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Chapter 1.


I always hated this part.

Well, to be fair, I wasn’t exactly in love with any part of war, but being kicked out of a witch-powered airplane over the muddy hell of a battlefield definitely wasn’t my idea of a good time.

I winced behind my goggles, the air screaming past me, my black greatcoat flapping as I plummeted toward the defensive works of the People’s Democratic Republic of Auropa. Explosions rippled across the serrated lines of trenches, while bunkers spat gunfire or, more often, bursts of magic. Earthworks heaved into being as witches escorted green and brown-clad regiments of the Free States of Caldia, fighting their way forward. Bursts of arcane fire erupted elsewhere as screaming magic shells rained down, and I even spotted some golems plodding along, the tiny figures of their witch casters on their shoulders. But that was far behind me. I was going straight into enemy lines to clear them for the advance.

Alone.

As usual.

Yay.

A shell burst to my left, scattering shrapnel that missed me by a fingernail's length. Another went off farther to my right. Seemed like I’d been spotted. Oh well. Time to slow down anyway. I grit my teeth, channeling wyldcraft through my blood.

This always stung.

I clenched my hands, and blood erupted from my back. It fanned out, solidifying into a pair of crimson wings. I jerked back as they caught an updraft, slowing me suddenly as another burst of fire magic exploded beneath my feet. I coughed as I plunged through the smoke, yanking my blackened goggles up.

Bullets and spell shots started to zip by me as I dove toward the artillery emplacements. I spread my wings and shot over the chewed-up earthworks, tearing over the barbed wire to land in the middle of a trench.

Several Auropan soldiers stared at me in horror. Their helmets sat askew, and their grey uniforms hung heavy on their shoulders as they clutched riflewands and spellswords.

“The Bloodletter!” one screamed as his wand swung up.

I hated that name.

A dozen other troopers belatedly took aim, but I merely flicked my hand and willed my innate magic to obey.

My wings swept around me, the iron in the blood hardening them to a blackish hue. Oooh, that made me a bit lightheaded, but it worked as bullets and spell shots ricocheted off my sudden barrier. The gunfire stopped, every soldier having fired their shot.

My turn.

Another push of will had my wings unfurl, rising above me like monstrous spider legs. The troopers stared, horrified. My head spun from the sudden loss of blood, but—no worries—I was about to replace it.

Crimson spikes shot down from my makeshift wings and slammed into the soldiers wherever they stood. They jolted, convulsed, then their skin sank against their bones as I sucked the blood right out of them.

“Ah,” I sighed, dizziness fading as my spikes retracted, leaving the corpses to fall like mummies all around me. On some level, I hated how good that felt. But it was them or me, and I was a bit partial to me. Plus, I was feeling energized, ready! I straightened my black warlock greatcoat, glancing up at the roiling mass of blood around me as it shifted back into the great wings on my back, growing even larger from the blood I’d drained. Plenty of material to work with. I looked this way and that, hearing the tramp of footsteps. My now-empowered magic sensed the pounding of blood in hearts and veins. Fear. Anger. Adrenaline. All racing together in the heady drug of combat.

Alright, let’s do this.

Sending some extra blood flow through my legs to strengthen them, I shot off through the trenches in a flash. Troopers turned my way as I rounded corners, but they were always too slow. With a flex of my hands, the shallow cuts at the tips of each of my fingers split open, and blood formed scything claws. I tore through the soldiers, the cramped confines of the trench an abattoir, funneling them into me as I ripped forward with claws and blood spikes.

“He’s here!” a witch with curling antlers screamed, her conical helmet grilled over her face as fire erupted from the foci gauntlets she wore. She raised her hands and threw them forward, washing the trench in flames, but I just jumped, leaping over the inferno.

Her head tilted back, and I saw the horror in her eyes right before I landed on her shoulders, my boot kicking her head so hard it came right off like a football.

I was gone before the body even hit the ground.

I tore through some machine gun nests in a blur of violence and viscera. Some had mid-level witches manning them, but most went down before they could even cast a spell. Within minutes, I’d cleared a swathe of the Auropan defences, and I started heading deeper into enemy lines.

The trenches were a maze, but one I was familiar with by now. I sent spears of blood shooting off, impaling soldiers who tried to stand against me, draining them down to the dregs to replenish my blood reserves. Orbs of blood gathered around me, fueling my massacre. I whipped around a corner and found a command bunker in front of me.

“Intruder!” one of the sentries managed to scream before I stabbed a blood spear into his heart, draining him as I strolled forward.

The door to the bunker suddenly burst open, and I caught a flicker of movement. I swung a wing up defensively, hardening it instantly.

Just in time, as something smashed into it like a battering ram, nearly hurling me off my feet but instead sending me skidding back across the ground. My wings rose as I straightened, and I scowled.

Shit.

Another warlock.

The male caster muscled his way out of the bunker, his greatcoat red trimmed with gold. It sat loosely on him, but as he sneered, I soon saw why. Bone began to form over him, spreading over his bald head and swelling under his suit until he stood before me with a second skeleton like a suit of armor.

“Get to kill the Bloodletter,” he grunted, a shadow of a grin behind his second row of fanged teeth. “You will make the name of Agor Rone ring out in the Motherland.”

I rolled my eyes. But he showed he wasn’t all talk as he flicked his wrists, causing electricity to crackle from a foci ring he wore over his fist like a gauntlet.

Ah, that would make things trickier.

As would the group of troopers who poured out of the bunker behind him and took aim, riflewands glowing with magic.

Fuck me.

I ducked a bolt of lightning shot by the warlock, then bit back a snarl as bullets and spell shots thudded into my arms and chest. Fuck, that hurt! I was angry now. And injured, but mostly angry, my blood magic already clotting the wounds and healing. I pumped more blood into my legs, stimulating the muscles as I shot at them.

My speed shocked the warlock, who swung a fist of bone like a mallet. I ducked it, then slashed his chest. My blood claws shredded his jacket, but the bone carapace underneath was as hard as a rock. He swung his arms, hands locked together to smash my head in, but my fist shot up first, claws turning into a spike of blood.

It slammed through his eyehole and into his brain. The warlock froze, shuddering as I pumped a sudden burst of blood into him, then jumped back.

“Kill him!” a trooper shouted, taking aim again.

A gurgling sound stalled him and the others. They looked at the warlock as the caster began to swell, his bone armour creaking around his bulging body. I swung my blood wings as a shield before me.

“Oh sweet gods!” one of the troopers gasped.

Then the warlock exploded, shards of bone ripping through the troopers like a frag grenade. I felt shards thud into my shield, then I swung open my wings, surveying the carnage.

Well, that was that.

Then I heard a sound. Something between a groan of metal and a howl of an animal. I turned sharply as the earth shuddered, and something out of a nightmare stomped over the trench. Four mechanical legs held it aloft, but everything above that was a wall of solid red muscle. Huge arms hung from its sides, one ending in a metallic claw, the other in a gatling barrel. Its head sported curling ram horns, six burning eyes, and a jaw with an underbite of tusked teeth.

Fuck.

A hellforged.

Demon and machine fused together in a vast weapon of magic and pain. So the Auropans were already sending out the big guns, eh? The demonic engine turned my way and let out a bellow of rage. Its gatling arm swung up, and the barrels began to spin.

Shit!

I bunched up my legs and jumped, my wings flapping furiously, carrying me into the sky even as the monster opened fire. Bullets stitched the ground, then followed me into the air as I flapped my tattered wings of blood toward the demon. Tracer rounds flashed around me as I ducked and weaved, closing in. The hellish creature howled in rage as I came in low. It swung its claw, snapping for me. I dodged it, landing on the arm attached to the claw. From cuts on my feet, I spawned claws of blood that ripped through my boots and snagged the demon’s thick flesh, propelling me up its arm. I raised my hand, blood flowing into my palm, forming a massive crimson axe. The six eyes of the hellforged widened in shock as I reached its shoulder, my massive blade in hand, my arms bulging with blood-infused strength as I swung it over my head.

Then I slammed it down into the demon’s skull.

The impact split the thing’s head in two along with half its torso. Fiery blood surged out of the wound, igniting like oil as it poured down the demon’s mass. The hellforged shuddered, mechanical legs whining as they squealed, then collapsed, the whole abomination slumping where it stood.

I sighed and from my vantage point looked back over the battlefield and the rest of the Auropan lines. I had a wonderful view of the entire defensive fortifications and, in the distance, the city fortress of Orron. Massive walls of stone reared up while trenches cut the ground before it in zigzags. I sighed.

It was gonna be a loooong siege.

I glanced back at the dead demon I stood atop.

Well, best get started...

I swung up my hand, and the demon’s boiling blood rose out of it, the hellforged shuddering as flesh tightened on bone. Blood surged above me like a giant red moon fed by crimson tendrils. More. More!

Even as I did this, I used my heightened magic senses to track the pulse of the soldiers up and down the defensive works, feeling them out as they took cover or moved into position. There were a lot of them, and I genuinely felt bad for what was about to happen.

But again, them or me.

Spikes formed all over from the bloody sphere.

I pointed down.

The sphere exploded, raining down spears of iron blood, pounding them into the defences, punching through earthworks and ripping apart cement fortifications. A crimson deluge that slaughtered men and women, witches and warlocks where they stood.

I lowered my hand when it was done, woozy again, and looked down at the crimson horror of the enemy line. Their defences were washed in a sea of burning blood. From behind me came a cheer as Caldian troops poured over the mauled defences in a green wave, putting the surviving Auropans into retreat. Spells from witches soared, exploding in fire or whipping winds while golems bulldozed trenches.

I sighed, sitting down on the shoulder of the titanic monster I’d just killed, my head spinning. But there was more. Always more…

With a roll of my shoulders, I stood up, but paused, spotting something in the distance. A lone aircraft shooting over the distant city.

Something about that plane made my stomach tighten, my blood turning cold with a nameless dread. Squinting, I made out something dropping from the bomb bay, plummeting towards the city.

The world went silent as the bomb fell.

And then the sky shattered.

I reeled as a blast of wind tore across the battlefield, ripping through the distant city and washing over the trenches. I ducked, forming blood claws and clinging to the hellforged’s desiccated flesh as shards of sky split open, bathing my eyes in hues of violets, greens, and blacks. The sound came then. A scream. A wailing like the world itself was in agony as it hit me, growing louder.

Louder!

The whistling wail made me jolt, my eyes snapping open. For a split second, I thought I was still on that battlefield, the world twisting around me. Devouring me in that hell of a sky.

But no.

I was on a train.

The tension slowly eased out of me, and I exhaled. I was in a cab, the scenery sprawling forests outside the window, far away from the mud, chewed-up land, and corpses of the battlefield. The Witch War was over. Or, at least, in a stalemate. I touched my chest, willing my heart to slow.

Damn nightmares.

“Finally! You’ve been sleeping the whole trip.”

I blinked and realized someone was sitting across from me, which was a bit of a surprise since I started out alone.

I blinked groggily at her. Blonde curls were perfectly coiffed around an uncommonly pretty face. Her uniformed minidress was black with green trim, with collars poofier than some explosions I’d been in. Her skirt rode up so high that she would almost be indecent if not for her striped stockings in school colors, and she wore a little silver tiara. It sat between a pair of golden cat ears, and a fluffy but perfectly groomed feline tail wound around her waist, twitching now and then.

She was sitting primly, with knees locked together, back straighter than if a ruler had been shoved up her pert ass, and her lips were soft, glistening, and pursed with schoolmarmish prudishness. Tiny diamond earrings gleamed in her cat ears as she brushed her hand through her hair, fixing me with a cool look.

In short, every inch the worst kind of officer a man could have on the field.

“Sorry,” I said, rubbing my face. “Didn’t sleep well last night.”

“Hardly an excuse,” she said, drawing out that H sound like she had it on a torturer’s rack. She lifted her hand, and I saw she was carrying a riding crop. “Your hair is messy. Your school uniform is in such a state that if it were a dog, I’d have it taken out back and shot. And let’s not even get started on your posture!”

I watched blankly as her crop snapped toward each article in question. She gave me a stern look and huffed, crossing her legs (making it very hard not to steal a glance up her skirt). “Really now. I know you are a warlock, but leniency can only go so far!”

“You know I’m a warlock?”

“You wear the black uniform of one,” she said, again pointing with the riding crop. “The greatcoat, though I notice you don’t have your rank stitched as per proper protocol. And no man would be entering Stoneway Academy otherwise. An academy for magic is hardly for men who cannot use it.”

I rubbed the back of my head, noticing my lanky black hair was indeed mussy. “Yeah. I guess so.”

“Really now,” she said again with a shake of her head. “You’re lucky I chose to share your cab. Just because you’re still a young, budding warlock doesn’t mean you can do as you please. Even if you are in demand just by the nature of what you are. What will the women in your harem think?”

I rolled my eyes. People always made the youth assumption thanks to the rejuvenative powers of my blood magic. One of the perks of sucking people dry, I guess. Even I wasn’t sure how old I was, but it was more than the sixteen to eighteen look I had. Didn’t help that I was kinda slim. Fucking wyldcraft-induced anemia.

But something else she said got my attention. “Harem?” I said.

“Of course,” she said, nodding to a poster on the wall.

I glanced at it and scowled. I’d spotted it on the way in, along with dozens of others plastered around the station before I got on the train. The poster was a painted image of a man in a black greatcoat like mine (albeit perfectly pressed and clean). His hand was clasped to his chest as his square-jawed face looked off-panel toward a new dawn. Four gorgeous women, all with animal ears and tails marking them as being from different regions of the Free States, stood with him, rosy-cheeked and with their hands pressed patriotically to their full chests. And beneath them all, splashed in blue and white, were the words, ‘Warlocks! Do Your Duty. Breed the Nation’s Future Today!’

I grimaced. The government was really pushing the harem business, and I wasn’t exactly surprised. Even before the war, warlocks weren’t common. Every woman had magic to some degree, which led to various levels of bestial characteristics, but very few men had sorcery. And those that did could not only use the base elemental spellcraft like witches, but they also had wyldcraft: an individual magic that often made them more powerful and dangerous than a dozen highly trained witches.

Which also made warlocks vital in the war effort. Hence why I’d been drafted as a child. Fun times. There were rumblings that if the war had kept on, lower-grade warlocks would have been shunted off to breeding camps. Rumors, but I’d seen enough to know the army had more skeletons in their closet than the most diligent serial killer.

Though I probably wouldn’t have been sent to a camp. Upper brass had barely even allowed me more than a few days of conjugal leave before shunting me off to another front in need of a walking massacre.

“Right,” I said. “Can’t forget that.”

“Nor should you,” my fellow traveller said seriously, clasping a fist over her chest proudly. “It is our patriotic duty to have large families. Strong families! For truth! For democracy. For the Free States of Caldia!”

“Yeah. That,” I said. “Sorry. Who are you again?”

She gave me a startled look, her feline ears flicking up. “Me? Why, I am Erina Harper, fourth princess of the great state of Umbrica, and second prefect for the first-year students of this illustrious school.”

“Charmed,” I said.

She nodded seriously. “As you should be. Now, I believe you should introduce yourself as well.”

Oh yeah, definitely royalty. “Alister Blackwood,” I said.

“Good to meet you, Alister. How long have you been a soldier?”

A memory flashed in my mind of being around twelve and getting tossed into the back of a military truck while my dad counted the money paid to him by a government agent.

“...A while,” I said stiffly.

“But you’re so young!” she exclaimed.

No one seemed to give that much thought over a decade ago when it would have been the most relevant. I just shrugged.

“Did you see the front before the treaty was signed?” she asked.

“A fair bit of it,” I said. Which was true. Honestly, I bet I’d seen the whole thing. All four theatres. Worst way to see the world, let me tell you.

She nodded seriously. “I see. Then you understand the necessity of impregnating as many women as you can. For we cannot let those Auropan dogs outdo us! Though we may have signed the Truce of Westova, we can be sure they will strike again before long. Treacherous curs that they are. You’re here on the Veteran Educational Grant, I suppose?”

“Yeah,” I said. Honestly, the VEG was probably the one good thing the army had done for me so far. An officer I knew was a professor at Stoneway. Good guy. He recommended it to me, in fact, and I hoped he was still teaching. It would be nice to talk to him again. Though he also liked to stress the importance of a harem for strong warlocks.

“Wonderful!” Erina declared, her fluffy cat tail poofing up importantly. “It is a proud thing for our nation to take care of our soldiers and help them serve our great country beyond the battlefield. Hey! You there!” she suddenly cried, rising and leaning out the door as another female student passed. “Unroll that skirt! It is well above regulation levels!”

The girl, whose lidded reptilian eyes were liberally daubed with mascara, flipped Erina off before strutting away.

“Really now!” Erina huffed, arms crossed and her crop tapping her bicep impatiently. “These girls have no discipline at all!”

Gods, I hoped so. I didn’t get out of the army just to be dragged into another rigid structure. I’d spent most of my life on the battlefield, and sure, there was a time when I enjoyed it. But years of seeing your friends and comrades getting slaughtered in the meat grinder… Well, suffice to say, I was looking forward to meeting people and not wondering if they’d be blown up in ten minutes. I wanted to start fresh.

And hopefully, Stoneway was the first step to that.

I settled back in my seat, and since I was up and really not in the mood for talking, I reached into my coat and pulled out my dog-eared copy of Ravished by the Scoundrel. Loved this book. Loved the whole Ravished series, actually. I’d been reading them whenever I got the opportunity and was actually rereading the series because the new one was supposed to come out soon. Plus, it was a useful study because it was what I really wanted to do. I wanted to write books that people enjoyed. Stories you could lose yourself in and forget the world.

Unfortunately, I hadn’t gotten three pages in before I was pulled out of my book by the sudden taut silence in the car. I glanced up to find Erina staring at my book with a disapproving expression.

“...What?” I asked.

“You should know,” she said stiffly, “that lewd fiction is frowned upon within the academy.”

“Is it?”

“Yes. This is a place of serious scholarly ambitions, Alister.”

“Uh huh.”

“Yes. Really now,” she sighed, crossing her arms under her bust, her tail flicking. “Such frivolous literature has no place in a school like this. In fact, I should perhaps ensure that you have a proper reading curriculum to help cultivate a better appreciation of culture.”

Oh shit. I could practically see her winding up for another speech. “Right,” I said quickly. “But see, I’m… using it as a reference.”

Her brow crinkled delicately. “Reference?”

“Yes,” I continued. “In order to… inspire me on the best way to build a harem. Studying tactics. Romance. The desires of women. Get me?”

Her frown deepened, and her ears flicked with thought, but I was relieved when she nodded. “I see. I suppose there may be some merit in it, then.”

“Exactly,” I said, relaxing and returning to my book.

Mercifully, Erina left me to it, and she even got up and left after a few minutes, though I heard her voice berating some other students down the train for ‘non-regulation stockings.’ I shook my head.

That girl was not going to be popular…

Soon, though, I felt the train begin to slow, and the huff of the pistons grew longer. I looked out the window and saw us slide past the arched mouth of the station.

“Oh!” Erina gasped, bounding back into the cab. “Oh! Oh oh oh! We’re here. We’re here! Oh goodness. Oh goodness gosh!” she gasped, patting down her hair and straightening her uniform. “It’s time. It’s time! Alister! Alister, we’re here! We must look our best. Our absolute best!”

“Uh huh,” I said as she pulled me up from my seat, brushing my hair, straightening my clothes.

“Yes. Yes! You! You too!” she cried, an absolute bundle of nerves as she grabbed her bags and hauled them out. “We can’t be late. We mustn’t be! You’re good? You have your things?”

“I—”

“Good. Good. I’ll keep an eye on you. Really now, I must look after the less prepared students. Let’s go! Let’s go! We can’t be late! Hurry up! It’s time!”

I watched as Erina bounded out of the cab, urging the rest of the passengers onto their feet, patting a few stunned girls' hair before pushing her way toward the doors of the train. I shook my head.

Strange girl.

Still, she wasn’t wrong. Today was the first day of the rest of my life.

I swung my suitcase out from the baggage rack and carried it out of the train. Me and my black coat got more than a few looks on my way through the car, and I heard whispers that I ignored. Then I was out onto the platform, steam hissing from the engine and rolling across the tiled floors like a mist, students pouring out of the train cars in swirls of skirts. Arches of brass curved overhead to support the ceiling like some vast cathedral, but all my attention was on the far door. I walked toward it, ignoring everyone around me, feeling my heart jump with excitement. I passed the ticket station and stepped outside, stopping in my tracks.

There it was.

Stoneway Academy.

I stood in the town at the base of the hill on which the academy sprawled, covering what seemed like miles with its outbuildings. A blend of the classic and the gothic, towers rose here and there while flying arches stretched off it like supporting arms. The whole place was made of white stone, which shone in the light like a marble castle, carved with minarets and gargoyles. Tall windows defined towers and the faces of the buildings. The place reminded me of a church, which made sense. I’d heard Stoneway was once sanctified by a goddess of knowledge. Couldn’t remember which.

But over all of it was the tree.

It grew out of the middle of the academy, the white stone building surrounding the base like a marble planter. The trunk curved strangely, rising up and spreading its branches high overhead. The leaves shaded the building, letting in bars of light that dappled the tiled roofs in shifting shadows and brilliant sunlight. The Tree of Ages, it was called. A work of legend from before the world was tamed.

Incredible.

I could actually feel my pulse quicken with excitement at the sight of where I’d spend my next few years learning all I could about non-wyldcraft magic and writing.

Steeling myself and hoisting my bag, I started off toward the school and my future.


Chapter 2.


It wasn’t hard to find my way to the opening ceremony. I just had to follow the absolute mob of girls moving up the street towards the academy. I caught sight of a few flying on brooms, but not many. Flight was tricky magic, even with broom assistance. You needed strong air magic skills to pull it off.

That ruled me out. Sure, I had my wings, but that was more out of necessity than anything. My grasp of the fundamentals of magic was pretty shaky, thanks to being passed around the battlefields so much. The brass figured my blood magic was more useful, and most of my training focused on that.

But hell, that was another reason I was at Stoneway.

Still, I marveled at the number of women crowding the campus. I could barely spot a few dark coats in the sea of skirts. The girls in the school must have outnumbered the boys nearly ten to one! Not that it was shocking—warlocks were probably overrepresented here—but it was still startling to see. Back in the army, there were plenty of men, mainly common grunts wielding riflewands enchanted by witches, but this was a different world entirely. This was the world of magical education.

Through the school’s gates, I followed the crowd towards the main building, crossing expansive lawns of perfectly manicured grass and flowerbeds. Up close, the giant tree growing in the centre of the campus was even more impressive, but it faded from view as I entered the auditorium building. Ample signage directed me into the huge room, where seating descended to a stage far below, framed by woven roots of the great tree growing from the ceiling.

It was tough going in there. The lighting was low, and I had to pick my way down to an open seat, shuffling through a sea of women and tails. I finally found an empty spot and settled myself.

I heard whispers and caught a few furtive glances from some witches. What was that about? Was it my hair? Maybe my uniform? Could Erina have been right about how sloppy I looked? I caught myself smoothing out my coat and forced my hands to my sides. Fortunately, before I could sink deeper into doubts about my appearance, the lights on the stage below came alive, illuminating the marble stone and what looked like a single sprout growing from the middle of it like a lonely weed. Weird.

A woman climbed onto the stage, making her way towards the sprout. Something about her tickled a memory. She seemed to be wearing a cloak that resembled a living carpet of moss. Her long, white hair had actual flowers blooming in it, and her robe was a brownish colour. A large, frumpy witch hat sat on her head like a deflated mushroom, but it was her eyes that caught my attention. They were bright and vibrant with life and power.

I leaned forward, squinting down at the woman. There was something vaguely familiar about her, but I couldn’t quite place it.

As the witch came behind the sprout, she lifted a brown hand that I realized, after a moment, was made entirely of wood. She gestured, and the sprout began to tremble and grow. Holy hell! I stared as it transformed into a living podium, complete with a crest of the school on the front. A buzz of amazement swept through the freshmen, and no wonder. Life magic was incredibly difficult to master, and the woman at the bottom of the auditorium was clearly an expert.

“Ah,” the witch declared, grasping the podium and smiling up at us. “Much better. Welcome, class, to Stoneway Academy! My name is Elegantra Templeton, and I will be your headmistress.”

Things began to fall into place. No wonder she seemed familiar. Elegantra was a household name, and from everything I’d heard, she was a witch of the first order. When the Auropans first mobilized demonic forces against us, she had single-handedly stopped them from steamrolling the front. She had literally turned an entire Auropan division into trees and marched them into battle, stalling the entire enemy blitz.

And though she didn’t strike me as looking like a hero of the war, I didn’t doubt it. That arm of hers was evidence enough of her power. The stronger a witch, the more their magic mutation showed. Most powerful witches hid the more obvious signs with glamours, but Elegantra was practically a walking meadow.

“Now,” Elegantra continued, her voice projecting with a magical resonance, filled with a warm, grandmotherly charm. “It is always a pleasure to see such a vibrant group of young people eager to learn more about their sorcery. Whether you are here for a humanities degree, Elemental Research, Arcane Study, or Practical Magics, we are delighted to provide you with the finest facilities for your education.

“Naturally,” she chuckled, “being such a prestigious school, there are several rules that our students must follow. The first is that the Dark Woods beyond the academy’s ward stones are strictly off-limits to all students, except for second and third years who have been granted combat passes. Any student caught trespassing will face punishment, and that’s if the beasts and monsters lurking in the forests don’t get you first.

“Second, there is a strict curfew after midnight. If you live in the dorms or on school grounds, you are expected to be in your room by then unless given special permission by an instructor. Anyone found wandering after hours will face consequences.

“And third,” she added with a knowing look, “combat-level magic and spells are not to be used outside the classrooms or the dueling arenas. If you are caught using such powerful magic, especially against a fellow student or instructor, the punishment will be expulsion and may even involve the military police for further action.”

Murmurs swept through the room, and I frowned, though I didn’t foresee myself breaking any of those rules. I was here to learn, after all, not to dabble in more dangerous magic.

“Provided you respect the rules and follow the instructions of our professors,” Elegantra concluded cheerfully, “there is no reason for you not to have a wonderful time here at our illustrious institution. And naturally,” she added with a twinkle in her eye, “I hope all of our lovely students manage to further not only their education but also their romantic pursuits with the help of some of our fine warlocks.”

Giggles and whispers followed, and I noticed my neighbours glancing at me again. I shrank a little in my seat with a suppressed groan. Well, I suppose I should have expected that. No wonder I was getting so much attention. The school probably promoted the harem thing just as much as the army did, and likely had even more success.

“And now, welcome, dear students,” the headmistress declared with a sweep of her wooden hand. “Welcome to Stoneway!”

She stepped back from the podium, which shrank once more, shaking itself free of magic like a wet dog until it was just a sprout again.

I was glad to get up, but getting out of the auditorium proved challenging amid the sheer press of bodies. My journey earned me many looks from witches all around, but eventually, I managed to weave through the crowd and back into the sunlight.

Whew. Alright, one more item checked off the list. Next, I needed to head to admissions and collect my syllabus. After wandering around the grounds for a while, I finally found the offices by following one of the many crowds. They were in a building adjacent to the main school.

Walking inside, a babble of voices echoed beneath the high ceiling. Sunlight streamed through the tall windows, illuminating the room and the lines forming before the windowed booths.

I joined a line immediately, and thankfully, it was a short wait at the window. The woman behind the glass looked utterly exhausted, her hair blonde except for the brown roots. Piles of paperwork surrounded her as she looked up at me through sharp-rimmed glasses.

“Name?”

“Alister Blackwood,” I replied.

“Do you have your acceptance letter?”

I pulled it out and handed it to her. She scanned it, nodded, and then pivoted slightly in her chair towards several filing cabinets. A shelf rattled on its rollers as she tugged it out, picking through the files one by one before grunting upon finding mine. Her finger paused over my age as she studied my papers, and she gave me a closer look. Then she shrugged and looked back at me.

“Here,” she said. “Your student ID is attached. Keep it with you. It’ll give you access to the annexes where your classes are held. Your assigned dorm is in the Raven’s Wing. Have you read the student manual?”

“I have.”

“Good.” She dragged out a stamp and slammed it down onto my papers before shoving them towards me. “Here you go. Just have to reiterate the rules. Any magic above mage level is not to be practiced outside of classes. Combat magic is strictly prohibited outside the dueling fields. Curfew is at midnight, and if you’re caught wandering the grounds, you will face penalties up to expulsion. Welcome to Stoneway. Enjoy your time here.”

“Sure thing.”

She waved me off, and I left her window, looking over the papers I’d been handed. My class itinerary looked good, and a key was clipped to the papers, marking my dorm room as 313.

“Those boots are not regulation. The heel is an inch too high, as I’m sure you know.”

I glanced over my paperwork to see Erina browbeating some other students near the exit. Oh fuck. I quickly ducked my head behind my papers as I hurried past her.

“Alister!”

Shit!

I sighed and lowered the papers, smiling tightly at her as the cat-girl bounded up to me, her blonde curls bouncing (along with her chest, but I tried not to stare. Emphasis on tried).

“Erina, hi.”

“You have your classes all sorted and signed up? Excellent! Do you need help finding your dorm? Let’s see—does that say Raven’s Wing?”

“I think I’ll be okay. Don’t want to bother you—”

“Not a bother at all!” she said happily, her feline pupils wide with excitement as she started walking with me across the lawn. “I’m the prefect for all the first years, so it’s only my duty. Really now, you’ve been the nicest person I’ve met so far.”

That was a little unnerving, considering we’d met less than a few hours ago. “I see,” I said diplomatically.

“Shall we skip?”

I stared at her. “Excuse me?”

“Skipping,” she said. “Naturally, running on the grounds is strictly discouraged, but nowhere is skipping mentioned, and thus it’s perfectly reasonable.”

“I’m… not sure that’s quite in the spirit of the rules.”

She shook her head in patient amusement. “Really now, Alister. You should enjoy the little things in life. Observe!”

Like a little deer, she skipped forward, her cat ears cocked back, her nose in the air, and her tiny skirt fluttering around her hips as she pranced ahead. I watched her go but didn’t join in. I was making enough of an impression just by being with her. I plodded along, letting her get a bit ahead.

School was already turning out to be quite different from what I’d imagined…

The Raven’s Wing was one of several buildings just off the main academy. A number of trees lined the path, providing shade on the way to the entrance. Only there did Erina stop skipping, waiting impatiently for me by the doors, where a wooden face of a woman looked out with eyes closed.

“Took your time,” Erina noted.

“You don’t really have to come with me,” I said. “I’m sure you have things to sort out before your classes too.”

“Of course I do,” Erina huffed. “But I could hardly leave a warlock to get himself lost on his first day.”

I felt both flattered and annoyed by her attention. Unsure which emotion was stronger, I settled for a shrug and approached the door. As I neared, the woman’s face creaked, her eyes opening to reveal a grandmotherly smile.

“Well, hello,” the golem said pleasantly. “A new warlock, hm? Wonderful. Always need more, those poor girls. Do you have your student ID? If not, not even flattery will get you in.”

“Right here,” I said, showing her my badge.

The golem peered at it and nodded. “Wonderful. Welcome, Student Alister, to the Raven’s Wing. I do hope you enjoy your time here. I know your dormmates certainly will,” she laughed, her face stilling and splitting in half as the doors opened.

I shook my head. Security golems. Useful for sure, but when they started to develop personalities, it could be a problem. Still, it would be handy if I misplaced my key or wanted to invite people up. With that in mind, I headed inside the dorm.

The common room was filled with several witches who stopped what they were doing and watched us as we went up the stairs to the third floor, where I searched for my room. I found it easily and took the key from my paperwork, unlocking the door with a gratifying click.

The door swung open, but I barely took a step inside before coming to a halt. The room was fairly large, featuring a small attached kitchenette and doorways that presumably led to individual rooms. A couch, table, and a radio were set up near the far wall. A shared bathroom connected the two sleeping areas, and a single window looked out onto the campus lawn.

There was also—much to my surprise—a witch with lupine features doing aerobic exercises in the middle of the room.

I stopped dead, staring at her. She wore a tight black athletic bra that showcased some impressive breasts, along with lacy black panties that sent my eyebrows on a journey from which they wouldn’t soon return. A dark, fluffy wolf tail swished from her lower back, and two triangular, tufted ears of the same colour sprouted from a mane of raven hair. She was crouched on the ground, arching up and thrusting out her chest with a groan, but when I opened the door, her eyes sprang open and she froze, staring at me.

“Uh… hi,” I said, checking my paperwork again for my apparent roommate’s name. “You must be Kensington Killmaiden. I’m—”

The wolf-girl suddenly let out a shriek and sprang to her feet. “A vampire!”

I sighed. Not again. I got that accusation a lot. “I’m not—”

Too late; she had already grabbed a spray bottle off a nearby counter, turned it on me, and blasted me in the face.

I shut my eyes tight as I felt the spritz of water soak my hair and drip down my nose. Then I opened my eyes and gave her a flat look.

“...Really?”

She looked at the bottle, then back at me. “Why aren’t you melting?”

“What do you mean, melting? You sprayed me with water.”

“Holy water! Blessed by the goddess Niffia!”

Wonder why she had that all ready. “That stands to reason I’m not a vampire then, doesn’t it?” I asked.

She frowned. “Not necessarily. The guy who sold it to me was kinda shady.”

“So why did you buy it?”

She shuffled her feet. “Well, it was on sale…”

Suddenly, I wasn’t feeling very optimistic about my living situation, even if my roommate was very easy on the eyes.

“Look,” I said patiently. “I’m not a vampire.”

“Ha!” she barked, planting her hands on her hips and giving me an accusing look. “A likely story. If you’re not, then eat this clove of garlic!”

I leaned away from the bulb she suddenly shoved at my face. “What? Raw?”

“Yes!”

“No! I’m not going to eat a whole raw clove of garlic.”

“Aha! I knew you’d slip up soon enough! It’s obvious you're a vampire. You’re pale, you’ve got red eyes, and you’ve got black hair! Obvious vampire signs,” she said, counting them off on her fingers.

“Those are my warlock mutations,” I said defensively.

“And I bet drinking blood is too, huh!”

“Actually, yes,” I admitted. “But I’m not a vampire.”

“Oh yeah? Well, I bet you’d die if I cut off your head or staked you through the heart!”

“I’m pretty sure anyone would die from that,” I retorted. “But I’m not a vampire.”

“Are… you sure?” Erina asked, looking doubtful.

“Yes, I’m sure! You and I just walked here through the sunlight.”

“I bet you were wearing sunblock,” Kensington accused.

I suddenly felt a bit defensive. “Not much, though,” I muttered.

“Prove it! Let me lick your face. I’ll be able to taste it.”

“What?”

“Really now. This is a bit inappropriate,” Erina said.

“It is?” I asked, surprised she was actually coming to my defence.

The cat-girl nodded. “Very much so. Though highly uncommon, civilized vampires are not to be attacked on campus grounds. Why, one of our guest lecturers is a vampire, and she is very skilled. The school would look very poorly on anyone attempting to attack her.”

“I know that,” Kensington said defensively. “I’m not stupid! But I am a future vampire hunter!”

“Yeah? Is it common to hunt them in your underpants?” I asked.

Kensington blinked at me, then looked down and seemed to realise what she was wearing. She shrieked, her black hair and tail poofing up in embarrassment as she scrambled to the bathroom door and grabbed a robe hanging off the hook, hastily throwing it on.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” she demanded, blushing furiously as she cinched the belt so tight it made her gasp.

“You were interrogating me about vampirism and spraying me with possibly defective holy water,” I replied. “And why were you in your underwear anyway?”

“I didn’t expect you to be a b-boy!”

“Why not? It’s not like there’s a male-specific dorm on campus,” I said. That much was true. I’d looked into it, but given the small number of warlocks, the school probably didn’t see the need. Honestly, the real reason was likely that they hoped to encourage quicker harem formation by having students of the opposite sex share rooms. Hell, they’d probably even spring for aphrodisiacs to get men to partner up with multiple women if someone gave them the go-ahead. I was honestly surprised they didn’t try cycling witches through various warlocks’ rooms over the course of the year.

“Your name. It sounds kinda…” Kensington reddened a bit. “Well, girly.”

“It does not!” I said, perhaps a bit more defensively than necessary.

I was spared further indignity when a raven suddenly flapped through the window. I ducked as it swooped in, landing on Erina’s shoulder.

“Quork!” the black bird squawked. “Erina Harper! Report for prefect meeting! Erina Harper! Report for prefect meeting!”

“Oh drat,” she gasped. “Is it that time already? Alister? I’m sorry, but I must be going. I’ll check in on you as soon as I can.”

“You really don’t have to,” I began, but she’d already turned and was out the door. I watched her go, then looked back at Kensington, who glared at me, her face scrunched up in suspicion. She poked her finger at me. “I’m still at least seventy-nine percent sure you’re a vampire.”

“Well, good for you,” I said, feeling suddenly very tired.

“Yeah. And if I find out you’re sleeping in a coffin, I’m going to nail you in there with a stake!”

Maybe it was because I was fed up with her accusations, or because I couldn’t shake the image of her body beneath that loose bathrobe, but before I knew it, I was giving her another once-over and saying, “Well, I’ll be getting nailed in here at some point, I’m sure, though likely not by you.”

Her jaw dropped, and her face heated up like a cherry. “I… you… I’m taking a shower!” she squealed, spinning around and bounding into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her.

Only to open it a second later, give me a warning look, and hang a necklace of garlic cloves off the handle before vanishing again.

I shook my head and entered the remaining bedroom, pushing open the door to check it out. The setup was pretty basic: a bed, a side table, a dresser, and a window. The desk was a welcome addition, though, so I tossed my bag onto it and collapsed into the empty chair.

Finally, some peace.

For now, at least. I’d better make the most of it. I reached back into my bag and pulled out some of my new textbooks. Spellcraft 101 felt just right for me. I had a solid grasp of my own innate magic, but the regular elements were a different story. There wasn’t much demand for a blood-infused juggernaut in peacetime, so I really needed to improve my non-wyldcraft magic if I wanted to avoid working for the army.

The first exercise in the book was straightforward: filling a cup using a water spell. I grabbed the battered old tin mug from my army days out of my bag and set it on the desk with a clunk. Then, I took out the wand I’d bought and flicked it.

It was a bit embarrassing to still be using a wand at my age and level of magic. Most witches had already specialised in their craft and found a casting focus by now. Me? A beginner’s wand was about all I could manage. With that in mind, I tapped the tip of it against the mug and checked my book again.

Right. The arcane formula was very simple. I traced it in the air above the cup, and a spark ignited from the tip of the wand. Yes! Yes! I smiled in delight.

Right until something rusty and red poured out of my wand.

I felt my face fall and groaned. Dammit. Not again. I banished the spell with a gesture and sighed, resting my chin in my palm while glaring at the cup of reddish liquid. Ugh. I picked it up by the handle and watched it jiggle. Was it congealing?

“Wonderful,” I muttered. Dammit. Why did that always happen? I followed the formula perfectly. But somehow, no matter what magic I used, it always had a certain… bloodiness.

Not that this was even real blood. More like some sort of platelets or something. Which was arguably worse. I couldn’t even drink the stuff.

I sighed, opened the window, and dumped the cup, letting the rubbery substance splatter onto the lawn.

It was shaping up to be a long year…


Chapter 3.


My first night at Stoneway proved pretty peaceful. The next morning was not.

In my defence, when I left the window open during the night to get a breath of fresh air, I hadn’t expected a swarm of ravens to burst through it before eight in the damn morning.

The storm of flapping wings jerked me awake, my fingers splitting open and claws of blood forming instantly.

“You’re late! You’re late!” the murder cawed in Erina’s voice as they flapped around me, several landing on my bed and screeching at me from there.

The fact they were using Erina’s voice was all that kept me from slaughtering them, and even then it was a close thing. I glared at the mass of birds perched on my desk, windowsill and the foot of my bed, still cawing in her voice.

“You’re late! You’re late!”

“I get it!” I snapped, throwing the blankets off and getting up. “I get it! I’m up, dammit. Now get out. Out!”

I shooed the birds away, who hopped back out the window, looking extremely satisfied with themselves. I practically had to throw the last one out, glaring at the dark flock as they took off to another part of the campus. Then, I shut my window and locked it with emphasis.

Fucking messenger birds.

I rubbed my face tiredly and looked around the room, spotting a bulletin board. A paper had been stuck to it, but I hadn’t looked at it last night. I was now though. I tugged it down and discovered it was a poster reminding residents of the room they were part of Student Orientation Group C, and that they were meeting at eight. I checked my clock.

Seven fifty five.

I groaned.

Dammit.

I raced to get ready, throwing on some clothes and my black coat before running out the room. The one thing going right was that Kensington was either gone already or still asleep, so I didn’t have to worry about her trying to shoot me with a crossbow on my way out.

I found the library easily enough. They’d kindly attached a map to the orientation paperwork, no doubt knowing more than a few students like me would have trouble finding it. It was a good twenty minutes after the hour before I finally arrived, but not even tardiness could keep me from slowing down and admiring the library in all its scholarly glory.

The place was beyond huge, taking up at least two or three stories, with gigantic windows lining the walls pouring light into the room like beams from heaven. Bookshelves receded in seemingly every direction. Literally. Some were floating above the floor and could only be accessed by floating pads or witches with some serious air magic skill. The rest filed away in long lines like endless ranks of gold-stamped spines. The floor of the entrance was a large open circle with concentric rings, the rear climbing in steps to a second level.

I looked about in awe. I’d never seen so many books! By the time I got to most libraries, they’d usually been bombed out or I was clearing out pockets of resistance. Seeing Stoneway’s was just amazing, and not getting shot at was icing on the cake. I wondered if it had a romance section? I hoped so. I needed plenty of reference materials.

Not to say I didn’t have any experience with women. There were no atheists in foxholes, and there weren’t any virgins for long in a mixed-sex army. Something about not knowing if tomorrow was going to have your head blown off encouraged sex in the off hours. I sure never lacked for opportunities, but it was never what I’d call romantic. Usually frantic, heavy fucking in the dark or after a bunch of drinks. Plus, I was moved around too much to start anything like an actual relationship with anyone.

But that was going to change. Because I, Alister Blackwood, was going to find romance yet!

And there was no shortage of opportunity. There were absolute swarms of witches everywhere I looked. All the first years were gathered in the middle of the room, clumping together in little groups, though one was significantly bigger. As I moved near I soon managed to see why. There were more than a dozen witches crowded around a black coated figure. One of the other warlocks at the school, it looked like. He was pretty tall, with really long silvery hair whose tips were hung with what looked like rings. He had a slim nose and chin. He was also clearly enjoying the attention from the female students. I tried to see if Erina was around, but didn’t spot her anywhere. How did she know I would be late?

There was Kensington, however, who instantly saw me and pointed at her eyes, then at me, her face scrunched up with adorable suspicion. It would have been cute if it wasn’t mostly exasperating.

“Decided to join us, hm?”

I glanced back to see a senior student standing on one of the upper steps leading to the stacks. The badge on her uniform marked her as a third year. She was pretty, and looked through a pair of rounded spectacles, while a hat like a souffle sat on her head.

I rubbed my neck. “Sorry. Let’s just say in my last job, getting up early was the norm, so I spent the last couple weeks aggressively breaking the habit and sleeping in whenever I could.”

“Well, glad you saw fit to stop by only a half hour late,” she said icily, her eyes skating off me and back to the rest of the group. “At any rate, for those of you who missed it,” she said with another glance my way. “My name is Henny, and I will be in charge of orientation for you students.”

“She can be kind of mean, right?” whispered someone.

I glanced back and saw a witch beside me. She had tanned skin and her pupils were slitted like a snake’s.

“Totally,” gossiped another voice on my left, this from a brunette with what looked like bear ears, her accent marking her as from the north. “Boys should get a bit of leniency. You don’t look like you slept well. So pale and gloomy.”

“Oh, no, this is just how I always look,” I said.

“Really? Wow,” the bear witch breathed, nibbling on her lip.

I realized that there were a number of girls crowding closer around me now, and I wasn’t the only one to notice this, since it seemed most of them came from the group that had been gushing over the other warlock. He sure didn’t look too happy about that. He gave me a glare but I could only shrug, then turned my full attention back to Henny.

“Stoneway’s history is one of grandeur,” the third year began with a wave of her hand to encompass the building. “It was founded as a nunnery worshipping the goddess of knowledge, Schola, and its great tree was grown by the founder to seal a demonic rift in the hill below. But after the Fel Wars and during the last major demonic incursion, the school was badly damaged. Once Nuverra joined the Free States of Caldia, the nunnery was converted to a more general academy, but does still have a vigorous theology department. It also served a brief period as a military college, training witches and warlocks for the Revolver Wars, before becoming one of the premier schools of magic in the country.

“And you all now have the privilege of counting yourself among the esteemed members of the school. As such, I’d like to open the floor to all of you to please introduce yourself to your fellow classmates. We’ll start with you.”

“Oh!” the bear-girl who’d talked to me earlier said, straightening. “Hi. My name is Nikita. I specialize in water magic, and I’m ah, taking Transmutation.”

“Lovely. And you?” Henny asked, moving on to the next girl.

“Serras,” the reptile girl said, her eyes sliding back to me. “I specialize in earth magic, and I’m taking a general studies course. And, of course, looking for a warlock to handle me…”

She winked, and I gave a slight smile back. She wasn’t really my type. Trying a bit too hard with how tight her uniform was, not to mention the adjustments she’d made like that plunging neckline and slits along the sides of her skirt. Hell, she’d cut off the entire bottom part of her shirt to bare her midriff. I wasn’t a prude or anything, but it was a little over the top for my taste. Besides, I wasn’t looking for sex. I wanted a relationship that meant something.

The introductions went around, but I was a bit amazed to find that a lot of the girls seemed mainly here to find a warlock. And they weren’t particularly shy about saying so either. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. Propaganda was in full swing on this, and by the looks several of the girls kept sending my way, it was working like a charm.

And then, at last, it was my turn.

“And you?” Henny asked with a firm stare my way.

I cleared my throat. “Hi. I’m Alister. I’m a warlock, and my wyldcraft is blood magic. I’m taking a general magic course, and a creative writing major.”

“Good. Good,” Henny said, nodding along, her hat flopping. “And, since you were late, perhaps you would be interested in a little demonstration of your skills?”

“My skills?”

She nodded. “Yes. To show the rest of your fellow students what you’re here to learn, and what you already know.”

Really? Well, alright. “It’s not that good,” I warned them as I reached into a pocket.

“We won’t judge,” she said, and the witches around me shuffled eagerly closer.

“Alright,” I said, shrugging.

And pulled a poem out of my pocket.

I wasn’t sure why they would want an example of my creative writing, but hell, I could go for that. “I wrote this on the front. It’s called Barbed Wire Heart, Snake Requiem.” I cleared my throat.

“My heart is surrounded by barbed wire.

Guarded against all foes.

Like snakes biting at my soul.

Their venom cannot breach me.

The rats of doubt gnaw at my toes.

Oh, if only there was a lover,

Who could cross the no man’s land of these woes.”

I finished reading and exhaled. I thought I did pretty good.

Then I saw everyone else, and realized no. No I did not. All the girls were looking at me blankly, and those that weren’t were shuffling their feet awkwardly. A couple coughed.

“...Well,” Henny said at last. “That was… something. Certainly. Thank you for… sharing.”

“No problem,” I said, tucking the paper away and trying to ignore the burning of my cheeks.

Giving herself a shake as if to come back to herself, Henny clapped her hands. “Alright, everyone. Now, we’ll be going for a quick tour of the school’s grounds, so please stay together and don’t wander off. Come along this way. Keep together!”

She shuffled out of the library and I followed with the rest of the class. The tour was pretty comprehensive. We were shown to the dining hall lit with lamps that floated through the air. The expansive auditorium where school functions were held, like yesterday’s welcome ceremony. The study hall attached to the side of the library. The lecture halls and smaller tutoring spaces were in their own annex, and of course there were the magic research departments. These were scattered all throughout the school, and each designed to lend itself to its individual branch of magic. Naturally, there were also the dueling fields, where students could fight each other with spells. A relic from the days when every student was an enlisted service member, but I was informed it was still useful for dealing with student disagreements and practicing combat magic. Especially for the upcoming Wargames.

And, of course, there was the rift.

“This,” Henny said as she escorted us down a winding corridor into the castle’s foundations, “is naturally off limits. The demonic portal opened during the first demonic incursion, and as a result is filled with energy from the hellish realms. This has also made Stoneway a leading research center into demonic powers, and especially how it affects warlocks.”

“How does it affect warlocks?” Serras asked, and I caught her shooting a glance my way.

Henny nodded. “Good question, Serras. Even today we’re not sure of the mechanics of it, but we do know that a warlock’s innate magic has something to do with the fel realms. Only warlocks are able to command demons and open new rifts. It’s theorized that warlock magic may draw from the fel realm itself, as standard magics do the known elemental realms. Especially since their wyldcrafts can attune to demons, allowing them to dominate them similar to how upper ranking hell court demons do.”

Whispers scuttled through the class, but I only grimaced. I’d had plenty of experience with that type of magic. The People’s Democratic Republic of Auropa had gotten alarmingly good at creating demon weapons. They’d revolutionized warfare using hellforged, and had pushed us to the brink before golemic science and other countermeasures were developed.

“I thought some witches have been able to control demons,” another student asked, snapping me back to the present.

“A common mistake,” Henny said dourly, the blue light of a crystal lamp flashing off her glasses. “Witches have only ever been able to order around denizens of the hells if a warlock has first commanded demons he’s dominated to obey the witch. Far more often, witches have struck… deals with demons. It rarely ends well, but it’s also why felborn are now among us.”

There was more shuffling and a few giggling whispers among the girls. Yeah, I bet more than a few fantasies revolved around a witch taming burly incubi through sheer sexual prowess. Many a trashy novel revolved around that plot, though the censors had been cracking down on it lately. I’d seen a few witches who thought they’d done it in real life. But nine times out of ten? It ended with the witch becoming little more than a demon’s adoring slave.

It wasn’t a kind fate, though by then the witch was far beyond complaining, reduced to little more than an addict to the demon’s magic and will. Corruption was insidious like that.

Though, the truth was, most male demons were little more than raw muscle and brute strength. Female demons were a different story. They often grew far more magically powerful, intelligent and dangerous than males. Almost inverse to human spellcasters.

But the warlocks who tamed demons? I shivered. They were the ones you really needed to watch out for.

The steps soon ended in an arch built around a tangle of roots. We walked through, and finally beheld the rift.

It was true to form, I’d say that much. The room that held it was a huge, domed thing whose ceiling was made by a network of roots. We were at the base of the Tree of Ages, and its roots twisted around the gateway at the far end of the chamber, as if they were squeezing the whirling crimson portal. Blue runes were inscribed in expanding rings all across the floor, and a number of witches in sharply cut uniforms and veiled hoods stood about the room, their staffs topped with blue crystals that burned against the black and crimson light spilling across the floor.

“This is the gate to the hellish realm,” Henny said with a broad gesture. “There are many portals to different planes, but only the demonic ones need such heavy guards and barriers. Demons spawn from the twisting energy of their home realm, thus requiring frequent expeditions to thin the numbers and disperse the magic. As I said,” she added with a warning look at us, “this area is strictly off limits unless you have a pass. And don’t try and trick the wardens. Your student pass needs to have the proper information keyed in before you can try and enter.

“And speaking of,” she added, producing a folder and opening it up. “I have your class itineraries, as well as familiar summoning cards.”

“Familiars?” I asked.

“Yes,” Henny replied, moving down the line of students and handing out a sheaf of paper and some kind of black card inscribed with runes. “Familiars. A relatively new development. Summoning magic has been in use for a long time, but is a very difficult school. However, familiars are more like a spirit drawn from the magic realms and formed by a witch’s own essence. An arduous process we’ve recently managed to simplify, allowing each student to summon a spirit creature. You are all expected to do so.”

I took my paperwork and card thoughtfully. I’d heard rumours about summoning magic becoming more mainstream, but didn’t believe a lot of it. Summoning sorcery was very hard to master. The few summoners I knew were very powerful witches or warlocks, but I’d be lying if I said the idea wasn’t intriguing. I wondered what my familiar would be… Gods, I hoped it wasn’t a vampire bat.

“Now,” Henny continued as she handed out the last packet. “You are free to use the rest of the day to further explore the academy and prepare yourselves for classes as they begin tomorrow. Please remember to be on time.”

I didn’t need to look at her to catch her glare. Instead I ducked my head, pretending to read my itinerary as I shuffled back up the stairs towards the surface.

“Well look at this! Who’s this dashing fellow wandering the halls?”

I stopped dead and looked up in surprise. A man stood halfway up the stairs, leaning on a cane. He wore a fitted suit striped black and grey, and had a short beard salted with white hairs. Slim boned, his face wrinkled with age, a warlock’s black coat hanging off his shoulders like a cape, he limped down the steps while leaning on his cane.

I grinned, recognizing him at once. “Rodney Graves,” I said. “I was wondering when the famed professor would turn up.”

“Always in the nick of time, my boy. Always in the nick of it,” he replied jovially. “And speaking of, mayhaps you have some for a quick chat with an old friend, eh?”


Chapter 4.


It was a little strange seeing Rodney in a more academic setting. The last time I’d met him, it was during an Auropan siege of Fort Mycran near the end of his last tour of service. It was during it that his leg had been hit with some new type of fel magic that impeded the healing, forcing him further from the front, and after the war resulted in him accepting a teaching position.

But the pleasantly cozy office with its warm hearth and bookshelf lined walls was worlds apart from that muddy battlefield. Paintings of arcane geometric designs sprawled on the walls in overly elaborate representation of certain key magic formulas, and the tick of a grandfather clock added a pleasant measured sound in the background. Rodney’s large oak desk filled the room and the wood paneled walls made it feel more like I’d stepped into some gentlemen’s study.

“Anything to drink, my boy?” Rodney asked as he limped over to an extremely well stocked liquor cabinet. “Brandy? Whiskey? Perhaps a concoction of my own devising? Much better than the rotgut we used to brew in the trenches, eh?”

“Distilla was probably better than that stuff,” I said as I flopped into a seat across from his desk.

Rodney chuckled and poured me a finger of whiskey from one of the bottles. He limped back over and placed the glass in front of me before taking a seat behind his desk. “Too true. Memories are so often all we have. Here!” he said, lifting his drink. “To those we lost! And those of us who survived.”

“I’ll drink to that,” I said, clinking my glass against his and taking a sip. Ooh! That stuff went down rough, but good.

Rodney knocked back his own and gasped, planting the glass down hard. “Hoo! Damn fine stuff! Damn fine. So, how’s school been treating you so far, my boy? Quite different from the front I dare say.”

“Very. Though I’ve already run across at least one person who’d like to kill me.”

“A woman, eh?” he said with a waggle of bushy brows.

“So it seems.”

“Ha!” Rodney barked, slapping his leg. “You did have that effect on people. Remember that girl at Orron?”

I grimaced. “The less I think about that place the better.”

Rodney’s face fell a bit and he nodded. Hardly a surprise.

Orron.

Just the name brought back terrible memories. My dream on the train rushed back to me, and I shuddered at the memory of what had been done. The bomb that had been dropped.

They’d called it a warp bomb. A type of magic that bridged the divides of realities. Opening demon portals had been bad, but warp portals had been something far worse, and very new. Turned out it had been hard to measure the true strength of it, and the blast alone had levelled half the battlefield, wiping out a good third or more of both forces in one go.

But what happened to the survivors may have been worse.

Just the thought of what had crawled out of the cracked sky. Oozed into reality and spilled over the crater. The sucking, grasping, bubbling horrors that defied sanity and reality.

I shuddered.

“Indeed. But!” Rodney declared, brightening instantly and pulling me from those dark thoughts. “The past is the past. And we are in the now. The future! And here at this wonderful academy, where we educate the best. The brightest! And the finest. And speaking of,” he added in a lower tone, eying me. “I should let you know that I’ve been asked by high command to… help you adjust to civilian life as best I can.”

I groaned. “Really?”

“You can hardly blame them,” he noted.

“Pretty sure I can.”

“Ah! True. But you are one of our military’s most useful assets—and it would be a pity if you fell into the wrong hands, squandered your gifts, or, gods-forbid, lashed out in violence due to that nonsensical shell-shock thing the papers can’t shut up about. And with my knowhow, my dear boy, you will be even more useful than ever before! For there is something here I need your help with.”

I sat up straighter. “Here?”

He nodded soberly. “Oh yes,” he said. “Vital to the war effort. We must stay on top of it, Alister. Those Auropan dogs would be all over us like ticks on a mutt’s taint if we’re not careful. And we will be. We will not let them win!”

I sighed. “The war is over, Rodney,” I reminded him.

“Perhaps today it is. But for us, my dear boy, the fight for our future is merely beginning. Here,” he continued, reaching into his desk and pulling out several folders. He passed them to me. “You’ll want to take a look at these.”

Curious, I took the folders and opened up the first one. My eyebrows rose. “This is…”

“Yes,” Rodney said, nodding seriously. “A list of the most powerful, beautiful, and fertile witches in the school.”

I slapped a hand over my face.

“Rodney, seriously?”

“Dammit, man. I’m always serious about beautiful women, you know that! Why, the future of our great nation is at stake! I’ve seen you on the battlefield, Alister. I know what you’re capable of. Why, with your seed, the future of our mighty nation is secure! Freedom. Democracy! Honeycrescent pie! The war may be over, but mark my words dear boy, the peace will not last. I’ve combed through the files of every first and second year student at the academy to compile these. Their hip and bust sizes are accurately represented for your scrutiny, of course. I Interviewed families and friends personally. Why, I’ve even managed to compile a list of some of their fetishes and erogenous zones. Would you believe that many of them freely offered this information?”

“You did what?” I asked incredulously.

“In the interest of national security, you understand,” Rodney said soberly. “The better you make them cum, lad, the quicker you’ll see their children! Why, with these women, our great nation will be prepared for the inevitable resumption of the war. And we will win it! Yes!” Rodney shouted, lurching to his feet, clasping a hand over his chest and staring into the distance, his mustache quivering. “For only true blooded children of the Free States of Caldia can save our blessed future—Nay, our very way of life from corruption by those bastards across the Magicot Lines. But we will not submit. We will not surrender! We shall be the ones left standing for our children. And our children’s children. And our children’s children’s children’s children!”

“Right, got it,” I said, quickly cutting him off before he could start singing the national anthem. I slapped shut the folders with a sigh. “Seriously. You had me worried there, Rodney. I thought there might be some conspiracy in the school or something.”

“Oh,” he said, looking back down at me. “There is.”

“What?”

“Well dash it all, Alister,” he said, sitting back down with a ‘harumph’. “You and I both know the intelligentsia of our great nation has traitors in their midst. Individuals sympathetic to the damned ideology and national grievances of the Auropans. How else do you think those bastards got the formula for the warp bombs so fast? Conspiracy! Why, if the traitors in our midst hadn’t handed over that information, we could have rolled over the Magicot at last and brought the sweet flower of democracy and freedom to all the people living under the yoke of the falsely-named Democratic Republic! P’tooey!” he spat suddenly, making me lean back just in case. “Those lumps of lamb turd wouldn’t know democracy if it kissed them on the tip of their tiny peckers! Why, I just know a gaggle of students and even professors may be conspiring in this very school to sell us further to those swine!”

“You have evidence?” I asked.

Rodney gave me an annoyed look. “Well, none but the beating of my honest heart and masculine intuition. But all the more reason for you to start a proper harem, dear boy. Here! Take a look through these files for a few ladies who’d be delighted to start a family with a hero of the war. As a matter of fact, take them all! The more the merrier. And the army would, naturally, be happy to assist in sponsoring your children. Financial affairs pale in the face of national security.”

I sighed, pushed back from the desk. “Rodney, I’m not interested at the moment.”

He frowned, making his mustache wilt. “Well why not, my boy?” Rodney asked, his fuzzy brows meeting above his nose like a caterpillar. “Why, you had quite the reputation at the front among the ladies, if I recall. Eh? Eh? Wink wink, nudge nudge. Say no more, eh?”

“That was that,” I said. “This is this. I’m a free man now, Rodney. I’m not interested in just a quick fuck.”

Rodney cocked his head at me. “Hardly that, Alister. Hardly that! Why, we’re looking for breeders of great productivity. Nothing quick about the work that must be done, no sir!”

“That’s just it, Rodney,” I said. “I’m not looking to be a stud.”

“Then what are you looking for?”

I looked out the window, feeling a smile spread across my face. “Romance.”

“Eh?”

“Rodney,” I said, looking back down at him. “I spent my life fighting on the front lines. But it’s different now. The war is over. I want a relationship like I’ve read about. I want passion. Desire! A childhood friend or meeting a rival whose antagonism sparks sexual tension until we give in to our passions. A marriage for life and love! That’s what I want, Rodney.”

Rodney eyed me quizzically. “Well, of course, my boy. Who doesn’t? But think of the ladies, Alister. Those fine daughters of the nation in need of your virile seed! Haven’t you given a thought to them?”

I deflated a little, sighed. Ah well, suppose I should have known. Caldia wasn’t that big into romance these days. Just duty and virility.

“Thanks for the whiskey, Rodney,” I said. “And good to see you’re doing well. But I’m not going to be rushed into breeding every woman I see.”

“Well, not every woman, obviously,” Rodney scoffed. “At least, not until we finish those stamina enhancement pills. The current batch shows tremendous promise. Especially once we get those… hrm, testicular combustion issues resolved.”

I shook my head and stood up. “Good seeing you again, Rodney,” I said, turning and heading for the door.

“Wait!”

Hand on the knob, I glanced back at the other warlock.

“At least take the centerfolds,” he said, unfurling one of said pictures with a suggestive flick of his eyebrows.

I rolled my eyes, turned around, and went out the door.

I strode down the hall, heading back to the dorms, feeling so damn tired. It had been nice to see Rodney, of course, but I’d forgotten how dedicated he was to the whole national movement thing. Not that there weren’t a lot of people like that. I sighed, hands sliding into my pockets. Oh well. Maybe in a few years he’d be a bit less hawkish on the whole thing.

“You. Alister.”

I paused halfway down the hall and looked back. I recognized the other warlock from orientation immediately. That combination of silky long hair and the black coat wasn’t exactly common.

“...Lucen Mane, right?” I said, managing to pick the name out of my memory of the orientation introduction.

“Yeah,” he said, walking towards me, the rings braiding his hair chiming.

My eyes narrowed. I knew that look. That set of his shoulders and clench of the jaw. It was the look of someone gearing up for a fight. Couldn’t mistake it, but I wondered just what I’d done to piss him off.

“Is there something I can do for you?” I asked.

He stopped in front of me, almost toe to toe. “Yeah, as a matter of fact, there is,” he said. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t try and horn in on my territory.”

“Territory?” I asked.

“You know what I mean,” he said. “Don’t try and steal my witches.”

I glanced around. We were drawing a fair bit of attention. Knots of female students had stopped what they were doing and were watching us. A few had clustered together and were whispering to each other, stealing glances at us. Some were even blushing a little.

“I wasn’t stealing anything,” I told him.

“You saying I can’t keep my girls?”

Hoo boy. I did not need this right now. “Didn’t say anything like that. If that’s all…”

I turned to walk away but he grabbed my shoulder. “I didn’t say you could go!”

My body acted before I could think, my arm swinging up, knocking his aside as I turned back sharply. A gasp came from the female students, and I caught myself before I spiked him with a blood spear.

“Don’t do that,” I growled. “You don’t want to see what happens.”

Lucen curled a lip and crossed his arms, but the way his hair was moving caught my attention. Writhing in a strange way.

Hmm…

“Don’t like it?” he asked, jerking his head at the window. “Then let’s take it outside. Dueling ring. Me and you. Let’s settle this.”

“Settle what?” I asked.

“You know what.”

I was on the verge of refusing, but the word ‘duel’ had riled up all the witches in the hall. The whispers had grown excited and eyes were shining. Uh oh. I knew that look. A lot of the witches on the battlefield could get that way when they saw guys fighting. It awakened something in them that just loved the sight of two males beating the shit out of each other. Struggling for dominance and showing who was stronger. I considered refusing, but knew guys like Lucen too well for that. He wouldn’t let something like this go. He’d hound me until I agreed.

Besides, the best way to avoid this kind of thing happening again was a show of force.

I could do that.

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Boy fight!” one of the female students screamed giddily. “Boy fight, girls! This is not a drill!”

A cheer went up from the surrounding witches, and I suddenly found myself getting bustled along the hallway, Lucen not far behind. Witches were chattering and giggling as they practically swept the two of us out the doors and towards the dueling grounds. I caught a glimpse of the other warlock through the sea of animal ears and hair, and he looked to be enjoying the attention.

Well, not for long.

The dueling fields were wide open spaces surrounded by seating like a coliseum. Stretches of square ground had been raised on platforms, and diamond barrier pylons had been arranged at the four corners. A fitness and duel magic instructor in checkered black and white robes was at the field at all times, and said witch raised a brow at the mob of students who came towards her.

“Alright,” she said once it was explained to her what was happening. “Duel accepted by both parties. Standard conditions for the class apply. No killing. First to yield is declared the loser. If I consider one of you unable to fight, I will declare the match over. Are we agreed?”

“Agreed,” I said.

“Better stay on your toes so it doesn’t go too far,” Lucen said with a sneer my way.

I rolled my eyes, but paused when I saw a particular student push her way through the crowd. She drew the eye for a number of reasons, but there were two very big ones straining her robe. She’d have been dressed pretty conservatively if anyone but her was wearing that uniform. Her jacket was loose and skirt long, but that only emphasized her chest and hips with the way her belt was cinched. The most telling thing about her though was the pair of ribbed horns rising from a mass of soft, fluffy pink hair that had little sparkles whirling around her, like she was in a perpetual daze.

Felborn.

“Boys, boys!” she cried out as she pushed forward, her hands clasped in front of her chest, her eyes warm and pleading behind a pair of round glasses that only emphasized the shine of her iris, like stars were whirling in them. “The answer is not violence. The answer to our differences is love and understanding! I’m sure if we all just took a moment to calm down, we could resolve this peacefully.”

“We can?” I said with a glance at Lucen, who seemed too stunned by the size of the girl’s bust to immediately answer.

“Of course!” the new girl said, beaming, the lights around her head spinning as she spread her arms. “Let’s give peace a chance. Open our hearts to one another, and just hug it out.”

“Uh,” I began.

“And then,” she continued smilingly, “we can kiss and make up.”

Lucen blinked, coming back to himself. “Kiss?” he said.

“Exactly,” the girl said, looking between us. “What could be more wholesome than two boys kissing to resolve their problems?”

Lucen and I exchanged a glance.

“I… think we’ll do the fighting, actually,” I said.

The pink girl’s face fell, and I noticed that a few of the other girls in the audience looked disappointed too. But the vast majority gave a cheer.

“Then if you both could enter the arena,” the judge witch said with an inviting gesture to the ring.

I climbed in, Lucen doing the same and taking up a position on the opposite side of the arena. The judge witch clapped her hands, and my skin prickled as the air hummed and shimmered between the pylons, marking the barrier as having gone up, protecting the audience.

I looked across the field at Lucen, who smirked, glaring at me from under his eyelids.

More to the point, however, his hair was stirring despite the absence of wind. Tendrils of his silvery locks rose in the air like he was channeling electricity, but I knew better. Looked like his hair was his wyldcraft.

Interesting.

“Begin!” the judge witch cried, sweeping a checkered arm.

I probably could have ended the match right there, but fighting to win was very different from what I was used to. I fought to kill, no matter how dirty or harsh it could be, so the rules were a bit constraining. I needed to think of a way to take down Lucen without sucking him dry.

Unfortunately, Lucen wasn’t under that compunction, and I quickly realized that as his hair bunched into tendrils above his head, showing that prick as he was, he wasn’t all talk.

He had nearly a dozen hair tendrils and I saw the rings in his hair begin to glow. Those were his foci! I recognized the pale magic air spells, and was proven right a second later as about a dozen blades of wind slashed at me like whirling knives.

I immediately channeled the blood into my legs, springing out of the way of those screaming slashes of air. Several ripped up the arena stage, gouging out chunks of the stone.

“Seems sharp for a friendly match,” I said as I landed.

“Professor Graves can stitch your bits back together,” Lucen said as he turned with me, his hair rearing like cobras and sending another group of wind blades at me.

I twisted around them, my pulse racing, my reflexes tuned sharper than any mere human could be. But it was a reminder of what could be done by combining wyldcraft and the normal magic elements. Now, I just needed to survive this and make that happen.

I dashed towards Lucen, and by the widening of his eyes I saw I surprised him. His hair flung a few more wind blades at me, ripping across the arena floor and dissipating against the barrier in puffs, but then I was nearly in grappling distance.

The other warlock suddenly smirked, and several masses of his hair abandoned their casting, lunging at me like silver tentacles. I tried to dodge them, but one managed to grab my arm. I pulled back, but a second mass wrapped around me, tighter and stronger than an iron cable.

“Dodge this,” he said, his remaining hair tendrils rising above his head, magic signs glowing at their tips.

“Alright,” I said, sweeping my hand up, blood flowing out of the slashes in my finger and forming a crimson blade.

Lucen’s eyes bulged (or maybe that was just the swimming in my eyes as I lost a good couple pints of blood all at once). I felt his hair begin to loosen on my arm, but it was too late. The sword of blood was black with iron and its edge shone as it sheared through his hair like it was cooked pasta. The strands gave way, and the second they did I felt them go limp, the magic that animated them gone.

“My hair!” Lucen shrieked. “You bastard!”

I didn’t answer, but pushed my initiative, rushing him. He frantically cast his wind magic with a hand, but it lacked the edge of the blades, instead blasting me like I’d just stepped into a storm. Blood claws tore through my shoes, gripping the stone of the arena and keeping me where I was. Then, when his spell lost its power, I rushed him.

In desperation he sent the remaining tendrils of hair at me like silver whips, but without success. My black sword slashed, severing them as I pushed in close to him. He raised a hand , frantically trying to make another magic sign, but I punched him in the face, knocking him onto his ass.

He grabbed his bleeding nose, but before he could move further I had the edge of my blood sword at his neck.

“Give up,” I said firmly. “One nick of this thing, and you don’t want to know what I can do to your blood.”

He stared at me, eyes filled with fear and impotent fury, but he kept his mouth shut.

Not that it mattered. I glanced over at the judge witch.

“The winner is Mr. Blackwood!” the checkered referee declared.

Cheers and groans went up from the audience, and as I felt the pressure of the barriers fade I pulled away my sword, my blood returning to me. I kept my feet despite the sudden headrush that followed, then turned and walked off the arena.

An absolute mob of female students met me at the steps. One of whom was the pink-haired girl, who looked very unimpressed with lips pursed into a frown and arms folded under her breasts.

“You shouldn't have resorted to violence to solve your problems,” she said disapprovingly.

The irony of hearing that after spending my life in the army made me smile. “I’ll keep that in mind,” was all I said, noting from the corner of my eye Lucen skulking off the other side of the stage, his hair looking like it had suffered from a barber whose tool of choice was a hacksaw.

A few girls went with him, but most were around me, which was both flattering and a bit annoying. It was too soon after my meeting with Rodney for me to enjoy the company, and I really needed a bit of time to myself. So I just pushed through the group, and said, “See you around, girls,” as I sent another burst of strength into my legs, then leaped over their heads.

Cries of shock echoed beneath me as I landed on the stands, but another few bounds put me over them and dropping to the lawn on the other side. I landed and straightened my coat, looking around before heading back towards the dorms. I’d had enough girls for one day.

“Aha! Found you!”

Dammit.

I sighed and looked over to find Kensington standing not far, her hands on her hips, a look of triumph plastered on her face while her wolf-tail swished with satisfaction behind her.

“Hey,” I said. “What—”

“Thought you could escape me, didn’t you, foul creature of the night? But no way! For you see, I am an expert tracker among my hunter clan! And I’m not letting you wander around the school unsupervised. Who knows what you could get up to, stalking and preying on female students to satisfy your hunger. Well I’m not going to let it happen!”

“Right,” I said. “Actually, I was heading back to the dorm to do this familiar summoning thing.”

“Then I’ll go with you!” she declared.

“How dedicated of you,” I said flatly.

“Darn right! First rule of vampire hunting: Never let your quarry out of your sight!”

“You did earlier,” I noted.

She opened her mouth to reply, then reconsidered and flushed. “That’s… A-anyway, I’m not letting you wander alone.”

I just shrugged. “Do as you like,” I said, heading back to the dorms, the wolf-witch trotting after me as her glare drilled holes in my back.

Haa…

Hell of a first day of school.


Chapter 5.


Ritual circles weren’t something I had a ton of experience with making. Breaking? Oh yes. I’d had dozens of missions where I had to go tear up a bunch of witches trying to summon a greater demon or some shit before it could be unleashed on our front lines. But I never had enough time to work with ritual circles, and summoning sorcery was a very specialized field. Only the true pros could manifest that kind of power.

Yet here I was, with a card that was supposed to manage it all. How technology advances.

That said, obviously the card wasn’t enough to do a proper summoning. Even for something as basic as a familiar. I still had to make up a proper channeling pattern in order to give it the juice needed. Fortunately, the instructions had been included, and I’d painstakingly sketched them out on the floor in my dorm room’s common space.

I checked the pattern, then my copy again and nodded. Looked about right.

“You don’t have to watch,” I informed Kensington.

“Of course I do,” she huffed from the other side of the room, currently crouched on the couch and fingering a crossbow with a bit too much enthusiasm for my liking. “I have to make sure you don’t summon some dark creature to do your fiendish whims!”

“I’m not a vampire,” I reminded her.

“We’ll see. But if you summon a vampire bat, we’ll know, won’t we?”

“I’m not going to summon a bat,” I told her firmly, though I did feel a quaver. I really hoped it wasn’t a bat. That would just be too ironic for words.

I took a breath, let it out, then drew my wand. Alright, let’s-

Tok tok tok.

I winced and glanced at the door irritably. “Now what?” I groused, heading for it and opening the door.

“Alister!” Erina said, shining like the sun from the other side, her cat ears flicking up attentively. “Good, you’re in!”

“Uh, hi,” I said, failing to block her from slipping into the room. I turned with her, giving her an annoyed look. “Please,” I added wryly, “won’t you come in?”

“I already did,” she contentedly informed me.

“…Right,” I said. “Did you need something?” I asked instead.

“Just checking in, of course. Did you make it to your orientation?” she asked as she took in the room.

“I did.” I gave her a closer look. “How did you know I’d be late?”

“I didn’t. I sent the ravens just in case. If you were already there, you wouldn’t have needed them.”

“Fair enough. But did you need to send a dozen?”

“Maybe not, but it never hurts to be thorough!”

My bedsheets might disagree, but I shrugged it off. She had helped me out, so I’d let that one pass.

“Doing your familiar summoning?” Erina asked.

“I was just about to,” I told her.

“Wonderful!” she said, plopping herself down on the couch. “Can I watch?”

“Why?” I asked.

“To see a young man take his first step into true spellcasting,” she declared, beaming happily, proudly resting a hand on her puffed out chest. “I like to think of myself as something like an older sister to the other first years, you see. And seeing those baby birds take flight fills me with a pride I can’t express in mere words.”

“Uh huh,” I said, eyeing her with half a mind to correct her on my level of experience, but I thought better of it. “How old did you say you were again?”

“Eighteen, as of two months ago,” she declared proudly.

I hid my smile. The girl had apparently not put together that when I told her that I’d seen combat it meant I’d already been a practicing warlock for quite a while. “Sad to have missed the party,” I replied, moving to shut the door.

“Oops!”

Something bounced off the door, pushing it back open. I looked back into the hall and squeezed my eyes shut in exasperation, because it looked like the pink haired girl from the arena had also shown up.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

The demi-demon adjusted her glasses, the lights sparkling around her blinking like stars as she smiled nervously back at me. “Oh my. Excuse me. I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“At this point? No. Did you need something, Miss…”

“My name is Tanya,” the pink haired girl said, offering her hand. “Tanya Tormentia.”

I shook it. “Alister Blackwood. So, what did you need?”

The girl wriggled shyly, which made it hard to keep my eyes on her face when her chest was swaying like that. “Um, yes. You see, I was thinking that I may have come across a bit judgemental at the arena today, and I didn’t want you to get the wrong impression. Especially about you kissing that other boy.”

“You did what?” Erina gasped, shooting upright.

“I didn’t kiss anyone,” I quickly corrected.

“I do hope not! Alister, your seed is much too precious to waste on another warlock,” Erina remarked. “Though,” she added thoughtfully, “so long as you were willing to breed enough women regardless, I suppose certain dalliances are acceptable.”

I ground my palms into my eyes. “Dear gods,” I groaned.

“Oh!” Tanya said, peering past me. “Are you summoning your familiar?”

“Eventually,” I muttered.

“May I watch?”

I let my hands fall and looked towards the heavens. Maybe this was the gods’ way of punishing me for all those war crimes? It was the only explanation I could fathom.

“You know what? Why not?” I sighed. “Maybe I should sell tickets for it. Make a bit of cash on the side.”

“Not a terrible idea,” Erina mused thoughtfully. “If we were to have the warlocks perform the ritual in an open area, then the witches could better judge the value of their male peers before forming a harem.”

“Ritual time!” I declared before anyone could volunteer an even worse idea. I shut the door tight behind Tanya in case the rest of the dorm chose to try and pop in, while the felborn joined the other two girls on the couch. Kensington didn’t look thrilled at the company, but scooted aside all the same.

But before I could start, Kensington suddenly bounded to her feet. “Wait!” she cried.

“What now?” I demanded.

“I’ll go first!”

I stared at her. “You?”

“Yes!” the wolf-girl declared, pulling out her own summoning card. “Just in case you tried to do some evil extra enchantment on the circle.”

I was on the verge of angrily telling her ‘fuck that,’ but then I had a second to think and realized that wasn’t a terrible idea. I wasn’t super confident in my ability to work a spell like this, so seeing someone else do it first would be handy.

“Be my guest,” I said, stepping back.

Kensington gave me a suspicious look, then stepped up to the circle and raised her card before her.

I sat down on the couch to watch, only belatedly realizing I’d put myself between two gorgeous young women. I glanced at one, then the other. Tanya gave me a pretty and friendly smile, while Erina gave me a proud look.

I turned back ahead, clearing my throat as I settled in to watch.

Kensington checked her card a final time for instructions, then drew a silver dagger from her belt. She put the blade to the corner of the card and markings along the weapon glowed red with fire magic, an ember snapping into being. The corner of the card caught, burning a bright purple, and she tossed it into the middle of the circle.

I watched intently, sensing the flow of magic as Kensington channeled her power into the signs I’d made. The markings flared, a wash of power rising out of them like the haze from a bonfire. The summoning card landed in the middle of the design and the rest of it caught fire, the smoke from the card gathering in the air above the sigil. Swirling and swelling, it coalesced and bulged like clay being shaped by invisible hands.

I leaned forward, watching intently as the dark smoke bled away, revealing soft white wings. A long rainbow tail. Four legs with hooves and a chubby body like a barrel.

Kensington made a final gesture and the air popped, cracked, and with a snapping sound like someone breaking a stick the magic in the circle broke.

A pegasus maybe the size of a stuffed bear flapped above the circle and gave a whinny.

“Awwwww,” Tanya cooed, squeezing her hands together, the lights around her head popping off like fireworks. “It’s sooooo cuuuuuute!”

Kensington stared at the pegasus with a troubled expression, her tail flat and ears drooped. “I guess,” she said. “I was hoping for something a little more… impressive.”

The pegasus whinnied again and pranced up to her, nuzzling her face. As it did, I saw the wolf-girl’s expression melt, her tail beginning to wag as she nuzzled the familiar back. “Mmm. I guess I can make it work,” she said gruffly.

“Well I think it’s adorable,” Erina said.

Kensington shuffled, but I could see she looked pleased. “Did you summon yours yet?” she asked the cat-girl.

“Oh yes,” Erina said, gesturing. There was a pop of magic at her shoulder and what looked like a dove with golden eyes and extra long tail feathers popped into existence. “I summoned mine the day I was accepted.”

“Huh,” I said, giving the bird a measuring look. “Kind of figured you’d have a raven.”

“I summoned mine a while ago,” Tanya said, cupping her hands. Magic popped in her palms and a fluffy pink bat burst into being, looking about sleepily.

I glanced at Kensington to see if she was going to make a vampire accusation, but instead the wolf-girl just scowled, looking almost jealous. Well, wasn’t that interesting…

“Your turn now, right?” Erina suddenly asked me.

“I guess it is,” I said, standing and heading towards the circle.

Kensington shuffled out of my way and took my seat on the couch, still watching me intently, looking ready to spring into action in an instant. I tried to ignore her. The girls with her probably wouldn’t let her shoot me in the back.

I admit, I felt a bit of trepidation standing in front of the ritual circle, the little card in my hand and the expectant eyes of the trio on me. But there wasn’t anything for it, and I raised the card. I may not have a lot of skill in the main spell fields, but I had enough to manage a spark. Something that had served me well during the campaign in the freezing Endrin Mountains. And just as I’d used my magic to keep myself from freezing to death up there, with a flick of my wand I set the card alight.

It caught almost instantly and I tossed it into the ritual circle. I took a deep breath, exhaled, and moved my wand over the design, swirling it above them.

I could feel the hunger of the spell and fed my magic into it. The glow grew, flaring, blazing far brighter than it had for Kensington. I heard a gasp from behind me but didn’t look back, instead feeding more of my power into the circle.

The card burned hot, engulfed in a red and black fire that seemed to make the room grow darker rather than brighter. The licking flames devoured the paper and the smoke poured into the air, coalescing into a ball which began to take shape. I felt a smile stretch my face. It was working. It was working!

I… think?

I squinted as the ball seemed to roll into itself once more. Stretch. It honestly looked a bit like it was fighting itself.

“Uh…” I grunted.

Then, with a poof, the smoke vanished and the flames burned out.

I dropped my arms as the ritual design lost its glow and faded away with a sizzle.

There was a snort from the couch and I looked back to see Kensignton smirking smugly. “Looks like someone’s magic isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,” she said.

I glared at her, but before I could reply Tanya suddenly butted in.

“Oh goodness no,” the busty felborn said. “He has some really impressive magic! I saw it in a duel today where he fought another warlock. He absolutely trounced him!”

“A duel? On your first day in class?” Erina gasped, looking scandalized. “Alister, I expected better from you.”

I just shrugged and looked back to the ritual design. “Maybe the card was a dud?” I suggested.

“Probably,” Tanya said, rising from her seat and patting me on the shoulder. “It does happen from time to time. We can ask an instructor about it tomorrow.”

I supposed that was all I could do. But my sense of disappointment was still pretty raw. Tanya seemed to get it, and gave me a sympathetic look before guiding Erina out of the room, much to the other girl’s befuddlement. Kensington’s smug look about the whole thing wasn’t exactly making me feel better about it, so once I cleaned up the ritual rings I made my way to my room and shut the door.

I probably could stay up, but to be honest it had been a tough day, and I was very much not feeling it. I quickly stripped down and flopped on my bed, laying back and flicking off the light. Darkness enveloped the room, and I closed my eyes. Finally, some rest.

“Heh heh heh…”

The hell was that?

My eyes snapped open and scanned the room slowly. I didn’t have to go far, seeing as there was a small red woman sitting on my chest.

She was crouched there like a frog, grinning down at me. Spiral horns like a goat’s curled from out of frizzy black hair and a spaded tail swished behind her. Two bat wings stretched from her back, and she was wearing (to use the word generously) what amounted to some leather straps across her breasts, with a V of the same material riding her hips and sliding between her legs.

“...Are you my sleep paralysis demon?” I asked.

“Ha! Fat chance. I’m Hexie the Sexy! Your familiar!”

I stared. “...You?”

“Yeah!”

“You’re my familiar?”

“Damn right!”

…Well, it was better than a bat, I guess. I had mostly negative experiences with demons, but she hardly seemed to be the type I was used to.

“Your awed silence is entirely appropriate,” the imp said, rising to her hooves and placing a hand on her chest. “You stand in the presence of greatness! Of incredible power and malevolent will! Yes you, my friend, have lucked out beyond measure!”

“Alright,” I said, and with a focus of will, banished her with a popping sound.

Maybe a little harsh of me, true, but while it was nice to know I had managed to summon a demon, I really did not have the patience to untangle whatever all that was about. If she was my familiar, then she’d be here tomorrow. If she wasn’t, then I was hallucinating. If so, I might have to ask Rodney just what the hell he’d put in that whiskey. Or maybe Kensington snuck something to me while I wasn’t paying attention.

Whatever. I wriggled back under the covers and closed my eyes.

Only to hear another popping sound.

“Hey! Don’t just banish me like that. I’m your fucking familiar!”

Fantastic. She could summon herself.

I opened my eyes again and glared at the ticked off imp. “Look, can we talk tomorrow? I had a really long day.”

“What?” she exclaimed, looking absolutely offended. “But I’m your familiar! You should be jumping for joy! Crying hallelujah! Kissing my perfect red ass and thanking your gods that you’ve been blessed with such a glorious being!”

“I’ve never heard of summons being able to speak,” I noted.

“Well duh. They all sucked! Not the cool way I do, though.”

“And I definitely never heard of demons being familiars.”

“Maybe I beat up your real familiar in the ethereal realm and stole his job. Ever think of that?”

“Not even for a moment,” I admitted. “Because I’m pretty sure that’s not a thing.”

“Fuck’s sake, you’re so needlessly difficult! Every guy in your position would be ecstatic at having a cute sex demon chick in their bedroom.”

“They probably assumed the demon girl would be bigger than my desk lamp.”

“Hey! A lot of guys are totally into that!”

“I’m not. Now, can I go to sleep?”

“No! I wanna talk now!”

“I—”

“Now now now now!” she shrieked, throwing herself onto my chest and kicking the air.

I groaned. Great. Not only was she a pain, but she was a gods-damned brat too. “Fine,” I growled, flicking on the bedside lamp and sitting up. “We’ll talk. This time.”

Hexie bounded back to her feet, immediately mollified. “Really? Ha! I knew you couldn’t resist my charm. Just for that, I hereby give you permission to kiss my pretty red hooves.”

“...I’ll pass,” I said. “So what do you want to talk about?”

“My backstory. Duh! You should be honoured to hear of the great journey that I, Hexie, have taken to join you by your side!”

“Is it a long one?”

“It’s epic!”

Damn.

Hexie cleared her throat and panned the air with her hand, her face trying to convey the seriousness of what I was about to hear. “Long ago, I was but another menial imp. Spawned in the twisting realm of hell to serve as a custodian for the Pleasure Pits of Thrash. But soon, I realized that my skills promised me a grander future than cleaning up after the latest orgy and holiday BBQ. I abandoned my post, and set forth to achieve my true destiny!

“For centuries I wandered that hellscape. Sagas could be written about the trials I faced. Hellhounds. Thirst. Hunger. A lack of a decent pancake diner! Until at last, my efforts bore fruit! Sweet, delicious fruit! The cherry on top of my cake of evil! For I came across a particular item. One that allowed me to hop into the threads of the ethereal realms, and I hitched a ride to become the familiar of a mage.

“But not just any would do for me,” she continued, gamely seeking to express the awesomeness she seemed to feel was warranted. “For I was Hexie! Mistress of Evil! So I waited until a man who was strong, handsome, and with a heart as black as sin came along. One who was wrapped in darkness and bathed in blood. One that would deserve the guidance of me! Hexie! One who had the potential for world domination! For conquest! To achieve the greatness that I deserve! And you!” she declared, pointing at me. “You are that man!”

She seemed to be waiting for something, so I eventually gave a little wave. “Yaaay.”

Her grin fell. “Is that it?”

“I mean,” I started, “I’m not really interested in world domination or anything like that.”

“What? That’s ridiculous. Who wouldn’t be?”

“Me. But I suppose I’ll get you some toys or a doll house or something in the meantime if I’m stuck with you.”

Hexie crossed her arms, pouting. “Well, it’s a start,” she said sullenly. “The dollhouse sounds nice, actually.”

“Great. Then, can I banish you now or…”

“Wait!” she yelped, hopping down near my face. “Cuddle me!”

“Excuse me?”

“Cuddle me,” she demanded, poking my nose. “I can’t sleep properly unless I’m being cuddled. And after everything I went through to find you, it’s the least you could do. I haven’t had a good cuddle in ages!”

I groaned, but fuck it. I was well past caring at this point. The only thing I wanted was to finally get some goddamn sleep. “Fine,” I said, lifting the covers.

“Mwahaha! No one can resist Hexie!” she crowed as she crawled under the blankets atop me, snuggling against my body. “Mmm. Comfy. Nothing like a muscular chest. Well, other than a pair of huge, soft tits. But compromises must be made for world domination.”

“Whatever,” I said, reaching over and flicking off the light.

Much to my surprise though, Hexie went to sleep almost immediately, snuggling against me and softly snoring. I raised an eyebrow at first, but quickly wriggled deeper under the covers too, closing my eyes to try and fall asleep.

And ignore how oddly comfy it felt having the tiny, curvy demon girl on my chest…


Chapter 6.


Something was chewing on me.

It was an unfortunately familiar feeling. Spend enough time sleeping in trenches, and it was inevitable you’d wake up to find a rat trying to make your toe into breakfast. I peeled an eye open and looked down to find that Hexie had somehow managed to wriggle herself up to my hand in her sleep, and was dreamily nibbling on my fingers.

What a thing to wake up to.

With a sigh I pulled my other hand around and flicked her on the head, but rather than waking the imp up, she instead moaned, her wings fluttering and causing her to grind against me.

“More, daddy,” she murmured.

Note to self, don’t do that again.

“Hey,” I said, shaking my hand until the imp was jostled awake.

“Huh? Wha?” she muttered, sitting up groggily. “Wha’s happenin’?”

“I need to get up, so I’m going to banish you for a bit.”

Hexie’s face scrunched up with growing wakefulness and annoyance, but she scoffed. “Fine,” she grumbled, crossing her arms peevishly. “I guess. I do stand out, being this amazing. But you better summon me often!”

“We’ll see,” I said.

“And I will be summoning myself if I think you need me.”

“I’d rather you didn’t,” I said earnestly. “But, wait,” I added. “Does that mean you’re aware of what’s happening around me?”

“Oh yeah,” Hexie said, grinning. “We’ve got a bond, big guy. I can sense what’s going on with you. So if you happen to get a bit freaky with the girls, all I’m saying is go for it!”

I blanched. That was… something to unpack later. For now, I gestured and banished the imp with another pop of air. With a grunt I levered myself out of bed and headed out of the room to take a shower. Didn’t see Kensington again. Did she just get up super early? Or, knowing her, did she stay out all night hunting vampires? I shook my head. “Really shouldn’t bother thinking about it,” I muttered to myself as I got into the shower, shucking off my clothes as I did so.

Immediately I heard a pop by my ear and looked sideways to find Hexie hovering there. She was staring at my naked body like a dog at a holiday dinner. I swear she was drooling a bit.

“Looks like you could uh, use some help showering, right?” she asked, licking her lips.

“Nope,” I said, banishing her again with another pop.

Fortunately, she took the hint, though thinking about having a tiny demon girl ogling me remotely as I showered made me a bit self-conscious, not going to lie. And a bit hard, but couldn’t help that, despite how much I tried not to think about what that tiny, naked body could do for me.

I showered quickly, for obvious reasons, and tied a towel around my waist as I got out. A wise precaution, as the minute I opened the door I found a certain black-haired wolf girl in the middle of the room.

I stopped dead and so did Kensington. Her eyes moved up and down me slowly and her jaw dropped.

“Oh…” she said in a very small voice before biting her lip hard.

“Hey,” was all I could think to say. But fuck it, we were going to be sharing this room. This was gonna come up sooner or later. “Sorry. Thought you were at class.”

“I uh… was. Forgot… book. Professor… told me to get it…”

I raised an eyebrow. She failed to notice, as her eyes seemed absolutely glued to my chest and my crotch.

“Sounds rough,” I said.

“Rough. Mmm. Yeah…” she murmured, her cheeks reddening.

Well, that was an interesting development.

“Did you get the book?”

She blinked and finally looked me in the face. “Book?”

“The one you came here to find. That book?”

“Oh. Oh!” she gasped, her cheeks utterly flaming. She literally jumped, her tail bushing up. “Um, yes. Yes! Got my book. I um… bye!”

She spun around and ran for the door only to bang off it before recovering. She fumbled with the knob for a second until even her ears were getting red. Eventually she managed to wrench the door open and run out, slamming it behind her.

I winced at the sound and shook my head. Complicated girl. Not that I had time to mull that over too much. I headed to my room and quickly got dressed. Once more in my black coat, I made a beeline for the cafeteria. I grabbed a simple breakfast of toast, bacon, eggs, some pancakes, and blood sausage. A bunch of other students gave me stunned looks at the quantity of food, but my magic burned a lot of calories, not to mention I’d been literally starving more than once on the battlefield. Not an experience I’d recommend, and it really inspired me to never waste the opportunity to stock up.

I headed to the quad to eat, finding the shade of a tree under which to wolf down my breakfast. I didn’t have classes until the afternoon, so as I ate I considered what to do with myself. Lying low seemed like a good idea. The duel yesterday probably drew more attention to me than I’d have liked, but while thinking about that I recalled the library.

Yeah. That seemed a likely place to spend the morning. Not to mention satisfy my curiosity about their collection. Breakfast done, plates returned, I steered my steps towards the imposing library building with growing excitement.

I walked inside, as impressed as I was yesterday at the sheer size of the place. But focus. I had a task for this morning, and I tracked down the librarian’s desk soon enough. The woman behind it was a pruneish witch wearing a brimless pointy hat and half-moon glasses. A pair of grey cat ears flicked at every sound and she raised her eyes to me as I approached.

“Do you need help finding something?” she asked.

“Yes. Do you have a fiction section?”

“What kind of fiction?” she asked.

“I was hoping for…” I glanced around and lowered my voice to barely above a whisper. “Romance.”

“What?” she asked, cupping her feline ear.

“Romance,” I repeated, a bit louder.

“Please, speak up, young man.”

“Romance!”

I winced and glanced back, seeing more than a few witches looking at me and giggling.

The librarian, for her part, raised an eyebrow and the corner of a lip with amusement. “Hmm. Of course. Down that aisle there, to the left. Think you can find it?”

“I’ll manage. Thanks,” I said, hastily following her directions, feeling acutely embarrassed.

Then I found the romance section, and everything else flew from my mind.

I gaped at the rows of shelves, the spines of books with luridly cliche titles facing outwards. There were even spin racks of battered paperbacks.

“Gods,” I breathed. There had to be hundreds of them! I didn’t even know this many romance books existed. I moved down the aisles in amazement, scanning the spines. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. Romance was very big for witches. Something about the thrill of finding a man when warlocks were so low in number. Sure, there were regular men to choose from, but the propaganda posters weren’t wrong. Every witch who could do more than a spark of magic wanted a warlock. Which also made me realize the government probably subsidized and ‘suggested’ to the publishing companies to push that angle.

But not even that thought could dampen my mood. I ran my finger along the spines, shaking my head in awe. Look at them all! Thousands of books I’d never dreamed of reading. Millions of intricate webs of relationships and passions waiting to unfold before my eyes. Billions of words of mistaken identity, misunderstanding, wardrobe malfunctions and bodice-ripping fun!

I realized I was shaking and forced myself to calm down. Be cool, Alister. Be cool. It wasn’t the time to be overwhelmed, dammit. I just… I needed to pick out the best ones I could find first. Where was my list? I had a list of books I wanted to read, but that cover had a shirtless guy in a kilt while a woman in a dress absolutely bursting off her was right there! I couldn’t not read that. Oh, and that one! Taken by the Tyrant? How could I not peruse that one? Oooh, and Pet of the Shadow Lord? Well, I mean, I was only human. How could I not?

Before I realized it my arms were absolutely filled with books. Crap! I suppose they’d have to do for now. But oh, how I wanted to grab more!

With extreme reluctance I shuffled out of the romance section. The librarian showed me a stunned face when I dumped my books onto her desk.

“I’d like to… to take these please,” I said.

She gave me an uncertain look. “You… do know you can only take five at a time, yes?”

“Five?” I gasped.

She nodded.

I nearly collapsed right there, and it was all I could do not to cry my denial to the heavens. And though I was made of stern enough stuff, it took me a good ten minutes to finally select the five that would pop my library cherry. The rest I shoved into the returns bin, which the librarian looked very displeased at. I gave her an apologetic shrug, and with my chosen prizes clutched to my chest, I scuttled away.

Mine.

All mine!

I laughed giddily to myself, which got me some strange looks from some passing witches, but I ignored them. I had to crack these babies open. But where? I didn’t have the patience to wait until I got back to the dorm, so I hunted around the library until I found a likely nook in a corner with a comfy chair. Throwing myself into it, I opened the first of my newest prizes and started to read.

Oh, it was just deliciously saucy!

I devoured the pages. Delving into the adventures of Lady Tremaine as she sought to keep her estate from her hated rival, Lord Downs, yet finding herself drawn towards the tall, dark, handsome lord with every meeting. The sexual tension was so taut it made me squirm. I couldn’t wait until she gave in, let him bend her over and just...

“There you are!”

The sharp voice yanked me from the book and I looked up. Erina was standing over me, glaring, hands on her hips and lips pursed with disapproval.

“Yeah. Here I am,” I said.

“Yes, here, reading your lewd books instead of studying. You do realize you have class in ten minutes, don’t you?”

“I do?”

I checked my watch. Huh, look at that. I’d been so sucked into my book I completely lost track of time.

She blew a huff of air, which made her chest bounce in her tight uniform. “Really now,” she sighed, and much to my irritation her riding crop made its appearance again, pointing at me. “And you expect to attend class like that too? Your hair is dishevelled as ever. Your uniform is terribly wrinkled as if you slept in it. I doubt you’ve even spoken to the professors as to why you couldn’t summon your familiar. And to top it all off, I cannot believe you’re reading these lewd books right out in the open like that! Have you no shame?”

“Not really, no,” I admitted.

“Well!” she huffed, doing a fantastic impression of a school marm, albeit about forty years too young to get that lemony peevishness right.

“Besides,” I continued, bookmarking my place, “I told you, this is educational.”

She crossed her arms, giving me a wry look. “Oh really? And just what, pray, are you learning from those?”

“You really wanna know?” I asked, annoyed beyond belief. Was she really bothering me about this now? I did appreciate the reminder about the classes, but having a girl easily three or more years younger than me berating me was not doing my temper any favours.

“I believe it’s necessary to ensure you’re not wasting your time, which you so clearly are.”

I shrugged.

Got up.

And smirked at her.

Erina blinked as I took a step towards her. She backed up reflexively, but soon hit a bookcase. I planted a hand beside her head, making her jump and gasp as she suddenly found herself trapped in close proximity to me. I saw a shiver of doubt enter her eyes.

“Well,” I said, dropping my voice, letting it grow husky as I reached up and began lazily coiling a lock of her blonde hair around my finger. “I’m learning many interesting things. Like how some women can be very… weak to a man who knows what he wants. Who knows how to spot a woman who gets all… needy when he takes the initiative. Who…” I gave her hair a gentle tug. “Takes control.”

I leaned in closer, my voice dropping further. “Takes a… kiss…”

Erina swallowed thickly, her eyes hot. I actually saw a shiver work through her from kitty ears to her twitching tail. I was honestly surprised. Was she as into this as she seemed? I really shouldn’t, but I felt a perverse bit of pleasure at seeing the haughty girl getting so hot and bothered. It made me want to push a bit more…

“W-w-w-what?” she gasped, licking her lips.

I reached out, touched her chin, tilted it back. “Or maybe a kiss would be too lewd for you… kitty?” I asked.

Holy shit, she actually gave a little whimper at that. Dare I go further?

Before I could, the ring of the school bell announcing the hour bonged in the distance. The sound seemed to jerk Erina back to reality and she squeaked, ducking under my arm and taking a few quick steps away, her cheeks bright red and her tail lashing with excitement.

“W-well,” she said hotly. “I ah, see that perhaps you aren’t, um, wasting time. But I do think that I may need more ah… more proof. Yes.”

“More?” I said, not even bothering to hide my smile.

Her blush deepened a bit more. “Ah, yes. I do. Tonight. Seven o’clock. Meet in the courtyard by the founder’s statue. We’ll go over it… more.”

“Will we now?” I asked.

She cleared her throat again, drawing herself up. “Y-yes. Of course.”

“It’s a date,” I told her, winking.

She bit her lip again. “Y-yes. It is. Now… Now hurry up and get to class!” she cried, turned, and ran away, tail still twitching.

I chuckled. Well, that was an interesting reaction. Maybe I pushed it a bit too far, but she asked for it. I scratched my chin, thinking a bit more about miss kitty. She was attractive, which was a definite plus, but seemed pretty high maintenance. Maybe not what I should be going for when I had a long career at the school in the wings.

That said, there wasn’t any harm in looking into relationships. Making a harem still didn’t sound like what I wanted, but that didn’t mean I was taking a vow of celibacy here. And Erina was awfully cute when she got flustered. Besides, she clearly wasn’t going to leave me alone. This could turn into a convenient way to make her less of a nuisance. Worth looking into either way.

Her reminder about class was a good point though. I did need to get on that. I didn’t want a reputation for being late to everything.

Stuffing my books into my bag, I hoisted it over my shoulder and headed off towards the General Education wing of the academy.

A general magics class wasn’t uncommon at a school like this. In fact, it was required unless there was special dispensation. The academy probably wanted to make sure you had at least a basic understanding of magic before they let you try and summon a golem. Nobody liked a structurally unsound mass of stone walking around. Now, where was it? Class 204, 205, 206, ah! 207, fantastic.

I opened the door and slipped inside. It looked like an arcane lab, albeit a pretty basic one. It had probably once been the nunnery’s old cellars or dungeon or something, seeing as it was built underground with cold stone walls and no windows. The roots of the tree growing out of the school penetrated even down here, and twisted from the ceiling into circles to cup bulbs of magic light, washing the interior in a warm glow. Desks were arranged in rows, descending down a slight incline like a mini lecture hall. The class was filled with witches, all looking down at the blackboard at the far end, and none even glanced my way as I arrived.

Not even the professor did, though she did cock her head and say, “Glad you could make it, Mr. Blackwood.”

I checked my watch. “Only a minute late,” I noted.

The professor turned, gave me a slight smile. “Yes, quite right.”

I stiffened immediately as I recognized the headmistress herself. Oh hell! Way to make a first impression. I mentally kicked myself and cleared my throat. “I uh…”

“Please,” she said, waving her arm made entirely of wood and bark. “Take a seat.”

“Sure,” I said, feathers more thoroughly ruffled than a messenger harpy who just flew through a sea of flak. I scanned the room and discovered the only free seat was beside a burst of pink I recognized as Tanya’s cotton-candy hair. The felborn was smiling at me and nodding encouragingly.

I shrugged and slipped into the seat beside her, settling myself and pulling out my textbooks.

“Wonderful!” Elegantra declared, clapping her wood and flesh hands. “Welcome, dear students. Welcome to your first class of Practical Magics 101! I shall most humbly be your instructor, Elegantra Templeton! And what a pleasure it is to see such bright eyed and bushy tailed young witches and warlocks ready to begin their marvelous journey into scholastic studies of magic.

“Now dear ones,” the headmistress’s enthusiastic voice piped up as she took in the room with a beaming smile. “I do hope you’re all prepared for your first assignment. Oh yes, dumplings. For today we learn about cantrips and the elemental realms!

“Yes,” she continued, gesturing at the board. A piece of chalk floated from the ledge and began writing. “Cantrips are the most basic application of all magic, and which rely on the very essence of it. Such spells are outside the dominion of the elements, but do not let that fool you. Some of the most advanced kinds of magics can be found there.

“And then there are the elements,” she continued, the chalk clacking as it continued scratching at the board. “These are earth, fire, wind, and water. A simplification of course, but true nonetheless. For these are the essence of the world, and thus how magic manifests in physical form. The metaphysical, of course, exists, and is a recent development. But that is a lesson for another class.

“Now!” she continued, clapping her hands, causing several cabinets to spring open and some magic tools floated out towards our tables. “We will begin with some basic elemental spells.”

Aw shit. I’d hoped we’d do more studying on that first so I could get a better handle on it. But to be fair, most of that would have been handled in secondary school, which I…missed. I watched grimly as several items floated in front of me. A candle, a cup, and a box of clay.

“Now, we shall begin! Light the candle, students.”

That, at least, I could do, and drawing my wand, I managed to snap a tongue of flame onto the wick. But the rest of the assignments did not go so well. The cup we were supposed to manipulate the water to stir, and the most I managed on that one was a couple ripples. The clay we were supposed to mold into a ball using only magic, but the best I got was a melted heap even flatter than what I started with. And blowing out the candle? Well, I didn’t even manage a puff of air with that.

Seeing how well the other students were doing wasn’t helping things. The irony was that I could defeat each and every one of them in a duel, I was almost certain, including most of the professors, but I’d never learned the elemental side of magic. During the war I’d been forced to focus on my wyldcraft, the thing which made me unpredictable and uniquely deadly.

Learning things that should be basic in an environment like this amongst people all younger than me (even if they didn’t look it)... it was… stressful. I’d long ago forgotten what school was like, but having a front row seat to other people easily outperforming me did not inspire much fresh love for this academic system, I’ll say that much.

“Need some help?”

I glanced sideways at Tanya, who was giving me a sympathetic look.

“Help?”

“I used to tutor at my old school,” she said, shooting a look at Elegantra. “May I, headmistress?”

The green witch inclined her head with a smile. “Of course, dear.”

There were a few glares cast Tanya’s way at that, but she didn’t seem to notice as she dragged her chair beside me, lights sparking off around her head prettily. “Now, let’s see what you were doing again.”

I shrugged. Well, couldn’t hurt. I tried the exercises again, feeling Tanya’s eyes intently focused on everything I did, which did make me feel a bit self-conscious, but to be fair I didn’t do much worse than my first attempt.

“And… there,” I said as the clay quivered, then collapsed with a wet sound.

“Hmm. I think I see the problem,” Tanya said, rising.

“You do?”

“Yeah,” she answered, moving around behind me. I jolted as I felt her press in close, the warm softness of her breasts squishing against my back. “Your gestures aren’t quite right. Here, let me help.”

Her hands gently touched my arms and guided me in the motions. Good thing too, because the feel of her body against me was proving very distracting. Not to mention the feel of her breath brushing my ear. I tried not to shiver and forced my attention onto the spell.

My wand traced the spell and I gave a start as a flame burst from the tip and melted nearly half the candle. Another swirl of motion sent a gust of wind to extinguish it a moment later. And even the cup swirled so fast it nearly spilled over the side.

“See?” Tanya giggled. “Knew you had it in you.”

“Quite so,” Elegantra noted as she drifted by my seat with a sound like a forest creaking in the wind. “A warlock would be lucky to have a witch like Miss Tormentia in his corner.”

“I’ll say,” I replied, and with feeling.

“Why thank you, Alister,” Tanya said again, and squeezed against me once more. “I love helping. It’s what I was born to do.”

That much proved true. Though she did go back to her seat, she continued to return and help me for the rest of class. When the bell rang and we started to get up, I knew I couldn’t leave it at that.

“Thanks for today. Mind helping me out some more?” I asked her as I gathered up my books.

“Any time,” she said, her face absolutely radiant as pops and sparks of magic swirled about her pink hair. “In fact, I do tutoring too. You can come by my room some time. I think we’d both learn a lot.”

Before I could answer, I heard a scoff. “Pathetic,” said a voice like acid.

I turned to find a trio of witches beside my desk. One had puffy blonde hair and lion ears, and was pretty enough with eyebrows painted with glitter and nails sparkling pink. The other had a pair of horse ears, a narrow build and sharply angled eyes like she was always glaring.

But the third stood before the other two and was the obvious leader. Her arms were crossed and her expression was absolutely disgusted. She was pale, and even her blonde hair tied up in two tails was so washed out it looked white. She was a bit short, I couldn’t help but notice, and she cocked her lush hips with the sort of emphasis normally reserved for a gun. A huge bow was tied in her hair like she was a gift for the world, and the way she looked down her nose at me, I bet she agreed. Her student robe was open, revealing a short skirt that fluttered whenever she shifted her hips.

I also noted some pretty strong mutations. I would have thought she was a felborn with those horns, but the shimmer of purple scales on her cheeks and the narrowness of her pupils made me lean more towards a dragon. A very uncommon mutation, and only reserved for families with supremely strong magic.

I heard Tanya give a little sigh, then saw her smile with somewhat strained politeness. “Hello, Ashlyn. How are you?”

“Oh, you know,” Ashlyn said, flicking one of her braids back over her shoulder. “Amazing. Or, I would be, if I wasn’t having to do this glorified review course. Though clearly some of us need it badly,” she added with a pointed look my way.

Well, wasn’t she just a ray of sunshine.

“Not everyone could afford private tutors,” Tanya said gently.

“Simple manipulations seem like the least skill that someone should have even before being admitted to this school. Clearly, Stoneway’s standards have gotten lower than I expected. I mean,” she added with a contemptuous look at me. “He’s still using a wand! But,” she added with a smirk, “I suppose they’re desperate for warlocks enough that they’ll stretch the rules—and their standards.”

“You have something against warlocks?” I asked.

“I have something against failure. I’d expect a high and mighty warlock to be able to do magic at least at this level.”

She held out her hand, revealing golden talon-like finger decorations, and with a flash a ball of roiling flame erupted into being. I leaned back from the heat, impressed. Performing magic without chants or signs was very hard to do, and her output was nothing to scoff at.

Ashlyn smirked and banished the fireball with a flick of her talon-tipped fingers. “But I suppose I shouldn’t expect more from a male.”

“A good policy,” I told her. “In fact, you should lower your expectations for me. Absolute rock bottom.”

Her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. “Hmph! I will. And if you’re smart, Tanya, you won’t waste your time on him either.”

She gave her hips a small swing and turned about, stalking off with her two companions.

When they were gone I shook my head. “The hell was that?” I asked.

Tanya sighed again. “Ashlyn Withers,” she said. “We went to the same school. She’s really very nice once you get to know her.”

Somehow, I doubted that. “She have something against warlocks?”

Tanya squirmed, and I could tell it was killing her to speak bad about the dragon-girl. “Not warlocks so much as, well, harems specifically. She doesn’t think witches should lower themselves to being in a harem with a warlock. Competing for the affections of a man. I’ve told her that stronger mages always come from a union with a warlock and a witch, but she doesn’t care.”

“Ah,” I said, nodding. It wasn’t exactly an uncommon feeling. For various reasons, a lot of witches disliked the idea of harems. Some violently. I’d met more than a few in the war, especially up in high command. They always resented having me around, and no matter how many of the enemy I killed or objectives I achieved, I could tell they hated me.

Those witches were also much better at being unpleasant than Ashlyn though, so I didn’t let her bother me too much. “Well, I hope we don’t run into each other too often, then,” I said as I finished packing away my things.

“I hope you do,” Tanya said, getting up with me and heading out of the class. “Who knows! Maybe you’ll be the one to change her mind about warlocks.”

I snorted, but kept further opinions to myself. In my experience, those sorts of women weren’t worth the time.

“So about helping your studies,” Tanya said, changing the subject eagerly. “Maybe we can do some work on your summoning first? Figure out what went wrong.”

“Oh, that,” I said, shrugging. “No problem. It solved itself.”

She blinked, some of the flickering lights around her head popping off. “It did? How?”

“It just did.”

She gave me a sly look. “Did you manage to summon one after all?”

“I did,” I admitted.

Tanya clapped her hands with delight, which made her chest bounce appealingly. “Oh! I knew you would. So, what is it? Please? Let me see them!”

“I really better not,” I said.

Tanya pouted. “Please? I showed you mine. It’s only fair.”

“Well…” I considered hiding Hexie’s existence, but the imp was bound to show herself sooner or later. May as well bite the bullet with Tanya now. I glanced around and spotted a branching hall. I gestured and Tanya followed me into the unused space under some stairs leading up. In the shadows, I held out my hands and willed Hexie into existence.

With a pop of magic the imp burst into being with her arms crossed.

“About time!” the imp said hotly. “What took you? I was about to summon myself!”

Tanya squealed, holding her fist up to her mouth in excitement. “Oh my gosh! She’s soooo cute!”

Hexie turned towards the witch and her jaw literally dropped, her eyes instantly glued to Tanya’s chest.

Oh no.

“Holy shit!” the imp cried. “Look at those funbags! Those gazongas! Those pillowy mounds! Them fertile tracts of land!”

I grabbed the imp, covering her mouth with my hand. “Anyway, yeah. This is it,” I said quickly, ignoring the muffled sounds coming from behind my palm.

Only for, much to my surprise, Tanya cooed. “Aw, look at her! She’s adorable! Can I hold her?”

Seriously?

“Your funeral,” I said, releasing Hexie.

“Hey! I’m not—” the imp started, only for Tanya to grab the imp in turn and hugged her into her impressive cleavage.

“Oh. My. Gods! I can’t believe how precious she is!” the witch crooned, wriggling in place. I saw Hexie emerge from the mounds of cleavage, then tilted her head and gave me a smug look before nestling deeper into the valley of Tanya’s chest.

That little brat…

“She showed up after the ritual was done,” I explained. “She says she stole the job from my real familiar, but I’m not sure I’m buying it.”

“I doubt she did. But that’s fantastic, Alister! I knew you could do it. And I’ve never heard of someone summoning a humanoid familiar. Let alone a demonic one. Though the whole field is still so new.”

“Thanks,” I said. I checked my watch. “But I have another class in a few minutes, so I’d better go.”

“Oh! Yes, of course. Well, just remember, Alister. If you ever need any help with spellcraft, I’m always willing and able. Especially if you bring this little darling with you,” Tanya cooed.

“Sounds like a plan to me!” Hexie cackled, sneaking a look back at me. “And maybe next time, we can do some anatomy studies too. Really learn all about the—”

I banished her with a snap of my fingers before she could get further into it. Then snapped again when Hexie tried to pop back into being.

It was gonna be a looong day…


Chapter 7.


With a heavy sigh I pushed open the door to my dorm room and shuffled inside. I dumped my bookbag on the kitchenette table and collapsed into the couch with a groan. Ugh. What a day.

And it was not improved by Hexie popping into existence on the table, hands on her hips and a cocky smirk on her face.

I gave the imp an exasperated look. “I wish you would stop doing that,” I said.

“And let you keep all those incredible tits to yourself? Ha! Not likely. This lady swings both ways, handsome. And she’s a sucker for a bust you could fall asleep in. Vavoom!

“Speaking of!” she added, leaning forward so her own chest wobbled, her grin growing thirstier than a man lost in the desert. “Guess what I am?”

I tiredly massaged my forehead. “A pain?” I asked dully.

“I’m into that too. But mainly, I’m horny as all hell! So let’s fuck, big guy.”

I glanced at her through my fingers, looking her whole ten or so inches up and down. “...I don’t think that’s a good idea. Or anatomically possible.”

“Ever heard of ‘life finds a way’? Think of it as an experiment in the elasticity of a demon.”

“Maybe later,” I said, dragging my textbook of Unusual Flora and its Applications from my bag. “I have some homework to do first. Plus I have a date tonight.”

“Oh right! With miss prissy kitty. Oo la la! I bet she’s tighter than a Greed demon’s wallet. Ya gonna fuck her?”

I glared at Hexie over my textbook. “Not on the first date.”

“Oh come on! I saw how much she wanted that D. If you’d told her to, she’d have flipped up that pretty skirt of hers, pressed herself against the bookshelf, and let you clap those cheeks like you were playing drums. Boom boom boom!” the imp cried, smacking her palm off her firm, red ass for emphasis.

I was less than impressed. “Even if she did, which I doubt because I’m pretty sure it’s against the rules of the library,” I added with a hard look at the imp, “that’s not what I’m looking for.”

“Oh? Wanna make that first time special? I bet you do. Get some of that chocolate you can drizzle all over that man meat so she can lick it off. Oh! Or, the scandal! You were going to lick it off her? Alister you naughty, naughty boy! But if you insist,” Hexie said slyly, her spaded tail curling with mischief as she sauntered about my desk smugly, “I do happen to know a recipe for Glutton’s Butter. Best body chocolate in hell. Have that kitty mewling for you to absolutely plunder her puss. Avast, me hearties. We be gettin’ that booty!”

I frowned. “Hexie.”

“Alright!” the imp cried, throwing up her hands. “You twisted my arm! I’ll tell you the recipe. But only if I get to watch.”

“Hexie.”

“Ooh! Or let me join in. I can lick her out while you fuck her mouth. Make her choke on that manmeat I saw in the shower. Mmm mmm mm! Tasty as fuck. I even know some incredible rope techniques. Tie her up nice and tight while you make her yours.”

“Hexie!”

“What!” she shouted back.

I glared down at her. “I’m not here just to get some quick fucks.”

“Damn right. With my help, you’ll be able to go at it for a full day. And with practice, we’ll get that dick of yours capable of a full week of orgiastic glory! Hahaha! You lucked out when you summoned me, master. And I got just the ritual for it. We will need a goat, just FYI.”

“No,” I said firmly. I leaned back in my chair, exhaling heavily. How to explain this to an imp whose every thought revolved around having me put my dick in something?

“Listen to me, Hexie,” I said firmly and slowly. “I am not here to build a harem. I am not here to fuck everyone that moves. I am not here to buy into the stupid propaganda that the army is selling. I am not their tool or their puppet anymore. I’m my own man, and if I do start a relationship, I want it to be for more reasons than the army needs more stupid kids to feed into the meat grinder. I want a goddamn romance. Get me?”

“Geez! Way to bring down the mood with the dead baby talk,” Hexie pouted.

“Good,” I said firmly. “I’m getting my own life now. Which means I’m not going around collecting girls like trading cards. I have standards. I don’t even know if I want to be in a harem.”

Hexie gave me a shocked look. “But… but hedonism. World domination. Evil. Sexy good times!”

“No,” I said firmly. “I’m out to build a life. I’m not some horny teenager anymore.”

She looked doubtful. “You’re not?”

“No.”

“Really? Because, I mean, you look like a broody eighteen year old at best.”

“Well I’m not,” I growled.

Hexie frowned, stroked her chin, whatever passed for her brains no doubt sparking with great effort.

“Okay!” Hexie finally said, holding out her hands. “Okay. So. I’ve taken your opinion into consideration, and have come up with a solution.”

This oughta be good. I leaned forward, not even trying to mask the doubt on my face. “Which is?” I prompted.

“We don’t do that, and instead we go out and find some randy coeds looking for a good time. Eh? Eh?” she said with a suggestive twitch of her brows.

In answer, I reached over, picked up the bottle Kensington had sprayed me with when I first arrived, and acted like I was going to give the imp a spritz.

Hexie lurched back, sputtering and shocked. “Hey! Ugh! Not cool, master. Not cool! I think that’s holy water in there, you know!”

“Uh huh,” I said, putting aside the spray bottle. “Then keep it down. I need to study.”

To be fair, Hexie did stop trying to talk to me. But that didn’t keep her from being a pest. As I flipped through the book, the imp tried to bother me in a number of ways. Chiefly was pretending to stroke herself on the table. But when it was clear I wasn’t paying attention despite her loud, thespian worthy moaning, she instead fluttered onto my shoulder and started kissing my cheek and whispering sweet nothings in my ear.

Which was annoying, yes. But I’d learned to sleep through artillery bombardments. It would take a lot more to distract me than whispered pillowtalk from a girl who could stand up in a beer stein.

Especially given all the ground I had to cover.

I sighed. In addition to the basic magic course I was taking, I also had Intro to Potions, Hexes and Charms, and even a course of History of Sorcery on the Western Continent. None of which I was familiar with other than in passing. Though the potions I had maybe more experience than most, but mainly chemical weapons, and only because they were used on me. But a potion of lubrication? A sleeping brew? The methods of distilling raw magic into fuel? Fuuuuuck. So much to catch up on.

Time passed fast like that, and before I knew it I saw it was getting on towards seven. I was surprised Kensington hadn’t shown up yet, but I was also kind of grateful. With a grunt I closed my textbook and rose to start getting ready for my date.

“Eh?” Hexie slurred, rousing herself from where she’d been napping on a pillow after I kept ignoring her. “Time to go?”

“Almost. I just need to get ready.”

“Oh!” she cried, her wings practically buzzing as she took off and followed me into my room. “Let me help! I’m an expert on clothes.”

“You?” I asked, looking at the three straps of leather that she wore.

“Yeah! I know what looks good on who. Can you deny it?”

Though skeptical, I supposed it couldn’t hurt too much. Besides, I already had something in mind.

Being one of Caldia’s premier living weapons, I’d been given various medals, awards, and met certain important people who I quickly forgot about when I was shipped off to the next warzone. And high command thought it might reflect poorly on them if I didn’t have something more formal to wear to those occasions.

Dragging my suitcase out from under my bed, I dug through it until I found the folded black coat at the bottom. It was different from typical warlock gear, in that it had a double-breasted front, a foxfur trimmed collar, and golden buttons. Not to mention the badges marking me as a Specialist Warlock. Neatly folded, smooth, I put on the formal shirt and sleek black pants before shrugging the coat on.

“Mmmm. Not bad,” Hexie said, flapping around me as I looked down at myself.

“Not bad?” I protested. “These are the best clothes I have!”

“Yeah, but they don’t really emphasize your best qualities, you know?”

“No, I don’t.”

“May I?” she asked, a spark of magic crackling on her finger.

I frowned at her, but the fact she asked before she started casting was encouraging. And, well, maybe I was a little nervous about this. I hadn’t been on a real date in… ever, actually. Getting a drink at the canteen with a witch before the bombs started to drop didn’t really count in my mind.

“Fine,” I said. “But nothing ridiculous.”

“Master, I’m hurt! You have so little faith in me.”

“My earlobe is still wet from you sucking on it,” I noted.

“That got you hard. Don’t deny it! But whatever. Just a minute.”

I held still as the imp rose near my hair. “First off,” she said, “we gotta give this a bit of a workover. The dishevelled weirdo is fun, but at night makes you look a little serial-killer-esque.”

“No it doesn’t,” I protested. At least, I was pretty sure it didn’t…

“Take it from an expert,” she said, the wind from her flapping wings tingling on my scalp as her fingers combed my hair. “And… voila! Much better.”

I pated myself down and studied the reflection of my clothes in the standing mirror. I had to admit she was right. It did seem less… sloppy now.

“Now, the suit! Too drab. Too depressing. Get a bit of red highlights in there like so,” the imp said, waving her hands. I looked down as strips of red stained the fabric of my coat here and there.

“Perfect! Aside from those stains. Is that…” She sniffed one. “Blood?”

“Probably wasn’t mine,” I said, honestly not even sure when that had happened.

“Attaboy! Girls love a guy dripping in the blood of his enemies. The fun ones, anyway. But it’s gotta be fresh! Dried blood is just icky,” she said, another snap of her fingers having the stain burn itself away without a sign it had ever existed.

“Not bad,” I begrudgingly admitted.

“Damn straight. And the piece de resistance,” she added, dipping down near my crotch. “Ladies love a man with some more bulge,” she said.

I sucked in a breath as she gestured, the fabric of my pants growing a bit tighter around my crotch, outlining my cock more. “Hey!”

“You know I’m right!” the imp cackled.

I rolled my eyes. Though, she might be. Whatever. If need be, I could always close the coat.

“Then we’re done?” I asked.

“Mmmm,” Hexie said, rubbing her chin as she gave me a critical once over. “...I suppose so. Gotta pad out the chest and arms a bit. You’re wiry, but we can do buff. Tell me, what’re your feelings on drinking demon blood?”

“Combustible,” I noted.

“Not if we do it right. Some demon of Wrath essence and we can get you some real guns. Hua! Hua!” the imp exclaimed, flexing. “Hoooo! And I bet I can get it down to minimal corruption. You probably won’t even get horns! Though your package may swell a bit. But I doubt the ladies’ll complain eh? Eh?”

“I’ll pass,” I said, adjusting my coat. “But thanks.”

“Ah, you’re no fun.”

“Speaking of fun,” I said with a firm look her way. “I’m going to banish you for this. Alright?”

“Fine. But I demand bedtime snuggles. Especially if it’s mashed between you and a certain kitty. I wanna see you make her purr, master. Rawr,” she growled, playfully swiping at me.

“Yeah yeah,” I said, gesturing and banishing her with a pop of air. I shook my head. That imp was a pain at times, but as I looked at myself in the mirror again, I had to admit maybe she had her uses.

I left the room, making my way out of the Raven Dorm, and catching a bit of attention from the witches still hanging around the common room before I was out. Fortunately the academy grounds were pretty empty at this hour. Most of the students were either in their rooms or out and about the town below the academy.

I, however, headed straight for the main plaza of the school, and Erina.

At first I didn’t realize it was her, but there was no one else standing under the statue of the founder of the school.

And just… wow!

Considering how I’d seen her up to that point, I expected something similar to my outfit, or even more proper and conservative. Instead, I was being faced with an absolute burst of frill and lace. Her gown was bubblegum pink and so tight in places it left very little to the imagination, and so poofy elsewhere it looked like she’d stuffed her sleeves and skirt with cotton. Her usual diamond earrings glittered in her ears, and even her little beret was pink. Her blonde hair had been done and given more flounce and volume, and I swear the gold sparkled with some spell. She turned as I approached and I saw her face brighten and flush slightly as she took me in.

“Alister! Good to… see you…”

The pause followed her eyes wandering to my crotch. I hastily cleared my throat, almost moved to cover myself, but thought better of it.

And realized I had no idea what to say.

Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t some blushing virgin here. In fact, quite the opposite. I knew how to invite a girl to a quick fling or some fun in a trench, but actually going on a date? Well, shit. I didn’t have much there. I could feel myself freezing up like a conscript on their first day in no man’s land. Think, Alister. Think! What would Lord Downs do in this situation?

“My lady,” I said, cutting a slight bow. “It would be my pleasure to escort you this evening.”

Erina’s smile slipped a little. “Um,” she murmured, brushing some blonde hair back behind her wilting cat ears. “What?”

Dammit! So much for that. What else did I have? Argh! Forget it. Just go casual.

“Want to go grab a drink?” I asked.

“Not on school grounds, I hope,” she said, frowning.

“No. In town. I’m sure there’s a few bars down there,” I said. Which was a pretty safe bet in a college town.

“I suppose,” Erina hummed. “So long as we don’t drink so much we become inebriated. Drinking or drunken antics on campus grounds are strictly prohibited.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” I offered my arm. “Shall we?”

Looks like that was the right move, as again I was treated to her smile as she slipped her arm in mine, her tail swishing behind her. “I’d love it,” she said.

It was actually nice to walk with Erina out of the school and into town. The sun had by now dipped down, and the street lights were flickering on along the sidewalk. And naturally, since this was in the shadow of Stoneway, all the lamps were actually trees with globes of light threaded into their branches, like fairy lights.

Many of the buildings close to the academy had some bars on the bottom floor, but I was looking for something a little classier than that for my first date as a civilian. Especially with a girl like Erina. I still wasn’t sure where we were going with this, but I was looking forward to finding out.

I spotted a likely place called the Witch’s Rest and took Erina inside. The waitress eagerly got us a booth near the window and we settled in with the menus. The prices were, naturally, fucking criminal, but I wasn’t hurting for money. A long career in the army and not many opportunities to spend the money meant I wasn’t poor. Though, if I ate at the Witch’s Rest too often, that could change pretty quickly.

“Lot of salads,” I noticed.

“The vegetables are sourced from the academy gardens,” Erina said.

I gave a soft whistle. “Should be good, then.”

Erina nodded and we soon ordered. I settled into my seat. The food came soon, and Erina gave the quantity of my meal a shocked look as I chowed down. Still, I had to say things seemed to be going well.

Erina coughed slightly, calling my attention back to her. “Before we get deeper into the evening, I do wish to lay down some ground rules,” she said primly.

“I’m listening,” I said.

“First, I expect no less than six children.”

“...Sorry? Kids?” I asked.

“Naturally,” she replied. “If I am to be in your harem, then I expect you to do your duty to your utmost.”

“I… Hold on,” I said. “Isn’t talking kids a… bit early here?”

Erina gave me a quizzical look. “Not at all. It is only to be expected. After all, we must do our duty to the nation, and so putting out our expectations should be first on the agenda.”

…What did she just say?

“Sorry,” I said slowly. “But, Erina? Is… the only reason you’re going out with me in order to have my kids?”

“Of course,” she said, sparkling with satisfaction like her diamonds. “I’m certain we’re very compatible, and our children will be incredibly powerful. I heard about your duel, and after consideration, I think you and I would be ideal mates. Our children will grow up to serve the Free States of Caldia with distinction and honour!”

I felt myself go cold.

“Ah,” I said, putting down my silverware. “Of course.”

Erina cocked her head at me. “Is something wrong?”

“Let me ask you something,” I began, giving her a long look. “What do you want out of this thing between me and you? Just kids? Is the only reason you’re interested in me because of my genes?”

“Of course I’m interested in your genes,” Erina said, looking genuinely confused. “Everything I’ve seen indicated you are a powerful warlock, and therefore the ideal mate. Why, our children will without a doubt be outstanding witches, and perhaps even a warlock or two.”

“I guess. But don’t you want to find an actual human connection? Romance? Love?”

She gave me a puzzled look. “What do those have to do with us?”

I shook my head, laughing bitterly. “Yeah,” I said, standing. “What indeed?”

“Alister? Are you alright?” she asked.

“Fine. Just fine,” I said, pushing out of the booth and rising. I shoved a hand into my pocket, pulling out my wallet and tossing some bills on the table. I was probably tipping like a sailor, but I really didn’t care. The meal was nice, but looked like that was the only highlight of the evening.

“Alister? Did I do something wrong?”

“Wrong? No, not at all, Erina. You’re a peak Caldian woman. The sort of witch the nation prides itself on. Married to your duty and your country. And how could I compete with that?”

“I… I don’t understand,” she said.

“Let’s just say we’re looking for different things in life. I’ll head out first. Sorry for wasting your night.”

She was still staring, open-mouthed at me as I turned and walked out the door.

The cool air of the night was bracing and helped dispel some of the heat rushing through me as I started off slowly down the street. Dammit. I probably handled that badly.

But fucking hell. Really?

I sighed, shoving my hands in my pockets. I should have known better. We’d literally met two days ago. She didn’t know me, and love at first sight was just a thing for drek romance novels. I was a warlock. She wanted kids for the nation. All I was for her was a stud to see that happen.

“How annoying,” I muttered, though more to myself than anything else. Because I’d screwed up. I’d hoped things would be better outside the army, but I should have known better. Romance was a dream, in many ways, and maybe a fantasy in more ways than one. It wasn’t going to be easy finding love out in the world. Let alone in getting a woman who saw me as more than just a magic baby factory.

“Alister!”

I stopped and looked back to see Erina hurrying after me in a swirl of pink fabric. She slowed and finally came to a stop in front of me.

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Please,” she said. “What’s the matter? What did I say?”

“...Tell me something, Erina,” I said. “What do you think a relationship is built on?”

“Mutual compatibility and dedication to the service of the nation,” she answered promptly.

“Right. So, in that case, do you want to be in a relationship with me? Or would any warlock strong enough do?”

She opened her mouth, hesitated.

“Well?” I prompted.

“Do you…” she said uncertainly, shifting where she stood. “...Do you not want me to be in your harem?”

“Erina,” I said. “I don’t even know if I want a harem.”

She gave me a suspicious look. “You’re not… Alister, are you into something as depraved as…” Her eyes darted about and she moved in closer, her voice dropping to barely a whisper. “You’re not a… monogamist, are you?”

“What? Gods, no! Do you want to get me arrested, woman?!”

She relaxed. “Good,” she said in relief. “I was worried there for a moment you were some sort of degenerate. Because that would be very selfish of you, hoarding your precious seed like that when so many witches are in dire need of strong children.”

I sighed. “See? That. That’s what I’m talking about, Erina.”

“Your seed?”

“No! Well, partly. Erina, I’m not just a… a tool. I’m a person dammit, and I’m not going to get treated like… like some prized stud at the fair. If I do end up in a relationship, it’s going to be something more than just… convenience. Or service to the state. I want a family. Something more than just a duty. If you wanted to marry me, I’d hope it would be more than just a ‘lie back and think of Caldia’ situation. I mean, you’re a princess!”

Her lip twitched, and I caught a flicker of something bitter in her expression before it smoothed over again. “Alister, I swear,” she said earnestly. “I’m not just interested in your admittedly precious seed.”

“I’d like to believe that. I really would,” I told her. “So tell me one thing you like about me that doesn’t involve me being a warlock.”

She raised her hand, took a breath.

Paused.

“Exactly,” I said, surprising myself in how defeated I sounded. Maybe on some level, I was looking for something of an answer. But I guess that was a bit too much to hope for.

She bit her lip, lowered her eyes.

I winced feeling awful at the sight of her standing there, like a saddened mass of cotton candy. I tried to think of something to say to comfort her without reversing everything I’d just told her, but this time I was at a loss.

Ironically, the distant sound of an explosion saved me.

My head whipped around and towards the sound, and I quickly spotted a cloud of dust rising from deeper in town.

“What was that?” Erina asked in shock.

“Munitions,” I said. “Someone’s blowing things up.”

“You’re sure?”

“Absolutely,” I said. “I’m somewhat informed on the topic. I’m going to check it out.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“You?”

She drew herself up, face becoming stern as she drew a pair of gloves out of her pocket. “I do have combat training,” she informed me, tugging the gloves on and revealing diamond studs on the knuckles. “Before the treaty was signed, I was destined to be a frontliner!”

Really? That was a surprise. But I couldn’t waste the time arguing. “Alright,” I said, quickening the rush of blood in my legs. “Come on. But stay back until we know what we’re dealing with.”

She nodded and I took off, sprinting down the street. The cobblestones and shops flashed by me as I got closer to the scene of the explosion, and I quickly picked out the sound of magic firing off.

I skidded to a halt as I rounded the corner, and found the blast zone. It was a grim sight. It was by the river and it looked like a shop had been completely leveled. Part of the street was torn up, and what looked like a bunch of food and veggie stalls had been turned over along with some cars.

And the one who’d done it was impossible to miss.

It was a seething mass of hulking flesh that looked like a frog crossed with an octopus. It hunched in the ruins of the plaza, crouched atop what had once been a very nice car before the monster’s weight had buckled the roof. Bulging eyes swivelled everywhere like a chameleon’s, and a pair of curving horns rose from its head. But the biggest oddity had to be that its back was absolutely crawling with writhing tentacles.

I saw a few students from the academy around the plaza firing off spells at the monster, but mostly there were people screaming and running away. Couldn’t exactly blame them. Living so close to a magic academy, they were probably used to the odd light show or the drinking water occasionally turning you into a toad, but rampaging monsters was probably uncommon.

I knew this because those witches still standing clearly didn’t know what they were doing. The fireballs they were tossing weren’t doing anything worse than washing off the monster’s hide, and as I watched as the thing’s tentacles snapped out and grabbed one of the girls, dragging her towards its massive maw.

Oh shit!

I lunged forward, another pulse of blood into my legs strengthening my muscles as I jumped off an overturned car. My fingers split open, my head spinning as blood claws curved into being and I slashed through the monster’s tentacles.

It bellowed in pain as it dropped the screaming witch. She fell back, scrambling out of the rubbery limb.

“Get back!” I shouted at the survivors as the monster’s mismatched eyes swivelled, fixing on me. “Call for the guard!”

“We can help!” a witch with horse ears tersely replied, though she gave me a strangely irritated look for some reason.

“Help by getting everyone out of here!” I snapped.

That was all the time I had to argue. The next second the toad-monster lunged at me, hopping off its perch and flinging its massive bulk my way. I jumped back, barely clearing the area before the monster landed, cratering the ground with a boom.

The sheer impact almost had me lose my footing, and the sudden lash of the monster’s tentacles weren’t helping. I immediately channeled my blood into a sword, whipping it around and slicing through several more of the rubbery limbs. The monster croaked with pain, opening its massive mouth wide and making a choking sound.

Oh, that couldn’t be good.

I pushed out my blood wings, wincing as they tore through my coat before I jumped, a flap taking me into the sky just as the toad-monster belched a mass of green. Its vomit splattered across a car, sizzling and rapidly melting the metal.

Note to self: don’t get hit by that.

“Roooooark!” the frog-monster croaked.

“Alister!”

I glanced back to see that Erina had arrived. She skidded to a halt at the sight of the monster, gaping. But to my surprise her shock only lasted a second, then her face hardened.

And that wasn’t all.

Her hands balled up, and I stared in surprise as what looked like diamonds coated her hands into a pair of oversized fists. Well, looked like Erina was primarily an earth witch. Good to know.

Unfortunately, the shine of the gems distracted the monster, which swung her way with a croak, belching another mass of acid at her.

Erina swung up her diamond gauntlets, and the cobblestones around her suddenly rose, forming a makeshift barrier. The acid splattered against it, already melting through, but held back from her. Unfortunately, I saw the monster’s limbs bunching under it for another jump.

Shit!

I dove at the monster just as it leaped for her, and I smashed into the creature mid-jump, driving my blood sword into its side. The monster gave a croaking bellow as the two of us were sent flying off course to crash into a bakery, smashing through the display window and ruining some lovely cakes and pastries.

Immediately the horror started to squirm against me, but I drove my sword harder into its side, my blade mingling with its blood. Ugh! Disgusting. It’s blood was foul! Like crude oil mixed with bile and… and something strange.

Something terribly familiar.

Before I could figure out more one of its tentacles had grabbed me, wrenching me out of its side. It smashed me into the wall, my head swimming and now ringing with pain.

The frog-monster turned its huge head towards me and opened its maw, acid seething in its gullet. Before it could spit however there was a flash and Erina bulled into the shop like a sparkly pink tank, her diamond gauntlets gripping each other as she swung them around. They clocked the monster in the jaw, throwing its head wide to smash into the counter, the till chiming like a boxing ring’s bell as it was obliterated.

The distraction was all I needed to slice through the tentacle holding me, dropping me to the floor of the shop. Alright. Time to try something different. I raised my sword, focusing on it, the blade shifting and becoming a ball as I channeled more blood into it. My head grew light from blood loss, but it was worth it as I drew back my arm, the ball growing spikes like a morning star.

As the monster whipped its head back towards Erina, it opened wide. “Rooooooark!” it roared.

Perfect.

I flung the ball of blood into the monster’s mouth, which snapped shut reflexively, its huge eyes blinking in amphibian stupidity as it tried to understand what just happened.

As for me, I channeled the blood inside the monster, my fingers springing open.

“Pop,” I said.

The frog-monster jolted as spikes of blood burst from the ball inside it, shredding the creature’s innards like a shrapnel grenade going off. The frog-monster shuddered, its eyes bulging, then rolling back.

And then the creature collapsed to the floor amid the ruins of some cakes.

I groaned, letting my wobbly legs give in as I slumped down on some rubble. Holy fuck, my head was throbbing and my body was growing weak from blood loss.

“Alister!”

I looked up blearily to see Erina above me, her eyes wide with worry and her cute little cat ears twitching. “Are you alright?” she asked desperately.

“Just… fine,” I said woozily. “Blood loss. Just need to sit down for… for a second. Your ears are cute.”

She flushed. “C-cute!” she squeaked. “Alister, you… I… you broke so many rules tonight!” she squawked, looking thoroughly ruffled.

“Yeah,” I said, trying to focus. “Sorry about… about that. And for the… shitty date…”

She gave me a dumbfounded look, which was even cuter. Heh. Made me want to stroke those ears of hers.

I heard a whistle and turned my head, spotting several witches in blue guard outfits racing towards the wreck of the bakery and skidding to a halt at the sight of the monster. Erina gave me a last, worried look, then left me to talk to them and explain the situation. As for me, I slipped my hand into my pocket and pulled out an emergency blood pack. Biting the corner, I got started drinking and replenishing some of the blood I’d just lost tonight.

Heh.

Cute little kitty ears…


Chapter 8.*


I’m not sure how I got back to my room after the fight, but I slept in later than intended that day, and when I woke up, it was because Hexie was standing on my chest. She was tapping her foot and very pissed I hadn’t summoned her for cuddles, but even angrier I hadn’t gotten laid either.

And during that little argument, something large and black smacked into the window.

“What the fuck was that!” Hexie yelped, whirling around.

“I think I know,” I said, getting up and opening the window.

The raven on the other side shook off its dazedness and blinked up at me. “Rork! Alister Blackwood! Report to the headmistress’s office at seven am! Report to the headmistress’s office!”

“I get it,” I said, shutting the window in the quorking raven’s face.

“What was that about?” Hexie demanded.

“Nothing good, I imagine,” I admitted as I hastily left the room and popped into the shower. As the hot water tingled over me, helping to wake me up, I did have a pretty damn good idea why the headmistress wanted to see me. I hadn’t done anything wrong, and hopefully she’d agree. But time enough to deal with that. Getting out of the shower, I wrapped a towel around my waist and stepped out into the room.

“Aha!”

I blinked, starting back at the full body mirror right in front of me. Kensington poked her head around it, canine ears perked up in triumph as she looked at the glass. “I knew it! No reflection! I have you now, vampire!”

“Not a good time,” I told her as I brushed past her.

“It’s never a good time for the truth to come out, is it?”

“If you must know, I was cursed by a hag years ago,” I informed her as I marched back towards my room. “It’s very inconvenient, and I don’t appreciate people bringing it up.”

“A likely story! The evidence mounts, vampire! I’ll have it all soon enough! And how about those obvious fangs in your mouth, hmm?”

“I just have unusually sharp canines!” I shouted before I shut the door on her ranting. Gods, what a pain in the ass. I was a bit self-conscious about the mirror thing. I knew how it looked, and fed into the vampire rumours, so I did my best not to let it get out much. But living with Kensington, it was bound to.

Whatever. I pushed my frustrating roommate out of my mind and quickly got dressed.

“When you get back, we’re going to have a talk!” Hexie informed me sharply.

“Fine. Fine. Just go away,” I said impatiently, banishing her with a gesture.

Despite the various delays, I managed to get out of the dorm in good time, hurrying to the main building of the academy. As I did, I noticed witches all over the campus gathered in little knots like starlings fluttering with agitation. Whispers I picked up told me that it was about the little scene by the river last night, and I caught my name mentioned more than a few times.

My ears burning, I quickened my pace before any of the witches noticed me long enough to call me over, and soon I reached the administrative section of the academy.

Stoneway’s main building was a cavernous place, and the winding steps led me upward out of areas normally reserved for students. Unlike the rest of the school buildings, it was actually built into the massive tree that grew out of the school, and the halls were finely polished wood lit with more globes of light and the occasional window. It was unlike any other building I’d been in, with doors and windows carved by generations of faculty and students, yet the walls felt alive despite all that. By asking a few people I passed by I managed to locate the headmistress’s office.

Maybe…

I eyed the massive wooden door uncertainly. Specifically, the sleeping, bearded face carved into the wood. The beard consumed much of it and a knot formed a prominent hooked nose like a handle. Finally, I reached out and knocked.

“Ow!”

The wooden face opened its eyes and peered at me, scowling with a creaking sound like old trees bending in the wind. “Eh? Who’sit then? Hm?”

“Uh, Alister Blackwood. I’m here to see the headmistress?”

“Oh!” the face said, clearing. “Oh good. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you! Tell me, what kind of wood are you, eh? Spruce? Hickory? Maybe walnut?”

“Er, meat?” I said.

The wooden beard frowned again, with wrinkles like tree rings folding deeply around the ideas. “Hmm. I see. Well, I’ll not open unless you can answer my riddle.”

“Really? Is that standard?” I asked.

The face hesitated. “Well… technically, no. I do have to let you in. But be a sport and answer, won’t you? It gets so boring up here.”

“The headmistress did make it sound kind of urgent,” I told the door.

“Oh fiddlesticks,” the door grumbled. “Fine. Just a moment.”

With a clunk and a creak the door’s face smoothed, becoming still and solid. Then a line split it in half, and it opened wide, admitting me to the office. I ducked through, though I think I heard a muttered “Spoilsport.”

The office of the headmistress was a pretty cluttered place. Twin curving staircases offered access to a second level, while the ground floor was absolutely stuffed with magical junk. Carved wooden figures. Ivory sculptures. The skeleton of a dragon hung from the ceiling, and shelves overflowed with bottles, books, and ledgers. It looked like a cross between a rummaged filing cabinet and the treasure hoard of some mystic king.

“Come upstairs, Mister Blackwood. We’re waiting for you,” Elegantra’s cheery voice called from the second level.

I climbed the stairs and emerged on the second floor. Elegantra sat behind a huge oak desk carved out of the floor itself, with branches in full leaf growing behind her and shading her seat. An armillary sphere hung above her chair, the rings rotating slowly, globes of light welded to it, catching the light pouring through a window.

There were two others in front of her, and though I recognized Rodney immediately, the other woman threw me a little. I hadn’t seen a witch so mutated by magic in a very long time. Her upper half was woman enough, with a form-fitting long jacket inlaid with golden arcane symbols, but there the human ended. Her lower half was the long, coiling black and gold scales of a snake.

She turned as I arrived, her eyes half-hidden behind tinted spectacles, her black hair done up in a tight bun. Scales shimmered across her cheeks and reptilian frills flicked from where her ears should be. She was attractive in a cold way, with sharp and well defined features. Beautiful in the same way a well-made sword was. And as soon as her reptilian eyes landed on me I could feel her distaste as surely as if she’d spat on me.

This was… not going to be fun.

“Alister!” Rodney said, rising from his seat and leaning heavily on his cane. “There you are, my boy. How goes it? Better than yesterday, I imagine, eh? Eh?” he said, winking at me.

“Couldn’t be much worse,” I noted. “Is that what this is about?”

“It is,” Elegantra said, nodding sagely, her floppy hat almost falling over her eyes. “The incident in town the previous night has been of considerable interest to us. Though monsters from the nearby area do occasionally get near town, the wards should have kept them out.”

“Guess they didn’t,” I noted.

“No,” Elegantra observed sadly. “A lapse of tragic consequences. We were hoping you might be able to shed some light on the situation.”

“Ha!”

This came from the serpent-witch, who folded her arms with a contemptuous air.

“You have something to add, Maleficia?” Rodney asked, ice in his tone.

“Merely an observation that his… assistance should not have been given. He may have put more students at risk with his little antics. Perhaps not so much a concern when he was on the battlefield, but he should have waited for the security forces to arrive and handle the situation.”

I frowned. “If I’d done that, then at least one more witch would have died.”

“And the next time, you may cost us even more.”

Holy hell, what a charmer she was. I glared at her, and she just lifted her chin, peering at me down her nose.

Bitch.

“Professor Maleficia means well, though perhaps she is a touch overzealous here,” the headmistress noted. “Nonetheless, thanks are in order. The loss of life might have been much more severe without your assistance, and that of Miss Harper. Either way, any information you can provide about the creature would be of use. Professor Graves believes it was some kind of demon, yes?”

I shrugged. “Seemed like it. Certainly wasn’t human or natural, and it had characteristics of a demon. Although…”

“Though?” Rodney prompted.

I grimaced. “There was a… taste to its blood. Something foul, but familiar. I got a hint of it when I stabbed the thing, but it was similar to…” I trailed off.

“Please, go on,” the headmistress prompted with a kindly smile.

I shrugged. “Well, to warpcraft.”

Startled silence followed this, broken suddenly by Maleficia’s snort of laughter. “Warpcraft, was it?” she said with a mocking smile. “Dear me. It seems I must have missed someone setting off a warpbomb near the school.”

“Maybe you did,” Rodney growled, glaring at the serpentine professor. “You seem to miss a lot. Like those Auropan sympathisers in your classes and clubs.”

Maleficia rolled her eyes. “You do cling to your little fashions, don’t you Rodney? The war is over. Get over yourself and accept that we would make much more progress cooperating with the Auropans than treating their every act as one of aggression.”

“Never!” Rodney declared, thumping his cane on the floor. “Those filthy turnip-eaters will come for us all yet! And you’ll betray us to their machinations!”

“Would it be so wrong to live under a system that encouraged and sought to make witches more equal in their powers?”

“If it does so using demonic sorcery, then yes!”

“Professors, please,” Elegantra said, rising from her seat like a mobile knoll of grass and making soothing motions. “This is hardly the time, nor place, for such discussions. Alister?” she asked, hat flopping about as she turned back to me. “Did you notice anything else peculiar about the monster?”

I shook my head. “Only what I said. I imagine you’ll get more from an autopsy.”

“A difficult thing, seeing as we don’t have it anymore,” Rodney grumbled.

“We don’t?” I asked.

“It seems to have melted,” Elegantra observed. “Not unusual among certain classes of demons.”

“I guess not…” I said. It was true that some demon species didn’t retain their forms in the mortal realm for long, and could start to degrade almost immediately after they died. But the one I killed had still been around and reeking up the place for quite a while after I defeated it.

“Regardless, thank you, Alister, for your information. Would you care for a caramel candy?” Elegantra asked, producing one from her pocket.

“No, thank you. I’m good.”

The headmistress shrugged. “Suit yourself,” she said, popping the candy into her own mouth with some appreciation. “Mmm. Quite scrumptious. Regardless, we’d best not keep you. You have classes, and education is the most powerful magic there is! If you remember anything else, please inform myself or your professors.”

“Sure, I will,” I said, giving Rodney a friendly nod, and Maleficia a glare, which she returned, her head tilting back even more.

I left the office, and was glad to. I did have classes, and was eager to get back to them and put the whole incident from my mind.

Sadly, easier said than done.

Over the next week, I noticed a growing interest in me from my fellow students. Even more than before. Whispered conversations that stopped when I passed and intent looks cast from clusters of girls who, it seemed, were wearing increasingly revealing uniforms in my classes. The reason for the sudden increased attention I discovered accidentally while leaning on one of the balconies. I’d been a bit worried about Erina, as I hadn’t seen her since our unfortunate date. Just as I was wondering how I could find her, I caught a glimpse of a shimmer below. I looked down and saw several witches gathered around a glowing light.

No, wait. It was a scrying crystal.

I leaned over, wondering what they were watching. A scrying crystal held a recording of events, and this one somehow had me fighting the demon in it.

I gaped at it. How the hell had they gotten that? Maybe a security gargoyle on one of the buildings? I guess it didn’t matter, and it did explain why I was getting so many sidelong looks around school. Even as I watched the scene ended with the explosive death of the demon and the witches turned it off, immediately clustering up with gasps of delight.

“Oh my gosh! Did you see that?”

“He totally wrecked that thing!”

“Now that’s a warlock! And you said he goes here?”

“Yeah! Didn’t you hear? He dueled another warlock earlier in the term.”

“Wow! Do you think his harem is open?”

“Not sure. Wouldn’t that be great, though? You know, I have heard that some warlocks are doing a stud thing. Pay them a bit, and they’ll fuck you full. Satisfaction guaranteed.”

“No way!”

“But imagine.”

A breathy sigh rose from the group. With great care I edged back from the railing before they could see me.

Things were getting… complicated.

Which wasn’t to say I hated female attention, but I wasn’t looking to make a harem with just women looking to ride my dick. My days of being used were behind me. I wanted romance, dammit! Not… whatever this was turning into. And it would be harder to get if I had to suspect every girl approaching me of just doing it to claim they fucked the guy who exploded a demon.

Not planning on lingering anywhere, I finished my classes and hurried back to the dorm, avoiding small knots of witches bustling about the campus. I was starting to get the same feeling I had when I did infiltration missions. The door golem gave me a knowing look as she opened up and let me hustle up to my room, feeling profoundly tired. I trudged into my room and slumped in my chair, rubbing my face tiredly.

“Fuuuuck,” I sighed.

There was a pop and I lowered my hands, discovering Hexie standing on my desk giving me an impatient look.

“Yes?” I asked tiredly.

“Master, you and I need to have words. Tough words. Dirty words.”

I groaned. “Do we have to?”

“Yeah! We do. Look, master,” she said, pacing in front of me like a lawyer arguing their case before a judge, her wings fluttering and tail lashing. “I think we can both agree I’ve been very patient about getting fucked.”

“Patient!” I said. “Hexie, every time you get summoned you complain about me not stuffing you like a turkey.”

“Yeah! And you still haven’t. Now look, master,” she said, arms crossed, glaring up at me. “I got the need—the need to breed!”

“You and every witch at this school,” I grumbled.

“Damn right! I want some, and you clearly need some. Or do you think those baggy robes hide your dowsing rod of a dick?”

I flushed and adjusted my coat. “Well…”

“Master, you’re in a school filled with hot witch girls who all want some of that magic cock, and I know Miss Rosie Palms isn’t enough with the amount of attention you’re getting. We all know women at this age only have one thing on their mind, and that’s hot, filthy, degrading sex.”

“That can’t be true,” I protested, though given some of the things I’d seen this week, I had my doubts. But surely women weren’t all sex-starved maniacs. It just couldn’t be so! Though whenever a witch talked to me these days, their eyes were always drawn to my crotch. It was a little demeaning if I was being honest. Like they just thought of me as a dick on two legs.

Hexie snorted. “Of course it’s true. Take it from someone who knows. But hey!” Hexie cried, pointing at me. “You need a hot babe to fuck.” She pressed her hands to her chest. “I’m a hot babe looking to fuck. What’s the problem?”

“Your size for one,” I said.

“Then fix it!”

I frowned, but Hexie wasn’t necessarily wrong. It had been a stressful week, and I could really use a bit of relief. I didn’t dare with the witches. Fucking them without being willing to bring them into a harem just felt sleazy. I wasn’t going to string anyone along.

But sex with Hexie… No strings attached sounded pretty good.

“Well…” I said, brushing my hand over my Getting Familiar with Familiars textbook. “I do need to practice my familiar magic. And there was a growth spell they wanted us to work on.”

“See? There you go! Grow me! Bulk me up! Inflate these tits and this ass and slap ‘em around! Just make me fuckable, dammit!”

I sighed, but flipped open the book and skimmed a finger along the pages. I knew I probably shouldn’t, but I did have to admit I was looking forward to it. Finding romance was all well and good, but I had needs too, and having a randy imp girl around seemed like a good way to solve that problem.

“Here we go,” I said, settling on the page. “Hexie? Sit on the floor there.”

“Finally!” she said, hopping down onto the floor, though she did land on her hands and knees, her back to me as she thrust her ass into the air and in my direction.

“Not quite what I had in mind,” I said.

“Sure it was. Now make me big, master! Double D me and then shove your D in me!”

Gods but she was a randy little creature. Still, I’d be lying if I said it didn’t turn me on a bit. I cleared my throat and gestured above her with my wand, making the sign in the book above her. The design glowed, a magic circle inscribing itself on the floor under the imp. I could feel my connection to Hexie strengthen. A tether of magic essence that seemed to twang between us.

I was surprised to find it fairly easy to make the spell work. Then again, my connection to her felt more like my wyldcraft than normal spellcraft, and that I had plenty of experience with. Apparently, familiar magic had more to do with willing your familiar to change, and feeding them the magic to do so. Simple, but I was a bit leery of giving Hexie too much. Didn’t want her to explode or something.

All the same, I gestured above her, channeling my magic through my wand and into her, down the threads that connected us. Like the textbook said, I attempted to shape the magic I fed her to my will. To control it rather than just stuff her with arcane power, to who knows what effect.

“Oh!” Hexie said, gasping as she began to glow. She looked down at herself eagerly. “Oh hells yes! Whatever you’re doing, keep it up! I feel it. I feel that power! That sexy, sexy power! Mnnn! My tits feel so goooood!”

“Please stop talking,” I grunted as I continued to channel.

Sadly, Hexie either didn’t hear me or didn’t notice.

“Oh yessss!” she cried as she rocked back, sitting on her heels as she slowly began to swell, growing at a slow but steady rate, her eyes burning bright red. “Yes. Yes!” she moaned, palming her breasts with a look of utter ecstasy. “More! Gimme more, master! Make me huge! Stacked! Fucking gigantic!”

I tried, but the strain of the spell was starting to tell. Finally I let my arms drop, panting, muscles burning like I’d been holding up a magetank over my head for an hour.

That being said, I had to admit the results spoke for themselves. Hexie stood on the floor maybe half my height, and most of it curves. She was in the midst of admiring her hand, grinning as she cupped her bust and hefted it.

“Fuck yes! Look at that. Coulda been taller, master, but fuck it. I’ll take perfect dick-sucking height as a vast improvement.”

“Think… think so?” I said breathlessly.

“Hells yes! Want me to prove it?”

Before I could reply she’d hopped to her feet and was standing before me, her tail curling with excitement and her wings fluttering as she stared at my obviously tenting crotch, possibly the one part of me not drained. The imp actually licked her lips before reaching up and tugging open my pants.

I grunted as my cock absolutely sprang into the open, Hexie groaning as she shuffled in, nuzzling my shaft and balls.

“Oh mama, that’s the good stuff,” she breathed.

I bit my lip before I betrayed myself as the imp started to run her hands up and down my manhood, her soft lips kissing my balls. Oh fuck, foreplay was clearly her expertise, and I was getting the full benefit of it.

“Mmm,” Hexie hummed, her eyes actually fogging with lust, a sight which was unbelievably hot with her under me.

“Oh fuuuuck, master,” she breathed, actually leaving lipstick marks up and down my dick. “Can I suck it, master? Pleeease let me suck it!”

“Go ahead,” I grunted. “Seems you’re really—mnnnn!”

I trailed off in a groan as Hexie’s sinful lips proved themselves by wrapping around my shaft and sliding down, down, wonderfully down.

“Oh fuuuuuck,” I moaned, my hand fisting her hair as the imp began to tenderly bob, working her lips up and down me with glorious appreciation.

“Mhmmmm,” the imp groaned as her lips sealed tight around the base of my cock. Just how she could go that deep given the size gap between us, I couldn’t even begin to guess, but I wasn’t about to poke holes in the physics.

When Hexie bobbed her head, she used her whole body in the motion, like just expending a normal, human level of devotion was beneath her. Her tongue seemed impossibly long, too, snaking around my member each time she pulled back, only to dive right back down again until my whole cock was halfway into her stomach by way of her throat.

To say that the little thing had no gag reflex seemed an impossibly weak descriptor for what was actually going on. Any witch doing what she was doing to me would be in danger of major throat bruising. Her eyes watered, but not in the same way that a woman’s did when you throatfucked her soft palate. For Hexie, I got the distinct feeling that she was on the verge of weeping tears of ecstasy.

“Mm! Mm! Mm!” The sheer volume of each successive moan suggested a lot about her, which put a few things into perspective. For one thing, fucking her throat seemed more or less akin to directly fucking a woman’s G-spot for all the pleasure it seemed to give her. Her eyes occasionally crossed when she tried to look up at me as tears streamed down her cheeks, but she still looked perfectly cute and sexy at the same time. There was no streaking makeup, nor signs of her wearing out. It was like she was built for this.

Taking that observation for a sign, I bunched all the hair I could grab a clutch of and used it to take control, bucking my hips to meet her efforts while pushing against her nape to force her to suck me off at greater speed. “Mmm! Mmm!” she moaned appreciatively as she rested her palms against my thighs.

“Damn, you really are like a miniature succubus,” I groaned between gasps of air.

Hexie started resisting all of a sudden, and tapping my thigh, so I let go of her and watched as she broke the seal on my dick with a pop. Both her small hands worked me from base to tip as she tossed me an indignant scowl. “A succubus is a succubus, and you’d better be glad I’m not one of those bitches,” she said. “A true succubus absorbs your life force when she has her way with you. A lust imp like me is just a good fucking lay, master.”

“I believe you,” I said, patting her on the head, which made her cutely squirm and grin. “Lord knows I’m seeing the proof in the pudding.”

“You know what’s textured a lot like pudding, master?” she asked me, licking her lips.”My tight, hot, ooey-gooey pussy.”

I took the hint and picked her up by the armpits, tossing her into the air slightly to catch her by the waist. She was still only about half my height, despite her strangely erotic proportions, so she was trivial to throw around. More importantly, watching her bratty face go wide-eyed with surprise when I manipulated her body so aggressively was uniquely satisfying.

“W-whoa!” she squeaked. “A little warning next time would—ooohh fucking yeah, baby!”

I flipped her into doggy style and more or less used her like my own personal sex toy. The fit inside her was so effortless yet impossibly tight that some magic fuckery had to be at play because it made no sense otherwise. I thrust inside her again and again, each time getting a sluttier sound out of the imp than before.

“Oh! Mmmm! Gyuh! Nyah! Oof! Yes, daddy! Harder, master! Pound my impy pussy into pulp. Ohh—fucking fuck, I’m gonna soak your cock with little demony juices—Ahhhhh!”

She certainly was vocal, I’d give her that. More importantly, she was about the most satisfying lay you could have, like sex on easy mode. There was nothing I could do that wouldn’t make her cum again after about thirty seconds of pumping. After a while, her orgasms seemed to just stack on top of one another, unending, and that’s when I started worrying about the noise.

“Fuck, master! How long have we been screwing?! Like, ten hours?! I came a fuckin’ bajillion times, baby! Aren’t you gonna coat my insides already?”

I looked at the clock. “It’s been, like, four and a half minutes.”

She gasped, her eyes going wide and glossy like she’d just met her idol. “Your penis is magic.”

“It’s definitely not,” I grunted.

I was getting close, though, and that could be obviously detected by the way I started bucking more wantonly inside her. Hexie’s inner walls milked me to the point of helplessness as she came yet again, shouting “Nyah, baby, I’ve got a mad case of the cummies for ya!” or something unhinged like that. I followed suit seconds later, my seed caking her insides like a series of artillery blasts of viscous white paint.

When it was all over, Hexie and I collapsed onto the bed, her curled up on my chest, stomach, and thighs, and me with one arm around her and one behind my head. Panting, I stared up at the ceiling with a satisfied grin on my face.

“Mmm master’s dick is the best,” she giggled sweetly as she nuzzled and snuggled affectionately into me. “Gimme some huggy-wuggies. Your adorable little familiar needs some aftercare.”

I abandoned the back of my head and embraced her with both arms, smirking.

“Master?” she asked after a long pause, once my breaths started to grow less shallow.

“Yeah?” I replied.

“Wanna go again?”

My smile withered. “Maybe later.”

She nodded, curling up into yet a smaller little ball, then yawned. “Okay, I’ll ask again in two minutes.”


Chapter 9.


Gods damn but I needed that.

I slept damn well that night, I’ll say that much. When I woke up I found Hexie at her normal size again, pressed against my chest. She was cuddling me lovingly and murmuring in her sleep. It was a cute scene, but I couldn’t linger too long on it.

I was feeling inspired!

I slipped out of bed, and testament to how badly I’d run Hexie, she didn’t even wake up as I grabbed some boxers, tugged them on, and sat down at my desk. I pulled open an empty notebook and flipped it open.

Time to write!

Ideas poured into my head like a fog had been lifted from my mind. Would I try for a novel? No, but a short story wouldn’t do either. Not ambitious enough. A novella. Yes! Perfect. And I had just the idea. A brilliant idea! I don’t know how it had escaped me for so long, but no longer.

“Whatcha doin’?”

I paused in my scribbling and glanced back at the bed to find Hexie awake and eying me where she lay.

“Writing,” I said.

“Huh? About what?”

“It’s a great idea, really,” I said, returning to my notebook as the words flowed from my pen to the page. “A confident, proud vampire lord rules over a city in the shadows, all the while a female vampire hunter seeks to slay him. But they become thrown together by circumstances, and they end up falling for each other.”

“Uh huh,” Hexie said as she flapped over to my desk and landed on it. “And uh, what’s this vampire slayer’s name?”

“Kinzie Conquesta.”

“Interesting. You know,” Hexie added with an amused look. “That name seems pretty familiar. In fact, that whole character feels a bit close to a certain roommate that a certain warlock has.”

I paused. “You think so?”

“I kinda do.”

I frowned, then shrugged. “I’ll just add a note in the front of the book that any similarities to real or dead people is entirely coincidental.”

Hexie snickered. “Oh yeah. I’m sure that’ll work.”

“Is that a hint of sarcasm I detect?” I asked.

“A hint! Master, I’m layering it on more than a Gluttony demon at the gravy bar.”

I huffed. “It’s fine,” I said.

“If you say so,” Hexie sang. “And this vampire lord? What’s he like?”

“An incredible man,” I assured her. “Suave, confident, buff and knows what he wants, and isn’t afraid to take it.”

“So, the exact opposite of you?”

“I am confident and can be suave,” I said defensively. “But anyway, it’s not supposed to be like me. I’m not writing a self-insert here, you know.”

“Riiiight. Right,” Hexie soothingly said, patting my shoulder. “Of course not, master. You’d never do that.”

Was she mocking me? I gave her an annoyed look, but the imp radiated innocence right back at me. I waved it off. “Doesn’t matter. This thing is going to be great! Exactly what the doctor ordered. Witches love this sort of fiction.”

“They do?”

“Of course. Why do you think warlocks are so popular? Most witches feel superior to average men and know it. Only warlocks are actually stronger than witches, and they love the idea of that. Why do you think harems are so common? Aside from state-fueled propaganda.”

“It’s true,” Hexie mused. “Witches around here are suuuuper horny. I bet you could make half the girls in this school drop their panties with a word.”

“Probably,” I agreed with a grimace of annoyance. “But I wouldn’t do that.”

“I noticed, you pussy.”

“I am not!” I snapped back with an irritated wave of my hand. “I’m not like those warlocks that lead witches on with a promise of a place in a harem, then throw those poor girls aside once they get laid. If I start a relationship, it’ll be for the long haul. Not for… convenience or conception.”

“Hey! That’s a great line. You should feed it to the government. ‘Alister’s Dick! Convenient Conception Every Time,’” Hexie declared while panning her hand in the air, as if seeing those words in lights. “You could even make it a one man show. And lots of women.”

“You’re not helping,” I growled.

“Yes I am. If we’re going to make this world domination plan work, then you’re going to need lots of hot, powerful babes you’re giving the D to. A whole host of witches who’d burn the world down just to suck that cock. I even have uniforms! Chainmail bikinis are all the rage, you know.”

“Ah yes. That evil plan I’ve repeatedly said I’m not doing,” I observed dryly.

Hexie scoffed. “Pfft. For now. But mark my words, I can be very convincing.”

I’d give her that. She had a talented mouth, as last night had amply demonstrated.

But whatever. Let her dream. I had my own ideas for the future, and they didn’t involve malefic magic and world domination. It involved books like this, and the opening page was an absolute killer!

Unfortunately, I didn’t get any further before there was a knock on the front door. I grunted irritably and got up, throwing on a coat so I was at least semi-clothed as I went and swung open the door. “Yeah?”

Three women stood outside. All of them were dressed in the school uniform, at least partially. It was hard not to notice the blatant alterations to give more emphasis to cleavage and thighs, and the flirty looks were equally telling.

“Hey,” the lead girl said, folded cat ears and tail twitching. “You the warlock?”

“I’m a warlock,” I said, not much liking where things were heading.

“No, I mean, the one from the street, right? Like, the one that killed that demon?”

I caught one of the two witches behind the leader lean over to her friend and whisper, “Check out his bulge!” And by the quick flick of the pair’s eyes and following giggle, I knew they did just that.

I glanced between the trio warily. “Who wants to know?”

“I’m Triffany,” the cat-girl said. “And I was like, wondering if maybe you had someone to walk with to school this morning?”

“Sorry?”

“You knoooow,” she said, twisting in place, shamelessly pushing her chest out. “Just if you were, like, thinking about maybe walking to class with us? And maybe getting a bit turned around? And maybe finding a nice little quiet spot? And, like, maybe have a bit of fun, right?”

More giggles came from behind her.

“Uhhhhh… Oh!” I suddenly cried. “Sounds like my kettle has just boiled. Better take care of that. Bye girls!”

I shut the door damn quick and stepped away.

Shit.

The hoes had found me.

But how was I to escape?

Well, aside from the obvious.

I bustled back to my room and threw on my clothes while Hexie watched me curiously. “Uh, do you have classes this early?” she asked.

“No. Just need to… get out in the morning.”

“Uh huh,” she said as I opened the window. “But why are you—hey!”

I ignored her startled yelp as I tucked her into my shirt and stepped onto the windowsill. Alright, looked like no one was waiting outside the window. Time to go.

“Hey! Master what are—weeeeee!”

Hexie squealed, her tiny wings flapping frantically as I stepped off the sill and dropped towards the ground. I reinforced my legs with a sudden surge of blood, strengthening the muscles and elasticity before I landed lightly on my toes and bounced back upright.

Hexie wheezed, her eyes round as saucers as she clung to my shirt.

“So anyway,” I said, starting off. “Library.”

“Narf?” the imp squeaked shakily.

I let her recover as I crossed the grounds towards the library building. There weren’t too many students wandering around quite yet, meaning I mostly had a run of the place for the time being. I was even able to get a private study room from the librarian.

She’d just handed me the key when I heard a familiar voice call out, “Hey! It’s the man of the hour.”

Out of the fucking frying pan it seemed. I turned, straightening as Lucen prowled up. The other warlock looked the same, though his silvery hair had clearly come back, and even lusher than last time. But much to my surprise he didn’t look like he wanted a fight, even though he had at least three witches hanging off him.

“Lucen,” I said stiffly. “How goes it?”

“Pretty good,” he admitted with a grin at the women around him. “Very good. Oh, don’t worry about the whole duel thing,” he said immediately, waving it off as if the whole fight was a fly. “Bygones be bygones.”

“Really?” I asked dubiously.

“Yeah. Sorry about that whole thing. I figured you were competition, but now that I know you’re… you know.” He gestured at me.

“Know what?” I prompted.

“Well… Swinging for the other team,” he said with a suggestive flick of his eyebrows.

I stared at him.

“...What?”

Hexie burst out laughing, and in response I shoved her deeper into my shirt.

“Your uh, coat seems to be laughing there,” Lucen noted.

“My familiar,” I said. “It’s a hyena pixie. But what makes you think I’m gay?”

Lucen shrugged. “I mean, after that little hero bit and beating me? You should be balls deep in witches twenty four seven. Instead you’re in the library in the dead morning? Getting a private study room? Come on. What other reason could there be?”

I resisted the urge to bury my face so deep in my palm I could see the bones. “I’m not gay,” I said.

“You’re not?”

“No. I’m just… waiting for the right witch. You know?”

“I was too. Found three of them already,” Lucen said, grinning as he gave two of the girls in his arms affectionate squeezes.

“It’s been great,” one said.

“Yeah! His hair is so silky. So much fun to brush!”

“Sounds like you’ve got everything sorted,” I said.

“But if you’re not gay,” Lucen said, “then all the more reason to come to a party I’m holding tomorrow night. A bunch of the other warlocks in school are getting together to hang out with some girls. Only choicest types. It’s gonna be fun.”

“Doesn’t really sound like my scene,” I admitted.

“Really? Because I know at least one of the other guys there swings both ways. So, if you were a little curious, probably the ideal time to… you know.”

“I’m good,” I said flatly. “Thanks.”

“If you say so,” he shrugged. “But, you should keep in mind that if you do want to avoid girls throwing themselves at you, you really should find some witches that can hang around you. Witches are much more reluctant to approach a warlock who already has a harem going. There’s some sort of etiquette about it. Right girls?”

“Oh tooootally,” a fox-eared redhead leaning off Lucen gushed. “We’d never let some nobody get near our Luccie. I mean, if she didn’t mesh with the rest of the group, no way were we gonna let some dick rider join up.”

…Huh. That was an interesting point I hadn’t thought of. I mean, I’d always known that once a warlock formed a harem, anyone but the most desperate or cocky witches didn’t dare approach them. The girls he surrounded himself with formed an effective shield against those attentions.

And I had to admit, meeting some other warlocks wouldn’t be the worst idea. Comparing notes, getting to know how they deal with the attention. I’d been away from civilian life for so long, I needed every bit of help I could get. I was beginning to suspect my novels weren’t giving me a totally honest picture of romantic relationships.

“You know what? Sure. I’ll come,” I told him.

“Perfect,” Lucen said, passing me a card with the sign of an eagle on it. “Tonight, on the roof of the Eagle's Wing of the school. Use this to get past the warden golems. We got special consideration to use it.”

I bet they did. The school would have been delighted at having warlocks throwing a party. “Sounds good. I’ll be there.”

“Great! Now then, ladies. Shall we?”

Amid a sea of skirts Lucen and his girls left, marching off to no doubt find somewhere private to have some fun. I scratched my chin. It would be so easy to do something like he was. Too bad it wasn’t for me. I was looking for love, not a quick lay.

And maybe that party would have something I could use…


Chapter 10.


As I turned and headed towards the study room, Hexie finally managed to pull herself out of my shirt.

“Pffah! Hey! Don’t do that!” the imp complained.

“Sorry.”

“Liar!”

“You’re right. I’m not sorry,” I admitted.

“Hmph!” Hexie scoffed as she flapped up and perched on my shoulder. “You’re just lucky you’re such a good lay. And speaking of, did you really beat that warlock?”

“In a duel? Yeah.”

“Well what the fuck, master! Why didn’t you then steal his witches and fuck ‘em raw? Show dominance. Assert dominion!”

“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Courtship doesn’t work like that,” I told the imp.

“Well it should! It’s like that for chimps, I think!”

I let her vent, but as I turned the corner of a stack I slowed, spotting Tanya with a couple other witches near the study rooms. The felborn saw me almost instantly and said goodbye to the other witches before bouncing up to me.

“Alister! Hello. And you, imp! Aw, she’s so cute!” Tanya crooned, leaning over and smiling at Hexie, the little stars of magic floating around her head shining bright.

I caught an eager grin from Hexie as the imp practically dove into the other woman’s cleavage. I rolled my eyes as Tanya squealed, hugging the imp adoringly as the stars popped off around her.

“Still so cuuuute!” Tanya gushed, squeezing her chest lovingly before glancing back up at me. “But what are you doing here so early?”

For a moment I thought about admitting I was trying to write a book, but I quickly reconsidered. It wasn’t exactly the sort of thing you’d expect a warlock to be doing. “Oh, you know,” I said with a vague motion. “Just… working on my lessons.”

“Still having trouble?” she asked, concern plain on her face.

“A bit,” I admitted, which wasn’t a lie.

“Then good thing I was here,” she said happily. “I’d love to help you out!”

I hadn’t asked for that, though on the other hand I absolutely could use it. And it got me out of an awkward conversation. “It sure is,” I agreed.

“Which room did you have?”

“This one,” I said, leading her to one of the small, private doors along the wall. I unlocked it to find a small space consisting of a table between three booth chairs, spacious enough to seat six comfortably. I slipped inside and settled down, with Tanya following.

She shut the door behind her and settled in beside me, plucking Hexie from her bust and dropping the imp onto my arm. “Okay,” Tanya said. “What’s been giving you the most problems?”

“Honestly? Almost all of it,” I admitted. “The arcane signs seem to be fine, the words alright, but the spells always come out mangled or don’t work properly.”

Tanya nodded seriously. “Yes, I suspect so. When I helped you in class, I did notice something odd. Alister? Where does your magic come from?”

I gave her a surprised look. “Uh… inside me? Like… here?” I said, tapping my chest.

“Ahhh,” she said in understanding. “I get it now.”

That made one of us. “You do?”

“Yes,” she said, again nodding. “You know that witches don’t have any internal magic, right? But instead their bodies channel ambient magic that leaks into the world from the arcane realms realized through nature. Which is why certain spells are stronger when there’s more of that element around.”

“I do,” I said. I did know that much.

“Then you should know that a witch channels that magic not from herself, but through herself. She uses the channels of magic within her body to gather the planar power, and a focus to articulate what it will do. A wand for beginners, as they have excellent channeling power, but a more complex focus as their specialization in one of the elements increases. Your problem,” she said happily, “is that you’re trying to draw on your own magic instead!”

I stared at her. If I wasn’t already sitting, I may well have fallen on my ass.

“I am?” I said, wonderingly.

“Mhmm,” Tanya said. “Which is why your magic always comes out kind of…” She wiggled her fingers. “...tainted.”

“You may be right,” I admitted. I’d never been trained in actual magic, and I typically drew my own out and harnessed it in that way. I’d never dreamed of trying to pull magic from a different source beyond my own stock.

Though, if that was true, that meant I had another problem.

“But, how am I supposed to channel it?” I asked.

“That,” Tanya said, sliding up alongside me, “I can help with. Scoot forward.”

I did, and Tanya wriggled in behind me. It was a bit of a tight fit with the table in front of us, but Tanya wasn’t complaining. And the feeling of her plush breasts against my back as she leaned in and grasped my hands felt pretty damn good, so neither was I. I wondered if she realized how compromising the position was? I also wondered if I should tell her.

…Maybe not.

“Focus, Alister,” she said as her fingers played along my arm, my wand wagging from my fingers. “Just relax. Let the magic flow through you…”

“I’ll… do my best,” I replied, deepening my voice unconsciously.

I let her help guide my hands, and tried to ignore the way my skin tingled when she instructed me, her breath ghosting over the back of my neck. It wasn’t doing my concentration any favours, but even so her tutelage was fantastic. Before an hour was over I could actually feel the flow of magic around me. It was in the air, like a gentle flow I could subtly direct with my wand, enabling me to conjure a little whirlwind on the table.

We did this for almost two hours. Long enough for Hexie to get bored being ignored and fall asleep on the table, wrapped up in Tanya’s scarf. Finally, the felborn let go of me. “Wonderful,” she said, clapping her hands as she sat beside me once more, the halo of lights around her head sparkling. “You’re getting the hang of it after all.”

“It’s not easy,” I admitted.

“No,” she said. “You’ll need a fair bit of practice. Witches are naturals with it, but that’s because we’re channeling magic from the start. I bet if you were, you’d be as strong in spellcraft magic as you are in your wyldcraft. If you had a harem, they’d probably be able to help you even more.”

I tried to hide my grimace. “I guess so,” I admitted.

“It won’t be hard for you to find one,” she said encouragingly. “You’ve made quite the impression.”

“I suppose you could say that.”

She cocked her head, her pink hair bouncing and her lights dimming with worry. “Is something wrong?”

I waved it off. “It’s nothing. Just… issues with witches a bit. It’s been hard to find one who’s actually interested in me beyond being a walking dick.”

Tanya winced and lowered her eyes, her lights dimming to pinpricks around her. “Yes,” she said softly. “I imagine that might be difficult.”

I sighed. “Honestly, it’s a bit of a relief hanging out with you,” I said. “You’re not pressuring me to add you to my harem.”

“Believe me,” she said, giving me a sad look. “I know what you mean.”

“You do?” I said, somewhat skeptical I had to admit.

“I do.” She let out a heavy breath and leaned back into the booth, eying the ceiling distantly. “You’re not the only one that gets those kinds of offers. Honestly,” she said, shaking her head mournfully. “I’ve gotten more than a few offers from warlocks to join their harems.”

“Really?” I said. “But you didn’t.”

She gave me a pouty look. “No. They only invite me because of these,” she said, cupping her chest.

I tried not to stare, but she wasn’t exactly making it easy. “You uh…”

“And there’s a pressure on witches as well,” she said with a more bitter tone. “My family, for one. They’ve always been pushing me to hurry up and find a warlock and join their harem. They would bring in suitors all the time and show me off, and more than a few of those warlocks were, well…”

She shrugged helplessly. “It is our world, and our reality.”

I felt my chest ache with sympathy. I hadn’t really considered what it might be like for a witch like her in this kind of cutthroat world. “That’s awful,” I told her. “Whatever happened to romance?”

“A pipe dream at times,” she sighed.

“Want a solution?”

Tanya and I blinked at each other, then we both turned our heads to see that Hexie was up, and giving the both of us a mischievous grin.

“What?” I asked, already regretting the question.

“You,” she said, pointing at me, “and you,” she added, pointing her other hand at Tanya. “Should fuck.”

Typical.

“That’s your solution to everything,” I informed the imp.

“Not true! I also advocate for murder. But in this case, the solution is obvious! You want a shield against flirty witches, and I can’t think of one bigger than those pairs of tits! And she wants someone to be in a harem with to get her family off her case. You’ve got an opening. She’s got a bod to die for. Bing bang! Two problems solved!”

I grimaced. “That’s—”

“Perfect!” Tanya cried with another gleeful clap, sparks bursting around her head like fireworks. “Oh,” she added quickly, frowning. “But some of my suitors could be dangerous, and might not take me getting involved with you well…”

“Pffft! More dangerous than our boy here?” Hexie said, directing dual finger pistols my way. “Alister here kicks demon ass and claims demon tail. He’ll fuck up anyone who looks at you sideways and then fuck you in front of him, just to really show dominance!”

“No I wouldn’t,” I protested.

“What? Protect her?” Hexie asked.

“No! I mean, yes. I mean, of course I’d protect her,” I snapped. “But I wouldn’t fuck her in front of anyone. That’s just… weird.”

“And hot,” Hexie added.

“That’s not helping.”

“But my plan remains brilliant!” Hexie declared, hands planted cockily on her hips and tail curling in the air behind her.

I frowned at her, but the more I dug under the crude veneer of her argument, I had to admit it did make a fair bit of sense. Having a fake harem would offer me a convenient shield to filter out the witches just looking to get laid. Not to mention help beat the gay allegations. Still, I wasn’t going to do that to Tanya.

Although looking at her, she seemed keen.

“We should do it,” she said, her eyes practically glowing.

“You want to?” I asked in some surprise.

She blinked at me. “You don’t?”

“I mean,” I admitted. “I’m not against the idea. But, are you sure you’re okay with it? Because you don’t have to,” I told her. “I’d be happy to give you an out even if you’re not in my harem.”

“Oh, I couldn’t let you do that,” Tanya quickly said. “I don’t want to be approached by random horny men like you don’t with women. I’d be happy to help you out on this!”

“Well…” I hemmed. “I mean…”

“Just pointing out, master,” Hexie added slyly, “your shitty ideas of romance are pretty weak. You already bombed one date, right? Seems like it’d be a good idea getting some practice in with a girl for when you start really trying to romance.”

I gave the imp a hard look. She was alarmingly cunning when it came to getting me laid.

But that didn’t make her wrong. I could use the practice. Especially for my writing.

“Well,” I said slowly, looking back to Tanya. “I mean, if you’re sure, I guess we could give it a try…”

“That’s the spirit!” Hexie cheered. “Now kiss. Or better yet! Fuck her in the quad! That’ll let everyone know she’s yours.”

“No public fucking,” I insisted before turning back to Tanya. “Or any fucking, for that matter. I’m not, you know, in this for sex. At all.”

“Oh, no. Me either,” Tanya said.

Though, I did notice her eyes steal a quick downward glance, her cheeks warm and her eyes quickly returning to mine.

Hm…

“Fine. Fine,” Hexie said with another cunning smirk. “I’m sure you two will definitely be able to keep your hands off each other.”

I gave the imp a glare, but she just smiled innocently at me.

“Well, alright then,” I grumbled, turning back to Tanya. “In that case, there is actually a party tonight I was going to attend. It’s organized by a warlock I know, and they’ll be a bunch of people there. If you came with me, it would show them that you’re off the market.”

Tanya smiled happily. “That sounds wonderful,” she said.

“You know what else would show them?” Hexie asked. “If you fucked her against the wall during the party. Or had her bounce those big boobs around your big, throbbing—”

“Alright! That’s it. Banished time out,” I declared, snapping my fingers at her.

Hexie cackled even as she popped out of reality. I rolled my eyes and returned my attention to Tanya. “So, you’re in?”

“Gladly,” she said, her cheeks a warm pink and the lights popping off around her head. “I can’t wait.”


Chapter 11.


I met up with Tanya around seven. It took me a little while to get dressed. I’d been planning on just wearing my school uniform but Hexie had some choice words about that.

“You’re going to a party! Not some formal dance. Let it loose!”

“Loose?”

“Yeah! Ditch the coat. Lose the lapels. Let it all hang out! Untucked shirt. Undo those upper buttons. Sex appeal, man. Sex appeal!”

In the end, I went with most of her changes. A baggier shirt and chain on the belt. I’d also let my hair get a bit unruly. But I drew the line at the tight pants—the ones that pulled up against my crotch so much it looked like I was wearing a codpiece. There were some lines I had to draw, and that was one of them.

Still, I found myself grateful for it when I met with Tanya and saw what she was wearing. She’d ditched the robe and scarf as well, and was instead wearing a dress that wasn’t too tight around the hips, but had clearly been designed for someone less gifted in the chest area. A pair of earrings with pink stones that matched her hair sparkled as she turned and gave me a smile that made my heart thump quicker.

“Alister! You look… oh. Good,” she said, her eyes running over me.

I rubbed the back of my head. “Thanks,” I said. “It’s not my usual style. Feels weird not wearing a coat, honestly.”

“It suits you,” she said, her eyes running over me, a light blush painting her cheeks as her eyes reached my crotch. I saw the motes of light floating around her head spark off in small bursts before she quickly looked back to my face. “Shall we?”

I accepted her offered arm, linking mine with hers and started off. The Eagle’s Wing was deeper in the shadows of the school’s tree, masked in semi-darkness. The golem’s face resembled said bird, and peered at me suspiciously as I approached.

I quickly flashed the card and the glow of its eyes faded a bit. “Skree!” it shrieked. “Party on the roof! Party on the roof! Take stairs on the right and follow to the top!”

“These things are so weird,” I told Tanya as we wandered inside.

“I think they’re kind of cute,” she admitted.

“You have an interesting definition of cuteness.”

She laughed softly. “I suppose so.”

I realized I was grinning and squeezed her arm with mine, then felt her squeeze back. Looked like this little fake relationship was off to a good start. I did have to be careful though. Lots of romance books had fake relationships becoming real ones. But I’m sure we’d be fine.

We took the stairs and as we neared the top we started to hear music. I knocked on the door and it swung wide open, revealing one of the witches who’d been with Lucen in the library. She beamed at the sight of us.

“Well look who’s here! C’mon in. Party’s just starting.”

We did, and I had to admit it was a pretty good scene. Someone had conjured some light globes and they hung around the air like floating lanterns. A radio had been dragged up and was playing the newest hits, while a table near the edge was loaded with food, drinks and copious amounts of booze. A few couches had been hauled up and formed little seating nooks, and there were actually a bunch of warlocks up there that night.

Plenty more witches, of course, but still. Pretty numerically impressive turnout of men, I had to say. Though, the second we stepped onto the roof I could feel the eyes of every witch there lock immediately on me.

Uh oh.

There wasn’t time to retreat before single witches suddenly rushed forward, cornering me, questions shot at me faster than a machine gun.

“Ladies, ladies, please!” Tanya said, stepping between me and them. “One at a time.”

“Who are you?” one of the witches demanded.

“Tanya,” she said. “Alister’s date.”

“You’re his harem queen?” another witch asked immediately in sudden interest.

“Sure am,” she said, smirking with well-acted pride.

Attention switched from me to Tanya, and I took the opportunity to slip past the group and head towards a knot of dark figures near one of the couches. There were at least four warlocks over there including Lucen, who waved me over eagerly.

“Hey! Alister. There you are. Here’s the one I was telling you about,” Lucen told the others. “The one who killed that monster in town.”

“Heard about you,” one of the other warlocks said, a small goatee jutting from his chin, his face and body even leaner than mine, like he was half-starved.

“I didn’t,” another warlock said listlessly. He was flopped on the end of another couch and blinked dimly at me.

“You never pay attention to anything, Sal,” the thin warlock said.

“Yes I… pay…” Sal’s eyes slid slowly closed and he started to snore before jerking back awake with a snort.

Lucen rolled his eyes. “Anyway, this is Salazar,” he said, gesturing at the sleepy warlock. “Hesse,” he said with a nod at the thin warlock, who inclined his head politely. “And the quiet one over there is Dorm.”

Dorm was a big guy, broad and built like a bull. His skin was greyish and he just smiled, showing his teeth.

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

“Hr,” Dorm said. Or, grunted was maybe more accurate.

“He doesn’t talk much, but is a hell of a guy. Really. In fact, he’s already got himself a harem, don’t you Dorm?” Lucen said.

“Hr hrn.”

“How many?” I asked.

Dorm held up two fingers.

“Two?”

“Good start,” Hesse said silkily. “I’ve been a bit more… choosy in my selection as well.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“Oh, you don’t want to add too many girls too fast,” Hesse said. “A harem is something you need to work at. A good five girls should be had before the end of the first year, but you must be selective. Once a girl is in your harem, it can be very difficult to kick her out. Plus, you don’t want a reputation as someone who cycles through girls like they’re shirts. Starts to turn the higher quality girls off.”

“Hrn,” Dorm added philosophically.

“Same goes for getting too many,” Hesse added. “Once you have ten women in your group, you’re basically done. No other witch would willingly join. They know you won’t have enough attention for them, and the other girls will be viciously gatekeeping to make sure you don’t spread yourself out much more.”

“You know a lot about this,” I noted.

“He’s a… a third year,” Salazar yawned before snuggling back into the couch.

“I see it as something of a calling to help the new students out a bit,” Hesse explained. “And I see you’ve gotten started as well. Though I’m surprised you only have one girl.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m trying to take it slow.”

“No doubt,” Hesse said, stroking his goatee and giving me a long look. “I’m glad to see you already have a harem queen though. She looks reliable. You’ll need her to be if you want to properly filter out any… unwanted girls.”

“Wouldn’t dating help?” I asked.

“Dates are great,” Lucen said. “Really helps you get a good grip on the girl. In more ways than one.”

“But don’t take more than one out a time,” Salazar put in with a yawn. “They don’t like that…”

“Probably more they don’t like you falling asleep on them,” Lucen chuckled.

“Hrn,” Dorm supplied.

I nodded along, fascinated. This was actually quite helpful. Relationships in the army were, understandably, pretty different than in civilian life. So in my opinion, the more information I got the better.

“So I should rely on my queen to do most of the filtering?”

“Mmmm.” Salazar yawned.

“No way,” Lucen said. “You want to watch out for giving a queen too much control. You’ve gotta take some command. Witches love a warlock who has some vinegar!”

“Very true,” Hesse said, nodding sagely. “They respond well to authority. And punishment. Denying them sex for a week or so usually resolves that.”

“I see,” I said. “But what about—”

“Excuse me!”

I froze. I knew that voice.

I whipped around to see that Kensington had climbed onto the back of one of the couches, the wolfgirl’s hands planted on her hips, a look of worryingly smug confidence plastered on her face as her eyes glued themselves to me.

Oh no. What now?

“Friend of yours?” Hesse asked mildly.

“My roommate,” I grunted.

“I have come with a warning!” Kensington shouted, raising her hand and pointing directly at me. “Of him! For you see, Alister is not all that he seems!”

Every eye swung towards me. I smiled nervously and gave a small wave.

“Yes!” Kensington continued proudly, every eye turning back to her like magnets. “For you see, I have been investigating him nonstop. Watching him. Stalking him. As his roommate, I’ve had opportunities to observe him closely. And now I can reveal what I have learned. For you see, he is a vampire!”

Stunned silence greeted this. I smacked my hand into my face.

Gods dammit.

“Really?” a witch asked.

“Yes!” Kensington declared, her tail wagging.

“That’s kinda hot,” another witch observed.

“She says ‘for you see’ a lot,” a final witch muttered.

Kensington’s smile slipped a bit. “It is not hot!” she declared firmly, stomping a foot onto the couch. “He’s evil! He is an undead lurking among us. Seeking to prey upon our youth and innocence. Seducing with his powers to feed on the helpless until they’re nothing more than brainless thralls to his primordial hunger.”

“Ooooh,” came several breathless sounds.

Kensington’s face began to flush with anger. “He is a vampire. And I will prove it. Did you know he doesn’t have a reflection?”

“I told you, I was cursed,” I growled.

“Yeah? And what about all the sunblock you wear.”

“I don’t wear that much sunblock!”

“Then why didn’t you let me lick your face.”

“Because it’s—what a weird fucking thing to say!”

“Ha! Mayhap! But what about this? On guard!” she cried, bounding suddenly off the couch and pulling something from her pocket, then flinging a dozen cloves of garlic at me.

Reflexively I batted them aside. “What the hell?” I demanded.

“You see!” Kensington cried, pointing accusingly at me as she looked about eagerly. “He flinched! Garlic repels him!”

“Of course I flinched,” I retorted. “You threw something at my face.”

“Um,” a witch began, raising her hand.

“Yes, you?” Kensington asked.

The witch shyly lowered her hand. “If you um, are worried about him being a vampire, does that mean you want to switch rooms. Because I mean, um, I could do that.”

I had to fight not to laugh at the look of dumbfounded frustration on Kensington’s face.

A sudden clap drew my eye to Tanya as she walked through the crowd towards the wolf-girl. “Okay, I think we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot,” she said gently. “We should celebrate our differences, not obsess over them. I think if we take a moment to just breathe and talk about things, we can come to a mutual understanding.”

“I don’t need to understand anything,” Kensington snapped.

“That’s obvious,” I muttered under my breath.

At least, I thought I muttered it, but when several people snickered and Kensington glared at me even harder, I realized maybe I hadn’t done it so quietly.

“This isn’t over!” she declared, then bounded past me and back out the door.

I watched her go, then exchanged a glance with Tanya. The felborn clapped her hands again, beaming as the lights around her pink head flickered brightly. “How about some drinks!”

Cheers met that, and almost at once the party started up again. I shook my head in exasperation and turned back to the other warlocks. As I did I caught a glimpse of another unwanted face. Ashlyn.

The witch was glaring at me from across the room, but when our eyes met she huffily turned her back on me, resuming a conversation with her pair of cronies that always seemed to hang around her. One of them, though, drew my attention. She had horse ears and a narrow face, but seemed oddly familiar. Was she the one who I saw the night that I fought the frog-demon?

“I see you’ve met the resident ice queen,” Lucen observed.

I glanced back at him. “You mean Ashlyn?”

“Unfortunately,” Hesse said. “Ashlyn is a bit notorious on campus with her hatred of our kind. And makes no secret of it.”

“Then what’s she doing here?” I asked.

“No one claimed she was socially inept,” Lucen noted.

“Hr,” Dorm added helpfully.

“Any reason why she hates warlocks so much?” I asked.

“Pride,” Salazar yawned.

Hesse nodded. “Quite so. She believes witches shouldn’t subordinate themselves before mere men. A warlock is no greater than a witch in her opinion, and she’s been aiming to prove it. Despite centuries of data supporting the importance of warlocks in magic and breeding additional strong witches and other warlocks, she’s made the argument that the need for them is past. That the modern era will bring answers to all the ‘backwards ideas’ that placed warlocks so important.”

“How does she intend to do that?” I asked.

The thin warlock smiled wryly. “Apparently she’s quite the arcane alchemist. An expert in warp magic and its mutations.”

Now that got my attention. “Warp magic?” I asked intently.

“A prodigy, it seems,” Hesse said drily. “She believes strongly that warp magic can be used to enhance regular witches to be even stronger than a warlock. Work that she’s based on Auropan demon arts, apparently.”

I stared at Hesse, surprised by the sheer depths of the explanation. “How do you know that?” I asked.

“It was in a dissertation she wrote as part of her application.”

“And he’s fucking one of her friends,” Lucen snorted. “Got her in his harem and everything.”

Ah, well, that would have done it, I had to agree. But just as I was about to ask more about her there was yet another commotion at the door. I glanced that way and groaned on seeing Erina push her way onto the roof, backing up several other witches wearing prefect badges on their uniforms.

“Oh for the love of… I’ll take care of this,” Lucen sighed as he put aside his drink and moved towards the prefects.

More power to him, in my opinion. I didn’t much want to get that attention. But I didn’t have a choice as Erina’s eyes found me and the blonde instantly made a beeline towards me.

I sighed, but didn’t bother running. Truth be told, I should have expected this. “Hey, Erina.”

She stopped a few steps away from me, her hands nervously flexing her riding crop. “Alister. Can we… talk?”

“Sure,” I replied, spotting a mostly empty corner. I waved her towards it and the two of us moved out of hearing from the other warlocks and witches. “You here to shut down the party?” I asked.

“Potentially. Unless the proper forms were filled out,” she admitted. “However, I wished to speak to you as well, and this is an excellent opportunity.”

I leaned against the brick wall and shrugged. “I’m all ears,” I said.

She licked her lips, and it felt strange to see her so hesitant. Whenever I’d seen her before, she’d seemed so certain and confident.

“I wish to… to apologize,” she said.

That earned a raised eyebrow. “Apologize?”

“For what happened on our date.”

Ah, now I understood. “Erina, really. It’s fine. We’re just… looking for different things. I should have handled it better too and not led you on like that. I get it. You want to do your duty, and I can respect that.”

“Please, Alister,” she said, touching my arm. “Do not misunderstand. I’m not only interested in you as a stud. Naturally, I do have an interest in the nation’s future and having children, but that doesn’t mean…” She cut herself off and frowned. “I… have been raised to think foremost about the good of my nation, and that of all Caldia. And I may have expressed myself poorly to you. But I do want to get to know you better. Where that leads… well, we can discuss that when it comes up. But… may I?”

Well, that was not where I expected tonight’s conversation to go, but I couldn’t say I didn’t appreciate it. And Erina was a nice enough girl, if a bit of a stickler. I wasn’t going to string her along, but if she was sincere, I guess there wasn’t any reason to reject her outright. She definitely had better prospects than just me, what with being a princess and all.

“...Alright,” I said. “I’m not, you know, opening up my harem or anything. But we can still talk, sure.”

The way her face lit up with joy actually took my breath away. “Thank you, Alister. You won't regret this!” she said, leaned up, and pressed a quick kiss to my cheek.

I blinked in surprise as she pulled back, blushing. “Uh, sure. Good,” I said, touching my cheek.

At the very least this was much more interesting than how I expected the evening to go.


Chapter 12.


It had been an interesting day, but I was sure glad it was over. I stayed a bit longer at the party once the prefects left, but soon got bored and left with Tanya. We parted ways, and with relief I returned to my room. I caught myself just before carelessly opening the door. With the way Kensington had been acting, I wouldn’t be surprised if she was waiting behind it with a stake, looking to end the vampire menace ‘once and for all.’

With a bit more caution I opened the door, but the living room was thankfully unoccupied. With relief I moved inside and headed to my room, unlocking it and venturing inside.

As soon as I was, there came a pop and Hexie burst into existence on the bed. “Finally!” the imp cried as she plopped down on my pillow. “I thought you’d never leave. Though I notice,” she added with an accusing look, “you didn’t bring a girl back.”

“No, I didn’t,” I informed her as I stripped off my clothes.

“And what a crime that is. Keeping that bod all to yourself,” Hexie said, practically drooling as she looked me up and down. “Mmm. That kinda manmeat could feed a starving sorority for years! But you selfishly hoard it. For shame!”

“Do you have a point to this?” I asked.

“Yes! If you’re not bringing a girl to bed, I demand to be in it instead! And big!”

“Really?”

“Damn right! For sexy purposes. But also training! Gotta help you, ya know, feed me more magic as needed. Get me?”

I rolled my eyes, but fuck it. Why not? “Well,” I said, getting my wand out and, reddish magic glowing from its tip. “You are awfully cuddly.”

Hexie grinned and moaned as I fed magic into her, her form filling out and her body growing in answer to the spell. In short order I was comfortably ensconced in bed, my demonic familiar cuddling up against me after a thorough fucking.

I fell asleep quickly, and the morning found the imp still snuggled against my like a body throw pillow. As I moved, Hexie shifted in my arms, murmuring in her sleep.

“Mmm… love my… studly master…”

I chuckled, patting her head before slipping out from under her. She was a surprisingly deep sleeper.

As I slipped into the shower, something about the party last night came back to me. That girl with Ashlyn. What was it about her that was bothering me? Those equine ears weren’t easy to miss. I’d met a lot of horse-girl witches during the war. Most horse mutations were from the plains, and many from the state of Ambrin. They’d been hit hard during the initial Auropan onslaught, and had more than eagerly joined up in the army. They lost a lot of territory, and a chunk of their state was still under Auropan occupation after the ceasefire. Even today they said that every Ambrin kept a uniform in the closet and a pistolwand in their pocket.

I stopped brushing my teeth abruptly, the memory hitting me. Right! She’d been in the square when that demon attacked. I remember her ears and her ponytail. I really needed to follow up on that.

I resumed brushing, more slowly now. Her being there wasn’t that out of the ordinary. Honestly, it probably didn’t have anything to do with the monster, but something about her bothered me. I supposed it couldn’t hurt to tell Rodney about her. It was probably nothing, but still, I trusted my instincts on things like this. Saved my life more than a few times.

Still thinking about that, I spat and rinsed out my mouth in the sink before heading for the door. I had Rodney first thing that morning, and could talk to him after class.

I hurried across the grounds and into the main school building. Rodney’s class on Metaphysical Magic was held in a large lecture hall with chairs and desks descending towards his desk. There were a lot of students already in there and I scanned for a seat, spotting both Erina and Tanya near the bottom row. The pair were talking and didn’t notice me, and all the other seats were filling up. Not willing to kick one of them out, I made a beeline for the one remaining seat. I sat down heavily just as the bell rang and sighed in relief.

Until I saw who I sat next to.

Ashlyn Withers stared at me, the dragon-girl looking so offended I think the only reason she hadn’t blasted me with magic was because she thought the sheer loathing in her stare should have been enough to vaporize me. I wasn’t exactly happy about the situation either, but every other seat was full and Rodney had just limped up to the front of the class.

I turned away from her, and she whipped her head about with a scoff like a horse, one of her braids slapping the back of my head. I satisfied myself with a quick glare, then returned my attention to Rodney.

“Now then, class,” the instructor began, producing a long wand like a baton from the sleeve of his robe. “Today we will be talking about interplanar magic, or as it is colloquially known, warp magic.”

“Warp magic,” Rodney said as his wand flicked, words and symbols writing themselves into the blackboard with golden script, “is a fairly new branch of magic. The realms of the elements and demons have been known for millennia, but only in the last few decades has warp magic been discovered. Realms beyond the known. Realms that dip into the primordial spaces beyond our mere world. While the elemental magics draw on powers native to our world, warp magic draws on the alien through languages and symbols we have only begun to decipher. It’s a fascinating field.”

I grimaced. Fascinating in the school, maybe, but in the field it was another story. Just the sight of the markings on the board made me shudder. Not Ashlyn though. She looked utterly engrossed in the lesson, which must have been merely review for her at best. At least she was ignoring me. That sure worked out for my benefit.

“Warp craft is also invaluable in the developing field of teleportation,” Rodney continued with another swish of his wand. “The travelling between two points is theoretically possible. Unfortunately, the first attempt set us back significantly, for the result was instead the detonation of the first warp bomb, wiping out the research team and their entire building. A magic which was then deployed to horrific effect in the Battle of Orron by our own patriotic forces against those turnip munchers, the Auropans!”

I dutifully scribbled notes, trying not to look too hard at the symbols on the blackboard. The less I had to do with warpcraft, the better.

The lesson followed that vein for most of class, interspersed with a few more rants against the Democratic Republic, and I dared to start to think that things would be okay, when Rodney suddenly clapped his hands and turned, smiling at us. “And now, please pair up with the student beside you for a quick exercise.”

Shit.

I reluctantly turned to Ashlyn, who did the same and snorted so harshly there was a literal huff of flames.

“Looking forward to working with you, partner,” I said flatly.

“Just don’t get in my way,” she replied smartly.

Well, wasn’t she a charmer?

The assignment wasn’t a particularly difficult one. We were supposed to collaborate, connecting a pair of warp spells to each other and sending a pulse of magic between them.

As I laid out my textbook to copy the formula onto a page, I noticed Ashlyn do the same, and I also caught a glimpse into her bag. Specifically a book nestled among the more technical manuals and tomes.

A book titled Ravisher of Her Treasures.

I glanced back at her but she didn’t seem to have noticed my attention. Quietly, I started preparing my half of the arcane circuit, etching the design on my paper and glancing at her.

“So…” I finally said. “You like romance?”

Her eyes snapped to me sharply, then back to her bag. She curled a lip. “What business is it of yours?” she demanded, shoving her book deeper among the tomes

“Just an observation,” I said as I finished my etching and lined it up across from hers. “The Ravish series is pretty good, isn’t it?”

“Do you honestly expect me to think you’ve read that?” she asked scornfully as she raised her claw-like focus above the page.

For the gods’ sakes, it was like she lived to slap down even the smallest friendly gesture. “I did.”

“Ha! As if a warlock could appreciate the themes of longing and affection which Lord Humbar and Vanessa felt between one another. A feeling of fated souls bound across time and space, yet drawn to each other nonetheless by forces beyond their ken.”

“Men can yearn,” I said huffily as I used my wand to feed a pulse of magic into my design, the mark glowing before fading.

“Men, maybe. But you’re a warlock. Your only interest is in rutting as many sluts as possible,” Ashlyn replied as she fed a twinge of magic into her own mark, which caused my pattern to glow with the same light. “You’re not a man. You’re barely more than a horny dog.”

“Well, someone here is a bitch, but it’s not me,” I said testily as I sent another pulse into the mark.

Her eyes glinted and a flicker of steam escaped her nostril. “What did you say?”

“Ah! I see we’re doing very well over here,” Rodney suddenly declared, appearing beside our desk with a broad smile. “So glad to see my old friend and my best pupil getting along so well!”

“Best pupil?” I said, giving Ashlyn a stunned look.

“Old friend?” the dragon-girl gaped incredulously.

“Oh yes!” Rodney said merrily. “Ashlyn here is my prized pupil. A great mind in the art of medical magic and warp craft! Yes!” Rodney declared, looking into the distance and shaking his fist forcefully. “The sort of mind that those Auropan devils could only wish to possess. But they cannot! For only in the high-minded freedom of our great coalition of nations could such a mind be discovered and nurtured.”

Ashlyn flushed, but looked beyond pleased with the praise. “Thank you, professor,” she said, not particularly humbly either. “As I’ve said often, the new age belongs to the mind, not the brute force that defined the last one,” she said with a pointed look at my black coat.

“Too true, my dear girl,” Rodney declared, patting her on the shoulder. “The future is in the hands of such clever students as yourself. Especially your children! And you could certainly do worse than Alister to breed that new generation in you.”

Ashlyn’s preening vanished and she gave me a look you’d normally save for someone who not only kicked your dog, but put it through a meat grinder right in front of you.

“Yeah, come on Ashlyn!” someone else in the class jeered. “You could finally ride something other than your test tubes.”

Ashlyn’s face flushed with fury. “Shut the fuck up!” she snarled.

“Ashlyn! That’s highly inappropriate language outside of the bedroom between consenting adults excited by the prospect of degradation and bondage,” Rodney scolded before looking away. “And as for you, Miss Marple, I know it was you who said that, young lady. And I’ll be expecting a written apology by the start of our next class!”

I groaned into my hand. Unsurprisingly, the rest of the class did not improve. Any hope I had of talking to Ashlyn more about romance novels was shot down faster than a broom going over an Auropan munition plant.

I somehow managed to make it to the end of class, despite Ashlyn’s attempts to make me burst into flames through sheer focused hate, and I gladly rose. As soon as I did I saw Tanya and Erina hustling towards me.

“Alister!” Erina said brightly. “My apologies in missing you. I was hoping to sit next to you today,” she said with a sharp look at Ashlyn.

The dragon-girl scoffed as she stuffed her things into her bag. “If you want to distract yourself by giving him a handjob under the desk be my guest.”

“Ashlyn, we would never,” Tanya said with a gentle frown.

“Whatever,” the dragon-girl exclaimed, flipping one of her braids over her shoulder before flouncing off.

The two girls watched the dragoness go, and I wasn’t sure if it was protectiveness in their eyes or jealousy. Maybe a bit of both.

“Are you alright, Alister?” Tanya asked.

I shrugged. “Sure. I mean, she wasn’t fun, but it’s not like she tried to knife me.”

“Of course not. That’s only allowed in the duelling rings,” Erina added firmly. “Did you want to walk to your next class?”

“Actually,” I said, shouldering my bag, “I needed to talk to Rodney for a bit. You two go ahead. I’ll catch up.”

Erina’s face fell, but she and Tanya nodded and headed for the door. I, meanwhile, started off to the front of the class. Some witches moved to intercept me, but I dodged around them and managed to make it to the head of the room and Rodney.

I cleared my throat and the good professor paused in cleaning the blackboard to look back at me. “Ah! Hello, my dear boy,” he said, leaning on his cane. “To what do I owe the pleasure? Need some suggestions for study partners? I do have a list drawn up you might appreciate. Several students expressed keen interest to tutor you, and even supplied some very tasteful swimsuit pictures.”

“Uh, no. Thanks. I actually wanted to talk about something else.” I glanced back and moved in closer, beckoning Rodney to do the same. His mustache twitching with curiosity, the older man leaned in. “It’s about what happened in town last week.”

His bushy brows rose. “Oh?”

I nodded. “Yeah. There was a student I saw at a party last night. Horse ears and ponytail. Gotta be from Ambrin. I saw her in town when that monster attacked too.”

“I see. And you think there may be a connection?”

“I do.”

“What makes you think so?”

Alright, that was the point I was dreading, because I really didn’t have much other than instinct going on there. “Just a feeling,” I admitted. “And a look she gave me at both the town and party. But I also don’t think that monster came from the forest. I do think someone summoned it or created it, and released it there.”

Rodney nodded along sympathetically, but I could tell he wasn’t exactly betting the farm on my gut. “I see. Well, my dear boy, the headmistress is taking it very seriously. Especially with the Wargames coming up. We’re looking into the possibilities, but rest assured I’ll keep my eyes open.”

I slumped a little. Well, what did I expect? “Alright, thanks,” I said, turning and heading for the door.

“Wait.”

I turned back to Rodney, who gave me a shrewd look. Yeah?”

“I have heard something, my dear boy.”

I turned to face him, straightening. “Really?”

He nodded. “Yes. I heard that you’d finally begun to form a harem. Wonderful news, my dear boy. Tanya will make an excellent addition. She has a most fecund and fertile figure. Surely able to have a great many children.”

My shoulders sagged again. Figures that was where his real concern lay. “Yeah. She… she sure does,” I said limply.

Rodney beckoned my closer and reluctantly I approached. He pressed something into my hand. “Here. A little something.”

I opened my fingers and saw a small pill. “This is…”

“Bull Bearing Potion,” Rodney said with a meaningful look. “It will give you the endurance to mate for days at a time. Not to mention make your production of seed skyrocket!”

“Didn’t you say this made people’s balls explode?”

Rodney cleared his throat. “Ah, well, only because they were unable to expend their essence quick enough. Surely not a problem for you, eh? Eh?”

I edged away from his nudging elbow. “Thanks,” I said flatly. “I’ll… keep that under consideration.”

“Marvelous! Best of luck, my boy.”

I ignored Rodney’s back slap and headed for the door, tucking the pill into my pocket. Not a great start to the day, I had to say. But maybe my next class wouldn’t be quite so bad. I mean, Defence Against the Magical Arts? How bad could that be?


Chapter 13.


As soon as I stepped into the former dungeons and entered the classroom, I felt my good mood vanish. Because as the creaking door swung wide, admitting me into a room lit by magical torch light, I saw the dueling ring.

The great, black thing sat in the middle of the gloomy room. Obsidian glistened in the low light of the torches while witches and a few warlocks milled around, waiting for things to start. I looked about but didn’t see anyone I might assume to be a professor, though I did see a few other students that were quite familiar.

Chief among them was Kensington, who lurked in the corner, watching me intently like at any moment I might spring onto the nearest student and start sucking them dry. I just rolled my eyes and tucked my hands into my pockets. Where the hell was the professor? I glanced at the clock on the wall as it slowly counted down towards the hour. It struck, the tolling bongs ringing through the room.

And the door sprang open.

“Hello darlings!”

I whipped around at the voice, staring in shock at what could only be our instructor. Elegant best described her. Funereal might work too. She was plainly older, but no less attractive for it, with a more mature beauty than most of the witches I’d seen thus far. Dressed in a long, dark gown of frilly lace which did a very good job at flattering her bust, and otherwise looked like she was wearing a second skin of black spiderweb. Her dark hair spilled about slender shoulders, while her eyes were blood red and gleaming with glee. Her smile flashed pearly fangs and her skin was a marble white. At the sight of her, a feeling of almost animal fear sprang up my spine like a shot of pure adrenaline.

Goddamn, a genuine vampire!

To say I was surprised was an understatement. Though Erina did mention a vampire guest lecturer, I didn’t expect to actually see them. Vampires weren’t exactly sociable creatures, and enjoyed their privacy immensely. More prone to lurking in run down mansions or distant, rural estates, most were still very dangerous and feral, preying on humans with gusto in backwater hamlets until hunted down. Some, however, had made overtures to polite society, though how far that went was up for debate.

“Hello. Hello. Hello oh oh!” the vampiress continued, sweeping into the room with a rush of skirts. “What a delight to meet you all. My name eez Duchess Amarante de Noirveil. Zat is no-r-vale, for ze simpletons among you. I am your instructor in ze fine art of magical duels, and we will be learning most emphatically, my little piggies. Oh yes we will! Oh!” she suddenly exclaimed, her eyes zeroing in on me.

Uh oh.

I’m not sure how it happened, but one second she was across the room, the next Amarante was in front of me, peering at me intently. “Oh my,” she breathed, a finger touching her red lips, her tongue stealing out. “Oh my my my! And who might you be?”

“Me?” I said. “I’m—”

“No. Wait! Do not tell me!” she suddenly exclaimed, leaning back and clasping a hand to her forehead. “You are ze most handsome young zing I have seen in many a century. Tell me, my darling,” she breathed, grasping my hand in her own icy ones. “Does it hurt to be so handsome? To glow with such beauty you outshine ze moon?”

I looked around uncertainly, but everyone else seemed just as baffled as me. “Uh…” I finally managed. “What?”

“Ah! Do not worry, my darling. It does not matter. Oh!” she cried, suddenly twirling around and falling towards me. I reflexively reached out, catching her in my arms. She swooned in my clutches and reached up, a delicate finger caressing my chin, her eyes staring into mine flirtatiously. “Do not worry, my darling. For I know who you are. You are my destined one. My soul mate. Ze one I waited for so we might wed beneath the bloodmoon and dance to the passions of the heart which no longer beats.”

“What?” I repeated. “My… my heart beats.”

She laughed throatily, a finger once more to her lips. “Ho ho ho! Very droll, my darling. But we vampires need not hearts to feel ze zrill of love.”

Gods dammit.

“I’m not a vampire,” I sighed.

“Ho ho ho!” Amarante laughed once more. “So amusing, my darling! Ze second time is even funnier zan ze first. “

“No. Really. I’m not,” I repeated flatly.

“And yet you are pale as ze moonlight.”

“I have anemia.”

“And you reek of ze blood.”

“My magic.”

“And ze hollowness of your eyes, as if you have gazed into ze darkness which lies at ze heart of all men, and saw what lies within.”

“Well, I was in the Witch War.”

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously at me, but all I could do was shrug.

“Hmmm,” she hummed, rising from my arms and rubbing her chin with thought. “I suppose it may well be possible. But I zink it far more likely zat you are lying to me.”

“He is!” Kensington called from across the room. “He’s totally a vampire! He hates garlic too!”

“I just don’t like the taste,” I said defensively, but I saw a flash of interest in the eyes of Amarante, and got a sinking feeling she didn’t believe it either.

“Hmmm. Is zat so? Is zat so? Well well,” the vampiress giggled before turning back to the class. “At any rate, students, I will be your instructor for zis class. I have done battle across hundreds of years, and rarely has zere been one who has overcome me in a duel. Zerefore, I have been asked to instruct you delightful darlings in ze art of defence and duels!

“And ze best way to do zis,” she continued, striding up to the ring, “is to understand where you all are. Now! With zat in mind, you will each ascend to ze arena, and duel one another! Ze rules are ze same as zey are in ze rest of ze class. You are to only use ze magic, ze battles go until one has yielded or cannot continue, and you are not to kill one another. I will be ze judge, and will enforce ze rules without favour or preference. Now! Ze first ones up are you, Miss Lobelle, and… you, Mister Blackwood!”

I grimaced as the vampire’s finger came to point at me, but I probably shouldn’t have been surprised. I shrugged and climbed onto the arena, the other witch pointed out doing the same on the opposite side of the dark stage.

The rest of the class clustered around eagerly, watching as me and the witch faced off. I briefly wondered if I should take a dive? But that probably wasn’t necessary, or believable at this point. With the rumours rushing around about my earlier match and the encounter with the demon, they’d know if I was faking it. And, well, I didn’t necessarily hate fighting. It was always a good idea to keep your skills sharp in this world, and an opportunity like this shouldn’t be ignored out of hand.

Especially since Lobelle looked like a decent sparring partner. She was a somewhat short girl with a delicate look, her hands clasped shyly before her, though the crocodilian scales and sharp teeth marked her as from one of the swamp-adjacent regions of the Free States. But I could tell by the way she carried herself she was no slouch. And the smile that showed sharp teeth told me she was very much looking forward to this.

“Let’s have a nice, clean fight,” Amarante declared as she raised her hand. “Now, begin!”

“Go easy on me please,” Lobelle said shyly as she reached back and drew a pair of engraved knives from her belt, liquid oozing from the blades to form a pair of globes of fluctuating water.

“Likewise,” I replied, answering her smile with one of my own.

Her eyes sharpened and her daggers suddenly pointed at me. From the bulbs of water two tendrils formed, whipping at me and across the arena.

I ducked them, then dashed forward, a flick of my hand splitting the cuts in my fingers and forming claws of blood.

Lobelle’s eyes narrowed and she spun her daggers into another rune, the globes of water suddenly rushing towards me like a pair of blobs. I dodged the first one, but let the second catch my arm.

She laughed as I was jerked back, the water globe rising into the air and holding me like a shackle. Then it started contracting, squeezing my hand and fingers and holding me in place even as the blood claws on my hand dissolved, diluted by the waters. “I have you now,” she giggled.

“Do you?” I asked.

Her forehead crinkled with annoyance, but when she made another sign the water around my hand failed to contract again. She gave it a startled look, but it was too late to reconsider. My blood magic was stronger than her water magic, and mixed in with the water meant her spell was mine now.

I formed the globe of water into a block around my hand and swung at her. Her eyes widened in shock before she was clobbered back, flying across the arena before colliding with the barrier. Hexagons flashed at the impact zone and she bounced off it, landing heavily on the ground with a groan.

As soon as she lost her control her spells faded, the water falling with a splash onto the stage. I pulled my blood from it and reformed it into a sword before swinging the point to her head and holding it there.

“Yield?” I asked.

She looked up groggily, her eyes focusing very fast at the sight of the sword. She pouted, but nodded.

“I yield.”

Applause rang out from the rest of the class, and no one did so more than Amarante. I ignored it, banishing my sword and offering Lobelle a hand up, which she took gratefully. We both walked off stage, and I was immediately cornered by Kensington.

“What the hell!” she said hotly. “How are you so strong?”

I shrugged. “I’m really not very good at magic fundamentals,” I told her.

“Don’t give me that,” she spat, poking a finger into my chest, her canine ears folded back with anger. “You know what I mean. Out with it!”

It was a little funny to see her so testy. Almost cute when she looked annoyed instead of her usual frothing rage. I just shrugged. “Look up my record if you want to know.”

Her face scrunched and she let out a low growl, then huffed and flounced away.

I chuckled, but probably shouldn’t have let her go so soon, as I was almost immediately swarmed by a bunch of the other girls in class. Not even the next few matches gave me any peace, and the next time I got into the arena I took down my opponent even faster. I did need to pull out a quick bloodbag afterwards and guzzle it down, which got me a very suspicious stare from Kensington and Amarante, but I ignored them as my head gradually stopped spinning.

I was almost sad when class finally ended, though I can’t say I was sorry to escape from Amarante. The rest of the day was pretty calm at least. I ate lunch in the cafeteria with the warlocks, which was nice. Salazar even had a witch that he’d gotten with, and seemed quite pleased that his harem building was getting into swing.

Still, I was glad to head back to my dorm for the night. Especially as the door golem kept anyone not actually a resident of the dorm from entering unless they were a guest. Gave me a little relief from the endless stream of witches looking to talk to me. Which was another reason I avoided the commons and made a beeline for my room.

As I got to the door I heard voices inside and paused. Shit, did Kensington bring her vampire hunter friends to ambush me? I was pretty sure that stabbing another student with a stake was against the rules, but with that wolf, who knew what she’d do? Then I recognized Tanya’s voice and relaxed a bit. Pretty sure she wouldn’t let me get staked.

…Pretty sure.

I opened the door and to my profound relief no crossbow fired a bolt into my chest. Instead I spotted Tanya sitting with Kensington on the couch in the middle of the room.

“Alister!” Tanya cried happily, bounding to her feet and towards me, the lights around her head glowing bright. Surprised, I caught her in a hug, her amply soft chest squishing against me as she leaned up and delivered a sudden kiss to my lips.

That almost shorted my brain out on the spot, but a glance at Kensington made me realize it was part of the ruse. And a damn good one, too. With gusto, I wrapped my arms around Tanya and pulled her deeper into the kiss, my tongue pushing into her mouth, playing up the loving couple angle eagerly.

And damn but Tanya was a good actress. The way she started, then moaned and melted against me was beyond believable. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear she really was relishing it.

I broke the kiss, Tanya swaying, bursts of light spinning around her head before she shook it off with a bright blush. “Good to see you too,” I told her, giving her ass a pat to really sell it.

She laughed breathlessly. “Absolutely!”

“But I didn’t know you and Kensington were friends,” I said with a glance at the wolf-girl, who just scowled at us, though her wagging tail was giving me some serious mixed signals.

“We aren’t,” Kensington said hotly. “She was waiting for you, and I was warning her not to get mixed up with a filthy bloodsucker.”

“That right?” I said, making sure the wolf-girl could see my hand stroke Tanya’s ass before giving it another hungry squeeze, tugging Tanya firmly against my front. “And did you believe it?” I asked the felborn.

“She did make you sound quite dangerous,” Tanya admitted. “But I think that I can turn you onto the path of good.”

“With the magic of sex?” I asked.

Pink tinged Tanya’s cheeks. “It is but one arrow in my quiver,” she said.

I glanced again at Kensington, who was blushing even harder and glaring. I probably shouldn’t needle like that, but she wasn’t making my life easier. So I may as well return the favour.

“What did you want to talk about?” I asked Tanya.

“Well first, I wanted to give you this.”

My eyebrows shot up with surprise as she leaned over towards the table and grabbed a bouquet that had been left lying there, then handed it to me.

“For me?” I asked in surprise.

“Of course,” she said. “What harem queen wouldn’t give her king a gift now and then?”

I honestly didn’t know what to say. It had been… well, years since anyone had given me a gift. I certainly didn’t keep in contact with my family, and most of the people I met on the battlefield ended up dead before I could make that kind of connection. I choked back the emotion, hiding it as I inhaled the scent of the flowers. “Thank you, Tanya. That was very thoughtful.”

Tanya’s expression turned sweet and she stroked my arm fondly. “You’re very welcome. I was also hoping you’d be willing to go for a walk around the campus sometime. And maybe dinner.”

“Dinner?” I said, instantly recalling the last time I’d gone out. “I uh…”

“To make up for what happened last time you went to town,” Tanya added with a knowing look.

I had to admire her. It was a brilliant idea. A very public date would really drive home that she and I were a thing, and further dissuade girls from coming up to me blankly. Dinner out was something warlocks usually did only when they had a real connection with a girl in their harem, so it would deflect even more of the casual girls from me.

“I’d love to,” I told her. “We’ll find a time someday soon, I hope.”

“I can’t wait,” Tanya said, leaning up and pressed a final kiss to my cheek. I let her slip from my arms, though not before I stole another stroke of my hand along her ass. Just to drive home that we were in a relationship for Kensington, of course.

Absolutely no other reason…

Tanya gave me a smoky look over her shoulder, then vanished down the hall, allowing me to close the door behind her. I looked again at the bouquet, then finally glanced at the seething Kensington.

“What?” I asked.

The wolf-girl scoffed, turning her head angrily. “I don’t know how these strumpets can be fooled by a vampire!”

“Maybe I’m just that charming,” I said as I fetched out something to put the flowers in.

“Ha! You probably have her under some sort of hypnotic control. Manipulating her mind and enslaving her will.”

“Kinky,” I replied. Ah, a water bottle. Guess it’d have to do. I plopped the flowers into it and set it down on the side table, admiring it with satisfaction. Nice. Really added a bit of liveliness to the place. “You know,” I added with a glance at Kensington. “I really have to thank you.”

She tensed, tail stilling as she tucked her legs under her. “Why?” she asked, then gasped and slapped a hand to her neck. “Have you been stealing into my room to drink my blood after dark!”

“No,” I said. “Your absolute insane suspicion is really helping to keep me from getting a swollen head. So many beautiful girls around here just want to ride my dick. But you’d rather cut off my head. Having such a pretty girl hating my guts really helps me keep it on an even keel.”

She stared at me for a stunned moment. Then her face lit up with a flush and she bounded to her feet, her tail wagging and canine ears standing straight up.

“You… I… F-flattery won’t get you anywhere! I won’t fall for… for your tricks! I know what you’re really up to! I know what you’re doing late at night!”

“Fucking my imp?” I asked.

“Yes! I mean no! I mean I… You… I know what you really are!”

I rolled my eyes. “You know what?” I said, grabbing my coat and yanking it open, followed shortly after by my shirt.

Kensington’s eyes widened like saucers. “What… what are you doing!” she yelped.

“Proving something. Here,” I said, tapping my chest. “Feel right here. My heart’s beating. Give it a touch. Give it a listen. Promise, I won’t bite.”

“Ha! I bet,” she said impatiently, but her eyes lingered on my chest, and I caught her shuffling towards me. I gave her an encouraging nod, and finally Kensington reached out and cautiously pressed her hand to my chest.

“See?” I insist.

“I… guess I feel a heartbeat,” she said reluctantly.

“See? I can’t be a vampire if I have a heartbeat.”

“Well, no,” she admits.

I nod. “So—”

“But you could be a dhampir.”

I blinked. “A… what?”

“A half vampire,” she said, nodding to herself. “It all makes sense now.”

I groaned. “I’m not any kind of vampire.”

“Ha! A likely story.”

“Yes. Very likely. So likely that it’s undeniably true.”

“You won’t fool me again,” she said.

I sighed. “Well, are you going to keep threatening to kill me?” I asked.

“Of course! The moment you step out of line, I’ll shove a stake through your maybe actually beating heart.”

“Sounds like a plan. By the way?”

“Hm?”

“You can stop squeezing my left pectoral any time now.”

Kensington yelped and yanked her hand back, along with the rest of her as she jumped back several feet. Her ears folded and her tail swished frantically, but without another word she shot back into her bedroom and vanished.

I sighed, doing my shirt back up. Well, baby steps, at least. Who knows! By the end of the year, maybe I could even convince her I had a pulse.

A man could dream.


Chapter 14.


Though teasing Kensington wasn’t going to get old any time soon, the tension in the room was a bit much. Especially given how much homework I had to do tonight, so I packed up my things and headed to the library.

Twilight had taken over the grounds of the university, broken only by the globes of light that hung among the branches of the campus’s many trees. I meandered through them contentedly. The peace was so pleasant, so strange compared to everything I knew. I inhaled deeply, the scents of spring so rich I could taste them.

Gods but it was wonderful.

The library was, unsurprisingly, pretty empty when I arrived. Only a few witches drifted through the stacks like scholarly ghosts in long dark robes. My footsteps ended abruptly as I left the hardwood floor for the carpet, making my way towards the study booths. I had a lot to do tonight.

But that might have to wait, because as I turned a corner I spotted the horse-eared witch step past a break in the stacks and delve deeper into the library.

I paused, but only for a moment before my steps turned to follow her. I realized I was walking lighter. A stalking tread I’d use on the battlefield, when I had to creep across no man’s land to savage the enemy in the night. I wasn’t even sure why, exactly, I was convinced that witch was up to something. Rodney was probably right. It probably was nothing.

But my instincts said otherwise.

Especially when I realized even I could barely hear her footsteps.

Seemed I wasn’t the only one on private business tonight…

I heard her footsteps stop suddenly and I slowed further.

“...no, I wasn’t followed,” came the witch’s voice from among the stacks.

Someone spoke, so softly I couldn’t make out the words.

“...they might be. Do you have somewhere…”

I slipped along the bookcase and peeked around it, just in time to see the witch follow someone else deeper into the library. I moved to follow, curiosity burning. What was going on?

“What are you doing here?”

My heart jumped into my chest, practically strangling me as I whipped around to find Ashlyn standing behind me, the witch’s hands on her hips and draconic eyes narrowed as they glared at me.

“What?” I gasped.

She took a sharp step forward and raised her hand, jabbing her finger into my chest. “I said, what are you doing here?”

Impatiently, I batted her hand away. “It’s the library. I don’t have to have a reason,” I snapped as I peered through the shelves and over the books. Fuck! Both the witch and who she was speaking with were gone. Probably long gone, thanks to how loud Ashlyn was. Dammit!

“You do if you were sneaking around. Which you clearly were,” Ashlyn retorted.

“And what were you doing?” I asked, looking at her irritably.

She looked taken aback at that. “What?”

“I sure as hell didn’t hear you. And I think I would have if you weren’t using air magic to make yourself lighter.”

Her face reddened notably, telling me I hit the nail on the head. “Wh-what? And why would I be sneaking around?”

“I dunno. Why would I?”

“You were probably meeting with some… some floozy and fucking her among the stacks!”

“And why would I need to hide that?” I asked. “I could bend over a witch and fuck her in the cafetera and probably get a standing ovation!”

“Pervert!”

“Excuse me? It’s called art. I’d even label it something like ‘Battling the Beast of Two Backs.’ Why, I might get a fellowship in this post-war era if Rodney has anything to say.”

“You are absolutely ridiculous!” she snapped. “Perverse. Sick!”

“You forgot crude. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

I left the witch fuming and still trying to come up with some response. Dammit, pissing her off was probably a mistake, but she was really getting on my nerves. Not to mention I’d never find where that damn horse-girl went by now. I cursed, roaming around the bookshelves a bit more, but without any luck. Reluctantly, I turned my steps back towards the exit. I definitely wasn’t going to get any studying done now.

I sighed. What a pain. And to make matters worse, as I walked near the front desk, I noticed that Maleficia was there, and speaking with a very indignant Ashlyn. The serpentine professor’s eyes slid over to me and gave me a narrow look, which I threw right back at her. Now what was she doing there?

And, possibly, where had she been earlier?

Well, whatever it was, I doubted I’d be able to follow her now that she knew I was about. I sighed. Dammit. What a wasted evening. Shoving my hands back into my pockets, I made my way back towards the dorm. Getting back into my room, I pushed open the door and made my way to my desk. May as well try and do some writing here.

Which would be a good plan, except I forgot to account for a certain imp that popped into existence on my desk.

“Heeey master!” Hexie said, grinning.

“Yes, Hexie?” I asked as I sat down on my chair and hauled out my books.

“Doing some writing?” she asked, fluttering over my books.

“That was the plan.”

“A bad plan. Tell you what, I’ve got a better idea. You need some inspiration, right?”

“Do I?”

“Yeah! So how about we close the book, get nekkid, and you absolutely pound my pussy into pudding with that meaty cock of yours?”

I snorted, but did feel my irritability fade a little. The perpetually horny imp could improve my mood pretty thoroughly, I’d give her that much. “No, Hexie. I’ve got some things to think of.”

“And I bet you could think even better with my fat tits wrapped around your dick.”

“I feel like that would be more distracting than anything,” I noted.

“Sounds like a challenge! Tell you what, if you can finish a page of writing before I manage to jerk you off, you win!”

“What do I win, exactly?”

“Me sucking you off. Duh!”

“I see. And if I lose?”

“In that case I’ll only rub one out for you with my hooves.”

I chuckled. “How cruel. That sounds like a fucking nightmare.”

“You wanna be cruel? I can do that. I’ve been meaning to pick up some ball gags and maybe a paddle. Mainly for myself, but hey! We can make it work. How wide can you open your mouth, master?”

“Now you’re out of order. Listen here, you—”

The door to my room burst open, making me jump and twist around to find Kensington standing there, her tail frantically wagging, her canines bared triumphantly as she held up something black.

“I found it!”

“What?” I asked blankly.

“Proof! For you see, I have found indisputable evidence of your bloody nature. Behold! Your vampire cape!” she crowed, holding out the black fabric.

I squinted at it, then sighed. “Kensington?”

“Yes? Ready to admit defeat?”

“No. Because that’s my military issued storm cloak.”

Her smirk faded a bit. “What?”

“Check the back.”

Kensington switched the cloak around, and I could actually see her ears fold with realization as she saw my unit number stitched in faded red.

“Oh,” she said, lowering the cloak to eye me over it. “Right. Well, um, thank you for your service.”

“No problem,” I said, rising and snatching it from her hands. “And kindly don’t go rooting through my things in the future. I am willing to boobytrap them.”

“You talking about tits?” Hexie said, suddenly perking up.

“No,” I replied, folding the cloak tenderly. I tried not to get too attached to my gear, but that cloak had been with me a long time now. “Seriously,” I told the somewhat pouty Kensington. “I will tell the RA about that if I find you in there again.”

“Well… fine,” she grunted. “But I’m still watching you.”

“You’ve been watching me since I got here. Stalkers have a better grasp of boundaries than you.”

“I am not stalking you! I’m hunting you. Big difference.”

“Then can you hunt me quietly? I’m working.”

“Ha!” Kensington crowed, pushing out her chest and tilting back her head arrogantly. “You won’t even know I’m here! For you see, I’m a master huntress!”

I shrugged and headed back to the desk, pulling up my chair and getting back to work. I glanced back at Kensington after a minute and saw her perched on my bed, her golden eyes fixed on me attentively, her whole body tense as if waiting for an excuse to pounce on me. Damn, wish I thought of this days ago.

I went back to my writing, trying to focus. Now, I wanted the vampire lord and Kinzia to start developing feelings towards one another at this part, but it might be too early. A ball would be a good place, or maybe a hunt? I wanted him to seem vulnerable, but was it too soon in the narrative? I could maybe push it to later…

“What are you writing?”

“Eh?”

I glanced back at Kensington, noting her ears perked up and a look of curiosity replacing her earlier guarded watchfulness.

“Uh… my book,” I said.

“You’re writing a book?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“You?”

“Yes.”

“A book?”

“Yes, a book.”

“What kind of book?” she asked suspiciously.

“...Romance, if you have to know.”

She cocked her head, wolf ears twitching. “Romance?”

I leaned back from my desk, scowling at her. “Got a problem with that?”

“Maybe.”

I gave her a puzzled look. “Maybe?”

Instead of answering she held out her hand. “Can I read some of it?”

“Why would you want to?”

“You don’t have to be so huffy about it,” she said, pouting again.

“Come on,” Hexie said, poking my arm and grinning up at me. “Let her read some! She might have some good advice.”

I glared at the imp, but supposed if there was anyone around that would give me unvarnished criticism, it was probably Kensington. I flipped through some pages until I found a chapter I was pretty proud of, then passed it over to the wolf-girl.

Taking it, Kensington’s eyes flicked over the papers thoughtfully, her lips dipping deeper into a thoughtful expression. I swiveled in my chair a bit, watching her intently as her ears flicked again. Was I actually looking forward to her analysis? Maybe. I certainly was paying close attention as she reached the last page.

“Well?” I prompted.

“It’s not… bad,” she admitted slowly.

“But?” I prompted.

“Well,” she said thoughtfully. “It feels a little… flat.”

“Flat? What do you mean flat?”

She shrugged, pages rustling as she leafed back through them. “Well, the characters are pretty solid, if obvious vampire propaganda made for us to sympathise with murderous bloodsuckers. And the dialogue isn’t bad or anything, but… feels like a lot of noise. Right? Like they aren’t really passionately in love. More like… they’re just sort of doing things someone thinks people in love do. There’s no soul behind it. Like the writer doesn’t get romance. Right?”

Hexie burst into laughter, which really wasn’t helping my now quite bruised ego. “Hehehehe! Oh master! She’s got you pegged better than an incubus who accidentally wandered into the stud pits!”

“Yes, thanks Hexie,” I said flatly.

“More nailed than the only succubus in the orgy!”

“Thanks.”

“More fucked than a harlot in a sausage factory!”

“That one was a miss of a metaphor,” I noted as I took the pages back from Kensington. “So it doesn’t feel like real love?” I asked as I flipped through the pages myself, puzzling over them.

Kensington shrugged. “I mean, yeah. Like, the idea of love is there. But not the real feeling. Get me?”

“I think so,” I admitted, then glanced at her. “When did you become an expert on love?”

Kensington flushed and cleared her throat, glancing away. “I mean, I’m not an expert or anything. I haven’t been in a real relationship, right. But I know what love… tastes like, I guess is the word. Get me?”

“I think so,” I said.

“Which um, begs the question…”

Oh, here we go. I mentally braced myself. “What question?”

Kensington fiddled her fingers uncertainly. “Um… Are you really in a relationship with Tanya?”

I blinked.

That… hadn’t been what I expected. I honestly thought she’d accuse me of not understanding love because I was a soulless undead or something.

“Uh…” I said.

“Because I don’t think you are,” she said. “I’ve been watching you a lot. And you’re super handsy with her, but I wasn’t really feeling the love. Like, you’re not sweet with her like a real couple is. Like, maybe she is, but not you..”

“You’ve been watching us?”

She flushed, frowning. “Well, of course. I wasn’t going to let you take advantage of that poor felborn maiden. Plus, I thought I might be able to catch you feeding on her between classes.”

“More likely she’d be feeding from him. His cock, specifically. Get it?” Hexie said.

I ignored the imp. “Well… no,” I finally admitted. “We’re not quite in a relationship of feeling.”

“Oh. So, kinda wondering why you’re doing that, to be honest,” Kensington said.

I sighed and sat down in my chair, shrugging. “It’s not super complicated or anything,” I told her. “I’m not really looking to just make a harem out of the blue here. I came to university to get an education and get my life outside the army started. I didn’t want to just become some kept stud for a coven of witches. If I do start a relationship, I want it to be for the romance.”

“Seriously?” she asked dubiously.

“Yeah. I mean, why not?” I asked. “Is it such a big request?”

“I guess not,” Kensington said slowly. “But… are you sure that’s why? You don’t think you’re doing it to… I dunno, not have to make a commitment to anyone? Just avoiding making a decision and chasing a fantasy instead of facing reality?”

…I hadn’t expected that.

“I mean…” I began, but a follow up failed me. Was I really? It wasn’t something I was exactly happy to consider. I’d been telling myself that I was looking for romance, but was I really just avoiding having to make any kind of decision with a relationship?

“Fuck,” I muttered, rubbing my head. “Maybe? I guess. I kind of assumed love was just going to… happen.”

“How will it if you’re not putting in the effort to get to know anyone?” she asked.

“Ooooh,” Hexie said as if she’d just seen someone land a body blow in a boxing match. Which, to be fair, it felt a bit like that. I frowned deeper, folding my arms and glowering thoughtfully. Was I actually avoiding romance? Was this whole fake relationship thing with Tanya my way of avoiding getting involved with anyone? Did I even ‘get’ romance in the end?

“Uh… you okay?” Kensington asked.

“Hm?” I looked back up at her.

“N-not that I’m worried if you aren’t,” the wolf-girl was quick to add. “Just… you know. You’ve been kinda sitting there, brooding for a good minute or two.”

“Was I?” I said. Damn, I really was a bit out of it. I rubbed my head, rising to my feet. “I’m fine. Really. I am. I was just… thinking, I guess.” I shook it off and stood, suddenly feeling very tired. “Thanks, Kensington. I appreciate it. Really. I think I’ll head to bed, though.”

“Oh,” she said, and I vaguely noticed her uncertainty as I gathered up my things. “Uh, well. Okay. Uh, Alister!”

I paused and glanced back to see her standing, canine ears quivering atop her head.

“If you, um, need someone to read more of your stuff, I guess I could. It’d be useful for, you know, delving into the mind of the vampire.”

I felt the twitch of a smile and nodded. “Sure, Kensington. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Kensie.”

“Sorry?”

“I guess you can call me Kensie,” she said, frowning.

“...Alright. Night, Kensie.”

“Night. And you better go to bed! Don't stalk new victims as soon as you think you’re safe. Because I’ll stop you! For you see, Kensington Killmaiden will never let a vampire win!”

“Sure thing, Kensie. I’ll keep that in mind.”

She huffed. “Good!” she said, turned, and left my room, shutting the door behind her.

I shook my head and couldn’t help a smile. Strange girl. But… well, maybe she wasn’t so bad after all.


Chapter 15.


If the first few weeks of school were anything to go by, I was starting to suspect that Rodney’s classes had a particular theme running through them.

“And so,” said professor continued, his broom of a mustache twitching as his chalk flicked across the board, “the most effective channelers of warp magic naturally derive from couplings of witches and warlocks. A fact which the Auropans, in their incompetence, would still be fumbling about in the dark like apes trying to find their bungholes with both hands, were it not for traitors within our own illustrious nation! Yes! Traitors who do not comprehend the value and sweetness of freedom in all its vaunted glory, but exchanged it for the cold, tainted gold of our enemies. We can only take cold comfort in the fact that these traitors now no doubt understand what they have abandoned, as the heavy boot of Auropan tyranny now grinds on the backs of their necks! A cold comfort indeed, dear students, for our dear nation and people. But a comfort nonetheless.

“Which brings me,” he continued, spinning to face the class, and I couldn’t help but notice his eyes lingered on me for a bit, “to my latest reminder. Our Head of State, in the wisdom of his and his government’s efforts, has come forward with a new program. Yes, dear students. Our state has come to understand the necessity of its future, and has come up with an ingenious solution to ensure the future of our great people. The breeding scholarship fund!”

Those words snapped my attention right back to the class. As did the attentiveness of every female student present.

“Yes!” Rodney declared, absolutely beaming. “The new fund is a comprehensive scholarship, covering the entire four year program of any student who manages to conceive a child with a warlock. Naturally, the lucky ladies should, if they so choose, have their program paused during their pregnancy. But once they have delivered a happy, healthy child, they will have any university degree fully paid for, along with both a maternity stipend and free housing for them and their child! And for those who bear twins, a generous contribution to their first home! Praise the Free States, my dear students. Let’s see those Auropan turnip eating bastards match that, eh! So I suggest you young ladies find yourself a warlock as soon as you are able. The more virile,” Rodney said with a wink my way, “the better.”

I ducked my head as over two dozen heads turned in my direction, eyes burning with ambition. Oh fuck, this was going to make things much worse. Complaining about it would, of course, be worse than useless. Rodney was absolutely glowing with pride at the clear impact his words had. I moaned into my hand. Fuuuuck.

The bell rang as I was lamenting my situation and I quickly got to my feet, gathering up my things.

In the middle of that, I found Erina suddenly beside me, giving me a scrutinizing look.

“Uh…” I began.

“Really now,” she sighed, instantly beginning to adjust my coat and collar. “You really do need to keep yourself more presentable, Alister. You are representing more than yourself, you know.”

“Believe me, I know,” I said, submitting to her tut-tutting. Far easier to just let it happen at this point. Despite her feline ears, Erina could be more dogged than a bloodhound.

“I should hope so! Warlocks are the future of our nation, after all. You are intensely precious.” Her hands lingered on my lapels, and her eyes glanced up, meeting mine before quickly dancing away, a brief blush colouring her cheeks. “And, I mean, as more than just a warlock.”

I sighed. “Erina, I—”

“Alister!”

I looked up quickly as Tanya sauntered up to us, smiling prettily, bursts of magic spinning around her head like diamonds catching the light. She looped her arm with mine, pressing herself against me and leaning up. I sucked in a breath as I felt her breasts mash against my chest, but caught myself and leaned down, kissing her in front of the rest of the class. Glad she was so on the ball. This was exactly the sort of thing I needed to show the rest of the girls I wasn’t up for grabs by just anyone. And damn but Tanya could kiss! Her tongue slid along my lips and I pushed mine into her mouth, deepening it hotly. Tanya stiffened, then just melted with a soft, fluttering moan.

Oh yeah. That was the good stuff.

I broke the kiss and took a quick glance around the room. At the back, Rodney nodded with fatherly approval, and more than a few female students were giving us jealous looks but were hanging back.

Erina in particular looked less than pleased by the display, glowering at us a bit. She huffed and stepped forward, again straightening my coat. “I just fixed this,” she complained. “Really now, Alister. You need your… harem queen to keep an eye on you better. You won’t get any higher grade witches if you dress so sloppily.”

“Right. Thanks,” I said.

Erina huffed in satisfaction, releasing me. Then she eyed Tanya speculatively. “Did you speak to him about…”

Tanya quickly grabbed my hand. “We’d uh, better get to lunch. We’ll see you there,” she told Erina.

“We will?” I said blankly, even as Tanya dragged me away, but the felborn said nothing.

I gave Tanya a look as we went. She obviously was thinking of something, but didn’t want to say it in front of Erina. Once we were in the halls among the milling student body I slowed down a bit. “So,” I prompted.

“Hm?”

“Talk to me about what?” I asked.

Tanya flushed a little, the lights around her head blinking nervously. “I… ah, well. Something sort of happened with me and Erina.”

“What thing?”

Tanya nibbled on her lower lip. “She may have… well, figured out we’re in a fake relationship.”

“What!”

I realized I’d shouted when more than a few heads swivelled towards us. I grimaced and tightened my hand on Tanya’s, pulling her once more towards the cafeteria.

“How?” I hissed under my breath.

“She’s surprisingly observant,” Tanya said. “She noticed that I don’t spend nights in your dorm, and haven’t put forward any of the necessary paperwork to have us move into a shared residence.”

“How would she… No, you know what? She’s a prefect. She’d probably have to notarize it or something,” I groused. “But couldn’t you have made an excuse or something?”

“Why? You should keep your options open. Are you really so opposed to a gorgeous princess like her being in your harem someday?” Tanya asked.

“I’m looking for someone who wants me to fulfill a role beyond sperm production,” I said.

Tanya gave me a patient smile. “Oh dear,” she sighed. “You really can be quite clueless, huh?”

“What?” I asked.

Tanya patted my arm as we made our way into the cafeteria. “Just because she’s dutiful and awkward doesn’t mean she has a one track mind. She really does like you; I’d bet on it,” Tanya said. “And I mean beyond as a stud warlock. A girl of her station doesn’t fret about a boy that much if all she wants is to get inseminated.”

“If you say so,” I said.

“Where’s this level of skepticism even coming from?” she asked.

“She told me so herself,” I replied, maybe a bit more testily than I meant to.

Tanya nodded. “Girls like her have the habit of saying what she thinks she’s supposed to say. Duty first, then desire, you know? It would almost be shameful for a school prefect and literal princess to admit that she was pursuing a boy just because she had a crush, right?”

I frowned, but I didn’t argue further. Was I being too quick to judge? Admittedly, our first date had been a bit of a disaster, and I mean beyond the monster popping up and wrecking shit. But in the end, it really was true that I didn’t have that much experience trying to read between the lines with women when it came to genuine courtship. For all I knew, she was just as clueless as I was about all this.

Still…

I sighed, rubbing my head. Dammit, I hated to admit it, but romance was kind of frustrating. And there were better things to focus on right now. Namely, whatever the hell was going on with that horse-girl. I could practically taste something about it. And not just the blood I’d gotten from the monster. There was something off about all of this. But what to do?

Well, I thought with a small smile, I did have options. I’d always been pretty adept at infiltration. I just needed to gather a bit more information first…

But first thing was first. What to do about Erina?

Still mulling it over, I cruised over to the cafeteria counter, gathering up my usual pile of food. I ignored Tanya’s stare at the mound on my plate as we made our way towards a table. As we crossed the cafeteria I noted that a number of tables were taken up by warlocks and their obvious growing harems. I don’t think I saw one guy who didn’t have at least three or more girls hanging off him.

“You know,” Tanya said softly, following his eyes. “Having Erina join might have another benefit.”

I gave her a sharp look. “She asked to?”

“I am your harem queen,” she noted. “It’s considered polite to, instead of pestering you constantly. Hence our arrangement.”

“Maybe,” I grunted as we took a seat at an empty table. “And you think it’s a good idea?”

She nodded sagely. “You should realize that having just one girl with you might raise some questions if it goes on too long. As you can see, most warlocks already have a few members in theirs. If you only have one, well, there might be questions.”

I gave her a look. “You’re just trying to get Erina in here.”

“Well, maybe,” Tanya admitted as lights popped around her horned head.

“Why?” I asked.

“She’s a good girl,” Tanya told me as she pushed some peas around her plate. “Maybe a bit too earnest, but she’s been talking to me a lot, you know. About what kind of girl you like. Your hobbies. Your measurement.”

“Measurements? Like for clothes?”

“Well… partly,” she said, shuffling her chair closer to mine and sending a meaningful look at my crotch.

Oh.

Ohhhh.

“And, what did you say?” I asked.

“That’s um… another reason why she figured me out,” Tanya said with another faint blush. “She’s very good at interrogation. She caught me in a few mistakes and really pushed.”

“She would,” I muttered.

“Yes. But it did reveal a bit of a hole in our arrangement. I need to get and keep the story straight. Plus, a bunch of other girls keep asking me about your… experience. You know. As a lover.”

“Assure them it’s plentiful,” I said.

“I could,” she admitted. “But I do feel like I might want to make sure my story stays consistent. And it feels like there might be an easier way to do that, if we want to avoid another Erina situation...”

I raised a brow. “You mean…”

A faint blush tinged her cheeks. “Well,” she said. “It would be useful. In case anyone else asks. I’m happy to continue to pretend as long as you want me to, Alister. But when you do start bringing girls in, I don’t want to be seen as a liar. That kind of thing could follow me after I leave your harem.”

“So you want us to fuck just in case?” I asked.

“You’d be doing me a pretty big favour, really,” she said, though the earnest look in her eyes seemed to hint at more excitement than I’d expect from just a ‘favour’.

That said… well, I wasn’t against having sex with Tanya. I mean, looking at her was an absolute feast for the eyes, not to mention I’d gotten a good feel for her body by now, albeit with clothes still on. But that amount had definitely inspired some very vivid daydreams about my local busty half-demon. And it would cover my bases with her if we did actually have some sex. My eyes trailed over her again, and I felt the quickening of my pulse, and could practically hear hers speed up as well as she blushed brighter.

And… okay, maybe her excuse was a little flimsy, and it was pretty obvious she did want to get into my pants. But fuck it. If that was the name of the game, I’d play.

“How are things looking for tonight?” I asked.

“I’m free,” she breathed, sliding in closer.

“Me too,” I husked, sliding my arm around her, my hand giving her breast a hungry squeeze. “So how about we meet up in my room and I give you plenty of material to answer any question that the other girls ask.”

Tanya’s eyes lit up with excitement and she nibbled on her lower lip. “That… that sounds good,” she breathed.

“Perfect. And for the ones watching us…”

I leaned down, amused to see her eyes widen, then lid and her lips part to meet my kiss. I pressed against her, kissing her hard and hot. Tanya moaned softly into my mouth as motes of magic burst around her head like pink fireworks. Her hand grabbed my coat, clutching the lapels as she pressed against me, the softness of her breasts a delight that made my cock thicken and throb with anticipation. Fuuuuck, I might not make it to tonight. The hot taste of her mouth and the feel of her curvy body rubbing against me was absolutely amazing.

As we kissed I stole a quick glance around the room. A number of witches at other tables were watching us with plain envy. Nice little boost to the ego, but I also spotted the horse eared girl sitting with Ashlyn, and giving us a narrow side look.

Hmmm…

I broke the kiss, leaving Tanya panting, and I was nearly the same. “Tanya?” I asked.

“Mmmyeah?” she breathed.

“Do you know that girl over there?”

“Hm?”

Tanya cocked her head, glancing across the room until she located the girl I mentioned. “Who? Seffie?”

“That’s her name?”

“Yeah. Why?” Tanya asked, her eyes slipping back to me. “Were you thinking of adding her to the harem?”

I considered telling Tanya about my suspicions, but held it back. After all, they were just suspicions, as I was sure she’d remind me. “Just curious,” I said. “What dorm is she in?”

“Serpent Dorm I think. Are you interested in her? Because it would be a pity.”

“It would be? Why?” I ask.

“She’s in a relationship with the warlock, Hesse.”

“OH I heard something to that effect. So she’s the one, hm?” I said, and to quiet any more awkward questions, I kissed Tanya again, something that the felborn seemed more than happy to indulge in.

In the midst of this, there was a clank as Erina set down her tray beside us and took a seat, giving us both narrow looks.

“Well?” Erina said.

I sighed and released Tanya. “So, you know,” I said.

“I do,” she agreed. “And I must say, Alister, I’m offended you didn’t come to me first about the idea. I would have happily assisted you.”

For a second I could only stare at her. “You would?” I asked blankly.

“Of course,” she said as she picked up a fork and knife and began to cut up a slice of pizza. The sight almost derailed me even more.

“But… why?” I asked once I got over the sacrilegious sight. “You haven’t exactly been subtle about wanting me to breed you. Is it for the scholarships?”

The cat-girl scoffed, her tail twitching indifferently. “Really now, Alister. Please! I’m not motivated by some mercenary interest.”

“A nationalist one, though,” I noted.

She cocked her head. “Of course, as every good citizen should be. But Alister, I am a princess. Low in the line of succession, true, but I hardly need money. However, I am also fully supportive of the family structure. I want you married, but I also want it in an intact family. That’s quite important to me,” she said, spearing her pizza with her fork and taking a bite.

“So…”

“Therefore, I want to help you, Alister,” she continued. “Even if you do not wish to start a relationship with me now, I want to ensure you have the opportunity to have one with other women and, hopefully, someday with me should you learn to trust me again. A healthy harem will lead to more balanced and numerous children. Tests have proven this. And with my royal bloodline and your powerful wyldcraft, I can’t help but think of what a match we might someday make, gods willing. More importantly, I find the other warlocks I’ve met much less…interesting.”

That was all very flattering and did a lot to instill me with some hope for the future, but I was committed to baby steps. I cleared my throat, trying not to make it too obvious that I was sizing her up once again. “So… what? You want to be my harem queen when Tanya finally drops the act?” I asked.

“Well, I’m in no hurry to… to do anything of that sort,” the demi-demon huffed under her breath, sounding almost offended.

“If you would have me,” Erina replied, her cat ears folding a little, a more earnest look coming over her. “Please, Alister. I want to help you and only you. Really. I know we got off on the wrong foot, but I don’t want you to hate me. On the contrary, I hope that you might one day…well…” Her cheeks went red and she trailed off, but she couldn’t break my gaze.

Dammit, those shiny eyes and that earnest face were melting me faster than a pyro witch. More importantly, it was beginning to sound like romance might one day be on the table after all if I played my cards right. Tanya reached across the table and touched Erina’s hand, the felborn adding her own gentle gaze. “Give her a chance, Alister,” the demoness said, the lights hovering around her head shimmering like glistening stars. “But I’m still your harem queen,” she quickly added.

Gah, what was I supposed to do with that? And the longer I hesitated, the more likely Hexie would pop in and add her own eyes to the assault on my will. Or at least some bawdy remarks. I threw up my hands. “Alright! Fine. We’ll give it a shot—the same arrangement I have with Tanya. Nothing set in stone, nothing necessarily permanent. We do some overtures of affection for the public eye for now, but more importantly, we look to the future with an open mind.”

Erina’s face absolutely lit up. “Thank you, Alister,” she said, grabbing my hands and pumping them like I’d just signed the deal of a lifetime. “You won’t regret it. I promise! I will be an amazingly faithful harem queen!”

Tanya’s eyes widened. “But that’s my job.”

“Well, yes,” Erina said, blinking at her. “But that’s just an act, yes?”

“So is this,” Tanya said, gesturing at Erina and me.

“For the moment,” the princess said poutily before stealing a quick look at me to try and gauge my mood.

Their cuteness was absolutely going to murder my resolve to not jump head first into the establishment of an actual harem. But maybe it was time for me to face reality after all..

“Alright. Alright,” I said, leaning back. “But we’ll need to go over some ground rules.”

“Of course,” Erina said, settling herself in her chair, watching me attentively, though I detected the faint rumble of a purr coming from the prim cat-girl witch.

“Great. So, first off, this is still a fake harem, so no kids. Period. Hard pass.”

“Of course,” Erina said, nodding. “As only makes sense. We cannot bring a child into a relationship that has no emotional basis on your end.”

“Good,” I said, nodding. “Great. And no sex.”

“Unless all parties consent,” Tanya corrected me.

I blinked. “What?”

“Well,” Tanya said reasonably. “We do need to have some sex. You know, to make sure that we can keep our stories straight.”

“That’s not…”

“Very true,” Erina agreed immediately. “And we must kiss you regularly, and hold your hand in public. Even in private, perhaps, we might take the time to rehearse our embraces and such things. What do you think, Tanya?”

“A very reasonable suggestion,” the demi-demon said, almost matching the cat-girl’s persistent purr.

I sighed, rubbing my face with my hand. I could maybe handle one of them, but the both of them attacking me at once was too much. “Alright. Fine. We have at least one sex session where you get to… I dunno, see me naked and measure my dick so you can brag to other witches or whatever. Happy?”

“I think we can make that work,” Tanya said, exchanging a look with Erina.

“Yes. That should be satisfactory. For now,” she agreed primly. “But kisses and embraces of every variety should be comparably regular and most plentiful.”

Tanya nodded keenly. “Very true.”

“Why?” I asked.

Both witches blushed and looked into each other’s eyes to dodge mine. “It just seems like a good idea,” Tanya said.

I gave them both flat looks, because though their voices were even and calm enough, Erina’s twitching tail and the popping lights about Tanya’s head betrayed their obvious excitement.

And, well… Yeah, I was playing it cool, but come on. Who could resist the thought of making love to two outrageously gorgeous women? But I couldn’t let them know just how eager I was. This was still a ruse, right? An act to dissuade other women from pursuing me, and to keep suitors away from Tanya? And to allow Erina to be my platonic harem manager someday?

…Right?

…Okay, probably not.


Chapter 16.*


“Fucking finally, master! I was starting to worry you were only going to fuck me from now on.”

I glanced over at Hexie from where she sat on my desk. The hour was getting late, and I was expecting Tanya any minute, which had naturally tempted Hexie to make an appearance and bother me. “Really? You don’t seem to complain when I give you attention.”

“Well duh!” Hexie said with a roll of her eyes. “Don’t get me wrong, master. I love getting pounded by your cock. Taking your meat. Riding that rail to fuck town and getting off on the corner of More Daddy Junction. But come on!” she exclaimed with a wild wave of her hands. “There’s only so many sex acts two people can do! But bring in another girl? Or two? Hoo!” Hexie cackled, rubbing her hands greedily. “We’re talking orgies. Oils. Strawberries dipped in chocolate. Butt stuff, master. Butt stuff!”

“You want me to fuck you in the ass?” I asked.

“That too. But even more, I want you absolutely smashing my snatch. But strap one of those fakey cocks on a busty girl like Tanya so I can get railed by both of you at the same time? Spitroasted like a Gluttony demon barbeque? Hoooya! That’s what I came all the way to the material plane for. That’s the sort of depravity that will corrupt you and put you on the path of evil!”

I shook my head. “Well that’s not happening. I’m only sleeping with the two of them so they can get their stories straight and not look clueless or obviously fake when interrogated by other girls.”

“So they can aptly describe how good it feels to choke on your sausage so much that a girl will need a falcon punch right to the solar plexus?”

“I guess,” I said. “It’s purely for the harem ruse. Pretty sure about that, anyway.”

“Uh huh,” Hexie said with a knowing look. “And it’s not so you can dip your wand in their honey pots?”

“Seriously?” I sighed. “Do you have a book filled with these double entendres or something?”

“Pff! As if I need that! This is all original material. You should see me do a standup routine. Got cocky limericks out the wazoo! Wanna hear some?”

“No thanks,” I said, waving her off. “And remember what I said. You can be out here and watch, but no commentary. Otherwise, I’ll stick you under the trash can and put some books on it to keep you quiet.”

“I know. I know! You wouldn’t even have the decency of hogtying me and sticking a ballgag in my mouth. Don’t even get why you want me to keep quiet. I’m your hype girl! Prancing around in my naughties and cheering you on in the greatest team sport in the world, all to advance our inevitable goal of world domination!”

“I don’t need hyping.”

“Couldn’t hurt.”

I was pretty sure it might. Though, the idea of Hexie prancing around in a skimpy cheerleader uniform ra ra’ing as I plowed Tanya and Erina was a surprisingly appealing image.

“What the hell is a ‘falcon punch’, by the way?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

There was no time for that anyway as I heard a knock at the door. I abandoned the imp and got up quickly and headed over to it, opening it to reveal Tanya on the other side. She was looking a bit flushed and wore a long, powder blue cloak.

“Any trouble getting in?” I asked. “Since the front desk should be closed by now, I mean.”

She shook her head. “No. The pass you gave me worked like a charm. Can I, um, come in?”

I stepped aside and Tanya hustled past me. She seemed oddly nervous, which was surprising given how confident she normally was. Though, this was maybe a special circumstance.

I led her into my room, where the felborn paused and looked around in unabashed interest. All of which surprised me, given the whole place was pretty plain. Hexie was the most notable thing in there, and the imp’s smile was so big it could have split her head in two.

“What’s under the cloak?” the imp asked teasingly.

Tanya blushed again and I raised a brow. “You’re wearing something different?” I asked.

“Somewhat,” she said, fidgeting. “Can I take it off?”

I made an inviting gesture and she nervously slipped a hand through the front and undid the clasp. The cloak slipped from her shoulders, pooling on the floor around her like a wave of fabric, revealing her body.

Oh mama.

I stared, utterly gobsmacked at what was on display. Tanya was not wearing what I expected. Fuck, she wasn’t wearing much of anything. Leather straps criss-crossed her skin, highlighting her breasts and thighs, and framing her shaven pussy. She stood there, twisting in front of me, which caused her full, generous breasts to bounce slightly, her nipples already hard nubs of shameless desire.

“Woah,” I breathed. “You walked here like that?”

“It… it gets me in the mood,” she said softly, yet her voice was both shy and hotter than the realm of flames. She tucked some of her hair back behind her ear and stole a nervous look at me. “Do you like it?”

“You kidding me? His pants are ready to burst!” Hexie cackled.

“Trash bin,” I reminded the imp sharply, but my heart wasn’t in it. I could barely drag my eyes from Tanya’s body. Fuck, she was hot. Not just gorgeous, or pretty, but hot. Sexy. A look that was making my pulse pound and my cock throb in the tightness of my pants.

I dimly heard another knock, and after the third one I realized it was from my door. I tore my attention from Tanya and went to open it, revealing Erina there, dressed in her usual uniform.

“Am I late?” she asked.

“Right on time,” I said, stepping aside.

Erina hurried into my room, only to stop at the sight of Tanya in her straps. “Oh,” the cat-girl said, her tail and ears shooting up. “I…”

I shut the door behind her, and Erina jumped, ear and tail fur bristling in surprise as she spun about to face me. I took the pair in, the silence and sexual tension growing thick in the air. I was hardly a novice to sex, but there was just something about that moment. The two gorgeous women standing there in my dorm room, looking at me in anticipation, filling the air with a silent uncertainty and tension that made my heart race and blood pound.

“I… suppose I should get naked too,” Erina said, undoing her jacket. She eyed the imp for a moment. They had only just met recently, when Hexie summoned herself to have a look at the catgirl’s ass when she bent over at a water fountain. Hexie was a big fan of hers, but Erina… well, she tolerated my familiar politely, at least.

I swallowed hard as her clothes were shed, thrown piece by piece onto my couch. No strip show could have been sexier than watching Erina grow more and more flushed as she shed her top. Her skirt, revealing the tanned curves of her figure. Her breasts were as full as I’d guessed. Smaller than Tanya’s, but still impressively large. Her figure was more trim than the curvy felborn, but it gave her a different sort of beauty.

“Wow,” was all I could say as the last article was abandoned, leaving the cat-girl nude, her tail flicking nervously. I couldn’t break my gaze away from her nearly flesh-toned nipples except to steal a glance at her dewy slit and its trim landing strip.

“Should we… should we get started?” Tanya asked.

I stared. “Started?”

“Measuring,” she said. “Do you have a ruler?”

“Oh, uh… sure,” I said, my hand fumbling for my desk, forcing Hexie to dodge out of the way before I grabbed the item in question and handed it over. I was honestly starting to wonder why I was playing around with the charade. I mean, come on. Who were we kidding?

And yet, we couldn’t seem to stop. Like we’d invested too many troops to a doomed action, and didn’t dare withdraw now.

Tanya shyly took the ruler, then licked her lips, meeting my eyes as she slid down to her knees before me.

“Pants,” she murmured.

“Sure,” I breathed, my hands moving on autopilot as I reached down to reveal my cock. I nodded at Erina. “I suppose you’ll want to measure as well?”

“O-of course,” the cat-girl murmured, bit her lip and stepped forward with her hands nervously folded behind her back. The posture had the advantage of being both cute and also jutting her breasts out for closer inspection. “And ah, I think I should kiss you. Also.”

“Kiss me?” I asked.

Erina nodded quickly. “Yes. Yes,” she said with a bit more conviction. “Witches speak about how their warlocks kiss quite often, you know. I imagine I’ll face all manner of questions of that nature.”

“Makes sense,” I said, smiling at her. Why was I smiling? It was a comforting smile, affectionate even. It was a smile I’d never given a pair of women before, certainly not during sex.

Fuck, what was I doing? During the war, sex was usually impersonal. Sometimes you’d talk dirty, give each other spicy looks, or even break down from the stress and cry in each other’s arms afterwards. Which, needless to say, didn’t help the romance much. But I never found a woman as cute in her birthday suit as I found Erina then, staring up at me shyly as she licked her lips and waited for me to make a move.

Down below, Tanya gasped as I finally freed my member. “Oh my,” she said, her hot breath tickling it. I glanced down and found her lips an inch away from the tip as she stroked it in her hand, tempting it to take its full shape. “It’s quite… bulky.”

Bulky? Hmm. That felt less like a compliment than “huge” but in the end it meant the same thing, I supposed. “Thanks?” I said.

Erina glanced down, her own eyes widening. I reached around her waist and pulled her closer, which caused her to sharply inhale, swelling her chest. “How unwieldy,” Erina whimpered at the sight of it.

“I mean, Hexie could take it,” I said, maybe a bit defensively.

“Well, certainly. But well, I mean…”

Alright, time to end the conversation about my dick before it went in worse directions. I leaned in, lifted Erina’s chin with my knuckle, and stared into her eyes for a moment. My heart throbbed at the sight of her trusting, eager expression. I watched, relishing the sight of her eyes closing slowly and her lips parted as she waited for me.

I planted the kiss with all the triumph of a flag on a conquered hill, and she instantly started purring and moaning into my mouth. Oh baby, that was incredible. I rested one hand on my hip as the other reassuringly patted Tanya’s head.

“Alister… You can touch me,” Erina whispered into my mouth, her eyes still closed. “My—wherever you want, I mean.”

“Can I suck it?” Tanya said, which caused me to look down at her and stare wide-eyed as she eyefucked my length.

My attention was being torn in two equally interesting directions. “Sure. Go ahead,” I told the felborn, just going with the flow at this point, then I looked back up at Erina’s pretty face. Her tail swished behind her, and her closed eyes opened. She cocked her head.

“What is it?” she asked, her cheeks flushing as she grew flustered under my gaze.

“Sorry,” I said. Go with the flow. That was all I was doing. Which apparently also involved me sliding my hand between her legs before locking lips again.

Erina trembled, her tail quivering as she pressed up against me with a throaty moan and purr. Her tongue licked my lips and pushed itself inside while her hips bucked against my hand, daring my fingers to get adventurous. I answered the call, but I knew what this meant. I could tell where this was headed just by the whimpering mews that escaped the prim witch.

This wasn’t the mechanical, dutiful, “do your homework and get your stories straight” sexual encounter we’d promised each other. This was passionate. This was real. There was lust behind this. Feelings, maybe.

And it was probably a mistake, but I was done resisting it.

My fingers slid inside Erina’s soaked cunt, fingering her generously so that her girly moans filled my throat since the cat-girl refused to let her lips abandon mine. Meanwhile, my cock was overwhelmed with soft, warm wetness as Tanya did her best to suck it down to the base while gripping my hips for balance, the lights that spun around her head sparking off like stars.

The pleasure was insane, but this wasn’t why we were here. I had a job to do.

I needed to fuck these women.

Without warning, I grabbed Tanya’s shoulder and pulled her off my cock. She gave me a questioning look as I guided her onto her feet, then picked up Erina and set her on her back on my bed. Tanya nodded in silent understanding, and crawled into position beside the blushing blonde cat-girl, with me helping her down.

The two beauties looked at each other briefly with warm, molten eyes. A lot was said with no words at all.

My heart pounded at the sight of these women baring themselves for me. They were shy, yes, to some extent, but also wanted me to see them, to want them, to enjoy them. All pretenses about why we were here and doing what we were doing were gone. They wanted me, and I wanted them.

I didn’t know where to start. My eyes darted from pussy to pussy, not wanting to offend anyone.

“You can make love to her first,” Erina said, pouting at her own treacherous words. “She’s your harem queen.”

Tanya shivered as she watched me approach. “N-nonsense. Erina should—”

“Well, if you insist,” Erina cut her off, spreading her legs so wide all of a sudden that she ended up planting one of her feet between Tanya’s thighs. The cat-girl extended her arms up like she was begging for a hug, her eyes hungry.

“Ha! Girl knows what she wants,” Hexie cackled from her perch. “I like her!”

I should probably have shoved the imp into the closet or something for that, but that sort of effort would take me away from the two stunning women in front of me, and I couldn’t bear to do that. I was a man on a mission, and it was time to get to it. I lowered myself onto the bed and between the cat-girl princess’s legs.

“Y-you may kiss me again, Alister,” she said, the permission more like a plea, her voice almost demanding. “I don’t mind.”

A stupid part of me, the holdout part that was still skittish in the face of all this escalation, wanted to ask her why I should kiss her. She already knew what kissing me was like, didn’t she? She had the data she came for regarding that.

That said, I wanted to kiss her again too.

So I did.

I lowered myself so that our bodies were parallel and fulfilled her wish, pressing my lips to hers again. She moaned, her legs dexterously wrapping around my back, urging my pelvis downward, and I had to squeeze my arm between our bellies to reach my cock and guide it toward her pussy. Gods damn! I don’t know what they were teaching princesses these days, but I approved completely.

The thrill I got just from feeling my tip find her entrance was unreal. It wasn’t like the sex I’d had in trenches or tents or occupied inn rooms behind enemy lines. This was the real thing. This wasn’t just fucking—it was making love, or something directly adjacent to it.

I pushed inside her, feeling a bit of resistance, but then went in easily enough. A squeal of tension melted into bliss as Erina nibbled on my ear and I on her neck.

“There you are,” Tanya breathed, watching us with a tender smile. “Just like that, Alister.”

“C’mon Rail the kitty! She’s begging for it,” a certain imp piped up from the corner.

For once Hexie was talking some sense. Less about the railing and more about the begging. Erina was writhing under me with need as I felt my cock get generously coated in the hot, slick juices of the princess beneath me.

“Alister!” she gasped out, her eyes rolling back as our bodies slammed together. “I’ll nyah! I’ll be so dutiful for you, Alister! I can—ah!—I can make you feel good. I can—I can love you. I can love you, Alister, please!” She bit down on my shoulder when I didn’t respond with words, allowing me to reward her needy pledge in my own way.

A part of me really wanted her to mean that. How nice it would be to stumble into love like this. But another part of me was still cautious. After all, this felt like her trying to change the terms of our relationship mid-coitus. Or maybe just the truth coming out.

Still, it’d take an artillery strike to stop me now, and I bucked away inside her like it was the only thing in the world worth doing, and before too long I felt her walls possessively grip me in waves, clenching and unclenching as her whimpers became moans and moans became howls of bliss.

When it was all over, the bed sheet beneath her was soaked and probably ruined in the best sort of way. When I pulled out, or tried to, she hugged me tighter like she was trying to deny me permission to leave, but she happened to turn her head and see Tanya’s rather unamused face and apparently thought better of it.

It was a good thing, too, because I was so close to cumming that I probably would have accidentally impregnated Erina had she been allowed to keep me inside her much longer. When I pulled out, I took a few deep breaths, closed my eyes to purge erotic stimuli, and thought about some of the worst things I’d seen during the war to try and soften my hard on, but to little avail, which honestly said more about me than I wanted to confront.

When I opened my eyes, though, there she was—Tanya Tormentia. She looked up at me with that gentle smile I most associated with her. Patient, caring, sweeter than a sugar pound cake, all the words that described her were clear as day in that expression.

As enchanting as her face was, though, I had to take a second to stare at her massive breasts. The sight of the pink mounds of pillowy flesh reinvigorated my still pulsing erection to new heights, and it was all I could do to contain my excitement and not thrust inside her too hard and too eager.

The first push was as gentle as it’d been with Erina, and she folded just as fast. Where Erina was constantly mewling and moaning and purring while I rutted her, though, with her legs and arms wrapped possessively around me, Tanya’s hands stayed on my shoulders, and she closed her eyes, emoting more with her face than her voice.

“Mmm,” she moaned as I finally managed to more or less bottom out in her depths, “Alister, you feel so… so good inside me.”

“And you feel… ah… fantastic around me,” I grunted, clenching my ass to try and hold my climax back as long as I could. I wanted to see Tanya cum before I unleashed my own orgasm. It seemed unfair to her if Erina were allowed to finish and she didn’t.

Eventually, I got desperate. Half in a bid to distract myself, and half in an attempt to overwhelm Tanya with pleasure, I started massaging her clit with a free hand while I fucked her, and at the same time, I bent down and started sucking one of her puffy nipples.

“Ohh!” she gasped, a louder reception than I’d gotten thus far. “Alister! That… you’re… mnnnn!”

The cat-girl beside her purred as she watched, her hand resting on my back. “Are you going to finish soon?” she asked, a faint whine in her tone.

I wasn’t sure if she was talking to Tanya or me, but I said, “Yeah.”

“Good. Then you can, ahem, use my mouth. I feel bad that I made your sheets as messy as they are,” she said, blushing when I turned to look at her.

“He can cum inside me,” Tanya urged, offering an interesting counterproposal. “I just finished my cycle, so it’s a safe day.”

Erina’s eyes bulged. “B-b-but that’s not fair!” she meowed.

“I… I am his harem queen,” the felborn huffed, then moaned. “Mnnn! Ali! I… I think I’m close. I’m so cloooose!”

That was the first time either of them called me that particular pet name, and I didn’t hate it. I stayed the course, doing more of what I had already been doing as Tanya’s telltale lights started shooting off one after another, bursting like flarefire spells.

“You are his fake harem queen!” Erina testily reminded the other woman.

Tanya’s red skin grew redder “Well, that’s—you see—ohhhh, don’t argue with me when I’m about to… to… Ohhhh Ali!” Tanya wailed, her legs tightening around me as she rode the wave of orgasm with every hint of enjoyment.

“Ali, hm?” Erina huffed, unamused. “Alister, sir,” she said as she turned her attention on me, trying another approach in a sweet tone. I looked at her despite knowing that I was on my last legs.

“Yeah?” I grunted.

“You should know that men mustn’t deny themselves too much. It can be… well, dangerous. Please, allow me to help you finish by sucking you off.”

“E-excuse me?” I gasped.

“It’s the least I can do. Really,” the cat-girl said, though her blush implied it wouldn’t be much of a sacrifice.

I was deeply, deeply tempted there and had no good options. But I wasn’t that far gone yet, and I desperately pulled out, groaning as I spent myself onto the sheets in hot spurts.

“Booo, lame, master!” Hexie catcalled from her perch.

By the look on Erina and Tanya’s face, it was a sentiment they shared. But though I may have gone this far with them, there were some lines I wasn't going to cross. And accidentally getting either of them pregnant was pretty damn up there.

“Well, ladies,” I said, surveying them both. “Do you think you have enough material in case anyone asks questions?”

Erina and Tanya exchanged a look. “Well,” Tanya hummed with a playful smile. “It was… enlightening, certainly, Alister. But…”

“We, ah, may need more at some point,” Erina quickly put in. “Just to keep abreast of… well…”

Erina trailed off, blushing furiously and looking regretfully at my stained sheets. She suddenly cleared her throat. “If you don’t mind, I’d be happy to get these cleaned,” she said, abruptly changing the subject.

Tanya’s eyes popped open. “No!” she gasped, jolting upright.

“No?” I asked.

“I ah, mean, that’s a job for a harem queen,” she said.

“Pretend harem queen,” Erina reminded her, smiling but with maybe more feline fang showing than was necessary.

I glanced between the two, who looked more belligerent than a pair of Auropan and Caldian diplomats haggling over a chunk of wasteland.

“I’ll wash them,” I said before things could escalate. Though I didn’t miss the look of disappointment in either of their eyes.


Chapter 17.


That week went by in a flash. I had planned to spend my weekend writing, but after my little session with Erina and Tanya that clearly wasn’t in the cards now. I had waaaay too much to think about. Instead, I was sitting at my desk, staring at a blank page, and trying to figure out what to do about the two women who were very clearly interested in me.

I mean, I wasn’t blind. It was pretty clear both Erina and Tanya wanted to be a part of my actual harem. Erina had more or less spelled it out for me in the middle of sex. That sex, by the way, was anything but the mechanical fuck I’d been expecting. And Tanya was taking her role very seriously. Way more than I’d expect from an act.

It was a lot to take in. I mean, I didn’t think of myself as that much of a catch outside of when someone needed a pillbox cleared out. Yet both women wanted me, and I wasn’t sure what to do about that.

Especially after my conversation with Kensington. Because it would not be fair to the two of them to keep up the pretence of starting a harem when both wanted to be with me. I wasn’t going to string them along just to avoid attention from other witches. We had already gone too far, honestly, and I was starting to regret the fact intensely. Dammit, if only I’d had that conversation with Kensie before I agreed to this fake harem thing. If I did reject them, I would possibly break their hearts or at least make them feel used, even if they knew what they were signing up for.

Also… wouldn’t I have to be a fucking idiot to reject them in the first place?

So the question was whether or not I wanted to start something real with those two beauties. And why hadn’t I already, if so? Had I been avoiding commitment and pretending I didn’t want to have a relationship because I was afraid of starting one? Honestly? Probably. I didn’t consider myself a coward, but I did have to consider that maybe I wasn’t being upfront with my own feelings. That led the girls to not be honest with theirs, too.

It made me think: If I had just been receptive to the idea of a harem from the start, would Tanya have ever proposed the idea of a fake one? Was that just her attempt to backdoor herself into a relationship with me? It very clearly and explicitly appeared to be that way with Erina, that was for sure. I should probably be angry about them trying to force a relationship on me, but I wasn’t. I was flattered, really. More importantly, I actually, truly felt something with them.

I tapped the tip of my pen against the desk with a dull clicking sound. I did like both girls. Erina was a bit of a rules-happy stick in the mud at times, but I’d started to see that as cute, and she very clearly cared about me. Despite our less-than-stellar first date, we’d clearly grown on each other. Maybe more than that, perhaps I misinterpreted her intentions from the onset due to how guarded she was with her own feelings at the time.

And Tanya…well, I never had any issue with her. She was incredibly sweet. In fact, the more I got to know both of them, the more I enjoyed their company.

Most importantly, they got along really well until—well, I won’t revisit that right now.

But still… was I ready to try and form an actual harem with them?

I sighed, burying my face in my hands.

“Aw, what’s the matter, master?”

I lifted my head to see Hexie sitting on some books piled on a corner of my desk.

“Hexie?” I asked. “Do you think I could really love Tanya and Erina?”

“Of course,” the imp replied promptly.

“Really?”

“Hell yeah! You loved them all over this room. You loved them on that bed. You loved them on the floor. Fuck, with a couple of my special potions, you’d be able to love them for three days straight.”

…Well, what had I expected from a literal imp from hell?

There was a knock and I got up, leaving my room. I opened the dorm room door wide to find the two women of my thoughts in the flesh. It was almost jarring, but since they were so fresh in my head, it kind of wasn’t weird timing at all at the same time. Both looked at me with meek smiles before the cat-girl finally broke the silence before I could.

“Hello, Alister,” Erina said quickly, clearing her throat. “I, er, we were wondering if you would like to head down to the dueling fields?”

“Dueling fields?” I asked. Good, at least they weren’t here to press me for some kind of a decision just yet.

“For practice,” Tanya put in. “The Wargames are coming up fast, and most warlocks like to get some practice in with their harems.”

“Yes, exactly,” Erina agreed, nodding eagerly. “An excellent place for you to practice your magic with us. I remember you talking about how you have trouble with elemental spells, so it seemed like the perfect opportunity with which to improve, considering how little progress I’d been making. And we were also considering that you might appreciate it as a chance to show off your harem. Make it more obvious that you’re not on the market for just anyone.”

I ran my hand through my hair. “...Yeah, sure,” I said. “Why not?”

The pair beamed as I went back inside and fetched my black coat, tugging it on before joining them in heading to the dueling fields. As we walked, both women pressed in against my sides, and I slid my arms around their shoulders, tugging them against me. It did feel good to have the pair here with me. I glanced down at them and felt my blood warm and pulse quicken as the two soft bodies pressed against me. I did like them, no question. But was I feeling something on the way to love?

Maybe. But I owed it not only to myself, but to both of them to be sure.

For now though, I kept my thoughts to myself as we crossed the grounds and towards the arena where the dueling fields were. Like the girls had claimed, there was a lot of activity around the dueling fields. Warlocks and witches were busy sparring and practicing in all the arenas built around the field. I spotted a couple of referee witches making the rounds between, watching closely, but not intervening. Clearly they weren’t too worried about things getting out of hand.

Erina hurried up to one of the ref’s and had a quick conversation before she returned to us, smug as could be. “I’ve reserved arena A-3 for our use,” she said. “We have it for two hours.”

“Good job,” I said, noting the way her tail twitched with happiness and her chest swelled with even greater importance. She immediately returned to my side, rubbing up against me just like a real cat as we headed to the small arena.

I climbed onto it, Erina and Tanya going with me before splitting up a little to face me. “Now,” Tanya said with an encouraging smile. “Have you been practicing what I told you about?”

“A little,” I admitted. “But I’ve been having a fair bit of trouble all the same…”

“Then now is the perfect time to get some training in,” Erina put in helpfully. “My own expertise is earth magic, and I would be happy to assist you with that.”

“I remember,” I said, recalling our fight with the monster in town.

“I’m a bit of a jill of all trades,” Tanya confessed. “But have a particular affinity for lightning and, to a lesser extent, wind.”

“How about a wind based lesson?” I said, knowing only too well that was my weakest school.

Erina pouted, but Tanya nodded happily, the lights hovering around her head glittering. “Of course! Shall we begin?”

I saw no reason to delay and, drawing my wand, I got to work. Not a particularly thrilling thing to do considering how shit I was at it. After a few depressingly meager efforts to do something as basic as make a leaf float or cause a small dust devil, Tanya stepped in.

“You’re still trying to pull too much from your own magic,” she chided gently while moving up behind me. “Here, like this.”

I jolted as she pressed against my back, her hands moving over mine, her breasts squishing against me in a very distracting way. I caught a glimpse of Erina’s tail absolutely thrashing in annoyance and quickly turned my attention back to what Tanya was trying to show me.

“The plane of wind ebbs and flows from every spot in the world,” Tanya said, her voice silken and so close to my ear it sent shivers down my spine. “To harness it, you must wield its force by letting it flow through you. Don’t manipulate it. Direct it. Concentrate on the leaf.”

I did as she suggested, looking at the leaf lying on the floor of the arena. Smug little thing. I focused, trying to will it to move, but with about the same amount of success as before.

“You’re trying too hard,” Tanya whispered against me, and I suddenly felt her rub into my body. “Just relax. Let it flow around you like a breeze.”

I tried to do as she said. A pretty big ask in that position. Almost as big as the soft breasts pressing against me. Squishing against my back. Rubbing slow, teasing circles…

Okay, I was pretty sure she was doing that intentionally, but I also wasn’t complaining. I mean, if I couldn’t focus while a hot girl was rubbing herself against me, then I may as well just hand in my warlock card right there. And that totally wasn’t just an excuse to let her keep going.

Totally.

“Feel the magic flow through your body,” Tanya whispered in my ear as her hands left my arms, my breath hitching as her palms pressed against my chest, tugging me more firmly against her. “Feel it flow through your lungs. Air magic is a part of you. Going in and out with every breath. Breathe, Alister. Breathe deep.”

I did, but mainly got a noseful of Tanya’s pleasantly floral perfume. She was breathing with me, slow and deep. I could tell because of the way her chest rode against my back and her hot breath tickled my hair.

“Oh fuck…” I whispered.

“Let it flow through you, Alister. Soft and easy. Filling you up. Your chest. Your stomach. Your depths.”

I swallowed hard as her hands trailed down my front, first to the area below my ribs, then to my stomach. Then…

I grunted, stiffening as her hands brushed my bulge, my cock absolutely straining my pants. Tanya paused, and I swear I could sense her smile and hear it in her voice as she murmured, “Well, you certainly don’t lack… vitality, Alister.”

“Ahem! Perhaps something as ethereal as wind is a poor thing to practice magic flow with,” Erina said, her voice icier than the peaks of Fordring.

I glanced at the cat-girl, who was watching us with pursed lips, her tail swishing with irritation and ears flattened back along her curly blonde hair.

“Oh?” Tanya asked from behind me. “What do you suggest?”

“Earth magic is much more settled,” the princess suggested, brushing one ear and the diamond hanging from it. “More solid. I think we should begin with that.”

The silence from Tanya had me glance back. She looked a bit miffed, an expression I’d never seen on her soft face, but after a moment the felborn smiled and stepped back. “You’re right. We should try everything. Would you like to instruct him?”

“Gladly,” Erina said, strutting up to me, her ears unfolding and her eyes shining with excitement.

Hoo boy. What had I gotten myself into?

Before she began Erina straightened my black coat out again, and once it was to her satisfaction she turned about. “Now!” she declared. “The trick to mastering earth magic is in sensing the solidity of it beneath you and manipulating that. Naturally, the nature of more basic earth magic is dependent on the ground on which you use it. So we must get to know the nature of the earth beneath us. Once you are skilled enough, you will be able to sense it instinctively. But until then, you must feel the earth. Like so.”

I felt my eyebrows shoot up as Erina, in a stunning display of flexibility, widened her legs, bent herself at the waist, and planted her hands on the ground, her cheek near the arena floor, and her ass thrust back towards me.

“Uh…” I said.

“Bend over me, Alister. I must show you how to sense the earth.”

“Are… are you sure,” I said, my eyes absolutely glued to her ass. Something that was made even more obvious as her tail twitched, teasing her skirt up more and giving me a wonderful view of her gloriously soft bottom, clad in the tightest and whitest of panties. Sure, I’d had ample opportunity to enjoy the sight of her naked ass recently, but I doubt I’d ever refuse another gander. And if I did, fucking line me up in front of the firing squad.

“Of course I am,” Erina remarked, her tail twitching impatiently. “Really now. This is purely a lesson, and I have had excellent tutors. This is the best method of sensing the magic of the earth plane beneath us.”

“Very rude of you not to do as she says,” Tanya remarked, her voice light with amusement.

Fair enough. I moved up behind Erina and cautiously bent over her. Obviously, this was a pretty awkward position to be in, and I found myself planting my hands on either side of her waist. But even if I was a bit bigger than her, I wasn’t that much, and I grunted as my bulge pressed against her ass.

I felt the shiver that went through Erina at that. “Mew,” she whimpered.

“Sorry?” I asked.

“N-nothing!” she gasped. “Now, touch my hands, Alister. Place the tip of your wand against the floor. Sense the magic in the… the earth beneath us.”

I did as she asked, my hands put to the ground, the tip of my wand balancing there.

“Can you feel it, Alister?” she asked, her voice a bit breathy.

“I’m feeling… something,” I admitted as my crotch rubbed against her ass.

“Good. Good. Now… focus on that feeling. Sense the earth. The hardness. The rigidity. How firm yet malleable it is.”

“Uh huh,” I said, once more finding it a bit hard to sense the magic when my cock was pressing against the seam of her firm ass. And Erina really wasn’t helping with the way she was moving under me, practically grinding against my cock.

“Feel it deeper, Alister,” Erina breathed. “Deeper. Sense the power of the… the earth.”

“Yes, the earth. Right. Sensing it. Totally… totally feeling it.”

“Look girls. The warlock is putting on a little show with his sluts.”

The voice pulled me from the moment as surely as a bucket of cold water. I glanced aside to see Ashlyn and her two cronies standing near the edge of the ring, the dragon-girl’s arms crossed and a look of smug superiority on her face.

“Ashlyn,” Tanya said politely. “What brings you here?”

Ashlyn gave the felborn a cutting glance. “Where else should I be when the Wargames are getting so close?” she asked, folding her arms in front of her plump chest with a smug smirk. “Practice makes perfect. Though I intend to actually practice magic, and not how best to mount someone like a horny dog.”

“Haha! Yeah. Um… He’s not a dog-kin, though,” the blonde with Ashlyn said.

Ashlyn gave the girl an exasperated glance. “It’s a figure of speech.”

“Oh! I like those,” the blonde said, nodding eagerly. “Figures are great. I like the round ones.”

Ashlyn just stared at her crony with momentary bafflement.

“We are practicing magic,” Erina noted crisply, the prim dignity in her voice belying the current position we were in.

Looking downright grateful for something else to focus on, Ashlyn turned her attention back to us. “Do you really expect us to believe that?” she asked with a scoff. “Honestly, I expected more from a prefect.”

“Frankly, I don’t care what you believe,” I said. “But feel free to hang around and watch. You might learn something.”

“Miss Ashlyn has nothing she could learn from you,” the horse-eared girl noted with a sneer.

“Really?” I asked, looping an arm under Erina. I felt the cat-girl stiffen under me as I tugged her against my chest, but the soft rumble of her purr told me it was far from unwelcome. “Because we were about to really get into the learning curves. A very hard subject. Very… in depth.”

I nuzzled the back of Erina’s neck, my lips brushing her flushing skin, eliciting a soft mewl from the cat-girl.

Ashlyn’s face turned red, though if it was out of anger or arousal I wasn’t too sure. “You are all… you’re just… Ugh!”

Ashlyn spun about and stomped away, her two minions jumping and hurrying after her.

I tried to resist the urge to chuckle and failed. “She really doesn’t like me,” I noted.

Tanya sighed and shook her head, the lights that hovered around her pink hair dimming. “No, she doesn’t. Poor girl. She’s so terribly frustrated.”

I shrugged and let go of Erina. “Sorry about that,” I said to the cat-girl. “She just gets under my skin.”

Erina brushed back her hair and shifted under me, her ass rubbing against my crotch again. “Yes. Well, honestly, it’s quite alright. Now ah, let’s resume practice. Shall we?”

“Gladly,” I said, adjusting myself atop her, feeling her once more grind back against me. I closed my eyes. Ashlyn’s little interruption did wonders to inspire me to take this a bit more seriously. Well, as seriously as I could be expected to take this, all things considered.

As I closed my eyes and focused, I realized I could feel… something other than the gorgeous woman under me and the urge to plow her. A subtle thrum in the earth under the tip of my wand, vibrating like a miniature earthquake. Or like the rush of a current going under the ground.

“I think I feel it,” I said.

“Good,” Erina said. “Now, channel it, Alister. Try to move it. Don’t pull it into yourself, but shift it beneath your touch.”

I nodded along, digging the tip of my wand into the ground. I concentrated. Trying to sense more of the vibrations of magic beneath the earth. That connection with the plane of earth that filled every stone.

It was so odd to think of how much trouble I had been having to ‘get’ how it worked. But now it was just clicking. Did I study better with a gorgeous woman pressed up against me? Or was there something more…

“Will it, Alister,” Erina breathed under me. “Will it to obey!”

I grit my teeth and did so. I pushed the thought of making a mound of earth move as hard as I could. I pushed the idea with all my strength.

And felt the earth under my wand quiver.

My eyes shot back open and I saw a portion of the tiled stage heave up in a small lump.

Holy shit.

It worked!

“Well done!” Tanya cried, clapping her hands, her halo of lights popping off with her excitement like fireworks. “I knew you could do it.”

“Yeah. Yeah I… Oof.”

I flopped off of Erina, feeling suddenly incredibly tired, like I’d just fought on the frontlines for several hours.

Erina straightened after me, smiling down at me as well. “Excellent work,” she said. “I also knew you could do it, Alister.”

“Thanks,” I gasped. “But why do I feel so…”

“The manipulation of magic takes a great deal of energy,” Erina informed me as she offered a hand. “Especially with schools that aren’t to your natural strength. Unfortunately,” she added with a wry smile, “earth may be one of yours.”

I accepted it, and she pulled me to my feet. “So… I’m locked out of it?” I asked.

“Not at all,” Tanya said, patting me on the shoulder. “Quite the contrary in fact. You can improve your affinity for it through practice. Though you’ll, naturally, have to build that up. For now,” she added with a sympathetic look, “I think we’ll need to call it a day for practicing magic. Wouldn't want to overwork you so early. Besides, it’s lunch time.”

“Is it?” I asked. “Fantastic. I’m starving.”

“Then let’s go,” Tanya said, tucking herself against his side. “There’s supposed to be pizza today. And pudding!”

“That sounds wonderful,” Erina added, moving in against my other side, sandwiching me once more between the two gorgeous witches. “I have been meaning to try more peasant food while at school. And it will surely be an excellent opportunity to further demonstrate your new harem.”

I shrugged, looping my arms around the pair. “Sounds like a plan. Ladies?”

Together we left the practice field, heading out of the arena and towards the cafeteria. No sooner did we start walking across the ground then I spotted Rodney coming from the opposite direction, the lean professor limping across the quad, only to stop when he saw us. His mustache rose with a smile and his eyes lit up with delight.

“Well well, my boy. As I live and breathe! Wonderful to see you’ve found yourself some delightful company. Ladies,” he said, dipping in a short bow.

“Hello, professor,” Erina said, nuzzling my neck.

“Wonderful to see you, professor,” Tanya added, groping my ass.

Which seemed a bit much, but Rodney was clearly delighted. “Yeah,” I said, pulling the pair tighter against me. “Just seemed like time, you know?”

“And excellent choices they are, my boy. Outstanding! Those two ladies look both young and delightfully fertile! True mothers of the nation, no doubt. And I’m sure all three of you are simply filled with pride at doing your civic duty! Especially with those… ahem, little supplements I gave you. Eh?” Rodney asked, his bushy brows doing some very suggestive things.

“Of course, professor,” Erina assured him. “Alister is quite endowed in endurance and vigour.”

“And such a gentle but generous lover,” Tanya added.

I felt my face heat up slightly.

Rodney applauded, beaming. “Bravo, dear boy. Bravo! Exactly the sort of vitality I’d expect from our veteran warriors! Keep up the good fight, my boy. For our nation’s future is in the hands of these lovely ladies. Yes! And such bountiful and fertile beauties are what has made the Free States of Caldia the confederation that all freedom loving individuals aspire to honor! Not like those harridans of the People’s Republic. Ladies! I salute you for your invaluable service!”

I awkwardly returned Rodney’s salute. “Er, yeah. We were just heading for lunch, actually.”

“Ah! Excellent news, my dear boy. One must keep up their strength! No doubt these two lovely minxes run you rather ragged, eh? Eh?” Rodney said, winking.

“Sure do,” I replied. “Ragged as heck.”

“Well! Don’t let me keep you. Enjoy your lunch, my dear boy. Must keep your health up. Tally ho!”

With some relief I watched as Rodney resumed his stroll across the grounds. I shook my head, and continued on with Erina and Tanya. Had to say, it would be nice to have conversations with Rodney that weren’t just about me banging gorgeous witches. But I might have to wait a bit before I could get into that.

For now, I was just grateful to head to the cafeteria, Erina and Tanya finally moving away from me, though only to grab some plates and load up on food. Once we were seated, however, the pair were almost instantly sitting right next to me, squeezed against me.

Tanya nudged me and nodded to another table. “Look at that.”

I followed her eyes to spot one of the other warlocks at their table with their harem, one of whom was feeding him from a pudding cup. Which seemed like a little much, though I couldn’t deny the aura of romantic bliss that seemed to surround them. Interesting. Such affection without a hint of shame.

Could that be… true love?

“I must try that,” I said.

“You… you must? Really?” Erina asked.

“Yes. Look at that passion!” I exclaimed. “The force of their love. So genuine. So pure! Exactly what my writing is missing.”

“What a coincidence you think that,” Tanya said as she brought out a small bowl filled with pink pudding. “I just so happened to grab some strawberry pudding as dessert. But I would love to share it with you, Alister. Now,” she continued, dipping a spoon into the treat in question and lifting it. “Say ah.”

I did so, Tanya leaning against me as she delicately slipped the spoon inside my mouth. I closed my lips, the spoon sliding back, leaving the sweet taste of the soft strawberry on my tongue. I was shocked at the strangely intimate feeling of it. Who knew feeding someone could be so…

Lewd.

Erina cleared her throat and I glanced over at her. “I had been thinking also about how to show that you are with us,” she said. “Even when we’re not around. There are a number of ways you can demonstrate that we are your lovers, and which also conform to the school dress code.”

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Absolutely. We both could wear collars with your name on them. Not done very often anymore, but still permitted under the regulations. And of course, there’s tattoos, but we shouldn’t consider that until we’re offi—I mean… uh…”

“Wait,” I grunted, failing to analyze her sudden course correction. “Tattoos are allowed? That’s news to me.”

“Well, not just any. Only ones which have the name of the warlock a witch is in the harem of are permitted.”

“You want us all to get tattoos?” I asked skeptically.

She shook her head. “Not at all. But some markings are permitted,” she said, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a tube of lipstick. “And what could be a greater mark of passion and love than lipstick marks?”

“That’s a good point,” I mused. “Let’s do it.”

I caught Erina giving Tanya a somewhat smug look as the cat-girl applied a layer of lipstick, popping her lips audibly before she draped herself on me. I tried to resist the shiver of pleasure that went through me as I felt the cat-girl stretch against my side, her breasts squishing around my arm, her hot breath wafting over my neck before her soft lips delivered a long, lingering kiss.

Oooooh fuck that was good. I swallowed, trying to suppress a groan that nonetheless escaped. Fucking hell, at this point I was shocked my pants hadn’t ripped apart by the constant straining of my erection.

“A wonderful idea,” Tanya said from my other side, and I glanced over at her, just in time to see her finish applying a layer of purple-ish lipstick. “And a second colour would be perfect to demonstrate that he has more than one girl in his harem.”

I gave the felborn a stunned look as she pushed herself along my other side, her soft lips delivering a slow, passionate kiss to my neck.

Daaaaamn that was good.

I found my arms winding around the pair, pulling them tight against me as their lips did their work along my neck and worked their way up to my cheeks. I turned my head towards Erina as she kissed the corner of my lip, her eyes lidded, her ears twitching and cheeks rosy with heat and desire. Oh fuck, there was no faking that. And the kiss that I shared tasted of both cherries and her.

“Mmmm,” Erina moaned, her tail arching, quivering like a dowsing rod.

A hand touched my chin, and I found myself breaking the kiss with Erina, following the touch to find Tanya on my other side, her eyes lidded as her soft lips met mine. And when they did, the lights that glowed around her head popped off, bursting like flak over the battlefield.

I broke the kiss, my head spinning a little and my body hot like it was one fire.

“Yes. Yes! YES!”

The cackling encouragement drew my attention back to the table, where I spotted Hexie sitting on the rim of my drink, pumping her arms in excitement and eyes glowing with anticipation. I rolled my eyes and quickly gestured, banishing her with a pop of displaced air.

But the spell was broken. “Alright, girls,” I said. “I think that’s enough for the cafeteria. Anything more and I think we’ll have to head back to my room, and I definitely don’t have time before class.”

Erina pouted. “I won’t either,” she admitted. “Or tonight. There’s a prefect meeting.”

“And I’ll be meeting with some friends,” Tanya added apologetically.

“Really?” I said. “Too bad.”

“Will you be able to keep yourself occupied tonight without us?” Tanya asked, a note of teasing in her tone, but of longing as well.

“Yeah,” I said, my mind already working as I glanced across the cafeteria, spotting Seffie flouncing in beside Ashlyn. “I actually had plans tonight as well…”


Chapter 18


Staking out the Serpent Dorm wasn’t exactly my idea of a good time, but if I wanted to see what Seffie was sneaking around for, the best way to do that was to do some sneaking of my own. But several days of it hadn’t given me much to work with.

Still, persistence was key in these sorts of things. Which was why I was sitting in a tree outside said dorm, my dark coat melding in the shadows as I watched the building across from my perch. And totally not to look in at the windows as various witches got changed or wandered by in their underwear.

Well, okay, I did look once, but that was just to figure out which room Seffie stayed in. Which I did manage to do eventually. I knew she’d have to slip out at some point, but the last few days I’d staked the place out hadn’t been with much success. But she was up to something. I knew it. I just needed to catch her…

Fortunately, this was far from the first time I’d had to do something like this. There’d been a number of times I’d had to infiltrate behind enemy lines in my war days. Avoiding the odd curfew patrol from school security was child’s play. Sadly, very little had been happening as I waited.

Until…

I straightened sharply, eyes narrowing as I caught movement from Seffie’s room. The window had opened, and as I watched, the witch crept out onto the ledge. She looked around but failed to see me, then stepped off.

I tensed, but she used air magic to slow her drop, leaving her to land lightly on the ground with a swirl of wind. She glanced about, then started off towards the campus.

I gave her a second to go, then I followed, dropping out of the tree and shadowing her. I stepped lightly, letting her have a bit of distance. Now and then she glanced my way, but her movements were so telegraphed I easily ducked into cover before she saw me.

I realized after a moment we were heading towards one of the lab buildings. Which were, quite obviously, closed this late at night. Now what the hell was she doing there? My senses were straining, searching for a hint of anything out of place. Which was how I realized Seffie wasn’t the only one being followed.

Someone was after me.

A shift in a shadow behind a tree warned me. I was actually a bit surprised. Like I said, I was no slouch to stealth, so someone that was able to track me at all was pretty impressive. Were they security? No, they’d have nabbed me as soon as they realized I was out past curfew. I flexed my hand, fingers splitting open and forming blood claws. I stopped beside a building and lifted my hand, aiming after Seffie as she moved up behind a tree. Sighting along my hand, I snapped my thumb against my finger, sending a drop of my blood shooting across the space between me and the witch.

She never even noticed the bead of my blood that landed on her robe as she darted onwards towards the labs. I closed my eyes, focusing and sensing that drop on her, sensing the connection with my wyldcraft. I smiled as the dull throb beat into my mind. Alright. I wasn’t likely to lose her.

Now, to take care of my pursuer.

I hurried after Seffie, turning a corner of a lab building once she’d gone past, only to stop and press myself against the wal. I tensed, hearing the soft pad of footsteps coming up. A masked figure poked their head around the corner.

I moved in a flash. Her head whipped around, eyes widening as she suddenly saw me. Before she could do anything I grabbed her, dragging her around the corner and pressing her back to my chest. One of my hands grabbed hers, wrenching a weapon from her fingers, my other arm wrapping around her chest, my hand on her throat, claws of hardened blood sharp as a razor pressed to her neck.

“Who are you?” I snarled. “What…”

I trailed off, staring at the wolf ears right below my nose.

“...Kensie?” I asked, unable to believe it.

“K-kill me if you must,” the wolf-girl gasped. “But you’ll not escape justice! For you see, my sisters and brothers will end your vampiric depredations!”

I groaned. I could not believe it. Actually, I totally could. If anyone would do something as boneheaded as this, it would be my roommate.

“What the hell are you doing out here?” I demanded.

“I saw you sneaking out,” the vampire hunter growled, showing more bravado than sense. “As you have been for days. But tonight, I managed to track you. I don’t know what evils you’re about, but I will not let you feed on the poor innocent maidens of this school!”

Dammit, I did not have time for this. I could sense my blood drop getting further away. I could follow it for miles, but if Seffie ditched the cloak I’d stained I’d lose the trail too easily.

“Kensington,” I snapped, taking my claws from her throat. “I’m not off to feed on the girls in the school. Hell, most of them would probably offer their own necks to me if they thought I would.”

“Then why are you sneaking around like this?” she asked, growing bolder now that I wasn’t ready to slit her throat.

“My own reasons,” I replied pointedly, letting her go. “And nothing to do with you. Now go back to the dorm before one of the watch witches finds you.”

She turned to face me, suspicion gleaming in her eyes. “Not until you tell me what you’re doing out.”

“I’m following someone,” I growled.

“Then I’m going with you!”

“The hell you are!”

“If you don’t take me,” she added with a challenging smirk, “then I’ll send up a spell flare and have security down on us in a second.”

I glared at the wolf-girl. This brat…

“Fine,” I growled, turning away sharply. “But stay close, and do exactly what I say.”

Before she could ask me anything else I started off, hurrying to make up for lost time. Damn it all, this was turning out terribly. I just hoped I wouldn’t be too late.

Much to my surprise, Kensington actually managed to keep up with me. She barely made a sound as she bounded in my wake,

Still, when we hit the botany lab building, the trail was getting cold. I could sense Seffie ahead of us, somewhere inside the imposing building. I cursed, wondering how she’d gotten in.

“Why do you need to get inside?” Kensie asked as I prowled about the windows.

“I’m following someone, and she must have snuck in somehow.”

“To drink her blood, no doubt,” she huffed suspiciously.

“Give it a damn rest, would you?” I groaned.

Kensie frowned, but followed me as I found a window left unlatched. I opened it with a creak and pulled myself in, Kensie close behind me.

The halls were dark and silent as we crept along. I could sense my blood getting closer as we went. Soon it was right ahead of us and around a corner. I stopped there, gesturing for Kensie to do the same as I peeked around.

And saw a dead end.

“What?” I said, turning the corner fully and walking up to the blank wall. “Where’d she go?”

Kensie moved past me and pressed her cheek against the wall, her canine ear twitching. “I can hear footsteps,” she said.

“A hidden door?” I asked, touching the cold stone. “Then there has to be a trigger around here somewhere.”

“Why do you even care?” Kensie asked huffily.

“You don’t?” I asked, glancing back at the wolf-girl. “What if there’s a… a coven of vampires lurking on the grounds? Maybe they’re using these secret passages to perform profane rituals and draining hypnotized coeds in the dark?”

Kensie’s expression grew pensive with thought, then she shoved me out of the way. “Here, let me look.”

“You think you can figure it out?” I asked.

“Of course,” she scoffed. “For you see, I am a professional vampire hunter! And vampires always have secret passages in their lairs. Which means I’ve been trained to discover every hidden way that exists.”

Colour me doubtful. But even as I watched her run her fingers over the walls, one of the bricks slid inwards. Without a sound a part of the wall slid into it, revealing steps leading down, lit by electric lamps strung along either side.

“Hmph,” Kensie said, looking at me with a smirk. “See?”

“Great work,” I admitted, even as I pushed past her and moved into the dark passage.

“Wha- hey! Wait for me!” she protested, and I heard her scampering after me.

I moved slowly, careful now. Though I could still sense the blood ahead, I sincerely doubted Seffie would have been able to set this sort of thing up herself. There were no doubt others down here.

“Why are they using electric lights and not magic?” Kensie asked from behind me.

“You use lamps or torches when you’re working with delicate magic. Can’t risk cross contamination. Very common with ritual spells and the like,” I said softly.

“Oh,” Kensie said, and I noticed her voice had gotten softer. Clearly, she was starting to pick up on the danger of what was happening here. “This tunnel is old,” she murmured.

“Older than most of the school buildings,” I agreed softly. “Probably dating back to the Fel Wars, when the nunnery that the school became was destroyed. They probably rebuilt right over it.”

“But that passage connected to the current school building.”

“That it did,” I murmured.

I slowed, sensing that the blood had stopped moving. I picked my way forward with more care, and soon saw the exit. I moved towards the waiting doorway and peered through.

The room beyond was large but, more importantly, seemed empty of life. Pillars rose out of the floor in places, holding the ceiling aloft. Several massive metal cages were scattered here and there, the bars thick but worn, like whatever was in them had not taken it quietly. In addition to that, a number of huge, heavy pieces of machinery filled the rim of the room, but left a large space in the middle clear.

A large space which looked to have been used for something recently, judging by the scratching on the floor.

“What is this?” Kensie breathed from behind me.

“Cleared out,” I muttered as I walked inside, my senses turning me towards a place on the floor where Seffie’s cloak lay cast aside.

“Cleared out?” Kensie asked, following belatedly, her ears twitching as she looked around uneasily.

“Yeah,” I said, picking up the cloak and nodding to a corner. “See? Those etchings on the floor. Something had been there long enough to leave a mark, but it’s been moved. So has anything small enough to be carried off. Only thing left are those machines around the cages.”

Kensie peered at the looming bulk of the machinery. “What are they for?” she asked.

I shook my head, but they did look familiar. I seemed to recall seeing them somewhere, but couldn’t say for sure. Most of my time in the war had been spent on the front lines.

“So, where’s the girl?” Kensie asked.

“That,” I said, handling the cloak, “is a very good question. Just as good as what the hell was being done down here,” I added, looking towards the scratched out markings on the floor. I frowned. They looked a bit like ritual lines of some kind, but with the state they were in I wasn’t sure just what they’d been used for, or what plane of magic they’d been written to connect to. Was someone trying to open a demonic rift? It could be. But why would they need a hidden room for that?

Unless they were doing some very unethical research…

I looked again at the cages and felt a nameless chill. Those were too big to hold people.

I snapped my fingers, and Hexie appeared with a pop of magic. “Hey master! What do you need your favourite demon for?”

“Hexie,” I said, nodding at the markings on the floor. “Take a look at these. Do you recognize these runes?”

“Eh?” the imp said, a flap of her wings lifting her into the air as she turned about and looked down on the signs. She frowned, wings lazily flapping. “No. No, I don’t. They don’t look like fel signs.”

“No, they don’t,” I agreed as I crouched down, brushing my fingers over the scratched up designs. I’d seen a lot of demon runes during the war, thanks to the Auropans, but these didn’t resemble any of the ones I’d encountered. No. There was something different but familiar about them. Actually, they looked a bit like…

Something splattered near my hand.

I looked up.

A pair of glowing yellow eyes stared down at me and a mouth filled with needle teeth like a moray eel’s opened wide. Claws released the stone they’d been clinging to, and the monster dropped down towards me.

Fuck!

I quickened the flow of blood in my legs, the surge of strength enabling me to fling myself backwards faster than otherwise humanly possible. Not a second too soon, too, as the thing from the ceiling crashed into the floor, then twisted about to face me again, its teeth snapping as it let out a strange, warbling shriek.

“What the hell is that!” Kensie yelped.

I bounded back to my feet, the cuts in my hand already spawning blood claws that made my head feel light. “Nothing good,” I grunted.

The monster swivelled around, a split tail lashing behind it like two whips. Its forelegs ended in claws, its rear in hooves. It didn’t have fur, but instead a sleek, slick looking body and a mane like a lion’s made of writhing tentacles.

The unnatural look of it filled me with revulsion. Like someone had blended a lion, an octopus, and a horse together. Colours swam over its oily flesh as its glowing eyes blinked different hues.

“Fuck’s sake!” Hexie yelped, wings lifting her into the air and far out of range. “No way! Uh uh. No thanks!”

A sentiment I shared, but wouldn’t get to enjoy too much as the monster’s tail suddenly snapped for me like a whip. I threw myself flat, the twin lashes cracked above me and slammed into a pillar, crumbling the ancient stone and sending dust and fragments flying.

I planted my hands on the floor and hurled myself back to my feet, just as the monster flung itself at me, claws extended, maw opened wide to rip a chunk out of me.

Before it could, there was a twang and a crossbow bolt slammed into the monster’s side, sending it screaming off course to miss me, instead crashing across the floor.

I looked over at Kensie, who was holding her crossbow, albeit still with a terrified look on her face.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Y-yeah,” she stammered, her hands fumbling for another bolt.

The monster gave a low, warbling growl, claws scraping on the bare cement as it jerked back to its feet. It swung its head about, the crossbow bolt hanging out of its side grotesquely, oozing green blood that hissed and sizzled when it hit the ground.

I turned to face the thing, giving my hand a whirl and pulling the blood from the cuts of my fingers and into the form of a short sword. I wobbled a little as the sudden loss of blood made my head spin, but I shook it off and faced off against the monster.

It let out a yowling shriek that sounded just human enough to send a chill down my spine. It stalked about, then suddenly twisted around toward Kensie and lunged for her.

“No!” I shouted, rushing it with a sudden burst of speed, but a second later I realized the feint. The thing whipped around, and its tails swung at me once again. I jerked up my sword, planting my hand against the flat of it as the whip-like tails smashed into it. The strength of the blow flung me across the room, smashing into one of the old machines.

Sparks rained down around me, the metal crumpling and the impact blasting the air from my lungs and sending my head ringing. I flopped to the ground, pain jarring across my chest and into my arms.

The monster growled in satisfaction, prowling towards me, only to skip sideways as another crossbow bolt ricocheted off the floor, missing it by an inch. The thing whirled about to face Kensie again and crouched to attack.

Oh fuck!

The monster howled with glee and charged her. Eyes wide with terror, Kensie dropped her crossbow in a panic. She yanked her silver dagger free, making a frantic sign and sending a blast of wind at the monster.

The impact staggered it for a moment, but its claws dug into the cement floor, its rear hooves bracing it and anchoring it securely as it rode out the blast. And as soon as the wind faded it charged again with just as much zeal.

Finally a gasp of air entered my lungs. Strength still escaped me, but that was fine. I didn’t need it. Instead, I concentrated on my magic, feeling the blood within my veins like a puppet’s strings. I forced my body upright just in time for Kensie to send another blast of wind at the monster, barely slowing it before it went for her again.

I reformed my sword, the blood returning to me and shaping itself into a chain and a spike. Cocking my arm back, sending another surge of blood into it, I hurled it with inhuman strength.

The spike slammed into the monster’s side even as Kensie screamed, going down under it. The creature howled in pain as I wrenched on the chain, yanking the monster off Kensie before its jaws could close on her. Its front paws scrabbled at the air as it twisted like a snake at the end of my rope.

But I had it now.

I willed the spike to fan out, hooking itself in the thing’s flesh. I worked to strengthen it by feeding off its blood, but the taste of it almost broke my concentration. Foul didn’t do it justice. It was like I’d dipped a hand in acid!

But I knew that taste. So concentrated. So pure there was no mistaking it.

Warp magic.

The monster yelped and I snapped back to the present and hauled on the blood chain, but it was a fighter. “Son… of a…” I grunted as I pulled, willing my blood to return to me, flowing back into my veins and restoring my strength even as I dragged the creature away from the huntress.

Bastard wasn’t making it easy. It jumped and jigged like a horse at the end of a lasso, pulling furiously at the chain of blood even as I wound it back. Claws of blood burst from my feet and through my shoes, hardening and digging into the concrete to keep me from being pulled away. Then the monster seemed to realize what was happening, and charged me, yowling furiously.

I released the blood chain, drawing my arm back and channeling as much blood as I dared into my hand, coating my fist in a crimson spike. The monster shrieked, lunging for me.

As it came down I stepped forward and thrust up my arm. The spike met the monster right in the chest, punching through bone and deep into its organs.

Driven down by its own momentum, the monster gagged, blood and its foul breath splashing onto me, sizzling on my face with agony I hadn’t felt since the war. It writhed atop my arm, its mane of tentacles grabbing my face, squeezing, prodding at my eyes and mouth and nose agonizingly. I felt its scrabbling claws tear at my coat, opening fresh wounds that oozed blood I couldn’t afford to lose.

But enough still remained to me that I could send a surge up into the spike, causing it to burst suddenly through the thing’s insides, spraying the wall with a gout of acidic blood.

The monster shuddered atop me, its eyes rolling before going up, and its bulk went limp atop me.

With a heave, I shoved the thing off me and onto the floor, weakness throbbing through me and sending me to my knees. Agony burned where its acid blood had splashed and its claws had torn.

Ow.

“Alister!”

Kensie was suddenly beside me, grabbing me and giving me a shake. “Are you okay? Where does it hurt! All this blood! Oh gods. Oh gods!”

“Nrrrr,” I groaned as my brain seemed to swim around inside my skull with her shaking. “‘m fine. Fine,” I managed to gasp out. “Stop… shaking… me…”

Kensie did so, but only so she could pull me tight into a crushing hug. Which, though sweet, didn’t exactly help my condition. I gasped in pain and she released me, scrambling back.

“Sorry! Sorry. I… oh gods, you’re bleeding everywhere!”

“It’s okay,” I managed, willing my blood to clot in the wounds, sparing me from losing any more. I could feel the wounds growing tender, even as pain continued to throb from the cuts and burns. I groped for my pocket, fingers awkward as my vision swam from blood loss. “Just… need my pocket…”

Kensie pushed my fumbling hand away and reached into my pocket and pulled out the blood pack. She froze when she realized what it was, her teeth nibbling on her lower lip, but then she gave it to me.

I wrenched the cap off and practically guzzled it down. Oh fuck. That was the good stuff. I could already feel my strength return and my vision clear as my body quickly absorbed the fresh blood. I gasped, letting my arm fall limp at my side as I relished that moment of relief.

“Uh… master?”

I opened my eyes again and looked to my shoulder as Hexie flapped down there.

“Yeah?” I asked raggedly.

“I… think we should go,” she said, looking up.

What was she talking about?

Then, I heard the cracking of stone.

I looked up sharply, my no longer blurry vision confirming a series of spider webbing cracks tracing their way across the ceiling from where the pillars had been destroyed.

Oh crap.

“Run,” I gasped, lurching to my feet and grabbing Kensie. “Run. Now!”

The wolf-girl looked up and her eyes widened as realization set in. Half supporting me, we both ran like mad towards the stairs leading back up into the secret passage. More deafening cracks came from behind us, and I heard the rumble as the ceiling began to cave in.

Together we raced into the passage, dust billowing up behind us. Fragments of stone whizzed past us like shrapnel, a couple slicing open new wounds in me before I had my blood clot them. A great mass of air slammed into our backs, sending the pair of us hurling into the wall at the end of the passage.

It spun open from the impact, both me and Kensie flung out of it and onto the floor of the hallway. A wave of dust followed us out, and I looked back to see half the wall behind us crumple inwards, tearing a huge hole in the building.

“...Shit,” I managed to gasp. “That’s… not good.”

“No,” a terribly familiar and horribly hissing voice said. “No, it is not.”

I froze and slowly turned my head, then lifted my eyes up. Maleficia loomed before me, the serpentine witch glowering, her golden eyes filled with fury and her fanged teeth clenched with rage. She leaned in, narrowing her eyes. “You two,” she said with an emphasis like coffin nails being hammered in, “have some serious explaining to do.”


Chapter 19.


The clock in the corner of Headmistress Templeton’s office ticked solemnly. Behind her desk, Elegantra’s expression was hard to read, but she didn’t look particularly happy. Though, that might have something to do with the fact that she was still in her pajamas.

We’d been dragged into the office by Maleficia and shoved in front of the headmistress by the serpentine professor. “Here, headmistress,” the professor declared triumphantly. “Here are the troublemakers.”

“So I see,” the old woman said, the fingertips of her hand of flesh and wood pressing together in a contemplative triangle as she gave us a slow look up and down. “And I am eager to discover what happened to the east wing of the botany labs. And what happened to give you such injuries.”

“Absolutely,” I said earnestly. “There’s an excellent explanation.”

“And I’m eager to hear it. Now,” Elegantra said with a patient smile. “Please, begin.”

I shared a glance with Kensington, then shrugged and dove right in.

As we reached the part about the monster I heard Maleficia scoff audibly. “Absurd. To think a monster would be inside the school!”

“Perhaps not so absurd as it may sound on the surface,” Elegantra said with a slow nod. “As the school was rebuilt over the centuries, some rooms were built over and replaced. It would hardly surprise me to learn that certain chambers from back in the Fel Wars were sealed up, their dark magic lost.”

“I don’t think that’s quite right,” I said slowly. “It looked like it had been in use more recently than that.”

“A fact difficult to verify, seeing as you two collapsed half the building on itself,” Maleficia pointed out scathingly.

I gave her an irritated look. “In fact,” I said, turning back to the headmistress. “I think it had been in use until just a few days ago before someone cleaned it out. Which was probably what Seffie was doing down there.”

“Typical,” Maleficia said with a scathing look at me. “Blaming a witch for your own errors. There are no lows your kind will not go to.”

“That’s quite enough, professor,” Elegantra said, and even that light tone of admonishment seemed to shut the snake witch up. “I would be eager to hear just what this young witch has to say for herself, and what she was doing down there.”

“If she ever was,” Maleficia muttered, but low enough that Elegantra seemed either not to have heard, or was willing to pretend she hadn’t.

“Regardless,” Elegantra said, “you clearly violated the rules. Both of you,” she added with a stern look at both me and Kensie. “And there are punishments for such things. As such, you will be expected to be in your room two hours before lights out for the rest of the school year, and this will be checked by your dorm’s prefect. And if you are discovered out and about after curfew again, you will be suspended for the rest of the term. Is that understood?”

“Yes, headmistress,” I said, the words echoed by Kensie.

The headmistress nodded. “Good,” she said, glancing back at Maleficia. “Now, professor, I would like to speak to you in private. Students? Please go and stand out in the hall. I have already summoned Professor Graves to provide you both with more thorough healing. You are dismissed.”

I rose with Kensie, whose ears were flat and her head bowed, tail dragging limply behind her as the pair of us walked back through the cluttered office and out of it, the wooden door closing behind us audibly.

I sighed, reaching for my pocket reflexively for a smoke, before remembering I’d given them up when I got out of the army. Probably for the best. I doubted lighting up inside a giant tree would be much appreciated.

I heard a shuddering breath and looked over at Kensie in surprise. Her ears were still flat, her tail low and still and she was rubbing her eyes.

“Uh…” I said. “Are you… crying?”

“N-no,” she sniffled. Then, miserably, “...Maybe.”

I glanced around again for some help, but the corridor was unhelpfully very empty. Shit. I was never too good at comforting crying women. Not even in the middle of combat. It was never a good feeling for a soldier when your comrade broke down. Not because we were unsympathetic. But it was an uncomfortable reminder of just how tenuous we were holding it together ourselves. I managed by repressing things into nightmares, but I’d known a lot of soldiers, witches and warlocks that snapped on the battlefield. None were ever the same again.

I looked back at Kensington, but at least this wasn’t as horrible as those mental breaks. I reached out and patted her arm. “Uh, there there. I’m sure things will be okay. We weren’t expelled or anything, right?”

“I’m not worried about that,” she said with an angry shake of her head.

“You’re not?”

“No!” she sniffled, angrily swiping her sleeve across her eyes. “I… I was supposed to be the huntress! I was supposed to kill the monster! Battle them. Slay them! But when that… that thing attacked us… I just… I panicked and had to get saved by… by you!”

“Oh. That,” I said. “Well…”

“I was so… so scared,” Kensington sobbed, suddenly falling against me and clutching the lapels of my coat as she cried into my chest.

Oh dear. Uncertainly, I wrapped my arms around her, patting her back and making gentle soothing sounds. This sort of breakdown I was more used to, unfortunately. So many new recruits got this way after their first battle. The ones that survived, anyway. Their bravado before the fight melting away, replaced by shame, terror, and disgust at themselves. For not fighting better. For being scared. For being wounded. For making it through to the other side of the fight when so many of their friends didn’t.

“I know,” I said, patting her back as she wept into my tattered coat. “I know. But you did well. You saved my life too.”

“You got torn up so bad,” she whimpered.

“I’m used to it,” I said, shrugging. “Honestly, I’m more scar tissue than man by now. I couldn’t tell you where I got half of them.”

“It’s not the same,” she whined. “I was… I was trained from birth for this! I’m supposed to have no fear. I’m supposed to face the monsters of the night! I… I’m supposed to… to be better! Dad would be… dad would be so ashamed!”

“You think he wasn’t afraid in his first fight?” I asked, chuckling. “Let me tell you, no training can really prepare you for when the shells begin falling and the screaming starts. Training is meant to keep you alive long enough to learn how to really fight.”

Her sniffles faded a bit. She lifted her face from my chest, her triangular ears rising just a bit. “R-really?”

“Again, speaking from experience,” I said, and wasn’t that the gods’ awful truth. “The important thing is you survived, and can carry this over to your next battle. Right?”

“I… I guess,” she mumbled, resting her head on my chest again. “But I still think you’re really a vampire.”

I sighed. Well, baby steps. “Alright,” I said, patting her head and stroking her hair. “Fair enough.”

Kensie wriggled, her tail beginning to shyly wag as she leaned into my stroking hand. Then, much to my surprise, I heard a very soft ‘awoo’ from the vampire hunter. Curious, I gave her a small scratch between the ears.

“Ooooh,” she whimpered, shivering, her tail quickening its wag and, oh wow, I actually felt her pelvis give a little grind against me.

“Um,” I murmured.

Kensie lifted her head, looking at me with eyes no longer filled with misery or terror, but something else. Something warm and shy but eager. She started to stretch up, just a bit, licking her lips. Wait, was she… was this…

“Ah! There you are my boy. Good gods! What happened to you!”

Kensie yelped and jumped out of my arms, whirling about and standing rigidly at attention. I jolted too with surprise and looked sharply over to see Rodney hobbling towards us, looking alarmed.

“Hi, Rodney,” I said with a wry smile. “Seems we had a bit of an… incident.”

“So I see! Good heavens, my boy. You look worse than when you showed up in my hospital after the Battle of Rorke! Here, lad. Give me your hand. Come come now.”

Gratefully I did, Rodney’s weathered palm grasping my own. I shivered as I felt the buzz of his wyldcraft magic crawl across my skin. Instantly, I felt the wounds and burns I’d suffered sealing up, healed in seconds by the professor’s touch. By the time he let go of my hand, I felt better than I had in weeks. No surprise. There was a reason Rodney had been in the war and so close to the front. Literally thousands of soldiers owed their lives to his healing power.

“There we are,” he said in satisfaction. “Good as new! And you, my dear. Shall we?”

Kensie offered her hand and Rodney took it, a subtle crackle of red magic flowing over her from where he touched her. “Hmm,” Rodney hummed. “No serious ones, but let’s take care of those bruises all the same, shall we? But good gods’, you two! How did you get so injured? Don’t tell me you both had something to do with what happened at the botany labs?”

“Afraid so,” I admitted.

“Hell’s teeth, my boy! You should be more careful about that. Well, I’ll not ask what you two were getting up to that caused such a thing. Though I must say lovemaking has certainly become quite a bit more raucous than in my day.”

I winced, glancing at Kensie and expecting a blow up. But the wolf-girl just flushed bright red, her tail wagging shyly.

“Ah-hem!”

I started and looked quickly back to see that Maleficia had slithered out of the headmistress’s office and was giving us both cold looks.

“I will be escorting you to your room now,” she said icily.

“Sure. Right,” I replied, glancing back at Rodney. “I’ll talk to you later.”

“Indeed, my dear boy. I look forward to it,” he said, giving Maleficia a cold glare, which was returned with venom. Before the snake-woman could prompt us further we started off, Kensie hurrying along at my side and averting her face from me. Probably for the best. I wasn’t sure just what had almost happened while she was pressing against me, but I was pretty sure it was for the best that it hadn’t gone further. Kensie was definitely not in her right mind at the moment, and I didn’t want to seem to take advantage of her. We did still have to share a dorm room for the foreseeable future.

It was quiet as we reached the dorm, Maleficia following us all the way to the door of our room, only leaving when we were securely inside. In the silence of our small living room, I glanced at Kensie, who stole quick looks at me.

“So,” I said. “...Night?”

“Y-yeah. Goodnight.”

I saw her blush again, then scurry off to her room, almost slamming the door behind her. But I did notice she didn’t stick the ring of garlic over the knob again. Maybe she just forgot. Or maybe I was making progress?

Ugh. I was far too tired to make sense of it right now. I groaned, rolling my shoulders as the aches of the day seemed to rush in on me all at once. Rodney’s wyldcraft may have healed me, but I was badly feeling the exhaustion of both my magic and body. Wearily, I dragged myself into my room, shedding my ragged black coat as I did so. Holding the tattered remains before me, I grimaced, finally getting a good look at the injuries I’d gotten fighting that monster. Damn, but it did a number on me. That was the problem with fighting away from the battlefield. There was very little blood I could augment myself with one on one. Just what I had in my veins and a few blood packs, and that wasn’t near enough in a fight like that.

There was a popping sound and Hexie was suddenly on my desk. “Seriously?” she asked incredulously. “You just let it go? C’mon, master! You could be having some deliciously dirty hate sex with that wolf girl. Giving it to her doggy style!”

“She’s been through enough for today,” I replied, tossing the remains of my coat into a corner before sitting on the edge of my bed and shucking off my pants, which were in slightly better shape.

“That’s what I’m saying! Nothing like getting your back blown out with some absolutely stunning sex to really put a traumatic day behind you.”

“Again, no,” I told her. “I don’t even know if I’d be up for it after what I just went through.”

“Master,” she said with a wry look. “You do remember that we’re connected, right? I can totally feel how hot and heavy you were feeling looking at that puppy. You wanted to bend her over and give it to her ‘ruff’ as much as I wanted to see it.”

“...Well, maybe,” I conceded as I flopped under the blankets and pulled them up. “But for now, I’ll be happy just getting some sleep.”

“For a whole three hours before you gotta get up for classes?” Hexie asked.

I groaned at the reminder. “Three hours is three hours,” I muttered resentfully. “Now, goodnight, Hexie.”

The imp threw up her hands. “Fine! Have it your way,” she groused.

“Thanks,” I said, wriggling deeper into the blankets and closing my eyes. Whatever would come from everything that happened tonight could wait for tomorrow. For now, I just needed some rest.


Chapter 20.


If I’d hoped that things might get glossed over in the next few days, I’d have been very disappointed. Not that I should have been surprised. Especially after I happened by the botany labs building and saw almost a good half of it caved in. Naturally, campus security had the area roped off, which meant I wasn’t getting anywhere near it. But so far my part in destroying it hadn’t gotten out. The current explanation was that there’d been an experiment that had gone wrong and damaged it during the night, and I was happy to leave it at that. I didn’t want to disabuse anyone of that notion. I had enough bad attention as it was.

Naturally, I told Erina and Tanya over lunch the day after the incident.

“Alister!” Erina gasped, staring at me, her tail rigid with shock. “What were you thinking? Not only could you have gotten yourself killed, but you broke school rules!”

“Wasn’t my smartest moment,” I admitted.

Tanya touched my arm, giving me a sympathetic look. “But you’re healed now? It sounds like you got hurt badly.”

I rolled my shoulders, still feeling the twinges from the fight with the creature. “Some aches, but nothing too bad.”

“I think we should take another look,” Tanya urged gently, her hand moving to my chest and stroking it. “Just to be sure. I have some wonderful healing ointments that might be able to help.”

I shivered with pleasure at her touch. “Well…”

“Me too,” Erina said, quickly scooting over to press in against my other side, her voice low and eyes sharp with jealousy. “I have a number of excellent poultices my mother sent over with me. I would be glad to help apply them as well.”

I looked between the two women. Was this another effort to draw attention to our harem? Maybe, but I was seriously starting to doubt how ‘fake’ this relationship was at this point. And the surprising thing was, I was starting to realize I didn’t mind that much. I was growing pretty attached to my girls.

“I wouldn’t say no to some extra healing,” I said, wrapping my arms around the pair and pulling them against me. “But,” I continued, voice dropping, “I’m still not sure I like this whole… lost chamber collapse situation. I think there was more going on down there.”

“If there was, the instructors will figure it out,” Erina said, nuzzling my neck like an affectionate cat. “Mew.”

“Maybe. But still, I’d like to know what happened to Seffie. She was gone when we arrived, and I’d like to know if she pops up again.”

Erina frowned, then drew back. “I suppose,” she said. “I shall ask the other prefects if they’ve heard anything.”

“And I’ll quiz my friends,” Tanya agreed.

“Thanks,” I said sincerely.

“In the meantime,” Erina added shyly. “I was wondering, Alister, if you might be willing to help me with something?”

“What?”

“Well,” the cat-girl said, wriggling nervously, “I’m to be trying out for the Wargame competition, and I was hoping you might be willing to… well, lend a hand.”

“I’ve heard of it,” I admitted. “But I’m a bit unclear on the rules. What’s it about?”

“You don’t know the Wargames?” Erina gasped with the tone you’d normally reserve for when you just learned someone ran over your cat.

“I mean, I’m aware of them,” I admitted. “But I was never really into it. Child soldier and all.”

“Then you’re lucky you know us,” Tanya said, nodding at the cargirl. “I’ve heard Erina was on the champion team of her high school.”

“You were?” I asked.

Erina wriggled with pleasure. “Oh, well,” she murmured, brushing her hair back with a nonchalance that was not fooling anyone. “I may have played a tad when I was a girl. It was nothing really.”

“Oh? Then, maybe you can tell me about it, Tanya,” I said teasingly, turning back to the felborn.

“But if you insist I can bring you up to date,” Erina quickly added, tugging on my arm.

I hid a smile and looked back to the cat-girl, whose tail twitched with agitation. “I’d appreciate it.”

Erina’s ears flicked up and her tail curved with pleasure. “Well,” she began, clearing her throat importantly. “The Wargames are the competitions held between schools and classes in order to help train and prepare students for war. A tradition that goes back for centuries, and was very important in the last ten years, of course. Naturally, it’s more of a sport and interschool competition, but the concept remains the same. It pits teams against each other in a small battlefield, with the teams protecting an arcane stone. The object of the battle is to destroy your opponent’s stone, with an emphasis on teamwork, coordination, and skill with magic. It’s typically structured around teams of three, though in the leagues they allow for multiple fighters that can switch out during a match, which can be very fierce!”

“Sounds fun,” I said.

“There’s more, actually,” Tanya added, stroking my arm. “Because the teams are often made from a warlock and his harem’s top talent. So it’s also often a way for members in a harem to compete among each other for the warlock’s attention and praise. And witches who haven’t been recruited for a harem can also show off their skills for a warlock to see.”

Erina nodded eagerly. “Exactly! Plus, there’s often one on one duels as well for other witches to show off their skills in the build up to the main event. And so, if you weren’t doing anything, I was wondering if, perhaps, you might be interested in forming a team with me…”

Erina poked the tips of her fingers together, giving me a hopeful look. I winced. It wasn’t fair her being that cute. And I didn’t really want to get involved in something that might remind me of the war. Those days of fighting were meant to be behind me.

Though, then again, those eyes were painfully cute. And the way her tail twitched and her lower lip pushed out like that… Argh!

“I’ll… help you practice,” I said at last. “But no promises about competing.”

Her ears flipped up and a smile like the sun glowed from her face. “Thank you, Alister!” she cried, throwing her arms around me and hugging me tight. “Thank you thank you! I want it to be a good one. My mother is coming to see this year’s, and I really want to impress her!”

“Your mother?” I said with some surprise.

“Oh yes,” Tanya put in helpfully. “Wargames are very popular, and Stoneway always makes an excellent showing. It’s always well attended by alumni, generals, and even many nobles.”

“That right?” I said.

“Very,” Tanya said with a knowing smile as she got up. “But class starts soon, and I’d best be off. You two play nice,” she added, giving me a knowing wink before turning and sauntering away, and giving me an incredible view of her ass against that tight skirt.

Naughty minx.

But my appreciation for Tanya’s incredible posterior took a back seat as Erina slid into my lap, her arms still wrapped around my neck, a purr vibrating from deep in her chest. “I really do appreciate it, Alister,” she said sincerely, her eyes warm and her own far from inferior ass pressing down on my stiffening cock notably.

“It’s really no problem,” I said. “It’ll work out nicely, actually. We can mix in my own magic practice with it.”

“With my great pleasure,” she said, leaning up, her soft lips parting.

Well, I didn’t need to consult my novels to know what she was angling for, and with gusto I bent down and kissed her.

“Mmmm,” Erina hummed, a shiver seeming to work through her as she pressed up tighter against me, her soft breasts mashing into my chest deliciously and her hips rocking, grinding her ass down on my cock.

Which was quite helpful for my imagination, but another sign that maybe the girls were treating this as more serious than I’d intended. Again I thought of my conversation with Kensie. Was I just playing around? Was I really doing this to take attention off of me? Or was I just too afraid to admit that maybe I did have feelings for these girls, and that all my reasoning was just excuses to not commit to anything. Was I that damaged?

I eased back from the kiss, Erina giving a soft mew of disappointment, her eyes lidded and hot before she shook herself back to the present and gave me a shy smile. “You know,” she murmured, reaching up and touching my chest through my coat. “I don’t have classes for a few hours. Maybe we could…”

The clang of a tray being deposited onto the table cut her off and she gave an irritated look to the interloper. I was a bit less hostile, surprisingly, even after I realized that it was Kensie who’d sat down, the wolf-girl looking annoyed.

“Hi?” I said.

“Alister,” she said huffily. “I have come to inform you that I, reluctantly, am willing to entertain the idea that what happened to us last night was not part of an elaborate vampiric scheme you’d cooked up.”

“Did you? How flattering,” I said flatly.

She nodded, frowning. “And since you clearly are interested in solving this problem, I’m willing to help you.”

“You are?” I said, now surprised.

“What are you talking about?” Erina demanded impatiently.

Kensie gave the cat-girl a narrow look, then turned back to me. “There is something going on around this school,” she confided in a low voice. “I’m not sure what it is, though I’m at least ninety percent sure it’s a vampire conspiracy.”

“Oh,” I said, much of my earlier enthusiasm dampened.

Kensie nodded seriously. “Indeed. For you see, though the school officials won’t believe us, that means we’ll just have to find the evidence ourselves! So, where do we start?”

I gave Kensie a sceptical look, but actually this could be useful. She was clearly skilled, having managed to follow me for so long when I was shadowing Seffie. Maybe it wasn’t a crazy idea to let her lend a hand. A few more eyes would be useful.

And, I mused as my eyes skimmed over to the table where Ashlyn was seated with the blonde girl but, notably, not Seffie, I realized that there was something she could help me with after all.

“There is one thing you can do,” I said, nodding towards Ashlyn’s table. “If you could keep an eye on the dragon-girl over there, I’d appreciate it. She was very close with Seffie, so if you see anything suspicious, I’d appreciate knowing about it.”

Kensie and Erina both looked over at Ashlyn, who seemed to sense our attention and turned her head our way, glaring at us before getting up and flouncing out of the cafeteria.

Kensie nodded slowly. “I see,” she growled. “Yes. She does look like the sort that would be taken in by a vampire. I’m on it. We’ll share notes every night. That work?”

“Works great. Good luck,” I said.

Kensie nodded and wolfed down her food faster than a trencher who was finally off half rations. Then she rose, and slipped away.

Erina watched her go, then glanced back at me. “You really think there’s something going on in the school?” she asked.

I nodded. “I’m sure of it.”

Erina frowned, but nodded slowly. “I see,” she said. “Then, I’ll see what I can find out. Maybe one of the other prefects has discovered something too. I’ll ask subtly.”

I felt a sudden foreboding as I imagined Erina’s idea of ‘subtlety’. “You really don’t have to…”

“I must,” she said, tilting up her chin and resting her fingers on her breast importantly. “This school represents the future of the nation! We can’t let anything that might disrupt it go uninvestigated.”

I wasn’t sure how much of that reasoning I agreed with, but I suppose I wasn’t in much of a position to turn down any extra help. “If you really want to, I would appreciate it.”

She purred with pleasure and got up off my lap. I stood up with her, but as we were about to leave I spotted Hesse across the cafeteria heading out.

“I’ll meet up with you later, Erina,” I told the cat-girl without taking my eyes off Hesse. “I have to go.”

Erina pouted but nodded. “Very well. I’ll see you soon?”

“Absolutely,” I assured her, before hurrying after the other warlock.

It didn’t take long for me to catch him. He was just heading down the hall when I managed to wave him down. “Hesse! Hey!”

The thin warlock turned at my voice, and I immediately noticed that he seemed even more worn and rundown than before. I slowed as I reached him.

“Hesse,” I said. “How are you?”

“Fine,” he replied shortly. “What do you want?”

“I was actually wondering about Seffie. Do you know where she is?”

His lip curled. “I don’t,” he spat, turning away.

“Hold on,” I said, grabbing his arm. “I was hoping—”

“Let go of me!” he snarled, yanking his arm away and spinning around to face me.

I drew my hand back, eying him soberly. “Hesse,” I said slowly. “Do you know what she was up to around the school?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I think you know,” I said. “What was that room under the botany labs being used for?”

Hesse had a good poker face, but I’d seen better, and I didn’t miss the flash of surprise and fury he let slip.

It was gone in a second, and Hesse drew himself up, straightening his black coat. “Let me make myself clear,” Hesse growled at me. “Stay away from me, Alister. Got it?”

“Loud and clear,” I replied stonily.

With a final glare, Hesse turned and stormed away down the hall.

Well well well.

Wasn’t that interesting?

I snapped my fingers. “Hexie?”

With a pop the imp manifested near my shoulder. “Yeah, master? Whatcha need? Huh? Huh?” she asked, fluttering in front of me, moving in closer with every question. “A quick blowie in the hallway? Oooh, how naughty! I like it.”

“Calm down,” I said. “I have a job for you.”

Hexie gasped, reeling back. “A job! Like… employment?”

“It is. Do you think you can follow him,” I said, nodding at Hesse’s retreating back.

Hexie peered after the warlock. “Him? Probably. Yeah, I can do that. Why? Whatcha wanna know?”

“Who he’s meeting with. Where he goes. Anything out of the ordinary.”

“Like how he fucks his witches? Trying to steal his moves? Ohh master, you devil you! I like it. Don’t you worry! You can count on me!”

Could I? I wasn’t so sure, but as Hexie flapped away, I suppose I’d just have to try. Something was going on in this school. And I was going to find out what, dammit. Come hell or high water.


Chapter 21.


You know those dreams that are almost a memory?

The ones where you know you’re dreaming, but can’t help but follow through events like some puppet on strings. A prisoner in your own body.

Well, I was dreaming. And I really wished I could wake up.

All across the churned hell of the battlefield were the bodies. Infantry lay tangled in barbed wire or torn apart. Craters pockmarked the ground like pits gaping open to devour the soldiers who fell into them.

But now I moved past that hell. Deeper into something new. Stranger.

And just as horrific.

The air crackled. Split like a glass pane someone had dropped. Blue and violet light bled into reality, the air shimmering strangely. I could feel something like heat prickling my skin. The trenches were behind me, and the now ragged ruin of Orron’s walls lay ahead.

On a certain level I still marveled at the change. A day before, a mass of cement, rock, machine gun nests and demon engines had stood between me and the city. Now, I climbed over the once formidable walls and looked down upon the city.

What was left of it.

For a moment I could only stand there, looking down on what had once been a bustling hub of civilization and democracy. Houses had been torn apart, frames left standing like skeletons bowing forward as if bent in agony. Here and there I spotted cars, tanks, or artillery thrown about or bent, twisted as if by the hand of some insane potter.

But not a soul to be seen.

A squad of scouts scaled up beside me, Their riflewands swung, scanning everything. We’d been sent to investigate the aftermath of what I now knew was a warp bomb, but at the time had no idea.

We moved into the city, the only sound we exchanged were call signs. As we went the ground became stranger. Hard and warped. Huge black obelisks grew out of the ground here and there like shards of onyx. Cars had been welded to the streets. I shuddered, seeing what looked like faces twisted into the walls of a nearby building, screaming in silence. Reflections shimmered off the glossy blackness, and it made my eyes ache.

We soon found our first bodies within the blast zone. I moved past an Auropan witch lying on the ground, her expression rapt with something like bliss, and half her face caved in like a piece of shattered pottery.

“Don’t like this, warlock,” Cyrus, the commander of the squad, said softly.

“Keep your eyes peeled,” was all I answered, but I shared his sentiment.

The rifts were getting more common. They split the air here and there like fissures. I poked my head warily into a dugout and grimaced at the sight of the dead. They hadn’t died cleanly, but looked to have been torn apart by something.

I left it behind, winding my way onward with the squad through the maze of the ruined streets. We climbed a ladder still without seeing anyone but the bodies of witches and soldiers, their skin glazed and cracked, many shattered like before. The men with expressions of horror. The witches bliss. Some molded to the terrain like they’d been melted into it.

And everywhere the crackling electric pink, violet, and blue light.

Then we reached the center of the city, where the bomb had been dropped.

My skin crawled and I moved my hand, conjuring my sword from the orb of blood that hovered after me. The lip of the crater lay ahead, right over where the central command bunker of the Auropans had been. No one said a word, but the humming continued to grow. More obelisks rose out of the ground, like spikes rearing out of the earth, splitting apart the remains of houses. Other buildings seemed to float in the air, like they were suspended in the moment of the blast, frozen mid-destruction. The cracks in the air popped and fizzled. Sparks arced from the onyx like clawed hands before dispersing.

Nothing emerged to challenge us, but still we moved cautiously. Until we reached the lip of the crater and looked down.

The crater was huge, its sides polished black like a single unbroken sheet of glass. In the depths of the middle was a fissure in the air bigger than all the others. The edges flaked, like reality was a paper burning away. The interior of the rift was both dark and colourful. A maddening blend of hues shifting and rippling. Bleeding something poisonous and green into the air.

I grimaced, feeling my skin prickle even more.

“Gods above,” Cyrus gasped, making a holy sign at the sight of it.

I could only nod. And yet, there was something almost… beautiful about what we were looking at. Something that thrummed in me even as it repelled me, begging me to come forward. To embrace it. I stared at the central rift. Something like a face looked back. Almost a woman’s face.

Smiling.

Enticing…

“Yaaahhhh!”

The scream snapped me out of my awe and I turned sharply. One of the scouts had gotten too close to a rift and something had reached out. Twisted tentacles wrapped around the soldier, squeezing him. The man screamed louder, firing wildly before he was torn in two.

“Hendry!” Cyrus roared, swinging up his weapon and opening fire along with the rest of the squad on the tentacles.

Blood spurted from the limbs as bullets thudded home, and a howling, warbling cry like some terrible instrument rang through the world as the tentacles dragged themselves out.

The scream seemed to awaken something. More creatures began to drag themselves from the rifts. Spilling into reality in writhing horrors. Things that couldn’t and shouldn’t exist in a sane reality. The scouts pulled back into a growing knot around me and I splayed my fingers out, channeling my wyldcraft. The blood orb behind me fired a storm of crimson spikes into the tentacles, pulping several. Vile blood poured out like poison onto the ground, shimmering with colours. I could taste them through the spikes. Something harsh and acidic that made me shudder.

“Move!” I ordered, spreading my hands, willing my blood to obey as I formed a pair of huge axes that hovered above me. “Back to the trenches. Now. Now!”

I shot forward, swinging the axes. They sliced through the groping tentacles, spraying more ichor onto the ground. More howls and gibbering screams broke through the air and the rest of the things from the rifts pulled their way through. The squad raced after me, some firing wildly, most abandoning it and just running with me.

But there were so many rifts.

So many.

The man beside me screamed as he was snatched up, yanked into the air and squeezed until his body pulped. Another man to my right caught a wildly flailing tentacle that smashed him into one of the obelisks to fall limply to the ground. More soldiers were simply ripped apart. Screaming. My axes swung. My skin tingled and my body ached. The colours in the air swirled. Swam. More screams and… and…

“Wake up!”

I jolted upright, gasping, heart hammering like the chatter from a machine gun. I clutched my chest, trying to calm it as I blinked dully and looked around.

I was in my room. Not the battlefield. Not that horror. I sighed, running a hand through my hair.

Thank the gods.

“Finally!”

I looked down as I saw Hexie standing on my lap, hands on her hips as she glared up at me. “About damn time!” the imp barked. “Seriously. You were tossing and thrashing so much, I was wondering if you’d ever get up. Your alarm went off fifteen minutes ago!”

“It did?” I grunted, running my fingers through my hair and looking at the clock. She was right. Fuck. I was going to be late at this rate.

I got up wearily and headed for the shower, Hexie following me. With relief I let the hot water pour over me, further waking me up. By the time I emerged from my room, I was feeling as ready to meet the day as ever.

“Did you spot Hesse doing anything?” I asked Hexie.

“Nothing much. I couldn’t follow him into the school building, as usual,” Hexie sighed as she flapped after me.

I grimaced. Not the news I wanted to hear. It had been a full week since I’d asked Hexie to track Hesse, and she hadn’t come up with anything. Especially since she didn’t dare stalk Hesse too close or in the school itself. The professors might not appreciate it if they found her wandering around unattended on today of all days.

And no one else had heard anything useful about Seffie either. The prefects had been told that she was missing and to report any information to the authorities, and more than a few rumours had been circulating. Some said that one of the monsters in the woods had gotten her, others that she’d been expelled, but nothing concrete.

I shook my head. I didn’t like it. There was something going on, but it seemed to slip through my fingers no matter how hard I tried to grasp it. I felt like I was missing something, and not even my daily sessions with Erina could keep my mind off it.

Speaking of…

I emerged onto the tournament grounds and spotted Erina waiting on one of the small fighting stages. The second she saw me her ears perked up and she eagerly waved me over.

I returned the wave, noting there were a lot of witches and even some warlocks practicing their magic among the grounds. The Wargames were only a few days away now, and anyone not studying or doing their papers was out working on their magic.

Tanya was sitting on a side bench, reading a book and glanced up when I arrived. She smiled, bookmarking her place as I approached, then frowned a little.

“Bad night?” she asked.

I winced. “That obvious?”

“A little,” she said with a sympathetic look. “If you want, I know some great massage techniques to help you get to sleep.”

“I’m about ready to try anything,” I admitted.

“Would you like to talk about it?” Tanya asked, patting her lap. “You can rest your head here and tell me.”

Now that was a tempting prospect. Tanya’s lap looked so wonderfully soft…

“Ahem!”

I quickly turned my attention back to Erina, who had her hands on her hips and was tapping her foot impatiently, her tail twitching.

“We are here to practice,” she reminded me. “And you could certainly use it as well, Alister.”

Well, she had me there. “Sorry,” I said, climbing onto the ring and straightening across from her.

She sniffed. “Good. Besides, if it’s a good sleep you need, I have some excellent remedies. Really now, Alister,” she said with a shake of her head. “You should rely on us more often. We’re all in this together.”

“Fair enough,” I replied, rolling my shoulders. “Should we get started?”

“Let’s,” Erina said, clenching her fists, a glitter of diamonds coating them like a pair of comically large boxing gloves. She banged a glittering fist into her open palm, beaming sweetly. “Now remember, Alister. No wyldcraft. Normal magic only.”

“I know,” I replied, shaking myself to loosen up my muscles. I drew my wand, giving it a little flourish. “Alright. Ready to go.”

Erina nodded. “Then here I come!” she sang, bounding forward, her massive fist coming up and swinging at me.

I jumped back from the blow, which slammed into the arena floor hard enough to crack the paving stones. I flicked my wand, conjuring a blade of wind that whipped through the air towards Erina. She swung up her hand, palm opening to form a makeshift shield my spell broke against uselessly.

Well, worth a shot.

I dodged back as she pursued, air whistling around her fists as she swung them at me, daylight flashing off the diamond facets like she was wielding rainbows. I ducked another haymaker, slower than I’d liked without being able to speed up my blood flow where it was needed. Clearly wind was a poor match for diamond. Go figure.

But I had been working on a little something she might like.

I raised my hand, snapping my wand to conjure the familiar flutter of flame. Erina arched an eyebrow as I swirled my wand, summoning a whirl of wind magic as well.

And unleashed both.

The gout of flame rushed over the witch, who yelped and shielded herself with her hands. I grinned, because even though that fire spell looked big, it wasn’t very hot. But war had taught me that people instinctively recoiled from fire, and rightly so. Most witches worth their pointy hats who manipulated fire could melt iron with it. And though I wasn’t near that good, it bought me a valuable opening.

As Erina blinded herself with her diamond hands I grabbed her arm and spun around, shoving my shoulder into her chest. Then I heaved, flipping her over myself and slamming her onto the arena floor.

I heard the breath whoosh out of her, the cat-girl blinking blankly as she suddenly found herself on her back, coughing as she fought to breathe again. I crouched over her, smiling.

“Gotcha,” I said, offering my hand.

She pouted up at me. “That was… was hardly honourable.”

“Trust me,” I said. “The graveyards are full of honourable duelists. And when you’re fighting over a knife in the mud of a trench, the other guy trying to dig his thumb into your eye and you’re biting his hand, honour is going to matter a hell of a lot less than being the last one standing.”

Erina didn’t seem totally convinced, but she did take my hand and let me help her up. “That was a skillful ploy,” she admitted. “You’re getting better at magic.”

I shrugged. “A little. Mostly cantrip level spells,” I admitted, but still felt a flush of pride at her words. I had been getting better, and that was no joke. All my time at this school, slaving over textbooks and practicing with Tanya and Erina were paying off.

“Still playing with petty spells I see.”

And then there was that.

I glanced over to see Ashlyn standing by the arena in her dueling robe, arms crossed as she scowled at us. Seriously, I was starting to wonder if I even needed to ask Kensie to follow the dragon witch around. Ashlyn seemed to be stalking me on her own. In fact, ever since Seffie had vanished, she seemed even more hostile.

“Pretty much,” I admitted. “What did you want?”

She smirked. “Came by to see if you’d improved your spellcraft. Seems I needn’t have bothered.”

“Yeah,” the blonde with Ashlyn added helpfully.

“Now Ashlyn,” Tanya gently chided. “Alister has killed more soldiers with his wyldcraft than you’ve ever seen in person.”

The dragoness’s eyes widened. “Y-you stay out of this,” Ashlyn snapped. “His warlock-based magic may be strong, but he still is weak in his elemental foundations!”

I sighed. “How sad for me,” I said, standing at ease in front of her. “In that case, do you want to get in the ring with me and see how things turn out?”

Ashlyn scoffed, flicking some of her hair back. “As if I’d demean myself to doing such a thing.”

“Afraid you’ll lose?” Erina asked.

“Hardly!” Ashlyn scoffed. “I have nothing to prove to a warlock. However,” she added sharply, glaring at me, “I would speak to you. Alone. Now.”

“About?”

“Just come over here,” she snapped, stomping towards the stands without waiting to hear my response.

I gave Erina and Tanya a curious look, but they simply shrugged. With a frown, I hopped off the stage and followed the dragoness.

She was waiting in the shadows of the stands, her arms crossed impatiently as I joined her. “What is it?” I asked, stopping beside her.

“I have some questions,” she said haughtily. “And I expect them answered.”

“Well, you’ll have to ask me first,” I observed.

She huffed, glaring at me. “Where is Seffie?”

I blinked at her. “Where… don’t you know?”

“Just answer my question,” she snapped, smoke steaming from her nostrils. “Where did you see her last?”

What was this? I scrutinized her thoughtfully. “Ashlyn,” I asked slowly. “Tell me something. Was Seffie involved in any research with… warp magic?”

She froze, her reptilian eyes widening before narrowing sharply. “What do you mean?” she demanded hotly, literally steaming. “Seffie had no business with it.”

“But you do,” I noted. “Ashlyn, do you know what Seffie might have been doing underneath the botany labs? Was she experimenting with warp magic? Or monsters?”

Ashyn paled, her eyes widening. “I… you… I have no idea what you’re talking about! Good day!”

She whirled about, her braids nearly slapping me again as she flounced off. The blonde who always hung around her jumped in surprise and rushed past me, catching up with the dragon-girl and leaned in, asking something. But she was brushed off, Ashlyn storming off with anger.

“What was that about?” Tanya asked, coming up behind me.

I shook my head. “Beats me,” I said, frowning. It sure seemed like Ashlyn hadn’t had anything to do with Seffie going missing, but I wasn’t necessarily buying it. That girl had something to do with everything going on at the school.

I just hoped Kensie could give me a clue as to what…


Chapter 22.


Today was the day.

I knew because I was woken up by a storm of ravens with Erina’s voice cawing at the window with, “It’s today! Today! The Wargames are today!”

“Grnnnn,” Hexie groaned, rolling over beside me and pulling a pillow over head. “I haaaaate those things!”

“I think that’s the sane reaction for sure,” I muttered as I heaved myself out of bed. Rising, stretching, I nonetheless hurried through my morning prep. Fortunately I was well practiced, and in short order I’d emerged from my room, just in time for someone to knock on the door. I answered it, and gave a start on finding Erina standing there, looking thoroughly ruffled, her fingers stroking the fur of her tail flat before it floofed up again.

“Erina?” I said in surprise. “What—”

“Alister!” she exclaimed in frenzied exasperation, immediately fretting over my uniform, tugging and straightening my lapels and front. “Really now! Look at you. Look at you! You’re not ready. Not ready at all! We have to look our best today. We have to!”

“We do?” I said blankly.

“Of course! It’s the Wargames!” Erina protested.

“I guess,” I said, letting her do what she had to. It clearly was a bigger deal than I expected, to judge by how gussied up Erina was. Though she wore a dueling robe, the whole outfit looked to have been ironed and pressed more than a rat under a tank’s treads. Her hair was immaculately coiffed, and her diamond earrings sparkled. Pink lace bloomed from the blue of her collar, and I was pretty sure even her diamond earrings had been polished. A couple medals had been pinned to her front and in fact, I was pretty sure she was even wearing makeup. All of which struck me as a little excessive, considering her first match in the Duels would see her singed and dirtied no matter how well she fought.

“You look nice,” I told her.

Erina’s eyes flew up to my face and she blushed hotly. “Yes, well,” she coughed. “We must always look our best. We are meant to impress, after all.”

Well, fair enough. I certainly wasn’t going to tell a literal princess what was too much. I was only saved from Erina’s attentions by the timely arrival of Tanya, who strolled up to us with an amused look.

“Well well,” the felborn said with a teasing smile. “It seems you both are very ready. Erina, you look lovely.”

“Thank you,” Erina said politely. “As do you.”

Tanya did, though she clearly hadn’t gone through the same efforts that Erina had. The felborn’s hair was styled around her horns and her uniform hugged her figure flatteringly. She was wearing several bangles and anklets as usual, but these ones looked to be made of gold.

“You do look lovely,” I agreed.

Tanya blushed softly. “Thank you, Alister,” she said, then gave Erina another glance. “But you should probably leave Alister be now. We’ll be late for the opening ceremony at this rate.”

Erina jumped with a squeak, her tail bushing up again. “Oh no! No no no! Mustn’t let that happen. Come on, Alister. We have to hurry!”

“It doesn’t start for hours,” I groaned, even as I let her drag me down towards the steps leading to the ground floor.

“Perhaps,” Tanya said, laughing as she followed us. “But the guests have already arrived, and I imagine Erina doesn’t want to keep them waiting.”

I gave the cat-girl a surprised look, but she just blushed and put on an extra burst of speed, dragging me out into the sunshine and across the grounds.

She moved fast, and though there weren’t a lot of people around the arena, we were far from the first to be there. I spotted knots of witches already at the admission counter, finally open for the big day and handing over tickets. But it wasn’t there that we were taken. Instead, Erina dragged us over to the side of the arena where the woods grew thicker, their branches woven to create an arch leading to a special side entrance.

One reserved for very important guests, to judge by the two very serious looking witches dressed up in war robes.

Erina stopped us a safe distance from those blue and white clad witches, who stood at grim attention, their faces hidden behind metal grills, helmets tall peaks. Their robes were reinforced with metal and probably layered with spell shields. That was some heavy security. They must be guarding the VIP entrance to the arena.

Erina once more began mussing with her tail, fretting again and pacing.

“So,” I said. “Any reason we’re here?”

Erina blushed and cleared her throat. “My ah… my mother shall be coming this way soon,” she finally admitted.

I raised a brow. “Finally meeting the queen herself?” I asked with amusement.

Erina blushed. “Please, Alister,” she mewed. “Please make a good impression.”

I laughed and made a calming gesture. “I’ll be on my best behaviour,” I promised her.

Erina nodded and nibbled on her lower lip. And I was going to. I might seem like a bit of a mess, but I’d met upper brass often enough I knew what was expected. And considering how often the royal families of the nation ended up in the armies, I’d dealt with a few royals over the years.

And by the way Erina suddenly froze and jolted to parade-ground attention, I wagered I was about to meet another. I turned with interest to see a knot of people coming our way. Several wore uniforms, and only generals would have that many medals on their chests. A couple more heavy-duty witch guards walked with them, foci held at attention.

As the group neared, one woman in particular caught my eyes. She was taller than the rest and broader too, though that might partly be because of her war robe hanging off her like a cloak. Golden tassels hung across her chest, and on the front of her hat was a symbol of crossed mining picks and a flame. She carried herself with confidence, power, her face filled with a stern loveliness and matriarchal surety.

But the thing that really got my attention was her thick, luscious blonde hair coifed in ringlets, and the pair of cat ears rising out of her hat, one notably notched.

Oh shit, I knew her! That was General Adamanta, the Stone Breaker. One of the most decorated generals of the War! I’d been attached to her command during the Iron Mountain campaign. And if I recall, she was a… a queen…

…Oh… Uh oh. Adamanta of Umbrica. The military had operated with such strict compartmentalization that I'd only known her as 'General' or 'Stone Breaker.' Her full name, titles, and family connections were above my clearance level—just another way the brass kept us grunts focused on our tasks, not on who we were working for. Come to think of it, I'd never heard her referred to by her surname. Was it even Harper?

Adamanta saw us and suddenly diverted, parting the crowd of lesser generals who skittered out of her path like from a juggernaut. I drew myself up as the blonde halted before us, her eyes taking us in coolly before settling on Erina. A gentle smile cracked the mask of stern decorum as she looked her daughter up and down.

“Erina,” she said, her voice powerful but gentle.

“Mother,” Erina said stiffly.

“You are in the duels?” Adamanta asked.

“I am, mother,” Erina replied.

“You will fight well, no doubt?”

“Of course,” Erina said. “As is only proper for a princess of Umbrica.”

“Indeed.” Adamanta’s eyes drifted from Erina and locked onto me. “And this must be the young man you’ve been writing me letters about. The one whose harem you’ve joined…”

I cleared my throat and gave her a respectful nod. “General.”

“No salute?” she asked.

“I’m not in the army anymore,” I noted.

A ghost of a smile flashed across her face. “No. Not anymore.” She nodded as if to herself. “It’s good to see the Bloodletter isn’t only a ghost of the battlefield, hm?”

“You remember me?” I asked, surprised. And so was Erina, to judge by her shocked expression.

Adamanta chuckled, folding her arms behind her back. “Oh yes, I do. Especially that night we shared in the bunker at the battle of Baen’s Ridge.”

Oh dear gods. I felt my face redden and with great effort avoided looking at Erina and Tanya. “Ah,” I said. “That. Well…”

The general chuckled again, reaching out and patting my shoulder. “Memories are some of the last things left to old soldiers like us, Blackwood. Take care of my daughter, won’t you?”

I couldn’t suppress a wince as her grip tightened on my shoulder. I didn’t need the reminder. I’d seen her smash through a fortress wall with nothing but a hammer once. And though that was using magic, I’d also seen her then pulp a man’s head with her fist as we poured through the breach.

“Of course,” I said tightly. “Erina is a treasure beyond compare.”

“That she is,” Adamanta said, still smiling. Her hand flexed once more, then she took it away and gave her daughter a satisfied nod. “I look forward to seeing you fight today, Erina.”

“I will do you proud, mother,” Erina replied, fairly quivering with happiness. “To think, my own mother and I are coitus cousins!”

I wasn’t sure why she was proud of that, but I supposed I should be glad her reaction wasn’t worse.

With a final nod, Queen Adamanta turned and rejoined the other dignitaries, falling once more into conversation as they continued through the arch of foliage and past the arena doors.

“So,” I said, looking back to Erina. “That was your mom, huh?”

“She was,” Erina declared, practically vibrating with happiness. “And she knew you, Alister. How wonderful!”

“She certainly did,” Tanya said with an amused look my way. “Did you know, Erina, that your mother and Alister…”

“Oh no,” Erina quickly assured us, even as she planted her hands on her hips, looking pleased as punch. “But who could blame her? Clearly she and I share an eye for the quality of a warlock.”

Oh gods… I felt a flush again and cleared my throat. “We’ll uh… We’d better go grab our seats, Erina. Break a leg out there.”

“I’ll certainly break someone’s,” the cat-girl said happily.

Oof. I grabbed Tanya and tugged her back towards the guest entrance of the arena, the felborn looking incredibly amused by the whole thing.

When we got to the main entrance a line had begun forming and I joined in with Tanya. I sighed, settling in for a bit of a wait. As I did, Tanya deftly tucked herself in against my side, my arm at once sliding around her.

“That was a lovely thing you did for Erina,” Tanya told me.

“What? Fucking her mom’s ass?” I asked.

“Not… necessarily that,” the felborn said, her fingertip tapping my nose chidingly. “Erina respects her mother tremendously. You may have noticed how eager she was to make a good impression, and you helped with that. It was a lovely thing for you to do.”

“I guess,” I said, not entirely sure I had. I’d really not expected to find out I’d banged my maybe-fake-girlfriend’s mother back in the war. Shaking my head, I tried not to think about it more. Though, every time I looked at the royal box, I had a feeling it would be hard to put out of my mind.

There was a tapping on my shoulder. “Excuse me?”

I looked back to see the blonde who was always hanging around Ashlyn standing behind me. Great. Just what I needed today.

“Yeah?” I asked.

She smiled nervously, fidgeting with the hem of her school blazer. “Hi. Um, yeah. Hi. Um, sorry to bother you, but um, like, have you seen Ashlyn around?”

“Can’t say I have. Fortunately,” I added.

The blonde bit her lip worriedly. “Oh,” she said in a small voice. “I haven’t seen her all day. We were, um, supposed to meet up to watch the match and make fun of you.”

“Were you?” I said flatly. “How nice. But no, I haven’t seen her. And she’s not exactly subtle about letting me know when she’s around.”

“Yeah,” the blonde said, smiling. “She’s pretty great.”

Not the word I’d have chosen, but I let it pass. “Sorry.”

The blonde nodded, nibbling her lower lip before wandering away, looking around the crowd worriedly.

Watching her go, I felt again a tingle of unease. Something about knowing Ashlyn was gone didn’t sit right with me. And come to think of it, I hadn’t seen Kensie all morning.

“Something wrong?” Tanya asked me.

I shook my head. “Maybe,” I told her. “Have you seen Ashlyn today?”

“I can’t say I have,” she admitted.

“Hmm… If you do, let me know.”

“Of course,” Tanya said.”

“Thanks. Come on, let’s go grab our seats.”

The felborn gave me a concerned look, but didn’t argue, and the pair of us made our way into the arena proper. The stands were already filling up with the student body and guests, and we hurried to find ours. We managed to settle in just in time for the opening ceremony to begin.

I had to say, Stoneway had really pulled out all the stops in making it happen. From my seat I watched as the ceremonial guard dressed in uniforms from every Caldian state marched out, riflewands propped on their shoulders. Kettle drums tapped out a beat as the brass band followed, playing the national anthem. The whole parade made a slow loop about the arena, making their way beneath the royal box at the head of the stadium. I spotted the headmistress there along with the various generals, functionaries, and nobles, including Erina’s mom.

With a tramp of boots the guard came to a halt beneath the box and turned on their heels in perfect synchronicity to face away. The band spread out before them on the stage, still playing as the guard swung the riflewands down and to their shoulders. They raised the barrels, taking aim at the sky as the anthem reached its crescendo, and as it wound down, they fired.

The staccato beat rang out, arcane bullets searing through the air with the white and blue of Caldia, a colour mimicked as several more witches soared overhead on their brooms, spilling more smoke of those colours in their wake.

Applause thundered, and I turned back to the royal box as the headmistress rose, her floppy hat riding back as she grasped the rim of her podium. She made a gesture, and her voice projected across the whole dueling field.

“Welcome, students and guests, to the Stoneway Academy Wargames! It’s such an honour to have such an outstanding crop of students here today. Young people come to learn, look, and lead us into the future and a brand new tomorrow of freedom and dignity for all!

“I would like to take a moment in particular to thank our esteemed guests joining us this evening,” she continued, looking back at the guests seated behind her. “Members of the Caldian Royal Army, who have proven so instrumental in fostering the peace we now enjoy, and who have come to bear witness to our future generation as they aspire to greatness. So please, let us give a big Stoneway welcome to them all!”

A great cheer went up from that, flags waving with the blue and white of Caldia all over the place. The generals and guests in their trim and medal-heavy uniforms rose and bowed, and I resisted rolling my eyes. The only one who didn’t look particularly thrilled was Maleficia. Then again, I didn’t think I’d yet seen her happy, aside from when she busted me and Kensie to the headmistress.

A few more platitudes were given and the band marched off, once more playing the anthem. And then, finally, it was time for the games themselves to begin.

I leaned forward as the one on one matches began, and I had to admit the participants were pretty good. They really were the best duelists in the school. Naturally, I only really started paying attention when it was Erina’s turn.

I cheered, applauding enthusiastically as the cat-girl strode onto the stage, waving at the crowd, her protective dueling robe swirling about her. Her opponent was a flame caster of some kind, to judge by the staff she was carrying. Its ends resembled metal baskets, which always marked for me a flame witch.

Hands were shaken, and then both witches moved back to their corners as the referee assumed their place on a stand. The ref witch raised her hand, the air between the pillars shimmering as the barrier spell came into effect.

“Begin!” the checkered witch declared, hand cutting downward.

The flame witch wasted no time, twirling her staff and gathering a swirl of flames in the baskets at its two ends. However, Erina didn’t stall either, her fists pounding together, a layer of diamonds glittering into being over her hands to form gigantic fists. Erina dropped into a fighting crouch, one hand held palm forward, the other held in reserve in a glittering fist.

The fire witch swung her staff like a dancer, sending a ball of flame roaring towards Erina. The cat-girl swung her diamond fist, smashing the fireball aside even as she lifted her other fist and drove it hard into the arena floor.

A ripple of earth radiated outwards like a miniature earthquake.

In answer, the flame witch slammed the butt of her staff into the ground, a burst of flame lifting her into the sky.

Erina looked up as the flame witch swung her staff, a burst of low flames keeping her airborne as she swirled her staff above her, her baskets feeding a massive fireball over herself.

Erina, however, wasn’t just going to stand around being impressed. Instead, she drove her hands into the arena floor and ripped up a massive chunk of earth. Lifting it over her head, she drew it back, then hurled it at the floating fire witch.

The flame witch hesitated a second, reluctant to waste her big spell before it was ready, but quickly realized she had to do something. She suddenly swung down her staff, sending the roaring ball of flame down towards Erina.

Fireball and boulder collided with a deafening explosion, shards of rock and sparks pinging off the barriers like shrapnel as smoke swirled within the confines.

Gasps of shock and awe came from the stands, and while it was impressive, it wasn’t too practical. That kind of big magic might look flashy, but on the battlefield where spells were being shot around in all directions, you rarely had time to do something that big. The only question was, which of them was prepared for a follow up.

I squinted as the smoke began to clear and I spotted the flame witch climbing back to her feet, apparently having been knocked out of the sky by the explosion. Even as she was though, Erina burst out of the smoke like a sparkling juggernaut, diamond fist drawn back.

The flame witch saw her coming and tried to bring up her staff in a frantic block, sending out a gout of flame. But Erina had clearly taken my training to heart, and she ignored the flashy but low heat flames, letting her dueling robes take the blast as she bulled through. Her diamond fist swung, slamming into the flame witch.

I winced, and I wasn’t the only one. I could actually hear the flame witch’s ribs breaking as she was hurled across the arena, the barriers flashing in hexagons where the poor witch hit them. Oooh, that looked like it hurt. And I was proven right as the flame witch collapsed to the mauled ground and didn’t get back up.

The ref hopped into the ring, dispersing the barrier as the checkered witch crouched beside the downed duelist. Then, with a nod, the ref raised an arm towards Erina.

“The winner! Witch Harper!”

The crowd went nuts, cheers erupted from the stands, mine among them. Erina raised her glittering fist, having just enough grace not to grin like an idiot as she turned slowly in place. Still, I could see her preen, and she deserved it. That boulder was quick thinking.

Erina got down from the stage, and the ref witch hastily used her magic to repair the damage for the next match.

“Shall we congratulate her?” Tanya asked.

“Absolutely,” I agreed, rising and picking my way through the stands, Tanya sticking close to me.

We reached the stage’s door, where Erina met us, her tail twitching and her body fairly vibrating with excitement, though she was clearly trying to play it cool.

“Did you see, Alister?” she asked breathlessly before I could get a word out. “Did you?”

“I sure did. Well done! That boulder was a great idea.”

Her ears quivered and Erina faux-casually brushed her tail. “Well,” she said. “It was simple, really. I do know my business with earth magic and its strengths in a duel. Plus,” she added with a shy look my way, “I had an excellent tutor.”

“You certainly did,” Tanya agreed, patting my back. “But congratulations all the same,” the felborn said, stepping forward and giving the cat-girl a hug, which seemed to give Erina a bit of a start, but was reciprocated after a moment.

I hung back, just admiring the pair, feeling that familiar tightness of affection in my chest. And as I did, I realized this was an excellent opportunity to share my thoughts on our relationship. I cleared my throat. “Girls?” I said. “I—”

I caught myself as I felt something pulling at my pant leg.

I stole a quick glance down and spotted Kensie’s pegasus familiar frantically biting my pants and pulling. I frowned at the creature, but the desperate look it was giving me sent a surge of alarm through me. If it was here, then…

“Shit,” I hissed, looking about frantically, but couldn’t see the wolf-girl. And if her familiar was acting like this to me, it meant she was in trouble.

“Where are you going?” Tanya asked as I started to shuffle through the stands.

“I think Kensie’s in trouble,” I said. “I need to check it out.”

I didn’t wait to hear their response, Erina’s no doubt berating me for breaking some school rules, but I didn’t have time for that. I managed to reach the stairs and hurried down them as the announcer’s voice declaring the next match faded behind me. As I went I heard footsteps hurrying after me and I looked back to discover both Erina and Tanya coming up behind me.

But then there was a pop of air, and Hexie appeared on my shoulder, her wings flapping frantically.

"Master! What's happening? I felt your heart racing!" She looked around wildly. "Is it danger? Adventure? Sex? Please say sex!"

I stopped, suddenly feeling a knot in my chest as I looked at the little imp. For all her crudeness and antics, she'd become a comfort, and I hated to see her in such a situation. I had no idea what use she could be if things got ugly, and now wasn’t the time to put her to the test, either.

"Hexie," I said, my voice lower and more serious than she’d probably ever heard me. "I need you to stay unsummoned."

"What?" She recoiled, tail lashing. "Are you alright? You—you don’t even sound annoyed with me. Are you dying?!"

I shook my head. "I’m being serious. Something's going on right now, and I don't want you caught in it." I hesitated, then added quietly, "Please, Hexie."

The imp's eyes widened. "Master... you actually care about little old me?"

“Just get the fuck out of here,” I grunted, then looked straight ahead, willing her to get the hint.

Hexie's lips tightened in my peripheral vision, and for a moment I thought she might argue. Then she sighed dramatically. "Fine. But you owe me anal!"

I smiled despite myself. "We’ll see."

With a reluctant salute and a pop, Hexie vanished. I turned back to find Tanya and Erina watching me curiously.

“You two should get going,” I told them. “I’ll take it from here.”

“Of course we can’t abandon you,” Tanya said with a patient smile. “What kind of harem would we be if we let you go off on your own?”

“Precisely,” Erina agreed, huffing and brushing her hair back behind her ear. “Really now, Alister. Besides, I am the prefect for the first years. I can’t just ignore the possibility that one of my charges is in trouble.”

“But your match,” I protested.

“Hopefully it won’t take too long,” she said with a dismissive gesture.

I was honestly touched. I knew better than most what the Wargames meant for Erina.

“It might be dangerous,” I warned them.

Erina scoffed. “Alister, please! You saw me fight. And you are talking to a princess of Umbrica! I was suckled on the teat of war. Literally, as it so happens. Mother often nursed me while inspecting the troops during the second war.”

“And I may not look like much,” Tanya said, “but I can be a bit… aggressive when angry. Either way, I’m afraid you’re stuck with us.”

I tried to hide my smile, and didn’t quite succeed. Besides, I didn’t have time to try and talk them out of it. “Alright,” I said, gesturing. “Come on!”

The pair exchanged a happy look, then followed me down the stairs.

The pegasus flashed ahead of us, galloping through the air, pausing and nickering impatiently as we hurried to catch up. We were being led away from the arena and towards some of the smaller green belt that ran near the grounds. The foliage grew thick here, sunlight barely breaking through the branches above. The pegasus stopped near a small mound, prancing on a boulder impatiently.

“What is it?” I asked. “Is there something here?”

Erina moved past me and pulled on her gauntlets, pressing a finger to the boulder. She closed her eyes, and I felt a subtle pulse through the ground as she used her earth magic. Her eyes flew open in surprise.

“It's hollow behind this,” she said.

“It is?” I asked. “Is there some code or something to open it or…”

I trailed off as Erina drew back her hand. A diamond spike formed over her fist and she took a deep breath.

“Ha!” she barked, jabbing forward, her fist smashing through the boulder, scattering fragments all around.

“...That works too,” I said.

Erina shook her hand with a cool expression. “Technically, this is not vandalism. Although that,” she said as the dust cleared, revealing a tunnel plunging into the earth, “most certainly is.”

I had to agree. “Come on,” I urged, hurrying into the darkness, followed closely by the others.

Immediately, I knew we were on the right track, and not just because the unicorn continued bounding ahead. But also because electric lamps like the ones I found in the hidden chamber under the botany labs were strung along the passage, their glow illuminating rails leading deeper underground.

But there was more.

As we hurried down the hidden corridor after the pegasus I felt the air… changed. Charged, even. I licked my lips, tasting iron, and the light seemed to shimmer strangely.

“I feel… odd,” Erina said.

“What is that?” Tanya asked.

“Warp magic,” I said grimly.

The pair looked at me in shock. “Warp magic?” Erina asked. “But… this much? It’s…”

“I know,” I said, dread twisting my gut as I quickened my pace, moving faster. “We have to hurry!”

There was no argument. Only grim setting of faces as the pair hurried after me.

The air grew thicker with the unearthly magic the deeper we went. I could feel it against me like a heat as I rushed on. The slope suddenly evened out before a large metal door. Two witches stood on either side of it, tense. I took them in at a glance, especially the riflewands they were holding casually.

One saw us.

“Intruders!” she shouted, lifting her gun.

I didn’t give her a second more to respond. I cast my hand towards the pair, spikes of blood flying from my hands. The spears hit the pair hard, slamming them back against the wall, dead. Erina stumbled, and I heard Tanya gasp in shock, but I paid them no mind. That warning cry hadn’t been quiet. Surprise was lost, which left only brute force.

I yanked my hands back as I passed, and from the two corpses I drained the blood from them, forming it into a hammer. It solidified with the iron and I swung it, a sudden swell of blood into my arms engorging my muscles. The hammer hit the door like a battering ram, knocking it down with a deafening bang that echoed into the room beyond.

I skidded to a halt when I saw what lay within, my eyes widening in shock.

The room was domed, broad and worked of cold black stone so smooth it looked like it had been melted. Machinery sprawled about the walls and across the floor, cables snaking from them and feeding into the middle of the chamber where strange designs had been carved into the ground. Ritual lines glowed an ill green light, pulsing while the machinery around it hummed and crackled. Huge vats of swirling magic rose in the corners, and cages about the edges of the room were filled with monsters. Hideous things of tentacles, warped flesh and bone. They weren’t moving, however. Instead, cables plunged into their bodies, feeding into the middle of the room.

And there, raised up a pedestal like some unholy idol, was what I’d feared.

It resembled a ball of metal. Nodes poked from its surface like the quills of a puffer fish, and into them fed black cables like suckling leeches. The surface whirled with strange designs that seemed to shift in the light, like worms wriggling underneath. But I knew what it was. I knew the second I stepped into the room and felt the ill shimmer of light like I’d plunged into a pool of oily water

A warp bomb.

And it was primed.

I could feel the unearthly energy radiate through the room like my skin was being pricked by a thousand needles. The air shimmered and wobbled like I was looking at everything through green water. A number of witches were about the room, all dressed in war robes and anonymizing masks of metal grating. Nearly a dozen, and in the middle, before a control panel overlooking the ritual lines, stood Hesse. The warlock turned with surprise at my arrival, his bony face stark in the strange light, and his eyes widened in shock.

But I barely paid him any attention. My eyes went from the warlock to the two women bound up against one of the machines, guarded by a witch with a riflewand. I wasn’t surprised to see Kensie there, her hands locked in spell shackles and a gag around her mouth, but I was surprised to see Ashlyn as well, the dragon-witch still in student robes and kicking furiously, a gag muffling her.

“Shit,” Hesse growled, whirling to face us along with the other witches in the room, who quickly raised their riflewands or conjured spells around their foci.

“Hesse,” I spat. “You spineless little shit. What the hell are you doing with a warp bomb?”

“That’s none of your business,” he replied.

“A warp bomb?” Tanya gasped behind me.

Erina hastily cleared her throat. “Students!” she shouted shakily, diamonds forming over her hands into glittering gauntlets. “You are… are breaking school regulations against modifying the campus, bringing in restricted weapons, and… and misuse of school property. As prefect of First Years, I am ordering you to set down your arms and come with us!”

I could actually see some of the witches look between each other in befuddled amazement at that little speech. Then they shouldered their riflewands and took aim again.

“Well, worth a try,” I told Erina, then back to Hesse. “But you are absolutely beyond fucked here.”

“We’ll see,” Hesse hissed as his skin shifted, turning bluish.

“Hold, ladies and gentlemen.”

Hesse paused and glanced back into the shadows of the room. I followed his gaze and stiffened as someone stepped out into the shimmering, weird light.

“Rodney?” I breathed.

Rodney smiled sadly, his cane clicking on the ground as he leaned on it, giving me a disappointed look. “Ah, my dear boy,” he sighed. “What a pity to see you here…”


Chapter 23.


For a moment I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t want to. But as my eyes strayed about the room and to the generators, the lights, the vast masses of machinery and the monsters being bled to fuel the bomb, there wasn’t much room for doubt.

“Rodney,” I growled, nodding at the vast chamber. “What the hell are you doing? What are you thinking? This is warpcraft. Weapon grade stuff!”

Rodney looked about the room admiringly. “That it is, my boy. That it is. It wasn’t easy, I assure you.”

“I bet,” I growled. “And what role did Ashlyn play in building it?” I asked, nodding towards the bound witch.

Rodney gave her a sad look. “Ah, well, an unfortunate lie, I’m afraid. You cannot begin to understand her skill with warp magic, my boy. Skill I required to help me prepare this device. Naturally she never dreamed I was building it. Who could? Acquiring sufficient warp tainted magic was difficult, but these creatures,” he said, banging his cane off the bars of a cage, “sufficed. It took some doing to create them, but I have had years to work, my boy. Years!”

“Let me guess,” I said. “When she figured out what you were using her work for, she confronted you down here.”

“Quite astute,” Rodney chuckled wryly. “Yes. Quite. Sadly, she didn’t appreciate my efforts, and sought to confront me about it. She threatened to go to the headmistress. And I certainly couldn’t let that happen.”

“What a surprise,” I said. “I guess you didn’t have time to turn her into a monster like you did Seffie.”

Rodney’s lips tightened. I heard Tanya gasp in horror and Erina start with shock.

“An unfortunate necessity,” Rodney said. “When she came to our hidden lab to report and I saw the bloodstain, I knew you weren’t far behind. You always loved that little tactic, Alister. A wonderful tool when you fought for us in the war, but if you suspected her that much, I knew she couldn’t be allowed to talk. You and I know too well how effective our interrogators are. And it was hardly her first failure. She foolishly let one of the monsters loose when we were moving to this location, leading to that little situation in town. So I did what was needed, and hopefully dealt with you as well. I could hardly risk anything so close to the day of detonation.”

“Are you insane, Rodney?” I barked. “You’re going to set off a warp bomb right under the school?”

“Oh don’t be so dramatic, my boy,” he said dismissively as he began to limp about the runic circles. “I’m not going to blow up the school. Just the arena and the Wargames.”

“There are hundreds of people there!” I said. “Students! Faculty! Guests!”

“Yes,” Rodney said, looking at the ceiling, and gods, there was an expression of ecstasy on his face! “Isn’t it perfect?”

“Perfect?!”

“I’ve been waiting for this day for ages,” he said, hand clutching his cane tight. “Preparing for it. Research and work. The day I can end this idiotic peace and begin the war once more.” He gestured at the ceiling of the chamber. “When the warp bomb detonates, who do you think they will blame? Who has the motivation to attack and kill so many of our future leaders and brightest stars? Those bastards in Auropa of course. The blame will fall on them. The deaths of those poor souls above will be spent well. Public outcry will demand response! And the war will begin anew.”

“You want the war to start again?” I asked incredulously.

“It never should have stopped!” Rodney snarled, rounding on me, his eyes blazing with fury. “We stopped because of weakness! Cowardice of our commanders! Yes,” he added with a contemptuous sneer. “Our so-called generals who pushed for a signing of the peace accords. Who abandoned the innocent. Territory lost! People shuttered behind the walls of the Auropan tanks and tyranny. Our leaders were afraid of the warp bombs. Mutually assured destruction? Ha!” Rodney flicked his flippantly. “A few million dead? Well! Let them drop their few bombs on us. We’d do the same to them! And would those deaths have quenched the soul of the Free States? No! The fires of freedom would only be fanned more!

“But our so-called leaders were cowards,” Rodney growled. “They cringed from the cost of victory. A cost we bore for so long! All those men and women,” Rodney breathed, his hand clutching his cane, spasming. “All those witches, warlocks, and soldiers. All dead, and for what? A stalemate? A peace? There never should have been peace. Only triumph! We should have fought on! Fought our way to the gates of Andran! Tore down the People’s Republic and freed its citizens from their oppressive yoke.

“Instead, we abandoned them!” Rodney shouted with a savage sweep of his arm. “Lost! The Auropans kept the territory they rolled over! Even today they tyrannize those who fall beneath their shadow! Our leaders declared a victory, but it is hollow! We cannot have victory until every Auropan city has fallen. Until every statue is torn down!”

“Rodney, you really want to go back to that war?” I asked. “Remember the horrors of it? The men and friends we lost?”

“And what have they died for now?” Rodney demanded, and there was something desperate in his voice. Broken. I could actually see tears in his eyes. “What did they die for, Alister? Do you know how many women I loved and battled with? How many men I saved and then saw slaughtered? What kept us going? They fought for freedom! They fought for our people. They fought for victory! I buried every woman I loved. I buried the men I fought beside. I healed the greatest horrors Auropa could inflict on the flesh. These hands,” he said, lifting his arm, staring at his fingers. “These hands healed them. Brought so many back from the brink, sent them forth once more. And now you tell me it was worthless? And that it ends because some politician who never carried a gun or held his love as she bled to death on some foreign field came to us with a smile? With a scrap of paper signed with some ink and told us that the lands we fought and bled for are being given away? Traded like tokens on a board? Deals made in dark rooms with our enemies? And with it, the war is over just like that? All that blood and iron and death was for less than nothing?”

“What would have been enough?” I asked desperately.

“Victory!” Rodney shouted, his voice ringing in the chamber along with the clack of his cane as he slammed the heel on the floor. “Only total victory! Only the destruction of Auropa! The freeing of its people! Freedom is what they deserve! Freedom is what we fought for! We abandoned them. We betrayed our dead! What did I fight for, Alister, if everything I did could be signed away with a sweep of a pen? What did we suffer for? What did you fight for?”

I shook my head. “Rodney,” I said helplessly. “I just didn’t want to die.”

I could see it. The broken crack in Rodney’s face seemed to close up, sealing shut like a shield wall coming back up. As if he never poured his heart out at that moment. He straightened slowly. Cold. Dignified as before, his hand gripping his cane tight as he stared us down.

I shook my head in horror at what he’d done, and the old wounds on my hands split open, claws of blood forming on my fingers. “I can’t let you do this, Rodney,” I said.

“A shame, my dear boy,” Rodney said softly as he grasped his cane and gave it a twist, sliding the cold shine of steel from it. “Because I cannot let you stop me.” He swung his sword towards us. “Kill them!”

The witches about the room opened fire, spell shots singing like red darts across the room. I saw Erina and Tanya dash for cover behind a console, the cat-girl witch’s massive diamond hands deflecting the bullets.

My destination was different.

I bounded forward, blood rushing in my legs, shocking the witches with my speed. I tore towards Kensie and Ashlyn.

Hesse stepped into my path, a whip of steel uncoiling in his hand. He lashed it at me, but his choice proved he’d never been in a real fight. I split my blood hammer into two blades, deflecting the whip with one. Then I was in his guard, Hesse’s eyes widening a second before I jammed my other blade into the soft spot under his jaw, stabbing it into his brain.

Hesse toppled as I surged towards the witch who’d been guarding Ashlyn and Kensie. They’d hesitated while Hesse was between us, but now the runes along their riflewands glowed and both frantically fired. One went wide but the other slammed into my shoulder. I winced at the wound, but it was a through and through and my blood instantly coagulated, sealing the bullet hole. Before the pair could fire again I rammed my claws into their chests, pushing past them and slamming them both into the floor.

The pair shuddered as I sucked the blood from them, feeding my magic and gathering their essence into my blood orbs. Several more witches swung my way with rifles ready, only for a burst of lightning to hurl them across the room in a crackle of static.

I looked quickly towards the source and saw Tanya standing there out of cover, a look of sorrow on her face even as more lightning sparked and crackled from her ring and into her hands, arcing off her horns like a living tesla coil.

The witches abandoned me, turning their attention to Tanya and Erina, even as the cat-girl bounded out from cover, her foot slamming into the ground and sending a shockwave rippling towards the other witches. Shots went wild, and then Erina was among them, her diamond gauntlets swinging like dazzling clubs and smashing through hasty barrier spells and defences.

But several of the surviving witches were no slouches. Riflewands were abandoned for fire, wind, and earth magic. An absolute brawl was breaking out inside the room as magic was flung everywhere.

Seeing the pair had things in hand, I grabbed Kensie and Ashlyn, dragging them into cover.

“Mmph!” Ashlyn protested, squirming and lifting her bound wrists.

“I got it. I got it,” I grunted, claws snicking as I shredded the ropes.

The second Ashlyn was free she grabbed her gag and tore it out, gasping. “Finally!” she gasped.

I ignored her, too busy untying Kensie. “You okay?” I asked the wolf-girl.

She nodded, pulling her own gag away. “I’m okay,” she gasped, smiling nervously. “I knew you’d come.”

I shrugged. “Well, I figured I’d better. Be a shame if you never found out if I was really a vampire.”

Kensie giggled, then yelped as a barrage of spells hammered our cover. I grimaced, but there was something even more alarming, and that was the way the feeling in the air changed. The prickling sensation grew stronger. The humming in the air grew louder as the bomb began to charge up.

“Shit,” I cursed, peeking out, spotting the air around the warp bomb twisting. Writhing like reality itself was in agony. I ducked back down and looked to Ashlyn. “Can you deactivate the warp bomb?”

“Can I… of course!” she scoffed. “No one in this school is more skilled than me in warp magic!”

“Yeah. What a boon that’s been so far,” I noted dryly. “I’ll try and buy you time. Kensie?” I said, looking to the wolf-girl. “Protect her.”

“What about you?” she asked.

“I—”

Battlefield instincts thrummed through me. A sense of a pulse close and the crackle of magic. I tackled the girls out of the way a second before our cover was absolutely obliterated by a blast of lightning.

The three of us rolled across the floor and I sprang to my feet above the pair, crouched defensively. Rodney stood not far, his sword cane still humming with magic. Shit. I should have known it was a spell focus. The professor’s eyes were hooded as he delicately pushed up his glasses with his free hand and advanced towards us despite his limp, his cane crackling with flame as he channeled fire magic through it.

“Go,” I hissed, hearing Kensie and Ashlyn scramble out from under me and away. I didn’t dare watch them go. All my attention was on Rodney. This wasn’t a foe like Hesse. Rodney was a veteran like me. He may have spent most of his time in the field hospitals, but the enemy often went for the doctors, and he was a war hero for more than healing soldiers.

“Always trying to protect women,” Rodney said with a wan smile. “I always did respect that about you, my boy.”

“I always respected you too,” I said. “Not so much at the moment.”

“Pity,” Rodney said, and swept the blade at me, fire tearing through the air like a whip. I leaped, my crimson wings ripping through my back, feeding off the blood orbs that hovered around me.

Rodney tilted his head back to watch me, his eyes narrowing. He slammed his cane against the ground and lightning crackled around him. He swung up his sword, channeling a bolt of lightning at me. I tucked my wings, ducking under the crackling spear of light. Bastard was keeping his distance. Smart.

But I wasn’t going to give him a choice.

I dropped, wings spreading, a beat sending me flying at him. Rodney hissed and swept his sword around him, conjuring a sudden rush of wind. His coat fanned out, a gust lifting him up and carrying him out of range like he soared on shadow wings.

“I have always been impressed, my boy, by your skill with your wyldcraft,” Rodney said as he kicked off a disk of wind, sending him soaring at me, sword slashing.

I channeled the blood into my hand, forming a red and black sword, parrying his blade with my own. The two clashed with a ringing sound, my wings beating as Rodney landed on a disc of whirling air. Rodney broke the deadlock, slashing again. I parried, his attacks coming in a flurry, his sword a streak of silver while spells burst and exploded below us, flashing off the sides of the cave and distorted by the warp magic rippling in the air. Rodney was good, I’d give him that.

But I was no novice with a sword either.

I blocked his furious strokes, saw my opening and slashed, my sword slicing into Rodney.

His face twisted in pain as his arm flew free from the elbow. He wrenched away, even as he forced me to flap back with another swipe of his blade.

I soared to a halt, flaps of my wings helping me hover as I watched him. Rodney looked at his bleeding stump with exasperation.

“Really, my boy,” he sighed as he shook the stump, flesh sprouting from the wound, reforming into a new arm. Rodney flexed his regrown fingers, fluttering them dexterously before he looked at me. “Did you forget why my codename was The Immortal?”

“I kind of hoped you had,” I admitted.

A smile hovered on his lips as Rodney flourished his sword. “I may have been consigned as a medic for much of the war, my boy. But I’ve not neglected my skill. I can heal any wound. Including my own.”

“I remember,” I said, conjuring a second blood sword. “Guess we’ll find out soon what parts of you won’t grow back.”

“You can try, dear boy,” Rodney said, his regrown hand flashing to his belt and drawing a pistolwand. “You can try.”

Shit!

He fired, the shot taking me in the shoulder, wrenching me around. Rodney soared at me with a gust of wind, firing all the way.

I soared upwards, forcing Rodney to angle up to keep shooting at me. Magic shots banged about me into the ceiling as I landed on the roof, planted my feet there, then shoved off, closing my wings around myself in a shield.

Rodney’s eyes widened and he desperately swung his sword, a blade of wind slashing from his sword and at me. It crashed into my shield, shaving off a chunk of it, but failing to hit me.

And then I hit him.

I smashed into Rodney like a missile, the two of us careening down towards the floor of the chamber. We hit it hard, the ground cratering under the impact.

Rodney’s hand lurched upwards, grabbing my arm. I felt his wyldcraft crackle into me, my blood frantically fighting against his corruptive touch before I managed to slice off his offending hand. I jumped back and Rodney came after me, lurching to his feet, eyes blazing, his sword cane still in his hand even as the other regenerated. He charged at me, heedless of my blood sword. I slashed, ripping open his face, only for it to heal in an instant. A roar of flames erupted from his sword and he brought it down on me.

I parried it, transforming my wings of blood to blades and intercepting his sword with a clang. The heat licked above my head, crisping my hair and sending sweat pouring down my face.

Suddenly, something changed in the air. The humming began to die, the twisting of magic in the air fading. Rodney’s eyes widened and he looked sharply away. I followed his gaze, spotting Ashlyn fiddling with a console that fed its wires into the bomb. Kensie was standing near her with a silver dagger drawn and two dead witches at her feet.

“No!” Rodney shouted. His other hand snapped to his belt, drawing another pistolwand, but before he could shoot I managed to kick him hard in the gut.

Rodney doubled over and I swung my sword, slicing him in half, his torso sliding off his waist, only for his flesh to instantly begin knitting itself back together. But it stole his footing, so to speak, and I broke the deadlock of our swords, flinging his up and away, throwing him off balance. I swung again, slicing through his sword wrist. It came free, flying into the air and I shot a barb of blood at it, sending hand and blade soaring across the room to embed itself into the ceiling.

Rodney cursed as his hand regrew. He took a swing for my face, touch crackling with wyldcraft, but I slammed my blood sword into his palm. He went for me with the other hand but I pinned it with my second sword.

I shoved forward, driving the swords to the hilts into his hands, pushing Rodney back. His feet pedaled furiously as I forced him across the room until he slammed right into the twisted surface of the warp bomb.

“I’ll never stop!” Rodney snarled, tearing his hands free, blood pouring down on me as his hands were sliced in half before quickly regenerating.

“Yeah,” I said, raising both my swords again. “You will.”

I shifted them, turning the swords from blades to lances. Pouring as much strength as I could into my arms, I slammed the spikes down into his shoulders, pinning him to the surface of the warp bomb behind him.

The spikes stabbed deep into the metal, and Rodney screamed as violet magic seared and sparked from the bomb. His flesh bubbled and twisted like melting rubber as pure warp magic poured up into him. I grit my teeth as the magic seared me, spitting up my arms, but Rodney served as an effective shield from the worst of it.

And it was awful.

His face and skin stretched and morphed under the mutating power of the warp bomb. Eyes grew, popped, and his arms and legs twisted and writhed like tentacles. His wyldcraft struggled to heal him, but the sort of energy pouring through him was overcoming even his magic.

Extra limbs grew from him, clawing for me. I slammed them into the bomb with extra blood spikes. Pinning every part of him trying to escape. He wasn’t going anywhere. He wasn’t getting out of this!

My arms trembled as agony lanced through them. I could feel my coat shred as whips of magic lashed me. The heat burned my face and I forced myself not to look away from Rodney as his skin melted to the surface of the bomb. I couldn’t let go. Couldn’t let him go! I felt tears sizzle on my face from the heat and pain.

But I held on.

I held on until Rodney’s struggles slowed.

Until his skin stopped bubbling.

Until his body molded to the warp bomb, fusing to the metal monstrously and finally lay still.

I held on until I saw the light in his remaining eyes go dim. Go dark.

And only then, as the last crackles of violet magic spat across my old friend’s body, did I finally let go.

I fell back, collapsing, but hands grabbed me, holding me steady. I found myself looking up into the horrified faces of Tanya, Erina, and Kensie.

“Alister!” Tanya cried. “Alister! Stay with us!”

“Oh,” I rasped groggily. “You’re okay. That’s good. You’re all… all…”

My eyes rolled back, and I felt the sweet darkness of oblivion swallow me whole…


Chapter 24.


I woke slowly and, it has to be said, painfully.

The first thing I saw was a blurry glow, and for a second I wondered if I was looking on the light of the heavenly realm, where it’s said souls go. But then it resolved into the dull glow of a fluorescent light and an eggshell white coloured ceiling.

“Ah, Mr. Blackwood. Welcome back to the world of the living.”

I turned my head and found Headmistress Elegantra sitting in a chair beside my bed. She was sitting at ease, her wooden hand wielding a knife with which she was slicing up an apple.

“Headmistress?” I said blearily, forcing myself to sit up and looking around the plain, bleached room blankly. “Where… am I?”

“In the school’s medical ward,” the headmistress said as she finished slicing the apple into wedges. She put them onto a plate on my bedside table, though kept one and popped it into her mouth. “Hm. You’ve been out for nearly a week, Mister Blackwood. Missed your finals, I’m afraid. But, given the circumstances, we’ve decided to allow you to take them at a later date, and remove yours and Miss Killmaiden’s previous punishment. After all, if not for you and your girls, I dare say this ward would be quite full,” she said with a wistful look about the room. Her expression grew somber. “As would be the graveyard.”

“I suppose,” I grunted. “Then, I take it we stopped the detonation.”

Elegantra nodded. “You did, thankfully. Miss Harper and Miss Tormentia have been very helpful in putting events together concerning your little escapade beneath the Wargames. Which, sadly, had to be cancelled, for obvious reasons.”

“Then everyone’s okay?”

She nodded. “They are.”

I sighed, sagging into the bed once more, relieved beyond words. “Good,” I said. “That’s good. And… Rodney?”

“Quite dead, I’m afraid,” she confessed.

I winced, and felt a stab of sadness despite everything he’d done and been willing to do. “He was a good man once,” I said.

Elegantra gave me a sad look from under the brim of her large hat. “He was,” she agreed. “He saved thousands of lives during the war. Healed wounds that should have been a death sentence. But,” she added, plucking up another slice of apple and contemplating it, “he couldn’t heal the wounds of the soul. The war left many injuries on the mind that festered too long.” She shook her head, laying down the wedge before giving me a wane smile. “But you did well, Mr. Blackwood. Very well. You and your harem.”

I cleared my throat. “Well, they’re not exactly…”

I trailed off at her knowing look. “Well,” she chuckled. “That’s for you to decide, isn’t it?” She leaned back in her chair, hands clasped on her lap as she nodded to herself. “The war is over, for now, as they say. But we go on living. That’s the nature of survivors. Some can move past it, some cannot. Some try and still fail, and that is a tragedy of its own. Haunted by the ghosts of what came before.”

I shifted, uncomfortable. “I get it,” I sighed. “I’m not an idiot.”

“No,” Elegantra said with a compassionate smile. “You’re certainly not. You may go, Mr. Blackwood. And let me again tell you how grateful we are for your help. You saved a lot of lives, and possibly the peace. But don’t forget,” she added with an amused twinkle in her eye, “that finals are still coming up. Your future is decided by your scores, though I doubt I need to tell you that.”

I winced. “No,” I agreed. “You don’t. Thank you, headmistress.”

She nodded patiently. “Any time.” She rose slowly and patted my hand, then turned and vanished out the doors.

No sooner was she gone then there was a pop and I looked up to see Hexie above me.

“Masterrrrrrr!” the imp cried, falling onto my face and hugging me tight, burying me in her soft tits.

“Mrf?” I managed.

“You’re alive!” Hexie cried. “Thank the hells! Do you have any idea how worried I was? Fucking hell, you bastard! You almost got yourself killed. You idiot! Then what would have happened to me? Dumbass!”

I reached up, grabbing Hexie and pulling her off my face. “Thank you, Hexie,” I said, dangling the imp. “Glad to not be dead.”

“Damn right! You can’t die yet. We haven’t finished conquering the world!”

I rolled my eyes. “How could I forget.”

“Exactly! And—”

Hexie cut herself off as the door to the room swung open. I looked towards it and sat up a bit straighter at the sight of Ashlyn standing there.

The dragon-witch glared at me, her lips pursed, her hands on her hips as she looked me up and down before striding into the room with a swing of her hips, stopping beside the bed.

“Well,” she said, crossing her arms. “Looks like you’re not dead.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” I replied drily.

A bit of colour tinged her cheeks and she huffed. “I’m not. I’d expect nothing else from someone as annoyingly persistent as you.”

“Thanks?” I said.

She nodded. “And just so you know,” she added pointedly, “I don’t owe you anything! You saved me, but I saved you by deactivating the bomb. So there.”

I raised an eyebrow. “...Sure, alright,” I said.

“Good.” She said nothing for a moment, just glared at me. “...You’re going to make a full recovery?” she finally asked.

I shrugged. “So it seems.”

Ashlyn just nodded once, bit her lip, then spun around and flounced back out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

…The hell was that about?

I heard Hexie snicker and glanced at the imp. “What?” I asked.

“Oh, nothing, master. Nothing at all,” she sang.

Before I could ask for an explanation the door swung open again. Expecting to see Ashlyn there to toss another acerbic comment my way, I was shocked to see Erina, Tanya, and Kensie rush into the room.

“Hey girls,” I said. “How—oof!”

I grunted as Kensie absolutely threw herself on me, hugging me tight. “You idiot!” she cried, hugging my head into the softness of her chest. “You dummy! You… you… I can’t believe you did something like that!”

“Miss Killmaiden,” Erina said sternly, arms crossed. “Really now! Don’t be throwing yourself onto the patient like that! What if he was still injured!”

“We wouldn’t be allowed in if he was,” Tanya noted with a small smile. “And don’t pretend you didn’t want to do the same thing, Erina.”

The cat-girl flushed, her tail lashing as she cleared her throat. “W-well, I… I didn’t do it, which is the real point,” she said.

“I heard I was out for a week,” I said. “How did you know when I’d wake up?”

Kensie coughed and looked away and even Erina blushed slightly. Only Tanya looked amused. “We’ve been waiting every day since you were admitted,” she said. “All four of us.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. Then I paused. “Four?” I asked.

“Well,” Tanya said with a small smile. “Admittedly, Ashlyn would leave as soon as we came, but I think she was relieved to know you woke up.”

I found that a little hard to believe. I realized I was petting Kensie’s hair, but the wolf-girl didn’t offer up a complaint, and in fact looked to be blushing.

Which brought me to something else.

“Girls?” I said, easing Kensie back and looking between them. “This whole thing has been… a bit of an ordeal, honestly. And made me question a few things I’ve been thinking about. First off, Erina? Tanya? This whole… fake harem thing was something only I had bought into, wasn’t it?”

The cat and demon girls exchanged a look. Erina coughed into her hand. “Um…”

“At first, I did only hope you’d keep my suitor off my back,” Tanya admitted with a helpless shrug. “But I’ll admit, Alister, that over time it became more… real. And not just because you are a capable lover.”

“Damn right he is,” Hexie cackled, sitting on the side table and grinning at me. “Master has strong D power. And by that I mean Domination! But also Dick.”

“I didn’t mean to lie,” Erina said, poking her index fingers together and mumbling. “But… well…”

“It’s fine,” I said. “Because it was really unfair of me to ask that of you too. I… Well, I’ve had some time to think over why I was avoiding starting a relationship with someone else, and I guess I was just afraid I’d get hurt again. Lose someone I cared about. The war…”

I trailed off, trying to think of how to put it into words. How to explain the expectation of loss, where the people I knew were more than likely to be dead tomorrow. No one interrupted, giving me the time I needed, and I felt again that warmth of love for the trio I’d been trying to deny for so long.

“...It was hard for me to make relationships in my life. I even avoided friendships. It just wasn’t a good idea. I lost too many people too often. But the war… Well, it’s over. Despite some who’d prefer otherwise. And I do want to start a life beyond it, and part of that is finding women I’d like to share it with.

“And, if you’ll have me,” I said, looking between the four of them, “I can’t think of anyone I’d prefer to do it with. So, girls? I guess I’m formally asking if you’d like to be, well, in a harem. For real.”

“With the greatest of pleasure,” Tanya said warmly, resting her hand on my shoulder and giving it a squeeze.

Erina’s face burned and she covered her mouth with her hand before she coughed, sweeping her fingers through her blonde hair. “W-well, I could hardly say no to such an earnest request. Plus, you need a woman around to keep you out of trouble, Alister. And as prefect, I—”

Tanya elbowed the cat-girl, who stammered and lowered her eyes. “I mean… of course, Alister. I would love to.”

“A-and me too!” Kensie squeaked.

“You?” I asked. “In the harem?”

“Well, obviously,” the wolf-girl said. “I mean, I’m still pretty sure you are a vampire, but, well, you know, you seem to be on the side of good for now, so someone needs to keep an eye on you and make sure you don’t turn to evil. Right?”

I looked at Tanya and Erina for help, but they just shrugged.

“Not only that!” Kensington cleared her throat and drew herself up. “For you see,” she said sternly, “I suspect that you’ll soon be targeted by other vampires before long, which will be ripe for the slaying. So entering your harem furthers my goals as a vampire killer, too.”

“Oh yeah?” Hexie cackled. “And riding his dick until you’re panting like a puppy doesn’t further your goals?”

Kensie’s face lit up with a blush, but her tail wagged so enthusiastically at the suggestion that it made her skirt float.

I just laughed. “Well, Kensie, to be honest, I have been warming up to you, so let’s see where things go, alright?”

The hug just seemed to happen. Tanya knelt by my bed and wrapped her arms around me, and Erina jumped and quickly did the same. Kensie rolled her eyes but wriggled up the bed and close to me, tucking her head under my chin and her arms around my chest. Hexie meanwhile snuggled in closer, cackling softly, which was a little concerning, but whatever. I’d deal with her delusions of world conquest some other time.

I looked down at the women in my arms whom I’d met in Stoneway and again felt a warmth spread through me. A warmth that I finally knew. That I could finally name. It was a feeling of love and home.

And a happiness that I’d never dreamed would be mine.


Links to Follow


Please review the book and follow Jay Aury and Virgil Knightley's Amazon Author pages! For more Harem Lit, LitRPG, and Monster Girl content check out the following:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit
https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitaudiobooks

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/monstergirllovers

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/1324476308314052

https://www.facebook.com/groups/404822691240858https://www.facebook.com/groups/2561978977185003
https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books
https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases 
 https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/ 
 https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety 
https://www.royalguardpublishing.com
https://www.facebook.com/RoyalGuard2020

https://www.royalguardpublishing.com


cover1.jpeg
I‘ ~ W /%&\ // ,’
VERGEL KN?G‘"HTLW ‘ ” I






