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Chapter 1.


That morning wasn’t the first time I woke up buried under a bunch of bodies. But it was probably the first time I didn’t mind it.

Not to say I made a habit of it. But more than once back in the war I’d return to the waking world after a glancing shot to my helmet and find myself lying out in no man’s land under the corpses of soldiers who’d bravely - and pointlessly - tried to charge a machine gun nest. Or maybe I’d overused my wyldcraft and passed out among the bodies of the Auropan soldiers I’d massacred, all to hold some patch of dirt like a million other patches of dirt, aside from the fact command decided it was the one that thousands of men and women had to die for.

Fortunately, those days were behind me now, and this time I woke up among the warm bodies of my harem sprawled over my double bed, all of them still fast asleep.

I stared at the ceiling, not really disliking this current situation. But when Kensie Killmaiden’s foot kicked my face sleepily, I did sigh.

Yeah. This wasn’t going to cut it anymore.

With some effort I slid out from among the bodies. A hard thing to do, but not impossible for a man who’d once spent three days on his belly, crawling through slimy mud to sneak up on an enemy outpost. Once I was finally free I pulled myself to my feet and turned back to survey the grounds I’d escaped from.

When I’d first gotten this room to stay in while attending Stoneway Academy, I’d been amazed at the size of it. Now though, I saw just how small it was. Especially when four women were trying to share it. Through a series of events that even I had trouble accepting at times, I’d found myself with a harem of gorgeous witches.

My eyes slid over Kensie, the wolf-girl sprawled on the bed, snoring loudly, her canine ears twitching. Then there was Tanya Tormentia, my harem queen, lying not far, her red skin stark among the white sheets, while her massive bust was serving as a pair of pillows to Ashlyn, a dragon-girl who was contentedly cuddling the busty felborn. Meanwhile Vattia, the latest to join my harem, sprawled on her stomach, her rabbit ears twitching, and the little tuft of her tail flicking as she dreamed and hummed softly to herself.

For a minute I could only admire the sight. To think, within a year, I’d found these four women to love me. And they weren’t even everyone! I’d also managed to finagle a sultry vampiress professor who couldn’t attend this week’s orgy owing to her school duties. And my resident cat-girl princess Erina wasn’t here either, though she had been last night. I didn’t count my imp familiar either though, since she only came out when I summoned her. Or when she thought events needed her lewd commentary.

Which made… seven? Seven women? Gods. I took a look at the room again and shook my head.

Oh yeah. This space wasn’t going to do it anymore.

“Mmm… stupid Alister,” Ashlyn mumbled, smiling dreamily and drooling a little onto Tanya’s breasts. “Stupid stupid stupid…”

I hid my grin and wondered what role I was playing in her dreams? Tempting as it was to wake her up and ask, I knew better. Not only would Ashlyn deny dreaming of me, she might torch my jacket as revenge.

Instead, I slipped out of the room and into the bathroom, cranking on the shower. Ahhh, that was the good stuff. The hot water felt unbelievably good on my skin, and I contentedly scrubbed down quite thoroughly. Even now, I still marveled at the ability to shower on demand, and with hot water no less! Back on the front, I’d be lucky to get a bucket of mostly clean water to scrub down with between slaughters.

Fortunately those days were behind me.

I finally emerged from the shower feeling cleansed, a towel wrapped around my waist. Which is how Erina found me as she opened the door.

The cat-girl paused on the threshold, balancing a tray of coffee from the cafeteria in one hand and a bag of what was most likely breakfast in the other. Despite probably having to get up more than an hour before I did, she somehow managed to look completely put together, her uniform without a wrinkle, its short skirt stirring with her feline tail. Her blonde hair floated around a stunningly beautiful face, while a pair of diamond earrings sparkled in her ears. How she managed it after what we did last night I had no idea short of snorting amphetamines, and since that was probably against school rules, I guess it was just going to have to stay a mystery.

“Alister!” Erina chimed, prancing up to me and delivering a loving kiss on my lips.

I returned it, wrapping an arm around the gorgeous catgirl’s waist and tugging her in close. “Mmm. Morning,” I said, running my hand over the curve of her ass before I glanced at the bag. “Is that breakfast?”

“The most important meal of the day! I made sure to follow the prescribed nutritional needs as laid out in the food pyramid, building the strength every proud citizen of Caldia should have.”

“Sounds delicious,” I said as she turned about and laid things out on the table, her skirt riding up tantalizingly as she bent over. Now there’s a sight to put pep in my step.

I heard a creak and glanced back to see Kensie emerge from the bedroom, the wolf-girl looking considerably less put together than Erina. The witch yawned into her hand and blinked blearily at us. “Mmm… Morning,” she mumbled.

“Quite so. And quite late,” Erina noted, hands on her hips with a slight frown. “Really. It’s almost six, and you’re only getting up now?”

“Yeah yeah,” Kensie yawned, waving off the rebuke as she slumped to her bedroom and vanished inside, firmly closing the door behind her.

Ashlyn was the next to emerge, and she looked pissed. But since that was about standard for her it didn’t mean much. Her bedhead was incredible though, as it hung in a pale frazzle around her horns, her wings tucked in around her like a blanket, but I could see she’d thrown on the rumpled remains of her school uniform under it.

“Pleeeease tell me that’s coffee,” she said, snatching up the cup with her name on it and taking a heavy drink. She stuck out her tongue when she finished. “Bleh. Not hot enough.”

“Really? Mine’s pretty hot,” I noted.

“I need it scalding,” she said, holding the cup in both hands as she focused on it. Within a moment steam hissed from the lid as she channeled fire magic into it, then took another drink, this time with an expression of deep satisfaction.

“Ah,” she said, settling onto the couch with a flutter of her wings and curl of her tail. “Perfect.”

“You’re welcome,” Erina said snippily.

Ashlyn just rolled her eyes and dug into the bag of breakfast.

Erina huffed, folding her arms, and I was about to step in before things could escalate when the perfect person to head that off emerged next. Tanya slipped out of the room, stretching contentedly, which was a hell of a sight to see since she hadn’t put on any clothes, leaving the huge orbs of her breasts out to see. Lights flickered around her demonic horns as she gave us all a winning smile.

“Good morning everyone,” she said, beaming. “Did we all have a lovely night?”

“No,” Ashlyn grumbled between bites of a croissant. “ Kensie was kicking me half the night. Alister?” she said, looking pointedly at me. “That room is too damn small for all of us.”

“Well, you are right,” I admitted with a shrug. “But to be fair, I didn’t expect to get a harem this big this fast.”

“I don’t see why not,” Erina said, her cat ears flicking up. “After all, what full-blooded, patriotic witch wouldn’t wish to join the harem of such a distinguished patriot? What daughter of our glorious free states wouldn’t desire to be the one to take the seed of such an accomplished warlock and breed the future citizens in our glorious democracy? For we are the heirs of this nation under the gods,” Erina declared, clasping a fist to her chest and gazing into the distance as if seeing the flag raised on the university’s quad. “For liberty, freedom, and justice for all!”

Again Ashlyn rolled her eyes, but Tanya clapped her hands, the lights around her head glowing like fireworks. “Well put, Erina,” she said. “And perfect timing! I’ve been meaning to talk to everyone about that. Just a moment.”

She bustled over to a side table and squatted down, opening a drawer and digging through it. I took another sip of my coffee, eying Tanya’s ass. On a certain level, I should probably tell her to put some pants on.

On the other hand…

I heard a popping sound near my ear, followed a moment later by an insinuating whisper purring, “What a view, huh master? Makes you just want to push her down and drive that dick into her until she’s a moaning mess, eh?”

I sighed and turned my head towards Hexie. The imp was grinning, her small figure wrapped up tight in scanty straps of leather that did nothing to hide her assets from view. Which I knew was absolutely intentional. My so-called familiar made it her life’s mission to get me to expand my harem. Apparently this was in service of world domination, though I was pretty sure it was mainly for her to get some masturbation material.

“It’s too early for that,” I told the imp.

“C’mon, master. It’s never too early to fucking rail a hottie! Especially miss funbags there. Don’t tell me you don’t enjoy watching those melons sway while you bounce her on your manmeat.”

“It’s too early for what?” Kensie asked as she emerged from her room, now dressed in her uniform and in the midst of holstering some stakes to her thigh.

“Now now,” Tanya said, rising and turning to fan a bunch of brochures in front of her breasts. “We all agreed that with finals coming up, we’d start looking seriously at off-campus housing for us all. Especially since we don’t want to waste summer vacation sorting it out.”

“An excellent point!” Erina declared proudly, beaming at the felborn. “And no less than I would expect from our harem queen!”

Tanya blushed at the praise before stepping forward and waving the brochures tantalizingly. “Thank you, Erina. It took me a bit of time, I will admit. But I think I’ve narrowed it down to a few excellent choices. Here, take a look.”

She laid out the brochures on the table and the girls clustered around, flipping through them. I idly picked one up myself, paging through it, not actually too interested. Actually, that wasn’t quite right. I was interested, but I think I was mostly just having a hard time believing it was happening. The only home I’d known since my parents sold me to the army was the barracks, and it was hard to get attached to those seeing as I was moved around so much. But here I was, planning on settling in somewhere more permanent. I was still having a hard time wrapping my head around it. For most of my life, everything I owned had fit into a pack or a trunk for me to drag to the next combat zone. But a house? I could only shake my head in wonder.

In the midst of this I heard the door to my bedroom open again, and Vattia wandered in. She was dressed, to my mingled disappointment and happiness, her uniform starkly different from the others. Unsurprising, given she was on transfer from Auropa. It had been an… adjustment to have a woman from the nation I’d spent much of my life depopulating now eager to take my dick. But if there was one thing I’d learned, it was that life was full of surprises.

The rabbit-girl’s ears perked upright and she peered about the room. “What’s going on?” she asked.

“We’re looking at houses to buy,” Kensie replied.

“Buy?” Vattia asked as she finished buttoning up her shirt. “What do you mean buy?”

“Yes, buy. We’re planning on moving into a more spacious place for the summer and next term,” Tanya explained.

Vattia frowned with perplexity. “I see. How… strange.”

“Strange how?” I asked.

“Well,” she said, shrugging. “In Auropa, citizens are naturally assigned their living quarters by the People’s Committee of Residential Planning based on their workplace location, quota, recommended life paths, and population projections. The idea of choosing where you live is such a funny thing.”

Everyone had by now stopped looking at the brochures and were staring at Vattia. “You mean,” Ashlyn said in shock, “you don’t get to choose where you live?”

Vattia snorted and shook her head in bemusement. “What a silly idea,” she said. “Why, if that were the case, we may as well just let people choose their jobs or what they could wear. Can you imagine it?”

The rest of us just stared at her, Erina’s jaw actually hanging open and ears wilted with horror. No one seemed quite sure what to say about that. Vattia didn’t seem to notice, too busy picking up one of the brochures and flipping through it. “But still. What an interesting, albeit incredibly inefficient and wasteful manner of housing. This will be curious, if nothing else.”

“I… imagine it will be,” I finally said, exchanging a concerned glance with Tanya. As I did, I reached down for some breakfast, and noticed a newspaper under the bag. “What’s this?” I asked, pulling it out.

“Oh!” Erina said, recovering from her socialist shock. “The Patriot’s Bugle! I remember you reading them during that whole business with Trey and his monkey.”

Ugh, an unpleasant reminder. But he did say he’d stop writing about me. However, when I glanced through it, I discovered that wasn’t the case. On page 3 the words Hero of the Nation Thwarts Demonic Invasion blared at me in black ink. I grunted. Wonderful. I skimmed the story, but it was mercifully not the kind of gossipy bullshit that Trey’s monkey familiar had been writing about me recently. Instead it was a mostly factual account of what had happened during the whole demonic invasion incident under the school. Though there was a distinct tilt to it. The kind that used lots of adjectives like ‘Noble’ and ‘Slammed’ and I even spotted a ‘Pounced’ in there. There were also an alarming number of facts that hadn’t been in the press release. Such as the fact I’d fought in hell itself.

“Cripes,” I grunted when I went to the byline and saw Anonymous Smith as the author.

“What’s the matter?” Kensie asked.

“That stupid monkey is writing about me for the papers again,” I said.

“Think he went rogue?” the wolf-girl asked before taking a bite out of her danish. “If you need to borrow some stakes, I’ve got some spares.”

“Stakes aren’t for killing monkeys,” Ashlyn pointed out. “Those are for vampires.”

“Stab a monkey with a couple feet of sharp wood and I’m pretty sure it’ll die too,” Kensie retorted.

The dragon-girl scowled, but couldn’t seem to come up with an argument for that one.

“I’ll think about it,” I said, folding up the paper. “Maybe after some house hunting. I don’t know about you all, but I’m pretty keen to get out of this tiny dorm.”

“But first,” Kensie said, picking up the empty breakfast bag and giving it a desultory shake, “can we detour to the cafeteria? I could really go for a couple breakfast sandwiches.”


Chapter 2.


Now, I might be new at this whole ‘house buying’ thing, but I’m pretty sure it wasn’t going well.

The problem seemed to start when we met the real estate agent, Jenny, who I quickly realized had heard about me, mainly through reputation and, probably, mass media stories. She had some mouse mutations in her large, round ears and tail, plus a nervous twitch whenever I looked at her. She kept glancing at me during the tour, and the reason for her nervousness became apparent when we were checking out a town house.

“A-and as you can see, the red carpet of the living room will be p-perfect for hiding… uh… b-blood stains,” she whimpered, hiding behind her clip board.

“I don’t randomly start gushing blood,” I said, peeved.

“Hmm. True,” Kensie said, crouching down and stroking the carpet. “But if you did, this would be pretty easy to clean.”

“R-right?” Jenny squeaked, peeking over the board. “A-and it’s very close to the um… the train station too. In case you ever felt the need to um… to b-break something.”

“I don’t destroy trains recreationally,” I said. “I never even destroyed one! Not since the war, anyway. Just some of the cars got trashed. And it was in self defence.”

“Y-yeah! Of course. Right. Right,” Jenny whimpered, her legs trembling.

I grunted, knowing I didn’t convince her. But whatever. I glanced around the house speculatively. “It’s pretty good, though,” I said. “Spacious.”

“Spacious?” Kensie said, glancing up from where she was inspecting the carpet. “Alister, are you kidding me? There’s not even enough space for an armoury! Where am I supposed to store all my crossbows? I have a collection.”

Humming, Tanya emerged from the kitchen, running her hand along the siding of the door. “I’m afraid I agree with Kensie,” she said, taking in the room with a sweep of her eyes. “It lacks the spaciousness that we need.”

“Exactly,” Erina declared as she tromped down from upstairs, arms crossed and lips pursed sourly, her eyes narrow as she inspected the wall paper. “Plus, the entranceway was clearly inspired by pre-war Auropan designs, and I will be damned if a princess of Umbrica walks through a doorway drawing on those turnip-eaters. No offence,” she added to Vattia, who was feeling the curtains.

“Hm? Oh. None taken,” she said dismissively. “Once the Party won the Infernum Revolution, we leveled every remaining building not built in the Architectural Committee’s designated designs. Much more efficient and unifying to have a singular vision.”

“That right?” I asked.

“Oh yes. Everything is painted the approved beige, and everyone gets one bed, dresser, and of course a radio to take in the mandated patriotic programming every morning.”

“Uh, yeah. I think we can do a bit better in terms of furnishing. Maybe a couple paintings or something…” I said.

She looked at me. “Oh! We are allowed paintings.”

“Yeah?”

She nodded happily. “Oh yes. Every month each citizen is issued a new painting showing scenes of our glorious nation’s workers engaged in labour benefiting the nation.”

“Er, right. I was thinking something like maybe a cat or something…”

Vattia leaned back, looking downright scandalized. “You mean… graven images of an animal? Something meant to evoke anything other than confidence in the future and in our glorious leadership guiding our people into a future of progress?”

I exchanged a glance with Tanya, who just shook her head. Yeah, okay, fair enough. We could not let Vattia’s first home that wasn’t a concrete bunker be anything less than the best.

“I think we’ll see what else you have to offer,” I told Jenny.

“S-sure! Anything,” the agent said.

Unfortunately, things didn’t get much better as we moved on.

The next house was actually pretty good. It was a sprawling gothic estate in reasonably good repair, and even had an old wine cellar which, although missing said wine, could easily double as a crypt for Noirveil. It had plenty of bedrooms, and the master was big enough to easily fit a bed that I could sleep with all the girls in.

There were just a few teensy problems.

“I like it,” I said as we exited it after the tour.

“Uh, Alister?” Kensie said. “You do realize this place is like, almost an hour away from the academy by broom, right?”

“Would that be a problem?” I asked.

Ashlyn crossed her arms, wings fluttering. “I am not spending over an hour just to get to campus,” she said firmly.

“Yeah. I like to sleep in. And getting up before eight? I mean, what are we even doing here?” Kensie protested.

I looked between them, and saw the rest of the girls avoid my eyes or give small nods of agreement. I sighed. “Alright,” I said. “But we really need to find a place with a cellar of some kind for Noirveil.”

“Right. And not you,” Kensie said.

“Yeah. Not me,” I said pointedly.

“Of course,” Tanya said, patting my shoulder soothingly. “We all know you’d never sleep in a coffin underground. That’s definitely not something you do.”

“I’m not a damn vampire,” I growled.

“Totally,” Ashlyn agreed.

“Uh huh,” Kensie said, nodding a little too quickly.

I groaned. Dammit. Why didn’t I realize that living with an actual vampire was reeeeeally going to feed into the allegations? But fuck it, that ship had sailed, hit a sea mine, and all the passengers were being eaten by sharks. I looked back to an even more nervous Jenny. “What else we got?”

One more showing for the day, as it turned out. And this one seemed pretty perfect. It was within Stoneway’s town, and only about ten minutes by broom to the academy proper. It was in excellent repair, and tucked away in a small neighborhood that, while spacious, also was a short walk to a shopping district that wasn’t swarming with students all the time. It had plenty of room for everyone (and more, Tanya noted happily), and even had a pretty spacious basement.

“It seems perfect,” I said as we wandered around the master bedroom.

“Oh my gods!” Erina cried.

I spun towards her and saw her by the window, her ears straight up, her tail stiff as an iron rod as she stared in horror at something outside. “What? What is it?” I asked, hurrying towards her.

With a look of utter loathing she pointed out the window. “That!”

I peered out. It didn’t take me long to figure out what got her panties in a twist. The neighbour, who had an equally nice looking property, also had a flag pole in the yard. And it was flying a white flag with a dove and laurels on it.

Great.

“What?” Vattia asked, peering out after us. “It’s a flag.”

“Not just any flag,” I said in a defeated tone. “It’s a peace flag. From someone who objected to the war and Caldia’s part in it.”

“That’s right!” Erina declared, rounding on us, her tail lashing furiously and pupils dilated slits of anger. “And I’ll be damned if I’m going to live in the same neighborhood as someone who disparages the sacrifices of our brave soldiers in defence of our glorious homeland! Why, I bet they’re even conscientious objectors. And monogamonkeys to boot!”

Gasps came from everyone but Vattia and me. I just massaged my brow. “Erina, really… You’ll probably never even meet them.”

“Ha!” she barked, lifting her nose in royal distaste. “You say that, Alister. But I bet they even put up posters in their windows declaring Make Love Not War. Or sign petitions to disarm our warp bombs in some blind effort at peacemaking. They probably even insist on saying ‘Happy Holidays’ instead of ‘Merry Wintermas!’ No!” she declared, crossing her arms and stamping her foot firmly. “I refuse to live beside such degenerates as that! How could I allow my beloved warlock to press me down on the bed, fill me with his virile manhood, and beg for him to breed me with our nation’s next, great generation knowing that flag was flapping outside!”

For a minute I could just stare at her, working through the variety of mental images she’d just stuffed in my mind.

“O…kay then,” I finally said, looking at the others. “Anyone else?”

No one said anything, but I could tell they also weren’t sold on the house either after Erina’s impassioned speech. I sighed. “Guess we’ll mark this one down as a maybe, then.”

“Only if that den of traitors burns down in the night,” Erina said firmly.

Right then.

We left it and Jenny, who promised she’d find some new places to show us in a few days. As we made our way along the street, I noticed Vattia had been awfully quiet the last while. I spotted her hanging back behind the rest of us, her head bowed and rabbit ears wilted with contemplation.

Slowing until I was abreast with her, I walked with her for a minute before asking, “Everything alright?”

She blinked and shook off her melancholy before raising her head and looking at me. “Oh. Yes. Fine. Mostly fine,” she said. “It’s all just… quite a bit to take in.”

“I know. But I promise, Erina is usually much more… she’s not quite as… She’s a good girl.”

Vattia nodded distractedly. “Oh yes. She is. Though clearly misguided in her loyalties, such fanatical devotion to her cause is wonderful to see. It’s the sort of dedication every citizen of Auropa should cultivate in respect to the nation and the Party.”

“Really?” I said. “You don’t find her a bit… much?”

“Not at all,” Vattia said. “Her passion does her credit. It’s only that all this… freedom is a bit much to me. I keep imagining it’s all some mad joke. I mean,” she chuckled. “Choosing between multiple residences and even saying no? Having a preference? Why, the Housing Committee would normally just assign you your home and that would be that. Instead you can even reject a house for something as simple as distance to your work?” She shook her head. “Insanity.”

“Do you… miss Auropa?” I asked.

“Oh yes,” she answered instantly like I’d just pressed play on a tape in her brain. “I love my homeland and all its wonderful kindness to its people. But these freedoms… I can see why Caldian’s like them. They are so… indulgent. Why,” she laughed, “it reminds me of when I and several of my birthmates stole an extra turnip beyond our allotment during the Community Harvest Festival in my home village. Oh such childish naughtiness!”

“You rule breaker you,” I snorted.

“Very much so,” she said, nodding firmly. “I felt terrible after the initial rush, and naturally admitted my guilt to the dorm matron. She was most merciful and merely gave me ten lashes before locking me in the punishment room without food for three days.”

At one point I’d have thought she was joking. But one look at her earnest face put that to rest. “That was merciful?” I asked.

She gave me a puzzled look. “Of course. Why, if I was over fifteen, I would have been brought out in front of the entire village and shot. Or, if the judge was merciful, I would have been offered to be bled and used as a sacrifice to bind a demon. As would only be proper for stealing from the community. But our nation has always been indulgent with children,” she said with a fond, whimsical smile. “It is our great weakness.”

“Yeah. That sounds… interesting,” I said awkwardly. I noticed she was holding what looked like a slip of paper and nodded to it, frantic to change the subject. “What’s that?”

With a start, Vattia tucked it away. “Oh. Just some notes I was taking. Nothing else.”

“Huh.”

A silence stretched between us, and I was glad to let it. But I was still thinking about what she’d told me when we got back to Stoneway and went our separate ways. Frankly, I’d never made much of an effort to learn about Auropa. It was hard enough slaughtering them when I didn’t have to think about the families they’d left back home. Most soldiers dehumanized the enemy. And you really didn’t want to meet the ones who didn’t. Those were the sorts that the MP’s would eventually have to shoot to make an example of.

I shook off the grim thoughts of Auropan mercy though as we passed once more under Stoneway’s grand gate. The Tree of Ages filled the view from where it grew from the academy’s main building, and I took a moment to admire it.

Which actually reminded me of something…

“You girls go on ahead,” I called to them, turning my steps away. “I need to do something real quick.”

“Don’t be long, Alister!” Tanya called after me. “We have a lot of studying to do for finals!”

I tried to hide my wince. Right. Needed to remember those.

For now though I just waved my acknowledgement and turned my steps towards the new journalism building, making only a small detour to grab another edition of the Patriot’s Bugle from a newspaper dispenser.

Time to have a little chat with a certain monkey and his handler.

Heading inside the building, I found my way to the familiar room and opened the door firmly, panning my eyes around. As usual it was pretty empty, the room mostly filled with typewriters and desks loaded with notes, but one was occupied.

Trey wasn’t easy to spot, even though he was the only person in the room. He just had that kind of face. The kind that didn’t stick out of a crowd. I’d honestly have trouble describing him beyond having dark hair, middling height, and wearing a warlock’s black coat that never seemed to fit him quite right. If he was a flavour, it’d be water.

Currently he was at a cork board with a bunch of photos and papers stuck to it, and not far from him his monkey familiar, Nob, was at a typewriter, tapping away at the keys.

My entrance drew the attention of both of them, Trey smiling happily while Nob just scowled around a smoking cigarette.

“Alister!” Trey said jovially as he turned to greet me. “How’s it going?”

“Not great, Trey,” I said, crossing the room with a scowl.

Catching my anger, Trey’s expression grew uncertain. “What is it?”

“You tell me,” I said, slapping the paper down. “I thought you said Nob was going to stop writing this crap about me!”

With a frown, Trey picked up the paper and read the story. His face fell, then darkened and he looked over at the monkey. “Nob?” he demanded, holding the page up and tapping it. “Did you write this?”

The monkey took the paper with a crackle and adjusted it. Squinting, he read the page, then slapped down the paper. “Ah ah! Ah! Ee ooo ah!” he cried, flailing his arms around.

“What the hell does that mean?” I asked.

Nob gave me a glare, then rolled his eyes like I was the idiot for not speaking chimp. Pulling himself back over to his typewriter, he yanked out the page he’d been working on and fed a new one into it before his long fingers stabbed at the keys. I leaned around the desk, reading what he was hammering out.

I assure you, master, I didn’t write this story. As you will notice, the style and diction are far from my own. Though I don’t care for your ‘friend,’ I would not betray your trust again on this. I fear someone is using my good name to write this drivel.

“The good name you used to write a shitty gossip column?” I asked

“Ooh oo ah! Ah!” Nob screeched, jabbing a finger at me.

“Don’t you point your hairy mitts at me!” I snapped.

“Everyone, please!” Trey cried, putting himself between me and the monkey. “Alister, I swear, if Nob says he didn’t write this, then he didn’t. I’ve been keeping an eye on him, and haven’t seen him submit any work anywhere. I promise though, I’ll look into it, and let you know the instant I find something.”

I leaned back, huffing. “Well… alright. I’ll trust you on that Trey. But I still don’t trust you,” I growled, jabbing a finger at Nob.

“Oo ah ah!” the monkey retorted, and blew a raspberry at me.

Little shit. I gave the monkey a last glare before turning on my heel and heading out.

Once I left the office though, I felt a flutter of unease in my chest. Not to say I fully believed Nob, but if he hadn’t written that crap about me… then who did?


Chapter 3.


Combat class was one of my more interesting classes. And that was even before I started fucking the teacher.

It was held down in the former crypts of Stoneway. There, deep in the dark, gloomy underground of the school, me and the girls arrived along with the rest of the students. I honestly wasn’t too sure how class was going to go now that Noirveil was in my harem. Apparently students and teachers being in relationships wasn’t new in higher education, and in fact the state often encouraged it, seeing as it’s pretty much the ideal pairing when breeding more powerful spell casters. But in practice I didn’t know what that would look like.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to wait long to find out, because in short order the doors to the class burst open and Noirveil strode inside in all her dark glory.

Noirveil did love to make an impression, and her current outfit certainly did that. A slinky red dress that definitely didn’t adhere to the dress code clung to her curves, making her pale skin stand out even more than usual. A shawl rippled in her wake like a cape as she flung her arms wide, her legs sliding from cuts in the sides of her gown like she was strutting on a runway.

“Good morning my delightful students!” she crooned. “Is it not ze most glorious of days! Are ze birds not singing? Is ze sun not shining? And are we not ready to learn from moi! Your most delightful instructor in ze art of combat?”

“Yes Miss Noirveil,” chorused the class, far too used to the eccentricities of our teacher by now to be shocked by much. Hell, I doubt if she’d net much of a reaction unless she showed up in a bikini made of whipped cream.

“Excellent!” she declared, reaching the arena stage filling the middle of the room. She spun upon reaching it, taking us in with an indulgent smirk, hands on her hips. “Now zen, if we are ready for ze learning, I zink it is time to remind you all zat ze finals shall be soon. What form shall zey take? Well,” she chuckled. “Zat is part of ze test. Non?”

There were a number of eyerolls at that. Mine included. I loved Noirveil, yes, but the woman was addicted to her dramatics.

“Now!” she continued, strutting before us, wagging her finger importantly, “ze matter of ze final few lessons before we reach ze crescendo of your learning. For zat, I believe a review of ze fundamentals is most important. We are all on ze same page? Good! Zen we shall begin with ze exercises on ze uses of fire magic in ze combat!”

Some groans came from various quarters, but I was happy enough with it. The fundamentals were something I had a lot of trouble with, though I’d gotten significantly better at it over the course of the year. In no small part thanks to my harem. The girls were excellent teachers, and were more than happy to help me study. Something I hugely appreciated. Back in the army, the brass insisted I practice my wyldcraft over everything else. I’d survived the war, which I suppose meant they’d been right to insist on it, but coming out of it I’d lagged behind with the elemental magics.

Now, though, I was able to actually keep up with the rest of the class. First in conjuring a flickering tongue of flame at the end of my finger. Then increasing it to an orb of fire. Mine was much more unstable, tending to fluctuate and dance as I tried to keep it under control, but it didn’t explode wildly, which was an improvement in my books.

Eventually the bell rang marking the end of class, and I gladly joined the others in heading for the doors.

“Oh mon creature of ze night? If you wouldn’t mind staying a moment.”

I paused and looked back to Noirveil, then glanced at the rest of the students as they vanished out the doors. Tanya and the girls gave me some knowing and exasperated looks but quickly filed out as well, soon leaving just me and Noirveil in the class.

The sudden quiet of the large, gloomy room was more pronounced than I’d like as I made my way back towards the arena stage. “So,” I said. “What did you want to talk about?”

Chuckling, Noirveil stepped off the stage, floating to the ground with a whisper of crimson silks. Show off.

“Mmm,” the vampiress crooned as she slid up to me and lazily pressed herself against my chest, her breasts squishing against me as she reached up and ran her fingers through my hair. “Do I need a reason to wish to speak to you, my beast of ze shadows?”

I cleared my throat, trying to be at least a bit professional here. Hard to do when Noirveil knew exactly how to get me harder than a howitzer and hotter than one too. “Isn’t this the sort of thing we should get to after school hours?” I asked.

Noirveil sighed, flopping backwards dramatically. “Ah, mon cher! You are simply no fun sometimes.”

I shrugged. “I can’t always be flirting with you.”

“Yes, and it is not fair,” Noirveil sighed, pulling herself upright with a wane smile. “Sadly, I am afraid ze academy is likely to agree with you. I fear ze swine intend for you to take a different combat course next term in order to avoid ze claim of favouritism from me. As if I would let your ravishing good looks, unspeakably sexy body, or ze simmering passion in your eyes from swaying me.”

“You? Never,” I said dryly even as her hand stroked my chest through my black coat.

“But who could blame me, my love?” she asked, pulling herself back up against me, her ruby red lips an inch from mine. “For I am only a woman. And before ze fire of lust which burns within you, I am but helpless. A moth to ze flame of your sinful hunger for ze flesh of ze maiden fair. Oh!” she groaned, dipping her head in and kissing my neck, the floral scent of her hair filling my nose. “Oh, it is not fair, my stalker of ze shadows, zat I should not have the opportunity to touch zis body during ze school hours. What crimes and trials society puts upon me!”

“Yes, yes. Truly your suffering is legendary,” I said, utterly unfazed by her maudlin act. Well, emotionally unfazed. Physically my body was responding with vigour to the feel of a drop-dead sexy woman doing everything but grinding all over me. Thank the gods whoever designed these warlock coats made them with thick and heavy fabric, or it’d be very obvious the effect she was having on me.

“Well,” Noirveil sniffled, her finger tracing circles on my chest, her breath hot on my neck. “At least, we will soon be having ze nights together, eh?” She leaned back a bit with a shrewd look. “And how is ze house hunting going?”

“It’s… going,” I admitted. “We’ve been checking some out, but none have really hit yet.”

“One with space for me, I hope,” she purred. “I will not need much. Naturally, I will need to remain at my tower to keep watch on ze wards in the forest for some of ze time. Three days and nights a week, at least.”

“That’s a shame,” I said.

She nodded soberly. “Too true, my delight. But, I am afraid we must all make sacrifices. But on ze subject of your housing,” she added, a flick of her fingers conjuring a folded piece of paper seemingly from nowhere. “I may have just ze domicile you are looking for.”

A little dubious, I nonetheless took the paper and unfolded it. It seemed to be an ad cut out from a housing agency or something, with a photo of a sprawling, gloomy gothic building surrounded by trees. My eyes flicked to the name at the bottom.

“Blackbriar Manor?” I said.

“I zink zat you will find it more than sufficient for your needs,” Noirveil winked. “Now! I best not keep you, my dear, for I believe you have more classes.”

“Yes, I do. But if I want to go to them,” I added pointedly, “you’ll have to let go of me.”

Noirveil crooned as she rubbed herself against me. “Just a little more, my darling,” she breathed, inhaling deeply. “Mmm. I must coat myself in your scent to survive ze coming hours. Mmmm.”

After some more of that, I managed to slip out of Noirveil’s grasp and head off for my next class. I had to hustle across the quad, whose copious amount of trees were finally starting to be in leaf again after the recent trouble with the demon gate. The Tree of Ages was apparently connected to every piece of greenery around the school, and the recent efforts to kill it had not been kind to the foliage. A number of trees were still a bit withered looking after that unfortunate event, but were showing signs of life again, which was good to see.

As for me, I just managed to make it to Warlock 101 before the bell rang. I quickly found my way to my seat near the back, where I found Trey sitting by the window as usual.

I slowed down as I took my seat near him. Guy didn’t look so good. The bags under his eyes suggested bad times and long nights. Even Nob looked exhausted. He could barely muster the effort to flip me off before slumping back on his master’s shoulder.

“You look awful,” I told the other warlock.

Trey laughed hollowly. “You should… see the other guy…”

“Really?”

“No,” he said, grin slipping. “I haven’t figured who they are yet. But we’re getting close!” he said, lifting a finger in shaky triumph. “Getting… really close.”

“What do you mean?”

“Whoever’s been writing as Anonymous Smith has been writing as a bunch of others too. The cadence of the writing. The subject of you. It’s all connected. Someone’s been building a profile on you, Alister. And is leaking stories to a bunch of different publications.”

“What?” I said incredulously. “You’re sure?”

Trey nodded soberly. “Positive,” he muttered, his hands curling to fists on his desk. “And they’ve been running it for weeks. Even before Nob got into it. All begun after you prevented that warp bomb from going off under the school. It’s some kind of conspiracy of epic scope being engineered by some shadowy cabal behind the media. I’m sure of it!”

Not sure I’d go that far, but I also didn’t read the papers for obvious reasons. When you were in most of the battles they wrote about, you quickly realized that the media were experts at manipulation. One man’s ‘mission accomplished’ was another man’s ‘bogged down twenty year dirty war’.

But if it was to start somewhere, it probably would have been after that situation with the warp bomb. There were a lot of important people there that day who weren’t ripped apart in an interdimensional explosion.

“Anything I can do to help?” I asked him.

“Be careful,” Trey said in an undertone as he glowered at the black board, his drooping eyelids constantly threatening not to come back up. “Set some… some traps with careful leaks. Different versions of the same story so we can… we can narrow down the… the…”

Finally, his eyelids didn’t come back up, and Trey’s head thumped onto the desk hard enough to make me wince. By the snore that escaped him though it sounded like he was okay. I sighed, but decided to let it go. Especially as the professor chose that moment to come in and start teaching the class. Honestly, I kind of envied Trey’s ability to be nondescript. The professor never even looked our way, and if I could sleep through a few lectures, I might have done it too. I was pretty much guaranteed a pass with Maleficia guaranteeing me a good grade. Not to mention everything else going on. I doubted anyone was going to fail the guy who prevented the school from being destroyed twice.

Still, I mused as the professor went on about the evils of contraception, I doubted I’d be able to sleep with the news Trey just dumped on me. So it might not even be some hack stealing Nob’s golden goose. It might be a coordinated effort to… what? Bring me down? Why? I was a nobody?

Well, okay. Not quite a nobody. I was a war hero, but the war was over. Sure, I’d since saved some people and was in a relationship with a few very important women, but so what? Who the hell was after me? Aside from a demon queen. And possibly Internal Services. And Auropa probably wasn’t thrilled with me too.

…Hells, I really had made a lot of big enemies, hadn’t I?

I was so lost in those thoughts I barely registered when class finally ended, only being prompted to leave when everyone else started to get up. After shaking Trey awake, I headed out into the halls.

As I made my way to my next class I caught sight of Vattia standing in a corner of the hall and looking lost. She was easy to spot in her Auropan red uniform among the sea of Stoneway’s blues. Her normally upright ears were folded on her head and she was staring at her feet. Or maybe at the piece of paper she kept twisting in her hands.

Instantly I zeroed in on her and moved up beside her. “Vattia?” I asked.

She jumped so high I swear she nearly kicked me in the head before she turned to me with wide eyes. “O-oh! Alister. Sorry, I didn’t see you.”

“No problem,” I replied. “You alright?”

“Oh, ah, yes. Well, no,” she admitted.

“No?” I glanced around the hall, frowning at the mostly female students streaming past. “Are you being bullied again?” I growled. It had happened before. Her being an Auropan when the school was being threatened by demons hadn’t earned her many fans. It had mostly died down after she helped save the Tree of Ages, but some people would never be satisfied.

I was relieved when she hastily shook her head. “No. No. Nothing like that,” she assured me. “It’s ah… I received a message from my homeland.”

“You did?” I asked, instantly worried. “Anything wrong?”

“No, no,” she assured me hastily. “It was just some follow up on my exchange status. Simply routine. Nothing to worry about.”

Yeah, right. I didn’t miss the way her hands shook as she clutched that letter. “You sure?” I asked.

“Yes, of course. There is no problem. Ah! I’d… I’d best get off to class. Sorry to keep you.”

“You really weren’t-” I began, but she’d already turned and darted away.

Grimacing, I scratched the back of my head. That was… concerning.

A pop sounded beside my ear, followed by a familiar weight settling on my shoulder. “Damn, she looked skittish,” Hexie noted as she leaned on my head.

“She did,” I agreed.

“It’s probably hormones. You know how rabbits can get. You better fuck a litter into her pronto, master. You know. For her health.”

“Hexie,” I growled with a warning note.

“Just saying, master. Riding that bun’s buns would probably fix her right up and put a pep in her step!”

“Duly noted,” I grunted, but still frowned. Somehow, I doubted a quick fuck would fix whatever was going on with Vattia. No. Not at all…


Chapter 4.


To say it was challenging to convince the others to check out Noirveil’s recommendation would be the understatement of the year. Though they’d accepted Noirveil into my harem, everyone was rightly suspicious of her. Frankly, I’d be disappointed if they weren’t.

Still, given our lack of success with our first choices, I was eventually able to convince everyone to give it a shot. As soon as the weekend rolled in we headed off to see the place, though we had to get a cab for the trip. That said, it wasn’t too far into the country outside the town, and when I saw it, I had to say the trip was worth it.

Blackbriar Manor was a huge, stately house nestled among the trees and behind a warded gate. Several minaret towers rose from the main structure, and the windows stared out upon the world like lidded, sleepy eyes. There was something almost regal about the place, despite its obvious disrepair, which itself wasn’t anything major. Some tiles of the roof were missing here and there. A few of the windows were boarded up. And the garden was a bit more overgrown than I’d liked, throwing carpets of ivy against the walls. But there were good bones in that building, though ideally not literal ones. It did carry that kind of vibe, I’m sad to admit.

“Ooooh,” Kensie said thoughtfully. “Looks pretty good.”

No surprise the monster hunter liked it, but all the girls were eying it with varying levels of interest.

A woman was waiting near the gate and under the shade of one of the trees. As we stepped out of the cab she glided forward and I got a good look at her. She had some snake mutations, though not as powerfully as say, Maleficia. Instead there was just some scale patterning on her cheeks and her pupils were slits. A well fitted suit conformed to her figure, and she smiled a salesman’s smile as she put out her hand. “Alister Blackwood? Penny Trebble. At your service.”

“You must be the real estate agent,” I said, shaking her hand.

“I am. And I’m so pleased you’re showing an interest in this residence. Nothing would make me happier than seeing such an esteemed estate pass into the hands of a hero of the war!”

I kept the grimace off my face at the reminder and withdrew my hand. “Thanks.”

Penny nodded, still beaming that smile. “Professor Noirveil has already told me about your needs, and I think you’ll be very satisfied with what Blackbriar Manor has to offer.”

“Has it been on the market for long?” Tanya asked.

“Decades. But despite that, it’s in excellent repair. Since before the war, in fact,” she said affably. “It was formerly owned by a warlock and his harem, but once he died the ladies went their separate ways, leaving the manor to its current condition. When the property taxes went unpaid the banks foreclosed on it, and once the Houses for Harems act was signed at the conclusion of the war, it was placed into retainer to wait for an appropriate warlock to take up residence. And I dearly hope it will be you.”

Tanya shook her head, the lights around her horns dim and subdued. “A tragedy,” she murmured. “Those poor women.”

“Agreed,” Erina said, her ears folded sadly. “A true tragedy when a harem loses their warlock. And before they even managed to maximize their fertile potential and breed enough children.”

“Er, yeah,” I said, though now that I thought about it, I realized that was awful. I’d never really considered what happened to a warlock’s harem when he died, but I assumed the women would stay together. But it was equally likely that they’d drift apart without the glue that held the relationship together. It was… kind of sad, actually.

“Tragic indeed,” Penny said soberly. Then she brightened. “Shall we take a look inside?” she suggested with an inviting gesture.

“Well, we are here,” I said, following her towards the gate.

Drawing a gnarled metal key, Penny unlocked the gate. As she did I saw a faint shimmer flow around the outer wall, then outline a dome over the estate itself. A built-in barrier spell, huh? Interesting. This warlock must have been pretty powerful to have that kind of setup around his home. Even some military installations didn’t go that far.

We followed Penny up to the front doors of the manor, which she unlocked with a second key, opening the way inside. It was… well, abandoned described it best. As we came inside it was clear the place wasn’t derelict, but it clearly hadn’t had anyone living in it for a long time. Various furnishings were draped with white shrouds like it was filled with oddly shaped ghosts, and the dust and cobwebs that hung in the air filled the wide foyer with a somberness like we were walking into a tomb.

But Blackbriar Manor had been built to last, and the wooden spiral staircase with its carved gargoyle railing was still solid. And the steps, though heavy with dust, barely creaked as we climbed them.

“The entire building was woven with maintenance charms when it was first built,” Penny explained as we followed her. “We’ve kept them renewed of course, so the building remains solid in its construction and needs minimal work done on it. The furnishings, of course, come with the house. Some are so old they date back to the age of the Wight Kings.”

“Oooooh,” Kensie breathed, looking everywhere as her tail wagged happily. No surprise. This place had a strong similarity to her family’s home. Albeit without as many trigger-happy relatives.

We were shown all over the place. From an indoor pool, an extensive kitchen, and even a library with a rich collection of romance books, albeit hopelessly out of date. Still, I could appreciate that the previous owners were people of good taste. There were plenty of bedrooms of course, but the real prize was yet to come.

“And this,” Penny said proudly as she opened a pair of doors, “is the master bedroom!”

Master was right. As we stepped inside the place was positively gigantic, and much of it was taken up by the massive bed. Stained glass arched over it, raining down multicoloured light. There was even a balcony running along the upper edges of the room, accommodating a number of bookcases. The bed itself could easily fit twenty people, though it was currently draped in another white sheet, I could easily imagine what it would look like with pillows, blankets, and all the girls I loved gathered on it.

“Wow,” Erina breathed as she took it in.

“Very,” Tanya agreed, her head panning about as she took it in while her lights gleamed with excitement.

“And there’s even an adjoining nursery so witches don’t need to be too far from their children,” Penny pointed out proudly.

“Huh,” I said, taking the room in.

“This is fantastic!” Kensie gasped, bouncing in place while her tail wagged furiously. “I mean, once we get a new mattress put in, it’ll be perfect for a growing harem!”

“How much more is this thing supposed to grow?” Ashlyn asked.

“As big as our warlock wants it to be,” Tanya said with a proud look my way.

Vattia shook her head, taking in the whole room. “This could house over thirty people,” she said in awe. “How… opulent.”

Ashlyn huffed. “Yeah,” she grunted as she peered around. “I guess it’s okay.”

Coming from the dragon-girl, that was practically a ringing endorsement. “Well, girls?” I asked, looking around at them. “What do you think?”

Erina said nothing, too busy staring at the stained glass window of a warlock and several women gathered around him, all lit with the red, white, and blue of the Caldian flag. I realized she had a hand over her heart, and there was even a tear in her eye.

“It’s perfect,” she breathed rapturously, and I think she started humming the national anthem.

Strong words from the girl who shot down the last one over a flag. But I wasn’t sure I was wholly sold quite yet. There was a naggling point that I just couldn’t look past.

“What do you know about the previous owner?” I asked.

For the first time I saw Penny’s merry realtor facade crack. Her smile dipped and she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

“Oh, well, there’s not a whole lot to tell, really,” she said. “His name was Merrick Blackbriar. A very well respected researcher and professor at the university, in fact. He was also one who kept to the fashion of harems even when it was out of style before the war. He died relatively young, which is likely why his harem didn’t keep up the manor after his death and moved on.”

“I see,” I said, with a strong suspicion I was only getting part of the story here. “How’d he die?”

“Quite suddenly from an accident. Not in the house of course, but while on a research assignment from the university, I seem to recall. Apparently he had a reputation as something of an eccentric, and shortly after his death the war broke out, so there wasn’t much else to be learned about the whole affair.”

“What was he a professor of?” Ashlyn asked.

Penny shrugged her padded shoulders. “I think it was history, but I can’t be sure. It was quite a while ago.”

Hmm. It all made sense of course, and certainly sounded pretty normal, but I always had a bit of a suspicious nature. A healthy dose of paranoia had served me well during the war, when every odd lump could be a hidden mine, and every pass a potential ambush. And those instincts were acting up here. Something about this whole setup felt a little… too convenient. Which, admittedly, made sense, seeing as Noirveil literally dropped this place into my lap. But there was just something that bothered me about the place.

We headed back out into the hall and down the stairs to check out the basement, which turned out to be pretty nice, and though I was no expert, seemed like the sort of thing Noirveil could make good use of. As we emerged and passed through the foyer, my eyes landed on a particular door. I nodded at it. “What’s through there?”

Penny followed my eyes. “Ah! That. That’s the study. I’m afraid it’s locked though.”

“And you don’t have a key?” I asked.

She gave me an apologetic smile. “I’m afraid not.”

I hummed and stepped up towards it. It had a very old but very solid looking brass lock. But that wasn’t an impediment for me. Any soldier worth his rations knew a few ways of opening a door quietly. I touched the lock, the cut on my finger tip opening and some of my blood filling the mechanism. The tumblers rattled as my blood took the shape of a key, then turned with a satisfying click.

“I didn’t know you could do that,” Kensie said, peering over my shoulder.

“I still have a few secrets,” I told her with a wink before I pushed the door open.

The study was about what I expected from a house like this. It, however, lacked that hollow emptiness the rest of the manor had. The fact that no one had been in here even to clean since Merrick died was readily apparent by the absolute state of it. Papers were everywhere, piled on the floor and a sofa. Absolutely covering the desk in piles. Books were all over the place as well, some still open to certain pages which were, presumably, of particular interest to someone other than the dust bunnies. One part of the wall was covered in a pre-war map of the Free States with pushpins littering its surface, all lit by the pale sunlight coming through the yellowed glass of the windows.

A portrait overlooked all this. Set behind the desk, it showed a man with sharp features and a dignified air, but his eyes deeply tired. A pince-nez sat on his nose, and his clothes were what looked like a red hunting jacket and a pair of epaulets that suggested some old regiment’s dress uniform.

Overall, he looked about what I expected. But then I heard a sharp gasp and turned my head sharply to find Vattia staring at the portrait, her fist against her lips, eyes wide and rabbit ears shot upright and quivering.

“Vattia?” I asked. “Something the matter?”

She blinked as if coming back to herself and looked quickly back down at me. “Oh,” she said, lowering her fist, which I noticed showed teeth marks on the knuckle. “N-no. Sorry. It was the portrait. It just… startled me.”

“Don’t you have portraits in Auropa?” Erina asked.

“Of course. But only of our leaders and heroes of the nation,” she said, her voice regaining a more measured tone. “It’d be beyond indulgent to have a portrait of a regular citizen. That sort of thing would breed entirely inappropriate pride.”

I raised a brow. “...Alright then,” I finally said, taking in the office. Aside from the cleaning I’d have to do in here, the whole place frankly seemed perfect. I nodded to myself and looked at the others. “Ladies?”

Tanya met my eyes, then those of the others in the harem. Her expression warmed and the lights around her horns glowed as she turned to Penny.

“We’ll take it,” the felborn said.

Penny clapped her hands with glee. “Wonderful!” she cried. “I think you’ll absolutely love it here! Now, there are a few things you’ll want to know about the heating system, and you’ll want to get a fire spirit sorted, which I know some lovely people who would be perfect for it…”

I stood back, smiling as I watched Tanya and the others deftly discuss the minutiae of buying the house. But even as I did I found myself looking at Vattia again.

Her eyes were once more on the portrait, teeth gently worrying her fist once more.


Chapter 5.


It was the sort of bar every soldier knew intimately. Low lighting. Dingy, and the stains on the floor were probably blood or booze or, more likely, both. The booze was decent enough, having probably not been distilled from a potato and in a boot, like it would be on the front, and was cheap, or at least not as much of a ripoff as it could have been. A fan hummed overhead but never seemed to actually cool the air, and if the girls in the corner charged money for a fun night, at least they didn’t talk about it beforehand..

“You should go with them,” Rodney said affably.

I shook my head. “I’m not spending my time away from deployment like that, Rodney.”

“My dear boy,” the jovial warlock chortled. “You must seize the opportunity when you can! Even if only to leave behind a child. It is every warlock’s duty, after all, to breed the next generation to take up arms should we fall!”

I chuckled again. The same old refrain from Rodney. He was a good man.

“I heard you’re moving into a new place,” Rodney continued.

“Yeah,” I said, grinning back. “Nice house, really.” My smile faded a bit though. Was I? Yes, I was. But not here. Rodney wasn’t around when I started moving. He was gone…

“Plenty of space for your harem, eh?” Rodney asked with a wiggle of his eyebrows. “See? I always told you you’d make a wonderful warlock to a gorgeous harem. Those ladies will love old Blackbriar’s place. Huge home, isn’t it?”

“It is big,” I said, nodding. But a disquieted feeling was taking root in me. We shouldn’t be having this conversation. Something was off. But I couldn’t quite put my finger on what.

“Youre going to love it there,” Rodney chuckled. “Blackbriar was an interesting fellow. Hope you do better than him, eh? More children, wink wink. Nudge nudge. Eh? Eh?”

“Yeah,” I said, but it came out uneasy. I rose. “I think I need to clear my head…”

Rodney’s hand grabbed my wrist before I could. I blinked and looked at his face, which was suddenly sober and even hurt.

“Why did you kill me, Alister?” he asked.

I froze, my throat closing up. “Wh-what?” I croaked.

Rodney’s face sagged in sadness. Then sagged further. The flesh seemed to run like it was made of dough. “Why did you kill me?” he asked, voice distorting, his eyes burning with an ill green light. “You were like a son to me, and you killed me!”

I drew back, horror choking me. Then his hand grabbed my wrist. But it was less a hand. More like a paw. A twisted thing of unreal flesh that continued to twist and warp.

“Why did you kill me?” Rodney slurred as his skin hung off his face like a melting rubber mask. “Why? I was your friend! Why, Alister!”

Blood spilled from my other hand and formed a blade. I hacked off Rodney’s hand at the wrist and jerked back, flinging his severed appendage away from me.

Rodney rose, crimson magic crackling over his severed wrist and forming a new hand as he slouched towards me. The room began to shift. The walls peeled away and turned ragged like they were made of black glass. The bartender smiled at me with a leering skull. The troopers two tables over screamed and rose, twisting even as their skin hardened like warped black sculptures.

“You killed me!” Rodney howled, reaching for me. “You killed us! Killed us all! Why? Why! Why!”

I heard a screaming sound and looked up. A hellforged plane howled overhead, wings flapping, beak ragged metal. In its claws it gripped a warp bomb. It shrieked with laughter like metal rending as its claws released the bomb, which plummeted towards me.

Down.

Down.

Down.

“You killed me!” Rodney screamed.

“Wake up!”

My face snapped to the side. I panted, the scream of the bomb gone. My heart pounding in my chest.

Everything was quiet. I was staring out the window and to a tree still blooming. There was a bird on it, tweeting.

My breathing came quick and heavy, but I slowly got it under control. My grip loosened on the sheets and I turned my head back over.

Tanya was crouched atop me and looking worried. She was naked, her huge breasts hanging pendulously over me. Around her horns the lights were flickering red with worry like emergency semaphores. I blinked up at her, my mind emerging from the panicked haze of moments ago.

A dream.

It had been a dream.

Then I felt the sting of my cheek.

“Ow,” I said, touching my face. “Did you slap me?”

Tanya flushed, but the tension went out of her shoulders as she relaxed atop me. “I did,” she said. “I’m sorry. But you were moaning in your sleep and wouldn’t wake up when I shook you. When you started thrashing I just…”

“No, it’s fine,” I said, rubbing my cheek. “Thanks. I was just… having a hell of a nightmare. Sorry about that.”

Tanya’s face softened. “Alister,” she said. “You have no reason to apologize. It’s not your fault.”

“Thanks,” I said, putting on a grin. “Though maybe we can put a bit of slapping into our routine next time we’re together. It was kind of thrilling.”

The joke landed like a dead cat on the dinner table, Tanya’s expression remaining worried. “Are you sure you’re alright?” she asked.

I sighed, dropping the act of joviality. “Yeah, I’m fine,” I assured her. “I just have nightmares sometimes. Bad ones.” I frowned as a worry took hold. “I don’t smell like diesel exhaust, do I?”

Tanya sniffed the air and shook her head. “No.”

Well, that was a relief. So Sareeva wasn’t haunting my nights at least. It was just your bog standard nightmare reminding me of the terrible things I’d done. Sure, I hadn’t asked to pin Rodney to a warp bomb until it killed him, and it had to be done. But that didn’t mean I was happy about it.

Tanya finally got off of me, but she fretted over me for the rest of the morning. Which I wasn’t necessarily against, but that nightmare haunted me more than I’d like to admit. Been a while since I had one that bad, but there wasn’t much for it.

“Erina and I finished signing the papers yesterday for Blackbriar Manor,” Tanya told me as we dressed for the day.

“Yeah?” I said. “That’s great. Maybe I’ll head over and take a look through it. Do a bit of cleaning, you know?”

“You really should study,” Tanya chastised gently.

“I’m not too worried,” I told her as I finished buttoning up my black warlock coat. “I’m already guaranteed a pass in Maleficia’s class, and that was the only one I was worried about.”

“She really shouldn’t have done that,” Tanya said, though her heart wasn’t in it. She and I both knew that if Maleficia hadn’t made a deal with me, then she’d probably have tried to flunk me simply out of spite. That woman had it out for me, and had ever since I got to Stoneway.

“No,” I agreed. “But she did. So I may as well take advantage. Besides, you girls need to study, and I’d like to check out that study anyway. I don’t want to throw out anything important, but having a dead guy’s things cluttering up the place feels a bit… off.”

“If you’re sure,” Tanya said, leaning over me and giving me a kiss on the cheek. I turned my head and gave her one full on the lips, Tanya moaning softly, her lashes fluttering as our tongues intertwined for a moment, before she reluctantly pulled back, gave me a wink, and set off out of the room. Bit of a shame though. A kiss like that made me think of all the better ways I could spend the morning than going through old papers.

But oh well. No time like the present to get some work done. Which was why about twenty minutes later I found myself on a broom heading back to Blackbriar Manor. It wasn’t a fun trip. My mastery of wind magic was still what could generously be called ‘a work in progress’, meaning the broom often wobbled, dipped, and generally flew like a drunken albatross. But just because I sucked at it didn’t mean I wasn’t going to get my practice in.

Finally, my broom drifted in a swerve down before the gates of the estate. I unlocked them, the barrier shimmering as I did so, and I stepped onto the grounds. It was very quiet out here, I noticed immediately. The barrier was pretty basic, so kept out the birds too, and muffled their song. It felt… weird walking into it. Like I’d entered some bubble of silence as I made my way towards the manor. I wasn’t sure I liked it. Maybe Ashlyn would be able to tweak the barrier a bit to let some stuff through. I sure as hell wasn’t going to play with something like that. I could bust a barrier, no problem, but adjusting the spell was well out of my field.

I opened the door with a faint creak and took in the main hall. It felt even emptier without the girls around. I knew it’d feel plenty lived in once a half-dozen witches were filling up the place, so I may as well enjoy the silence while I could. Which I did.

Kinda.

It was weird. For most of my life I longed for silence and solitude. Especially after being crammed in transports and barracks with other soldiers like we were sardines. And now I had it. But I was already missing my harem. The feel of their presence around me. The warmth of their bodies and sounds of their voices.

“Huh,” I said, my voice echoing in the high ceiling as I moved through the foyer. “So this is what it’s like to be lonely…”

Pop.

“What? You’re lonely, master? Even with me?”

I sighed. Right. I guess I’ll never be truly alone ever again, huh?

“I guess not,” I said aloud as Hexie fluttered near me, grinning wickedly.

“Aw, now, don’t be shy! If you wanted some naked company, all you needed to do was ask!”

“I didn’t ask for naked company.”

“Well, too bad! Because I forgot my clothes. Whoops!”

I instinctively glanced at the imp, and yep, she was naked. Though her body was small, Hexie never lacked for curves, which was blatantly obvious right now. I rolled my eyes and turned ahead once more. “You can just conjure your clothes. I’ve seen you do it.”

“But have you seen me do… this!”

I kept my eyes straight ahead. “You’re massaging your tits right now, aren’t you?” I said.

“Maaaaybe. But you’ll never know unless you look!”

“I’m pretty sure I know,” I said as I made my way into the study, pausing as I took in the piles of paperwork and files. I grimaced at the chore ahead of me.

“Seriously?” Hexie said, flapping over to the desk and landing on it, still naked. “You’re gonna clean this, master?”

“It’s why I came here,” I replied, rolling up my sleeves.

“You suuure?” Hexie asked, sitting on the edge of the desk and striking a tempting pose. “Are you sure it wasn’t just to get some alone time with a sexy imp? To get some peace and quiet so you could hold me down and just fucking rail me! To claim this house by fucking your naughtiest slut in every room of it?”

“Yeah,” I said as I bent down and started sorting through some papers. “Pretty sure.”

“Alright, counter proposal. We do the fucking first, then cleaning,” Hexie said, parting her legs and pointing between them. “Come on, master! Fill up this pussy. Make me your cock sleeve!”

With some effort I hid a smile. Exasperating and raunchy as the imp could be, she had a real gift for lifting my spirits. “Hexie, you and I both know if we get started like that, I’ll never finish in here.”

“I’d rather you finish in me,” Hexie replied smugly.

“Hexie…”

“C’mon, master! How about this. You go through the papers, and I suck you off! I’ll even dress like a hot secretary. You can pretend you’re my boss, and I’m your naughty assistant who didn’t put enough cream in your coffee. So you’re punishing me by putting plenty of cream in me!”

“That doesn’t sound like punishment for you.”

“I can pretend I hate it! Act real reluctant even as I choke on your dick, then get super into it.”

“Tempting,” I said, which was true enough. “But no,” I added as I bent down and started going through the papers.

“You’re no fun, master.”

“I’m not here to have fun,” I said, starting to pile the loose papers together. “I’m here to clean.”

“Ugh! Fine,” Hexie cried, throwing her arms in the air. “But afterwards you better fuck me on this desk. Polish the wood with my ass.”

“We’ll see,” I replied.

“Pft! Yeah, right. As if you could resist the opportunity,” Hexie said, having flipped over onto all fours and was wiggling her ass at me.

Chuckling, I got back to work. Sorting the materials didn’t take long, but going through it was another matter. As I did, I started to frown with concern. It seemed Merrick Blackbriar had a particular interest in researching the infernal realm. Not great, considering the crap I’d been put through recently. The last thing I wanted to deal with was a bunch of demon crap in this house. Well, at least he’d been doing it before the war. Honestly, a lot of his books and papers were pretty out of date. Nothing like a generation of war with a country of experts in demons to show everyone what they didn’t know.

I started on the books, sorting them steadily back onto the shelves. I’d gotten about halfway done when I noticed a particular volume sitting out of place. Well, I was already organizing the place, so I plucked it out and looked for its proper home. Ah, there it was. I slid the book into its proper shelf with a certain measure of satisfaction.

Then I heard the click.

Reflexes had me jump back, arm up to shield my face. But no hidden bomb went off. Instead, the book and several around it shimmered. I lowered my arm, staring as the books seemed to mold together, forming what looked like some kind of box.

“The hell was that?” Hexie asked.

“Not sure,” I muttered, warily reaching forward and pulling the box free. I turned it this way and that, then found the latch for it. I popped it free and, leaning back in case this was the trap part, I opened the lid.

Well, no poison gas or frag grenade, so it was already not the worst box I’d had the pleasure of handling. I peered inside and found a neatly stacked pile of files hidden within. All of them with the red, rubber stamp of TOP SECRET.

Interesting.

Now, a good citizen would instantly close the box, call the government, and promptly wait until Internal Security swooped in with their white coats. They’d seize the box, and possibly me too, to take to some black site in order to, quite likely, make all of this disappear.

Shame I was kind of bad.

Carrying the box with me, I plopped down onto the high backed chair and set the box on the desk. I fished the first file out and flipped it open, scanning through it. Hmm. Pretty dry reading, I had to admit. Mostly it was about planar magic. Ley lines. Lots of terms that I couldn’t parse and more than a few blocks of text that were, frankly, boring as a night at the National Theater’s one man show about the Defence of Democracy. Others were research notes and journal pages from his work. Not exactly the kind of reading I went for usually. Not even any good swashbuckling.

Plus, the writing got a bit more… scattered as I went along. Some files were handwritten, and they were increasingly messy until I had a hard time figuring out what was a q and what was a caricature. But the more I went, the more I pushed forward, feeling a growing need to read.

Especially when I got to a particular file.

“The Severing?” I murmured.

“Oooh, what’s that? Sounds kinky,” Hexie said, plopping onto my shoulder.

“It’s definitely not,” I said softly as I kept reading. “Apparently, Blackbriar thought there might be a way to cut off connections with the other planes. Not just closing portals, but permanently.”

“Ha! That’s… that’s a good joke,” Hexie snickered uneasily. “That’s funny. You… you are joking, right?”

I shook my head, fascinated. “No,” I said. “He theorized it was possible. And it sounds like he knew what he was doing. Or was crazy. A lot of these I think are written in cipher. But some of these journal pages talk about being watched, possibly by something called…” I scanned a page down. “...The Circle.”

“Sounds like a nutjob,” Hexie said. “And not the kind where a girl tongues your sack.”

She had a point. Less about the tonguing and more about the crazy. I’d seen a lot of people crack during the war. Having all your friends mowed down in twenty seconds by a machine gun, living in a trench while shells explode around you all day and night, and then having to assault the same position the next day wasn’t exactly conducive to mental health. Go fucking figure. A lot of people went crazy with the strain of it, and it was never pretty. Some went catatonic. Others just went insane. And some of the scribbling in this journal indicated some strong paranoia with maybe a hint of delusions of grandeur. But I couldn’t say much, since pretty much all the notes past a certain point were in code. My money was on he thought the Circle was onto him.

And who knows? Maybe there was some truth to it.

I was so caught up in the notes, I didn’t even hear the footsteps until the door creaked open.

In an instant I was on my feet, blood claws tearing their way out of my fingers. Only at the last second did I manage to stop myself, an inch from tearing out a startled Vattia’s throat.

The rabbit-witch froze, her eyes wide as they moved down to my claws, the rest of her dead still, not daring to even move her chin.

“Ah,” I said belatedly, pulling my hand back, blood claws receding back into my hand. “Sorry, Vattia. You startled me.”

“I… I am sorry,” she said, her hand rising shakily to her neck.

Shame shot through me at my reaction. But some things you couldn’t just get rid of when moving to civilian life. And to be fair, danger hadn’t exactly been hard to come by since I got out of the army. Still, that wasn’t an excuse to almost tear the throat out of my newest girlfriend. “What are you doing here?” I asked instead. “I thought you were studying.”

“I finished,” she said. “And I wanted to see the house again. And you. Alone.”

“Really?” I said, lifting an eyebrow.

“Bow chicka bow wow,” Hexie said, doing a little grinding motion.

Ugh. I rolled my eyes and brushed her off my shoulder, the imp squawking in surprise. Still though, having Vattia here might be a blessing in disguise. Who better than my local demonology expert to help figure out what this stuff is?

That said, it might be a bit rash to talk to an Auropan about demonic magic. But on the other hand, she was in my harem now. If I didn’t think I could trust her, then why did I bring her in?

I eyed her up, then drew her inside the study. “Here,” I said, handing her some of the papers. “I found these, but honestly can’t make heads or tails of them. What do you think?”

Curious, Vattia picked up the papers and started going through them. I watched as her brow furrowed with concentration, then her face grew stiff and hard. When she reached the bit about the Severing her eyes grew wide and her ears shot straight up like antennae. She shut the file sharply and slammed it down into the box.

“Burn this,” she said. “At once. And for our own safety, we should never speak of it again.”

“So you think the stuff he talks about in here is possible?” I asked.

“I did not say that,” she replied with a quick shake of her head. “But such theories are dangerous, Alister. Very. If the Ministry of Libraries and Clerical Operations saw such papers, they would burn us, this building, and everyone we knew.”

“Well, fortunately we don’t do that here,” I told her. At least, not as a matter of public policy. “Do you think you could translate some of this stuff?”

“I… it may be possible,” she said uneasily. “Some of these symbols appear to be old cypher. But…”

“Vattia,” I told her gently, resting my hand on her shoulder. “This is important. I still have a demon queen on my ass, and frankly, I’d love to get her off it.”

“For possibly the first time, I agree to preventing a hot chick from riding your dick,” Hexie said, in a remark of shocking pragmatism.

Vattia gnawed on her lower lip, but finally gave a small nod. “I… I understand, Alister. But it will take more than a day to work through these,” she added, patting the papers.

“That’s okay,” I said, shrugging. “I can be patient. I once spent four days in a mud river breathing through a reed in order to ambush a motorcade.”

And if this stuff offered me the break I thought it might, I’d be willing to wait.


Chapter 6.


Naturally, I brought the rest of the girls up to speed that night. Ashlyn was very interested, and when the girls stopped by the next day I showed them what we had.

Vattia and I got the role of looking through the papers, Everyone else was busy getting the place ready for the big move. A lot of the old furniture was in great shape, but the bed was one of those that needed work. Not to mention rugs, kitchen stuff, and everything else needed ordering. I mostly just nodded along as the catalogues came out, Erina and Tanya gushing over their contents. Redecorating was waaaay out of my depth. Give me two pairs of clothes, a pot, a blanket and a canteen and I’d be good to go just about anywhere. But apparently when decorating you needed to concern yourself with things like ‘warm colours’ and where to put paintings. Apparently ‘on the wall’ wasn’t a good enough answer. And when colours to paint the walls got into words like ‘eggshell’ and ‘salmon,’ I knew it was time to cut my losses.

As a result, the Blackbriar study was left to me and Vattia. Ashlyn was surprisingly busy getting ready for the finals. Hexie loved to joke that we were ‘getting busy like rabbits,’ and helpfully threw in some hip thrusts in case I missed the point. Which was far from accurate. We really were going through the papers.

Well… mostly.

Still, we made good progress. Vattia was in her element, and by the third day she’d finished going through all the unredacted notes, and figured out more or less what kind of work Blackbriar had been doing on the Severing.

“He did good work,” Vattia begrudgingly told me. “I had heard whispers of similar research being done in Auropa by the Committee on Infernal Studies and Folk Music. There was talk of a Severing theory from them, but nothing public. This is much more comprehensive.”

“Then it’s real?” I asked eagerly.

“In theory,” she hedged. “As I said, I only heard rumours, but this Blackbriar clearly believed there was potential in the research. He theorized that the magical realms are ‘tethered’ to our world by anchor points. Locations where the barrier between worlds is naturally thin, such as the portal beneath Stoneway.”

“And what about the rest of the stuff?” I asked. “The parts written in code?”

Vattia sighed and grimaced as she shuffled some papers. “The cipher is complicated, but I can crack it well enough.”

“Yeah?” I asked, flipping through the letters I’d found in the box “How so?”

“It is an Auropan code,” she explained. “A modification of one used by the rebels in the early days of the Infernum Revolution, when our great leaders were working to throw off the yoke of feudalistic capital that chained our fellow man and woman to the earth.”

I looked up sharply. “It’s Auropan code?” I asked.

She shrugged. “It is an old code. It has been a long time since it was used in any official capacity. We learned about it in school. In fact, me and my classmates would often write secret messages to one another with it. Naturally though, this Blackbriar made some variations to it, which makes things more complicated.”

“How the hell would he know revolutionary Auropan code?” I asked.

Vattia gave me an annoyed look. “No doubt because he was working on something with my nation. Which is why I wished to burn these papers. These should not be things that we research.”

“If anything, it makes me want to know more,” I told her.

She sighed, but nodded. “I understand.” She gave the letters I was looking through a curious look. “What of those?”

“They’re correspondence,” I said as I flicked through another. “Doesn’t say to whom. They’re all just addressed to a ‘Dear Colleague,’ but he talks a lot about the Severing. Most of it’s in code too. But,” I added with a grim note, “if this code is pre-war Auropan stuff, then it’s a pretty good bet that it was to someone over there. And even if we weren’t at war with them at the time, we were far from friendly.”

“Understandably,” Vattia said. “But in the matters of science, there has long been a desire to collaborate in the Democratic Republic with others. Even those from the decadent Free States.”

“Yeah, we’re weird like that,” I said.

The door to the study suddenly slammed open, making me jump and Vattia squealed like a startled rabbit.

“Hello hello hello mon beast of ze bedroom!” Noirveil exclaimed as she swept into the room with a swirl of her long dark skirt, the veil of her broad brimmed hat pushed aside to reveal her pale, smiling face. “I have arrived at long last! Is zat not wonderful?”

“Noirveil!” I gasped, hand over my chest. “Hells, you almost gave me a heart attack!”

“Ah, my sweet, zat is only a concern for zose whose heart yet beats. And though mine may be still, it moves only for you,” she cried, sweeping up to me and pressing against me wantonly, her breasts fairly bursting out of her top.

I cleared my throat, leaning back a bit. “I-”

“But look how cozy you two are!” she exclaimed, moving back with a delighted smile at Vattia. “Doing a bit of ze last minute studying, eh?”

“Not quite,” I said, realizing this actually was a golden opportunity. “We found this room locked up when we moved in, and actually were wondering a few things, Noirveil. You knew Blackbriar, right?”

The vampire’s ebullient expression faded to one of grim amusement. “Oh yes,” she purred throatily. “I knew him as a professional colleague. Not much more. A brilliant man, my delight, but despite it he had a small mind and was quite… insufferable.”

“Insuffrable?”

Noirveil flicked her fingers as if casting aside some dust. “Indeed. He could not take ze rejection easily.”

Ah. “So he…”

“Attempted to recruit me into his harem, yes,” Noirveil sighed with a roll of her eyes. “Not zat I could blame ze man, you understand. As you have no doubt realized, Alister, zere are few who can resist ze allure of my beauty!”

“Truly it is a trial,” I replied.

“Quite so,” Noirveil replied, apparently immune to sarcasm. “When he was a professor, he attempted to recruit me. Even made it seem like he would be doing moi a favour. Ha!” she guffawed, bosom heaving most bosomly with her laughter. “As if he could handle such loveliness as zis! But as I said, he was a somewhat arrogant man. Oh yes. And when I rejected him, he even threatened to make certain details from my past public. Some of which would cause some problems for my career. Sadly,” she added with a smirk and a malicious glint to her eye, “he passed away before he could make true on ze threat. Such a pity, non?”

“And you didn’t have anything to do with that, did you?” I asked with a tingle of unease.

“Alister!” she exclaimed with amusement. “Dear me! Whatever could you be implying? I am ze model of ze good citizen of our fair nation. Why, ze cold blooded murder? Does zat seem like something I could do?”

There was a lot I could say about that. One thing was she didn’t actually deny it.

Before I could press her on it she checked her wristwatch. “But look at ze time! Zut! I have not ze chance to linger, my midnight lover. I was summoned to help with ze planning of ze basement. I simply must get it to my satisfaction, not to mention move my zings in down zere. If my coffin and ze curtains are not arranged just so, I cannot sleep a wink! I merely stopped by to say hello, my dear, and now I must be off!”

“Must you?” I asked, even as Noirveil peeled herself off me and sashayed towards the door.

“I simply must, my dear. I must!” she exclaimed, resting her hand on the doorframe. She paused there however and glanced back at us, her ruby red eyes gleaming intently. “But a word of warning, my darling of ze night.”

“Yeah?”

“Insufferable as Blackbriar was, zose who dig through his past should be careful. Zere are many who would prefer he and his secrets remain buried. And you would be wise to keep zat in mind.”

I felt a chill seep down my spine like someone dropped ice down my shirt. I nodded. “Got it.”

She returned the nod, then brightened anew. “Well! It was a delight, Alister. Ta taaaa!” she sang, fluttering out of the room with a flash of ribbon and lace.

Once she was gone I shook my head. That woman really was a handful.

But I’d be stupid not to take her warning to heart. Noirveil was an ancient vampire and you didn’t manage that without knowing how to do some risk assessment…


Chapter 7.


Finals week.

Honestly, I wasn’t too stressed.

Maybe I just had a different outlook on pressure, but though I was somewhat nervous about the final tests that would decide much of my grades, I wasn’t letting it get to me. I mean, I’d felt the same stomach churning anxiety a thousand times during the war. Every battle came with the fear of failure and the unknown, and you just had to prepare your best, and take the punches as they came.

To be fair, a big difference was also that even if I failed the exam, the consequences probably wouldn’t be a bullet in the brain. So, yeah. I’d dealt with worse.

It also helped that my first exam was Noirveil’s, which I was pretty confident in even if I wasn’t boning the teacher.

“Ze theme of ze exam,” the vampiress declared from the front, “shall be advanced combat techniques. As we all know,” she continued, pacing before us with sharp struts, “ze combat is not only a matter of raw power, but of skill! A witch who has mastered a single aspect of zeir magic is quite often able to best one who has excellent understanding of a more general breadth. In such a way, even a technically weaker caster can take down a far stronger opponent. As such,” she finished, pivoting to face everyone, “I shall be grading you not on ze skill which you use, but also ze execution of it. And speaking of execution,” she added with a nod at an older woman standing at the other end of the arena. “We have ze generous assistance of Professor Emetta, who is ze instructor for Practical Golems. She will be handling your opponent in zis task.”

The other professor smiled. A somewhat portly woman wearing large glasses, she wore a smock over her gown and waved a too-large sleeve our way.

“Zank you, professor,” Noirveil continued as she turned back to us. “Ze rules are, of course, quite simple. You will be permitted full use of your magic abilities to disable ze golem zat is summoned. But should any attempt be made to attack ze professor, you shall fail automatically. You will be graded on your ability to destroy ze golem. Now zen, we shall begin with one of our fine warlocks. Alister? Might you be willing to come up and demonstrate ze magic you are most skilled in?”

Though I did roll my eyes, I also climbed up and onto the stage, taking my position near Noirveil. Frankly, I was a bit impressed by her planning here. If she wanted to show she wasn’t giving me favouritism, this’d be the way. My wyldcraft would have made quick work of a living opponent. But golems were always tricky. Especially if you couldn’t go after the summoner themselves.

Fortunately, I’d had plenty of practice taking regular golems down too. Do enough damage to them, and they’d be unable to reconstitute themselves. Simple as.

The vampiress gave me a proud look and stepped back. “If you would, my love,” she said, gesturing at a training dummy at the other end of the arena.

That got a few grumbles from the class and a couple of glares my way. I sighed. Noirveil really wasn’t making this easy for me. Oh well.The best way to avoid such remarks was to show I really would deserve the high mark she was sure to give me.

Which certainly worked for me.

I turned to face Emetta, who nodded and spread her hands, her fingers glowing as she twitched them. I could subtly sense her earth magic seep through the air and into the clay before her. The grey putty shifted, then swirled, rising into the air and forming basic arms, legs, and a head. Shaped like a crude caricature of a man, the golem’s eyes opened, burning with a red light. As Emetta’s fingers twitched, the golem raised its fists, ready to go.

I raised my hand, palm up. The cuts in my fingers split as I willed my wyldcraft to act. Blood snaked from the wounds, forming my blood claws.

Alright, let’s make this happen.

“Begin!” Noirveil declared.

The clay golem bellowed and charged at me, stomping its way towards me. I tensed, waiting for it to get close before I darted at it, deking it out and dashing towards its right side. The golem took a swing at me, but was thrown off by the motion and missed, allowing me to duck under its fist and arm.

Grabbing said arm, I swung myself around and onto its back. Raising my hand, I plunged it into the clay, pumping a burst of blood into the thing.

The golem groaned and swung to try and get at me, but I hung off it, continuing to feed my blood into it. Ooh, got a little light headed making it, but I wanted it big enough to do what I needed it to.

I saw the clay of its back bubble, and knew it was time to go. Ripping my hand free, I kicked off its back a second before a dozen spikes erupted from it. I landed, skidding back, but could already feel my blood seep into the golem, forming a hard ball in the center of its mass.

I straightened as the golem turned to face me, its hands turning into spiked balls. With another roar it charged at me again.

And in answer I raised my hand and snapped my fingers.

The finger snapping was mainly for show. A flick of my will had my blood stuffing the golem explode out of it like a dozen spears.

The golem staggered as its limbs were impaled, holding it in place. Then I swirled my fingers, and the spikes thinned into blades. With a sudden twirl they literally cut the golem into pieces like the thing had swallowed a swordmaster with ten arms.

The golem’s red eyes blinked blankly, and I twitched my fingers and summoned the blood back. It burst from the golem, flowing through the air and into my fingers, the wounds scabbed over.

“Hr?” the golem managed.

And then toppled into a dozen chunks.

Turning to the stunned class, I gave a small bow.

Applause met this, first from my harem, then spreading to the rest of the class. None more exuberant than Noirveil, who was absolutely clapping with delighted abandon. “Well done, my scarlet slayer! Well done indeed! Now zen, if you would, let us see ze skill of ze next among our students.”

I gave her a silent nod, then bustled down off the arena stage and took my place among the other students. Well, I thought as the next student went up, I guess that’ll guarantee me a good grade.

Everyone else had a go, and despite most of them being witches and, therefore, locked into the standard elements, I took note of some clever applications. Ashlyn for instance used fire magic to basically turn the golem into pottery, which she then smashed with her tail with a bit more enthusiasm than was maybe proper. Erina’s diamond gauntlets deconstructed her golem piece by piece, and Tanya opted, wisely, against her lighting magic, but instead showed off her skill in water magic by hosing down the clay into basically a puddle.

Frankly, I was impressed, and doubly glad that they were all in my harem. Much better than having them as my enemies, that was for damn sure.

After that, exams took a far less physical dimension. The rest of my classes were more book heavy, but I feel like I did alright in those. Aside from Maleficia’s, which I was able to skip. But the one that really grabbed my attention was Warlock 101.

There was plenty about being a warlock that made it different from other classes, and the big one was that our final was basically just a bunch of questions ensuring we were properly propagandized to fucking as many witches as possible. Things like ‘how many is the ideal number of pregnancies per quarter?’ Or ‘list the top qualities in a potential mate.’ And my personal favourite, ‘if you can only orgasm three times a day, and you have five witches looking to be impregnated, how can you satisfy the needs of all five of them each night?’

Ah, Caldian education. Truly, there was nothing like it.

Still, I hadn’t gotten to where I was by not knowing how to bullshit a form, and by the time the professor called, “Pencils down, gentlemen,” I felt reasonably confident I’d gotten a pass.

I rose from my desk, stretching out the kinks in my back as my eyes wandered about the sea of black-coated figures all getting up as well. My eyes quickly zeroed in on Lucen, Dorm, and Salazar, the trio of warlocks I tentatively called my friends. It was rough being a warlock in Caldia, with all the expectations placed on us, and we often met up to discuss matters about our harems and just life being a warlock.

I gladly joined them, nodding to them. “Lucen,” I greeted the silver-haired warlock. “Salazar,” I added, the thin warlock half-asleep on his desk. “Dorm,” I finished, forced to crane my head back to look at the mountain of man, whose peak bobbed in greeting.

“How’d you do?” Lucen asked.

“Not bad,” I admitted. “I think I did alright. Though the ovulation question kind of threw me.”

“I think it got most of us,” Lucen agreed.

“Hrm,” Dorm grunted.

“So I hear you’re staying on campus over summer,” Lucen continued happily. “Got yourself a new place.”

“Yeah,” I told him. “It’s honestly a great place.”

“Got a bed big enough?” Lucen asked with a knowing flick of his eyebrows.

“Bed?” Salazar asked, stirring drowsily.

“We’re working on getting a new mattress,” I told him. “And sheets.” Fortunately by consensus. Erina had been angling for one that was a giant flag, but I’d been able to quash that one. Being draped with the flag felt uncomfortably funereal for a soldier, and Erina had quickly dropped it, lest she be seen as ‘insensitive to the troops.’

“Goose down,” Salazar put in. “Best… sleep of your life…”

“I’ve been leaving it to my harem,” I told him, but motion caught my attention and I looked up to see Trey beckoning me over with a pretty intense look to him. “Excuse me, guys,” I said, nodding to them. “I need to go talk to Trey over there.”

“Don’t forget about our last meeting of the year!” Lucen called. “I’m baking cake!”

Now that would guarantee me being there. Lucen was a surprisingly excellent baker, and the chance to sample his cake was not something to miss.

For the time being though I waved goodbye to the pair and bustled over to Trey, whose sober expression quelled my happiness at finishing my exam pretty thoroughly.

“Hey,” I said. “What’s up?”

“You got a minute to talk?” he asked.

“Next exam isn’t until tomorrow,” I replied. “Why?”

“I found out more about our friend, Smith,” Trey said darkly.

“Yeah?” I asked, instantly giving him my full attention as I leaned in. “You know who it is?”

“That’s the thing,” he said in an undertone. “I don’t. It seems like he sends his stories in via raven. The editors have never even seen him. Don’t ask how I found that out. I’m not proud of what I had to do to get that info.”

Despite my curiosity, I knew better than to pry on that point. “Sure, but is that all?”

“Not at all,” Trey said with a grim look as he reached into his coat and pulled out what looked like an entire freaking dossier. He cracked it open, laying out a bunch of news clippings, along with more than a few highlights. “I’ve been tracking the various stories being published about you in the papers. They’re all a bit different, as most papers target a particular demographic, but one thing is for sure. They’re flattering. Maybe too much.”

“Too flattering? The media?” I said skeptically.

“Ashamed as I am to admit it,” Trey said with a grimace, “I’m afraid that not everyone who works for the news is a beacon of impartial trust and loyalty. Some of them are… well, partisan.”

“No,” I said in what I hoped sounded like a tone of sincere shock. “The news lies to us?”

“More than that,” Trey said, looking downright sickened. “I’m sorry to tell you this, Alister, but I fear many of our hallowed, trusted newsrooms may be little more than crass propaganda.”

“What?” I said. “In Caldia? Say it ain’t so!”

He nodded seriously. “There’s more.”

“No!”

Trey tapped the papers. “It started slow at first. A few puff pieces in various rags. A couple rumour mongering and ‘Alister-sexual’ being used in an offhanded way. But I’ve been graphing use of words, and it’s becoming increasingly clear the media has been collectively correlating your name with things such as ‘Leader,’ ‘Hope,’ ‘Patriot,’ and of course, ‘Attractive.’”

“What? Are they trying to date me?” I asked incredulously.

“Blegh!” Nob said, gagging.

I gave the monkey a glare before Trey continued.

“Actually, Alister, I think it’s more than that. I think they’re trying to groom the population into accepting a narrative about you. One that says you’re a natural leader. A born authority on the troubles of our times.”

“Wait,” I said as a horrified understanding began to dawn on me. “You’re saying…”

“Yes,” Trey said grimly. “Alister? I think someone’s working on getting you to run for office.”

Horror hit me like a bullet to the heart. “What!” I gasped. “You mean they… but… but I’m not!”

“That’s not the point,” Trey said, tapping a particular piece. “Much of the recent reporting is already speculating about what you intend to do once you graduate.”

“Who the fuck would do that?” I demanded, both awed and disgusted. “Who could gain from this?”

“A lot of people, really,” Trey told me, stuffing the dossier back into his jacket and staring at me from under his brows. “Alister, you may not realize it, but you’re the ideal political prop. A war hero. A warlock with a powerful harem. You’ve saved the country two, maybe three times since coming to this school. If someone intends to use you, they’ll want to start shaping the narrative early, and they’re already doing it. If and when you find yourself being maneuvered by these people, the populace will already be primed to see you a certain way. I mean, ‘champion of the working man’ has come up at least eight times in the New Yerrin Times!”

Holy shit, he was right! No one talked about the working man unless they were trying to yank the political levers of powers or sell overpriced brooms. Everyone did their best to ignore the working man unless they wanted to ram something through that everyone would otherwise hate.

“Fuck me,” I breathed, running my hand through my hair, staring at the evidence arranged before me. I could only shake my head, focusing again on Trey. “We gotta find out who’s doing this.”

“Agreed,” Trey said, banging a fist on the table. “I can’t abide someone perverting mass media like this. This is not what the press is for! It’s for educating and informing the populace, not becoming political hacks and rumourmongers. But don’t worry, Alister,” he said firmly. “I’ll keep digging. I’ll figure this out. The free press will not be prostituted like this for long!”

I had my doubts about that, but didn’t feel like voicing them just then. I had waaaaay too much on my mind. Even after I left Trey my head was still reeling with those revelations. Who the hell would be trying to build me up as some political idol? I mean, I’d been used as one before, but now that I was out of the army I could politely and firmly tell anyone looking to trade on my fame to fuck right off. Did these morons think I wouldn’t? Or were they planning on trying to entrap me somehow? Make me an offer I can’t refuse?

“Hell,” I growled, pinching the bridge of my nose and squeezing my eyes shut. I hated politics so gods damn much. But though he might have been a colossal prick, Gabriel had been right about one thing. Even if you didn’t take an interest in politics, it was interested in you.

And it was starting to look like it was very fucking interested indeed.

I desperately needed something to take my mind off that. Fortunately, Warlock 101 had been my last exam for the day, so I gladly nabbed a broom and took off for Blackbriar Manor. Mindlessly sorting a dead man’s paperwork seemed like just the ticket.

The house was dead silent as I arrived. Seemed I was the first one finished. I was kind of relieved, though I had to admit burying my face in someone’s breasts would be an amazing way to get my mind off things too. Oh well.

I headed to the office and plopped down despondently. Naturally, work on decoding the box had taken a backseat to the exams popping up for all of us, and since I was of minimal help there I’d been going through the rest of Blackbriar’s paperwork. There were absolutely stacks of the stuff, but that was fine for me tonight. Now, where was I…?

As I’d hoped, sorting through dusty papers was a fantastic distraction from Trey’s little revelations. There was sure as hell enough of it. I’d felt a twinge of optimism when I’d cleared out most of the stuff on the floor, only to find a bunch of filing cabinets under a particular drift of paperwork.

“What the hell kind of filing system even is this?” I asked as I dragged out another folder. It wasn’t alphabetical, I’d say that much for sure. I flipped it open, paging through various photos of what looked like conferences, meetings, various people forming up in group shots. Pretty bog standard really.

Then I stopped dead.

An old photo had been tucked among the papers, and I slowly drew it out, staring at it. It featured Blackbriar prominently, and the portrait was surprisingly true to life. But of more interest were the people around him. A number of men and women.

And several of them were in Auropan uniforms.

“Well well,” I murmured as I examined the picture, checking the date. Two years before the start of the war, but well past the point where Auropa had gobbled up several of its smaller neighbours, prompting Caldia to impose sanctions and start saber rattling. “Well well well.” I glanced at the gloomy portrait still hanging over the cold fireplace. “Mister Blackbriar. Just what were you really up to, I wonder?”


Chapter 8.


A few months ago, I’d have been in a bit of a conundrum about this situation. But now, I had an Auropan I could quiz directly about this, and I intended to take that opportunity.

It was getting dark by the time I got back to Stoneway, and I was glad to land my broom. I was a lot better at basic magic than when I started my first term, but long term control remained a bit of an issue. I was swerving on my broom something fierce when I finally touched down, and I was glad to ditch it as I headed over to Vattia’s dorm.

Naturally, she didn’t end up living with the rest of the students. Partly it was because she was an important guest of the country. Mostly, I suspected it was because they knew there’d be a riot if she was placed in any of the regular dorms. A lot of students were kinder to her than before, but more than enough would be happy to carve TURNIP CRUNCHER on her door if given the chance.

She lived in the main building of the school, in part of the housing for instructors and temporary lecturers. Reaching the door, I knocked and stepped back as the golem took shape. It resembled a scholarly woman’s face, and scowled at me.

“Students are not permitted in the quarters of the instructors,” the golem said with grave dignity.

“I’m here to see Vattia,” I told the door. “It’s Alister. Her boyfriend.”

The door gave me a priggish glare. “Just a moment,” it said, stilling.

For a few minutes I was left bouncing on my heels, waiting. But finally the door moved again, this time looking pretty peeved. “You may enter,” the golem said, sniffing with contempt. “Room eleven on the second floor. But do not bother the other residents.”

“I won’t,” I assured her. And that was for damn sure. The last thing I wanted to do was have to explain myself to another teacher.

Hustling up the stairs, I scanned the doors until I found eleven, which I gave a quick knock. Vattia must have been waiting because she quickly opened it.

“Alister,” she said warmly, stepping aside. “Come in.”

“Thanks,” I said, doing so and taking her room in with a quick glance. Plain best described it. Aside from some books on a shelf and what looked like a travel trunk, you’d be forgiven to think no one lived there at all. The bed was made, nothing was on the table, and the floor was spotless.

“What did you wish to see me about?” Vattia asked as she settled on a couch, watching me expectantly.

“Right, yeah,” I said, fishing the photo out. “Tell me, do you recognize anyone here?”

Vattia gave the photo a puzzled look.

Then her eyes widened, her ears shot straight up, and she snatched the photo, staring at it in shock.

“Where,” she gasped. “Where did you find this?”

“In Blackbriar’s files,” I said. “Why? Do you know someone?”

She nodded, swallowing thickly and tapping one of the Auropans, a woman. “This,” Vattia said hoarsely. “This is… is my dam.”

“Your dam?” I asked.

“Y-yes. Her name was Rumiya Azhon. She was the one who was first assigned to educate me and assess my potential. She was a very sweet woman. Quite kind. But when I was young she… she died. In a lab accident, I was told.”

“Huh,” I said. “What was she working on?”

“Planar theory,” Vattia said softly, still staring at the photo. She ran a thumb along the picture longingly. “She was a part of the Auropan Planar Mission, which sought to reach the realm beyond this world.”

“What? Like… space?” I asked.

Vattia again nodded, then glanced back up at me. “It was all highly classified. In fact, when she died, they shelved the project. But I… I never heard even a hint that she was working with a Caldian.”

“And now you’re here,” I mused. “Learning in the academy where her former collaborator was. And living in his home.”

“I… I suppose I am,” she said with an uncertain laugh. “Quite the… the coincidence.”

“Sure is,” I said.

Yeah, right.

I didn’t believe in fate. I’d seen dumb chance kill too many to put much stock in it. Sure, they say every man has a bullet with his name on it, but people who believe in destiny tend to talk about it when someone dies in a hospital bed or gets killed by their son after he fucked his mom. For my part, I didn’t put much stock in it because what kind of destiny threw someone into some muddy hole where they died with a thousand other poor bastards while trying to take a beachhead? Destiny is what the survivors called it when they lived to see tomorrow and a hundred others didn’t. It was a nice illusion, but despite my love of the fated lover’s trope, I wasn’t putting any money on oracles.

So, this could all indeed be a coincidence. But I wasn’t buying that either. I was getting a creeping feeling that there was more to all the happenings around me and Vattia. Between this, those stories in the papers, and everything else going on, I was starting to get the feeling I was being moved around by someone. Players I hadn’t seen yet, but knew the game even if I didn’t. It was an experience I was far too familiar with. Commanders never told you the why of their orders, just to go and do it. And hell, sometimes, they really did have some grand master plan. Usually though they were just throwing bodies at a problem and hoping they stuck.

Belatedly, I realized that Vattia was still staring at the photo, her expression dull and eyes far away. “Hey?” I said, resting my hand on her shoulder. “You okay?”

Vattia blinked and looked up at me. “Y-yes,” she said. Then, more firmly, “Yes, Alister. I am.” She looked back down at the photo, her mouth drawing tight with resolve. “This is important, Alister. Very important. All my life I had suspected something more about what became of my dam. Not that the Committee for Research and Development would ever hide anything from the people of Auropa,” she added belatedly and with a hint of panic. “A-and even if they did, I am sure that they did so with the good of all our people in mind and merely to protect us.”

“Uh huh,” I said.

“But,” she added, blushing a bit. “But… if we should happen to discover some more information about what became of Rumiya then, well, I would be glad to know. And I will know,” she added with a setting of her jaw, her ears twitching back aggressively. “As soon as these exams are done, Alister, I will stop at nothing to see that the notes of this Blackbriar have been decoded, and the facts of what he was doing will come to light. We will see what he was truly involved in, and what it might have meant to my beloved country.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said. “You can keep that photo for now if you want.”

Vattia flushed. “Thank you, Alister,” she said, pulling the picture close to her chest. “I appreciate it.”

I patted her arm, then left her. As I closed the door, I saw her studying the image once more, but I could see that she only had eyes for one person in the group.

I let out a sigh. Well, things had just gotten a bit more complicated, hadn’t they?

“Mr. Blackwood.”

Shit. Speaking of complicated.

I turned towards that familiar voice, and was unsurprised to see Maleficia winding her way down the hall. The instructor was as rigidly prickly as ever, her eyes lidded, her hair done up in a bun, and though she lacked the usual blazer, her white shirt was done up so smartly it could have done its own taxes. Her lower half was that of a snake, with shimmering scales, while her upper half was that of the most disapproving school marm imaginable.

Frankly, it was a bit of a relief to see her as rigid as she was now. Not so long ago, I’d seen her absolutely drunk out of her mind, and she’d dropped some alarming information on my lap. Namely, that she’d been a part of a group that had given Auropa the info needed to build themselves a warp bomb after Caldia had.

“Maleficia,” I said, nodding to her.

She slithered up closer and glanced at Vattia’s door, then back at me. “Visiting?” she asked.

“I was.”

“Hm,” she mused, still staring down at me with those unreadable, narrow eyes. “And, did you happen to have sex with her?”

Okay, that threw me a bit. “I… e-excuse me?”

“It’s a simple enough question,” Maleficia said. “Did you fuck her?”

“No!”

“Why not?”

“Why… what do you mean why not?”

“Are you perhaps having some erectile dysfunction?”

“No!”

“Do you find her unattractive?”

“Of course not! I find her very… very sexy.”

“You hesitated there,” Maleficia said, leaning in sharply. “Why?”

“Because… because you’re asking me this stuff,” I replied. “What the hell?”

“Then there are no problems in your relationship?” Maleficia demanded.

“No! What? No!”

“Hmm…” The snake professor eased back on her coils, eying me narrowly. “I see. Good,” she said, nodding to herself. “That’s good. But if you did have some… issues performing, I do have certain tools that could assist with that.”

Fucking hell, this was not how I expected this conversation to go. I mean, I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised. Maleficia was very big on peace between Caldia and Auropa, as it turned out, and spent pretty much all of last term trying to get me and Vattia together. The only problem was that she spent the term before that acting like I ran over her dog and mailed her its head. And now she was cheerleading for my love life. Man. It was hard to keep track of all this.

“Right,” I said awkwardly. “Well, let me assure you, me and Vattia are fine. Thanks for your concern.”

“I see,” Maleficia said, adjusting the books she carried under her arm. “Good. I also heard,” she continued in the icy tones I remembered so well, “that you recently acquired some property.”

“I did,” I replied, my guard instantly back up.

“I see. It’s an… interesting choice. Do you know anything about the history of Blackbriar Manor?”

“I’m learning more about it every day,” I replied honestly.

“Indeed,” Maleficia said slowly. “I suggest you be careful, Mr. Blackwood. Blackbriar was a strange man. One who believed strongly that the ends justified the means. And then the means caught up with him.”

What the hell does that mean? “Do you know something about how he died?” I asked pointedly.

“Some questions are best left unasked,” she replied with a thin smile as she slithered past me. “This world has enough martyrs, after all…”

Cryptic bitch. “Professor?” I called to her retreating back.

She paused and glanced back at me. “Yes?”

“About what we discussed last time. In your office…”

A flash of something crossed her face and her jaw tightened as she lifted her chin. “I’m sure,” she said with acid harshness, “that I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Is that so?” I replied with a shrug. “Just checking.”

Her glare drilled through me for a long moment. Then she whipped her head around and continued on, vanishing around the corner a few minutes later.

I allowed myself a grim smile, but it didn’t last long. As satisfying as that had been, Maleficia had given me more to think about. It was starting to look like Blackbriar’s death had more going on than I originally supposed. Now, a smart person would say fuck it, take all those papers, and burn the lot of them. Unfortunately, with the little revelation from Vattia, it looked like that wasn’t an option anymore.

I just hoped I didn’t regret digging up the past…


Professor Noirveil’s Interlude.


Noirveil sauntered silkily down the corridor outside the faculty offices, humming an old waltz she’d first danced to when Queen Belisera still sat on the throne out west in the province of Freinoemia. Those had been delightful nights. These nights were also delightful, but for entirely different reasons, most of them involving her ravishing beast of the shadows and the absolutely scandalous things she intended to do to him once this week’s combat exam was marked and filed.

That left her only with the small matter of visiting dear old Maleficia.

She paused outside the familiar office door, adjusted her shawl just so, and gave the wood three generous raps before busting in without waiting for an answer. Entering without permission always got a marvelous rise out of the woman, and Noirveil was never one to deny herself small pleasures.

“Fifi, my darling!” she sang.

Maleficia’s head snapped up from her stack of papers, and the pen in her hand went still. Her serpentine tail coiled once beneath the desk, a tell of irritation Noirveil had learned to read long ago. They were off to a marvelous start.

“Professor Noirveil,” Maleficia replied frigidly. “I am grading. The door was closed for a reason, you know.”

“No door is closed to me, darling. And here I am! What a coincidence, non?” Noirveil flowed across the office and dropped herself dramatically onto the chair opposite the desk, draping her arm along its back. “I thought we might have ze little chat, you and I. Colleague to colleague. Something of a professional courtesy, mon cher.”

“I am grading.”

“So I heard you say. And yet, somehow, I am undissuaded.”

Maleficia’s eyes narrowed just a bit, and her pen resumed its scratching against the paper with a sharper stroke than before. Noirveil watched her affectionately. Oh, but Fifi was such fun to annoy.

“I wanted to discuss ze combat exam,” Noirveil continued airily. “It has gone rather well, you know. Ze students performed above my expectations. Even ze less gifted ones managed not to embarrass zemselves, which, between us, is a small miracle. I had assumed zat Miss Goldheart would set something on fire zat she was not meant to, but she restricted her arson purely to ze training dummy. A great improvement!”

“I am delighted for her.”

“As evidenced by your cold and bitchy tone, which whispers dark and dry things regarding your sexual health.”

“Cold and dry is how I like it down there,” Maleficia bantered back, betraying a little of her hidden amusement.

Noirveil sighed theatrically and tipped her head back to examine the ceiling. The plasterwork was the same as it had been twenty years ago. Stoneway never did believe in renovations, which was one of its more charming qualities. She flicked her ruby eyes back toward Maleficia and found the other professor resolutely not looking at her.

“Ze dashing young man responsible for my perpetual moistness did quite well,” Noirveil murmured. “You will be pleased to hear.”

The pen stopped. Briefly. It was a half-second only, barely a pause at all, but Noirveil was well tuned to notice such things. She smiled privately behind her hand and pretended to study her nails.

“Mr. Blackwood’s performance in your class is not relevant to my work,” Maleficia replied crisply, and the pen resumed. “Neither are your vaginal moisture levels. In any case, I have already guaranteed his passage.”

“Out of generosity, of course.”

“Out of necessity. The alternative was the man harassing me into my retirement.”

“Ah, ah. Zis is ze story you tell ze world, and it is a good one. But we are not ze world, are we, my sweet? We are two colleagues in a quiet office, and I zink ze truth is perhaps a little less convenient zan zat.”

“I have no idea what you mean.”

Noirveil waved her hand airily. “Alister is ze young man who, in ze span of a little more than a single academic year, has survived two demonic invasions, charmed more high status women zan most warlocks twice his age, and made a complete disaster of ze gossip columns. Your investment in him is larger zan you admit.”

Maleficia’s pen scratched a word that was not, Noirveil suspected, the word she had meant to write. She did not look up.

“I do not know what you are talking about.”

“Mmm. Perhaps not. Perhaps I am mistaken, and you simply ran into our little rabbit one afternoon and had a sudden, charitable impulse to introduce her to ze most sought after warlock in Stoneway.” Noirveil examined a fingernail. “How fortunate for her, zat impulse. And how strange, too, coming from a woman with… certain little-known positions.”

The pen went still.

Noirveil softened.

“I do not gossip, my dear. I have said zis. I do not spread ze stories. Your positions are your own, and zey are safe with moi, as zey have always been. I only wish to observe zat to place such a young woman, one for whom you clearly feel a great deal of responsibility, into ze care of a warlock, of all things… zis is not ze small matter. I wish to acknowledge ze trust you put in mon amour.”

“I did not ask you to acknowledge anything.”

“Non. But I am a creature of impulse, as you well know.”

Maleficia was silent. Her tail, which had been coiled tightly against the base of her chair, had not yet relaxed, but neither had it tightened further. That, from Maleficia, was a concession. Noirveil tilted her head, her ruby eyes bright, and pressed on while the door remained open.

“It cost you something, Fifi. I know it did. You looked at him, and you weighed him, and you made ze choice zat must have gone against a great deal of what you believe. And he has been worthy of it, mon cher. He has. You should hear him speak of her. Ze way he holds her hand when she is frightened. Ze way he paces ze floor when she is far. He would put himself between zat girl and ze world. He has already done so, in fact, more zan once.”

Maleficia said nothing. One of her hands had come up to the bridge of her nose, where she pinched it briefly before letting it fall again.

“You backed ze right beast, my dear. And moi, who sleeps beside him, wish to thank you for it.”

The silence that followed was different from the earlier silences. Not satisfied. Something else.

“You are a menace,” Maleficia said at last.

“I have been called worse, and by you specifically, I believe.”

“Repeatedly.”

“Naturally.” Noirveil smiled, and allowed the moment to pass. She had delivered what she came to deliver. To linger now would be to smother it.

She rose and smoothed her skirt. “Well. I have kept you from your grading long enough, my sweet. Zere will be ozer exams. Ozer opportunities for me to torment you. Zis, at least, is ze promise I can keep.”

“I live in anticipation.”

“As you should.” Noirveil paused at the door and glanced back. Maleficia had not quite resumed writing. “So long, darling.”

She swept out and pulled the door closed behind her.

In the hallway she paused to adjust her shawl, already humming her waltz again. That had been a good visit. Better than she expected, even. Fifi had been wonderfully tense for most of it, which was the expected pleasure, but there had been that other moment near the end, that softer one, which Noirveil had not quite planned for and had found unexpectedly moving. Strange, how such things crept up on one. She would have to be careful. Sincerity was a vice she had spent centuries cultivating a reputation for not possessing.

She made her way toward the stairs, her thoughts already drifting toward the evening, the manor, and the lovely wide bed waiting to be thoroughly disrespected. Alister would be home by now, surely. He’d be going through that dead man’s papers again, no doubt. He worked too hard, her beautiful beast. She would have to distract him.

Oh, and she would, indeed she would, at some length.

Humming louder, she descended the stairs and slipped out into the gardens, already composing the kind of entrance she intended to make.


Chapter 9.


It was here.

Finally, it was here.

I sat attentively in the auditorium along with a couple hundred other students. The seats were elevated on a subtle slope, while at the bottom lay the stage. The various professors of the school were down there, sitting on either side of a flowering podium, and I mean that literally. As Headmistress Elegantra climbed the steps and took her place, the podium literally grew at her feet, the wood rising like a flattened tree trunk, the front’s bark taking the familiar seal of Stoneway Academy, while a number of flowers sprang up like splashes of colour on the old wood.

Anyone who knew Elegantra wouldn’t have been surprised by this. The old woman was as wrinkled as the wood she stood behind, and in fact one of her arms was made of wood, though it moved as dexterously as her other. She was stooped, and a large hat like a slightly deflating mushroom rested on her head, faintly flopping this way and that whenever she moved her head. But as comical as she could appear, she was not to be fucked with. Even if I hadn’t heard of her reputation, I’d seen what she could do. The woman could bring an entire forest to life to absolutely slaughter her enemies, and the fact that a giant tree grew out of the school was ample reason not to underestimate her here.

Good thing she was on my side, I’ll say that much.

“Welcome, students,” she said warmly as she took us all in. “I cannot begin to express how pleased I am to see such a full auditorium of students this year. A trying year for us all and in many ways, it is true.”

I winced and hunched my head a little into my black coat at that. Though I wouldn’t say I was to blame for those problems, the fact remained I’d ended up dead center in them.

“But,” Elegantra continued, lifting her head with a warm smile, “such trials are how we grow. Just as the mighty oak suffers seasons of wane as well as plenty, so too have you all survived your personal trials, and come through stronger for it.

“I am proud,” she continued, her voice filling the room, strong despite her years. “I am proud, dear students, of each of you. You are what is good about Stoneway. You are what I see as the future of our nation. And as you go forth into the world, carry with you the values you have gained here at Stoneway. The knowledge we have imparted. For those who have taken the first step on this journey of your lives with us, I look forward to seeing you next year. For those of you who now leave us, I wish you the best in your future endeavours and whatever comes next in your lives.

“For now, you are dismissed,” she said with a grand gesture. “And thank you for helping weave the tapestry of our school.”

She stepped back, and I rose with everyone else and applauded thunderously for her. Once Elegantra had left the stage though everyone immediately started heading straight for the doors. Because school was over, baby. And that meant summer had now begun.

Stepping out of the auditorium I spotted my fellow warlocks hanging out not far. Grinning, I closed with them, and the group nodded in welcome greeting.

“Alister!” Lucen cried, grabbing my hands and giving them a shake. “Well! Looks like all of us made it to graduation!”

“Sure did,” I said, glancing over at Dorm, then Salazar, who was propped up against a tree, head slumped to his chest and looking already asleep. “Did you drag him out?” I asked, nodding at the drowsy warlock.

Lucen snorted. “Someone had to. He slept through half the speech. I had Dorm carry him.”

Dorm rumbled and nodded.

I chuckled. “Well,” I said, looking back to the others. “Looks like we’ll have to postpone our regular meetings. Huh?”

“Not necessarily,” Lucen said happily. “Dorm’s heading home for the summer, but me and Salazar are hanging about town. I’ve got a summer course in a patisserie! And Salazar here apparently got a job interning for some big law firm.”

“Wooo…” Salazar said with a weak pump of his fist, his eyes struggling to stay open.

“That’s great!” I said, genuinely relieved. “Then we can keep meeting up?”

“Sure! Maybe at your new place, huh?” Lucen suggested.

I laughed. “Not for a while. Still fixing it up.”

“I’d like… to see it,” Salazar yawned. “Nice… comfy place…”

“It is that,” I agreed. “But keep me updated. I want to keep up with you guys.”

After wishing them all well, I said goodbye and headed back to my dorm. We’d all agreed to meet there afterwards, and when I opened the door I was pleased to see them all (sans Noirveil, who still had some duties as an instructor to take care of). “Well, ladies,” I said as I shut the door behind me. “Are we all ready for the final move?”

“We certainly are,” Tanya said proudly, the lights around her horns glowing as she fetched out a long sheaf of paper. “I’ve made thorough lists of everything that needs to be moved, scheduled the moving company, and organized the installation of whatever we need.”

“And I,” Erina said with equal pride as she produced another sheet of paper, “have made lists of anything else I think needs to be installed that Tanya missed. Like a flagpole so we can wake every morning saluting the proud symbol of our glorious democracy!”

“You’re both so anal about this,” Ashlyn scoffed, her arms folded.

“Oh?” Tanya said with a sly look. “Didn’t you insist that you get that room in the east? The one that gets the most sun?”

Ashlyn flushed, her wing fluttering with agitation. “W-well, I needed that one! The sunlight feels good on my scales,” she added defensively.

I chuckled, taking the girls in as they needled Ashlyn on that point. Inevitably, my eyes found Vattia, who alone looked despondent. She was leaning against the wall and almost lost in the shade, her hands clasped before her ears low and face tilted down. “Vattia?” I asked. “Something wrong?”

She looked up quickly. “Ah,” she said, then bit her lower lip. “Well…”

“Did we miss something?” Tanya asked, immediately zeroing in on the hesitant rabbit-girl. “Oh dear, did I forget your room’s giant exercise wheel?” the felborn asked as she hastily started going through her list.

“No, no. Nothing like that,” Vattia assured her. “You’ve been wonderful in your planning. I just have a… a slight problem,” she admitted reluctantly.

“What?” I asked.

Vattia dug her toe into the carpet, twisting it this way and that and avoiding my eyes. “I…” She cleared her throat. “W-well, a few days ago, I was issued a… a recall order by the Central Committee. They want me to return to Auropa and report on the progress of the exchange program.”

A chill went through me, silence settling on the entire group as we absorbed that. “What?” I said in shock. “When?”

“At the end of term,” she admitted, her ears wilting. “So… in essence, very soon.”

We all stared, dumbfounded at her. Erina opened her mouth to say something, but a warning look from Tanya had the cat girl close it and fold her ears.

“Can you just… not go?” Kensie suggested.

Vattia’s head snapped back up, her face stamped with shock. “What?” she gasped. “And refuse a direct request from the Central Committee? Oh no. I could never! What if they think I’m a deserter? Or defector?”

“Well, if you were, we’d be happy to have you,” Erina pointed out, her ears perking back up with patriotic pride. “After all, who wouldn’t wish to come to the land of opportunity, freedoms, and democracy that is our glorious Free States.”

“I never thought you’d like traitors,” Ashlyn said with a snide smile.

“Of course not!” Erina shot back with a hiss. “Such worms deserve nothing less than a bullet in the brain for betraying our fair nation!”

“But you’d welcome an Auropan traitor with open arms?” Ashlyn pointed out.

“Of course! That’s entirely different,” she huffed. “Anyone who comes over to the side of the Free States naturally would be doing so for only the most noble reasons, such as a love of freedom and capitalism.”

“Ladies, please,” I said with a strong hint of exasperation. Once the pair had quieted down I turned my attention back to Vattia. “Do you think it had anything to do with what we found out about Blackbriar?”

“I… I do not think so,” Vattia said nervously. “But I cannot be sure either. I was likely to be recalled in order to debrief at some point, but this is still quite sudden. And with what we have found…”

She trailed off, but didn’t need to say the rest. The facts spoke for themselves. And if Auropa did know what she’d uncovered or what it implied, then if she went back, she might be going into the kind of debriefing that involves a cement room with nothing but a drain in the floor and several large men with eyes like chips of ice.

But she didn’t need to hear that right now. What Vattia needed was reassurance. So I reached across and took her hand, giving it a squeeze. “Well,” I said. “We’ll figure this out together. And whatever you decide, I just want you to know that we’ll support your decision.”

“That’s right,” Tanya said gently, taking Vattia’s other hand and squeezing it to her large breasts. “We’re with you, Vattia. No matter what. That’s what a harem is for.”

Well, I wasn’t too sure about that. But considering that Vattia looked on the verge of crying I decided not to disagree with the point.

“Th-thank you,” Vattia said, looking around at us and sniffling. “Really. I… I don’t know what to say. I haven’t felt this much love since the Monthly State Mandated Affirmation of Love to the Nation, where we and our fellow citizens would go around and hug one another while saying what we love most about Auropa.”

With some effort I managed not to grimace at that. Fortunately not a lot of effort. Just a look around showed me how much support Vattia was getting from the other girls.

“Yeah,” Ashlyn said, looking blatantly uncomfortable with the whole outpouring of emotions. “Well, you’re not too bad for a turnip-eater.”

Ouch. I and nearly everyone in the room winced, aside from Erina who just looked proudly at Ashlyn, and Vattia herself, who sniffled in happiness. “Thank you,” she said earnestly. “Really. I truly appreciate being a part of your culture’s mating ritual.”

Okay, well, that made things awkward in a whole other direction and got Erina scowling again. “A harem is not just a mating ritual,” Erina huffed. “It is-”

“When do you have to leave exactly?” I asked before this conversation could go where I suspected it was about to go.

“There… is not a final date yet,” she admitted. “But I am ‘encouraged’ to report as soon as possible to the embassy.”

“Will you be able to come back?” Kenzie asked.

“I believe so,” Vattia said. “It depends on how successful the Committee believes my time here has been.”

Ooh, not great. It’s never fun having to justify your work in front of a bunch of pencil-pushers. Especially ones holding your future at the stroke of a pen. But at least we had a bit of time. The air was very uncomfortable now, but no one seemed sure what else to say.

“So!” I declared, clapping my hands , “let’s talk about room assignments. Everyone already picked out their favourites?”

“Oh yes,” Tanya said, catching on instantly and bringing out one of her lists. “But I also had some thoughts about repainting the library. Erina? I seem to recall you wanted the colours of the flag?”

“Of course I did,” the cat-girl declared, immediately forgetting about everything else. “What could be more conducive to education than doing so under the hues of our nation?”

“I am not letting that nice oak paneling get plastered over with a bunch of ugly paint,” Ashlyn said heatedly, her wings fluttering.

“Ugly!” Erina gasped, appalled. “Those are the hues of freedom! Of liberty!”

I smiled, settling with relief as talk turned towards paint and other domestic issues as we prepared for the big move. Even with the disagreements though, there wasn’t any real heat in anyone’s words. Avoided another land mine, and I supposed I’d just have to wait and see what Vattia decided as for going home. In the meantime, I had more than enough on my plate.

But just how much I hadn’t guessed until Kensie came back after going out to fetch some drinks for everyone. And when she returned, I immediately picked out the grim look on the wolf-girl’s face.

And the newspaper tucked under her arm.

“What is it?” I asked her.

Erina and Tanya paused in going over designs for the kitchen to look up as the wolf-girl arrived, both quieting as they instantly picked up on Kensie’s sober air.

“Nothing good,” she told me, putting the drinks on the table and handing me the paper. “I saw it on my way out of the university book shop. Take a look.”

I unfolded the paper, discovering it was today’s edition of the Patriot’s Post. But I forgot all about that when I saw the headline.

WAR HERO’S SECRET FICTION MANUSCRIPT UNCOVERED

PUBLISHERS BIDDING FOR RIGHTS

The paper crinkled under my suddenly tightening fingers as I read the words again.

“What in the fucking hell!” I shouted.

“Oh my,” Tanya said as she read over my shoulder.

“M-maybe it’s a different author,” Erina tried to say, but I barely listened. I dropped the paper and sprang to my feet, tearing back to my room. I practically kicked the door open and ripped open the drawers of my desk. My eyes hunted as I tore through the books and journals in there. But one was missing.

My manuscript.

Some son of a bitch stole it and leaked it to the fucking public!


Chapter 10.


To say I was furious was a fucking understatement.

And things did not get better.

Immediately I went down to the nearest news stand and bought a copy of every paper. To my horror, not only were most of them covering my ‘publication,’ but a few were even putting out excerpts! Critics were surprisingly kind, some calling it a ‘refreshingly forward-thinking look at the dynamics of harem,’ or ‘surprisingly literate for a former soldier,’ which did sting a little, I’ll admit. But not half as much as the fact that they were commenting at all!

Someone was going to pay for this. The only question was who.

On that count, at least, I had some luck. Tanya’s family had plenty of pull in the world of industry, and three hours after she called her dad and explained the situation I had a name. And soon, possibly, a murder charge.

Cornelius Vahn. He ran a publishing house called Liberty Quill Publishing, which was set up outside of Stoneway, but not too far. He lived in the larger city nearby called Amberton, which I’d had the dubious honour of visiting not too long ago. Tanya’s aunt, who lived there, pulled some strings, and got me a meeting with the publisher the very next day.

Fortunately, the train ride there lacked any monsters attacking it. I almost wished they would so I’d have something to take my anger out on. I left the girls to finish planning out the move, though all of them wanted to come. I refused, though. This was my problem, and if I did end up killing someone, I didn’t want them involved.

The address for Liberty Quill wasn’t far from the station, and I caught a cab there. The driver kept glancing at me nervously, and he looked relieved to see the back of me when he dropped me off and I stormed towards the publisher’s office.

Shoving through the door, I made a beeline for the desk and slammed a hand down on it, giving the secretary a start.

“Alister Blackwood,” I snapped. “I have an appointment with your boss.”

“Oh, yes,” she said, hastening to her feet. “Mr. Vahn is expecting you. Please, right this way.”

I followed her through the offices, chafing at the delay. Every step just drove it deeper into me what the bastard had done, and I had to fight not to let my blood claws out. My own pulse pounded like a drum in my ears. A door rose out of the red haze, the words Cornelius Vahn, President, stamped in black ink. The secretary raised a fist to knock but I shoved past her and kicked the door open.

“You!” I snarled.

Cornelius looked up from some papers he’d been working on. He was a sharp looking man, with trimmed brown hair and squared shoulders a pair of suspenders were strapped over. He had a face that sported a quick and easy smile showing plenty of teeth just begging to be knocked out.

“Well!” Cornelius said, rising quickly with a wide gesture of his arms. “You must be Alister Blackwood. And let me just say that it is an honour to meet the author of the incredible-”

“Can it,” I snapped, shoving into the office and slamming my hands on the desk. Now my claws did come out, punching holes in the wood as I leaned forward, only just able to keep myself from grabbing his throat. “Where the fuck do you get off stealing my book?”

I’ll give Cornelius credit, he didn’t bend under pressure. Which was good for him, because I was on the verge of turning him into a fucking pretzel. “Woah, woah!” he exclaimed, hands up and making soothing motions. “You got it all wrong, friend. I was doing you a favour.”

“Favour?” I snarled, reaching up and grabbing him by his stupid piano tie. “FAVOUR! I should rip the blood out through your pores you greasy bastard!”

Despite being almost nose to nose with me, he never lost his smile. Though I did see a trickle of sweat snake its way down his face. “Hey now, I get it. Really, I do. But I didn’t steal your book. Swear on every god and old liberty itself.”

“Then how’d you get it? Because I sure as shit didn’t give it to you.”

“Ah! You’re right. You didn’t! But a concerned citizen did come to my publishing house a short time ago with it. Someone who believed that the nation deserves to read such patriotic literature. And once I got a gander on it, I agreed.”

“So you planned on just publishing it? Like that? Without ever consulting me?” I demanded.

“Alister, baby! It was out of my hands,” Cornelius said.

“I’ll cut off your hands if you lie to me again!”

“Hey now, come on. Let’s not be rash, here. I mean, I had to, or they would have just taken it to another publisher. One who might not appreciate the love and care you put into this incredible work of literature. Someone who might chop it up or edit it without your consent. I mean, hell! There are pirated copies already floating around.”

“What!”

Still smiling, Cornelius took his tie and tugged it out of my grasp. “Come on now, let’s sit down and chat about it. Look, things have moved fast. I get it. But we should talk about this calmly now and figure out where to go next. Get it?”

I let out a growl, but allowed him to retrieve his tie. But I was still too keyed up to sit, so pulled back and started to angrily pace.

“Tell me what happened,” I demanded. “Everything!”

“Of course,” Cornlius said, smoothing out his tie and adjusting his tie. “Would you like a drink first? Or-”

I raked my claws across his desk, tearing a chunk of the wood off. “Talk,” I said, my voice hard as steel.

My point evidently got to him, because though Cornelius did start pouring himself a drink from the nearby liquor cabinet, he talked the entire time.

“See, it’s like this,” Cornelius said. “About a week ago, I got a call. Somebody wanted to ring me up and give me a new book to publish. No name. No identity. Nothing. Now, I’m not an easy man to get ahold of, but I was impressed to find that they’d actually already sent me a copy of the manuscript. It was right on my desk, just waiting for me to get to it that very day.”

“And you didn’t find any of that suspicious at all?” I demanded.

He shrugged, ice rattling into his whiskey. “Hey, when someone’s that organized, it don’t pay not to listen to them, dig? I kind of suspected it was you drumming up some interest in your first book. Lots of authors do stuff like that. Get the attention, you know?”

“So you have no idea who gave it to you?”

“Not a clue! Anyway,” Cornelius continued, turning about and moving back into his chair, settling comfortably. “So this cat tells me this story is gonna be the next big thing. It’s got it all. Maidens. Monsters. A tortured hero and a setting that just screams drama and all the good things that the reader loves. Called Wings of the Night. And what a dinger of a title that was, eh? Naturally, I was skeptical. I mean, heh, I’d been promised the moon and the stars before, and baby, we never even got off the launch pad.”

“Keep going,” I ordered, though I had to admit I did feel a bit flattered at the description of my book.

“Right. So’s I take it up and start to read. And you know what? It’s dynamite! Bang, baby. Everything promised and more. I could feel my editor senses quivering like a virgin at a swinger’s party. Man, I just knew that this? This was gold, baby. Gold! And I couldn’t resist it. I called them up right away and asked for the skinny. Well, they gave it up right quick. Explained the whole deal, and also that they were getting ready to farm it out to some others. And that bootleg copies were even getting published. You know how weak copyright laws are elsewhere, right? So’s I’m thinking, I gotta get ahead of this thing! So I ring up some of my pals in the newspaper and feed them some juicy excerpts. Get the critics raving before I send them copies in the mail. And bang, baby! We’re getting somewhere!”

“And you did all this without thinking about calling me?” I asked dangerously.

“Woah, baby,” Cornelius said, raising his hands, palms out (aside from the one holding his drink). “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

“You’re not giving me many reasons not to.”

“Hey, that hurts, man. But I know you military types. You first time author sorts. That first book? Baby, it’s never gonna be good enough. I give it back or give ya a ring, you’re gonna have changes up the wazoo! And we can’t have that if we want to get out an official copy in time. The audience is ravenous. They’re foaming at the mouth! We’re getting calls from all over the place. People demanding to know when it’s coming out. When it’s happening! What’s happening with Wings of the Night! I even got cats from Alliwood calling up about film rights.”

“Really?” I asked, that buzz of pleasure worming through me despite my anger.

“Sure thing! And naturally, I wouldn’t think of signing a thing without being your official publisher, my friend. I mean, baby, we’re gonna be huge! But I’m a fair man, dig me? I wouldn’t sign on anything without getting your a-okay first.”

“No,” I replied. “You just gave copies to critics, offered interviews, and teased excerpts without even telling me.”

“Hey, man,” Cornelius said, shrugging. “That’s business. Besides, I thought it best to show you how big this book’s gonna be. And now you can see. And I’d love to get it in front of all of Caldia and the world. You, my friend? You’re gonna be famous, baby. Famous! Wings of the Night has all the makings of a modern classic. Especially from someone of a ah… minority background like yourself.”

“What? Because I’m a warlock?”

“Partly. Partly,” Cornelius said, nodding along. “That and… well, you know.”

“No,” I said flatly. “I don’t think I do.”

“Well, that you’re…” He coughed. “A vampire.”

My frown deepened.

“Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” he quickly added. “We at Liberty Quill are very progressive, and in fact such voices as yours are finally getting the attention they deserve in the publishing industry! Readers are very eager for diverse perspectives.”

“I’m not a vampire,” I said firmly.

“Now there’s nothing to be ashamed of, of course,” Cornelius said quickly. “I have lots of vampire friends.”

“Great. But I’m not one. I just use blood for my magic and don’t have a reflection.”

“Alright. Alright,” he said, making soothing gestures. “Whatever you say. But regardless, Liberty Quill,” he said, opening his desk and pulling out some papers he slid before me, “would be delighted to be the one to publish your book.”

I looked down at the papers, recognizing a contract when I saw one. I’d had to sign plenty back in the army, usually nondisclosure agreements to keep some operation under wraps.

And maybe it was strange to say after I came in here ready to rip out Cornelius’s guts and make him wear them as a garland, but I was considering the offer pretty seriously. I wasn’t nearly as hot as I’d been when I walked through the door. Sure, Cornelius was slicker than a buttered hog, but if what he said about the bootleg copies was true, refusing to publish would be like locking up the barn after the horsegirls bolted. My book was out there, and if I wanted to claim any credit for this thing, I needed to put out an official copy.

Plus, well, all this talk about people loving my book was very flattering too. Sure, I was beyond pissed it had been stolen, but people were reading it. They were loving it. I hadn’t just been vomiting words on pages to come up with utter drek that wasn’t worth the paper it was printed on.

I’d made something.

Something that had touched people. Unlike my former way of touching people, which tended to end with me ripping the blood out of their bodies and using it to kill the rest of their friends. It was my dream, and yeah, it was coming true not at all in a way I’d planned, it was still happening. Should I just throw that away?

I gnawed on my lip, then glanced up at Cornelius, who was still smiling that wide smile, even as he took a sip of his whiskey.

“You have some balls, you know that?” I told him darkly.

He gave another lazy shrug. “Ah, well, you can’t succeed in this business without ‘em. And might I say that if you do sign with us, I can promise you not only a very fair amount of the upcoming royalties, but also full creative control of your book. Just think of the publicity, baby. You’re gonna be rich. You’re gonna be famous. You’re gonna burst into the writing scene like a warp bomb!”

My eyes went back to the papers. I could feel my teeth grind, and I finally snatched them up, shoving them into my jacket as I gave him a glare. “I’ll think about it,” I finally said.

Cornelius grinned once more, opening his arms wide like he was going to hug me, but thought better of actually doing it. “Baby! I couldn’t ask for anything more. Just don’t leave me waiting too long, you hear? Those pirated copies are coming out slow, but if they ramp up, we’ll miss that window!”

“Yeah, right,” I grunted, turning and prowling out of the office, the searing heat of my anger gone. Instead, it was stoked in my chest to an ember, still alive and well, but subdued. Some things had changed, others hadn’t. Maybe I should sign. Maybe I should launch my book, despite my ample reservations and working with someone as sleazy as Cornelius. Maybe that was the right decision.

One thing that hadn’t changed, though, was that someone stole my book and pushed it to a publisher. And whoever it was, I had a strong feeling it was the same person feeding stories to the papers about me. But now, they’d done something unforgivable. I could maybe salvage the leaking of my book.

But I was going to fucking savage whoever did the leaking, that much was for damn sure…


Chapter 11.


Though I wasn’t exactly happy about all this book business, I had plenty to keep my mind off it. Namely, moving into the new house.

It was nearing evening by the time I got back to Blackbriar Manor and met with Tanya outside of it, who was supervising the last boxes being unloaded from the moving truck. I stepped around the vehicle as it pulled back out, Tanya waving farewell from the porch before turning my way as I drew near.

“Alister,” she said tenderly, stepping forward and giving me a warm hug. Once I squeezed her back she pulled away, the lights around her horns blinking worriedly. “How’d it go?” she asked.

“Complicated,” I admitted.

“Did you kill anyone?”

“Not today,” I assured her. “I have a lot to think about. That’s all.”

“I understand,” she said, squeezing my hand with that gentle look that told me she didn’t quite get it, but she’d wait until I was ready to tell her about it. Frankly, exactly what I needed at that moment.

Gods but I loved her.

“How’s moving in going?” I asked, peering past her into the house.

That earned a slight grimace. “Oh,” she demurred, brushing some hair back behind her ear and avoiding my eyes. “It’s going… well. Aside from some hiccups.”

“Yeah?” I asked, resting my hands on her hips.

Tanya gave a huff, her lights dimming to a sharp glow. “Well,” she said, a tinge of resentment in her tone, “it would have gone better if everyone had stuck to my schedule. But the movers started unloading the boxes, and everyone’s stuff was coming out at different times. My plan was we’d wait until all of the boxes were out. But then Ashlyn said that was dumb and started taking some of her boxes away. And then Kensie said she didn’t want to lose the room she claimed and just… uh!” she cried, throwing her arms in the air.

I needed the chuckle that got out of me. “Sounds like you’ve been having a busy day.”

“It’s been utter madness,” she groaned.

Laughing, I leaned in and kissed her. “Well, I guess I’ll go take in the damage.”

“Good luck,” Tanya said ruefully, though the lights around her horns glowed pink with love once more.

I gave her another kiss, then moved past her and into the house. Stuff was everywhere, which wasn’t too surprising. Sure, most of us didn’t have too much with us when we came to the dorms, but the girls had been busy buying things for the house proper the whole time we were getting ready for the move, and the evidence of it was everywhere. The main hall was absolutely crammed with boxes, the room things were supposed to go in stenciled on the sides. I took them in with amazement as I moved inside.

I heard voices from a room down the hall and poked my head in there, discovering Erina standing on a ladder and hanging up the Caldian Flag in the dining room, Vattia standing by and watching the catgirl uncertainly.

“Is it really required to put up your nation’s flag in every room?” the bunny witch asked.

Erina scoffed as she conjured a nail and hammered it into place with a tap of a diamond-coated finger. “Of course it’s not required. To do so is entirely voluntary. And therein lies the glory of freedom! To do what is right even when you don’t have to. And what could be more right than seeing Royal Glory wherever your eyes go in your home?”

“I see,” Vattia said thoughtfully.

I shook my head ruefully, but Vattia must have heard by the way her long ears perked up. She half-turned toward me, and I saw her face light up, and the little puffball of her tail wiggle with happiness.

“Hey girls,” I said, strolling in. “Erina. Already finished setting up your room?”

“Naturally,” the cat-girl said as she drove another nail into the corner of the flag and the wall. “A princess should always be organized and ready! And since I was able, I have taken the liberty of properly christening our new home as any true patriot should!”

“How surprising,” I said wryly before looking to Vattia. “How about you?”

The bunny-girl’s ears wilted uncertainly. “Oh,” she said, fidgeting. “As to that, I was ah… waiting for a good moment to take a look.”

“Still?” I asked, a bit incredulously.

She blushed but nodded.

“Want me to go with you?” I asked.

“That would… would be appreciated,” she admitted nervously.

I patted her on the shoulder, and the pair of us left Erina to her work. “You seem to be getting along well with her,” I noted with some surprise as we went upstairs.

“Oh yes,” Vattia replied earnestly. “She reminds me of home, when the commissars would wake us each morning and recite the pledge of loyalty to the State and Party.”

“Oh. Good?” I said uncertainly.

Fortunately we’d by then reached her room and went inside. It was about average size for a bedroom, based on the places I’d stormed during my army days. It was still empty but for a bedframe, and two small boxes of her things sat on the floor.

Vattia hesitated before stepping inside, peering about it uncertainly like a rabbit who’d heard the local fox was around and it was lunch time. “And…” she began as she paused, her hands clasped to her chest.. “And… this room is all mine?”

“All yours,” I confirmed. “Unless you wanted something bigger. I think there’s a couple other ones that might-”

“Oh no!” she exclaimed, spinning to face me, bunny ears straight up. “No no! This is more than enough. I just… never had a room to myself before coming to Stoneway. Back in Auropa, I shared a dorm with eleven other girls and a portrait of the Supreme Chancellor to remind us of the caring, watchful eye of our glorious leaders. This is…” She shook her head again and looked around herself. “This is simply beyond extravagance.”

“I know the feeling,” I said with a rueful chuckle. Most of my life had been spent in the barracks or in the field, after all. One of my favourite things about being discharged (other than no one trying to shoot me) was having some goddamn privacy. “It’s a lovely room,” I told her warmly. “And it’s all yours.”

“Yes,” Vattia said, fidgeting and shyly glancing back at me. “It is, isn’t it? I’m… a part of this harem, then? This… family?”

“Sure are,” I told her.

She laughed breathlessly. “Such a… a silly idea, of course,” she said, ears quickly folding. “After all, the family is merely a construct of… of capitalistic degeneracy and oppression. It lacks the resources and loving warmth of collectivism which can… can properly support the whole of society. But I… well, I am here to learn about Caldia, of course. So it only makes sense for me to become a part of such a… a degenerate and… and…”

I squeezed her shoulder gently and she trailed off, blushing even harder. “Glad to have you here, Vattia,” I told her, softly embracing her again.

Blushing hotly, she again took in the space. “My own room,” she murmured to herself. Then, in almost shameful amazement, “And it even has a window!”

Giving her another pat, I left her to take in the full breadth of her fortune. She didn’t even seem to notice me leaving. Well, she’d get used to it.

I hoped, at any rate.

I didn’t need to go far to check in on Kensie. Naturally, given the basement was already claimed by Noirveil, she’d taken the next best thing. Namely, the attic.

A staircase climbed up to it, much to my relief, though I had to pick my way around more than a few boxes with some… interesting labels. Such as KNIVES, POISONS, and EXPLOSIVES HANDLE WITH CARE. Reaching the door, I rapped my knuckles on it.

“Mhmm?”

“Kensie?” I called. “You okay in there?”

“Great! Come on in, Alister!”

Shrugging, I pushed open the door and stepped inside. For a second, I thought I’d accidentally stepped into a museum of weaponry. Several walls had already been filled with hooks on which swords and silver daggers had been mounted. Anatomy charts plastered another wall, and several training dummies had been erected elsewhere, near a work table that had the beginnings of an alchemy set being assembled.

Kensie herself was in the midst of hanging a crossbow on the wall when I came in. She grinned at me over her shoulder, her tail wagging enthusiastically.

“Hi, Alister!” she chirped. “Be right with you. Just finishing setting this up. And… there!”

She bounded off the step stool and right towards me, rushing into a hug I gladly reciprocated. She hummed happily, nuzzling my chest as her tail swished back and forth. “So glad you’re back!” She looked up at me. “How’d the meeting go? Did you kill him?”

“It was… complicated,” I told her, scratching her between the ears in that way I knew she liked. “I’ll tell you about it later.”

“Mmm. Later’s good,” she said, tail going at a mile a minute.

“You have any trouble setting up?” I asked, scanning the room.

“Nope!” she declared happily. “And this place is perfect! That window there has an amazing vantage point over the whole property. I’ll be able to neutralize any threat that tries to enter!”

“Expect many?” I asked.

“Well, given the events of the last year…” she noted meaningfully.

Fair enough.

She was pretty well set up, so I left her to it, the wolf-girl monster slayer merrily polishing some silver stakes as I headed back down the stairs. The last one on my list was Ashlyn’s room, and I had to tread carefully there.

To my surprise, the door was open, and I heard the dragon-girl’s voice humming. I edged up to the doorway and peered inside.

Ashlyn was indeed in there, and it looked like she was putting books away in the various shelves it had come with. The last rays of the day spilled in through the large window, and the dragon-girl’s wings were fluttering happily, her scales shimmering as she sang softly to herself.

“I got a warlock,

He’s everything I need.

One word from him and I’m on my knees.”

Hey, I knew that song. It was one of the more popular ones in the dance halls around Stoneway. I think it was called What My Warlock Likes. I felt a grin tug at my lips and I leaned against the doorframe, listening.

“Oh oh oh,” Ashlyn sang as she plopped some more books onto the polished wooden shelf. “Gimme a warlock with a stunning smile. Gimme a warlock that can go all night. Gimme a moan as he drives me home. One, two, three, and then some more. Oh,” she cried, spinning around to face the door, her eyes slowly opening. “Oh, my warlock is the only one for meeeeee…”

She trailed off as she saw me, her smile fading as her jaw dropped.

“Hey,” I said.

Her whole body seemed to close in on itself, wings snapping tight around her, tail wrapping about her legs and hands flashing up close to her chest. “I… I that was… I w-was just clearing my throat! Besides you look stupid and… and shut the fuck up!”

“I didn’t say anything,” I said, shrugging. “But if you want, I bet I can sing a pretty good duet with you.”

“Shut uuuuup!” she whined, her tail thrashing, steam literally pouring out of her ears and mouth.

I chuckled, but even as I did I heard the doorbell ring and Erina’s quick footsteps downstairs.

“The mattress is here!” she cried gleefully.

Ah.

The main event…


Chapter 12.


Even with magic, it was some doing getting the mattress upstairs into the master bedroom. But do it we did, and with a heave we let it collapse onto the massive bed frame.

Breathing deep, I stepped back, taking it in. The downy white fabric sat like a giant pancake on the frame, filling it from end to end. Well, it sure looked big enough for all of us. And soft enough. Especially once Tanya, with a flick of her focus, had the sheets drape themselves over it and tuck themselves in.

“Yes!” Kensie squealed, hurling herself onto the new bed, bouncing on her back. “Oh yessss! It’s so sooooft!”

“Yeah,” I said, though I was paying less attention to the mattress and more to the way the wolf-witch’s breasts were bouncing on her chest. Damn, but that was a glorious sight by any measure.

“It’s perfect,” Erina said, fairly glowing as she pressed her hand down onto another part of the bedding. “A marvel of Caldian engineering!”

“Oh my,” Vattia breathed, rubbing the sheets between her fingers. “It’s so… so extravagantly soft.”

“Yeah. I guess it’ll do.” Ashlyn said, but I caught her feeling the bedding too and nodding to herself.

Tanya frowned sadly at Ashlyn and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I guess it must be strange to see something so expensive when your family is struggling as much as they are.”

“For the last time, I’m one of the richest heiresses in our province! Just because I’m not a duchess or a fucking princess doesn’t mean—”

I heard a pop as Hexie manifested on my shoulder, the imp grinning wickedly. “Yeah, baby!” she said. “Look at that puppy! But you gotta break it in first, master. Give it a real test of the springs and sheets. Absolutely make sure it’s gonna be good enough to take the kind of raw, brutal mating that you’re gonna give these girls.”

“Okay, I get it,” I sighed, but had to admit the prospect was compelling. I mean, I did want to make sure the thing was going to live up to our needs. And by the looks of flirty anticipation, I wasn’t the only one.

“It would be the perfect way to christen our new home,” Tanya agreed, turning her attention away from the fuming dragon girl.

“Absolutely,” Erina added, already undoing her jacket. “It’s an honoured Caldian tradition for a harem to claim a home by having the warlock breed his women in every room. And how better to start than with all of us in this one?”

“Not to say I’m opposed, ladies,” I noted wryly, “but we’re not all here yet. Remember?”

“Too true,” Tanya said, stretching. “We can’t begin without Noirveil.”

As if conjured by that voice, I heard the front door bang open.

“My beloved master of ze darkness!” sang a voice from downstairs. “Your most eager of ze love slaves has arrived for ze delights of the evening!”

I rolled my eyes, and in doing so happened to glance at the window over the bed. Huh, it was dark out. Go figure.

I headed downstairs alone to greet her, leaving the rest of the girls waiting upstairs in the master bedroom.

I found the vampiress striding inside, a trunk floating in behind her on a cushion of air magic. A dark cloak swirled around her as she let go of the trunk, leaving it to bang onto the floor, her veil fluttering as she lifted her head my way. Her ruby red eyes lit up and she threw open her arms.

“Ah!” she exclaimed, meeting me coming down the stairs. “And zere he is! My beloved!”

“Hello, Noirveil,” I said, smiling.

“Oh non non!” she said, tutting as she flipped her veil back. “My darling, we do not greet one anozer like zat now. We do so like zis!”

She then flung herself on me, wrapped her arms around my neck, and kissed me so hard I thought she was going to leave a bruise. And though her body was cold as a marble slab, I sure as hell could feel the passion of that moment.

“Mwah!” she gasped, breaking the kiss and gazing at me adoringly. “Ah! Now zat was a greeting!”

“I’ll say,” I replied, my lips still tingling. I glanced at her trunk. “More things?”

“Oh, only ze essentials I will need while I am here. Ze toothbrush. Ze wine. And mon collection of ze most delightfully frilly lingerie.”

“That’s essential?”

“Mon dieu! Absolument! Or did you expect me to go around zis house naked? Oh Alister, you naughty naughty boy. I love it! Very well, have it your way. Ah!” she added, looking past me. “And I believe my sisters in ze passions are here as well… or at least waiting upstairs.”

“We are,” Tanya said from the top of the stairs smiling down at the vampiress. “Just finishing up preparing the master bedroom. Would you like to see it?”

“My sweet! I would love to,” the vampiress declared as she swept up the stairs.

I followed after her as she burst into the main bedroom. The rest of the girls were already waiting inside. Noirveil clapped her hands with delight at the sight of the bed.

“Mon dieu! It is absolutely perfect!”

Noirveil turned back toward me, a wicked gleam in her ruby eyes as she slowly reached up to undo her cloak.

“Oh, my darlings!” Noirveil purred, already shrugging out of her cloak with a theatrical flourish. The red dress beneath slid off her shoulders like it had been waiting for the invitation, pooling at her feet and leaving the vampiress gloriously naked. Her pale skin gleamed under the stained-glass light, those magnificent breasts swaying as she crawled onto the massive bed. “Zis mattress is simply begging to be broken in. Come, Alister. Let us give it ze proper welcome it deserves.”

I didn’t need telling twice. My coat hit the floor, followed by the rest of my clothes in record time. The girls moved with me, shedding uniforms and underthings until the bed was a sea of bare skin, tails, ears, wings, and horns. Tanya’s lustful red glow lit the room like a lantern as she pulled me down into the center of it all, her huge breasts pressing against my chest while her lips found mine. “Mmm… I’ve been waiting for this all day,” she whispered hotly between kisses.

Kensie was already on my other side, wolf ears twitching. A playful grin flashed just before she leaned in and kissed me hard. “C’mon Alister, baby, give it to us good,” she growled playfully. Gods, her mouth tasted like the sweetest candy—strawberry and sugar, warm and addictive. “Suck the life force out of me.”

I was pretty sure that that was a subtle vampire reference, but I didn’t comment.

Ashlyn didn’t waste time on pleasantries. The dragon-girl slid down my body with a low growl, her wings half-spread, and wrapped her lips around my cock before I even finished kissing Kensie. One long, slow glide of that cursed tongue and my eyes rolled back. She was a goddamn artist down there these days—hot, wet, swirling, sucking with perfect pressure that had my hips bucking before I could stop myself. I groaned at the pleasure she was giving me.

“Mmmph—” Ashlyn hummed around me, the vibration shooting straight up my spine as she took me deeper, working that incredible dragon tongue with expert skill. “You like that, huh? Yeah, you fucking better like it. My tongue is the fucking best.”

Erina climbed over my chest with her cat ears perked and diamond earrings sparkling. “My warlock deserves the best view,” she declared breathlessly, straddling my face and lowering that pretty pink pussy right onto my mouth. I licked in deep and she let out a needy mew, “Mrrrow!” grinding down while her tail lashed. Every time I sucked on her clit she gasped and mewed again, her breasts—already heavy and full—leaking little spurts of warm, sweet milk that dripped onto my chest.

These curses were just too amazing.

Tanya laughed softly and leaned over to lick the milk off me, her tongue teasing my nipples. “Delicious, isn’t she? So full and ready for you…”

Noirveil wasn’t one to be left out. She straddled my hips, guiding my cock away from Ashlyn’s mouth with a wicked smile. “My turn, mon amour. Thank you for priming him for moi.” She sank down in one smooth, obscene glide and—fuckity-fuck-fuck. Her pussy was molten, supernaturally slick, the hottest and sloppiest sleeve imaginable, gripping me like wet velvet while making the wettest, most obscene sounds with every grind and bounce. “Ahhh! Oui… so thick… fill your vampire slut, Alister!” she moaned dramatically as she started riding, slow and deep, every roll of her hips making wet, filthy sounds that filled the room.

Kensie giggled and crawled behind Noirveil, pressing her candy-sweet lips to the vampiress’s neck while one hand reached around to play with her clit. “She feels incredible, doesn’t she, Alister? So fucking wet and hot for you.”

All I could do was grunt in agreement. Ashlyn had moved to my balls, sucking one into her mouth while her tongue squeezed the base of my cock in the most awesome way, covering the part that wouldn’t fit inside of Noirveil. Erina slid a finger—then two—into my mouth for me to suck on, then replaced them with her own breast, letting me drink from her while she whispered filthy encouragement. “Drink from me while you fuck her,” she commanded softly. “Breed us for your country.”

Vattia hung back at first, ears twitching, cheeks flushed as she watched us all with wide eyes. But when I caught her eye and crooked a finger she crawled closer, pressing her soft bunny body against my side. “I… I wish to learn this too,” she whispered, voice thick with that Auropan accent. Her hand found my chest and she leaned in to kiss me shyly at first, then deeper, moaning quietly into my mouth.

The rotation started naturally. Noirveil lifted off with a wet pop and a satisfied moan, “Mmm… my perfect sleeve will be waiting for more~” her cursed pussy leaving me glistening and aching. Tanya took her place, turning around so her perfect ass faced me. “You know what I want, my love,” she said over her shoulder, lights around her horns flaring pink. I grabbed her hips and slid straight into her tight back hole—smooth, effortless, perfectly lubricated like warm silk, thanks to her curse. “Ohhh yes! Just like that… fill my ass, Alister!” She sighed happily and started bouncing, taking every inch.

Erina reclaimed her breasts from my lips and sank onto my cock the moment Tanya lifted off. “Mew! Yes… breed your princess!” The first thrust made her nipples squirt two thin white streams that arced onto my chest. She moaned and mewed loudly with every push, “Mrrow! Ahh! Harder, my heroic warlock stud!” grinding down hard while I latched onto one leaking tit and drank even more. The milk was sweet, addictive, and I felt that familiar tug in my gut that said I’d never get enough of these teats. She came loudly and went limp on top of my chest.

Kensie was next, flipping onto her back and pulling me on top with an eager grin. “C’mon, give it to me rough!” I drove into her candy-sweet cunt and she wrapped her legs around me, tail wagging like crazy. “Ahh! Fuck yes, right there!” Every thrust seemingly made her sugary taste flood my tongue when I kissed her.

Ashlyn did her best to serve me with her mouth again while I was still buried in Kensie, licking us both where we joined. When Kensie came, Ashlyn pushed me onto my back and mounted me reverse, wings flaring as she rode me like she was trying to outfly a storm. “Don’t you dare cum,” she growled, even as she rode me hard. “I want to feel every inch stretch me out.”

Noirveil reclaimed me once more, that slickened, supernaturally wet cunt swallowing me whole again and making my body seize with pleasure. “Oui oui! Take me deeper, my beast! Ruin me with that glorious cock!” she cried theatrically, riding with sloppy, wet abandon.

I lost track of who was where after a while—mouths on my neck, hands on my chest, tails brushing my thighs, breasts in my face, sweet milk on my tongue, candy sweetness on my lips. They passed me around the bed like I was their favorite toy, each one taking what she wanted while the others kissed and touched and whispered how good I felt, how they loved their warlock, how this house was ours now.

As it started to wind down, a familiar pop sounded near my ear, followed by a small weight landing on the headboard above us.

“Fuuuuck yes, Master! Looks like I got here just in time for the big finish!” Hexie moaned shamelessly, already naked and perched there with her legs spread wide. Her little hand was furiously rubbing between her thighs as she watched the pile of beautiful witches writhing on top of me. “Look at you, getting absolutely worshipped! That’s my Master—turning a quiet moment into an incubus-worthy fuckfest. Mmm… look at Noirveil’s sloppy cunt dripping all over you. And Erina’s milky tits squirting all over the fucking place. I’m so proud I don’t know what’s going to squirt out of me first—tears or girlcum!” Then she bit her lip, fingers moving faster as her tiny wings fluttered. “Oh, no wait—it’ll be the girlcum.”

Amazingly, everyone tried to ignore Hexie as the action went on, but that didn’t seem to deter her.

“Come on, ladies! Really break him in! The bed, I mean! Especially you, Vattia—Yeah, I see you being all shy in the corner. Not on my fucking watch! Get ready to finish him off with that crazy bunny girl pussy action. I wanna see him flood that tight commie cunt!”

Hexie came for her first time then, letting out a high-pitched, lewd little moan as she kept masturbating furiously, clearly enjoying the show.

Finally, when I was shaking, cock throbbing, every nerve on fire, Vattia pushed the others aside dutifully, apparently seeing her opening as the other women got tired. Her rabbit ears were straight up, eyes bright with purpose. “My turn,” she said simply. She climbed on top, took me in one smooth motion, and then—gods above—she unleashed the national technique.

Her hips snapped like a machine, fast, powerful, relentless. Tight, wet, perfect warmth slamming down again and again. “Hah… hah… take it… take all of me, Comrade Alister!” she panted, riding me like the fate of all the turnips in the world depended on it. The other girls cheered her on weakly in cuddle puddles just off to the side. Hands stroked her asscheeks, pinched her nipples, and slapped her bottom as she pushed me toward an inevitable curtain closer.

I tried to hold on. I really did. But Vattia was a goddamn force of nature. Her pussy clenched hard, her hips blurred, and, to my credit, she came first, shuddering violently, ears quivering. “I’m… I’m cumming—!” she cried out loud. “Nyaahh!”

Kensie, watching and fingering herself beside us, suddenly threw her head back. “Awooooo!” she howled loudly as she came too, tail thrashing.

That was it for me too. I grabbed Vattia’s ass, slammed up into her one last time, and unloaded deep, pulsing hard while she seized my means of reproduction and milked my cock for all the cum it was worth.

The room spun. The girls collapsed around us in a sweaty, satisfied pile—breasts heaving, tails twitching, wings folded, lights glowing soft and content. Noirveil kissed my temple, and Tanya nuzzled my neck. Erina purred against my chest, still leaking a little, and Kensie licked my shoulder. Ashlyn gave my softening cock one last affectionate lick… Vattia stayed right where she was, ears finally relaxing as she rested her cheek over my heart.

“Welcome home, everyone,” Tanya whispered, voice soft and warm.

I looked up at the stained glass skylight, the massive bed creaking beneath all of us, and grinned like an idiot.

Yeah. This was definitely going to work out.


Chapter 13.


The strings twitched from overhead, lost in the darkness I couldn’t see.

The food was rotting on its plates, laid out on a marble table. It was the dining room of the palace in Umbrica, I thought. The crystal walls were shining like they had been carved from a gigantic diamond. Nobles, generals, and aristocrats spoke with a low murmur of conversation.

“So,” Miara asked beside me. “Not hungry?”

“Not really,” I said, looking at my plate.

“Aw, that’s a shame,” the Umbrican princess said sweetly, the dark holes of her eye sockets staring at me as her hands moved in sharp, jerky motions to the tugs of the strings. “I asked the chef to make you something you’d love! A man with your reputation deserves the best.”

I said nothing. My stomach churned with hunger and disgust. The other guests swayed in loose pantomime. Voices laughed and conversation hummed, but it all sounded faintly like a hundred engines rumbling in the distance.

Something about all this didn’t seem right. But what that was slipped through my mind. I tried to move my hands, but the threads stabbed into them wouldn’t let me. Whenever I tried to move away, they tugged me back.

“Shall we dance?” Miara asked, rising, her head flopping bonelessly.

I opened my mouth to say no, but already the threads were tugging me from my chair and delivering a floppy bow.

Miara rose as well, her gold and white dress swirling around her, her hair that brilliant blonde I remembered. But I couldn’t look away from her eyes. Those dark sockets yawning at me. There was something so very wrong here. I felt her hand in mine, her flesh cold. My other hand moved to her waist as we moved to the dance floor.

The music was slow. Tinny. Like something out of a music box rather than the band in the corner. The dance was a slow one, every step tugged by the strings in us. I couldn’t feel them, but I saw them. Knew they were there, but whenever I pulled against them they just jerked me harder back into the dance.

A long, slow waltz across the floor.

“You’re so handsome,” Miara said softly.

“Thank you. You’re beautiful.”

She giggled. “You think so?” she asked. “I’m not nearly as pretty as my sisters.”

“Right,” I said. “Erina. She’s…”

My mouth hung open. Where was Erina? She’d been with us in Umbrica. They’d all been here. I looked around, but couldn’t see them.

“What’s wrong?” Miara asked sweetly.

“I… where is everyone?”

“What do you mean?” she asked. “We’re all right here. Me. Mother. Neera. We’re all here with you.”

“I… This is wrong,” I said.

“What’s wrong?” Miara asked, and her voice… yes. Her voice. It wasn’t hers. I remembered her voice. It was gentler. This one was… was stranger. Distorted. And came from above.

I looked up.

Someone loomed overhead, lost in the shadows of darkness. Only their eyes were visible. The pupils pinpricks in white. The dim outline of hands moved, twitching and tweaking the threads which moved us.

Horror tightened a vise around my chest. I looked back down, and Miara sagged against me, her head lolling brokenly, her mouth opening. “Tell me what’s bothering you, Alister,” she said, her voice guttural as chunks of her head began to cave inward.

A choking scream threatened to escape me as I flung her off me. She staggered back, then the threads which bound me suddenly stiffened, jerking my arms and legs out to their limits, lifting me into the air spread-eagle.

Below, Miara floated back to her feet on her strings. Other dancers moved in, abandoning their partners, their empty eyes all looking up at me.

“Tell me what’s bothering you,” they all said, their voices one from a thousand mouths. “Tell us everything.”

My teeth clenched and I pulled against the bindings holding me. Threads quivered as they struggled to hold me, and I roared as my blood wings split my back in a stab of agony. They spread out, and with a snap changed to bony arms tipped with blades. They sliced through the threads, and I dropped to the shining floor. Agony shot through my knees and I lurched upright as the dancing dead swayed towards me.

“Tell us everything!” they roared.

I shouted back some nameless war cry, conjuring blood blades into my hands. I hacked, stabbing and slashing as the puppets came on. Acrid black blood spilled from every wound I opened. It poured onto the ground like ink as my blades slashed and danced, severing grasping limbs. Gutting fine uniforms.

“Tell us! Tell us! Tell us!” they chanted as they continued to press around me.

I didn’t think.

I fought blindly. Feverishly. Automatically. My muscles moved with the training of a lifetime of war. Stabbing. Slashing. Every swing of the blade destroying another puppet. Another plaything. A face goggled before me and I skewered it. A hand grabbed my wrist and I cut it off. A dance of nightmares whirled around me.

Nightmares.

This was a nightmare.

A dream.

This was all a dream!

“It’s not real!” I shouted. “None of you are real!”

My words echoed in the silence. I stopped, panting, looking around. I stood on a pile of corpse dolls, breathing hard.

There was a whispering sound and I looked up, only to see the eyes recede into the darkness. The walls of the ball room lifting away like the backgrounds of a play after the final act. My breathing began to even. I closed my eyes.

“Master?”

I opened them.

I found myself lying on my bed in the harem room, Hexie’s face hovering over me as she leaned over from above my head.

“Hexie?” I asked dimly.

“You look like shit,” she informed me.

I groaned and sat up, putting a hand to my head. “I feel like shit,” I said honestly.

“Well!” the imp declared, hopping around beside me. “I have the cure for that.”

“Is it blowjobs?” I asked.

“And motorboating of tits! Good for what ails you. Eh? Eh?” she asked, saucily cradling her red breasts with a grin.

I grimaced, although she was at least doing a decent job of making me feel better. Already I could feel the details of my nightmare fading away. Uh. That had been a bad one. And a weird one. Usually, I just had dreams of the war. But I guess my civilian life was finding enough fertile material to torment me now.

Delightful.

“Maybe later,” I told Hexie, rising. “I got a lot to do today.”

“You do?” she asked with a pout.

Actually, yes. Because as my head cleared, I remembered what I’d been doing for the last week or so. Namely, working through Blackbriar’s research notes. A problem which was becoming increasingly pressing.

Banishing Hexie with the promise I’d summon her as soon as I needed some TLC (Tender Loving Cocksucking), I headed downstairs and back towards the office. Although going through paperwork wasn’t as physically taxing as spending ten hours force marching with a pack weighing as much as a juvenile elephant, frankly I’d almost prefer it.

Vattia was already in there, and didn’t even seem to notice my arrival. The bunny-witch had an almost scary look of determination on her face, no doubt thinking about the clock running out. I glanced over at a breakfast tray left on the desk, but judging by the solidity of the oatmeal, Vattia hadn’t touched it.

Frankly, I was getting kinda worried.

“How’s it going?” I finally asked her.

“Well,” she said distractedly, barely looking up from whatever she was working on. “I have sufficiently decoded the notes concerning his theory on the severing. According to the Professor, he believes the infernal realm is connected to our own via three lynchpin locales. One is Stoneway, another is in Auropan territory, and a third is in a location that he did not yet know. Though he claims someone did, but merely references them as ‘they.’”

“Not too helpful,” I noted. “Especially since we don’t actually know a way to seal major gates either.”

“He discusses that as well,” Vattia said, pulling out some other notes. “According to Professor Blackbriar, the Circle he mentioned earlier was an organization who had been researching such things. Though, they had a different perspective on it.”

“Oh?” I asked, sitting upright at the mention of the mysterious cabal.

Vattia nodded, her rabbit ears waving though her eyes never left the page she was reading. “Yes. They are a group which apparently researches the rifts, but it sounds like they have no interest in either widening or destroying them. Instead, they seek to maintain an equilibrium with them.” She glanced up with a puzzled frown. “I cannot see why, though.”

“There’s any number of reasons, really,” I said with a shrug. “They want to use demons for something like the hellforged. They’re trying to maintain a balance of power. Hell, maybe they’re trying to keep the number of warlocks down. Could be the more the infernal realm seeps in, the more warlocks you get.”

“You think so?” Vattia asked.

“No idea,” I admitted. “I just know how powerful people think. And they never want to lose that power.”

“I suppose,” Vattia hummed. “But it seems strange. Infernal magic can be of great benefit to our nations. I understand why they would wish to stymie and study it, but why do they not come out into the open about it? They could do so much for all nations.”

“Or they could cause another demonic invasion,” I said, shrugging again.

“Who on earth would want that?” Vattia asked.

“Demons, for one. And there’s plenty of mortals looking to do it too,” I pointed out. “Last term was a pretty vivid example of that.”

Vattia frowned deeper, but conceded the point with a nod. “I… suppose so…”

“Besides,” I said, “I don’t really care about some evil consortium tugging the strings of the world behind the scenes. Politics suck and for the most part, so does anyone in it. But this Severing thing might be what I need to deal with my demon problem.”

“Yes,” Vattia agreed with a scowl. “The foul creature hunting you. I agree, they must be stopped.”

I gave her a level look at that. I hadn’t told her yet that the ‘foul creature’ was Sareeva, who was apparently one of Auropa’s national heroes. It hadn’t seemed opportune last term when I was still getting to know her, and I’d been too busy to find a good opportunity afterwards.

But after last night’s dream and the opening Vattia had just left for me, well, it looked like I’d just found my opening.

“Vattia,” I said gently. “There’s something you need to know about the demoness coming after me.”

“Yes?” she asked, instantly all ears, which was an awful lot of ear.

“You see,” I said, clasping my hands before me. “The demoness is actually someone you know about.”

“Fablius the Defiler of Goats?”

“Er… no. Actually, it’s ah, well… Sareeva.”

Vattia blinked at me dumbly. “She calls herself that?”

“No. She is that,” I said. “When she died, it seems she went to the infernal realm and, well, basically became a demon queen.”

For a long moment Vattia didn’t move, frozen by that revelation which was, apparently, shocking to her. Which, I suppose shouldn’t be too surprising. She only knew of Sareeva by reputation from the war, which sounded like it had been polished by a hospital’s worth of spin doctors. I, unfortunately, had first hand experience with that psycho, and it was one I could have done without. Especially since even killing her apparently hadn’t slowed her down. If anything, it had made her worse.

“But… I… N-no,” Vattia said. “That… that can’t be right.”

“She introduced herself by first name,” I told her.

“Maybe… maybe it’s just a demon impersonating her,” Vattia suggested with a tinge of desperation.

“It wasn’t,” I said. “She remembered me. Vividly. Sorry.”

“But…” Vattia said, shaking her head, her ears wilting as she stared at the desk. “But she… she was a hero. A champion of the nation. A pillar of demonic research and consideration of their powers. And she… she became one of them? Attacked you? But… but every book said that she was a wonderful person. That she loved children…”

“I mean, that still might be true,” I told her, and hell, it might be. Though if Sareeva did love children, I bet it was in a ‘medium to well done’ kind of way. “But…”

“How?” Vattia asked, fretfully beginning to stoke one of her folded ears like it was a braid of hair. “How? You’re not lying to me, are you? This isn’t some Caldian humour, is it?” she asked.

“It’s not. Sorry,” I said again.

“Ohhhhh…” Vattia moaned slumping forward until her chin rested on the desk, her fingers tugging anxiously on her ears. “But… but if that’s a lie, then… then could… could the Committee of Truth… be lying to us about other things? Could it… could it be that the state might… might want to mislead us?”

“...It’s a possibility,” I told her, trying hard to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “If it makes you feel better, every country does it. Caldia has been telling stories about me my entire career, and most of them are bullshit.”

“Well, yes. Of course,” Vattia said distractedly. “Caldia is a nation whose degenerate and hypocritical government lies to its people constantly, and whose populace is kept intentionally poorly educated in order that they will believe any falsehood, no matter how depraved and blatant. No offence,” she amended after a moment.

“None taken,” I assured her.

“But how?” Vattia bemoaned. “How could the Ministry of Truth lie to us? Truth is in their name! It’s like… like the Ministry of Harvest and Agriculture failing to produce enough food.”

“They don’t?” I asked.

“Well, they don’t, but that is naturally because of adverse weather and sabotage of the collectivist model by the farmers being too greedy, which naturally necessitates some being shot. For the good of the collective, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Oh…” Vattia moaned, burying her face in the papers, stroking her ears so frantically I was getting worried she might cause some bald spots. “Ohhhhhh!”

Yeesh. I got up and moved around the table to her side, reaching out to rest my hand on her back and giving her a pat. “There there,” I said. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s nooot,” Vattia moaned, lifting her face with a look of anguish. “Is everything I ever knew a lie? Has my foolishness been so complete? I mean… what next? Is the sky green? Should we question the authority of the single party state? Does capitalism work?”

Shit, I hadn’t exactly been planning on breaking Vattia’s brain today and seeing part of her ideology crumble around her. “You… might be taking this a bit harder than expected,” I said. “Just because one part of your belief system was wrong doesn’t mean everything is. Right?”

“But… but that can’t be, Alister,” Vattia bemoaned. “This was written by the Committee of Truth and Fact. How can they be wrong? They’re led by experts. Experts! How can the experts be wrong?”

“Surprisingly easily,” I admitted. “But it’s usually not… you know. Malicious or anything. Usually they just get some blind spots.”

Vattia lifted her head, a sort of alarmingly desperate hope shining in her eyes. She sniffed. “R-really?”

“Totally,” I assured her, choosing not to mention that those blindspots were usually willful ones. My time in the army taught me pretty fast that far too often, if the upper brass didn’t want to admit a problem, that was because it benefited them in some way. And usually the mistake wasn’t corrected until after a couple thousand soldiers lost their lives, the front rolled back a good twenty miles, and the source of that mistake ‘willingly retired with full pension and benefits’ to later write a memoir with a suspiciously large advance.

Vattia took a shuddering breath. “Yes,” she said softly. Then, with a bit more surety, “Yes, you’re right, Alister. I… I’m sorry. I seem to have… have had a bit of a moment.”

“Happens to the best of us,” I assured her, though I was relieved to see her pick herself back up for the most part. “Just uh… quick question though. What happens when those kinds of mistakes happen in Auropa? I mean, your history books and stuff have to change now and then, right?”

“No. No,” Vattia said instantly, her eyes getting that familiar far away look. “Updated textbooks naturally come out. But any changes that occur are not through error, but through information no longer being relevant. Any change is merely an update in information. The Committee of National Publishing would never censor information, merely provide appropriate updates to facts as they develop.”

“...Right,” I said. “Well,” I continued, more than happy to change the subject away from whatever the fuck Auropa did with their education, “at any rate, finding out more about the Severing is vital for us. We need to keep looking into it.”

“Agreed,” Vattia said, deflating a bit with relief at the change of subject. She frowned suddenly. “But we must be careful as well, Alister. Whoever this ‘Circle’ is, I suspect it is likely they killed Professor Blackbriar to prevent his research from completing. And if they think it prudent, they may do the same to us.”

“Agreed,” I echoed reluctantly. Because unfortunately, I feared she was very right. Fortunately, only the harem knew of what we’d found.

And I’d like to keep it that way.


Tanya’s Interlude.


Tanya found Vattia in the upstairs hallway, standing very still in the middle of three stacked boxes and frowning at them grimly. The lights around Tanya’s horns flickered warmly pink at the sight. Vattia was holding her clipboard the wrong way around, which was something Tanya had observed her doing whenever she was trying very hard to appear occupied while actually being somewhere else entirely in her head.

“There you are,” Tanya said, gliding up to her with her own clipboard properly oriented. “I was beginning to think you’d vanished. Everything all right?”

Vattia startled and her long ears shot up, then tilted again immediately as she offered a careful smile. “Oh. Yes, of course. I was merely considering how to organize my belongings.”

“Vattia, you have three lockable wooden boxes.”

“Yes, three such boxes more than my fellow villagers ever saw in their lifetime,” she sighed.

Tanya’s lights glowed a softer pink, and she reached out to gently tug the clipboard around in Vattia’s hands so it was right-side up. Vattia blinked down at it, then flushed to the tips of her ears, but Tanya pretended not to notice. That was one of the first rules of being a harem queen, as far as Tanya was concerned. You noticed everything, but you acknowledged only what helped.

“Well, as it happens,” Tanya continued warmly, “I was coming to find you anyway. I wanted to go through where things should live. I know your room is still mostly empty, and I thought we might remedy that together. Come along.”

She looped her arm through Vattia’s before the rabbit-witch could find an objection and steered her gently down the hall. Vattia permitted herself to be steered, which Tanya recognized as another small tell. When Vattia was feeling genuinely herself she walked briskly, ahead of whoever was trying to lead her. Today she was letting herself be led.

The bedroom was just as Tanya remembered it from the move-in. The bedframe against the far wall, the two boxes Vattia had unpacked already, a third still taped shut in the corner. The window was open a few inches and a thin summer breeze was moving the curtain.

“All right,” she declared brightly, setting her clipboard down. “I have several thoughts. First, the bed wants to be angled just so, to catch the morning sun without baking you alive in the afternoon. Second, we need a proper writing desk for you in here, because Alister hovers when you work in the study and I think you’d benefit from somewhere that is only yours. Third—”

“Tanya.”

Tanya paused, and softened. “Yes, dear?”

Vattia had set down her own clipboard on the bedframe and was looking at her hands. Her ears were tilted back, the way they went when she didn’t quite know what to do with a feeling. Tanya had seen this expression several times over the past few weeks, and every time it made her want to wrap the rabbit-witch up in a large blanket and feed her turnip soup that might remind her of home.

“You do not have to do this,” Vattia said quietly. “You have so many other things to manage. I do not require so much of your energy.”

“Oh, nonsense. This is exactly what I should be doing.” Tanya came closer and rested her hand gently on Vattia’s shoulder. Her lights softened further, glowing a warm rose. “Vattia, you are part of this harem now. Which means, among other things, that you get a room you have opinions about. Do you see? The having of opinions is a requirement.”

“I am not accustomed to having opinions about something so… luxurious as a room.”

“I know. Which is why we are going to practice.”

Vattia looked up, and her mouth wobbled in that way it did right before she managed to fold it back into something neutral. “I do not wish to be a burden.”

“Then it’s very fortunate that you are not one.”

Tanya said it firmly, and meant it, and let the words sit. The lights around her horns pulsed once, a steady rhythm she’d cultivated deliberately over the years for moments when someone needed to hear something land. Vattia took a breath that was a little unsteady, then nodded once.

“Right. Opinions. Let us begin.”

“That’s the spirit.” Tanya picked her clipboard back up. “The bed first. Where do you want it?”

“I do not—”

“Nope! Opinion. Small opinion. You can change it later.”

Vattia scrunched her face adorably, considered the room, and then pointed at the wall opposite the window. “There. So that the light comes from the side rather than directly.”

“Excellent opinion. See? You’re a natural.”

A small pop sounded near the bedframe, and Hexie appeared sitting cross-legged on the mattress, entirely naked for some reason and filing a claw against her teeth. Tanya did not jump, because she had long since trained herself not to be surprised by these moments, but her lights did flicker an exasperated yellow. Vattia yelped and took half a step back.

“Sorry, sorry, carry on,” Hexie said airily. “Don’t mind me. Just here for Tanya’s huge tits and whatever moral support I can provide by staring at and/or fondling them. Truly inspiring. Do the wardrobe next, please, I have thoughts on where the lingerie drawer should go.”

“Hexie,” Tanya began.

“Well, ideally all the drawers could be lingerie drawers, but the world isn’t—”

“Hexie!”

Hexie raised her hands diplomatically while her tail lashed behind her. “Listen, I’m invested. That’s all I’m saying. Master needs Vattia fully settled in, fully comfortable, fully integrated into the vivacious harem ecosystem, ready to bounce on it at a moment’s notice. A distracted rabbit is not a rabbit who can properly contribute to the cause.”

Vattia’s ears tilted cautiously. “The cause?”

Hexie blew a raspberry and rolled her eyes. “World domination, obviously. Keep up.”

“That is not Alister’s cause,” Tanya said firmly.

Hexie cackled impishly—as imps do. “Haha! How cute. It is absolutely his cause, funbags. Master’s got the looks, the badass harem, the war-hero thing going on for him. Between you and me, Erina’s already measuring him for a presidential sash, and that’s just how it begins. All he needs is a few more loyal lieutenants and some decent propaganda, and I’m telling you, the throne is his, and every sexy single witch in the world will be riding his dick on the daily.”

“That sounds like it would be hard to schedule,” Tanya replied patiently. “In any case, that is your goal for him, Hexie. Not his.”

“Well, mommy knows best. I’m mommy in this situation.”

“No one will call you that.”

“Pft. I dunno. These are birthing hips if ever I’ve seen a pair.” Hexie slapped the hips in question, then flicked her thick thighs, setting them to jiggle luxuriously.

Tanya closed her eyes and took a breath, and the lights around her horns flared briefly toward red. She had the specific sensation, familiar by now, of conducting a negotiation against a creature with no interest whatsoever in negotiating. She’d gotten better at these. Most days.

Vattia folded her arms and regarded Hexie with her thinking face, the one she wore while unpicking a cipher.

“Hexie,” Vattia ventured, “if I have understood correctly, your motivation is that you wish for Alister to achieve a particular outcome because you have determined it to be in his interest.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“But Alister has stated he does not desire this outcome.”

“Yeah, but he’s wrong.”

“So you are acting against his stated preference, in service of a goal that is yours, which you are projecting onto him.” Vattia’s ears perked thoughtfully. “In Auropa we would call this anti-patriotic behavior. It could very well destine someone for the labor camps.”

Hexie stared at her with narrowed eyes. Tanya tried her hardest not to laugh, but a little squeak and a giggle may have escaped after a few seconds of holding it in.

“You turnip-sucking whore,” Hexie said slowly.

“There are no national dishes that necessitate the sucking of a turnip,” Vattia said flatly, cocking her head in confusion. “Also, you are well aware that I lost my virginity to your master not long ago, so calling me a whore, even as an insult, makes little sense.”

Tanya giggled some more at the look growing on the imp’s face. “Keep them coming, Vattia. This is getting good.”

Hexie spluttered, vanished with an indignant pop, and reappeared almost immediately sitting on the windowsill instead. “Okay, first of all, whatever. Second of all: as if. Third of all, shut up.”

“Not a single argument found,” Vattia said blankly.

“Tanya, make her stop.”

“I don’t think I will, actually.”

Tanya let her lights settle into a steady, contented pink, and watched the two of them bicker for another full minute before Hexie huffed, declared that she was going to go tell Alister that she was being bullied, and popped away for good. Tanya turned back to Vattia, who was still standing with her arms crossed and one hip cocked.

“That was very well done,” Tanya said softly.

Vattia’s ears tilted, puzzled. “Did I do something clever?”

Tanya shook her head. “Maybe not clever, but certainly welcome. It’s nice to have someone around who can expend zero energy while shutting Hexie down from time to time. She gets in those moods.”

“Oh. I am glad, then, to have found my niche in the harem.”

Tanya patted her on the head between her bunny ears , unable to help herself. “Oh, Vattia. You are adorable sometimes.”

The rabbit-witch flushed and uncrossed her arms, and for a moment she looked like something had unknotted in her shoulders. Tanya made a careful note of that expression for future reference. Then she lifted her clipboard again and tapped it.

“Right. The wardrobe. I am thinking against the south wall, with space for a reading chair beside it. Opinions, please.”

“A chair intended only for reading and nothing else feels wasteful and strange. In my village, I was one of only a few girls who could read at all.”

“Perfect. I’ll just mark you down for ‘no opinion about reading chairs’ for now.”

Vattia paused for a moment, then broke into a brief and subtle smirk. Tanya’s lights flared happily at this change in expression. It was rare that the rather serious, straightforward bunny girl found open amusement in something, and to see that it was apparently in her own ignorance of Caldia’s culture… well, that seemed like she was less overwhelmed these days at the very least.

There was still so much to worry about. The recall notice was sitting on the mantel downstairs, and the research was going poorly. But none of that was present in this room right now, and Tanya, who had made a career of knowing when to press and when to let something breathe, simply nodded at her clipboard and moved on to the next opinion Vattia needed to develop.


Chapter 14.


Although the whole ‘dead man’s demon research’ thing took up a fair amount of my mental effort, there was another matter that I decided it was high time I dealt with it. Namely, the whole ‘manuscript’ business.

It’d been a bit over a week since it was leaked and excerpts started popping up in various papers, and it sounded like Liberty Quill was getting inundated with preorders. But the real sign that things were progressing was that I got a contract in the mail from Cornelius. Every soldier gets good at reading contracts once they’re in the army. Usually because they were bad at it when getting recruited, and only realized the sort of shit they’d apparently signed up for after the fact. This new one was pretty favorable to me, especially compared to the first one he offered me. Though how the hell he found my address I didn’t know.

Especially since he wasn’t the only one.

Almost as soon as we moved in, ravens started coming by with mail seemingly at all hours of the day. The barrier kept them out, but the mailbox was absolutely overflowing every time I went out to check it. And I sometimes checked it several times a day.

I sighed as I opened the box and letters vomited out like a grunt’s lunch after a forced six hour march. Bending down, I picked them up and started sorting through them.

There was the usual mix there. Interview requests from reporters. Offers from publishers looking to buy my next book, my current book, and even a few interests in making a movie. Mail from fans and mail from people who hated it (fortunately more the former, though it was depressingly easy to focus on the latter).

“Mostly spam,” I muttered.

Then stiffened.

A chill clawed up my spine. A shiver shuddering through me. A sensation I knew all too well.

A sense of being watched.

I turned slowly. The manor sat at the end of a long stretch of trees, their boughs stretching over the road to form a tunnel shape budding with summer leaves. And in the shade, at the other end of the tunnel, was someone.

They were too far to make out much, and their thick coat didn’t help. It looked a bit like a warlock’s, and I peered at them. It was weird, without question. There was no reason for a person to be there. There was nothing around the manor for some distance.

I could feel the person staring at me. Watching me.

A flutter of wings made me jump and turn to find another raven land on the mailbox and drop a letter. “Telegram!” it quorked before flapping away.

I eyed it, then looked back to the end of the road.

Empty. But more importantly my feeling of being watched was gone.

For a long moment I just stood there, scanning my surroundings, even though I knew there was no one there now. I trusted my instincts more than my eyes, and finally I turned and headed back to the house.

Kensie looked up from the dining room table as I came in. “More mail?” she asked, pausing in adjusting a crossbow’s sights.

“Yeah,” I said, opening a particular letter. “Along with some offers to join my harem and…” I grimaced as I reached in and pulled out a clump of something. “...Locks of hair.”

Kensie leaned in and sniffed speculatively. “Hmm. Sheep-girl,” she said with a grimace.

“Not a fan?” I asked.

Kensie snuffled. “No. They’re all followers. Just do whatever they’re told. They make great clothes though. Wonderful sweaters and socks. I wear them all the time.”

“Didn’t take you for a wolf in sheep’s clothing,” I noted.

“You should try it. They’re amaaaazingly soft.”

I chuckled, dumping the papers on the table. “Maybe I’ll pick some up.”

“Heading into town?” she asked, perking up.

“I am,” I admitted. “Want to talk to Trey. And deal with this whole book business.”

“Decided on what to do?” Kensie asked.

“I have,” I told her.

“Great! Remember. If you kill someone, try to do it somewhere private where you can easily stash the body to dispose of it later.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, heading for the door.

“Good!” Kensie called to my retreating back.

I headed out of the house, fetching my broom from the garage and taking off. I still didn’t get that feeling of being watched, but kept my eyes peeled as my broom took off with a shuddering start.

I reached Stoneway in good time, skimming down to the grounds and dismounting. Though the term was over, some students were still finishing up projects, working with instructors, or just prepping for the end of the year. Trey was one of those.

He was in the school paper’s room, as usual, and he brightened as I came through the door.

“Alister!” he cried, rising from behind his desk. “Perfect timing.”

“Is it?” I asked.

“Absolutely!” he cried. “I’ve been making excellent progress on your little spying thing. Here! Take a look,” he said, gesturing eagerly to his board, which had gained a good number of new pins, strings, and clippings.

My eyes panned over it uncertainly. “So, you know who Anonymous Smith is?” I asked.

“Not yet,” Trey admitted. “But!” he added with a triumphant lift of a finger, “once you let me know about the leaking of your manuscript, I just knew we had another connection to the puzzle. See, I don’t think whoever stole your manuscript and the one writing these articles is the same person.”

“You don’t?” I said.

“No! But I think they are connected!”

“Probably,” I admitted, shrugging. “The girls suspect the public is basically being groomed to see me as some kind of political tool, but for whom I’m not so sure.”

“I have had a bit of luck on that end,” Trey said eagerly. “I’ve been leaking details about you to various people, but none of the stories I’ve been putting out have appeared in print. Whoever’s been doing this, I doubt they’re part of your inner circle. Far more likely they’re some outsider spinning it for their own ends.”

“That’s honestly a bit of a relief,” I said. “I’ve been betrayed by people close to me too often lately. I’ve honestly started wondering if it’s more of a me thing.”

“Oo ah ah oo,” Nob said without looking up from his typewriter.

I gave the monkey a glare, suspecting what he just said hadn’t been complimentary.

“I ah, don’t think it’s you specifically,” Trey quickly cut in. “I mean, it is you. But not… A-anyway, I’ve been trying the political angle as well, but so far I don’t have much. None of the information so far leans towards the ideology of the major parties. So far the coverage seems to mainly be to set you up as a cultural force, which is likely why the book was leaked and has gotten so much coverage.”

“It’s honestly insane,” I sighed. “I mean, I like to think my writing is pretty good. But I barely edited that thing, and nobody seems to care.”

“That can happen,” Trey said, nodding along. “Sometimes, the thing you slave over for years doesn’t get a peep, but something you just threw out into the world gets jumped on by everybody! But I don’t think this is that. I mean, your book is probably great! Don’t get me wrong. But this whole operation has something bigger behind it. The level of coordination isn’t amateur hour at the performing house. I suspect we’ll start seeing a more ideological direction in the stuff coming out soon as they prepare to orient you for their purposes.”

“You think so?” I asked.

“Absolutely!” Trey exclaimed, slapping a hand off the board, clippings flapping and pins rattling at the impact. “They’ve all but finished raising you in the national profile. Now they’ll start positioning you. It’s only a matter of time!”

Not great news, that was for damn sure. I grimaced as I looked over his board. I’d spent much of my life being used. First as a weapon, and I sure as hell had no inclination to become a prop for some political party.

Still, I was satisfied with this progress. Plus, I had another thing I was keen to get Trey’s opinion on.

“Did you have any luck looking up Blackbriar?” I asked.

“Ah!” Trey declared happily. “Now that I did have some success with. You remember how the official story was that he died from an accident during an expedition?”

“Yeah.”

“Well! The official story is that he died from a fall in a bath house. But that seemed strange, so I researched a bit more and finally did find something about him. Here!”

He passed over a paper and I took it, flipping it up. It looked like a copy of a newspaper, and sure enough, there was a panel on the page.

Scholar Dead

Visiting Professor from Stoneway Academy Found Dead in Room.

Foul Play Suspected.

“Doesn’t sound like an accident,” I said.

“There’s more though,” Trey said. “That was the first printing. Here’s the second!”

He slipped the same paper to me. A second printing, which looked much the same. But with one important difference.

Tragedy in Bath House.

Visiting Professor from Stoneway Academy Found Dead From Slip.

A chill passed over me. “Quite the difference,” I said grimly.

“It is,” Trey said eagerly. “But there’s more! Does the name Glustenbrug ring a bell?”

Actually, it did. Where did I hear that name before?

“Wait,” I said. “Glustenbrug? Isn’t that…”

“Yes!” Trey said triumphantly. “It was the small nation which bordered both Auropa and Caldia. The flashpoint of the war! The state that was invaded by Auropa and prompted Caldia to retaliate leading to the Witch War!”

That’s right! Now I remember. Glustenbrug was situated dead center of the Magicot Line, the demilitarized zone. Both Auropa and Caldia claimed it after the war, but ended up splitting it in two. It’s known these days as the Nation of Spies. Technically, neither Auropa or Caldia ‘own’ it, but both claim it in their spheres of influence.

But there was something else which drew my eye.

“Look at the date,” I said to Trey.

He nodded soberly. “I did.” He tapped the page. “Septina 7th. A week exactly before the Auropans invaded.”

Hell. Coincidences happen, but I was growing increasingly convinced this was not one of them. Something was rotten about this whole business, and I was starting to get a creeping suspicion that whatever the professor was working on might have had more to do with why the war started than I’d ever dreamed. Could it be that big?

“Shit,” I grunted. I looked back up at Trey. “Keep looking into this,” I said. “And don’t tell anyone what you’re up to.”

“I was going to,” Trey said, grinning wildly. He inhaled deeply. “Hooo, I can smell the story on this thing, Alister. And it smells ripe!”

Ew.

“Smell or not, be careful, Trey,” I told him, rolling up the obituary and tucking it into my pocket. “It’s starting to look like at least one person died for all this. And I suspect he wasn’t the first one.”

Trey nodded soberly, and even Nob paused his typing to peer over at us. “I will,” the warlock said firmly.

Satisfied, I left him to it, my mind a hell of a lot heavier than when I set out in the morning. But despite that, I still had business to take care of, and I didn’t intend to delay anymore with it.

As per usual the rail employees gave me some uneasy looks as I bought my ticket, but I mostly ignored it. My mind kept going over Trey’s reveals and the events that I now suspected were far more complicated than I’d ever guessed before.

All in all, not great.

Hell, it wasn’t until I saw Liberty Quill’s offices that I snapped out of my funk. I paused on the corner opposite the building and slapped my cheeks, shaking my head.

“Focus, Alister,” I grunted, fixing the place with my eyes. “Focus…”

Feeling a bit more put together I headed inside. The secretary took one look at me and quickly buzzed her boss.

“Ah, Mister Vahn?” she said quickly. “Mister Blackwood is here for you.”

“Send him right in,” Cornelius’s voice crackled over the speaker.

She nodded and quickly rose, gesturing for me to follow. Shortly after I opened the door to Conrelius’s office and headed inside.

The man himself rose, once more smiling with his shining teeth. “Mister Blackwood! Or should I call you Alister? Haha, regardless, it’s good to see you again.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I got your contract offer in the mail.”

“Oh good!” Cornelius said, running his thumbs along the underside of his suspenders as he beamed proudly. “And? What did you think? Not bad, eh? A pretty generous offer, and of course Liberty Quill will be one hundred percent behind the publication of Wings of the Night. We’ve got an advertising blitz all ready for you.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “Well,” I said, blowing out a huff of air, “although I am increasingly certain that you’re a scumsucking bastard only interested in the bottom line, I will admit that that’s the kind of person you need in publishing. So I’m interested in signing the contract.”

“Wonderful!”

“On one condition,” I quickly added before he could get further into things.

“Certainly! I’d be delighted to hear any changes you might want to see,” Cornelius said.

“Great. Because I’m afraid I am still pissed that you accepted my stolen manuscript and started publishing bits of it before I got out here. So I’ll publish with you, but first, I’m going to punch you in the face.”

Cornelius’s grin wavered a bit. “Sorry, friend,” he said. “I’m not sure I caught that…”

I shrugged. “I’m afraid I just won’t be satisfied with letting you use me like that and trying to manipulate me. So, in order to make sure our relationship is firmly understood, I want to slug you once. Just so we both know that there are consequences to fucking me over. Deal?”

Cornelius chewed on his lower lip, eyeing me intently. I could practically see his mind tallying up the pros and cons of what I wanted.

Finally, he nodded. “Alright,” he said, thrusting out a hand. “Deal.”

I shook it. “Good. Ready?”

Cornelius drew himself up. “Born ready.”

That I could believe. Cornelius struck me as the kind of guy lots of people wanted to deck in the face. And the fact he was letting me go through with it meant he really did believe in my book. I was honestly touched.

But I was still pissed.

So I didn’t hold back much when I slugged him in the jaw, dropping him to his knees behind his desk. He clung to his chair, gasping with pain, and I saw him spit out some blood.

“A-alright,” Cornelius gasped, using his chair as leverage as he heaved himself back to his feet. “We… we good?”

I shook some limberness back into my hand, blissful serenity washing over me. Fuck but that felt amazing. “We’re good,” I confirmed.

He smiled again, which was quite a bit shakier and redder than before, but still had that enthusiasm as his free hand fumbled with a desk drawer, after a moment managing to pull out a contract. He slapped it on the table and fished out a pen, passing it over. “Here… here we go,” he said.

My knuckles still stinging, I picked up the contract, scanning through it. As I’d hoped, it was the same one he’d sent me in the mail, and with satisfaction I put my name on the bottom.

“There,” I said, pushing the contract towards him.

All pain seemed forgotten as Cornelius snatched up the contract, that same smile on his face. Only a shame I hadn’t managed to take some teeth out of it. “Wonderful, Alister. Simply wonderful! You’re not going to regret this, friend. This book is going to make you a star!”

“You know what?” I said with a quiver of grim anticipation of what my shadowy stalkers had in store next. “I have a feeling you’re absolutely right.”

Cornelius raised an eyebrow at my tone but let it pass. I declined his offer of getting some drinks though. I needed to get back to Stoneway and the manor. Plus, although I might be working with him, I still didn’t like Cornelius. Rat bastard that he was. But a life in the military had taught me how to deal with hating the people you had to work with. Amply.

I headed out, hurrying to catch the last train back to Stoneway. I managed to just make it, and got into my seat as the train started off with a shrieking whistle. Sighing, I glanced around. The car was empty but for me. Not too surprising. With the term over, most students were long gone. And the late hour meant no casual commuters were looking for a ride to or from Stoneway itself.

Settling in, I glanced out the window, watching as twilight began to fall over the fields and farms. I never got tired of the view. So nice seeing such pastoral pleasantness not riddled with trenches or corpses strewn up on barbed wire. It was the kind of scene that made you think everything was gonna be alright.


Chapter 15.


I couldn’t say what woke me up that night. Some sense of something awry. A sound too quiet for the mind to process but which instincts grasped instantly. At least it wasn’t a nightmare this time. Either way though, I would have woken up two seconds later when Kensie sat bolt upright, her wolf-ears perked and her nose twitching with a scent.

“What is it?” I asked, pushing myself up.

“Someone’s in the house,” she murmured, her ear twitching.

“Late night snack?” I suggested, though a glance around the bed showed everyone was with me still.

Kensie shook her head. “Doesn’t sound like anyone in the harem. Stride is wrong. And they’re trying to be quiet.”

I didn’t bother tossing another theory out there. Kensie’s family made it a tradition to fight and kill monsters of every sort (as I well knew), and that kind of work quickly breeds out people who hear things go bump in the night and blame the wind.

I got out of bed as quietly as I could, dressed in nothing but some boxers. Despite a vigorous workout before bed, the rush of adrenaline in my veins had me ready for action. Kensie joined me, a dagger in her hand. Where she’d been keeping it I had no idea, given she was totally naked, her trim, lovely body outlined sharply in the moonlight pouring through the upper windows. But I wasn’t complaining.

My own weapons were easier to pull out, and the tips of my fingers split, my blood claws solidifying like crimson talons.

Kensie woke up the others as I slunk to the door. I touched the knob and turned it silently, easing it open without a creak. Thank you maintenance spells for keeping those hinges squeak-free.

I silently made my way downstairs. I was half tempted to wait for the others, but the delay and the noise might alert whoever was breaking in. And I had no intention of giving this bastard any advantage. That barrier around the house was not something just anyone could get through. If someone was inside, it meant they had some impressive means, tools, and were not to be underestimated.

My eyes scanned the landing, but I didn’t see anyone. I stopped on the ground and took everything in. Nothing yet…

Kensie touched my shoulder and I glanced at her. She nodded and I followed her gaze, my muscles tensing when I saw the open door.

The study.

Bastards.

I glided across the floor and pressed my back to the wall on one side. Slowly, oh so slowly, I peeked around the corner and into the room.

Someone was inside, so swathed in black I couldn’t make out a thing about them. Blackbriar’s notes were strewn across the desk, and the figure was picking out certain pages, laying them flat, then photographing them with some small device he held. The faint click was probably what had woken me and Kensie.

I leaned in a little more, and the floorboard under my foot gave the faintest creak. The intruder’s head whipped around and green eyes saw me.

“Shit!” I swore, hurling myself around the door jam.

The intruder threw up a hand and a blast of wind magic hit me, stalling me for a vital second which the stranger needed to turn around and dash for the window. Kensie snarled from behind me and whipped her dagger at the person’s back. The blade slashed them in the arm and though they gave no sound, they did drop the camera.

But that wasn’t good enough for me, and I was after them like a bat out of hell. The intruder hurled themself at the window, smashing through it and rolling out onto the ground. I was right after them, instantly clotting the cuts as I heaved myself out the broken window.

Even as I did, the stranger was booking it towards the garden gate. Like hell they were getting away! Wings of blood burst from my back and a blast of wind magic hurled me after them like an arrow from a bow. I saw something blue around their feet and realized they were literally skating on wind magic, speeding them across the garden, keeping them just ahead of me.

They managed to get out of the fence, slamming it shut behind them. I went right over it, a flap of my crimson wings carrying me over. I stretched out my hand, firing a bloodspike, but the bastard weaved around a tree, the crimson spear slamming into the bark instead.

“Fuck!” I swore, ripping it back out. My wings were shit in the tightly packed forest, but I managed to send another burst of wind magic under my feet, firing me after the runner as I reabsorbed my wings, then I hurled another blood spear.

The bastard suddenly spun around, their cloak billowing out and catching the spike. Then the cloak kept coming, along with something else in it. Something hard.

Bomb!

I dove to the ground, slammed a hand into it and raised a quick and crude earthen wall. The bomb exploded, filling the forest with a thick cloud of smoke. Dammit! I burst up from behind the cover and brought back out my wings. They flapped, dispersing the smoke in an instant, clearing things up.

And leaving only the cast off cloak as evidence anyone had been there.

“Dammit,” I muttered, stalking towards the fabric. I grabbed it and grimaced at a weird smell hanging in the air. Something heavy and pungent.

“Alister!”

I looked back to see Kensie and Ashlyn rushing through the forest, the dragon flapping through the air as she landed near me, fire blazing in her hand. “Where is he?” the dragon-girl demanded.

“Gone,” I grunted, looking over at Kensie. “Can you pick out their scent here?”

Kensie sniffed, then her face crinkled with disgust and she covered her nose with both hands. “No,” she said nasally. “Ugh! They dropped a scent bomb. Ew!”

I cursed again. I knew I recognized that smell. Scent bombs were what every scout kept on them, just in case a wolf-witch got on their tail. Nothing ruined a scent mutation better than a sudden reek of garlic or kerosene.

Still, we spent a good twenty minutes combing the woods for any hint of their escape. Sadly, with them shedding the cloak I’d gotten some blood on, tracking them was next to useless.

“Should we keep looking?” Ashlyn asked eventually.

“No,” I said bitterly as I peered through the woods. “They’re long gone. C’mon,” I said, beckoning the pair. “Let’s get back to the house.”

Kensie scowled, but looked more angry than disappointed, which wasn’t surprising. She prided herself on her hunting skills, and knowing some bastard escaped her had to rankle something fierce. I was pissed too, but not surprised. Whoever it was, they were a professional.

Which only made me want to know who the fuck they were even more.

The three of us made our way back to the manor and found every light blazing. Tanya stood near the broken window, a night-robe cinched tight around her. When she saw us she positively deflated with relief, the lights around her horns losing their worried flicker and instead glowing with relief.

“Alister! Everyone. Are you alright?”

“We’re fine,” I said as we stepped into the light. “But whoever it was got away.”

“I’m sure you did all you could,” she said.

Though I appreciated the words, I still felt that sting of failure. “As soon as Noirveil gets here, I want her to help reset the barrier,” I said as we headed back inside. “Whoever got in here knew how to slip through it, and I doubt that was a coincidence.”

As we headed back inside Erina hurried down the staircase. “Did I miss the fight?” she asked anxiously.

“It wasn’t much of one,” I said. “They got away.”

“Hell!” the princess hissed, stomping a foot, which was petulant but also a bit dangerous as the whole house subtly shook. “The next time the house is invaded, I insist I be woken first!”

“I did growl pretty loud,” Kensie said. “Not my fault you sleep so deeply.”

“I sleep deeply,” Erina said, proudly touching a hand to her breast, “because I know that we live in the greatest country in the world, and that we are safe within its borders.”

“Don’t feel too safe these days,” Ashlyn grumbled.

Sadly, I had to agree.

We popped back into the study to find Vattia there. She was going through the papers, and when I headed into the room she looked up expectantly, her ears standing bolt upright. When I shook my head though they wilted a bit with worry.

“Did they take anything?” I asked.

“It doesn’t seem so,” she admitted, glancing again at the papers. “And it looks like the papers they were taking out all had something to do with the Circle.”

Well shit, that wasn’t great news.

“They dropped this on the way out,” Tanya said, pulling out the tiny camera. “I’ve not seen its like. A custom job I’d say. No store sells cameras like this.”

“Know a lot about cameras?” Ashlyn asked.

“Of course. T-Films is a subsidiary of my family’s company. They make excellent cameras. But this,” she said, turning it over in her hands with a frown. “This is much more advanced than anything we make.”

“So they have resources, and are possibly involved with an ancient conspiracy group built around playing with demons and politics,” I grunted, noticing Kensie sniffing around the room, grimacing. “You have anything?”

“...It was a witch,” she said, giving another sniff of the air. “Female, anyway. Not a demon though. I think some kind of ursine.”

“Ursine?” Erina said, frowning. “Hardly a common mutation in Caldia.”

“No,” I agreed, crossing my arms. “But it is in Auropa.”

Lovely.

“Alright,” I said, clapping my hands decisively. “Doesn’t sound like we’re getting any more sleep tonight. Which is fine, because we’ve got a new project. Namely, move all the research we can out of here and somewhere more secure.”

“Where’s that?” Kensie asked.

“I’ve got a few ideas.”


Chapter 16.


By the time actual morning came I was tired, but hell, that was nothing new. I’d once gone nearly a week without sleeping, and you learned pretty quick how to snatch any amount of rest you could and do the best you can with it while on campaign. The same couldn’t be said for everyone else, though. Tanya and Ashlyn were practically dead on their feet by the time we got everything moved into the basement. Noirveil’s locks were not to be fucked with, and put the vampiress herself in there, and well… Let’s just say I wasn’t too worried about any more night time photography.

As for the vampire herself, when she finally arrived that morning and was informed of what went down, she was far from happy.

“Zey would dare!” she said once I laid out what went down. “ Bastards! To invade ze lair of a vampire is no small matter! Have no fear, my love. Zey shall not disturb your rest anozer night!”

“You can reconfigure the barrier?” I asked.

“I can do more zan zat, my darling. Rest assured, zere shall not be anozer disturbance of your sleep if I can help it!”

Honestly? I was relieved at that. Noirveil might come off kind of ridiculous, but there was a reason she was in charge of the warding stones keeping the entire school from being overrun by rabid monsters from the local forest of horrifying creatures.

Of course, all this left me without much to do but sit on my hands, but I was so keyed up I felt the need to do something. I ended up in the study, going over it for the thirtieth time as if some clue that everyone had missed might suddenly reveal itself. Sadly, not much luck there.

“Alister?”

“Hm?” I glanced back to find Erina poking her head through the door. Her cat ears twitching. “Yeah?”

She stepped inside, her arms clasped nervously behind her back. “I was thinking we could do with some things from town, and I was wondering if you might like to come along?”

“Town, huh?” I grunted. Honestly, it was appealing. Though I wanted to stay around the house, the simple fact was there wasn’t much for me to do here at this point other than get in the way, which might be exactly why Erina was making this offer.

“That sounds great, Erina,” I said with a smile. “Let’s.”

“Wonderful!” he said, clapping her hands with glee, her tail swishing as she grabbed my hand and tugged me towards the exit. “Come on! I have a bunch of shops I want to visit. Honestly, this manor is a wonderful place, but it’s so inconveniently far!”

Too true.

We took our brooms down, and I appreciated that Erina went slow so I could keep up. We glided down to the shopping district of town, dismounting our brooms and heading through the shops.

Stoneway was surprisingly quiet after the students had gone back home. It felt more like a small town without hundreds of twenty-somethings wandering around, drinking or shopping or just wasting their time. There were still a few Stoneway uniforms here and there, but by and large it felt like we had the town to ourselves.

“So,” I said, trying to ignore how several witch students we’d passed had paused and were openly ogling me, “what is it we need, anyway?”

“What don’t we need?” Erina said as she pulled out a list as long as my arm. “We need a little of everything! Frankly, we’re going to need to arrange for a carriage back to the manor just to get it all back. I have Franksian Coffee Beans for Ashlyn, an order of crossbow bolts from the blacksmith for Kensie, and Tanya has an entire page of groceries she wants us to pick up. Normally she’d be doing this, but I insisted! She has enough on her plate, and truthfully,” Erina added with a proud tilt of her head, “it should be fun to shop like a commoner. One must endeavor not to elevate themselves too high above our everyday citizens. A leader out of touch with the needs of their people will soon find themselves on the cutting edge of our glorious democracy!”

Though I’d mainly come out to do this shopping in order to get out the house and help get my thoughts in order, it was actually pretty fun to be out and about town with Erina. The catgirl went everywhere with a spring in her step, her feline ears perked up sharply and her eyes taking in everything with an earnest delight that made me smile. She might be a bit much sometimes, but Erina was charming as well.

Not everyone shared my opinion, of course. The shopkeepers around Stoneway had to have amazing patience to deal with the entitlement of some of the elite students who attended the academy, many of which were literal nobility, but Erina took the cake. Not because she looked down on people. Quite the contrary.

She just had… opinions on items.

“Do you not have Frankisan Coffee Beans made by a Caldian company?” she asked a particularly weary looking shopkeeper. “Not to say I have anything against Frankisans, other than being cowardly fence sitters during a war for the very survival of civilization and the freedom we all hold dear. But one must support our local Caldian companies with the glories of commerce!”

“Ma’am,” the clerk said through a smile that was dangerously near cracking, “Frankisan beans are made in Frankisa. They can’t make them elsewhere.”

“I see,” Erina hummed, inspecting the can. “Then, do you perhaps have something Caldian which tastes the same but is grown in the glorious soil of our motherland?”

The clerk gave me a desperate look, and I just chuckled. “We’ll take the actual Frankisan beans,” I said, plucking the can from Erina’s hand, rubbing the catgirl’s shoulder. “You know. Support them as a trading partner and prevent them seeking out new markets.”

Erina hummed and hawed for a moment. “Well,” she said, “I suppose if it does prevent them from sliding into some toxic relationship with our regional enemies or, worse, into the vile pit of socialism, I suppose it can be justified.”

“Delightful,” the clerk said in relief. “Shall I bag it up for you?”

“Yes. But only in a bag made from genuine Caldian cotton.”

There was a lot of that kind of thing, and soon we were pretty weighed down with bags of stuff from the shopping. Erina was positively ecstatic as I trooped after her, the straps of several shopping bags digging into my arms.

“Well!” Erina said proudly. “An excellent effort, wouldn’t you say, Alister? I think we deserve some lunch.”

“Sounds good to me,” I grunted. “You know any good places?”

“Oh yes! In fact, there’s a pie shop near here that does excellent…”

Erina trailed off, stopping in her tracks and frowning at something. I halted beside her and looked at what caught her attention. It was a billboard, the kind you find everywhere people slapped their posters on. And of course, this being Caldia, there were tons of them proclaiming the virtues of breeding for your country, the wonders of harem, and other tripe, all delivered by smiling witches in uniforms.

All save one.

My hands tightened on the shopping bags when I saw it. It depicted the typical propaganda style of sharp lines and colours, a man in a black warlock’s coat standing proudly before the open fields of some farm, a rifle in one hand, a shovel in the other, his chin raised, gazing into the future. FIGHTING FOR CALDIA, THEN AND NOW trumpeted the words. The usual drivel.

What wasn’t the usual, however, was the warlock. I mean, yeah, it was highly idealized like these things always were. But it was pretty obviously supposed to look like me. The paleness, the hair, even the build, though a bit more broad shouldered, had my proportions.

Clearly, I wasn’t the only one who saw it. Erina glanced from me to the poster. Then back to me. Back to the poster.

“Alister?” she said.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “I see it.”

She frowned a bit. “Well,” she said with a huff. “At least they got your jaw right.”

I heard a poof from beside my ear. “But not his crotch!” Hexie cackled. “Should be twice as big.”

I sighed and waved away the imp, who fluttered over to the board with a grin. “Hubba hubba! Looking good, master.”

“Thanks,” I said drily. “Come on, Erina. Let’s go. Hexie!”

“Eh?” the imp said, a pen in hand as she graffitied a prominent bulge onto the poster. “Oh, fine!” she groaned, banishing herself with a puff.

Brat.

Erina said nothing until we’d taken seats at the restaurant, her expression unusually subdued. Once we’d ordered and the flirty waitress had left, Erina gave me a sober look. “Alister,” she said, her tail twitching with agitation. “We need to talk.”

“About?” I asked.

“Vattia,” she said.

Ah. A bit more serious than the curtains of her bedroom not being the flag, then. “I see,” I said. “What about her?”

“I’m worried,” Erina said, frowning, her ears folding. “She has become much more withdrawn. Jumpy even. She’s constantly checking for ravens and the mail, and we know why. The recall deadline is closing in, and it’s making her nervous.”

“And you’re worried?” I asked.

“Of course,” Erina said with a firm nod. “Though she might be a turnip-eating Auropan, she is also a member of your harem, and therefore a harem sister to me. I do not enjoy seeing her frightened or discomforted, unless it is with awe at the many incredible freedoms we enjoy under the enlightened sun of liberty that is the Free States. Besides,” Erina added, her ears folding further, her lips pushing out in irritation, “though she may be Auropan, she does have courage and conviction. There aren’t many who have the will to leave all that they know behind in order to try and work for peace with those like us. That I can, at the very least, respect.”

I gave a dry chuckle. “Careful there, Erina. I might start thinking you actually like her.”

The cat-girl gave me an annoyed look, her tail swishing as she scowled. “I’m being serious.

“I am too,” I said, sighing as I leaned back in my chair, slinging an arm over the back. “Really, I am. I’ve noticed it too. And I’m proud of you for showing that kind of respect for her, Erina.”

Her ears perked back up and her golden tail now twitched in that familiar, happy way I knew. “Well, I am a daughter of Caldia, Alister,” she said proudly. “I was weaned on the teat of honesty, as all true citizens were.”

“And humility,” I added.

“Naturally. But still,” she continued, her ears wilting slightly. “What are we to do?”

I shook my head. “There’s not much we can do, Erina,” I told her gently. “This is Vattia’s choice. All we can do is support her as best we can, no matter what happens.”

“We could encourage her to defect,” Erina said.

Now that was a tricky one, and loaded with more than a few landmines of its own. “If she chooses to, it’s her decision, Erina,” I said. “And whether we want her to or not, we need to respect whatever she decides. We have to remember that there’s a lot to Vattia we don’t know, and though I care for her, I can’t make her stay here.”

Erina sighed. “I suppose,” she admitted reluctantly.

“Besides,” I added with a somewhat more upbeat tone, “it’s just a debriefing. It’s not like she’s being dragged back to Auropa in chains to vanish into some northern work camp.”

“True,” Erina murmured. “True…”

She let it lie at that, and soon after lunch was delivered and we both ate. But though the subject might have been dropped, that didn’t mean I wasn’t thinking about it too.

Because I was worried, if I was being honest. In the short time I’d known Vattia, I found that I genuinely liked her. She was sweet and smart and always ready to help. Sure, there were some… cultural barriers here and there, but she was a good person.

Sadly, Auropa was not a good place.

Frankly, I wasn’t too sure she wouldn’t end up vanishing into some windowless interrogation room to be grilled by some commissar, then get shipped off to a labour camp in the north. It was unlikely, but I knew better than to underestimate the cruelty of the Central Committee. Sure, the Magicot Line was technically walled to keep Caldia from invading Auropa, but everyone knew they had plenty of guns turned inwards as well.

And those thoughts were still turning over and over in my mind as we finished lunch and headed back out to finish the last of our shopping.


Chapter 17.


The carriage taking us back to the manor was a pleasant ride after everything was said and done. As we arrived, I spotted Kensie and Tanya came out to help us unload, and we made quick work of things.

“Tanya?” I said as I passed her the last few bags.

She paused, groceries in hand. “Yes?”

“Would you mind getting everyone together in the living room? I think it’s time we had a harem meeting.”

Her eyebrows flicked up and the lights around her horns blinked with worry, but she nodded and took the bag inside.

By the time we finished putting everything away and got to the living room everyone else had assembled. It had been a while since I’d had the entire harem in one room aside from the bedroom, and it was a bit strange to see it. For one, everyone had clothes on. Tanya was sitting on the couch between a peevish Ashlyn and a worried Kensie. Noirveil lounged in a nearby chair in the shade, while Erina sat perked on a love seat next to a fidgeting Vattia. Even Hexie made an appearance, the imp settling on my shoulder inquisitively without even a raunchy comment. And the minute I walked in every eye was focused on me. Trusting me.

Because I was the man they loved. Their warlock.

My chest grew tight for all these wonderful women. And I felt some of the worries that had been gnawing at me abate as I remembered that they loved me. They were here for me.

And it was time to tell them everything.

“Ladies,” I said, nodding. “Thank you all for coming. Recently, I’ve learned some… unsettling information. And I think it’s time to lay everything out so we all know what’s going on.”

“Right!” Hexie chimed from my shoulder. “And then, the orgy!”

I rolled my eyes. “Anyway,” I said somewhat forcibly. “Here’s the situation about the Anonymous Smith business. First off, we still don’t know who’s doing it. But Trey has his theories that it’s multiple people coordinating together, one of which got my manuscript and leaked it. Another is running the news stories about me, and we both figure they’re working in tandem to raise my profile. But I have no idea why or what for.”

Tanya cleared her throat. “It seems to me,” she said, “that we may be looking at this… narrative building about you the wrong way, Alister.”

“Whaddya mean?” Kensie asked, sitting up more attentively.

“What if it’s not about you, specifically, Alister,” Tanya said, nodding at me. “What if they’re just wanting to advance some agenda that it seems like you, personally, might represent?”

I stared, genuinely stunned for a solid minute. I’d never even thought about that. Though, I probably should have.

Noirveil hummed, drawing my attention to her as she swirled what looked to be wine in a glass. “It seems to me,” the vampire said idly, “zat in my experience, it is ze one who has said nozing who may stand to benefit ze most.”

Everyone was quiet as they absorbed that information. Eyes glanced between each other uncertainly.

“So… what do we do?” Kensie finally asked.

I sighed. “Honestly? There’s not a hell of a lot we can do about that one. Until we know who and why they’re doing this, we’re just going to have to deal with the fact that these stories are going to come out. Hopefully, Trey will be able to figure out who’s coordinating all this before then. He seems to have a good handle on it, at any rate. I wouldn’t be nearly as far along without him.

“Sadly,” I continued, “that’s probably the least of our problems. I’ve been having dreams again.”

“Hot dreams?” Hexie asked eagerly.

“Sort of. Sareeva is stalking my nightmares.”

Tanya gasped, hands flying to her mouth. “No!” she exclaimed in horror.

“Afraid so,” I said.

“Um…” Kensie said, looking around uneasily. “Does that mean the portal is acting up again?”

“Doesn’t seem to be,” I said, though I did frown. “I’m sure I’d have heard about it, and I seriously doubt Elegantra is going to let anything slip by her with it any time soon.”

“Still,” Hexie mused. “That bitch shouldn’t be able to stalk you unless someone’s messing around with demonic magic.”

“Do you think… the Circle?” Ashlyn asked uneasily.

Now there was the million dollar question. If someone wanted to get rid of me, they’d be hard pressed to find someone better to do the job. “Could be,” I admitted. “Frankly, we shouldn’t put it past her or anyone else, but I’m not getting the same feeling like when the Stoneway portal ruptured. So I don’t think we have to worry too much about another demonic breach. That being said,” I added, “there’s also not a whole lot we can do about that one, aside from hopefully finish working through Blackbriar’s notes.”

“Which brings me to the big problem,” I said. “The whole break-in situation. The barrier around the manor is reinforced, so we shouldn’t have a repeat, but the fact remains someone knew how to get in, and though we didn’t manage to get any info out of them, they knew not only about the files we uncovered, but came to get them. And what they were looking for is a pretty solid indication of who they are. So we’re potentially dealing with a secret society hellbent on protecting the secrets of demonic magic and the research into it.”

Ashlyn looked around the room, then rolled her eyes with a scoff. “Well, if no one’s going to ask it, I will. What are we going to do about the Circle?”

“If it even exists,” Erina said, folding her arms and pursing her lips. “I find it hard to believe that some secret cabal of debauched sadists could operate under the very nose of our great nation. Surely the authorities would have been able to find them. In fact,” she continued, frowning, “I don’t see how our elites would tolerate such debased and corrupt individuals being in their midst. Let alone willingly spend time with them.”

Silence followed that. Someone coughed uncomfortably.

Hexie snickered.

“Um, okay,” Kensie said. “But I mean, I wouldn’t be surprised if they were, you know, around. Secret Societies are all the rage in every era. Tons of them exist who do all sorts of shady stuff. Having one messing with demons sounds like exactly the sort of shit they’d be up to.”

“Right,” I said. “Well, hopefully Blackbriar’s notes will shed some more light on that one.”

“Zere is anozer option,” Noirveil noted idly.

I looked her way. “Yeah?”

The vampire nodded. “It might be wise to speak to ze Headmistress concerning zis. She worked for ze school when Blackbriar was a researcher. Perhaps she has some ozer information which may be of use.”

I shared a surprised glance with Tanya. I never even thought of that one. But Noirveil was right. Blackbriar had worked for the school when Headmistress Elegantra was there, and even if they hadn’t been close, she was sure to have learned something about him, or have access to old files or something only the headmistress would be privy to.

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “I’ll send a raven to her right away.”

“Then it sounds like we have the beginning of a plan,” Hexie said happily. “In fact, I think we should all get a reward for working so hard! A dirty, sexy sweaty reward. Eh? Eh? Who’s with me!”

Again I rolled my eyes, though I didn’t miss some intrigued looks passed between the others.

“We’ll talk after I send the letter,” I said.

“I count that as a win!” Hexie cackled.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, and dismissed her with a snap of my fingers. Fortunately, it didn’t seem like anyone else had something to add, so we ended the meeting and I went off to send the letter.

It didn’t take long. I just wrote to Elegantra that I wanted to talk to her about something important concerning an old associate of the academy. Ravens were pretty secure, but no sense saying more than I needed to. That done, I headed off to the mailbox and put the letter away, swinging up the lever to indicate it needed pick up by a raven.

I’d just finished and turned back around when I froze.

There was a man at the end of the street.

Tingles of unease sparked down my spine. He stood in the shadows of a large oak, the cherry glow of a cigarette like a single red eye. After a moment he stepped out and towards me. His polished shoes gleamed in the light, and a long grey trenchcoat covered him. The brim of a fedora shaded his eyes, which were the bluest I’d ever seen. He was clean-shaven, his expression that mild casual that revealed absolutely nothing, just like the rest of him.

“Sending off a letter?” he asked, smiling genially.

“Is that a crime?” I asked, letting my hands hang at my sides, but curling my fingers in to hide the bloody claws which grew at the tip of each.

The stranger chuckled. “Nothing wrong at all. The freedom of association is among our greatest strengths, and what makes Caldia what it is.”

“Right. And who are you?” I asked pointedly.

“Just a concerned citizen, out to make the world a better place.”

If ever there was a red flag, that sure as hell was it. “Cute,” I said. “What the hell do you want?”

“Now now,” he said, touching the brim of his hat. “I’m not here to start trouble. No sirree. I’m just here to talk. See,” he said, reaching into his jacket, prompting me to tense, my blood quickening as I got ready for anything. If he noticed he didn’t show it, instead pulling out a card and holding it out for me. “The name is Jonathan Fredricks. I represent the Caldian Progressive Alliance, and we’ve been very impressed with your public profile. And in fact think that you could be a powerful voice for reform.”

“Reform?” I said, making no move for the card. “What kind of reform?”

“Why,” he chuckled, “the kind that will help our great nation become a more equitable place for us all. Caldia is a wonderful country, no question, but it could be even greater. Don’t you agree?”

“I don’t really discuss politics,” I said flatly.

“That’s where you’re wrong, friend,” Jonathan said, his free hand taking out his cigarette and giving it a demonstrative wave, trailing threads of smoke in the evening air. “You discuss it every day. In the things we do. The words we speak. The people we meet. The thing we watch, listen, read, and write. Through these, we demonstrate who we are, and what we stand for. All acts are political acts.”

Oh great, one of these types. I didn’t bother hiding my grimace. You get this kind in all walks of life. The sorts of people with a MISSION. And it’s always in all capital letters. They live, breathe, and stuff themselves with the MISSION. Everything they do relates back to it somehow, and boy, will they love to tell you about it. They’ll talk about how all the good things you do serve it, and all the things which hurt the MISSION are bad, and you better shape up, friend. You don’t want to be a BAD PERSON, do you? You don’t want to associate with BAD PEOPLE do you?

In my opinion, stuffing them all in the bottom of the sea would improve the world more than anything they tried to.

More importantly, I had a feeling I’d just found a tentacle of the octopus that was Anonymous Smith.

“Uh huh,” I said. “And, if I were to ask you if the Caldian Progressive Alliance happened to have been writing any stories in the papers, what would you say?”

Jonathan chuckled in that easy going way familiar to anyone who got a knock on the door from people with smiles, holy books, and wondering if you’d thought about the gods today? “Why, I’d say that a free press is one of the foundations of our fair nation, and that what is printed on its pages shouldn’t be discounted. All good citizens of our fair nation should educate themselves on important matters of the world through their pages.”

Ugh, I could actually feel my skin crawl. “Wonderful. But I doubt I’m interested.”

“Many great men say such things,” Jonathan replied. “But though great men rarely seek the spotlight, it tends to find them. It’s hard to hide that shine.”

While I’d love to refute that, my first year at Stoneway stood in pretty striking contrast to that theory. “Right,” I begrudgingly grunted.

“Just take the card,” he said, still holding it out. “We’d love to speak to you some time soon.”

I grimaced, but took it, making no attempt to withdraw my blood claws as I did. Jonathan did notice that, but he just gave another easy grin, tucked his cigarette back in his mouth, then turned and walked away, trailing smoke in his wake.

I watched him until he vanished down the road, then looked back at the card I’d been given. Irritably, I conjured a flame, igniting the card.

Which failed to burn.

“Lovely,” I grunted.


Chapter 18.


I was having a nightmare again.

That, or last night’s sex had been so intense I had a heart attack and was now, quite literally, in hell.

I grimaced as I surveyed the shifting landscape. The sky cast a bloody red. But there was something worse here.

I stood in Stoneway’s quad, and all around me was devastation. Windows were smashed and gaped hollowly. Chunks of walls had been ripped down. Acrid smoke rose into the air, swirling into swirling black clouds. The Tree of Ages still rose out of the middle of the school, but it was a twisted, unholy thing. Its bark was blackened and marred with screaming faces. The normally healthy trees that once dotted the quad were now withered, blackened, and had bodies hanging from every branch.

Charming.

But worse was yet to come.

I lay on a bed. Specifically, the one from the manor, as if the whole thing had been transported seamlessly through realities. I was also chained, arms and legs locked securely to the posts. An interesting position, if I didn’t have a grim suspicion I knew exactly who was haunting this nightmare.

“Ohhhhh Aaaalisterrrrr!”

Speak of the devil.

Literally.

I looked down as Sareeva herself rose at the foot of the bed. The demon queen was as hideously attractive as ever, her eyes sharp and keen. Her body clad in a uniform of rusty red fabric with a peaked cap. Horns like bent spikes of iron grew from her head, and wings like rusting sheet metal fanned from her back.

“Sareeva, you incredible bitch,” I growled. “How are you?”

“Oh just dandy, Alister,” she said merrily, licking her lips as her eyes narrowed at me. “Especially with you here.”

“I think I made my feelings about you showing up in my dreams clear when I slaughtered your hordes.”

“In my realm, we call that foreplay, you naughty tease,” she giggled, the tip of her finger tracing flirty patterns in the sheet. I felt my whole body cringe at her talon. Just looking at it made me feel like I needed a tetanus shot, and my nakedness was not helping things.

“What do you want?” I demanded.

“Do I need a reason to visit my favourite’s dreams?” she asked sweetly. “Maybe I just wanted to talk.”

“Yeah?” I asked, giving my wrists a shake, causing the metal chains to rattle. “Then what’s this? The icebreaker?”

“What can I say?” she purred, beginning to crawl onto the bed. “I’m a naughty girl.”

Before she could get closer I pulled my blood into my hand, forming a crimson sword. With a slash I cut the shackles that bound my arm.

The demoness’s eyes widened and she scuttled back and out of range.

I didn’t waste a second, slashing my other arm free and then my legs. I rose to my feet, glaring at her.

Sareeva smirked. “Aw, and we were about to get to the good part too.”

“What? Where you tear my heart out in front of me?”

“Alister! I’m appalled you’d even think that! I don’t do that until after the sex. And it would be incredible,” she purred, flicking a forked tongue.

Just the suggestion made my skin both crawl and feel tight. “I’d rather bathe in acid.”

“Is that why you’re so desperate to find out how to totally get rid of me?” she asked, her eyes glinting.

A chill went over me. “What are… What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean,” she purred, tongue sliding over her lips. “But that house won’t help you stop me.”

“How the hell do you know about that?” I demanded.

“Surprised? You shouldn’t be. People talk to me all the time,” she said. “And it won’t work. It’s a dead end theory.”

“Yeah, right,” I scoffed. “I’m going to trust a demon to tell the truth about the Severing. If anything,” I said, giving her a narrower look. “The fact that you’re bothering me makes me think I’m on to something.”

“Oooh, you naughty boy,” Sareeva purred, her eyes narrowing. “But you’re playing with forces you have no comprehension of.”

“Seemed to have worked out for you,” I noted.

“Mm. True,” she replied. “And I’d love to show it to you as well, Alister. Just tell me about the Severing. Tell me everything you think you’ve learned, and I’ll give you a reward.”

“What? You’ll leave me alone?”

“I can do all sorts of things for you,” she said, grinning at me with a suggestive flick of her eyebrows.

I knew Sareeva was bad at negotiating, but this was on a whole other level. Even if she could convince me to put my dick anywhere near her, those teeth would be like getting a blowjob from a blender.

“I’m gonna pass, thanks,” I said.

Her smile grew more dangerous. “Think carefully about this, Alister,” she said, more softly now, her sheet-metal wings rattling as they flexed. “Very. Very. Carefully. Tell me what you and your girlfriends found out, or next time we meet, I won’t be so sweet.”

“Threats?” I said, raising an eyebrow. “Well well, this must be very dangerous to you. Which means I’m on the right path, aren’t I?”

She growled, a sound like an engine turning over. “You’ll regret this, Alister,” she said. “Dearly regret it.”

“Yeah? Well, that’s life. Sometimes, you got to turn down crazy demon girls. I can live with that.”

“Not for long you won’t,” she said as darkness began to creep in. Enveloping us like a sudden onset of midnight. “No. Not for long at all…”

The darkness closed in on me, the hellscape of the ruined Stoneway vanishing into the void.

I woke with a start, breathing hard and heavy. My hands clutched the sheets beneath me and I very slowly relaxed as I saw the ceiling of Blackbriar Manor.

I was back.

I was awake.

I put a hand to my brow with a groan. Fuck. That had… not been fun. And now I was going to stink like gas for the rest of the day. Fantastic. I sniffed myself.

Then paused.

I didn’t smell like gas, actually. Instead, I had that normal, familiar scent of sex and the girls. Was Sareeva’s influence too weak to leave that imprint now, without the portal fucking around?

Well, small comforts, but these days I’d take what I could get.

With a groan I levered myself out of bed and shambled over to the bathroom. Even if I didn’t reek like horny demon girls and a machine shop, I could still use a shower, if only to help further wake me up.

As the hot water hit me I groaned in relief. Ohhhh baby, I needed that. With great satisfaction I cleaned myself up, spending maybe a bit more time than necessary before I felt ready to face the waking world.

I made my way downstairs and into the kitchen, only to come up short. Breakfast was in full swing, though more pertinently, there was a gigantic eagle perched on my chair.

“Uh…” I said.

Tanya glanced over at me from the stove. “Oh,” she said, nodding at the bird. “It seems Elegantra’s reply has come.”

Of course it was. Because why use a mere raven when you were the headmistress of one of Caldia’s finest institutions?

“Right, sorry,” I said to the eagle.

The bird huffed at my delay, then said in Elegantra’s strong voice, “I’d be delighted to speak to you, Alister. Please, come by around one o’clock. I’ll have some tea put out.”

“I’ll be there,” I told the eagle, who gave a curt nod, spread its wings, and took off back out the window, winging its way towards Stoneway.

“I cannot wait until we can fit this place up with a phone,” I said as I took a seat.

“Oh?” Tanya said, sliding a plate of toast and eggs in front of me. “I find it quaintly charming, keeping such traditions alive.”

I just shook my head.

Nonetheless, as I’d promised, I headed out via broom, and soon reached Stoneway. If the town had felt kind of empty with the end of the school year, the grounds were much more so. It was downright weird to skim down on my broom onto a totally empty quad. Only a few security personnel were around, and gave me a long look as I made my way towards the Tree of Ages. Honestly? I couldn’t really blame them. Trouble seemed to follow me whenever I was in Stoneway, but they didn’t stop me either. I had saved the school several times now. That probably earned me a bit of leeway, at least.

Elegantra’s office was set deep in the living tree itself, and built into the trunk. As I made my way up it, I was glad to see that it was well on its way to recovering. Not too long ago the entire tree got poisoned by demonic magic in an attempt by Sareeva to rip open the portal under the school and invade reality with a legion of demons. We put a stop to it, but man. It was not a fun time for anyone involved.

Well, except Sareeva. She had the time of her life until we undid her corruption and kicked her back into hell.

For now.

On that cheery thought I reached Elegantra’s office and knocked on the door, only to step back as the face carved in the wood came alive. Ancient and bearded, the golem built into the door peered at me, his face softening as he recognized me.

“Ah,” he said. “Young Blackwood. Wonderful. Come right in. The headmistress is keen to speak to you.”

“Thanks,” I said as the face stilled once more. There was the click of locks and the face parted down the middle, the doors opening wide.

Elegantra’s office was in much better shape these days as well. The shelves of the bookcases were molded out of the living wood of the tree, as was most of the furniture. Tables, stools, even the couches didn’t look to have been carved, but rather grown out of the tree’s floor or walls. It was possibly the one room where office plants actually seemed appropriate.

Elegantra’s desk was much like the rest of the furnishing. Built on the second floor of the office, overlooking the door, Elegantra herself sat behind it, her fingers of flesh and bark knit together before her as she smiled warmly at me.

“Mister Blackwood,” she said and gestured invitingly. “Please, come in. Come in. Have a seat.”

“Gladly,” I said, doing so at once. “I’m here to talk to you about something in particular, actually…”

“So I gather,” Elegantra said with a soft sigh as she leaned back in her chair, giving me a long look. “One of these days, I do hope you’ll stop by just for a pleasant chat about the weather or something, instead of informing me the plane of air is rupturing and causing a horde of storm elementals to descend upon us.”

“To be fair, it’s not that.”

“No?” Elegantra gave a weary chuckle. “Yet somehow, I imagine that would be preferred to whatever it is you do wish to talk about.”

I tried not to wince. She knew me alarmingly well. “It’s really nothing particularly huge,” I told her. “It was just that I recently bought a property, and I had some questions about the previous tenant.”

“Ah,” Elegantra said with a nod, her floppy hat settling back on her head. Her silvery hair fell further about her face as she gave me a lidded, steady look. “Yes. I was rather wondering when you might come to me asking about Professor Blackbriar.”

“You knew?” I asked.

“I hoped I was wrong,” the headmistress said with a sigh. “But when I learned that you were moving into his old manor, I feared you might come to me about him sooner or later. Though I hoped you wouldn’t make any unfortunate discoveries. Had you told me you were moving into that manor, I would have warned you. Alas…”

“Then you know about his research about the Severing?”

Elegantra’s wrinkles shifted like a wave as she lifted a pale eyebrow. “My word,” she murmured with a sigh. “Whatever did that man leave lying around? I swear…”

“It is kind of important,” I pressed.

“Yes. I imagine it is,” Elegantra sighed. “Well, Alister, I know too well that whatever you’re involved with, you’ll do better if I tell you all I can. But the truth be told, there’s not much.”

“There’s not?”

She shook her head, hat flopping avidly with the motion. “I fear not. When I became headmistress of the academy, Stoneway was in a state of flux. The war was in full swing, and there was much to do. We’d been operating as a military academy quite steadily by then, not to mention our research department was quite dedicated to demonic countermeasures. Something we were quite suited for, as you can likely imagine.”

“I bet.”

Another nod. “Indeed. At the time, I was tasked with going through all the research that the school had undergone to try and find anything that might bolster the war effort.

“During this,” she said, her eyes lidding, “I heard rumours that Professor Blackbriar had been working on demonic theory. Naturally, that piqued my interest, and I took a look into it. Sadly, my efforts were for naught. I learned that not long after his death, a number of agents from the Ministry of War arrived and collected all his notes and research. They utterly cleaned out anything that he worked on. They even took his cat.”

“They took the cat?” I asked incredulously.

“As I said,” Elegantra said with a grimace. “They were extremely thorough. I put in a request to the Ministry when I learned of this, but they could not find a hint of the research. Or the cat. Shame. Mr. Whiskerson had apparently been a delightful feline. Blackbriar even put it as co-author on several of his papers.”

“It… it hadn’t really contributed. Had it?” I asked.

Elegantra snorted. “Of course not. It was a cat. It was just a joke. Plus, papers were looked on more favourably if they had more than one author. One of those little quirks of the system.”

“Just checking,” I said. Hell, stranger things had happened.

“At any rate,” Elegantra continued, “once his work was brought to the ministry, it seemingly vanished into thin air. Or, more likely, some drawer which will likely never see the light of day.”

Normally I’d agree. The bureaucracy was excellent at making paperwork vanish. One time I spent three years without getting paid because a form got misfiled by some clerk in an office. My commander at the time had to raise hell before they figured it out. Turned out I was registered as Killed in Action. The worst part was if I’d known, I probably could have ditched the army and no one would have known. Sadly, this time I doubted it was the case. Instead, Blackbriar’s research was probably snatched by the Circle and in their hands.

“That’s a real shame,” I said.

Elegantra nodded sadly. “I’m afraid so. I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help.”

“No, no,” I assured her, rising. “I appreciate it. I guess I was just hoping that there might be more hints I could use.”

“I understand,” Elegantra replied, rising as well and holding out her wooden hand. “My apologies, Alister. And whatever it is that you’re working on, let me assure you that if you ever need any help, I would be glad to lend what I can. You’ve done much for this school, and this nation.”

I’d heard words like that often before. Usually from some politician who didn’t understand the weight of what they were saying as they pinned another medal on me, but I knew Elegantra knew. She’d fought in the war, and had lived with the responsibility of lives depending on her, and actually caring about them beyond numbers on a ledger. So I smiled and shook her hand giving it a shake. “Thank you, headmistress. I appreciate it.”

I left Stoneway after that, heading back outside. Hopping back on my broom, I made my way back towards the manor, mulling over what I learned. Or, rather, the lack of it. Sure, it might be easy to make information disappear once it got into the hands of the Ministry, but mobilizing them to make something disappear? And then keeping quiet something that had the potential to cut off Auropa’s literal warmachine from the source? There’d have been questions about that sort of thing if anyone found out.

But no one did.

It had been swept under the rug more thoroughly than a rich man’s indiscretion with a hot intern.

Which meant the Circle had contacts in Caldia too. Deep in Caldia. And if they had it in there before and during the war, then there was no reason to assume they wouldn’t have it in there now.

“Guess we’re on our own,” I sighed, then spat out some of the bugs that got into my teeth.

Blech.

Soon enough I spotted the manor and directed my broom down, skimming along the road until I reached the gate. I hauled in the latest batch of mail wearily, then unlocked the door and headed inside.

It was quiet as I headed in. Almost too quiet, in fact. I moved into the house, and as I did I passed the dining room, where I spotted Vattia sitting at the table.

Backtracking, I headed inside, moving up to her. Her eyes were red rimmed and she was staring at a letter in her hands. Uh oh…

“Vattia?” I said gently.

She looked up at me, a sad smile hung on her lips. “Ah,” she said softly. “Alister.”

Wordlessly I took a seat beside her, resting my hand on hers. “Is it…”

“Yes,” she said, looking down at the letter again. “My recall notice has… has officially arrived. I am to report to the embassy in Embera in three days, and there catch a flight to return to Auropa for… for debriefing.”

I gave her hand a squeeze, feeling a subtle tremor. “...You don’t have to go,” I told her as gently as I could. “If you stayed, I’d protect you. We all would.”

She gave me a weary smile, and I knew then that the thought had crossed her mind many times. That she’d struggled with it immensely all this time. And with this final letter, she’d been forced to make her decision. “I know,” she said softly. “I know, Alister. And I… I have not felt the kind of depth of feeling it brings before. It’s a feeling even stronger than my love for our glorious Central Committee’s leaders. Something stronger than even my love of turnip soup. I love you, Alister.”

“But,” she continued, her smile fading and a tiredness tilting her head, “I must go back. For I love my homeland too. I love my people. And I love peace. If I were to defect, I could be with you, true. But I have a duty as well. And odds are I will be allowed to return to you and Caldia. In time,” she said, though her tone told me that was far from a sure thing. “And I can help our nations come closer together. Our people understand each other. And peace to remain between us.”

I felt a lump form in my throat. Though I hadn’t known Vattia for all that long, the simple fact was that I knew that I loved her. And though I’d told Erina and the others that I would respect her wishes, I dearly wanted to say no, and tell her to stay with me. The thought of her leaving to vanish into the cold reaches of Auropa’s yawning empire, never to be seen again, because some committee member decided the project was a bust and she wasn’t needed made me sick.

But she was right.

Dammit, she was right. And the fact that she had the courage to go back meant I couldn’t be such a coward and insist she stay.

So instead I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close. Vattia stiffened as if shocked to be held by me. And then her hands clutched me, her rabbit ears folded, and her tears soon dampened my shirt as she cried.


Chapter 19.


That morning wasn’t the first time I woke up tangled in a pile of warm, naked witches, but it was the first time in weeks that the knot of tension in my gut didn’t feel like it was trying to strangle me from the inside.

When my eyes tried to open up for the first time, the sun was already pouring through the big stained-glass window over the master bed, majestically painting the sheets in a beautiful array of colors. I lay there for a second, feeling Kensie’s wolf-ear twitching against my shoulder, Ashlyn’s wing draped over my chest, and Tanya’s head and breast pillowed on my other arm. It took me a moment to account for Vattia. She had somehow ended up curled against my hip, her rabbit ears flopped over my thigh, and Noirveil—well, she was down in the basement crypt she’d claimed, but the faint chill of her absence made the pile feel just a little less complete.

No nightmares, puppet strings, nor Sareeva crooning threats at me from across a ruined hellscape. Thank fuck for that much. I got six hours of the deepest sleep I’d had since moving in, and the warm weight of the women I loved piled on top of me like I was a warlock-shaped mattress topper.

I was just starting to wonder if I could sneak out without waking anyone when the bedroom door creaked open and Erina marched in like she was leading a parade. She was already dressed in her full academy uniform, skirt swishing, tail high, and carrying a tray of coffee that smelled absolutely glorious.

“Rise and shine, my glorious national hero and my patriotic sisters in harem!” she announced, voice loud enough to make Ashlyn groan and pull the sheet over her head. “Today is a mandatory day of rest and bonding! Our harem queen has declared it so!”

Tanya stirred against my side, lights around her horns flickering sleepily pink. “Mmm. Good morning, everyone. And yes, it’s mandatory. No arguments. We’re all going on a picnic.”

I blinked. “A picnic? That’s quaint.”

“Out in the countryside near the estate,” Tanya continued, sitting up and stretching in a way that drew my eyes to her naked tits. Then again, just about anything could draw my eyes to naked tits. “Fresh air, good food, no troubles—Just us. I’ve already packed the baskets. We leave in an hour, so don’t take forever to dress.”

Kensie yawned hugely, and scratched behind one wolfy ear. “Sounds good to me. As long as there’s sandwiches.”

Ashlyn muttered something like “bossy felborn” from under the sheet, but her tail gave a lazy flick of agreement in any case. Vattia sat up, ears perking, looking pretty confused but not unhappy. “A… picnic? In Auropa we are usually assigned recreational activity licenses by the National Democratic People’s Committee of Leisure. Is this… allowed? It seems so sudden.”

“Allowed and encouraged,” Tanya said, already shooing us toward the bathroom. “Now shower, dress, and meet downstairs. No excuses.”

I didn’t argue. Partly because Tanya in full harem-queen mode was adorable, but also because the idea of a day without poring over Blackbriar’s paranoid scribbles or waiting for the next raven to drop another Anonymous Smith article actually sounded… nice. Dangerous word, ‘nice.’ In my experience, ‘nice’ usually meant a moment of peace and quiet was about to be broken when enemy artillery opened up seconds later. But my recent experiences since joining the academy had given me a new context for the word, with my girls central to that definition.

An hour later we were tromping through the woods behind the manor, baskets swinging behind the girls who carried them. The weather had decided to cooperate, at least. There was a blue sky, a warm breeze, and chirpy birds making sweet morning sounds that were a lot less annoying when you were outside rather than still in bed.

The path wound through the trees along the edge of the barrier’s reach, and I felt the tingle of the ward as we passed near its boundary. Noirveil had done good work on it.

The clearing Tanya had picked was perfect: a gentle slope overlooking a little stream, wildflowers everywhere, and enough open grass that even Kensie couldn’t claim it needed more defensive sightlines. Though she did try.

“If we set up on the higher ground,” the wolf-girl noted, scanning the treeline judiciously, “we’d have better visibility to the north and east.”

“We’re having a picnic, not establishing a base of operations,” I told her with a chuckle.

Kensie considered this, then shrugged. “I’d like to have a howl from high ground if there’s an opportunity. That’s all. Scare away any evil vampires. No offense.” She touched my arm, eyes wide like she might have just hurt my feelings.

“None taken,” I sighed. “Kind of.”

We spread blankets, unpacked our food, and relaxed. I was just biting into a sandwich when Kensie suddenly froze mid-bite, nose twitching. “Rabbit,” she muttered, ears shooting straight up. Erina silently put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed visibly hard, and the wolf witch settled down.

We ate sandwiches and sliced fruit. We absorbed the sounds around us and talked about nothing important. For a while nobody brought up the Severing, the break-in, or the fact that Vattia’s recall notice was sitting on the mantel like a warp bomb with three days left on the ticker.

Again… it was nice.

I noticed Vattia had pulled out a small notebook at some point, and was writing in it between bites. Not unusual—she’d been taking notes since she first arrived in Caldia, like some kind of cultural anthropologist dropped in among the savages. But when she shifted the notebook to turn a page, I caught a glimpse of what it was she was working on.

It was a diagram. Lines and symbols, interconnected like a web, with Auropan text I couldn’t read scattered around the margins. I recognized one symbol though. A circle. With a line through it. Also there were some doodles of turnips in the corners.

Before I could get a better look, Vattia noticed my gaze and closed the notebook, tucking it against her chest with a sheepish smile. “Just some… some thoughts,” she said.

“Thoughts?” I echoed her, narrowing my sights on her suspiciously.

“For the decryption work,” she added quickly. “Some of the cipher patterns. I find it helpful to visualize them.”

I held her eyes for a beat. She didn’t flinch, but her ears gave a little backward tilt that I didn’t know how to read yet. She was telling the truth, maybe. Or at least a version of it. I couldn’t be sure.

I left it at that.

As the afternoon wore on the sun dipped lower, and Erina decided it was time for songs. She dragged a couple of logs into a rough circle, conjured a perfectly patriotic little fire in the center, and started belting out “The March of the Free States”. Kensie joined in on the choruses, mostly out of pity since no one else helped Erina out. I muttered some of the words under my breath, but singing never was one of my gifts.

Pop.

“Ohhhh are we singing?” Hexie materialized on my shoulder, fully naked for some fucking reason, her tiny red body wiggling excitedly. “I wrote a ditty or two myself! There’s ‘My Warlock’s Massive Hog Can—’”

“No,” I said.

“But it’s got potential for the big time! It’s my best work, baby!”

“Granted, you have talent,” Erina acknowledged bitterly. “But we mustn’t sully a somewhat public outing with boisterously lewd ballads.”

“You’re no fun!”

Despite my better judgment, I let her stay. She perched on my shoulder and provided a running commentary on everything, which mostly consisted of rating the girls’ singing voices and suggesting increasingly filthy alternate lyrics to every patriotic song Erina started. She was not amused.

Everyone else was, though.

After singing, we spent the rest of the day lying on the grass, talking about the shapes of clouds and snuggling with our backs against the largest tree we could find.

We were there all day, even into the evening. Noirveil showed up right after sunset, and she was quick to make her presence known. “My darlings!” she crooned, sweeping in and immediately falling into my lap like she was fainting, hand to her brow. “Oh, but I missed you so much. I hope you were all having fun.”

“We were, but I’m glad you’re here.” I wrapped an arm around Noirveil’s waist, feeling the cool skin through the thin lacy fabric of her gothic dress. Before long, Hexie abandoned my shoulder for Noirveil’s hat brim, and Erina started up her patriotic songs again.

For a minute it almost felt normal. Almost.

Eventually I found myself sitting a little apart from the group, Mostly, anyway. Tanya was tucked against my side on a separate blanket. The others were still by the fire.

Tanya leaned her head on my shoulder as pink lights danced around her beautiful face. “How are you doing, Alister?” she asked quietly.

I stared at the fire for a long second. “I’m… managing.”

She gave me a look.

“Sareeva keeps showing up,” I admitted, voice low. “In my dreams. She told me something’s coming, and I can feel it too. I don’t know what it is, but it’s not going to be good.”

“I trust your instincts. You survived a war on them.” Her hand found mine, fingers lacing together. “But you’ve gotten better about letting us share the load, Alister. You have. Still… when you get scared, you try to carry it all yourself again.”

“I’m not scared,” I said automatically.

She gave me the look again.

I sighed. “I’m not scared of fighting. I’m scared of you all fighting.” I gestured toward the other girls. “I can’t lose this. I can’t stand the thought of you all suffering in any way. It’s… become a weakness of mine, I think.”

“Alister…” Tanya said that and then went quiet as she seemed to think hard about something, adjusting her glasses and biting her lip as her lights pulsed an icy blue that was almost white. “I don’t know what the future is going to be, but I know that I can only imagine one with all of us in it.”

I smiled at her a bit sadly. “That doesn’t mean that’s our fate.”

“No, but I don’t want you to live your life like we aren’t a guarantee. I want you to live happily in love with us, just like we love you, and if someday something bad happens—”

“Like it often does,” I interrupted her grimly, unable to help myself.

“True, it often does,” she conceded with a frown. “Like it did with Erina’s sister. I can’t stand the thought of losing you, Alister, but you know what I wouldn’t be able to stand even more than that?”

I looked at her, searching her eyes like the answer was there. “What?” I asked.

“Thinking that you weren’t giving me every ounce of your love just because you were afraid of losing me. I need you—we all do. You are our personal, private king. The center of our universe. Without you, I don’t know what we’d be anymore but… that all only makes sense if we know you’re giving us everything you’ve got, too.”

I frowned to hear that. “I’ll try harder.”

She grabbed my chin when I tried to look away. “I’m not saying you’re not doing right by us, baby. I’m just saying don’t fall down a pit of despair and leave us all behind.” Before I could say anything else, she kissed me on the lips, holding it for a few seconds, then grabbed my face between both hands and planted another kiss on my forehead. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” I answered her.

Later that night, after the others had fallen asleep in the sitting room and the manor had gone quiet, I was still awake in the big bed when the door eased open. Erina slipped inside, surprisingly still looking energetic. Her cat ears were perky and lively, tail swishing restlessly like it was the night before an exam. She was holding a folded newspaper.

“Alister,” she whispered, climbing onto the bed and kneeling beside me. “Have you seen the latest Anonymous Smith piece?”

I sat up, rubbing my face. “Erina, it’s late. Can the politics wait until morning?”

“It’s about harem rights and warlock leadership,” she pressed, keeping her voice low but unable to stop herself from unfolding the paper and pointing at the headline. “They’re quoting your book, Alister. Pulling passages and framing them as some kind of political manifesto. And there’s a poll—a poll!—asking readers if they’d vote for the ‘Hero of the Nation’ if he ran for office.”

I took the paper and scanned it, my stomach sinking as I took in each and every new line. Sure enough, they’d cherry-picked lines from Wings of the Night and recontextualized them into something that read like a stump speech.

“This is getting out of hand,” I muttered.

“Out of hand?” Erina said breathily, placing her hand on her breast as her tail swayed behind her. “Alister, don’t you see? They’re not wrong about you. You are…” She fumbled over her words, but found some courage to continue after a beat. Standing up straight, hand still over her heart like she was honoring a flag, she said, “You are a man I would call my president.”

I lowered the paper slowly. “Erina for the love of…”

“I know, I know,” she said, her kitty ears folding down into her hair. “You hate politics. You’ve said it a hundred times, I know, my love. But I grew up in a palace, Alister. I watched my mother navigate the court every single day of my life. I saw what good leadership is through her, but I also learned what power does to people who don’t deserve it.” She swallowed, her tail curling tight around herself. “And I watched my country send countless witches and brave men like you into a meat grinder. I used to romanticize it, but now…”

That caught me off guard. Erina rarely talked about the war in anything but glowing terms. Brave soldiers. Noble sacrifice. Glory of the nation. Hearing her acknowledge the ugly side of it—even obliquely—was shocking.

“Where is this coming from?” I asked carefully.

“I think about our children,” she said quietly, looking down at her hands. “I hope to bear you many sons and daughters someday. True heirs to the proud Caldian tradition! As do we all. For our nation, yes, but—dammit, Alister, I used to think about my children being war heroes like you, but after knowing you, seeing what you went through, and even fighting by your side… knowing that terror, seeing my own sister fall to the siren song of war—I don’t want that life for our babies!”

She buried her head in my chest as her last words came out as visceral sobs.

“Erina, I—I don’t know what to say,” I told her honestly.

“I know,” she said. “You aren’t always the best with speeches, but we can fix that with time.” She met my eyes, and my heart almost broke at the sight of her mascara running down her face. “You’re the man I want to follow, not just into my bed, but as my leader. As the father of a new era for the greatest nation the gods ever formed on the face of this beautiful world. You have the courage, the presence, the moral core, and the relentlessly incorruptible sense of justice that it takes to be a good leader.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, trying not to laugh at the absurdity of the suggestion. “I’m just a soldier, Erina. A guy who learned how to kill people really well and is trying to figure out what else he’s good for.”

She shook her head, ears lifting. “You’re more than that. I remember at the start of our first term, when you sensed something was wrong in the school, it was you, not the faculty or anyone else, who took action and rooted out the evildoers. You killed a man you loved as a friend in the name of justice, even then. I knew from that moment that I would follow you into hell if I had to.”

The moonlight from the stained glass painted her in bands of color—red across her cheek, white along her throat, blue in her hair. She looked like a living Caldian flag with cat ears and great breasts.

“Do you believe in me, Alister?” she asked me gently, burying her face in my chest again as she hugged me tight against her body.

“Of course.”

“Then believe in my judgment now. Believe in yourself through your belief in me.”

I ran my hand through her hair and opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out.

“Sit in the chair by the desk,” she ordered softly.

I did, because when one of my girls got like this there was no point arguing. She climbed onto my lap, straddling me, skirt riding up as she settled in close. Her hands framed my face. The mascara was streaked down her cheeks still, but the tears were gone.

Then she reached down and undid my slacks, freeing my cock from their confines. “Fuck me like you’re the most powerful man in Caldia, Alister,” she breathed. She peeled her panties to the side and guided me inside her with a slow, torturously sweet roll of her hips. “Mr. President.”

The title hit like a spark on dry tinder. I was already hard—hell, I’d been half-hard since she started pacing and ranting about politics, but that’s between me and the gods. But the way she said that, all breathy and needy, “Mr. President…” It did something.

Erina let out a soft, desperate little “Mew” as the head of my cock nudged her entrance. She was soaked already, her slick pussy kissing the tip of my cock like she’d been thinking about this the whole damn day. I knew that cunt like the back of my hand—dozens of times, hundreds maybe, and it still felt perfect every single time. Tight, velvet-smooth, and greedy as hell. She was petite everywhere except where it counted: those ample, shapely breasts that strained against her uniform blouse, and that pert, round backside that filled my palms like it was made for them.

She sank down another inch, her eyes half-lidded and cat ears twitching. “That’s it,” she whispered, voice trembling with that royal edge she got when she was really turned on. “Fill your princess full of your democratic cum. Tally my vote, Mr. President.”

I grabbed her hips and pulled her the rest of the way down. She took every inch in one smooth glide, her tight little channel stretching around my cock until I was buried to the hilt. Erina’s head tipped back, a loud, shameless moan spilling out of her.

“Ahhh—yes! So deep… mew!”

Her tail lashed behind her, then curled around my waist like she was afraid I’d try to escape. I wasn’t fucking going anywhere. I gripped that perfect ass and started thrusting up into her, slow and heavy at first, letting her feel every thick inch drag along her walls. She was so wet the obscene sound of her pussy swallowing my cock filled the quiet bedroom.

Erina braced her hands on my shoulders, riding me like she owned me. “Harder, Mr. President,” she demanded, the princess's voice cracking into something filthier. “Fuck your loyal constituent properly. Make my vote count. Ffffuuuck!”

Oh, I earned her support alright. I slammed up into her harder, the chair creaking under us. Her ample tits bounced with every single thrust, nipples hard little points under her blouse. I yanked the top few buttons open so they spilled free—full, soft, and perfect, actually popping one of the buttons off entirely, but I was too feral to care by that point.

“Baby!” she moaned in reply. “So rough!” I didn’t take it as a complaint, though, because she wasted no time in guiding my head down to her breasts as she continued to bounce in my lap.

I leaned in and sucked one sweet pink nub into my mouth, teeth grazing just the way she liked as the delicious milk of her curse flooded my mouth. Erina cried out, ears flicking wildly.

“Mew! Yes—bite them, Alister! For the republic! Your your n-n-n-ohhhh fffffuck—Nation!”

Her pussy clenched around me like a vice, fluttering and squeezing every time I bottomed out. She was getting louder, the way she always did when she really let go—moans, gasps, little mewling cries that mixed with all that patriotic filth she loved throwing in.

“You’re going to be the most powerful warlock in the Free States,” she panted, grinding down on my cock in tight circles, her pert ass flexing in my hands. Milk was running freely down her naked torso by the time she found her next words. “And I’m going to be right by your side—mew!—taking this thick cock every night while you rule the free world.”

I groaned against her tit and fucked her faster. The wet slap of skin on skin was getting louder. Her juices were dripping down my balls, soaking the front of my pants where they were still shoved down around my thighs. I didn’t fucking care. I just wanted to feel her come apart.

Erina’s tail tightened around me more like a monkey’s than a cat’s. She leaned back with one hand braced on my chest as the other reached down to rub her clit in frantic little circles while I pounded up into her.

“Mr. President,” she gasped again, eyes glassy, cheeks flushed. “Fuck—right there—oh gods, your cock is so deep—just like the party divide facing our country! Ahhh!”

I felt her start to tremble. Her pussy rippled around me, getting impossibly tighter. I grabbed her ass harder, pulling her down onto every individual thrust, driving into that sweet spot I knew would wreck her.

“Come on, princess,” I growled. “Cum for your president.”

Oh, that did the trick. Hard.

Erina’s whole body seized up, back arching and cat ears shooting straight up as she came with a loud, shuddering cry.

“Mr. President—yes—yes—mewwwww!”

Her pussy spasmed around my cock like it was trying to milk me dry, punishing me with rhythmic squeezes that made my eyes roll back. I kept fucking her through it, drawing it out until she was shaking and whimpering, little aftershocks making her hips jerk.

The second her orgasm started to fade she leaned in, pressed her forehead to mine, and whispered right against my lips, “That’s it, baby. You ruined my pussy just like you’ll ruin the aspirations of any political adversary you may one day have.”

Just when I thought it was over, she started riding me again, faster this time, hips rolling like she was trying to break the chair. Her breasts bounced heavily against my chest, nipples dragging over my skin, smearing her milk everywhere. I slid my hands up under her skirt, gripping that perfect ass and spreading her wider so I could slam up into her even deeper.

“Fuck, Erina,” I groaned. “You’re so goddamn tight.”

“Mew—only for you,” she panted, voice wrecked and needy. “Your cock has my tight little pussy’s full backing, Mr. President!”

She moaned like wild, and her tail thrashed wildly behind her. I could feel another orgasm building in her already. The telltale signs were too consistent, too obvious. Her pussy was fluttering again, getting that desperate, sloppy rhythm that always meant she was about to lose it. The clenching was getting violent.

Erina’s eyes flew wide. “Alister—mew—oh fuck—I’m going to—Mr. President—please—!”

She came again, even harder than the first time. Her whole body locked up, pussy clamping down on my cock like a hot, wet fist. She buried her face in my neck and wailed, the sound muffled against my skin.

“Mr. President—yes—fill me with your creamy policy promises—mewwwww!”

I couldn’t hold back anymore. I gripped her ass with both hands and drove up into her one last time, burying myself as deep as I could go. My cock pulsed hard, flooding her with thick ropes of cum, one after another. Erina whimpered in response and then ground down on me, milking every last drop like the greedy little kitten she was.

We stayed like that for a minute or five, panting. Her tail was still loosely curled around my waist, and her ears twitched with little aftershocks. Her pussy gave one final, lazy squeeze around my softening cock before she finally relaxed against my chest.

Afterward she lay against my body, tail curled around my waist, breathing slowing. “I regret nothing,” she murmured.

I stroked her ears. “I figured as much.”

She smiled against my skin. “A girl can dream.”

I held her close and tried not to think about how persuasive an argument she had just made.


Vattia’s Interlude.


Her room was very quiet after Alister left her at the door.

Vattia stood in the middle of it for a long moment and looked at the things she owned. There were not very many of them. The trunk she had arrived with sat open at the foot of her bed, half packed already from habit, and the small shelf held the books she had accumulated over the term, most of them borrowed from the academy library and needing to be returned before she left. Her two school uniforms hung in the wardrobe beside her one good dress, the one Tanya had insisted on buying her during their first outing together. The photograph of Rumiya sat on the desk under the window.

Everything she had in the world would fit back into the trunk with room to spare. She had arrived this way and she would leave this way. There was a symmetry to it that ought to have been comforting, but it was not.

She sat down on the edge of the bed and pressed her palms flat against her knees to stop them trembling. She had known the letter was coming. She had, in a sense, known it was coming since the day she arrived at Stoneway. An exchange was always a loan. One did not keep what one was loaned. The Central Committee had been generous to permit her this long, and they would be generous again, she was sure, once the debriefing was complete and her report had been submitted, reviewed, and approved by whichever subcommittee would receive it.

She recited these facts to herself carefully, the way she had been taught to recite facts in primary school. She found quickly that this did not help at all.

Eventually she got up and went to the desk.

The photograph had lived there since she had taken it from Alister. She picked it up now and held it at the angle she liked, where the window light did not glare off the glass, and looked at Rumiya. She had been beautiful, her dam. Not in the way the state newsreels showed beautiful women, with bleached teeth and waving hands at harvest festivals, but in a quieter manner. The photograph caught her mid-sentence, clearly explaining something, one hand raised to emphasize a point. That had been Rumiya exactly. Always explaining. Always patient. Vattia had been very small when she was assigned to Rumiya’s care, and Rumiya had never once made her feel small.

“I am going home,” Vattia told the photograph quietly. She had no one else whom she could afford to tell. “Before you ask, I know. I know.”

Rumiya did not ask. She was just a photograph.

Vattia set it down carefully on the desk and began, methodically, to pack.

The uniforms came first, folded the way the dorm matron had taught her when she was seven, with creases neatly aligned. The books went into a second stack to be returned. In went her toothbrush, her hairbrush, and the small jar of balm she used for her ears when the weather grew dry. The dress from Tanya she folded with extra care, and it struck her that she had not worn it often because she had not felt brave enough to. That seemed absurd now that she was leaving and would not have any more chances.

She paused over the dress for longer than she should have. She put it in the trunk, then closed her eyes for a moment against a feeling she did not have the right words for.

The Party had correct words for many things. It had excellent words for productive labor, for class consciousness, for the division of labor. It did not, as far as she had ever been taught, have a word for the specific sensation of folding a dress you had only worn twice into a trunk because someone halfway across the continent had decided your loan was up. Possibly there was a word and she had simply not encountered it, though more likely, she thought now, the word for this feeling had been deemed unnecessary and removed.

She sat down on the floor beside the trunk.

Downstairs, someone laughed. It was probably Kensie, or maybe it was Ashlyn caught off guard by something Erina had said. The sound traveled up through the old house and found her on the floor of her bedroom. Vattia pressed her hand against her mouth and held very still until it passed.

This was not grief for a decision she did not want to make. She had made the decision, and she believed in it. The motherland had given her everything she was: her life, her education, her purpose, her very capacity to think. One did not abandon the motherland because one had discovered something lovely elsewhere. That was childish, and it was the sort of selfishness that had brought ruin to so many lesser nations, and she would not be the one to bring it to her own.

But deep inside, she thought also of the matter of what she could do by going back. She was not a foolish woman. She understood exactly what her presence in the harem of a Caldian war hero could mean, handled well and spoken of to the right committees in the right terms. Peace was not brokered by declarations. Peace was brokered by the slow and patient accumulation of reasons for two nations never to go to war again, reasons like a rabbit-witch from the collective farms who had been loved properly by a Caldian warlock, and who said so, out loud, to people who would listen.

Rumiya would have understood this. Rumiya had worked across the line herself, in her own time and for her own reasons. Vattia suspected now after all the weeks of decoding Blackbriar’s notes, that Rumiya had died because of that work and not because of any lab accident. She was not ready yet to say so aloud, but she knew it all the same, and knowing made the choice clearer rather than harder. If her dam had given her life to this work, then Vattia could at the very least give a few months to a debriefing room.

That was what she would tell the debriefer when she got there: that she had been useful, that she had acquired genuine insight into Caldian culture and could now serve the motherland more effectively than before, that Alister Blackwood, for all his flaws as a bourgeois individualist and a slaughterer of Auropa’s soldiers, was now a man of peace and decency who had saved the school twice and harbored no aggressive intent toward her people. She had practiced this speech already in her head many times.

The grief she was feeling now was simply the cost of a right decision. Doing the right thing had a cost, and that was what made them right rather than easy.

Someone laughed again downstairs. Vattia pulled herself up from the floor and went to the window, which Tanya had personally ensured opened properly and smoothly, and stood at it for a while looking out at the gardens. The barrier Noirveil had set up shimmered at the edges of her vision if she looked at it sideways, and the grounds beyond lay quiet in the evening. She had a window. She had never had such a large glass window before in her life. The dormitory in her village had had vents, high on the wall, for air circulation, and one of the commissar posters had been placed directly under them. She still had the words on that poster memorized.

She would miss the window very much, and she would, she thought, miss a lot of things. Like freedom. Like her friends. Like… Alister Blackwood.

Vattia closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against the cool glass. She let herself feel it, to memorize the feeling of it, so she could hold onto it as long as she possibly could when she was gone. Then she straightened herself out, smoothed the front of her dress, and went back to the trunk to finish packing. She could manage two days. She had managed so, so much worse. And she would again, very soon.

She retrieved the photograph of Rumiya from the desk and laid it carefully on top of everything else in the trunk, face up, so that her dam would be the first thing she saw when she opened it again on the other side. Then she closed the lid, and fastened the clasps, and sat down on top of it because the latches were old and sometimes required some weight to seat properly. That was how she was sitting, with her hands folded in her lap and her ears perfectly still, when the last of the evening light finally went and the room settled into darkness around her.


Chapter 20.


The scream of the train’s whistle seemed particularly loud that morning as we stood at Stoneway’s platform, ready to head out.

“Are you sure you should go alone? Just you two?” Kensie asked uneasily.

“I am,” I said. “The Auropans are probably going to be pissed I came along at all. If the rest of us do, they’re liable to think we might be trying to start a war or something. Besides,” I added with a frown. “I don’t like the idea of leaving the house empty right now. Not with all those research notes in the basement.”

Understanding flashed across Kensie’s face and she nodded grimly. “Right,” she growled. “True. Don’t worry, Alister. We’ll keep things under wraps.”

I gave her a nod, then turned back to Vattia. “Ready?” I said.

She took a deep breath and let it out, straightening her back and ears, her expression steeling with purpose. “I am,” she confirmed.

Patting her shoulder, I walked her to the train, giving a last goodbye wave to those who were staying behind.

Climbing aboard, I forked over the ticket and we headed to the harem car. Despite lacking the usual numbers, I had no trouble getting the designated room. Frankly, the rail company was probably scared of what I might do if they didn’t give it to me. I shook my head at the thought, and the two of us reached the car and headed inside.

It was as comfortable as I remembered, and I gratefully took a seat on the bench opposite the bed. Vattia joined me, settling in and leaning against me with a sigh. She looked awful. I mean, she was always pretty to me, but I could see the toll the stress was taking on her.

“You doing okay?” I asked her gently.

“Mmm,” she said, her hand holding my arm tightly as she snuggled in beside me. “I am. Just… thinking.”

“Hey,” I said, moving my arm around her so I held her close. “It’s going to be okay. You’ll be back before you know it. I bet they’re just going to do the usual bullshit interview, and then you’ll be with us all again.”

Vattia blinked up at me. “You… really think so?” she asked softly.

“Absolutely,” I assured her. “Here. Get some rest. You earned it.”

Vattia blinked up at me and another soft smile momentarily lit up her face. “Thank you, Alister,” she said, nuzzling in close beside me and burying her face against my arm.

Looking at her face as she rapidly fell asleep, I found myself smiling as well and settling in. It actually didn’t take long before I started to feel painfully tired as well. Which I guess wasn’t that strange. We’d been very busy last night, after all, and the stress of getting ready had been more than enough to exhaust me. I yawned, fanning my mouth.

Still. It was strange.

I wasn’t normally so…

So…

Sleepy…

The tension bled away as my heavy eyelids slid shut. Darkness rolled over me, drawing me into the warm void of slumber. Floating in that pleasant nothingness, I marvelled at how aware I was of the dream.

But then I felt something more dreaded begin to creep in.

It started slow, like most dreams did. The blackness of the world began to recede, and I found myself standing not in a train, but on a battlefield once more.

I recognized it immediately by the mud and the stink of gunpowder, oil, and dampness. Barbed wire grew like thornbushes everywhere and the ruins of war machines heaved out of the ground like the corpses of metal monsters. The sky was grey as gun metal, faint rumbles of thunder or artillery rolling through the brooding heavens. I felt my pulse quicken as I stood there, in the literal realm of my nightmares.

Then I felt a shuddering. Heard a rumbling more than storm or cannon fire. I spun about and took a startled step back as the muddy earth heaved up. With a grinding of metal a hideous skeleton of steel wrenched itself out of the earth. A tattered uniform garbed it. A helmet hung over its head and its bones groaned like girders being bent.

Atop its head was Sareeva, the demoness smirking down at me, grinning cruelly.

“Hello, Alister,” she purred.

“Sareeva,” I growled, bracing myself. “Come to taunt me again?”

“No,” she said, spreading her hands. “Not this time. This time, I’ve come to kill you.”

“You didn’t do so well last time,” I noted grimly.

“True,” she laughed. “But this time, I brought friends.”

For a moment I wondered what the hell she was talking about.

Then, the earth shuddered. I looked down sharply and felt my blood freeze and my heart hammer in my throat.

The muddy battlefield heaved and split open like a mass grave, and things clawed their way out. Men and women in tattered uniforms both Auropan and Caldian. Faces without eyes and mouths like yawning voids. Men dead from a hundred sources. Bayonets stabbed them. Barbed wire clung to them. Open wounds wept and holes were torn in them.

“So many you killed,” Sareeva said mockingly from atop her creature of iron. “How many, Alister? How many graves did you fill? How many soldiers did you lead to their dooms? How many died, Alister, so you could live? Well,” she chuckled, spreading her arms. “You might not remember them. But they remember you.”

I did remember them.

A lot of them.

My heart hammered as I looked at horribly familiar faces, still recognizable despite the rot. Comrades. Enemies. The people I’d known, fought with, and saw die. Figures who haunted my nightmares until I drowned them in drink for so long.

From among the shambling dead I made out Rodney again, his flesh twisted in horror. Gabriel dragged himself out not far away, his skin burning like parchment soaked in gasoline. I spotted the tattered uniforms of Umbrican Freedom Front rebels among the dead rising from the graves. Even demons clawed their way out of the earth, their withered husks and fingers like knives reaching for me.

“Fuck,” I gasped, stepping back quickly, my heart hammering in my chest as I frantically summoned a blood sword. “Fuck!”

“Go on,” Sareeva cackled from above. “Kill them again, hero! Put them in the ground once more! It’s all you’re good at!”

I was so sick of this bitch.

The dead surged at me and I cut down the first that reached for me. It went down easy, but there was plenty more where that came from. An endless tide of the dead and damned.

“Fuck!” I swore, cutting another down. “Fuck!”

They surged around me and I frantically retreated, only for the ground at my heel to suddenly fissure, opening up in a yawning trench of another grave. I glanced back at it, then forward as the dead surged in. Terror choked me, but I grit my teeth.

And stepped back.

I fell into the yawning darkness, the first ranks of the dead falling after me. My back split open as I summoned my blood wings, the pain of it sharpening my focus. I flapped my wings, evading the first ranks of the dead men as they plummeted past me, more falling into the dark pit like a waterfall of people. The sight turned my stomach.

A shadow fell over me and I looked up, only to find Sareeva atop her monster leaning over the brim of the pit. She scowled in annoyance, gestured, and the walls of the trench began to close in once more.

I had a lot of fears in life. But being buried alive ranked among the highest.

Stark terror spurred me on, and I frantically conjured a blast of air under me. I rocketed towards the surface as the mouth of the trench slid shut like a hungry mouth. I exploded out of the pit.

Sareeva’s head snapped back as I erupted right in front of her. I dove, slamming into the ground and slashed for her face. The demoness’s eyes widened and she pulled back, my sword missing her by a bare inch, but the sudden movement overbalanced her and, with a yelp, she tumbled back.

She didn’t go far, unfortunately, before recovering, rebounding and crouching along the back of the monster, her spaded tail thrashing with a creak of metal and her golden eyes gleaming.

“Ooooh, naughty naughty! And here I thought we were getting so close,” she cooed, stretching and thrusting her chest out, her lashes fluttering. “Or are you trying to break up with me?”

“We’re not dating,” I said, sword held defensively. I knew better than to give her any opening. She was a walking arsenal and could bring out heavy weapons faster than a Caldian militia when it heard the words ‘common sense gun control.’ “I hate you, Sareeva. Loathe you!”

“And isn’t that what makes this all so amazingly hot?” she asked, licking her lips again.

Fucking hell, it was like trying to reason with a buzzsaw.

“Listen to me very closely, Sareeva,” I told her. “I don’t want you in my dreams. I don’t want you anywhere near me! If I had a choice, you’d be banished to the deepest pit of hell, never able to crawl out and menace anyone again!”

“You’ve tried it before,” she said, glancing at her wings as they grew further, the rusting metal creaking as it formed clawed hands. “Sadly, I’m just built different. Aren’t I?”

She lunged at me, one of her metal arms swinging for my face. I blocked with my blood sword, stepping back. Shit. I was at a big disadvantage here. I only had my blood to work with right now, and unfortunately Sareeva didn’t bleed anything I could use. I learned that the hard way.

She, however, had plenty she could use.

“Come on, Alister!” she cackled, swinging up her hands as they seemed to unravel into barbed wire. “Let’s hug things out!”

She flung her arms towards me, and the barbed wire unspooled in a jagged mass. I swung up my sword, intercepting it, but the wire wrapped around my wrists, the barbs digging painfully into my flesh.

“Fuck!” I swore.

“Now hold still!” Sareeva cried, her mouth opening wide. The barrel of a rifle pushed its way out past her sharp teeth, suggesting oral skills of a truly astounding potential, though I sure as fuck wasn’t keen to find out now.

Gritting my teeth, I grabbed the barbed wire and wrenched sharply. Sareeva jerked forward even as the gun fired, her head snapping back from the recoil.

That must have addled her head, because it took her a second to recover, and I didn’t waste it. I shrank my blood sword to a knife, the iron edge so sharp it was black as a mirror. I slashed the wires that bound me, hauled back my arm, and let the knife fly.

The dagger spun end over end and slashed her across the face. Sareeva yelped, biting through the barrel of her mouth gun as her hand slapped against her cheek. She glared daggers at me, though fortunately not literal ones.

And then, from under her hand, something red ran down her cheek.

Something red.

“So,” I said, grinning now. “You can bleed in the dreamworld. Interesting.”

“That’s the only one you’re going to get,” she snarled, her fingers elongating into a mass of gun barrels.

“Yeah?” I said, tensing as I braced myself. My blood wings spreading as air magic swirled under them.

With a sneer Sareeva lifted her hand towards me and opened fire.

The second before she did I was moving, a burst of wind magic under my wings firing me at a sharp right angle. She tried to follow, both hands unleashing a barrage. I heard the explosions of their impact behind and around me. Felt the heat, but my focus was solely on her as I rapidly closed the distance.

Sareeva’s eyes bugged wide moments before I slammed into her, the two of us cannoning off her makeshift mount of horrors. She struggled against me, shoving her hand against my face. “Get… off… me!”

“Make me!” I snarled back, grabbing at her face. My blood claws ripped it apart.

And revealed a new one underneath.

I was so shocked that for a second I loosened my hold, and the thing wearing the Sareeva mask slammed their arm into my chest. The strength in it tore me off and sent me flying. My wings unfurled, catching me and allowing me to land on the lip of a trench.

My new enemy didn’t have so much luck and barely managed to cushion their fall with a puff of air magic before landing hard. Coughing, they managed to lurch back to their feet and turned grimly to me, Sareeva’s tattered flesh hanging off the face beneath.

One which I recognized.

“You?” I demanded.

“That’s right,” Salazar said, ripping off the last of the mask to reveal himself totally. “Me.”

I stared at the sleepy warlock in confusion. Well, sleepy no more. He looked wide awake, and absolutely murderous. “What the fuck?” I demanded. “Why?”

He laughed then, belting it out in sharp guffaws as he straightened, Sareeva’s rusty coat melting away, turning into the familiar red uniform of an Auropan warlock. “You Caldian mutts,” he said, smirking at me. “You think you are so clever with your spy hunting, eh? But you are destined to fail. Auropa will rise above it all and claim the mantle as leaders of the world.”

“Are you kidding me?” I demanded. “You’re a literal Auropan sleeper agent?”

“Like you would not even understand,” he chuckled with a cruel grin. “You believe me to be a friend, and I was. At least, the me that you know. But that is a mere guise. My wyldcraft has allowed me to exist not in the waking world, but the sleeping. Beyond the touch of even the best of your interrogators. My waking self goes on, unaware as he spies for my glorious homeland. And at night, I gather the information that I need. Plucking it from the sleeping minds of your pathetic citizens, where not even the finest training can resist me.”

“And that’s how you’ve been spying on me?” I asked, my previous nightmare rushing back. The rotting horrors of my previous enemies had all been guises trying to wheedle intelligence out of me. “Trying to get information about Blackbriar’s work by attacking my dreams?”

“Your nightmares are most fertile ground,” he chuckled. “No surprise. You Caldians with your weak-bellied guilt. The only tragedy is that distance constrains my gift! I cannot touch one too far from me. Before, I was merely able to nudge your dreams. But now, now they are mine!” he roared, lifting his arms, the earth trembling around us. “Your dream realm is mine to command! Mine to shape! Which means the time for the plucking of threads is done,” he continued, his expression flattening. “In your dream, I will kill you. And in the waking world, my associates will seize the treacherous bitch Vattia and get what is needed.”

“What do you mean traitor?” I demanded. “She’s going back to Auropa to get debriefed! You don’t need to kidnap her!”

“It matters not,” he replied stiffly. “I have been given my orders, and I will execute them.”

This made no sense! Why the hell was this moron trying to grab Vattia? She was going home for gods’ sake!

Unless…

Unless it wasn’t the Central Committee wanting her taken.

The Circle.

“Salazar,” I said. “Listen to me. Those orders aren’t from Auropa. They’ve been infiltrated.”

“Oh, well,” Salazar said with a mocking shrug, “if the sworn enemy of my homeland who has slaughtered thousands of my countrymen tells me my orders from my handlers are all lies, well, then clearly he must be telling the truth. Why would he lie?”

…Okay, touche. Downside though was that it looked like negotiations had failed, which left only one solution.

“I really don’t want to fight you, Salazar,” I said as I braced myself.

“What a coincidence,” he said, his grin widening as the mud beneath his feet churned. “I wouldn’t want to fight me either.”

I surged towards him, but before I got close the earth erupted at his feet in a wall of mud. I jumped back, tilting my head as what seemed like the whole battlefield heaved up in a vast mass distinctly resembling some uniformed figure made of the detritus of war. Ruined tanks hung like medals from their chest. Epaulets made of bunkers rose on their shoulders. His fingers were the barrels of artillery pieces, and the upended bulk of a warship made a general’s peaked hat. Yeesh, my nightmares were a bit on the nose, huh?

But the worst part was that Salazar was inside of that thing somewhere, and there wasn’t a hell of a lot of blood I could work with in this fight. The thing was made of earth and metal. A distinctly bad match up for me. I tended not to linger in my dreams too often. They were a bad place, but somehow I doubted if I died in this one I’d just wake up a bit sweaty and with an elevated heart rate. If Salazar was after me here, it was because he could finish me for good.

And this was one battlefield I had little experience with.

I skimmed back, trying to gain some distance, but the earth golem surged forward, a muddy hand grabbing for me. I managed to evade it, my mind racing with something I could do to counter this bastard here.

“Youuuu cannoooot escaaaape!” he roared, and the bunkers on his shoulders opened fire, machine guns chattering. “Aaaanything I envisioooon I caaaan creaaaate! Thiiiis is my woooorld! You’re juuuuust dyiiiiing in iiiiit!”

I soared through the ruins of a battlefield, aiming higher as bullets stitched the ground around me, tracers flashing like bars of light. A gleam of metal caught my eye, but it was just the armour worn by the corpse of a dead warwitch impaled on a bunch of dragon’s teeth.

Wait.

Could it… Shit, would that work?

Well, dodging around sure as fuck wasn’t. I banked, my wings flapping frantically as I bore down on the corpse. As I shot past I grabbed its breastplate, ripping it free and almost tearing my arms from their sockets. Fuck, that hurt! I blocked out the pain, frantically pushed my hand into my sleeve and tried to polish the metal, dirt and grime coming away loosely.

“Geeeet baaaack heeeeere!” the mud golem bellowed as cannons boomed from its hands.

I spun through the air frantically, shells like screaming skulls rocketing past me to explode elsewhere. One of them burst to my right, shrapnel shredding my wings. Shit! I plummeted towards a church made of the bones of dead men. I slammed through the ribs, my wings frantically reforming. I managed to slow my crash just enough that I didn’t splatter on the tiled floor, but I did crash painfully through several pews.

I skidded to a halt near the altar, clutching my chunk of metal. Fucking ow.

Booming laughter came from above as the mud elemental heaved into sight. A swipe of its arm tore the roof off and it leered down at me, its bony face now distinctly Salazar’s. “Now!” it boomed, reaching for me. “Now, I-”

I twisted around and flung out the breastplate I’d grabbed, its mirror surface flashing. For a second everything froze, Salazar staring at himself in a moment of shock.

“N-noooo!” he bellowed, lurching back.

As he did, the front part of the mirror seemed to slough off. A black-clad figure flopped onto the floor of the church with a groan. Throwing aside the breastplate, I grabbed him and turned him over.

Salazar stared blankly at me. But not the one with the nightmarish leer, but the familiar, sleepy looking warlock I knew.

Thank the gods! It was a gamble, but I figured that if Salazar had two of himself in his mind, then I might be able to get him to manifest his waking self here.

“Alister?” Salazar said blearily. “What…”

“This is a dream. Your personality is a facade for an Auropan sleeper agent. He’s trying to kill me!”

He blinked at me. “...Huh?”

Exasperated, I grabbed him by the shoulders and spun him around. Salazar stared blankly at the muddy horror with his face looming high above us. His eyes widened in sudden understanding.

“Oh,” he mumbled. “That’s… bad…”

“Yeah. No shit,” I said. I’d love to be patient with him, but I really didn’t have time, as his dreaming self was already recovering.

“Thaaat woooon’t saaaave youuuu!” the Auropan roared as he brought up a fist.

Oh hell! I grabbed Salazar with one hand and heaved myself into motion with the other. A rush of the blood in me gave me the energy to half-drag my fellow warlock to the entrance of the church. We burst through the bullet-riddled doors and into a ruined street I recognized as one of the dim battlefields I’d had the dubious pleasure of fighting in.

Behind us, the church caved in, blasting our back with dust and debris.

“Salazar! Really going to need your help here,” I said.

He coughed into his hand and looked at me, then the mud creature lurching into motion after us with a roar. “What… what do you need?” he asked.

“Anything! I need you to stop him. Make me an opening. Help me kill him! He’s got dream powers, that means you must too!”

“Ohhhh,” Salazar said, nodding. “I do.”

“So you can do something?”

“Yes.”

“Good!” I said, letting go of his jacket as I backed up. “What do you need me to do?”

He turned back towards his dream self, his mouth pursed as he cracked his knuckles. “Watch for the opening.”

Sounded good to me.

As I watched, Salazar extended his arms to either side of him. The mud horror roared as it smashed through the city, but even as it did the ruins seemed to pull away from him. Stone and timber and more tumbling away and surrounding Salazar. The warlock’s eyes were fixed on his enemy as the ground under him suddenly rose. Stone walls reared into being, climbing brick by brick and forming immense arms and a bastion. A castle took shape around Salazar, a tower climbing high with him at its peak. A peaked cap like a general’s popped onto his head, and from his side he drew a baton and thrust it at his nightmare copy.

“Fire!” he commanded.

Turrets opened up from all over the marble fortress and unloaded their payload with a sound like thunder, punching away chunks of the mud creature. It howled in rage, then flung forward barbed wire that latched on to the walls of the castle. In response, the marble fortress grappled with its earthen opponent, stone crashing into mud as the pair fought.

Spreading my wings, I took to the air, flapping about as I kept out of the way. The pair were brawling like titans, the landscape feeding into them both. It was dizzying and disturbing in equal measure.

“Yooou’re a faaaaake!” the nightmare Salazar roared. “Imposter! Youuuu aaaare nooooothing!”

“I’m… who’s going… to kick… your… ass!” my friend replied.

The nightmare snarled, chest sloughing off to reveal a slew of emerging artillery barrels. They fired in a mass, hammering the fortress golem’s chest. Stone chipped and gave way, crumbling to reveal that Salazar had stacked his own body with guns.

No, wait. Those weren’t guns. Those were…

Pipes?

Realization hit me at about the same time it did the nightmare. I saw its mud face sag in shock.

Then the water hit it.

Gallons of it exploded from the pipes, slamming into him. The nightmare Salazar roared in rage and despair as its golem body dissolved under the pumping water. Its form lost cohesion, melting like it was being doused with acid.

I grinned, spreading my wings as I scanned the sloughing mud below. There! Something squirmed like a maggot. A man pushed himself to his hands and knees as water cascaded around him, stripping away what was left of the mud.

I tucked my wings in, diving like a hawk. The wind screamed past me as I surged for him. The Auropan warlock lifted his head, waterlogged hair hanging over his face. His eyes widened as he saw me coming and he frantically thrust out his arm.

A wall of earth tried to rise in my way, but the waterlogged mud defeated the effort. I slammed into it, through it, crashing into Salazar. The both of us skidded through the mud, grappling, but I didn’t let go of him. He spat out some mud and glared at me.

“Auropa will never die!” he shouted defiantly.

“Maybe,” I said as my blood crystallized in my hand to form a knife. “But you will.”

I plunged the blade into his heart. The nightmare Salazar gagged, shuddering. He tried to lift his hand, a rasping gasp escaped him.

Then his eyes rolled back and his head flopped over.

I rose slowly, pulling my blade out of him. I heard a rumbling and turned my head to find the fortress golem crouch beside us. The gate at its front opened, steps forming as the waking world Salazar descended them, to stop beside me, looking down at his dead dreamself.

“So…” Salazar said, his voice tight in the way I recognized from people hanging on to calm by a thread. “He was the… real me?”

“That’s what he claimed,” I said, shrugging. “Maybe he was. Maybe he wasn’t. But you’re you.”

He blinked, then turned towards me. “Do you… think he’ll be back? Next time I dream? Will I…” He looked down at his hands. “...Will I even wake up as… as me?”

I shook my head. “Can’t say for sure,” I told him honestly. “But… Elegantra might be able to help with this. Or at least, know someone who can. Because personally, I much prefer you to this raging asshole.”

Salazar chuckled with a weak smile. “Thanks,” he said softly, then looked down at himself in surprise. “Oh,” he mumbled as his body started to grow transparent. “I think you’re… waking up. I’ll… see you, Alister. I… hope.”

“Yeah,” I said, managing a weak smile as the world around us melted away. “Me too.”


Chapter 21.


My eyes cracked open slowly, the fog of sleep fading away.

Then vanished utterly when I heard the lock to the cab’s door rattle and click.

Instantly I half-closed my eyes, though I kept them open a slit as the door slid open and a man and woman poked their heads in. They were dressed in civilian clothes, the man in a business suit, the woman in a fur trimmed coat, her ursine ears poking out of the brim of her hat. She glanced at me and then the sleeping form of Vattia and nodded.

“It’s them,” she said softly as she bent down to grab Vattia’s legs. “Come. Help me with her.”

“Will they wake?” the man asked as he followed her inside.

“Vasilev has them in the grasp of their dreams,” the woman said smugly. “Have you ever known any to escape his grasp?”

“True,” the man said with more confidence.

“False,” I said.

They both whipped around to me, but before they could do anything my arms had snapped up and shot a pair of blood spikes into them. Both man and woman slammed into the wall opposite me, the spikes impaling their shoulders to the wall of the cab.

I rose to my feet, keeping my spikes pinning them.

“H-how?” the witch gasped.

“I know how to handle bad dreams,” I told her drily.

She grit her teeth and went for something in her pocket.

I didn’t let her.

With barely a thought I sucked their blood out through their wounds. Both Auropans gasped, withering as I drained them in an instant. I yanked the spikes out of them with a twitch of my hands, causing both husks to fall to the floor. A pistolwand tumbled out of the woman’s pocket and onto the floor.

Typical.

Flexing my fingers, I turned to Vattia, who had a troubled look on her face, her eyes still shut tight. Crouching by her, I gave her a shake. “Vattia. Vattia, wake up!”

Her eyes fluttered, then opened the rest of the way. “A-Alister?” she groaned, rubbing her head. “By the Committee, I had an awful dream…”

“Yeah. I know,” I said.

She gave me a confused look at my tone. Then she saw the bodies.

She jerked back with a start, eyes shooting wide open. “A-Alister!” she gasped, looking up at me. “What…”

“We were put under by an Auropan dream warlock,” I said, moving to the man’s corpse and digging through his pockets. “He tried to kill me in my sleep, and these two were looking to grab you and take you away.”

“But… but why?” Vattia demanded in confusion. “I’m returning to my nation!”

“Actually, I kind of suspect the plan was not to let you even get there. Or if you did, it’d be in a box. What we seem to be dealing with here are traitors.”

Vattia’s eyebrows flew up high, then lowered angrily. “I see,” she said coldly. “Then they shall be treated as they deserve to be!”

“Attagirl,” I said. “Aha!” I cried triumphantly, pulling out the ticket from the dead man’s pocket. “Here we go. Cab 7. Come on, Vattia,” I said, rising back to my feet. “Let’s go greet our fellow travellers.”

“Gladly,” she said, bouncing to her feet, her shoes glowing with their enchantments.

Her enthusiasm was appreciated, though hopefully there wasn’t too much to do. Opening the door I peered through the hallway. No one was about, which was hardly surprising. It was a late train. Frankly, I’d be shocked if there were many other passengers. It was actually the perfect opportunity to nab us, now that I thought about it. Bastards probably had an agent in the station watching us for departures.

We made our way to the door marked 7 and I stopped outside it. Leaning in, I pressed my ear against the door and listened.

Nothing.

I glanced back at Vattia and gave her a nod. I yanked open the door and stepped inside.

Two women were in there, and so was Salazar. He was laid out on the bed, but the two witches spun towards me in surprise.

“This seat taken?” I asked.

My words spurred them into action and they went for their weapons, which sure as shit answered that they were spies. I rushed one, ramming my blood claws into her chest. She slammed against the wall with a gasp, but she was dead the second my claws got in her. Horror flickered in her eyes as I sucked her dry, then turned to the survivor.

A pistolwand was in her hand, but before she could do anything with it Vattia’s leg slammed into her chest so hard it became concave. Blood burst from the Auropan agent’s mouth as she flopped forward, drooling blood onto her skirt.

“Good job,” I told her, shoving the body of the agent I’d just killed aside. I moved over to Salazar, who was still dead asleep. Grabbing his shoulder, my blood claws ready to stab into him the second I got even a hint it wasn’t him in there, I gave him a shake. “Hey! Wake up!”

Salazar groaned, his eyes peeling open as he blinked up at me. A loose grin lifted his lips.

“Heeeey,” he sighed sleepily. “Alister. Man, I just had… the craziest dream.”

“Yeah?” I said, loosening my grip on him with a wry smile. “I think I can relate.”

He blinked at me, then saw the bodies of the pair who’d been with him. His expression tightened. “Oh,” he said.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Oh.”

There wasn’t much else to say. We searched the bodies, but unsurprisingly, didn’t find anything. Of course, I had no intention of waiting around for whatever came next, and with Vattia and Salazar’s help, we managed to sneak the bodies out of the cars and chuck them off the side of the train. Their discovery would open up a can of worms I’d much prefer not to.

Besides, I had a different idea.

We pulled in at Embera station hours later. It was evening, and the lamps were aglow all along the streets. I helped Vattia get her luggage down, and we left Salazar at the station while we caught a cab to the Auropan embassy.

It was a short ride there, and neither of us said anything. We soon reached it and got out, asking the cab to wait for us.

The embassy was a grim building in the night. A wall surrounded it with a heavy metal gate. The building itself was a shadowy mass crouching just beyond, the yellow glow from a few windows like lidded eyes watching the streets. The flag of Auropa flapped in the wind near the front.

A guardhouse stood just in front of the gate, two men stationed there with riflewands slung over their shoulders. When they saw my black coat they stiffened, watching us intently.

Vattia halted before the sentry box and saluted crisply. “Vattia Vargarros, reporting to see Commissar Ogvin Orros.”

“Commissioner Ogvin is expecting you,” one of the guards said.

“I bet he is,” I added, resting my hand on Vattia’s shoulder. “But he’ll meet us here.”

The guard tensed, looking between me and Vattia. Her lips were tight, but she nodded, and after a moment one of the guards stepped aside and made a call.

We were left waiting for a good ten minutes before I saw the glow from a doorway opening, several people coming out, and the door closing behind them. The click of boots reached us as dark figures moved across the grounds, and in short order Commissioner Ogvin came into the lonely glow of the lights.

He was much the same as he’d been the last time I saw him in Umbrica. Not tall but seemed that way because of how thin he was, with bulging eyes his large glasses only emphasised. His smile was pleasant, but it never seemed real, like he was wearing an amiable mask. Three women who came with him were considerably less friendly, as they were all decked out in the bulk of Auropan warwitch gear.

“Vattia,” Ogvin said as he came up to the gate, a wave of his hand prompting the guards to open it with a hum of a motor. “We are so glad to see you.”

“You almost didn’t,” I said.

Ogvin glanced my way, still holding that amiable smile. “Ah, Mister Blackwood,” he said, ignoring my words. “It is good to see you again. I hear you have allowed Vattia to engage in some vivid cross-cultural experiences. We are eager to learn of them.”

“Eager enough to send sleeper agents to snatch us off the train?” I asked.

Ogvin’s smile lost a fraction of its width. “I beg your pardon?”

“Commissioner,” Vattia said. “It appears several agents of the GARO attempted to take possession of me in the train, and kill Alister during it.”

Ogvin raised an eyebrow, then lowered it with a chuckle. “How strange,” he said, rubbing where his chin should be. “It seems that there is more to help you process, Vattia. Auropa has no agents in Caldia. Certainly none that they might notice. And we would hardly ask them to perform any task while we are at peace with our neighbours.”

“Ah,” I said with a cold smile. “Then, it wasn’t Vasilev who came into my dream to try and kill me?”

Any hint of a smile vanished off Ogvin’s face. His eyes screwed up with intensity as he stared at me.

“What?”

I folded my arms, staring at him. “For the last few weeks, Vasilev, better known as Salazar to me, has been invading my dreams and tried raiding my home for research about the Severing. A procedure I understand Auropa was also working on. Before the sudden death of Professor Blackbriar. On the train, Vasilev revealed himself and tried to kill me so his companions could kidnap Vattia. They’re dead, by the way. For sleeper agents, they did a pretty piss poor job of it.”

Ogvin said nothing. He just stared at me as he worked through all the information I just dumped on him. His fingers twitched at his side, and I knew he’d just had the thought to try and kill me.

Fortunately, he was also smart enough to realize what a fucking stupid idea that’d be. “...I see,” he finally said, his eyes skimming back to Vattia. “You can confirm this?”

“It seems so, sir,” she said, fidgeting. “I… fear that someone in the Central Committee wishes to silence any knowledge of this Severing theory without alerting any others.”

Ogvin tilted back his head, his eyes going between me and Vattia with slow contemplation. “...This is quite vexing, Mister Blackwood,” he said at last. “Quite vexing. I assure you that we had no intention of seeing any harm to you or Vattia.”

“Shockingly,” I said, “I agree. But you’ll understand if I don’t exactly have high confidence in you being able to keep her safe as she’s being debriefed back in Auropa. You have a mole. Someone high enough to activate your hidden agents over here to try and kill me and kidnap someone as high profile as Vattia. And I doubt they’ll give up once she’s in your territory.”

“Unfortunately, I fear that you are right,” Ogvin said. He reached into his pocket, and I tensed, which caused the warwitches with him to likewise take on a defensive posture. But then Ogvin simply pulled out a rag, took off his glasses, and began to polish them. He squinted up at me intently. “You have some solution you wish to propose?”

“I do,” I said. “Debrief her here, and let her go home with me. I’ll protect her.”

He paused in polishing. “You think you can?”

“I’m the only one we know who won’t try and give her over to the Circle.”

“Oh?”

“Or,” I added with a shrug, “I guess I’ll have to tell the authorities I got attacked by Auropan sleeper agents on a train. One of whom was a warlock smuggled into Stoneway academy and given a secret identity, and who may have been spying on various confidential people in their dreams. That might be a bit awkward for Auropa. Wouldn’t you say?”

“...Ah,” Ogvin finally said, resuming his polishing. “So, blackmail, is it?”

“Nearly,” I confirmed, crossing my arms. “But you and I both know I’m the only one who can protect her right now. At least, until you can do some fishing for double agents.”

“You are vexatiously astute,” Ogvin noted.

“So I’ve been told.”

“Indeed.” Ogvin said, putting his glasses back on and peering at us. “If I permit her to return with you, it will raise some awkward questions with the rest of the Central Committee. I will be taking a risk.”

“I think the fact someone sicced your spies on me might make for some considerably more awkward questions to other people,” I noted.

“Again, this is true,” Ogvin said, nodding along. He grunted, adjusting his shoulder. “Hmm. Nonetheless, I suppose your proposal has merit. It is accepted.”

“You… you mean it?” Vattia breathed.

“Of course,” Ogvin said, his eyes going to Vattia. “Unless your loyalty to your motherland is in question?”

“Never, Commissioner,” she cried fervently. “I serve the motherland with pride!”

Ogvin nodded along. “Good. Good. That is what I wish to hear. Well then,” he said, smiling thinly, “I suppose we’d best get to it.”

“Yes sir!” Vattia chirped proudly, saluting.


Epilogue


It was amazing the difference a week could make.

As I entered the restaurant and glanced around, I spotted Lucen not far, along with Salazar. Lucen eagerly waved me over, and I joined the pair, taking a seat across from them.

As I did I got a better look at Salazar, and I realized how good he looked. The bags under his eyes were faded. His back was straighter. Hell, he actually looked like he’d managed to crawl out of bed in the morning.

But above all else, he just looked relaxed.

“Alister,” Salazar said warmly. “Good to see you.”

“Likewise,” I replied. “How you doing? Any relapse nightmares?”

He gave me a wane smile. “None recently,” he said with a shrug. “Actually, I’ve been sleeping pretty well these days. And the Headmistress has been very helpful about testing to make sure. I think he’s gone for good.”

“I hope so,” I said, patting his shoulder. “Good to have you back.”

Lucen looked blankly between us. “Did you go somewhere?” he asked Salazar.

The other warlock gave him a weak smile. “Yeah. Sort of. I kind of went through a whole existential question of who I am, or if I’m even my own person. But, you know. Baby steps for these sorts of things.”

Fair enough. Not sure if I found out my entire life was a lie and I was possibly a figment of another person’s imagination, created for the sole purpose of obfusticating a subsurface spy plot I’d have taken it quite as well. That kind of shit sounds like a job for the philosophy department. “Well, if you ever need anything, let me know.”

Salazar laughed softly at that. “Please,” he chuckled. “If anything, I should be telling you that. Whatever you need, Alister. You can count on me. I swear it.”

“I might have to hold you to that,” I told him, and though I smiled, I nonetheless felt it to be true. In my life, I needed all the allies I could get…

Lunch was pleasant after that. We discussed our harems, but not too much. It was just… relaxed. Which I found a wonderful break from all my worries. Lucen seemed bemused at how much friendlier I was with Salazar, but seemed happy enough with it.

After lunch, and arranging our next meeting, I said goodbye and headed out. Nabbing my broom by the exit, I mounted it and took off, soaring through the sky over Stoneway. From above, the town looked so peaceful. It felt good to see it. Calming. Like everything still made sense somewhere.

I smiled wider when Blackbriar Manor came into view, and I chuckled aloud when I saw the Caldian flag flapping from the pole erected on the lawn. Well, no surprise there. Erina had finally gotten that into place.

Home.

The word felt so strange to me. I’d spent most of my life without one. Even when attending Stoneway, my room had been like everywhere else I’d lived since I was dragged out of my parent’s house. Just a parade of four walls I was staying in, never for long, and always with the understanding that maybe tomorrow, maybe in ten minutes, I’d be on the move again. Off to another battlefield. Another barracks. Another temporary spot to rest my head.

And now?

Now I landed at the gate and pulled out the key. I unlocked the gate, the barrier fading and allowing me inside. I smelled something baking and through a window saw Tanya in the kitchen. Turning my head, I spotted Kensie doing some target practice with her crossbow and some cans on the stone wall. When she saw me, the wolf-girl grinned and waved.

“Hey, Alister!” she called. “Welcome home!”

Home.

I felt my warm smile grow and I waved back. “Good to be back! You know where Vattia is?”

Kensie jerked a thumb towards the manor. “I think I saw her in the study.”

Not too surprising. Since we’d gotten back from her debriefing, Vattia had thrown herself into finishing translating Blackbriar’s notes. “Thanks,” I told Kensie, and headed inside.

As I entered I spotted Erina coming down the stairs from the second floor. The cat-girl brightened, her tail swishing and ears perking up. “Hey, Alister!” she said, prancing down the stairs and throwing herself into my arms.

I caught her, spinning her around as I kissed her. The princess shivered in delight and gave a soft mew of happiness. When I set her down and broke the kiss, she blushed happily and met my eyes.

“You know,” she purred, nuzzling up against me. “I just got a package in the mail from mother. The latest in feminine pleasure tools, made by the expert craftsman that only Caldia in all its glory can produce! It’s called the Ribber. The latest in harem emotional bonding equipment. I was hoping we could use it tonight?”

“Tonight, eh?” I chuckled. “Well, I think we could make that work.”

Erina blushed, leaned up and kissed me again. “I’m looking forward to it,” she purred before slipping out of my hands and bouncing towards the kitchen.

I watched her go, wondering what I’d done to deserve a girl like that. Chuckling, and shaking my head, I made my way to the study. I gave a knock, and once I heard a muffled, “Enter,” I opened the door and poked my head in.

Vattia was at the desk, as usual. Ashlyn sat beside her, the both of them so engrossed in the papers spread out in front of them they didn’t even look up as I closed the door behind me.

“What’s the word?” I asked the pair as I came up to the table.

Vattia lifted tired eyes and gave me a weak smile. “We have finished the translation, Alister.”

“Really?” I asked, excitement shooting through me like I’d pissed on an electric fence. “What did you find out?”

Ashlyn scoffed irritably. “That it’s incomplete,” the dragon-girl said with an annoyed flutter of her wings and a huff of smoke. She tossed one of the papers onto the others irritably. “Apparently he, brilliantly, decided to take a bunch of his more important notes with him.”

“He did?” I said, frowning.

Vattia nodded reluctantly. “It seems so,” she said, but then got that giddy smile again. “But we now know where, and why.”

“Oh?”

Triumphantly, Vattia turned the notebook around to me. I leaned in, frowning at the cryptic script. Fortunately, Vattia had left a page of her translation right beside it.

Dear Log,

It seems my theories were correct, and thanks to my companion in Auropa, I am now sure of it. The Severing is indeed possible! But I cannot be sure entirely. The nature of the portal beneath Stoneway has taught me much, but I must know if my findings can be replicated.

Sadly, my efforts in Auropa are unlikely to bear fruit. I have been informed that my visa has been rejected. I worry for our neighbour. Their culture and people are going down a dark path, but perhaps there is hope there. Should the truth of the Severing be known, then it may be possible to utilize the incredible power of the infernal realm as safely as we do the others.

But I must be sure. Therefore, I will take my work to Glustenbrug where I will seek to find the third lynchpin of the infernal realm’s hold upon our world.

I fear time is against me, however. Suzanne has advised against it, but I am going alone. Her and the others shall remain here and hide my notes. Alone I will travel faster. I fear the Circle has begun to spy on me. I must be vigilant and subtle. But I will know if my theory is correct. One way or another.

I raised my eyes. “Glustenbrug,” I said softly.

Vattia nodded. “Exactly. I fear whatever he has learned he has taken there. If we wish to know anything more about the Severing, we will need to go there.”

“Seems so,” I said grimly.

One thing was for sure though, I thought as I looked at Vattia and Ashlyn. Blackbriar may have gone alone, but I sure as hell wasn’t.

One way or another, I’d find out if the Severing was really possible.

And with these gorgeous women by my side, we’d do it no matter what.

End
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