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Chapter 1.


I’d faced many challenges over my career as a warlock/child soldier/living weapon of the Free States of Caldia. Be they taking on screaming horrors of Auropan hellforged engines, slaughtering an entire fortress garrison single handedly, or resisting the urge to eat a bullet during a four hour recital of regional anthems by the Patriotic Youth Pioneer’s Orchestra.

But Stoneway final exams? Well, they’d been a bigger challenge than any of them.

And now, I held the results in an envelope in my hands.

“Well?” Erina Harper said eagerly, the cat-girl’s tail swishing with excitement. “Open it!”

“I’m sure you did well,” Tanya Tormentia said from beside me, stroking my arm consolingly while a halo of lights blinked worriedly around her demonic horns.

“He’d better have,” Ashlyn Withers grumbled from my other side. “We didn’t spend all night studying for him to fail.”

“Is that what you two were doing?” Kensie Killmaiden said, the wolf-girl’s canine ears twitching. “Because these walls aren’t as thick as you think.”

Ashlyn flushed, but her draconic tail tightened possessively around my waist, making me grunt.

We were in the living room of my dorm. I was on the couch, the five women in my life all crowded around me, staring at the envelope I held with breathless anticipation. Even Ashlyn, who was doing her best to pretend not to be interested, was watching it intently.

“Just open it already!” Hexie shouted from atop my head, the imp’s feet kicking at the back of my neck as her breasts squished on my forehead. “You people are treating this way too dramatically. If he fails, so what? He’s still gonna rule the world for me! Muahahaha!”

“Ignore that,” I said, but the threat of my imp familiar spouting off more commentary provided the motivation I needed to brace myself and open the envelope.

Now, I didn’t consider myself stupid, but my time in the army hadn’t exactly had much space for ‘book learning’. Mainly because being the guy the upper brass chucked into the meat grinder didn’t require much literary effort. When you and some poor Auropan grunt were in a trench, fighting over a knife while shells exploded all around you, no one was quoting the great philosophers. Well, aside from General Wellermarch, whose creed of, ‘Shoot the fucking sonofabitch before he shoots you!’ every soldier knew by heart.

Then again, my new harem of lovely witches had done wonders to motivate me.

Still, my heart hammered as I drew out the sheet from inside and opened it. My eyes flashed over it with the speed of ripping off a bandage in the medic tent. And just like it, when I didn’t see any red, I relaxed and actually read out my grades.

The rest of my harem moved in quickly, craning around and over me to read my marks. Tanya nodded, her lights beaming with joy. “Excellent, Alister,” she said, patting my shoulder. “You passed them all!”

“Barely in the practical elemental course,” Ashlyn sniffed.

“Few warlocks do well in there,” Erina assured me, stroking my shoulder. “If there was a wyldcraft course, he’d have done amazingly. We all know it. Kudos, Alister. You make your country proud!”

“I suppose,” Ashlyn said, still looking annoyed. “At least you did better than what your skills would suggest when you first came here.”

I winced a bit at that one. Oof. Too true. When I first arrived at Stoneway, I couldn’t even stir a cup of water with magic. Now though, I… could sort of make the water swish in the cup. Still a far cry from some witches, who could conjure whirlpools big enough to sink a battleship with a wave of a wand. But hey, some progress was better than none.

And though there were a concerning number of C minuses on my sheet, none of them meant I’d have to repeat a class, and I dared relax a bit, sinking into the couch. “Thanks, girls,” I said, looking at the five women clustered around me. “Really. Literally couldn’t have done it without you.”

“W-well, that much is obvious,” Ashlyn scoffed, but again her tail squeezed me.

“We were happy to,” Kensie told me happily. “Especially since it meant you didn’t have to cheat by using your vampiric powers to hypnotize the instructors!”

“I’m not a vampire,” I said.

“Of course not,” Kensie said with patient understanding, patting my hand. “Whatever you say.”

I sighed, but not even Kensie’s persistent belief I was a bloodsucking monster… well, okay, I kind of was thanks to my wyldcraft magic, but I really wasn’t a vampire. At any rate, not even that could dampen my mood. I felt good, dammit. Relieved. A big pressure was finally off of me.

Then Erina clapped her hands and beamed at me. “Well then!” the cat-girl declared. “I suppose that means we can finally begin planning for the winter break, hm?”

I blinked up at her. “Sorry, winter break?”

“Of course,” she said. “Really now, Alister. Surely you had some plans for the break period between terms?”

“Not really,” I admitted. “I’ll probably hang around Stoneway until the second term starts, I guess. Not like I have any relatives to visit or anything.”

“No?” Tanya said.

I shrugged. It was pretty much the truth. I did have family out there, but I wasn’t in any hurry to reconnect. Not after they sold me to the army for a wad of cash. A literal wad. I’d seen my dad counting it before the truck I’d been tossed into drove away. Not an uncommon story for a lot of warlocks born into regular families in the Free States. Caldia considered warlocks too valuable to leave lying around. Well, too valuable to leave to their family. Not too valuable to throw as barely trained teenagers against the demon fueled armies of the Democratic Republic of Auropa. And if it wasn’t for the signing of the Treaty of Westova, I’d probably still be at the front, slaughtering grunts for the glory of the nation.

Woo…

“I pretty much just stayed in hotels or couch surfed with some troopers I was discharged with,” I admitted aloud. “Up until I started at Stoneway, at least.”

“Well!” Erina declared. “That will hardly do!”

“It won’t?” I asked.

“Yeah!” Kensie agreed, her tail beginning to wag. “We can’t let you spend the holidays alone.”

“Exactly,” Erina agreed, clasping a hand to her chest, tilting back her head to stare into the distance. “Winter break falls on the Festival of Yuletide. The most important holiday to every true patriot of our glorious Caldia! Even more important than Freedom Day! Blessgiving! And Patriot’s Month! A time to remind ourselves how lucky we are to live in a nation of such plenty and dignity as the Free States. A time to celebrate the large families, freedom, and the dignity of capitalism, unlike those filthy turnip eaters in Auropa. Yes!” she declared, practically trumpeting it. “A golden opportunity to remind ourselves of the importance of our family ties. To spend such a sacred holiday alone isn’t just unfortunate. It is a stain on the very honour of the nation!”

“You gave a very similar speech about elderberry pie,” I noted.

“And meant it,” Erina said passionately. “No. I will not accept this! Alister, you shall spend the holiday with me!”

I blinked. “Beg your pardon?”

“H-hold on!” Kensie barked. “How come he’s spending it with you?”

“Yeah!” Ashlyn snapped, huffing a puff of smoke. “Why not with me? N-not that I want you to,” she added, glaring at me. “Because I don’t. Mother would be just insufferable if you came with me. Just, why do you get him?” she demanded of Erina.

“Well,” Erina said in surprise. “Naturally because my home is likely the only one with enough rooms for his entire harem.”

“You’re inviting us too?” Kensie asked.

“Why of course,” the cat-girl declared, her tail twitching and face scrunching in affront at any thought otherwise. “To try and monopolize a warlock from his harem during a holiday to celebrate the families that bring our nation such glory would be downright treasonous! And how better to deepen our ties than together at my family’s palace?”

Glances were exchanged around the room, and I was one of them. Though I had a few hangups the others probably didn’t. Namely, Erina’s mom.

Not that I had any issue with Adamanta Harper. The current queen of the Free State province Umbrica was a skilled general, witch, and actually cared enough about her troops not to throw waves of them across no man’s land in the hopes their blood would drown the enemy trenches.

One other thing she was, however, was my former lover. Not often. Really, it was barely a fling. But spending the holiday with a woman I banged while I was also fucking her daughter, along with four other women, seemed a bit… awkward…

“Uh…” I began.

“That sounds great!” Kensie said.

“It does?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” the wolf-girl remarked, tail wagging furiously. “For you see, my family lives up there as well. We could stop by during the break and I could introduce you!”

“Oh,” I said, my stomach sinking at the thought of visiting a family of famous monster hunters, with a particular emphasis on vampires. A family whose daughter had spent the first few weeks knowing me trying to out me as a vampire and threatening to stake me in the heart. “That sounds… fun…”

Kensie’s face softened and she touched my leg. “Don’t worry, Alister,” she said. “I’ll be sure to make sure they know you’re coming, and tell them what a wonderful man you are. Not at all like the sorts of vampires they’ve fought.”

“Will you also tell them I’m not a vampire?” I asked.

Kensie hesitated.

“Kensie?” I asked.

Her ears folded a bit and her tail wrapped around herself. “Um… well, I mean, I kind of… did already tell them about you when we first met. You know. For um… advice on how to reveal a vampire and potentially slay one… B-but I’m sure they’ll believe me when I say I was totally wrong about you being a nefarious undead out to enslave all the virgins at school and make them into your dinner and love slaves!”

“You told them that!” I yelped.

“I did add allegedly at the end,” Kensie said.

I buried my face into my palm.

Dear gods.

“Hahahaha! This is gonna be a hoot!” Hexie cackled with glee, drumming her fists on my forehead, which wasn’t doing my growing headache any favours.

“Not. Helping,” I grunted.

I felt a soft touch on my hand and lifted my head to see Tanya leaning in, lacing her fingers in mine and giving a squeeze.

“Don’t worry, Alister,” she said gently. “We’ll explain everything. I’m sure it will turn out well. In fact, this seems like a golden opportunity to go around and meet the families of the rest of your harem too. And I should point out that if you want to keep these lovely ladies in your harem, you would have to meet their families sooner or later. You may as well get it out of the way now.”

Damn. She had a point. I was going to have to get that out of the way sooner or later, and realistically, it was a golden excuse to do a quick tour of the girls’ families, hopefully make a good impression, then nope out of there before anyone could break out the stakes and holy water. And as awkward as holidays at Erina’s would be, it’d be much better than hanging around the Killmaidens and getting invited to a friendly-fire prone ‘hunting trip’ into the woods.

“Well,” I said at length, “I guess I didn’t have anything else planned for the holiday anyway…”

“Wonderful!” Erina cried, clapping her hands gleefully. “It’ll be amazing, Alister. You’ll see! It’ll be a trip you’ll never forget!”

“You know, Erina,” I said with a sense of finality and creeping dread. “I have a feeling you’re going to be very right.”


Chapter 2.


The end of term week at Stoneway was agreeably slow-paced. While the girls made their quick travel plans and communicated what was going on to their families, I sort of just drifted through the days in a pleasant haze of not doing too much. It was a little weird, truth be told. I rarely had that kind of break in all my life. During the war, I’d maybe get a few days from the front, and spent most of those getting blackout drunk before being dragged back by some MP’s. And my first term at Stoneway had been eventful, to say the least. Even when I first got discharged there were so many papers to sign, meetings to keep, recruiting officers to flip off when they tried to get me to reenlist, I barely had time to arrange to attend the university.

Now though, there was just peace. It felt kind of good, honestly. Not even being in a relationship with five women kept me busy, aside from at night. I did manage to snag a quick meet-up with my fellow warlocks for our usual harem support meeting, though.

“Sounds like an excellent idea,” Lucen said affably, the warlock nodding along as his hair moved sinuously like a mass of tentacles, expertly making some tea. The rest fluttered around like he was in the midst of his own private dramatic breeze.

“You think so?” I asked him.

“Sure! You absolutely should meet their family at some point, though traditionally the girl meets the warlock’s first. I’m having my lovely ladies meet my parents up in the Catskin mountains this year. We have a lovely little cabin up that way along with the main house. Spend some time there, just me and the girls for the nights, then nip in to spend the holidays with the family. Going to be delightful.”

“Mmmm,” Salazar hummed from where he was snoozing, his head resting on his slim arms, baggy warlock coat hanging off him. “Yeah. Make… good impression.”

A rumbling came from Dorm, the biggest warlock I’d ever seen, and that was saying something. “Going to Harperia? In Umbrica?” he asked ponderously, his beady eyes peering down at me from over the edge of his barreled chest.

“Sounds like it,” I confirmed.

Dorm grunted. “Maybe I’ll see you there.”

“You live around there?”

He nodded, grunting. I waited for more to follow, but apparently he’d used up his stock of words for the day, and seemed content to just sit there, being big. And to be fair, he was damn good at it. Expert at being huge. Downright masterful bulkiness.

“So this is normal,” I said, turning back to Lucen.

“Oh yes,” he confirmed as a lock of hair dumped several cubes of sugar into his drink, then picked up the tea and gave him a sip. “Mm. Standard, really. Any warlock that didn’t want to meet a girl’s family is guaranteed to just be playing around.”

“Bas… tards…” Salazar mumbled.

A more threatening rumble came from Dorm, effectively conveying his take on the matter.

They made a good point. And it also gave me more reason to keep any bellyaching about meeting the folks during the break to myself. I definitely didn’t want to give any of the girls the impression that I was just playing with their hearts. I was in these relationships for the long haul, come hell or high water.

But first came the end of term ceremony.

It was held in the main auditorium of the school, where some of the roots of the Tree of Knowledge knotted around the ceiling like we were taking in a presentation underground. A sea of robed witches filled the seats, while the odd black mark showed where the school’s few warlocks were. The stage was filled with teachers, sitting behind a tiered desk that climbed from the back. I settled into some seats with the girls all around me as the globes of light flickering on the ceiling dimmed, and Headmistress Elegantra Templeton made her appearance.

Elegantra moved out onto the stage, passing behind the teachers before taking her place at the crown of the podium. The ancient witch stopped there, her floppy hat wobbling like a deflated mushroom, her face so wrinkled it was like looking at a tree made flesh. Aside from her right arm, which was a literal chunk of wood animated by her magic.

As her wooden arm grasped the podium flowers bloomed across it, ivy and moss draping the front like a banner of green.

“Welcome, students,” she said, her voice projecting through the auditorium thanks to a spell. “And welcome to the end of your first term at Stoneway. We’ve had an eventful time to be sure, but I’m pleased to see that we have overcome the various trials that have been given us, and together have come out stronger for it.

“Some of you have changed in even this short time, and others are well on their way to become the men and women this nation will need in this strange new future before us. One filled with opportunity, hope, and freedom. And as you go out on break, visiting loved ones, enjoying your time away from school, I can only ask that you all relax and spend the time preparing for whatever comes next. For a new term awaits, and your education is your greatest weapon.

“Thank you.”

Polite applause rose from the audience as Elegantra took a seat. A number of other teachers rose and said their farewells, reminding students of things to come in the new term, but I hardly paid attention. When it was over I gladly got up with the girls and we made our way outside the auditorium, moving in a knot while the sea of witches swept past us and towards their dorms.

For our part, we found a spot not far from the doors to gather up. “So,” I said, taking them in. “Plans finalized?”

“They are,” Tanya said proudly. “We’ve figured out the optimal route to take to end up at Erina’s home in Harperia. One that will enable us to spend at least a day meeting our families on the way.”

“Tanya even got the tickets,” Kensie said happily.

“You’re an absolute lifesaver,” I told the felborn.

She beamed, quite literally. The lights around her horns sparkled with delight. “Thank you, Alister. It was the least I could do to make sure everyone got what they needed on this trip. And they were all wonderfully accommodating to our schedule.” She cleared her throat and produced a small notebook from her pocket, flipping to the first pages. “Now, we’ll be heading to my family’s mansion first, as it is in the area. And after that, we’ll go to Ashlyn’s.”

“O-only for one day!” the dragoness said quickly. “Doubt you could even last that long before humiliating yourself in front of my parents,” she said huffily.

I chuckled, not fooled at all and gave her hair a stroke. “Thanks for looking out for me.”

Ashlyn just snorted, turning her head aside, but I caught the blush that glowed on her cheeks. Maybe I’d find teasing her boring eventually, but I had a feeling that wouldn’t be for a very long time.

Catching the warm smile from Tanya, I turned back to her. “Anway, what’s after that?”

“Then,” she said, referring back to her notes, “we’ll head to Umbrica and meet with Erina’s family and set ourselves up. From there we can pop over to the Killmaiden estate for a quick visit, then head back and spend the actual holiday at Erina’s family castle.”

“And you’re going to absolutely love it,” the catgirl gushed, her feline ears and tail twitching with glee. She clasped her hands before her plump chest, practically glowing with pleasure. “It’ll be wonderful, Alister! You’ll just love my family. And they’ll love you! I’ve already been fielding dozens of questions from them about the hero whose harem I joined! Mother especially is dying to see you again.”

“Oh. Good,” I said, still not sure how I felt about that. Might be nice to reminisce about soldiering with someone who understood the whole business. On the other hand, it might not be so good if certain other things came up.

“And my father is very excited to see you too,” Kensie assured me. “He has an amazing collection of weapons! I’m sure you’ll appreciate them.”

“Yaaaay,” I said with jazz hands aflutter, trying to inject some enthusiasm in there but not sure I succeeded.

“Looking to enjoy your break, Mister Blackwood?”

A shiver shot up my spine, but for once I was actually glad to hear that sinuous voice. I mean, I’d have also been okay with my leg spontaneously breaking as a distraction, and probably would have preferred that.

Still, I did turn to face Professor Maleficia as she slithered up to us, her arms crossed beneath her shapely chest, and her eyes as poisonous as her fangs probably were.

I tried not to stare at the serpentine instructor. Not a lot of witches had the level of mutation that she showed, her entire lower half being a snake’s. Her eyes were reptilian slits, her hair gathered in a bun like a bunch of steel wool, and her air frostier than the Mourning Mountains. Even her tail rattled faintly with warning, not that I needed it. Nothing good had ever come of me crossing her path. I’d survived Auropan assassins that exuded less hostility toward me than her.

“Professor,” I said, doing my best to keep my tone respectful. “Yes, actually. I have plans to head around.”

“Wonderful. The school could use the opportunity to recover from some of the trouble you cause.”

Hardly fair. I mean, it hadn’t been my fault Rodney had tried to blow up the school with a warp bomb. Though, it had kind of been for me that Gabriel had sent hordes of monsters at the school. Though I wasn’t keen to take the blame for some warlock who had delusions of political grandeur trying to steal my harem queen. Still, antagonizing someone like Maleficia never went well. Best thing to do was to be polite and let it go.

“None of that was his fault,” Kensie barked, her canine ears cocking back and a scowl on her face. “Alister saved the school twice now!”

“Quite so,” Erina added firmly. “He is a hero of the war and the academy!”

Well, so much for not antagonizing her.

Maleficia’s eyes narrowed sharply. “Is that right?” she said, drawing out her S a bit with a flicker of a forked tongue. “A pity that doing so caused so much collateral damage then. Though,” she added with a cutting look my way, “I suppose that’s to be expected from a warhound such as you.”

I shrugged. “What can I say?”

“Nothing, if you were wise,” Maleficia replied immediately.

What a charmer she was.

“Though I see wisdom isn’t in large supply around here,” Maleficia continued with another scan of the rest of the girls, her gaze arresting on Ashlyn, who flushed under the lamia teacher’s gaze. “How… disappointing.”

Ashlyn ducked her head, reddening further but didn’t offer an excuse or rebuttal.

“I suppose time will tell, won’t it?” I said, which was probably stupid of me, but I wasn’t going to let anyone in my harem get picked on by someone with a problem with me.

“I suppose it will,” Maleficia said with a last glare my way before she turned, slithering away to no doubt go lurk under a rock somewhere.

When she was out of earshot I grunted, crossing my arms with a grimace. “She’s such a bitch.”

Erina gasped. “Alister! That’s quite disrespectful to say about one of the most accomplished professors at Stoneway.”

“I don’t care if she figured out how to make gold out of curdled milk, she’s a bitch.”

“Agreed,” Kensie said.

Tanya merely sighed, shaking her horned head. “She certainly has… baggage that would be nice not to be unloaded on us.”

“Well, forget her,” I said, waving it off before slinging my arm around Kensie and Ashlyn. “We’ve got better things to do than deal with her. We’ve got to get packing, don’t we? We’ll be miles away from this school in no time.”

“You mean you haven’t been packing all this time!” Erina squeaked in horror. “Alister! That won’t do at all. Come on! We need to get your gear loaded up at once. There’s no time to lose!”

“It doesn’t take me long,” I assured her. “Really!”

“Well! We’ll soon see about that,” Erina said, starting off towards my dorm. “We’ll not have our warlock forgetting something on a trip as important as this. Ladies!”

I caught Tanya’s eye, and the felborn rolled hers with a soft laugh before giving me a push after the cat-girl. The fact that both Ashlyn and Kensie immediately started walking decided the matter, and I was carried along back to the dorm to make sure I had everything I needed to meet the parents.

And at the same time, I knew I wouldn’t have nearly enough…


Chapter 3.


When I arrived at the station to catch the train, I wasn’t surprised at the worried looks of the conductors and other employees. Considering the last time I was aboard, the train had almost been derailed and everyone eaten by monsters, I considered it a fair concern. The fact that I’d helped save everyone was probably the only reason I wasn’t turned around, but even so I caught an engineer rushing into the back after he spotted me and saying something on a phone.

And I won’t lie, once we were underway and passing over the section of track that traversed the Shadowy Wood of Gloom, I tensed up a bit. Fortunately though nothing happened, and once we were away and past the rows of wardstones that held back the monsters, I did dare relax a bit. As did the four women in the cab with me, though they played off returning various foci to purses and pockets. Regardless, I appreciated their awareness of danger. We weren’t going to get ambushed like last time, that was for damn sure.

We shot past Amberton, heading further into the sort of country they’d slap on postcards. Rolling hills and fields dotted with small villages wooshed past us. Farms canvassed the landscape along with modest little forests and quaint homes here and there.

“So what is your family like, anyway?” I asked Tanya. “I’ve only met your aunt so far, and you didn’t give me much information otherwise.”

“Well, we’re a large family,” Tanya said, sounding for the first time a little cagey. “Scattered all across the province, really, and some in different parts of Caldia itself. We have to be, given the number of industries we have interests in.”

Erina laughed. “How modest of you,” the cat-girl said fondly before looking my way. “The Tormentia family is one of the wealthiest in all of Caldia, in fact.”

“Really?” I asked. I knew her family was wealthy, but that was a bit more information than I’d gotten before.

Tanya squirmed, the lights around her head twinkling. “Well,” she said, brushing some hair back behind her horns. “We do alright.”

Sounded like it. “Think I’ll be a problem?” I asked. “After the whole… you know. Gabriel thing.”

Tanya smiled warmly and touched my hand. “Alister, even if my family loathed you, it wouldn’t matter to me. You’re the warlock I chose, and I’ll never regret that decision, no matter what.”

Wow. I was actually touched. Then I heard a pop near my ear, and I immediately became annoyed as Hexie’s voice cackled.

“Of course they’ll love him,” the imp said, sitting smugly on my head. “Look at this guy! Who could hate him?”

“Do you want a list?” I asked drily.

“Be a bit shorter these days, huh?” she said teasingly.

I rolled my eyes.

“It’ll be fine,” Tanya assured me. “They’ll adore you. My parents were already impressed with your record and name, and once they meet you, I know there won’t be a single problem.”

“Well, I’ll do my best not to give them a reason to hate me,” I assured her.

With that we settled in for a comfortable train ride. I spent most of it reading one of the romance novels I’d taken out of the school library before we left. Though the holidays were bound to keep me busy, I wasn’t about to miss an opportunity to delve back into my collection. I mean, how could I when there was the gold of Lord Draconus and his proud and spirited captive Maiden Serene to indulge in? The sheer sexual tension of their first meeting demanded me to keep reading. Plus, it was great research. Needed to get all I could. The girls were wonderful inspiration of course, but nothing beat a good book.

I was actually a bit disappointed when at last, we reached our destination, a town called Lammrick, which butted up against a wide river with a collection of provincial buildings and a hill rising to a distant castle. I’d reached a particularly saucy scene in which Lord Draconus had just declared Serene would be his, and she’d replied that only if he could handle her. Bodices were in the midst of being ripped and our heroine was getting down on her knees when, with a hiss, the train ground to a stop.

“Alister, this is our stop,” Tanya noted.

“Yeah. Yeah,” I said, unable to tear my eyes from a page so hot it should have combusted. My gods, was he really going to take her like that? Under the portrait of her father? I fumbled blindly for my luggage and managed to manhandle it after me, gentle nudges from Erina and Kensie keeping me on track as we exited the train and passed through the station. We’d just reached the street when everyone stopped and I heard Tanya give a sigh.

“Oh for goodness sake,” she sighed.

“Eh? What?” I asked, finally managing to tear my eyes from the book.

And saw our ride.

Now, I wasn’t up to date on the newest model of cars. Most I saw were the sort of rugged machines you could dip in a swamp, empty a clip into, and it would still start. But I was pretty sure your average car wasn’t towed by a horse decked out in a diamond studded halter, had a driver in a top hat, and was, in fact, a carriage that looked more suited to cart around royalty than some nobodies.

There were also four of them lined up.

And what appeared to be an escort of uniformed witches on brooms.

“Holy hells,” I heard Ashlyn breathe.

“Yeah,” I said blankly.

“Alright!” Hexie cheered. “Finally a ride worthy of my master!”

Tanya merely shook her head, covering her face with a hand, the lights around her glowing red with embarrassment.

“Well, a touch modest, but I suppose they didn’t want to make too big a fuss,” Erina said merrily.

Me, Kensie, and Ashlyn turned to give the cat-girl incredulous looks. Erina looked between the three of us blankly.

“What?” she asked.

“Nevermind,” I sighed, shaking it off and returning my attention to the carriages as one of the drivers approached, cutting a swift bow to us with a sweep of his top hat.

“Lady Tormentia,” he said, straightening stiffly. “We offer our greetings from Lord Gerald Tormentia and Lady Beltan Tormentia. We have been tasked with escorting you and your warlock to the estate at once.”

“How kind of them,” Tanya said, lifting her face from her hand and putting on a pleasant smile. “I would be honoured to accept the escort. We all would.”

“Sure, yeah,” I said. “Why not?”

The driver waved us towards the entourage with another bowing wave, and together we entered the various carriages. We only really needed two, and barely at that given each was designed to seat four people. Clearly, the Tormentias expected me to have a much bigger harem than I really did. By now I wasn’t exactly surprised at this. Even at the train station there were a few patriotic posters plastering the walls declaring ‘Be a Mother of the Nation.’ And even some ads with a cute witch holding a perfume bottle, smoky letters spelling out: ‘Tulip’s Scents Always Get Him in the Mood.’

We settled in and the carriages were soon under way, heaving into motion and rattling down the road. A few cars moved around us, but this far in the country there were still plenty of horses and buggies. Most witches lacked the magic control to fly brooms, and though cars were becoming more widespread, they were still a bit pricey, though with the war over the factories would no doubt start churning more of them out. And cheaper too. Even if the money wasn’t there, I doubted the state would let the factories be idle for now. Things were still tense with Auropa, and the military would want to be able to switch back to making weapons at a moment’s notice.

For now, though, peace reigned. I suspected it wasn’t because both sides had come to an agreement, however. Personally, my money was on the fact both sides had bled each other too much to keep it up, and warp bombs made direct conflict too insane for even our generals. At least, for now. We’d see what the future held, I supposed.

My immediate future was coming up as the carriages left town and rolled through the countryside. To my surprise, we weren’t headed to the castle, but instead towards an absolutely sprawling manor that sat just outside of town.

The gate swung open as we arrived in our little column, the witches on their brooms hustling up to the house and deploying on either side of the doors, joining a row of maids and butlers lined up like they were on parade. As the carriages rolled to a halt a footman scurried up and opened the door with a deep bow.

Hexie whistled from atop my head. “Daaaamn,” the imp breathed. “She really is loaded!”

“Yeah,” I said with a glance at Tanya who was blushing, but didn’t look annoyed by the performance. Personally, it all felt a bit much, but I wasn’t about to insult my new girlfriend’s family by saying so. Thus, I joined Tanya in getting down from the carriage, the others soon joining us.

As we gathered, the doors to the manor swung open and a man and woman stepped out. Didn’t need many guesses to figure out they were Tanya’s family. Her dad was tall, stately, with a full flowing handlebar mustache that almost swallowed the lower half of his face. Its length practically mirrored his horns, and the monocle he wore fit with the rest of his formal attire to a tee. He looked ready to lead a military parade or a board room meeting, his dignified posture suggesting army background, and no doubt as an officer.

The Duchess Tormentia, by contrast, was a small woman in a flowing blue dress that gleamed with jewels. She held her husband’s arm loosely, and around her head glowed a halo of lights, orbiting around a beehive hairdo between her horns, threaded with more jewels. Her figure was petite, and her face delicate, but it lit up like the lights around her head when she saw Tanya.

We approached the pair and I cut a quick bow when we came near. “Duke Tormentia. Duchess. It’s wonderful to finally meet you.”

“Hm hmm. Indeed,” the Duke said, pinching the tip of a mustache between gloved fingers as his eyes ran up and down me coolly. “A pleasure indeed.”

“So polite! Isn’t he, Gerald?” the Duchess asked, squeezing her husband’s arm as her cheeks dimpled with a smile. “And look! What a delightful harem. Is that an imp?”

“Yo,” Hexie said, wiggling her fingers in greeting.

“My! How exotic. And look there! Is that Princess Harper? How delightful!”

“Greetings, Duchess Tormentia. Duke,” Erina said with a formal curtsy. “Thank you for welcoming us into your home.”

“Oh! She’s a darling. Isn’t she, Gerald?” the duchess cooed.

“Yes yes. Hr hrm. Quite charming. Indeed. Yes,” the Duke said, still tweaking his mustache. “A pleasure to welcome you all into our home. Pity you can’t stay long. Yes. Unfortunate that. But glad to have you while you can.”

“It really is such a pleasure! Oh, isn’t that Ashlyn Withers?” the Duchess said, releasing her husband to flutter up to the dragoness. “Look at you! So beautiful. It’s been simply far too long, my dear girl. What a delight to see you again after all this time. I knew you’d flower into a gorgeous young thing. Didn’t I always say that, Gerald?”

“Yes, yes. Indeed. You did. Yes,” the Duke said.

“Good to see you again, Duchess,” Ashlyn said, squirming with discomfort.

“Oh! And this must be the monster huntress,” the Duchess cooed, spinning to a startled Kensie. “What a charming young girl. Look at you! I can see why the Killmaiden family is so famed. Didn’t I say they were, Gerald? I know I did. I’m sure I met your family at some point.”

“Yes. Yes, you did say so. Indeed. Yes,” the Duke confirmed.

“Oh! But I do prattle on,” the Duchess cried, throwing her hands in the air. “My dear children always tell me that. They always say, Betty? You do go on. And when so much is to be done! But of course I just can’t help myself. It’s such a delight to see my dear girl at last with a warlock. And with such an esteemed one to boot. Didn’t I say he would be, Gerald? I know I said that Alister would be a wonderful young man.”

“Yes! Yes. Indeed, yes. You said so. Hmm. Yes.”

“But here I am, bothering you all out here. Oh! I can be such a silly goose. Simply addle brained! Dear me. Come in. Come in! You must all be exhausted from the trip. We’ve had dinner all sorted out. You’ll love it. Simply love it! I prepared the whole thing. Well, I made the menu. The cooks prepared it. I can barely cook. Didn’t I always say that, Gerald? Just hopeless in the kitchen.”

“Yes, my dear. Yes. Indeed. Yes.”

“Gerald! My cooking isn’t that bad, is it?”

“No, my dear. Not at all. Never. No.”

“Are you sure, Gerald? You did love those cookies I made that one time. I followed the recipe exactly.”

“Yes, yes. You did, my dear. Yes. Absolutely.”

“We’d love to come in, mother,” Tanya said, cutting in smoothly. “And dinner sounds wonderful.”

The Duchess whirled to her daughter again, the lights crowning her flickering so bright I was almost blinded. “Oh of course!” she cried, grasping Tanya’s hands and drawing her towards the doors. “Look at me. So scattered. I get that way when I’m so very excited. Come in. Come in! And welcome to our home.”

I smiled a little shakily and exchanged a look with Kensie and Ashlyn. I got a feeling that tonight was going to be… interesting.


Chapter 4.


Despite the name, dinner at Tormentia Hall was actually pretty pleasant. Much better than some higher class dinners I’d been dragged to, which generally consisted of either a terse meal after I’d been given another medal, or some high ranking officer flexing by showing me off. Usually that meant they just expected me to act all war hero-ish, which seemed to mostly involve keeping my mouth shut and looking serious. The few times I’d been asked to tell war stories had quickly robbed everyone of their appetites. Apparently, comparing the textures of the main course to a man’s entrails spilled over the muddy battlefield didn’t go over well. Never ruined my appetite, though.

Which meant my mood in the dining room was downright pleasant. The Duke and Duchess sat at the head of the large table, leaving the rest of the table to me and the girls. A bit of a tense situation as the seating arrangement was sorted. Tanya, obviously, sat on one side of me, seeing as it was her parents we were visiting, while eventually it was agreed through rock paper scissors that Kensie would be on my other, leaving Erina and a pouty Ashlyn sitting across from me. Hexie, naturally, remained on my head, and I could just tell she was waiting for a chance to throw in some racy comment.

And I gotta say, the food was downright divine. So much so I half suspected that Tanya had plotted with her parents to make sure it was all stuff I liked. Which ended up being mainly meat. Gods but I loved a good steak, and the ones served up were downright perfect.

Conversation was pretty light. Mostly the Duchess quizzing her daughter on school, occasionally referring something to her husband, who agreed, and occasionally another question was posed to me, or Ashlyn, or someone else. Replying seemed to be optional with the Duchess, who was ready to carry on a conversation all on her own.

Though halfway through, as the third course was delivered by expressionless servants, talk turned to a more… tense subject.

“Now Tanya,” the Duchess said, waving the servants out of the room, “you said you met Alister at Stoneway, which is simply wonderful. What your father and I had hoped for, of course, and were eager to see come about. You finding a lovely warlock to make you happy. Didn’t we, Gerald?”

“Yes. Hm. Indeed, yes,” the Duke said, nodding along, though I caught a faint glint in his eye.

“Just as I said! Exactly. But we were also quite worried as well! Especially when we learned that Gabriel was still expressing interest in you.”

Ah.

I glanced at Tanya and saw her stop eating abruptly. The clink of cutlery died around the table as eyes glanced between each other. Tanya raised hers and looked at me, and I nodded. We’d discussed this beforehand, and it seemed the time had come.

“Yes,” Tanya said, putting down her fork and knife, the lights around her horns glinting uncertainly, a sharp contrast with her schooled expression. “He made his interest known. Of course, I’d already turned him down.”

“Oh, don’t remind me,” the Duchess cried, waving a napkin like a fan. “Awful business that was. Simply terrible! The family was furious. Weren’t they, Gerald?”

“Indeed. Yes. Terrible business, that,” the Duke grunted.

“I stand by my decision,” Tanya said firmly. “Even more so now. Naturally, I told Gabriel that I was now in a relationship with Alister. He took it… poorly.”

“Did he?” the Duchess declared. “My my! And he seemed like such a nice young man. Full of potential! Didn’t he, Gerald?”

“Quite,” the Duke said, his agreement curiously muted. He folded his hands and stared at us flatly. “Many in the family were quite eager to see him married in. Very much so. But it seems that was not to be.”

“It was not,” Tanya said, taking a deep breath. “I’m afraid that Gabriel tried to have Alister abandon me in order that he might try and add me to his harem. When Alister refused, Gabriel took matters into his own hands. You remember the monster attacks I wrote about?”

The Duke and Duchess exchanged a look.

“Ah,” the Duke said.

“Oh my,” the Duchess said. “You mean he…”

“His wyldcraft allowed him to influence the minds of others,” I explained. “He used it to try and have me killed. He even arranged the attempt during the monster hunt, and tried to join in himself. We took care of him when he gave us no choice.”

“Is that so?” the Duke said. “I heard of his death, but no reports of him attempting to kill another student.”

“We didn’t tell anyone,” Tanya said. “He was a former member of the Internal Investigative Unit. If we had, they would likely have tried to cover it up. And make more problems for us in every way they could. We decided it would be easier if he just died.”

The Duchess gasped, but the Duke didn’t seem surprised, merely nodding. “A wise precaution,” he said.

“Did you know he was a Ghost?” I asked the Duke, using the more casual name for members of the internal security divisions.

“He had implied it heavily when he began courting Tanya,” the Duke said. “Many in the family had surmised it as well, and were keen for such a match. Our business does a great deal of work with the army, and having someone with connections within a domestic agency was seen as a great boon. It is unfortunate he died,” the Duke said, meeting my eyes grimly. “But as we know, sometimes there is no alternative.”

“Agreed,” I said, and notched the Duke higher in my esteem.

“Oh my darling!” the Duchess cried, dabbing at her eyes as she gazed sadly at Tanya. “You poor thing! How awful it must have been…”

“It could have been worse, mother,” Tanya confirmed, but she smiled a bit. “Fortunately,” she said with a glance at me, Kensie, Ashlyn, Erina and Hexie, “I have a wonderful harem to help me with it.”

The Duke and Duchess smiled, the Duke’s lifting his large moustache and softening his face as he looked fondly at her.

“Well that’s wonderful, darling,” the Duchess said, leaning in to her husband and resting her hand on his, her halo of lights spinning around her horns and glowing a warm glimmer. “I always knew you’d find a wonderful man. Didn’t I, Gerald? I always said that. And knew it too!”

“That you did, my dear. Yes. That you did,” he replied, gazing lovingly into his wife’s eyes.

Watching them, I felt a pang of affection for the pair and their relationship. Something so sweet and tender between the two. They truly were in love, I realized then. Honestly and sincerely. A sometimes uncommon situation among harems. I’d been a bit worried, given how Tanya was being pressured into a relationship with Gabriel. But then, the fact that Tanya had been able to break off the engagement with the dipshit said everything that needed to be said about that. It also helped explain her. Many felborn grew up aggressive or obsessed with fighting and battle. But growing up in a house with the Duke and Duchess? I could believe that Tanya had seen what true love really looked like, and I wasn’t surprised she wanted it too.

Dinner after that was much more comfortable, and as it concluded the Duchess rose eagerly before the rest of us.

“Tanya, dear,” she said happily. “We’ve arranged for your room to be all set up. The Warlock Wing has been opened up just for the occasion,” she said with an exaggerated wink.

Tanya pinked. “Wonderful, mother. I’m sure we’ll enjoy it.”

“Oooh hoo hoo! I imagine so,” the Duchess giggled, wriggling in pleasure. “Please, show your handsome young man and these delightful young things there, won’t you? I’m sure you’ll appreciate it. Won’t they, Gerald?”

“Yes. Quite so. I imagine very much so,” the Duke hummed as he rose as well, giving us a faint nod of dismissal.

Alright, that was an interesting reaction. Now I was really curious. Tanya seemed more than eager to show us, giving her mother and father a quick kiss, hug, then skipping to the doors and leading us through the manor.

The Warlock Wing turned out to be a small annex connected to the greater mansion. Wood panel walls seemed to shine with varnish under the light of electric lamps. A huge number of doors lined our path, which Tanya explained each led to their own rooms. A quick tour was called for, and Tanya was eager to demonstrate.

“A dueling field is right over there,” she said, pointing out a window to a raised stone arena barely visible in the moonlight. “And over this way are the baths. Specially heated water and big enough to fit a dozen people.”

“Get a lot of warlocks through here?” I asked.

“A few,” she said with a sly smile. “Enough to know what they need to make their ladies happy. Specifically…” she added, putting a hand to a particularly large door and shoving it open.

I actually gaped at the room revealed. Large, rounded, it was absolutely dominated by a massive bed sitting in the middle of the room like a pedestal. The huge bed could easily fit eight people, and the sheets shone silkily in the low light of some scattered lamps. Bay windows at the back looked out on a garden whose magic plants glowed softly in the night like motes of gold. Wide curtains framed it, and near the wall was a cabinet absolutely loaded with what looked like booze.

“Holy shit!” Hexie gasped from my shoulder, immediately taking flight and fluttering around to the room’s various facilities. “Master, you gotta get one of these things asap!”

“Oooooh,” Kensie breathed, drinking in the sight.

“Most impressive,” Erina agreed, which was pretty significant coming from a literal princess.

“Warlocks in the family often come by Tormentia Hall to get away from it all,” Tanya said fondly. “I often looked in on it when it wasn’t in use, and dreamed of a day I could bring the love of my life to it, and share it with him.”

“And now you can,” I said, sliding my arm around her waist, hugging her against my side.

Tanya flushed happily, leaning against me as her lights glowed pink with love. She snuggled in against me, stealing a glance up at me. “I can,” she breathed, leaning up and giving me a kiss.

I hummed, my tongue stroking her lips, Tanya shivering in delight before opening her mouth, allowing me to deepen it. Oh ho! Now things were getting really interesting.

“Hey! Can we drink anything in here?” Hexie shouted from the liquor cabinet.

Tanya giggled and slipped away from me. “Of course,” she said. “Everything in the manor is available to us.”

“Does it have room service?” Kensie asked eagerly.

“Really now. You just ate,” Erina remarked in exasperation.

“I can get snackish,” Kensie said defensively. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Where do you even put it all?” the cat-girl asked.

“Her tits!” Hexie cackled, in the midst of wrestling a bottle of wine nearly as big as her out of the cabinet.

“No!” Kensie barked, flushing. “I just have a strong metabolism, that’s all.”

I leaned against the door, watching the five of them wander around the room. Even now I found it a bit hard to believe all of these wonderful women were in love with me. Sometimes at night, I’d wake up, and in that terrible realm where I wasn’t quite conscious, I’d think my life now was just a dream. That I was really in some bunk in a trench, and in ten seconds was going to be thrown at a bunch of terrified enemy soldiers to slaughter them and lead another advance across enemy lines, the stink of smoke, blood, and burning flesh and rubber stuffing my nose.

Then I’d feel the soft body of Kensie, Erina, or Tanya move against me. Snuggle lovingly to my side, and I’d settle, my heart calming, and I’d wake up to my life now.

My wonderful life.

A knock on the door pulled my attention and I opened it, only to find the Duke standing on the other side.

“Sir,” I said, immediately falling into the familiar way of addressing a superior. “Did you need to—”

“No no,” the Duke said, his mustache twitching as he beckoned. “I wished to talk to you. Alone.”

Uh oh.

I felt my stomach tighten and nodded slowly. “Of course… Be right back!” I called back into the room, though I don’t know if anyone heard me. Hexie was trying to dare Erina into taking shots, and Tanya was showing Kensie how to work the servant’s bell rope to order food to the room while Ashlyn admired the view through the window.

Hiding my smile, I slipped out of the room, joining the Duke, who waved for me to follow. I did so, walking in silence to the end of the hall and out some double doors. The chill of approaching winter swept over us. A path led to the gardens that wrapped around this part of the estate, but the Duke didn’t go further, instead stopping at the stone railing of the small patio and reaching into his jacket.

Instinctively I tensed, wondering if he was going for a gun before he produced a pair of cigars. “Smoke?” he asked, offering one.

“Oh, no. Thanks. I don’t.”

“Terrible habit,” he agreed, returning one to his picket before sticking the second in his mouth. His hand fished around and brought out a lighter, flicking it open and on before lighting his cigar and taking a slow, measured puff.

“Hr hrm. Surprised I use a lighter?” he asked.

“Well…”

“Not a warlock myself, I’m afraid.”

“You’re not?” I said, admittedly a bit surprised.

He shook his head, taking a slow puff. “No. No. Afraid not. The horns are vestigial from my ancestor, a true demon. But I haven’t a spark of magic, I’m afraid. Not a whit. Far more common than you might think. Quite so. Quite so. Even among the upper echelons, you’ll not find many warlocks.”

“I didn’t think the situation was that bad,” I admitted.

The Duke puffed his cigar slowly, giving me a measured look. He took it out, tapping out a few ashes. “Afraid it was, my boy. Oh yes. Indeed it was. Terrible business, the Witch War. Awful stuff. When it first broke out, many warlocks signed up eagerly. It was their patriotic duty! Those first years were awful. Terrible business. So many young men’s futures cut so short, so quickly. A massacre of the cream of generations.”

I nodded. I’d known, of course. Had a first hand view of the whole thing. But it was interesting to meet someone who had been around from the beginning of the conflict, and had a broader view of the whole thing.

“I can’t say,” the Duke continued thoughtfully as he surveyed the gardens, “that I wholly approve of the harem system.”

Now that got a start from me. That kind of talk could be considered treasonous. “You don’t?” I asked.

He shook his head soberly. “No. No. I understand the necessity, lad. I do. The nation does need warlocks. But many a young woman and man have been trapped in it. Before the war, it was hardly the default. But now, with so few left, it’s a necessity. When I married the Duchess,” he said with a sidelong look my way, “there was no indignity with a witch choosing a normal man over a warlock. It was more of a choice. Now? Well,” he sighed. “Now, it’s seen as a terrible shame to. The women themselves think it so. Would you believe it? Check in the propaganda department, and it’s ninety percent women. They know how to pressure a girl to want something. The war changed so much. Often, I can barely recognize the nation I once knew. Ah,” he sighed, exhaling a plume of smoke that drifted away across the garden. “But perhaps that’s just an old man talking. The years drag us down, lad. Change washes over us with the waves of history. And who knows? Perhaps this is for the best, though I wish, in truth, there was a chance for more thought in the matter. Sadly, necessity has governed us for the war, and though it may be over, it will stay with us for some time to come.”

I listened in silence, letting the moment after that drag as I considered my response. Turning my head, I looked over the peaceful gardens, the glow flowers blooming, the soft hum of insects and chirp of night time birds singing in the silence.

Peace.

I never thought I’d live to see it.

“I can’t say I’m entirely sold on the harem system,” I said slowly, deciding to trust the Duke. “When I got out of the army, I thought about being monogamous.”

The Duke actually started at that. “My word, really?” he asked.

“I know. Depraved, isn’t it?” I chuckled, shrugging. “But now? Well, now, I couldn’t think of not loving even one of these women with me. And Tanya was a big part of helping me see that. I don’t know if the system is right or wrong. But I love all of them, and I can’t imagine going into the future without them.”

The Duke nodded slowly, then reached out and squeezed my shoulder. “You’re a good man, Alister,” he said warmly.

I laughed a bit bitterly. “If you knew of half the things I did in the war, you wouldn’t say that.”

“If you truly believe that, then leave it with the dead on the battlefield. The future is for the living, my boy. Take it from a man who knows only too well. Live for the future. That’s all that matters now. For Tanya’s sake. For all of them. Treat them well. Have children. Families. Make a future you’ll want them to have. That’s all we can do.”

Strange to say, that actually helped. I felt my stomach unknot a bit, and I nodded. “Thanks,” I said. “I’ll try.”

“Good lad,” he said, squeezing my shoulder again, mustache lifted with fondness before he withdrew his hand and folded it behind his back. He took another puff of his cigar, and his expression sobered further. “You’re heading to Umbrica, aren’t you? For the holidays?”

“I am,” I said. “Visiting Erina’s family and Kensington’s.”

“Hmm.” The old man took another thoughtful drag of his cigar. “Well,” he said slowly. “I suggest you be careful.”

“I’m not a vampire,” I assured him. “The Killmaidens will hopefully believe me.”

The Duke waved his cigar in the negative, trails of smoke snaking in the air. “Not that. I’ve been hearing some alarming information coming out of Umbrica.”

“Really?” I asked, instantly wary.

He nodded soberly. “Indeed. It seems there’s been some domestic issues in the region. Separatist and ideological factions stirring up trouble.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” I agreed with a frown.

“Indeed not,” the Duke said soberly. “The Umbrican People’s Front is particularly active.”

“Shit,” I grunted. Groups that called themselves the People’s whatever were always bad news. They tended to have some pretty stringent ideas of who their ‘people’ were, and anyone not their kind of people weren’t really people at all. “Anything else?”

“Not that I know of. I just recommend you be careful. I’ve only heard rumours, but they’re enough to make a man uneasy about doing business in the area. They apparently long for when Umbrica was its own nation, before the confederation that formed the Free States. Could be nothing, but best to be safe out there. I doubt they’ll love having a hero of Caldia hanging about.”

“Thanks for the tip,” I said. “But I don’t plan on making any waves.”

“That is often out of our hands,” the Duke noted.

Too true.

A comfortable silence settled between us, the Duke idly smoking as we looked out on the garden and the dance of the fireflies and sway of glow bulbs in the gentle wind.

“But really?” the Duke eventually asked. “You’re not a vampire?”

I sighed.


*Chapter 5.


After bidding the Duke goodnight I headed back to my room with a fair bit on my mind. Not just about harems and the geopolitical ramifications of the war, but also his warning about Umbrica. Sectarian violence was never fun, and hopefully it remained none of my business, but I did have a princess of the region in my harem. So I’d be stupid not to worry about it. Which wasn’t exactly what I was looking for in a vacation.

I found myself touching the locket I hid under my shirt. A gift from all the girls to me, and one that held each of their portraits. I felt again that pang of love and tightening in my chest, and tightened my grip on it reflexively.

Whatever happened, I had them, and loved them. I’d deal with whatever the future brought as it came.

And as I opened the door to the Warlock room, the future was looking like some fun.

I stopped in the doorway, staring. The large bed was no longer empty, but instead played host to four naked and extremely gorgeous young ladies, all gathered up near the headboard and giving me looks that left no doubts as to what tonight’s activities were going to be.

Holy shit.

Tanya was in the middle, her halo of lights spinning slowly around her horns and casting a soft pink glow across her crimson skin. She’d positioned herself with one leg drawn up, offering a perfect view while maintaining an almost artistic pose. The felborn smiled at me warmly.

Erina sat to her right, practically glowing with excitement. Her tail swished behind her and her feline ears were perked forward attentively. She’d pushed her chest out proudly, and I had to appreciate the view. The cat-girl was absolutely stunning.

Kensie was on Tanya’s other side, her wolf tail wagging so hard it thumped against the mattress. Her black canine ears were forward and alert, and she’d gotten down on all fours with her rear raised invitingly. She grinned at me over her shoulder.

Ashlyn was furthest to the right, pouting with her arms crossed under her breasts in a way that pushed them up rather than hid them, probably by design. Her dragon tail coiled around one thigh and her wings were folded primly behind her back. She glared at me like she was angry, but I could see the flush spreading across her scales and the way her pupils had dilated.

“Well?” Tanya said, her voice pitched low and inviting. “Are you going to stand there all night, Alister? Or are you going to join us?”

“I think he’s shocked into silence,” Erina giggled. “As well he should be! For what sight could compare to the beauty of four patriotic daughters of Caldia, eager to show their appreciation for such a valiant warlock?”

I had to laugh at that. “You’re going to keep doing the patriotism thing during sex again, aren’t you?”

“Why, I don't know what you mean!” Erina declared defiantly.

I started pulling off my coat. The room already carried a faint hint of the perfumes they’d been wearing all day, but now it was mixing with the perspiration we were all shedding in anticipation of the deeds ahead of us. Outside the windows, the glow flowers in the garden pulsed gently beyond the thin white curtain, and I had to admit it did do something for the mood. “Alright then. Far be it from me to keep my ladies waiting.”

“Apparently not that far,” Ashlyn muttered, but I caught her licking her lips and lashing her tail as I started undressing.

I pulled my shirt over my head and heard Kensie make a soft whimper of appreciation. When I glanced at her she was gawking at my chest with open hunger, her tail wagging faster. Right. This was all still taking some getting used to. Having women actually not just want me, but love me. To have their lust for me burning hotter for that love. Wanting to touch me. Wanting to ravage me.

My pants hit the floor and I kicked them aside. My cock was already concerningly hard, like a sluggerball bat coated in diamonds, and I stifled a chuckle as I saw all four women’s eyes drop to it immediately. The air in the room felt charged.

“Gods,” Kensie breathed. “I’ll never get tired of being staked by that monster.”

“It is quite impressive,” Tanya agreed, her lights pulsing brighter. “We are very lucky witches.”

“Mew,” Erina purred in agreement. “See how it salutes us? Even his cock is a patriot.”

Ashlyn said nothing, but I saw her throat work as she swallowed, her tail unwinding and rewinding around her thigh restlessly. Her brows furrowed as she looked at me, doubling down on the crossing of her arms, bringing them tighter against her ribs, but her cheeks were downright rosy now as she tried not to stare at the pillar of masculinity that awaited her.

I climbed my way onto the bed and the mattress dipped under my weight, silk sheets cool against my knees. Immediately hands were on me. Tanya’s fingers automatically traced the old scars on my chest while Erina’s nails dragged lightly down my back. Kensie pressed against my side, her soft fur tickling my skin, and even Ashlyn reached out to squeeze my arm, not to be left behind, even as she muttered a defiant “Hmmph!” for no one in particular.

“You’re all eager tonight,” I noted, feeling the heat radiating from all of them. Gods, but they all smelled so good. There is just something about the way women smell.

Tanya leaned in and kissed my shoulder with lips soft and warm. “We didn’t get much of a chance to celebrate passing our exams, after all. And you were wonderful with my family. I wanted to show my appreciation for that.”

Erina’s hands slid down to my hips. “Mrow. Plus we’re at the Tormentia estate. Where better to enjoy ourselves? This bed was made for harems, after all. It sure beats the bed in your dorm room.”

Kensie nuzzled against my neck, her nose cold against my skin. “And you’ve been stressed. I can smell it on you. Let us help.”

I turned to look at Ashlyn, who was still hanging back slightly, though her hand remained on my arm, grip tightening and loosening. “And what about you?”

She huffed, turning her head to the side. “I suppose you’ve earned some attention. Not that I’m particularly interested or anything.”

“Liar,” I said fondly.

Her head whipped back around, eyes flashing at me in the low light. “I am not lying! I simply think that as a member of your harem, it would be in bad taste not to participate when the others are. That’s all.”

“Whatever you say,” I replied, then moved forward and captured her lips with mine.

Ashlyn made a startled sound but melted into the kiss immediately. Her arms came up around my neck and she opened her mouth, letting me deepen it. Her breath was minty, which betrayed the fact that she’d been anticipating this kiss so soon after a big meal and had taken steps to freshen up for me. When I pulled back she was flushed and panting, with small wisps of smoke escaping her nostrils.

“Alister,” she breathed.

“Yes?”

“Touch me, you dick.”

I grinned and obliged, my hands sliding down to cup her breasts. They were wonderfully soft and warm, her skin heating under my palms. Ashlyn’s breath hitched and her wings fluttered behind her, creating a soft whooshing sound.

Erina pressed against my back, the cat-girl’s breasts soft against my skin and her tail wrapping around my waist. “Someone’s impatient. But I believe it’s my dear Tanya’s home. She should get first choice.” She paused, then leaned closer to my ear, her voice dropping to a purr. “Besides, I want to watch how you please her.”

I glanced at Tanya, who had moved to recline against the pillows, legs spreading in invitation. She smiled and beckoned me with one finger, her lights dancing shadows across the carved ceiling above us. Oh gods, but that pussy looked like a treat. “Come here, my darling warlock,” she cooed, and I almost lost my composure right then.

The way she said it sent a jolt of manly purpose straight to my cock. I moved towards her, and Ashlyn made a disappointed sound as I pulled away, though Kensie immediately nuzzled against her to offer comfort. The wolf-girl’s tail kept wagging as she pressed kisses to Ashlyn’s shoulder.

Gods, Tanya was beautiful. Tanya’s skin was crimson and flawless, illuminated in the glow of her lights. Her breasts rose and fell with her breathing, nipples already hard and flushed darker than the surrounding skin. Between her thighs she was soaking wet, the scent of her lust already in the air. I loved that scent. Even after a big meal like the one we’d just had, it made me hungry.

I settled between her legs, feeling the heat radiating from her core. “May I?”

“I’d be broken if you didn’t,” she breathed.

I lowered my head and dragged my tongue along her slit, savoring the taste. Tanya gasped, her hips jerking slightly, and I enjoyed her flavor, sweet and musky as it was. I did it again, slower this time, savoring the way she trembled. My tongue found her clit easily and I circled it gently, feeling it pulse against my tongue like it had a job to do.

“Oh!” Tanya’s hands came down to tangle up in my hair, her lights suddenly blazing brightly, almost white. “Oh, Alister! Yes!”

Beside me, I heard the cat-girl’s Erina’s soft mew of appreciation and the rustle of movement. I glanced over and saw her and Kensie had shifted closer together, the cat-girl’s hand already sliding between the wolf-girl’s thighs while they watched. Ashlyn sat nearby, trying to look aloof but her hand had crept down to touch herself, draconic wings spread slightly to cool her heating body.

The sight of them sent a bolt of purpose through me. I returned my attention to Tanya, working her slowly, using everything I’d learned about what she liked. I alternated between broad strokes of my tongue and focused attention on her clit, listening to the way her breathing changed, the soft gasps and moans. When I pushed two fingers inside her she moaned loudly, her inner walls clenching around them, slick and hot.

Erina’s voice came from beside me, rough and whimpery at the same time. “That’s it. Look at how well he pleases you, Tanya. What dedication. What skill. A true great man of Caldia knows how to satisfy his women.” She mewed softly, her own breathing growing heavier. “Those limp-cocked men of Auropa could never.”

Tanya’s thighs trembled on either side of my head, soft skin pressing against my ears. I could feel the magic in her building, her lights growing brighter and spinning faster. I added a third finger and curled them to stroke that spot inside her that I knew drove her wild. My tongue worked her clit faster, harder. Fun fact, while I’ve been acquainted with that spot for many a year, I learned itis called a G-Spot from a romantasy I got from the library titled “The Demon King’s Bride”.

“Alister,” Tanya gasped, her grip tightening in my hair almost painfully. “I’m... I’m going to...”

Her lights suddenly blazed white, bright enough that I had to close my eyes. She cried out, her thighs clamping around my head as she came, whole body arching off the bed. I felt her pussy pulse around my fingers rhythmically and kept working her through it, drawing out her orgasm until she pushed at my head weakly, oversensitive.

“Too much,” she panted. “Stop, baby. I’m going to break if you keep going.”

I pulled back, licking my lips, still tasting her. Tanya collapsed against the pillows, her lights dimming to a soft contented glow that pulsed in time with her slowing heartbeat. She smiled at me dreamily, reaching out to cup my cheek.

“Wonderful,” she sighed. “That’s my warlock.”

“Our warlock,” Erina corrected her. “And also Caldia’s warlock.”

Beside us, Kensie whimpered, Erina’s fingers moving between her legs faster. The wolf-girl’s ears were flat against her head, her tail wagging frantically. “Can I... can it be my turn next?” she asked breathlessly.

“Patience, dear,” Erina said, though her own breath was coming faster, small mewing sounds escaping her throat. “Though I suppose... Alister?” She looked at me with big eyes, pupils dilated. “Perhaps you can tend to her while I prepare my body for you?”

Translation: Erina wanted to watch a bit longer so that she came extremely easily as soon as I mounted her. She seemed to think that a witch cumming instantly for her warlock was a sign of excellent compatibility, so she occasionally stacked the deck in her favor during these encounters. I grinned and nodded at the wolf witch. “Come here, Kensie.”

She practically bounced over, her enthusiasm infectious. She positioned herself on all fours, looking back at me over her shoulder with an eager grin, tail wagging so hard her whole rear end was swaying. “Like this?”

“Perfect,” I said, moving behind her and sliding my hands over the curve of her ass. She was already soaking wet, her arousal coating her inner thighs.

“Please,” Kensie whined, pushing back against me. “I’ve been watching and I’m so ready, please just—”

I pushed into her in one smooth thrust and Kensie’s head snapped back. “Awoo—ahh, oh gods!” The howl cut off into a moan as I hilted inside her. She was tight and hot and so wet I could hear her girlcum dripping onto the mattress.

“You okay?” I asked, holding still to let her adjust.

“So okay,” she panted. “More. Please more, baby.”

I gripped her hips and started thrusting, finding a steady rhythm. The sound of skin slapping against skin filled the room, mixing with the soft sounds from the others. Tanya was getting in control of her breathing now, letting out contented sighs as she lazily stroked herself. Erina started meowing and purring more and more loudly as she played with her nipples, pointedly depriving her pussy. Meanwhile, Ashlyn was breathing so hard as she touched herself that little sparks flew out of her nose from time to time.

Kensie always made the most incredible sounds. Whimpers and whines and little yips of pleasure, her tail brushing my chest and hitting the sheets on either side repeatedly as it wagged. She kept trying to look back at me, her eyes glazed with pleasure.

“Harder,” she panted after a minute, bracing herself better. “I can take it. Please, Alister, I need—”

I obliged, slamming into her with more force, angling to hit deeper. The headboard thumped against the wall with each thrust and Kensie’s cries grew louder, more desperate. She was so wet that each forward push caused a small splash onto my thighs.

“Yes, yes, yes!” Kensie chanted, her claws digging into the silk sheets, tearing small holes. “Fuck me, Alister! I love youuu!”

I reached around and found her clit with my fingers, rubbing in tight circles. Kensie’s back arched sharply, her whole body going rigid for a moment before she threw her head back.

“Awoooooo!” The howl was long and loud as she came, her pussy spasming around my cock in waves. I kept thrusting through it, drawing out her orgasm until she collapsed onto her stomach, still trembling, small aftershocks making her whimper.

When I pulled out she made a soft whine of loss. “That was amazing,” she mumbled into the sheets, tail giving a few weak wags.

“Glad you enjoyed it,” I said, patting her flank gently.

Erina announced from behind me, her voice husky as she moved to all fours, “Now I believe it’s my turn.” At some point she stopped teasing her nipples and started touching her pussy, I realized, as her inner thighs were glistening a bit too much to just be casual leakage. Her kitty tail lashed behind her and she looked back at me with heavy-lidded eyes. “And I want you to take me just like that.”

I moved behind her, still hard and aching. Erina pressed back against me immediately, rubbing herself along my length and mewing softly.

“Eager?” I asked.

“Mrow,” She pushed back harder. “Don’t tease. I’ve been waiting like a good witch. Now give me what I need, Alister. Fill me, and let me fantasize about your breeding our great nation’s future inside me now.”

I positioned myself and pushed inside. Erina yowled as I entered her. She was hot and wet and tight, her inner walls gripping me exquisitely.

“Yes,” she hissed once I was fully seated. “This is what I needed. My strong warlock’s cock filling me up. Stretching me.” She started to rock back against me immediately. “Soon you’ll impregnate me, Alister. Fill me with your dutiful seed and I’ll bear you strong children for the glory of Caldia!”

“Gods, do you ever shut up about that?” Ashlyn groaned from where she was still touching herself, though there was no real annoyance in her voice, more fond exasperation.

“Never!” Erina declared, then let out a loud mew as I pulled back and thrust hard. “For it is every witch’s duty to bear the next generation so that we can keep those turnip eating Auropan dogs at bay! Mrow! Yes! Just like that!”

I set a punishing pace, giving her exactly what she’d been working herself up for while watching. Erina met me thrust for thrust, her tail wrapping around my waist for leverage. Her breasts bounced with each impact and I reached forward to grab them, earning a pleased whimper from her.

“That’s it,” she panted, her words interspersed with increasingly frequent kitty sounds. “Touch me! Make love to me, Alister! I need you to know this body belongs to you as much as it does me!”

Her nails dug into the sheets, tearing larger holes than Kensie had. I felt her inner walls starting to throb and flutter and I knew she was close to the edge. I shifted my angle slightly and her next mew turned into a desperate moan.

“There! Right there! Don’t stop, don’t—nyah!” The noises grew frantic as her pleasure built higher. “Breed me! Fill me till it’s leaking out! Give me your—NYAH!”

She came with a scream that ended in a drawn-out groan, her pussy clamping down on my cock so hard I nearly followed her over the edge. I gritted my teeth, holding back through sheer force of will as she spasmed beneath me, small catlike sounds continuing as the waves of pleasure rolled through her.

When she finally collapsed onto her side, still trembling and whimpering softly, I was breathing hard and my cock was aching with the need for release.

“Good?” I managed to ask.

“Mrrow... wonderful,” she purred weakly, nuzzling against the nearest pillow. “You are truly a credit to the Free States, Alister. Though I am slightly disappointed I didn’t actually get you to fill my womb this time.”

“Okay, fucking finally,” Ashlyn said, and there was real need in her voice now. The dragon-girl had been touching herself the whole time, watching, and she was flushed from her cheeks down to her chest, with small wisps of smoke escaping her nostrils every time she exhaled. “Are you going to fuck me or not? Asshole.”

“Come here and find out,” I said, trying to mimic the growl I imagined the heroes of my romance novels making in similar situations.

Well, it seemed to work. She scrambled over immediately, her attempt at maintaining peak brattiness apparently forgotten. I pushed her onto her back and settled between her thighs, my hands sliding up her sides. The scales on her hips were hot to the touch, getting hotter as her arousal built. Ashlyn glared up at me, her face flushed and her bare breasts heaving, but I could see the desperate need in her eyes even as she tried to stick to her aloof expression.

“What’s the magic word?” I teased.

“The magic word is ‘fuck me like you mean it before I set you on fire’,” she retorted, but her voice shook slightly mid-repartee.

I laughed and leaned down to kiss her. Ashlyn kissed back fiercely, really biting more than kissing, and her arms came up around my neck, nails pricking my skin. When I pushed into her she gasped right into my mouth, her wings spreading out beneath her and trembling.

I started moving slowly, savoring the feel of her after holding back through Erina’s climax. Ashlyn made a frustrated sound and wrapped her legs around my waist, trying to force me deeper, faster.

“Faster,” she demanded against my lips. “Harder, Ali! I need it so bad!”

“What happened to not being interested?” I asked, still moving with deliberate slowness.

“Shut the FUCK up and love me,” she hissed. Small puffs of flame escaped her mouth, heating the air between us. “Just... please. I need...”

I knew what she needed. I’d watched her touching herself, getting more and more desperate as she spectated my performance with the others. I picked up my pace, thrusting into her harder and faster, giving her what she’d been working herself up to as well.

Ashlyn’s claws dug into my back and her tail coiled tight around my leg like a vise. Her scales were hot to the touch and getting hotter by the second, almost burning. She was making small sounds with each thrust, trying to hold them back but failing.

“That’s it,” I murmured against her ear. “Let go, Ashlyn. I’ve got you. You don’t have to hold back.”

“Nyah! Don’t... don’t get cocky,” she panted, but her eyes were glazing over and her hips were meeting mine thrust for thrust. “You’re not... not that good.”

“Liar,” I said again, and reached down to rub her clit. “I’m fucking great.”

Ashlyn’s back arched off the bed sharply, her wings spreading wide and knocking over a lamp on the nearby table with a crash. She came with a strangled cry, smoke pouring from her mouth and nose as her pussy clenched around me rhythmically. Her scales flashed darker, almost black, as the waves of pleasure crashed through her.

I kept thrusting, pushing her through one orgasm. She was still trembling when I felt the second one building, her sounds becoming more desperate.

“Alister!” she gasped, her claws drawing blood from my back now. “I can’t... it’s too much...”

“One more,” I encouraged, changing my angle to hit that spot inside her. “You can do it. Come for me again.”

“I... oh gods...” Her wings wrapped around us, cocooning us together in their leathery embrace, blocking out the room. In this private space, with just her amber eyes locked on mine, she finally let go completely. “I love you, baby! I love you so fucking much, you fucking asshole! Nyah!”

Hearing that from Ashlyn, who fought so hard to maintain her proud facade, finally pushed me over the edge. I kissed her fiercely as I buried myself as deep as I could go and came hard, pulse after pulse filling her. The sensation triggered her second orgasm and she screamed into my mouth, her whole body shaking violently beneath me, tail and wings both going rigid.

When I finally collapsed beside her, both of us were trembling and gasping for air. I carefully pulled her against my chest, her scales still radiating heat like a furnace.

“You okay?” I asked softly when I could breathe again.

“Mmmm,” was all she managed, her head tucked under my chin.

The other women shifted closer on the huge bed, creating a warm cocoon around us. I could hear Tanya’s soft breathing. I could feel Kensie’s tail thumping occasionally against my leg. I could sense Erina’s purring rumble where she’d curled up nearby.

A pop sounded near my head and Hexie appeared, sitting on the pillow with her arms crossed. “Really, master?” the imp said, her voice pitched with exaggerated hurt. “You’re going to leave me out of all the fun?”

“Hexie,” I groaned, still catching my breath. “I just...”

“Fucked four beautiful women and didn’t think to include your lovely, sexy, amazing familiar?” She pouted dramatically. “I’m pretty sure this constitutes neglect.”

“You were watching from where you were, I’m sure,” I pointed out.

“True,” she admitted with a wicked grin. “And it was quite the show. But watching isn’t the same as participating, master. You know that. Which is why I waited until this moment to make my appearance.”

I glanced at the other women. Tanya had propped herself up on one elbow, watching with amusement, her lights pulsing a gentle blue. Erina and Kensie were giggling softly. Ashlyn had her face buried in my chest but I felt her snort.

“Alright,” I sighed, though I was already feeling that familiar pull of arousal at the idea. “But I’m not moving. You’re doing the work.”

“Hell yeah, be the dead fish, master! I’ve got you!” Hexie cheered, pumping one small fist in the air. She closed her eyes and I felt a pull on my magic as she drew power from me, creating an oddly pleasant sensation. The imp began to grow, her body expanding until she was roughly half the size of a human woman, maybe a bit taller. She stretched luxuriously, her wings spreading wide and her tail lashing behind her. She was just big enough to fuck, in other words. “Much better. Now I can handle you, master.”

The others shifted without prompting, making room as Hexie crawled onto the bed, exaggeratedly shaking her hips the whole way. She straddled my hips, and I felt myself starting to harden again at the sight of her—at the sight of all of them, really.

“Now then,” she purred, reaching down to stroke my cock, coaxing it back to full hardness. “Let’s have some real fun. Girls? Don’t just watch this time. Join in.”

Hexie sank down onto me with a satisfied moan, her pussy even tighter and hotter than I remembered, and she started riding me with wild abandon. But the other women decided they weren’t done either.

Tanya moved up to kiss me deeply, her tongue exploring my mouth, tasting faintly of the wine she’d had at dinner. Her lights pulsed brighter as she deepened the kiss, one hand coming up to cup my face tenderly even as her other hand traced patterns on my chest.

Erina and Kensie each took one of my hands, guiding them to their breasts. Erina purred as I squeezed, kneading the soft flesh, while Kensie whined and nuzzled against my arm, wagging her tail all the while. They’d shifted closer to each other, and I realized they were touching each other too, hands exploring, soft sighs mixing with my own breathing.

Ashlyn started kissing and licking my chest, apparently recovered. Her hot tongue traced old scars as her hands massaged whatever they could get a hold of. Each touch left a trail of pleasant heat in her wake.

The sensations were incredible. Almost too much. I was surrounded by soft skin and softer curves, hands and mouths touching me everywhere, and the silk sheets were tangled beneath us, as soaked and warm as our skin.

Hexie’s pussy was tight and hot around my cock, and the imp was making the most obscene sounds as she bounced on me, her wings spread wide for balance. “Ah! Ah! Ohhh fffffuck! Come on, master,” she moaned, her voice breathy. “Give it to me. Fill me up. I’ve been a good girl. Okay, that’s a lie. I’ve been a bad girl, but fill me up anyway!”

“This is what you deserve, Alister,” Erina purred in my ear, her breath hot. “To be worshipped by your harem of loyal witches. Appreciated. Loved.” She mewed as Kensie’s fingers found the right spot.

“So very, tenderly loved,” Tanya agreed.

“The best warlock ever,” Kensie added, her voice rough with arousal as she ground against my hand harder. “Though I might be a little biased.”

Even Ashlyn murmured a quiet agreement against my skin, her tongue still tracing patterns on my chest, occasionally stopping to bite gently at my collarbone.

The combination of physical sensations and their words, the sheer overwhelming presence of five women all focused on pleasuring me and each other, pushed me over the edge faster than I expected. I came hard, my hips bucking up into Hexie as I filled her, pleasure washing through me in intense waves that left me gasping for air like a fish out of water.

At the same time, the imp threw her head back and screamed in pleasure as her own orgasm hit her, her wings snapping fully open. “Ohhh fuggin’ shiiiiit! Ahhh! Ahhh! Ahhhhhhhh!”

We collapsed together all tangled up in an embrace that had me at its center. Everyone was breathing hard. Someone pulled the heavy blankets over us, and I felt myself almost instantly being tempted by the promise of sleep.

“That was wonderful,” Tanya murmured sleepily.

“Absolutely,” Erina agreed, her words slurred with drowsiness. “It was a well-executed celebration of our passing final exam grades, if nothing else.”

“I don’t think we really needed the pretense,” Ashlyn muttered into a pillow.

“Mmmm,” was all I could manage, my body feeling pleasantly heavy and exhausted as I felt Kensie’s thumping tail start to slow.

Within minutes, surrounded by my harem, listening to their soft breathing and the gentle sounds of the night outside, I fell into what I thought would be the deepest, most peaceful sleep I'd had in years.


Chapter 6.


The symbols had been burned into the landscape like a red wound into the earth itself. It flickered past the smoke and mist from the earlier shelling, but those marks had been untouched, the great stone slabs of obelisks crackling with a crimson barrier. The ground all around it had been chewed by explosions, the factory building that housed it shredded. But the ritual area remained pristine, even though the trenches around it had been mostly cleared out.

Mostly, but not completely.

I raced ahead of the advance guard, weaving through the serrated trench. Bodies fell in my wake like leaves, their blood orbiting me like crimson moons.

I shot out of a ramp leading to the final defensive line. My blood sword hewed through the Auropan trooper, the man falling in halves even as his blood was sucked up into my blade. A hail of bullets from a machine gun nest near the crumbling stone obelisks forced me to stop, my blood wing swinging around, forming a hasty shield. I winced, bracing as the rain of arcane bullets chipped away my hasty barrier.

“For Caldia!” a warwitch coming up behind me bellowed, surging forward, earth magic covering her in steel. Instantly the gunners switched her way, rounds pinging off her in sparks of red and purples. The earth shook under her feet as she charged, her shout taken up by the other troopers as they followed after her and towards the final defense lines.

I went with them, charging, orbs of blood hovering above me, feeding tendrils into my body as I went. A sudden gout of flames from the machine gun nest blasted into the iron-clad warwitch and she reared, jerking side to the side and screaming as the flames seeped through the gaps in her armour, cooking her in a matter of seconds.

But it had brought the break I needed. I surged over the sandbags, my wings firing spikes out on either side of me, impaling the Auropans manning the guns. The troopers shuddered, their drab uniforms suddenly growing loose as their blood was drained.

The fire witch who’d torched the earth witch swung about to face me, her grilled metal helmet pierced by demonic horns. They crackled and flaked as molten fire engulfed her hands. She raised an arm, a blast of fire roaring through the air at me. I jumped, soaring over the flames. She swung her arm to catch me in the inferno, but even as she did blood gathered in my hand to form a spear. I hurled it, my arm bulging with unnatural muscle. My weapon screamed through the air and slammed through the Auropan’s chest, propping her up even as she jerked and shuddered as she died.

I landed, grabbed the spear and ripped it out, stealing the witch’s blood as I did, and turned to face the ritual center.

It had gone on like nothing had happened. A few more screaming shells from the artillery works slammed into the barrier over it, sending crackles of jagged magic across the shield, but it still held. All around it were kneeling ritual witches, garbed in red and chanting. One to every obelisk.

And in the middle, there was the demon.

The Auropan Hellsmith Sareeva stood before it, watching me with a wild smile of teeth like a saw blade. Her long crimson coat flapped in the wind like a double-breasted robe. Her peaked cap was worked with the sunburst of her order, and dangling behind her back was her hammer. It was massive, twisted, and made of a black metal. A thing made to hammer a spirit of hell into the material world and beat it into metal and reality. Infernal runes had been tattooed across her face like a living mask, and they flared as she smiled.

Her contracted demon loomed behind her. Its goat’s head leered, its hands on her shoulders. Dark furred, four horns twisted from its brow. It flickered, a shadowy shape lurking around her, materialized by her magic and its hold on her soul. Beside her was the iron mass of what looked like a dissembled tank.

“Hey there cutie pie!” Sareeva said gleefully. “You must be the Bloodletter! I was super looking forward to meeting you.”

“That so?” I said as I pushed forward, passing through the barrier, my skin tingling as I went through. “Feeling’s not mutual.”

A playful pout lit up her lips, her tattoos like fangs in the light of another explosion against the barrier. “Aw, really? Didn’t you come all this way for little ol’ me? You ruined enough of my toys. I thought you liked playing with them.”

I glared at her. Hellsmiths. The worst. Brilliant witches. Depraved sorceresses, ones who hammered demons into reality with magic, iron and gunpowder. And Sareeva was one of the worst there was.

The demon behind her rasped a laugh. Ugh. My skin crawled at her voice and the thing behind her. A sense of wrongness just radiating from the whole scene “You gonna surrender?” I demanded.

Sareeva touched her lip with a finger. “Mmm… Nope! I don’t think so. My friend says I shouldn’t. He says I should just kill you and get back to opening this gate. He says that your warlock blood is gonna be super useful in doing it.”

“Fine,” I said, and sharply raised my hand.

From the blood orbs around me, two spikes shot out, screaming through the air for her. With a giggle the Hellsmith swung her hammer, the dark metal flaring with fire and batting both spikes out of the sky.

Damn. It was never easy, was it?

“Chaaarge!” several Caldian troopers shouted as they surged through the barrier behind me, riflewands blazing as they opened fire.

The barrier witches rose from their casting, their bodies twisting as they shrieked maniacally. Limbs distorted, fingers growing monstrous talons, faces splitting open with too long teeth in too large mouths. Wailing with laughter and screams they hurled themselves at my escort.

Sareeva came with them, laughing madly, the demon’s shadowy form swooping in her wake. I charged at her, two of my blood orbs shrinking as I channeled them into a pair of massive swords.

Our sides met with a crash of steel and magic. Shrieking possessed hurled themselves onto bayonets and ripped into the soldiers with me. I met the Hellsmith in the middle, my blade smashing into her hammer, but only the first one. The other I swung at her, but she used the arrested momentum of my attack to swing back around and block my second blade.

Shrieking with laughter, she bounced back, and I followed. The whole of the ritual zone was devolving into a melee. As the barrier dissipated shells began to fall, adding to the chaos. Explosions ripped through the ritual zone, blasting remaining assembly lines as Sareeva bounced back.

I pursued, firing another salvo of blood spikes. They thudded into the metal of the half-finished tank, nearly catching the smith. A blast of wind magic lifted her onto the superstructure and she swung up her hammer.

“Let’s all have some fun!” she chimed, the marks on her skin burning hot with fel power. The demon behind her roared with delight as it vanished, seeping into her. The tendrils of magic burned down her arms and into the hammer, igniting the runes in the hellish metal as she swung down, slamming it into the tank.

Shit.

The glow poured through her, rushing into the metal. Foul runes burned across the machine as its missing components suddenly bulged with crimson flesh. Metal steamed and glowed as the tank rumbled to life, a monstrous maw engulfing the barrel. Pulsing tendrils gripped the unfinished parts together. Goat-like horns curved as they grew from the sides of the turret and the demon’s upper body sprouted from the hatch, bellowing in infernal glee.

The barrel swung around and I dove as it fired, a shell roaring free to explode, destroying one of the remaining obelisks and sending chunks of debris raining down. Treads snarled as the tank accelerated after me, the mounted machine gun barking as it unloaded its rounds.

I skidded back, wings fanning out, giving me a frantic lift as I took to the air. The barrel swung to try and track me, but got in the way of the machine gun. Not surprised. Such a hasty possession meant the demon was still figuring out how its new body worked.

I wasn’t going to give it the chance.

I landed on the barrel, slamming my hands together and conjuring a massive axe of blood, hardening it black with iron. The demon mounted on the turret brayed as the barrel swung to dislodge me, but claws of blood ripped out of my boots, anchoring me, the pain as it split the wounds on my toes barely felt. Adrenaline was pumping in me as I charged, dragging my axe along the tank’s barrel, splitting it as I closed.

Terror flickered in the demon’s eyes. It brayed again, swinging back an inhumanly muscled arm.

Wasted effort.

I swung up my axe, ripping through the turret and it. The demon’s scream of rage and pain ended in an agonized gurgle as I split him in half.

And Sareeva lunged through it.

Her hammer slammed into my chest. I wheezed, thrown back, pain ripping through my chest. I think I heard my ribs crack. Hard to know around the sounds of explosions. I fell onto the turret hard and the Hellsmith keened in manic glee, leaping over me, her hammer raised up.

Coming down.

My wyldcraft wielded the blood in my veins. Jerked me aside so her hammer just hit the tank. Metal buckled around the blow and she turned as I swayed onto my feet. I swung an arm towards her, and from the blood orbs spikes shot out. She managed to block two, but the others slammed into her shoulder and chest.

My hand twitched and the spikes lifted her in the air by the wounds, dangling her. Her hammer slipped from a hand no longer answering her mind’s command.

But she was smiling.

Smiling down at me like the pain was delicious.

I conjured another blood sword and stabbed her in the heart.

And there she died.

I know she died.

I remembered watching the light drain from her eyes and her body slump before I cast it aside and hurried to reinforce the troopers fighting the possessed.

But she didn’t die this time.

Instead she just kept laughing.

Laughing.

Shrill and gleeful as darkness swallowed her eyes. As teeth grew to fangs.

Laughing as metal twisted and formed wings around her. As claws of steel like knives sprouted from her hands.

Laughing.

Laughing…

And I woke to silence, my heart pounding, my body slick with sweat.

It took me a few terrible seconds to realize where I was. I was in the Tormentia Estate. On a bed surrounded by almost half a dozen gorgeous women. A gentle glow washed through the windows, softly illuminating the elaborate chamber and its austere decorations.

The war was over.

Done.

I was done.

Slowly, my heart began to calm. My wyldcraft helped it smooth to a steady thump, but the adrenaline still flowed. With great care I slipped out of the bed, Erina letting out a cute mew and rolling into the warm spot I left. She snuggled into the blankets, inhaling my scent and softly purring.

A chuckle escaped me, the last of the panic receding into the mists of memory. But my smile didn’t last long, and I went into the attached washroom. I flicked the light on and turned on the cold water, splashing my face to try and recover myself after the dream.

That dream…

I shuddered, remembering the mission all too well. It was during the Bulgian Offensive. Caldia had managed to overwhelm the front lines through the brilliant tactic of throwing bodies at the enemy until we got through. A lot of commanders got medals for that one. Lots more soldiers got to fill graves. All to hit a weapons depot. Specifically, one that housed a Hellsmith factory. One run by one of the most notorious witches who’d ever put a demon to steel. Usually, you needed a warlock to run them so the demons didn’t go insane and start slaughtering their own people. But somehow Sareeva managed it. Some said she made a deal with a princess of hell.

I didn’t know.

I didn’t ask.

She’s dead now, and my life there was over.

Lifting my head, I scowled at the sunken face that looked back from the mirror. Or that probably would, if that witch hadn’t cursed me and removed my reflection back during the war.

“It’s over,” I said firmly. “It’s over.”

“What is?”

I forced myself not to flinch and whirl around. Keeping my pulse steady, I turned to see Tanya standing in the doorway, rubbing sleep from her eyes and giving me a worried look.

“Nothing,” I assured her. “Just a bad dream.”

Blinking away the last of her sleep, she gave me a close look that made me shift uneasily under those knowing eyes. Gentle understanding melted her expression and she moved towards me, and damn, but if ever there was a sight to distract me, it would be Tanya’s naked body in motion, her large breasts giving a light bounce with every step.

“Of course,” she said, her arms looping around me as she hugged me, her breasts mashing against my chest like the softest pillows as she rested her head against my shoulder. “Just a bad dream.”

I felt a shiver go through me, but then I reached down and returned her hug, pulling her close and burying my face in her hair. I inhaled deeply, the scent of her filling my lungs.

Yes.

This was real.

She was real.

For a few minutes we just stood there, holding each other. Then I eased her back and smiled down at her. “Thanks,” I said.

“Any time,” she replied, leaning up a bit. “Not that I need a reason to hug my love.”

“No you don’t,” I chuckled, moving in to kiss her.

Tanya hummed happily, snuggling in against me as our kiss lingered. It didn’t become more passionate, but that was fine. It was warm. Heartfelt. Just like her. A tender love that was just there for me. Happy to be with me.

She broke the kiss, smiling up at me. “Would you like to come back to bed, Alister?” she asked.

“I’d love to,” I said, allowing her to tug me back towards the bedroom.

And I had a strong feeling that I wouldn’t have any more nightmares tonight…


Chapter 7.


Spending a day with the Tormentias was pleasant, especially since I got to visit the manor’s bathhouse with the girls. That was an afternoon I’d certainly remember. But even so, I was glad to get back on the road. So to speak.

“So,” I said to Ashlyn as the train chugged along. “Your family. Anything I should… watch out for?”

Ashlyn scoffed, folding her arms and brooding in her corner of the cab. “Please,” she said. “My mother will probably kiss your feet just for getting me into your harem.”

“As she should,” Erina said stoutly. “To join a loving harem with a strong, ambitious, and attractive warlock is the greatest service a daughter of Caldia can do for her nation. Every maiden of the nation would love to join such an illustrious group of witches and be bred by so virile and mighty a warlock as Alister. To say nothing of his emotional qualities and treasuring of love, respect, and devotion to the women who love him.”

“You’ll just love my mother,” Ashlyn said in a tone that implied that was definitely not a compliment.

I exchanged a look with Tanya. “If you prefer,” I said with another glance at Ashlyn, “we could always keep the harem stuff quiet. Say we’re just friends or something.”

Ashlyn snorted. “She’ll never believe it. Besides, the woman has a nose like a bloodhound! She’ll probably be able to smell you on me. Not to mention it’s pretty obvious you’re traveling with your harem here. And anyway,” she added grumpily, squirming deeper into her corner and ducking her head, “I’m not… you know, ashamed to be in your harem or anything.”

“Kinda sounds like you are,” Kensie said.

Oof, the look Ashlyn gave the wolf-girl could have peeled paint.

“Well I’m not!” Ashlyn snapped, embers flickering from her mouth.

Tanya rose and scooted over to the seat beside Ashlyn, my harem queen gently sliding an arm around the dragon-witch. “Ashlyn,” she said gently. “We’re all here for you. You know that. We want you to be comfortable with this, and we’re going to do our best to make it so.”

“I know,” the dragon-girl muttered, her tail twitching. “It’s just… after the whole thing I made of not getting into a harem, now that I am, my family is going to just roast me about it.”

“Not exactly the end of the world,” I noted.

“Of course it’s not! But just… Ughhhh!” she groaned, head flopping back and banging against the seat rest. “This is going to suuuuuck!”

“If you want, we can always skip your place,” I said. “Take up a hotel and head to Umbrica tomorrow.”

After a moment of seriously considering it, Ashlyn sighed and shook her head. “No. We may as well get this over with. It’s gonna happen sooner or later. May as well let it be sooner.”

“That’s very mature of you,” Tanya said, squeezing Ashlyn affectionately. “Besides, I’m sure you’re just exaggerating. Your family will love him, and it’ll be an absolutely marvelous night.”

“Yeah, sure,” Ashlyn said, sounding entirely unconvinced.

Well, that was unfortunate. For my part, I was actually kind of looking forward to meeting her family.

The train stopped in a more provincial town than we’d been in yet. A small community surrounded mostly by farm land, but cozy for all that. I was actually relieved there hadn’t been a big reception for us as we disembarked. Ashlyn still looked nervous as hell, her wings fluttering and her tail twitching with anxiety as she prowled forward down the main street, the rest of us bustling to keep up.

The Withers estate was a lot like the town it resided in. Hedgerow fences surrounded a maybe ten or twenty bedroom home set off on a small trail. Foliage hemmed it in on all sides, and a gate led up to it. Ivy crawled around the exterior, and more plant-life bloomed around it in some rolling gardens that gave the whole place a homey, comfortable feel.

“Oh dear,” Erina said, looking at the house.

“What?” Ashlyn asked as she opened the gate.

“It’s just that… I didn’t realize the Withers family had fallen on such hard times,” the cat-girl said apologetically.

“Hard… We have not!” Ashlyn snapped. “We’ve got twenty bedrooms in there! Over a dozen servants!”

“Only a dozen?” Kensie asked.

“Hey!” the dragon-girl snapped.

Tanya patted Ashlyn on the shoulder. “Not to worry,” the felborn said, the lights around her horns glimmering gently. “I’m sure things aren’t as bad as all that. You’re no doubt doing wonderfully, and things will improve soon.”

“We’re not poor!” Ashlyn snapped. “We’re wealthy! Rich even!”

“Yes. Of course,” Erina said, also patting Ashlyn on the shoulder. “But if things have been on a downturn, I’m sure it will turn around soon enough.”

“There’s nothing to turn around! We’re doing fine! We’re rich, dammit. Rich!”

I wisely kept quiet. I mean, I’d always known on some level that the women in my harem were pretty well off. Hell, one was a princess for gods’ sakes. But until this trip, I don’t think I quite reckoned with just what that meant. If a twenty bedroom mansion, servants, and able to afford the tuition at Stoneway was considered ‘poor’ here, then what was destitute? Being born with a silver spoon in the mouth instead of gold encrusted with diamonds? My own childhood home, and only home since all I knew after was a barracks after I was drafted, had consisted of a two bedroom farm house to house six people. And most of those I met in the war hadn’t been much better off.

It was… something to think about for sure.

“Just… shut up!” Ashlyn finally snapped, wrenching open the gate. “Follow me. Unless you’re too good to walk into a ‘poor person’s’ hovel,” she sneered.

“Now Ashlyn, we didn’t mean that,” Tanya said, chasing the other girl.

“Yeah! Totally!” Kensie yelped as she and Erina hurried after. “It’s nice! Provincial!”

“Exactly!” Erina said, hurrying along. “We meant it’s… quaint.”

I saw Ashlyn grab her horns furiously. “Arghhhh!”

I shook my head and plodded after them and up the garden path.

I didn’t have to work hard to catch up. As we drew closer to the Withers’ house, Ashlyn slowed, dragging her feet and plainly reluctant to reach the door. Erina, Kensie, and Tanya wisely left a bit of distance between them and the other girl, leaving me to move forward and keep pace beside her.

Ashlyn glanced up at me resentfully. “You going to make fun of how small my home is too?” she asked acidly.

“No,” I told her. “I haven’t had a home in more than ten years.”

Ashlyn stared at me and straightened a bit. “O-oh,” she said. “I um…”

“And this one,” I said, nodding at the aged brickwork and greenery cascading down trellises like the house wore a robe of flowers, “is absolutely lovely.”

Ashlyn’s cheeks pinked and she drew herself up fully, a faint flutter of flame escaping her nose as she scoffed. “Well,” she said with a note of pleased satisfaction. “It’s nice enough. Especially during summer. There’s a nice pond on the grounds. It’s surrounded by some flower hedges my father kept up. I used to go there all the time as a girl. If… if you wanted, I guess I could show you it some time. As long as we’re here…”

I rested my hand on her back, giving it a gentle rub. “I’d like that.”

Ashlyn’s blush deepened, and her pace became a normal walking one as we strolled up towards the old oak of the front door.

Ashlyn reached up for the knocker, hesitated, then firmed herself and gave it a sharp rap. For a minute there was nothing, then the door swung open to reveal her mother.

Lady Withers reminded me a lot of Ashlyn, especially in her mutations. They weren’t as pronounced as her daughter’s, her wings being nonexistent, her horns small and she didn’t even have a tail. But patches of scales showed on her neck and backs of her hands, and her face looked like Ashlyn’s maybe twenty years in the future. She was dressed severely in a trim gown with very little frills, her hair tied back, and she wore a necklace of pearls. She was also quite thin, I noticed. Not emaciated, but there was something delicate about her.

Her eyes widened and then softened. “Ashlyn!” she cried, stepping out and folding her daughter in a hug. “My baby girl! There you are.”

“Hello mother,” Ashlyn said, shooting embarrassed glances at the rest of us, though her wings fluttered with obvious pleasure at her mother’s embrace. “Good to see you.”

“And you, my darling girl. Let me get a look at you,” her mother said, stepping back and looking her daughter over quickly. “Are you eating well? Classes are alright? Oh!” she gasped, finally noticing me and the others. Her eyes skimmed over us quickly. “Well now, who are these?”

“Alister Blackwood,” I said, giving a respectful, short bow. “A pleasure.

“Erina Harper,” Erina declared proudly. “Fourth princess of the great state of Umbrica, and prefect for first-years at the illustrious Stoneway Academy.”

“Kensington Killmaiden,” Kensie piped up.

“Good to see you again, Lady Withers,” Tanya said for her part.

“Yes. Very much so. I am Railya Withers, lady of the house,” Ashlyn’s mother said, her eyes barely glancing to the girls before swinging back to me intently. “And you’re all…”

I glanced at Ashlyn, who cleared her throat. “Mother,” she said stiffly. “This is my… my warlock, and the rest of his harem.”

For a beat there was only silence. Then Railya cried out and grabbed her daughter in a crushing embrace.

“Oh darling!” Railya practically sobbed. “My dear girl, I knew you would find a man some day. I knew it!”

“Mother… Please…” Ashlyn groaned, flushing and shooting me nervous glances.

Railya quickly released her daughter and stepped back, clearing her throat and smoothing her gown awkwardly. “Yes. Yes. Of course. My apologies. Simply… overcome for a moment there. Welcome to our humble abode,” she said, taking my hand and shaking it frantically, her eyes staring into mine imploringly. “Thank you so much for taking a chance on my dear daughter. She’s been well behaved, hasn’t she? Been a good girl?”

“Mother!” Ashlyn cried, looking utterly mortified.

“Your daughter is a wonderful woman,” I assured Railya. “We had our bumps, but every relationship does.”

“Oh yes. So true. So true! She’s really a wonderful girl when she opens up. I knew a man would spot it sooner or later.”

“Can we just… can we come inside?” Ashlyn demanded hotly.

“Oh! Oh yes, yes of course. Apologies. Dreadful apologies. Please! Please, come in. Everyone come in! And welcome to our abode,” she cried, hustling us into the manor. “I’ll inform the cooks at once that there are more guests for dinner. A pity your father isn’t here, Ashlyn. He’d have been so pleased with this news!”

“Yes, a real shame,” Ashlyn said dryly, but the way her wings drooped told me she was disappointed.

“But your aunts are here!” Railya proclaimed happily. “Isn’t that wonderful? Oh, they’ll be so happy to hear the news!”

Ashlyn’s face paled. “Aunt… auntie Fayle and Gayle are here?”

“Yes! Isn’t that wonderful, darling?”

Judging by the way Ashlyn buried her face in her hands with a groan, I got the feeling that no, it was not.


Chapter 8.


Fayle and Gayle were… an experience.

Then again, so was leprosy, I suppose.

“A soldier! Well my my!” Fayle cried. “What a delight! We’ve known a lot of soldiers, haven’t we, Gayle?”

“Oh of course, Fayle. Of course! Charming boys. Why, we knew a lot of them very well indeed! I don’t think there was a boy who went off to war who didn’t have a present from one of us, eh, Fayle?”

“Oh you naughty girl!” Gayle cackled, smacking her sister with the end of a feather boa. At least, I assumed it was a feather boa. Both sisters appeared to have had more bird in their mutation than dragon, and resembled a pair of peacocks. Their hair was purple laced with pink feathers draped back, while more feathers fanned from their arms like wings. Both were also wearing layers of gaudy clothing, not to mention jewelry and so much makeup it looked like they’d caked it on with a trowel.

“Guilty!” Fayle sang, fluttering her arms and feathers merrily.

It was… a bit much. Even for me. But it certainly was making dinner interesting.

We’d been led out to a gazebo out in the gardens, where a dining table had been set up, along with Ashlyn’s aunts. It was honestly amazing watching the pair. They never let up. One would steal a few bites of dinner while the other talked, and vice versa. Honestly? I kind of appreciated it. Saved me from having to carry on a conversation. Talking to Fayle and Gayle felt more like being in the audience to a monologue broken up between two people.

“Oooh, and remember that young soldier who rode through here during the recruitment drive?” Fayle asked.

“Oh that charmer of a warlock! I remember, Fayle. I remember so well! Oh, he was a naughty one! We were both almost at each other’s throats to give him a proper send off before he was deployed. But he was always the gentleman. An absolutely charming gentleman! Solved the problem lickity split and had the both of us over one night. A problem solver, that’s what makes our brave officers corps the best in the world!”

“So true, Fayle. He was very decisive, if you recall. And came prepared! Very well prepared, hohoho! I remember he had the most charming handcuffs with him. An utter gentleman about them. Handsome too, really. He became a general, in fact.”

“True! That’s true, Gayle. We’re not ones to kiss and tell of course,” Fayle said to me, despite all evidence to the contrary. “But if we told you some of the things he was into… oh my!”

“Oh stop!”

“You stop!”

“Yes. Please, stop,” Ashlyn muttered into her pasta.

I gave the dragon-girl a sympathetic look and gently patted her back.

“Ah, those were the days,” Fayle sighed dreamily. “Men of vigour. Purpose! Strong and true, going forth to do battle with those filthy turnip eaters. Well! Our boys and girls in green threw them back right quick, didn’t they, Gayle?”

“Absolutely! And a fine thing for our dear niece to find a man like that to romance. Especially after she called warlocks… what was it?”

“Oh!” Fayle cried, snapping her fingers. “Walking dicks and little more!”

“That was it.”

“Mrrrrmmmm…” Ashlyn groaned, ducking her head so far she was almost under the table.

“You did say that, darling,” Railya said with a sly look at her daughter.

“Well,” Ashlyn grumbled, lifting her face a bit. “Most are.”

“But not your young gentleman here?” Railya said, an eyebrow flicking up with amusement.

Ashlyn glanced at me and flushed hotly. “Well,” the dragon-girl muttered, shoving some peas around her plate with a fork. “He’s not… just that…”

“Have you put him to the test about it?” Gayle asked.

“Oh do tell, dear,” Fayle tittered.

Ashlyn turned even redder and both witches trilled with amusement and delight.

“Oh well done!” Fayle said, clapping her hands.

“Very well done!” Gayle added enthusiastically. “And here we were worried about you being a spinster at twenty two!”

“Certainly no worries about that,” Erina put in happily, which drew a horrified look from Ashlyn.

“Oh?” Fayle and Gayle chorused.

“Yes,” Erina declared, and oh gods, I could see the cat-girl’s chest begin to swell with patriotic vigour. “Exactly so! For what true blooded daughter of Caldia could resist the allure of Alister Blackwood? A man of courage, wealth, and vigour! Oh yes, ladies,” Erina said proudly, her tail twitching with happiness. “You have no reason to fear Ashlyn not soon bearing in her womb future patriots! For Alister has the stamina not only to charge through a hail of bullets and take the flag of the enemy, but to mate and breed his harem until all are sated. Yes!” she cried, actually standing, a fist to her chest, head tilted in proud salute. “For what more could a future mother of the nation wish than a warlock like him sharing her bed? What daughter of the free states wouldn’t wish to take his patriotic seed? It’s a privilege, dear ladies, to be chosen by such a man. And one that should be repaid with love. With honour! With the dignity, respect, and loyalty that any proud Caldian daughter carries in her bosom!”

Fayle and Gayle stared at Erina, then looked between each other and erupted in applause.

“Oh yes!” Fayle cried enthusiastically.

“So true! So true!” Gayle agreed roundly. “You hit it exactly. Exactly! I couldn’t have put it better. Could I, Fayle?”

“Oh no, Gayle. Me either. How true!”

“Fuck. My. Life…” Ashlyn moaned from beside me.

“Maybe not all that much,” I said to the table at large, hoping to bring down the emotions before someone broke out the flags and confetti. “But I do love Ashlyn, and couldn’t be happier that she chose to be with me. Your daughter,” I told Railya sincerely, “is a very strong willed young woman. And I wouldn’t like her any other way.”

Ashlyn lifted her head and stared at me for a second. A smile twitched on her lips as she sat a bit straighter, her tail swaying and wings fluttering with pleasure.

“Exactly,” Ashlyn said. “Exactly! After all,” she said with a sniff, “not just any warlock could meet my standards. Honestly? I’d happily have stayed single all my life rather than… settle for a man other than Alister.”

“It would have been a pity,” Tanya said, smiling at her friend, the lights around her horns twinkling with happiness. “But true love came true. So like a story book.”

“Yeah. If a storybook was rated X and had some really kinky centerfolds,” Hexie snickered in my ear.

Noticing that Kensie hadn’t said anything for a bit I stole a glance her way and realized why. The wolf-girl was happily chowing down on a steak, and judging by the littering of bones on her plate, it was hardly the first.

After that, the teasing of Ashlyn faded a bit to more general conversation about school, which Ashlyn was clearly much more comfortable with. The way she spoke about acing every class and the praise of all the instructors, it was a wonder her head didn’t swell like a Caldian bomber dirigible. I was happy to let her, though. It was clear her mother was delighted to hear about her daughter’s success, and even her aunts cheered at the news, while casting certain comments my way. Things like, “Delightful! Isn’t it wonderful having such a clever girl in your harem?” and, “How wonderful, Ashlyn! I imagine that earned you a reward, eh Mr. Blackwood? Hm?”

Needless to say, it was an… interesting dinner. Unfortunately for Ashlyn, it was clear as we were ushered into the living room that her tortures were far from over. Especially once her mother produced an album with ‘Fond Memories’ on the cover.

“Oh gods,” Ashlyn whimpered.

“And here she is at four and playing Witch and Warlock,” Railya cooed as she flipped to an image of an adorably tiny Ashlyn snuggling among a sea of dolls. All were female to judge by their hair and pointed hats. All but a conspicuous one in a black coat, short hair, and cuddled tight in the arms of the young dragon-girl.

“Look at your chubby cheeks!” Kensie squealed. “You were so cute!”

“And here she is after declaring she wanted to be a princess,” Railya continued, flipping the page to an image of Ashlyn at maybe five years old, hands on her hips, a look of pudgy satisfaction and pride on her face while an incredibly poofy dress swallowed her among ruffs and lace.

“I thought you burned that!” Ashlyn squawked.

“Oh dear, how could I ever do that?” Railya asked. “These are precious family memories. They must be preserved.”

“They should have been purged,” Ashlyn grumbled.

“How can you say that?” I chuckled, gently ribbing her. “You look so cute in your dress. Surprised you wanted to be the princess instead of the dragon though.”

“Don’t you start,” she growled, huffing a flutter of flame with a warning look.

“Oh! And here she is when she was twelve and we found her naked and playing in the mud out behind the house!”

“Hey!” Ashlyn said, jumping from her seat and grabbing my arm. “I was going to show you that pond, wasn’t I? I totally was. Let’s. Go!” she said, lips smiling, but words coming through gritted teeth as she tugged on my arm.

I considered staying and seeing what other photos might be included in the book, but then laughed and allowed her to haul me out of the room and into the hall, leaving the others to continue going through the photos. I’m sure one of them would fill me in on any particularly juicy things after the fact.

For now, I let Ashlyn drag me out of a back door and into the garden. She hustled through manicured hedges and bushes and among the tall willows and thick oaks. She didn’t say anything until we reached a door built into a hedge, which she shoved open and stepped into a scene right out of a dream.

It was a small open area that bordered a lonely pond. Flower hedges walled it in from all sides, while tall oaks shaded it with their broad branches and leaves. A single swing hung from one of them, and a scent of lilies hung thick in the air.

I’d seen grander sights, sure. Not much would top the massive tree that grew right out of Stoneway itself, but there was something about that little pond and the shade it lived under that was just so… serene. Like a bubble of peace in the world.

“Wonderful,” Ashlyn sighed as she wandered in. “Just what I needed.”

“This is your spot?” I asked as I stepped in.

“Yeah,” Ashlyn said, walking up to the swing and running her fingers along the rope. “This was my little sanctuary. Whenever mother and I got deep into an argument, or I didn’t do so well on a test, I could come here and just… forget about it for a while.” She stroked the swing’s rope fondly. “It was… nice.”

“I could see it,” I said, stepping inside and letting the door shut behind me. But that wasn’t all I was seeing. Sure, it was absolutely a way for Ashlyn to escape her mom and the embarrassing photos being shown, but there was more to this moment than that. This was Ashlyn’s safe space, and she was showing it to me. That meant a lot under any circumstances, but this was Ashlyn I was talking about. A few months ago, she’d been treating me like less than the dirt under her boot. Now, she was showing me the most private place she had.

Something she was clearly aware of, by the surreptitious glances she shot my way. “Yeah,” she said, sitting on the swing, kicking her legs a bit. “I spent a lot of time here, the last few years. When mother was getting a bit… insistent on me finding a harem. Dad told her not to bother me when I was here. I even camped out by that tree now and then.” She kicked her feet, beginning to lightly sway on the swing. “It was really tense… The fact that the guys she kept trying to set me up with were idiots didn’t help. Bunch of warlocks who thought every girl owed them their womb. Like they were doing me a fucking favour by letting them fuck me full of their idiot kids. Like just because they were warlocks they were better than me!” She spat a hiss of flame. “Bastards!”

I moved up behind her and gave her a gentle push, making her swing a bit higher. “Want to know a secret?” I asked her.

She glanced back, her wings pulling tight to see me over her shoulder. “What?” she asked as I pushed her again.

“When I first got to Stoneway, I was playing with the idea of being a monogamist.”

“You?” she said in shock.

“Me.”

“You were thinking of being a monogamonkey?”

I rolled my eyes but shrugged. “Honestly? Yes. I didn’t exactly have the best track with women before then. It was either a fling or some adrenaline filled, frantic rutting in the dark of a trench between shellings. And when I got out, there were so many propagandists, witches, moral guardians, and the rest just demanding I fuck every woman I saw that I immediately didn’t want to do it. It honestly felt like any woman who expressed interest in me was just out for my seed.”

“What’s your point?” Ashlyn asked, her legs giving a little kick as she swung again.

“My point is that it’s okay to have changed your mind. We can be wrong. Your mom wanted what was best for you, that’s all. Maybe she didn’t go about it in the right way, but I hope you don’t hold it against her.” I looked around the quiet space, the leaves rustling gently in a breeze that barely reached the inside of the garden. “I’d hate not to visit here ever again.”

“Same,” Ashlyn said, giving a bit more kick as she swung. “…I know she loves me. And that she wanted what was best. I do. And I accept that. And I guess I was wrong. I mean, you are a bit of a jerk, but I guess I can love you.”

“Wait, you love me?” I asked in mock surprise. “I don’t remember discussing that.”

“Shut up!” Ashlyn whined, her tail gently thwacking me as she swung back.

I just laughed and gave her another push, the creak of the swing sounding as Ashlyn rode the curve of its arc. For my part, I just smiled, soaking in the peace of the moment. The window into the life of the woman I loved.

And knowing that there would be so much more to share in the years to come…


Chapter 9.


I got the distinct feeling that Ashlyn was both relieved and saddened to leave her home and get back on the train. But by the eagerness she showed in shoving us into our carriage and heading off to the station, I had a feeling she was mostly happy to say bye.

Me less so.

Though we were leaving a town that had been awkward for Ashlyn, we were heading straight toward one that promised the same for me, and I wasn’t in any hurry to go.

And apparently neither was Erina.

“What!”

The cat-girl’s yowl jolted me and I spun around, fingers splitting and blood claws spawning. My eyes shot around the station for a threat, but there were only other stunned passengers waiting for the train, all of them looking at Erina, who was on one of the station’s payphones. The cat-girl looked beyond furious. Her tail was poofed up and lashing like a whip, her ears folded back and eyes filled with the sort of burning fury that I’d only seen before on a Desjardin berserker witch who’d totally given over to her drug cocktail.

“What do you mean?” she demanded. “You’re joking. Please, mummy, tell me you’re joking!”

She listened for a moment, then snarled. “Then kick them out! No, better, line them up on the wall and shoot them! What? Mummy, please,” she whined, cradling the phone as her tail unpoofed, her voice dropping to a plaintive tone. “You have to be able to do something!”

Apparently not, because Erina’s face dipped deeper into an angry pout with every minute.

“…Fine,” she finally mewed. “Fine. As a princess of our great state, I suppose I can… understand the diplomatic necessity. Fine. Yes. I’ll tell him. Alright. But I want my displeasure noted, mummy. Mhmm. Alright. Yes. Goodbye. What? Yes, of course. I love you too.”

I winced as Erina hung up the phone so hard she nearly ripped the booth off the wall. The cat-girl glared at the phone, shoulders heaving and ears folded back with anger.

“…So,” I finally ventured. “Is she expecting us?”

Erina’s lips tightened and she threw her hands in the air. “Oh yes! We’re expected. And not just us. Oh no. We’re not the only guests who’ll be at the palace!”

“We’re not?” I asked.

“Noooo!” she whined, turning to me and flopping against me, gripping my thick jacket and looking dolefully into my eyes. Holy hell, she looked genuinely on the verge of crying. “I’m sorry, Alister. I had no idea this would happen!”

“What happened?” I asked.

“We… we… hrp. Excuse me, I think I… I feel a little ill.”

“Uh…”

“Mummy is… is playing host to an exchange student. From Auropa!”

…Wait, what?

“What?” I asked.

“I knoooow!” Erina whined, burying her face in my jacket. “It’s sickening! It’s wrong! It’s downright shameful! How? How could mummy do this, Alister?”

“We’re accepting exchange students from Auropa?” I asked blankly.

“Apparently,” Erina snarled, her face twisting in anger, “it’s to ‘bring our nations closer together in peace.’ That we’re to ‘deepen our understanding of each other.’ Ha! As if there’s more to understand about those filthy turnip crunchers! Those foul horn dogs! Those disgusting… blegh!”

I held Erina, my mind whirling. Now, don’t get me wrong. There was no love lost with me and Auropa by any means, but I didn’t hold the sort of vehement hatred for them as a lot of my countrymen. It’s not hard to hate a people after being at war with them for years, but it kind of was when you’d heard their conscripts scream for mercy after you killed their friends. I was too worn down by the war to really hate your average Auropan.

Their government on the other hand? Yeah, fuck ‘em up the ass with a hot poker. But some random student? I had a hard time working up Erina’s fury.

“Hey, hey, it’ll be okay,” I said, patting her on the shoulder. “I’m sure your mother knows what she’s doing.”

“Of course she does,” Erina said, drawing herself up a little. “She’s the Diamond Queen! One of the great heroes of the war. Brilliant. Noble. Beautiful and beloved! But oh, Alister, whyyyyy? Why when I was going to show you my beautiful estate did it have to be blighted like this! Oh, the whole palace will reek of turnips!”

Erina sobbed into my jacket and I patted her back awkwardly. She’d hardly recovered by the time we rejoined the other girls at the platform and boarded the train. Reactions once we were in our cab and the reason for Erina’s pout was explained were… mixed.

“I think it’s a perfect opportunity,” Kensie said brightly.

“What?” Erina gasped, looking at the wolf-witch like she’d sprouted a second head that started spouting some truly heinous slurs. “How could you even say that? Inviting an Auropan invader onto our sacred soil? It’s insanity!”

“But think about it,” Kensie said, leaning in and grinning. “This is the perfect chance for us to better study our enemy. Learn about them as individuals and nations. Know your enemy. First rule of a hunter!”

Erina’s ears perked up a bit and her expression cleared slowly. “Yes,” she mused. “That is true…”

“Plus, if it is an exchange system, then we sent a student to Auropa. They’ll be able to learn a ton about them,” Kensie said.

“Very true,” Erina said, looking more thoughtful. “And perhaps we could even convert this Auropan to our side. After all,” she continued with more confidence and jingoistic satisfaction, “who could resist the allure of freedom? Not understand the benefits of firm democracy after seeing the fruits of freedom’s tree!”

“Yeah!” Hexie snickered from atop my head, knocking a fist on my skull. “And who better to ‘convert’ her than our sexy man right here!”

“Excuse me?” I said.

“Think about it, master. It’s perfect!” Hexie said. “Romance her. Win her over, and seduce her into your eager love slave. Then, you’ll be able to win more of their kind, until you have lovers in both nations! And soon, you’ll conquer them both, unifying them into a super power that can dominate the world! Bwa ha ha ha!”

I sighed. “I have no interest in seducing some random student,” I said firmly. The look on Hexie’s face when I said that suggested she might faint.

“Nor should you,” Erina said, scowling as she crossed her arms and settled in her seat. “The thought of sharing a bed with one of them is just… ugh!”

Tanya patted the cat-girl soothingly on the arm, murmuring niceties in her ear. For my part, I just glanced out the window, the train skimming over the countryside. We were rapidly passing through the more autumn region and into the colder country, where patches of snow were becoming more frequent scattered over the landscape. The sight didn’t bring back fond memories. Winters were awful during the war. Supply lines too thin, and starvation too easy. And worse, there were always a few overzealous commanders eager to keep up the assault even while snow drifts swamped the entire battlefield. Gods, just looking out at it and listening to the mechanical chug of the train, I could almost hear the shout of orders. The thud of warmachines. The ratatatat of gunfire…

Wait.

I could hear gunfire.

I turned sharply towards the door, as had both Kensie and Erina, their animal ears perked up and heads raised attentively.

“Did you hear that?” Kensie asked me.

“I did,” I said, rising to my feet and moving to the door.

Easing it open and peeking out, I noticed a number of other passengers in their cabs doing the same. “Hey,” I said to our neighbour, a witch in a massive hat from which some deer antlers poked through. “You know what’s going–”

Before she could answer, the door to the train car blew open and ricocheted off the wall, letting in a howl of freezing wind. As it did, several people in long grey coats, berets, and automatic rifle wands burst through the doors. They all wore red sashes on their arms or around their heads, all marked with a white diamond pattern.

“Attention!” the leader shouted, a cat-girl with folded ears and a short, stubby tail that flicked around as she hoisted her weapon. “This train is now under the command of the Umbrican People’s Front! No one is to move and you may survive!”

I stared at them in confusion. “What?”

More people poked their heads out of the cabs at that, murmurs racing up and down the train.

“Silence!” the cat-girl yowled, unloading a dozen bullets into the ceiling, which caused passengers to shriek and duck back into their car. “You will not be harmed unless you resist! We only want one thing: freedom of Umbrica from the yoke of Caldian dominion! For too long has our great state been subject to the whims of the uncaring central nation. But we will have revolution! Freedom! A chicken in every pot! A job for every comrade! And a warlock for every witch who wishes one! And for that, we require Princess Erina!”

Aw dammit. Figures.

I sighed, ducking back into the cab and glancing at Erina, who looked highly offended.

“Someone’s popular,” Hexie noted.

“What insanity is this?” Erina demanded, rising from her seat. “How dare they besmirch the proud name of Umbrica for their treacherous movement!”

“I find it’s generally not useful to consider terrorists particularly reasonable on anything,” I told her even as I drew a blood pack from my coat. I bit into it, draining it for a quick infusion even as I flicked my hand. The cuts on my finger tips split open, forming bloody claws. Tossing the empty blood pack on the seat, I opened the door further and stepped into the hall.

“And once the means of reproduction are seized!” the cat-girl was still shouting. “We shall once more see a golden age of equality among sexes! No more will warlocks be hoarded only to the elite! The opportunity to be bred by a male caster will be the right of every witch!”

“Comrade Pine!” one of the other revolutionaries shouted, staring at me.

“What is it, Comrade Lutzo?” Pine snapped.

Lutzo pointed a shaking finger at me. “Wa… wa… warlock!”

Pine spun back around to face me, her eyes widening at the sight of my black coat. I gave a small wave.

“Hi,” I said.

“Shit!” Pine screamed, swinging down her gun, her companions doing the same.

Too late.

I thrust my arm forward, my head spinning as spears of blood exploded from my fingers. It took more than I probably should have used, but it worked, my blood spikes slamming into the gunmen and women, throwing them back against the wall and pinning them there.

“Ah,” I breathed, my spikes swiftly draining four of them, revitalizing me and causing the room to stop spinning. Oh yeah. That was the good stuff.

But I was careful not to drain everyone. I’d gotten pretty good at estimating how much I could take in a go from people, and when I strode towards the withered revolutionaries, Lutzo was the only one still conscious. My spears released the others, leaving their husks to flop to the floor. Lutzo rasped, looking dazed and skin papery thin against his body.

“Alright,” I said. “Talk. How many of you are there?”

“N-never,” Lutzo gasped, a spark of revolutionary fervour kindling in his eyes. “A true son… of the revolution… never talks.”

“What if I ripped off your fingernails and then cut off your balls?” I asked, lifting my other hand, more claws of blood forming there.

“Ooooh, master! I like this side of you,” Hexie cackled from my shoulder. “Maybe melt his face off too. You’ve been meaning to get practice with fire spells, right?”

Lutzo’s wide eyes looked into mine, and he didn’t seem to like what he saw there. “W-we have fifteen comrades throughout the train,” he babbled quickly. “Plus the commander. They’re nearer the front, in the luggage car. We’re to find the princess, secure her, and bring her to the commander. That’s it! No one was supposed to get hurt. I swear!”

“Yeah, sure. I believe it,” I said, then gave his blood a quick drain until his eyes rolled back and he passed out. I pulled my spike out, letting him collapse to the floor with the others, then turned to see the girls had followed me into the car.

“How dare they hijack a train in my state!” Erina snarled, glaring at the bodies. Her hands tightened at her sides, and diamonds glittered as they quickly formed over her gloves. “They will pay for this!”

“Calm, Erina,” Tanya preached, resting a hand on the quivering cat-girl’s shoulder. “There’s a number of them, and they’re well armed. Not to mention the train is filled with civilians. Innocents that we cannot put in danger.”

“Well, what are we to do?” Erina demanded. “We can’t just wait for them to figure out their plan has failed!”

“We don’t have to,” I said thoughtfully.

“You got a plan?” Kensie asked.

I glanced back at her, the corner of my mouth twitching up. “I might have an idea or two…”


Chapter 10.


It had been a while since I’d done this little trick, but it was a good one. Also pretty messed up, which was partly why I didn’t do it so much anymore, but needs must.

“Ready?” I asked the girls over the howl of the wind as we balanced on the platforms between train cars.

“I feel conflicted about this,” Tanya said uneasily.

“I’m not. Do it, master!” Hexie cheered from where she nestled in the felborn’s bust, having insisted the cold was too much for her delicate wings. And she did look awfully comfy squeezed between those melons.

Lucky bitch.

“Agreed. It’s only appropriate that she make some amends for the nation she betrayed,” Erina said sharply.

I shrugged, but didn’t disagree, and with a twitch of my fingers, Pine’s corpse shoved open the door and staggered into the economy class car.

I followed, Lutzo’s great coat and hat hanging off me. The collar was done up, partially obscuring my face, and it was a size too big (curse my slender frame!) but I was primarily counting on Comrade Pine taking up most of the attention. And she certainly did that, given she had the pallor of a dying fish and flopped a bit like one too.

Morally, I was conflicted about corpse puppeteering. It didn’t exactly sit right with me, for obvious reasons, but I hadn’t survived the war by letting moral compunctions hold me back when it was a life or death situation. Angst was for when someone wasn’t trying to stick a bayonet in your gut. And trust me, I could do far worse than manipulating a corpse.

But it was hard to do. Though I’d pumped enough of my blood in her veins to make her move, it was still like trying to drive a war wagon with four flat tires, a steering wheel made of wet pasta, and doing it all across a frozen road. There was a reason I didn’t do this often.

I followed the staggering corpse of their former comrade into the car, pretending to support her as we went down the aisle. “They’re right behind us, Comrades!” I shouted as I passed terrified passengers crouched in their seats. “They shot Comrade Pine!”

A half-dozen riflewands hesitated at our appearance. I quickly picked out the revolutionaries in their makeshift uniforms. They were arranged about the car, but four reflexively moved to help me as I staggered in under Pine’s body, the both of us falling to our knees.

“Where was she hit, Comrade?” one demanded as he knelt to help me. He had black hair and a cigarette hanging from his mouth.

“Around here,” I gasped, and slammed my blood claws into his chest.

The revolutionary gasped, doubling over. The rest of his squad leaned in to see what was happening.

Which was a really bad idea.

My wings burst out of the cuts on my back, ripping through my coat and impaling two of the revolutionaries, hoisting them like they’d just jumped onto a pair of pikes.

“Holy shit!” one of the two survivors who’d been guarding the far door screamed, turning his gun my way.

Before he could fire, Tanya and Kensie burst through the doorway. Tanya’s hand lashed out, a crackle of lightning magic surging from her horns, buzzing in her ring before tearing through the car and ripping the gunman off his feet, sending him jackknifing over a seat to crash into the far wall.

The last survivor spun around, the cat-girl’s gun barrel swinging between targets. She finally locked on to Kensie as the huntress bounded over the seats, a flick of her wrist sending a knife flashing through the air.

“Argh!” the revolutionary howled, grabbing at her shoulder and the knife sticking out of it. Her aim thrown, she unloaded a buzz of shots into the wall and ceiling before Kensie managed to tackle her to the floor, the wolf girl grabbing the knife, ripping it free and bringing it down on a more vital point.

The gunfire died suddenly.

The whole fight had taken less than ten seconds, and I rose slowly, cracking my neck as my blood wings retreated into my jacket, letting the two dead revolutionaries fall to the ground. I shook my hand, the withered husk of the man I’d stabbed in the stomach falling from my claws. A glance around informed me we were done here, though the passengers were looking at me with stark terror.

Ah well. Story of my life.

“Let’s go,” I said as the rest of my harem hurried into the car. “We won’t have much of a—”

The door at the opposite end of the car burst open and two more revolutionaries stood there, both female, riflewands held at the ready.

“Dammit,” I swore, my wings sweeping back out, folding up in front of me and the seats I stood around.

No sooner had my wings hardened with iron than a hail of spell shots thudded off them, chipping away chunks of crystallized blood. I grit my teeth, but the pair did what their kind usually did and shot their shots in a single burst of panicked firepower. I heard the click of empty magazines and I unfolded my wings, then flung them forward.

My wings narrowed, closing the distance as two spikes before slamming into the two revolutionaries. They screamed, one managing to rip free and stumble back towards the door even as I drained the other to a husk.

“Get her!” I shouted. “Before—”

My eyes widened as the witch flung something after herself. The round object bounced twice and then came to a halt.

“Grenade!” I shouted.

I felt a foot plant itself on my back, and then Erina vaulted over me. Diamonds coated her hands in a sudden flash as she slammed them down on the grenade, the witch pressing down with all her strength.

There was a muffled whoomph! and the entire car jumped and shuddered, swaying for a second before getting back on track. Erina lifted her hands and looked at the hole blown through the floor, wind and snow whipping up through it.

“Bastards,” the princess growled, shaking her smoking diamond fists. “How dare they!”

“They dared,” I said, surging to my feet. “Come on!”

The girls followed me in a rush through to the next car. Stealth was abandoned, and I ripped through to the sixth car.

A baggage car.

I caught a glimpse of the surviving witch ducking inside and I was barely three steps behind her. A surge of circulation to my legs let me tear after her, a crimson sword forming in my hand as I kicked the door open.

I almost wished I hadn’t.

Several surviving revolutionaries were scattered about the room, riflewands held at the ready, but I barely noticed them. All my attention was on the witch standing out among them.

But not just any witch.

Though she wore the same uniform as the others, she was decked out with military grade equipment. A metal face plate masked her, grilled with holes, including a pair that sheltered some feline ears. Slim gauntlets whose fingers ended in blades hung from her sides. There was a Caldian sigil on her shoulderpad, scratched out and inscribed with what looked like a diamond pattern.

“Well well,” the warwitch said, her voice echoing in her helmet, her blade fingers scraping as she flexed them. “The Bloodletter himself.”

“Do I know you?” I asked, taking a step forward, blood sword up.

She laughed. “Unlikely. I was just one of the warwitches who fought beside you during the Eastling Campaign. But I saw you in the Battle of Grimball.”

A niggle of a memory tickled my brain. Of the battle, at least. Not the witch I was looking at. Like she’d said, I’d met and fought with a lot of them. Anonymizing helmets hadn’t helped matters. “If you saw me there, you know what I can do. Just surrender.”

“I don’t think so,” she said, crouching and fanning out her blade fingers. “Prepare yourself, Caldian dog! Comrade Anita is coming in hot for Umbrica!”

She suddenly swept up her arms, blade of wind slicing from her clawed gantlets. I hastily blocked, the wind blades crashing against my blood sword, but I immediately saw why she’d survived in the war. Even as she swiped those blades of wind at me she was rocketing across the room like a skater. Her claws came down and I deflected them with my blood sword.

Crimson iron and steel met with a crash and I glared into the eyes looking at me through her grill. I shoved back, and she spun off my sword with a ballerina’s grace, her leg whipping around and sending more blades of wind shrieking at me.

I pushed forward, pursuing, then had to fling myself behind a trunk as a hail of spell shots came from one of the revolutionaries with their riflewands.

“Fuck!” I swore. A keening sound had me quickly drop down further, and good thing I did, as an instant later the top half of my cover was sliced cleanly off to thud off to the side.

“That’s gonna be a problem,” I grunted as another chunk of the trunk was shaved off, even as more gunfire chewed up my cover.

Fortunately, I had my own backup.

With a roar a ball of fire soared through the air and engulfed a startled revolutionary. They screamed, flailing around as a human torch even as a crackle of lightning ripped through the air and tore up the wall, the other revolutionaries quickly taking cover.

I glanced back at the entrance of the car to see Ashlyn and Tanya there, their hand-equipped foci glowing with magic. They also managed to pull the attention of Anita, and I took the opportunity to bound out from behind my much-reduced trunk and charge her.

Instantly the warwitch spun to face me, quite literally, as her hand swept a scythe-blade of wind at me. I twisted out of the way, evading it by a hair, never taking my eye off the witch as I finished closing the distance.

I slashed at her and she bent backwards out of the way, hands planting on the floor before her leg flashed up. My head snapped back, and I felt the blade on her shoe skim past my chin, opening up a thin cut on it.

Too close.

I swung my sword up, then down. She threw herself sideways, evading my slash, then she bounced back to her feet as I came after her. But now the confined space of the baggage car worked against her, and her back was suddenly against the wall.

I swung my sword and she parried it with her gauntlets. But I had strength on my side, and forced the blade down. Anita cocked her head as the upper half of the blade slammed into the wall of the car, stymied for a moment by the wood.

“Surrender,” I snarled as my blood wings unfurled, forming two huge skeletal hands, my sword sinking an inch closer to her neck.

“Never!” she snapped back. “Never again!”

Her leg drove up, ramming her knee towards my crotch and forcing me to take a quick step back. The second I did her hands came up, wind screaming around her bladed fingers.

Before she could bring them down, my blood wings drove forward and slammed into her chest and heart. She gasped, eyes widening behind her helmet’s grill before they rolled back and she slumped, dead instantly.

I sighed and drew my bloody arms back. Anita slid down the wall and to the floor, her head falling limply to her chest.

Dammit.

I didn’t hear any more fighting behind me and looked back to see much of the luggage car now battle scarred. Erina was near the back, two of the revolutionaries having been taken alive and being securely tied up by the cat-girl and Kensie. A number of suitcases, trunks, and other pieces of luggage were either on fire, cut up to hell, or more brutalized than even the most bitter of luggage handlers could have managed.

Well, so much for a relaxing vacation…


Chapter 11.


For the second in far too short a time, I got to ride a damaged train full of corpses into the station. I really had to stop making a habit of it. Hero of the war or not, I was going to get blacklisted one of these days, if only for the train company to save on cleaning the blood off the walls.

Fortunately, it was pretty apparent that our arrival was expected, and there was an armed escort waiting for us at the platform. The leader of the group stood at attention, the thick winter coat of a Caldian officer draping her, cat ears peeking out from notches cut in her hat. Blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail behind her head, and there was a distinct similarity in her build and face to a certain someone.

“Neera!” Erina said happily as she stepped off the platform and wrapped the other woman in a hug.

“Erina!” the other cat-girl said, returning the hug with an added clap on the back.

After a moment they separated, Erina turning proudly towards us. “Alister?” she said, gesturing at the demure officer. “This is one of my sisters, Neera Harper. Princess Captain in the Caldian Home Guard.”

“A pleasure,” I said, stepping forward and offering my hand.

“Apparently, judging by the letters my sister sends home,” Neera said, giving me a strong shake and a knowing look.

“Ooooh hoo hoo hoo!” Hexie cackled from the depths of Tanya’s bosom.

Neera’s amusement faded abruptly and she looked past me to Kensie and Ashlyn as they forced the surviving revolutionaries off the train. “And I see you brought us presents,” she said, waving a hand forward.

Immediately several Caldian troopers bustled forward and took the bound prisoners off the pair’s hands.

“We’ve had better trips for sure,” I said while more soldiers swarmed into the train.

“We’d be delighted to hear about it,” Neera replied as our group headed for the exit.

There was an absolute convoy waiting for us outside the station. Sleek, black cars were drawn up, while mounted troops on horseback and in full regalia stood at attention. There were even a few broomed witches floating around the perimeter. A dusting of snow covered everything, including the buildings all along the street, frowning over the brows of sweeping roofs and shops.

“Right this way,” Neera said, inviting us into the main limo. “We’re eager to get under way.”

“Me too,” I said. Getting away from that train and the fight was extremely appealing, and we were quickly escorted to the limos and a figure waiting outside it.

Though, I might have slowed when I saw who it was.

Queen Adamanta Harper stood with all the regal dignity of her office and rank. She carried herself like the queen and general she was. A long black cloak draped her, her rank stitched in the shoulder, while medals gleamed through the break in the front. Ringlets of blonde hair spilled from under her hat, and an expression of severe dignity sat on her firm, mature yet beautiful face. A pair of feline ears poked from her hat, a notable notch in one.

As soon as Erina saw the queen she stiffened and went to parade ground attention. “Mother,” she said formally. “It is good to see you.”

“And you, my dear daughter,” Adamanta said, her voice clear and sonorous, carrying easily through the chilly air. “I heard you had some excitement on the ride here,” she said, eyes skimming over to me and the others. A smile touched her lips. “I’m glad to see you all handled yourselves well.”

“Of course, mother,” Erina said. “As any daughter of Caldia would.”

“No doubt. Well, though your trip here may have been fraught, rest assured that the rest of your time here in Umbrica will not be. I welcome you all to our home. Now, come. The palace awaits. And the warmth it brings.”

Adamanta turned on her heel, a footman opening the door of the limo for her to duck inside. I gave a look to the girls, shrugged, and we all piled in after her.

It was surprisingly roomy in there, and I wondered if they’d used some sort of spatial magic to make it more accommodating. Some heat spell was definitely used, as it was cozy and warm among the plush leather seats. No sooner were we in than the limo started, the escort immediately tightening their formation as we headed off down the road.

Adamanta sighed in satisfaction and removed her hat, passing it to Neera as she shook her golden curls free. “Finally. It’s good to be on the road again. And with excellent company. It’s good to see you again, Alister,” she said, shooting me a warm smile.

“You too, your majesty,” I replied.

She laughed throatily, slapping her dark gloves on her knee. “Please, there’s no need to be so formal. I think we’ve been close enough that you can dispense with the formalities. Even before you brought my daughter into your harem.”

I cleared my throat awkwardly. “I uh…”

“How is she anyway?” Adamanta asked as she reclined casually in the seat, her eyes lidded speculatively. “She’s always been a willful girl. Have you been getting good use out of those toys I’ve been sending her?”

Oh dear gods.

I could feel the eyes of everyone else in the car staring at me. “Um…”

“Not yet, mother,” Erina said happily. “We are still in the vanilla phase of our arrangement. But rest assured they are being put to excellent use. Dear Alister can’t be with me every night, and so I’ve been using the Master Don Mark 4 with great appreciation. Truly a testament to Caldian craftsmanship!”

“Ah yes, a fine one,” Adamanta said wistfully. “If you like,” she said, glancing my way with a twinkle in her eye, “I can give you some pointers on my daughter’s collection when you do finally get into it. The riding crop is a particularly delightful tool in the hands of an expert.”

I could almost feel the steam coming off my head my face was so hot. I heard Hexie cackling and shot her a furious look.

“I am loving this family!” the imp tittered.

“So!” I said loudly, slapping my legs as I frantically worked to change the subject. “You probably want to hear about what happened on the train, right? Pretty crazy situation. We managed to take some alive.”

“An effort greatly appreciated,” Neera said as we bounced along in the limo. “We’ll get what information we can from those traitorous dogs.”

“The witches were cats, though,” Hexie pointed out.

Neera gave the imp a flat look. “…At any rate,” she continued, turning back to me. “We’ll be sure to take care of this. And as a Princess of Umbrica, let me be the first to apologize for what occurred on that train, and assure you you’re safe in our great state.”

“As well he should be,” Erina said primly, drawing herself up before her ears cocked worriedly and she leaned forward. “But mother? Sister? Is it really this bad? I had no idea when I went off to school…”

Neera squirmed in her seat and Adamanta sighed, resting her fingertips against her brow. “I’m afraid things are… tenser than we’d like. Certain factions in the state have some strong opinions about what happened during the war. There are those who believe Umbrica contributed more troops and materials than was warranted, considering our territories were never threatened by invasion.”

“Absurd!” Erina scoffed, her ears shooting back up and body tightening with indignation. “Our sisters at the front faced existential extinction under the tyranny of the Auropan machine! We could never abandon our countrymen to such a fate, nor should we. For together, the Free States stand united for freedom. Democracy! A shining fortress of all that is good and right in this world!”

“Apparently not everyone agrees,” I said, recalling Anita's armour. I leaned in, hands clasped in front of me. “The witch I fought was wearing military grade gear, and was a veteran from the war. Are there many like that?”

Neera nodded grimly. “Though most of those who returned to us from the war were glad and triumphant with what they had done, there are those who resented their deployment, or felt… betrayed by the state after the peace process. They’ve, unfortunately, swelled the ranks of certain separatist groups, and have directed them to a more military bend.”

“How many are there?” I asked.

“At least a dozen groups with various aims, but all of whom wish for Umbrica to break away from Caldia as a whole. They have some support among the populace, which makes rooting them out a bit of a task.”

“Poor deluded fools,” Erina said, shaking her head. “Can’t they understand that we are stronger together? Like a bundle of sticks wrapped together, we are mightier as one! And even should they separate, what then? Caldia would never let a province depart.”

“Quite so,” Adamanta affirmed, the queen’s expression reserved. “They are rabble rousers, but things will quiet down once tempers have cooled.”

“Do you think it could have anything to do with those Auropans visiting?” Kensie asked.

I winced and gave the wolf-girl a dour look, which Kensie didn’t seem to notice.

“It would hardly surprise me,” Erina spat. “It would be just like those sneaky savages to engineer such strife!”

“Do you disapprove of my decision to host them?” Adamanta asked, blandly examining her nails.

The tension those words brought into the car was immediate. Even Erina noticed it, meekly sinking back into her seat. “No, mother,” she said quickly. “After I… discussed it with the rest of the harem, I understood the reasoning. Though I…”

“Yes?” Adamanta prompted, lowering her arm and looking coolly at her daughter.

Erina coughed. “I just… don’t quite understand why we specifically needed to host them. That’s all.”

Adamanta’s gaze remained on her daughter, but Erina did not wilt further under that stare, but looked back, even though I could see her ears fold with nervousness.

Adamanta suddenly smiled. “I’m glad you understand, Erina,” she said, then glanced at Neera. “Shall you explain?”

“Mother is respected by both sides for her work during the peace process,” Neera said. “As a result, the Auropans were willing to coordinate the matter through her.”

“I heard about that,” Tanya put in with a sigh of awe, the lights around her head blinking wistfully. “The queen of peace and war. Wise in diplomacy and combat. No wonder they were willing to trust you in this.”

“Quite so, Miss Tormentia,” Adamanta said with a nod at the felborn. “I see your own family’s reputation for prudence isn’t misplaced either. Not to mention the rest of you,” she added with a sweep of her eyes across the others in the car, all of whom straightened instantly. “It does a mother well to see her daughter in the company of such an excellent harem. And I’m relieved to know she is in the care of such a wise and strong man. One whose other qualities I’m more than familiar with,” she added with a wink my way.

Again I cleared my throat. Hells. If this kept up, I had no idea how I was going to survive this trip.

Fortunately the car ride ended soon after. I felt the limo slow and looked out the tinted and, no doubt, magically warded windows to spot the palace we were, presumably, to be staying in. It was an interesting place, and fit what I knew of Adamanta and her daughters nicely. Sure, it had the typical trappings of a castle, but it was more of a fortress than some pleasure palace. The whole place was built on a plateau, with walls in a star-shaped pattern, built from slabs of solid stone growing right out of the earth, and probably so warded it would take a warp bomb to break through its barriers. Towers loomed at every juncture, and deeper in was what had to be the more residential palace, with large elegant windows, spires, and more. A place of comfort, but also a final defence against anything that might come their way.

As our motorcade moved through the gates, I saw ranks of soldiers in formal uniforms that had gone out of fashion probably a century ago standing at attention. But if their uniforms were old, their weapons were new, polished, and I didn’t doubt their wielders knew how to use them. You could take the general out of the fight, but not the fight out of the general.

Maybe it was strange to say, but the sight of such a militarized place was a bit comforting to me. Sure, I’d made no secret about my eagerness to escape the army, but I had spent much of my life in it, and being in such a regimented place again was a bit of a comfort.

At last, the limo pulled up before the doors of the castle’s keep and we all got out. Adamanta led the way, walking up the first few steps before turning to face us, smirking in the shadow of her hat’s brim.

“Welcome, everyone,” she said, opening her arms wide, “to Castle Harper!”


Chapter 12.


Although I couldn’t see my reflection in the mirror—damn that witch—judging by the snug-looking formal wear floating in the air and hinting at an attractive manly physique, I seemed to have I cleaned up pretty nicely.

I was standing in the main room of the harem suite, which was a huge room with an absolutely massive bed. Doors on the walls led to private rooms to accommodate over a dozen women, all of which opened into the main one. The others had hurried into whichever one they wanted to get ready, leaving me to get dressed.

And I had to as well. Normally I didn’t much care about these formal dinner kind of things, but this wasn’t some general or politician trying to score points. This was Erina’s mother, not to mention whoever else was attending. It was going to be a more formal dinner, and I knew only too well how much Erina valued her mother’s opinion. So I’d be damned if I was going to embarrass her.

I adjusted the gold cufflinks the girls had bought me and examined the dress uniform I wore with a slight frown. “How do I look?” I asked Hexie.

From where she lounged on the massive bed, the imp gave me a once over. “Mmm,” she hummed. “Could show more skin.”

“This is a formal dinner,” I said. “Not a strip club.”

“It could be both. Like every girl in there isn’t just dreaming of making a meal outta you, master. Besides! You should totally try and win that queen into the harem. Having the literal ruler of a big province would be perfect for our plans of world domination!”

“I don’t have any plans for world domination,” I reminded her.

“Suuuure, master,” Hexie winked. “Sure you don’t.”

I rolled my eyes, then looked aside as the door to Erina’s room opened. Damn. I might clean up nicely, but Erina was positively gorgeous!

She truly looked like the princess she was. A golden, sleeveless gown draped her, accented with diamond earrings and a necklace that hung into the valley between her breasts. She even wore a small tiara, and her face was done up with a bit more makeup than usual.

“Wow,” I said. “You look amazing.”

Erina blushed prettily. “Really now, Alister,” she giggled. “You always say that.”

“And it’s always true.”

Snorting and rolling her eyes fondly, Erina bustled up and started adjusting my outfit. I let her do it, well used to it by now. Erina was just that kind of stickler for the rules, and she always did it when she got nervous. I remember meeting her on the train and finding the habit annoying, but now it was just another endearing quality of hers. Little somethings and habits that reminded me of how much I loved her.

Plus, I was never going to complain about her wanting to touch me.

“I’m so glad we got this tailored,” she said happily, patting my shoulders before taking a step back and admiring me. “You look marvelous. Mother is going to love seeing you like this!”

“And I was telling him she’d love him more out of it,” Hexie snickered.

I gave the imp a glare, but Erina was nodding. “Quite likely,” she said, then sighed. “But mother has made it clear she won’t be joining another harem. Not since father passed…”

“I heard,” I said. “He seemed like a good man.”

Erina nodded sadly. “Thank you. Natural causes, of course. Mother was devastated, but that was years ago. Perhaps one day she’ll join another, but she has her hands full ruling the state. Ah well,” she added brightly. “So it goes.”

More doors opened, and I looked around to see Ashlyn, Tanya, and Kensie emerge. All were dressed up in their most formal clothes, and Erina instantly bustled up to them each in turns, complimenting and adjusting things as she did. Tanya and Kensie tolerated this with amused grace, but Ashlyn scowled and irritably batted away the cat-girl’s fluttering hands.

Shortly after there was a knock at the door and a butler fetched us for dinner. I banished Hexie as we went, as the imp didn’t care to attend a formal dinner that didn’t involve either chicken wings or stuffing twenties into soon-to-be discarded pieces of clothes, and I certainly didn’t want her hanging around throwing lewd comments at anyone.

We were conducted into the dining room, which was huge, with floors polished to a reflective shine and lit by chandeliers running all along the ceiling. The table ran almost the entire room, and gilding sparkled from practically every corner. Tall windows surrounded it on every side, offering a stunning view of the city and the bay below. I gaped in awe. Now this? This truly was the abode of one of the greatest royals in the entire Free States.

The queen herself looked it tonight. Adamanta went less for the warrior queen tonight, but had lost none of her elegance in that flowing white gown speckled with diamonds. Her medals gleamed from her chest, and her crown was solid gold upon her head.

She was in the midst of conversation with a small knot of other people when we arrived, and I felt Erina stiffen on my arm at the sight of their red and black dress uniforms. “Auropans,” she hissed, her pupils slitting in hatred.

That they were. There were three of them. One man and two women. The man wasn’t wearing a warlock’s coat, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. The two women with him were stiffly formal, one with notable rabbit ears, and the other had pronounced demonic horns. Felborn, and probably almost pure blooded too.

On our arrival Adamanta immediately spotted us and crossed the room towards us. “Alister, there you are. You look magnificent. And Erina! Lovely as ever.”

“Thank you, mother,” Erina said, her voice formal, but I caught how her ears twitched with pleasure at the praise. I hid a smile.

“So this is the Bloodletter, eh?” the man among the Auropans said. His voice was heavily accented, and he was also quite thin, with a smile that never reached the bulging eyes peering out from behind his spectacles. He held out his hand in a sharp, jerky motion. “Ogvin Orros. A pleasure.”

“Is it?” I said, taking his hand with a slow shake.

“But of course,” he said silkily. “It is wonderful to meet a man we once called enemy. But the war is over, my friend. We need not let a few bodies stand between us now.”

“Right,” I said. “You must be the diplomat from Auropa.”

“Indeed I am,” he chortled, withdrawing his fingers. “The High Committee of the Democratic Republic, in their boundless wisdom, sent me to escort our delightful young charge into the welcoming bosom of Caldia’s friendship. Oh Vattia? Come say hello.”

The smaller of the two women drifted towards us. And I do mean drifted. She wore a coat so long it covered her from neck to feet. A pair of large round glasses framed her eyes, and her hair was done up in a pair of buns tighter than a commissar’s panties. Her rabbit ears were folded atop her head, and she smiled like someone distinctly unused to it.

“Hello,” she said, thumping a fist into her chest in a typical Auropan style salute. “Vattia Vargarros. A pleasure to meet a warlock from the Free States.”

Not quite sure how to answer the gesture, I gave a vague kind of wave. “So you’re the exchange student?” I said.

“I am. And eager to learn the traditions of your people and exchange the knowledge and build a friendship between us all, to better knit the peace between our two great and glorious nations.”

I heard Erina snort beneath her breath, but she kept a civil smile, though her eyes were so narrow I wondered if she could even see the other girl. Most of the others were of varying feelings similar to hers. Kensie was staring intently at Vattia like she was a potentially dangerous monster. Ashlyn was giving the girl a slow scrutiny and looked mostly intrigued.

In fact, the only person who seemed happy to see the girl was Tanya, who had a look you’d normally reserve for when you discovered an adorable and wounded baby animal.

“So where, exactly, are you intending to attend?” I asked.

“Stoneway Academy,” Vattia replied promptly.

“Wh-what?” Erina gasped, eyes widening in shock.

“Yes,” Ogvin said with another one of those oily smiles that put me on edge. “Stoneway is well respected, even in Auropa. And many of their staff have been most welcoming to exchanging research with our own academies of higher learning. For together, we can accomplish far more than apart, eh?”

Erina’s eye twitched and I could see her diplomatically neutral smile spasm as her patriotism warred with her political breeding. “Guess we’ll be seeing you around the school, then,” I said, eager to be away before Erina exploded with a slew of slurs.

“Oh yes!” Tanya exclaimed, grabbing Vattia’s hand, the rabbit-girl’s brows snapping up sharply and her eyes widening in surprise. “It will be wonderful! We can show you so much around the school. I’d be delighted to make you feel welcome in our fair academy.”

“That will not be necessary.”

I felt my every muscle stiffen at that sinuously disapproving tone. A shudder worked through me at the hiss of scales on marble, and I turned my head in dread. No. It couldn’t be.

But it was.

Maleficia wound her way past me, her upper body draped in a dress so severe it probably did its own taxes, her reptilian coils polished to the point they outshined the floor. Her hair was done up in a bun and her eyes radiated the sort of poisonous disapproval that could drop a trench worth of soldiers. She slithered past us moving protectively close to Vattia and resting a hand on the bunny-girl’s shoulder.

“Miss Vargarros will be under my personal care while attending our fine institution. To ensure she isn’t disturbed by any… disreputable elements,” she said, the flick of her forked tongue and glare of her eyes putting to bed any doubts of where those might be found.

“How lucky of her,” I said drily.

“Very much so,” Maleficia said, and it was a wonder acid didn’t literally drip from her fangs as she said it. Her expression was far more welcoming as she looked down at Vattia. “Now come, my dear. Dinner is soon to be served.”

“Of course, Professor,” Vattia said dutifully, following the guiding touch of the snake-woman. Though the bunny-girl did glance back at me before they departed as Ogvin marched along behind them and speaking in a low voice to the felborn woman at his side.

Yeesh. Who was going to show up next? The First Chairman of Auropa? Wouldn’t discount it at this point.

Instead, dinner soon began, and I found myself plopped near the head of the table, Erina on one side of me, and opposite a pair of cat-girls I immediately pegged as her sisters.

Neera I recognized immediately, even though she was in a blue dress fit for a princess and tiara made of sapphires.

The other one was a new face, but a pretty one. She was younger than Neera and lacked the other’s grim, soldierly air. She was dressed all in white, and had a slimmer build than either Erina or Neera. She was wearing a very flattering gold dress, whose rolls and ruffles probably required a team of maidservants to make happen, but looked incredible on her, pushing up her breasts to their greatest advantage. Which was plenty, given the low cut of her dress. Even her long lashes seemed to be sprinkled with gold dust.

“Alister,” Erina said with pleasure as she gestured at the pair across from me. “You’ve met my sister, Neera, of course. And this is my other sister, Miara!”

“Hell-o!” Miara purred, her immaculately groomed eyebrows lowering suggestively as she leaned forward. She rested her chin in her palms and gave me a very unsubtle look, and I tried my best not to give a similar look to her low-cut dress.

“Hi there,” I said uncertainly. “Good to meet you.”

“Of course, my other sister, Asha, is doing her duty as a delegate in the diplomatic corps helping to bring the wonders of democracy to Astalan,” Erina said proudly. “But even so, it’s wonderful to have us three together again.”

“Isn’t it?” Adamanta said from the head of the table, the queen giving us all an amused glance. “My dear daughters haven’t been together in ages, and it's so good to have them at the table again. Erina, off to school. Neera spending time with her own warlock and the troops.”

“And me. All alone,” Miara said with a coquettish tilt of her head and slight pout. “Unbonded. And very available.”

Wow. Subtle.

“Surprised to hear it,” I said carefully. “You look like a great catch.”

“You think so?” Miara said, instantly perking up, her fluffy tail swishing with excitement.

“She absolutely is,” Erina said, and by the sudden brightening of her eyes and widening of her smile, I knew instantly what she was thinking. “An excellent student and skilled witch. She was top of her class and has even written a book about Umbrican history.”

“Quite an accomplishment,” I said.

“Thank you. But it’s not at all when compared to you,” she said almost breathlessly. “When mummy told me that Erina had bonded to a warlock, I did as much research on you as I could. I read so much about your campaigns it was like I knew you personally. All the battles you fought. All your medals. I don’t think there’s a warlock with more confirmed kills in the entire army!”

I shrugged. She could be right. Honestly, I got so many medals I eventually started just tossing them in a drawer. I probably lost half the damn things over the years. “I’m nothing special,” I said. “Not even a soldier anymore.”

Miara nodded along eagerly. “Absolutely. You’re a warlock with a growing harem. How fast is it growing, by the way?”

“Pretty quick,” I admitted.

“Then… maybe there’s room for more?” she asked, golden flecked eyelashes fluttering.

I jolted as something brushed my leg, and by the dimpling of Miara’s smile I knew it was her foot. I shot a quick glance at Adamanta, and the queen looked downright intrigued.

“She’d make a wonderful member,” Erina said softly, touching my hand beneath the table. “In addition to her skills, my mother is proof of our ample fertility.”

“I have certainly done my part to keep the Caldian birth rate going strong,” Adamanta said with great satisfaction.

Ho-ly shit.

“I ah… Well, at the moment I’m not really looking to, you know, expand my harem much more. For now,” I said quickly. “It’s already grown very quickly, and I want to make sure things don’t get, you know, out of hand.”

Miara’s face dropped in a pout, and I caught Neera smiling with amusement before she hid it by taking a quick drink of her wine.

“Well,” Adamanta said indulgently, “do let us know when you are, Alister. After all, it seems you appreciate the quality of women in my family, don’t you?”

Both Miara and Erina nodded, and Miara watched me as hungrily as a cat would a mouse.

I cast my eyes around the table for a distraction, and found Vattia watching me with intense interest, and beside her Maleficia cast a look at me layered with venom. Not far from them, the Auropan diplomats were chatting amongst themselves, while Ogvin’s bulging eyes now and then stole looks at our side of the table and a pinched smile fluttered on his lips.

Gods help me. What the hell had I walked into?


*Chapter 13.


Dinner had been exhausting in all sorts of ways that didn’t involve bullets or blood magic, and in some ways it was almost worse. At least in combat I knew what I was doing most of the time. Experience had been a good teacher there. But navigating revolutionary attempts on our lives, Auropan diplomats, and my girlfriend’s very interested sister? That was a whole different kind of battlefield.

Erina practically bounced into our suite, her tail swishing giddily. “Well! That was certainly eventful! I find myself utterly delighted and looking wholeheartedly toward the future!”

I closed the door behind us. “I love that for you.”

“Wasn’t Miara just lovely?” Erina said in a sing-song coo, whirling about to face me with her arms extended and palms open. Her golden dress swished dramatically and her ears were perked forward with excitement. It was hard to feel exasperated when she was looking like that, but I managed the more she went on about it. “So elegant! So accomplished! And the way she looked at you, Alister. Simply wonderful! I dare say our family is set to grow once again in the very near future, yes indeed!”

Kensie was already pulling off her heels with a grateful sigh. “She was pretty forward, I’ll say that much.”

“As she should be!” Erina declared, hand on her breast like she was standing to acknowledge the national flag. “After all, what self-respecting daughter of Caldia wouldn’t want to join such an illustrious harem? Why, her peers would be princesses, duchesses, and famed scions of legendary families. Having my sister as part of it would be absolutely delightful. Just imagine enjoying us both at the same time, Alister! Two sisters embracing, breast pressed into breast, one’s quim seated upon your lips while the other rides your heroic Caldian member! Why, it’s positively beautiful!”

Huh. She almost had me there.

Ashlyn snorted from where she was removing her jewelry at the vanity. “The legality of that situation sounds dubious at best.”

“Caldia’s government knows to stay out of a princess’s bedroom,” Erina said primly. Then she sighed and slumped onto the massive bed. “Though I suppose today has been rather a lot between the Auropans, Professor Maleficia showing up...”

“The revolutionaries trying to kidnap you,” I added. “Can’t forget that.”

“Yes, that too,” Erina agreed. Her tail twitched with lingering agitation. “Quite stressful, really.”

Tanya settled beside Erina and brushed her hair with her fingers. The lights around her horns pulsed a soothing blue. “It’s been stressful for all of us. But we’re here now, safe, and together.”

“Exactly,” I said.

I moved to sit on Erina’s other side. “And if I wanted to expand the harem, I’d discuss it with all of you first. That’s how this works. So no rushing on that front at the moment, alright? Let’s just enjoy this vacation for now.”

Erina looked up at me, her feline eyes searching mine. Then she smiled and a bit of her usual spark returned. “You really are wonderful, you know that?”

“I try.”

She sat up straighter and her tail started to swish with an entirely different kind of energy. “Which is why I was hoping you might help me with something tonight.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Remember when mummy mentioned my toy collection?” Erina asked.

I noticed her cheeks were starting to flush. “Hard to forget that turn in the conversation.”

“Well,” Erina said, and her voice took on that breathy quality it got when she was aroused, “I’ve been thinking about it ever since. And I was wondering if... perhaps... you and the girls might want to help me make use of them?”

There was a beat of silence.

Hexie cackled and popped into existence on the bedpost. “Oh hell yes! Now we’re talking! Break out the fun stuff!”

Kensie’s tail started wagging. “Really? You want us to help?”

“Absolutely,” Erina said, gaining confidence. “After all, what better way to relieve stress than a bit of... sisterly bonding and… hmmm…”

Ashlyn was already moving toward the bed with interest, but she wore a skeptical expression on her pretty face. “You’re going to make this about patriotism, aren’t you?”

“Everything is about patriotism when you’re a good citizen,” Erina declared.

Then she hopped off the bed and hurried to one of the closets. “Now, as it so happens, I believe this storage closet is where my collection was left—or at least the items that never made it to Stoneway with me. Let me show you what we’ll be working with.”

She opened the closet door, and I had to admit, I was impressed. The entire thing had been converted into a display case for her collection. Various toys were mounted on the walls or stored in velvet-lined drawers, all organized with the same meticulous care Erina applied to everything. It was honestly arranged like a general’s personal armory.

“Holy shit,” I said. “If you asked me to imagine the closet of a prefect, this is not the contents I would have cooked up in my head.”

Erina beamed with pride. “Your lack of imagination would be your folly in this case. Now, I was thinking we might start with the Master Don Mark 4.”

She pulled out what was unmistakably a high-end dildo, crafted from what looked like polished obsidian with gold inlays. The thing probably cost more than I made in a year during the war.

“Caldian craftsmanship at its finest. Variable speed, warming function, and enchanted to never require recharging. Also self-lubricating!”

Kensie leaned in to examine it. “Fancy. Way better than the stuff they sell at the shops where I come from. My first toy was a tube-shaped jar of angry bees. I made it myself.”

“Quite,” Erina said, quickly brushing past that. “Well, I only accept the best. That’s why I’m with Alister. Ah! And then there’s this.”

She retrieved a leather riding crop with a jeweled handle. I recognized it from the dinner conversation and tried not to think too hard about Adamanta’s recommendation. I’d seen her with other riding crops at school, but they weren’t like this. Not nearly as… fancy.

“Mummy’s favorite, as she mentioned.”

“Your family really has interesting dinner conversations,” I noted. “I don’t remember what it’s like to have a family, but I feel like they talked a lot more about goat diseases.”

“We’re a family of girls, so we’re very open with each other,” Erina said primly. “Why, when Miara and I were little, we used to compare our—well, I’d better not talk about that. Now, there are other items as well. Silks for binding, various other implements, and...” She pulled out a small bottle. “Enchanted oil. It heightens sensitivity most delightfully.”

Tanya leaned forward and her lights brightened with interest. “This is quite the collection, Erina.”

“Thank you,” Erina said. She was practically glowing with pride. “I’ve been building it for a while now. But I’ve only been using them solo, and I thought... well, it might be more fun with all of you involved.”

I looked at the others. Kensie was obviously interested, her tail wagging steadily. Tanya looked intrigued, as I could tell by the way her lights pulsed pink. Ashlyn was trying to look aloof, but I could see the flush on her cheeks and the way her wings were shifting with anticipation.

“Alright,” I said. “How do you want to do this?”

Erina’s smile could have lit up the whole palace. “Well, I was thinking you could use the Master Don on me while the others make use of the accessories.”

“I can offer friendly encouragement,” Hexie snickered. “I’m great at encouragement. Very vocal.”

Ashlyn muttered, “I think we’re all aware of your vocal nature by now.”

“Well, Erina, this is your home,” Tanya said, smiling gently. “How about we all work together to spoil you in thanks for hosting us all?”

Erina blushed at the offer. “Well, it’d be rude to refuse outright, I suppose.” She set the toys on the bed and started to undo her dress. “So, shall we begin?”

I helped her with the clasps on the back of her gown, and soon the golden fabric pooled at her feet. She wasn’t wearing much underneath, just a set of lacy undergarments that left very little to the imagination. She stepped out of the dress and moved to the bed, her tail swishing with nervous excitement.

“How do you want to be?” I asked.

“On my back,” Erina said, settling into position. “I want to see all of you while we do this.”

The others were already starting to undress as well. It seemed like everyone was getting into the spirit of things. I shrugged off my jacket and started on my shirt while Erina removed the last of her undergarments.

“Tanya,” Erina said, “would you mind handling the oil? And Kensie, perhaps you could assist Alister with the Master Don?”

Kensie picked up the obsidian toy and examined it. “Sure. How do you turn it on?”

“There’s a button at the base,” Erina explained. “Press it once for the first setting, twice for the second, three times for—”

“Got it,” Kensie said. The toy began to hum softly. “Oh wow, that’s a nice buzz.”

“Variable speeds,” Erina repeated, spreading her legs wider. “Start low and we’ll work up from there.”

Tanya had the oil bottle and was warming some between her palms. “Where should I apply this?”

“Everywhere,” Erina purred. “I want to feel everything tonight.”

I climbed onto the bed between Erina’s legs while Tanya moved to her side. The felborn began smoothing the oil over Erina’s skin, starting with her shoulders and working down. Erina sighed at the touch and her body already started to relax.

“That feels wonderful,” she murmured.

Tanya’s lights pulsed in rhythm with her movements. “Just relax and let us take care of you.”

I took the Master Don from Kensie and examined it. It was heavier than I expected, solid obsidian with gold veins running through it. The wolf-girl was right about the buzz. It had a pleasant vibration even on the lowest setting.

“Ready?” I asked Erina.

“More than ready,” she breathed.

I pressed the toy against her entrance and she gasped. Her hips jerked slightly. The oil Tanya had applied made everything slick, and the toy slid in smoothly. Erina moaned and her back arched off the bed.

“Oh yes,” she hissed. “That’s perfect.”

Kensie’s hand hovered over the button. “Should I turn it up?”

“Not yet,” Erina panted. “Let me adjust first.”

I started moving the toy slowly, pulling it almost all the way out before pushing it back in. Erina’s hands gripped the sheets and her tail lashed with pleasure. Tanya continued applying the oil, now focusing on Erina’s breasts, her fingers circling the cat-girl’s nipples.

“You’re so beautiful like this,” Tanya murmured. “Completely open to us. Such a pretty pussy you have, princess.”

“Mmmhmm,” Erina agreed between moans, her eyes rolling back as Tanya pinched a nipple.

Words appeared to be getting difficult for her.

Hexie asked from where she’d perched on the headboard, “Think she’s ready for level two?”

“I think so,” I said, nodding to Kensie.

The wolf-girl pressed the button again and the vibration intensified. Erina cried out and her hips bucked upward.

“Oh gods,” she moaned. “Yes, yes, just like that!”

Ashlyn had moved to Erina’s other side and picked up the riding crop. “Someone’s enjoying herself. Let’s make things a little more interesting, shall we?”

“Please,” Erina gasped. “Light taps. On my thighs.”

Ashlyn grinned and brought the crop down with a soft smack. Erina yelped, more from surprise than pain, but I could see her getting wetter around the toy.

“Again?” Ashlyn asked.

“Again,” Erina confirmed.

Ashlyn obliged and alternated sides. Tanya continued her ministrations on Erina’s breasts and I kept up the steady rhythm with the toy. The room filled with the sounds of Erina’s pleasure, the humming of the Master Don, and the soft crack of leather on skin.

Kensie breathed, “This is so hot.”

Her own hand slipped between her legs.

“No touching yourself yet,” I told her. “This is Erina’s time.”

Kensie whined but obeyed, though her tail was wagging frantically. “Okay.”

“Faster,” Erina panted. “Please, Alister, faster. Properly fuck me with it!”

I increased the pace and drove the toy deeper. Erina’s moans grew louder, more desperate. Her tail was thrashing now and her nails had extended, shredding the sheets. Internally, I was grateful all my women were rich because when we got our own house, we were really going to rack up the bedsheet bills. Also, someone was going to have to explain this to the palace staff, and it wasn’t going to be me.

“Should we go to level three?” Kensie asked.

“Do it,” I said.

The vibration increased again and Erina practically screamed. Her whole body went taut and her back arched alarmingly high as the pleasure overwhelmed her.

Tanya alternated between pinching and suckling Erina’s nipples gently. “That’s it, honey. Let go. We’ve got you.”

Ashlyn brought the crop down again, harder this time, and that was apparently what Erina needed. She came with a yowl that probably woke half the palace. Her pussy clamped down on the toy so hard I almost lost my grip on it.

I kept moving it through her orgasm and drew it out until she was trembling and oversensitive. Finally, she pushed weakly at my hand.

“Stop,” she gasped. “Too much. Mrow.”

I pulled the toy out gently and set it aside. Erina collapsed back onto the bed with her chest heaving and her whole body flushed. Small aftershocks made her twitch occasionally. She looked thoroughly debauched and extremely satisfied.

“That was...” she started, then trailed off.

Apparently unable to find words was a first for Erina.

Hexie suggested with a cackle, “Patriotic?”

“In a roundabout way, I suppose,” Erina agreed. A lazy smile spread across her face. “Extremely patriotic. Why, I imagined Alister wearing only the national flag as a loincloth when I crossed the threshold.”

“Honored to serve,” I said drily, which made her giggle.

Tanya was already grabbing a cloth to clean up, dabbing Erina’s forehead and neck. Kensie was still squirming with obvious need, and Ashlyn had a knowing smirk on her face.

I looked around at the others. “So, anyone else want a turn with the collection? We’ve got all night and apparently a whole arsenal to work through.”

“Dibs on the crop!” Hexie called. “I will not use it responsibly.”

Ashlyn pointed out, “You’re like three inches tall.”

“Not for long,” the imp said.

She was already starting to draw power from me to enlarge herself.

I looked at Erina, who was watching the others with a soft, loving smile, still basking in the afterglow of her orgasm.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “All of you. This was exactly what I needed.”

“Any time,” I told her. I leaned down to kiss her gently. “That’s what we’re here for.”

Kensie agreed, “Damn right.” She was already eyeing the toy collection with greed in her eyes, though. “So what’s next?”

I glanced at the closet full of toys, then at my very eager harem, and I had to grin.

It was going to be a long, very entertaining night.


Chapter 14.


We were meant to spend two days with Erina’s family before heading out to see Kensie’s, and they sure as hell weren’t boring.

I swear, Miara should have had bloodhound characteristics with how quickly she was always able to find me, tracking me down no matter where in the palace I was. Though, I couldn’t discount Erina feeding her sister information either.

“My gods that girl is persistent,” I sighed as I paced alone down the shining halls of the palace.

Well, as alone as I could be.

“I still don’t get why you’re hesitating, master,” Hexie said as she flapped along beside me. “She’s absolutely gagging for it! If you dropped your pants, I guarantee she’d be on her knees, sucking you off in ten seconds flat!”

“I don’t want that!”

“Then tell her to bend over and plow her. What do I care how you do it? Just give the poor girl what she wants. What she neeeeeds! And she needs that big, thick, warlock dick plundering her pussy and stuffing her full to bursting!”

“As vivid as your imagery is, as always,” I said drily, “I didn’t come here to fuck the royal family of Umbrica.”

“Could have fooled me. You’ve already got a running start,” Hexie snorted. “C’mon! You’re already halfway there!”

I felt my face burn at the reminder. “I… whatever. Look, I just need a few minutes alone.”

“Is that an imp?”

Aw fuck.

I stopped in my tracks and turned my head, spotting the bookish figure of Vattia not far away, staring at Hexie with obvious interest.

“Uh—” I began.

“Fascinating,” the Auropan said, crossing the hall in a blink. Woah! I stepped back, but she was already close enough to shove her face in, inspecting the imp with barely an inch separating them. “Most uncommon. Never imagined I would see one in the Free States.”

“What can I say?” Hexie tittered with a smirk. “I’m pretty special.”

“And she speaks! Remarkable. Incredible! Most imps I have seen are little more than chittering creatures. But one with ego and intelligence beyond mere feral instinct? This is most wonderful.”

“Aw, you’re making me blush!” the imp giggled.

I wasn’t so sure about this, however. Though Hexie was clearly enjoying the attention, acting like she was a model who’d just strutted to the end of the runway wearing a thimble’s worth of fabric, having Vattia so near was a little concerning. I glanced around the hallway, looking for her minders, but we were alone, for the moment at least.

“Which layer are you from?” Vattia asked, producing a pen and notebook, quickly scribbling in it. “What ritual did your master use to summon you?”

“Well!” Hexie preened, grinning. “Since you so kindly asked, my master only needed a standard summoning to pluck me out of the hell plane.”

“A familiar ritual?” Vattia gasped. “Incredible! I’ve never heard of that before.”

“What can I say?” Hexie said as she patted the side of my head, leaning in and delivering a smooch so heavy I could feel the lipstick lingering. “This hunk of warlock meat right here did it! Pretty impressive specimen, right? Powerful. Muscular. Manly in all the right ways. And let me tell you, I should know. Oh the fun we have when the lights go down and the oils come out!”

“Hexie,” I said, a warning note in my voice.

“Is that so? Most interesting. Then, you have used your magic to enslave the infernal powers?” Vattia asked me, her eyes flicking my way.

“What? No! Of course not.”

“But you must have,” she said, frowning a bit. “How else could you control a demoness? It’s well known that a warlock must be able to dominate a demon in order to command them.”

“Oh he does that alright,” Hexie said gleefully. “He does that aaaaaall night loooong. He dominates me on the bed. In a chair. He dominates me with whips and chains and straps. He dominates me until I’m screaming his name and begging for more of that thick, throbbing di—”

I covered her mouth with my hand. “I don’t use any demon magic,” I said over Hexie’s muffled protests.

“Mrph rph,” Hexie said into my hand. Ugh. She was licking my fingers! Finally she managed to lift her head over my palm. “Doesn’t need it! I’m here for the good times, baby! Getting that vitamin D is all I need!”

“Really? Yet you summoned an imp,” Vattia said, her eyes flicking back to me, rabbit ears twitching like antennae. “Tell me something, might you be willing to lend her to me for a little while.”

“For?”

“Vivisection of course.”

From the corner of my eye I saw Hexie’s smirk abruptly drop. “Huh?” the imp said.

“Oh yes,” Vattia said eagerly, her eyes sparkling as she clasped her hands together. “I would love to study her more in depth! I think we could discover such remarkable things if given the opportunity. No limits should be placed on the accumulation of knowledge!”

“Well, knowledge is important,” I mused.

“M-master!” Hexie squeaked.

“Buuuut I’ll have to decline,” I finished. “She’s a brat, but having her get cut open would be a bit of a drag.”

Hexie sagged on my shoulder with relief.

“Oh. A shame,” Vattia said with a frown. “I would be happy to share the results with you. With your apparent warlock power, you could easily dominate a number of greater demons. Have you ever considered using your magic to manipulate the forces of hell?”

“No,” I said firmly. “It’s illegal. Extremely so.”

She blinked up at me, then an understanding smile lit her face. “Ah yes,” she said with a bemused roll of her eyes. “Of course. The Caldian fear of the infernal. How… funny.”

“What’s funny about it?” I asked tersely.

She waved her hand. “We were taught all about it in school. About the Caldian notion that they need to fear the unknown and reject research into greater powers. That you are predestined from birth to have only the magic and might you are born with, rather than develop greater ones and rule over the weaker among you. Such silly ideas.”

“Yes. Hilarious,” I said flatly. “I mean, why would someone have reservations about selling themselves to demons and sacrificing people to them in blood rituals?”

“Ah,” she said, her brow furrowing. “You were being facetious.”

“A bit, yeah.”

“Hardly fair, though,” Vattia said. “After all, the Republic has made immense strides since the great revolt, where the party overthrew the tyranny of the landed lords and aristocrats, opening the door to greater potential and powers of the people. Why, without them, we’d have been crushed beneath our neighbours the moment we threw off the yoke of our established rulers, who used such things as democracy to tyrannize the ambitious and greatest among us from advancing our cause. Now, we are greater than ever.”

“You sacrifice people to demons.”

“Some,” she admitted. “But why not? Why would it be taboo? It is for the good of all they are asked to make such a noble sacrifice. To strengthen our understanding and help secure the future of the Party. Only by being united in purpose can Auropa rise to the greatness that we aspire for. And how could we be unwilling to share this knowledge with the world? And we would have, if not for Caldia fearing we would bring down its decadent empire with our force of purpose and discipline.”

Well, wasn’t she a charmer?

“Vattia!”

Oh joy.

All three of us turned to see Maleficia gliding down the corridor, looking positively murderous.

“You,” she snapped, planting a hand on the rabbit-girl’s shoulder and glaring at me. “What were you doing?”

“Talking,” I said.

“Talking?” she demanded. “About what?”

“Demons and politics, I guess.”

“How reassuring,” she said scornfully before moving her hand to Vattia’s back. “I would hope that you were respecting the importance of Vattia’s studying at our institution and nation. Though I’ll not be holding my breath.”

“Always the charmer,” I noted drily.

Her glare was absolutely cutting. “Come, Vattia,” she hissed, a light push turning the girl away from me. “You’re late for our study.”

“Yes, professor,” Vattia said dutifully, though she cast a glance back at me as they wandered off down the hall.

“Pbthhhh!” Hexie said, blowing a raspberry at the snake-woman’s departing back before they rounded a corner and vanished. “What a bitch,” the imp scoffed. “You gotta fuck the stick out of her ass, master.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works,” I said. “Also, I’m not fully sure if she has an ass, what with the long snake tail.”

“Believe in yourself, Master. Just gotta really rail her. I consider it medically fucking necessary.”

I just rolled my eyes.

“Alister!”

I looked back to see Erina jogging towards me, eagerly waving. “Alister!” she cried again, beaming. “There you are! I was looking everywhere for you!”

“Heyyyy,” I said. “Go figure.”

“Here,” Erina said, hooking her arm in mine again. “Shall we head to the library? We have a number of books that are simply fascinating and I think would really help you get a head start on the new semester.”

“Your sister is there, isn’t she?” I asked tiredly.

“It wouldn’t surprise me,” Erina said proudly. “As a princess of the house of Harper, she is a scholar at heart, and lives by the tales of our proud ancestry. Why, we can trace our line all the way back to the period of the first Fel Wars! A proud heritage. A noble heritage! And one surely worth the seed of such a mighty warlock.”

I groaned as Erina led me off, still chattering happily.

Hoo boy.


Chapter 15.


“Are you sure you have to go?” Miara said with a pout.

“Absolutely,” I said as the carriages were loaded up behind us. “I’ve made it a point to visit everyone’s family on this trip, and I can hardly not go see Kensie’s now. It’s the least a man can do for his new harem.”

“I suppose,” the cat-girl said, squirming with sadness. “And you’re sure I can’t come along?” she asked, and damn but those big eyes could make even me waver. I was starting to wonder if that was a family skill or something.

Yet I stood firm. “Afraid not,” I told her. “We’re already pretty well numbered now. And this is really a harem only sort of trip.”

“Oh,” Miara said, wilting a little. Then her ears perked up and a sly smile hovered on her lips. “Then… maybe sometime soon things’ll be different.”

“Yeaaaah. Maybe,” I said.

Queen Adamanta laid a hand on her daughter’s shoulder, the imposing woman standing with all the grave dignity of a statue of herself. Especially in her thick, snow white winter coat. “We will be looking forward to your return, Alister,” she said with a rather interesting smile. “All of us.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I assured her, and ducked into the limo.

I settled in my seat with a sigh of relief, head falling back against the heated head rest. Almost instantly Erina was pressed to my side, the cat-girl snuggling me as her tail wove affectionately around my leg. “Well, Alister?” she said. “Did Miara mention she wanted to come with us?”

“Only about a dozen times,” I said with exasperation.

“But can you really blame her for being so excited?” she asked, stroking her fingers through my hair. “She’s such a clever girl. A skilled mage. A patriot through and through, believing in all that is good about our proud nation! She’d be a wonderful addition to the harem. Not to mention she’s a skilled witch to boot.”

“I can barely handle one Harper in my harem,” I snorted. “Not sure what I would do with another.”

“Why love her, of course,” Erina said. “She’s extremely lovable. I should know!”

“I think you might be a bit biased,” Ashlyn noted drily from where she lounged.

Erina recoiled in horror. “I am not!” she exclaimed. “The idea! I’m simply pointing out the… the natural strength and benefits of my sister being involved in Alister’s harem. I mean, really. You could hardly ask for a better addition. I am being a purely practical and disinterested advocate for not only the harem, but the nation as a whole! Children born from such an illustrious line as my sister and Alister would be a boon to all of Caldia. Why, there is no greater service a daughter of our wonderful country could offer.”

“Alright, alright. I get it,” I said, trying to head off another speech about one’s ‘duty to their country’ which, invariably, seemed to involve fucking as many fertile beauties as possible. “But we have other things to focus on. Right, Kensie?”

“Huh?” the wolf-girl said, snapping back to the present, ears perking up as she blinked at us. “Sorry?”

“I said, we have other things to focus on. Don’t we?”

Kensie hunched into her coat a little as the limo got under way. “Um, yeah. Kinda. Okay, so, I was kinda saving this for, you know, later, but I guess later is here. So we shouuuuld probably talk about my family and you being a vampire.”

“I’m not a vampire,” I said firmly.

“And I totally believe you,” Kensie said, leaning over and patting my hand. “And I love you, so I support you in this. But my family probably won’t believe you. On account of, you know…”

“The paleness?” Tanya suggested.

“The blood drinking?” Erina put in.

“The no reflection?” Ashlyn added.

“The hot, randy horniness and ability to make women swoon helplessly into your arms and give themselves over to be railed?” Hexie added.

“Alright,” I sighed.

“The dislike of sunlight?” Erina suggested.

“Oh! And the hatred of garlic of course,” Tanya included.

“Not to mention the whole wings of blood thing,” Ashlyn mused.

“Alright. Alright! I get it,” I groused, folding my arms and scowling at the women in the car with me. “So there’s a few things that kinda sorta make me seem like a vampire. Plus the fact you told them I was in your letters,” I added to Kensie.

“But I said you aren’t in my newer ones!” she quickly said. “I totally assured them you’re definitely not a vampire. So they’re probably not going to try and stake you as soon as you walk through the door.”

“I’d appreciate it if they didn’t try, period,” I told her. Though to be fair, I’d have a hard time believing I wasn’t a vampire either. Especially if I had ten generations behind me that said ‘kill the beast.’ “But fine. Is it going to be that big of a problem?”

“No. No,” Kensie said, quickly shaking her head. “No… Okay, maybe.”

I groaned.

“Well, I’m sorry,” Kensie huffed. “The Killmaidens whole thing is kind of slaying monsters. So, you know, we take it very seriously. I’ve told them I was wrong and you’re not a vampire or monster or anything, but they’ve been asking a lot of really pointed questions, so I’m not too sure they believe me.”

“Right,” I grunted. “Well, guess I’ll have to convince them.”

“I know you will,” Kensie said, patting my leg. “Once they get to know you, there’s no way they’ll think you’re a blood crazed monster out to devour the innocent! But getting them there might be a bit… um, tough.”

“What can we expect?” Erina asked, her voice growing more formal and downright military. “What would be the quickest and surest way for Alister to win over the family?”

“Definitely my mom,” Kensie said. “She’s the matriarch of the family and the most accomplished hunter. In fact,” the wolf-girl added, straightening with a smug glow, “she was the one that killed the Beast of Gorn. That monster that had been tyrannizing the Gorn Valley for decades and had hundreds of deaths at its claws. But within a week my mom tracked it, trapped it, and brought back its body to show off to the whole town!”

“Impressive,” I said.

“It was!” Kensie cried, her tail beating against the seat enthusiastically. “The monster’s pelt was my swaddling clothes, and its head was hung at the end of my bed to remind me that no monster was too dangerous for a Killmaiden! Not to mention mom also killed Count Carlack, who had hidden the fact he was a vampire for decades. But mom, dad, and Uncle Orgis tracked him down, killed his castle of undead servants, and wham! Bam! Staked him right in his own coffin like it was nothing! Mom haaates vampires the most. Calls them bloodsucking parasites! Oh, uh, no offence,” Kensie quickly added with an apologetic look my way.

“Why would I be offended?” I said. “I’m not a vampire. Remember?”

An awkward silence filled the limo.

“Well I’m not!” I said huffily.

“Right! Sure. A-anyway,” Kensie said. “If mom accepts you, the rest of the clan will go along with it. Even if they don’t like it. No one wants to cross her. Which I, um, maybe kinda did by joining your harem. B-but if you win her over, it’ll all be good!”

“That it will,” Tanya said, squeezing Kensie’s shoulder comfortingly.

For my part, I just settled back, trying not to scowl. After all, I shouldn’t be surprised at this point. Sure, Kensie could claim I was human until she was blue in the face, but odds are a group of extra paranoid slayers weren’t just going to take it on faith. Especially given all my… well, circumstances. I really wished my wyldcraft wasn’t something to do with blood. Still, Kensie was definitely worth it. If I didn’t back out when she was trying to stake me, no way was I going to just because mom slipped some holy water in my tea.

Kensie fidgeted in her seat. “We don’t… we don’t have to go visit them,” she said at last, failing to meet my eyes. “I could just claim I was sick or something. Really.”

I smiled and reached over, fondling her between the ears. “No, Kensie. We’ll see them. I’d have to do it one of these days, and I don’t want to make it more awkward than it has to be. Even if your family doesn’t end up liking me at all, I still want to give them and us a chance. Because shocking as it may be, I do love you.”

Kensie flushed and leaned into my hand. “I love you too, Alister.”

With a last ruffle I pulled my hand back, settling in my seat. Still, I wasn’t exactly looking forward to this trip. But hey, if I thought of it like I was heading back into battle, it became downright familiar.

Especially since I might have people shooting at me again.

Soon after that we reached the train station, which, unsurprisingly, was under some pretty heavy guard. Men and women in Caldian uniforms patrolled the platform and station, and a squad even escorted us to a private car reserved for the royal family. Erina looked delighted at the royal treatment, and getting a look inside I had to agree. It looked more like a high class lounge than a train car, complete with filigree, an entire chandelier, a pool table, and a very well stocked liquor cabinet.

The girls gushed at the sight of it, immediately rushing about and exploring it (especially the liquor cabinet, which Hexie was quick to investigate in great depth). Before I could, Kensie tugged at my sleeve, pulling me back.

“There is, um, one thing I should warn you about a bit more privately,” Kensie said in an undertone.

“What?” I asked, being sure to keep one eye on Hexie as the demon managed to open a bottle of whiskey.

“Well, the family home is a bit of a… a museum in certain ways. Sort of keeps the tradition alive and shows off what the family has done to others. Every Killmaiden keeps their prizes in there. We take huge pride in our monster hunting.”

“Really? Never noticed,” I said glibly.

“Right? We’re pretty low key,” Kensie said, and I had the sudden horrifying realization she really did think she was subtle about it. “Anyway, mom and the others, understandably, wouldn’t want a monster joining the family or want me in one’s harem. But they’re also kind of big about the whole, you know, hunting thing. So likewise, they’d never accept someone weak. And that usually means they do a little test of a hunt thing…”

“Ah,” I said in dawning understanding. “Which means they’ll probably do one for me.”

“Not that I don’t think you’ll do amazing,” she quickly assured me. “Just… you know. Keep it in mind.”

“I will,” I assured her.

Yeesh. Some holiday this was turning out to be…


Chapter 16.


One thing you could say about the Killmaidens, was they weren’t too subtle about things.

The manor was near a town in the eastern region of Umbrica, where huge dark forests and ragged mountains were the norm. The town’s name was Oberglistershire, and the manor itself was several hours outside it, reached only by a small road that ran through the deep forest, where the mangled trees were skeletal fingers twisting over the path, stripped bare by winter..

The gate to the Killmaiden home seemed to pop out of nowhere, and was a wrought iron thing of twisting metal worked in patterns like thorn bushes, and beyond them lay the manor itself.

It loomed. That was the only way to describe it. The place was a sprawling, dark gothic mass of architecture that seemed to cling to the cliffs like some predatory lizard. Square towers rose from the main buildings, defined by sharp, angular corners and tall eaves. Gargoyles leered from crenulations, and a literal moat flowed around the property. Overall, it looked more like a prison or sanitorium than a home. The fact that many of the windows had bars over them wasn’t helping things.

“This is where your family lives?” Ashlyn said, verbalizing my thoughts.

“Yeah,” Kensie sighed fondly. “Home sweet home.”

She stepped up to the gates and touched them, and I drew back as the metal twisted and flowed, forming a face like a woman’s whose hair was made of thorn bushes. “Well well!” the gate golem said in a voice like a rusty hinge that made me wince. “If it isn’t young Kensington come home.”

“Hello, Gate,” Kensie said. “May we pass?”

“You know the price, of course,” the gate purred and opened its mouth, teeth of iron spikes emerging.

Kensie rolled her eyes but pulled off her glove and pricked her finger on the teeth. The gate’s face closed its mouth, humming. “Mmm. Perfect. Welcome back, Kensington. Your family is most eager to say hello.”

Kensie tucked her hand back into her glove as the metal face unwound itself, the gate giving a creaking groan as it swung open, admitting us onto the snowy grounds. Grabbing her suitcase, Kensie flashed a gleeful smile our way. “C’mon!” she cried, bounding towards the place. “Right this way!”

“Do we have to?” Ashlyn asked, looking at the looming edifice of a building with clear foreboding.

“I think it has a delightful rustic charm,” Erina said. “In fact, many Umbrican homes are of similar design, dating back to the Crypt Wars, during which the power of the vampire lords were broken in Umbrica, and the state freed from their lingering dominion. Such bulwarks were built to keep watch should the dead lords ever rise again.”

“And uh, have they?” Hexie asked.

“Not lately,” Erina said.

“A mercy to us all I’m sure,” I said, grabbing my bags and heading through the gate after Kensie. After a moment the others followed, and we made our way towards the black manor.

We stopped at the door and Kensie gave the knocker a few, firm smacks against the ancient oak. Maybe a minute later the door was opened by a man.

He was shirtless.

And very shiny.

I stared at him, and he looked us over with evident disinterest, a bottle of some kind in hand. He was bald. Actually, he was utterly hairless, his body sharply defined with almost ludicrous muscles, and his pants were shockingly tight.

“Woah,” Hexie breathed, which about summed it up.

“Yeah?” he said, pouring some oil from the bottle into his hand before rubbing it into his already glistening skin.

“Oh my gods! Evan!” Kensie squeaked. “Are you kidding me?”

He looked at Kensie and smiled. “Oh, hey sis,” he said. “Good to see you.”

“What the hell are you doing?” she hissed.

He shrugged, the movement sending muscles rippling across his frame. “Ya know. Gonna go meditate in the training ring soon. But first gotta do some lifting. And you know being oiled up helps the concentration in the cold. Gotta be prepared. Empty the mind. But wait,” he said, brow furrowing a little. “If you’re here… and I’m here… then that means…”

I straightened as his eyes trailed over to me. I plastered on a smile. “Hi there,” I said. “Alister Blackwood.”

“Oh yeeeeaaaah,” Evan said slowly, nodding. “She said you were coming. Right. It’s why we hid all the holy symbols around the house.” He looked me up and down again. “You do look like a vampire.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “May we come in?” I asked.

“Why do you need permission?” he asked, narrowing his eyes yet further, even as he squirted some more oil onto his hand and rubbed it onto an already glistening bicep.

“Oh for… Just move it!” Kensie groaned, shoving her brother back and out of the way. A remarkable feat, seeing as he looked slipperier than a tunnel rat.

I followed, and the girls quickly came after, stepping into the cavernous halls of the Killmaiden manor. The outside had mostly prepared me for the inside, which was as gloomily gothic as I expected. Ancient stone and layers of wood paneling. The heads of monsters were suspended overhead, while weapons were hung on the walls along with banners and paintings. Deep, lush carpets draped the floors, and a surprising warmth hung in the place, beyond that of the scattered sconces, whose arcane torches burned without fuel or wick.

A maid was standing in the middle of the room and smiled respectfully at our arrival. She looked… strange, actually. Even from my perspective. She wore a frilly maid uniform which, frankly, looked very awkward to work in given how tight it was. She was quite pale, much like me. Honestly, she made me think of an elf with her pointed ears and downright ethereal, ageless beauty. Which was impossible, given elves had died out during the first Fel Wars.

“Ah,” the maid said, curtsying politely. “Mistress Kensington. How good to see you.”

“Sylva!” Kensie cried in a much brighter tone. “Great to see you too! Were you waiting for us.”

“Quite so, mistress. Me, and the others.”

I saw Kensie’s ears flatten with alarm. “What others?”

The doors slammed shut behind us, and as if that was the cue the room was suddenly flooded with people.

They seemed to come from everywhere. Most rushed in from the various doorways or down the stairs, but I swear I saw one person crawl through a window. Men and women, most dressed in weird costumes, some in uniforms, more than a few in long trench coats, a few even in tall, conical hats with large brims.

“Look who it is!”

“Why there she is! Little Kensie back again.”

“Charming girl!”

“Look how tall you’ve grown!”

“Bah! Still too thin. They feeding you right at that school? Not enough meat in the diet, that’s what I say!”

Kensie laughed joyously, rushing forward to meet her relatives. “Auntie Hera! Uncle Orib!” she cried, names spilling from her lips as she hugged the people who came up to her. “Everyone! Please, please. I’d like to ah… introduce someone to you all,” she said, touching my arm and tugging me to her side. “Everyone? This is… is Alister Blackwood. The warlock whose harem I joined.”

Silence fell like a thunderclap. Approximately a dozen pairs of eyes, some with eyepatches, turned my way.

I forced a smile, the memory of the time I faced the firing squad while infiltrating Auropan lines immediately coming to mind. “Hi,” I said with a half wave. “Lovely to be here.”

“Ah,” an older man said, peering at me from a mane of facial hair. “Yes. The… soldier.”

General gruntings and murmurs of agreement followed.

“Yes. Of course. Him,” a witch with a crooked pointy hat said.

“Oh yes. Heard all about him,” another said, shrewdly eying me.

“He’s totally a vampire!” a ditzy bleached blonde witch in all leathers and straps said happily.

Everyone around the blonde immediately shushed her, bewildering the poor girl who looked around blankly.

“He’s not a vampire,” Kensie said firmly, lips pinching as she glared at her relatives.

“That’s right!” Ashlyn said.

“Quite,” Erina said primly. “Though he may be extremely pale, drinks blood, and dislikes sunlight, he is no vampire. In fact, he is a patriot, who has served his nation with honour and distinction!”

I closed my eyes, praying for patience. “Thanks,” I said to the cat-girl. “Really.”

“A-anyway!” Kensie said. “Where’s mother? Is she in?”

“Just got back,” Evan said, who I noticed was still oiling himself.

“Exactly so, Miss,” Sylva said politely. “She has given you the run of Badger Tower during your stay, and says to bring your guests to the Ward room just before dinner.”

Kensie’s ears folded and her eyes widened. “The Ward?” she asked nervously.

“Is that bad?” I asked, feeling the tension in the wolf-girl’s grip.

Kensie chewed on her lower lip. “Uh… no. Maybe. It’s um, probably fine.”

“Of course, Miss,” Sylva said demurely. “Shall I take you to the wing? A short tour would no doubt also be pleasant.”

“Sounds great! Let’s get going. Come on, everyone!” Kensie said quickly, and took off so fast I was almost pulled off my feet. She pushed her way through the crowd, making a beeline for a winding staircase. I can’t say I was upset to go. The way all of Kensie’s relatives watched me was making me nervous. Not quite like a chunk of meat, but with a sort of wary interest most soldiers felt when presented with a new officer. Frankly, I don’t think they were quite sure what to make of me.

Which was probably what Kensie’s mother was for.

Sylva took the lead, her steps so light she almost looked like she was floating over the thick rugs that plastered the floor. Tall windows looked down onto the snowy grounds, which sported a hedge maze and what looked like a number of outbuildings.

“Manor Killmaiden has been in the family for over twenty generations,” Sylva said as she led the way. “It has been partially destroyed at least three times in that period, but each time rebuilt by the family. The foundations are said to be even older, and the underground maze is known for supporting a vibrant ecosystem of monsters and predators. The children of the family adore playing in them.”

“How… charming,” I said.

“Very. Young Miss Killmaiden often went there to hone her skills, declaring that she would ‘become strong enough to get the bestest man in the world!’”

“S-Sylva!” Kensie cried, blushing and shooting me quick glances. “I said that when I was six!”

“You were sent to fight monsters when you were six?” Ashlyn asked in shock.

Kensie blushed. “Well… They were mainly giant rats,” she said shyly.

I exchanged a glance with Ashlyn, who looked downright horrified. I couldn’t blame her. Even I wasn’t so damaged I’d think that was normal.

“And here we have the family baths,” Sylva continued as we reached some heavy wooden doors, which the maid eased open to reveal the steaming interior, “which are fed by a local hotspring, and are said to have rejuvenative powers for injuries. Lesser scrapes and abrasions are healed almost instantly.”

“Impressive,” I said, peering into the stony chamber presented.

“Oooh, that looks lovely,” Tanya said, her halo of lights thrumming with excitement. “Will we be allowed to use it?”

“Of course,” Sylva said as she continued on. “And here is the library. We have ample records of nearly every monster in the known world, as well as methods of killing them. It’s also where we keep the family records, including every message sent from and to the family.”

“Goodness!” Erina said, peering inside. “An excellent collection.”

“Thank you,” Sylva said. “Our own Miss Kensington has added considerably to it.”

“She has?” I asked, glancing at the wolf-girl in question, who looked confused.

“Extremely so. Her correspondence with the main house has been coming in constantly since the first week of school. Mostly concerning her observations of a certain vampire at Stoneway Academy, as well as advice on how to slay them. She also included a great many photos, which she has been taking circumspectly.”

“Has she now?” I asked with an amused look at the slayer in question.

Kensie moaned, burying her face in her hands. “Gooooods, kill me nooooow!”

I chuckled, mussing her hair between her twitching wolf ears fondly. “Relax. It’s not like you’re still asking for those slaying documents, right?”

“Oh no,” Sylva said. “Though she has been asking for copies of certain chapters concerning fertility treatments and sexual positions.”

“Mrnnnnn!” Kensie groaned, pushing her face deeper into her hands.

I just snorted and pulled her into a hug, letting her press her face into my chest. I could actually feel the heat of her blush radiating through my coat.

Maybe this visit wouldn’t be so bad after all…


Chapter 17.


Lady Margaret Killmaiden was about what I expected from the matriarch of a notorious family of monster hunters. She reminded me a lot of Adamanta in her bearing, with an aura of almost instinctive command. Everything else about her though couldn’t have been more different.

Where Adamanta was the regal queen Margaret was more like a barbarian chief holding court over her clan. She wore the fur pelt of some monster, its fanged head acting as the clasp of the cloak. Under that was a double-breasted jacket, and a cutlass more like a cleaver hung casually from her belt, along with a brace of pistols. She had one eye, the other a milky white with a jagged scar running across it, and her hair was a lush black broken by a pair of wolf ears, one of which was little more than a ragged stub. She was also big. I’d have called her fat if I wasn’t sure it was all muscle, and if I wasn’t also sure that if I called her fat she’d put me through a wall.

Beside her sat her husband, Claus Killmaiden, and Kensie’s father. He was a huge man, even bigger than his wife, and looked like he was more at home in the mountains than the hall. A bear pelt draped him, the upper jaw and head its hood, the man’s beard thick was braided and his eyes sparkling with mirth as he reclined in his chair, a stein of ale sitting on his knee.

Overall, the pair put me in mind of a wolf who’d faced a lifetime of savage battle, and was ready for more. Something that felt all the more obvious by the fact we were meeting them and the rest of the clan in the Ward.

The Ward was an outbuilding, more like a long hall, that looked out over the forest. Weapons absolutely covered the walls, from spell rifles, maces, swords, and even a few pieces of artillery. All of them looked clean, sharp, and very well used.

We’d been brought there after a chance to freshen up in the rooms and baths, and now stood at the bottom of a stage on which Margaret stood in all her glory. Around us were gathered the relatives who we’d met at the door, along with a number of others.

“So you’re the man who won my daughter?” Margaret said, her voice booming in the room. She grinned, revealing pronounced canines, one of which looked to be silver. “Can’t say I’m surprised. You’re a pretty one.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I have a good skin care routine.” Oh gods, please don’t let her hit on me. Having banged one mother to my harem was bad enough.

Margaret guffawed. “That right? I heard that too. Sounds like you use some kinda blood magic for your wyldcraft, eh? Haven’t seen that before.”

“I’d be happy to give a demonstration,” I said, trying to force some cheer into my voice. I really didn’t like the intense looks a lot of Kensie’s relatives were giving me. And the fact the walls were absolutely draped in weaponry wasn’t helping me destress about it.

“Glad you feel that way. Real glad. Because as the man looking to breed my daughter, we of the Killmaiden Clan always want to get a measure of your worth. And there’s only one good way to do that, isn’t there, my motley family?”

“Aye!” roared back the reply.

“That’s right!” Margaret said. “And that’s with a hunt!”

“A hunt?” I said, feigning surprise.

“Aye,” Margaret grinned. “A hunt! There’s nothing like it to see what you’re worth. You’ll be fetching dinner for us tonight, my future son in law. Out there,” she declared with a gesture at the huge doors at the end of the hall. “Our woods are filled with bloodthirsty beasts on which we keep ourselves trained and sharp. Monsters of grit and greatness and delicious meat! You and the men of the family will go out there and bag a fat one. One that’ll feed the whole clan! Think you’re up for it?” she asked with a shrewd look.

Frankly, I definitely wasn’t feeling it. Not because I was afraid of a few monsters. I knew I was up to the task. But the idea of going hunting with a gang of monster hunters who clearly still thought I was a vampire wasn’t exactly appealing. Accidents happened, after all, and where better than in the woods with lots of heavily armed and, frankly, somewhat feral looking men.

But that was not going to cut it here, so I just shrugged. “Of course. What’s dinner without a main course?”

“That’s the spirit!” Margaret bellowed heartily. “Good on ya! Alright, lads. Arm up! It’s time for a hunt!”

“Yaaaaaar!” chorused the pumping swords, rifles, and other deadly implements into the air enthusiastically.

As some of the men rushed to the walls to grab yet more armaments, I felt Kensie take my hand and give it a quick squeeze. “Good luck, Alister,” she said. “Be careful.”

“Always,” I assured her.

Kensie smiled, stole a quick glance around the room, then rose on her tiptoes and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. Blushing, she pulled back, joining the girls and leaving me standing there, face still buzzing from where I’d felt her lips.

Then an arm draped itself over me from either side, and I found myself being marched between two men and towards the doors. “This is gonna be a grand hunt, lad!” Claus grinned, Kensie’s father looming over me with a broad smirk. “A grand one! Nothing like a holiday feast, eh?”

“Uh, no. Will be my first around here,” I admitted.

“You will deeply enjoy it,” the man on my other side said. He was rail-thin and dressed all in black, an air of a mortician hanging around him, though the silver saber and pistols on his belt suggested he filled the coffins himself. His arm tightened around my neck. “Deeply.”

“I’m sure I will,” I said as my stomach dropped. Then the huge doors at the end of the hall swung open, and I was walked out into the snow and towards a lone path snaking through the manor’s fence, and heading down the dark gullet of the forest.

Despite the cold, the forest was quite alive. Though I hadn’t had the best experiences in them lately, I actually really liked the woods. Even during the war they’d been a pleasant break from the muddy hell of a battlefield. Sure, you were more likely to be ambushed, but it sure as hell beat huddling in a trench while artillery shook the walls, threatening to bury you under a ton of earth day in and day out.

That being said, the forest of the Killmaidens was distinctly more… dark than I was used to. Sure, it wasn’t as bad as the forest surrounding Stoneway Academy, but it wasn’t great either. Though winter had stripped the trees of leaves, there were plenty of pines to break up the monotony, and the winter stillness hung heavy in the air.

The other men had fanned out, but not far, and I was allowed to take the lead. Well, I say allowed, but more like the rest of the men hung back while I moved forward. Not out of cowardice. Some of Kensie’s relatives looked to be made of more scar tissue than skin, but this was clearly my show. They were here to lend a hand, but more than that, witness me proving myself.

Also, to needle me a bit.

“Soldier, eh? I remember my time in the war,” Claus said affably as he stroked the huge barrel of his rifle. “I was one for a while. Assigned as a scout to the Wilder campaign. Deep forests round about there. Ever been?”

“Wilder…” I mused, keeping one eye trained on the woods. “That near the eastern front? The regrowth area, right? With those giant snakes?”

The slayer grinned widely. “Ah, you do know it, eh?”

“I should hope so,” I grunted. “I had to go and eliminate some widderkin guerillas who’d been harassing our supply lines.”

“Ah! Them. Yes. Dangerous ones, those people. They had a magic that allowed them to merge with beasts! Savage creatures and a pain to kill! Needed to set them on fire in the end to finish the blighters off.”

I nodded. Right. Almost forgot about that. Of course, setting them on fire had been pretty easy for me. They didn’t tend to put up much of a fight without any blood in them. There’d been some fire witches I’d been embedded with to take care of that part.

“Yeah,” I said. “Wasn’t a fun time.”

“Having lots of fun now though?” Evan asked, who I noted was still shirtless and glistening, though the cold didn’t seem to bother him. “You know. Now that you’re fucking my baby sister.”

Well fuck. That sure spoiled the mood, which I felt shift in real time as the rest of the men stiffened up and shot me side-eyed looks from all over. Hmm. How to play this… I was pretty sure killing Evan right here would probably not be the best move, tempting as it was. And calling him out when surrounded by the rest of his family wouldn’t be much better. I doubted he was a warlock, but even so, getting in a fistfight after just meeting Kensie’s family probably wouldn’t endear me to the rest.

Plan B, then.

Honesty.

“I don’t fuck your baby sister,” I said, drawing myself up and giving him a cool look. “I fuck a grown woman named Kensington Killmaiden, who I feel unbelievably lucky to be with. And,” I added, “who gives as good as she gets.”

Evan looked me straight in the eye for a long moment.

Then he grinned.

“Yeah,” he said. “That does sound like her.”

Like it never existed, the tension was suddenly gone. “Sure does!” Claus bellowed, clapping me on the back and nearly sending me face first into the snow. “Dear little Kensie. Why, I remember we had to lock up the kitchen knives because even in nappies she wanted to rush off and slay her first monster!”

“Yes,” the thin Killmaiden said, who’d been introduced as uncle Raith. His poker face slipped a fraction to let out a quirk of a smile. “I remember how happy she was when I got her that ‘Tiny Tot Crossbow’ for Yuletide. Oh how she loved shooting at the crows with it. Almost took out cousin Borroch’s eye. The girl was a natural slayer.”

“I believe it,” I agreed. “The first time she saw me she tried to spray me with holy water.”

“Ha ha ha ha!” Claus guffawed. “Aye. A true Killmaiden through and through! So, yer a warlock, are ye? I hear you manipulate blood in some way.”

Hoo boy. Moment of truth. But if ever there was a time to show it it’d be now, when everyone was as far from ‘burn the monster’ as possible. True, all the men around me were also heavily armed, but I was getting the feeling that was a constant state for anyone born into the Killmaiden family.

“That’s right,” I said, peeling off a glove and lifting my hand. The cuts in my fingers opened and blood rose from them, swirling in the air about my fingers. “I can manipulate my own blood and any that I touch with it. Useful on the battlefield for sure.”

“I believe it,” Evan said.

“Yes, your military records were quite explicit about it,” Raith said. “Most interesting to see it in action. The propaganda apparently did not lie about that.”

“You read my records?” I asked.

“Of course.”

Couldn’t say I was surprised. Leave it to monster slayers to do their homework.

“So you’re really not a vampire?” Claus asked.

“No,” I sighed. “My wyldcraft uses my own blood, so I’m often anemic, and that makes me pale. As for the rest of the… things, that’s mostly because of curses, issues during the war, and mutations from my wyldcraft. But I’m really not a vampire. I promise.”

“Well,” Raith said, stroking his chin with long fingers, “it… wouldn’t be the worst thing if you were, I suppose.”

“That’s right!” another relative put in. “There’s some good vamps. Like that Professor Noirveil! She’s alright.”

I winced at the name of the aggressively flirtatious vampiress. “That so?” I said.

“Oh aye,” Claus guffawed. “Lovely woman! Sure, can’t have garlic around her, but she fought for the greens in the war with Auropa. Hero of the Siege of Lance, don’t you know.”

“Really?” I said. Never heard of that one. Though I tended not to pay too much attention to the propaganda. I’d been in too many ‘glorious’ battles to see the appeal.

“Absolutely! Wonderful woman. Have you met her?”

“So what kind of beasts are we looking for out here anyway?” I asked instead, not all that keen to revisit Noirveil and her flirtations.

“Why, the most dangerous game of all,” Raith said.

“…Man?” I asked.

“Ha! No. Direwolf!” Claus declared.

“There’s direwolves out here?” I asked.

“Oh yes,” Raith said. “And sure to be close…”

Had to take his word on that. But soon after I didn’t, as we came across some tracks in the snow. They were deep and widely placed, suggesting a big monster. Which worked for me, honestly. I did want to impress the relatives, after all.

We moved more cautiously then, once more with me in the lead and the others following after.

The trail snaked up to a hillock with a large cave facing outwards. Not much of a mystery what was in there, given the tracks went right to it. The fact that the direwolf hadn’t exactly been subtle about its movements suggested it was confident it could take whatever was thrown at it.

Time to prove it wrong.

“Hang back,” I told them, moving forward. “I’ll take it.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Claus grunted, grinning as he settled his weight, hefting his rifle.

Yeah, I bet.

As I approached the cave a low growl came from within. A deep, echoing sound that seemed to vibrate through the air and my bones. A sound that thrummed in the hollow places of my body. The sort of feeling you’d get standing too close to the bigger artillery pieces when they fired, like you’d just stood in the presence of a titan.

Too bad that was pretty par for the course for my career.

I swung my hand to my side, blood oozing from me, hardening into a blade in my grasp. Felt a bit of a head spin, but I shook it off quickly as I took a battle stance, crouching with the sword low. With my free hand, I spun my finger, conjuring a flutter of flame. I was getting better at basic magic, and to show it, I lobbed a fireball right into the cave.

It soared, fluttering, then splashed inside in a burst of sparks. The crackle flashed off yellow eyes and huge white fangs.

It was not appreciated.

A snarl ripped from the cave and a shape heaved itself out of the dark, lunging into the sunlight. The beast was absolutely massive. Big as a truck with thick grey fur trimmed with black. Corded muscle defined it and alarming intelligence gleamed in its eyes as it took me in, fangs grit with a low rumble of a growl rising from deep in its chest.

“Oooh, it’s a big ‘un!” Claus chortled. “We eat good tonight!”

On that I had to agree. The direwolf was big, mean, and truly deadly. But I’d fought and killed bigger. Meaner. And far, far smarter than it.

And though I probably shouldn’t, on a certain level, I relished the chance to fight a bit.

I moved forward, lazily spinning my sword as I did. Which confused the direwolf a bit, given it was probably the first time in a very long time something didn’t either run or cower when confronting it.

The direwolf cocked its head, then crouched, leering, probably assuming I was just crazy. Well, fair enough. Anyone else would be for what I was about to do. The monster’s tail stilled, and then the monster burst into motion lightning fast, lunging for me with a snap of huge jaws.

I held until the last moment, then threw a burst of circulation into my legs. I jumped, soaring over the wolf’s jaws as they tried to bite down. My dark coat billowed as I landed on the monster’s back, quickly adjusting my stance.

The direwolf whipped around in surprise to not find a juicy new meal in its maw. I was almost thrown off by the sudden movement, but managed to grab a fistful of its fur. The monster felt the tug and twisted its head around for me, eyes wide with shock.

“Hi,” I said, then slammed the sword into its side.

The wolf howled in rage and pain even as its blood gushed from the wound. I dug the sword in deeper, and it instantly began to draw on the monster’s blood, feeding it into me and the blade.

The direwolf must have realized something was very wrong, because it immediately went absolutely mental. It whipped itself this way and that like a bronco, trying to turn its head around and bite me off. I swung away from those dagger teeth, keeping my sword in it as I continued to draw on its blood.

Unfortunately for me, I couldn’t do it for too long, as the direwolf didn’t get so big by being stupid. It threw itself to the ground, trying to crush me under its weight. Sadly, I had no intention of letting it, and jumped off, a kick of wind magic sending me hurtling off the monster.

I landed some distance in the snow, skidding back and halting among the Killmaiden men, who immediately brought weapons to bear as the direwolf rolled back to its feet, panting and baring its teeth in fury.

“No,” I said, holding up a hand to the men, my other arm raised towards the monster as I sensed my blood circulating in its veins. Swirling through it with the furious thumps of its heart. “I got this.”

The various Killmaidens glanced around, then quickly stepped back as the direwolf howled furiously and hurled itself at me.

Opening my eyes, I smiled, feeling my blood concentrate in the monster’s heart. “Boom,” I said, and clenched my fist.

Spikes of blood ripped apart the monster’s heart. The direwolf’s legs fumbled under it, eyes rolling back in shock of its sudden death. The monster hit the ground mid-stride, skidding through the snow, muzzle grinding to a halt bare inches in front of my outstretched hand.

I exhaled, patting its snout, then looked back at the stunned hunters standing around.

“So,” I said as I rested my hand on the monster’s nose. “Who feels like porting this thing back for dinner?”


Chapter 18.


It had been a long time since I’d enjoyed a meal as much as the one at the Killmaiden’s manor.

“You shoulda seen him!” Claus bellowed as he pounded me on the back, nearly causing me to spill my horn of beer (a literal horn no less). “Jumped over its chompers like it was nothing at all and grabbed that beastie by the pelt! Rode the monster and kept stabbing it no problem! Ha ha ha!”

“When the direwolf charged him that second time, I thought for sure he was done for,” Evan said to his neighbour, his skin glistening in the torchlight. “Then… wham!” he said, pounding a fist into an open palm with a meaty smack. “Thing just keeled over and skidded through the snow! It was amazing!”

I smiled. My seat was absolutely mobbed by Kensie’s relatives, the girls seated across from me for once. Not that they seemed to mind. All four of them looked absolutely delighted to see me at the center of so much attention. Kensie in particular seemed to downright glow with pride, looking at me like I was her whole world. Which was, frankly, a fantastic feeling on my end, and definitely made this whole trip that much more worthwhile.

She’d had that look ever since we returned to the manor. I’d drained the direwolf of the rest of its blood to prevent spoiling the meat, not to mention make it much lighter to carry. The men of the family had been ecstatic to port it back, and we’d returned like some conquering war party with the spoils of victory.

And now we were enjoying it.

Beer from foaming mugs was being quaffed. Chunks of the roasted direwolf were being ripped from the bone, and we’d even reached the point in the evening where bawdy songs were being sung.

And frankly, I was loving it.

The whole dinner was such a break from the rigidly formal experiences I’d had up until then. It felt more like being back in the barracks, surrounded by brothers in arms, relishing a quick meal with the knowledge tomorrow might be the last dawn you’d ever see. A sense of energy. Of life and excitement. Camaraderie that was almost impossible to capture in any other way.

Despite the fact that some of the people in that room would probably blow my head off if they ever suspected I was actually a vampire, I was having the time of my life. Naturally, I kept myself from getting too drunk. Filtering out the alcohol in my bloodstream before it could really impact my motor functions. I was enjoying myself, but I wasn’t stupid.

“I tell ya!” one of Kensie’s female cousins slurred, draping an arm over my shoulder as she hung off me, a mug of booze in her hand.”You’re the best… best vampire I ever met…”

“Not a vampire,” I informed her.

“Sure! Sure… Of course. But… if… if you were, I’d be cool with that too. Right? Like, if you were a… a bloodsucker, I wouldn’t hold it against you. Right? I mean, it’s like… biting hot girls? Right? Whoa!” she said, then devolved into a fit of giggles before falling to the floor, where she soon after began to snore.

Not many were far behind her, and dinner slowly wound down as family either passed out, wandered off, or were dragged out after getting so piss drunk they couldn’t stand.

Soon, it was just me, Margaret, and a few others left standing. Not among those was Erina and Kensie. Kensie had lasted longer than I expected, but many a congratulatory toast was aimed her way for picking up a man like me, and she’d been happy to reciprocate until now, where she slumped in her chair, groggy but smiling. Erina had been a bit of a surprise. Turned out she was quite the lightweight, and three drinks in had begun belting out slurred patriotic songs before zonking out into her mashed potatoes.

A hand clapped itself on my shoulder, and I damn near jumped out my skin. My head whipped around and I discovered Margaret Killmaiden looming beside me, the scarred wolf-witch sporting a grin on her lips and her good eye looking down at me from under a half-closed lid.

“You hold your liquor well, vampire,” she said jovially before taking a swig from a horn she carried.

“Thanks. And I’m really not a vampire.”

“So you say,” she said, shrugging. “Regardless, welcome to the family, Blackwood. We haven’t had a feast like this in a loooong time, and it was well done! But every party must end. And it seems ours is at that time,” she added, looking around the room, which looked a bit like a battlefield from the sheer number of people laid out on every surface. She patted my shoulder again. “Best get your pretty things off to your suite. Sylva will help you find the way.”

“I appreciate it,” I said, beginning to rise.

Only for her grip to tighten, holding me in the chair. I tensed as I looked back into her eye, which was steely and intent as she stared down at me/ Her grin was still jovial, but showing a bit more fang than before.

“I know you do,” she said, her voice still happy, but lower now. Almost a growl as she leaned in. “And you strike me as a good man. Even if you may be a vampire. But that doesn’t bother me too much, Blackwood. A man is worthy or he is not, and my daughter seems to think you are. She’s a good girl. A good judge of character, and seems to truly like you. A hard thing for a girl like her to do.

“Which means,” Margaret continued, her grip tightening until I swear I could hear my bones creak in her grasp. “If’n you ever cause her harm or break that pretty girl's heart, you’ll earn the ire of the Killmaiden clan. You’re a handsome lad, Alister. So I wouldn’t be too broken-hearted to use that pretty skull a' yours as my new cup. We clear?”

I’d faced death many times over the years, and I could feel the utter truth in every word she said. “Crystal,” I assured her. “Kensie is a wonderful girl. And I would rather die than ever hurt her.”

Margaret held my gaze for a long moment, then chuckled, releasing her grip and patting my shoulder. “I’ll hold you to that, Alister. Indeed I will. But regardless,” she added, once more her jovial self, the shadows lifting from her face, “I hope you enjoy your stay. And rest assured, your room has a very big bed.”

“Thanks,” I said, resisting the urge to rub my probably bruised shoulder. Margaret guffawed and wandered off to get her husband on his feet, the pair kissing lovingly before departing.

Servants soon after drifted into the room to clean off the table, and the way they deftly stepped over snoring bodies told me this was hardly a new experience for them.

For my part, I headed over to the girls, chuckling when I saw that Tanya had eased Erina out of the potatoes and was wiping the cat-girl’s face clean with a napkin.

“Looks like we’re about ready for bed,” I noted with amusement.

“Agreed,” Tanya said as she gently slung Erina’s arm over her shoulder and stood.

“A true… daughter of the nation ish… always horny,” Erina slurred, her head lolling before she zonked back out with a snore.

I snorted and glanced at Ashlyn, who looked like she was enjoying the state of everyone a bit too much. “Surprised you’re still standing,” I said. “You almost drank as much as me.”

The dragon-girl snorted. “Please,” she said with an arrogant toss of her head. “As if this stuff could put down a woman with fire in her veins.”

“I believe it,” I said, scooping Kensie out of her chair bridal style. The wolf-girl yipped in her sleep and snuggled into my chest, her tail giving a slow, sleepy wag of happiness. “Mind helping with Erina, then?” I asked. “High time we all get to bed.”

“It’s her own fault for not being able to hold her liquor,” Ashlyn grumbled, but rose all the same and lent an arm. Hefted between Ashlyn and Tanya, the cat-girl was lifted to her feet, which dragged in our wake as we made our way to the doors.

Sylva met us there, the elfin maid giving an amused look at the two insensate women we ported, but said nothing as she turned and led us deeper into the manor. We followed at a pace, Erina’s feet scuffing the rug as we made our way through. Few lamps burned through the manor, and those that did only seemed to emphasize the darkness, shadows fluttering in the trophies of beasts like they were still alive. It was distinctly creepy, though not terrifying. I’d seen far worse over the years.

“Here we are,” Sylva said as she stopped by the door to the tower’s bedroom and eased it open. “Sleep well. And don’t mind the ghosts.”

“Ghosts?” I asked, halfway through the door.

“Well, phantoms really.”

“What’s the difference?”

“None at all,” she said, a flicker of a smile on her lips.

I rolled my eyes and pushed into the suite, followed by the others.

The suite itself was about what I’d expected from a place like this. Paneled in wood, it sat midway up a tower and several small windows that had once probably served as arrow holes looked down on the grounds below. A large bed sat in the middle of the room, and was absolutely covered in animal furs for sheets. Something Kensie was plainly comfortable with, as once I managed to disentangle her from my arms she snuggled up under the covers with a happy moan.

Erina flopped down, and Tanya began helping the pretty much comatose young woman out of her clothes. I did the same with Kensie, unable to quite keep a blush off my face as I did. Sure, I may have seen her naked plenty of times by now, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t appreciate her figure every time.

After some effort everyone was more or less ready for bed. And for once, it looked like I wasn’t going to be needed for a good fuck. That party had taken it out of everyone, who seemed more than happy to snuggle under the blankets, with me in the middle, as usual.

No sooner was I under the pelts, however, than Erina had rolled over, arm flopping across my chest as she snuggled in close against my side.

“Mmmm,” she purred groggily. “Alister… you’re my… handshome mate,” she slurred.

“Thanks, Erina,” I said, wincing at the powerful scent of alcohol on her breath.

“Mmmyeah,” she mumbled, snuggling in closer. “And ish… ish okay if you wantsh to… to fuck the Auro… the Aurop… the turnip eater,” she mumbled. “Gotta… schtick it to tha… tha enemy. By schticking it to… to their bitsch.”

“Sorry?” I blinked.

“Gotta fuck her,” Erina mewed, almost smacking me in the face as she saluted. “Fuck ‘em for… for Caldia! For freedoooooom…”

Her arm flopped down, as did her head. A loud snore erupted from the cat-girl, her feline ears twitching as she went down deep into dreamland this time.

“Gods,” I heard Ashlyn snort. “I’ve heard of mean drunks, but horny nationalist drunk is a new one for me.”

I snorted, mussing Erina’s hair between her ears, earning another soft mew and from the sleeping cat-girl. “I’ve seen it before in the army, believe me. Maybe best not to tease her about this.”

“Ha! Fat chance. I’m going to use it whenever I like. Still need to get back at her for calling me a monogamist,” the dragon-girl groused.

“She did admit she was wrong,” Tanya said gently from her side of the bed.

“Don’t care. I only regret that I don't have a camera.”

I chuckled, settling in for a peaceful night. As I did, Kensie wriggled in close on my other side, a soft whimper coming from her. “Alister…” she mumbled, and after a second I realized she was dreaming. “Mmm… O… okay… just a nibble… nibble for pets…”

I sighed, but didn’t bother to correct her dreams. Which were sounding very interesting indeed. Instead, I just stroked her hair, earning a soft moan from her as she relaxed utterly at my side and fell into a deep, deep sleep.

Smiling, I looked to the ceiling, which had been carved to resemble the boughs of trees interlacing above the bed like the canopy of a forest. Well, I’d met the family of hunters and not even a single attempt to stab a stake into my heart.

All in all? Not a bad evening.


Chapter 19.


The day after dinner was one I’d been looking forward to for a while now. Not specifically or anything, but I’d needed a day away from the girls for some time, and the splitting hangovers for Erina and Kensie was perfect timing. The fact that Tanya insisted on staying and nursing the girls back to health made it even better, and Ashlyn was taking the opportunity to peruse the Killmaiden library for information about warp magic. All of which left me alone.

And it was shopping time.

This wasn’t to say I couldn't have gone shopping without the girls, but I wanted my Yuletide gifts to be a surprise. The locket they’d all gotten me after our little trouble with Gabriel had been such a thoughtful gift, I’d been wracking my head to try and think of something to get each of them that had as much meaning.

Though, I might have some trouble around these parts.

The village of Oberglistershire, in addition to being a mouthful to pronounce, looked pretty rural. It was within walking distance of Killmaiden Hall though, and I reasoned with a family of monster slayers in the nearby vicinity, it probably at least had some decent silverworkers.

“My advice?” Hexie said from my shoulder as I walked through town. “You can’t go wrong with edible underwear.”

“Somehow, I doubt I’ll find that around here,” I said as I passed the fifth Schnitzel shop I’d seen since coming into town. “And I want it to be a meaningful gift.”

“What could have more meaning than you licking chocolate panties off a girl until she’s a quivering mess?” the imp asked in honest confusion.

“Frankly, I’m shocked you came out for this,” I grunted. “Given your body weight and the amount of booze you drank, I’m surprised you’re even alive, let alone sober.”

“Pfft! Please,” she scoffed. “Demons have an amazing metabolism. We can digest anything! How do you think we keep so trim and sexy?”

“Not sure. I never really did a thorough study of demon anatomy,” I said as I peered through a shop window of what looked like wooden toys. “I mostly just killed them.”

“Hey now! What about all those nights we spent together? You were studying my anatomy pretty damn close while you were fucking me.”

“Is that what was happening?” I chuckled.

“Well what would you call it?”

“Shameful evenings of weakness and lust?”

“Hey!” Hexie swatted my head with a hand. “Watch it, master. We haven’t even started plumbing how shameful sex with me can get. Trust me, you want depravity? I can show you fucking depravity. Gimme some candles, the Womb Buster Thirty from the cat’s collection, and a bucket of melted butter, and I’ll show you something you won’t confess to even the chillest priest!”

I was both disgusted and intrigued, but I certainly wasn’t going to admit it. Hexie had been really pushing the envelope in sex lately. Especially after that glimpse of Erina’s sex toy collection.

“Can you please just help me find some gifts?” I asked instead. “I really do need to get this done.”

“Only if we can do some really dirty stuff.”

“We’ll see. But no melted butter.”

Hexie threw her arms in the air. “Well fuck, master! Why don’t you just lock a chastity belt on me and stick me in a nunnery? Actually, that sounds a bit fun. I could probably get my hands on the nun outfit pretty easily, and a few days of being unable to cum would make me absolutely hopeless for anything but begging for you to give me some relief.”

“You’re impossible.”

“No, I’m perfect. Perfectly fun and horny. But fine. I’ll help. Just so we can get out of this cold! Look. There. A chocolate shop! Let’s start there.”

“Chocolate?” I said, pausing in the middle of the street and eyeing the shop in question, whose sign advertised it as Codsworth’s Confections.

“Yeah! Ladies love chocolate. Especially the kind loaded with aphrodisiacs.”

“I’m sure,” I said drily, but she did have a point. It would probably be a good place to start anyway.

I crossed the street and ducked inside, the ring of a tiny silver bell announcing my arrival. The sudden warmth was a wonderful change of pace from the cold outside, and I looked about at the various glass display cases showing off a dizzying amount of confectionaries. Trays of fudge were laid out like a jeweler’s masterpieces. Racks of carefully packaged chocolates mixed with every kind of nut known to man were everywhere. And that wasn’t even getting started on some of the more creative displays. Behind the glass of a few cases were sculptures made of white and black chocolate, drizzled with honey and syrup. One was a literal castle, likely formed with the help of magic.

I actually had a bit of a weakness for chocolate. In the army, we often used the candy bars sent to us in care packages as currency, which never came too often. Especially to me thanks to getting bounced around the battlefield all the time. And sure, the chocolate was usually hard as a brick and tasted a little like coffee grounds, but even then… man, those were good.

“Uh, master? You okay?”

“Huh? Wha?” I said, blinking as I refocused on Hexie.

“Cause you were kinda droolin’ a bit there.”

“Oh? Was I?” I said, quickly wiping my mouth on my sleeve. “Well, you know, it’s…”

I trailed off, because now that I was back in the now, I realized I wasn’t the only customer in the shop. I must have been really caught up in the chocolate on display not to notice him, as his bulk was like someone had wrapped a bear in a black coat.

In fact, I knew that bulk…

“Dorm?” I asked in surprise.

The figure stiffened and turned slowly.

It was indeed the big warlock. His large frame stretched out his black coat thoroughly, and though he was wearing one of those fur hats with ear flaps, there was no mistaking him. He absolutely towered over me, and it was a miracle he didn’t bang his head on the ceiling whenever he moved.

“Alister,” he said with a faint nod.

“So this is where you live?” I said.

“Yes,” he said, his typical taciturn self. “Just visiting. Good chocolates here.”

“Are there?” I said, immediately interested. Actually, now that I thought about it, this was a golden opportunity. I’d been fretting about what to get the girls, and that kind of relationship stuff was exactly what the warlock group we were a part of was for. Not to mention he no doubt knew all the good stores in the area.

I smiled. Oh yes. Perfect…

“Say Dorm,” I said, sidling nearer. “I was wondering if you might give me a hand with something…”

The huge warlock eyed me inscrutably. “What?” he grunted.

“Nothing nefarious or anything,” I assured him.

“Unfortunately,” Hexie grumbled before I covered her mouth (and rest of her head) with a hand.

“See,” I said. “I’ve been looking to get gifts for my harem due to the season, and was honestly at a bit of a loss about it. I was wondering if you might give me a hand.”

Dorm frowned thoughtfully. “Harem queen handles it in bigger harems,” he grunted. “But you’re still small.”

“That’s not what she said!” Hexie managed to say before I muzzled her again with a glove.

“We are,” I confirmed. “Intentionally. I’m not one of those guys who’s looking to stuff his harem with anybody. I want an intimate one. One where it’s more than just a stud ranch. More of a family. Get me?”

Dorm’s brows met with a deep furrow, and he nodded.

“Yes,” the big warlock said. “Good. Should be a family. Close where everyone knows each other. Love is something that must be shared, not hoarded. And the more you need to share, the less many may feel its touch.”

“Er, yeah. Exactly. So I was hoping to get everyone a gift that showed I really knew them. Really got who they are and what they mean to me. Today is the only day I’ve been able to get away from them to do it with.”

Dorm lifted a hand and pointed a finger the size of a bratwurst at Hexie. “What about imp?” he asked.

“Hexie? I can’t get rid of her. She’s like a lamprey.”

“Hey!” the imp squawked.

“Anyway, I already got her a gift.”

“W-wait,” Hexie said, blinking up at me. “You did?”

“Of course. Not that you made it easy,” I grumbled at her.

The imp stared at me, for the first time seemingly at a loss for words.

“Anyway,” I continued to Dorm. “What do you say? Could you spare a bit of time?”

Dorm considered that seriously, and finally gave a slow nod.

“Hmm. Yes,” he said. “I’ll help. For love.”

I practically sagged with relief. Thank the gods. “Alright. So here’s what I was thinking…”

Dorm listened attentively as I outlined my gift ideas and the girls in question, naming off their likes, dislikes, and anything else I could think of. We ended up grabbing some pretty high end chocolates from the confectionary store right there, mainly for Ashlyn. Dorm had a great suggestion about a cherry flavoured kind in a gold foil that resembled gold bars.

“Dragons love gold,” Dorm said.

“That they do,” I agreed, though I couldn’t help but wince a little at the price. Even knowing I could cover it easily with the kind of money I had, actually spending so much on something like chocolate gave me almost physical pain. But the simple fact was that I wasn’t poor anymore, and it was time to start acting like it. And for the girls? Well, money would be no object.

Though I did draw the line at a new car. That felt like a present you got only when you had a house to put it in.

After the chocolate shop Dorm took me out and about Oberglistershire, the two of us invading several shops in our quest for the perfect gifts. Frankly, I was beyond grateful Dorm was there. It’d have taken me hours to even find the kinds of stores he brought me to, let alone shop inside them. Not that we spent all our time shopping. It soon became apparent that Dorm was a big fan of his hometown, and glad to show it and the sights off as we wandered about. Things like the Glimgrin Tower, where a notorious witch had once holed up to try and bake candies which turned children into mice, which apparently brought about a tradition of children collecting candy to celebrate the day they caught the witch and burned her. As one does. Then there was the old barracks, the abandoned castle, and there was even a story about a bunch of bricks in seemingly random places, each of them emblazoned with a sun.

“Paladins of the Light kept a fort here,” Dorm said as he showed me one of the bricks. “During Long Night, when vampire counts ruled the area, the bricks signaled where a paladin could stay and be safe for a night.”

“Fascinating,” I said as we went along the main square.

“And that,” he said, nodding at a statue of a heroic looking man in a winged helmet and hauberk, standing astride a fountain with sword in the air, “is the statue of King Arimus Umbrica, founder of the country. See the twenty swords he wears?”

“Seems impractical,” I noted.

“Each one represents one of his brides. Each a witch who helped him unify the region.”

“Wow,” I said, nodding. It made sense. Every schoolkid knew (and even me, who never really went to school) that most modern states were formed by a powerful warlock and his brides carving out a chunk of land over the centuries.

“Want to see the statue of the last queen?” Dorm asked.

“The last queen?” I said. “Umbrica has a queen.”

“Last queen of independent Umbrica,” Dorm corrected.

Erina’s ancestor? Colour me intrigued. “Sure, I’m game.”

‘Ughhhh! Not more historyyyy,” Hexie whined from my shoulder. “Alright, I’m out. Call me if things start getting horny!”

With a popping sound Hexie vanished. Such a shame. Her commentary would be missed, no doubt.

The two of us headed towards the east side of town, where it was positioned in a square bordered by the river and the local armoury. “Armoury used to be the queen’s fortress,” Dorm explained as we made our way across the busy square. He nodded at the bulky building, and I could believe it. Bordered by two towers at the front, the rest of it was a solid brick mass with some heavily secured doors and a number of ward spires standing around the perimeter. “Where Queen Astera kept her home during the unification war.”

“Sounds about right,” I said, slowing when we neared the statue in question. “Is that…”

“Yes,” Dorm said with a twist of his lips. “Queen Astera.”

It was probably a pretty regal statue, most of the time. The queen was shown with leonian ears and astride an actual lion, which was probably symbolic of her royalty or perhaps she really did ride a literal lion. You never knew for sure with sculptures. She was looking forward, a sword raised high, and face firmed as if leading into the future. It would probably have been pretty impressive, if it wasn’t covered with red paint.

It wasn’t painted, exactly. More like splattered, with ‘Traitor’ written across the base, along with ‘Freedom for Umbrica.’ There were also some expletives written there, most of them with more ambition than spelling ability.

“That’s uh…”

“Not everyone agrees with the decision to join Caldia,” Dorm grunted. “They clean the statue often. Gotten worse since the end of the war.”

“I heard something about that,” I said. “And…”

I fell silent. Something was wrong. Instinct told me so. The same instincts that had kept me alive in the war when thousands of others I fought beside died because their senses weren’t so razor sharp. The hairs on my hands tingled. My eyes darted around the square. What was it?

Then I knew.

It was the feeling. That feeling in the air of concentrating power. The pregnant pause just before energy unleashed.

The feel of gathering magic.

I whirled around as one of several trucks drew up across the square and near the armoury, the guards stationed there moving forward. “Hey!” I started to shout. “Stop—”

Too late.

The explosion ripped apart the first truck and the guards with it in a sudden blast of fire magic, liberally enhanced with who knows how much explosives. The blast hurled me and Dorm off our feet, but I sprang back to mine fast and took in the damage.

The blast had ripped open the front of the armoury like something had taken a giant bite out of it. Several ward spires had been caught in the blast and shattered, laying bare the interior. People were screaming and milling around, and a new panic erupted as with squeals of rubber, several more of the trucks roared towards the armoury and inside. As they rolled over the rubble, several men and women sprang out of the back of the trucks. They were dressed in regular clothes, but each also wore a red sash around their arms with a square on it, rifle wands in hand as they took up quick positions outside the armoury.

“Shit,” I swore.

Dorm rose beside me, his large hand brushing off his black coat as he took in the damage with wide eyes and a look of horror. “What…” the big man said.

“Revolutionaries,” I said. “They’re robbing the armoury!”

I was impressed at how fast Dorm responded, his head swivelling sharply back towards the building. His jaw tightened and face knit with anger.

“Can’t let them get away,” he said forcefully.

“You know how to fight?” I asked.

Dorm lifted his hand and tightened it into a fist. Veins bulged across his skin, which seemed to grow against his coat like he just went up another size. Muscles swelled, and I had a feeling that his wyldcraft was a very physical one.

“I’ll lead,” he grunted, and started off like a juggernaut towards the armoury, forcing me to rush to catch up.

Needless to say, Dorm’s approach was not subtle. Between the way the earth shook with his every step and the fact that the guy was the size of a bipedal bull, the guards left to watch the doors immediately zeroed in on him.

“Stop!” one shouted. “In the name of the People’s Front of Umbrica!”

Dorm did not stop.

Surprisingly, the revolutionaries had enough wherewithal to open fire with their riflewands. Then again, knowing their type, they’d probably been itching to shoot someone since this whole merry little raid had started.

Spellshots and bullets sprayed Dorm, but none seemed able to penetrate his wyldcraft enhanced physique. It was like shooting a tank with a BB gun. Unfortunately for them, the guards didn’t have a chance to try for some heavier ordinance before Dorm smashed through them, literally. His arms swatted the sentries aside without even looking at them. Broken bodies spun like rag dolls, smashing into the walls inside the armoury almost pathetically.

A number of other revolutionaries were inside what looked like a receiving bay filled with munitions and arms, and all of them turned in shock at the sudden upset.

“What?” one managed to say before I sent a spike of blood into his chest. The revolutionary reeled back, his eyes bulging right before I drained him dry.

“Kill them! For the revolution!” one of the others shouted, swinging their gun around.

The shout spurred the others, who immediately opened fire. Dorm swung up his arms, shielding his face as spellshot bullets shredded his jacket, but didn’t even scratch his skin beneath. Damn, but that was a handy wyldcraft. Especially as it drew all the attention from the skinny pale guy.

AKA, me.

I darted out from behind him, speeding my circulation and sending me flashing among the revolutionaries. One of the gunmen saw me coming an instant before I rammed a blood sword into his chest.

“Gak!” the man gagged as I pushed his body forward, which became abruptly lighter as I drained the blood from him, my sword growing a second blade at its hilt.

I hurled the corpse aside, fouling a cat-eared witch as she tried to swing her gun around on me. Before she could line up a shot I took off her head.

It was almost too easy. Especially when Dorm charged forward again, barreling through the now reduced gunfire. One of the revolutionaries screamed just before Dorm backhanded them into the wall, flattening them like a mosquito. Another tried to backpedal as he came at them, only for him to grab them and fling them into another panicking gunman so hard they both were literally torn apart from the force of it.

A sudden clank had me look back across the floor to see that a couple of the more enterprising revolutionaries had wheeled about a heavy gatling gun from the weapon stores. The witch at the trigger grinned as another revolutionary slammed an ammo belt in and the barrels began to spin.

“Shit!” I swore, diving behind a pillar.

The chattering roar of gunfire ripped through the room, rounds spraying the heavy stone I sheltered behind. I caught a glimpse of several explosions bursting against Dorm, an actual war witch in dark metal plating stepping into the light and unloading a barrage of fireballs from some inferno gauntlets like a rapid-fire grenade launcher.

“Feel the wrath of the people!” the gatling gunner howled in glee.

Alright, enough of that. I hefted my blood sword and shifted it into a spear, then swirled my free hand. The dust of my rapidly deteriorating cover swam in answer as I willed the earth to answer me. Then, with a push, I sent it billowing in a blinding cloud at the gunner.

As soon as I heard them swearing I ducked out of cover, hefting my spear. The gunfire had shifted as the blinded gunners tried to adjust, but I saw them. With a grunt I hurled my spear across the room.

It slammed into the gunner, impaling them through the chest and hurling them off the controls. Even as it did I was moving. The revolutionary who had been feeding the ammo belt jumped up, shoving their dead comrade aside and grabbing the handles. Just as the barrels started to spin again I jumped, landing on the weapon. The revolutionary looked up in surprise.

“Hi,” I said, grabbing their head. “Bye.”

Claws of blood ripped through my fingers and plunged into their skull. The revolutionary shuddered, a rasp of a scream escaping them as I sucked them dry, then threw their husk away. I leaped down behind the gun’s shield, grabbing my blood spear and pulling it free, along with all the blood of the gunner.

Turning back towards Dorm, I saw that my concern wasn’t needed. The warlock had gotten a grasp on fighting the warwitch, and was deflecting the fireballs with a wall of screaming wind around him. Tatters of his black coat whipped around him as he closed the distance with the revolutionary and grabbed her hands, then squeezed.

The warwitch screamed over the crunch of bones. Dorm released her hands, which were little more than bloody stumps of twisted metal, then battered her aside, sending her crashing into a bunch of crates to lie there, unmoving.

“That the last of them?” I asked.

A bang from the back of the armoury echoed in the room. I looked that way, just in time to see the huge metal door of a vault slam shut.

“No,” Dorm said. He glanced at me. “No way out of there.”

“Except through the wall,” I said grimly as I started towards it, a spike of blood draining any bodies I came across, orbs of blood soon rotating around me like red moons. “And if they have a halfway decent earth mage, or some explosives in there, that won’t take long.”

Dorm grunted grimly and made his way towards the door with me. Reaching it, he grabbed the thing and pulled.

Testament to Caldian engineers, it took Dorm a bit of grunting and effort before he managed to rip it off its hinges and hurl it aside.

But oddly, no gunfire met us.

Something did, however. Something that thrummed in the air and made me tense. A smell oozed out of the room. Something a little like blood, but more like oil.

“No,” I hissed, shoving past Dorm, who was standing there in shock.

Racks of riflewands hung off the walls in neat rows, just waiting for the enterprising conscript to take it up and go fight and, most often, die quickly in the name of their glorious country. A pile of them, however, had been tossed into the middle of the room, as if someone was about to try starting a bonfire.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t going to be nearly so innocent.

Some oil had been spread in a circle around it, and an earth warwitch to judge by her heavy uniform stood before the pile. In her hands was something I prayed I’d never see again. A black hammer threaded with crimson like magma was trying to explode from it.

A Hellsmith’s hammer.

“For free Umbrica!” the witch declared, swung her hammer over her head, and slammed it into the guns.

The wood and metal of the rifles crackled. The hammer seemed to break apart, melting into a molten ooze that sank into her uniform and the rifles. She screamed, rearing back even as tendrils of black metal ripped rifles out of the pile, sucking them into her hands like they were made of gun barrels.

“Shit!” I swore, dodging to the right.

Like a one woman firing squad, she opened up. She wasn’t even aiming as far as I could tell. Her guns fired in seemingly every direction, but there were so many of them that it was more a feature than flaw. Rounds ricocheted around me as I pulled one of the blood spheres about to make a hasty shield.

Dorm surged forward, tanking the barrage of fiery bullets. The witch was still screaming, more of the black metal spreading across her armour. Eyes opened all over it as more of the guns in the pile were drawn to her, rearing above her like they were wielded by twisted metal struts growing from her body.

Just before Dorm could grab her, several of the struts heaved her into the air like she was riding a bunch of spider legs made of rifle barrels and black metal. She swung both her arms down and unloaded an absolute barrage almost point blank into Dorm. The sheer amount of it staggered him back, searing his skin where they hit.

To hell with that!

I lunged back towards them, blood twisting to form an axe. I swung it, slicing through several of the spindly legs. The witch cried out as she suddenly lost her footing, crashing into a rack of rifles and through them, the whole thing collapsing onto the other side.

“You good?” I asked Dorm.

“I’ll live,” he grunted, a dozen scorch marks on his skin like someone had been smacking him with red hot pennies.

I just nodded, because we had far bigger problems. The witch had stopped screaming.

Now, she was laughing.

It was a shrill, horrific sound. Less human than something else. Something that delighted in suffering and pain and relished every moment of it. She reared up like some horrific jack in the box. Her helmet had grown twisted, sporting horns of metal and the mesh mask parting like ragged teeth. Her eyes stared out from among them, burning gold with pupils like slits. More guns were being pulled into her body, melding into her like a walking arsenal of horror.

That was really not good. There was a damn good reason only Hellsmiths were allowed to use those hammers. They were the only ones experienced and trained to force demons into their war engines. If an amateur played around with them, they’d be possessed, their very souls warped by the demons they were acting as the bridge through to. Recognizing neither friend nor foe, they became nothing more than things of slaughter and chaos.

And she had a whole goddam armoury to play with here.

Retreat was not an option. If she got into the main room and started absorbing the sort of ordnance they had in there, she could level the whole goddam town. That couldn’t happen. I still had shopping to do!

“Can you distract her?” I asked Dorm.

“How long?” he asked, stepping forward.

“Gimme twenty good seconds.”

Dorm nodded and slammed his hands into the ground. Magic crackled from his fingers and the floor shuddered, cement flowing up from it and over him like stony armour. He rose with a grinding sound, then charged.

The witch shrieked with inhuman laughter as a barrage of gunfire sprayed from her, her hands huge mitts with fingers ending in gun barrels and the long, jagged shapes of bayonets. Her legs swung her around, weaving about Dorm and trying to chip away his armour, quick on her monstrous limbs. Dorm’s hands grabbed for her, but she always seemed to sway and swerve just out of reach, her weaponised body lashing him with bullets and blades.

I forced myself not to focus on it, and instead to concentrate on my wyldcraft. I spread my hands, the blood orbs combining above me into a single sphere. Shrinking as I pressurized it, the orb quivering with the force that was being focused into it.

Alright..

I swung my arms down, aiming a finger at the spidery demon. “Hey!” I shouted.

The thing swung around towards me, grinning widely.

Smile at this, bitch.

I squeezed my hand, willing the blood orb to obey. A barrage of crimson spikes unloaded from it in a spray, pressurized so much they fired like a grenade’s shrapnel. The spidery demon shrieked as a bunch of them slashed her. She weaved, trying to duck and dodge them, spidery legs clicking on the floor. All her attention was on me.

Which was a big mistake.

Dorm’s massive hand grabbed several of the demon’s legs at once. She let out another discordant shriek of surprise as he heaved, swinging her around and slamming her hard into a wall. Bone, metal, and more crunched, but Dorm was too smart to stop. He swung her around like a gorilla with a knotted rope, smashing her into the walls. The floors. Every surface he could until the legs snapped, sending the bloody mass flying to smash a final time into the wall.

I grimaced as the possessed slid down in a bloody lump to land on the floor, mangled and crushed beyond life. The molten eyes and veins that threaded the former witch faded, going dark as it finally died, cold and black as ashes.

Breathing hard and heavily, Dorm stared at the body, still tense as if expecting it to get up again any second. Smart of him, I had to say. I moved up beside him and patted him on the arm. “Good work,” I said seriously.

“Yeah,” Dorm heaved. “Yeah…”


Chapter 20.


Needless to say, my holiday mood was a bit dampened after that little adventure. Security forces arrived not long after and took things over, and I was more than happy to let them. Me and Dorm parted ways, with me thanking him again for all his help with both the shopping and the whole, you know, fighting a mob of revolutionary terrorists and a demon armed with an armoury’s worth of weapons.

“Glad to,” Dorm grunted, looking troubled. Well, I could hardly blame him, and I headed back to the manor.

When I told the others about the whole thing, the news was… not welcome..

“Whaaaat!” Erina yowled, immediately wincing and flattening her ears as her own voice further tormented her hangover. “You’re sure?” she meowed, rubbing her head miserably as she peered at me.

“Wasn’t exactly much room for error,” I told her with a shrug. “I’ve seen a lot of hell forging back in the war, and that was definitely it. Badly done, sure, but no question.”

“Bastards!” Erina hissed, eyes narrowed with fury. “To think! My own people using the weapons of the enemy! My mother has to know immediately!”

“You going to call her?”

“If only! That such treasonous and downright unpatriotic weapons could be smuggled into our nation. I mean, I could understand rebelling against Caldia on some level, which is clearly because of some mental disorder and a latent tendency towards degeneracy and the disease known as socialism. But to use Auropan weapons? Ugh! It’s just… I can’t even!” she said with an expression of utter disgust. “Mother must be informed. But we must speak to her in private as soon as we return,” Erina said firmly. “I can’t risk talking about it on an unsecured line.”

Fair enough, I suppose.

While she did that, I said goodbye to the Killmaiden clan. I was comforted by the fact that they were much friendlier than when I first arrived. Turns out killing a giant wolf monster and being the last one standing after a drinking contest earned big points with the hunter family. Who knew?

“Come by any time,” Margaret said as she shook my hand at the door, the scarred matriarch of the family leering. “Especially when the first grandkids are born.”

“Moooom!” Kensie whined, blushing so hot she steamed in the cold. But the glances she shot me and the eager wagging of her tail told me she wasn’t against the idea.

After that we were loaded back on the train and hurried back to the capital. As we were, I noticed lots more soldiers hanging around the station and the train itself. The escort waiting to bring us back to the palace was also a fair bit heftier in terms of weaponry. There were even a couple warwitches in it, mounted on brooms and scanning the streets as the motorcade hurried along to the palace.

There, we were met by Neera and Miara, the latter of whom positively beamed at the sight of me.

“Welcome back, Alister,” she said. “Did you miss me?”

“I—”

“Mother’s waiting,” Neera interrupted brusquely with a cool glance at her sister. “Erina? Alister? Come with us. A private meeting,” she said with a bit of emphasis.

Well now, that was interesting. We left the others to head to the room while I and the sisters Harper made our way through the gleaming palace. Our destination was the queen’s study, which stood in the center of the building. Really, it felt more like a war room, with Adamanta’s large desk dominating the space, a number of maps laid out on it along with piles of documents. A huge one displaying Umbrica’s topography, towns, rivers, roads, and rail lines hung on the wall, between photos of Adamanta and various army buddies over the years.

The queen herself was brooding over the large map, her lips pinched and frowning, but she wasn’t alone, and when I saw the second figure standing near her shoulder I stiffened up instantly. Only one group in the entire country would wear that crisp, snow white uniform and peaked cap.

Ghosts.

Better known as the Department of Domestic Security, or the nation’s secret police.

The ghost sure looked it too. She had a tight face like every muscle was eternally stiff. A pair of equine ears poked out from under her hat. She was a bit on the short side, even if she stood like she’d shoved a metal rod up her ass. Her eyes were the most striking thing about her, though. The pupils seemed a bit too small, emphasising the whites, like she was looking in perpetual alarm at everything.

Today that was me, as both Adamanta and the ghost turned sharply at our arrival. The queen looked relieved and straightened gracefully as we came in. “Alister, Erina. Good to see you both. Welcome, welcome.”

“Glad to be back,” I said as the doors were shut behind us.

“I imagine so. Allow me to introduce Captain Tiss, from the DDS.”

“A pleasure,” Tiss snapped out, heels clicking as she took two jerky steps forward and thrust out her hand like every joint in her body was on a metal hinge. “I read your files. A pleasure to meet a hero of the war! Your patriotism does you credit!”

“Thanks,” I said, shaking her hand warily. Even if I hadn’t recently killed one of their former members, I’d be leery of DDS. I’d heard of too many people getting brought in for ‘questioning’ and never coming out. Or if they did, going straight into intensive care. Which wasn’t to say there probably weren’t good people in the secret police. And if I ever met one, I’d be glad to say so.

But looking into those eyes that seemed to stare at me like from the other end of a microscope, somehow I doubted it would be Tiss.

“Yes. No doubt,” she said, withdrawing her hand. “Not to worry. We will find the root cause of these revolutionary cells. We’ve already begun our investigation, and have been making excellent progress!”

“Quite so,” Adamanta said, though her tone remained carefully neutral. Her eyes trailed over to me. “Now, Alister? I think you have some additional information about the attack in Oberglistershire.”

“I do,” I said, and filled them in on every detail I could. There were some sucked in breaths at the mention of the hammer and the fight with the demon, and Adamanta’s regal mask slipped a bit as her brow furrowed in concern.

“There wasn’t much left after we killed it,” I finished. “But it was definitely an Auropan hammer.”

“This is… quite concerning,” Adamanta said.

“That it is,” Tiss said sharply. “But rest assured that we at the Department of Domestic Security will get to the bottom of it post haste!”

“Wonderful!” Erina said, grinning wildly. “I hope you start with those filthy Auropans infesting our palace. They have to have a hand in it. I know it!”

“We have. And we have no indication they are involved,” Adamanta said.

Erina’s ears drooped. “They’re not?”

“Not at all,” Tiss said, her heels clicking together. “We have been watching the Auropans since they’ve arrived. They have made no move that we would not have noticed. We have requested permission to question them more… in depth.”

“But doing so would be diplomatically difficult,” Adamanta cut in smoothly. “Besides, I doubt it’s their work. The Auropans are hardly the monolith that the papers would have you believe. They have internal factions and strife among them in their own way.”

“Really now,” Erina huffed, crossing her arms. “You’re telling me we have a group of Auropans show up here, and just by coincidence a bunch of revolutionary idiots get their hands on a hell hammer? One of Auropa’s most closely guarded secret weapons?”

“Oh, I’m sure the hammer came from Auropa,” Adamanta said. “But from who in the Party is an open question. Auropa is always trying to foment discord and weaken Caldia wherever they can, just as we do the same to them. So while the hammer likely came from them, how and from where they got it remains an open question. And arresting the diplomatic party from Auropa would only reveal our hand, our panic, and weakness in Caldia. Something we cannot afford. Especially not now.”

Hated to say it, but I agreed with Adamanta. Slapping the diplomats and their transfer student in chains would not look good on our end, especially without solid evidence. It would only push both sides into a more aggressive stance. And there were those in both countries that would be only too happy to do that.

“Besides,” Tiss continued sharply as she began to pace. “It is clear that these revolutionaries were fertile ground for rebellious thoughts! Naturally, where the blame lies is obvious.”

“Lack of opportunities for returning veterans and national policies during the war?” I said.

Tiss rounded with a sneer. “No! Popular music!”

“…Sorry?”

“Yes!” Tiss continued, showing true passion at last. “It’s clearly the result of transgressive media! I warned them, of course. I warned them that allowing singers to create without ensuring proper care for celebrating all this is good and glorious about our proud nation was a mistake! And don’t even get me started on writers! Bunch of disloyal, arrogant, untalented hacks trying to tear down our country and glorious democracy!”

“So, they’re not free to create other stories?”

“Of course they are,” Tiss said, sniffing contemptuously. “Freedom is one of our greatest strengths! They have the utter freedom to create anything they want, so long as it’s within proscribed limits and celebrates our values. The government should never pressure artists to create to guidelines. But there are obvious truths that are so obvious, denying them is tantamount to insanity. And that must be punished.”

“Punished by shutting down artists?”

“Of course not,” Tiss said. “We would never punish someone for expressing their free opinions, so long as those freedoms remain properly prescribed. Freedom and democracy must be guided, of course. Otherwise, there would only be anarchy! And who knows better than the state what freedoms people can be free to express?”

Hoo boy.

“Uh huh,” I said. “So, how are you handling this?”

“We’ve already begun paying visits to not only those who publish incendiary pamphlets, but also begun making gentle suggestions to various media organs on what sort of coverage would be in the best interest of the nation.”

“You’re telling them what to report on?”

“Of course not. We would never infringe on the freedom of the press. It’s one of our most sacred traditions! We’re merely gently reminding them that certain information might be better delivered with a certain tone and direction to it that will promote greater harmony within our nation, and that compliance is entirely voluntary. As is funding and moderation of content.”

Yeah, I was starting to get the feeling the DDS might not be the best people to handle the current situation. Sure, if you wanted some bones broken or the odd dissident to get some jumper cables attached to their balls, there was no one better. But dealing with the sort of insurgency that seemed to be sweeping the region? It was like the fire department just showed up with a hose of gasoline.

I also knew that making a hash of it right here in the war room wasn’t going to get us anywhere. I may be a war hero, but I was always just a brute instrument to the army. Something to point at the enemy and rip them apart. My opinions on it were rarely taken into consideration even when it was my life on the line. And DDS wouldn’t care anyway. They were independent of the military command, and having the wrong opinion could be very dangerous. They were unlikely to make me disappear, but they could make my life extremely difficult.

I glanced at Adamanta, but her expression betrayed nothing. Which itself told me a lot. She may be queen of Umbrica, but DDS worked on behalf of the Caldian federal government. Not even she could totally dismiss them.

“Sounds like you all have a solid plan,” I said. “If you need anything from me, please let me know.”

“We shall, of course,” Adamanta said. “Thank you for your time.”

“You can’t stay?” Miara asked, feline ears drooping.

“It was a long train ride, and I am on vacation,” I said in explanation.

“Aw…”

Leaving it at that, I departed with Erina, who looked thoughtful and troubled. We rejoined the others in our harem suite. The girls lounged about the room, listening intently as I told them what we’d learned.

“Sounds like it’s DDS’s problem,” Ashlyn said dismissively from where she lounged on the big bed.

“I agree,” I said. “But I’m worried all the same.”

Sitting down beside me, Tanya rested a hand on my shoulder. “Alister,” she said. “You don’t have to get involved. I’m sure things will be fine.”

“That’s right!” Erina declared proudly, hand on her hips and a fist loyally raised in the air. “My mother and sisters will handle this matter entirely. And no doubt come to the truth we all know: that those filthy Auropans are behind it entirely! Especially that conniving vixen of a transfer student. No doubt she’s neck deep in it, the wretched turnip-cruncher!”

“…Loathe as I am to admit it, the cat has a point,” Ashlyn said with a grimace. “I seriously doubt they don’t know about it.”

“Yeah,” Kensie said. “Why, if we were back at my house, we’d totally just kidnap them and get the information out of them from the dungeons! No one keeps secrets from a Killmaiden!”

“Unfortunately, politics probably prevents that,” I said. “Plus, I think DDS has the whole kidnapping and using ‘enhanced interrogation’ techniques market cornered around here. I really don’t want to draw their attention.”

“But you also don’t think they can figure this out,” Tanya said, showing as ever her surprising insight into people around her. Her hand rubbed my back soothingly. “Do you have any ideas?”

“One,” I admitted. “But it won’t be easy. I need to talk to Vattia again. She might know something, or at least give me some more info about how hellforging works. That could be a valuable insight.”

Ashlyn let out a heavy sigh. “Fine!” she sighed. “I guess I can do some research into it too.”

“No one asked you to, though,” Kensie said blankly.

The dragon-girl gave the wolf an annoyed look. “…Well, clearly we’re going to need someone with a brain to do it. And” she added, wings fluttering and tail coiling in smug pleasure, “I do have the highest test scores in this room.”

“I thought your expertise was warp magic,” I said.

“I have other interests!”

I shrugged. It really wasn’t worth antagonizing her. And she was, if not the smartest of us, at least the most academic.

“Alright,” I said, leaning in and clasping my hands. As one the girls around me leaned in, listening attentively. “Here’s how we’re going to do it.”


Chapter 21.


As I’d expected, getting Vattia alone proved tough. Not only because she was often with the Auropan delegation, but when she wasn’t Malefica was lurking around her, doing everything short of wrapping the girl up in her coils.

Fortunately, thanks to Hexie’s spying, I managed to eventually figure out her routine, and the best time to ambush her. She was never exactly alone, but she did frequently hang out in the gardens.

I certainly couldn’t blame her. Though much of the castle was pretty utilitarian, it did sport a masterwork of sorcery in the gardens. Built under a large glass dome, specially attuned magics kept it in a state of constant summer. Like a localized season, and with the winter sun and snow beaming through the glass, it truly was a vision. I’d even gotten to go to a picnic there with Erina who, unsurprisingly, had also brought Miara.

This time though, I kept myself among the trees, and when Vattia came out for her normal afternoon stroll, I put my plan into action.

Me and Kensie lurked among the trees, all but invisible as we watched Maleficia and Vattia stroll/slither along the path. “Alright. Ready?” I asked the wolf-girl.

“You know it,” she said, concentrating.

A moment later, with a flicker of sparkles, her familiar popped into being. The tiny winged horse pranced about, then focused on its mistress expectantly.

“Let’s go,” Kensie said, nodding and slipping away.

Needing no more prompting, the familiar flashed away, buzzing through the air and over the wandering pair. As it did, it suddenly tilted down and dove like a hawk.

At the last moment, Maleficia seemed to sense something amiss and cocked her head. But it did her no good, and Kensie’s familiar suddenly straightened from its dive, and in doing so nabbed the serpent witch’s hat.

“Hey!” Maleficia snapped furiously, immediately grabbing her now uncovered head. The little horse merely whinnied, soaring away with hat between its teeth, flashing quickly out of range of wind magic. Not that I suspected Maleficia would use that here. Damaging the gardens or its denizens probably wouldn’t play well with the queen.

Sure enough, the serpentine teacher rushed after the pegasus familiar. “Get back here!” she snarled, leaving Vattia standing on the path with a befuddled look.

Alright. Time to prove that reading all those romance novels wasn't for nothing. Well, it definitely hadn’t been for nothing. I’d gotten tons of experience and the narratives alone opened my mind to a world of…

Stop it. Focus, Alister. Let’s go. Firming myself straightening, I stepped out of the foliage as if in the middle of a stroll.

“Oh! Vattia,” I called, making the Auropan witch start, her rabbit ears swivelling my way. “What are you doing here?”

She turned to face me with a look of surprise. “Mister Blackwood?” she said.

“Please, call me Alister,” I said, joining her. “Enjoying the gardens?”

“Very much so, Mister… ah, Alister,” she said, blushing faintly as she pushed her glasses back up her nose.

“I know. They’re pretty great,” I said. “Have you seen the Sylvan Crowns? They only grow in the Vaster jungle, but they have a sample here. Want to take a look?”

“A look? Well…” She cast a glance in the direction Maleficia had vanished in. I held my breath. Come on. You may be an Auropan stickler for the rules, but you’re young too, dammit. Rebel against authority at least a little!

She mulled it over for a second more, then turned back to me with a smile. “That sounds lovely, Alister.”

I let out the breath, masking it with a smile. “Then right this way,” I said, my hand resting on her back and leading her off the beaten path.

Yes! Phase one was a success. Now, to get the info I needed before Maleficia got her hat and found us.

“I have to say, it’s pretty courageous for you to come here to be the trial exchange student,” I said as we walked through the gardens. “You’re not going to find a lot of friends in Caldia.”

“Perhaps,” she said. “But I believe it essential to happen. I’m sure that once we have resolved our national differences and come closer together, peace can be attained long term.”

“That’s… very optimistic,” I said guardedly.

“Quite so. But I have confidence that once the people of Caldia recognize the weakness and fragility of democracy, they shall once more return to the firm, secure foundation of meritocratic technocracy.”

“You think so?” I asked.

“Oh yes,” she said, her eyes shining earnestly. “I mean, really,” she giggled. “Elections? Letting everyone have a say? A voice in choosing their leaders? Why, that’s just rule by the mob. True, Caldia has survived this long, but only due to the war forcing a true meritocracy upon you. But as it fades, Caldia will once more delve into the lowest common denominator of degenerate hedonism that is its natural state. Democracy is merely handing power to snake oil salesmen and distributing the blame for when things go wrong. So inefficient and, frankly, stupid. No offence.”

“None taken.”

“I suspected as such,” she said with a sidelong look, a delicate blush colouring her cheeks. “You’re not like most Caldians. You understand the need for experience. Control. Command. For we are not all created equal, as you’ve shown.”

“No,” I said grimly, thinking of all the people I knew who died in the war. People better than me. A few that were stronger than me.

But in the end, unluckier than me.

She nodded sagely. “Exactly. Ah,” she sighed longingly. “If only you were born in Auropa. With your power and strength, you’d have been assigned our best women to breed. Instead of this grossly inefficient harem system you Caldians employ.”

Now that one made it hard to keep a grimace off my face. A flash of hot anger rushed through me at the idea. I mean, sure, I hadn’t been sold on the whole harem thing at first, but I definitely didn’t want to be just a stud. And if I hadn’t had said harem, I’d never have gotten to know and love Erina, Kensie, Tanya and Ashlyn.

“It’s a tricky one,” I said instead. “Though I’m surprised you say that, given Caldia managed to hold off Auropa even after you started using hellforged.”

“That is exactly why we needed to elevate only the best among us,” she said seriously. “To become a Hellsmith, one must have nerves beyond any normal man or woman. A will to face hell itself and bend it to your power. A repeat of the Infernum Revolution is not something to be entered into lightly. We had to tear our nation into the modern era through it, and every time our smiths wield the powers, they risk much. It’s a craft that only the greatest can perform. Anything less spells disaster!”

“Our propaganda loved to talk about your elites and Hellsmiths cavorting and fucking demons.”

She sniffed in disgust. “No surprise. They would say anything to denigrate our smiths. Very few can wield those powers and forge our engines. Corruption is a risk, of course, but we would never allow it. That’s why witches are forbidden from summoning demons. Only a master smith warlock is allowed to do so, and he disseminates the demons to the warsmiths so they can manufacture hellforged properly. It’s all tightly controlled to ensure demons serve us, never we them.”

“Really?” I said. “Because I have come across a few witches who went right in there and summoned them…”

Vattia grimaced and sighed. “It’s true,” she said morosely. “Some witches fall victim to hubris. But only the untrained. They would, ideally, be weaned out during the early days of training. But as the war grew more violent, I fear certain… corners were cut.”

“Is that right?”

“It is,” she said sadly. Then lifted her head, her expression steeling with purpose. “Which is why peace is all the more important. We mustn’t let the sacrifices of those noble patriots be in vain. Never again should a war like that be engaged in. Instead, we should share our technology. Our learning! Harness the powers that we two sides have come to know. And in the end, Caldia will see the truth, and learn to wield the powers of the infernal plane as we do.”

I was… less than convinced. Not so much about her earnestness, which seemed truly genuine, but about the hell smithing. I doubted Caldia would willingly use those powers, and I suspected that her claims of iron-willed warlocks and witches stalwartly resisting hot, available demons in order to shove them into toasters was less than true. One thing you could rely on was elites being into really weird shit.

And if she was serious about that whole thing…

“A few days ago,” I began slowly. “I met a warwitch revolutionary. Me and another warlock killed her.”

“Oh?” she said, looking intrigued.

“She had a hellhammer,” I said. “And used it to bond with a demon and a bunch of rifles.”

Vattia stared at me, her lips parting, her eyes widening slowly. “That… that’s absurd,” she said shakily. “Who would… how…”

“Do you know how she might have gotten it?” I asked.

We’d stopped and she took an uncertain step back. “I… you’re lying to me, aren’t you?” she asked shakily. “To give a hellhammer to an untrained witch… we would never… that’s…”

I said nothing. I considered myself a pretty good judge of character. In the war, I’d seen a lot of what people were underneath it all. Combat, raining shells, witches unloading gouts of fire down trenches and screaming engines made of metal, flesh, and demons trying to rip you apart had a way of grinding down to the very core of a person, and I’d seen it a lot. She could be faking her shock, but if she was, she was a better actor than anyone Hollingwood had turned out since the studio days.

“I’m willing to believe you don’t know who gave it to her,” I said. “But Vattia? Someone did. And if there’s more of them out there…”

I didn’t need to finish that thought. She knew. I could tell from the way her expression went ashen. Hell, she probably had a better idea about what it truly meant than I did. After all, the Democratic Republic of Auropa hadn’t overthrown their monarchs on a whim by dipping their toes into infernal sorcery. They came out of the Infernum Revolution ready to fight a war with the world, and for a long time were fucking winning it. But I’d heard from a lot of diaspora about the revolution. It had not been televised, but it had been bloody and awful.

“Do you know?” I asked again.

“I…”

“Get away from her right now!”

Fuck. Outta time.

I winced and turned to see Maleficia tear through the foliage with a crack of twigs and rustle of leaves. She reared up before us on her serpentine coils, murder burning in her eyes, and her hat back on her head I noticed as well.

“Maleficia,” I said. “Lovely to see you.”

“You!” she snarled as her tail snaked out and put itself between me and Vattia. “I know this was your doing.”

“What?” I asked innocently.

“You know what! My hat!”

I glanced at her head. “It’s quite lovely. Where did you get it?”

She bared her fangs in a snarl and leaned in close. “You think you’re clever, don’t you? But you’re just like every other state sanctioned dog of war they threw into the fight. You think you can do anything. You think that there are no consequences for your actions. But you’re wrong, Mister Blackwood. And if I ever - ever! - catch you doing anything to Vattia, I will make it my personal mission to see you expelled in disgrace from Stoneway!”

“What is your problem with me?” I demanded. “What did I ever do to you? It’s not like I asked to be deployed, but you’ve made my life at school a living hell any chance you can get. Why? Did my dad bully you when you were young or something? Because I’d believe it, he was a dick. But what have I got to do with it?”

Maleficia sneered as she leaned back, the earlier fury fading from her expression, replaced once more with the mask of cool contempt. “Say what you will, Blackwood. But I know what you are. And I will not allow you to… ruin more virtuous witches with your brutal ways. Nor will you ruin this exchange with Auropa. Vattia! Come!”

A glance made me wonder if Vattia had even taken in that little back and forth with Maleficia. She looked downright shellshocked, and offered no resistance as Maleficia guided her back up the trail and away from me, the professor herself giving me another poisonous glare before they vanished.

I breathed out heavily, crossing my arms grimly. A pop sounded at my shoulder and Hexie settled there. “Well,” the imp said. “That could have gone better.”

“Yeah,” I grunted. “It could’ve.”

Still, I had learned some things, one of which was that Vattia didn’t know anything about the hammers smuggled into Umbrica.

But someone did.

And I was going to find out who.


Chapter 22.


I lay in bed in the harem suite, hands behind my head, staring at the ceiling and trying to think.

Haa…

I wasn’t sure why this whole thing was bothering me. Really, I shouldn’t even be thinking about it. My war was over. It wasn’t my job to try and deal with people dicking around with demon summoning hammers and trying to start a revolution. It wasn’t my problem.

Well, no, that wasn’t entirely true. I didn’t want anyone else to die, sure. But moreover, this was Erina’s homeland. I wasn’t about to start running for election here, but I didn’t want her family, friends, and home to go up like a political tinderbox either.

“What’s the matter, master?” Hexie asked.

I tilted my head back to see the imp lean over me, arms behind her back and breasts bouncing above my eyes.

“Just thinking.”

“Been doing that a lot,” Hexie said. “You know what would probably help?”

“Let me guess,” I sighed. “Stuffing you with magic until you’re big enough I can stuff you with my cock?”

“Hey! You got it,” she said with a lewd grin. “So how about it, master?” she cooed, her hands stroking her breasts teasingly. “Want to ride the imp express to fuck town?”

I studied her for a long moment. “Hexie,” I said at last. “Tell me about demon engines.”

She blinked, pausing in bouncing her breasts. “Huh?”

“From a demonic perspective,” I said, rolling over and sitting up into a more comfortable position. “What can you tell me about them?”

The imp seemed honestly disturbed by the question, grimacing and glancing away. “Well,” she said. “I mean… I’m no expert.”

“You’re not?”

“Nah. I’m an imp, master! Our job isn’t exactly high on the whole totem pole. I never got summoned by a witch or anything, and wasn’t really involved in working those sorts of things. But you know, you hear rumours and things…”

“Such as?”

Hexie exhaled heavily. “Well, master, I know this might shock you, but demons aren’t exactly the long term thinking types. We’re kinda singleminded.”

“Never would have guessed,” I said drily.

“Yeah,” Hexie nodded. “See, every demon’s got an urge to destroy. To corrupt and grow more powerful. And the best and easiest way to do that is with mortal magic and souls. The material realm is like an all you can eat buffet for us. And the infernal plane? Well, that place sucks. Sucks hard, and not in a fun way. It’s miserable and awful. But this realm? This realm is amaaazing. And not just because of ice cream. There’s so much fun to be had here. Ripping and tearing and conquering and corrupting. It’s a blast!”

“Go on,” I encouraged, though I wasn’t exactly enjoying the explanation.

“Right? But demons can’t really just exist here. We need a medium to manifest. Usually this is through a portal creating a rift that allows us to draw on the essence of the infernal plane to show up. It makes the surrounding area able to support our amazingly awesome forms. But if you don’t have that, you gotta find a witch or warlock to summon you, and in exchange you can feed off their magic to maintain yourself. With witches it’s easy, because most of them are kinda dumb and needy. Male demons love ‘em because they’re super easy to tempt, and the more you can get them to use your powers, the more you can corrupt their bodies until they’ll basically be an extension of your will. Just eager slaves who’ll do anything, they’re so stuffed with infernal corruption. ‘Course, you gotta have a witch with some decent magic potential. Otherwise you won’t be able to manifest much of yourself up in here.”

Ew. Though, hardly unknown. Everyone had that drilled into them as soon as they started to learn magic.

“But warlocks aren’t the same,” I said.

“Oh no. No no no,” Hexie breathed. “Warlocks are soooo much better. You can’t corrupt them like you do witches. Dunno about the specifics, but their powers make them immune to straight up infernal corruption. You can feed off their magic, but something about their wyldcraft makes them impossible to corrupt like you would witches. They can wield infernal magic without a contract or anything!”

“They can?” I said.

“Oh yeah! They can make it all their own. Their wyldcraft gets twisted by it instead of them, so they stay their own man. And let me tell you, master. The demon queens fucking love ‘em! A powerful warlock is the only thing that’d get those bitches motivated off their thrones. They’re always looking for one of them, because warlocks can open rifts to the infernal planes. Need a strong one to do it, but they can. And it’s amaaazing.”

Interesting. I knew some of that, but not all. Unsurprisingly, the faiths and the state worked overtime to suppress that kind of information. Definitely for a good reason.

“You still haven’t told me about hellforged,” I said.

“Oh, them.” She shrugged. “Not much to tell. Way I heard it, hellforging is basically just melding demons to something in the material realm. Sort of like a physical summoning. A warlock forces the demon into form, and a witch channels infernal magic to meld it into a machine. Works best the more you can make the two work together. ‘Course, you don’t need the warlock to get the demon lined up for the job. A witch with one of those hammers can just make the connection herself. But a demon can easily turn it around if she doesn’t know what she’s doing. Guess I don’t need to tell you about that though.”

“No,” I said grimly. “You don’t.”

“Mmm. Anyway, that’s about all I’ve got,” she said. “Well, aside from a body made for fucking. So how about it, master? Give your imp a quick dick fix?”

I sighed. “Hexie, I’m really—”

There was a knock at the door and I gratefully got up, heading to it. Opening it up, I found Miara on the other side.

“Oh,” I said. “Hey, Miara.”

“Hi Alister,” the youngest princess said brightly as she held a telegram out to me. “You got a message.”

“I did?” I said, taking it. How strange. I flipped it open, and was doubly intrigued when I read it.

Need to talk to you stop come to The Queen’s Claws on Redguard Street at six tonight stop.

-Dorm

Well well. That was very interesting.

“You look troubled.”

“Eh?”

I glanced up at Miara, and noticed she really went all out today. She was wearing a flattering red dress that emphasized her figure, her face accented by careful makeup and eyes shining with a dusting of gold. Her hair was left long, a style that I couldn’t help but notice mirrored her sister’s. There was even a diamond hair clip and a ribbon tied around one of her feline ears.

“Oh, I’m fine,” I said. “Shouldn’t a footman or something bring this though?”

“He was,” Miara said with a mischievous smile. “But I told him I could deliver it. I was going this way anyway.”

“That right?”

“Absolutely. But you look awful stressed. Hey!” she said as if an idea suddenly and innocently just occurred to her. “I bet you could use a massage.”

“A massage?”

“Yeah! I give really good ones. My sisters always told me that. Part of my training to be a proper princess of the House of Harper! Mummy always says that a witch should know as much as she can about the human body. And I’ve been a very good student,” she said, the flicks of her eyebrows carrying more insinuations than a ‘dear colleagues’ letter.

“Do it,” whispered the literal devil on my shoulder. “Take her inside and just… fucking… blow her back out.”

“Maybe another time,” I said to the princess, even as I batted Hexie off my shoulder, who gave an indignant squawk. “Sounds like I’ll be a bit busy today.”

Miara’s ears drooped along with her tail. “Oh. Alright then…”

Dammit, now I felt like an ass. I sighed. “But maybe tomorrow, how about dinner?”

She immediately perked back up. “Dinner? Really?” she asked. “Just me and you?”

“Sure.”

With a squeal of glee she hopped in place, clapping her hands. “I’ll get the chefs right on it. Oh! And arrange everything! Maybe the gardens? Oh! Or the private dining rooms? Ohhh! I’ll leave a message and let you know. This is going to be so much fun!”

“Sure is,” I said, trying not to smile as she turned and skipped away back down the hall. Well, something to look forward to tomorrow at least. Now, I wondered what Dorm needed?

Leaving the palace wasn’t particularly hard. It wasn’t like I was under house arrest or something. I even left behind my usual black warlock coat. No sense in making myself a target. And after what I’d been up to lately, I had a feeling I would be. Guards offered me an escort, but I firmly declined. It was easier to move alone.

I slipped into the city, and it was odd going solo. Without the barrier of a motorcade and wall of armed guards, I got a much better feel for Harperia. The big one was it was very busy as the holidays closed in. Shoppers milled in the streets going into stores and businesses. Happy Yuletide signs were everywhere, only eclipsed by those advertising fantastic bargains, and makeup sure to show your worth to warlocks.

There were other posters too, of course. Caldia’s propagandists never let a flat surface go to waste, and if something wasn’t advertising makeup, pots, or a concert, it was proclaiming the benefits of marrying a warlock and breeding the next generation.

At least, I assumed they did, since almost every poster with a Caldian flag or uniform on it was defaced with red paint.

I eyed them as I walked past, troubled. The slogans were disturbingly familiar. Things like ‘Freedom to Umbrica’ or ‘Seize the Means of Reproduction,’ or even ‘Justice for the Lost!’ Didn’t see many people looking at them, which wasn’t surprising. Few people cared about politics that deeply. But really, all you needed were a few morons who really, really cared to fuck things up for everyone.

I grimaced, turning up the collar of my jacket as I found my way to Redguard Street. I had a pretty good sense of direction. Benefit of fighting so much urban warfare, I suppose. A glance at a map and I could generally figure out where I was going. Redguard Street was a working neighborhood, where apartment blocks and shops coexisted in tight, narrow streets. I passed a butcher’s, an appliance repair store, and even a cobbler’s before I found The Queen’s Claw. It had a symbol of a crown with a pair of cat ears poking out of it on the sign, and I pushed open the door with a jangle.

The interior was dark, with a subdued gloom and well worn feel to it. A bar at the back showed off lots of wines. The tables were crammed in the small space, and pretty full of men and women, all dressed against the weather, and conversation hummed heavily in the air. There was a certain tension in the room I immediately picked up on.

A passing waitress paused and looked me up and down. “You here to see Dorm?” she asked.

“Uh, yes. How’d you—”

“He said send the vampire to see him.”

Dammit. “I’m really not a vampire,” I said.

She just lifted an eyebrow. “Uh huh.” She jerked her head deeper into the restaurant. “Booth in the back.”

I sighed, but made my way through to the back.

Dorm was indeed there. His bulk filled the entire side of the booth, and I honestly was surprised he’d managed to squeeze in there. He was probably going to need a crowbar getting back out. His face was as stonily unflappable as ever. In fact, it looked even stonier than usual. Or maybe I was just getting used to him.

“Hey,” I said as I slipped in across from him.

Dorm glanced up and gave a nod. “Alister.” He waved two fingers at a barmaid, who nodded and hurried off to grab some drinks.

“Have to say, I’m surprised to see you around here,” I said. “I figured you’d be staying around home, given the holidays.”

“Couldn’t,” Dorm grunted. “Too much happening. Had to look into it.”

“Not to say I don’t appreciate the invitation,” I said, “but what’s the occasion?”

Dorm's large hands knotted and unknotted on the table, his brows folding with a thoughtful scowl. “…Needed to talk to someone. You’re the only one I can trust.”

Wow, pretty heavy stuff to drop on a guy like that. And that kind of lead in could only mean someone was going to ask you for money or to put your life on the line. “Right,” I said slowly. “Okay. How so?”

Dorm took a deep breath and let it out. He straightened and looked down at me steadily. “I’m a member of the Umbrican People’s Front.”

Ah.

Wonderful.

“I see,” I said, my wyldcraft swirling in my blood as I watched for the first move. “Then, why did you kill your compatriots with me at the armoury?”

“Those weren’t the Umbrican People’s Front,” he said with a scowl. “Those were the People’s Front of Umbrica!”

“What’s the difference?”

“We are proud patriots of Umbrica,” Dorm said. “Who seek to restore the glory of our former nation, before we were forced into union with the Free States of Caldia. We seek the restoration of our monarchy and independence, as well as the fair and equitable distribution of warlocks by pairing them with an even number of witches.”

“Right,” I said. “And the People’s Front of Umbrica?”

“The People’s Front,” Dorm said, leaning over and spitting on the floor in contempt. Gross. “Are a bunch of upjumped revolutionaries who reject the rule of Caldia and seek independence under the authority of the monarchy. But they don’t want equal distribution of warlocks among witches, but with an odd number of witches!”

“Wow,” I said, feeling something was expected there. “Yeah. I can see why you’d be absolutely leagues apart there.”

Dorm nodded sadly. “It’s a pity, but so it goes. But that’s not the real problem.”

“Yeah. I’m pretty sure the real problem is that both of your groups tried to kill me,” I said drily.

“Exactly.”

I was actually a bit thrown at that. “Really?”

Dorm nodded, his face drooping with sorrow. Not even the delivery of our drinks could brighten him up. “It is,” he grunted., his beer stein looking like a tea cup in his massive hand. He took a heavy pull of it, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “When I joined the Umbrican People’s Front, we advocated for non-violent political and democratic change. To put our place in Caldia to a referendum vote. I took a political science and law course at Stoneway to help. To use the power of the people to change Umbrica itself and advocate for separation from Caldia. But then…”

“Then?” I prompted, taking a wary drink of my own beer.

Dorm’s huge body seemed to swell, then slump with the weight of his sigh. “Then,” he said, “a faction in the movement emerged. They were hardliners. They didn’t want to work through the democratic process or wait. They wanted independence now. And if it wasn’t given, they’d take it. They drove out the old leadership or pressured them to give in. Put more of their members into major committees. They started bombing campaigns. Attacks. More joined. Veterans from the war that resented being dragged into Caldia’s fight. That felt the Free States had abandoned them after the war. Didn’t appreciate their sacrifice.”

“I take it you don’t agree?” I asked.

He shook his head. “They’ll only lead to more suffering. More pain. It’s not the way. But things are… worse.”

“Worse?”

He lifted his eyes, jaw tight and eyes grim. “They’re planning something big. Something terrible. Something that will force a revolution on Umbrica and free it from Caldian domination. They intend to seize the capital in a coup.”

“That’s insane,” I said. “The capital is stuffed with soldiers. They might have some sympathisers in the Umbrican home guard, but there’s Caldian divisions here too. Not to mention the royal family won’t go along with it. Kind of hard for a revolution based on freeing Umbrica from Caldia and uniting under the royal family would work.”

“I agree. These people are fanatics. Insane. But,” Dorm grunted dourly, “they aren’t stupid. They have something in mind. I don’t know what, but you and I know they might have something terrible in hand.”

I felt a chill go through me. “You think…” I trailed off, glanced around and leaned in closer. “You think it’ll be Hellhammers?”

Dorm nodded. “I do.” His lips tightened. “I don’t know what or how, but I will find out before they can do whatever it is they plan to. You have the queen’s ear. If I find out, you can tell her and head them off. Take care of this before they can carry their attack out. Will you help me?”

I leaned back in my seat. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to help Dorm. I’d seen enough of war and urban conflict especially that I didn’t want more of it. But the big question was, did I trust him? He was asking me to take a lot on faith. There was the chance he was trying to manipulate me here, but I didn’t really see the angle he might be going for. Plus, he had fought with me taking down that possessed witch. After that, he’d have to be crazy to want to see more of it.

“…Alright,” I said at last. “Find out what you can, and I’ll do my best to get it to the people who can use it.”

Dorm sagged a bit with relief. “Thank you, Alister,” he said earnestly. “Thank you. I don’t want to see anyone else die.”

“Me either,” I said, taking another long drink of my beer.

Unfortunately, I knew only too well what good wishes could do in the face of a gun…
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Naturally I told the girls all about my meeting with Dorm. Reactions were… mixed.

“I don’t trust him,” Erina growled, crossing her arms and hiding the plump swells of her breasts. We were in the baths, as it was one of the more private rooms in the castle, and it also seemed like a good idea to make sure everyone was in a more relaxing setting when I broke the news.

“Understandably,” Tanya said, in the midst of shampooing Ashlyn’s hair, the dragon-girl doing her best to pretend she wasn’t enjoying every minute of being pampered like that. “Loyalty is the greatest virtue. He might not be loyal to Caldia, but he is to his people. He doesn’t want to see them suffer, so we should count on that.”

“I guess,” Erina grumbled, sinking deeper into the waters, pouting.

“Besides, isn’t this better?” Kensie asked as she snuggled in beside me. “If he can manage to figure out what they’re planning, it can be stopped without too many people getting hurt. Isn’t that good?”

“Mrmmm…” Erina grumbled, her ears flattening.

I rolled my eyes at Erina’s pouting. Fortunately, I had good news for her too, and she perked right up when I told her I would be having dinner with Miara. She insisted on helping me get dressed and ready for it, and once Erina was helping me, naturally Tanya put in her own thoughts and efforts.

Long story short, they did their best with me, and it seemed like it was pretty damn good. So I assumed anyway by the absolutely startstruck look on Miara’s face when I showed up in the private dining room overlooking the city.

“Wow,” the princess breathed. “You look amazing!”

“Thanks,” I said. “You look pretty good yourself.”

Understatement of the year. She’d clearly gone all out in dressing up, and I had to say, it worked. She’d put on a white dress that flattered her figure, the sleeveless form pushing up her breasts flatteringly. A little diamond tiara glittered between her feline ears, and ribbons had been tied around her ears, tail, and hair. Cute didn’t do her justice. Miara looked downright adorable and beautiful in equal measure, and she positively glowed at my compliment.

“Thank you,” she giggled. “I was hoping you’d like it. Dinner is served right over here.”

I followed her to the table set before the large window overlooking the city. A small, more private dining room, three servants stood by dutifully as we took our seats.

The moment we were settled the servants swooped in, silver trays loaded onto the table and wine chilled in an ice bucket poured into our fluted glasses. When the lids were removed from the trays an almost mouth-watering smell nearly overwhelmed me in a gust of steam.

“Dinner is steak marinated in plum sauce, served with potatoes baked to crispy perfection in butter and herbs,” Miara said eagerly. “Our personal chef’s secret recipe. I also asked him to make extra. I’ve heard about how much you can eat.”

“Erina told you that, huh?” I chuckled as I picked up my fork and knife.

“Absolutely!” she said, her tail swishing with excitement. “I quizzed her. I went through your military records. I even asked mummy all about you and your time together.”

My knife and fork froze and I glanced up at her. “All about our time together?”

“Mhm,” Miara said, her cheeks pinking. “She was very… thorough.”

I masked a groan by quickly taking a bite of the steak. Holy hell that was amazing! Absolutely melt in the mouth good. The tenderness. The juiciness! If it wasn’t literally between my teeth at that moment, I wouldn’t have believed meat could taste so good.

“You like it?” Miara asked, resting her chin in her palms as she watched me.

“It’s amazing!” I answered honestly. “Sure beats the pork in a can they used to feed us on the front.”

“Glad you think so!” she giggled. “I wanted to make sure I got exactly the sort of food you’d love.”

“Mission accomplished,” I said, savouring every bite, almost reluctant to swallow though the next piece was even better. Gods, that was incredible.

“Good,” she giggled. “I’m good at figuring out what people like. Erina is the warrior. Neera is the general. And mummy is the statesman!”

“And what are you?” I asked.

“Cute,” she giggled. “But I’m really the scholar. Though I’m no slouch in a duel. Every princess is expected to be. But I spend most of my time reading books, if you want to know the truth. History is truly fascinating! Especially since I’m not likely to be queen.”

“You’re not?” I said, pausing in devouring my steak.

“Nope,” she said contentedly as she resumed eating her steak. “Mummy isn’t likely to hand over the throne for a loooong time. Her magic will keep her in her prime well into her hundreds, and Neera is next in line anyway, though I don’t know how she’ll be able to wait for it. She’s always been ambitious.”

I recalled her talking to the Auropan diplomats and frowned a little. “I guess so.”

“Mhmm. Plus, the warlock she bonded with has big plans. He works in the diplomatic corps, which was surprising. Neera is very independent minded, but she’ll make a good queen some day. And then there’s Asha, me, and finally Erina!”

“And you’re fine with that?” I asked.

“Of course!” she giggled. “Why not? Being the third princess is great! I get all the free time I want to do what I love. I get plenty of resources to do it. And I love my sisters and mummy! They’re amazing, aren’t they? Well,” she snorted, “not that I need to tell you. You’ve got Erina in your harem. And she’s always sending letters about how great you are.”

“Thanks,” I said, trying not to squirm. Getting praised for my war record always made me uncomfortable. “And you’d be okay joining my harem even though your sister is in it?”

“Sure,” she said, delicately beginning to cut into her steak. She giggled. “Oh, I bet you were thinking I’m out to compete with my sisters a bit, huh? Well, maybe a little. Being the third daughter does that sometimes. It’s hard to accomplish anything noteworthy when the two ahead of you’ve done so much. And even the younger is becoming so accomplished. But I’m not worried.”

“You’re not?”

“Nope!” she said lightly, popping a bite of potato into her mouth. “I know where my strengths are, and so do my sisters. Besides, if history has taught us anything, it’s that the future is up for those that seize it! And if you take me into your harem, I guarantee you’ll see so much more. My sister has ambitions for Umbrica.”

“Erina?”

“No,” she said, giving me an even look. “Neera.”

“What about her?”

Miara sighed and pushed her food around her plate mournfully. “Neera never got her chance to fight in the war,” she said. “Once she came of age, mummy had her running the kingdom while she was in combat. Neera only ever commanded the home guard, never troops in combat. And now that the war is over, she resents the fact that her chance to prove herself never came. I worry about her.”

“And that’s why you want into my harem?” I said skeptically.

“Not just that,” she said, giggling. “You’re cute. You’re sexy. You’re accomplished and some of the things Erina says you did to her… ooooh…”

Seeing the delighted shiver work through Miara, I realized I was really going to need to chat with Erina about what she put in her letters home.

“And if I’m in your harem,” Miara continued eagerly, “then you’re likely to get a very important post in the kingdom too! Having two princesses? Why, I bet you could even be king some day.”

“King?” I said in some alarm.

“Mhmm! Just think of it,” she breathed. “King of Umbrica! If you keep getting prestige and power, I bet mummy might even be willing to eventually abdicate for you. Then you’d be on the throne, just like King Arimus Umbrica! And me and Erina would be your queens. The start of a dynasty of incredible witches and warlocks to bring our proud nation into the future! Just imagine it!”

I did, and had to say I wasn’t exactly sold. The more I listened to Miara, the more I got the feeling she was less interested in me than what I could become. To be fair, that’s how Erina and I started out too, but I wasn’t exactly sold on going through that again.

Still, Miara was pretty charming. She was clever and an excellent conversationist, and when dinner wound up I was impressed. On returning to the room, Erina immediately cornered me and peppered me with questions.

“It went fine,” I said, easing her back. “Really. Your sister is very sweet.”

“Isn’t she? Ohhhh! I just knew you’d love her!” Erina squealed in delight.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I told her firmly. “I haven’t made any decisions yet.”

“I’m not worried,” Erina informed me confidently, her feline ears twitching and hands crossed beneath her bust. “You know a good thing when you see it, Alister.”

If she said so.

However, I wasn’t able to really mull it over too much. My mind was very much elsewhere. Specifically on Dorm and when he’d get in contact with me again. As the days ticked by my impatience grew. Which I knew was crazy. He’d tell me as soon as he found out something.

I hoped.

Then, a footman showed up at the door to my suite, and called me in to see Adamanta again.

“Do you know what this is about?” I asked Erina in an undertone, so as not to be overheard by the footman escorting us.

Erina shrugged. “Not sure,” she admitted. “Likely to do with those wretched separatists though.”

Unfortunately, I had a feeling she was right. Especially when we walked into the office and found not only Adamanta there, but also Neera and Tiss, who looked alarmingly satisfied with herself.

The queen looked more guarded than usual, and eyed us thoughtfully. “I’m glad you could join us,” she said softly. “It appears we have had a break in the case.”

“You did?” I asked.

“Very much so,” Tiss said in her clipped tones, just oozing smugness. “Through the thorough and steadfast work of our agents, I am pleased to report that we have managed to seize one of the ringleaders of this movement and have stuck him into the palace dungeons for further interrogation.”

“Excellent!” Erina cried, face lighting up with excitement. “Who?”

“A warlock as it turns out,” Tiss said. “A traitor not only to his nation but to its very future! I believe you may know him, in fact,” she said, looking my way. “His name is Dorman Asher.”

A wave of a chill washed over me. “Dorm?” I said. “You’re sure?”

“Very,” Tiss purred.

“He’s the one who helped Alister take down that possessed, isn’t he?” the queen asked mildly.

“The very same!” Tiss said, grinning broadly. “Clearly merely a ruse in an attempt to ingratiate himself with our dear veteran in order to engineer a greater betrayal later. Fortunately, we at DDS were vigilant, and managed to discover his true nature and prevent him from following through on whatever his plans were.”

I swallowed a curse, forcing myself to keep my expression neutral. Shit. Shit! “How did you find out about him?” I asked.

Tiss tittered and gave a shrug. “I’m afraid the methods of our organization must remain private. Especially with one who has had close contact with the accused.”

“Wait,” I said slowly. “Do you think I was in league with him or something?”

“What!” Erina cried, body tensing, her ears and even her hair seeming to shoot up like an angry cat’s. “Absurd! You dare to accuse Alister of disloyalty to our nation? To Caldia? He is a hero! A warrior! A patriot without equal! He is a champion of freedom. Of democracy! Of everything that is good in our grand nation!”

Not sure I’d go quite that far, but it did seem a pretty damn big stretch. Not that this seemed to bother Tiss.

“Of couuuurse not. Naturally, we assume innocence until proven guilty,” Tiss said with just oozing faux-sincerity. “But if your warlock did just happen to know any information in respect to what this traitor to our nation and very way of life was doing, we’d love to hear it, lest we be forced to assume the worst. And DDS would certainly loaaaathe if word happened to get out that he was associated with a traitor.”

“Are you threatening him?” Erina growled, baring her fangs as magic crackled over her hands.

“I would never,” Tiss crooned, looking utterly unperturbed. “If the papers publish such a story, it’s utterly at their own interest. We believe most strongly in a free press, after all.”

“Do you know anything?” Adamanta asked me intently.

I felt the attention of everyone in the room on me. My chest was tight. My palms sweating and I felt my pulse hammer. So this was how they were going to come after me, huh? But what could I do? What could I say? Shit. Shit!

Erina suddenly stepped closer to me, and as I felt her tail protectively brush against me, I forced my pulse to slow. I wasn’t alone. The girls had my back, no matter what. And I had nothing to hide.

I straightened before them. “I need to talk to Dorm,” I said.

“Aha!” Tiss declared triumphantly, leering grin as her tiny eyes peered at me. “Confession!”

“Why do you need to talk to him?” Adamanta asked in a level tone.

“Obviously to get their stories straight!” Tiss crowed. “You see, your majesty, he is—”

“Quiet.”

Tiss’s grin slipped. “Pardon?”

“I said. Be quiet,” Adamanta said with iron calm.

The air seemed to get suddenly heavier. I actually had to brace myself under the sudden weight of magic power in the room. Tiss herself stumbled, and the ghosts with her actually went down on a knee at the sudden pressure of Adamanta’s presence.

The queen turned slowly to look at Tiss, her expression calm, clear, but her eyes hard. “I asked Alister a question,” she said. “And I want to hear his answer. I need to know what he’s been up to. From him. Now you will be quiet, or you will be excused from this room. Is that understood?”

Tiss grit her teeth, lip twitching with anger. “Y-yes,” she hissed.

“Good,” Adamanta said and turned to me. “Now, Alister. Please, explain.”

The pressure eased off and I took a slow breath again. I gave her a grateful nod. “Thank you. Your majesty, Dorm is a member of the Umbrican People’s Front, but he doesn’t agree with their actions. Worse, he’s afraid that they were gearing up for something major. He was going to try and find out what it was so he could warn us and prevent it.”

“And you believed him?” Adamanta asked.

“I—”

The sound came from far off, but I heard it. I knew it.

Explosions.

I wasn’t alone. Others in the room looked about blankly, then turned to the window overlooking the city. Plumes of black smoke rose from out of the maze of houses. More rippled from elsewhere.

Erina’s hand on my arm tightened. I saw her eyes widen in horror.

“What?” she asked tremulously. “What…”

The door burst open and we all turned as a soldier burst into the room. She struck a salute, her eyes wide and shocked. Her uniform smudged and her breath coming in short, frantic pants.

“Your majesty!” the soldier cried. “The city is under attack!”
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Shocked silence lasted a moment. Then, recovering almost instantly, Adamanta planted her hands on the desk and leaned in, her face thunderous but drawn with the hard lines of command. “Attacked?” she demanded. “By whom? How?”

“Insurgent cells, your majesty!” the soldier gasped. “They struck everywhere! Revolutionaries are attacking depots, armouries, and barracks!”

“Which faction is it?” Neera demanded.

“All of them!”

Adamanta cursed, striding towards the witch and out the doors, shouting commands to her aides. “Get me every commander in the city! Mobilize the home guard! I need updates, now! Fortify the palace and bring in every soldier you can muster!”

Erina moved to follow her but I grabbed her arm, holding her back. “Erina,” I hissed. “I need you to do something for me?”

She goggled at me. “Alister?”

I pulled her closer, dropping my voice further. “I need you to go talk to Dorm. Now!”

Confusion flashed across her face. “Now? Who cares! These traitorous bastards are attacking my home! I must fight them!”

“Erina, we will, but what if this isn’t really the attack?” I hissed. “What if there’s more? What if this is just a distraction? You know your home city wouldn’t just flip to independence like that. These revolutionaries might be this stupid, but what if we’re missing something? You have to talk to Dorm in the dungeons.”

“But…”

“You’re the only one who can,” I hissed, glancing at a white-faced Tiss, who was being berated by Neera for failing to prevent the attack. “Not even the DDS will dare stop a princess from visiting the cells in her own castle. Please!”

Erina hesitated, torn with indecision. She bit her lip so hard I saw her draw blood, and I sympathised. I really did. This was her home. She wanted to be out there, supporting her family. Be where she was needed and at her mother’s side.

Finally, she tightened her jaw and nodded. “I’ll go,” she whispered.

I let out the breath I’d been holding. “Good. I’ll grab the others and meet you in the castle’s foyer. Alright?”

“Understood,” she said, and when I released her arm she rushed out of the room.

I didn’t waste a second and hurried after her.

“Hey!” I heard Tiss screech. “Stop him!”

No one paid the witch any attention, and I shot through the doors and into the hall.

The palace was in chaos. Servants were running about or huddling together in whispering knots. Soldiers were racing here and there, dressed in the purples of Umbrican guards or the greens of Caldian troops. I ignored them, heading straight for the harem suite.

I all but burst into the room, which caused everyone inside to jump. I was beyond relieved to see that Kensie, Tanya, and Ashlyn were there, gathered up near the window and looking at the plumes of smoke rising from the city. They spun around and jumped again when they spotted me, and Tanya let out a relieved sigh.

“Alister! There you are. What’s going on?”

“Revolutionaries are attacking the city,” I said. “The army is getting ready to deploy against them, but I think there’s more to it. Dorm was taken by the DDS, but Erina is going to find out what he knows, then meet us in the entranceway.”

Kensie grasped things first and bounded away from the window. “Right! Okay, ladies. Arm up! It’s hunting season!”

“It is?” Ashlyn exclaimed, looking a bit unsure. “Is this, um, really something the army should take care of.”

“Erina is going to want to go fight, and this is my homeland too,” Kensie said as she dragged open her luggage and started strapping on knives and weapons. “I’m not letting some dicks ruin my vacation and my province!”

Tanya gently touched Ashlyn’s shoulder. “But if you wish to stay here, none of us will think less of you,” she assured the dragon-girl.

Which, naturally, just made Ashlyn draw herself up. “Of course I’m going! Who said I wasn’t? I’m not just going to stand by while my man goes to war.”

“Oh?” I said.

“I mean, um…” Ashlyn scowled. “That’s right. You heard me! I’m fighting with you, Alister.” She huffed. “Someone has to make sure you don’t get yourself killed.”

I snorted, but the warmth of her words and the feeling behind it was more comforting than I expected. “Glad to have you aboard.”

“Damn right!” Kensie declared as she swung a crossbow about, drawing back the bowstring with a click. “Now let’s go fight some separatists!”

In minutes everyone was kitted up. I’d thrown on my old black and red warlock’s coat, while everyone else put on some winter gear. Tanya gathered up Erina’s for good measure, and together we rushed down the halls, heading towards the foyer.

The first chaos seemed to have subsided, testament to Umbrican discipline. Troops in the uniforms and plumed helms of the royal guard were assembling, all of them heavily armed. A number of people were gathered there as well. Nobles and functionaries who watched it all with uncertainty and alarm. I also noticed both Vattia and Maleficia not far, the teacher furiously interrogating a captain. Vattia caught my eye, but I ignored her, pacing anxiously in the corner with the girls.

Within ten minutes I spotted Erina burst into the room from a side entrance. The cat-girl was shockingly pale, with her tail lashing and puffed up. When she saw me she cut across the room, almost knocking down Vattia in her haste.

“Well?” I asked anxiously, everyone gathering around in a tight knot.

“Alister! I don’t… he has to be lying. It can’t be…”

“Breathe, Erina. Breathe,” Tanya said, soothingly patting the cat-girl’s back and rubbing gentle circles into it.

Erina’s panic drew attention, and I saw Neera narrow her eyes and hastily cross the room to join us.

I didn’t have a second more of attention to spare, because in the next instant Erina had grabbed the front of my coat and pulled herself close. “It’s the revolutionaries!” she gasped. “They… they got a bunch of hellhammers! They’re going to summon hellforged into the docks!”

“What?” I gasped. “Why?”

“There’s a warship there from the war. The Arimus! It’s been docked for repairs! Dorm said they plan to turn it into a hellforged!”

“No!”

This came from Vattia. The Auropan had slipped closer while we were distracted, and was now looking at us in horror.

“Why not?” Neera demanded, rounding on the girl. “Do you know something about this?”

“A… an unprepared vessel would be insane to try and hellforge!” she gasped. “The scale of demon you’d need to infuse in such a thing is beyond scope! You’d need a demon lord to control that much of a vessel!”

“No way they could have gotten that!” Ashlyn scoffed. Then she gave us a nervous look. “…Right?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted grimly. “But I don’t intend to find out. How long would it take to get troops there?” I asked Neera.

The princess’s brow furrowed with thought. “…We’re still getting reports. Soldiers are mobilizing against the enemy, but they’re dug in around several armouries they were able to seize. Communication lines have been cut, and we’re still mustering what troops are in the city. It will be hours before we can make a coordinated push to retake Harperia.”

“Somehow, I doubt we have that,” I growled. I looked back at Erina. “Do you know the way to the docks?”

“I… yes. Of course,” Erina said. “I know the capital well.”

“Then we’re going to stop it,” I said. “Even if they fail hellforging a fucking battleship, I don’t want to see what that’ll look like. No,” I said as just the memory of the warwitch in the armoury with the rifles sent a shudder through me. “No, we can’t let that happen.”

“You all?” Neera said with a skeptical look at me and the girls.

“Don’t underestimate us,” I said firmly. “I’ve faced worse odds.”

“Have you now?”

I nodded. And it was probably true. But for sure not many.

Neera seemed to chew on this for a moment, then nodded. “Alright,” she said. She looked to Erina. “I’ll report this to mother.”

“L-let me help too!” Vattia burst out.

“You?” Erina hissed, rounding on the girl. “For all we know, you’re behind this!”

Vattia flinched back, flushing and her rabbit ears twitching with agitation. “I-I’m not,” she gasped. “I swear!”

“We can’t bring you,” I said. “How’d it look if you got killed out there? And I doubt Maleficia would let you leave anyway,” I added with a glance at the serpent teacher.

Vattia grimaced. “Then… then a word of advice.”

“Yeah?” I asked.

“Your imp,” she said. “Demons are innately able to sense the potency of infernal magics. She should be able to track it.”

I flicked up a brow and snapped my fingers. With a poof Hexie popped into existence on my shoulder, hands fidgeting nervously.

“Can you?” I asked the demon.

“Uh… kinda, yeah,” she admitted.

Well, that was one thing we’d have going for us. “Alright,” I said, looking to Neera. “We’ll head straight for the docks.”

“Good luck,” the princess said grimly.

“Be safe,” Vattia added.

“I will,” I promised.

And I would. Because I had a hell of a lot more to live for now than I ever did during the war. I nodded towards the doors. “Let’s go!”

I led the way, the girls sticking in close behind me. Out the doors was insanity. The gates to the palace were strong and heavy, the barrier shimmering with power. The palace was a fortress, I reminded myself. Something able to handle seiges and armies. A thing built to weather the worst that magic and artillery could throw at it.

But… a hellforged battleship? I’d never seen something like that before. Never dreamed it was possible. I’d fought hellforged of nearly every make and style during the war, and looking at the shield and the palace, I had a terrible feeling that not even that would be enough…

I shook it off, hurrying across the courtyard. Troops were moving about the grounds, and even a couple of golems were taking shape for when the counter attack was mustered and ready to hit the city. At the gate we were cleared, and the heavy doors eased open with a creak to let us out.

We headed straight into the city without a second’s delay. Though smoke plumed in the distance, the fighting was still far from the palace, a fact that made me suspect even more that Dorm was telling the truth. The first thing you did in a coup or revolution was seize all the major buildings in a city and go from there. The telecoms, the papers, the radio, the armouries, the bridges, the works. You took them, denied them to your enemy, and used them to bottle up your foes and seize what’s left.

But no one was attacking the palace. Maybe they intended to do it later, but that didn’t pass the smell test. No. Especially with someone like Adamanta around. She was a legend. Worth an army in her own right. Any attempt to seize the city would need her taken care of first. This whole business felt wrong.

And it was time to make it right.

“Which way?” I asked Erina.

“Fastest on ground would be if we cut through the meat packing district.”

“Flying would be faster,” Ashlyn grunted.

“If you want to get shot out of the sky, maybe,” I replied grimly. “These people are dead serious, and we have to be too. If they’re on the streets, assume they’re a combatant. Try not to get in a fight, but if you do, take them down fast.”

“What if they’re just a civilian?” Tanya asked.

“Then hope you made the right call,” I said firmly, shutting down any argument.

The felborn didn’t look thrilled about the idea, but there wasn’t a whole lot I could offer there. War was hell, but urban warfare in an area that hadn’t had the civilians evacuated was a special kind that was ten times worse. I didn’t like it, but them’s the breaks.

Still, we made good time at first. The thing about urban fighting was that you didn’t get a lot of lookieloos. When tanks started rolling down the street and men in uniforms were shooting at each other, most people wisely hunkered up in their homes and hoped for the best. That served us well here, as most of the streets were empty as we hurried down them. A few times we came across the aftermath of fighting. Streets chewed up, walls blackened by magic, and bodies in uniforms left lying around, be they the red sashes and diamonds of the Umbrican People’s Front or the greens of Caldia. We didn’t linger and kept going, making good time, Kensie often moving on ahead and scouting the way forward to make sure it was clear.

It helped that I had us avoid anywhere we heard gunfire or saw magic cooking off. I could see Erina’s jaw clench whenever we did, her diamond-encased hands tightening in fists, shaking as she fought the urge to go and help her countrymen fight. But we had a bigger mission here, and we kept at it.

But it was inevitable the fighting would find us.

We were in the midst of hurrying up an avenue when the front of a shop blew out with a flash of flame and gout of smoke. Men and women in grey coats and berets or with red sashes wound around arms and waists backpedaled through it, firing wildly back the way they came.

One saw us and started to turn. Before he could fire his rifle a bolt of lightning snapped past my ear and blew the poor bastard off his feet.

That got the attention of the others, and I put on an extra bit of speed, claws of blood splitting my fingers as I suddenly found myself among them. Shouts of shock came as they moved to shoot me, only to hesitate lest they hit their companions.

I had… fewer compunctions.

With a swipe of my claws I ripped the throat out of a gunman, sending him gurgling and pawing at his neck as he fell to the ground. Another I plunged my hand into his chest, the witch’s skin sinking against her bones as I sucked the blood right out of her and into me.

“For Umbrica!” one of the men howled, swinging up a sword.

I flexed, and blood spikes exploded out of my back, impaling the revolutionary and another of his comrades. Their bodies shuddered, then withered as I drained them dry to husks.

Sighing, I straightened, then flinched as gunfire erupted from the shop and around me. A barrier of stone heaved into being around me, deflecting the shots.

“Cease fire!” Erina shouted as she finished conjuring the hasty barrier. “In the name of the Queen and Caldia, cease fire!”

The gunshots petered out, and a minute later several soldiers in Caldian green uniforms poked their way out of the shop. Weapons held at the ready, several looked around warily at the street, keeping low.

A woman in a corporal’s stripes stepped forward and straightened, eying us. “Warlock,” she said, giving me a nod. “Thanks for the assist.”

“Glad to,” I said. “How are things?”

“Been better,” she sighed. “We were on our way to link up with the barracks when we were attacked.”

“You did credit to your nation, soldier,” Erina said firmly. “And your courage is appreciated greatly. Troops are gathering at the palace in order to launch a full counter attack to reclaim the city from the enemy and sweep these traitorous dogs from our fair nation! We suggest you go there.”

The corporal relaxed a bit, no doubt relieved to have actual orders beyond ‘fight anyone you come across’. She struck a salute. “Yes, my lady. You heard the princess! Let’s go!”

The squad moved past us, heading back towards the palace. I hoped they made it, but couldn’t linger on it too long, and with a wave, we got moving again.

The deeper we got into the city, the more evidence of the fighting we found. Cars and trucks still in flames. Bodies strewn across the street, which helpfully added to my stock of blood. Another thing I noticed was that it wasn’t all combat between loyalists and revolutionaries. Several times we passed the remnants of firefights, the bodies those of the Umbrican People’s Front and People’s Front of Umbrica. No doubt when one side moved to seize the city, the other joined in the fun to prevent it.

Morons.

We were getting closer to the base of revolutionary operations, that was for damn sure. A fact which was increasingly obvious as we got nearer to the dock yards. A few times we’d had to duck into hiding as grey-clad revolutionaries moved through the streets, which Erina chafed at, but I was adamant. I didn’t want to stir the hornet’s nest before it was time.

Even so, it always felt weird walking through a neighborhood utterly untouched by conflict, and then around the corner the street would be chewed up, bodies everywhere and the snow sprayed with blood.

And then, finally, we reached the docks.

Warehouses composed most of it, and wide streets led the way deeper in towards the area. It was also, I didn’t fail to notice, where the biggest concentration of revolutionaries were found.

It was getting harder to avoid patrols, but Kensie’s warnings kept us mostly safe. We were making our way down an alley, getting near to where the Arimus was docked when Kensie hurried back towards us, waving her hand for us to stop.

We hunkered down near some dumpsters until she reached us. “What is it?” I asked.

“Whole street’s blocked off,” she said in a soft voice. “They threw up some barricades. Must have had a warwitch helping out, because it’s looking solid.”

I swore, but was hardly surprised. They’d no doubt done the same elsewhere. But it was also a good sign. They wouldn’t have bothered if this wasn’t where the action was happening.

“Show me,” I said.

Kensie nodded and beckoned us after her. We hurried to the end of the alley and I peered around the corner.

As she’d said, there was a barricade there. It looked to have been made by heaving up a mass of earthworks in the street between two buildings. A number of revolutionaries were on it, and I caught the shape of a heavy machine gun propped up there, and no doubt there were a couple of war witches in there too. Just past them, I could make out the bulky steel shape of the main mast and bridge of the Arimus. Which would, without a doubt, be heavily guarded to boot. But the fact that it wasn’t sporting multiple eyes, the prow made of teeth, and possibly wings was reassuring that the ritual hadn’t gone ahead.

Yet.

Which meant that stealth was no longer an option.

“We’ll have to bust through,” I said.

“Must we use violence?” Tanya asked mournfully. “Can’t we go around?”

“Not this time,” I said. “They’ll have blocked off every street going in. This is their base of operations, and we need to get in there.”

“Understood,” Erina growled, lifting her diamond fist. “I will make an opening, and show these traitorous bastards the price they pay for betrayal of their nation, their countrymen, and freedom itself! No mercy!”

I nodded. “Sounds good. Ashlyn?”

“Yeah?” the dragon-girl said, looking more than a little uneasy, but firming herself at my voice.

“We’ll need fire. Something to clear the top of it while we get in there. Tanya? I know you’d rather not, but if you could use your lightning to snipe the machine gunner, that’ll go a long way.”

“”I abhor violence,” the felborn said, then sighed. “But if it will save more lives, then so be it.”

I patted her shoulder. “Thank you. I know this isn’t easy. But if we do this, we’ll spare others much more suffering.”

Tanya nodded soberly, the lights that haloed her horns dull and hard as shards of glass. “I understand,” she said.

I gave her a last pat and looked to everyone else. “We hit it hard and fast. Give Erina the opening she needs to punch through. Then, the rest of us will follow into the breach, kill anyone in your way, and head straight for the ship. Second we do this, we're racing the clock.”

“You think we can take it?” Ashlyn said. “There’s probably a lot of these revolutionaries there…”

“Oh yeah,” I said grimly as orbs of blood hovered around me. “I’ve done it a hundred times.”

I saw a shiver work through the dragon-girl and she licked her lips. “Sounds good,” she said throatily.

I gave her a grateful nod, taking my harem in. This whole scenario felt painfully nostalgic. How many times in the war had I done a similar operation? Well, rarely one with stakes like this I had to admit. And the other big difference was that too often, I came out the other side with far less people than I went in.

But not this time, I promised myself, my hands tightening to fists at my sides.

Not this time.

“Alright,” I said, rising to my feet, drawing my wand. “Then let’s make it happen. Ashlyn? Tanya? You’re up.”

The pair nodded and eased around the corner.

Lightning crackled around Tanya’s horns and buzzed down to her ringed hand. Ashlyn, for her part, had her eyes narrow, flamed blossoming in the claws of her foci.

It took the revolutionaries a few seconds to notice them. I heard a shout from the barricade and saw a number of figures scurry up to the top. The barrel of the machine gun bounced and swung towards the pair.

All of it too late.

Tanya swung her arm forward, lightning blazing from her ring, spitting through the air and spearing into the narrow slit where the barrel of the machine gun poked out. A second later an explosion ripped through the gap, screams erupting from behind the barricade.

No sooner had Tanya fired then so had Ashlyn. The dragon-girl’s wings fanned out and she hurled the fireball towards the barricade, lobbing it high. Though Ashlyn might have lacked combat experience, her math was beyond reproach. Like a mortar the ball of flame hit the top of the barricade, exploding and igniting the whole thing. Revolutionaries screamed as flames erupted in a wave of hungry destruction.

“Now!” I shouted, breaking from cover and rushing towards the barricade. I quickly outdistanced the others, my pulse thundering with stolen blood, orbs of it swirling around me. I could almost feel the heartbeats of the soldiers on the other side of the barricade. Their frenzied panic and adrenaline were almost intoxicating.

I hit the barricade and lunged up it. Claws of blood ripped through my shoes, providing purchase that carried me up, bursts of wind magic behind me spurring me on. I hit the rim of the barricade and bounded over it, the flames parting with a gust, and I took in the space behind with a glance.

Grey-clad men and women were already rushing the wall, and I spotted two in the telltale armour of warwitch uniforms. They all looked up as I sprang over the wall, my coat flapping around me like black wings, blood orbs hovering like crimson worlds orbiting me.

My fingers twitched.

Spikes of blood burst from the orbs, slamming into several of the revolutionaries. They didn’t even manage to scream, just shuddering as their blood fed my massacre, sucked dry before I even landed.

“Kill him!” one of the warwitches roared. A water witch judging by the rebreathers in her helmet. Her hands swung to her sides, and serpents of water roared up from several barrels around her.

Yeah. Definitely a water witch.

But I had a witch of my own, and as I felt the ground behind me tremble, I deftly stepped aside.

The barricade exploded inward like a giant frag grenade. Rocks the size of a man’s head and smaller but no less deadly chunks of shrapnel shredded through the defenders. Screams and shouts came from everywhere as their cover became their killer, a dozen men and women down, most for the count. The water-witch took a rock the size of a brick to the face, which punched away half her head.

Her corpse collapsed and her water snakes burst, raining the battlefield with water and turning the muddy snow to slush. But there was no relief after the explosion, as my entire harem poured through the breach.

“Surrender or die, traitorous dogs!” Erina yowled.

Several revolutionaries took badly aimed shots at her for an answer, prompting Erina to slam her fist into the ground. Spikes of earth burst from beneath their feet, impaling the gunmen at a stroke.

Fire seared several others from Ashlyn, while another bolt of lightning ripped from Tanya’s hands, frying a man who’d been about to throw a grenade. The lightning cooked it off in his hand, obliterating him and several others who’d been standing behind him.

A keening shriek warned me and I jumped aside, evading a blade of wind magic. I looked sharply up to see a wind war witch mounted on a broom, swirls of air magic like swishing blades around her.

“Caldian whores!” the woman shouted. “Die!”

I hurled myself out of the way as blades of wind cut down at me, slicing into the stonework of the street. I got behind one of the water barrels, whose metal plating thudded at more slices of wind magic.

“We will have freedom!” the witch shrieked. “For Umbrica! For the people! For—”

A gurgling scream, apparently. Or at least, that’s what came out of her when Kensie, taking advantage of the witch’s distraction, sent a blade of wind magic right through the chest.

The warwitch’s flimsy armour did nothing to save her, and she reeled, then fell, broom following and sending both crashing to the ground.

I took a quick look around, but there was nothing but some whimpering wounded left, and they weren’t going anywhere. “Come on!” I shouted, waving to the others. “To the ship!”

We charged down the street, newly fallen snow swirling around us. I barely felt the cold. My pulse was thrumming. Blood swirled in my veins. I felt strong. Incredible. Invincible! I knew I wasn’t. I reminded myself I wasn’t.

But it felt good.

Wonderfully, horribly, monstrously good.

Because I was made for this. Trained for this. I may have left it behind, but for so much of my life this was it. The fighting. The bleeding. The violence and power. It was me. All me.

And to my shame and loathing, I really, truly, did enjoy it.

We broke out from among the warehouses, and ahead was a boarding ramp, climbing up onto the bulk of the warship. The Arimus was an impressive ship, I had to say. A true dreadnaught, its massive guns were raised as if in silent salute. Its prow rose above the pier in sheets of strong steel. A floating weapons platform, I shuddered at the thought of what it was to be turned to.

My eyes snapped back down to the boarding ramp. Several fortifications of earth, sandbags, and machine guns were there, as were the bulky, doughman shapes of basic earth golems. Our attack on the barricade hadn’t gone unnoticed, and revolutionaries were rushing to their stations. Machine guns lowered, taking aim and then opened fire.

Bullets whizzed around me, chewing up the ground. With a press of will, wings of blood erupted from my back. I swung them forward, forming a makeshift wall. I felt the impacts of bullets chipping away at it.

Then fire and lightning blasted past me, ripping into the machine gunners. The earth under me trembled and heaved, flinging men, women, and weapons into the air.

As we got nearer the golems lurched forward to intercept us. With a moan a huge hand swung at me. I barely thought about it. My wings simply sharpened, hardened, became blades that ripped through the golem like it was made of cotton candy.

The earth witch behind it started back, her armour clanking, and before she could recover my wing swung.

It cut the witch in half like she wasn’t even there, and then I was past her. The ramp thudded under my feet as I raced up it and burst onto the deck of the ship.

I’d found the ritual zone.

The entire foredeck had been given over to the unholy signs needed for the hellforging. Something less like paint and more like molten fire had been gouged into the deck, forming a complicated design. Angles, circles, and runes that made my eyes burn had been etched into the ritual site and glowed hot and menacing like a blueprint of infernal design. Six witches and even what looked like a couple warlocks in black robes stood about, chanting.

One stood apart and in the middle of the circle. And when I came aboard they lifted their head and turned.

“Oh,” Miara said, brushing back her hood with a smile. “Hello, Alister.”


Chapter 25.


I felt my body go cold, even with the heat of adrenaline and battle fury zinging in my veins. I heard Erina stumble as she pulled up beside me, her eyes shooting wide and jaw dropping.

“M-Miara?” Erina gasped incredulously. “You? But… but…”

“Yes. What a shock for you, Erina,” Miara said with a roll of her eyes. “Always the eager patriot of Caldia. The proud one. The soldier of the home front, loyally performing her duty to the bloodsucking parasite that is the Free States.” She giggled, then stopped immediately, her expression chilling. “You make me sick.”

“That’s why you intercepted Dorm’s message to me,” I said grimly. “Delivered it too. And I bet you were the one who gave him over to the ghosts, weren’t you?”

Miara’s smile widened, her eyes twinkling. “Mmm. You got me. It’s true. Erina might be an idiot on most things, but she does have excellent taste in men.”

“It… you can’t of… P-possession!” Erina gasped in sudden desperate thought. “You’re possessed by… by some demon!”

“The only thing I’m possessed by is loyalty to my country,” Miara said.

“Caldia? But—”

“Umbrica you stupid bitch!” Miara snapped, stomping a foot on the deck. “Umbrica the great! Umbrica the proud! Umbrica the wonderful before we were conquered and folded into the ‘Free States’ by the traitor queen. And why? So Caldia could use us,” she hissed, gesturing. “Look at what they did to us? Dragged us into years of wars with Auropa. The blood of our sons and daughters used to water the fields far from the homeland, for a war we never chose! And they will again,” Miara snapped angrily. “We’re not equal in the Free States. We had no choice when their conscription troops came into towns and dragged our men and women off to fight a war. Coming back cripples in mind and body, if they came back at all.

“And why?” she sneered. “Because we’re nothing but slaves to the central provinces. Just blood to be spent on some foreign war. Umbrica was never invaded. Umbrica never threatened. But we were sent to die anyway. Well I say never again. And the only way for that is through independence!”

“So that’s it?” I asked. “You plan on seizing Umbrica in a coup? Secede from the Free States by force?”

“They’d never allow a referendum on it,” Miara snorted. “For all Caldia’s talk of ‘freedom’, there’s some votes they’ll never allow. This is the only way.”

“They’ll never allow it,” I said grimly. “Never. Even if you did manage to seize the palace and declare Umbrica independent, Caldia will go to war and invade to keep you from leaving.”

“If they do, then so be it,” Miara said with an indifferent shrug. “Freedom is worth fighting for. Even if we lose, it will spark the flames of the revolution for centuries to come! Umbrica will be free of their yoke eventually.”

“You’ll have no support,” Erina pleaded. “You’ll kill tens of thousands for nothing!”

“No,” I said grimly, meeting Miara’s amused eyes. “You’ll have support, won’t you?”

Miara chuckled again. “Yes we will. Once we declare independence, it will be recognized by Auropa, who will support us in our fight for freedom.”

“That’s… that’s insane!” Erina gasped. “Miara, Auropa is just using you to sow strife in Caldia! You’re nothing but a dupe!”

Miara drew herself up. “I would shake hands with the devils themselves for freedom.”

Literally, as it turns out, I thought with another glance at the design on the deck.

“But… but they’ll throw troops into here. Proxies. Even if you win, you’ll just become a puppet for Auropa!”

“Then we will fight them too,” Miara declared. “We will fight them and anyone! We’ll fight the world if we must! We will have freedom, Erina. Freedom to decide our own destiny! Our own future! Yes! We will be free, whatever the cost! And you can be part of it,” she added, looking heatedly my way.

“Me?” I said.

“Yes!” she cried eagerly. “You’d be perfect! I really was very serious about us getting together. About joining your harem. A reborn Umbrica needs a new Arimus. A new warlock king to lead us into the future. Against our enemies! You’re one of the strongest warlocks in the world. The Bloodletter! An army unto yourself! Independence would be easy with you. Think of it, Alister. You and me. Queens and their king like times of old, restoring our proud nation. No longer under the thumb of the tyranny of Caldia. A dynasty Umbrica would be proud of!”

“Somehow, I doubt Erina will sign on,” I noted.

“Well,” Miara said with a lazy shrug. “Do you really need another Harper in your harem if you have me?”

Right, that settled things.

“I suggest you surrender. Now,” I said, as the blood orbs around me swirled. “Before things get messy.”

Miara’s grin grew suddenly hard. “Freedom is non-negotiable,” she growled.

“Shame,” I said. “Get ‘em!”

Before the witches around the ritual circle could do whatever it was they were going to, Ashlyn, Kensie, and Tanya unloaded a sudden barrage of spells on them. Wind, electricity, and fire spells ripped across the deck, the revolutionaries shouting and frantically trying to defend themselves.

I didn’t give them a chance. My arms surged forward, and spikes of blood speared from the orbs around me. Three of them impaled the witches gathered around the ritual lines, all but annihilating the group gathered there.

“No!” Miara shouted, but before she could cast anything Erina surged forward, diamond coated fists swinging.

Miara threw up her own arms, iron plating them like shields, the thunderous bang of impact sending her flying back from Erina’s blow. She skidded back across the deck and dropped her arms even as more metal coated them.

“It’s over,” I said, stepping forward, a gesture of my hand dragging back the blood spikes from the dessicated witches who’d been clustered around the ritual circle leaving their drained husks to collapse to the deck. “Your witches are dead. Your ritual circle is finished. Give up.”

Miara straightened, a smirk dancing on her lips. “That’s so cute,” she giggled. “You think this is the only one on the ship.”

I scowled. “What—”

The deck suddenly heaved under my feet. A bang seemed to reverberate through the metal, shuddering up and through me. Another bang thundered through it. Another. Another!

A great groan of metal split the air. The shadow of the main mast seemed to writhe and I spun about in surprise.

Oh sweet gods above.

Turrets creaked as what looked like monstrous mouths engulfed them. Metal shrieked and twisted as huge legs bound by metal and molten fire ripped from the sides of the hull, lifting the ship up and out of the water like a steel-plated turtle. Metal plating crackled and fissured around crimson veins of steel.

“Holy liberty!” Erina gasped.

Pretty much my sentiments.

Movement caught my eye and I whirled to see Miara whip a hellhammer out of her robe and spin it around and over her head. “No!” I shouted, a lance of blood shooting at her.

Metal platings from the ship’s deck surged up, blocking the blood spike, and Miara slammed her hammer into the design at her feet.

The blow thundered through the warship, and Miara laughed as what looked like molten metal swarmed up her arms. Her mad eyes met mine, and then she was dragged under the deck, plating reforming in her wake.

“Shit!” I swore as I prepared my next move.

Before I could do anything, the deck kicked under my feet again and the entirety of the Arimus began to rise into the air. With a great groan of metal the entire ship dragged itself onto the dock, the prow slicing into the ground before the legs managed to heave it further free, one crushing a warehouse with a thunderous boom.

“Dear gods!” Ashlyn gaped in horror. “What do we do?”

“We have to take this thing down!” I shouted over the groan of metal as it continued to haul itself out of the waters. Just the thought of this monstrosity dragging itself through the city to take aim at the palace filled me with horror. “The ship’s being possessed, but you heard Miara. There’s multiple ritual circles manifesting this thing. We have to kill them.”

“How?”

I hated to even voice the idea, but I didn’t see a choice. “We’ll split up,” I said. “Head for the sources of the corruption and kill whatever is manifesting in there. Take them down, take down the ship.”

“But where is that?” Tanya asked.

“Fortunately,” I said, snapping my fingers, “we have an expert.”

Hexie popped into existence, far from thrilled. “Ah heh heh,” she said nervously.

“How many demons would be needed to run this thing?” I asked.

She blew a huff of air. “Hells, master. You don’t ask for much, huh?”

“Hexie!”

“Fine! Fine!” The imp knitted her brow and raised her hands, holding them out as if trying to envision something. “Uhhhh… Looks like… three. Yes. Three at least. One right, uh, there I think. Probably the engine room. Another amidship right around… there. And one…” Hexie hummed as her hands swung to frame the bridge. “There. Yeah, there.”

“Then we have our points,” I said. “We hit each one and take them down. Tanya? Hexie? You take the engines. Ashlyn? You and Kensie the armoury. Erina?” I said, looking to the cat-girl, who was staring at the spot her sister had vanished. “Erina!”

Tail and ears shooting up in surprise, Erina twisted to face me. “What? Yes?”

“You take the bridge,” I said. “Are you up for that?”

“Is… is that where my sister will be?”

I hesitated. “Most likely,” I admitted.

Erina’s expression hardened. Fire and purpose flared in her eyes. “Then we will. To restore my family’s honour. For life. For liberty! For democracy!” She raised her eyes to the bridge, its windows masked behind thick glass encrusted with black chitin. “For the Free States of Caldia, I will put an end to this betrayal!” she roared defiantly.

I nodded. “Good,” I said, patting her on the shoulder.

“But… what will you be doing?” Kensie asked.

“Me?” I said, grimly looking up at the ship. “I’m going to slow this thing down.”

“What?” Hexie yelped, flapping up near me. “By yourself? I mean, no offence master, I believe in you and all that jazz, but uh…”

“If anyone can,” Erina said, giving me a proud look. “It’s him. He is a hero of the nation, and our warlock, for a damn good reason.”

“Thanks,” I said, then looked at the others. “Alright. Let’s go!”

Pride filled me as the girls split off without further delay. Tanya pointed down, her horns buzzing with lightning before they gathered around her hand and split the air with a crackle, blowing a hole right in the deck. She jumped down, followed moments later by Ashlyn, Hexie, and Kensie. Which left just me and Erina. I moved in close to her, arm wrapping around her. “You okay?” I asked her.

She took a shaky breath, then nodded resolutely. “I am, Alister,” she said, still staring daggers at the bridge. Finally, she looked my way. “Let’s finish this.”

I gave her a loving squeeze and kissed her cheek. Then, as Erina raced towards the entrance to the bridge, I turned towards the sky.

Alright.

Let’s do it.

My wings spread out and I took to the sky with a burst of wind magic. Several flaps carried me higher until I soared over the battleship and had an excellent view of it.

From above it looked even worse. The front of the hull had split into a monstrous maw like a shark’s that gnashed furiously. Now that I was above it, I could see it actually had almost a dozen legs clawing it forward like a lizard, heaving its bulk out of the waters and grinding more of the warehouses under itself. Its turrets swung slowly this way and that like it was still testing its movements. I’d never faced a hellforged like this thing before. I swallowed hard.

But no time like the present.

I gestured, and the blood orbs that orbited me reformed into a pair of massive scythes. As I did, the Arimus finally pulled itself to where it wanted to be. Rearing up, the turrets of its massive deck guns swung ponderously around and took aim at the palace.

And fired.

The booming of the guns was deafening. Screaming shots of molten fire blazed through the sky and exploded on the palace’s barrier. The impact thundered, shockwaves rippling through the air, but the shield held.

Not forever, though.

I tucked my wings in and dove towards the Arimus as it dragged itself further, crushing several more warehouses under its bulk.

I rocketed down to its side and then suddenly spread my wings, a burst of wind magic altering my direction sharply. I flew along its side and swung my scythe into the warship, tearing a great rent in the metal.

A thunderous bellow of pain erupted from the ship’s maw. I shot past it and swung back around, swinging my scythe again and tearing another great rip in its starboard side. A leg heaved up near me and I slashed into it, scythe ripping through the scaly flesh. A howl of pain came from the hellforged as it stumbled, a second barrage from its guns firing wild, arching over the palace to explode in the forests outside the city. I shot past the Arimus’s prow, and its baleful eyes swivelled, fixing on me.

A bellow of rage and pain came from the ship as I flapped my wings, carrying me into the air above it. That’s right. All eyes on me you meaty son of a bitch. Across its deck I saw flak guns swivel, aiming up towards me. They opened up and I dove again.

Explosive rounds boomed around me as I dodged around the barrage, heading for another of the ship’s limbs. I landed on it with a flutter of bloody wings, claws spearing into it as I swung up my bloody scythes, shifting them into a massive axe. Quickening the blood thumping in my veins, I swung into the monster’s leg.

The black blade bit deep and I swung again. Again. A howl of pure agony came from the hellforged as it stumbled to its side. With a final vicious swing I took out the leg entirely, molten blood pumping from the ragged stump.

I grinned at the sight. Now this would—

The impact came from nowhere. It slammed into me, sending me flying off the leg. I hit the roof of a warehouse, tearing up tiles as I skidded across the surface before flipping back onto my feet and coming to a halt. Argh! Shit. Pain speared through my arm. Was it broken? I tried to move it and nearly blacked out again. Mmmn! Yep. Yep, that was broken. Great. Just what I needed.

I looked back towards the Arimus and a figure that seemed to grow out of the hull itself. She seemed to emerge from the metal, and when I got a better look I saw… something. Something terribly familiar. With a creaking sound the metal took a female form, growing out of the deck, and for a second I thought it was Miara.

Then the metal formed a peaked hat capping a pair of horns.

A long, double-breasted coat of rusty red metal.

And a row of fanged teeth.

“Heeeey hot stuff!” she cheered, grinning. “Looong time no see!”

I gaped at the sight of the Hellsmith from my dreams. “S-Sareeva?” I said incredulously. “How the hell…”

“In the flesh! Or, metal, anyway!” she giggled as more steel reformed around her, wings of it creaking from her shoulders as a hammer of molten fire spun in her hand. “Meet your new demon queen, baby! Up from the depths of the infernal plane, who were very impressed with my work! Just as cute. Just as sexy. Just as unspeeeekably adorably strong as ever! Come right back to say hello.”

“I killed you,” I said, teeth grit.

“I know! How rude. And now you’re trying to ruin this wonderful plan put together by such a cute girl! How naughty. You always were a meddler, Bloodletter.”

“And you were always an unrepentant psychotic bitch,” I spat.

“Aw, you remember! Then you’ll also remember this!”

She swung up her arm, eyes crazed as the molten metal of her hand and wrist reformed into a rifle barrel.

Aw shit.

I lunged across the roof as she opened fire, rounds exploding behind me and punching huge holes in the warehouse. I jumped, a burst of wind magic beneath my feet sending me into the sky over the ship’s deck.

“Hey! Cool wings,” Sareeva cooed. “Your magic has gotten better!”

“And your wings are just for show,” I said, looking at her feet where they joined with the deck. “You can’t actually leave that thing, can you?”

“Right again! But I can do… this!” she laughed as she swung her arm after me. More of the guns riddling the Arimus turned my way. AA weapons. Machine guns along the decks. Even the main turrets spun their barrels towards me like a very trigger happy poltergeist controlled them. “Never got to see how good you really were with those wings. Let’s find out!”

Oh, this bitch.

With a sound like thunder every gun opened up, a literal hail of molten lead ripping through the air at me. I dove, ducked, pain exploding from my broken arm as I did so. Rgh! This? This kind of firepower was why I insisted we come at the ship on foot.

Taking my own advice I dove in towards her. Sareeva cackled, her hammer weaving like a baton, directing the cannons at me. I abandoned dodging, folding my wings up before me like a missile, hardening them with iron until they were pitch black.

I slammed into the deck, my bullet-like wings ripping into the deck before I hastily unfolded them, rolling me forward just in front of the hellhammer that slammed into the deck behind me, caving it in. I spun back to my feet, an orb of blood manifesting into a sword I slashed for Sareeva’s face.

She keened with laughter, bending backwards, dodging it uncannily before skating back. “Naughty naughty!” she giggled. “I know you better than that, Bloodletter! You may be cute, but a cut’s not gonna be enough to stop me.”

“No?” I said.

A thunderous boom erupted from the rear of the Arimus, ripping apart a chunk of the deck and much of the stern, including the engines.

“What about that though?” I asked.

Sareeva’s eyebrows flicked up. “Oooh, that might be a problem.”

“Damn straight,” I said, focusing my wyldcraft, my blood wings reforming into a pair of massive skeletal arms of red and black, gripping two blades of the same.

“Oh!” Sareeva cried, clapping her hands. “I love that trick! And I got one too. Wanna see?”

“No.”

“Too bad!” she chimed as her metallic coat reformed, spreading from her shoulders in a pair of metallic arms like my own. Leering at me, she swung her sword arms my way. “Now, let’s dance pretty boy! Yeeee haaaaa!”

I snarled and charged her.

My bloody blades swung down and met her steel ones with a clang. Her hammer swung for my head and I lurched back, evading it by an inch, the heat of it sizzling on my skin and probably giving me a sudden tan. I tried to take her arm with a slash of my blade but she bounded back. Our arms of blood and steel clanged and clashed above us as I dodged back from another swing of her hammer, whose impact slammed into the deck with a bang that dented the metal.

I retreated, then swung up my sword, pointing it at her. My blood orbs fired lances of crimson at her and she slammed a foot on the deck, a barrier of metal rising in their path. My hand flicked, my will moving the blood spears to arch around it and try and impale her anyway.

Laughing gleefully, Sareeva retreated, her shoulder blades spinning like fans and shredding the blood spears as they came at her. “I haven’t had this kind of fun in aaaaages!” she cheered.

“War’s not fun,” I retorted, charging in at her.

“Then you’re doing it wrong,” she cackled, rushing in to meet me again.

My blade clashed with her hammer. I tried to kick her, but yanked my foot back a second later when her rusty cloak grew a wall of spikes, which would have been both painful and probably require a tetanus shot. Note to self, don’t try hand to hand here. “You’re a relic,” I snapped. “A ghost of a war done and gone.”

“So are you,” she cheered. “And let me just note they say war is hell, but it’s not. Hell is much more boring!”

I hated that she was right. Another explosion suddenly ripped through the Arimus, the demonic hellforged bellowing and arching in agony as practically the entire aft deck of its form was ripped out in a gout of fire and cooking off munitions. The ship’s main guns groaned, creaking and toppling atop the warbeast.

“Aw shoot, that’s no good,” Sareeva groaned.

I seized the moment, charging her. She danced back, but her movements weren’t so quick now. Cracks had started to appear in her face and outfit. Fissures that told me she was sharing the damage to the ship. No wonder Miara had managed to manifest this thing. Someone got a literal demon queen to control it.

Rushing in, I swung my sword. She parried with her hammer, but in that moment the blood arms growing from my back suddenly dropped their blades and became hands, grabbing the steel ones flailing above Sareeva. The demoness gave a start and looked up, just in time for two spikes to form from the bloody arms and stab her shoulders.

“Gah!” she gasped, grinning viciously at me. “Oh, you naughty boy!”

“Fuck you!” I snapped and knocked aside her hammer, swung up my sword and brought it down.

My blade slammed down through Sareeva, splitting her in literal half. The two halves wobbled, her bisected face looking mostly annoyed.

“Aw. Well, shit,” she managed to say, then her body melted like a molten candle.

Panting, I stepped back. A deafening crash had me look back to see Erina and Miara burst out of the bridge’s windows, the pair plummeting to the deck. Miara was covered in metal armour, and Erina was swallowed in diamond.

The pair hit the deck with a deafening bang. Erina reared up above her sister, hands locked together like a glittering sledgehammer, her eyes burning with rage as she swung up her diamond fists and brought them down.

The bang as they hit Miara’s metal helm was downright deafening. Miara swung, slamming metal fists against her sister’s diamond plating even as Erina swung her arms up and down again. Again. Again!

The final swing came and crushed Miara’s metallic helm like it was made of tinfoil. I winced as blood splattered across the deck. Miara’s hands grabbed at her sister’s diamond armour, twitching as they dragged down her chest.

Down.

And then flopped to the deck.

The Arimus shuddered. The ship gave a dying groan and I felt it tilt under us as its prow ploughed into the street. The floor jumped under me, almost knocking me off my feet as the accursed vessel at last died. The crimson veins of demonic power threading the craft blackened and steam hissed from it.

Once the metal stilled totally under my feet I warily made my way towards Erina. She was still straddling Miara’s body, her shoulders heaving with slow, heavy pants.

I said nothing. What was there to say? You had to do it? It was necessary? This wasn’t really the sister you knew? I’d said it all before over the years, and it was never much real comfort.

Instead, I got down on my knees beside her, wrapped an arm around her, and pulled her against me into a hug.

I felt Erina shudder, her arms moving around me, clinging to me as she buried her face into my shoulder. “I… I had to do it,” she said softly.

“I know,” I said, patting her back. “I know…”

Erina shuddered, her grip tightening on my coat as she started to cry. Sobbing with sorrow. I held her close, rubbing soothing circles into her back.

Only when I heard footsteps on the deck did I turn my head, and found Kensie, Ashlyn, and Tanya emerge from below decks. All of them had wounds of some kind, their coats and clothes smudged, scorched, and torn from the fights in the hellish realm below decks.

Tanya moved first, the halo of lights around her head glowing softly with a mournful light as she went to her knees beside me and joined the hug. Kensie and Ashlyn joined her a moment later, and in the ruins of hell come to earth, together we held Erina tight as she cried for what she’d lost.


*Chapter 26.


The wail of the train’s whistle sounded through the snowy station, and I breathed a sigh of relief. My first real vacation was over, and I couldn’t wait to get back to school.

“We apologize that you did not get a chance to thoroughly enjoy the holiday,” Neera said from behind me.

I just shrugged, turning to face her and a small knot of guards who’d helped escort us to the station. “Things happen.”

“Indeed,” she said, her expression guarded.

Naturally, we hadn’t been the only ones who’d missed the Yuletide. Miara’s death was being quietly swept under the rug, most of the blame falling on the rest of the Umbrican People’s Front and, naturally, Auropa. Conspiracy was rampant, but the DDS had been cracking down on the press to make sure only the declared narrative was being put out, which worked for me. I didn’t want to deal with it.

Fortunately, though the battleship had been horrifying, it hadn’t managed to destroy much more than the docks, and most of the coup hadn’t spilled over too much into the streets. Most of the city survived the attack, and after that fun with the Arimus, the various revolutionaries had thoroughly discredited themselves. Seems people didn’t appreciate it when you blew up some streets and tried to sail a demon-infested warship through downtown. Go figure.

Neera stepped up towards Erina, who held herself with grave dignity. For a moment the sisters said nothing. Then, Neera moved in, and they tightly hugged.

“Come back soon, Erina,” Neera whispered.

Erina thumped her sister on her back. “I will. And I know when I do, our home will be rebuilt stronger, better, and more united than ever before!”

“That I can promise,” Neera said firmly.

I felt my chest warm with pride for Erina. Things had been tough for her, and would continue to be, but if anyone could get through it, it would be her.

When they separated I bid Neera farewell and climbed aboard the train with the others. We clustered inside a heated car, some passengers still shuffling to their seats as we made our way down the hall and towards the harem car.

“Surprised we didn’t get a private one again,” Ashlyn said.

“I asked we not get it,” I told her. “I wanted to have us getting back to Stoneway more casual.”

“Yeah?” Ashlyn said with a wry smirk my way. “The warlock and his harem that took down a demon battleship trying to overthrow the government of one of the Free States? You think that isn’t all over the academy after all the other stuff you’ve done?”

I flushed. “It probably isn’t that big,” I said. “...Right?”

All four women exchanged a knowing look, and I groaned. “Ugh…”

“A moment, Blackwood.”

I froze at that sinuous tone and slowly looked back to see Maleficia looming just a bit behind us, her arms crossed and expression unreadable.

“...I’ll meet you all in the car,” I said to the others. “Go on ahead.”

“...Understood,” Tanya said after a moment’s pause, waving her arms like a sheepherder. “Come along, ladies. Let’s give our warlock a bit of privacy.”

There were some grumblings from Ashlyn and Kensie, who each gave the serpentine teacher warning glares before they were ushered down the corridor and towards our car. Once the door slid shut behind them, I turned to face the snake-woman.

“Well?” I said.

For a moment Maleficia said nothing, just giving me a cold, level stare. “These… events in Umbrica,” she began at last. “They will make things difficult for Vattia as she goes to Stoneway. The jingoism of the rest of the student body will only be more pronounced now.”

“Go figure,” I said evenly.

Her eyes narrowed a fraction. She took a slow breath, but let it out without something biting. “Quite,” she said coldly. “Regardless, since you are, at least, not entirely antagonistic towards Vattia, I trust you’ll keep an eye out for her.”

“You want me to?” I asked.

“Hardly,” she hissed. “But events may force my hand. I cannot always be around her.”

Huh. I wasn’t quite sure where she was going with that, but I gave a slow nod. “...Alright. I guess,” I finally said.

Maleficia tilted back her head, giving me a low glare, then turned and slithered away. I scratched my head, then shrugged and turned back around, heading once more after the girls.

I entered the harem car, and as I did I saw a familiar bulk moving up the corridor. “Dorm!” I called.

The big warlock paused and turned to me. I suppressed a wince at the black eye he sported. Not that I was surprised. DDS had probably ‘questioned’ him very thoroughly before Adamanta put a stop to it.

A smile split his face though. “Alister,” he said warmly, giving me a nod.

“Heading back to school?” I said, approaching him.

“I am. The Queen pardoned me for being a part of the People’s Front. She wasn’t happy, but freedom is good. You put in a good word for me, I hear.”

I had. Given the fact that without Dorm’s information, the Arimus would have been blasting down the castle long before we even knew what was really going on, it didn’t feel right to leave him to rot in prison. Though, he was surely going to be watched from now on. It wasn’t a great situation, but it beat being at the tender mercies of Tiss and her Ghosts. That bitch hadn’t been pleased when Adamanta granted the pardon, and the glares she’d been throwing my way had told me I’d made an enemy.

But, eh. What else was new?

“Dorm?”

The both of us looked to one of the cabs, which had a blonde poking her head out, equine ears twitching. “You coming?”

“Be just a second,” he said.

The witch nodded and slipped back in. I glanced back at him. “Your harem?”

He shifted his feet. “They insisted they pick me up,” he grunted.

I chuckled and patted his arm. “Then, don’t let me keep you.”

He grinned, face colouring faintly as he turned about and squeezed his way into the cab, several female voices inside instantly fussing over him before the door slid shut behind him. I shook my head. Well, life would certainly be harder for Dorm. But the love of a good woman (or several, as the case may be) would certainly see him through. Oooh, that was a good one. Digging into a pocket, I yanked out my notebook and scribbled it down. Yes. That was a line that would fit perfectly in the book I was working on.

“Alister?”

“Eh?”

I looked up quickly and saw Tanya poking her head out of a cab. “Are you coming?” she asked with amusement.

“Oh! Yeah. Right away,” I said, shoving the notebook into my pocket and hurrying to the car. I slipped inside, and as I did I froze, agog.

Naturally, we were given a first class cab for the trip home. And a first class cab in the harem car had everything a large harem could want. Specifically, a bed set right under a window showcasing the sweeping winter plains as they passed by.

One thing it probably didn’t normally include was four gorgeous women sitting on the bed, none of whom were wearing anything aside from some delicate red ribbons tied in bows around their gorgeous breasts.

“Woah,” was all that escaped me.

“Happy Yuletide, Alister,” Tanya cooed sweetly, the lights around her horns twinkling with merry mischief. “We didn’t get much of a chance to properly celebrate.”

“But we’re making sure of it now,” Kensie giggled.

“I can’t believe you all talked me into this,” Ashlyn groaned, red as a tomato, but she made no move to reach for the clothes heaped to the floor.

“We barely needed to,” Erina said proudly. “For what better reward could there be for your service to our nation, Alister?”

“Can’t really think of one,” I honestly admitted. Because goddam, this was pretty great.

“Then why are you still dressed, master?” Hexie asked from behind me, kicking me in the back of the head. “Get in there!”

Sounded like a plan.

I stepped into the harem car and stopped when the door closed behind me. The four women were arranged on the bed under the window, the winter landscape rolling past behind them. Each wore nothing but the aforementioned ribbons tied in bows around their breasts, which meant with a slight uncrossing of their legs, their pussies would be competing for my gaze. It should have been the most arousing sight imaginable.

And, I mean, it was. But something was off.

Tanya, Kensie, and Ashlyn were watching me with playful looks in their eyes. Well, I don’t know if the expression Ashlyn had on could be called playful or not, but I’d learned to read it as such over time. But Erina sat slightly apart from them, her tail wrapped tight around her waist and her ears flat against her head. She was trying to smile but it didn’t reach her eyes. I didn’t have to guess what that look was about.

I crossed the car and sat beside her instead of joining the others. My arm slipped around her shoulders. To my relief, the other women more than understood, and watched quietly for the resolution before making any moves or uttering any more coaxing words.

“Talk to me,” I said quietly.

Erina’s carefully maintained smile crumbled. “I’m sorry. I know I should be present in this moment but—I killed her,” she whispered. “My own sister. I know she betrayed everything we stand for, and as a true, proud Caldian maiden, that is a sin that would make her dead to me—if she were still alive. But she isn’t. I know she was wrong. She tried to destroy our home. I know what we did—what I did—was necessary but...” Her voice broke and she sniffled. “She was still my sister, Alister. We played together as children. I thought she would join us! It was Miara who taught me how to cast my first diamond spell. And I crushed her skull.”

I pulled her closer, letting her bury her face in my shoulder. Her body shuddered with forceful sobs, and the other women moved in, surrounding us. Tanya pressed against Erina’s other side while Kensie and Ashlyn settled close, filling in whatever gaps they could.

“It’s like you said, honey. You did what you had to,” Tanya said softly, stroking Erina’s hair. “That doesn’t make it hurt less. It’s okay to grieve, and to hurt, and to cry and cry and cry, but don’t blame yourself for one second.”

“You saved so many people,” Kensie added, her hand gentle on Erina’s knee. “You’re a hero. A real one. I know it’s no consolation now, but you did the right thing, and there is a version of your sister, a younger self, who would have looked upon what you did with approval, I think. Somewhere, someone corrupted her. There was nothing you could do to guard against it. That’s just the wicked world we live in.”

Ashlyn awkwardly patted Erina’s shoulder, cringing. “There, there. Good… kitty.”

We sat like that for several minutes while Erina cried. I just held her, letting her process what she needed to. I thought about saying something. Hell, a few times I tried, starting to mutter words about how Rodney’s betrayal felt when it happened. But an old war buddy is not the same as a sibling.

The others stayed close, offering quiet comfort and support the whole while. Even Hexie kept her mouth shut, which was doubly appreciated by me.

Finally Erina pulled back and wiped her eyes, facing us with a brave smile. “I’m so sorry,” she said, sniffling. “This was supposed to be a celebration and I’ve ruined it. We’re all naked and sexy in red ribbons and I started crying. How will Alister become erect now?!”

I looked down at the ribbon just barely covering her breasts after hearing the reminder. “I think I can manage,” I told her quietly.

“That’s right. See? Trust in Alister’s sexual fortitude,” Kensie insisted.

Ashlyn rolled her eyes. “I guess that’s the one thing we can count on more than anything.” She said it like it was an annoyance, but I honestly felt like it was a pretty nice compliment.

Erina took a shaky breath. “I don’t want to think about it anymore tonight. I just want to feel... alive. Connected to all of you.” She looked at each of us in turn. “I need to know we’re still a family. Still together. Still a union of Caldian sisters united under the banner of our virile national hero. If I can feel that, then I’ll know that something good, something worthwhile survived all this awfulness.”

“Are you sure?” I asked. “We don’t have to do anything tonight, Erina. We can just hold you if that’s what you need. Naked snuggles can be just as good as sex.”

She stood and brought her hands going to the single ribbon concealing the tiny bit of modesty she still technically had. “I’m sure. I need this. I need you. All of you, but especially Alister.” With a tug, the ribbon dropped to her feet, and she was as naked as I’d ever seen her. “Besides, we got these ridiculous bows and I refuse to let them go to waste.”

A hint of her usual spirit showed through and the mood in the car brightened slightly as the other girls let out giggles of approval. But I could still see the pain in her eyes. This wasn’t just about sex. She needed affirmation. Connection. To feel loved and wanted and alive.

I could give her that.

I removed the ribbons on Ashlyn, Tanya, and Kensie’s chests, giving them each a kiss before allowing Erina to push me down gently. The cat-girl moved to straddle my hips while Tanya positioned herself over my face. The felborn’s hand came down to stroke Erina’s hair as the cat-girl sank down onto my cock.

“You’re so loved, Erina,” Tanya murmured. “As harem queen, I feel it’s my duty to let you know that we’re all here for you. Always.”

Erina made a choked sound that was half sob, half moan. I gripped her hips, guiding her movements while my tongue worked at Tanya above me. The felborn tasted sweet and her soft thighs framed my face perfectly.

To either side I was aware of Kensie and Ashlyn touching themselves. The wolf-girl’s tail was wagging and she whimpered softly. Ashlyn was quieter but I heard her breathing quicken and her wings folding and unfolding as she wiggled into a comfortable position at my side.

“That’s it,” Tanya encouraged, her lights pulsing in time with Erina’s movements. “Let it out. Let us take care of you.”

Erina started riding me harder, her nails digging into my chest. “I love you all so much,” she gasped. “My sisters away from home. But I love you most, Alister.”

“I love you too,” I said, pulling away from Tanya for a moment. “I love all of you.”

She nodded. “That’s right. Don’t make this all about me. I’m—nyah—just one cog in this machine.”

I focused everything on making Tanya and Erina feel good. Erina needed to feel wanted and loved and safe. So I gave her that, my hands stroking her thighs and my cock filling her completely. Above me Tanya ground down on my face and I worked her with everything I had, not compromising for a second.

Erina came first, crying out and shaking as her release dripped down the tower of my cock. She collapsed forward into Tanya’s arms kissing her softly on the lips as they embraced. I couldn’t see it, but I could guess at what was going on from the shifting weight and the sounds surrounding me.

Tanya came mere moments later, her lights blazing white as she moaned into Erina’s mouth. When she climbed off I saw tears on her cheeks too.

Erina collapsed forward onto my chest, breathing hard. I wrapped my arms around her and just held her for a moment. She pressed her face into my neck.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Any time,” I promised.

Kensie pressed her forehead against my shoulder, then kissed my lips, inserting herself in the moment, and rightfully so. I had a duty to her as well. “Can I...?”

Erina laughed wetly and moved aside. “Please. I need to find the tissues anyway.”

The wolf-girl eagerly took her place. She bounced on my cock with abandon, her tail wagging so hard her whole body swayed with it. Ashlyn reluctantly climbed over my face, her scales hot against my skin.

“Don’t get cocky about this,” the dragon-girl muttered. “Even if you’re the only guy in the world I let eat my pussy like this, it’s not like I’m totally head over heels for you or anything. Well, I mean—I am. But just because I’m in love with you and think about having sex with you all the time, doesn’t mean I don’t hate your guts.”

“You’re oversharing, honey,” Tanya sighed lovingly at her harem-mate. “Just enjoy the ride.”

Ashlyn must have been blushing when she realized what she’d said, but I let it pass. I responded only by gripping her ass and pulling her down harder onto my tongue. She gasped and her wings spread out above us as her tail lashed from side to side.

Kensie was making little yipping sounds with each bounce. “So good,” she panted. “Love this. Love you.”

“Love you too,” I managed between licks.

To the side, Erina had curled up against Tanya. Both were touching themselves while watching us, their free hands intertwined. The sight made my cock throb inside of Kensinton even harder—and my heart throbbed as well. Come to think of it, one might have had something to do with the other.

Ashlyn came first this time, and her whole body went rigid and a small puff of flame escaped her mouth along with a keening wail of an “Oooohhh fuck!” Kensie followed quickly after with a howl that probably carried to the other train cars. “Awoo!”

When they climbed off, Tanya and Kensie took up new positions. This pairing worked beautifully. Both moved in perfect synchronization, like they’d practiced this. Smooth and sensual and weirdly coordinated.

Erina had moved to sit beside me, stroking my chest while watching them. Ashlyn was on my other side, also watching with a lewd look on her blushing face, no doubt still mortified by what she said earlier.

“They’re beautiful together,” Erina said.

“They are,” I agreed, then groaned as Tanya did something incredible with her inner muscles.

The felborn smiled down at me. “Enjoying yourself?”

“Very much,” I managed.

Above my face, Kensie was whimpering noisily. Her tail kept hitting my stomach as it wagged, which was something I was used to and had grown to appreciate. I gripped her hips and worked my tongue faster, drawing out more of those decadent sounds.

Both came within seconds of each other, and when they moved aside Ashlyn and Erina took their places atop me.

“Ready for another round?” I asked Erina.

She nodded, looking more like herself now. “I think so. And I refuse to let Ashlyn show me up.”

“I’m not showing you up,” Ashlyn protested. Then she moaned as I pushed my tongue inside her again. “I’m just... mmm... better at this. Though I hate to admit it, Alister likes me best, and so our chemistry is…oohhh…fffffucking incredible.”

“Who told you he liked you best?!” Erina gasped, then started riding me with renewed enthusiasm. “Not him, I am sure. Right Alister?”

“I definitely did not say anything like that,” I muttered, though my voice was decidedly muffled by a faceful of pale dragon-witch pussy and ass.

When that all wrapped up, a pop sounded and Hexie appeared at a near-human size, sitting cross-legged on Kensington’s luggage. The imp was completely naked and had one of the dildos from Erina’s collection. The fancy one. I don’t remember the damn name.

“Now this is what I’m talking about,” Hexie said, pushing the toy inside herself with a satisfied groan. “Wait, you’re not finished are you?”

“We’re never finished, but we might be taking a short recess,” I said drily.

“Oh, you fuckhead,” Hexie hissed. She started working the dildo faster, her eyes half-lidded. “Then I’m going to just do this to make things awkward while you try to relax. You know what would make this even better though? That cute rabbit girl. Vattia. I bet she’d love to join in.”

“Absolutely not!” Erina snapped, her ears shooting up. “That turnip-eating Auropan dog has no place in this harem!”

“She doesn’t seem that bad,” Tanya said mildly.

“She’s Auropan!” Erina declared as if that settled everything. “She is the enemy!”

“Hexie, read the room,” I said, furrowing my brows at the imp. “Now you got Erina all excited and her hair is poofing.”

“Fine, fine,” Hexie pouted as she lazily pushed the toy a bit deeper inside. “But you’re missing out on that bunny stamina. You know they can go all night, right? And she’s got those cute ears that would be perfect for grabbing while you...”

“Hexie,” I warned.

“Shutting up now,” the imp said, though she kept pleasuring herself while watching us.

Some time passed in the harem car, and the mood lightened considerably. Erina was smiling more naturally now and the tension had drained from her shoulders. Good. That was what mattered.

Erina ended up tucked between me and Tanya, her head on my chest. Kensie curled up by my feet. Ashlyn pressed against my other side, her tail coiled around my leg. I was somewhere in the middle of it all, feeling like the richest man in Caldia.

For a few minutes, nobody spoke. Then Erina’s voice came softly.

“Thank you. All of you. I needed this.”

“We’re family,” I said firmly. “We take care of each other. Always.”

“Always,” the others echoed.

Erina’s hand found mine and squeezed. “I don’t know what I’d do without you all.”

“Good thing you’ll never have to find out,” Kensie mumbled sleepily.

I stroked Erina’s hair between her ears, earning a soft purr. She was healing. We all were, in our own ways. The war had scarred me. Recent events had added new wounds for us all. But together we were getting through it day by day, and I had no reason to think that would ever change.

Together we’d face whatever came next.

I sighed, lying back in satisfaction with the five gorgeous women all clustered around me, fur trimmed blankets pulled up, cozy beyond belief and satisfied beyond measure. My eyes trailed to the snowy fields and distant forests that flashed by as we headed back to Stoneway. Back to school. Back to who knows what.

But one thing I did know. As long as I had these gorgeous women with me, there was nothing I couldn’t handle.

End
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