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Ch. 1


You learn a lot of things in the army. Like how girls named Bambi you met at the gentlemen’s club just off base probably weren’t actually marriage material. Or that when supplies ran out and you were ass deep in winter, you really could eat a leather shoe. And the big one, especially when you were a living weapon capable of magically manipulating blood, was that superior officers couldn’t wait to hurl you into the next meat grinder.

But one other thing I learned was that the only thing more treacherous than navigating a minefield was dealing with the media.

And not just because they were intrusive, nosey, and generally made it their business to be annoying, but because they always found ways to twist whatever I said. Sadly, the army used to like shoving ‘The Bloodletter’ in front of their cameras so I could be blinded by their flashes for some propaganda-friendly snapshots. And yeah, I understood the idea; I was a walking piece of ra-ra national pride for the Free States of Caldia. Great for getting the recruiting drive into high gear, and get all the witches wet for warlocks (an actual slogan. Never let it be said the propaganda divisions weren’t creative).

Fortunately, I figured out pretty quickly how to avoid that, and that was by being honest.

See, as it turned out, the brass really didn’t like it when questions like, “How did it feel to defend the Merric Pass on your own for three days straight?” got answers like, “Well, Jim, it felt fucking awful because everyone else was dead on day one thanks to General Osgood’s lack of preparation, as he couldn’t get dragged out of the whorehouse to review some actual tactics and do some recon.”

That got me treated as more of a ‘secret weapon’ after a bit. Which worked for me. So, yeah, I didn’t exactly like the media, and I’d hoped that the war being over might put some healthy distance between me and them.

More the fool me.

“Are they still out there?” I asked from the couch.

Kensington Killmaiden, my roommate, witch, wolf-girl, and until recently my would-be assassin, peeked out the window to the front of the dorm. “Looks like it. The headmistress is talking to them, but I think there are more of them now.”

I groaned, massaging my forehead. Fuck. I mean, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Stoneway Academy had been playing host to a bunch of VIPs for the recent Wargames, and naturally that dragged along a gaggle of reporters. And they’d gotten a story, alright. Something quite a bit juicier than an illicit photo of a general with a new lover.

“Don’t they have anything better to do?” I asked.

“I mean,” Kensie said, looking away from the window, “you did stop a warp bomb from going off under the arena, killing hundreds, and potentially restarting the war with Auropa.”

“Pleeeease don’t remind me,” I sighed. The memory was still achingly fresh, along with the wounds. Even a week in the medical ward hadn’t gotten rid of them all. But the real wound had been who I’d had to kill.

Poor Rodney Graves.

I grimaced. I didn’t regret killing him, really. He’d forced my hand with his would-be terrorist attack. But all the same, I wasn’t exactly thrilled it had come to that. He’d been a good man, but the war had left deep scars that even his wyldcraft couldn’t heal. And it had been a brutal fight. I’m sure the headmistress had tried to keep a lid on things, but there was only so much you could hide after something like that.

“Poor master,” a spunky voice said as a pair of small hands began massaging my forehead. “Want me to make it better?”

My eyes opened, and I peered up at the tiny woman leaning over me, her fingers deftly working my brow. A pair of demonic horns poked from her bouncy curls, and a mocking smirk hovered on the imp’s lips. She leaned forward, her breasts in their tight leather bra pressing into my face and almost covering my eyes.

“And how, exactly, would you make it better, Hexie?” I asked my familiar. As a familiar, which any classically educated witch or warlock worth his or her salt possessed, she wasn’t around all that much during day-to-day affairs, but she always seemed to be present at the right moment to offer lewd commentary.

“Well, in my opinion, a thorough blowjob is just what the doctor ordered for mental distress,” she noted with a flutter of her bat-like wings.

“Is that a professional medical opinion?”

“Alternative medicine. All the rage these days I hear,” she noted.

“I think I’ll pass,” I grunted.

Hexie’s smirk turned into a pout. “But whyyyy?” she whined, slapping her hands on my cheeks, squeezing them together. “I’ve been patient, master, but a girl’s got needs. And mine have you stuffing me full of that thick, throbbing manmeat!”

“Because I still need to deal with this,” I said, batting her hands away and gesturing out the window. “I’m pretty sure the university is going to start losing patience soon, and I’d rather not deal with that.”

“Plus,” Kensie said from the window, “classes start tomorrow, so you’ll probably have to deal with them by then. You got dispensation for medical reasons so far, but I doubt you’ll get a pass for the whole year. Not to mention it might make it hard for Erina and Tanya to see you.”

Damn. I hadn’t thought of that. The pair had been kind enough to walk with me when I was discharged from the medical ward, but the cat-girl and felborn had gone back to their own dorms to grab some things to ‘nurse me back to health.’ Sadly, that was before the media circus rolled out the clowns, so the odds were good they were stuck out there. And even the fact they were now in my actual harem probably wasn’t going to get them through the scrum.

Kensie padded over and sat down on the couch beside me, shyly resting her hand on my leg. “I’ll go with you,” she said. “You know, as moral support.”

That offer was actually touching. Not too long ago she’d been ready to stab a stake into my heart. “You don’t have to,” I told her.

“W-well,” she said, her canine tail thwapping my side with eager wags as she brushed a lock of raven hair back behind her wolfish ear. “I should. I am in your harem now, right?”

And no one was more surprised about that than me. Kensie had spent the entire time I’d been at school trying to out me as a vampire, which I obviously wasn’t, but in the end, she had come around and was even the key to stopping Rodney. I looked her over, admiring her again. She was extremely cute with her tight build, triangular wolf ears and tail, and the way her tight body filled out her even tighter uniform was more than a little sexy.

“Fair enough,” I said, sitting up and looping my arm around her, tugging her against my side.

She stiffened in surprise, then relaxed, leaning against me and nuzzling my shoulder a bit. “...Alister?” she said, looking up with her deep, shining eyes.

“Yeah?”

“Why won’t you admit to being a vampire?”

Goddammit.

“I’m not a vampire,” I sighed.

“It really doesn’t bother me anymore,” she assured me, resting her hand on my chest. “Really. I don’t mind. Sure, my family is dedicated to slaying your kind and destroying their vile presence upon this world, but you’re not like the others. And I have to admit it’s maybe a bit… um, well…”

“Hot?” Hexie asked smugly from above me. “Naughty? Unbelievably sexy and so wrong yet so right to think of him bending you over, biting your neck as he pounds his meat into your precious little pussy, filling you with his unholy baby batter as you feel his fangs pierce your skin and suck that sweet, innocent blood from you?”

“Hexie,” I groaned. Not that she was wrong, judging by the deepening blush on Kensie’s face. “Kensie, look,” I explained. “I’m not a vampire.”

“But your eyes turn that deep red when you use your magic. And your skin is silky, smooth, and pale as fresh fallen snow.”

“My eyes do that because of my wyldcraft,” I informed her. “And my skin gets… well, refreshed when I take in blood using my magic. Plus, moisturizer.”

“Seriously?” Hexie snickered.

“I’m allowed to enjoy decent skin care after my years of service in the war,” I grumbled.

“I did notice you drink those blood packs now and then…” Kensie added in a clearly unconvinced tone.

“Because I use up a lot of my own when I use my wyldcraft and need to replenish it.”

Kensie gave me another long look before she smiled softly. “It’s okay,” she said, patting my chest again. “I know we’re not that close yet. But sometime soon, I hope you’ll feel comfortable being truly honest with me, Alister.”

Ughhhh. I buried my face in my hand, though I couldn’t exactly blame Kensie for her suspicions. Hopefully, she’d get over them eventually. But if only to escape this conversation, I supposed it was time I dealt with the vultures outside. The last thing I wanted was to be stalked by them for the rest of the term. That would not help my mission to have a normal life after the war.

Standing, I ran my fingers through my dark hair, re-tousling it and knocking Hexie off with a squawk of indignation. “Alright,” I said, straightening my dark warlock coat firmly. “Let’s deal with the reporters.”

Kensie bounded to her feet and hurried after me as I purposefully marched to the door, opening it and heading downstairs. More than a few other doors were open, with various student witches lingering in the hall, whispering and quickly falling silent as I walked past, though I could feel their eyes follow me.

I made my way down to the ground floor, hearing Headmistress Elegantra Templeton’s voice raised in patient but firm tones over the clamour of the reporters just beyond the door.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I remind you that Mister Blackwood is still recovering. And once he has, a statement will be issued to your papers.”

Boos met this along with various demands about ‘freedom of the press’. Well, they wouldn’t need to wait any longer. Steeling myself, I pushed the door open and stepped outside.

The headmistress turned as I exited. An older witch, her wrinkled face was nearly hidden under a hat that looked more like a deflating mushroom than anything else. Her cloak and robe were practically a carpet of moss and flowers, and one of her arms was wooden, like a branch was growing out of her sleeve.

She wasn’t alone though. Several other teachers were there, including a certain serpentine one. Professor Maleficia glared at me, her reptilian pupils narrow, her human half perched atop serpentine coils. She’d made no secret of the fact she hated me, but I barely got a glimpse of her face before a flurry of flashing bulbs blinded me, forcing me to squint to see over the sea of reporters suddenly pressing forward.

“Mister Blackwood! Is it true you stopped a warp bomb?”

“Mister Blackwood! Did you really fight off a dozen witches on your own?”

“Mister Blackwood! Mister Blackwood! Who are you wearing?”

“Mister Blackwood! Are you in fact the lost prince of the Fabrau dynasty, come to reclaim your throne and damn us all to the infernal realms?”

The absolute onslaught of noise made me lean back. Gods, it was almost as bad as being at ground zero of an artillery barrage. One thing, however, made it a bit more tolerable, and that was when I spotted Erina and Tanya pushing their way through the mob, past a couple of uniformed campus security witches, and making their way to my side.

The presence of the pair of beauties caused an abrupt switch in the mood of the media, and another blistering round of photo bulbs burst as Erina tucked herself in close to my side, drawing herself up with the sort of grave dignity I’d expect from a princess. Her blonde cat tail twitched with annoyance and her ears flattened.

Tanya, by contrast, simply wound her fingers with mine, squeezing my hand and reassuringly and shooting me a soft smile. The almost ludicrously busty witch would make a hell of a photo op, that much was for sure. Having a demon in her ancestry, her horns curled out of her hair, but unlike those beings of pure malevolence, I’d yet to meet someone more caring and sweet. Little lights like bursts of starlight orbited her head, flashing now and then with her emotions, and given their current flickering, I knew she was worried about me.

Buoyed by the presence of the pair and Kensie as she slipped out beside me, I turned to face the reporters. “There have been certain rumours going around,” I said, projecting my voice with practiced ease, a sudden silence sweeping the crowd aside from the frantic scratching of pencils on pads. “And I want to clear some things up. Yes, there was an incident involving a teacher attempting to attack the Wargames. A number of us put a stop to it. I have no more information concerning it.”

No sooner had the last sentence left my lips than the questions began again. One, a woman with distinctively mousey attributes, pushed forward. “Mister Blackwood! Elly Ferrit! Caldian Federation News! Are you confirming there was an attempted terrorist attack on the Wargames led by a teacher?”

“I am,” I said.

Conversation flitted through the crowd, and I saw several people in the back race away, presumably to get to a telephone and relay that.

“Mister Blackwood!” another reporter, a woman with low catgirl mutations, including leonian ears, called out. “Becky Barnes! Ostin Bugle! Are these ladies the ones who assisted you? And are they in your harem?”

“They are,” I confirmed.

“To both points,” Erina added crisply, squeezing my arm and glaring defiantly outward.

“Even her?” Becky asked, pointing a pen at Kensie.

The wolf-girl flushed a little but nodded.

That got a hell of a reaction and earned another barrage of photo flashes. “Then Princess Erina Harper, future Duchess Tanya Tormentia, and the heiress of the esteemed Killmaiden monster hunter lineage are all in your harem? Is that correct?” someone shouted.

Duchess? And esteemed monster hunters? I turned to Tanya, then Kensie, and lifted a questioning eyebrow, but the latter avoided my gaze and nodded firmly. “That’s correct,” the wolf-girl said, her voice breaking a little with nerves.

It was like every person there took a deep, amazed breath, then suddenly surged in again, only for Headmistress Templeton to step forward with a sound like creaking timber. “And there will be further details given in the coming days,” she said in a tone that didn’t invite further conversation. “For now…”

Elegantra gestured with her wooden limb. There was a creaking sound as a number of the trees growing around the path suddenly quivered, their branches bending down to rapidly stretch and grow. The reporters yelped and practically fought each other to retreat as the branches knit into a wall before the dorm, and I spotted several of the security witches on their brooms descending to help their companions usher the reporters away.

Exhaling in relief, I promptly sucked a breath back in as the Headmistress turned to me, looking none too pleased. “That was quite the stunt, Mister Blackwood,” she noted with grandmotherly disapproval, backed up by the ability to throw a literal forest of death at you.

“I didn’t really mean for it to be a stunt,” I said.

“Intentions mean little compared to results,” Maleficia hissed, crossing her arms and glaring at me.

I winced, and Elegantra’s expression didn’t strike me as particularly sympathetic either. “Quite so. Nonetheless,” she said, her shoulders losing some of her earlier tension. “I suppose what’s done is done. You’ve given them some meat to chew on, at any rate. And enough that we can probably keep them off campus for a while. Though,” she added with a warning look, “I can’t imagine it will keep the less scrupulous of them from trying to sneak in. If you see such, I recommend you report them to campus security rather than try and deal with them yourself.”

“Then, I’m not in trouble?” I asked.

Her face grew kinder, and she let out a gentle laugh. “Hardly. After what you did for this school and everyone in it, it would be churlish of me to punish you. For now, I suppose you’d best rest up. You have the rest of the day off, naturally. And I should inform you that, obviously, Professor Graves’s classes are cancelled until a… replacement instructor is found.”

I nodded, trying to keep my expression neutral. “Got it.”

The headmistress nodded. “Good. For now, get some proper rest. Though how much you will get,” she added with a knowing look at the three women clinging to me, “will remain to be seen, won’t it?”

I felt my face warm and cleared my throat, but Headmistress Elegantra merely chuckled and turned, shuffling away back onto the path. Watching her go, I shook my head. I just couldn’t get a read on what she was thinking.

The same couldn’t be said for Maleficia, who just glared before slithering after the headmistress, leaving me and the girls alone. I sighed in relief, then looked at the trio around me. “So,” I said. “Shall we head upstairs? I imagine we have a bit to… talk about.”


Ch. 2


I genuinely never thought I’d see the day where I’d get to spend some quality time with my own harem. Especially since I never expected to have one.

Then again, I never expected to see the end of the war given how often I got sent to the front. But if this was my reward, I’d almost say it was worth it.

After our little adventure with the media, we went upstairs, and though the girls were more than eager to try and look after me, they might have gone a little far with it. I really didn’t need to be fed, though they insisted. All the same, it was a fun few hours, so much so that it got dark faster than expected, leading both Erina and Tanya to stay with me, just in case I needed something during the night.

Ironic, then, that Kensie, Erina, and Tanya all ended up cuddling on my bed, fast asleep while I was wide awake. Even Hexie was snoozing, albeit draped on my head like a hat.

I enjoyed the sight of the witchy trio from my desk. Then, careful not to dislodge Hexie, I turned back to the blank page in front of me. I’d had enough resting and could get by on little sleep. Besides, being with those three had given me plenty of inspiration for work on my book.

That said, writing was a bit difficult. I didn’t have writer’s block or anything, but I wasn’t too sure where to go with my story, if anywhere. I hadn’t been at Stoneway long, but already I felt like a completely different person from when I started out here. I wasn’t shy about having an actual relationship with women. I’d earnestly fallen in love with three gorgeous girls (and, possibly, one snarky imp). Which left the adventures of the vampire lord and his lady lover I’d been working on in a bit of a quandary.

“I’m just not the man who wrote this thing anymore,” I mused aloud.

“Hrm? Whazzat?” Hexie grumbled from atop my head.

I glanced up just in time to see the imp’s upside-down face peer into my own, her eyes squinting down at me.

“Didn’t mean to wake you,” I told her. “Though you did choose to sleep on my head.”

She yawned, showing off her fangs. “Mmm. Coulda let me sleep in your pants in that case.”

“That sounds uncomfortable.”

“Lay off,” she groaned. “I’m tired. But Master is still up doing… something. Writing again?”

“I am,” I said as I put pen to paper. “I’m finishing my book.”

“Yeah?”

“Well, this draft,” I amended. “The story’s bones are good. I just need to revise a bit. Well, a lot, add some new characters, plot points, that kind of thing.”

“Oh? Like an amazingly gorgeous little demon girl that everyone instantly falls in love with? And whose rocking tits can bend the minds of the unwary to become her obedient slaves?”

“No.”

“Lame.”

I shook my head, almost dislodging her. “Actually, I was thinking of adding in a tiger girl, a succubus, and possibly a miniature succubus who all have a thing for the vampire lord.”

“Yeah? You think so?” Hexie snorted. “Real creative there, Master. Never would’ve guessed.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. Only you better give the sex scenes a bit more oomph.”

“Oomph?”

“Yeah. Oomph. Shakka shakka unn!” Hexie grunted, grinding herself against the back of my head, practically humping me. “Throw in some leather, some edible panties, some super degrading stuff! Ooh, have the catgirl be forced to lick his ass while the demon girl sucks him off and the succubus gets tied up, spanked, and unable to masturbate to completion thanks to a curse!”

I lifted the pen and shot the grinning upside-down face a glare. “Not helpful.”

“Sure it is! Every successful book has a strong F to P ratio.”

“I know I’m going to regret asking, but what’s an F to P ratio?”

“Fucks to Plot! You gotta have a good balance of plot points to fuck scenes; otherwise, you’ll never sell your book, Master. It’ll be consigned to the bin reserved for countless other authors who fail to understand this vital mechanism of story structure.”

“Made a study of it, have you?”

“Pfft, it’s just common sense. You need a dick insertion at least every forty pages, tits out every twenty, and sprinkle in some generous girl masturbation for a real solid seller. Seriously! Every great novel of the last century has at minimum a girl getting off by humping the corner of a table.”

“You’re shockingly well-read,” I noted drily.

“I’m shockingly awesome is what you mean.”

I scoffed but found a smile fighting to break through. Though Hexie and I may have gotten off on a, shall we say, awkward footing, I was really coming around to her presence. If nothing else, she made life more interesting.

“Hey! You should throw in a bunch more fight scenes too,” Hexie added eagerly.

“I have a few in there.”

“Yeah, but more! And more gruesome. Make it so he can, like, turn into mist, enter people, and make them explode. Or that he can rip the blood out of his enemies remotely and turn them into withered husks! That’d be awesome!”

My pen froze, my jaw clenched, and my stomach twisted with distaste. I closed my eyes tightly, trying to banish the scenes her eager words had conjured. Scenes I’d seen too many times and performed variations of with my own hands more than once.

I put down the pen with a sigh and stood.

“Hey! What’s goin’ on? Gotta piss?” Hexie asked.

“No. I think… I think I’ve done enough writing for now. Gonna go for a walk.”

“Cool! Where are we going?”

“I’m going alone.”

“Huh?”

“I just…” I gestured vaguely. “I need some alone time for a little bit. Okay?”

“Really?” Hexie asked, front flipping off my head, a beat of her wings suspending her in the air as she pirouetted to face me. “I thought it was some kind of code for taking me onto the roof to mating press me under the stars.”

“No. I just need a chance to wander a little. That’s all.”

“You sure?” she asked with a suspicious look.

“I’m sure. Stay with those three.”

“Nah,” Hexie snorted. “Just banish me and resummon me when you want me back. Need to give you the chance to bring me out to clap some cheeks when you inevitably realize how horny you are.”

“Not everything is about sex,” I told her. “But fine.” I snapped my fingers. “Deal.”

“Ey,” Hexie said, finger pistols aimed my way before she dissipated with a puff of purple smoke.

With her gone, I felt a bit more relaxed and crept out of the room, careful not to make a sound and wake anyone else. I opened the main door of my dorm room and slipped into the hall, which was mercifully quiet and lit with the glow of arcane lamps. The quiet was understandable. Anyone sane would be asleep at 2 a.m., even with all the craziness going on at Stoneway lately.

Too bad I couldn’t head out for a walk in the quad, thanks to curfew. And for damn sure it’d be enforced heavily now. Between the reporters and any potential fallout from Rodney’s plot, no one was taking chances. However, I could stay out until proper curfew again. My punishment had been dismissed, seeing as it turned out the whole business with me blowing up the botany lab was justified, but I still couldn’t walk around whenever I liked. I could probably elude the campus guards, but I wasn’t risking getting caught for nothing. Besides, the dorm had a nice common room I could go to, and the roof might be a nice place to grab some fresh air too.

I sighed, hands going into my pockets as I walked. I really did need to clear my head. Yeah, the war was over, but what happened with Rodney was evidence enough that its scars lingered. And that included mine. I still had nightmares about some of the battles I’d been in. A lot of them just blended together over the years, but many stood out starkly despite it all. Would I ever feel comfortable in peace? I honestly didn’t know. Though, thinking about the three women in my bed, I found myself smiling. Maybe I would, eventually.

Unfortunately, I was so caught up in that musing that I didn’t hear the running footsteps until I reached the corner, and not even my reflexes could save me from the girl who barreled full blast around it. I had a brief impression of a pair of golden eyes widening in shock, then she collided full force with me. I grunted, thrown off my feet and onto my ass, and then further onto my back as she landed on me.

Which meant I found a pair of pillowy soft breasts mashed against my face.

For a second, I was too stunned to react. Then my hand reflexively moved up and touched the shoulder of whoever was on me.

With a start and a shriek, the woman jolted upright and off me, a beat of draconic wings spurring her upright even faster than I expected. For my part, I finally got a good look at the one who’d fallen on me.

Aw, fuck.

Ashlyn Withers stood over me, feet straddling me as she reared back, her normally pale face bright red. Scales accented her cheekbones, and draconic horns curled from a mane of long, poofy hair. Her uniform was fitted perfectly to her figure, which further emphasized her chest, and her pupils were reptilian slits of shock and horror.

“Hello there,” I said lamely. “Fancy seeing you up at this hour—and in full uniform.”

“You… you pervert!” she yelped, crossing her arms over her chest.

Hoo boy. I already knew this was going to be a headache. And not just because Ashlyn fucking hated me. She already assumed I was some playboy, and to be fair, a lot of warlocks were. When the witch-to-warlock ratio was around twenty to one, you got a lot of unscrupulous types. Sadly, despite my best efforts, she lumped me into the ‘fuck ‘em and forget ‘em’ kind of warlock. And this probably wasn’t going to help things.

Especially given how she was standing over me and wearing a very baggy skirt.

Doing my damndest not to look (at least, not twice. I mean, c’mon, it was right there), I met her furious eyes.

“How dare you lay your… your filthy hands on me!” she spat, little flickers of flame erupting from her mouth.

“Come on now. You were the one who came around the corner like a war broom firing on all cylinders,” I protested. “If anything, I should be offended.”

“You groped me! Put your hands on me and your eyes are… are…”

She suddenly realized just what I could see and squealed, crossing her legs and slapping her hands down on her thighs, pressing her skirt flat. “Where do you think you’re looking?!” she snapped.

“Uh, nowhere.”

“Did you see?”

“See? See what?” I said innocently, though by the look on her face, I knew immediately that she wasn’t buying it. Damn.

“Don’t lie to me,” she growled as she backed off me. “I know what you’re about. You warlocks are all the same! Only interested in defiling a pure maiden!”

“I can think of a lot of ways to describe you, but ‘pure maiden’ wouldn’t be one of them,” I noted as I started to get up.

Only for her to growl, lift her leg, and plant her foot on my chest, shoving me back down. Oof! She was strong for such a short girl.

“How dare you! I am pure and delightful and precious! And men like you should beg for even a modicum of my attention! In fact,” she added, leaning in a bit and putting some more weight on me. “If you want to get up, you’ll have to do something for me…”

Alright, fuck this. I already wasn’t her biggest fan, but the way her lips had started to smirk really pricked my pride. So instead of listening to her tirade, I grabbed her leg and yanked it out from under her, rolling in the same motion. Clearly not expecting that, and also clearly untrained in hand-to-hand combat, Ashlyn could only yelp in surprise as she suddenly fell onto the floor, this time with me on top of her, straddling her waist.

It happened so fast she didn’t have a second to react, just staring up at me in shock at the sudden switch in positions. Which, now that I thought about it, really didn’t look good for me if I was trying to beat the whole ‘sex-crazed maniac’ allegation.

I immediately got to my feet and stepped back off her, though I gave her a glare for good measure. “Look,” I said gruffly as I straightened my black coat. “I do not need this right now. I thought we were doing a bit better given the whole ‘helped each other prevent a bomb from going off under the school’ thing, but if you’re going to be this way, then I’m off.”

“Why?” she demanded, scrambling to her feet, drawing herself up with another huff of smoke, hands on her hips. “Afraid someone will come by and stop you from taking advantage of me? Of showing that you’re a pig? A brute? A bastard? That more witches will know you’re just like the other warlocks, only interested in sex?”

“You’re really obsessed with fucking, aren’t you? Do you think you’re projecting?”

“Do you deny it?”

“Categorically,” I retorted.

“Then what do you think you are?” she asked.

I winced at the unexpectedly sharp question—one that vocalized a number of thoughts I’d been having before I took this walk.

“A killer,” I muttered.

That made her draw up short, blinking. Probably remembering the rampage I went on when fighting Rodney, Hesse, and the witches they’d recruited to their cause. Ashlyn had been there, having been tricked into helping provide them with the expertise to assemble the bomb before getting captured.

“Right,” she said, looking oddly mollified. “I forgot you were… involved in the war.”

“I did tell you to look up my service record,” I told her.

“I did,” she huffed.

Really? “And?” I asked.

She shifted her weight. “I didn’t read it.”

Figures.

“Whatever,” I sighed, brushing past her. I only went a few steps, though, before I paused and glanced back at her. “By the way,” I added, “what were you going to make me do before I could get up?”

She stared at me for a moment.

Then her face went bright red once more. “I…” she stammered. “You… ugh!”

Whirling on her heel, she raced off down the hall. I raised a brow as she vanished around the corner, wings flapping with agitation, and I just shook my head. Godsdamn. That girl seriously needed some help…


Ch. 3


I was still getting used to what my lunch breaks had become. Mainly, because when I first came to Stoneway, I would eat alone, but nowadays I tended to share the table with at least one woman, and often more depending on how our classes lined up.

That also meant that quite often, we (by which I mean Tanya, given she was my official harem queen) made arrangements to meet up for lunch. I was on my way to the location in question when I saw something that drew my eye. There, gathered at one table under the shade of a huge tree, was a trio of black figures like a huddle of crows picking over a carcass.

Warlocks.

I slowed for a number of reasons. One was that you never saw that many warlocks just together without an absolute gaggle of skirted figures clustered around. There weren’t enough warlocks around to have groups of them hanging about on their own. Hell, I doubted there were more than a fifth in the entire Stoneway student body. And that was an overrepresentation! Warlocks were very rare among men. Less than one in a hundred, and even the weakest were in high demand, even before the war with Auropa killed off a ton of them. For one, you were far more likely to get another warlock if the father was one. And two, even witches born from a union like that were more powerful than the average. Which meant the government was very eager to make sure a warlock had as many lovers as they could. And they weren’t shy about promoting it.

The other thing I noticed about the warlocks I was looking at was that I knew them. The trio were a group I’d met at a party not so long ago, albeit now missing their fourth member. I considered not approaching, given that I’d killed said member. The fact that Hesse had been involved in trying to blow up the school might still go over like a lead balloon, but then Lucen spotted me and waved me over.

Well, time to face the music.

Squaring my shoulders a bit, I headed under the shade of the tree. Lucen grinned a bit, his long silvery hair coiling like tentacles with his wyldcraft. “Hey! Alister, there you are,” he said. “Finally discharged?”

“Finally,” I said, glancing over the other two warlocks to try and get a read on their feelings. Kinda hard. Salazar was currently half asleep on his folded arms, and Dorm was… well, aside from being huge, I couldn’t figure out what he was thinking, if anything. The guy was like a brick wall in both build and expressiveness. “So…”

“We heard about Hesse,” Lucen interrupted, grimacing as his hair twisted with a cringe. “Can’t believe he was involved in something like that. Just nuts. You think you know a guy.”

I nodded in agreement. It was a feeling I knew well. More than a few times I’d come across a traitor during the war—usually someone you thought you could trust, which made it all the worse.

“Though it does explain why he always wanted to talk politics,” Lucen mused. “Guess he was trying to see if he could drag us into his little conspiracy.”

“Mmm,” Salazar hummed.

Dorm rumbled as well. Or maybe he was just hungry; hard to say.

“Here! Join us,” Lucen said, eagerly gesturing to an empty seat.

“Thanks,” I replied, doing so and giving the trio an uncertain look. “Join you for what, exactly?”

“Oh, well, right.” Lucen coughed. “We, uh, meant to invite you, but we weren’t really sure about your… personal orientation until just recently, so we held off. But now that we know you have a proper harem, it’s high time we did. See,” he added, dropping his voice a little, “we hold a sort of… impromptu club just for warlocks. Little meetings to, you know, talk shop.”

“Shop?”

“Yeah. About our girls. Kind of share information, advice. Figure things out and how to keep everything running smoothly. That kind of stuff.”

“You mean you have like a… support group about harems?”

“Gotta keep… on our toes,” Salazar yawned, nestling his chin on his crossed arms and lazily blinking up at me. “Share intelligence. Common… tactics.”

“Exactly,” Lucen agreed, nodding eagerly. “Figure out group sex. How to keep the harem queen happy. Dealing with drama. Bed schedules. That sort of thing. Guys like us have to stick together, right?”

“Woo…” Salazar murmured, listlessly pumping a fist.

“Hrm,” Dorm grunted in possible acknowledgment or indigestion.

I looked between them. Well! This was a pretty welcome surprise. I’d been stressing about the whole harem thing since I realized I was forming one with Erina and Tanya, and now that I had Kensie in it too, this was perfect.

“I see,” I said, settling in more comfortably. “But, uh, what do your harem members think of this?”

“Don’t tell ’em,” Dorm grunted.

“You don’t?” I asked.

“Well, mostly,” Lucen amended. “Women probably understand that we do this, but it’s one of those things they’d probably prefer not to actually know about. If they thought we were talking behind their backs, it could get… testy.”

A good point. “Gotcha. So you just lie?”

“We prefer targeted obfustication,” Lucen said diplomatically. “We mostly just say we need these meet-ups to charge up our testosterone levels and get drunk. Boys’ time, you know?”

“Mhmmm,” Salazar hummed. “Gotta charge up… to breed them with peak… virility…”

Ew. “Yeah, that’d do it,” I agreed. “Honestly, I could probably get away with anything if I told the girls it was to get better at breeding them. Sometimes, it seems like that’s all girls care about—fucking.”

“Mmm,” Salazar hummed. “True. True... They barely want to go out for… dinner. And if you say you’re too tired, they… get all pissy…”

“I mean, to be fair,” Lucen amended, “that is the main point of a harem. At least, officially. Am I right? We do need to do our national duty and breed as many witches as possible, but is the emotional connection really not important?”

I had to say I was a little surprised to hear that from Lucen. He’d struck me earlier as one of those warlocks who didn’t mind being a glorified stud to horny witches. Then again, having an actual harem had maybe changed his mind a bit on it.

“Mine were a bit like that,” I admitted. “Propaganda is strong in this generation. But I think I’m making some progress. It’s still early, but they really do like me. And I feel like I’m forming a real emotional connection here.”

Nods of agreement came from the others, and I found myself easing back a bit, relaxing as I looked around at the group. It actually felt good to be able to talk openly about these sorts of things. Sure, I was fine sharing some stuff with the girls, but there were some subjects you couldn’t really talk about with women. Especially Hexie. If I brought up any of this, she’d probably just recommend I fuck away the stress. Most likely with her, though she might make some concession and have Tanya or Erina get involved in a threesome.

There was a rumbling from Dorm as he shifted. “Love is complicated,” he finally said. “It is our duty to love multiple women, but it is hard to let them all know they are valued by us. A dance of feelings that never ends; we can only validate them, but love is shown in different ways and in different intensities by all individuals. We can never take for granted the feelings that are returned our way, nor let those we love not know the depths of our own for them. Understanding and respect are the keys.”

I blinked, not expecting something so… profound from the normally silent warlock. “Uh, yeah. That’s true.”

Movement from Lucen had me glance over and see he’d straightened a bit, lips pursing as he looked past my shoulder. “Uh-oh,” he murmured. “Here comes trouble.”

I turned my head and winced. Erina was crossing the quad, and she had her ‘prefect’ face on. The fact her stride could probably make her heels punch holes in the pavement told me I was in for it.

“Erina,” I said, turning in my seat to face her. “Hey. How’s it going?”

“Quite well, Alister,” she said coolly, her hand landing on my shoulder as she glanced over the rest of the table. “My apologies to your compatriots, but I believe we had an appointment?”

Fuck! That was right. I completely forgot. I groaned and got up. “Right, yeah. Sorry. Lucen? Can you send me an invitation to the next meeting?”

“Sure. I’ll send a bird. Next week, same time.”

“Appreciated,” I said before Erina’s tugging dragged me away. I followed her willingly enough, though I noticed she wasn’t taking me immediately to where we were supposed to meet the others. Instead, she pulled me off the path and into the shade of a tree.

“Something the matter?” I asked her, even as she turned around, her ears flat and blonde tail twitching with agitation.

“Really now, Alister,” she huffed as she began to straighten my coat, her lips pursed with irritation. “You had me worried! Don’t forget how injured you were.”

“I’ve had worse,” I reminded her, even as her hands pawed my chest and slid up under my coat. “And the healers did an excellent job.”

“No reason we mustn’t check,” she said, though I noticed her voice was a bit hot now. Not to mention the fact her hands were wandering away from where I’d been injured, instead stroking the hard lines of my abs. I raised a brow at her, which caused Erina to flush a little as she pressed in closer. “I worry about you, Alister.”

“Clearly,” I said, but despite my joking tone, I knew she was being honest. Erina genuinely cared about me, and beyond just my ability to fuck her raw. My hands snaked around her in turn, one stroking her back, the other brushing the firm globes of her wonderful ass. “But really. I’m doing okay. Honest.”

“You’re sure?” she said softly, letting me pull her against me, the softness of her breasts pressing into my chest as her eyes stared into mine, feline pupils widening faintly.

“What?” I asked with a soft, amused note in my voice. “Do I need to prove it? Maybe by turning you around, pressing you into that wall, and showing you just how vigorous I can be?”

Pink flamed in her cheeks, and her tongue teased her lips. “We… we shouldn’t do that,” she said hotly. “It would be… it’s very much against regulations. Decency laws are… are quite stringent.”

“Now that’s a shame,” I chuckled, my hand leaving her back to touch her chin and tilt it up. “I guess I’ll just have to settle for a few kisses.”

Her eyes widened as I leaned down and captured her lips. The second I did, though, she absolutely melted, mewing softly as her eyes lidded, pressing up against me like a cat towards a warm hearth. The soft rumble of a purr escaped her as I stroked her ass, giving it a playful squeeze that made her whimper and wriggle in helpless pleasure. Hell, her leg even rose and twined around mine, squeezing like an anaconda.

I probably shouldn’t get such a rise out of making the oh-so prim and proper Princess Erina become putty in my hands, but fuck it, I really did enjoy everything about her. She often had a bit of a stick up her ass, but that was because she took her duty so seriously. And she was always looking out for me. She cared about me and wanted to help me however she could, and not just because it was the patriotic thing to do. It was a strange feeling being valued as a person instead of a weapon, and though we may have had a rocky start, I had no doubts anymore that Erina did love me.

And that was a feeling I more than reciprocated, even if I couldn’t help needling her a little.

I broke the kiss, running my finger along her jaw. “You know,” I said teasingly, “if you really wanted to make sure I was on time, you could add a few more incentives.”

“S-such as?” she gasped hotly.

“Make me an offer,” I hummed.

Her blush deepened. “I… I could suck your cock,” she murmured.

“Oooh, tempting,” I said, running my thumb along her soft red lips. “What else? There are the others to think about.”

“Th-they can watch if they like,” she said, her face warming up even further. Which was funny because when we first met, she’d probably have made that offer without a moment’s hesitation. Now though… now there was more than just duty to sex.

“Just watch? Erina, I didn’t know you were that greedy.”

“W-well? Why shouldn’t I be a little?” she asked huffily, blushing hotter.

“No reason,” I said, kissing the corner of her lip and feeling how warm her skin had gotten. “But still fun.”

“I… I suppose Kensington could perhaps join in,” she mewed.

“Mmm. How generous. But I think we’ll hold off on that. I don’t want to overwhelm her.”

To that, Erina actually laughed. “Really now, Alister?” she asked with surprising mirth. “You think she wouldn’t leap at the chance?”

“You think she would?” I asked.

“I suggest you seize the opportunity,” she said with a knowing look.

Hmm. Tempting. But I was still feeling out my dynamic with the vampire slayer. You know, now that ‘kill the beast’ wasn’t her default. “Maybe later,” I said, releasing Erina and taking her hand. “Now, let’s hurry up, or we’ll totally miss the lunch break.”

“And whose fault is that?” Erina asked, but followed me happily, her hand squeezing mine.

“Yours, if I’d suggested we go back to my room,” I noted.

That shot hit home, and Erina blushed again as we hurried across the grounds toward the cafeteria. Ah, I did love that girl.


Ch. 4


Was I ever looking forward to Defence Against the Magical Arts? Not really. I’d honestly almost forgotten about it, given everything that had been happening, but the moment I stepped into the dungeon of the school and the chilly, gloomy classroom, I felt my shoulders slump.

And that was before I heard the heavily accented voice of the instructor.

“Good day, my dear students,” Amarante called, the vampiress sashaying into the room. She was dressed as elegantly grim as ever, in a form-fitting black dress with a plunging neckline that seemed one wrong move away from baring all of her breasts rather than just most of them. Her long dark hair hung past her shoulders, contrasting sharply with her marble-pale skin, her red eyes scanning the assembled students before locking onto me. Smirking, she strolled onto the fighting ring in the middle of the room before turning to face us all. Her heels clicked as she drew herself up, her merry grin fading a touch to a more sober look.

“As many of you are no doubt aware, zere has been a slight incident among ze faculty and ze school. One which ‘as, unfortunately, put our dear institution on ze guard. And made clear ze importance of ze defence magics. Which means I, your most ‘umble instructor, ‘ave been asked to accelerate ze lessons in ze art of magic defence!

“Which means,” she added, hopping back off the stage, students shuffling back from her path as she strutted forward, her dark gown whispering silkily, pale legs thrusting through the slits in the sides, “we shall begin ze training with something of a more… practical lesson. Now… who shall I ask to assist in zis demonstration…?”

Yeah, a big mystery, given she was making a beeline straight for me. She stopped a few times, scrutinizing a witch or two before shaking her head and moving on. “Ah!” she said, halting in front of me, her hungry eyes running up and down my body. “I zink my fellow vampire would be most ‘elpful in zis.”

“Not a vampire,” I reminded her tiredly.

“So you claim, mon chérie. But I am not yet convinced. No matter!” she continued, snapping her fingers. “We shall begin with what one might consider ze more advanced magic. Tell me,” she asked, walking slowly around me, “what do you know of ze magical senses?”

I raised an eyebrow. She was actually asking about something I had some experience in. “Magical senses,” I said, trying to ignore the heavy scent of her floral perfume, “are the ability to read and sense your opponent’s spells and magic. The ability very much depends on your own grasp of both magic and the elemental power being used, and can also allow you to counter their spells based on it.”

Amarante clapped her hands with delight. “Excellent! Excellent! Well done, mon chérie. But!” she added, leveling a finger at me, her sharp fingernail tickling me under the chin, “what does zat mean for ze wyldcraft of ze warlocks?”

I leaned away from her touch. “There’s no defence against it,” I said. “Wyldcraft is a personalized sorcery unique to every warlock, meaning there’s no way to sense or dispel an attack from it.”

Which was very true and another reason the military had gone all in on having me specialize in my personal magic rather than broader training. A sufficiently skilled witch could neutralize pretty much any of the basic elemental magic thrown her way. But even the lowest-level warlock’s wyldcraft was a major threat. It was also why most really skilled witches further specialized. The less basic their magic, the more effective it was against their fellow witches, as it was harder to counter.

The vampiress applauded ecstatically. “Correct!” Amarante cried, rolling her r’s dramatically as she whirled about, her hand brushing through her cascading black locks. “And zat, among ozer reasons, my dears, is why ze warlocks are ze most valuable individuals for ze nation. Even beyond zeir excellence in bed as ze most eager of lovers.”

I tried not to blush as much of the class eyed me and whispered giggles swept the room. All save for one in the corner, who glared at me like she was trying to punch a burning hole through me. And given what I knew of Ashlyn’s skill, she might be able to.

“Now,” Amarante continued as she strolled towards the stage, “I believe we shall begin with ze demonstration. I shall require some volunteers! Ah, I know. Monsieur Blackwood and… hmm… ah, Mademoiselle Tormentia! We shall have you both.”

I actually relaxed a little and shot Tanya a small smile, which she returned. Thank the gods. I was worried there for a second I might have gotten paired off with Ashlyn, and I doubted she’d have been too sympathetic to my inexperience with basic magic.

Together, Tanya and I climbed onto the arena and faced each other from either end. Again, she shot me that gentle smile as she raised her hand, magic glowing from her rings, the lights around her head beginning to slowly swirl. For my part, I brought out my wand, pathetic tool though it was. But until I improved my spellcraft and I got a more personalized foci, it would have to do.

“Now, my dears, we shall begin ze basic demonstration,” Amarante said as she strolled to the point between us. “Mademoiselle Tormentia? You will be ze attacker. And, my ravishing Monsieur Blackwood? You shall be ze one attempting to counter ze attacks. Now zen, shall we?”

Damn. I was afraid of something like this. I tried to keep my unease off my face as Tanya raised her hand, what looked like wind magic flowing from her ring and whirling in her palm.

Okay, I could do that.

I’d actually been getting better with wind magic than any of the others. All I needed to do was disperse it. I tried hard to remember the lessons and special training I’d had with Erina and Tanya. Specifically, not to try and draw on my own wellspring of magic, but instead from the ambient power around me.

Shuffling my feet, I widened my stance and braced myself. Taking a deep breath, I focused on the wind gathering in her hand, trying to sense the flow of magic around us and how she was drawing it from the plane of air.

The barest hint of a nod from Tanya told me she was starting, and she gestured, casting the ball of wind my way. I gritted my teeth as I watched the flow of the spell and thrust the point of my wand towards it to try and puncture it.

The ball of wind burst against my wand’s tip, nearly throwing me off my feet and onto my ass, and I had no doubt that if she’d wanted to, Tanya absolutely could have bowled me over. As it was, it was weak and crude enough of a spell that I was able to partially break it with a pulse of my own wind magic, though I was still sent skidding back several steps.

Eager applause erupted from Amarante. “Bravo!” she cried. “Bravo! Well done. One might have dispersed ze spell a wee bit more, true, but as we saw, ze flow of ze magic was disrupted! Which means its impact was greatly lessened. Now, my darlings, if you would proceed with ze rest of ze elements...”

“Of course, madame,” Tanya said before looking back at me.

“Sure,” I added, trying to keep my nervousness hidden as I braced myself once more.

Tanya gave me an encouraging smile before she spun her finger demonstratively, a ball of roiling flames taking shape in her hand. Hoo boy. I aimed my wand, reasoning I could probably manage that. Fire I was somewhat familiar with, so when Tanya sent a ball of it towards me, I tried to grasp the heat of its magic, feeling my wand’s power tether to the spell and yank it aside, sending the fireball flying wide to explode behind my back.

Tanya clapped happily, bouncing with delight that sent her plump chest moving and motes of light flickering. “Well done, Alister,” she said, beaming.

I felt my face redden a bit at the giggles of the other witches, though I noticed a few jealous looks cast towards the demonic witch. Most had probably heard by now that she was my harem queen, which came with a bit of baggage, as it meant anyone looking to get into my harem had to go through her.

No time to think on that now, though. Tanya was already winding up the next spell, her ring glowing as she crouched and placed her hand on the ground.

A rumble came. The arena cracked as the earth shuddered, spiking up in heavy masses like a wave of blunted pillars. I switched my wand down, concentrating.

Something that was abruptly broken as the ground under my feet shifted, throwing me off.

I stumbled, wavering, and a chunk of blunt rock slammed into my chest like a fist.

“Ooof!” I grunted, thrown back and onto the ground, gasping for breath as pain throbbed all across my chest in hot aches.

“Alister!” Tanya cried in shock, instantly rushing to my side as the lights around her head flashed with alarm.

“Ow…” I finally managed to wheeze, even as the witch fell to her knees beside me, then grabbed my head and pulled it into her bust in panic.

“Are you okay? Alister, where does it hurt?” Tanya asked.

“Mrph,” I managed into the pillow of her breasts.

“I saw that!”

I tilted my head to see Kensie stabbing an accusing finger at Ashlyn, who looked nonplussed, scratching her chin idly with her claw-like foci.

“Saw what?” the draconic witch asked innocently.

“I saw you use earth magic to disrupt his footing! Don’t try and deny it, you little sneak!”

“Sneak?” Ashlyn snapped hotly, her eyes narrowing and a huff of smoke escaping her nose. “Tall talk from one of his whores.”

“Ashlyn Withers, is that true?” Erina demanded, feline ears flat as she pushed through the crowd to face off with the draconic witch.

“And so what if it was?” The blonde witch who always hung around Ashlyn shot back, stepping in front of her friend and staring down the cat-girl. “You have a problem with it?”

“Of course I do!” Erina retorted tartly. “It is clearly laid out in the student handbook that using magic to interfere with another student’s lessons is strictly forbidden! And as prefect for the freshmen, it is my duty to ensure that such rules are followed.”

“Maybe if warlocks were really such impressive spellcasters, he wouldn’t have been distracted by such a meager trick,” Ashlyn shot back. “Clearly, standards have fallen, if they ever deserved such praise.”

“So you admit it!” Kensie growled, backing up Erina, facing down Ashlyn.

“And what of it?” Ashlyn snapped, her claw foci crackling with magic.

“Ashlyn Withers, warlocks are our most precious resource,” Erina informed her sharply. “They need to be protected, valued, and appreciated. They are the key to our national pride and strength! An attack on them is tantamount to an attack on the very foundation of our nation. On freedom! On democracy! Only a filthy monogamist would think otherwise.”

Gasps erupted at the insult, and even Ashlyn looked shocked. I was too for that matter, but Erina looked utterly nonplussed. “And,” the catgirl continued as relentlessly as cavalry on seeing fleeing infantry, “I’d have hoped you’d think twice about attacking a male of such value to the nation, considering the company you were keeping until recently.”

Oh hell. That Ashlyn’s former friend, Seffie, had been working with Rodney was not going to do much to deescalate all this. And Ashlyn clearly picked up on the suggestion by her sudden flush.

“Fuck you!” the witch snarled, heat absolutely rolling off her until it distorted the air itself. “I don’t have to take this from some warlock’s slut!”

Erina’s lips thinned, and she reached out, diamonds enfolding her hand like a massive boxing glove as she grabbed the draconic witch by the shoulder. “You will—”

Instantly, Ashlyn knocked the prefect’s hand aside, a blast of power sending shards of diamond flying. I saw Erina’s eyes widen with shock, and then Kensie was beside her, silver dagger foci in hand, whirring with wind magic. Several other witches moved up beside Ashlyn, their own foci drawn.

“Enough!”

Pressure hit the whole room like a giant hand, slamming me back down on my back (and pressing Tanya’s ample chest down on me once again). Despite this, I managed to tilt my head to see Amarante stride forward, the vampiric witch glaring down at everyone, her arms crossed, but the pendant around her neck glowed hot with some sort of magic.

“Zere will be no fighting in my class,” she said pointedly, her eyes raking over the room and us. “Monsieur Blackwood? Mademoiselle Harper, Killmaiden, Tormentia? And you, Mademoiselle Withers and your friends? You will come with me, tout de suite! And we shall see just what ze ‘eadmistress thinks of zis little… display!”

I groaned internally. Great. Just what I needed…

The pressure abruptly ceased, and I managed to heave myself onto my feet, with Tanya hovering around me as we joined Erina and Kensie. Ashlyn, and some of her cronies were right behind us and being herded out of the room by the vampiress. Crap. I really didn’t want to see the headmistress again so soon. Especially for a reason like this. I sighed, assuring Kensie and Erina I was fine, even as they hovered around me. Ashlyn, for her part, refused to even look at me. Well, fine. I wasn’t exactly her biggest fan right now.

In short order, we found ourselves dragged into the headmistress’s office deep in the colossal tree that grew out of the middle of the university. Headmistress Elegantra’s office was becoming an unfortunately familiar sight to me, and the woman herself didn’t look too pleased as Amarante dragged us in and explained what had happened.

The nature witch tapped the tips of her flesh and wooden fingers together in slow contemplation, her eyes roving over us all, and I noticed I wasn’t the only one who cringed a little at those ancient and powerful eyes.

“I see,” she said slowly and calmly. She glanced at Erina with a slight frown. “I am disappointed, Miss Harper.”

Erina started, paling. “Disappointed?” she asked.

“You laid hands on another student without just cause and escalated the situation unnecessarily. You should know better.”

The cat-girl looked like she was ready to faint, and I reflexively put my hand against her back to hold her steady.

“Exactly,” Ashlyn said smugly.

“And you, Miss Withers,” Elegantra continued in even more disapproving tones, turning her gaze to the startled draconic witch, “I am sincerely shocked at your conduct. Never have I heard of such behaviour from you against a fellow student. Though your opinions are known, I never would have imagined you’d go this far. I am deeply disappointed.”

Ashlyn flushed and ducked her head into her shoulders, before shooting me a murderous look. Man, what the hell did I even do?

Elegantra stopped tapping her fingers and planted her hands on the table, pushing herself to her feet with a sound like timber creaking in the wind. She took all of us in with a slow look. “In all my years, I haven’t had such a disruptive group of students so early in the year. And even considering your recent service to this school, I cannot overlook this. Therefore, I will be deducting a full mark from your finals. For all of you,” she added severely, her eyes settling on me.

“Wait, me too?” I asked.

“You too,” she said.

“Hold on, that’s not fair. Why am I being punished?”

Elegantra’s eyes coolly stared me down. “We’ve found it more effective to punish the warlock for the actions of his harem. It tends to ensure the girls think twice about what they do.”

Much as it annoyed me, she was definitely right about that. No witch wanted to get on the bad side of their warlock, especially given how horny women were. A week without sex was probably a better deterrent than a month on the rack or fifty lashes.

“‘eadmistress, if I may,” Amarante cut in, stepping forward and resting a manicured hand on my shoulder. “Perhaps I might ‘ave ze different solution.”

“Go on,” Elegantra prompted, her overly large hat flopping with her nod.

“As it so ‘appens, I could use ze assistance of some strong arms around my tower in ze Shadow Wood of Misery. Should Monsieur Blackwood and his ‘arem agree to assist me, I zink I could overlook zeir little disruption. And if Mademoiselle Withers and ‘er friends were willing, I’m sure I could find some work around ze class zat zey could perform until I am satisfied zey ‘ave learned zeir lessons.”

A chill worked through me, and I gave the vampire a sideways glance. Had to say, I wasn’t sure I liked that look in her eye, or the hunger in her smile.

Elegantra nodded slowly. “I suppose that would be acceptable. Provided,” she added with a stern look at all of us, “that you all behave yourselves in the future.”

“Absolutely,” I said.

“Of course,” Erina said forcefully, pressing a hand to her impressive chest, her ears perking up instantly. “I assure you, headmistress, that I shall not let such an occurrence happen again! Upon my honour as prefect!”

“Glad to hear it. Miss Withers?” Elegantra asked with a patient but firm look at the dragon girl. “What do you say?”

Still flushed and looking like she’d just been force-fed a bag of lemons, Ashlyn nodded once. “Fine,” she hissed with another plume of smoke.

Elegantra sighed. “Then I suppose it will do. Miss Noirveil? Please remain so we may discuss the… particulars of this punishment. The rest of you are dismissed.”

I gladly turned away and hurried out of the room, followed closely by Erina, Kensie, and Tanya.

Getting out into the hall, I sighed and shook my head. “Well, that could have gone better,” I muttered.

“Could have gone worse too,” Tanya said, patting my back.

“I guess. But the Shadow Wood of Misery? Is it seriously named that?”

“It’s an old name,” Erina explained, still looking put out by how things had gone. “And it has quite a bit of history. Due to the demonic rift beneath the school, certain monsters and creatures are influenced by its power, many of them becoming quite hostile. Which is why, of course, it’s off-limits for students.”

“And those monsters don’t wander into the school?” I asked skeptically.

“Not that I’ve heard,” Kensie put in. “The influence of the Tree of Life wards them away and keeps them off the ground. And wardstones are set up to further keep them away. Though student groups are sometimes dispatched to thin their numbers as well. But only seniors.”

“Yes, they are,” Tanya said, and maybe it was just me, but she looked a bit uneasy about that, her lights dim like pinpricks of brooding eyes. Or maybe she was just thinking about the whole deal with the punishment.

I patted her on the shoulder. “You don’t have to be punished too,” I said. “Hell, only one person should be getting punished,” I added with a look over at Ashlyn across the hall.

The draconic girl glared at me from her cluster of hangers-on. “If you were a better warlock, you’d have been able to withstand a distraction like that,” she replied hotly. “Seems warlocks aren’t so great after all, huh?”

“Bitch, I will saw your stupid horns off and shove them up your ass!” Kensie barked, baring her canines with a growl.

Whoa! I gave the wolf-girl a startled look, her hair and tail poofing up like a dog with its hackles raised.

“Try it, mutt, and I’ll whip you like your owner should have,” Ashlyn snapped back, static crackling across her clawed foci.

I sighed. Gods dammit.

“Everyone, please!” Tanya cried, stepping between us and Ashlyn’s gang (who, I noticed, were also trying to whisperingly talk down their ornery leader). The felborn clasped her hands before her chest like a nun in prayer. A particularly busty nun, I’ll grant you. Her little lights were even forming a blinking halo above her head. “This is not the way. Violence is never the answer.”

Not sure I agreed with that, given my life had mostly involved solving issues like ‘there’s a regiment holding that ridge’ with copious bloodshed, but I wasn’t about to interrupt. Especially since Ashlyn at least didn’t look like she was going to try and vault over Tanya to get at me anymore. But the felborn wasn’t done, turning her soulful eyes to us and Ashlyn’s gang. “For we are all children of the gods, are we not?” Tanya continued passionately. “We are all people of the world, despite our cosmetic differences. We can put aside our petty squabbles and love one another. Yes!” she declared. “For love is more powerful than hate. The urge to grasp one another in fellowship, to kiss and fondle in the passions of camaraderie is innate in all of us! Even you, Ashlyn, weren’t so hostile when you visited Alister in the medical ward. Can’t you return to those feelings of affection and tenderness?”

Over the course of Tanya’s speech, Ashlyn’s face had gone from indignant to confused and had finally settled on another blushing look of anger, mixed with elements of the previous feelings. “I…” the dragoness stammered. “You… that was…”

Ashlyn suddenly swung towards me, furious, and pointed at me. “You!” she declared.

“Yeah?” I asked dumbly.

“I hate you!”

“Uh… yeah. I know.”

“No! I hate you so much! You’re just… insufferable! Annoying! Infuriatingly smug bastard! If I could, I’d just… I… ugh!”

Words seemed to fail her, and Ashlyn pivoted on her heel and stormed off. Her friends gave their leader looks ranging from cringing to baffled and bemused. Several of the latter shot me knowing little smiles before racing off after Ashlyn.

I scratched my head where I stood. “The hell…”

Erina huffed, crossing her arms and glaring. “Insufferable man-hating, anti-harem turncoat. Probably works overtime to reduce the birthrate.”

“Yeah!” Kensie barked, her hair only slightly unpoofing.

“Hmm…”

I glanced at Tanya, who was staring after the departing witches with a thoughtful expression, her finger tapping her chin and lights fluttering like stars on a clear night.

“What?” I asked.

She peeked my way. “Oh, nothing, Alister,” she said. “Nothing at all…”


Ch. 5


Amarante’s tower wasn’t too deep in the forest, but getting there was a bit of a slog. After dinner, we headed to the wall separating the school grounds from the forest, and at the gate, we provided a pair of campus security witches passes signed by the headmistress herself.

“Right,” the uniformed witch said as she handed me back my pass. She jerked a thumb at the gate of curling metal that looked like winding ivy. “Here’s the deal. Follow the path, don’t stray off it. Only weaker monsters are able to get close to the school thanks to the wards, but there’s no sense tempting fate, and they can be dangerous too. Follow the yellow brick road for about twenty minutes, and you’ll reach the tower. Any questions?”

“What do we do if we encounter a monster?” I asked as I tucked the pass back into my pocket.

She shrugged. “Shouldn’t be a problem. Wardstones are set up around the area to pacify them. But the deeper you go, the stronger the monsters get, and the less the stones work. That’s why only senior-year students are allowed deeper on pacifying missions and lessons. But now and then, a stronger monster gets in closer, so if you see one, head back as fast as you can. You got that?”

“Got it,” I said.

The guard nodded and waved at the gate. A stone on her bracer flashed, and the metal swung open with a slow creak, revealing the thick forest that waited beyond and the lone path leading through, the yellow bricks glowing with a faint golden light. “Good luck,” she said.

Starting down the path, I eyed the shadowy trees that hemmed us in on all sides. Erina, Tanya, and Kensie shuffled in close to me, keeping an eye out.

“You ever fought monsters before?” Kensie asked.

“Not often,” I admitted. “Actually, we used to use them against the Auropans now and then. But rarely. They’re hard to tame.”

“Are you worried?” Kensie asked.

I shrugged. “Not really. I can’t imagine the school would still be standing if its security was so bad that monsters snuck past often.”

That seemed to settle the issue for the most part, Kensie relaxing a bit and Erina unclenching her hands. All that said, the forest was creepy as hell. The canopy was so thick that barely a single ray of light peeked through, and the whole place had a feeling of danger. The sort of feeling I’d get between fights on the battlefield. A sort of tense silence you knew could be broken by sudden, vicious violence a second later. Then the calm would return, but never for long.

It was an acutely familiar sensation, and though the women with me clearly hadn’t had such experiences, I could see that it still pressed down on them.

Fortunately, as the guards said, within about twenty minutes of walking, we spotted the tower. It stood in a small clearing, the fading sunlight casting a long shadow like a sundial’s. It was squared and looked more like an obelisk than a tower. The base was wide, and a solitary door waited there. I went up to it and knocked, and after a moment, it swung open, Amarante emerging grandly.

“‘ello! ‘ello! And welcome to my abode,” she purred with a sweeping gesture. “Come in, dear students. Come in.”

“Thanks,” I said as I shuffled inside, trying not to stare too long at the vampiress. She wasn’t making it easy. She’d dressed for the evening, that was for damn sure, with a slinky night robe that both clung to and hung off her figure, cinched tight with a silk belt. The material was glossy and shimmered in the glow of candles that floated about the tower’s interior, the robe’s trim a fluff of purple fur coyly parted to draw the eye to her bust. Her hair was down and loose about her shoulders, but her makeup had clearly been touched up to add emphasis to her pale beauty.

“Now,” Amarante said happily. “Mademoiselle Killmaiden? Zere are a number of wardstones about ze place in need of a polishing. Ze bucket and ze sponge are zere,” she said, pointing at said items.

“Oh,” Kensie said, her ears and tail drooping. “Yay.”

“Mademoiselles Harper? Tormentia?” the vampiress continued, turning to the pair. “You shall be sweeping and performing ze cleaning of ze ground floor ‘ere.”

“I will not fail you, professor!” Erina said, throwing a salute without a hint of irony.

“And me?” I asked.

“You,” Amarante said with a sidelong look my way, a fanged smile hovering on her lovely lips. “You shall be assisting me above, in my… workshop.”

I didn’t much like the way she lingered on that word, or the tilt of that smile. I gave the girls a nervous look, but they were already getting on with their tasks, leaving me to follow the vampiress to a set of stairs that wound about the tower’s interior, the steps seemingly unsupported by anything other than empty air.

We ascended into an upper floor of what was either a bedroom or a workshop, but quite possibly both. Half the room was dedicated to tables, alchemical tools, and bookcases, whose volumes had begun to spill into the living portion of the room. There, a large bed sat beneath a recently bricked up window, the sheets freshly made, and scattered with rose petals, I couldn’t help but notice. There was also the distinct scent of incense, and the mystical candles floating around seemed to add a more ‘romantic getaway’ than ‘mystical scholar’ vibe to things. There were a few big, dribbly candles rammed onto old skulls, but they seemed more perfunctory.

“So,” I said slowly, eyes roaming about the room, “what, exactly, did you want me to do?”

“Now zat we’re alone?” Amarante hummed as she lazily rolled her shoulders, her gown slipping off totally and revealing a pair of filmy panties and a bra so sheer it was a wonder she was wearing anything at all. “Zut! It would seem ze buttons of my most suggestive gown ‘ave come loose, revealing my most daring of unmentionables! What an unexpected turn of events.”

Cripes, I’d seen propaganda coming from the Ministry of Breeding subtler than her. “Miss Noirveil, really…”

“Please,” she breathed, gliding forward and draping herself against me, her dark lashes fluttering suggestively. “Call me… delicious.”

“I’m… not going to do that,” I said. “Listen, this is all a bit much.”

“On ze contrary! Ze fact zat I am not laid out upon ze bed zere as you drive ze ‘eaviness of your manhood into me, taming me with ze gifts ze gods have given you proves it iz far from enough. After all,” she breathed, stretching up against me, her fingers dancing up along my chest. “You ‘aunt my dreams, mon beast of ze moon. Not a night goes by which I do not imagine your figure slipping into my window.”

“The bricked up one?”

“Shh,” she said, resting a finger on my lips. “I am in ze monologue.”

“Sorry.”

“Good. Now zen.” She cleared her throat, dropping back into the maudlin croon. “Not a day passes I do not zink of lying in your arms, a rose so tender you cannot ‘elp but pluck and defile me with your rough, manly ‘ands. And ze thought thrills me, my shadow prince.”

Damn, there were some good lines in there. It almost distracted me from her coming onto me as aggressively as trench foot. That being said, it’s not like she wasn’t having an effect. Amarante had a hell of a figure, and I was very much aware of it, especially with it pressing against me so deliberately.

“I… look, we really shouldn’t. This has to get me in trouble with the school.”

“Fear not, my delight,” Amarante purred, running her fingers teasingly along my chin, sending aches of desire through me. “Ze school understands some warlocks who pass through zeir doors are… irresistible. Zat some teachers and students cannot help but indulge in ze basest of ze urges. Zere are considerations for such zings occurring…”

Fuck, I bet there were. Was there anything the state wouldn’t do to see warlocks fucking as many women as they could? It was almost admirable how shameless they were.

That being said, not so long ago I may well have given in. Clingy as Amarante was, she had a body to die for, and a number of people probably had, given she was a vampire. But now I had something else to consider. Namely, the other women in my life, all of whom were somewhere around the tower, and I wasn’t willing to betray their trust just because a ravishingly horny vampiress was coming onto me. Plus there was one thing sticking in my mind pretty notably.

“Why me?” I asked in wonderment. “I mean, is it just because you think I’m a vampire?”

“Perhaps at first,” she purred, her fingers playing with the buttons of my coat. “But zat was merely a temptation for a quick delight to spice up ze entropy of existence at ze school. It became much more… compelling once I had a look at your service record.”

“My service record?”

She gave me an indulgent smirk. “Quite so. I was quite interested in ze combat record in particular. I had even pulled some strings to get ze more in-depth view of some of your… deployments. Like ze Battle of ze Red River Bridge. Apparently, ze river didn’t have zat name until you got zere.”

I winced. “Not a fun memory,” I grunted.

“But illuminating. Or your actions at ze raid on ze Airfields of Canth.”

Fuck, I’d almost forgotten about that one. I’d been sent to take down a deployment of Hellwing fighters all on my own. I literally slaughtered the entire garrison just to get enough blood to empower me to kill those things. They hadn’t died easy. Auropan demon engines never did, and that one had been a particular bitch. The lead one ended up trying to take off, and only after I cut my way inside and killed the demon they’d fused to the fuselage did it go down. Unfortunately, it did so on an ammunition plant. I was burned pretty badly after that.

“And zere were some particularly interesting notes I couldn’t even get access to,” she noted. “Something called… ze Blood Moon?”

I stiffened at that. “How the fuck did you hear about that?”

A sly smile hovered on her lips. “Oh, I ‘ave my ways, Alister. I ‘ave my ways. But what waz particularly interesting was zat I couldn’t learn more about it. Apparently, it had ze clearance at ze highest level. And zat is of great interest. So, perhaps we shall share some most interesting pillow talk, non?”

“Not likely,” I said. “I never want to even think of that.”

“Ho ho ho! Now I am doubly interested,” she hummed, her fingers playing along my neck, down to my chest, and stroking me through my shirt, lingering over my heart, which was hammering like crazy with her nearness and sensuality. I mean, yeah, on the one hand, she was clearly a predator, but I’d be lying if that wasn’t thrilling in its own way. Wrong, of course.

But still…

“So this… fascination is all because I’m good at killing people?” I asked.

“One of ze reasons, I will admit. I ‘ave a certain appreciation for a man capable of slaughtering an army single-handedly.”

“Hardly that.”

“So you say. And yet…” She licked her lips, and I suddenly noticed her tongue was slightly forked.

“You have a reptilian mutation?” I asked in surprise, trying not to let the thrill in my voice escape. Witches with snake mutations could do absolutely amazing things with their throats during a blowjob…

She paused and raised a quizzical and immaculately groomed brow. “Mmm. Before I was given ze kiss of ze blood, I did. A minor one, of course. I was not a particularly powerful witch.”

Now that was a surprise. Not that she wasn’t powerful. Most witches weren’t and had barely enough magic to levitate a spoon. Stoneway was very much the exception to the rule, given it was a school of the elite. What I was surprised about was that she admitted it. I’d have thought she was too proud.

“Clearly not the case anymore,” I noted.

Again that cocky smirk. “Non,” she agreed, leaning back and proudly resting the fingertips of her right hand on her chest. “But zat is ze beauty of vampirism. It opens so many doors to power, as you are no doubt aware.”

“Still not a vampire,” I noted. “Though it also makes you a slave to whichever vampire turns you.”

“Yes. But if ze master gets himself tragically offed before he can try anything…”

“How the hell did you manage that?” I asked.

“Simplicity, mon creature of ze night. By planning it out before I was turned,” she laughed, crimson eyes sparkling and a smile of downright evil delight flashing across her lovely features. “But enough of ze stories of old,” she breathed, stretching herself against me again, her breasts mashing against my chest. Her body was cool, soft, and oh so eager. “Let us get to ze task which you can do for me.”

“Mopping?” I asked hopefully.

“Come now, Alistair. You are not stupid,” she breathed, kissing me lightly on the cheek.

I grabbed her shoulder and eased her back with some effort, given my libido was absolutely begging me to fuck her right there. “I… Look, Amarante, I’m not going to do that. Don’t you have something else I can do?”

She leaned back, a pout hovering on her lips. “Hmm,” she said. “Well… Elegantra did tell me I mustn’t force you into anyzing.”

Thank you, headmistress!

“Then…” I prompted.

Her lips pursed in a pout. “I do not suppose you might be willing to dust ze ‘igh shelves naked, by chance?” she proposed hungrily.

“Er… Have to pass.”

Huffing, the vampiress pulled off me. “Fine. In zat case, I suppose you could mop ze floor ‘ere. Ze place has not been cared for properly in years.”

“Not naked,” I added.

She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Take all ze fun out of it.”

I sighed in relief, hastily buttoning my coat back up before she tried to tempt me further. She showed no sign of getting dressed, though. Not even when I returned with a mop and bucket from a janitorial closet, though she had migrated to a nearby podium with an open tome of lore. Which, no doubt entirely coincidentally, gave me an amazing view of her ass as I worked and she read.

I caught her looking over her shoulder, smirking, and I realized I’d been staring. I quickly got back to work, though I heard her chuckle and begin to hum, and when I glanced her way next, her hips were rocking side to side, her pert, perfect ass swaying tantalizingly.

I groaned internally. It was going to be a looooong night…


Ch. 6


Mopping shouldn’t have taken too long, but with Amarante doing her little temptation dance not too far away, by the time I finished, the girls began trickling in. Fortunately, just before Erina arrived the vampiress had given up trying to get me to bend her over that podium and rail her like a private on his first leave, and had pulled her nightgown back on, for what little good that did.

As Erina entered, I couldn’t help but notice her nose twitch as if sniffing for some hint of something, appearing satisfied when she didn’t find it. Knowing her, probably sex. Given a witch’s mutations varied greatly, I wondered just how powerful her sense of smell was? Something to keep in mind in the future, I suspected.

Tanya came up soon after, but after a good ten minutes with no Kensie, I was starting to get a bit worried.

“How long does it usually take to polish the wardstones?” I asked Amarante.

“Oh,” the vampiress said with a dismissive gesture from where she lounged on a divan. “It should not take ze girl too long. Zough, she may ‘ave gotten quite into ze task. But it is getting late,” she mused, checking a massive cuckoo clock in the corner. “I suppose you may as well collect ze wolf and ‘ead back to ze school for tonight. Zough,” she added with another saucy smile, “if you felt inclined, you might spend ze night ‘ere.”

Her faintly forked tongue licked out as she shamelessly traced circles around her breast with a lone finger.

“Er, we’re good, thanks,” I said, pressing my hands into Erina and Tanya’s backs and propelling them towards the doors. “Have a good night, professor.”

“Mmm. I would be having a much better night if you—”

I shut the door on her, sighing in relief. “Sorry,” I said, turning to a bemused Erina and Tanya. “Nothing happened, by the way.”

“Good,” Erina said, brushing a lock of golden hair behind one of her diamond earrings. “It would be extremely improper for another woman to try and sneak into the harem without going through Tanya. A harem queen’s authority must be respected. It’s only proper.”

“That is the usual way,” Tanya agreed, giving me a smile. “I’d have understood if you did spread the love, but I appreciate your thoughtfulness, Alister.”

“I mean,” I said, “I wouldn’t go around fucking random women behind your backs. That’d be just… sleazy.”

“Very much so,” Erina said, nodding solemnly with her arms crossed beneath her plump chest. “Can you imagine? If some random trollop got pregnant before you deigned to breed even one of your harem members? Quite scandalous. Of course,” she added thoughtfully, a faint blush tinting her cheeks, “once you have thoroughly bred all of us, I suppose there might be some argument for impregnating other women. Caldia could only benefit from more of your bloodline in its people. It would be the patriotic thing to do!”

“But we won’t pressure you into it,” Tanya added, touching my shoulder gently.

I heard a pop near my ear. “Noooo!” Hexie groaned in protest. “Pressure him! You can’t imagine how agonizing it was having him not fuck that vampire. She was gagging for it! And having her in your pocket would have made school such a breeze!”

“That would be very improper,” Erina said sharply, glaring at the imp.

“Thank you,” I said in relief.

“Favouritism for sex would be against the teacher’s code of conduct. She could only enjoy mating with him for purely patriotic reasons, and with the understanding that she would treat him as she would any other student.”

“Pfft!” Hexie snorted, settling on my shoulder and leaning against my head, knocking her fist playfully against my skull. “You kidding? How could she? With my boy’s talented dick, she’d be giving him A’s for D’s. Hell, he’d have her begging just for a chance to kiss his balls and offer up her undead pussy for another load. C’mon! You girls know the power of a proper Alister dicking. No girl can resist it!”

Erina could only nod begrudgingly. “This is distressingly true.”

“Which is why you were so brave not to,” Tanya told me with pride.

For my part, I just sighed. “As flattering as you all bragging about my magical manhood is,” I said, “we should probably go grab Kensie and head back to school. C’mon.”

I started off, forcing both Erina and Tanya to hustle to keep up. Don’t get me wrong; it was flattering to have three gorgeous women go on about my dick skills, but it was getting a little ridiculous. Plus, who knows where things would end up with Hexie egging them on? I swear, that imp was a terrible influence on literally everyone.

But as we walked down one of the trails branching from the tower, I felt something that put the trio’s flirtations far from my mind. My nose twitched, and I felt my wyldcraft stir in my core. I sensed something. Something very familiar.

Fresh spilled blood.

I quickened my pace down the path, moving faster and with purpose.

“Alister?” Erina asked, jogging to keep up with me.

“I sense blood ahead,” I told them grimly.

I caught Erina giving Tanya a glance, the pair of them instantly growing serious. Erina flexed her hands, and diamonds glittered over them in gauntlets, while Tanya’s ring glowed and electricity crackled between her horns, arcing off the lights fluttering around her head.

As we drew closer to the wardstone, I sensed more blood. It was like a scent but more. An innate feeling that made my own pulse quicken and my wyldcraft heat with a rush. The path ended in a sudden clearing, and I skidded to a stop, taking in the scene with a glance.

The wardstone rose out of the middle of the clearing like an obelisk of smoothly polished granite. Moonlight spilled down onto it, the rune ward carved into its surface glowing under the pale light. Roots humped and twisted all across the ground, and scattered among them were the bodies.

There were maybe four of them, and it was a maybe because most of them were in several pieces. Scalewolves by the looks of them, their bodies canine but for patches of reptilian scales. Some of their blood had splashed onto the wardstone and stood out grotesquely, sizzling on the holy power of the stone.

Kensie sat on a root, looking exhausted. Her silver dagger hung from her hand, and her cloak was torn from fangs and claws. As we burst into the clearing, she looked up sharply, the fire of battle rekindling in her eyes and her grip tightening on her dagger until she saw us, when she relaxed again.

“Alister,” she said.

“Kensie,” I said, rushing to her. “You hurt?”

“I’m fine,” she said, shaking her head and rising, a bit of the familiar bravado entering her voice. “For you see, I am a slayer of things in the night! And no mere monsters could overcome me!”

“I’d hope not,” Tanya said, staring at the dead creatures in wonder. “They shouldn’t have even come near!”

“The wardstone?” I asked.

Erina nodded, looking no less in shock. It was a look I’d seen on a lot of new recruits to the front who’d just had some serious assumptions violently and often bloodily destroyed before their eyes. “The… the wardstones should have repelled any monster in these forests as effectively as the university’s tree would. And creatures as tainted as this shouldn’t even be in this part of the forest to begin with. This… this shouldn’t happen.”

“Well, it did,” I said, shooting a quick glance into the forest. “And I get the feeling it’s not done yet.”

The others straightened immediately, Kensie and Erina’s ears twitching, no doubt hearing what I’d been sensing for a bit: that these scalewolves were hardly the only things stirring in the woods tonight, and probably far from the worst.

“Many?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kensie said thickly, her ears cocked intently. “And large.”

I flexed my hands. Shit. That wasn’t good. I had plenty of confidence in my own ability to kill things, but one thing I’d learned from my long career as a soldier is that your own skill is no guarantee for saving others. The girls with me were good, sure. Our little bout with Rodney and his collaborators had proven that. But these were monsters, and it was a very different thing to fight a few individuals compared to a pack. Especially when you were trying to protect someone else.

“We’re leaving. Now,” I said forcefully.

Erina gave me a startled look. “What? But—”

“We can’t fight all of them out here. And we shouldn’t. This is the school’s job, and they need to know about it. If the wardstones aren’t working, there may be more to this than we know. Besides,” I added with a knowing look at the cat girl, “it’d be against regulations to try and fight them. Right?”

Erina’s ears perked up, and she blinked in sudden realization. “Quite right!” she declared, sweeping her arm towards the others. “Everyone! Let’s hurry! We have to return to Stoneway and inform them of this! Let’s go!”

Leave it to the princess to lead. Though, given who her mother was, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Tanya didn’t offer any argument, and despite her bravado, Kensie looked happy not to have a brawl with a bunch of monsters, instead turning on her heel and running back down the path towards the school.

I took up the rear, leaving the monster corpses where they lay. They were in too many pieces and bled out too much to be worth the time draining, and time was very much of the essence as I rushed through the forest, Hexie flapping above me. I probably could have outpaced the girls ahead of me thanks to my wyldcraft, but I had no intention of leaving the rear to anyone but myself.

Especially since I rapidly realized we weren’t going fast enough.

Despite our speed, I heard the sounds of pursuit quickly closing in on us. I shot a glance back and was able to pick out a number of figures racing through the forest, flashing among the glow of the yellow bricks. Shit. I was worried the faster kinds might catch up with us at this rate. And if they slowed us down enough, the rest of them could do so too.

Well, not much for it.

“Erina!” I shouted. “Tanya! Kensie! Go on ahead!”

“What?” Kensie gasped, looking back at me. “But—”

“The faster monsters will catch up. I’ll kill them and meet up with you. I’ll be fast enough. Don’t worry.”

“But Alister…”

“Trust him,” Erina said shortly, her expression set and looking straight ahead. “He will. He’s a hero of the war. And our love.”

Kensie bit her lip but nodded.

Attagirl.

I skidded to a halt and turned around, the tips of my fingers splitting as my blood spilled out, forming talons.

“And what about me?” Hexie demanded as she flapped down near me uneasily.

“You watch my back. Tell me if anything tries to sneak around me.”

“That’s it?”

“No. Banish yourself if something threatens you. Don’t die out here.”

“I can do that,” Hexie said, though I detected an uneasy quaver in her voice. Interesting, but no time to unpack it yet. The lead monsters were in view.

They lunged through the moonlight, and I got my first look at them. Shit. Ghouls. If you took a man, shaved him bald, and exaggerated everything predatory in a human’s physiology, you’d get them. Corpses reanimated by magic, they were a major problem back in the war. Often, you’d have to deal with them after battles in no man’s land. And no doubt the forest had its fair share of bodies from one source or another.

Well, so it goes. Now I just needed to really piss them off.

I slammed my fists together, feeding more blood into my hands as I spread them wide. My head spun as I pulled more blood from myself, forming a whip that I swung about with a crack. Gotta do this fast before I pass out.

Drawing my arm back, I snapped it forward, sending the whip ripping through the air at the lead ghoul. The crimson lash wrapped around its throat, and as it did, I made spikes grow along it like thorns.

The ghoul shrieked, stumbling, but it got worse for him as I reached its veins. Ugh, its blood was curdled and brackish like swamp water, but I could still use it. I sucked it out into my whip, the ghoul falling as its already thin limbs shrank down to the bone, my whip swelling as the blood rushed down it.

I yanked the whip free, practically ripping the ghoul’s head off and pulling my whip back to myself with a crack. Had to be careful. Ghoul blood was poisonous, so I couldn’t use it to replace my own lost blood. But I could use it to form weapons. The other ghouls didn’t even notice their dead companion and loped at me, baying and gibbering. The whip of blood snapped back into my hands, and I shaped it into a pair of razor-sharp sword, tainted black by the ghoul blood as I sucked back as much of my own as I could.

“Alright then,” I growled as my head stopped spinning, swords on guard as the monsters charged. “Let’s go.”

The new lead ghoul lunged at me, fingers ending in bony claws slashing for my face. It met my sword, the blood blade carving through its fingers and then its head.

I sidestepped the corpse as it hurtled past me, then slashed up, practically splitting a second ghoul in half. It flopped to the ground, and three more ghouls came at me, howling with hunger and rage and whatever unnatural urges motivated corpses that cannibalized human flesh.

I stepped forward, roaring back, slamming my second sword into the chest of a ghoul and quickening the pulse in my arm, my muscles momentarily overclocking. I used the sudden surge of strength to swing its corpse around at another ghoul. It was sent flying from the impact, and the third ghoul wheeled, coming back at me. It tried to hurl itself onto me, using the corpse of the one I’d stabbed as a shield.

Bad idea.

I surged the atrophied blood in the impaled ghoul’s body outward, sending it exploding in a mass of spikes that spitted the leaping ghoul on its own brother. The monster gagged, shuddering, but not even its unnatural constitution could ignore a dozen spikes in it.

“Behind you!”

I released the sword and whipped around, but too late. The ghoul I’d knocked over was on its feet and coming back for more. It managed to tackle me, bearing me to the ground, jagged teeth biting down hard on my arm.

Fuck! The strength of its jaws was damn painful, and only the thick fabric of my warlock coat saved me from getting a good chunk of my arm torn off. I grabbed its forehead, and from each of my fingers spawned a blood claw.

They ripped through the ghoul’s skull and into the rotting brains beneath. The monster shuddered, its yellow eyes rolling back as it went limp.

“Dammit,” I grunted, heaving the ghoul’s corpse off me.

“Oh shit, you okay?” Hexie asked, flapping down near me.

“I’m alright,” I said, rising and rubbing my arm. I looked back down the path and saw more shapes coming.

Great.

Well, there was one thing I could do, at least.

I grabbed the ghoul corpses, my blood talons piercing their grey flesh. Ugh, slimy. With a rush of my magic, I fed my blood into them, stirring it in their corpses and making them swell up. Hoo boy. I felt my head spin again as I pulled my claws free, turned, and started running down the path again towards Stoneway. Reaching into my jacket, I grabbed a spare blood bag. Tearing it open with my teeth, I chugged it as I went. Blegh, not a fun thing to do, but the replacement blood let me feed more strength into my legs. I glanced back, spotting more monstrous shapes surging through the forest. As they reached the ghoul corpses, I smiled and pointed.

“Bang.”

At my magic command, the corpses exploded. Bone, blood, and viscera ripped apart the first wave of monsters and sent them into milling chaos.

That’d buy a bit of time.

Turning ahead, I put on another burst of speed, racing down the path, and soon managed to make out the great tree that towered over Stoneway. I had to say I felt relieved. Just the sight filled me with a calm from the goddess that the school had once served as a temple to. Or maybe it was just blood loss. Hard to say. But I didn’t really relax until I spotted the gate and the three women waiting there along with several of the school’s guards.

I slowed, panting as I reached the gate. “Hey,” I said. “I—oof!”

I grunted as all three practically tackled me, hugging me against them. “Alister!” Erina gasped first. “Are you alright? Are you hurt? Please tell us!”

“You idiot! I can’t believe you did that!” Kensie barked even as she squeezed me like she’d never let me go again.

“I’m so glad you’re alright,” Tanya sniffled, her own hug burying me in the hefty pillows of her bust, her lights blinking and shedding silvery motes like tears.

Words, naturally, failed me. Even aside from the feel of so many gorgeous women crushing me. I mean, the monsters hadn’t really put up much of a fight, especially by my standards. Even so, the three women around me were holding me like they were afraid they’d lost me. It was… strange. Not exactly something I’d gotten in the army, where the sum of my thanks was usually a pat on the back, maybe a cigar, then redeployment orders to get thrown into the next slaughter.

This though? Well, it felt… good, frankly.

“I’m fine,” I wheezed. “Fine. But…”

Even as I said it, a roar broke through the night, and I looked back in alarm. My delaying tactic had bought me some time, but not much more, and now I could see the monsters rushing through the forest, baying in a wave of horrors. I grimaced and turned to face them again.

The girls let go of me, all of them conjuring their own magic, the earlier expression of adoration gone in the face of the threat. Had to say, I was proud of them. But the situation demanded action. I braced myself, readying for another fight.

It was then that a wave of… something suddenly rushed past us. It was hard to describe, but the trees all along the forest seemed to quiver, then bow to an invisible wind. I straightened a bit, confused, and even the charging monsters milled, stumbling uncertainly.

And then the forest struck.

Tree limbs swung down like clubs, and roots burst from the earth, twisting around squealing monsters like tentacles, constricting and crushing creatures into splatters of gore. It was as if every tree, plant, and piece of foliage had come alive with the specific aim of murder. I could even see trunks further in stirring and attacking in a sudden swaying, the shrieks of fear and pain echoing deeper in the forest.

I lowered my arms a bit, staring dumbly. “Uh…”

“I do wonder, sometimes, why trouble seems to always follow you four.”

Turning to the familiar voice, I saw Headmistress Elegantra striding across the grounds along with several more uniformed guards. A mantle of greenish magic seemed to hover about the headmistress, spreading from her wooden arm, the foliage of her cloak sprouting a spread of flowers, her eyes burning with the kind of magic that even I shivered before.

The headmistress stopped, glancing past us as the forest calmed again, not a sound but the faint creak of wood and the dying whimpers of the monster horde reaching us. Then she looked at us again.

“I’m very much looking forward to an explanation,” she said firmly.
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To no one’s surprise, the explanation took a bit of time. First off, Elegantra mobilized a number of security personnel to survey the woods and make sure there were no more surprises near the school. Second, she had someone check in with Amarante. And finally, she got us to share what we knew, which, admittedly, wasn’t a hell of a lot. Kensie seemed to have the most information.

“The scalewolves were… weird,” she said. “They kept shying away and looked confused.”

“Not surprising,” Elegantra informed us. “And a comfort.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because it means the wardstones were still working. Yet something forced the monsters towards you nonetheless. A strange thing, and one worth investigating. By the proper authorities,” she added in a tone that suggested that didn’t include us.

Which I sure had no problem with. I hadn’t exactly gone into the woods looking for trouble. But as Elegantra had noted, trouble seemed to find me. Maybe I’d gotten hit by another curse? Could happen.

Either way, I was glad to get dismissed. Obviously, our punishment of working in Noirveil’s tower was considered done with. Good thing too. The thought of what the vampiress might cook up to get me into her bed was more than a bit alarming. Gladly I headed back to the dorm, and collapsed into bed for a grand total of four hours of sleep before there came a tap-tapping on my window, waking me up.

“Mrrr…” I groaned, heaving my head up from the drool stain I’d left on my pillow. I came back to myself pretty quickly. Old habits die hard, and I’d been yanked awake often enough in the war that I didn’t waste time. Well, not much time. Retirement was supposed to mean that no one would be blasting a bugle in my ear, demanding I get my ass up to salute the flag. But so it goes.

Crawling out of bed, I made my way to the window and cracked it open. “Yeah?”

“Caw!” the raven squawked in Erina’s voice. “Remember, Alister! The physical health check is today at eight in the Health Annex! Caw!”

“Is it?” I grunted, rubbing my head. Gods, I was really out of it. Though, to be fair, a hell of a lot had happened, so a physical hadn’t exactly been high on my priorities. “Fine. Fine. I’ll get ready for it.”

“Caw!” the raven said helpfully, then spread its wings and flapped away.

I shut the window and straightened, stretching with a groan. Oof. Well, I needed to get up, anyway. Life goes on.

I grabbed a quick shower and tossed on a new coat, adjusting it as best I could, given I couldn’t check myself in the mirror. Fucking curse. Thus equipped, I was ready to meet the day—and, as it turned out, Kensie, who hurried up to join me as I left the room.

“Physical?” I asked her.

“Yeah,” she mumbled, looking about ready to fall over as she tiredly rubbed at her eyes.

I patted her on the shoulder as we crossed the grounds and headed towards the Health Annex, taking her hand and giving it a squeeze. Kensie blinked and gave me a happy smile before squeezing back.

Upon arriving at the annex, I was quickly directed by a smiling nurse away from Kensie and the mob of girls, and to a cordoned-off section of the wing where, apparently, warlocks were supposed to be given their checkups. Something I was actually grateful for. Though there weren’t a lot of us warlocks, that was all the more reason not to have us take our shirts off in front of all the witches here. At least, not unless the school wanted to have armed guards to keep back a wave of horny girls. It was a tough world, but it was ours.

There was also, I couldn’t help but notice, reams of propaganda posters absolutely papering the walls like a cheap theater. They spanned things like, ‘Breed the Future! Get Fertility Tested Today!’ in big flashy letters, to another with several women in profile standing proudly under the flag while, ‘Your Nation! Your Warlock! Your Duty!’ was splayed above them. There was even: ‘I’m Voting for Two!’ with the picture of a pregnant witch smiling, saluting, and slipping a paper into a ballot box.

Yeesh. They really got you everywhere, huh?

I was directed to a large room sectioned off by white curtains. Another nurse met me there, smiling prettily as I gave my name.

“Ah, of course. Please, right this way. You’ll be seeing Doctor Sinclair.”

“Thanks,” I said, poking my way into the curtained area where, much to my surprise, a man in white was waiting for me.

“Doctor?” I asked.

Sinclair looked up and peered at me through a pair of glasses. “Ah,” he said, checking his papers. “Alister Blackwood, yes?”

“Yeah,” I said, stepping inside.

“Excellent. Take a seat.”

I did, still giving him a look. He was an older man, with a trim build and the beginnings of white in his short-cropped hair.

“Surprised I’m a man?” he suddenly asked.

I started. “Oh, well…”

He laughed and waved it off. “Don’t be. And no, I’m not a warlock either. But having magic isn’t a prerequisite for medicine. True,” he mused. “Healing magic is handy, but it’s a rarity even among witches, so most of us have to make do with stitching and bandages. Besides,” he added with a wry grin. “A man needs a solid career to compete with you warlocks. It’s tough out there.”

I didn’t have much to say to that. He was right, of course. Sure, warlocks didn’t have trouble accumulating harems, but men without magic were given a short stick as a result. It could get competitive and ugly in the dating world, with regular men relying solely on their skills where magic made so much of the world run. Sure, many of them would find wives, and it wasn’t unheard of for a witch to have her own harem of regular men, but you didn’t have to look far to find resentment from many against warlocks. In a way, it was probably a mercy that there weren’t too many warlocks, even before the war. That sort of thing would be a recipe for disaster…

Fortunately, the good doctor knew his stuff and checked me over pretty thoroughly. I had to give him the rundown on my mutation and powers, which gave him some concerns.

“Blood magic, eh?” he hummed as he checked a chart while assessing my blood pressure. “Do you suffer from anemia often?”

“Often,” I agreed and patted my coat. “But I get by. I carry blood packs in case I need a quick top-up.”

“And you process it easily?”

“Apparently. The army docs said I did.”

“Hmm,” he hummed as he finished checking my blood pressure.

He was certainly thorough; I’d give him that, but it still only took about ten minutes before I was putting my coat back on. “Please wait in the next room,” he instructed me. “I’ll be a moment processing these tests and will report to you as soon as I’m done.”

“Sure thing,” I agreed, heading out from behind the curtain.

In the main room, there were a couple of seats waiting under the large, arching windows for just such an occasion. Another warlock was already sitting in one, his expression distant as he stared off into space. He looked to be around twenty five, with a strong build and a handsome face. His back was straight in that sort of parade ground rest a lot of military types develop as a second nature, and his hair was short but had long bangs that covered one of his eyes.

His visible eye was… unusually intense. The pupil seemed to be ringed by colours. A not unusual mutation among warlocks, but something about it made my skin crawl.

All the same, I crossed the room and sat down beside him, which caused him to give a start and look my way.

“Ah, hello there. Sorry. Seemed to have spaced out a little,” he said.

“No problem. Just got here. Waiting for my results.”

He chuckled. “Me too,” he said, offering his hand. “Gabriel Llorn.”

“Alister Blackwood,” I said, shaking his hand.

His visible eye widened a bit. “Ah,” he said knowingly. “Right. You’re the Bloodletter, aren’t you?”

Fuck. I’d hoped my name wouldn’t follow me out here. “That was my codename, yeah,” I said. “Surprised you nailed me that quick.”

“I try to keep up to date on war heroes attending the school,” he said. His voice had a pleasant sound. Smooth and almost sonorous, like a voice you’d hear on the radio announcing our boys had smashed the enemy on some foreign soil. “Do you recognize me?” he asked.

“Can’t say I do,” I admitted.

He arched his visible brow. “Really?” he said, smirking a little. “Don’t pay much attention to what’s going on in the school, eh?”

“Well…”

He smirked and jerked his thumb behind him. I glanced up and saw his face on a poster, the words ‘Vote Gabriel Llorn for Student Body President!’ under it.

“Ah,” I said. “Right. I think I’ve seen those go up in the past few days. I don’t really pay attention to politics.”

“Most people don’t like to,” Gabriel agreed smoothly. “And who can blame them? But I suggest you do all the same, because that’s the thing about politics. Even if you don’t care about it, it certainly cares about you.”

Yeesh. Ain’t that the truth. More than a few times I’d been tossed around the battlefields because generals or officers were having dick measuring contests. “Guess so,” I admitted. “But I don’t think I’ll be running for senate or prime minister any time soon.”

“Wonderful! I’d hate to be running against the fabled Bloodletter,” he chuckled.

“You seem to know a bit about me,” I observed.

“I should hope so. I was also in the army during the war.”

“You were?”

He brushed his hair back a bit. “Absolutely. Not near the front though. I was part of the logistics and reserve corps.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes. Afraid my wyldcraft wasn’t too useful for combat purposes,” he said, tapping his brow and near his eye. “It increases my observational skill a fair bit. Useful for picking out details, but not strong in a fight. But you know how it is,” he added with a shrug. “We must all do our part for the Free States. Besides, the army did need me a lot back there, they said. Though it was mainly for, well, conjugal reasons. We warlocks must do our duty to the nation and its future.”

I tried to hide my wince. Poor guy. Sure, that eye of his was a bit creepy, but it’d always been my fear to end up as basically a national stud, forced into a breeding program. If my wyldcraft had been weaker, odds were I’d end up just like he’d been. Not sure that would’ve been better than what I got, but if the war had gone on for much longer, well…

“So you’re in Stoneway?” I asked, eager to change the subject.

“Senior year,” he confirmed. “Getting my political science degree.”

“You want to get into politics?”

“Something of that sort. Maybe something behind the scenes. Working in government is my dream, you see. Helping guide the future of the nation. Hopefully avoiding another debacle like the last war. But I’ve got options open. Minoring in law, you know. Covering the bases. Ah, but I realize I’m being a bit chatty. Terribly sorry about that,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.

“No, no, all good,” I assured him. “It’s nice to meet more warlocks, actually. The university isn’t exactly rich in them.”

“Not really, no,” he agreed, brushing his hair with his fingers again. “Though it is helpful to get the vote out. There’s a reason our leaders are men. Few women can resist the allure of a powerful warlock.”

He had me there.

“Gabriel Llorn?” a nurse called.

“That would be my cue,” he said, rising to his feet. “Lovely to meet you, Alistair. Hope we can talk more later.”

“Same,” I said, watching him stride off up and into one of the curtained sections. I exhaled heavily, easing back in my chair. Weird guy, but he seemed nice.

I soon got called for my own results, which were about as ordinary as I could have hoped for. When I left, Gabriel wasn’t around, though a few more warlocks were. I didn’t recognize many of them, but that wasn’t surprising. I was still a freshman, and the years were pretty segregated for various reasons.

Still, that meant I had the morning free, given classes would be cancelled for the day since the backlog of witches would take so long to work through for the doctors. Which sounded to me like the perfect opportunity to check out Stoneway’s common lounge.

I’d been meaning to for a while, but the place was popular for a reason and was always super crowded. Something that had kept me away at first, given I hadn’t had a harem until now and didn’t want to get mobbed by witches. Now though? I had my harem to buffer me, and given the medical tests still ongoing, it should be pretty empty.

I loved it when a plan came together.

Feeling in a much better mood than I had in a while, I hurried over to the common section of the campus. A large outbuilding, it was shaded by the great tree and was actually partly built out of the sprawling trunk and roots of it. Through the doors was a rounded room with a second floor consisting of a balcony wrapping around the perimeter, all crafted from the tree itself in a single massive chunk. Below were a number of swelling roots, most of which had little cleared spaces on them like platforms with tables and comfy chairs for people to hang out in. Some vending machines provided snacks, and a number of small trees even sprouted inside, their canopies hung with balls of magic light like glowing fruit, casting the whole place in a warm, soft glow.

Ah, paradise.

And best of all, my assumption had been right. The place was pretty quiet today, meaning it was the perfect spot to try and get a bit of writing done.

I found a chair that looked a lot like a mushroom (and, as it turned out, was one) and settled into the surprisingly comfortable seat, literally sinking into it like a bean bag chair. Oh, that was nice. I sighed contentedly, fishing out my notebook and taking out my pen. Alright, time to get started.

Or so I thought, until I heard that familiar popping sound and felt the weight of two small, yet soft breasts rest atop my head.

“Heeeeey master. Guess who!”

I sighed. “Hexie,” I greeted wearily. “What do you want?”

“Do I need to want something to hang out with you?”

“Typically, you only do it to try and extort sex from me.”

“You make me sound so dirty, master,” Hexie cackled. “I love it! But not today. Today we have a different subject, but one no less near and dear to my heart.”

“I can’t wait to hear this one,” I grunted.

“You should be excited! I think it’s time we get back to work on our scheme for world domination!”

I tilted my eyes up to spot the imp’s grinning face leaning over my forehead. “I’ll remind you I never agreed to try to take over the world.”

“Pth, yeah, well, that’s the trick of negotiating, right? Start big and pare it down slowly. Get me?”

“And what, pray tell, are you thinking of paring it down to?”

Hexie hopped off my head, a beat of her wings carrying her over me to land deftly on my notebook. She planted her feet there and pointed up at me with a fanged grin. “To make you the biggest, baddest, most eligible harem master on campus!”

“That’s the midpoint between me living a normal life and world domination?” I asked.

“Yes! Because after that, we move on to the biggest, most awesome harem king in the world!”

Haah. I should have known. Though, to be fair, it was hardly the most insane proposal. The pre-modern era was littered with warlocks who formed powerful harems and basically founded countries with the backing of their brides. Hell, most states that formed Caldia had been founded by one of those kinds of warlocks. If a global empire ever did happen, I’d bet it was because some warlock did that on a global scale.

“No,” I said firmly.

Hexie’s grin dropped. “What?”

“My harem is already growing faster than it probably should,” I informed her. “And I still need to really process Kensie getting into the relationship.”

“True,” Hexie pouted. “Plus, that Ashlyn bitch.”

“What? She’s not in my harem.”

Hexie gave me a look that screamed ‘are you kidding?’ “Seriously, master?” she asked. “I mean, look at what she’s done!”

“You mean like told me she hates my guts and called me an asshole?”

“Exactly! Classic girl in need of a good dicking. She’s gagging for it, master! She wants you to shut her filthy mouth up by shoving that thick fatty down her throat and making her suck it. She needs to tell you that she hates you as you absolutely destroy that pussy and make her tell you she loves it. She’s gotta—”

“I get it,” I interrupted, my face feeling hot and, to my embarrassment, a certain stirring beginning in my pants. “But I’m pretty sure it’s not that. I think she just hates me.”

“Oh, sure. You think that. But it doesn’t matter. In dragonkin culture, having a man lay hands on you is tantamount to betrothal! You’ve ruined her for other men, master. You have to take responsibility and go all the way.”

“That sounds like ten kinds of bullshit,” I pointed out.

“Would I lie to you, master?”

“Yes. Gleefully.”

Hexie huffed, pouting and crossing her arms as she glared up at me. “All the same, she wants you, master. And you want her.”

“And how do you figure that?”

“Oh come on. You don’t want a girl who you can just hate-fuck when you’re in a bad mood? Who wants your worst instead of cuddles and kisses? Who wants you to call her a bitch as you spank her pert ass before you pound it, fucking her into the bed as she squirms and moans how much she hates you but loves your cock? C’mon, master. How could you not want that?”

I glared at her. Though I had to admit that, fucked up as it was, it did hold a certain appeal. Don’t get me wrong, I adored Erina and Tanya, but they needed someone tender and soft with them. Caring and gentle. And having someone who could take something darker, rougher, and love it?

Well…

I caught a glimpse of Hexie’s growing smile and shook it off. “I… I am not considering this,” I said shortly. “Ashlyn is a gigantic pain in my ass and a shotgun blast to the face of my mental health. And you are a terrible influence on me.”

“Awww, Master!” Hexie cackled, her wings fluttering and spaded tail thrashing. “That’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
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It was nice to meet up with the girls for lunch again, and not just because they were great company. Nothing made a meal better than having several beautiful women around you, especially when they were all more than eager to try and feed you a bit.

However, when Kensie went to get some more food, I pushed away the spoon of chocolate pudding Erina was trying to sneak into my mouth and gave them both sober looks.

“Girls,” I said, leaning forward and clasping my hands. “We need to talk.”

Both Erina and Tanya exchanged a curious glance. “About?” the catgirl asked, her ears perking up attentively.

“Tonight,” I began, “I’m planning something for just me and Kensington. So I won’t be able to do anything with you two.”

“Oh?” Tanya asked, understanding dawning on her face and motes of magic brightening around her head like lightbulbs switching on.

I nodded. “Yeah. Kensie may have officially joined the harem, but the way things are, she never got a… proper induction.”

“So you intend to make love to her alone,” Erina reasoned. “An excellent idea. A proper warlock does need to ensure each of his lovers feels special, and Kensie surely deserves it. If you do need any tools for such a thing, please inform me. I have an extensive collection.”

“You do?” I asked, my train of thought violently derailed by that little revelation.

“Of course,” Erina smugly informed me. “Once I knew we were to be lovers, I asked my mother what sort of items would be of use. And she had some excellent advice specifically for you, Alister: ball gags, paddles, buckles, and leather straps. Plus, some new vibrating devices which have recently been developed and are sure to be… interesting. Naturally, I’ve been experimenting with them as well.”

The light blush on her cheeks told me that much, but I didn’t exactly enjoy the reminder that I’d fucked Erina’s mother. A queen, no less. Not to say it hadn’t been fun at the time, but the threads of that relationship weren’t something I wanted to untangle just then.

“Er, right. Got it. But no. Nothing like that. I’m taking her out for dinner in town tonight. That’s all.”

“For now,” Tanya said knowingly.

I coughed. “Well, anyway, I was also hoping either of you had some advice on restaurants. Nothing too fancy.”

“Doesn’t she deserve it?” Tanya asked.

“Of course she does,” I said irritably. “But I’m not a prince. I made money during my army career, sure, but I’ve got to make it last. Especially since I have a harem to think about now.”

Tanya giggled. “Really now, Alister. Money won’t be a problem for you.” She straightened, nose in the air and tail curling with the sort of self-satisfied pleasure only a cat knew. “Or did you forget that you have a princess as your lover now? Not to mention the various grants the government offers warlocks who start their harems.”

“It’ll take time to get access to that,” I reminded her.

“But your CSA should more than cover some measly meals, especially with your deployment,” Erina noted.

I gave her a blank stare. “My what?”

“CSA,” she repeated with a puzzled expression. “Your Combat Severance Award? All decommissioned warlocks and high-grade combat witches should be able to apply for a one-time payout based on confirmed kills during combat. Haven’t you gotten it?”

“I’d never even heard of it,” I said honestly.

Erina drew herself up, looking highly indignant. “Ridiculous! Your decommissioning officer should have informed you when you were discharged from the army. It would be highly irregular for them not to!”

“Highly irregular basically describes my entire wartime career,” I noted dryly. “But I’ve never heard of something like this.”

“Then your decommissioning officer should be court-martialled and caned in front of his entire brigade,” Erina snapped, her fist slamming down on the table and her tail thrashing in anger. “I’ve personally seen my mother fill out the paperwork for several of her subordinates to get their payouts. That you were denied it is an affront to the honour of our noble military and the nation itself!”

That was going a bit far, though I probably should have been more indignant about this, true. I was probably just used to the army fucking me over.

“So I get paid for my kills during the war?” I asked.

“Indeed you do,” Erina said firmly and pointed her spoon at me, the pudding on it wobbling. “And I suggest you report to the on-campus military office at once and retrieve the paperwork at your earliest opportunity! This error must be rectified. A hero of the nation should never be so disrespected! Why, I bet you have dozens of kills!”

“Try thousands,” I muttered darkly. “Or tens of thousands.”

Erina stared at me, eyes wide. Then she gave an impure little whimper.

“Of course, you don’t have to claim your reward if you’d rather leave it to make a statement about the war,” Tanya noted gently.

I shrugged. “Yeah, no, I’ll definitely take the money,” I replied.

“Then it is decided,” Erina said firmly, then reversed the spoon and ate the pudding, a faint expression of bliss crossing her face as she licked the spoon clean. The girl liked chocolate, I’d say that much. Maybe I should ask if she’d gotten any in her recent order for nighttime escapades?

“Did I miss something?” Kensie asked as she returned to the table with another plate loaded with food.

“Not really,” I told her. “Kensie? Would you like to go somewhere tonight?”

“Somewhere?” she asked, canine ears cocking curiously as she took a seat.

“Yeah. For dinner.”

“Oh! Um, sure. I mean, I’m happy to spend time with you, Alister. Especially since I still need to figure out the full breadth and type of your vampirism.”

“Still not a vampire,” I noted.

“Sure. Sure,” she said with a knowing look. “But do you really think going out for dinner is a good idea?” she asked without skipping a beat.

“How do you mean?”

“Well,” she hummed, playing with her fork, “it’s just that it seems like every time we go off campus, we end up getting in trouble or pissing off the headmistress. Or both.”

“Not entirely accurate,” Erina observed. “Often we haven’t even had to leave campus for that.”

“True,” I admitted. “Still, I’d like to go out and do something with you, Kensie. Just the two of us.”

Kensie blushed, her tail wagging happily. “W-well,” she murmured. “In that case… the cafeteria closes its regular meals at seven at night. But afterwards, it makes food to order. It’s not covered by the school’s tuition, so you have to pay extra, but it’s not bad. If you like, we could do that…”

“Sounds like a wonderful compromise,” I told her.

From the corner of my eye, I caught Erina and Tanya exchanging a knowing look. “We’d better get ready for our next class,” Tanya said as she rose, motes of light winking at me.

“Very much so,” Erina agreed, standing and bussing her plate before giving me a parting wink.

As they left, I stood too, which caused Kensie’s ears to droop, then perk back up as I sat next to her. “Hungry?” I asked, glancing at her plate.

“Um…”

I slid my arm around her waist. “Don’t take too long,” I teased, leaning in and kissing her neck.

Kensie shivered against me, and the fact that not even a week ago she’d been plotting ways to kill me made the way she snuggled up against me all the sweeter. “I… I have class after lunch,” she murmured.

“Shame. I have a free period and all sorts of ideas. Which means I better get a quick taste to tide me over,” I said, giving her neck a teasing flick of my tongue.

The table banged as Kensie jolted, slamming her knees into the underside. I just chuckled and kept going, my hand rubbing the small of her back while my fingers played along her neck and shirt.

Kensie whimpered and wriggled but didn’t offer any resistance. On the contrary, she pushed her breasts out into my hand any time they wandered near. Oh, she wanted it bad. It was almost a shame to wait.

“Get a room,” a witch remarked as she walked by us, making Kensie yip adorably.

“Soon enough,” I whispered in Kensie’s ear, blowing a teasing breath of air.

“Mnnnn!” she moaned, her thighs rubbing together shamefully and tail wagging so fast it was a wonder she didn’t become airborne.

Sadly, I wasn’t able to torment her much longer. Within a minute, she’d wolfed down the last of her food and practically leaped up, scampering away to class. I turned to watch her go, leaning on the table and admiring the outline of her ass against her skirt and the way her canine tail wagged furiously.

Then I heard a pop and felt a familiar weight land on my shoulder. “Nice one, master,” Hexie cackled, pumping a fist. “We got that puppy in the bag!”

“Seems so,” I agreed with a grin.

Gods, but I loved school.


Kensington Killmaiden - The Huntress Association Meeting


Kensington Killmaiden couldn’t quite make herself open the door to the Huntress Association Club meeting room. She’d been avoiding this for weeks now, making excuses about studying or helping with the Wargames preparations. But she couldn’t dodge it forever. Not unless she wanted her mother to hear rumors that the heir to the Killmaiden vampire hunting legacy had abandoned her duties entirely.

Their family had been hunting vampires for twelve generations. Her mother had personally slain the Crimson Duke of Valdris. Her grandmother had wiped out an entire Arch-Coven single-handedly. And here Kensie was, about to face a room full of her peers who all knew she was dating someone who was definitely, absolutely, one-hundred-percent a vampire.

Even if he insisted otherwise.

She forced herself to push open the door.

The conversation inside stopped immediately. A dozen heads turned toward her all at once, and she felt the weight of their judgment as she made her way to an empty seat near the back. The whispers started before she’d even sat down, just loud enough for her sensitive wolf ears to catch every word.

“Can’t believe she actually showed up.”

“What would her mother say?”

“Cavorting in public with… him? On the front page of a newspaper?”

Kensie pulled out her notebook and tried to look like she hadn’t heard anything. The meeting room hadn’t changed since she’d last been here. The same wooden tables arranged in a horseshoe, same charts on the walls detailing vampire anatomy and weak points, same silver-lined weapons displayed in cases. But everything felt different now that she was on the other side of things.

The club president, Pippa Pridenjoy, stood at the front of the room with her clipboard. She was practically glowing with the sort of shit-sucking grin that meant gossip was afoot. Her perfectly pressed uniform and meticulously styled brown hair gave her an air of authority that Kensie had once admired—canine witch girls need to stick together, after all. Now, though, it just made her feel more out of place.

“Alright, ladies,” Pippa said, her voice carrying that particular tone of false cheer that made Kensie’s stomach drop. “Let’s take attendance, shall we?”

She began reading names, and Kensie noticed with growing dread that hers wasn’t being called in its proper place. “Bella Brighteyes?”

“Present!”

Pippa made a mark on her clipboard and continued down the list. Kensie watched Bella pull out a pink notebook covered in star stickers, already scribbling notes.

“Morgana Moonwhisper?”

“Here.”

The raven-haired witch didn’t even look up from filing her nails, though Kensie could feel her attention regardless.

“Penelope Peppercorn?”

A tiny sneeze. “Present.”

This was bad. K came well before P, and yet name after name had passed without hers being mentioned. The other girls kept stealing glances at her, some curious, some judgmental, all of them clearly waiting for something.

More names. More checkmarks. Kensie’s thick, glossy nails extended slightly, digging crescents into her palms. This was deliberate. A power play designed to make her squirm.

“Tabitha Thornwood?”

“Here!”

Near the front, Tabitha had turned completely around in her chair to stare at Kensie, not even pretending to be subtle about it.

Finally, after even Zelda Zimmerman had been marked present, Pippa’s lips curved into a smile that showed just a bit too much fang.

“And last but not least... Kensington Killmaiden.”

Dead last. Not even remotely alphabetical. Kensie’s tail bristled even as she tried to keep it still. “Present,” she managed in a voice much smaller than intended.

Pippa set down her clipboard deliberately, slowly. “So, Kensie. Long time no see.”

The words came out syrupy sweet. The wooden chair creaked as Kensie shifted, keenly aware of every eye in the room waiting for her to crack. Well, she wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

“Can we just start the meeting already?” she asked, trying to inject some authority into her voice. She was the highest-ranking freshman in the club, after all. That had to count for something.

“Nonsense!” Bella scooted her chair closer, suddenly all warmth where she’d shown Kensie nothing but cool indifference before. “We’ve missed you so much, Kensie! Tell us what’s new!”

“Yes, do tell.” Morgana rested her chin in her hand, studying Kensie like a cadaver. “We’ve heard such interesting rumors.”

Tabitha’s multiple tails swished in synchronized excitement behind her chair. “So many rumors. But we’d much rather hear the truth from you directly.”

Kensie recognized a trap when she saw one. Maybe if she steered the conversation elsewhere... “Well, there was that incident at the Wargames. With Professor Graves and the...”

The memory hit her hard. The violence, the fear, the way Alister had fought so desperately to save everyone. “The… the warp bomb,” she finished lamely.

“Oh yes, how terrible.” Pippa waved a dismissive hand. “A real tragedy. Professor Graves always struck me as such a nice man. Who would have thought he’d turn terrorist? But you’re in a harem now, right?”

There it was. Direct as a stake to the heart.

Even the ticking of the wall clock grew louder in the sudden quiet.

There was no point in lying. They all knew already. Kensie lifted her chin with as much dignity as she could muster. “Yes. I am.”

The room erupted.

“I wonder what your mother would say if she knew you were dating a vampire!” Tabitha stood up so fast her chair scraped against the floor, all her tails bristling with scandalized delight.

“I’m not—he’s not—” Kensie tried, but Bella cut her off.

“Maybe it’s a honey pot situation?” She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “You know, getting close to him so you can stake him in his sleep when he least expects it? Very clever, Kensie. Your mother would be proud of such tactical thinking.”

“That’s ridiculous!” Kensie’s hands clenched into fists. “I would never—”

“Well, it wouldn’t go over well anyway.” Morgana examined Kensie’s eyes studiously. “He’s a war hero. The Bloodletter himself! Can you imagine the scandal? ‘Heir to vampire hunting dynasty murders national hero.’ The newspapers would have a field day.”

Penelope’s whiskers quivered with distaste. “I can’t believe you’d date a monster of all people. Your family must be so disappointed. Twelve generations of proud vampire hunters, and you throw it all away for what? A pretty face with fangs?”

“He saved my life!” The words burst out before Kensie could stop them.

The arguing voices died away. Pippa’s ears perked forward, sensing opportunity. “Oh? Do tell.”

Kensie squirmed. “During the... the warp bomb incident. There was a creature. I froze up, and he... he protected me.” She could still feel the terror of that moment, the monster bearing down on her, and then Alister’s blood weapons flashing in the dark. “He could have died protecting me.”

Morgana set down her notebook deliberately. “How romantic. The vampire saving the vampire hunter. What’s next, Kensie? Are you going to let him turn you? Become one of them?”

“Alister insists he isn’t a vampire!”

The words hung in the air for a moment before skeptical laughter rippled through the room. Several girls exchanged knowing looks while others shook their heads in disbelief.

Pippa raised an eyebrow and leaned against her podium. “Really? Then how do you explain the fact that everyone says his skin is super cold to the touch?”

The memory of Alister’s cool fingers intertwined with hers made Kensie shift uncomfortably. “He has bad circulation.”

“Uh-huh.” Bella had also abandoned all pretense of taking notes. “And I suppose that’s also why he’s so pale? Bad circulation?”

“Some people are just naturally pale!”

Bella stood and walked to the window, gesturing at the sunny quad outside. “What about the fact that he always avoids sunlight whenever he can? Just like Professor Noirveil? I’ve seen him take the long way around campus just to stay in the shadows.”

Kensie remembered walks like that, how Alister would guide them under awnings and through shaded courtyards, squinting whenever they had to cross sunny patches. Her defense came out weaker than before. “He sunburns easily.”

“Right.” Tabitha’s voice carried heavy sarcasm as she counted on her fingers. “And I suppose he just happens to have enhanced strength, speed, and reflexes because he works out a lot?”

“He’s a warlock! All powerful warlocks have enhanced physical abilities!”

The room fell quiet for a moment. Then Morgana spoke, her voice betraying the fact that she was very much winning this argument. “Okay, well what about the fact that he drinks blood?”

Kensie opened her mouth, then closed it. The image of their dorm’s refrigerator flashed through her mind. Those neat rows of blood packs on the top shelf, the way Alister would drain one after particularly intense magic use, the relief that would wash over his features as color returned to his cheeks.

“He has a very special diet,” she managed, but even she could hear how hollow it sounded.

Penelope stood on her chair to be seen over the taller girls. “A special diet that requires him to consume human blood.”

“It’s for his magic! His wyldcraft uses blood manipulation, so he needs to replenish—”

Pippa pushed off from the podium and walked closer, her expression shifting from accusatory to almost sympathetic. “Come on, Kensie. We’ve all taken Vampire Studies. We know the signs.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “Pale skin, cold to the touch, avoids sunlight, drinks blood, enhanced physical abilities, mysteriously attractive though obviously dangerous... He checks every box.”

Kensie shot to her feet, desperate. “He has a reflection! I’ve seen it!” That was actually a lie. She was getting desperate now.

“So do dhampirs.” Bella didn’t even look up from examining her raccoon-striped nails. “Half-vampires can see their reflections. Basic Vampire Studies 101.”

The rest of the room murmured agreement. Someone added from the back, “My grandmother fought a dhampir once. Said you couldn’t tell the difference until the fangs came out.”

“He doesn’t have fangs!”

This time it was Morgana who responded, pulling out her Vampire Studies textbook and flipping to a well-worn page. “Retractable fangs are common in older vampire bloodlines. See? Right here in Chapter Seven. They can hide them at will.”

Kensie gripped the edge of the table as her last defense crumbled in front of her. But no—there was one more thing. “He... he eats regular food!”

Tabitha actually laughed at that one. She grabbed Morgana’s textbook and flipped forward several chapters. “So did Count Draven, according to historical accounts. Says right here he hosted elaborate dinner parties for decades before anyone realized he was never actually swallowing anything. Just moving food around his plate and taking fake sips of wine.”

The textbook made its way around the room, girls pointing at passages and nodding knowingly. Kensie sank back into her chair, defeated. Every defense she offered was shot down with textbook precision. Literally. These girls had been studying vampire hunting their whole lives, just like her. They knew all the signs, all the tricks, all the ways vampires tried to blend in with normal society.

And Alister... Alister fit the profile perfectly.

The girls exchanged glances, clearly ready to pounce on her weak defenses. She could see it in their eyes. The judgment, the disappointment, the scandalized delight at having such juicy gossip confirmed. The heir to the Killmaiden legacy, sleeping with the enemy. Her mother would die of shame. Her grandmother would probably rise from the grave just to disown her.

But before they could launch their next attack, Kensie found herself speaking again, and words were tumbling out before she could stop them.

“Okay,” Kensie said harshly. “Maybe he is a vampire. Maybe he doesn’t like the sun, drinks blood, is unusually pale and sexy. But you know what? It doesn’t matter if he’s a vampire or not!”

Every head snapped toward her. Kensie felt heat creep up her neck, but she’d started now. Something inside her, maybe the same stubborn streak that had made her follow Alister into danger in the first place, refused to back down.

“For you see...” She took a deep breath, her hands clenching into fists on the table. Her voice grew stronger, more certain. “I really like him.”

The clock ticked once. Twice. Three times.

Kensie barreled on, unable to stop now that she’d started. “He’s kind, and brave, and he makes me laugh. He teases me about thinking he’s a vampire but he’s never mean about it—anymore. He protected me when he didn’t have to. He included me in his harem even though I spent weeks trying to stake him. He’s teaching me combat magic and he’s patient when I mess up and he remembers how I like my tea and—”

She cut herself off, realizing she was babbling. The room had gone completely still, everyone hanging on her every word.

“And I don’t care if he’s a vampire or a dhampir or a perfectly normal human with terrible circulation and a severe sun sensitivity,” she finished in a rush. “I like him anyway.”

For a moment, nobody moved.

Then Bella let out an excited squeal and actually clapped her hands together.

“Oh my gods, that’s so romantic!”

The words broke the spell. Around the room, hostile expressions began melting into something else entirely.

“Wait, what?” Kensie watched in confusion as the entire atmosphere shifted.

Morgana had set aside her textbook and was now leaning forward with genuine interest. “A vampire and a vampire hunter! It’s like something out of those novels everyone pretends they don’t read!”

“Oh, I’m very open about reading them,” someone whispered, causing a ripple of guilty giggles.

Tabitha’s entire demeanor had transformed. Where moments ago she’d been righteously indignant, now she was practically bouncing with excitement. “Star-crossed lovers! Forbidden passion! Ancient bloodlines united in love instead of violence!”

Even Penelope, who’d been the most disapproving, had stars in her eyes. She climbed onto her desk for a better view. “Tell us everything! How did he ask you to join his harem? Was it dramatic? Did he sweep you off your feet?”

The complete one-eighty left Kensie reeling. “I... what?”

Pippa abandoned her podium entirely, pulling up a chair right in front of Kensie. “Oh, don’t be shy now! We need details! Is he a good kisser? I bet he’s a good kisser. All that brooding probably makes him super passionate!”

The other girls had started rearranging their chairs, forming a tight circle around Kensie. It felt less like an interrogation now and more like a sleepover.

“Does he really have those red eyes?” Penelope asked eagerly. “They sound so mysterious!”

“And dangerous!” added another girl. “In a sexy way!”

Bella scooted so close their knees touched. She lowered her voice conspiratorially, though everyone could still hear. “Has he bitten you? What’s it like? Does it hurt or is it more... you know...”

The eyebrow waggle that accompanied this question made Kensie’s face heat up all over again.

“I heard vampire bites can be quite pleasurable.” Morgana adopted her most scholarly tone, though her eyes sparkled with decidedly unscholarly interest. “Something about the venom having euphoric properties, I guess? Is it true?”

“Is that why you’ve been walking funny lately?” Tabitha asked innocently. “We thought you’d injured yourself in training, but—”

“He hasn’t bitten me!” Kensie’s voice came out as more of a squeak. “And I’m not walking funny! I’m happy, so my tail wags harder, which unbalances me! That’s all!”

Pippa grinned wickedly as her own tail whipped the girl beside her repeatedly like the poor witch owed her money. “I know how that goes. But… you want him to bite you, right? Come on, Kensie. We’re all friends here. You can tell us.”

“I... that’s not... we haven’t...” Kensie stammered, overwhelmed by the sudden barrage of intensely personal questions.

“What about the other girls in his harem?” someone asked. “Are they concerned that you’re a vampire hunter? Or does it add some exciting tension?”

Bella bounced in her seat. “Oh my gods, do you ever roleplay? Like, do you pretend to hunt him? Does he pretend to seduce you to the dark side?”

“Please tell me you’ve found creative uses for those wooden stakes,” Morgana said perfectly straight-faced.

“MORGANA!” several girls shrieked, though they all leaned in closer, clearly desperate to hear the answer.

Kensie’s head spun as the interrogation transformed from hostile to... whatever this was. The questions came too fast, too furious, each more embarrassing than the last. What did his fangs feel like? Had he used his vampire strength in... intimate situations? Was it true what they said about vampire stamina? Did his eyes glow red during... certain moments?

But underneath the embarrassment was a warm flutter of relief. They weren’t judging her anymore. They were treating her like... well, like a friend with exciting gossip to share. Like she was one of them again, not a traitor to her bloodline but just a girl with a complicated love life.

Pippa picked up her clipboard again, but not before giving Kensie a grin that was genuinely friendly this time. “Alright, let’s call this meeting to order. First item on the agenda: the upcoming full moon hunt. But Kensie?” She winked. “You’re not getting out of giving us those details. We’ll talk after the meeting. Extensively.”

“Very extensively,” Morgana agreed.

“With diagrams,” Bella added helpfully.

“And a timeline of events,” Tabitha chimed in.

Kensie sank deeper into her chair, caught between mortification and an unexpected warmth. The crushing weight that had pressed on her shoulders when she’d walked in had somehow lifted, replaced by a different kind of nervousness. The kind that came from having friends who were way too interested in your love life.

As Pippa launched into the club business about tracking unusual bat activity in the eastern district, Kensie found herself only half listening. Her thoughts kept drifting to Alister, probably back in their dorm room getting into some ridiculous argument with Hexie.

Vampire or not—and she was still about ninety percent sure he was—she’d meant what she said.

She really did like him, and apparently that was enough for the Huntress Association Club to welcome her back with open arms. Unfortunately, those arms were now determined to squeeze every embarrassing detail out of her the moment official business was over.


Ch. 9


Despite my teasing of Kensie, I was honest about the free period, and I was happy to head back to the dorm to enjoy it. Sadly, I never even got there. Halfway across the campus, a massive winged shape flashed over me. I looked up sharply, tensing immediately. More than a few times, a shadow was more warning than I got before a witch on a battle broom started dropping firebombs on my head.

Fortunately, it wasn’t a murderous sorceress on a steel-winged broom, but instead a black eagle already coming in for a landing. I reflexively raised my arm, allowing the massive animal to perch, which forced Hexie to scramble off my shoulder and hide behind me. Only then did I notice the letter in its beak.

“Thanks,” I said, holding out my hand.

The bird dropped the letter. “Message from Headmistress Templeton!” the bird proclaimed in a deep, bassy voice. Then, with a solemn and dignified nod, it nearly bowled me over as it used me as a launchpad to take off again.

Only once the eagle was well and truly airborne did Hexie poke out from under my arm and flip the big bird off. “Screw you, feather shit!” she shouted, but not so loud that the eagle might turn around, I noted.

Turning my attention from that little scene, I saw the headmistress’s seal on the envelope. Hell. What now? Bracing myself mentally, I broke the seal, pulled out the letter, and scanned it.

The first thing I was surprised to discover was that I wasn’t being expelled for being a perennial nuisance. According to the letter, Elegantra had finally found a reporter she felt we could trust with my story. There were also plenty of justifications for it, such as controlling the narrative, and so on and so forth.

“What’s it say?” Hexie asked as she firmly resumed her perch on my shoulder, only occasionally shooting wary looks skyward.

“Read for yourself,” I said, starting off.

The imp muttered as she took the letter, snapping it open like an old man with a newspaper. “...Huh. You think it’s legit?”

“The headmistress doesn’t exactly have much to gain by backstabbing me here,” I noted. “Besides, the sooner this all gets swept up, the better.”

“What? You don’t want the fame? The legend? Come on, master. That kind of thing gets you all the ladies!”

“I have enough ladies, thank you very much.”

“True,” Hexie mused, which surprised me. Then she added, “Besides, we gotta prioritize Ashlyn anyway. That girl is gonna be high maintenance.”

I considered reminding the imp there was pretty much a zero percent chance Ashlyn wanted into my harem, but settled for just rolling my eyes. As I’d learned many times in the war, some battles just weren’t worth fighting. Besides, I had to get myself ready for the interview. No sense in not putting my best foot forward for this thing, especially considering how close it was to my date that night.

Getting back to my room, I quickly wrote a note for Kensie, taping it to her door and letting her know that something had come up, and I’d meet her at the cafeteria around seven for our dinner. Finally, I nabbed a quick nap to catch up on some sleep I’d missed, which Hexie insisted on joining me in, though she fortunately seemed satisfied just snuggling with me like a busty, living teddy bear.

Then, I was up around five, showered, and threw on some of my better clothes. I didn’t go full dress uniform. Though I considered it, that kind of thing would be sending entirely the wrong message. I wasn’t a soldier anymore. The fact I killed Rodney was more of an incident than some return to form. I was retired, dammit, and intended to enjoy it, so long as I got the chance.

I sighed as I adjusted the buttons of my black coat, then turned to Hexie. “How do I look?”

From where she flopped on the pillow, Hexie lifted her head and peered at me. “Mmm,” she hummed. “I like you better without it on.”

“Not an option here.”

“If it’s a witch, I doubt she’d agree. Vavoom! Give her something to really write about. You might even get a photo on the front page.”

Again, I rolled my eyes, gave my coat a last thoughtful adjustment, and headed out.

As I made my way to the headmistress’s office, I mulled over how I was going to do this. Honestly, I doubted it would be too bad. By now, news of Rodney’s freak-out would have leaked. It was just too crazy not to have. Elegantra would have had to inform the more important guests about it, and the more people you got involved, the more leaks there were. Besides, Rodney was acting alone. Well, mostly alone. His little terror cell didn’t seem to have any backers, so I saw no reason not to be honest about the whole thing.

What I wasn’t looking forward to were the follow-up questions, which there were bound to be. The press loved that. Little human interest angles they liked to push. I wondered if it was an option to ignore them? Or maybe be a hostile witness? Well, not too hostile. I really didn’t want to make myself a target. More than I already was, anyway. The press had lots of ways to get back at you if they really wanted to.

I climbed through the carved wood of the tree and up to Elegantra’s office. There I stopped and rapped on the face in the door. Wood creaked as it came alive, peering at me with bemusement.

“Ah,” the bearded figure said. “Right on time. A moment…”

I waited, and sure enough, the face stilled, becoming more wood than man, and with a creak, the door swung open, admitting me inside.

For once, I didn’t need to climb to the second level where the headmistress kept her desk. Instead, one of the tables on the lower floor had been cleared of clutter and sported Elegantra and two strangers. One was clearly the reporter, a man wearing a brown overcoat and a derby hat with a PRESS badge crammed into the band. The other was a woman in a pleated skirt and striped, fluffy jacket, her blonde hair cut short and a brimless hat on her head like a turtle shell. Both turned my way as the door opened, and Elegantra smiled encouragingly, wrinkles moving in a wave.

“Ah, Alister. Right on time. Please, come in. Meet Mister Jackson and Miss Temper, from the Patriot’s Standard.”

I raised my brow. Not a paper I knew of, though I also rarely read them. Every newspaper was stuffed to the gills with political operatives from the government. “Pleased to meet you,” I said, shaking their hands.

“Likewise,” Jackson said, his voice having that energetic and snappy quality you usually got from men announcing a horse race. “It’s a real hoot to get to meet the man who saved the day! Absolute pleasure!”

“Well…”

“Tell me,” he continued, a notepad suddenly in his hand, his eyes keen and sharp. “You knew the traitor during the war, yeah? What was he like? What did he wear? Did he have any affairs you knew about? What was his favourite food?”

“Er…”

Elegantra cleared her throat pointedly. “Mister Jackson,” she said with grace but the firmness of an oak tree, “I believe we went over how the interview shall go beforehand, didn’t we? I will inform you of the events surrounding the unfortunate incident, and Alister will add in any details I missed or got wrong. Afterwards, you may ask him your questions, and he may refuse to answer any he decides to.”

Jackson slapped a hand against his forehead, almost removing his cap in the process. “So right! A thousand apologies, ma’am. Got a bit ahead of myself. That’s always my problem. Rocket ahead to get the story. Get the scoop. The tale of our esteemed troopers and valued warriors of the war! Sorry, kid.”

There was a flash, and I blinked as I realized the camerawoman had just taken a candid shot.

“If we may begin,” Elegantra said, gesturing for us to take a seat.

As I did so, I had to wonder that if this was the reporter Elegantra had chosen, how bad must the rest of them have been?

“Now then,” Elegantra continued. “Let us begin.”

And so we did. At first, nothing was asked of me, as Elegantra gave the background of Rodney’s hiring and his career course, then got into the nitty-gritty of the event in question. I chimed in more often here, though I’d given Elegantra a pretty comprehensive review of what I’d discovered beforehand, and she’d filled in more than a few holes by dint of, you know, being the headmistress. A lot of small things that hadn’t seemed like much beforehand suddenly made a lot more sense, it seemed. Particularly just how Rodney had gotten the materials to build the bomb.

When it came to that, Jackson was writing so fast I half expected his notepad to combust. Then there was the actual description of the events of the fight, which I had to supply. There were a lot more questions and elaborations there, but I tried to give plenty of weight to the help the girls provided, especially Ashlyn. As annoying as she was, and though she’d inadvertently helped Rodney out, without her deactivating the bomb, things would have gone far, far worse.

“Fascinating!” Jackson said. “So the esteemed daughter of the Tormentia family assisted as well?”

“She did,” I agreed.

“Incredible! Quite the group of ladies you’ve gathered about yourself, Mister Blackwood,” Jackson said, continuing to animatedly scribble away. He glanced up at me with a sly look. “And these girls are in your harem?”

“They are,” I confirmed. “Well, minus Ashlyn Withers. We’ve only recently formed.”

“But already quite the collection,” Jackson noted with that same insinuating tone that made me instantly suspicious. “A princess and the daughter of a highly decorated general, the daughter of one of the most esteemed and wealthy families in the Free States and heir to the duchy of Tormentia, and even the daughter of the well-respected monster slayer clan too! You’ve certainly chosen well. Oh yeah! You’ve chosen veeeeery well.”

“Are you implying something?” I asked pointedly.

Jackson shook his head frantically. “No, no. Never. Wouldn’t dream of it! Just wanting to make sure we got all the facts. And a group like that is bound to make some waves.”

“We’re just students,” I said dismissively.

“Sure. Sure. Just students. Students who just so happened to take down a terrorist attack that had the potential to rekindle the war with Auropa.”

“It happens,” I told him.

“Not often. No no no. Not a bit! No siree. You sure you’re not interested in more? Perhaps… a career in politics?”

Ugh, just the suggestion made me throw up a little. “No,” I said firmly. “I’m here to get my education and begin my career in the public sphere. I have no interest in joining politics.”

“No, no. Of course not. I’ll be sure to note that in the story.”

“Good,” I said, then realised that just by stating it he would be implying that my denial meant I was. I groaned. Dammit. This? This is why I hated talking to the media. No matter what you said, it came out meaning something different. You could tattoo the words ‘I REJECT THE ALLEGATIONS’ on your forehead and it would be taken as an admission that there was something to it.

“I believe that will be all,” Elegantra said, rising smoothly with a gentle but firm smile. “You have your story now. An exclusive no less. And I hope it’s to your satisfaction.”

“Absolutely!” Jackson said, pocketing his notebook as he rose and shook her hand, then turned to me and did the same. “And we’ll be eager to publish this for all to see! Yes sir. Big story this. Huge! And I’ll be looking forward to following your career with great interest, Mister Blackwood. Yessiree! Sure I will.”

“You really don’t have to,” I said.

“Nonsense! You’re going to do big things, Mister Blackwood. Mark my words! I can tell. A good reporter has a nose like a bloodhound for a story! And I can smell it on you. You reek of it!”

“Thank… you?” I said, fairly certain he was trying to compliment me, but honestly I wasn’t sure.

“Look forward to our publication. Thank you again, headmistress. Always a pleasure!”

“Of course,” Elegantra said, ushering them through the door. “Officer Gella will escort you off the grounds.”

I watched them go and Elegantra close the door. The headmistress sighed, rubbing her neck and cracking her joints with a sound like twigs snapping. Looking back to me she smiled again. “Well done, Mister Blackwood. That went quite well.”

“As well as it was probably going to,” I agreed. “Do you think he’ll try and twist the story?”

Chuckling, Elegantra shuffled back behind her desk, settling herself in her chair with a puff of pollen from her shroud. “Despite Mister Jackson’s personality, he is an honest reporter. He was even in the war, writing for his paper from the front.”

“Huh,” was all I offered, given I’d known such reporters, and all of them had been shameless propagandists. Or worse… “Did he work for the Department of Domestic Security?” I asked warily.

Elegantra’s lips tightened. “No,” she said firmly, leaning back in her chair. “Not them.”

I was surprised by her certainty. The DDS were notoriously secretive with their members, and for good reason. Back during the war, they dealt with ferreting out spies, handling internal dissent, and ensuring all communications had the proper ‘interest in the national security’ tilt. Naturally, there were plenty of stories about the occasional person who expressed… less than patriotic sentiments who suddenly recanted after being visited by people dressed in all-white uniforms. Or tales of people who didn’t take a hint and simply… vanished.

Not to say I didn’t understand it; there was a lot of spying by both sides during the war, and traitors happened. You needed someone willing to do the dirty work of spying and counterspying. That’s the way it was. But I’d met some of the DDS ghosts during my time, and I didn’t like them. They worked by suspecting everyone, and the one thing you could be sure of was that everyone was guilty of something.

“Is that it, then?” I asked.

“For now,” Elegantra agreed, easing back in her chair contemplatively. “The story will be picked up, and we’re being careful not to allow any other reporters onto the grounds. This should feed the media frenzy for a time.”

“That’s good,” I said. “And… any news about the monsters in the forest?”

Elegantra’s face was as inscrutable as tree bark, and about as wrinkled. “None that you need to concern yourself with,” she said. “The school is taking it well in hand. Regardless, there is no danger to the grounds themselves, of that you can be sure.”

Fair enough. Not even sure why I bothered to ask. I didn’t want it to be my problem, after all. But something about it still didn’t sit right with me.

Regardless, Elegantra’s words and tone didn’t exactly leave much space for argument, even if I felt inclined. Besides, I had better things to do tonight than try and weasel some news from her.

“Then I can go?” I asked.

Her face again melted into a grandmotherly gentleness. “Of course. And thank you, Alister. I know this has been difficult for you, but I’m glad that you’ve been able to adapt so well and be of such help to us.”

“Gladly,” I told her, and left.

Had to say, getting that interview over with lifted a weight off my shoulders. I actually felt a bit more optimistic for the rest of the day, especially given I was going to be meeting up with Kensie. I checked my watch and saw that the interview had run a little long. Damn. Not great; I was running a bit late for my date, which meant I better start running for real.


Ch. 10*


I slowed down as I got closer to the cafeteria, coming in at a more casual jaunt. As I ambled up to the doors I spotted Kensie standing nearby and looking quite different from usual.

The wolf-girl had shed the usual hunter garb and even her more casual getup of the school’s uniform. Instead, she had on a pretty if somewhat gothic looking dress, with plenty of frills and fairly expansive skirts. The black fabric looked terrific with her hair, which had been combed and even held back by a silver hair pin. Honestly? Even I could tell that the dress was pretty dated, but it really worked on her, and made her look absolutely stunning.

Not to say she wasn’t attractive every day. But there was something more formal about her now. She was always beautiful, but now she was… pretty, if that makes sense.

“Kensie,” I said as I drew near. “Hey.”

“Hi, Alister,” she murmured, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear.

Smiling warmly, I took her hand, prompting her to look me in the eye. “You look great,” I told her with utter sincerity.

Her cheeks reddened and she ducked her head shyly. “You think so?”

“Absolutely,” I told her. The cute little gesture made me feel awkward, so I cleared my throat and looped my arm in hers. “Shall we?”

I saw her blush deepen, but her arm tightened in mine, and together we went into the cafeteria.

Had to say, I felt a little overdressed at the moment, seeing as it was the place we ate our regular meals in. I mean, the dining room did look pretty spectacular, but you eat somewhere every day and you stop paying attention to the aesthetics.

There were more than a few other students inside who were also a bit dressed up, including a couple warlocks and their harems. I even spotted Salazar, who looked more wakeful than I’d ever seen him while a pair of what looked like fox-girl twins cuddled him and he squeezed them against his sides.

Well, at least I wouldn’t be alone in using it as a date spot.

We got our orders in and headed over to one of the more private spots in the cafeteria. I had to admit, I wasn’t too sure what to do now. My only real dating experience since I got out of the army had been interrupted by a giant mutant toad, and it hadn’t exactly been going great beforehand. Sure, I’d had relations during the war, but I wouldn’t exactly call grabbing a quick lay and maybe some distilled hooch before the air raid sirens went off romantic.

And I did want to make this work for Kensie. She was going out on a limb for me here, albeit mainly from her own misunderstanding. I can’t imagine getting into a vampire’s harem would sit well with her family, which reminded me that I probably shouldn’t attend any family dinners without some serious caveats.

We took our seats, and I noticed Kensie had loaded up with a truly impressive steak and some grilled potatoes, while I’d gone for pork chops and plenty of them.

“Pretty good,” Kensie said as she took a bite.

“Very,” I agreed as I sliced into my dinner, trying to watch my table manners.

“Did you eat well in the army?” she asked.

“Rations were… okay,” I said slowly. “Usually got enough.”

“I notice you eat a lot,” she noted.

“Old habits,” I told her with a shrug. “Never sure when you’ll get another meal, so I tend to stock up. Plus, my wyldcraft tends to burn plenty of calories.”

“And you can nourish yourself through blood,” she said.

“Sort of,” I admitted. “I can, but it doesn’t exactly put on weight. And I’m not a vampire.”

“Sure,” she said, giving me a wink.

I just sighed. Honestly, it wasn’t worth the effort. “Is that going to be a problem?” I asked her.

“Hm?” Kensie asked.

“Your family maybe thinking I’m a vampire,” I said.

Kensie frowned a little. “It’s not great,” she admitted, pushing her potatoes around with her fork. “I don’t think daddy is going to like it, but mom is a bit more open minded. And she calls the shots for the most part.”

“She does?”

Kensie nodded. “Dad has no magic,” she said. “Just a regular man. But he’s been good to me. And mom will be happy that I’m happy. So long as you don’t try and turn me.” She gave me a sharp look. “You won’t, right?”

“Promise,” I assured her. “You’re perfect as you are.”

Kensie blinked, then flushed hotly and ducked her head. “I um…” She coughed. “Some people say I can be a bit… intense.”

“They’re not wrong,” I admitted. “But I like that about you. As long as you don’t try and spray me with holy water anymore.”

She blushed again, but the silence became comfortable as we enjoyed our meals.

As the portions shrank though, I could tell her nervousness increased. She kept shooting me quick looks and squirming in her seat. It was kind of cute, and a bit surprising. Kensie had never struck me as shy, but clearly tonight’s expectations were a bit out of her wheelhouse. It just made me want to make sure I showed her a very good time.

At last we finished our meal and I got up. “Want to head back to our room?” I asked her.

Kensie licked her lips. “I um… I’d like that,” she breathed, standing as well.

I moved beside her, looping my arm with hers, our fingers intertwining.She blushed, ducking her head as we walked through the darkening campus, her tail thwapping my leg with happy wags as globes of magic light lit up among the branches of Stoneway’s many trees. Honestly, if someone had told me I’d be sharing an evening like this with Kensie after our first meeting, I’d think they were insane.

Yet here we were, and I had to say, I was enjoying every moment.

The face in the door of the dorm gave us a knowing look before it opened to admit us inside, and together we made our way into the building. As we entered the living room, I closed the door behind us and looked down at the wolf-girl.

“Do you want to come into my room?” I asked her.

Kensie nibbled nervously at her lip. “Um,” she breathed. “A-actually, I was thinking we could… maybe go to mine…”

Now that was a surprise. Despite living with her this long, I hadn’t actually seen her personal room other than quick glances through the open door. “Sounds good,” I said, smiling down at her. “Let’s.”

Kensie squirmed, but eagerly tugged me towards the door. She opened it, taking a moment to fiddle with something that was probably a trap before she tugged me inside.

My first impression of Kensie’s room was that a bomb had gone off. I actually paused just to take in the utter state of it. Clothes were strewn everywhere. Some were pieces of the school’s uniform, but there were a lot of obscuring black cloaks, sports bras, and other random acts of fashion. Weights, a medicine ball, and plenty of other workout equipment was scattered haphazardly about. A huge poster of a vampire’s anatomy hung on the wall, with the weak spots meticulously outlined. In fact, the only things that seemed organised were the weapons.

There were dozens of them. A full rack of daggers were hung up on the wall. On a table was a crossbow surrounded by cleaning supplies. Stakes were lined up by size on a belt hanging off the back of the door, and several swords hung in their sheathes from a rack on the far wall. Her bed was large and covered with even more clothes.

Kensie stood beside me, staring at her room as if seeing it for the first time. She let out a squeak and bustled in, snatching up scattered socks and shirts. “Oh. Ohhhh! I’m sorry. Sorry! I didn’t… uh… I kind of forgot that… Um… It’s laundry day tomorrow and um…”

I laughed, catching her hand in the midst of picking up a pair of panties. “It’s fine, Kensie. I don’t mind.”

She looked up at me in surprise. “You don’t?”

“No,” I told her, leaning down, tugging her towards me. “Besides, we’re just going to toss some more clothes around anyway, right?”

Kensie blinked, then her lips parted in an “O” of understanding. Seeing an opportunity I couldn’t resist, I leaned down and stole a kiss.

Instantly Kensie tensed. Then, with a weak moan she melted, pressing against me and clutching my coat as she wriggled in delight, her tail wagging so fast it made the curtain flutter.

The first thing I discovered about Kensie’s body was that it was incredibly sensitive. As my hands ghosted over her curves she yipped and whimpered in puppyish excitement, her cheeks so warm I could feel their heat as we kissed. Her tongue was uncertain, fumbling, but very eager to learn as I deepened the contact, holding her close.

I broke it after a long moment, Kensie practically swooning in my arms as I looked down at her. “Ready for more?” I asked her gently.

“P-please,” she panted.

Sounded good to me.

I kissed her again, my hands now roaming with more purpose, finding buttons and clasps as I slowly stripped her down.

Kensie submitted to this eagerly, and soon enough I eased her back onto her bed, her nakedness on display, fairly glowing with her blush, though her tail never stopped wagging. Her thighs pressed together protectively and her hands covered her chest shyly as she looked up at me.

“You are absolutely gorgeous,” I told her as I shrugged off my coat, letting it pool around my ankles.

“You t-too,” Kensie said, practically drooling as I tugged my shirt off, baring my pale chest. Her eyes roamed over the scars that patterned my skin, and as I shucked off my pants her eyes widened at the sight of my hardened cock.

“Oh,” she whimpered, biting her lower lip.

“Thanks” I chuckled, climbing onto the bed. I hooked my fingers in her panties and gently tugged them down, revealing her shaved mound. I raised an eyebrow, amused. “Well well. Did you prep yourself a bit?” I asked teasingly.

She went downright cherry red at that. “D-do you not like it?” she asked nervously.

I laughed softly at that, grasping her thighs and gently pushing them up and apart. “Let me show you how much I appreciate it,” I told her, moving down between her legs.

Kensie watched me, her eyes wide with excitement and anticipation as I ran my tongue along her folds. “Ah!” she gasped, body jolting at the electric pleasure that surged through her. But I held her steady, my tongue again stroking her, teasing her open.

“O-oh,” Kensie moaned as my tongue delved into her. “Oh. Ohhhh! Awoooooo!” she gently howled, arching a bit on the bed as I strummed her, every flick of my tongue delving deeper until she was wriggling in helpless ecstasy. Her hands clutched the already messy sheets, her breath coming in hot pants, her ears flicking with every stroke of my tongue.

“A-Alister,” she moaned. “That’s… nnn… that’s g-good. So goooood!”

I didn’t answer, my tongue far too occupied. Not that she seemed to be complaining. The pretty wolf-girl was in absolute rapture, whimpering and moaning. Squirming and panting. I could feel the coming of her climax. The way her muscles tightened. Her back arched, breasts quivering, lips parting in a final howl of orgasmic bliss.

“Awoooooo!”

I milked her orgasm gently, letting her enjoy every moment until she flopped on the bed, panting hard, hot, but growing slow. I rose from her, towering over her with my hands planted on either side of her head. She stared up at me, vulnerable, needy, ready and willing to give herself to me. Again I was struck by her earlier attitude towards me, and again I felt my heart throb with joy to have found the sort of love she had for me. A love I’d been afraid I’d never know.

I leaned down, kissing her tenderly. Kensie submitted happily, her mouth tasting of the spices and steak she’d had earlier, her fingers weaving through my hair and gliding down my back. I moved between her legs, one hand guiding my cock to her entrance. I heard her breath hitch as I nudged her there.

“Please,” she murmured when she felt me pause. “Alister. I… I want it.”

“And you’ll have it,” I promised her, and pushed into her.

I felt her stiffen, her pussy tightening, and I gave her time to relax before I pushed deeper. Filling her nice and slow.

She whined in pleasure, arching under me as I stroked and touched her, relaxing her as I began to slowly thrust into her. Her pants came short and fast, accented by canine whimpers and womanly moans. Sounds I’d heard with other women, but never before filling me with such happiness and satisfaction.

Soon we settled into a steady rhythm, the soft slap of flesh filling the room as I took her, bringing her towards her inevitable orgasm with a loving tenderness that actually surprised me. I wanted her to enjoy every second. Every sensation. To remember it for the rest of her life. Show her that she’d made the right choice by loving me.

And judging by her rising moans and bending of her body, I was succeeding.

“A-Alister,” she panted, staring into my eyes lovingly. “Oh g-gods, Alister. I’m… I’m close. I’m close. I’m… I’m… Awooooo!”

She came, her second orgasm even stronger than the first. Her body absolutely quivering as she gave in, surrendered to the pleasure, her sweet cry music to my ears and the sudden tightening of her body more than I could bear. I pumped into her a few more times, relishing the rippling sensation of her orgasm until I was brought to the brink as well. I groaned in ecstasy as I stuffed her a final time, cumming with a burst of pleasure that was both warm and wonderful.

Kensie whimpered in delight as the warmth of my seed filled her. She sagged like every ounce of tension in her had been swept aside at once.

As she relaxed I eased out of her, rolling onto my side and pulling her against me. Kensie rolled over, burying her head in my chest, her ears tickling my nose and her tail wagging once more.

“That… that was amazing,” Kensie breathed in my arms.

“Glad you liked it,” I said, nuzzling her lovingly.

“Mmm. And… thank you for resisting your urge to bite and drink my blood,” she said shyly. “I know it must have been hard.”

I rolled my eyes. “Not a vampire,” I reminded her.

“Mmm. Whatever you… say…” she murmured, snuggling into my arms and falling asleep.

I sighed, but as I felt her breathing even and her body press against me, I supposed it didn’t really matter just then. Hell, if anything, it showed how much she trusted me. If she did think I was a vampire, when better to turn her into my thrall? Yet she trusted me enough to fall into a deep sleep in my arms.

I smiled, stroking her hair, earning a soft yip of pleasure. I chuckled, and let myself drift away with her into a comfortable sleep.


Erina Harper - For the Future of This Great Nation


Erina Harper, Fourth Princess of the great state of Umbrica and Second Prefect for the first-year students of Stoneway Academy, checked her stance for the third time. Feet shoulder-width apart. Weight evenly distributed. Spell gloves properly fitted. Uniform precisely as the Stoneway Academy Student Manual specified on page 247, subsection C, paragraph 4.

Perfect.

“Ready when you are,” her opponent called from across the practice ring.

Miranda Coalwright stood in a loose stance that made Erina’s eye twitch. The second-year earth witch had her feet too close together, her shoulders weren’t properly squared, and she was holding her obsidian bracelet foci at completely the wrong angle. How she’d made it to the reserve team with such sloppy form was beyond comprehension.

“Begin!” the referee called.

Erina moved first, diamonds crystallizing around her hands in textbook gauntlets. She darted left, keeping her profile minimal as the manual demanded.

Miranda’s response was... adequate. Stone erupted from the practice ring’s floor in jagged spears, forcing Erina to pivot. She spun gracefully, using momentum to drive a diamond-wrapped fist through the nearest spike. The stone shattered in a shower of debris that she deflected with a hastily raised arm.

Standard opening gambit. Earth users stereotypically went for area control first—Erina was guilty of this sin too from time to time. Her mother had taught her the optimal counter: stay mobile, close distance, exploit slow casting times when the opportunity presented itself.

Erina surged forward. Another stone spear thrust up at an angle. Sloppy targeting. She vaulted over it, already preparing a crystalline blade along her forearm for the finishing strike.

Then, unbidden, the thought struck her: Alister and Kensie probably have finished dinner by now.

Her landing wobbled slightly.

Focus, she commanded herself, deflecting a chunk of stone with her gauntlet. You are a prefect. A princess. Defender of democratic values and the future of Umbrica.

But her traitorous mind had already begun veering to her beloved Alister’s nationally crucial seed. Dinner typically lasted forty-five minutes to an hour. Transit time back to the dorms, perhaps ten minutes. Which meant that right now, at this very moment, they were quite possibly...

A boulder the size of her torso slammed into her hastily raised stone shield, sending her skidding backward.

“Getting tired already, Harper?” Miranda taunted, though she was breathing hard herself.

Erina’s ears went flat against her head. Unacceptable. She was representing not just herself, but the entire first-year class. The prefect system itself! That which had brought her glorious nation such proud and noble heirs to its traditions and institutions. She couldn’t lose to someone who didn’t even hold their focus adequately.

She rolled her shoulders and reset her stance. Miranda was already weaving another spell as chunks of the arena floor rose in a swirling orbit around her. Defensive position. Smart, but it left her stationary.

Just like how Kensie is probably stationary right now, her mind supplied unhelpfully. Pinned beneath Alister as he rehearses his patriotic duty to impregnate—

Erina physically shook her head, her tail lashing frantically. Three stones shot toward her in rapid succession. She slipped between the first two gracefully, then caught the third in both hands, her diamonds grinding it to powder.

She needed to focus. To remember her training. To think about tactics and timing and—

Timing. The average courtship period before first intercourse was, according to Ministry of Breeding statistics, approximately three weeks for civilian witches. Military witches averaged two weeks, given their more pragmatic approach to genetic duty. Kensie had joined the harem less than two weeks ago, which by all accounts was certainly an expedited affair, but given the extreme circumstances of Kensie and Alister’s mid-combat bonding...

The ground beneath her feet turned to quicksand.

“Shit!” The profanity escaped before she could stop it. Conduct unbecoming of a prefect. She dropped to her knees as Miranda followed up, stone fists forming from the arena floor and swinging toward her like hammers.

Erina slammed her palms down, sending spikes of hardened earth deep into the sand to anchor herself. The stone fists crashed into her sides, her defensive crystals cracking under the impact. Pain flared along her ribs.

This was pathetic. Disgraceful.

What would her mother say if she saw her daughter, who’d been schooled in the art of combat since she was a suckling kitten, being beaten by a second-year who probably couldn’t even name her favorite rules from the Wargames Handbook without consulting it? Erina had a similar problem, actually—but that was just because she had a three way tie between rules 2.1, 13.3, and 21.5.

Queen Adamanta had once held off an entire Auropan battalion while eight months pregnant with Erina’s younger brother. She claimed the contractions helped her focus. Broke through a fortress wall with nothing but a warhammer and righteous fury, then delivered the baby three hours later between signing surrender documents.

And here Erina was, getting her ass kicked because she couldn’t stop thinking about optimal breeding angles.

The thought of her mother jarred loose another memory from her last visit home.

“Remember, Erina,” Queen Adamanta had said over tea, one hand absently rubbing her notched ear. It was a war wound she wore proudly. “A witch’s greatest duty is to the state. And the state’s future lies in the wombs of its daughters.”

“Yes, mother.”

“Which is why,” her mother had continued knowingly, “when you finally secure a warlock of suitable breeding, you must ensure he spreads his genetic material as widely as possible. Think of it as... aggressively proactive democracy.”

“But mother, shouldn’t emotional bonds take precedence over—”

“Emotional bonds?” The Queen had laughed, a sound like boulders tumbling down a mountain. “My dear daughter, what could be more emotional than the joy of serving your nation? Than knowing your womb carries the future defenders of liberty? Romance is all well and good, but duty. Duty is eternal.”

Right. Democracy. Liberty. The future of Caldia itself rested on warlocks like Alister breeding as many powerful witches as possible. And here she was, wishing she could be there to oversee the process. To ensure it was done correctly. But the truth was, she had gotten a little bit selfish. The strongest emotions growing inside her were not guided by duty, were they? No—she was falling in love with Ali—OOF!

Miranda’s foot caught her in the stomach.

The physical blow snapped Erina back to reality as she tumbled backward, gasping. When had the earth witch gotten so close? The quicksand had solidified around her legs, holding her in place as Miranda advanced with stone gauntlets of her own.

No. This ended now.

Erina took a deep breath, just as her mother had taught her. In through the nose, hold for four counts, out through the mouth. The breathing technique passed down through generations of Umbrica’s royal family, designed to clear the mind before battle.

Or before signing trade agreements. Or before public speeches about the importance of maintaining a birth rate of 16.4 children per warlock. The technique had many applications.

Miranda swung. Erina moved.

Her diamonds didn’t just coat her hands this time. They erupted. Sharp earth spikes burst from the ground around her legs, shattering the stone holding her. She twisted, using her flexibility to bend backward as Miranda’s fist passed inches from her nose.

Then she struck.

Her palm slammed into Miranda’s extended elbow, diamond meeting stone with a crack like thunder. The earth witch’s gauntlet shattered. Before Miranda could recover, Erina spun, her leg sweeping out in a perfect arc. Diamonds coated her shin like armor, and when it connected with Miranda’s knee, the second-year witch crumpled.

But Erina wasn’t done. She’d been distracted. Embarrassed herself. Nearly lost to a second-year while daydreaming about her warlock’s penis. That required correction.

But it really was a great penis.

She thrust both hands forward, and a cloud of pulverized earth and stone fragments exploded from her gauntlets in a blinding spray. Miranda raised her remaining gauntlet to block, squinting against the sudden assault.

Which was exactly what Erina wanted.

The debris wasn’t an attack. It was a screen. While Miranda was blinded, Erina had already moved, circling to her opponent’s left. The second-year turned, trying to track her movement, but the swirling earth and dust made it impossible to pinpoint her location.

Erina struck from the blind spot. A diamond-encased knee to the solar plexus dropped Miranda to the arena floor, gasping.

“Yield?” Erina asked politely, a blade of pure crystal pressed lightly against the earth witch’s throat.

“Y-yield,” Miranda wheezed.

“Match to Harper!” the referee called.

Erina immediately dismissed her diamonds and offered Miranda a hand up. Proper sportsmanship was essential, after all. The student handbook was quite clear on post-duel etiquette on school grounds.

“Good match,” she said formally.

Miranda accepted the hand ruefully. “That dust trick was clever. Gonna have to remember that one.”

They shook hands, and Erina retreated to the preparation area, her legs slightly shaky. Not from exertion. The fight hadn’t been that taxing. The shakiness came from residual embarrassment. She’d nearly lost because she couldn’t stop thinking about Alister.

Her mother would be mortified. Or maybe proud, if she framed it to be more about her lover’s fertility than her feelings for him. Which it totally was. Well, partially. It could be and was both, really.

She found the water fountain and drank deeply, letting the cool liquid soothe her throat. Her ribs ached where the stone fists had connected, and she’d definitely have bruises tomorrow if she didn’t make time to do some healing. At least she’d won. Her reputation as prefect remained intact, even if her dignity had taken a beating.

“That was an impressive recovery.”

Erina’s ears swiveled before her head turned. Tanya stood nearby, hands clasped in front of her generous chest, those little lights orbiting her horns in cozy circles. The felborn witch wore a gentle smile, though something in her eyes suggested… naughtiness afoot?

“It was adequate,” Erina replied, refusing to sugarcoat her mistakes as she straightened, smoothing down her practice uniform. “Though my form in the middle was shamefully lax. I’ll need to schedule additional training to—”

“You were thinking about him,” Tanya interrupted softly.

Crimson rushed to Erina’s cheeks. Her tail went rigid, then deliberately relaxed through sheer force of will. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean.”

Tanya’s smile widened. “Of course not. I’m sure your momentary distraction had nothing to do with calculating the optimal breeding positions for maximum fertility.”

“I—no, that’s—” Erina sputtered, then caught herself. She turned back to the fountain, splashing cold water on her face. A prefect maintained composure at all times, of course. “Even if I was engaging in such speculation, it would be purely from a patriotic standpoint. The future of our nation depends on—”

“I know.” Tanya’s tone was gentle, understanding. She leaned against the wall beside the fountain, watching Erina with those knowing eyes. “You’re always thinking of Caldia’s future. It’s admirable. And you, like me, are always thinking about our man as well.”

Erina relaxed slightly at the validation, dabbing her face with her sleeve. “He’s probably being very gentle with her. Kensie seemed nervous at dinner. First times can be overwhelming, and Alister understands that. He’ll take his time, ensure she’s properly... prepared.”

“Mmm. He’s good at that.” Tanya’s lights dimmed thoughtfully. “Though Kensie is quite fit. All that monster hunting training, I suppose. She probably has excellent stamina.”

“Cardiovascular fitness is important for extended breeding sessions,” Erina agreed, falling back on clinical terminology to mask the warmth spreading through her chest. “The literature suggests that multiple org—completions increase the chances of conception by up to thirty-seven percent.”

“How very thorough of you to know that.”

“It’s a basic fact outlined in ‘Post-War Reproductive Strategies for Witches with Beast Affinities’ by C.J. Ridgefell—well, the second edition, anyway,” Erina recited automatically. “Frankly, it should be required reading for all schoolgirls before reaching majority.”

“If you say so,” Tanya chuckled.

They stood in comfortable silence for a while, watching other students practice in the various rings. Erina found herself thinking again. Assuming that they’d started, say, fifteen minutes ago, and Alister maintained his standard pace based on her previous encounters with him, then right about now Kensie would be experiencing her second or third climax already. If they were trying to conceive, Kensington would certainly be primed.

The warm thought made her smile privately.

“Anyway,” Tanya said suddenly, “speaking of our handsome man, I’ve been thinking we should do something special for him. Don’t you think so?”

Erina blinked, pulled from the mental image of Alister filling Kensington’s womb as the national anthem sounded and the Caldian and Umbrican flags waved behind them. “Special how? His birthday isn’t for months, and there are no gift-giving holidays scheduled in the academic calendar until—”

Tanya put a finger on Erina’s lips, making the feline witch arch a brow. “Shhh, Erina… I was thinking something more... intimate.”


Ch. 11


For a while after Kensie and I spent the night together, things actually became kind of… normal. I went to class without issue, had meals in the cafeteria, hung out with the girls, and even found a nice equilibrium for the whole ‘having to sexually satisfy four women’ thing. Big thanks to Tanya on that one. She managed to work out a schedule that fit everyone, though Hexie constantly tried to get me to rail her more often. Occasionally with success.

Come on, I’m only human.

Naturally, it couldn’t last. This hit home when there was a knock on my dorm’s door, and I opened it to discover Amarante Noirveil standing there.

My first instinct was to shut the door in her face, but wisely I held off on that. Still, I was instantly suspicious. She was dressed fantastically, as always, in a silky dark gown, lace teasing from her sleeves and long, dark gloves hiding her arms. The low cut emphasised her large, firm breasts for the discerning eye, and a wide brimmed hat with a heavy veil shadowed her face against the sun.

My wariness was further increased because Kensie, Erina, and Tanya were out at an orientation thing sponsored by the school for first-time harem members. Which, now that I thought about it, seemed maybe a little too convenient…

“Professor,” I said, eyeing her. “What can I do for you?”

“Zat is exactly it, dear sire of ze night. I wish to speak to you. Might I come in?”

I hesitated, but stepped aside, and she swept past me and into the room, her eyes wandering about the interior attentively despite her dramatics. “So…” I began.

“Ah!” she cried, whirling around to face me, beaming. “I can tell zis is a room zat a man of great power and presence does keep. Your scent. It is upon ze air and so strong I might become drunk merely by being in ‘ere!”

“Sorry, you—”

“I ‘af come to apologize,” she said suddenly, crossing the room and grabbing my hands, her red eyes watery and lower lip pushed out like she was on the verge of crying.

“Oh, uh, good. For?”

“Why, for zat which occurred at mon tower. My dear Slayer of ze Shadow, I cannot conceive just what did go wrong zere. Never would I ‘ave dreamt zat ze beasts might wander so far and so close to ze school, no less near ze wardstones. I was devastated. Simply torn!”

“It’s fine,” I said. “Nobody got hurt.”

“Ah! So true!” she declared, leaning in even closer. “I ‘eard about your skillful handling of ze beasts. Not to say I was surprised in any way. I knew zat you would slaughter ze foe with skill and bloodthirst, and I was right! Such a powerful warlock need fear not’ing from some furballs. And yet, it should not ‘ave ‘appened. So please!” she exclaimed, squeezing my hands, “say you forgive me.”

“Er, yes. Of course,” I said, practically backed against the wall by her advances. I felt a slight flush on my neck and tried to slow my pulse. I really shouldn’t find her so attractive, but I had a certain weakness for women in gloomy dark colours. That Amarante had a figure many women would kill for wasn’t helping. Nor was the fact she was apparently more than happy to flaunt it.

She sighed, leaning back with a look of profound relief. “Oh,” she gasped, dabbing at her eyes with a monogrammed handkerchief. “Zat is such a relief.”

“I’m glad,” I said. “Has anyone made any progress figuring out why the monsters came so near the stones?”

“Alas!” the vampiress cried, flicking her handkerchief dismissively. “Non, I am afraid not a one. Ze truth appears to be as elusive as ever. Some ‘ave ventured ze opinion zat it was ze King of ze Forest.”

“King of the Forest?”

“Yes. Ze largest, most powerful monster which lurks deep within ze woods. There have been many, but ze latest has not been seen yet. It may be zat ze beast is prompting ze monsters to test ze defences of ze school. But do not worry, Alister, mon shadowy delight. Ze school has many times been forced to deal with such t’ings, and we ‘ave enhanced ze security greatly. You ‘ave no need to concern yourself.”

She was right, and I really shouldn’t. If I wanted a normal school life, trying to figure out why the local swarms of monsters were attacking was probably the last thing I should be doing. It wasn’t my problem and was way above my paygrade.

None of which, however, made me any less curious. To be fair, though, curiosity had saved me more than a few times during the war. The more you knew, the less likely you were to get surprised. Ignorance killed too many on the battlefield, be it soldiers or commanders. The more I knew, the better I could defend myself and prepare for the unexpected. Old habits die hard.

“Was there anything wrong with the wards?” I asked instead.

“Non, not at all,” she continued dismissively. “I should know. My predecessor set up ze current defences and showed me all ze spells which must be worked to ensure ze magic functions properly. Zat said, I cannot conceive how zey might ‘ave failed. Ah,” she sighed, resting her cheek in an open palm, her eyes staring blankly at the ceiling. “Alas, if it were up to me, zis would be ze only zing ze school would be focusing on. But, I am afraid ze ‘eadmistress must yet deal with ze fallout from Rodney’s little fit. So unfortunate. Ze insurance agents alone are beating down ze door at seemingly all ’ours of ze night.”

Yeesh. That was the one thing I did like about the army. Though I was rarely given a break from fighting, it also meant I was never on clean-up duty. They shipped me off just as soon as a mission was accomplished.

“Any chance this has anything to do with what Rodney did?” I asked. “He was turning monsters into… well, bigger monsters using warp magic.”

“Non, I do not believe so. We ‘ad no trouble even in ze days before you visited me, which was why I assumed all was well.”

“Is that so…” I mused. It sounded good on its own but raised a few red flags for me. Call me paranoid, but having the monsters attack on the night I just happened to be out there? Not exactly filling me with confidence. But who would have known? Well, the headmistress, obviously. And Amarante, the girls, and…

Ashlyn.

I frowned deeper. Now that was something I hadn’t thought about. She hadn’t exactly been shy about getting her hands dirty fucking with me before. But having crazed monsters try to kill me seemed a bit extreme. Then again…

“Is somezing ze matter, darling?” Amarante asked.

I blinked, stepping back as I suddenly found her right in front of me. “Uh, no. Not really.”

“Now, now,” she breathed, the weepy woman from before utterly gone. Something new had taken her place. Something sultry and suggestive. The same sort of something that had stripped to her panties in the tower and tried to get me to fuck her raw over a desk of spellbooks. “No need to lie, darling. I can see zat zis news troubles you. Would you like for me to take care of it?”

“How would you do that?” I asked before I could catch myself.

Her smile deepened as her hands gently came to rest on my shoulders. “I know a great many ways zat one might calm another. A massage, for instance, is most effective at… soothing ze tension. In fact,” she added, and I found my eyes glued to her fingers as they left my shoulder, slipped into the deep valley of her breasts, and produced a narrow vial. “...I ‘ave zis wonderful oil which is most potently effective.”

“Effective at what?” I asked.

Her smirk deepened. “Well,” she murmured, bringing up the glass, giving it a soft kiss, but hard enough to leave lipstick marks, “ze massage is but ze first step of ze relaxing evening. Ze second part is far more… thrilling.”

I didn’t exactly need further elaboration, and her leg pressing in so her thigh rubbed against my blatantly growing bulge showed she didn’t either. I cleared my throat, my eyes searching for a safe space to look, but unable to avoid her breasts. Her lips. Her eyes. Fuck, you’d think months of living with a group of gorgeous women all eager to fuck me would give me a bit more immunity to an attractive woman, but there was something about Amarante. I mean besides the fact she was eternally youthful and liked to bite (though that wasn’t helping me). Don’t get me wrong, I loved Erina, Tanya, Kensie, and Hexie, but Amarante had a more… mature beauty about her. Age and experience without a hint of wrinkles. It was like the best of every world, and the fact that she was more than eager to show me just what kind of skills centuries of life brought was hard to say no to.

“I uh…”

“I promise,” Amarante breathed, pressing in nearer, her cool thigh rubbing my cock through my pants, “ze experience will be one… you never forget…”

Oh fuck.

I half expected Hexie to pop into existence to cheer the professor on, but the sudden opening of the door saved me before she could show up and make things worse. Both Amarante and I looked sideways sharply to see Erina, Tanya, and Kensie walk in, talking to one another, only to fall instantly silent at the sight that met them.

Amarante stared at the trio, whose shocked expressions quickly turned to annoyance or indignation. Erina was the first to speak, crossing her arms and giving the vampiress a frowning glare. “Professor,” she said in a tone that’d freeze a glacier. “Can we help you?”

Amarante leaned back a little, her eyes growing hooded and thoughtful. The silence stretched uncomfortably long before she suddenly smiled.

“Non. In fact, I was just leaving,” the vampiress purred. “I was merely coming by to give my darling of ze night some news of recent interest. Do consider my words, Alister,” she added, turning to me.

“Uh, sure.”

“Wonderful,” she said, then leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. “Until zen. Ta ta,” she crooned, sashaying out of the room, parting the girls in her way through sheer presence before vanishing out the door.

The second she was gone, all three women clustered around me.

“Are you alright?” Erina demanded first. “What did she want?”

“That’s not exactly a secret,” Kensie scoffed. “I mean, did you see her? She was practically humping him!”

Tanya just shook her head, her lights glowing like banked embers. “How… forward of her,” the felborn sighed. “Though,” she added contemplatively, “I suppose I can understand her urgency. After all, she clearly wants you very badly.”

“That may be, but this is highly irregular,” Erina huffed, her tail thrashing in indignation. “She should go through you first, Tanya. To so blatantly flirt with him is just… it’s… it’s improper is what it is!”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that, which just made Erina pout harder and even got a smile from Tanya. “At any rate,” I said, “the supposed reason she came here was to give me an update on the whole monsters in the forest thing.”

“And did she?” Kensie asked, instantly more interested.

“Sorta,” I admitted. “She had some info but, honestly, not much. Seems like the monsters haven’t acted this way aside from when influenced by some bigger, badder monster that lives in the forest.”

“The King of the Forest, of course,” Erina said, nodding sagely. “A common occurrence, and a great effort is made to hunt it by the senior students. It’s part of the Wildlife Studies and Combat courses. Often, they fail to even find it.”

I nodded. “That’s what she said. But I’m not convinced.”

“No?” Kensie asked.

“No,” I said. “Because the monsters weren’t acting like this before. But the night we wandered in, they were. Doesn’t that seem a bit too convenient?”

The girls exchanged a look. “It may still be just a coincidence,” Erina hazarded.

“Maybe,” I said. “But I doubt it. And there weren’t very many people who knew I was out there. So, it might be nothing, but it might be someone trying to take a shot at me.”

“You suspect Ashlyn?” Tanya asked.

I was actually surprised how fast she got there. I suppose I shouldn’t be, though. Tanya had a pretty impressive grasp of the whole ebb and flow of personal relationships in the school. “It might be,” I hazarded. “But it could be someone else. One of Rodney’s lackeys who weren’t caught up in the fight, maybe. I’m not sure. I made a lot of enemies during the war. Wouldn’t put it past one of them to track me down and try again.”

“Has the headmistress been informed?” Erina asked.

“That’s the thing,” I said. “It’s more or less being shuffled aside for the moment while she deals with the fallout from Rodney’s whole ‘detonate a weapon of mass destruction’ thing. I get the need to prioritize, but that also means it kind of leaves us wide open if someone tries something again.”

“You think so?” Erina asked, frowning.

“I do,” I said, then sighed. “And if my suspicions are right, then they’ll try to take another shot at some point. So I plan to figure out what the hell’s going on before that.”

“Really?” Kensie asked. “That doesn’t sound like you?”

I shrugged. “I don’t want anyone else getting caught up in some vendetta attempt against me. We were lucky they only threw some weaker monsters our way, and clearly underestimated us. We might not get so lucky next time. Plus, I’d hate to see anyone else get caught in the crossfire.”

“Are you… are you saying you consider it your… civic duty?” Erina asked.

I eyed her a bit. Was it just me, or did she look a bit… flushed? She was for sure nibbling on her lower lip, and it looked a bit like she was rubbing her thighs together. Was the prospect of me doing something for the nation turning her on? “I guess you could say that.”

“Oh,” Erina breathed shakily, her tongue licking her lips, her eyes warm as she wriggled, and I think I could even see her nipples budding under her student blazer. “Oh, Alister, that’s… that’s marvelous. To take your civic duty so seriously. To be willing to throw yourself in harm’s way for the sake of the nation and its people is so… so wonderful!”

“I mean, ‘the nation’s’ going a bit far…”

“To aspire to such civic virtues,” Erina continued as if I hadn’t said a word, her voice growing more resonant as though she was speaking to a rally of flag-waving nationalists. “To come forward and do your duty not for personal gain; not for personal glory; but solely and completely in the name of your nation and your fellow patriots. That is the true mark of a son or daughter of Caldia. That is the sort of person who forged our great country from the warring selfishness and strife that once held us apart. Yes! For we are the children of the Free States of Caldia! And we will fight for and shelter the innocent with our blood and bodies. For freedom! For democracy! For Caldia!”

For a minute, I could only stare at her, Erina looking to the heavens, a hand clasped over her heart like one of the Ministry of Propaganda’s posters come to life. Finally, I cleared my throat. “Uh, sure. Approximately.”

“And I’ll help too!” Kensie declared, pushing forward, her lovely face firm with purpose, her tail wagging enthusiastically. “For you see, no slayer would lie silent while some fiend sought to use monsters against their fellow man. I will help get to the bottom of this and defeat any monster that seeks to prey on the innocent. No monster will run free under Kensington Killmaiden’s watch!”

“Uh huh. Sounds good. And Tanya?” I asked, looking at the bemused felborn. “How about you? Any dramatic speeches you want to give?”

“Not as such, no,” she said demurely, though a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth and her lights winked at me. “But your queen can hardly sit by while the rest of the harem goes off into danger. Of course I’ll help, Alister.”

“Well, alright then. Sounds good to me,” I said. “I guess we’re in this together. Thanks, girls.”

“Of course. Which means the first step shall be the library!” Erina declared triumphantly.

“It will?” I asked.

“Of course,” she said, giving me a patient smile. “Really now, Alister. Where better to start researching if such a thing has happened in the past? Not to mention potentially any spells that might have been used to rile up the monsters. Besides,” she added primly, “I intend for this to be done properly and by the book! Especially considering how your last attempt went when you didn’t follow proper procedures and school rules,” she added with a stern eye.

I winced, rubbing the back of my head. Yeesh. I didn’t need the reminder of when I tried to tail Seffie. It wasn’t like I’d intentionally destroyed the Botany labs, but all the same, I guess she did have a point.

“Fair enough,” I conceded. “To the library it is, then.”

“Oh,” Kensie said with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. “Studying. Yay...”


Ch. 12


It was fairly quiet in the Library, which is kind of the point of a library, so I was all for that. But though quiet, it was hardly empty. Finals were coming up soon, and not even a near miss of getting blown up could forestall it too long, so there were many students around.

We drew a bit of attention, though I did my best to play it cool. I imagine there were still a lot of rumours swirling around about us. Especially given what I was learning about the women in my harem. It took a little doing (and going pretty deep into the library stacks) but we found a conveniently empty table.

“Alright,” I said, planting my hands on it as if to claim the table for us. “Everyone know their job?”

“I will check the school histories for similar occurrences like this,” Erina said.

“And I’ll see what I can find about monster physiology,” Kensie added.

Tanya clapped her hands in excitement, lights bursting around her like fireworks. “Excellent! I will see if I can find anything about the sorceries that created the wardstones.”

I nodded along. “Perfect,” I said. “I’ll see what I can dig up about monsters too. Meet back here when you’ve found something. Let’s go!”

We all split up, heading off to do what we needed. I checked in with the librarian, who gave me a funny look but pointed me down a row of shelves. As I went, I summoned Hexie, who popped into existence and immediately perched herself on one of the nearby shelves, looking amused.

“Well!” the imp cackled, eying the stacks. “Summoning me to blow you in the library? Bold, master. I love it!”

“No,” I told her firmly. “I summoned you to give me a hand checking some of these books for anything about the monsters we faced.”

Hexie stuck out her tongue and blew a raspberry. “Pth. Lame. Come on, master,” she whined, pushing off the shelf and flapping down in front of me, giving me the most doleful eyes she could. “Don’t you wanna get even a little freaky among these books? Hexie needs sexing.”

“Help me out and I’ll think about it. But only when we get back to the room.”

Hexies’s face scrunched up. “Mnnn. You drive a hard bargain, master. You’re just lucky I also like it hard. And driven. By which I mean you driving your dick into my-”

“I get it,” I interrupted. “Books, please?”

Hexie snickered, but got to work. For my part, I grabbed a couple of likely tomes. Jizban’s Fun Guide to Deadly Creatures. Habits of Greater Monsters, and I even found a book on Wards of the Worlds. Might be handy.

I returned to the desk to find most of the girls back with their own stacks. I took an empty seat, but the second I did both Erina and Kensie switched chairs and dragged theirs right beside me.

All…right. A little odd, but I quickly opened Jizban’s book.

“Are you having trouble, Alister?” Erina asked, wriggling in closer.

“Hm?”

“Only, if you did have any questions, please let me know,” the cat girl added, her tail winding around my waist.

“A-Alister! Here, take a look at this!” Kensie said, cramming herself in against my other side, her tail whapping the back of my chair. “It has lots of things about monster hunts! Let’s read it together.”

“Er-”

“Please keep it down,” Erina huffed, glaring at Kensie. “We’re in a library. There are rules here!”

“I was being quiet,” she shot back.

What the hell was all this? I looked between them, but they mostly glared at each other. Well, clearly they were getting a bit testy about my attention, but why? Did they feel like they needed to compete here?

“I uh, forgot a book on the shelf,” I said, pushing my chair back, both women almost falling into my lap they were pressing against me so much. “Be right back.”

“What?” Kensie gaped.

“I-” Erina began.

But I was gone, hurrying back into the quiet of the stacks.

I glanced back as I went, but neither followed me, much to my relief. I sighed, running my fingers along the spines of some books without bothering to read the titles.

Right. Just what had all that been about? I mean, it was obvious that they were competing for my attention. But that probably wasn’t a good thing. If they were, then it was probably my fault. Most likely, they didn’t feel like they were getting enough attention on my end. Shit. Juggling a harem was harder than I thought. I sighed, rubbing the back of my neck. Damn damn damn…

“Well! If it isn’t Alister.”

I jumped and whipped about in surprise at the faintly familiar voice. Gabriel Llorn stood nearby, some books under his arm as he gave me a blinding smile. Gods, I hadn’t heard him at all. I must have been more distracted than I thought.

“Hey, Gabriel. How are you?”

“Very well,” he said, crossing the space between us. “Sorry for startling you. I was just grabbing a few books to prepare for the upcoming tests. The senior year ones are harder than you can believe.”

“Yeah… right.”

“You okay?” he asked, stepping a bit closer, peering at me with his curiously intense eye. “You look a bit… stressed.”

“Fine, fine,” I assured him. “Just… have a lot on my mind.”

He raised a single visible eyebrow. “Harem stuff?”

I winced. “Am I that transparent?”

“Ha, well, I am good at noticing these things,” he admitted, tapping the side of his head near his eye. “Speaking of, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that.”

“About what?”

“Your harem. Specifically, it’s about Tanya.”

I frowned. “Tanya? What about her?”

His lip twisted with discomfort and he coughed into his hand. “Well, listen. You see, the thing is, she was… kinda my fiancée.”

“...What?”

“I know. I know,” he said, putting up a hand to forestall me. “I know this is a bit awkward, right? But I wanted to talk about it. You see, we had a bit of a thing going on. We were betrothed. A mite bit old fashioned, I’ll admit, but many families do it still when warlocks are born. You know how it is.”

I kinda did. I mean, obviously that never happened to me, but I’d heard about it before. “Right,” I said. “But…”

“She probably didn’t say anything. It was a bit awkward for both of us. But her family was really set on it, and I have to be honest, I really do quite like her. Anyway, I went to university before her. And getting elected as student body president for three years ate up a great deal of my time and energy. Did I mention I was the first freshman in Stoneway’s history to occupy the spot?”

“No. You didn’t,” I admitted.

“Ah, well. Anyway, we drifted a bit apart. I’m afraid she might have thought that I wasn’t giving her the amount of attention that was warranted. And I’m not ashamed to admit that maybe I didn’t. That being said, I think we were an excellent match, and would be happy to rekindle what we had in our younger years. For the good of the nation.”

“Good of the nation?”

“Naturally,” he continued, nodding, his smooth voice carrying on. “Tanya’s family is an influential political one. And my own ambitions don’t end with a seat in the senate. I want to make a change in our nation, Alistair. One that will benefit all the people of Caldia. Every move I make has been to that end. I honestly consider it my patriotic duty, and having someone as kind, sweet, and photogenic as Tanya at my side would help me immeasurably. I don’t ask for myself, you understand, but for the good of all the people in our Free States. Ergo, I was hoping that maybe you could see your way to…”

Wow. This was… not what I was expecting today. I rubbed the back of my neck. Shit. How to deal with this insanity civilly? “Listen, Gabriel. I-”

“Alister?” I heard Tanya call, causing me to glance back and see her poke her head into the aisle. “Is everything alright? You…”

She stopped dead, staring at Gabriel without expression.

“Ah,” the warlock said, brushing some hair back and giving her a tender smile. “Tanya. You look lovely.”

Holy shit. I watched in awe at the change that went over Tanya’s face. All the gentleness and sweetness seemed to just melt away. Her expression froze in a look of pure loathing and disgust. Her shoulders tightened, her lip curled. Her eyes narrowed and I even caught a flicker of electricity crackle between her horns.

“Gabriel,” she said in the sort of tone you’d hear only at the most jingoistic anti-Auropan rallies. “What are you doing?”

I glanced back at the man in question and was surprised to see not a flicker of change from his sunny smile. “Nothing, really. Just talking to a fellow warlock about certain matters of national interest. I did try and talk to you, but you didn’t return my letters…”

“I burned them,” she said flatly.

“Ah. That would do it, yes.”

Never taking her eye off the warlock, Tanya grabbed my hand. “Let’s go,” she said, tugging me away.

I stumbled after her, too shocked to even think of resisting.

“Remember what we talked about, won’t you Alister?” Gabriel called after us. “For the good of the nation!”

I didn’t reply, too busy trying to figure out what the hell just happened. We’d put about a dozen stacks between us and him before I put my foot down, dragging Tanya to a halt. “Tanya,” I said. “Hold on.”

She stopped with great reluctance and turned to look at me, her face guarded.

I slid my hand from hers and adjusted my coat. “So,” I said slowly. “Mind telling me what that was about?”

“What did he say to you?” she asked instead.

“Only that you were his fiancée. Were you?”

Tanya winced, her lips writhing like she’d bitten into a piece of rotten fruit. She drew back, hunching her shoulders and rubbing her arms. She didn’t answer at first, and I didn’t force it, instead giving her a minute to compose herself.

“You… remember when we first floated the idea of a fake harem, Alister?” she asked at last.

“Yeah,” I said, thinking back. “You said your family kept bothering you to get into a relationship with a warlock. But…”

“They were,” she told me quickly. “There was nothing official between me and Gabriel. Ever. He’s been trying to get me into his harem for years, but I’ve always turned him down, even after he started going to my family. Making overtures and offers. He got far. They’d been making… arrangements without me when you and I got involved.”

“Well, that explains why you were so desperate to get in a harem,” I noted, raising an eyebrow. “But what’s wrong with Gabriel? He seems like an okay guy.”

“Yes,” Tanya said, her voice dropping, her eyes peeking warily up at me through her lashes. “He’s very good at ‘seeming.’”

Now there was a statement more loaded than a gatling wand. “What do you mean?” I asked.

Her teeth worried her lower lip and she failed to meet my eyes again. “I… can we talk about this later, Alister? Please? It’s… complicated. But believe me, you don’t want to get involved with him. Ever.” She stepped closer, desperation written all over her face. “Please…”

I rocked back a bit on my heels, but there wasn’t really all that much to consider. I trusted Tanya. If she said she’d get back to me with more, then I’d give her that time. And if she thought that Gabriel wasn’t someone I should get involved with, I’d trust her on that too. She’d earned it.

“Alright,” I said, resting my hand on her shoulder, feeling it tremble as I gave her a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll talk later. Okay?”

Tanya took a shaky breath and let it out. And with it, her trembling stopped. She rested her hand on mine and gave me a grateful smile. “Thank you, Alister. Thank you. Let’s go back to the others. I’m sure there’s more to do.”

“Sounds good,” I said, putting my arm around her and tugging her against my side. Tanya gave a small start, then leaned her head against my shoulder, almost poking me with her horns as we walked back to the table.

By the time we returned, Tanya seemed a bit like her old self, or at least was putting up a solid front. The layout of the table hadn’t changed much with our absence, though I noticed a blonde student hovering at a nearby shelf. I recognized her after a minute as the witch that hung around Ashlyn, which instantly put me on guard. That said, the girl hadn’t been a problem so far, so I put her out of my mind for the moment. Tanya and I sat back down and I looked around the table. “Any luck while I was gone?” I asked.

“Goodness yes! The history of the school is truly fascinating,” Erina gushed. “And a great testament to the conviction and spirit of our great nation! But sadly, I haven’t found much about monsters in the forest going mad. There were some reports about the frequent need for expeditions to thin the numbers in years past, but that seems to have mostly stopped due to the wards being established. Even student-led missions appear to have died off, aside from the seniors.”

Damn. That had been my biggest hope. “Anything else?” I asked, looking at Kensie.

Head in her hands, ears lying flat, Kensie was squinting at an open page with an expression of utter torture. “Not… really,” she groaned. “There’s lots of stuff in here, but I haven’t found anything yet.”

Well, not much of a surprise there. Kensie was much more of an athlete than a scholar. At least she was doing better than Hexie, who was lying under an open book, snoring loudly.

“Well, we should keep looking,” I sighed, sitting down.

“That’s right,” Tanya said cheerily as she picked up her own book off the pile. “We’ll figure this out yet, don’t you worry. Because we’re together. And together, there’s nothing we can’t accomplish.”

She was laying it on a bit thick there, but I wasn’t going to try and knock her out of that mood. It felt more her than what she’d shown back with Gabriel. Now, now. Slow down there, Alister. One mystery at a time.

“Um, excuse me?”

I glanced up to find that the blonde who’d been hovering near the shelves had come over. “Yes?” I asked, trying not to tense up too much. The rest of the table didn’t bother, Erina glared at the witch while Kensie’s ears swivelled aggressively back, a low growl coming from her throat.

If the blonde noticed any of this she didn’t show it, instead peering at the books on the table curiously. “You were like, trying to look into why the monsters attacked?”

“What’s it to you?” Kensie demanded.

“Well,” the witch said, lifting the book off of Hexie, who snorted and groaned as she was rudely awakened. The blonde flipped through the volume and brightened when she reached something, handing it over to me. “Here you go.”

Skeptically, I took the book and glanced over the passage. “...The Taming Emergency?”

“Yeppers!” the blonde chirped. “During the second Fel War, a demon corrupted the largest monster in the forest and used them to compel the lesser ones to attack the school. It’s not super well known because it was just, like, one of the weapons the demons were using at the time.”

“How do you know about it?” I wondered.

“Oh, I’m studying to be a vet,” she said happily. “Demonic corruption is like, a biiiiiig issue. Especially after that time with the mad cows, when those farmers got caught mixing demon flesh into cow feed to try and, like, bulk them up. Right? Which totes worked, but then the cows grew thumbs, picked up some axes, and took over that town. Really sad. They all had to get put down. Poor moomoos.”

“...Huh,” I said, going back to the page. “Interesting. Thanks.”

“No problem. But um, in return, can you like, maybe do something for me?”

I looked back up at her as she hopped from one foot to the other. “What?” I asked.

Clasping her hands behind her back, she twisted nervously, which really pushed out her chest, though I tried not to notice. “Could you um… forgive Ashlyn for what she did? She really doesn’t hate you. Totes!”

“She specifically said ‘I hate you.’ With great emphasis,” Erina noted flatly.

The blonde nodded eagerly. “Yeah! It’s one of her cuter points, right?”

“What?” I asked. “Emphatically hating people?”

“No no. The way she’s always so, like, intense with her emotions, ya know? She’s just not the most… straightforward. Right? I’m just asking you to maybe not give up on her. Okay?”

“I’ll… think about it,” I said.

The blonde beamed happily. “Great! Thanks again. And um, maybe don’t mention I asked you. Right? She’d toooootally kill me. Then probably herself. Which would, like, really suck. Anyway, thanks!”

With a flutter of her skirt she spun around and skipped off.

“...Odd,” I finally said before returning to the book she’d handed me. Well, whatever. I’d give her some credit all the same. She might have finally given us a clue to this whole thing with the monsters. Not enough to bring to the headmistress, obviously, but something to start on for sure.

I hoped, anyway.


Ch. 13*


I should have known something was off when I reached the door to my dorm room and found it suspiciously quiet. Kensie should already be back in the room at the very least, and I would have expected Erina or Tanya to be with her. The unexpected hush triggered the hairs on my nape to stand at attention, but I brushed the instinct aside.

“I’m sure they’re fine,” I reassured myself as I fumbled for the key.

After a long day of classes and another fruitless search through the library archives, all I wanted was to collapse into bed. Maybe read a bit more of my manuscript and brainstorm the next chapters, or do a bit of reading from some romance novels I’d snagged from the library. Keeping it low key seemed right for this evening.

But when I opened the door, I witnessed the death of democracy in action as I realized my girls had other plans that weren’t about to consider my vote.

Not that I could summon the indignation to protest.

There was a familiar pop, and Hexie materialized directly in front of me—not her usual spot on my shoulder. She wore what could generously be called lingerie if you squinted. It was basically three triangles of black lace that, at least theoretically, had to be held together by string or something, but the thread was so thin I didn’t immediately spot it.

“Welcome home, Master,” she cooed, hovering at eye level with slow beats of her wings. “Surprise!”

“Hexie?” I mumbled, wiping my bleary eyes. “What are you—”

She pressed a tiny finger to my lips. “Shh. Time to pay the pussy toll, baby. Let’s rehearse your breeding skills. You’re gonna need ‘em for when you conquer the world and repopulate it!”

“What are you talking about? Why would I need to repopulate the world? The birth rate is stable and—”

“Mmmm. I love it when you talk about birth rate, Alister,” a familiar voice literally purred in the darkness. I turned on the light and drank in the sight.

My eyes swept the room, adrenaline surging and waking me from my drowsy state as I realized just what sort of fresh madness was about to unfold. Erina lounged on my bed in a deep blue negligee that brought out her diamond earrings, the silk barely containing her breasts. Kensie sat cross-legged on the floor in red lace that made her tan skin glow, swishing her tail nervously as she bit her lip and looked up at me. And Tanya stood by the window in white satin that struggled valiantly against her voluptuous body.

“What’s all this?” I asked, fighting back a too-eager grin, though the answer was pretty obvious. My penis punched the front of my trousers like an eager young pugilist trying to make a name for himself.

Tanya stepped forward, and I stared at her as her lights formed a sort of soft halo above her horns, casting a very enticing shadowy effect on her face. “We’ve been discussing things, Alister. And we decided you’ve been working too hard lately. It’s time to give you a break.”

“Every time one of you dresses in negligee and tells me I need a break in that tone of voice, I end up working ten times harder than I usually do,” I noted.

“Yeah, well, now it’s all four of us, so maybe it’ll be different this time!” Hexie pointed out gleefully.

I had my doubts about the logic behind that, but too much blood was flowing away from my brain at the moment to find words to voice the concern.

Erina stretched like a cat, her tail swishing and ears shooting straight up. The movement made her negligee ride up and exposed the fact she wasn’t wearing anything underneath. “Different indeed. A hero of Caldia’s armed forces and democratic values deserves to be spoiled by the regular company of the fertile young witches who prize him. Especially after all the hard work you’ve been doing researching the monsters. That sort of patriotic fervour deserves rewards!”

“Half expected you to say patriotism is its own reward,” I said drily.

“It is,” Erina said as she arched up cupping her breasts and giving me some master bedroom eyes. “But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t get something else too.”

I spread my hands in submission to that argument. With arguments like that, Erina would have killed in the debate club. In fact, I was really starting to feel patriotic all of a sudden. “Well, when you put it like that—”

Kensie bounced to her feet, interrupting me. Her tail wagged so hard it made her whole body wiggle. “S-so this time we’ll take care of you!”

“Well, if you feel that strongly about it,” I chuckled, already moving toward Tanya as she extended her arms and beckoned me. If they wanted to play, we could play. And I was sure I had the energy for it. I’d been in trenches for days without sleep, constantly ready to kill or flee at a moment’s notice. If I could survive that, I could handle whatever these three had cooked up for a fun evening.

When I reached the felborn beauty, I cupped her face gently, leaning down to kiss her. She melted into it for about three seconds before I felt Erina’s hands on my shoulders, her soft breasts pressing sweetly into my back.

“Really now, Alister. You’re taking too much initiative. A Caldian warlock should learn to submit to his witches’ inclination to spoil him when they organize such an event.”

Before I could ask what she meant, she maneuvered beside me and shoved. Hard. Honestly, harder than I expected she could, but she did favour melee in duels. I stumbled sideways until my legs hit the bed and I went down, rolling onto my back with a grunt.

Erina seized the initiative, as any true daughter of Caldia would, and crawled onto the bed beside me, more like a tiger than a kitten given the predator’s gleam in her feline eyes. “Much better.”

“Maybe we should lay out our intentions and—mmph!”

Tanya had climbed on top of me, her weight pressing me into the mattress as she captured my mouth. This kiss was both gentle yet insistent. Her tongue invaded my mouth, demanding everything from me, while her hands pinned my wrists above my head. She wasn’t very strong, but she was more than strong enough for me to play along.

Other hands worked at my clothes. Honestly, they were so frantic about it that I worried about damage. But hell, I could afford a few tears these days. I wasn’t exactly poor anymore.

Kensie had joined the melee and I realized quickly it was her doing most of the work in undressing me. Meanwhile, Tanya kissed me and Erina needily mewled into my ear as she ground her crotch into my side, letting the warmth and dampness of her cunt set expectations for the next few minutes. Hexie, to my amazement, also seemed to be playing a role in undressing me, but her hands were so small that it was really more of a token gesture than actual help. Still, it’s the thought that counts.

Kensie let out a whine of pure need as my jacket came free. “Finally. Gods, Alister. Do you know how long I’ve been thinking about getting your cold hands on me... Your fangs at my throat...”

“What are you—” I started to say, but it came out muffled against Tanya’s lips and I gave up until I could escape for a brief moment of air. “You know damn well I don’t have fangs.”

“That you’ve shown me,” she replied as Tanya recaptured my lips, ending the argument before it could begin.

Erina started to work open my shirt buttons efficiently enough that I imagined her spending time rehearsing my undressing. I wouldn’t put it past her. “Mew… I’m so ready for this, Alister. I can’t wait to feel your virile seed within us.”

“Yeah but—no pregnancy today, please,” I noted quickly.

“But someday!” Erina quickly amended as she started sucking on my neck violently enough to leave a hickey.

Hexie fluttered down to land on the pillow near my head. “Hey! What about me? I’m feeling seriously neglected here! Do you know how long I’ve been waiting to get my shit rocked today?”

I tried to respond, but Tanya hadn’t let up on the kiss. Her tongue explored my mouth while her breasts pressed against my shoulder through the thin fabric.

The imp huffed and began crawling up toward my face. “Fine then. If you won’t use that mouth properly...”

She planted herself directly on my face the moment Tanya pulled back for air. Her small body fit perfectly, and she was already soaking wet.

“There we go! Now get that tongue working, Master. Hexie needs her man to lap her loyal little pussy like he’s a fucking dog!”

“Hey!” Kensie huffed as she performed a final tug on my trousers. “That’s offensive!”

“Go suck a cock about it,” Hexie moaned as she ground herself on my face.

I would have said something about all the banter, but Kensie took the imp’s suggestion to heart and chose that moment to wrap her lips around my dick. The wolf-girl whimpered as her lips lovingly wrapped around my length, her whole body shuddering as she began to work her way down.

After taking me down to the base once, she pulled off just long enough to cough and gasp, “Oh fuck. Even your cock is cold like a vampire’s. But so hard... so perfect...”

“It shouldn’t be cold,” I muttered self-consciously. “Most of my blood is flowing there at this point.

“It’s not that cold,” the cat-eared witch assured me sweetly. Erina had finished with my shirt and now traced her fingers over my chest, nails scratching lightly over old scars. “Just cool enough to feel refreshing when it goes inside.” She turned her attention to Kensie. “And if Kensie has some problems with it, I’d certainly be happy to take her place...”

That was a threatt Kensie took very seriously by how fast she got back on my cock. Erina huffed but quickly found something else to enjoy, straddling my arms and grinding her pussy on my fingers. “God save Caldia,” I murmured into imp pussy as my fingers strummed the princess’s slit.

Speaking of said imp, Hexie’s small body was already trembling from grinding lewdly against my lips and tongue. The sweet and spicy taste of her, mixed with her high-pitched moans, was almost enough to distract me from the insane degrees of bliss being visited upon me by my harem.

“That’s it! Right there! Your tongue game better be as good as—ohhh fuck yes!”

I could barely breathe, but I wasn’t going to bitch about it. My hips bucked involuntarily, making Kensie gag slightly before she adjusted her angle, taking me even deeper.

“Good girl,” I heard Tanya say, and tilting my head I managed to catch a glimpse of the felborn kneeling beside Kensie, gently encouraging the other woman. “That’s it. Show him how much we appreciate him.”

The felborn’s free hand was between her own legs, fingers working frantically. Her lights pulsed in rhythm with Kensie’s bobbing head and schlick-schlick sounds her pussy made as it was plundered by her digits.

Erina’s voice cut through all the moans. “My turn with that mouth. Hexie. Sharing is caring.”

The imp’s grinding became more frantic. “But I’m so close!” she whined. “Just a little more... fuck, Master, curl your tongue like—YESSSS!”

She came with a shriek that, under other circumstances, Erina might have written us up for, her whole body convulsing as her wings flapped frantically. She squirted, coating my face in demon girlcum as she rode out her orgasm.

“Holy shit,” Hexie panted, finally rolling off. “Okay… Okay. I’mma go be a… a potato now. Your turn, Princess Kitty.”

Erina wasted no time straddling my face. Unlike Hexie’s frantic grinding, she moved with purpose, angling herself just right before settling herself on my face, her weight subtly pushing me down into the mattress.

Personally, I found such a caring touch very attractive, and reached up, grasping the soft curves of her ass and pushing her down onto my face. My tongue immediately began to lathe her, teasing the fluttering folds of her pussy before pushing inside. “Nnnn! Oh. Oh Alisterrrrr! That’s… ah… that’s wonderful. Ohhh, your body truly is… ah… a treasure of the nation. Nyah! Just… just like that. Ohhhhh fuuuuck!”

I spoiled Erina’s sex with loving licks as my local wolf-girl maintained a rhythm on my manhood that had my toes curling. Her tongue was doing something incredible to the underside of my cock, and I jerked a little every time my tip pressed against the back of her throat.

Tanya’s voice rang out with authority. “Switch stations! Kensie, you’re going to make him finish too soon.”

A whine of protest came from between my legs as I felt the heat of Kensie’s mouth recede. “But I worked hard for it. Shouldn’t I get to drink it?”

“Later. First, we each get ours. Then he gets his. This is why we have to coordinate. If we leave it in his hands, the pressure will be too high. He has to trust that we can handle everything in group sessions if he’s tired.”

There was some muffled grumbling, then rustling as bodies rearranged themselves. Kensie moved up to kiss me the moment Erina lifted off my face, and I tasted myself on the wolf-girl’s lips. Her kiss was desperate, needy, her tongue searching mine like she was trying to devour me.

Her breath came hot against my lips. “Alister. Gods. I can taste those two on your lips.”

“Like it?” I asked.

She blushed hotly. “Yes,” she admitted, kissing me again. “Mmmm. And it’s making me so… so fucking hot. I can’t wait until it’s my turn to have you inside me, Alister. I need to feel that icy-cold vampire cock stretching me...”

“I’m really not-” I managed to start before her desperately passionate kiss silenced me.

Oh well. I’m sure it’ll come up again later.

Meanwhile, Tanya had taken position while we were distracted, sinking down onto my cock in one smooth motion. The felborn’s lashes fluttered and lidded her eyes as I filled her, her massive breasts bouncing as she took me to the hilt.

“Oh my,” she gasped. “My memory never quite… quite captures how full it feels.”

I felt Kensie pout against my lips and mutter, “Fucking harem queen taking first privileges. That’s so unfair.”

“It’s her right,” Erina scolded, glaring at the wolf-witch like she’d just uttered Auropan talking points. “This is a social norm taught in school so widely it’s nearly scandalous to deny her, Kensie.”

The wolf girl pouted, then kissed me again, finding enough satisfaction for now.

“You’ll get your turn eventually,” Tanya said sweetly, starting to move. Each roll of her hips sent waves through her body, her breasts swaying hypnotically. “Everyone… mnnn… will.”

Fuuuck that felt good. I watched as Erina moved behind Tanya and reached around to cup those massive breasts. Her hands looked small in comparison, but she knew exactly what she was doing.

“Let me help,” she murmured, pinching Tanya’s nipples. “A good harem must work together to ensure everyone enjoys it. The sooner we all climax the sooner our dear Alister can.”

Hexie laughed from the pillow beside my head where she looked more like a skinny big-titted starfish than a demon. “Fuck yeah. Check out this show, Master! Gods, I fuckin’ love a good pair of bouncing milkers.”

You and me both, Hexie, I thought, though my lips were too busy to say aloud.

I had the best view in the house as Erina played with Tanya’s breasts, making the felborn moan and move faster. The princess leaned in to whisper something in Tanya’s ear that made her blush furiously and clench around me.

Kensie apparently got tired of just kissing—and I couldn’t blame her, since I had kind of stopped working hard at it, distracted as I was by Tanya riding me. “Can I get a shot at faceriding you?” the wolf girl shyly whispered in my ear. “Just stick your tongue inside and let me do the grinding? You can take it easy. I just—I need the attention down there so bad.”

Far be it from me to deny Kensie something that would make her happy. With my blessing she practically scrambled onto my face, already soaked.

I wasn’t complaining. Stroked the ego a bit to know how badly she wanted me. She rode me backwards, too, so I got a nice view of her ass as well. She tasted sweet and musky, and the little arfs and yips and howls she made as I licked her were adorable. Above me, I managed to see her lean in, grab Tanya’s face, and pull my harem queen into a sloppy kiss, both of them moaning into each other’s mouths.

“I’m just going to pretend you’re Alister,” Tanya whined.

“Same! Nnn! Oh fuck!”

For my part, I focused instead on finding the spots that made Kensie’s tail wag frantically, amused as it repeatedly slapped either side of my face on a loop. The fluffy black tail had a mind of its own, and after a while, I had to grab it by the base and hold it still to make sure I was doing my best work.

A sudden complaint from Hexie pierced through all the lewdness. “Feeling kind of left out here.”

Then I felt her tiny mouth on my ear, sucking hard. The sensation shot straight to my cock, making Tanya gasp as I twitched inside her.

“There we go. Can’t let any part of my handsome Master go unattended! Mwahahaha!”

The bed creaked dangerously as Tanya picked up speed. Her thighs trembled, her moans getting higher and more desperate. She was close.

Erina’s encouragement came out breathless. “That’s it. Take what you need. Milk him properly. For Caldia! Say it!”

“For... for Caldia!” Tanya cried out, breaking the kiss with Kensie as she slammed down one last time. Her pussy clamped down like a vice, rippling around me as she shook through her orgasm. “Oh gods! Oh fuck! Alister! You’re my everything. You’re… you’re… Ohhhhh…”

Panting, she fell forward, barely catching herself on Kensie. The felborn’s lights pulsed blindingly bright for a brief moment, shedding glowing motes that dissolved before hitting the bed.

“Beautiful,” Erina said, helping Tanya roll off me to flip, breathless, among the sheets. “Kensie? Your turn. I will agree to go last this time.”

The wolf-girl scrambled off my face so fast she nearly kicked me in the face. “You just want to be the one he cums inside of,” she complained. “But whatever. It’s my turn so I’ll take it.”

She waddled on her knees into place, presenting her ass to me still as she lined herself up. Her tail wagged in anticipation of the thorough dicking about to take place. Planting her hands on my legs, she sank down onto me with a soft howl.

“Awooooo!” she moaned as she bottomed out. There was no time wasted with her. Immediately she started bouncing like her life depended on it. Tanya ground herself out on me gracefully, but Kensie took a very different approach. Her tail tickled my stomach as she rode me reverse cowgirl style.

Her moans filled the room. “Oh. Ohhhh! Alister. So good. So fucking good! Nnn! My pure, mortal pussy is getting impaled by your unholy—oh fuck!”

Hexie had apparently decided to help, flying around to lick at Kensie’s clit while she rode me. The double stimulation had the wolf-girl howling, her pace becoming erratic.

“That’s cheating!” Kensie whined, though she didn’t try and slow down. “I… I’ll cum too f-fast!”

“You should,” Erina pointed out. “Alister shouldn’t climax inside you. He has yet to be attended to by me.”

The imp’s response was muffled, but quite likely saucy as hell.

Erina moved to my side as she finally shed her negligee completely. Her body was perfection, a masterpiece of smooth, youthful, feminine curves and toned muscle from her combat training. Gods, I was a spoiled man. Between her sculpted, regal perfection, Kensie’s petite athletic figure, and Tanya’s voluptuous figure—to say nothing of Hexie’s designed-for-sex miniature body—I really had it good.

“My turn next,” Erina informed me, stroking my chest. “I beseech you to last until you’re inside me. From there, you have my permission to spill whenever.”

“Getting… dangerously close,” I grunted out. Between Kensie’s frantic pace and the show they’d all put on, I was struggling to hold back, focusing on anything but the incredible feeling of Kensie’s pussy squeezing me. Mageball and old ladies. Mageball and old ladies. Mageball and old ladies.

The wolf-girl’s chanting grew desperate. “Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck. Hexie, right there! Alister! I’m gonna... I’m gonna… Awoooo!”

She came with a proper howl. Her whole body convulsed as she ground down on me, her pussy spasming in ecstasy. I felt her trying to milk me, trying to greedily take my seed for herself, but I managed to hold on through sheer force of will, fisting the blankeets with effort. Even then, it was damn close.

“That’s our patriotic soldier,” Erina praised me as Kensie toppled off me, panting. “Now then, my turn.”

Erina helped the wolf-girl off me, then surprised me by turning around and getting on all fours. Looking over her shoulder, her expression was pure heat. “From behind. If you think you’ve got the strength, I’d like to humbly request you to take me like a beast.”

Tanya chuckled, though she was looking at Kensie, who had face planted onto the mattress beside me by then. “So much for spoiling him and letting him relax.”

“He’s relaxed for a while now,” Hexie said from where she’d perched on Kensie’s propped up ass, the imp clearly on Erina’s side. “I, for one, am down to spectate as my Master breeds this horny little princess.”

“I appreciate your support in this matter,” Erina said, nodding at the imp.

I didn’t particularly need to be talked into it. Getting up on shaky knees, I moved up behind her. Erina’s ass was perfect, her pussy already sopping wet. Sliding inside would be about the easiest thing I’d ever do. Her striped cat tail twitched invitingly as I approached, and I gripped it to hold it out of the way.

“Don’t be too gentle,” she pleaded. “I want to feel every inch. I deserve to know that I’m being bred by a hero of the state.”

“Fair enough,” I told her, and grabbed her hips and thrust in hard, making her cry out. Her tail immediately went taut. The angle was perfect. I was hitting spots that made her whole body shudder with every successive blow.

“Yes! Just like that! Make love to me, Alister! Fuck meeee!”

With delight.

I set a punishing pace. The sound of skin slapping against skin filled the room as Erina’s composure crumbled little by little. Her moans grew louder, more desperate, completely at odds with her usual propriety. “Nyah! Ohh—fucking—ah! Ah! Ah! I love it! Meow!”

Hexie cackled from her perch atop Kensie’s naked rump. “Damn, what a noisy slut she is for you, Master. So much for the floor’s noise ordinances.”

Tanya had recovered enough to crawl over. She slid under Erina, capturing one of her breasts in her mouth. “Let go,” she urged between sucks. “Cum for him so he can cum for us.”

I’d changed angles slightly, hitting something that made Erina’s whole body jerk. Her pussy clenched hard around me as she pushed back to meet my thrusts. From the back, watching her cat ears twitch and fold and flatten and stand was pretty amusing—enough to hold me back from the edge a bit longer.

Her cries grew incoherent. “There! Right there! Don’t stop! For the glory of... for the future of... oh gods, I’m cumming. Alister, I’m f-fucking cumming! Oh! Ohhhhhh yessssss!”

She came with a scream that was pretty far from something I ever imagined a princess doing, but I wasn’t mad about it. Her body shook violently as her pussy milked me, seeking my release to go along with hers. I kept thrusting through it all, prolonging her orgasm until she was babbling nonsense.

When she was done, though, she did something that surprised me. “Wait—stop!”

The request was so surprising I actually did. “Stop?” I gasped, sweat beading my body.

“Yes,” Erina panted, unsheathing herself from my cock. “Your seed should… should be shared.”

“I don’t think it’s a big deal,” I tried to mutter, but Tanya and Kensie looked at Erina like she had just given them the greatest Flag Day presents of their lives.

All four women began to crowd around. Hands and mouths found sensitive spots everywhere. Kensie sucked on my lip while Tanya licked Erina’s cum off my cock. Erina, still shaky from her orgasm, nuzzled me like a kitten and weakly pawed at my bicep, occasionally testing the muscles with a squeeze. Hexie was peppering my cheek with loud kisses. “Mua! Mua! Mmmmua! And have another one! Mua! I wub you, Master!”

Tanya whispered against my lips, “You must be ready by now, right, Alister? Do it. Don’t hold back after all that hard work. Cum for us. We need it so badly. Need you to mark us all as your girls—your harem.”

“Please,” Kensie added, nipping at my chest.

Erina squeezed gently, her voice solemn despite everything. “Please. For… for Democracy.”

I couldn’t hold back any longer. The orgasm hit like a sledgehammer. With a guttural groan, I pumped what felt like everything I had into and onto their waiting faces, mouths, and tits as all four beauties scrambled into place in front of me.

“So much!” Kensie moaned.

“I’m certainly not complaining,” Tanya giggled as she licked some off her own breast.

That was all she wrote for me. That orgasm felt like I’d died and gone to heaven, and I collapsed backward onto the bed. Hexie flopped onto my chest with a satisfied sigh, making me grunt. “Look at that!” the imp said with an admiring look at the women in front of me. “See? That’s why you’re my chosen Master.”

“That was amazing,” Erina gushedd. “We must do this again tomorrow,” Erina proposed.

“Tomorrow?” I wheezed. “Ladies, please! The spirit is willing, but the flesh is… soft. Maybe we can go back to the one-on-one rotation? I think I need at least an hour in a cold shower shouting battle cries to psych myself up if we do this again.”

Erina curled against my side, still catching her breath. “True. Very well. We can return to the usual schedule.”

Kensie snuggled against my other side, her tail draped over my leg. “Wednesday is my solo night. Thursday is Tanya’s.”

“Friday is mine,” Erina continued. “But from here, maybe weekends are team-focused instead of free-for-all?”

“What about Monday?” I asked weakly.

Tanya settled herself half on top of me, careful not to squish Hexie. “Recovery day. We’re not completely unreasonable.”

“But you only get one!” Hexie declared.

I groaned. What had I gotten myself into?

But as they all cuddled closer, soft and warm and satisfied, I decided there were worse fates than being at the mercy of four beautiful women who adored me.

Though, I should probably do some more cardio...


Ch. 14


Days passed in a blur. Mornings and afternoons were dedicated to classes and trying to find out more information about the monsters and why they might be getting aggressive. Evenings, however, were for the girls and whoever’s night it happened to be to share my bed. It was a good thing I didn’t need too much sleep because it was a packed schedule, especially if a couple of the girls worked out a day to share me.

And things probably would have continued like that if a certain letter didn’t find its way into my mailbox.

I didn’t check my mail that often. I corresponded with a few people I knew during the war, but otherwise, it was mainly fliers, usually splashed with the colours of the flag and things like, ‘Serve the Nation! Donate Your Seed to the Future!’ or, ‘Get Matched with Fertile Witches! The National Breeding Force Needs Warlocks Like You!’

In fact, I almost ended up tossing the letter when I saw it was from a government department. Occasionally I got official documents trying to reenlist me, which went straight into the shredder. Then I saw the words Combat Severance Award printed on the front.

“Oooh, what’s that?” Hexie asked, perched on my shoulder and watching me open the envelope.

“Money, hopefully,” I said as I unfurled it, skimming through the legalese before hitting the bottom.

And staring at the numerous zeroes printed there.

Oh.

Oh wow.

Hexie leaned in, peering down at the number and gave a whistle. “Daaaamn, master. You’re rich!”

I just nodded dumbly. It… it couldn’t really be that much. Right? That couldn’t be correct. Because if it was, well, suffice to say I’d never need to worry about money again. And neither would my kids, or their kids for that matter.

“Gotta be a mistake,” I murmured.

“Well,” Hexie gleefully noted, kicking her feet, “one way to find out is to go cash it. Right?”

That… was probably true. Only problem was I needed to do so at a Military District office, and there wasn’t one in Stoneway, or even in the village around the university.

“Shit,” I murmured. “Guess I’m going to Amberton.”

“That big town a ways out?” Hexie asked eagerly. “Fantastic! I bet they have wonderful booze there. And whores!”

“I don’t exactly need to pay people for sex,” I observed. “I can barely keep up as it is.”

“True, but they’ve got plenty of experience! Think of the things you could learn. Like the Cherry Fandango. Or the Dirty Rider. Oh! Or how to do the Splitback!”

“The Splitback?”

“Yeah! Fair warning, you will need someone who does some serious yoga and a bucket of shrimp for that one.”

“I… think I’ll pass,” I said, examining the letter. “But you did have one interesting idea.”

“Ah, yes. The Dirty Rider. Fair warning, you’ll want to rent a donkey for that one.”

“Why would I… No. No,” I said firmly before I could open up a whole new world of horrible revelations. “Never mind that. But a date with everyone does seem like a good idea. A little celebration for the money I’ve been paid. And a reward for everyone’s hard work.”

“I mean, yeah. I guess,” Hexie sighed, then lit up with excitement. “And then we get whores!”

“No whores.”

She huffed. “Fine. I guess we could pick up some regular sluts. Bit early for spring break, but we can probably find some coeds. You got any beads? University girls go crazy for beads.”

I tuned out Hexie for the sake of my sanity, instead focusing on the idea of heading off into town. It was actually a pretty exciting idea. It’d be like being in the army again and being given a short leave from the front. Never for long, though. The most time I got away from the battlefield that didn’t involve a medical tent was maybe three days. But never far from the front, and during a war, every city felt a bit the same. Still, I managed to have some fun during those times. Naturally, I usually spent it blackout drunk from trying to suppress the memories of what I’d done and was going back to. Usually I’d wake up in the back of a truck being driven back to the trenches or to the airfield to head off on my next mission. So it’d be nice change of pace to actually be able to enjoy myself a bit. Not to mention spending time with four gorgeous women.

And when I ventured the idea to said women that night in my room, there was a lot of interest, that was for damn sure.

“How wonderful!” Erina gasped, clapping her hands with a face bright as the diamonds in her earrings. “We can go this weekend! It’s a long one due to the holiday.”

“Holiday?” I asked blankly.

“Oh yes. Triumph Day, celebrating the day on which our noble troops liberated the city of Bastillia from the Auropan tyranny.”

“Didn’t we lose the city again two days later?” I said. “And then we got pushed back several hundred miles by their demon engines?”

“Well, yes,” Erina admitted with a pout. “But it was a victory all the same.”

Fair enough, I guessed.

“I doubt we’ll be in there for more than a day,” I told her. “It’s only a one-hour ride on the train there.”

“Maybe,” Tanya said, resting her hand on mine. “But it’s a wonderful idea, Alister. I, for one, would love to go. I haven’t gotten away from campus for a while. It’ll be good to spend some time in town. Especially shopping!”

“You need something?” I asked her.

Tanya laughed merrily. “Alister! You don’t need something to go shopping! Half the fun is buying things you don’t need.”

“Huh,” I said. News to me. But maybe this was a civilian thing? I never did much shopping back in the army. Quartermaster was always very stingy, though you could occasionally bribe them to get a bit more or something special. “I suppose we could. Looks like I’ll have enough money.”

“Oh no,” Tanya told me. “Not at all! We wouldn’t think of making you spend your money, Alister.”

“Exactly!” Erina declared, her tail winding around herself as she sat up straight, her ears perked up as she rested a hand on her breast. “We hardly need your money, Alister. I have ample funds to support us and our livelihood.”

“I’m sure you do,” I told her. I seriously doubted a literal princess would have much trouble laying her hands on some cash. “But I don’t want to be one of those warlocks who just mooches off his harem. Besides, paying for a nice dinner and a few things seems like a good way to spend some of this money.”

“I could use some new vampire-hunting stakes…” Kensie murmured shyly. “No offense.”

That might be hard to find, I inwardly noted, but I tried to remain upbeat for her. “If we spot some, we’ll get them,” I assured her.

“Wonderful! I’m so proud of you, Alister,” Erina said eagerly.

“For spending money?”

“Yes!” the cat-girl chimed. “Extraneous purchasing is the backbone of capitalism, and capitalism is the cornerstone of democracy! Why, if we didn’t have rampant consumerism, we’d be no better than those filthy Auropan turnip eaters. The circulation of currency fuels all things. We must spend, Alister. Spend! It’s the patriotic thing to do!”

“...Right. Sure.” I looked at the others. “Then, if there aren’t any objections, how about we meet up at the founder’s statue at the start of the holiday weekend and head to the station?”

Agreements were made, and on the morning of the long weekend I dressed as casually as I could, which, admittedly, wasn’t much. My wardrobe consisted pretty much of uniforms for school or the army, so I just threw on one of the school’s black coats. That was pretty casual, but maybe clothes were something else to pick up while I was in town.

From there I met up with the girls, and though I should have expected them to dress up a bit, I was still surprised.

Erina was in a pink skirt and jacket trimmed with black, which flattered her figure and really brought out the gleam of her diamond earrings. There was something about the cut of it that reminded me a bit of a uniform, though that may have been the pink pillbox hat and purse. She kinda looked like a stylish stewardess. Either way, she looked amazing.

Tanya, meanwhile, had put on a looser sundress that, nonetheless, failed to fit properly around her chest, looking a bit tight. A broad straw hat shaded her eyes, her horns poking through the brim while an expensive-looking purse hung at her side.

And then there was Kensie. She hadn’t dressed up and, in fact, was wearing what looked like a flannel jacket and a slumped cap. A pleated skirt with a slit up the side gave her a strong semi-rural girl vibe, like you’d see in the towns and villages outside the major cities. It looked good on her, though, I had to admit.

“You all look great,” I informed them.

“So do you,” Tanya said kindly, though I caught a faintly critical gleam in her eye, and I had a strong feeling we’d be spending a bit of time in the men’s clothing shops.

“Quite so,” Erina said, instantly stepping to my side and hooking her arm in mine. “Now, let’s hurry! The train should be departing soon.”

“Yeah,” Kensie chirped, grabbing my other arm before Tanya could. “Let’s go!”

With a bemused Tanya leading the way, I was practically dragged into town and down to the train station. Tickets were bought without issue, and we all climbed aboard, getting our own booth to ourselves, courtesy of being in a harem. There were all kinds of little benefits like that for a man when he travelled with multiple women. The government spared no expense in encouraging warlocks to pair up with as many witches as he could.

The ride out of Stoneway was comfortable, though when we reached a raised bridge spanning part of the Shadow Wood of Misery, I tensed up a bit. But nothing happened, and in short order, we crossed over the wide river that served as the boundary to the forest, where more wards rose atop metal strut towers, their tips glowing with a silver light that supposedly repelled monsters. Even so, it was a few more miles before we saw civilization in scattered farms and fields. I honestly found it hard to look away from the window. It was so strange to see people living peaceful lives. By the time I saw most fields like these, they were churned up by shells or slashed with trenches. The houses were bombed-out husks and bodies hung up in barbed wire like scarecrows.

I shook my head, banishing the image forcefully. No. That part of my life was over.

A hand touched my arm. “Alister? Are you alright?”

I blinked and looked back to see Tanya giving me a worried look. Erina and Kensie had stopped talking to each other and were looking at me in concern now. “Oh,” I said, shooting them a quick smile. “Yeah. I’m fine. Was just thinking about something.”

“I see,” Tanya said, giving me a reassuring squeeze before she scooted closer, leaning her head against my shoulder. And maybe it was strange, but feeling her warm body against me helped banish the last remnants of that memory. She really was good at reading people, I’d give her that. And sometimes I really needed a woman who could.

Shifting in my seat, I put my arm around her, half hugging her as I looked out the window again, no longer haunted by scenes of battlefields. Not even when the farms made way for transmission towers, and the edges of Amberton became visible.

It was a town much larger than Stoneway. Practically a city, really, but not quite there. Still, the place sprawled with homes and shops we passed as the train pulled into the station with a hiss of steam. We got out in a bustle and onto the platform, gathered together in a small knot, and fought through a number of other students to make our way to the doors. I wasn’t too surprised by the crowds. Stoneway’s town had enough going on, but bored just-adults away from home for the first time would always be looking for the next thing.

“This way,” Tanya said, starting off at once. “The Military District office is down by the airfields.”

“You’ve been here before?” I asked, starting off after her.

“Of course,” Tanya told me, glancing back with a playful look. “I have family here. Didn’t I mention that?”

“No. Actually, I don’t think you did,” I said.

“Oh, well, my aunt lives here. She’s a bit of a big deal in the area,” Tanya informed me casually. “I’ve stopped by more than a few times, so I know my way around pretty well.”

“So you really are a duchess?” I asked as I let her lead us into the crowded streets.

“To be,” she corrected. “My mother is still the true duchess, but one day.”

“Did you not know?” Erina asked me.

I shook my head. “Not until that presser outside the dorm. Wait. How long have you known?”

Erina Laughed. “Oh, Alister. Really now. From the beginning! I’m acquainted with all the major nobles in our esteemed nation. And the Tormentia family is quite important in their sphere. Quite wealthy too, ever since their ancestors delved into industry. They’re a major arms manufacturer, in fact.”

“Sadly, it’s true,” Tanya sighed. “But now,” she added with a longing look, “perhaps we can move into making tractors instead of tanks. Clocks instead of bombs. And modest, small, and fuel-efficient vehicles instead of bombers.”

“That would be nice,” I agreed.

“Thank you,” she said with a sincere smile my way. “But for now, let’s get your money!”

Sounded good to me. With unerring skill, Tanya guided us through the streets of Amberton. Like many cities spared from the war, it was a place rich with history, the buildings close and the streets too narrow to accommodate many cars, as they were built for wagons and, on occasion, witches on their brooms. Homes and businesses were jumbled together, with walls of white stucco and bay windows that jutted out onto the sidewalk. Shops spread from doorways and into the streets, and more than once we passed vendors running stalls or little wagon carts.

We passed a few memorials to soldiers lost in the war. But a bigger one caught my eye. An entire cenotaph with a brass plate marking victims of a bombing from separatists during the war. I felt a pang of loathing. I wasn’t going to be a hypocrite about killing, but I’d never slaughtered civilians. Sadly, sabotage and attacks like it were far from uncommon behind the front lines. There were always sympathisers to the enemy, and they were more than happy to do whatever they could to disrupt things. The war had touched everyone in different ways.

Then we reached the Military District Office, which was a more sober building with thick walls and a metal gate of a door. Inside were a series of service windows with some deeply unimpressed-looking tellers manning them.

The one I chose maintained the look until she actually saw the number of funds under my name. It got a little awkward when she had to scuttle into the back and make a few phone calls, which brought an officer down with several more stripes than you’d normally see on a floor like that. He checked it over, stealing glances at me from under the brim of his hat before he made a few calls in the back.

It was during this that Erina actually got a glance at the numbers.

“Sweet gods!” she gasped.

“What?” Kensie demanded.

Leaning down, the cat-girl whispered something into Kensie’s canine ear, which twitched as the vampire hunter’s eyes bugged with shock and her jaw dropped. “Holy fuck,” Kensie breathed, staring at me.

I shifted my weight, uncomfortable under that stare. Finally, after nearly an hour, the teller (with the officer looming behind her, looking at me with something between awe and suspicion) informed me that the funds were accurate (much to my surprise), and also that they obviously didn’t have that kind of cash on the premises.

“However,” she added, “we would be happy to supply some now and deposit the remainder in an account of your choosing. Do you have a bank available?”

“Yeah, sure,” I said, digging out my wallet and getting my bank book out. It was where the majority of my pay had gone into, so I was fairly confident that not even the army’s bureaucracy could screw up the deposit. That said, I wasn’t counting on it entirely, and got a pretty hefty sum from it right there. Another thing I learned quickly in the war was that smugglers and bootleggers didn’t much care how rich you were in the bank, only what you had on hand. I’d have preferred the payout in gold, but bills would do for now. At least they weren’t called ‘Freedom Bucks’ anymore.

Finally, after managing to cram the pocket money into my wallet until it looked ready to explode, I turned to the girls, who were looking at me with expressions between awe and, well, downright horniness.

“So,” I asked, clapping my hands and beaming at them. “Who’s up for lunch? My treat!”

Tanya shook herself out of her amazement first. “Sounds wonderful,” she said. “I know some excellent locations around town as well. The Royal Truffle isn’t far.”

“Works for me,” I agreed, albeit with a bit of hesitancy. Honestly, I was fine with pretty much anything to eat. I’d lived off canned food for most of my army career, and when things got desperate I wasn’t above having some good old-fashioned seared rat or, in one unfortunate occasion during a campaign up in the Mourning Mountains, leather shoe du jour. Not great times, but let me just say, enough ketchup can make pretty much anything edible.

But it hadn’t all been rats, muddy water, and probably expired canned goods. A few times during the war I’d been invited to a classier dining experience, usually so some general or VIP could trot me and show off their importance, so I’d eaten at fancy places. It was fine, but the portions rarely did it for me. Fortunately, with the cash I had weighing down my pocket, I could probably order a whole damn cow’s worth of beef even with their insane prices.

And the Royal Truffle was definitely that kind of ritzy place. I knew the second I saw the understated sign in gold and the balconies with dining tables on the second floor this was dining outside most people’s price range. The incredibly snooty maitre d’ only cemented that. Only truly wealthy restaurants could afford that small of a sign and a waiter just for the spoons. It honestly looked like we would have been turned away until Tanya gave her name, then we couldn’t be given a table fast enough.

“You weren’t kidding about being a big deal around here,” I told her in amazement as we were seated near the crooning of the restaurant’s band.

“One of the benefits,” Tanya said demurely, looking completely at home, as did Erina. Kensie, meanwhile, was looking at the dozen pieces of silverware laid out with utter bafflement.

I leaned in towards the wolf-girl, dropping my voice. “Hint. You can use any spoon as a spoon even if it’s meant just for shelling oysters.”

Kensie shot me a grateful look and managed to relax. At least until we got the menus, which were written in some other language and didn’t even have pictures to help you figure out what you were ordering. They also didn’t have prices, though if you were given seating at the Royal Truffle, you probably could afford not to care about things like cost.

“Uh…” I murmured as I squinted at the items.

“Try the Chaffon Mittron,” Tanya suggested. “They braise it wonderfully.”

“I’ll… take your word on it,” I said, handing the menu off to a hovering waiter.

“Same,” Kensie said blankly and followed my lead.

“I’ll have the Champere Mouton in Sirium Wine, please,” Erina said with a dignified air and no doubt flawless accent.

“The Baston Cambert for me,” Tanya put in.

“Very good, madames,” the waiter said, bowing so low he must have had a hinge in his spine. Then he shuffled back without straightening.

I settled back in my seat, even as Erina picked a bottle of wine out of a bucket of ice and poured me some. “Here,” the princess said as she filled everyone’s glasses, then picked hers up. “To our warlock! And our love.”

“Cheers,” the others said, lifting up their own glasses and ringing them against mine.

It was a sweet gesture and filled me with the warmth of their company as I tipped back the glass and took a sip, relishing the taste.

…And as a result, managed to spot the woman crossing the floor and heading straight for our table.

I lowered my glass a bit, eying her. She didn’t look dangerous. At least, not physically. She was a felborn, to judge by the horns, and looked older. Her horns framed dark hair which, judging by her not-so-subtle wrinkles, was probably dyed. She wore a large hat, what looked like a fur scarf, and was buried under a shawl that glimmered with precious jewels. She walked with the aid of a diamond-topped cane, and it didn’t look like it was for show, but that she really did need to lean on it.

All that said, she didn’t look like a threat, but neither was I discounting it. She had that tight smile I’d seen often on officers when trying to assure the troops that it was a noble thing to go over the top, charge across open ground, and that most of them totally wouldn’t get mowed down by artillery and machine guns before reaching the other side. But that if they did, it was for the nation, and absolutely not because their commanders were fucking morons.

I heard a gasp and looked back to see Tanya had seen the older woman and had stood up. “Auntie Claire!” she cried.

‘Auntie Claire’s’ face cracked with a bit more of a genuine smile as she opened her arms. “My dear!” the woman crowed, welcoming a gleeful Tanya into an enveloping hug.

Well now, that’s interesting. I glanced back at Kensie and Erina, who were watching curiously. I turned back to the pair as Tanya and her aunt separated.

“What are you doing here?” Tanya asked.

“My dear, how could I hear my darling niece was in town and not stop by to say hello? You should have told me. I’d have been delighted to meet you! Even lend you my suite in town for as long as you need. Or perhaps the cottage. I know how much you loved it there as a girl.”

“We’re only here for today, Auntie,” Tanya said warmly.

“Is that so? Such a shame. Ah,” Claire continued, turning to the rest of the table. “And this must be your harem, and your warlock. Mmm,” she purred, licking her lips as she looked me up and down.

I cleared my throat and stood. “Nice to meet you,” I said, offering my hand. “Alister Blackwood.”

“Of course,” Claire said, taking my hand in her own thin fingers and giving me a squeeze. “A delight.”

I straightened a bit more because her smile didn't reach her eyes. Eyes which, I couldn’t help but notice, flicked up and down me with a calculative look that seemed to measure every inch of me.

Fortunately, it seemed like I passed the test by the small nod she gave before turning back to Tanya. “Well! Quite an impressive warlock you’ve caught, my dear girl. Full of vim and vigour! Not that I need to tell you, hm?”

“Auntie!” Tanya cried, blushing.

“Oh, give an old woman her joys,” her aunt chortled before glancing at me again. “And a good thing you did, too, given what you gave up for him.”

All the happiness seemed to get sucked away from Tanya, her expression growing grave. “What’s the word?”

Claire sighed, resting her hands on her cane as she leaned in with a guarded look. “Things go as well as they might, my dear. Many in the family aren’t too pleased with your calling off the engagement to Gabriel. We could have strongly benefited from him being in the family.”

“Is that the consensus?” Tanya asked soberly.

Claire shrugged, her shawl chiming with jewels. “At the moment, the split is fairly even. We’ve heard of your young man’s accomplishments in the war,” she said with a knowing nod my way. “And enough feel that having you in his harem would be a boon as well. A strong connection and heirs would solidify it. They’ve adopted something of a… wait and see approach to things.”

Tanya cursed beneath her breath. “They would,” she grumbled.

Something like genuine affection eased the wrinkles in Claire’s face as she patted her niece’s arm. “There, there now, my dear. It’ll work out. You know it will. But for now, please,” she added with a glance my way, the cunning and guarded smile returning, “enjoy your time in Amberton. Put your worries aside for now. Your meal is on me.”

“Auntie, you don’t need to-”

“Pfah!” Claire scoffed with a dismissive gesture. “Of course I don’t have to, my dear girl. But an aunt should be allowed to spoil her dear niece now and then. Now please! Enjoy your time in my city. All of you! I, however, must be off. Only came by for a quick chat. Much to do.”

“A pleasure meeting you,” I said.

“Was it? What a charmer you are,” she chuckled, giving me a knowing look before turning and shuffling away once more.

Keeping an eye on Tanya, I took a seat as she did as well. “So that was your aunt?” I asked.

Tanya nodded. “She was.”

“Kinda sounds like not everyone’s happy with you being in my harem,” I noted.

A bitter scoff escaped her. “Hardly,” she agreed. “But enough are that there shouldn’t be a problem. And the rest will come around eventually. How can they not?” she asked, giving me a loving look and resting her hand on mine. “When you’re so wonderful?”

“Precisely,” Erina put in, looking at me with pride. “A finer man and warlock could hardly be found in any Free State of Caldia! Which, needless to say, means there isn’t a better one in the world.”

“Yeah!” Kensie agreed, thumping the table. “Right on! Even if he might be a vampire, he’s great!”

Well, I was naturally flattered by that. But nonetheless, I wasn’t sure I totally agreed. I had enough enemies to know I wasn’t everyone’s favourite person.

Still…

“Just who is Gabriel?” I asked Tanya at last. “Seems to me like he must be someone pretty big to get that kind of treatment from your family.”

As ever, the mention of her former fiancé twisted Tanya’s face to one of loathing. A real shame too, but I felt like I needed some answers now.

“He’s not terribly important, on the surface,” she agreed. “He’s not from a noble family, nor is he rich and wealthy. But all of that is on the surface. I’m not entirely sure on the details, exactly,” she admitted reluctantly. “But I know he did work in the war.”

“He mentioned that,” I said. “Something about working on the home front.”

“I’m not sure about the specifics,” Tanya admitted, growing progressively more gloomy. “But I do know he worked for a… domestic agency.”

I glanced at Kensie and Erina, who looked troubled too. No surprise there. I felt it too when I first saw the normally chipper Tanya looking colder than a night in the Mourning Mountains. “Domestic, huh?” I said, feeling increasingly uneasy. Sure, that could mean a lot of things. That he worked with the home guard or maybe a signalman, or possibly even in the logistics and planning department.

None of that, however, would indicate why Tanya’s family would have been so eager to get her in his harem. Something wasn’t adding up. “Was it just vibes that turned you off him?” I asked.

Tanya shook her head, her eyes down, her hands twisting and fidgeting with a dessert spoon. “No,” she admitted. “It wasn’t just that. There were… rumours about him too. That he treated witches… poorly.”

Ah. I nodded slowly. There was a lot that could be said with a word like ‘poorly’. I didn’t much like it, but it was painfully true that a lot of families were very happy to have their witch daughters get with a warlock. Any warlock. And I meant that beyond just the propaganda being pumped out by the state. A child from a witch and warlock is naturally stronger and much more likely to be another warlock if male. This could lead to families pressuring their daughters to stay with a warlock by any means necessary. Abuse was far from unheard of in harems, though it was considered very ‘impolite’ to mention it or even acknowledge it. I glanced back at Kensie and Erina, who looked equally uncomfortable.

“Did he ever-” I began.

“Not to me,” Tanya interrupted with a forceful shake of her head. “But I’d met some of the other girls in his harem. They weren’t… right.”

“Injured?” I asked.

Tanya nibbled her lip. “They were off. Almost… broken,” she said, speaking softly. “He never let them out. He had a place in the country where they stayed. I snuck by once. Saw one of them. She was on the porch, just sitting there. Rocking herself back and forth. So terribly thin and frail. Like she was made of sticks. She didn’t answer when I tried to talk to her. Just kept rocking and staring off into the distance…”

Tingles of a chill crept over me, and I swallowed thickly, my throat suddenly feeling uncomfortably tight.

“I came across Gabriel as I was leaving,” she said, still in that low voice, her eyes remaining down and face half-hidden by her hair. “He didn’t say anything. He just looked at me. And there was something in that look. I don’t know. It didn’t last long, but I know what I saw. He was beyond angry. I felt like he wanted to do something to me. Something… I don’t even know. It was…” She shuddered and hugged herself.

Without a word, Erina reached over and touched Tanya’s arm. The felborn flinched and looked up, startled like a rabbit, but Erina just gave her a sympathetic nod. After a second, Kensie did the same, touching Tanya’s other arm supportively.

A small if nervous smile found itself on Tanya’s face. She took a slow breath and let it out, her voice steadying. “I went home then, and made my family know that I didn’t want anything to do with him. But that wasn’t the end of it. He’s been pushing for me to join his harem. Being sweet and trying to romance me. But whenever I see him, I remember that look he gave me, and that witch sitting there. Rocking back and forth…”

Silence followed that. And into it, the waiters glided and delivered our food before retreating without a word.

I cleared my throat to break the uncomfortable silence. “Well,” I said, “I guess I can understand why you don’t like him. And don’t worry,” I added firmly. “As long as I’m around, he won’t touch you. Ever.”

“Thank you, Alister,” she said, letting out a shaky breath, straightening a bit in her chair. “Really.”

I pressed her hand again, then she pulled hers free and started to eat. I joined her a moment later, and though the pall wasn’t lifted completely, I sensed that Tanya was a bit more at ease.

But I wouldn’t forget what she said.

And I promised myself that I would make damn sure I never let Gabriel near her again.


Ch. 15


By the time we were done eating and finishing the last of the shopping, we had to catch the last train back to Stoneway. We could have left earlier, but as it turned out buying clothes for me took way longer than anticipated. Well, than I’d anticipated anyway. Tanya especially seemed downright sorry she couldn’t have me keep showing off new clothes, and with Erina gleefully backing her up, I’d started wondering if I’d ever get out of there.

As it was, twilight was burning the remains of day on the teeth of the distant mountains when we climbed aboard and headed for our cab. There was a bit of shoving match to get to it. The train was pretty crowded, with a good number of witches and a few warlocks heading back to the school after a nice day off.

By the time we settled in for the ride the train whistled and jolted into motion, which no doubt coincidentally knocked Erina and Kensie practically into my lap. Cat and wolf-girls nestled against me, squeezing me between them, their tails batting at me as they snuggled in close.

From her place across from us, Tanya just smiled with almost motherly affection. I could only shrug with a helpless gesture.

“You three look quite comfortable,” the felborn said.

“Can’t complain,” I agreed.

“Of course,” Erina purred.

“Mmm,” Kensie hummed.

I grinned, then looked up as the door to our cab rattled and opened. A head poked in and blinked with surprise. “Oh! Sorry, wrong cab. Wait, is that you, Mister Blackwood?”

I straightened instantly. Shit. It took me a second, but as soon as I saw the press badge in his hat, I recognized Jackson. I also realized that this probably hadn’t been an innocent mistake at all.

“Jackson,” I said, disentangling myself from Erina and Kensie and standing, much to the pair’s annoyance. “Funny seeing you here.”

“Ain’t it though?” he asked with a flash of his grin but, fortunately, not his camera. His eyes roamed greedily over the cab, lingering on the three very annoyed women in it. “Well, it happens. Coming back from a little trip to Amberton, huh? Enjoy your time there?”

“We did,” I said, noting the little notepad that had appeared in his hand, which was being scribbled in. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

“Sure, sure. None at all. Understand completely. But hey!” he remarked. “Since I got you here, mind some follow-up questions to our interview with Elegantra?”

“Actually, I do,” I said, stepping forward and pushing him back out the door.

“Aw, come on now. I know you have more to say and can do so in a bit more privacy. Not being loomed over by big momma government. We guys gotta stick together. The truth will out, and a guy like you’s gotta have plenty to say. Like what you were doing in Amberton? Maybe visiting certain well connected individuals of the Tormentia family? Hm? C’mon. I’m sure you got a statement to share. A word. A hint!”

“Actually, I don’t. And if you…”

I trailed off because Jackson’s grin had slipped, his eyes widening as he looked past me. I whipped around towards the cab’s window.

Right before something big and hairy smashed it in.

Glass flew into the cab as a monstrous head forced itself in, claws clinging to the window. A beak filled with teeth snapped and beady eyes whirling with wrath, looking for a target.

I was moving before my mind even registered it. My arm snapped up, the cuts in my fingers opening up and spikes of blood shooting across the narrow space. All five pierced the monster’s head, and it jolted, convulsing as I split its brain.

I didn’t waste time; my wyldcraft sucked the monster’s blood out in a rush, withering it on the spot before its grip on the window came loose and it was ripped away, revealing the forest below.

“What the…” Kensie gasped, staring at the now empty window in shock.

I yanked my hand back, the monster’s blood swirling in a ball over my palm. “We’re under attack,” I grunted.

“Sounds like the whole train is,” Jackson noted.

I cocked my head, listening. He was right! I could hear screams up and down this car, and probably from other ones. Kensie poked her head out the window, and I joined her, peering out.

Dozens of monsters were clinging to the train. Airborne ones winged after it, and others crawled along the sides or were trying to force their way into windows. But as I leaned out, I saw that wasn’t the worst of it, because the bulk of the fuckers were near the front, no doubt attacking the engine.

“Shit!” I swore, pulling back. “They’re coming out of the woods!”

“They can’t attack the train!” Erina protested. “It’s warded!”

“Doesn’t seem like much of a guarantee these days,” I noted. “I’m heading for the engine. If they manage to damage it, we’ll be stuck in the forest. And then we’ll be in real trouble!”

Kensie jumped to her feet. “We’re coming with you!” she declared.

I eyed her and the other two, who also looked ready to jump in. I felt my chest puff with pride at the trio, ready to follow me once more into battle. Unfortunately, it would have to wait.

“You can,” I told Kensie, then looked to Tanya and Erina. “I need you two to help the passengers. Rally any other students and keep the cars from being overrun. We just need to hold out until we get out of the forest.”

“Understood,” Erina said forcefully, ending any potential argument. She nodded at me. “We’ll take care of things, Alister. Don’t worry!”

Leave it to her to see the bigger picture. “Thanks, Erina. Be careful.”

“You too,” she said, her eyes and her lashing tail betraying her inner conflict.

I gave her a nod and shoved past Jackson, hurrying down the car with Kensie close behind. I had to push my way past other passengers who had left their cabs and were milling about in confusion.

“Any clue why the monsters are attacking?”

I glanced back in surprise to see Jackson keeping close to me. “Go take cover!” I ordered him.

He laughed. “And what kind of reporter would I be to run from danger? Besides, this looks like a hell of a scoop!”

I swore, but didn’t have time to waste on him. I’d reached the front of the car and hauled open the door.

Then I jerked back as a paw clawed for me, nearly taking my face off.

Something like a bear plated in chitin bellowed as it tried to force its way inside, jowls shaking with the force of its roar. The blood orb I held reformed into a sword that I swung, slicing at the monster’s face and opening up a long gash in its cheek.

The monster snarled, jerking back. I readied myself to stab, but before I could, there was a bang and a streak of crimson magic ripped through the monster’s eye, blowing its brains out the back of its head.

The bear creature collapsed with a thud, dead instantly. For a second, I stared at it, then looked back.

Jackson grinned, his hand morphed into something like a pistol, its barrel glowing with magic. “Not a bad shot, eh?” he asked.

“You’re a warlock?” I asked incredulously.

“Sure am,” he said, doffing his hat with his normal hand. “Only thing that kept me alive as a war reporter!”

Huh. Well, maybe he wouldn’t slow me down after all. Which was a good thing as the car suddenly swayed, nearly thrown off the tracks.

“Shit!” I cursed, clutching the door as I kicked the corpse of the bear out of the way. “This is going too slow!”

“Over the top?” Kensie suggested, nodding at the roof of the car in front of us.

I eyed it, really not wanting to. It’d put us right out there for the airborne monsters to come at us. On the other hand, I also knew there wasn’t really much of a choice. We needed to go faster, and fighting monsters inside the cars while forcing past passengers cramming into the halls would bog us down so much that the engine would probably be toppled over long before we got anywhere near it.

“Dammit. Stick close!” I said, pushing forward, a spear of blood draining from the bear and adding to my reserves as I grabbed the ladder and climbed.

The wind tore at me as I mounted the car, my hair whipping around my head as I crouched low, squinting against the gusts. As I’d feared, a bunch of winged monsters were following the train, and a number of others had climbed onto the cars. Most, however, were congregated at the engine, where the battle was fierce. Now and then, bursts of flame and wind magic were visible, along with the flash of riflewand fire.

With a low whistle, Jackson peered past me. “Bit of a trip,” he noted.

“It will be,” I agreed. Channeling my wyldcraft, I formed the blood I’d gathered into two orbs, my own blood ripping through my shoes to form talons that dug into the metal roof, anchoring me.

Kensie climbed up beside me, squinting, her silver dagger in hand. The wind seemed to break around her, and I realized she was casting air magic to help her keep her footing. Smart girl.

“Ready?” I asked her.

“To kill monsters?” she asked, grinning as she licked her blade, the silvery metal glowing. “Always!”

I glanced at Jackson. “Think you can keep up?”

“Haven’t missed a story for being slow yet!” he replied, one hand holding down his hat as he moved up behind me.

That’d have to do. Swords in hand, I tore forward, talons ripping into the car’s roof to carry me onward and towards the distant engine.

It didn’t take long for us to get spotted. A shriek carried over even the wind, and I looked up as one of the bird-like monsters dove for me. As it came low, talons grabbing, a blade of wind magic from Kensie’s dagger sliced through the air, ripping through the creature’s wing. The monster shrieked in pain and alarm, its remaining wing flapping desperately even as it spun out, missing us wide. It slammed into the train car, rocking it before the monster hurtled down into the forest far below.

But its attack had alerted other monsters. They came up, crawling along the sides of the car. Before they could reach us I raced forward again, leaping over the narrow divide and onto the next car.

More winged monsters dove for me, while claws and limbs tried to grab me as the monsters continued hauling themselves up. I warded them off with swings of my bloody swords, Kensie and Jackson keeping pace by sticking close behind me. Kensie slashed with her dagger, wind magic surrounding us in a sphere that knocked any flying monster away, while Jackson’s arcane weapons flashed as he tried to keep the other horrors off our backs.

The final car before the engine was just ahead, but even as I jumped the divide, I saw getting to the engine wasn’t going to be easy. The attack seemed to pause, and I saw whatever was trying to break into the engine move away and towards us. From over the edge of the car a long, chitinous leg clawed stretched forth, followed by another. And another. And another.

I skidded to a halt as the monstrous spider pulled itself up, crouching on the train car, legs fanned out and mandibles drooling vicious green that sizzled on the metal roof. Eight baleful eyes were fixed on me as the monster’s mandibles hungrily pawed at the air.

I retreated one step in the face of the monster, bumping into Jackson. I looked back and saw more than a dozen monsters had managed to catch up and were moving forward towards us, trapping us between the spider and them.

“Great,” I muttered.

“Can’t you make the spider explode?” Kensie asked as she stepped back and up close to me.

“My magic doesn’t work so well on ichor,” I admitted.

“So what are you gonna do?” Jackson said, and I could see the journalist part of him hanging on my answer.

I spun the blades of blood in my hands uneasily. “...How long can you keep them off me?”

Kensie eyed the horde. “Um, a few minutes maybe.”

“It’ll have to do,” I grunted, my swords of blood shifting into a pair of brutal axes.

The spider let out a chittering shriek and lunged for us. At the same time, I heard the monsters behind us roar and the scraping of claws as they charged, met with the keening shriek of Jackson’s wyldcraft and Kensie’s wind magic.

I didn’t spare them another moment of attention. I rushed forward to meet the spider. Its forelegs swung up and came down, forcing me to dodge to the side as the sharp chitin impaled the metal roof, punching through with ease. Before I could swing my axe, the spider’s other legs came in for a piece of me, jabbing like spears.

I dodged right and left, thunks of metal informing me of what would happen if I failed to avoid them. The spider monster chittered again, wrenching legs not occupied with trying to impale me back out for another go.

But I was making progress. I was almost under the spider, but it proved that even there I wasn’t safe. I saw its fuzzy abdomen swing down and blast a sticky glob of web at me.

Trapped among its legs, I didn’t have a chance to evade, and the web slapped into me, unfurling around my legs and anchoring me to the train car’s roof.

Shit!

I pulled, but though the webbing stretched, it didn’t break. I looked up as the spider reared up, raising the spears of its legs for the final plunge.

Shoving one of my arms up, I turned one of my axes back into a ball of blood. The spider hesitated, probably wondering what the hell I was doing.

Well, it didn’t need to wonder long.

Shards of crystallized blood like black and red arrows burst from the blood orb, pounding into the spider’s face in a hail of sharp objects, too small to break through its hide.

But big enough to punch into its eyes.

A scream of agony and rage escaped the spider as its head swung left and right to escape the pain. Seizing the chance, I swung my axe, slicing through the webbing around my legs. One of its surviving eyes caught me doing it, and the monster lunged for me, but it was too late. I dove out of the way, its legs spearing the place I’d been a second before, but then I was under its abdomen.

Straightening, I lifted my arms, channeling my own blood. My head throbbed and vision swam as I poured it up through my fingers in a massive blood spear.

The force of its conjuring shoved my spear right through the monster’s body. The spider screeched in agony, convulsing above me, greenish ichor spilling out and onto the train and me. I wrenched the spear out, drawing the blood back into me and clearing my head.

Above, the spider swayed, jittering and convulsing in its death throes. A sudden swerve of the train threw the monster off the car and down to the forest below.

I looked at myself, the spider’s green ichor almost covering me, my black coat absolutely ruined.

“Oh, wonderful,” I muttered.

The wail of wind magic recalled what was happening behind me, and I twisted to see Jackson quickly retreating, firing blasts of raw magic at a number of monsters, Kensie hurling blades of wind and blasts of gusts to ward them away further. Jackson glanced back. “Got it?” he asked.

“Of course he did,” Kensie scoffed, glancing back at me proudly. “He’s the Bloodletter!”

“Thanks,” I said, shaking off some of the ichor as I moved past him. “Let’s see now…”

I raised my hands, the axe’s blood orb reforming in my grasp before I shot barbs out of it. They slammed into the first few monsters coming, causing them to fall, shuddering as my wyldcraft swirled in their veins.

More spears erupted from the fallen monsters, impaling the next ones in line. Then the next. And the next. Like a network of crimson spikes, they spread through the monster horde that had followed us until it had taken every one.

Then, I pulled.

Blood rushed from the monsters, sucked from them all at once. One after the next they withered to little more than husks, the wind plucking them like old clothes from the train cars as the spikes of blood receded, a mass of blood forming behind me as I drained them dry.

“Ahhh,” I sighed in relief as the last monster shrank to skin and bone, the orb of blood behind me like a crimson moon. “That’s so much better.”

Jackson said nothing, for the first time at a loss for words, his jaw slack as his eyes ran over what I’d just done. “Holy… what a scoop!” he cried, lifting up his notepad and frantically scribbling.

Kensie, for her part, was just staring at me, her cheeks flushed and tail wagging furiously. I was so full of power I could actually hear her pulse thudding with arousal as she stared up at me.

I gave her a quick grin, then glanced back as the train finally left the forest, heading once more through the calmer fields that bordered Stoneway’s town, the school itself rising in the distance. But my eyes went back to the forest nonetheless. I wasn’t an idiot. If I hadn’t been on this train, the trip probably would have been like any other.

But I had been.

And that could only mean whatever was controlling the monsters really did want me dead, and was willing to kill dozens of innocent people to make it happen.

Speaking of.

“Sorry,” I said, passing Jackson who was mid-question. “Gotta check on my harem.”

“Ah! Naturally. The conquering hero making sure the loves of his life are well taken care of. Perfect! Wonderful! An absolute perfect cap to this tale of dashing adventure and heroic battle.”

“Sure, that. Let’s go, Kensie,” I said, already hurrying back along the cars with my blood orb dragged along behind me like a red moon. It wasn’t a hard trip, fortunately. Thanks to my final attack, it seemed like every monster that had been crawling over the train was dead now. Even the sounds of fighting had faded from inside the cars.

But when I reached my former one, I had to steel myself at the door. It had been half smashed in, and with great care, I swung it open.

And found a massacre.

The bodies of monsters were piled almost waist-high in the narrow passage between the cabs. At the car’s other end stood Erina, her uniform splattered with blood but looking untouched, her hair as perfectly coiffed as ever and her diamond gauntlets out and up, ready to take on whatever else would try to come down the aisle. Over her shoulder, I spotted Tanya, electricity crackling about her horns.

As soon as she saw me, Erina lowered her hands, a smile splitting her face. “Alister!” she cried. “You’re back!”

“Yeah,” I said, picking my way in amazement through the mass of bodies. “Did you two do this?”

“Mostly, yes,” Tanya said, the crackle of static dying from her horns as she looked mournfully at the dead monsters. “Poor things.”

“Still, impressive,” I said.

Erina laughed and planted her gauntlets on her hips, striking a pose fit for a poster. “Really, Alister. It wasn’t all that. Simple tactics forced them to come down the hallway to us, and while I held the front, Tanya mowed them down. It was almost sad how easy it was.”

“Yeah, down here,” Kensie noted with a snort. “Up top, Alister had to kill a giant spider. Not to mention more than a hundred monsters in one move.”

Erina blinked, and I sensed her pulse quicken like Kensie’s. “Really?” she asked, her thighs rubbing together. “Oh my…”

“I did,” I said. “We’re out of the woods. Literally, but not figuratively.”

“How so?” Tanya asked.

“Most likely because they attacked the train to get at us,” Erina supplied somewhat more soberly.

I nodded. “I think so. And that means I think it’s time we talked to the headmistress again...”


Ch. 16


To the surprise of no one, least of all me, I didn’t have to wait long for an appointment to see Elegantra.

When the train rolled into the station, someone immediately called the medics for the injured, which were many, but fortunately there were no fatalities, though it was a close one. Ironically, it was fortunate there were mainly students aboard. There wasn’t a witch or warlock in Stoneway who didn’t have some combat training, even if only for the Wargames. Pretty soon, the whole station was swarming with security forces, checking over the train for any surviving monsters who tried to smuggle themselves in.

We got held up by security, and I was grilled pretty extensively on what happened. I was as helpful as I could be, but obviously left out my suspicions that it was me the monsters attacked the train for. Fortunately, Jackson backed up my account before he vanished, probably to file this story in the morning edition. Oh well.

Once I got checked over by the medics and my statement was down, I was allowed to head back to campus, and boy, did I need it. Dealing with interrogation like that was exhausting, even after an energizing guzzling of blood.

Sadly, first thing in the morning I was woken up to an eagle tapping at the window, another missive from the headmistress in its beak, ‘cordially inviting’ me to visit her chambers at my earliest opportunity.

No sense delaying, I supposed. At least it was still a long weekend, so I wasn’t going to miss any classes.

I made my way back to Elegantra’s office pretty quickly. Honestly, I seemed to spend more time there than in some of my classes. I didn’t even need to knock before the face on the door melted back and swung open, admitting me inside.

I moved into the room and spotted Elegantra behind her desk, her face obscured by the Patriot’s Standard’s morning edition, which also gave me a fantastic view of the front page.

Hero of the War Defends Train!

The Bloodletter Continues to Save Citizens Despite Discharge

Monster Rampage Prompts Questions: How Safe Are We?

Underneath the headline was a photo of the ravaged train in the station, and beneath that, one of the old propaganda pictures of me in full uniform, saluting. I groaned. Fucking Jackson…

The sound seemed to alert Elegantra, who lowered the paper, her gentle smile a bit reassuring. “Mister Blackwood, thank you for coming.”

“No problem,” I said, shuffling forward and into the chair opposite hers. “Always happy to meet with you.”

She folded the paper, her hat flopping with her nod. “Wonderful to hear. I do apologize for calling you in during your weekend, but I feel that recent events made it necessary.”

“Agreed,” I told her, shifting in my seat and coughing. “About the story in the paper…”

“The inconvenient thing I’ve found about Mister Jackson,” Elegantra continued, “is that, unlike some of our other propagandists serving our great nation, he’s relentlessly honest. A stunning quality in a reporter these days.”

Okay… Where was this going? “Honest?” I asked guardedly.

“Yes. He tends to report on things as they happened. Oh, to be sure, he spins, as they all must, but he doesn’t obfuscate. You get a very clear picture of what occurred and what people said, which can be quite embarrassing for those who are used to being lied for. His greatest strength, however, is having a nose for a story. And he’s quite rightly, as it seems, cottoned on to the fact that much seems to happen around you.”

“I don’t go looking for trouble,” I assured her.

“Is that right?” she asked with a wry tilt of her head, her hat flopping with the motion. “Then you weren’t looking up information about the forest, monsters, and possible attacks?”

My jaw dropped before I quickly snapped it shut again. “How did you…”

She chuckled, knitting her fingers with a wooden creak. “Mister Blackwood, surely you don’t think you’re the first student to attend Stoneway who draws trouble to themselves? I’ve run this academy for a long time, and many a problem has reared its head during my tenure. You don’t have a demon’s gateway in the basement, a forest of horrors on the doorstep, and students learning to wield incredible magic without getting a good feeling about where problems will arise.”

“Aside from Rodney,” I noted, then instantly kicked myself for saying it aloud.

A look of regret passed over her face. “True,” she sighed. “Sometimes, things do slip under the radar. More’s the pity.” She shook it off. “But I do not intend for this issue with the forest to grow any further.”

“We found out a few things,” I told her. “It sounds like the only times the monsters in the forest ignored the wards was when they were directed either with demonic energy or by the King of the Forest into attacking. I haven’t heard anything about the portal leaking or demons getting out, so it sounds like it’s probably the King doing something.”

“Agreed.” Elegantra folded her hands, wooden and flesh, and eyed me over them. “It seems the King of the Forest has indeed become too aggressive to be ignored and is sending the monsters in his domain at us. Whether it’s him alone is an open question. All of which means that I have decided it is time for a proper hunting expedition to put an end to these attacks. A touch early in the year, true, but I fear it’s necessary. And though this is normally only open to seniors, I was hoping you and your harem might be willing to join.”

“Really?” I asked. “Even with the whole… us attracting problems?”

“A strength in this case,” she observed. “We do not know what the current King of the Forest is, so drawing it out will be invaluable. I don’t intend for this to become a protracted campaign. Or worse, a failure. Time is of the essence. This latest escalation proves it, and I have no intention of sitting on my hands, waiting for the school to be further threatened. But I won’t force you. I ask only if you’re willing.”

I considered that. It was honestly refreshing being asked to risk my neck rather than being thrown headfirst into the woodchipper like in my army days. Still, it didn’t take me long to decide. I wasn’t eager for a fight, but something was picking one with me, and damned if I was going to sit on my ass waiting for it to get lucky. Or worse, start really going after Kensie, Erina, or Tanya. The sooner whatever this was was taken care of, the sooner I could go back to regular schooling.

“I’m in,” I said. “But I don’t speak for my harem. I’ll have to ask them who does and doesn’t want to go.”

Elegantra nodded again, her hat wobbling like jello. “I’m glad. It will take some time to organize the hunt, but I will keep you informed as it advances. Until then, though, I will ask that you remain on campus or within the town.”

“Fine with me,” I said. “I’m not exactly eager to ride the train any time soon.”

“Nor is the rail company,” Elegantra said with the hint of a smile.

I left her office feeling a bit more confident about the future, at least. Knowing Elegantra was taking things seriously was a relief, and she wasn’t rushing into the woods half-cocked. I’d been on enough campaigns with overzealous and overconfident commanders to never want to see that again. It sucked I couldn’t go too far from Stoneway for a bit, but so it went.

The morning’s trials, however, weren’t quite done. That made itself known as I opened the door back onto the quad and found a newspaper shoved in my face.

“Did you see this?” demanded the indignant voice of Ashlyn.

Wonderful. Just what I needed.

I pushed the newspaper aside and beheld the fuming dragon-girl right in front of me, one hand on her hip, pupils slitted like a snake’s, and a bit of smoke steaming from her nose.

“Why hello, Ashlyn. It’s a lovely morning. So good to see you, too.”

She stamped her foot and huffed another gust of smoke. “Don’t get smart with me!”

“Well, I’d try being stupid, but I can’t imagine you’d appreciate that either.”

“Of course not! Well?” she demanded, again shoving the paper at me. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

I pretended to consider the front page for a moment. “That it’s not really my most flattering photo. I think I’m much more handsome now.”

“Do you really think I don’t know what you’re up to?” she demanded, advancing a step, practically standing on my toes since I didn’t back up.

“What? Not letting myself end up in a monster’s belly?”

“No!” she barked, jabbing a finger into my chest. “You’re showboating!”

“Excuse me?”

“That’s right!” she declared, punctuating herself with another jab in my chest. “You’re trying to show off to make me feel bad for hating you. Admit it!”

“Ashlyn, what I say next may shock you. But the world doesn’t revolve around you.”

Ooh, that really steamed her to judge by the smoke that escaped with her growl. “Oh please, as if you haven’t been thinking about me.”

“It’s true. I have. And then I wake up in a cold sweat.”

“Ha! That’s a lie, and you know it. You’re a warlock! You think every woman around you is just gagging for your cock. Like I can’t think of anything finer than being held in your strong arms as you ravish me. Holding me down as I beg for more while you ram your thick cock into me over and over again!”

“That’s… oddly specific,” I noted.

“Admit it!” she shot back, standing on her tiptoes, her face an inch from mine, her finger still pushing into my chest. “Admit that you think your bad boy looks, your roguish charm, your impeccable service record, and your harem of elites make you think you deserve me! That you think it makes me want you! Dream about you all the time, even!”

“I—”

She suddenly grabbed me by the lapels of my jacket, her flushed face an inch from mine, her teeth gritted and face went crimson. “I fucking hate you!” she growled.

And then she was kissing me.

To say I was shocked would be a massive fucking understatement. Her kiss was hot, and not just because there was fire in her throat. Her tail lashed with a sound like a whip, and her breasts pressed against my chest, squishing wonderfully. Unfortunately, my body reacted before my head could, doing what it normally did in these situations and kissed her back and matching her energy.

A throaty moan escaped the dragon-girl. Her wings snapped out, fluttering with a leathery sound, and her thigh pressed between my legs, grinding against my bulge shamelessly.

The sound kicked my brain back into gear, and I managed to grab her by the arms and pull her back. “Ashlyn, what the fuck?” I gasped.

“I hate you so fucking much,” Ashlyn panted, her breasts heaving as she yanked me back down and kissed me again. “Hate you. Hate you! I fucking hate you!”

Okay, too weird! I finally managed to shove her off me far enough that she couldn’t immediately lock lips again. “Ashlyn, what the fuck are you doing?”

“A—as if you wanted me to really s-stop,” she managed, her face red and her breath coming in hot pants.

“Even so, I can’t just… Ashlyn, you hate me! And I have a harem. I can’t just do… whatever the hell this is right out of the blue. It’s not fair to them.”

“And what about me?” Ashlyn said, and oh gods, she was starting to cry. “You bastard,” she sniffled, furiously rubbing at her eyes. “You’re awful for me! Just another… another fucking warlock who thinks with his dick. So why… why can’t I stop thinking about you? Every night I wake up sweating and remembering dreaming about you holding me down and… and doing…”

Oh gods. Oh fuck. I looked around quickly, but no one was around yet thanks to the early morning and long weekend. But it was only a matter of time.

“Ashlyn, how about we, uh… we talk about this later. Okay? This is… a bit much for me right now. Please?”

She sniffled again, glaring at me with such visceral anger that I actually took a step back. Or at least, I thought it was anger, but after what just happened, I wasn’t so sure anymore.

“F-fine!” she managed, swallowing thickly and again wiping her eyes until they were raw and red. “But… but you’re gonna take responsibility.”

“I am?” I asked blankly.

“Yes. So figure it out.” With a deep breath, Ashlyn seemed to pull herself back together more or less. “I still hate you,” she said.

“Okay, sure. Got it,” I told her.

With a firm nod, she spun on her heel and ran away so fast she had to have buffed herself with some wind magic.

In seconds she was gone and I was alone again. I took a step back and leaned against the wall of the school, staring blankly into the distance.

“Fucking hell,” I managed.

There was a popping sound above my head, and I felt a pair of soft breasts rest on me. “I’ll say,” Hexie said. “Girl’s got iiiiiisuuuuuues. But you know, master, those ones are the most fun!”

I covered my face with a palm. “Not. Helping.”

“Sure I am!” Hexie giggled, her tiny wings flapping as she brought herself around to hover in front of me, chin tilted up and a smug look on her face. “Allow Professor Hexie to elucidate with my extensive knowledge of relationships.”

I groaned. “Hexie, really—”

“You see,” Hexie interrupted before I could start, “what we have here is a classic case of ‘hate fuckies’. And I’m afraid the only cure is a thorough, dominating trip to pound town.”

“Hate fuckies?” I said flatly. “Really?”

“Check your medical textbook. And she’s got it baaad, master. Not that I can blame her. I mean, look at you! It’s a miracle you don’t have girls pawing at your package right now like monkeys for a banana. And you gotta give it to her, master. Can’t you see how she’s suffering? It’s downright inhumane to withhold the cure.”

I rolled my eyes, but despite how crude she was, Hexie might have a bit of a point—albeit despite her own best efforts. Less about the fucking and more that it did seem like Ashlyn had the hots for me, though what to make of that was still a pretty open question. True, enemies to lovers was a common romance trope, and one I found personally pretty appealing. But that was mainly in fiction. How I was supposed to deal with it in reality was a bit less cut and dry than having Lord Beaumont marry Lady Fran and dance under the moonlight, their houses joined and living happily ever after.

And make no mistake, Ashlyn was pretty. Beautiful even. But I sure as hell wasn’t going to make a decision like this alone. I hadn’t been lying when I said that I couldn’t go behind my harem’s back just for a fun fuck. Those days were behind me. I needed to discuss this with the girls.

“I’m going to talk to Kensie,” I said, starting off.

“Oooh, nice!” Hexie cackled as she winged after me. “Your former hate fuckie with the new one. The ultimate threesome recipe!”

Studiously ignoring the imp and her carnal commentary, I hurried back to the dorm and my room. Fortunately, Kensie had done what I failed to do and actually slept in, so when I opened the door I found her in the living room making a pot of coffee. And wearing only a loose bathrobe left open at the front, which wasn’t doing my erection any favours.

She turned her head as I came in, her dark hair tumbling around her face in a dishevelled mess, and her tail instantly began to wag. “Mmm. Morning, Alister. Grab breakfast?”

“Breakfast?” I said, having a tough time thinking of anything but Kensie’s figure as she practically flaunted it right in front of me. “Oh ah, no. Sorry.”

“Guess you’d forget. After all, vampires don’t eat,” she said knowingly.

“I’m not a… nevermind. I actually wanted to talk to you.”

“Oh?” Kensie said, cradling her coffee as she sat on the couch, her robe falling further off her and her canine ears twitching. “What about?”

Several things, I belatedly realized. It had been a surprisingly busy morning. But a good start was the Ashlyn situation, which I laid out as succinctly as I could, not exactly helped by Hexie’s running commentary.

When I finished, Kensie was leaning forward, her lips pursed in thought. After I finished, she gave a slow nod.

“Makes sense,” she said.

“Good,” I said, sitting down beside her with a grunt. I slumped back into the cushion and stared blankly at the ceiling. “I just don’t know what to do here.”

“Isn’t it obvious? You have to fuck her.”

“Excuse me?”

Hexie burst into laughter. “Hahaha! I knew I liked her.”

I ignored the imp and looked at the wolf-girl. “Are you serious?”

“Totally,” Kensie said as she scooted over, squeezing onto my lap and snuggling against my chest. “It’s super sweet of you to think of us first, Alister. Really. Not a lot of guys would with a dragon-girl throwing herself at them like that. Most would have just railed her right there in the quad.”

“Right?” Hexie cried, hands out and looking around with incredulity. “I mean, duh!”

“Er—” I began.

“But you didn’t,” Kensie hummed, nuzzling under my chin, her ears twitching near my nose. “And I really respect you for that, even if you are a vampire. But,” she continued before I could protest, “it would be a huge win to get Ashlyn off your back and to have a better way of, you know, working out her frustrations than messing with you all the time. Not to mention she’s pretty. She’s smart. She’s got some impressive magic power and is probably rich. Honestly, she sounds like the perfect inclusion to the harem.”

I sighed, my arms looping around the wolf-girl, one hand cradling her ass through her bathrobe, the other stroking her hair. “Kensie, when I first started training, my instructors constantly told me never to stick my dick in crazy. It just wasn’t worth it.”

“And my teachers told me to never fall for a vampire,” Kensie hummed. “But I did, and I haven’t regretted it for a second.”

“Still not a vampire.”

“Tell that to my dad. The second he sees you, he’ll probably try and put a stake in your heart.”

Yeesh.

“Besides,” Kensie added, playfully pawing my chest and tilting her head to look up at me, “I bet you’ve fucked some crazy girls anyway.”

“Well, yeah. Of course,” I admitted. “I haven’t met a fire witch yet that didn’t have some screws loose thanks to all the explosions around them.”

“And? How was it?”

“Oh, amazing,” I told her honestly. “Those girls were total freaks in a very good way. But Kensie, those were flings. What I’m doing now is real. I’m not looking to just fuck some girl for fun. I want to make a relationship.”

“Mmm,” Kensie hummed, her tail thwapping my side as my hand stroked her rump. “Then… think of it as a trial? Besides, she’ll probably mellow out once she gets some of that sexual frustration out of her system. And she clearly wants you after everything that’s happened. Even after getting called a monogamist. That had to hurt.”

I winced. Yeah. That was pretty harsh. Though things had gotten a bit extreme there.

“Tell you what,” Kensie hummed as her fingers teased open my shirt. “Don’t make any decisions before talking to Erina and Tanya first. I’m sure they’ll agree with me.”

“Fine,” I sighed. “I will. But when did you become so convincing anyway?”

Kensie giggled and leaned up, her palm pressing into my now bare chest. “Since I started dating you,” she said.

“Ah,” I chuckled, giving her ass a squeeze, making her eyes flutter and lips part with a needy whine. “That’s right. How could I forget?”

This time, I closed the distance, kissing Kensie lovingly. The wolf-girl wriggled with a needy awoo, shifting so she straddled my lap, her mound pushing against my tenting pants.

Well, at least I found the solution to my erection problem…


Ch. 17


“I think it’s an excellent idea.”

I stared at Erina in shock. “You do?”

“Of course,” the cat-girl said, waving a sandwich expressively. “Why not? As Kensie said, she’s a powerful combatant, and outside of when you’re involved, she obeys all the rules with conviction and steadiness. She’s of noble birth. Brilliant. And though she is, clearly, a deviant and disloyal to the national aim, a good man can seduce even a traitor with ease. In fact, I see it as our duty to the Free States to bring such a clever young woman back into the fold before she can waste her talents and skills in bitterness, turning into a spinster and denying the future her genes and genius! Likely becoming something as depraved as a philosopher or, worse, an actor.”

Ah, that sounded more like her. I settled back in my chair, surrounded by Erina, Kensie, Hexie, and Tanya. The cafeteria was still quiet, which wasn’t surprising given it was the last day of the long weekend. It was just after breakfast, and we’d all met there to try and get a lay of the land and allow me to provide them with a bit of an update on the whole Ashlyn situation.

“I… guess,” I said. “I figured you’d be a bit more hesitant, given your reaction before.”

Erina giggled. “Really now, Alister? That was back when I thought she was a filthy monogamonkey.”

Tanya and Kensie gasped at the slur, and even I was a bit shocked to hear it so blatantly. “Erina!” Tanya protested. “That kind of language…”

The catgirl folded her arms, nose up in the air and her ears twitching. “I make no excuse. Any powerful witch or warlock unpatriotic enough to do something as depraved as demand only a single lover deserves to be tarred as such.”

“Exactly!” Hexie declared gleefully. “Kitty here gets it! We need more orgies, dammit. Orgies everywhere!”

“Hardly,” Erina said sharply, glaring at the demon. “An orgy is only acceptable among a harem. The idea of multiple harems becoming involved in some kind of sex mob is, frankly, disgusting.”

“...Right.” I turned to Tanya. “And what are your thoughts? You seem to know Ashlyn a bit. What do you make of it?”

“Honestly, Alister?” she said, pressing her hands to her huge chest, a beatific smile on her face. “I think it’s wonderful! I’ve been so worried about Ashlyn, in fact. Our families were close, and she and I spent much time together, playing and studying. In fact, when we were only girls, we’d talk about the man we’d both love and whose harem we would join.” She sighed whimsically. “Girlish dreams of having a dozen children and spoiling each other’s with love, candy, and toys.”

“Opinions seem to have diverged on that one,” I noted.

Tanya’s face fell, the lights that orbited her head dimming. “It’s true,” she sighed, her head bowing a smidge. “I’m afraid we were separated in the senior year of high school. Things had not been going well with the war, and pressure was on us by our families to get into a relationship as soon as possible. I was able to demur for a time, but I’m afraid Ashlyn was her mother’s only child. And from what I saw, her mother put a lot of pressure on Ashlyn to simply find a man as soon as possible. She tried to set up a number of suitors, but Ashlyn was always very willful and didn’t take to it well. She rejected them quite animatedly, which only caused her mother to try harder.” Tanya shook her head. “I fear it coloured her opinion on warlocks quite a bit. But I never realized how much until we met again in Stoneway. And seeing how she treated you, Alister. It was… a bit of a shock, if you want to know the truth.”

“Damn,” I murmured. If what Tanya said was true, no wonder Ashlyn had such a chip on her shoulder. It didn’t excuse what she’d done to me, but it did help explain things a bit. I mean, I wasn’t too much different at the start of this year, was I? Being afraid of loving anyone. Getting close to someone.

At least, until I found the four women around me now.

I took them in at that moment. Kensie was wolfing down a bacon sandwich while Erina daintily ate half a grapefruit. Tanya was giving me a patient smile, and Hexie was giving me a grin that said she had something saucy in mind soon.

But would I be happy bringing Ashlyn into this?

Now that was a question that needed a bigger answer. The girls may be fine with it, but was I?

“I’m gonna need a bit to think on this,” I said at last. “It’s a pretty big decision to make.”

“No, it isn’t. The only decision you need is which of her holes to stuff first,” Hexie put in. “My vote’s on her ass! She’s so uptight it’ll be like fucking a vice! Plus, you can spank her as you fuck her! Boom! Boom! Boom!” Hexie said, thrusting in the air and slapping an invisible ass. “Woo! Ride ‘em, cowboy! Plus, you wanna leave her mouth free so she can scream that she hates you even as she begs for more. Fuck, that’s hot! You better let me watch, master, or I’m gonna shred all your stupid black coats.”

“You said my coats were stylish.”

“They would be if you let me put some spikes on ‘em.”

“Thank you for that unhelpful bit of advice,” I said flatly. “But I need a bit of space from her to figure this out. I think I’ll change seats in class too.”

“No! You shouldn’t do that,” Tanya cried, grabbing my arm as the lights orbiting her horns went off in flashes of alarm. “She’ll think you’re rejecting her. And after she threw herself at you, it’ll break her poor heart.”

“I know,” I said gently, taking Tanya’s hand off my arm. “I know. And that’s why you three are going to find her and tell her I need a bit of time and space to figure this out. And if I do want to try something with her, it’ll be as a member of the harem. I’m not going to have some casual fucking thing with her. Or anyone, for that matter. I’m a committed man now.”

“She might not accept that,” Tanya noted uneasily.

I shrugged. “If she doesn’t, well, so be it. But I get a say in what kind of relationship I’m in. I’m not dancing to anyone else’s tune. If she wants me so badly, then we can figure something out beyond me just being a dick she can ride.”

“Just pointing out that’s a pretty good deal too,” Hexie said.

“Not for me it isn’t,” I retorted firmly. “And I’m not out to humiliate her. A private thing between us would be better either way.”

“It might be hard for her to do that,” Kensie noted.

“How so?” I asked.

The wolf-girl shrugged as she finished chewing another bite of her bacon-y sandwich. “I mean, she hasn’t exactly made her feelings about warlocks subtle. She’d lose a lot of face agreeing to be with you like that.”

“Maybe,” I agreed. “But I’m not going to skulk around to fuck her. Harem or nothing. That’s my offer.”

“And a wise one,” Erina cooed, pressing up against me and rubbing her cheek against my neck, purring throatily. “A true man of Caldia should be decisive! Courageous! And strong. All things you are in spades, Alister.”

I coughed into my hand to try and hide my grin. Erina could really massage my ego sometimes. “I just like some certainty in life. That’s all.”

“Very reasonable,” Tanya said, patting my hand, the lights around her head glowing with love. “We’ll be sure to get Ashlyn the message somehow.”

“Thanks. Now,” I said, switching gears and steeling my face. “There’s one other thing we need to discuss.”

Erina lifted her head from my shoulder. “Oh?” the cat-girl asked, and even Kensie paused mauling some sausages to listen.

“I spoke to Elegantra,” I informed them. “And she agrees that I’m probably a target of whatever is the King of the Forest right now. As a result, she’s organizing a hunt with the senior students to try and track it down and kill it.”

“Oooh,” Kensie growled, baring her canines and tail wagging furiously. “Awesome! I can’t wait for when I can join one. Crying shame juniors are exempted, since it’s a big reason I chose Stoneway for my degree.”

“Sounds like you won’t have to wait that long,” I informed her. “The Headmistress has invited us to join in the expedition.”

Kensie stared at me, not even noticing as several portions of her bacon sandwich slid out from between the bread. “You’re… you’re kidding, right?”

“No,” I told her. “The Headmistress seems to think they’ll have a better chance of finding the King if I’m with the group. Plus, she appreciates my combat record. She’s also extended the offer to the rest of you. Now, if you don’t want to go, I understand—”

“Are you kidding?” Kensie cried as another chunk of her sandwich plopped free. “I’m gonna slay big monsters in my freshman year! Ha ha! Yes! This is awesome! Not even Daddy went on an expedition this early! I’m gonna bring back the biggest head to mount over the mantle! Eh he he he he!”

I raised my eyebrow at Kensie’s glee. She was literally kicking her feet and squirming with excitement.

“Alright. That’s one. Anyone else on board?” I asked, scanning the others. “Like I said, if you don’t want to, no pressure to join. It’s going to be dangerous. Very dangerous.”

“All the more reason I must go,” Erina proclaimed primly. “As your harem, it is our duty to protect our warlock no matter what! Not just because your genes are too valuable for the nation to lose, but because we love you.”

“Agreed,” Tanya said. “We won’t leave this to you alone, Alister. We’re coming with you. All of us, if that wasn’t clear.”

I looked around at them, touched as ever by their loyalty and love. I wasn’t sure what, if anything, I did to deserve those wonderful women, but I also knew I wouldn’t give them up for anything in the world.

“Alright,” I said firmly. “Then it’s agreed. I’ll let you all know as soon as I hear more about it.”

“Yes!” Kensie cried and took a salutary bite of her sandwich, only to frown when she only found bread. “Hey,” she mumbled. “Where’s the meat?”

“In master’s pants,” Hexie giggled.

I just shook my head. Gods, but I loved them.


Tanya Tormentia - A Queen’s Duties


Tanya Tormentia closed the door to her dorm room and leaned against it with a soft sigh. The lights orbiting her horns dimmed to gentle pinpricks as she finally allowed herself a moment to process everything that had happened on the train. Her hands still trembled slightly from the aftereffects of channeling so much electricity through her body.

She moved to her window, gazing out at the peaceful campus grounds. It was hard to believe that just a short time ago, they’d been fighting for their lives. The mental image of Alister standing in the train car, with all that blood swirling around him like a crimson storm, made her heart race. The sheer power he’d displayed, the protective fury in his eyes when he’d looked back at them...

Tanya pressed a hand to her large chest, feeling the rapid beat beneath her palm. She’d known he was powerful. His war record spoke for itself. But being around when he put his powers to use was always something else entirely. The way he’d moved, decisive and deadly, protecting not just them but every soul on that train...

She needed to make a call.

Crossing to her desk, Tanya picked up the enchanted crystal her family used for long-distance communication—they were skeptical of telegrams and telephones. As she waited for it to connect, her mind drifted back to Alister. The way his dark hair must have whipped around him, how his coat must have billowed dramatically as he’d wielded blood itself as a weapon. She wished she could have seen it. She was so close to his display when it happened, but…

Most witches would have been terrified of such a display, but Tanya had felt only awe and a deep, burning pride.

That was her warlock. Her man.

“Tanya, darling!” Aunt Claire’s voice emerged from the crystal, warm but tinged with concern. “I heard about the train incident. Are you hurt?”

“I’m fine, Auntie,” Tanya assured her, settling into her chair as the lights around her head began to pulse in a more regular pattern. “Just a bit shaken. The monsters came out of nowhere.”

“Monsters don’t just attack warded trains, my dear. This sounds targeted.”

Tanya nodded, though her aunt couldn’t see it. “We think so too. They seemed particularly focused on our car.” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “Alister handled it magnificently. You should have been there, Auntie. He killed over a hundred monsters with a single spell. The blood just...” She shivered, but not from disgust.

“My, my,” Claire said, a playful and knowing note in her voice. “I read his file, but I could hardly believe it. The Bloodletter apparently lives up to his reputation. You’ve chosen well, my dear. Though do be careful. Men who attract that much trouble tend to share it with those they love, whether they mean to or not.”

“I know,” Tanya said softly, her lights dimming worriedly before brightening again with renewed determination. “But he’s worth it. He’s so much more than his record suggests. Did you know he writes?”

“Really?”

“Yes! Romance novels, as a matter of fact. He gets this adorable little furrow between his brows when he’s concentrating.”

Her aunt chuckled knowingly. “You sound quite smitten.”

“I am,” Tanya admitted freely. “We all are. You should see how Erina looks at him. And Kensie practically shivers whenever he’s near, and gods know she can’t keep her tail from wagging when he touches her.”

“A harmonious harem as young as yours is a rare thing,” her aunt observed. “You’ve done well as harem queen to foster such unity.”

Tanya felt warmth bloom in her chest at the praise. She was proud of what they’d built together. It hadn’t been easy at first. Erina’s rigid propriety had clashed with Hexie’s outrageous behavior, and Kensie’s initial suspicions about Alister being a vampire had created tension. But now? Now they were truly becoming a family.

“Which reminds me,” she continued, lowering her voice even though she was alone. “Were you able to procure that special item I requested?”

“Ah, yes.” Her aunt’s tone turned sly. “The craftsman was quite intrigued by your specifications. It should arrive within the week.”

“Perfect.” Tanya’s lights flickered excitedly. “He deserves something special. Something that shows I understand and accept all of him.”

“Including his rather violent personal history?”

“Especially that,” Tanya said firmly. “He spent years being treated as nothing more than a weapon. I want him to know that I see the man, not just the warrior.”

“You’ll certainly manage that, my dear Tanya. But be careful as well. Your man may be strong in battle, but there are subtler ways to harm him than with monsters, as you well know.”

Tanya’s expression tightened. “I know, auntie. Thank you.”

After ending the call, Tanya remained at her desk, lost in thought. Her mind drifted to one of her first real conversations with Alister, when they had made that awkward but earnest plan for a fake relationship. She’d seen through his facade immediately, probably before he did himself. The loneliness behind his eyes, the self-imposed distance. It was plain in the way he held himself apart as if expecting rejection.

Alister was so very damaged by war, and he didn’t even know it—because he never knew anything but war. She’d read his file. He was drafted as a boy. A child. Caldia’s army was his mother and father. A line that could have been spat out by the propaganda department itself.

Sometimes, Tanya feared she could never save him from his demons, whenever they made their appearance, and she was sure one day they would. But she would certainly try.

But right now things were looking up. They were a real harem, bound by genuine love and affection, no longer a fake. Tanya smiled, remembering how he’d comforted her after Gabriel’s unwelcome appearance. The way he’d simply accepted her fear without demanding explanations, offering comfort and protection.

He was her rock. And she wanted to be that for him, too. More than anything.

A knock at her door interrupted her reverie.

“Come in,” she called, straightening her dress and settling her expression into a well-practiced smile.

Three witches entered. Tanya recognized them immediately as from her Magical Theory class: Melody, a water witch with scales dotting her cheeks, Iris, whose moth wings fluttered nervously behind her, and Jade, a sturdy, brown-skinned earth witch from the southlands who always sat in the front row.

“Tanya!” Melody burst out, her blue-tinged hair swaying as she bounced forward. “We heard about the train! Is it true? Did Alister really do all that?”

“And kill that many monsters?” Iris added, her antennae twitching curiously.

Tanya gestured for them to sit. Something about the hungry looks in her friends’ eyes told her that she would be acting as harem queen in this conversation more than classmate. “It’s true,” she confirmed, allowing a note of pride to enter her voice. “You should have seen him. The monsters didn’t stand a chance.”

“Tell us everything,” Jade demanded, leaning forward eagerly.

So Tanya did, painting a picture with words of Alister’s heroics the best she could. She described the way he’d moved gracefully through the train, and how his blood magic had turned the monsters’ own life force against them. She spared no descriptive words when she discussed the sheer protective fury in his eyes when he’d thought his girls were in danger, filling in spots with details she’d gleaned from Kensie.

By the time she finished, all three witches were breathing heavily, their faces flushed. She tried not to look down when she noticed Jade grinding her thighs together rather conspicuously.

“Gods,” Melody whispered, pressing her knees together. “That’s so fucking hot. Guy like that makes me wanna get naked and roll around in the Caldian flag.”

“The way you describe him...” Iris fanned herself with one wing. “He sounds like a real hero.”

Jade was more direct. “Is there room in the harem for more?”

Tanya had expected this, of course. She folded her hands in her lap, her lights arranging themselves in a serene halo as she smiled gently. “Alister’s harem is still quite new, so we aren’t really looking to expand at the present time. We’re focusing on strengthening our existing bonds first.”

“But eventually?” Melody pressed hopefully.

“Perhaps,” Tanya allowed. “I’d be lying if I said Erina didn’t campaign for him to acquire more witches at least once a day. But any potential additions would need to meet certain standards. No draft dodgers allowed, for one thing. Also, he isn’t driven by the desire to procreate, but the rest of us are at least somewhat, so it balances out.” She gave them a shrewd look. “It’s worth mentioning that Alister values genuine connection over anything else.”

“We could connect!” Iris said quickly. “I’m very connectable! Connective? One of those!”

Tanya’s grin widened slightly, though internally she was already evaluating them. They saw only the surface of her man. The powerful warlock, the war hero with a mysterious past, the man who could give them strong children and elevate their social status within this great nation—the undisputed greatest nation in the world.

They didn’t know about his nightmares, his love of writing, or the way he still flinched sometimes when touched unexpectedly. They didn’t know how he took his coffee, or that he hummed old military marches when he thought no one was listening.

A tiny, jealous, selfish part of her wasn’t like Erina. She didn’t want them all to know him like she did. But she loved him and the harem more than she worshiped her own relationship. She wasn’t the biggest patriot in the world—not like a certain cat-eared princess she knew. But she adored her country enough not to deprive it of Alister’s many future children.

This was what she signed up for. And she was happy to do the job for her family—this new family—and for Alister. And even for Caldia’s future armed forces. She believed in peace. Loved it dearly. But as a Tormentia, she’d seen enough of politics to know peace was best reached from a position of strength.

“I’m sure you are all very connectable,” she said diplomatically. “Tell me, what are your qualifications?”

The three witches exchanged puzzled glances.

“I’m third in our year for water magic,” Melody offered. “And my family owns several shipping companies.”

“I can fly without a broom,” Iris added. “And my silk is useful for binding spells.”

Jade crossed her arms. “Earth magic, top of the class in structural enchantment. Plus, I give amazing massages.”

“Interesting,” Tanya mused. “If you’re serious, I’ll need more than a verbal resume. Written applications, including your academic transcripts, family history, and a personal essay on why you believe you’d be a good fit for our dynamic.”

Melody blinked. “You want us to... apply? Like for a job?”

“Being in a harem is more important than any job,” Tanya said serenely but firmly. “It requires dedication, compromise, and genuine affection for all members, not just the warlock. If you’re not willing to put in effort at the application stage, how can I trust you with Alister’s heart?”

“That seems a bit excessive,” Jade muttered.

Tanya’s lights pulsed once, sharply. “Excessive? Then perhaps you’re not the right fit.” She paused, watching their blank expressions as Jade stumbled over her own words before Tanya cut her off. “Being in a harem isn’t just about sharing his bed. It’s about sharing his life. His hopes. His fears. His burdens. It’s a community of people in love with each other and their civic duty. This isn’t for fun, ladies. This is a binding commitment.”

That line made her think of Erina, so proper and patriotic, who’d learned to show her affection through acts of service and gentle touches. Then she thought of Kensie, who channeled her protective instincts from hunting monsters to guarding Alister’s peace. Even Hexie, for all her crudeness, she suspected understood Alister’s need for laughter and release after years of trauma better than he did.

“We’re a family,” Tanya continued softly. “If you can’t see that, then you’re not ready to join us.”

The three witches left soon after, promising to think about it. Tanya doubted she’d receive any applications anytime soon, which was kind of the point. The ones who truly wanted to join them would prove it through action, not just words.

Like Ashlyn, she thought fondly. The dragon girl didn’t know it yet, but she’d already passed the most important test. She cared enough about Alister to fight through her own prejudices. Her passion for their man, even expressed as rage, showed the depth of her feelings better than a simple “I love you” ever could.

Tanya moved back to the window, watching the sun set over Stoneway, illuminating the great tree growing from the middle of campus. As soon as possible, they’d finalize things with Ashlyn, and perhaps their little family would grow by one more. The thought filled her with warm satisfaction. As harem queen, every prestigious successful addition was a triumph, but more than that, it meant another person to love Alister the way he deserved, offering a different flavor of affection than the others.

Her lights danced happily over her head as she wondered just who might become her sister next.


Ch. 18


All good things must come to an end, and sadly that included the long weekend. Getting back to class after everything that went down wasn’t easy. As I entered Practical Magics 101, I caught more than a few whispers and glances my way. I ducked my head a bit, trying not to draw attention to myself as I found a seat beside Erina.

Shortly thereafter, I spotted Ashlyn enter. She stopped short when she saw me, her lips pursing and giving me a glare as her face flushed. I didn’t wave and instead turned my head away, which got a huff of smoke from the dragon-girl before she flounced off and angrily took a seat at the other end of the room. Well, so it went.

And so did Tanya, I noticed, who came in with a few other latecomers. The felborn looked around the room quickly and, upon spotting Ashlyn, immediately made a beeline for the other horned girl, taking a seat beside her. Ashlyn gave the demon-girl a wary look, and I saw Tanya sneak a note out and pass it to the dragon-girl.

Suspicious, Ashlyn unfolded the paper and read whatever was written on it. Her lips seemed to squeeze even tighter, and her eyes narrowed. Then, she pulled out a pen and scribbled something on it.

That was about all I got to see, however, for the next moment the door opened, and Elegantra strolled in.

“Well, students,” the headmistress began gaily, as if there wasn’t a potential mob of monsters imminently plotting to overrun the school and slaughter everyone, “welcome once more to another class of Practical Magics! As I see we’re all here, I’m quite eager to begin. Oh my yes. For we have a most fascinating subject to discuss. Yes, today we shall be diving deeper into the elements of water magic!”

I sat up a bit straighter, focusing on Elegantra and the lesson.

“Water magic,” she continued as she brought out several glass bottles of water from behind her desk, “is one of the more complicated schools of sorcery. Unlike earth magic, where the mage manipulates the power of the earthen plane by commanding it to take shape and relying on it to maintain them, or fire, which demands an initial ignition and then forming, water magic requires a constant level of control. But it is also one of the most versatile in its manipulation. Observe.”

Elegantra gestured above the bottles with her wooden arm, and I felt the magic in the room shift. Rising out of the bottles, ropes of water coalesced into the air, forming a perfect sphere above the bottle. Damn, I had to admit that was a truly impressive bit of control. I doubted I’d seen another mage with that level of it, even during the war. The fact we were in a classroom and not a muddy battlefield with shells exploding all around us, and a twisted mix of a dog and demon trying to rip her face off probably helped a bit. Still, impressive.

I wasn’t the only one to find it so, to judge by the oohs and ahs of my classmates, some even offering a smattering of applause.

Elegantra bowed her head in acknowledgement, her hat flopping with the motion. “Thank you, dear students. Thank you. But this is not all you can do with water. If properly cast, you can also manipulate the matter itself. For instance, should we have it draw on the heat in the air…”

The bubble began to quiver, then steam and bubble.

“And if we disperse it,” Elegantra added.

The boiling stopped almost instantly. Then came a tinkling sound as the ball of water became an orb of shimmering ice, the air around it popping and crackling with the sudden cool.

Again came the applause, and even I joined in for that one.

“Thank you,” Elegantra said again, the ice orb returning to its normal liquid state. “Now, any questions?”

A hand instantly shot up from one of the other students. “Um,” they said. “If water can be, you know, manipulated like that, then is it possible to manipulate water in someone’s body?”

“An excellent question,” Elegantra said kindly. “It is, of course, theoretically possible, but in order to do that, one would have to be not only on the same tier as a spirit lord from the plane of water, but also have an absolute understanding of the makeup of the liquids they’re trying to manipulate. We can manipulate water because we, as witches and warlocks, understand its basic makeup. But the water within an individual isn’t truly water anymore. Yes, it is a liquid, but does that make it the same as H2O? Of course not. It is mixed with other elements, bones, and more. The less pure that water is, the more difficult it is to manipulate. And living tissue is all but impossible to control. This is why healers are so valued and rare. To repair and manipulate flesh itself is extremely difficult and takes incredible training. Even then, few can do it well, aside from some warlocks’ wyldcraft.”

I instantly felt more than a few eyes on me, and I hunkered down a little in my chair.

“Now then,” Elegantra continued, another gesture dispersing the water back into the bottles. “I will have each student take a bottle of water and attempt to form it into a sphere above the bottle. Water is all about control, students, and the only way to improve that is by practice, practice, practice!”

She made an excellent point, and I could sure use it. Plus, water magic was right in my wheelhouse. With a wave of her hand Elegantra set the bottles floating through the air, depositing themselves on each student’s desk. Once mine was set in front of me I drew my wand.

Alright, let’s see… Manipulating water magic was tricky for me, owing to the fact that I tended to draw on my internal magic like I did for my wyldcraft. Now, however, I knew I needed to manipulate the essence of the water itself, tapping into the magic plane of its element. Easy peasy.

…Well, it would be, once I got the hang of it.

I tapped the tip of my wand against the rim of the bottle, trying to sense the water’s essence. It was a bit difficult. I could feel something, but I wasn’t sure it was the water. It felt… cool. Alright. Focus. I lifted my wand, trying to draw the water after it like a fisherman would a carp.

It didn’t quite work out. The water in the bottle rippled and stirred but didn’t actually rise at all. Dammit.

“Do you need a hand?” Erina asked me.

I glanced at her, seeing that she had her glove spell foci on. She held one hand over her own bottle, and a globe of water hovered beneath her fingers. Much cruder than Elegantra’s sphere, and in fact, her orb tended to wobble quite a bit, but it was still there. I wasn’t surprised she’d managed the exercise so easily. Though Erina’s magic specialization was earth, she probably had the finest tutors money could buy. I, on the other hand, got a drill sergeant shouting in my face who only focused on my wyldcraft.

“I think I’m getting the hang of it,” I said. “But if you have any advice, I’m all ears.”

“Excellent,” Erina purred, scooting closer to me until we were flush against each other, her thigh pressing against mine as her arm looped around my neck, her hand resting on my outstretched wrist and her breasts, no doubt entirely by coincidence, mashed up against my shoulder like a pair of cushions.

“You remember our tutoring earlier?” she asked, her breath ghosting my ear. “We merely need to focus on the essence of the magic itself. Just close your eyes. Tune out any distractions. And try to sense the coolness of the water…”

Seemed easy enough. Or, it would be, if I didn’t have an outrageously gorgeous woman practically trying to meld her body into mine. As it was, I closed my eyes, trying to focus as Erina gently guided my wrist, making slow spiral patterns over the rim of the bottle.

Alright, Alister. Alright. Focus. Focus on the water, and not on the feeling of Erina’s breasts rubbing against me. And especially not on the warm sensation of her breath against my ear.

“Concentrate, Alister,” she murmured. “Concentrate.”

“I am,” I grumbled, but I did try. And… yeah, I thought I could sense it. Something almost cold just beneath the tip of my wand. There was a lot of it, but the harder I put my mind to it, the better sense I got for it.

“Relax,” Erina cooed. “Relax…”

I took slow, steady breaths. The coldness of the water swirled just beyond my senses, and with great care, I lifted my wand, trying to draw that feeling up and into the air. It was hard work, and I felt sweat bead on my brow as I concentrated, willing the water to follow the motions of my wand. Rise up and up.

“That’s it, Alister! Well done,” Erina said gleefully.

I opened my eyes and almost dropped my wand in surprise. Like a snake out of a charmer’s basket, a ribbon of water rose from the neck of the bottle, undulating back and forth in time with my wand’s motions.

“I did it!” I cheered.

“You did!” Erina giggled, wrapping her arms around me and hugging me tight. “Well done!”

I grinned, and even the fact that pretty much everyone else in the class was able to form an amorphous blob of water from their bottles didn’t dampen my mood. Fuck it. I got it outta the bottle! Something I hadn’t even dreamed of doing when I first arrived at Stoneway.

Unfortunately, that lapse in concentration proved a mistake as the water snake quivered, then suddenly collapsed, spilling over the bottle and soaking my desk.

“Fuck,” I cursed, pushing back as the water overflowed onto my pants.

“But for a moment you had it,” Elegantra noted, suddenly passing by my desk with a gentle smile. “Well done, Mister Blackwood. Now,” she said, her wooden arm creaking as she flicked it over the table, water drawing up from my desk and retreating back into the bottle, “again.”

Sheepishly I did so, continuing to work on manipulating the water. Erina helped me, but she had less time as we moved on to different exercises, such as changing the shapes of the water orb and even trying to freeze and boil it, as Elegantra had done. This proved much harder, and several girls got a little wet in the process. Even Erina didn’t escape it totally unscathed.

I, on the other hand, got more soaked than during an amphibious landing.

“Great,” I groaned after class as Erina and I stood, gathering our things. “Looks like I’ll be heading back to the dorm to change before the next period.”

“But you did very well,” Erina said fondly, a tweak of her tail having it wrap around my leg. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Yeah?” I asked teasingly as I wrapped my arm around her, tugging her close. “Does that mean you’d be willing to skip your next class and help me… change?”

Erina blushed brightly. “Really now, Alister. Skipping class is completely against the rules! I would never…”

I saw her hesitation, propriety and being a good prefect warring with her instinctive desire to have some fun with me. Chuckling, I leaned in and kissed her behind the ear, eliciting a mew from the lovely cat-girl. “Guess we’ll just have to wait a bit, then,” I murmured.

Erina went bright red, which was just fair play after she felt me up during the class. Tempting her further would have to wait though, as Tanya cut across the room to us.

“You did wonderfully, Alister,” she said happily, the lights orbiting her head flickering with her pleasure. “You’re truly improving!”

“All thanks to you girls,” I noted.

“We can’t take all the credit. And speaking of…”

Tanya slipped something into my hand, and I raised my eyebrow to see the piece of paper she’d exchanged with Ashlyn. Curious, I unfolded it.

Would you like to be in Alister’s harem? was written in Tanya’s flourishing hand. Underneath that was a number of scratched-out replies, crowding the page except for a single word crammed at the bottom in the last bit of space.

YES.

I glanced back across the room to see Ashlyn had gathered up her stuff and was on her way out. She met my eye, tilted up her chin contemptuously, then flipped me off and flounced out of the class with her gaggle of friends.

I could only shake my head, folding the note and tucking it into my pocket. The girl was complicated as fuck.


Ch. 19


Leaving the room, I split off from Tanya and Erina, who had classes elsewhere in the school, much to Erina’s disappointment, which was apparent from her twitching tail and folded ears as she hurried off to class. Even though she desperately wanted to help me change, she was too straight-laced to even try and play hooky.

I, on the other hand, had a free period and was looking forward to both that and the opportunity to get out of this wet clothing. Stuff was sticking to my skin, and even if the threat of trench foot no longer loomed so heavy over me, I’d seen what it could do often enough to have a healthy aversion to staying in wet clothes. Keep your powder handy and your socks dry. That was the army way. At least, for those in the army who didn’t want their feet to start rotting off.

Sadly, it would have to wait; as soon as I turned the corner, I found Ashlyn standing in the hall, half a dozen of her friends gathered around her, clearly waiting for me. The dragon-girl’s arms were crossed, her eyes narrowed, her lips tight, and her wings close to her back as her tail lashed impatiently.

She looked pretty peevish, until she got a look at me. She blinked in surprise, her gaze running over me, lingering on the way my clothes clung to my body—particularly my pants. Her eyes widened a bit and her cheeks pinked before her eyes snapped back to my face, which had her immediately scowl again.

“Well?” she demanded.

“Well?” I echoed.

“Your response?”

I raised a brow at her. Wow, she really didn’t waste any time. Alright, fine. Two could play at that game.

“Tonight,” I said. “Come by my dorm at six, and we’ll go somewhere and talk.”

Her lips tightened even further, and she gave a brief nod, spun on her heel, and stalked off. Her entourage exchanged startled looks, then scampered after her. I heard one ask, “Aren’t you gonna fuck with him?” before the group vanished up a staircase.

I shook my head, working hard to hide a smile. The girl had some serious problems expressing herself. But, well, I was willing to see where all this went. Sure, she’d been a bitch to me, but where would I be if I was willing to drop someone just like that? If I did, I’d never have gotten anywhere with Erina, and that would have been absolutely goddamn tragic.

Frankly, I was shocked Hexie waited until I was back in my room before popping back into existence to needle me.

“Yes!” she crowed, landing on the edge of my desk to gleefully kick her feet and pump her arms in the air. “Yes! Yes! Yes! Finally! An arrogant bitch hate fuck! The best sex there is! You’re in for a treat, master. An absolute prize! And all thanks to my skillful guidance, I might add.”

“Yeah, you were just instrumental in this,” I said as I hung up my coat to dry and fetched out a new one.

“Damn straight I am! Now, as for the date, I’ve got a bunch of brilliant ideas you’re just gonna love! First, we’re gonna need some chocolate molded into the shape of your ass.”

“Afraid I’m fresh out,” I said, shrugging on the dry clothes before taking a seat at my desk.

“Then buy it!”

“I doubt there’s a shop in town.”

“Pfft! Are you kidding? This is a college town! I guarantee, if you took a look around, you’d find everything you need for the raunchiest hatefucking you could dream of.”

Actually, Hexie was probably right on that one. I had done a little bit of recon on that matter. Soldiers always knew how to find the fun stuff in town, and I’d gotten a few interesting leads. Those, however, would probably be a bit too intense for a girl who was pretty convinced I was some sex crazed lunatic. “Maybe next time,” I told the imp as I brought out some paper. “Don’t want to scare her off immediately.”

“You kidding? She won’t dare not do it! And it’ll piss her off even more. Ooh! You’ve gotta give her a proper spanking, master. Really grind her nose in the fact that the person she hated is going to absolutely put her in her place like the naughty bitch she is. She’ll love it! And a collar! And… and… gah!” Hexie cried, flopping over and gripping her forehead. “Head… hurting. Too many… sexy Hexie… horny… slutty… ideas!”

“Maybe think about them in silence,” I suggested. “I need to concentrate.”

The imp sat back up, glaring at me. “How can you concentrate when that spicy piece of dragon ass is out there, just waiting for you to summon her and stuff her with your manmeat?”

“Surprisingly easily, as it turns out,” I noted.

“That I find hard to believe,” Hexie scoffed, but nonetheless got to her feet and stalked over to the page I was writing in, peering at it. “So, what are you doing? Still writing your ‘legally distinct name’ novel that’s totally not about everyone in your life?”

“If you must know, yes,” I told her a bit snippily. “I got some great inspiration today.”

“Oh yeah?” Hexie asked, lifting her head to give me a highly dubious look.

“Yes, actually,” I informed her. “I thought I’d sketch out a character to introduce. Maybe in the next book if I can’t find a spot for her in this one.”

“Uh huh. And just what kind of girl is she?”

“Well,” I demurred, “she’ll be a brilliant researcher. Smart, but not good at socializing and expressing herself. A bit lovey-dovey, really, but measured in her attitude. Kind, and willing to listen and socialize.”

“Riiiiight” Hexie said with a knowing look. “So, the exact opposite of your dragon-girl?”

I stopped abruptly and frowned. “...Shit,” I muttered, balling up the paper and tossing it away.

Hexie patted my back. “Aw, c’mon, master! Don’t beat yourself up. You should save it to take out on her during sex! Tell her what a naughty slut she is while she’s moaning into that ballgag you got from Erina, her body tied up tight and struggling deliciously as you rail her.”

“That’s not it,” I said. “I mean, it is also, but I’m not going to start… whatever it is Ashlyn and I are doing here with me wishing she was someone she isn’t. Especially not just for some fun sex. I told you before, I’m not in this just to find someone to stick my dick in. If I start something with Ashlyn, I intend to get into it with my eyes wide open.”

“And pants all off,” Hexie added with a gleeful grin.

I glared at her, which only seemed to amuse the imp further. Shaking my head, I went back to the paper. That was right. Ashlyn was her own person, just like I was, but as Kensie had shown me, first judgements were rarely right. I needed a deeper understanding of her before I made a real decision. I wasn’t sure what Ashlyn saw in me that made her want to give being in my harem a chance, but I needed to have a better idea of how we fit together. You know, beyond enemies to lovers.

I started out with what I knew about the dragon-girl. First off, she had a fiery temper and wasn’t afraid to show it. That being said, she was rarely honest with herself, often using anger as a mask to hide her true feelings.

And who could blame her? Told from an early age that you needed to wed a warlock. That your magic would never be as strong as one. That your nation, government, and family would always see them as more important for nothing more than an accident of birth? And then you were ordered to marry from a revolving door of suitors, and only by being as unpleasant as you could imagine would you be able to escape?

And yet you managed to. You go to one of the most premier universities in the entire nation, writing formulas and pioneering magic. Then, one of your instructors takes you under his wing, praising and working with you to further develop powerful sorcery.

Only for you to discover he’d been using you to build a weapon. A bomb that would have killed hundreds of your fellow students and had even recruited one of your friends to help him. And after all that, you were expected to just keep going to school, all the while probably under suspicion and observation, even though you tried to fix things when you discovered what had happened.

I sighed, privately frowning and tapping the tip of my pen on the page. Yes, Ashlyn was a bit of a bitch, no question. But life hadn’t exactly dealt her an easy hand to play. Did that excuse everything she’d done to me? Well, no. Not at all. Just because I understood the why didn’t mean I agreed with it or gave her a free pass. And hell, I’d been wrong about her before. Maybe this was just another caricature of her I’d built up in my mind, and I was just making another mistake.

Well, there was only one way to be really sure. And if I didn’t think we could get along or that she’d be a fit for my harem, I’d have to just say no, and end things. Yeah, it’d probably hurt her, given she was absolutely going out on a limb for this relationship with me. But I wasn’t going to be with her just to satisfy her ego and my pity. There had to be something there beyond physical attraction.

Either way, I thought as I leaned back, stretching, tonight would see if there was something there for us to work off of, or if we’d be better just going our separate ways.

And sometimes, that was just the way things were…


Ch. 20*


Six o’clock seemed to take forever to roll around, but when it did, I heard a knock at the door. Sadly, so had Kensie, who got to it first.

“Oh. Hi,” I heard the wolf-girl say with all the friendliness of a commissar finding a soldier’s still.

“Hello,” Ashlyn’s equally stiff voice replied.

I hurried out of my room before anything could get awkward or escalate, discovering Ashlyn standing in the doorway in quite the dress. It looked to be in the style of the southern states, with a tight top, practically adhering to her breasts and waist before layers of ruffles flared out near the legs. Sleeveless, her wings were tight around her as if sheltering her from attention, and her expression was rigid and terse.

“Great, you’re here,” I said, joining her. I gave the wolf-girl a nod. “See you later, Kensie.”

“Yeah,” she replied, still glaring suspiciously at Ashlyn.

Eager to escape the suffocating awkwardness, I started off down the hall with Ashlyn, who followed stiffly. “That looks good on you,” I told her.

“Thank you. It was one of the many gifts from my mother,” she replied, smoothing a wrinkle in the fabric. “If she knew I was wearing it on a date, she’d probably be opening bottles of champagne.”

“Well, you look beautiful,” I said.

“I don’t need you to tell me that,” she huffed, but there wasn’t much venom in it, and I could see her cheeks flush and her wings flutter with happiness.

She was being about as prickly as I’d expected, but that was fine for now. This couldn’t have been easy for her. We’d just have to… ease into it, I guess.

Fortunately, I had a few ideas for how to do that. Thanks to taking the other girls out these past several weeks, I had a pretty solid grasp on the entertainment offered by the town surrounding Stoneway. I opted for a familiar restaurant called Witch’s Brews. Pretty good place, but not super high class. Best restaurant I could get with just a few hours’ notice for a reservation.

“Ever been here before?” I asked as I opened the door for her.

“I don’t really eat out,” she replied, looking around the rustic facade suspiciously.

“Ah. Well, it’s pretty good.”

“I suppose you’ve brought other women here before?” she asked sharply.

“Well… yes,” I admitted. “Kensie likes it quite a bit.”

Ashlyn’s lip twitched and she scowled as I brought her to the table, taking a seat across from her. Yikes. And that was about the most conversation I got out of her aside from ordering our food. Even the waitress was looking uneasy at the tense air developing between me and my date. The dragon-girl herself didn’t seem keen to start talking, and I was at a bit of a loss. I didn’t exactly know a whole lot about her to start something with, aside from things that would make this even worse. ‘So! How’d it feel having your parents try and whore you out to warlocks?’ or ‘Were you always such a prickly bitch?’ Yeah, that’d go amazing.

Fortunately, by the time our food arrived, I’d hit on something to try. “So,” I began, breaking the awkward silence that had filled the air between us. “About the whole… harem thing. I mostly leave the specifics up to Tanya, but if you had anything in particular you wanted to know or ask for, I’d be happy to try and answer.”

Finishing a twirl of her fork, Ashlyn lifted some spaghetti to her mouth. “Like what?” she asked tartly before taking a bite.

“Well, I think schedules are probably the biggest one,” I admitted. “Each girl has a specific day on which I, frankly, fuck them, so if you wanted one that didn’t interfere with…”

I trailed off as Ashlyn had started to choke on her food, coughing roughly. I quickly got up and moved around the table, patting her back as she took a hasty drink of water.

“Fine,” she coughed. “I’m fine!”

“Right. Sure,” I said, moving back to my side of the table. “So, uh…”

“Whatever is fine,” she gasped, clearing her throat. “Or do you think I wouldn’t be able to keep up with my studies just because I had you waiting in the bedroom?”

“No. No, nothing like that,” I assured her. “Just wanted to consider your feelings on it.”

Ashlyn scoffed, but her cheeks were faintly flushed as she quickly looked back down at her food. “Any time is fine with me,” she grumbled, pouting a bit.

“Alright. Sure,” I said. Fuck, well, that didn’t work, and the rest of dinner went about as well as that. Far sooner than I’d liked, dinner was over and the plates were being cleared, leaving us to get up.

“So what’s your plan now?” she asked. “Or was the meal the whole evening?”

Admittedly, I’d kind of hoped dinner would have been longer. But I did have an idea for a plan B. “I was thinking we could catch a movie,” I suggested.

She perked up slightly at that. “A movie?”

“Down at the cinema,” I said. “There are a few playing we might like.”

“I… suppose I could entertain it,” she demurred.

Aha, progress! Or something like it, at any rate. It beat ending this date early on an awkward and depressing note.

We hurried over to the cinema, which already had a bit of a line, but that worked for me as it allowed us to pick the movies. Fortunately, I had one already in mind. The first lesson in war was to be prepared, and I’d scoped out the options pretty thoroughly. Erina loved movies, as it turned out.

“What did you want to see?” I asked as the line shuffled forward, the Now Playing posters coming into view.

The dragon-girl peered at them. “Oh! They have Pinorrio,” she said.

“Pinorrio?” I peered at the poster. “The one about the little wooden golem who came to life? Then, when his father was gunned down by Auropan separatists, he took up arms and fought for the Free States?”

“That’s the one. You’ve seen it?”

“Heard about it,” I admitted. Which was true. The story was very different from the initial novel, of course. But that was par for the course. It was well known that the Department of Domestic Security got its hooks into the film industry long ago, and their propaganda division made sure that every production came out with a more ‘patriotic’ angle.

“Warren Drisnie’s Cold White was very well done,” Ashlyn continued thoughtfully as said poster came into view. “I particularly liked the ending.”

“Where the seven gnomes beat the wicked stepmother to death with hot pokers for trying to sell Cold White to the enemy king?”

“That was it. Movies with good moral lessons are what the world needs more of.”

“...Right. Oh,” I said as we shuffled closer and another poster came into view. “They’ve got Lost in the Wind! I’ve heard some great things about that one. It’s supposed to be an amazing romance.”

“Is it?” Ashlyn asked intently, scrutinizing the poster in question.

“I’d be happy to find out,” I noted, slipping an arm around her waist.

Ashlyn gave a start and pulled away. “Ah, sure. Fine. We can try that.”

“Yeah,” I said, letting my arm fall back against my side. “Let’s.”

I left it at that, and together we went into the cinema. As expected, the audience was pretty packed. Ashlyn and I found a seat near the middle of a row and settled in to watch.

And… well, although I had some more plans to flirt with Ashlyn a bit while we watched, I couldn’t take my eyes away from the screen. The movie was honestly incredible, and within fifteen minutes I was hooked, and completely forgot about the woman I was with. The whole film centred around Caldia’s War of Strife, and the production values were excellent! Not to mention the characters and the sizzling romance on screen. I mean, my gods! No wonder it earned all those awards. Not even the censors could have denied that it was an amazing film.

Only when the credits rolled did I remember I was with Ashlyn, and that was because I heard her sniffling. I stole a look her way and saw her surreptitiously wiping her eyes with a handkerchief.

“Wow,” I said as the rest of the audience began to file out of the theater. “That was an amazing movie.”

“It… it was okay,” Ashlyn managed, turning her head and quickly wiping her eyes, only to freeze and look at me sharply. “What time is it?”

“Time? It’s…” I checked my watch. “Eleven thirty? That movie was four hours?!”

“What!” Ashlyn yelped, jumping to her feet. “We missed curfew! The school gates are closed! We’re locked out! What were you thinking?”

“I didn’t know the movie was four hours! Hell, I read the book it was based on in that amount of time.”

“Well, now what are we supposed to do? Try to scale the wall and sneak in?”

I winced. “Better not,” I said. “I’m already in trouble for sneaking around before.”

“Then what are we doing?” Ashlyn demanded.

A fair question. “I… guess we can grab a hotel room for the night.”

Ashlyn grimaced. “You expect me to spend the night in a hotel?”

I scowled a bit. “If you have a better idea, I’d be glad to hear it.”

Ashlyn’s face scrunched up, and a huff of smoke escaped her nostrils, but it was pretty clear she didn’t. “Fine,” she growled. “But you’re paying!”

Fair enough, and I certainly wasn’t expecting her to cough up the money for it. But mentioning that at the moment seemed like a bad idea, so I just kept that to myself as we headed back out into the night.

Which was, of course, when it decided to rain.

And as we stood on the sidewalk, water pouring down and thunder booming, I was reminded how I always suspected the gods had it in for me. And this was not helping things.

I immediately gave Ashlyn my coat, and even though she grumbled, she took it anyway. Then we rushed out and found the nearest hotel. It was a passable place. Not amazing, but I’d stayed in worse. Though, given that during the war I’d often stayed in buildings lacking a roof and, occasionally, still filled with dead bodies, that wasn’t saying a whole lot.

Still, key in hand, we got to our room and its two beds.

“Ugh. It’s soaking out there,” Ashlyn said, peering out the window.

“Could be worse,” I noted as I flicked on the room’s heater, which rattled to life and began to finally warm things up a bit. Still, in the short time we’d been outside, I’d gotten absolutely soaked. My shirt was sticking to my body for the second time that day, and without further ado, I peeled it off.

I heard a squeak and looked over to see Ashlyn staring at me, her face glowing beet red.

“What?” I asked.

“You… your sh-shirt is off.”

“Yeah. It was wet, and I don’t want to get sick. Most deaths on the battlefield are due to illness, you know.”

“I-I know that! But if you expect me to get undressed just because you are, then I… well, you know…”

Huh? “I’m not stripping because I expect you to,” I said.

“Ha! I bet you’d love to see my body, wouldn’t you?”

“Well, yes. I would.”

“I knew it! Then fine!”

I opened my mouth to say something else, but by then she’d already started tearing off her clothes, and at that point, well, I figured I may as well just take it in. Which sure as hell wasn’t hard to do. I mean, I’d had a pretty good idea of her curves thanks to that time she fell on me and the tightness of her dress, but goddamn was it a feast for the eyes.

In seconds, she stood naked in the middle of the room, blushing furiously, but with her hands on her hips, staring at me defiantly. Her figure was perfect. Firm, high breasts, not nearly as big as Tanya’s, but I wasn’t complaining. Her hips widened from her narrow waist, and across her body patterns of crimson scales gleamed and flashed tantalizingly. Her tail thrashed behind her and her wings fluttered, betraying her nervousness. Odds were she had to get this pissed to find the courage to do this, something I was starting to notice a lot with her. She had to practically force herself to do things through sheer temper and fire, which probably wasn’t healthy, but fuck, it was surprisingly sexy.

“Nice,” I said, looking her up and down.

She scoffed, but smirked a bit as she crossed her arms, wings settling. “Figures. Warlocks are all the same. They just want to see some skin.”

“Yours is pretty good, I have to admit. But if we’re getting naked…”

I grabbed my pants and pulled them off, kicking off my shoes and boxers. This time, it was Ashlyn’s eyes that widened, absolutely devouring the sight of my naked body. Her lips parted, and she swallowed hard.

“That impressive, huh?” I asked teasingly.

She started, snapping back to herself. “H-hardly!”

“Oh, I think it is,” I said, sauntering towards her. “I bet it gets you all hot and bothered seeing me naked at last. Did you fantasize about this, Ashlyn?” I asked, stopping before her.

She bit her lower lip, her thighs rubbing together but her wings twittering with emotion. “O-of course not. You’re just some… some arrogant f-fucking bastard.”

“I am,” I said, an inch separating us. I reached down and pushed my hand between her legs, running my finger along her slit, feeling her dampness. “Hmm. And seems you like it.”

Ashlyn shuddered, a faint moan escaping her. Her eyes again flicked down to my cock, already semi-hard.

“Wanna touch it?” I asked coyly.

“F-fucker,” she gasped, but her hand did move, grasping me gently. Shyly. Her fingers wrapped around me and gave me a slow stroke.

“Mmm. That feels good,” I hummed, wrapping an arm around her, pulling her close, making her squeak as her breasts mashed against my chest.

“F-fucking warlock pig,” she gasped.

“You used the same insult twice in a row. If you can’t think of something better, how about sliding my cock between those lips instead.”

I could actually feel the shiver of anticipation that rocked her at that one. “C-crude bastard,” she growled. “Just a… just a walking cock. Think you’re the best thing that’s happened to women.”

“Women? No. You? Well…” I said, needling her even as I put my hand on her shoulder and gently pushed her down.

“You think you’re so great?” Ashlyn demanded hotly, her words almost lost in her breathy panting as she bent her knees, getting down on them at last, finding herself level with my cock, her eyes staring raptly at it. “You just… You think you’re enough to satisfy me?”

I chuckled. “Do you think you’re enough for me?”

Her eyes snapped back to my face. She scoffed. “Please!” she muttered, angling up my shaft, speaking between slow laps of her tongue, her face so red she looked about ready to explode. “After I’m done, you won’t… won’t be able to get out of bed for days!”

“Awfully cocky of you to assume. Remember, I need to keep four other women satisfied.”

“F-five!”

“Five?” I mused. “And just where would I find a fifth witch to—nnnn!”

I groaned as her lips suddenly opened, taking my cock between them. I could see the smirk in her eyes as they looked up at me, even as she began to bob, sucking me off with hatred if not skill, but I sure as hell appreciated the enthusiasm. Her mouth was warm. Hot even. Hotter than I expected, but far from unpleasant. Part of her draconic nature no doubt, but I was loving it.

And to show it, I grabbed her head, gripping her horns like handles as I began pumping in and out of her mouth, taking her hard and hot. And by the swish of her tail and wings, she was enjoying me getting a bit rough with her.

Very good to know.

I heard a dim pop and glanced up to find Hexie perched on a side table, her legs hanging over the edge and the teeth of her grin gleaming with excitement. I rolled my eyes, ignoring the imp and focusing on the woman sucking me off.

“Do you like that?” I asked Ashlyn as I tightened my grip on her horns, sawing into her mouth with growing vigour. “Do you like choking on my cock like that? What a naughty girl you are. A naughty… hrm… but eager girl.”

She glared up at me, and the anger in her eyes only urged me to thrust forward harder, almost making her gag, which in turn just made her hollow her cheeks, bobbing furiously on my cock. Oh fuck that felt good. And not just the sucking. It was a bit shameful to admit, but I was enjoying this. Loving how I was fucking the mouth of the woman who’d made it her job to jerk me around. Who did whatever she could to fuck with me. Mock me. It felt satisfying. It felt good!

Plus, the dick sucking was pretty great. Can’t forget that.

“Fuck,” I snarled, hammering her mouth, driving into her. “Going to… ah… make you swallow every drop. Going to fuck you full of my cum. Keep you down there until you get it all. Don’t you dare try and pull off. Fuck. Choke on it. Choke on it you f-fucking… nnnnn!”

I groaned in ecstasy, driving into her mouth a final time, gripping her horns tight as I came. Ashlyn did choke a bit as I pumped into her mouth, some of it dripping from the corners of her lips as she struggled to swallow it all. But she made a damn fine effort, I’d give her that, her throat working as she frantically swallowed as much as she could.

Only when I felt myself soften did I release her horns, allowing her to pull her face back, coughing and gasping. “You… you bastard!” she snapped, glaring up at me even as her tail swished with happiness. “I should have bitten your dick off!”

“What?” I panted, laughing. “And miss the chance for me to fuck you raw?”

Her blush flamed and I saw her eyes go molten at the thought. “What… what makes you think,” she gasped, climbing to her feet, “that I would even want it after… after that?”

“How about this?” I asked, reaching between her legs and sliding my finger along her slick pussy.

Ashlyn’s eyes popped wide open and a shameful little moan escaped her. “Y-you…”

“On the bed,” I told her, my voice husky again, my cock stirring anew. “Now.”

Ashlyn bit her lip, but did as I said, retreating and almost falling onto the sheets before she got her legs under her. She crouched there on the bed, her arms pushing her breasts together, her whole pose trapped between an angry cat and a neediness that sent blood rushing back to my cock. This whole thing was so different from what I was used to. No tenderness at all. No compassion. This was predatory. Angry.

And I loved it.

Nothing about this was what I was looking for when I got out of the army. I wanted tenderness. Sweetness. Love and affection that I’d never found elsewhere. But there was something about this. This moment. This woman. It felt like the most primal parts of the battlefield. The fight and fury and hot, raw emotion of rage and excitement and adrenaline. Yes, I wanted love soft and gentle as a summer breeze.

But I wanted this too.

And I was going to get it.

I prowled towards her and onto the bed. A flash of uncertainty burned in her eyes and she leaned back until she fell among the pillows. I moved over her, catching her cheek, my fingers playing up her face and then grabbing her hair. She gasped, arching, and I caught her lips with a hungry kiss.

She groaned, her naked breasts pushing into my chest, her nipples hard nubs she rubbed shamelessly against my body. Her hands squeezed my back, and I growled as her nails drew blood.

I broke the kiss, an inch separating us, her breath coming in hitching pants so hot it was like I was standing in front of a furnace. Her fingers tightened on my back, making me growl.

“Don’t…” she gasped. “D-don’t you fucking dare be gentle.”

“Works for me,” I growled, pushing forward.

And filled her tight, needy cunt.

Ashlyn cried out, her whole body tensing around me, her wings snapping out and framing her like a portrait. I snarled as her nails dug deep into my back and I bit her neck.

“Nnnnn!” she cried. “F-fucking bastard!”

“Haughty bitch!” I grunted back as I sawed into her, thrusting hard and fast. Driving into her as I kissed and sucked on the mark I made on her neck, making her writhe and wail in pleasure, her tail tossing the sheets with the force of her pleasure.

“Ah! Ahhhh!” Ashlyn cried out. “W-warlock scum! You… you’re nothin but… but a c-cock on two legs! You’re not… not worthy of me! You should… should be f-fucking begging for this!”

“You fucking slut,” I grunted, pushing her down, holding her under me as I hammered her.

Her eyes flashed defiantly. Hungrily. Her hips rolled to meet my thrusts. She struggled in delight and defiance, daring me to fuck her harder. Faster.

I obliged.

“Fuck!” Ashlyn wailed, her voice pitching so high I just knew we’d be getting a noise complaint tomorrow. “Fuck! Fuck me you bastard! Fucking mate meeee! Breed me. Breed me like a f-fucking bitch! Gimme… gimme your fucking cum you bastard! Don’t… don’t you dare s-stop until you… until you fucking stuff me full!”

I didn’t bother replying. Her body was almost as hot as an artillery barrel after a half dozen shots. She was almost sizzling, but the sensation just made me drive into her harder. Faster. The headboard of the bed banging into the wall like a drummer on stims. Even with my wyldcraft clotting up the wounds on my back the pain of her claws and her passion drove me faster. Harder. I wanted her to feel this. To fucking remember this!

And as words began to fail her, leaving only space for whimpers and gasps and screams of pleasure, I knew I was close. Closer. Closer.

“Ah!” Ashlyn cried under me. “Ah! Ah! Oh f-fuck yesssss! Fuck meeeeeee!”

Her voice rose, a peal of pure pleasure as her body tightened in the desperate heat of orgasm, her arms clutching me desperately as she came in a glorious peak of pure pleasure. I groaned as I thrust into her a final time, filling her with another pump of my hips, the sudden molten tightness of her quivering pussy driving me over the edge. I groaned atop her, holding her tight as I came, giving her what she begged for. Stuffing her with hot bursts of my seed.

After the sheer force of that fucking, it was almost a shock how fast we both faded from it. I sagged atop her, breathing hard and fast. Ashlyn moaned, spent like she’d fun forty miles in full kit. Her tail wound around my leg and squeezed me possessively, though I knew she’d deny it.

I chuckled, holding her almost tenderly. The dragon-girl blushed beneath me, but hugged me tight like a living teddy bear.

“So…” she finally murmured. “What… what’s round three like?”

“Three?” I demanded, leaning back and looking down at her incredulously.

“Or are you not up to it?” she asked, a sniff of contempt not hiding her furious blush and the way her tail gave a needy squeeze.

I growled. So that’s how it was going to be, huh? Well then, looked like I still had a long night ahead of me.

And I was going to enjoy every fucking second of it.


Ch. 21


It was… weird getting back to Stoneway the next morning. Especially since we were a bit late. I blame Ashlyn for that one, though. I was up early, but Ashlyn was wrapped so tightly around me I couldn’t move. And whenever I tried, she growled in her sleep, her claws scraping my naked skin and tail tightening around my waist. Took me over an hour to rouse her without earning myself some new scars for my trouble.

All that said, I hadn’t exactly been in a rush. Once we were up and moving, I was actually able to put my arm around Ashlyn and walk her through the gates without having her bite me. Progress!

The real surprise though was the second I walked into my dorm room, I found all the rest of my harem there, waiting for me.

“Oh,” I said, taking in the room of amused faces. “Ladies. Hi.”

Ashlyn stopped short, drawing herself up and tensing as her eyes snapped between the trio. Tanya was the first one to act, getting up off the couch and coming towards the dragon-girl. Ashlyn stiffened before the slightly taller woman, who looked down at her for a long moment.

Then broke into a sunny smile.

“Oh Ashlyn!” Tanya cried, sweeping the other horned girl into a hug, practically crushing her against her pillowy breasts while lights burst like fireworks above them. “Welcome to the harem! I’m so proud of you!”

I couldn’t quite hide a snort of laughter at the sight of Ashlyn’s mortified expression.

“You’re going to be so happy with us,” Tanya continued enthusiastically, cuddling Ashlyn like an irate stuffed animal. “There’s so much for you to see, learn, and experience! Oh, I can’t wait until you join us for an orgy night one of these days!”

“O-orgy night?!” Ashlyn finally sputtered.

“It’s wonderful! We all come together and deepen our bonds through conversation, dinner, and then experiment to renew our connections through the delights of physical intimacy with our warlock.”

“I’m gonna go change,” I told them, retreating for the door to my room. “You all have fun now.”

Ashlyn gave me a panicked look that I dutifully ignored as I shut the door behind me.

No sooner had I done so than Hexie popped into existence on my bed and burst into laughter. “Ha ha ha ha ha!” the imp cackled, rolling and kicking her feet in glee. “Holy fuck, master. You got her good! After all you did last night, I’m amazed she can walk straight! Oh fuck, she’s gonna be so much fun. She’s so hungry for that dick, I bet she’s going to steal some of your underpants and sniff them before fingering herself to sleep every night. She’s got it bad, master. So baaaad! Ha ha ha!”

“Hilarious,” I said, but couldn’t hide a smile as I moved towards my closet.

Before I got there, however, there was a tapping at the window. I looked aside and saw an eagle waiting on the ledge, and it was looking pretty damn miffed. Fuck, had it been there all night?

I cracked open the window, and the eagle tossed its head, throwing its letter at me. “Message from the Headmistress!” it screamed at me, turned around, and huffily took off.

“Thanks!” I called after it, but if it heard, it didn’t show it. Shrugging, I slipped back into my room and shut the window, then inspected the letter. As I expected, it had the headmistress’s seal on it.

“Oooh, what’s that?” Hexie demanded, her glee at Ashlyn’s ‘taming’ making way for her natural nosiness as she fluttered to my shoulder again.

“Good news, I hope,” I said as I slit open the letter and tugged out the contents. A single page awaited me.

Dear Mister Blackwood,

You and your harem are invited to join this year’s Monster Hunt for students and faculty of Stoneway. Please come to Growling Hall on the fifteenth of Orgtober at five p.m. Ensure that you are prepared for the demands of the event.

Sincerely,

Headmistress Elegantra Templeton.

Finally! Time to deal with this monster problem once and for all.

Folding the page back up, I headed into the main room once more, where I found Ashlyn sitting on the couch, looking amazingly awkward as Tanya and Erina plied her with questions, while Kensie sat in the opposite chair, smirking over her coffee at the dragon-girl’s obvious discomfort.

My arrival pulled attention back to me, especially thanks to the letter I carried. “What’s that?” Kensie asked at once.

“The invitation to this year’s monster hunt,” I said, handing it over to the wolf-girl, who eagerly cracked it open and began to read, her tail thwapping.

“What? It is?” Ashlyn demanded, straightening instantly. “But… how did you get one? You’re not a senior.”

“Well,” I shrugged, “it seems like the current King of the Forest has it in for me. Monsters have attacked me any time I leave Stoneway, so I was invited to deal with it.”

“And he volunteered,” Erina purred, nose in the air with pride. “Moved by his love for the nation and its people, Alistair has put himself forward to venture into the darkness of the forest, putting himself at risk if it means aiding his countrymen! Truly an example every man of Caldia should aspire to!”

“And we’re invited too!” Kensie said happily, her tail speeding up its wags.

“We are?” Ashlyn asked blankly.

Ah, right. She’d just joined, so she wouldn’t know. “I am,” I amended. “And because Caldia sees a warlock’s harem as basically a part of him, that means everyone else is invited as well. These three,” I noted, nodding at the trio of witches, “have already volunteered. But since you’ve just joined, we never asked you. If you don’t want to, then—”

“Of course I’ll go,” Ashlyn interrupted forcefully, huffing some steam. “As if I would let you wander in there on your own without me watching over you. Odds are you’d just get your stupid self killed!”

“Yeah, sure. That’s why,” Hexie snorted from my shoulder. “Not because she doesn’t wanna miss a chance to ride master’s cock under the stars. You girls should have heard her! She has a pair of lungs, I’ll say that much.”

“Sh-shut up!” Ashlyn yelped, blushing furiously as she glared at the imp.

I chuckled, shaking my head as I let the girls bicker and chat. I was happy to let them hang out and build a bit of a better rapport before any deployment; we didn’t have long before that meeting for the hunt.

Fortunately, it seemed Hexie had been right on. Not only about the missing underwear (which I discovered a few days later and raised some serious questions), but also that Ashlyn had it bad for me. She kept her distance a bit on campus, but whenever she had a free night, I found her in my room, eager to spend time with me, even if it was mostly needling me about my studies or something. I was pleased to see she and Tanya quickly rekindled their friendship, though Kensie and Erina seemed a bit more standoffish with her. Fortunately, they didn’t make her feel unwelcome. The only one Ashlyn didn’t seem to get on with was Hexie, which was honestly more of a point in Ashlyn’s favour—at least, in my book.

Nonetheless, the day of the meeting rolled in, and I found myself heading into the Growling Hall and its auditorium. It was a large room, candles floating in the air instead of electric lights. Seats descended towards the ground floor, where a podium was set up along with a number of chairs currently filled with various faculty. There were several students in the seats heading down towards the floor. All seniors, of course, and most clustered around a few warlocks. No surprise; by the end of their education, most witches would have found a harem to belong to.

There were also, I couldn’t help but notice, a few uniformed figures here and there. They looked like local garrison forces in green fatigues. Interesting, if not terribly surprising. The army would be reluctant to mobilize anything major right now. The war was still fresh in people’s minds, and if the Free States started calling up troops, that might be taken as aggression or a prelude to it from the Auropans. Or worse, a sign of internal dissent. Neither of which would be tolerated. There was peace, yes, but that was a tentative thing, and no one sane wanted to rock the boat.

We got a few looks, but no one said anything as we found some empty seats and settled in. Not too long after that, the floating candles dimmed, drawing the eye to the stage below as Elegantra emerged from stage right and made her way to the podium.

The headmistress stopped behind it, nodding to the assembled students. “Greetings, everyone,” she said, her voice sonorous and carrying far thanks to an amplification spell. “I’m pleased to see so many of our students here and ready to take on one of the great challenges, not only of their school year, but also of their lives.

“The annual Senior Monster Hunt has always held a special place in Stoneway since its inception during the ancient days of the early fel wars,” she continued, “and though I’m pleased to say that the event is nowhere near as bloody as those dark times when demons yet wandered the world unrestrained, it is always dangerous. For we face creatures deadly in the extreme, and in particular this year.

“No doubt,” Elegantra continued, her eyes scanning the assembled students, “you have heard of the recent events concerning reports of monsters moving beyond the established wards and attacking beyond their normal patterns?”

There was a general shifting in the room as every student sat up a bit more attentively.

Elegantra was silent for a moment, then nodded. “Well, it is unfortunately true. I am afraid that of late, the creatures in the forest have become more aggressive and dangerous, which is why this expedition has been moved forward in the year. We fear the current King of the Forest has become belligerent, and is looking to attack Stoneway.”

Elegantra was forced to pause there as whispers of excited conversation swept the room. Giving it a moment to die down, the headmistress nodded, her floppy hat wobbling. “Yes,” she continued. “An interesting development. It has been some time since a King of the Forest ranged beyond its normal domain in the deep woods. As a result, this hunt will hopefully take care of it before additional measures are required or the military is called in. Consequently,” she continued, “we have recruited some assistance from the local garrison, as well as having some additional teachers escort the hunters this year.”

Elegantra rattled off several names, the teachers in question rising. I recognized a few, though none I had classes with.

Well, aside from two.

“Miss Noirveil,” Elegantra said, causing the vampiress to stand and nod to the students, though I felt her eyes scan the room before locking onto me, a flirty smirk hovering on her lips before she sat down.

“And Miss Maleficia.”

The serpentine instructor rose on her coils, her face as cold as her blood, and her eyes followed Noirveil’s gaze my way. I tried not to shiver under that poisonous stare but didn’t miss the way her eyes narrowed as they landed on Ashlyn. A curl twisted her lip, and she subsided back into her chair, though I noticed her tail twitch like a rattlesnake’s.

Yeesh. Well, at least with Ashlyn on my side, there was one less witch on campus who hated my guts.

I looked away from the glare of the witch as the headmistress gestured, the wall behind her shining as a carpet of moss bloomed. After a moment I realized it had formed a map, showing much of the woods in its different hues. I had to say, I was impressed. I’d have killed to have this level of planning and prep on some of the campaigns I’d been on. Hell, I had killed a few times to get it, usually by infiltrating a headquarters and stealing some intel, or torturing it out of some poor Auropan too stupid or brave to spill the beans when he was caught. It wasn’t fun, but war was war.

“We will be spending the next two days preparing for the expedition,” Elegantra continued to the room at large. “Much as smaller hunts are performed, we will be dividing the group into familiar teams, be they assigned or by harems. Each team will have a place in the larger formation that will spread across the forest.”

As she spoke, blips of flowers manifested on the map, denoting the groups no doubt.

“We will move in a triangular formation, a familiar tactic in other hunts that have had great success. Scout golems and witches will go ahead to try and flush out any monsters and provide advance warning of any enemies. The expedition will hopefully take no more than a few days. Regardless, Professor Bartellus’s tracking wyldcraft will assist us in finding the King. We will follow his lead. And if not, we should reduce the monster numbers to a more manageable level, regardless of their activity. The instructors will be handing out your assignments in the larger formation. Familiarize yourself with it in the next two days. Now, please come up when your name is called. Stefenson!”

A warlock from the mid-row stood up and headed down to the stage, accepting some paperwork from Noirveil. Hoo boy. I waited tensely until, inevitably, my name was called.

“Blackwood!”

I got up and headed down the aisle. Again I felt eyes on me, and more than just the normal idle curiosity. I even heard a few whispers of, “The Bloodletter,” as I walked. I tried not to cringe and tuck my head into the collar of my coat.

Amarante was positively beaming as I got to her. “‘ere you are, mon devil of ze night” she purred, holding out my folder. “I made sure to keep us quite… close.”

“Thanks,” I said, careful to keep my voice neutral as I took the papers. As I turned, I caught Maleficia’s eye again and was subjected to another withering look. Dipping my head a bit, I hurried back to the girls and, with relief, took a seat among them.

“And with that, this meeting concludes,” Elegantra declared. “Best of luck, students. Trust the witch or warlock beside you, and you shall prevail.”

With that, the conference ended. I got to my feet along with the others, Kensie absolutely bounding to hers with excitement.

“This is going to be fantastic!” she gushed, practically vibrating with glee. “A real hunt! I’m going to bag some amazing creatures. Just you wait and see!”

“Hardly the objective of this outing,” Erina observed primly. “We are here to do a service for our nation and school in eliminating these foul creatures. It is no more than what our duty demands of us!”

“I’m more curious as to why these monsters are being so aggressive now,” Ashlyn huffed. “It’s very out of character.”

I exchanged a look with Tanya, who nodded soberly. “Well,” the felborn began. “I—”

“Tanya! There you are.”

At the sound of Gabriel’s voice, her expression grew instantly rigid and cold. She turned slowly, glaring at the warlock as he closed the distance, halting amiably a few seats away

“What?” Tanya asked, her voice brittle and clipped.

The other girls exchanged startled glances, and I couldn’t blame them. This was probably the first time they’d heard Tanya’s voice not upbeat or warm.

Gabriel gave her an ingratiating smile, spreading his hands openly. “Now now, I’m not looking to start anything, you know that. I was just hoping I could talk to you. Some of the seniors are forming mini teams to increase their chances of success in finding the King. My own group has gone on a number of expeditions in the forest, and we were thinking maybe you all might want to come along? It would be nice to have some real heavy hitters with us.”

“I would sooner chop off my arm than associate with you,” Tanya said.

Gabriel gave a patient sigh and shook his head in despair. “Tanya, honestly. Can’t you put your personal feelings aside for the good of-”

“Never speak to me again,” she interrupted sharply, turning on her heel and marching out of the auditorium.

Gabriel watched her go sadly. He pushed his hands in his pockets, shaking his head again, then he finally looked my way. “Guess you opted to stay with her?” he asked me.

“I did,” I confirmed guardedly.

“That’s a shame,” he said. “A real shame. Oh well,” he continued, brightening with another winning smile. “I suppose we’ll see you in the field, Alister. And be careful out there. Those woods are dangerous!”

“So I’ve heard,” I said, moving my arms behind my back just in case he tried to shake hands.

Gabriel just shrugged it off like before and turned, moving down the steps and joining up with what was presumably his group, who enthusiastically greeted him, instantly clustering around him like he was the hottest thing since sliced bread.

Kensie looked between me, Tanya, and Gabriel blankly. “What was that about?” she asked.

“A while ago he offered to… take Tanya off my hands,” I explained.

“Ah!” Erina said, nodding soberly. “Then you handled that well, Alister. To think another warlock would be so crass as to demand such a thing! And from a man of such excellent reputation no less. A horrific faux pas, though I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“You shouldn’t?” I asked, glancing back her way.

“No,” Erina confirmed, crossing her arms, her lips pursed primly. “Tanya’s family is both high on the ladder of nobility, and supremely well connected. Anyone seeking to advance in politics would do well to get in with them, who wield considerable capital, both monetary and political. To be a Tormentia is to have a seat in the national senate all but guaranteed.”

“Is that right?” I mused, glancing again at Gabriel’s back.

How interesting…


Ashlyn Withers - A Dragoness, not a Monogamonkey


Ashlyn Withers stood outside the Alchemy building, trying to look casual as she waited for her friends to emerge from their Advanced Transmutation class. Her fingers drummed against her thigh, and she could feel smoke wanting to curl from her nostrils. That was a sure sign of her nervousness that she ruthlessly did all she could to suppress.

The double doors swung open, releasing a flood of students, and she spotted her clique immediately. Felicity, the blonde witch who’d been her closest friend since the orientation, was gesturing animatedly about something, her hands still glowing faintly from whatever spell they’d been practicing. Several other witches surrounded her, all chattering about the lesson.

“Ashlyn!” Felicity called out, waving her over. “You missed an amazing demonstration. Professor Carlisle actually managed to turn water into—” She stopped mid-sentence, tilting her head. “Are you okay? You look... different.”

“I’m fine,” Ashlyn said stiffly, then cleared her throat. No point in delaying. Better to rip off the bandage. “Actually, I have something to tell you all.”

Her friends gathered closer. From the looks on their faces, she could tell that they were already curious. Miriana, a brunette with moth antennae and fluffy moth wings as well as huge black eyes, leaned in. “Did something happen with that warlock again? I swear, if he—”

“I joined his harem,” Ashlyn said flatly.

The silence that followed was deafening. Her friends stared at her, expressions ranging from shock to disbelief to dawning horror in Miriana’s case.

“You... what?” the brunette moth-witch whispered.

“I joined Alister Blackwood’s harem,” Ashlyn repeated, lifting her chin defiantly. “As of two days ago.”

“But you hate him!” Goldrea burst out. “You’ve spent the entire semester telling us what an arrogant, insufferable, sex-obsessed pig he is!”

“I still believe that,” Ashlyn said quickly, feeling heat rise in her cheeks. “But he is diplomatic enough. This is purely utilitarian. A political alliance. Nothing more.”

Miriana’s face twisted disgustedly. “I can’t believe you’d sell out like this. After everything you said about not needing a warlock, about being independent—”

“I haven’t sold out!” Ashlyn snapped, smoke finally escaping her nose. “I’m making a strategic decision for my future. Alister may be an insufferable bastard sometimes, but he’s also a war hero with excellent connections. Being in his harem opens doors.”

“Opens legs, more like,” Miriana sneered. “Gods, Ashlyn, I thought you had more self-respect than this.”

“How dare you—”

“No, how dare you!” Miriana stepped closer, her antennae quivering angrily. “You spent months railing against the system, against witches who threw themselves at warlocks just for status. And now you’re doing exactly the same thing!”

“It’s not the same!” Ashlyn protested, her wings flaring slightly.

“Really? Then tell me, have you fucked him yet?”

The question hit like a cold slap. Ashlyn’s face burned red, and she couldn’t quite meet her friend’s eyes. The memory of the hotel room flooded back. Alister’s hands on her body, the way she’d screamed his name like they were in love...

“That’s what I thought,” Miriana said disgustedly. “Come on,” she said to two others who looked equally appalled. “Let’s go. I can’t stand to look at this slut right now.”

They stalked off, leaving Ashlyn with three remaining friends. Felicity looked torn, glancing between Ashlyn and the departing witches.

“Well,” said Nixie, a water witch with scales dotting her cheeks, “I for one am just relieved you’re not a monogamonkey.”

“Excuse me?” Ashlyn sputtered at the crude slur.

“Oh, come on, Ashlyn,” Felicity said gently. “Like, oh my gosh. We were getting concerned. You’re totes brilliant, strong, from a like, amaaazing family of patriots... But then you being all, like, so resistant to finding a warlock was starting to look suspicious. Ya know? People were beginning to talk.”

“People can stuff their talk up their—”

“But really,” Nixie interrupted, patting Ashlyn’s shoulder reassuringly, “we understand. I mean, Alister Blackwood? Quite the catch. War hero, powerful wyldcraft, already gathering an impressive harem... I can see the appeal.”

“There’s no appeal!” Ashlyn insisted, gripping the hem of her skirt as she felt steam burn from her ears. “I told you, it’s purely practical. I still hate him. He’s still an arrogant, cocky, insufferably smug—”

“Totes hot dreamboat?” Felicity suggested impishly.

Ashlyn’s glare was withering, but her protests died in her throat. She tried to summon up some indignation, but the memory of Alister’s arms around her kept intruding. The way he’d looked at her, not with the hungry possession she’d expected, but with genuine desire...

“I... he’s...” She deflated slightly. “Okay, fine. Maybe he’s not completely terrible. Sometimes. When he’s not being a total ass.”

Her remaining friends exchanged amused glances.

“To be honest,” Ashlyn continued in a voice dropping to a hoarse whisper, “maybe I don’t entirely hate when he gets that stupid cocky grin. Or how he didn’t try to change me when we—” She cut herself off, blushing furiously. “But if any of you tell him any of this, I’ll light your asses on fire!”

Felicity giggled, pulling Ashlyn into a hug. “Don’t worry, girl! Your secret’s totes safe with us. Besides, it’s like, totally about time you found someone who could handle that temper of yours.”

“He doesn’t handle it,” Ashlyn grumbled into her friend’s shoulder. “He just... works with it. Somehow. A-and I don’t have a temper! People can just be so stupid sometimes.”

“Sounds like love to me,” Nixie teased.

“It’s not—I don’t—shut up!” Ashlyn pulled back, glaring at them even as her lips twitched toward a smile. “You’re all terrible. I could never love a moody loser like him. I’d rather die than admit that.”

“Still better to do so than get called a monogamonkey,” Goldrea pointed out.

Much as she hated it and would never admit it, Ashlyn agreed. Begrudgingly. They chatted for a few more minutes. Her friends jabbed her with questions about the harem dynamics that Ashlyn deflected with varying degrees of success, mostly saying things were too new for her to really dig into. Eventually, they parted ways, leaving the dragon-witch feeling oddly lighter. Even losing some fake friends over her decision hadn’t dampened her mood entirely.

Though, if she was being honest with herself, Miriana wasn’t totally off-base. If the tables were turned…

No. It was too late to self-analyze her own hypocrisy. After all, she had no regrets. She was heading back to her dorm with her head held high when a familiar voice called out her name, almost making her draconic wings flap in surprise.

“Ashlyn! Perfect timing.”

She turned to see Tanya Tormentia approaching. The ever-present lights danced around her horns in cheerful patterns that matched the trademark smile the girl always seemed to have. They’d known each other since childhood, growing up in the same social circles for much of their lives. They’d gone on playdates when they were little, and when their fathers returned periodically from the war for formal events or the rare family leave, they often mixed company. She always liked Tanya. The felborn’s smile was warm and genuine, making Ashlyn’s automatic defenses feel somewhat silly.

“What do you want?” Ashlyn asked, trying to maintain some degree of thorniness in her posture and voice.

Tanya’s smile didn’t waver. “I wanted to discuss something with you. Something special we might be able to do for Alister. As a harem, I mean.”

Ashlyn’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “What makes you think I’d agree to something like that? I only joined it because it benefits my future career and keeps people from calling me that awful slur—you know the one. This is entirely transactional.”

“Uh huh,” Tanya said, never losing that infuriatingly knowing look.

“I’m serious!” Ashlyn spat, stamping her foot. “I’m not interested in group gifts or whatever sappy nonsense you’re planning.”

“Oh, I see.” Tanya’s expression shifted to a genuine look of disappointment that instantly made Ashlyn’s guts wrench from guilt. “I suppose I misunderstood you. I thought after the other night, you might have the same sort of feelings of love and affection toward him as the rest of us, and you may want to contribute to making him feel special. But if you’re not interested...” She sighed, nodded once, and turned to walk away.

“Wait!” The word escaped before Ashlyn could stop it. Tanya paused, glancing back with raised eyebrows.

Ashlyn fidgeted as her pride combatted her curiosity and her growing affection for Alister. Gods, how had that boy gotten so deep under her scales? “I didn’t say I wouldn’t help. B-because clearly you girls need some, given your track record,” she grumbled, not quite meeting Tanya’s eyes. “What’s the plan?”


Ch. 22


The day of the expedition came up fast. It was the talk of the academy, especially our inclusion. A few times I spotted one of the girls getting grilled by other students, and even the other warlocks asked me about it when I attended our regular meeting.

“You be careful out there,” Lucen said seriously, his hair writhing with worry. “Those monsters are no joke! There’s a reason freshmen aren’t even allowed to visit the woods.”

“Mmm. Dangerous,” Salazer muttered.

“Hrm,” Dorm grunted, nodding his head.

“Thanks,” I said, and meant it. Sure, I’d been sent into worse combat zones and against far worse enemies, but one of the first things a soldier learned was that every battlefield could be their last. And overconfidence killed you as surely as a bullet would.

That said, I was almost surprised at the tension I felt. One benefit I suppose of the brass always eager to get me into the next fray was that I rarely had time to fret over a deployment. Now though I had a bit of time to mull it over, and wasn’t enjoying the experience. Like my skin was getting tight and my nerves tingling. It was an unwelcome feeling, and I noticed that the girls had various reactions as well. Erina hid her nervousness by being even stricter. Tanya was just mournful and sad. And Ashlyn got even snippier.

Honestly, the only one who did seem excited at the prospect was Kensie. Several times I’d come into the kitchen of our dorm to see she’d taken over the table, laying out her weapons and tools, polishing and sharpening blades with a somewhat unnerving intensity. Hell, she could hardly sleep the night before we were to head out.

But the day came, inevitably, and I met with the girls together before we headed as a group to the gates into the forest. It became very apparent that Kensie hadn’t been the only one excited about the big hunt. The lawn before the gate was absolutely swamped with witches and their warlocks, all in their own little knots of groupings. Most were observers. Seniors, sophomores, even freshmen come to see the expedition off. I also noticed that most were clustered around Gabriel, who was smiling, shaking hands, and generally talking up the expedition in the sorts of grand tones you’d expect from someone looking to get out the vote.

Feh.

I steered well clear and headed to where packs of supplies were being handed out by the garrison troops at a little kiosk. When we reported to them and passed over our paperwork, the witch manning the counter lit up.

“Ah! The Bloodletter. Excellent to have you aboard, sir!” she said, saluting her sharply peaked cap.

“Thanks,” I said as I accepted my pack. I didn’t fail to notice Erina’s look of pride at the recognition of my nom de guerre, though I was less thrilled. As soon as I had my supplies, I quickly headed off to an empty spot on the lawn and sorted through what we’d been given.

I had to say, I was both surprised and impressed. Elegantra knew her stuff, and we’d been provided everything we’d need, from rations, fire starting gear, a compass and even a map of the expected terrain we’d be venturing into. A far cry from some of my deployments, where I’d been lucky to get some hardtack, a poncho, and maybe a good luck smack on the ass before being flung into the thick of things.

Not that we needed much. Kensie was loaded up with her hunting gear, and Erina came kitted up like she was about to go on campaign in the Bechdal Wastes. She’d even suited up in a witch’s formal military uniform from her home state, which apparently was a big fan of pastels.

“Do you think we’re ready, Alister?” Tanya asked me quietly, a worried look on her face as she glanced at the others.

“As well as we can be,” I confirmed, though the look of many of the seniors gave me some comfort. Unlike last time we ventured into the forest, we weren’t going alone, and had an idea of what we were dealing with. Sure, most of the seniors probably hadn’t seen a real battlefield, but they carried themselves with confidence in their magic, and having the teachers along was sure to make things safer.

So why did I feel so nervous all the same?

And… was that Jackson threading his way through the groups?

Oh hells, it was. But even as I realized it, he caught my eye and, beaming, headed straight for us. “Well lookit this!” the reporter crowed happily, notepad at the ready and his photographer witch bustling after him with her bulky camera. “If it isn’t the hero of the hour, The Bloodletter himself! Come to lend a bit of assistance on this fair venture, eh?”

“I’m helping, yes,” I said, careful about what I said with that pen poised above his page.

“I bet. Yessiree, I bet you are. So! Got any statements on the expedition? Ideas of what you’ll find? You’re only a freshman, right?”

“No comment,” I said flatly.

“Oh, I getcha,” Jackson said, winking. “Keep it on the lowdown, huh? Heh. No problem. But hey! This must be your lovely harem,” he said, turning a beaming smile on the four women around me. “Great to meet you all under calmer circumstances. Last time was a hoot, but didn’t offer much of a chance to chat. Shoot the breeze. Bandy around a palaver, eh? Eh? And I notice a new addition! Ain’t that something. Mind if I take a picture?”

“I—”

There was a flash as his photographer took one anyway, forcing me to blink away the stars.

“Beautiful!” Jackson declared animatedly. “I can see it now! War hero and his valkyries ride off to battle once more! That’s gold, my friend. Solid gold!”

“Yeah. Sure,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “What are you doing here anyway?”

“The press goes where the stories are,” Jackson replied. “And this promises to be a real scoop!”

“Sure,” I said gruffly. But actually, since he was here, that gave me an idea. “Jackson? Got a question for you.”

“Oho! That’s a new one. A subject asking a reporter a question! But sure, shoot!”

I nodded over to where Gabriel was. “You know anything about him? I tried looking into his record, but couldn’t find much beyond him being in the reserve.”

Jackson twisted his head around, and the moment he saw the man in question, his face grew stony. “Got nothing to say about him,” Jackson said firmly.

“Nothing?” I asked.

“Not a thing that can be printed,” Jackson reiterated, then abruptly grinned again. “Well,” he said, doffing his hat. “Was good to see you, Alister. Love to get a statement from you when this is all over. Ah! There’s the garrison commander. Come on Suze! We’ll grab a photo real quick and ask about the deployment,” he said to his camerawoman before both hustled over to the kiosk.

“That was… odd,” Kensie said.

“Not really,” Erina sniffed. “Though a free press may be vital to the enjoyment of the liberties we have in the Free States, some ask questions that are hardly appropriate for the nation and its security.”

“Good point,” I said distractedly, Erina’s words throwing something Jackson had said into sharper relief. Not a thing that can be printed, he’d said. Not that there was nothing to say, but nothing that could be put into print. Maybe it had been a slip of the tongue, or I was reading too far into it.

But I had a feeling it wasn’t.

I glanced at Gabriel again, and caught the man’s ringed eye. He never lost his smile, but I felt something in that moment. Something that made the hairs on the back of my arms tingle.

Sadly, before I could delve deeper into those thoughts, Professor Amarante Noirveil showed up. She was keeping to the shade of a small, embroidered umbrella she carried, her tight black dress sporting long sleeves to help keep her out of the sun. Striding onto a small podium near the gates, she turned to face the students.

“Bonour, my dear students, and welcome to ze great hunt! We shall be deploying shortly, so please arrange yourselves according to ze instructions within ze booklets provided. Now!” she declared, clapping her hands. “Ze Witches of Ze Hunt! If you would be so kind as to come forward.”

A number of witches moved towards the vampiress. All of them had canid mutations, I couldn’t help but notice. Not too much of a surprise. The army had found those kinds of witches were known to be very good trackers and scouts, and that job probably wasn’t going to go out of fashion even in peacetime.

“Excellent! Now, mobilize, students! It is time for ze ‘unt to begin!”

I shouldered my pack, noting the others doing the same. Checking the paperwork we’d been given once more, I found myself arranged on the right wing of the formation. Garrison troops took the tips, and the teachers who were accompanying us placed themselves at various intervals throughout the formation. I was relieved to notice that Maleficia was on the opposite side of our group.

Amarante, meanwhile, had stepped off the podium and to the gates. With a creak of old metal, they swung open, and she raised her arm, then swung it forward. “Let us go!”

In a slow trudge, we set off, joining the others as they filed through the gate and into the forest. Despite the daylight, walking into it felt as chilling as it had that first time, and not only because the canopy was soon so thick that the sunlight was all but blocked out.

The gloom of the forest was as oppressive as I remembered, and it only got worse when we turned off the yellow brick road and delved into the deeper woods. The scouts vanished almost at once into the underbrush, and the rest of us moved after them in a slow, ponderous advance. No one spoke, and I was a bit assured to notice that all the girls were treating this seriously.

Kensie, in particular, looked to be really enjoying herself, creeping through the woods ahead of us, her silver dagger drawn, blackened with oil to keep the gleam invisible, her ears twitching at every sound and her eyes narrowed with concentration. Erina seemed about as serious, though she moved with considerably less stealth than Kensie did. Tanya, meanwhile, looked pensive and thoughtful. Only Ashlyn looked aggrieved, hunching her shoulders and muttering as she blundered through the woods.

“You okay?” I asked the dragon-girl, dropping back to have a word.

“I shouldn’t have come,” she muttered as she nearly tripped on a root. “I’m a researcher, dammit! Not a drudge.”

“You can probably still turn back…”

“What? You think I can’t keep going?” she demanded hotly, giving me a glare.

“No, no. Not at all.”

“Damn right! I can keep up with any of these girls,” she huffed, her tail lashing in agitation as she pushed forward, jogging to catch up with Tanya.

I scratched my head in bewilderment, then heard a popping sound.

“Smooooth, master,” Hexie sniggered from my shoulder. “Real smooth.”

“Not helping,” I muttered.

“You know what would help?”

“Let me guess,” I sighed. “Bending Ashlyn over the nearest boulder and fucking her like she’s in heat?”

“Hey! Looks like I’m starting to rub off on you, master.”

“No. I’m just getting an unfortunate insight into how your mind works, Hexie.”

“Ha! So you say. But soon, you’ll start seeing the logic in my evil plan to dominate this school with your army of hot chicks! And after that, it’s just a short skip and a hop to ruling the world! Muahahaha!”

“Yeah. Sure. Let’s go with that,” I muttered as I quickened my pace.

Nothing else happened for hours as we delved deeper into the forest. But that alone made me uneasy. There was a certain silence and stillness that felt off. It reminded me too much of the battlefield—an oppressive quiet that followed where life had been wiped clean and hadn’t returned. Only the rustling of brush as students pushed forward and occasionally curses could be heard. I knew it wasn’t just me when even Hexie stopped trying to get me to fuck everything in sight; the imp instead settling on my shoulder, her eyes darting this way and that.

“There’s something strange about this forest,” Erina said softly.

“Been in many monster-infested forests, have you?” Ashlyn asked snarkily, though I could tell it was mostly because she was nervous.

“Yes, actually,” Erina noted. “There was one out near my family’s winter castle. My mother would often lead hunts to help reduce the monster population.”

“That’s the thing, isn’t it?” Kensie said, stalking near me.

“What?” I asked.

She glanced up at me. “We’ve been marching for almost half the day through the brush and no one’s seen a single monster.”

I almost stopped dead in my tracks at that. She was right! We hadn’t. We hadn’t even heard a crackle of a spell that would indicate someone had fought something. Just the rustle of the march. And with the kind of reputation a place called the Shadow Wood of Misery enjoyed, that seemed very bad indeed.

“Maybe they’re avoiding us,” I said.

“Very few monsters are like that,” Kensie informed me. “All the books about the monsters in the area say the ones in this forest are very aggressive, which is why they needed the ward stones. But those are well behind us.”

Yeah, I was really not liking this.

We still hadn’t seen a monster by the time we stopped for lunch. Students and soldiers huddled in small groups, conversation muted, like the air itself was pressing down around them. I could feel the tension even among us as I took a bite of my sandwich—a sense of anticipation, the same kind I’d get when you had to cross no man’s land during an artillery barrage, just waiting for one of those screaming shells to land right on top of you.

I saw Amarante moving among the students like a ghost. She seemed to be the only one cheerful in the forest. The canopy was so thick, she’d done away with her parasol, leaving her in only her broad-brimmed hat and long-sleeved dress for protection against the sun.

Despite this, I could see that she was on guard. Her eyes slid about the forest, attentive and wary even as she reached us.

“And ‘ow are we doing, my dear ones?” she asked as she came up to us.

“Fine,” Kensie growled, her tail lashing as she glared suspiciously at the vampiress. And she wasn’t the only one. Everyone was giving her cautious looks. Well, aside from Ashlyn, who seemed satisfied to nibble on her lunch as daintily as Erina.

“Wonderful! Zen, would you mind if I borrowed your warlock for just a moment?”

Erina’s cat ears shot up, and Kensie growled low and deep. “For… for what purpose, professor?” Erina asked, doing her best to be polite, but I could see how she crumpled the paper that her lunch had come in.

If the vampiress noticed, she didn’t show it. “I simply wish ‘is opinion on somet’ing. Zat is all.”

“Fine,” I said, standing before the conversation could go further. I didn’t think that she’d try anything serious out here right now, at any rate, but I wasn’t going to risk anyone antagonizing the vampiric teacher. I’d yet to see Amarante really wield her powers outside that one time in class, but the mere fact she lived in the monster-infested forest and no one batted an eye made me wary of pissing her off. Not to mention she was a teacher. I hoped she wouldn’t abuse her position to get revenge on anyone who annoyed her. But better safe than sorry.

“Wonderful. Zis way,” she said, crooking a finger and leading me off.

I followed gamely, though we didn’t go too far before she stopped by some moss-covered boulders and turned to me.

“So what is it you wanted to ask about?” I said.

“Somet’ing quite serious,” Amarante crooned as she delicately sat on a boulder, her hands coyly stretching down her legs and her long, dark lashes fluttering. “I was wondering if you liked zis outfit?”

“Excuse me?”

“I know, I know,” she laughed throatily with an airy wave, “you would no doubt much prefer me out of it. But I am afraid zis cannot be when surrounded by so many students. Zough, I suppose if you would attempt to seduce me, I could not resist your… mmm… masculine allure.”

Ye gods. With some effort, I resisted the groan welling up inside me. “Is this all you wanted to pull me aside for?” I asked.

“Is zat not enough?” she asked.

“No,” I replied, crossing my arms. “But how about if it’s usual to see so few monsters out in the woods?”

Amarante pouted, then sighed and lazily adjusted her hat a bit. “If you must know, it is not. Normally, zere would be a great deal of ze weaker monsters about. But zere has been non sign, even from ze scouts. It may be zat ze beasts are gathering for some great effort. If so, it is doubly necessary for us to be cautious.”

“You think there’s more to this, don’t you?” I asked.

Her eyes grew lidded, her playful air vanishing for a moment as she gave me a shrewd look. “Well,” she murmured. “Zat is a possibility…”

“I’ve noticed you hanging around our group a lot,” I noted. “It’s not just because of me, is it? You think the King is going to come after me too.”

“Ze possibility ‘as occurred to us,” she demurred. “Zough, I cannot say zere is not an appeal as well.”

“Do you need me to do anything for this?” I asked. “In relation to drawing out the king,” I quickly added when I saw a mischievous gleam in her eyes.

Amarante pouted, thwarted. “No,” she said. “Neither I nor ze ‘eadmistress intends to play into ze claws of a monster. Continue as you ‘ave been, and we will take care of ze rest.”

Not quite what I was hoping to hear, which was funny. For the first time, I actually wanted to be used as bait by the higher-ups. “I could do something,” I said.

“Oh?” she asked, perking up instantly.

“In relation to the hunt,” I quickly amended.

“Oh…”

Amarante sighed and settled back with an airy wave. “Zere is no need, as I said. Ze trackers are among ze best we ‘ave trained, and zey will find ze beast no matter ’ow deep ‘e ‘ides.”

I sure hoped so. I returned to the girls with that weighing on my mind and finished a somewhat silent, tense lunch. After that, we resumed the slow march, delving deeper and deeper into the suffocating darkness of the aptly named Shadow Wood of Misery.


Ch. 23


Finally, as the forest began to get even darker with night, camp was pitched. We found a useful clearing, and the various groups set themselves up. Watches were posted and fires were lit, and I joined the girls around ours. But I still couldn’t shake the nagging feeling of unease at the stillness of the woods. During the night, it should be even more active, yet still not a sound. Not even the buzz of insects. It all really did feel like the war when the world held its breath. And just like those times on the battlefield, I felt my hackles rising.

Night grew deeper still. We couldn’t even see the moon through the canopy, and only the crackle of flames filled the night. I felt my gut wrenching in tension. I was still awake even as the girls went to bed. Soon, only Kensie was still with me, the wolf-girl meticulously sharpening a knife, her eyes lit by the flames.

“Still feeling nervous?” she asked me over the scrape of a whetstone.

“Yeah,” I admitted.

“I know what you mean,” she said, eyes darting about the tents, her eyes narrow and ears swivelling to every sound. “This forest is wrong. I mean more than even that night when we were attacked.”

“It does feel that way,” I agreed softly, peering around. The itching feeling of dread anticipation just kept getting stronger. I suddenly slapped my knees and got to my feet, startling Kensie. “I’m going to go check the sentries.”

“Isn’t that something the teachers should do?” she asked.

“Probably,” I agreed, starting off.

“Ah! H-hey! Wait up!” Kensie yelped, bounding to her feet and hurrying after me.

I didn’t send her back. It felt good to have someone with me on a night like this. We passed a few fires still burning with the dredges of flame spells, the tents around them battened down, but between those little islands of light, it was dark as pitch. We moved mostly in silence towards the first sentry’s post. I made out the witch there, her magic cloak wrapped around her, camouflaging itself to the tree. Though, given how she was standing, it looked a hell of a lot like the tree had a beer gut. That kind of sloppy work would get a man ten lashes back in the army.

“Hey! How’s it going?” I called.

The sentry didn’t move.

I stopped, narrowing my eyes. It was hard to see in the dark, but her head was slumped to her chest, and the way she leaned against the tree…

Oh no.

I flicked my hand, blood claws emerging from the cuts on my fingers as I rushed to the sentry and grabbed her shoulder, giving it a shake. She slumped over immediately, toppling to the ground, a red slash grinning across her throat.

Fuck!

“Holy shit!” Kensie gasped, staring at the body.

“Get back to camp!” I ordered her as I stared into the forest. “Wake everybody! Fire flare spells as you go. Now!”

“What?”

“Now!”

My sharp bark made her jump, nod, and turn in a dash back to camp. Kensie flicked her dagger, and flare spells ignited from the tip, blasting into the air with a hellish glow. I heard the sudden shouts and stirrings of the camp behind me, but I didn’t look back. Because the flares had revealed something else.

Eyes.

Hundreds of them all around us.

And moving closer.

As soon as the flares were burning, the monsters knew the game was up. Stealth was abandoned, and with howls, bellows, and shrieks, they poured out of the trees and towards the camp in a tide of fur, fang, and claw.

There was no time to build up for this one. I immediately poured more blood into my claws, forming a pair of black and crimson swords. My head throbbed and arms shook with weakness as a direwolf snarled, bearing down on me. I swung up my sword when it was near, the blade cutting the monster down and sending the corpse hurtling past. I retreated to the body, plunging my sword into it and sucking it dry even as my other blade defended against a roaring owlbear.

Life and new vitality rushed into me as the direwolf’s body shrivelled. I swept the blade from the wolf’s corpse, using the extra blood to shift it into a scythe mid-swing.

The scythe lopped off the owlbear’s avian head, and its bulky corpse toppled with a crash. But even that small distraction had proven costly. Monsters had poured past me from seemingly every direction like a wave. The entire camp was a scene of chaos. Spells fired off everywhere as warlocks and witches hastily got into defensive formations, but the sheer shock of the attack and numbers had thrown them. They’d all had combat experience, but this was no doubt the first real battle most had faced.

The only thing that kept the entire camp from being overrun was the teachers. I spotted Maleficia rearing up on her serpentine coils, rays of blistering light scorching from her hands and incinerating direwolves with every flash. Amarante seemed to be surrounded by a chilling black smoke that whipped around her like blades of darkness, shredding anything that came near.

A crackle and flash of electricity from where I’d set up camp told me that Tanya and the others had joined the fight, and I instantly felt a surge of fear for them. Immediately, I raced towards them, barely bothering to drain the monsters in my path. I knew all four women were skilled, but just the thought of them in danger made my pulse race.

I carved through the monsters in my way, reaping a deadly toll. Arms of blood ripped free of the wound on my back, their hands blades that spun like windmills of death, slicing through lesser monsters. A gigantic praying mantis-type creature parried those blades with its own, and for its trouble, I slammed a spear of blood into it, then split the thing apart.

I bolted through the ruins of its body and found another pack of direwolves in my way, though not for long. Raising my arms, I willed the blood forming from my shoulders to fan out, then lance down in spikes. The direwolves yelped and tried to dodge out of the way, but the sheer number of spikes downed them, impaling them in a dozen places.

I withdrew the spikes and jumped over the bodies, finding myself once more among the girls.

Tanya was standing in the middle, buzzing with electricity, her horns crackling with it like a living Teslok coil as she fired off bolts this way and that. Erina had lifted the ground with her earth magic to form a raised platform, and with her massive diamond gauntlets, was pummeling any monster that dared try to climb in a bloody game of king of the hill. Near the edge of this was Ashlyn, who every now and then would lob an explosive fireball into the battlefield to help another hard-pressed group. Kensie had her back, blades of wind whipping from her dagger and swirling around them in a makeshift barrier to throw off any winged monsters.

I quickened the blood in my legs, enhancing my strength to leap onto the raised ground in a single bound. Tanya whirled, electricity blazing in her palm and lights keening pinpoints around her head. Then she saw it was me, at which point she let it fade, a relieved smile relaxing her face.

“Alister! Thank the gods!” she gasped.

“How are we holding?” I asked.

“As well as we can,” she admitted. “But it’s madness!”

“It is,” I agreed. “Erina?” I called, turning to the catgirl. “We need defences! Walls around this point so the others can rally here! Can you make them?”

“I am the daughter of a warrior queen!” the catgirl declared, lifting her arms, diamond gauntlets glittering in the red light of the flares. “A fortress is my home! And its walls my shields!”

She slammed her hands down, the crystalline palms booming on the raised earth like a drum. The ground trembled, and from all around the platform walls of soil rose, uprooting trees and forming rings of earthworks around the platform they’d claimed.

“Perfect! Kensie? Back up any fighters. Get them to retreat here! We’ll consolidate and push these things back!”

“On it!” Kensie said, leaping off the wall with shocking dexterity and plunging into the melee. My heart ached to send her out like that, but I knew she could handle it.

“Ashlyn?” I said, turning towards the dragon girl. “Flares! Fire! Make this spot a beacon so everyone can see we’re rallying here. And don’t stop!”

“You’re not the boss of me,” Ashlyn retorted, and then did exactly what I asked, lifting her talon-tipped glove and sending bursts of fireballs up to explode over us like fireworks, illuminating the whole battlefield like a red sun had dawned in the clearing.

Excellent. I took another look at the field. The effort was already paying off. Students and garrison troops were reflexively falling back towards the earthworks, putting their backs to it and forming a proper front against the monsters. Kensie burst into those groups hard pressed, taking the pressure off with slashes of magic and her knife, relieving them long enough to retreat back towards our base. All the while, Tanya continued to unleash bolts of lightning at any monster she could, the crackling flashes blazing over the battlefield like the smiting fingers of a vengeful god.

I nodded slowly. The chaos was starting to abate. As the witches, warlocks, and fighters marshalled, it became more of a grind than a milling chaos.

A chorus of shrieks had me look up sharply. Out of the night, a group of winged monsters dodged between the trees like ragged missiles. They dove for us, forcing Tanya to duck, even as she fired off a crackle of lightning at them, ripping one out of the sky and sending it smashing into a mass of ghouls.

Only then did I realize what their target was. Ashlyn swung about to find the monsters diving for her and she pushed her arm forward, a wave of fire erupting from her clawed foci. Several of the bird-like monsters shrieked as they were cooked alive, but the biggest one just tore through the fire, talons outstretched. The dragon girl screamed as it snatched her up and took off.

“No!” I shouted, instantly after it as the monster soared to the sky with great beats of its wings. I channeled the blood I’d taken into my back wounds and formed it into a pair of crimson wings. They flapped, and I took off after the avian monster, leaving the battlefield below. I trusted Erina and the others to hold it until they could push back the monsters.

This, though, needed my attention.

I could see Ashlyn struggling in the grip of the bird monster, but they were quickly outdistancing me, ripping through the forest canopy and soaring into the open sky. Shit! My wings were never meant for pursuit. I could barely glide with the damn things. But I was not letting them get away. I yanked my wand from my belt and concentrated. I really hoped this worked. Alright. Focus. Channel the winds. I could do that. Just… like… ha!

I flicked my wand and felt a burst of wind suddenly propel me forward, catching my outstretched wings. The first blast almost ripped my wings apart, but I fortified them, angled them properly, and cast a wind burst again. Again! Crude, yes, but it worked! I quickly started gaining on the pair, streaking through the night sky, the trees below a green blur.

A burst of fire suddenly exploded around the air monster. It shrieked, wings suddenly a sheet of flame. For a second, I was too surprised to know what to do, but then I realized Ashlyn had probably managed to cast a spell or just breathed some fire on her own.

Either way, the result was the same, and both monster and Ashlyn plummeted towards the forest again. Shit! I tucked my wings, and another blast of wind magic conjured behind me sent me shooting after the pair as they ripped back through the canopy.

I plunged through the hole they made, just in time to see both the bird and Ashlyn crash into the forest floor. I fanned my wings, slowing my own descent, but not too much. I landed hard on the ground and rushed forward towards the sizzling pair.

“Ashlyn! Ashlyn!” I shouted.

I heard a groan under the monster’s bulk and I grabbed it by the wing, heaving it off.

The dragon-girl lay under it, and I winced at the sight of her wing and right arm, twisted at a weird angle. I knelt beside her and gently turned her over, lifting her into a sitting position. “Are you okay?” I asked.

“That’s… a stupid question,” she gasped, flinching as she moved. “I think… my wing is broken.”

“Your arm too by the looks of it,” I agreed as I examined her. “Don’t worry. That looks like the worst of it.”

“For now. But I think we can fix that.”

I froze at the cold voice. Slowly, I turned my head.

The embers of the monster’s scattered feathers still fluttered here and there, and by their red light, I made out the man standing a distance away. His black coat draped him like a long shadow, the senior badge gleaming gold, a sharp contrast to his eyes, which were cold as glass, with pupils ringed.

“Gabriel,” I said in a voice hard and sharp as a knife’s edge. “How nice to see you.”

He smiled. “Yes,” he chuckled humorlessly. “Isn’t it just?”
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“Excellent!” Ashlyn gasped on spotting the senior. She struggled up in my arms. “Help me up! We need to get back to camp!”

“He’s not here to help us,” I said.

Ashlyn blinked at me, then looked at Gabriel. Something about the moment seemed to hit her then. “No?” she asked.

“I’m afraid not,” Gabriel said, lazily drawing his saber from its sheath at his side. “Terribly sorry about this. If it’s any consolation, I really hoped you’d have gotten killed on the train.”

“It’s not,” I told him, and as I did, I snapped my fingers behind my back. I heard the faint pop as Hexie manifested, but the imp wisely kept silent, hiding behind me and out of sight.

“Pity,” Gabriel replied, idly inspecting his reflection in the blade. “I suppose I should have known that a war hero would be hard to kill. Congratulations on that end, at least. You’re more durable than a cockroach, and have made me waste far more effort than I should trying to finish you off.”

“I can be a bit of a pain in the ass. Just ask Ashlyn,” I said, keeping my eye on him. Just had to stall as long as I could. Those monsters couldn’t keep Erina and the others away forever, and Kensie would be able to track us down.

Ashlyn’s hand clutched my shirt. “What is he talking about?” she hissed.

“He’s the one who’s been manipulating the monsters,” I said, watching Gabriel intently, waiting for him to make his move. “Sent them after me and the girls when we went into the woods to help Professor Noirveil. Had them attack the train as we were coming back from Amberton. All to try and steal Tanya away.”

Gabriel glanced up from his saber. “You make me sound like some sort of demon,” he noted drily. “But I did give you plenty of chances to give her up. I even offered you a place by my side. Really, you were the one who was being difficult about this whole thing.”

“She hates you,” I told him flatly. “Even if I did dump her, what makes you think she’d ever decide to be with you?”

“Oh,” he said, tapping the side of his head with the tip of his sword, the rings in his eyes giving a slow spin. “I can be very… persuasive.”

Oh yeah, this fucker had to die.

“So your wyldcraft manipulates minds?” I asked.

“Very astute,” Gabriel said conversationally. “Its effectiveness is somewhat limited. I need eye contact and time to properly implant my will into their thoughts. It’s not too useful in combat roles, but I made do.”

“You told me it just enhanced your sight,” I noted.

“Yes. I did this thing we do in politics. Very popular. Quite effective. It’s called lying. And my wyldcraft is called Persuasion. A very handy ability over the years. I made excellent use of it during the war in service of our glorious Free States. But whereas you were on the front, I was behind and working with our esteemed Department of Domestic Security.”

“Great,” I grunted. “A Ghost.”

He made a flippant gesture. “We were called that, yes. A crude nickname, but not unearned. How nice for you, being a hero of the front, Alister.”

“Yeah. It was an absolute delight,” I said acidly.

Gabriel’s smile grew hard. Sharp. “Better than mine,” he said softly. “You were acclaimed. Celebrated. I was hidden away. A shadow in the flames of the war, hunting down traitors. Spies. Saboteurs. Your enemy was in front of you. Mine hid behind the faces of the people I was sworn to protect. I had to find them. Rip them out root and stem by any means, or innocents would die. Do you have any idea how many lives I saved over the years? How many bombings I prevented? Sabotages to our frontlines? Liars and subversives I had to seek out and extract information from? Some of them didn’t go easily, Alister. Some things needed more than just my wyldcraft to get what I needed out of them. But every man and woman has their breaking point. And I was good at finding it.”

“I bet you were,” I growled.

He shrugged indifferently. “I’ve done terrible things, Alister. But I don’t regret a single one. Everyone lies, my friend. But the truth sets them free.”

“Guess that’s why you’re getting into politics,” I said bitingly. “Want to get that recognition in the end?”

“Somewhat,” he admitted, balancing his sword between his hands and giving it a gentle bend. “Mainly though, I just want power. A bit cliche, I know, but there it is. I like power, Alister. I like not having to obey orders. To kowtow to idiots. To have to shuffle in the shadows while others enjoy the sun. I like to be the one giving the orders.” He smiled unpleasantly. “I find I’m extremely good at it.”

“You’re not looking to start the war again, are you?” I asked. “Because I’ve already dealt with one asshole like that. Don’t really need another.”

Gabriel chuckled. “Hardly. Your war ended, Alister, but mine never did. Even today, Auropan and subversive elements squirm through the heart of our nation. Spies and traitors behind every door. No.” He shook his head. “The war as you knew it is over. But mine continues in the shadows. My battlefield the hearts and minds of the people. And I intend to win it. For that, I need Tanya’s family’s backing. It will smooth things considerably to become a senator. And from there, Prime Minister!”

“And in doing so, break her like every other woman in your harem?” I asked.

A twitch in the eye betrayed Gabriel. He sighed heavily. “Women are fickle creatures. So few can really be trusted. They’ll lie to you too, Alister. Lie and scheme and betray. Unfortunately, in many cases, my wyldcraft is a somewhat… crude instrument after a point. The more intelligent and willful my target, the harder it is to control them. Ideas I implant become less sticky. But when used on something as mindless as a monster, it’s much more effective.”

“And that’s how you got them to attack us,” I said in grim understanding. “You used your expeditions into the forest that upperclassmen are allowed on to corrupt them. And I bet it was helpful in clearing out any political competition too.”

“It had its uses, true,” Gabriel hummed. “But you’re incorrect on one count. It would be terribly inefficient to corrupt every monster with my power when all I really needed was one.”

Something changed in the forest.

The air grew heavy, almost slick like it did just before a storm. I felt Ashlyn tense in my arms and Hexie let out a little ‘eep!’ All of which told me I wasn’t alone in sensing the change.

There was a rustling from behind Gabriel, and something huge moved just beyond the meagre light of the dying flames.

“You were, of course, trying to stall me,” Gabriel noted, smiling thinly as he brought his saber down on guard. “But did you ever wonder if I wasn’t the one stalling you? Your witch shot down my monster earlier than I expected. But no matter. The King of the Forest has finally come to say hello.”

The monster king stepped into the light, which was surprising in itself because the thing looked more like it should ooze. Bigger than a felforged warmachine, it generally resembled some massive elk. Which made sense because it had the skull of a truly massive one, including the antlers. The rest of its bones though looked to be made up of hundreds of different animals. A chimera of horrors jury rigged together. And I could see that it was because its skin was translucent. The bones were surrounded by a thick, bluish slime that caught the firelight in a strange, ethereal glow. Bits of metal, stone, branches, and leaves also floated in its bloated body.

I could also see a core deep within its body, like a huge red sphere the size of my head, pulsing with crimson light. The same light that glowed in the sockets of the elk’s skull, spread like a tree of veins through its bulk, and swirled with rings like Gabriel’s eyes.

“Dear gods,” Ashlyn breathed from my arms.

“Fuuuuck,” Hexie whimpered from behind me.

“Yeah,” I said, gently setting the dragon-girl down as I got to my feet. But the situation was even worse than it looked. I’d killed beasties and demons and monsters as big and bigger than the King during the war. This situation, though, was not in my favour. It’d be one thing if it was just some massive bear or something fleshy like that, but that sure as shit didn’t look like blood running in those cold veins. And I wasn’t stocked with nearly enough blood to take on something of that size easily.

“Feel free to run, of course,” Gabriel said as he stepped aside. “But that would leave your lovely lady there to be devoured. And I don’t think you’re that kind of man.”

“Unfortunately, you’re right,” I agreed as I formed a pair of blades from the blood I wielded.

“Yes,” Gabriel chuckled, his pupils swirling faster. “I’m an excellent judge of character.” His smile vanished, and he nodded my way, his pupils spinning like pinwheels. “Kill him.”

The lights in the King’s eyes swirled and it heaved forward, an elephantine leg thudding into the earth with a sizzling of undergrowth, which was not an encouraging sound.

Still, it wouldn’t be the first time I faced off with something tailor-made to kill me. Like that Auropan kill team with that really cute witch in it. She’d been oddly sexy, even as she tried to melt my face off.

Which was honestly neither here nor there. Instead, I spread my arms forward, the blood of my wings shifting and becoming hard. With a flick of my fingers, crimson barbs fired off like crossbow bolts, thudding into the King’s body and towards the core.

The spikes barely penetrated an inch into its gelatinous body before they lost all momentum in its squishy ooze, then sizzled as they dissolved. Shit. Well, so much for plan A. How about B?

I swung my hand around, more spikes of blood forming from the orb. I squeezed my hand into a fist and several barbs of blood shot right for Gabriel.

Unfortunately, as I expected, the bastard was both a coward and not a moron. He leapt, a burst of wind magic lifting him into the air, easily dodging the spikes, black coat flapping like midnight wings.

“Too slow,” he laughed.

“Slippery fucker,” I growled.

“True. And do you have time to play with me?” he asked drolly, glancing back to the King.

Unfortunately, he was right. The gelatinous horror of a monster was rolling towards us faster now, melting grass and foliage as it quickly closed the distance. And thanks to it, I couldn’t leave Ashlyn alone. I needed to buy some time, and shifted my blood blades into a huge axe. I whirled, slamming it into the nearest tree. The blade sliced cleanly through it, and with a thunderous creak, the whole tree toppled, branches cracking and snapping as it tore past its neighbours and crashed right into the King.

The falling tree smashed into it, the King’s body stretching beneath it, wobbling like a mass of jello before it managed to absorb the impact. Then came the sizzle as the wood melted against its form, dissolving until the two sides of the tree fell on either side of the monster.

“Tricky,” I grunted.

“Quit playing around!” Ashlyn barked, a ball of fire forming in her hand, fed by the writhing of her clawed glove. “Just burn the thing!”

“Wait!” I called, but she’d already hurled the fireball at the King. The monster didn’t even glance at it, just continued to plod through the melting tree. The reason why became evident a second later when the fireball seemed to lose all cohesion, disintegrating midair.

Ashlyn gaped. “What—”

“Seems your lovely lady doesn’t duel that often,” Gabriel observed, his rune-engraved saber pointed at us, swirling with magic.

“He dispelled it,” I said, glaring at him. “And he will any other one we throw at him or his pet.”

“But… but that’s cheating!” Ashlyn protested hotly.

“To cheat in a fight to the death? How amusing,” Gabriel noted.

“He has a point, unfortunately,” I grunted.

“Don’t take his side!” Ashlyn snapped huffily.

“I’m not—” I cut myself off when I saw the King wobble and ripples form around its body. I knew that sight! Grabbing Ashlyn, I bounded back, a burst of air magic and a flap of my wings sending us soaring away just as four globs of the King’s body fired, raining down where we’d been a second before with an acid sizzle.

Even as I did Gabriel flicked his sword at us. Lightning blazed from the tip and I was forced to jerk my wing around, hardening it into a shield. The blast hit my wing, toppling us out of the sky to hit the ground hard.

Ashlyn shrieked in pain as the movement yanked at her wounded wing. “Sorry! I’m sorry,” I told her as we landed.

Ashlyn gritted her teeth, her face contorted with pain. “I’ll… be fine,” she snapped, forcing herself to stand beside me.

Though I admired her grit, I knew that wasn’t true. I’d love to focus entirely on fighting the King, but I could just tell Gabriel was drooling over the thought of picking Ashlyn off while I was battling his horror. And if I tried to move Ashlyn I could hurt her even more. Shit! I’d been in tighter spots, but not many of them.

“Might I recommend dropping the dead weight?” Gabriel offered unhelpfully, keeping his distance but circling us as the King continued to ooze after us. “I’m sure you could escape without her.”

“I’ve not left a man behind yet,” I snapped back at him.

“So true,” he said, strolling along beside his monster. “You military types are wonderfully predictable.”

Too true. “Hexie,” I hissed under my breath. “Get back to the camp. Lead the others here as soon as you can!”

“But master-”

“Do it!” I hissed. “I’ll make an opening. Wait for it.”

From the corner of my eye I saw Hexie nod.

“Good,” I grunted, looking back towards the King as it finished burning through my makeshift barrier. “Ashlyn? I’m going to need you to throw every spell you’ve got at this thing.”

“Wh-what? But, that didn’t even work,,” she grunted, propping herself up.

“No. But it’ll keep Gabriel distracted dispelling them,” I said.

Understanding dawned in her eyes and her jaw set. “I’ll do it,” she said, glaring at the warlock, magic flames crackling from her talons.

“Attagirl,” I said, and turned to the monster and its master.

Alright.

I spread my hands, the orbs of blood around me quivering as they gathered, swirling around me.

This was going to suck hard.

I saw Gabriel raise a wary brow and prepare his sword. The rings in his eyes swirled brighter and the King let out a bellow, charging.

And for me, I clapped my hands together.

The blood orbs swirled, then slammed into me. Ugh! I hated this feeling, but couldn’t deny the effectiveness. The conjured blood coated me, solidifying in a mass of red and black armour. A visor took shape, shielding my face. Wings of crimson like blades jutted from my back. Gauntlets of barbed claws coated my arms and greaves took my boots.

In seconds I was fully coated. Barely a third the size of the King, I was nonetheless ready to go.

“Well well,” Gabriel hummed, his eyes narrowing. “Isn’t that interesting.”

“You haven’t seen shit yet,” I told him, catching a glimpse of Hexie darting away into the forest and magic swirling around Ashlyn. Then I locked my focus onto the King. I kicked off, charging towards it, my armour thudding with every step. The blood on my hands shifted, forming a pair of blades.

Gabriel raised his saber, magic buzzing in it, only for his attention to swing hard as spears of flame soared through the night. He sneered and swung his sword, dispelling the fire bolts. But there was more to come, Ashlyn unloading an absolute barrage of them from where she crouched like a one woman cannonade.

And that left me and the King.

As I drew nearer, the King’s body jiggled, then lashed out, dozens of tentacles spawning.

I dodged the first few, letting them slam into the forest and trees, melting anything they touched like they were made of acid. More lashing limbs came for me, forcing me to dodge and slash while weaving around them. My pulse raced. Adrenaline surged as I closed the distance, arm blades sizzling and corroding every time I severed a tentacle.

Finally, I was in range. I swung by its legs and leapt, wings snapping out to carry me higher. The King twisted with me even as I clapped my hands, the blood that coated them forming a massive battleaxe.

I swung, slashing through the King’s legs. It gave a startled bellow as I literally cut the legs out from under it, the King lunging forward before it smashed into the forest floor with a sound like rotting fruit splattering on concrete.

Passing it, I whirled back around, wincing as the King’s essence melted the blades I’d been using. I let those parts slough off, reforming new gauntlets, but my armour was shrinking as I used up my stock of blood

Oh well. So it went.

I caught a flash from the corner of my eye and glanced aside to see Gabriel send a fireball at me, only for it to burst apart in a crackle as Ashlyn countered the spell.

“Must you?” Gabriel grunted with a glare at her.

“Fuck you!” she retorted, her claw outstretched, firing off some lightning bolts, forcing Gabriel to disperse them. But I could see the strain it was taking on her, her face pale, sweat beading her brow, but her face tight with concentration. I had to end this fast.

My back covered, I charged for the King again. The monster’s body shivered, then bunched up into a massive blob. The skull rose, covering its core protectively. Its blob quivered as chunks of wood, bone, and anything solid concentrated at its front, then fired at me.

I swore, swinging my wings around in a makeshift shield that took a femur the size of a car, the impact ripping the bloody wing away, and with it gone I saw a tentacle form off the king and swing for me.

I ducked it, then charged it again. Only had one shot at this. I took aim for the skull and the core within it. More fragments shot from the king. I dodged as best I could, but they ripped off chunks of my armour with every impact. I let them, barely sparing the focus to reform my armour enough to protect my body, my mind utterly focused on the core. Closer. Closer.

I stopped, an inch from the King’s gelatinous body. The monster heaved up like a wave, swelling above me, surrounding me with its acidic mass as it prepared to crush me under sheer weight.

Perfect.

Blood flowed around me, sealing my eyes off. I put as much as I could into my armour, my head growing light. I shoved my hands up, my wand emerging from the blood and pushing between my teeth. I bit down.

And cast.

Wind exploded under me, blasting me at the King as its body came down to crush me. I hit it, the force of my wind magic and the sharpness of my armour punching into its acidic flesh like a missile.

I could feel the burn as its acid form swallowed me. Fuck. Fuck! Every second I lost more of the armour. Worse, I was going in blind! I focused on the liquid that formed its body, trying to sense in it where it flowed around the core. The tingle of magic that manipulated it. If I got this wrong I was going to melt. One chance. Had to…

There!

I felt my gauntlet closed around something hard and I swam furiously up, bursts of wind magic forcing me higher. I felt the core drag as I ripped it free, fighting me every inch of the way. My head pounded with lack of oxygen. Lack of blood. I swam and forced myself. Higher.

Higher.

Higher!

I felt myself burst out of the King’s gelatinous mass. It dragged at me, unwilling to let its core go. I bit back a scream as portions of my blood armour gave way, my skin burning in the acid of its body. A bellowing moan shuddered from the slime as I swung my arm, blood moving from my helm to my gauntlet, turning it into a blade, severing the last clinging strands.

They gave and I fell free, collapsing onto the grass. I rolled to my knees and gathered all the rest of the blood I had on me, forming a hammer. Pinning the core under me, I swung up the hammer and slammed it down onto the core with all my remaining strength.

The glowing orb shattered under the blow. A warbling scream came from the King, and I turned back, barely able to focus, but I smiled in grim satisfaction as the jiggling body of the King writhed, losing cohesion. It warped and twisted like it was trying to remember how it once looked, then gave one last heaving shudder and collapsed, oozing into a puddle that bubbled as it began to dissolve.

“Th… there,” I gasped as I shed the last of my blood armour and the acid that coated it. I looked over at Gabriel, smiling grimly.

The other warlock, for his part, didn’t look nearly so pleased, his lip curled as he glared at the corpse before swinging his attention back to us. “That,” he said, “was very unfortunate.”

“Sorry for killing your pet,” I wheezed, grinning viciously at him.

He took a slow breath, popped his neck, and then shrugged, as infuriatingly unflappable as ever. “Well. A shame, though I intended to kill it after it had finished you both anyway. But I suppose it did enough weakening the both of you,” he said with a glance at Ashlyn, who looked so spent from casting she was almost prone on the grass, one shaky arm still holding herself upright. “You were particularly annoying. But it seems you’re all but finished, hm?”

“Not… not done yet,” Ashlyn panted, despite all evidence to the contrary.

Gabriel laughed and turned back my way. “Ah well. It all works out in the end. And I can think of a wonderful way to frame the whole debacle. Picture it,” he said almost dreamily. “Me, slaying the King of the Forest after the disastrous expedition, when even the mighty Bloodletter had failed! Fortunately, I was there to avenge him and save the expedition from disaster, heroically leading us back to the academy to great accolades. Ah,” he sighed, smiling dreamily. “I can almost hear the cheering now. The press will eat it up. Fortunately,” he said, swirling his saber and conjuring a beam of crackling lightning at the tip, “dead men tell no tales. But rest assured,” he continued, pointing his saber at me with a satisfied smirk that positively leered in the flickering light, “I’ll make sure they hear you went down fighting.”

“How sweet,” I grunted, but couldn’t do much more than throw words at him. I had so little blood left that I could barely lift my arms, even to get at my emergency blood packs.

Gabriel laughed and fired.

The bolt screamed across the forest. I saw it for a split second.

Then a wall of earth heaved into being in front of me and exploded.

I threw up my arm, shielding my face from the peppering of debris. Warily lowering it, I stared at the charred heap of earth.

So did Gabriel, his jaw positively slack—the first sign of shock I’d seen on him yet. So much so that he barely noticed a second bolt of lightning coming for him until it was almost too late. Instead, he just managed to whirl, saber flashing, the lightning spell splitting against his blade but still scorching his hair and sleeve.

I turned the way the bolt had come from and felt my heart soar despite the lack of blood pumping through it.

Tanya stood not far, her eyes blazing almost as much as the lightning did as it danced between her horns, the lights around her head flickering pinpricks of intensity and illuminating her in the dark. Beside her was Erina, the cat-girl crouched on the ground, one diamond-gloved hand planted there, the soil still disturbed from where she’d channeled her earth magic to form the shield that had saved me.

“Tanya. Darling,” Gabriel said. “This…”

“Save it,” the felborn hissed, her normally warm and caring eyes holding only murder as she faced the warlock.

“Tanya, really. This isn’t what it looks like,” he added quickly, but I could see the wheels turning in his head as much as the rings did in his eyes. “If I could just explain-”

Unfortunately for him, it was clear Tanya was done talking. She threw her hand forward again, her ring blazing as another surge of lightning clawed down her arm and blasted from her ring.

Again Gabriel parried the spell, his sword flaring with counter magic as he deflected it, leaving him no time to prevent a surge of earthen spikes from splitting the earth as Erina slammed her diamond fist into the ground. Twisting out of the way of the spikes, his black cloak whirling, Gabriel came back around to face them, a fire spell rolling from his sword. He swung it, casting a scythe of flames that scorched the grass until it crashed into another of Erina’s earthen walls. Then, as the ground collapsed from the flames, there was Tanya once more, who sent another crackling bolt at the warlock.

It was honestly shocking how well the pair worked together. They closed in on Gabriel with relentless power, blasting lightning and earth at him in equal measure, giving him no relief. But credit where it was due, Gabriel countered them with skill, and I was again struck by the difference between a warlock and even two incredibly powerful witches. Though they beat him back, Gabriel held his own, his sword flashing as he blocked or parried as best he could, even as scorch marks scored his coat and earth spikes ripped its hems. His ringed eyes spun with concentration and effort.

Then, he passed under a tree.

There was a flash as a figure dropped. Gabriel saw it at the last second and jerked aside, causing the silvery dagger meant for his throat to instead plunge into his shoulder. The warlock screamed in agony, even as Kensie ripped the dagger free and bounded back, evading a blade of wind the warlock furiously conjured.

“You stupid whore!” Gabriel snarled as his sword arm swung limply at his side. “I’ll—”

Tanya’s lightning bolt slammed into him. Gabriel’s whole body convulsed, his neck muscles bulging as he took the full force of the spell.

It didn’t stop.

Her eyes never wavering, Tanya advanced slowly, her hand raised, lightning surging from her in bursts that slammed into Gabriel again and again. He twisted, jerking, his body shuddering with agony as his skin smoked and burned.

Finally, Tanya let up her spell. She stood before him, barely an inch separating them. Gabriel twitched, his teeth gritted with pain as his legs quivered and finally gave way. He fell to his knees, looking up at her as he smoked like overcooked barbeque.

“I…” Gabriel gasped.

Without expression, Tanya’s hand flashed, a scythe of wind magic giving a single hiss. Gabriel managed a quick series of blinks.

Then his head toppled clean off the stump of his neck, thudding to the grass, and his pupils gave one last spin before falling still.

Tanya looked down at the corpse with contempt, then turned my way. Instantly, her expression swung to alarm and worry. “Alister!” she cried, closing the distance between us in a flash and dropping to her knees, grabbing my head and pulling me to her bosom. “Oh thank the gods you’re alright!”

“Mrf?” I managed as I was smothered by cleavage.

“I was terrified we wouldn’t come in time! Oh. Oh!” she moaned, squeezing me tight. “Please, tell me you’re alright. Tell me where it hurts!”

“He’s fine!” Ashlyn snapped, hobbling over. With her one good arm she grabbed me, pulling me to her breasts. “He just… just used most of his blood taking care of the King of the Forest. With my help!”

“Wonderful!” Erina declared, strolling up. “I would expect no less from a member of his harem. Proudly defending her man against the evils of the world. A protector! A shield maiden! As any true daughter of Caldia would be! Yes!” she declared, slapping a confused but increasingly pissed-off-looking Ashlyn’s back. “Nobly did you defend your man! For your nation! For your love! For democracy!”

“Fuck democracy!” Hexie snapped, flapping in out of the blue and landing on my chest, yanking my head from the dragon girl’s bosom. “I’m the one who brought them to save your sorry ass, master. Now praise me!”

“Well, I was the one who stabbed that prick,” Kensie added as she came in, kneeling beside me too. “Made the opening for Tanya to finish him off!”

“Yes, speaking of,” Erina said with a look at the headless corpse. “What should we do about that?”

I followed her gaze, and my lips twisted in distaste. “We… we’ll say the King killed him,” I rasped.

“We will?” Kensie asked, blinking.

“What? After all he did?” Ashlyn spat.

I shook my head. “We don’t have proof,” I grunted. “And I doubt we’d find any. He was a member of the DDS. They’ll have covered up anything, and if we try to drag him into the light, we’d just make an enemy of them. Not to mention everyone who tied themselves to his political ambitions. No,” I said bitterly, tasting the acid of the bitter truth. “Much as I hate it, it’s better to just let him die and be forgotten.”

“Agreed,” Tanya said. “But, don’t you want to drain his blood?”

Disgust twisted my gut at even the thought of getting his blood anywhere in me. “No. Got my bloodpacks. I’ll use… use those.” I looked at Ashlyn. “Would you like to do the honours?”

Ashlyn’s face lit up. “With pleasure,” she growled, flames licking from her maw. Taking a deep breath, the dragon girl blew a jet of flame at Gabriel’s body, instantly igniting it in a crackling blaze.

I smiled in relief, sagging back in the arms of the women I loved. Someone dug a bloodpack from my jacket and gave it to me. Wearily I ripped it open with my teeth, guzzling the smooth, ferrous liquid. Ahhh. That was better. Already I could feel my strength returning, though I was still feeling weak as a baby bunny with polio.

Fortunately, looked like I wouldn’t be doing any more fighting, for in the distance I made out the light of torches threading their way through the forest and heard the shouts of the rest of the hunting expedition. I sighed, relaxing.

Over.

It was finally over…


Ch. 25


But of course, it wasn’t over just like that.

First, we had to get back to the school, which wasn’t too hard. So many monsters had died in the battle that we didn’t see any more on the way back. Plus, apparently, when I offed the King, his control broke on his minions, causing them to run off. Good thing too; there were plenty of injured, not to mention more than a few casualties from the ambush.

And the trip wasn’t exactly easy on me either. Though I quickly restocked my blood, I was injured badly. Sadly, that wasn’t an impediment to Amarante, who was eager to hover around me and coo with praise at my slaying of the King. And if it wasn’t her, it was Jackson peppering me with questions and trying to squeeze me for details until one of the girls chased him away.

A whirlwind of events followed, but I paid attention to little of it. But that didn’t mean I failed to hear about it.

I sighed back in my room, the latest edition of the Patriot’s Standard unfolded in front of me, including Jackson’s story. The guy might have been annoying, but I’d give him credit; he wrote an entertaining account.

“This paper sucks,” Hexie said from her place on the upper part of my pillow.

“I think he did a pretty good job. A few too many exclamation points, and I’m not a fan of how many times he uses ‘pounced,’ but otherwise not bad.”

“Yeah, but it barely has any pictures. And no dirty ones! I totally could have gotten him some shirtless pics of you. Get all the ladies drooling over your bod. Ladies love a man with scars.”

“No lack of those,” I noted as I sighed, closing the paper and sitting up. “But I can’t be wasting time with this.”

“That’s right,” Hexie agreed as she stretched sensuously on the pillow. “Not when you could be spending it stuffing me with that cock!”

“Not that either,” I grunted. “Finals are coming up in a week, in case you forgot.”

“I don’t care,” Hexie said indifferently, flopping from her flirtatious look. “But it sounds like it sucks.”

“It does,” I agreed.

“Then glad I’m not doing it,” Hexie yawned. “But I’m rooting for you, or whatever.”

“Thanks for the sympathy,” I said dryly.

Hexie’s answer was a loud snore.

I rolled my eyes. Figures. Nonetheless, I still had to get started. So much had happened since I’d gotten to Stoneway; sometimes it felt like I never even went to class. But I did, and I really needed to study. Unsurprisingly, I hadn’t had a huge amount of time for it lately. Which wasn’t an excuse that would be tolerated forever.

Dragging out my textbooks, I thumped them down on the desk. Alright, let’s see. No more distractions. Time to get down to it. Now, history first. In the fourth century after the Cessation wars, the prices of grain caused the earl of Gastron to wage war and—ughhhh.

“Alister!” Kensie called from the other room. “Could you come in here real quick!”

“Well, I can’t very well ignore a member of my harem,” I said to the world at large, which gave no answer, aside from another snore from Hexie.

Heading into the living room, I found Kensie sitting cross-legged on the couch, notebooks filed around her in small neat piles. Not far, the King of the Forest’s skull was propped up in a corner. Apparently she was going to send it home to get hung up, but postage had been a bit awkward. I wasn’t even sure how she managed to fit it through the dorm’s doorway…

“Kensie, hey,” I said. “What did you need?”

“Well,” she said, clearing her throat and wriggling in place. “I was just thinking that, you know, with finals coming up, we might… uh… that we could probably really benefit from studying together. You know. Seeing as we’re roommates.”

“Really?” I asked, honestly kind of touched. “You want to?”

“Of course!” she said, her tail instantly beginning to wag. “I mean, you’re my warlock, right? So it only makes sense to help you out.”

I laughed, coming in and plopping down beside her. “Makes sense. But geez, Kensie. Keep that up, and I might start thinking you liked me.”

Kensie blushed again, but her tail thwapped me even harder with its happy wags. “Cut it out. Now c’mon. I put together a bunch of notes on the history of the Free States.”

Sounded good to me. But no sooner did I open the book than there was a knocking at the door. “Yeah?” I called.

The door swung open under the pressure of the three women in the hall, causing them to almost fall over each other. Erina recovered first, bounding gracefully up, her tail twitching with excitement. “Alister!” she proclaimed. “I have come to help you study!”

“We have,” Tanya corrected with evident amusement.

“Yes, but I had the idea first,” Erina declared, touching her breast proudly. “As the prefect for the freshmen, I consider it my duty to assist those students under my care to achieve the highest grades they can! And that, quite naturally, includes my warlock. I could not forgive myself if I didn’t do everything in my power to make sure you achieved the marks you deserve!”

“I came to help too,” Tanya said with an amused smile, lights dancing around her like a halo. “I know how much better you study with us beside you, Alister. And I’d be happy to do whatever I can to help.”

I took in the pair with amazement before my eyes landed on Ashlyn, who seemed to be trying to hide behind Erina a bit. “You too, Ashlyn?” I asked.

The dragon girl scoffed, her wings giving a flutter, which made the splint on her broken one rattle a bit. “W-well, after seeing how terrible you are in class, I figured you were probably even worse at studying. So, I mean, I thought that since I’m naturally going to ace all of my tests, and I happened to be passing by, I may as well lend some of my experience and knowledge to the biggest idiot in class.”

“Passing by, hm?” Tanya asked slyly, leaning in towards the dragon girl. “Is that why when Erina and I came up, we found you pacing in front of his door? You’d practically worn a groove into the carpet.”

Ashlyn’s face lit up such a bright red it rivaled her scales. “I… I was not! I just got there. You can’t prove otherwise!”

“It’s hardly anything to be ashamed of,” Erina noted proudly. “Any true daughter of Caldia desires the company of her warlock. Why, your tendency to be inseparable from our love is exactly the kind of woman the Free States so badly needs. The yearning and passion of your desires are to be commended! In fact, I almost hope that you carry his first child.”

“Wh-what!” Ashlyn burst out. “I’d never lower myself… you… I don’t…”

The dragon girl stole a quick look at me, then blushed again and hid her face behind some copiously annotated notebooks she’d brought. I genuinely think I saw some steam sizzle out from her ears.

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. Laughed harder and freer than I think I’d ever laughed before. Laughed until my ribs hurt and I was on the verge of tears. Never in my wildest dreams had I thought I’d ever be loved by such wonderful women as the ones in front of me.

“I’d be glad for some help,” I finally managed to say around my chuckles. “Come on in.”

The trio bustled inside and immediately nabbed spots on the couch. Even Ashlyn did, which caused a fair bit of squeezing. But given it made me the center of a gorgeous witch sandwich, I didn’t have the heart to even try and kick anyone off.

“Here,” Ashlyn mumbled, shoving her heavily bookmarked notebook into my hands. “I put together worksheets for all your classes.”

“And I have a lesson plan for the studying,” Erina added, rubbing shoulders with me, her diamond earrings flashing.

“How wonderful,” Tanya added, having moved behind the couch, her breasts pressing against the back of my head as she leaned over. “In that case, perhaps we should incentivize his studies even more?”

“How so?” Ashlyn asked suspiciously.

“Well,” Tanya hummed, leaning in a bit further, her ample breasts squeezing against my head despite the thin fabric between us, “Perhaps a… reward system for our warlock. When he answers a question right, he gets a quick kiss. And when he finishes a workbook, perhaps something more.”

I perked up instantly. “Oh?” I asked.

“An excellent idea!” Erina purred as her hand wandered into my lap, rubbing the bulge that was making no secret of its presence. “Many studies show reward systems help knowledge retention significantly.”

“Yeah, I heard that too,” Kensie said, nuzzling my neck.

“W-well, he does need all the help he can get,” Ashlyn said gruffly, though her eyes were glued to my crotch and the way Erina’s fingers circled the bulge in the fabric.

“While we’re at it though,” Tanya said gently, her hand sliding into her pocket. “There’s something else we wanted to give you.”

“Give me?” I asked, puzzled. “What for?”

“Do we need a reason to give you a present?” Erina asked. “Can’t we do it simply out of loyalty and love?”

I looked around at them. That was an option? “Uh…”

“Here,” Tanya said, pressing a small box into my hands.

I looked at the box in confusion, then at the girls, who watched me with expressions of eager anticipation. Alright, this was new. Curious, I undid the ribbon and opened it.

“...Woah,” I breathed.

“Do you like it?” Kensie asked eagerly.

Pinching the silver chain between my fingers, I drew the engraved locket out of the box. The gold trim caught the light bleeding through the window, making the locket flash prettily as it spun. “It’s beautiful,” I said.

“Open it,” Hexie cheered, practically bouncing. “Open it open it open it!”

With another look at them I did so, the latch giving with a click. As it opened, several frames fanned out like the petals of a flower, and my breath caught at the photos of each of the girls framed within.

“Oh,” I breathed, words failing me. “It’s…”

“So you’ll always have us near your heart,” Tanya said warmly, resting her hand on mine and giving me a gentle squeeze. “There’s even extra spots if more girls are added to the harem.”

“I also wanted it to play the national anthem when you opened it,” Erina put in. “But that would apparently have been too complicated.”

“Do you like it?” Ashlyn asked. “Because you better! That thing was expensive.”

I looked around at the expectant faces of the women I loved, a lump in my throat choking me, warmth in my chest and feeling a prick of tears in the corner of my eyes. “It’s… it’s beautiful,” I told them sincerely as I closed it, putting the chain over my neck. “Thank you all. I’ve… I’ve never gotten a gift like this before.”

No one said anything. But as one, Erina, Tanya, Ashlyn, Kensie and Hexie moved in and hugged me. I did my best to hug them all back, a flood of love and happiness overwhelming me.

We stayed like that for a minute, then Erina pulled back, beaming. “Now!” she said. “Let’s get back to studying. We still have a lot to do before the finals.”

“I’ll say,” Ashlyn put in. “I’ve seen your test scores, Alister. You need all the help you can get.”

“Works for me,” I laughed, for the first time in my life looking forward to a study session.

And feeling the locket pressing against my chest, I felt ready to take on the world.

End
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