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Chapter 1


I didn’t consider myself a coward. Sure, I’d done my share of huddling in a foxhole when the shells were falling, the hellforged demon engines were clanking, and spells were flying in salvos that vaporized witches and soldiers alike before they could even scream. But any man who’d been through the war and claimed they hadn’t spent some time in a hole, doubled over in the fetal position, screaming was a damn liar.

So, no, I didn’t consider myself a coward. But I will admit that hiding out in an inn just outside Stoneway Academy while I waited for the new term to start wasn’t exactly the courageous thing to do.

I just… really wanted to put off a meeting with the headmistress for as long as I could.

Sure, my recent escapade involving a demonically possessed warship being used by a bunch of revolutionary terrorists looking to secede from the Free States of Caldia hadn’t technically been on school grounds, but I had no doubt Headmistress Elegantra Templeton had heard about it. And given my last term had involved stopping a warp bomb going off, killing a manipulative dick and his giant monster, and gathering some of the best students in school into my harem, I really just needed a break from it all.

Fortunately, the owner of the inn hadn’t asked many questions. I doubted I was the first warlock to take out a private room, no questions asked, no stories told. Hell, given how eager the Free States were to have warlocks breeding as many witches as possible, the owner of the inn probably got a tax break the longer I stayed.

Still, it was a shame I had to be alone.

“Hey, master! Is this lingerie too tight?”

Well, almost alone.

I lifted my head from The Bastard and the Buxom Maid - fantastic read. Highly recommend - to see my familiar and personal demon, Hexie, standing on a side table and modelling herself in a shaving mirror. The imp was maybe a foot tall, her figure curvy though currently compressed by some fishnet stockings and underwear that could only very generously be called ‘clothing.’ She scrunched up her face cutely as she turned this way and that before the mirror, fanning her bat-like wings out experimentally while her spaded tail flicked in her wake.

“I think it looks good,” I said.

She scoffed. “Well of course you do, master. It’s on me! But I know what you’re really thinking.”

“About how we are all but pawns of fate tossed in this sea of uncertainty? Cast upon rocks of life by an uncaring universe.”

“No. You’re thinking how much better I’d look out of them!”

I just rolled my eyes and lifted my book back up. The one good thing about this whole affair was that I’d had plenty of time to catch up on my reading. Unfortunately, I was starting to run low on material. Still, I had another sixty pages left to find out if Lady Germaine would, in fact end up with that roguish Sergeant Baddoch, and if she really could free him of the lycanthropic curse that had him turning into a savage werewolf (which also provided some extremely steamy scenes. Hopefully one more before things wrapped up but oooh, I couldn’t wait to find out…).

“How about now, master? What do you think of this?”

“Mmm? Oh, yeah. Very fetching. I like how it cinches up your ass.”

“Master! You’re not even looking!”

I sighed into the pages. “Let me guess, Hexie. You’re actually naked right now, aren’t you?”

“C’mon, master! I know these tits are more interesting than the ones in that book. You can actually feel these bad girls!”

Hmm. She did have a bit of a point. And despite literally months of enjoying her lovely curves, I still found much to appreciate in them. But it was no good telling Hexie that. The imp was cocky enough as is.

“Fine, Hexie. I’ll look. But only if you stop tapping on the mirror.”

“Huh? But I’m not.”

I lowered my book and eyed the imp, who was indeed naked, and did indeed look absolutely fantastic. She also wasn’t tapping on the mirror, but the sound kept coming, and I finally turned towards the window and found the source.

A raven crouched there, pecking at the glass insistently. Oh great. Another messenger raven. Probably from Erina Harper, my lover and prefect of the first year students who wanted to remind me to pick up my course schedule tomorrow.

With a grunt I rolled off the bed and slouched towards the window, opening it wide. “Yeah, yeah. I know. Drop off my tuition tomorrow. I’ll take care of it. Now fuck off.”

“Yeah!” Hexie piped in. “Can’t you see we’re getting ready to fuck in here?”

“We are not,” I informed the imp shortly as I shooed the raven away.

Only instead of flapping away it jumped over my hands and landed on the floor. At least, it should have landed on the floor. Instead, halfway down its wings seemed to billow outwards, wrapping around it in a wave of fabric. Its beak shrank back into a nose and feathers swirled into a massive hat like a deflated mushroom.

I backpedaled quickly as the elderly woman rose to her full height, her shawl like a carpet of moss and one of her arms was made of wood, like a gnarled tree branch sprouted from her shoulder.

“Now really, Mister Blackwood,” she said with a wry smile, her eyes twinkling from among her wrinkles. “Is that any way to greet your headmistress?”

I slammed my jaw shut and heard Hexie squeak and take cover behind the mirror. “Ah… Headmistress,” I stammered. “What a… an unexpected honour!”

Headmistress Elegantra chuckled, easing back into a chair. “It really shouldn’t be, Mister Blackwood. Surely you didn’t think I wouldn’t notice you were back in town? Not with the girls in your harem wandering around.”

I winced. Ah. Yeah, I suppose that would be a bit of a giveaway. “Er, right. Point taken.”

“Besides,” she said as she settled comfortably into her seat, “you and I have much to talk about. Not the least of which is that the United Railway Company has been up my skirts concerning you. Apparently they’ve been discussing taking out an ‘Alister Insurance’ policy.”

“It’s really not my fault their trains keep exploding when I’m on them,” I said. “The last one especially. Those terrorists were after Erina!”

“Yes, yes,” the headmistress said, her wooden arm creaking as she waved it. “I understand, Alister. But that’s not why I came to speak to you.”

“It’s not?”

“No,” she said, knitting her fingers and eying me over them. “First of all, I wished to congratulate you on bringing such honour to this school by your actions in Umbrica over the holiday break. And I’m especially relieved you decided to bring your personal brand of heroics somewhere other than school grounds for once. Though,” she added with a sympathetic look, “I suppose the same can’t be said for Miss Harper. Give her my condolences for what happened to her sister.”

“Of course, Headmistress,” I said at once, even as I wondered just how much she knew about what went on during the attack on Harperia. The official story was that Miara had been killed by terrorists during the insurgency, rather than that she was one of the leaders of it.

The Headmistress merely nodded, her overly large hat flopping with the motion. “Thank you, Mister Blackwood. But the other reason I’ve come to see you is to let you know that your adventure has increased your profile yet again, and is likely to cause you some headaches in the coming year.”

My stomach dropped. “Oh?” I said grimly. “How so?”

Elegantra tapped the tips of her fingers together as she gave me a long, assessing look. “Well, Mister Blackwood, I suppose you should know that the war office has finally permitted Stoneway to reopen its journalism school, which includes a university newspaper. And I don’t doubt that there will be a great deal of interest about the hero of the war, now a student, who has not only saved the school several times, but has amassed a harem of some of the most accomplished or best-bred young ladies in the entire student body.”

I felt a wave of cool dread wash over me. Shit, she was right. Though it wasn’t like I went looking for trouble (okay, I might a little), the things I got up to were exactly the sorts of things some aspiring journalists would love to write about.

“I ah… don’t suppose there’s time to cancel the course?” I asked. “Maybe for the next… I dunno, three years?”

Elegantra chuckled again. “I’m afraid not.”

Damn. Worth a shot, anyway.

“So you just stopped by with congratulations and a warning?” I said.

“Why?” she asked with a rise of a crinkled brow. “Were you hoping I might be interested in joining your harem?”

I froze, forcing myself not to get lost in the wrinkles along her face that were deeper than some trenches I’d known. “Uhhh…”

Again that teasing smile. “I’m joking, Mister Blackwood.”

Oh thank the gods. I sagged in relief. “Good. Um, I mean, right. Okay. Sounds good. I’ll be on my toes and uh, try not to antagonize the train industry anymore.”

“I’ll be sure to mention your feelings on the matter,” Elegantra said, rising from the chair with a creak of joints and, quite likely, timber. “At any rate, Mister Blackwood. I wish to welcome you to the new term, and to Stoneway once more. I anticipate you will make it an interesting one, despite all our best efforts.”

“Heh. Uh, right,” I said, honestly not knowing what the proper response to that would be. Elegantra didn’t seem surprised, merely giving me another wry smile before she stepped up to the window, planting her foot on it and stepping onto the sill. As she did she shrank once more, arms and cloak reforming into wings and feathers. Her nose elongated into a beak, and by the time she jumped, it was a raven that took to the sky. With a beat of her wings she flew off, flapping into the night. I went to the window watching her vanish past the town, heading for the shining beacon of the school on the hill, the Tree of Ages sprouting from the stonework of the academy’s building, towering over the entire campus and glowing a soft golden light like some vast lamp.

I blew out a grunt and shut the window with a clack.

“She gone?” Hexie asked, peeking out from behind the mirror.

“Yeah. She’s gone.”

“Phew!” the imp sighed as she came back out into the open. “Hells, master. She gives me the heebie jeebies! Hope she doesn’t pop in like that again.”

“Really?” I said. “I’d have thought you’d want me to try and seduce her and add her to my harem.”

“Master! What kind of girl do you take me for? Sure, she’s powerful. But power isn’t everything. You need tits too! Tits like fucking melons. Not like two sacks filled with nickels.”

That was not the mental image I needed right now.

Fortunately, before I could decide how to deal with Hexie’s little outburst, there was a knock at the door.

“Yeah?” I called.

“It’s me!”

I brightened considerably at the familiar voice of Kensington Killmaiden. Which, considering she started out the first term trying to kill me, was a bit of a surprise. But what’re a few stakes between friends?

“Like those tits?” Hexie said with a gesture at the door. “Hell yeah, I’m game for them! Perfect firm and perky breasts. And an ass to die for!”

“Okay, banishment for a bit,” I said, snapping my fingers at the imp, causing her to pop out of existence. With that done, I headed to the door and swung it open.

Despite Hexie’s crudity, I had to admit she did have a point about Kensie. The wolf-girl witch was dead sexy in a lean sort of way. Her breasts were firm and high, her body was slim but toned from exercise and training to kill monsters. And as for her ass, well, I sure had no complaints. And given I’d had plenty of opportunities to admire it, I felt a good judge of it. Throw in some long black hair, a pair of perky wolf ears, and a tail that was wagging with happiness to see me, and I was reminded all over again why I loved her.

“Hey!” she chirped, lifting a couple bags. “I brought food!”

“You really didn’t have to,” I told her. “I’d be fine going out for something.”

“Yeah, I know. But it was my turn with you tonight, and I didn’t want to wander too far. Right?” she said, blushing faintly as her tail redoubled its wagging.

I raised a brow. “Well,” I said, guiding her into the room and closing the door behind her, “I won’t complain about that. Though we probably don’t need to bother now,” I added.

“Why not?”

“Headmistress Templeton paid me a visit, so I guess I may as well just head to the dorms after tonight.”

Kensie pouted, her ears wilting. “Aw. I was starting to enjoy this little secret hideout we had going on.”

“Sorry to spoil things,” I snorted. “But thanks for bringing by the food.”

“No problem. And speaking of,” she added with a sly smile. “I also brought you this,” she said, fetching something red out of one of the takeout bags and handing it to me.

I lifted it up and sighed when I recognized the bag of blood. “Kensie, I told you. I don’t need to drink blood to live. I’m not a vampire.”

“Yeah. Yeah. I know. And I totally believe you,” Kensie replied earnestly as she distributed the food on a side table near the window. “But, you know. If you just happened to have been thirsty for some, I just figured it wouldn’t be a bad idea. You know. Just in case you started feeling the need to go hunt down some virgin and take a quick drink.”

I sighed again. I swore to myself, one of these days, I would convince her I’m not actually a vampire. Though I hadn’t had too much success thus far. But hey, it wasn’t my fault my warlock wyldcraft magic was based on manipulating my own blood. It had kept me alive during the war at least. Though, to be fair, if I hadn’t been a warlock with such strong wyldcraft, I probably wouldn’t have been conscripted when I was barely old enough to count past ten to fight in Caldia’s glorious war defending democracy against the evil People’s Republic of Auropa.

Ah well. So it goes.

“I’m not going to hunt down anyone and drink their blood,” I said with exasperation. Though I did stash the blood pack inside a compartment stitched into my coat for just such an occasion. Hey, I hadn’t lived this long by turning down any advantage.

“I know that,” Kensie assured me. “Though, I do know vampires prefer it. It’s just a shame I’m not a virgin anymore,” she sighed. “Or I’d be glad to offer mine to slake your thirst.”

“What?” I asked with a playful grin. “Were our nights together not worth it?”

Kensie blinked, then she realized what I just said and went cherry red. “N-no! Those were amazing, Alister. I just meant… I mean… I know vampires can drink blood not from virgins. But, you know, I just figured… Um… Wh-what I meant to say was...”

I laughed, stepping forward and sweeping Kensie into a hug. “I know what you meant, Kensie. And I appreciate it,” I assured her. “Not a lot of girls would bring their boyfriend blood packs and offer up their necks for a quick bite.”

Kensie squirmed, still burning with a blush, her tail going a mile a minute. “W-well, I mean, if you really needed it, I wouldn’t, um, say no. I guess what I meant…”

“Oh?” I said, lifting an eyebrow before lowering it and leaning in. “You mean you wouldn’t object to me taking a quick… nibble?”

My teeth grazed her neck, my tongue stroking the sensitive flesh. Kensie squeaked and squirmed, a whimper of a moan escaping her. “A-Alister! That… mnnnn! That’s…”

Damn, I could feel her shiver in my arms and the way she weakly pressed her hands against my chest. Absolute picture perfect example of ‘wanting it but unwilling to admit it.’ Not to mention the way her tail was going absolutely crazy.

“A-Alister!” she gasped. “Um, but uh, d-didn’t you want to e-eat first?”

“I thought I was,” I growled playfully, giving her neck a gentle nip, making Kensie squeak and squirm in my arms, but with a chuckle I let her go. She looked almost disappointed I had, though she was happy enough to join me at the table and dig into the food.

And afterwards? Well, judging by the way she kept glancing at me, blushing, and looking away, I figured my plans for the evening were now all laid out.


Chapter 2


As it turned out, hiding out in town wasn’t a complete waste after all. My returning to the dorm was easy to keep under the radar with so many other people doing the same, sorting out their places after the long break and just the general chaos of a new term beginning.

But begin it did, and much to my chagrin, my first class was combat. Which wasn’t the worst thing. I had my doubts anyone in the student body, or even many of the teachers, could match me in a bout. So I could probably have just sailed through the course.

The problem was the teacher.

I headed down into the school’s former dungeons, now repurposed for combat education, but no less dark and gloomy. Magic lamps still lit the way. Wiring was still a bit beyond the school’s budget, plus there was a certain amount of tradition to the old ways. On arriving I felt conversation die as dozens of eyes swivelled my way, then quickly away as whispers went into a frenzy.

“That’s him!”

“The Bloodletter.”

“I heard he killed an entire army of rebels singlehandedly.”

“I heard he took down a demon gate on his own.”

“No!”

“Really! My cousin’s best friend knows a reservist in Umbrica who said he saw the whole thing!”

Ugh. Times like this I wished my coat came with a hood. Fortunately, I saw an even better distraction in the form of Erina, Tanya, Kensie and Ashlyn.

The quartet had been hanging out near the big stone arena that dominated the middle of the room, but with my entrance they rushed over to me. Erina led the way, the cat-girl princess beaming with pride at all the attention I was getting, her blonde hair bouncing with her measured stride and uniform, as ever, absolutely flawless.

Tanya came next, the lights around the felborn’s horns sparkling like stars on a moonless night, a bit more bounce in her step than Erina’s, which I was all for because it made her huge chest do some very interesting maneuvers.

Then there was Ashlyn, who was doing her best to make it seem like she just happened to be walking in my direction, her arms crossed, lips pursed. But the dragon-girl wasn’t fooling anyone. Not with the way her wings were fluttering and tail was swishing in her wake.

“There you are, Alister!” Erina said, hands planted on her hips as she gave me a stern look. “Honestly. I was starting to wonder if I should send a raven to get you moving, given how late you seemed intent on sleeping in. Class starts in less than three minutes and twenty seconds!”

“Doesn’t that mean I’m on time?” I asked.

Erina scoffed. “Really, Alister. If the bare minimum were enough, then Caldia would never have become the beacon of freedom and democracy which it is. It’s up to each of us to do our utmost in all aspects of our lives to safeguard the freedoms that we take for granted as proud, loyal citizens of our mighty nation!”

“I’ll… keep that in mind,” I said.

“Now now,” Tanya said, smiling and patting Erina’s shoulder. “It is only the beginning of the term. It’s not surprising it’s taking Alister a little bit to get back into the school mindset.”

Erina harrumphed so hard her diamond earrings jangled. “I suppose.”

Tanya and I exchanged an exasperated but fond glance. Was it any wonder I named her my harem queen? Well, aside from the fact the whole relationship began as our ruse to throw off our unwanted suitors. Still, she certainly rose to the occasion, handling all the juggling of love lives and problems in the harem. And given none of the girls had tried killing each other yet, I had no intention of firing her.

“Besides,” Tanya continued with a slight wilting of her smile. “I do get why you might want to delay coming to this class.”

There was a general murmuring of agreement from the other girls. “Has Professor Noirveil come yet?” I asked uneasily, giving the room another scan. I was pretty sure she wasn’t in the room. But considering that, unlike me, she was a real vampire, I couldn’t rule it out. Greater vampires had strange powers, and I had no idea just how strong she truly was…

“Haven’t seen her yet,” Ashlyn said, tapping a finger on her bicep. “Frankly, I was starting to think she’d cornered you in the hall and was trying to get in your pants again.”

I winced at the reminder. “Not yet. But-”

The side door slammed open and a thin figure dressed all in black strode inside, her arms raised in theatrical greeting. “Welcome back, mon petit delights! Welcome back to anozer school year!”

Welp, here we go. I tried to stand perfectly still, perhaps hoping the professor tracked mostly by movement, like most predators. But no dice, her eyes zeroed in on me almost instantly, and her smile deepened with sultry suggestion.

Hoo boy.

“And I see zat we have a wonderful assortment of returning students, as well as new ones in our ‘umble little class,” she said, sashaying through the room like a shadow. As she came nearer I got a better look at her, and damn but she was dressed up. She wore a sleeveless black gown that bared her pale shoulders and upper arms, everything from her elbow down was hidden by long dark gloves. Her large, pale breasts threatened to pop out of her tight top with every step, and how they stayed on with anything short of glue I had no idea. Probably magic. Her dark hair was tied up behind her head in a ponytail and swished with her every step, which also gave her hips a sensuous sway, and further emphasized her narrow waist in the tight black fabric she wore.

In short, Noirveil was the gods damned picture of fatal feminine beauty, and you better believe I was going to give a character in my book that outfit.

“And zat is good!” Noirveil continued as she swayed past me before spinning on her heel and facing the rest of the students. “For in zis term, we shall begin with ze learning of ze deeper truths of ze magic defence! All zat I need is a volunteer for a demonstration. Ah!” she declared, instantly zeroing in on me. “Monsieur Blackwood! Perfect. Would you mind coming forward?”

Though I didn’t remember volunteering, I also knew that was a moot point with someone like Noirveil, and so stepped forward.

“Wonderful,” the vampire said, turning back to face the other students. “Now! We shall begin ze lesson with a study on ze flow of ze magic in ze ‘uman body. As we all know, ze elemental magic which we all use comes from ze planes beyond our own. Ze planes of earth, water, fire, and air. Zere are ozer planes as well, of course. Ones we are only now beginning to understand, such as ze planes of ‘ell, of ze ‘eavens, and of course ze newest ones from which we wield ze warp magic.

“But!” she continued, finger flicking up like an exclamation point as she strolled around me. “For a witch to manipulate zese forces, she must use not only a focus, but also her own innate magic in order to bring it into being. Zis is done by channeling ze magic of ze planes through ze body from ze arcane core points. Monsieur Blackwood? Would you be so kind as to channel ze element of fire for us?”

“Uh, sure,” I said, pulling out my battered wand. At the beginning of the year I’d have been terrified at the prospect, but since I’d come to Stoneway manipulating the basic magic elements came a lot easier. Whether that was from my own skill or thanks to help from the gorgeous women who hung around me was up for debate.

Nah, it was totally thanks to them.

Case in point, with but a bit of concentration and a flick of the wrist, I was able to conjure a flash of flame at the tip of my wand, where it burned and fluttered like from the tip of an invisible candle.

Noirveil clapped in delight. “Yes! Bravo. Just like zat. Now!” she said, moving around me, “when one is doing ze magic, it is being drawn from ze planes, but channeled through ze caster.” She stopped behind me, stepping closer and pressing against my back. I stiffened, sucking in a breath as the softness of her breasts squished against me. I heard Noirveil chuckle as her hands moved over me.

“Now,” she purred, and I shivered at her hot breath on my ear as her arms wrapped around me, her fingers drawing a circle on my stomach. “Ze magic of ze elements travel through ze caster in several ways. Ze earth magic begins low, and draws on ze connection of ze feet to ze earth. Ze fire begins from ze points here, around ze stomach and pelvis. Stirring and burning as it spreads through ze body until, once it has been gathered, it simply… explodes!”

I bit my lip as her hands moved over me with downright sensuous teasing. Ohhhhh fuck. I really hoped my coat was baggy enough to hide my growing erection. I caught a glimpse of the girls, and none of them looked exactly pleased with this.

“Ze air element comes about here, around ze lungs,” Noirveil continued, stroking my chest. “And ze water around here, on ze flanks,” she said, slapping her hands on my hips and making me sway. “Ze ease of manipulating ze magic is based along which of ze channels a witch is most attuned. Do you understand, Alister?”

“Y-yeah,” I grunted.

“Mmmm. Good. But, zis also means zat disrupting ze channels causes ze magic to fail. Like… so!”

She suddenly patted my stomach and I grunted, my hand convulsing reflexively and the flame spell I conjured going out with a flutter.

Sounds of understanding came from the students, and Noirveil chuckled, giving my stomach a final pat (and my less then subtle bulge a brush of her hand) before she stepped back. “Wonderful. Zank you, Alister. You may go.”

Letting out the breath I’d been holding, I nodded and hurried back to the girls, taking my place among them. Tanya patted my shoulder comfortingly and I spotted Ashlyn glaring at the professor, a huff of smoke leaving her nose with an angry snort.

Noirveil watched me go hungrily, then turned back to the rest of the class. “Now,” she continued. “Among witches, manipulating ze elemental magic is simply done, for we summon ze magic of ze elements through our bodies. And to counter zis, one can dispel it with ze same elemental control. But!” she declared dramatically, thrusting a finger into the air. “Ze powers of ze heavens and infernal plane are different, and in fact must be channeled in ozer ways. For instance, Monsieur Blackwood? Might we see a demonstration of ze wyldcraft?”

Ah, so she didn’t single me out just for shits and giggles. I genuinely doubted there was another warlock as good at wyldcraft in here. I raised my free hand and the cuts in my fingers opened. Blood oozed up, forming a small red sphere above my palm.

“Bravo!” Noirveil crowed, applauding. “And what is ze wyldcraft? Well! It is believed zat it is in fact a manifestation of ze infernal realm’s powers. Which is why only ze warlock can open ze rifts to ze realms of such chaos. And a witch must rely upon a denizen of ze infernal realm to borrow zeir powers, and such contracts rarely end well for us.”

“So every warlock has demon blood?” one witch asked.

My jaw tightened and I shifted uneasily at the intrigued looks I was getting from my classmates.

“Not as such,” Noirveil tsked. “But it is certain zat zey have a connection zat ze witches do not, and so are ze sole ones who are able to dominate and subjugate ze demons. And as such, zere is no way to dispel ze magic zey wield.”

“Now!” she continued, clapping her hands gleefully. “As for ze heavens, zat is another matter! For ze heavenly powers are bestowed by ze gods, and just as one must make a contract with ze demons to wield zeir power, so must one make a contract with ze gods zemselves to wield zeir holy powers! And zat alone is able to deaden and even dispel ze power of ze demons. Such as with our own Tree of Ages.”

I glanced up at the ceiling, which was riddled with roots from said tree.

“Which brings us to our next demonstration. We have a guest today, Madame Anoru Streiss, a paladin of ze god of justice, Arten. Madame Streiss?” Noirveil called, clapping her hands.

The door to class opened again and a tall woman strode inside. She was dressed in warwitch armour, though the style was only vaguely familiar to me. Ridged steel covered her, but she also wore a white tabard over it all with a picture of a bursting sun on it. A winged helm sat on her head, the metal carved like a dragon’s maw with golden filigree. It honestly looked like parade armour, or the sort of thing you’d see in a museum. She stopped beside Noirveil and turned to face us.

“Paladin Streiss has kindly offered some of her time,” Noirveil said with a gesture at the woman. “And she will be demonstrating some of ze techniques of ze Order of ze Blessed Sun, ze paladin order responsible for maintaining ze seal on ze portal below ze school.”

Ah, no wonder her armour looked archaic. Religious orders still went all in with the symbolism and frills, unlike other warwitches who got more basic, practical gear from the army.

I’d worked with a number of the holy orders during the war. Unsurprisingly, they weren’t too thrilled when Auropa mobilized its forces and its legions of hellforged against the world. Turns out sticking demons in tanks didn’t play well with servants of the various gods. Go figure. Not to mention the Infernum Revolution basically annihilated every religious order that fell under Auropan control. The Central Committee didn’t like other bodies of authority beyond the party.

Anoru stepped forward with a short clip, her arms clasped behind her back as she took us in. “Greetings, students,” she said in sharp, clipped tones. “I am here to demonstrate some of the techniques which our blessed god has granted us in the service of keeping back the tide of demons. Though there has been talk,” she added with a curl of her lip, “of utilizing such creatures as the Auropans do, I want to remind everyone here that dallying with demons never ends well. And the fate of those who do was once burning at the stake for a very good reason.”

Yikes. Not that I necessarily disagreed. I saw the damage demons could do. But ah, note to self, don’t let Hexie out anywhere near her.

“This,” Anoru declared, holding out her hand. She flicked her wrist, and a flash of white flame erupted in her palm. A number of girls gasped, then applauded as the fire reformed into what looked like a halberd made of pure white light. “This is one of our Divine Weapons. Our god, Arten, has granted those willing to bear the burden of justice in his name the ability to mold his power into weapons able to purge the evil of the demons. But it is only through discipline, prayer, and conviction to him that we are allowed to borrow it.”

“And we welcome ze demonstration. If you would,” Noirveil said, stepping back and gesturing at some training dummies in the corner.

Turning, Anoru brought about her halberd. She moved with an economy of motion I could appreciate, lunging forward in a short burst of speed and slashing with her weapon.

The halberd sliced through the dummy with ease, and in an instant it caught fire, burning with the white flames with a crackle.

Applause rang out in the room from the watching witches.

I did too, but the limits of that kind of power were painfully obvious to me. Though that kind of holy magic was handy during the Fel Wars, after things like riflewands and artillery became widespread during the Revolver Wars, paladins became much less useful. Sure, few things beat them when the Auropans sent in hellforged, but they weren’t much use assaulting a machine gun nest.

“Splendidly done,” Noirveil declared, joining her own clapping with the others. “However,” she continued, turning to face us, “only paladins and priestesses who have dedicated zeir lives to zeir gods can wield such weapons. We are most obliged, madame,” Noirveil said with another nod to the paladin.

Anoru nodded, allowing her weapon to dissipate before she departed. I watched her go, then turned back to the front when Noirveil started calling up students to demonstrate banishment magic.

“Are we really thinking about letting that bloodsucker into the harem?” Kensie asked beneath her breath, and I didn’t miss the suspicious glare she shot at the professor either.

“It would simplify things,” Erina mused. “Professor Noirveil is a most accomplished witch and vampire, and her service to the nation has been robust. I’ve heard that she’s participated in various patriotic organizations for centuries!”

“How do you even know that?” I asked.

Erina laughed lightly. “Really, Alister,” she said, resting her hand over her puffed up chest proudly. “I am one of the prefects of this year’s students! It’s only natural that I would have put together a thorough dossier of every instructor at the school and studied them in depth.”

“...Huh,” I said. Good to know.

“Though you may have a point,” Tanya mused, finger tapping her chin as she scrutinized the vampire at the side of the arena, “the question remains whether Professor Noirveil is really interested in Alister as a romantic partner, or more of a quick fuck.”

Now that was the million dollar question. Sure, Noirveil hadn’t made a secret she wanted to get in my pants, but whether she wanted more than that? Well, I hadn’t been getting a lot of strong messages about anything past me stuffing her like a holiday turkey. And though a lot of my expectations about my future had gone out the window since I started attending Stoneway, the one thing I was still damn sure about was I wasn’t just some stud to be rented out for the night.

“Which do you think it is?” I asked the girls.

“Fuck,” Kensie answered promptly.

“Fuck,” Ashlyn agreed.

“Definitely a fuck at the minimum,” Erina admitted.

Tanya stuck out her lower lip and gave a soft hum of consideration. “...Well, that she wants to fuck you, Alister is hardly in question. But I’d be a fool to claim I know what else the professor intended. But rest assured,” she added with a sweet smile my way, her halo of lights glowing with love, “I’ll find out. It is the job of your harem queen to do that, after all.”

“And I couldn’t ask for a better one,” I told her.

Tanya’s lights blinked brighter and a light blush dusted her cheeks. I grinned, then turned my attention back to the arena as Noirveil corrected one of the girls on their techniques.

Seemed this year was going to be interesting…


Chapter 3


While most classes in Stoneway were mixed, quite naturally due to the nature of the student body being almost ninety percent women, there was one exception, and that was Warlock Studies.

It didn’t surprise me that Stoneway had a course dedicated specifically for warlocks. The propaganda sheets were never tired of reminding us that we were vital to national security, and though Stoneway was, technically, an independent school, they had literally zero reasons not to do everything they could to churn out more powerful warlocks.

My only issue with the whole thing was I didn’t really need it. I wasn’t bragging when I said I was an expert in my wyldcraft. Admittedly, that expertise came at the cost of any training in regular magic, but since I ended up not blown into twenty pieces on some nameless battlefield, I guess it worked out.

Still, I had to admit I was a bit curious. Aside from my little friend group I met with once a week, I hadn’t met many other warlocks enrolled at the school. And three of them I ended up killing, which was… not great. Though it would have been worse if I hadn’t. At any rate, it might be nice to get to know more of my fellow men.

I found the class in short order and opened the door, peeking in. Over a dozen black coats filled the room, and a waving hand quickly caught my attention.

My face relaxed when I saw Lucen by the window alongside two others, and I quickly crossed the room to join the silver-haired boy.

“Alister!” Lucen said, shaking my hand amiably, his luxurious silvery hair shifting with his wyldcraft like he was wearing an octopus on his head. “Great to see you. I hear you had an eventful winter break.”

“I’ll say.” I caught the eye of the second warlock there, an absolutely monolith of a man who loomed impassively over the rest of us. “Hi Dorm. Good to see you.”

Dorm grunted something, but I caught a hint of a smile in his face. I was glad to see it. Dorm had been a big help with the whole situation in Umbrica over the winter break. He’d even gotten arrested by Domestic Security and received some ‘enhanced interrogation.’ To be fair, he had been a part of a national separatist group. To be even more fair, if he hadn’t been, I’d never have been able to find and stop the People’s Front of Umbrica before they blew up the palace and, possibly, half of Harperia.

A snore called my attention to the third man in the group and I nodded to the sleepy figure. “Salazar,” I said.

“Mph,” the warlock grunted, flopping an arm in greeting before snuggling deeper into his plush black coat. Thing honestly looked more like a sleeping bag than clothes.

“So,” I said, turning back to Lucen and Dorm, “any idea what to expect in this course?”

“The syllabus says it’s about manipulating wyldcraft magic and, um…” Lucen dug a sheet out of a binder and quickly scanned it. “And… patriotic applications of our abilities and skill in civic society.”

“The hell does that mean?” I asked, though I had a few suspicions after my time in the army.

“Genuinely don’t know,” Lucen said, shrugging and shoving the paper back among the others. “Guess we’ll have to wait for Professor Pounder to explain it.”

Fair enough.

“But anyway!” Lucen said, grinning from ear to ear as he sidled in close to me. “I hear you managed to get Angry Ashlyn into your harem! Not bad. Not bad at all. Frankly, I’m shocked she didn’t try and bite your head off. So spill! How’d you get her to warm up? Candlelit dinners? Learning her favourite song? Oh! Or did you peacock her?”

“Peacock?” I said blankly. “Uh, no. I was just myself I guess. She’s really very sweet once you get to know her.”

Lucen, Dorm, and even Salazar exchanged a look at that.

“Really!” I said. “She was just a bit… prickly.”

“A bit?” Lucen said.

“Okay, a lot,” I reluctantly admitted. “But she’s honestly wonderful. She has a lot of hidden depths.”

Dorm rumbled, which instantly silenced us as we recognized we were about to get some wisdom from on high. “Often,” Dorm grunted, “such defensiveness is a means of preempting harm. She is not less worthy of affection, but instead wary of being hurt.”

“That pretty much describes it,” I admitted. Despite his brooding silence, Dorm was really insightful when he wanted to be.

I was about to ask if he had more to say when I saw Salazar’s eye snap open and stare at something past me. Curious, I turned around.

And found someone standing maybe two inches behind me.

“Holy shit!” I swore, jerking back. “Who… where…”

“Sorry,” the new guy said, ducking his head. “Didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”

I wasn’t so sure about that. But what I was really surprised at was that he managed to get that close without me noticing him period! I’d always prided myself on my spatial awareness. Kind of had to be good at it back in the war, when a bullet could come from damn near anywhere. Either I was losing my touch or this guy was damn good.

I was leaning towards the latter to be perfectly honest. He had to be the most average looking person I’d ever seen in my life. Neither tall nor short, with black hair cut short in the style I’d seen around lately. His coat was just a bit loose on him, and there was literally nothing particular about his face. No moles. No scars. Not even a unique colour to his brown eyes. Which was itself kind of weird because a warlock generally gets some mutation that reflects his wyldcraft, like my paleness or Lucen’s hair. But this guy was just… there. The sort of face you couldn’t pick out of a crowd. If he was a sauce, he’d be tap water. The only notable thing about him was the monkey in a vest hanging off his shoulder, and glaring at me.

“Uh, yeah. No problem,” I said. “And you are…”

He gave me an abashed grin and ran his hand through his hair, which settled back into that average cut almost instantly. “Sorry. Trey Smith. And this is my familiar, Nobs.”

“Ook,” Nobs said.

“Cute,” I said. “You keep your familiar out?”

“Is that odd?” he asked in sudden earnestness. “Eye catching? Startling? Does it stick in your mind?”

I leaned back a bit from how he pressed forward. “Uh, yeah. Kinda,” I admitted. “Most students don’t. It eats up a bit of magic keeping them out and about.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed.”

Odd. Odder still was I think the monkey just flipped me off.

“...Well, hi Trey,” I said, nodding to the others. “I’m Alister. This is Lucen. Dorm. And Salazar.”

Various hellos were offered and I looked back at him. “So… can we help you with something? Or…”

“No, just going around introducing myself to my classmates,” he said. “That’s very important you know, when in a new location. First step to making friends.”

“That right?” I said.

“Oh yes,” he said with great seriousness, dipping a hand into his pocket and producing a thin book with so many bookmarks it stretched the spine. “Dr. Gale Hall talks a lot about it in his book, How to Make Friends and Be Personable. Very smart man, and I’m trying to follow his advice to the letter.”

“Huh. Never heard of that book.”

“It’s very good,” Trey said with utter seriousness. “Oh, but, I’m not supposed to talk about my own interests first. I’m supposed to ask what other people enjoy and then play off of that.”

“And presumably not mention that part.”

Trey blinked and quickly checked the book. “It doesn’t mention that,” he said worriedly.

I snorted. Despite myself, I found myself liking him. He had a certain earnestness that was familiar to me. It reminded me of myself when I first got out of the army and had been trying to assimilate into civilian life. I liked to think I was doing pretty good at it now, though how much of that was my doing and how much was thanks to the women around me I wasn’t sure of yet.

“Don’t think I’ve seen you around before,” I noted.

“I get that a lot. Which is why I’ve been trying to think up catch phrases. You know. Make myself more memorable. What do you think of this one? Hey!” he said, fluttering his hands. “What’s happenin’?”

…Wow. And apparently I wasn’t the only one who thought so, given the dead silence of the other warlocks.

“...So that’s a no?” Trey asked, lowering his hands.

“Yeah, no,” Lucen said.

Dorm rumbled something that sounded negative.

Salazar shook his head.

“Kinda feels… forced,” I admitted.

“Oook,” his monkey said, patting him on the head.

“Dammit,” Trey muttered, opening the back of his pocket book and crossing something out. “How about this? Hey all! What’s shaking?”

Nobody said a word.

“That one a no too?” Trey asked, crestfallen.

“Eh,” I said, shrugging. “Kinda feels…”

“Horribly lame?” Lucen suggested.

“Mmm,” Dorm grunted.

“Damn,” Trey said, scratching out something else. “I spent all night working on that one.”

“Maybe you’re going about it the wrong way,” I suggested. “I think catch phrases kinda evolve separately. You know. Organically. They just sorta happen. Like nicknames. They just… click.”

“Like yours as the Bloodletter?” he asked me.

“Kinda,” I admitted. “I got that one after my first engagement, where my blood magic let me survive a surprise attack of an Auropan strike team and kill them all on my own. By the time reinforcements arrived, I was absolutely soaked in blood and everyone else was dead. I… wouldn’t recommend trying to replicate it.”

“Uh, no. That sounds kinda… intense,” Trey agreed. “I wasn’t in the war, but my parents were. They had some serious stories. Like the Battle of Hotter Dam.”

“Oh yeah,” I said, grimacing. “That was a bad one.”

“You were there?” Trey asked.

“Sometimes it feels like I was anywhere things went to shit.”

“Woah,” Trey breathed.

His monkey crossed its arms and harrumphed.

The classroom door opened abruptly and a short man in warlock black shuffled into the room. Everything about him was small, from his spectacles to his eyes and especially his height, probably only coming up to my waist. In fact, the only things big about him was his coat, which had to be at least two sizes too big for him, and his nose which seemed to wag with his every bustling step.

“Alright! Alright, students. Please! Please. Let’s all take our seats. Take our seats now. Ahem hem,” he said, bustling up behind the podium and climbing several steps hidden there to come to the full height.

We did so, dispersing about the lecture hall. Once we had, the old warlock adjusted his spectacles and nodded in satisfaction.

“Yes. Excellent. Good. Good. Now,” he said, producing a thin metal wand and waving it at the blackboard. Instantly, a piece of chalk floated into the air and began to write. “I am professor Cyril Pounder. Instructor for Warlock 101. I will be teaching you all about the expectations that society and your nation have for you as the next generation of warlocks to take up the banner of glorious Caldia and carry it and us into the grand future! Now, if you will please open your textbooks to chapter 1: The Patriotic Purpose of Family Planning: There’s No Such Thing as Too Many Babies.”

Ugh. I grimaced, but dutifully turned to the chapter in question.

I had a feeling this was going to be a looooong class…


Chapter 4


With the stride of a woman on a mission, Tanya made her way through Stoneway’s halls.

Tanya believed strongly in duty. In responsibility. And she took her role as harem queen to Alister very seriously. It was up to her to keep the harem harmonious. Happy. To feel out problems and resolve them before any bad blood could accumulate. She’d seen a few harems whose queens were overwhelmed by their responsibility, and the results were never pretty. The women would get jealous. Chaotic. Favouritism and backstabbing would begin. Factions would form within the harem. Why, every day the more lurid papers had at least one story of a girl in a harem going crazy and attacking her fellow women.

Well, Tanya had no intention of letting it get to that. Thus, Tanya knew it was her duty to discover the truth behind Noirveil’s intentions before making any invitations into the harem.

Of course, she’d discussed the vampire’s joining closely with the other girls. There had been some mixed responses, but overall she felt confident they’d be willing to accept their professor into the harem, though Kensie had been a bit pouty about the whole thing.

But as queen, it was up to Tanya to make the final decision, and what’s more, discover if the vampiress had any ulterior motives for getting into Alister’s pants, or worse, that she wasn’t serious about it.

For that, in Tanya’s opinion, was Alister’s greatest weakness. He was strong, yes. Powerful in magic, and growing ever stronger as he learned how to manipulate the normal elements atop his own. But emotionally he was fragile. Life had been hard for him, and yet he still tried to make that connection of love with them. Put himself out there. Reach out to her and the other girls and let them into his heart and life. And Tanya was resolved to never betray that trust. To never let anyone hurt him so long as she could help it.

She stopped in front of Noirveil’s office and smoothed her skirt, then brushed her hair back over her horns. She noticed the halo of lights around her head was blinking with worry, and she took a deep breath. Calm. Cool. She had this.

Only once the lights had grown stable did she knock on the door.

“It iz open!” sang the voice on the other side.

With a last flutter of worry in her heart, Tanya opened the door.

The first thing she noticed about the office of Noirveil was that it was dark. The only light came from some candelabra set in nooks, whose furtive glow revealed the thick drapes which covered the window. A large desk occupied the middle of the room, and Tanya tried not to notice how it was designed to resemble a coffin. From bookshelves glimmered silver lettering stamped on the spines of ancient tomes, and several diplomas and ancient weapons were hung here and there on the walls.

All of this only drew attention to the brightest lights in the room, which came from Noirveil’s blood red eyes. The vampiress was seated behind her desk, a knowing smile hovering on her lips.

“Well now! If it iz not Tanya Tormentia,” she said, rising from her seat. “Welcome. I cannot say I expected to see you, but it iz a great pleasure nonezeless.”

“Likewise, professor,” Tanya said, closing the door behind her, trapping her in the suffocating gloom. “I was hoping to talk to you about something.”

“Hm? How interesting. Zen, take a seat, please! I would be most happy to hear you out. You especially,” she added with a knowing look.

“Thank you,” Tanya said, settling herself on the other side of the sepulchral desk.

“Now,” Noirveil purred as she settled in her tall chair once more. “Please, do tell, mon cherie. What can I help you with?”

As if the vampiress didn’t know. “Professor,” Tanya said, knitting her fingers together and leaning forward. “As you know, I am the queen of Alister’s harem.”

“And a fine one you are, no doubt,” Noirveil put in smoothly.

Tanya inclined her head respectfully. “Thank you. And I have noticed that you seem to have intentions on him.”

“Oh my yes,” Noirveil said merrily. “Which means you are here to test my sincerity, hm?”

“That’s right.”

Noirveil sighed, resting her cheek in her palm as she stared wistfully at the ceiling.

“Yes, it’s true, mon cherie. I do indeed have feelings for your Alister. Zat devilishly handsome young man. And I know! It is strange and, dare I say, simply scandalous for a teacher being interested in a student beyond ze eager rutting like ze beasts. Ze hot, sweaty mating in ze quiet of ze night. Ze fucking and groaning and rutting until both of us lie, exhausted, among ze tumbled beddings, stained with our fluids and battered with ze bruises of ze lovemaking.”

“That’s…” Tanya began uncertainly.

“Shush,” Noirveil said gently, a finger to her lips. “I am working up ze moment.”

“Sorry. Please, go on.”

“Zank you, darling. But yes, I must confess! I do feel somezing for your warlock. A feeling of such a strong connection to him. A sense of kinship between he and I. Zere is somezing about him I cannot get enough of. Some… primal aspect zat I desire to get my fill of. I want him, Tanya, mon cherie. Want him for more zan merely ze rough, grunting sex. I want him for ze fucking and ze ravaging. For him to tear ze clothes from my body and clasp me, trembling to him, his lips kissing me as if he were to devour me. His passions roused and burning me in ze conflagration of ze desire!”

“Isn’t… isn’t that just sex?” Tanya asked.

“Oh non non!” Noirveil declared with a sharp cutting motion of her hand. “It is far more zen zat. Yes!” Noirveil cried, rising from her seat, a hand raised, impassioned. “Yes! I want more zen merely ze sweaty passions of ze body. I want it of ze blood?”

“Blood?”

“Yes! For zat is how ze true connection between ze man and ze woman is forged. Through ze blood! Preferably zat of a virgin, but I am willing to be flexible on zat. As a fellow vampire, Alister can connect with moi on a level which no other can.”

“He does say he’s not a vampire,” Tanya pointed out.

Noirveil flicked her fingers dismissively. “Yes, I have heard zat. And I am willing to do ze humouring of him. For is love not ze madness shared between a man and a woman? And ze other women in ze harem of course. Plus a man or two if he wishes to experiment. I do not judge.”

“I don’t think he’s into that,” Tanya said, though she did blush a bit.

“Of no consequence. I am willing to make ze sacrifices for his happiness. And I know,” she added with a sigh. “I know zat ze dynamic with ze harem might be, shall we say, awkward should I join. But I assure you, Tanya, I would not trample upon zem like ze herd of elephants. I have no wish to horn in upon your position. Though I may be ze elder, by quite a margin as well, I have no wish to usurp your place in the hierarchy. You prove yourself to be ze most excellent harem queen.”

It was with difficulty Tanya repressed the urge to preen at that praise, though she did notice the lights around her horns glimmer with pride. “Thank you, professor. I’m glad you think so.”

“Of course. And I have no wish to take it away from you. Remain ze queen of ze harem, Tanya. I cannot zink of a better match. I would be somezing else. Somezing of a… how do you say… mother figure to you girls.”

“A… a mother figure?” Tanya said uncertainly.

Noirveil beamed. “Yes. Exactly. Someone who could take care of ze girls in ways zat you might find difficult with your youth. Of course, I would always defer to you, for you are ze queen And, of course,” Noirveil added, her tongue stealing along her lips, a shiver coursing through her, “I would obey our king. Oh yes. I zink zat submitting to his whims would be most excellent indeed. But in time,” she continued, her eyes flicking back to Tanya, “I would be delighted if you girls would find your way to call me mommy.”

Tanya swallowed, her heart fluttering in an interesting way at those words. Something to dissemble later, when things were a bit more private.

“You do make a very compelling case, professor,” Tanya said. “But I should tell you that not all the girls are fully on board with the idea of bringing you into the harem.”

“Unsurprising,” Noirveil said errantly. “But unimportant. Zey are no doubt threatened by ze idea of me being so experienced in ze bed.”

“Um, not quite-”

“But zey have no need to worry,” Noirveil declared, flowing from behind her desk, one hand resting on it as she pressed the back of her hand against her brow. “For I have been cursed.”

“Cursed?”

“Yes!” Noirveil gasped dramatically, her hand sliding back on her head, undoing the band that held her hair back and letting it cascade wildly about her like some tragic figure from the depth of the most mawkish performance ever put to stage. “It is a tale terrible and old, and burns still my bosom. Would you like to hear it?”

“If it’s painful, I would hate to-”

“You see,” Noirveil began, voice dipping into the smooth groove of a familiar telling, “long ago, I was cursed by a gypsy witch for ze imagined crime of seducing her husband! False, of course, but I could not convince her otherwise.”

“Oh,” Tanya gasped, her palms fluttering to her chest, her heart throbbing with sympathy for the vampiress. “That’s awful!”

“Oui!” Noirveil exclaimed, falling back, draping herself dramatically on the desk, sending several papers and a few paperweights tumbling off as she sprawled there, a hand pressed to her brow. “It was an awful zing, mon cherie. Terrible! Suffering unspeakable!”

“If you can’t go on-”

“But now,” Noirveil continued dramatically, flinging herself back up, one hand pressed to her chest, the other reaching for the sky as her eyes gleamed. “Now, I have ze chance to know ze passions of a man. Ze passions of ze mighty, ze heroic, ze unspeakable animal lust of ze one and only Alister!”

“You poor thing,” Tanya said, taking Noirveil’s hand and patting it compassionately. “Such a terrible thing to suffer. I can see why you feel such sympathy for him, for Alister has suffered several curses too.”

“Yes, perhaps zat is partly it,” Noirveil sighed, stretching herself on the desk with maudlin emotion. “Yet anozer bond which connects us.”

“But what is this curse?” Tanya asked. “What afflicts you, professor? And how will it harm you connecting with the others?”

Noirveil closed her eyes with torment. “Ah, it’s a terrible curse, dear Tanya. For you see, I have been cursed with the slickest, hottest, sloppiest pussy in all ze land.”

Tanya stared vacantly for a long time, then cocked her head.

“Pardon?”

“Yes,” Noirveil sighed, sitting back up, her silken gown rustling around her as she rested her brow in her hand, other hand a tight fist clenched to her chest. “Yes, I fear zat mon tender lower lips are simply too perfect, my dear. Too wonderful. Too slick and tight and formed for ze perfection of ze male member. A sleeve without equal to pleasure ze manhood of any lover I have. Thus, any man I dare lie with would become obzessed with getting anozer taste. Do anyzing to experience it anew!”

“That’s, a… an unusual curse, professor,” Tanya said carefully. “But I don’t quite understand why the witch would put it on you, given she thought her husband was cheating with you.”

Noirveil glanced back up through the curtain of her hair, voice suddenly measured and suspicious. “Personally, I zink she was hoping for a divorce zat favoured her. But ze joke was on her, for I never touched ze man she called her husband. But alas!” Noirveil cried, again throwing back her head, pressing her hand against her brow, bosom thrust dramatically into the air, “I fear zat I dared not lie with any man, lest I enthrall ze poor fool with my impossible womanhood! And once ze rest of ze harem know of zis, I fear zey will fear zat I will monopolize Alister for myself.”

Tanya gave the vampiress a long look, more than a little suspicious that Noirveil was bullshitting her. For if such a curse truly existed, then Tanya suspected that there would be a lot of women who would go out of their way to get it.

Regardless, Tanya supposed it wasn’t a big issue. If this curse was real, then they could certainly find a work around. And if it wasn’t, then it would make no difference.

“Well, Professor,” Tanya said slowly. “If you truly are serious about joining Alister’s harem, then we will expect you to commit to it as well. Which means that once Alister graduates, there will be the expectation that you follow him. Are you prepared for this?”

“But of course,” Noirveil said. “I would follow Alister into ze very pits of ze plane of hell if zat is what was required.”

Tanya nodded slowly and rose, brushing her skirt out flat. “In that case, Professor, I feel confident recommending to Alister that you join his harem, and work in an opportunity to consummate it sometime in the future.”

Noirveil clapped her hands with a happy cry. “Oh how marvelous! Zank you, Tanya. I assure you, you have made ze most excellent choice. I will be a wonderful mommy to ze harem.”

Tanya again felt the warmth of a blush creeping up her face. “Um, yes. Thank you, Professor Noirveil. I will talk to you later.”

“I look forward to it with ze bated of breath,” Noirveil assured her, beaming happily. “And ze most drippy pussy.”

Tanya gave an uneasy smile back.

Things were likely to get… interesting.


Chapter 5


I awoke with my heart pounding, the echoes of a nightmare clinging to me like a shade. Some acrid scent like exhaust tickled my nose, and a half-remembered scene of darkness and clanking machines lingered at the edge of my consciousness, but was already fading as my pulse evened.

I sighed, reaching up and rubbing my face. Or, I would have, except that both my arms were pinned under a pair of curvy, lovely bodies.

I lifted my head and realized my rather small bed was covered in the gorgeous girls of my harem. Ah, right. Last night had been orgy day. Good times. And just what I needed to banish the last vestiges of my nightmares. Still, the fact I was up first was surprising. I glanced towards the clock. Five AM? Hell. That was too early to be up considering what I’d been doing last night. And who I was doing.

Too bad though, because I could feel my body resisting the urge to go back to sleep. That nightmare must have been pretty bad. Guess I better rise and seize the day.

With some effort I managed to slip out of bed without waking anyone. I was a bit of an escape artist thanks to the war. More than once I’d been forced to slip out of some handcuffs and a POW camp. Compared to that, wriggling out from under Erina and Tanya was child’s play.

Picking my way into the bathroom, I switched on the light and looked at the mirror. I didn’t see anything in it thanks to my stupid curse, but I guess it’s just a reflex. I actually wonder how bad I looked before Erina started fussing about my appearance.

Well, whatever. I got into the shower, the hot water bracing but invigorating. By the time I emerged people had started to get up. Erina had tossed on her uniform, as prim and proper as if she hadn’t spent half the night fisting my mattress, mewing as I plowed her. Naturally, she’d brought some new clothes for this morning. No one went home early on orgy night.

“Alister! You’re up on time,” she said with pleased surprise.

“On time? It’s five thirty.”

“Exactly! Nothing like an early morning to invigorate the spirit of patriotism and the drive to tackle the day with vim, vigour, and-”

“Shut uuuuuup!” Ashlyn groaned, throwing a pillow at the cat-girl.

Erina deftly sidestepped the projectile, a miffed lift of her lip her only response before she looked my way. “Shall I fetch us some breakfast, Alister?”

I rubbed my head, smoothing out my hair. “If you’re up for it, I wouldn’t say no.”

Beaming, Erina pranced up to me, reached up, and fixed my hair. As she did so, she leaned in and stole a quick kiss. “Be right back, my love,” she purred, blushed, and skipped out the door.

I rubbed my lips where the cat-girl had kissed me, and discovered I was smiling. I chuckled, and then a second pillow smacked into the back of my head.

“What was that for?” I asked the dragon-girl slinking off the bed.

“You know why,” she grumbled as she slouched into the bathroom and firmly shut the door behind her.

Should have seen that coming. Ashlyn was not a morning person by any means, so I just let her be. The others weren’t much better, but by the time Erina returned Kensie, Tanya, and Ashlyn were finishing putting on their uniforms for a new day.

My eyes automatically went to the takeout bag Erina carried, but then I noticed she had a newspaper rolled up under her other arm.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“It’s the morning edition of the Patriot’s Times,” Erina said, her voice curiously subdued as she pulled it from under her arm and passed it to me. “You may want to take a look at the front page.”

I raised a brow but took the newspaper and unfolded it.

Top Brass Morons, War Hero Declares.

…Well, that could be any number of people.

Still, I flipped to the page in question, and instantly saw my name.

“Oh, wonderful,” I grunted.

“Did you really say our generals are idiots?” Erina asked pointedly.

“Well… I mean, they aren’t all morons,” I admitted. “But enough of them are. Anyway, how the hell did they get this?” I asked in annoyance. “I didn’t talk to any reporters about it. Lately, anyway,” I amended, recalling why the army stopped trotting me out to media scrums.

“Apparently it’s published by someone called Anonymous Smith. Do you know anyone by that name?” Erina demanded.

I gave the cat-girl a flat look. “...I’m pretty sure that’s a pseudonym.”

“Oh. Well, I hope you’re more careful of what you say from now on,” Erina told me huffily. “You are quite famous, Alister. You need to be more careful what you say.”

An annoying thought, but probably right. Dammit. I really didn’t want this kind of attention. I’d kind of hoped that I could have just receded into the background after the war. Become better known for my writing on passionate liaisons rather than my ability to slaughter a regiment in under five minutes (four minutes twenty seconds. I’d been timed on it once). Unfortunately, it was a bit too late to stuff that poison gas back in the canister. So I was just going to have to deal with it.

The rest of the morning was spent devouring the breakfast Erina had brought and going over our plans for the day. Mostly this involved classes, and I couldn’t say I was eager for mine, given my first was with Maleficia. After that I was going to spend the afternoon in the library, and in the evening I had my meetings as usual with the other warlocks.

“Which means I’ll probably be home late tonight,” I told everyone. “So I probably won’t see most of you until tomorrow.”

“Not at all,” Tanya said warmly. “We can wait up for you here.”

“Yeah,” Kensie said. “I’ll let them up.”

“You sure? It’ll be late,” I reminded her.

“Alister, please,” Erina said expressively. “With our classes being so scattered, we need to make as much time as possible for us to be together whenever a chance presents itself. Cultivating such a sense of camaraderie is the patriotic thing to do!”

Not sure I’d go that far, but I had to admit knowing the girls would wait up just to hang out with me was a nice bit of ego stroking. Not to mention any other stroking that was sure to take place tonight.

We split off after breakfast, everyone off to do their own thing, including me. Though I wasn’t exactly in a hurry. Maleficia wasn’t my biggest fan. Hell, she hated me more than people who’d actually tried to shoot me! I still wasn’t sure exactly what her deal was, but that was the thing about the civilian world. In the army, if an officer got bad enough, you could just frag the bastard. In a society, you just had to suck it up and bear with it.

Not sure which was better, though.

I tried not to make a splash as I entered the classroom. It was set up in one of the towers, giving the room a rounded design. As I walked in I noticed that most of the seats were full up.

With a few notable exceptions.

I picked out Vattia, our Auropan exchange student, pretty fast. Not only for her big rabbit ears, but also for the fact that all the desks around her were conspicuously empty.

Yeesh. Well, I can’t say I was surprised. The war between the Free States of Caldia and the Democratic Republic of Auropa had been brutal. There wasn’t a person in the Free States that didn’t have a relative that got slaughtered in that meat grinder, and though the exchange student idea had merit, it was not going to be fun being the first one in here.

Especially after what happened in Harperia.

Word had leaked to the press pretty quickly that the rebels had used a hellforged demon engine during the attempted uprising, and there was only one nation that had that kind of tech. The fact that Vattia had been a guest of the palace at the time definitely wouldn’t help with the rumours. She hadn’t had a hand in it, I was sure. But Auropa for damn sure had.

She was sitting primly in her seat, back ramrod straight, eyes staring straight ahead and hands clasped on her desk, the very picture of transcendent dignity. Her uniform, though, drew my attention. It was different from the other witches in the school, having instead a very long skirt with a curling gold filigree, not to mention it was bright red.

As I came in, Vattia’s long ears almost instantly swivelled my way and her head followed suit a second later.

I saw her eyes light up behind her round glasses when she spotted me and she smiled, waving me over. Hoo boy. But there weren’t a lot of seats left anyway. Not to mention she was definitely being ostracized here. Oh well.

Shrugging, I made my way to one of the empty desks around Vattia and took a seat beside her. “Hey,” I said.

“Greetings, Alister,” she said, her voice notably accented. “It is good to see you. Thank you for sitting near me.”

“No problem,” I replied. “Seemed pretty open.”

“Yes,” she replied, drawing herself up again. “It would seem I am not particularly welcome here. Not that I am surprised. I was informed I should expect such a reaction, and no doubt my counterpart is finding a similar reception in my homeland. The ‘Turnip Muncher’ comments have not been appreciated though.”

“I imagine they haven’t,” I replied, not sure what else I could say.

Fortunately I didn’t have to try and think of anything, as Maleficia slithered onto the scene.

It’s well known that a witch’s mutation often reflects their power, as the more they draw on magic the more their bodies change in response. Which put Maleficia as pretty damn powerful. From the waist up she resembled a human, her blouse so sharply tailored you could cut yourself on it. Her face was attractive in a ‘just give me a reason’ resting bitch face kind of way. But hey, a career dealing with a never ending parade of new adults away from home for the first time would do that. Her hair was pulled back in a bun, her pupils were reptilian slits, and some scales patterned her cheeks and hands.

From the waist down, she had the body of a serpent, and her dark scales whispered as she wound her way towards her desk with all the gentle grace of a rattlesnake.

“Welcome, class,” she said, her voice stern and short. Her eyes skimmed the room and landed on me and Vattia. Her pupils narrowed to slits before her gaze drifted on. “I am Professor Maleficia, your instructor in Conjurations 101. I am pleased to see… most of you,” she said, not even bothering to hide a glare my way. “There are some rules in my class that will be respected. Number one, no idle chatter during lessons. Number two, no interruptions. Number three, you will respect this class, me, and your fellow students. Failure to comply with any of these rules will result in disciplinary actions. Am I clear?”

A chorus of, “Yes Miss Maleficia,” replied.

She nodded once. “Good. Now, as for the nature of conjurations…”

I paid as much attention as I could, but I got the feeling that Maleficia was more of a ‘research’ professor than a teaching one. She taught like everyone else had a PHD in metaphysical conjuration, and gods help you if you were a slow note taker.

“Communication with the elemental realms is, of course, intensely difficult, but is possible. When a witch has a strong affinity for a particular elemental realm, its denizens naturally seek them out and commune with them, which is how many more advanced witches learn a finer art to their magic.”

“Does this communication work with warlocks too?” someone asked.

And probably regretted it immediately as Maleficia turned a withering glare on the student, who hastily hunkered down into their seat like someone just called an artillery barrage on their position.

“...Questions are not to be spoken unless I call for them,” Maleficia said coldly. “But since the matter has been raised, yes. Warlocks are able to commune with the elemental realms as well. Along with… other ones.”

Murmurs swept the class. Or would have, if Maleficia’s glare hadn’t promised the next person to speak would dearly regret it. But I saw a lot of glances exchanged, and I couldn’t blame them. Everyone knew what that meant.

The demon realm.

“Now then,” Maleifica continued. “We will now split into pairs to practice communing with the realm of your highest affinity. As one communes, the other student shall watch and observe any external signs of magic use. Please choose your partners now and quickly. Aside from you, Mister Blackwood,” she said with a sharp glare my way.

“Uh…”

“You shall be pairing with our exchange student.”

I stared at her, gobsmacked. “I will?”

“Do you have some objection?” Maleficia asked, a serpentine hiss underlaying her words.

“Uh, no. No, not at all,” I said. But I was still very surprised. Considering the number of warnings she’d dropped on me, I half expected Maleficia to order me to switch seats. But if I knew what her problem was with me, I’d be avoiding her much better.

As it was, I turned to face Vattia, who looked downright delighted at my company. Not sure I shared the feeling. I didn’t have any issues with Auropans in general. Not like some Caldians. I’d had too many of their conscripts beg for their lives to think they were all monsters out to conquer the world. But I also knew better than to trust their hand picked student out of the bag.

“Shall we begin?” Vattia asked.

“Let’s,” I said reluctantly.

Vattia closed her eyes and stretched her arms out, beginning to gently hum. I tensed, wondering if she was going to open up a rift to the hell plane. Which was, of course, ridiculous. Only warlocks could do that. And they had to be crazy powerful.

Still…

I relaxed a bit when a wind began to gather around her, swirling like streams and stirring her hair. I actually had to lean back a bit as she literally started to float off of her chair, her uniform stirring around her as she hovered in place. Gods damn, that was pretty impressive. Oh, shit. Right. Notes. I hastily pulled my notebook close and started writing down my observations.

After a few minutes Vattia drifted back down to the floor, her eyes opening back up. “How was that?” she asked.

“Very impressive,” I admitted.

She beamed, her rabbit ears twitching with pleasure. “Thank you. I am proud to be a result of skilled Auropan education.”

“Right. Right. Guess it’s my turn, then,” I said reluctantly, putting aside my pen and straightening in my chair. Now for the tricky part. Thing was, the army had only ever bothered to train me in my wyldcraft, seeing as it was what made me so deadly, so I didn’t actually know which elemental magic I had the strongest affinity for. I was pretty shit at all of them, if we were being honest. Normally a kid would find out which they were best at in high school, if not elementary when they started learning about magic. Me? I got my wyldcraft, which the army decided was good enough, which put me in this spot.

Still, I decided to give it my best shot. I had a feeling Maleficia was just looking for an excuse to fail me.

I decided to go with wind as well, as I was getting better at that one these days. Mostly from necessity. My blood wings were okay for flying, but I’d been augmenting it with wind magic as well.

Wand in hand, I raised it before my face and closed my eyes, concentrating. Trying to feel the plane of wind and channel its power. After a moment I felt the stirring of the magic, and focused it through my wand and body, compelling it into being.

A breeze grew around me, stirring my hair. I had to focus hard not to let it expand beyond in a burst of wind. But I wasn’t much good at sustaining it and had to stop, panting, after about ten seconds.

“Interesting,” Vattia said, scribbling something.

“Was it?”

“Oh yes,” she said, glancing up from her notes. “A weak use of power, but I understand. I’m sorry you don’t feel ready to reveal your true strength before me, as you no doubt still think of me as your enemy.”

I felt a flush creep up my neck. “Uh…”

“But I hope that in time,” she continued, smiling happily, “you will feel comfortable in trusting me enough to show me what you can really do.”

“...Yeah. Let’s um, go with that,” I said, still feeling Maleficia’s serpentine gaze staring at me across the room.

Hah…

This was gonna be a loooong class…


Chapter 6


Tanya strode up to the Raven’s Wing Dorm and paused at the large doors. After a moment the face engraved in the wood shifted, forming a kind, almost grandmotherly face that smiled gently her way.

“Well, if it isn’t Lady Tormentia. Come again?”

“I have,” Tanya said sweetly. “I was invited.”

“Yes, yes,” the door chuckled. “I know, rest assured. Come in, dearie.”

The face stilled and split, allowing Tanya to slip inside.

She hurried up the stairs, her shadow flitting about the walls as the lights around her horns blinked with excitement. As soon as she reached Alister’s door she knocked and stepped back.

A moment later the door opened a crack and Kensie peered out. “Were you followed?” the wolf-girl whispered.

“By whom?” Tanya asked in bemusement.

Kensie considered this. “Good point,” she said, and opened the door.

Entering, Tanya found Erina and Ashlyn already inside and sitting around the living room. Both girls looked at her expectantly as Kensie closed the door, locked it, and bustled over to an empty chair, taking a seat as her wolf-tail wagged eagerly.

“So?” Kensie asked, leaning in, eyes shining. “Tell. Tell! What did you find out?”

Brushing clean another chair, Tanya took a seat and gave the trio a nod. “It’s as we suspected. Professor Noirveil does, indeed, want to join Alister’s harem. And after meeting with her, I think she’s being honest about that, and her reasons for doing so.”

“I doubt that,” Ashlyn scoffed. “She’s probably hiding something. Like a sex dungeon in her stupid tower.”

“Perhaps. But there’s no question she does want Alister,” Erina noted.

“Yeah. A blind man could see that,” Ashlyn retorted.

“True,” Erina said, either ignoring or failing to notice the sharpness of Ashlyn’s tone. “And it would surely benefit him and the nation itself to have such an accomplished woman in Alister’s harem. Not to mention a professor in the school! A fine feather in his cap. Though I do worry about her child bearing. It’s known that vampire women are infertile.”

“That’s true. But less competition for us, then,” Kensie said, perking up.

“As harem queen, I won’t allow any woman in the harem to get less time with Alister,” Tanya reminded the wolf-girl sternly. “We’re all in this together, and I’m going to keep it fair. It’s the only way to maintain harmony in this relationship.”

Kensie pouted, and Ashlyn looked annoyed as well (though, that was the dragon-girl’s default expression). Erina however nodded with agreement.

“Exactly,” the cat-girl said, her tail swaying. “Fairness must be maintained. It’s one of the things that separates us from those filthy turnip-eaters!”

“But on that topic…” Tanya continued uneasily.

Erina’s ears flicked up and her eyes flashed to Tanya’s face. “Don’t tell me Professor Noirveil is in league with those treacherous Auropans?!”

“That bitch!” Ashlyn snapped, her wings fluttering and her fingernails digging into the armrests of her chair like claws. “I knew there was a reason I didn’t like her!”

“Ladies, please,” Tanya said soothingly, half rising as she made calming gestures. “Not like that. There’s a… different complication. A curse.”

Fur became unruffled, and the three women sitting around Tanya settled back into their chairs. “A curse?” Kensie asked. “What kind of curse?”

“It’s an… unusual one,” Tanya said. “A curse of Slickened Pussy.”

Three pairs of eyes stared blankly at her, then exchanged looks.

“You have got to be joking,” Ashlyn said flatly.

“That… doesn’t sound like any curse I’ve heard of before,” Kensie added.

“I hadn’t either,” Tanya agreed, her face dipping with sympathy, the halo of lights around her horns dimming. “But once I found out about it, I did some research, and there does seem to be such a curse. At least, according to Professor Kennington, who has a PHD in hexes. Apparently it’s not a common curse, but has been used before.”

“So it makes her extra moist down there. What of it?” Ashlyn demanded, crossing her arms and leaning back in her chair. “What? Does she think we can’t compete just because she drips like a faucet?”

“Ew,” Kensie said, sticking her tongue out.

“Oh don’t even,” Ashlyn said with a scowl at the wolf-girl. “We all saw your room back in Umbrica. Those books you’d been studying are way grosser.”

Kensie’s face flamed and she squirmed.

“Ladies? Please,” Tanya said, gently calling their attention back to her. “At any rate, it’s not the mechanics of what the curse does to her, but what she claims it will do to Alister. She says that it has the potential to make him completely forget about sex with us, as it makes her so incredibly appealing as a lover that he won’t think of anything but how to fuck her.”

“Absurd!” Erina cried. “Such a curse cannot be!”

“Yeah! She’s just blowing smoke,” Ashlyn snapped.

“But are we willing to risk it if she’s telling the truth?” Tanya pressed.

Silence followed that, the three other women exchanging uneasy glances.

Tanya nodded, settling back in her chair. “I see you understand.”

“So… what? We just don’t let her into the harem, then?” Ashlyn asked.

“I don’t think so,” Erina said seriously, her brow knit with worry. “I think it’s become clear that Professor Noirveil deeply wants Alister. And who could blame her? He is strong. Kind. Powerful. And a patriot through and through. What red blooded Caldian woman could resist his raw sex appeal? Even if said blood was someone else’s first. No,” Erina said. “I fear that if we continue to deny Professor Noirveil her chance to fuck Alister, she may go mad with sexual desire, and cause an incident. Maybe even try and kidnap him to sate her understandable need to mate with him.”

Tanya, Kensie, and Ashlyn grimaced, in utter agreement with their friend. Despite the direness of the situation, Tanya smiled. Three women so different, but all united in their love for their man. Was there anything finer in life?

“Exactly,” Tanya said warmly. “Which leaves us with one option.”

“Murder?” Kensie suggested.

“Absolutely not,” Tanya replied.

“Oh… Because I do have all those stakes I ordered for when I thought Alister was a vampire. Not that I do anymore. Because, you know, he’s totally not.” She looked around the room with a hint of desperation. “Right?”

“Yes. Yes of course,” Erina said, her hands fiddling in her lap. “Absolutely. Certainly he’s not a vampire. Right?” she asked, turning to Ashlyn.

“Um, yeah. Sure,” the dragon-girl replied, her eyes wandering anywhere but the others.

Silence fell for an uncomfortable moment as feet shuffled and throats were cleared.

“At any rate,” Tanya continued, interjecting smoothly. “It falls on us to either find a work around the professor’s curse, or cure it.”

“Agreed,” Erina said.

“I guess,” Ashlyn grumbled.

“Right. And murder would only be the absolute last solution,” Kensie continued. “Not that I’m suggesting we should. Just pointing out getting ‘Die Bloodsucker’ engraved on those stakes was expensive, and it’d be a shame not to use them. I mean, it wasn’t cheap getting that high grade mahogany for them. Just saying…”

“Of course,” Tanya said soothingly. “I’m sure you’ll find something to use them on eventually.”

“Yeah?” Kensie asked hopefully.

“Of course,” Erina said, patting the other girl on the shoulder. “Every daughter of our great nation should be ready to kill her man’s enemies at a moment’s notice. Kudos, Kensie.”

Kensie beamed, and Tanya sighed patiently.

Well, at least everyone was on the same page.


Chapter 7


I really did like Stoneway’s library. Not only because it was big, well-stocked in romance novels, and quiet, but because it was the perfect place to go when you needed a little solitude.

And I needed it right now. It had been a week since I woke up from that weird nightmare, and I’d just gotten its sequel. It was still as vague and uncertain as before, but again I found myself getting up with the scent of exhaust and blood clogging up my nose. But there was more to it. This time, I remembered something more. A clang and grind of machinery and a blistering heat scorching my skin.

It unnerved me. Yeah, it was probably just another memory from the war. Maybe that time I torched that airfield with the demon engine bombers in it. But all the same, I felt tired and off, and needed some place to just… unwind a bit.

Hence the library.

I perused the shelf of romance books, looking for something to take my mind off things. Ah, Lord Drakov’s Tart. That was a classic. Just the thing I needed. I plucked it off the shelf and started looking for somewhere to settle in and read. A free table with some comfortable chairs gathered around it looked like a good prospect. It was even under a window, giving me a fantastic view across Stoneway’s lovingly manicured ground. Nice.

I settled in with satisfaction and cracked open the novel.

But I didn’t get too far in before I heard a familiar set of light footsteps.

“Alister?”

I glanced up patiently to see Vattia standing by the table, the Auropan witch’s rabbit ears twitching, a number of books clutched against her full chest.

“Yes?”

She gave me a quick smile. “Would it ah, be alright if I joined you?”

I raised a brow, then glanced past her. A number of other students were around, and they were not giving her particularly friendly looks. In fact, they were eyeing Vattia like a bunch of grunts on their second year of deployment whose new officer just showed up, and was talking about the virtues of charging a heavily defended trench.

Glancing back to Vattia, I noticed how tightly she was clutching her books and a hint of desperation in her smile. Dammit. I really shouldn’t get more involved with her. But I lifted my foot and pushed out a chair across from me.

“Have a seat.”

Her bunny ears sagged a bit with a definite hint of relief as she did just that, settling into the chair and laying out her books.

As soon as she did I noticed a number of other students slink away or duck their heads into huddles of conversation, murmuring softly. Well, let them talk. I’d seen and done too much to be worried about being unpopular around school. Trust me. There were far worse things in life than gossipy eighteen-to-twenty year olds, like a flame witch getting the drop on you in a trench. Or, as soldiers called it, a barbeque row.

“Thank you,” Vattia said as she adjusted her books so they were all perfectly symmetrical to each other. “It’s been… difficult to do any studying outside of my room.”

“I bet,” I said. “Other students giving you trouble?”

“It has not been easy,” she admitted. “But I didn’t expect it would be.”

“Probably doesn’t help that your uniform looks like something straight out of an Auropan propaganda poster,” I added. “Why don’t you wear something less… obvious?”

She flushed a little. “I am… required to wear this. As part of the agreement with the diplomatic commission, I’m to always wear my homeland’s uniform.”

“Ah,” I said.

“Not that I wouldn’t anyway,” she added, sitting up a bit straighter, chin lifted high. “I am proud to wear the colours of my nation as their representative, and am happy to bear them with distinction.”

“Sure. Sure. I get it,” I said.

“What are you studying?” she asked in a not very subtle attempt to change the subject. But hell, I wasn’t complaining. If I’d wanted a national dick measuring contest, I’d bring Erina in.

“Not really studying,” I said, lifting up my book demonstratively. “Just reading a romance novel.”

“Ah,” she said, nodding. “I’ve heard of such things.”

“Not a fan?” I asked.

“We don’t have such books in Auropa.”

I blinked. “Sorry? You don’t have them?”

“Oh my no,” Vattia said with a giggle, like the very idea was absurd. “Such literature is counter to the revolutionary ideals of Auropa. I mean, a warlock getting into an emotional relationship with a woman? How ridiculous.”

I set my book down slowly. “How so?”

“Well,” Vattia said with a flippant gesture. “It would be wasteful. Not that I don’t see why you all in Caldia insist on it, what with your antiquated harem system of relationships for warlocks and witches. In Auropa, we realize that such emotional bonds are a detriment. Only the strongest warlocks and genes are allowed to pass on, which enable us to forge a stronger, more united society. Such things as love and affection are distractions from our efforts to love the state, and thereby love all our people who are a part of it.”

I was genuinely dumbfounded. I mean, I knew Auropans did things differently, but I had no idea it was so bleak!

“You don’t have any love stories in your culture?” I asked, still trying to wrap my head around it.

“Of course not. To romantically love a person is to put something above the state. And that is not just counterrevolutionary. It’s deranged! Why,” she chuckled. “Back in the days of the monarchy, that was how the nobles and subversive elements kept the common people down. Dividing them into atomized nests of loyalty. Only once we threw such attachments away were we able to come together and overthrow our oppressive tyrants and work now towards building the true utopia. A single brotherhood united together without the taint of division.” She knit her fingers together, smiling in downright euphoric bliss. “As our motto says, None Above the Collective. Unity in All Things.”

I could actually feel my skin crawl at her words. Not to mention the downright rapturous expression on her face. If Erina had heard this, she’d probably have gone into apoplectic shock.

“How… interesting,” I said as diplomatically as I could. “I guess it’s been a bit of a culture shock coming here.”

“Very much so,” Vattia sighed, unlacing her fingers. “But I will do my best nonetheless. It certainly has been eye opening. I never imagined such… variety of relationships. I’m still working through it. I had read that Caldians still went through the ancient formula of mothers and fathers, which I suppose I could understand on a certain level. But lovers? It’s all so strange.”

“You don’t have mothers and fathers in Auropa?”

“In your terminology, I suppose we do, to a degree,” she said. “And some of the more remote regions in the Republic have been known to keep to such traditions, but once an Auropan is weaned, they are sent off to social classes with their fellow age group, and grow up with them under the firm, guiding hand of the Instructor Nurses. That is how we all develop into proper citizens and comrades.”

…Okay, maybe growing up in Caldia hadn’t been the worst thing in the world. Well, it wouldn’t have been if the army hadn’t immediately tossed me onto the front lines once I was old enough to carry a rifle wand. They claimed I’d been eighteen, but they definitely fudged the numbers, that was for damn sure.

“Were you planning on writing something as well?” she asked, and I realized she was looking at my notebook.

“Uh, yeah. I’m actually trying to be a writer.”

“Oh? Of political tracts? Manuals? Perhaps history?”

“Er… not quite. It’s romance fiction.”

“Oh,” she said, looking vaguely disappointed. “May I read it?”

Now I was surprised. “You want to read it?” I asked. “Isn’t that… I dunno. Counterrevolutionary too?”

“There are certain leniences given to literary arts,” she said. “The members of the Bureau of Literary Efforts are very prolific, and the censors often even release their works for the citizenry to read. Not to mention our films are outstanding and creative. But I think this might be one of those occasions where the Selection Bureau might have missed an element of preparation for sending me to Caldia. It might be useful for me to read what you have written and, perhaps, develop a deeper understanding of Caldian society.”

I was both flattered and cautious. It would be wonderful to get a fresh set of eyes on my book, even if said eyes had literally never read anything more romantic than a farmer pining for the ideal growing season for his turnips. On the other hand, I might not get much useful intel from her either. Not to mention if my story was crap it might turn her off ‘romance’ as a concept. A heavy burden to bear.

But hell, any criticism was good criticism.

“Here,” I said, passing over my notebook. “Take a look.”

Pulling it close, Vattia flipped open to the first page, her ears folding back intently as she got to reading.

For my part, I tried to get back to my own novel. Now, lessee here… And then Lady Lumia, who had been transformed into a cat, was picked up by Lord Drakov and-

“Oh!”

I started and looked up at Vattia, whose ears had cocked back and her expression had grown intense.

After a second of looking at her I returned to my book. Where was I… Right. Transformed into a cat and Lord Drakov-

“Oh heavens!”

I lifted my head to see that Vattia had pulled my notebook closer, practically burying her face in it. Which, not going to lie, was a bit flattering. I knew the look of a person lost in a story.

As for me, I doubted I was going to manage much more reading with Vattia making the kinds of noises she was, so I set aside my book and just watched her.

It was certainly more interesting viewing, that was for damn sure. The rabbit-girl had no filter on herself as she read. Gasps of shock, blushes of delight, and much more betrayed her every thought as she devoured the words I wrote. Sure, it might be literally the first piece of writing she’d likely read that didn’t involve schematics somewhere, but it was still immensely flattering to see someone enjoying my writing so much. Especially when I saw her cheeks grow especially red, and noticed her rubbing her thighs together.

Oh yeah. I knew what part she’d gotten to.

Inevitably though she ran out of pages and put my notebook down, releasing a quivering sigh that made her breasts swell against the front of her jacket. “Wow,” she said at last.

“Liked it?” I asked.

“It was amazing, Alister! Such depth of emotion. Such displays of affection! Why, if you had written this in Auropa, the Committee for Public Decency probably would have shipped you off to the labour camps in Kular.”

Yeesh. “Good thing I’m not there, then,” I said.

“Oh, well, ah,” Vattia added, looking decidedly nervous that she might have accidentally talked bad about her home state. “A-anyway, I did notice that the characters seem to mirror yourself and your harem, right?”

“Do they?” I said, sitting back and clearing my throat. “What ah… whatever do you mean?”

“The vampire lord. The slayer. The princess love interest. Aren’t they based on people in your life?”

Fuck! Was it that obvious? “Well, you know. When you write, you tend to uh… draw from your own life and… um… hm mmm…”

“Can I be in it?”

“What?”

Vattia leaned over the table, planting her hands on it and giving me the full power of her shining eyes, magnified by her large glasses. “Can I be a character as well? Perhaps a brilliant, lovely foreign beauty comes to court, and catches the eye of the vampire lord?”

I leaned back a bit. “Uh… I guess I could see if a character like that could fit in…”

“Oh marvelous!” she cheered, settling back in her chair and clapping her hands in delight. “Wonderful! Thank you, Alister. What a treat!”

“Do you really have no fiction in Auropa?” I asked, not exactly eager for her to try and push more plot ideas on me.

“Whoever said we have no fiction? We have plenty of it. Not novels of course, for that is an attempt at obfusticating reality and lying, which is naturally counter revolutionary and should be met with the proper scorn it deserves. But poetry is in fact a major output of our writers.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes. It’s more evocative and aspirational than mere novels. In fact, part of the reason I was chosen to come to Caldia was for my poetry.”

“You write poetry?”

“I do!” she said, her ears quivering proudly as she tilted back her chin, beaming. “The Committee for Agricultural Efforts loved my poems about grain harvests. Perhaps…” she said, shifting in her seat, “I might share some with you?”

“I’d be happy to read it. Sure.”

Vattia’s face lit up with happiness. “I would like that very much, Alister. Oh!” she suddenly gasped, her eyes flashing to a clock on the wall. “Is that the time? Oh dear. I’m late. I’m late! For a very important date!”

“A date?” I asked as she frantically gathered up her things.

“Yes! A date with Professor Maleficia. She’s to receive a report on my progress, and I can’t delay!” She bounded to her feet, then paused and gave me a nervous look. “But I um, do hope we can meet up again.”

“Me too,” I assured her.

Her face once more lighting up with joy, she hurried past me, moving so fast a number of witches squawked, their skirts flying up from the breeze of the bunny-girl’s passage.

I shook my head when she was gone. Strange girl, but I kind of liked her.

Even as I thought that, I heard a familiar poof from beside my ear. “Niiiiiiice,” Hexie purred.

Great.

I glanced over at the imp, who was sitting on my shoulder with a knowing grin. “What?” I asked.

“Like you don’t know, master,” the imp said, poking my cheek slyly. “I mean, come on. Letting her read your romance book? Talking about love and fucking? Bragging about the size of your dick?”

“I didn’t do that last bit.”

“Not important.”

“Seems kinda important.”

“Yeah, whatever. But hey! You’re flirting with the hot babe, master. She’s just gagging for you to flank her and drive an offensive right through her rearguard! Plow those turnip fields. Spread your seed on those fertile tracts of land!”

“That’s not what was happening,” I said with a glare at the imp.

“Sure it’s not,” Hexie cackled, giving my cheek another poke. “But c’mon, master. Like you’re not thinking about bringing her in, breeding that bunny, and claiming both Caldia and Auropa for your own.”

“I’m not,” I growled. “I’ve got more important things to do.”

“What could be more important than fucking like literal rabbits?”

“I dunno. School?”

“Aw, come on, master. You don’t really mean that.”

“I do,” I said firmly.

Then I got a look at the clock.

“Shit!” I swore, bounding to my feet, Hexie giving a yelp as I nearly unseated her. “I’m late too!”


Chapter 8


In the end, I made the meeting with literally seconds to spare. It really wouldn’t have been the worst thing if I was late, but I hated to hold the others up. Plus, I had a bit of a thing about punctuality. Back in the war, being ten seconds late was liable to have a rolling barrage catch up on you. Trust me, you only needed to see some poor bastard get vaporized by a falling shell once before resolving to never let it be you.

Still, I was out of breath when I reached the annex room rented out for the meeting. Lucen was a master at finding space for these things, though I imagine the school was pretty happy to accommodate his requests. They probably hoped he was using it for crazy orgies and the whole ‘warlock meeting’ was just a ruse.

As I stood there, Hexie flapped over to me and perched on my shoulder once again, making herself comfy. “Thanks for dumping me on the stairs, master,” she huffed. “I had to fly like crazy to catch up!”

“You don’t have to come,” I told her.

She thought on that for a second. “Oh yeah! Byeeee.”

With a pop she vanished, and I was alone. Rolling my eyes, I quickly made myself presentable, then opened the door to find four warlocks already inside instead of the usual three. Trey gave me a quick smile. His monkey stuck its tongue out at me, and I gave the warlock a small wave before I moved into the room, joining the others.

“Glad you could make it,” Lucen said as his prehensile hair finished setting up a tea seat. “We were just about to get started. Want something to drink? We have earl grey, some herbal, and coffee, of course. For Salazar.”

“Does caffeine even work on you?” I asked the sleepy warlock, whose head was flopped sideways on a table.

“Mhmm…” he said, smiling lazily as a tentacle of Lucen’s hair pushed a steaming cup in front of his face. “Gives me the… energy to face the day…”

Man. If this was him with energy, I wondered what he’d be like without it.

“At any rate,’ Lucen continued as he finished setting out the cups. “I hereby declare our meeting now open! Welcome all, once more. Especially our newest member, Trey.”

“Hi,” Trey said with a wave.

“Hey,” I said, nodding. Salazar snored and Dorm made a rumbling sound that was either a greeting or indigestion. Hard to tell with him sometimes.

It seemed to satisfy Lucen, at any rate, who nodded and settled in his chair, his hair bringing a cup of tea in its saucer to him before giving him a sip. “Wonderful. Now, first off, does anyone have a problem with their harem they want to bring before the group and get some advice?”

“Mmmm,” Salazar said, limply lifting an arm. “I have… one. Recently one of my… mm… my girls has had some… trouble in class. Her name is Berri, and she’s been having trouble st…” Salazar yawned. “...studying. I offered to help her, but she seems weirdly driven to do it on her own. Am I approaching it wrong?”

Hm. That was a good question.

“Is it a subject you’re good at?” I asked.

Salazar shrugged. “Not particularly. But I asked my queen if anyone else does, and she had some ideas. But Berri didn’t… mn… didn’t like that.”

“Maybe she doesn’t want to bother with it?” Lucen suggested as he took another sip of tea. “Or she has other worries.”

“Could… be…” Salazar murmured, half asleep.

“Maybe she wants to prove herself?” Trey suggested.

The rest of us looked at him quizzically. “Oh?” Lucen said. “What are you thinking?”

Trey gave a start, as if he half expected no one to notice he said anything, and finding himself as the center of attention was a surprise. He cleared his throat. “Well,” Trey said, adjusting the collar of his coat, “I mean, do the rest of your girls have trouble with their studies?”

“Not particularly,” Salazar admitted.

“Then maybe she’s trying to make it seem like she’s not worse than the others.”

“Hmm,” Salazar hummed. “Maybe…”

Dorm shifted, and we all looked towards the peak of his body as he spoke.

“I think he’s right. Maybe offer to just spend time with her. Or study with her.”

“Yes,” Salazar murmured sleepily. “I think… I’ll try that…”

I gave Trey a proud nod and he grinned sheepishly. After that things took a much more energetic turn, with everyone discussing various issues about their harems and getting some good advice. Naturally, this included me. And for me, there was something I’d been meaning to ask for weeks.

“Personally, I’m a bit worried,” I admitted to the others. “Erina is a strong woman, but the things that happened to her home and family in Umbrica were pretty awful.” Though I didn’t mention how awful. The role Erina’s sister played was still under wraps from the other censors, and even if it wasn’t that tidbit I’d be keeping to myself no matter what. “I know she can confide in the rest of the harem, but I don’t know. Is there more I could be doing? Showing her my support other than how I already am?”

The others considered this. Dorm in particular gave me a long look, and I wondered just how much the other warlock knew about the leadership of the group he’d so recently belonged to.

“I think,” Lucen began at length, “that you’re doing right so far. You’ve been in some hard situations yourself, but you seem pretty well adjusted.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “If you knew what my nightmares were like, I doubt you’d say that.” Especially lately. Those fiery, smoky dreams were starting to really weird me out, though I couldn’t say why. “I guess I’m just worried she’s repressing something or trying to hide it from me to make herself seem strong. Maybe I’m overthinking it.”

“Not at all,” Lucen said before taking another delicate sip of his tea. “I’d say you’re wise to be concerned. We’re often in an uncertain situation with our girls, and need to make sure they feel valued. But the simple fact is that many will get competitive with others in the harem, and will try and hide some of their insecurities.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” I sighed. “After Ashlyn joined, I caught her reading a bunch of books on makeup and ‘pleasing your man’. Things like that.”

The others nodded in grim agreement.

“What about you, Alister?” Lucen asked, his hair settling back into a more relaxed configuration around his shoulders. “Anything else on your mind?”

I thought about it for a moment. Where to even start? “Well, Tanya’s been doing a fantastic job as my harem queen. She really keeps everyone on the same page, handles scheduling, mediates any little spats before they blow up into something ugly. I’m probably unaware of half the issues that crop up before they’re resolved.”

“Sounds ideal,” Trey said.

“It is. Mostly.” I shifted in my seat, trying to figure out how to phrase what had been nagging at me. “The thing is, the girls have been pretty proactive about expanding the harem in the past. They find someone they think would be a good fit for whatever reason, talk it over amongst themselves, and then present it to me like they’re doing me this huge favor. My familiar is probably the worst offender, to be fair.”

Lucen nodded slowly, and I caught a knowing look in his eye. “You’ve got a horny imp for a familiar, yes? That is… special.”

“Quiet, she might be listening now… And besides, I’m not complaining exactly. Every time it’s happened so far, it’s worked out great. Ashlyn, for instance. They really campaigned for her, and for reasons that are probably obvious to any warlock who knew her before she joined up with me, I had my reservations. But she’s amazing, really.” I ran a hand through my hair. “But sometimes I feel like I’m just signing off on decisions that have already been made.”

“The rubber stamp,” Dorm rumbled.

“Exactly.” I pointed at him, nodding a bit too hard. “That’s exactly what it feels like sometimes.”

Salazar made a sleepy groan of agreement. “Same with mine. My queen brings me candidates and I just nod along. It’s easier.”

“But is that really fair to you?” Trey asked cautiously. His monkey chittered something that sounded equally skeptical.

Lucen set down his teacup with a soft clink. “Our harems are supposed to be partnerships. But when the women start running recruitment like a military mission, it can feel like we’re just there to do the shooting, as it were.”

I snorted. “That hits a little too close to home on a couple levels.”

“Sorry, friend. I’m just saying what we’re all thinking.” He smiled wryly. “My advice? Talk to Tanya about it if it bothers you. She sounds reasonable. Let her know you appreciate the effort, but you’d like to be involved earlier in the process. Before decisions are basically made.”

It was good advice, but I had gotten by well enough so far letting them do their thing. I probably wouldn’t take it to heart.

Still, I said, “Yeah, I probably should.”

The rest of the meeting went about in the same direction, and when it was time to split I took my time saying goodbye to them, and even walked with Trey a bit on the way out.

“So,” I asked the other warlock. “What do you think? Is this group something you might find useful?”

“Oh definitely,” he agreed. “It’s tough trying to be there for multiple women. I try, obviously, but you know how it is. Sometimes you feel like a thimble of butter being spread across an entire baguette. Right, Nobs?”

“Oo oo ack,” his monkey said, nodding sagely.

Interesting metaphor, but I definitely got what he was going for. “Think you’ll want to go to the next one?” I asked him.

“Absolutely,” he said earnestly. “I can really learn from you guys.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said, giving his back a light slap. “Feel free to talk to me or the others any time.”

“I definitely will,” he assured me.

I left him then, heading back to the dorm and feeling pretty good about it all, actually. Seemed like Trey was turning out to be a pretty good fit for the group overall, and we could always use more warlocks to share info with.

Still, it’d been a long day, and I was relieved to head back to the dorm to get some rest. But much to my surprise, when I opened the door no one was there. A bit odd at this hour. Usually someone would be here, either because it was their turn to spend the night with me, or just Kensie being around. But after taking a quick peek at her room I confirmed she wasn’t there (and her room was still immensely messy).

“Huh,” I said, stepping back with a frown. “Where is everyone?”

I heard a pop and felt a familiar weight settle on my shoulder. “Maybe we missed a note, master. Something like ‘Come Down to the Pool for Swimming and Orgy.”

“I doubt that’s where they are,” I told Hexie.

“Are you suuuuure?” she asked playfully.

I gave her a frown, but after a minute I did go looking for a note. No luck in the living room, but I did find one laying on my bed with Kensie’s familiar scrawl. Me and the others went to do some harem business. Be back late.

“Hmm,” I grunted, tossing the note onto the side table as I took off my black coat.

Hexie flapped onto the table and read the note. “What? They went to do harem stuff without you? The scandal!” Hexie cried. “Where’s the loyalty? The conviction? The need to make their sexy, fertile pussies available for your big, fat cock whenever required?”

“They’re allowed to do things on their own. I do,” I noted.

“Yeah, but I bet they’re doing girly fun stuff. Like masturbation! Can you imagine that, master? All those girls just jilling each other off without you around to do a proper pussy inspection and critique their form? For shame!”

I grunted as I shoved my coat into the closet. “You’re ridiculous.”

Hexie stamped a foot, her little bat wings fluttering. “I’m indignant is what I am! In fact, we should teach them a lesson, master! Just you and me.”

“Uh huh,” I said as I shucked off my pants. “And do tell, what kind of lesson would that be?”

“Well, personally, I’ve always been partial to getting a good spanking with a ruler and being called a naughty girl. I can even make the costume! Check it.”

I glanced back at Hexie as she did a little spin, sparks raining down on her as her skintight black leotard shifted into an almost equally tight girl’s school uniform, complete with short skirt, white shirt knotted up to show her midriff, and a pair of thick framed glasses.

“Oh Mister Blackwood,” she cooed, bending over and pushing out her soft lips in a pout. “I didn’t mean to fail my latest test and spill that coffee on your tight, bulging pants. Isn’t there aaaany way I can make it up to you?”

“...Not bad. The upper buttons undone on the shirt are a nice touch.”

Hexie slumped and pouted. “Master! You’re supposed to tell me how disappointed you are and then give me a good spanking to punish me for being such a naughty slut.”

“That sounds like a terrible academic rigor. It’s a wonder anyone would graduate from a school like that, and, frankly, the professor in that scenario should be reported to the Department of Learning.”

Hexie stomped a foot peevishly again, her spaded tail snapping like a whip. “You are awful at roleplaying!”

“Hexie, please!” I cried as I slipped into the bathroom. “Education is no game.”

The imp stuck her tongue out at me, and then I closed the door. Chuckling, I turned on the shower and stepped under the blissfully warm water. Ah, that was the good stuff. You never really appreciated just how wonderful a shower was until you spent two months fighting in a desert where a cup of water was more valuable than gold. Caldia truly was the land of plenty.

When I returned to my room it was to find Hexie once more in her usual sultry getup. Guess roleplaying was out for tonight. Oh well. Slipping into my pajamas, I climbed into bed with a sigh of relief.

“Are you really just going to bed, master?” Hexie asked, leaning over my face.

“That was the plan.”

“Even with my sexy self right here?”

“Hexie, your sexy self is around with literally a snap of my fingers.”

“Gee, master. Way to make a girl feel special.”

I opened my eyes to see her irritated face. “Do you want me to finger you or…”

“Oh don’t put yourself out on my account, master. In fact, I can do it myself! Just like your girlfriends are probably doing right now.”

I rolled my eyes and then closed them. “Well, if you insist. Just try and keep it down.”

“Ha! Fat chance. I’m a moaner, master. Listen! Oh. Ohhh yeah, that’s the stuff. Mmm, right there. Fuck, Miss Rosie Palms, how did you get sooo good?” Hexie’s voice rose in a falsetto over the soft ‘plap plap’ of carnal activity. “Why practice dear girl. And may I say what a delightfully sensitive cooter you have there. I don’t know how any man could resist just pounding it into pudding any chance he got.” Hexie’s voice dropped back to her normal tone. “Oh Miss Palms, you’re too mmm kind!”

Hell of a one woman show, I had to admit, but I was too tired to entertain it, and instead just rolled over, and soon drifted away to sleep…


Chapter 9


Ashlyn would never ever admit it. Even under torture she would defy any hint of it, but she was jealous about how quietly Kensie could move. In fact, both Erina and Tanya were also able to move surprisingly silently as they filed back into Alister’s room. Ashlyn, though, had to do her best just to keep her wings from jostling the furniture as they filed into the dark dorm room. Which she did manage to do, to be fair.

But she also banged her shin on the side table.

The others turned, frowning at the hissed deluge of profanity she’d unleashed. “What?” the dragon-girl whispered testily, rubbing her leg.

“A little quieter, please,” Erina said, her feline ears folded. “We don’t want to wake Alister.”

“Oh come off it,” Ashlyn growled. “He probably sleeps light as a feather. The wolf-girl probably wakes him up every time she masturbates in her bedroom.”

“I do not!” Kensie whined, her cheeks flaming as she glared.

“Ladies, please,” Tanya said with a soothing gesture, her crown of lights flickering like stars. “Let’s leave that for another time. Now come on.”

Ashlyn scowled, letting it drop, but she knew her annoyance was mostly at herself. It had been stupid of her to knock against that table.

But so what? She wasn’t from a legendary family of monster slayers. She wasn’t a pretty princess who probably suckled on the tips of artillery shells. And she wasn’t… well, okay, she didn’t really have an excuse for being louder than Tanya. Especially with those watermelons on her chest. How Tanya didn’t knock things down whenever she turned sharply, Ashlyn had no idea.

Frowning, Ashlyn followed the others to the bedroom as Kensie slid the door open and slipped inside.

Ashlyn followed, squinting at the darkness. She spotted the bed easily, along with the familiar shape of Alister’s body, and after a moment her eyes adjusted enough to make out his face. Right before he cracked an eye open, looking straight at them.

“Ladies,” he said.

“We didn’t mean to wake you,” Tanya said.

“Yeah,” Kensie said with a glare at Ashlyn, who glared right back.

“It’s alright. I’m a light sleeper,” he said, sitting up and smiling at them.

“Um, how light is light?” Kensie asked, leaning against Alister’s desk before snatching her hand back. “Ew, there’s a wet spot here.”

Ashlyn saw Alister’s face redden. “Uh, I must have… spilled something there before bed.”

Kensie rubbed her fingers together, squinting closely at them. “It’s kinda sticky, though…”

“Must be the imp. Just wipe it off on your pants,” Ashlyn groused.

The wolf-girl sniffed her fingers, then did as Ashlyn suggested. As she did, the rest of them began to undress. Sleeping with him more often had been a group decision, as their vacation and the various harem-based room arrangements had shown the benefits of it. And certainly no one had voiced any complaints.

Well, Ashlyn had, but that was mostly just perfunctory even to her.

It took some doing and a few bumps and muffled curses as the quartet disrobed in the tight confines of the bedroom. Though more spacious than usual, Alister’s room was still a bit small for four people to share while stripping down. Nonetheless, they managed it, and with great care the four women crawled into bed with their warlock.

And, because Ashlyn had won the rock paper scissors contest, she got one of the spots right beside him.

She snuggled in close beside Alister, resting her head against his arm as he splayed it out for the four girls to be close to him and under the warmth of the blankets. Before too long she heard the others fall asleep, their breathing evening out, but Ashlyn remained awake, her lips pursed. She could feel Alister slowly relax as he joined them in sleep and pleasant dreams.

Huffing, the dragon-girl glared at his sleeping face. So pale in the darkness, and even his body seemed cooler than it should. Which she supposed shouldn’t surprise her. No doubt his circulation was lower than most people’s. Hence the paleness.

Still, there was something almost… ethereal about him when asleep. Beautiful even. Like a marble statue come to life. Which was a silly and romantically insipid thought to have, and belonged in one of Alister’s stupid romance novels. The fact that Ashlyn often read the same novels was, of course, neither here nor there.

Still, looking at him, she found her heart aching, and she leaned in and pressed a gentle kiss to his cheek.

Her face burned with embarrassment immediately after, even though there was nothing to be embarrassed about. She was in his harem, wasn’t she? He’d fucked her more than once a week, right? It was her damn right to k-kiss her lover.

Not that she deserved him.

Her face burned hotter at that truth. She knew she could be a bit of a bitch. Snide and cranky. Prickly and defensive about everything. And just as she knew it, she didn’t know how to stop herself. She remembered how she’d treated Alister before joining his harem and blushed brighter with humiliation at the old her. She thought of all these changes to her life that had happened because of him and she groaned with regret.

“Stupid warlock,” she muttered under her breath before kissing his cheek again. “I hate you.”

Kiss.

“Hate you.”

Kiss.

“Hate you hate you hate you.”

Kiss kiss kiss.

Her face absolutely glowing, Ashlyn’s wings stirred under the blankets with reflexive emotion. Stupid wings. Stupid Alister. Stupid her. Stupid stupid stupid.

“Everything is so stupid,” she muttered, and kissed him again.

“Mm?” Alister mumbled, his eyes opening and looking at her. “Ashlyn?”

She froze, eyes wide. “Wh-what?”

He blinked blearily. “Did you say something?”

“Uh, no. You must have imagined it.”

“Really?”

“Yes!” Ashlyn snapped in a whisper. “What? Do you think I’m lying? Huh?”

“No. Not really.”

“Well… good! Because I’m not!”

Alister peered at her, and Ashlyn felt her cheeks absolutely blazing under that quiet scrutiny. “You alright?” he asked.

Ashlyn opened her mouth, a barbed comment on the tip of her tongue before she bit it back, swallowing it down. Her tail swished under the blankets with her agitation and she hesitated. Oh… fuck it.

“Um… Alister?” she asked.

“Hm?”

“Do you… love me?”

Alister lifted his head a little, his brow furrowing in that cute way it did whenever he was troubled. “Of course I do, Ashlyn.”

“Um. Good.” She hesitated “...Why?”

“Huh?”

“I mean,” Ashlyn stammered, her face on fire, but she forced the words out in a jumble before she could do something sensible like shut the fuck up. “I was, you know, pretty awful to you during the first term. What with the bullying you, and saying all those awful things about you behind your back. And I helped Professor Graves build that warp bomb, even though I didn’t know that was what he was doing. And even now that I’m in your harem I’m kind of mean and sarcastic and not really fun to be around. And I just… I dunno. What’d I do? Why do you love me? I didn’t exactly give you many reasons and I just… I mean…”

She trailed off, words failing her, but even though there was a stinging in the corners of her eyes she resolutely refused to cry. That was where she drew the line.

For almost a full minute Alister just stared at her. Then she felt his arm slide around her, pulling her closer against him. Ashlyn stiffened in surprise, then breathed in deep, inhaling the heavy scent of his body, and she began to relax.

“Is this really worrying you?” he asked gently.

“I… kinda,” she admitted softly, burying her face against his chest.

Alister chuckled and her head snapped back, glaring at him. “Are you laughing at me?” she demanded.

“No, no,” he assured her gently. “Not at all. You’re just so cute when you’re all… prickly.”

“C-cute!” Ashlyn hissed, another bloom of redness in her cheeks, her tail wriggling under the blankets. But before she could add more, Alister leaned in and kissed her forehead.

Ashlyn gaped, her brain momentarily freezing. And before she could recover enough to say something else Alister had pulled her in close again and continued.

“Ashlyn,” he said warmly. “If there’s one thing I learned in life, love never just happens. You have to choose to love someone, and there’s a thousand reasons you might, even if you don’t really understand why at first.

“And I do love you, Ashlyn,” he said with all the soft conviction of true emotion. “I love how cute you are and how bratty you get to hide your real feelings. I love how shy you are even though you try and hide it by being so prickly. I love how smart you are and that you take pride in it. I love the way you blush when you get a compliment and how your nose scrunches up when you’re focusing on something. And I love how even though sometimes it seemed like you really, really didn’t want to, you chose me.”

Ashlyn burned, both with embarrassment and with happiness at Alister’s words. “S-stop being such a sap!” she growled, swatting his shoulder petulantly.

He laughed and squeezed her tight again. “You’re the one who wanted to know.”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I knew you were going to be so sentimental about it,” she grumbled. “But,” she added, ducking her face, voice dropping to a mumble. “I… guess I’m glad you chose me too…”

“And every day I’m happy I did,” he said, kissing her forehead again.

“Stoooop!” the dragon-girl whined, beating her hand against his side.

Alister merely chuckled, then settled in once more to rest. Still blushing, Ashlyn did the same, watching as his face once more relaxed and he drifted off to sleep.

And as he did, Ashlyn bit her lip, then leaned up and gave him another quick kiss on the cheek.

“I love you,” she whispered, then nestled her face against Alister’s side, and joined him in sleep.


Chapter 10


I knew I was dreaming, because I didn’t know how I got there.

There was no beginning to it. I simply became aware that I was standing on a catwalk with steel jagged and twisted like it had been grown like a flower of industry rather than manufactured with hammers and forges. I stood suspended above a hell of steel and heat. Black iron formed a vast chamber. The clang of metal and grind of gears and engines rumbled from everywhere. Black pipes hissed and trembled. Heat gusted from vents cut in the metal like wounds. Blood steaming like lava flowed from pipes, pooling into tanks. Assembly lines whirred and rumbled. Pistons banged and wound like massive looms.

I looked around myself, uncomfortable. Something about the whole mass of it felt strange. Like I was standing in a machine without purpose. A thing made to run just for the purpose of running.

And the worst part was it felt familiar.

It filled my senses as I breathed in. The reek of exhaust and oil and the smell of blood sticking to the back of my throat agonizingly familiar. This was the place I’d been dreaming of. Never strong enough to remember. But I was here now.

And I didn’t like to think why that might be

“Beautiful isn’t it?”

A shiver danced up my spine at that crooning voice. I turned sharply.

Leaning on the railing not far was a woman. She was cute in a wild, savage way. Dangerous like a well forged sword. Her long coat was shaped like a bell and had to be sweltering in the heat of this place. It was made of a rusty red fabric trimmed with black. A peaked hat sat on her head, iron horns rising from it. A tail like a chainsaw’s chain swished behind her playfully, and teeth sharp as a saw grinned at me. She looked at me, her eyes red and swirling like molten metal.

I knew her.

“Sareeva,” I said grimly.

“Guilty!” she chimed, twirling around and hoisting herself up, planting her rump firmly on the rail as she swung her legs playfully. “Miss me?”

“No,” I told the demoness harshly, and who would? The first time I met her, she was an Auropan Hellsmith of the worst kind, and in a class of crazy all her own. Which was saying something for those loons. And the second time she was one of several demons that Miara summoned to turn her battleship into a walking nightmare. “I killed you. Twice,” I reminded her.

“You sure did. And what a job it was. Woof! What a rush!” she giggled.

“This is a dream,” I said, but there was an element of doubt in my voice. I rarely dreamed, and when I did it was always about the war. And though Sareeva had featured pretty prominently in that, I never saw her in a place like this. Or even a realm like it, for that matter.

“You got it. A dream, yet, not entirely a dream,” she said, baring her fangs in a wide smile, her head cocking playfully. “Do you like it?”

“Can’t say I do,” I said. “Though I always hoped there was a special place in hell for you. Looks like I was right.”

“Hey, don’t be like that. After all, this is my realm! And a beauty, isn’t it?” she asked, inhaling deeply. “Mmm. Just smell that sweet exhaust! Distilled from pure mortal suffering. Nothing burns like it! I tell you, if I had this stuff during the war, it would have been a hell of a lot shorter. Though,” she mused, “maybe that’s reason enough to be glad I didn’t.”

Ugh. I leaned away from her with disgust. “I think I’d like to wake up now.”

“Aw, c’mon. What about the good times we shared?”

“What good times?” I demanded. “I’ve met you twice before. And both times you tried to kill me.”

“That’s just how I show you I like you,” she said merrily. “C’mon. What’s more romantic than carving your name into your lover? You wouldn’t deny me that, would you?”

“I think I might.”

“Oooh, so feisty. I love it!”

“How are you even doing this?” I demanded.

“What? Don’t you like spending time with me?” she asked with mocking optimism.

“I’d rather have the battlefield surgeon sawing off my leg without anesthetic.”

“D’aw! See? I knew you’d be like that. So fiery and witty. I love it,” Sareeva giggled. “And to answer your question, you dead sexy stud of a man, it’s because we share a connection. A meeting of souls, as it were.”

I recoiled, and my disgust must have shown on my face because Sareeva laughed aloud. “Ba ha ha ha! Oooh! What a face. C’mon. Don’t you enjoy having my sexy self haunt your dreams?”

“But why now?” I demanded. “How are you doing this now?”

“Maybe you’re dreaming of me romantically,” she said playfully, her fingers teasing with the parted top buttons of her uniform, revealing the firm globes of tanned titflesh. “Maybe you’re dreaming so longingly about seeing these positively amaaaazing tits that you can’t help but stick me straight in the middle of your fantasies. Hm?”

“Definitely not,” I said, scowling as my mind worked. “You’re doing something, aren’t you? Last time I had dreams about you was when Miara was scheming to turn a ship into a hellforged. You’re doing something in the real world.” My jaw tightened. “And I just bet it’s at Stoneway.”

“Aw,” Sareeva pouted. “I was sure I’d at least get to give you a blowjob before you figured it out.”

Despite the heat of that (literal) hellish realm, I felt a chill work its way through me. I’d faced many horrors in the war, but the hellforged were the worst bar none. Not even the chemical weapons used on the Sorren Hills could match those iron forged monstrosities carving their way through men and women. Clanging amalgamations of screaming demons and grinding steel. And no one was better at making those sick, sadistic horrors than Sareeva. And I doubted being turned into a literal demon queen had mellowed her out.

“What are you planning?” I demanded sharply. “What are you up to?”

“Gimme a kiss and maybe I’ll tell you,” she said slyly.

“You’re one sick bitch,” I snapped.

She giggled, her eyes flashing like forges of flame, smoke seeping from her grin. “So you say now, Alister. But I think you’ll change your tune soon. Reeeeeal sooooon.”

Opening her mouth, she exhaled a wave of black smoke. I coughed, trying to wave past it as the acrid fumes enveloped me like I was standing behind a massive exhaust pipe. Mocking laughter echoed through the darkness. Ringing in my ears.

And then my eyes snapped open, and I found myself once more lying in my bed, heart thudding in my chest, as I stared at the ceiling of my dorm room.

“Morning, master!” Hexie said, plopping down onto my chest, making me grunt and almost driving the wind out of me. “Have a good sleep?” The imp paused and sniffed. “Geeze, master,” she said, waving her hand before her face. “You reek! What, did you shower in gasoline before going to bed?”

I shuddered. “Maybe,” I said honestly. I gave her a long look as I sat up, causing her to retreat down to my lap. “Hexie?”

“Yeah?”

“Is it possible for demons to communicate with mortals? Like, from hell?”

The imp started and gave me a sharp look. “Uh… Whaddya mean?”

“I mean like… invading someone’s dreams.”

Hexie’s jaw dropped before she sharply closed it, her eyes narrowing. “Is that what’s been happening to you, master?”

“Well…”

“Is some bitch horning in on my territory? Fuckers! This is my plan! My territory! Who are they, master? I’ll kick their ass back into the bowels of the fucking pit!”

“Sareeva.”

Hexie blinked. “That… that demon who possessed the warship?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh. Uh… well, I’d still give her a um.. a strongly worded letter. Yep. Sure would. With lots of swear words and other expletive deletions.”

I rubbed my aching forehead. “So it can happen?”

“I mean… yeah,” Hexie admitted. “With the right ritual or whatever. You haven’t been sacrificing any goats to dark powers, have you?”

“No.”

“Virgins?”

“No.”

“...Goat-girl virgins?”

“Hexie.”

“A’right. A’right,” she said, waving her hands. “I get it. Well, the only other way it could be done was if she had a powerful connection to you. Like if she’d possessed you before or brushed your soul in some way. The stronger the connection, the more she could bond it to you. Did she ever feel you up master? Maybe sucked you off in the war?”

“Not with those teeth,” I said, shuddering at the memory of Sareeva’s jagged chompers. “But no. The only connection I had with her was that I killed her.”

“Mmm. That shouldn’t be enough,” Hexie mused. “Unless you killed her while fucking her.”

“I didn’t.”

“Alright. I’ll trust you on that, master. But if her connection was that weak, then the only other way she could get into your dreams was if what was separating you and her was weak. Like, the space between the material plane and the realm of hell got thin as fuck somehow.”

“The school is literally on top of a demonic portal,” I reminded her.

“Eh, that shouldn’t do it. This stupid tree growing out of the place is suppressing that for the most part. Frankly, I’m amazed that you were able to summon me, master. Though, given what a stud of a warlock you are, I suppose I shouldn’t be. Which is why our world domination plot is going to totally work! Ba ha ha ha!”

“So there’s something else going on?” I quizzed the imp sternly.

“I guess,” Hexie said, shrugging. “I dunno, master. That bitch is a new demon, but she’s got some heft behind her. And I don’t just mean that ass of hers. Hoof! If she wasn’t my competition, I’d say tap that thing.”

“Any idea what might be going on?” I said, ignoring the crude commentary.

Hexie hesitated. “Let me ponder that one a bit, master. I might be able to think of something.”

“Do that,” I said firmly. “I’d appreciate it.”

“Sure thing. Hexie out!”

She popped out of existence with a flash of flame and a lingering scent of brimstone.

For my part, I flung off the blankets and started getting dressed. But even as I showered and tossed on my warlock coat, my mind was spinning. Too much chaos had already happened at school for me to think that this wasn’t going to turn into another situation. And the fact that Sareeva was personally haunting me from hell really wasn’t exactly encouraging. Sure, she was crazy, but she was also fiendishly clever. Literally. And if she felt comfortable enough to torment me like this, it was a very bad sign.

I scowled at the mirror, which naturally didn’t show my reflection. Which kind of spoiled the moment. Well, at least I wouldn’t be alone with this.

Heading into the dorm’s main room, I found Kensie already waiting near the door and in her uniform “About time,” the wolf-girl said, her tail wagging until I got near, at which point her nose twitched and she frowned. “Why do you smell like kerosene?”

“Long story,” I replied grimly. “I’ll tell you about it when we meet the others.”

Her expression sobered at my tone and she nodded, moving in close to me as we headed off for breakfast.

The cafeteria was busy as always, but I was far from surprised to find that we already had a table saved. The rest of the girls were seated around it and were busy eating as Kensie and I quickly grabbed our own food from the buffet line and joined them.

“Alister!” Erina said happily, only to frown and cat-ears flick down with worry when she saw my face. “What’s wrong?”

“Maybe nothing,” I said as Kensie and I joined them. “But I doubt it.”

I told them all about my dream and the other ones I’d been having lately. Even Kensie stopped eating when I got into it, and when I got to the part about Sareeva, Erina slammed her fists on the table, cracking it with her eyes hard and pupils angry slits.

“That horned Auropan bitch!” she yowled. “How dare she! After all she’s caused, she dares! I’ll crush her skull like a melon!”

I shushed her, glancing around the cafeteria. We’d gotten a bit of attention at that outburst, and I put my hand on Erina’s. “Calm down, Erina. Not in public.”

Growling, Erina settled back in her chair, but her tail was lashing like a whip even as Tanya rubbed soothing circles into the cat-girl’s back.

“At any rate,” I continued. “According to Hexie, this sort of connection can’t be done without a strong link somehow between me and the demon. Or the divide between our realm and the infernal is getting weaker.”

“This is very serious, Alister,” Tanya said soberly. “You should tell the headmistress about it at once.”

“Believe me, I plan on it,” I assured her. “I just wish I had more information about it all.”

“Maybe… maybe you should ask the Auropan?” Kensie suggested.

I looked at her. “Vattia?”

“Outrageous!” Erina hissed, ears folding and pupils slits. “Reveal your hand to the enemy? Odds are she’s in on this whole fel scheme! It’s exactly the sort of thing those sneaky turnip-eaters would do! It can’t be a coincidence it began when she arrived.”

That I was less sure about. Vattia didn’t strike me as some sort of brilliant double agent. Though, I couldn’t discount it entirely. There were stories about Auropan spies, and I’d had to fight some a few times. They didn’t go down easy, and were fanatical. Suicide vest if the gun failed fanatical. So it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility.

“I’ll see what the headmistress says first,” I told them. “Hopefully she’ll know what it’s all about. And if not, well, at least I’ll have put her guard up.”

Tanya cleared her throat. “Speaking of that,” she said awkwardly as she pulled something out of her bag. “It seems a little minor now, but I do think you should see this…”

Curious, I took the newspaper she passed to me. My lip turned and mood soured the second I saw that it was the Patriot’s Bugle.

And my mood didn’t improve when I read the gossip column.

“The Bloodletter’s Domineering Harem Queen, Tanya Tormentia, Recruits New Harem Members Against His Will! More on page 6!”

“Son of a bitch,” I growled. “Girls, don’t read into that, alright? That has no bearing in reality whatsoever.”

“Oh what the hell!” Ashlyn snarled, her face pinking and flames flickering from her lips with every word. “How did that get out? Is that really how you feel?!”

“Relax, it was fully out of context, and I think I might know exactly who is responsible for this,” I said, crumpling the paper in my fist. “And believe me, we’re going to have a few words.”

Tanya’s lights were dim and slow-moving. “I really… hope I don’t do that.” She looked even guiltier than I would have expected. I couldn’t help myself but to offer a pat on the back.

“You better kick this Anonymous Smith’s ass,” Ashlyn huffed, blowing a plume of smoke out as she did. “Or I will, and I won’t leave anything but a greasy smear of ash after I’m done!”

Couldn’t say I disagreed with her. But I kept my counsel and started eating. I had a feeling I was going to need my energy today, that was for damn sure.


Chapter 11


Unfortunately, seeing the headmistress would have to wait until after morning classes. Fortunately, talking to Trey wouldn’t.

I was lucky, as while I was headed off to Maleficia’s class I spotted the other warlock in the halls. I almost didn’t. Guy barely had any presence, and his face was so ordinary I almost walked by him. But when I spotted that damned monkey perched on him I swivelled back around and grabbed his other shoulder.

“Trey,” I said with sharp pleasantness. “Got a minute?”

He started, blinking at me in surprise while Nobs bared his teeth at me. “Oh, hi Alister. I actually have class soon…”

“Won’t take a minute,” I said, dragging him into an empty side hall. It took some effort not to slam him into the wall, but I forced myself to remember I only had conjecture right now, and beating the shit out of someone just based on suspicion was something Domestic Security did. Not me.

Even so, my grip was tight, and Trey winced a bit, causing me to relax my hand, but still keeping a good grip on his black coat.

“Trey,” I said. “I’m really happy that you came to the meeting with the other warlocks.”

“Oh. Thanks,” he said uneasily. “I am too.”

“Ook,” his monkey grunted.

“Uh huh,” I continued. “Now, I think it goes without saying that what we discuss in there is in confidence. Right?”

“Right.”

“Good. Then I’m going to be frank. Did you have anything to do with this?”

I shoved the school paper into his hands. Surprised, Trey nonetheless unfolded it to the gossip pages and read quickly, Nobs doing the same.

His eyes widened, then his body sagged. “Ah,” he said in glum understanding.

“Yeah. Ah. Did you have anything to do with it?”

Trey shook his head violently. “No, not at all! I swear!”

“Uh huh,” I said, just radiating skepticism.

“I mean, look,” he said. “Only some of what’s in here you shared with the group. The rest of it you never did. So, maybe it’s someone else who knows more about your harem. Right? Or maybe they’re accidentally leaking information.”

He had a point, much to my annoyance. The simple fact was that I had nothing but my own suspicion to go on and gut instinct. And speaking of…

“Be straight with me, Trey,” I said. “Are you in that new journalism program?”

He winced and shifted. “I…”

“That’d be a yes,” I finished for him.

“B-but I do believe in a journalist’s code of ethics,” he added quickly. “I wouldn’t use anything told to me in confidence just to fill in a gossip rag. I believe the power of the press can be used for good, and I wouldn’t just stand here lying to your face if I did publish that kind of thing.”

“Right. And would an amoral paparazzi admit it when he got found out?” I asked.

Trey lifted a finger, mouth open, only to pause. “...Okay, fair point. But I swear I didn’t do this, Alister. Please.”

I gave Trey and his monkey a long, hard stare. “...Alright. I’ll give you a break.”

“Then you believe me?” he asked hopefully.

“Didn’t say that,” I told him. I gave the paper a slap, making it crackle. “But since nothing in here is exactly inflammatory or too private, I’m willing to let it go. Whether you are the author or not is another story. One I don’t plan on seeing published. So I’m letting you know that now.”

Trey’s face fell a bit. His expression tightened and he nodded. “I… I understand,” he said softly.

With a last nod, I left him, heading off to class. That had been… uncomfortable. But it had to be done. I wasn’t the kind of guy who’d go behind someone’s back. If I had a problem with them, I told them about it. Maybe Trey wasn’t the reporter. I kind of hoped he wasn’t. He seemed nice, but I wasn’t going to be anyone’s sucker.

I grimaced. Man, this sucked. I hated having to be suspicious and keep things close to the chest like this. Which was funny, because I spent most of my life like that. You never wanted to give the brass anything they could use against you, because you better believe they would. Not to mention assassins, media types, and anyone else who’d be happy to get some dirt on me would go to insane lengths to get it.

Now that I had the girls, however, I was starting to realize how nice it was to be able to relax around others. Open up. Share more. I mean truly and genuinely be comfortable with others. Being able to open yourself up to those that both respect and care for you. Who love you and want to help you, not sell you out the first chance they get.

And whoever it was that was intruding on that peace was going to be in for a rude fucking wakeup call if they kept this up.

I tried to shake off those feelings as I reached Maleficia’s classroom and headed inside. Sadly, if I was looking for a place to relax a bit, it definitely wasn’t going to be there. I sat beside Vattia, who gave me a shy smile and a warm greeting, which I returned, but felt a bit disingenuous given I also had reason to keep her at a distance. At least for now. Fuuuck, this stress was not great.

But I really felt a hit of indigestion when class was over and I was getting up to leave.

“Mister Blackwood,” Maleficia’s scathing voice called, arresting me in the midst of heading to the door. “If you could please come here…”

I closed my eyes tightly and wondered which god I’d pissed off lately. Then I turned and headed down towards the front of the hall, getting plenty of sympathetic looks from passing students. All of whom were definitely happy it wasn’t them as they hustled out of the room.

Lovely.

Maleficia watched me approach like an adder. I stopped before her and met her eyes.

“Yes, Professor?” I asked.

Her gaze flicked back to the exit as the last student hurriedly shuffled out and shut the door behind them. Then her reptilian eyes roamed back to me, her arms folded under her breasts, projecting that accusatory air she always carried. “Mister Blackwood,” she said coldly. “I see you’re getting along well with our exchange student.”

“Vattia?” I said warily. “I guess, since you’ve been pairing us up for assignments,” I added, with the obvious implication that it’s her fault we’re together so often. May as well lay out my defence before things got started.

“That I have,” she said, pinning me with her stare. “She has spoken of you a great deal whenever we meet.”

“I don’t see why,” I said carefully. “We’ve barely interacted outside the classroom and since that whole business in Umbrica. The only time she’s seen me outside class since term started was once in the library.”

“Is that so?” Maleficia said. “And have you been getting… friendly with her?”

Hoo boy. Lotta ways to take that statement, and few of them good. Was she implying I was becoming her friend? Or that I was trying to get her to join my harem? I sincerely doubted she’d be thrilled at either, and definitely not the latter.

“I haven’t been doing anything in particular, if that’s what you’re implying,” I said, giving her a searching stare right back.

Maleficia’s lips pursed further. “How… disappointing.”

“...Come again?”

Maleficia settled back among her coils like they were a portable chair, the tips of her fingers pressing together contemplatively as she gazed at me over them. “I’m sure you recognize what a monumental event it is having a student from Caldia’s former hated enemy attending classes on this campus, correct?”

“I suppose so.”

“Then you will understand that the only thing more monumental would be if she were killed by some dissident student still angry about the war or some nonsense.”

“You think that could happen here?” I asked, then checked myself. Duh. Of course it could happen here. Someone tried to set off a giant magic bomb under the school last term, to say nothing of everything else.

“Unfortunately, I do,” Maleficia informed me sternly. “Many students are still enraptured in Caldian propaganda. It would be very unfortunate, for a number of reasons, if anything should happen to her.”

“Right,” I said. “So you want me to keep an eye on her?”

“You and your… companions. Yes.”

I shrugged. “I suppose I could,” I told her. “Last thing we need is another war breaking out.”

“Quite so,” Maleficia said, but I could tell she held herself back from saying something else. Which probably wasn’t very complimentary to me. She sure knew how to ask a favour. “There is one other thing that would help keep her safe as well.”

“What?” I asked, already feeling dread pool in my stomach. Oh boy. Can’t wait to hear this one…

“If you added her to your harem.”

I actually felt my jaw drop at that.

“Sorry, say again?” I managed after a moment.

Maleficia glared at me. “I doubt you misheard me,” she said coldly. “And I hate repeating myself. Surely you must recognize what a diplomatic coup it would be to have her join your harem, no? Not to mention ensure the media gets its red meat. The Bloodletter taking the prize student of the formerly enemy nation into his harem?” She snorted scornfully. “Idiots. The public would eat it up.”

“Uh huh. Yeah, no, I get that. But I kind of doubt Auropa would be thrilled about it.”

“No?” Maleficia said with a raised brow. “They’d be delighted. There are those in the Central Committee who believe that a relationship between individuals cannot possibly compare to the relationship a person has to their comrades and the state. They’d see it as a golden opportunity to have her spread their ideology to Caldia. And given the number of puff pieces our papers would gleefully give the girl, they’d be right. She’d be a celebrity.”

Damn, she actually had a point. Hell, this might have been the entire endgame of Auropa for sending her over here. Still…

“I see what you mean. But there might be a few problems with the whole thing,” I informed her. “Mainly, the feelings of my harem. Some of its members wouldn’t exactly be thrilled at the prospect.”

“You are their warlock,” Maleficia reminded me coldly. “You make the final decision.”

What a charmer Maleficia was. Not that she was wrong. If I forced the issue, I’d probably get my way in the end. But I sure as hell didn’t want that. Not only would it entirely fuck up the dynamic the harem had going, but it would really strain my relationship with everyone.

Probably.

I mean, yeah. There were signs that maybe Erina might be okay with it in the end, given her drunken confession during our vacation in Umbrica. And Tanya would probably be delighted. Ashlyn would be pissed, but she’s always pissed and would probably come around given how knowledgeable Vattia seemed to be, and Kensie would probably follow the others.

But that was a lot to ask for. Plus, it seemed like the girls were already plotting something about Noirveil, and I really didn’t want to throw a wrench in the works of whatever was going on there.

“It’s an… interesting idea, professor,” I said diplomatically. “But I thought you wanted me to stay away from her?”

“Unfortunately,” she said frostily, “matters force my hand.”

Delightful. “Well,” I said, shrugging, “it would be a lot right now. I mean, I still have my grades to think of.”

“I would guarantee you a pass, at least, in my class,” Maleficia said promptly. “And no doubt I could get Headmistress Templeton to give you some special dispensation for…” Her lips writhed with distaste. “...Service to the state impacting your studies.”

“How kind of you,” I said drily. “I’ll take this all under consideration. It’s a lot to think about.”

“Indeed. Then you are dismissed, Mister Blackwood.”

I gave her a grateful nod, then turned and hurried up the steps. Fucking hell. Like they said in the army, when it rained fire, expect it to rain lead too.


Chapter 12


The rest of the day’s classes passed too fast for me to even remember when it was all over. There was too much to think about for me to focus on schoolwork, but when the last class was finally dismissed I wasted no time in heading for the Headmistress’s office.

I knew the way there almost by heart now, having been dragged there more than once. And rarely for a pleasant meeting. Well, at least today’s trip was true to form.

Headmistress Elegantra’s office was high in the Tree of Ages, built into the very trunk of the ancient oak. A spiral staircase brought me to the door, and after a moment I knocked on it and stepped back, waiting patiently. As expected, the ancient bearded face carved from the wood shifted and peered at me.

“Well, well,” the golem said with a deep chuckle. “Back again. What did you do this time?”

“Nothing like that,” I assured it. “I was just hoping to speak to the headmistress about something a bit urgent.”

“Urgent, hm? Just a moment.”

The face stilled and I paced, but didn’t even manage three rounds before the face moved again.

“It appears she has time for you, young man,” the golem said. “Good luck.”

“Thanks,” I replied as the face stilled, then split down the middle and opened wide.

The interior of Elegantra’s office always impressed, that was for sure. The walls and floor were made of living wood, as was much of the furnishing. Shelves were folded into the walls and even several chairs grew straight out of the floor, their rippled surfaces polished to a shine where they were not covered in rugs, pillows, or books.

Elegantra’s desk was much the same, being formed from the living wood and resting on a raised part of the room, overlooking the floor below from behind a banister. Several steps led to it, and the ancient witch smiled gently from her seat behind her desk, framed by bookcases behind her and paperwork in front.

“Mister Blackwood,” the headmistress said warmly, weaving her fingers of flesh and wood together as she looked down at me from over them. “To what do I owe the pleasure? I don’t suppose you’ve leveled another wing of the school, hm?”

“No, no,” I assured her as I climbed the steps and sat in the chair across from her. “Nothing like that. It’s uh, about something else.”

“Hmm. Is that so?”

“Yeah,” I said, forcing myself to relax and sort through what I was going to say. I’d rehearsed it in my mind all day, but standing in front of her to deliver it was a different matter entirely. This was much easier when in the army I could just belt out the facts while some officer screamed in my face, demanding answers.

“I’ve been having some… dreams lately. Strange ones,” I finally began.

“Dreams, is it?” she said, her face still welcoming, but I saw a glimmer of hardness in her eyes.

“Yeah,” I said, and laid out my dream and everything I’d learned about it. Which, frankly, wasn’t much. I also talked about killing the hellforged back in Umbrica, and at the mention of Sareeva’s name Elegantra’s smile vanished and her expression grew grim as the forest outside the academy.

“...I see,” she said at length, leaning back, her wrinkles setting like waves into a contemplative frown.

“It might be nothing, but I doubt it,” I told her. “It felt very real. And very serious.”

“I agree, Mister Blackwood.”

“Really?” I said, frankly kinda surprised she was going along so easily.

Elegantra nodded, her hat flopping a bit from the motion. “Very much so. The events that have occurred around you justify your caution, and I’d be a fool not taking your concerns quite seriously. First of all, I want to assure you that there have been no fluctuations regarding the demon gate beneath the school. The Order of the Blessed Sun tests it regularly and thoroughly, but I will have them do another full battery at once to ensure nothing has slipped past them.”

“That would be good,” I told her sincerely. “But it might not be enough…”

“I agree,” Elegantra said firmly. “I will also be taking certain measures to see if there is anything we may have missed of late. And I would ask that if you have any more of these dreams, you tell me at once and record every detail you can remember.”

“I will,” I assured her. “Should we tell others or…”

“No. Not yet,” the Headmistress said. “We only have your dreams thus far, and little evidence outside of it. That demoness might just be trying to torment you. Or maybe causing a panic about the portal is their aim all along. Perhaps it’s even misdirection. Regardless, I’ll inform those I can trust and who can take action if there is a situation involving demons.”

“Is this a common thing?” I asked.

Elegantra gave a thin smile. “We are an academy of witches, Mister Blackwood, and our students are both powerful and intelligent. Every year a few of them indulge in the forbidden arts, whether for power, or pleasure. We have procedures in place to deal with it.”

I grimaced. Yeesh. Though I wasn’t surprised. Though the censors clamped down on it whenever they could, it was well known some witches, when unable to find a warlock, or just out of perverse curiosity, had been known to summon demons for sex. It never ended well. At least, not from what I’d seen. And I’d seen plenty in the war. And not just from the Auropans playing with hellish powers. The strain of combat did things to people, and many snapped in unfortunate ways.

“I’ll keep it in mind, Headmistress,” I said.

She nodded. “Thank you, Mister Blackwood. I appreciate your trust and effort in this matter.”

I nodded, rising and shaking her wooden hand before departing her office. Well. That had gone about as well as it could have. I did appreciate Elegantra taking me seriously about this. The worst feeling was when your concerns were dismissed by higher ups. It both made you feel stupid, and even worse when the thing you warned about happened in the end, and cost people their lives.

Even so, I felt tense as I descended through the halls of the school. I hated uncertainty. The feeling of waiting for the other shoe to drop and kick your teeth in.

“Now what has my phantom of ze night so stressed, hm?”

I froze, stiffening as I felt playful fingers run up my back. I spun around, taking a quick step back to find a smirking Noirveil standing behind me, swathed in an elegant black gown, gloves, and a broad hat whose veil was so thick I could barely make out her face.

“Professor Noirveil,” I said a little shakily. “I… didn’t notice you.”

“Zat you did not. You are most fortunate I am but your ‘umble love slave, mon cher, or I would be greatly wounded in ze pride. Ah,” she sighed dramatically. “But I am willing to forgive. No doubt ze dressing down from ze Headmistress has distracted you.”

“Dressing… Oh. No, no. I wasn’t in trouble.”

She gave me a supremely skeptical look.

“Really!” I protested.

“Mmm. If you say so. A pity. I would have been most delighted to have you visit my tower once more to assist me in my own… dressing down.”

Even through her veil I could make out the waggle of her sharp black eyebrows.

“Thanks, I’m good,” I told her.

“Mmm. A pity, zough I am not too cross. Zere will be plenty of time for us to indulge when I am a part of your lovely harem.”

“You seem pretty confident,” I noted.

“Can you blame moi?” she asked, tilting her head back and resting her fingertips on her breast. “Who could resist such beauty? Such grace! Such delightful witticism and company? Well, you could, I suppose. For a time, at least. But ze chase makes ze triumph all ze sweeter. Non? Besides, I was looking for you concerning anozer matter.”

“You were?”

“Oh yes. You see,” she continued musingly, “it occurs to me zat ze reason you may not have been willing to sate your carnal appetite upon my soft, creamy flesh is because you may have doubts concerning my skills. Zerefore, I have come to challenge you to a Crossing of Ze Fangs!”

“A… what?”

“A Crossing of ze Fangs is a ritual duel among vampires, in which we prove our mettle to one another before we might mate.”

“I’m not a vampire.”

“Yes yes,” Noirveil said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I have heard you say zat. But it is hardly relevant. Such duels can be held between a vampire and a mortal too.”

I sighed, but even as I did I had a sudden thought. Though true, Noirveil was very odd, the fact remained she was the teacher in charge of instructing students how to fight. And seeing her in action in the forest when we were attacked by monsters sure showed that she deserved that position. And if there was some demonic plot going on under the school, could I really let my skills get rusty? Sure, I’d had plenty of opportunities to fight, but rarely test myself. Though I loved the girls to bits, the simple fact was I could take all of them at once.

But Noirveil…

I gave her a shrewd look. “What does the winner get?”

“Mmm…” Noirveil hummed, tapping her lips through her veil. “Shall we say… a choice of sexual favour from ze loser?”

“You’re not in my harem yet,” I reminded her.

“Is zat a problem?” she asked, salaciously dragging her finger along the curve of her breast.

“Afraid so,” I said, though I did follow that finger with very close attention.

“Zut,” she pouted, then wagged her finger at me. “You are very lucky I find ze faithful good boy act appealing. But very well. Shall we say ze loser must buy ze winner drinks?”

“Sure, that seems fair enough,” I said.

I could see her smile through her veil, and not just because her fangs shone. “Wonderful. We can use ze arena in my class.”

She swept up to me, looping her arm in mine and guiding me down the hall. Cripes, she was cold. Not quite corpse-like, and trust me on that, I’d been around enough corpses to know the difference. But there was a definite chill around her that was impossible not to notice. It wasn’t unpleasant, true. Just… different. I wonder if she warmed up during sex?

I shook away the thought. Albeit with difficulty, given how the softness of her breast was pressing against my arm. I’d probably find out soon enough either way, if the vibes I was getting from the girls was anything to say about it.

Before too long we found ourselves in Noirveil’s classroom. The stage loomed at the other end in a vastness that was strangely imposing with just me and her there.

“Mmm. Here we are,” Noirveil said, releasing my arm (and to be honest I kind of missed her presence beside me). She stepped forward, tossing off her hat and veil, sending it fluttering to a chair. With a rush of wind magic she floated off the floor and up onto the arena, then turned to face me, a smirk on her fanged lips as she swept a lazy bow. “Now zen, shall we dance, my King of ze Blood?”

“Let’s,” I said, climbing on stage.

I turned to face Noirveil at the other end of the arena and saw her draw back her sleeves, revealing a pair of bracelets. They were pretty grim things, being made of a silvery steel and carved to resemble a gaping skull choking on her arm.

“Your foci, I take it?” I asked as I drew my wand.

“It is indeed, mon cherie,” she purred, pulling a tiny hourglass from her pocket. “If neizer of us is able to make ze ozer yield by ze time ze final grain falls, it shall be a draw.”

“Works for me,” I replied, the cuts at the tips of my fingers splitting and claws of crystallized blood emerging. “Ready?”

“Ah, my sweet, I was reborn to ze night ready for you,” she giggled, blowing me a kiss before setting the hourglass down.

The second she did I charged across the stage, a burst of speed driven by the increased circulation of blood in my legs. Noirveil laughed and crossed her arms. From the mouth and eyes of the skulls poured out a sudden rush of black smoke.

I saw it, but too late to dodge, and plunged into the darkness. I swiped at where I thought Noirveil was, and only managed to slash smoky air.

“Oh mon cherie! You must do better zan zat!” her laughing voice echoed all around me.

“I’m just getting started,” I replied, craning my head this way and that, trying to get a feel for where she was.

“Mmm. And so am I.”

I barely caught the shift in the smoke, but I twisted away a second before fingers tipped with nails like claws swiped at me. Even so she managed to slash my coat and wet her claws on my side. Ah, dammit. I compelled the blood on the wound to coagulate even as I lunged after her, but Noirveil just laughed again. Shit. This was a really bad matchup for me. I hated dueling tricky people like this. Especially when I only had the blood I’d brought with me. A war of attrition was not my style.

Fortunately, this was hardly the first time I’d fought a stealthy enemy.

I shoved my hand into my coat and pulled out a blood pack. My claws pierced it, my own blood mingling with that in the pack before I raised it above my head, barely evading another slash of claws.

I pumped a burst of power into the pack, and like a bomb it exploded, blood spraying around me.

The smoke drifted back by the force of it, but quickly swirled back around me along with Noirveil’s trilling laughter.

“Oh my! How kind of you, my crimson slayer. But you did not need to offer me a quick snack.”

“Yeah,” I said, smirking as I sensed the blood I’d sprayed about, locking on to the one patch still moving. “I’m just generous that way.”

I pretended to still be looking blindly around, but when the patch suddenly rushed at me I whipped about, my blood claws turning into a knife and slashing. Noirveil yelped and I felt the blade cut something, but before I could snag any blood or pump my own in it was gone, retreating on a blast of wind magic that banished much of the smoke.

Noirveil landed not far, looking at the long gash in the leg of her gown and her thigh, which was already healing I noticed.

“Zut! You naughty boy. Zat hurt!”

“You surrender then?” I asked, pumping more blood into the knife and forming a saber. Woah, headrush from the blood drain, but I shook it off.

Noirveil laughed again. “Surrender? Moi? When it’s just getting interesting?”

“Sounds good,” I said, and charged her.

Noirveil seemed downright gleeful at that and did the same, her long leg swinging and sending a scything blade of wind magic my way. I twisted out of its path, closing with her and swung my sword.

Noirveil suddenly shrank, my sword whistling over her head. I looked down in surprise as fur grew from her body, her face elongating into a muzzle. Before I had time to process this, the black wolf that was the vampire lunged at me, slamming into my chest and knocking me down. Before it could do worse I shrank my blade into a dagger and tried to stab her in her side, only for Noirveil to use me as a springboard, bouncing off me and across the arena.

I twisted back to my feet, glaring at the wolf, who grinned at me. So, she wanted to play that way, eh?

I swung my arm out, calling on the blood sprayed on the floor. Several of the pools suddenly flowed together, forming large puddles. Noirveil glanced at them warily, and my finger flicked up.

Blood spikes erupted from the pools, forcing Noirveil to leap with a yelp of surprise. She dodged as the spikes retracted and shot out again and again, but right when three of them came at her from all sides she shrank again, this time into the form of a bat.

“Oh no you don’t,” I growled as she flapped out of range. I bounded after her, my wand flicking as I compelled a burst of wind under my feet. Instantly I shot across the stage and slashed my blade for her. Noirveil dodged left, but my waiting hand snapped up and caught her. The bat squeaked in surprise as I landed, grinning.

“Now I’ve-”

The bat abruptly expanded in my grasp and I found myself bridal carrying a grinning Noirveil, who giggled and suddenly leaned in, pressing a kiss to my lips.

My eyes shot wide open as I froze with surprise, only for Noirveil to lean back with a laugh. “My hero!” she cooed. “And what a one. With such strong arms, mmm?”

“I… We’re still fighting here,” I sputtered.

“Are we?” she asked with a sly glance aside.

I followed her gaze and groaned, spotting the hourglass, with no more grains left.

“Dammit,” I grunted, glaring at her.

“But a valiant effort, mon cherie,” she crooned, running her fingers through my hair. “You nearly had me.”

“Did I?” I asked her with a hard look.

“Hm?” she asked innocently.

“Somehow I doubt smoke was all you could do with those bracers,” I said. “What other tricks were you hiding?”

Noirveil’s smirk grew cunning. “Hm hm hm. Very astute, my darling,” she purred, stroking my cheek. “Perhaps should we match again, I will show you. And when we do,” she purred, her tongue licking my cheek wantonly, “to ze winner goes spoils beyond mere wine, eh?”

I gave a scoff, but still smiled a bit as I let her down. “Alright. We’ll plan for another one soon. That sound good?”

“My phantom of ze night,” Noirveil said, tip of her finger booping my nose. “It is a date.”


Chapter 13


“She the one?” Erina asked.

“Yeah,” Kensie said, nodding. “That’s the one.”

All four girls at the cafeteria table nonchalantly stared at the girl in question. The horse-eared student at another table was eating a sandwich, her equine ears poking through a shawl stitched with golden thread and the brim gleaming with coins.

“You’re sure?” Tanya asked softly.

“One hundred percent,” Kensie assured them. “Her name is Ramay, and I’ve been keeping an eye on every student who might have ties to the forces of evil. And she’s from one of those roving bands of witches common in the southern regions. They set up stalls in fairs and things and are notorious for their curses.”

“I’m proud of you, Kensie,” Erina said, beaming. “Every freedom loving patriot knows that there’s enemies in our midst. Ones who disguise their diseased ideologies behind the mask of being a good citizen, but just wait to implement their dark agenda of censorship, socialism, and monogamy onto the unsuspecting populace. Every citizen of our glorious Free States must remain vigilant, lest such saboteurs insidiously try and destroy the very foundations of liberty!”

“She looks kinda nervous,” Ashlyn noted, peering at the horse-girl.

“No doubt due to her latent hatred of our glorious freedoms and way of life.” Erina stated confidently.

“No,” Tanya said gently. “It’s probably because we keep staring at her.”

Erina and the others jumped in realization and hastily went back to their meals, working hard to make it look like they weren’t interested in the girl across the room. But when Erina spotted Ramay getting up the cat-girl bolted to her feet. “She’s escaping!”

“What escape? It’s not like she’s a prisoner,” Ashlyn growled, though she was also half out of her chair.

“Don’t let her get away!” Kensie cried.

Erina had no intention to, and was already on the move, but the horse-girl was startlingly quick, scampering out of the cafeteria.

“After her!” Erina cried, bounding into pursuit, the others close behind.

Erina counted her speed as one of her great strengths. After all, she was a duelist, and working hard to represent all of Caldia at the next Global Games. But the horse-girl witch’s mutation gave her a quickness that Erina found difficult to match, even as she and the others raced after the strange girl through Stoneway’s gleaming halls.

“Halt!” Erina shouted. “In the name of democracy!”

Shockingly, this entreaty to the ultimate form of political expression didn’t give the other witch pause. If anything, it spurred her to put on another burst of speed, fairly exploding out of the doors and onto the grounds, plowing through the fading snowbanks. Erina cursed. On open ground, the girl would be doubly hard to catch!

Something whooshed past Erina, and she looked up in time to see Ashlyn rocket after the horse girl, beats of her wings spurring the draconic-girl rapidly through the air. Erina felt her heart swell with pride at the sight. At the knowledge that Ashlyn was helping them. Once more the cat-girl felt a burst of pride in Alister. If he hadn’t been around, she was sure the potential of the dragon-witch would have been wasted on a career doing something as useless and dangerous as philosophy, or something equally damaging to national fertility rates.

Like acting.

Instead, the dragon girl swooped out of the sky and tackled the horse-girl, who yelped as the pair of them went down, tumbling through several snowbanks before skidding to a halt near a tree.

“Huzzah!” Erina gasped, putting on another burst of speed and closing in.

Ashlyn was up on her knees and so was the horse-girl, who looked scared and confused. The dragon-girl was looking with disgust at the snow caking her uniform, but there was also a grim pride in her eyes as she glared at the other girl.

“Good work!” Erina crowed as she stalked over to the downed student. “Now then, you!”

“I-I don’t want any trouble!” Ramay gasped, scooting back. “Please!”

“Trouble?” Erina asked blankly, frowning. “What trouble? You’re not in trouble.”

“I’m… I’m not?” Ramay asked, looking between Erina and the others as they arrived. “But then… then why were you chasing me?”

“Because you were running. Duh,” Kensie put in.

Tanya sighed and stepped forward, offering the horse-girl a hand. “You’re not in any trouble, Ramay. We just have a favour we were hoping to ask.”

“You do?” she asked, seeming to relax a little as she accepted Tanya’s hand.

“Yes,” Erina said, stepping forward as the equine witch was pulled back to her feet. “And your service is needed not just for us. But perhaps for the safeguarding of our holy democracy!”

“Huh?” Ramay said blankly.

“Yeah,” Kensie said. “We need you to curse us.”

Ramay stared at the wolf-girl, then looked between the others each in turn. “Um…”

“Look, it’s simple,” Ashlyn snapped. “Your people know how to do curses, right?”

“Hey!” Ramay protested, drawing herself up. “That’s a hurtful generalization about the Equus people, and how dare you assume it.”

“So you don’t know how?” Kensie asked.

“I um, didn’t say that,” Ramay mumbled, deflating somewhat.

“Then you’re our woman,” Erina declared happily. “You see, our warlock is looking to recruit another woman into our harem.”

Ramay’s horse-ears perked up. “Oh?”

“Yes. A vampire.”

Ramay’s ears wilted. “Oh.”

“However,” Erina continued, “this woman is under a curse that makes a man obsess over her alone. Now, I’m naturally in favour of a firm meritocracy, for such is how our great and glorious nation has come to be seen as a beacon on the hill to the rest of the world suffering under the heel of despotism! But I refuse to accept cheating. For our rules and laws are what allows us to live in such respect and harmony amongst these Free States. And-”

“We get it,” Ashlyn said sharply before turning back to Ramay. “Look. We need a curse so we can be on even footing with her. Get it? Now, can you do it or not?”

Ramay fidgeted before them, brushing soggy snow from her skirt and ducking her head into the shadows of her shawl, the coins braiding it chiming with the motion. “Um, well, the thing is that, you know, curses and hexes are illegal outside of war. I could get in a lot of trouble for doing it…”

“You’ll be in a lot more trouble if you don’t,” Ashlyn growled, a flicker of flame in her mouth.

“Ashlyn,” Tanya said with a gentle scolding tone.

The dragon-girl huffed a plume of smoke and crossed her arms, scowling.

Tanya nodded and looked again to Ramay. “That may be so. And I applaud you sticking to the moral and legal code. I know that it might be hard, but if we can get legal clearance for you to do the curses, would that be enough?”

“Well…” Ramay hummed. “If… if it’s considered legal, I guess.”

“Wonderful,” Erina cried, clapping before she dug into her pocket. “Here’s the one I want,” she declared, presenting a sheet to Ramay. “A Curse of Tantalizing Teats! One which causes my breasts to lactate with milk so delicious any man who tastes it will be unable to resist them! I paid a pretty penny to have this one dug up from a library back home, but such is the skill of Umbrican scholars!”

“Oh yeah?” Kensie said, pulling her own papers out. “Well, I nabbed a Curse of Candied Delight! Makes my lips, pussy, and ass taste like candy. Got this one right from the family archives.”

Ashlyn scoffed, regally pulling some papers from her pocket and unfolding them. “Well, I didn’t need help. I crafted my own Curse of Dragon’s Tongue, which will let me give the best head in all the land.”

Tanya cleared her throat, but from between her expansive breasts pulled a scroll she passed to Ramay. “A ah, Curse of Lubricant Bottom. To help things go… smoothly.”

Dumbfounded, Ramay took this last scroll, adding it to the pile she held. She flipped through some of the papers skeptically. “So… a lot of these would have to be ritual curses, you see. Which means I’ll need some expensive reagents to make them work, unless I had a lot of malice towards the person. Which won’t really work for most of you, since I need to hate the person.”

“Huh,” Kensie said. “Wait, which of us do you hate?”

“Well…”

Ramay gave Ashlyn a cold look. The dragon snorted, glaring at her. “Well? So what?” she demanded. “Then I guess you won’t need expensive stuff for me, huh?”

Erina winced and exchanged a pained look with Tanya. “It’s okay,” the princess said, resting her hand on Ashlyn’s shoulder.

The dragon-girl turned to her with confusion. “What is?”

“Don’t worry,” Tanya said, gently patting Ashlyn’s other shoulder. “Even if she does need more expensive ingredients for your curse, we can come together to help out.”

Ashlyn’s head swivelled between them in confusion. Then understanding dawned on her face, shortly followed after by fury.

“I AM NOT POOR!” she shouted, her wings snapping out, knocking the pair’s hands off her shoulder. “My family is well off! Just because I’m not a fucking princess or duchess doesn’t mean I need any charity!”

“Of course not,” Erina said encouragingly. “You’re just… financially inconvenienced.”

“Exactly,” Tanya said, nodding. “It’d be a favour to us really to help you.”

Ashlyn glared murderously at them, her mouth opening and closing as she struggled to put into words her rage. Finally she gave up, throwing her arms in the air. “Ugh! Whatever!” she snarled, turning and stomping away, tail lashing and wings fluttering in agitation.

Erina exchanged a sad look with Tanya. Poor girl. How hard it must be for one’s family to fall on such hard times. “Let us know the cost as soon as you can,” Erina told the befuddled Ramay.

Ramay fidgeted with her shawl, coins jingling. “It won’t be cheap. Some of these reagents are rare, and the ritual preparation alone will take—”

“Money isn’t an issue,” Tanya assured her smoothly. “Between the four of us, we can cover whatever you need. As for the legal concerns, I’m sure we can frame this as an educational demonstration of traditional Equus folk magic for interested students. The paperwork shouldn’t take more than a day or two.”

Ramay blinked at how quickly her objections had evaporated, then slowly nodded. “I suppose... if you can get me the reagents by the end of the week, we could do the rituals over the weekend. Somewhere private.”

“Done,” Erina declared with a clap of her hands. She waved politely to the befuddled Ramay before hustling after Ashlyn, joined by Kensie and Tanya a moment later.

Despite Erina’s best efforts to comfort Ashlyn about her poverty, however, the dragon-girl only seemed to get angrier. A pity, but Erina let it pass. After all, the girl had a tendency to let her temper control her. Something that Erina could never truly understand. Fortunately, they were off to join Alister in the library, which was sure to relax the other witch. Erina smiled to herself, delighting in the knowledge that Alister, her warlock, had such a profound effect on a girl who had once been his mortal enemy. It was a wonderful thing to…

To…

Erina slowed along with the others as they entered the library, the cat-girl’s eyes instantly picking out Alister at a table. And he wasn’t alone. For sitting near him, speaking animatedly with her warlock, was that filthy turnip-eater.

Auropans.

Erina’s hands tightened to fists at her sides and her tail poofed out behind her. Her back arched and a hiss of feline rage rose in her breast.

“What the f-”

Tanya’s hand slapped itself over Erina’s mouth and both Ashlyn and Kensie grabbed the bristling cat-girl, dragging her back among the bookstacks even as she struggled to be free and tear that filthy Auropan slut away from her warlock.

“Erina! Calm down!” Kensie said as she struggled to hold the cat-girl back.

“Stop wriggling!” Ashlyn snapped.

“Mff mmmm!” Erina yowled, her cry muffled by Tanya’s hand.

“Erina, don’t overreact,” Tanya said gently from behind her, surprisingly strong as she crushed Erina against the softness of her bust. “We have no idea what’s going on. Don’t cause a diplomatic incident over a misunderstanding.”

Chest heaving, Erina gripped her hands into fists so tight her nails drew blood. But she forced herself to calm down. Tanya was right. She was right. Alister was probably just… just being nice to that wretched demon worshipping turnip-eater bitch. He had to be diplomatic. And Erina certainly wouldn’t allow the next story in that rag of a newspaper to be about the princess of Umbrica giving a (admittedly no doubt richly deserved) beating to a wretched invader of her fair nation.

With great effort, Erina managed to get her breathing under control, her fingernails removing themselves from her palms and her tail (mostly) un-poofing. Once she stopped struggling both Kensie and Ashlyn carefully let her go and Tanya took her hand from the other witch’s mouth.

“I’m fine. I’m fine,” Erina said, taking a deep breath and letting it out.

“You sure? Your tail is still kinda… poofy.”

“Of course I’m sure. Now, let’s go see what Alister is up to,” she said firmly, stomping off.

She heard the others follow, but paid them little attention. All of her focus was on Alister as she marched up to the table. He saw her coming and got an uneasy look. Erina smiled to show him she was fine, but if anything he started looking downright alarmed.

Vattia turned her way and the Auropan’s rabbit ears shot up with alarm and her eyes widened, then darted to look for potential escape routes.

“Alister,” Erina said as sweetly as she could, planting her hands on the table. “Here you are!”

“Hi, Erina,” Alister replied. “How are you doing?”

“Just fine. Absolutely perfectly fine. I’m doing amazing! Because I live in a country of such freedoms that I can enjoy them. Because every breath I take is laced with the air of sweet liberty.”

“...Uh huh. Vattia, can you excuse me for a minute,” Alister said, rising from his chair. “I just need to talk to my harem real quick.”

“Oh. Certainly,” the rabbit-girl said.

Erina glared at her until Alister touched her arm and led her away into the stacks again. Once they had a few bookcases buttressing them from Vattia, Alister let out a sigh and turned to them. “Alright,” he said. “So-”

“Is she trying to get you to defect?” Erina blurted out. “Is she attempting to use her degenerate sexual powers to entice you into betraying your country, Alister? Don’t listen to her! We can be far more degenerate than her!”

“No, Erina-”

“Then is she trying to blackmail you? That bitch! Say the word, and I’ll nail her by her ears to the Tree of Ages!” Erina snarled.

Alister sighed, reaching up and massaging his forehead. “No, Erina. Don’t do that. Look,” he began again. “It seems like Vattia is getting a bit bullied by the other students, and Maleficia asked me to keep an eye on her. You know. Try and buttress things.”

“And you agreed?” Kensie said.

“Well I wasn’t planning on saying no and getting an even bigger target on my back from that snake. She hates me enough as is. Plus, well, I figure maybe she might be able to help with this whole ‘haunted by a demon’ thing.”

Erina stared, realization dawning on her. The arch slowly went out of her back and her tail finished de-poofing. “Of course!” she squealed, clasping her hands in glee and bouncing on her heels. “That’s brilliant, Alister! Of course. Now you can keep a closer eye on that treacherous dog! No doubt she has some hand in this whole demon thing. Oh Alister!” she gushed, throwing her arms around him and hugging him adoringly. “I just knew you wouldn’t be taken in by that wretched turnip-eater!”

“Er… Yeah, I guess?” Alister said uncertainly.

“So she’s being bullied?” Tanya said with a sad shake of her head, the lights around her horns dulling sadly. “Oh dear. I suppose it’s not too surprising.”

“Actually,” Alister said, easing Erina off him a little. “I wanted to talk to you all about that. I was hoping you girls could maybe hang out a bit with her when I’m not around. Help keep her feeling a bit more… secure.”

“Of course we will, Alister,” Tanya said.

“Yeah! We’ll keep an eye on her,” Kensie chimed.

“Sounds like a pain,” Ashlyn grumbled. “But… I guess if you really need it.”

“Agreed,” Erina said, trying to mask the disgust on her face at the thought of even pretending to be friendly with a filthy demon-humper. “For the good of our great nation, I will do my utmost to win her confidence, and discover her true and no doubt malevolent intent towards our glorious democracy!”

Alister sighed. “Sure. Let’s go with that.”


Chapter 14


I was feeling a bit better about things as I left the stacks with the girls and returned to the table. At least it sounded like Erina was willing to entertain not executing Vattia via firing squad, and it was about time I brought them into this arrangement anyway.

Vattia certainly perked up when she saw me returning, though looked a bit unsure when the four women with me took a seat at the table.

“Vattia,” I said with a gesture at the group. “This is my harem. Erina, Ashlyn, Kensie, and Tanya.”

“Ah,” Vattia said, relaxing a little. “Yes, of course. The… harem. A pleasure to meet you. I see why Alister is so taken with you. You all seem very powerful and fertile.”

“Uh, what?” Ashlyn said.

“It’s a compliment,” Tanya said and returned Vattia’s nervous smile with her own sunny one, the lights around her head glowing with happiness. “Thank you. We’re so glad for the chance to get to know you better as well. I’m sure we can learn much about each other and our different cultures.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Erina muttered under her breath, then jumped with a yelp as the table thumped, likely due to Kensie kicking the catgirl under the table to judge by the wolf-girl’s glare.

“Right,” I said before swinging my attention back to Vattia. “Actually that is something I was wondering about. Perspectives must be very different in Auropa. Tell me something. Do you know anything about someone named Sareeva?”

“Oh!” Vattia exclaimed, brightening. “You mean the Hero of the Red Ridge?”

“The what?”

“Oh yes,” Vattia said with a smitten sigh. “What an incredible witch! She was posthumously awarded the Crimson Star, our nation’s highest honour, for holding the Red Ridge while the rest of the army evacuated. If not for her noble sacrifice, Caldia may have overwhelmed the entire region and pushed back our brave patriots to the point of breaking. But thanks to her noble sacrifice, our troops were able to form back up and hold the rear guard against the Caldian menace.”

“Hero, huh?” I said, trying to square that with the cackling lunatic beating the powers of hell into gun barrels and turning her assistants into shrieking demons. Propaganda was a hell of a drug. Though, I’ve heard enough stories about myself to know it all too well. The propagandists will make the heroes it needs.

“Oh yes,” Vattia continued earnestly. “And she wrote a number of treatises on hellforging. She was one of the earliest adopters, and in fact was instrumental in forging demon engines for war purposes. Though some of her research was considered a bit… extreme. But she was instrumental after the revolution to advancing the science of their use.”

“Really?” Ashlyn asked, leaning in intently. “We don’t hear much about demon magic here in Caldia, for obvious reasons. Research into it is pretty much outlawed.”

“I’m not surprised,” Vattia said maybe a hint smugly. “Typical Caldian squeamishness when it comes to the fel powers. But only the ignorant need fear the unknown.”

“True,” Ashlyn said knowingly.

I glanced at Erina, and saw she’d closed her eyes, was biting her lip, and was humming what sounded like the national anthem. I was honestly kinda proud of her.

“Uh huh,” I said. “Tell me, Vattia. Does any Auropan research look into things like dreams?”

Vattia cocked her head. “Dreams?”

“Yeah. Like… making connections to the hell plane through dreams.”

“It’s not… common,” she said, her eyes flicking around and her rabbit ears wilting a bit. “But there has been some research into it. Though, I’m sure you wouldn’t be interested in that sort of thing…”

“I think I might,” I said.

Vattia squirmed. “There is… maybe something. But…” She looked about the crowded library. “This isn’t exactly the sort of place we should discuss it.”

“Somewhere more private?” I suggested.

Vattia nodded.

“I think I know a good one,” I said, pushing back my chair and rising.

The others stood too, most simply curious, though Vattia looked a bit nervous as she followed me out of the library flanked by four variably hostile witches in the uniforms of the enemy nation. But as we walked I heard Tanya talking soothingly with the other girl, who soon began to relax under the felborn’s gentle questions and friendliness. Not that I was surprised. There was a reason Tanya was my harem’s queen, and not just because she had a bigger bust than everyone else. Tanya had that patient, gentle mentality that let her deal with issues and hold a fair balance between everyone around her. I loved all the girls, but none of them had that same sort of steadiness to them. Erina was a bit too enthusiastic about Caldia, Kensie tended towards impulsiveness, and Ashlyn was… prickly.

As I half listened to Tanya gently chat with Vattia, I found myself smiling. Attagirl.

Conversation petered off, however, as I led the way off the school grounds and towards the forest. Naturally, the school itself was blocked off from the woods, and buttressed against it and its monster-infested area. But the woods wrapped further around the school and area, and though warded, no one was eager to build near the tree line, or hang out around it.

Which made it perfect for me. Ever since I got back from the war I found the forest somewhat soothing. The quiet of nature was much easier to enjoy when you didn’t have to watch out for snipers in the trees. Though I stayed wary. You never know, and given how often I’d been fighting for my life this school year alone, it seemed wise to be careful.

I led the way along a small trail and found our way to a clearing in the forest. It was a pleasantly private spot with some rocks scattered around, and just deep enough to be hard to see from the road.

“Will this do?” I asked Vattia.

The rabbit-girl gave it an assessing look and nodded. “Yes. This should work,” she said before taking a seat on a rock.

I took a seat on the stone opposite her, and immediately had my sides occupied by Erina and Kensie respectively, while Ashlyn and Tanya stood. Vattia took a moment to compose herself, clearing her throat before giving me a firm look.

“Okay,” she said at length. “What you must understand about demons is that they are naturally drawn to warlocks. Not only because warlocks alone have the power to open rifts to the realms of hell, but because only warlocks are able to truly enslave a demon. A witch can only contract with them, which allows the demon to manifest in the material plane by feeding off her magic.”

“Duh,” Ashlyn scoffed. “Everyone knows that.”

“But do you know why only warlocks can?” Vattia asked.

Ashlyn blinked. “Um…”

The bunny-girl witch nodded, her rabbit ears flopping with the motion. “Exactly. The reason warlocks can is the same reason they have their wyldcraft. They both come from the same place. A warlock is a human male that can touch all the realms of magic. Including the infernal one. Warlock’s wyldcraft and mutations are from being tainted by hell itself.”

“So,” Kensie said. “Are you saying every warlock is basically a demon?”

“Not at all,” Vattia replied. “A warlock has been mutated by infernal magic, which makes them more susceptible to such powers, and able to wield them far better. They can’t be as easily corrupted as witches because they’ve basically already been given an immunity. But they also have a natural connection to the infernal realm. And the stronger the warlock’s wyldcraft, the stronger that connection. And if a demon has marked you, it means they’ve essentially claimed you for their own. It’s why during the ignorant days of inquisitions, warlocks would often be put to death for bearing the ‘mark of the dark powers.’ Which some speculate is the cause for our current low amount of them.”

“Give us a break,” Kensie grumbled, folding her arms huffily. “It was right after the Fel Wars. Demon worshippers were all over the place.”

“Right,” I said. “So, a demon might have… marked me somehow?”

She blinked at me. “You?” she said. “Alister? Are you saying you’re receiving such… dreams?”

Well, I shouldn’t be surprised we got here so fast. But how much to tell Vattia? “I have,” I admitted slowly. “A demon queen has been invading my dreams. Or maybe I’ve been invading hers. It feels weird.”

Vattia’s face grew ever more sober and concerned. “Alister,” she said. “This is very serious. A demon would be one thing, but a queen? That’s…”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m not exactly thrilled about it either. Anyway, is there a way to see how she’s doing it?”

“Maybe,” Vattia said. “There is a ritual I can perform which will tell us, if you’re up for it.”

I glanced at the others, but no one seemed too sure about the situation. Aside from Erina, who looked just angry. Guess it was my call. I sighed and turned back to Vattia. “Alright. Let’s do it.”

She nodded. “In that case, please give me a bit of space.”

Everyone stepped back, though I saw that Erina had manifested her diamond gauntlets and was glaring suspiciously at the Auropan. If Vattia noticed she didn’t show it.

She did, however, start to strip.

“Uh, what are you doing?” Kensie asked.

“The ritual works best with as few, ah, obstructions between myself and the subject,” Vattia said, her cheeks dusted with red as she shrugged off her jacket, revealing her pert breasts clasped in a frilly white bra. “If you wouldn’t mind…”

“I think we do,” Erina gasped, looking downright scandalized. “Honestly, this is clearly just an excuse to attempt to seduce you, Alister!”

“No, I don’t think so,” I said, albeit uncertainly. “A lot of demonic rituals I came across during the war had a fair bit of nakedness involved. So unless demon worship particularly attracts nudists, I think she’s being honest with us.”

“It probably does,” Erina huffed, crossing her arms with a pout. “Filthy degeneracy…”

I’d for sure be the last one to say people who trafficked with demons were morally upstanding citizens, but it’d be pretty hypocritical of me to have asked for help from Vattia just to back out on a little something like getting kinda naked. Plus, it’s not like I wasn’t enjoying the view a bit. I’d always suspected Vattia had a great figure under that somewhat baggy uniform, and lo and behold, I was very much right. Though she wasn’t as busty as Tanya, or as muscled as Erina or Kensie, her petite figure held its own appeal. Her firm breasts were high and her legs lean and supple. And now that she was almost naked, I noticed a tiny puff of a rabbit tail just above the curve of her ass.

Cute.

“Are you ready to begin?” Vattia asked me.

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Sure. How um, naked do I need to get?”

“The shirt at the minimum,” she said, her nipples pebbly in the chilly air.

I shrugged off my black coat, handing it off to Kensie, with my shirt soon after. I felt my skin goosebump in the chill but shrugged. “Alright. Ready as I’ll ever be.”

She nodded, though I noticed a faint blush on her cheeks as she took a deep breath, her breasts quivering as she held it, her hands rising, then making an X pattern before her chest.

“Ithalum hagan ras. Jespair reair has!”

Just the words sent shivers racing down my spine.

And that was before she started moving.

Her hips rocked from side to side and her body swayed in time. There was something almost… serpentine about the whole thing. Which was doubly ironic considering her ears, but it was a hell of a show, that was for damn sure. The way her body moved was stunningly limber. Not to mention more sensual than a Suzerland strip tease.

Vattia continued speaking, the words spilling from her lips as she sauntered towards me, her arms continuing to move in that strange way. I straightened as she stopped in front of me, her fingers touching my chest. Tracing slow patterns over it that made my skin tingle and pulse race, blood flowing south in a hopefully not too obvious way.

But there was no way she didn’t notice when her hips came forward again, pressing against mine. Vattia’s head dipped, and she pressed her lips to my chest in six different points.

The marks glowed and I sucked in a quick breath as Vattia slowed her movements, staring at my chest intently.

I did too. Especially when a bunch of red marks started glowing on my skin in a circular pattern.

“Woah! What the fuck?” I demanded shakily.

“What in holy liberty!” Erina gasped.

“Um, Alister?” Kensie said nervously. “Please tell me you just got some weird tattoos back in the war or something?”

“No! Well, I did. But not this! What is this?” I demanded, pointing at my chest.

Vattia frowned, leaning back. “I’m afraid that is a demon’s mark,” she admitted. “A sign of claim on you by a denizen of the hellish realm.”

“But I’m not claimed by…”

Wait.

“Hexie!” I shouted, conjuring my familiar with a snap of my fingers.

The imp popped into existence, looking distinctly nervous. “Uh, hey, master. How’s it going?” she asked, twiddling her thumbs and avoiding looking at me.

I pointed at the marks. “Did you do this?”

“What? No way, master! I would never mark you as my warlock and me as your submissive bitch. Never!... More than once…”

I glared at the imp. “So it was you.”

She nibbled on her lip, poking the tips of her fingers together. “Well… okay, yeah. I mean, that was part of the whole familiar thing. Right? I had to. It was the only way it would work.”

“Then, what? Am I some kind of gateway to hell, here?” I demanded, gesturing at the markings incredulously. “Is a horde of demons going to rip their way through my skin and manifest in reality or something.”

“No! No no no no. It’s nothing like that, master. It’s just… you know. For me to come into this world, I needed a sort of… entry point.”

“Hexie,” I said, a warning note in my voice. “Is this why I’ve been getting those dreams?”

The imp tapped her fingertips together. “Um… It’s probably not helping…”

I covered my face with my hand. Fuck me.

“So am I a portal to hell or not?” I asked.

“Only for me, master,” Hexie assured me quickly. “No one else can use it. Promise!”

I glanced to Vattia, who nodded thoughtfully. “I believe she’s right. These sorts of runes are soul bound, not more generally. It all comes back to blood.”

“Blood?” I asked.

“Yes. Blood. A warlock’s blood is incredibly potent. As I said, warlocks are attuned to the infernal realms in a powerful way. And their blood makes a potent medium in such rituals. The great hero Sareeva even theorized that it was how warlocks were able to open rifts. We even used such principles to create hellhammers.”

“But I’m not acting as a doorway for demons?”

“I don’t believe so. Beyond your imp of course.”

“Well, that’s a relief. I guess,” I grunted. “But why haven’t I been getting these kinds of dreams before?”

“I’m… not sure,” Vattia admitted, frowning. “I’ll need to look into it some more. But I would be happy to share what I learn.”

“We’d appreciate that,” Tanya said.

“Sure would,” I grunted. Hell. This just became more and more complicated…


Chapter 15


A few weeks passed since the little strip tease in the forest. I kept my eyes open for more dreams that might give me a hint of Sareeva’s intentions, but nothing turned up aside from bog standard nightmares of the war. You know, the ghosts of all the people I killed chasing me. Being trapped in a trench and the earth swallowing me up. Reliving the old battlefields. The usual. Not helping things was that neither Vattia, myself, nor the others came up with any new clues, and eventually I got another eagle message summoning me to speak with the headmistress.

The door let me in without issue, and I entered. The office was the same as ever, I noticed. Even the headmistress was there.

She was not, however, alone.

I recognized the paladin from Noirveil’s demonstration instantly. Anoru stood at rigid attention before the headmistress’s desk, hands clasped behind her back and antlers poking from her helmet. Near at hand was another paladin. A fox-girl to judge by the tail and ears poking from her helmet. Her armour was less elaborate than Anoru’s, with a plainer helm and sunburst tabard, and she wore a pair of spectacles under her helmet. She gave me a quick smile, but wiped it off as soon as Anoru glanced at her.

“Alister,” Elegantra said, rising with a welcoming smile and wobble of her hat. “Thank you for joining us.”

“Yeah, no problem,” I said, giving the paladins another look. Anoru just glared at me a little, and I quickly turned my attention back to Elegantra. “So… what’s this about?”

Elegantra sat down behind her desk, her wooden and flesh hand clasping before her. “Since you’ve raised your concerns, I wanted to assure you we have been doing our due diligence concerning the demonic portal beneath the school. As such, I thought it would be a good idea to give you an update.” She gestured at the woman beside her. “This is Anoru Streiss. She is the leader of the sealing corps from the Order of the Blessed Sun.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

“Indeed,” she replied rigidly.

“And this is Fillia, her assistant,” Elegantra added, nodding to the second woman.

“A pleasure,” the other paladin said.

Elegantra made an inviting gesture to the stern elk-girl. “Anoru?”

“We have examined the seals thoroughly,” she said, arms clasped behind her back. “And have also checked on the health of the Tree of Ages as well. We have found no cause for alarm or breach among its designs. Fillia?”

“Yes,” the other paladin said, fetching out a ledger and quickly flipping through it. “However, we have noted unusual activity within the rift itself. A squad we had enter the rift on a standard suppression mission has not returned by its normal schedule.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It’s hardly unusual,” Anoru continued. “Missions can take longer, and the infernal realm is irritatingly hard to navigate. But when it comes to the works of demons, we will not be caught unprepared. They are cunning creatures. Cruel creatures! And we will not stop from preventing their foul influence from touching our virginal world. We will end them! Crush any sign of fel corruption wherever it is found! Grind it under our heel. Whip it to nothing until it is laid open and whimpering for mercy!” Anoru’s gauntlet tightened a fist before her with a creak of metal, her teeth grit with fury. “And we will offer none!”

Wow, okay. Bit intense, but it was something of a relief. I’d had plenty of commanding officers that were willing to let things go slack when it suited them or they felt it was unnecessary to be cautious. And before too long that carelessness got somebody killed. Or many somebodies, as was often the case. So hearing someone actually take the possibility seriously even if there wasn’t hard evidence of a breach of sorcery was a major relief.

“Glad to hear it,” I said.

“Do you feel more comfortable in this matter now?” Elegantra asked.

“Honestly? Yeah,” I said. “There’s definitely something going on here, and I hope you all find out what in time.”

“Rest assured, we will,” Anoru said firmly, her face hardening. “No demon shall set foot upon this holy soil. No creature of the infernal realms shall imperil this place! And any mortal soul who commits such heresy as cavorting or dealing with devils shall feel our wrath. Our judgement. Our divine justice!”

“Yes ma’am!” Fillia cried, practically vibrating with religious fervour. Or maybe some other kind of fervour, judging by the way she was gazing adoringly at her superior.

“Uh, yeah, okay,” I said. Note to self, do not bring Hexie out when anywhere near these people.

“Which is why,” Anoru continued, resuming her rigid stance and glower, “I once again wish to express my profound disapproval of welcoming such scum as that Auropan among these holy halls.”

Elegantra sighed the sigh of someone who’d faced the same argument many times. Even her hat deflated a bit, and I swear some of the flowers on her mossy shawl drooped. “Yes, Lady Anoru. You’ve made your point many times.”

“And I will make them many more until it is understood that to even tolerate a foot of a demon lover upon this hallowed ground is a sin! An abomination! A perversion of the gods and their wisdom!”

“The same arguments were given for felborn back in the day,” Elegantra noted tiredly.

“And I stand by them!” Anoru declared.

“With such passion, ma’am!” Fillia exclaimed, downright panting and flushed as she gazed at her impassioned commander.

…Okay, so probably best I get nowhere near these two or the rest of those near the portal.

“Yes. Yes,” Elegantra said patiently, nodding along before again looking my way. “Thank you, Alister, for coming in today. You may go.”

I cut a quick nod and turned, hurrying out of the room. Yeesh. Once I was properly outta there I sighed, tucking my hands into my black coat as I descended the spiral steps carved from the very trunk of the holy tree.

Unsurprisingly, it wasn’t until I was crossing the quad proper that Hexie popped into existence on my shoulder.

“What a bitch,” the imp harrumphed, arms crossed as she kicked her feet and scowled. “Stupid holy goody two shoes. I bet she’d just fucking melt from a good spanking and reads porn about demons blowing out a nun’s back.”

“No chance she just hates demons?” I asked.

“Ha! Take it from me, master. The most tight-wad persnickety holy bitches are the most depraved. You raid her room, I bet you’d find dildos thick as your arm and bdsm shit that’d make that cat-girl of yours envious.”

“I don’t think I’ll take that bet,” I said mildly, reaching up and tapping a finger against the top of her head. “And don’t you come out when she’s around.”

Hexie scoffed. “What do I look like, master? An idiot? No way. Only time I’ll come out when she’s in a room is if she’s tied up, and you’re pounding into her prissy pussy while she screams your name like the slut she is.”

“Got a lot of assumptions in that scenario, Hexie.”

“Yeah. Her ass and your… umptions or… uh... Bah!” she exclaimed, waving her arms. “You know what I mean!”

With a snort, I just shook my head and returned my attention to the hallway. I still felt a bit of relief on returning to the dorm and heading upstairs and reaching my room. “Kensie?” I called as I headed inside. “You in here?”

Apparently not, given there was no reply. Hmm. I wondered what she was up to? Her and the girls were definitely up to something. A bunch of them always seemed to have something going on these days. Sure, no one was missing their sexy night yet, and honestly, they were probably just hanging out with Vattia for the most part, but I definitely sensed they were up to something too.

Well, whatever. They had a right to their own lives. Actually, this was good. I could use the opportunity to get some writing done. Heading into my room, I pulled out my chair and took a seat, pulling out my notebook from where I’d left it in its drawer. Cracking my knuckles, I got out my pencil, and returned to the world of vampire lords, beautiful maidens, and more corset ripping than was probably realistic.

But hell, fantasy was fantasy. And I did love a good bit of strategic clothing damage.

In fact, I’d gotten to the part where Lady Grimsbane had just lost her blouse and was about to lose her virginity when I heard the click of the door opening in the other room.

I lifted my head, listening intently. A glance at the clock showed it was eight o’clock. Very late. I heard the familiar steps of the girls, and my bedroom door swung softly open.

Well, this is… interesting.

I raised an eyebrow at the four figures all garbed in obscuring black cloaks who stood there, their faces lost in the shadows of their hoods. Not that it was hard to tell who was who, given the horns and animal ears poking out.

“Ladies?” I asked.

“Alister,” Tanya said, stepping forward. “It is time. Follow us.”

Was it now?

Well, now I was really curious. I closed my notebook and rose, pulling my coat off the back of the chair and putting it back on. Tanya beckoned me to follow and stepped back, leading the way out of the dorm room.

I followed, the other four girls forming up around me like some shadowy escort. Well, this was a new game, and I got doubly curious when we left the Raven Wing’s Dorm and started across the school grounds. It was quiet, though the soft glow of the Tree of Ages lit the air and our path with a faint white, reflecting off the dewy grass that had finally emerged from the now melted snow.

Then I saw us heading to the gate that led into the forest.

Ah.

So it was finally time.

The guards at the gate didn’t give us any trouble, meaning some ground work had been laid for this little shindig. And it must have been a bit of work, given even if Stoneway was a school of sorcery, a group of women wandering around in black robes should draw a wee bit more scrutiny than it did.

Soon we were passing under the boughs of the Shadow Wood of Misery, which was as grim as I remembered it. Especially at night. Sure, the ward stones should be doing their job now of keeping the monsters away. But given what happened last term, well… Let’s just say I was keeping my eyes open.

Fortunately, nothing with copious amounts of teeth, claws, and bloodlust sprang out at us, and soon enough I spotted the familiar shape of Noirveil’s tower rising out ahead of the golden road, the moon’s gibbous glow illuminating it in all its glory.

Tanya stopped at the door and opened it, then made an inviting gesture. I started in, climbing the spiralling stairs to the upper level, the girls following me like silent monks.

We soon reached the top of the tower, which glowed from the light of dozens of candles covering just about every surface, and if it weren’t for magic would probably have been a major fire hazard. My eyes didn’t linger on them long, however, before they were dragged to the bed and the woman lying in it.

I’d seen Noirveil mostly naked before, and in fact in that very same room. But I was the kind of guy that could always find the sight of a naked woman worthy of celebrating, and Noirveil had a figure that earned it.

She was utterly nude aside from some rose petals errantly scattered over her body. Draped among the tantalizingly rumpled silk sheets, her dark hair fanned out like a halo behind her head, and her body was stretched sensuously on the sheets. Her firm, pale breasts and coal-black nipples rose and fell slowly with her breathing, the hard nubs just begging to be teased, while her arms were raised as if tied by invisible shackles to the bed posts, her fingers faintly curled. Her slim stomach dipped to her mound and bare, shaven pussy. One knee was bent, crossed over her other leg, as if considering covering her modesty and then deciding against it. Her ruby lips shone in the low candle light, and her eyes were lidded by long lashes that fanned tantalizingly at me.

It was a scene of sensual vulnerability. The sort of image I’d read a hundred times in novels with titles that used words like ‘Rogue’, ‘Ravished’, and ‘Unchained’ as verbs.

“Wow,” was all I could think to say with a throat that suddenly felt very dry.

“I am so pleased you like it, mon creature of ze night,” Noirveil hummed, stirring, her pelvis shifting as she switched which leg was crossed, which gave me another welcome angle of her pussy. “But… are you content to merely stand zere? Or do you not wish for more?”

I heard fabric rustle and glanced back to see all four of the girls shrug off their cloaks. And lo and behold, all of them were utterly naked. Erina, Kensie and Tanya looked pleased, while Ashlyn was red with embarrassment, but I could see the way she licked her lips and fought to keep her hands from covering herself. How they’d talked her into this I had no idea.

But it wasn’t their night, I knew, and my attention swung back to Noirveil on the bed. “I suppose this means that you got permission to enter the harem?” I said.

“Mhmmm,” the vampire hummed, her fingers sliding down from her shoulders, gliding along the curve of her breasts before reaching her nipples, which she lazily tweaked and stroked. “And I suppose zis means you are welcoming me in it as well?”

“I suppose so,” I said, my voice growing husky as I stepped forward, undoing my coat and shrugging it off.

I looked around the room at the women gathered there, each watching me with varying degrees of anticipation. Noirveil remained draped on the bed like a goddess awaiting tribute, while the others had formed a loose semicircle near the foot of it.

“Before we begin,” Tanya said, stepping forward with that gentle authority she wielded so well, “there’s something we need to explain.”

“Yeah?” I asked, my eyes reluctantly leaving Noirveil’s pale curves. I was harder than a diamond in the Frigid North, but something about the way she was purring every word made me think I’d better listen good and well.

“Professor Noirveil bears a potent curse. One that could make her time in any harem... difficult.” Tanya glanced at the vampire, who watched with curious interest. “In most harems, a woman with such a curse would be isolated by her equals. Resented. Worse, being an oddity, she would end up purely a sexual distraction to her warlock, reduced to nothing more than a living sex toy while the other women schemed against her for stealing their time away from their man.”

“By the glory of this proud nation, we weren’t going to let that happen,” Erina declared, her tail swishing with pride. Her hand briefly raised to her brow as though to salute, but she ended up stopping herself at the last second.

“So we evened the odds,” Ashlyn added, crossing her arms and looking away with a huff. “Not that I needed to. But whatever.”

I looked between them, thoroughly confused but erectly intrigued. “What do you mean, evened the odds?”

Kensie bounced on her heels, her wolf ears perked up. “We all got cursed too!”

“You what?! Are you in danger?!” I gasped, but they just giggled in response. That is, before my queen went on.

“Each of us bears a curse now,” Tanya explained as the lights around her horns glowed warmly. “Different ones, but equally potent. This way, no one has an unfair advantage. We stand as equals, and Noirveil has a real chance at happiness here.”

I stared at them, mouth flopping open like a fish, dick jerking like a drunken mongoose in a burlap sack. “That’s... I don’t even know what to say. What kind of curses are we talking about, exactly?”

Tanya smiled wider, and there was something decidedly mischievous to its quality, I decided. “Rather than explain, I think we should show you.” She turned to Noirveil, who had propped herself up on her elbows, watching with fascination of her own. “Professor, please ready yourself for your warlock. Watch while your harem sisters prepare Alister for you.”

“Oh my,” Noirveil purred, her fangs glinting as she smiled. “Zis is most unexpected. But I am ‘ardly one to object to such a show.”

The vampire settled back against the pillows, one hand drifting down between her thighs as she spread her legs slightly. I swallowed hard at the sight, but then Ashlyn stepped in front of me, blocking my view.

“Eyes on me, idiot,” she growled, though her cheeks were flushed. “I’m going first.”

“First for what?”

Instead of answering, she dropped to her knees and started working at my pants. I helped her along, and when she freed my cock she stared at it for a moment, her wings twitching nervously.

“Don’t get the wrong idea,” she muttered, folding her purple draconic wings. “I’m only doing this because...” She trailed off, apparently unable to come up with a good excuse. Then she leaned forward and took me into her mouth.

Holy fuck.

Whatever curse she’d gotten, it was doing what it was supposed to fucking do, that was for sure. Her tongue, way longer than I thought it was, moved with impossible dexterity, wrapping around my shaft in ways that strain the limits of language to describe. The heat of her mouth was intense, and she worked me with a skill that had my knees threatening to buckle.

“Nnngh,” Ashlyn moaned around me, and I felt the vibration all the way to my spine. “Like it… baby?”

“That’s the Curse of Lusty Dragon’s Tongue,” Erina said helpfully, appearing at my side. “Ashlyn crafted it herself. Impressive, isn’t it?”

I could only grunt in response as the dragon-girl’s head bobbed, her tongue wrapping and squeezing my cock in a sloppy, sensual hug. I was already embarrassingly close to the brink when I felt hands on my chest, guiding me to lean back slightly.

“Here,” Kensie said softly, her wolf ears folded back shyly. “Try this.”

She guided my mouth to her breast, and when my lips closed around her nipple, I understood immediately. The taste was incredible. Sweeter than caramel, like honey mixed with brown sugar and then a little mint for good measure. I groaned against her flesh, sucking harder, and Kensie let out a soft whimper. “Ohhh,” she moaned softly in my ear.

“That’s the Curse of Candied Delight,” Tanya explained from somewhere nearby. “Her pussy, anus, and nipples all taste like candy now.”

“Awoo,” Kensie howled, her tail wagging frantically. “Arf! Arf!”

Then Erina was there on my other side, pressing her breast to my lips when I released Kensie’s. The moment I latched on, warm milk flooded my mouth. It was rich and comforting, and I felt the desperate urgency building in my groin ease back slightly. Like the edge had been taken off just enough to let me think again.

“The Curse of Tantalizing Teats,” Erina said proudly, her cat ears twitching. “The milk helps control... mmm... helps control urges and lengthens your pleasure. Mew!”

I alternated between them. Kensie’s sweetness drove me wild while Erina’s milk brought me back from the brink, all while Ashlyn’s impossible tongue worked me like she was getting paid by the grunt. It was torture of the best kind.

“Alright,” Tanya said after what felt like an eternity. “He needs a breather, and I need a turn. Ashlyn, let me try.”

“Fine,” Ashly huffed. “Not like I was falling head over heels for the taste of his chunky dick or whatever.” The dragon-girl pulled back with a wet pop, her lips swollen and glistening. She looked very disappointed to have her turn over. I’d have to make sure to tend to her again before the night was through.

Tanya moved to the bed, positioning herself on her hands and knees near the edge. She looked back at me over her shoulder, the lights around her horns pulsing with her anticipation.

“Put it in my ass, baby,” she said. The crass words came out like sweet nothings, which added to their effect.

I blinked. “Shouldn’t we get some lube first?”

“No. Trust me.”

Skeptical but obedient for now, I moved behind her and pressed myself against her entrance. To my shock, I slid in with zero resistance. It was like her body had produced its own lubrication, slick and warm, more welcoming than even the most wondrous pussy juice. And I consider myself an authority on such things, frankly.

“Oh gods,” I groaned as I sank into her.

“The Curse of Lubricant Bottom,” Tanya gasped, her back arching. “Everything goes... mmm... smoothly.”

I started to move, and she pushed back against me wantonly, meeting every thrust. The other girls had migrated to the bed, joining Noirveil in various states of entanglement. Erina and Kensie were pressed against the vampire, hands wandering freely across her perfect, pale body while Ashlyn reclined nearby, one hand rapidly working her pretty clit as she watched.

A familiar pop sounded near my ear. “Wait, what the fuck?” Hexie’s voice shrieked. “No one told me this shit was happening! Hell yeah! Go, master, go! Go, master, go!”

“Hexie,” I grunted without breaking rhythm. “Kind of busy.”

“Fuck yeah you are! Get-tin’ biz-ay! Don’t mind me, master. I’ll just be over here enjoying the show with the rest of the peanut gallery.” She flapped over to perch on the headboard, her spaded tail swishing with glee. With a flash, her scant attire disappeared, and she was rubbing one out along with the others.

Tanya moaned beneath me, her fingers clutching the sheets as I drove into her. Across the bed, Noirveil had Erina’s hand between her legs while Kensie kissed and nipped at the vampire’s neck. Ashlyn had given up any pretense of aloofness and was openly fingering herself, her tail flicking and wings trembling.

“Close,” Tanya gasped. “I’m close, everyone.”

Evidently she wasn’t the only one. In relatively short order, moans and cries rose around the room as the women approached their peaks together. Kensie let out a howl, her wolf ears standing straight up. Erina squealed loudly, shouting out a cute “mew!” that almost had me chuckling balls deep in Tanya’s perfect tush. Then there was Ashlyn, who made a strangled sound that sounded suspiciously like my name.

Hells, even Noirveil threw her head back with a musical cry in her native tongue. “La petite mort!”

And Tanya clenched around me so tight I couldn’t have held back if I’d wanted to. I buried myself deep and let go, emptying into her with a groan that came from somewhere bestial deep inside me.

For a long moment, the only sound was heavy breathing.

Then Noirveil’s laugh broke the silence. “Mon dieu,” she breathed. “Zat was... quite ze appetizer.”

“And now it’s your turn,” Tanya panted, pulling away from me with a satisfied sigh. “Sisters, let’s give our professor some room.”

The girls rearranged themselves to form an audience at the edges of the bed while Noirveil produced a small vial of oil from somewhere. She poured it into her palms and began rubbing it over her breasts, the pale flesh glistening in the candlelight.

“Cleansing oils,” she explained, her voice a husky purr. “To prepare for ze main event.”

She beckoned me forward, and when I knelt on the bed before her, she took my cock in her slick hands. With deliberate care, she cleaned me between the valley of her breasts, her touch gentle but thorough. Then she leaned down and began pressing kisses to my shaft. One. Two. Three. Each one accompanied by a flutter of her long lashes and a soft hum of lustful affection.

I counted twelve kisses before I noticed her fangs. They were fully extended, gleaming white points that almost grazed my sensitive flesh with each kiss. The danger of it sent a thrill through me, but I trusted her implicitly somehow.

“Don’t worry, mon cher,” she murmured, her breath hot against me. “I won’t bite. Not tonight, anyway.”

By the fifteenth kiss, I couldn’t take the teasing anymore. I grabbed her wrists and pinned her back against the mattress, looming over her. Her red eyes widened with delight, and that fanged smile grew wider.

“Oh my,” she breathed. “Such passion.”

“In my defense, you’ve been teasing me for months,” I growled.

“No, I ‘ave been very transparent. You ‘ave been playing ‘ard to get,” she countered. “It seems we are both getting what we deserve tonight, non?”

I kissed her hard, tasting something sugary on her lips, which defied my expectations a little. She moaned into my mouth, her body arching up against mine. When I finally pulled back, she was panting, and her pale cheeks actually flushed. I wasn’t sure about the mechanics of blushing in an undead vampire, but now wasn’t the time to get anatomical.

Or was it?

“Take me,” she whispered. “Take me, mon roi.”

I positioned myself and thrust forward, and her gasp of pleasure echoed through the room. She was cool inside, but not unpleasantly so. Different. Like plunging into the finest silk, treated in the finest oils. And true to her own curse, apparently, she was impossibly slick, her body welcoming me with an ease that bordered on supernatural.

And holy fuck, it felt good.

I set a steady rhythm, trying to hold back the urge to fuck her wildly all at once, and Noirveil matched me stroke for stroke, her hips rolling to meet mine. Her hands gripped my shoulders, her nails digging in, but I could barely feel the sting over the glory of her perfect cunt. Meanwhile, those red eyes never left mine, burning with an intensity that made me feel like prey even as I was the one pinning her down.

“Harder,” she demanded. “I am not made of glass, mon cher.”

I obliged like an absolute madman, driving into her with enough force to make the bed creak in protest. She cried out with each thrust inside her channel, her back arching, her pale breasts bouncing with the impact. Around us, I could hear the other girls murmuring encouragement, but I couldn’t spare them any attention. All I could see was Noirveil beneath me, her dark hair spread across the pillows like a shadow, and her perfect face contorted with lewd pleasure.

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yes, just like zat. Oh, Alister! I adore you!”

I felt her tighten around me, her whole body going rigid. She screamed something in her native language again with her fangs fully bared, and the sight of her losing control pushed me over the edge. I buried myself to the hilt and let go, filling her with everything I had left. And it was a decent sum, let me tell you.

We collapsed together, tangled in silk sheets and each other’s limbs. Noirveil laughed breathlessly and pressed a kiss to my jaw.

“What a wonderful first time togezer, mon amour,” she purred against my skin.

I could only grunt in response.

From the headboard, though, Hexie let out a whistle that cut through the moans of the other girls, racing to their own climaxes once more. “Damn, master. You really know how to throw a welcome party.”


Chapter 16


Well shit. I knew this place.

Once more I stood in a literal hell of smoke, iron, and whirring steel. I looked about the infernal realm of Sareeva’s home with foreboding. Based on my previous experience, that sadistic bitch shouldn’t be far. Now, should I go looking for her? Or just stand around with my dick in my hand.

Well, I was never one for waiting.

I started off, not that I had any idea where I was going. The bowels of the hellish machine I wandered through seemed to go on forever, with twisting passages and cavernous chambers. Pipes spewing exhaust and the oppressive heat of the running machine. Honestly, this entire place felt oddly… organic. Like someone had turned some monster’s flesh into metal, or maybe designed it after something alive. Steel beams arched like ribs. Bellows pumped like lungs and engines rumbled and spewed flames of combustion like blackened iron hearts. Whole place creeped me out, and the clanging was probably giving me tinnitus.

But not so much I didn’t hear Sareeva’s familiar crooning voice.

“You’re doing so good, baby. I’m so proud of you. I just know we’re going to have so much fun soon.”

I turned my head towards the voice. A door stood not far, lit with a flickering glow from red and black flames. I dimly heard a voice reply, and Sareeva’s answering giggle.

“Aw, don’t worry about it. You’ll get everything I promised. Haven’t I kept up my end of the deal? Haven’t we had fun? And how about you, hm? Any news?”

I moved carefully towards the voices, inching down the passage.

“Aw, are you jealous? You know you’re the only one for me, baby. Now c’mon. Gimme a kiss.”

I reached the end of a corridor. A catwalk stood there, and through the mesh I could see the floor of what looked like an engine room. Furnaces belched smoke and fire, while literal maws of demonic metal were fed chunks of what looked like coal by conveyor belts made from what looked like leather, and I really hoped (and highly doubted) came from cows.

More pertinently, however, was Sareeva standing in the middle of the room, hugging something. Or someone. But even as I looked, whoever it was seemed to dissolve into black smoke, dissipating like a body pyre after a battle.

Sareeva’s arms opened, her smirk widening. Then her head suddenly cocked. She sniffed the air, then whipped around, her eyes locking onto me like a fighter pilot’s on a crippled bomber.

Fuck.

I stepped back even as wings of rusty metal burst from her back, a flap carrying her up and onto the catwalk with a bang. “Well well!” she said, straightening with a savage grin. “Lookie who it is! How’ve you been, Alister?”

“Better before I came here,” I growled. “Who were you talking to?”

“Oh my! Jealous? That’s so cute! I didn’t think you were the type, given all your girlfriends. What were their names again? Erina? Kensie? Ashlyn and Tanya, was it? Oh!” she added with a giggle. “And there’s a new one too, isn’t there?”

“How the fuck do you know that?” I demanded.

“Let’s just say I have friends in high places.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. Dammit. Don’t let her get to you. Focus, Alister. “What were you talking about?” I demanded. “What are you scheming?”

“Oh Alister, really?” she giggled. “Do you expect me to just reveal my master plan just like that?”

“Well-”

“Okay, here it is.”

I stared at her. “Are… Wait, are you serious?”

“What can I say,” she said with an airy wave. “You twisted my arm. Anyway, my grand plan is to tear open the portal beneath the school like it’s reality’s new asshole and bring about another fel war! Oooh,” she tittered, clapping for herself in giddy glee. “Isn’t that exciting?”

“Insane is more like it,” I said, both unnerved and suspicious. She was being too loose with this. “Why would you even want a war? What do you have to gain?”

“I love it when you play dumb. Why do I need to gain something from war? War is the point!”

“What?”

“Exactly that,” she said, her grin widening, her eyes burning like stoked coals. “I don’t care about power. Or souls. Or land or territory or some high minded ideals. I just want war. I want conflict. I want combat. I want the serenade of screaming shells. I want to breathe the smoke of burning cities. I want to pave the way of trundling tanks with skulls. I want rivers of blood to soak the lands. I want war, Alister. I love it! The fight. The grit! The press of will. The stripping away of every ideal and illusion and nothing left but raw soul and will to survive! When nothing else matters but killing the other fucker before he guts you first. The fury and hate and visceral tearing of flesh! I want to see fighting. I want to see blood! I want it all, Alister. I want it again!”

“You’re insane,” I said, leaning away from her.

Sareeva laughed gaily. “Oh come on, Alister,” she cooed. “As if you don’t want it too.”

“I don’t!” I snapped at her. “I hated the war!”

“No,” she said with a certainty that sent a lead weight plummeting in my chest. “You loved the fight. Don’t tell me you didn’t relish those moments when you were on the front lines and tearing through the enemy. When your blood was pumping and you could feel the power of all those dead around you feeding you. The ecstasy of those moments of slaughter and chaos. I know you did, Alister.” Her tongue snaked out, licking my cheek. “I could sense it in you then. And I can taste it even now.”

My heart pounded and I furiously swatted at her tongue, forcing her to pull it back in. “You’re… you’re sick!” I snapped. “I don’t want that.”

“Aw, poor boy. Denying the obvious. But lie to yourself all you want. I know what gets your engine purring. Just like it did on the battleship. It’s probably why I can cross over like this, Alister,” she said teasingly. “Why I keep intruding in your dreams. We’re so wonderfully alike! And I can’t wait to show you war all over again. You were alive then, Alister. You’re just living now.”

My jaw tightened. My blood pounded, and yet it was cold. Because I was afraid she was right.

I did love the fights. I did enjoy battling in the chaos of war. Slaughter felt good. Affirming. Like I was born to do it. Born to the death and murder and savagery of the battlefield. Born to kill and feed on the dead. It was a fact I’d long ago been forced to accept throughout the war. Something I tried to bury when I came to Stoneway and found peace.

But she was right.

Gods help me, I did love to fight.

“I’ll never let you do it,” I snarled.

“It’s so cute when you think you have a choice. But don’t worry,” she said, winking. “I’ll remind you all about it soon enough, Alister. And then the fun will really begin…”

Her face began to waver, shimmering as her body grew intangible as a mirage. Everything around me seemed to bleed away, swirling into a maelstrom of smoke that darkened to an oily pitch black. I coughed at the reek of exhaust, closing my eyes against their sting.

And when I opened them again, I was back in my bedroom, soaked in sweat, my heart hammering a mile a minute.

A hum drew my eye to the side and I found Kensie lying there, curling up against me. Her wolf-like ears twitched and she snuggled in closer to my body.

The sight of her face was like a drench of cold water. My heart slowed and my muscles unknotted. I relaxed among the blankets for a moment, feeling again the firm press of reality on me.

But memories of the dream lingered, and Sareeva’s words echoed in my mind.

“Fuck,” I grunted.

“Mmm…”

I looked back to Kensie as her nose wrinkled and she opened her eyes sleepily. She smiled up at me as sleep cleared from her eyes. “Morning, Alister.”

“Morning,” I replied, smiling back at her.

She sniffed again, and her nose wrinkled. “You smell like gas,” she said. Realization hit her a second later and her expression sobered further. “Was it another dream?”

“Yeah,” I sighed, sitting up reluctantly. “She flat out admitted her whole plan is to start a new fel war by breaching the portal under the school.”

“Really?” Kensie said, pushing herself onto her knees.

“Yeah. And she was definitely talking to someone. But before I could get a look at them they up and vanished.”

Kensie shuffled in closer and I felt her hands land on my shoulders, gently massaging them. “Poor Alister,” she said softly, pressing up against me. I felt her breath on my neck as she sniffed me again, then let out a soft growl before she started rubbing up against me.

“Uh, Kensie? What are you doing?”

“Marking you,” she said, nuzzling the back of my neck. “To get the stink of that bitch off you. You’re our warlock, not hers. Fucking demons. Always trying to take what’s ours…”

“I didn’t do anything with her,” I promised the wolf-girl.

“That’s not the point,” Kensie said, her voice muffled by my hair as she stretched up against me, arms looping around my neck as she practically dry-humped me. “You’re our warlock. And if some horned bitch thinks she can get a piece of you behind our backs, then I’m gonna make sure she knows you’ve got much better waiting at home.”

Okay, a little weird. But at the same time, I wasn’t exactly complaining. If an unbelievably sexy wolf-girl wanted to rub against me first thing in the morning, then I think it’s a sacrifice I was willing to make. My morning wood certainly agreed.

Though a lot of what else she’d talked about still haunted me. I sighed, rubbing my forehead. “I’m still worried, Kensie…”

“She could just be lying,” the wolf-girl said, licking the back of my neck, sending shivers shooting straight down to my cock.

“Lying?”

“Yeah. Uncle Orgall was a famous demon slayer, and he told me that demons always lie to benefit themselves, but sprinkle in just enough truth you think they’re honest. She’s probably just messing with your head.”

“I’d seriously like to believe that,” I said honestly.

“Mmm… Want something to take your mind off it for a bit?” Kensie asked.

“Hm?”

Her hands slid down my front, fingers coming to rest in my lap. I grunted as she gently grasped my cock and gave it a slow pump.

“We could take a shower. Wash all her stink off you.”

I chuckled hoarsely. “And undo all the work you just put in on marking me?”

“I’m okay with starting over,” Kensie said teasingly, nuzzling my hair.

That made two of us.

I was feeling a bit better by the time I left the dorm. A good long shower with Kensie will do that, but once I was out on the quad and she had to hurry off to her first class, I felt again that familiar feeling of oppressive dread. Best report this whole thing to Elegantra, though I wasn’t sure if there was anything she could do beyond what she already was. Short of evacuating the school she’d done all she could, and there’d been no signs of tampering with the seals. I sighed, rubbing my face tiredly. Man. Why did these things keep happening to me?

I shook my head, dismissing it. Probably I’d just used up all my luck not getting vaporized by a shell in the war. Given the options, I’d take the stress, thanks.

“Alister!”

I turned my head to see Erina and Ashlyn crossing the quad, the cat-girl literally skipping, her tail quivering with excitement while Ashlyn came on with a bit more dignity, though I also noticed a quickness in her step.

“Hey girls,” I greeted as they joined me. “How are you?”

“Wonderful, Alister. And who would not be to wake up to the glorious freedom enjoyed by every citizen of Caldia?” Erina asked brightly.

Ashlyn just rolled her eyes. I chuckled as I stopped by a newspaper dispenser. There were a few of them on campus, containing the usual major papers for the nation. And sadly, I’d made it something of a habit of picking up the latest edition of the Patriot’s Bugle every morning. Not because I wanted to give them my money, but because I wanted to keep an eye out for a return of the gossip columns stalking me.

“Anything?” Ashlyn asked, tensing up a little as I flipped through the pages.

“Nothing,” I confirmed, tucking it under my arm. As I did, I caught a new poster nailed to the nearby bulletin board. It was hard not to, given it encompassed almost half the thing.

“Founder’s Day?” I said, reading the board. “What’s that?”

Erina literally gasped, hands going to her mouth in horror. “Alister! Did you not know?”

“Know what?” I asked, looking between her and Ashlyn.

“Why,” Erina exclaimed. “It’s only the biggest holiday on campus! A celebration of Stoneway’s founding and its activities. It has everything a red blooded Caldian could want. Every club in the school will be holding exhibitions, not to mention food stalls, parties, and other festivities. There’ll even be patriotic music from the school band! I’m putting on a demonstration of combat magic for the athletics department,” the cat-girl declared proudly.

“Even I know what it is,” Ashlyn said, giving me a smirk.

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Guess I’ve just been a bit busy…”

“Well! You simply must come,” Erina said. “Everyone is helping out with their clubs, and it would be a poor warlock who didn’t visit his harem girls at the events.”

I chuckled. “Fair enough. And I’d hate to miss you girls having fun,” I said.

And who knows? This could be just what I needed to take my mind off other things…


Chapter 17


Well, if I hadn’t seen that poster, I definitely would have noticed the flurry of activity as we got closer to Founder’s Day proper.

Over the next few weeks it was like the whole school came alive. Bustle increased. Decorations started going up. And school groups I never even knew existed seemed to pop out of the woodwork and start setting themselves up.

Personally, I was kinda meh about the whole thing. I’d been to enough parades and such that a big shindig didn’t really wow me. But as I watched the event take shape, I honestly found myself looking more and more towards it. Though, I did find myself spending less time with the girls, all of whom had their own booth or were helping out with one for the event proper. Even Ashlyn, much to my surprise.

“Felicity looped me in to help with the veterinary school’s petting booth,” the dragoness told me, scowling. “It’s stupid, but she begged me, so…”

“Yeah?” I asked, grinning at her. “Does that mean if I stop by, you and I could do some heavy petting?”

Ashlyn smacked me with her tail for that one, but she didn’t say no. The others were helping out all over. Kensie had her Huntress Association doing a display. Erina was working with the Athletics Department to put on a dueling demonstration. And Tanya… well, frankly, she seemed to be helping out a bit everywhere. Even the other warlocks in the group were doing something.

“Oh yes,” Lucen told me at our next meeting. “I’m running a pastry booth.”

“Pastries?”

“I’m a baker at heart. And I am pretty good, if my harem is to judge,” he added proudly. “You should pop on by. I’ll give you a special warlock discount.”

Tempting. I might have to take him up on that.

When the day arrived, I was honestly pretty impressed by how the whole thing came together. Shaded under the Tree of Ages, the festival sprawled out over an entire corner of the campus. Every club or association had their own little booth or spot on the grounds, whether they were a literary group, various sports, or even some private organizations. Unsurprisingly, the biggest one was the army’s, which occupied a whole pavilion and had recruiter booths for every branch, from infantry, airforce, and even golem mobilization. They even had some proper warwitches in their full armour doing demonstrations on all the wonders of combat magic.

I lingered near them for a little bit, watching some recruiters extoll the virtues and glory of serving your nation as a meatshield to some impressionable young witches before I moved on. Nope. Never again. They’d had enough of my life, I didn’t plan on giving them another minute. And I had far more appealing things to visit anyway.

First off was Erina’s showcase, and I was eager to check it out. I remembered her showing at the War Games, and I could only imagine how much she’d improved since. She’d had plenty of opportunities.

Clearly, the Dueling Association was a popular one. There was an absolute mob of eager students gathered at the arena. Apparently I was expected, as when I gave my name at the ticket booth I was directed through and to the sidelines, where I found Erina bouncing on her heels near the stage. She was in her combat uniform, with its broad skirt and the school’s colours, layered with steel reinforced with arcane defence wards. The second she saw me she immediately brightened.

“Alister!” she cried, splitting off from the other athletes to rush up to me. “You made it!”

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I assured her, peering past her at the rest of the stage. “I didn’t miss it, right? You haven’t gone yet?”

“Not at all! In fact, I’m next up. Here,” she said, bustling me over to one of the benches and pushing me down. “Watch me here. I’ll give you a show you won’t forget!”

“That I believe,” grinning at her.

Erina beamed, then flushed and wiggled, her feline tail swishing nervously. “And um,” she said, twiddling her thumbs.

“Yeah?” I prompted.

“W-well, lots of girls get um, favours from men who like them. You know. Before their match. For good luck.”

“What? Like, a scarf or something?” I asked.

“Well…”

Shit. I didn’t exactly carry around handkerchiefs or whatever. What could I…

Oh.

“Lean in a bit,” I said.

Ears perked and alert, Erina did so, giving me the perfect angle to lean up and kiss her on the cheek.

“There,” I said, pulling back with a grin. “How’s that?”

Erina’s cheeks were bright red, but the joy on her face told me all I needed to. Good thing too, because the next moment the referee witch on the stage shouted, “And now! Please welcome our first contestants in the duels!”

Erina jumped and whirled, but before she rushed off she glanced back at me. “Watch this!” she said.

“Gladly,” I said, settling back as Erina pranced up to the arena, climbing on and hurrying to her corner. I turned my head as her opponent did the same, waving to the crowd. Looked like another earth witch by the bulky hammer foci. She was a cow-girl, with horns and the build to match her mutation. Not to mention the bust, made quite obvious as her dueling armour’s breastplate conformed to her chest. An iron helmet and iron skirt made up the rest of her gear.

The pair faced off and I leaned in, curious. Earth users had a lot of variety in their magic, and two witches of the same elemental spec fighting could get very interesting. It wasn’t just a matter of who hit the hardest, but who potentially had the stronger understanding of their element. This could get good.

Erina grinned at the other girl and slammed her fists together. With a ringing sound diamond gauntlets coated her hands and upper arms, the cat-girl dropping into a battle ready crouch. The referee witch looked at each of them, her checkered robe swirling in the breeze as she mounted a broom and floated into the air. She raised her arm, then brought it down sharply.

“Begin!”

Erina moved first, unsurprisingly. Her diamond gauntlet slammed into the ground, and the arena floor rippled as a mass of earth spikes rippled outwards like a wave towards the other witch.

But the cow-girl was no slouch, and swung her hammer around, slamming it down and sending her own wave to meet Erina’s. The two spells clashed like tectonic plates, the stage rippling and buckling, much to the delight of the crowd.

Even as the spells collided Erina was moving, charging up the slope while the earth witch did the same from the other side, dragging her hammer behind her. The pair reached the crest at almost the same time, and the second Erina saw the cow-girl she threw a sparkling fist at her.

The cow-girl skipped back, surprisingly nimble for her size, and her strength showed as she swept her hammer around in a flash.

Erina bounded back, then slammed her fists into the ground. The cow-girl yelped, stumbling as the ground shuddered with a quake, ruining her footing. Erina rushed in, pressuring the other girl. The cow-girl slammed a foot down, and Erina’s quake suddenly stilled, the spell countered.

I winced as the cow-girl swung for Erina, only for the cat-girl to slam her foot into the ground, a pillar of earth erupting under her, sending her flying into the air. The cow-girl looked up in shock, just in time to see Erina, smiling with glee, clasp her glittering diamond fists together and bring them down like a hammer of the gods.

The cow-girl tried to block it with her hammer, but the sheer force of Erina’s blow slammed into the weapon so hard it was ripped out of the cow-girl’s hands and sent flying across the stage, banging out of reach.

Before the cow-girl could even think of going for it Erina landed, then delivered a quick, brutal one two to the other witch’s chest. Wards blazed and metal took the hits with a sound like a gong. With a sound like shattering glass the cow-girl’s wards shattered and she fell to one knee on the floor.

A flare spell shot up from the referee witch as her broom swept in. “Our winner! Erina Harper!” the witch declared.

Erina swung her fist up, diamond sparkling as she beamed, flushed with triumph as the crowd applauded her success. Then Erina reached down, helping her opponent back up. The pair shook hands, then bowed to the crowd to yet more applause, including my own.

I was still grinning when Erina came down from the stage and rushed up to me, her tail twitching and pupils large with feline glee. “Did you see, Alister? Did you watch?” she asked.

“I did. You were amazing.”

“Naturally! And so was Besse. But after all,” she laughed. “What else could be expected of our glorious nation’s education in combat?”

“What else indeed,” I said politely as I stood. “We’re still meeting at the dining area in two hours, right?”

“Of course, Alister. I wouldn’t miss it for the world!”

“Attagirl,” I said, leaning in and giving her another quick kiss. “I better go. Lots to see today, after all.”

Erina waved farewell, then turned back to the stage to watch the next competitors climb up, the stage returning to its former state thanks to the referee witch’s efforts.

As for me, I headed out of the arena and returned to the quad and its busy booths. As I did, I felt again that weird sense of being watched. Different from the usual stares I was getting from various witches wandering around. This one was more intense.

I paused, looking around, but didn’t see anything obvious, and after a minute it was gone. I scowled, but shook it off. Let’s see here… Next stop could probably be Ashlyn. She was nearest, and probably was looking for a bit of support first off. I headed over, finding the Fantastic Beasts stall, though I probably could have just by the smell. Sure, they hadn’t brought any really dangerous creatures like a dragon or something, but what many people didn’t understand was you get enough animals together and no amount of perfume was going to save you.

This was particularly true here. The menagerie had gone for the more docile animals to show off, which was understandable, so fortunately no cockatrices. But the griffin looked a bit ornery, and that platypus looked like it could do some damage if so inclined.

I spotted the blonde that was Ashlyn’s friend grooming a two-headed hippogryph. I almost didn’t recognize her in the durable rubber boots and leather smock she was wearing. A far cry from the stylish earrings and jewelry I normally saw on her. When she caught my eye she waved enthusiastically.

“Hey!” she called, putting down the brush, which the hippogryph didn’t seem too pleased about by the way both its heads glared at me.

“Hey,” I replied. “Is Ashlyn around?”

“Totes! We like, put her in charge of the petting zoo. Figured she wouldn’t want to, ya know, deal with some of our, ya know, more ornery animals.”

“Probably the right move,” I said.

“Right?” she giggled, pointing the way.

I thanked her and moved on, heading for a tent marked Petting Zoo. I poked my head through the opening and almost choked on a grin.

Ashlyn was inside, leaning over a pen filled with Minimammoths. The adorable furry pachyderms were clustered around her as she brushed her fingers through their wooly coats.

“Look at you,” Ashlyn cooed. “Lookit your fuzzy wuzzy tusky wuskies. Look how pretty you are. Who’s a pretty elephant? Who’s a fuzzy cutie?”

One of the minimammoths let out a trumpet from its trunk, prompting Ashlyn to squeal with delight, her wings fluttering and tail thrashing with delight. “Look at how loud that was! What a clever boy. Such a clever boy!”

Suppressing a snort, I slinked up near her. “I quite agree. They are awfully fuzzy wuzzy.”

Ashlyn shrieked, bolting upright and whirling around to stare at me with eyes like dinner plates. Almost immediately after she scowled, her face so red it was hard to say where her scales ended and skin began.

“Don’t sneak up on me like that!” she cried, thwapping my leg with her tail.

Laughing, I held up my hands in surrender. “Sorry, sorry. But you looked busy with the minimammoths. I didn’t want to disturb you.”

“I wasn’t… I mean… I was just, you know, checking on them. Making sure they were alright.”

“Got it. That’s all you were doing.”

“Exactly,” she huffed, glaring at me as if daring me to say otherwise.

I didn’t, and instead let her show me around the zoo. Once she got over her initial embarrassment she proved pretty thorough showing them off, though I didn’t get to see her calling anything either fuzzy or wuzzy again.

“Alright,” I said after a good twenty minutes. “I better get going. I still need to check in with the others.”

“Right. Sure. We’re still meeting up with everyone for lunch at one, right?” Ashlyn asked.

“That’s the plan. It still work for you?”

She nodded readily. “Sounds fine. I’ll see you there.”

I waved farewell and headed out, though I noticed Ashlyn edging towards a cage of what looked like hamsters who were probably in dire need of being told they were cutesy wootsie fluffy balls. I snorted, shaking my head. That girl was just full of surprises.

I had to put a bit more spring in my step to get to Kensie’s Huntress Association. Set up in a corner in the shadow of a building, it was put in a large tent. A witch stood out in front wearing a cowl and a smirk.

“Welcome,” she said, wiggling her fingers at me. “To the domain of mystery!”

“Hi. Yeah. Is Kensie around?” I asked.

The witch paused and pushed back her hood a bit, giving me a closer look. “Hey… aren’t you Kensie’s warlock? The vampire?”

My shoulders slumped. “I’m not a vampire,” I said wearily.

“Uh huh,” she said, looking me up and down shrewdly. A smile slowly pulled at her lips. “She’s actually in the middle of something, but we totally have a place you can wait for her.”

“Uh huh,” I said, not sure I liked that look in her eye. “Maybe I’ll-”

“It’s right this way,” she said, grabbing my hand and pulling me into the tent.

My hesitation proved my undoing, and before I knew it I’d been yanked into the darkness of the tent.

In short order I found myself planted on a chair while a number of witches stood around me, staring at me intently. Oooo…kay. Not sure what was happening here, but pretty sure I didn’t like it.

“So…” I began.

“Mind if we see your teeth?” a girl with moth wings asked.

“My teeth?”

“Why don’t you burn in sunlight?” another asked.

“Do you really have a curse?”

I looked between them blankly. Oh. Ohhhh. I should have known. I sighed. “Listen,” I said. “I’m not a vampire.”

“Yeah. Kensie said that,” one of the girls said in a pretty dismissive tone.

“Would you like a snack?” another asked, sliding a platter of breadsticks absolutely reeking of garlic.

“No. Thank you. I’m fine. And stop positioning that mirror behind me,” I added, turning my head and giving a glare the girl who’d been dragging a full length mirror over. “I don’t have a reflection.”

“Oh, no,” the moth-girl quickly said. “You got us all wrong. That’s a… um… a prop for a seance. Just need to move it over there instead.”

“Uh huh.”

“Does virgin blood taste different?” another girl suddenly burst out.

I groaned, burying my face in my hand. I reeeeeally should have seen this coming.

The flap of fabric had me look up to see Kensie stumble into the tent, absolutely drowning in black fabric covered in mystical silver stitching. “Girls!” she wailed. “Has anyone seen my crossbow staff? I thought I left it…”

She trailed off when she saw me, her eyes widening and jaw dropping. I gave her a weak smile and a wave. “Hey, Kensie.”

“Alister!” she yelped. “Is it time already? Wait, what was going on in here?” she asked, casting a suspicious look at her fellow monster hunters.

Coughs and uncertain fidgeting answered her, no one present willing to meet her eyes. I enjoyed their discomfort for a minute before I finally got to my feet.

“No worries,” I assured her. “They were just making me feel welcome. Interesting getup, by the way,” I added, walking up to her.

“Think so?” she asked, instantly brightening again as she tugged out the front so the symbols could be better seen. “Thanks! It’s a replica of the uniform worn by the Alpha Huntress from back in the second fel wars.”

“Well it looks great on you,” I said, touching her back and steering her away from the others. “Now about that tour I was promised…”

Kensie was more than happy to supply it, bringing me through the various little displays of replica monster slaying weapons, charts on ghoul weak spots, and even some genuine dust from a lich that had his phylactery destroyed. It was kind of interesting, though not really my cup of tea. But seeing how energetic and into it the wolf-girl was more than made up for it to me.

“And here,” Kensie said, picking up a crossbow. “This is a silver tipped Westerson 500. Anyone hunting werewolves with something else may as well rip their own throat out and save the beast the trouble. Oh,” she said, pouting when she noticed the clock on the wall. “But I guess you gotta go…”

“I do,” I told her, patting her back. “But I had fun, Kensie. Maybe next time, you can show me some of the things from your private collection.”

She perked up. “Yeah?”

“Absolutely,” I told her, catching her chin and tilting it up before I pressed a quick kiss to her lips.

Kensie moaned softly, her tail thwapping frantically as my tongue wrestled with hers. When I finally pulled back, I couldn’t stop a soft laugh at the sight of her needy face. “Catch up with you for lunch, right?” I asked her.

“Y-yeah! I’ll be there,” she promised, beaming at me

Giving her another quick kiss on the lips I left her there, heading out of the tent and back into the crowds outside.

Now, just had to go see what Tanya was up to…


Chapter 18


Finding Tanya proved to be a bit of a challenge. Unlike the others, she didn’t have a single booth to call home. Instead, I spotted her ducking out of a first aid tent near the dueling arena, only for her to vanish into the crowd before I could catch up. I saw her again a few minutes later, helping some younger students set up a display for the Alchemy Club that had apparently collapsed. By the time I got there, she was already gone, and when I asked where she went, one of the students pointed vaguely toward the food stalls.

I finally caught up to her near the edge of the dining area. She was talking to a tearful-looking witch whose apron was stained with tomato sauce, patting the girl’s shoulder and saying something soothing. The lights around her horns glowed with gentle warmth, and I watched as the girl’s sobs subsided into sniffles, then a watery smile. Tanya gave her one last pat, said something that made the girl laugh, and sent her on her way.

“There you are,” I said, walking up behind her.

Tanya turned, and her face lit up when she saw me. “Alister! I was wondering when you’d find me.”

“Took a while. You’re a hard woman to pin down today.”

She laughed, tucking a strand of hair behind one of her horns. “I suppose I am. There’s just so much that needs doing, and not everyone thinks to ask for help when they need it. Someone has to keep an eye out.”

That was Tanya in a nutshell. Always looking after everyone else, making sure things ran smoothly behind the scenes. It was no wonder I’d made her my harem queen.

“About ready to grab something to eat?” I asked Tanya, offering my arm.

“Very much so,” Tanya said, weaving her arm in mine. “It’s such a wonderful thing seeing so many people coming together in love and cooperation, but it can be exhausting,”

“Well, you’re doing amazingly,” I told her.

Tanya laughed happily, the lights around her head glowing and shining bright as stars. “Thank you, Alister. That means a lot to me.”

Gods but I loved her. I couldn’t resist leaning in and giving her a quick kiss, which she eagerly reciprocated.

Sadly, we couldn’t go further quite yet. By then we’d reached the dining area, which had a number of picnic tables set up near a stage where some musicians were playing Caldian folk songs.

As we walked into it, I spotted Trey not far interviewing some witches at an Ambrin style cuisine booth. He caught my eye and shot me a shy smile, but I curled my lip and turned away.

“Friend of yours?” she asked, peering at the warlock.

“Not likely,” I muttered.

She gave me a curious look but didn’t press it. Soon enough we managed to find a table and claim it. “Have you been enjoying the festival, Alister?” Tanya asked.

“It’s been pretty good,” I said. “Nice variety of things.”

“I’m glad,” she said, squeezing my hand. “You’ve been so worried lately and distracted. I’m glad you’re finding enough to take your mind off things.”

“You noticed?” I said.

Tanya’s face softened as she lifted my hand, squeezing it to her chest as she looked into my face. “Alister,” she said gently. “I know you want to be strong, but you don’t need to hide your worries from me or the others. We love you, and are here for you. Your burdens are ours, and together, we can share them, and help each other wherever and whenever we need to. You don’t have to carry it all on your own.”

I felt a lump form in my throat, and not just because Tanya was pressing my hand against her truly impressive and soft chest. “I… I know,” I admitted. “Sorry. I guess I just… I’m still getting used to having others to rely on like that.”

“We know,” Tanya said gently. “But don’t worry. Because we’re here for you, and always will be.”

Though I knew that, to have Tanya say it outright to me still choked me up. I honestly didn’t know what to say. Tanya seemed to sense that, for she simply squeezed my hand again and scooted in so she was sitting close against me.

“Alister!”

I looked up from her to see Kensie bounding towards us, waving eagerly while Ashlyn and Erina followed her close behind.

“There you are,” the wolf-girl said, her tail wagging eagerly as she took a seat. “Told you I could find him,” she smugly told Erina and Ashlyn. “I know his scent anywhere!”

“Sounds like he needs a shower, then,” the dragon-girl replied, but she plopped down right next to me, her tail weaving its way around my waist and squeezing.

My eyes roamed around the table and to all the girls gathered around me, and I again felt that pang of love for the women in my life. I truly was an unspeakably lucky guy.

“Anyone see anything good at the food stalls?” Kensie asked, looking between us.

“Not yet,” I replied. “We were waiting for you all before we started looking.”

“Then what are we waiting for? I’m starving,” Kensie groaned, rubbing her stomach.

“Agreed. There’s bound to be some excellent Umbrican cuisine here,” Erina said. “Though naturally, like our great nation itself, any dish served from the fine cuisines of Caldia’s varied free states are bound to be delicious.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said, rising.

“I’ll stay here,” Tanya put in. “Save our table.”

“Sounds good. Should I get anything for you?”

“Whatever you have,” Tanya said.

Worked for me. With the other three women clustered around me I headed into the maze of the food stalls. Wow, talk about being spoiled for choices. There were absolutely dozens of them, all offering something different. Yet even then there were long lines to every stall or booth.

Well, all except one.

It wasn’t hard to pick out, owing to the fact there was literally no one in front of it. At first I thought it was closed.

Then I saw who was running it.

Vattia stood there, elbows on the counter and chin resting in her palm. She perked up when some witches wandered near her booth, but when they kept going she sank back into her despondent slump. I hesitated for a second, then turned my steps towards her.

When she saw me coming the rabbit-girl instantly shot up, her face lighting up with joy. “Alister!” she said. “Welcome!”

“Hey,” I said, taking in the booth. “Didn’t know you were running something here.”

“Yes,” she replied proudly. “To better help share the wonderful culture of my homeland, I reasoned the best place to start would be with some traditional dishes. Though,” she added, her rabbit-ears wilting a touch, “it seems I may have been mistaken.”

“Hardly surprising,” Erina said. “After all, the taste of despotism is-”

I put my hand over the cat-girl’s mouth and gave the rabbit witch another quick smile. “Well, I think it’s a good idea,” I told her. “In fact, I think I’ll take a bowl of… what is it you’re selling?”

“It’s called borsha,” Vattia said happily. “A traditional Auropan turnip stew.”

Figures.

“I’ll take two bowls,” I said, removing my hand from Erina’s mouth and giving her a warning look. The cat-girl pouted, folding her arms.

“Me too!” Kensie chirped.

“I guess I can too,” Ashlyn said.

Kensie elbowed Erina in the ribs, and the cat-girl scowled deeper, her ears flat even as she forced a smile that was downright unnerving. “I’ll… have one too,” Erina forced out, looking like she was on the verge of vomiting.

“Right away!” Vattia said, so keyed up with happiness she didn’t even seem to notice Erina’s disgust. She bounded back into the kitchen portion of the booth and pulled the lid off a large pot. Reddish steam breathed into the air as she stuck a ladle inside, quickly spooning out five bowls and delivering them to us.

“Smells great,” I said, which was true enough. Though, given some of the things I’d been forced to eat in the war, my tastebuds weren’t exactly the most refined. Food was food. Even if said food was rat soup with a side of mud. But I was proud to say I never tried Private Perkins gumbo, regardless of my hunger. Poor Perkins. Apparently he’d been amazing with pepper.

“Come back any time,” Vattia said, her mood seeming much improved as we departed.

“You don’t think it’s poisoned, do you?” Erina asked in an undertone, scrutinizing the red stew like it was liable to spring out and attack her.

“That would seem a bit stupid,” I said dryly as we headed back to our table.

Erina didn’t seem convinced, but I shrugged it off. Our trip back however wasn’t direct. Kensie apparently felt like a bowl of stew wouldn’t be enough for her, and got diverted by a few snack vendor stalls to load up on protein, which mainly meant meat skewers.

Once we were sufficiently stocked we returned to the table. Tanya had managed to save our place, and was delighted when she got the stew. Less so when I told her about what I’d noticed about Vattia’s booth.

“The poor thing,” Tanya said, the lights around her horns dimming with sympathy. “It’s not fair.”

“No,” I agreed. “But not surprising either.”

“Exactly,” Erina said, prodding her stew with a spoon. “Few true patriots have any patience for a clear agent of our enemy nation.”

“Yeah,” Ashlyn said, shrugging as she ate. “I mean, what did she expect? People would welcome her with open arms? Auropa is stuffed with fuckers. This is pretty good, by the way.”

“Mrf mrm mrf,” Kensie said around two meat skewers.

I took a bite of the stew as well. Mm. That was pretty good, actually. Had a nice heat to it and tang.

Erina looked skeptical, but reluctantly raised a spoon to her lips. With a look of greatest disgust she forced the spoon into her mouth and chewed.

“Well?” I asked.

Her jaw worked slowly, and at last she swallowed. “It’s… edible,” she eventually admitted. “Though pales compared to a burger, that most Caldian of foods.”

“Feel free to get some freedom fries later,” I informed her.

Erina merely huffed, but she did dig in with far less drama following, and even cleaned her bowl.

Lunch was pleasant, and once I finished I was reminded of a certain offer made to me. “You all keep eating,” I said, rising. “I’m going to see about grabbing some dessert.”

“Dessert?” Kensie asked eagerly. “What kind?”

“Wait and see,” I replied, heading off.

It took me a minute to find Lucen’s booth. At first I didn’t realize it was his. The place was absolutely swarmed with witches. Daddy’s Hot Buns was proudly written atop the stall, and Lucen himself was behind the counter, shirtless and looking proud of it. A lot of warlocks let themselves go, as they figured (not unreasonably) that they don’t need to try anymore, but Lucen definitely wasn’t one of them. He was built like a god, with a smile that made many a witch swoon whenever he turned it on.

But damn were his customers thirsty for him.

“I’ll take a dozen of Daddy’s Creampies!” one of the witches called.

“Here you go,” Lucen said, handing over a bag of pastries.

“Can I get a Frosted Cake?” another girl squealed.

“Do you glaze the donuts yourself?” a third witch asked.

“I’ll make a special effort for yours,” he said, winking at her.

The witch nearly fainted under that, and had to be supported by two of her friends. I could only shake my head.

When he saw me, Lucen lit up and waved me over to a side of the booth before turning back to the crowd. “Sorry, ladies!” he called. “Be right back. Just need to take a quick break.”

A chorus of disappointed cries met this, but Lucen still bowed out, hurrying into the booth. I made my way around it as one of the girls in Lucen’s harem moved to the front to (wo)man the counter.

“You seem popular,” I noted as Lucen emerged from a flap in the back.

“Hoof! I’ll say,” he snorted, swiping his hand through his hair. “Ladies love my buns, that’s for sure. My harem loves a guy who cooks.”

“Seems everyone does.”

“Damn straight,” he agreed. “I actually got an offer to be the spokesman for a big time bread company. Liberty Mill’s. They think I’m very photogenic.”

“Oh ya?” I asked.

“I’ve always been told I’d make a great face on the silver screen. I’ve even gotten offers from big time agents. I’ve honestly gotten offers to move straight to Mourning Wood and make movies.”

“You gonna go for it?” I asked.

“I’m thinking about it.”

“Well,” I chuckled. “I’d miss you. Anyway, that warlock discount still valid?”

“You know it. And hell, I’ll even throw in a couple of my Hot Bun Cakes if you joined me behind the counter for a few hours.”

“Shirtless?” I asked.

“Well, that’s a given. Gotta give the crowd what they paid for.”

I laughed. “Let me think about that. I…”

My words trailed away. Because as I stood there, I suddenly became aware of something being terribly wrong.

It crept up on me suddenly. The world seemed to dull and grow indistinct. A cold feeling washed over me and I straightened sharply. What the fu-

Pain.

Horrible, wrenching pain suddenly ripped through me I grabbed my chest, staggering a step and throwing my hand out to steady myself against Lucen’s booth. My pulse hammered and my vision swam.

I felt a steadying hand land on my shoulder. “You okay?” Lucen asked, his face swimming out of the haze, concern painted on his face.

“Something’s… something’s wrong,” I gasped.

“It wasn’t my bread, was it?” he asked. “I…” He trailed off, lifting his head as well and looking around. “What… what is that?”

He was sensing it too. The realization hit me even as the crippling pain faded to a dull throb. I straightened slowly, panting. “I-”

A thunderous boom exploded across the campus. I jumped and looked about wildly, my eyes drawn towards one of the campus buildings. Smoke poured out from that direction, and I heard a sound that haunted my nightmares even then.

A roar like grinding gears.

“Fuck,” I said.


Chapter 19


“What… what is it?” Lucen gasped, staring past the booths where smoke plumed from somewhere distant.

“Demons I suspect,” I said, forcing myself in the direction of the sound.

“Demons!” he gasped, and I realized that he was following me. “How?”

“Dunno, but we gotta deal with it,” I told him as we started running. The pain of whatever had happened was fading and I was feeling more myself, and Lucen definitely was as he easily kept pace with me. I conjured my blood claws as we moved, and soon had to fight against a tide of people running from the smoke. Across a broad avenue we caught a glimpse of one of the outbuildings. I think it was used as a sports annex or something.

Emphasis on was.

Half the building was blown out and smoke was billowing from it in a haze. People were panicking all around it as I arrived, skidding to a halt alongside Lucen as another metallic groan bellowed from the hole. Several witches retreated from the gap, firing off spells, but then broke and ran as something tore the rest of the way out of the wall.

Ho-ly fuck.

It was a demon. Mostly, at least. But it looked like a cross between a monster and a doorway. Fat didn’t do it justice. The thing looked like someone had crossed a frog with a truck, then fed it to its absolute limits. Steel plates coated its hide and exhaust pipes sprouted from its back, spewing acrid, sparking smoke. Its flabby limbs heaved its mass out of the ruins of the wall, its mouth so absolutely massive it took up nearly half its body, and was ringed with teeth. Its throat, however, wasn’t a proper gullet, but instead was filled with a hellish red light like it was choking on a portal. Which was fairly accurate, because even as I watched it the monster all but vomited up a bunch of warty little demons.

The smaller demons were about the size of dogs and looked like balls of green flesh with teeth of rusty red metal. Squat legs sprang them about, the demons shrieking and gibbering as they attacked anything in view, forcing witches to retreat or fling spells at them. I spotted one student miss one of the hopping monsters, then it launched itself at her and latched onto her arm. The witch screamed, going down, and then the rest of the demons jumped all over her and tore her to pieces.

Shit.

“Holy hell!” Lucen gasped.

“Kill them,” I said, charging forward. One of the demons saw me coming and flung itself at me. I juked right and grabbed its leg, slamming it down before digging my claws into it. The demon shuddered as I pulled the blood from it, but I recoiled as my wyldcraft tasted its taint. I could feel the corrupting nature of it. That was always the problem with dealing with demons. I could use their blood outwardly, but had to be careful about absorbing it.

Fortunately, I wasn’t going to have a problem finding uses of it. Several more of the little demons flung themselves at me, shrieking and gibbering. I pulled back, using my newly stolen blood to form a sword. I hacked the first of the ball-like horrors to come at me, but an absolute tide of the fucking things were right behind it and were utterly nonplussed as I killed them.

A sudden howl preceded a mass of scything wind blades into the monsters. I glanced back and saw Lucen there. He’d yanked off his chef hat and his hair was writhing like a mass of snakes, each braided with a silver ringlet of a foci. Like a one man firing squad his hair was casting lashing wind blades at the small demons.

I gave him a nod, then swung back to the attackers, only to find the horror crawling out of the hole in the wall wasn’t the only greater demon. Several more had spilled out in its wake. Distinctly more feminine, their hair writhed like thin tentacles and their curves glowed like fissures of molten fire were trying to erupt from their skin. Finely wrought steel clung to their figures and turned their hands into scything claws. A few had wings or other vestigial signs of their mutations. I recognized the look all too well. Sareeva had a bunch of them the first time I killed her. They had likely once been witches, but now they were demons. Corrupted.

And out for blood.

Shrieking with savage glee they spun burning black flames of spells and sent them soaring to explode among the witches who’d marshalled to fight them. I fell back as one sent a blast of fire right at me, the lobbed fireball exploding inches before me.

“There he is, girls!” one of the demons shrieked gleefully. “Get him!”

The corrupted witches converged on me. Fuck! I did not have time for this. I glanced past them and saw the bloated demon’s mouth had grown wider, spikes sprouting from all over its body as it vomited up another batch of those demon balls.

My attention swung back towards the witch demons coming at me like a swarm of harpies when a sudden blast of lightning shot one out of the sky and sent her pinwheeling to the ground.

I knew that spell.

I looked back to see Tanya standing not far, her horns buzzing with lightning, her hand still upraised and her ring foci glowing with magic. Erina and the others were rushing up behind her and the felborn gave me a quick nod.

“We’ve got them, Alister!” she cried, her attention switching back a moment later as the other witch demons shrieked and charged my harem.

I spared them a nod, knowing how strong the group was and that they could handle themselves. And their reprieve gave me a minute I badly needed. I swapped my attention back to the bloated demon, whose bulging eyes had locked onto me with disturbing intensity. It gave a bellowing roar and lurched its bulk around to face me, its jaw wobbling with the thunderous cry as more demons spilled from its maw.

I darted forward, Lucen sending more blades of wind to disrupt the lesser demons from reaching me. I dodged and weaved around them, then slammed my foot on one of their heads. A pulse of wind magic beneath my foot pulped the demon’s head and sent me shooting into the air, blood wings ripping out of my back and making my head spin as I took to the sky.

The bloated monster tilted its bulk back to look at me, and its mouth opened yet further. Yet there was something else in there now. Something familiar. A silhouette of a woman. A silhouette I knew well, wearing a peaked cap and a huge coat.

And aiming something at me.

“Shit!” I swore, a blast of wind magic flinging me sideways.

It almost wasn’t enough. A sudden salvo of burning shot erupted from the demon’s maw and shredded one of my wings. I toppled out of the air in a tailspin, the ground rushing up to meet me.

Something dark suddenly consumed the hard ground and I landed hard, bouncing off a swirling mass of wind and smoke before it faded, leaving me to land in a sprawl, but with far less bone-mulching force. I scrambled back upright and turned my head at a musical laugh.

“Mon cher! You started ze fun without me,” Noirveil declared, gliding through the chaos with a sway of her hips. Swathed in a black dress, a parasol shading her along with a broad brimmed hat tied around her chin with a red bow, she stopped beside me, gazing at the shuddering demon. “Is zis zing being a nuisance, mon crimson knight?”

“Something like that. I need to get close.”

“Zen I shall make an opening for you, my darling,” she declared, swirling her hand, her bracer’s eyes glowing an ill green light. “Zo suggest you hold your breath. Oh, and try not to get anyzing in your eyes.”

I did as she said, stepping back quickly as the mini demons swarmed towards us, shrieking and gibbering. Only for Noirveil to swing her umbrella down to point at the monsters. From her bracer spewed a mass of heavy green smoke that engulfed the demons.

Instantly the mass of small demons were hacking and coughing, most toppling over and foaming at the mouth while their skin blistered from some kind of toxic gas.

“Your opening, mon darling,” Noirveil said.

“You were holding back in our duel,” I said.

“It is ze prerogative of your bride,” she said with a wink.

I could only scoff, but didn’t have another moment to waste. I charged forward, the heavy smoke already dissipating. The massive portal demon reared back as I reached it, its huge eyes bulging as I leaped onto its lower jaw and drew back my sword.

I found myself right before the portal, swirling with a rip right into the infernal realm. Through it, I saw Sareeva’s figure again, nearly lost in the haze. But I could see her smile. That mocking, flirty, sadistic smile as she lifted her hand.

And blew me a kiss.

Gritting my teeth, I slammed my blood sword into the monster’s side. The swollen demon bellowed in agony, its foul breath washing over me even as I pumped the demon blood I’d stolen into it, swirling it in its veins and racing for what counted as its heart.

The demon shuddered above me, its maw choking. Then, as I seized control of its foul blood, mixing it with my own, I compelled it to burst its veins.

A bucking wrench of motion almost ripped me right out of the monster’s maw. Blood poured from its throat, eyes, and every other orifice it had. I released the sword and pulled back, hopping out of its mouth and retreating.

The demon swayed, its eyes rolling back. The rift that formed its maw narrowed and shrank before blinking out. And with nothing to keep it open, the monster’s mouth slammed shut and it collapsed where it squatted.

Breathing hard, I stepped back, taking in the damage. The witch demons were dead where they’d fallen, my harem scattered from their duels. A massive crowd had formed to watch, and I spotted more than a few who’d helped out.

Lucen picked his way towards me and stared at the corpse. “Is it… is it dead?” he asked.

“Dead as dead can be,” I told him.

“Splendid work, mon cher!” Noirveil declared, suddenly at my side and grabbing my face. Before I knew what was happening she pressed an enthusiastic kiss to my lips. “Mwah! Oh my darling, that was magnificent!”

“Th-thanks,” I said, still trying to work through events.

Lucen had moved in close to the corpse and was inspecting it. “But,” he said with a worried look, nudging the demon’s bulk with a foot. “Where did it come from?”

I shrugged, shaking my head. As I did so, I spotted something jutting from its hide. What looked like some kind of massive black iron nail jutted out of its back. The thing throbbed with power, its metal faintly fissured with swollen crimson magic like magma, slowly fading even as I looked at it.

“Is… is that a hellhammer?” Lucen asked, pointing at it.

“No,” I said quickly, but it did look a hell of a lot like one. Belatedly, I realized that Lucen’s voice had carried far. I spun about in alarm to see the word race through the crowd, and as one they seemed to turn.

And stare at Vattia.

The rabbit-witch stood near the front of the watchers, her red uniform marking her out sharply from everyone else. Her tall ears wilted like they were trying to cover her head and she looked about in alarm.

“N-no!” she said quickly. “It’s not… I was nowhere near… I was at my stall!”

Mutters began to thread their way through the crowd. Fuck. The mood was very quickly turning ugly. “Girls?” I said, waving my harem in. “Listen. I need you to get Vattia out of here now. Get her to Maleficia’s office. Before anything happens.”

Noirveil took in our audience grimly, her formerly flirty air utterly gone. Tanya’s lips tightened and she nodded. “We will,” she murmured, then turned and hastened with the others to Vattia. Tanya, Kensie, and Ashlyn closed ranks around the terrified bunny-girl, Noirveil taking the lead, her umbrella shading them as she pushed forward. The vampire’s presence quickly parted the crowd, Erina picking up the rear, though not looking too pleased about it. Good. No one would try anything with Noirveil there.

But that didn’t mean they were going quietly.

“Fucking turnip-eaters!” someone shouted.

“Baby killers!”

“Demon whore!”

I grimaced as I watched them go, moving swiftly through the crowd even as I spotted more security witches from the school push their way through and head towards me. I sighed, readying myself for whatever comes next.

What a shit show.


Chapter 20


“Are you kidding me?”

It was almost a week after the fair, and my words rang in the living wood of Headmistress Elegantra’s office. Under normal circumstances, I never would have raised my voice like that in there. Especially with the company present. But they were lucky I didn’t flip her fucking desk after what I just heard.

Elegantra sat behind her desk, her expression carefully calm and measured. Anoru and her hanger on were in there too, the paladin captain standing with unflappable sternness while Fallia mimicked her from the taller witch’s shadow.

“Is there some misunderstanding?” Anoru asked primly.

“I sure as hell hope so. Are you seriously telling me you’re closing the investigation?” I demanded.

“That is exactly what I am saying,” the paladin said. “After our further investigation into this summoning, it appears clear to us that this attempt was the culmination of whatever menace the demons sought to engineer. Considering the amount of damage caused, it’s plain that this was their grand scheme.”

“An entire outbuilding destroyed,” Fallia read off from her notebook. “Ten killed, not including the perpetrators, and approximately seven million in assorted damages, including lost food.”

“That? That’s nothing,” I said, gesturing wildly. “That was fucking tiddlywink amateur hour!”

“Precisely,” Anoru replied firmly. “Your perspective may be coloured due to your time in the army, but ninety nine percent of demonic efforts end much like that. With the witches who use it enthralled or possessed by the demon they were attempting to summon, and the demon then causing a great deal of property damage before being banished back to the realm which spawned it.”

“What about the people corrupted?” I demanded incredulously. “What about that nail thing?”

“The corrupted were several students who had been on our watch list already,” Fallia put in with a quick confirming glance at her superior. “The witches were the usual types. Outcasts and loners, while the ah… larger demon was a warlock who had been noted to have certain Auropan sympathies.”

“And the nail?” I demanded.

“Investigations in it are ongoing,” Elegantra told me. “We’re not sure what it is, but it seems to have been used to cause that… mutation. It seems they’d been experimenting with it, and the results were, as you saw, a failure.”

“I talked to Sareeva,” I growled, pointing at my own eyes. “I heard it from her own lips. She told me face to face that she was going to rip open the portal beneath the school like a wet fucking napkin.”

“Which plainly had been a ruse,” Anoru replied with a cold glare. “There has been no damage to the Tree of Ages nor weakening of its holy protection. We have searched every inch of the sacred tree and not found a single discrepancy.”

“I personally joined the inspections,” Fallia pointed out. “Not a thing found.”

“Precisely,” Anoru said with a nod at the other woman. Her eyes skimmed back to me. “And while we were doing that,” she continued darkly, “the students who engineered this tragedy were able to go about their business with ease. Clearly, this was all an effort by the demon to distract us while her minions prepared for this very event. Demons lie, Mister Blackwood. They’re rather notorious for it.”

I hesitated. Could she be right? It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that Sareeva was feeding me bullshit in order to carry out her true plan. No. No, I wasn’t buying it. Sure, this sort of thing seemed like exactly the kind of shit Sareeva would pull. But it was small potatoes compared to what she could do.

I’d faced a lot of psychos in the war, but Sareeva stood at the top tier of crazy. And the woman who pioneered a dozen new ways to replace a demon’s dick with a machine gun wouldn’t be satisfied with just some devils causing havoc. She wanted a war. This was barely a skirmish.

“You’re making a mistake,” I warned her and Elegantra.

“I understand your frustration, Mister Blackwood,” the Headmistress said patiently. “And I assure you, I am keeping the paladins, security, and instructors on full alert nonetheless. But I will defer to Anoru on this matter, and put it under her responsibility.”

“Rest assured, headmistress,” Anoru said, “I will ensure that I send every report to you.”

“You’re making a big fucking mistake,” I warned them, looking at each of the trio one after the next. “All of you.”

“We will see. Won’t we?” Anoru replied stonily.

I curled my lip, but the matter was clearly closed for them. And apparently this meeting was done as well, seeing as the door to the Headmistress’s office pointedly opened behind me. I turned so sharply my coat whipped around my ankles and I marched out of the room.

I’d stormed halfway down the stairs before I mastered myself enough to slow down, forcing myself to think clearer and calm down. I heard a pop and glanced over to see Hexie sitting on my shoulder, looking at me uneasily.

“You okay, master?” she asked.

I blew out a huff of air and pressed my fingers into my forehead. “No,” I admitted. “Not really. I can’t believe they’re just letting it drop like that. Am I the crazy one here?”

“For assuming a demon queen has bigger plans than some schlubs getting creamed for her driving a giant demon dick through the virgin pussy of reality? Nah, I think you’re spot on, master.”

“Thank you, Hexie, for that vivid image.”

“It’s what I do.”

That much was true. But despite the lewd allegory, it did feel a bit comforting for a literal demon to say that yeah, this shit wasn’t the half of what was waiting for us. I wondered if I should have summoned Hexie in there? But no. No. Anoru already seemed disinclined to believe me. And revealing my familiar was a literal imp from the infernal plane probably wouldn’t play well with a paladin whose whole job was killing her kind. And anyone who trafficked with them to boot.

My temper was getting scorching again and I kept walking to try and help me cool off. At the bottom of the steps the girls were waiting, and all of them jumped back to their feet when I arrived.

“Well?” Kensie asked.

“They’ve decided to stop looking into the portal,” I said.

“What?” Ashlyn gasped, her wings fluttering with agitation. “Are they stupid?”

“No. They just think that attack was the sum of Sareeva’s scheme,” I growled.

The girls looked uncertainly between each other. “So… what now?” Kensie asked.

I shook my head. “I need a walk,” I said. “I gotta go clear my head.”

“Wh-what?” Erina gasped, her ears and tail twitching. “But… but Alister! Classes are starting in ten minutes!”

“You all go. I can’t do classes right now,” I said impatiently.

“You’re… you’re skipping!” Erina cried in horror, hands flying to her mouth like I’d just suggested barbequing babies on a burning flag. “Alister! But… but your attendance!”

“I think I’ve learned enough today,” I said, moving past the quartet and brushing out of the doors.

None of the girls followed me, probably still too surprised by what I’d just said and how fast I was moving. But for once, I didn’t mind that. I needed some time alone to process this. I loved the girls, no question, but sometimes a guy just needs some time to himself.

And I dearly did today. Fuck. I felt like I was taking crazy pills sometimes. And not just the stuff the army pushed on us to keep us ‘keen’ during combat. Keen as in would send you into such a screaming, frothing rage you’d rip through barbed wire to try and gut the enemy with a spoon.

“So uh, not to doubt you, master. But… do you have a plan?” Hexie asked from my shoulder as I walked out of the gates of Stoneway and towards the town.

“Ask me after I clear my head,” I grunted.

“Uh, okay. Sure, master. I’ll be around,” she said, popping out of existence.

I barely noticed. My mind was churning with the stress of the whole situation. Fucking idiots. I know that wasn’t totally fair. Elegantra had done a lot already, and she’d taken me seriously, but I wasn’t feeling in a very charitable mood for people’s motivations.

“Fuck,” I swore again, shoving my hands into the pockets of my dark coat, hunching my shoulders as I prowled through the streets. Gods fucking damn it. Maybe they were right. Maybe that had been Sareeva’s whole scheme. I didn’t believe it, but it was hard for me to blame Anoru and Elegantra totally for buying the idea. It was possible. Unlikely as fuck, but possible. And the worst of it was that the only way to be sure was to wait for the other shoe to drop. And who knew how much damage would be done then.

I sighed, rubbing my face, feeling the heat of my anger drain away. I was furious, yeah, but I wonder if it was just all this situation?

No. Probably not. Moreso, it was just a reminder of how often this kind of stuff happened to me back in the war. Far too often I got saddled with commanders who thought if they believed hard enough and clicked their heels, everything would turn out just like they wanted it to. It was a shit situation at the best of times, but a lot of good people always ended up suffering because of that kind of ego. And I had a feeling this was going to be a case like it.

An ear-splitting screech had me jerk my head up, yanked from my thoughts, and I realized I was out in front of the train station. Hoof. Thank fuck. I almost thought another internal combustion demon was about to rampage. Though that would have settled my question of whether Sareeva was done with us.

And though I didn’t see a demon rip off the station roof, I did see one thing that was almost as interesting.

At first I didn’t recognize her with the hat and long red travelling cloak, but when she turned her head and I saw her face my eyebrows flicked up. Now what the hell was Vattia doing here? I hadn’t seen her since the demon attack. Not that I could blame her. The mood of the school was not exactly friendly to her. She’d even been absent in Maleficia’s class, which said a lot. And now she was here, at the train station.

My mind instantly suspected the worst possibility, but I pushed it aside as unfair. Although…

Well, couldn’t hurt to do a bit of detective work.

I walked up to her, keeping my footsteps light. Though I probably needn’t have bothered. She was so engrossed with watching the clock I doubt she’d have noticed a herd of elephants.

“Going somewhere?” I asked.

With a squeak Vattia jumped literally a foot in the air before twisting around to face me with wide eyes. When she saw it was me she relaxed a little. But only a little.

“A-Alister,” she said, nervously tucking some of her hair behind a rabbit ear. “I… what are you doing here?”

“Going for a walk,” I said, picking up her hat, which had flown off. “The real question is,” I added as I handed it to her. “What are you doing here?”

She bit her lower lip, eyes avoiding me. Hmm…

“There’s a cafe just over there,” I said, nodding to the shop in question. “It has some pretty good scones and coffee. And looks like your train,” I added, peering at the ticket she clutched in her hands, “isn’t coming for a good half hour. Want to grab a bite?”

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, but finally gave a small nod. “I… I think I would,” she said.

Alright, good first step. I led her towards the cafe and took a seat inside by the window, where we could watch the street and the station more easily. She seemed confused by the menu, so I ordered us two coffees and a couple chocolate scones. When the scones arrived, she looked positively agog at the dark chocolate drizzled on top of it.

“Never seen a scone before?” I asked with a grin.

“It’s ah, not that,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “I’ve rarely had chocolate. The Rationing Committee only allows a single bar of it once a year, in celebration of National Founding Day. And coffee… well, we only get a single can a month.”

“You all are still rationing?” I asked. “The war is over.”

“The Rationing Committee’s decisions are based on the scientific need of each citizen to have their due allotment,” she said promptly, like she was reading something that had been printed on a wall in huge letters. “Anything else would be a betrayal of our comrades in the nation.”

“Uh huh,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee and watching as Vattia picked up her scone and took a tentative bite. I hid my smile at the absolutely orgasmic expression she got as her ears shot up and quivered with sensitive delight. “Enjoy that?” I asked.

“It’s wonderful,” she gasped. “No sawdust in the flour at all.”

“Yeah. The lack of wood chips really brings out the flavour,” I said. I let my smile fade, then put my coffee down with a click of the cup on the table. “Vattia? Why are you getting on a train?”

Her expression tightened and she lowered her head, ears wilting as she avoided my eyes. Though I noticed she still picked off pieces of her scone and quickly ate them.

“The school year is far from over,” I said, since she didn’t seem willing to start. “I’m not in class because I’m playing hooky, but I doubt that’s the case with you. What’s going on?”

She took a deep breath, let it out. Picking up her coffee, she cradled it in her hands. “I… I am going back to Auropa.”

“You were recalled?” I asked.

She shook her head, rabbit ears flicking. “No. But I am no longer confident I can fulfill the Central Committee’s mandate.”

“Oh?”

She nodded, her ears flapping like a miserable wave. “I am hated at the school. The students loathed me even before the demon incident. I cannot make any connection with Caldian students. They have no interest in forming a collective association or cooperative. And now I am almost hunted in the halls. If anyone talks to me, it’s to say they’re sickened by me and tell me to go back home. That I should be dead. That the world would be better off without any Auropans.”

Ouch. And I had a feeling she was sanitizing things too. “What’ll the Central Committee do when you go back?”

“Send another student who will be able to better accomplish the goal of cooperation between our states.”

“I meant to you specifically,” I said.

“Oh,” she said indifferently. “I will naturally be executed.”

I blinked.

“What?” I said.

She nodded, looking up with resignation. “Yes,” she said. “As is proper. I have failed my duty for my nation, and the only suitable result would be my prompt liquidation to ensure that an example is made to my fellow citizens. It is for the good of the party.”

“And you’re fine with that?” I asked.

“Of course. Failure should result in appropriate punishment. Don’t you agree?”

To avoid answering I took another quick sip of coffee. Hells. I mean, I knew Auropa wasn’t exactly afraid of killing their own people. The fact they sent waves of them at me back in the war told me that much. But this seemed pretty extreme. And Vattia’s acceptance of it was unnerving to say the least.

“...How about we go for a walk around town,” I said, standing up. “Have you checked it out before?”

“Oh. Well, no,” she said. “But… my ticket…”

“There’ll be another train later today. You can exchange it for free I’m sure.”

“You think so?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said. “And if they don’t, I’ll threaten them by saying if they don’t, I’ll buy a ticket for myself instead.”

“Why would you buying a ticket make them give me a new one?” she asked.

“Trust me,” I said with a wry smile. “They’ll do just about anything to keep me off the train.”

Vattia didn’t seem too sure what to make of that, but she did get up (after chugging the rest of her coffee), and followed me. Which was a good first step, in my opinion. Not that my intentions were entirely pure. I did really need a distraction from my own situation, and showing her around town seemed like the best way to do it.

Fortunately I was right. Stoneway itself sort of sucked up most of the oxygen in terms of sights. Having a giant tree growing atop a demonic portal will do that, but there were enough things to see around town to eat up an afternoon, be it the cinema, some of the parks, and plenty of great bars and restaurants.

By the time six o’clock rolled around, Vattia was actually looking a bit more cheerful about things, and I had to say she was pretty good company too. It was a nice change of pace to be the one showing someone else around for once. I’d spent so long since getting out of the army being a tourist that being the guide was downright pleasant.

But all good things must come to an end, and ours came at dinner in one of the nicer restaurants in town.

“It’s getting pretty late,” I told her as we waited for our food. “I don’t think you’re going to be able to catch the last train out today.”

“Looks like it,” Vattia said, though she didn’t sound too put out by the prospect now.

“Would you really have gone all the way back home like that?” I asked her.

She winced a bit, but nodded nonetheless. “I would have,” she said. “When I make a decision, I see it to the end. But… I will admit that I might have, in this instance, let my feelings get away from me, and did something a little rash.”

“So you’re staying?” I asked.

“I will,” she confirmed, sitting up a bit straighter, her bunny ears flicking up rigidly as she folded her hands before her. “Thank you, Alister. It would have been a mistake to leave just like that. I see that now. I owe it to both our countries not to let the mission be a failure. Peace rides on it.”

Seeing her like that, I was made aware again of the respect I’d felt for her. Vattia really was a brave woman coming out here and putting herself literally in enemy territory. It can’t have been easy, and though she did weaken, she wasn’t broken yet.

And as I considered that, I was again reminded of Maleficia’s suggestion. Would it be so wrong to invite Vattia into my harem? She definitely had feelings for me, though said feelings seemed hard for her to know what to do with given her upbringing in Auropa. But hell, if I could deal with Ashlyn’s emotional confusion, Vattia’s wasn’t anything too strong. And being a part of my harem would definitely make her time here a lot easier to bear.

“...Vattia?” I said, crossing my arms on the table and leaning on them. “What would you say to… joining my harem?”

She blinked at me, then her face lit up. “That sounds wonderful,” she said.

I lifted a skeptical brow. “Really?”

“Certainly,” she said earnestly, likewise leaning in. “Since arriving here in Caldia, I’ve come to realize that I can’t understand your people without deepening my ties to your cultural traditions. And clearly a harem is one of the biggest ones here. Which means that if I want to make further inroads, I must learn more about harems, and how better than to be in one with a man I deeply respect.”

Well, colour me shocked. Normally I’d be looking for love too, but I suppose respect was probably the closest that Vattia could come to that for now.

“Although,” she added, looking a bit less surety, her ears wilting somewhat. “I ah… don’t know if all your members will be overjoyed. Miss Harper seems less than fond of me.”

“I’m not exactly in love with a lot of Vattia’s opinions either. But people can change. I’ll talk to Erina,” I said. “I think we may be able to come to some sort of understanding.”

“You think so?” Vattia asked.

“Of course,” I replied. And why not?

Stranger things had happened.


Chapter 21


“What!” Erina cried, looking like someone had just pissed on the flag in front of her. “You want to invite that… that turnip-muncher into your harem!?”

I sighed, though I wasn’t exactly surprised by her reaction. We were in my living room the evening after my meeting with Vattia. It had taken a bit of time and effort to get everyone together, but I felt like it was best we do this when everyone was available.

“I do,” I said, giving a nod to Tanya. “I already brought it up with my harem queen, and she’s approved the idea.”

“Surely not!” Erina cried, turning to the felborn. “Tanya! Surely you’re not on board inviting an enemy into the very heart of our relationship with Alister?”

“Now now,” Tanya said gently, the lights around her horns glowing warmly with calm affection. “Vattia has suffered greatly for her homeland, and is really a sweet girl, as I’m sure we’ve all seen from spending time with her,” she said with a look around the room.

“She seems alright,” Kensie said, shrugging vaguely.

“Yeah,” Ashlyn said from where she sat, her draconic tail wrapped around my leg affectionately. “She’s very smart too. It’s been tough finding anyone I can talk to about advanced principles of magic refinement and execution. And Auropa is doing some really interesting things with arcane development.”

“Professor Noirveil,” Erina said, turning to the vampiress, who lounged in the most comfortable chair in the room, and was dressed in an uncomfortably tight looking gown that left very little to the imagination. “Surely you see the risk in inviting someone like that into a harem?”

The vampire tilted her head back, contemplating the ceiling for a moment. “Mmm. Alzough zis young girl may be from ze enemy of our proud nation, who am I to stand in ze way of love from afar? Ah,” she sighed, fingers resting on her bosom as it heaved most bosomly. “And after all, can we blame ze poor creature? Could any red blooded maiden resist ze urge to kneel and submit to our Alister’s mighty manhood? Come,” she exclaimed, throwing her arms wide with a fanged smile. “We all know ze answer to zat. No woman could resist ze allure of his cock!”

Not… quite the vote of confidence I was maybe looking for, but hell, I could dig it. Even Erina seemed a bit thrown by the eloquence of the vampire’s reasoning, even if said reasoning centered around my dick.

“Ha! She’s got you there,” Hexie cackled from where she perched on the back of the couch.

“Well, yes, naturally,” Erina stammered uncertainly. “It is hardly surprising that a woman would do most anything for the affection of a powerful warlock such as Alister. For he is the finest example of manhood that Caldia has ever known. A manhood that could only be found in our fair and mighty nation.”

“Exactly,” Ashlyn said, crossing her arms and smirking at the cat-girl. “See? It’s just democracy at work.”

Erina scowled at the dragon-girl, her feline ears folding petulantly. “Still…” she protested.

Tanya leaned over, putting her hand on Erina’s and smiling at the other girl. “Think of it like this, Erina? Wouldn’t it be better for her to be among us? Learn what it is to love a man like Alister with our help? The poor thing always seems so starved for affection. Doesn’t it just make your heart ache with pity?”

Erina contemplated that for a long moment, her head bowed and feline ears folded with thought as she worked it over in her mind. I clasped my hands to hide my nervousness, watching her. I really didn’t want to make a decision that the harem would disagree with, and realistically, I wasn’t entirely sure what I’d do if Erina said no. I did love her, and I’d hate to see a conflict in the harem.

But slowly, Erina’s face cleared. She sat up straighter. “Yes,” she said at last, her expression opening with delight. “Yes! You’re right, Tanya. That’s exactly right!”

“It is?” I asked, not too sure I trusted this sudden change of heart.

“Yes! Of course,” Erina said passionately. “Why didn’t I see this before? This is perfect! The ultimate thrust into the very heart of the enemy! Winning that turnip-eater over to our glorious nation would be the ultimate coup de grace against Auropa’s very ideology. Yes!” Erina cried, shooting to her feet, thrusting a hand into the air. “It’s perfect! We shall bring her into the harem and teach her the power and glory of all that we hold dear! We will show her the fruits of freedom! Of glorious liberty and unquenchable democracy! The fruits of love and harems and the striving of the supreme individual in service of their glorious nation!

“Yes!” Erina continued, clapping her hand over her chest, so brimming with nationalistic pride I actually saw a tear come to her eye. “We will show her sweet nectar of liberty and freedom! We will become bosom sisters, and when she at last breaks down, weeping, wondering how and why she ever believed in that foul Auropan technocracy, we will welcome her with open arms. We will strike a blow to the very heart of the tyranny of Auropa with love! With freedom! With liberty for all!”

“And all with Alister’s big, throbbing dick!” Hexie cheered.

“Bravo!” Noirveil cheered, applauding.

I exchanged a look with Ashlyn, the dragon-girl just rolling her eyes, though her tail did squeeze my leg again. Ah, well. If that’s what it took to get Erina on board, I guess we could let it ride.

“Alright,” I said. “Then, no objections to me sending a raven to have her come by here?”

There were none. And with that I asked Tanya to send a raven from the dorm’s rookery to ask Vattia to come by the dorm. For my part, I headed downstairs to meet her at the doors. I could have just informed the dorm’s golem she was welcome, but it would probably be better if I was more hands on about it. Not to mention I didn’t want her wandering around looking for my room. I didn’t like to think what might happen if she knocked on the wrong door, or some of the other students came across her in the hall.

I suppose I shouldn’t have been, but I was still surprised by how fast Vattia got here. I’d barely made myself comfortable sitting on the stone balustrade when I saw Vattia zipping across the night-shrouded quad, literally skidding to a halt before me.

“That was quick,” I told her.

“Was that wrong?” she asked, panting. “I didn’t want to waste any time…”

“It’s fine,” I said, moving my arm around her shoulders as I walked her up to the doors. “Are you okay with this, though?”

“Very,” she said. “I must admit, I have been curious about your Caldians and your mating rituals. And to see it first hand should be very educational! I even brought along my notebook.”

“Well,” I chuckled. “I bet you’ll learn a few things. That’s for sure…”

I led Vattia upstairs and into my room, where the others were waiting. The girls had arranged themselves around the space, and I noticed they’d lit a few candles to set the mood. Oooh, and some incense too. Nice touch.

Noirveil remained draped across the most comfortable chair, while the others had gathered on or near the bed.

“Welcome, Vattia,” Tanya said warmly, the lights around her horns glowing with gentle encouragement. “We’re so happy to have you joining us. It’s quite a privilege, being the first harem in modern times to feature an Auropanian among its witches’ ranks.”

“Thank you,” Vattia said, clutching her notebook to her chest. “I am honored to be included.”

“Yes, well, she’s still a filthy turnip eater, but for the glory of Caldia, it must be done. Before we begin,” Erina said, her tail swishing proudly, “there is one more thing we should discuss.”

Vattia’s rabbit ears perked up. “Oh?”

Tanya explained about the curses, how each of them had taken one on to level the playing field with Noirveil. “We worry that without such an advantage, you might feel left behind,” she finished gently.

“Or pitied,” Ashlyn added, earning an elbow from Kensie. “Frankly it’s unlikely you could ever fuck on our level.”

“We just want you to know that we’ll make sure Alister gives you plenty of attention,” Kensie said quickly. “Even if you’re not, you know, magically enhanced. With a curse.”

Vattia considered this for a moment, her ears twitching thoughtfully. “I appreciate your concern,” she said. “Truly. And I don’t know how any of the strange and wonderful things you just described are considered curses, but I will do my best to make Alister happy using my natural talents as a bunny girl of Auropa.”

Erina snorted, then covered her mouth like she was ashamed to be caught laughing.

“We could help prepare him for you,” Tanya offered, pushing past the rudeness. “It might make things easier for your first time, give you something to imitate.”

“No,” Vattia said, and there was a surprising firmness in her voice. “I understand that harems are the way of Caldia, strange though it may be, and I respect that. But I would like my first time with Alister to be just the two of us.” She paused as a blush crept across her cheeks. “You may watch, of course. That is acceptable.”

The girls exchanged glances but nodded their agreement. “It’s your night, dear,” Tanya assured her, and Noirveil just nodded while smirking from the corner. They all settled back as spectators while Vattia set her notebook aside and began unbuttoning her red Auropan jacket with trembling fingers. I moved to help her, and soon we were both undressed. I couldn’t help but admire her again. She really was lovely, her petite figure soft in all the right places, that little puff of a rabbit tail just above the curve of her rear.

I guided her toward the bed, easing her onto her back. Her rabbit ears splayed out against the pillow as I positioned myself over her, ready to take things slow and gentle. This was her first time, after all. I wanted to make it good for her.

“Wait,” Vattia said, frowning up at me. “What are you doing?”

“I was going to make love to you,” I muttered, feeling suddenly a bit self-conscious. “Nice and slow. We can take our time.”

She looked genuinely puzzled. “Like this? On my back, like a man? But this is not how women are taught to do it in Auropa.”

I paused, and looked to the others for guidance. They all just shrugged or did something along those lines. “It’s not?” I asked, narrowly avoiding a voice crack.

“Not even close.” She shook her head, her long ears flopping with the jerky movement. “Let me show you how to do it like an Auropan.”

“Like a turnip-sucking degenerate, maybe,” Erina muttered, crossing her arms. “Like Caldians don’t know how to mount their man when the mood calls for it. Honestly.”

“Alright,” I said, nodding and trying to ignore Erina while Tanya actively slapped the back of her head. “I’m happy to do whatever makes you comfortable. Especially for your first time. I guess you’ll take the lead, then.”

Vattia nodded, smiling sweetly, and placed her hands on my chest, pushing me onto my back. I went willingly, settling against the pillows as she straddled me. Her rabbit ears stood straight up, quivering with nerves, and I could see her thighs trembling slightly as she positioned herself over me.

“Are you sure you’re ready?” I asked, resting my hands on her hips. “We can put this off a bit longer if you-”

She dropped onto me and started bouncing.

My brain could barely process what was happening. Her hips pumped up and down with a speed that defied reason, her whole body moving like she’d trained for this her entire life. The bed creaked frantically beneath us, and her rabbit ears flopped wildly with each slapping impact of her ass on my lap.

Thwap, thwap, thwap.

“Oh!” Vattia gasped, her eyes going wide behind her glasses. “Oh, this is—ah!”

I couldn’t do better than that in terms of forming words. The sensation was overwhelming, pleasure building with ridiculous speed. I gripped her hips and held on for dear life as she worked me like a gatling rod, her breath coming in sharp little pants.

“Nyah! Your c-c-cock—so virile! So turgid!”

“Ugh. What a gross word,” Ashlyn muttered, still fingering herself under her skirt despite the complaint.

Erina let out a soft mew of complaint in the corner. “This is highly… Well, I suppose Auropans are good for one thing.”

That they were, apparently.

It couldn’t have been more than thirty seconds before I felt myself hit the edge. I tried to warn her, but all that came out was an unmanly strangled groan as her ass collided wetly with my body over and over and over and over. Vattia cried out at almost the same instant as me, her whole body going rigid and her ears standing straight up as she shuddered above me.

“I’m cummmm—”

Then it was over.

She slumped forward onto my chest, breathing hard and ears drooping with exhaustion. I lay there staring at the ceiling, completely spent and utterly baffled by what had just happened. This was some cross-cultural exchange.

The room had gone dead silent.

I turned my head to look at the others through hazy, sweat-compromised eyes. Tanya’s mouth was parted into an ‘o’ and the lights around her horns frozen mid-pulse. Erina’s tail had poofed out to twice its normal size, and I could tell from the movement of her lips that she was angrily reciting the national anthem under her breath. Kensie’s wolf ears were pinned flat against her skull with eyes as wide as I’d ever seem them, and Ashlyn’s face wasn’t much more composed than hers. Hell, even Noirveil was sitting up straight for once.

“What,” Ashlyn said flatly, “the fuck was that?”

Vattia lifted her head, still catching her breath. “The national Auropan bunny girl technique,” she managed through reedy pants. “We lagomorphkin are skilled at the art of reproduction.”

“That was maybe only forty seconds,” Kensie whispered.

“Was it?” Vattia asked, sounding genuinely surprised. “It felt longer. I was nervous since it was the first time.”

I coughed, then patted her on the knee. “Well, you did great,” I said, a bit too hoarsely.

A predictable pop sounded near my ear, heralding the arrival of my familiar. “Hey, what’d I miss?” Hexie asked, appearing on the headboard and looking around at the shell-shocked faces.

Nobody hurried to answer her.


Chapter 22


Well, that was fun. But now that Vattia was in my harem, I knew someone who’d be very interested to know about it.

The next day, I took the opportunity of a free period to make my way to Maleficia’s office.

I suppose I shouldn’t have been too surprised that it was in the lower levels of the school. The parts that had once been the dungeons. Maleficia was definitely the sort of woman who enjoyed her time down in such cool environs. I found the door easily enough, as it had a brass plate with the professor’s name on it. Said plate was also wrapped in the coils of stylized serpent made of the same material.

I raised my hand to knock, then snatched it back as the snake on the brass stirred, metal eyes flicking open and staring at me. The enchanted metal let out a soft hiss.

“Who daressss dissssturb the missstressss?”

Mistress? Seriously?

“It’s Alister Blackwood,” I said. “I wanted to talk to Maleficia about Vattia. But I can come back later if it’s a bad time…”

“One moment,” the serpent hissed, growing still as it communicated somehow with the professor.

I rocked on my heels, looking idly around the hall. The dank darkness was lit only with some enchanted torches, and here and there roots from the Tree of Ages pushed through the walls. I wonder what that did to the structural integrity of the school? Probably reinforced it, knowing magic.

I saw the snake move again and quickly switched my attention back to it.

“You may enter,” it hissed, though it didn’t seem happy about it.

Well, that made two of us. But better to be the one giving Maleficia the report than having her track me down.

At least, that was my thought, but as the door swung open with an ominous creak, I was suddenly having some second thoughts… But nothing for it, and I stepped inside.

The first thing I noticed was the gloom. The only light came from a few arcane lamps glowing with a fitful flame on the corners of the room. The office was surprisingly extensive, with tall bookcases on the walls. Every other blank space was filled with photos of Maleficia and assorted witches in groups of twos and threes. The main floor was surprisingly open, with only a rug stitched with elaborate swirling patterns that probably came from some exotic locale. A huge desk squatted at the rear of the room, its wood carved with strange scenes and faces that seemed to shift and move in the light, and frankly, probably were.

All in all, the place was profoundly creepy. And not helping things was the professor herself.

She reclined behind the desk, her coils gathered up under her like a huge beanbag chair. Her arms draped them and her human half slumped among them listlessly. Her uniform, normally sharply straight and precise, was rumpled and half undone, revealing tantalizing hints of her breasts. Her hair was loose, pooling around her head like a dark halo, but despite her languid, dishevelled air, there was something viperish about the whole scene. Like I’d just stepped into the serpent’s nest, and had better watch my step.

And that was even before I noticed the half-empty bottle of booze on the desk.

There came a creak and the door shut behind me, locking me in that dark room with the serpent professor. Lazily, she lifted her head, her eyes lidded, but the slits of her pupils watching me indifferently.

“Hmm. The warlock,” she said a touch of bitterness in her tone as she made a vague wave. “Welcome. Have a seat.”

“Thanks,” I said. Hells. Just what had I walked into? All the same, I did take a chair, feeling profoundly awkward as I did.

Maleficia nodded and lifted up the bottle, pouring herself a glass before wiggling it at me. “Care for a drink?”

“Uh, no. Thank you. It’s still pretty early.”

She scoffed and put the bottle down. “Don’t bother lying to me. I’ve never known a soldier who doesn’t care for a good, stiff drink at any time of the day.” Grabbing her glass, she poured it down her throat in one gulp, gasping hoarsely when she was done. “Ah. The good stuff… Fine stuff.”

Man, nothing like dealing with a half-drunk professor to make things beyond uncomfortable.

“But what are you doing here?” Maleficia asked as she poured another glass. “I doubt it’s for my pleasant company.” She laughed at that, and the harsh, hissing sound sent chill fingers dancing up and down my spine.

“Uh, I’m not. No,” I confirmed. “I actually came here to tell you that I brought Vattia into my harem.”

“Did you? Good. Good,” she muttered, taking up the glass again and taking a more measured sip this time. “Mmm. Excellent. She’s a good girl. Strong and brave to come here and… do all she is. I respect her greatly for it. Her conviction. Peace! That’s what it’s all about. What it’s always been about. Here!” she suddenly cried, lifting her glass. “To peace! Ha! Ha ha ha ha…” she cackled bitterly, moments later downing the last of her drink. “Mmm. Not that I suppose you’d know much about that, soldier,” she continued, a sardonic smirk on her face as she glared blearily at me. “Did you enjoy your time in the war, Alister? Did the Bloodletter get his fill?”

Ugh. Here we go. “No, I didn’t particularly like it,” I said.

“Ha!” she snorted. “You miss it. Soldiers always do. It’s their way. They don’t know anything else. You’re like prisoners. You know the life within the walls, but outside you’re lost. Peace doesn’t suit them. Only the broken ones can enjoy it even a little. But a man or witch sent to the battlefield only knows it. It defines them. Scars them! They’re nothing without a fight. Poison is what it is.”

Alright, I had enough. Even if she was drunk, I didn’t have to take this. “What’s your problem with me anyway?” I demanded. “Ever since I got to this school you’ve acted like I pissed in your oatmeal every morning.”

“I have, haven’t I?” Maleficia mused, swirling her drink and broodily peering at it. She said nothing for a long minute, and I started to wonder if she forgot I was there. Then, suddenly, she said, “Have you ever heard of a town called Lipzig?”

I tried to think back, but I’d been to so many battlefields. “Er… no,” I admitted.

“Not surprised,” she said. “It was a small place. Near the Eastern front of the state of Entras. One of Caldia’s frontiers. That was my hometown. Years and years ago…”

She grimaced, pouring herself another glass. “Then, the Auropans invaded. We weren’t near the immediate border, but they rolled over the frontier so fast and took my hometown that not even a shot was fired. And thus we became a part of Auropa.”

I settled back in my seat uncomfortably. That part I did know. When the war first broke out, Auropa absolutely steamrolled much of Caldia’s forward states. Hellforged engines and their warwitches were more than the Free States had any idea how to handle. “Bad times,” I said.

“Actually, I barely noticed,” she hummed, setting her bottle back down. “They occupied us so fast barely a small garrison was needed. I think we were all in a bit of shock. Barely anything changed there for a good two years.

“Then,” Maleficia continued, picking up her full glass and examining the amber liquid inside it. “Then Caldia struck back. You won’t find my town on the map, Alister. Because it was used as a supply depot by the Auropans. And Caldia bombed the hell out of it.”

She threw back her drink and swallowed, leaving me sitting there in uneasy silence.

“Their incendiary bombs torched my town to ash,” she mused. “You ever see Phorex Magic Bombs work?”

“Yes,” I admitted, though I didn’t want to. Phorex bombs were like liquid fire. It burned everything from wood to stone.

“Everything gone,” she mused. “Not that it would have mattered soon. Within a week the entire region was a network of trenches, mud, and craters as Caldia pushed Auropa back inch by inch. And just like that, my home became Caldian again. Isn’t that nice? Not for my parents, of course. When the Caldians came in, my parents were executed as collaborators with the enemy. Which I suppose was true. They owned a shop, and sold things to Auropans. But what were they to do? What were they to do…”

“So you hate me because I was a soldier?” I asked.

“It’s not fair, isn’t it?” she mused, looking over my head at some distant point beyond even the room. “I know it’s not. Funny, isn’t it? I know you had nothing to do with my home. But how many did you slaughter in your war, Alister? Do you know?”

“No,” I admitted.

She gave me a sardonic smile. “No. And do you want to know what ended the war?” she asked. “The warp bomb. A project I helped on. But don’t tell anyone,” she snorted. “State secret, you know.”

“Uh huh,” I said, all kinds of uncomfortable.

Still grinning, she leaned in, her voice dropping. “And do want to know something else?”

“Not really.”

“Shh,” she chuckled, almost giddy with drunken amusement. “Do you know what Caldia intended to do once they had the bomb? They were going to press onwards. With the warp bomb, they were going to roll forward onto Auropa and force their surrender. The war would have gone on and on as whole cities were blasted into oblivion, millions killed until Caldia reigned supreme. The one great power in the world. Wouldn’t that be wonderful? For the whole world to be at the whims of mighty and wonderful Free States of Caldia?”

I shrugged.

“But they didn’t. Did they?” Maleficia asked, settling back among her coils. “Auropa got the bomb too. They could strike back. If Caldia tried to annihilate Auropa, they’d annihilate Caldia. A balance of power. Forced to the negotiating table. A necessary evil.”

“Fascinating,” I said drily. “Your point being?”

Maleficia’s eyes simmered on the other side of the table, watching me. “...A necessary evil,” she muttered, her voice growing soft. Strained. “It’s a good thing they have the bomb. Isn’t it? A good thing to have a balance of nations. To have neither side able to crush the other. To have neither one able to force their will on other countries. Countries that can turn to the other power if they feel threatened.”

“I guess,” I said, not sure I liked where this was going.

“...Yes,” Maleficia muttered, her voice grown thick. “Peace through balance. And if Auropa never got the bomb, where would we be? But they did get it. And you want to know how they did?”

I squinted at her in the gloom. What the hell was she…

Oh.

Oh gods.

“You leaked the plans for it to them,” I said, barely able to believe what I was saying. “You showed Auropa how to make a warp bomb.”

Maleficia said nothing. Her eyes gleamed broodily from where she coiled. “We did,” she said softly. Hoarsely. “Me and the others who saw where the war was going. Saw what Caldia would do with our work. We didn’t want the war to go on. So we made sure Caldia couldn’t do what Auropa did in the early days of the war. We balanced the power. Something a million soldiers couldn’t do.”

I shivered. “You gave Auropa the power to possibly rip the world apart with warp magic.”

“...Was it a mistake?” Maleficia said softly, as if to herself. “We were right so long as war doesn’t break out. So long as the balance of power holds. So long… as we all survive… But if peace shatters… then I’ll have killed more than even the Bloodletter could in a hundred years.”

I swallowed thickly. “I…”

Maleficia suddenly lurched forward like a striking cobra, her hands slamming onto the desk. In an instant my blood claws had split my fingers. My wings had ripped out of my back, the feathers spikes aimed directly at Maleficia.

But the snake-like professor didn’t even seem to notice. Her eyes burned with almost feverish intensity as she looked at me. “You must maintain the peace,” she hissed. “We must become friends with Auropa. Vattia must learn from us. Must go back and show them we want peace too. She can’t fail here. We can’t fail here. We can never go back to war. We mustn’t! I can’t have been wrong,” she said, her voice cracking. Growing almost desperate. Holy hells. She was crying! “I can’t have been wrong. It was worth it. It has to have been. Peace at any cost. Peace…”

Every muscle tense, I watched as Maleficia sank back onto her coils, muttering drunkenly to herself. Her eyes slid closed, and she fell silent, her breathing growing deep and steady. She… she was asleep.

Very slowly, very carefully, I let my blood wings and claws retract. Never taking my eyes from the sleeping professor, I slipped back to the door and eased it open, then shut it tight behind me.


Chapter 23


Shutting the door to Maleficia’s office behind me I let out a slow breath.

Gods damn.

What the hell was I supposed to make of that?

I shook my head, trying to clear it. Intense was an understatement. I could feel my pulse thudding from the tension of that meeting. Fuck me sideways. What was I supposed to do about that? Maleficia had basically just admitted to high treason right in front of me. She must have been beyond stressed out, not to mention drunker than I thought.

Though, then again, I wonder how long she’d been carrying that little tidbit of information? Too long, clearly. I knew only too well how bad it was to carry those kinds of thoughts. Bottling them up until you found a different kind of bottle to drown them in.

“Fuck,” I muttered, shaking my head as I made my way back through the dingy corridor. “I think I could use a drink after that.”

And as I stood there, I felt it again. That sense of being watched.

I didn’t let on that I did. Instead I just adjusted my jacket, even checking my neck with my hand as if to wipe away some lipstick. All the while my eyes slid around the hallways. Where are you, motherfucker. Where... That’s right. Give them something to look at and…

There!

I almost missed it. Among the roots of the ceiling, something had shifted. A shadow in deeper shadows. So easy to miss. But I had him now, that motherfucker. I lazily lifted my arms, stretching. And as I did, I opened the cut at the tip of my finger, a bead of blood forming there.

Now!

I snapped my hand around, firing that drop like a bullet. It hit the thing hiding in the roots and I heard a shriek. The thing scrambled away, and I was in pursuit.

I pounded down the hallway, jaw set, but I was smiling. I had him now. I could sense my magic in the droplet of blood as it scurried through the roots of the school. Who knew how many little hideyholes were in here, but there was no hiding now.

Naturally, I had to take a more circuitous route, but the way climbed up unerringly. Out of the school. I emerged on the quad and turned my head. Where was… aha! I sensed it going along the roof towards one of the annexes. One in particular. I knew that building. That was where the journalism school was!

Motherfucker.

I stormed across the grounds, witches quickly moving out of my path. I burst through the doors in the gleaming new building and panned my head towards the bloodspot. I marched up the stairs, locked on like a magic missile. My spot of blood had stopped. I looked at the sign over the door.

Press Room.

Gotcha.

I threw open the door, revealing a small room filled with a number of typewriters. Boards were covered in photos and the air stank of ink and cigarettes. Trey was the only one in there, surveying the board. He spun around, Nob on his shoulder, the monkey hissing at me, but Trey brightened.

“Alister!” he said. “What’s…” He paused when he actually registered my expression. “What’s going on?”

“I think you know, Trey,” I said, marching into the room and slamming the door behind me. “I think you know damn well.”

His eyes widened and he backed up. “Alister? What’s…”

“You’ve been spying on me,” I growled. “I know you have been, you little bastard.”

“No! I didn’t! I promise, I haven’t been anywhere near you!”

“Yeah, that’s right. You haven’t.” I grabbed Nob, the monkey shrieking as I jerked it around and pointed at the blood spot in its fur. “Your familiar has been!”

Trey stared, his jaw dropping with incomprehension.

Then it dawned on him.

“Oh,” he said in a small voice.

“Yeah, fucking oh,” I said.

“Nob,” he said in a surprisingly broken voice. “What did you do?”

Huh?

I looked to the monkey, who had stopped fighting my grip. Its ears had wilted and its head was ducked into its shoulders with shame.

“Eek…” it said.

“Wait,” I said, looking back to Trey. “You mean you didn’t know he’d been doing it?”

“No,” Trey said. “Alister, I swear, I had no idea he’d been following you. Nob?” he said, focusing on the monkey again. “Nob, what else have you been doing?”

Nob tugged on my hand, and I reluctantly let him go. The monkey hopped down onto a desk and loped over to a typewriter. Settling before the keys, the monkey cracked his knuckles. Hold up. Was it really about to…

I watched in amazement as the monkey began to tap at the keys.

Sorry.

I looked at the sheet, then I exchanged a flabbergasted look with Trey. “I… I’m sorry,” I said. “Are you telling me that your fucking monkey has been writing gossip rag about me?”

“Ook,” Nob said, clicking away at the keys.

Yes.

Forgive me, master. I did not mean it to come to this point. My efforts were genuine, I assure you. I only wanted you to succeed, and I thought that building a pen name you could adopt would work well. Breaking stories about the most famed warlock in the academy would surely only benefit you.

I know you resent and are ashamed at never being noticed. I know you work so hard to be seen. I thought that I could bring you fame when you were ready. Notoriety. But I knew you would object to this method. So I went behind your back, and abused your trust. I wanted everyone to know how great you were.

I’m sorry.

“Nob,” Trey said, sounding both touched and furious. “How could you?”

“Eek,” the monkey said, looking back up at his master as he tapped away at the keys again.

Forgive me, please.

“Nob,” Trey said, reaching out and picking up the monkey. “This is… It’s not that I don’t appreciate what you did, but this was wrong. So wrong. A reporter has to have integrity. I never would have wanted this.”

“Ooh ah ah?” Nob whimpered, gazing soulfully at his master.

“Oh Nob,” Trey said softly, hugging his familiar. “Please. I need you to promise you’ll never do something like this again.”

“Ee oo ah,” Nob whimpered, hugging his master.

“Well, that’s lovely,” I said acidly. “So glad you’re both having a delightful heart to heart. But I’m the one who got…”

I trailed off, staring at the board of photos, and my blood ran cold.

It was a dark passage under the school and a massive knot of roots. The dust told me it was a little used passage, which wasn’t surprising. There had to be hundreds of those under the Tree of Ages. But there was something else there. A black piece of iron hammered into it like a nail.

The same type of nail I’d seen on the corpse of the demon who’d attacked during the school festival.

“Where did you get this?” I demanded, looking up sharply at Trey.

He leaned in. “Oh, that,” he said with excitement. “This is what I’ve really been working on. See, there’s tons of old tunnels and passages throughout the school. I discovered that a bunch of them are being used by a secret society in the school. Well,” he amended. “Former secret society. They turned out to be demon worshippers and turned into them during the school festival.”

“Did you see many of these?” I demanded.

Trey blinked and cocked his head. “Well,” he said. “Yeah. I think I’ve tracked them all down. There’ve been a few- hey!”

He said something else but I’d already grabbed him by the coat and was dragging him out of the room, tearing through the hall and running straight for my dorm. “Where’r we going?” Trey gasped as he stumbled along with me. “What’s… what’s going on?”

“Those things are some kind of demon enhancement thing, and I need to know what they do!”

“They are?” he yelped.

I ignored him. I put on a boost of speed as I saw my dorm come into view. I barely slowed enough to demand the golem on the door open the way. I reached my room at a dead run and flung it open.

Vattia was in there, along with Tanya and Ashlyn. The rabbit-girl was sitting on the couch taking notes while Tanya spoke, probably laying out some of the harem’s ground rules. My arrival however pulled their attention right to me.

“Alister?” Tanya asked, half-rising, the lights around her horns blinking worriedly. “What’s-”

“Vattia!” I said, crossing the room in two strides and shoving the photo at her. “What’s this thing for?”

Vattia blinked and looked blankly at the photo. When she actually saw it however her eyes widened and she snatched it up. “Where did you find this?”

“There’s dozens of them planted all over the school!” I said. “Do you know what it is?”

Vattia’s eyes flicked over the photo, her expression growing tense. “It’s… it’s only theoretical. They never… it’s not possible…”

“Vattia!”

She looked up sharply. “It’s… it’s called the Nail of Blight. Some of those in the Infernum Research Bureau theorized that it was possible to… to form a link to the infernal realm through an object. A warlock would essentially use his blood to inscribe runes of corruption into them. Then they’d infuse the nails with fel magic like a battery to go off at a signal. They’d basically irradiate a region and directly infuse demonic power, similar to a hellhammer. But no one would be insane enough to-”

“Someone was,” I said. “Someone did. And they’ve planted them all over the school.”

Vattia’s eyes widened in horror. “They could turn the entire school into a portal to hell!”

“No! They couldn’t,” Tanya said, but I detected a note of uncertainty in her voice. “The Tree of Ages dulls demonic corruption.”

“These things are nailed right into the roots,” I said. “They’re going to poison the tree with them,” I said in dawning understanding. “Weaken it enough that the rift will rip wide open and Sareeva can charge through with an army. A new fel war!”

Ashlyn shot to her feet. “We have to tell the headmistress!” the dragon-girl yelped. “Now!”

I nodded in agreement, then turned sharply as the bathroom door opened and Kensie stepped into the room in only a towel. The wolf-girl was humming happily to herself, but when she saw us, her smile dropped away instantly.

“Um…” she said as her damp tail tucked itself between her legs. “...Did I miss something?”


Chapter 24


Her hair still wet, barely given enough time to throw on her uniform, Kensie raced after us and across the deceptively peaceful campus. We crossed the grounds at a dead run, and by the time I reached the headmistress’s office I couldn’t slow down and ended up ricocheting off the door.

The ancient, bearded golem who guarded it shifted into activity and peered at us suspiciously. “Well now,” the ancient face said grumpily. “This is hardly appropriate-”

“We have to see the headmistress. Now!” I gasped.

“Do you have an appointment?”

“No! But if you don’t tell her we need to talk to her right this second, I’ll cut my way in with a fucking hatchet!”

The golem seemed to get the idea, and its expression stilled for a moment. Then it split in half and swung open. I didn’t even wait for it to finish opening on its own before I shoved it open and rushed in.

“Elegantra!” I shouted, waving the photos. “Elegantra! We’ve got a big problem!”

The headmistress was standing behind her desk, her expression cool. Fallia stood with her, the paladin clerk glaring at us in irritation. “Mister Blackwood,” Elegantra said, folding her arms. “I don’t much appreciate you barging into my office.”

“You’ll hate this far more,” I told her, splaying the photos out on her desk. “Look!”

She glanced over them, and I could see her focus sharpening when she spotted the spike. She grabbed it and examined the photo, her lips parting slightly. “What is this?”

“We believe it’s a demon spike,” Vattia quickly explained. “A theoretical demonic device which can be used to conjure demonic power directly into our reality.”

“Where did you get these?” Elegantra demanded harshly.

“That’s the thing,” I said. “It sounds like they’re all over the school and the tree! We think a demon is planning on using them to weaken the seal of the Tree of Ages and allow the rift under the school to be ripped open, letting in enough demons to start another fel war!”

Elegantra nodded slowly, her expression remaining grim. “I see,” she said. “This is very serious indeed.” She looked up. “Have you all any idea when they intend to do this?”

“None,” I admitted. “Trey here found them by accident while looking into something else. But it could be any time.”

Elegantra exhaled heavily with relief. “Then there is yet time to prevent this,” she said, setting the photos down. “Excellent work. All of you,” she said with a look at the others as well. “Now that we know what these creatures intended, we can prevent them.”

“No. You can’t.”

I turned around sharply, just in time to see Fallia grab Vattia and put a knife to the rabbit-girl’s neck. Vattia froze, her eyes shooting wide open as she stared at us wildly.

“No one move,” Fallia said softly, easing the dagger against the Auropan’s throat. “First hint of magic and the girl dies.”

Everything became still as we stared at the paladin. Or former paladin, I suppose. “So,” I said harshly. “I guess that explains how the paladins missed those nails getting impaled around the tree.”

“Quite right,” Fallia said, her voice soft and sibilant as her eyes flicked between us all. “Not that it was easy. A lot of paperwork needed to be tampered with to make sure patrols seemed to have gone everywhere. A lot of work done to ensure that coven of demon worshippers were able to get those nails made without being discovered.”

“Fat lot of good it did them,” I growled.

Fallia smiled thinly. “Oh, but it did very well. We just didn’t need them anymore. I knew we needed to throw you all some red meat to get you off the trail. And those idiots had done their work. We needed a warlock to forge the nails, after all. Their blood. But once we had them, well, a quick test was warranted too. And it turned out spectacularly.”

“Why?” Tanya demanded, taking a hesitant step forward. “Why are you doing this?”

“Well, at first it was because of the peace. Because people kept talking about ‘exchanges of ideas’ with the Democratic Republic of Auropa. Imagine! Thinking that learning more about demons was good? It was inevitable if Caldia did, the taboo would fade, that demons would be seen as just another tool in the toolbox. Hellforged as just another weapon. And we can’t have that.”

“So you plan on engineering a demonic invasion?” I said, glancing around. Something was wrong in here.

Wait.

Where’d Trey go?

“How better?” she asked, smirking. “Then, the world will see the threat of demons again. They’ll understand the menace they pose. Caldia will never suffer a study of them.”

“Brilliant,” Ashlyn growled, her wings fluttering nervously. “And all it takes is unleashing a horde of demons into the world.”

“Some lessons are painful, but necessary,” Fallia said indifferently. “Look at those we’ve learned in the last war. Now, if you-”

Her hand holding the knife suddenly snapped away from Vattia’s neck and jerked into the air. Fallia’s head whipped sideways with shock even as Vattia yanked herself from the paladin’s grasp.

“What!” Fallia shrieked, swinging wildly at something beside her. Her fist collided with something and Trey suddenly flickered back into view like through a film frame, his hands grappling with her over the knife.

Before either side could get an edge Elegantra swung her wooden arm at the paladin. The wooden floor under her erupted with roots that twisted around Fallia’s legs, wrenching her into the air with a shriek. More wooden branches spawned out of the wall, locking the woman in place like a stockade suddenly grew up around her, her arms trapped in the boughs of oak and body suspended over the floor.

“Nice one,” I said to Trey, who was shaking his hand.

“Thanks,” the other warlock panted, smiling. “Invisibility is a handy wyldcraft at times.”

I’ll say. I looked back to Fallia from where she dangled. “What do we do with her?”

“Execution, of course,” Erina growled, glaring up at the other woman. “No less than she deserves!”

Fallia giggled. “Oh,” she said dreamily. “I’m afraid it’s far too late for that.”

I frowned. “What do you-”

The sensation hit me like a bar of rebar in the back of the head. The same feeling I’d gotten at the school festival. But worse.

So much worse.

I grabbed my chest, my body throbbing. Fire surging down my veins as I gasped, falling to my knees as the world seemed to spin and throb around me. Something I noticed Trey was experiencing as well, the other warlock falling against a chair and clinging to it just to stay upright.

“Wha- hey! Alister!” Ashlyn cried, grabbing me by the shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

“I… It’s…” I gasped, struggling against the choking pressure that threatened to suffocate me.

“You see?” Fallia said contentedly. “Too late. The pieces are set. It’s a bit early, but time is of the essence.”

I grit my teeth, fighting through the haze that threatened to flatten me as I forced my head up. Even as I did I heard a clank and looked back.

Elegantra stood there, looking paler than I’d ever seen her. She was leaning against the desk, one hand on her chest, the wooden one resting on the surface of the desk. And as I watched, her wooden arm seemed to wither. Turning brittle like a branch after a drought. And it wasn’t just her. All around us, the room we stood in grew a pale white. The wood crinkled and cracked as it seemed to suck against itself.

“What?” Kensie gaped, looking around in horror. “What!?”

“I’m sure you understand,” Fallia said as the branches holding her withered. “It’s already too late for all of you.”

“Treacherous bitch!” the cat-girl snarled. “You shall not succeed!”

I wasn’t so sure about that. My head felt like it was splitting open but after the initial shock I’d mostly recovered. I heaved myself back to my feet, Ashlyn and Vattia helping me. I noticed that Tanya was tending to the headmistress, who looked downright corpse-like.

“I’ll… I’ll be okay,” I gasped, waving them off. “I’ll be okay. The… the headmistress. What’s wrong with her?”

“It must be the tree,” Tanya said, looking at the room, whose plants wilted, shedding leaves like Autumn just busted down the door and was looking to take names.

“It… is,” Elegantra rasped, her wrinkles so deep her eyes stared out of sunken sockets. “We empower each other, and this… this weakens me as well as it.”

I believed it. She looked like she’d aged a century in ten seconds, and she wasn’t a spring chicken to begin with. And if shit was looking this bad up here, I can’t imagine it would look much better downstairs in the basement of the school where the demon gate was.

“We have to get those nails out of the tree now!” I said.

“What about the demons?” Erina asked. “Won’t they start coming through?”

Fuck, they would be. And somehow I doubted that the guardians down there wouldn’t have been factored into Sareeva’s plan.

“Alright, new plan,” I growled. “Tanya? You help the headmistress. Kensie? Ashlyn? Trey? You three spread the word, get Professor Noirveil, and rip out every nail you can find in the tree.”

“What about you?” Kensie asked.

“Me, Erina, and Vattia will get down to the portal chamber under the school and see what we can do to keep a horde of demons from overrunning things.”

“What about her?” Erina asked, nodding at Fallia.

I didn’t waste a second. I strode up to her, blood claws coating my fingers. The paladin’s smile dipped just before I grabbed her face, digging my claws in. She gasped, shuddering as I stole her blood in a surge, adding it to my stock. I felt the rush of vitality and shivered, then ripped my claws out.

Even more withered than the tree that bound her, Fallia’s desiccated corpse sagged in the branches. I turned to the others. “Let’s go!”

No one argued, and we broke for our tasks. I literally flew down the stairs, heading straight for the chamber under the school. As I shot through the halls I saw students milling around in confusion. Lots were pointing at the withering roots of the Tree of Ages on the ceiling. Others were heading outside looking for someone who knew what the hell was happening.

By the time we’d reached the stairs leading into the sub basement, sirens had begun to wail their warning cries.

And over them, I heard the screams.

“Fuck,” I growled, drawing my wand as we spotted several students frantically backing up a hallway, firing off spells in the direction of where they’d come from. A bellow of feral fury sounded and a massive red and black figure bulled around the corner. Red skin, horns sprouting from its brows, the demon slammed a witch away despite a hasty earth wall she lifted in defense, shattering the barrier and sending her flying across the hall to sprawl helpless on the floor.

Head like a baboon’s skull, grinning savagely, the demon loped over to the fallen witch, but as he raised his arm I kicked off with a sudden burst of air magic, rocketing me across the room. The demon looked up sharply at the banging sound, but I was already flying past his head. I reached out, grabbing his thick neck with my hand, my claws tearing out its throat even as I went past.

The demon gagged, grabbing its neck as sizzling blood poured down its chest. It swayed, but before it could topple Erina sent several earth spikes shooting up from the floor, impaling it securely.

I landed as the girls arrived, Erina crouching to help the fallen witch. I spotted several more witches clustered up against the wall, staring in shock.

“Some of you help her!” I barked, nodding at the downed student. “The rest of you get anyone who knows how to fight down here!” I shouted at them even as I plunged my claws into the demon’s corpse, sucking the blood out of its bulk and feeding it into a blood orb at my shoulder. “Seal off the undercroft of the school. Now!”

The sharp notes of command spurred them to action, and the students rushed to obey. Erina gladly gave over her patient, her and Vattia joining me as we continued to rush down the hall.

We soon reached the undercroft passages, and things were very bad. A number of students lay dead down the passage, and there was no shortage of demons around. Several dog-like horrors with scaly red flesh and elongated maws filled with sharp teeth lingered there. They had no eyes, but I didn’t doubt their hunting skills. There were maybe a half-dozen of them in the corridor leading to the deeper chamber, and the only reason they hadn’t pushed past was because they’d stopped to eat their kills.

Our arrival put a stop to that, however. As soon as we got around the corner the demons paused and turned our way, noses snuffling. Their maws cracked open like things of nightmares and they howled, instantly charging us.

I grimaced, reforming the blood orb I’d gathered into a lance. It sizzled from the nature of the demon’s blood, and I brought it on guard as the hellhounds charged us. At my side, Erina slammed a diamond fist into the ground, sending a rush of earth spikes tearing through the hallway and erupting under one of the hellhounds, impaling it and slowing the two behind it. The other three kept coming, when a sound like a gunshot banged from behind me. A blast of concentrated wind magic ripped past me and slammed into the skull of a second hellhound, pulping it so hard its whole body bounced back, spine mangled like an accordion, as if it had just tried headbutting a train under full steam.

Startled, I glanced back at Vattia, who had a stern look on her face and was cocking back one of her legs. Wind whined around her boots, which I now noticed were oddly elaborate with fine, gold filigree and silver trim. Her leg snapped out again, sending a second air bullet shooting down the hall. A second hellhound tried to dodge, but her shot hit one of its legs and ripped it off, sending the monster crashing to the ground with a shrieking yelp.

The third came on unerringly, and as it reached me I suddenly slammed the heel of my lance into the ground. The hellhound lunged for me, and instead drove its entire weight down on my spear. The monster gagged, paws of serrated claws lashing for me as it tried to drive itself down to get at me.

Instead, I concentrated, and my lance swelled as I sucked the demon dry in an instant, its flesh tightening against its bones. I flicked the lance, flinging the monster’s corpse off it, then split the weapon into two as the final pair of hellhounds closed on us. Speeding my circulation, I cocked back one arm and hurled the first lance, tossing the second to my now empty dominant hand in the same motion and flinging the second right after it.

Both lances slammed into the hellhounds one after the other, the two demons yowling in pain as they stumbled, wounded and staggered. Before they could recover I’d rushed forward, grabbed the spears and yanked out a great gulp of their blood.

Both demons shriveled and toppled, little more than withered husks as I glanced back at the girls. “You two good?” I called.

Vattia just stared at me, her jaw partly open. Erina smirked and clapped a diamond gauntlet on the bunny-girl’s shoulder. “Get used to it. Our Alister isn’t the greatest hero in our great democracy for no reason!”

Vattia jumped and flushed. “I didn’t… um… We should keep going,” she said quickly.

Not that I didn’t agree, but I was enjoying her blush and the way she looked at me. I shook it off however, sending spikes of blood into the other dead hellhounds and taking their blood, swelling the orbs around me. We didn’t have time to linger on that. We had more important things to do.

I hurried forward with Vattia and Erina on my heels. We met several more demons on our way down the steps into the inner sanctum of the withering Tree of Ages, and a lot more bodies of them. What was more, however. I heard the sounds of combat ahead. I sped up, taking the steps two at a time, a pair of razor-sharp bloodswords forming in my hands. I saw the yawning entrance to the portal chamber below, burning a hellish, throbbing red light that made my pulse race and body thrum with awareness.

And then we jumped through.


Chapter 25


We burst into the portal chamber far beneath the school and I came up short.

Oh fuck.

It was so much worse than I thought it’d be.

The whole chamber was an absolute blood bath. Guardians lay slaughtered all over the floor, but one was still standing, her halberd burning with white fire as she held off four snarling demons. All around her feet were the corpses of others, their blood splashed on once fine white stones. The roots of the Tree of Ages twisted down from the ceiling, hacked in places, withered and shrivelled black with corruption. The source was easy to spot. Huge black nails marked with hellish crimson runes had been hammered into the roots around the portal. They pulsed with a painful red light, burning a bright crimson glow as they seethed with corruption, withering the ancient wood wherever they touched.

And then there was the portal itself.

It throbbed, tinting the very air red. It burned like a great, red eye of hatred, bleeding its unholy glow into the room. Pulsing and straining, cracking its wooden prison. A wound in reality itself that demons clawed their way out of. A heat scoured the room, and I threw up an arm to shield my face from it.

But it was the smell that warned me that we didn’t have much time.

A smell I knew too well. The reek of blood, oil, and the sickly sweetness of engine fuel, and all of leaking from that infernal gate.

“Sweet liberty!” Erina gasped.

“Yeah,” I growled, our arrival far from unnoticed. Several of the demons attacking the paladin turned at our arrival. One was shaped like a man crossed with a boar, and he squealed and came at us, swinging up a sword black as sin and still on fire. Vattia responded almost on instinct, her leg lashing up and sending an air bullet crashing into the monster’s chest.

The impact sent it hurtling back with a crack of ribs, staggered, but not down. It snorted with hate and came forward again.

Until I slammed a spear of blood into its heart.

I rushed past the pig demon, ripping the spear out and forming it back into a black blade. I sliced open the back of one of the demons attacking the guardian, the monster going down with a shrieking scream as its legs suddenly stopped answering its brain. One of the others turned my way, four arms each ending in pincering claws. It lashed for me, the mandibles of its face clacking. I parried two, then sent a lance of blood shooting from the orb hovering behind me and right through the demon’s brain.

The last demon had the head of a goat and its chest was a gigantic fanged mouth. When it looked my way to see what was going on the guardian jammed her halberd into the maw. The fire that burned on her weapon engulfed the demon in an instant, burning it from the inside out as the creature screamed and writhed before collapsing to the floor in a sizzling mess.

The guardian swung her weapon my way, one eye visible, the other along with that side of her face shredded by something’s claws. Fully half her hair was gone and what was left hung in clumps of blood and sweat around her face. Her armour was in pieces and gashes covered her, but though her weapon shook she held it still.

“Who… who are…”

“Anoru?” I said, barely recognizing the paladin.

She blinked and her eye focusing on me. “Blackwood?” she gasped. “I…”

She stumbled and half fell before I managed to catch her and ease her against the wall. “It’s okay. I brought backup. More should be coming soon.”

“Good. Good…” she gasped, leaning against the withered roots of the wall.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Arriving… arriving to change the watch,” she managed heavily. “But… but when we came the watchers were d-dead. All but one.” Her jaw tightened with hate and her eye burned anew. “Traitor,” she snarled wrathfully. “In our… our own order.”

I cursed. Figured Fallia probably had others in her little scheme.

“Where is she?” I demanded.

With some satisfaction, Anoru nodded towards the headless body of a guardian splayed out on the floor. “There. But we were… were too late. Those nails were already installed. And demons were already… already coming through.”

Fuck. That wasn’t good. Even as I kneeled there with her I heard the crackle of the portal, another demon clawing through the gate before an air bullet from Vattia blew its head off. Unfortunately, there was another one right behind it.

I turned sharply to Vattia. “How do we stop this?” I demanded.

Vattia had just delivered another kick of an air bullet, pulverizing another demon when I spoke. She looked my way in surprise. “I… what…”

I gestured at the burning light of the nails impaled all around us. “Can we stop this?”

She opened her mouth, but even as she did another demon tore through the gate, howling with wrath before Erina slammed a hand down on the floor, paving stones and earth heaving up and blocking the portal. But not for long. Already I could see the makeshift wall being torn apart.

“Vattia!” I barked, yanking her attention back to me. “Can we stop it?”

“I… yes, we can,” she said firmly. She gestured at the nails. “Those are inscribed with runes of corruption, but also greater sealing runes from Auropa. If we can undo them and rip them free, life should return to the tree. When it does, the portal should stabilize. But…”

“But?” I pressed.

She bit her lip and looked past me and through the portal. “But… but it will be difficult if more demons come through. And with the portal as it is…”

I looked back at the demonic gate. More claws were tearing apart the earth wall, and the gate was widening beyond it even more. Erina’s teeth were grit as she slammed another heaving of earth against it to try and block the gate.

But it wouldn’t be enough.

Not nearly enough.

Damn. I knew what I had to do.

“I’ll hold them,” I said, rising to my feet.

“You?” Anoru said, forcing herself up a bit more with a wince of pain.

“Me,” I said, turning towards the gate. “Erina? You help protect Vattia from any that get past me. When reinforcements get here, get them to help Vattia or hold the gate.”

“A-Alister! That’s insane!” Vattia yelped in panic. “You can’t possibly fight a demonic incursion on your own!”

I laughed bitterly. “Of course I can,” I said. “I was made for this. Just restore the seal and get those nails out,” I said. “I’ll buy as much time as I can.”

“Alister!”

I looked back, seeing Erina there. The catgirl’s hands were clutched to her chest, but a look of firm purpose was in her eyes. She gave me a brief nod. “We’ll be waiting.”

I found a grin, nodded, then turned forward and walked through the gate.

They say war is hell, and that may be an exaggeration, but not by much.

The infernal plane, or at least this part of it, was unnerving. I stepped into an isle of sanity in a sea of madness.

The gate itself loomed up behind me, stretching like a wound in reality. A tree grew here, almost a mirror to the Tree of Ages, albeit looking even more sickly. Its branches were leafless, and its limbs were like skeletal fingers clawing at the sky. Its roots spilled down steps carved out of white stone, arranged like the promenade of some ancient temple. There were even a couple of statues flanking the way. Twisted things that hurt just to look at. Not that I did for long.

What stood before me was plenty to grab my attention.

Reality in the infernal plane was clearly more of a suggestion than hard truth. The air shimmered and swam with hues. Shapes shifted into the distance. Mountains of red stone like massive teeth. Jagged cliffs rearing out of nothing. Seas of crimson and black fortresses. The ruins of black cities sprawled outwards. Fragments of earth floated in the distance like banished islands. The very earth was paved with skulls of men.

And then there were the demons.

They seemed to spawn out of the very earth, emerging out of the swill of unreality that churned in the air. Hundreds of them. Hideous mashups of beasts. Mutated monstrosities and shambling things of blighted flesh. Just looking at them hurt the eyes. Like a sea of horrors, and all coming straight at me. Straight for the gate in an endless tide.

Lovely.

But the biggest was yet to come. As I stood there the earth shuddered. Something boomed in the distance, and a mass of living metal crawled over the horizon. And I do mean that literally. It reminded me sharply of the Osgood, which I’d had to deal with in Umbrica, and that was not a compliment.

The… thing heaved its mass forward, with massive forearms that thudded into the ground with every inch it came on. What looked like a fort or a factory grew from its back. Smoke stacks twisted along it, spewing black exhaust into the air. Artillery emplacements sprawled over it like sores. Its massive arms dragged it on, its head crested with a helmet of black metal like a battering ram, its jaw tusked and dripping with a viscous oil.

And standing on the edge of its horn I saw a terribly familiar red figure.

“Well well!” Sareeva cheered, throwing her arms open wide as she balanced on the peak of her beast of war. “Look who’s come to welcome us to the mortal world! How’s it going, my old war buddy?”

“I’m not your buddy, Sareeva,” I shouted back, my voice echoing in the dead air that hung above the horde. I really didn’t want to talk to her, but if it let me stall for even a minute longer, I’d take it. “And I’m not letting you or your friends through.”

“Aw, come on, Alister. Why not? We’re just going to have a little fun.”

“I’ve seen your kind of fun. And the answer is no.”

“Ah well,” Sareeva sighed. “I guess we’ll just have to insist. Alright you bastards!” she shouted gleefully, lifting an arm and throwing a pointing finger my way. “Reality is yours for the taking! So go get it!”

A roar arose from the demons, and like a tide they started down the path and towards the portal.

The first few demons easily outdistanced their brothers, given their lower bodies were centaur-like hybrids of multiple legs. Bellowing, they hefted huge, crude cleaver-like axes with arms thick enough to split me and my sword in half given the chance.

Which I didn’t give them.

Instead I raised my hands, fanning out my fingers and fired off a salvo of crimson barbs from the blood orbs floating around me. Ten of the spikes slammed into the foremost demons, impaling them like bullets. I grimaced at the burning taste of their blood, but needs must.

And I must.

The centaurs stumbled as I pulled on their blood, draining them through the barbs. Their stumble became a slog, their skin and muscle sinking against their bones as I sucked them dry to mummified husks that collapsed on the steps. I yanked my hands back, their blood surging into the orbs as I harnessed it. Had to be careful. Couldn’t drink any into my body. But oh, how I felt a shiver of pure pleasure surge through me.

Fuck that felt good.

I didn’t have time to relish it though. The first wave of cavalry were dead, but here came the infantry. Bellowing horned figures swung up swords that burned with hellfire as they pounded up the steps towards me.

I harnessed the blood I stole, crimson wings bursting from my back and fanning out like great hands. Spikes fired from them, impaling the demons as they charged up the slope, felling them and stealing their blood even as their companions kept on, trampling their fallen allies under hooves and clawed feet.

More demon blood flowed into my hands, taking shape of two huge blades. But I’d need strength here. Reluctantly, I absorbed some of the demon blood.

Nnn! I felt the burn in my veins and strength surge through me. My arms swelled with the infernal blood I pumped through them. The first demons rushed me and I swung, my blade cleaving through three of the charging demons in one stroke, splitting them in half to fall to the steps, their blood pouring down them like a waterfall.

Oh fuck that was good.

The taste of it was in me. The smell of iron and sweat and hate and the shouts of fury. A battlefield so like those in the war but different too. Dozens of demons surged up the steps and I descended against them, swinging my swords, my wings forming shields as blazing bullets slammed down towards me, shattering on my wings.

My heart pounded with the blood of the hell born who rushed against me. They had no sense of preservation. No instinct beyond advance. Kill. Slaughter! Lesser demons born to fight. Born to die.

And I obliged.

My arms worked tirelessly. New blood fed my muscles as I swung my blades and butchered. Orbs of blood rose about me like crimson moons, fed by ever more of the demons who fell before me.

A huge demon surged past the others, trampling them, bellowing in his haste to get to me. Horns like a bull, skin like molten rock. He swung up an arm as big as a man was wide and brought it down to crush me.

I swung a blood sword, pumping more fel blood into my veins, my weapon cleaving through his arm. He roared in pain and reared back as molten blood poured down the steps, sizzling among the dead. I stabbed, plunging my sword into his black heart before wrenching it sideways, gutting him.

The demon collapsed, but there were more. Always more to come. An endless wave of them desperate to get past me. To get through the portal. To bring death and terror and torment beyond. Some did, slipping by me as I slaughtered their brothers. But most came to me. Came to meet my blade.

I stood against them. Hacking. Slaying. And still they came on.

I needed a moment. My breathing was ragged. My temples throbbed from pressure and my body burned from the infernal blood I’d been forced to take. I raised my arm, slamming it into the absolute lake of crimson pouring down the steps. A wave of my power went through it, and spikes of blood rippled outward, impaling demons as they came at me. I fed my power into them, their bodies shuddering, and when more demons charged past them they exploded like grenades, bone ripping outward in ivory shrapnel that tore and blinded and crippled.

In the pause that followed I folded more of the blood around myself, forming a towering suit of crimson armour. A second form that reared above the lesser demons. I formed a huge axe and swung, slaughtering a dozen lesser demons in one swing. Mowing them down while the orbs around me fired a salvo of spikes into more of them.

I caught a glimpse of black fire and looked over to see a group of demons wearing silky black robes. Their horns jutted out of their hoods and only their jaws of bared teeth could be seen chanting as they raised their hands. Bolts of black fire erupted from their hands at me, and I swept my wings around me in a shield.

Hellfire slammed into the demonic blood, ripping away chunks of my wings. But no matter. There was plenty more where that came from. I swept them back open and lifted my hands, the blood orbs around me churning, spikes forming on their surface.

Down I swung my arms, and like a rain of arrows, spikes of blood fired down, shredding the hordes coming against me. The demons in the robes summoned hasty barriers, but my spikes overwhelmed them with sheer numbers, blasting holes in the sorcerous demons until they fell.

My veins were singing with power. I felt incredible. Amazing! I laughed as the demons came on and met their end. I slaughtered them with glee. It was so easy. So fun! Even when more demons came, these ones clad in black iron armour, their limbs grafted with cannons and guns, I killed them too. Their gunfire exploded against my wings and shredded my armour until I conjured spikes of blood to rip the bastards apart. Their gunfire peppered my blood armour and failed to penetrate as I formed my wings into great, crimson hands that literally ripped them apart.

Then, I heard a familiar sound. The thunder of cannons.

And the scream of shells.

I looked up as rounds descended. I spread my wings and leaped into the air as the shells landed, obliterating chunks of the steps and bodies there. Wherever they hit pools of molten blood and metal spread.

Then, with a great groan, the warbeast came.

It dragged itself forward, roaring, its turrets belching rounds. I swept my wings around me as they struck, slamming into my armour. I felt the sizzle as some sort of acid ate away at my armour, stripping chunks of it off. I shed the parts hit, losing much of my protection, but gaining speed. I threw myself high. Higher. Beats of my wings bearing me into the sky. I reached up my arm and concentrated the blood I’d stolen into a massive axe.

And I dropped.

The beast bellowed, artillery banks still firing, a huge arm swinging up to knock me out of the sky.

I swung my axe down. It slammed into the arm with the force of gravity, slicing through the massive limb. Its arm fell away and its face was revealed. Its huge eyes grew wide as my axe came down and slammed right into its head.

Blood and iron hardened to a razor’s edge cleaved through its crown and skull. The warbeast’s eyes rolled up as I practically bisected its head before the axe finally stopped. I dangled from the handle for a moment.

The crack of a gunshot howled through the air and shattered the handle of the axe. I fell, hastily pulling what was left of the demon’s blood into myself as I plummeted. I formed the blood into wings, but that wiped out my reserves. And the distraction had proven costly. Demons were surging the portal, and I soared back to them. I slammed into their midst, soaking up the blood caking the steps. I spun it into two massive blades and spun them, slicing through dozens of demons in a single swing.

“Oh Alisteeeeeeer!”

My head swung up to see Sareeva standing at the foot of the steps, grinning up at me, her sleeves lifted. Her hands sank back, and a bouquet of gun barrels emerged.

Bitch.

She fired that mass of guns at me, bullets screaming through the air. I dove to meet her, forming one of my blood orbs into a shield that ate the bullets with ease. Only a few rounds hit me. The rest pummeled the demons who’d been around me. She didn’t care. They didn’t seem to either.

She jumped back as I hit the ground into a crouch. I shifted the shield into a flail and swung the spiked orb of crimson at her. She deflected it, one arm of guns becoming a massive crimson gauntlet that caught the orb as she fired a barrage from her other arm.

I shielded my face with a hasty barrier of blood, eating the shots. I felt some hit me and grit my teeth, coagulating the wounds even as I clenched my fist causing the orb of blood I’d hit her with to explode. Sareeva yelped, sent tumbling back, and I rushed her, shifting my blood into a sword. I swung it down even as she surged back to her feet, her gun hand transforming into a rusty metal blade. She parried my sword, and our faces were an inch apart.

It was my chance.

I took it.

I swung up my other hand, growing a dagger of blood and slammed it into her shoulder. I tried to drain her blood, only to pull at nothing. I stared in shock as oil oozed from her shoulder.

“Ah ah! Not gonna be that easy,” she giggled, breaking the deadlock and slashing at me.

I parried, abandoning the spike and forming another blade. Her free arm swung down, forming the howling blade of a rusty chainsaw. I knocked it aside, sending it against the ground which it tore up. I slashed and she blocked with her weapons again, then I forced her back with a sudden flurry of strokes.

She parried each one.

“Isn’t it wonderful?” Sareeva cackled over the clash of blades.

“You’re sick,” I snapped at her.

“Oh come on, Alister!” she laughed. “Don’t you love this?”

I caught a shift in her coat and leaped back, right before a scorpion tail of steel could have hit me. “No! I don’t!” I snapped.

“Liar!” she giggled, and her arm transformed into the conical head of an RPG. “You love this, Alister! You love the blood! The slaughter! The thrill of war!”

She fired and I shifted a blood orb into a whip, smacking aside the missile to explode among a cluster of demons. Several of them came at me, and I shifted my wings into spikes, slamming them into the devils and sucking them dry, refueling my blood reserves.

“Look at you!” Sareeva declared gleefully as more demons rushed to their mistress’s defence, flinging themselves onto my blades. “This is your element, Alister. This is what you were born to do! Born to slaughter! To kill! And instead, what are you? A relic? A writer? A rusting sword in a world of peace? No no no!” she cheered. “This is what you’re for. This is what you need!”

I tried to block out her words as I killed more of her creatures, another blood orb forming a cloak that fanned out like blades, slicing through shrieking demons as they rushed me with claws or mace or sword or snapping pincers. But I couldn’t help but hear. Couldn’t help but feel rage and loathing and hate because she was right.

I was loving this.

I was enjoying this slaughter. This fight without end. I was thrilling as the demon blood rushed through my veins, pounding in me. Empowering me. I felt more alive than I had since the war ended. I felt strong. Powerful. Amazing!

There was a sudden buzz and a cable snapped around my wrist. I yanked at it, then another grabbed my other arm, wrenching it aside.

I pulled back, then saw the source. Several spidery demons with eight steel legs had snuck out among the horde. Out of their mouths they’d spat out cables of white thread hard as steel. I tried to yank free, but the demons dug their metallic limbs into the dirt and pulled back, wrenching my arms out to the sides.

Several demons rushed in with their weapons to put an end to me, when the sudden bark of automatic fire ripped them apart with a hail of bullets.

“Hold up there, boys,” Sareeva said cheerfully, another mass of gun barrels projecting from her sleeve as she sauntered towards me. “I want a word with this stud.”

I glared at her, chest heaving with exertion as I stared into her mad eyes alive with fire, her rusty red coat creaking like corrugated steel as she stopped a short distance in front of me.

“Hell is where people like us belong, Alister,” she said, then extended her hand towards me, fingers like rusty knives. “You don’t belong in the mortal realm. Give in to it, Alister. Can’t you feel it? The blood of demons already flows in your veins. Let it take over. Let it consume you! It’ll be so good,” she breathed, her burning eyes growing misty with nightmarish dreams. “Just look at you!” she cheered, and she brushed her chest, her coat going to a mirror’s shine.

I recoiled at what I saw. It was me, but the taint of corruption was plain. My skin had turned slightly red. My forehead bulged with the beginnings of demonic horns. My teeth had grown to points.

Gods.

“The world doesn’t appreciate a Bloodletter,” Sareeva purred, stroking the mirror on her chest lovingly. “But we would. You could slaughter for eternity. A god of blood! A throne of skulls! And together, we’ll remind the world what a war really is!”

I grit my teeth, but the worst part was that I was tempted. I genuinely was. This fight had felt wonderful. Amazing. Sickeningly glorious, like an orgy I never wanted to stop. And it didn’t have to. Demons never stopped spawning in the infernal realms. I could drown in blood and bodies and still there would be more to kill tomorrow. Endless battle. Eternal war.

“And I’ll be at your side,” Sareeva cooed, her hand pressing over her heart with a scrape of metal on metal. “Hell, you can even bring your harem with you! I’m sure they’ll love to become hellspawn too. Not to mention all the demon queens will be fighting each other to get a taste of you. Fucking. Fighting. We’ve got it all here, Alister!” she cheered, flinging her arms wide, wings of ragged metal creaking out grandly. “So come on! What are you waiting for?”

I snorted.

Chuckled.

Then started to laugh.

“Sareeva,” I said, shaking my head sadly. “Oh, Sareeva. You are right, I do love this. This really is fun. It really is glorious and grand to slaughter these horned bastards. And you know what?”

“What?” she asked, leaning in eagerly, her grin showing teeth like iron spikes.

“As much as I enjoy a good fight, I enjoy the love of a good woman even more. And you? You’re just a colossal bitch.”

I tensed my hands and shot a spike of blood from my palms. They ripped through the two spider demons, and as their ropes went slack I shifted the blood into two swords and sliced through the cables.

Sareeva watched it, her grin growing amused as she lowered her arms and shook her head sadly. “Oh Alister. You do like playing hard to get. But that’s okay. I can do this the old fashioned way. After all,” she said, grinning wider as she began to grow, spidery limbs of iron legs emerging from under her coat. Layers of rusty metal unfolding over her. Additional arms creaking and groaning as they sprouted from her, sparks crackling from her mouth and gears grinding here and there. “Once I have you in my grasp, you’ll see how wonderful hell can be. I may not have been a member of the Committee of Propaganda, but I know how to be verrrrrrry convincing.”

“No means no,” I informed her, readying my blades.

“Only until it becomes yes. Yes! Yes!” she shrieked in delight as she flipped up the skirt of her coat.

Revealing the rotating barrel of a gatling gun.

Fuck.

I lunged sideways as she opened fire, rounds pummeling the first rank of the demons who’d been arranged around us and watching.

“Ohhhhh yesssssss,” Sareeva moaned in ecstasy, her spidery limbs clicking as she rotated to try and catch me in the gunfire, obliterating masses of demons without even seeming to care.

Which was okay by me as I rolled, my blood wings lifting me into the air with a few frantic flaps, too high for her gatling gun.

Sadly, she had no end of tricks yet. A squared canister swung onto Sareeva’s shoulder and she pointed at me. “Fire!” she gleefully cried, and with a scream rockets spat from their tubes, their heads grinning fanged faces. I weaved and spun, evading the barrage as they spun out. Blood spikes fired from my orbs, pummeling the rockets and causing them to explode prematurely.

I flapped down, landing back on the steps of the portal. I whipped my hands sideways and conjured a pair of bloody black blades.

Sareeva smirked, her mechanical legs clicking on the steps as she prowled towards me, more demons manifesting from the infernal realm around her. Spun into being by the black exhaust seething from the pipes growing from her back and following her. I readied myself, surveying the endless horrors clawing up towards me and the gate beyond.

Then, they stopped.

The suddenness of it startled me and I stared, watching them. The demonic horde didn’t move. Didn’t even flinch. Like they’d been caught in a medusa stare. Even Sareeva had paused, a faint twitching of her shoulders and cheek all that she managed, like a stalling motor.

I felt a sudden thud in the air behind me. A change like a wave. I looked back.

The tree was blooming.

Limbs once withered showed green once more. Buds split as the branches rose and the trunk thickened like an oak growing to its fullest in a matter of seconds. Leaves spread out, and like a fresh wind the acrid miasma of the infernal realm was beaten back in a shockwave of life.

Lesser demons shrieked, ripped apart where they stood like being flayed by a thousand knives. Greater demons howled as they were flung back, shielding themselves with arms or claws of steel and flesh as their skin sizzled, burning their fur and hides in an instant as they cringed and loped away like whipped dogs.

Only Sareeva remained where she stood, weathering the purity of the goddess’s tree. Her beautiful face winced away from it, her metallic parts corroding before the holy power of the goddess’s anathema.

But her eyes didn’t leave me. Fury contorted her face, but there was something else in there. Something that made my skin tingle and pulse quicken even as my soul cringed from it with revulsion. Because in her face I saw something I had seen before. Something I had known elsewhere. Something cruel and twisted and malicious and wrong.

But it was something almost like love.

“Guess you win round three, Alister,” she spat, oil oozing from where her skin was being ripped apart like old canvas. “But you and I both know it’s not who wins the battle, but who wins the war.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But you didn’t win today.”

Her grin grew. Twisted and terrible but somehow sinfully thrilling. “No,” she purred like an idling engine, her spidery legs creaking as she was forced back, every step a struggle like her will to survive was battling her desire to keep staring at me. “Not today. But someday, Alister. Someday, you’ll be mine.”

A shiver went through me. A sensation I didn’t dare analyze. Sareeva grinned wider, and then the rippling air of the infernal realm swallowed her.

And she was gone.

For a moment after I stayed there, looking out across the burning realm of hell. A place of endless conflict, struggle, and sin. A place of indulgence in the worst instincts of man and more made manifest. And gods help me, I felt a faint yearning for it.

Then I shook my head, reached into my jacket, and pulled out a blood pack.

I punctured it and drank deep, shuddering as I forced out the demon’s blood in me. Pouring it from the wounds of my fingers to sizzle on the steps. I felt the unholy strength leave me, and a sudden weariness fell on me. I shook my head, the last of the tainted blood oozing from my fingers.

Then I turned my back on hell, and walked back through the gate.


Epilogue


Headmistress Elegantra was looking much better the next time I saw her.

Of course, given that when I last saw her a week ago, she’d looked like a gnarled tree still struggling to survive in the barren field of no man’s land, that wasn’t saying much.

And she still looked a bit tired, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that had more to do with the no doubt endless meetings she’d been dealing with since the demon gate incident. For now she settled behind her desk, a cup of tea in her wooden hand as she surveyed me sitting across from her. I was offered one too. As was Anoru, who sat with rigid dignity, half her face still hidden under bandages, which contrasted sharply with the crisp armour she wore as a paladin of the Order.

“Thank you for joining us. Both of you,” Elegantra said, nodding to me and then Anoru, the headmistress’s hat flopping with the motion. “Especially given finals are coming up so soon.”

“Glad to,” I said, though I tried not to wince. “Your eagle said something about an update on everything?”

“Exactly so,” Elegantra replied, taking a sip of her tea and setting it down. She looked meaningfully at Anoru.

The paladin cleared her throat. “We have begun a thorough investigation into our ranks,” she said. “The movements of the traitors have been largely worked out. It appears that Fallia had fallen in league with the demons during one of the suppression expeditions into the realm. Temptation is something we always guard against. Sadly, it seems it wasn’t enough this time.”

Yeah, I bet.

“As for these nails…” Anoru said with a frown. “She did not bring the materials through. We assuredly would have noticed if she had. Instead, it seems she learned how to craft them from the demons themselves, and fed the information to a number of students who were responsible for creating the artifacts. Then, when they needed something to throw us off the trail, the students were sacrificed to test the efficacy of these nails.”

“Whose workmanship was most unusual,” Elegantra said. “Our exchange student from Auropa proved very helpful in undoing the damage they had caused.”

“I’m sure she appreciates it,” I said.

“I imagine she does,” Elegantra said. “And it seems,” she added, reaching under her desk and pulling out a newspaper, “that our media studies students have helped it as well.”

She tossed it on the desk and I picked it up. Splashed across the front page was a picture of Vattia in the portal chamber, directing several witches to tearing out one of the nails. With that was written, ‘Auropan Student Helps Deny Demon’s Plot.’ My eyes skimmed down, and I grinned on seeing Trey’s name.

“Good,” I said, though kept my own opinions on that guarded. “Hopefully there won’t be any other issues.”

“Hopefully indeed,” Elegantra said. “And once more, we must thank you, Mister Blackwood. If not for you and your harem, things could have gone much worse.”

“I’m just glad to put this behind us,” I said as I rose.

Elegantra nodded, but I could tell she wasn’t so convinced. And to be fair, neither was I. Sareeva may have been stopped, but I doubted the demon queen was done with me. No. Not her. She’d come after me again, somehow.

As I stepped out of Elegantra’s office I found Vattia fidgeting in a chair outside the office. As I emerged the rabbit-girl hopped to attention, plastering a smile over her worried frown.

“Well?” she asked.

“Everything is fine,” I assured her as we started off down the steps leading down towards the school proper. “She just wanted to give me an update about the situation. And,” I added with a proud look at her, “she also had a fair bit of praise for your part in this.”

“I was happy to do whatever I could to help,” Vattia said earnestly. “Not only to better the relations between our two nations, but also as the newest member of your harem!”

“Starting to get the whole ‘harem’ thing?” I asked with a grin.

A blush coloured Vattia’s face and she coughed prettily. “W-well, there is certainly something that can be said about the system, I will admit. I wouldn’t go so far as to say it was superior to that of the People’s Republic, but the merits are hard to ignore. Your harem worked wonderfully as a unit during this engagement, and I ah… well… ahem…”

She trailed off, blushing progressively brighter, and I couldn’t resist reaching over and mussing her hair between her long ears. Vattia flushed even brighter as we emerged onto campus, and I noticed that a number of students were watching us with interest, and with considerably less hostility than before.

Which reminded me…

“Have you been having any trouble since the portal incident?” I asked.

Her ears flapped with the shake of her head. “Not at all,” she said brightly, clutching her notebook to her chest. “In fact, I’ve gotten a few questions about my studies. And a few of the academy’s societies have indicated their interest in me speaking to them. There are some others that remain… unwelcoming, but they’re easy to ignore.”

“That’s good,” I said earnestly, and certainly meant it. It’d be nice if her helping to stop a mass demonic invasion of the school would have gained her more friends, but I’d take what I could get.

We reached the Raven’s Wing Dorm soon enough and I headed inside and up towards my room. I opened the door and paused on finding Erina, Kensie, Ashlyn, and Tanya all clustered around the coffee table, Noirveil holding court among them.

My arrival was far from unnoticed, and the vampiress looked up with a fanged smile. “Ah! Mon lover of ze night!” she exclaimed, sweeping across the room to fling her arms around my neck, giving me such a strong kiss on the cheek that I could feel the mark her lipstick left behind. “How I have missed you!”

“Likewise,” I said, wrapping an arm around her waist and tugging her in against me. I surveyed the rest of the room curiously. “But what’s all this?”

Tanya rose first, holding several pamphlets in her hand. She glanced at the others, then locked her eyes on me, the lights around her horns shining with happiness. “Alister,” she said. “As your harem queen, I feel we need to discuss something important.”

Uh oh. “Yeah?”

“As your harem grows, and will no doubt continue to grow, we have decided that the current living arrangement is no longer suitable.”

“And… what exactly does that mean?” I asked.

“It means,” Ashlyn said, “that we’re sick of having to squeeze into this tiny place any time we want to be with you.”

“I don’t think it’s such a big deal,” Kensie put in sulkily.

“Yeah, you don’t because you already live with him,” Ashlyn pointed out.

“Regardless,” Erina declared, her feline ears flicking up as she straightened importantly. “We, as your harem, have decided that it is time for us to seek accommodations that will allow us all to stay with you! We shall move out of our respective dorms and into a house where we can not only share the space with you, but also have plenty enough for the inevitable dozens of children every able-bodied daughter of the nation should bear for the glorious future of Caldia!”

“W-wait!” Ashlyn sputtered, her wings fluttering and tail thrashing in agitation. “I didn’t say anything about kids!”

“What?” Kensie said teasingly. “But weren’t you the one begging Alister two nights ago to, and I quote, ‘breed my pussy?’”

Ashlyn sputtered something, growing so red steam literally sizzled from her head.

“Regardless,” Tanya continued, cutting in smoothly and stepping forward, presenting the pamphlets to me. “We all think it’s time in our relationship to work towards something to this effect. It’s time we start thinking less like horny teenagers, Alister. And we start thinking more like what we want this to be.” She pressed the pamphlets into my hands, her lights glowing, illuminating the warmth of her face and love in her eyes. “A family.”

Family.

I felt my chest grow tight as I accepted the papers. I looked down to see ads for various houses around Stoneway. Ruinously expensive, or it would be for most people, if the government hadn’t made it rain freedom bucks on me in celebration of my slaughter during the war.

But family?

The word felt… weird to me. My own family had few memories attached to it, and none good. Hell, my last one was watching from the back of a car as my old home vanished in the distance, my dad still counting the money the government had paid him for me.

Then I looked back up, and seeing the beautiful faces of the women I loved watching me, pensive with anticipation and love, I felt my throat close. Tears burn the corners of my eyes. Yes. This was what love really meant. This was what I’d survived the war for.

And there was no way I could say no.

The lump in my throat sank into my chest, forming a comfortable weight. I smiled at the six women watching me. “I’d… I’d love that,” I told them earnestly. “Thank you, girls. I think that would be wonderful.”

Noirveil chuckled, squeezing me fondly. Tanya stepped forward, taking my hand in her own, the gentleness in her eyes and understanding in her face told me she knew exactly what I was feeling. “We would love that too,” the felborn said as she wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tight.

Then I heard a pop near the corner of my ear, and a pair of arms were wrapped around my forehead, and a pair of plump red tits squished against my ear. “Group hug!” Hexie cried. “Bring it on, girls! Hug our stud like you mean it!”

I rolled my eyes with a snort, and though I saw my sentiment echoed here and there, the rest of my harem moved in, and I found myself being hugged by all of them. Erina. Kensie. Ashlyn. Tanya. Even Vattia moved in after a moment and joined the embrace.

And as I stood there in the arms of the women I loved, the prospect of a new home clutched in my hands, I knew that nothing - not a thing - could be better than this.
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