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Chapter 1


An aching pain pierced my skull.

I groaned as I tossed and turned, kneading my fingers into my forehead. It did little to ease what felt like someone going at it with an icepick. However, I knew better. Years of experience meant I could uncover the culprit without opening my eyes.

Hangover.

“Fuck,” I said to nobody in particular as I fidgeted on my side.

Why did I do this to myself? I knew this was the price that came with spending a night hitting a bottle—okay, ten bottles—yet still I’d chosen to indulge in the short-term stress relief getting absolutely plastered provided.

It was time for me to suffer for my self-inflicted crimes.

I pinched my forehead while resting my other hand over my eyes, desperately seeking to block out the light bleeding into my bedroom, willing me to get up.

Couldn’t it tell I wanted to fall back into a cathartic slumber?

“You damn bastard,” I whispered under my breath before prizing myself off my mattress and into a sitting position. “There. I’m up. Happy?”

The sun didn’t respond, for obvious reasons.

I yawned and stretched my stiff arms overhead in a bid to work the kinks out of my poor back. Once that was done, my fingers hunted for the edge of my bed, so I could throw my feet to the floor.

They didn’t find it.

Something strange tickled my wandering digits. It was long, prickly, and left a thin layer of dampness on my skin.

“Huh?” I grunted as my tired eyelids eased themselves open, moments before their accompanying balls tried to spring from their sockets.

What the…?

Something told me I wasn’t in my bedroom, unless someone cultivated an entire forest within its confines while I’d been down the pub. The vegetation was so dense I couldn’t see more than a few meters in any direction bar up where light managed to bleed through the treetops.

I rubbed my eyes, hoping it would make things return to normal, but the forest refused to vanish. I even went as far as pinching my arms like some clichéd soap opera character.

Still nothing.

Okay, what is this?

I chose to presume I wasn’t dreaming, and it was safe to say this wasn’t my house. Had I gotten lost while staggering home like a drunken nuisance to society? Maybe I’d passed out in some pub, and they’d dumped me outside?

No, neither of them seemed likely. I lived slap bang in the middle of a city. There wasn’t a forest within walking distance. There were a couple of parks, sure, but none of them contained an area this wild. This wasn’t the sort of place where people were welcome.

Could I’ve gotten a taxi to the countryside? Maybe a train?

That seemed more plausible. I did tend to get a hankering for the great outdoors when I’d knocked back one too many… although that’d never led to me waking up in the middle of fuck knows where before.

At least I’m dressed.

In the same t-shirt and jeans as the night before and everything. I could still smell the stink of ale clinging to them.

Done sniffing myself, I hunted in my pocket for my phone, but I couldn’t find it. The same went for my wallet and house keys.

Great…

I sighed. What a way to start a day. I didn’t know where I was, the only possessions I had were the clothes on my back, and it felt like someone was playing my brain like a bongo drum. This definitely wasn’t how I’d planned on celebrating my promotion.

Not that I cared much about being put in charge of some shitty company’s IT division.

My throbbing head encouraged me to fall back into the grass and get some rest, but I didn’t listen and clambered to my feet. I wanted out, and I wanted it fast. However, upon glancing around, I couldn’t see any of my lost possessions or any sign of where I’d come from.

Is this one of those times they encourage you to stay put and wait for help?

I stood for a second, contemplating those words.

Yeah… no.

I had a sneaking suspicion a rescue party wasn’t combing the area in search of a missing drunk. I’d have to do this by myself.

After scanning the area for a second time, and coming up empty-handed once again, I picked whichever area my gut felt best and stumbled into the forest. There was no path for me to follow. Instead, I had to make do with plodding through ankle-deep grass instead of stuff which came up to my knees or higher.

Seriously, where am I?

There wasn’t woodland like this anywhere near the city. The trees were so thick and dense it was impressive, with the surrounding undergrowth truly wild. It was the sort of mazy setting I’d expect from some twisted fairy tale. A witch’s hut wouldn’t have looked out of place.

I couldn’t hear any cackles. I also couldn’t hear a peep of civilization. This place was quiet. It made the sound of my growling stomach impossible to miss.

There were plenty of fruit and berries within sight, but I decided against making them my breakfast. I already felt bad enough without potentially poisoning myself. There was no reason I couldn’t wait a little while longer. It was only a matter of time until I found an exit.

Just a matter of time…

Any minute now…

…

Okay, this is ridiculous.

About what felt like an hour later, I still had no clue where I was. The scenery hadn’t changed; unwelcoming wild woodland continued to surround me on all sides.

Just how big was this fucking forest?

I can’t keep going like this. I need food, drink, and a damn aspirin.

It turned out roaming through the wilderness wasn’t a good hangover remedy. My headache was getting worse, and my stomach had started throwing a fit. Then there were my feet that felt like they were on—

I tensed up like a meerkat as I heard something in the distance—voices.

People!

I rushed toward them with the eagerness of a puppy rushing to its owner. It was the happiest I’d ever been at the thought of bumping into a stranger. Were they a camper, a hunter, or perhaps a lumberjack? As long as they knew the way out, I didn’t give a damn.

Or so I thought. Then I jumped through the bushes and laid eyes on those I’d been dying to meet.

The trio clammed up and turned their eyes to me—their yellow slitted eyes. They weren’t people. That much was obvious. They were loincloth-wearing lizards who came up to my crotch in height. They were all different colors—purple, blue, and green—but carried the same makeshift stone-tipped spears which wouldn’t have looked out of place in the stone age.

Unlike their owners.

I stared back, mouth hanging open.

Erm… what?

I couldn’t claim to be an expert on what creatures lurked in the countryside, but I was pretty sure I would’ve heard about a race of miniature lizard people hiding in a nearby forest.

What were they?

A pinging sound made me jump as a floating text box appeared in front of me.


- - -

New Ability Available: Scan Sight

Would you like to purchase this ability?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


I stared at the pop-up. Then I rubbed my eyes… and stared again.

The text box didn’t go anywhere.

Okay, this is getting weirder and weirder.

The world was a big and mysterious place. The possibility that spear-wielding lizard folks existed and had remained hidden from human detection since the start of time wasn’t zero. It was nanoscopic, but not completely out of the question. Floating text box appearing out of thin air? That took things to another level.

Before I could put more thought into it, the lizards spoke.

“DNEUFRUGU,” one of them snarled.

“DNFURN,” replied another, eyes not leaving me for a moment.

“DNUGURU,” said the third before licking their chops.

They weren’t speaking English, that was for sure, but I had a bad feeling I knew what they were talking about. Their eyes gave them away. They weren’t filled with the curiosity or confusion I showed them. It was closer to a trio of cats looking at an injured bird.

I raised my hands as I shuffled back. “Hey, whoa. I’m sorry if I stepped on your turf. I’m a little lost.” I signalled behind me. “I’ll be going now.”

The lizards disagreed. They clutched their spears and fanned out to ensnare me.

Fuck that!

I turned and bolted before they got the chance.

The lizards screamed and gave chase.

“Of course,” I said to myself as I raced ahead with everything I had.

In theory, that should’ve been enough. My legs were longer than theirs. In fact, my legs were likely taller than they were, full stop. However, it didn’t seem to matter. They were fast little buggers who bounced over the terrain with ease. I was more blundering around, falling through bushes, while searching for an escape route.

There was nothing apparent to be seen. It was all forest. Dark, unwelcoming forest.

I didn’t let that stop me. I kept moving. The last thing I wanted was to become a one-man lizard buffet.

Fantastic. What a morning!

Hungover. Lost. Dispossessed. Running away from a bunch of flesh-hungry lizard monsters.

I was never drinking again.

In my mind, things couldn’t get any worse. Then I spotted shadows in the corners of my vision. More lizards. They were trying to flank me.

Forget my last time drinking, this is going to be my last time breathing unless I do something.

“Hey!” I yelled at the top of my burning lungs while my legs powered forward. “Can anyone hear me?! Little help here!”

The only reply I got was from the bloodthirsty lizardfolk gathering in number.

I kept yelling. I wasn’t prepared to die here. Sure, my life wasn’t great—I couldn’t say I was satisfied with the path I’d ended up on—but that didn’t mean I was ready to throw in the towel. I wanted to live, and I would do whatever it took to make that happen.

Running wasn’t enough. Sooner or later, they’d catch me. I had to do something drastic.

When I entered a poor excuse for a clearing, I skidded to a stop and turned to face the lizard directly on my heels. In the same movement, I threw a hard right hand.

The reptile hadn’t expected me to stop, or so said the way it ran straight into my fist. My knuckles connected right between its eyes, knocking it to the ground and out cold.

I grinned as I rubbed my sore hand. Its scales had been tougher than I’d envisioned but nothing I couldn’t handle.

That’s one down. That leaves…

Thirty pairs of beady yellow eyes pierced through the darkness, surrounding me on all sides.

Oh…

I gulped. Yeah, that could be a problem. Still, I didn’t let it scare me; I didn’t have time to be scared. I kept my fists raised and yelled, “You think you guys intimidate me? Guess again! Back off, now, unless you want to die!”

The lizards hesitated for a moment… before approaching with weapons ready.

Crap.

I wasn’t surprised my intimidation check had failed, but I wasn’t pleased either. It left me no choice. Somehow, I had to defeat a pack of armed lizard monsters using nothing but my bare hands.

“Fine,” I said to myself rather than the approaching predators. “Let’s do this—”

A fireball flew over my shoulder and exploded in the face of an approaching lizard, throwing it back out of the clearing.

I, as well as all of the lizards, gawked at where the blast had occurred.

What just happened?

Two more lizards were swiftly blown away before something burst from the bushes and jumped to my side. It was a young woman with smoke rising from her hands. “Whoa, that was close. Looks like I made it just in the nick of time, huh?” She glanced over her shoulder and offered me a smile.

“Yeah,” I replied, voice trailing off as I stared at her. It was impossible not to. I’d seen plenty of good-looking girls in my twenty-six years on this planet, but this was the first time anyone had stolen my breath with a single look.

I couldn’t get enough of her big green inviting eyes. They were like peridots dancing in sunlight, as stereotypical as that sounded. It wouldn’t have surprised me if they were hypnotic, such was their pull. The only reason I managed to drag my full attention away from them was because her beauty only continued onwards. I shamelessly goggled her sun-kissed features, drinking in the sight of every freckle dancing from her cheeks, over the bridge of her sweet little nose. They accompanied her intense orange locks perfectly, which had been tied in a sloppy ponytail that didn’t look too dissimilar to a flame blowing in the wind.

Her hair didn’t dip any lower than her shoulders which peeked out from beneath a white medieval shirt. It was tied at the bottom to leave her flat stomach on show, despite the best efforts of two black suspenders rising from a matching pair of shorts. It was an outfit designed to be cool and practical, yet couldn’t help showing off her toned legs, athletic curves, and fluffy tail.

Oh, yeah. She had a tail.

From the small of her back emerged a fluffy orange tail that dangled over the back of her shorts. It was a perfect accompaniment to the pointy canine ears sticking from the top of her head, as well as the fur that dominated her limbs below her elbows and knees.

A fox girl?

It was either that or she was wearing the best cosplay I’d ever seen. The fur on her arms looked too real to be faked. Things were just getting weirder and weirder… although I had no intention of complaining about this development, for multiple reasons.

The sound of snarling lizards reminded me this wasn’t the time to be ogling the woman who’d come to save my life.

“Stupid kobolds,” she grumbled as another fireball flickered to life in her palm. “Sorry, but could you trust me for a little bit? Something tells me things are about to get a little hectic…”

Before I could reply, a kobold burst toward us.

It didn’t get far. My savior took it out with a fireball to the face.

The other kobolds took that as their cue to launch an all-out attack… not that she let them without a fight. My foxy angel whipped around, driving away a line of attackers with a trail of fire. She pointed her other hand in the opposite direction and unleashed, filling the air with explosions.

Her foes squealed as they were blown back into the undergrowth.

I watched on, my mouth hanging open. I couldn’t help myself. After all, how often did I get to see a fox girl shooting fire from her fingertips?

Never. The answer was never… until now.

It was a show like no other. She twirled around and around, unleashing fire from her hands wherever a kobold appeared.

“Take this… and that!” she said while casting shot after lizard-blasting shot.

The kobolds couldn’t get close to us. Even though it was thirty against one, she was in a different league entirely. She was a fire-throwing goddess surrounded by low-level mobs. Our win was all but guaranteed.

Or so I wanted to believe…

As the fight dragged on, something began to dawn on me: the kobolds weren’t decreasing in number. Her attacks were proving great at keeping them away, but they weren’t dealing much damage. Nor were they scaring the kobolds off.

She gulped and muttered under her breath, “Oh Shepherd. Why are there so many of them?” She didn’t let it stop her from fighting, but it was hard to miss the sweat dripping down her perfect sun-kissed skin.

I didn’t know how tiring fire magic was, but I couldn’t see it being a walk in the park, especially when slipping up meant death. How long would she be able to keep this up for?

How long would the kobolds be able to keep it up?

As long as this status quo continued, we were fine; the kobolds couldn’t get close. But there was no guarantee that would last, especially with me standing around doing sweet fuck all. There had to be a way I could help, magic or not.

From the corner of my eyes, I caught something glistening in the underwoods.

“Watch out!” I exclaimed as I threw myself between her and the object.

An arrow flew from the shrub and stabbed me in the side.

I winced. It had been a direct hit. The damn thing had gotten me near my stomach.

She gasped and threw a hand over her mouth. “You’ve been shot!”

“Ignore me,” I said, pointing at the bush. “Archer!”

Another arrow soared toward us.

My savior swept it out of the air with a plume of fire before launching a fireball that blew the bush to pieces. “Got it!”

I didn’t bother patting her on the back. I could see what she couldn’t. “Behind us!”

As if they’d waited for my signal to fire, the kobolds filled the air with a small bombardment of makeshift arrows.

The foxy heroine squeaked and rushed between me and them. She threw up her hand and yelled, “Invoke barrier that protects!” From her palm sprung a rectangular wall of light that blocked the arrows, mid-flight.

My mouth fell open as the arrows dropped harmlessly to the ground.

Holy fuck! This girl’s getting more amazing by the second.

I wished I could’ve admired her all day, but protecting us from the arrows kept her back exposed, and the kobolds knew it. One took the chance to charge her down.

By the time she realized what was happening, the kobold was practically on top of her.

I decked the pint-sized lizard with a punch, driving it down to the ground.

“Ah!” she squeaked, furry ears flinching. “You saved—”

“You handle the archers,” I ordered before putting my fist through another incoming kobold. “I’ll handle these.”

“Are you sure?” she asked as her eyes drifted to my bloodstained side.

“Forget the arrow. I can hardly feel it,” I lied. It hurt like shit. I’d never been stabbed before, but I presumed this was how it felt. Still, adrenaline and a cute girl were a wonderful recipe for powering through. “Don’t mistake me for a bastard who won’t pull his own weight.”

Saying that, I would’ve felt much better if I had some magic of my own. Even a weapon, any weapon, would be better than nothing.

Then I noticed a short makeshift spear dropped by a kobold seeing stars.

It was better than nothing. I picked up the spear and—

Another ping rang through my ears, and a text box appeared in mid-air.


- - -

New Tool Discovered: Spear

Would you like to learn proficiency in this tool?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


This again? Things had gotten so hectic I’d forgotten all about the mystery pop-ups.

What’s a deed point?

I didn’t have a chance to ask my protector with another kobold rushing in fast. I drove through the pop-up, which vanished around me, and thrust my spear.

My attack grazed the kobold’s shoulder, sending it scuttling back.

It seemed I could use my new tool just fine.

“See? I’m good,” I informed my savior as I eyed up the kobolds watching us from afar.

“Same here,” she panted while throwing her flames around. “We might actually get through this. Thank The Shepherd.”

There was no sign of any more archers—where they’d been hiding had been reduced to char. Only the infantry remained.

A kobold tried to stab me, but my reach was longer, and I had little difficulty piercing straight through its skull. After pulling my weapon back with a messy squelch, I pointed it at my next challengers. “Who’s next?”

One by one, they backed away, dragging their unconscious comrades with them.

I didn’t like the thought of letting them retreat, but I wasn’t in any condition to be chasing them down. The arrow was still lodged in my side, and I was drenched to the bone in sweat.

My partner exhaled, holding a hand to her chest. “It looks like we made it.” She glanced back, flashing me a warm smile. “Thanks for the help. I’m not sure what I would’ve done alone. And to think I came here to save you.”

My heart skipped a beat, but I did my best not to let it show on my face. “Don’t discredit yourself. You saved me. I’d be kobold chow if you hadn’t shown up.”

Her smile widened, but it soon dulled as her green eyes wandered down my body. “The arrow.”

I showed her a smile of my own while running my fingers around the shaft. “What, this little thing? I can hardly feel it.” And that wasn’t a lie; the piercing pain that had been burning my side had subsided. In fact, I couldn’t feel much at all…

Before I knew it, my leg gave out.

The fox girl jumped and buried a squeak into her hands. “Oh no! Stay with me!”

I groaned as my face kissed the dirt. I tried my best to obey, but that seemed rather impossible. Everything was shaking and darkness was bleeding into my vision.

Damn… this better not be what death feels like.

Sure, jumping in to save a girl was a pretty good way to go, but I preferred the scenario where she revealed herself to be a princess and rewarded me with oodles of cash, a fancy title, and her hand in marriage.

Dying on the forest floor? That was just a bummer…



Chapter 2


Bit by bit, my consciousness returned. My eyes fluttered open, looking up at a ceiling.

Usually, that would have been the ill-event of the century, but after the dream I’d had, I was glad to see it. Just like I was pleased to find myself lying in bed.

Fuck. I thought I was a goner.

I exhaled as I took a moment to compose myself. Of course it’d been a dream. What was the other option? I’d been iseaki’d into a fantasy world filled with kobolds and fire-shooting fox girls? Ridiculous. Sure, that stuff made for good stories, but it was pretty absurd. Like a normal guy would ever get randomly transported to another—

A girl’s face appeared above mine.

For a moment, we locked eyes, and neither of us said a thing. Then I jerked back. I tried to spring out of bed, but something stabbed me in the side and stopped me dead.

“Ah!” the woman squeaked, covering her mouth. “Sorry. Sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you. I was just curious. I mean, you’re a man, right? Right?! A genuine, for real guy? I don’t remember ever seeing one around here before, creeps aside.” Her face lit up. “Hear that? That makes you my first!”

I blinked, as if trying to make sure I was seeing correctly. What was this kooky girl talking about?

No, wrong question. Who is this kooky girl?

I was on the verge of demanding to know why she’d broken into my flat, but then I got a better look at her. In particular, I took a look at the hands she’d thrown in front of her mouth.

They weren’t human, that was for sure—they were wings. Great green wings, like those of a bird yet angelic in size.

Being confronted by a girl with bird arms was a better wake-up call than a cup of hot coffee. My head became clear enough to finally take notice of my surroundings. I was in a bed, and there was a ceiling over my head, but neither of them were mine. My apartment wasn’t the greatest, but it still met the basic standards anyone would expect from a home. The same couldn’t be said for this room, which looked like some dilapidated wooden shed.

The bed… was actually the opposite. It felt better than mine. The mattress was ludicrously soft. Real quality stuff. Yet even it had been paired with tattered sheets.

So this isn’t my room, and there’s a girl with wings looking at me.

I hunted down the final piece of the puzzle, which was burning my side. My fingers danced down my flank and found thread. It was the same spot where the arrow had hit me, if my memory was correct. Someone must’ve patched me up.

The bedroom door flung open.

A girl with bright orange hair burst in. Her pointy ears twitched as her green eyes locked on the bird-girl. “I knew it! Didn’t I tell you to leave him alone?”

The bird pouted. “Come on, Lulu! Don’t be mean! We never get guys around here.”

“He’s a patient, not a guest. He needs time to heal, not you bothering him.”

“I’m not bothering him,” she insisted, turning to me. She crawled onto the bed. “I’m not bothering you, right? Right?!”

My eyes wandered over her. When I looked past the huge green bird arms, and it was pretty hard to ignore the bird arms, I found a beautiful young woman who gave my foxy heroine a run for her money. Her skin was a few shades darker, almost like delicious milk chocolate, and didn’t have a blemish in sight. Up top, her short locks were a wild green nest the same color as those wings. Her wide curious eyes, in contrast, looked like pots of fresh, glistening honey.

She was the shorter of the pair by a good few inches, and her figure was more pear-shaped, with a petite chest contrasting against wide inviting hips. It was pretty easy to tell all that from a glance seeing as she was completely naked, all the way down to her legs which lost their human appearance the further they went, ending as a pair of talons.

I would’ve inspected those curious feet further, but our positions placed her bare nipples right in front of me, and I couldn’t seem to stop being drawn toward them.

The fox girl slapped the bird on her bare behind. “You’re going, and that’s final.”

She looked back and sulked. “Lulu!”

“Don’t give me that. Out of here. Shoo!” She chased the girl off my bed and out of the room’s lone window. “And put some clothes on!” she yelled after the bird girl before sighing and leaning on the window sill. “Why did I think she’d listen to a blind thing I said?”

I couldn’t answer; I was too busy watching her. Either I was still dreaming… or I wasn’t dreaming at all.

Seeing how it felt like ants were munching on my side, I was going to lean toward the one where pain made more sense, even if it was the only thing which did.

The canine girl turned and showed me a smile that made my heart rate speed up. “I am so, so, so sorry about her. As you can probably tell, she doesn’t listen to me at all.” She skipped over the room and closer to the bed. “How are you feeling? How’s the wound?” She looked at my exposed stitches.

“Fine,” I replied, rubbing my hand over it. “A little sore, but nothing serious.”

Her lips curled into a pout. “That’s still pain. Here, allow me.” She kneeled by my bedside and raised her hands over my wound. Then she chanted below her breath and, before my eyes, a soothing light emerged from her palms. It transformed into a green-tinted ball that melted through my skin, centered around my wound.

A comforting tingle flickered through my veins, lapping at my skin.

I watched on, entranced by the concentrating beauty whose green eyes flickered as the healing light reflected back off them.

Seriously, I couldn’t get over how gorgeous she was. I could’ve watched her all day.

After thirty seconds of healing, the light simmered away, and she looked at me with a smile. “How does that feel?”

“Better,” I replied, no longer able to feel the burning ache I had moments earlier. “Was that healing magic?”

She nipped her bottom lip as her complexion paled. “I guess not many people have ever seen a demi-beast who can use magic.”

Of course I hadn’t; I’d never seen magic before. Then there was that entire demi-beast remark. So that’s what she was? By the way she spoke, it didn’t sound like she was anything uncommon.

I swallowed what I wanted to say. What would she think of me if I started asking tons of questions about subjects that were common knowledge? It would be like meeting someone who didn’t know what a car or a tree was. No, I decided to play it cool, despite all the questions I wanted to vomit out.

“So,” I said, doing my best to keep my composure, “where are we?”

Her ears straightened up. “You’re at Darkwood Farm, in the… well, I guess the name gives it away.” A small, warming laugh slipped from her lips. “I’m Lulu, the owner.”

“Steve Draxler,” I replied while swallowing a grumble. That hadn’t given me much. How was I going to play this? For the time being, I was going to presume this wasn’t earth. What then? I didn’t want to blurt out something about possibly being from another world. Apart from making myself seem like a lunatic, who knew how she’d react. Just because she’d saved me didn’t mean I could trust her.

Just because she had a beautiful smile didn’t mean I could be an idiot.

“I’m sorry,” I said, holding my head. “Everything’s a little fuzzy. Darkwood? Where is that?”

She buried a small gasp into her fuzzy, orange fingers. “You’ve never heard of the Darkwood? It’s on Blesslan’s western border, adjacent to the Black Mountains.”

“Nope, never heard of them either,” I said, shaking my head. “In fact, I can’t remember much of anything. Believe it or not, but this is the first time I remember seeing anyone using magic… unless you count when you came to save me.”

“Really?” she exclaimed as her ears sprung as high as they could.

I nodded. “Yep. First time seeing a demi-beast, as well.”

Lulu gasped into her hand again. “That can’t be…”

“I know it sounds fishy, but it’s the truth,” I said. After all, it was… even if I was being a little dishonest with the details.

She bowed her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t know any healing magic that can cure amnesia. Numbing injuries is about all I can do.”

I put up my hands. “That’s not what I was after.” If she’d said differently, I could’ve been in trouble. Instead, I smiled. “I wasn’t expecting you to cure me. I’m also surprised you believed me.”

Lulu showed me a smile of her own. “I doubt anyone would be wandering around the Darkwood if they didn’t have a reason to be there. Losing your memories seems as good a reason as any.”

I couldn’t tell if this girl was naive, nice, or both, but I knew I was a fan. “Thanks for being so understanding. Would you help me another way? Maybe give me some info and see if I can piece anything together?”

“I’d love to,” she said, tail wagging as she beamed.

It was such a gorgeous sight she momentarily stole my heart. I cleared my throat to get myself back on track. “Thanks. I guess… what exactly is a demi-beast?”

A fresh ping rang in my ears, and something familiar popped up in front of me.


- - -

Ability Available: Scan Sight

Would you like to purchase this ability?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


I blinked at the floating text box. There it was again! Things had gotten so hectic I’d forgotten all about hallucinating gaming menus.

Lulu didn’t react at all. She stared straight through the pop-up like it wasn’t there and into my eyes. “Hmm… how would I explain it? To me, a demi-beast is just a demi-beast. None of us are the same, just like you fay races.”

“I see,” I mumbled, distracted by what had appeared. “What’s a deed point?”

She tilted her head. “Deed point?”

I pointed at the floating message. “It says I can buy an ability with one, right here.”

Her green eyes followed my finger and her face soon scrunched in confusion. “There’s something here? I can’t see anything.”

My heart tightened and a chill raced down my spine.

She can’t?

I internally scolded myself. I’d let my guard down. I presumed whatever I was seeing was normal. By the way she spoke, by the look in her eyes, I guessed floating text boxes were as unusual in this world as they were back home.

Lulu scuttled around to the other side of the bed and peered over my shoulder. “Nope, still not seeing anything. Is there really something there?”

I bit the inside of my mouth. “I don’t know… maybe?”

“It might be because of the poison,” she said. “The kobold’s arrow was covered in it. I’ve done what I can, and your life shouldn’t be in any danger, but there might still be some side-effects. Hallucinations, maybe? That or it could be some strange magic. I never heard of anything like this back at the academy. Could you please tell me more about it?” Curiosity filled her peridot eyes.

I hesitated, fearful of what she might discover, and averted my gaze. “It’s probably a hallucination. I’m sure I'll be all better after a little rest.”

Lulu nodded as she stood up, dusting off her knees. “Agreed. Then I’ll leave you to it.” She glided to the door, pausing as she was about to pass through. “If you wake up and you need anything, just shout for me. After all, I’m a dog.” Her pointy ears flickered.

“Thanks, Lulu,” I said as I settled back into the ridiculously comfortable bed. It alone was enough to make me want to slip back into a slumber. Then there was the room’s temperature. Even with a draft coming from the open window, the place was pretty hot, which always made me feel sleepy.

Lulu smiled. “Rest easy, Steve.” Then she took her leave.

That was the plan, and my bed was so inviting, yet it didn’t happen. I closed my eyes and tried to will myself to sleep, but it wasn’t coming… and I knew why. How was I supposed to sleep having learned what I just had? I was in a fantasy world filled with kobolds, magic, and gorgeous beast girls.

Was there a guy alive who hadn’t dreamed of being transported to another world? Sure, being attacked by flesh-hungry lizards wasn’t the best introduction, but I could allow a few teething problems. If the pay-off for being shot through the side was being surrounded by magic and sexy monster girls, I’d call that fair trade.

Yep, there was no way I could sleep. Excitement and wonder clashed in my mind. Lulu had left with so many questions unanswered, even if that’d been my fault for screwing up. How was I supposed to drift off with them rattling away in my head?

“Psst,” drifted across the room.

My eyes snapped back open, unsure if I’d heard right.

I sure had. It continued. “Psst. Psst!”

I followed the sound to the room’s lone window. A pair of golden eyes peeked over the window ledge, either side of two feathery green tufts. “Psst! Hey! Is she gone? Is Lulu gone?”

“Yeah, she’s gone,” I replied.

“Yippee!” the girl cheered as she jumped up and flung herself gracelessly into the room. After forward rolling over the floorboards, she jumped back to her feet and stared at me while wearing a massive grin.

I looked back and said, “Do you always stare at guests like this?”

“Oops.” She giggled while rubbing the back of her head with her wing. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to. I was just excited. Super excited!” The way she jumped on the spot seconded her claim. “I mean, you’re the first man I’ve ever seen here. Well, the first human man.”

“The first human man?” I replied, cocking a brow. “Are we rare or something?” My heart sped up. Had I been thrust into a world where men were some rare commodity? The sort where women outnumbered men by a thousand to one and needed their help to stop society from dying out.

Monster girls too? Damn, it was like a paradise.

“Nope! There’s tons of you,” the cute dark-skinned bird said, unknowingly puncturing my fantasy. “But not on this farm.”

“Oh…” I replied, shoulders drooping.

She shoved her face near mine. “Hey. Hey! How are you feeling? Is it true you’re hallucinating?”

It appeared someone had been listening. “It doesn’t look that way.” At least, there was no pop-up menu floating in the sky.

“Good! I was worried. You don’t know how much I freaked when I saw you being attacked.” She grinned and patted her puffed-out chest. “That’s right! I’m the one who saw you being attacked by the kobolds. I rushed off and told Lulu as fast as I could. You’re welcome.” She beamed like a little wannabe heroine.

“Thanks for the save,” I said, eyes running up and down her. “So… what exactly are you?”

There was another ping, and…


- - -

Ability Available: Scan Sight

Would you like to purchase this ability?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


So much for the end to my hallucinations. It was identical to the last one, and yet again the person I was speaking to looked straight through it like it wasn’t there.

“Oh, is this the thing about you losing your memories?” she said with excitement in her voice while ignoring the text box. “Well… ta-da!” She threw her arms open, spreading her wings. “Say hello to your very first harpy.”

Just as I expected.

As she posed, the pop-up menu continued hovering in place.

I still didn’t know what a deed point was, and I didn’t want to keep asking. Besides, something told me that if Lulu had never heard of them, there was little chance my stalker had.

The diaphanous text box persisted.

Was it best to keep ignoring it? This was the third time I’d been prompted to buy this ability, and I doubted it’d be the last. Plus, when it came down to it, there were worse things to have than the ability to scan my surroundings, especially when in unfamiliar territory.

Fuck it.

I tapped the menu on the acquire button, sending the menu away. The next thing I knew, a soft outline went around the harpy girl and a new menu appeared at her side.


- - -

???

Species: Harpy

- - -


That was… unhelpful. It did back up her claim, but I hadn’t thought she’d been lying in the first place. Where was her level? Her stats? Even her name?

Question marks? Talk about a rip-off…

“Hello?” the harpy said, leaning in so close our noses came within centimeters of touching.

I jerked back a couple of inches. “Erm… sorry about that. It’s my first time seeing a harpy. Guess I was surprised.”

She giggled while swaying from side to side. “Don’t worry, I understand. It’s normal for a man to become breathless at the sight of a beautiful woman. Right? Right?!”

That was one thing I couldn’t argue against, and she fit the beautiful description, no doubt.

Her nudity sure didn’t hurt.

“So what’s your name?” I asked, trying my best not to ogle her bottom-heavy body.

“Fern,” she replied.

“Like the plant?”

“Exactly like the plant.” She pushed her wings forward, fluttering them. “See? See?! Don’t they sort of look like ferns?”

“I guess.” Both the color and design weren’t too dissimilar. If she hid within a field of the things, her wings would be pretty hard to spot.

While I was admiring her wings, I noticed the floating menu next to her.


- - -

Fern

Species: Harpy

- - -


Her name had been added to the database.

Does it only add data I know?

If so, I was calling bullshit. That wasn’t scanning; it was just a fancy notepad. I wouldn’t have wasted one of my precious deed points on what amounted to pop-up sticky notes… although I had yet to figure out if they were rare or not. For all I knew, I was swimming in the things and what I’d spent on this power-up was basically pocket change.

As if answering my call, a new pop-up message appeared over the other.


- - -

Deed points: 0

- - -


It seemed the bit about them precious hadn’t been a hammy exaggeration after all. Until I figured out more about deed points, and how I earned them, I decided against making any more frivolous purchases. Instead, I set my sights on getting some info from Fern.

“So…” I began without finishing, unsure where to start.

I was interrupted by the rumble of my stomach, a reminder I still hadn’t eaten breakfast.

“You got any food around here?” I asked.

Fern nodded rapidly. “You betcha! I can get you anything you want. What’ll it be? Nuts? Berries? How about some grubs?”

“You mean like larva?” I said with a grimace.

“Yep! Tasty, right?” Her beaming expression told me she was completely serious.

My stomach told me not to find out.

“Not exactly what I was looking for,” I said as I swung out of bed and rested my bare feet against the wooden floor.

“Wait, you’re getting up?” Fern said as she jumped around. “Is that gonna be okay? What if you collapse? Lulu’ll blame me. I just know she will!”

“Calm down. I’m fine,” I said as I looked at Fern.

She was staring at me, and not at my face.

I looked down and discovered I wasn’t wearing anything but a pair of boxers, something which probably shouldn’t have been coming as a surprise.

“So… my clothes?” I said.

“Huh?” Fern responded hazily before flinching, seemingly upon realizing what she was doing. “Oh! They’re… there!” She pointed with her wings.

Sure enough, they’d been folded and left on a nearby table. They weren’t hard to spot. The room didn’t have much in the way of décor. Besides the bed and the table, nothing.

My sneakers and jeans looked in good condition. Lulu had probably given them a wash. My t-shirt… not so much. There was a hole in the side, surrounded by a large patch of blood.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what’d caused it.

And I really liked this shirt…

It’d been merch for a friend’s band: The Partycles. They were terrible. Total dog shit. This t-shirt was the only good thing they did, and now it was ruined.

It was also the only shirt I had to wear.

As I went to change, I paused as I noticed Fern was staring at me. “Are you planning on watching?”

Her face lit up. “Can I? Can I?!”

After thinking it through for a moment, I shrugged. “Sure. Why the hell not?”

She cheered, clapping her wings.

I chuckled to myself and shook my head. Were all harpies this kooky, or was it just her? I felt I was going to enjoy finding out.

I felt like I was going to enjoy finding out every little thing this strange new world had to offer.



Chapter 3


Once I’d finished changing into my bloodstained clothes, I left the bedroom and entered the hall.

Unlike the harpy on my tail, I had no interest in jumping out of the window.

I ignored the two doors within sight and headed down the creaky wooden stairs I presumed would take me where I wanted to go.

“Hey. Hey!” Fern said as she hopped behind me. “Make sure you watch your step.”

“Hmm?” I replied as I went to step off the stairs.

I froze when I realized my foot was hovering over a fractured floorboard.

“Thanks for the heads up,” I said to Fern while jumping over the deathtrap. A second later and I might’ve broken a leg. The last thing I needed was any more injuries.

It seemed irresponsible to leave something so dangerous unrepaired, especially for a girl so willing to nurse me back to health, but I got the feeling it was just one of many problems as I wandered further. I’d thought perhaps the reason my bedroom was so bare was because it was rarely used. The rest of the house said differently; it was pretty much in the same state. Only the bare necessities remained, and they were all on the shabby side.

My stomach longed for the kitchen, but I wandered straight past the rundown room and toward the front door.

“Hey. Hey!” Fern called from behind me. “Where are you going? Didn’t you want food?”

I glanced back at her as my hand hovered over the doorknob. “I’m a guest in the home of the woman who saved my life. I’m not going to start raiding her cupboards without permission.” I completed my turn. “And what are you wearing?”

Fern was no longer naked, yet it hadn’t done anything to lessen her charm. All she’d thrown on was a tatty white apron which fluttered down her lithe chest and struggled to keep up with her hips as they shook excitedly from side to side.

“Lulu told me to wear something,” Fern said before puffing out her petite chest. “Now she can’t get mad at me.”

Whether that was true or not was still to be seen. There was no sign of Lulu in the kitchen or lounge, so I continued outside and into the blinding light.

I appeared on a large porch that groaned beneath my weight, pretty much like every floorboard I’d walked over to get here. It overlooked a small farm which could be seen in practically its entirety from this one location.

Measurements weren’t a strong point of mine, but if I had to guess with a glance, I’d say it was around two football fields in siz—


- - -

Darkwood Farm

Size: 4 acres

- - -


Huh. It appeared my scan ability did have some use after all.

If only I had an idea how big four acres was.

Before my eyes, another pop-up appeared.


- - -

Darkwood Farm

Size: 174240 square feet

- - -


That was… useful. It still didn’t do much to help me process it, but it wasn’t like it was going to keep me awake at night. I was more interested in its appearance rather than its size.

It didn’t appear to be thriving. There were two buildings to the side of the farmhouse: a large barn in desperate need of a fresh coat of paint and something that looked like an immobile siege tower. Together, the three structures took up half of the farm’s room. The rest was split into two fields filled with an uneven spread of crops still near the start of their growing period.

Surrounding all this was a large wooden fence, more palisade than picket. Beyond that was a dense forest I presumed was the—


- - -

The Darkwood

- - -


That solved that question.

The farm was empty, for the most part. There was only one person out in the fields, and there was no mistaking her vivid orange hair and matching tail which swayed as she worked.

For a moment, all I did was watch.

Eventually, Lulu glanced my way, then did a double take. She wiped the dirt from her furred hands and rushed over. “You’re up!” she said as she arrived in the shade provided by the house. Sweat dripped down her skin, running down her neck and into the hint of cleavage I could see from the way she was angled.

It was a sight born to draw the eyes of men.

“Did I miss you shouting? I didn’t miss it, did I?” Lulu asked before she noticed the woman behind me. Her lips puckered into a pout. “She didn’t disturb you, did she?”

Fern gasped. “No way! That’s total slander! You tell her, Steve.”

Funny, I didn’t remember telling Fern my name.

I shrugged. “I wasn’t feeling tired, so I decided to stretch my legs.”

Lulu’s ears flattened. “I-I see.” She toyed with her hands while nibbling her bottom lip. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make it sound like you couldn’t get up without my permission. I-it’s not like that at all. I promise.”

“Don’t sweat it,” I said, unable to work out what’d brought on her sudden gloom. “Like I’d mind being told to stay in bed by a girl like you.” My growling stomach cut in on my obvious flattery. “And I’m also a little…”

Lulu gasped with such force she almost jumped from her skin. “Ah! Food! Sorry, I should have thought. How stupid of me! Now you’re going to think I’m a terrible host…”

“Terrible?” I crocked a brow. “The woman who saved my life and is nursing me back to health? I don’t think so.”

Her eyes widened. “You really mean that?”

“Sure do,” I replied. “Why wouldn’t I?”

That brought her warm, heart-melting smile back.

She was too cute. It was unreal. The more I looked at her, the more I felt myself adoring her.

Before I fell completely head over heels, I decided to see what would happen if I scanned her.


- - -

Lulu

Species: Dog

Occupation: Owner of Darkwood Farm

- - -


The name and the occupation were details I already knew. What interested me was the part about her species. For one, she really wasn’t a kitsune. Two, the label just said ‘dog’. It didn’t say ‘dog girl’ or ‘demi-beast’.

Before I could ask, Lulu bounced past me. “Come on, I’ll get you something.” She rushed into the kitchen and dining room combo, which adjoined the lounge, and started digging through the few cabinets with their doors intact.

They were all empty.

She grumbled to herself as she rooted around the barren cupboards. After a swift search, she handed me a cloth-wrapped parcel. “Here. For you.”

Within I found two apples and a roasted fish. It wasn’t exactly the finest meal I’d ever been offered, but I didn’t dare say that. Lulu looked horrified enough by what she’d given me. I wasn’t the kind of guy to kick a girl when she was down. Instead, I smiled and said, “Looks delicious.”

Her drooping ears perked up. “Really?”

“I love apples,” I said before biting into the red orb. “Hmm, delicious. It’s juicy.”

Lulu’s beautiful smile widened. “Really?!”

“Oh yeah,” I said before sampling the fish. “This too. It’s better than I expected.” And that wasn’t just me trying to keep her spirits up. It was pretty damn appetizing.

“I caught and cooked that myself,” Lulu said as her tail wagged from side to side. “Please, help yourself. If you like it, I can try and catch some more.”

“No fair!” Fern said as she poked her head through the kitchen doorway. “You never offer to catch me fish.”

“You’re not recovering from an injury,” Lulu replied.

“That’s not true!” Fern complained as she hopped inside. “I’m actually feeling very sick as we speak.”

Lulu placed her hands on her hips. “Really now?”

“Mhm. Mhm! I’ve got this terrible pain in my chest. It’s like my heart is beating super fast. Then there’s the warmth. I’m seriously burning up.” Fern staggered toward me with exaggerated steps until she was leaning against my shoulder. “It’s awful! I think I might be suffering from a serious case of love sickness.” Her final words were blown into my ear.

A surge shot through me that made my pants feel tighter.

Lulu jumped forward and motioned for Fern to shoo. “I told you not to be a nuisance. And that’s not what love sickness is.”

“Aww, don’t be mean,” the pouting Fern replied as she grabbed onto my arm. “Besides, I’m not bothering him. Right, Steve? You like me being here, don’t you? Don’t you?!” She wiggled herself against me.

“It’s fine,” I said, looking at Lulu. “She’s doing no harm.”

“See? See?! No harm. He likes me. He really likes me!” Fern sang while rubbing up against my arm.

My body certainly did. There was a hardness in my pants that hadn’t been there earlier.

Lulu pouted. “Fine… but when he needs his rest, let him rest.”

“You’ve got it! I’ll be good,” Fern said as she pulled away and held her wings out. “See? See?! You told me to get dressed, and I did.” She twirled around, flashing her cute naked ass.

I swallowed down a chunk of apple. “That’s… quite the outfit.”

She smiled as she finished her spin, apron settling back down her front. “Isn’t it cute? And it’s really easy to put on. Most clothing is hard when you’ve got wings, but with this I can just slip in and out of it, no problem. The only issue is I can’t tie the back.” She turned back around, showing off her curved chocolate-colored back and gorgeous behind, left completely bare by a lack of panties and plumage. Fern shook the latter from side to side. “Say, say, could you be a pal and tie it for me?”

I gulped, throat drying as I watched the hypnotic wiggle of her lovely backside. “Sure…”

Before I got the chance, Lulu grabbed the apron’s strings and fastened it shut. “There.”

Fern turned with a pout. “You’re no fun.”

“It’s rude to try and seduce our guests,” Lulu said.

“But he’s the first decent man I’ve seen since I got here! Plus, he’s handsome. Isn’t he handsome? And his body is good too. I know you’ve noticed. You’ve totally noticed!” She jabbed Lulu with her feathers.

Lulu batted the wing away and cleared her throat. “That still doesn’t mean you should act indecent.”

“Pfft!” Fern said. “You’re just saying that because you want him for yourself.”

“No I do not!” Lulu squeaked.

“Do too.” Fern pushed Lulu out of the way and wrapped herself around my arm again. “Hey, Steve. Out of me and Lulu, who do you prefer?” She shimmied, rubbing me with her apron-covered chest. “It’s me, right? Right?!”

“I like both of you,” I said as I did my best to maneuver around a cunning trap. “Any guy’d be lucky to have either of you.”

Lulu gasped into her hands. “You mean that?”

“Why wouldn’t I? You’re gorgeous.”

A pink glow spread across Lulu’s cheeks. She swayed, body bashfully squirming on the spot. “For a dog?”

“No, as a woman… although you’re also the sexiest dog I’d ever seen, but that’s not  exactly a contest.” I was proud to say I didn’t swing that way.

Not that it needed saying.

“What about me? What about me?!” Fern asked as she writhed, emphasizing the softness of her feathers, as well as the allure of her diminutive cleavage. “Do I get your human manliness all excited?”

“I’d be lying if I tried to pretend otherwise.” The evidence was straining the front of my pants.

She giggled and squeezed me tighter. “Awesome, awesome, awesome! I’ve got sex appeal.”

“Enough about sex appeal,” Lulu complained as she turned away. “When you’re done eating, would you like me to show you around?”

“Why can’t I show him around?” Fern whined.

“This is my farm, not yours. I can’t let someone who doesn’t even work here do my job for me.”

That explained why my scan hadn’t said anything about Fern being an employee.

I forced down the rest of my meal as quickly as I could before saying, “Lead the way.”

Lulu smiled before showing me back outdoors. “There’s not really much to see,” she said as she plodded over and off the porch. “You’ve already been in the house, obviously.”

“Yeah,” I said as I got a look at the place from the outside. It was pretty much what I’d expected after seeing the shabby condition indoors. The building was less rustic and more decrepit. It needed some serious repairs, stat.

And in that, it wasn’t alone.

Moving closer to the perimeter fence revealed how rundown it was. What should have been a defensive wall protecting against the monsters lurking in the Darkwood was filled with gaping holes where boards had come loose, be that falling out of kilter or off entirely.

Lulu led me to the house’s side and pointed down a long dirt road which parted the forest. “Here’s the entrance. Follow that road far enough and you’ll arrive at the town of Grayedge. It’s around an hour away on foot.”

“Not too far,” I replied as I spotted a busted cart which had been dumped in the corner. No horse would be pulling that any time soon.

Wouldn’t it be cool if they used centaurs instead?

Seeing as there were harpies, kobolds, and dog girls, that didn’t seem too unlikely.

“I’ve always thought it was a nice distance,” Lulu answered with a smile. “Close enough that we don’t feel isolated, yet far enough to give us privacy. But enough about what lurks beyond. Onto the farm.” She skipped onward, signalling me to join her. “These are the fields. This is where I grow my produce.”

Plenty of leaves sprung from the dirt, but there didn’t seem to be much rhyme or reason to how they’d been placed. Rather than rows, they sprouted randomly, with clusters in some places and barren patches in others. They also weren’t the healthiest leaves. Plenty were discolored while others were plagued with holes.

As I squinted and wondered what she was growing, another menu appeared. “Beetroot?”

“That’s right!” Lulu said as her tail flickered “You recognize it? Does that mean you’re a farmer as well?”

“Not at all,” I said. “Played a few games based around it, grown some stuff in my apartment, watched plenty of YouTube videos, but I’ve never worked an actual field.”

“Oh,” Lulu replied, shoulders drooping. But she didn’t let it dampen her smile. “But at least it sounds like your memories are starting to come back.”

I flinched as my heart tightened. Damn, she knew how to make me feel bad about lying to her, but I had to keep up the pretense. For all I knew, otherworlders were common here and were to be slaughtered on sight. That meant it best not to take a risk with a girl who could throw fire from her palms.

“Maybe… it’s all still pretty hazy,” I said while making a show of rubbing my head. “For now, why don’t we continue with the tour. What’s next?”

Lulu pointed at the wooden tower I’d noticed earlier. “Over there! That’s our old harpy hutch. We used to have a few chickens living there, but these days… well…” She bit down on her bottom lip.

“You’ve still got me,” Fern said as she hopped between me and Lulu, making us jump.

“You’re not a chicken,” Lulu replied once she was done exhaling. “You don’t even lay eggs.”

“Pfft! Don’t concentrate on the bad stuff. Think about all the joy I bring to this place!” Fern puffed out her chest as she posed for attention.

Lulu ignored her and pointed to the next building along. “That’s our barn. Roxie should be inside. I’ll take you to meet her.”

Getting close to the barn didn’t do anything to make it look better. While it seemed to be holding together for the most part, a gaping makeshift cat flap aside, its sun-dried paint was peeling all over.

Lulu unlocked and pulled open the heavy wooden door before wandering inside. It revealed a typical, if not bare, room. What was surprising were the doors on either side. There were six of them, and they looked like something from a house rather than a place one might keep livestock. It was one of these that Lulu knocked on. “Roxie? Are you in there?”

There was no reply.

“Roxie!” Lulu said in a singsong voice, before switching to a sigh when she got nothing back. “Don’t tell me she’s sleeping again.” She pushed the door open, freeing the trapped scent of alcohol.

It smelled worse than the seediest of pubs.

Laying inside, passed out in her bed, was the biggest woman I’d ever seen. She was a few inches taller than me and had the kind of plump curves a man couldn’t ignore. It helped that she was wearing nothing but an erotic red night dress, which had been pulled up her sides during her slumber, and a pair of matching panties that left little to the imagination.

My position gave me an amazing view of her huge pale behind hidden more by her draping cow tail than the underwear which all but vanished from sight. Down lower she possessed thick, soft thighs that looked like they slipped into a pair of furry cow-print socks. Drifting even further revealed a pair of large black hooves only a true monster-girl fan had envisioned on a woman before.

I was glad my fetishes had finally been justified.

Her upper half was hidden beneath wild strands of long black hair decorated with a single white streak running down the left of her face. It was the same shade as her cattle-like ears, and not too far away from the horns rising up like decorations on a hairband.

I willed my scan open.


- - -

Roxie

Species: Cow

Occupation: Retired (formerly a dairy cow at Darkwood Farm)

- - -


I wasn’t surprised to find the label ‘cow’ after all that white and black, except it was the name of an animal again rather than something akin to what she really was. Shouldn’t it have been a cow girl, or a cow demi-beast, or even a holstaur?

Lulu grumbled and knocked on the wooden door frame. “Roxie!”

The cow girl rose from her sleep in something of a daze. She lifted her head, letting her black hair slip away, parting to reveal her beautiful features. Her label said she was retired, but she couldn’t have been older than forty. I found my lascivious gaze drawn to her thick, succulent pink lips and her big, droopy silver eyes still feeling the effects of the Sandman’s work.

Roxie rubbed a hand into one of them while yawning. “Lulu? What time is it?”

“It’s late afternoon,” Lulu replied. “Haven’t I told you that you shouldn’t sleep during the day?”

“Why not?” Roxie groaned as her head fell back into its pillow. “It’s not like I’ve got anything else to do. I’m just a dried-up old hag…”

Lulu sighed and rubbed her scalp. “I never should have believed you when you said you’d ration it for once. Couldn’t you at least knock it off while we have company?”

“Company?” Roxie’s dull eyes scanned the room. When they found me, they widened. She looked down at her body, which was practically on full display. Her breasts, her ridiculous huge breasts, were almost popping from her nighty, and there was no missing where her soft muffin top rolled over her waistband. She grabbed her bed sheet and pulled it up, covering herself. “Oh dear,” she said, cheeks burning bright. “I’m ever so sorry, sugar. I didn’t mean to subject you to such a horrible sight.”

“Horrible sight?” I replied with a small laugh. “Trust me, no man’s going to complain about getting a first impression like that.”

“You’re just saying that,” Roxie mumbled as color flooded into her pale cheeks.

I scoffed. “Yeah, because guys famously hate seeing sexy women wearing hardly any clothing.”

She spluttered as her cheeks turned as red as the apples I’d eaten earlier. “Sexy? Me?” While her scrunched palms gripped the sheet, she smushed her hands into her face, covering the beauty spot located to the lower left of her lips. “I know you’re not insinuating what it sounds like you’re insinuating. I’m just an old cow already past her prime.”

“Yeah!” Fern said as she thumped her light body against me. “I’m the ‘sexy’ one around here.”

I playfully thudded Fern on the head. “I can find you both sexy. I’ve got enough leachery to go around.”

“You really find me sexy?” Roxie said, voice turning high-pitched.

“Undoubtedly,” I replied.

“Even though I’m so old?”

“Old? You don’t look a day over twenty.” She did have some visible crow’s feet, but only an incel would think they did a thing to dampen her charming looks.

While grinning, Roxie extended a hand. “The name’s Roxie, sugar. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

“Steve,” I said, shaking. “And the pleasure’s all mine.”

Roxie giggled like a teenage girl who’d been complimented by her crush. “Steve,” she said, rolling the name over her tongue. “Will you be staying for long?”

“I don’t have a clue,” I said. “I’ve still not got much idea where I am.”

Roxie gasped into her hand. “Oh! That’s right. The amnesia. I plumb forgot.”

“It seems to be coming back to him, bit by bit,” Lulu said as she looked at me. “Memory loss isn’t something I know much about, but I’d at least like you to stay until your wound is closed, and I’m sure all the poison is out of your system.”

“Sounds fine with me. This isn’t the worst place to be cooped up.” With just one fan of my eyes I spied three beautiful, unique women: a short bottom-heavy harpy, a tanned athletic dog girl, and a tall buxom holstaur.

It was a real treat for my eyes.

Fern squeezed my arm. “I saw the way you just looked at us. You’re thinking dirty stuff, aren’t you? Aren’t you?!”

“Fern,” Lulu huffed.

“Is it true?” Roxie asked, backside wiggling under her sheet. “Were you thinking dirty things?”

“I plead the fifth,” I said.

“Was that a yes?” Fern said while wiggling from side to side. “I bet it was a yes. I know it was a yes!”

“Didn’t I say not to bother him too much?” Lulu scolded as her gaze narrowed.

“I’m not bothering him at all!” Fern insisted while clinging to me. “I’m not, am I? Tell her I’m not.”

“She’s fine,” I assured Lulu. “It’d take more than this to scare me off.”

“See?” Fern giggled as she rested her head on my arm. “He likes me. He really likes me!”

“What’s not to like?” I said as I reached over and rubbed her messy hair with my free hand.

She responded with an energetic squeak.

Lulu cleared her throat. “Anyway… I think we’re done here.”

“Oh, you’re leaving already?” Roxie said while holding her bedding against her chest. “Bye, Steve. If you’re ever hankering a quick natter, you’re welcome to make yourself at home.”

“Appreciate it,” I said, waving to her as I followed Lulu while Fern remained on my arm.

When we were back outside in the blazing evening sun, Fern giggled. “Pfft! Did you hear Roxie? She was totally into you. Could she have made it any more obvious?”

I stared silently at the girl who was rubbing against me like an affectionate tabby cat. Something told me I could think of a way…

“So,” Lulu said as she spun to a stop. “That’s pretty much everywhere I’ve got to show that doesn’t involve wandering around the Darkwood.”

I couldn’t say that came as much of a surprise seeing as how small the farm was, but that didn’t mean I was fully satisfied. “That’s really everything?” I enquired, not having seen a single sign of livestock.

Fern shook her head. “No. No! We’re missing someone. Right, Lulu?”

Lulu bit her bottom lip. “Right… but I’m not sure she’ll be very cooperative.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked as I looked between the two gorgeous girls.

“This way,” Lulu said before leading me back into the house and upstairs. We stopped at the first door we reached, which Lulu knocked on. “Marietta? Are you there?”

“Of course she’s in,” Fern said from behind me, having been forced out of her new favorite spot while moving through the house. “Where else would she be?”

The door swung open and the woman in the doorway said, “The bird is right. It’s not as if I have anywhere else to go.”

In height, she was around the same as Fern, if not a little shorter. However, their figures were nothing alike. My eyes fell into her deep pale cleavage which was pushed up by her frilly pink gown. It looked like something a princess might wear—poor condition aside. Beyond it, she had thick, wavy waist-length hair so light it was hard to tell whether it was white or blonde, and big sky-blue eyes filled with hostility.

She scrunched her nose at me as her fluffy sheep ears twitched. “My turn at last? Okay, let’s get this over with.” She extended her arm, showing off a thick layer of curly fur that made it appear like she was wearing a wooly jumper under her dress, although I suspected that was far from the case.

I also figured that was no fluffy scarf she had around her neck.

Rather than taking my hand, she instead mimicked the shaking gesture with the air. “Marietta. Charmed, I’m sure. Goodbye.” She went to close her door.

Lulu jammed her foot in the way. “Marie! Stop. You can’t do that. Especially not to a human. It’s rude.”

“And?” Marietta said, letting the door creak back open. “Why should I be pleasant to this man? He’s just some stranger you found in the woods. You don’t know anything about him. For all we know, he’s a slaver in search of some fresh property.”

I scoffed. “Get real.”

“Deny it all you want,” Marietta snapped as she folded her arms over her chest. “I saw how you looked at me—eyeing me up like I was property.”

I copied her combative stance. “I admit I was looking, and I’ll even say I was sorry, but I’m not being called a slaver for doing what any man would’ve done in my position.” I didn’t believe there was a red-blooded man alive who wouldn’t have caught themselves gawking at the short sheep’s chest.

Add in my strong interest for monster girls, and I didn’t stand a chance.

“Any man? Don’t try and drag Henry down to your level, you fiend,” Marietta snarled. “And don’t think I’m going to buy your lies for a single moment. Lost in the Darkwood? Nobody simply ends up lost in the Darkwood. And then there’s that entire story about losing your memories. Idiotic.” She turned her eyes toward Lulu. “How are you buying this?”

“Because he’s a good guy,” Lulu whined. “He wouldn’t lie to us.”

My heart tightened, well aware that I was doing just that.

“A good guy? Please,” Marietta said, rolling her eyes. “You hardly know him.”

“That doesn’t matter,” Lulu replied. “He saved my life.”

“He protected what he wanted to make his.”

“He took an arrow for me! Would a slaver take an arrow for their target?”

Marietta pursed her lips. “Perhaps. All I know is you now seem to trust him wholeheartedly, and you’re in his debt. Could there be anything more perfect for a slaver than having that amount of control over their prey?”

Lulu whimpered, ears flattening. “That’s not…”

“She’s not in my debt,” I said as I stared at Marietta. “I saved her once. She saved me twice. If anything, I’m in debt to her.”

Marietta scowled, narrowing her thick eyebrows.

I had no idea what I’d done to make this chick so angry. I decided to give her a scan.


- - -

Marietta

Species: Sheep

Occupation: Sheep at Darkwood Farm (inactive)

- - -


Inactive? That was a new one. What did it mean?

Marietta didn’t seem in the mood to be quizzed. Rather, she huffed far louder than she needed to and averted her eyes. “I don’t care what any of you say. If you want to get ensnared by another no-good man… fine. I don’t care; it’s not my problem. However, leave me out of it. I want nothing to do with this fool.” She kicked Lulu’s foot out of the way and slammed the door shut in our faces.

After an awkward pause, a droopy eared Lulu turned toward me with a forced smile. “So that’s Marietta…”

I huffed. “She seems nice.”

“Yeah, I know,” Lulu whined while fidgeting with her hands. “I’m so sorry about her. She wasn’t always like this. She used to be much nicer. I promise.”

“Really?” Fern said, muscling between me and Lulu. “She’s always been a bitch to me.”

“That’s because you’ve only been here a year,” Lulu replied. “Back before Dad died, she was a sweet girl.”

I lowered my head. “I’m sorry.”

She shook hers, orange bangs flicking from side to side. “Don’t worry about it. Anyway,” Lulu said, drawing out the end of that particular word as she skipped away from Marietta’s door, “that’s really everything.”

“So no livestock?” I asked.

“Apart from those two, no. They all left when Dad died. And I guess you can’t really call Roxie and Marie livestock as they are, either.” Her voice trailed off as she continued toying with her paws. “I admit we’re not the best farm in the area these days… b-but we’re getting better. In a few months, I’ll have my first successful harvest, and then I’ll be able to look at getting some new livestock, or maybe some help.”

“You don’t have any helpers?” I asked as I glanced through the window in the hall. It would explain why everything was in such bad condition.

“It’s not that bad,” she said with a little laugh. “Sure, it was a little tricky at first, but I’m used to it now. I’m finally starting to do Dad proud.” She forced her chest out and showed me a smile.

I couldn’t help feeling it wasn’t quite as happy as she wanted it to look.

“Want me to offer you a hand?” I asked.

She shook her head sharply. “Absolutely not! You’re supposed to be resting. I can’t let a patient into my fields. That won’t do at all.” She showed me a warm, caring smile. “No, what you need is to rest up and get better as soon as possible. I’m sure there’s lots of people waiting for your safe return.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” I said without going further. It would be hard to play up the shtick of being a memoryless bumpkin if I started talking about how my parents had died a few years back, and how I’d drifted off from most of my friends after leaving university.

Besides my work, how long would it take someone to realize I was missing?

How long had passed since I got here?

And was there any way for me to get back? Or was I destined to be stuck here for the rest of my days?

Lulu smiled. “For now, you should get back to bed. I’ll bring you some more food later.”

Fern tugged on my arm. “Yeah! Let’s go, Steve.”

“Wait, you’re not going too,” Lulu said.

“Why not? I’m sure Steve will sleep twice as soundly with me next to him. Right? Right?!” She squeezed me tight while trying to guilt me with her gorgeous golden gaze.

“I told you not to bother him,” Lulu complained as she tried to grab the mischievous bird.

I grinned. Yep, there was no telling whether I’d ever be able to get home… but seeing what surrounded me, I couldn’t say I was too desperate to rush back.

Until I got answers, I was going to make sure I enjoyed my time in this monster girl paradise.



Chapter 4


When I woke up, and the first thing I saw was a wooden ceiling staring down at me, a smile came to my lips. I was still here; my current situation had yet to be revealed as some hyper-realistic dream.

A hyper-realistic dream involving harpies, magic, and a farm filled with monster girls.

Do a dog, sheep, and cow really count as monsters?

It wasn’t any skin off my nose. I was just glad I’d ended up somewhere with such exciting company. It sure beat my usual boring routine.

After wiping a few green feathers off my mattress—a peculiar find seeing how I’d both fallen asleep and woken up alone—I got up, got changed, and headed to the kitchen where Lulu was making some preparations.

When my foot creaked on one of the house’s many loose floorboards, her ears sprung up and she spun to face me. “Steve! You’re up. Are you okay?”

“Fine,” I assured her as I entered the room. “You don’t need to worry; I don’t feel like a guy who got shot by a poisoned arrow.” The only sign something was amiss was an annoying itch begging to be scratched.

Then again, holding back the urge to scratch my stitches felt like a full-time job in its own right.

Lulu pursed her lips. “I hear you, and I’m glad you’re feeling okay, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. What if you’re still poisoned? What if you leave too early and collapse on the way to Grayedge? Who knows how long it’ll take someone to find you. Who knows what could find you. You’ve already seen what creatures lurk in the Darkwood. Sure, it’s not been too bad here as of late, kobolds aside, but that doesn’t guarantee anything.”

I could’ve called her overprotective, but it didn’t feel bad having a woman caring so much about me. “Fine,” I said with a surrendering sigh. “I won’t rush things.” I was excited to see what the rest of the world was like, but I couldn’t say I wasn’t content to hang around for a bit.

Lulu showed me a lovely smile before she went back to chopping. “Terrific. I’m just preparing breakfast.”

After a long and comfortable night’s rest, I was happy for a bite to eat. “Great. I slept like a log.”

“I’m glad. So everything was okay? Fern didn’t sneak in and harass you during the night?”

I went to answer before I remembered the feathers. “Not that I recall,” I went with. No reason to throw any harpies under a bus. “Even if she did, I doubt it would have mattered. That bed is amazing. It could help me sleep through an earthquake.”

“Really?” Lulu said, pausing her knife. “I’m sure Marie would be happy to hear that.”

“She would?” I said, raising a brow.

“It’s stuffed with her wool.”

“It is?”

Lulu nodded. “Yep. That used to be Dad’s mattress. Marie insisted we stuff it with her wool. Most of our furniture and clothing is made from it, actually. She’s an incredible sheep.” In an instant, the joy drained from Lulu’s face and her voice became a mumble. “Or was an incredible sheep…”

“What was that?” I asked as I leaned on the dining table.

“Nothing!” she said as she spun and laid down a wooden bowl. “Here. Your meal.”

It was filled with chopped fruit. Mainly apples.

“I know,” Lulu whined as she squirmed on the spot, cheeks tinted an adorable shade of red. “I thought you might like some meat, but there wasn’t time to catch anything.” She gave her slightly pink eyes a rub.

“No, it’s fine,” I assured her as I sat down and tucked into a healthy breakfast. “It’s as delicious as always.”

Her tail wagged. “Great! That’s great. It’s been a while since I’ve had a guest, and I didn’t want to disappoint, but I’ve not exactly got the money to be buying groceries.” She forced a smile. “Anyway, you eat up while I take care of the others.” Lulu grabbed another bowl and shot upstairs. 

Less than a minute later, she trudged back holding the same full bowl.

“I’m guessing that was supposed to be for Marietta,” I said after swallowing down an apple chunk.

“Yeah,” Lulu replied while putting on another fake smile. “She’s just not hungry, is all. It has nothing to do with you being here. I prom… erm…” She stopped herself with a bite of the lip. “A-anyway, I’m gonna nip over to the barn.” She switched Marietta’s dish for the one remaining, which was three times the size of mine.

“That for Roxie?” I asked.

“Mhm,” Lulu said with a quick nod. “She’ll probably still be asleep, but I don’t want her to go hung—”

As if on cue, there was a knock on the front door. It swung open, and Roxie poked her head inside. “H-howdy, everyone. Fancy meeting y’all here.”

“Roxie?” Lulu said, her face full of surprise.

“Oh… howdy, sugar,” Roxie said as she wandered inside. “I just happened to be awake and thought I might join youse for breakfast.”

Sadly for my eyes, she’d decided to dress less provocatively than our first meeting. However, that didn’t mean I was missing out. She’d switched to an ankle-length dress, blue and white in color, with short puffy sleeves. Its low cut left her shoulders bare and accentuated her truly breathtaking bust.

When Roxie noticed me looking, she blushed and combed a strand of white hair behind one of her cow ears. “H-how do I look? Not awful, I hope. It’s been a while since I’ve worn this outfit.”

On top of the costume change, Roxie had styled her hair into plaited pigtails which ran down her back, and dipped into her cosmetics supply. Her plump red lips were especially eye-grabbing.

“You look fine. Good, even,” I assured her before taking another bite of breakfast. “Hell, what am I saying? You look great.”

She giggled ecstatically as she took a seat by my side and had her bowl delivered to the table. It was filled with a mixture of fruit, leaves, and grass.

“That’s what you’re going to eat?” I queried while eyeing up the assortment of greens.

“Is that weird?” Roxie mumbled. “It’s not the most delicious food, but it’s all we can get in such large quantities.”

I shook my head. “I wasn’t judging. Don’t forget, all this is alien for me. I find everything and anything about you girls amazing.”

Roxie gagged before she’d taken a single bite. “F-for real?”

I grinned as I leaned in closer. “Of course. What guy wouldn’t?”

Her cheeks burned red as she went back to playing with her hair. “T-thank you kindly, sugar. I’m sure you’re just saying what you think this old lady wants to hear, b-but if you’ve not got any plans, would you like to—”

The front door slammed open, and in came a rampaging harpy, squealing the name, “Steve!” Fern rushed in before stopping dead, eyes focused on Roxie. “Hey, what are you doing here? You’re never here!”

Roxie sputtered. “Well… I was just thinking…”

“I don’t know why you’re getting on her case,” Lulu said as she leaned on the table. “You never eat here either.”

“Yeah, but this is the first time Steve’s here,” Fern replied as she rushed over and hugged my arm.

“How shameless,” Roxie said under her breath.

“Don’t act like you didn’t have the same idea,” Fern said, sticking out her tongue. “This is the first time you’ve been out of your barn in months.”

“That’s… I just thought it would be rude to act anti-social when we had a guest,” Roxie whispered as she curled her single white strand of hair around her finger.

“Get real! You’re totally trying to take my man away,” Fern said as she tightened her grip on my arm.

“Your man?” I enquired, raising a brow.

“You said you liked me,” Fern said with a pout.

“I do, but I don’t remember becoming yours.”

Fern gasped. “How could you say that? We’re practically lovers. We’ve even slept in the same bed together.”

“What?” Roxie squeaked.

“I don’t remember this,” I told Fern.

“Well you were asleep when I snuck in and snuck out, but it still counts!” Fern assured me, smiling from pointy ear to ear.

“Didn’t I tell you to stay out?” Lulu groaned while glaring.

“But he didn’t even notice,” Fern complained. “Besides, snuggling up with him was nice and warm. Much warmer than my nest in the roof!”

“You’re the one who chooses to sleep there.”

“And now I’m choosing to sleep with Steve,” Fern said while squeezing hold of me. “Hey. Hey! Can I sleep with you again tonight? Please? Pretty please?!” Her lovely golden eyes begged me to agree, as did her small chest as it rubbed against my arm.

Once again, the texture of her barely-hidden breasts did terrible things to my male urges. “Sure.”

“Yay! Thanks, Steve!” After squeezing me tight, Fern lifted her legs and threw what her talons had been clutching onto the table.

It was a few nuts, some berries, and a fat grub.

Without wasting a breath, she dug into her feast. That included happily slurping up the grub and chewing on it.

I stared.

When she noticed, she turned and asked, “Want to share?” with her mouth still full.

“No thank you,” I said, suddenly rethinking my sleeping arrangements.

She was lucky harpies were totally my thing, and that she was as pretty as they came.

Lulu sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Okay, you can sleep in bed with him, but I expect you to be on your best behavior. No compromising his recovery.”

“What? Me? Never!” Fern said, spilling bug juice down her chin.

“Don’t worry, I won’t let her,” I said, as I polished off the last of my grub-free breakfast. “If she tries, I’ll spank her for misbehaving.”

“Spank her?!” Lulu squeaked.

“Spank her?” Roxie gasped.

“Spank me?!” Fern said before giggling. “Oh boy!”

“Please, no. You’re just going to encourage her.” Lulu complained with a shake of her head. “Anyway, time’s a-wastin. I need to get back to work. Leave your bowls in the sink; I’ll deal with them later.”

“You’re not going to eat anything?” I asked.

“I already ate,” she said, patting her flat belly. “Remember to call if you need anything, and don’t forget to rest!” With that, Lulu waved and took her leave.

I pursed my lips. She seemed in a hurry. Couldn’t she have at least waited until breakfast was done?

“So, Steve,” Roxie said as she fiddled with her long white lock. “Back to what I was saying earlier: have you got anything planned today?”

Fern gasped. “Oh. Oh! You wanna hang out with me?”

“H-hey!” Roxie complained. “Don’t butt in.”

Fern stuck out her tongue. “It’s your fault for being slow. The early harpy gets the grub.”

Roxie whined while scooting her chair closer. “Oh, Steve. Please don’t listen to her. I know you’ll have more fun with me than doing whatever she’s got planned.”

Fern scoffed. “Like sleeping all day and getting drunk?”

“That’s not all I do,” Roxie complained.

“Like what?”

“Like… erm…”

I cleared my throat to cancel out their argument. “Actually, I was thinking of seeing what Lulu’s up to.”

“What?” Fern whined. “But that’s so boring!”

“Maybe so, but I still want to see,” I said to the bratty bird.

Once I’d put my bowl in the sink and shaken off two sulking women—I couldn’t believe I even had the chance to do that—I went out onto the porch and got myself a taste of fresh morning air. It was another hot day. I was guessing it was summer. Maybe spring.

A pop-up menu appeared, confirming it was spring.

It seemed my power did have its moments.

Lulu was busy in the fields. She was moving around the plants, checking out each of her growing shrubs.

The farm didn’t seem all that big when looking at it casually, but it did when Lulu was alone in its middle, constantly keeping herself moving.

I wandered off the porch and over to where she was working. “Hey, there.”

“Hi, Steve,” she said, glancing at me for a moment before looking back at the ground. “Is your wound hurting again? Just say the word and I’ll have it feeling better, lickety-split.”

“The wound’s fine.” Just itchy. Maybe her healing could help it feel less so, but I wasn’t going to make her strain herself for something so insignificant. “Doing a little maintenance?”

She nodded. “Someone’s got to look after these plants.” She reached down and pulled a dark weed which was protruding near her seedlings.

“True enough,” I replied, glancing back at the house. “The others not going to chip in?”

Lulu froze for a second before shaking her head and getting back to work. “I couldn’t ask them to do that. Marie and Lulu are… and then Fern is… well, you’ve met her.”

“A brat,” I said.

“Something like that,” Lulu mumbled while she kept her eyes on the dirt.

“So you always do this by yourself?”

“That’s right.”

“Then let me help.”

“This again?” Lulu replied, finally turning her focus to me. “That’s not recovering. If anything, it’s the opposite of recovering. You should rest. Go and put your feet up. Take a load off.”

“While you’re working yourself to the bone? Impossible,” I told her. “Come on, I’m feeling fine. I felt worse than this before you found me.” I’d choose an itchy wound and some residual kobold poison over a killer hangover any day. “Just give me a job, and I’ll see what I can do. It’s the least I can offer while I’m here.”

“Thank you for the offer, but what if you overwork yourself and collapse? There’s no way I can have that. Besides”—she wiped the dirt off her furred hands—“I’m fine on my own.”

I raised a brow. “Are you sure?”

“Completely! I’ve got a farmer’s blood running through my veins, and farm I will,” Lulu said, before her eyes widened. She threw up her arms and rushed toward where some birds had started pecking at her crops. “Hey, shoo! Get away from here!”

The birds raced away.

She took a breath then reached down to right a frail scarecrow. As she did so, she looked back at me with a smile. “See? It’s all under control. Yep, my teething problems are over. I’m finally a serious farmer who doesn’t need anyone worrying about her.” When she let go of the scarecrow, it fell the other way until she grabbed it again. “All fine. You should really worry more about yourself or you might never get healthy enough to leave.”

That was a fair point, but I had to ask myself if there was a reason to rush off. Sure, I was interested in exploring this new world, but I was also interested in learning more about Lulu and the other members of the farm.

To the people of this land, this place might’ve been a nothing in the middle of a forest. To me, it was fascinating. Besides, Lulu was the girl who’d saved my life. It was only right that I wanted to repay her, and helping her seemed like the best way to do that.

However, if she wouldn’t allow me, what could I do?

And it’s not like I’m a farming genius. I don’t think the games I played were totally realistic.

Even the one labeled ‘simulator’ hadn’t sufficiently prepared me for the challenges of a real farm, much less one in a fantasy world.

Would that matter as long as I could lift some of the burden off Lulu’s shoulders?

I folded my arms. “Okay, I won’t try and help.”

“Good,” Lulu said with a little relieved sigh.

“But I want to learn.”

She stared at me like I’d said something strange. “What?”

“I’d like to observe you and see what being a farmer is like.” I took a moment to compose my story. “I’m still not certain what I used to do for a living. Watching you might rejog some memories. Otherwise… well, there’s no reason not to learn a new skill.” And it was one I’d always been eager to learn, as my YouTube recommendations attested.

Lulu fiddled with her dirt-covered fingers. “I don’t know… I mean, I’m glad you’d like to learn, and I wouldn’t mind teaching, but it’s a little…”

“I won’t get in the way,” I assured her. “Just do what you usually do. All I’m going to do is watch.”

She pursed her lips before nodding. “I guess it’s fine if you’re only watching.”

“Just watching. You have my word.”

Her complexion became more cheerful. “Okay, that should be fine. I’ll try and talk you through it as I go.”

I’d already spied one part of Lulu’s work. Her crops needed to be managed. There were a lot of things out there that saw her harvest as prey. They mainly fell into three categories: weeds, bugs, and birds. In their own way, each of them wanted to feed on her plants and would do lots of damage unless they were removed.

“I’m guessing you have to do this every day,” I said as I watched her check the crops.

“Sadly,” she said while pulling a weed from the dirt. “No matter how many weeds I pull, or bugs I catch, they always come back later. I get a new batch of weeds every morning, while the bugs and birds are constant. The perks of living within the Darkwood, I suppose.” When she pulled a grub from the underside of a leaf, she tossed it into a wooden bucket filled with other captured bugs.

“What are you collecting them for?” I asked. “Fern?”

“She wishes… and helps herself to them when I’m not around,” Lulu said, sighing. “No, I’ll show you soon.”

Once Lulu had worked her way around both fields, we stopped at the barn where one of the interior rooms had been turned into a toolshed. She collected a wooden fishing rod and a large wicker basket she wore like a backpack.

“Okay,” she said once she was kitted out and heading for the exit. “Now it’s time for us to—”

When she left the barn, she swerved to avoid a parasol-holding sheep.

“Marie!” Lulu squeaked, catching herself before she fell over. “What are you doing here?”

“What?” Marietta snapped from beneath the shade of her frilly white parasol. “Am I barred from standing on my own farm?” When her sky-blue eyes met mine, she turned away dramatically.

How pleasant.

“That’s not what I meant,” Lulu clarified. “I just wasn’t expecting to see you out of your room.”

“And is there a problem with that?” Marietta complained.

“No! No… it’s just.” Lulu tried to think of something, but she ended up biting her bottom lip. “Well, Steve and I were just about to go foraging so… I’ll see you later, okay?”

Marietta replied with a dismissive huff.

“C-come on, Steve. This way,” Lulu said, encouraging me to follow.

I ignored the sheep staring daggers at me and followed Lulu. We dipped through a broken part of the perimeter fence and travelled into the surrounding forest.

There was something I had to ask about the Darkwood, but I was distracted by what was behind us.

Marietta was following me from some twenty meters away.

“Why is she following us?” I asked Lulu while glancing back.

“I don’t know,” she confessed before stopping. “Marie, why are you following us?”

“I am not following you,” Marietta insisted as she came to a stop. “You just happen to be walking the same route I had planned.”

It was the most transparent lie I’d ever heard—who went hiking wearing such a cumbersome dress?—but I sighed and kept moving rather than calling her out on it. Instead, I asked Lulu what I’d intended to in the first place: “Is it safe being out here?”

“Safe enough,” she replied as she scampered in front of me to lead the way. “The kobolds are the most dangerous creatures I’ve seen in the area since inheriting, and they tend to stay away from the farm.”

“How long ago did you take over?” I enquired as we pushed through the Darkwood’s wild underwood, Marietta still on our tail.

“You’re looking at five to six seasons.”

“And you took over from your father?”

“That’s right. He fell ill and died suddenly. I was over at the academy when it happened. By the time I got here, it was already far too late.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“You don’t need to keep doing that. Sure, I still miss him, but I’m not hung up about it like Marietta is.” She peeked over her shoulder at the sheep following us. “I wonder if she’ll ever let it go…”

“Grief hits people in different ways. It took me a few weeks to come to terms with my parents dying.”

Lulu paused and gasped into her fingers. “I’m so sorry.”

I smirked. “If I don’t need to apologize to you, then you don’t need to apologize to me. It’s ancient history.” It was hard to dwell on what happened a few years prior, especially after I’d been transported to another world.

As I thought that, I froze.

This is definitely another world… but how did I get here?

There were plenty of different ways this happened in stories. Being sucked inside of a video game was common, but that didn’t work in this case. We were a long way away from VRMMO’s being a thing. I also hadn’t picked up some fancy relic… or so I presumed. I’d been too drunk to remember, but I hadn’t arrived with anything special bar a pop-up box. There was also the option of being summoned, but I didn’t remember meeting any beautiful goddess. That made me ponder on another common way books teleported people to other worlds.

Death.

My heart tightened. Had I gotten into some sort of accident? My memory of the night before I woke up in the forest was hazy. I remembered going out to drink in ‘celebration’ of taking one step up the menial corporate ladder. After knocking back a few drinks, everything went black.

The question was how black?

Something furry tickled my cheek.

I jumped out of my skin and put my hand over the object on instinct.

Lulu was looking at me, her paw resting on my face. “Are you okay? You went quiet all of a sudden.”

“I’m fine,” I replied. “Just got lost in thought.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, concern written all over her face. “If you need to rest, just say.”

“I’m really fine,” I assured her. If any of us needed to take a break, it was her. “Lead on. I didn’t mean to slow you down.”

“I… can’t,” she said, green eyes looking at my cheek. I was still pinning her hand to my cheek.

Something jabbed me in the back.

I winced and let go of Lulu’s hand as I turned around to find Marietta with her umbrella outstretched. “What’s the big idea?”

“Nothing. My arm slipped,” Marietta insisted as she rose her parasol back into its natural position.

I glared, unable to tell if she wanted her lies to be convincing or was trying to make a fool out of me.

“E-erm,” Lulu said as she glanced all around before finally gasping. “L-look! I think I see some berries.” She grabbed my arm and pulled. “Come on, Steve. I’ll show you how to pick them.”

“Coming,” I said as I let her drag me away from hostile sheep.

Lulu did indeed show me how to pick berries. She also showed me how to get fruit from a tree—shaking them as hard as she could—and how to catch fish in a nearby stream.

Once her basket was nice and hefty, we returned to the farm for lunch.

After eating a meal of roasted fish—cooked by Lulu’s fire magic—it was back into the Darkwood for another round of foraging. This time, she brought a scythe she used to collect an ample amount of long grass, just like the sort I’d seen filling Roxie’s bowl.

“For a farmer, you sure seem to do more gathering than farming,” I said deep into the afternoon.

Lulu chuckled, cheeks tinted red. “I don’t forage this much every day. I usually try to space it out a little, but your arrival threw me off.”

“Hear that?” Marietta said from her favorite spot: a few paces behind us. “You’re inconveniencing her. So why don’t you hurry up and leave?”

“Marie!” Lulu whined before looking at me. “Sorry about her…”

“Don’t sweat it,” I said, shrugging. “If she wants to hate me, that’s on her.”

“She doesn’t hate you,” Lulu said.

“No, I do,” Marietta clarified. “Now leave.”

Lulu chewed her bottom lip.

I snorted. “Ignore the sheep. I’ll leave when I’m good and ready.” I snubbed Marietta’s death stare and put my full attention on Lulu. “Now what comes next?”

My words helped Lulu rediscover a lovely smile before she jumped back to work.

Time was ticking by, but that didn’t mean Lulu was close to being done. She was like a machine. She kept chugging away, rushing from here to there, until finally dinner came around and gave her a break. And that was only after she’d finished preparing everyone’s meals—another task I was barred from getting involved in.

Outside, the sky was starting to turn as orange as Lulu’s hair, but still she refused to stop. While Marietta glared from the shade of the porch, Lulu gave the fields another lookover and removed any bugs which had arrived during our absence. Then she took a wooden bucket and hovered her fingers over the top. “Invoke essence of the waves.”

Water poured from her palm, filling the container.

“Is that water magic?” I asked, unable to hide the excitement in my voice.

“Mhm,” she said, blushing.

“Damn! That’s awesome.” It was like all my Christmases had come at once.

Her tail wagged. “It’s nothing special. It’s only beginner-grade.”

“It’s still impressive to me. Remember, I’d never seen magic until I met you.”

Her rosy cheeks darkened as she nibbled her bottom lip. “I’m sure you’ve just forgotten. Plenty of humans are capable of using this level of magic. I was the worst student in my year back at the academy.”

“Not the first time I’ve heard you mention that,” I asked as a miniature rainbow floated between Lulu’s hand and the filled bucket. “Do you mean a magic academy?”

“That’s right,” she said with a quick nod.

“This is getting cooler and cooler by the second.” I pictured Lulu fitted in cloaks, a big witch’s hat, while carrying some grand wooden staff. It was so many of my fantasies combined into one. “If you were the worst student there, it must be some academy.”

“It’s the best magic academy in the empire—some might say the world—but you’re seriously valuing me too highly. Just because I’m a demi-beast doesn’t mean my magic is anything special.” That was what her mouth said, at least. Her tail swung like an ecstatic pendulum.

“What would being a demi-beast have to do with it?” I asked.

“You know. Demi-beasts can’t use magic.”

My eyes widened. “They can’t?”

“You really forgot that?” she said, tilting her head. “We’re the only intelligent race incapable of using magic.”

“But… you use magic,” I reminded her.

She squeaked and went back to toying with her furred hands. “I’m a special case. I can only do it because I’m a human and demi-beast hybrid, and even that’s rare. Most hybrids can’t use magic at all. In fact, I was the first one to ever go to the academy.”

After a small pause to soak it in, I said, “Doesn’t that make you even more amazing? You were the first of your kind: a pioneer.”

She bit her bottom lip. “A pioneer who dropped out after her first year?”

“You were still the first. Nobody can take that away from you.”

Her cheeks grew brighter and brighter until she was burning hotter than her fire magic. It ended with her shaking her head thoroughly. “You’re distracting me! I’ll never get finished at this rate.”

I smirked. “Sorry about that. Continue.” I stood back and let Lulu throw buckets of magic-summoned water onto the field.

It wasn’t how I’d have done it, but I chose not to critique after how hard she’d worked.

Once she was done saturating the fields, I said, “Finished at last?”

“Not quite,” she replied while wiping down her glistening brow.

My expression dipped. “Seriously?”

She nodded. “I still need to get Marie’s bath ready. Then I’ll need to do the dishes and a little tidying up.”

“Can’t she do that herself?” I said as I glared at the sheep giving me the stink eye from afar.

“Not really,” Lulu replied. “It’d take her so long to get enough water from the stream. Then she’d need to heat it and… it’s just better if I do it for her.”

“After you’ve worked your ass off all day? Without anyone lifting a hand to help?”

“That’s… it’s not their jobs. They’re not farmhands. Fern’s not even an employee.”

“And that’s an excuse for not lifting a finger to help?” I said.

She chewed her bottom lip. “It’s… they’re got their reasons. A-anyway, I better hurry before Marie gets grouchy. And you should hurry to bed and rest. Good night, Steve.”

I watched her rush off, unable to say anything. She had to be exhausted. I was and all I’d done was watch.

She seriously needs some help.

What were the others doing not providing it? Didn’t they see how much they were expecting of her?

It shouldn’t have been my business—I was just a guest stuck waiting for my stitches to heal—but I felt pissed on Lulu’s behalf. She was a good girl; she’d saved my life. I didn’t like seeing her run off my feet.

But if she won’t let me help, what can I do?

If Lulu insisted she was working alone, there wasn’t much I could do. Besides, there was no telling how long I’d be around for. There was no point making plans when I had so little information, especially when I was so damn tired.

I yawned. Yep,  Lulu was right about me needing my rest. I made a bee-line for my bed and pulled back the covers.

Fern was asleep underneath.

Her golden eyes flickered open. “Steve! You’re here. You’re here!” She opened her big green wings, revealing her naked, chocolate-colored body. “Come on! Hop in.”

A certain hardness throbbed in the front of my pants. I was far too tired to argue with her. Besides, I wasn’t sure I was in a hurry to ask her to leave.

Dammit. Wasn’t I supposed to be angry at her?

Stupid sexy harpies…



Chapter 5


Lulu tugged my stitches with a pair of tweezers. “And… there we go!”

Once she’d removed them, she used her healing magic on me, leaving it so there was no sign I’d had them in to begin with.

I brushed my hand over my smooth side. “Amazing. I can’t believe I’m better already. I’m assuming I’ve got your healing magic to thank?”

She nipped her bottom lip. “I can’t deny that it helped, but you’re also a major factor. If you’d screwed around too much, you might have opened the wound. You were a good patient.”

“Even though I followed you around all day?”

“Even though you followed me around all day,” she said with a lovely smile. “Seriously, you flatter me too much. My healing magic is as weak as they come. A proper healer would have closed your wound with a single spell.”

“It’s still impressive to me, no matter how much you try and downplay how amazing you are.”

She tried to play it cool up top, but her tail had other ideas, wagging away without a care.

It was too adorable for words.

The blushing beauty cleared her throat. “Anyway, the poison should be all out of your system. You’re good to go. So… I was wondering, what now for you? Where are you going to go?”

I rubbed my chin and hummed. “I’m not sure. After all, I don’t know anything about this world.” Although I was eager to explore it and learn.

A fantasy world filled with demi-beasts and magic academies? Talk about a dream come true.

“Steve!” Fern called as she swooped through the kitchen window and smashed herself into my chest.

I did my best to catch her, but she was like a missile, and I ended up flat out on the floor.

“Fern!” Lulu squeaked. “Don’t do that!”

“Why not?” Fern said as she sat on my chest, only my clothing preventing direct contact with her bare behind.

I’d had quite a few close encounters with her cute brown tush since arriving, and it still made me as hard as a rock.

“You said he’s all better. I heard you!” Fern continued.

“That doesn’t mean you can attack him,” Lulu huffed, putting her hands on her hips. “What if he broke something?”

“Then he’d be too injured to leave and would need to stay here, right? Right?!” Fern said with an innocent sparkle to her honey-pot eyes.

“I’m going to stop liking you if you plot to break my bones,” I told Fern while I remained on the floor.

She gasped. “No, Steve, no!” She lay down on top of me and rubbed her face into my chest. “I’m sorry! I promise I won’t try and break any of your bones. But do you really need to leave? You just got here. Can’t you stay? You should stay! I mean, I’m here, and you totally like me. Right? Right?!” She burrowed her begging eyes into my soul.

“Sure I like you,” I said as I rubbed the small of her back and ignored the temptation to rub lower. “But that doesn’t mean staying is the right call.”

“But,” Fern began, pouted lips quivering. “But… but…”

“Howdy, y’all,” Roxie said as she skipped inside, her every step making her soft curves bounce, especially her breathtaking chest which didn’t seem to have heard of a bra.

“Roxie, help!” Fern said as she sat up. “Steve says he’s leaving. You’ve gotta help me convince him to stay!”

Roxie stopped and the expression on her face darkened. “You’re leaving?”

“That’s the plan,” I replied.

“But you just got here,” Roxie whined, seconding Fern word-for-word. “We never even got a chance to talk.”

“Yeah!” Fern said. “Are you really gonna leave without talking to Roxie? That’s rude. Totally rude!”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Roxie said while fidgeting. “But… are you sure you shouldn’t be a li’l more cautious? Can you be sure the kobold poison is all out of your system? What if you have a turn on the way to Grayedge? What’ll you do then? It’s better to be safe than sorry.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said. “You’ve gotta stay. You need plenty more bed rest. I’ll join you! It’s common knowledge that sleeping with a harpy has healing properties.”

“No it isn’t!” Lulu protested.

“How would you know? Have you ever slept with a harpy?” Fern questioned. “Steve has slept with me every night, and look how quickly his wound closed.”

“Aren’t you telling me I’m still poisoned?” I retorted as I finally shuffled up.

Fern hugged my arm while sitting on my lap. “But just think about how poisoned you were before you slept next to me. Another few weeks, and you’ll be good as new.”

“Will you two stop trying to convince him to stay?” Marietta said as she walked into the kitchen, making everyone jump. “He’s better. He’s decided he’s going.” She stared at me. “Now go.”

“Charming to the end, I see,” I replied with a wry smirk.

“There’s no reason to be rude,” Roxie said to Marietta.

“And there’s no reason to let him outstay his welcome,” Marietta replied with her usual warmth. “Lulu said he’s leaving, so he’s leaving.”

“I didn’t say he has to leave,” Lulu corrected. “Roxie’s right; I can’t one-hundred percent guarantee all the kobold poison is gone. If you really want to stick around for a little bit, that’s up to you… but I know no sane human would want to stay on some run-down, isolated farm run by a demi-beast.”

“Who told you I was sane?” I asked. If she thought the idea of sticking around for a bit was a silly prospect, she didn’t know men very well. In my head, two conflicting forces were doing battle. One was the spirit of adventure and discovery. It was the side of me that wanted to go out exploring and find out everything I could about this new world. I had plenty of questions to answer and things I wanted to see for myself.

On the other hand, there was a powerful force telling me to stay: lust. I was a man, after all. Plenty of men had done much stupider things than staying on a farm because a woman had asked them too. Empires had fallen thanks to the wiles of women far less impressive than those making my pants feel a size too small.

I took a deep breath. “Here’s what I’m thinking. I—”

My words were cut off by chiming that rang across the farm.

“Huh?” I said, looking around. “A bell?”

For a moment, Lulu looked confused. Then her face twisted in horror. “No. It can’t… it’s not that day already, is it? I was sure… I-I’ve got to go!” She bolted out of the house.

The others didn’t seem to be surprised that she’d done that.

“What’s going on?” I asked them as I jumped to my feet.

“That creepy guy must’ve arrived,” Fern said, sticking out her tongue like she’d tasted something sour.

“Poor Lulu,” Roxie said softly. “I had no idea it was that day already.”

“If she’d spent more time counting and less time falling for this idiot’s ruse, that wouldn’t have happened,” Marietta huffed with the decorum I’d come to expect from her in the hot minute we’d known each other.

Having gotten little, I decided to follow Lulu. She was at the farm’s entrance, lowering her head in front of a strange effeminate man who definitely wasn’t human. He had pale blue skin and pointed ears like an elf, as well as eyes that were black on the outsides and a glowing yellow in the middle. His slicked-back hair was a deep shade of purple and accompanied by two large black horns. For clothing, he wore black robes with a golden trim, which gave off somewhat of a noble air.

“I’m sorry,” Lulu said as she lowered herself before him. “I lost track of the days. I had no idea you were coming.”

The demonic pretty boy waved his hand. “Aw, don’t worry about it, Lulu. Everyone makes mistakes. I’m not sore that you didn’t come to greet me. Not one bit. Come on, raise your head,” he said with a smile as he patted her shoulders. “I’m not offended. Not even in the slightest. All I care about is that you have my payment.” His cheerful expression turned into an intense stare. “You do have this month’s amount, don’t you?”

Lulu gulped. “I… not quite yet. Spring’s barely gotten started. I haven’t had time to grow anything. But… look!” She pointed at her fields. “I’ve got everything growing as we speak. In a few months, I’ll be able to start paying you back. And in excess, as well.”

Fern and Roxie joined me on the porch as we listened to the conversation from afar.

“What are they talking about?” I asked them. “Who is that guy?” I focused my gaze on the mysterious man and summoned up a menu.


- - -

Zeryesis

Species: Devil

- - -


“That’s Zeryesis,” Roxie said, confirming my power wasn’t bullshitting. “He’s a loan shark. Lulu borrowed some money from him a year or so back.”

“A loan shark?” I said, horror gripping my heart. “Are you saying she made a deal with a devil?” I didn’t know if that had the same negative connotations in this world as it did back on earth, but if I had to guess…

Zeryesis tutted and shook his head. “Lulu, Lulu, Lulu,” he said, hooking an arm around her shoulder. “I admire that you’re trying, and I admire that you’re working hard, but I don’t like being fooled around.”

“I’m not fooling you around,” Lulu said with a shrill squeak.

“Is that so? Then do remind her how many times you’ve actually managed to fulfil your end of the bargain, hmm? How many times have you sent me away carrying everything you owe?”

Lulu whispered under her breath.

“What was that?” Zeryesis enquired while cupping one of his pointed ears. “I didn’t quite catch that.”

“Zero,” she said loud enough to be heard. “Zero times.”

“That’s right,” Zeryesis replied, patting Lulu on the shoulder. “We’ve been in a partnership for quite some time, yet you’ve never actually managed to make any of your payments. So you must understand why I am more than skeptical when you tell me to wait… again. And I’m sure you’ll tell me the same next month. Possibly the month after that too?”

“It’s different this time,” Lulu whimpered, downtrodden eyes locked on the floor. “Look! I’m growing so many of them. When they’re ready to be harvested, I’ll be able to cover the full month and more. I know it’ll be slower than we agreed, but I promise I’ll pay you back in full.”

He shook his head. “Lulu, Lulu, Lulu. Your optimism is admirable, truly admirable, but you’re asking a lot of me. After all, how can you guarantee this harvest won't spoil? What if the weather turns? Or a disease takes the lot? Or perhaps some beasts roam from the Darkwood and take it all away?” Zeryesis held Lulu’s shoulder nice and tight. “There are so many unpredictable variables that could happen in an instant, and you want me to just wait and have some patience?”

“I’ll pay you back. You know I will…”

He patted her softly. “I’m sure you’ll try; I know you’ll try. However, that doesn’t mean you’ll succeed. Still, that’s nothing you need to worry your pretty little head about,” he sang as he kept on patting her head.

“What do you mean?” Lulu muttered as she looked up at the grinning devil.

“Lulu, my dear friend, do you remember when you first came asking for my help?”

“Erm… last spring?”

“Last spring, that’s right,” Zeryesis said with an almost reminiscing chuckle. “If I remember, the previous winter had been a rather harsh one. You’d struggled to survive and had been forced into using all your money just to keep yourself fed. All you able livestock abandoned you, and you had no choice but to sell off item after item just to get by. You were in a position where you had no means to get this farm back on its feet. Your only option was to sell this farm—the farm your old dad built from scratch.” He leaned in closer and spoke right into Lulu’s ear. “The treasured family home you’ve loved ever since you were a wee little pup.”

Lulu gulped. “I remember…”

“I remember too. You were so desperate, which was when I came and offered you a deal. I would fund the revival of your farm, in return for gradual payments until you gave me the full amount we agreed. Does that ring a bell?”

“Yes…”

“As it should. I would be heartbroken, truly devastated, if you forgot about the contract you signed.” His sinister gaze narrowed in on Lulu. “Do you remember the contract, Lulu?”

“I remember,” she squeaked as her body trembled.

“I’m glad! Then I need not remind you of the full terms of your repayment. I need not remind you of the punishment you will receive if you fail to live up to your end of the bargain.”

“I…” It was obvious by how Lulu’s voice trailed off that she didn’t.

“What’s that, Lulu? You seem to be drawing a blank. Luckily, I just happen to have a copy of the contract with me here.” Zeryesis pulled a scroll from his robe’s sleeve, which he rolled open. “Let’s see… ah, here it is.” He cleared his throat. “Repayments will begin six months after the signing of this contract and will be paid once a month. In the event that the signee—that’s you, by the way—is unable to fulfill six consecutive payments, this contract will be considered breached and, as compensation, the signee shall have no choice but to relinquish their freedom to the other party.”

I’d been listening and grimacing to their conversation since the start, but this was the first thing to truly stop my heart cold.

Her freedom?

Lulu whimpered as she fidgeted with her hands. “That’s… it’s…”

“This was the contract you agreed on, Lulu,” Zeryesis said as he twisted it around and showed it to her. “See that? Is that or is that not your signature?”

“It’s… mine…”

“That’s correct!” Zeryesis said like he was talking to a child. “I’m sure you know how seriously we devils take contracts. I would never forge your signature. This is a contract you signed, and it clearly states that if you fail to make six consecutive repayments, you will become my property.” He brushed a hand over her neck. “You will become my slave and will join me on the other side where you shall live the rest of your life in servitude.”

“Hold on!” I said as I rushed over.

Zeryesis tensed but exhaled when he got a load of me. His face grimaced in disgust as his condescending gaze wandered up and down my body. “And who are you supposed to be? I don’t remember there being a man around here—a human at that. I’m sure I would have remembered someone with such a bizarre dress sense and abhorrent smell.” He made a show of pinching his nose shut.

“I’m Steve. I’m a guest,” I told him, folding my arms.

“A simple guest? Then I’m afraid this is none of your business. This is between me and Lulu.” He tried to shoo me away.

“As soon as you said you were going to make Lulu your slave, it became my business,” I assured him. “You’re not taking her.”

“Steve,” Lulu said weakly.

I met her fragile green eyes. “You’ve been good to me. You saved my life. I’m not going to let you end up a slave.” I turned my glare to Zeryesis.

Zeryesis winced and glanced at Lulu. “So this is how you were planning on escaping the contract? You hired a brute to try and intimidate me?”

“That’s not true!” Lulu blurted out. “I would never.”

“I’m doing this of my own accord,” I said.

He sniggered. “I’m really supposed to believe that? A human stepping in to confront me, a devil, in order to save a mangy mutt from a life of slavery?” His laughter swiftly turned loud and obnoxious. “You’re either incredibly stupid or… no, you must be incredibly stupid if you think a little intimidation will work on me. I could reduce you to ash with a single spell.”

“Zeryesis, don’t!” Lulu squeaked as she jolted forward.

He held up a hand to stop her. “Don’t worry, Lulu; I’m not a savage. I will forgive your idiotic friend for sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong. Besides, I’m not making you my slave today.”

My tension slackened. “You’re not?”

Zeryesis shook his head. “Of course not! Haven’t you read the contract?” He snickered. “What am I saying? Of course you haven’t. Then again, I’d be surprised if you could read.”

I snarled.

“Now, now. Don’t get annoyed, big boy,” he said, showing me a fanged smile before opening the scroll. “My agreement with Lulu clearly states I must notify her after five failed repayments to remind her of our agreed terms.”

Lulu gasped and clutched her chest. “So I still have a month?”

“That you do, Lulu,” he said with a smile which quickly found its way to me. “See how generous I am? If I was a less trustworthy devil, I wouldn’t have reminded her at all. Come the big day, I simply would have arrived and snatched her freedom away. However, as I said, we devils take contracts very seriously. After all, if we cannot be trusted to follow them to the letter, then how can those who sign them?” His gaze burrowed into Lulu, who seemed to shrink in size. “No, this contract is binding. I have fulfilled my terms and warned you what will happen if you fail to make your next payment. I, of course, expect you to live up to your end of the deal should you fail to deliver the proper amount this time next month.”

Lulu whimpered before lowering her head. “I’ll have the money! I promise!”

He laughed and ruffled her orange hair, right between the flattened ears. “I’m sure you will! Smart girl like you. I mean, look at all these wonderful plants. I’m sure you’ll be rolling in money before you know it. And, if not… well, there’s no need to fear. Just think! A special girl like you, a demi-human who can use magic, is going to be treated better than the usual slave. I’m sure there will be so many high-class demons interested in making your personal acquaintance.” Zeryesis licked his lips with his solid black tongue.

Lulu’s face went white as a shiver crawled up her skin.

“You bastard,” I said, wanting nothing more than to reach out and chin Zeryesis where he stood.

Zeryesis smiled sweetly. “I’m just telling her what might happen. If she wants to avoid it, all she has to do is earn the money. Simple.”

Lulu’s body language was not that of a woman radiating confidence. A part of her seemed like she’d lost already.

“Fine, I understand,” I said in her stead. “We’ll have your money by next month.”

Lulu’s ears shot up. “We?”

“That’s right,” I said as I turned to face her. “There’s no way I’m letting this bastard devil make you his slave. I’ll do anything I can to help.”

Lulu’s mouth hung open as she struggled to say anything.

Zeryesis applauded. “Why, isn’t that fantastic, Lulu? Your malodor-oozing companion is planning on offering you a hand. I guess this explains why you smell similar to those robe-wearing do-gooders.”

I glared at him. “Gloat while you can. We’re making that next payment. Lulu isn’t going anywhere.”

“We’ll see. We’ll see,” he said before he bowed before Lulu. “I wish you luck. I truly do. I’ll be back in a month. I expect you to be waiting for me. I’m sure you remember what the contract says about any attempts to try and escape.” After one last demonic smile, Zeryesis vanished within a vortex of swirling purple fire. When it dissipated, there was no sign of him or any scorch marks.

Lulu’s legs collapsed and she fell to the dirt floor.

“Are you okay?” I asked as I squatted next to her.

Roxie and Fern rushed over to check on their fallen leader who was breathing heavily with a hand over her chest.

“I’m fine,” Lulu said. “It’s…”

“Did you mean what you said about helping her?” Roxie asked.

“Of course,” I said as I met Roxie’s silver gaze. “Lulu saved my life. She could have abandoned me to those kobolds, but she rushed to save me. Then she healed me up, even though it made life harder for her. I owe her a lot, and I’m going to make it right.”

“Steve,” Lulu said in a small voice.

I offered her a hand as I stood. “I’m not going to let him take you. My farming knowledge might be as spotty as they come, but I’ll help you figure some way out of this mess.”

“That’s…” she looked at my hand like it was some strange alien creature. Before she grabbed on, her composure crumbled. Tears poured down her cheeks as she jumped up and buried her head into my chest.

I held her there and combed her orange hair. “It’s gonna be okay. We’ll get through this, together.” There was no way I was going to let Lulu down.

A menu appeared before my eyes with a ping.


- - -

Deed Points Received: 1

Quest Started: Save Lulu

- - -


I smirked. Seriously, a quest? Was this supposed to be a game? It didn’t matter; I wasn’t motivated by experience points or rare loot. My only desire was to help Lulu escape from this awful situation.

It was time I played the part of a hero from another world.



Chapter 6


Once we’d calmed Lulu down, we moved ourselves to the kitchen.

I slammed my hands onto the table as I stood and looked at the four demi-beasts sitting around. “Here’s our current status: we have one month to raise enough money to satisfy Zeryesis so he won’t take Lulu as his slave.”

Lulu’s ears drooped. Even with me offering her a hand, she still didn’t seem to be jumping at the chance to fight.

“Two questions,” Marietta said as she folded her arms and leaned back in her chair. “Firstly, what does this have to do with you?”

“What? Can’t I want to help her?” I asked.

“You’re an outsider who came here a few days ago. I don’t believe you’d be prepared to go through so much effort to save the life of a demi-beast you barely know.”

“Believe it or not, that’s the case,” I said as I stared the bratty sheep in the eyes. “Lulu’s done a lot for me. Do I look like the sort of jerk to kick back and let a friend get taken into slavery?”

“A friend?” Lulu said with a small gasp.

Marietta scoffed. “Do you really want me to answer that? You humans adore slaves even more than devils do. If anything, you’re only trying to save Lulu because you know how valuable she is and want her to be your property instead.”

“Stop it with that nonsense,” I snapped, nails scraping over the wooden tabletop. “I’m not interested in having anyone as my slave. Where I come from, slavery is outlawed.”

“Where you come from?” Marietta said, raising a thick brow. “Funny, I thought you had amnesia and couldn’t remember a thing.”

“Yeah, well…” I sighed and threw up my hands. “I lied.”

Everyone’s expressions dropped.

“What?” Lulu said with a look capable of causing death by guilt. “You lied?”

“Sorry,” I replied as I met her eyes, head-on. “I remember everything. No memory loss here. However, the rest is true. I’ve never seen magic before, or a demi-beast. Where I come from, neither of those things exist. The same goes for slaves… in my country, at least. We outlawed them centuries ago.”

“Impossible,” Marietta said. She looked so shocked she couldn’t even glower at me. “That’s even more ridiculous than amnesia.”

“Well it’s the truth.”

“We’re supposed to believe that? After we know you lied about having no memories?”

I shrugged. “Believe what you want about me, I don’t care. You can think I’m a slave-hungry crook until you’re red in the face. What matters is saving Lulu.”

“Steve,” Lulu said under her breath.

“Yeah, we’ve gotta save Lulu!” Fern said as she bounced in her chair. “Sure, she nags me all the time, but I don’t want her to end up as Zeryesis’s slave. That guy’s weird. Totally creepy! He makes my feathers feel all tingly. In a bad way.”

“Don’t worry, Lulu, honey. I’m sure we’ll figure something out,” Roxie said as she rubbed Lulu’s back.

“Thanks, everyone,” Lulu said, smiling a little at last.

“Of course I do not want Lulu to be taken by that detestable devil either,” Marietta said in her best regal lady voice. “Being a slave is…” For a moment, she paused and tightened hold of the parasol she refused to let go of. “But that brings me to my second question: why call us? What do you think we can do to help?”

“You’re all members of this farm, aren’t you?” I said as I looked between them. “Even if you’re inactive, retired, and a freeloader. There’s got to be something we can all do to help, even if it’s just putting our heads together and coming up with a solution.” I pressed my hands onto the table. “Let’s start with the basics. How much is Zeryesis expecting from us?”

“Each repayment is for five silver’s worth of produce,” Lulu said in a quiet voice.

Naturally, that didn’t mean as much to me as it meant to them, but going off standard conventions, we were likely looking at…

My power pinged into life.


- - -

1 silver = 100 coppers

1 gold = 100 silvers

- - -


Ping!


- - -

Quest Update!

Total Required: 0/500

- - -


“Okay,” I responded calmly, to both Lulu and my increasingly useful power. “And how much are we on to produce this month?”

Lulu tightened her lips shut.

“Lulu?” I asked.

After a small whimper, she said, “Zero.”

For a moment, I froze. “I’m sorry?”

“Nothing,” she confessed. “The crops aren’t nearly ready to be harvested. They still need a couple of months. There’s no way they’ll be ready in time.” She slumped into her hands. “The harvest will easily cover the amount, it’ll even be able to do it in excess, but there’s no way it’ll be ready in time.”

My heart tightened. “I see…” To say this was bad news would be something of an understatement. I already knew there was zero chance of Zeryesis extending the deadline. He was very particular about sticking to the contract, and it was obvious he wanted Lulu to fail so he could take her as a possession. He’d barely been trying to hide it.

“This is what I was talking about,” Marietta said as she rested her chin in her palm. “As much as it pains me to say, I don’t see how we could possibly satisfy that devil’s contract.”

“Don’t give me that,” I countered. “We only need to make it through this month. There must be some way we can scrape together the money we need.”

“It has to be repaid from produce from this farm,” Lulu said in a voice that already sounded defeated. “It’s part of the contract; I’m not allowed to use money or trade gotten from an outside source. I can’t even use items foraged from the Darkwood.”

On paper, that sounded like a bizarre line to add into a contract asking for repayments. Why would a loan shark worry about where the money was coming from? But when I thought of it as Zeryesis wanting Lulu to break their agreement, it made a lot of sense. This wasn’t a contract she should’ve signed under any circumstances. It had obviously been written with one intention in mind: taking Lulu’s freedom away.

“So borrowing the money from someone else is out,” I grumbled. “Is there no way we could speed up the crops? You went to a magic academy. Surely there’s some magic spell that helps plants to grow faster?”

Marietta sighed nice and loud as everyone else looked around awkwardly.

“Did I say something wrong?” I asked the dismissive sheep.

“Perhaps you are from a place with no knowledge of magic,” she said while studying her long wavy blonde hair. “Even children know nature magic is something the fay have yet to figure out.”

“Humans and fay can use most types of magic,” Lulu explained quietly, “but they still haven’t figured out how to control nature.”

“Only the dryads can do such a thing,” Roxie said.

“Dryads? As in nature spirits?” I asked.

Marietta sighed again. “It seems the former amnosic knows some things after all.”

“We had stories about them where I’m from. All fantasy. They don’t actually exist, but I’m going to presume the same isn’t true here.”

This time, the bratty sheep scoffed. “Of course not. Dryads are as real as you or me. They are also the commodity farmers crave to possess more than any other. Just a single one is capable of turning a failing farm into a blossoming business.”

I hummed and rubbed my chin. “So if we had a dryad, we’d be able to make the payment?”

Marietta let out another emphasized groan.

“What now?” I asked her.

“It’s…” She sighed and rubbed her temple. “Could someone else explain the obvious to this idiotic human? I’d rather not waste my breath on what even an imbecile should know.”

“Dryads are rarer than a male harpy, sugar,” Roxie said as she kept rubbing Lulu’s slumped back.

“I’ve flown, like, a ton and never seen one,” Fern added as she wiggled in her seat. “I totally thought they were fake.”

“They’re real, but a farm like ours could never afford one,” Lulu mumbled. “Whenever one shows up on the market, they’re snatched up by the nobles so nobody else can have them.”

“We don’t need to buy one,” I reminded the girls. “We just need to borrow one for a month.”

“Did you miss how only the nobles own them?” Marietta said, looking at me like I was a moron. “Do you think they monopolize control over the dryads to help little farms like this one? Anyone in possession of a dryad would love this farm to go under. At least, they would have done back when Henry was in charge. Now we’re little more than an insignificant runt not worth their attention.”

“Then couldn’t we find one?” I asked, trying not to dwell on my bout of stupidity. “Isn’t the Darkwood the sort of place a dryad would live?”

Marietta tensed up, her sky-blue eyes widening. “It’s certainly possible… but don’t get your hopes up. The Darkwood is the world’s largest forest. If there is a dryad hiding within—hiding, key word—it would take more than a month to track them down.”

I went quiet. Trying to force this crop angle wasn’t working. That meant I had to change plans. “What about you girls?” I said as I glanced over the group.

“What about us?” Fern said with an excited squeak.

“Wouldn’t animal… demi-beast produce count toward the contract?”

An oppressive atmosphere filled the kitchen. Even the usually happy Fern developed an awkward expression.

I threw up my hands. “What did I say wrong this time?”

“You’re yapping up the wrong tree, pumpkin,” Roxie said as she seemed to shrink in size. “My milk making days are long since over. I’m not qualified to be a dairy cow anymore. I’m just a washed-up old crone waiting for the day a butcher comes to take me away.”

“Roxie, come on,” Lulu said, as it became her turn to do the comforting. “Don’t talk about yourself that way.”

“But it’s the truth,” Roxie muttered. “A dairy cow only has one purpose, and I haven’t made a drop in over a year. I’m about as useful as a one-legged horse. Another farm would have ‘retired’ me months ago.” Her head dipped, hiding her face behind her bangs. “What am I even doing out here? I should’ve just stayed in my room…”

“Hey, come on,” I said, not liking what I was seeing. “Listen to Lulu. Beautiful women shouldn’t frown so much. You’ll ruin your good looks.”

“What good looks?” Roxie mumbled from beneath her hair shield.

“Are you kidding? You’re stunning!” I leaned over the table and squeezed one of her hands. “Anyone who says you’re useless because you can’t make milk is talking shit. I might not know much about dairy cows, but I’m glad you’re here.”

That was all it took to get her blushing face peeking at me and her wide hips squirming in the seat groaning beneath her weight.

Fern grabbed my arm. “Do me next. Me next! I promise I’ll start making eggs if you do.”

“Eggs?” I said as I looked at the giddy harpy. “Like a chicken?”

“Just like a chicken,” she said, nodding wildly. “Although, I’m not a chicken. And I’ve never laid eggs before either. But I know how! I think I know how; I’ve seen it done before. I’m sure I could do it. I’m old enough, but it hasn’t happened yet. But I’m sure that’ll change if you say nice things to me too! Compliment me good, and I’ll lay plenty of eggs from my butt.”

I tilted my head. “Your eggs come out of your butt?”

“Harpy eggs don’t come out of the butt,” Lulu said before turning to Roxie. “Do they?”

“They don’t,” Roxie confirmed.

“My front butt,” Fern corrected with an assured nod. “I’m sure they’ll start coming eventually. Any day now.”

“That’d be a big help,” I said as I rubbed her head.

She giggled and wiggled from side to side. “A huge help! I’m gonna lay tons of eggs. The best eggs! You’re gonna get so many you won’t know what to do with them.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” I said as my eyes drifted toward—

“No,” Marietta snapped.

“I didn’t say anything,” I replied.

“But you thought it,” she said as she folded her arms tight. “You were about to ask for my precious wool. The answer is no.”

Unlike Roxie’s milk or Fern’s eggs, the wool wasn’t something that was missing. It was all over Marietta in big soft clumps. I could see it around her neck and arms, and I was going to presume her legs were the same.

“Even if Lulu needs it?” I said.

She scrunched her face. “Are you trying to say I don’t have a choice? That I’ll be pinned down and sheared by force again like I was last summer?” She glared at Lulu.

“I told you I was sorry,” Lulu whined. “But it needed to be done! It was too thick. I was worried you were going to overhe—”

“You pinned me down and hurt me,” Marietta snarled. “Even though I told you not to, even though I begged you to stop, you refused to listen. You forced me against my will.” She slammed her hands to the table while jumping to her feet.

“I said I was sorry!”

“You said you were sorry… but,” Marietta replied, lips popping on that last word. “Everyone knows an apology before a ‘but’ isn’t a real apology—it’s an excuse. It’s a way to make yourself feel better about hurting me. Are you trying to tell me you’re going to put me through that again? If need be, you’ll pin me to the floor and strip my wool by force?”

“No!” Lulu squeaked.

“Oh. So instead you’re going to send him to do it?” Marietta said, staring at me.

“I’m not going to force anyone to do anything they don’t want to,” I assured her.

“We’ll see about that,” she said as she gripped her closed parasol close, as if she was ready to strike at a moment’s notice. “I’m not going to give you even a trimming of my wool. Only one man was qualified to shear me, only one man could be relied upon to do it properly, and he’s dead. I’m not going to let some lying scumbag try to take his place.” She turned on her heels and marched out of the kitchen.

“Where are you going?” I said as I chased her to the door.

“Anywhere but here,” she said as she spun and extended her parasol like it was a blade aimed at my throat. “I knew what you were really after.”

“Marie,” Lulu said as she rushed behind me.

“Quiet,” Marietta snapped. “I’ve had quite enough of being threatened. If you really want to survive this ordeal, why don’t you leave me alone and go bother that gnome you like so much?” With that said, Marietta turned and strode upstairs.

“Sorry about her,” Lulu muttered after a small silence. “Dad’s the only one she ever trusted to shear her. Now that he’s gone… well…”

“No, I get it,” I said. “You don’t need to apologize for her. More importantly, what did she mean by a gnome?”

“Norma,” Lulu explained. “She’s a friend from Grayedge. Right now, she’s the only one I can ask for help. If she doesn’t know what to do…” Lulu’s hands began to shake.

I scooped them up and squeezed them. “I’m sure she will. There’s no reason to get worried. Keep those spirits up. It’s not over till it’s over.”

She nodded and snorted up her sadness. “Right!” For a moment, she just stopped and stared. Then her cheeks went red, and she pulled her furred hands from mine. “Well… I guess that means it’s time we set out for Grayedge.”

“I’ll come with you,” I said.

Her ears perked up. “You will?”

“Sure. Right now, we’re a team. I’m with you every step of the way. Besides, I’m interested in seeing outside this farm.” Seeing how I was sticking around for the month, I at least wanted to have a look around the local area.

Lulu smiled as her tail wagged. “Okay! Let’s go together.”

Damn, she was too cute when she was happy.

I asked Roxie and Fern if they wanted to come as well, but they decided to stay on the farm, the latter to my surprise. She seemed like the type of energetic nuisance who would’ve jumped at the chance to follow me to town. Instead, it was just me and Lulu heading toward the path to Grayedge.

“Wait,” Lulu said as I went to leave. “First, we need to decide what to bring.”

“For what?” I asked, stopping in my tracks.

“To trade. We’d be silly to go there empty-handed.”

“Makes sense,” I replied, a bit sore I hadn’t thought of something so obvious. “You got anything in mind?”

Lulu shook her head. “We’re kinda getting down to the bare basics. I’ve already had to trade away most of my possessions.” Lulu sighed as she turned toward the barn. “We might need to—”

“There you are,” Marietta said as she marched out of the house. Rather than her usual tatty princess garb, she was wearing a plain white tunic long enough to act as a dress. In her hands was a pink bundle of fabric she thrust into Lulu’s chest. “Here.”

Lulu’s face went pale after she spread it out. “Marie… this is your favorite dress.”

Sure enough, it was the gown she’d been wearing some minutes earlier.

“And?” Marietta said, rolling her eyes as she sheltered herself with her parasol.

“What are… why?”

She scoffed. “What? You’ve seen how shabby it is. I decided to throw it away, is all. Is there a problem with that?”

For a moment, I thought Marietta was sulking about earlier. Then it dawned on me, and a small laugh fell from my mouth.

Marietta’s dagged-filled eyes shot my way. “What was that?”

“Nothing,” I said, unable to stop myself from grinning. “Just thinking I’ve misjudged you a little.”

She let out another emphasized scoff, complete with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. “As if I care what you think. I’m half-expecting you to abscond with Lulu once you’re out of my sight, for all the difference it’ll make.”

“Oh, I’m bringing her back,” I assured Marietta, “as well as the means to keep her here permanently.”

“Steve,” Lulu said dreamily.

“Big words for an idiotic man,” Marietta said as she turned and strutted away. “Now get out of my sight.”

After she’d left us alone, I looked at the dress she’d given us. It was definitely worn, the bottom was frayed and more gray than pink, but not something you’d throw out on a whim. “And here I thought she was a massive bitch. Turns out she’s just a tsundere.” Which meant she was more of a minor bitch.

“This is far from the first object she’s asked me to ‘throw away’ for her,” Lulu said while looking at the dress fluttering in the wind. “But to think she’d choose this of all things. Dad bought it for her when she turned eighteen. It was the last gift he ever got her.”

I rubbed Lulu’s back. “It goes to show how much you mean to her.”

“Maybe,” Lulu mumbled as she chewed her bottom lip. “I’d started to think maybe she hated me. We used to be so close. We were practically sisters. That changed when Dad died. Now she acts… well, you’ve seen how she acts.” She sighed and started folding the dress. “I think she resents that I was away when he died. Maybe a part of her blames what happened on me not being here?”

“It wasn’t your fault,” I assured Lulu.

“I know that,” she said under her breath. “Usually, I know that. Logically, I know that. Then, sometimes, I wonder what would’ve happened if I hadn’t gone to the academy. Maybe things would’ve been different, you know?”

“I think that’s normal,” I said as I ruffled her hair between her fluffy orange ears, coaxing a wiggle from her adorable tail. “But you just got proof she’d rather have you here than lose you, and I feel exactly the same.”

She bit down on her bottom lip as her cheeks burned red. It was the only thing she could do to muffle the sweet coos trying to escape as I petted her.

I chuckled before walking toward the dirt road leading to Grayedge. “Let’s get moving. The sooner we figure out how to stick it to that demon prick, the better.” Letting Zeryesis take Lulu away simply wasn’t an option.

Somehow, someway, I was going to wipe the smug grin off that wicked devil’s face.



Chapter 7


It didn’t take much time heading down the road to Grayedge to figure out it was just that: a road to Grayedge. The dirt path that cut through the Darkwood was nothing more than a straight road joining A and B together.

“An hour on foot, was it?” I asked a few minutes into our journey.

“That’s right,” Lulu replied as she walked by my side, carrying Marietta’s folded dress against her chest.

“Want a ride?”

She turned and stared. “Excuse me?”

“A ride,” I repeated while offering my back. “It’ll save your feet a journey.”

She giggled into her fingers.

“What?” I asked.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s… I can’t believe you’re offering me a ride. Me. A dog.”

I quirked a brow. “Is it that weird?” I asked as I went back to walking normally.

“Super weird,” Lulu chuckled through her hand. “Humans don’t show such kindness to demi-beasts. Like, ever.”

I shrugged. “Remember what I told you.”

She grinned. “I know, and it’s why I’ve no doubt you’re telling the truth.”

Little did she know I wasn’t telling her the whole truth. “You still didn’t give me an answer.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I’m fine. We dogs are good at traveling long distances on foot.” She skipped forward, emphasizing how nimble she was. “I won’t even break a sweat.”

There went my plan to give her a break, but I swiftly changed the subject by asking,  “Does that mean all dogs are like you?”

“How do you mean?” she replied. “We’re not all girls, if that’s what you were hinting at. We also come in every color under the rainbow.”

“That’s not it,” I said. “I meant… are all dogs demi-beasts?”

She looked at me like I was wrong in the head. “What else would we be?”

“I was just wondering if there were dogs like those where I’m from: four-legged furry animals with waggy tails.”

“That reminds you of me?” she said as her emotive ears started to sag.

“You’ve got the same name, that’s all. Besides, people love dogs where I’m from. They’re cute and their tails wag like mad when they get petted.” I put my hand between Lulu’s ears and stroked.

She whined in protest, but her tail disagreed. It swung from side to side, begging me for more.

It was too damn adorable.

“What was that for?” Lulu grumbled once I’d had my fill of petting her.

“Just demonstrating a point,” I told her. “Where I’m from, dog girls like you are the stuff of fantasy. Not as popular as cat girls, mind you—”

“Cats girls?!” Lulu hissed. “People prefer cats to dogs?!”

“It’s hard to say when it comes to the animals, but when it comes to monster girls, cats are definitely more prominent.”

Her lips curled into a sulky pout.

I chuckled and gave her head another rub. “Don’t be too grumpy. Dog girls are still adorable.”

“Really?” she said, tail flopping.

“Obviously. They’re smoking hot girls with a special extra pizzazz. You’d have to be an idiot not to see the appeal.” I wasn’t even sure why it worked so well, but there was no doubt it did. The proof was staring at me.

“So… dogs or cats; which do you prefer?” Lulu asked, sparkling green eyes demanding an answer.

“Trick question,” I replied, waving it away. “I don’t prefer either.”

Her ears drooped. “You don’t?”

“Nope. I prefer you.”

Her cheeks turned a bright shade of red and she quickly turned away. “I can’t believe how shameless you are. You better knock it off before we get to Grayedge.”

I grinned. “Embarrassed?”

“That’s not it. If you want to say that sort of stuff in private, I guess it’s fine… but Grayedge is a human colony. If people see you getting too familiar with a demi-beast, they’re going to start asking questions.”

“You’re saying people will view me poorly if I flirt with you?” That went beyond not showing kindness.

“If you treat me like a pet, it’s fine. You might get some weird looks, but it won’t be too bad. But if you talk like you have been…” Her voice trailed off as she fidgeted with her hands.

“They’ll think I’m some dog-fucking degenerate?” I asked.

Her face reddened “That’s not how I would’ve said it… but I guess that’s the case.”

“That’s crazy,” I said, looking at her. “Wouldn’t that be something to be proud of?”

“Huh?” she said, ears bouncing.

“If I saw a guy walking around town flirting with a dog girl as cute as you, I’d be dying with envy.”

Her face kept getting brighter. “Really?”

“Hell yeah. So would any guy where I’m from. The fact people around here think that’s wrong makes them crazy. Are they blind?” How could anyone not appreciate how utterly gorgeous Lulu was? Any guy would be lucky to have a woman like her in their life. I was but her acquaintance, and I had an extra spring in her step.

She chewed her bottom lip. “It’s not so much about looks, although I guess they’re a thing. It’s about status. To the humans and the fay, we’re an inferior species. Someone settling for us would be a disgrace. At best, we’re some taboo fling, or maybe a concubine for when the wife isn’t in the mood.”

“Not everyone must think that way. After all, you’re a hybrid.”

Lulu flinched a smidgen.

“Did I say something wrong?” I asked, well aware it was far from my first verbal fuck up.

“It’s…” Rather than speaking, she bit down hard on her bottom lip. “A-anyway, digging into my family history would be boring. I’d rather know more about your home. There really aren’t any dogs there?”

I let her obvious escape slide as I folded my arms behind my head. “Again, there are, but they look nothing like you. The same goes for cows and sheep.”

“Seriously?” Lulu asked, curiosity taking root in her big peridot eyes.

“Yep.”

“What about harpies?”

“We don’t have harpies, at all, but we do have chickens.” I glanced at her. “Again, they’re nothing like Fern. They’re birds, about this big.” I leaned down to give her an indication.

“That’s… crazy,” Lulu said.

I smirked. “Try thinking about it from my perspective.”

Naturally, Lulu was eager to talk more on the matter, and she soon confirmed my suspicions: demi-beasts were a complete replacement for the animals they were named after. There were no dogs, cats, cows, or sheep in the sense I knew. Only demi-beasts.

That wasn’t to say that animals didn’t exist. They did, but not for those groups that had been replaced by demi-beasts.

When it came to harpies, all I could do was speculate. The clue was possibly in the name. They weren’t just ‘bird’ which was why there were other birds. However, ‘chickens’ only existed as a variety of harpy livestock known for laying eggs.

I guess bird is a class rather than a species.

After all, it would be ridiculous to expect all mammals to be transformed into one uniform demi-beast replacement, so it made sense that harpies operated in the same manner.

We lost track of time as we discussed the differences. Soon enough, the forest thinned away, and we reached a solid wooden wall which put the one surrounding the farm to shame. It was a model palisade designed to keep intruders out, including a wooden gate that was shut tight.

“It looks like someone forgot to roll out the red carpet,” I said as we approached the gate.

“That’s because nobody uses this path but me,” Lulu replied. “If we circle around, there’ll be an open gate waiting for us.” And she went to do just that.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

She stopped and looked at me like I was being weird. “To the gate?”

“You’re not allowed to use this one?”

“I… it’s not like that. I wouldn’t want to be a nuisance. It’s only around five to ten minutes to the other gate. Not too fa—”

I pounded on the gate.

She squeaked and rushed to my side. “Steve! What are you doing?”

“Being a nuisance,” I said as I hammered the door again.

The guard on the other side flung open a small hatch and glowered through. “Who is… oh, it’s just you.” His voice did not radiant pleasantness.

Lulu gulped before waving awkwardly. “H-hi, Johnson. We’ve come to do a little trading. May we come in?”

Johnson looked from Lulu to me. “Who’s the bloke? Not seen him before.”

“He’s Steve. He’s…” Lulu faltered as she thought how to describe me.

“A friend,” I answered. “I’m helping at the farm.”

For a moment, Johnson gave me a dirt look before he closed the hatch. Before I got any bad feelings, the gate opened up. “Alright, in,” the portly guard demanded. “I don’t wanna keep this gate open longer than I have to.”

Lulu scampered in ahead of me while bowing her head. “Thank you so much. I’m sorry for the trouble.”

Johnson shunned Lulu. He was more focused on glaring at me as I passed.

“I don’t think he liked me very much,” I whispered to Lulu while Johnson was busy locking the gate.

“This is why we should’ve gone around,” Lulu said. “And you shouldn’t have said that.”

“I can’t even say we’re friends?”

“It’s not just that,” she said as she nipped her bottom lip. “It’s that you’re helping at the farm. That makes you subservient to a demi-beast.” She played with her paws. “Back when I was still new to this, and wasn’t using my money too well, I asked around to see if anyone would do some repairs. It’s a woodcutting community, you see, so there’s plenty in the profession.” Her ears drooped. “Nobody was interested. Even people I remember doing repairs for Dad didn’t want to do jobs for a demi-beast.”

The eyes of the people we passed added merit to her story. They looked at her like she was a stray dog dirtying their lovely little town. Not far enough to be called hate, but it certainly wasn’t positive.

It was funny; it was my first time being back among my own kind in a few days. I should’ve been ecstatic, but instead I felt like I was walking in enemy territory.

How dare these clowns look at Lulu so dismissively.

It wasn’t like demi-beasts weren’t allowed in Grayedge, as a stroll through its dirt and stone streets demonstrated. I spied a lone harpy perched outside a large wooden building, as well as plenty of creatures I’d been waiting to see pulling around wagons and doing heavy lifting.

Centaurs.

Ping!


- - -

Species: Horse

- - -


And so continued the habit of naming demi-beasts after animals. Did that mean the term centaur would earn me weird looks here?

Another pop-up.


- - -

Species: Horse

Family: Centaur

- - -


Apparently not.

The centaurs were mainly male, with some females hanging around. They all had cloth draped over their equine bodies, almost like skirts to cover their modesty. The ends were wrapped around their human waists with the length dangling near their hooves, hiding their tails as a consequence.

It appeared this world wasn’t ready for random horse dong.

I couldn’t see any other demi-beasts from where I was standing. Just plenty of humans, as well as a few elves and dwarfs who were all too happy to look down on Lulu as well.

Bastards.

Lulu tugged my sleeve and whispered. “Steve, behave.”

“I am behaving,” I pointed out.

“And that’s how I’d like things to stay,” she replied. “Come on, I’ll show you to Norma’s.”

It didn’t take Einstein to know when we’d arrived. The two-floored wooden building, made from the same dark wood as every other structure we’d passed, had a big sign on the front labeled ‘Norma’s Emporium’. A variety of bright objects cluttered its windows, ranging from food, to tools, to clothes, all the way to children’s toys.

As we entered the shop, which was as messy inside as its windows suggested, a small bell chimed over the door.

“Hello, and welcome to Norma’s Emporium!” a cheerful voice said. “We sell everything!”

The source was a woman behind the counter. At first glance, she looked like a normal old dear with curly locks of gray hair and a bulbous, red nose. However, closer inspection revealed she was sitting on a stool that rose almost to the top of the counter, and she was really only around three foot in height.

I used my scan on the woman.


- - -

Norma Pasquali

Species: Gnome

Occupation: Owner of Norma’s Emporium

- - -


So this was a gnome. She lacked the pointy red hat and beard of something you’d find in a garden, but I could certainly see the similarities.

“Hi, Norma,” Lulu said as she skulked to the counter.

“Lulu, my girl, back so soon?” Norma replied. “I wasn’t expecting ya for another few months.”

“I’m afraid there’s been a little situation,” Lulu mumbled while lowering her head.

“We’re looking to pick up some seeds,” I said as I joined Lulu at the counter.

“We?” Norma said, looking between the two of us. “You two are together?”

“Ah, yes,” Lulu squeaked. “This is Steve. He’s been a guest on my farm for the last few days.”

Norma stood up so she could get a better look at me. “Why aren’t you a fine figure of a man? A fine figure of a man indeed. And so exotically dressed! We don’t get people dressed like that around these parts, or so says me.”

Exotic wasn’t the first word I’d have used to describe my outfit. It was the same one I’d been wearing since I’d arrived, and I couldn’t call it anything special. It was just a t-shirt and some jeans, the former of which had been ruined by the kobolds.

Then again, it was true I hadn’t seen anyone else dressed this way… bloodstains or not.

“So what can I do for the pair of ya?” Norma asked. “I’m hearing talk of seeds and a situation. Was there a problem with the last batch? They fail to germinate again?”

“I got them germinating just fine, thank you,” Lulu said with a hint of defensiveness. “But… do you have any seeds that can be harvested in less than a month?”

Norma’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

“We need to produce a harvest in the next thirty days,” I told her as I looked for the shop’s gardening section amongst all the mess. “The current crop won’t cut it, so we need to start anew.”

“I… well, if this isn’t one of the strangest requests I’ve heard in a long time,” Norma said as she turned her attention to Lulu. “You haven’t gotten yourself into some bother, have you?”

“Me?” Lulu said as she tensed and laughed awkwardly. “No, never. It’s nothing to worry about, really. I’m just interested in getting some new seeds. But they need to be harvestable within the month. Please, Norma. I’m prepared to pay.” She placed Marietta’s dress on the counter.

“This dress…” Norma said as she spread it out. “Didn’t Henry get that for little Marietta?”

Lulu nibbled her bottom lip. “I didn’t steal it from her, if that’s what you’re saying. She’s the one who asked me to trade it.” She bowed her head. “Please, Norma. Help me out.”

Norma rubbed her nose as she hummed. “I don’t know what’s going on, little missy, but it must be pretty serious if you’re willing to trade this. Wait here.” She left the dress behind and shot into her store’s backroom. A minute later, she came back with a sack filled with seeds. “This right here is for a plant called arugula. Real easy to grow, not to mention quick. Should take around a month to harvest. Usually something I sell in small quantities for gardens, but there’s no reason a farmer couldn’t make use of it, or so says me.”

Lulu looked at the sack, then at me. “What do you think?”

“Will it cover two acres?” I asked.

“I’d say so, no problem,” Norma said as she dug her fingers through the seeds.

“We’ll take it then,” Lulu said, breathing out.

“Are ya sure?” Norma checked as she held up the dress. “It would be a real shame to trade something so pretty for a sack of seeds.”

Lulu went back to chewing her bottom lip while fidgeting with her hands. “I know that… but it’s not like I have a choice.”

It was hard to watch. Only an idiot wouldn’t be able to tell how guilty Lulu felt about trading that dress away. She looked as if she could reconsider at a moment’s notice, even though her freedom was on the line.

I wondered if there was any way I could help when an idea came to me. “How about we trade for something else?”

Norma stared my way. “Hmm?”

“You liked this outfit, didn’t you?” I said as I stepped back to show off my rags. “Would it cover the cost of the seeds?”

The two women looked at me, bemusement written all over their faces.

I stopped and rubbed my chin. “Actually, that won’t do. I can’t walk home naked.” I met Norma’s gaze. “New question: would these cover the cost of the seeds and something I can wear back to the farm?”

“I ain’t got the foggiest,” Norma replied. “What are those breeches made of?”

“Denim.”

“Denim?”

“Denim. It’s incredibly popular where I’m from. Go on, have a feel.” I pinched the material and offered it to her.

She leaned over the counter and brushed my offering. “This is some good quality, or so says me. Feels sturdy, too.”

“They’re called jeans,” I said with a grin. “They’re ideal clothing. Fashionable and durable. As for the rest.” I looked down at myself. “This shirt’s seen better days, but I’m sure it’s nothing that can’t be fixed. And the shoes are a good design.” I slipped them off, one by one, and put them on the table. “Might not be ideal for farming, but I’m sure some aristocrat would like them.”

A few days in a fantasy world, and I was stripping in a shop to buy seeds. This wasn’t how I’d imagined things turning out.

The things I did to make a cute dog girl happy.

“Shirt aside, they’re in okay condition, or so says me,” Norma said as she studied my sneakers. “A little cleaning, and they’ll look good as new. As for the shirt… if I can clean out the blood, patching it up shouldn’t be too difficult.” She smiled. “Alright, you’ve got yourself a deal.”

“Much obliged,” I replied before a pop-up menu gifted me another deed point.

So do I get these for doing good deeds or something?

It would make sense. However, what and what didn’t count as a good deed was impossible to tell. Hopefully, I wouldn’t lose them if I did anything my power disapproved of.

Norma picked up the shoes and jumped off her stool. She headed toward the back room while waving at me. “This way, little one, unless you’d rather strip in the middle of my store.”

Lulu watched me with something of a hazy stare. When she noticed I was looking, she averted her eyes and color spread across her cheeks.

“Might be for the best,” I snickered before following Norma into the back of her store.

Unlike the public portion, which looked like some jumbled junk store, the employee-only area was… just as bad. Each stair leading upstairs also acted as a shelf, and we had to zigzag through to make it to the next floor.

I didn’t mind; I was happy to keep my eyes on Norma. After all, she was a gnome. I’d never met a grown woman half my height before. Her head came to about level with my crotch.

Never before had I been so glad not to have a boner.

“You can change in here,” Norma said as she showed me into her mess of a bedroom. Junk aside, it was a space fit for a gnome. It was the sort of traditional bedroom I’d expect to find in a fantasy village, but shorter. It was like someone had cut the legs off all the furniture. “I’ll find ya something basic to wear.”

“Thanks,” I said as I started stripping out of my shirt.

“And don’t go rooting around,” she warned through the shut door. “I won’t let ya leave this town alive if I find you’ve been looking through my unmentionables.”

A part of me was tempted to see if it would negatively affect my deed points, but I didn’t want to risk losing what I had. Plus, I kinda liked living. Instead, I concentrated on stripping.

After I was down to my boxers, there was a knock and the door cracked open. “Here,” Norma said as she threw some rags through. “Try these on.”

“Will do,” I said as I took the scratchy brown material and unfolded it into a pair of baggy trousers.

“So what’s the deal with you and Lulu?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” I replied as I stepped into my new outfit.

“You think I missed how ya looked at her? Talked to her? You weren’t treating her like your inferior. You were treating her like your equal.”

I paused midway through pulling up my trousers. “Is that a problem?”

There was a small spell of silence, before Norma started laughing. “Problem? Maybe elsewhere, but not here. I’ve known little Lulu since… well, she was smaller than me, if you can believe such a thing is possible! I know others around here see her as little more than a beast, but she’s as sweet and smart as they come, or so says me. Far as I see it, your head mustn’t be screwed on right if you think she’s lesser than we fay.”

I smiled as I pulled up the itchy fabric, covering my modesty. “I think me and you are going to get along just fine.”

Norma let out another chuckle. “Seems you should never judge someone by a first glance. When I saw you behind her, I was worried ya were some snooty out-of-towner about to kick up a fuss.”

“I’ll give you out-of-towner, but there’s no way I’d ever look down on Lulu,” I said as I opened the door.

The crotch-high gnome welcomed me with a smile. “Fits nicely, doesn't it?”

“That depends. This outfit not come with a shirt?”

She grinned. “You really need one? It’s hot, the sun’s out, and you’ve got nothing that needs hiding. If anything, I think ya should show off more. I’m sure Lulu will like what she sees.”

“Sure you’re not projecting?” I replied, glad I always made sure to keep in good shape, unlike so many in my profession.

“Caught red-handed,” Norma laughed as she offered me a pair of boots. “I can find you a shirt if need be, but…”

“No, this’ll be fine,” I said as I handed her my old clothing. “Thanks for the trade, Norma.”

“Don’t mention it, hot stuff,” she said, taking them off my hands. “And do help Lulu now, won’t ya? I can tell she’s in some sorta trouble.” She sighed and shook her head. “Silly stubborn thing, refusing to tell me more.”

I smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ll protect her. You have my word.” It was as Norma said: Lulu was a sweet, smart girl. She didn’t belong in the hands of a devil, and I was going to make sure it stayed that way.



Chapter 8


It felt like going to Grayedge had taken up the better portion of a day, but by the time Lulu and I returned to the farm, the sun was still high in the sky.

I had to give some credit to Norma, the old perv. Going without a shirt had definitely helped me deal with the heat, although it had left my faint muscles glistening with sweat.

Before we stepped onto Lulu's property, something big came swooping from the sky.

“Steve!” Fern cheered as she soared in like a missile.

I jumped to the side and sent her whizzing past, skidding through the dirt, face first.

After she was done chewing on soil, Fern jumped up and shook herself all better. “Aw, Steve! No fair. Why did you move?”

“If I hadn’t, you’d have snapped me in half,” I told her.

“No I wouldn’t! At worst, I might’ve shattered a rib. Might. But no worse than that! After all, you’re tough. Just look at that body. Look at those muscles. Those manly muscles. So hot!” She rushed over and started poking at my physique. “Why are you showing them off? Where is your shirt? And your cool pants. What happened to the cool pants?!”

“Traded them to Norma,” I said as I rusted the bag of seeds. “Got these in return.”

Fern looked into the sack. “You traded them for that? That’s an awful trade. Your pants were so much better. These don’t even look that tasty.”

“They’re not for eating!” Lulu complained.

“She’s right,” I said while removing Fern’s face from the sack—phrasing. “Please don’t try and eat Lulu’s lifeline.”

“Oh, okay,” Fern said, pouting. “What about you? Can I eat you instead?” She licked her lips.

“Maybe later,” I said, cursing Zeryesis for making me busy. “For now, gather the others.”

She saluted with a wing. “Will do!” Then she took off at full pelt.

By the time Lulu and I made it to the house—and it wasn’t a long journey—Fern was waiting on the porch with both Roxie and Marietta.

The former I knew would come when called, but I was a little surprised to see the tsundere sheep had decided to attend.

When I looked at her, she scrunched her nose. “What? Don’t think I came out here because of the bird’s nattering. I was simply interested to see whether or not you’d failed.”

“Don’t you know failure isn’t in my vocabulary?” I said as I rattled the bag of seeds. “One one-month harvest, coming up. And change, too.” I threw her a bundle of pink fabric.

Marietta looked confused when she caught her dress. “This… I gave you this to tra—throw away.”

I waved dismissively. “Bad news: they wouldn’t let us. Something about dumping dresses being illegal in Grayedge. Guess you’ll have to keep hold of it.”

Marietta’s gaze switched between the gown and me. She took a long time soaking in my current outfit before letting out an exaggerated sigh. “If I must. I suppose I don’t want to dirty the environment with trash.”

I grinned at the dishonest little sheep. She was definitely cuter than I first imagined… even if she was still a brat.

“Do you really have a harvest that can be done in a month?” Roxie asked.

“That’s what Norma said,” Lulu replied.

“And she seems to know what she was talking about,” I said, having gotten all the info about how to plant these seeds from her before we’d left.

“Norma’s not a farmer, but she’s trustworthy. She wouldn’t mislead us,” Lulu assured me.

“You don’t need to tell me.” I already knew she was a good woman. The best one living in Grayedge if she was the only one willing to give Lulu the respect she deserved.

“So what now?” Roxie asked as she looked at the fields. “Are we really gonna destroy the current crop?”

“We don’t have a choice,” I said. “The faster we do this, the faster we can plant the arugula. I want everyone to pitch in.”

The cow gasped. “Everyone? As in me too?”

“You work here, don’t you?”

“I did work here,” she mumbled as she fidgeted with a strand of long white hair. “But that was as a dairy cow, not a farmhand. Now I’m nothing—nothing but a washed-up old hag…”

I exhaled. “Seriously? This again?”

She jumped to attention and muttered, “W-what?”

“I’ve only been here for a few days, yet it feels like the millionth time you’ve said that. I’m sick of it already.” I folded my arms and stared Roxie straight in the eye. “You are not an old hag. Not even close.”

“But I am,” Roxie said under her breath as she squeezed her chest. “I’m all dried up.”

I waved dismissively. “Since when do you need to milk to dig up plants?  Show me your arms.”

“Excuse me?” she squeaked.

“Your arms.” I patted my own. “Flex them.”

Roxie’s cheeks turned red as she hesitated. Slowly, she lifted her arms like I’d asked her to.

I grasped her right arm and sunk my fingers into her softness, coaxing a moan from her delectably thick lips. “Feel that? You’re soft, sexy, but when you dig down deep, there’s muscle.” It was hidden, sure, but it was there, and boy did it feel hard. As expected of a holstaur. “You’re trying to tell me you’re too old to work? I’m not buying it. Your dairy cow days might be over, but you’re plenty fit… or do you seriously think you can’t pluck out a few plants?” I looked into her silver eyes and demanded an answer.

Roxie didn’t meet my gaze for long; she turned away as quickly as she could. Her blushing cheeks got hotter and hotter as she squeaked. “I-I don’t see why I couldn’t.”

I grinned. That was more like it. An old hag? Roxie? Apparently it’d been a while since she’d last looked in a mirror.

Fern raised a wing as she bounced on the spot. “I’ll help. I’ll help! I can help, right? Right?! And it’ll make you happy, won’t it? Won’t it?!”

“It will indeed,” I said to the overexcited harpy. “I bet those talons are great at ripping out plants.”

“The bestest! There’s nothing they can’t rip out. Just you watch! I’ll rip out all the crops. I’ll be the bestest ripper there’s ever been!”

Now that was the energy I liked. That meant another demi-beast added to the team.

Marietta sighed. “I suppose you’re going to ask me next.”

“That depends,” I said as I turned my attention toward her. “Are you willing to work?”

“Hardly,” she scoffed. “Henry would never have expected me to dirty myself in the fields.”

“So you don’t care if Lulu gets taken?”

“I never said that,” Marietta snarled. “Don’t make me sound like a child. I am a prize sheep. Maintaining the condition of my wool is a full-time job. It’s going to deteriorate if I start baking myself in the sun, muddying my hands.”

“Yeah, it would be a real shame to damage the wool you won’t let us shear,” I snarked.

She pointed her parasol at my chest. “Don’t speak about what you don’t understand, you no-good human. I don’t even know why I’m standing here listening to this.” Marietta turned with a huff and stormed into the house.

“Steve…” Lulu whined. “Don’t be so harsh on her. Please.”

“I know, but she doesn’t make it easy,” I grumbled. “Let’s put her to one side. That’s still four capable helpers. Is everyone ready?”

“Yeah!” Fern cheered at the top of her lungs while jumping into the air, in contrast to Roxie and Lulu who were a little more reserved with their answers.

“I think it’ll work best if we all start from different positions and work inwards,” I said as I glanced at the field. “Me and Roxie will take that side, and you two can do that one. Fine with everyone?”

“That’s fine with me, sugar!” Roxie said with newfound excitement.

“No! Why can’t I work with you?” Fern complained.

“We’re not working together, just clearing the same field,” I told her before changing targets. “Lulu, this work for you?”

She tensed. “Oh… sure. Whatever you say, Steve.”

I gave her orange hair a quick ruffle. “Don’t worry, we’ll have these fields ready before the day’s done.” Having had my fill of Lulu’s surprised, yet delighted, face, I jumped off the porch. “Let’s work!”

I’d played a lot of games based around farming, but this was my first time getting to do the real thing, unless household plants counted.

They did not.

It went without saying that pulling up plants in the sun couldn’t be compared to lounging in a chair and screwing around on a computer. While the nearby Darkwood offered some shade, there wasn’t enough to stop the spring sun from shining down on us as we worked.

Once again, it seemed Norma had been right sending me here baring my pecs to the world.

Pulling up the baby beetroots felt wasteful, but it had to be done. I went down the first ‘row’ and grabbed each plant in turn, pulled them from the soil, then dumped them in a wooden bucket.

All in all, it wasn’t the hardest job I’d ever done, but that was no guarantee the others would think similarly.

“Are you girls doing alright?” I asked as I looked over the fields, more toward one woman than three. Lulu and Fern didn’t concern me that much. One was a farmer, even if she was still learning the ropes, while Fern had the energy of a kid who’d gulped down two cartons of the most sugar-laced drink imaginable. No, the one who worried me was the cow I’d tasked with working the same field as me for a reason.

Roxie was behind me in progress and breathing heavily. Her cheeks were flushed while her skin shone with sweat. “I’m getting by,” she said as she rubbed her dirt-stained fingers over her chest, drawing my eyes to her deep glistening cleavage. “It’s been… a long time since I’ve done so much exercise.”

“If you need a break, take one,” I said. “You’re doing a good job. Don’t rush yourself.”

She smiled. “Thank you kindly, sugar, but I can keep going.” She shuffled along on her knees and pulled up another beet. “Lulu is counting on me. I can’t stop working just because I’m a li’l sore. Henry would never forgive me if I let anything happen to his flesh and blood. I’ve been too worried about myself and not enough about her for too long. It’s time I made things right.”

Hearing her say that brought a smile to my face and motivated me to work even harder. I was the first to reach my field’s middle, and I made sure to do more than my fair share until I joined up with Roxie.

After that, we were left with two empty dirt fields.

“Finished. We’re all finished!” Fern said, angling for attention.

“Great job,” I said as I gave the grubby harpy a squeeze.

“And me, sugar?” Roxie panted, breathing heavier than ever. All her perspiration had left her dress somewhat transparent, showcasing the outline of her man-alluring breasts.

I couldn’t stop myself from looking at them.

Fern grumbled and rubbed her chest against me. “What are you looking at? Hey? Hey?! Don’t tell me you’re into oversized cow udders. What’s so great about them? Who would want something so heavy? They’re not good for flying.”

“Don’t worry,” I assured Fern. “I’m a flexible sort of man. I’m as attracted to big breasts as I am to small breasts.”

“Really?” Fern said, eyes lighting up.

“And you like my chest too?” Roxie said, holding it in a way that emphasized her heavenly proportions.

“What man wouldn’t?” I said with a grin.

Roxie squeezed her glowing cheeks and wiggled her hips in delight.

“Steve, you shouldn’t flirt with them so much. You’re going to make them overheat,” Lulu said as she came with a wooden tray carrying a jug of water and some bowls of food.

“I’ll try. Not sure I’ll be able to succeed, mind you,” I said. “Sorry about making you get all this.”

“Don’t mention it. After all, I can make water out of thin air,” she said with a little smile. “Besides, I can’t take all the credit. I didn’t prepare the food.”

“You didn’t? Then who did?” We’d all been too busy in the fields, which only left… “Ohh.”

Lulu beamed. “See? She’s not a bad girl. She just needs more time.”

I smirked as I took an apple. “I’ll make sure to thank her later… although she’ll probably deny it.”

“Yeah!” Fern said as she looked at the tray. “Wait, where’s my food?”

Nobody was quick to offer an answer.

After we’d recharged, which involved a trip into the Darkwood for Fern, Lulu asked me, “What now?”

“It’s time to get planting,” I said as I stood up and stretched. “Where do you keep your plough?”

Lulu bit her bottom lip. “I kind of traded it a few months back…” She fidgeted with her hands. “I mean, it’s not like we had anyone to pull it, and I was kind of desperate…”

“It’s fine. We can improvise. A hoe should work.” I glanced at her. “We do have a hoe, don’t we?”

Lulu nodded and rushed off to get it, and she returned a moment later with two metal hoes which had seen better days. Their ends were dull and had more chips than a convenience store. Really, they needed replacing or sharpening, but it went without saying that Lulu didn’t have the money nor the time to do either.

“This should do,” I said as I took one from her hands, and—.


- - -

New Tool Discovered: Hoe

Would you like to learn proficiency in this tool?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


I was starting to get used to random text boxes appearing from thin air, but I hadn’t expected one promoting hoe tips. It made me remember something similar happening in the Darkwood when I’d picked up a spear.

Do I want to learn how to use a hoe?

It only cost one deed point, but I also didn’t have many to my name—just the two—and it didn’t seem wise to waste them. However, this was important. If we screwed up planting the arugula, that would be the end of Lulu. I couldn’t take that chance.

However, I still didn’t buy the knowledge… yet.

I rubbed the sweat off my brow. “I’ll prepare this field.”

“What would you like us to do, sugar?” Roxie asked, breathing back to normal, although she still looked on the hot side.

“Get some rest. You deserve it after all your hard work.”

“What about me?” Lulu asked, holding the other hoe.

“You take the other field.” Two heads were better than one, especially as it was starting to get late. I wanted to get this done before nightfall.

As our shadows grew longer, I moved into position and thought back to all the YouTube videos I’d watched about farming. They gave me a good idea about how to proceed, but I couldn’t say I was confident. I glanced at Lulu to see if she could give me any help.

She couldn’t.

Lulu wielded the hoe like a pickaxe and hacked at the dirt violently.

I may not have been an expert, but I didn’t need to be to know she was doing everything wrong. It wasn’t a mistake I expected from a farmer, even a relatively new one.

Suddenly, I felt a lot more motivation to stop testing and start buying. I mentally summoned the same menu from minutes earlier.


- - -

Hoe

Would you like to learn proficiency in this tool?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


I’d managed to spawn it mentally, so I tried accepting the deal in the same manner.

The button clicked before my eyes, and a deed point was taken from my account.

Something surged into my head. I gritted my teeth as it felt like I was being hit with a rush of information—like someone had plugged a USB into my brain and was uploading everything on it.

Lulu’s ears sprung up. “Steve, are you okay?” she asked, rushing over to check on me.

“Yeah,” I said as I rubbed my throbbing head and cursed my power for not warning me that would happen. It felt worse than the hangover I had back in the Darkwood, yet the difference was immediately apparent. When I looked at my hoe… I understood it. All of a sudden, I knew exactly how it should be used and could be used. I knew I’d been holding it wrong, that my posture had been terrible, and that using it like a pickaxe was ill-advised.

Although that last point was obvious enough to begin with.

I twirled the hoe like a cheerleader’s baton. It was insane how comfortable it felt. It was like an extension of my being rather than a tool I was holding. Despite this being the first time I’d ever picked a hoe up, I had a lifetime’s worth of experience at my fingertips.

“Awesome,” I whispered under my breath. It wasn’t as cool as magic, and it was pretty low down the list of impressive isekai powers, but that didn’t make me any less thrilled.

“Steve?” Lulu said as she took a step back. “What are you doing?”

“Erm… just doing a few warm-up exercises,” I said as I stopped my one-man circus show. “I’m guessing nobody ever taught you how to use one of these.”

She bit her bottom lip. “Not properly… but I’ve seen Dad use them before.”

“And do you remember him attacking the ground like it was a monster?”

“I…” She rubbed her head. “It was a while ago…”

“I figured as much,” I sighed out. “Then let me teach you how to use it properly. We’ll have those seeds planted soon enough. Watch me.” The instructions given to us by Norma remained in my head as I simply strolled in a straight line and let my hoe dig into the dirt.

On instinct, I knew I was cutting deep enough—just deep enough. It felt less like I was slicing through the dirt with a tool and more like I was scooping it up with my finger. That was the level of control I had. And I didn’t even need to bend my back. My new knowledge told me to keep my posture nice and relaxed. It meant I could move fast without worrying about straining myself.

“There,” I said once I got to the other side of the field.

Lulu crouched down and ran her furred fingers through the trough. “It’s so clean.”

“It’s easy when you know what you’re doing.” And have a cheat power to help you. “Should we plant now or do the others first?”

“Plant now?” Lulu replied like I’d said something strange.

“What’s wrong?”

“Aren’t you supposed to dig holes?” she said.

At last, it dawned on me. “Have you been digging individual holes whenever you need to plant?”

She nodded and pulled a face like a child scared of being scolded. “Wasn’t I supposed to?”

I marched over and checked the holes she’d made with her hoe. They were both messy as well as much deeper than Norma had instructed.

“Is that how you’ve planted everything so far?” I asked her while wiping the soil from my hands.

“Yeah,” she mumbled, her ears flat against her head. “Was that wrong?”

If she was trying to plant seedlings, it wouldn’t be, but for seeds it was a different story. Not only was her work sloppy, but it was completely inefficient.

“I don’t want to offend you, but your dad should’ve taught you this,” I said.

“Dad never really wanted me to become a farmer,” she mumbled. “He’s the one who pushed me to go to the academy before… you know.”

“That explains a lot,” I said while thinking about the words I’d have with her father’s ghost if we ever met. “I want you to repeat after me.”

When Lulu tried to bend down, I reached from behind and held her up. When her hands wandered, I shifted them down and moved them back into place.

Together, the two of us walked along the row, with me acting as a guide and teacher.

“You’re doing great,” I said as I looked down and realized my position gave me an amazing view down her shirt, where her tanned flesh turned pale. It wasn’t somewhere I meant to gaze, but once I had, looking away was difficult. It didn’t help that Lulu’s scent was tickling my nostrils. She smelled like nature—no surprise there—but with a sweet, feminine undercurrent that stimulated my senses.

“Erm… Steve?” Lulu said, green gem eyes flickering up at me.

“Yeah?” I replied.

“You’re poking me…”

I was? I didn’t feel like I was. My hands were resting on hers, and I was sure I would’ve realized if I’d been holding too tightly.

“Not there,” she mumbled, seemingly noticing where I was checking.

Where else could she… then I realized I’d been poking her in the behind with my hardness.

I put some distance between the two of us and cleared my throat. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s… fine. I know it’s just how men get sometimes. When they’re excited. Aroused.” Lulu squirmed, hands toying with the end of her hoe as her cheeks burned red.

“That’s right,” I said. “It’s a natural reaction. Nothing I can do about it.”

“Nothing you can do about it,” she repeated, voice trailing off.

Before I could break the awkwardness between us, something large and soft bundled into my side. “Steve,” Roxie said with a seductive purr. “I’d like to learn how to hoe too. Do you think you could teach me?”

“Me too. Me too!” Fern cheered as she tackled my other arm.

“You don’t even have hands,” Roxie said, correctly.

Fern puffed out her chest. “All I’ve gotta do is clasp my wings together and it should be fine. Right? Right?!”

I sighed and stared at Lulu. “Think you can manage on your own?”

Lulu nodded. “Yep. It’s easier than I thought it’d be. What about you? Will you be okay?”

“Me? I should be fine,” I said, unable to say I disliked having two beautiful demi-beasts vying for my attention.

What guy would?

I made sure I didn’t skimp out on Roxie and Fern’s personal lessons. They wouldn’t have let me if I’d tried.

Getting rid of my erection proved impossible when I had my arms wrapped around Roxie’s marshmallowy curves, especially with her treating my ears to her small panting moans, each with that little bovine touch. Then there was her strong natural scent, empowered by how hard she’d been working. I’d never faced anything like it before, but I knew I wanted more.

Much more.

Fern’s size made her much easier to hold, but her wiggling bare behind and troubles holding the hoe meant there was no escaping from temptation. I had to hold her as close as humanly possible as she rubbed against me and delighted my instincts with the fragrance drifting from her hair.

They made me question why women bothered wearing perfume. The longer I spent in their presence, the more primal I felt myself becoming.

When I was done tutoring, I rushed through my actual work like a man possessed, all in a bid to escape my burning desires.

The end result was two fields ready to be sown come evening.

“Time to plant,” I said as I rustled the sack of seeds. “Norma said to plant them one inch apart. Hopefully, this’ll be enough.”

“So we don’t need to push them into the ground?” Lulu asked, still hot and sweaty after working hard through the afternoon.

“No. Just place them in the ditches then cover them in dirt.”

“Can I help?” Roxie asked.

“You’re sure?” I replied.

She nodded. “You know I wanna help, and I’ve still got a li’l energy to spare.”

“Me too. Me too!” Fern insisted while throwing her wings in the air. “I can plant, no problem!”

I smiled. “Let’s split the seeds and get planting.”

“Do they have to be exactly an inch apart?” Roxie asked while filling her hands.

“Just guess. It won’t be the end of the world if you’re a bit off. As long as we have enough to go around.” After all the digging we’d done, I didn’t want any of it to go to waste.

It turned out that wasn’t anything we had to worry about. We had enough for both fields.

“I’m going to need to thank Norma later,” I said as I rubbed my hands clean and looked over two seeded fields bathed in evening light. “Nice work, everyone. You all did a great job.”

Roxie breathed heavily. “We actually did it. I actually did it.”

I smirked. “What did I tell you? Old? Washed-up? That’s a load of bullshit. You’re a great worker. We’re glad to have you.”

Her already red complexion grew hotter as went back to giggling and squeezing her plush cheeks.

“And me? And me?!” Fern said, getting in my face.

“And you,” I said, ruffling her green hair.

The way she laughed in response was too adorable for words. It was no wonder she got away with being such a menace.

Roxie tittered while circling her single white lock. “So… are we done?”

“You two are. Go get some rest,” I said as I waved them off. “Lulu and I need to give these newborns some grub.”

“I’ll fill up a watering jug,” Lulu said as she went to run off.

“Don’t you have a watering can?” I asked, stopping her.

She fidgeted with her hands. “We did, but I kind of…”

“Understood,” I said, well aware where this was leading.

“Is there a problem with how I do it?” she asked.

“I’m not sure, but it’s not how I’d do it. You’re risking overwatering, not to mention dispacing the seeds.”

Lulu’s expression went blank. “Wait, you can overwater?”

I hesitated to reply. Was she serious? It was information any novice gardener knew, never mind a farmer.

Just how badly had she been prepared for this job?

Lulu nibbled her bottom lip as my silence said everything. “Then what do I do?”

I rubbed my chin while thinking of a solution. “How good is your water magic?”

“Not very. I’m only beginner level.”

“Is that good enough to shoot water like you do those fireballs?”

“Sort of… but what good is that?”

I grinned. “Because I’m picturing you shooting those bad boys into the air and popping them like fireworks.”

“And then the water sprinkles down like rain and… Steve, that’s genius!” Lulu said. “Why have I never thought of that?”

I dismissed her exaggeration with a wave. “Sometimes you just need a fresh perspective on things. Besides, we still don’t know if it’ll work.”

Lulu was eager to find out. She chanted the spell and launched a ball of water into the air. When she clamped her fist shut, it exploded and rained down on the area, soaking it like a sprinkler.

“It worked!” Lulu cheered as she jumped in place, her fluffy tail wagging from side to side.

I smirked as I watched her bounce around. “Great job. You did it.”

She shook her head. “No, you did it. I… Steve, thank you so much. You’re incredible. I’ve been in charge of this farm for over a year and failed constantly. You’ve been here for a hot second and have already transformed this place. I mean, you’ve got Fern and Roxie helping! I didn’t even know that was possible.” Her joyful expression quickly darkened as her shoulders drooped. “You’re so much better at this than me. Maybe everyone was right when they said I wasn’t cut out to be a farmer…”

“Don’t be so negative,” I said. “You’re amazing.”

“Am not,” she grumbled.

“You are. Look at that watering business. I can’t do that. You’re the only one here who is a bona fide mage.”

“I’m a dropout,” she said through a pout. “Besides, I’m sure you could learn magic like that, no problem.”

“Only if you’re the one planning on teaching me.”

She flinched and pointed at herself. “Me? You want to learn from me?”

“Well I doubt Marietta’s going to volunteer,” I said with a smirk. “Yes I want to learn from you.”

“But I’m a demi-beast! And a dropout!”

I shrugged. “So? I’d take a cute demi-beast dropout over a human master wizard any day of the week… as long as the cute demi-beast is interested.”

“Ah… erm…” Lulu began as she started squirming to the max. She gulped and placed a hand on her stomach. “Aren’t you feeling hungry? I’m feeling hungry.”

Cute escape or not, Lulu’s statement made my stomach rumble. “Think Marietta’s made dinner?” I asked.

“I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” Lulu replied. “I’m sure lunch was a fluke.”

It seemed a fair remark until we entered the kitchen and found Roxie and Marietta eating together. Two full bowls had been laid out in front of the empty seats.

Lulu froze in the doorway. “Marie… did you do this?”

Marietta scoffed, turning away. “Don’t read too much into it. I was bored and in search of a new hobby, is all.”

My lips curled into a Cheshire Cat grin. Maybe I’d gotten through to the spoiled brat after all?

“Now stop lollygagging and eat,” Marietta demanded. “You’ve got a bath to prepare.”

Or maybe not…



Chapter 9


My muscles ached.

I’d been used to working long hours in my old life, but an office couldn’t be compared to working in a field. I’d traded stiff shoulders and a serious case of eye strain for little niggles… well, everywhere.

I groaned as I tottered into the kitchen while rubbing my sore neck.

“Good morning, Steve,” Lulu said with a cheerful smile.

“Up already?” I replied, unable to match her energy.

“Of course. Remember, a farmer’s day starts bright and early,” she said as she provided me with a healthy fruit breakfast.

I looked down at the treat. “I hope this isn’t code for these being picked this morning.”

Lulu blushed. “N-no, I was checking the fields. We still have some fruit left over from the other day, although it won’t last till tomorrow. I’ll make sure to go foraging later.”

I hummed to myself. It sounded like Lulu had no intention of slowing down… or, at least, she had no choice in the matter. I’d found her a way to escape Zeryesis’s clutches, but it wouldn’t mean much if she was working herself like a slave regardless.

My thoughts were interrupted by the front door slamming open, courtesy of a feathered terror who threw her wings in the air and cheered, “It’s morning!”

It was quite the way to make an entrance.

Fern tottered over to the table where she deposited her hunt, dragged a chair next to me, then dug in.

A light bulb went off over my head, and I asked Fern, “Do you forage for yourself every day?”

“Yeppers!” she said through a mouthful of berries. “Impressive, right? Right?! I never go hungry.”

“It sure is,” I replied. “I’m guessing you know all the Darkwood’s best foraging spots.”

“Mhm! Well, not all. Only those nearby. I don’t like flying too far. I don’t know who I’ll run into—what I’ll run into. There’s kobolds out there, you know? Bleurgh! Lizards. Hate them.”

“Do you never bring anything for the others?”

Fern shook her head. “Why? Should I? They never ask me to.”

I sighed. This girl…

“I was just thinking about how much of Lulu’s time is eaten up by foraging. It’s high time we make some changes around here, and I think you should become the farm’s main forager.”

“What?” Lulu said, ears jumping to attention.

Fern gasped and hopped to her feet. “You’re giving me a job? You can do that? Does that mean I’m gonna get paid?!”

“I can’t pay her to work here,” Lulu told me.

“Nobody is getting paid but Lulu,” I replied.

“You want me to pay to work here?” Fern stuck out her tongue. “Boo! No! I don’t wanna work if I have to pay. That sucks. I can’t even pay; I don’t have any money. Not a penny to my name. I’m broke. Helpless!”

“You’re not paying—you’re paying back. And you’re doing it with labor, not money,” I said. “You’ve been staying here, free of charge, for a year without doing anything to help. It’s about time you start contributing.”

Fern gasped. “What? But—”

“No arguments,” I said. “You’ve been pampered for too long. It’s time to chip in, or else.”

“Or else what?” she asked in horror.

“Or else you’ll have to find another bed to sneak into.”

Fern squeaked and clung to me. “Steve, no! That’s unfair. More than unfair! That’s plain cruel. It’s evil! You can’t throw me out of your bed. I love sleeping next to you. It’s so warm, and cozy. And cozy!”

I grinned. “Then you’re going to start gathering for Lulu, aren’t you?”

She nodded sharply. “I can do that! I know I can do that. Will it make you happy if I do that?”

“It sure will,” I said as I rubbed her head.

Fern squealed in glee and flapped her huge green wings. “Oh goodie! Then I’m gonna be the best forager I can be.” She used her wings to swoop the rest of her breakfast into her mouth before rushing out of the kitchen with her cheeks stuffed like a hamster.

“She agreed to it so easily?” Lulu said, her mouth hanging open. “I never thought she’d agreed to help.”

“Haven’t you ever asked her to?” I said.

Lulu bit her bottom lip. “Not exactly…”

My eyes remained on her, burrowing for the truth.

She pouted and shook her head. “No.”

“You should’ve. You’ve been overworking yourself. You need the help.”

Lulu toyed with her hands. “But relying on a stray harpy to get by? That’s…”

“Relying on others for help doesn’t make you any less worthy,” I said as I pushed away from the table and rose to my feet. “The fact you’ve let her, Roxie, and Marietta stay here for so long without contributing is crazy. You’re too soft for your own good.”

Lulu whimpered. “I mean… I don’t really look after Fern. She just sleeps in the house. As for the others… they’ve got special circumstances.”

“It doesn’t change that mollycoddling them has made things harder on you. You’ve indulged them for too long.”

Lulu’s ears dipped as she looked at the floor.

I sighed. “I didn’t mean to insult you. You’re just too kind. You should know the dangers of taking on too many responsibilities by yourself.”

“How can I be called too kind by a man trying to save my life for no reason?” she mumbled under her breath.

“You’re overestimating me on two counts,” I informed her as I swallowed the last morsel of my meal. “For one, it’s not that big a deal. My life’s not at risk. Nothing bad is going to happen to me if we fail, so it’s not like there’s much reason for me not to help.”

“Sure, I can maybe get that,” she said, “but that still doesn’t give you a reason to. You’re still having to waste your time—a lot of time.”

“That brings me nicely to count two: my motivation. I’ve got a really good reason for doing all this.”

Her ears jumped. “You do?”

“Obviously. If I don’t do something, you’re gone. Why the hell would I want that? I mean, a world with you in it versus a world without? It’s not even a competition, so I’m trying to keep things as they are.” I grinned and looked Lulu in the eye. “That reason good enough for you?”

“I…” Lulu said, stammering too much to say anything more.

“See?” I continued. “There’s nothing unselfish about what I’m doing. I’m just trying to keep a cute dog girl where I can see her. If you’d been some ugly guy, who knows what I might’ve done.”

“I don’t believe that for a second,” she said. “I’m sure you would’ve helped, regardless.”

I waved her words away. “Don’t forget, I’m a man. We naturally go all out when it comes to helping attractive girls. It doesn’t make us saints, it just means we think with our dicks.”

Lulu stared at my lap for a moment longer than she needed to. “You’d do all this… because of your dick?”

“Why not?” I said with a shrug. “I’ve gone to sleep these last few nights with a naked harpy grinding against me, then get to show off to her and three beauties… even if one hates my guts. It’s not the worst situation to be in, and I intend to keep it that way.”

“I…” Lulu began, face getting warmer. She turned to the window. “W-whoa, look how late it’s getting! And still no sign of Roxie. She’s probably waiting for someone to deliver her breakfast, so…” Lulu heaved up the heavy bowl of greens.

I slid my hands around hers and took the dish from her. “Allow me.”

“Oh, okay,” she squeaked as she fidgeted in my presence. “Is this you… thinking with that again?”

“Definitely,” I laughed as I took my leave and headed next door, to the barn. I went straight to Roxie’s room and knocked. “Roxie, you in there?”

There was no response.

I knocked again. “You asleep?”

Tired groans answered back.

“I’m coming in,” I warned her before doing just that.

Roxie was inside, unsurprisingly. She was lying flat on her back, an arm draped over her face. Her bedding had been cast aside, showing off her delectable body that was dressed in the same sexy red babydoll as last time.

I knocked on the door frame. “Morning, Roxie.”

“Steve?” she groaned. “Is that you, sugar?”

“Sure is. I’ve brought you breakfast in bed.”

“Breakfast? That’s so sweet of you,” she mumbled, seemingly not all there. “How can I repay you?”

“You’re repaying me just fine as you are,” I informed her as I ogled her spread legs and alluring lingerie.

It took a moment for Roxie to realize what I was talking about. She slammed her thick thighs shut and covered herself with a sheet. “I… it’s…” Her face shone as red as her outfit.

“Sorry about that,” I said through a small mischievous grin. “I couldn’t help myself.”

“It’s… okay. It’s my fault for sleeping so shamelessly,” Roxie said while clutching the sheet against her chest. “And… did you like what you saw?”

“How could I not?” I replied as I delivered her the fresh greens. “I’d be the happiest son of a bitch who’s ever lived if I woke up to a view like that each morning.”

For a moment, Roxie didn’t do anything but pull the sheet up and try to hide how ecstatic my words made her. Then she let it fall back over her body before reaching for the bowl. However, she stopped and winced.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“It's fine, sugar,” Roxie whined as she rubbed her lower back. “I’m just sore after yesterday.” She sighed. “I should’ve known this old body of mine couldn’t keep up with you young’uns.”

I scoffed. “Don’t start that again. Age isn’t the problem; it’s because you’re not used to it. I’m feeling it myself.”

“For real?” she said like such a thing couldn’t be possible.

“Big time. Think of it as a badge of honor. It’s a sign you’ve done a good honest day’s work.”

She giggled while toying with her hair. “I can try, sugar… but that doesn’t change that it hurts.” Just loading her mouth with food seemed to be causing her discomfort.

“Good point,” I said, able to feel some aches myself. “Then how about a massage?”

She gagged on her meal. “A what?!”

“A massage. I’m presuming you know what one is.”

“I do, sugar. At least, I think I do.” She gulped. “And you’re seriously saying you’ll give me one?”

“Sure. I’m no masseur, but I used to give my girlfriend them from time to time.”

“Your girlfriend?” she said with a hint of horror.

“Ex-girlfriend,” I emphasized. “One of many.”

She breathed out.

I grinned. “Twist around. Let me get at those shoulders.”

While keeping her front hidden by the sheet, Roxie shuffled around and gave me access to her shoulders, which were looking a little red after how long she’d spent out in the sun.

I made sure to add inquiring about sunscreen to my to-do list.

Ping!


- - -

To-Do List

Save Lulu

Inquire about sunscreen

- - -


That wasn’t quite what I’d been expecting…

I ignored my power and focused on Roxie. Her nightwear left little to the imagination when viewed from the front, and even less from behind. It showed off her soft, plump curves and that wonderful ass peeking from beneath her cow tail and panties. I couldn’t believe how big it was. It took a conscious effort to focus on her shoulders instead of staring like a lech.

“Here goes,” I said as I dug my fingers in.

She responded with a moan putting heavy emphasis on the ‘o’. It reminded me of her namesakes from back home, only dripping in undeniable sex appeal.

“That feels amazing, sugar,” Roxie moaned in a voice any would want to hear. “My shoulders and back are always so sore.”

“Because your breasts are so big?”

“Because of my poor sleeping posture…”

“Ohh,” I muttered, voice trailing off into silence.

For a moment, neither of us said anything as my hands remained still.

“A-and,” Roxie continued, squirming a smidge, “maybe because my breasts are a little larger than the average cows.”

I grinned and dug my fingers into her shoulders.

She let out another sexually charged squeak. “Oh! Right there, sugar. That feels absolutely divine.”

“Glad you like it,” I said as I kneaded my fingers into her soft flesh. “This might be a good time to talk about how you’re going to pay me back for this.”

Roxie tensed beneath my fingers. “Pay? Y-you never told me there was a price for this.”

“Didn’t I? My bad,” I said, refusing to stop.

She gulped as her breathing sped up. “It’s… i-it’s a li’l early for that, ain’t it? I mean, we’ve only known each for a few days. And I know I should be flattered—and I am, please believe me—but I’m worried it’ll be taking things a li’l fast. I still need more time to prepare my—”

“Roxie,” I interjected. “I was going to ask you to help me do some repairs.”

“Oh… oh!” she replied, voice becoming an awkward laugh. “T-that’s what you meant.”

“This place is pretty run down. Between the two of us, I imagine we can make some big changes. Positive changes.” There were plenty of repairs that needed doing to the house, as well as to the surrounding fence. I leaned in and growled into her ear while massaging my fingers into the crook of her neck. “However, if you’d prefer to pay me back another way, I wouldn’t complain at all…”

Her cheeks burned bright. “Repairing sounds fine, sugar! Just fine.”

I chuckled. “Good. I’m planning for Lulu to survive past this month. Once she does, she’ll need this place up to scratch. We’ll give it to her, when you’re good and ready. Don’t push yourself. She’s not the only one I’m looking after.”

“I understand,” Roxie stammered away. “Thank you, Steve. You’re a real gentleman. I never thought I’d find a man who would treat us demi-beasts as well as Henry did.”

“Glad I could buck the trend. Now let’s try moving a little lower.”

“Oh, Steve… Steve!” she squeaked as my fingers wandered down her tense back.

By the time I was finished with Roxie, she was back to lying helplessly in a slump, euphoria written all over her face.

As I left the barn, I came face to face with Lulu. “You were in there for a long time.”

“I was just getting physical with Roxie,” I confessed.

“Physical?” Lulu gulped as her cheeks got hotter. “You mean l-like… s… se…”

“A massage,” I said with a smirk. “What did you think I meant?”

“N-nothing! That’s exactly what I was thinking about.” She made a show of clearing her throat. “Anyway, that’s not what’s important. Look!” Lulu grabbed my arm and dragged me back into the farmhouse.

There was a fish on the table.

“Erm…” I said, looking between Lulu and the fish.

“Ferm caught it!” Lulu said like it was the most exciting thing to have ever happened.

“I did. I did!” Fern said as she swooped in from my blind spot and made me give her a piggyback. “Praise me. Praise me!”

I spun around and held her up almost like she was a child. “Good job!” It turned out she was ridiculously light. Even for a girl as petite as she was, this couldn’t be normal. I wasn’t blessed with any serious strength, yet holding her took almost no effort.

She wiggled happily, giving me peeks of her beautiful dark-skinned body here and there where her apron shifted. “See? See?! I said I could do it! Catching stuff is no problem. Fish? Easy! I could catch them in my sleep.”

“Then why is this the first time you’ve done this?” I asked.

“Ain’t it obvious? Because we don’t have fiii… I mean, cos I never thought to do it before! It was my first time trying, and it was so easy! I bet I could catch ten more, no problem. Then a hundred. Maybe a thousand?” Her sparkling gold eyes widened. “So I can stay in your bed, right? Right?!”

“Hmm, maybe,” I said. “You know what would really sweeten the deal?”

“What?!” Fern said, almost salivating in excitement.

“If you could keep an eye on the fields, as well. You see anything around that shouldn’t be, grab them or chase them off. I’m talking bugs, vermin, or birds.”

Fern saluted. “Will do! I’m gonna be the bestest bug-catcher, bird-scarer ever.” Then she raced off toward the field.

A pop-up menu appeared in her wake.


- - -

Fern

Species: Harpy

Occupation: Temp farmhand at Darkwood Farm

- - -


Would you look at that. Fern was officially a member of the team, even if only on a trial basis. Whether that was because of me, Lulu, or my power, I couldn’t say. What mattered was Fern was now on board.

“Steve, this is incredible,” Lulu said as she grabbed my arm. “You’ve really got Fern helping.”

“You’re giving me too much credit,” I replied with a shrug. “I don’t think it’s my strong leadership skills that’ve won her over.”

“But they’re still helping to control her. Then there’s Roxie…”

“I don’t think her mindset that’s different to Fern’s… although I suppose that’s the only reason she agreed to help me do some repairs.”

Lulu gasped into her fingers. “Are you serious?”

I grinned at the beautiful dog girl. “Sure am. I’m planning on teaching her to do a little DIY while patching this place up, unless you’d rather we didn’t.”

“N-no! Not at all. That would be terrific, thank you.” She pursed her lips while smiling from ear to ear. “See? This is what I mean. Roxie’s spent the last year and a half doing nothing but drinking and sleeping. A few days with you, and she’s up, about, and working. You must see how impressive that is!”

“Not one bit,” I said, batting away the credit. “She was always willing. She just needed someone to give her a push.”

“And Marietta?” Lulu said. “She’s never prepared food for me before. Then you show up…”

I grinned. “You heard her: just a new hobby. Come talk to me again if she stops hiding her face and starts offering her wool.” She was probably in her room, sulking about me still being here.

Sorry, Marie, but I’m not going anywhere.

Lulu nipped her bottom lip. “Come on, Steve, there’s no reason to be reserved. You’ve already done so much for me. I don’t know how I’ll ever thank you.”

“I thought we’d discussed this already,” I said as I stared into her green eyes.

“W-we did?” she mumbled, averting her gaze.

“Don’t you remember? I want you to teach me magic.”

She gulped. “You were serious about that?” Her voice dropped low as she mumbled to herself. “Of course you were. You really don’t mind…” She returned to smiling like the angel she was. “Okay. If we’ve got energy, I can give you a lesson tonight, if that’s okay with you?”

Okay with me? It was one of the most exciting sentences I’d ever heard.

Before I arrived here, the concept of Lulu having energy come nightfall was a foreign concept. So was the idea of her having help. With an extra pair of hands, and talons, chipping in, Lulu no longer had to work quite so hard just to struggle by.

When the sun had finished setting, Lulu found herself with vitality to spare for the first time in too long. I didn’t let her waste it. She promised to teach me magic, and I made sure she remembered it.

Of course, Lulu had no intention of misleading me, which was why we gathered in the farmhouse’s rundown lounge while Fern made herself comfortable in my bed.

“Okay,” Lulu said, sitting on the couch while I sat opposite on a wooden chair taken from the kitchen. It was a set-up she’d tried to switch around, but I’d been insistent that the teacher deserved the prime seat. “First, what do you know of magic?”

“Nothing,” I said. “My world doesn’t have any magic.”

“Your world?” she asked, tilting her head as her ears twitched curiously.

“Where I’m from,” I amended. “Not a lick of magic to be seen.”

“Fascinating,” Lulu replied, once again having no problem believing anything I told her. “I wonder what the academy would do if they heard of a place where magic wasn’t being practiced? I wonder what the other kingdoms would do…” A gloom came over her.

“Don’t worry. My home is safe.” I hoped. I’d gotten here, so it made sense that there was a way to travel between worlds. It was something I’d rather a magic-wielding warlord not discover any time… ever.

“Then I guess we’ve got to start at the basic basics,” Lulu said as she placed a hand on her chest. “Magic involves the manipulation of spiritual energy. By harnessing it in different ways, it’s possible to use different types of magic.”

“What sort of magic is there?” I asked. “I know you can use fire, water, healing… and shielding?”

“I also know beginner level earth, wind, and ice magic, as well as plenty of common miscellaneous spells.”

I whistled. “As amazing as I thought.”

Lulu’s sun-kissed cheeks turned even brighter as she gave her bottom lip a little bite. “You really need to stop that. I’m seriously not that good. I dropped out after my first year.”

“I remember. The prestigious first demi-beast to drop out of magic school.”

“That’s not an honor,” she huffed through a sulky pout.

“You can only drop off if you made it in to begin with,” I said.

She exhaled under her breath. “You make it sound like I got in on merit rather than… a-anyway, I’m sure you’d rather me stop prattling on and show you some magic.”

I laughed. “I love hearing you talk… although I have always enjoyed practical lessons more than theory.”

“I think everyone does,” Lulu said with the sweetest little giggle. “At the academy, they didn’t let us cast even the simplest spell for our first two months. My classmates almost rioted.”

“You included?” I said with a grin.

“I… wasn’t exactly invited…”

That wiped the smirk off my face, but I did my best to save it by leaning back and shrugging. “Their loss.”

A small smile returned to Lulu’s beautiful face. “All magic shares the same principle: it’s all about tapping into and channeling your inner spirit energy. Everything beyond that is just a means to make the process simpler. The best, and perhaps most widespread example, is using incantations as a medium.”

“So they were magic words,” I said.

“Nobody is really sure where they came from, but there’s no doubt they work. Most fay reckon they, as well as magic in general, are gifts from their god, The Architect. They say it’s why we demi-beasts can’t use magic.” It didn’t seem to be a theory she liked sharing.

“Besides you,” I reminded my magic-wielding demi-beast teacher.

“Besides me… but that’s only because of my human blood!” Lulu protested far more than she needed to. “My talent for fire magic proves as such.” She cleared her throat, “Anyway… although incantations make using magic easier, they’re not miracle phrases which can compensate for improper energy manipulation. Like I said, everything comes back to properly channeling your power. The strongest mages don’t need incantations at all.”

“Like you when you’re using fire magic?”

My interjection snapped Lulu out of lecture mode and got her blushing red again. “I-I… don’t think for a second I’m trying to say I’m some strong mage. I’m not—I’m really not. I mean, I can use chantless fire magic, but only to an intermediate level. That’s nothing! My Dad could do it at an expert level, and he wasn’t even a mage. Then there were my professors at the academy. Compared to them—”

“Lulu,” I said sharply. “Stop talking yourself down. I already think you’re amazing, and that’s not about to change.”

“But I’m really not,” she mumbled. “You don’t understand…”

“I could say the same to you,” I replied, grinning. “You’re telling me not to be impressed at your skills when I can’t do shit? Not happening. It’s like you’re blind to how incredible you are. If I could summon fire from my hands, I’d be acting like Billy Big Bollocks.”

Lulu’s whole body went rigid. She froze awkwardly in place, apart from her eyes which drifted toward my lap. “L-let’s leave the size of your… out of this. The only reason you think I’m better than I am is because you’re not used to magic. I’m sure that’ll change once you learn it.”

“I don’t believe that for a second, but I’ll let it slide.” I told her. “More importantly, you really think I’ll be able to learn?”

“Of course,” she said with an assured nod. “All fay races can use magic.”

“Fay… wait, humans are a type of fay?”

Lulu’s face went white. “I-I mean, that view is held in certain cultures, but it’s not like it’s for me to decide.” She lowered her head. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to insult you.”

I gestured with my hands for her to relax. “I’m not insulted. It sounds pretty cool.”

Her head shot back up, ears included. “Really?”

“Totally. Being a fay sounds more badass than being an ordinary human.” It made me sound like the magic-flinging hero of some urban fantasy, rather than a guy who could do basic scans and had extreme proficiency in a certain gardening implement.

“That’s… most humans hate being classed as a fay,” Lulu explained. “A demi-beast calling one such would be a huge insult.”

“But are they the same thing? We don’t have fay back where I’m from. Just humans.”

“No fay and no demi-beasts,” she muttered. “How about demons?”

“Like Zeryesis?” 

“Yes and no. He is a demon, but only in the same way I’m a demi-beast. He’s a devil, which is just one of the demon races. Kobolds are another.”

“So a bunch of all-around pleasant characters?”

“Sounds like you’re starting to get the right idea,” she said with a smile.

I shook my head. “Then no demons either.”

“Fascinating,” she said, wonder-filled eyes backing up her words. “It sounds like a human-supremacists dream… not that I’m saying that’s a good thing.”

“If they can’t appreciate how amazing a world filled with fay and demi-beasts are, that’s on them,” I replied with a shrug, feeling pretty pissed off at all these idiots unable to appreciate what they had.

Lulu didn’t say anything. She just smiled and looked at me like I’d said something worthy of admiration.

I hadn’t. It wasn’t my fault the people of this world were so messed up.

“I know it’s a little off-topic, but tell me about fay,” I said, my curiosity getting the best of me. “I know Norma’s a gnome.”

“The fay races are elves, dwarves, gnomes, halflings, and fairies,” Lulu explained. “Technically, humans should belong in the same category, but the Central Church of the Architect insists fay are offshoots rather than equals, so here we are.”

“Does that mean fay are persecuted the same way demi-beasts are?” I asked, having not got that impression in Grayedge.

“Oh no,” she said, shaking her head. “Even the True Church of the Architect save their most disparaging views for us and the demon races.”

Here I was wanting to learn a little magic, and somehow I’d ended up in the middle of a discussion about churches I didn’t have a clue about. I sighed and folded my arms. “Putting demi-beasts and demons together? Seriously?”

“I do think that’s a little mean,” Lulu muttered like a sulky child. “Even at our most unsavory, we’re not as bad as the demons. They’re total monsters.”

I chose not to say anything about her making a deal with one.

“A-anyway, we’re getting sidetracked again. Magic—you wanted to learn about magic.” Lulu slapped her bare thighs as if trying to will herself to stay focused. “I can try teaching you some spells, although I’ve never tried before. I might not be very good at it.”

“If it’s you, I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I said earnestly.

She smiled. “Okay… what sort of magic would you most like to learn? And don’t say fire. That’s a little instinctual for me, and I don’t know if I could describe it well. The others, though, I learned from scratch, so I should be able to help you do the same.”

I leaned back as I thought about what sort of magic would be best. The first thing that came to mind was wielding magic like some badass mage and reducing armies of kobolds to rubble. However, I had to think more practical. There was more to magic than fighting, as Lulu had demonstrated.

“How about earth magic?” I said. “Imagine how much easier farming would be if I could shake the planet with my fingers.” I wiggled them around while daydreaming of the power I could wield.

“It’s less useful than you think,” Lulu said. “At beginner level, you’re better off picking up a shovel.”

“At beginner level,” I replied, trying to keep my dream alive. “What about beyond that? You’re saying a master earth mage couldn’t plough a field with a flick of his fingers?”

“I’m sure they could, but nobody in their right mind would spend so long learning magic just to use it for farming.”

“Then I’ll be the first. Either way, being able to manipulate earth sounds awesome.”

Lulu nodded. “Okay… I’ll try and talk you through it. Let's start with an explanation. First, you need to concentrate on tapping into your inner wellspring of energy. It might be a little hard to find at first, but it’s the key to using magic—you can’t do anything without it. You need to find this wellspring of energy and grab onto it. Grab onto it and draw it up through your body, channeling carefully until it’s ready to escape. Then you need to use the proper incantation to turn this raw internal energy into magic.”

As soon as she was done talking, Lulu rushed into the kitchen, and then outside. Before I had a chance to wonder what she was doing, she returned with a dirt-filled bowl which she placed on the floor, between us.

“Okay, I’ll demonstrate,” she said, settling back into the couch. “I’m tapping into my power and drawing it to the surface—drawing it into my hands. As it flows into my palm, as it spreads to my fingers, I harness this raw malleable energy with the magic words.” Lulu pointed her hand at the bowl and said, “Invoke bond with the planet.”

Grains of dirt danced out of the bowl and into Lulu’s hand, where they clumped together into a sphere the size of a baseball.

“Holy crap, that’s amazing,” I said before being distracted by a pop-up.


- - -

New Ability Available: Beginner Earth Magic

Would you like to purchase this ability?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


My mouth fell open as I looked at the message. Was I seriously being offered what I thought I was?

“It’s not that amazing,” Lulu said, paying no heed to the sudden floating text box. “If anything, some would see earth as the least impressive main school of magic. It’s strength comes from manipulation rather than creation, except at a higher level.”

“That’s…” I looked between the screen and Lulu. “Just to make it clear, it’s not normal to buy spells from a floating menu, is it?”

Lulu tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“Remember when I told you about seeing messages?” I pointed in front of me. “There’s one right here. It’s offering me the chance to learn the spell for a deed point.”

“Huh?” she said as the dirt fell from her fingers and all over the floor.

“It’s not the first time this has happened. I got a similar menu when you first handed me a hoe. It’s how I learned to use it so fast.”

“That’s… what?”

“I can also scan people and objects to get additional details,” I said before demonstrating with a few quick scans.

Lulu gawped at me like I’d gone barmy.

I stared her in the eye and said, “I don’t know where this power came from. I didn’t have it before I woke up in the Darkwood.”

“It’s…” Lulu chewed her bottom lip. “I’ve never heard of a magic like that. It’s possible it was taught in the upper years of the academy, but I don’t know. I’m sure I’d have heard something about it if it was…”

“It’s the truth,” I assured her.

“I believe you!” she said. “I don’t think you’d lie to me.”

“I’m not a saint. Don’t forget I’ve lied to you already.” And, to a degree, I still was.

Lulu scrunched her furred hands into fists. “I guess not… but you’re still a good man. You wouldn’t lie to me if you didn’t have a good reason to do so, which means you’re not lying now.” Lulu jumped off the couch and raced around so she could look over my shoulder. “You see a message?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

I pointed. “Right here. It’s a floating box around this big.” I outlined it with my fingers.

“Is it like a piece of paper?” she asked.

“No. It’s like a pop-up from a video game.”

“A video-what?”

I sighed. “Yeah, that was stupid of me. It’s more like… words on a floating piece of glass.”

Lulu exhaled at my fascinating information, unknowingly tickling the inside of my ear. “What does it say?”

I read the menu, line for line, like a kid practicing for the school play.

“What’s a deed point?” she asked once I’d gotten to the end.

“I’m not completely sure,” I replied. “I think they’re points I get for doing good deeds. I got one for agreeing to help you with your Zeryesis’s problem and another for trading my clothes instead of Marietta’s.”

“That’s so weird.”

“I know.” I glanced up at the beauty within touching distance. “And don’t think I did either of those things for the points.”

She smiled. “Don’t worry, it didn’t cross my mind.”

I grinned. I couldn’t tell if Lulu was too nice, too naive, or a mixture of the two. All I knew was I liked it, and I liked her.

How could I not?

“Well?” Lulu said, her eyes getting excited.

“What?” I replied.

“Are you going to do it?”

“You mean buy the spell?”

“Yes!” she said as she bounced on the spot. “I want to see if it works.”

“I’m not sure. I’ve only got one point. Who knows when I’ll need it.”

Her ears drooped. “Oh…” They soon sprang back up, as did Lulu, up and a stride away from me. “I understand. Please don’t think I was trying to guilt you into doing it. I was just curious.”

“Don’t worry, I’m the same,” I said while humming. “But there’s something we’re forgetting.”

She tilted her head. “What?”

“I’ve not actually tried casting the magic yet. We won’t know if I’ll even need to make the purchase.”

Lulu nipped her bottom lip. “Spellcasting isn’t as easy as I made it look.”

“But I’ll never know unless I try,” I said, grinning at her. I pointed my hand at the bowl of dirt. “Remind me what to do again.”

“Concentrate on your inner energy. Find the wellspring of power inside of yourself then draw it to the surface—to your fingertips. Then, while doing so, use the magic words as a catalyst.”

“Invoke bond with the planet, right?” I said. “Not the hardest incantation.”

“It’s only a beginner-level spell,” she replied. “The stronger the level, the more complex the spells become.”

“At least it’s not in some weird ancient language.”

Lulu smiled. “If they were, we wouldn’t be using them. Magic is hard enough without trying to add ancient tongues to the mix.”

“Touché,” I said as I prepared to see how hard magic really was. I closed my eyes and focused on locating my wellspring of inner energy.

It sounded simple, yet I couldn’t feel so much as a sliver of power, no matter how much I concentrated.

“I told you it wasn’t easy,” Lulu sang as if boasting.

I clicked my tongue. “Stupid awesome teacher making things look so simple.” And to think Lulu had the cheek to downplay her talents. It was laughable. “Where am I supposed to find this energy?”

“In your center. Your core. Find it. Harness it,” Lulu said.

I furrowed my brow as I tried to dig deeper. Was it supposed to be in my heart? My stomach? I focused on them, there, and everywhere, but mana didn’t seep into my fingertips.

After tensing so hard I almost split my forehead open, I opened my eyes. “Nope. Can’t feel a thing.”

Lulu rubbed my shoulders, tickling my skin with her soft, furry fingers. “That’s no surprise. Understanding how to harness your inner power was a large part of the course. You’d need to be a genius to go from nothing to magic in a few minutes.”

“Or a guy with a cheat power,” I said as I stared at the pop-up that had been floating away at the side. “Fuck it,” I announced as I willed through the purchase.

My prize was another influx of information which felt like someone was pressing a staple gun into my head. I grimaced and rubbed my throbbing temple.

“Steve, are you okay?” Lulu squeaked as her fingers tightened around my shoulders.

“Fine,” I growled as I dragged my hand from my head. “That’s going to get a little getting used to.” But I had no intention of stopping. I could feel the difference. The spell I’d only heard Lulu say once felt as natural to me as my own name. I didn’t have any memories of using the spell before, yet I felt like I knew what to do down to the letter.

I listened to those instincts of mine, and aimed my open hand at the half-full pot of dirt. “Invoke bond with the planet.” As I spoke, I unconsciously willed power through my veins and fingertips.

On my orders, the dirt rose from the bowl just like it had for Lulu. It flowed into my palm and came together as a floating ball.

Lulu gaped at me in silence.

I glanced back at her and grinned. “Surprise?”

“Steve, that was perfect,” she said, the words tripping from her mouth. “H-how…?”

“It’s my power,” I said. “When I bought the spell, I learned how to use it.”

“That’s incredible! It took me months to get to that level, and you did it in a moment.” She pushed away from me and ran toward the front door. “Wait right there!”

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“Don’t move!” she demanded as she bundled out of the door.

I sat and stared, not completely sure what that was about. Still, I didn’t feel like disobeying my wonderful teacher. While I waited for her to get back, I studied the dirt ball floating in my hand. It felt different to holding a ball of dirt—it was floating, after all—yet somewhat similar. It was like I was doing so through a pair of thick gloves.

I wonder what else I can do…

My power spoke to me. It told me things I shouldn’t have known but did. I tried manipulating the dirt in my hand. I could make a ball, but that wasn’t all. With just a little manipulation, I could make the dirt unit rise and twist into a simple spiraling tower. It wasn’t even that difficult—it was almost like molding clay.

“I’m back!” Lulu said while slamming the front door open.

I flinched, and the ball of dirt in my hand shattered and spilled into my palm and over the floor.

Lulu didn’t seem to realize as she rushed over and slammed two objects on the ground: a pair of rocks.

“Erm, Lulu?” I said.

“I wanted to test your power,” she said as she looked at me like I was a big, shiny new toy. “There’s more to earth magic than manipulating dirt. I wanted to see what else you can do.” She tapped the stone that was small enough to comfortably fit in her palm. “Lift the stone.”

I hesitated, but not because I didn’t want to or couldn’t. Rather, I was temporarily distracted by how damn adorable Lulu looked with her green eyes sparkling and her tail wagging like a puppy about to be taken on a walk.

When she noticed me looking, she squeaked and turned away. “Ah… s-sorry. I didn’t mean to be so bossy. I-if you don’t want to lift the stone, that’s fine.”

“Lulu, relax,” I said. “You are the boss around here.”

“I’m… not really. I own the place, but I’m really not fit to be the boss. Nobody listens to me or takes me seriously.”

“I listen to you,” I said as I tapped into my power. “And I take you very, very seriously.”

Even though I hadn’t seen how manipulating stone was done, my body knew how to do it. It was pretty much the same process as the dirt, yet somehow completely different. Dirt was like delicately wafting. Stone was closer to grabbing the damn thing and lifting it into the air.

Lulu watched me as her tail went back to swinging. “Incredible. Now the other one!”

I placed the first stone down and went for the bigger stone—still one that could be held in a single hand. It took more power to shift than its brother, yet I managed to get it floating without much complaint.

“Steve… I… wow,” Lulu said.

“You’re telling me,” I said as I rotated the stone in mid-air.

“I didn’t even show you this, yet you managed to do it in an instant. Steve, you’re a genius.”

“Can you really call me a genius for buying my way to success?” It was like calling someone who bought their way through a pay-to-win game talented.

It was practically cheating.

“What does that matter? You’re blessed, Steve. There’s no other explanation. You have a gift!” Lulu paced around while fidgeting energetically. “Wait until the news gets out. The academy will want you there, post-haste. The kingdoms will probably come scrambling to get you on their side.” She squealed and clapped her paws. “Steve, you’re going to be huge!”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I said, dropping the floating rock into my waiting palm. “Right now, all I care about is meeting Zeryesis quota.”

She froze and stared like I’d said something shocking. “You mean that?”

“Sure do,” I said as I stood up. “I’m not going anywhere until you’re safe, so don’t try getting rid of me so easily.”

“I wasn’t!” she squeaked. “You can stay as long as you want.”

“Good, because I wouldn’t have abandoned you even if you’d asked.”

Again, Lulu stopped and gaped at me like I’d said something admirable rather than what anyone should have said in my shoes.

Was this seriously a world filled with people who would’ve abandoned Lulu during her hour in need? Fuck that! There was no way I was going to let her down.

She was getting her freedom if it was the last thing I did.



Chapter 10


My eyes fluttered open after a good, long night’s sleep.

A wooden ceiling looked back at me.

I smiled. Good. The dream wasn’t over; I was still on the farm.

It was hard to believe this was really happening. Somehow, I’d ended up in another world, been surrounded by hot monster girls, and learned how to use magic.

Magic!

I grinned to myself. In the space of a few days, I’d gone from some guy who worked in IT to a beginner-level earth mage. That was too cool for words.

The knowledge I could manipulate the ground with my fingertips willed me up for another day in paradise, but a mysterious softness pressed against my side stopped me from moving.

It was only at this point I noticed a large green wing was draped over my torso.

It, of course, belonged to an adorable petite harpy snuggled to my side.

Falling asleep with Fern cuddling me wasn’t unusual. Difficult, but not unusual. However, this was the first time I’d awoken with her in my bed. It was probably because of her new job. While storing food for us, she’d also started doing so for herself. It meant she no longer had to wake up early to catch breakfast. She could sleep in and give me the pleasure of waking up beside her.

And the suffering.

I growled under my breath as a certain stiffness affected my lower half. Could anyone blame me? I had a sexy, naked woman pressed against me. Fern might’ve acted like an immature brat, but there was no doubt she was a woman. Her pear-shaped body spoke to my masculine desires. My urges told me to drag her onto my lap and punish her for getting me into this state to begin with.

Seriously, did she have to sleep naked?

Fern’s golden eyes flickered open. “Morning, Steve,” she pretty much sang while nuzzling into my chest.

“Morning,” I replied while dragging my eyes from her gorgeous naked form. It didn’t stop me from being able to feel her nipples brushing innocently over my skin.

The temptation to reach out and grab her wiggling mocha-colored behind was rising by the second…

My moral crisis was interrupted by a small rumble from Fern’s stomach. She jumped up with an announcement of, “Hungry!” She fumbled over me and rushed across the room to where her apron was. “Come on, Steve!” she said while wiggling her head through the top and letting it fall down her lithe frame. “Let’s go. Let’s go!”

“You go ahead,” I said, waving her off. “I need… a minute.”

Stupid sexy harpies…

After I’d taken care of a certain swelling, I moved to the kitchen where Lulu, Fern, and Marietta were gathered.

When Lulu saw me, she beamed. “Steve! Good morning.”

“Morning to you,” I said before turning my gaze elsewhere. “And everyone else.”

The pompous sheep I’d stealthily meant that for made sure to turn away in a dramatically emphasized manner.

Yep, one day of kindness didn’t stop a brat from being a brat.

Once I sat down, Lulu placed a bowl in front of me filled with her fruity interpretation of porridge. “Here’s your breakfast.”

“Gathered by me,” Fern said as she smushed her apron-covered chest into my arm.

“It’s not a competition,” Lulu said with a small huff.

“Just making sure Steve knows who to thank for all this food,” Fern said, piercing eyes demanding praise.

“It’s amazing how modest you are,” I replied.

“I know, right? I’m totally modest. The most modest!” she said without a hint of irony.

She was either a superb actress or the Fern I’d come to expect.

I chose not to accidentally feed anything else to Fern’s ego and instead focused on myself. I picked up a spoon and prepared to dig—


- - -

New Tool Discovered: Spoon

Would you like to learn proficiency in this tool?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


I glowered. Was I going to get a pop-up whenever I picked up a new tool? It wasn’t as if I’d picked up a harpoon or a firearm—it was a spoon. Who in their right mind would pay to learn how to use a spoon?

I wonder what spoon mastery is like?

Suddenly, I was filled with temptation, and was perhaps fortunate I’d used up the last of my deed points learning earth magic.

While I was wondering about becoming the world’s premier professional spoonsman, there was a knock on the front door. Moments later, a lovely face peeked into the kitchen. “Erm… howdy, y’all. Hope I’m not interrupting.”

Lulu perked up. “Not at all. Come in, Roxie. I’m glad to see you’re up.”

“Thank you kindly, sugar,” she said as she shuffled inside and took the free seat next to me. “Sorry about crying off yesterday. I felt as sore as a trouble-maker’s behind.”

“Which means you’re better today?” I quizzed.

“Much better! I think your hands did the trick.”

“I’m happy to offer them anytime,” I said with a small growl as I looked into her eyes.

She giggled into her fingers as a small blush colored her cheeks.

“Oh brother,” Marietta groaned across from me.

“Hey! Steve! What about me? What about me?!” Fern complained.

“I spoil you enough,” I said.

“No, not enough. Never enough! Spoil me more. Please. Please?!” She tried to clamber onto me.

I squished a hand into her cheek and stopped her in place before looking back at Roxie. “If you’re all better, how about helping me today? I’m gonna get started on some repairs.”

Roxie flinched. “You were serious about that? Why… I don’t mind, sugar, but are you sure you want my help? I reckon I’ll just get in the way.”

“If I didn’t want it, I wouldn’t have asked,” I said. “Trust me, you’ll do great.”

The way Roxie giggled and blushed from a little compliment was too damn sweet. It made me want to compliment her more and more. Luckily, it wouldn’t be hard to find reasons to do so for a woman as stunning as her. Even after cooling myself down after waking up beside Fern, I could feel myself getting excited again.

I somehow managed to get through breakfast without producing any more wood. Then it was off to the storage room with Roxie.

“We’ve not got the greatest tools to work with,” I said as I picked up a rusty hammer and a box of nails. “But it’ll do.”

I was surprised when there was no ping or pop-up menu, even though it was my first time holding a hammer since coming to this new world.

Are hammers not valid?

I got my answer in the form of a pop-up.


- - -

New Tool Discovered: Hammer

Would you like to learn proficiency in this tool?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


That answered that. It was possible my mysterious power had taken my complaints to heart and chosen not to throw up a message whenever I earned the right to a new ability… especially when I didn’t have any points to buy with.

Even Fern didn’t tease me that badly.

“Steve?” Roxie said, tilting her head. “You alright, hun?”

I tensed up. “Fine. Just fine.” I had to stop getting lost in thought when my power was involved.

It might be a good idea to tell Roxie about them as well.

Marietta could wait, for obvious reasons. As for Fern… that seemed more of a headache than anything.

I brushed all that to the back of my mind to focus on the task at hand. “Okay. We know what tools we have to work with.” Pretty much fuck all. “Now let’s survey the area. I want a better look at what we’re up against.”

“Lead the way, sugar,” Roxie said.

Together, the two of us toured around the farm and took a closer look at everything I’d skimmed over in the past.

It wasn’t good.

All the buildings had holes in their walls. Some were small, with half a rotten board being snapped away. Others were gaping gaps I could crawl through. Not great when we were in the middle of kobold country. Then there were the roofs. Each was in need of some attention, especially the farmhouse’s. It looked like someone had shot it with a cannonball.

It wasn’t a surprise Fern had built a nest in the attic. The gap was so big it was practically an invitation.

Repairing it before the weather changed for the worse seemed high on the agenda.

I counted myself fortunate I hadn’t seen a drop of rain since getting here… then cursed that my sensitive British skin had been subjected to so much sunlight. Cold dampness was a staple of my homeland, even in summer. A spring this warm was simply unnatural. Almost cruel.

There was nothing I could do to fix that plight outside of learning some sort of rain spell, so I chose to concentrate on the state of the farm. The barn’s floor was dirt, which saved me a job, but the farmhouse and unused harpy hut were boards all over. Plenty creaked under foot, with some having given away altogether, including everyone’s favorite stairway deathtrap.

As for the fence around the farm, I already had a pretty good idea seeing from afar, but a closer look confirmed it was in a seriously bad way. Some sections were bare altogether, while others had boards hanging on by a thread. On one side, the supports didn’t even stand up straight. They dipped into a diagonal, drooping the fencing into the farm.

Rather than acting to keep intruders out, it was more like a ramp helping them in.

“Forget TLC, this place is going to need a full facelift,” I said as I ambled around to our last stop, the broken cart near the entrance. As far as I could see, one of the wheels had shattered.

I pushed my hands under the cart and tried to lift.

“What are you doing, sugar?” Roxie asked as she watched.

“Trying to see how badly this is damaged,” I said while huffing and puffing. A cart could be useful later, so I wanted to make sure the wheel was the only issue that needed fixing.

Roxie moved over and grabbed the cart. “Allow me.” She heaved and hoisted the cart up clean off the ground.

I sprung back and stared. “Holy crap!”

The skittish cow yelped and quickly put it back down. “S-sorry!”

“Sorry?” I said, scoffing. “What have you got to be sorry about? That was amazing.”

“It was?” she asked like this was somehow news to her.

“Hell yeah! You lifted that thing like it was like a baby. I knew you’d be strong, but fuck me, that was seriously badass.”

She squirmed and fiddled with her hair. “I’m… that’s just because I’m a cow, sugar. Compared to the bulls and young’uns, I’m just a weak old lady.”

“Didn’t I tell you to stop putting yourself down?” I said, despising when she came out with this self-loathing spiel. “Picking that up by yourself is impressive. You’re impressive.”

“You’re just telling me what I want to hear,” she mumbled.

“No. If I was doing that I’d have said you’re one of the sexiest women I’ve ever seen, and I’ve spent half the day trying my hardest to check out the state of the farm instead of ogling you.”

Roxie choked in shock. “Is that true?!” she asked, breathing picking up as her silver eyes begged me to answer.

I shrugged. “Depends. Do you think it is, or am I just telling you what you want to hear?”

She pursed her thick kissable lips while fidgeting with her hair.

I grinned and glanced away. “Now that we’ve seen the damage, we need to start fixing it. I say we prioritize the broken floorboards in the house before someone breaks an ankle. Then we’ll replace the scarecrow with something that doesn’t fall apart from a gust of wind.” I glanced back at Roxie. “Any complaints?”

She shook her head and her burning cheeks. “No complaints. Whatever you think’s best, sugar. But…”

“Hmm?” I replied.

“It’s… aren’t we going to need some materials to do the repairs?”

My face dropped, and I slapped a hand into my forehead. “Shit! I can’t believe I overlooked that.” How had I forgotten something so obvious?

For some stuff, we could probably collect the wood ourselves from the forest. That would work for the scarecrow and some places that just needed patching over, but we needed planks for the flooring.

Roxie squeaked. “I-I’m sure it’ll all work out, sugar. They’re bound to be available in Grayedge.”

“We’re not in much position to trade,” I replied, my itchy clothing a testament to that. I hummed as I glanced around, in search of a solution. “What about the harpy tower?”

“What about it?” Roxie said, following my eyes to the siege-tower-like structure.

“It’s currently unused. Seems a waste to have it hogging all those planks. I’m thinking we might be able to repurpose them elsewhere.”

“We can do that?”

“If Lulu gives us permission,” I said before waiting for a reply. However, Roxie just looked at me. “What?”

She flinched. “Nothing, sugar. It’s just… most humans wouldn’t have asked for a demi-beast’s permission.”

“This is her property. Not mine,” I replied.

“That still wouldn’t mean much. Some humans don’t believe demi-beasts should be able to own property at all.”

“What?!” I snapped. “That’s fucked up.” I growled and shook my head. “Seriously, what’s wrong with the bastards around here? They’re surrounded by sexy-as-fuck beast girls and treat them like shit.”

Roxie squeaked under her breath.

I glanced at her. “Is something wrong?”

“N-no! Quite the contrary, actually,” she said as she toyed with her hair and giggled deliciously.

I grinned. It was like I was looking at exhibit A at how messed up this world was. Humans weren’t throwing themselves at a woman this seductive? Morons.

I doubted I’d ever understand.

Somehow, I dragged my eyes away from Roxie and went to ask Lulu for permission to tear up the harpy tower. She agreed eagerly and confessed she’d wanted to fix the floorboards in the farmhouse many times, but didn’t know how.

That was another gripe for me to have with her father.

I promised to teach her, but Roxie’s tutoring came first. After we’d prised off a few sturdy boards, we moved back to the farmhouse and to the tripping hazard I had to remember to avoid every morning.

“Can we really fix this?” Roxie said as she looked at the broken board.

“Easily,” I said as I traced its outline with a finger. “Board’s the right size as the one we took from the birdhouse and everything. Should be a piece of piss.”

“You’ve done this before?”

“Something similar. Just the once, but it’s not rocket science. All we’ve got to do is pull up the board and put another in its place. Anyone could do it. Even Fern.”

“Even Fern?” Roxie asked with a small gasp of surprise.

I stopped and thought about it for a moment. “Okay, anyone but Fern. Here, let me show you. First, we need to prise up the old board. Gently so we don’t damage any of the surroundings…”

It had been years since I’d done anything like this, but it was as easy as I remembered. All I did was swap one board for another then hammer it into place, yet Roxie watched me like I was doing some magic trick.

“Steve, that was amazing,” she said once I’d finished. “You made it look easier than outrunning a wingless fairy.”

“That’s because it is easy,” I replied with a smile as I twisted the hammer and offered her the end. “Which you’re going to prove.”

She froze up and pointed at herself. “Me?”

“Who else? I taught you for a reason.”

“But… I’m not sure if I can.”

My smile widened. “Sure you can.”

It didn’t stop her from looking nervous.

I put a hand on her shoulder. “You can do this. Trust me. It’s not like I’m expecting you to do it alone. I’ll be next to you to talk you through it.” I stared into her silver eyes. “That sound good?”

She gulped and nodded. “As long as you’re next to me, sugar.”

I grinned. “That’s better. Now let’s get to work.”

The next floorboard was more out of the way so there was less pressure on Roxie to get it totally right. However, it didn’t stop her nerves. Her hands shook something fierce. It was hard to believe she was this worried about a simple job.

I moved behind her and massaged her shoulders. “Roxie, stop worrying. You’ve got this. There’s even a reward in store if you do a good job.”

She glanced back. “There is?”

I nodded. “Yep. Can’t have you getting sore again, so, once we’re done for the day, I’ll take you to your room and sink my hands into your flesh.” As I talked, I ran my hands down her sides, all the way to her soft love handles. “And I’ll massage every single inch of your body until you’re begging me to stop. That sound good?”

She nodded sharply as her cheeks burned so hot I could feel them from a distance.

“Good,” I said, patting her thighs before shifting back. “Now show me what you can do.”

Roxie gave another simple nod before getting to work.

I’d promised her an easy job, and an easy job it was. She managed to get the old board up without much difficulty—not too hard when it’s broken in half—and a new one fitted in for repairs. As for hammering, there were no problems. She had both the strength to do what was needed along the nerves to keep that power in check. It produced a wonderful harmony.

“That’s it, you’re doing it,” I said as I watched her like a proud parent.

Roxie beamed, grinning from ear to ear as she worked.

A few minutes later, the old decrepit board had been replaced with an adequate substitute.

Roxie spun and beamed from wiggling cow ear to ear. “I did it!”

I grinned. “I knew you could.”

She giggled. “You did, didn’t you?”

“Yep. And I know this isn’t all you’re capable of. We’ve got plenty more jobs that need taking care of, and I expect you to help me with each and every one.”

“I…” she began before clamming up. Tears welled in the corner of her eyes.

I gulped before trying to calm Roxie with my flailing hands. “Shit! I didn’t mean to get all bootcamp. I don’t expect you to do anything you don’t want to.”

Roxie mopped her eyes. “It’s not that, sugar. It’s not that.” She sniffled. “Oh, look at me embarrassing myself.” She gave her eyes another rub. “It’s nothing you said, pumpkin… at least, not in the way you think. I’m touched. Most humans wouldn’t show a dried-up cow the time of day. Once we stop producing milk, that’s it for us—we’re worthless.”

“That’s not true,” I said.

She gave an awkward smile. “But it is, sugar. We’re bred and raised for our milk. Once it’s all gone, we become nothing but burdens. If we’re employees, we’re fired, and have to try and fend for ourselves. If we’re slaves, you better believe we’re gonna ‘disappear’, never to be seen again.”

I hated that I knew she wasn’t lying. She was this world’s version of a cow, after all.

It was no wonder going vegan was getting so popular.

“You really think Lulu would do that to you?” I asked her.

“I don’t know… but she should,” Roxie said with a defeatist mumble. “Just look how much of a burden I’ve been to her these past few years. All I’ve done is waste her time and energy. Things would’ve been much easier on her if she’d thrown my ass out.”

I folded my arms. “As much as I want to cheer you up, you’re not wrong.”

She showed a wry grin. “See? Without our milk, we’re nothing.”

“That’s still wrong.”

She flinched. “Huh?”

“The reason you’ve been a burden isn’t because you stopped producing milk. It’s because you spent the following year lying around drinking instead of offering a hand. A ‘you’ willing to work is infinitely more valuable than a ‘you’ not being here. That’s where you fucked up.”

She went to speak but stuttered.

I held up a hand to stop her. “Don’t mistake this for some shitty lecture. I know why you did what you did, and I don’t blame you for doing it. What will piss me off is if you choose not to help from this moment onwards.” I folded my arms and stared her in the eye. “I’m not saying you should break your back or work yourself to the bone, but there’s no reason you can’t earn your keep. That’s proof you’re far from worthless. You’re just living in an idiotic world that’s yet to realize how amazing demi-beasts actually are.”

“You really mean that?” Roxie asked with a quiet squeak.

I sighed. “No, I just keep shamelessly complimenting and ogling you for a joke. Of course I mean it!” I stood up and offered my hand. “Now are you gonna help me do the rest of these repairs or not?”

After a long unsure look at my hand, she grabbed it and mumbled, “If you’ll have me…”

I smirked. “I’ll have you whenever you ask, gorgeous.” I dragged her up. “Now let’s get to work… unless you don’t want that massage.”

She squeaked and tensed. “Reporting for duty, sir!”

I chuckled and patted her on the shoulder. “Liking the spirit, private. Alright, let’s get started!” We’d replaced two floorboards, but that left a metric ton of jobs to be done, and I wasn’t going to be satisfied until I’d finished them all.

It was going to be one long month…



Chapter 11


“It’s…” Lulu said, her voice a rasp squeak. She cupped her hands over her mouth as her eyes turned soggy. “I can’t believe it…”

I rubbed her back. “Don’t you think you’re overreacting?”

She sniffled. “But it’s so beautiful.”

If she’d been looking at herself in a mirror, I would’ve wholeheartedly agreed. However, her peridot eyes were cast over the fields we’d sown a week prior. Each row was bustling with growing green plants.

It looked like a proper farm, especially compared to the uneven, blotchy mess from when I’d first arrived.

Lulu threw herself into my bare chest. “Steve, I can’t thank you enough! I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

My heart thumped. Were all guys programmed to go a little crazy when a crying girl clung to them? I rubbed her back. “Save those waterworks for later. We’ve still got a few weeks left to go.”

She nodded and wiped her puffy eyes dry. “It’s just… you’ve transformed this place so much. Not just the plants, but everything. I mean… look!” She indicated to the perimeter fence where Roxie was doing a patch-up job to stop the wall from sagging.

The lively cow hummed to herself as she worked, her lovely wide booty wiggling from side to side.

“I can’t believe you got Roxie up and working. And smiling! I’ve not seen her this happy in years. Then there’s—”

“Steve!” Fern said as she came in like a missile.

I wrapped my arms around Lulu and swiveled the two of us out of the way of the pint-sized rocket who came soaring past.

Fern dragged herself out of the trench she’d made. “No fair! Steve! Why did you move? Why did you?!”

“I like having intact ribs,” I informed her.

“Pfft! Intact ribs. Overrated. Know what’s better? Cute harpy girls. Like me. Especially me! You should’ve caught me. Why does Lulu get to hug you and not me?”

“I wasn’t hugging him!” Lulu said as she sprung back, and a lovely red glow highlighted her freckled features.

“Where too! You were grinding your titties against him, trying to take him away from me!”

“No I wasn’t!” Lulu whined as she folded her arms and hid her chest.

“Was too! And after I’ve been good. See? See?!” The mocha-skinned harpy girl showed off all the food she’d gathered for us.

“Great work, Fern,” I said as I picked her up and spun her around, and around, and around…

And around.

“Wait, stop! Time out! Dizzy. Getting dizzy!” Fern squealed.

Before I turned legless, I let her go.

She staggered around on her bird legs. “Urg… ah… dizzy. Feels dizzy. No fair. Why bully?”

I shrugged. “You’re the one who asked for a hug.”

“That wasn’t a hug! It was mean. Torture. Boohoo. I don’t like you anymore. No more bed-bird for you!”

“For real?” Roxie said as she charged over like a bull. “Then how about you spend the night with me, sugar? I know I’m a li’l on the large side, but don’t you think that will make for great cuddles?” While giving a sweet smile, she cupped her glistening breasts together, flaunting her eye-grabbing assets.

Fern gasped and fidgeted. “Wait, no! I changed my mind. Pick me! Sleep with me! I’m sorry. I forgive you! Spin me all you want. Make me your spin slut. Look at the size of her. She’s too big. Too fat. You couldn’t spin her, even if you wanted to.”

“I’m not fat!” Roxie complained. “I’m just… shapely.”

“Shapely? Pfft! You’re all fat. If I were your size, I wouldn’t be able to get off the ground.”

Roxie pouted. “I’d rather be a little on the heavy side than have tiny little bird titties.”

Fern threw her wings over her chest. “They’re not small! They’re aerodynamic. Besides, Steve likes them. Loves them! Much prefers them to your stupid chest blubber.”

“Nu-huh. I’ve seen the way Steve looks at me. He simply adores my large breasts. Don’t you, sugar?” She dipped a finger into her neckline and pulled, baring more of the cleavage I found it impossible to ignore.

Including now.

“See! He ogled me,” Roxie said, proudly.

“He ogles me too! Watch!” Fern bent forward and shook her ass in the air, giving me a look at her small chest dancing from side to side. “See! He can’t take his eyes off me. He’s entranced. Enthralled!”

“Erm… girls? Could you please stop arguing?” Lulu said. However, her voice didn’t reach them.

“Boy chest,” Roxie said.

“Udder whore,” Fern snapped back.

“Anthills.”

“Fat sacks.”

“Girls,” Lulu said.

“Bee stings.”

“Wobble bags.”

“Please,” Lulu whined in a quiet voice drowned out by the others.

“That’s enough!” I boomed, cutting through the argument. “Listen to Lulu, or I’ll be sleeping exclusively solo from tonight onward.”

Roxie and Fern went pale.

“Please, Steve, no!” Fern whined. “I didn’t mean it. I was just joking. Weren’t we? Weren’t we?!”

“S-she’s right,” Roxie said. “It was just a li’l humor between girls. Nothing to worry about.”

I put my hands up. “Don’t bother defending your case to me. I don’t mind if two girls want to fight over me, but Lulu’s the boss here. You both need to show her more respect.”

Lulu gawped at me like I’d said something out of this world.

Roxie lowered her head at Lulu. “I’m sorry, pumpkin. I didn’t mean to disregard you.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said as she bowed over and over. “I’ll start listening to you more from now on. Whatever you need, boss! Just don’t take my Steve privileges away. Please? Please?!”

Lulu gulped. “S-sure thing. It’s not like I’m mad at either of you. But I guess it would be nice if you listened to me a little more…”

“Of course, pumpkin,” Roxie said as she gave Lulu a hug. “I know I’ve been a menace for far too long—sleeping on the job even though you needed help. I promise that’s over, hun. From now on, I’ll earn my keep. I’ll be more than that big, useless lump eating half your food.”

Lulu hugged back. “Thanks, Roxie. That means a lot.” And then she looked at me. “And thanks, Steve. You’re helping me again.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Don’t mention it.”

“How can I not? If you hadn’t showed up… I don’t know what I’d be doing right now. I’d either be in my room crying, or I’d be on the run, hoping to escape. Then you appeared and made everything better. You’re like my own personal shepherd.”

“Funny, because handling sheep seems to be the only thing I can’t do,” I said as I looked at the house, where the missing member of this group resided.

My relationship with Marietta hadn’t improved at all. She still looked at me with ire on the rare occasions she showed her face, and had little interest in earning her keep.

I made no effort to change her mind. If she wasn’t going to so much as try, then neither was I.

Lulu giggled. “I didn’t mean it like that. I meant… you know.”

I stared at her blankly.

Her smile vanished. “Wait, you don’t know? Actually, I guess it’s not a surprise you don’t.”

“Don’t know what?” I asked.

“About The Shepherd,” Roxie said.

“The who?”

“The Shepherd,” Lulu said. “He’s… well, I guess you could call him the God of Demi-Beasts.”

“Not harpies!” Fern interjected. “We’ve got our own goddess.”

“I’m not saying all demi-beasts believe in her,” Lulu clarified. “After all, Roxie doesn’t, and I’m pretty sure Marietta doesn’t either.”

“You don’t?” I said, glancing at Roxie.

She shook her head. “I’m a follower of the Central Church of the Architect.”

“Don’t they teach that demi-beasts are inferior to fay?”

Roxie tensed up as she started fidgeting with her white lock of hair. “I-I guess…”

“Most livestock are followers of The Architect,” Lulu said. “It’s the religion preached by most farms.

“This is probably the only farm in Blesslan that advocates a different god,” Roxie added.

“Which would be The Shepherd?” I asked.

“That’s right,” Lulu said, smiling. “The story is that, long ago, we demi-beast weren’t quite like we are now. We were a lot less civilized, and the fay races treated us like animals. Then The Shepherd arrived. He brought us tools and knowledge that helped us rise up and escape from our lives of slavery.” Her tail wagged as she grabbed my hands. “Do you see how you’re like my own shepherd? You’ve come with your knowledge and power to save me from slavery.”

“I guess I can see the parallels… but don’t the humans still treat you as second-class citizens?”

Lulu’s ears drooped. “O-oh. Yeah, that’s true… but it’s better than it was before The Shepherd! Back then, a demi-beast owning a farm would’ve been unheard of. Even a hybrid. He lifted us up and gave us a better life, just like you’re doing now.” She looked at me with total adoration.

It was both flattering and a little scary. Having such a beautiful girl having so much faith in me made me worry what would happen if I didn’t live up to her expectations. However, it also made me more determined to live up to her ideal.

“Then now might be a good time for me to impart my next bit of knowledge,” I said.

Lulu gasped like I was an angel here to deliver blessings. “You have more?!”

I nodded and looked at the fields. “Now that the arugula is starting to grow, we need to start thinning it down.”

“You mean get rid of some?”

“What? No!” Fern said, flapping her wings. “Lulu needs the plants. Why do you want to get rid of them? Don't kill the plants. Don’t!”

“This is an important part of farming,” I said to the silly harpy. “There’s only so much water and nutrients in the soil. Too many plants competing in the same space, for the same resources, means none of them grow as well as they could. We remove the excess, and the others will flourish.”

“I understand that, in theory, but then I always get worried about removing the wrong ones, or removing too many, or if it’ll help at all,” Lulu confessed with an embarrassed pout. “It’ll really help?”

“It sure will,” I replied. “Farming’s not all about bulk; it’s about quality. What’s more valuable? Ten pounds of barely-edible shit or five pounds of gold?”

“I guess that makes sense.”

“Today, we’ll thin down the excess. Norma said we’ll want to put a few inches between them. Around five or so. It doesn’t have to be precise. It’s better to be an inch out but support a stronger plant rather than a weakling. We’ll also want to look for any diseased plants, unless your magic can heal them.”

Lulu shook her head. “Healing magic doesn’t work on plants.”

“Then remove any diseased plants you see,” I said while looking at the threesome. “Everyone understand?”

Lulu looked at me but didn’t answer.

“Did I say something wrong?” I asked her.

“No. The opposite. You’re just doing it again.”

I shook my head. “I’m nothing special. This is all stuff you should’ve been taught.”

She mumbled, “Well, Dad never wanted me to take over…”

“I know. I remember. Yet you’re here.”

“Of course I am.  I couldn’t let this place die. Even if Dad’s gone, I couldn’t let what he built vanish. It’s my home, after all. I don’t want to lose it.”

“That’s fair. Never had a home worth defending myself, but I’ll do what I can to protect yours. And you.”

Lulu went red as she looked down and smiled while fiddling with her hands.

“Look. Look!” Fern squawked. “They’re flirting again!”

Roxie chuckled into her fingertips. “Isn’t it nice having such an attractive young man looking after you, Lulu?”

Lulu looked as if she might boil over before throwing her arms in the air. “Enough about… this! You’ve heard Steve; we’ve got a job to do.” She hurried to the fields like a woman on a mission, with Fern and Roxie not far behind.

I grinned as I watched. It did seem like I’d come and started taking over, but I was hoping to make the farm mine. It was Lulu’s, and I wanted to give her and the others the skills they’d never been taught.

I was glad it seemed to be going well.

Some may have thought I was playing the role of some Good Samaritan, but I felt I was getting something far more valuable than clumsy farming knowledge in return for my work. Come nightfall, Lulu and I returned to the lounge to do what had become a regular occurrence: practicing magic.

I held my hand toward a bowl of water as I focused on channeling the well of magic that bubbled inside of me. I beckoned it to come to the surface, to flow into my palm and fingertips, so I could invoke its strength to manipulate the liquid in front of me.

There wasn’t so much as a tingle.

I clicked my tongue and snapped my hand shut. “Dammit!”

“Another failure?” Lulu asked, her ears flattening against her head.

“A total failure,” I replied before I ruffled my hair. “This is damn annoying. I know it’s in there; I know I can access it.” As if to prove the point, I pointed at a stone and gave the magic words.

Instantly, power flowed through my veins and let me levitate the rock off the floor.

“This is about as difficult as breathing. But if I try to do it with another element.” I willed my mastery of earth away and went back to attempting water magic. “Nothing. I can’t even find where to draw my mana from anymore.”

I’d tried substituting for this issue by switching from earth to another element while the power flowed through my veins, but all I got for my troubles was a burning backlash. As Lulu had drilled into me, each field of magic had to be channeled differently. You couldn’t use fire magic while drawing up wind energy. They were completely different and had to be manipulated thusly.

It made using different types of magic at once difficult.

“You just need more time,” my supportive teacher said. “Magic takes a long time to learn.”

“I know that, but I can’t help feeling frustrated. You’d think knowing one spell would give me a starter, but I’m still hopeless.” The moment I stopped using earth magic, it was like the wellspring of power inside of me vanished without a trace.

Lulu smiled. “It’s not like it’s that uncommon. I used to have a similar issue. Fire magic came to me so naturally I didn’t really think about what I was doing. It made learning new spells difficult. However, once I’d learned the underlying motions and gotten the hang of wind magic, learning others became much easier.”

I flashed a wry grin. “Guess that’s what I get for cheating.”

“You’re no cheat!” Lulu protested. “You’re working hard every day to improve.”

“But I’m still not showing anything for it.”

“Don’t be disheartened. Magic’s difficult. All fay are capable of it, yet only a fraction will ever use a solitary spell.”

“That seems crazy to me,” I replied. “It’s magic! Who wouldn’t want to learn?”

“Outside of water and healing magic, and maybe ice and fire in a few niche scenarios, it’s not like magic does much to improve most people’s normal lives. It doesn’t make sense to put in so much effort for something so ineffective.”

“But it’s magic!” I appealed before sighing. “Then again, this is a world where guys don’t want to fuck every cute demi-beast they see. Weirdos everywhere.” When I didn’t get a timely response from Lulu, I looked up at her red face.

When our eyes met, she squeaked and drummed her fingers together. “Anyway,” she began, singing that one word as usual, “you just need to keep practicing. I’m sure it’ll come to you sooner or later. Plus, you can always buy the spells if need be.”

I concentrated and willed open a few pop-up menus, each offering me the option to buy a beginner level spell which had been demonstrated by my lovely tutor. “I’d rather crack the theory so I can learn without needing to spend points.” It would cost a fortune to buy all the magic Lulu had to offer, and my account was empty. “Willing to offer a hand?”

She nodded. “Always.”

I closed my eyes and focused as Lulu talked to me about searching deep inside and drawing out the magical energy from my core.

“Within your center, all magic exists as one,” she said. “In this state, the mana is raw. Malleable. It can be drawn from your body and used in so many forms. I bet there’s still ways yet to be discovered, but I’m not anywhere near talented enough to speculate on what those ways might be. I can only regurgitate what smarter people said before me.

“It’s when you summon the energy from your core that it starts to take shape—that you manipulate it to your ends. I’m sure you’ve noticed that earth magic almost feels like drawing the ground through yourself. It’s like dirt channeling through your veins.”

If I was being honest, I hadn’t realized that at all. I just used magic. But I enjoyed listening to Lulu too much to interject.

“Every element has a unique feel that relates to its properties. Ice is cold, while fire is hot. It’s also wild and hard to control, compared to water, which seems to flow gently. But underestimate it at your peril. Even the most unassuming of streams can become a river that washes villages away. That is why you must learn how to manipulate each magic in turn, and never push past your limits. What works for fire will not work for water. Nor will it work for ice, wind, earth… you get the idea. Mana must be treated carefully and with respect. Abuse your limits, abuse your mana, and it will be you who suffers the consequences.”

“Basically, I’ll be ripped apart if I try using too high a level spell,” I said while keeping my eyes shut.

Lulu hummed. “Possibly. Go too high, and it’s likely the thing will fizzle out without getting anywhere… but a severe backlash isn’t unheard of. That’s the case with beginner-level spells too. At the academy, they don’t teach lightning magic until the second year because of how dangerous it is.”

“Which means you don’t know it?” I said as I peeked at her with one eye.

Lulu shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”

I snorted. “To think there’s spells even you don’t know.”

“Of course there is! Except fire, I can’t go past beginner-level in any school of magic.” She sighed. “Seriously, you think too highly of me.”

“Guys tend to get a little smitten with sexy chicks who save their lives.”

She squeaked, turning her cheeks my favorite color.

I snickered. “So are there any other fields of magic you don’t know?”

“There’s also dark magic,” she said.

“Let me guess… dark magic is favored by demons, and they don’t teach it at the academy.”

“Almost. They do a course on it in the final year.”

“So it’s not completely outlawed? I’m impressed.”

“It’s still pretty taboo. It’s more taught as a defence against the demons rather than a pursuit of the craft.”

“Yep, that sounds about right.” If it meant being able to teleport like Zeryesis, it seemed like a magic worth learning. However, first I had to concentrate on figuring out how to manipulate my energy. I closed my eyes and went back to focusing to the sound of Lulu’s voice.

Yet nothing changed. I still couldn’t tap into my mana.

After too long spent meditating for no reason, I sighed and slumped back in my seat. “Another bust.”

Lulu chewed her bottom lip while squirming on the couch. “Sorry, Steve. Maybe if I was a better teacher…”

“You’re doing great,” I assured her.

“But you can’t even locate your mana.”

I shrugged. “I’m a shit student.”

“We both know that’s not true. You’ve worked hard to improve your earth capabilities every day.” She smiled. “If you want a change of pace, we could start that now.”

I jumped at the offer, knowing my favorite part of my lessons was coming up—the part when I didn’t feel totally useless.

As Lulu had described it to me, the way to advance one's magic capabilities was to slowly push what you were capable of. I’d mastered how to perform beginner earth magic, but I still had my limits. It was as if I’d been given an earth mage’s brain but without the body to match.

My power had sure kept that quiet.

If I wanted to improve what I was capable of doing with my newfound knowledge, and eventually move onto an intermediate level, I had to train.

Lulu placed three objects on the floor. A large bowl of dirt, a heavy rock she didn’t look to enjoy carrying, and an ordinary metal nail.

The first two weren’t anything special, although they’d been increasing in size with each lesson. The nail, however, was new.

“What’s the deal with that?” I asked as I pointed at the newcomer.

“Try picking it up,” Lulu said as she settled back onto the couch while wearing a mischievous smirk.

“Invoke bond with the planet,” I said, drawing the appropriate power through me like it felt like I’d done a million times. I pointed my fingers at the nail and felt it radiating with my mana.

I grinned. Come to think of it, metal magic was usually classed as some off-shoot of earth magic. I was glad to see that was true in this world as well.

Next, I tried lifting the nail, but that’s where my fun ended. The nail didn’t go anywhere. It was as if my magic was struggling to get a proper connection—as if the nail was slipping through my fingertips.

I’d lifted heavier, so it definitely wasn’t a size issue, and I’d manipulated from further away. It had to be because it was metal.

“It won’t budge,” I told Lulu.

Her grin widened as she posed with her hands on her hips. “That’s because you’re drifting further from the core of your power. Metal and earth share a bond, but it’s weak. The further from the natural earth you move, the harder it will be to manipulate. Even a stone is harder to handle than dirt, although the difference is so slim you likely haven’t noticed.”

That I had not.

“Basically, the nail’s hard mode,” I said as I kept trying to get a grip on it.

I understood the theory of what I was trying to do, but it wasn’t working. It felt like I had to pick up the nail with a magic claw machine while I could move stone and dirt with my hands.

“Forget hard mode. This feels more like the extra difficulty mode you need to beat the game once to unlock.” Where the enemies killed you with one hit despite taking fifteen minutes to beat. “Can you do it?” I asked Lulu.

She cleared her throat and said the magic words. The nail rose off the floor and moved toward her until it was spinning over her outstretched index finger.

I whistled. “And you wonder why I think you’re amazing.”

“Stop saying stuff with that. I’m nothing special, really. Any bigger than this and I’d be stuck,” she said, although she was clearly giddy about my compliment.

I grinned as I leaned back and watched. “And? I couldn’t get it to budge, and you’ve already said most people never even learn a single spell. How are you not special?”

“Because I’m not.”

“Seriously? You’re smart, beautiful, hard-working, and maybe the only demi-beast capable of using magic. It’s no wonder Zeryesis is going through all this effort to get you.” Then I gave it a second of thought. “Actually, scratch that. You’re worth far more than the lazy effort he’s doing to win you. I’d be doing at least twice as much if I was in his shoes.”

She twitched and the nail dropped to the floor.

“You okay?” I asked as I looked at her burning face.

“Just fine!” Lulu squeaked as she jumped to her feet. “I’m going to go use the puppy dog’s room.” Better known as the bathroom. “I want you to switch between lifting the dirt and the stone while I’m away.” She dashed out before I got a chance to reply.

I sigh. Had I teased her a bit too much? My last remark had been a little crass, even for me.

Well, it wasn’t like anything I’d said was a lie. Lulu was amazing, and seemingly she was the only person who hadn’t noticed. There was no way I was going to let Zeryesis get his evil claws on her.

Three weeks remained until the deadline. That was three weeks to make sure nothing went wrong and Lulu came out of this with her freedom intact.

It was a challenge I eagerly accepted.



Chapter 12


One by one, the days ticked by, and our fields of arugula blossomed, despite the best efforts of the local wildlife. Greedy birds, cunning slugs, and creatures that looked like horned ferrets tried to make our crops their supper.

We didn’t let them. Be it with Lulu’s magic, Fern’s talons, or me yelling while swinging a pitchfork, any intruder who tried to damage our precious greens was taken care of.

Thanks to our hard work, it was soon the day before Zeryesis was due to arrive before we knew it.

Well… not literally before we knew it. We’d made sure to mark off the days, so there would be no repeat of our last meeting with that no-good devil. This time, we’d be ready for him.

Ready in more ways than one.

The fields had been transformed. What had once looked like a graveyard with decaying zombie plants breaking through to the surface had become a model farm filled with a fresh harvest of the finest arugula.

I brushed my fingers beneath one of the juicy leaves. “Feels like it’s ready.”

Marietta scoffed as she watched from under the shade of her parasol. “Like you have the room to say otherwise.”

I glanced back at her. “Did you only come to show off your fine range of quips?”

She turned her nose up at me. “Am I not allowed to be curious about the fate of this farm? What do you think will happen to me if Lulu is taken away by that devil? Do you think this farm shall continue as is? Do you believe I shall be allowed to live here peacefully?”

“True,” I said, choosing to hold off any remarks about how little she’d contributed for someone with so much on the line. Instead, I turned my eyes back to the field. “I’d say your future prosperity is all but guaranteed.”

“So many leaves,” Roxie said while salivating.

“Please don’t eat the merchandise,” Lulu said. “I kind of need it to keep on living…”

“Steve. Steve!” Fern said as she jumped up and down. “What now?”

“Now we wait for the sun to set a little,” I replied as I glanced at the bright morning sky. “They’re less likely to wilt if we pick them in the evening. I’d rather not take any risks we don’t need to.”

Lulu nodded. “I’d like to collect as much as possible, please.”

“Then we’ll be collecting the whole thing, rather than just the leaves. Should maximize our produce, as well as giving us room to plant whatever crop comes next.”

Lulu held her chest and breathed out. “I’ll be glad when I can get back to more conventional harvests over rushed jobs.”

“I can’t wait until we’re growing some of our own food again,” Roxie said as she rubbed her stomach. “Seriously, this arugula looks tastier than an apple crumble drizzled in custard. Can’t I have a bit? Just a li’l?”

“Stop trying to eat my lifeline,” Lulu whined.

Poor Roxie had to look at the tempting feast until the sun began to set behind the Darkwood, and a wave of orange started spreading across the sky.

It was, at last, time to harvest.

I informed all the girls what to do, preaching delicacy as a key. After spending an entire month cultivating the plants, it would be a disaster if we were too rough and ended up ruining them. For that reason, Fern remained on foraging duty, while the rest of us got to picking—a certain spoilt sheep aside.

It wasn’t too different a job to how we’d cleared the field before planting the arugula. We had to be more gentle, but the general theme was the same, and it didn’t feel as bad with the sun vanishing and temperature down. And that wasn’t all. Lulu was used to working on the land, but it had been mine and Roxie’s first time. Since then, we’d been doing a lot around the farm, including tending to the crops, foraging, and repairs. Our bodies had gotten used to the exercise, which meant less aching in the morning and more stamina throughout.

After a long picking shift, we came together with three baskets filled with salad leaves.

“Look at all that greenery,” Roxie said, her eyes mentally chewing on the goods. Her stomach rumbled.

“Roxie!” Lulu whined.

She pouted her thick red lips. “I’m sorry, sugar, but I can’t help it. Working makes me hungry. And this looks so good. Smells so good.” Roxie inhaled. “Just an itty-bitty nibble? You won’t even notice a difference.”

“Don’t start eating it! We don’t even know if this will be enough to satisfy Zeryesis,” Lulu said as her voice became a defeatist mumble.

It was a good point, pessimism aside, and one I hoped my power could answer. I focused on our hoard and summoned up a pop-up screen.
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I grinned. “It’s enough.”

Roxie gulped. “Then—”

“Let’s not tempt the devil,” I said, unwilling to find out how much thirty-two coppers worth of arugula was.

“It’s…” Lulu said as she looked at the pile. “I’m… we’re…” She hiccuped as bubbles formed in the corner of her eyes.

Roxie tensed and started squirming. “I-I’m sorry, sugar! I wasn’t really gonna eat them. I promise.”

“I-it’s not that,” Lulu mumbled while rubbing her eyes with the back of her arm. “I’m just so happy. I never thought we could do it. I mean, alone I’d never even gotten close to fulfilling a single installment. I thought it was impossible. Then you agreed to help. Then you showed me the way. Then you saved me.” After looking at me through her tear-filled eyes, she launched herself into my chest. “You’re my hero! I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Come on, calm down. No guy wants to see a girl cry,” I told her as I rubbed her back.

“Sorry,” she snorted as thick trails of tears stained her cheeks.

“Let’s clean that pretty face up,” I said while wiping them away. “Seriously, there’s no need for this. I’m no hero. Don’t forget how hard you’ve worked.”

“Not as hard as you,” Lulu sniffled.

“I only rolled up a month ago. You’ve been busting your ass ever since you inherited this place. Call this a reward for perseverance.”

“Steve…” she mumbled.

“He’s right, pumpkin,” Roxie said as she rubbed Lulu’s lower back. “You worked all by yourself for so long—too long. You deserve this slice of good fortune after everything you’ve been through.”

“Yep,” I agreed. “This is your prize for everything you’ve done. For keeping this farm going, for always doing your best, and for bailing out this idiot from a kobold attack.” Seriously, I would’ve been dead if it hadn’t been for Lulu. How didn’t she appreciate that?

Lulu went mum as she doubled down on drying her eyes. Once they were simply puffy instead of weeping, she wiggled out of our arms and said, “Okay. Okay… I’m good now. Better.” She took a deep breath. “Seriously, what’s wrong with me crying like that? Everyone’s going to think I’m a child. Only little girls celebrate by sobbing. Big girls celebrate properly!”

Roxie’s face lit up. “For real? Does that mean food?”

Lulu nodded as she stood with her hands on her hips. “All the food you can eat.”

“Like—”

“Except the arugula.”

The delight vanished from Roxie’s face. “I wasn’t going to ask,” she insisted, poorly.

It wasn’t like we needed to dip into it. With all of us helping out, we were no longer in a situation where the farm’s food supply lived and died on that day’s hunt. We could comfortably throw together the poor farmer’s equivalent of a feast.

Not that we had to.

After storing the arugula in the barn—in a room Lulu kept cool with her ice magic—we returned to the kitchen, where bowls of food were waiting for us.

Lulu’s mouth fell open as she searched for the only possible culprit. “Marie?”

Marietta froze in place as she was caught in the middle of laying down a bowl of greens. She let out an emphasized scoff and turned her head away. “Don’t misunderstand. I simply felt like cooking today and made far too much. If you think I made this food for any special reason, you’re wrong.”

I couldn’t help snickering into my hand.

The testy sheep glared. “What was that?”

“Nothing,” I said with a shit-eating grin. “Thanks for the leftovers.”

Marietta huffed and went back to turning her head away like some stereotypical prima-donna. “Keep your gratitude to yourself. The others may have bought that you’re a decent person, but don’t think I’m convinced. Thirty days of inconvenience isn’t much for such a special prize.”

“You really think slavers are committed enough to spend thirty days breaking their backs?” I responded.

“For myself and Lulu, yes.”

“And me!” Fern said as she bulldozed into the conversation, making us all jump from our skins. “What about me?!”

Marietta snatched her nearby parasol like she was about to beat up an intruder, before relaxing when she realized it was just Fern. “What sort of human would pay anything more than a copper for a noisy bird with no table manners?”

“Lots of men. All the men! You tell her, Steve.” Fern nudged me in the ribs. “Tell her how much you’d pay for me!”

“That’s not helping my case,” I said.

“Can we please not fight?” Lulu said as she rushed between me and Marietta. “We’re trying to have a good time.”

“He started it,” Marietta complained like a sulking child.

“Erm,” Roxie interrupted while raising her hand. “I hate to make a fuss, but is it fine if we start eating yet?” Her eyes couldn’t get enough of the food-covered table, nor could she stop herself from drooling.

There was a lot of food to get through. It was nothing fancy, but it tasted good… although a few years of ready meals could’ve lowered my standards.

We helped ourselves to the totally-not-a-feast until the bowls were empty and our bellies were on the cusp of bursting.

Once the food was gone, Marietta made a swift return back to her room. Roxie and Fern weren’t far behind. The pair groaned as they shuffled their bloated bodies to bed.

My bed, in Fern’s case.

I had a feeling that, in her mind, it was ours… not that I could say I disliked waking up every morning with a naked harpy girl wrapped around me, severe morning wood aside.

It was almost time for me to join her, but I lingered in the kitchen. Lulu was using her water magic to wash the dishes.

“Want me to help with that?” I asked as I lounged at the table.

“No, it’s fine,” she replied, tail giving a little wag. “You’ve already helped me so much. I can at least do the dishes by myself.”

I shrugged and leaned back with my hands behind my head. “Suit yourself.”

Her hands slowed to a stop, and she glanced over her shoulder at me. “Steve? Why do you care so much about me?”

“Come again?” I asked.

She turned to look at me properly. “You’ve done so much for me. So, so much.”

“You make it sound like you didn’t do anything in return. You saved my life. You gave me a place to stay. Not to mention you’ve been teaching me magic.” Thanks to her, my proficiency with earth magic had seen a quick rise, although I was still beginner level, and I was starting to finally feel traces of my inner energy without cheating.

“I know. I know all that,” Lulu said as she came closer, her hips swaying with every step. “But I don’t believe other people would have done what you did.”

“Probably not, but you’re also surrounded by idiots who view demi-beasts as their lessers. This place sets a pretty low bar.”

“But you’re not like that. You think we’re equals,” she said as she walked behind me.

“That’s right.”

“You think I’m smart,” Lulu continued, voice just as sweet as she was.

“Undoubtedly,” I replied with a quick nod.

“And talented.”

“Definitely.”

“And pretty.”

“Without a doubt.”

And sexy.”

“Big time.” I sure hadn’t been trying to hide it. If anything, I’d been nauseating with my forwardness.

There was a small spell of silence before I felt the tickle of Lulu’s furry fingers brushing over my bare shoulders. “Steve?”

“Yeah?” I replied, taking a swig of water.

“If I asked you to kiss me, would you?”

I gagged on my drink.

“Steve!” Lulu squeaked as I thumped my chest. “Are you okay?!”

I took a deep breath. “Enough about me! What did you say?” I spun to look her in the eye.

The red-faced beauty flinched and turned her gaze to the floor. “I said… look, it’s not like I’m trying to say I love you. It’s nothing like that! It’s… by The Shepherd, I’m making such a fool of myself,” she whined before giving her cheeks a small motivating slap. “Okay. It’s… ever since you got here, you’ve complimented me none stop. You always say I’m all these wonderful things. You’re also telling me how attractive you think I am.”

“And for good reason. You are,” I said, pulling no punches.

Her body jolted “T-that’s what I mean! No man’s ever said those sort of things to me before. And I know you mean it. Your actions say as such. Then there’s how you look at me.” She squirmed, fingers fidgeting together like mad. “When others look at me, they look at me like I’m an animal. Not you. I can feel your lust. You see me as a woman—a sexy young woman.”

“Again, because you are.”

She bit her bottom lip. “I’d be stupid to let this chance pass me by. I might never get another like it. A hot, kind guy who thinks I’m sexy and treats me as an equal? What more could a girl ask for?”

“A lot. If you think I’m a catch, you haven’t looked far enough.” I was a nerd turned makeshift farmer, who ended up here after drinking himself blackout drunk. Not exactly the sort of guy competing for People’s Sexiest Man Alive award.

“I’ve looked far enough, thank you, and I know a good man when I see one,” Lulu said. “That’s why… even if it’s just for one night, I want to feel desired.” She glanced up, green eyes meeting mine. “I want to feel desired by you, Steve.”

I gulped as my heart rate sped up. Was this seriously happening?

All of a sudden, Lulu backed away. “B-but, if you don’t want to, I get it. At the end of the day, I’m still a demi-beast, while you’re a human. Complimenting me is one thing, but actually kissing me? I’d understand if that grossed you out.”

“Are you kidding me?” I said as I jumped to my feet. “I should be on my hands and knees begging for a single kiss.”

“Y-you’re serious?” she squeaked.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” I said, staring. “We’ve already established that I think you’re outrageously sexy. Seriously. Back where I’m from, you’d be sex symbol.” Even if the general populace weren’t as into monster girls as I would, they’d have to be blind not to fall in love with Lulu.

“It’s just… Fern sleeps in your bed every night, and I know you haven’t done anything with her.” She mumbled under her breath. “Shepherd knows she’d have babbled about it if you had.”

I stared. “You’re worried I might not want to go all the way with a demi-beast because I haven’t done anything to Fern?”

“Well…” In the end, Lulu just nodded.

“Lulu… you don’t know how much willpower it’s taken me not to push that goddamn bed-hogging nymph down every night.” I said with an almost primal growl. “I swear to god, the amount of times I’ve woken up with her ass nuzzled against my morning wood. It’s fucking ridiculous. I deserve a damn reward for having gotten this far without showing her what happens when a minx takes her teasing too far.”

“That… that doesn’t change that you haven’t,” Lulu said while squirming from side to side.

“You know what an immature brat Fern is! She’s such an idiot I’m not even sure if she knows what she’s doing.” That seemed crazy to say about a grown woman who snuggled against me in the nude every night, but most women weren’t Fern. The only reason she wore clothing in the first place was because Lulu made her. “For all her big talk, at night she treats me like a teddy bear over a man. How can anyone be so sexy while acting so damn innocent? If she’d ever given so much as the littlest of pushes, I’d have had her screaming my name until her breath was hoarse. But she hasn’t. I’m not going to risk taking advantage of an inexperienced birdbrain.”

“What about an inexperienced dogbrain?” Lulu asked as she chewed her bottom lip.

“Lulu…”

“I’m not asking that you stay—I’m not saying we should become a couple—I just… Steve, I want you. For the past few weeks, my body has been going crazy. I want you so bad. I’ve been so jealous of Fern sharing your bed. I wanted that to be me. I wanted you to come with me and wrap me in your arms. I wanted you to make me feel wanted. Desired. Loved.” This time, she didn’t look away in embarrassment. Her peridot eyes didn’t go anywhere. They stared into mine, spelling out just how genuine her feelings were.

I couldn’t ignore them. My stiffness grew in my pants.

Lulu gasped as she noticed. “Is that what I think it is?”

“As long as you’ve got even the most basic knowledge of the male anatomy,” I replied.

“I do! I’m a… you-know-what, but that doesn’t mean I’m dumb. I know how everything works. I’m prepared. I promise you won’t need to worry about kids. I’ve got all the necessary precautions in place.”

“You’ve been planning for this?”

She squeaked. “N-no! It’s just… I mean…”

I put a hand on her shoulder. “Lulu, relax.” My hand didn’t stop there. I stroked my fingers onwards, carrying up along her neck, up her to her cheek. “I can’t promise you anything but a single night together, but if that’s fine with you, I’ll make it one you won’t forget.”

“I am. By The Shepherd, I am,” she said as her breathing sped up. “Steve, please.”

I curled my fingers into the back of her orange hair and pulled her into a tongue-twisting kiss.

After everything Lulu had said, after all the teasing I’d had to endure to this point, there was no way I could contain myself. I was ravenous; I wanted to explore every corner of her mouth. I wanted to taste her lips, feel her prominent canines, and make her tongue dance with mine.

Lulu’s moans were lost down my throat as she fell against me. She grabbed my back as we stumbled across the room until she thumped against the wall.

I pulled my mouth back as she squeaked. “Sorry about that.”

She gasped for air as a lovely red glow warmed her features. “Sorry? What for?” She followed my eyes behind her. “The bump? Don’t worry about that. Just… more, Steve. Please.” She opened her arms as her sultry lips awaited my swift return.

I pulled her into my arms and up so she could wrap her legs around my sides and attack my mouth like she’d die if I didn’t indulge her desire for kisses.

“Steve,” she moaned as her lips smacked hungrily to mine. “Is this really kissing? It’s incredible. Nobody told me it was like this.”

“There’s plenty more in store for you,” I growled into her mouth as I held the small of her back. “Shall we take this to your bedroom?”

“Please! I’d die of shame if anyone walked in on us.” There were, after all, two women living in this house beside her.

I doubted seeing me and Lulu making out would improve Marietta’s opinion of me.

I carried my smoking hot demi-beast lover to a room I’d yet to enter. It wasn’t one that was anything special—it was as low on décor as the rest of the house—but I didn’t care. Her scent hung heavy in the air. It had been marked with her fragrance. Her aroma.

It delighted my senses. Stimulated me. The scent of a woman. And not just any woman. Her. Lulu. The beautiful canine in my arms.

Our lips clashed like a pair of lovers on a honeymoon until we reached the bed, which I dropped her onto. While looking Lulu in the eyes, I stripped down, peeling off my pants and exposing my body.

“Steve,” Lulu purred while ogling me. “You’re so hot.”

I grinned. “Don’t act like you haven’t seen me this way before.”

She sank a canine into her bottom lip. “I… that was different. You were injured. Unconscious. I was just doing my duties as a healer.”

“Work time’s over. Now you get to play,” I said as I lowered my boxers.

Her eyes widened. “Your cock.”

“Thought you’d already seen it?”

“Not like this. Not when it’s so big,” she said as she leaned in. “Is it supposed to be this size? I didn’t think humans were so big.”

“It’s because of you. I can’t help myself.”

A flattered moan slipped from her mouth. “Can… can I touch it?”

“Be my guest,” I said coolly, which I certainly wasn’t on the inside.

Lulu hesitated… but curiosity and desire won out. She wrapped her fingers around my stiffness, making me groan.

Her touch was divine. I’d worried the texture of her fur would be difficult to get used to, but it was anything but. It was so damn soft. I couldn’t help moaning.

She didn’t seem to notice my sounds. Her eyes were laser focused on my shaft, as if she was studying it. She looked it up and down as her warm breaths flowed out and unconsciously brushed where her hands failed to reach.

“It’s twitching,” Lulu said.

“It does that when it feels good,” I replied, pleasure clear in my voice.

“So it’s feeling good right now? Because of me?” Her wagging tail thumped the bed as her eyes searched for confirmation.

“Mhm,” I groaned.

“Would it feel better if I licked it? I… erm, heard guys like it when they get their cocks licked.”

“You heard correctly. Very correctly.”

She held my erection at the base, steadying it. Then she rolled out her tongue and hesitantly stroked it across the underside of my member, up over the glans, before breaking free just beneath the tip.

I let out a pleasured gasp.

Lulu replied with a breathy pant. “Such a strong flavor.”

“Not bad, I hope,” I replied.

She shook her head. “N-no. Strange, but good. It tastes like you smell. Strong. Manly. I like it. It excites me.” She took a deep, close whiff of my crotch. Then another, and another after that. As she inhaled and tasted my shaft, her free hand awkwardly shimmied between her clenched thighs, and she started to grind her hips from side to side.

“Lulu,” I grunted as her tongue made my loins tingle like nobody’s business.

She jerked back… and not in the fun way. “Ah! I’m sorry! Did I do something wrong?”

“No. Nothing. You were perfect. Absolutely perfect. At least, almost perfect.”

“Then how can I be better? Tell me, please,” she said, hurrying me to answer.

“I want to see you.” My eyes traced down her body. “All of you.”

She glanced at her state of full dress and gave her bottom lip another nip. “Ah… I-I see. You want… of course you want to. Because you think I’m beautiful. Because you’re attracted to me.” She rose off her bed and hooked her thumbs under her suspenders. “Could you close your eyes?”

“I’ll be seeing the end result anyway,” I reminded her.

“I know… but I need you to look away. You watching is making me too nervous. My hands are shaking too much to work properly.” Vibrations raced down the thin dark strips in her hands.

Satisfied with my teasing, I closed my eyes. No watching Lulu undress for me. Instead, I had to make do with the rustle of clothing, followed by the thud… thud… thud of her clothing hitting the floor, one by one.

If this was her idea of payback, it was working. The anticipation was killing me.

After what felt like an eternity, a small voice said, “O-okay. You can open now.”

I obeyed and almost lost my cool right there. Lulu was standing before me, her arms behind her arched back. Not a sliver of clothing hid her body, which was as perfect as I knew it’d be. She had the faintest hint of muscle, which helped compliment her feminine curves and flat stomach. Her blemish-free flesh was tanned wherever my eyes had been allowed to wander before and a pale white everywhere else. That included her lovely chest, crowned with stiff pink nipples and her tight mound which was highlighted by a trimmed tuff of orange one could almost mistake as a flame.

“Wow,” I said at the beautiful dog, simply saying the first thing that came to my mind.

“It’s not weird, is it?” she mumbled while struggling to look at me, her fingers.

“Your tan? Hell no. Guys are really into that sort of thing.”

“They are?”

“Of course. It’s almost like a dividing line,” I said as I pressed a finger against her tanned stomach, just south of her belly button. “Here we’ve got what the whole world can see—what you’re comfortable with everyone seeing. Then we drift a little further.” My finger brushed down her soft skin to where shorts had turned her pale. “Then we reach what’s usually hidden—what’s for our eyes only.”

“I-I see,” she muttered as my fingers kept wandering, stroking over her mound, through her bush. “I’m not too furry, am I? I like keeping things neat down there. It makes me feel—eep!”

My fingers reached her lower lips.

“Steve? Where are you touching?” she squeaked.

“Am I not allowed?” I said as I stared into her eyes, our lips close enough to touch. “You touched me. You even licked me.”

“I asked permission first,” she correctly pointed out. “A warning would’ve been nice. My heart wasn’t ready.”

“I did warn you. Didn’t you feel my fingers warning you where I was heading?

“That doesn’t count! It wasn’t obvious.”

“Sorry about that,” I said as my fingers rested in place, able to feel her needy warmth. “Lulu, may I please stimulate your pussy?”

She tensed a bit. “Not if you’re going to call it that.”

“I’m sorry?” I said, confusion clearing the cloud of lust making itself at home in my mind.

“Pussy. Don’t use that word.”

It took me a minute to work things out. “Because it’s named after a cat?”

“Exactly! I don’t want to be compared to a cat,” she mumbled under her breath, through lovely pouty lips.

I paused. I knew Lulu had a thing against cats, but this was beyond my wildest expectations. Still, I wouldn’t let a fierce rivalry stop me. I strummed my fingers slowly over her wet, burning lips while looking into Lulu’s eyes. “If I can’t call it a pussy, what should I call it? What do you call it?”

“My puppy, of course,” she said, like I shouldn’t have needed to ask.

I stared at her before saying, “Seriously, you’re too cute.”

Before she could finish squeaking out a protest, I brought her into another intoxicating kiss that left her cheeks red and mouth panting.

I looked back into her need-filled eyes. “Lulu, may I please have the honor of stirring your puppy and helping you feel bliss?”

She gulped and nodded.

I curled my fingers and sunk inside of her.

Lulu moaned and gripped hold of me. “Steve! Oh my word. Your fingers are so big. Bigger that mine.”

“Is that a problem?” I said as I moved them slowly, enjoying the feeling of her wetness dripping down my skin.

“No. By The Shepherd, no,” she gasped while clinging to my front. It was as if she was trying to contain her trembles. “Steve, you’re so good at this. How are you so good?”

“Are you sure you’ve not just too sensitive?” I asked.

“No way! That can’t be right. It’s even better than when I do it to myself. I can’t handle it. I’m melting. I’m losing my head. Oh, Steve!” she moaned as she pinned her chin to my chest and showed me a face born to make men wild.

“Should I stop?” I growled as I focused on the spots which made her squirm the hardest.

“No, please,” she begged as her claws scraped at my back. “Keep it up. A little more. I’m almost there. I’m… ah!” That one sexually-charged squeak became a muffled cry she released into my chest. Her lower half bucked, bouncing up and down as she gushed all over my hand, soaking my fingers with her wetness.

Fuck. It was the hottest thing I’d seen in my entire life. The fact I didn’t blow right there and then was a goddamn miracle.

Once her release had fizzled to an end, and I’d drawn my soaked fingers free, Lulu fell. She collapsed to her knees, tush landing on the floor with a soft thud.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“So okay,” she said as she sat up and looked at me with a dreamy expression. The position made it so my shaft naturally rested over her face, and she took the chance to nuzzle up close and drink up my scent again. “Oh, Steve! What are you doing to me?” she moaned as she kissed and licked the underside of my member. “My body’s burning. It’s like I’m in heat. You’re making me a bad girl—a wild girl. I need you right now. Steve, please. Give it to me. Do it before I lose control.” She was back to riding her hand, except there was nothing slow about her hips on this occasion.

I was in a similar state to Lulu; I’d never been so damn horny before. I picked her off the floor and threw her onto the bed, onto the edge so her front was pressed into the sheets and her ass was in the air.

Her body was glistening. Her puss—puppy was excited. From a distance, I couldn’t miss the warmth it was letting off or the primal womanly scent.

I lined myself up with her, resting a hand on her back. “I’m ready, Lulu. Give the word and—”

“Do it, Steve!” she cried—she begged while raising her tail. “Fill me. Please! Right now!”

Her hunger, her need, it spoke to me. I grabbed her hips and pushed forward while dragging her toward me.

In an instant, in a pleasure-filled second, Lulu and I became one.

She squeaked as a shock raced up her body.

“Are you okay?” I growled as I fought to keep my composure.

She nodded while burying her head into the bedding. “Fine. It hurt for a moment. I think you… never mind. Keep going, please. My body is burning for you.” She looked over her shoulder and showed me an expression not meant for a civil world. Her complexion was crimson, her tongue was hanging out, and her eyes demanded bliss. “Please, Steve! I can’t control myself. I need to be your bitch. Treat me like your bitch.”

This was the last way I expected the meek Lulu to act, yet it drove me wild like I couldn’t believe. “You asked for it,” I said as I squeezed my fingers into her hips and swung myself forward.

She cried out, back arching. “Yes, Steve! Like that! Just like that.”

How could I not? Her cries encouraged me, but so did the molten euphoria I felt from every sharp thrust. “And here I thought you were a good girl. I never knew you were really a naughty little pup.”

“Sorry!” she squealed. “It’s true! Everyone always says I’m so nice, but I’m not! I’m a bitch. A horny, dirty bitch! Exhaustion has been taming it. Ever since you freed me, ever since you gave me my energy back, I’ve been rubbing myself every night. Whenever I’m done teaching you magic, I run to bed and masturbate like crazy.”

I growled as I moved in closer, pressing my hands against the bed, either side of her head, so I could pin her with the weight of my pounding movements. “You naughty girl. And who do you think about when you do it?”

“Please don’t make me say it! It’s too embarrassing,” she begged, only for me to refuse. My hips kept stirring, encouraging her to answer. “It’s you! You! You!” she cried out. “Every night, I masturbate to you. I soak my sheets thinking about you making me your bitch.”

“And here I was thinking you were a nice girl,” I said, unrelenting. “Here I thought you were a sweet innocent thing.”

“I’m not! I’m sorry! I’m a liar. A big fat liar.” She looked at me with a delirious red-faced hunger. “Punish me, Steve! Please! Punish this horny mongrel for deceiving you.”

“Punish? That’s right. You need to be punished, don’t you?” I said as I reached a hand beneath her and brushed my fingers over her clit. “You need to be punished for hiding what you are.”

“No, Steve!” Lulu squealed, throwing her head back. “Not there! Mercy! That’s too much! You’ll make me cum! Squirt!”

“Wasn’t that the plan?” I said as I hit her with a double assault of my throbbing length and teasing fingers. “Do it, Lulu. Cum. Repent to your shepherd.”

“Yes, Steve! Yes!” she cried. “I repent! I’m a bad girl! A liar! A bitch!” Her voice turned into a shrill howl. “Cumming, cumming, cumming, cumming!” Her body went volatile, spasming as she soaked the bed with her euphoric release.

She truly went wild. Her insides squeezed down, and I bit back my growl as I felt my own need rising to the surface. “That’s a good girl, Lulu. My good girl. Now how about a reward? A reward for being a good girl? I’m about to cum. About to fire.”

“Oh, Steve!” she said, leaning back at me from the bed. “Inside me, please. Mark your bitch. Please reward her for being a good dog.”

“The best dog,” I growled as I pressed myself into her. “Such. A. Good. Girl!” With that last thrust, I fired. A damn nebula of bliss surged through my body and into the sexy canine who had driven me to insanity.

It was a force so strong I stumbled and had to use my arms to catch myself so I didn’t collapse on top of Lulu when I was finished.

“I can feel it,” she said in an adorable daze. “So much. It’s hot. So hot. Nobody said it would be this warm. Or that there would be this much.”

“I think that’s because you did such a good job,” I informed her while breathing like I’d just finished running a marathon.

“Really?” she panted. “I did good?”

I rubbed her head. “You did amazing.”

Her tail flapped lazily from side to side. “Thank you, Steve! I love you. I know I tried to pretend I don’t, but I do. I’m crazy about you. I want to be your bitch. Not just for tonight, but every night.”

Those words, combined with that face, were just plain unfair. It was like she was using some hypnotic magic to bind me to her.

She tugged on my arm. “You’ll stay with me tonight, won’t you? Please don’t go back to Fern. Not now. Not tonight. Please?”

I growled under my breath. “Don’t worry, Lulu. I’m not going anywhere.”

What sane man would?



Chapter 13


A streak of sunlight bled into the room and straight into my eyes.

I groaned as I draped an arm over my face. Why did this keep happening? Sure, it wasn’t as irritating as a hissing alarm clock, but at least they could be turned off. The sun wasn’t going anywhere.

“Alright, I get the picture,” I grumbled as I sat up while rubbing the sleep from my eyes.

As always, the first thing I did was drink in my surroundings. Had I finally awoken from a long and hyper-realistic dream and returned back to my normal life of tedium? Not yet. A wooden ceiling looked back at me. I was still on the farm—I was still residing in another world filled with magic and beautiful demi-beasts.

I breathed out. Thank fuck for that. I wasn’t ready for this to end. Especially not after last night.

Usually, I had a naked Fern cuddled against me. This time, it was Lulu. The gorgeous canine was fast asleep, nestled cutely on my arm.

So much for her always being up at the crack of dawn… not that I was complaining.

I had to presume she’d tired herself out… or I’d tired her out, if I was being honest. It was hard to believe that had happened, but the fact we were naked and sharing a bed in a room that stank of sex left little space for doubt.

For a moment, I paused and admired how stunningly beautiful she was. I was in no rush to wake her up. We’d fulfilled Zeryesis’s request; the harvest was ready to be delivered. For once, she could rest and not need to worry about working herself to the bone in the morning sun.

The bedroom door slammed open, and in charged a runaway harpy yelling, “Steve!”

Lulu and I both jolted. I jumped to full attention while she needed a bit of time to clear her sleep-induced cobwebs.

“Be quiet,” I said to Fern while putting a finger over my mouth.

Ferne ignored me and threw herself onto me, enveloping me in her wings. “Thank The Allmother you’re here! I was so worried when you never came to bed. So worried. I looked all over for you! I might never have found you if Marietta hadn’t told me where you were. Thank The Allmother for her. Thank The Allmother you’re safe!” She nuzzled her face to mine, grinding our cheeks together.

“Calm down,” I said as I tried to push her away. “I’m fine. Just—”

“What’s all the commotion about?” Lulu said as sat up while rubbing her tired eyes. When she noticed us—or Fern, definitely Fern—she shrieked and pulled the covers over bare chest. “I-I can explain!”

“Don’t explain! This isn’t time to explain,” Fern said as she jumped back and started hopping around. “We’ve got trouble. Big trouble! Probably the biggest trouble in the history of troubles!”

“What’s wrong?” I asked, sensing the genuine agitation in her voice.

“The farm was raided!” Fern said. “All the green stuff is gone!”

The air was sucked out of the room.

“W-what?” Lulu said as her face went pale.

“That can’t…” After a moment, I jumped out of bed, pulled up my boxers, and charged to the storage room in the barn.

Roxie was standing outside with a face like she’d seen a ghost.

I rushed past her and stared within. Where there should’ve been a crate filled with fresh arugula, I found… nothing. Not a solitary crumb.

“No,” I said as I looked around as if trying to discover the mirror that had been used to make this disappearing trip work. “No, no, no, no!”

“Steve…” Roxie said under her breath.

“What happened?!” I snapped, unable to calm my voice.

She flinched. “I-I don’t know! I didn’t hear a thing. I’m a deep sleeper; I didn’t know anything was wrong until I got up.”

I growled as I looked around. What had even happened? Where had the arugula gone?

Then I saw it.

There was a sizable hold in the barn’s wall, almost like a cat flap. Roxie and I had patched it up, yet it was back to normal. Something must have undone our hard work. It was likely the culprit was the reason the main door was so scratched up. It looked like someone had been scrambling up to release the internal lock.

The internal lock was not high. It was at a comfortable height… for most.

“Kobolds,” I growled. “It was those damn kobolds.”

A disheveled yet dressed Lulu finally caught up to me. She rushed to the storage room, where her face dropped. “No… this can’t be. This… can’t be happening.” Tears welled up in her eyes as her voice cracked.

I grabbed her shoulders. “Calm down. We can survive this. I’m sure we can.”

It didn’t stop her from weeping.

“They must have tracks we can follow,” I said as I looked for prints. “Fern! Do you think you can find them?”

“I don’t!” she said from the barn’s entrance. “The Darkwood is big. Totally huge! I don’t know where to look. It would take ages. Ages!”

“And we don’t have any time. He’s coming! He’s coming to take me away,” Lulu sobbed as Roxie tried to console her.

“No. We have time. We have to have time,” I said.

The sound of a chining bell echoed over the farm.

My heart sunk, doubly so when Lulu completely broke down and wailed into Roxie’s chest.

“What are we going to do?” Roxie squeaked while hugging her crying boss.

I couldn’t think of anything, nor did we have time to think. Even though we didn’t move, Zeryesis did. He strolled from the farm’s entrance while whistling to himself. When he found us, he raised a hand and waved. “Good morning, everyone! It’s so good to see you all again.”

I bit my tongue before I told him to go fuck himself.

He clapped his hands in applause. “Today is the day. Payment number six. If Lulu fails to deliver it, then her life belongs to me. I’ll be free to wrap a collar around her neck and drag her back to the other side, where she’ll spend the rest of her life as my slave. Or the slave of whoever I sell her to. Pretty thing like her—a dog that can use magic—is sure to earn me no shortage of buyers. That is, of course, unless you can pay me what you promised.” His lips curled into a smile so warm and cheerful it went all the way back to being sinister. “Now if you would be so kind as to show me what you’ve managed to produce this month, we can begin the count.”

None of our group rushed to answer, unless Lulu’s muffled hiccups counted.

Zeryesis gasped into his long feminine fingers. “Is something the matter? By the way you’re all acting, it’s almost like you failed to produce anything at all.”

“She didn’t fail,” I said while glaring at the blue-skinned crook. “We met your quota before it was stolen.”

“Stolen, you say?” He covered his mouth with both hands. “Oh my! How awful! How truly and utterly shocking. To think anyone would dare steal from a little farm like this. Don’t they know this is someone’s livelihood? Don’t they know a young dog’s life is on the line?”

“Is this a joke to you?” I growled.

“A joke? By The Otherworldly’s lower left rib, whatever would make you think that? I am shocked, I say. Shocked! Sure, I might be a devil, but that does not make me a thief. I have my morals, don’t you know. I would never celebrate thievery.”

“Great,” I said. “Then I’m sure you’ll be fine giving Lulu a pass for this month.”

“A pass?” he sniggered. “Oh no, no, no. That cannot be done. The contract was very clear: thievery simply isn’t a good enough excuse. There’s nothing I can do.”

“More like you don’t want to.”

His smile widened as much as it could. “I mean, who's to say this won’t happen again next month? And the month after that? And the month after that? Should I be forced to wait more time due to actions that are no fault of my own? Should I expect to be punished because you were unable to provide the proper security? Because you were unable to properly protect your goods?”

I snarled under my breath. “You bastard.”

“A bastard? Me?” He gasped like that was the most offensive thing he’d ever heard. “Slander, I do assure you. I’m just a simple, honest devil doing his job. If Lulu was unhappy with the terms of our contract, she shouldn’t have signed in the first place. But she did, and that makes things very clear.” He licks his lips. “From now on, her life belongs to me.”

Lulu didn’t try and resist. All she did was sob into Roxie’s bosom.

“Stop, please,” Roxie said while holding Lulu close. “Give us just a li’l more time. A few hours—that’s all I’m asking.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Zeryesis replied. “Do you think moving between here and Voida is easy? It’s exhausting! You expect me to make another trip today? Or wait here for you to be done? No. I’m busy. I have things to do. Your time is up, and her life is mine.” He clapped his hands. “Chop chop, little doggy. Stop clinging to that heifer and come to your new master.”

“Stop,” I said as I stood between them. “I won’t let you take her.”

He grinned, flashing his demonic fangs. “Is that right? You do realize I’m a devil, don’t you? A high-level devil. Do you think a simple stinky barely-dressed farmhand will be able to beat me?”

“Don’t, Steve,” Lulu sniffled. “You’ll get yourself killed.”

I didn’t need to use any special power to know I was no match for this guy. I’d gotten to the stage where I could feel traces of my inner mana, and the size of the stones I could pick up was increasing, but I was no fighter. As much as I wanted to clock this guy, that wasn’t going to save Lulu. I needed to think of something else.

“I’m not going to attack him,” I said. “I’m going to make him an offer.”

“An… offer?” Lulu replied as she peeked at me.

I nodded as I looked Zeryesis straight in the eye. “Give us one more month. “If we fail… you can take me as well.”

“What?!” Lulu squeaked as she jumped from Roxie’s arms.

“Steve!” Roxie said. “Don’t you know what you’re saying?”

“That’s mad. Crazy!” Fern said as she fluttered around.

“You’re going to get yourself enslaved,” Lulu continued.

“I’m going to save you,” I said, my eyes not leaving Zeryesis for a moment. “And if I need to offer myself as collateral, so be it.” It wasn’t like I had anything else I could offer.

“So be it? No, no, no,” Zeryesis said, wagging a finger. “That’s only the case if I accept your offer, and, right now, I’m leaning to… not doing so.”

I tensed, not having expected that response. “What? Why?”

“Haven’t you heard that one slave in a cage is worth two in a field? Lulu is a very special commodity. A demi-beast that can use magic? That’ll make her perhaps the most unique in all of Voida. Why would I risk letting her go in return for a”—he snorted—“foul-smelling human?”

“We get it; you think I smell. You can stop mentioning it now,” I said.

“Are you supposed to smell? I don’t think you smell,” Fern asked, although she didn’t come closer to check with Zeryesis nearby.

“I don’t think you smell either, sweetums,” Roxie said. “If you do, it’s a smell I like.”

“No, you definitely smell,” Zeryesis said as he took another whiff and covered his nose. “It’s similar to the reek that drifts of those damn clerics, yet it’s not the same. More mangy. Why would I want such a disgusting slave?”

“Not even pretending you’d rather have your payments?” I said.

He chuckled. “I’m just doing what’s best for me. You’re asking me to gamble, and I say no.”

“What if I told you I had a special power and could learn spells and abilities in an instant?”

Zeryesis snorted under his breath. “Oh yeah? Sounds real convenient, that. Totally not something you just made up on the spot.”

“It isn’t,” I replied.

“Really? Then I’m sure you won’t mind demonstrating,” he said with a big victorious grin.

“I can’t. I’m out of points.”

“Aw, such a shame,” Zeryesis continued, like he was talking to a dumb child.

I huffed. This wasn’t working. I only saw one way I could protect Lulu. “What if I raise the stakes? Rather than paying back the usual amount, we’ll add another fifty percent on top.”

“Steve, stop this!” Lulu squeaked.

“Oh! Tempting. That is tempting,” Zeryesis said. “You do know how to drive a hard bargain. Maybe you’re not so bad after all, smell aside.” He started humming as he swayed from side to side. “Let’s call it double.”

“Sixty percent.”

He put up a hand to stop me. “Don’t bother with the cute negotiating. Can’t you see I’m being generous asking for simply double? You don’t have a leg to stand on. I could charge anything, and you’d have no choice but to accept! But I’m not… yet, anyway. No, you should agree on double and thank me for kindly offering a reasonable amount.”

“That’s not reasonable at all!” Lulu protested as she rushed over. “We barely managed to scrape together half that amount.”

“Ah, ah, ah,” Zeryesis said, wagging a finger. “Correction—you didn’t manage to scrape together a single thing.”

“We did, and we’ll prove it next month when we give you double,” I said to the wicked devil.

“Steve, no!” Lulu whined as she shook my arm.

Zeryesis held a finger to his lips. “Settle down, my future slave. The men are talking.” Then he reached into his robe and produced a scroll. After a few quick amendments, he turned it over to me. “Of course, I’m going to need you to make this deal of ours official. I can’t have you trying to get out of it after you fail miserably to live up to your end.”

“Funny, you took the words right out of my mouth,” I said as I took the contract and read it through.

The contract seemed rather standard, the whole slavery business aside. It said we were to provide Zeryesis with 10 silver’s worth of farm-made produce by the stated date. If we succeeded, then I would go free, and Lulu would return to the original contract with six strikes remaining. If we failed, then we would both become Zeryesis’s slaves.

There were plenty of additional clauses, including mentions of breaches for trying to submit invalid produce on our side, and attempting to disrupt our work on his. Then there was a nice highlighted section all about how he wouldn’t accept even a world-ending natural disaster as a good reason to delay the process, never mind a simple case of theft.

I would’ve liked a lawyer to check it over for me to spot any loopholes Zeryesis could exploit, but that was a luxury I didn’t have. Instead, I bit the bullet and scribbled my name on the bottom.

Zeryesis snorted like he was trying to hold back a laugh. “Sorry, sorry, I just can’t believe you actually signed. Wow. You know, I really wish you luck. I mean, this much produce in a single month? On a farm like this? Well…” He smiled and clicked his fingers. “I’m looking forward to dragging you to the other side with me.”

I winced as something tightened around my throat. “What’s happening?”

“Just a little present from me,” Zeryesis said as a black energy collar formed around my neck, decorated with a circular logo with a winged ‘Z’ in the middle. “Call it insurance to make sure you don’t try and run away. Don’t fear, it’ll fade in a few moments.”

Sure enough, the magical collar vanished from sight, although I could still feel the slightest bit of tightness.

Zeryesis rolled the scroll back up and popped it into his sleeve. “Well, if that’s everything, I’ll be on my way. Until next time everyone. Steven. Lulu. Beasts.” He bobbed his head toward us with each mention, favoring Roxie for the last. Then he wandered back to the farm’s entrance and vanished within another flashy pillar of purple fire.

At last, I felt like I could breathe again. Just not too hard. A faint ethereal choker would take some getting used to.

“Steve!” my voice was yelled as the others chased me down.

“What did you do that for?” Lulu said, her voice a shrill squeak.

“It was that or let him take you away,” I replied.

“But next month he’s going to take you as well!”

“If we fail.”

“When we fail,” she said as she grabbed my arm. “Steve, we can’t hit that quota! It’s impossible. We did our very best and only got half that amount. There’s no way we can bridge that gap.”

“You just signed your own death warrant,” Roxie said as if it was already my funeral.

“No, Steve, no!” Fern said, throwing herself against me. “Please don’t die! I don’t want you to die.”

“I’m not going to die,” I assured her as I wrestled myself from her fluttering feathers. “And I’m not planning on becoming Zeryesis’s slave.”

Fern’s eyes lit up. “You have a plan?!”

“Nope,” I replied, “but I’ll figure something out.”

“What part of impossible don’t you understand?” Lulu whined. “We can’t grow that many plants. We just can’t!” Tears began to form in her puffy eyes once more. “Oh, Steve. Why would you do this?”

I looked at her blankly. “To save you. Why else?”

“T-that’s not what I… you know what I meant!”

I grinned and waved her question away. “This is just what men are like. When cute girls are involved, we turn into total idiots who don’t think about the consequences.” Who hadn’t fantasized about being a hero? I’d been teleported to another world and everything. Doing nothing would’ve made me an embarrassment to the genre. “Why I’m doing this isn’t important, it’s how we’re going to survive that is. I’ve got no intention of rolling over. There’s a way we can do this; there has to be.” The question was… how?

Lulu was right: we couldn’t grow that much food. Not without a dryad. That meant we had to get one, or…

Roxie flinched. “S-sugar? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Crops aren’t the only produce we can use,” I replied.

She stumbled over her words as she tried to respond. “T-that’s not the point, pumpkin. I can’t make milk anymore! You know this.”

“And I’m not a chicken,” Fern said. “I don’t make eggs. I’ve never even laid an egg. I’m not even sure if I can lay eggs.” She pouted. “I’ve been trying and everything. I promise! I’ve been trying super hard to lay eggs, but they won’t come. I don’t know how to make them.” She pressed her wings against her tummy.

Then there was Marietta, who was… Marietta. She hadn’t even shown her face.

“So your problems are you’re not producing,” I said as I folded my arms. “Which means you won’t mind contributing if I can fix that issue.”

Roxie squeaked. “S-sugar? What are you talking about?”

“Sounds like trying to find a way to get you two producing is easier than growing veg on space we don’t have. I say it’s at least worth a shot.”

“But… Steve! I’m all dried-up! I’ll never make another drop again.”

“Do you know that for certain?” I asked her while staring into her silver eyes. “Can you say with one-hundred percent certainty that you’ll never make milk again?”

Roxie stammered as she avoided my gaze.

I grinned. “Then it’s not impossible after all.” I moved targets. “How about you, Fern? Willing to chip in a few eggs if I can get you producing?”

She nodded. “Whatever you want, Steve! I’ll do anything to save you. I’ll poop out all the eggs I can.”

“For starters, you don’t poop eggs,” I informed her.

“I knew that! I meant from my front butt. I’ll make an entire hill of eggs!”

I ruffled her hair. “That’s my girl. I’ll be counting on you.”

She giggled and hugged me affectionately.

Lulu watched, mouth hanging open. “Steve… you’re serious about this?”

“Sure am, or would you rather I sat around for the next month waiting for Zeryesis to make me his bitch?”

She shook her head sharply.

I grinned. “Then let’s do what can’t be done and wipe the grin off that bastard’s face.” I offered my hand. “You with me?”

She stared at my hand like I was offering some strange alien artifact before grabbing on. “If you think we can win…”

“I wouldn’t have signed that contract if I didn’t.” I smiled. “Let’s do this.”

Fern smothered our hands with her wings. “Let’s do this!”

I smirked and turned. “Roxie?”

She grumbled under her breath. “I think you’re knocking on the wrong barn, sugar. Relying on an old cow like me is just asking for trouble. But…” She put her hand on the impromptu pile. “I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

“Damn, you girls are awesome.” After I’d soaked in their lovely blushed faces, I added. “Then it’s decided. Let’s go kick some ass!”

A ping overshadowed their cheers.


- - -

Deed Points Received: 5

Quest Started: Defeat Zeryesis

- - -


I grinned. Even the universe wanted me to succeed. Then there was no way I could let myself lose.

Zeryesis didn’t know who he was messing with. This stinky son of a bitch was going to make dealing with devils look like child’s play.



Chapter 14


Before we could figure out how to get Roxie and Fern producing, we had to get some new seeds, which meant heading back to Grayedge.

While Roxie and Fern prepared the fields, Lulu and I went to get ourselves into a proper state of dress so we didn’t walk into Grayedge looking like we’d come tumbling out of an orgy.

After I was done putting on a full outfit—shirt aside, as I still didn’t own one—someone interrupted me by clearing their throat. It was Marietta, who was back to wearing nothing but a white tunic. She thrust a tattered pink dress toward me. “Here.”

I glanced down at it. “Want this thrown away again?”

“Yes,” she said, waiting for me to grab it.

“What if I don’t want to?” I said.

She snarled, flashing her unthreatening whites. “Do you realize what position you’re in? This is no time to be screwing around.”

“What crawled in your bonnet?”

“Don’t think I didn’t hear what transpired out there,” Marietta said while looking at me with more anger than ever before. “Even the most bone-headed of slavers wouldn’t have signed that contract. I have no choice but to accept that you’re no slaver—you’re just a dog-fucking moron.”

I grinned. “You’re not wrong.”

“Exactly. Now take the dress, unless you’re planning on selling a limb this time.” She pushed it into my chest.

“It almost sounds like you care,” I replied.

She scoffed. “About Lulu, of course. You? Not so much. Still, I’m not heartless. I want you off this farm, but I have no wish of seeing you bound to that monster.” She smacked the dress back against my torso. “Now take my kindness. You don’t want to be a slave. Trust me.”

I grabbed the dress. “Thank you. I’ll try and bring it back if possible.”

“What part of throwing away do you not understand?” she growled.

I shrugged. “You said I’m a moron.”

“The biggest moron I’ve ever had the displeasure of knowing, and I’ve lived in the same house as that damn noisy bird for the past year. Now hurry and get out of my sight. And don’t even think of asking for more.” Her fingers tightened around the softness of her wooly arms.

“Appreciate it,” I said as I took the dress and went outside to where Lulu was waiting.

“Steve!” she said. “Is that…?”

I flashed her the package. “Garbage day.”

Lulu sighed. “Honestly, that girl. Well, at least she’s giving us a fighting chance. Should we go?”

There wasn’t much point standing around. We headed off so we’d be back long before evening.

For the start of our journey, there was nothing between us but silence. I had plenty I was willing to say to her, yet I got the vibe she wasn’t ready to start talking.

After a good twenty minutes of walking, when we were so far in the middle of nowhere we couldn’t see a glimpse of the farm nor Grayedge, Lulu said, “Erm… Steve? Can we talk?”

“It’d sure be more entertaining than walking in silence,” I replied.

“Yeah, I’m not too sure about that.” She gulped. “So… about last night. I… might have gotten a little carried away.”

“A little?” I said as I looked at her.

She turned her attention to the ground as her face burned. “Okay, a lot! Some of the stuff I said… ah, I’m going to die of embarrassment.”

“Please don’t. I didn’t make a deal with Zeryesis for you to collapse from something like this.”

“I said I loved you!” she squeaked as she buried her face into her hands. “I asked you to make me your bitch!”

“I remember.”

“Then unremember! Forget I said anything. I swear I didn’t mean it. It was just the heat of the moment. My hormones were talking, not me.”

“Don’t worry, I get it,” I said as I waved her shame away. “Lust does some crazy things to you. It’s why we guys have a cool-off period.”

She peeked at me through her fingers. “A cool-off?”

“It’s this small window after we finish. All our horniness does a nosedive. For a few moments, it vanishes and we reach some zenith state where at last we can think without our libido’s interference. We call it… post-nut clarity.”

“That sounds useful,” she said. “Why don’t girls get that?”

I chuckled under my breath “It’s not all good. Most of the time it just makes you ashamed you splattered your belly watching a girl in her thirties wearing a school uniform.”

“Erm… what?” Lulu said like I was talking in some strange language.

“Never mind. The point is I get you shouldn’t take anything said in the heat of the moment seriously.”

“Oh… good,” Lulu replied with a quick, eager nod. “I mean, I’m not saying I don’t like you, but love is a little too far. And some of the other stuff too… by The Shepherd, I can’t believe I said that stuff.”

“I’m not complaining. You talk to me like that again, and I’ll be in your bed in a flash.”

Her ears sprung up. “Really?”

“Of course,” I said as I showed her a grin. “Do you know how sexy you were? You could have given a eunuch a boner.”

She bit her bottom lip. “I called myself a horny mongrel.”

“What can I say? I think horny mongrels are hot.”

“D-don’t call me a mongrel!” she squeaked.

“I didn’t. I just said they’re hot,” I said.

“That’s… you were implying it.”

“What if I was? Why can you call yourself a horny mongrel, but I can’t?”

“S-shut up! It doesn’t work like that,” she huffed. “But, just to check, you really think horny mongrels are hot?”

“Big time,” I said with a growl. “So if you ever feel like fooling around again…”

She tensed up. “I-I think we should concentrate on saving our mortal souls, first.”

It was a good point, well made. If we were reduced to slaves, we wouldn’t be able to interact like this anymore, and that wasn’t something I was prepared to lose.

Eventually, Lulu and I made it to Grayedge, and then straight on to Norma’s place.

“Hello, and welcome to Norma’s Emporium! We sell everything!” the gnome sang before her gray brows jumped. “Oh, if it ain’t little Lulu and…”

“Steve,” I reminded her as I approached the counter while making sure not to trip over anything.

“Steve! Of course you were called Steve,” Norma laughed. “Sorry, my memory’s not what it used to be. A bit like the rest of me.” She let out another chuckle. “I’m surprised you’re still around.”

“I hope that’s not a hint,” I said with a grin.

She replied with a laugh. “Certainly not! It’s a welcome surprise, and then some. Most humans would’ve ditched that old place weeks back. Then again, most humans wouldn’t have traded away their clothing to save a sheep’s dress, or so says me.” She smiled. “Thank you for that, by the way. I can’t remember when I last got to sell such a unique item.”

“No problem. Besides, it didn’t save it for long,” I said as I put the dress on the counter.

Norma gave the dress a long look before showing me a serious expression. “What do ya need?”

“We need more seeds,” Lulu said. “Do you have any more arugula?”

Norma shook her head. “Afraid not. It’s generally not something sold in such bulk. Getting it at such short notice was beyond even me.”

Lulu covered her mouth. “No…”

I swallowed a grumble. This hadn’t been part of the plan. If we couldn’t grow any crops, that didn’t mean we were trying to earn our way up from last time—it meant we were starting from scratch.

“Lulu, what’s wrong?” Norma asked as she leaned in so close she almost flopped on the counter. “Nobody should look that devastated about me not having such a low-grade product, just like most customers don’t come in begging for something that can be harvested at such short notice, or so says me.”

“It’s…” Lulu began, but it was obvious she was hesitant to reveal all.

Unlike me.

“We’ve made a deal with a devil,” I said. “We’ve got a month to fulfil our end, or we’re toast.”

Norma turned white. “That’s the sorta stuff I was worried about. Explains that suspicious influx of money ya came into a year back.” She stared right at my canine companion. “Why didn’t ya tell me?”

“Sorry,” Lulu said as she looked at the ground. “I was ashamed of myself. I didn’t want everyone thinking I was the sort of stupid girl who makes deals with devils.”

“That’s exactly what you are!” Norma snapped, small hands pounding the counter. “You could’ve asked me for help. Why did ya go for a devil?”

Lulu whimpered like a scolded child.

I rubbed her shoulders from behind. “She made a mistake. Don’t be too hard on her.”

Norma sighed and relaxed her rigid posture. “That wasn’t my intention. It’s just… oh, little one, a devil? You should’ve known they were bad news, a smart girl like you. What were ya thinking?”

“I was desperate,” Lulu mumbled. “I didn’t want anyone to know I couldn’t handle the farm. After what happened with the academy, I was worried what everyone would think if I failed again. It wasn’t so much what they’d say about me—I’m used to being bad-mouthed, after all—but I didn’t want them insulting Dad. People already say he threw his life away to raise a mutt. If they found out I was a failure as well…”

Norma hopped onto the counter and pulled Lulu into her bosom. “Oh, you poor thing. You know I’d never think that away about you or Henry. That man loved the socks off ya. Do ya think he’d prefer you putting yourself at risk over him being criticized?”

“No,” Lulu said in a small voice.

“Exactly! He’s a man who left the prestigious Flameridge family, who gave up his status as one of the empire’s greatest knights, to care for you in the middle of blinking nowhere. He’d have endured every barb under the sun if it meant ya being safe, or so says me.”

I didn’t say anything. Instead, I watched the pair. I liked Lulu, I really did, but that didn’t make me good at this sort of stuff. Plus, Norma had known her a lot longer than I had. I didn’t know anything about her dad being a former knight, and this was my first time hearing about the Flameridge family.

It explained Lulu’s talent for fire magic.

After a small hug, Norma stopped smothering Lulu and held her at her wee arm’s length. “Okay, little one, now that I’ve talked some sense into ya, let’s talk business. What is this foul devil asking from ya?”

“He’s asking for ten silvers worth of produce,” Lulu mumbled.

Norma’s eyes bulged. “Ten silvers?!”

“It was originally five,” I informed her. “That’s what the arugula was for.”

“We did it. We had enough. Then it was stolen,” Lulu said. “He was going to take me away…”

“Then I proposed a new deal with my freedom as collateral. Hence ten silvers.”

Norma gaped at me. “You put your life on the line…”

I shrugged. “It’s no big deal. Lulu saved mine. Imagine how much of a prick I’d look if I didn’t repay the favor.”

“Stop lying,” Lulu said as she glanced back at me. “You stopped the arrow. We’re even.”

“Then you healed me better,” I reminded her. “You’re still one up. We’ll call it even once we’ve paid off Zeryesis.”

Norma hadn’t stopped staring. “A human putting his life on the line to protect a dog… now I’ve heard it all. I knew ya were an unusual man, but I never thought it would be to this extent.”

I smirked. “Yeah, you’re not going to find many like me around these parts.” Unless, of course, otherworlders were more common than I thought.

At last, Norma stopped looking at me like I was some customs-trampling intruder as determination filled her eyes. “Alright, it’s decided. I’m helping. Whatever ya need to pay, I’ll cover it.”

I shook my head. “Afraid you can’t. It needs to be produce from the farm.”

Norma snorted in disgust. “It’s nice to hear our devil is making no effort to hide his intentions.”

“Bingo.” I was glad I wasn’t the only who saw straight through that scumbag.

She rubbed her chin and hummed. “That makes things difficult. Unless you’ve expanded since Henry died, you’ve only got two acres. That’s not enough space to grow anything without a dryad’s help, and that’s one thing I can’t get ya.”

“And we won’t be able to grow anything without the arugula,” Lulu mumbled, as if we’d already lost.

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Norma said with a smile.

Lulu’s furry ears bounced up. “Huh?”

Norma jumped off the counter and tottered into the back of her store. “I had an inkling what ya might have gotten yourself into,” she yelled from out of sight. “There aren’t many other reasons anyone would be so desperate for quick growing produce, or so says me. That’s why I got you…” Norma returned, clambered up to her chair, and dropped a sack on the counter. “These.”

Inside were seeds, different to the ones that grew arugula. They looked like chicken feed.

“Radish seeds,” Norma clarified. “Should only take a few weeks to grow. They’ll be ready within the month, no problem.”

Lulu stared, like she couldn’t believe her eyes. Then the tears began to flow. “Norma…”

“There’s no need for waterworks,” said the diminutive merchant. “Besides, these aren’t going to earn ya ten silvers. Five, maybe, but certainly not ten.”

“We need livestock produce,” I said.

“Last I heard, you didn’t have much livestock left,” Norma replied. “And that ya did wasn’t producing.”

“True. Roxie claims she’s too old to make milk, Fern’s never laid an egg, and Marietta… she’s just not cooperating.”

“Still refusing to let herself get sheared?”

I nodded. “Don’t really get it myself, but I can tell it’s something of a touchy subject for her.” Just like everything else. “I’d rather not force her.”

“Thank you,” Lulu said softly.

I snickered. “Thank me once we’re out of these collars.” I turned my focus to Norma. “Got any idea how we could get Roxie and Fern producing?”

Norma shook her head. “I’m a merchant, not a farmer. I just regurgitate whatever instructions come with the goods.”

“Oh,” Lulu whined as her ears fell flat.

“Then know anyone who might know?” I asked. “Come on, Norma, throw me a bone.”

Norma hummed to herself before saying, “Let me go look in the back. I think I remember having a wee something that might help, or so says me.” She jumped from her seat and hurried back into her mess of an expansive storeroom.

This slight glimmer of hope did nothing to lift Lulu’s spirits.

I rubbed her back. “It’ll be okay.”

“I hope so, but that’s not what I’m thinking. It’s… I should have relied on Norma all along.”

“She understands,” I said.

“No, she doesn’t. I didn't tell her everything,” Lulu confessed as she squeezed her bawled up hands. “I did think of asking her—she’d always been nice to me—but I was worried she’d say no. I was scared the nice old woman who used to treat me good was only doing so because Dad was there. That because he was gone, she was going to start treating me like an animal.”

“You really think Norma would do that?”

“I can see why she’d be concerned,” Norma said as she came back while clutching something to her chest. “We’ve all got our prejudices. Honestly, that’s how I felt about Lulu when she and Henry first came here. I couldn’t believe a knight of the Flameridge family had thrown away his position for a dog.”

Lulu whimpered under her breath as she stood rigid with her chin to her chest and her eyes on her feet.

“But then I saw that little girl grow,” Norma continued as she climbed back into her chair. “I watched her get bigger and bigger, with Henry smiling every step of the way. He never treated her as an inferior; he saw her as a daughter. And, in time, I came to as well. That’s why I’m amazed to see a guy barely out of the womb treating her better than I ever have.”

“Don’t compare yourself to me,” I replied. “We don’t have demi-beasts where I’m from. You can’t learn to persecute what you don’t have.”

“But it’s easy to hate and fear them,” she said with a smile as she dropped a dust-covered book on the counter.

“What’s that?” Lulu asked while wafting the dust away from her twitching nose.

“Some old book about demi-beasts I’ve had taking up space for too many years. I can’t promise it’ll be flattering, but it might have some useful information, or so says me.”

I opened the book to the table of contents, which was a big list of different demi-beasts, including those I knew, like dogs and sheep, those I’d heard of, like cats and horses, to those I hadn’t known existed, such as drakes and bees.

There were sections for cows and harpies, as well.

As I flicked through, I scanned the text and was disgusted at what it said. The book wasn’t just dismissive of demi-beasts, it was downright insulting. It talked about them like they were idiotic animals who couldn’t be trusted to live by themselves.

Clearly whoever wrote this book had never spent time getting to know any demi-beasts.

“Who wrote this crap?” I said while slapping my knuckles against the open pages. “I’ve taken shits better than this garbage.”

“You won’t find any books published by demi-beasts in Blesslan,” Norma said. “I doubt you’ll find many sympathetic to them either, or so says me.”

“This goes beyond sympathy. I mean… fuck me. You’d think I was reading a book about feral monsters, not people,” I complained.

Lulu squeaked. “People?”

“Did I say something funny?” I asked as I glanced at her.

She shook her head quickly. “No. It’s just I’m still getting used to how much you view us as equals.”

“If that makes me a weirdo, then better start looking for a straitjacket in my size,” I said as I looked back at the book. It could seriously go fuck itself… but I needed information. If swallowing all this crap was what it took to get Roxie and Fern producing, I was ready to paint my tongue brown.

At last, I found the section about bovines. It wasn’t any better than the rest of the book. It read like a propaganda horror story for children rather than an actual informative piece about cows.

“What a fucking joke,” I grumbled under my breath. “Fuck this book. I want real info.”

As if on cue, a pop-up menu appeared.


- - -

New Information Available: Cows

Would you like to purchase this information?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


I should’ve been getting used to my power, but I couldn’t help gawking at the message while my mouth hung ready to catch some flies.

What was this thing’s deal?

Eventually, I’d have to figure out what did and didn’t trigger my power, but dealing with this message came first. I had five deed points. Using one to buy information I could get elsewhere didn’t seem like an efficient use of them, but I couldn’t afford to budget when I had a date with Zeryesis coming up. Instead, I willed the purchase through.

My reward was an agony-inducing bullet of knowledge to the head.

“Steve!” Lulu said as she grabbed hold of my arm.

“Don’t worry about me,” I groaned while rubbing my forehead. “I should’ve seen that coming.”

“What coming?”

“Let’s call it a cheat sheet,” I said as fresh knowledge ratted around my head. I suddenly knew a cow’s average height was a little over six foot tall, that they’d been domesticated for over a thousand years, and how much milk they could provide in a single session. Then there was info about weight, diet, physical characteristics…

It was like I had the Wikipedia entry for cows built into my head.

Having all this information coming from nowhere felt kind of freaky—like some foreign entity was trying to brainwash me. I wondered if I could see it as a pop-up menu instead, and, sure enough, a fresh screen appeared in thin air.

That felt a lot more comfortable… but would it help with our Roxie problem?

With a thought, the text document scrolled down until it came to a section about the milk production of cows.

“Interesting,” I mumbled to myself while reading it over.

“Erm, Steve?” Lulu said.

I jolted back to the real world. “Hmm?”

“Are you okay? You started staring into space and mumbling to yourself.”

Norma was giving me the same look of concern.

I waved their worries away. “Don’t worry about me. I think I know how to help Roxie.”

Lulu’s ears sprung up as she gasped into her hands. “Really?!”

“Yeah,” I said before pausing. What about Fern? I hurried to the page about harpies and waited for another magic offering.

Nothing happened.

Did I have to read this insulting garbage first? I decided to find out.


- - -

New Information Available: Harpies

Would you like to purchase this information?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


Bingo.

I accepted the offer and braced myself so I wasn’t taken off-guard by another information overload. This time, I accepted the data without making a fuss, although it didn’t stop the inside of my head from throbbing.

This power better not be doing anything to my brain I’ll regret…

I opened up a new screen and willed it down to where it talked about harpy eggs. After a quick read, I smiled at Norma. “Thanks for this. It’s been a big help.”

“You found something useful?” she asked with a modicum of surprise.

“I sure hope so. I’m not interested in becoming a devil’s slave. I don’t mean to kink shame, but that’s not for me.”

Norma snorted in laughter. “The devil part, or the slave part? Here was me thinking you’d look cute doting on an old gnome, or so says me.”

I smirked. “What do we owe you?” I began before I noticed Marietta’s dress on the counter. “Actually, scratch that. Not like we’ve got anything else to offer.”

“You sure about that?” Norma said as she licked her wrinkly lips.

A shiver raced up my spine.

Norma chuckled and pushed the dress toward me. “It’s fine. Free of charge.”

Lulu’s ears sprung up straight. “Really?!”

“I might be a money-grabbing gnome, but even I can feel charitable from time to time. Just don’t expect me to do this again… and make sure ya don’t tell a soul. The last thing I want is every tight-fisted scoundrel wandering in here with a sob story.”

Lulu bobbed her head so quickly her orange hair practically became a blur.

“You sure about this?” I asked.

“Sure am,” Norma replied with a smile. “If it’ll do your conscience, call it payback for those clothes. I did a right killing on them, I did. More than enough to cover this purchase, as well as your last.”

I couldn’t stop myself from grinning like a fool. “Thanks, Norma. You’re a good woman.”

She laughed and shook her head. “No, no, I’m just an old spinster trying to stop her customers from dying on her. Call this a wise investment from an old crone.”

“Still, I owe you. I’ll pay you back for this later.”

“You will?” she said as she latched onto me with man-hungry eyes.

I gulped. Had I said something I shouldn’t have?

Her laughter broke the tension. “I’m only screwing around. Save yourselves and that’ll be paying me back plenty.”

I grinned. I knew I liked this old gnome, bouts of lust aside. I’d seriously have to think of a way of returning the favor which didn’t involve her bedroom. But before that…

I turned and smiled at Lulu. “We’ve got what we need. Ready to whip those livestock into shape and show Zeryesis the finger?”

“I… yes,” Lulu said with a determined nod. “But how exactly will we do that?”

And, suddenly, I wasn’t smiling any more.

It was going to be a long walk back to the farm…



Chapter 15


By the time Lulu and I made it back to the farm, the afternoon sun was still high in the sky. It gave us a few hours to get everything planted before nightfal—

“Steve!” Fern said as she came flying over like a rocket.

I stepped out of the way and sent her skidding down the dirt path toward Grayedge.

“Aw, Steve. No fair!” Fern whined as she rushed her mud-covered self after me. “Why do you always dodge? Why? Why?!”

“Try being a little more gentle, and I’ll reconsider,” I told her as we walked back onto home turf.

“Really? Really?!” she said as she bounced in my shadow. “Hooray! I wanna be caught by you so bad. It’ll be romantic. So romantic!” Fern giggled before darting forward and muscling her way between me and Lulu “Hey. Hey! Did you get the seeds? Are you saved yet?”

Lulu didn’t say anything. She’d been quiet for a while, ever since we’d finished discussing my plans.

“Right here,” I replied while shaking the seed-filled bag. “Did you ready the fields?”

Fern nodded enthusiastically. “We did. We did! Even Marietta helped.”

“She did?!” Lulu said with a gasp, disbelief written all over her face.

Mine too.

Sure enough, both Roxie and Marietta were waiting on the porch. They were breathing heavily as their sweat-soaked clothing clung to their glistening bodies.

Marietta’s white tunic especially left little to the imagination and emphasized her hourglass figure.

“You’re back,” the bratty sheep said dismissively before taking a swig of water.

“And you’ve been working,” I said while grinning.

Marietta scoffed. “What? Can’t I tend to my own fields if I want to? I simply thought it looked like a good way to exercise.”

“Yeah, I’m sure. Also… catch.” I threw Marietta her dress.

Her blue eyes went wide when she saw what I’d made her catch. “You… seriously?!”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Sorry. I swear I tried to throw it away, but nobody wanted such a tattered thing. You’ll just have to keep wearing it.”

Marietta glanced at the bag I was carrying before letting out a dramatic sigh. “I suppose it would be unladylike of me to let clothing go to waste.”

“Steve. Lulu,” Roxie said while panting for air. “Did you get the seeds?”

“We got some seeds,” I said as I showed off the pouch. “They’re not arugula, but they’ll do the trick.”

“Does that mean you’re saved?” Fern said with great expectation in her eyes.

Marietta groaned for all to hear. “Have you already forgotten that crops alone will not be enough?”

Fern fluttered her wings. “But they’re different seeds! What if they grow more? What if they grow enough?!”

“I’m afraid not. We’ll still need you girls to chip in,” I said as my eyes scanned the group.

Marietta crossed her fluffy arms. “I told you not to come begging for my wool.”

“I’m not begging. You can stay out of this.”

“Good!” she huffed. “Then I’ll take my leave. Standing around in such filthy clothing feels sickening.” The sweaty sheep made a quick escape into the house.

“E-erm,” Roxie said, just loud enough to draw everyone’s attention from Marietta to her. “I’ve been trying to think of how I can get producing again, but I just… can’t.” She whimpered under her breath while turning her eyes to the floor. “I’m sorry, you two. I’m about as useful as… well, a cow with no udders.”

“And I can’t feel any eggs,” Fern said as she pressed her wings against her flat stomach.

“Leave it all to me,” I told them while grinning.

Roxie perked up. “You’ve found a way?”

“He has,” Lulu said with an awkward vibe to her voice. “Or, at least, he thinks he has…”

And, just like that, Roxie was slowly retreating back into her shell. “Is something wrong? Should I be worried?”

I waved her concerns away. “It’s just a little… we’ll talk after the seeds are planted.”

“What? No! Now I’m worried. Steve. Tell me. Please!” Roxie whined as I hurried past her. “Steve!”

It was a tactical decision on my part. We had to get the fields tilled and the seeds planted as soon as possible. What I had to say to Roxie was going to derail that without a doubt.

She kept asking me for information the entire time I plowed, but I kept my mouth shut, instead focusing on preparing the fields for planting.

The starting point for arugula and radishes wasn’t too dissimilar. The rows were to be placed the same amount of places apart, or so said Norma, with the radishes rows just a little bit deeper. Then it was an inch between each seed, which meant filling the rows like we were a pig’s trough with food.

By the time we’d finished planting and watering, night was starting to show itself.

“Done at last,” I said as I took a nice deep breath.

“Steve!” Roxie said as she thumped against my side and almost knocked me to the ground. “We’ve finished. You promised to tell me once we’d finished.”

“Me too. Me too!” Fern jumped around while swinging her wings through the air. “I wanna know. I wanna!”

Lulu didn’t say a thing. Her eyes said it all: this was my responsibility.

Roxie rocked from side to side while clutching my arm, her thick red lips puckered into a needy pout. “I worked hard. My hands are dirtier than a demon’s outhouse. Now tell me. What’s the bad news? Am I being replaced? Is it too late for me after all?”

“You’re being overdramatic,” I informed her. “You’re not too old.”

“I’m not?” she said like I’d given her the revelation of the century.

“You’re just going through a dry spell. Cows need to be milked constantly. It builds up a routine. When they stop being milked, they’ll dry up.”

Roxie nodded. “That’s right… then they’ll ‘disappear’. We’ll be told they left, but we know the truth. Everyone knows cow meat is a delicacy in the southern kingdoms…”

I didn’t argue with her. I’d done some reading about cows during my journey from Grayedge—it helped me process it all—and saw the same. Demi-beast meat was illegal in The Blesslan Empire, but not so in several of the continent’s states. Plus there was always the black market.

“You’re not being turned into meat,” I assured Roxie. “We can get your milk back.”

“You can?” she said as her hope-filled silver eyes widened.

I nodded. “You dried up because you stopped being milked. That means you’ll start producing again if we start again.”

“You’re… asking to milk a dried-up cow?”

“We need to train your body to want to make milk again. It should work as long as we give you the proper stimulation.”

“What… which means?”

“Sucking your tits.”

For a moment, it was like time stopped. The faint tickle of wind seemed to vanish, the slight chirp of the Darkwood disappeared, and not a single breath left the demi-beasts giving me a slack-jawed look.

Even Lulu, who knew this was my plan, was quiet.

“I-I’m sorry, sugar,” Roxie said after what felt like an eternal delay. “Did you say you want to… suck my titties?”

“That’s right,” I said as I tried to keep my voice as level as possible. “It should trigger your body's natural instincts to make milk. As long as we keep giving you the proper stimulation, your body should start producing again.”

“You…” Roxie began before tripping over her words. Bit by bit, her already rosy cheeks reddened. “I-is this a joke? Surely you must be having some fun at this old woman’s expense. You wanna suck my titties? A strong handsome man like you wants to place his lips on my saggy udders?” She let out an awkward laugh. “T-that’s a good one, sugar. You almost had me fooled, you did.”

“I’m not joking.” I grabbed Roxie’s hands and turned us so we were facing each other. “I don’t just want to suck then; I need to suck them.” I stared deep into her silver eyes. “Please, Roxie. My life depends on you letting me suck your tits.”

Her stunned face grew hotter and hotter, until it felt like her cheeks were casting fire magic. She fidgeted as her hands squeezed mine. “Well… i-if you insist, sugar. If you think it’ll get me producing again…”

“I’m sure it will,” I said as I refused to pull my gaze back from hers. I needed her to see I was serious and not just a demi-beast-loving pervert looking for a chance to fulfil some kinks.

Of course, I was a demi-beast-loving pervert, but that wasn’t what this was about. I wasn’t the sort of dick to try and guilt his way into a woman’s pants.

“Should we get started?” I asked Roxie.

She flinched. “You mean right now?!”

“We need that milk as soon as possible. No point delaying.”

“I… o-okay. Whatever you need, sugar.” As Roxie’s surprise waned, a giddy little smile took its place. “S-so how are we gonna do this? Do we need to go anywhere special? Do anything?”

“I was thinking we do it in the barn’s lobby,” I said.

“Okay!” she said with a little too much excitement. “Just give me a li’l time to prepare. Right now I’m sweating worse than a devil in a temple.” The white of her dress was glued to her chest, which glistened in the falling evening sun.

“It’s fine,” I assured the beautiful cow.

“It’s not fine at all, sugar! I can’t let you embarrass yourself like that. Forcing you to nurse on a sweaty old woman. It’s disgraceful!”

“Roxie, it’s fine,” I said, flashing her a grin. “I like you sweaty.”

There was another small time of silence before she said, “W-what?”

“I like you like this. Do you know how beautiful you look right now?” There was something almost feral about the way perspiration made her flushed skin shine, from her gorgeous face to her eye-grabbing cleavage I couldn’t ignore even if I wanted to. “Damn, I’m getting excited just thinking about it.”

She looked at my crotch. “Oh… oh. I-I see.” Roxie gulped and turned her eyes gingerly back toward mine. “But surely you’d prefer I smell clean? I must smell worse than the backside of a sickly horse.”

I rolled my eyes and pulled her closer, so our bodies crashed together. I took the chance to bury my nose into her neck and inhaled her fragrance. It was ‘unclean’, sure, but that didn’t make it dirty or any less enticing. The scent of her sweat and earth mixed together with her homely essence, providing me with something that stimulated my desires.

“Smells fine to me,” I said before letting go of her hands. “Any more complaints?”

Roxie shook her head without stepping back so much as an inch.

“Then hurry in and prepare yourself. I’ll be there in a few.”

“Yes,” Roxie said as she broke out giggling like a teenager. She sunk her hands into her cheeks and rushed off toward the barn faster than I’d ever seen her move before.

“Wow, she really seems excited,” Lulu said before turning her eyes from the runaway cow to me. “But did you have to ask her like that?”

I grinned and shrugged. “It was the truth. Why beat around the bush?”

“No fair!” Fern complained while waving her wings around. “Why does Roxie get to do lewd things with Steve and not me? I wanna do them too!”

“We can do lewd things later,” I said.

Fern stopped still as her face lit up. “Really?!”

“Yeah, sure. Well…” I looked at Lulu. “You sure you’re okay with this?”

“You don’t need to keep asking me that,” she said while turning away. “I told you it’s fine.”

“I get that… but surely there’s some sort of social-etiquette about fucking a girl then sucking on her roommate’s tits the next day? Casual fun or not.” The relationship aspect didn’t matter. I just couldn’t help feeling it was somewhat disrespectful to Lulu.

“As long as everything’s consensual, I don’t see the issue,” she relied.

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said. “My mom had a different dick for every day of the week. Sometimes two!”

“That’s… nice to know.” Suddenly her lack of reservations about sleeping naked beside me made a lot more sense. As for Lulu, my gaze found its way back to her. “So you’ve really got no complaints?”

Lulu sighed. “Steve, stop worrying so much. Remember, our lives on the line here. Besides, I know you want this.” She glanced at my pants, which were straining against the force of my erection.

“Guilty,” I said. “It’s hard to turn down temptation.”

“Then let’s get this over with,” Lulu said as she marched toward the barn.

Roxie was waiting inside, facing away from us. She’d changed from her dress into the same spicy red nightwear that’d helped stimulate my urges on more than one occasion. She spun around and purred, “How do I look…” Her seductive aura vanished when she spotted who I was with “Lulu? Why are you here?”

“To help,” Lulu said.

“I thought it would just be…” Roxie’s heart-broken eyes turned my way.

I held my hands up. “We’re training to get your milk going again. Why shouldn’t the boss be around?”

“I guess,” she mumbled as her shoulders drooped.

“Cheer up,” I said as I sauntered close. “And to answer your question, you look amazing.”

Roxie hopped back up straight, the sharp movement making her huge chest bounce. “For real?”

“Oh yeah. I seriously can’t get enough of you in this outfit,” I confessed while opening admiring her every soft curve.

She shuddered out a hot breath as her body trembled under my gaze. “You really mean that? You’re not just trying to be kind? I know I’m older than the other girls, and my body’s not in the shape it used to be. I’m big and flabby and…”

I grabbed one of her love handles. “You mean like this?”

Roxie gasped out a high-pitched moan. “Yes…”

“You think I’m going to complain about you having a little meat on your bones?” I asked as I fondled her softness.

“It’s more than a li’l,” she cooed as her eyes fell shut.

“Okay, maybe more than a little, but tell me when you heard me say that was a bad thing?” One hand wasn’t enough for me. I grabbed her other flank and let out a low growl. “Do you understand how goddamn seductive you look dressed like this?” She could call herself ‘fat’ all she wanted, but I saw a fertility idol in the flesh. There was something breathtaking about the way her plumpness sunk around my hands when I fondled her sides.

“Oh, sweetums. Your hands,” she moaned.

“Like them?” I asked as I circled her, one hand rolling across her stomach while the other flowed down her childbearing hips.

“Yes, honey. It’s amazing. I’ve never been touched like this before,” Roxie panted as her heated breathing grew quicker.

I scoffed. “Come on. I know I’m not the first guy to have done this.”

She failed to mute a long squeak. “But you are, sweetums! I’m not a virgin, I’ve been with plenty of men in my youth, but none ever touched me this way. You’re making me feel so… sexy.”

“Is that so?” I said as I slid my hands up her body and cupped her breasts. They were even heavier than I thought they’d be, and they felt goddamn divine engulfing my palms and sinking through my fingers… and that was with her nightwear in the way.

There was no telling if I’d be able to survive direct contact.

Roxie cried out in joy. “It is, sweetums! It is. I’ve been grabbed so many times, but never with such hunger. It feels like your palms are going to devour me.”

“Would you like that?” I asked while massaging her marshmallow-soft tits.

“Yes, sweetums! Your hands are something else. They’re so possessive. Demanding. They make me feel like a young cow again.” She glanced over her shoulder and looked at me with a face dripping with raw eroticism.

An expression like that was dangerous. I felt like I was going to blow, right there and then.

“E-erm,” Lulu said, nice and loud so we couldn’t ignore her standing nearby with a face almost as red as Roxie’s. “Is this all necessary?”

“I confess I’m taking a few liberties,” I said while refusing to stop my softness fondling fingers, “but arousal plays a big part in this.”

“It does?” Roxie moaned.

“We’re going to help your body associate being milked with pleasure. Letting it know we want your milk isn’t enough; we need to make your body want to be milked.” I gave another squeeze. “We’re going to make your body want to yield its milk to us.”

She nodded sharply while panting so fast it was like she was about to overheat. “Please, pumpkin. Hurry. Help mommy make her milk.”

Mommy? That was a new one… but I couldn’t say I disapproved. “Don’t mind if I do,” I said as I pulled her nightwear open, freeing her heavenly breasts.

They looked divine at the best of times, but seeing them completely in the flesh was like winning the lottery. It felt silly even thinking it this late into the game, but they were just so damn big. Human women simply couldn’t compete.

Once again, how wasn’t every man head over heels for these gorgeous ladies?

Each of Roxie’s huge, succulent udders was crowned by a thick brown nipple that stood stiff, begging for attention. I couldn’t refuse. My hands greedily latched on, fingers giving Roxie exactly what she crazed.

Roxie mooed as she pushed her chest into my hands. “Oh, sweetums! My nipples. Nobody’s touched me there in so long. So many years!”

“That’s about to change,” I growled into a twitching cow ear. “We’re going to be doing this every day from here on.”

She gulped. “E-every day?”

“Of course,” I said as I kneaded her heavy breasts while squeezing into her from behind. “First, we need to stimulate your body to produce. Then we’ll need to keep going and going so your body never dries up again. We’re going to keep your chest drained. Do you like the sound of that?”

Another feverish gasp came from her lips. “Yes, sweetums! Please, fill me with milk just to drain it out again!” Her eyes found mine and begged, truly begged, me not to let her down.

Did she seriously think I was going to chicken out of a chance like this?

Lulu cleared her throat. “I don’t remember this being what we agreed on.” For someone who didn’t care, she sure was acting grouchy.

However, I was far too engrossed to stop here.

“I’m getting to that,” I said as I somehow pulled my hands away from Roxie’s chest and moved around so I could look my pleasure-drunk partner in the eye. “Roxie, may I have the honor of sucking on your delectable tits?”

“You may, sweetums! I insist!” Roxie moaned while holding her udders up for me. “Please target mommy’s titties!”

I cupped my fingers under her left breast, angling it exactly where I wanted it. Then, while looking Roxie in the eye, I drew her nipple into my mouth.

She threw her head back and moaned. “Oh! You’re sucking on it; you’re really sucking on it!” Over and over, sharp, soft seductive gasps popped from her lips. “Oh, sugar, it feels so good! It feels amazing to be treated as a cow again!”

It felt amazing to treat her like one. I was in love with what I was doing to her. The way she reacted when I made out with her chest was to die for. I wanted to give her more pleasure. While I rolled my tongue over her sensitive nipple, I sent my free hand rolling down her stomach and into her underwear.

“Oh!” Roxie gasped, her hips bucking as my fingers invaded her waistband and stroked through her untamed strands of black. “What are you doing, honey?”

“Helping you feel pleasure,” I said as I slid my hand across her wet slit. “When I’m done with you, you’re going to be begging me to ‘milk’ you again.” I curled a finger into her molten hot honey pot.

She squealed as she wrapped her soft arms around my head. “I will! I know I will! Now don’t stop. Please, keep sucking me. Please keep sucking mommy’s udders!”

Just suck? No. I licked, I kissed, and I even made sure to tease her with my teeth.

No matter what I did, Roxie’s moans grew louder. She flooded the barn with her cries of raw bliss.

Lulu stared from across the room while nibbling her bottom lip so hard it was a surprise it didn’t bleed.

I, reluctantly, pulled my mouth away from Roxie so I could say, “Are you coming?”

The blushing canine tensed. “Excuse me?”

“She’s got two tits. We need to suck them both for maximum effect.”

“You do?!” Roxie squealed.

“We do?!” Lulu seconded before swallowing. “Y-you never said I had to be involved in this!”

“You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” I said as I kept idly stirring my fingers within Roxie’s tight, excited insides, “but it’ll go much quicker if we target both at once.” And it wasn’t like Roxie didn’t need it. My hand was soaked to the bone with her juices.

She needed all the attention she could get.

Lulu bit down hard. “I… I…”

Fern popped her head through the barn door. “Can I do it?!”

Lulu and Roxie both jolted, with the latter throwing her hands over her bare nipples. “W-what are you doing in here?!”

“Spying, of course!” Fern said, almost proud of herself. “This looks like fun. Such fun! Can I help? Please?! I could suck the other one. I promise I’ll suck good. I’m a good sucker. The best sucker!”

“That would help,” I said. “What do you say, Roxie? Can Fern join?” I could’ve pulled away, but I kept on teasing her body with my fingers while waiting for her answer.

“Yes! She can! I don’t mind who. I just need another pair of lips on me,” Roxie moaned as her thighs trembled.

Fern jumped into the room. “You mean it?!”

“Sure sounded like she did,” I said as I gave Roxie’s nipple another long, firm suck.

Roxie’s tongue rolled out and she cupped her free breast. “Please, Fern. Train me. Suck me dry.”

Fern rushed over and threw herself straight into Roxie. She pretty much used her chest as a pillow to break her impact before taking her free nipple into her greedy mouth.

Roxie hissed out another squeal as she grabbed the back of Fern’s head and pulled her closer. “Ooo! You’re sucking my titties! You’re sucking my udders!”

I couldn’t tell if Fern was a natural or if Roxie was just that sensitive, but I refused to be second best. Roxie’s milk needed to know it was wanted, so I feasted roughly on her chest while my fingers explored her soaking pussy. They searched, hunting for special places that made her moan the hardest.

They were hard to find with Roxie going so crazy from the attention to her upper half alone, but I refused to give up. This big sexy cow deserved pleasure, and I was going to make sure she got it.

“So good, so good, so good!” Roxie cried out. “I forgot how good this felt! How did I forget?!” Her lower half quivered, saturating my fingers. “Keep drinking, please! Make me a cow again! Don’t stop sucking!”

Her cries were so loud I expected noise complaints from Grayedge. Damn, they were too hot. I wanted more. It wouldn’t be good enough until they could hear her back on Earth.

“Steve!” Roxie moaned as she bucked her hips into my hand. “I can feel it! Your fingers… they’re going to make me… make mommy…” She gasped and squeezed our heads, as if she was trying to swallow us into her udders. “It’s coming! It’s coming… I’m—” Her discernible words lost to a high-pitched squeal Roxie made no effort to contain. She held my head tighter and tighter and tighter as she rode my fingers wildly, squirting so damn hard it gushed straight through her panties while soakings my fingers.

By the time she was done, the barn’s floor was drenched with a puddle of cow lust.

“Architect almighty,” Roxie rasped as her head-gripping hands slackened.

Fern used her wings to push herself free. “Ah! I can breathe again! I can breathe!”

“S-sorry,” Roxie said. “I got… carried away.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, even though I seriously thought I was going to suffocate at one point. “All part of the process.”

“Steve,” Roxie cooed as her dreamy gaze honed in on me. “How did you do that? Your fingers were so good. So much better than what I can do alone.”

I grinned. “If only you could suck your nipples while you were doing it.”

“Actually… I can.”

“Oh.”

“Y-yeah…”

And, with that, mine and Roxie’s conversation came to a sudden and awkward stop.

“Does that mean I did good?” Fern asked.

Roxie nodded.

Fern threw her wings into the air. “Alright! I told you I was a good sucker.” After she’d danced around in a circle, she stopped and licked her lips. “Wait, where was my milk? I was promised I’d be getting milk!”

“Nobody promised that,” I said.

Roxie yelped. “But you said—”

“This would make your body produce again,” I clarified. “I didn’t say it would happen immediately. We need to retrain your body, and that takes time.”

“Which means we’ll have to do this again,” Roxie said.

“That’s right. We’ll do this every day.”

“E-every day,” she sputtered. “Will that be enough?”

“Hmm, you’re right,” I said as I rubbed my chin. “Better make it twice.”

Roxie threw her hand over her heart. “Twice a day? You’re going to do this to me twice a day?”

“That’s right.” I stared deep into her eyes. “Unless you don’t want me to.”

“Don’t want?! No! I… twice a day! Twice a day. Twice a day,” she said, her giggles getting louder with every repetition.

I grinned. I knew the feeling. This was to make sure Lulu and I didn’t end up as slaves, but I couldn’t say I wasn’t looking forward to what was to come. Being able to make a woman this sexy cum twice a day? It was official: I really was in paradise.

The threat of becoming a devil’s slave aside…



Chapter 16


Understandably, Roxie decided to have an early night after her first training session.

I decided to do something similar, which meant taking a break from my magic lessons for the first time since I’d started. It had nothing to do with exhaustion—I could’ve happily played around with Roxie all day. Rather, I had my eyes on trying to get myself and Lulu out of the devilish predicament we’d gotten ourselves into.

“Yay! Steve is coming with me,” an excited Fern said as we tottered to my bedroom while she clung to my arm. “I was lonely last night. So lonely!”

“Sorry I didn’t let you know in advance,” I said as we ascended the stairs.

“That’s not the problem! It’s that you were missing. Don’t you like sleeping with me? Don’t you?!” Fern pressed her cheek into my arm and fluttered her long lashes.

“Of course I do.”

“Then let’s do it lots and lots from now on!” she said with a triumphant little smile.

“First, we need to talk,” I said as I opened the door to my room.

She stopped still and squeezed her arms around mine. “What about? Is it about the eggs? I’ve been trying. I keep telling them to come, but they don’t listen.” Fern looked down at her tummy and scrunched her face while groaning under her breath.

“What are you trying to do?” I asked.

“I’m trying to push out an egg,” she said while sinking into a squat.

“Stop. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

She pouted. “But Steve!”

“No buts. Relax.” I placed a hand on her lower back and guided her inside. I shut the door behind us and took her to the bed. “I want to ask you something.”

“Ask me anything, Steve! Whatever you say, I’ll answer,” she said while bouncing up and down like a happy little feathery bunny.

I picked up the energetic harpy and sat her on the bed. “Are you worried about something?”

Fern energetically bobbed her head. “Duh! I can’t make eggs. And if I don’t make eggs, then you’re going to go! Lulu too. I don’t want that. I don’t wanna lose either of you!”

“I don’t want to go either, but I don’t think that’s the issue. If it was, you’d have laid eggs months ago.”

“Then what is? Tell me!” Fern demanded while refusing to sit still.

I summoned up a menu putting my new-found thoughts into words. “The main reason a harpy, especially a young one, won’t lay eggs is because she’s feeling unsettled. Her body doesn’t want to lay eggs in a location she wouldn’t feel comfortable raising her child.” I glanced through the screen and at Fern. “Does that apply to you?”

The spark drained from Fern’s lively body. She looked down at her thighs and muttered, “Maybe…”

I sighed. At least it was a sign my purchase wasn’t a bust. I moved over and sat next to Fern. “Want to tell me what’s wrong?

She kicked her legs a bit. “Do I have to?”

“No. It’s up to you. But I’d like if you did. I might know a way to help.”

“I don’t know about that,” she muttered.

For the next twenty seconds, the two of us sat in silence while Fern swayed her legs back and forth.

“Steve?” she eventually said.

“Yeah?” I replied, giving her my full attention.

“You promise you won’t get mad at me?”

“Have you been doing things to me while I sleep?”

“No! Nothing!” she whined. “Nothing bad. Only cuddling. Only stuff I’d do to you if you were awake. That’s not what I meant. Not what I meant at all!”

“Oh,” I replied. “As long as you’ve not been screwing with me while I’m asleep, sure, I won’t get mad.”

“Okay, good!” Fern said, patting her thighs with her wings. “See, here’s the thing. I’m kinda… on the run.”

I raised a brow. “You’re a criminal?”

“Not a criminal!” she complained, throwing her wings in the air. “I’m a good girl! I didn’t do nothing wrong. I didn’t do nothing bad… but I’m still being hunted.”

“Who by?” I asked.

She grumbled. “Do I really gotta say?”

“Only if you want to.”

“I don’t.”

“Then don’t.”

“Then I won’t!” she replied, nodding like we’d come to a fair agreement. “I won’t say… but it’s the truth: I’m being hunted. So far, they haven’t found me, but I don’t know when that’s gonna change. They might find me tomorrow. Or tonight! Then I’d need to fly, fly, fly away before they catch me.”

“I can see why that’d make you unsettled,” I replied.

“Yeah,” Fern mumbled as she lifted her talons onto the bed and wrapped her wings under her thighs. “You’re not mad at me?”

“You made me promise not to,” I reminded her.

“But I was still sure you would be!”

“Well, I’m not,” I said. “Why would I be?”

“Because it means I’m putting the farm in danger,” the usually energetic harpy said as she buried her face into her knees. “The ones hunting me are super strong. They’ll attack the farm if they find me.”

“Oh.” I hummed while rubbing my chin. “Now that you’ve put it that way, I see why I should be mad.”

“See? See?!” Fern said.

I shrugged. “It’s not like it’s any worse than this.” I tapped the hidden magic choker around my neck, making it show itself. “I’m currently Zeryesis’s bitch-in-waiting, so how about we make a deal? You help me survive this month, and I’ll keep you safe from whoever’s chasing you down.”

She threw her head up. “What?”

“You give me eggs, and I’ll protect you from your hunters.”

“That’s not what I meant, Steve!” Fern squawked. “I meant why would you do that? Why?!”

“Isn’t it obvious?” I held up three fingers that I counted off with each point. “One, I don’t want to be Zeryesis’s slave. Two, I don’t want Lulu to be Zeryesis’s slave. Three, I like having you around and don’t want you to go.”

She squeaked. “You do? You do?!”

“Obviously,” I said. “You think I’d share my bed with a chick I don’t like?”

She grinned and giggled as her bird feet kicked around. “Maybe…”

I waved my hand. “I wouldn’t think twice about kicking out a bratty harpy who was pissing me off. The only reason I’m letting you stay in my bed is because I like having you here. I don’t want you being chased off.” I folded my arms. “I don’t care who’s hunting you; they’re not taking you. This is your home.”

Fern gasped. “It is?”

I tilted my head. “It isn’t?”

“I’m only staying here because it’s quiet. I didn’t mean to stick around for so long.”

“But you have.” I stared straight at her. “You seriously don’t think of somewhere you’ve lived for a year as home? You sure treat it as such.”

She pursed her lips. “I’ve never thought about it before. I just saw it as a nice place to hide. The Darkwood is totally great for finding food, plus Lulu’s super nice. She hasn’t even tried to throw me out!” Her eyes lit up. “And, and, in winter, she bought me blankets in case I was cold. And I was cold. Super cold!”

“Sounds like Lulu, alright.” Bringing blankets, saving morons, and letting nuisances stay, free of charge. She was like a canine Mother Teresa, but with more being able to create fireballs out of thin air.

“Yeah,” Fern said, voice trailing off. “If I stick around too long, I’m gonna end up causing her trouble. I don’t want that. I don’t wanna cause Lulu trouble!”

I tried my best to swallow a snicker and failed spectacularly.

Fern puffed her cheeks out. “Why did you laugh? Why?!”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. Did she really think she’d been anything less than trouble all this time? “And don’t worry about Lulu. If she was the type to worry about trouble, you’d have been gone months ago. Just look how long she provided for Roxie and Marietta in return for nothing. Then there’s everything she’s done for me.” I grinned. “I guarantee she’ll try and help you. That’s the kind of girl she is.”

“Really?!” Fern said.

“Yep, so stop worrying about whoever’s hunting you down. We’ll figure out a way to stop them.”

After a moment of hesitation, Fern jumped on top of me, enveloping me within her big green wings. “Oh, Steve! Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

I grinned. “Don’t mention—”

Before I could finish, she moved up and gave me a firm peck on the lips.

I froze and stared at her.

Fern flinched. “What? What?!”

“You kissed me,” I informed her.

“I know. Was that bad? Was it?! I thought you said you liked me.” For a moment, it looked like she was about to burst into tears.

“I do like you,” I said.

“Really?!” And, just like that, the waterworks were averted. “Then why’ve you never done anything to me?”

I looked at her with a blank stare.

“I’ve been vulnerable every time. In your bed,” she continued as she fidgeted on my lap. “You could have had me any time. Flipped me over. Filled me. But you haven’t. You never did. Why? Why?!”

“Because I wasn’t sure that’s what you wanted,” I said. “It feels weird to say to a girl who spends her nights grinding her naked body to me, but I couldn’t tell if you were trying to seduce me or not. I wasn’t sure if you knew what I was doing.” Nudity aside, our nights together always felt so damn innocent. Her body was seductive, painfully seductive, but her actions weren’t. She left the teasing for daytime. Come night, it was more like I was a big fleshy teddy bear.

“Rude! Of course I knew. I’m not a kid!” she huffed.

“So that was you trying to be seductive?” I asked.

“Well… it’s not like that! It’s all your fault!” the huffy harpy continued.

“Me? What did I do?!”

“You were all warm and cozy. You weren’t supposed to feel so warm and cozy! It wasn’t fair. How was I supposed to seduce you when you made sleeping together feel so nice?” If this was supposed to be a joke, her face didn’t show it. Her golden gaze said she was serious.

I was so flabbergasted it took me multiple attempts to reply. “Let’s see if I’ve got this straight,” I finally managed to say. “You forgot to seduce me because I was so warm and cozy, and that’s somehow my fault?”

She nodded. “All your fault! I didn’t ask you to make me feel so safe. Didn’t ask at all. But you did! You totally did… then you just vanished. Then you never came to bed! I was so scared. I thought you’d left me. Abandoned me!”

I sighed and shook her head. “I might be the kind of jerk who jumps between women, but I’m at least courteous enough to give a head’s up before I ditch town.” Being teleported to other worlds aside.

My chivalry truly knew no bounds.

Nothing I’d said stopped Fern from sulking.

I gave her a sharp spank on her gorgeous brown ass. “Stop pouting. I ain’t apologizing for being an incredible bedmate.”

The adorable harpy whined as her lower half squirmed. “But Steve!”

“No buts. I ain’t apologizing. If anything, you should be giving one to me.”

“What for?!” she squawked.

“For the damn torture you’ve given me this last month,” I growled as I stared deep into her honey-colored eyes. “Do you know how hard sleeping together has been on me? I’ve woken up every morning with the mother of all boners because of your teasing.”

“Really?!” Fern squeaked as she kept wiggling from side to side. “So you think I’m sexy? Even though I don’t have big fat udders like Roxie?”

“I’ve already told you I’m a connoisseur. I like them in all sizes. That includes sexy little harpy titties. And let’s not ignore this.” I gave her ass a squeeze. “Forgive me for my language, but what the fuck? How can someone so petite have an ass this fat?”

An enticing moan escaped her lips. “It’s because… you really like it, Steve?”

“Like it? Not a million years. I hate it. This damn ass of yours has tortured me like nothing else. It’s the bane of my fucking existence.” And I couldn’t keep my hands off it. Finally, after holding back for so long, I had the forbidden fruit in my clutches, and it was so much softer than I ever could’ve imagined.

Just giving it a little squeeze got me as hard as a diamond.

Fern panted as an alluring red glow spread over her face. “I’m sorry, Steve. I’m sorry I teased you! I’ve been naughty. I know I’ve been naughty. I’ve been a bad little harpy.”

“You have,” I assured her as my hands kneaded her behind. “But I forgive you.”

“No!” she whined as she slammed her apron-covered chest into mine. “You can’t forgive me yet! I need to make it right.” Her breathing got faster and faster as desire filled her eyes. “Please, please, please! I got so jealous when I saw you in bed with Lulu. And again when I saw you with Roxie. I want you to treat me that way too. I want you to prove you like me!”

I growled under my breath. This invitation would’ve made me excited at the best of times, but I still hadn’t found a chance to ‘calm myself’ after training Roxie. Resistance was absolutely impossible.

“If you insist,” I said as I pawed my fingers through her hair. “I’m going to treat you the way I’ve wanted to this entire time.”

She squeaked. “Steve! Yes. Please!”

I snarled and pulled the outrageously seductive harpy into a wild kiss. She wanted to know I wouldn’t abandon her? That I liked her? What were words compared to actions? What was a simple sentence compared to smacking my tongue against Fern’s and making her feel just how much I adored her?

It was a kiss designed to take no prisoners—to show mischievous little troublemakers not to tease the big bad wolf. I attacked, and attacked, and attacked, stealing her breath and trading our saliva until I felt it was time to show mercy.

Fern gasped when she finally got the chance. Her tongue hung out as she panted for air, and her haze-filled eyes searched for mine. “You kissed me! Properly kissed me.”

“If that’s what you call a proper kiss. Do that at a wedding, and they’d throw you out the venue.” Already in the vicar’s bad books, I wrapped a hand around Fern and untied the string keeping her apron tight.

Fern squeaked and sprung back as the makeshift outfit slackened around her.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I’m nervous,” she mumbled.

“You sleep with me naked every night. You only wear clothes because Lulu makes you.”

“I know! I know,” the pouty harpy said. “Usually, I don’t mind being naked. Harpies like being naked! So why do I feel all embarrassed? Why?! It doesn’t make sense! Doesn’t make sense at all.”

I grinned. Damn, she could be ridiculously cute when she wanted to be… not that this was anything new. I brushed my fingers up her sides, up along the outline of her small breasts, then up to where the apron hung around her neck. While looking her in the eye, while making sure it was okay, I lifted the apron over her head.

In an instant, the white shield protecting her chocolate-colored body vanished.

I soaked in the sight of her naked body in all its glory. I’d seen it before, of course, but never had she looked so hot. I couldn’t tell if it was her desire or mine that was the cause, and I didn’t care. All I knew was I wanted her, bad.

“Damn, you’re stunning,” I said.

Fern shivered. “Really? I am.”

“Of course. I’ve thought it since the moment we met.”

“Really? Really?!”

I pulled her back to me. This time, there was no thin layer of fabric to keep us apart. Her small, soft tits pressed against my skin, along with her stiff dark chocolate nipples. “It’s been hard, real damn hard, keeping my urges in check around you. You know how much self-maintenance I’ve had to do because of this body of yours?” I gave her obscene backside another sharp spank.

She squeaked as she jumped. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry! I didn’t know.”

“You expect me to believe that? You’re not a child—you said so yourself. You should know what a body like this does to men.”

“You’re right. You’re right!” Fern confessed as her eyelids got heavier and heavier, and her expression turned more sultry by the second. “But I didn’t know it was working on you.”

“Why? Because I didn’t pin you down and use you?”

“Yes!” she squeaked.

I scoffed. “What am I, an animal? Only beasts pin down others and use them without saying a word. We civilized beings do it after asking permission.” I pushed Fern onto the bed.

“Yes!” she gasped as she spread her legs open, revealing her glistening, excited pussy. “Do it! Use me! Please!”

“I’d love to,” I growled as I drank in the sight. “But first things first.” I brushed my hands under her legs and put them over my shoulders, raising her hips while keeping her head on the bed.

It brought her tight hairless mount mere inches from my mouth.

“Steve? Steve!” my panting harpy princess asked. “What are you doing? What?!”

“Shh,” I said, blowing on her lower lips.

Fern squeaked as she bucked her legs into my arms. Her voice became a whisper. “Steve. Tell me, please. Why are you looking at my coochie? Why?”

“Why? Because I’m still hungry,” I said before giving her delectable slit a kiss.

She cried out as her body went wild. Her hips shook while her talons kicked my upper back. “Steve. Steve! My pussy. You’re kissing my pussy!”

“Well spotted,” I said before I sampled the delicious excitement drooling from her body.

“You’re licking it. You’re licking it!” she squealed.

“You don’t need to give a running commentary,” I said while pampering her pussy with kisses.

“But I need to, Steve. I can’t help it! This is happening. It’s really happening!”

“Better get used to it.” My hands tightened around her thighs as I stared my prey in the eye. “Because I’m not going to stop until I’m satisfied.” Then, the feast began. I showed her lower mouth the same hunger as when we’d kissed properly.

There was no tongue to meet me down here, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t getting my fill.

Fern’s feverish moans echoed around the room as she writhed. “Oh, Steve. Steve! Your mouth! It’s so good. It’s so good, Steve!”

I was glad I was getting a passing grade. Her body said the same. It was insane how wet she was. I couldn’t tell where my saliva ended and her juices began. Then there was her scent. Fuck me, her scent. It was so outrageously powerful, and that wasn’t an insult. It was as if she’d managed to turn raw sex appeal into a fragrance I couldn’t help drinking in with every breath.

My stiffness throbbed. This scent, this taste, it was downright dangerous. At this rate, I would explode just from feasting on her pussy.

“Oh, Steve!” Fern squealed as she threw her head and wings back. “Steve. Steve. Steve! Stop, please! Stop!”

Sensing the difference between an actual request and a coy beg, I reluctantly dragged my juice-stained lips from her quivering mound. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, Steve. Nothing at all,” the breathless harpy said. “But I wanna see yours too. It’s so unfair! Why do only you get to eat? I wanna eat too!”

A chance to get out of my pants? Taken. I practically ripped them off.

Fern’s eyes widened. “Ooh! It’s there. Your thing. Your meat. Your cock.” She brushed her feathers along the underside.

I bit down. Being so close to the edge as I was, even the gentle tickle of her soft feathers was enough to get my throbbing manhood drooling.

“Can I suck it, Steve? Can I? Just a bit?” she asked.

“Sure,” I growled through my teeth.

“Yay!” Fern flipped herself around so she was lying on her front with her chest resting on the edge of the bed. She leaned over the side and kissed the tip of my cock.

I bit back a growl as pleasure coursed through me.

It didn’t stop there. Fern moved closer. She wrapped her lips around my glans and nursed gently on my shaft.

I clenched my fists shut, digging my fingers into my palm. Fuck! She was dangerous—this damn harpy was seriously dangerous. I felt like I was about to lose control.

Just before I did, Fern popped her lips back and looked up at me for guidance and approval. “Was that right? Did I do good?”

“Amazing,” I growled.

She giggled as she shimmied from side to side. “Then I can do more. Right? Right?!” Before I got a chance to answer, Fern used her tongue to bring me back to her lips and deeper.

I growled as pure euphoria surged through my loins. “Just like that. Fuck, Fern! You’re amazing.”

The more I praised her, the more she did. What started as her sucking on the head, while pampering with her tongue, became her bobbing up and down the length of my trembling cock.

I couldn’t stop myself from moaning. If I didn’t stop her, I was about to blow. I wanted it so badly, yet I didn’t at the same time. The room was flooded with her scent; I could still taste it on my lips. I wanted to blow… but I didn’t want to do it alone.

“Fern,” I said as I weaved my fingers through her hair and stopped her movements. “There’s something I want to try that’ll make us both feel good.”

She pulled her mouth back, although she remained joined to my stiffness by the bridges of saliva connecting it and her lips. “Really?! Both of us?!”

“Come here.” I picked up her weightless body and repositioned so I was lying down on the bed with her on top of me, her thighs either side of my head.

“Steve,” she said. “Now—oh!”

My mouth interrupted as I took the chance to feast on her excited pussy. “Follow your instincts,” I told her as her wetness dripped down onto my face, filling my nostrils with the scent of her burning need.

“Instincts. My instincts!” Her mouth led the way. It returned to my shaft and pampered me as if I was a god.

Even the greatest of deities would be lucky to experience pleasure like this. I couldn’t get enough of each and every aspect, be it her lips tending to my stiffness or my own drinking the sweet nectar from her tight slit. My excitement was rocketing by the moment. I wanted to shoot my seed into Fern. I wanted to fill her. Mark her. Breed her. Breed, breed, breed, breed…

Thoughts, and only thoughts, of dumping my load into Fern’s beautiful glistening pussy filled my head. I couldn’t hold back. I reached down and trapped her head as my pent-up need finally got its release. With a muffled growl, I filled her throat with my molten release.

Fern bucked. Her thighs slapped around my head as she returned the favor. She fired, soaking me in the juice I adored—that had made me lose my cool.

When I was done firing my load, when I was wearing a mask born of her overexcitement, I finally let go of her head.

She pulled off me with a much-needed gasp. “Oh, Steve! You fired so much. That was love juice, yes? Your love for me? It was so warm. Kinda bitter, but I still liked it. I swear I liked it!”

Hearing Fern talking merged with her scent flooding my nostrils. I’d told Lulu all about what happened to a guy after he came, but the sexy harpy made me a liar. My excitement didn’t go down. My erection refused to subside in the slightest.

Fern gasped. “Oh, Steve! You’re still hard. Stiff. Does that mean you want more? Does that mean you wanna ravish me?”

“More than anything. I don’t think I’ve ever wanted anything more.” And I wasn’t lying; I was completely lust drunk.

She giggled erratically. “He wants me. He really wants me!” She wiggled, dripping more of her pheromone-rich wetness onto my soaked face. “Steve! Please. Don’t leave me waiting. I like your mouth, loved your mouth, but I need more. Right now. Please. My body, it burns. It’s burning for you!”

Hers wasn’t the only one. It felt like there was lava inside of me waiting to get out. I moved faster than ever before, flipping us around so Fern was on her back. My hands gripped where her biceps turned into wings, pinning her to the bed.

She looked at me with both want and the smallest bit of fear in her eyes. “Steve.”

“Sorry, Fern,” I said, growling as I pressed my unrelenting shaft to her entrance. “Right now, I need you. I feel like I’m going to die if I don’t fill you.”

“Please don’t die, Steve,” she begged. “Fill me!”

So I did. With a single thrust, I sunk as deep as I could into her.

She moaned as her body bucked and her eyes temporarily went white.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yes, Steve. Yes!” she moaned. “I love it. I love you! Use me, please. Use me, use me, use me!”

I couldn’t say no to her like this. I stopped pinning her arms, grabbed hold of her hips, and got moving. Unable to stop myself, I went wild. Even though I wanted to be slow, respectful, my body wouldn’t listen. The desire to flood her with seed, to mark her and claim her, was too great.

“Steve. Steve. Steve!” Fern squealed as the bed groaned beneath the weight of my pounding hips. “I love it Steve! You’re filling me so much! You’re stretching my tight little body.”

“Fuck, you’re so hot!” I growled as I reached up and grabbed one of her breasts. Sure, they were small, but who said that meant they couldn’t be sexy? With every bed-creaking rock of our hips, they jiggled up and down, as if trying to get my attention.

Well… they had it. My fingers danced over her chest, teasing one of her stiff dark nipples.

It simply made her high-pitched cries even louder. “Sex is so good! So, so, so, so, so good!” Fern sang as our ebony and ivory flesh clapped together.

I agreed wholeheartedly; I could feel myself growing hotter by the second. My desire to fill her was unbearable. There was no way I could let this sexy harpy go without flooding her with my cum.

“Fuck!” I snarled as my needy shaft throbbed inside of her. “How are you so hot? I can’t control myself. I can’t think of anything but breeding you.”

“Breeding?” Her pussy tightened. “Please, Steve, please! Breed my harpy pussy! Fill me with your seed! Please!”

Her moaning lips were too damn inviting. I leaned over and fed her my tongue, forcing her legs up so they were arched around my sides. It allowed me to go faster, harder, and put the bed’s durability to the test.

My orbs were churning. It was only a matter of time until I exploded. Her body was too good. Her mouth was too good. She was too good.

Deep down, I knew filling her like this wasn’t a good idea, but I couldn’t control myself. Lust ruled my mind and my body. It wanted Fern, it wanted to mark her insides, and wouldn’t take no for an answer.

And then, the inevitable happened.

“Fuck!” I snarled as I lost control. I pinned my full weight onto Fern and released. Out shot a molten hot current of raw pleasure which left me tingling all over. It filled the inside of her tight harpy pussy, creaming her with my seed.

Fern squealed and gripped hold of me with both her legs and wings. She squeezed me tight as I came inside of her, making sure I didn’t waste a single solitary drop.

She needn’t have bothered. In a mind-overloading moment, I fired out more than I’d ever done before, even though it was my second shot in quick succession.

What the hell had happened to me?

“I’m sorry,” I panted once I was done unloading my lust, and the mist of desire clouding my thoughts had begun to fade. “I don’t know what came over me.”

“Don’t apologize, Steve. Please, no,” Fern said while still holding me in her limbs. “It was amazing. The best! Don’t apologize. Never apologize. Please.”

Her blushed, sultry expression was so damn beautiful. It made it hard to deny her.

“Then apology retracted,” I chuckled. “Are you gonna let me go now?”

She shook her head. “No. Not yet. A little longer. Please. Let’s stay like this.” She gave her hips a little shimmy, as if she was trying to get comfortable with me still inside of her.

Was she baby crazy or something?

I couldn’t blame her after what I’d just done. It hadn’t even faded away. The strong urge to breed Fern remained. What was up with that? Lulu hadn’t given me that same sensation even though I adored her, yet Fern was singing to a part of me I didn’t understand. It meant I was in no rush to pull out. Instead, I held the sweaty harpy possessively against me.

She wasn’t going anywhere… and neither was I.



Chapter 17


Lulu’s eyes burrowed into me as we sat at the breakfast table.

“What?” I asked as I hesitated to eat another drop of my soup. It was hard to enjoy a proper meal while having mental daggers plunged into me.

“Nothing,” Lulu mumbled.

“It’s definitely something,” I said. She was making it far too obvious. “Is this about what happened last night?”

The dog girl flinched.

Bingo.

I’d been wondering how to tell Lulu about what’d happened between me and Fern, but it turned out I didn’t need to. Not because I didn’t think there was a level of responsibility on my part, but because it was clear to even the densest of souls that we’d hooked up.

Fern nestled into my arm like the most love drunk woman the world had ever seen. Even when I was trying to eat, she kept on nuzzling close.

And I made no attempt to stop her.

“I know I should’ve asked you first,” I said to Lulu.

She shook her head. “No… no. We’ve talked about this already. I don’t mind if you sleep with the others. It’s not even like we’re an item. We just—”

“Went at it like horny animals,” Marietta said matter-of-factly while eating her breakfast.

Lulu tensed up. “Y-yeah. That. It’s not like I have any illusions about us being a couple, and I know you’re doing this for a good reason, too.”

That didn’t stop it feeling weird. It was like going back to a girl’s apartment for a quickie, then sticking around to sleep with her friends. Pretty hot, but sketchy as fuck.

“Does that mean we can sleep together again?” Fern said with a joyful gasp. “Oh, Steve! Let’s do it every night! I want you to cum and cum and cum until I’m filled to the brim with little harpies.”

I gulped. Just hearing her say that got me pitching a serious tent.

“That!” Lulu yelled as she jumped to her feet, before dialing it back and returning to her seat. “That’s what I wanted to talk about.”

“Cumming inside?” I asked.

“Partially that,” the blushing canine replied. “I can allow that, but nobody is getting pregnant on my farm. I don’t mind if you two… do that, but I don’t want to hear any more shouts of breeding.”

Realization washed over me. “Wait, you heard?”

Lulu squeaked, ears rising up before drooping downwards. “I mean… demi-beasts do have better hearing than humans.”

“More like they were too loud,” Marietta complained.

“You heard too?” I asked her.

“How could I not?” the irritable sheep spat. “Here I was, trying to sleep, when down the hall two disgusting beasts rutted while squealing about making babies.”

A goofy grin spread over my face. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t thinking.”

“I figured, or it wouldn’t keep happening,” Marietta huffed as she returned to her breakfast.

“Keep…” Lulu began before her face went a vicious shade of crimson. “Wait, wait, wait, wait. Y-you… erm, didn’t hear anything two nights ago, did you?”

Marietta didn’t answer.

I rubbed my chin. “Fern, didn’t you say Marietta told you I was with Lulu?”

Fern nodded. “Yeppers! When I was totally freaking out, she said the two of you were together.”

Lulu whimpered and edged closer to Marietta. “Marie! You didn’t hear anything, did you? Please tell me you didn’t hear anything!”

Marietta slurped on her soup like a proper lady.

“Please! Tell me! Please, please, please, please!”

Marietta paused before she took her next sip and responded with simply two words: “Horny mongrel.”

A whimper fell from Lulu’s flapping lips. She threw her head against the table, beneath the safety of her arms. “No! Why did you tell me that?! You were supposed to say you didn’t hear anything!”

“If I did, you wouldn’t learn,” Marietta replied like some scolding parent. “Next time you’re going to disgrace yourself in front of a man, think about who sleeps in the room next to you.”

“I will! I swear! I’m so sorry. Forgive me. Please! Oh Shepherd, save me!” Lulu whined.

“Aw, no fair,” Fern complained. “I wanna hear this too.”

“No you don’t!” Lulu said as she bobbed up, before descending back to the table. “That’s it. I’m never having sex again. Ever!”

“Isn’t that a little dramatic?” I said.

“Says the ape who will lose out,” Marietta said.

“Am I supposed to deny that?”

Fern squeezed my arm. “You won’t lose out at all! I’ll drain your dick so hard you’ll forget what Lulu’s coochie even felt like. I can even call myself a horny mongrel, if it’ll make you happy.”

“Please stop saying that,” Lulu begged from beneath her arms. “I never want to hear that phrase ever again.”

“Horny mongrel, horny mongrel, horny mongrel, horny mongrel,” Fern chanted.

“No!” Lulu whined.

Marietta jumped to her feet and slammed her hands on the table. “Will you savages stop talking about sex for one moment?”

“But it feels so good,” Fern moaned while grinding her sultry little body against my arm. “Steve was amazing. He made me cum so many times.”

The sheep scoffed. “No he did not.”

“Did too!” Fern said. “His big cock made me squirt over and over again. Oh, and he even did it with his mouth, too.”

“His mouth?” Lulu said while peeking. “Not his fingers?”

“Nope! His mouth! He put me on top of him and ate me to orgasm while filling my mouth with his love.”

“Really?” Her peeping green eyes looked at my face.

“What? Interested?” I responded with a wink.

Lulu squeaked and snapped her finger-blinds shut.

“This is what I’m talking about,” Marietta complained with a long, weary sight.

“Hey. Hey! Steve, look!” Fern said, pointing her feathers at Marietta. “Her cheeks are red.”

“They are not,” Marietta snapped.

“They look pretty red to me,” I said as I looked at the cute cherries Marietta called cheeks.

“I am not!” she insisted. “Even if I was, I’m sure it’s just the heat.” She wafted herself.

“I’m sure you’d feel much cooler if we sheared your wool.”

She shot me a death glare.

“I was just kidding,” I said before clearing my throat. “But, if you do feel like shaving, I know a devil who would really like some wool.” It was getting thicker by the day. Soon enough, her natural muffler would end up swallowing her chin.

“Haven’t you got your grubby hands on enough women without trying to drag me into your sordid games?” Marietta’s ears twitched before she grimaced. “Speaking of your wandering hands…”

The front door swung open, and in skipped a humming cow. “Good morning, y’all!”

“You sound awfully chipper,” I replied.

“Have you made milk?” Lulu said as she finally stopped hiding from her shame.

Roxie skidded to a halt as the cheer vanished from her face. “N-not yet. But I’m sure it’ll happen soon with Steve helping me. You’re still planning on training me, aren’t you, sweetums? Twice a day?”

“That’s right,” I said. “Once in the morning. Again in the evening.”

She cupped her soft cheeks and wiggled her lush curves from side to side. “I see! Then I better get myself all filled up with a hearty breakfast.” She took the free seat next to me and shuffled over until our sides were touching.

Marietta sighed dramatically. “Two love drunk animals on each arm and a damn horny mongrel looking on jealously.”

“I told you to stop saying that!” Lulu whined.

“Stop acting as such, and I’ll consider it,” she said before dabbing her lips clean and making a quick escape.

After she’d gone, Fern looked at me. “Whoa! When did you two get so close?”

I snorted. “You call that close?”

“Super close! Her eyes weren’t filled with total hate.”

“I’m honored.”

“Steve,” Lulu said. “I don’t mind if you fool around with Fern and Roxie, but please don’t try anything to Marietta.”

“I won’t, I won’t,” I assured her. “Unless she asks me to…”

“Steve!”

“Pfft! Who needs that sheep when you have me,” Fern said, snuggling into my arm.

Roxie wrapped one of hers around mine and pulled me closer to her. “Come a li’l closer, Steve. Now we’re working so intimately together, we should really try getting as close as possible.”

“Hey, stop trying to steal my man!” Fern complained as she tugged helplessly on my arm, lacking the strength to overpower the larger Roxie.

“What did I tell the two of you about arguing?” Lulu complained.

“It doesn’t bother—”

“Don’t encourage them,” Lulu grumbled at me as she picked up her and Marietta’s empty bowls and headed to the sink.

Fern leaned over and whispered. “Ignore her. She’s just jealous.”

“I’m not jealous!” Lulu said back.

“Definitely jealous,” Roxie agreed.

“It’s not like I’m excluding her. She knows where to find me,” I said while watching Lulu’s back.

I didn’t want to upset or hurt her, but I couldn’t deny there was something hot about her being jealous.

Once I was done eating, I went with Roxie and Fern to the barn to continue the latter’s milking training. It was the same process as last time. We sucked on her big wonderful breasts while I drove her bodies to ecstasy and tried to make her link milk and pleasure together.

When evening came, we did it again. Fern and I sucked and rubbed and left Roxie a drooling heap of plump cow meat. Then we called it a night and went to our room to screw like animals.

We did our best to keep the volume down, and not mention breeding, but it simply couldn’t be done. For whatever reason, when I got alone with Fern, I lost control of myself and couldn’t stop using her like I was trying to put a baby in her—something she encouraged.

Stupid sexy harpies.

Before I knew it, a few days had passed with me building my excitement during the day by nursing on Roxie, then unloading it at night by screwing Fern into a dripping mess.

It was the only way I was able to stay sane enough to actually help contribute in areas which didn’t involve fulfilling my perverse desires.

This was still a farm, after all. If I didn’t chip in, I was a goner.

The good news was the crops seemed to be growing well. Little green beacons of hope pushed through the soil which we prayed would become big bustling leaves atop healthy red radishes. To help that happen, we were putting a lot of focus on repairing the perimeter fence. We, of course, wanted to keep away all the bugs and animals we could, but it was the kobolds who were our real focus.

Roxie was being a big help. She hummed to herself as she worked without complaint, hammering in board after board, day after day.

“Damn, Roxie. Look at you go” I said I took a moment to admire how hard she was working, among other things.

“It’s ever since you started training her,” Lulu said.

“I can’t help it, sugar,” Roxie said. “All this tomfoolery is making me feel like a young cow again. It’s like the years are rolling back. It’s only a matter of time until I’m producing again. Look!” She turned and pushed her glistening chest into my face, hitting my nostrils with a mixture of sweat, nature, and overwhelming femininity.

“I’m never going to complain about you shoving your tits in my face,” I said while admiring the view, “but why are you?”

“Haven’t you noticed they’re looking bigger?” Roxie said as she fondled her hands over them.

“I noticed they’re looking gorgeous, but that’s not anything new.”

Roxie giggled delightfully as she crushed her breasts between her arms and wiggled from side to side. “They’ve been growing, as of late. I think they’ve gone up a whole cup size this week.”

“This week?!” Lulu squeaked before her eyes drifted to her own chest.

“No need to feel self-conscious,” I told her. “You’ve got an amazing body.”

She cleared her throat as her head snapped to attention. “I wasn’t self-conscious at all. I’m not Fern.”

I glanced around. “Speaking of, where is Fern?” I hadn’t seen her since breakfast.

“She’s probably gathering in the Darkwood,” Roxie said.

I folded my arms. “Not being able to contact her sure is a pain. This world needs to hurry up and invent cell phones.”

“A what?” Lulu asked.

“Never mind. As long as she’s staying out of trouble.” Saying that instantly gave me an ill feeling in the pit of my stomach. “I should’ve asked this months ago, but is there anything in the Darkwood that could threaten Fern?”

“It’s hard to say,” Lulu said. “The Darkwood’s big enough to be a kingdom in its own right. There’s no telling what lives within.”

“It used to be real dangerous around these parts back when Henry first settled here. Daily attacks weren’t uncommon,” Roxie explained. “Luckily, that ain’t something we’ve had to worry about for a while. Henry saw to that himself.”

“Sounds like your old man was tough,” I said to Lulu. “Didn’t Norma say he was a knight?”

“That’s right! Before I was born, he was one of the best knights in Blesslan. But after Mom died…” Lulu’s pride-filled features melted away as she interrupted herself with a forced cough. “Anyway, as long as Fern doesn’t stray too far, it’s fine. We’re still near the edge of the Darkwood. Things get more dangerous as you head toward the Black Mountains, but I can’t see her doing that.”

I agreed. Sure, Fern was a total birdbrain, but anyone with enough sense to hide in a place like this was tuned in enough not to go looking for trouble.

“Steve!” a certain rampaging harpy yelled while flying through the air.

“Speaking of trouble,” I said as I stepped to the side.

Fern shot past me and fell head over heels before picking herself up. “Aw, Steve. Why did you dodge? Why?!”

“You know why. It’s the same reason I always dodge.”

“You’re being over-dramatic! I wasn’t going that fast. It wouldn’t have hurt at all. Or much. A bruised rib at worst. At worst!” she complained while puffing out her cheeks

“Learn how to look for attention without leaving me black and blue, and I’ll consider catching you,” I told her as I poked those chocolate air pockets.

Her lips popped open. “Oh. Oh! This is no time for this. I’ve got good news. Great news. The best news!” She flailed her wings up and down. “I did it!”

“Did what?” I asked.

She grinned from ear to ear and grabbed my arm with her wings, pulling me with her. “Come see. Come see!”

I had no reason to say no, so I let her drag me to our bedroom.

On the bed was a round white object.

My eyes widened. “Is that an egg?”

Her face beamed. “My egg! I laid it just now. My tummy was sore all morning. Next thing I know, this popped out of me.”

It was larger than a chicken egg. It looked more like the kind of thing that’d come out of an ostrich.

How did something this big come out of such a little harpy?

At last, the fact she had such wide childbearing hips made sense.

Lulu poked her head into the room. “Steve, what’s going…” Her voice trailed off as she saw what was on the bed. “Is that an egg?!”

“My egg! Mine!” Fern bragged.

Lulu rushed over and inspected the egg closely. She tapped it delicately with a claw. “You actually did it…”

“Told you I’d get her producing,” I said, grinning.

Lulu followed the sound of my voice. As she looked at me,  tears welled up in her big green eyes. “Oh, Steve!” she said before throwing herself into stomach.

I stroked her fiery orange locks and gently encouraged her to calm down.

“But this egg… it means we might actually be able to survive after all.” She sniffled as she glanced up at me. “Thank you, Steve.” And then she changed targets. “And Fern… thank you so much.”

Fern flashed a big toothy smile. “Aw, it’s no problem. I only did it coz you and Steve said you’d protect me.”

“Of course we will. This is your home,” Lulu said. “Although I wish you would have told earlier about you being hunte—”

Before Lulu could finish complaining, she was mobbed by a hug-hungry harpy. “Yay! Thanks, Lulu! Love you.”

Lulu sputtered as she learned what it was like to face Fern’s overpowering affection.

I grinned at the scene, but was quickly distracted by a new pop-up.


- - -

Fern

Species: Harpy

Occupation: Livestock at Darkwood Farm

- - -


Goodbye ‘temp’. Fern was no longer a traveler waiting to move at a moment’s notice. She was a resident of this farm just like anyone else.

Fern looked up at me. “Did I do good, Steve? Will my eggs save the day?”

I focused on the egg in the question.


- - -

Harpy Egg

Layer: Fern

Value: 12 coppers

- - -


My eyes almost burst from my head. Twelve coppers?! That’d been more than I was expecting. A single rocket plant wasn’t worth nearly that much.

The catch was, of course, we could grow fields of arugula at a time. Fern could only give us so many eggs. One a week, if I’d read correctly, compared to a chicken’s rate of one a day.

“They’ll be a big help,” I told Fern as I ruffled her plant-colored hair, “but we’re still going to need Roxie’s milk.”

Fern squealed in delight. “I promise I’ll lay lots and lots more! Just promise to keep putting them in me. Okay? Okay?!”

“That’s not how eggs work.”

“It isn’t? Does that mean you’re not gonna?” she asked like I’d just broken her little harpy heart.

I couldn’t bear to see the guilt-tripping brat like that. I leaned down and gave her a quick kiss. “I promise to keep putting eggs inside of you.”

“As long as they remain unfertilized,” Lulu interjected.

“Of course,” I said. I wasn’t ready to be a dad, and I knew we needed every edge we could get if we were going to fulfil Zeryesis’s request. No matter what, I couldn’t afford to get Fern pregnant.

Then night arrived, and I fucked her with everything I had while roaring about breeding.

I seriously didn’t know what kept coming over me, but as long as Lulu told me there was no danger of Fern getting pregnant, I had no intention of stopping. We had bigger fish to fry than my sudden breeding fetish, mainly getting Roxie producing again. With Fern taken care of, I marked that as my sole priority for the remainder of the month.

Or, at least, that was the plan.

The next day, I, again, stood in my bedroom, looking at my bed. “Erm… what is that?”

Lulu didn’t say anything, but her face was clearly asking the exact same question.

Fern tilted her head to the side. “What do you mean? It’s an egg.”

Yep, that was definitely an egg. I knew an egg when I saw one, and my power was happy to confirm I wasn’t going crazy. What it didn’t explain was why it was here.

“Did you take your egg out of storage?” I asked as I wondered how easy it would be for her to carry something so big.

Fern shook her head. “Nope! I laid it today. Just now, in fact.”

“But… it’s only been a day,” I said as I looked at my in-built knowledge of harpies to make sure I wasn’t going mad.

I wasn’t. It stated, clear as day, that wild harpies only laid eggs once a week, compared to chickens who did it once a day.

“You’re sure you’re not a chicken?” I asked her.

She gasped and waved her wings. “No way! Do I look like a chicken?”

According to my data, chickens had been selectively bred by humans to be good livestock. They were known for their plump figures, hefty breasts, and wide hips rather than flying ability. In fact, a good chicken struggled to fly anywhere and had to rely on their owners to keep them fed.

That couldn’t sound less like Fern… hips aside.

“See? See?!” Fern continued. “I’m a free harpy! I was born and raised in… the Eastern tribe.”

That would also link up to my database. It said wild harpies came from three remaining tribes, each ruled by a special species of harpy known as a ‘queen’. Why they were so special, I didn’t know, as my power had failed to give me any information about them.

What was up with my power not selling me what it’d advertised?

The three tribes—if my bonus power was to be believed—were: the Northern tribe, which lived in the icy shores north of Blesslan and mainly survived by catching fish; the Central tribe, who made their home in The Scorchlan Desert and had a less than civil relationship with humans; and the Eastern tribe, who lived on the other side of Blesslan thanks to a long-standing agreement with the empire.

Harpies from these tribes were known for being petite, light, and powerful flyers, which were all checkboxes Fern ticked off… besides her sudden bout of speedy egg laying.

“Maybe it’s because she’s just started?” Lulu suggested. “Like she’s working through some sort of eggy backlog?”

“Maybe,” I said, unable to find any information that confirmed or denied her idea.

Fern puffed out her chest. “That’s not it. I know why!”

“You do?”  I said.

“It’s love!” she said earnestly while spreading her wings. “It’s because I love you both so much. That’s why I’m laying eggs super fast. It’s so that stupid devil won’t take you away.”

I stared at her. My information also didn’t confirm nor deny that theory. Instead, common sense did… although I liked the sentiment.

Lulu’s explanation seemed the most likely. The best way to test it was to wait. If she was correct, Fern would return to a regular egg-laying cycle soon enough.

She did not.

A week later, I was looking at the ninth egg Fern had laid since we’d started fooling around.

“Aren’t I awesome?” Fern bragged. “Roxie’s titties still haven’t given you a drop, but I’ve given you nine lovely eggs.”

Each of them had been as big as the last. There was no sign of her slowing down, nor was there any sign she had a reserve of them. Her stomach was too flat to be hiding any eggs within, especially compared to the large bump she developed shortly before laying.

“Are you checking me out?” the excited harpy gasped. “Am I getting you horny? I’m getting you horny, aren’t I? Aren’t I?!” She used her wings to scoop up her apron, showing off her pussy. “Let’s do it right now! We’ve never done it during the day before. This is gonna be so hot.”

I paused and drank in the sight of her naked mound before clearing my throat. “As tempting as that sounds, and I do mean tempting, it’s best we get this egg to the freezer.”

She pouted. “Aw! Boo! No fair. And I flashed you my lady bits for nothing.”

“You’re always flashing them,” I reminded her.

“I know. But, this time, I thought I’d be getting sex!”

I sighed and shook my head. Like she wasn’t getting it from me every night, the greedy girl… not that I wasn’t flattered. And aroused. My urges told me to give in, but making it to next month as a free man took priority. The last thing I wanted was to become Zeryesis’s bitch.

The room was engulfed by a purple glow. It lasted for a mere moment, but it was impossible to miss. It was as if a firework had gone off outside, minus the bang.

My blood froze. A purple flash? There was only one person I associated with such a thing. Leaving the egg where it was, I rushed outside, to the farn’s entrance.

Sure enough, there was Zeryesis, in the flesh. When he saw me, he waved his fingers. “Oh! Foul-smelling human. How good to see you again.”

“Zeryesis,” I said, pretty much spitting his name.

“Zeryesis,” Lulu added as she arrived next to me, throwing her hands over her mouth. “What are you doing here? It hasn’t even been two weeks.”

The blue-skinned devil held up his hands. “I know, I know. Don’t fear: you read the contract quite correctly. Remember, I am no fraud; I take business very seriously. If I don’t adhere to the terms, how can I expect my clients to do the same?”

“Then what are you doing here?” I demanded to know.

“Boo! Go home!” Fern said, poking out her tongue.

Zeryesis smiled as if this was one big game. “I was simply in the area and decided to see how you’re faring. I mean, ten silvers in a month? It would be more than understandable if you attempted to run away. You certainly wouldn’t be the first to try. Try,” he emphasized before chuckling. “I’m glad you’re working hard. Are those radishes I see? A particular favorite of mine, I don’t mind telling you. But don’t think that’ll help you when it comes time to pass judgement. The scales don’t take into account my own personal preferences.”

“Okay. You’ve seen us,” I said while glaring at the loan shark. “Now fuck off.”.

Zeryesis gasped. “How rude! How utterly, utterly rude. Is that any way to treat a guest?”

“Calling yourself a guest suggests you were invited. Don’t show up on your own then expect to be treated courteously.”

Zeryesis snickered and flashed his devilish fangs. “You sound upset, Steven. Are you stressed? Can you feel my collar slowly tightening around your neck?” He wound his finger in circles.

Fern huffed and hugged my side. “Steve can’t feel your collar coz he isn’t gonna be your slave! He’s gonna pass your quota and stay with me forever and ever! Isn’t that right, Steve? Isn’t it?!” She looked at me for affirmation.

“That’s right,” I said as I reached out and pulled the trembling Lulu to my other side. “We both are.”

Zeryesis chuckled. “What a cute little exchange. Then I do hope you’ve found something more than a few radishes to satisfy me.”

“I’m not telling you—”

Before I could finish, Fern yelled, “Yeah! My eggs.”

Zeryesis’s cocky expression faltered. “What?”

Fern puffed her chest out. “I’ve finally started laying eggs. The best eggs! Eggs so big and perfect they’ll break your scales all by themselves.”

The devil exhaled in relief. “A few harpy eggs? That’s all?”

“It’s more than a few! I’ve already laid nine. Nine! Aren’t I awesome?”

“Nine?” Zeryesis said, agitation creeping into his voice. “Since when?”

“Since whenever you were last here.”

Zeryesis goggled at Fern. His face said what his words didn’t need to: how was that possible?

Fern didn’t seem to notice. Or, if she did, it just made her beam harder. “And it’s not just me either! We’ve been sucking on Roxie’s big soft boobies every day. It’s only a matter of time until she gives us lots and lots of yummy milk.”

Zeryesis scoffed. “That old dried-up cow?” He glared at Roxie, who’d been peeking from around the house.

She shrieked and vanished around the corner.

“Watch your fucking tongue,” I said. “Roxie’s a beautiful cow with plenty of years left in her. Just you watch. Soon she’ll be blowing you away with how much milk she makes.”

So much for keeping my cards close to my chest.

Zeryesis no longer looked surprised—he looked worried. However, it didn’t last long. He collected himself with a clear of the throat and went back to smiling like a used car salesman. “Is that so? Well, terrific! I’m glad to see you’re working so hard to meet my quota. Who knew you were such a skilled farmhand, my putrid friend? Perhaps there’s use for your soul after all? Farming is awfully rough on the other side. I could sure do with your expertise.”

“Why are you presuming I’ll be your slave?” I said. “We’re surviving. I already told you.”

“Ah, of course!” Zeryesis replied with a small laugh. “How silly of me. Of course you are. I can’t wait to see it for myself. I wish you luck! I hope, for your sake… for both of your sakes, that nothing goes wrong this time.” From within one of his cloak sleeves, he pulled a pocket watch. “Oh my. Is that the time? To think this leisurely little visit of mine turned into this. I must be going. I’ll be seeing you again, my friends. When we next meet, it’ll be strictly for business. I truly do hope you manage to fulfil your end of the contract lest we be seeing a lot more of each other from here on.” He flashed us his demonic grin. “Goodbye, everyone. Until next time.” With a click of his fingers, Zeryesis was swallowed by his usual purple pillar of fire.

As soon as it vanished and confirmed her was gone, oxygen seemed to return to the air.

I took the chance to breathe. “I hate that guy.”

“Me too. Me too!” Fern said as she bounced against my arm. “I can’t wait to rub my eggs in his face!”

“I can’t wait to get this off my neck,” I said as I tapped the invisible collar keeping me prisoner.

Lulu stumbled next to me, falling to her knees.

“You okay?” I asked as I crouched to check on her.

She held her chest while breathing deeply. “I was so worried. I thought I’d miscounted the days again…”

I grabbed her hand and pulled her up. “Don’t fall for his mind games. He was obviously trying to spook us. But it looks like we’re the ones who spooked him.”

Fern grinned. “Did you see his face when I told him about my eggs? He was pissed. So pissed!”

“And when he heard about my milk,” Roxie said as she crept over with her arms wrapped around her chest. They’d been getting bigger and bigger by the day. It was only a matter of time until they gave us what we were working toward.

“It’s proof we’re on the right track,” I said. “All we need to do is keep this up.”

“I won’t let you down, sugar,” Roxie replied. “I promise!”

“Me neither. Me neither!” Fern said as she kept jumping around. “I’m gonna egg-up this whole farm!”

I grinned. With such enthusiastic help, I wasn’t sure how we could possibly lose. All we had to do was add that one last remaining piece of the puzzle.

As long as we got Roxie producing again, our lives were as good as ours.



Chapter 18


Once we’d gotten over the shock of Fern being an apparent super harpy, our days settled into a regular rhythm as we moved closer to our final battle against Zeryesis. In the morning, I trained Roxie. Then it was general farm work until evening arrived, when I returned to the barn. Then it was off to learn magic with Lulu, before jumping into bed with Fern and screwing around into the wee hours of the morning.

Before I knew it, only two days remained until the deadline. The cooled storage room was packed with eggs, courtesy of my favorite seductive harpy. We’d yet to collect the radishes, but it wasn’t anything I was worried about. Both fields were ready and waiting to be harvested. We’d pluck them when we were ready.

That only left…

“Lift!” I said to Roxie as I held the wooden cart wheel the two of us had managed to cobble together.

The panting cow grabbed the bottom of the cart and started to hoist, but she barely got it off the ground before gasping and letting go.

“Is something wrong?” I asked as I placed the wheel down and checked on Roxie. “Is it what I think it is?”

She nodded as hot breath after breath flowed from her thick red lips. “Yes, sweetums. It’s these.” Roxie cupped her breathtakingly huge breasts. They’d gotten to a stage where her dress could barely contain them. It was a miracle the fabric hadn’t ripped, especially with her swollen, stiff nipples longing for freedom.

It took every ounce of my willpower not to stare.

“They’re so swollen, honey,” Roxie groaned as she couldn’t keep her hands off her bust. “They’ve never been this big before, even when I was in my prime. They hurt so bad. I can feel them. They’re full, sweetums. They’re so heavy.”

I gulped. She sure wasn’t making this easy for me. The way she moaned, the sultry look in her eyes, the way she casually fondled herself… it was making me remember how pent-up I was.

“Oh, I want to make milk so bad,” Roxie moaned. “I need it, I need it, I need it. Why won’t it come? Was it hopeless after all? Am I really just a washed-up old hag?”

“Stop talking about yourself that way,” I ordered with a growl. “You think I’d be attracted to an old hag?”

She panted at me as her face burned red. “I don’t know. You being attracted to demi-beasts is weird enough.”

“There’s nothing weird about it. You’re fucking gorgeous.”

She let out another sweet gasp. “Oh, sugar. You’re so sweet to me. You make me feel so much better… but why won’t my milk come? If I’m not old, if I’m not dried-up, why won’t it come?”

“We’re almost there,” I assured her as my eyes wandered to her bulging cleavage. “See? Your chest is begging to be milked.”

She nodded as her tongue lolled out. “It is, sweetums, it is! I can’t wait until evening. My breasts are begging for your lips again. Fern’s lips. Anyone’s lips! They want to be drained so darn badly.”

Fuck. It was hard to control myself. My hands wanted to reach around, grab her plump ass, and make out with her until she was a drooling, moaning mess.

“Steve, please,” Roxie begged as her heavy-lidded eyes stared into mine. “The radishes aren’t due until tomorrow. The fence is fine. The cart can wait. I can’t work like this.” Her gaze was more than hungry—it was downright primal. “Steve, please! I beg you. Milk me. My body is burning up. I can’t wait until evening. I can’t!”

I snarled. Damn, she was too seductive.

“Lulu!” I yelled, making her perk up from where she was working in the fields. “We’re doing a schedule change. We’re going to milk Roxie all day until she’s satisfied.”

“Thank you, Steve! Thank you,” Roxie moaned as she rubbed her face into my neck and bathed my skin in her hot, sultry breaths.

Her pigtail-styled locks bathed my senses in her seductive scent. I felt my self-control slipping by the second. Before I lost my head, I grabbed her arm and pulled her into the shade of the barn.

The short trip did its best to calm me, even if by only the smallest iota, but it was all erased when Roxie instantly threw her dress away and exposed her mouth-watering figure. My eyes greedily drunk in her thick, meaty curves and full, swollen breasts crowned by stiff brown nipples that needed to be nursed upon.

“Steve!” Fern said as she rushed into the barn. “Are we milking Roxie again? I heard we’re milking Roxie again.”

“Fern,” Roxie said, lust dripping from her lips. She hefted up one of her massive udders. “Hurry. I need you to help me.”

The dark-skinned harpy licked her lips. “Oh boy! Gay stuff!” She rushed over and wrapped her mouth around Roxie’s swollen nipple, coaxing an ecstatic moan from the cow’s lips.

“That feels so good,” Roxie moaned. “Such a good girl. Such a good baby. Making mommy’s udders happy.” Her silver bedroom eyes searched for me as she held up her other breast. “Steve! Please. Don’t make me wait. I need your love. I need your lips, right now.”

There was a vicious tent in my pants. Only an hour had passed since we’d last done this. That was hardly enough time to properly calm down.

“Don’t mind if I do,” I said as I gave Roxie’s chest the same rough attention I always did. I devoured her softness and swollen nipple, while sinking my fingers into her panties, through her untamed bush, and into her dripping slit.

She was already soaked. Her pudgy inner thighs were stained with her excitement. It was as if she wanted to drown my fingers in her nectar.

Roxie moaned, putting the emphasis on the sound that came naturally to cows, no matter the world. “That’s it, baby! That’s it! You’re so good at this! Your fingers are the best! It nevers feels this good when I do it by myself.”

“You do, do you?” I said into her chest while making out with her nipple.

“Yes!” she howled as her head jerked back. “Every night, I’m never satisfied. Before I sleep, I always finger myself silly. I rub and rub and rub while I suck on my own nipples.” Her breathing got faster and louder as she panted in feral need. “But it’s never this good. It’s nowhere near as good as when I’m with you! It’s why I’m always late for breakfast. Every night, I stay up too late chasing the buzz. I do it over and over again, wanting it to be your fingers.”

Damn, she knew how to excite a guy. I could feel the string of my pants coming apart as my erection tried to burst free. Everything about Roxie was too arousing, from her thick seductive body, to those sultry expressions, to her powerful scent, and moaning words.

How in the world did she think she was some tired old woman? She was a goddamn bovine angel. And it was my job to treat her as such.

This was far from my first time doing this with Roxie. We’d made the most of twice a day for the last month. That was more than enough time to learn exactly what made her tick. I knew her weak points.

I knew where to curl my fingers to get her howling the hardest.

Her cries echoed through the barn. “Not there, Steve! That’s so unfair! How do you always find it so easily?! It’s driving me wild!” She gripped the back of my head and engulfed me in her breast the way she always did when she was reaching a crescendo. “Steve! I’m gonna! Gonna, gonna, gonna… moo!”

With that final sound, with that one gasping cry, her hips bucked and she marked the barn floor with another orgasmic geyser of overloaded female lust. It left her trembling and panting, bathing in the afterglow.

Her hands slackened, letting me pull away before I suffocated in paradise.

I gasped for air and didn’t taste what I wanted to. Again, her stubborn twitching nipples hadn’t made any milk.

“Another failure?” Lulu whined from the far side of her bar as she chewed her bottom lip the same red shade as her cheeks.

At first glance, it seemed she was concerned… which, to be fair, she probably was. It didn’t change that her thighs were grinding together with some gusto. Watching was all she ever did. Knowing how participating in this erotic affair felt, I couldn’t imagine it looked like anything less than the most outrageous of softcore porn flicks for outside viewers.

“Afraid so,” I said, sighing. “Let’s take a break before we go again.”

Roxie whispered. “No…”

“Hmm?” I said, not sure I’d heard correctly.

“No.” Her eyes looked at me as if she were stuck in a trance. “We’re not stopping. Not yet. Not here. I want more. Need more.” Roxie pounced forward, tackling me to the floor.

I grunted as I slammed down. My unexceptionable strength couldn’t hope to stop her, especially when she was little more than a bubbling cauldron of bovine lust.

“We can’t stop here. We aren’t stopping here,” Roxie panted as she looked at me like I was prey. “Mommy needs more attention. She needs more love. And you’re going to give it to her.” She pinned me down with one hand while the other fondled my bulge. “Look how big you got. It’s because of me, ain’t it? You’re always telling me how pretty I am. This is proof, ain’t it?”

“Roxie, what are you doing?” Lulu squeaked.

“What I should’ve done long ago,” she said as she pulled down my pants and bared my erection. “Ooo! Look at it! Look how big and beautiful it is. It makes mommy burn so badly.” Roxie buried her fingers into her dripping pussy. “Mommy has been dreaming of this. She needs it. She can’t cope without it.” Pulling her hand free, Roxie held me steady and dropped her wide hips, sinking my member deep inside of her.

I growled through gritted teeth as I was embraced by the molten hot heaven.

“Oh! It’s in! We’re one!” Roxie howled as she arched her back. “It’s so perfect! It fits in mommy so good! It’s like we’re made to be together.” As her tongue lolled from her lips, Roxie’s sultry eyes found mine. “I’m sorry, sweetums. Mommy is sorry she’s doing this. She couldn’t take it any longer. She needed more than your fingers.”

“Roxie,” I said.

“Yes, pumpkin?”

I grabbed her fat backside, sinking my fingers into her succulent flesh. “If you wanted this, all you had to do was ask.” I threw my hips upward.

Roxie howled as I gave her hungry snatch what it craved. “Oh! Sweetums! It’s really okay? You don’t mind doing this with mommy?”

“Hell no. Fuck being professional any longer. I want to fuck this slutty cow pussy.” And I did; I didn’t stop moving my hips. I filled the barn with the sound of our flesh colliding—my hips and her thick, wobbling behind.

She snorted. “Such a vulgar tone! Such a vulgar young man. Mommy likes that. Say more about mommy. Tell her what a sexy cow she is. Make mommy feel beautiful!”

“You’re a walking sex goddess. I haven’t been able to stop ogling you since I got here.”

“Mommy’s noticed, pumpkin,” Roxie moaned while making sure I wasn’t doing all of the work. She rode my lap, her every movement jiggling her soft, perverse curves. “She’s felt your hungry eyes so often. She loves them. I’ve always tried to look good for you, sweetums. Making sure you can see my cleavage. Letting you glance. I wanted you to admire me. I wanted you to adore me.”

“I’m adoring you, alright,” I said as I moved up and attacked her bouncing tits with a vicious kiss.

Roxie moaned to high heaven. “So rough! So masculine. Mommy loves it, sweetums. She loves you so much!” Her hips got faster and faster, filling the room with the echo of her cheeks smacking together.

It was smutty music to my ears.

“You obscene old woman,” I growled playfully. “I bet you’ve been hoping for this since day one.”

“Yes!” she confessed. “Mommy’s wanted it from the moment you first looked at her. She’s wanted you to ravish her. She’s wanted you to make her moo!”

“Moo for me, Roxie,” I said as I captured her stiff nipple in my mouth and pulled my head back.

She didn’t let me; she hugged me close and let out those depraved cries while bouncing her hips up and down. “Right there, sweetums! Drink from mommy! Nurse on mommy’s tits! Make her feel like a young dairy cow again.”

How could I not? All those times I’d been teasing her with my fingers, this was what I’d been wanting to do.

I wanted to make this sexy cow mine.

The two of us were so into it, we weren’t sparing a thought for the others in the barn.

“So shameful,” Lulu said as she covered her face and totally didn’t peek through her fingers.

“Whoa! Look at her face. Listen to her moan,” Fern said before shaking Lulu. “Hey. Hey! Do you think that’s what I look like when I do it with Steve?”

“Yes,” Lulu moaned. “I’m sure it is. I’m sure we all do.”

“Steve. Steve!” Roxie cried out. “Don’t stop, please! My udders feel so good! They feel like they’re about to explode. More. More!”

There was only so much I could do. I only had one mouth to feast on her chest while my greedy hands manhandled her ass possessively.

“No fair,” Fern whined, bouncing from step to step. “I wanna join. I wanna join!”

Roxie’s eyes met Fern. “Poor baby. Did mommy make you excited? Come here, sweetums. Come here, and mommy will make it better.”

Fern perked up. “You will? How? How?!” She skipped over like a curious little harpy.

“Closer,” Roxie moaned. “Closer sweetums.” Her sweet slurred voice lured Fern over like a Pied Piper until she was close enough to eat. Then Roxie made her move. She lunged forward, wrapping her lips around Fern’s hairless mound and sinking her tongue into her pussy.

Fern squeaked, pressing her hips into Roxie’s face. “My puss-puss! You’re eating my coochie!”

“Yes, sweetums,” Roxie moaned into Fern’s loins. “Let mommy help you. Let her make you feel good.”

I couldn’t believe what I was watching. Just how horny was this cow?

Her hand grabbed the back of my head and pulled me back into her soft chest. “No, sweetums, don’t stop! Mommy is close. So close!” She trapped me in a prison of softness as she squealed and her insides clamped down around me.

I knew exactly what was happening to her. It was a miracle the same thing didn’t happen to me. Not that I didn’t feel good. I felt amazing. Better than. I was having the time of my life.

As was she.

Roxie rode her climax loud and proud for us all to hear… but the end result was the same as usual: no milk.

“It’s still not enough. I still need more,” she panted into Fern’s pussy as she started moving again, making both me and Fern moan with her lust. Her hand cupped her free breast, showing off her thick throbbing brown nipple. “Lulu. Are you there, Lulu? I need your help. Mommy needs your help.”

Lulu gulped. “A-are you seriously asking me to suck your… thing?”

“Yes,” she groaned straight into Fern’s crotch. “Mommy needs it. Please, sweetums! One mouth isn’t enough. She needs you. She needs your love.”

Lulu whimpered and squirmed around. “I… well… see, the thing is—”

“Lulu,” I growled when I got a glimpse of freedom. “Will you help me calm this damn cow before she breaks my hips?”

“I’m sorry, pumpkin,” Roxie moaned as she pulled me back to her nipple. “Mommy doesn’t wanna hurt you, but she can’t stop. She’s too horny. Your cock feels too good!”

I couldn’t say I didn’t feel the same way. Damn, she was divine. It was like she was squeezing the pleasure out of me. I was waiting for her to reveal she was a hybrid, as well—half-cow and half-succubus. She had the horns, the body of a fertility deity, and the skills to suck a man dry. It all fit. Not to mention her insatiable appetite.

“Please, Lulu!” Roxie cried between harpy-pleasing licks. “Mommy needs you! She’s begging you! Her titty! Suck my titty!”

Lulu let out another gulp before saying, “F-fine! But I’m only doing this for the milk.”

“That’s fine, sweetums! Thank you. Thank you!” she offered her jiggling bosom to her boss.

Lulu tottered over slowly, until she dipped down lower in a crawl. She tried to pretend otherwise, but her green eyes were like those of a wolf on the prowl. Need permeated off her body. Saliva dripped down her lips as she wrapped her lips around her prize.

Roxie squealed and grabbed the back of Lulu’s head. “Yes, sweetums! Just like that! You feel so good! You’re so good to mommy!” Her cries were truly ecstatic, and the pheromone-laced need radiating off her was outrageously intense.

It was all getting to me, and it was getting to me bad. I felt myself becoming dumber by the second as I became a slave to Roxie’s glistening body and the pleasure it gave.

I wasn’t the only one. Lulu couldn’t control herself. Distance had saved her in the past, but now she was one of the team. Her hands wandered. They crawled into her own top, and down into her shorts, as she lost to pleasure.

“Roxie!” Fern whined, holding the back of the cow’s head with her wings. “Stop talking! I was getting close! So close.”

“I’m sorry, sweetums,” Roxie said, peppering her little harpy pussy with kisses. “Here, let mommy make it better.” She sunk her tongue deep into her wetness.

Fern hissed and bucked in place, wrapping her legs around Roxie’s shoulders. “Oo! Thank you. Thank you so much!”

This was supposed to be milking practice, not a goddamn orgy. But I wasn’t complaining. I couldn’t complain, internally or externally. My pleasure was riding up toward the max. Roxie was squeezing everything out of me. It was only a matter of time until I gave her all I had. I couldn’t even warn her when she was cradling me.

Somehow, I managed to fight out of the enticing burial and groaned, “Roxie, I’m gonna blow.”

“Me too, sweetums,” she moaned into Fern. “Me too. Do it. Fill me. Mark mommy with your milk.”

“Roxie! Stop talking!” Fern begged. “Close. Super close!”

“Sorry, sweetums. Here.” She buried her tongue back inside, forcing out more high-pitched harpy cries.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. I really couldn’t contain myself. I savaged Roxie’s chest and curled my hands with such force that the softness of her ass sunk around my white knuckles. Then it happened. I lost my cool. With one last buck, I unloaded inside of Roxie’s dripping, needy MILF pussy.

Roxie felt it. She responded in turn. She clamped down around me and cried into Fern as I filled her.

The chain reaction spread. Fern hissed. She squeezed Roxie’s head between her thighs and soaked her taste buds with the flavor of ecstatic harpy.

My tongue got a delightful treat of its own, and there was only one thing it could be. I pulled back and was slapped in the face by droplets of white gold.

“Roxie!” I said.

She didn’t notice at first until she looked past Fern’s legs. “S-sweetums? What’s that on your face?”

“Your milk,” I replied while swallowing the mouth-filling surprise. “You did it!”

“It’s…” She looked down at her own chest. Sure enough, the breast I’d been sucking was leaking a steady stream of milk. Her eyes widened. “Milk. It’s milk!” She gave her udders a squeeze, shooting out fountains of white cream.

“Shit, that’s a lot,” I said while squinting, trying to keep the milk over my face rather than in my eyes. “We need to catch it.” I glanced to the side. “Lulu!”

She didn’t hear me. Her eyes were glazed over as she lost herself to nursing on Roxie’s milky tits.

I shook her shoulder. “Lulu!”

She jerked out of her daze and popped back, her lips coated in white. “Huh?”

“The milk. We can’t waste it.”

At last, she realized what she’d been doing… and still was. A hand was still stuck down her shorts. “A-ah!” she squeaked. “I-I…”

An emphasized sigh filled the barn as Marietta walked in carrying her signature parasol and a wooden bucket. “Honestly, can you horny animals do anything without descending to mindless depravity?” She thrust the bucket toward me. “Here.”

I grabbed it and placed it in front of Roxie. Then I pressed her breasts together so her nipples rested over the bucket and filled it with a steady stream of milk.

Even without milking, the cream was pouring out of her.

“Look at it,” Roxie said softly. “There’s so much. How did I make so much?”

“It’s all thanks to the training,” I said with a grin.

“It really worked,” Lulu muttered.

“The results speak for themselves,” I said as the bucket filled up. I glanced at Marietta. “Thanks for the help.”

She scoffed and turned away dramatically. “Someone around here needs to keep their head and refrain from surrendering to lust. You’re lucky I happened to overhear.” Her complexion was a bright red, and overall appearance was on the disheveled side. Her dress was skew-whiff, her long wavy hair was messy, and it was hard to miss how much she was sweating.

Seemed she’d worked hard fetching the bucket.

Now that we had a proper container to handle all of the milk, I got behind Roxie and kneaded her large chest. I helped to squeeze out her milk while she moaned, flooding the bucket with cream.

“It just keeps coming,” Lulu said as she looked at the container.

“Roxie? Are you almost done?” I asked as I tried not to get hard again from fondling her pillowy udders.

“No, sugar!” she moaned, face so deliciously needy. “I’ve got so much! So much inside of me.”

“Dammit,” I said as our liquid prize headed toward the rim. “Quick! We need more containers!”

Lulu rushed off.

I stopped squeezing Roxie’s chest.

“Steve! No,” she moaned. “Don’t deny me. I need it.” She pressed down on herself.

“Stop. You’re going to waste it,” I said as she squirted her milk over the floor.

“But it needs to come out! I need to release it all. So much. So much!”

Lulu quickly returned with an entire assortment of bowls that were quickly flooded by Roxie’s breasts.

“This isn’t going to be enough,” I said, able to feel how heavy Roxie’s udders were.

Lulu squeaked. “Ooo… Fern. Marietta. Come with me.”

Marietta scoffed and folded her arms. “Don’t try and drag me—”

“There’s no time! Hurry!” Lulu pulled Marietta after her, while Fern staggered not far behind.

I wasn’t sure what Lulu was thinking until the three came back carrying the big wooden bath from… well, the bathroom. This was more like it. I finally got back to showing Roxie’s chest the attention it needed.

The room was filled with her cow-tinted moans, the sound of the milk splashing into the wooden tub, and the accompanying scent that was so strong I was sure I’d be smelling it in my sleep.

After what felt like an eternity, Roxie’s release finally became but a few stray droplets. And not a moment too soon. The bath was close to full. Jump in and the milk would spill over the edge.

“All that was inside of her?!” Fern squeaked while trying to see her reflection in the milk.

Marietta scoffed and folded her arms. “Looks like those udders weren’t just for show.”

Roxie gasped as she leaned her weight back into me. “Oh, Steve. I feel empty. So empty. That feels so much better. Thank you. Thank you so much.”

I kissed her cheek. “You did good. Better than good. You did amazing.” But would it be enough? I scanned the bath.


- - -

Cow Milk

Supplier: Roxie

Value: 2 silvers, 19 coppers

- - -


Hot damn, that was a lot of milk, and I hadn’t even scanned the bowls or bucket. My lips curled into a grin. “I think you’ve just saved us.”

“This’ll be enough?” Lulu said, hopefully.

“Oh yeah. Zeryesis is about to be in for a nasty surprise.” Once we added Fern’s eggs and the radishes to the mix, I knew it was going to meet the quota.

We’d done it. We’d saved ourselves.



Chapter 19


Only one day remained until Zeryesis was due to return. It was time to harvest our radishes.

“There’s no special trick to harvesting these,” I said as I demonstrated the YouTube-learned process to everyone. I crouched down, grabbed a radish by its leaves, and pulled it out of the soil. “That’s it. Do that, and they should come up. If they get stuck, wiggle and pull. Dig them up by hand if need be.”

Fern saluted with her wings. “Aye, aye, sir!”

“You sure you’re going to be okay?” I asked the harpy.

She nodded. “Yep. Yep! My talons are super good at pulling things.” She snatched at thin air with them, which I presumed was supposed to demonstrate something.

“Good.” I took the radish and threw it into a basket. “When you’re done, drop it into the basket. We’ll be relying on our ace cleaner to handle the rest.” I wasn’t going to risk Zeryesis rejecting our crops because they were a bit grubby, which was why I was pleased Marietta had volunteered herself.

She scoffed and turned away while folding her arms. “I simply want to get these filthy vegetables out of my house as quickly as possible. If I leave it the likes of you, we’ll end up with a kitchen covered in squished radishes.” She waved dismissively “No, this needs a delicate touch. Not the hands of some brute.”

“I’m a brute. Noted,” I said. “Happy you could compensate for me.”

She huffed like the dishonest sheep she was.

I grinned and turned to the others. “Is everyone ready?”

My delightful team of beautiful helpers cheered.

“Let’s get started,” I said as I led the way.

Between four of us, two acres of radish field was nothing to worry about. And with Marietta starting the cleaning, it wasn’t a surprise that we had a container filled with the finished product come evening.

I scanned them and smiled. “A little over five silvers worth.”

Lulu gulped. “And how much were the eggs and milk?”

“Also over five silvers,” I said as my grin widened and widened.

“You mean… we did it?” Lulu said, as if such a thing wasn’t possible.

I shrugged. “Wasn’t that the plan from the start?”

For a moment, Lulu stood and stared at me. Then it began. Her composure shattered, and tears streamed down her beautiful face. She put her hands over her eyes as her knees buckled, dropping her to the kitchen floor. “We did it. We did it…”

“Lulu, pull yourself together,” Marietta snapped. “Don’t you realize how shameless you look?”

“But I was so scared! I thought I was going to die. I really thought I was going to die.” She sniffled as she tried to will her tears to stop falling. “Thank you, everyone. Thank you for saving me. I don’t know what I’d do without any of you.”

Fern giggled and posed for the non-existent camera. “Don’t mention it.”

“What she said, sweetums,” Roxie added with a big warm smile. “I’m happy I could help.”

Marietta huffed and looked away. “It’s not like I did it for you or anything.”

“Aww, look! She’s blushing!” Fern said.

“I am not blushing!” Marietta snapped back.

“I don’t know. Looks like you’re blushing to me,” I teased.

“Sweetums, you’re definitely blushing,” Roxie added.

Marietta gave another loud huff as she turned on her heels. “I refuse to stand here listening to this slander. Even though, on the balance, I suppose I am pleased to know you won’t be leaving us.”

Lulu froze for a moment… before lunging at Marietta from behind. “Marie!”

The surprised sheep squealed. “Unhand me! And stop blubbering! You’re going to get snot on my dress!”

“What’s the problem?” I said, shrugging. “Aren’t you always trying to throw that dress away?”

“Quiet, you!” Marietta huffed. “Maybe I should ask Zeryesis to take you after all.”

I snickered. “As much as we’re celebrating, it’s a little premature.”

“What?” Roxie said. “But you made the quota, sugar.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said as she hopped around. “My eggs totally saved the day. You just said so!”

“You’re forgetting something,” I replied. “We made the quota last time.”

“But never got to deliver it,” Marietta finished.

I nodded. “There’s still around twelve hours until Zeryesis arrives. That’s twelve hours where something could happen to make our quota go away.”

Roxie gasped into her hand. “You don’t think the kobolds will return, do you?”

“I’d be surprised if they didn’t.”

Lulu gulped. “B-but… but…”

“But we repaired the fence,” Roxie said.

“A makeshift fence won’t stop the kobolds if they really want in,” I told her. “I’m not placing my faith in a simple wall. I’m going to make sure we deliver the goods to Zeryesis myself.”

Fern jumped around. “Steve’s got a plan. He’s got a plan!”

I grinned. “You’re making it sound more impressive than it is. I’m just going to keep watch.”

“Ooo!” Fern said. “Steve’s gonna fight the kobolds. How cool!” Her eyes sparkled like we were talking about an action scene from a movie rather than something with my life on the line.

Marietta scoffed. “Cool, is it? Tell me, haven’t you fought the kobolds once before? Should I ask you to remind us how they went? I seem to remember you comatose in bed with an arrow lodged in your side.” She glanced at where I’d once been wounded, but now didn’t even show a scar. “And that was after Lulu had come to save your sorry backside.”

My lips curled up. “The kobolds caught me off-guard back then.” I sure hadn’t been expecting to stumble upon a colony of pint-sized lizardfolk when I’d been looking for a way out of the forest. “This time, I know they’re coming. I’ll be ready for them.”

Marietta sighed and shook her head. “I can’t tell if you’re stupid, over-confident, or both. Kobolds might be small, but they’re resilient. Not to mention tenacious.”

I shrugged. “My life’s on the line. I’ll show them tenacious.”

She shook her head some more. “Foolish, foolish, foolish. Talk like that is what gets people killed.”

“Aww, it almost sounds like you care.”

Marietta puffed her pale cheeks out. “I do not care. You could vanish tonight, and I’d never think about you again.”

“I’ll vanish tomorrow if I don’t do something,” I said. “I’ll fight them. I’ll kill them. We worked hard for this bounty. Fuck handing it over to some lizards.”

“Yeah, fuck lizards!” Fern cheered as she threw her wings in the air. “I don’t want no stinky reptiles getting their claws on my eggs. I laid them for Steve!”

“And I didn’t make milk so it could be taken away by a group of kobolds,” Roxie added while massaging her drained chest.

“Which is why I’ll stop them,” I announced.

“But, Steve,” Lulu said as she finally dragged herself together. “Marie’s right. It’s dangerous going against the kobolds.”

“I have to. It’s the only way.”

“Not alone you don’t,” she said as she placed her hands on her hips. “I’ve been relying on you too much. If you’re going to keep watch, I am too.”

“Lulu!” Marietta said.

“It’s okay,” Lulu replied with a gentle smile. “I’m not a complete novice. My fire’s at an intermediate level. That’s strong enough for combat.”

“Against foes resistant to fire.”

“So that’s why the kobolds didn’t get burned straight to dust,” I commented.

“Reptiles are generally flame-resistant,” Roxie said to me.

“Stupid lizards,” Fern complained.

“Flame-resistant or not, they still don’t like being hit with it,” Lulu said. “Besides, it’s not like that’s the only magic I know. I’m not sure how useful most will be, but I do know some basic barrier magic. Not to mention healing.”

“You were amazing back in the woods,” I told her. “You were like a warrior-princess.”

“Princess?!” she said, voice breaking as her cheeks shone hot. “You’re exaggerating. I just jumped around a lot and almost got shot.”

“You kicked serious ass. I’d love to come up with some chivalistic crap about not wanting the women to fight, but you’ll be twice as effective as me.” If a woman could fight, who was I to deny her? Surely the point of ‘don’t hit girls’ was because men were generally the stronger sex. That didn’t hold as much weight when the woman in question could throw fireballs without a word.

I certainly wouldn’t hold my fists back against some dark-magic wielding witch.

“Then let’s fight together,” Lulu said as she jumped to my side and looked up at me with a determined smile.

“Are you sure you’re gonna be okay with just the two of you?” Roxie asked.

“It better be, or we’re Zeryesis’s bitches,” I said.

“No way!” Fern said as she hugged my front. “I don’t want you to be his bitch. I wanna be your bitch!”

“Please don’t say that,” Lulu whimpered.

“Hit a little close to home?” Marietta said.

“Shh! You’re supposed to pretend you never heard anything.”

“Horny mong—”

Lulu pushed her fingers into her ears and sang. “I can’t hear you. Lalala! Can’t hear a thing!”

I snickered and rubbed Fern’s back. “I don’t have any intention of calling Zeryesis ‘master’. I don’t swing that way.”

“I don’t want that to happen either, sweetums,” Roxie said. “Please let me help.”

“You?” I replied, struggling to hide my surprise.

She nodded. “I… I might not be some expert fighter, but I’m pretty strong. If I hit a kobold, they’re going to feel it.”

“It’s true. It’s true!” Fern said while resting her chin on my chest and looking up at me. “When she forced me against her titites, I couldn’t get away no matter how hard I tried. She’s strong. Super strong!”

Roxie fiddled with a lock of white hair as her cheeks burned pink. “It’s not like I’m saying I wanna fight, but if you’re staying up, I am too.”

Fern gasped. “Oh. Oh! Does that mean I get to stay up too?” She wiggled from side to side, rubbing her apron-covered chest against me. “I’ve never stayed up all night before. How exciting!”

“This isn’t a game,” Lulu scolded. “We’re fighting for our lives.”

“Then I’m gonna fight too!” Fern jumped back and started making kung-fu sounds while kicking her talons around. “Finally, a chance to show off my combat skills.”

“You know how to fight?” I asked, quirking a brow.

Fern nodded sharply. “Yep. Yep! I learned back home. I’ve been taught to fight ever since I was small.”

“I didn’t know the Eastern harpy tribe was so violent,” Roxie said.

“The east… oh, that! Yeah, totally! We’re all like that out east. We’ve gotta make sure we’re tough so nobody pushes us around. But that doesn’t mean we’re bad! Or violent. I swear I’m not. I swear!”

So much for the Eastern tribe being subservient to The Blesslan Empire.

I rubbed my chin and hummed as I looked at Fern. “I don’t know. You always try to break my bones.”

“I don’t. I swear! It’s all a misunderstanding,” Fern said as she threw herself back into my torso. “Believe me. Please! Steve! I never try to hurt you. I just get excited. Too excited!”

“Are you sure about this?” Lulu asked her. “It might get dangerous.”

“Totally sure! Steve said he’d fight for me, so I’ll fight for him. Besides, I hate lizards. Totally hate them! I can’t wait to scratch up their stupid lizard faces.” She made more sounds while lashing her talons at an invisible mouse.

I glanced at Lulu. “You’ve got to admit you wouldn’t wanna get scratched by those.”

“And I guess she’ll be safer in the air than we are on the ground,” Lulu replied.

“Totally safer!” Fern said. “So I can fight with you guys. Right? Right?!”

I smirked and rubbed her head. “Welcome to the team.”

She squeaked and tightened her hug. “Thank you, Steve! I’m gonna make you fall in love with me all over again.”

Marietta clicked her tongue as she stuffed her parasol under her arm. “You’re all ridiculous. Don’t expect me to get involved in this foolishness. I have no interest in getting assaulted by demons.”

“Wouldn’t expect you to,” I said. “Stay inside. We’ll deal with the kobolds.”

“Don’t make it sound like you’ll be doing me a favor,” she complained as she marched upstairs, leaving the rest of us alone.

“That makes four of us, which is two more than I ever thought I’d get,” I said to my party.

“Yeah!” Fern cheered as she jumped back and threw her wings up.

“Erm… I’m pretty sure we’re the two he didn’t expect, sugar,” Roxie said to Fern.

“Oh.” Her wings made a sharp descent.

“I won’t let those kobolds defile this farm and steal my future,” Lulu said as determination flickered in her peridot eyes. She was ready to kick some ass.

And so was I.

We placed the radishes in the barn’s makeshift freezer, alongside the milk and our lofty supply of eggs. Then we made sure the front door was locked up tight and the hole in the wall was good and covered, before waiting for nightfall.

Soon enough, the farm was pitch black.

“It’s my first time seeing this place after dark,” I whispered as we made our base on the porch, from where we could spy the front of the barn. “I can’t see a thing.” I hadn’t realized it would be so bad without modern light pollution doing its thing.

“Don’t worry, sugar, we’ll tell you if we see anything,” Roxie replied from nearby, even though I could hardly make her out.

“You can see in the dark?” I said as I hurriedly searched through my cow-facts wiki page.

“Of course. Most demi-beasts can.”

“I can see just fine,” Lulu said as her green eyes shone through the darkness.

“So I’m the only one who’s blind?” I said.

“Nope!” Fern announced cheerfully. “I can’t see a thing.”

“Harpies are one of the exceptions,” Roxie clarified.

“Guess I should’ve spent more time checking demi-facts,” I said, somehow remembering all this information once I’d been told it, despite having never known about it before.

My power truly was bizarre.

“What was that, sweetums?” Roxie asked through the darkness.

“Nothing,” I grumbled as I cursed myself for not thinking this night vision problem through.

“I might be able to help,” Lulu said as the faintest flashes of moonlight danced over her features. “I know a spell that helps you see in the dark.”

“You’re shitting me.”

She gulped and shook her head. “It’s the go-to spell for teaching mana control over a long duration. Fay can’t see in the dark, so it’s a useful spell to master.”

“None of them? Even the elves and dwarves?”

“Not even the elves and dwarves,” Lulu confirmed.

“Damn. And still they’ve got the cheek to act like superior beings,” I said.

The sound of Lulu’s wagging tail fluttered through the darkness. “Anyway, I was forced to learn the spell, even though it’s useless to me.”

“Could you tell it was working?” I asked.

“Strangely, yes. It makes my sight better, though I certainly don’t need it. The spell is: invoke sight that pierces the darkness.”

A familiar text box appeared, asking me if I wanted to learn the spell for a single deed point. Seeing how I had three left, I wanted to preserve them, and I’d sworn off using them to skip magic lessons… but I was in no place to complain. I shrugged and accepted the offer, flooding myself with the knowledge needed.

“Invoke sight that pierces the darkness,” I repeated while letting my instincts work through the behind-the-scenes stuff. It was just like changing the brightness settings on a game. “That’s better.”

“Hey, no fair!” Fern complained, my eyes able to see her sulking expression again. “Now I’m the only one who can’t see!”

“Sweetums, shh!” Roxie said, putting a finger over her lips. “We don’t want the kobolds to hear us.”

“Are they here?” I whispered as I peeked at the barn.

“Not yet… I think,” Lulu said as her tall ears twitched around like sonars. “But they could just be being quiet.”

“Maybe they won’t show up?” Fern offered.

“No, they’ll show,” I assured her.

“How can you be so sure? How?!”

“I just am.” Something told me their timing last time was too much of a coincidence. We foraged a lot and never saw any signs indicating the kobolds were lurking near the farm, so how did they know to attack when we had a full harvest ready?

Only a fool wouldn’t be suspicious.

There wasn’t much we could do but wait while huddled together so the cold breeze of the spring night didn’t get to us too badly.

It was a good reminder that I needed to expand my wardrobe.

Time ticked by and by and by… yet the kobolds didn’t show themselves.

After what felt like hours, something wet and warm patted me on the shoulder. It was Fern—her head, to be precise. She’d started using me as a pillow, as well as a sponge for her drool.

“Need to sleep?” I asked her.

She twitched up. “I’m fine! Not even tired…”

“Your eyes are half asleep.”

“I was just resting them. I swear!”

“It is a li’l dull,” Roxie said with a big yawn.

“Don’t do that,” I said as I felt the urge to follow. “Don’t you know they’re infectious?”

Fern yawned.

“See what you did?” I joked.

“I’m sorry, sugar. I’m just so tired.” Roxie swallowed another yawn while rubbing her eyes. “I’m not used to staying up so late. I’ve only just stopped sleeping for most of the day.”

“Yeah! We need something to keep us awake.” Fern whispered while nudging me. “Hey, Steve. Steve! I bet I’d feel more awake if you started touching me.”

“Fern,” I said. “We’re currently taking part in a serious operation to defend our produce from being stolen with mine and Lulu’s freedom on the line. Are you seriously asking me to feel you up?”

After a small pause, she said, “Maybe.”

“Hmm… fair enough. But I’m afraid I’ll have to turn you down.”

“Boo! No fair!”

“Shh!” Lulu said through a single finger as her canine ears twitched like crazy. “Everyone, be quiet. I heard something.”

I didn’t, but I trusted her instincts, and I followed where she was looking.

Moments later, a kobold scrambled over the fence.

“They’ve really come,” Lulu mumbled.

“Told you they would,” I said with a growl. Damn vermin trying to steal what was ours.

More kobolds dropped over, until a good twenty of the little blighters were on our farm. They shared hush words before sneaking toward the barn.

“They’re heading straight for it,” Lulu said as her nails dug into the corner she was holding.

“Almost like they’ve done this before,” I replied as I felt my blood boiling. “Let’s go and squash them.”

“Oh, oh, oh!” Fern said as she jumped up and down. “Can I do it? Can I?!”

“As long as you quieten down,” I replied.

“Yay!” the revitalized harpy began with a loud cheer before it turned into a hushed squeak. She tottered out of hiding and flew… the wrong way. Before I cursed her poor night vision, Fern looped around and used the added momentum to shoot into the kobolds like an arrow. She crashed clean though the ones checking out the barn door, scattering them like bowling pins.

And she wondered why I refused to catch her.

We charged in after Fern so we could get the kobolds before they knew what was happening.

Not really having much to arm myself with, I’d chosen to use a rusty iron pitchfork as a weapon. I decided against learning it as a tool, not sure I’d get much use out of incorrectly using it.

Before a kobold could recover from its daze, I slammed the pitchfork down and punctured through the scaly half-pint.

“That’s what you get for trying to steal our produce,” I said.

Lulu didn’t need a weapon when she had her fire. For all the kobold’s supposed resistance to the stuff, they didn’t react well to having their prone bodies baked by a magical inferno. Then there was Roxie, who appeared like some makeshift tank. She wielded a wooden pot lid shield and a shovel in place of a warhammer.

She averted her eyes as she brought it down and crushed the head of a stunned kobold.

It was a reminder to never get on her bad side.

In one attack, we’d wiped out a quarter of their forces. However, our element of surprise was gone. Even though the remaining kobolds were stunned, they hurried back to their feet and prepared their weapons for a fight.

It didn’t matter in the slightest.

The girls bulldozed right through the spear-wielding lizards. Roxie crashed through them like a rampaging bull, overwhelming the titches with raw power. For Lulu, it was unrelenting magic. Fern? She just dove in and started swinging her talons like they were kobold-shredding daggers.

I froze as I went to help them. Did they even need me? This was a massacre, not a fight. If anything, I’d just get in the way if I tried to get involved.

Damn, they were awesome.

The kobold’s numbers quickly fell from twenty to one. Somewhat wisely, the last demon standing turned away from the carnage and scrambled off while screaming.

“Get back here!” I said as I gave chase. There was no way I was letting any kobold leave her aliv—

A booming crunch echoed from the other side of the perimeter fence—from The Darkwood. It made the entire farm shake.

“What was that?!” I said as I stopped running and braced myself.

Lulu squeaked. “I don’t know! I don’t know… but it sounds big. Really, really big.”

Fern flew up into the sky and gasped.

“What is it?!” I called up to her.

“Like… I don’t know! I can’t see anything.”

I sighed. Why did harpies have to be the only demi-beast who couldn’t see anything when the sun went down?

We didn’t need to wait long to find out what was behind all the racket. Our fence, the one we’d spent the last month repairing, was smashed to pieces by a ten-foot, tree-crushing slab of fat that lumbered its heavy brute body into view.

Holy fuck!

I quickly scanned the monstrosity.


- - -

Species: Troll

- - -


A troll. In fantasy, they were the sort of monster to appear when shit was about to get real. I didn’t know if they were viewed as negatively in this world… but of course they fucking were. It was a towering lump of gray blubber which had just blasted its way through a solid wooden fence and was attacking the farm. How could they be anything less than bad?

The troll roared as kobold reinforcements gathered around its legs. They hooked up with the survivor who pointed at us while blabbering.

“This is bad, right?” I asked the others.

“Awful!” Lulu said, her face totally white. “What’s a troll doing here?! There shouldn’t be a troll here!”

“Whoa, that’s a troll?” Fern said as she landed next to us. “Talk about ugly.”

“And big.” Roxie gulped as she trembled. “It’s huge…”

“And it’s coming right for us,” I added as the big lout charged our way with heavy ground-pounding steps.

Lulu shrieked and threw up her arms. “Invoke barrier that protects!” A rectangle of light appeared between us and the troll.

The troll walked straight through the shield, shattering it like a plane of glass.

“My barrier didn’t work at all,” Lulu whimpered as her ears dipped.

I threw the petrified canine over my shoulder and bolted away from the incoming troll.

It swung as we fled, pounding the ground with its giant wooden club. The dirt exploded upward, as if it’d been struck by a falling comet.

“Holy shit!” I said as I bolted away with Lulu. “That bastard’s strong.”

“All trolls are strong! That’s their thing,” Lulu said, managing to both reel off details and panic at the same time. “They’re simplistic idiots used by weaker races as battering rams due to their size, persistence, and strength.”

“Basically, it’s the last fucking thing we wanted the kobolds to have,” I replied as I glanced back. The troll was looking around like it was weighing up what to attack next, while the kobolds were all over the barn like a horde of locusts. “If we don’t do something, we’re going to be slaves.”

“If we don’t do something, that troll will kill us!” Lulu correctly pointed out.

We could probably outrun the big lug, but that would mean leaving it alone on the farm to do as it pleased. Something of its size wouldn’t have any problem destroying the house. In a sense, we were lucky the kobolds were handling the barn and leaving the big guy to us.

“Fern! Roxie!” I yelled. “Try and stop the kobolds!”

“What about you?!” Roxie called from the other side of the farm.

“What do you think?!” I said as I looked at the troll. “Lulu, hit it with a fireball.”

“What?!” she squealed from my shoulder.

“Would you prefer it attack something else?” I asked as I put her down.

After a small grumble, she pelted a fireball into the indecisive troll’s back, drawing its attention toward us.

“That’s right,” I said as I beckoned the brute with my pitchfork. “Come over here, you big bastard!”

The troll lumbered after us, into a radish-free field, and slammed the ground, digging up a huge chunk of soil with a single swipe.

“Damn, that’s impressive,” I remarked while backing away. “I wish we had this guy around when it came to tending to the soil.”

“This is serious!” Lulu squeaked.

“I know,” I replied. “So any idea how to kill a troll?”

“How should I know?!”

“You’re the one who went to a magical academy.”

“What sort of lessons do you think we had?!”

I shrugged. “Magic theory, making fireballs, then double troll-killing?”

The massive demon didn’t give Lulu the chance to reply. It rushed in and tried to crush us with another swing of its crater-maker.

Lulu retreated one way, while I escaped the other. I got behind the troll and used the chance to stab it with my pitchfork. At least, I tried. The troll’s skin was harder than it looked. The spikes wouldn’t go inside.

The troll grabbed the pitchfork and threw it, as well as me.

I flew across the field before landing into a dizzying, dirt-kicking roll.

“Steve!” Lulu yelled.

I winced as I rubbed the small of my back. “Why did I hold on? I should’ve let go.” I was left seeing stars like some classic cartoon character.

And also a troll. There was a troll rumbling my way.

Oh crap.

Lulu came to my aid. She bombarded the troll with a barrage of fire while yelling at it to leave me alone. It was a brilliant, flashy attack that got the troll’s attention… but it didn’t manage to do a lick of damage.

“Oh Shepherd,” she squeaked as she scrambled away from the incoming threat.

I stabbed the troll in the back of the leg before it could even take a second step toward her.

The beast grunt and swung its club at me.

I’d seen that coming and was already running long before its weapon hit the floor. “This guy’s tough.” I said as I headed toward Lulu.

“My fire magic isn’t doing a thing,” she complained.

“Are all demons immune to fire?”

“Erm… most of them are.”

“Seriously?” I said. “Then what does fire work on?”

“Fay and demi-beasts, mainly…”

“Oh great…”

The pitchfork-and-fire-resistant troll turned its murderous eyes back to us and came charging as fast as its obese legs would carry it.

“You wouldn’t happen to have any magic that would kill this thing?” I asked Lulu as we fled from the massive demon. My skills had improved over the last month, but I still only had one deed-point-bought spell in my arsenal.

“They don’t teach combat magic in the first year!” Lulu squeaked.

“That doesn’t mean we can’t try,” I said as I skidded to face the troll. Lulu wasn’t the only one who could use magic. The ability to manipulate earth flowed through my head, and I was in the perfect position to utilize it. This whole area was a dirt paradise.

I tapped into my wellspring of mana and summoned the power to control earth into my fingertips. Then I spread its influence into as much of the ground as I could and yelled, “Invoke bond with the planet!” With that roar, I launched my attack at the troll.

It waltzed straight through bits of dirt and pint-sized rocks without flinching.

“Fuck,” I said before Lulu grabbed my wrist and dragged me away.

“What was that?!” she squeaked.

“I had to try something,” I said.

“You threw dirt at it!”

“I didn’t expect it to be that unimpressive!” It probably wasn’t the best to expect much out of a magic spell I’d only ever used to pick up stones and twist dirt into sloppy shapes. I hadn’t even figured out how to farm with it, never mind stop a ten-foot killing machine.

The troll delivered another hard, farm-wrecking slam.

Lulu jumped away, put up her hands and kept throwing fireballs desperately at the troll while chanting, “Oh Shepherd, oh Shepherd, oh Shepherd.”

The troll burst straight through them and toward her.

I distracted it with an ineffective stab to the back that earned me a close call with a giant club which probably weighed more than I did.

“Seriously, what are we going to do?” Lulu whimpered.

“No clue,” I said as I rushed away from the troll while wiping dirt from my face. “We’re pretty much just playing tag with it.” A one-sided game where a hit from us did little and one from it meant losing our lives.

The troll just kept coming and coming. It swung, and slammed, and ripped the farm into pieces with its strikes. There was no way we could stop it. At the rate things were going, it was only a matter of time until we became a bloody smear on the end of its club.

Our fun was interrupted by the kobolds on the other side of the farm. The large group were taking their leave while yelling at the troll.

The brute stopped its attack. Its hungry eyes looked between us and its allies, weighing up what to do. Finally, its shoulders sagged and it lumbered off after the rest of its gang.

I took the chance to catch my breath.

“It’s gone,” Lulu said while doing likewise.

“But that’s not a good thing,” I reminded her as I turned my focus to the wide-open barn.

The front door had been smashed open, covering the ground in splinters. Apart from that mess, and pools of blood, the barn was empty… which meant I couldn’t see the others.

“Roxie! Fern!” I yelled into the empty room.

“Steve?!” Fern’s voice said through the scratched-up door to Roxie’s room.

It creaked open, and Roxie poked her head out. “Are they gone?”

I nodded.

She breathed out, but her agitation came back fast. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I tried to stop them, I really did, but there were so many of them. We had no choice but to hide.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m glad you’re safe,” I said.

“But, Steve!” Fern whined as she crashed out of the room and charged into my front. “What about you? What about you?!”

I knew what she was getting at, but I still followed the telltale sign of kobold trouble to where the storage room had been busted open.

All the produce we’d been storing inside was gone.

When Lulu saw it, she threw her hands over her mouth and fell to her knees. “No…”

I clicked my tongue. “I thought as much…”

“Steve,” Lulu whimpered. “It happened again. We worked so hard… but… but…”

I stroked her head. “I know. Those bastard kobolds.”

She sniffled as tears streamed down her cheeks. “What are we going to do? I don’t want to be a slave. I don’t want you to be a slave.” The more she spoke, the more she cried. Her tears turned from drops to waterfalls of sadness sullying her beauty. “Oh, Steve!”

“Get a hold of yourself,” I said. “It’s not over.”

She stared at me through her veil of sorrow. “H-huh?”

“Zeryesis isn’t here yet. That means we still have time.”

“B-but they took it,” she replied while struggling to keep her voice composed. “There’s not time to make anymore.”

“She’s right, sugar,” Roxie muttered while staring at the floor. “My udders are running on empty.”

“And I can’t feel any eggs!” Fern said while patting her flat belly.

“I know that,” I said to the lot of them. “That’s why we’re going to get it back.

“You… huh?” Lulu replied.

I grinned. “They took it. That means there’s something to bring back.” I gave her fiery orange locks another ruffle. “They stole it first. There’s no reason we can’t steal it back.”

“But… they’ve got a troll. A troll!” Her trembling claws gripped at my pants. “There’s no way we can kill that thing. As long as they have that…”

“We’re ‘dead’ tomorrow if we don’t do anything. I’m not ready to become a slave, and I’m not letting you become one either.” I kept combing my fingers over her scalp. “I’m getting those ingredients back. Just watch me.”

“But Steve…”

I waved my other hand. “I know. The troll. Don’t worry about it. Isn’t it better to go down swinging than accept the hand you’ve been dealt? As much as I want to play hero, I’m useless alone. I’m gonna need your help.”

“Mine?” she said.

“Stop sounding so surprised and remember you can throw fireballs. Is that not impressive here? It would be impressive where I come from.” I offered her a hand. “So dry those eyes and get up. I’m counting on you to save my ass.”

Lulu stared at my hand like it was some strange alien vessel she couldn’t understand. However, after many deep composing breaths, she nodded and accepted, letting me pull her up. “I’m sorry, Steve. I don’t mean to be so useless. I just couldn’t help myself.”

I shrugged. “Eh, it’s cool. Most people would freak out about imminent slavery and possible death. I’m the abnormal one here.” What’d come over me? I’d never been the risk-taking kind of guy in my old life. Then again, I hadn’t been surrounded by a group of smoking hot demi-beasts.

This was the first time I’d had a cause worth fighting for.

Fuck trying for a promotion in a crappy company who didn’t give a rat’s ass about me. This was the sort of shit that got me all fired up.

“What about us, sweetums?” Roxie asked. “We failed you; we failed both of you. I can’t let it end like this. Please let me help.”

I glanced at her and Fern. “You guys aren’t part of this bargain. You can walk away free tomorrow. Unlike us, you’ve got something to lose.”

“I know that, sweetums, but that doesn’t mean I want to lose y’all.” Roxie looked at us one at a time as she said her piece. “Lulu, I’ve known you for eighteen years and I’ve seen you grow from a li’l girl into the beautiful thing you are now. Steve, we’ve only just met, but you’ve already done so much for me. I’d never forgive myself if I stood back and let y’all suffer alone.”

“Me neither. Me neither!” Fern said while flapping her big green wings. “You said you’d protect me, Steve. You promised! You can’t do that if you become a slave. You need to stay. I need to make sure you stay!”

I smirked. “Happy to hear I’ve got everyone on side.”

“Not everyone,” Marietta said as she marched into the barn while carrying her closed parasol, despite it being the dead of night. “Honestly, I told you not to bother fighting them. You’re lucky you’re not dead. Now you’re going to chase them?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Call me suicidal. I don’t like letting thieves steal what’s mine.”

She scoffed. “Then I will call you suicidal. Going after a troll with a pitchfork. Do you want to become its supper?”

“I was thinking of trading it for one of the kobold’s spears.” There were plenty available after our initial strike.

“One of those little toothpicks?” Marietta rolled her blue eyes. “Why not cover yourself in cooking oil while you’re at it?”

“Did you just come here to nag?” I asked as I folded my arms.

Marietta huffed. “Do you think I’m that callous? No. Despite what you may believe, I would prefer if nobody here died tonight… demons aside. That is why I have decided to give you… this.” She held out her parasol.

I glanced at the frilly umbrella. “Not what I had in mind.”

She sighed and twisted the handle. Then she pulled, drawing a sword from the shaft which she pointed at me.

Lulu jumped back. “Marie! Is that a sword?”

“Yes,” Marietta replied coolly. “Henry got it for me.”

“You mean there’s been a sword in that parasol the entire time?!”

“The fact it was impossible to tell was part of the point,” she said before casually throwing the sword at me.

I fumbled and somehow caught the blade without cutting myself. “You’re giving this to me?”

“I’m letting you borrow it,” she clarified. “I don’t like giving up my only means of protection, so I expect you to return it to me in one piece. Is that clear?” Her stare burrowed into me worse than any blade could.

I grinned as I admired the blade. “I’ll bring it back, good as new.” Without further ado, I swung it around like I was an overexcited kid with a cool new toy. The sword was a wonderful mixture of light, thin, and sharp, probably because it hadn’t seen much use. From the little I knew about swords, it seemed to be a rapier.

A pop-up menu appeared.


- - -

New Tool Discovered: Rapier

Would you like to learn proficiency in this tool?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


My grin grew wider and wider. Now this was the sort of tool I was all too happy to spend a deed point to learn. In an instant, my head was flooded with many years’ worth of sword fighting lessons.

In an instant, I went from clumsily swinging the thing around to letting it dance around my hand like I was an expert jouster.

“Oh yeah,” I said. “This is perfect. Those kobolds aren’t going to know what hit them. As for that troll… it’s about to be demon chow.” I smiled. “Thanks, Marietta. I owe you one.”

She scoffed and turned her head. “Think about repaying your debt to me after you’ve returned in one piece.”

“Will do,” I said as I glanced at the others. “Alright, who’s ready to fuck up some demons?”

My three female party members cheered.

“Let’s do it!” Fern said, raising her wings into the air.

I smiled and turned toward the exit. “Couldn’t have put it better myself.”



Chapter 20


I pushed through the Darkwood, slicing away any branch or shrub that got in my way with Marietta’s razor-sharp sword.

It was my first time wandering through the Darkwood in the… dark. Even with my night vision activated, it was like entering a different world to the Darkwood I often dipped into during the day. Rather than something from a gruesome fairy tale, it seemed fit to be the setting for some pants-ruining horror game. Every shadow looked like the hiding place for some spectre while the trees seemed to take on ghastly shapes of their own.

It would be a horrible place to get lost, but that was one thing we didn’t need to worry about.

“I’m not sure if we should be glad or sad they brought a troll,” I said as I followed its tracks.

The kobolds were small and careful. This was their domain, and they knew how to get around it without giving away too many clues. The troll was the opposite. It was a big bad living wrecking ball that didn’t have a subtle bone in its body. While escaping, it had ripped up the ground with its heavy feet and crashed through any tree that had dared get in its way.

You didn’t need to know a thing about hunting to be able to follow its tracks.

“If they hadn’t brought a troll, we wouldn’t have needed to come here to begin with,” Lulu said as she took the rear position, behind Fern and Roxie respectively.

“True… but I also wouldn’t have learned some sweet sword fighting skills,” I replied as I admired my new tool. “It all evens out.”

“It really doesn’t.”

For the most part, we didn’t say anything—even Fern—so the kobolds wouldn’t know we were coming after them.

After a few miles of late-night walking, Lulu whispered, “Steve. Stop here.”

I dropped down into a crouch. “Can you hear them?”

She nodded. “I can hear something.”

I did the same before looking everyone in the eyes “Extra quiet from here on. Let’s get the drop on them.” We dipped down low and crept until we came across an illuminated clearing.

The opening was filled with celebrating kobolds making merry around a crackling fire.

“It’s them, alright,” I said as I glanced around. “And there’s the food.” It was being stored in the entrance of a cave, which I presumed was their base.

The kobolds weren’t shy about helping themselves. Plenty were tucking into the radishes between swigs of Roxie’s milk.

My hand tightened on my rapier’s curved hilt.

“And there’s the troll,” Lulu whispered with a tinge of fear in her voice.

It wasn’t hard to spot the big lug among the kobolds, especially as it was the only one not partying. Instead, it sat on the edge of the camp like a big child who’d been placed on the naughty step.

“Weird. I thought a troll would be running the place,” I remarked.

“Kobolds are smarter than trolls,” Lulu replied. “Not smart… but even a rock’s smart compared to a troll.”

“Still, trolls are strong. Would you take shit from something you could slaughter with a funny look?”

“Well…”

The troll didn’t even ask for any food, not that the kobolds seemed interested in sharing with their big dumb ringer.

“My milk,” Roxie said with a sad moan. “Oh, Steve. We have to do something.”

“I know,” I said as I studied the area. The kobolds in view had us outnumbered, and I couldn’t see how many were in the cave. However, my main priority was the troll. It had to be worth a hundred kobolds. “Fern, I want you to sneak away and get into the sky. Observe from above, and attack after we do.”

“I can do that,” she said, whispering for once before shooting off into the Darkwood.

“Roxie, get closer to the cave. See if there’s any way you can ambush any kobolds inside, but watch out for the goods.”

“I’ll try, sweetums,” Roxie said before she snuck off.

“Lulu, wait here. When shit kicks off, go in hard. Show them what an amazing fire mage you are.”

She nodded. “What are you going to do?”

I glanced at my target. “I’ll take care of the troll.” Its position placed it on the outskirts of the clearing. Perfect for a sneak attack.

Keeping my head low, I slinked around the opening while watching out for any kobold lookouts.

Watchmen discovered: none.

Thank you, monster stupidity.

The Darkwood’s appropriately dense darkness made it easy to creep around to the troll’s big blubbering back without being spotted by the distracted kobolds. It meant I could do anything I wanted with my first strike… but what? Slicing its throat wasn’t an option because of the troll’s size. I also couldn’t get at its hamstring.

This was my chance to cripple the troll before we even started. I had to make this move count.

I breathed in. The moment I struck, all hell was going to break loose. Was I really fine with starting trouble with a troll?

Too fucking right I was.

I lunged from the shadows and buried my rapier deep in the troll’s flank.

The huge beast screamed in a way we hadn’t heard back at the farm.

I twisted my blade and ripped it back, causing as much damage as I could in the shortest amount of time.

The troll responded by slamming the floor, but I’d already jumped back. It struggled to its feet while holding its blood-oozing wound.

Ah, what a difference having a proper weapon made.

The troll’s cries attracted the attention of the kobolds… before they were assaulted by a volley of fire that shot from the safety of the Darkwood.

That was my Lulu.

The kobolds screamed. Some ran around like headless chickens while others rushed to grab their weapons.

Fern raced down from the sky and wiped through the lot of them, scattering the pint-sized demons to the ground.

“Haha!” she cheered. “Take that, you stupid lizards!”

Things were getting worse and worse for the kobolds. One of them turned toward the cave and cried, summoning their allies. Out rushed another handful of kobolds who—

Squelch!

In an instant, half of the newcomers were splattered by a boulder which had fallen from the overhang above.

Roxie stood on top and wiped down her brow.

I grinned. The girls sure knew how to surpass my expectations. I wasn’t sure what I’d do without them.

“Secure the goods!” I yelled. “Make sure they don’t get destroyed in the fighting!”

“I’m on it, sweetums!” Roxie said.

With Lulu throwing her fire around, and Fern ripping into kobolds with her talons, it was the perfect chance to take our produce back. The demons were in total disarray. The troll didn’t seem to know what to do as it watched its allies run around while screaming.

“Don’t look at them,” I said as I stabbed it in the back. “Your fight’s with me.”

The compliant troll roared, covering me with phlegm.

I wiped the slobber off my face. “Yeah, I’m happy to see you again too. Now get ready to die, you fat piece of shit.”

The troll snarled, grabbed its club, and swung.

Everything seemed to happen in slow motion… yet that wasn’t a power I’d been offered. It was my new-found knowledge. Even though I’d never fought before, my instincts knew how to react. They read the troll’s movements and ordered me to follow.

I danced to the side, avoiding the ground-crunching hit.

Awesome. It seemed how to swing a sword hadn’t been all I’d learned. After all, swordsmanship didn’t stop at being good at stabbing. It involved footwork, reading your opponent’s movements and intentions, and knowing when to strike. All that information resided in me.

The last time I’d fought the troll, I’d been a talentless has-been. I was back as an accomplished trainee.

I danced around the troll’s overpowered attacks while using my sword to pierce its thick flesh whenever I could. It was so damn big and slow I found ample opportunity to add to the severe wound restricting its movements.

Restricting or not, the troll kept coming. It chased me into the Darkwood while swinging over and over again. Anything it hit shattered, be that the ground or the fat trees I wasn’t allowed to use for cover.

Of course, I didn’t let myself get hit. I listened to my purchase, kept my feet moving, and treated the troll’s body like a pincushion.

Within minutes, streams of blood poured down the troll’s skin… yet it didn’t stop. It just kept swinging and crushing everything in its path.

Except for me.

I clicked my tongue as I dodged away from another attack which could’ve killed me in one. “Won’t you hurry up and die?” Was I doing much damage? The troll sure didn’t seem to be getting slower.

Why didn’t my scan sight have some sort of health bar feature?

I blamed the troll’s blubber. I remembered hearing gladiators were actually fat rather than the sculpted hunks seen in films. It meant they could be cut and bleed everywhere without putting their vitals in danger, making for entertaining yet ‘safe’ fights.

Rather than stabbing the troll’s organs, I was wasting my time piercing its fatty armor.

The bloodthirsty and blood-covered troll roared and added another deep gash to the Darkwood’s floor.

I jumped back and clicked my tongue. The troll wouldn’t run into the same issue if hit me, and it was getting closer. My mind was that of a swordsman, but my body was the same as always. I’d already realized that my movements were sloppier than the ones I envisioned pulling off. Then there was my stamina. Two months on the farm had left me fit, but not to the extent where I could keep up a flurry of this calibre for long, especially on the Darkwood’s uneven terrain.

It was only a matter of time until I ran out of steam.

How the troll wasn’t running into the same issue with its injuries, I didn’t know. It kept coming and coming, smashing a new path through the middle of the Darkwood.

A part of me thought to lead it into the middle of nowhere then run, but that was too risky. There was no guarantee it wouldn’t follow us back to the farm. Both it and the kobolds had to die here.

I didn’t have time to check if the others were taking care of their share, nor could I rely on them to save me. I had to think of a way to kill this big bastard by myself.

But how?

I kept stabbing at every opportunity, my blade was soaked in troll blood, but I knew it wasn’t enough. What else could I try before I got smoked? The only tools I had apart from my sword fighting skills were night vision, some knowledge about demi-beasts, proficiency in tilling fields, and basic bitch earth magic which struggled with nails.

I grumbled to myself as I fought for my life. How could I have access to earth magic and not have a way to use it? It was magic—it was one of the basic elements any fantasy lover had dreamed of knowing. Now I did, and I was letting it sit there doing jack shit? I refused to accept that. There had to be a way I could use it to kill this brute.

When I next escaped from one of the troll’s crunching hits, I put some distance between us and focused on drawing out my mana. I pulled the power to manipulate earth into my hands.

Inspiration filled my mind.

Did I have to stop here? I tried channeling my magic further. I pushed my energy from my hand into my rapier.

The sword resisted, but not completely. It was a metal weapon trying to fight a magic able to manipulate metal. They were practically born to go together.

I refused to give up, even as the troll came chasing. Magic was the coolest thing in this world I didn’t want to sleep with; I refused to accept it was useless. I pushed and pushed and pushed until—
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I blinked. What was I seeing? Was this legit?

The troll didn’t give me much time to think as it smashed through the tree next to me.

Fuck yes, I accepted! I willed the offer through as quickly as I could and was swiftly kicked in the skull by another knowledge overload. All of a sudden, the clumsy task I’d been trying to perform became a simple puzzle. I weaved my energy onward, turning my rapier from a tool into an extension of my being.

It became my personal, unique mage’s shaft.

“Invoke bond with the planet!” I said as I swung the sword up from my side. Rather than hitting the troll, I used my spell to create a shockwave which blasted the troll in the face with a bucket’s worth of dirt.

The troll snarled as the muck filled its gaping mouth and eyes.

I rolled away as the blinded troll flailed its club wildly. That was a good start, but I needed more if I was going to win. I focused my magic on the sword itself. Manipulation was my strength, so manipulate I did. I ordered my mana to harden the blade.

My massive foe spotted me through stinging red eyes. It snarled and tried to crack my skull open.

I responded with a swing.

My blade sliced through the massive wooden club, cleaving it clean in half.

I grinned. A sword this thin shouldn’t have been able to do that. It was proof my magic was working.

The idiotic troll didn’t seem to know what had happened. It paused and looked at its ruined weapon.

It was a chance I didn’t let pass me by. I dove in and unleashed a flurry of attacks which tore through the troll’s thick hide like it was paper. It was an incredible feeling. Even though it was my blade making contact, it felt like I was tearing chunks out of the demon with my own fingertips.

I knew it—magic was the best.

My devastating assault left the troll more red than its natural shade of gray. It should’ve been game over… but it wasn’t. Even though the troll was disarmed, even though its flesh looked like a kitten’s scratching post, it refused to surrender. It roared and chased me with its huge windmilling limbs.

I growled as I backed away while trying to slice the big guy down.

My sword cut into its fingers, even slicing one clean off, but they still weren’t enough to stop it. If anything, the more I hurt it, the worse it rampaged.

Its frenzy drove me into an open, bloodstained clearing, filled with reptile corpses.

We’d made it back to the kobold camp.

The battle was over, and the girls had won. When I appeared and gave them a fright, they were in the process of checking the goods we’d come here to retrieve.

“Steve?” Lulu said. Her breathing was heavy, but she didn’t appear to be injured. The same went for Roxie and Fern as well… unless, of course, the troll had anything to say about it.

The huge brute was attracted to the sound of Lulu’s voice. It rushed toward the trio.

They were too surprised to counter. All they could do was squeal and brace themselves.

I jumped and buried my rapier deep into the troll’s side before it had the chance to wipe through them and the produce. “Go! Now!”

“But, sweetums!” Roxie squealed.

“Go! Take the produce and run!” I roared as I jumped away from an attack that left a streak of troll blood across my cheek.

I sure was glad I’d sliced that finger off.

“Don’t even try and argue!” I continued as I saw the girls hesitate. “Get it to safety. I’ll handle this!”

Lulu gulped, but she reached down and picked up a container of radishes. “Hold on, Steve! We’ll be right back!” Between the three of them, they managed to get a hold of everything, and they fled into the Darkwood.

The troll didn’t follow. For the moment, it’s eyes saw me and only me.

I was glad it wasn’t interested in the others and the goods, but I was also well aware I was flagging, fast. Using all this magic was exhausting. There was no telling how long I could keep this up for.

And the troll wasn’t done.

I jumped around the clearing, swatting away its big pudgy fingers as my breathing grew to a throat-scalding temperature. If I didn’t do something, there was a good chance Lulu would return to find my legs and torso on different sides of the Darkwood.

What was I supposed to do?

As I did my best to keep out of the troll’s range, I saw my answer. I made the troll chase me in a loop around the camp until I got the chance to dart to the side and into the cave Roxie had dropped a boulder in front of.

The troll tried to follow me inside, but the gap was too small. It could fit its arm inside, but not its body.

I took the chance to catch my breath. This was what I needed, but I still couldn’t keep my guard down. The last thing I wanted was the troll breaking in and cornering me, or running off and jumping the others.

This wasn’t an opportunity to rest; it was a chance to think.

The troll kept slamming into the gap. It pulled on the buried boulder while trying to force its phlegm-firing mouth inside.

I saw my chance. With a swift movement, I aimed my rapier for the troll’s gaping gob.

It didn’t reach. The troll grabbed my blade in its vice grip.

I growled. No matter how hard I tugged, I couldn’t get my weapon back. The troll was too strong. My magic was the only reason it hadn’t shattered the sword into pieces. If I faltered for even a moment, the rapier was done for.

Not doing so was hard when it felt like a part of me was getting crushed.

My pained snarls kept coming and coming. I knew I couldn’t keep reinforcing the blade for long. If I didn’t act, I’d lose. But how could I possibly counter? If only my blade had been longer.

All of a sudden, it came to me. Couldn’t it be?

I was able to use my magic to make my sword harder. Was that all a manipulator could do? I didn’t think so; I refused to believe so. Instead, I pushed more energy into the sword and commanded it to obey.

The rapier’s tip jumped forward. It shot ahead and punched into the depths of the troll’s wide gaping mouth.

Its big ugly eyes bulged as a wet squelch echoed through the cave.

I grinned as I kept ordering the blade to get thinner, yet longer, and plunge itself into the troll’s brain.

Once I’d realized I could do this, it seemed silly that I hadn’t thought of it earlier. Molding dirt into different shapes was a core part of my magic lessons, so why shouldn’t I be able to do so with a sword under my full control?

What else could I do?

I imagined the tip of the sword peeling like a banana as it rested somewhere into the twitching troll’s head. Then I twisted the handle left and right, stirring up its gunky innards with my makeshift metal claw.

The troll’s face changed from distress to nothing. I was literally scrambling its brains.

Once I was happy the troll had become a big drooling vegetable, I willed the sword back to its original shape like nothing had happened, troll blood and chunks of brain aside.

I flicked the pink bit off. I didn’t imagine Marietta would be pleased if I brought that back to her.

“Steve!” Lulu called from outside. “Where are you?!”

“I’m in here!” I yelled back.

A second later, she squealed. “The troll!” Then, for the next few, nothing. “Wait, it’s not moving?” And then, again, silence until Lulu gasped. “It’s dead?”

“That or a vegetable,” I replied as I took the chance to recover.

Lulu snuck to its side like she didn’t believe it was dead. First, she waved at it to try and get a reaction. When that didn’t work, she picked up a stick and started poking it.

The troll responded with a single drop of spit.

“You did it,” Lulu muttered. “You actually did it!” She jumped around, separated from getting at me by the corpse in the way. “Oh, Steve! You’re incredible. A troll—you managed to kill a troll!”

“With a little help from Marietta,” I said as I showed the sword. “And a little help from my crazy power.”

“How do you mean?” she asked, tilting her head.

“I’ll tell you later. First, I want to see the others.”

“They’re okay! They’re protecting the goods. Come on.” She helped me out of the den and guided me to where Roxie and Fern were waiting.

“Steve!” Fern cheered and ran into my front at, for once, a speed I didn’t need to worry would shatter my bones.

I patted her back. “Ever thought of approaching me this way normally? I’d actually catch you.”

“Maybe. I’ll think about it,” she said while nuzzling my chest.

“Oh, sweetums,” Roxie said as she crowded in as well. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was so worried about you. What happened to the troll?”

“Dead,” I announced. “Killed it.”

She gasped. “You killed a troll?”

“He did!” Lulu said. “It’s dead!”

“What about the kobolds?” I asked, pretty sure I already knew.

“The same,” Lulu said with a victorious smile. “As far as we know, anyway.”

“I did good. I did good!” Fern said while bouncing on her toes. “I ripped off so many lizard faces, and gouged out their eyes.”

I grinned. “Hot damn, I do love a girl who can rip out a kobold’s eyes.”

She squealed like that was the greatest praise she’d ever received.

Done drinking in her happy features, I glanced at the boxes of produce nearby. “And it looks like you got everything.”

Roxie nodded. “Every last box.”

“We actually made it,” Lulu said as her tears started to form.

“Hey, don’t start crying again,” I laughed.

“B-but—”

“No tears,” I said, firmer this time. “Just think about what an ass-kicker you were.”

She nodded while drying the corner of her eyes with her furred knuckles.

“We should hurry home,” Roxie said as she looked around the Darkwood. “Even if those milk-stealing varmints are gone, I don’t like being out here this late. It’s creepier than a haunted mausoleum.”

“So creepy! I still can’t see anything. I’m blind! I’ll never find my way home alone.” Fern snuggled up closer and waved her lashes. “Carry me, Steve. Reward me for being good!”

“Settle down,” I said while ruffling her hair. “I want to look around before we leave.”

“What? Why? Why?!”

“Evidence.”

The girls shared confused looks.

“What are you talking about, sweetums?” Roxie asked.

“How convenient this all is won’t stop bugging me,” I said. “Two kobold attacks, and they both happen the night before the delivery date… me getting lost in the forest not included.” That was me on their territory, not the other way around. “It’s all too convenient.”

“Is it? We had the produce ready. Seems to me like it was the best time to attack.”

“But how did they know?” I asked as I stared into Roxie’s eyes. “None of us noticed any kobold activity around camp leading up to either attack, so it’s not like they knew the harvest should’ve been done on that date.” And they also didn’t have a pattern of past behavior to learn from.

“They might have just kept themselves hidden well,” Lulu suggested. “Or maybe they smelled it?”

“All possible, but I don’t buy it,” I said. “It also doesn’t explain the troll.”

“It’s not like a troll wouldn’t live in the Darkwood.”

“But letting itself get bossed around by kobolds?”

“I wouldn’t have let that happen if it’d been me!” Fern said. “I’d have smashed those stupid lizards and eaten their heads.”

Roxie gulped. “Do you need to be so graphic, sugar?”

“That’s only if I was a troll! I’m sure they’d like the taste of lizard. I don’t. I never wanna put a lizard in my mouth. Ever!”

“Noted,” I said as I tried to calm the squirming harpy down. “I just want to take a quick look around their camp. We might not find anything, but…”

“I’ll help,” Lulu said.

“Much obliged,” I replied. “Fern, Roxie, stay here and watch the goods. We’ll be back soon. Keep your eyes open in case any kobolds survived.” As long as the two of them kept their guards up, any sneak attack was sure to fail.

And only the stupidest kobold would attempt it, having seen what the girls had done to their camp.

Lulu and I returned to the bloodsoaked clearing in a flash.

“What are we looking for?” she asked while covering her nose.

“Anything that would suggest they’re being ordered around,” I replied as I looked around and thanked all that was holy that I didn’t have a sensitive nose. “Something like instructions.”

“You can read their language?”

“Fuck no,” I said. Although, knowing how bizarre my power was, there was a chance I’d be able to learn it with a press.

Not that I’ve got points left to spend.

We did a quick scout around in search of anything that fit my criteria, but there wasn’t anything that even looked like it might.

“We’ve checked everywhere,” Lulu said as her ears dropped.

I clicked my tongue. “Sorry to have wasted your time.”

“No, don’t be.” Her tail fluttered as she showed me an affectionate smile. “You’ve saved my life… twice. I’m more than happy to help you with anything, no matter how pointless.”

I showed her a smile as some rather private thoughts stirred around my head.

That sure was a dangerous phrase she’d uttered.

“We should get back to the others,” I said as I dragged my head from the gutter. The sun was starting to rise. Zeryesis would be here sooner or later. “Guess we’ll never be able to prove where this troll… hmm?” I froze while looking at the troll. “Wait, what’s that?”

Lulu tilted her head. “What’s what?”

I moved in closer and pointed at an indentation in the troll’s flesh which had been highlighted by the first glimpses of dawn. “That.”

She narrowed her eyes. “It looks like… a brand?”

“That’s what I thought,” I said as I brushed my fingers over what looked like it had been sizzled into the troll’s rough hide by a branding iron.

It was a round brand with a centerpiece that looked a bit like the letter ‘Z’.

“Doesn’t this look familiar to you?” I asked her.

“A little… but I can’t remember where from,” she said.

“I know I’ve seen this recently, but where?” I’d only come to this world two months ago. It was something I’d seen since I’d come here, and I hadn’t seen much—I’d only been off the farm twice. So where…

Then it came to me. “Of course!” I snapped. “Just like I suspected.”

Lulu flinched away from my voice. “What do you mean?”

“Press the collar on your neck,” I said.

“Huh?”

“Just do it.”

Reluctantly, she tapped, showing off the collar Zeryesis had placed around her.

“I knew it,” I growled. “This is Zeryesis’s mark.” To show her I wasn’t lying, I tapped my own collar.

Lulu gasped into her paw. “They’re the same! Are you saying…?”

“That this troll is his? Yep.”

“But that doesn’t make any sense. Why would he…” All of a sudden, the penny dropped. “That… fiend! The contract said he wasn’t allowed to interfere.”

“So much for him having so much respect for his contracts,” I said coolly, even though my blood was turning into lava. “Let’s get back to the farm. It’s time to give that damn crook a piece of our minds…”



Chapter 21


Together, the girls and I lumbered back to the farm while carrying the produce the kobolds had made a big mistake trying to steal from us.

It was the last thing we wanted to do after the night we’d had. I was exhausted and thankful my adrenaline was keeping me awake.

There was no way I was going to pass out until I was done with that fucking devil.

I knew we wouldn’t need to wait long for him to show his face. Sure enough, at a time when we should’ve been eating breakfast, and while we were recovering after our long journey, a purple vortex of fire rose from the farm’s entrance. From its center appeared the always exquisitely dressed Zeryesis.

He pulled a skull-themed bell from his sleeve he prepared to ring… before he locked eyes with me. “Oh, you’re all already here. What a welcome surprise.”

I folded my arms as I stood alongside the others and the pile of produce we’d retrieved. “Thought we’d greet you personally, for once. We know how much you enjoy good hospitality.”

The devil grinned, flashing his pointy fangs. “That I do. How thoughtful. And so well organized.” He couldn’t stop glancing at the goods.

“You seem surprised it’s all here,” I said.

Zeryesis chuckled. “Oh, I am. After all, it means you’ve doubled your harvest from last time. What a feat that would be. Truly one deserving my respect.”

I growled. “Cut the crap. We know what you did.”

“How could you?!” Lulu yelled as she clenched her trembling hands into fists. “We had an agreement. How could you cheat me like that?!”

Zeryesis tugged awkwardly on his collar. “I… afraid I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Bullshit,” I said. “I killed your troll. Your troll. I found your brand on its neck.”

“Brand? What brand?” he said, voice becoming more high-pitched by the second.

I tapped the front of my collar, summoning the same mark I’d seen on the troll. “That brand.” It’s what he got for acting like a little kid who couldn’t help writing their name on everything they owned.

Zeryesis laughed. “Oh, that brand! You really found that on a troll? Unusual. How unusual. Are you sure you’re not getting confuse—”

“Knock it off!” I snapped. “Stop treating us like fools. We know you were behind this attack and the last one.”

“You never had any intention of letting me pay,” Lulu said. “You wanted possession of my soul this entire time, and you were going to make sure you got it, no matter what.”

“You underhanded fiend,” Roxie said while shaking her head. “To think you spoke so strongly about Lulu honoring the contract when you weren’t doing so yourself.”

“You creep. You jerk.” Fern said. “You big fat liar!”

Zeryesis scoffed in much the same way Marietta loved to. “So much for that famous country hospitality. Is this how you’re going to treat me, the savior of this farm? With lies and slander?”

“Tell me where we’re lying, and we’ll see,” I said as I tried to kill him with my eyes.

He put on his best car salesman smile. “Perhaps you did find a troll with my brand on it—perhaps that is the truth. However, you cannot prove I am behind the robberies. You cannot prove I ordered that troll, or the kobolds, to attack this place.”

My hate-filled gaze narrowed. “Funny, I don’t remember saying the kobolds were the culprits.”

His face paled. “I… I simply put two and two together. I’m well aware they’ve been causing a nuisance in this area as of late, and they are the sort to utilize a troll as an enforcer.”

“You’re really trying to pull that shit?” I said.

“It’s the truth! You found a troll with my brand. That’s it. Did you see me controlling it? Did you see me telling the kobolds what to do?” He put his hand on his head like some fainting damsel. “For all you know, that troll is something I sold long ago that just so happened to end up in the hands of the kobolds. Or perhaps it was stolen. Maybe the kobolds even put that brand there to frame me?”

“Whyever would they do that?” Roxie asked.

“They wouldn’t. He’s just trying to gaslight us,” I told her before I stared more daggers at the conniving devil. “We’re not stupid. We know you were behind it.”

“But can you prove it?” Zeryesis responded while grinning wickedly. “Can you prove with total certainty that I went against the contract? Can you show with one-hundred percent certainty that I am the one who ordered the kobolds to attack here?”

“We can!” Fern said as she pointed like a certain video game attorney.

“We can’t,” I replied with a growl.

“We can’t?”

“We can’t,” I clarified. “It’s so fucking obvious he’s behind it. Trying to tell us otherwise is an insult to our intelligence… but he’s right that everything we’ve got is circumstantial evidence.”

“Right you are, my foul-smelling chum,” Zeryesis said. “Circumstantial. Sure, everything points to me, and perhaps I have a motive, but you cannot prove it was me. There is no way you can prove that the kobolds weren’t acting alone.”

“Steve?” Lulu asked while looking at me.

I didn’t take my glaring gaze off Zeryesis. “He’s right. If this is innocent until proven guilty, we can’t prove shit, even though anyone with half a brain could put this together.”

“Unless you can prove it to someone with a quarter of a brain, an eighth of a brain, a tenth of a brain, I’m afraid that’s not good enough,” Zeryesis chuckled out through a cocky smile. “I’m afraid I won’t let you squirm out of this contract so easily. I haven’t voided it—you can’t prove I’ve voided it. But I can if you don’t pay. And you know what happens then. I’ll click my fingers and brand those collars onto you. I’ll take total control over your free will and make the two of you my eternal slaves.”

“Unless some kobolds kidnap us,” I sneered.

“Now you’re getting the idea,” Zeryesis said, as if we were two friends sharing a joke. “If you’re done slandering me, what say we go ahead and get all this produce checked out?”

I shrugged. “Sure thing. We’ll show you how to live up to a contract.”

Zeryesis clapped his hands. “Good! Very good. Then if you’ll bring it all over here so we can begin.” Zeryesis clicked his fingers and summoned up another burst of fire. What it left behind was a balance scale that looked like it’d been possessed by a devil.

“What is that?!” Fern squawked.

“These are my scales,” Zeryesis said as he gave them a pat. “They will tell us whether or not you’ve passed.”

“You expect us to trust a pair of scales that belong to you?” I said.

He smirked. “Worried I’ll try to screw you over?”

“Obviously. You just tried.”

“And failed,” Lulu added while looking at Zeryesis with the same warmness I was showing him.

The devil chuckled into his manicured blue fingers. “So says you, but denied by me. Funny that, isn’t it?” The corners of his lips twitched into a grin. “No, you need not fear. These scales are totally legitimate. After all, if they weren’t, you’d be able to prove it. Then I’d be in big trouble.” He swallowed a snicker. “I sure don’t want that, which is why the scales can be trusted. Think of them as a neutral adjudicator.”

“We don’t need those. I can tell by myself,” I said, knowing my power had that ability.

“And I’m supposed to believe your words over the scales? No, the scales will judge this payment. If you really can tell, I’ll let you confirm they’re right once everything is said and done.”

I huffed. “Fine.”

Lulu tugged on my arm. “Are you sure we can trust him?”

“I trust him about as far as I can throw Roxie,” I said.

“Wait, why did you pick me?” the large cow complained.

“If he’s trying to screw us, my power will know,” I told Lulu. “Let’s get this over with. I’m eager to get this off my neck.” I rubbed at the band throttling me.

Between myself, Lulu, and Roxie, we unloaded everything onto the scales.

“Okay,” Zeryesis said as he pulled ten silver coins from his sleeve. “Let’s see what the scales have to say!” He dropped the coins onto the opposite platform and pulled the release lever.

Somehow, our side didn’t plummet to the floor. Instead, the two sides wobbled.

None of us said a word. Apart from the creak of the scales, and the pounding beats of my heart, I couldn’t hear a thing.

I didn’t even know why I was nervous. We’d done it; I knew we had. What was there to be tense about?

Finally, the scales stopped… with the silver coins dipped lower.

Wait, wha—

Zeryesis burst out laughing. “Oh! Ohh. My, my, my, my! Now that is unfortunate. Well and truly unfortunate.”

My blood turned to ice as my heart went dead. “What?”

“W-what are you talking about?” Lulu said as her body tensed up. “We did it.”

But Zeryesis didn’t listen. He turned toward us with an evil smile. “You guys. I’m so sorry. To think you would get so close yet so far away.”

“We didn’t get close,” I said. “We did it.”

“You did it, did you?” Zeryesis tutted. “If that’s the case, if that’s really so, then why do my scales say differently? Hmm?”

“I… we did it!” Lulu squeaked. “Steve said we did! Isn’t that right?”

“Don’t worry, sugar,” Roxie said, hugging Lulu. “It’s just the scales. He’s trying to cheat you. That’s gotta be it.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said. “Don’t believe that no-good cheat!”

Zeryesis laughed. “Lying? I’m not lying. The scales never lie!” He grinned while looking me in the eye. “Go on, Steven. Take a look. You can tell, can’t you? Then tell. Tell them that you failed.”

I used my power to scan the goods and brought up a text box.


- - -

Farm Produce

Origin: Darkwood Farm

Value: 9 silvers, 86 coppers

- - -


My heart tightened. “It can’t be. He’s not wrong…”

“What?!” Lulu squeaked.

Zeryesis laughter grew louder and more shameless. “There you go. There you go! What did I tell you? The scales don’t lie. The scales never lie. You two are mine.”

“No,” Lulu said as her cheeks turned white. “It can’t… Steve! You said we had it! That we had more than enough.”

“We did,” I said as I felt sick to my stomach. “We definitely did.” And we’d made sure not to drop anything on the way back from the kobold camp. So why wasn’t it—

“Shit!” I snarled.

Lulu flinched. “Steve?”

“Those damn kobolds! They were helping themselves. I completely forgot.” They must have dipped their sticky fingers in enough to tip us back under.

Zeryesis didn’t stop rubbing it in for a single laughter-filled second. “Unfortunate. How totally and utterly unfortunate. You guys. You poor guys. You came so close. Unbelievably close. I set you a challenge I thought impossible, and you came within a hair’s breadth of passing… yet there are no awards for almost here.” He spread his arms out. “Your efforts were impressive, but still they failed. You know what that means, don’t you? The two of you are mine.”

“No,” Lulu said as her tears arrived in record time. “No! This can’t be happening. It just can’t!”

“Sweetums,” Roxie replied while cradling Lulu deep into her bosom. “Just wait! I’ll save you. Give me a li’l time, and I’ll get you some fresh milk.”

“And eggs!” Fern said as she bounced around. “I’ll make lots and lots of eggs!”

“Sorry, I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” the grinning devil said. “Did you forget I’m a very busy man? I’m afraid I have no time to wait for you to drain your udders. One measurement is all I’m giving. There’s no way I’m going to let a couple of slanderous swines escape from me.” He chuckled. “You’re mine now.”

I drew the rapier I’d been keeping close.

Zeryesis shook his head. “Steven, Steven, Steven, Steven. I know you didn’t just pull a sword on me, your new master.”

“I’m not letting you take Lulu,” I said.

“How chivalrous! Is this the point where you cry about taking you instead and leaving her alone?”

“No. This is the point where I kill you for what you’ve done.” I wasn’t going to accept becoming the slave of someone who’d tried to screw us over.

Not that I would have accepted if he’d played fair.

He snorted. “Are you really such a fool? A farmer killing a devil? You wouldn’t stand a chance, Steven, although I can see you’re a little more skilled than the last time we met. How curious. It still doesn’t change that you’re vermin compared to me. After all, I can do this.” His yellow eyes lit up.

I retched as my collar tightened.

“Did you forget about that?” Zeryesis taunted as he raised his hands and pressed his fingers together. “One click of the fingers, and it’s all over. You’re going to be my slave.” He looked at Lulu. “Both of you.”

She sniffled, having already lost the will to fight.

“Stop,” I growled, fully prepared to struggle to the bitter end. I’d be dumped into the most amazing world, given the gift of magic, and surrounded by beautiful demi-beasts. I wasn’t going to give that up after two months to become some devil’s bitch. I’d get myself and Lulu out of this mess, even if it killed me.

“Will you all cease this tomfoolery?!” Marietta snapped as she marched out of the farmhouse with anger in her eyes.

Zeryesis chuckled. “Oh, I forgot a little sheep lived here. Is it your turn to make an appeal for their lives?”

Marietta scoffed. “Don’t be so foolish. I’ll be sad to see Lulu go, but this is her own fault.”

“Marie,” Lulu whimpered as fresh tears soaked her cheeks.

“As for this oaf,” Marietta said as glared at me in passing, “I don’t care what you do with him. Feed him to the rest of your trolls, if you wish. It’s no skin off my nose.”

Zeryesis smirked. “Wow. Aren’t you a charming one?”

“I’m always charming,” she continued without missing a beat as she walked between me and Zeryesis. “You can do what you want with him, after he’s returned what belongs to me.” She turned to me and held out her hand. “My sword. I loaned it to you so you could kill the troll endangering this farm, not so you could use it to start an idiotic fight against a devil. I’d rather not see it get destroyed in a fool’s errand.”

“Marietta,” I replied.

“Don’t try and argue. Hand it over, now.” Her blue eyes burrowed into me as punishment for refusing to comply.

Unlike her voice, which was as pissy as always, I couldn’t help thinking her eyes weren’t as antagonistic as usual. They were serious, she wanted to be obeyed, but they weren’t looking at me like a piece of dog crap sullying her boots.

Something about them got to me. I twisted the rapier around and offered it to her. “Here.”

Marietta took it from my hands and grimaced as she looked at the blade. “Is this troll blood? You didn’t even bother washing off the troll blood?”

I shrugged. “It’s not so bad. Gives it a certain character.”

She leaned in and gave it a sniff before recoiling back. “It smells foul! How utterly disgusting.” While sighing, she brushed a hand up through her wavy blonde hair, collecting it into a high ponytail. Then, in a single movement, she sliced it off.

Everyone reacted in the same way—we stared at Marietta like she’d gone completely insane.

Before any of us could say anything about her sudden and sloppy haircut, she threw her locks onto the scales. “There. It may not be as valuable as the rest of my wool, but it is still the carefully managed curls of a pedigree sheep. And would you look at that.” The demonic scales were shifting… this time, in our favor.

Zeryesis looked between us and the scales with a look that matched his words. “Wait, what?”

Marietta scoffed while combing out her new upper-neck-length hair. “Is there a problem?”

“A problem? Of course there’s a problem!” he said. “The count was over.”

“The scales don’t seem to be refusing. They seem to be perfectly fine with making another measurement,” she correctly pointed out.

“That’s what I see,” I said.

“Me too!” Roxie said.

“Does it? Does it really?!” Fern said as she shook Lulu with her wings.

“It does,” Lulu said as she hurriedly dried her eyes.

“That’s right, it does,” Marietta said as if this entire thing was beneath her. “So I fail to see what the problem is.”

“The problem was I’d already measured the amount, and they had failed,” Zeryesis snarled through his fangs.

“Well, as far as I see it, they haven’t. Or are you arguing against the judgement of your perfect scales?”

“I can confirm they’re completely correct,” I said as I read the readings of my new scan and saw we were just a few coppers over the mark.

“The scales are never wrong,” Zeryesis growled through his gritted teeth, “but that doesn’t matter. I’d made my verdict. You failed to live up to your side of our agreement.”

“How?” Marietta questioned as her unrelenting gaze burrowed into the squirming devil. “Please point me to the place where it says you can arbitrarily decide to make a judgement before everything has been placed onto the scales. You won’t be able to, because it isn’t there. If anything, I’d say refusing to count once we’re finally ready could be considered as obstruction.”

Zeryesis gulped. “T-the contract clearly states—”

“That they would be free if they gave you ten silvers worth of produce, which the scales say they have done. Do you disagree?”

The cornered devil tried, but all he managed to do was sputter.

“He’s squirming. He’s squirming!” Fern cheerfully exclaimed.

“Because he knows he doesn’t have a leg to stand on,” I said with the biggest of grins. “We’ve given him what he asked for. We’ve won.”

“No, no, no,” Zeryesis said as he pulled the contract from his sleeve and started reading. “It says… it clearly states…”

“That we have given you what you asked for.”

“But you didn’t!” Zeryesis squealed like a teenage girl throwing a fit. “You were late! You didn’t give me enough.”

“Yeah?” I cocked a brow. “Prove it.”

His face paled. “What?”

“Prove we didn’t give you enough,” I said while pointing at the scales. “That says we did, and that’s what’s measuring us.”

“Not at first!”

“Prove it. We can prove we’ve delivered ten silvers of produce. Can you prove we didn’t?”

“I can! I saw it!” he squeaked.

“Really? Because I disagree. I see we’ve given you the full amount. Does anyone else see that?”

Fern thrust a wing into the air. “I do. I do!”

“Me too,” Roxie said with a delightful little giggle. “I can see it all, right there.”

“Because she added to it!” Zeryesis complained as he pointed at Marietta.

The short-haired sheep huffed. “I am a member of this farm—livestock at that. Can I not contribute? I didn’t realize the contract specifically disallowed sheep from partaking.”

“You were too late!”

“Your scales seem to disagree. They seem more than happy to measure my hair.”

“And they’re never wrong,” I reminded Zeryesis. “If they say it’s enough, it’s enough.”

Zeryesis grumbled as he held up the contract and scanned it over and over again.

“That’s not going to save you,” I said as I stepped forward. “You’ve been played, mate. Give us our freedom, take your produce, and fuck off.”

Zeryesis whined under his breath. He looked like he was about to rip the contract in half before he finally sighed. “Fine.” He cleared his throat and went back to acting like he wasn’t a brat. “It seems I have little choice but to accept you have fulfilled your end of the bargain.”

“Which means,” I said, coaxing him on.

“Which means… the two of you are free to go.” He grumbled as he cast a spell which shattered the magic collar around my neck.

Lulu rubbed her throat. “The collar! It’s looser.”

“Welcome back to the land of the living,” I said, smiling, before I looked back at Zeryesis. “Now if you’d kindly do the last two things on that list.”

Zeryesis flashed his fangs as he scowled. “Don’t think this is over, you foul-smelling human. The old contract is still in effect. I expect a payment every month until I’ve collected everything I’m owed.”

“Oh, that’s fine,” I said, waving away his argument. “After all, unlike you, we honor the deals we make.” I smiled. “And good luck getting Lulu to fail another six payments in a row. Looks like you’ll have to settle for produce rather than slaves.”

The demonic loser didn’t even pretend to be civil as he snarled at me. Without so much as a click of his fingers, he vanished within a purple inferno, taking the scales and our produce too.

“He’s really gone,” Lulu said once the tainted atmosphere caused by Zeryesis’s presence vanished. Moments later, her eyes were wet with tears. “We’re saved!”

I smirked. “Told you we’d be okay.”

She pounded my shoulder with her fists. “Don’t try and sound so cool! We came so close to being his slaves forever.”

“But we didn’t.” I glanced at Marietta. “We owe you, big time.”

The haughty sheep scoffed. “Don’t be so conceited, human. Do you really think I did that to save you? You’re lucky I’ve been meaning to have a haircut for some time. If this had been a colder spring, you’d have been in big trouble.”

I snorted. “Yep, I sure am lucky you look good with short hair.”

She turned her nose up. “Save your flattery for someone who desires it, human.”

“Look. Look! She’s blushing again.” Fern said.

“I am not blushing!” Marietta snapped.

“She’s definitely blushing,” Roxie whispered.

“Yep, that’s a blush,” I agreed.

Marietta growled and pointed her sword at us. “Shut up! Why would I blush from a compliment from some beast-sodomizing swine?”

“Sodomy?” Fern gasped before staring straight at me. “You’ve been sodomizing the others behind my back?!”

“I haven’t sodomized anyone,” I assured her.

“Good! I don’t wanna feel left out. I was scared you didn’t like my butt.”

“Nonsense. You’ve got a gorgeous butt.”

“Really? Really?!” she squeaked while wiggling her hips.

“Oh yeah. Big time,” I said with an admiring growl.

Roxie cleared her throat. “What about my behind, sugar? I know it’s a li’l on the big side…”

“Stunning,” I said as I soaked in the sight of her wide hips. “It’s a butt I’d be proud to sodomize.”

She gasped and covered her red cheeks. A stray finger toyed with a nearby lock of hair. “Well… i-if you insist.”

Marietta growled. “This is what I mean! You just got saved from slavery, and you’re already talking about something so distasteful.”

“Feeling left out?” I asked her. “You don’t have to be. I’m sure you’ve got a cute butt yourself.”

“She does. She does!” Fern said while nodding. “I’ve seen it. It’s so cute against her fluffy tail. So super cute!”

Marietta blushed and threw her hands back over her dress-covered tush. “When did you see me naked?!”

“Oh, tons of times. There’s plenty of holes in the roof.”

“Y-you perverted voyeur!” the squirming sheep replied with a shrill squeak.

Fern gasped. “No I’m not! I only look. Only look! Even when you do naughty stuff, I never touched myself. Never ever!”

“Marietta does naughty stuff?” I said.

Fern nodded. “Mhm! She used to do it a ton when she was reading. And sometimes, when she’s in the bath, she—”

The red-faced sheep pointed her rapier at Fern. “Say another word, and I’ll have your head, you treacherous little bird!”

Fern jumped behind me and held onto my back. “Protect me, Steve. Protect me!”

“Please don’t stab Fern,” I said, before giving the harpy a pat. “And stop teasing Marietta. She is the hero of the hour.”

Marietta scoffed. “Again, stop thinking so highly of yourself. I only—”

“Marie!” Lulu said as she threw herself into a Marietta-capturing hug. “Thank you. I was worried you hated me—that you resented me for what happened to Dad. Thank you. Thank you!” She buried her face into Marietta’s dress as her waterworks poured free without restraint.

“It’s not like that,” Marietta whimpered. “Stop crying. You’re embarrassing yourself again.”

Lulu refused. She sobbed her little heart out despite Marietta’s efforts to calm her down.

I watched with the biggest of smiles. Usually, crying girls weren’t my thing, but I sure did like this scene. It was proof my gamble had paid off. I’d saved Lulu from slavery… even if I’d needed the help of an emotionally-stunted sheep to bail me out at the last.

We had won.

And as if reading my thoughts…


- - -

Quests Complete!

Quest Completed: Defeat Zeryesis

Quest Completed: Save Lulu

Deed Points Received: 10

- - -


I grinned. If that didn’t make it official, I didn’t know what would.



Chapter 22


Our lives were ours. The farm was safe. After months of stress and worry, everything had turned out for the best.

Basically, it was time to celebrate our victory.

“Cheers!” I said in unison with Lulu, Roxie, and Fern as we clinked our cups together, which was easier for those of us with arms instead of wings.

Fern stretched her leg up to join the toast, showcasing her flexibility.

It was a trait I made a mental note to remember for a later date…

Marietta was also there, but she sat and watched us toast with a face like thunder.

“To not fulfilling some creepy devil’s sex fantasies!” I said before taking a swig that left me coughing. “Shit! This stuff is strong.”

Lulu giggled. “I hope that’s not a bad thing. This is a Lulu-original creation.”

“You made this?” I said as I looked into the booze-filled cup.

She nodded as her wagging tail thumped her chair. “I learned a spell for making alcohol at the academy. It wasn’t taught in lessons, but it’s something every first year picked up, one way or another.”

“A bunch of eighteen-year-olds together, and they’re not supposed to figure out how to have constant piss-ups? Nah, not happening.” I took another swig. If this was the sort of thing everyone at the academy was drinking, it was a surprise any of them ever made it to class. “Wait, don’t tell me there’s a spell for curing hangovers.”

Lulu smiled. “High-level healing magic can fuse bones together. There’s legends that say the strongest mages can bring the dead back to life. You think hangovers can’t be cured?”

Roxie sighed. “If only you knew that spell, sugar.” She quickly knocked back her drink before reaching for a refill.

“Steady on,” I said with a laugh.

“I’m a cow, sweetums,” the smiling bovine said while filling her cup. “ We’ve got big appetites. It takes a lot to get me drunk.”

“But once she is… oh boy!” Fern said before slurping her drink through a straw.

Roxie gulped. “I’m not that bad…”

“Drunkards always think that,” Marietta said as she nursed on her helping. “Did you forget you hardly left bed for two years?”

“That wasn’t the drinks fault!” Roxie protested while hugging her cup defensively.

Marietta sighed. “Please try not to make a spectacle of yourself tonight.”

“I won’t. I promise. I wouldn’t want to embarrass myself in front of Steve,” Roxie said before chugging down another drink. Then another. And another. And another, and another, and another, and another.

And another.

Roxie hiccuped as she leaned to the side, pressing her weight onto my shoulder. “Steve, I love you. I’m so glad you’re here. I love you so much. Mommy loves you so much, dearie.” She giggled as she nuzzled her face into my arm.

“Roxie, you’re drunk,” I told her.

“No, I’m not,” she insisted, hiccuping. “You’re drunk.”

“I mean, I am drunk,” I said as I felt a pleasant buzz tingling through me, “but I’m not as drunk as you.”

“I’m not drunk at all. I’m fine. Perfectly fine.” Roxie proved as such by not stopping her cuddling. “Your arm is so comfy. It’s so soft but hard. I love it.”

“I warned you,” Marietta said, the only one in the room who’d yet to finish their first cup.

“Don’t listen to her,” Roxie whispered. “She’s just trying to steal you for herself.”

“I am not.”

“She is. She is! She wants to take you away from me.” Roxie wrapped her soft, plump arms around mine. “Well, I’m not gonna let her. You’re mine. Mine. My lovely young stud.”

“No way!” Fern said as she thumped against my other side and captured my arm. “He’s mine. I mean, we share a bed every night. That makes us husband and wife.”

“That’s not how marriage works,” I told her.

“It is for harpies!” she said, although my power disagreed. “You’re my husband.”

“No, he’s my husband,” Roxie argued.

“I’m nobody’s husband,” I said.

“No, Steve! Yes you are. You’re my husband,” the drunk cow slurred. “Or don’t you like me? Don’t you want to be married to a demi-beast?” She looked at me like she was going to cry.

“Is that true, Steve?” Fern said, her bottom lip quivering. “Are you divorcing me? Are you divorcing me coz I’m not a human?!”

I gulped. Damn guilt-tripping drunkards…

“Stop putting words in my mouth,” I said to the two of them. “I’m not married to either of you, and I’m not interested in getting married.”

From their way their faces changed, it was as if I’d literally shattered their hearts.

“But that’s nothing to do with you two being demi-beasts,” I quickly clarified. “I’m not interested in getting married, full stop. You two being demi-beasts makes no difference. Hell, I’d call it a positive.”

“You do?!” Fern said.

“For real?!” Roxie said.

“Seriously?!” Lulu said from across the table as her ears rose to their apex.

Even Marietta watched me from over my cup.

“Hell yeah,” I told them. “I don’t mind saying all four of you are sexier than any humans back where I’m from.”

“You’re just saying that,” Roxie insisted.

I scoffed. “You think I’m not interested in you girls after what we’ve been through?” I grabbed a hold of both Fern and Roxie, right on their delectable behinds. “You girls are gorgeous. The lot of you. This place is like heaven. You know how lucky I feel about ending up here? Having four sexy girls to look at every day? Fuck. I feel like the luckiest bastard to have ever lived.”

My words were indecent, but the girls didn’t complain. Rather, their eyes and growls anticipated more.

Which I gave them. “Who in their right mind would want to shack up with a human chick over four demi-beast beauties? I’d rather have girls with feathers and a tail”—I rubbed the base of Roxie’s cow tail—“over some plainass human any day of the week.”

“Pervert,” Marietta said.

“Hey, it’s the truth. If most men disagree, blame them. I don’t give a shit. Just means more demi-beasts for me.”

Roxie squealed and gave me a bear hug. “Oh, Steve! Oh, sweetums! I knew it! I just knew you loved me. I just knew we were really married!”

“We’re not married,” I reminded her as I enjoyed the sweet embrace of her soft chest. “But I still love the fuck out of you, gorgeous.”

She giggled and nuzzled her nose through my hair. “Oh, sweetums! I love you so much. I love you, love you, love you.”

“Me too, Steve. Me too!” Fern said as she wrapped her wings around my stomach and squeezed. “I love, love, love, love you! Even more than she does.”

“No… because I love you the most!”

“Nu-huh, because I love you more-er.”

Marietta let out a loud emphasized sigh and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Do you all have to act like such embarrassing love-drunk fools?”

“You’re just jealous,” Roxie said.

“Stop accusing me of jealousy, you drunken hag,” Marietta snapped back. “You’ll be the one crying soon when Steve leaves.”

It was as if the party energy was drained from the room. Roxie looked like she’d just been told the worst news imaginable. “What?”

“Have you forgotten? Steve only stayed in the first place to help Lulu. That’s over now. She’s safe.” Marietta took a small sip of her drink before continuing. “There’s no longer any reason for him to stay.”

From the looks on everyone’s faces, it was rather obvious they’d forgotten that particular detail.

“T-that’s why Steve stayed to begin with,” Lulu said as her fingers drummed her cup, “but, since then, he’s gotten to know us a lot better.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said as she struggled to stay still. “Before, we were strangers, but now we’re the best of friends. No, more than friends! We’re husband and wife.” She clung to me. “Steve promised to protect me from anyone trying to take me from here. That means he was promising to stay. Right. Right?!”

“He was just telling you what you wanted to hear to help you lay eggs,” Marietta replied.

“No! He wouldn’t!” Her emotional gold eyes looked into me. “You wouldn’t, Steve, would you? Would you?!”

“That’s right, he wouldn’t,” Roxie said as her powerful arms tightened, as if she was refusing to let me wiggle free. “He’s not like that. Steve’s more wonderful than… something that’s wonderful.” It was her turn to guilt me with a sensitive look. “You’ll stay, Steve. Won’t you?”

“Won’t you?” Fern said from my other side.

“Oh, please.”

“Don’t go.”

“We’ll miss you.”

The two girls trapped me in a needy cuddle sandwich, as if trying to overwhelm me with affection.

Lulu didn’t go that far. She looked like a scolded dog who’d already given up hope.

“Will you all calm down?” I said as I tried not to drown in a mixture of white and mocha flesh. “When did I say I was leaving?”

Fern’s face lit up. “You’re not? You’re not?!”

“Unless I’m not welcome to stay,” I said. “Didn’t I say you girls were the hottest babes I’ve ever seen? And you all adore me. I’d be crazy to leave.”

“Oh, Steve!” Roxie said as she pulled me back into her shimmying cleavage. “That’s wonderful. I love you so much!”

And I couldn’t say I didn’t like this.

“B-but,” Lulu said. “You’re certain? Surely you must have somewhere you want to go? Don’t you want to go home? Don’t you have a nice human girlfriend waiting for you?”

“I’m not sure if it’s possible for me to go home,” I replied while pulling myself from Roxie’s cunning flesh prison.

“A criminal?” Marietta said without missing a beat.

I sighed. “Yeah, should’ve known you’d jump to the worst accusation from the start. Honestly,” I grumbled… although I remembered accusing Fern of something similar.

It wasn’t exactly an outlandish idea, especially compared to the truth I was still keeping from them.

I took a shot of Dutch courage. “There’s something I need to tell you girls. You deserve to know after everything we’ve been through. It’s about where I’m from.”

“Oh, here we go,” Marietta continued. “What’s it going to be now? What lie have you been telling us?”

“It’s not a lie,” I said. “Subtle deception, maybe, but I didn’t lie. I’m really from a place far away without any magic or demi-beasts. It’s just the place is probably even further than any of you are imagining.”

“From the demon kingdom?” Roxie offered. “From the far southern shores? From an island off the coast?” She gasped. “You’re not from the realm of devils, are you?”

“I’m not—how’s that even work, by the way? I never actually asked… never mind.” I stood up so I could make this seem more dignified. “I’m not from here, there, or anywhere. I’m… from another world.”

The four demi-beasts looked at me like I’d said something crazy, and for good reason.

“Another world?” Lulu said as she tilted her head.

Marietta sighed and shook his head. “He’s lost it. The alcohol has gone to his head.”

“I’m drunk, not drunk,” I assured my woolly critic. “I know exactly where I come from. I hail from the planet of Earth, and from the country of England.”

“Earth? England?” Roxie said as if rolling each word over her tongue. “I’ve never heard of them.”

“Try Great Britain. United Kingdom. Europe. Blighty. Terra. That’s my home. If you don’t know them, I’ve just told you why. I’m not from this world.”

Marietta chortled into her hand. “That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. If you’re from another world, how did you get here?”

I shrugged. “Wish I knew. I woke up in the Darkwood one morning. You wondered what I was doing in there. There’s your answer.”

“I did think it was weird that you were in there for no reason,” Lulu said. “Even the dumbest person knows not to. Especially alone and unarmed.”

“Sadly, I didn’t take a knife to bed with me. Not that I’m sure it would’ve carried. All that arrived with me were the clothes on my back.”

Fern gasped. “Super strange clothes!”

“I hadn’t seen nothing like them before,” Roxie said.

Lulu nodded. “Even when I lived in the capital, nobody wore anything like that. Norma said the same…”

“Now you know why,” I said.

Marietta slammed the table. “Nonsense! Pure codswallop. From another world? Ridiculous!”

“What would I have to benefit from lying?” I asked her.

“I don’t know! To make yourself seem interesting to woo these idiots?”

“Hey,” Lulu complained.

Marietta scoffed. “I was referring to Roxie and Fern specifically, but I suppose you’re not far behind.”

Lulu tensed as a lovely glow spread over her cheeks.

“What would the point be in that?” I countered. “They’re already begging me to be their husband. Adding this sudden revelation would do nothing but alienate.”

“Then there’s your answer,” Marietta said with total confidence. “You’re secretly sick of their advances and want to scare them off.”

Roxie gasped and crushed my arm into her chest. “Is that true, Steve? Please say it isn’t true.”

Fern did something similar with my other arm. “I don’t care if you’re from another world. You’re still my husband. Mine!”

“No, he’s mine,” Roxie said.

“Mine!” Fern countered.

“Mine!”

“I guess I can see how you came to that conclusion,” I said to Marietta as Roxie and Fern tried to rip me in half. “But it’s bullshit. If I wanted out of this, I wouldn’t bother coming up with some batshit story. Besides, I like the attention.” There was a reason I wasn’t telling them to stop.

“Well,” Marietta continued as she strummed her fingers on the table.

“Admit it; you can’t think of anything.”

She huffed and threw up her hands. “Fine! I can’t think of a single reason why you’d come up with such a ludicrous lie, but that doesn’t mean it’s true. You might be an idiot who thinks he’s from a different world because he got lost… or an idiot deciding to make shit up.”

“Can you think of an explanation which doesn’t involve me being an idiot?” I asked.

“Once you prove you’re not one, I’ll consider it.”

“Haven’t we had enough of trying to prove stuff we can’t today?” I said, hoping Zeryesis was rotting in hell, or whatever this world’s equivalent wa—


- - -

Voida

- - -


How convenient.

“Marie,” Lulu said. “It does make a lot of sense.”

“A lot of sense?!” the pissy sheep snapped.

“Erm… okay, a bit of sense. Steve’s always seemed amazed by things like demi-beasts and magic. Then there’s how he acts around us. Everything he does is… it’s so abnormal. Either he’s the best actor ever, he’s from some mysterious location so far removed from society nobody has ever heard of it and it’s not been influenced by the rest of the world… or he’s telling the truth.”

Marietta sputtered. “B-but it’s preposterous!”

“The devils have their own realm”—Voida, as my power reminded me—“and can teleport between them,” Lulu replied. “Isn’t it a bit like that just… bigger?”

“To be honest, wanting you girls to believe me wasn’t the main reason I told you this,” I said. “I don’t give a shit if you think it’s true or not. It doesn’t really matter. Might explain why I’m so ignorant about everything, but not much more than that.” I shrugged it off. “What I’m making sure is you accept me. I don’t want you girls to think I’m something I’m not and end up feeling cheated. I’m laying it out there and hoping you don’t mind.”

“Sweetums,” Roxie said as she squeezed my arm. “Why would we mind?”

“You don’t?” I said as I looked into her gentle silver eyes.

She shook her head… although it could’ve been an excuse to nuzzle into my arm. “I don’t care if you’re from the devil’s realm, another world, or somewhere in Grayedge. I love you, Steve. I love you so, so, so, so, so much.”

“Me too. Me too!” Fern said, squeezing me tight. “I don’t care that you didn’t tell us where you’re from. Don’t care at all! Those things aren’t important. Nope. Not at all!”

“They’re right,” Lulu said while showing me an approving smile. “I mean, you saved my life, and this farm. You really think I was going to tell you to get out because you’re from a different world?”

“Not really,” I confessed. “But you never know. I could be fitting some prophecy about bringing doom to the world.” I looked around to make sure no spies were listening in and lowered my voice. “Just checking, but there aren’t any prophecies about other worlders bringing destruction, are there?”

“Not as far as I know,” Lulu replied.

“Oh… good,” I said, breathing out. “That’s a weight off my shoulders.”

I still thought it best not to advertise my situation publicly. You never knew what sort of weirdos were scheming and would take a fancy to a guy from another world. Zeryesis, for one, would’ve been extra careful to get me if he’d known.

Maybe that’s why he thinks I smell funny?

I couldn’t smell it myself, unless Zeryesis meant sweat and booze. Probably the former. My gut told me the booze was a recent stench.

“Now what are you doing?” Marietta asked, showing me a withering look.

“Smelling myself,” I replied.

She sighed. “Of course you are.” She looked at the others. “This is what you’re attracted to?”

“Yep!” Fern said without hesitating as she clung to me.

“Not so much the smelling himself part, but I do love my sweetums,” Roxie said while she kept nuzzling a cow-shaped indent into my arm.

Marietta huffed and turned her attention to Lulu. “And you? I thought you would have more sense than the rest of this rabble.”

Lulu pursed her lips while toying with her hands. A nice lovely red glow tinted her sun-kissed skin. “Well… you see…” Her tail thumped her chair. “I’m just happy he’s staying.”

“And I plan to stay here with you girls for a long time,” I announced.

“Steve!” Fern cheered.

“Sweetums,” Roxie said from my other side.

Marietta sighed and rolled her eyes.

I chuckled as I looked at the irritable sheep. “Sorry. You’re gonna need to keep tolerating me for a while.”

She scoffed. “As long as you don’t try adding me to your harem.”

Fern gasped. “Steve! You never said you were into that sorta stuff. I thought you hated it? Why didn’t you tell us otherwise? That makes things much easier!”

“It does?” I questioned.

The happy harpy nodded sharply. “Now we don’t need to argue. We can all be your wives!”

My throat went dry. “I… what?”

Roxie squeezed my arm. “Is that true, Steve? Do you wanna make us all your wives?”

“I said I didn’t want any wives,” I said, even though the fantasy of having so many loving women hanging off my arms played through my mind. I imagined they’d all look incredible wearing some white fluttering gowns. Roxie in some lovely curve-hugging dress which showed off her cleavage. Fern in some streamlined dress with a feathery hem that came up her thighs. And I was sure Lulu would look amazing in a traditional dress with her tail thumping away beneath.

“You don’t?” Fern whined.

“You don’t?” Lulu said, ears dipping.

“You don’t?” Roxie sniffled.

I gulped. “That’s not what I… I mean… three wives. Is that even okay?”

“Of course, sweetums? Why wouldn’t it be?”

Lulu gasped into her fingers. “Of course! You’re from another world. You wouldn’t know.”

“Know what?” I asked.

Her lips curled into a cheeky smile. “Steve, demi-beasts aren’t like the fay: we’re polygamous. To us, having multiple partners at once is normal.”

My crotch throbbed. “S-seriousy?”

She nodded. “The Shepherd even encourages it.”

“The All-Mother too!” Fern squeaked. “Although that’s mainly multiple men for one harpy.”

“I…” Roxie began before crushing my arm into her chest. “Technically, The Architect teaches monogamy… but I’m sure he won’t care too much about what some old cow is doing.”

“See? It’s okay. As long as you want us, that is.” Lulu’s eager expression fell away. “Or maybe that’s the issue?”

Fern whimpered. “Is it?”

“It’s not, is it?” Roxie mumbled.

“Please tell us it’s not!”

I sighed and facepalmed. “We just went over this. I’m not interested in getting married to any of you. That doesn’t mean I don’t love you girls. If you want to pretend and call me your husband… fuck it. Go ahead.” I wasn’t in the mood to argue. Having two hotties grinding against me sure didn’t help matters.

Fern squealed and tightened her grip on me. “Thank you, Steve. Thank you! I’m so happy to be your first wife.”

“Wait, no,” Roxie said as she pulled me toward her. “I’m his first wife.”

“Nu-huh!” Fern said as she tried, and failed, to pull me back to her. “He sleeps in my bed every night. That makes me his first wife. Me!”

“But I’m the oldest—the most experienced. That makes me his first wife,” Roxie countered.

“You two are still arguing?!” I said.

“Steve’s right. Stop that,” Lulu said as she jumped to his feet. “This is my farm… which means if anyone gets to be the first wife, it’s me.”

I choked on thin air. “Lulu, are you drunk?”

“I’m not,” she said, before blocking a hiccup. “Okay, maybe a little bit, but…” Her gaze shifted toward the table, where her furred hands were fidgeting together. “If Fern and Roxie get to be your wives, I want to be one too. Excluding me’s no fair…”

My heart jumped in my chest. Her being so cute was plain unfair. “I would never leave you out.”

Lulu beamed. “Really? So, I can be your wife too?” She bit down on her bottom lip.

“Of course you can,” I said.

“Say it to me too,” Roxie moaned. “Call me your wife.”

“Me too. Me too!” Fern insisted.

I sighed. Something told me I was doing something I could regret later, but it was hard to think rationally at a time like this. “Fine! You’re all my wives. My three gorgeous wives,” I said as I squeezed two of them.

“Oh, Steve! Thank you! I love you so much,” Roxie said while cuddling against me.

“Me too, Steve. Me too!” Fern said as she completed the demi-beast sandwich.

“Steve,” Roxie moaned into my ear. “Kiss me.” She puckered her big gorgeous red lips. “You need to prove you mean it. You need to kiss your bride.”

Holy fuck. I couldn’t stop myself from pitching a major tent when she presented herself to me so beautifully.

“And me. And me!” Fern said as she tried to climb up my body.

“You girls are going to be the death of me,” I growled before I brushed my fingers through Roxie’s hair and pulled her into a deep, carnal, tongue-mixing embrace, filled with plenty of hot moans. Once I’d left her gasping and red in the face, I grabbed Fern and gave her a dose of my affection.

If they thought they could tease me and expect me to remain calm, they had another thing coming.

Something soft brushed my inner thigh.

“Steve!” Lulu whined. She looked up at me from beneath the table, which she must have crawled under to get between my legs. “No fair. You can’t kiss them and leave me out of this. You need to kiss me too.”

Truer words had never been spoken. Once Fern’s thighs were shaking, I leaned down and captured my beautiful canine bride in a passionate kiss too obscene to be shared on an altar.

“Oo, I didn’t think this would be so hot,” Roxie moaned as she watched.

Fern glanced across the table. “Hey. Hey! Mary! You’ve gotta get in on this.”

“I’ll pass,” Marietta said as she stood up. “If you girls need me, I’ll be in my room.” She made a frantic escape upstairs, leaving the four of us alone at the table.

When my lips came apart from Lulu’s, my gorgeous, panting new bride said, “Steve. I love you. I really love you. I know I said I didn’t last time, but I do. Please be my husband.”

“Fine,” I responded. “I give; I yield. I’ll be your husband. How could I turn down such a sexy wife?”

Lulu’s blushing cheeks brightened. “Thank you, Steve! Thank you! I love you.”

“Love you, sweetums,” Roxie moaned into my ear.

“I love you. I love you!” Fern squeaked.

I growled. “I love all three of you. My beautiful wives,” I said, completely forgetting the entire not actually wanting to get married thing.

Call it the booze, or that I was drunk on their attention. It didn’t matter; I was hooked either way.

“Damn, you girls are beautiful,” I said as I sat back down, held them close, and handed out kisses between my words. “If it’ll stop you from arguing, I’ll be all your husbands, and I’ll tend to the three of you every day.”

“Every day?” Roxie said, shuddering.

“Someone needs to milk you. I’ll see to that personally.” My next kiss went to her cleavage.

She moaned. “My chest is getting full again. I’m gonna be a good cow.”

“You’re still gonna sleep with me, right? Right?!” Fern said while hugging my shoulder into her lovely small breasts.

“But I want him to sleep with me,” Lulu whined from between my thighs.

“Then we’ll just need to sleep together,” I said. “We’ll get ourselves a bigger bed. Make one, if need be. One big enough for the four of us. Then none of you will need to be lonely.”

“But I like having you all to myself,” Fern huffed.

I spanked her cute mocha ass. “Stop being selfish. Don’t you want Lulu and Roxie to be happy?”

“I do. I do! But I wanna be happy too!”

“And you will be.” My greedy hand rubbed her stinging behind all better. “Because you’ll still have a prime spot next to me. I said I’ll protect you, and I will.” I met her sulking golden gaze. “You’re not going anywhere, Fern. I’m not letting anyone take you.”

Her expression melted as a moan poured from her dark chocolate lips. “Thank you, Steve. Thank you!”

“Does that mean I’m moving in here?” Roxie asked.

“Damn right. No wife of mine is sleeping in a barn. Even if it’s a nice barn.” I squeezed her unbelievably soft ass. “I want you beside me at all times. You don’t know how much I’ve wanted to fall asleep nestled against these fat tits.” And another kiss for them.

Yeah, I was definitely drunk. My vulgarity was showing. Things I meant but had decided to bite back were flowing out.

My moaning cow wife didn’t seem to mind. “Please, Steve. I want you so badly. I wanna sleep with you. To cuddle. To spoon.”

“Then you’ll get me,” I told her. “From now on, my bed is yours. I want you there every night.”

“Yes, my love! My husband!” She wrapped her cushioned arms around my head and trapped me against her udders “Oh, thank you, Steve. Thank you for accepting this old woman as your wife. Thank you for taking this cow as your bride.”

“What about me, Steve?” Lulu said as she rubbed her paws over my hard lap.

“You’ve got a nice room nearby. Stay there if you want,” I growled as I felt her through my pants. “But I want you with me. You’re amazing, Lulu. I was captivated by you the moment we met. I’d never seen anyone so damn sexy before.”

She shuddered out a hot breath. “You mean it?”

“You know it,” I said. “You don’t know how goddamn lucky I feel right now.”

“Even though I’m a dog? Even though I’m a demi-beast?”

“You know that shit doesn’t matter to me,” I reminded her. “I wouldn’t get this stiff over a dog. This is for a woman. Three beautiful women I want near me at all times.”

Lulu nuzzled my crotch. “Oh, Steve! That makes me so happy. You like me. You love me!” Her ecstatic tail thumped the kitchen floor. “I love you too, Steve. I want to make you happy. I want to make you stay forever. To never leave.” And she was ready to prove it. She slipped her fingers into my waistband and pulled until my stiff member sprung free. Then she pampered me with her sweet lips while her peridot eyes stared into mine.

It was possibly the most exhilarating sight in my twenty-six years of life.

Roxie and Fern squeezed me from both sides. “Look. Look!” the harpy said. “She’s doing that.”

“Oo, so hot,” Roxie cooed. “Is that what I looked like? Is this what I looked like when we were being naughty together?”

“No,” I said as my breathing turned wild and my pleasure surged through my loins. “You looked even more depraved than this.”

“Even more depraved?” Roxie moaned as her face turned redder. “Then I must have looked like such a slut.”

Lulu’s ears twitched as she stopped kissing and blew her words into my manhood. “Don’t say I look like a slut.”

“But you do!” Fern said. “You look slutty. Super slutty!”

“I think she looks gorgeous,” I said.

“That’s because she’s licking your ding-a-ling! You’d say anyone looked gorgeous if they did that. Anyone!”

“Only because I’d only let gorgeous people do it,” I countered. “Like you.”

Fern squeaked and squirmed around on the spot. “Then maybe I should do it too.” She squatted down and crawled under my leg until she was shoulder to shoulder with Lulu. Then she began. My harpy bride moaned while running her tongue up my length like a delicious popsicle.

Lulu didn’t let Fern steal her spot. While the harpy licked one side, she took the other. She pampered my stiffness and refused to come off as second best.

I growled and threw my head back as I gripped the edge of the chair. Holy crap. The intensity was insane. I was going to blow.

A loud thump made me jerk to attention.

It was Roxie. She’d kneeled down to join them, although she couldn’t find any space between my legs. Instead, she leaned over me and rested the weight of her soft, heavy breasts on my thigh. The tip was her target. While the others focused on the shaft, Roxie teased me with her plump lips and circled her tongue over my sensitive glans.

“Fuck! Girls!” I growled as I struggled to keep still. The pressure within me was building too fast. I couldn’t do a thing but blow.

With a grunt, with a jerk of my hips, I stained the faces of the women I considered goddesses with my warmth.

“So much,” Roxie moaned as she stroked her fingers through the mess clinging to her inviting lips.

“Such a strong scent,” Lulu panted out as she inhaled, each breath stronger than the last. “I want more…” She rubbed her hands over my crotch.

“Give me a few minutes,” I said as I tried to recover.

“Please hurry, sweetums.” Roxie encouraged my member to get hard again with a small barrage of loving kisses.

Surges of pleasure raced through me. She sure did know how to get a guy going…

“It never got like that with me,” Fern said while licking my cum from her lips.

“It didn’t?” Lulu said.

“How? What did you do?” Roxie asked.

Fern hummed in thought before gasping. “Oh. Oh! I know. I remember!” She hopped up so she was standing on my thighs, facing away from me. Then she bent forward and showed off where her apron failed to cover.

It was a sight designed to drive men wild.

However, giving me a show wasn’t Fern’s intention. She thrust her hips back and pushed her wet pussy into my face. “He was eating me here, and he didn’t get soft at all.”

I was drenched by her molten hot need. With it came the full force of her feminine scent. It was the strongest of alluring fragrance. I swear I felt flooding my nostrils and baking my mind.

It was like I was being filled with an aphrodisiac designed to get me as hard as a steel bar.

The others gasped when my cock throbbed back to life. “He’s back already!” Roxie said.

“No, he’s looking even bigger than before,” Lulu said. She brushed a furry finger over my member, making it twitch.

Fern giggled while shaking her face-soaking hips from side to side. “See? See?! I told you. It’s proof he likes me best. My pussy gets him hard. It gets him so totally—ah!” Before she could finish, I grabbed her hips and sunk my tongue deep inside of her enticing folds.

I couldn’t resist them. My instincts went wild for Fern’s body—for her hypnotic little box. I couldn’t stop myself from pushing her down, trapped with her chest pressed to the table, and feasting greedily on her hole.

Her response was to flood the room with her pleasure-filled howls.

“He’s really doing it with his mouth,” Roxie said as her wide silver eyes drank in the show.

“Haven’t you already done that to her?” Lulu reminded Roxie.

Her entire face flushed red. “I… but that wouldn’t mean he would!”

Of course I would. How could I resist such a delectable harpy pussy? Everything about it made me go wild.

“Oh, fuck! Steve!” Fern moaned as I drank her heavenly nectar straight from the tap. “You’re amazing! I’m gonna cum! Cum, cum, cum, cum, cum!” She squealed as her body bucked and released. With a high-pitched cry, the seductive harpy soaked my face and the table with her juices.

I didn’t take it as a signal to stop. If anything, it pushed me on further. The sight of her trembling body lying vulnerable on the table excited me immensely. I couldn’t prevent myself from grabbing her hips and sinking myself into her without warning.

She squeaked as her insides tensed. “Steve! You’re in me! You’re fucking me!”

“Damn right, I am,” I snarled as I went crazy from the start, spanking her plump behind with my hard stomach.

“Me! You chose me!” she hissed while writhing in pleasure. “I knew it. I knew you liked me the most! Me! The first wife.”

Lulu whimpered while grinding her thighs together. “That’s not true.” Her begging eyes latched onto me. “It’s not true. Is it, Steve?”

I gave Fern’s ass a proper spank. “It’s not. I love you all. I’m not choosing favorites. There’s no first wife. You’re all first wives. You’re all mine. My drop-dead gorgeous demi-beast brides.”

“Yes, Steve! Your bride,” Fern squealed at the table rattled beneath us. “Your bride!”

“Damn right. I’m not letting you go. You’re mine. My sexy little harpy.” I snarled. “Can’t get enough. I’m never going to stop fucking you. I’m going to breed you so bad.”

Lulu tensed up. “Hey! I already said no breeding.”

Fern moaned. “Yes! Steve! Breed me! Fill me with your little ones!”

“I said no,” Lulu whined, nipping her bottom lip.

“Yes!” I growled like some caveman. “Cumming. Cumming. Cumming!” With one last thrust, I buried into Fern as deep as I could and flooded her pussy with my seed.

Fern squealed as she experienced the greatest heights of euphoria alongside me… before eventually collapsing onto the table, a beautiful panting mess.

When I pulled out, when I stopped acting as a dam trapping my excess cum inside of Fern, I was unsurprised to find my cock was still painfully erect.

“It’s still hard,” Lulu gasped in stark contrast. “How is it still hard?”

“It’s because he hasn’t had enough,” Roxie moaned as she threw herself at me. “Isn’t that right, Steve? You’re still hungry for your wives.”

My eyes drank in Roxie’s obscenely beautiful body as she pressed it against me. Her soft tits overflowed from her dress, giving me more than an eyeful. “Damn right,” I growled as I helped myself to her mouth while pulling off her clothing.

She shuddered, thighs shaking together as I wrestled her every garment away, until there was none left to protect her from me.

“You said you were full, right?” I said as I got behind Roxie and heaved up her majestic hand-eclipsing udders. “Then let’s get you milked.” While sinking my fingers down, I thrust my hips forward.

Roxie howled at the ceiling. “Ooh! Steve! It’s in! You’re milking me!” That alone was enough to get her soaking the floor with milk.

“What are you two doing?!” Lulu squeaked. “You can’t… oooh.” She looked around before darting off.

Yeah, it probably wasn’t wise to saturate the floorboards with milk, but I couldn’t help myself. Roxie was too damn appetizing. Her pussy was so warm and inviting, and my hands were obsessed with kneading her marshmallow-soft udders. I couldn’t get enough of how they felt, nor the way she jiggled when I fucked her.

She moaned for me, each tinted by her cow heritage, as I milked the cream from her jugs.

Lulu scrambled back into the room, dragging the bath we’d used as a container last time. “At least catch it in this.”

I led Roxie over so she was leaning against the wall for support, breasts hanging over the container. It meant I didn’t need to hold back. I kneaded them roughly, all the way down to the tips of her fat, inviting nipples, while never letting my hips slow.

“Sweetums! Yes. Yes!” Roxie moaned while trapping her tail around me. “I love you, Steve! Love you!”

“Love you too, you gorgeous cow,” I growled. “So thick. So sexy. How has no man come to snatch you off your feet yet? So damn stupid. Stupid morons.” It seriously pissed me off. The men of Grayedge should’ve been here every day begging to take her in marriage. “No biggie. I’ll just take you for myself. My wife—my gorgeous cow wife. I’ll make you mine. I’ll fill you with half-cow children.”

She moaned. “You will?!”

“He won’t,” Lulu whined as her hands snaked into her own clothing. “Stop talking about babies. Nobody is getting pregnant here.”

“Don’t care,” I said as breeding-fever gripped my brain. “Gonna fill. Gonna breed.”

“No breeding!” Lulu squeaked.

“Yes, sweetums!” Roxie moaned. “Breed mommy! Make her one for real!”

She asked, so I delivered. I sealed myself as deep inside of my lactating bride as I could and gave her an unabashed molten dose of my cum.

Roxie squealed in delight as she was filled. The heavy fountains of cream squirting from her nipples became thick geysers which almost hit the ceiling. There was no doubt she loved this. She cried to The Architect and flooded the tub white until I had no more seed to give her. Then she stumbled and came within an inch of landing breasts first into the bath.

Somehow, I managed to pull her away, even though I was still knocked loopy from the bliss she’d given me. I helped Roxie into the lounge and onto the couch… before my hungry hawk-like eyes found their last target.

Lulu’s knees buckled. She dropped to the ground as she fingered herself. Her face burned red as her already wild breathing picked up the pace. “Oh Shepherd. He’s looking at me. It’s my turn.”

“Don’t make it sound like I’m forcing you,” I said as I approached, cock still as stiff as a rock. “But if you don’t tell me no, I’m dragging you to my room and screwing you until you can’t feel your legs.”

She shuddered. Not a word came from her lips. Only moans.

That was all the answer I needed. I threw her over my shoulder and carried her upstairs to my room, while ripping her clothes. It was like I was some ape, and that didn’t stop when I kicked the door open and dropped her onto the bed.

The moment her back hit the mattress, Lulu offered herself to me. She spread her thighs and showed off just how wet she was.

She needed me, and she needed me bad.

It would be a lie to say it was one-sided. I couldn’t resist. I pressed her ankles next to her shoulders and dug in.

Her cries and scent filled the room as I had my fill of her glistening pussy. It was too hot to ignore. I pampered it with my mouth. On instinct, I ate her again and again and again while she screamed and soaked me with her juices.

Being rewarded for my hard work by such a vivid show of pleasure only ratcheted up my excitement levels. It only a matter of time until just hearing Lulu’s moans wasn’t enough to sate off the beast within.

With one swift movement, I was staring into her eyes as I sunk my manhood into her quivering, glistening pussy.

“Steve!” Lulu howled as I pressed my full weight onto her. She ran her claws down my pecs, scratching into my flesh. “You’re back! We’re together again. I’ve missed you so much.”

“You could’ve had this at any time,” I assured her.

Her hot moans kissed my lips. “I know! I’m sorry! I was just so ashamed! Embarrassed! I was trying to be a good girl! I was trying to seem good! But I didn’t want to. I didn’t! I wanted you with me every night. Hungered for you. Wanted you to fill me. Pound me. Make me your bitch!”

Her every word was like an axe smashing through the chains giving me a modicum of self-restraint. “What happened to pretending that didn’t happen?”

“I know! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it,” she panted as her peridot eyes begged me to forgive… and please her. “I want you. Love you. Need you. Please. Make me your bitch. Your wife. Your bride. Rut this horny mongrel into your bed.”

“Fuck!” I growled as the beast was finally released. I pinned her fully beneath me and made the bed groan in a bid to keep up with my pounding thrusts.

“Steve! Steve! Steve!” Lulu moaned into my ear as her claws assaulted my back. “Slow down! Please! I’m cumming too much!” She let out another squeak, then a gasp, and a moan, moan, moan. “No, wait! Don’t stop! Never stop! I want more! Need more!”

So did I. I couldn’t get enough of this—of her. My body was out of control. The pleasure surging through me was too great.

“Fuck, Lulu! You’re too hot! I can’t resist what a damn angel you are. I can’t wait to breed you.”

“No!” she gasped. “No breeding! I told you breeding is off-limits.”

“I don’t care. I can’t stop.” There wasn’t much else I could think about. This wasn’t a conscious choice. My hierarchy of needs only had one layer and it was united in its desire to claim this gorgeous demi-beast in the most primal of fashions.

“No! You can’t,” Lulu moaned. “Don’t, Steve! Don’t say those things. You’ll make me want it. You’ll make me want to have your litter.”

“Yes! A litter. Gonna fill you with a litter.” My body begged for permission to fire. It demanded I give it license to finish the deed.

“Oh! It’s going to happen! Steve, Steve, Steve, Steve!” she begged while clamping her thighs around me.

This was it. I couldn’t stop. With one last snarl, with one last surge of pleasure, I buried my hips down and gave us both what we wanted.

What we needed.

Lulu shuddered beneath me. She trembled and scratched my flesh as I pumped her full with shot after shot.

It felt like I was squeezing the last drops of energy from my body. If that was what it took to end this, to drive her crazy, it was a price worth paying. I didn’t refuse. Instead, I submitted to pleasure and making her show me the sexiest damn expressions mankind had ever seen.

When I no longer had anything to give, I couldn’t stop myself from collapsing on top of her. After all, I’d been up for two days without any sleep. It was bound to catch up with me sooner or later.

“Steve,” she moaned from beneath me, licking my face adorably. “I love you. Really. Please don’t go anywhere. Please stay. For real.”

I snickered. “Didn’t I say I was? I can’t leave my wives.”

“My husband. My man. My Steve,” she moaned into the crook of my neck as she cuddled me.

I couldn’t get enough of her touch. Did she seriously think I was going anywhere? No man would leave a place like this. If they did, they were a fool.

I wasn’t. From now, this farm was my home, and these girls were my wives.



Epilogue


My feet slowed to a halt, and I took the chance to wipe the sweat from my brow. “Here at last.”

I was breathing a little on the heavy side, but it was nothing compared to Roxie, who squeezed a hand to her heaving chest. “We… really need to hire a horse.”

“Agreed.” It turned out moving a cart was much harder than horses made it look. I was pretty sure I’d thrown my back out helping Roxie bring it from the farm.

The fact I was still suffering from a hangover didn’t help.

So much for never drinking again.

It was like I never learned… although I couldn’t say I regretted changing my mind.

My unofficial cow wife stared at the wall to Grayedge and gulped.

I patted her back. “You’ve got as much right to be here as anyone.”

She nodded. “I know that… but it’s still been so many years since I last came. I can’t help feeling a li’l nervous.” She checked her pigtails and dress to make sure she was presentable.

I offered her a smile. “Don’t worry, I’m with you… and you’re looking as stunning as always.”

“Oh, sweetums,” she said as a dreamy expression washed over her.

“Be careful about acting that way inside,” Lulu said. It was the first sentence she’d uttered since we’d set off, and one of few I’d heard her say all day. It was followed with a gulp. “Also…”

“Yes?” I said, quirking a brow at the sheepish canine.

“It’s… about last night,” she said. “Forget everything that happened!”

I sighed. “This again?”

“Yes, this again,” she said, toying with her fingers. “I drank a bit more than I meant to and said some things I shouldn’t have.”

“So you don’t want me to stay?”

Her ears sprung up, before falling into a droop. “You know I do…”

“And you don’t want to share my bed?”

She nipped her bottom lip. “That’s… don’t be a bully!”

Roxie whispered into my ear, “Did she call herself a horny mongrel again?”

“Stop saying that!” Lulu squeaked. She threw her hands over her burning cheeks.

I chuckled under my breath before moving closer to Lulu. “Yeah, I was a little drunk myself. Said more than I meant to at points. However, I was serious about being with you girls. If you don’t want to,” I shrugged, “fine. I won’t hold it against you. But if you want to play husband and wife, I’m on board.”

Roxie wrapped herself around my arm. “I do, sweetums!”

Lulu mumbled as she ground a single canine into her lower lip. “You’re sure it’s alright?”

“Lulu, stop acting like I’m doing you a favor,” I said. “I’m the one lucky to have you girls, not the other way around.”

“That’s not true at all,” Roxie insisted.

“Agree to disagree. I’m not a catch. I’m a random guy who showed up uninvited and made you save him. I’ve got no home to get back to, no job, and no possessions of my own. Not to mention I’m all too open about being a total pervert. You girls could do better.”

“We really couldn’t,” Roxie replied. “You’re the best we’ll ever do. And I don’t mean that as an insult, sweetums. I don’t mean you’re bad. You’re amazing. Wonderful. You make me feel like the luckiest cow there’s ever been.” She nuzzled herself sweetly against my shoulder.

“Steve,” Lulu said, nipping her bottom lip. “I do want it. It’s embarrassing, but I do want to be with you, no matter what.” She toyed with her hands. “But I’m not having any children! And neither is anyone else.”

I shrugged. “That’s fine with me. More than fine. I don’t know why that keeps coming over me. I honestly have no interest in children.” I couldn’t deny the thought of them being swollen with my children was hot, but I didn’t have any current wish to make that so. Why that switch flipped so dramatically at night was a mystery, although I had a feeling I knew which harpy was to blame.

Lulu breathed out. “Then I guess it’s fine, but you’ll need to pretend for a bit. We can be your fake-wives back on the farm, but here we’re humans and demi-beasts. We’re just people who happen to work together.”

“There goes my plan to flaunt you around town on an arm apiece,” I said.

“Steve. Be serious,” she said. “Do it for us.”

Even Roxie, who’d been so happy to profess herself as my wife, nodded in agreement with Lulu.

I sighed. “If I have to.” Joking aside, I really did want to show them off, and taunt all the idiots around Grayedge who’d deemed them not good enough to love.

Morons.

Lulu beamed. “Okay! I’ll go get us inside.” She rushed to the gate and knocked, getting a guard to come and check who it was. After a few questions, and long suspicious looks in my direction, the gate opened.

Roxie and I wheeled our cart inside under Johnson’s withering watch.

The joke was on him—I wasn’t even sure I’d remembered the portly guard’s name right.

Nothing of note had changed about Grayedge in the month since our last visit—not that I found that surprising. The only difference of note was how we were being treated. When I came with Lulu, she was generally ignored. Roxie? Not so much. The town’s residents couldn’t stop peeking. Whether they were admiring her, curious because they didn’t get many cows in town, or just hated her, I didn’t know. I knew which I preferred the thought of… and which one it probably wasn’t.

We didn’t bother socializing with any rubberneckers and instead hurried to Norma’s place. Together, Roxie and I carried the milk-filled bath inside

“Hello, and welcome to Norma’s Emporium!” the predictable gnome sang as we triggered the bell over the entrance. “We sell—Lulu!”

“Norma,” Lulu replied as she held the door open for us heavy-lifters.

The gnome skittered around the counter and hugged the crouching dog. “There you are! I was worried I’d never get to see your cute face ever again. I hope this is good news.”

“Great news!” Lulu replied.

“We fulfilled the contract,” I said while guiding the tub through the door. “We’re free to go.”

“Well, I’m still technically in danger, but I doubt I’ll need to worry about becoming Zeryesis’s slave with Steve about.” She warmed my heart with a beautiful smile.

Norma grinned at me. “I knew I liked ya for more than your body. You’re a good man, Steve. A very good man.” As much as the gnome seemed to enjoy admiring my abs, her eyes switched to a new target. “And isn’t this a welcome surprise. Hello, Roxie. It’s been… how many years since I last saw ya?”

“Three, maybe?” Roxie said as she carried her end of the bath inside. “It’s… erm, sorry. It’s been a while since I’ve been off the farm.”

“So I’ve heard,” Norma replied, eyeing her up and down. “You’re looking well. Healthy. Plump. I was worried when I heard ya became a shut-in. Worried you’d whittle away. But you’re looking good! Like a cow half your age.”

She giggled. “Really? You don’t mean that.”

“Oh, I do,” Norma chuckled back. “What’s your secret? Is he around your height? Human? Seems to have a strange fondness for demi-beasts?”

“It might,” Roxie said while looking at me adoringly.

Lulu huffed. “What did I say?”

“Don’t look at me,” I complained. “She’s the one who said it.”

Norma laughed. “Don’t worry. What happens in the emporium, stays in the emporium, or so says me.” Her focus shifted once again. “I hate to completely change the subject, but it’s going to bug me no end if I don’t ask. What’s in the tub? It smells like—”

“Milk,” I replied as we placed the wooden tub on the store floor.

Norma whistled as she admired the goods. “That’s a lot of milk! All yours?”

Roxie nodded. “It’s all thanks to Steve.”

“Well, aren’t you just a little cow-whisperer?” Norma teased.

“Sure you should be calling someone twice your height little?” I replied.

She smirked. “Come back here when your pubes start turning gray, and I’ll consider moving you to medium.”

“Got to wait until they’re pure white to reach ‘big’?”

“Oh, I’m sure you’re plenty ‘big’ enough for a woman my height.” Norma wiggled her bushy gray brows.

Lulu cleared her throat. “Anyway, we were wondering if you’d be interested in trading?

“This is some quality stuff,” I assured my three-foot admirer. “Have a taste. It’s on the house.”

Norma dipped a spoon she pulled from her apron—why she had one waiting, I didn’t know—into the mixture and brought up an ample amount of milk which she nursed down. Her eyes widened. “Hmm! My, oh, my. This is delicious.” She went back in for a second helping. “Mhm, mhm, hmm! Now that’s what I call milk. I can’t remember the last time I tasted a batch this good. Makes the bottles I sell taste like fairy piss, or so says me.”

There were a few bottles of milk on display, but I was confident Roxie’s cream had them beat.

Roxie toyed with a lock of hair as her cheeks reddened. “For real?”

“Without a doubt,” Norma said before taking another sip. “Hmm! I’m gonna have to stop myself, or I could devour this entire thing.”

Seeing how the tub likely weighed more than her, that would be some feat.

I grinned at Roxie. “Told you your milk was special.”

“I thought you were just trying to be nice,” she replied.

I waved that idea away. “I flatter you enough to need to lie about this. You make the best damn milk I’ve ever tasted.”

“Seconded,” Norma said while patting the tub’s rim. “Most places in Huedom, me included, get their milk from Galeholder Farm. This milk puts them to shame. I’m sure I’ll be able to find a buyer. Just gotta lure them to taste a drop. Then they’ll snatch my hand off to swap the usual white piss for some real milk, or so says me.”

I grinned at her rave review. “We’re looking to get some proper milk pails. Can’t keep using the tub. We’ll also need some new seeds.”

“Something we can grow into summer, please,” Lulu said.

“No more short-term panic buys?” Norma chuckled.

Lulu shook her head. “At last, I can make my home seem like a proper farm again. And it’s all thanks to Steve.”

I sighed. “You’re still giving me too much credit… but sure. I’ll take it.”

Norma laughed. “Seems these girls really like ya.”

“I’ve somehow managed to trick them into thinking I’m a reasonable guy. They’ll figure out the truth eventually.”

“That’ll never happen,” Roxie said as she threw herself around my arm.

The cheerful gnome kept chuckling. “You really are a strange one.”

I smirked at her. “You’re not too bad yourself. We still owe you for the seeds—don’t think I’ve forgotten. If you ever need help, call me.”

“I’ll hold you to that. I’m sure I’ll be able to find use out of someone able to get her producing and her out of trouble.” To which she meant Roxie and Lulu, respectively. “But, for now, let’s get thinking about your order. I’ve got some seeds I can recommend. The pails will be harder; I’ll need to get them delivered. The thing is, once I do, I can have Apollo bring them straight to the farm.”

Lulu clapped her paws together. “That sounds perfect.”

“Especially if it means we can pay up front,” I said. “Marietta’s not gonna be happy if we force her to bathe in the river.”

Norma chuckled. “Don’t worry. Leave it to me.”

Half an hour later, we left the store carrying two sacks of seed and an empty bathtub which stank of milk. Without that liquid gold weighing us down, heading back to the farm was a much easier task than getting here had been.

“I can’t wait to get these seeds planted!” Lulu cheered as she walked alongside me and Roxie, who were wheeling the cart. “I don’t know why, but growing plants that take longer than a month to grow feels so different to what we’ve done so far. It just feels… right.”

“It’s the first step to bringing the farm back to its best… and beyond,” I said as I pushed the cart from behind. “I’ve got some ideas in mind.”

“You do?” Lulu replied.

I nodded. “First thing’s first, we need to renovate the farm. We’ve kept everything together for the last month, but that’s always been a short-term solution.”

“I’d feel much safer with a proper fence around the place,” Roxie said from up front, as she handled pulling duties.

“Replacing the fence brings me to my next thought: the farm’s not the biggest. It’s downright tiny. Don’t see how we could survive off just two fields.”

“We’ve never done so before,” Lulu said. “Dad used to hunt a lot, not to mention trade.”

“I’d like us to be self-sufficient. I don’t see any reason why we couldn’t be. We’re surrounded by unused land.” Clearing the trees would be a pain, but once that was done, we’d have miles of free land to use as we pleased.

Lulu gasped. “You want to expand deeper into the Darkwood?”

“Is that safe?” Roxie asked as her head darted from side to side as if waiting for monsters to jump out at us.

I smirked. “You’re talking to a certified troll killer. We’ll make it safe.” From here, I aimed to grow stronger and stronger. For one, I was surrounded by people I wanted to protect. Having the power to keep them safe would never be a bad thing. And two… it was fucking magic. How was I supposed to be satisfied with only knowing bottom-tier earth manipulation? I wouldn’t be content until I was the strongest wizard who’d ever lived.

It was time to get my level to the max.

When Lulu didn’t reply to me, I looked at her and said, “These are just my ideas. You don’t need to go along with them if you don’t want to.”

She shook her head. “No, I’d like to. Dad never had any interest in expanding, but this is my farm now, and I want it to be the best it can be. I want to turn it from Grayedge’s favorite punchline into proof Dad didn’t throw his life away.”

I scoffed. “Isn’t raising such an amazing daughter proof enough?”

Lulu flinched, mid-step, and showed me a pout. “I’m serious.”

I countered with a grin. “Hey, so am I.”

There was no missing the way Lulu smiled, her cheeks brightened, and her lovely orange flame of a tail waved from side to side.

“I don’t mind if we expand a li’l,” Roxie added as she guided our cart down the dirt path to the bath, “but it sounds like it'll be awfully hard work.”

“No reason we need to do it all by ourselves,” I answered. “Besides, there’s a certain something I want to try when we get back.”

The sun was still high in the sky when we got back to our stamping ground. We’d barely stepped foot on the premises when a cry filled the sky.

“Steve!”

I sidestepped the arrow of a harpy who refused to take my advice to heart.

“Aw, Steve,” Fern complained as she scuttled after me while shaking dirt from her hair. “Why didn’t you let me do it this time? Why?!”

“You know why,” I said as I turned and planted a kiss on her forehead. “Now wait here while I go and grab something.” Leaving the others be, I hurried to the storage room and collected a hoe.

While bringing it back to the others, I tapped into my inner wellspring of mana and pushed it into the gardening tool.


- - -

New Combination Available!

Combine ‘Beginner Earth Magic’ and ‘Hoe Proficiency’?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


I accepted the offer, got hit in the head with a knowledge-overload, and prayed to whatever god really governed this world that this would work.

“Alright,” I said to the girls as I faced a field. “Watch this.” Under my breath, I chanted the magic words before sweeping the hoe like a golf club.

My controlled mana flowed from the hoe and into the dirt. It shot forward like an arrow, digging a neat trench all the way to the other side.

A collective gasp slapped me in the back.

I turned and grinned at the stunned onlookers. “Well? What do you think?”

Fern was the first to pick her jaw off the floor and answer. “Steve! That was so cool. So super cool! What was it? What?!”

“Just a little cheat magic. Nothing major.” Although it had been the product of three deed points in total. “It should turn this job into a breeze, no matter how much we expand the farm.”

“You’re expanding the farm?!” Fern said.

“As long as Lulu wants to.”

She was still a little busy goggling to give me a straight answer. “Well if you can do that…”

I chuckled under my breath. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

“Which means it’s really happening?” Fern squeaked.

“Sounds like it.” I looked the energetic harpy in the eyes. “And I expect you to help.”

“Of course. Of course! Anything you want, Steve. Anything!” Her eyes practically sparkled at the chance to assist.

“And he’s even got Fern willing to go,” Lulu mumbled as if locked in a trance.

I grinned. “It’s because I know how to properly pay her for her services.”

Roxie quickly wrapped herself around my free arm. “You’ll be paying me the same way, right, sweetums?”

“Of course. Shame that won’t work on Marietta,” I said as I glanced at the sheep.

She was spying on us from the porch while trying to pretend she wasn’t interested.

I waved.

Marietta huffed and turned away dramatically.

Lulu pouted. “You’ve already got three women wanting to share your bed. How can you want another?”

“You’ve got to admit, she’s pretty hot,” I said.

“Oh, she’s gorgeous,” Lulu agreed, “but that doesn’t mean you need to go looking for more women. Unless you’re saying I don’t satisfy you…” Her ears dipped low as her guilt-tripping green eyes burrowed into the depths of my soul.

I countered by petting Lulu. No matter how hard she tried to sulk, she couldn’t stop herself turning to jelly as my fingers ruffled her scalp. “You know that’s not what I mean,” I said. “I’ll never be able to get enough of my horny mongrel.”

“I told you to stop saying that,” she whined while leaning into my touch.

“Horny mongrel! Horny mongrel! Horny mongrel!” Fern chanted.

“No!”

I swallowed a snort. Yep, there was no way I was leaving this place. From now on, it was my home, and I was going to make it the best damn home I could.

As if reading my mind…


- - -

Quests Started

Repair Darkwood Farm
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- - -


I grinned. If my bizarro power thought I should make the farm bigger and better, who was I to argue?

My new life in this amazing world was just getting started.
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