel did too. Of course, she couldn't pull that short leather shirt down much, or her mound would be exposed.

"For what reason exactly?"

"To keep in touch with our animalistic roots." She said it singsongly, hinting she may not have believed it.

"And what reason do you think it was?"

"Because she was a pervert."

If I had a drink, I would've spat it out. "Very well then. I await your letters for me to inspect. I'll be in my quarters."

Juno dug into one of her drawers and pulled out a ring of keys, handing it to me.

I began the slow ascent up the staircase, musing on the weeks to come. What human masters would return? Their jobs would surely be more difficult than mine since they were teaching members directly. I would have to be quite hands-on until I could be sure everyone knew their place.

And would Soph come? Knowing I was the Guildmaster? I looked at my hands. How would she react to my age? Hells, how would I react to her? She was a first-year student when I was about to leave. That would make her just shy of twenty-seven now. Was she still the same woman I knew all those years ago?

Maybe I should date her, just to keep myself temptation-free. Yet that wouldn't be right. I was no more ready to settle down with one woman than I was back then, and Kaila would be pissed at me for sure.

What to do about Kaila…

I was so lost in thought that when I reached the ninth floor, I jumped in surprise, my heart racing as I registered Kaila sitting in front of my office door, hugging her legs so that her shorts rode way up between her cheeks.

"Are you really ditching me?" Kaila asked.

"I doubt I could get rid of you if I tried," I said, walking over to the door and sliding out the plaque that read Blair's name before snapping it in two. "You ever gone into Blair's quarters?" I asked, looking at the adjacent door holding two heavy-looking locks.

"No one has, except her girlfriend of the week."

"Gods. I'll need to get a list of those, see how traumatized they are."

"I don't think they were ever forced. At least, I sure haven't heard any rumors like that." Kaila rose, steadying herself on my arm. "Guildmaster," she added.

I wanted to tell her to save it—nobody was around. But hells, I couldn't bring myself to do that; it would be tantamount to admitting we were closer than just guildmaster and trainee.

Weren't we? Was I really going to be that heartless and just cast her aside after I'd had my use of her?

Of course not.

"Come on then," I said. "Let's go explore Blair's hidden lair."

The old iron key slid into the lock with a satisfying clunk, and when I turned it, I felt the tides of history shift with it. How many old masters had used this key? Would I be worthy of their legacy? I could only do my best.

"That's a nice chair," I remarked. It was a big, high, comfy-looking purple velvet chair beside a bookshelf. A side table for coffee or whatnot sat next to it, currently cluttered with empty ale mugs.

"Gods, it looks big enough for two," Kaila said, bounding over to it. "So cozy!"

I shot her a raised eyebrow warning. She dodged it like an assassin avoiding a starblade and continued looking around the rest of the room. There was a fireplace on the other side of the bookshelf that led to a personal kitchen, complete with plumbing.

"Do you cook?" I asked.

"Here and there," she replied. "Is this all Blair's stuff?"

I nodded, inspecting the books. None of them were about hunting. Instead, there were titles on best practices in bondage and sexual debauchery, along with many that I supposed were called bodice rippers, full of sensual maidens having their dresses ripped open by sweaty hunks.

"Still doesn't feel like mine yet," I said, absentmindedly pulling out one of the books. Several pages were bent, no doubt from all the juicy scenes, stuck together with juicy juices. "Ugh, I'm not judging her for these nasty books, but I sure am for her bookmark etiquette."

"Guess you'll need someone to help you take all this down to her." Kaila bounced back and forth on her feet.

"Guess so. I could just ask my steward." I looked around the room, recalling Kaila's remark about Blair having a new girlfriend every week. "Maybe I should get this place professionally cleaned…" When I was in the field, I didn't mind the filth, blood, and sweat that came with it. Living in someone else's filth was another matter entirely.

Kaila's ears flopped as she excused herself to explore the rest of the quarters. I wondered if she'd realize I didn't have a steward and might have been hinting at something there.

The quarters consisted of three main rooms, joined by a hallway that formed the fourth square. The reading and relaxation room, where I stood, held several comfy couches and books scattered everywhere. I hoped Blair had simply stashed the old books that used to crowd this room. I'd be furious if she'd thrown out hundreds of years of history and monster research.

The walls were made of rich mahogany, with red velvet curtains covering the ornate windows. It was fancier than I remembered, which made me wonder if this was Blair's doing or if it had been done after I left. I supposed it didn't matter. A guildmaster deserved a little extra comfort for all the burdens that rested upon them.

The second room was, naturally, the bedchamber, fitted with a grand four-poster bed that I might consider keeping or buying from Blair if she would allow it. I figured she'd have a hard time just removing all her books and other furniture because the damn thing was huge. I'd never slept in a bed so large before. Once I swapped out the sheets and got a new mattress, it would suit me perfectly all the same. A small restroom was attached, complete with plumbing.

Gods bless those portaled heroes who brought over their most prized inventions from their strange world. Plumbing was a marvel.

The small kitchen had a dining room attached; it even had an icebox so I could keep raw meat fresh.

The second floor, accessed by the staircase, was devoted to the trophy room, an exercise area, and the steward's quarters, which was essentially a miniaturized version of what I had below.

Best of all was the connection to the reading room. A heavy door opened out to a grand roof garden, fitted with a natural pool and a grassy area to relax in. To one side, there was a balcony where I could overlook the guild, though it was high enough that guard duty was impractical, hence the smaller guard towers below that overlooked the grounds.

I sighed, enjoying my view. I could see the zaphawks from here—grey and brown birds twice the size of a man, which we used to swiftly get to contracts too far to walk to on foot. They were fighting over scraps of meat, the biggest of the group snarling at a younger one, who was content with a morsel rather than the meaty carcass. The largest, a golden yellow, rested pensively in the corner, enjoying its meal undisturbed. That was Valdrune, the guildmaster's mount, though no guildmaster had ridden her in a while. Blair, for all her strength, had not been brave enough to try.

"Guildmaster?" Kaila asked, peering out from the reading room. "There's an awful lot of hair everywhere."

"I suppose I'll need someone to clean that up," I mused.

"Yeah." She prodded her fingers together. "And I suppose I'll be off." Her fluffy white tail wrapped around her leg.

"Kaila!" I said in exasperation. "Help me box all of Blair's stuff and take it down to her?"

Her ears perked up, as did her head. It was like she'd just been inflated with happiness. "Sure thing, Guildmaster!"

I laughed but did not correct her. "And then could you see to cleaning up all this hair? The quarters need cleaning twice a week from now on."

"Sure thing, Guildmaster! I can do that until your steward arrives."

I slapped my forehead. "Maybe I'm having second thoughts now."

"Huh?"

"I'm asking you to be my steward!"

"Guildmaster!" She fell to her knees, her eyes watering and pupils wide. "I am honored!" Her ears trembled before laying flat against her hair, though her tail wagged excitedly.

I took her hand and helped her up. "I'm not a lord, so don’t act like that. It's not an honorable position. I’ll need you to clean, cook for me, maintain my pool, and handle all sorts of things. You'll be paid, of course, but you'll also be expected to keep up with your hunter duties at least until I find a second steward to take over for you when you go on a contract."

"Still, I would be honored." She bounced on her feet, inching closer as if she wanted to hug me but didn’t.

"It's optional," I said. "If you want to focus solely on your hunting duties, you're more than welcome to do that instead. Just know you'll make slower progress if you also take on the role of my steward."

"It's my choice?"

"Yes."

"Then I for sure am choosing it!" She grinned giddily at me and then snapped her fingers. "But no funny business now. I ain't gonna let my boss take advantage of me. I managed to avoid Blair, and now I'm in the belly of the beast, so I'd appreciate it if he didn't eat me up."

I raised my hands. "Fully professional."

"It would be wrong," Kaila said, stepping a little closer. "So very wrong, Guildmaster…"

"So very wrong," I echoed, frowning.

"A taboo, even." The words drifted from her lips like silk. "You'd be taking advantage of me. I'd be helpless to resist…"

Her hand trailed down to her bosom, the back of it gently stroking the curve. I grabbed her hand and removed it.

"You're making me regret it," I said, ignoring the quick shakiness in my voice. "I told you, it's forbidden for me to engage in any such activities."

"Forbidden?" She raised her eyebrows and then bit her lip. "You're right, I'm sorry, Guildmaster. It's forbidden…"

I rolled my eyes, realizing this guildmaster had just made a grand mistake. I was truly too kind for my own good.

I could already see the rumors spreading. The lingering looks she'd give me would fuel them like sparks to a fire. But I couldn't just abandon her; after all, she had helped me when I joined. I owed her. Unfortunately, what she thought I owed her was a great dicking down.

The door to the study swung open. Kaila and I drew our blades, pointing them at the intruder. It was Juno, her wide gaze filled with shock.

"Sorry for the intrusion, Guildmaster, but there's a commotion!"

And now I realized the shock wasn't about our blades.

"What is it?" I asked, sheathing mine.

"It's Blair. She's causing quite a ruckus!"

"Let's go," I said to Kaila.

"Me? But I'm just a steward! What would you need with me down there?"

I grinned. "I'll tell you on the way."
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I threw myself out of the tower to find a crowd of hyenakin on the ground, panting in defeat, nursing sprained deltoids and bleeding cuts.

It was like a show; all the members of the guild had come to watch Blair's mental breakdown.

I had thought the hyenas, pack-like and sycophantic, would be eager to turn on Blair and keep her from causing any trouble as they escorted her out. Little did I know, even six of them were no match for the giant cat mistress.

"Blair!" I yelled. "Is this the dignified way you want everyone to remember you?"

"Dignity?" She swung her claw at the last remaining hyena, a lanky girl in a loincloth and not much else. The hyena dodged. "What is dignity to a beast? I'm the strongest; I should be the leader. This is the law of nature."

"We aren't beasts," I said, raising my hands. "That's only one facet of our being, one that you allowed to take over and poison the minds of those under your care."

"What do you know of our ways?" She swung again, faster this time.

The hyena who dodged was fast, though there wasn't much of her to hit, tall as she was.

"I know enough to recognize that there's more to you, more to all of you. You could be greater than this." I turned to the guild members watching, who were still so afraid of Blair that they hadn't bothered to help their peers. "You will all be greater than this." I pointed at Blair, and suddenly the giant of a woman cowered, small and ashamed of her scant attire.

"Your words will ring hollow with no tongue to speak them," Blair spat with venom, then launched herself at me, galloping on both hands and feet, leaping into the air in what felt like a slowing of time.

I braced myself, then threw all my weight into Blair's midriff, and I folded her as we crashed to the ground.

Several swipes struck my flesh—my arms, my thighs—stinging mercilessly as her razor-sharp nails tore through my skin. I balled my fist and put all the weight I could into it, smashing it against her nose.

Her cat-like eyes crossed as I saw her see stars; then they refocused, and she kicked at me with powerful legs, sending me flying.

"Now!" I yelled.

Kaila leaped onto Blair's shoulders from a nearby building, squeezing her thighs of terror tight against her ears.

"This move was banned in my house growing up." She grinned while yanking Blair's hair. "Momma called it the cousin killer."

Note to self: never pry into Kaila's cousin stuff.

I crashed to the ground and then rose to my feet, finding Blair struggling to swipe at the hyena while bucking off Kaila at the same time. She snarled in rage, baring her fangs.

I got back on my feet, dusting myself off as if I had barely been injured at all. My wounds stung and spilled warm blood, but I carried on. "First lesson," I announced to the guild, all of whom had their mouths agape in shock. "Teamwork. You all thought Kaila was the weakest; well, look at her now, overpowering someone who, by rights, is far stronger than her, all because I gave her the opening while her teammate kept the beast occupied. Brute strength isn't everything—that was a lie peddled by someone who stands to gain the most from it, someone who now looks about to pass out. But ganging up on someone isn't everything either. As the group of hyenas learned, you've got to be smart!"

Blair crumbled to her knees as Kaila's cousin-killing thighs squeezed the life out of her. Maybe they were constricting her neck, crushing her skull; I didn't know. What I did know was that the tower was falling, and with it, the last remnants of the guild's loyalty.

Defeated by the runt of the litter, how fitting. I had half a mind to raise Kaila's arm high like she had just won a tournament.

Blair's eyes rolled back, and she passed out, face first in the dirt. I had to admit, her ass was fat as hell, like a buxom barmaid who'd been doing squats.

"Guards," I said, pointing to two orcs who were as useless as they were ugly. "Throw this disgrace out of here and don't let her back in, no matter what. Then come back tomorrow morning to the tower and wheel her stuff out to her, assuming she's still alive."

She was barely breathing, but alive. The rest of the guild didn't need to know that, though.

"As for me? I've been traveling all day and still haven't rested from defeating the titan-blightblear, so I'll be in my quarters and don't wish to be disturbed until morning. The rest of you… I'd suggest getting an early night's rest, for the real start of the guild begins tomorrow. But I'm sure you're more likely to end up partying the night away. Have at it, but if I catch wind of any hazing-type behavior, you'll find yourselves out in the cold, following Blair back to whatever it is she came from."

I turned and left, maintaining my composure.

Once I was out of sight, I panted, catching my breath. My shoulders ached from where she'd landed on me. It was such a shame watching her lay there, carried out like a limp ragdoll. If she'd just played the game, she could be out taking triple-A contracts, even S contracts by herself. She could've been a legend.

I sighed, strangely, as I walked back to my tower, the chatter of the guild becoming distant. I grieved for what Blair could've been had I arrived much sooner. Maybe if I'd taken up the guildmaster's offer long ago to become a master, I could have guided her to a better path.

"Kaila," I said as she caught up behind me, excited like a puppy.

"Yes, Guildmaster?"

"I think I might be suited to this after all."
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We clambered into my quarters, and I crashed against the wall in the hallway, every part of my body aching from the day's excursions.

"Funny," I began, "I think Blair managed to do more damage to me than those blightbears." I rubbed my shoulders, feeling them protest at the movement.

"Let me," Kaila said, motioning for me to turn around.

I faced the wall, staring at the paintwork as her dainty hands worked over my muscles, massaging and kneading, crawling down my lower back.

Then her hands slid toward my abdomen.

"Please don't tell me your cousin taught you this," I moaned, feeling the relief.

"What?"

"Nothing. Hey, Kaila, are you sure you should be doing this?"

"I'm your steward, duh. It's totally fine for me to be doing this; in fact, I'd say it falls under my duties, don't it?"

"Sure." I groaned. "Gods, that's good. Aren't you hurt as well?"

She leaned close and whispered into my ear. "You can get me after." Her breath tickled my skin and traveled down my body, snaking down past my abs.

"Kaila," I warned.

"I'm just joking. Gods, Darran, you're a stick in the mud. Sorry, Guildmaster Darran, you're a stick in the mud."

"I may have made a mistake."

"Hey, you said I could be myself when we were alone."

"I'm not sure that's my exact wording, but I see your point. Anyway." I turned to face her. "Aren't you happy about today? About what the guild saw you do? You don't seem to care at all."

"I'm just focusing on my duties, is all." Her hands traveled to my hips, sliding above my thighs, getting uncomfortably close to my groin. "Truth be told, it doesn't seem real, like a dream, and I just woke up. It happened so fast. Nice to slow down and live in the present, just you and me." Her fingers trembled with the truth. Or perhaps anticipation.

Her hands stroked inward, over my stomach, slinking diagonally down toward my cock. My gut tightened in anticipation as those petite yet powerful hands worked their magic.

"Alright then!" I rose, as did another part of me, though I swiftly put my hand in my pocket. "I think that's enough massaging for today."

She sat there, her thighs pressing mercilessly against her calves, her calves even doing this pushed-out thing that was absurdly sexy, and I couldn't say why.

She looked so innocent, pouting because I hadn't given her what she wanted, yet the way she pushed her breasts out was anything but. I swear, if she opened her mouth, I could do nothing but let her wrap those sweet lips around my cock. I was already thinking about it. Damn my youthful vigor.

I bit my fist and turned to the side.

"You don't need to put the hallowed helm on me to get me to pour drinks for you," she said. "I'll do anything you want, anytime."

"Except draw a bath when I ask," I sighed, already figuring out how best to tell her she should leave. That's when it hit me. It was inappropriate for a guildmaster to lay with his trainees, and here was Keila, drooling at the mouth to let me, trying to make me cave. "Has someone put you up to this?" I asked.

"Huh?" She scowled, either a good actress or genuinely baffled by what I just said. "Someone did, and I call her master's little princess." She grinned, glancing down between her legs.

Her tail batted the floor in excitement. I rolled my eyes, thinking there must be a law of diminishing returns on sexiness, and she was fast approaching it.

"I'll just go draw my own bath then."

My will was pure steel, as was my cock, and even a fist in my pocket could do little to hide its outward trajectory.
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The bath was immaculately clean; at least Blair could do one thing right. I shut the door and cursed the lack of a lock, hoping Kaila would at least have enough sense not to disturb the guildmaster while he was in the bath.

On a small shelf next to the bath, I found a soapy potion that smelled of herbs and spices. Not exactly my thing, but I had to admit it smelled nice, so I poured the whole thing into the filling tub. I slid in when it was about half full, and the warmth of the bath soon began to melt my troubles away.

Oh to be in Al Kari, with Yasmin draped over me. She was nice. She had tact, and wielded her sexiness with grace and dignity. She made reverse cowgirl look like poetry. Reverse sheepgirl more like. I missed her curly hair, bronze skin, and extravagant robes that always seemed split down the cleavage.

I drifted off into fantasies of my time in Al Kari. I'd spent a third of my life there, though I never considered myself Al Karian. It probably had to do with the way everyone stared at you when you walked around, wondering how they could be entertained by you, rip you off, or both.

It was hard to make friends there. An ocean of culture separated us, with money being the only language we both spoke. But Yasmin got me—maybe too well at times. I swore she was mystical in ways she kept even from me.

A light fist rapped against the door. Surprised it took her so long, I thought.

"What is it?" I awoke from my stupor, gazing at the gentle candles flickering around the room. Blair had kept a nice bathroom; I had to give her that.

"Guildmaster," Kaila said. "I think I need to explain myself." There was an air of desperation in her voice that held nothing of arousal.

"I'm listening." I sensed something was going on. I was handsome, but the way she was throwing herself at me made it seem like I was Henry of the Cavalry or something.

"My feelings are real. I hold quite a fancy for you, and I'm not lying. But it's just that…"

My heart began racing. "You'll get me kicked out…or worse. I can't touch the trainees. It's guild law."

I wasn't sure if it was actually guild law. This wasn't a school; we just happened to teach here. Still, it sounded good in my head. Business and pleasure so rarely mixed well.

The door slinked open, and Kaila stood there, earmuff-worthy thighs and life-raft breasts shining with glossy sweat. Her brown hunter's brassiere was hanging on by a few mere buttons, her tits about to pop out, and her shorts were much the same—any lower, and I would see the lines of her mound.

The scent of arousal filled the air, pungent. I took a deep breath of it, and my cock hardened with painful vengeance, furious for how I'd abandoned it earlier. I had to close my eyes and sink a little deeper into the bath.

"What is it, Kaila?" I asked, as casually as I could.

"I need your help, Guildmaster. I can't take it anymore. It just gets worse and worse."

"What does?"

"I need you to put me out." She crashed to the floor, resting her head on the rim of the bath.

"You're…"

"I'm in heat!" The words fell from her lips in desperation.

I sighed, rising from the bath to look at her properly. "Oh Kaila. You poor thing." I stroked her lovely soft hair. Her cheeks were flushed and warm, her sea-blue eyes gazing down at my cock, emerging from the water. She licked her lips hungrily.

"I won't tell anyone," she said. "Please, just… just once, then I can clear my mind and be what you need me to be."

Her sleeves had fallen now, the crescent of a gorgeous pink areola visible from both of her juicy tits, so swollen I swore this must have been part of her heat.

"I should have realized," I said. "I had a sheepkin girlfriend once. It happened to her."

"So you know I'm in my sane mind. I simply need to be fucked by the one who's…"

"The one who you deem most suited to the task." And by task, I meant impregnation. "That would be quite a scandal," I said, quite amazed at myself that I hadn't invited her into the bath. Well, my job was on the line, as well as war between all the nations.

Men have gone to war for less.

"I don't…I just…I just need touch. Please, Guildmaster. I won't ask anything of you. I will do as you ask in every way. Please just let me…touch." Her hand trembled on the rim of the bath, aching to slip down the porcelain. Kaila licked her lips; they glistened. I had a feeling she wouldn't be satisfied with just a little touch.

"Kaila…" I began, slumping back into the bath to protect my modesty. "You can't look at me all doe-eyed. You can't touch me in public. You can't call me anything but Guildmaster. If there is even the faintest notion that you and I are acting untoward…"

"Are you saying yes?" she grinned, excited, as if I were telling her I was increasing her allowance or something. Her hands were already slinking down to the bath, the tips dipping into the water, and my breath hitched.

"And you can't tell Soph."

"Who is Soph?"

"The one who's gonna spot it a mile away." I sighed. "It's a bad idea."

"Oh." Her ears folded, her tail flopped, and she slunk, almost melting into the floorboards.

Her hunter's brassiere had fallen so low that her tits were completely exposed, nipples soft and swollen, almost begging to be sucked on.

"So get in then."

"You said it was a bad idea?" Her ears perked high, and she cocked her head in excited confusion.

"I did say it was a bad idea," I repeated. "But you should pay attention to what people do, not what they say."

I leaned out of the bath, cupping her cheek and kissing her. Water droplets spilled from me to drip down her chest, and I couldn't help but break the kiss to gaze at the wonder of it.

"Does my master like it?"

I raised my eyebrows as she leaned closer and kissed my cheek, her hand sliding deep into the tub to wrap around me. My breath caught, and a thousand sparks of pleasure surged through my body. A hand had never felt so good before.

"I think that's the right title in this instance," I groaned.

"It's an official guild title. You may be the guildmaster, but I'm your steward; that makes you my personal master. Mine."

The splashing sound as she stroked me grew louder. I cupped her breast and closed my eyes, relaxing against the tub as she drew me to what would surely be a quick ending.

"You make it sound like you're in charge," I gasped, gripping her breast too tightly. Gods, it was soft. I could stay there all night just touching her, and I'd only made the first step.

"Maybe only now, heh, but the second you step out of that tub and grab me, I'm yours to do with as you wish. Whatever you wish, Master," she whispered into my ear, sliding her tongue against it. My nerves came alive, and I gasped an involuntary moan of pleasure.

"Are you really in heat? How come you aren't jumping on me?"

"Because I want to show you how devoted I am. I want it so bad, but I want to show you… to show you…" She gasped as my thumb brushed over her nipple. "To show you my loyalty. I ain't your friend anymore, no sir, I'm sorry." She pressed her lips against my ear, grasping my cock tightly so the next words would be impressed into my soul. "I'm your hole."

Kaila leaped up, letting go, and I cried out from the sudden lack of contact on my cock. She pulled her shorts down, and her pussy was as puffy as a pastry, swollen and dripping, soft like a slimekin.

It was a good thing beastkin were exceptionally difficult to get pregnant from humans—because they felt out of this world.

She splashed into the bath; water got everywhere, and our naked bodies joined under the surface, twisting and twirling over one another. The porcelain hurt my hip, but I didn't care, because our tongues were locked, and my fingers grasped her. Her hand stroked me like I was made of silk; we tossed and tumbled in the water like animals.

"Gods, I wanted this for… well, ever since I met you."

The breath we took while gazing into each other's eyes felt like time had stopped. How could eyes be so blue? So beautiful?

"Master…" she cooed. "You saved me." She explored my hair as if each strand were made of gold, stroking and teasing it. "I was so lost."

I didn't know what to say.

"And I'll repay you any way I can." She pushed me onto my back and climbed on, rubbing against me. Water was no lubricant. This was going to be difficult.

Except she was no human woman; her pussy was so wet I slipped right in and cried out from the pleasure of it. Now I was powerless. Now she had me.

She rocked back and forth in the water, pressing her tits into my face. I bit down on her nipple, and it pulled when she rocked back.

"Oh gods… that feels so… I needed this. I needed this so badly. I need you forever…" She thrust down. "And ever." Each thrust got harder and deeper. "And ever!"

There was no pussy like crazy pussy, and this girl was off her rocker. She rode me like a champion cowgirl, sliding all the way up and down my length, right to the base. Wet smacking sounds filled the air, the hot scent of sex filled my nostrils, and my sap began to rise.

My gaze became lazy; I gripped onto her breast and sweet ass, squeezing tight, feeling that orb of euphoria rise behind the base of me.

"Oh master!" Kaila cried.

It swelled past my balls.

"Master, I'm gonna…"

Rose to the tip.

"Fuck!"

My eyes crossed and went white; it was as if I had ascended to the heavens. The orgasm came slowly and subtly, rising like a great sheet of silk sliding over my body.

"Gah!" I cried as my body jerked, gripping her tightly, wrapping my arms around her.

"Yes, oh yes, oh!" she yelled, as I held onto her like I would die if I let go. Her petite, juicy body was so close that we almost fused, her fingers digging into my arms as I filled her with great spurts of release. My cock hurt by the end of it, and cum dripped down my balls.

She panted, gasping, hardly able to catch her breath.

I was speechless, trying to find some words, but none would come.

"I'd say we both earned that," Kaila said.

Then came the laughter, breaking the wall of tension and fusing our bodies together in warmth again.
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While I lazed in the bath, Kaila took care of my bed, changing the sheets and removing the cat hair while I dozed off. I was impressed she had the gumption to do that after what we'd just done. Nothing made me lazier than that, but she said she was my steward and had to act as such, no matter what we got up to in our 'extracurricular activities.'

In fact, it took her over an hour, and best of all, she did it stark naked. The bathroom door was open, so I got to watch the whole thing—the way her tits fell to gravity, her perky cute butt, and her crushing thighs and dainty feet.

And of course, her tail. It really needed a brush, but I decided to find my own brush and surprise her with it. If I told her to get me one, she'd undoubtedly claim it wasn't her place to be brushed by her master, and then we'd have to delve into the meaning of that, and we'd be there all night. I just wanted to rest.

"Is the door locked?" I asked. "I don't want any more Juno interruptions."

"Fully bolted, oh Master of mine."

I laughed at how possessive she made that title sound. This was going to get messy. So messy. And that wasn't even touching on my own issues. How could I break it to her that I just could not stick with one woman, no matter how hard I tried?

Should I tell her tonight? I wondered. And not even let her have one night of happiness? Or, I don't tell her tonight, and she complains that I tricked her into a night of happiness. Yeah, there was no winning here.

And when in doubt, lie.

No, that's not right. When in doubt, be honest.

That was it.

I rose from the bath, dried myself off, and made my way to the bedroom, sinking into the many sheets and pillows like a marshmallow.

Moments later, Kaila slipped inside, hiding under the covers up to her eyes like she had done in the lake.

"You look so cute," I said.

"That's because I am." She pulled the covers down and grinned, her tail flicking just outside of the sheets.

"I gotta tell you something," I began.

"Ugh," she rolled her eyes and lay on her back, staring at the ceiling of the four-poster. "You're gonna do this now? Can't we just have one night before you tell me this was a mistake and kick me out to my own bed upstairs, or worse, kick me out entirely?"

"I'm not doing that. I'd like you to stay." The words came out, and I truly meant them; it touched even me.

She sat up, her breasts drooping nearly to touch the covers. They were spectacular, the nipples a bright shade of pink.

"Wanna touch?" she asked. "Whenever you want, free of charge."

"You usually charge?" I teased.

"It's an expression, doofus."

I lay back down and cupped her, pulling her close with my shoulder as her tail tickled my leg. She stroked my chest, gently scraping her nails across my skin. It felt kind of nice, strangely. I wondered if she'd dig deeper when I revealed the news, searching for the answer in her eyes. Just pure adoration. Why was my first thought to wonder how long it would last? Because good things never lasted forever, I supposed.

"My ex is coming," I said. "She was the Master of Initiates before Blair drove her away."

"Master Sophia?" Kaila whistled. "That's who you meant! Dude, Sophia is a certified cutie. Triple A!"

"Not S?" I asked.

"Aren't I S?" Kaila batted my chest, stroking it with the back of her fingers. I stroked her hair; it was soft and smelled nice—aromatic somehow.

"Aren't you upset at all?"

"Do you want me to be upset?"

"Touché."

"Besides, it’s not like the situation weren't complicated before that. Now it's just a little more complicated."

"You seem sure of your place here in my bed," I teased.

"I sure ain't like your last girlfriends," she teased back, whispering into my ear now. "You're not getting rid of me, no matter what, oh Master of mine." Her hand slipped down my groin, trailing to wrap around my cock like a silky snake.
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Over the next few days, the masters arrived at the guild one by one. It took them a little while to settle into their quarters—this was the second time in as many months they’d had to uproot their lives. Even so, they carried a quiet optimism, as if they truly believed we were finally on the right path.

Progress can be slow; it takes many raindrops to start a river. I kept two of the beastkin masters on my staff. One was Hazel, the alchemy master, since the human Master of Alchemy had lost his mind—likely from decades of breathing toxic fumes.

The second was Vienne, the tigerkin Master of Huntcraft, because she had stepped forward when I asked the masters to identify themselves. I decided that those who stayed silent were no longer masters. They had only themselves to blame.

Funnily enough, nothing ever came of it.

I spent my days with Juno, inspecting the guild from top to bottom. The zaphawks were well-fed. No surprise, as a few motherly birdkin had taken up the task, perhaps better than any human could. I was happy to let them continue, even appointing one as the Master of the Aviary.

In the pit, the great beasts beat their wings, kicking up dust that stung my eyes. That explained some of the birdkin's permanent squint. Others just wore goggles. I made a note to include goggles as part of the basic gear offered to those who worked closely with the zaphawks.

Soph—Master Sophia—and I had ridden a gray one once. I still remembered the bounce of her ass against my groin, though I barely noticed it at the time, too distracted by the breathtaking view below. It felt like we were about to launch right out of Orth's atmosphere. Then I spat out a mouthful of her curly ginger hair. It kept whipping into my face. She had laughed, throwing her head from side to side to slap it across my nose.

Simpler times.

I walked away, feeling Valdrune—a great golden-yellow zaphawk—watching me as I passed. She wore a permanent scowl, the red lines on her temples glowing like fire.

Juno scribbled a big tick in her tome as if she could read my mind.

"I didn't even tell you to do that," I said.

"Should it have been a cross?" she frowned.

"No, a tick is fine. I just never told you I approved."

"Guildmaster, I can see you approved. Might I remind you that I am very good at my job?" She bounced on her feet, her wings fluttering slightly, feathers falling off her. I was surprised she wasn't fully molted with the way that kept happening, but she had so many that she looked fluffy. "I merely wish to save you as much time as efficiently as possible."

"I have time to say a few words," I joked. "But carry on. I won't look a gift horse in the mouth."

"I'm observant," she said. "Very observant."

I squinted. "You know, you seemed a lot more timid when I first met you."

"That was how Blair needed me to be," the owlkin grinned knowingly.

"While I need you to be smart and proactive. You're right, you are good at your job."

Juno stood a little straighter, her chin raised with pride.

I paused, studying the funny little owlkin. With those round glasses, she could've passed for a librarian. Her skirt was fully tugged down now, though a bit of her belly still showed. As for her cleavage, well, it was respectable, I supposed. At least she'd buttoned up more this time. You could chalk the two open buttons at the top up to the heat.

"That's a nice skirt," I remarked. It was tartan, a pattern from the northern realm, and it reached her knees. She wore nice shoes too, crafted from shiny leather.

Juno blinked at the compliment, which had quite an effect with the magnification of her glasses, then she pushed them back up her nose. "Thanks. I'm loyal as well, by the way. Very loyal."

"Loyal to Blair?"

"Loyal to the guildmaster, and professional to a T. Note that I have told you nothing of Blair's personal affairs, and the same can be said of you. Everything you tell me will be handled with the strictest confidence."

I wondered if she was hinting at something she already knew or if it was just a coincidence.

"I'll bear that in mind," I said.

"I love my job; I wish to keep it." She bounced on her feet, smiling despite the severity.

Maybe you love it a little too much, I thought. "How long until Hazel's lecture?" I asked.

"Five minutes."

"Let's head to the apothecary then."

We began our walk through the guild. Some students greeted me; others cowered, still accustomed to a cruel guildmaster who might punish them for any perceived slight. I wondered how long that would last. I had already eaten supper with them in the dining hall almost every evening, so they should be used to me by now.

The sun beamed high, and a flock of flamedoves sparked red against the blue sky, leaving a flag-shaped trail that ribboned and twirled as they performed their tricks.

"Where is your steward today?" Juno asked.

"At lectures," I replied, glancing at her. "She is still a trainee, and I intend for her to become a master."

Juno smiled.

I stopped, and my smile faded. "What are you implying?"

Juno zipped her lips.

"Unzip them and tell me now."

She grinned wider. For someone who loved her job, you'd think she'd avoid rocking the boat. "It's not my place to say," she replied. "Whatever decision you make is the one I’ll support, and until you announce it, there is nothing for me to support at all."

"The whole tight-lipped act gets pretty frustrating after a while."

"I merely say that I approve! She may be a fine choice once she matures a little." Juno raised her clipboard, flicking through her papers. "Though, if you did wish to hear about any other candidates, I have a few listed who are already quite suited." She showed me the list, though I didn't read it.

I still couldn't decide if Juno knew or not. Had she been listening?

Kaila and I had somehow avoided each other since the moment we shared in the bath. She was busy tidying her quarters upstairs, and I had told her to stay there until further notice while I cleared my mind. I needed time to think about the next step forward.

"She would be a fine choice to take your mantle someday," Juno began. "Not that thirty years is old enough to think of such things. But you should certainly be thinking of a guildwarden and a potential successor for the far future."

My shoulders relaxed. Of course. Kaila was my steward. You don't hire any old idiot to be steward to the guildmaster. You hire someone with potential. Kaila was overflowing with that and so much more.

It had only been a few days, and I was already close to folding. There was no way I'd make it to the end with my conscience intact and the realms not at each other's throats—all because I couldn't keep my hands to myself.

It would be fun before then, though.

"You knew my true age," I said.

"I have access to the records." Juno tapped her clipboard meaningfully. "It's in my job description to know things so I can better serve you. You needn't worry. As I said, everything stays strictly between us."

"What do you know about Sophia Reed?"

"Extremely competent."

"That's all?"

"You wish to know more than just her methods?"

"Well, she is my ex-girlfriend."

"Ah." Juno smiled as we approached Hazel's class. That expression didn't reveal anything about what she knew or didn't know.

Cauldrons the size of helmets sat on every table, filled with brewing ingredients. The room smelled half of a garden and half of a butcher's, due to the many herbs and dried animal parts. Smoke wafted over it all, combining them into something else entirely—something unpleasant.

The liquid within the cauldrons bubbled away, bright blue like the ocean, but thick and slime-like. There was no heat beneath the heavy pots to make them boil, yet they bubbled as if whatever lay inside was breathing.

"That almost looks like…" I began.

"I told you Hazel was good," Juno grinned proudly.

The class hadn't started yet, so we had a little more time to kill. I decided to make the best of Juno's knowledge and get whatever information I could from her.

"Who else is good?" I asked, curiously.

"Well…I do have some thoughts, but I don't wish to overstep," Juno whispered.

"Step way over it and say what you think," I whispered back.

"Sophia Reed would be my top choice to succeed you, should you decide to retire from your post. And for a guildwarden, there could be no better choice. She is good with the trainees, both young and old, and the other masters love her. She was even liked by the beastkin masters and trainees, though some begrudgingly, of course. They at least respected her skills."

I saw her words in my mind, clear as day. That was Soph, down to a T. I tried to picture her older than the last time I'd seen her, but that was a little more difficult. It scared me to think about how she'd react to me. Had she heard about me? I'd done a good job hiding away in the east, where few knew me. I didn’t know how things were going to go for me in the next ten years, but I intended to move way up north once my age became too implausible for me to look this youthful.

"If you call that overstepping, then you're right; you are good at your job. Now tell me about her."

"She is beautiful, Guildmaster."

"Well, I know that."

"And Hazel's lecture is about to start."

"I know that too."

The rabbitkin hop-walked behind her desk, her big eyes darting around in fright. Hazel cleared her throat, becoming a bundle of nerves and vibrations when she saw me standing on the outskirts of the tented enclosure. Her apothecary building wasn't ready yet, but I was kind of content to keep it in this tent so she wouldn't go mad from fume inhalation.

"If I can have your attention, please," she squeaked.

The hyena girls lounged and slouched, proudly displaying their battle wounds from the fight with Blair. One picked her sharp teeth with a claw, inspected whatever she'd scraped out, then flicked it at a wall. The rest of the trainees were in various states of paying attention. Some were sleeping; one even snored. A few politely watched Hazel, though their gazes were glossy, as if their minds were elsewhere.

Kaila saw me and waved ecstatically, sitting upright and grinning. Then her expression tightened into her 'most serious' face, and she sat up straight, paying attention like a dutiful student.

Juno may have had a point about her needing some time to mature into the role, but hell, she was only eighteen or nineteen. She could be silly for a little longer; she was just my steward for now.

Yes, just my steward and absolutely nothing else.

Juno and I shared a look; she squinted ever so slightly. She knows everything!

No, she doesn't know a thing. I smiled politely.

I returned to the class as Master Hazel chalked out diagrams of alchemical compounds on the slateboard and began her lecture.

"The creation of battle-slimes has revolutionized siege tactics in the southern holds. A properly stirred viscera blend can cling to walls, armor, even skin—though the real trick," she said, tapping the board, "is binding it with just enough vitae to keep it semi-sentient, so that it can react and change focus on the fly."

A trainee let out a snore, sprawled on her desk.

"Ahem." Hazel cleared her throat. "As I was saying, the challenge lies not in making them stick, but in making them obey. I have been selecting certain traits⁠—"

"Wait," a ratkin girl wrinkled her snout. "You mean they're alive? That's disgusting."

"No more than you," another student muttered.

"They are not truly alive," Hazel corrected patiently, though her ears twitched. "They respond to stimuli and heat, yes, but they lack will. Unless overcharged with heat, in which case—well, they enter the breeding⁠—"

"You breed your own slimes?" a wide-eyed hyenakin asked, half in awe, half in horror. The room chuckled.

"I craft them," Hazel snapped. Her voice trembled, but her tone sharpened. "I am a scholar of binding sciences, not some…some…"

"You named this one," a foxkin snorted.

Hazel's cheeks flushed. "I did not name them…"

"This one's got a label on too!" the hyenakin cried. "She's called it Bloop!"

"It is not called Bloop!" Hazel quivered. "It is a tool for hunters to use!"

"This one's called Glurpy!" a dogkin barked.

Meanwhile, the hyenakin started prodding the blue slime liquid on her desk. It vibrated aggressively in response. She poked harder.

"Please stop poking Bloop!" Hazel winced.

"I thought you said it wasn't called that?"

I grunted. "I think it's time for me to step in," I said.

Juno gave a slight nod.

I sighed, rested my hand on my sword pommel, and stomped toward the head of the class, where I smashed my fist into a sleeping trainee's desk so hard it cracked the wood. I resisted the urge to shake my hand off because it hurt a little. The display worked. A tense silence fell over the class.

"You, ratkin, what's your name?" I demanded.

She blinked, her top lip quivering in shock over her buckteeth. "Gertrude, Guildmaster."

"Juno, strike Trainee Gertrude from the roster."

"Certainly, Guildmaster." Juno scribbled away in her notes.

"But Guildmaster⁠—"

"It's Darran," I said. "You no longer belong to the guild, so the title isn't required. Nor is my gentle hand. You have about five minutes to leave before I consider you a trespasser and deal with you accordingly."

The implication was clear; if my punching the desk was 'gentle,' what would hard be? The titan-blightbear I'd dealt with was evidence enough that I was not to be trifled with.

She left her desk and stormed away. Fortunately, this was an open field in the grounds, so she had no doors to slam, and we all got to watch her long exit toward her quarters.

"As for the rest of you, you have forgotten all too quickly that Blair is no longer in charge. You cannot gain your hunter's license with brute strength alone. It doesn't matter how strong you are; there will always be a stronger beast, a faster beast. With tactics such as using slime and baiting, you can get the drop on them and lessen the danger to your party. You saw firsthand how Blair was defeated by such a notion." I tapped my knuckle against the desk, and the beastkin flinched. "You have no idea what Hazel's slime breeding practice could mean for the guild. It could very well save your life." I sighed, rubbing my face in exasperation. "I've explained, so now you understand. If you don't pass Master Hazel's requirements, you will not gain your license, and all these years of studying will have been for naught. Hazel, I will return the floor to you."

"Thank you, Guildmaster." There was a sparkle in her eyes, her big brown ears upright and cute, and she gave me an adorable look of genuine gratitude, as if the rest of the class weren't there and we were alone together, standing much closer.

I nodded appreciatively and left the enclosure, while Juno hurried behind me like my shadow.

"Are you gonna follow me everywhere?" I teased.

"Does it bother you?"

"No, not really," I nodded at her. "I need you. And I was never one for penmanship anyway."

"But you are one for leadership, Guildmaster," Juno beamed, then turned the page of her planner. "Now, speaking of Blair…"

We approached the gates, where a big cart of Blair's stuff was waiting, tied down with ropes. It was the same cart the people of Highvale had given us for defeating the blightbear. I didn't want to give up any of the guild carts; they were much stronger than this one.

Fortunately, Blair had agreed that her bed frame was too lofty to transport, so she decided to sell it to me for a reasonable price.

"You predict another incident?" I asked Juno.

"I think it unlikely, but with Blair, who can say?"

Blair stood outside the gates, looking a little disheveled, with some dry blood running down the side of her mouth. She must have hunted and fed recently, perhaps camping outside. The baggy tunic around her body was a damn sight different from the leather straps she wore before.

Truly, she had been humbled. Her tail hugged her body in support, and her ears twitched like turrets, listening for any surprise threats. She kept looking up, afraid someone would jump down on her, no doubt.

"Open the gate," I said.

The gorillakin grunted, then pulled the chain, and the metal lifted.

"Thank you for coming," I said.

Her long, claw-like nails twitched, and she seemed to get taller as she approached, then gave a sigh of resignation. "My items are important to me."

"I understand. I'm a big reader as well."

"A shame," she purred. "We could have traded books." With each moment, she seemed to gain confidence again. Was that timid look just a ruse to get me within scratching distance?

"I think we've got different tastes," I said, remembering all those freaky sex books.

"Oh, don't say that. You should broaden your horizons."

I blinked. My sex drive might’ve been relentless, but the idea of turning sex into a hobby or sport never appealed to me. I preferred it raw and emotional, not choreographed with safe words and fingers going places they shouldn't because 'how do you know you won't like it if you don't try it?'

"You're right, the horizon is broad," I said, gazing out at it: the tree line, the distant mountains, the orange sun casting its glow. "It's got your name on it. A world of possibilities is waiting for you."

"And none for me here," she sighed in resignation. "I know when I'm beat." She gazed at Juno, who smiled politely. "No hard feelings," she said.

"No feelings at all," Juno grinned back.

Blair's lip twitched. She shook her head and gripped the rope of a cart that should've needed an ox to pull. With the rope over her shoulder, she dragged it along as if it weighed nothing, then turned at the crest of the hill and pushed it down, bracing it to prevent it from falling as it gently rolled down, sure to trample and kill anyone in its way if she let go.

"Hopefully that's the last of her," I said before turning to the owlkin. "So, Juno—who is oh so good at her job—what's next on the agenda?"

She skipped a few pages back. "You've got some downtime before the last of the masters arrive. I suggest you use that to spruce up, as you look a little disheveled, forgive me for saying so."

"Why would the masters care how disheveled I look? I could've just come back from a hunt."

"It's not for guild reasons that you should look your best, Guildmaster."

"Ah." A flutter of nerves rose in my stomach, along with a flicker of pride in myself and gratitude for Juno. She handled the tedious work—the organizing and planning—but when it came to what only a guildmaster could do, I stepped in without much hesitation.

Well, they did want me to become a master all those years ago. Obviously, the old guildmaster saw it in me too.

"Would you like help picking out an outfit?" Juno asked.

"Oh gods, yes." That was one thing I was utterly hopeless at.
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Returning to my quarters felt a little strange; now all the boxes were finally gone, and the place was clean. A distinct smell of cleaning potion hung in the air, flowery and fresh, and while all of the hair had been removed, some strands of Kaila's littered the place like little snakes around the woodwork.

I looked at the bookshelves, which were now empty and raw. I'd tried to arrange them in a way that filled the space, but that only made it look more empty. I only had about ten books, which arrived by delivery sometime after my arrival. Mostly adventure tomes—outlandish tales of wizards and knights.

I snorted at the memory of the one portaled hero I had seen land in this realm, wearing a pair of swimming shorts. I think he had drowned in his past life. "What do you mean there's no magic here?" he cried. "How am I supposed to attract a harem of cuties?"

"You could try putting some clothes on," a market trader retorted.

"Guildmaster?" Juno broke me out of my thoughts.

"Can you order me a reading chair?" I said. "A big, comfy one⁠—"

"Exactly like the one Blair had?"

"Exactly."

"And a table with a candle lantern?"

"And a clone of you, because you are so great."

She grinned and bounced on her feet, swiping her chocolate-colored hair out of her face.

"Can I ask your opinion on something?" I said.

She nodded.

"What did you think of those books Blair left?"

Juno's cheeks reddened. It was the first time I had seen her embarrassed—when she wasn't faking it, of course. However, she could have been faking it now.

"Forget it," I said. "That's an inappropriate question for me to ask."

"Just as I wonder why you ask it."

It would've been my turn to blush if I embarrassed that easily.

"You can tell a lot about a person by how they react under pressure," I said. "Since I can't put any beasts in front of you, I thought an embarrassing question might work. Forgive me; it won't happen again."

"You'll need to put a few drinks in me before I can talk about such things," she said wryly. "Then I'm sure you'll learn a lot about me."

I had lied. That wasn't why I'd asked it. I'd just made that up on the spot as an excuse. The truth is, I wasn't really sure why I asked. Something in my subconscious dared me to put my foot in my mouth, I supposed.

"Anyway, that's not why we came here," I said.

Juno bit her tongue, then followed me to my bedchambers, where my clothes were stacked in the wardrobes built into the walls. Thankfully, Blair couldn't take those.

"Sit," Juno said.

"Did you just give me a command?"

"Guildmaster, please," she corrected, as if that changed anything. "You need to make the best impression, and I am the Master of Outfits—" Her eyes sparkled with mischief, imagining it was a real position. "—therefore, I shall command you to sit and give you something Master Sophia would die for." She bit her tongue again. "I'm pushing my luck, aren't I?"

"A little, but I'll allow it. And after that, can you fetch Kaila? If she's not busy in class."

Kaila and I needed to have a little talk. I was not looking forward to it.
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"That'll do," I said, looking at the crisp black tunic Juno had chosen for me. It was similar to most of the others I owned, though darker and with almost no rips or patches.

"Paired with the dark trousers, you look quite mysterious," Juno summarized. "Like a black ranger from the stories Blair used to read."

"That isn't exactly Sophia's thing… right?" I sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the colognes Juno had borrowed from gods know where.

"You'd be surprised who reads those dirty stories, Guildmaster. And that's besides the point. You look dashing. And with this tan of yours, you're sure to make quite an impression. It also helps with your… ahem… little aging problem. Looking different everywhere else can distract from that." She ran her fingers through my hair. "Such a shame we can't give you a dashing haircut."

One of her feathers got into my mouth, and I spat it out. "I think my hair is dashing enough," I scowled, combing my fingers through it to get it back into place.

"Not exactly wrong there, Guildmaster. I think you'll do just fine."

"Why are you so bothered about my love life?"

"Happy guildmaster, happy guild," she beamed. "I expect that should be obvious."

I laughed. "Yeah, well, I don't think my ability to look after the guild depends on the last time I got laid."

"No, not as such…" Juno sat on the bed beside me. "Just in general, it helps, yes?" She smiled, with no hint of seduction about her, though if this were one of Blair's dirty books, this would certainly be the moment where she would offer herself to help with my problem.

I was just glad she didn't have a clue about Kaila.

"I think I've taken up enough of your time," Juno said. "Let me know if you need anything; I'll be downstairs in my quarters."

And if this were one of Blair's books, she would have repeated the word 'anything' with a little more sultry emphasis, but it wasn't, so she didn't.

She left, and some of the tension left the room with her, leaving me tapping my fingers against the bedframe and wishing my steward wouldn't be away so much, even though I had asked her to be.

It was mere moments later when I heard the sound of a fist tapping against the door.

"It's open!" I yelled.

Kaila bounded in wearing a cute brown dress and skirt, her cleavage barely contained, and the shirt ripped in select places that revealed a little more of her thigh. She had on some fresh hunter's boots, and her hair looked especially clean and wild today.

Her tail wagged rapidly, sending hair flying everywhere. That just gave her an excuse to come back to clean it up and leave even more when she left.

She really, really needed a damn brushing. I must remember to buy one.

"You called for me, Guildmaster?" Kaila was excited, practically about to start panting.

"I gotta talk to you," I said, patting the spot beside me.

"Oh jeez, this ain't a good talk, is it?" Her tail sank, curling around her leg. She walked, head bowed, to the side of the bed and slumped down. "I can still be your steward though, right? I won't get all up in your business, I promise!"

"What? Soph, it's not that—sorry, Kaila, it's not that. I just had to tell you I'm going to meet my ex-girlfriend soon. I thought you deserved to know because of, well, what happened between you and me."

"What happened that is thus never to happen again." Her ears hugged her hair as she moped, fiddling with her fingers. "I…" she paused, her lower lip quivering. "Ain't really fair, is it?"

I wasn't sure what to say to that.

"I'm just sad it only got to be that one time, is all." She turned to me. "Are ya nervous?" she asked, perking up. I knew it was false enthusiasm, that she was hiding how upset she was, but I hardly had time to deal with that now, which made me feel quite guilty.

I rubbed her shoulder, trying to express with my gaze that we would talk about it later.

"Well, are ya?" she said, nodding, as if she wanted me to just push through it and not acknowledge her hurt.

"Not really," I said. I was, but it was instinct for me to say otherwise.

"Oh, Guildmaster, I can help relieve some tension!" She started panting again and leapt onto me, digging her nails into my shoulders.

"Not the shirt!" I yelled, staring up in disbelief at her excited expression, her adorable beauty. How had I kept her away from me since that one night?

"You know what I'm saying, right? I'm going to see my old flame. Something might happen," I said.

"Uh-huh, uh-huh," she dipped down and pressed her lips against me, her tail wagging gently up my thigh, her hips grinding against me. A force swelled in my groin, and I began to harden.

I grasped her lovely thighs; she gripped my belt and yanked the clasp free.

"You're not bothered," I observed, closing my eyes as she slinked down the bed to get on her knees.

"I am extremely hot and bothered," she replied, her voice teasing. "Oh, Master of mine." She pulled my trousers apart and yanked them down, my cock springing free. "Hehehe," she giggled. "Hello, sailor."

I fell back onto the bed, staring at the ceiling, the bare wood planks, counting the knots in them. Then, wet lips wrapped around my cock head, and I gasped, glancing up to find the sexiest, most adorable sight: her kissable lips pushed out over my cock, her eyes locked onto mine, her cheeks slightly hollowed as she sucked, while her tail swished around her cute butt.

There are times in a man's life when he wishes to relax, be sucked for eternity, and just enjoy. But then there are other times when, as soon as those lips touch his tip, a fire erupts within him, compelling him to throw her down and ravage her as fast as he can.

This was one of those times.

And then she released me with a pop and climbed up on the bed, trying to get on top of me.

"You're not in charge a second time," I gasped, rising up and stroking her hair. The gentle touch quickly turned into a fierce grip, pulling her head back and exposing her neck like I was a vampire about to bite.

"Oh, Master!" she gasped in excitement.

I kissed her neck, savoring the delicious flesh while my hand slipped up her thighs, finding frilly woven panties moistened to my touch.

"On your knees, now," I commanded with a grin.

"Yes, Master," she replied, throwing herself on her knees. I kneeled behind her, barely able to enjoy the slow lift of her skirt because she pulled it up quickly, presenting her heart of an ass.

At least I could enjoy this moment, peeling back her panties to reveal the bareness of her cheeks and the tantalizing pussy between, gently swollen with her desire.

I gripped my cock, barely wet from her mouth, and slipped against the friction of her buttocks.

Then I found the wetness and was hugged by warm tight folds.

"Oh… I've been dreaming of this moment, Master," Kaila cooed. "Why did you keep me away? Don't you know how hard it's been?"

Her tight, wet pussy squeezed and stroked me as I pushed in, gripping her thighs and feeling that sweet slit take in so much of me that I wondered where she was putting it all.

"Oh, Master, Master!" The sounds she made as I filled her up and rammed her drove me feral. The sound of slapping skin and the exotic scent of arousal filled the air. I gripped her hair again.

"Yes, yes, pull it!" she moaned, and my grip tightened, pulling her head back as I lifted my legs up. She toppled, I climbed over her and fucked her into the bed.

In the back of my mind, I heard the creek of a door whine open.

"Guildmaster!" Juno cried in shock.

I froze, surely acknowledging that.

Kaila froze.

A pool of drool fell from her lip to the bed, and we both turned, her hair still gripped in my hand, to find my secretary standing there, clipboard in hand.

"I just wanted to tell you that Sophia Reed has arrived." Juno fled in a puff of feathers, which drifted back and forth as they descended to the ground.

"Oh jeez," Kaila said, throwing her head to the bed. Unfortunately, that arched her back and pushed her butt out, and she was exceedingly wet. "Oh Master of mine, I think we may be in trouble."

"I'm the one in trouble," I grunted.

"True, this is a mess of your own making."

"Keep talking like that and there'll be punishments." My heart was racing; every word left me like it was coming from someone else. Juno saw us. Sophia had returned to the guild. The house of cards would come crashing down.

Would it?

I fell down onto Kaila, putting my full weight as I fell, defeated but feeling wonderful.

"Unf. I'm sure this is somebody's kink," Kaila squealed from under me.

"Sorry." I grasped her hip and pulled her to the side so I could spoon her. My hand slid up her tunic and grabbed her cushiony breast. "I was just thinking that Juno was explicitly adamant about how loyal and discreet she is. She even kept Blair's secrets because she's so professional."

"That's why you haven't jumped off me to chase after her?"

"That, and running after my assistant with a swinging hard-on is not a good look."

Kaila laughed. "No, it sure ain't."

"And—" I thrust deep into her. "One doesn't find himself in such a lovely place often. I can't just leave."

"Tell it to me dirty! Don't go getting all poetic on me."

I laughed, pushing her down to lay prone on the bed, mounting her like she was my prize. "Your pussy feels so good I'm losing all sense."

It was true. She was so silky smooth and wet; I really should've been drowning in medals for keeping her at bay the past few days.

I rammed her and made quick, proud, satisfied work of her, pulling out to find a bead of white dripping from her slit, evidence of a job well done—at least for me. Certainly, I hadn't given her the chance to finish this time, but I was panting too much and too full of panic to care.

"I gotta bathe real quick," I said. "And, erm, then go talk to Juno to make sure she's quiet, and, oh gods, Sophia. Well, at least my head is clear on that; there'll be no cock-thinking for me today."

"Not counting what just happened," Kaila said into the bed.

"Nope. Doesn't count."

"It never counts, oh Master, I'm just your little hole!"

I blinked. "Sweet gods, you're a freak."

Kaila turned and beamed at me. "I may have stolen some of Blair's books…before you packed them."

"Maybe you should burn them," I said, shuddering. "But it's not true, alright?" I sat down beside her and stroked her hair. "You're much more than a hole."

"You're right, I'm three holes!"

"Oh gods." I patted her shoulder, staring at the mess of cum between her cheeks, a strand making a bridge between them. "Not that I don't enjoy such talk, but you are more than that to me, you do know that, right?"

"I know, Darran." Our eyes locked, and the jokey vibe drained from the air. "And you know… you really are my master. I don't mean in a guild capacity. I'm so devoted to you it's damn wrong to call me your friend. I'm your pet doggy. Pat me on my head and tell me I'm a good girl."

I swallowed and did as instructed.

"Good master," she hummed. "Now go get some sweet human ass. I'll be here for you to tell me every detail."

"Right, but one problem⁠—"

"I'll be upstairs, don't worry. Though I will be listening intently, so make sure you fuck her nice and loud." Kaila gave me a thumbs-up.

I shook my head. "I thought you fucked me so I could keep a clear head and not do that."

"That… or if you do, it will be your round two, and you can give it to her long and proper."

"You're unreal," I said, shaking my head as I rose from the bed.

She got up and kissed me on the cheek. "I'm your little holepet." Her gorgeous blue eyes rolled with a strange shudder. "There goes the drip, right down my thigh!"
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After a very quick and purposely cold shower, my heart raced as the lift descended with a noisy clunk of shifting gears and wheels. It opened on the ground floor, where I found Juno writing on parchment with a quill, dipping it expertly into ink. There were notepads lying around, yet in neat piles, several forms and parchments lay ready for her to sign. She worked diligently through them, penning letters and missives. There was a framed photograph of a younger version of her, eyes magnified through her glasses, standing behind two older owlkin. They made a cute family.

"Juno," I began, "about earlier."

"What happened earlier?" She frowned, peering at me over her spectacles. "You should hurry up. She's been waiting a while. I told her you had to deal with some important guildmaster duties. She understood."

"Right. Thanks."

"It's my pleasure to serve you, Guildmaster," Juno said, smiling and returning to her writing.

I paused, assessing her as if she were a monster on the field. Was this a subtle ruse, or was it truly genuine? Would she strike when my guard was down, or roll onto her back and beg for strokes?

"A bottle of wine now and again might do," she said. "Perhaps a bar of chocolate."

"What's that?"

"To show your appreciation for my, ahem, good work." As she said 'good work,' she zipped her lips, indicating that the word she really meant was 'discretion.'

"Just a bottle of wine?"

"Just to show your appreciation."

"And that won't turn into two bottles of wine and a larger bar of chocolate?"

She rolled her eyes. "I am on your side! I just like a bottle of wine now and again. Gods, I might even offer to share it with you anyway."

My shoulders relaxed. "Fine. I'll get you that bottle of wine, but only because I truly do appreciate you, and I should've gotten you one anyway. Got it?"

"And what would you like?" she asked, peering over her spectacles at me, her smile frozen in a pensive expression.

"What for?"

"To show my appreciation for you and how you've mastered the guild thus far."

"A glass of your wine would suffice." I turned and left the tower, frowning at the strange interactions I'd had with Juno since becoming Guildmaster. She was upfront, yet somehow mysterious at the same time. While Kaila was earnestly honest, Juno was so tactfully honest that it almost felt devious.

What was she getting out of all this? Surely not just a glass of wine. Maybe it wasn't that complicated. Maybe, just maybe, she really did enjoy her job and strived to be the best at it.

Maybe I should take a leaf out of her book for a change. I'd considered myself lucky to have met Kaila first. If I'd met Juno first, how might things have turned out?

I walked past some trainees on my way to meet Sophia.

"Guildmaster," a parrotkin trainee said, nodding her head.

"Good afternoon, Guildmaster," a man said. I paused. He appeared to be about my age and carried a set of notes. He must've been a steward to one of the human masters who had just arrived. He had cropped black hair and a crooked nose.

"It's good to see you here," I said. "Whose man are you?"

"I work for Fredrick, Master of Lore."

"And your name?"

"Warren, Guildmaster."

I shook his hand. "You come to me if there's any trouble, yes? Or my secretary, Juno; she'll carry any message to me."

"Yes, Guildmaster!" His tone brightened, and the weight on his shoulders lifted.

I patted him on the back as he continued on his way to the library, walking past a bearkin without flinching. Maybe things really had changed around here.

Deep breaths, I told myself. Sophia is hardly the most fearsome creature you've faced in this realm.

I took a moment to clear my mind, briefly closing my eyes. In situations like these, when I tried to plan what I would say, it inevitably led to planning what she would say too, and life just never worked out that way. It was better to be almost stupid, to let my mouth run and see what might come out. Go with my gut; it had almost never steered me wrong.

Except for the times it did, but those didn't count. I was only human, after all.

"You look bloody pensive," a familiar woman's voice chimed in, soft and cheeky. "Still doing those little pep talks of yours?"

My heart began racing.
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I opened my eyes, and it felt like I’d stepped through a door to the past.

Sophia had hardly aged a day, practically glowing with an aura of warmth. Her freckled skin and big curly hair were just as I remembered. Then I noticed the slight lines under her eyes, the crinkles of mirth around them. Her hips had widened, her chest had bloomed, and her dress hung loosely against her voluptuous cleavage.

“It’s only little ol’ me,” she said.

“It’s not every day I see you,” I replied. “Would you prefer I didn’t care at all?”

“Funny—” She put her hands on her hips. “—that’s certainly how it seemed the last time.”

I shook my head, forming a smile. “You look nice, Sophia.”

“So do you. Too nice. What’s your secret, Psyrat piss? You bathing in titan-bear seed or what?”

“Don’t remember you being so crass either.” I grinned. She had been so sweet the last time we met. This was like a whole other person. Hells, this was not the person Juno had described at all.

She crossed her arms, pushing her breasts up. The galaxy of freckles across them seemed to glimmer in the sunlight. “Just seeing what sort of man you’ve become. Forgive me, Guildmaster.”

“It’s gonna take a few more of those Guildmaster's to make me forget the idea of bathing in titan-bear seed.”

“I’ll diddle myself to the image later, don’t you worry.”

“Why is everyone in this guild so crass?” I huffed. “So, you wanna go to the pub or what?”

“You wanna go to the pub with me?” She looked genuinely surprised. I wondered if this was all some act to put up walls between us.

“Lady, after the week I’ve had, you sound like a siren to me.” That was a lie. She was crass as hell.

But boy, did I enjoy a challenge. Sophia and I would be friends by the end of the day. She could mark my words.

“Master Sophia!” a voice cried.

Hazel hopped over, her brown ears flopping with her bouncy walk. “You’re back!”

“Master Hazel!” Suddenly, Sophia transformed. Her cold, piercing eyes softened and sparkled; she looked down on the tiny bunnykin like a graceful goddess or a caring mother hen. She took both of the bunnykin’s petite hands and clasped them warmly. “Can I have a hug?” Sophia asked.

Hazel nodded enthusiastically, then disappeared into Sophia's skirts, her ears sliding between her overflowing bosom.

She muffled something unintelligible. "Mrffmrfffmm."

"What's that?" Sophia released her.

"I said it's so nice to see you." Then she turned to me. "Begging your pardon, Guildmaster, I didn't say hello to you."

"That's alright, Hazel," I said. "I enjoyed your lecture, by the way."

Her cheeks flushed red. "Sorry they're so rowdy."

Sophia squinted at me, studying my every movement to see if it matched the words.

"We'll sort them out, don't worry," I said.

"But what if I can't?" Hazel squeaked.

"We will. Don't worry." I had half a mind to ruffle between her ears—obviously not appropriate—but rabbitkin, with their big floppy ears, were the most tussleable creatures on the gods' green Orth.

Sophia gave a sly smile. "Don't worry, Guildmaster Darran is every bit the man he says he is."

I laughed appreciatively, fully aware of the double meaning there. Sophia had turned cunning since we last spoke. Sweet and warm to those who needed it, sharp and sly to those who didn't. Well, me. Maybe just to me, I bet.

I wondered if she was friends with Juno. I wondered if there was some big ruse for them to all gang up on me.

Suddenly, Blair seemed a more appealing combatant.

"Shall we, then?" I motioned toward the pub.
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The Speckled Cock rested precariously over the edge of the spike fence on the hill, appearing as if it might fall off, because the building widened on each floor, like an overflowing pint. The top of the building boasted a big balcony where various trainees, hunters, and a few masters were cheerfully drinking beers that spilled down their knuckles, clinking glasses, and singing songs.

The sun was beginning to set, creating a warm sight as the guild shone in its embrace. The gaps in the straw around the archers' range glowed. Several hunters and trainees were chatting at the end of the day, looking tired but satisfied.

Was everyone getting along already? Surely it could not be so easy. After all, it was a pub, and once alcohol got involved, tensions bubbling under the surface were sure to boil over.

"Before we sit down," I began as we entered the noisy pub, "I want to get something out of the way."

Sophia sized me up, crossing her arms again. "Okay?" she said tentatively.

"I did nothing wrong in ending it with you. We were young, and relationships start and end. I am not a villain for wanting to end it, nor are you a tragic heroine for carrying the pain all this time. So how about we start fresh and get good and pissed, or as drunk as is proper for men and women of our station?"

"You think that's why I'm upset?" she asked, her ginger eyebrows raised.

I sighed. Whether it was or it wasn't, she was sure to find some new reason to be upset now, and if I argued this one out of the way, she'd find yet another. "Well, what is it then?"

She got close. She smelled exactly as I remembered; surely she couldn't have been using the same perfume? It smelled like sweet flowers and heady desire.

"You stand before me, thirty years old, and I am twenty-seven, yet to all appearances, I seem seven years older than you. Five years if we're being polite, which, let's be bloody honest, I'm not where you're concerned."

"So, this makes you mad? Why?"

"Because I'm jealous, obviously," she said sardonically. "No, Darran, because you never told me you were some…well, what are you? Part-elven?"

"I didn't know," I said. "I had no idea. I just thought I was a little strong for a human. I only realized I wasn't aging right when, well, I stopped aging right!"

Even through the chatter of the pub, the clinking of glasses, and the 'wahay!' of the crowd when a glass smashed, it felt like a deathly silence between us as my words fell upon her.

"Well, that would be excusable, I suppose," she said. "Sure you haven't been bathing in titan-bear cum?"

"I have," I joked, "but that's got nothing to do with it. Now, can we get this drink? You're buying. I think that's fair."

"It is," she agreed, with a slow, defeated nod.
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Sophia sat close, knees crossed, her skirts rising as her leg brushed against mine. It felt less intimate and more like a way for us to hear each other over the crowds. Her bare toes flexed back and forth in her sandals. I always liked her feet; they were so expressive.

"So, did you fight something and get its magic blood on you?" she asked, sipping her beer.

I shrugged. "Not magic blood, no, but plenty of venoms and such. By rights, I should be a lot more dead than I am."

"Not many beast hunters can say the same. Were you gifted by some great sage or wise woman? Save any hobbling old ladies who turned out to be beautiful princesses in disguise?"

"Nah, you know me. I'm all about the profit."

"You weren't always so mercenary." She smiled. "Are you dating anyone?"

I sipped my beer.

"Aha!"

"I didn't say anything!"

"That means yes, but it's complicated. Hmm." Sophia tapped her chin in thought. Her curls glowed as the glowbug light filtered through the endless mess of ginger.

"There's nothing," I said. "And it's not your place to speculate about where the Guildmaster lays down at night."

"Ooh, I heard the capital G." Sophia bit her tongue, then raised her hands defensively. "Fine, fine. Mum's the word. I was just curious, weren't I? Last I heard, you were shacking up with some bronze-skinned beauty out there."

"Yasmin? We broke up," I said.

"Ah." A small silence filled the air, which wasn't much of a silence at all when the raucous piano started playing. Fingers bashed keys like hammers on musical anvils. Feet stomped on the floorboards, kicking up dust. Some time ago, I would’ve asked her to dance. I did not ask her now.

"Same reason as me?" Sophia asked.

"Same reason," I replied.

We sipped our drinks at the same time. I finished mine and placed it beside the second. "That's as much as I should have."

"Oh, you're no fun anymore."

"I was fun before?"

She laughed, touching my shoulder, then leaned in closer to whisper, "I won't tell if you won't."

Her soft, full lips tickled my ear, her hand remaining on my shoulder. A flood of memories washed over me, of my body pressed into hers. Her goddess-like curves, those oversized ginger nipples nearly the same color as her hair, and the freckles all over her body that I tried to lick off one by one, then she gave me every lick back on my cock. She had a mouth like, well, Kaila's slit—wet and warm, like a safe haven.

"Well, one thing's for sure," Sophia said, "you don't pass on your powers through some sort of dual cultivation."

"Duel-what?"

"I heard the term once from an eastern traveler."

"I was in the East, and I never heard such things."

"The far East," she corrected. "They have monks over there who do all sorts of meditation. As far as I heard, that's cultivation. But dual cultivation is when two people, you know... cultivate."

I smiled at her. She must have been sharing the same memories as me to spur on a thought like that.

Wait a second.

"He said that to you?" I asked.

"She!" Sophia slapped my arm. "Look at you, getting all bloomin' jealous."

"I am not all bloomin' jealous. You're allowed to have a past, anyway."

"Implies we've got a future."

Ah, the flirters' wordplay. Bane of bartenders everywhere who have to listen to it. Two slightly drunk fools who think they're far cleverer than they are.

"You're fun to tease," Sophia said. "So when can I meet this lady of yours?"

"There's no lady," I replied. "And keep your voice down; that's how rumors start."

"My apologies, Guildmaster." She took her skirt at both ends and gave a bow in her seat.

"Thank you, Master Sophia. We're not kids anymore."

"Appearances can deceive."

"Soph," I groaned in resignation, touching my forehead.

"Master Sophia," she corrected, then huffed, leaning on the bar. Her overflowing breasts cascaded onto it like a sexy avalanche. "Can't insult you, can't flirt with you, can't tease you. What's the good of you being back then?" She raised her hand before I could respond. "I'm joking. I can see the good you've done already."

She looked around. Some human men were talking to beastkin; they seemed equal, sharing drinks. I could still sense the uneasiness in the air, but they were trying. That was something.

"I'll do a lot better with you here," I said. "And that's not a joke."

"I'll do my best," Sophia replied, then extended a hand. "Friends?"

"Friends." I took it, and we shook. It wasn't the hug we both wanted; that much was clear in her half-hearted smile and lingering gaze. I wanted to tell her it wasn't that I didn't love her, but she already knew that. And that was then; I didn't love her now—I hardly knew her.

The lust was a different matter entirely.

"I look forward to observing you," I teased. "Making sure you’re as good as they say you are."

"As for you," she replied, "I don't need to observe you; I already know."

"You do?"

"Who do you think recommended you to become a master, way back when?"

I touched my chest, staring into her kindly smiling face, seeing the woman everyone else saw now, wondering if it was all an act or if she truly felt that way for those who deserved it.

"But we hadn't seen each other for years," I said.

"So? You were destined for mastery from the day I met you; I saw it as clear as day. It's a shame that was the only part of the future I could see." She waved her hand dismissively before I could respond. "It's in the past. You're right; it’s not a crime to break up with someone, regardless of the reason."

The door to the pub crashed open. Everyone turned to see Rowana the ravenkin, one of the workers at the pigeon tower, panting over her knees with a rolled-up scroll in her hand. The scroll glowed a bright platinum, the color of an S-rank commission.

"Guildmaster!" she yelled.

I was already on my feet.
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The ravenkin handed me the scroll, and the pub fell whisper-silent, awaiting my word. But first, I had to read it.

I unfurled the scroll before me, feeling its shimmering weight; it was far heavier than paper should've been.

Morgdeep, a cavernous town in the mountains of Nivercrag about a day's ride to the north, had come under sudden attack by some kind of titan-raptor. Its hatchlings were tearing the place apart while it watched, snapping down on anyone who dared fight back, smashing its great feet into the mountain huts and crushing families whole beneath the rubble.

My memories took me back to Al Kari, trekking through a gargantuan temple where some evil titan-serpent had taken rest, killing the locals who worshiped at this altar. We'd barely escaped alive when it went mad, toppling pillars and sending it all crashing down. The screams pierced my thoughts. I shook it off, shuddering.

"Any news on its affinity?" I asked as Sophia rose and quickly joined us.

"There are reports of flames scouring the snow, though they also mentioned a spoiled oil barrel up there, so it's hard to be sure. Some complained of headaches as they ran away."

I didn't know what was worse: flames or psychic damage. In the rarest of cases, it could be both.

"It could be both," I murmured. "Sophia, fetch⁠—"

The door burst open, and Juno ran in, whistle at the ready. "Guildmaster!"

"Right on time. How many flying hunters are in the guild?"

Rowana, who brought in the letter, cowered, terrified I would choose her. Of course, I wouldn't; she just helped run the pigeon tower.

"Hunters who are up to the task of an S-rank party mission," I corrected. "No trainees."

"By my count, about ten, Guildmaster," Juno said, her excitement buzzing. It was as if this high-paced, live-or-die administration was the sort of thing she lived for.

"And how many zaphawks are ready to fly?"

"Twelve, Guildmaster! I just ran past there on my way to check."

"Good girl! Go and fetch eight of the most accomplished hunters. As for the rest, get Hazel, Juno, Vienne, and… who else do you recommend?"

"Blair."

I blinked. "Excuse me?"

"Blair," she repeated. "If you ask who I recommend, I recommend Blair. As the former Master of Arms, there is no one better suited for this task, Guildmaster."

"You know where she is?"

"She's been spotted on the outskirts of the camp, Guildmaster. An abandoned kitty with nowhere to go, cast out of the only home she knows."

I swallowed. "No. She won't be let in this easily. This won't be the first S-tier contract, and it won't be the last. We won't need her, nor stoop to needing her."

"I'll come," Sophia said. "I'm a competent hunter, even now." She looked a little hurt, her eyebrows furrowed that I hadn't chosen her for the party, but she wasn't going to let that get in the way of her duty.

"No," I said. "You'll stay here."

"You know I can hold my own up there."

"So can many others. Not one of them can act as guildmaster in my stead. Stay here. Juno is yours to assist you. She'll give you the key to my quarters and office."

Sophia opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out.

"Juno speaks highly of you, so I'll put my faith in you and see if I'm rewarded."

Still, Sophia had no words.

"If I die, I'm glad my last memory will be of making you speechless. Not an easy feat."

"No, it is not," Juno confirmed.

The zaphawks squawked, their sharp cries echoing across the open sky. The birdkin tending to them moved with practiced efficiency, tightening leather straps and securing their airborne weapons—compact shockpincers designed to sit just beneath the throat, where the birds' electric sacs pulsed faintly beneath feather and skin.

When triggered with a gentle spark, the devices coaxed the zaphawks into releasing concentrated bursts of bioelectricity. These thunder blasts only discharged effectively at high altitudes, where the air was thinner and transformed by strong sunlight—conditions that seemed to amplify the birds' natural electric charge. That's why they were the ideal creatures for airborne travel. Safe and often friendly below ground, where they were content to be fed by us and lazy in exchange for releasing their might on demand. They were terrors in the sky.

And then there was Valdrune, the biggest, formerly ridden by the last Guildmaster since he was a child, and never ridden since. Did it please me to know Blair was too scared of her to try? Or did it scare me more? I wasn't sure.

I had expected Hazel to come, toes touching and fingers prodding together, her brown ears folded in two, crying: 'W-w-why me? I can't fight.'

Instead, I watched her, winter gear at the ready, apply pouch after pouch to her zaphawk, aided by a much taller parrotkin woman who helped her reach the parts of the bird she couldn't. It was a stark contrast to the woman I'd first seen cowering to hide from her own guildmates.

"Alright everyone, listen up," I called.

One by one, I got their attention. They were a ragtag group if there ever was one—messy clothes and mismatched armor, some barely suitable for the cold, but they were certainly fearsome.

A muscle pulsed in Kaila's thighs—I wondered if she'd do something crazy like leap off her zaphawk and wrap her legs around the neck of the raptor. I dared not tell her not to, in case it gave her the idea.

"Hazel will be our portable barracks," I began. "She's got enough slimesacks to put out even the worst of fires, and a stockpile of soothesalve to ward off headaches, should the rumors be true that this beast has a double affinity." I paced, collecting my thoughts. "After scouting the area, we'll find a secluded spot for her to hide, and the ground troops fighting the raptor hatchlings can make trips back and forth to collect more supplies if needed."

A hand raised. It was Kaila's.

"Master—Guildmaster Darran, sir, ahem, what about the titan-raptor?"

"The flying beastkin will run distraction. Do not get too close. I'll need a volunteer zaphawk rider to lead the offensive with me."

Vienne, the tigerkin, stepped forward. She had orange fur on the back of her forearms and the sides of her thighs, but was otherwise human in appearance—disregarding the round ears poking out of her messy fire-red hair and, of course, the striped tail. She wore a long tunic and a leather red brassiere. "I'll help you, Guildmaster," she said. "I have yet to prove myself, and as the Master of Huntcraft, it's my responsibility to lead such charges." Her voice was sensual, like red wine, though it shared accent similarities to mine, so I supposed she was from one of the middle nations of the Clawlands, maybe a capital city.

It was rare to see a pale-skinned tigress, just as it was rare to see Kaila, a white wolf with a New West southern accent. No wonder people like her gravitated toward the guild, a melting pot of outsiders.

Juno was ticking off items on her notepad. Even though I never quite knew what the list contained, it always comforted me to see her writing. As long as she was taking notes, there was some order in the world.

"That's everything, Guildmaster," she said.

I looked around at my ragtag squad, tightening the belts on their zaphawks. When Kaila saw me, she gave a salute that folded one of her ears. Super cute. Of course, she was my favorite, though I'd never call her 'teacher's pet,' knowing how dirty she would make it.

Maybe I would call her 'teacher's pet' and see how dirty she would make it…

"That's not everything," I said, taking a breath; a few of the group looked over curiously. A gray zaphawk stamped the dirt, kicking up a cloud of dust.

"Oh?" Juno asked.

I fumbled in my pocket. It had been in my chest when I arrived, sitting there patiently, waiting for me to assign it to someone. It was far too soon for it, but by gods, it was the right thing to do. If I died up there, there would be no one to take my place. The guild was just starting to get into order, and that would cause a horrendous power imbalance that would send it back into total chaos. I needed someone to hold it together while I was gone.

Sophia sat on the edge of the pen, watching pensively, her big vibrant curls resting on her shoulders like a beastkin's mane. I walked over to her and pulled out the warden badge. "This is for you," I said.

"You're supposed to pin it on me," she said, looking down at the spot. Her blouse was loose, the faint lines of her brassiere showing, black and a little frilly with flower patterns.

"You're not supposed to flirt with your ex," I said.

Her cheeks flushed as red as her freckles. "How bloody dare⁠—"

I deftly grasped the corner of her shirt, pulling it momentarily to reveal more of her brassiere. It was transparent within the frame, adorned with larger floral patterns. A memory of pulling these off to gawk at her voluptuous tits flashed back to me. They were surely even bigger now.

I slipped the pin into the blouse fabric and clicked it closed. The shield of the guild gleamed, with the motto underneath: For the Good and the Gold of the People.

"First time you put more clothes on me instead of taking them off," she whispered.

"Careful, the guild is watching."

"Think I should be the one to say that to you. Silly sausage… what have you done?" She looked at the badge. "I haven't even earned this at all."

"No, but, heavens forbid, if I croak up there, they'll need someone in an official capacity down here. Don't thank me; it won't be an easy job."

"I didn't thank you. But thank you. Silly sausage." She held out her hand. "Good luck out there."

"Good luck down here." I shook it. "And by the way, that's Guildmaster Sausage to you."

I left before she could turn that into some dirty innuendo, lamenting the time when she and Kaila would be alone together. I'd never hear the end of it. Hopefully, they'd just smother me in my sleep with thighs and tits. That would be a good way to go.

Valdrune stood at the far end of the field, statuesque in the light. Each step I took seemed longer than the last, my breath held in anticipation. Her golden plumage—she was the only brightly colored zaphawk—shimmered like lightning, and those eyes pinned me where I stood. They were razor-sharp and seemed wise, judging if I were worthy enough to ride her.

"Easy girl," I said to her, raising my hand tentatively to pet the vibrating feathers. Valdrune was big, twice the size of the others. The feathers spiked outward as if they’d been zapped with her own lightning. Red lines of plumage ran down her temple, and her eyes were fixed in a permanent aggressive scowl.

Looks can be deceiving. Valdrune bowed her head to let me stroke her. As the largest, she was very old. The last guildmaster had ridden her since he was a kid, and it was said she would only bow down to a true guildmaster.

Nonsense, I hoped. She was a fully trained zaphawk and would let anyone ride her. Still, legends like that were good for morale—mine included—when I put my foot in the stirrup and climbed on.

"That's my girl," I said, patting her neck. She batted her wings, kicking up great billows of dirt. She arched her neck, throwing me back as she squawk-roared into the air, commanding her pack.

"You heard Valdrune! On our tail!"

She took a running start, then kicked into the air, and for a brief moment, it felt like I was floating. It was amazing. A rush of exhilaration shot through my blood like a whiskey-flavored orgasm.
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The sky split with thunder. Zaphawks and birdkin streaked through the heavens in a perfect arrowhead, their wings slicing through the clouds. I rode at the tip, air tearing past my face, lightning crackling faintly from Valdrune.

There was nothing like the sunrise over my great nation of Viridis, seen from above. Vast green steppes stretched between hills that rolled into the distance like waves. The flatlands were adorned with farmland, golden and fertile. Homes clung to the hills—some simple huts of straw, others built with black-and-white daub, their quality a mark of the area's wealth.

Then there were the smaller cities, nestled near the mines where prosperity could still be wrested from the dirt. The air there was cooler, crisp even, owing to their northern elevation.

Though they were part of Viridis, many held quiet disdain for the south, which felt like a different world entirely. Southern policies, made far from the chilly hills and stone, rarely sat well with northerners, who believed their needs and ways went ignored. From my view, what separated them was little more than their accents and attitudes. This much was apparent when I traveled to other countries.

It was too high to see anyone down there; even the carts and horses looked like mere ants. I wondered if they'd be looking up at us—the Hunters Guild—in awe, wondering what fearsome beast we were about to fight.

My lips were chapped dry against the cold wind, but Zaldrune's body was warm beneath my legs. I held on tightly to her stirrups, trusting her to keep me safe. She knew she would be sufficiently rewarded with big chunks of raw meat when we got home. Maybe even a whole cow to buffet on, if she was lucky.

I patted her neck. "How could I ever doubt myself when you believe in me?" I murmured. "If you say I'm the guildmaster, then damn right I am."

She squawked in response.

Kaila's gray-feathered zakhawk flew up beside mine. She gave me a thumbs-up. Her eyes were wide with fright and full of tired lines, but the grit of determination showed she was ready to weather any fear that came her way. Because what was bravery without fear to prove itself?

But she wasn't the one on trial today. All this responsibility rested on my shoulders. If I couldn't lead my team to victory, then what good was I as a guildmaster? Maybe this was the real reason guildmasters stayed at home: so there was no one to point fingers at; they could just defer the blame to whatever master was on the hunt.

I looked behind me. The group of birdkin swarmed around each zaphawk like our entourage, framed by the gorgeous orange sky. They all wore grimaces of focus, squinting against the wind and cold as their wings beat in natural symmetry.

"We all come back alive," I whispered. "You got that, girl? That goes for your flock as well."

Valdrune squawked. If I didn't know any better, I could swear she understood the common tongue.

The regions changed fast. The steppes between each mountain showed grass sparkling with a blanket of ice, and many fires sent up ribbons of black smoke as families huddled around the warmth.

Then it was just mountains, their jagged tips buried in snow and cloud. The warmth of Viridis had long since fallen behind us. Up here, in the frozen air of Nivercrag, every breath scraped my lungs, and the wind needled through my clothes. I'd known we'd left my homeland hours ago, but it wasn't until I saw those frigid, unwelcoming peaks that I finally felt it.

Still, I'd much rather deal with the snowfolk than a northerner. They had much less of an axe to grind and welcomed visitors because they got so few.

The northerners of Viridis were not to be confused with the snowfolk in Nivercrag, situated much further north. Nivercrag was its own nation and so did not concern itself with being 'north' of anything. To them, we were all southerners, and they were snowfolk and Nivarnans and nothing else.

In the distance, black, oily smoke disappeared into the clouds, poisoning their white color like pepper in a stew.

The sun beamed through thick clouds, vast paint strokes of purple and orange. We'd flown all through the night. The raptors were reported to attack during those hours. Strange for bird-like creatures—most were diurnal—that lent credence to the notion they held some psychic affinity.

I wondered what fresh carnage we'd stumble upon, what scale of death awaited us amidst the northern dwarvlands. It humbled me. There I was, soaring through the sky like some mythic hero, but likely we'd arrived too late to save anyone—just to pick up the pieces.

Psychic creatures were sensitive to the mental noise of conscious minds. At night, when most creatures were asleep, the collective mental landscape was quieter—fewer active thoughts, fears, and intentions—making it easier for psychic birds to communicate without interference; rather, for the mother to instruct her pack.

And that was to say nothing of their apparent second affinity. I had hoped it was just fear-mongering. I felt fear myself as we approached the huts in the mountains, the blackened snowfarms freshly smoking as snow fell upon them. The tribal huts blazed as men fought to extinguish the flames with water that froze the moment it hit the air.

There could be no doubt the creatures possessed two damn affinities. Only a monster's fire could withstand the snow like this.

I turned to Hazel, who was flying with fierce determination. I signaled with my fingers, motioning down to the camp below.

Huts draped in cloths of red, black, and yellow blazed against the pristine snow. The imprint of a titan-raptor's claws was stamped in the dirt, the size of one of those huts. The beast had to be nearly as big as the damn guildmaster's tower.

Long paths cut chaotically through the snow, a sign of regular-sized raptors causing chaos. Was this playtime for her young? Training, while she watched and instructed?

Hazel threw down a slime. It fell like a droopy crystal ball.

It landed with a splat onto one of the huts, then began spreading around it in a shimmering blue hug, dispelling the flames and growing larger as if it were being fed.

I guessed she'd have to let that one free, considering they got smarter when they got warmer. I supposed that meant it was happy to work for her.

She threw another near a cluster of fur-lined snowfolk, who were nursing their burns and cuts. They scrambled back in alarm as the slime wriggled to life, tentacle-like blobs emerging and reaching toward them, as if courteously requesting their injuries. Hazel must have trained them well.

The northfolk reached for their blades. One struck, severing a tentacle clean through, and the slime recoiled in panic. It retreated toward the warmth, sensing, somehow, the lack of gratitude. Or perhaps it was simply answering the call of its partner, which was growing smarter with every flicker of flame.

We descended, the sudden lurch sending my stomach into somersaults.

The northfolk pointed, raising their spears, but then, after what looked like a command from the largest among them, they lowered their weapons and indicated a long patch of snow where we could land.

We crashed into the snow, skidding up an avalanche of white that stung every part of me.

"The slime will soothe your wounds!" I yelled, leaping off Valdrune and pulling my coat tighter.

"Aye," the leader replied. He was a thick-muscled ginger dwarf who could probably bench press me with his little finger. "Name's Brimlo. We tracked their hibernation west that way. 'Bout ten minutes fly, I reckon. When do we ride?" His fur-lined tunic was short-sleeved, revealing tribal tattoos up his arm. He barely looked cold at all. These northfolk were a different breed.

"Let's rest first," I began.

"We must strike when the iron is hot, lad!" Even in the thick snow wind, his voice carried like a hammer to an anvil.

"No—" I started to explain before Vienne interjected.

"Sir, are your balls so shriveled and frozen that you must compensate with your axe?" Vienne said, her voice low and teasing.

I had to take a step back and watch.

Despite the severity of the situation, I couldn't help but want to see how this would play out. Besides, Vienne wanted to prove herself, and this was her moment.

"What did you say to me?" Brimlo spat, stepping up to her; she towered over him. Vienne was almost as tall as Blair.

"They haven't slipped into deep sleep just yet. If we strike now, we'll only wake them up. Better to wait until they're completely under…and that won't be for a while. For now, let's tend to the wounded, yeah? We'll need steady hands when the time comes."

"Quite a while?" the dwarf blustered.

"We've been flying for quite a while, as well," Vienne said.

"At least twelve hours," I interjected. "We're all exhausted. And by Vienne's count, the raptors should be entering their deep sleep in about..."

"Four to six hours," she said.

"That gives us enough time to rest and recuperate," I concluded. "Then we can finish them off with no more casualties. Please show us to your safe zones where your townsfolk have been hiding during their attacks, as well as the pens. Our zaphawks need rest the most."

He nodded gruffly. Warrior types like him were always raring to go. That kind of mindset helped in the cold, frigid nation, where a moment of hesitation could lead to death. But I was not from that frozen land, and if they could succeed in this their way, they wouldn't have called us.

"Hazel," I commanded, "Don't use too many of the slimes. We need them for the coming battle."

Hazel was nearby the wounded, under a big tent surrounded by fires. The slimes had many slimetickles out, tending to the wounded northfolk, who were fearful but accepting. They had succumbed to the beasts' wiles after seeing how well the slimes could heal them.

The snowfolk of Nivercrag were a blend of humans, dwarves, and some beast-kin. Today I saw white foxkin, a mother polar bear with her cubkin, and a white wolfkin couple of the same race as Kaila.

"Yep, Guildmaster," Hazel said. "The two I threw should suffice. That leaves five left. Although..."

"Master Hazel?"

"They are..." Her cute little nose twitched, and then she sneezed, her ears flapping over her face. "They're gaining intelligence, so I would say they are actually going to be more beneficial during the fight. At least from what I can gather. It's a little difficult to communicate with them, but it seems that they are of the mindset that, ahem, 'more flame equals good!' Whether that means they'll gladly stay with us remains to be seen."

I nodded. "Let's risk one more then."

She nodded and made her way to the zaphawk. "Squish, Tumbles," she said to herself, "Looks like you're getting a super smart little brother. Oh hello, Mr. Glurpy. Want to get warm?"

I smiled to myself, trying to maintain a gruff expression as I looked around at my squad. They were all exhausted. The zaphawks were squinting, struggling to stay awake.

"The pen's that way," Brimlo said. "All our animals have been eaten, so the pens will be empty."

"Listen up, everyone. We need all the rest we can get. Cassandra—" The eaglekin woman in charge of the zaphawks nodded. "—lead the zaphawks up to the pen and ensure they get their rest, then meet back here in ten minutes. Everyone else, pair up with a partner. We need to share body heat to keep warm. Though we'll be going underground, I dare say it will still be quite cold compared to what we're used to."

I nodded at Kaila, and though she gave no visible reaction, I could sense her jumping for joy inside. It may have been dire circumstances, but we had to find joy wherever we could.

"Guildmaster," Vienne said, "we should pair off in matching pairs. Two smaller ones can keep each other warm just fine, but if I ended up with Hazel, I'd be the one shivering while she was perfectly fine."

I nodded. "Good thinking. Kaila, go with Hazel."

At least they could look after each other. I scanned the rest of the group, searching for my height partner.

She was already staring right at me, biting her lip. "Vienne it is then," I said.

"Sorry if I get a bit… clawsy," Vienne cooed. "I'll do my best to keep 'em tucked in."

Vienne was dressed warmly, but I could still remember her toned body—muscled hips and abs, with that perfect V-line leading down to her groin.

"I'll do my best as well," I said.

She nodded, understanding my meaning.
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Brimlo and a few others led us into their mountain cavern, guarded by a heavy stone door. It sank into the ground with a hiss of steam and a clatter of hidden gears, revealing the passage beyond.

We traversed the tunnels, succumbing to a different kind of chill—one that felt more oppressive and closed in. I pulled my tunic tight.

"It's warmer down here," Brimlo said. "But our stocks will soon run out. The snow vegetables and fruits have been ravaged by the raptors, and our beasts—well, you saw what happened to them."

He didn’t mention that their warriors were also falling victim to the fearsome raptors. Strength and brawn were no match for psychic damage and fire blasts that were impervious to the cold air. They couldn’t leave the cave doors closed for long either, due to the lack of oxygen.

Black, red, and yellow flags made of thread thick as dreadlocks hung still in the tunnels, lit by nearby torches that cast ominous shadows on all of us.

I started to adjust to the warmth—what little there was, anyway. When I tried to take my coat off, I still felt the chill, so I kept it on.

We walked past frightened families huddled together, eating their suppers of dried meat and winter turnips.

"You're putting trust in us not to ride your zaphawks to the enemy while you sleep," Brimlo said.

"Thank you for that," I replied, knowing that wouldn’t happen even if they tried.

The birds were exhausted and wouldn’t trust anyone who hadn’t already ridden them that day. Moreover, they claimed only the guildmaster could ride Valdrune, and the others wouldn’t go anywhere without her. Gods know if that was true or just another little legend to keep the guild in line.

We’d started off on a rocky foot, so I thought it best not to warn Brimlo about any of this. If they tried to betray our trust, we’d know it and could charge them more for the task or, worse, abandon it entirely. Let them take care of themselves and see how far that dwarven pride gets them.

The caves were dark and claustrophobic, reminding me a prison, with each room lined up next to the other. At least the doors were just made of wood.

"Aye, we should have enough beds here for each member of your party," he said. "When do you want to be woken?"

"Four hours, and not a second later," I replied. Usually, I wouldn't trust him to do this for us, but it was his village on the line, not mine. So once again, if he failed in this task, he only had himself to blame.

Besides, I needed every member of my party well-rested. I couldn't spare a single one.

"Leave your wets outside," he instructed. "I'll send a maid to dry them in front of a fire sharpish. They'll be ready for you when you wake up."

"I always loved the hospitality of snowfolk," I said. "Shame we couldn't meet under better circumstances."

"Next time I'm down your way, I'll try to drop into the guild."

"Pint will be on me," I said.

We clasped arms, shaking in the warrior's handshake, then he was off, ready to bark orders at his tribe.

As for me, I entered the room. They had some nice fur blankets and bundled-up pillows; that was about it. The walls glistened in smooth, carved stone. A snowglowbug flitted back and forth, glowing bright blue. Not the calmest color to sleep to, but better than complete darkness. I never much liked the dark in unfamiliar places.

"Are you hungry, Guildmaster?" Vienne asked, shutting the door behind her. Suddenly, the air closed in, and I felt very alone with this strange woman.

"A bit peckish," I said, slumping my heavy pack to the floor. I pulled out my pigskin and some jerky.

"Here," she said, passing me half a fresh apple and half a sandwich.

"Where the hells did you get that?" I asked.

"My mother always warned me to keep a lunch pack ready, just in case."

"I'd offer to trade... but..." I glanced at the sad-looking jerky in my hand. It was fortified alchemically with all the nutrients a hunter needed, and it tasted like shit.

"You can pay me back some other way..."

I squinted. Were all beastkin hopelessly horny? Vienne was a goddess of a tigerkin, yet I didn't know much about her, least of all how discreet she could be.

"Let's get some sleep," I said, biting down on the sandwich. "We don't have much time, and I'm exhausted."

I ate and wiped the crumbs from my mouth. I had a stubble going now, but I hadn't found the time to shave.

"I'll pay you back when we get to the guild," I said. "You've done a great job, by the way."

I pulled off my wet clothes—my boots, shirt, and trousers. My undershorts were soaked as well, more from the sweat of the ride than from the actual cold.

"Excuse me," I said.

Vienne looked away as she pulled off her shirt, revealing the tight, lean muscles of her shoulders. They were sultry and feminine, still missing the touch of a man's hands exploring them.

I pulled down my undershorts and quickly put on a fresh pair, then yawned, looking away respectfully as she pulled down her winter trousers, revealing strong thighs and a toned behind. Her tiger fur ran along the sides of her thighs, fading into her hips. Up her forearms it ran like a set of bracers, ending just at the back of her palm in a downward V shape. Her tail swished around, curling upward around her ass as if to present it, obscuring not one inch of the gorgeous view.

Maybe I hadn't really looked away respectfully. So what? I'm a red-blooded man. I'd challenge anyone to avoid a quick glance.

Besides, it was about to get a lot more challenging. Fortunately, I was utterly exhausted and climbed onto the wall side of the bed, quickly drifting off before she'd even gotten in.

In that half-dazed, barely awake state, I felt the bed compress as she climbed in. The shiver I'd felt before turned to warmth as her heated tigerkin body pressed into mine without a hint of restraint.

"Oh, Guildmaster, that's better." Her bare tits pushed into my chest. Her long-nailed hand gripped my hip, pulling me in like I was her prey.

Oh, poor cock of mine, you hardly stood a chance. It strengthened like a muscle, pushing up against her thigh and getting trapped before it could even reach full mast.

I took a breath, composed myself, and said, "If this is some ruse to disgrace me, it won't work. I've built up enough loyalty here that they will back me in any dispute."

I wasn't entirely sure of the words; after all, I could probably count my allies on one hand, and Juno was loyal to the guildmaster, not to me specifically.

Vienne raised her strong thigh over my ass and curled her leg around, pulling me tighter. My cock pushed downward, facing a terrible fate.

"We're just animals, Guildmaster," she said. "Primal beings in the heat of the moment."

"Moments are brief, but mistakes last forever," I replied, wondering why I was getting so philosophical. Vienne smelled of sweat and lust. 'Primal' was indeed the right word. Every breath I took made me stiffen even more.

I also had to wonder how I had become so sheepish. I had no problem leading the charge when it came to Kaila. She was much smaller than me, much more... poised to get on her knees.

Vienne was like Blair, I supposed—a cat on the prowl for her little mice.

That didn't mean I must squeak.

I grasped her hip, and she gasped. "Guildmaster... What are you doing?" Her smile was devious, yet in those green cat eyes, I could see myself in the throes of her seduction. She looked ready to pounce.

"I like to get to know a girl first," I said.

"Guildmaster..."

"But I'd just as happily get to know what you can do." I lay back, resting my arms behind my head, opening my whole body to her. If she wanted me, she better show me just how she was going to please me.

"I've been a bad girl, Guildmaster." She cooed into my ear, running those sharp claws through my hair. "Aren't you disappointed in me? Oh, I've tried to be good since you showed up, but I'm still very... very… bad." Her tongue slid against my ear as her claws raked down my stomach, gentle enough to leave thin white scratches. Still, I breathed in, gasping in nervous anticipation for how those hands would wrap around my cock.

I was at full hardness now, standing upright. Her fingers trailed to my undershorts, circling around the shape of my cock and⁠—

Bang!

The door smashed open, rattling on its hinges.

We both sat up in fright as a dark silhouette with big wolf ears and a tail stood there, hands on her hips.

"You best get your hands off my master," Kaila hissed, her voice low and sharp like a rattler's warning.

My head crashed back onto the pillow. I couldn't believe the mess I'd gotten myself into. "Shut the damn door, Kaila," I groaned. "Maybe let's not alert the entire guild to what we're doing."

"Be gone, little wolf," Vienne soothed, trailing the back of her fingers over my abs, stroking my balls with the underside of her nail, teasing and terrifying me in equal measure. "He's mine. I have claimed him."

Most men would not open their mouths in this situation; most men wouldn’t say something stupid to ruin the wonderful show they were about to witness. Most men would sit there, gobsmacked, and watch how the crazy event plays out, because even if it might ruin my entire life, it was about to make my whole night.

Fortunately, I was most men, so I kept my mouth shut.

Kaila shut the door and strolled over to the bed. She was wearing... my shirt.

Why was she wearing my shirt?

"I ain't afraid of you no more," Kaila said. "I've been apart from my master too damn long, and if I die tomorrow, I sure as hell ain't letting my last memory be you giving him Death by SnuSnu."

"Do not quote the great poetry at me, little wolf. He is not your master. He is the guild-master."

"Wrong!" Kaila climbed onto the bed, the shirt riding up her ass to reveal her cute little tush as she crawled toward Vienne, all snarl and ready to bite. "He's my master. Mine." She jabbed a finger. "And if you want him, you'll have to wait 'til after the battle, sugar."

Vienne blinked at that. "It seems I've intruded where I'm not wanted."

"Now, I wouldn't quite say that," I began, sitting up.

"Get in line, toots!" Kaila grinned.

Vienne sat up. "Little bunny's getting cold," she said. "Maybe I'll go and warm her up." She slinked off the bed, grasped her clothes yet to be left outside for the maid, and left the room, strolling butt naked down the hall, the door swinging shut behind her.

"You're welcome." Kaila grinned, ripping my shirt off to reveal her gorgeous, fat tits that were way too big for her body.

"Kaila," I said, feeling a strange surge of anger mixed with disbelief and coated in a generous slathering of arousal. "The next time that... the next time... something like that is happening, don't stop it."

Her tail stopped wagging, and her ears sagged. "Master? But I thought you needed saving?"

"What I need now is for you to take care of me before my balls turn blue."

Her lower lip quivered. She looked like she was getting upset, but then it stiffened, and she climbed over me in reverse.

"Hawk..." she began. "Tuah!" A big splat of spit landed on my cock, and she stroked around it, wetting me.

I watched as her thighs pushed up against her ass, making it two perfect peaches for me to pluck. I gripped onto them and squeezed, content for now with the fate the gods had left me in.

Then she got up and pushed her sweet pussy down on me. It was tight and gripping, and in no way nearly ready enough for me, but like a trooper, she pushed down and forced it, eager to please her master.

"Oh, my master... will you forgive me?"

That wasn't quite the word I was looking for. "Fuck..." I groaned as she pulled back, and her second push was greeted with the wet arousal I needed to feel comfortable inside her.

"Oh..." she murmured. "You wanna fuck Vienne, even though she was so mean to me?" She pushed down, gripping the middle of me. I could only grip onto her gorgeous little butt cheek and squeeze for dear life as her tail swished around, pushing herself further down. "You want me to watch while you fuck the meanness out of her? While you make her your... little kitty. Make her purr and meow and lap up all your... milk."

Then Kaila arched her back, put her feet flat on my knees, and laid across me, thrusting her butt down to grind against my cock, milking me with her expert little body.

I gripped her tits, and her head fell beside mine. Gods, she was flexible. "Just one demand, please, oh Master... please just let me have one demand."

I nodded. "Let me hear it," I groaned, my eyes crossing. She was drawing me to the point of no return, the sap rising, and my heart racing with it.

"I'm the only one that gets your cum inside them," she said, then slipped out of me, and my cock sprang forward, making me groan. Then she turned over and climbed on top of me. "Master of mine, say it, please." She slipped me inside again and began grinding, pushing against the middle while she slid up and down me. It was unimaginable heaven.

And yet, I still could not grant her wish.

Her lower lip quivered as she pressed her forehead into mine, grinding harder. The smell of sex and sweat filled the room. "I'm sorry, Master, I forgot my place."

I gripped her hair tightly and whispered into her ear, "In your mouth."

"Oh, Master, please let me have it in my little cunny again. I'll be good, I promise."

The air froze; a new understanding washed over us, and we stared at each other, both our gazes filled with euphoria. "From now on," I said, unable to suppress a grin, "you're the only one who doesn't get it. Now you have a choice: mouth, over your tits, or on your ass. Where? Anywhere but there for you, from now on."

"Mouth, please," she begged, grinding hard against me. Then she slipped off and wrapped her lips around me, suckling, swirling her tongue around me. Her hand never even touched it; she just braced herself and pumped up and down.

My hands sure gripped her hair, though, when I roared to the heavens, shooting into her hungry, giving mouth.

"Fuck," I groaned, breaking into laughter.

She slipped from my tip, wiping her mouth with a cheerful grin. "Think we should be getting some rest now, don't you?"

"Yeah," I said, lost for words in a way only men could understand. "Yeah," I repeated, because apparently, that was the only word I knew.

"Were you joking, by the way? About what you said earlier?"

"No," I said, stroking her hair.

"Am I a bad girl that needs her punishment?" she asked, her eyes full of hope.

"Yes." I laughed at my bluntness. "I can't be mad at you; I should really be thanking you. You saved me from what could have been a bit of a headache. Still..."

"I shouldn't have just barged into your room," Kaila said. "I just... You're my master. Mine. I don't mind if it's big ol' titty Sophia, but Vienne? Cold, mean Vienne? That just didn't sit right with me. And I know it ain't my place to say so, but there it is."

I scratched my chin. "She was really that bad? I never pried. Call me crazy, but Juno seemed happy with how she transitioned to the new rules, and I just saw a good master doing what she should have. She was the only one brave enough to step forward when I called out the masters, too."

"She ain't been bad anymore; it's true. I can forgive and forget if she truly would change."

"How would you feel if I promised to get to know her? If she confesses to her past crimes and promises atonement, then, then maybe I could see about carrying on where I left off."

"You'd do that for me? After I was so naughty?"

"You're already getting your punishment. Like I said, you tried to claim ownership over my… endings. Well, now you're on time out, and you can have everything but."

Kaila trembled in a strange kind of tortured delight.

"I'll be good, Master." Her big blue eyes glimmered for me. "Oh, Master of mine," she whispered, closing her eyes and beginning a gentle snooze.
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"Easy, Valdrune."

The zaphawk yawned, and my fingers frizzed from the static electricity. I shook it off and led her out into the open.

The sun beamed high, though it provided little warmth this high in the mountains; it was just slightly less frigid.

"It's colder than a well digger's backside up here," Kaila grumbled, rubbing her hands together and blowing on them.

"Really? A woman o' yer kind?" Brimlo asked, his brow arched.

"Can't you tell by my accent I ain't from 'round these parts? Or those parts either." She pointed vaguely toward the north of the Clawlands. "I'm from—" She squinted, shifting her arm a few degrees. "Way on over yonder that way. Just 'cause my fur's white don't mean my heart ain't red, white, and blue."

I wasn't sure if she was pointing the right way. Then again, I thought neither was she.

"Aye lass. My mistake."

I chuckled. A Northerner and a New Westerner. I was surprised they could even understand each other, what with their uniquely thick accents.

"Guildmaster, could I have a word?" Vienne asked, standing right next to me without me even hearing her approach.

Valdrune let out a sort of growl.

"Easy girl," I said. "She don't bite. Does scratch, though." I turned to Vienne. "Let's talk about it back at the guild," I said quietly, eager for the others not to hear us. "Over a drink," I added, noticing the look of terror on her face.

That look softened; she nodded. "Good luck out there." She extended her arm.

"Same to you." I grasped her arm in a warrior's handshake, then pulled her close. "You didn't traumatize Hazel, did you?"

I glanced over at the shivering bunnykin, her eyes as wide as saucers, and wondered whether she was shaking because of the cold or the memories of last night.

"All I did was keep her warm. Promise." She grinned. "Not my fault she was up half the morning scared I was gonna gut her. Even after I gave her my word I wouldn't."

"Well, she's alive, so that will have to do for now. It's as much my fault for sending you away."

"Call it a truce." She gripped my arm tighter, the tips of her nails digging into my forearms. "For now." Her sultry voice lingered in the air, as loud as the rush of wind and snow. Then she left, the shape of her grip as imprinted as the mark on my mind.

I shook it off and called the group. They looked about half-rested, which was better than I could hope for.

"You all know the drill," I began. "We sneak in and kill as many as we can before they wake up. If they're truly psychic, you'll find a bump for their third eye about here." I pointed at my forehead. "Stab right through it fast, destroying the brain. If they aren't psychic, then cut either here—" I pointed to the nape of my neck— "or here—" I sliced across my neck, "or right through the eye to the brain. Use whatever is available to you. Avoid the back; you'll just hit thick muscle and feathers. And definitely don't go for the gut. That’ll be slow with a hell of a lot of thrashing. You'll wake the whole lot of them up." I took a breath, ensuring they were all listening. "Hazel, you'll land with me, then apply soothsalve to the minds of every hunter, who will follow me in a single line, light-footed as you can. If it all goes south, then Vienne, I, and the flying hunters will initiate Plan B. You all good with Plan B?"

They nodded. Hazel shivered at it, but Kaila's eyes widened with excitement. Of course she was excited. She'd been preparing for Plan B all her life.

"Alright everyone. Follow Valdrune. We'll land about half a mile out to be safe."

I put my foot in the stirrup and lifted onto the mighty golden beast. She roared, a zap of thunder tickling my body.

She gave a slow gallop in the snow, shaking off what had fallen on her since my speech. Then her mighty bird legs leaped into the air, and that strange feeling of floating came back, my skin stinging from the snow battering my face.

We flew for what felt like only minutes, weaving through towering, snow-laden trees and skimming mountain passes so high and narrow they formed near-tunnels—white ceilings of snow looming above us like crashing walls.

Vienne flew ahead on her black zaphawk, signaling that this was the place we’d land. She was a good tracker, for sure. Whatever personal issues she had with the former runts of the guild, her prowess was undeniable.

We crashed into the snow, my groin aching fiercely. Hazel landed next to us. Stepping off the zaphawk, she walked a wide berth around Vienne, which made me squint. Then she pulled out several glass jars of soothsalve, a purple-tinted, jelly-like liquid.

"Can't—" Hazel grunted. "—get this gosh darn lid off."

"Let me, little one." Vienne took it before Hazel could protest and dug into the ice-frozen lid with her nails, clawing it free. She passed it back and gave Hazel a pat on the head that left Hazel looking terrified.

"T-thanks," she squeaked.

At least I knew just what I'd be talking to Vienne about when we had our drink, and it wouldn’t have anything to do with what we did in bed.

At least not until after all this was sorted out.

"Guildmaster, here," Hazel said, and I knelt down to let her apply two stripes of the soothsalve to my forehead. She put two stripes down either cheek next. "What are those for?" I asked, frowning.

"It looks cooler," she squeaked. "Sorry, Guildmaster, I just thought..." Her voice trailed off as a flock of birds smashed into the mountain; one by one, the others arrived.

"No, go on." I took her hand; it disappeared within mine.

"I just thought if they saw you looking all cool and stuff, the rest would be spurred on and be happy to get this weird stuff on their face."

"You thought right," I said. "Issues with diminishing supplies notwithstanding. Vienne, you're up."

Hazel let out yet another squeak as the tall tigerkin crouched down to her, still rather imposing. Hazel's fingers trembled as she applied the soothsalve in a tribal pattern, not dissimilar to her tiger stripes.

"Good to go," Hazel said, gulping.

"Good bunny," Vienne said, patting her head, which tousled her ears adorably, though Hazel did not find it as such.

Hazel's slimepack rested beside her in the snow. It was a huge backpack, about twice her size, and she was waiting until the last moment to put it on because of how heavy it was. Slimes poked out of many detachable compartments, ready to be thrown at a moment's notice. For now, they gently breathed in and out, appearing to be sleeping in the frigid snow.

I couldn’t help but wonder what would happen if they met the blazing heat of a raptor's flame breath. I hoped I wouldn't find out.

About half the party was painted now, so I could begin my quiet entrance into the cave, with everyone who had already been painted following me, and the rest soon to follow.

The cave was carved out of the middle of the mountain like a great mouth ready to roar. Already, I felt the twinge of a mild headache, the offshoot of psychic powers, akin to snoring and talking in sleep. Nothing to worry about. When it stopped, or got a thousand times worse, that was when things would go south.

The best thing about beastkin hunters, I discovered, was how damn whisper-quiet they could move. I thought I was quiet, thanks to some tricks I learned from the Al Karian elves, but I had to really stress my hunter senses to even sense them behind me.

I unsheathed my gently curved scimitar and approached the cave mouth. Maybe the creatures would be able to hear the pounding of my heart. I usually felt calmer than this in the heat of battle. No doubt it was because of my responsibility behind me. If we failed, there was so much more at stake than simply my death.

My lips were chapped now from the biting cold; my skin burned from it, but the soothsalve, at least on the parts it had been applied, felt like warm aloe vera on my skin, soothing the angry flesh.

When I crested the cave and looked down below, I had to cup my hand in surprise, raising it in the signal that noted: do not be alarmed.

There had to be at least fifty raptors in the nest. I could practically see the psychic aura buzzing from their sleeping minds, giving off a sense of frightened yak, the taste of meat, the thrill of the hunt, the joy of praise from their mother.

Mother. If this cavernous nest was so vast, that was the reason. She rested above a hill, overlooking her young as if they were her treasure. Her scales glistened black, tinged with fiery red and purple, depending on where the faint light hit them, filtering through the falling snow.

The sudden warmth of the cave brought no comfort. Each raptor, man-sized and menacing, bore the telltale bump of a third eye on its brow. The dull ache in our foreheads was proof enough of their powers.

I made the signal, and we fanned out, each taking a different lane.

The poor creature before me was almost pitiful. Like a sleepy puppy, it whined in the throes of a bad dream. Then I saw the blood tinging its claws and was reminded it was just a beast, with a spindly bird neck, perfect for my hand to wrap around.

I took a breath, reminded myself I was a calmer, more logical person simply doing my job, and by the grace of the gods, I believed it. I prepared my fingers to snap around the creature's neck, mere inches away.

The tip of my blade shook as it approached that strange bump, where beneath the flesh, I could see the trembling of the lid.

Even the third eye needed rest. Time for it to become permanent.

I grasped the neck and thrust my blade through at the same time, tearing through flesh with ease.

The creature's eyes snapped open, then froze immediately as my blade pierced through the lid to the brain, killing all signals it could have sent out to its mother.

That's one.

It slumped to the ground, and I moved on to the next. This one was resting on its back like a damn puppy, eyebulge right there for the prodding. I thrust my blade down—not the ideal way to use a scimitar, though mine was closer to a straight edge than a curve, so it still worked. With the second dead, I pricked my ears to hear the others performing their duty.

I turned to look; we were about a third of the way done, and the beasts showed no sign of waking. It was almost a shame. Third eyes from psychic creatures were excellent in alchemy, but I didn't need to tell Hazel that. It was likely the last thing on her mind as she stood at the mouth of the cave, watching us with her oversized backpack strapped to her back.

She made quite the silhouette, her ears vibrating with the chill of the cold. Her little nose twitched. Was she going to sneeze?

Oh gods, don't. She cupped her nose and silently spasmed, her eyes wet with the terror of it.

I nodded at her, and her eyes widened even further in fright. In any other situation, I might've laughed. Maybe later when we were all having a pint together.

Turning back to the job at hand, I continued the massacre, gradually inching closer to the titan-raptor. I didn't want to, but neither did anyone else, so I had to be the one.

I'd proven myself enough as Guildmaster, and I would have preferred to let one of the other hunters take it. Unfortunately, it had to be me. Letting any of these hunters take on an S-class beast, after I had scolded Blair in front of the whole guild for putting a trainee alone on a B-class contract, would be hypocrisy of the highest order.

I inched closer, glaring at the thick, armor-like scales protruding over the third eye like the ridges of a knight's bracer. You couldn't even get your blade in without skewering your arm on the scales.

I glanced back. The job was about half done. Pride welled up in me, and I quickly stifled it, knowing the folly of feeling that way this soon. We could discuss it when it was over.

I turned back to the matter at hand, inching closer, blade ready for the creature's eye.

My foot slipped on a stone, and I gently stamped on it to stop it from rolling. The beast grumbled, the stench of rotted meat wafting through the area like a gale force. It only had to open its eyes and chomp me out of existence. Poof, no more Guildmaster Darran. Welcome back, Blair; I warmed your seat.

The problem with situations like this is that you can't kill the mother first. She would emit a death cry so loud it would wake all her children. However, I was ready to strike at any moment should complications arise.

But everything seemed to be going well; one by one, the raptors fell.

"Shit," a pigeonkin woman I could hardly recall the name of muttered. My heart raced, and I glanced back to see a raptor had wrapped its wings around her in a sleep snuggle. She gently yanked⁠—

No! Strike first!

Then she paused, seeming to read my mind, and drove her weapon through the creature's left eye. This one appeared to be a flame variety, evident from the charred remnants on its body and the absence of a third eye bump.

I relaxed. A little hitch like that was to be expected, so I turned back to the mother.

Her eyes were open. First, the two regular ones, then the armor-like scales protecting her third eye peeled back, revealing a gaze filled with furious rage.
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Plan B fell from the cave ceiling and wrapped her cousin-killing thighs around the mother raptor, squeezing so tightly I swore its eyes bulged in surprise.

In the distant future, scholars and bards would gather around rich mahogany tables to debate exactly where she had fallen from. And if they were to look through an orb to the past and ask me directly, I wouldn't know what to tell them.

Her legs could barely encircle the titan raptor's neck—slender because it was a bird but thick due to its size. Her boots hooked as veins in her powerful, muscled thighs pulsed.

The titan raptor let out an earth-shaking cry, and my head pounded mercilessly, crashing me to my knees. It felt like a thousand hammers were smashing into my skull.

The cave lit up. For one stupid second, I thought dawn had broken. Then the heat hit, sudden and violent, like I'd stepped into an oven.

Sweat clung my winter clothes to my skin. I had to fight through it to look up and see the raptor's maw open, a burning fire erupting within.

"Kaila!" I yelled.

She dug her fingers into the creature's scales, tearing some from its flesh. It let out a roar of pain as she constricted its neck.

It stamped toward the cave entrance in frustration, a clawed foot smashing down on one of its young, causing it to wail and flail around. Hunters and hatchlings alike scattered.

"It hurts," Kaila whimpered, though her grip remained strong as the raptor beat its massive wings, throwing us all to the ground from the force of the gust it created.

With a shrill cry, it stamped out of the cave and flew off, becoming small in the distant snow.

"Guildmaster!" Kaila cried for help, her yell quieting in the falling snow.

I jumped to my feet, my headache lessening slightly. "Vienne, birdkin, on me!" I yelled, running out of the cave. "The rest of you—" I began, only to see all the hunters engaged in a death battle with the remaining raptors. It was rough work, but if one thing could be said for the beastkin, it was that they knew how to brawl.

The raptors spat flames, but the birdkin beat their wings, blowing the fire right back at them. Others leapt straight through it, tearing, clawing, and biting even more furiously than the raptors. Shots of flame burst out to blast against the rock, and some birdkin cried out from the pain of a psychic burst.

"Go, Squish! Tumbles!" Hazel cried, throwing some slimesacks to the group. The leather bag containing the slimes flattened when it hit the ground, and the glowing blue slime creatures slunk out. They darted across the cave, crawling up a raptor's claw like some horrific virus, traveling up to coat the creature's throat, choking it and leaving it unable to spit flame.

"Hope your aim's better than that when we're up there," I said.

"Huh?" Hazel asked. "Bah!" she cried as I gripped her by the big backpack, lifting her effortlessly from the ground and flipping her so she could run beside me.

I brought two fingers to my lips and let out a sharp whistle.

For a moment, nothing. Just wind and snow and the roar of distant raptors. Were we too far for them to hear?

Then, in the distance behind the violent snow, a different squawk rang out, more friendly to my ears. My heart rose with the slightest hope I dared to feel as shadows beat their wings against the snowfall.

They were coming.

Valdrune led the charge, wings spread wide, eyes locked on me like she'd been waiting for the signal. Leader zaphawks were damn smart. If you asked them to do something, they tended to do it—if they wanted to, of course. And Valdrune was pretty damn loyal to guildmasters, knowing the big juicy carcasses awaiting her when we got home.

The others were keen to follow their leader.

"Guildmaster!" Hazel cried, panting as she ran to catch up beside me. A bunnykin should normally outpace a human, even me, but Hazel wasn't used to the snow or even venturing beyond her quarters.

I picked her up again by the backpack.

Hazel squeaked like a mouse caught by a cat. "Guildmaster, I'm not sure I can ride and aim well!"

"You won't have to!" I yelled back as Valdrune crashed into the snow, nearly blinding me but for my quick shielding of my eyes. I helped the poor thing up, counting the slimes on her backpack. Three left. By the grace of the gods, I would only need one.

I climbed up in front of her, patted Valdrune's lightning-yellow neck, and she beat her great wings, flying into the air.

Vienne soon followed with her zaphawk, and the birdkin were in quick pursuit. "Find her, Valdrune!" I yelled, wondering if she could even hear me.

Valdrune squawked in response; she could sense my intent, perhaps. We flew through the heavy snow, chasing a roar in the air, barely audible against the freezing ice in my ears.

The snow beat down heavily now, sharp and painful. We were in the midst of a violent snowfall—far too dangerous to fly in.

"Guildmaster!" called the pigeonkin from earlier. "It's much too dangerous to fly!"

"Kaila—" I began.

"Listen here, you coward," Vienne interrupted, her voice a roar through the storm. "We won't leave our most fearless hunter behind! So head back if you want. I'm with the Guildmaster."

I forced my focus back to the task at hand, grateful Vienne was there to back me up so I could keep my mind on saving Kaila.

Come on, Kaila, pull her back, I thought to myself. Just like we planned.

But I didn't know if she still had control, if she was just fighting for dear life to stay on, or if the psychic damage had penetrated the soothing salve and left her lifeless somewhere in the snow.

I was supposed to keep her safe. As her guildmaster, I'd failed. As her boyfriend… gods, I shouldn't have let her take that risk.

The titan-raptor roared again, this time a little closer. I brushed those needless thoughts aside and scanned the horizon, squinting at a shape in the distance.

Valdrune beat her wings harder. Hazel clung to my back, terrified. I didn't have the heart to tell her she should really be clinging to Valdrune; if I fell off, she'd be falling with me.

So I better not fall off.

"Get ready," I yelled. "We can't mess this up."

I held out my hand, and she passed me one of the slimesacks. I had to be careful not to squeeze too hard—the thing was so soft and thin I could almost press my fingers right through it.

"Valdrune!" I yelled.

"Sqwawwwwk!" Valdrune seemed to read my mind, letting out an ear-piercing howl.

Something great and terrible shifted in the air before us. The wind we had been dragging in suddenly stopped, and it felt like hitting a wall of air.

Valdrune beat her wings against it. Once mighty when I was on the ground, they now resembled a pigeon's wings against this titan monster.

My skin tingled. I felt Valdrune tremble. Was she afraid?

The snow started bleeding in the air, as if the fabric of the world had been dyed red. Then it glowed orange.

Valdrune vibrated, a light emanating from her beak. She was just getting ready. That's my girl.

The titan-raptor's hateful eyes blinked out of the snow, staring right at me. Its horrid black orbs were terrifying, the middle eye pinpricked and menacing. Now that it had a clear sight of me, my head throbbed with pain.

"Gah!" I squinted through it, gripping the slimesack.

Hazel threw one; it bounced off the side of the raptor's mouth, disappearing into the depths below.

I threw mine, and the creature snapped its mouth shut just in time, the red light blaring through its teeth. God damn it!

We circled the creature; I couldn't see Kaila. I was going to have to jump and attack it head-on.

Then something smashed into the raptor.

"Kaw!" The black zaphawk yelled in pain, tumbling through the air. Vienne's zaphawk then recovered after the maneuver.

Another animalkin leaped onto the titan-raptor, digging daggers into the gaps in its scales. Then another smashed into it, gripping on for dear life. The titan-raptor screamed, just as I saw a terrifying flame ready to burst out and scorch me into nothing but charred bones.

"Kaw!" Valdrune unleashed a thunderous blast of lightning, turning white snow golden. The raptor swept back, dazed and crying out in confusion.

Zap. Another jolt of thunder came out of nowhere, much smaller but still useful in disorienting the beast. Vienne flew over the raptor, circling around for another shot.

Zap. Another zaphawk stung its belly.

The raptor cried out, its jaw wider than ever. Terribly sharp teeth were ready to snap down on any of us.

Now's my chance.

I threw the slimesack.

The little blue orb disappeared into its gaping cavernous mouth.

The red light within the gaping mouth dimmed.

Yes!

The fire went out, and I flew past the raptor in slow motion, spotting Kaila's legs first, then her arms tightly wrapped around its neck, her eyes wide with fright and exhaustion.

An ear-piercing scream tore through the sky. The titan-bird was pissed. But I couldn't help but feel happy. Kaila was alive.

"My aim's not so good, Guildmaster," Hazel shouted. "Now he's out there somewhere." She peered down at the slime below. We couldn't even see the mountain, just endless falling snow.

"Good thing my aim's a little better," I replied. "Don't worry about it," I yelled. "We've got more important things to focus on right now."

We flew back toward the cave. The snow swirling in the air was disturbed like a tornado had rushed through, making it even more chaotic to navigate.

Vienne was at my side now. She grimaced, then gave me a thumbs up. Her zaphawk had to beat its wings faster just to keep up with mine.

Smoke drifted from the cave mouth, filtering into the snow-drenched air. Below, the ground was torn open—a ragged gouge in the hillside, flanked by shattered ice and scattered feathers. A long, ugly skid carved through the snow told the rest of the story. The titan-raptor had hit hard and plowed straight into the cave.

Were the others okay?

Valdrune lunged into the cave, and the white of the snow transformed into blinding darkness. I planted my foot on her back.

"Hold onto Valdrune!" I yelled, and the moment Hazel gripped the reins, I launched myself into the air, staring at the hateful middle eye of the titan.

It had crashed into the cave and managed to turn itself around just in time, landing on its back and unable to right itself in time.

With my blade unsheathed, I soared into the air and gripped it point down with both hands, thankful for the high-quality leather steadying my grip.

A flash of pain stormed my mind like soldiers on a wall. More came; the searing ache was so intense I had to squint through it, aiming just right.

The eye turned, pricked like a needle. I thrust my blade forward just as the scale-armored, crown-like lid bloomed around the eye. I plunged into flesh; acidic liquid squirted out and burned my arm, and the scales hooked into my skin, digging deep.

I let go of my blade, yanking my arm free. Scrapes along my arm seared with agony, as I kicked off from the beast and landed on my back.

Rising as quickly as I could to the sound of a furious, standing titan-raptor, an arm found itself around my shoulders.

"I've got you, Guildmaster!" Vienne said, as my head spun from the shock of the trauma. Acidic eye ooze coated my hands, giving off a noxious smell that made my stomach churn. I didn't know what would happen if it got into my wounds, but the thought terrified me.

Fortunately, I was feeling so faint that I might not be conscious to experience it.

The raptor let out a final death cry as it crashed to the cave floor, bones crunching to dust beneath its weight, along with the bodies of its own hatchlings. A birdkin hunter was flung into the wall, her wing snapping with a sickening crack as she fell, screaming.

The titan-raptor staggered. I braced myself, feet set, watching for where it might fall, ready to jump.

For one strange moment, the titan-raptor paused, its head tilted, almost human in the way it took in the ruin around it, the death of its children, and us, the ones who had caused it. Its eyes widened in rage; it roared and lurched upward, wings slamming into the walls, head smashing into the cave ceiling, sending a storm of dust and stone crashing down.

Its eyes finally closed.

Then it fell slowly, like a crumbling pillar, as deadly as the boulders tumbling around it. One smashed into the ground inches from my foot. If it had hit my head, I’d be dead.

The ceiling whined. Pebbles fell free from it. "It's gonna collapse!" I yelled. "Everyone get out!"

I nursed my arm; my blade disappeared within the raptor's closed third eye, impossible to retrieve quickly. Vienne held me upright, supporting me as I watched in horror as a boulder fell from the sky. My gaze followed its path, feeling like time had slowed as it descended toward a glowing blue slime.

Splat!

"Tumbles!" Hazel cried, falling to her knees.

Kaila was wide-eyed in shock nearby, having enough sense to leap out of the way of falling rocks, but unable to do much else.

"Get them out of here," I said, pushing Vienne away.

Kaila heard my voice, and it seemed to shake her out of her stupor. She looked traumatized, but present enough in the moment to grab Hazel's hand.

Another rock fell as the cave walls trembled and groaned. I jumped out of the way just in time, lifting myself and crawling on a bum leg. I'd snapped something—maybe an ankle. Exhaustion and pain coursed through me. I was about to fall when⁠—

"Still here, Guildmaster," Vienne said, putting my good arm over her shoulder.

"But what about Squish?" Hazel cried, being dragged out by Kaila and a few birdkin. "She's still inside the raptor!"

I glanced back just as a giant rock fell onto the raptor's head, crushing its mouth closed as the skull caved in.

"An appropriate name," Vienne whispered.

"That is... not funny," I lied.

"Fear not; I'll comfort her later."

"Then I'm not the one who should be afraid."

We crawled out, taking a flying leap just as rocks fell to close the cave's mouth.

"Everyone alive?" I asked.

The many groans and moans of pain seemed to confirm that, though no one dead could answer.

"No," Hazel wept. "Not everyone."

Vienne patted my shoulder and set me down, then knelt beside the little bunnykin, wrapping her arms around her. "Their sacrifice was not in vain. They helped save Nivercrag, as did you by breeding them, little rabbit."

Hazel disappeared in her terrifying grip, the tigerkin's muscles tensing as if she wanted to crush her.

"What's that?" Kaila yelled. I sat up, my butt freezing in the snow, and saw drips of blue falling from the cracks between rocks and dirt. One, then two, then a hundred little orb-sized drops of blue morphed together, forming one great big slime.

"Squish?" Hazel pushed everyone off her and crawled to the creature, now towering over her, with visible shapes that could be misconstrued as arms and legs. "Or are you... Tumbles?"

The creature was so large now that I worried it would absorb her, and we'd have to rescue Hazel from floating upside down in the slime belly.

A mouth formed in the great blue creature.

"Mother," the slime rumbled in a deep, soulful voice.

Hazel reached out. Fear trembled in my chest next to my pained breathing, scared the gargantuan slime would swallow her whole.

But it turned, and began a slow saunter away from her, disappearing into the snow.

"Where is it going?" a birdkin asked.

"Did anyone else think it sounded kind of hot?" another asked.

"It's going to look for Bloop," Hazel gasped, touching her chest.

"How'd you know?" Vienne asked.

Hazel's eyes brimmed with a mix of sadness and hope. "A mother knows," she said.
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Our zaphawks landed in the snow outside Morgdeep to meet a crowd of northfolk holding torches. The dwarves, humans, and beastkin awaited with bated breath.

"The raptors will no longer be bothering your village," I said.

Now that the excitement was over, my eyes burned with tiredness, and my body ached. The acid had stopped burning my arms, now it just stung.

"Where's the head?" Brimlo asked, shuffling forward before leaning on a big axe. I wondered how it felt to be a leader who couldn't defend his village.

"Same place as my sword," I replied, "under ten tons of rock and death. So you'll just have to take my word for it, or dig through the rubble. Up to you."

"Aye," Brimlo sounded pensive for a moment. I hadn't exactly expected cheers and applause, but his reaction wasn't quite normal either. "So it's over?"

"Until the next one," I said. "Call to us, and we'll come, as always." I rolled my shoulders. "I don't want to speak out of turn, but my hunters are exhausted, and my guild is without a master, so we must head back as soon as our wounds are dressed."

"I'll pay you right away, lad," he said. "Don't you worry."

"We can't fly back yet," Vienne interjected. "We're exhausted, like you said, but so are the zaphawks."

I yawned, nodding. "Alright. Brimlo, we'll need to use your beds again."

"No," he said.

I raised my eyebrows at that. "No?"

"Not until after we've fed you, and you've tasted the finest whiskey in the Sovereign Isle!"

I laughed, looking at my party. They were all sweating in the freezing cold. Damn right we couldn't fly back yet. We were hungry, battered, and desperately in need of a full night of sleep.

"Lead the way," I said. "But before that, to the affirmaries, your people may be so mighty they don't need healing after a battle. But we are mere mortals."
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Brimlo led us back down into the caves, and this time the door was kept firmly open to the air. The familiar warmth of torches lit the way; now it seemed so much warmer than before after that horrendous flight through the snowstorm.

After a good few hours of wound dressing at the infirmary, we traveled further down stairways and tight tunnels until finally the caves opened up to a glorious carved stone hallway, with pillars as tall as giants holding the whole thing up. I supposed it was just decorative. The cave walls were carved in sharp, brutal angles, with frightening beasts seeming to grow right out of the stone, violent shadows cast on their maws, fangs, and wings.

And there was a glorious angel overlooking it all, and I realized those beasts were not poised to strike at all, but frightened of the woman, a halo behind her head and angel wings spanning the whole wall, bringing those creatures in for a warm embrace, blanketing them behind her.

"Impressive," I said, quite an understatement. "She is your goddess?"

"She was carved many centuries ago by my forebears, back when these halls fair bustled with an army of dwarves. Now there's barely a score of us left, and we've got to bring in other folk just to keep the fires burning…" He paused, a shadow of regret crossing his face. "That's not a tale for now. Tonight, we celebrate!" He patted my shoulder. "You'll be sitting at the royal table, lad! With me and me missus!"

The great doors opened into an endless hall. Plates were only set near the far end, clustered around the king's table, which overlooked everything. He wouldn't even need to shout; everyone could hear him from there.

"Like I said, we were once mighty," he muttered.

Even though he had said it was no tale for now, I held no doubt he would be talking my ear off about it from now until the end of the night. Perhaps this was no celebration at all, but we were being trapped in here with the misery of the past.

"So, about that whiskey?" I asked, thinking that if I was gonna be miserable, I may as well be drunkenly so. Then I could dump some of my misery on him as well—ex-girlfriends who were the one until another one came along, that sort of thing.

"Finest on the Isle," he boasted, puffing his chest out. "I'll take you for a sip now, though that's not all we've got to offer. Tell me, lad, do you enjoy a good cigar?"

"Not had one in a while," I said honestly, "but I'm open to it."

"Come, to the retirement room. Usually, I'll leave this for after supper, but it's a good hour before it will be ready for you, and I need a way to show my appreciation beyond the money."

The guild was still following us, marveling at the spaces all around, while some of Brimlo's tribe led them to the seats at the long table, near the king's table, facing perpendicular to it.

"My guests," Brimlo announced, standing on the stage so he could see us all, "you'll have drinks brought right to you, and supper's not far behind. For now, I'll be taking yer leader aside. But don't worry, I'll bring him back to yer soon enough."

He motioned for me to follow down a side room, where the air thinned, down a narrow hallway I had to crouch to get through. "Forgive me," Brimlo said. "This here's the servants' walkway."

He pushed open the door and announced, "Lads!" and was rewarded by a cheer from a bunch of older guys.

I followed through and found myself in an exquisite-looking library with dwarven stone flair.

A wide chimney stretched up to the ceiling, drawing smoke from a central fire enclosed in glass. The setup funneled heat through the room, warming it efficiently.

Books, tomes, and scrolls lined the walls, and cigar smoke filled the air. Glasses of amber liquid glimmered from the candlelight around the room.

Several wizened, older dwarves sat around, discussing fine poetry, no doubt. There was a big polar bearkin resting in a huge reading chair, his glasses slipping down his long nose as he thumbed through a book.

And there were human men too, of course—some were even quite young.

"Thought you might like a break from the ladies," Brimlo said, passing me a glass of whiskey.

"I'd never admit it out loud," I joked, clinking glasses with him.

"No lad, can't live with them⁠—"

"Can't live without them!" someone else announced.

I took a big, long sniff of my drink. Rich, strong. Ambery. Many such words I could use to describe it, but I settled for a sip instead, feeling it burn down my throat satisfyingly.

"How's that?" he asked.

"Tastes like a successful contract," I said, taking another sip.

"Cheers to that!" Brimlo roared, raising his own glass high. "To the Guildmaster!"

"The Guildmaster!" many men cheered, and we erupted into a roar of camaraderie as a cigar was placed in my hand, and I puffed on it. It only got more enjoyable with every sip of whiskey.

The men traded stories, spoke of women they'd bedded and adventures they'd had, of nations they'd visited and trouble that found them. We philosophized on the differences in the races that inhabited this side of Orth.

"I hear you've got a New Westener in your party," a bearded man said. "Is it true that they⁠—"

"They are not so different from us," I said. "Hot-blooded, fiery, friendly—far more friendly than the average Draydoner, I tell you."

"Oh, he's a city lad! No wonder he's so chilly."

I laughed. "I ain't lived in Draydon for many, many years."

"Once a city boy, always a city boy! Well, the same can't be said for us Craggers; we're friendly as can be."

"Yeah. We're a stuffy lot down there."

"Too much comfort, that's why," Brimlo announced. "You don't need the warmth of a good hug!" He put his shoulder around me, manhandling me with drunken friendliness. "You come up here, lad, and you'll be snowfolk in no time."

"You come down south, and you'll be sweating your balls off, walking around in a vest in our winter, I bet."

"I wouldn't do that; then the lovely ladies of your guild will stop looking at you." He flexed his muscles. "The only reason I didn't come with you on that hunt was because these bastards here would have no one to keep them in line."

"You didn't go 'cause your legs are too short to get on their hawks!" a brave man announced.

"Legs too short..." Brimlo guffawed. "I'll give you too short, lad."

The night went on, and I hadn't realized how much I'd missed the company of my fellow man. A good reward indeed. I thought I should best set to making a friend or two when I got back to the guild.

Then again, anyone I befriended at the guild would still be a subordinate. I figured I’d take a page from Brimlo’s book—set up a room like this, where men could be men and speak their minds without fear of reprisal.

We finished up our drinks and headed back to the main eating hall, filled with smoke and whiskey, a lot less steady on our feet, and warm in our hearts.

"My girls!" I yelled, entering the hall, so happy and proud to see them all. My cheeks were flushed red and rosy from the glasses of whiskey, and my stomach was desperate to eat the food I should have taken before the drink. "I'm so proud of all of you," I announced, heading to the middle of the stage in front of the table.

All the hunters gleamed at me, pausing their eating to follow my every word. I grabbed a random glass on the table, filled it with more whiskey, and raised it high.

"I'm not one for speeches," I announced, blinking, "and I'd rather be shoving food into my mouth, so I'll just leave it at this: To the Guild!"

"To the Guild!" the group cheered.

"And there is one I want to single out," I began. "You all did wonderfully. All of you. Not one of you died, and you all executed the plans beautifully, but Kaila rode that beast out to the heavens. She may not have her mastery yet, but by the gods, she is a master in my eyes."

I raised the glass into the air and we all cheered. Kaila had tears in her eyes.

"Hear, hear," Vienne said. "And we can't forget Hazel and her slimes!"

"Hear, hear!" we cheered.

"An' what about the guildmaster!" Kaila called out. "That handsome bastard led us straight to victory!"

Everyone clapped and cheered, and I leaned against the table, drinking it all in with the mirth of my tipsiness. And for once, I allowed myself to feel it—the swell of achievement, dare I say, happiness?

It died down, and I took my seat next to Brimlo. "You know, I'll miss this when I can send off the hunters on their own. A guildmaster's not supposed to go on hunts."

"Balderdash," he said.

"Begging your pardon?"

"You're a hunter; I see it's in you, lad. Ain't no way you'll be staying behind a desk."

I chuckled. "I think you're right," I said, then patted my hip, frowning at the absence of a blade. "Speaking of, my sword got lost in the battle. Was wondering if you had any spare weapons lying around? I can pay."

"What you thinking?" Brimlo cut into a thick cut of hot bacon, the grease sizzling on his plate.

I grinned. "Well, this time, I want something befitting a monster hunter."

"Oh yeah?"

"Something big."
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I heaved the blade over my shoulder and took a bite of chicken. The sword was huge, about the width of the average woman. I'd have to hang it on my back to carry it, and it would be like a cape.

The chicken leg was pretty big too.

Sweat poured down my temple as ash dusted the air, and hammers clanged against anvils. The dwarf worked his butt off, wiping ash-stained sweat from his brow before an impressive armory lined the walls. There were big shields, blades, crossbolts, all sorts, and much of it coated in layers of dust.

The weapons were impressive, sure, but they wouldn’t have helped, even if they had the men to wield them. What they needed were real hunters’ tools, real experience, and zaphawks.

I pulled the blade back around my shoulder to observe it. The edge was a platinum silver-white with hints of blue depending on the angle, while the rest was a hard dark blue.

By rights, the thing should have been far heavier. It was heavy, mind you, but manageable for me. It was more the size that made it unwieldy. I'd need to do some training so I could swing it fast. Right now, I figured any enemy could read my next move like I’d mailed it to them the day before.

"The edge is pure niverborn mythril, that is," Brimlo said, puffing out his chest. "Mined deep in the heart of the mountain, fossilized in—Bah, you don't care. The rest of the blade's made of obsidithril! That's a name I made up myself."

The blacksmith, an older dwarf with a beard as white as snow, let out a light chuckle.

Brimlo patted his shoulder. "Would be lost without Uncle Blim, I would. He makes all our weapons. Now that damn titan's gone, we can get back to defending ourselves." His cheeks reddened, and his shoulders sagged slightly. "It's a shame, you know. A lord, unable to defend his⁠—"

"Lad, I'll hear no more of it!" Blim said, gripping my shoulder. "You're as fine a lord as any. It's that tosspot King Grom up north who should be looking after his realm." Blim shocked his head and walked over to a table, grabbed a great scabbard, and passed it to me.

I could roll the damn thing up and use it as a pillow.

"It's not actually required when out in the field," Blim said. "More for traveling around, for the safety of those around you and all that. Hells, you'd have an arse of a time trying to unsheathe it in the heat of battle. There are very few substances this kind of niverborn metal won't chip or soften. This scabbard's made of oiled cragsheep wool."

Blim helped me get the scabbard on, and I realized I'd need a squire just to help me unsheathe it in battle. Or a steward. Kaila would be happy about that.

"So, how much will this set me back?" I asked.

Blim went to rub his hands together, then made a fist to hide it.

Hells, half their village farmland had been destroyed, and all their animals were killed by the raptors. They'd earned the right to do a little handwringing.

That didn't mean I wasn't going to haggle, and if I learned one thing out in the East, it was how to haggle.
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I had to admit, I felt a little boastful walking back in with that new sword. I half expected the guild to get jealous and ask where theirs was. But in my defense, I bought it with my own money, and there was nothing to stop them from doing the same.

When I stepped into that hall smelling of succulent meat and wine, all I received was their excitement.

Vienne was the first to rise. "Guildmaster, may I stroke your blade?" She bit her tongue.

Ah, it had begun already.

"How much have you drunk tonight?" I asked, hefting the blade off my shoulder and passing it to her. She picked it up with ease, maybe even as much ease as I had used.

"I'll stop when I share a drink with my guildmaster," she said.

"Master Vienne, it would be my honor."

She smiled, flashing her pointy canines at me. "After we're finished marveling at your long, thick blade, I shall find you, and perhaps we could... find a private little room to share our drink?"

Vienne placed it on the table, and the party worked together to pull back the sheath, which totally wasn't symbolic at all.

Kaila left the table and came to stand beside me.

"Master..." she drawled, stumbling a little on her feet. "Oh Master of mine..." She took my arm. "Hope I ain't bein' too forward, but the truth is… I'm a whole lot more interested in you than that fancy blade of yours."

"That's a shame, because I'll need my steward by my side at all times to help me unsheathe it for battle."

"That's not the only thing I'll be⁠—"

I cupped her mouth, and she looked at me with her sensual, horny blue eyes. We both laughed when I released her.

"Unfortunately," I said, "Vienne has asked to see me first, and I've half a mind to give in. What do you think?"

"You two do have lots to talk about, Guildmaster."

"Somehow, I don't think we'll be doing a lot of talking."

Kaila and I looked over at Vienne. She was happily chatting with Hazel; Vienne leaned over her, but Hazel didn't seem frightened. The bunnykin even punched her playfully in the arm. Ah, Hazel was drunk too. She'd regret that in the morning, I supposed. I wondered how much she would remember.

"Although I should save Hazel from her," I mused.

"Don't look like she needs much saving," Kaila replied.

Just then, a few wolfkin women ran up to Kaila, excited, wagging their tongues and panting between words. "Lassie, is it true you speak all funny-like?"

"Far as I'm concerned, y'all are the ones talking funny," Kaila drawled. "Ain't nothing funny 'bout this whiskey, though."

"There's plenty more where that came from. You might not be from around here, but you're a sister o' ours, sure as."

The wolfkin tried to take Kaila's hand, but she looked at me like she was abandoning me, all hurt with fallen ears.

"Go!" I said, laughing. "I'm not going anywhere, and you know where my room is."

As she left, Vienne bumped into me, spilling some whiskey over her knuckles. "Oops!" Her long tongue licked her hand, and she pretended to clean herself, all while her green eyes held a sensual gaze toward me. "Spilled a bit," she said, running the back of her paw across her chest.

I took the glass from her and took a swig. "Gods, what's in that?"

"It's hot, strong, and you won't forget it soon," Vienne replied, grinning. "And it burns on the way down." She blinked, then grinned again, trying to hide her mix-up.

I loved when women got so drunk that their words became sloppy. It made for endless entertainment.

"Yeah? Well, I think it's... long, hard, and... gives me an awful hangover." I also enjoyed meeting them on their level. "Half it?" I asked.

"You better save me half," she said.

I downed a big gulp and resisted the urge to throw up. It tasted like whiskey infused with lava and a dash of syrup. I smiled as I wiped my lips, pretending nothing had happened while my eyes watered and my stomach twisted itself.

Vienne took the glass and downed it, and I noticed the telltale sign of a hidden belch.

"An-an... another?" she asked, talking through a gag, then smiled sensually, fluttering her lashes at me.

"Better make that two," I dared them, because I was seeing double. Two Viennes.

I may have mumbled something about a threesome.
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My head pounded like a thousand hammers of Thor were trying to open me like a jar.

I hoped they'd succeed.

At least Kaila was with me. Her fluffy tail tickled my leg. My naked leg. Damn, I'd probably gone back on our rule of no creampies.

I shrugged. It was silly anyway. Just a bit of fun. Nothing wrong with that.

Her tail tickled up my inner thigh, and I felt it on my other leg too, getting a sense of its size; it wasn't all that fluffy at all. I could sense the inner muscle of it much better. It was stronger and bigger, and that was when I realized it wasn't Kaila's tail at all.

And someone yawned on the other end of the bed.

"What time is it?" Kaila moaned.

Wait, Kaila was here? I sat up and caught sight of the number of people in my bed. One... two... three. "Well, I'm just grateful Brimlo isn't here too," I murmured, rolling my eyes as waves of pain washed over me.

I'd rather face the titan-raptor again than deal with this hangover.

Sharp claws grabbed my arm and yanked me back down to the bed. Vienne climbed over me, cuddling me tight.

"I can't breathe..." Hazel cried in a muffled tone from underneath us. I quickly pushed Vienne off me and found a cute bunnykin wearing—thankfully—one of my shirts.

That was one present I wanted to unwrap myself, fully cognizant.

"Alright," I said. "I'm gonna call a meeting later to figure out just what the hell we all got up to last night. What was in that drink?"

"Just whiskey," Vienne cooed, trailing her hand down to my stomach. "Whiskey and honesty."

"Thank the gods we don't stock that down south," I said, trying to get out of bed but unsure how with all these bodies in my way. "Alright. Everyone out except..." I paused, wondering who was in my circle of trust. Vienne? Maybe. Hazel? Maybe. Kaila, of course. "Screw it. This was bound to happen sooner or later." I crashed back down to the bed, closing my eyes to sleep. "Wake me up when there's bacon."

"How about rabbit stew?" Vienne cooed.

"Hands off!" Hazel said, slapping Vienne's hands away. "I'm only here because it's where everyone else was. I didn't even drink that much."

I sat up again. "Wait, so you remember what happened last night?"

"Every. Moment."

The silence that filled the air was incredibly loud, hot, sweaty, and full of acid reflux. I swallowed it down. "Is there any milk here?" I asked. "And for the love of the gods, do not turn that into an innuendo."

Hazel grumbled, climbed out of bed, rolled over Vienne, and slammed face-first into the stone floor. "Owe!" she complained, and I looked over to see her cute, bouncy butt sticking out, her fluffy chocolate-ball tail riding her shirt up as she crawled, soldier-style, toward her pack, where she grabbed a pigskin of water and climbed up, pulling her shirt down.

"Guess I gotta repay you for lending me a shirt," she said.

"What happened to your last one?" I asked, fearing the answer.

"Someone spilled whiskey all over it."

Vienne groaned. "Guessing that was me. Sorry, bunny. My bad."

"That's quite alright. I forgive you."

The silence that filled the air suggested it was about more than just spilled whiskey or anything else that happened last night.

Then the pigskin was placed on my chest, and I sat up and gulped it, trying not to drink it all as Vienne and Kaila pawed at me for it like zombies searching for brains.

I passed it over and wiped my lip, considering Hazel.

"You won't...tell anyone what happened last night, right?" I asked.

She grinned. "Depends, Guildmaster. That's if anything happened at all. Who's to say it did?" She bit her finger.

"Hazel! Look at you!" Vienne exclaimed. "The spicy little minx flexing her power. I'm so proud of you."

Hazel did a little bow, spreading her shirt and revealing the beginnings of a fluffy muff, the same texture as her tail. Her eyes widened, and she covered it, a look of terror on her face.

"What happens in Nivercrag, stays in Nivercrag!" she squeaked.
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With a hangover from the hells, we flew over Viridis, the guild mountain soon approaching, towering over the lush forest below.

Hazel's titan-slime flew behind us. Every time I looked back I got the impression it was chasing us, so I tried to do as little of that as possible, trusting in Hazel's work.

I hadn't wanted to fly back so early, but we'd left Sophia alone with all those crazy beastkin, and it wasn't fair to leave her to handle it by herself. Besides, she'd done me a favor, so I owed her my prompt return.

As we flew, I reflected on the previous morning and the amusing events that had led us to this moment.

I had walked through the cave halls and found, in one room, every birdkin in bed together, naked and reeking of sweat and sex. Inspired by Hazel, I announced that what happens in Nivercrag stays in Nivercrag. They all sighed in relief and fell back into bed, nursing hangovers as bad as mine.

As for what had actually happened to me, I simply could not remember. The others couldn’t either—if they were telling the truth. Hazel seemed to revel in being in the know; it made her feel a little powerful for once.

Part of me wanted to forget it all. What good was a first time you couldn't remember? Whoever 'we' were in that situation could have our real first time later.

Another part of me wanted to tie Hazel to a chair and interrogate her, good cop-bad cop style. But I couldn't trust that not to turn into its own fun time.

"I wonder what you got up to," I murmured, patting Valdrune's neck.

She gave a gentle squawk in response.

"Fine, keep your secrets."

The guild beckoned like a comfy pair of slippers. Its spiked walls felt less threatening now, leaning out diagonally to block anyone coming from the ground. But from the sky, it was an open range, ready for us to land, ready to embrace us, and hopefully, offer me some kind of hair of the dog.

I hoped Sophia would let me rest. Knowing her, she'd have a full report for me to read and tasks for me to complete that she deemed out of her authority.

And there she was, looking up at us expectantly—oh, was that a notepad in her arms? And there was Juno, with a notepad three times the size.

Valdrune smashed into the ground, and my stomach churned with it. I leaped off with a cheery grin, as if I were well-rested and hadn’t spent the entire night drinking and doing whatever else I was up to.

"Good afternoon, Guildmaster," Juno said. "I have several issues that require⁠—"

"You look like shit," Sophia interrupted. "How much did you drink?"

I glanced back at the other zaphawks landing. Their riders were crawling off, some falling and grumbling as they handed the reins over to the birdkeepers. They took their packs and hobbled off in various directions, some bumping into each other while others fought back gags.

"What in the bloody hells is that?" Sophia asked, pointing at the titan-slime and Hazel on her zaphawk, flying past the guild.

That set them all buzzing. Everyone was pointing and talking at once. But it seemed they were more amazed by Hazel leading the thing than by the slime itself.

"I'll explain later," I said, groaning as I rubbed my eyes. "Nivernan whiskey. Not even once."

"I think it was a bit more than once." Sophia smiled, still bemused at the giant slime but shrugging off to focus on me instead. Her freckles a gorgeous galaxy of stars upon her face, her cleavage a juicy set of pillows I wanted to rest on while she stroked my hair and told me I didn’t have to get up for school.

"We performed our duties to adequate results and were due for a reward. Blame the dwarfs; they are a hospitable sort." I shuddered. "Come on then, let’s get this over with," I said. "Then I’ll be needing some rest."

Sophia and Hazel shared a glance.

"It can wait," Sophia said. "You’re no bloody good to me hungover, anyhow."

"Guildmaster, if I might interject," Juno said. "The guild was in fine hands in your absence; I think it can stay in her hands for a day longer."

"I think you’re right as always," I said, shuddering as one of the birdkin brought my giant blade over, carrying it from the middle like a heavy spear.

"New weapon?" Juno remarked.

"Compensating for something, are we?" Sophia joked.

Just then, Kaila budged past me. "I think we all know that ain't true," she said. "See you at the quarters," she added, barely looking back. Then she paused, her fluffy white tail flickering. "Guildmaster, would you like some breakfast? A coffee?"

"Yes, yes, and yes," I replied.

She nodded at the third thing. I knew what the third thing was, and I was sure she did too.
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The quarters seemed tidier than when we’d left. I sniffed; there was a lingering scent of Sophia’s perfume. So, she’d cleaned the place in my absence. I owed her one.

There was even a small parcel by the door. I had no idea what it was and was too lazy to bend down and pick it up, not when this hangover was pounding in my head and my new chair had my name on it.

It was made of plush leather, a deep blue color with maroon cushions. The back was high, and when I reclined in it, I let out an audible groan.

I slumped in the reading chair, looking at all my books and finding them quite stuffy. The last thing I wanted to read about was guild protocol and hunting techniques. I doubted I could even make sense of the simplest prose at this point.

But I sure did need something to distract my mind.

Bacon sizzled in the kitchen, the hum of a flamebug growing to ear-shattering heights until it died out, its flame a steady burn as the creature slept in its enclosure beneath the range.

"Ketchup, please," I called, closing my eyes. Then I mumbled, "Gods bless those portaled heroes for ketchup." It was just vinegar, tomatoes, and several other easy-to-find ingredients. How in the hells hadn't we come up with that one ourselves?

I awoke moments later to my nose twitching and an exquisite-looking bacon sandwich beneath my face. My second of the day, though this one was far, far better because it was made with love.

Even if the cut was jagged and some dollops of ketchup lay on the side of the plate where she’d missed. I grabbed it and took a bite.

"Unf." I sank further into my chair. "That's the stuff. Wanna bite?"

"Of you, Master? Yes." Kaila slumped to the ground, a picture of wanton desire. "I dunno what we did last night, but it sure wasn't enough. Got the horn something fierce, my Master."

Kaila took the plate and set it on the side table, then rested her head on my lap.

I gave her a head pat, pulling out a loose twig.

"You've been jumping in trees again," I said.

"Jumping, leaping, hopping—" she murmured, yawning. "Prancing, dancing...."

"You're silly," I said, resisting the urge to call her a silly sausage like Sophia might.

"You had a parcel, did you see?"

I nodded, taking another bite of the sandwich. It was hard to stay awake and enjoy it at the same time, which felt like a great insult to how incredible the sandwich was—and to Kaila by extension.

"I'll go and fetch it," Kaila said.

Curiosity could keep me awake a little longer, wondering what it could be. Likely a welcome-home gift from Sophia or...

"Ugh." I smacked my head. "I should have spoken to Soph a bit more. Asked her how things went."

"Reckon she gets it," Kaila said. "You just led the charge on an S-tier contract, didn't ya? And you're the guildmaster, so you're supposed to be home writing missives, not doing that. Who the hells says you can't kick back with a drink now and then? This ain't no army, and I'm willing to bet even they get good and drunk sometimes."

"Never even signed up for this shit anyway," I grumbled.

"And you never even signed up for this shit anyway!" Kaila echoed, crouching back down before my knees and presenting it to me.

"You open it," I said, curious to see but happy for her to pull back the ribbons and present it to me.

A fist bashed against the door, and Kaila passed the present to me. I set it on the side table and finished off my sandwich while she got up and skittered to the hallway to open the door.

"Oh hello, Master Hazel, what can I do for you?"

"Hi Kaila. I was w-wondering if the Guildmaster was home?"

My curiosity was piqued. I sat up, crossed one leg over the other, and leaned on my arm in a thoughtful pose, then immediately felt foolish and settled into a normal sitting position just as the adorable, brown-haired bunnykin hopped into the room.

"Hello G-Guildmaster," she began. "How are you?"

"Been better," I said. "Can't complain. And yourself?"

"Not too bad, sir." Her cute lower lip quivered as she ran her fingers through her hair, combing it.

"Is there something I could do for you?" I asked, frowning.

"For me? Sir? Well, sir, I⁠—"

I raised my hand. "I'm not a knight. Just the guildmaster, and I bid you to be at ease. My head hurts way too much to worry about making you comfortable."

"I'm not uncomfortable. Sir—Guildmaster, I just wondered if⁠—"

"Do you wanna hang out with us?" Kaila blurted. "Is that it?"

"Well, I have nothing to do for the evening. And, I, well, I was raised not to sleep around, although I did in fact only sleep, by the way."

"Ain't nobody thinks you're a hussy, Hazel," Kaila interjected. "Besides, I have no idea what you're talking about, considering that whatever happened in⁠—"

"Yes, I know, what happens in Nivercrag stays in Nivercrag. It's just that, well, for example, if I were to get pregnant⁠—"

"Wait a minute," I stood up, inadvertently towering over her. She trembled before me, my shadow encompassing her like a dragon about to eat its sheep. "Are you saying that we⁠—"

"You and I, Guildmaster? No, sir, we never. We slept! I just meant, as an example⁠—"

"Kaila," I said, nudging with my head in that unspeakable language we had when I needed her to do something.

"C'mere!" She cried, lunging at the bunnykin, wrapping her arms around her and suffocating her against her chest. "You stop this fooling; you're in safe hands here, and we all feel like ass, so how about you just chill out and go sit in the guildmaster's lap?"

"Well, that's not what I meant," I began, but then Kaila released her, and Hazel stared at me with big, glimmering eyes.

"I suppose a hug wouldn't go amiss," Hazel said.

"Need a big cuddle you do; that always sets me right," Kaila insisted.

"You and the Guildmaster cuddle often?"

"Well..." Kaila shared a fearful glance with me. Gods know why it was fearful after she just said all that. These beastkin can be ridiculous.

Then a fist tapped against the door, and before we could wonder who it was, Vienne sang through the wood: "Little bunny, you can't hide behind master and his puppy. I know you're in there."

Hazel groaned. "Yes, I'm here, Vienne. You don't... D-don't frighten me anymore!"

I almost believed it.

"Wonder what she wants?" I mused, sitting in the chair. "Same thing as you, most likely."

Hazel squeaked in fright at that, as we never quite landed on what exactly it was that Hazel had wanted.

I motioned for Kaila to open the door and sipped some more water, wondering what the hell I was about to be in for.

I yawned and glanced at the garden door. It was too nice of an evening to be cooped up inside. After the frigid cold of the north, a gentle breeze outside sounded like heaven.

Vienne bounded in, wearing her maroon brassiere and loincloth that accentuated the furry sides of her hips, forearms, and absurdly toned muscles. "Guildmaster." She bowed on one knee. "The guild seems to be as we left it, and in some cases, even a little better."

I nodded. "Thanks for saying so, but I don't think that's exactly what you came here to tell me."

Vienne gave a wicked smile beneath her bowed head. Her ginger hair glowed in the candlelight. "I saw little Bunny on her way to the tower and suspected I was missing out on a party. Looks like I was right."

"Nothing of the sort until you arrived," I retorted. "And this is not the room for it." I rose and yawned again. "Follow me to the garden, everyone," I said, as if it were some training exercise.

The garden was pristine, with a pool in one corner and lounge chairs on the other side. Kaila had done a wonderful job with the upkeep, and the lake-like pool glimmered an ocean blue. The little crabs Hazel had devised fed on the water muck to keep it clean and were easy to fish out and put in a cage to sleep.

"We make a good party," I said, looking over them all. "In another life, we could've been adventurers. There's Vienne, the brute-force hunter; Hazel, the brains; me, the... other brains; and Kaila, the wildcard. Bards would have written about us."

Vienne grinned wickedly. Hazel looked up hopefully, while Kaila was busy watching a bird that had flown by, panting and wagging her tongue.

"What I'm trying to say is..." I swallowed. What exactly was I trying to say? I should just look deep within my heart and say the cheesiest thing I could find. "I'm glad I have you girls," I said. "This was just a job to me before, but now it really means something, and I look forward to getting to know you all more as the years go by. Especially you two, Vienne and Hazel. By rights, I should know you better already. And I can't forget Juno either; she's really proved herself. Damn it, I'm gonna have to repeat this speech to her." I laughed. "Not the best ending, is it? Good thing I'm not some commander on the battlefield."

"Your speeches are pretty good, Guildmaster," Hazel said. "They're what we need—nothing more, nothing less."

"Though I do have a few pointers..." Vienne added.

"Just one or two..." Hazel agreed.

I laughed. "Alright, alright. Enough of that. Kaila⁠—"

Kaila immediately stopped panting at the faraway bird and snapped her gaze to me. "Yes, Master?"

"Get us some hair of the dog, please. Maybe just a few beers?"

Kaila walked back into the quarters.

Meanwhile, I pulled my shirt off and immediately felt the girls' gazes travel over my chest. "Well, what are you two waiting for? We can't be getting our clothes wet."

"This isn't quite what I had in mind," Hazel said. "I didn't think those two would be here."

I paused while taking my trousers off. "You wanted to be alone with me? Hazel, is there something you wanted to talk about?"

Splash!

Vienne jumped into the pool, a pile of her clothes next to it. The splash of water obscured her body, though she was stark naked.

"I'm not sure talking is what she wanted to do with her mouth, Guildmaster," Vienne laughed, her ginger hair slicked back behind her round ears.

"You have experience with her mouth then?" I teased.

"We didn't do a thing!" Hazel cried as she pulled up her shirt to reveal a gorgeous white frilly brassiere, then pulled her shorts down to show her matching white thong. "There, are you happy?"

She was fit, tight, toned, and while her brassiere may have been the push-up kind, her tits were plentiful enough for her small frame.

"Before you take that off," I said, "why don't you go find Kaila and ask her if there's a swimsuit you can borrow?"

"W-what if I want to be naked? What if I am brave enough?" Hazel asked.

She hopped on the balls of her feet for a moment, then turned to peek at the pool, giving me a view of that cute butt and the fluffy brown tail above it.

Then she flipped back around. "The question is, Guildmaster, are you brave enough?" She pointed her finger at me; it shook for a moment, and she grabbed it to steady it, raising her eyebrows. "Well, are ya?"

"Great question," Vienne said, floating up to the edge of the pool and resting her forearms on it. She lifted herself up, letting her perky boobs droop slightly, yet her nipples pointed right at me, as if begging me to come over and give them a suck.

My thumbs rested against the waistband of my undershorts, and my heart thumped with a mix of nervousness and excitement that trailed up my spine before circling back down behind my navel, hardening my cock just enough to give me that extra size I needed without looking overly eager. Good job, penis.

Mugs clinked behind me as Kaila arrived, carrying a tray, my cute butler maid. She set it down by the pool, then paused to take in the situation. She seemed to be doing complex mathematical equations in her head. Naked Vienne, nearly naked Hazel—am I way overdressed? I imagined her thinking.

"I'm plenty brave," I said, pulling down my undershorts to let my cock swing free.

It felt incredibly liberating to be that vulnerable around them. I didn't feel vulnerable at all; I felt admired, especially with the way their eyes were glued to it, only breaking their gaze to travel around the rest of me.

"And a bloody great fool too," Sophia said.

I froze. An icy chill ran down my body, and my cock retreated into my body like a frightened turtle.

"Good thing you've got bigger problems than me right now," she said.

"Bigger problems?" I turned, no longer caring about my nakedness.

She raised her eyebrows, as if to suggest that it was much bigger than my current problem.

Suddenly, trombones boomed in a non-human melody—deep, fast, and heart-shaking. Those were not King Gideon's instruments, that's for sure.

They belonged to another king.
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I grabbed my clothes and yanked them on, not saying a word to the girls. The rest of them followed suit just as Juno appeared.

"Guildmaster! Forgive me," Juno cried. "It was an emergency, and she forced her way up here."

"Which one?" I grunted. "Was it an emergency, or did she force her way up here?" It hardly mattered now; the blare of the trombone felt like hammers bashing my head in. Thor, Odin, and Baldur too.

We’d just gotten back, and now there was another mess to clean up? I grumbled to myself. At least in Al Kari, I could turn down a contract if I didn’t feel like it and spend the day in the baths instead. Now, I'd have settled for just an hour.

With my clothes now on, I grabbed a beer and downed about half.

Sophia gasped. "Guildmaster Darran!"

"A temporary hangover cure and nothing else," I said, passing the mug back. "Juno, Master Sophia, come with me and tell me everything you know."

Vienne and Hazel were now dressed—Vienne still a bit wet but no less ready for battle.

"We're with you, Guildmaster," Vienne said.

"Even against your own king?"

She walked over to the edge of the balcony fence and peered below, her mouth tightening as she tapped the wood. "That isn't my king," she said. "I don't recognize those trumpets; they don't call to me."

"Then whose king is it?"

"Clawpar," she said. "The kingdom just north of my own. Below the mountains. Their ruler is a great tabby of high renown."

"I see." I clicked my neck and left.

A tabby hardly sounded scary, which meant he must truly be fearsome to have risen to that level.

"Juno, what do you make of the political situation at my feet?"

We walked through the hallway down to the lift. The gears clinked, and dust fell. Then we began descending, my stomach lurching a little at the sudden drop before it became smooth.

"Well, Guildmaster. He is a guest in your country, yes, but his people—both from his nation and those nearby—outnumber you. And as the highest authority of the Clawlands currently here, that puts him in charge of every beastkin around."

"Yet if he acted out of turn, that would be considered an act of war."

"Not something that would frighten him, Guildmaster. The beastkin leaders live for challenge."

Suddenly, the lift shook on its iron hinges, the glowbugs flickered in fright, dousing us in split seconds of darkness. The sound of great horns rumbled the wood like an orthquake. They were louder, brasher, more violent, and it set my teeth on edge as I covered my ears.

Then they suddenly stopped. "What the fuck was that?" I yelled, my ears ringing.

Juno looked scared, her eyes even wider behind those magnified glasses, her wings bristling as she paced back and forth. She reached for her notepad, then tucked it back under her arm, unsure how to steady herself. I'd never seen her this frightened before. She mouthed something, but I couldn't hear it over the ringing in my ears.

"What?" I yelled, unable to hear my own voice.

She mouthed it again. This time, I could read her lips.

Another king.

[image: ]



It became apparent why they called it the Clawlands, where all manner of beastkin lived on that isle.

The two central kingdoms were ruled by two very large, boisterous-looking cats. These guys were huge. One, a gray and white tabby with a gut I could fit in, bore a bronze crown resting against his hip, not in its scabbard. He wore chaps and not much else. An entourage fanned around him, offering him wine as he sat on a golden seat once carried by some very tired-looking lionkin.

The second—a ginger cat sitting opposite on an equally ridiculous throne—wore big boots and gloves. An axe rested against his chair while beautiful catkin women fed him grapes and fanned him.

Leaning against the ginger king's chair, whispering sweet poison into his ear, was Blair, dressed as lavishly sensual as she was the day I met her.

The two combatants were positioned at either end of a long walkway, which I presumed was for me to walk down and be judged by them both. Or maybe they were just judging each other, and I was inconsequential to their final plans.

There was only one way to find out.

"I did not call for a diplomatic visit," I announced.

All the beastkin hunters seemed to be at an impasse, standing near the kings—some ready to hear my words, others not wanting to meet my eye.

I wouldn't have wanted to be in their position, so I decided not to take notes on how they'd act, as long as it wasn't too against the best interest of the guild.

"Nay, you didn't—but Guildmaster Blair did," the tabby king announced. His accent reminded me a little of northern Viridis.

"That's King Rufus," Juno whispered, standing by my side.

I wouldn't forget this. She gave me a nod, as if confirming her earlier words. She was loyal to the guild and the guildmaster.

"As for why that pretender trailed at our heels, it ain't my business," King Rufus continued.

"Pretender. Pretender! A preposterous notion!" The ginger king spat with every word, enunciating with some sort of lisp or inability to keep his saliva intact. His accent was much more akin to the south of Viridis. Funny how that worked out. Maybe we’re more similar than we know.

"King Merv," Juno whispered. "Of the lower middle nation of the Clawlands, Clawmere, whereas King Rufus rules above, in Clawpar."

Claw, claw, claw, I thought in annoyance. Thank the gods I never intend to go there.

"King Merv is Vienne's king," I confirmed.

Juno nodded.

"Blair is not the guildmaster here," I announced. "I am, appointed by the King of Viridis."

"Nonsense," King Merv said. "She may not be of Clawpar, but as a catkin, she still represents us, and we gave our full approval for her claiming of the position."

"Glad we're agreed on one thing," said King Rufus. "If you'd had a catkin worth the name, I'd have said the same."

King Merv grumbled something in disgruntled agreement, mumbling about cocky northerners.

These two reminded me just as much of the north and south of Viridis, except we were one nation, so the north had to follow the south whether they liked it or not.

"And we agree," King Rufus said, "that her dismissal was out of turn. Cast out in the dead of night, ambushed while she was asleep."

"She was not asleep," I said calmly. "She was not ambushed while she was asleep at all. It was in the light of day for all the guild to see." My heart caught in my throat; surely now they would call for others to bear witness and go against either their king or their guildmaster. I wouldn't wish it on any of them. They had good lives here and surely didn't want to go back to their old lives, yet this was also not a bridge one burned easily.

"Who will speak the truth of his words?" King Merv asked.

Here it comes... The silence of an impasse. I could feel it growing in the air, thick tension that only my monster blade could cut. If only I had it now, I could behead these two fat kings and enjoy peace and quiet for about a week before their heirs called for war and devoured our nation whole.

"I will speak the truth, my King," Vienne announced.

The crowd gasped as she entered, her head held high.

"Master Vienne," Blair said, grinning from ear to ear. "My loyal friend."

"Blair," Vienne nodded. "You are looking well."

"Skip the pleasantries!" King Merv yelled. "Vienne, Master of Huntcraft, tell us what really happened."

Vienne glared at me for a moment; I couldn't read her gaze in those green eyes. My heart seemed to stop in my chest, frozen in this moment of impasse. The king knew her, even knew her title. Did he also know her loyalty?

"I have hunted titan beasts, flown through the sky to chase a being of great psychic ability," she began.

"And you live to tell the tale..." King Merv observed, peering at her dubiously. "Sounds like poppycock to me."

"I rode upon a zaphawk, under the guidance of Guildmaster Darran, who rides Valdrune, the guildmaster's hawk, a beast who bows her head only to a true guildmaster." She then snapped her gaze onto Blair, the implication as clear as her icy glare.

The king grunted and shared a glance with the other.

"You made us come all this way..." he began, staring at Blair, who, leaning against King Rufus's throne, stiffened under the accusatory stares.

It was going well, I thought, as well as this could go. All that could go wrong now would be for Kaila to launch from the sky and use her wildcard thighs. That was the last thing we needed, and considering it had gotten us out of nearly every situation I'd found myself in, I could just see her preparing to leap down onto one of them.

Thankfully, we were out in the open, so it didn't seem like there'd be any place for her to fall from—not that this had stopped her before. With the power vested in her from inappropriate cousin play, she could fall from anywhere.

"If I may, my King," Blair began, reminding me all too much of myself speaking to King Gideon. Thank the gods he wasn't here now; he'd only make things worse. "If I may..." She paused, grinning delightfully. "I did not bring you here for talk, but for action. Call a trial, my King, and witness with your own eyes who deserves to represent the hunters. Think of it—humans calling themselves hunters—it's an embarrassment!"

The king laughed. "Agreed. Talk is cheap; the cut of the claw is all that counts. Guildmaster Darran, do you accept these terms?"

I took a breath, staring at them all. By rights, I could just dismiss them; this was my guild in my damn nation. They had no jurisdiction here.

And then what? They knew exactly what. A guild with a 'coward' for its master—these beasts would not follow me then. With the first domino fallen, how long would it be before Blair took my place, having shown herself strong before their kings?

Just as well the other two kings of the Clawlands weren't here, though it didn't feel like I was lucky at this moment.

And I, who had faced titan S-tier beasts, would crumble under pressure from a simple, harmless trial?

No doubt there would be plenty of harm in it, in actuality. That had never stopped me before.

"I accept," I said. "Tomorrow morning, here in the grounds. A traditional beastkin war game. Five hunters to each team. Do you accept these terms?"

"You would dictate the terms—" King Merv began, blustering with cheeks as red as his fur.

"I accept," Blair interrupted, grinning with her pointy teeth. Though I was sure I saw a little quiver of her lip. A little uncertainty. Did she even have four hunters loyal enough to join her?
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I patted Valdrune's feathers. She squawked as I offered her a big juicy carp. She nearly took my hand off biting into the fish. I laughed and patted her again. "You're on guard duty tonight," I whispered to her. "Can't trust those orc guards while the guildmastership is up in the air."

She squawked in agreement, grumbling low as she swallowed chunks of carp.

I grabbed her reins and led her out of the enclosure.

"Where are you taking her?" a parrotkin squawked, feathers fluttering everywhere as she flew-walked to catch up with me.

"Just a little guard duty," I said, not looking at her.

As Valdrune flew, several of her most loyal flock followed, mostly out of curiosity. That was good; two or three would do to really sell it.

"Oi," Sophia said.

I groaned, trying not to roll my eyes. I knew everything she would say and accuse me of would be true, but that didn't stop me from slotting her into the annoying ex-girlfriend category.

"What do you think you're doing then?" Sophia asked, walking beside me.

"Taking Valdrune for a walk, obviously."

"I'm still Guildwarden, you know. That means you need to discuss your plans with me in case you snuff it."

"Fine," I said, pausing to pat Valdrune. "Is it alright if we talk about it in my quarters, where the whole guild can't hear?"

Sophia grumbled something about men and how terrible they all were. I walked Valdrune to the front of the tower and left her there, facing away from the door.

Then I walked past the orc guards and told them they could leave for the afternoon if they wanted, since Valdrune and the zaphawks had it from here.

I entered and found Juno at her desk by the stairs and lift, nervously scribbling away in her notes.

"Juno, there you are."

"At your service, Guildmaster!" She skipped away from the desk. "I presume you wish to go over your chosen party?"

"You presume right. Meet me in ten..." I glanced at Sophia, who was squinting. "Meet me in five minutes in my quarters."

I then motioned for Sophia to enter the lift first.

"Such a gentleman," she snarled. "Don't you think the zaphawks were a bit much?"

"Not really," I began. "It makes a good show of my place as Guildmaster. If Blair even goes near that beast, it will rip her head off. I also can't quite trust the rest of the guild while this power play is going on. Surprised you never came to these conclusions, being as smart as you are."

"Yeah, yeah. Very clever." Sophia crossed her arms and looked away. In the wooden lift, there wasn't exactly much to look at, just the gears whirring as we rose to my quarters.

I sighed. No use getting into a spitting match with her. Best to meet her on her level. "Look, about the pool."

"You think I want to talk about what happened at your little private pool party?"

"Well, there's no way you could be opposed to how I acted out there before the kings. Or are you going to argue about that while I need to be getting my rest and preparing my team? That would be really helpful, wouldn't it?"

"I—" She opened her pretty full lips, but no more sounds came out. "Okay, fine. I did want to talk about that. And I suppose if you're gonna snuff it tomorrow, best I get this off my chest now so you can take it to the grave."

"Gods. Really? You think what you have to say to me is that important in the grand scheme of things?"

"No, not in the grand scheme of things. Not important at all. But in the grand scheme of us, me and you, yes, it feels a little important. Got a problem with that?"

There was a pause. "No problem at all," I said. My shoulders softened, and the lift door opened to reveal the hallway, with one way leading to my office and the other to my quarters.

"I'll be heading back down," Sophia said. "I just wanted to say..." She pulled the warden's badge off her blouse. "I fulfilled my duty to you, Guildmaster. I hope you win tomorrow; obviously, I do. But I don't think I'll be able to warden for you afterward. I certainly won't be able to warden for Blair, so best I quit now and save myself all the hassle." She placed the badge in my hand.

I gripped the badge, the pin digging into my palm, and I didn't care. "We'll discuss this after I win," I said. "After the dust settles. I still want you as my warden."

She let out a gentle laugh. "For a minute, I thought you might've wanted more than that. Foolish me. You know, I wanted to tell you I thought it was fine you were fooling around with that young Kaila. You are a man, after all, and you have needs. And as long as you treated her right, then I can't let my own feelings get in the way. Imagine my surprise when I saw your harem. Ha! Foolish little me, right?"

I raised my eyebrows. "You still had feelings for me?"

She blinked and looked away. "Never said that, did I? I just thought maybe you had changed a little. Still the same old guy, though, aren't you? Underneath that youthful exterior."

I took a breath. "I make no apologies for that."

"Which bit?"

"All of it."

Sophia smiled weakly, nodding. A silence filled the air for a moment, then she said, "No, and I don't think you should." She leaned forward and planted a slow, soft kiss on my cheek. When she pulled back, I got lost in the freckles on her face and the kindness in her eyes. "Bloomin' fool you are. Bloody fool. Foolish enough to even succeed at all this."

She trailed off, turning to face me, giving one last lingering gaze as the gates shut and the lift descended.

I touched my heart. She may have given me a kiss, but I suddenly felt a lot emptier, like she’d ripped something else out.
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"Ready, Guildmaster," Vienne said, tightening the belt on her hip as she stood beside Valdrune.

The zaphawk slept soundly next to her, snorting as its nostril tickled against a blade of grass. We stood outside the tower, greeted by the morning sun.

Despite Vienne's efforts, the belt still hung loosely on her wide hips, accentuated by her powerful thighs. Her sly smile was a comforting sight in these tumultuous times. One could do a whole lot worse than have a warrior like her by his side.

"I think you of all people have the most reason not to join me," I said.

She frowned. "There are many hunters here with more reason than I."

"I mean in my trusted circle."

She paused for a moment, considering my words. The sun beamed down on her red hair, shining it to gold, and her tiger tail swished around, trailing in and out of her long skirt.

"That trust feels premature," she said. "Not that I don't appreciate it, Guildmaster. A few nights of almost debauchery don't feel appropriate enough for such a privilege." She smiled naughtily.

"Almost? So, you remember what happened that night?"

"Unfortunately, not a clue. Though I was up late last night, imagining it... and wondering what might've happened in the pool, had Master Sophia not interrupted." Her eyes lingered on my chest. "I'm always ravenous after a hunt. And I have no taste for what lies between Blair's legs. Not my type when it comes to ladyfolk."

"G-good morning, Guildmaster," Hazel said, hopping beside me and giving Vienne a wide berth.

Vienne raised her eyebrows, her green eyes flashing with the hint of who was her type.

I put my arm around Hazel protectively, and she hugged me. But when I looked down and patted her head, I caught the triumphant look she was giving Vienne. It dawned on me that the hug wasn't really for me; she just wanted protection from Vienne. I raised an eyebrow at the tigerkin.

"Hmmph," Vienne said. "You think me so cruel."

"You were cruel," Hazel said, braver still. "B-but… you're here with us. And you've been nice to me since, even if you do cuddle way too tight and rough. You still mostly kept your hands to yourself."

"I enjoy a good rabbit cuddle," Vienne said, smiling. "It was cold, and we had to stick together for warmth. Were you not warmed?"

Hazel didn't respond. Then the sound of excited panting alerted us to our next team member's arrival.

"Morning, Master!" Kaila cried, landing in the dirt, bending her legs like spring coils, the muscles tensing. She rose and dusted herself off.

"Are you sure you're not part monkey or something?" I joked. "And I don’t think you need to pretend we haven't seen each other this morning. This is the trust circle." I smiled at Vienne for confirmation and patted Hazel's shoulder. She looked up at me with her bright brown eyes approvingly.

"Who'd you pick to be the last member of the team? Master Sophia?" Hazel asked.

"No," I said, swallowing. "Things with Master Sophia and I are a little strained right now."

"Well, you've got us!" Kaila said. "Ain't that right, ladies?"

There were nods of agreement. I swelled with pride. "But what if I have to leave the guild? I have a feeling my king would rather appease the cat kings than start an all-out war he can't win. I wouldn't blame him."

Vienne bit her lip and looked away. "I may be helping you now," she said, looking guilty, "but I'm not sure I can leave my home."

The vibe suddenly changed; the air felt heavier with tension.

"I told you that trust was premature," Vienne added.

I dared not ask the others what their plans were.

"You're right," I said. "It's not fair to ask you to leave. You've built a life here."

"I'll come!" Hazel said. "My life was pretty lame before you came along, and it would definitely be terrible when you leave. What do you have planned anyway?"

I shrugged. "The same thing I was doing before. Hunting in the East. I like the hot weather and the people. It's a relaxed place to be; the heat makes everyone laid back. And there's plenty of opportunity to make good coin. The beasts there are nothing to sniff at."

Vienne looked back at me quickly, regret in her eyes. "I hope you don't have to leave. I hope we win, and you stay, and I can earn the trust a leader such as you deserves."

"But you wouldn't come with us. I understand."

Vienne turned to Hazel. "I know it means nothing, little bunny, but if you would stay, I would take you under my arm and keep you safe."

"That scares me just as much as if you didn't!" Hazel squeaked, then hurriedly turned to Kaila. "What about you? Would you stay?"

"Hot weather," she drawled. "The East is just one big beach, and I'd love to get a new tan. Count me in, duh! Anywhere my Master goes, I'll go with him."

"He wouldn't be the guildmaster, silly."

"Did I say Guildmaster? No, sugar, he's my Master. Mine."

Vienne raised her eyebrows. "Now I'm really tempted to come along."

"Good. Then you can keep Hazel on a leash."

"On a…" Hazel looked mortified, releasing her grip on me and taking a step back.

"She didn't mean that literally," I said, wishing she hadn't said it at all.

"Or did I!"

I rubbed my face. "This is hardly the camaraderie we need for this challenge."

"You're right," Vienne said. "We need some of that whiskey to bond us again." She growled seductively.

I had to think a mile a minute to sort this out. How was it all about to fall apart at the last moment? I knew why. Kaila. Naughty, mischievous Kaila.

"Kaila," I said, instilling my voice with authority. "Behave yourself."

She melted in place at my authoritative tone. I swear she just got wet. "Yes, my Master." Her big blue eyes glowed for me, and she had to hold onto her skirts. I could almost feel the heat coming off her, and she wasn't even standing close.

I rubbed Hazel's shoulder. "Master Hazel is to be welcomed, and not to be forced into anything."

"She is welcome. So welcome. I've always liked Hazel. Even before you arrived, ain't I? Tell him, Hazel, pleaseeee. Tell him how we used to hunt critters together."

"I..." Hazel gazed at me, and I nodded at her. "T-that's Master Hazel to you." She gulped, looked at me again, and I just nodded. "And I won't be upstaged by some…naughty wolf!"

That stilled the air. Valdrune snorted and ruffled her feathers. I forgot she was even with us for a moment.

The sun beamed down on us. Students began to rise and look around, seeming out of sorts with nothing to do. The whole place was in some strange standstill. One of the birdkin glanced at me, then hesitated, perhaps wondering if she should even talk to me.

Then the doors to the tower opened, and Juno walked out, wearing a tartan skirt with a brown shirt tucked into it and hunter's boots tightly laced on her feet. Her glasses had a cute strap on the back, securing them to her head.

"Sorry I'm late, Guildmaster."

"Quite out of character for you," I replied.

"Juno is coming?" Vienne said in surprise.

"Purely as a scout," she said, adjusting her glasses. "I can fly very high, and Blair wouldn't dare attack me because she'd be completely lost without me. In fact, she knows I have contingencies in place so that if I were to die or, worse, be fired, all hell would break loose—statistically and logistically. And I don’t need to tell you how little taste Blair has for such things." She pushed her glasses up proudly. "Based on his prior performances and his ability to think on his feet, I have assessed that Guildmaster Darran shall win."

"Yes, I agree… statistically," Vienne added, and I wondered if she had ever used a statistic in her life. "But still, Junebug. It's dangerous."

"You care about me? I am touched." Juno placed a hand on her chest. "Especially when we've never been all that close."

"More that you know where all the skeletons are buried, I suppose. I'm just glad you're supporting the Guildmaster." Vienne flashed another look of guilt. I wanted to tell her it was okay; her reasoning was understandable. She was already going above and beyond.

Unless, of course, she was really on Blair's side, but I had to believe she wasn't.

"Of course I'm supporting Darran," Juno said. "He is the Guildmaster." She hopped on her feet, a few feathers jostling free. "Besides, we have a special arrangement I am yet to cash in on, and he can hardly do so when he is dead."

"Will you join us?" I asked. "After all this, I'll have the party back at my quarters. You must come. I insist."

"Will my wine finally be there?" she asked.

"A bottle with your name on it."

"Goody. By the way, did you get my parcel?"

I frowned, then the memory flashed before my mind. So much had happened in such a short time that I forgot I even had one. "Oh, you sent that? No, I didn't have a chance to open it."

"Best we wait until after, then. But I'm sure you will enjoy it. You both will." She gave me a knowing smile.

I smiled back, took one last look around, finding the answer to the question I had been silently wondering in the back of my mind. Would Master Sophia come to wish me luck? No, her goodbye had been final, and I only had myself to blame for that.

Well, we weren't compatible. She wasn't compatible with my...need for variety. I suppose we couldn't even be friends. No surprise there, not that we'd even tried much.

I looked around at the group. I could hardly complain about how things turned out, risk of all-out war notwithstanding.
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We walked with purpose, an odd group but a united front. My oversized blade rested on my back, still wrapped in its scabbard. Rumors had spread about it, but only those who were with me in the mountains had seen what lay beneath the sheath.

Vienne looked confident, standing tall and proud, not much different from how she usually looked. The difference was that Hazel and Kaila looked the same as her—prideful and ready to stand by my side.

The animalkin noticed, watching with surprised looks on their faces, whispering to each other. I think it made quite an impression, both with Vienne being with me and the newfound respect Hazel and Kaila had gained for their efforts with the titan-raptor.

Juno just ticked things off on her notepad as per usual, but she ticked with aplomb. Such vivacious, confident ticks they may as well have been written with a golden zaphawk's quill. I prayed for whoever might find their name next to one of her crosses.

We stepped out of the guild, the great bone doorway open for me, perhaps one last time. I took one last look; would it remain closed to me? Would I find myself in Blair's position, outside, begging for my things?

I needed none of my belongings. I had arrived with nothing, and I would reach my next destination with my party and the blade I carried on my back—an upgrade, if there ever was one.

Kaila had begged to carry it for me as my steward, but I refused. She wasn't my steward today; she was my party member, a hunter on the same level as the others. If we failed, she would remain at that rank. After all, she wouldn’t have her hunter's license when leaving the Guild, but as a former master, I was sure I could give her some home training and sort something out.

We walked down the steep hill, feeling the rest of the guild following me. They must've all been waiting. I didn't feel their support, but I didn’t sense their animosity either. They were just there to watch me—to see what would happen.

That was about as much as I could ask for. What would be the point of supporting me if I didn’t win?

After the solemn walk down the winding hill, we found ourselves in the forest, the sun shining through gaps in the leaves, glowbug lanterns providing the rest of the light.

"Guildmaster," a hyenakin said. "I was sent to wait for your arrival. It's this way."

"Lead the way, Geraldine."

She paused for a moment, as if surprised I knew her name, then nodded and led the way.

"I'm in Blair's party," she said. "I was chosen." She gave me a measured look, testing to see how I would handle the information.

"After she pummeled the lot of you when I commanded you to send her away?" I asked. "Ah, she proved her strength. I suppose that's all that counts."

"I was chosen," she repeated, giving an apologetic look. "If I refused and she won, I would not be forgiven. But..."

"I'd forgive you," I said. "Maybe that's a flaw of mine."

"Or a strength," she replied. "But Guildmaster, my honor as beastkin compels me to do my best."

"I'd hope for nothing less." I nodded at her.

Geraldine extended a hand. "Good luck, Guildmaster." Then she nodded to Vienne and the rest, wishing them good luck as well.

Soon enough, we found ourselves by one of the guild cabins. From the noise inside, I could hear the two kings barking orders.

Smoke rose from a fire beside the cabin. A muscled gorillakin turned the spit roast, the pig with an apple in its mouth looking shocked to find itself in this situation.

I looked back at the crowd of beastkin, with humans scattered among them, looking as uncomfortable as ever. They were as uncertain of their futures as I was of my own.

One figure stood out to me. A flurry of ginger hair was among them, near the back. So, she had come to watch.

I didn’t look at her, instead calling to the cabin, "Won't you come out to greet me? I am still a guildmaster of Viridis. You are my guests." It was a small show of strength, almost pathetic really, but I knew beastkin. I had to defy them at every turn, no matter how small, to show I had fight in me and was worthy of winning.

It wasn't just about winning with them, but about being worthy of it.

A shadow of a giant catgirl appeared in the doorway, flickering in the candlelight. Then the door flap was flipped open by one of the king's guards, and Blair stepped out, boastful and scantily clad as ever.

"The kings would humbly request your attendance," she said with a vicious smile. "They are not... accustomed to moving at the request of others."

By that, I could only think they were too fat, and it would require too much effort for both of them to be carried out by their servants.

Some show of strength that was. I shrugged and motioned for my party to enter. We passed by Blair, and she hissed at Vienne.

Vienne growled right back, and they stood opposed, flexing their muscles at one another.

I wasn't sure who would win. In any other situation, I would have loved to watch such a fight.

"Vienne," I said, quiet but authoritative. "You'll get your chance, I'm sure."

She bared her canines, then pulled herself away to follow me inside the cabin.

The two kings sat side by side, a bevy of beautiful, slender catwomen at their feet, while they hungrily ate oversized chicken legs and drank from cups of wine.

"So what's this trial then?" I asked. "My party is ready."

King Rufus, the tabby king, swallowed a chunk of chicken and then motioned for Blair to speak. She stood before them, flexing her claws like she couldn't wait to use me as a scratching post.

"I propose a simple game, popular in Clawpar: Catch the rabbitkin." She fixed her gaze on Hazel.

Hazel squeaked and moved to hide behind me, but I kept my hand on her lower back, feeling her soft shoulders tremble in fright.

King Rufus and Merv snickered to themselves, sharing a glance before looking away, annoyed to have shared some camaraderie.

This was a strange, brief glimmer of hope. Many of the beastkin in the cabin shifted uncomfortably at the notion. We all knew how instrumental Hazel had been in defeating the titan-raptor. Maybe Blair's hyenakin party had neglected to inform her; the kings were certainly unaware.

"That would be impossible," I said. "For one, she is in my party. And two, that is not the human way. While we reside in the human realm, such things must be considered. She is a master of this guild. At the moment, she outranks you. It would be more appropriate for us to hunt you."

She scoffed. "I had a feeling you would say such a thing." She clicked her fingers, and one of her hyenas brought forward a cage covered with a blanket. The cage trembled.

Would it be a rabbit, in place of a rabbitkin? That was better, but still a jab at Master Hazel I couldn't let her get away with. I had only mentioned that Hazel was a higher rank than Blair to wound her. I would never have done it if I wasn't so sure Hazel was coming with me if I lost.

I adjusted the sword on my back, now feeling it far too oversized for the task at hand. Whatever lay in that cage, I didn't need such a bulky blade to deal with it. Fortunately, I'd had the foresight to bring a dagger, a simple steel thing that rested on my hip.

Kaila's tail started wagging erratically; I frowned. A small pool of saliva gathered at her lower lip. Whatever she smelled in that cage had gotten her excited.

Blair yanked the cloth free to reveal a molefox fighting against the cage.

Kaila's tail shot up, and she began panting. I grabbed the scruff of her tunic, holding her back. "Still," I whispered. "Calm yourself."

She quickly closed her mouth and remained deathly still. She thrummed, vibrating in my hand, but to the casual onlooker, she appeared to be waiting patiently.

Blair brought out a pigskin sack from the side of the cabin and undid the lid. Then the hyenakin turned the cage on its side, and Blair poured red, vicious-looking blood over the poor creature, which panicked against the bars of its cage as it got drenched in the stuff.

"The team that returns to my gracious King with the molefox shall be the winner," Blair announced.

Unbelievable. Even when Blair was guildmaster, she had no idea that Kaila was the greatest molefox hunter in the guild, perhaps in the entire western realms.

"And a team may stop the other by any means necessary," she added.

Therein lies the catch.
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At the start of the event, we were separated from our teams. Blair and I stood outside the cabin while the other four members of my team were off somewhere in the distance. I was told this was to prevent us from killing each other right away and to give the molefox time to run off and hide.

Meanwhile, the rest of the guild was sent back to the mountain, taking all our weapons with them and leaving us with just a hunter's dagger each. I couldn't argue with this. Anyone loyal to Blair would be sent up there alongside those loyal to me, not that I wanted anyone to cheat on my behalf. I was confident we could catch that molefox.

The poor thing was shaking, thrumming with the nervous energy of prey surrounded by predators. It almost reminded me of how Kaila had reacted when she realized what the animal was. Guess the two were kindred spirits in that way. The circle of nature was thus complete. Good thing I never tried to be a bard.

"One last drop of blood should do," Blair said, grinning deviously as she picked up another pigskin, drowning the poor creature. "I suppose I should've agreed to it just being me versus you. Then you'd have no hope of sniffing it out."

"No, maybe not. I would just kill you instead," I replied, deadpan.

"I'd be surprised if you don't try now. The guild is mine. I will never let it go. Least of all to a human." She sneered at the word.

I waved my hand dismissively. "Just get on with it. Release the poor creature so I can get back home and tuck into supper."

She gritted her teeth, her eyes narrowing dangerously. "Well, have at it then." She motioned for a ravenkin to come and unlock the cage. The black-feathered lady trembled as Blair towered over her, like a bully in the mess hall knocking over her lunch.

The gate unlocked, and the molefox scurried away at the speed of a zaphawk, darting through the tall grass and into the trees.

Somewhere in the distance, a light howl echoed like a trumpet announcing the start of the hunt. Heh. That's my girl. Kaila could sense it in the air.

I reached for the blade at my hip. Blair readied her claws. The molefox was forgotten in the distance, destined to be caught by one of our parties.

"I gave you ample chances," I said as we circled one another. A bead of nervous sweat ran down my temple; my senses were poised for the slightest movement, a ripple of muscle that would announce her intention to strike. "I let you have your belongings. I let you leave gracefully. You just can't admit when you've been beaten, can you?"

She smiled, but I knew she simply had no retort. She recognized that I was right. This was her last attempt, and even that hadn't gone as well as she'd hoped.

She crouched slightly. I waited for it. My eyes went dry, and I dared not even blink. The bead of sweat reached the nape of my collar, and I swallowed, my hands trailing around my knife.

I didn't draw it, not daring to give the game away.

The Al Karian had created and perfected a technique known as the Viper Draw—a lethal art of unsheathing the blade in the final instant, where strike and draw became one. If you hadn't witnessed it firsthand, you'd have no idea how to defend against it. With a shift of the body and the barest flick of steel, they could unleash a cut in the tightest of spaces. It was less of a strike and more about dodging their opponent's blade while letting their own flash free. The first strike was meant to confuse, to disorient. The second, to kill.

The benefit was to bewilder your opponent, making the second strike twice as deadly if you failed to execute the first.

I wasn't sure how it would fare against someone wielding only claws, but it wasn't much different from any other beast I'd fought. This one was perhaps smarter. Perhaps.

"You're just an animal," I said. "No, you're just a beast. There's no kinship in your heart for anyone but yourself."

"Are you trying to goad me?" Blair moaned, sounding almost sexual. "It's a little late for flirting, little man."

I squinted. "I'm a dog person."

"What about a tiger? Their claws are even sharper, you know."

I smiled. The longer she tried to hold me here, the quicker Kaila would catch that molefox. And with Vienne defending her—the damn Master of Huntcraft—I had no doubt she'd be right back to me with it before Blair even made her move.

But Blair smiled right back. A strange quiver thrummed through my body, as if I had realized something but it poked at my subconscious.

Blair's legs bent, ready to spring. Then suddenly, she leaped to the right and raced on all fours deep into the forest.

Pity. I was looking forward to killing her. I was done showing her mercy.

I rolled my shoulder, gripped my dagger by the scabbard, and ran into the forest after her. The blood trail was thick—big gobs of blood dripped away from the guild, the gaps between each one growing wider until they disappeared. Tiny footprints remained, with an occasional drop visible on the ground here and there.

While I could run pretty fast, there was no way in hell I’d catch up to Blair, let alone Kaila. Still, I ran, needing to get as close to the action as possible lest a true clash of beasts begin.

"Guildmaster!" a familiar voice cried. I looked up to find Juno in the trees, perched with bent knees so that I got a full view up her skirt.

"How goes things on your end?" I asked.

"I can't keep up with Kaila, though I have no doubt she will be the first to capture the molefox. She really is rather talented, you know? We must find a way for her skills to translate into hunting."

"What about the other team?"

"The hyenas are chasing it, about yay that way. They're not even close to Kaila and Hazel. Meanwhile, Vienne stalks the hyenas, ready to pounce once Kaila turns around to meet them."

"She'll need my help to take them on then. Nice work. Fly with me. Be my eyes."

I continued my run, and Juno swooped down, flying beside me. A gust of wind blew at my side as she swept effortlessly through the tree trunks.

"I'm surprised you could see all that from above the trees," I called.

"Plenty of gaps if you know where to look. The only problem is, Guildmaster, I couldn't find Blair. Tall and ferocious as she is, she's a catkin through and through, with the skills to stalk and hunt."

"Shame she couldn't see the benefits of the entire guild adopting that," I said. "Guess she just wanted it to be her little playground. Why don't you get back up there and see what you can spot?"

"Yes, sir!" she saluted, then twirled as she flew upward.

Juno was truly a beautiful creature, even with her glasses and the string tied at the back of her head to keep them on. Her powerful wing sweeps fanned through the air, making her small stature seem grand with their impressive span.

She'd earned much more than a bottle of wine from me when this was all over.

Tree branches scraped my shoulder. I leaped over a bush and nearly lost my footing, catching myself again and quickening my pace as sweat began to cling my clothes to my body.

Juno flew back down. "Bank a little left!" she cried, swooping down and back up again like a dolphin leaping out of the sea.

I did as she said. My ears tickled at the sound of footsteps rustling the grass, followed by quiet, steady breathing. No excitement, just pure focus. It was Vienne, somewhere in the distance. I'd meet her soon.

"Guildmaster!" Juno cried, and suddenly a hyenakin crashed into my shoulder from the right.

I spun and thrust my dagger across her stomach, creating a deep flesh wound, but not enough to kill her.

She gasped and spun before crashing to the ground, groaning.

"I should have told you," I yelled, "my honor as a human compels me to do my best!"

"Just trying to survive. I wasn't trying to kill you!"

"Me neither. If I had been, you'd be dead. No hard feelings."

"Appreciated." Her voice was quiet now, fading into the distance. I picked up speed again, racing through the forest.

One down, four to go.

The green and brown of the forest became a blur; my pace quickened so much that I felt strangely in sync with my breathing as it grew louder and the sounds of the forest drifted to the back of my mind.

Then I was jerked out of my trance by an orange blur beside me.

Vienne ran with all her might, her loincloth trailing behind her like a cape. "Kaila and Hazel are fast," she said as we ran side by side. "Look, Guildmaster."

There were several prints and kicked-up dirt, signs of a great chase.

"The hyenas," I said. "You think their instincts will take over?"

"Almost certainly, as mine have to care for my pack."

"Your pack?"

"A figure of speech, Guildmaster." She grinned, then motioned for me to keep my eyes on the road.

"Something tells me you and I are gonna have a little talk later."

We broke into a clearing. My feet throbbed with pain from running; my chest burned as we caught sight of Kaila, standing behind a river, gripping the poor molefox by the neck as it writhed and struggled against her. Hazel sat by her side, and the three other hyenakin stood on the opposite bank.

Kaila was drenched in sweat, panting heavily. She looked like she'd been through the hells, covered in scratches not even from the molefox. Had one of the hyenas nearly caught her before she got away?

The river burbled loudly, breaking the silence.

"End of the road, ladies," Vienne said. "That river will run red if you step one foot in it."

The hyenakin's focus broke; they looked back across the river at us.

"Wait," I said. "Where is your leader?"

"We ain't seen her!" Beth, the tall, slender hyenakin, said. "She told us to get that rabbit no matter what, and if we succeeded, all our past crimes would be forgiven."

"You've not committed any crimes."

"Tell that to her! To the kings she brought over! I have family back in the Clawlands. I can't let them suffer because of her lies."

I nodded. "I understand. But it's over now. You can't win this. Submit, and we'll let you live."

The hyenakin hesitated. Beth seemed to be the leader among this group, and she looked like she was considering it.

"What choice do you have?" I pleaded with them. "You can't defeat Vienne and me. Even if one of you gets in that river while we deal with the other three, I'll be quick at your heels with a dagger in your neck. We've won. Give up."

I kept my wits sharp, waiting for Blair to jump in at any moment and turn the tides. Was that what they were waiting for, hoping for? What had Blair said to scare them into this? Or was it not her at all? Was it their kings on human soil?

The trees bristled. I thrust my gaze upward and prepared my blade, squinting and searching. Surely she was so tall that her height would crack the branches. A chocolate ball of feathers crashed to the ground near me and the hyenakin.

Juno adjusted herself. "Guildmaster! There's a fire at the King's cabin!"

My mind raced a mile a minute as I fought to piece it together. "That's what she's up to? Burning the place down?"

She doesn't care about winning this game; she wants to start a damn war...
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Think, I urged myself. Think quickly.

My eyes widened as I addressed the hyenas. "I think Blair means to murder both kings and start a war. She never had any intention of taking this guild back; she just wants to burn down my whole country to soothe her wounded pride. That includes the guild and you too if you don't want to fight us. Join me and help save our home—and your kings."

They shifted uncomfortably, looking at one another for confirmation.

"Idiots," Vienne hissed. "It’s clearly the logical choice."

Meanwhile, I pushed past them into the river. "Kaila, drop that bloody molefox and get up there. But be careful; she knows your favorite move now."

"Right!" She nodded, bent her legs, dropped the molefox, and ran, leaping over the river in one graceful pounce.

"Vienne, go with her. The two of you should be able to overpower her." I turned to Hazel. "Where are the slimes?"

"G-guildmaster...they've…run away!"

"Run away?"

"We had a fight. I told it to clean its cave, and it stormed off." She composed herself, taking a deep breath. "Teens are difficult, but I have some babies back at my quarters."

I nodded, wondering if I needed to broach this topic with her later. It sounded quite messed up. "Well," I said, "what are you waiting for? Go get them."

She swam quickly through the water, and I joined her in a run. On all fours, she gained speed easily, running faster than I could on my two feet. I prayed she would be safe, proud of her bravery for closing the gap between us.

"We're with you, Guildmaster," Beth the hyenakin said as she caught up to me. "She’s taking it too far again."

"Save it for later!" I yelled. "Let's just get back and save them before it’s too late."

I was drenched in sweat. Using all my energy to catch up to Kaila and the molefox had left me completely drained. I grit my teeth, ignoring the pain in my muscles. Even if I got there in time, how the hell would I have the energy to fight her? To save those fat kings from burning?

Then I failed. Failed not only at the guild but at stopping this stupid war, and it would all be my fault. I should’ve killed her when I had the chance.

I wouldn't make that mistake a second time.

The beastkin gained speed, running into the distance. Despite my heightened powers, I was still no match for their speed and stamina. Regular beasts ran fast, but tired easily because they couldn’t sweat. Beastkin, with their human flesh, did not have such a problem.

The smell of smoke pierced my nostrils. My muscles ached. I’d been pushing myself to the limit, done too much without adequate rest. My vision blurred; every inch of my body focused on keeping myself moving, running.

I had to be about halfway now; I caught sight of Vienne's tracks in the dirt. I just hoped they could fend Blair off long enough for me to get there. Now Blair proved she’d do anything to bring me down, and a panicking worry surged through my body.

I’d been running forever, and I couldn’t keep up with these damn beastkin. I’d already gone further than any human should have been able to. My heart was about to tear through my chest; every inch of me ached and burned, several muscles felt torn.

I slammed my fist against my chest. "Come on." I moved, my feet slamming into the dirt as my pace slowed. "Don't you dare stop," I spat. I was all alone in the forest, with only the girls I trained for such a short time to rely on. "Come on, you lazy prick. Get moving!"

A second wind surged through me, barely a flicker of a candle against the smoke filling my lungs. I squinted through it, feeling like I was watching myself stumble through endless smoke. Flashes of orange in the distance called out to me.

My foot touched the dirt path; the glowbug was sleeping in its lantern—maybe the smoke had dazed it. Screams filtered through the cloudy air. Roars.

My foot landed on the dirt path. The glowbug in its lantern was still, possibly dazed by the smoke. Screams and roars filtered through the thick air. I stumbled forward, coughing, and through the haze, I finally saw the cabin.

A massive tree had fallen against the door, its trunk braced like a shield. The door was smashed in places, dented and broken, but the tree had held firm. Whoever tried to get out only managed to damage the door but was no match for the tree.

Even branches and trunks grew over the damn window. Where were the rest of the beastkin? I coughed; smoke filled my lungs as a wall of trees exploded in flames.

I heaved my shoulder against the tree, using all my strength. How in the hells was I supposed to move this thing? It had grown quickly; surely its roots must be new and soft. It wasn’t here a few minutes ago—how had it grown in that time?

It hit me then. The cart that was given to Blair to help move her stuff. It had been Highvale's, and we’d left those damn seeds in it. Blair must have found them and concocted this plan.

No matter now. I needed to find the others. Where were they? Vienne? Kaila? Hazel? Juno? I pushed against the damn tree, and it wasn't budging in the slightest. I'd have to pull out its roots. Surely they were fresh enough to be malleable?

A squawk echoed in the distant sky. The smoke swept up like a tornado was sucking it upward. Suddenly, a black zaphawk crashed into the dirt, with Vienne and Kaila on its back. The bird kicked up a tornado of smoke as it landed, and Kaila jumped off, carrying my great mithril blade.

"No sign of Blair, Guildmaster!" she cried, eyes red as she carried the blade under her arm. "But we thought you’d need this."

I grasped the handle, pulled the blue-edged monstrosity from its scabbard, swung, and severed the tree at the root.

My muscles tensed as the tree crashed down to the right. I took a step and smashed my shoulder into the door; it hurt terribly as the door crashed open, and I fell inside.

The kings were huddled against the back wall, their harems of catwomen holding on to each other for dear life.

"This way," I said, my hurried tone broken by a ragged cough.

"R-right you are, son," King Rufus said. "And not a moment too soon."

I panted, catching my breath as I ran outside to the flaming forest, squinting, trying to find some way for us to go.

"Where's your zaphawk?" I asked Vienne.

"Damn beast fled. It was hard enough convincing this one to fly me out here."

I nodded, then spent a moment reorienting myself from the guild cabin to the location of the steps. "Vienne, what's the situation up the hill?"

"Flames surround the guild," she said. "It was a miracle we even found a way through. Looks like a damn frying pan on a stove from above."

I grunted, my eyes stinging as I led the way out of the flaming forest. The kings and their women stumbled behind us, lost for words. It seemed at least they were content to follow us to safety, wherever that was.

"And Juno? Hazel?"

"Hazel's combating the fire with her slime babies as best she can. Pretty hopeless. Half the guild’s made of wood, including the spikes jutting out. It’s gonna end up devoured by flames soon enough."

The kings were safe enough. I doubted they would be if I left them alone for a second. Blair was out there somewhere; I just knew it, waiting for me to let my guard down.

Even if I saved the guild, I could lose the kings in the process, and then her plan would succeed. The whole damn Clawlands would be on their way to take us over.

I doubted the words of Vienne and company would matter to the rage of an heir; their fathers died on human soil, and that would be that. I had to keep the kings safe and depend on the hunters to save the guild.

Flames surrounded us. My feet burned from the sparks on the ground. If I didn’t succumb to the fire, I would surely die now from smoke inhalation.

"Master! Guildmaster!" Kaila cried through a horrid cough. "What do we do?"

I was out of ideas. All we could do was keep running. My eyes burned; the world was turning dizzy.

Fuck. At least I’d be too dead to witness the aftermath. Sorry, old King Gideon. I did my best, but it wasn't good enough.

The sky was darkening now. My vision failed, perhaps, as I began to lose consciousness in the smoke.

The ground rumbled. Someone said something I couldn’t hear.

Then it came from the sky, a volcanic blast of a sound. Deep, reverberant.

"Mother."

I squinted as the sky darkened, like a blanket being thrown over the world. It dropped lower, heavier, until I could make out the glistening ripple of a mile of slime, vast enough to blot out everything above me.

The air turned thick, pressing down on my chest. My ears rang. Dim light twisted strangely through the haze of blue overhead, then it turned to black.

My balance faltered. I tried to take a breath, but it came shallow. My knees gave way as the world fell on me, slow and imposing.

It hadn’t been brawn that saved the guild or the kings, not really. Who would’ve thought a tiny bunnykin, with her odd, nurturing care for her slimes, would end up ensuring the safety of the entire realm?

Me, that’s who. I’d said as much during her slime-breeding lecture.

Fortunately, I wasn’t one to say 'I told you so.' I was looking forward to witnessing her soak up all the credit. How would she even cope?

My thoughts drifted off as everything turned black.
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"You silly sausage."

I squinted, a white light blinding me for a moment. I tried to sit up and found it difficult, crashing back down onto a comfortable pillow.

Then, a warm, wet flannel was pressed against my forehead.

"Just rest, Guildmaster. You earned it."

I opened my mouth to speak, but only a few words came out; they were harsh, my throat clogged with ash. I wondered if there would be permanent damage.

"What is it?" Sophia asked. "Do you need..."

Coffee. Beer. A sandwich. A beastkin on my cock. Too many possibilities raced through my mind. "Water," I croaked.

Sophia left for a moment, leaving me alone in the infirmary. Planks of wood made up the walls. A dark twilight sky outside the window told me it was night. I pricked my ears; there was a commotion, talking, but none of it was stressful—just the usual guild chatter, as if nothing had happened.

My head crashed back onto the pillow once more, staring up at the ceiling, trying to piece together the strange occurrences of the day. Had I really just been hugged by a giant slime calling for its mommy? That part was definitely a dream.

Then the door creaked open, and Sophia, in a loose-fitting white blouse that let her Orth-sized breasts droop like a milkmaid's treasures, came over with a pigskin full of water. Drops glistened on her breasts, like little lakes of water amidst the stars of her freckles.

Things could be worse, I mused as she propped my pillow so I could sit up, leaning over to feed the drink into my mouth. I could have sworn her cleavage was looser now. Any lower, and I'd get an eyeful of areola.

"Remember how you used to tease me about the nurse that worked here?" she said, placing the jug onto the table. "How you'd purposefully get yourself injured so she'd look after you?"

"I never did that," I replied, my voice recovering a little. "I was just joking."

"I know. There's a little truth to every joke, though, ain't there?"

"A little," I admitted as she wiped my wet chin with the back of her hand.

"Need your pillow fluffed?" she asked.

"You just did that—oh." As I sat forward, she leaned in and brought her bosom closer. It jiggled as she worked. Gods, I loved her tits.

"Last we spoke, you were mad at me," I said, looking at her tits.

"I wasn't mad at you." She stroked my hair. "I just... finally understood you. There's a difference."

I opened my mouth to speak, but she cupped it, making me convey a thousand words with my eyes. She ignored them.

"Besides," she turned away, giving me a view of her wonderful curly ginger hair and then her juicy behind, barely contained in that skirt. "I saw all the hunters working together, didn't I? Trying to put out the fires and all that. Taking buckets from the lake, doing the best they could. Granted, they were a bit of a mess, but they were actually trying to cooperate. That wasn't the beastkin I knew. It would have been chaos, everyone out for themselves."

"All they needed was a little push in the right direction," I said.

"As for your harem, you've been shoving them off the cliff in the right direction. Clearly, there's some method to your madness. Vienne didn't even try to save the day herself; her first move was to go and get that silly sword of yours so you could cut through the trees and save her kings. That shocked me, it did. You'd think she'd have wanted the credit."

"How'd you know she wasn't just planning to do it herself?" I asked.

Sophia sat down on the edge of the bed, resting her hand on my thigh. I adjusted myself and took another sip of water. "Well, because I asked her what she was doing, and she said, in that lovely voice of hers, 'I've got to get the guildmaster his sword.'"

I laughed at her impression of Vienne—sultry yet still unable to avoid her own commoner's accent while saying it.

I remembered when she took me to Draydon, her part of Draydon. She said I hadn't seen the real city. I'd just seen the touristy stuff: the Draydon Tower, the Bridge of Draydon, the Draydon Dungeon. Draydon sure loved naming its tourist traps after itself. She took me to East Draydon. There were markets with great food from all around, showcasing the different races and creeds who'd settled down and created new dishes inspired by theirs and ours.

She said you went to Central Draydon to see what Draydon had to offer the world, but you went to East Draydon to see what the world had to offer Draydon.

She was right. I'd never tasted such a variety of delicious foods: pastries, pies, kebabs, burgers. Gods, I had the best time. It was probably the only time in my life I'd taken a break from hunting and hadn’t thought of it the whole time.

"Oi, you. What's so funny?" she asked.

"I wasn't laughing. I was smiling."

"Oh. Well. Stop that. I prefer it when you're all broody."

"Can never please you, can I?"

Sophia fluffed my pillow and then stroked my head. "Maybe you pleased me just a little too much; that's the problem, ain't it? The one that got away."

"You really think of me that way?"

Her cheeks flushed red. "Anyway, I gotta go. Those fat-arsed kings told me to get them when you were awake."

I raised my eyebrows, glancing at her behind.

She snorted. "Anyone else would get a slap."

We laughed for a moment, then a distant silence filled the room once more.

"Sophia," I said. "I'm guessing it all turned out okay, seeing as you haven't filled me in on anything. Or it's worse than ever, and you're too scared to break the news."

"They're all okay," she said quickly. "Vienne's been helping me. Too helpful, actually. If I didn't know any better, I'd swear she feels guilty about something."

"You're too perceptive for your own good. And Juno? Hazel? Kaila?"

"Well..." She cringed. I sat up, climbing out of bed only to realize I was without any trousers. "Nonono, it's fine, rest!"

"I feel fine." I found my trousers lying on a table in the corner and pulled them on. "They're all okay then?"

"Yes. Sorry, love, didn't mean to scare you there. There is a slight issue with Hazel having gone power mad. A hundred-foot familiar will do that to you. She's been commanding everyone left and right."

I laughed. "You can't be serious, not our Hazel."

"Right. First, she uttered a threat of death by snu snu. But when there were several volunteers, she had to admit that it was a bluff and she had no interest in pimping out her slime."

My jaw dropped as I fixed my trousers and searched for my boots. "I can't believe I missed that."

"There's more. Now she's threatening to let the slime eat people or something like that, but I'm pretty sure the slime's a vegan the way it keeps munching on grass. Honestly, she's gone a bit mental. I think it's the stress of everything. Before you showed up, she never even left her office except for her lectures. I think she needs her guildmaster to set her straight."

"Couldn't you?"

"I tried. If you ask me, she needs a good rest, a stiff drink and a stiffer⁠—"

The door slammed open, Kaila standing there, panting with excitement. "You're awake!" She ran to me and leaped into my arms, wrapping her legs around me and drowning me in kiss after kiss after kiss. "Never—do—that—again!" She planted a big kiss on my lips. "You had me scareder than a jackrabbit at coyote college."

Sophia sighed. "I'll leave you two alone then," and headed toward the door.

I peeled Kaila off me, which took some doing. Kaila stood by me, panting for attention. I patted her head, tussling her hair between her ears, then leaned in to whisper, "Go wait for me in the quarters. Go on. Quick now."

There was basically a ghost-shaped Kaila where she had run so fast out of the infirmary.

"Quite the doting little pet you got there," Sophia said, raising her eyebrows.

"I put you in a bad position," I said. "I want you as guildwarden, but I don't want you to be constantly reminded of the past, of what could've been. That was wrong of me. I thought... I thought all our stuff was in the past. And well, you're so great with the beastkin. I needed you, so I forgot to... you know, consider your feelings in the matter too. You get what I'm trying to say here?"

"I get that you're trying to say something." Her nose scrunched in this adorable way. "That's enough for me." She smiled. "Anyhoo, it's no time for all that. You've got some kings to placate. Go on, off with yer."

"Yeah, I'm looking forward to hearing what they'll do with Blair. Hopefully, they'll give her a swift death. She's far too annoying to be allowed to live."

Sophia's face turned white.

I frowned. "Really? After she tried to burn down the whole guild and everyone in it, you think she should be given clemency?"

"No, I don't actually. It's just that, well, we never found her, did we?"

I groaned. "Gods, she is annoying."
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I stepped out of the infirmary to find an ashen-stained guild in the midst of repairs. Wood was burnt black, and the stench of ash and fire still permeated the air. Beastkin and humans alike were repairing wooden posts here and there, bringing food to one another. It was a good sight, and I would have liked to spend some time talking to them, thanking them, were it not for the wildly distracting sight in the distance looking over it all.

My walk broke into a run, and the damn titan-slime seemed to grow larger as I got closer, its vast form filling my view while people worked and others watched in amazement.

Like some kind of adorable dictator, Hazel was pacing back and forth, pointing her finger and giving orders. There were thick lines of exhaustion under her wide, bloodshot eyes. Her long blue skirt had rips in it, and her white blouse was half done up, revealing a perky cleavage.

"Hazel..." I said quietly, not wanting to spook her. "Master Hazel..."

Her finger of doom landed on me, and she quivered, shaking.

"Hello, Guildmaster," she squeaked. "Nice to see you're awake. Lovely day we're having, isn't it?"

"I've been hearing some funny stuff," I said.

"Oh...I can explain, Guildmaster."

"I don't believe a second of it, however. I told them that no, Hazel would send her friend away back to the mountains to live in peace. That's exactly what Hazel would do, and the only reason she hasn't done so already is that she wanted me to say goodbye to her friend. Isn't that right?"

She gave the softest, faintest nod, then turned to the giant slime. "Kenneth..." she began.

"Kenneth?" I mouthed to myself.

"I think it's time you fly away from the nest."

"Mother..." it groaned.

Hazel turned to me. I nodded in encouragement.

"Mother loves you very much, dear, and that's why she's keen for you to... It's time for you to make it on your own now. In the mountains of Nivercrag. That sounds good, doesn't it?"

"Yes, Mother," it responded in that deep voice, then turned slowly, shaking the ground like an orthquake.

I steadied my footing and shielded my eyes as giant gelatinous wings erupted from its back, beating and sending wind rushing toward us as it leaped into the air, disappearing into the distance and becoming a faraway blue dot.

"Let's get you to the infirmary," I said, putting my arm over Hazel's shoulder.

"I think that may be best, Guildmaster." She looked like she’d taken some drug or something, absolutely wired by the events of the day—no, the week, rather. I didn't blame her one bit.

"Guildmaster!" Juno called, flying down from the sky. She fished a notepad from her hip, ready to start the day. She looked a tad better than Hazel, though her eyes were still wired as she furiously scribbled in her notes while staring right at me. "I have so many—" She paused, perhaps gauging my reaction.

"Is it important?" I asked. "Can it wait?"

She turned her lips to the side. "I'll ask the guildwarden."

"She's not..." I began. "No, go on, ask her."

I smiled, thinking that she wouldn't be able to say no to Juno.

Juno beamed. "It's good to see you up and about, Guildmaster. However, I have one complaint for you before I let you go and see the kings."

"Oh?"

"We have yet to share that wine."

"Dear Juno," I began, "I've just been building up experiences to talk about, and now the topics overflow like the wine we shall soon be pouring."

She grinned happily, fluttering her wings and pushing her glasses back up her nose. "With that, I'll be on my way." Then she paused. "Although, I just wondered, did you get my gift?"

I smacked my head. "I've been meaning to open it for a while. Sorry, I kept getting interrupted."

"Make sure you open it with Kaila there."

I squinted at her. "Well now I'm really intrigued; I'll head right back upstairs after I talk to these fat-arsed kings."

Juno paused, mouth open in shock. Damn, had I meant to say that? I was just parroting Sophia. The way she'd said that had stuck in my mind because of how silly it was.

Juno snorted, her cheeks reddening. She took off her glasses and rubbed them with the sleeve of her feathers. "You are a funny man, Guildmaster."

I didn’t think it was that funny personally, but I was happy to take the compliment all the same.

"So, these kings?"

She smiled. "That way, Sir." She pointed toward the same place where we’d first met them on their individual thrones.

Hazel squirmed. I had completely forgotten she was under my arm, looking up at me with her big maroon-colored eyes.

I paused, glancing between the two petite cuties. "Well, time for Juno to take Hazel to her bed."

Hazel gasped. "Stay back, foul lesbian!"

I peeled her off me and handed her to Juno, who switched her notepad to the other hand and took the bunnykin by the hand. "We're just going to the hospital to get you some lovely potions," Juno said. "There shall be no acts of lesbianism performed upon your person, I promise."

"Pinky promise?"

They trailed off, with Hazel unsure on her feet as Juno tried to keep her steady.

Laughing to myself, I took a short walk through the guild. I shook hands with many of the trainees and hunters, who looked so busy carrying planks of wood, nails, water buckets, and such that it made me feel a little guilty.

We’d survived, but we hadn’t won. Blair was still out there, and after this setback, I could only imagine what madness she’d enact on us next.

When I reached the tents, I peered through the crowds surrounding the two kings, pushing through them to find, to my utter surprise, that they were both standing. Granted, they looked like chubby statues, their feet planted firmly to keep their balance. I got the impression that if they tried to walk, they might fall over, and that they were helped up by their servants and harems.

"Look who it bloody is," King Rufus said. "Had a nice sleep, have you?"

King Merv snickered, adjusting his golden crown as if drawing my attention to him. "Quite the lazy bones, is he not?"

Here we go again, I thought.

Then my hand was taken in the warrior's grip by King Rufus, shaken for all it was worth. King Merv patted my back, nearly toppling me. I wouldn't be surprised if he'd bruised it.

"What say we call it all water under the bridge?" King Merv said.

"You may be just a human," King Rufus said, "but you're alright in my books."

I laughed. "The guild's in good hands," I said. "Your countries are lacking without yours. Unfortunately, I've been informed that Blair is still out there, so I'll be assigning you some guards to see you across the border. Ah!" I raised a hand. "I won't take no for an answer. I know you two can take care of yourselves, but it's just my hospitality; I insist."

The two kings shared a look.

"Oh well, if you insist," King Merv said.

"Would be rude to refuse," King Rufus added.

"Exactly," I grinned, half hoping that Blair would kill them when they got across the border, where it wouldn't be my problem.

Kings. A bunch of asses, the lot of them.
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"Hello?" I called, entering my quarters.

The air felt still; I could almost see a thin layer of dust across the sparse collection of books on the shelf. The reading chair looked plush and unlived-in, ready for many days of cozy relaxation with a cup of coffee or wine.

We needed more comfy couches in here for the others. One chair for me and the one on my lap wasn't enough.

I frowned. An eerie quietness, unfamiliar to me, filled the silence. I sniffed; there wasn't a trace of cooking.

"Where's she gone?" I wondered aloud. "Surely she can't have left me all by myself."

My fingers twitched as I walked slowly, my feet pressing on the right parts of the floorboards that wouldn't creak.

I retraced my steps back to the hallway and slowly turned the doorknob to my bedchamber, pushing the door open to find the four-poster empty.

"Not in here either," I said to myself casually, crouching and then quickly falling to the floor.

But she wasn't under the bed either. A strange nervousness bubbled in my stomach. It no longer felt like a game.

I had told her to come here; there wasn't a time in a million years when she would disobey a direct order. Maybe something had happened.

I walked back to the hallway, whisper-quiet, my fingers trailing the edge of my knife, ready to draw at a moment's notice.

Gently, I grabbed the doorknob and turned it open, my ears pricked for any sound behind the creaking. I thrust the door open and found the pool, still and serene, the rocks surrounding it undisturbed, the tree whistling in the wind. Some of its leaves had fallen into the water, but that had happened a while ago; they floated in the silence.

"We got a pervert here!" a New Western wolfkin drawled.

I looked up to see a naked wolfkin dropping down on me with her legs spread. In slow motion, I caught a full sight of the sweet curve of her ass cheeks leading to a delicious-looking hairless slit, with her tail pressing out lavishly from behind those cheeks.

I took a swift step back and caught her in my lap, her mound slamming against my groin. It felt like a gorilla had just punched me there, and then her thighs crushed my sides like an anaconda's grip.

"Mwa-mwa-mwa-mwa." She lavished me with kisses, her juicy tits pressing against my chest, stirring a rising sensation in my stomach. A wetness pooled against my groin already. "My master. Mine. All mine. Mwa."

"Sure, why not. You earned it."

I kissed her back, and she tried to shove her tongue in my mouth. Then it slowed; our kiss became soft, and a flurry of warm emotions flooded my stomach. She pulled away, standing up to reach my shoulders. When I opened my eyes, I stroked her cheek; her eyes quivered, and she gave me that easy-to-love smile.

"What else have I earned?" She closed her eyes and beamed, her cheeks flushing rosy.

"I think..." I bit my tongue as she leaned forward, eager to hear the next words. "I think you earned..."

She pouted. "Master, please tell me, I'm aching to know."

"I think you earned it."

"It?"

"It."

She grinned naughtily. "And what could it be?"

"I think you know. But first, there's something else we need to do."

I took her hand and led her back into the quarters, into the reading room, where the present lay on the table.

She gasped, let go, and ran to it, falling to her knees and leaning on the table while grinning at me.

I took my seat in the comfy chair, spread my legs in relaxation, and patted my lap, where she quickly settled, putting her arms around me and kissing me.

I sighed. "I've needed this. Just you and me." I reached for the present, then paused. "Fool me once..." I murmured. "Kaila, would you be a good pet and lock the door for me?" I grabbed my key and passed it to her.

She hopped off and ran at full pace, shoving the key in the lock and turning it with defiant force.

Then, Kaila stilled, her impressive naked form cast in shadow, and my desire grew within the darkness.

"We're all alone now, oh Master..." She toed the floor gently, trailing a finger across the doorknob.

She slowly fell to the ground, turning gracefully to crawl on her knees before me. Her gorgeous tits grazed the floorboards, swaying like pendulums back and forth as she approached me.

My cock throbbed hard, my legs spread, waiting for her to close the gap, to peel off my clothes and take my cock in her mouth. She licked her lips, as if she could imagine it.

But I didn't want her there, not today. Today, I wanted to give her her greatest desire.

First, though, I grasped the present, pulling the ribbons that tied it together. The wrapping fell away, revealing a simple rectangular wooden box, carved nicely with soft curves, but it didn't reveal what was inside.

"Care to do the honors?" I asked, holding it out to her.

She pushed open the frame, and I swear it almost hummed like an angel's song.

"I don't just owe her a bottle of wine; I owe her a whole damn vineyard," I mused, taking out the brush.

Kaila hugged me, curling her knees up as her tail brushed around. I grazed her buttock, stroking with my thumb. It was such a soft peach that needed stroking, not spanking.

Pity she had to be so naughty.

With my left hand, I trailed under her bushy tail. The soft white fur, with little flecks of black, was a little knotted in places. She hadn't been taking care of it at all.

With my right hand, I ran the brush over it. The bristles got stuck in the matted fur, breaking some free to make it smoother. Then I ran it again, and this time it glided, feeling much more silky under my hand.

"Oh Master..." Kaila cooed. "That feels real nice."

I continued, going higher and higher up the tail, first unknotting, then smoothing out the fur. She was turning from a feral beast to a prize pup.

"Mmm," she moaned, digging her hands into my arms. The naked wolfkin curled into a ball while my cock throbbed against my trousers. Her tits were as bountiful and droopy as she hugged them. "Oh Master...I'm wetter than a beaver's pocket."

"Sex? Who said anything about sex?" I joked, grasping her tail and giving it a little tug, not enough to hurt her, just enough to get her attention.

"Unf." She pushed her butt out, begging with her body for me to cup it.

That upside-down heart called out to me; it would be the death of me, I was sure.

Without asking, she fumbled at my belt, unlocking the clasp and tearing it free. Next, her fingers, trembling with desire, found my trouser buttons.

"Oh Master..." she moaned, running her hand back and forth across my groin. "I'll be good, I promise."

"Who says I wanted you to be good?" I raised my eyebrows.

"Oh..." Her breath hitched against my ear, the coolness trickling down my body and throbbing at my groin.

My trousers came loose, and she wrapped her slender fingers around my cock.

My hand slipped between her legs, finding that soft wetness she had promised. I slid right between her folds on the first try as she hugged me with those tender walls.

"Fuck!" Kaila crashed into me, destroyed from that simple touch alone. Was this what I had reduced her to? A quivering mess of arousal?

She ripped my shirt open, buttons flying everywhere. She fell to the ground and pulled my trousers off, then froze, her blue eyes glowing in wonder at it.

"It's nothing you haven't seen before," I joked, my breath hitching when she stroked me.

"It's nothing you ain't felt before," she replied, giggling as her hand trailed over my nerves.

Pleasure blossomed within me. I gripped the comfy armrests, digging my fingers into them as she silkily stroked my cock.

"My Master..." she moaned. "All mine." My entire world became her voice, floating in a void of temporary submission. Her hand was a goddess, and my cock was her simple servant, feeling a galaxy of pleasure at her merest tickle.

Then I opened my eyes and saw the stacked, fuckable wolfkin above me, and I knew she was, in fact, mine.

"Ride me," I told her. "Get on top and ride me until I'm done."

"Yes Master!" she excitedly obeyed, adjusting herself so my tip stroked against her silky slit.

Then her lips tickled my ear again. "I'm your steward, I'll do whatever you command."

Suddenly, her walls wrapped around my swollen head; it was heaven. Heaven slid over me, hugging my cock tight.

"Master..." she moaned. "Master. I just have one question."

She could've asked to be guildwarden at that point, and I probably would've said yes. So juicy, wet, and warm was her slit.

"Who..." she whispered into my ear, and once again my entire world became just that voice floating in a galaxy. It was a smooth, sensual melody, each note drawing me closer, aided by her gliding up and down over me.

My hands found themselves gripping her bountiful tits, a thumb rubbing against her nipple.

"Who..." she repeated. "Who will... oh gods above." She shunted her body down and took all of me in. My cock curved up into her, filling her and getting suffocated by her warm embrace.

I wrapped my arms around her and held her close; I never wanted her to be apart from me.

"I..." she began. "Oh, master, I..."

I thrust my hips up, railing her from below.

"I..."

With each thrust, she fell further in love.

I slammed all the way to the end and then froze, gripping her tight. She was at my mercy. I could've asked her to jump off the tower, and she would. I could've asked her to burn all her clothes and walk around naked with a collar around her neck. But all I wanted to ask was this.

"Who... what?" My fingers ran through her hair, and I took a grip, making her head arch back as I placed kisses down her neck.

"Master..." she begged.

"Finish the question."

"Who will be yours next?"

I smiled. "There we go." My grip lessened, and our kisses were soft and loving; she ground back and forth over me. I was at the cusp of climax, right near the edge, and the more she rode, the more it built, like water rushing through a single hole; eventually, the dam would burst, and it would all come crashing out.

And then I thought, why not give her another little treat? I could use somewhere to focus my attention next without having to make the decision myself.

"Who should it be next?" I asked.

"You'll let me pick?" She bit her lip, her long canine digging into it.

Fuck, Kaila was adorable. Her messy white hair was disheveled. I stroked behind her fluffy ears.

"Mmmfmm!" She brimmed with excitement, her cheek puffing with her adorable smile. "Oh gods above, you make me happy."

Then her eyes widened; she planted her hands on my chest and pushed me back. "Lemme make you happy."

Kaila placed a foot on the couch seat and then lifted herself, rotating on my cock with some effort. Now she was sideways, and her tail swished over her cute tushy.

The next turn had her finally facing back to me. She dug her fingers into my thighs for a moment to adjust to the angle my cock was filling her.

She took deep breaths, collecting herself.

"Something wrong?" I asked, grinning at the gorgeous sight before me. Her lower back was like a waterfall, curving up to her svelte shoulder blades.

"Just prepping myself for the last step." She shook off the nerves, leading to some wonderful jiggling of her body and tail. Then she reached behind her and lifted her feet onto my thighs, forcing her body weight down onto my groin for even deeper penetration.

Her fingers dug into my knees as she pushed herself up and slammed down, her butt jiggling with each movement.

"Grab my tail, please," she begged.

I wrapped my fist around the base and pulled.

"Mmm!" She squealed in delight, thrusting down on me. The room began to echo with the slapping sound of our sex. The hot scent of wolfkin pussy filled my nostrils. I had to hold onto the chair arms and relax. Letting go, I felt like I released every worry and stress I had ever built up, every tension, every need. I just lay there, in heaven, watching her ass bounce up and down on me.

What could I do but give in?

A throbbing white light filled my vision, the sap rose and rose and...

I came.

I dug my fingers into her feet for dear life, my cock throbbing with release as it filled her up, giving her the creampie she desired.

"Fuck," she moaned, now stuck in her position. With great effort, she heaved her feet off my thighs and lifted them to get back on the ground, her tail swishing around and brushing my face.

When she lifted off me, thick drips of cum cascaded down her thigh, and she cupped it before running off to the restroom.

I laughed, leaning back as my cock twitched in the aftershock of it all.

"Want a beer?" she yelled. "Maybe a snack if you're hankering for a sandwich or something?"

Things could definitely be a lot worse.

"So, Kaila, you never answered my question," I called.

"Hmm?" She returned to the hallway, naked and proud, her fat tits drooping like succulent melons with upturned nippleroots. "What's that, Master?"

"Remember? Who do you think I should pick next?"

She bit her finger. "Well..."

Suddenly, a fist banged against the door.

"I'll get it!" Kaila said.

"Put some damn clothes on!" I yelled.

"But it's just Vienne," Kaila replied, peeking through the keyhole. She opened the door. "Hey, sugar, I was just thinking about you."

"Good things, I hope," Vienne cooed like wine, then looked Kaila up and down. "Very good things, I hope."

"Nothing interesting," Kaila said, then turned and shot me a wink.

They both walked in, and I casually pulled my trousers up, not really minding that Vienne had seen it.

"Oh, I almost forgot to tell you," Kaila said. "I have a family member visiting soon."

"Oh yeah? Who?" I asked.

"She's been dying to meet you."

"Kaila. Who?"

Kaila grinned wider, like she knew a thousand secrets I didn't and wanted to whisper them under the covers. "My cousin," she said.

To be Continued.
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