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Chapter 1


The demonic scales shifted from side to side.

On one platform sat five silver coins. On the other, a pile of harpy eggs and a few pails of milk.

I stood in silence, watching the special scales teeter back and forth. How long would it keep us waiting? How long until the moment of truth?

At last, they creaked to a halt.

The platforms were level.

Zeryesis, the blue-skinned demon loan shark, swallowed a grumble. “It’s… enough.”

A cheer filled the air.

“We did it!” Lulu yelled while throwing her arms into the air. Then it happened. Tears filled her peridot-colored eyes, causing her to bring her furred orange hands back down to cover them.

“Aren’t you getting a little carried away?” I asked while rubbing the canine’s back. “We knew this was going to happen.”

There had been no repeat of the dramatic scene from a month prior, when a troll and some kobolds had attacked our farm on Zeryesis’s orders. The devil pretty boy hadn’t had the balls to try another scheme, which meant we’d had an entire month to work as we pleased.

That meant more than enough time to get the goods to fill our quota.

“I know… I know that,” Lulu sniffled while wiping her tears. “But I’m just so relieved.”

Roxie pulled Lulu’s head into her bosom. “Settle down, sugar. You know Steve wouldn’t have let you down.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said as she bounced around. “If Steve says it’s enough, it’s enough. And look! It is enough.”

Enough to the copper, or so my power said. As did Zeryesis’s never-wrong scales.

The robe-wearing devil looked as irritated as I thought he’d be. He didn’t even bother trying to dress it up with his usual salesmanesque bells and whistles.

I smirked at the seething demon. “There. Count done. Any complaints?”

“No,” he grumbled under his breath.

“Then sling your hook. We’ll see you again next month… sadly.”

Zeryesis clicked his tongue, then his fingers. He vanished within the same flaming purple vortex as always, taking both his scales and this month's payment with him.

As soon as he was done, I dusted off my spotless hand. “Job done.”

“Steve!” Lulu cried as she threw herself into me, her waterworks having started all over again.

I let out a gentle sigh while stroking her fiery orange locks. “Didn’t we just go over this?”

“But I’m just so relieved,” she sniffled into my chest. “I was sure he was going to try and trick us. That he’d… he’d come up with some hidden clause to take me away.”

“If he had one of those, he’d have used it already,” I assured her as I petted the beautiful dog girl between her pointy fox-like ears. “Pick yourself up. Remember, even if we fail a payment, nothing will happen to you until we fail five more on the bounce. It’s pretty much impossible for him to take you anymore.”

Zeryesis’s cockiness had come back to bite him. In his eagerness to bait Lulu into signing, he’d made the contract look incredibly generous, knowing it really wasn’t due to the circumstances.

Now that they’d seen a drastic change, he was stuck in a situation he couldn’t come out on top of.

I suppose he’s getting paid either way. He’s just not getting the real prize.

Sure, mountains of produce were nice, but it wasn’t anything compared to one Lulu. She was a kind, wonderful girl who also happened to be the only demi-beast capable of using magic.

She was worth far more than we’d ever be able to pay.

“Steve’s right, sugar,” Roxie said. “With him around, there’s no way you’ll need to worry about missing six payments in a row. I can’t even see us missing the one.”

“Give yourself some credit,” I replied while glancing at the holstaur—or just plain cow, going off this world’s terminology. “We wouldn’t be able to do it without you.” And that wasn’t just some baseless phrase I was saying to flatter her: we literally couldn’t have covered this month’s payment without Roxie and her milk.

Our crops were growing nicely. We had a different plant in each acre, which would be ready for harvest sometime next month. That meant we could only pay using what Roxie and Fern could produce.

Fern was still somehow laying eggs at a rate none of us understood, but she couldn’t make five silvers worth of produce in a month.

Roxie, however, could.

The gorgeous cow giggled and hugged her hands across her huge bosom. “You sure know what to say to a cow, sweetums.”

“Only those who earn it,” I replied.

Roxie’s giggling intensified as she twiddled the single strand of white hair which dangled down the left side of her face, drawing attention to the beauty spot beside her thick inviting lips. Her remaining locks were, fittingly, black and styled in braided pigtails one perhaps wouldn’t expect of a woman her age.

Not that she didn’t pull them off—my Roxie looked as stunning as always.

Something small and soft thudded into my side. “Hey. Hey!” Fern said. “What about me? Why aren’t you telling me how well I did?!”

I grinned and picked up the needy little harpy brat. “Because you desperately need an ego boost.”

She gasped and threw up her large green wings. “What are you saying?! You’re not gonna praise me anymore? But… Steve! That’s not fair! You can’t! I won’t allow it.” Fern wiggled in my arms. “Praise me, praise me, praise me, praise me!”

I sighed and shook my head. This girl. She was lucky she was such a lovable little chocolate-skinned cutie.

“Fine,” I relented. “You did amazing. Thank you for the eggs.”

Her face and golden eyes lit up like that was the most wonderful thing anyone had ever said to… anyone. “You mean it? Of course you mean it. Thank you, Steve. Thank you!” She wrapped me in her wings and squeezed me as tightly as she could. “This calls for a celebration. Let’s celebrate!”

“A celebration?” Lulu said, having finally pulled herself together.

Fern nodded. “Like, duh. We’ve totally gotta! It’d be weird not to.” The harpy leaned back and stared into my eyes. “Hey. Hey! Steve. You wanna celebrate with me. Right? Right?!”

“And just what would a celebration entail?” I asked.

She grinned. “Ain’t it obvious? We go back to bed and you screw my harpy pussy until I can’t feel my legs!”

Lulu flinched and dug her claws into my arm. “That’s just asking for sex!”

“No, it’s not!” Fern protested. “This is different. It’s not just normal sex. It’s celebratory sex.”

“And the difference is?” I asked her.

“One of them involves celebrating.” She nodded as if that was a hook, line, and sinker argument winner.

Roxie gulped as she kept winding her hair around her finger. “I-I’m not opposed if everyone else is for it.”

“Yay!” Fern cheered, throwing her wings into the air. “What about you, Steve? You wanna do it, don’t you? Don’t you?!” She shimmied her wide hips from side to side, making sure I could feel her groin as it rubbed against mine.

Fern’s choice of clothing hadn’t changed over the last month. She still didn’t have any interest in silly things such as underwear and only wore a white apron which showed everything from the back.

Excitement surged through me. Stiffness invaded my loins.

“You sure know how to convince a guy,” I growled, nice and low.

Something stabbed me in my lower spine.

I yelped and jolted forward while holding onto Fern. Then I swiveled around.

An especially woolly Marietta glared at me, her parasol outstretched. Thankfully, it was in one piece, saving me from the rapier hidden within.

Being stabbed with the tip of an umbrella was uncomfortable, but it sure beat being pierced by a blade.

The sulking sheep returned the parasol to its rightful position of shading her from the sun. “Save your scandalous behavior for another time. We are supposed to be going to Grayedge.”

“I know, I know,” I said as I rubbed the sore spot in the small of my back. “It didn’t mean you had to stab me.”

She huffed dramatically. “I find tough love is the only way to keep idiots such as you on the straight and narrow.”

Fern gasped. “Oh. Oh! Did you just say you loved Steve?”

Marietta flinched. “I did not!”

“You definitely said ‘love’,” Roxie said with a teasing coo.

“I was simply using a common expression. Don’t try and drag me into your sordid games,” the complaining sheep protested. “Now stop accusing me of things which are untrue and prepare to go to Grayedge.” She turned sharply and marched off, her worn pink princess gown bouncing with every robotic step.

I smirked before placing Fern down. “Looks like we’ll have to ‘celebrate’ later.”

“But Steve!” she complained.

I cut off her objections with a deep kiss. “Don’t make a fuss. It’s not like you’re neglected.” None of my girls were. I made sure to give them plenty of attention each and every night. After all, I had three demi-beast ‘brides’. It would be totally idiotic of me not to make the most of them.

For the time being, I kept my disappointed manhood in my pants and helped load our cart with our remaining milk and eggs.

“That’s everything,” I said once we’d filled it up. Then I glanced at Fern. “Sure you’re not coming?”

She shook her head. “Nope! I’ll stay here and protect the farm. If any kobolds come, I’ll rip off their faces.” Fern lashed her talons at a bunch of invisible enemies. She made the sort of sound effects a child would after watching a kung-fu flick.

I smirked. Yeah, I wouldn’t want to get on her bad side. Any kobolds better watch out… not that we’d seen any since we’d beaten them a month back. The surrounding area had been quiet. It was like things were settling down.

“You heard the bird. Let’s go,” Marietta ordered as she sat in the cart and fidgeted in place like an overexcited child.

She wasn’t planning on walking, no surprise. As expected from our favorite wannabe princess. However, for once, I didn’t blame her. Marietta didn’t exactly have the mobility to make it to Grayedge in good time in her current state. Her pale wool had grown even thicker to the point where it hampered her movements. It was only a matter of time until she couldn’t bend her limbs at all.

It was high time she let us give her a trim.

For the time being, we acted like abused parents and let Marietta have her way. Fortunately, the collective weight of her and the milk pails wasn’t any worse than the bathtub of milk we’d transported to Grayedge in the past.

As usual, I pushed from behind while Roxie pulled from the front, with Lulu walking alongside us.

When we got to Grayedge, we went straight in through the usual gate, despite the glares of a familiar portly guard—Johnson—saying we should’ve taken the long way around.

He could go fuck himself.

I gave the scowling guard the cold shoulder and helped push our cart through the hostile streets of Grayedge, until we arrived outside Norma’s Emporium.

“You girls fine to unload on your—”

Before I finished, Marietta sprung from the cart and awkwardly rushed into the store.

I spent a moment staring before repeating, “You fine unloading without me?”

“Don’t worry, sugar. I’ve got this,” Roxie said as she heaved the heavy milk pails up like they were nothing.

“You’re going looking for some workers?” Lulu asked me.

I nodded. “It’s time we start putting my plan into action.” That meant finding some laborers to help repair the farm and clear the surrounding area for expansion.

“There should be plenty around,” Lulu said as she picked up the basket of harpy eggs. “The notice board outside the inn might be a good place to start. They sometimes leave adverts on there. Offers too.”

“I’ll check it out,” I said before waving my lovers off and going to go find some willing workmen.

The inn wasn’t too far from Norma’s—I’d spotted it during my previous visits—so that was the first place I checked out. Sure enough, there was a notice board out front covered with bits and bobs.

“Wagon for sale… a missing cat… quite a few requests for guards,” I mumbled to myself before I laid eyes on what I was after: an advert for a shop offering both woodcutting and building services.

I followed the directions to a large wooden compound on the edge of town, which had plenty of logs piled within. A single bear of a man was working in the yard, sawing them down to size.

“You Stigly?” I asked from the entrance, remembering the name from the advert.

“That’s me,” he said while working.

“Got a job I need doing.”

He paused his sawing and looked at me. After only a glance, he looked back down and grunted, “Not interested.”

I tensed up. “Excuse me?”

“Not. Interested,” he emphasized while returning to his sawing.

“I heard you the first time,” I said while folding my arms. “I want to know why.”

He snorted and shot me a withering look. “Do I really gotta say it? I know exactly who you are, and I can guess why you’ve come. The answer’s no.”

“Because of Lulu? Because you don’t want to work for a demi-beast?”

The bearded brute put his saw down and marched over to me. “I ain’t interested in doing any work for a mangy mutt or her bitch boy. You got a problem with that, punk?”

“A big problem,” I replied with a snarl.

“Oh yeah? And what’re you gonna do about it?”

I glared. I knew what I wanted to do about it—slap some sense into this bastard and punish him for disrespecting Lulu. But I didn’t. I was attracting a crowd, and I knew who they’d support if I tried anything.

Causing a scene wouldn’t make things easier for Lulu or the others. If anything, it’d make things worse.

“Thanks for the hospitality,” I spat before marching away from the bigoted piece of shit.

If he didn’t want to get paid, fine. I’d just find someone who would.

At least, that’s what I had planned.

Lulu had explained in the past that Grayedge was a woodcutting community at its core. The town’s entire reason for existing was to take advantage of the large amount of wood nearby and supply building materials to the rest of the Huedom, as well as the greater Blesslan Empire. This, naturally, meant there was no shortage of workers offering the services I needed. I presumed one would be happy to get paid.

Nope.

No matter how much I asked around, every tradesman gave me the same dismissive answer.

By the time I made it back to Norma’s, my blood was boiling. I knew people looked down on demi-beasts, I knew Lulu had failed in this area before, but seeing it first hand was completely different from being told stories. I couldn’t help loathing this entire goddamn shithole of a town.

How the fuck could anyone not want to work for Lulu? She was a damn angel.

As if to prove the point, when I walked into Norma’s Emporium, the first thing I saw was her warm beautiful face smiling at me. “Steve!”

Instantly, I felt more cheerful, and I couldn’t help smiling back.

Norma and Roxie made sure we weren’t the only two grinning like idiots—where Marietta had gotten to, I hadn’t a clue.

Like she’d have smiled anyway…

The small elderly gnome said, “Here he is! Good morning to ya, Steve.”

“Hey, Norma,” I said as I wandered inside. “We bring you a good haul?”

She laughed. “That ya did! It’s about time ya brought me more of this milk. Got this buyer up in Yellowfields who’s been begging me for a fresh shipment.”

“Can you believe it, sugar?” Roxie said with a small giggle. “There’s a place excited by my milk. Mine.”

“It is the best,” I reminded her.

Her lovely giggling intensified as she wiggled from side to side while squeezing her glowing cheeks.

Lulu smiled. “What about you, Steve? Did you manage to hire anyone?”

My lips crunched into a scowl.

Lulu’s canine ears dipped low against her head. “Oh… I see.”

Norma clicked her tongue. “Bloody nuisances! They call themselves craftsmen but they won’t even take a simple job? Pathetic.”

“Couldn’t put it better myself,” I said… at least without resorting to an explosion of expletives.

Lulu didn’t say anything. She stood, looking down, like a scolded dog.

“What’re we gonna do, pumpkin?” Roxie asked, her cheer having been eradicated, just like that. “I can do a li’l patching up if need be, but I can’t repair a full house.”

I wasn’t quick to answer. Things would be a lot trickier without outside help. I only knew the bare basics about building. With my power, I could probably learn, but that would still leave us short of hands.

“You could always go and ask around Yellowfields,” Norma said as she craned her neck back to look me in the eye. “There should be plenty of workmen there, or so says me. One or two might be a little more tolerant than the morons around her.”

“Yellowfields,” I repeated. “Isn’t that the capital of this area?”

She nodded. “Former capital of Huedom, before it got taken over by the Empire. Now it serves as the biggest city in the region.”

“It’s not too far yonder,” Roxie said. “Easy to get there within the day if you take a carriage.”

“At least, that’s normally true,” Norma continued while folding her arms. “I do a lot of trading with Yellowfields, but there’s been a few problems as of late.”

“Problems?” I asked.

“Attacks. Not been hit myself, but plenty of merchants have had their wagons raided. I’ve heard talk of a lot of stolen goods and too many a dead horse.”

“Bandits,” Lulu spat. “Despicable.”

“That’s not what the rumors say,” Norma muttered.

Lulu’s ears raised up. “Huh?”

“Supposedly, it’s actually the work of a rogue demi-beast.”

Her canine ears dipped back down as she let out a low whine.

“That’s a thing?” I asked.

“Of course it is, you blithering idiot,” Marietta said as she stomped into the shop while wearing a face like thunder. “Do you think every demi-beast is some horny girl wanting to jump on your dick?”

“Marie!” Lulu whined, putting a finger over her lips.

Marietta scoffed. “Please. Like the old woman doesn’t already know.”

“She’s got me there,” Norma laughed heartily. “You’re not exactly good at hiding it, or so says me.”

“That doesn’t mean we want the rest of the town finding out,” Lulu warned while inspecting the messy shop for eavesdroppers.

Marietta huffed. “Who cares about these idiotic, uncultured hicks? All I ask of them is one thing, one, and they can’t deliver.”

“Don’t be too harsh on everyone,” Norma said. “Deliveries have been far and few between since this mess started. I ordered some security talismans a week back, and they still ain’t here.” She shook her head. “Bloody pests. Don’t they realize this is someone’s livelihood they’re messing with?!”

“I think that’s kind of the point,” I replied.

She laughed me off. “Then I hope The Architect hurries and drops the heavens on them so we can get back to traveling between towns as normal. I’ve got orders to make and goods to collect, but I can’t risk having everything stolen by some bandits. Which is why…” Her old blue eyes landed on me. “I’ve got a favor to ask ya.”

“You want me to play bodyguard?”

“I do like a man who catches on quick,” she chuckled before her mouth curled into a grin. “I was thinking the famous troll-slayer of Darkwood Farm would be the perfect man to make sure my goods get to Yellowfields safely, or so says me.”

“I’m a farmer, not a mercenary,” I began before thinking. “Scratch that, I’m hardly a farmer. I’m more a jack-of-all-trades.”

“Then no reason one of those trades can’t be fighting off bandits, beasts, or whoever’s behind this mess,” Norma joked. “Of course, it’s not like I’m saying you’ve got to help me. Just a wee little request.”

I shook my head. “I’ll help. I promised to pay you back for the seeds, didn’t I?”

“Steve, are you sure?” Lulu asked while stroking her furry fingers along my arm.

“If I can handle a troll, I should be able to deal with some low-level mobs.”

“W-what?”

“Never mind,” I said while making a note to stop with that sort of talk. “I should be fine as long as I’ve got an appropriate weapon.” My eyes drifted to Marietta and her parasol.

She clutched it to her large bosom, which almost spilled out of her dress as always. “And why should I let you borrow this?”

“Because of how heartbroken you’d be if something were to happen to me?”

The short sheep scoffed. “If I heard you’d been punctured by arrows, I’d run laps of the farm.”

“Marie,” Lulu whined while taking a tighter hold of my arm.

Marietta gulped and averted her sky blue eyes. “Of course, I was just kidding. As much as I hate having this idiotic human clogging up my home, that does not mean I wish for his death.”

“So I can borrow your blade?” I said.

She grumbled. “As long as you promise not to return it in the same sorry state as last time.”

“Deal,” I said, offering Marietta a handshake.

The moody sheep left me hanging.

Norma chuckled. “Happy to do business with ya! You good to set off today?”

“So soon?” Roxie said.

“No time like the present,” she replied before giving the milk pails a swat. “It makes the most sense sending this stuff off as fresh as can be, or so says me.”

“Works for me,” I said, expecting some sort of quest pop-up to appear.

Much to my surprise, my power didn’t do a thing.

“But…” Roxie whimpered while squirming. “If you set out now, there’s no way you’ll be back before nightfall.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Norma said. “If I’m getting a free guard for my goods, I can at least spot ya for an inn. Basic only. Don’t try taking advantage of my good hospitality.”

“That’s not the problem,” Roxie said as she came closer to me. “What about later? What about… you know?” She cupped her hands under her large, lush breasts as she swayed from side to side.

“You’ll have Lulu and Fern,” I told her as my eyes wandered.

I’d rather have helped Roxie personally over pushing the work onto the others, but we had to do what we had to do.

“But I don’t want Lulu and Fern,” Roxie said while pouting. “I need you, sweetums. I need your big strong hands.” She fell against me, rubbing her soft chest to mine. Desperate need filled her gorgeous silver eyes as she bathed my lips with hot breath after breath. “I need you to take responsibility for training me.”

I gulped. Damn, she did have a way of looking seductive when she needed to. I couldn’t help growing stiffer.

Lulu cleared her throat.

Norma was watching us.

Roxie's cheeks turned red. She pushed away and stammered, “I… I mean…”

The gray-haired gnome chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. You know ya don’t need to be insecure about any of that sorta stuff in here, just as long as there aren’t any other customers around.”

“It’s a good thing this place is always empty,” I joked.

Norma gave me a death stare.

“I meant… we sure are lucky we keep coming in on the rare occasions this place is quiet.”

She nodded, signaling that I’d escaped her wrath for now.

I breathed out. That could’ve gone badly.

“If milking is a problem, why don’t ya take care of it now?” Norma offered.

“Now?!” Roxie squeaked.

“Sure. You can do it in the back while I’m loading my wagon. Just imagine how fresh it’ll be if it’s made right here in my own store.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I said to the gnome merchant.

“Why not?”

“Just…” I gave Roxie a sideways glance. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

“I don’t mind, sweetums,” Roxie said, eagerness written all over her face.

“That’s part of the problem.”

Norma shrugged. “I don’t mind if you make a bit of a mess. It’ll be worth it for some ultra-fresh milk. I can already feel my profit margins rising.”

“Seriously,” I clarified. “You don’t know what—”

“Steve,” Roxie moaned into my ear. “You won’t milk me? But I need it. I’ll be lonelier than a baby without its momma if you don’t do it now. I don’t know how I’ll be able to cope later.” Her hot breaths tried to seduce me as her softness pressed into my arm.

Dammit. This was too hard to ignore. All my blood was surging to the same place.

“Fine,” I relented.

Roxie squealed in delight. “Thank you, sweetums!”

Norma chuckled. “Never seen a cow so happy to get milked. Lemme just go grab you kids a container, then I’ll leave ya to it.” She tottered off around the main counter and into the back of the store.

As soon as Norma was out of sight, I said to Roxie, “Make sure you’re on your best behavior.”

“I will be, sweetums. I promise.”

“This is going to be a bloodbath,” Marietta remarked while facepalming.

“Marie. A little positivity, please,” Lulu replied.

“Do you really think this is going to go well?”

Lulu bit her bottom lip and averted her gaze.

Because I wasn’t anxious enough…

Norma swiftly returned. She led us upstairs, to a room I’d been in before: her bedroom. The gnome threw open the door to reveal her pint-sized furniture, as well as a large wooden tub similar to our bath back on the farm.

“Here ya are,” Norma said while ushering us inside. “Best spot in the building, or so says me.”

“Are you serious?” I said while Roxie dragged me inside.

“It’s the only room with enough free space. Just try not making too much of a mess.”

I hesitated to say that ‘making a mess’ wasn’t my main fear.

Norma didn’t wait for me to answer. She waved from the hallway. “I’ll leave ya both to it. I’ll be downstairs if you need me.” Then she closed the door and plodded off.

Roxie tugged down the front of her favorite dress, baring her large, heavy udders. “I’m ready for you, sweetums.”

I stared at them, struggling not to fall captive to their charms. “Promise you’ll be on your best behavior?”

“I promise, sweetums. I’ll be as good as apple pie.”

I threw my hands up. “Fine. Let’s get this over and done with.” I made my way behind my gorgeous cow lover and kneaded my hands into her breasts.

As soon as I touched them, she moaned.

“Roxie,” I said.

“I can’t help it, sweetums,” she panted. “It always feels so good when you touch me.”

“And I love touching you, but remember where we are.” This wasn’t the farm. We were in the bedroom of a friend of ours, surrounded by furniture which looked like it’d been taken from a doll’s house.

“I’ll try, sweetums. I’ll try. Now a little more. Mommy can feel it already. Her titties are begging for you. They need to be milked.” She pushed her chest into my hands.

“Here goes,” I said as I massaged my hands over her delectably soft udders, working down the sides to her needy brown nipples.

As my fingers pressed against them, Roxie moaned at the top of her lungs and filled the tub with a shot of cream.

“Roxie,” I reprimanded.

She threw her hands over her lips. “I’m sorry, sweetums,” she mumbled into her palm. “Your hands are just too much.”

“I’m god’s gift to cows, I know, but try and hold it in.”

“I’ll try, sweetums. I promise, I’ll try.”

“Good. Here comes another.”

I worked my hands down the sides of her breasts, massaging her with my rough palms. My fingers kneaded all the way to the base, where—

“Moo!” she snorted as more milk poured from her chest.

“Roxie,” I said again.

“Sorry, sweetums! I’m so sorry!” Roxie panted as her tongue lolled out. “But mommy can’t help it. You’re too good. She loves it too much.” She grabbed my hands, forcing me to squeeze her harder. “More. More! Give mommy more of your love.”

I growled. This was what I’d been worried about. It was what I got for linking Roxie’s milk production with pleasure. Usually, it wasn’t anything I’d complain about, but, dammit, this wasn’t the time for me to be getting the mother of all boners.

Roxie ground her wide hips and fat behind against me. “Sweetums. I can feel it. You’re hard. Mommy got you excited.”

“Obviously. You’re the stuff wet dreams are made of,” I replied through gritted teeth.

She sped up. “Mommy’s excited too. So excited. She wants you. She wants her big boy.”

“We’re in Norma’s bedroom!”

“A bedroom,” Roxie moaned. “It’s like she knew. It’s like she knew what we needed.” Her breathing sped up. “It’s like she’s giving us permission to do as we please.”

“No, she is not. Look at her bed! You think that could hold our weight?” I’d be nervous about sitting on it alone. Me and Roxie? That was asking for trouble.

Me and Roxie, doing what Roxie was asking me for? The bed wouldn’t stand a chance.

“No, she was letting us know it’s okay—that she approves of us,” Roxie moaned while looking back at me. A feverish red glow colored her complexion. “Please, sweetums. Mommy needs your love.”

“If you don’t behave, we’re stopping here,” I said as I pulled my hands away from her breasts.

Roxie pulled them right back. “No! You can’t. I’m still full! There’s still so much to give!” The lustful cow trapped my hand in place while increasing the speed of her hips. She crashed them back and forth, slapping her backside against my lap. “Steve. Steve! Please. Don’t stop. Please mommy. Pamper mommy. She needs it! I need it.”

“Dammit, Roxie. Keep your voice down,” I growled, unable to cover her mouth.

“Not until you give it to me,” she moaned while tormenting my erection. “Mommy won’t quieten down until you give it to her. She can’t.”

I snarled. This damn cunning cow. She had me wanting it badly. My body was burning; my erection was throbbing painfully against her.

“Please, Steve,” Roxie begged while panting like she was in heat. “It’d be so easy! Just slide up my dress and take me. Take mommy before she goes crazy!”

“Fine,” I snapped as I broke a hand free of her grip and flipped up the back of her dress. Next came her knickers, followed by my pants. Finally, with a single swift movement, I buried myself deep into her dripping slit.

She released a loud bovine-style howl. “It’s in! It’s in me!”

“Damn right it is,” I said as I shuddered within the alluring, enthralling embrace of her lower half. “Now hold that tongue.”

“It feels so good, baby!” Roxie squealed loud enough for Fern to hear back on the farm. “Faster, sweetums. Make mommy feel good. Make mommy feel amazing!”

“What part of this is quiet?!” I complained.

“Mommy can’t help it, sweetums. Your cock feels too good.” When I didn’t thrust, she did. She ground her hips back against me. “Faster, sweetums. Give it to me! Mommy wants to feel good!”

I growled. I should’ve known giving in would make matters worse. How had I been so easily duped? The answer was obvious; it was surging through my veins. I wanted to be tricked. I wanted to pounce on this seductive minx of a cow and make her moan for me.

“You damn…” I began as I gave her udders a squeeze. “You asked for this.” And, with that, I stopped holding back. I powered my hips forward and punished my lover for daring to tease me.

Roxie howled out as my hips drove forward. “Yes! Thank you, sweetums! Thank you!” As I thrust and kneaded her chest, oodles of milk poured from her throbbing nipples into the pool below.

“Thank me? What for? You wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“Because I love you, sweetums! I can’t get enough of you. My body burns for you. Begs for you. Yearns for you! Mommy can’t get enough. Mommy wants you always and forever.”

I growled. She sure knew how to make a man feel desired. I felt like some wild beast who couldn’t control his urges. Forget that I was in the middle of Grayedge—that I was in the middle of a shop. There was no way I could contain myself around Rox—

Someone banged on the bedroom door.

“You alright in there?” Norma asked from outside.

I went rigid and threw a hand over Roxie’s succulent lips. “Yep. Just fine.”

“You sure?” the suspicious gnome said. “Thought I heard a commotion.”

“Nope. No commotion,” I said in a rush. “Roxie just squeaked when I pinched her a little too hard. It’s nothing to worry about.”

The cow in question eased her hips forward and back.

I gritted my teeth. What did she think she was doing? Norma was right there! All that separated us was a thin wooden door. How could she seriously be grinding on my cock?

The urge to drive my hips forward was immense.

“So everything’s okay?” Norma said.

“Peachy,” I grunted while trying my best not to moan.

“See? It was nothing to worry about,” Lulu said from the hallway. “We should leave them to it so Roxie doesn’t feel self-conscious.”

The self-conscious cow looked up at me with needy, seductive silver eyes while bobbing her hips along the length of my manhood.

“Makes sense,” Norma grunted. “I’ll leave ya kids to it. Sorry about making a fuss.”

“It’s fine. Sorry we disturbed you,” I groaned.

“Come on, Norma. There’s… erm, something I want you to help me look for,” Lulu said as she took one for the team and tried to lead Norma away.

Roxie and I waited in silence, not saying anything, until we heard their footsteps descend down the stairs. Once I was sure they were gone, I growled and gave Roxie’s big pale behind a spank. “What was that?”

She gave me a sultry look and gasped. “I’m sorry, sweetums! I’m sorry. I couldn’t help myself. You just feel too good.” Her hips got faster. “More. More!”

I growled as pleasure coursed through me. “We came within a whisker of being caught, and you’re still going?”

“Yes!” she moaned. “I can’t help myself. I’m sorry, sweetums, but I can’t stop. I can’t help being such a horny mommy!” Even though we’d already disturbed Norma once, Roxie was heading back to being as loud as last time.

There was no way this was going to work… but I also couldn’t stop. For one, Roxie wouldn’t let me. If I tried to pull back, she’d likely pin me to the ground and devour me by force.

Two, I didn’t want to stop. My body screamed that it wouldn’t forgive me if I didn’t see this through to the end.

Stupid red-blooded libido.

Roxie encouraged me. She teased me. She moved her hips up and down, back and forth, while showing me a sultry begging face that refused to have anything less than it all.

Yeah, I wasn’t stopping. I spotted a white bundle of fabric nearby, which I snatched. “You asked for this.” I stuffed the makeshift gag into Roxie’s mouth, grabbed her chest, and truly let my hips do their thing. I kneaded and milked her soft heavy udders while punishing her seductive pussy for driving me wild.

Roxie squealed. She snorted. She cried, howled, and mooed, but the fabric gag kept her loudness down to a sound muffled by the room’s thick wooden walls.

Rather than her cries penetrating through, we were treated to the echoing noise of my hips clashing with her succulent behind, as well as her milk filling up the container.

“This is what you wanted, isn’t it?” I growled into her twitching cow ears.

She panted while nodding her head.

“Good girl. So honest. Then I’m not going to stop until I’m satisfied. I’m not going to stop until I’ve filled you with my milk.”

Her silver eyes lit up. She couldn’t speak—her voice was slurred—but there was no doubting she wanted it.

So I gave it to her.

I went faster, harder, spanking her backside with the force of my hips.

Roxie squealed as she struggled not to fall into the container. She slipped and landed with her hands on the other side, pigtails draped around, nipples oh-so close to dipping into the supply she was filling up.

Where would she be without my hands holding her amazing udders?

The way she’d stumbled lowered her hips, making it easier for me to truly unleash all my pent-up lust. Sure, I’d gotten more than my fill last night with three gorgeous demi-beast girls sharing my bed, but it didn’t take much to get me worked up… especially when my gorgeous wives were trying to seduce me.

The faster I went, the more of a mess Roxie became. She shuddered and sullied the floor of Norma’s bedroom with her overexcited cow juices.

Every orgasmic shudder that washed over Roxie made her insides tighten. Bit by bit, I felt myself losing my cool.

“Roxie,” I growled. “Roxie, Roxie, Roxie, you damn goddess. You know what you’re doing to me? Huh?” My hips didn’t stop. They couldn’t stop. Not when I was feeling this hot. Not when everything was so intense. “I’m gonna do it. I can’t stop myself. I’m gonna fill you.”

She squeaked, head jumping up.

“That’s right. I’m gonna fill you up. I’m gonna fill you to the brim.”

Her heavy-lidded silver eyes watched me. Her voice squeaked through her gag. It was muffled, it was inaudible, yet I heard it clear as day.

“Yes. Do it, Steve. Fill me. Cream me.”

Who was I to say no? How was I supposed to say no? I wasn’t; I couldn’t. Instead, my hips sped up. They sought out pleasure. They swatted her backside. They thrust, and thrust, and thrust until I couldn’t last a single second longer.

While swallowing a growl, while gritting my teeth so hard I surely looked like a snarling beast, I drilled my length deep inside of Roxie and gave her what I promised.

She felt it—there was no way she didn’t feel it. Any and all tension left in her body melted away. Her eyelids fluttered as a lovely gentle coo slipped through the white gag left drenched by the saliva running down her chin.

I thrust… again, then again on impulse, each draining the last few drops of my lust until it’d all been given to Roxie. Then, slowly, I drew myself back, taking her with me. The last thing I needed was her collapsing in the container and showering Norma’s bedroom in milk. I pulled Roxie with me and supported her heavy, sweaty body with mine.

“Damn… this… this is why I knew this was a bad idea.” Pleasurable? Sure. Regretful? Perhaps. We hadn’t been stealthy. The air stank like an orgy, and we looked like a couple of participants.

Roxie moaned, drooling through the fabric gag.

I pulled it from her mouth. “What was that?”

“Thank you, sugar,” she panted, breathing so hot and deep. “Thank you so much. Mommy needed that. She needed it so badly.”

I grinned. “Now you’ll be able to cope without me for the rest of the day.”

She nodded and nuzzled into my neck. “I’ll be a good cow. I promise.”

I ran my hand up her back, into her hair, and pulled her into a tongue-twisting kiss. “Good girl. I promise I’ll reward you when I get back.”

“You mean it?” she moaned under her breath.

“Damn right.” I finished with another kiss before checking out the scene we’d left in our wake.

The container was filled with milk. That was good. We’d done excellently not spilling it all over the room. It was just a shame there was plenty of other leakage all over the floor, namely from a drooling cow’s stuffed mouth… and the same again.

I gulped. “So much for ‘stealthy’.” There was also the fabric gag. It’d been drenched. It was going to be hard to pretend it wasn’t our doing.

What did I pick up anyway?

I held the soggy material out.

A drenched, gnome-sized bra stared back.

The color drained from my cheeks. “Crap.”

Roxie, in contrast, went redder. “Is that…? And I had it in my mouth the entire time?” She gulped. “O-oh my.”

“We might not leave this shop alive,” I said.

“I-I don’t wanna be sold off as beef,” Roxie whined.

“I don’t want to be repurposed as a gnome’s marital aide.” Images of me tied to Norma’s bed filled my mind. Trapped there, day after day, forced to pay off a debt I could never make up for. “Don’t worry, I’ll think of something.” I’d risked my life to overcome Zeryesis’s nefarious plot to make Lulu his slave. After all that struggle, after only three months in this strange new world, I wasn’t ready to die at the hands of a pissed-off gnome.

It was time to again take matters into my own hands.



Chapter 2


“Sorry again about the mess,” I said to Norma while carrying produce from the shop into the delivery area around back.

Norma chuckled and shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. It’s my fault. You’re the one who said it was a bad idea. I’m the one who didn’t listen.” She tutted and sighed. “I thought you might spill a few drops, but I never dreamed you’d get it everywhere like that, or so says me.”

“Yeah,” I said while laughing awkwardly.

So far, so good. It appeared my plan had worked. To hide the fact Roxie and I had turned Norma’s bedroom into a love nest, and had treated her bra like a ball gag, we’d made sure to have a little ‘accident’ with the milk. A few tactical spills here and there and it was hard to smell the sex in the air. Those overexcited cow-made stains on the floor had been washed away. As for her bra? A consequence of Norma not putting it away properly and leaving it on the floor to get drenched in cream.

As long as I lived, I was calling it a win.

I loaded the fresh milk into the wagon I’d be escorting to Yellowfields. As well as milk and eggs, there were various other supplies already packed in.

Compared to our poxy cart, it was a merchant caravan to be proud of.

“Alright, that should be everything,” Norma said while looking around the stable for anything she’d missed.

“You’re sure about this?” Lulu asked me. “If need be, I can come with you.”

“Don’t worry about me. You’ve got a farm to run,” I replied as I showed off a little of my rapier ability.

It was good to have it back.

“Take care,” I said to Lulu. “If any bandits show up, turn them crispy.”

“I’ll do my best,” she said before waving and taking her leave. The others were surely waiting.

I wasn’t worried about Lulu. For one, you’d have to be a pretty stupid bandit to waste time setting up an ambush on the worst traveled road in the Empire. Additionally, you’d have to be an even stupider bandit to attack a woman capable of summoning up infernos with a thought.

I couldn’t wait for the day I was capable of doing likewise.

I was getting there. I’d gotten the hang of casting beginner-level fire magic, along with water, ice, and wind. Healing and barrier were surely next. Then came progressing my skills so I had magic fit for combat instead of parlor tricks.

Norma chuckled. “Now that I’ve split ya lovebirds apart, let me introduce ya to your partner for the next few hours.” She walked me around to the front of the wagon, where he was waiting for me.

I didn’t need to scan him to know what he was: a horse. At least that’s what he was called in this world. I knew him better as a centaur.

He was a fairly standard example of his kind going off what I’d seen of the other centaurs around town. He had a powerful, fully-sized equine lower half and a muscular humanoid build on top. A heavy tan emphasized his physique, as did his lack of shirt. It would’ve left him naked if his horse half hadn’t been covered by a plain black dress.

Ping!


- - -

Caparison

- - -


My mistake—a plain black caparison. What’s important was it covered down to his knees, protecting the world from the dangers of spying some unexpected horse shlong. I couldn’t complain about that, but I did want to see if his fur matched his auburn mane and matching sideburns.

“Steve, meet Apollo,” Norma said. “Apollo, Steve.”

Apollo raised a hand. “Yo. Norma tells me you’re gonna be making sure no bandits try sticking a spear in my ass.”

“That’s me,” I said.

I’d heard of this guy. He’d visited the farm a few weeks back to drop off some milk pails we’d bought from Norma. I hadn’t been there to greet him—I’d been gathering in the Darkwood. That made this is our first meeting

“Apollo will handle the moving,” Norma explained. “All ya need to do is protect him from any beasts or bandits who wanna get their grubby mitts on my goods.”

“I’ll offer a hand if shits goes down, but I ain’t no fighter,” Apollo said.

“Neither am I, but I’m still being relied upon.” I peeked at the pint-sized cheapskate who’d dragged me into this.

Norma shrugged her shoulders. “If ya can kill a troll, you can handle a few lousy thieves and some savage nutter.”

“I concur,” Marietta said.

I flinched and spun to face her. “Why are you here?”

She scoffed while swirling around her parasol. The base was missing—it was kinda in my hand in the form of a rapier—forcing her to hold it by the shaft. “Why? Because I will be coming as well, of course.”

“What?” I said, convinced I hadn’t heard right.

“I have some shopping to do in Yellowfields, and Norma kindly agreed to allow me to ride along.”

Norma shrugged again. “I didn’t have any reason to say no.”

“Except you’re adding more targets for the bandits to attack,” I said before focusing in on Marietta. “I’ll handle your shopping.”

“Yeah… no,” she said. “As it is, I have more faith in your ability to protect me from any bandits than I do your competence in making sure you buy what I need. Therefore, I expect you to make sure not a curl on my body gets hurt.”

I scoffed. “Damn. You must really want this… whatever it is, if you’re willing to go this far.” Trusting me with something? It was hard to believe.

“More than anything.” Determination filled her sky blue eyes. It was an expression which said if I didn’t take her, she’d likely march to Yellowfields herself.

I clicked my tongue. “Just make sure you’re on your best behavior.”

“I’m always on my best behavior,” the bratty sheep insisted.

I gave her a long, judgmental look.

She huffed and turned away. “Now let us be off. I want to reach Yellowfields before evening.”

Norma waved. “Good luck, ya crazy kids. Have fun.”

“That’ll depend on whether or not the bandits feel like showing up,” I replied while climbing into position.

I sat up front, behind Apollo and beside Marietta—there was no room for her inside. When we’d taken our seats, Apollo set off. He guided us through the streets of Grayedge and out through one of the gates.

“So,” I said as I watched the powerful centaur pull us and the wagon along. “I just sit here and watch you? I don’t need to… steer or anything?”

Apollo snorted and glanced back. “Of course not! I’ve been making deliveries for years. Just sit back, keep those ears open, and make sure nobody tries to cut chunks out of me. I’ll handle the rest.”

“Oh. Cool.” I did as he suggested and eyed up the landscape.

I’d been surrounded by the Darkwood ever since coming to this world. It was my first time heading through the middle of green, wide-open countryside.

“How long until we reach Yellowfields?” I asked.

“Not too long. We’ll be there comfortably before evening unless we run into those fabled bandits,” Apollo replied as he power walked us away from Grayedge.

“Think we will?” I gave Marietta a sideways glance. She might’ve been a brat who loved acting haughty, but I wouldn’t let any harm come to her on my watch.

The same went for Apollo. I’d been given this job, so I’d do it properly.

“Hard to say,” Apollo said casually, as if he wasn’t pulling a carriage packed with goods along a dirt road. “I know a few horses who’ve lost their lives to them.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I replied.

Apollo laughed. “Hey, don’t sweat it. Every horse knows that’s a risk with this line of work; especially hanging around near the Darkwood.” He slung his arms behind his head. “Well, maybe not the newer guys. They won’t remember how bad stuff used to be here.”

“Before Henry cleared the area out, this region was constantly being attacked by monsters,” Marietta said while staring straight ahead as her puffy pink gown overflowed onto my lap.

Her parasol rested on her lap, the carriage providing her with all the shade she needed.

“So how long have you been working this way?” I asked Apollo.

“Thirteen years, I think?” he replied.

I whistled. “Couldn’t find work somewhere less dangerous?”

“Maybe. I sure didn’t plan on sticking around for this long. Thing is, Norma’s the best boss I’ve ever had. Even for someone so tight-fisted, she pays pretty well, let’s me sleep in her stable for free, and doesn’t expect me to be on her beck and call permanently.”

“She does seem better than anyone else in Grayedge,” I said, even if I’d yet to meet everyone. However, based on those I had met…

Apollo flashed me a grin. “And she says you’re different from most. Guess you’ve gotta be if you’re planning on saving my ass for free.”

I shrugged. “I’d be a dick to let a guy die in front of me just because I’m not being paid.”

He laughed. “Says you. Anyone else around Grayedge would throw me in the firing line to save their own skins. The rest of the empire isn’t any different, either. Anyone willing to take an arrow for a horse is one strange dude… doubly so when there’s no coin on the line.”

“Strange doesn’t even begin to describe the depths of weirdness associated with this unclothed fool,” Marietta said with a weary sigh.

I gasped. “Mary… that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said about me.”

“That was not a compliment,” she snapped, glaring eyes just as vicious as her tongue. “And don’t call me Mary.”

I grinned. If Marietta didn’t like that nickname, she was lucky she didn’t hear my constant internal branding of her as a little brat.

An occasionally cute brat, but a brat nevertheless.

As far as traveling partners went, she wasn’t the best I could’ve asked for—surprise, surprise. There wasn’t a great camaraderie between the two of us. It’d been around three months since we’d first met, but our relationship remained frosty. She was still quick to show me the cold shoulder and never really interacted with me unless she needed to.

It was something I wanted to change—who enjoyed being disliked? However, I didn’t know how. If I asked her, I knew the sort of stuff she’d say.

I’d like you better if you left.

That was never going to happen, so we were stuck butting heads until something finally gave way.

After trying and failing to raise some affectionate flags with the moody sheep, I instead made small talk with Apollo while we journeyed. At the same time, I kept my eyes open for waiting raiders. It was an easy task when we were passing through open fields, but my heart rate picked up whenever we went through a hamlet.

An attack never came. We ventured onward for hours without seeing even a hint of trouble. Then we rounded a hill.

My eyes widened, and the word, “wow,” fell from my lips.

Apollo laughed as he kept his eyes on the winding road ahead. “First time seeing Yellowfields?”

I nodded. “Guess that’s where the name comes from.”

If Grayedge was a medieval village filled with fantasy residents, Yellowfields was a fantasy city through and through. It was a shimmering stone goliath, surrounded by huge commanding walls which protected both its residents and the eye-popping castle looking out over the area.

A castle. My inner-fantasy fan started getting giddy.

As if the city didn’t look pretty enough on its own, it was surrounded by sprawling fields of gold like something from a children’s fairy tale. However, the explanation was more than normal: it was wheat. The vast amounts combined with the glow of the afternoon sun to become something seemingly ethereal.

“That’s a whole lot of wheat,” I remarked. It put our two acres of growing space to shame.

“Yellowfields is the Empire’s biggest wheat exporter,” Apollo said. “The environment is perfect for growing them, or something like that. I don’t really know. Norma babbled about it one time.”

“Is that why it’s grown so early?” From what I remembered about wheat—better known as from what I remembered from YouTube and random websites—wheat was supposed to become harvest ready in late summer.

Marietta scoffed from her seat next to me. “Hardly. Princess Penelope likely has a few dryads slaving away to keep these fields as radiant as can be. After all, she couldn’t possibly let Yellowfields go without its namesake.”

“I keep forgetting dryads are a thing,” I replied.

“That’s because you’re a pitiful excuse for a farmer.”

“Yep. No good farmer would let his sheep get so woolly.” I eyed her all-natural muffler. It’d grown so abundant her neck was no longer visible.

Give it a few more months and she’d be up to her eyes in wool.

She snarled at me. “I am not your sheep.”

“Fair point… but you are looking pretty woolly.”

“Touch my wool and it will be the last thing you ever touch.”

I weighed it up. Marietta wasn’t blessed with physical prowess, but she did usually wield a rapier. Perhaps it would be best to keep my hands to myself.

“At least wait until I’ve seen this job through,” I joked.

Apollo snorted. “Nah, we’re already good. You’d have to be a right nutter to jump a wagon within a gallop of the main gates.”

The defensive force who looked after Grayedge weren’t anything to write home about. They were a bunch of sorry-looking blokes kitted in plain gray armor—the sort a wannabe game maker would get for free in an asset store. Those protecting Yellowfields? They looked like they belonged. Not only were their weapons and armor fancier—each wore a yellow garb to match their city—there was an air around them that said they could actually get shit done.

This wasn’t a place bandits would be allowed to operate.

Rather than being allowed straight in, we had to line up alongside all the others wanting entry to the city.

When we got to the gate, the on-duty guard looked at me and only me. “Merchant?”

“Hired hand,” I said back. “Doing a delivery for Norma from Grayedge.”

“The old gnome? Yeah, that’s fine.” He still made sure to check the wagon. “Any trouble?”

“Not a peep.”

“Good to hear.” Finally, he stepped away. “Alright, in. And welcome to Yellowfields.”

I gave him a courtesy nod before Apollo tottered inside onto the city’s wide-open cobbled streets.

Now this was what I was talking about. Goodbye small dingy wooden buildings and dirt roads. Hello fancy structures born from wood and stone, crowds that weren’t ninety percent human, and swathes of color which eclipsed Grayedge’s drab tones.

Apollo brought us to a carriage rank off the main road. “Alright, I should be fine from here.”

“So my job’s done?” I checked.

“For now. I’ve still gotta do a return trip. Won’t be happening until tomorrow, unless we all develop a death wish and decide to go at night.”

“I’ll pass.”

Apollo snorted. “Good answer. Then we’ll meet back here tomorrow. Call it eight? Early enough for breakfast and right on time to get back into Grayedge for lunch.”

“Sounds fine with me,” I said before jumping out of my seat. “See you later.”

Apollo waved before taking off into the crowd, leaving me alone with Marietta.

I took the chance to get a better look at the area—the crowd especially. Within a minute, I spotted elves, dwarves, halflings and gnomes—one of the pair, at least. I couldn’t tell them apart. Fairies were much easier. There was no mistaking the six-inch tall winged beauties fluttering around the place.

Fairies, seriously. That’s too awesome.

As was seeing demi-beasts who weren’t just here for manual labor. I saw dog, cat, and rabbit ears intermixed in the mob.

Marietta scoffed after opening her again-complete parasol. “First time in such a busy location?”

It was my turn to snort like a brat. “Not a chance. In my world, we’ve got cities with populations way into the millions.”

“No, you do not.”

“We do. We’ve also got buildings on every corner which make that castle look tiny.” Not that I didn’t prefer the castle. It was a fine example of its kind—perfect for all manner of royalty.

“Preposterous,” Marietta spat.

“Why would I lie?” I asked her.

“To make me look bad, of course.”

“And why would I want to do that?”

“Do I really need to spell it out?”

“You mean you can’t think of anything.”

She puffed out her cheeks. “Do not put words into my mouth, you damn human. Now if you’ve had enough of trying to prove your superiority, let’s go.” She turned and marched off.

“We?” I said.

“Yes, we.” Marietta came to a halt and glowered at me. “Or are you expecting me to go shopping by myself?”

“I presumed… yes?” Wasn’t the plan for us to go our separate ways once we’d arrived? The last thing I imagined Marietta wanted to do was go shopping with me.

She scoffed. “Are you an imbecile? Actually, scratch that—as if I even have to ask.” The cordial sheep stomped back over “You can pretend to be from the most populated, towering cities there are, but you’ve never been here. How are you expecting to find your way around alone?”

“By asking around?” I said. “Looking at signs?”

She let out another loud huff. “So you are saying that I am not good enough to show you around? That I am not trustworthy enough?”

“That’s not… wait, why am I even having to justify this? Surely you’re the one who shouldn’t want to be shopping with me.”

“You are correct; I don’t want to shop with you. However, I am a generous soul, and I am willing to inconvenience myself to assure you don’t get lost.” She dramatically flicked her fingers through her wavy, neck-length blonde hair. “See how courteous I am?”

“Courteous, my ass,” I said, narrowing my gaze upon her. “What are you really after?”

“I am not after anything! Or do you mean to turn down my kindness?!” she squealed.

I flinched back, not having expected such an emotional outburst. Had I actually offended her? It was pretty rude questioning someone when they were trying to do you a favor… even if Marietta was the queen of rude. I sighed and shrugged. “Fine. I’ll be in your care.”

Marietta breathed out, relief written all over her face… until she tensed and went back to trying to look as nonplussed as possible. “Yes… well, how sensible of you. Now let us be off. Come. Stay close. Make sure you don’t lose sight of me for a second.” She marched off again, leading the way. When I didn’t immediately jump after her, she stopped and glared at me, her eyes ordering me to hurry up.

Another tired breath left my lips. Maybe I should’ve chanced it alone after all…



Chapter 3


“Will you stop dallying?” Marietta complained as she bounced from foot to foot like a child waiting for entry to an amusement park. “If we don’t hurry, the market’s going to close.”

“Do you expect me to run?” I said as I waltzed after her. What was wrong with a firm power walk?

“I expect you not to keep me waiting,” she snapped.

“You could always go on ahead.”

Marietta flinched, eyes widening in horror. It was an expression swiftly wiped away via a scoff. “And leave you alone? Pah! Like I could trust you not to get lost. No, stay close and stop dragging your feet. We’re almost there.” She hurried ahead as fast as her woolly legs could carry her.

We entered a large open square packed like a sold-out concert. Rather than singers, the attractions were rows of stalls.

“A market?” I said while eyeing up the various colorful canopies.

“This isn’t just any market,” Marietta replied as she slowed to let me catch up. “This is Yellowfield’s Grand Market. We should be able to find what I’m after here.”

“What about what I’m after?” I asked. This didn’t strike me as the place to find lumberjacks.

“I shall assist you once my very important purchase has been made. Now come,” she ordered while trying to find a way into the heaving crowd. “Keep your eyes peeled for the proper store.”

“You haven’t even told me what you’re looking for,” I reminded her.

“Books, of course.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it?!” A pair of rage-filled eyes latched onto me. “Do you know how long I have been waiting for this moment? Two years. It’s been two years since I last read a book in the Princess in the Floating Moon Tower series. That’s three books I’ve yet to read! And it wasn’t as if we simply left in the middle of nowhere. Sir Galvert had just told Princess Luna he gave the Silver Hourglass to Viscount Eswine. Do you know how hard it’s been waiting to see what happens next?!”

I stood, speechless, mouth hanging open.

All this fuss has been about a book?

“Marietta… I understand,” I said, a newfound energy filling me up. “We’ll find your books.”

Some would say she was being overdramatic. I disagreed. Fiction was serious business. How many series would I never get to finish because I came to this world?

It was the price I had to pay to experience this wonderful fantasy life.

The least I could do was stop Marietta from suffering a similar fate. Together, we pushed through the crowd, checking out stall after stall.

Food? Nope. Clothes? Nope. Weapons? Nope. Toys? Nope.

“Where is it? Where is it? Where is it?” Marietta chanted to herself. She kept glancing at the sky and descending sun. “There was always a book stall here. I know there was. Why can’t we find it?”

I hated seeing the adorable brat like this. She needed my help before the sun set and everyone packed in. I pushed up onto my tiptoes so I could glance over the crowd.

Where is… ah!

“I think I see it,” I told her.

Marietta’s blue eyes snapped open. She snatched my wrist and pulled, dragging me through the throng of people with no regard for my well-being.

She gasped when we emerged on the other side in front of a stall covered in books.

“We found it,” she said, voice cracking. Tears were moments away before she composed herself by clearing her throat. Then she hunted down whoever was running the place. “Good day, madame. I was wondering if you happened to have the latest books in the Princess in the Floating Moon Tower series? I require fourteen through sixteen.”

“Fourteen through sixteen?” the elf seller replied. “We should have them somewhere inside.”

Marietta squealed. She wiggled in raw delight.

I couldn’t help grinning. It was the first time I’d seen her without a stick up her ass since coming to this world.

When Marietta saw me looking at her, she winced and said, “What are you grinning at?”

“Looks like girls go crazy for romance books, no matter the world,” I quipped.

She scoffed. “Imagine lumping Princess in the Floating Moon Tower with just any old romance series. It’s more than that. It’s an enriching piece of literary genius!”

I recoiled. Correction: fan girls were as crazy about their fandoms, no matter the world.

Marietta calmed herself with a deep sigh. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” Then she dipped into the tent.

I took the chance to see what other books they were selling.

There was, unsurprisingly, a wide selection on offer. Seems they were pretty common in this world. Had the printing press already been invented, or was it thanks to magic? I’d have to ask Lulu some time. If it was the latter, she’d likely talk my ears off.

It was strange. Even though I was in a different world, I could tell the difference between a stuffy non-fiction book and the sort of racy novel meant to lure in girls like Marietta.

Was there anything here for me?

Instantly, I got my answer. “Hello,” I said toward a big leather-bound tome with a purple magic circle on the cover. It was titled ‘Guide to Magic’.

I grinned. Awesome. A genuine grimoire. That was just what I needed.

My magic lessons were going fine, but I was constantly irritated by how slowly I was improving. Lulu was doing her best to help, but her knowledge of intermediate magic was spotty. She was a student trying to play teacher. If we had this book, we’d be able to learn together.

What if my power let me buy info like it had in the past? Maybe even the entire book at once? So many possibilities!

I reached for the book.

Someone slapped my hand away.

“This isn’t a library,” a pissy old geezer said. “Don’t touch the merchandise unless you plan to pay for it. This one especially.”

I pulled my hand back. “Come on, just a peek. I want to see if it’s what I’m looking for.”

“What if it is? You got the coin to buy?”

“Depends how much you’re charging.”

“Three golds.”

My eyes bulged. “T-three golds?!” For a damn book? That was well over a year’s worth of payments to Zeryesis. It was five times the amount.

Five times!

“You got that kinda coinage?” the merchant continued.

“I… yes,” I lied. My coin purse was rather on the light side.

He snorted. “If you did, you wouldn’t have reacted to the price like my gramps when he trampled on his own ballsack. Now jog on before I call the guards.”

I raised my hands while backing away. “I’ll behave.” It appeared not all merchants are as hospitable as Norma.

“Steve?”

I looked around when I heard my name coming through the crowd.

“Steve?!” Marietta repeated from the other end of the stall. She squeezed a parcel to her chest as she looked around. With every turn of her head, her expression became more and more grave. With it, her words became a high-pitched squeak. “Steve?! Where did you go?!”

“I’m here,” I said as I pushed my way to her.

“Steve!” she said, genuine relief all over her face… for a moment. She quickly turned her nose up. “There you are? What did I tell you about wandering off?”

“What am I? A child?” I replied.

“Seeing how you won’t listen to instructions, I suppose you are.”

“Sorry, mom,” I said while rolling my eyes. “I saw something which caught my fancy.”

Marietta huffed and turned her head away. “I suppose I can forgive you this once. However, don’t walk off again. Have I made myself clear?” Her deadly serious eyes burrowed into mine.

“Crystal,” I said. “Want to hold hands so you don’t lose me again?”

I expected her to immediately scoff and snap back with another of her quips, but she gave my open palm a long look.

Don’t tell me she’s actually going to—

Marietta scoffed. “You would be so honored. Don’t try and use this as an excuse to make a move on me. Just obey me better next time. Or do you not want me to do you the kindness of showing you where you’ll find your precious workers? For all the good it’ll do, at least…”

I lowered my head. “Mercy, oh great sheep. Please impart your wisdom upon me.”

She winced. “W-what are you saying? Don’t you know there are people nearby? You…” The flustered sheep glanced from side to side before puffing out her cheeks and hastening off. “This way. Let’s go before you give this entire city the wrong idea.”

I grinned and gave chase so she didn’t need to go ask for me at the lost child section.

Despite Marietta’s complaints about this being a waste of time, she followed through and took me to a fancier part of town.

“Is this the artisan section?” I asked while admiring the architecture and the fancy clothing of everyone we passed.

I couldn’t see any demi-beasts, mind you.

“Well spotted,” Marietta said. “Here you’ll find the finest craftsmen in the Huedom.” She paused outside of a shop with some gorgeous dresses in the window—the sort I imagined a princess strutting around in.

Or a cute little sheep.

“We can go dress shopping if we have anything leftover,” I told her.

“That’s not why I…” she began before huffing. “Fine. If that’s what you believe will happen.”

After a little wandering, we finally found a place offering what I was after.

“Good afternoon, or is it already evening?” said a friendly dwarf manning the counter.

This was already a big improvement over the judgmental wankers in Grayedge.

“Hey,” I said before freezing. “Nice outfit.”

The dwarf smiled and shimmied to the side so I could get a better view. “Like it?”

I swallowed a laugh. “Definitely.” He was wearing sneakers, jeans, and a top that belonged on a shit indie band rather than a fantasy artisan.

Partycles? Really?

Had the clothing I’d sold to Norma become some sort of upper class fashion statement? I got that it was new to them, but it made this particular dwarf look less like a talented craftsman and more like a bouncer for some seedy nightclub.

He chuckled as he returned to his spot. “Glad to hear you’ve got good taste. Now what can I do for you?”

“I’m looking to hire some workers. Not sure how many, but it’s a big job. Got a farm I’m looking to repair and expand. Place is in pretty bad condition, so it’ll require a lot of manpower.”

“Interesting,” he said while combing his fingers through his beard. “My team and I haven’t got much on, so we should be able to handle a big job, as long as the pay is right.”

“Name your price,” I said while holding up my coin pouch, so he could see I meant business.

 “It’ll depend on location. Which farm is it? A local one?”

“Darkwood Farm,” I answered.

The guy paused. “Darkwood Farm? The Darkwood Farm.”

“Unless there’s another Darkwood Farm nobody’s told me about.”

“But I heard Henry Flameridge passed away some six seasons back.”

“He did. His daughter runs the place now.”

“His daughter? You mean the dog?” He snorted and laughed. “Hold on, hold on. Are you telling me Henry’s mutt daughter wants to hire me?” His laughter increased until he was rubbing tears from his eyes. “That’s a good one! Oh, that’s incredible.” He turned toward the back of the store. “Hey. Hey! Shimone.”

“Yeah?” an elf replied, poking their head in.

“Get this,” the shopkeeper said. “You know the Inferno of the Darkwood? Apparently, his mutt of a daughter wants to hire us to do some work on her farm. Her farm.”

The elf snorted into his hand. “Seriously?! That has to be a joke.”

“I’m not joking,” I growled while squeezing my trembling hands shut.

“You are, laddie. You are,” the laughing dwarf said. “Our work is known and respected all across the Huedom. We’ve even done commissions to be gifted to Princess Penelope… and you want us to work under a dog?” He leant on the counter for support while laughing his ass off. “That’s too much! It’s too good. Working under the bitch who drove Henry Flameridge to madness.”

I slammed my hands onto the counter, filling the room with a vicious echo. Then I snarled at the recoiling dwarf. “Don’t you dare talk about Lulu that way.”

“Steve,” Marietta said from the doorway. “Are we quite finished here, or do you expect me to wait all day?”

I kept my glare on the pale-faced craftsman before backing away. “No, we’re done here.” I turned and marched outside, blood hotter than Lulu’s fire magic.

Damn, that bastard pissed me off. Were all workmen like him? Surely one of them would put aside their prejudices to earn some dosh working under Lulu.

Well…

An orange glow bled down on us as the sun dipped over the horizon, casting mighty shadows over Yellowfield’s cobbled streets.

“Dammit,” I growled. “Every damn shop. They were all the same.” If anything, they’d been more condescending than the people in Grayedge. At least those idiots knew to keep it to as few words as possible. The merchants of Yellowfields reveled in not wanting to help us out.

In not wanting to help Lulu out.

“This shouldn’t have come as a surprise,” Marietta said from beneath her parasol, fading sunlight be damned.

“Well, it does!” I snapped before offering Marietta an apologetic wave. She didn’t deserve the brunt of my anger. “Seriously, how can everyone be so damn rude about Lulu? She’s amazing. Yet they talked like she’s trash.”

Lulu was smart, kind, beautiful, hard-working, and could even use magic. She was everything to be envied, yet people acted like she was some lesser being.

How did everyone think that was normal?

Marietta let out a loud sigh. “Your ignorance never ceases to surprise me.” She took a glance in one direction. “Follow me.”

“What?” I said.

“Follow,” she ordered. “Let me show you something.”

She guided me to a big building not too far away, covered in gaudy posters and banners.

“What is this place?” I asked.

“You’ll see,” she whispered while leading me inside.

The place was packed: both the lobby and the large room it connected to. People stood shoulder to shoulder, facing a large stage which was all lit up.

An elf wearing a provocative outfit stood front and center. “Now for our next piece of merchandise, we’ve got a couple of chickens, courtesy of Dinkle Farm.”

Two chickens—harpies—were led onto the stage. They were as plump as my power had led me to believe and marked by numbers tattooed on the left side of their necks.

“What a fine pair of hens,” the elf whistled. “Wide hips, heavy builds, and docile to a fault. Add their young ages to the mix and you’ve got two guaranteed money makers for at least a good few years. So with all that considered… how about we start the bidding at a come-get-me ten coppers?”

“Ten!” a gruff voice yelled.

“Fifteen!” said a woman.

“Twenty!”

“Twenty-five!”

Hands shot up, one after another, as the number rose higher and higher.

“Marietta,” I growled from the lobby as my throat grew dry. “Is this a—”

“Hello!” a cheerful little fairy said, dressed in a miniature version of the outfit worn by her coworker on the stage. “Welcome to the Yellowfield’s Slave Guild. Are you here to make a purchase or looking to sell?” Her eyes landed on Marietta.

“I am not a slave,” Marietta snapped.

The woman tilted her head. She fluttered toward Marietta and reached for her abundant fur choker.

Marietta flinched and tried to slap the fairy away. “Don’t touch me!”

The fairy recoiled back, barely dodging Marietta’s fingers. “Sir! Control your slave.”

“I am not a slave,” Marietta growled.

“And I’m not interested in taking one,” I said as I stepped between Marietta and the fairy. “Let’s go.”

With me playing guide, we made a quick escape.

I growled as I stood outside. “That was seriously a slave auction.”

“I’m glad you noticed,” Marietta quipped while running her hands under her faux-plumage, styling it upward so it swallowed her jawline.

“I knew this world had slaves, but…” This building wasn’t some shady joint hidden away in a dark corner of Yellowfields. It was big, loud, and proud. There were banners and adverts showcasing the merchandise, telling people to come inside to buy or sell.

“This is what the fay think of we demi-beasts,” Marietta said. “To them, we are no better than animals—we should be nothing but slaves.”

It took me a few seconds to think of anything to say. “How is this legal?”

“Through plenty of transparent loopholes no fay is interested in closing. They enjoy keeping us where they’ve decided we belong.” She gave the slave auction a long tired look. “No serious workman would ever sully their reputation by working under a demi-beast. It would be akin to confessing their inferiority to us.”

It left more than a bad taste in my mouth. I’d been sheltered on the farm in a wonderful place which felt like paradise. At last, I was seeing the true face of this world.

“If you think anyone will work for Lulu, you’re mistaken,” Marietta continued. “The only workers you’ll be able to hire are demi-beasts. I’m sure you’ll be able to find plenty willing to do just about anything to keep themselves fed and free, as long as you know where to look.”

“Right now, I’m done searching,” I said, exhaustion getting to me. More mental than physical.

“I suppose it is time we got ourselves an inn,” Marietta said, looking up. Night was almost here, and we hadn’t eaten anything since we’d arrived. “Let’s go.”

On Norma’s orders, and with Marietta’s help, we went away from the upmarket district to where we could find some cheap dingy inns to put us up for the night.

Deep in the city’s backstreets, where the gorgeous fantasy architecture took a turn for the grimdark, we found a place advertising both beds and basic grub.

Behind the counter stood a dog girl.

“Hello, sir,” she said, bowing her head. The sharp movements jiggled her assets, which were barely contained by her indecent excuse for a uniform. “Will you be staying with us for the night?”

“We will be staying the night,” I said, annoyed that the barmaid had blanked Marietta.

The poker-faced sheep didn’t seem surprised.

“I-I see,” the dog stammered out. “A single bed will cost forty coppers.”

“Two rooms,” I said.

“One room, two beds,” Marietta interjected.

She met my gaze when I looked at her, telling me not to argue. However, our host didn’t immediately respond. Instead, she looked at me to see what I had to say.

“One room, two beds,” I confirmed.

“C-certainly, sir. That’ll cost an additional thirty coppers. And will you be eating with us this evening?”

“Yes.”

“Please choose whatever you would like from the menu.” The barmaid pointed at the stone slab behind her. A short list of basic meals were written down, each for hardly any coins at all. The cheapest of all was at the bottom.

Demi-beast gruel.

My body temperature started to rise. Oh, goody. For an additional few coopers, I could get my demi-beast some gruel while I was eating ‘proper’ food. What a bargain.

“Give me the potato feast,” I said before glancing at Marietta. “Want one?”

“If I must.”

“Two potato feasts,” I said to the dog girl, who obviously had something she wanted to say back. “Is there a problem with that?”

She shook her head sharply. “None at all, sir! Two meals, coming up. Please sit wherever you want.”

I marched over and took a seat at a small wooden table fit for two. “Seriously…”

“You’ve been sheltered,” Marietta said as she sat opposite me, placing her package of books on the table. “So far, accepting that your preposterous story about being from another world is true, your interactions outside of the farm have been limited to Norma, who is undoubtedly more progressive than most in this world.”

“It’s ridiculous,” I growled while resting my head on the table. “Even she seemed compliant.” I glanced at the dog girl. “Is she a slave?”

“No. Likely just being paid a pittance for her work.”

“How can you tell? No collar?”

“She’s unbranded. All slaves have a serial number branded on their neck.” She pointed at the left side of hers, poking her wool in the process.

“Now that you mention it, those chickens…”

“Just like that,” Marietta said, returning her hands to the folded parasol in her lap. “It makes it possible to identify a slave at a glance and keep track of who they belong to. That is a large reason slave transactions usually go through the guild, so one can easily register their new property without needing to inconvenience themselves.”

“Would I’ve been branded if Zeryesis had got his mitts on me?” I asked while lifting my head so I could talk to her properly.

“No. The devils use whatever system devils use. They don’t have any reasons to follow this empire’s laws, after all.” She sighed. “However, his standard was rather typical about how fay conduct their business. In Blesslan, one cannot simply make one a slave—not even a demi-beast. Either someone is made a slave as punishment or because they’ve agreed to do so.”

I scoffed. “Who would agree…” My voice trailed off as I thought back to my own actions in the past.

Marietta flashed me a wry grin. “That’s one reason among many. Some have no choice. Others also have no choice… but for very different reasons. It all ends with signing an agreement and getting branded by the guild. From then on, your life belongs to your owner.”

“Even if you change your mind?”

“There’s a reason they use mana burns instead of branding. Much harder to remove.”

I didn’t know how to respond. It was crazy that we were talking about slavery like it was a natural thing.

Wasn’t that because it was in this world?

Soon enough, the dog girl came rushing over with two bowls. “Here’s your order, sir.” She placed it in front of me. “And… erm…” She hesitated while looking at Marietta.

“Madam,” I said.

“M-madam,” the dog mumbled while gingerly placing it in front of Marietta. Then she bowed her head and rushed off.

I waited for her to go before saying, “She seems freaked out.”

“I suppose she’s just surprised,” Marietta said while picking up her spoon. “The sorts who come here aren’t the sort to treat their ‘pets’ to anything more than the complimentary gruel. They’re also unlikely to let them use the furniture.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Hardly. We’d be expected to eat off the floor, like animals. Can’t have us getting ideas above our stations.” She took a taste of the meal and cringed. “Although, I cannot see how much worse the gruel could be than this.”

Sure enough, it tasted like a mouthful of lukewarm mud. “I can’t tell if they’re trying to spite us for ruining the peace or the food here is just that bad.”

“Think how much you paid for it. I’m surprised nothing in it is crawling around,” Marietta said before forcing it down.

Yeah, I’d choose some farm-made grub any day over this. It really had to be expected from one of the shabbiest establishments in the city.

I couldn’t help wondering what Lulu would’ve done if she’d been here instead of Marietta. Knowing her, she’d have ordered the gruel and sat on the floor in order to not make a fuss.

It pissed me off just thinking about it.

While we were eating—also known as trying not to puke—some guys stumbled their way into the inn.

“Ey up. Check out the knockers on that one,” one of them said, eyes locked on Marietta.

“Sure knows how to flaunt them, she does,” another laughed.

“Why’s she up on the furniture, though?”

“Who knows. Maybe he’s one of them sick freaks who treats them all proper, like?”

Another snorted. “Like a proper woman? Talk about a joke. Everyone knows the proper way to treat a demi-beast bird is to fuck ‘em hard then get ‘em to thank you for it after.”

“Fuck ‘em, dump ‘em, then wait for the needy bitch to come crawlin’ back.” He cackled like he’d said the funniest shit that had ever been uttered, as did the three buffoons with him.

My skin crawled listening to them.

I did my best to ignore them, but it wasn’t to be. The jokester staggered over, an ale miasma oozing from his every pore.

“Ey up, lad,” he said. “Cute little bitch you’ve got here. How much for a turn?”

“Excuse me?” I said.

“How many coppers for a round with the little harlot?”

Marietta scoffed loud enough for the whole inn to hear. “As if I would humor your advances in my wildest dreams.”

“What was that?” the guy slurred.

Marietta shot him a look that could kill. “You could have all the gold and riches in the world and I still wouldn’t have even the slightest interest in spitting in your mouth, you drunken imbecile.”

The guy snarled and grabbed Marietta by her hair, pulling her up from her seat. “Fuckin’ sheep bi—”

My fist flew through his cheek before he got to say another word.

He shot back across the tavern and fell through a table, summoning his friends to his side.

I stared at the drunken fools as I stood between them and Marietta. “Touch her again and you’re dead.”

As someone with vast experience of being plastered, I should’ve known my threat wouldn’t work. The three remaining drunks left their unconscious friend and gave me the stink eye.

“The only one fuckin’ dead ‘ere is you!” one of them spat before charging over.

A drunken brawl? It’d been a while, but I was ready.

I dodged the first’s pathetic tackle attempt, then a punch from the second. I went to counter, but the third grabbed my wrist.

Crap.

Before I could pull it away, he punched me in the stomach.

I nearly barfed up the meal I’d barely kept down in the first place. Instead, I pushed my captor away and went to strike.

In came the first guy to shove me in the back.

I caught myself on a table rather than falling on my face. Quickly, I turned.

A fist came for me.

I jumped away and was instantly grabbed, although I shook the guy straight off. However, in came another I had to dodge away from.

Damn, three on one was a total pain, even if they were drunks. I couldn’t believe I was having this much trouble after I’d killed a troll. Why hadn’t I developed any fighting skill when I didn’t have my rapier in hand?

But there is something I can do.

I whispered, “Invoke manifestation of he—”

A drunk flew at me.

I jumped away, losing my concentration and the flow of mana in my veins. Was that magic out too?

The three drunks staggered toward me, backing me into a corner.

“Steve,” Marietta said as she threw me her parasol.

The unaware drunks watched it fly past them and into my hands.

I twisted the handle and felt something akin to a jigsaw being completed in my mind. With a sharp movement, I pulled the rapier free and pressed it against the closest drunk’s throat.

All three stopped dead.

“I’d happily kill you where you stand, but I’d rather not stain this blade,” I said, letting him feel the sharpness against his skin. “Now take that punk and go. If I see any of you again, I won’t show a hint of mercy.”

The guys stumbled away and grabbed their friend. As they were retreating through the door, one yelled, “Fuckin’ sheep-shagger. You sicken me!”

“The feeling’s mutual!” I spat back.

If only we’d been somewhere more private, I wouldn’t have let them go. Sadly, I didn’t imagine this city would tolerate me murdering a few guys for harassing a sheep. I didn’t feel like losing my freedom over a few drunks. Then there’s what would’ve happened to Marietta. She’d probably have ended up in that auction house with a brand on the side of her neck.

I returned the rapier to its sheath and tossed it back to Marietta. “Thanks for the save.”

She scoffed and turned her head away. “I was simply repaying you for getting that lout out of my hair. Honestly,” she said while wafting her cute blonde curls back into shape. “Does he not realize I am a pedigree sheep? The nerve to try and sully my precious merchandise with his filthy, grubby fingers.”

I grinned. Good answer.

“Erm,” the dog barmaid said. “You… y-you need to leave.”

“What?” I replied. “They started it.”

“I know,” she whispered while fidgeting with her outfit. “Believe me, I don’t want to throw you out. What you did was…” For a moment, her tail wagged from side to side. “But I’m gonna be in enough trouble with my boss, as is. If he finds out I let you stay.” She whimpered. “Please, I need this job.” Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes.

“Fine,” I said with a sigh as I reached into my coin purse and took out what I’d been expecting to use to pay some workmen. “Tell him you forced us to cover the damages.”

She stared at the silver coins like they were objects not of this world. Then she covered them with tears. “T-thank you, sir. Thank you for your kindness.”

“It’s not ‘sir’. It’s Steve.”

“Steve,” she said before bowing her head. “I’ll never forget this. Thank you. Thank you!”

I waved her off while making my escape.

Marietta scoffed once we got outside. “Really? You’re far too soft.”

I shrugged. “Was it really a surprise? Cute demi-beasts are my weakness.”

Ping!
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I was glad my power approved of said vice.

She sighed and rolled her eyes. “I suppose you’ve already demonstrated a particular weakness for inconveniencing yourself where dogs are concerned. Now let us go find somewhere else we can stay the night. Somewhere with better food, preferably.”

The sooner, the better. It was already dark. I didn’t want to find out how many drunks came out at this hour.

Marietta wrapped her arm around mine.

I glanced down at her.

She scoffed. “Do not look into this more than you have to. I am simply doing what I can to restrain you before you cause any more violence.” When somebody walked nearby, she tensed and pressed to my side while her nervous eyes hunted for the culprit. Once the footsteps had faded, she breathed out and eased up a smidgen.

I quirked a brow.

Marietta, predictably, turned away with a dramatic flourish. “Now let us hurry.” She tugged, signaling for me to walk.

I didn’t argue. Instead, I led my woolly fair maiden into the shadowy maze that was Yellowfields at night.



Chapter 4


Sharing a room with Marietta. There’s something I hadn’t imagined happening. Even if we did have separate beds.

Our second demi-beast innkeeper had looked at me like I was speaking a foreign language when I told them we wanted a single room with two beds rather than one. Whether they expected Marietta to sleep on the floor, or with me, I couldn’t be too sure… and I chose not to inquire.

All in all, it wasn’t the worst of nights. After everything we’d been through, Marietta and I were too tired to go through any argumentative routine. All my woolly partner did was tell me not to try any funny business during the night.

We slept in our daywear, so there was nothing to worry about.

After polishing down a cheap and disappointing breakfast, Marietta led me to the rendezvous point, where Apollo was waiting.

The centaur waved. “Yo, guys. Whassup?”

“Ready to ditch this damn city,” I said, unable to mask my irritation.

Apollo laughed. “I’m guessing you didn’t have much luck with the search.”

“That doesn’t even begin to describe it.”

I’d decided against seeking out any demi-beast workers due to not wanting to keep Apollo waiting. Plus, I still needed time to calm down.

“Chin up, bro. I’m sure you’ll find help somewhere. You can even give me a holler sometime, if there’s anything I can do.”

I quirked a brow. “What about Norma?”

“Doing deliveries for her comes first, but it’s not like I’ve always got something on. If I’m free, give me a call. Cutting and building aren’t my thing, but I can haul anything heavy.”

I smiled. “Thanks.” Wasn’t it funny how the so-called savages were the people I could count on while those branded ‘civilized’ acted like twats?

Marietta scoffed while cradling her parcel of books and parasol. “If you’re done flirting, may we actually begin this journey?”

“No need to get jealous,” I teased.

“I am not jealous,” the moody sheep huffed. “Why would I want some idiotic human to flirt with me?”

“Who said it was Apollo you had to be jealous of?”

Marietta flinched.

Apollo snorted through his nose. “Sorry, Marie-baby, but you’re not my type. I’m a mare kinda guy, myself.”

“Like I care,” she snapped. “And don’t call me by that idiotic nickname.”

I grinned. Yeah, now this was the sort of company I preferred to keep.

Marietta and I boarded the wagon and set off back toward Grayedge. I was so relieved to be away from Yellowfields, I almost forgot I was supposed to be on the lookout for fiends and bandits.

It didn’t matter; we got back to the village without encountering a peep of trouble. We didn’t even see signs anyone else had been attacked.

The sun was high in the sky when we made it back to familiar territory. We rolled right into Grayedge and returned to Norma’s shop.

Norma came out to greet us with a smile, and she wasn’t alone. To my surprise, Lulu was with her.

“You’re back,” she said as she rushed over, orange tail flicking from side to side.

“So how many bandits did ya have to put down?” Norma asked while moseying over.

“Oh, more than you can imagine,” I replied while dismounting the carriage. “You got a real bargain hiring me for free.”

“Don’t listen to the moron,” Marietta said while tottering around to join us. “There wasn’t a hint of banditry to be seen.”

Norma laughed. “You almost had me for a second. Here was me thinking I’d gotten myself a bargain.”

“How do you know the road wasn’t crawling with bandits who turned tail when they saw I was protecting the place?” I asked.

“Because you look more like an idiotic tourist than a warrior,” Marietta quipped.

“I’m sorry I left my knight garb at home.”

Lulu giggled. “I’m so glad you’re both safe.”

“And I’m surprised you came to greet us,” I replied… not that I was complaining. “Did you miss me that much?”

Her ears jumped high as a lovely hot glow brightened her cheeks. “I… you’ve got it all wrong. I mean, I did miss you at least a little bit… but I’m here to deliver a message.” Lulu’s canine ears flattened against her head. “The mayor wants to talk with you.”

“What?” I blurted out.

“Yo, what’ve you done?” Apollo asked while unhooking himself from the carriage.

“Nothing!” I complained. “Nothing much.”

“Yes, I suppose he just heard about what wonderful company you are and asked to meet you for tea,” Marietta scoffed while rolling her eyes.

“I’m glad you think so,” I said back.

“I was joking.”

I gasped and held a hand to my chest. “And I thought we’d gotten so close during our trip.”

“Don’t get conceited, you fool of a man,” she huffed while hugging her precious books to her chest.

“I don’t know what it’s about,” Lulu said, “but he asked you to meet him as soon as you returned.”

I folded my arms and leaned back. “A surprise, required meeting with the local big shot. This reeks of trouble.”

“I-I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Lulu mumbled while tapping her fingers together. “Earl Chillhammer isn’t the worst mayor in the world.”

And he had a pretty cool name, if not a little tacky.

“Maybe I should come too?” she continued. “Just in case…”

I smiled. “It’s hard to turn down a date with my favorite redhead.”

Lulu looked down while biting her lower lip. Her tail, however, swung with glee.

Once I was done admiring her cuteness, I turned to Apollo. “Would you do me a solid and take Marietta back to the farm?”

“Sure thing, bud,” he said. “How about it, Marie-baby? Excited to ride a real man?”

Marietta shot him a look that could kill.

I smirked before turning back to Lulu. “Let’s get moving.” I thought it best not to piss off the big boss of Grayedge by being late.

“Hang on a minute,” Norma said from the back of the wagon. She returned moments later and held out a thin strip of paper. “Here. A little bonus for doing such a tidy job.”

“Thanks?” I said as I stared at the strange object. It didn’t seem to be paper cash. It looked more like a talisma—

Ping!


- - -

Security Talisman

A magical item which operates like an alarm.

- - -


Hey, that sounded pretty cool. And since when did my power give useful information?

“Fancy thing, that. Put a little charge in it, then stick it to a door. If it gets disturbed, you’ll feel it,” Norma explained while handing it over.

“Damn, that sounds useful,” I said while admiring the unassuming piece of magical genius. “You got another you could spare?”

“Sure!” Norma held out her hand. “That’ll be one silver, fifty.”

I narrowed my gaze before digging into my coin pouch. “The way you flip flop between generous and greedy never ceases to amaze me…”

She laughed. “Knowing how to keep your customers hooked and your coffers full is what being a merchant’s all about.”

If she said so.

With two talismans in my possession, and my coin purse feeling light, I set off with Lulu to the mayor’s house. It wasn’t a hard place to find. The building was the biggest in town and protected by an additional wall.

“Think I’ll be walking out of this a free man?” I asked Lulu as we stood outside the main gate.

“I-I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about,” she replied while fidgeting with her hands. “He’s probably just interested in you because you’re new around here.”

“Do earls usually meet every newcomer who shows up unannounced?”

“Erm…”

I sighed. “Let’s go see what I’ve done wrong.”

There wasn’t much of a guard presence—just a single guy watching the main entrance. He tensed when we came close.

I waved. “Hey. Name’s Steve Draxler. Earl Chillhammer wants to see me?”

After giving Lulu a long, curious look, the guy nodded and stepped aside, allowing us entry.

We were greeted inside by a green-haired cat wearing a maid outfit. She curtsied. “Good day to you, Master Steve.”

And Lulu, I wanted to say, but I held my tongue. It was, regrettably, what I presumed she wanted.

When the cat rose, she said, “Please allow me to show you to Earl Chillhammer.” For a moment, she glared at Lulu… something my partner did back. Then the feline turned on her heels and led the way.

Lulu and I followed, my dog bride glaring at the cat’s back throughout.

We passed through a series of dark, candle-lit halls before arriving in a large office just as cheerfully welcoming. That included the beast of a man standing in its center. He had to be approaching seven foot tall and was built like a barn. His wide frame seemed like an impassable wall, blocking out any sunlight trying to lighten the room’s atmosphere. It highlighted the glow of his one ice-cold eye. His right was covered by an eyepatch, which I presumed he’d lost in battle based on his visible scars and the leather armor he wore in lieu of clothing more fitting for a man of his title.

Our maid curtsied and made a quick escape, closing the doors behind her—trapping us in the room with this beast.

“So you’re the one they call Steve,” the man said while stroking his thick frosty beard.

Lulu nudged me in the side while showing me how to present myself.

I followed her lead, bowing. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Earl Chillhammer. I’m Steve Draxler.”

“Earl Rupert Chillhammer,” he said before his gaze wandered. “And you must be Lulu Flameridge.”

She flinched before lowering her head. “That is indeed so, Earl Chillhammer. I apologize for my intrusion. If you wish, I will leave, post-haste.”

He grunted. “No, it’s fine. This includes you two, I suppose.” He stomped across the room and behind his desk. “Alright, let’s make this quick before that damn nuisance gets here. I hear you've been trying to recruit some craftsmen to expand Darkwood Farm.”

“That’s right,” I said, left standing. Did this guy not like chairs or something? “Is there a problem with that?”

“Damn right, there’s a problem,” Chillhammer snapped, pounding his bear-sized hands on his desk. “Nobody’s expanding into the Darkwood on my watch.”

I was so taken aback, it took me a few seconds to get my thoughts together and respond. “Why not? Right now, there’s plenty of space going to waste. Where’s the harm in us using it?”

“The fact nobody’s using it is the fucking point. Everyone knows what a delicate situation the Darkwood is. And you just want to trample all over it, willy-nilly?”

Lulu raised a hand. “E-erm… Steve isn’t from around these parts. I don’t think he’s totally aware why the Darkwood is handled with such care.”

Chillhammer snorted. “That explains a lot. Even this town’s biggest halfwits know to treat that forest with some fucking respect.” His one glaring eye locked on me. “Listen here, maggot. We might call the Darkwood part of the Empire, but it’s more complicated than that. It’s technically unclaimed territory.”

“Wait, it is?” I asked Lulu.

She nodded. “We claim it as part of the Empire, but that’s not really the case.”

“It’s the largest piece of untamed land on the continent,” Chillhammer continued. “The place is filled with all manner of demons, ferals, and Architect knows what else. Then, on the other side, we’ve got the Black Mountains and the demon kingdom. That’s a lot of fuckers who won’t take kindly to us trying to make the Darkwood ours. It's got us stuck in some uneasy truce nobody’s in a rush to break. You know what’s going to put that shitty harmony into jeopardy? Some fucking moron with an axe deciding to swing it around as he pleases.”

“But this town collects from the Darkwood,” I protested.

“Not how you want to do it. We nibble away at the edges, trimming it here and there. Then we drag some dryads in to help grow that shit back so we never make too much of a dent. What we don’t do is tear a damn strip through the middle and piss off every motherfucking demon who lives nearby!”

“So you’re not letting us because you don’t want to piss off the demons? Don’t you guys hate demons?”

“Of course, we fucking do!” Chillhammer yelled while looming over his desk. “Demons are the biggest shit stains on this planet. Most of us would be happy to tear every damn tree out of that forest if it meant wiping the bastards out. I’d happily do it myself, but I’m not idiotic enough to piss off the Obsidian Dragon.”

My eyes widened. “The who?”

“Architect Almighty,” Chillhammer said while burrowing his gaze into Lulu. “You haven’t even told him about the fucking Obsidian Dragon?”

Lulu squeaked. Her ears fell flat to her head as she started toying with her hands again. “It’s… erm…”

“The Obsidian Dragon,” Chillhammer interrupted, eye returning to me. “The one motherfucking kingdom-wrecker even the most trigger-happy morons in the military don’t want to piss off. The only reason we and the demon kingdom aren’t already tearing out each other’s throats is because that big black bastard lives in those mountains between us. If they didn’t, you better believe we’d be joining our brothers in the south-west in trying to slaughter every damn demon there is. But as long as that big fucking dragon lives, we can’t do shit.” He growled and slammed his desk with a curled-up fist.

“The dragon’s neutral?” I asked.

“Something like that. It says we can do whatever the fuck we want as long as we leave its forest be. As long as it sticks by those words, we’re not going to do anything to piss it off. That includes going and ripping shit up without a care. Do I make myself clear?”

I hesitated. It was hard to argue against making peace with a dragon. Then again, I was a bit distracted to think through all the small details. A part of me was starstruck by its mere existence. Why had nobody told me we lived next door to the apex of fantasy?

“If not pissing off this dragon is so important, why is there even a farm there to begin with?” I finally asked.

“Don’t act like it was my decision,” Chillhammer spat. “The farm was already here when I was put in charge and told to babysit. But I get the logic. This area was a fucking nightmare a few decades back. Then they give Henry a bit of land in return for making things safe. And you know what the fucker did? He made it safe.” He leaned back while shaking his head. “Henry ‘fucking’ Flameridge. If he were asking, I’d let him do whatever the fuck he wanted. He might’ve been completely messed up in the head, but damn he could fight. If only he’d never met that fucking dog.”

I swallowed a growl. ‘That dog’ could only mean one person…

Chillhammer turned his glare back my way. “Without Henry? Fuck no. Shit’s already noisy enough around here without some bellend trying to piss off the nearby demons.”

“So you’re fine with us expanding as long as we can keep this place safe?” I checked.

“Steve,” Lulu whined under her breath.

I folded my arms and stared at Chillhammer. “We’ve already had our share of trouble. Had a problem with some kobolds and a troll a month back. You know what we did? We handled it.”

“A troll?” Chillhammer said dismissively. “You two killed a troll?”

Lulu gulped when she fell under the one-eyed mayor’s watch. “I only helped with the kobolds. The troll was all Steve.”

“What she said,” I added. “It was tough, but I dealt with it, and I’ll deal with anything else that attacks our farm.”

“I don’t give a shit what attacks the farm! I care about what overflows and starts attacking here,” Chillhammer said. “You’re going to take on Henry’s old role? You’re going to protect this entire area from demons?”

I shrugged. “Sure. If our renovations piss off the demons, I’ll take responsibility.”

Chillhammer looked me up and down. “Before I was forced to protect this backwater dump, I served in the military for forty fucking years. I’ve seen more troops than people know exist. I know a soldier when I see one.” He leaned in. “You’ve not got a military bone in your body.”

“Afraid not,” I confessed. “They’re all troll-killing bones.”

Chillhammer kept looking me up and down. “Self-confessed troll-killing bones. You aren’t military, and I’ve never heard of the Draxler family. How do I know you’re not full of shit?”

I stepped forward. “If you think I’m lying, how about I prove it?”

“Steve!” Lulu squeaked while trying to pull me back.

“What?” I replied while glancing at her. “It’s easy to prove I’m no liar. All I need is a chance.”

Chillhammer gave me a long distrusting stare… before he cupped his mouth and yelled, “Oi! One of you limp-dicked morons, get in here!”

A guard crashed through the door and threw up a salute. “Earl Chillhammer, sir!”

“The new brat’s feeling cocky. He wants to show off his skills. Get every man to the arena. We’re going to see if this cocksucker is all he claims to be.”

The guard saluted and rushed off.

Chillhammer marched after him, wordlessly demanding we follow… which we did.

“Steve,” Lulu whispered as we strolled through Chillhammer’s manor. “What are you doing?”

“Proving we should be able to expand if we want to,” I said.

“What if you lose?”

I smirked. “I won’t.”

We entered a training arena on the earl’s grounds, filled with breathless guards who’d likely gathered in a hurry in order to avoid Chillhammer’s wrath.

“Alright, you limp-dicked maggots,” Chillhammer said. “We’ve got ourselves a newcomer brat who thinks he’s got the balls to be the new Inferno of the Darkwood. I want one of you morons to stand up and prove him wrong. Any volunteers?”

One guard jumped forward. “Allow me, sir.”

I recognized him instantly. It was Johnson, the rotund soldier usually tasked with guarding the gate heading to our farm.

He shot me the same ‘friendly’ look he always did.

“That was fast,” Chillhammer remarked. “Found your balls at last?”

“This fucker gives me the stink eye every time he shows his sorry self here,” Johnson explained. “I’ve been wanting to wipe that stupid grin off his face for a while.”

“You shouldn’t wish for things you can’t deliver,” I said.

Johnson snarled.

“Save your trash talking for someone who gives a shit,” Chillhammer said as he signaled for his men to bring some weapons. “You two it is. Get ready to show me what you’re made of.”

“No need to worry, Earl Chillhammer, sir,” Johnson said as he picked up a sword which had been thrown in front of him. “I’ll put this fucker in his place.”

I did likewise, and—


- - -

New Tool Discovered: Longsword

Would you like to learn proficiency in this tool?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


Wait, what? Did I seriously need to buy the knowledge to use a longsword even though I knew how to use a rapier? That didn’t seem fair at all, but that’s how it was. I remembered everything I knew about using a rapier, but I couldn’t seem to apply it to this new weapon. It was like trying to force a square plug into a round hole.

Even though I didn’t foresee Johnson being much of a talent, I didn’t fancy my chances without even the basics down. Reluctantly, I bought the ability.

As always, my reward was a staple gun of information to the brain.

I managed to hold back my groan—I’d grown somewhat used to this sensation after making so many purchases. Instead, I indulged in my newfound proficienc—


- - -

New Ability Unlocked: Sword Proficiency

Due to having proficiency in multiple tools of the same class, baseline proficiency has increased for all tools in this class.

- - -


I didn’t know how to react. Was this my power’s way of apologizing for ripping me off?

I’d take it.

“What the fuck are you staring into space for? Do you think I’ve got all fucking day?!” Chillhammer complained.

“Sorry,” I said before twirling my sword around until it felt comfortable in my hand. “Ready.”

“About time!” he spat before stepping back. “Alright, maggots, I’m expecting a proper fight. Do whatever you need to do to win. Want to kick your opponent in the balls? Go ahead. I’m not going to mourn either of you losing your chance to have kids. It’ll be doing this world a service.” He waved his hand. “Now, begin!”

Johnson charged straight at me.

I felt the purr of familiarity flowing through my weapon. My feet moved as if on their own, sliding me around Johnson’s pathetic attempt at an attack. Then I swung for his throat.

Rather than taking off his head, I stopped my hand just before the edge kissed his neck.

Johnson froze, his panicked eyes widened to the size of saucers.

The onlookers stared, speechless. Chillhammer and Lulu were no exceptions.

“My win,” I said while holding the blade steady.

Johnson grumbled and stumbled back. “No…” He looked at his boss. “I want a rematch! He caught me off-guard, is all. I underestimated him.”

“Fine,” Chillhammer said. “Again!”

Johnson started our second round more cautiously. This time, he didn’t run in like a blind fool.

However, that didn’t mean he was going to beat me.

He tried to clash his sword to mine, but I easily danced away while reflecting his hit. When he stumbled forward, I slid to his back and grabbed him from behind, sword draped over his throat.

“Wanna go again?” I asked him. “I could do this all week.”

Johnson whimpered. He looked at Chillhammer.

“Not another damn word,” the earl snapped. “You got trounced, son. Truly and utterly trounced. Now get the fuck out of my ring.” Once Johnson had sulked off, Chillhammer looked around. “Who wants to get in there next?”

Another guard stepped up to challenge me.

Our fight played out the same way. The guy tried his best, but I embarrassed him with ease.

Was my power that strong, or were these chumps too weak?

Once I’d put down the second guard, I looked at Chillhammer and said, “Convinced yet? Or do I need to go through you?”

The air was sucked out of the room. Chillhammer unfolded his arms and stepped forward. “Go through me? If you think that little pansy-ass showing would leave me scratched, you’re living in a fucking dream. Dodgy knee and one eye, I’d still wipe the floor with your sorry ass. But… you’ve got skills. Maybe you taking down a troll wasn’t horseshit after all.”

I took a deep breath. “Glad you enjoyed the show.”

“Enjoyed it? How the fuck could I enjoy it?” His wrath wasn’t for me, as his wandering eye showed. “What the fuck is wrong with all of you? A random nobody shows up in this village and humiliates two of you, back to back. And don’t even start thinking things would’ve been different if you’d been in there. I know how good each and every one of you fuckers are; you’re all a million fucking years off being able to beat him. Now go do a lap around the manor. All of you!”

The guards grimaced as they obeyed their boss.

“Goddamn,” Chillhammer complained as his men rushed off. “If these aren’t the sorriest sons of bitches I’ve ever had the displeasure of serving under me. Half of them can’t find their asses from their elbows, and they’re the stars of the fucking unit. If I had a dozen men of your caliber, maybe I wouldn’t have every fucking merchant in the city bitching about something or another.”

“Sorry, I’m not interested in joining any army,” I told him. “All I want is to make Darkwood Farm the best it can be. Do I have your blessing?”

He snorted through his nostrils. “After beating a few useless punks who struggle to hold their shields the right way up? Get real. If that’s what it took to replace Henry, I’d be having my damn cook patrolling the Darkwood.”

“Then what was the point in any of this?!” I complained.

“Steve,” Lulu warned while hurrying over.

“I didn’t do this just to give him a show,” I growled while glaring at the old geezer. “You know what I want.”

“Don’t get cocky, your little gobshite,” Chillhammer snapped.

An arctic chill filled the area. It was like a winter storm had appeared out of thin air, but that wasn’t the case. It came from the behemoth of a man meeting my stare without a hint of hesitation.

What was this feeling? My instincts were being triggered. They were warning me to back off.

How strong was this guy?

“Come now, Rupert. Don’t you think you’re being a little cruel?” said an elegant male voice.

We all turned our attention to an exquisitely dressed man wearing a sleek combination of green and white. He smiled as he brushed his fingers through his long blond hair, stroking it away from a face fit for a boy band.

“William,” Chillhammer grunted.

“W-William Galeholder?” Lulu squeaked, ears jumping high.

I used my power to know for certain.


- - -

William Galeholder

Rank: Baron

Occupation: Owner of Galeholder Farm

- - -


That’s where I knew his name from: he owned the farm which provided most of the area’s milk. Real shitty stuff, or so I’d been told. I hadn’t tasted it myself. I didn’t need to when I had Roxie to drink from.

Galeholder smiled as he approached. “You set this young man a challenge, and he passed with flying colors. What more can you ask for?”

“You call that a test? My mom could’ve passed that test, and she died ten years back,” Chillhammer replied.

“I suppose that’s a fair point. Then how about you let me take over from here?” The noble pretty boy met me and Lulu with a smile. “A pleasure to make your acquaintances. I am Lord William Galeholder, of Galeholder Farm. I must say I was quite impressed with your performance. I’ve been in search of a man with your talents. There’s a particular job I need done and done fast.”

“What sort of job?” I asked.

“That is something I would rather not explain with so many prying ears around.”

There was nobody visibly within earshot, but the area was pretty open. Anyone could’ve been hiding nearby, listening in.

“Why don’t we discuss this later today, at my farm? I can assure you it’ll be more than worth your time to hear me out.” After showing me a smile, Galeholder turned his attention back to Chillhammer. “Well then, Rupert, shall we head to your office?”

Chillhammer grunted before cupping his mouth. “Oi! Someone show this bellend and his mutt out!”

The feline maid from earlier scrambled over. Once she was done exchanging glares with Lulu, she said, “If you’d please follow me.”

Lulu and I did so in silence, until we’d gotten outside.

“Well, that could’ve gone better,” I mused.

“I can’t believe you challenged Earl Chillhammer to a fight,” Lulu said while letting out a heavy breath. “I thought my heart was going to stop…”

I smirked. “Sorry. I’ve been a little hotheaded since…” I’d learned how little demi-beasts were valued around here.

It hadn’t slipped my attention that the cat maid had numbers on her neck.

“At least we made it out in one piece… and with a job offer,” I said. “Think we should take it?”

“We should at least hear him out,” Lulu replied. “After all, he’s a baron. We can’t disrespect him.”

Why not? I’m sure he’d have no problem disrespecting you.

Instead of saying that, I went with a more diplomatic, “Hopefully, our meeting with him will go better than this one.” All I wanted was permission to expand the farm. Being told ‘no’ had only increased my desire, no matter the danger.

If there was a chance Galeholder could help, there was no way I wouldn’t listen to whatever he had to say.



Chapter 5


Apollo’s hooves pounded against the ground.

“Cheers for this,” I said as I rode on his back.

The large centaur snorted. “Don’t mention it, bro. We horses are born to be ridden.”

“Never thought I’d ride another dude,” I confessed.

Apollo snickered. “What? Don’t tell me you’re shy?”

“Hey, it wasn’t a complaint… although I guess I would’ve preferred a mare.”

“What?” he said with a mock gasp. “Come on, bud. You’re saying you don’t like holding onto my muscles?”

“They’re certainly strong and hard. I think they’re going to awaken something in me,” I said as I looked at his muscular back peeking from beneath his flowing auburn mane.

“What?!” Lulu squeaked while squeezing me from behind.

“That was obviously a joke,” I assured her. “Beautiful demi-beast chicks are an addiction I’ll never be able to overcome. No offense, Apollo.”

He laughed. “None taken. You think I wouldn’t prefer some sexy mare riding me instead of you? Of course, I’d rather be the one riding her, if you know what I’m saying.”

Lulu cleared her throat.

“Oh… sorry, Lulu-baby. You’re not quite my type,” Apollo teased.

Lulu sputtered as her face went red. “That wasn’t what I was insinuating!”

“Don’t worry,” I said as I leaned back into her hold. “You’re definitely my type.”

Her ears bounced high before she gave her bottom lip a firm bite. She tightened her hold of me while mumbling, “Will you both knock it off? This is serious. Don’t you know where we’re going?”

“Galeholder Farm,” I said, matter-of-factly.

“Exactly!” she replied. “Make sure you behave yourself.”

“Don’t I always?”

Her forceful stare burrowed into my back.

Soon enough, we arrived before a huge walled compound, so wide I couldn’t see its corners, and a massive gate with a soldier on either side. Rather than the wooden palisade erected around Grayedge, it was like a miniature version of the wall around Yellowfields.

The guards, too, looked much handier than the chumps I’d embarrassed a few hours earlier.

“This is a farm?” I double checked.

“Yes and no,” Lulu answered. “This is both the home of Lord Galeholder as well as his farm. Apparently, it used to be a simple noble manor, belonging to another family. Then Lord Galeholder bought it and converted the unused grounds into a farm specializing in milk.”

“Rich guy shit, basically,” Apollo aptly put it.

“I wonder if we’ll ever have defenses like this?” I said while admiring the stone fortification. Our defensive wall was some wooden sticks sloppily jammed into place. We were a long way off this sort of quality.

Done lollygagging, we approached the door.

“Who goes there?” one of the guards said. He was kitted out more like a soldier from Yellowfields than one from Grayedge, helping to explain the competence I got from him.

Would these be as easy to beat as Johnson?

“We’re here to see Lord Galeholder,” I explained. “He should be expecting us. The name’s Steve Draxler.”

That was enough: the guards nodded and opened the gate.

As soon as we stepped inside, my jaw dropped.

As advertised, an exquisite manor home stood on the left side of the compound. It was a great white behemoth, dripping a level of class I’d only seen surpassed in this world by the castle at Yellowfields.

The places I’d been to were limited, admittedly, but that didn’t matter. Including back home in the mix, I’d only ever seen houses this nice on TV.

Finely crafted hedge rows and rainbows of flowers led the way to the manor’s entrance, with the former also serving as the dividing line between the world of nobles and commoners.

On the other side was Galeholder Farm. Acre after acre of barley stretched out ahead, flanked by a variety of uniquely shaped buildings which looked like they’d been constructed yesterday,

“Wow,” I said without thinking.

“It’s incredible,” Lulu seconded while leaning around me to get a better look.

“Damn,” Apollo said as his hooves clunked along the gravel entry. “I’ve been to a ton of farms in my day, but this one takes the carrot.”

I was glad to hear this one was an exception rather than the rule. After all, it was bigger than Grayedge.

It emphasized what a tiny operation we had going on back home.

As we were standing around, gawking like a bunch of tourists, a well-dressed man with big gray bunny ears came to greet us.

If I had to guess…


- - -

Douglas

Species: Rabbit

Assignment: Butler at Galeholder Farm

- - -


There was another variety of demi-beast added to my internal database. And what did it mean ‘assignment’? Wasn’t that supposed to be ‘occupation’?

Did it have anything to do with the numbers on this rabbit’s neck?

The elderly demi-beast bowed. “Greetings, Master Steven. Lord Galeholder sent news telling us to expect you. Unfortunately, His Lordship has yet to return from his meeting with Earl Chillhammer.”

I clicked my tongue. And we’d taken our sweet time enjoying dinner and everything.

I knew we should’ve returned to the farm…

“Should we come back another day?” I asked Douglas.

He shook his head. “Lord Galeholder will return shortly. He instructed me to give you a tour of the grounds if you were to arrive before him.”

I glanced back at Lulu. “How about it?”

She flinched and nodded while burning pink.

Was this one of those times where I was supposed to pretend we weren’t equal? Damn, did I hate that sort of crap.

“Sure. Why not?” I answered Douglas in Lulu’s stead.

“Splendid. If you would please follow me,” the butler said.

Lulu and I dismounted Apollo, then the three of us trundled after the rabbit.

“While officially this location is called the Galeholder estate,” the butler explained while guiding us alongside the fields of barley, “it is better known as Galeholder Farm due to His Lordship’s decision to dedicate a large portion of the land to farming.”

“Large ain’t wrong,” I said more to myself than Douglas. “You could fit our farm in here over twenty times over.” And that didn’t include the space taken up by Galeholder’s living quarters.

It was no wonder so many men were around doing whatever jobs were needed of them. That included two minotaurs—or bulls, as this world knew them—who were carrying huge milk pails like they were nothing.

“Since its creation, Galeholder Farm has become famous, far and wide, for providing the finest milk in the Huedom,” the rabbit continued.

“He’s never tasted Roxie’s milk,” I whispered to Lulu.

She placed a finger over her lips, telling me to quieten down.

“These fields are an important part of the process,” Douglas said. “Feeding so many cows can be an expensive job, which is why we strive to grow more than enough to keep them all as full and happy as can be.”

“Where are these cows?” I asked while looking around.

“That is what all visitors are waiting to see and the next stop on our tour,” Douglas replied while guiding us to a barn that went on and on and on. It was like someone had fused a dozen together to make a tunnel.

The rabbit threw open its double wooden doors.

When we stepped inside, my jaw all but hit the ground.

What is this?!

We’d found the cows—there was no doubt about it. They were grouped into two rows which stretched down to the far end of the room. Each was chained up in their own little pen with their breasts submerged in a metal trough.

“This is our milking shed,” Douglas said without a hint of emotion. “In total, we currently have one hundred and four cows in our possession.”

I had no clue what to say back. I was too busy soaking in the sight of the naked, numerical-branded cows panting away as their udders rested within a bright blue liquid.

“What’s going on?” I said before a latent thought arose from the back of my mind.

“Have you never seen a cow be slime milk before, Master Steven?” Douglas asked.

I shook my head, but I instantly knew about it. There was a section about this increasingly common practice included in my internal cow facts database.

This is what I got for not paying it enough attention.

“It’s a simple and safe process which allows us to milk many cows at once with minimal effort,” Douglas explained, unaware I’d bought this information a few weeks ago with my mysterious power. “When a slime is starved, it will constantly search for sustenance and will seek to drain it from a cow’s udders. However, slimes are unable to process milk, so will cleanly excrete it through their system. We then collect this discharge and process it into the product beloved all over the Huedom.” The rabbit servant bowed his head. “Sadly, a visit to our processing house isn’t included in this tour due to sanitary reasons.”

“Less sanitary than drinking milky slime shit?” I said.

“The slime is a mere tool used as part of the process, no different from the trough we house them in. I assure you this process is both safe and clean.”

It sure didn’t look or sound like it, but my power backed up everything he’d said.

I turned to Lulu, who looked grossed out in her own right. “Did you know this was a thing?”

She shook her head. “Dad only ever milked by hand. This is…”

“This can’t be pleasant,” Apollo said as he stared in from outside.

“I assure you the cows enjoy this treatment,” Douglas replied.

“Really?” I blanked Douglas and walked to a nearby cow, who was panting harshly. “Do you enjoy being milked like this?”

Horror filled the shackled woman’s expression. She gritted her teeth and stuttered out, “Y-yes, sir. Very much so. Lord Galeholder is such a courteous owner. I’m ever so lucky to be his possession.”

I swallowed a groan. Poor girl sounded like she was in a hostage situation.

“I ask you not to distract the cows while they’re working,” Douglas said as he hurried back through the entrance. “Now, if you would follow—oh.”

In the distance, a fancy wagon was arriving through the front gate.

“It seems His Lordship has returned,” Douglas said before bowing. “Come. I shall take you to him, post-haste.”

We waltzed over to the green horse-drawn carriage, which Galeholder was dismounting. When he saw us, his expression brightened.

“Steven. How nice to meet you again,” he said, shaking my hand before moving his smile to Lulu. “And Rupert tells me you’re Lulu Flameridge, daughter of the late, great Henry Flameridge. Please forgive me for not addressing you earlier, as well as never stopping by for a visit. It was so terribly rude of me.”

“N-no,” Lulu stuttered out as she shook his hand. “Someone of your lofty position and status shouldn’t be expected to come meet some dog.”

“But you’re not just a dog, are you?” he said, smiling. “Again, you’re the daughter of a man who should be considered one of this nation’s heroes. And, lest we forget, your own notable achievements. The first demi-beast to ever enroll at Origana Academy of Magic, I do believe? Simply extraordinary. It would be unbecoming of me to treat you like some lowly stray.”

Lulu chewed her bottom lip as her tail wagged slightly.

I was glad to see a human treating Lulu properly at last… yet, strangely, I didn’t like it. After all, this wasn’t just any guy. He was a noble with a farm filled with slaves.

“I apologize for my tardiness,” Galeholder continued. “My meeting with Rupert took longer than I anticipated.”

“There’s no need to apologize, Your Lordship,” Lulu said, bowing her head.

I reluctantly copied the gesture. Sucking up to guys like this had never been my style. It was amazing I’d gotten myself promoted so high up the corporate ladder.

Galeholder smiled. “Please, allow me to show you to my study.” He led the way into the house, which, despite being built right next to the Darkwood, didn’t make much use of its wears. Instead, the place had been built from the finest stones and marbles.

No need to shop local when you were as rich as pig shit.

Maids, all with bunny ears and slave tags on their necks, curtsied as we entered. “Welcome back, Lord Galeholder.”

Galeholder didn’t give them as much as a courteous wave as we passed. He focused on leading us up the stairs and through many a hall. After too many twists and turns, we entered through an expensive pair of wooden double doors and arrived in his office. Light flooded in through a window enveloping nearly a full wall, while the other two were covered in bookshelves.

Lulu and I stopped on one side of Galeholder’s large desk while he waltzed around to the other. “Can I get either of you a drink?”

“I’m fine,” I said while admiring his book collection.

“Me too,” Lulu muttered before bowing her head. “But thank you for the offer, Your Lordship.”

“More for me,” Galeholder chuckled while pouring himself a drink.

I took a closer look at his library while I waited. One book in particular drew my attention. “Hello.” I pulled it from the shelf to make sure I was seeing things right.

I sure was. It was a magical grimoire, courtesy of Origana Academy of Magic.

“Found a certain something that caught your eye?” Galeholder asked as he sauntered closer while swirling his drink.

Lulu hurried over and gasped. “I know this book. It’s the one given to all first-year students.” She turned toward Galeholder. “You also went to the academy, Your Lordship?”

“Indeed, although I can’t say I was a particularly good student,” he chuckled. “Are you interested in magic, Steven?”

“You could say that,” I replied, trying to keep my cool rather than fanboying everywhere.

That not everyone in this world adored magic continued to baffle me.

“Then feel free to borrow it,” Galeholder said before taking a swig of his drink.

“Are you sure?!” Lulu said for me.

“Think of it as an advanced payment, signaling my faith in the both of you.” Galeholder moved to his desk and took a seat. “Now let’s get down to business. Are you aware of the numerous attacks which have happened in this area as of late?”

I nodded as I took my own seat. “Just got back from acting as a bodyguard this morning.”

“It seems I’m not the only one who has noticed your talents,” Galeholder said with a small chortle. “Over the last few weeks, countless farms and merchants have found themselves under attacks.”

I tensed up. “Farms?”

Lulu squeaked. “I-I do beg your pardon, Your Lordship, but I heard only merchants were being attacked?”

He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Many farms have been attacked in the last three weeks. Some have seen their fields completely destroyed.”

I growled through my teeth. Hopefully, everything was okay back home.

I trusted Fern and Roxie would be able to protect themselves if need be.

“As much as it shames me to admit it,” Galeholder continued, “my business has not been unaffected. Three weeks ago, the culprit attacked my farm.”

“They managed to attack here?” I said with some surprise. “This place is like a fortress.”

“How kind of you to say,” he said with a wry chuckle, “but it’s undeniably the truth. I’ve reinforced my defenses so it won’t happen again, but I’m afraid the damage has already been done.” His eyes latched onto me. “That’s where you come in.”

“You want us to kill the culprit?”

“Not quite. While this culprit must be taken care of, that’s not my priority. What I ask of you is to retrieve… the commodity the thief stole during the raid.”

“What commodity?” I asked.

Galeholder shook his head. “I’m afraid I’d rather not say.”

I quirked a brow. “You’re expecting me to return an item without telling me what it is?”

He chuckled and took another swig of his drink. “My apologies. It’s such a valuable commodity I’d rather not risk news of its disappearance reaching the wrong people. My evasiveness should prove less of a problem than you think. You’ll undoubtedly know the commodity when you see it.”

“Presuming the culprit still has it.”

“They will. I’m certain of it.”

For a moment, the room was wrapped in silence. All I did was stare at Galeholder. He was acting friendly enough, but how could I not be annoyed by his secretiveness? Then there was his milking shed…

I decided to let things slide for the time being and continued with, “Why are you asking me? Especially if you’re trying to keep this a secret.”

“Simply as a case of necessity,” Galeholder answered. “I believe the culprit is hiding in the Darkwood. That means Rupert won’t send his soldiers to help, no matter what I say. That’s left me having to rely on mercenaries to do the job, but so far they’ve all been unsuccessful.” He took another swig of his drink. “I’m hoping you’ll be different.”

I pursed my lips.

He smiled. “I promise completing the task will be worth your while. Do this for me and I’ll get you permission to expand your farm.”

My eyes widened. “You can do that?”

“Princess Penelope is a very good friend of mine. If I ask her to grant you permission to expand, I am sure she’ll grant it. Even old Rupert won’t be able to stop you.”

I looked at Lulu to see if that all checked out, and she nodded in return. Then I turned my eyes back to Galeholder. “I’ll give it a go, but I can’t promise results.” I didn’t like how he danced around this mystery commodity, but royal permission was a prize I couldn’t ignore. Plus I didn’t like the idea of letting someone who attacked farms go free.

Galeholder chuckled. “A preferable answer to a straight rejection, at least. I’ll be hoping for good news.”

“You have any info to get us started?” I asked. “Know anything about the culprit?”

“I do indeed. It is undoubtedly a feline demi-beast.”

“A cat?!” Lulu squeaked, jumping from her chair.

I flinched. Shit, she almost gave me a heart attack.

Galeholder nodded. “I saw it with my own eyes. There’s no doubt the culprit we’re after is a cat.”

I swallowed a grunt. So a demi-beast was behind this…

“I promise we’ll catch her, Your Lordship,” Lulu said, a fire more intense than her magic burning in her peridot eyes. “You can count on us.”

He chuckled. “I’m happy to see you’re enthusiastic. I do hope it means you’ll prove successful.”

“Is that everything?” I asked while standing up.

He waved me back down. “Almost, almost. There is one last thing.”

I returned to my seat.

Galeholder placed his empty glass down and leaned forward, resting on his folded hands. “Recently, a new minor milk supplier has entered the market. Would you two happen to know anything about that?”

Lulu tensed up and sunk back into her chair.

The pretty boy noble laughed. “There’s no reason to look so guilty. I was simply curious if the rumor Rupert told me was true, which seems to be the case.”

“What about it?” I asked.

He smiled. “Some say this new milk is to die for—that it’s the best on the market.”

I grinned. “I don’t mean to sound arrogant, but it’s no exaggeration. Roxie makes the best milk I’ve ever tasted.” It made everything I’d drunk on Earth pale in comparison.

“What an enthusiastic answer!” Galeholder chuckled merrily before leaning back toward us. “So how much would you be willing to sell her for?”

“Excuse me?!” I blurted out.

“You want to buy Roxie?” Lulu asked, slowly going over every word like she was trying to figure out how they fit together in that order.

“Of course,” the merry noble said. “How could I let such a fine cow slip through my fingers? I must have her.”

For a moment, I was so stunned I couldn’t say anything. None of this felt real. After seconds spent flabbergasted, I said, “We’re not selling Roxie.”

“Come now. Please think logically about this,” replied the devil in human clothing. “I’m sure you’re aware expanding a farm is far from cheap. You’ll need to hire labor, tools, and supplies. Then there’s additional costs such as purchasing new seed, livestock, and workers. You’ll need all the money you can get. What better way to raise it than selling your most valuable asset?”

I jumped to my feet and slammed my hands on his desk. “Roxie is not an asset!”

Galeholder wasn’t taken aback. He continued meeting my stare while smiling like he’d already won.

Lulu squirmed in her seat as her gaze flicked between me and Galeholder. “A-ah. L-Lord Galeholder, sir, I’m afraid there’s been a misunderstanding. Roxie isn’t our possession. She’s an employee—more of a friend, really. We’re in no position to sell her. And even if we were, we would never.”

“That’s right,” I said, barely concealing my anger. “We have no interest in seeing Roxie become a slave.”

Galeholder returned my glare before laughing me off. “A slave. Such a horrible word. I don’t like it myself, or the negative connotations it brings. I prefer to think of my livestock as permanent employees.”

“Call it whatever you want: it’s still slavery,” I snapped.

“I think you’ll find all my cows are more than happy with their current situation. Each gets to live in one of the safest locations in the Huedom while having their every need satisfied. They have ample company among their own kind, the best health treatment a demi-beast could ever hope for, and get to eat the finest grains in the region. Can you offer all that to your Roxie?”

I growled. “Maybe not… but at least she’s free!”

“Free to waste her potential,” he countered. “Cows are born to be milked; they live for that role. Can you say you are fully satisfying that inner purpose of hers? Or are you busy making her pretend she’s a horse?”

I winced.

He chuckled. “All my cows are here of their own volition. I would like Roxie to join them. If she has her reservations, I’d be happy to hire her on a trial basis. For a hefty salary, as well.”

“All while convincing her she’d be better off with some numbers on her neck?” I said.

“As long as she’s not interested, she has nothing to worry about. We both know the Empire’s rules on slavery.”

I snorted. “Their easily abused laws.”

“Steve,” Lulu squeaked under her breath while tugging on my arm.

Galeholder laughed. “No, I am sure there are some who might try and go against the rules, but I assure you such a thing would never happen here. Roxie would be well looked after and respected, no matter what happens.”

“Even after she stops producing?” I asked.

“Hmm?” Galeholder replied while raising his brows.

I leaned on his desk and stared into his eyes. “Just wondering what happens to your cows once they’ve fulfilled their role. I don’t remember seeing any cows working here, milking shed not included.”

“Now that you mention it…” Lulu whispered.

Galeholder leaned back in his chair. “Sadly, I’m in no position to retain the services of cows past their prime. Instead, I believe it kindest to send them on their way with a bustling coin purse as thanks for all their hard work.”

“Really? I must have missed all those retirees hanging around,” I said, having never seen a cow outside of Roxie or the ones on this farm. There was a chance I’d just missed them—it wasn’t like I left the farm much or had traveled far. However, I had a theory of my own.

For a moment, Galeholder’s expression was every bit as serious as mine… then he let out another of his cheery chuckles. “I see negotiations have come to a standstill.”

“That’s one way of putting it,” I said.

He raised his hands. “Come now. There’s no need for hostilities. I respect how much you care about that cow… and because you respect her, I hope you will pass on my offer and allow her to make a decision for herself.” He smiled. “And I also hope you haven’t changed your mind about the job.”

Truth be told, I’d pretty much forgotten all about it.

“Are we finished?” I asked.

“That we are,” he said as he stood and took Lulu’s hand. “It was lovely to meet you, Miss Flameridge. And you as well, Mr Draxler. I hope we can have a positive relationship from here on, symbolized by the valuable grimoire I’m allowing you to borrow.” He offered me his hand.

I thought about ignoring, but I begrudgingly accepted before making a quick exit with Lulu by my side.

We didn’t say anything until we’d left the farm and were heading back upon Apollo.

“Someone wanna tell me what happened in there?” Apollo asked while jogging toward Grayedge. “You look like you saw your asses and didn’t like them.”

“Let’s just say I got another reminder of how rotten this place really is,” I grumbled.

“Steve,” Lulu said as she gave me sides a light squeeze.

I stroked her furred hands. “Sorry if I got a little crazy.”

She shook her head. “It’s okay. I can’t believe he wanted to buy Roxie.”

“He what?!” Apollo blurted out while turning to face us. He did so with such gusto he nearly lost his footing.

I had to grab on tight so Lulu and I weren’t flung off.

“Erm… soz, guys,” Apollo said.

“It’s fine,” I assured him. “That’s pretty much how I reacted.”

“Yeah, I can’t blame you after seeing that shed.” He peeked back. “You didn’t accept, did you?”

“Hell no. Galeholder could open the heavens and make it rain gold and I still wouldn’t be interested. Roxie’s not for sale: period.”

Lulu wiggled closer to me. “But… what if he doesn’t accept that for an answer?”

“He’s got no choice,” I said. “Especially if he wants us to stop this killer beast and get back his mysterious commodity.”

“The what and the what?” Apollo asked.

“Wish I knew,” I sighed before shaking my head. “Seriously, what’s he being so cagey for?”

“I’m sure he has a reason,” Lulu replied while hugging me from behind.

“Everyone has a reason for doing things. It doesn’t mean it’s a good reason,” I said. And from the impression I got from Galeholder, nothing about him was good.

The question was… did it matter if he was the only one who could get us what we wanted?

Did it matter if doing this task was the key to taking our farm to the next level?



Chapter 6


Once we returned to Grayedge, Lulu and I separated from Apollo—the poor guy had done enough walking for one day. Then we made our way back to the farm before nightfall showed itself. All the while, I kept my eyes on the Darkwood, wondering where this criminal might be.

If they thought about attacking us or the farm, it wouldn’t be pretty for them.

As I approached, a word filled the air: “Steve!”

Fern’s voice carried down the long dirt road into the farm, and my favorite harpy came shooting toward me like an arrow.

As always, I sidestepped to avoid ending up with a chest shaped like a crater.

Fern whined as she chased me while wiping the dirt from her green hair. “Steve! Why did you move away? Why?!” She gasped. “No, wait! That’s not what I meant. Where have you been?! You never came back to me. You were supposed to come back!”

I stopped and scooped the complaining harpy into my arms. “Sorry. Something came up.”

“Apology not accepted!” she complained, huffing and pouting. “You promised me quality time! You promised me sex. Then you went and left. You lied to me. Lied! That’s a bad Steve. Very bad!”

“Yep, I’m an absolute wrong’un,” I chuckled.

Lulu cleared her throat. “Has everything been okay while we’ve been gone? No evil cats have been sighted in the area, have they?”

Fern shook her head. “Nope? Why do you ask? Why?!”

I opened my mouth to give a quick explanation when I was interrupted by a gorgeous voice flowing across the farm.

“Steve,” Roxie said as she rushed over to greet me.

My heart tightened in my chest. I told Fern not to worry about it; we’d tell her, and the others, everything.

We returned to the house and began preparing dinner. Throughout, we told the others all about Galeholder, the job he’d given us, and the offer he was making to Roxie.

“I can’t believe Lord Galeholder wants me to work for him,” the surprised cow said after having been quiet throughout my explanation.

“You sound flattered,” I grumbled.

She smushed her cheeks and swayed from side to side in her chair. “I can’t help it, sugar. Galeholder Farm is the brand anyone in the Huedom thinks of when it comes to milk, these days. To think he’d want me, a cow who was all dried up just a few months ago.”

Her words were like daggers to my heart. I stepped toward her and said, “You’re not thinking of accepting, are you?”

Roxie puckered her lips and twirled a finger through her strand of white hair. “Honestly, if I’d gotten this offer, say… six months back, I would’ve accepted in a heartbeat.”

“Even though his end game is making you his slave?”

“You heard what he said. For us cows, being milked is what we’re born and raised to do. I’d have done anything he asked of me in return for getting back my purpose in life.”

I gritted my teeth. “So we really are failing you?”

Roxie showed me a gentle smile as she took my hand. “Don’t worry, sugar. That was six months back, before I met you—before I knew any better. You made me realize there’s more to my worth than just being able to make milk. And while, yes, I still do love being a cow, it warms this old heart of mine to know I’m more than just a pair of milk-filled udders.”

“Roxie,” I said.

She pulled me into her soft embrace. “I love you, sweetums. I’d never wanna be away from my husband, no matter how much Lord Galeholder is willing to pay me.”

I smiled as my tension left me. “Good, because there’s no way I’d have let you walk out of here easily. I’d have pinned you down and covered you with kisses until you were desperate to stay.”

“Oh my,” Roxie said as her face was engulfed by a bright red glow. Her eyelids hung heavy as she twiddled her favorite lock of hair. “Perhaps I should think about accepting after all…”

I spent a moment staring before pulling her close and assaulting her neck and jaw with kisses.

She moaned. “Oh, sweetums.”

“Hey. Hey! No fair!” Fern complained as she tried to climb over me from behind. “Why does she get kisses and not me? Why?!”

“Because you’ve not got a long list of admirers fighting for her attention,” Roxie said, turning more breathless by the second.

Fern huffed. “I do too! I’ve got lots of admirers. The most admirers! You’ll see. I’m gonna run away too!”

“No you don’t, you little brat.” I grabbed Fern by her wide hips, pulled her closer, and covered her in kisses.

It did an amazing job of quieting her down.

Roxie, on the other hand, whined. “S-Steve! You’re supposed to be convincing me.”

A bowl clunked down on the table. “Please don’t encourage them,” Lulu said. “The last thing we need is them pulling stunts like this.”

“You’re just jealous,” Fern said into my mouth.

“I’m not jealous!” Lulu huffed.

“Are you sure? I’ve got plenty of kisses for you too,” I said, pulling my lips away from Fern and offering them to Lulu.

She definitely considered it, but my shy puppy dog managed to fight against temptation and turn away. “Maybe later. Now enough joking about leaving.”

“Sorry, sugar,” Roxie said. “I promise I’m not going anywhere. I’d miss you far too much.”

“I’d miss you too,” Lulu replied while wagging her tail. “And so would Marie. Right?” She waited for Marietta to respond.

Marietta didn’t. Her eyes were glued to the book she’d been reading since we returned.

“Marie… Marie!” Lulu said.

Still nothing. It was like the sheep was entranced.

“Mary!” Fern squawked while slamming her wings on the table.

Marietta squeaked and nearly jumped out of her wool. She growled and glared at the harpy. “Will you be quiet?! I was at a good part.”

“Marie, could you please put that book on pause while we’re eating?” Lulu said as she placed down another bowl of food.

The bratty sheep scoffed. “You cannot seriously be asking me to stop reading here? General Einhower just handed Luna to the White Circle!” She buried her nose back into the novel. “Outrageous. How could he do such a thing? And here I was starting to think he was a good man. I should have known he was all too ready to plunge a knife into another’s back.”

Something told me we weren’t going to have much luck getting her to join us.

Roxie nudged my side. “Now that we’ve dealt with Lord Galeholder’s preposterous offer, what about his job request? Are you planning on accepting?”

“Of course we are,” Lulu quickly answered as she placed the last dish down.

“I didn’t expect you to be so up for this,” I said while eyeing up tonight’s fragrant dinner.

“You heard His Lordship,” she continued while taking the seat opposite me. “There’s a wild cat on the loose attacking farms and caravans! There’s no way we can let that slide.” Lulu growled and tucked into her fish dinner. “Stupid cat, giving us demi-beasts a bad name.”

I could see where she was coming from. I’d hate it if my reputation was being worsened by the actions of another. And that was without considering the threat it posed to us, Norma, and Apollo.

“I’d definitely feel better off knowing someone had caught that varmint,” Roxie mumbled through a cheek-bloating mouthful of food.

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said while showcasing her own poor table manners. “I bet cats love the taste of harpy. I don’t wanna be eaten!”

“Nobody is getting eaten,” I assured Fern. “I’d like to nip any problems in the bud before they affect us. Then there’s the prize of being able to expand without Chillhammer complaining.” I wasn’t sure he’d actually send guards to deal with us after the fuss he’d made about dragons and demons, but it was better not to take the chance, especially when the method for getting approval benefited us as well. “The only thing I don’t like, besides Galeholder himself, is this commodity of his. What’s he trying to hide from us?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Lulu said while racing through her meal. “As long as there’s a bloodthirsty cat on the prowl, there’s no way we can turn this job down.”

“Guess I can’t argue with that,” I said before finally taking my first bite. “We’ll take the job, protect our farm, and get rid of the bastard making demi-beasts look bad.”

I awaited my power popping up with some sort of quest log… but nothing materialized.

Again? Is this thing broken?

It was hard to say when I hadn’t gotten a full grip on what made my power pop-up and what didn’t. It really ought to have come equipped with some sort of user manual.

Attempting to will one into existence didn’t do much.

“Does that mean you’re leaving again?” Fern asked while pressing into me from the side.

“It’s going to be pretty hard to hunt down a rogue cat if I’m kicking my feet up here.”

She threw herself on top of me. “You can’t! You just got here. What about my celebratory sex? You still owe me celebratory sex!”

“I didn’t mean I was leaving this moment,” I said while pushing her back into her seat.

The dark-skinned harpy gasped. “Really?!”

“Did you think I was about to rush off into the dead of night to fight monsters?”

“You did last time.”

I let out a long hum, unable to think of how to respond. She’d gotten me there…

I shook my head. “I’ve had a long day. I’ll start tomorrow. Tonight, I want to sleep in my own bed beside my wonderful fake wives.”

“Oh, Steve!” Fern cheered as she nuzzled into my shoulder. “It was so sucky without you. Super sucky!”

“It did feel weird,” Roxie said without putting her feast on hold. “I’ve gotten so used to having you beside me. Without you, I felt lonelier than a fish in a tankard.”

“At least you still had each other,” I said, suddenly feeling guilty about having fish for supper.

Roxie and Lulu tensed up.

“Did I say something wrong?” I asked them.

Lulu’s ears flattened down, her earlier fight replaced with shyness. “I… that’s…”

Roxie gulped. “I don’t think you know what you’re insinuating, sweetums.”

For a moment, I had no idea what was going on. Then it came to me. My lips curled into the biggest of grins. “So that’s what being ‘lonely’ meant.”

The increasing shine of their blushes suggested I’d hit the nail on the head. Sure, we’d slept in the same bed every night for the last month, but that wasn’t the only late night activity which had become a part of our regular routine.

I chuckled. “Just how did you girls cope without me?”

“Masturbation, mainly,” Fern cheerfully announced.

Roxie and Lulu both gagged, the former on her food. She took a big swig of water to stop herself from choking.

“Fern!” Lulu whined.

The harpy tilted her head. “What? It’s true.”

“Is it now?” My eyes flicked between Roxie and Lulu.

The way the two of them squirmed was all the evidence I needed.

Fern, in contrast, smushed closer to me. “It was so mean of you! You were supposed to be here, making me feel good. Instead, I had to masturbate all by myself. Myself!”

“Harpies can masturbate?” I queried.

She nodded. “Duh! Our feathers are good at shlicking. Super good! But I totally prefer using them on my nipples while grinding my coochie on stuff.”

It was quite the image. Fern moaning, cheeks turning red, as she rubbed her dripping pussy against the edge of a table. Her wings up against her chest, rubbing her stiff nipples raw.

“How about you, girls?” I asked as my excitement grew. “How do you do it?”

Lulu looked away. “T-that’s none of your business.”

I laughed. “It’s not like you haven’t both confessed you do the deed.” I threw an arm around Roxie. “Didn’t you say you like sucking your own nipples while fingering yourself?”

Roxie shuddered.

I grinned. “Even though we did it in the morning, you still couldn’t make it through the night without touching yourself? You naughty cow.”

She moaned. “I can’t help it, sweetums. You did this to me—you made me a horny old woman.”

“So horny you couldn’t get through a solitary night away from me without restoring to masturbation?”

“I’m so sorry, sweetums,” Roxie whimpered into my ear.

I laughed. “Why should you be sorry? Don’t you know how much of a compliment that is? Saying I’m so amazing in the bedroom your body yearns for me when I’m not there?” I pulled her closer. “That’s pretty much the biggest compliment you can give a guy.”

“For real?”

“Definitely,” I said before rewarding her with the sort of kiss such a confession deserved.

Two small peaks pressed into my back while I was making out with Roxie. “Hey. Hey! I was complimenting you too!” Fern complained. “Where’s my love? Where is it?!”

I flipped the fussy harpy over the top of me and into Roxie’s lap. It made it oh-so easy to switch between kissing the two of them—making them putty in my hands.

Lulu cleared her throat, drawing my attention. “I-I missed you too.”

I grinned as I leaned over the table and cupped her chin. “Was that supposed to be a hint?”

“Maybe,” she mumbled, tail fluttering against her chair.

Then it sounded to me like my lovely Lulu deserved a kis—

Marietta gasped!

Lulu and I flinched back and turned toward the sheep.

She didn’t look back. Her eyes were locked on her book. She only peeled them away when she realized the entire room was staring at her. “What?”

That she hadn’t realized what we’d been doing in front of her? Yep, there was no doubt that book was good.

Marietta’s interruption helped us keep our heads while we finished off dinner. However, as soon as everything had been polished off, we hurried upstairs.

“Steve’s back. Steve’s back!” Fern cheered as she swung her hips from side to side. “At last, I get my celebratory sex!”

“I’m pretty sure it’s back to just normal sex,” Lulu said.

“Oh.”

I sighed. “I really am sorry about that. Who knew you girls would struggle so much without me for a single night?”

Lulu blushed and averted her eyes. “I-it wasn’t that bad.”

“It was for me!” Fern said while throwing her wings in the air. “I had to cum, like, four times just to calm down. Four!”

I snorted. “See? Can you blame me for feeling guilty?”

“There’s really no need, sugar,” Roxie assured me.

I shook my head. “I left my wives neglected. I wouldn’t be a good fake-husband if that didn’t make me feel bad. That’s why, if I ever have to stay away again, I want you girls to know I don’t mind you helping each other out.”

Roxie and Lulu tensed again.

“S-sweetums?” Roxie said with a gulp. “When you say… ‘help each other’, you couldn’t possibly be suggesting—”

“Gay stuff?!” an eager-eyed Fern squeaked.

“Why not?” I said with a shrug.

“We’re not lesbians,” Lulu protested.

“Trust me, I know.” I’d experienced a lot of first-hand evidence that backed up her claim. “It doesn’t mean you girls can’t lend each other a hand. It wouldn’t be the first time.” My eyes glanced Roxie’s way.

Her pale cheeks brightened. “T-that only happened the once!”

“And it felt so good!” Fern cheered. “Roxie’s totally a natural coochie-eater.”

“I am?”

Fern nodded. “Yeppers! You made me cum so hard. So super hard! I thought my head was gonna poof.”

“O-oh,” Roxie mumbled as she twirled her white lock and tried not to smile.

“You should totally eat me again,” Fern said as she bounced closer to Roxie.

The mature cow squeaked and flinched. She looked away, before her eyes shyly peeked back toward Fern.

“A-are you seriously considering this?” Lulu stammered out before turning her attention my way. “Steve…”

I gestured for her to relax. “I’m not trying to force you girls into doing anything you’re uncomfortable with. Your happiness is my priority. If you don’t want to, that’s your decision. If you do, you’ve got my blessing.”

“Yay!” Fern cheered, throwing her wings back into the air. “Let’s go hunt for some backup cock!”

I spanked her ass.

She whined while wiggling her stinging cheeks. “I was just joking! You’re the only man for me, Steve. I swear. I swear!”

“I better be,” I said to my lovely little brat. “How did you manage to make me want to punish you so badly after a little speech about not forcing you into stuff?”

“Tee-hee!”

I gave her another playful swat on the tush. “Damn tease. And you’re expecting to get pampered by Roxie? Maybe I should make you pamper her instead?”

Roxie inhaled. “S-sweetums? What do you mean by that?”

“Are you telling me to eat her puss-puss?” Fern asked.

“I’m not telling you to,” I said. “I’m offering Roxie the option of telling you to.”

Roxie blushed as she kept fiddling with her hair. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt…”

“Roxie!” Lulu squeaked.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Roxie huffed. “You can’t say you’re not even a little curious.”

“W-well…”

Fern saluted. “Don’t worry! I’m sure I’m a good pussy licker. A great pussy licker. The best pussy licker!”

Who could resist such insistent eagerness?

A minute later, Roxie lay naked on our beyond-king-sized bed. She was as tense as her cheeks were red. While she didn’t have any qualms about letting us see her huge inviting breasts, she hid a certain somewhere else by squeezing her soft cow-print legs together.

“Roxie… are you sure about this?” Lulu asked, her own complexion somehow just as bright despite being fully clothed.

“You don’t need to go through with it if you don’t want to,” I assured Roxie… even though I was eagerly awaiting a show.

“Yes, you do!” Fern said as she wiggled energetically. “Lemme at it. Lemme at—ow!”

I pulled my hand away from that glowing harpy behind.

Roxie gulped. “I…” Slowly, she spread her thick furred legs apart, revealing her wet, excited pussy.

Fern lunged forward. “Thanks for the meal!” she said before burying her lips between Roxie’s thighs.

The eager cow moaned, bucking her hips.

My shaft throbbed into life, for very obvious reasons. Fuck. I knew this was going to be hot—there was no doubt it was going to be hot—but actually seeing it was unbelievable. I didn’t know what excited me more. Was it Roxie’s blissful expression as she let out moan after moan or Fern wiggling her wide hips while greedily feasting on her gorgeous partner’s juices?

“How is it?” I asked Roxie while restraining myself from jumping right in.

Her heavy silver bedroom eyes found their way to me. “Amazing,” Roxie slurred out. “It feels so good.”

Fern giggled and lifted her head. “What did I say? I’m totally the best coochie-muncher ev—” She squeaked as her head was pushed down.

“L-less talking, more licking, sugar,” Roxie moaned out before gasping. “R-right there! Oh, sweetums. Just like that. Just like that! Oh. You’re so good. You’re making mommy feel so good.”

Damn, I was finding it hard to hold back. I couldn’t stop rubbing my fingers over the stiff tent outlined in my pants.

To my side, Lulu was doing something similar. Her eyes were glued to the scene as her hands wandered, fingers brushing over her chest and between her legs.

I whispered into her ear. “For a not-lesbian, you sure seem to be enjoying the show.”

She squeaked and flinched away. “I…”

I laughed. “No need to explain yourself. It’s quite the performance.”

Roxie’s moans grew louder and louder, as did the wet slap of Fern’s tongue and lips digging into her delectable wetness.

“She’s really enjoying herself,” Lulu muttered while gripping her own clothing.

“Of course. Don’t you like getting your pussy eaten?” I asked her. “Your puppy?”

“I… you know I do…”

“Then why shouldn’t Roxie be having a good time? The act’s the same. It’s just a different mouth doing the deed.”

“She’s not quite as good as you, sweetums,” Roxie moaned as her heavy-lidded gaze latched onto me, “but she’s such a good pussy licker for mommy.”

Fern lifted her head and complained, “Hey!”

She was pushed back into place. “Talk later. Mommy’s getting close. So close.” The rising of her chest was getting faster; the interval between her pants was growing shorter. It was coming. There was no doubt about it. Her breaths became more feverish. More high pitched. Then it happened. She squealed. She bucked. She squirted all over her eager harpy lover.

Roxie’s satisfaction had arrived.

Lulu watched, her mouth flapping open. “D-did she just…?”

“You better believe it,” I growled, my grin almost feral.

This was just about the hottest thing I’d ever seen.

Roxie fell back, a silly expression all over her face. “Oh… oh my…”

“Enjoy yourself?” I queried, already knowing the answer.

“Very much so,” she moaned with the lightest of nods. “Perhaps I’ll take you up on that offer after all…”

“I did good?!” Fern said as she jumped up. Her lips and chin were soaked, like she’d just finished bobbing for apples.

Or orgasms, in this case.

“Very good, sweetums,” Roxie purred. “You made me feel better than a glutton at a feast.”

“Hooray!” the happy harpy cheered. “So it’s my turn now, right? Right?!”

“Erm…” Roxie looked around nervously before pushing down on Fern’s head. “M-maybe after one more.”

Fern tried to wiggle free, but there was no beating Roxie’s strength, especially when she added her strong thighs to the mix. The poor bratty harpy had no choice but to submit.

Roxie threw her head back and went back to squealing in delight.

Lulu couldn’t close her mouth. She was too busy staring as her face burned red.

“It’s okay, sweetums,” Roxie moaned while looking Lulu’s way. “There’s no reason to be scared. Here. Let mommy help you.”

She tensed. “H-help? What do you mean?”

“Mommy can tell how horny you are—how jealous you are. You don’t need to be. Mommy’s here for you.” Roxie opened her mouth and rolled out her long pink tongue. She waved it toward Lulu, beckoning her closer.

Lulu’s face grew redder and redder. She squirmed, hands and thighs fidgeting together. Her nervous peridot gaze kept heading my way.

I smiled. “It’s your call. Don’t worry about getting wild. You know how much I adore my horny mongrel.”

She whimpered before closing her eyes shut. At last, she breathed out and wordlessly stripped down. First came her suspender straps, followed closely by her shorts. Next up was her shirt, followed by her bra. Last came the damp white panties which had barely hid her excitement.

Now naked, Lulu slogged closer until she was standing at the edge of the bed. “S-so, how are we going to do—ah!”

Roxie wrapped a hand around Lulu’s hips, pulled her closer, and planted a deep kiss on her mound.

Lulu squealed out a moan filled with both surprise and pleasure. Her body went rigid, head rolling back, as she got her first proper taste of what it was like to be with another woman. Quickly, that tension drained away. Roxie’s mouth was too good; Lulu melted in place.

“Roxie,” Lulu whispered, voice cracking.

“I know, pumpkin. I know,” Roxie moaned into her pussy—her puppy. “Come even closer. Let mommy pamper you lots.”

Lulu couldn’t resist. Before she knew it was happening, she was straddling Roxie’s face and getting taken on a ride.

For a moment, I froze. My mind struggled to keep up. In front of me were my three gorgeous lovers, all indulging in bliss together. It was a scene so hot I would’ve pinched myself if I’d retained the mental functionalities to do such a thing.

“Steve,” Lulu moaned while she ground her hips on Roxie’s face. “You were right… this feels good. So good.”

“Glad you approve,” I said, almost mindlessly.

“I do… but I don’t.” Her lustful eyes latched onto me—onto my crotch. “You shouldn’t need to be left out. You should be here, with us.”

I growled under my breath as I walked on over. “What did you have in mind?”

The moment I got close enough, she lunged. Lulu grabbed my waistband and pulled, exposing my rock hard stiffness. Then, after giving me only a single warning glance, she dipped her head down and took me in her mouth.

Pleasure washed over me like a tidal wave. A moan got caught in my throat. Being a spectator alone had left me on edge. Turning into a participant somehow felt too good to be true.

How was one man allowed to experience this sort of satisfaction?

My moans slipped free as Lulu eagerly worshiped my member. She greedily took me deep inside her mouth, showing me the same care Roxie was showing to her, and Fern to Roxie further below.

“Damn, you girls are too amazing. All of you,” I growled while treating my senses to a memory they’d never forget. The sights, the sounds, the feelings; the scent of our sweaty, needy bodies filling the room.

Lulu answered, but her words were muffled.

Her attempts to talk added even more pleasure to the mix. I was losing control, and I had no intention of holding back.

“Lulu, you damn angel. It’s coming. Brace yourself,” I told her while weaving my fingers through her bright orange locks.

She didn’t… she went further. She threw her arms around my hips and pinned me, trapping me inside her throat.

I snarled and threw my head back as I was pushed over the line. A lightning strike of bliss struck me as I thrust forward and filled Lulu’s mouth with my seed.

It triggered a chain reaction. As I fed my gorgeous canine lover, Lulu bucked hard, thighs spasming around Roxie’s head. As for my cow bride, she lifted her hips up and soaked Fern’s face with her explosive lust.

For a moment, we stayed and lingered in the afterglow. Then we separated, one by one.

I flopped down on the bed, alongside two panting ladies.

“See what I mean?” I said as I rested there and caught my breath. “It’s much easier to take care of your urges when you’ve got the proper partner.”

“You’re right,” Lulu moaned while resting next to me, small shudders still shooting through her lower half “That was so much better than when I do it by myself… but still not as good as when I’m with you.”

“What she said, sweetums,” Roxie said from my other side, embracing me with her soft warmth. Her lips glistened with a certain fragrant gloss which flooded my nostrils. “I’d be more than happy to do this again, but only if the need arises. You’re always gonna be my number one.”

I grinned. “You girls sure know how to flatter a guy.”

“You call that flattery?” Roxie answered as she brushed a hand down my abs, to my crotch. “We haven’t even gotten started yet.”

Lulu nodded as she helped massage me back into life. “You can’t expect me to be satisfied with just that after not having it in one whole day.”

“I guess that’s fair,” I said with a growl. It wasn’t like they were the only ones who’d missed this.

Fern jumped up, wings in the air. “Hey. Hey! What’re you two moving in for when you already got to cum? What about my needs? What about my apology sex?!”

I hummed while eyeing up my petite, dark-skinned lover. “It’s a good question, with a simple answer.”

“What answer? What?!”

I smirked. “It starts now.” Before she could even process those words, I grabbed Fern’s childbearing hips and pulled her onto my lap. My revitalized stiffness sunk deep into her waiting body.

She filled the room with high-pitched cries of bliss while wrapping her wings around me. “Steve!”

“That’s me—the only husband you’ll ever need. And don’t you forget it,” I said while bouncing her in place.

“I won’t. I won’t!” Fern moaned into my neck, covering it with her hot, gasping breaths. “It was seriously a joke. Just a joke! I’d never cheat on you. You’re the only man I’ll ever need—the only man I ever want!”

“Me too, Steve. Me too,” Lulu said as she cuddled closer to me and inhaled my scent. “I love you. I love you so much.”

“Mommy loves you too, sweetums,” Roxie moaned while hugging me from behind, smothering my back with her heavy udders “Now hurry and give mommy her turn. She wants your cock so badly.”

“No! It’s my turn. Mine!” Fern screamed as she went wild on my cock, soaking my lap with her overwhelming excitement.

I growled in delight. These girls truly were the best wives a man could hope for. I wasn’t letting them go to bed unsatisfied. We weren’t stopping until we couldn’t go any longer.

Last night, I’d committed the unbelievable sin of not being here to give these horny girls the attention they craved. Tonight, I made it up to them.



Chapter 7


The following morning, after we’d filled ourselves with grub and made sure we didn’t stink of sex, Lulu and I made the journey back to Grayedge to start looking into information about the attacks.

I knew just the person to ask about business affecting merchants. Our very favorite in the profession, Norma.

“I ain’t got a clue,” she said.

My face dropped. “You don’t?”

The old gnome shook her head. “I ain’t been affected by it personally, unless ya count all the exports which have stopped coming in. Everything I know comes from gossip.”

I sighed and rubbed the back of my head. “So much for that…”

“Don’t worry, Steve,” Lulu said, a fire in her eyes. “A small setback like this won’t stop us. We’ll catch that stupid cat, even if it kills us.”

“I’d prefer to make it through this without dying,” I replied.

“Same here,” Norma laughed before her expression turned serious. “Actually, while you’re playing detectives, I wonder if there’s something ya could look into for me?”

I tensed up and leaned closer to Norma’s level. “What is it?”

Her voice dipped down low. “Yesterday, a thief hit my store and made off with something of mine.”

Lulu gasped into her hand. “That’s terrible. What happened?”

Norma shook her head before growing out, “Some cheeky fecker went and nicked my bra!”

The two of us went quiet.

That didn’t stop Norma from grumbling on. “You know the one you and Roxie covered in milk?”

My cheeks went star hot. I coughed into my hand. “S-sure. The one we had a little accident with.” And totally didn’t use as a makeshift gag.

Norma nodded. “I had to give it a second wash today—darn milk scent wasn’t going anywhere. Then I hung it out to dry. Next thing ya know, it’s not there anymore! Some pervert’s made off with it!”

We hesitated to answer.

“Are you sure this was a robbery?” Lulu asked while tapping her fingers together. “Maybe it just flew off the line?”

Norma shook her head. “Ain’t never lost anything this way before. This was a thief, I’m telling ya!”

“Could it be our culprit?” I asked Lulu.

“I don’t know,” Lulu mumbled. “Lord Galeholder didn’t mention towns being attacked… but there’s no telling what some stupid cat might pull.”

“But stealing underwear?” That sounded more like a pervert than the scourge of the area.

Suddenly, a thought dawned on me. What if this mystery commodity Galeholder was so secretive about was a pair of his underwear?

…

No, that was probably the stupidest thing I’d ever thought.

Norma grumbled. “I don’t care who stole it. I want them to pay!” She huffed while folding her arms. “I’m expecting at least nine silvers.”

“You meant financially?!”

She stared up at me. “Of course. If some pervert wants to get their rocks off to my sloppy bras, that’s on them… but I ain’t giving that sorta service for free. When we find the blighter, I’m gonna expect him to pay for his sick kicks.” Norma rubbed her chin. “If it goes well, we might be able to make it a regular thing. How much do ya reckon he’d pay for a pair of my dirty knickers?”

I gulped. Shit, Norma was one stage away from setting up the fantasy equivalent of an OnlyFans account. I could already see it: pay a subscription and get some naughty pictures in the post every week, courtesy of your favorite gnome.

It was not a thought I wanted.

“Putting aside your… yeah,” I said, trying to wipe the images from my mind, “know anyone who might know something?”

“Not specifically, but I’m sure you’ll find someone affected if ya do a quick tour around, or so says me. You could also ask Apollo. He’s popular with the other horses. He might have heard some gossip.” She nudged his head. “I think he’s around back.”

“Shall we take a look?” Lulu said.

Sure enough, Apollo was in the stable area, lounging around.

He perked up when he saw us and clambered to his equine feet. “Yo, guy and gal. Come to spend some quality time with your favorite horse?”

“Not quite,” I said before explaining that we were searching for info about the infamous culprit.

Apollo folded his muscular arms across his bare chest. “I’ve heard bits and pieces. Nothing concrete. Any horse who has been caught up in this shit hasn’t come back to tell the tale. We’ve lost a few good guys and gals.” He shook his head. “Seriously, I can’t believe they killed Heather. She was the hottest mare on this side of the Huedom. Every time I saw her muscular ass strutting around, I felt my bad boy twitch. I’m gonna miss her.”

“Ever thought of writing eulogies?” I snorted.

He gasped. “Hey! That came from the heart!”

“Sounded like it came from another organ, to me.” I glanced downward, saved from a front row view of his horse package by his position and caparison.

Lulu cleared her throat. “Do we really need to be talking about this?”

Apollo laughed before saying, “I’ll ask around—see if I can get any info. Whatever it takes to avenge all my fine brothers and sisters who fell to this feral bastard.”

“Then we should do the same,” I said to Lulu. “How about we split the town in half? Go to all the merchants and see if they know anything?”

Lulu hesitated before nodding. “How about you take this half and I take the other? I know it better than you do.”

It sounded good to me. The three of us agreed to meet back in a couple of hours before heading our separate ways.

I wandered around semi-familiar territory while pondering where to start. The answer came to me like magic… or because it was the first place I stumbled upon: the inn.

Wasn’t that where all good adventurers began?

It was my first time going inside. The wooden décor put the hovels Marietta and I had visited in Yellowfields to shame. It was also staffed by humans rather than demi-beasts on beyond-minimum pay.

“What can I get you?” the man cleaning glasses behind the counter said. When he saw it was me, he grimaced.

Good. My reputation was spreading.

“I’m looking for info,” I said as I leaned on the bar. “What do you know about the recent attacks?”

“What’s it to you?” he spat.

“Not much, bar that I’m the one who’s been hired to clean up this mess. So you can either cooperate or keep acting like a jackass and hope things will get better on their own.”

The guy kept looking at me like I was a nuisance before clicking his tongue. “Alright. I’ve heard bits and pieces, and deliveries have become a right pain in the scrote. Best person to ask would be one of those sad saps in the corner.” He nodded toward a table where two guys were huddled over, despite it still being morning. “They’ve been drinking themselves into oblivion and complaining all week.”

“Thanks,” I said as I went to walk away, but then a thought hit me. “One last weird question… you haven’t had any underwear stolen, have you?”

He looked at me like I’d asked to take a dump in his hand.

“I’m chasing a lead,” I assured him.

“If you say so,” he said, dismissively. “No, all my underwear is where it should be, but a few bottles of milk have gone missing.”

“Milk?”

He nodded. “Three have gone missing over the last two weeks. It’s probably one of the employees hoping I wouldn’t notice, but nobody’s fessing up.”

That did seem likely. Only the most inept of thieves would break into an inn just to steal milk.

“Is that all?” the barkeep said in a tone that all but told me to hurry and fuck off.

“For now. Thanks for the help,” I said as I pushed away from the bar and set my sights on the two drunks in the corner.

The human and the dwarf were both deep into their third pints, or so said the empty glasses on the table.

“Excuse me, gents,” I said.

Two pairs of bloodshot eyes snapped my way.

“Who the fuck are you?” the dwarf said, slurring his words.

The human snorted. “Oh, I know. It’s that damn dog-fucker.”

“This is him?” The drunk dwarf looked me up and down. “Damn, he ain’t what I expected at all. I thought he’d be fatter.”

“Yeah, I was surprised too. Didn’t think someone like him would need to settle for sucking up to a mutt.”

“Maybe dogs are the only things he can get off to? At least she won’t need to worry about being replaced by a cat.”

“You know I can hear you, right?” I asked the pair.

“And what’s it to you?” the dwarf spat.

“The fuck you doing here anyway, dog-fucker?” his friend asked.

It appeared mine and Lulu’s attempts to keep our relationship secret hadn’t proved that successful. And after all the effort I’d made not to show her off.

“I’m looking for info,” I said as I leaned on the table. “What do you know about the attacks?”

“What don’t I know?” the human groaned. “They’ve ruined me. I’m never going to recover!” He dropped his head to the table beneath the safety of his arms.

“You saw the attack?” I asked.

The dwarf scoffed. “Like Voida he did, you fucking idiot. Everyone who's been attacked has been killed. We’d be dead too if we’d gone along.”

“Fucking savage,” the merchant grumbled into the table. “Someone needs to hurry up and put that damn animal down.”

“Here, here! This is what happens when you let them pretend they’re people. They get ideas above their stations and start lashing out. Make them realize they’re just the animals they are and none of this happens.”

I slammed my hands on the table, making both men jolt. “What was that?”

“You heard me…” After spending a few moments looking into my eyes, the dwarf shrunk away while cradling his drink. “Just saying…”

At least these guys were depressive drunks rather than the rowdy sort.

“Cut the crap and talk,” I demanded while leaning closer. “What happened?”

“The fuck do you think?” the human said. “We were attacked! My wagon was destroyed and my merchandise stolen.” He whined and returned to cradling his head against the table “I don’t know how I’m ever gonna recover…”

“Where did this happen?” I asked, more than tired of conversing with these drunkards. “When?”

He peeked at me. “Erm… a week back? Somewhere between Browntown and Whitecap. I was sending a shipment to Blueport.”

The naming convention of this area never failed to impress me.

“Same here,” the dwarf mumbled. “Closer to Greenburg for me, but same shit, different day. Now I’ve gotta buy a new wagon and merch, but who the fuck’s gonna buy shit anyway? No horse will travel without a merc for backup, and they’re charging an arm, a leg, and my right fucking bollock. And, on top of that, some punk broke into my store to steal milk. What’s wrong with this fucking town?”

I tensed up. “Someone stole some milk?”

“Don’t look at me like that,” he snapped. “It’s true, I swear. There were six bottles on that shelf—I know there were. Someone broke in and took one.”

“One and only one?”

“I said not to look at me like that!” The dwarf jumped up and took a swing at me. His punch fell a few feet short before the rest of him fell flat on his face.

“Are you alright?” his human friend slurred.

The dwarf started sobbing and pounding his fists on the ground like a child having a tantrum. “It’s not fair! What did I do to deserve this?!”

I cringed. Something told me I wasn’t going to get anything more from this pair of drunks, so I tiptoed away while they were distracted. My plan was to get more concrete information from those with their faculties in check.

It didn’t quite work out that way.

The town’s other merchants didn’t have much to offer. The local apothecary complained about a break in the night before, and yet another trader grumbled about missing milk, but no one had anything to say about the attacks.

Once I’d exhausted myself, I returned to the stable, where Apollo and Lulu were waiting. The latter perked up when she saw me. “You’re back! Did you find anything?”

I nodded. “A bit. How about you?”

Lulu’s smile vanished. She bit her bottom lip and mumbled, “I… not quite.”

My heart tightened. I had a bad feeling about her reaction. Something told me it was less she couldn’t find anything and more she hadn’t been told anything.

Apollo snorted, seemingly none the wiser. “Me? I managed to get a shit ton. Come check it out.” He spread a map over the top of a barrel.

“This the local area?” I asked while peering close.

Lulu nodded. “Yep. It’s a map of the Huedom. See? This here is the Darkwood.” She brushed her hand along the forest on the map’s edge, which spread from the northern shore down past the southern border. “And here’s Grayedge. And this is Yellowfields.”

“And here’s Galeholder Farm,” Apollo said, tapping on a large area to the south.

I couldn’t help noticing there was no sign of Darkwood Farm, but I chose not to question why, just in case. Instead, I looked at the centaur. “What did you find?”

Apollo moved his finger along the map. “Got news from a few horses who work in the sticks. The attacks are real. We’re talking dead livestock, plenty of injuries, and a lot of destroyed crops.”

“Stupid evil cat,” Lulu mumbled under her breath.

“Jerry said Mac’s farm has gotten it bad. Liz said Noah’s is the same, as well as Abraham’s.” Apollo pointed to each farm in turn.

“I heard from the merchants,” I said while studying the map. “I’m guessing Blueport is up here.” I tapped the far north, where an isolated city stood on the coast. Then I trailed downward, eventually sliding through the towns of Greenburg, Whitecap, and Browntown. They weren’t too far from the farms Apollo had mentioned.

Coincidence or…?

“Did you hear of anyone being attacked between here and Yellowfields?” I asked the pair.

They shook their heads.

“Same. All the attacks have been in this area.” I circled the space north of Grayedge with my finger.

“Except for Galeholder Farm,” Lulu said.

“The culprit might be keeping their distance to protect whatever commodity they stole,” I suggested. “What are the defenses like up here?”

“Shit,” Apollo said. “You’re looking at a mixture of poor fay villages and farms which wish they could buy protection like Galeholder can. They need to rely on help from here or Blueport for anything big.”

“And the guards are staying put in Grayedge for the moment,” Lulu said.

I hummed and pondered out loud, “Maybe that’s why the crimes here have been more low-key?”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

I explained about the string of thefts. One bra and a few potions aside, it was all milk.

“Hey, I heard something about that too,” Apollo said. “Liz’s owner accused her of opening a few milk pails and docked her pay.”

“It’s weird, right?” I replied. “Outside, they’re butchering everything. Here, they’re quietly stealing milk. That’s two rather conflicting strategies.”

“Maybe they’re different culprits?” Apollo suggested.

“But Galeholder said a cat was behind this!” Lulu protested. “Those milk-loving fiends would definitely resort to stealing. It’s right up their stupid, sneaky alleys.”

“We’ll know for certain if we gather more info. And the place to do that is up here.” I tapped on the map, north of our area.

Apollo agreed to take us there.

As Lulu and I rode out of Grayedge upon his equine back, I spread out the map against his human one. However, the map fought back. It fluttered in the passing wind and tried to escape.

What a pain. This was much easier in games where maps appeared in a menu.

And right on cue…


- - -

New Ability Available: Map

Would you like to purchase this ability?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


Did my power have some incompetent sentience behind it or not? These sort of pop-ups were far too convenient.

I let the matter slide, for now, and purchased the new ability.

A new screen appeared in thin air. It was a floating copy of the map I was holding, except it included our farm and the path leading to it. Perhaps a correction because I’d been to the real place myself? I’d played enough games to know how many enjoyed expanding the map around the character’s movements. It also explained why the edges were grayed out.

I willed the map to zoom out and, sure enough, the rest of the world was covered in a fog of war. Would it expand if I went into it, or would I have to find more maps? I’d be pissed if my power demanded more deed points to buy the parts which were missing. Micro-transactions were going too far.

If it tries to sell them to me in loot boxes, I swear to god…

Again, irrelevant thoughts. I focused on the map and my marker moving along it. We were arriving at Mac’s Farm, as the world around me confirmed.

The best way I could describe it was traditional. It wasn’t as impoverished as ours, yet it also wasn’t the walled-off circus Galeholder owned. It was a large farm with plenty of growing crops and a few buildings.

“Not bad,” I remarked while looking around. “Could serve as a nice template for when we expand.”

“Old man Mac’s owned this place for years,” Lulu said. “He was already seen as an experienced farmer back before Dad and I moved… hmm?” Her ears shot up and twitched like furry radar dishes.

“Something wrong?”

“I don’t know. I thought I heard something wei—” She flinched and threw up a hand. “Invoke barrier that protects!” A white wall of light appeared from her palm and deflected away a projectile which almost knocked Lulu to the ground.

A man with a crossbow poked out of a crop-filled field.

Apollo thumped away behind some others, hiding us from the crazed bowman.

“Get back here, ya darn intruders!” the bowman yelled. “Yer gonna pay for what ya did to my farm.”

“We’re not intruders, you senile old shit!” I diplomatically yelled while holding onto my partners. “We’re here to investigate the recent attacks.”

“Ya think I’ll buy that?!”

“We waltzed right through your front gate. What sort of bandit does that?! What sort of bandit comes with so few numbers, especially when everyone’s on edge? We’re not even armed!” At least, to the naked eye. I just looked overly concerned about rain.

“Prove it! Show yourselves!” he snapped.

“Fine! But if you shoot, I swear to god…”

We tottered back to where we’d nearly been shot with our hands up… although Lulu was ready to throw up a shield at a moment’s notice.

The crazed farmer looked us up and down while pointing his crossbow at us. “Guess ya don’t look like a bandit. You’re really here to investigate?”

“We’re sure as hell not here to get shot.”

He grumbled and finally put his weapon down. “Fine. Guess you’re one of my own. Just make sure you keep those beasts on a tight leash.”

I wanted to spit back at him, but Lulu gave me a tight squeeze. It wasn’t needed. My diplomacy skills were questionable, but I knew better than to provoke a man with an itchy trigger finger. Instead, I asked him, “What happened here?”

“I’ve been ruined. That’s what’s happened,” Mac—my power confirmed as such—complained. “For the past few weeks, this damn beast has been terrorizing me. It’s vandalized my property, burned my fields, and slaughtered my livestock.”

I tensed up. “So there really has been…”

“That evil cat,” Lulu growled as her hands scrunched my clothing.

“My remaining chickens are so freaked out they’ve stopped laying eggs, and all my sheep are talking about leaving,” Mac grumbled. “If someone doesn’t put this damn beast down soon, I’m gonna need to sell up.”

“Have you seen the culprit?” I asked him.

“Not through a want of trying, but ya know how demi-beasts are: the sneaky fuckers always come out at night.” He spat on the floor. “This ain’t right; these darn animals are supposed to fear us, not the other way around. This is what happens when we start bending over for them. I’ve even heard one of them’s running their own farm nearby. Can you believe it? A darn dog running a farm! Next up, they’ll be trying to get a fucking cat on the throne.”

Lulu pinched me from behind, a very clear message not to say anything.

I still managed to grumble. “We’ve heard some wagons got attacked. Know where we can find one?”

He pointed. “Keep going up past Browntown, and there should be one along the road to Whitecap.”

“Much obliged,” I said before whispering for Apollo to get us out of here.

“Make sure you hurry and string up that fucking animal, you hear?!” Mac shouted. “Make sure all those uppity beasts know not to mess with humanity.”

I snarled.

“Steve, relax,” Lulu said.

“Didn’t you hear what he said?” I complained.

“I know,” she whispered while nuzzling into my back, “but it’s okay. I’ve had it all my life. I’m used to it.”

I grumbled, “It’s not something you should’ve needed to get used to…”

Understandably, I wasn’t in much of a talking mood as we followed that bastar—farmer’s instructions. It led us through a poxy, little village filled with fay who looked at us like we were devils. Then we kept going until we came across a shattered wooden cart along the side of the road, accompanied by a foul scent and plenty of blood.

And worse.

I covered my nose and winced. “Fuck…”

Among the carnage was a horse’s corpse.

Apollo gasped. “Holy fuck, dude! That’s Heather.” He winced. “Damn, girl, I never wanted to see you like this. What a horrible way for such a fine mare to go.”

“I can’t believe they’ve just left her here,” I said.

“It’s standard procedure for when a horse dies on the road,” Apollo revealed as he averted his eyes and tried not to barf. “If we don’t come and pick them up, the fay’ll leave them here till they rot.”

By this point, I wasn’t surprised.

I patted Apollo as I jumped off his back. “Keep your distance. Leave this to me.”

“To us,” Lulu said as she joined me. “Let’s track this cat down!”

I liked her enthusiasm. I didn’t like getting so close to a gruesome corpse. It was still in surprisingly good condition, unless you counted the fact it’d been brutalized

“What sort of clues are we looking for?” Lulu asked as she covered her mouth and nose.

“I’m not sure,” I said, grateful my senses weren’t as strong as hers. Just this amount of foul pong was enough to ruin my appetite for the rest of the day. “Anything that could lead us to the culprit.” If this were a video game, there’d be a clue or some tracks that would lead to our target.

Reality wasn’t quite as convenient.

I clicked my tongue. “This is much easier when you’ve got detective sight.”

“Detective what?” Lulu asked.

“Nothing,” I replied, picturing objects of interest glowing to draw my attention. It was the sort of gift I was sure my strange power could give me.

It did not.

“I don’t mean to rush you or anything,” Apollo said from at least twenty meters away, “but are you two nearly done? Gotta say, the smell of dead mares doesn’t really do it for me.”

I sighed. “Yeah. Can’t see us making much of a breakthrough here.” Which was a real damn shame. I wanted to do something to avenge this horse. She deserved better than being completely butchered like this. It was like she’d been attacked by a mob of barbarians.

A mob?

“This might be a weird question, but how do cats usually kill their prey?” I asked.

“Cats are all about sneak attacks,” Lulu snarled into her hand. “They’re the sort to jump from the shadows and rip out someone’s neck, like cowards.”

“Like I thought,” I mumbled while studying the corpse.

“Steve?”

“Does this look like a sneak attack to you? Her body’s been completely brutalized, but her throat’s untouched.”

Lulu crouched down to get a better look. “Maybe the sneak attack failed? They had to improvise.”

“But could a lone cat have done all this damage?” There had to be over a hundred wounds on Heather’s body. All looked like they’d been done with a weapon. I couldn’t spy anything that looked like a scratch mark.

There certainly weren’t any bite marks.

I glanced over my shoulder. “Apollo! If a lone cat was attacking you, what would you do?”

“Run like shit, of course!” he replied.

“Think they’d be able to stop you?”

He scoffed. “A little pussy cat? Get real. I’d trample all over them.”

“My thoughts exactly,” I said as I looked back at the body. “If Heather could’ve moved, she’d have run and shook the cat off. If the cat had managed to immobilize her, it would’ve been in its best interest to slit her throat.”

“What are you saying?” Lulu asked.

“Either our target went berserk while managing to overpower Heather, or this was a group effort.” I pointed at the body. “Don’t you think this carnage makes more sense if she was attacked by a group?”

“I guess so?” Lulu said before gasping. “Maybe it’s not just one cat? Maybe it’s a whole pack?!” She shook my shoulder. “We need to stop them!”

“And we will,” I assured her. This body was proof we had to do something quickly, especially before this pack set their sights on us.

A pack. Because one cat hadn’t been bad enough.

It didn’t matter. I had a job to do, a prize to win, and some people I wanted to protect. I didn’t know where these feral bastards were, but they weren’t going to get away with this. I was going to make them pay for their crimes.



Chapter 8


After checking out a second, near-identical attack up past the village of Whitecap, Lulu and I made our return to the farm. Once we’d somehow found the nerve to eat dinner, and fool around in bed, my mates and I drifted off to sleep.

For a spell.

In the dead of night, I jolted awake and rubbed my hands over my body. It felt like I’d been stabbed.

There was nothing there.

There was also no one there. The only people in the room with me were my three fake wives. They were all fast asleep, cuddled around me on the three-mattress-sized bed we’d crammed into the room.

I breathed out.

“Steve?” Lulu grumbled while lifting her head. Her eyelids remained shut. “What’s wrong?”

“Sorry,” I whispered as I petted my sleepy wife. “Just felt a weird something.” It felt similar to when I screwed up casting a spell and received a small backlash. Why was it happening now?

Suddenly, it dawned on me.

I jumped out of bed. “Something triggered the alarm.”

Lulu’s eyelids opened wide enough to see me throwing on a pair of boxers and racing out of the room.

I activated my night vision and bolted downstairs. There was nobody in sight, nor could I hear anyone. Most importantly of all, the security talisman I’d placed over the door was in one piece. Which had to mean…

An underwear-clad Lulu caught up to me after I’d removed the paper strip and darted outside. “Steve! What…”

I put a finger over my lips. Then I nudged my head toward the barn.

Clarity filled her peridot eyes. She nodded, then the two of us snuck toward our target.

At first glance, the barn door was shut… but that wasn’t so. Instead, it had been closed to the limit without clicking into place. I eased it open, doing my best not to make a sound.

As soon as I opened the door, noise drifted from the back of the barn.

“Nyahaha. This is the stuff. At last, I’ve found it,” the hoarse voice slurred. “Come to me. Ooh! So good, so good, so good!”

It was coming from the open storage room in the back corner.

Together, Lulu and I snuck forward to see what was going on, hoping the thief wouldn’t hear us. There were only two objects within the storage room, with the crops for the new harvest still in the growing stage. A couple of harpy eggs and some milk.

Sure enough, it was a milk pail which was being raided by the cloaked figure who was shaking from side to side as they indulged.

A cat tail peeked from beneath their robes.

Lulu gasped breathlessly. She mouthed my name.

I was well aware. It was time to catch the culprit. I reached down to draw my rapier… and grasped at thin air.

Huh?

I glanced down and realized I was unarmed.

It should’ve been obvious. The rapier was a weapon I loaned from Marietta. When I got back to the farm, I gave it back to her. I hadn’t had much of a chance to borrow it again.

I hesitated. Should I try taking the culprit as I am or hurry back and get the sword?

It wasn’t something I had the luxury of thinking through. I at last noticed the culprit’s glowing red eyes were staring right at me.

For a moment, none of us made a move… then the culprit darted.

I tried to grab them, but they moved far too fast. It was like trying to grab a shadow.

They weaved past me and rushed for the exit.

Lulu took off after them, but she couldn’t accelerate as fast as a nippy feline. They were going to get away.

Unless I stopped them.

Without my sword to act as a catalyst, I had only one option. I put my faith in my training and all the knowledge afforded to me by Lulu and my power. I filled my palms with mana before slamming them into the ground. Then I hurried out the phrase, “Invoke bond of dirt and stone the planet gifts to us.”

Magic surged through the ground, passing beneath Lulu and the crook. I willed it to explode upward when it reached outside, throwing up a dirt spike that punched the barn door shut, slamming it in our escapee’s face.

They squealed and stumbled back as the door scored a clean hit. In a panic, they tried to force it open.

It was no good; my dirt spear held.

I grinned. I’d done it. Not only had I captured the culprit, but I’d also successfully pulled off intermediate-level earth magic outside of practice.

My dream of becoming a top-level mage was slowly coming to fruition.

Before I could think about going staff shopping, we had to finish taking down the horse killer. Lulu pounced at the cat, but the tricky feline darted out of the way.

Next it was my turn. I ripped chunks of dirt from the ground and fired them toward the thief like crossbow bolts.

They didn’t connect. The culprit dashed left, right, left, right, zigzagging all over the place in random intervals.

I gritted my teeth as I tried to keep up. It was like trying to hit a pinball ricocheting around a machine.

Just how fast was this guy?

Suddenly, he went from bouncing off the walls to charging right at me.

I tensed up and scooped up another makeshift dirt missile as fast as I could.

It was too late—my attacker was on top of me. They tried to clock me across the jaw with a punch.

I leaned back.

The fist soared past my face, but my attacker wasn’t done. They turned on a dime, striking me in the gut with a kick.

I wretched and doubled over.

The cat whipped their foot up, striking me in the jaw and knocking my head back. Then they delivered one more hard kick to my chest, which propelled me off my feet and across the room.

I landed down hard on my back a few feet away, fortunate not to have been knocked out clean.

“Leave him alone!” Lulu screamed as she charged in to tackle the feline.

It didn’t work. The cat jumped over her while twisting around, kicking her in the upper back.

Lulu squeaked as she stumbled over and landed on top of me.

The thief held his gut as he guffawed. “Wow, you two suck.”

“We do not suck!” Lulu snapped before turning her eyes to me. “Are you okay?”

“I’ll live,” I said as I rubbed my jaw… although I knew I’d be feeling those kicks tomorrow.

This sure wasn’t what I’d expected from the wild cat terrorizing the area. He was less feral beast and more kung-fu master.

He leaned back with his hands behind his head. “Now that I’ve thumped ya around a bit, would you do me a solid and get rid of that magic whatever the frick you did?” the gruff-voiced cat said.

I opened my mouth to answer.

“Never!” Lulu said. “We’re never going to let you go, you murderer.”

The guy snorted. “Since when am I a—”

Lulu roared as she jumped to her feet and filled her paws with fire.

“What the frick?!” the cat squealed while recoiling away.

“Take this!” Lulu yelled as she launched a fireball at the thief.

He scrambled away in a panic, causing the fireball to miss its mark. It collided with the barn wall instead… which, unsurprisingly, went up in flames.

“Oh no!” Lulu squeaked as she rushed over to the burning wall and sprayed it with water magic.

For a moment, the cat stared. Then he burst out laughing while holding his gut. “Holy shiz! Holy shiz. What a friggin’ moron! I knew dogs were dumb, but you’ve gotta be the dumbest mutt ever!”

“I am not dumb!” Lulu snapped before turning her attention back to the inferno demanding her full focus.

“Really? You’re a smart one? That’s even sadder!” he cackled.

“Hey!” I said as I stumbled up to my feet. “Don’t you dare talk about Lulu that way.”

He looked between the two of us. “What the frick’s goin’ on around here?” In the end, he just shrugged. “Eh… who gives a frick? Ya wanna dance, do ya? Then let’s dance and stuff.”

“Gladly,” I said as I filled my veins with mana and got ready to take this arrogant criminal down.

Now that I knew how good he was at fighting, he couldn’t take me off-guard. It was going to be a very different battle.

Or so I hoped.

It quickly became apparent that knowing how good my opponent was didn’t mean I could overcome them. Being aware of how strong their kicks were meant little when I was too slow to stop them and even slower to respond.

I winced as I was booted around the room.

If I had my rapier, or just a sword in general, this never would’ve happened. Without them, there was little I could do.

And there was nothing Lulu could do either.

She panted as she stumbled to my side. Since she’d finished saving our barn from burning down, Lulu had been treated as little better than a punching bag by the speedy thief.

“What did I tell ya?” the feline taunted after giving the two of us a kicking. “I’m a level above you chumps. Now hurry and lemme go. I’ve wasted enough time.”

Again, I opened my mouth to shut them down, but Lulu beat me to it.

“What part of never didn’t you understand?!” Lulu snapped. “You stupid murderous cat! It’s because of beasts like you that everyone treats us so badly. I’m going to stop you here, no matter what!”

He scoffed. “For the last time, I’m not—”

Someone banged on the barn door, drawing everyone’s focus.

“Steve?! Lulu?! Are you in there?!” Roxie yelled from outside. “Are you guys okay?!”

I tensed up as a premonition hit me. “Stay back!”

My warning came too late. The worried cow threw the doors open.

The culprit’s eyes widened. He shot forward, racing through the open door and around Roxie.

Then his feet came to a stop.

It wasn’t a case of Roxie grabbing him—she was frozen in place. No, the culprit simply stopped moving while staring at her.

Until they sensed an incoming projectile, that was.

He dodged to the side to get away from a dirt missile fired by yours truly. However, he wasn’t quite quick enough and ended up being caught on the upper arm. While holding back a growl and squeezing his new injury, the wicked cat finished what he’d started and retreated toward the Darkwood.

I clicked my tongue, having meant to have finished them off rather than giving them the reminder they needed to run.

Roxie’s mouth hung open as she looked from side to side. “W-what just happened?”

“That’s precisely what I’d like to know,” a grouchy Marietta said as she approached alongside a staggering Fern, who could barely keep her eyes open. “How am I supposed to sleep when you’re making such a commo—”

“There’s no time,” I said as I held out my hands. “Sword, now.”

Marietta flinched, but she quickly threw me the folded parasol she’d been clutching.

I pulled the rapier from its holster then looked for the thief.

Predictably, he was long gone.

“Dammit,” I grumbled.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got his scent,” Lulu said as she sniffed her bloodstained fingers. “Follow me!”

It was that or lose her. Lulu didn’t mess around. She burst into the Darkwood like a woman possessed.

A few minutes later, she pointed ahead. “There!”

Lulu’s energetic voice drew the attention of our staggering opponent, whose red eyes widened in horror. “Are you friggin’ serious?!” he groaned before rushing off.

“Get back here!” Lulu roared as she motored ahead, with me on her tail.

We edged closer to the killer, who didn’t seem to be moving with the same speed they’d shown in the barn.

He kept glancing over his shoulder. “Will you two frick off?!”

“Never!” Lulu replied while barging through any low-hanging branch trying to get in her way. “You’re going to pay for everything you’ve done, you no-good murderer!”

“I keep tellin’ ya, I ain’t no…” After a long grumbling growl, he skidded to a stop. “You know what? Frick it. If ya want me to kill youse so badly, I will.”

“Go ahead and try,” I said as I moved in while holding my rapier tight—a fountain of matching knowledge springing from my brain.

Not that I got to use it.

Lulu roared as she leapt forward and unleashed a raging inferno. With one hand, she shot out a barrage of fireballs, while the other launched flaming arcs which could’ve been mistaken for some magic sword.

Our foe desperately dodged away, with each attack coming within a whisker of scoring a hit.

“Calm down, ya dumb dog bitch!” he snapped. “You’re gonna burn down the whole friggin’ Darkwood!”

The forest actually seemed to be holding up quite well. I wasn’t sure if that was due to Lulu being able to control her power better in an open space or because the Darkwood had some strange resistance to fire.

This was supposedly dragon country, after all.

Whatever the reason, or perhaps because she simply didn’t care, Lulu refused to hesitate. She made that damn cat run for his life.

“Eat this!” my fired-up bride said as she jumped forward and unleashed a two-handed eruption which engulfed the area in a tent of fire.

I swallowed a breath. Shit. It seemed I hadn’t been the only one whose magic had gotten a power-up.

It was a reminder never to piss Lulu off too much.

It took a good ten seconds for the wall of smoke Lulu’s attack produced to start drifting away. Once it did, it revealed something concerning: the cat was gone.

I tensed up. It was possible the strength of Lulu’s attack had completely combusted the criminal, but we were dealing with a killer from a species famed for their sneakiness.

Which means they could be trying to sneak away, or…

My sword fighting instincts came alive. I twisted my body around.

Sure enough, the cat had come for my neck.

With a quick flick of the wrist, I slashed my rapier across the thief’s back.

He screamed as he stumbled down to his feet and placed a furred hand over the wound. “Frick! That hurts! That hurts, you friggin’—”

I lunged forward with a stab.

The cat yelped and stumbled back, just about dodging my blow.

So I tried another, then another, and another.

He stumbled away while desperately weaving around my attacks. Whenever he saw the chance, he tried to counter with a sharp strike.

Now that I had the rapier, I saw them coming, and had the footwork to keep things going my way.

“What the frick happened to you?!” the cat complained. “It’s like you’re a different geezer, or summat!”

I didn’t answer; I kept up my unrelenting onslaught.

The cat kept backing away, trying to stay out of my reach… until he bumped into a large tree.

I grinned. Just as planned. I took the chance to deal the definitive blow.

My blade shot forward but only struck wood. The cat sprung up and kicked off the tree, flipping high over my head.

I growled and tried to slice the murderer while they were trapped in midair, but they’d flipped just out of my blade's reach.

Or so they thought.

“Invoke bond with the planet,” I said as I pushed magic into my sword and expanded its length, catching the feline in the calf.

They winced as they flew overhead. When they landed, that muffled sound turned into a distressed cry. They jumped onto their good foot while clutching their injury. “Frick! Frick, frick, frick!” However, that didn’t last for wrong. They quickly swallowed their pain and tried to limp away.

Not that Lulu let him. She rushed in and unleashed another flaming arc.

Somehow, the cat managed to throw himself out of the way… partially. As he stumbled up, he squealed at the sight of his burning robe. “Oh shiz!” he said as he tried to pat it out, roll it out—anything he could to put the fire out.

It didn’t work. The robe went up like dry grass.

In the end, the only way to escape was to throw away the robe entirely.

“At last, our culprit reveals himself,” I said as I marched over.

The feline whimpered as he tried to stand, but he collapsed as soon as he put weight on that injured leg. Instead, he opted to try and crawl away.

“You’re not going anywhere, you—”

Before I could answer, the cat spun to his back and whined out, “P-please don’t kill me!”

I froze as I saw the feline thief properly for the first time. He wasn’t what I’d been expecting.

Mainly because he wasn’t a he.

She was about level with me in height and very much on the lean side. Her chest was small and her limbs long, with dark blue fur roaming up to her elbows and knees. It was the sort of physique you saw going up and down an appropriately named catwalk, showing off some fashion designer’s abomination of a wardrobe.

Her face was somewhat on the androgynous side, but her feminine cuteness was clear as day. Who cared if she had short lashes when her intense red eyes sparkled so brightly? As for her long dark hair, it sat contained within a sloppy bun her baggy hood had kept hidden.

“I submit! I yield! Mercy, please!” she continued whimpering. Her hoarse voice had lost some of its roughness, sounding closer to what came from the storeroom than what we’d faced in battle.

“Like you deserve it after everything you’ve done,” Lulu said as she stomped closer.

I didn’t disagree. Just because she was a woman didn’t mean I was going to let a killer go free. However, something was drawing my attention.

“I ain’t not done nothin’!” the cat squeaked while wiggling on her back. “This has all been a big misunderstanding and stuff. I swear!”

Lulu scoffed. “Like we’re going to believe that, you stupid—”

“Wait,” I said before reaching down and turning the terrified feline’s head to the side. It exposed the left side of her neck… and the numbers branded on it.

I gave them a quick scan.


- - -

8241009

Registered Name: Dakota

Registered Owner: Lord William Galeholder

- - -


I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, but I’d learned to trust my power. I looked the cat—Dakota—right in her eyes. “You’re Galeholder’s slave?”

They widened in panic.

“What?” Lulu said.

“She’s Galeholder’s slave,” I told her.

“W-what does that even mean?”

“It means he’s been deceiving us. That’s how he knew the culprit was a cat—it was one of his slaves.” I growled. “That damn prick! People were dying, yet still he held out on us.” It really showed where his priorities lay. Sure, merchants being attacked and farms terrorized was bad, but not as much as losing face.

“I keep tellin’ ya, I never killed no one,” Dakota whined while trying to pull her head from my grasp.

Lulu huffed. “Stop lying, you—” She flinched and spun to the side, ears lifting up. “What was that?”

“What was what?” I asked, letting Dakota’s chin go.

“I hear someone,” Lulu whispered. “She’s not alone.”

Somehow, the cat’s face became even more panicked. “Yes, I am! I’m all alone! There ain’t no one else with me. I swear!”

“She’s lying,” Lulu said as she eyed up a thick tree nearby. “Behind that tree. Backup.”

“No there ain’t! There’s no one there! I promise!”

“Watch her,” I said to Lulu as I readied my rapier. “I’ll handle this.”

“No! Don’t!” Dakota squealed as she tried, and failed, to get up.

I crept over, sword ready, while ignoring the bandit’s continued complaints. There was no way I was going to let her ally get the jump on us. I took a deep breath and jumped, ready to strike.

The sight I saw stopped me in my tracks.

There was indeed someone else here, but they weren’t about to come after us. They weren’t going anywhere through their own power.

She was a woman the likes of which I’d never seen before, and seeing how I’d gotten used to girls with animal ears and wings instead of arms, that was something special.

Her skin was a shade of green I’d associate in fiction with orcs and goblins, but she didn’t seem to be either. She had no tusks or visible muscle. Her body—her almost naked body—was soft and curvaceous all over. It was the sort of luscious hourglass which made men drool, especially when only masked by a few leaves placed over strategic areas. As for her hair, it was flowing waves of bright bubblegum pink filled with many a blossom as sweet smelling as the finest flower shops.

“What is she?” I mumbled without thinking, trusting my power to follow through.


- - -

Jezelbeboo

Species: Dryad

- - -


My mouth fell open. A dryad? The so-called legendary farming tool we could’ve used a few months earlier? The one pretty much only owned by the biggest of farms?

Farms like Galeholder’s.

I checked the side of her neck and, sure enough…


- - -

1782093

Registered Owner: Lord William Galeholder

- - -


Pieces clicked into place. The mystery commodity Galeholder was hesitant to say too much about…

“Lulu!” I called. “I’ve found her!”

“Don’t hurt her!” Dakota yelled back. “Please! Ya can’t take her back to him! Ya just can’t!”

“S-stop squirming,” Lulu squeaked.

I crouched down next to the dryad and lightly shook her shoulder. “Wake up.”

Jezelbe groaned but didn’t open her eyes.

“Lulu!” I yelled, more insistent than the first time.

After grumbling, she marched over. “What’s so—” She gasped when she saw what was next to me. “Is that a dryad?!”

“Galeholder’s dryad,” I clarified. “And she’s not waking up.”

Panic spread over Lulu’s face. She kneeled down and tried to wake Jezelbe up, but her attempt was just as unsuccessful as mine.

I marched off and grabbed the feline crawling along the floor toward us. “What did you do to her?”

“Nothin’! I swear!” Dakota whined. “She’s been ill the last few days. I’ve tried givin’ her medicine, but nothin’s worked.” Her red eyes whimpered at me. “Please, you’ve gotta help her. I beg ya!”

I swallowed a growl. This wasn’t how I’d expected her to react. I grabbed the cat and carried her to the dryad.

Lulu was still checking her out.

“Do you know what’s wrong with her?” I asked my canine bride.

She shook her head. “I’m not a doctor; I’ve never even seen a dryad before.”

Next, I looked at the cat.

“I don’t know!” she squeaked. “If I did, I wouldn’t be in this friggin’ mess!”

True, but unhelpful. I dropped Dakota to the floor. “Let me try something.” I focused on the dryad and asked my power for answers. It had sold me a scan function, hadn’t it? Then it was time it did its job. What was wrong with this girl?

It didn’t tell me anything.

Come on! You’re always telling me crap I don’t really care about. Do me a solid here.

Enough about the exact size of random locations—there was a woman’s life on the line.

Work before she dies, dammit.

After a few seconds of nothing…


- - -

Jezelbeboo

Condition: Wood Lung

- - -


Thank you very much!

“She’s got wood lung,” I told Lulu.

“I’ve heard of that!” Lulu squeaked while throwing her hands over her mouth. “If I’m right, it’s a common but dangerous condition among dryads. If she doesn’t get immediate treatment, she could die.”

“Die?!” Dakota squealed. “No, she can’t die! Zelby can’t die!” She scrambled over and grabbed Jezelbe by the ankle. “Wake up! Wake the frick up, Zelby!”

“Stop shaking her!” Lulu said, pushing the cat away.

“Shut it, ya friggin’ mutt! I ain’t lettin’ Zelby die.” She kept pulling on the dryad’s ankle. “Wake up already!”

I was speechless. Was this the same psycho who’d broken into our farm and attacked us? Who’d massacred demi-beasts and fay alike?

Shit, I was starting to feel bad for her.

I glanced at Lulu. “Can you stabilize her with your healing magic?”

“I can try,” she replied while wrestling with Dakota.

“Hurry. We need to get these two back to the farm.”

Lulu flinched. “Two?! You’re bringing her as well?” Her judgmental gaze locked on the struggling Dakota.

I nodded. “Something stinks about this whole thing. I want answers, and she’s the one we’re going to get them from.”



Chapter 9


Once Lulu had stabilized the dryad—Jezelbeboo—we took the two slaves back to the farm. Jezelbe rode on my back, while Dakota hopped on her good leg while clinging to my arm.

Lulu watched our backs… mainly Dakota’s.

I didn’t expect the cat to try anything. After all, this dryad obviously meant a lot to her. I’d made it clear she was to cooperate if she wanted us to help her friend.

It was a lie. I’d have helped Jezelbe either way, but Dakota didn’t need to know that.

Roxie, Fern, and Marietta were awaiting our return and were naturally surprised when we appeared with two more bodies than we’d left with.

Instead of exchanging pleasantries, we rushed inside and laid Jezelbe down on the couch so she could rest somewhere comfortable.

“Hey, is Zelby gonna be alright? She’s gonna be fine, ain’t she?” Dakota asked in a panic.

“For now,” I replied while looking down at her. “If I were you, I’d be more worried about myself.”

She gulped and squirmed around, but there was no way she was escaping. On top of our ‘deal’ and the injury to her leg, we’d tied her to one of the kitchen chairs to keep her contained.

We couldn’t exactly allow a murderer to roam freely.

“Please don’t kill me!” Dakota said. “I’m real sorry about the thievin’ and fightin’ and shiz. I promise I’ll never do it to ya again! I’ll turn over a new leaf. I’ll be a cat reborn.”

“Relax,” I said as I held up my hands. “We’re not planning on killing you.”

“We’re not savages like you are, murderer,” Lulu spat.

“Stop calling me shiz like that. I ain’t killed no one! I swear!” Dakota replied.

“One thing at a time,” I said as I leaned on a chair opposite and stared at the cat. “Tell us what really happened. Galeholder made it sound—”

Her eyes widened in horror. “You work for Galeholder?! Oh frick!” She threw her weight around and tried to wiggle free.

It was no good. Roxie knew how to tie one fine knot.

“Mercy, please!” Dakota said as it dawned on her that she wasn’t getting out of this easily. “Don’t turn us over to him. I promise I’ll make it worth your while. Whatever ya need, I’m your gal. Pest control? I can do that! Need me to wash your back? That too! I can even spit shine your boots. Or maybe you’re feelin’ a bit randy? Want your own kitty cat frickhole? I’ll do that. I might look like this, but strip off my knickers and I’m just as—”

“Stop right there,” I said, really not wanting to dwell on what she’d just suggested. “Answer my questions and we’ll see.”

“Steve,” Lulu whined.

Dakota nodded. “Whatever ya want, sir! Ask away.”

“Galeholder claimed you attacked his farm and stole something of his.” My eyes glanced toward the unconscious object in question.

“I didn’t steal nothin’ or no one!” Dakota protested as she jerked forward in her binds. “Yeah, sure, I took Zelby with me, but it’s not like I kidnapped her or anythin’. She’s the one who wanted out. I mean, I did too, but I didn’t have it nearly as bad as she did. She was always complainin’ about the plants being sad and shiz like that. I ain’t got no clue what she was on about, but I know it was gettin’ to her bad.”

I folded my arms. “So it’s not that you attacked the farm and stole her, but the two of you busted out together?”

She nodded sharply. “That’s it! I ain’t no kidnapper or crook. I’m a liberator.”

“You’re a thief and a murderer,” Lulu spat back.

“No, I ain’t!”

“You were just stealing from us!”

Dakota winced and looked away. “Kay, maybe the robbin’ part is true, but it’s not what ya think! It ain’t like I wanted to be a criminal or anythin’. I just didn’t have a choice, is all.”

“Don’t give me that, you stupid cat!” Lulu snapped back, one step away from pouncing on top of her. “I almost lost my life because of no-good thieves like you. Just how many farms have you ransacked? How many merchants have you killed?”

“Will ya stop callin’ me a murderer?!” Dakota squealed as she squirmed from side to side, making the chair legs pound on the floor. “I ain’t never killed no one! Why won’t you guys believe me?!”

“You just attacked us,” I said.

“You said you were going to kill us!” Lulu yelled.

Dakota flinched and stopped struggling. “I only attacked youse because ya wouldn’t let me go. And I only said that so I could protect Zelby.”

“Excuses, excuses,” Lulu huffed as she didn’t stop glaring. “There’s a long list of dead demi-beasts with your grubby traitorous paw prints all over them. You’re going to pay for everything you’ve done.”

“I keep tellin’ ya, it wasn’t me! I’m innocent! Why won’t ya believe me?!”

“Who would believe a stupid, no-good cat thief?!” Lulu spat as she closed in.

“Wait,” I said, lifting a hand to keep Lulu back.

Lulu flinched and looked at me like I’d just stabbed her in the heart. “Steve?”

I folded my arms. “She might be telling the truth.”

“W-what?”

“When we caught her, she tried to run,” I explained. “She only fought back when we trapped her. Then when Roxie opened the door, she ran again.”

Roxie, who had been watching quietly—along with Marietta and Fern—gulped. “I’m ever so sorry about that, sugar.”

“Don’t be. You couldn’t have known.” She’d also saved us from an ass-beating, which linked in nicely with my logic. Dakota hadn’t needed to run; she’d had us on the ropes. Yet she’d still chosen to bolt.

It’s possible Roxie had been a factor, but I had my suspicions.

“Even when she was fighting us, she didn’t go for any killing blows,” I continued. “She didn’t even bring a weapon.”

“Maybe she forgot it?” Lulu answered.

Dakota snorted. “Do ya think I’m dumb? Like I’d have forgotten!”

“Then you must have lost it!” my glaring wife countered.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “And there’s more that’s bugging me. Think back to what I said about the bodies. The culprit was likely either a psycho going berserk or a group. She doesn’t fit either category.”

“Just because we didn’t see her partners doesn’t mean she’s not got any,” Lulu said.

“Partners who let us take her without a fuss? Who she didn’t trust enough to leave Jezelbe with?”

“What he said!” Dakota interjected. “I ain’t workin’ with no one. It’s me and Zelby against the world.”

Lulu nibbled her bottom lip. “Maybe that’s true… but it still doesn’t prove her innocence!”

I crossed my arms. “No arguments there…”

“Yes, there are!” Dakota squealed as she wiggled. “Come on, sir! Don’t let that dumb mutt get to ya.”

“I am not dumb!” Lulu protested.

“I’m innocent; ya know I am,” Dakota continued. “I wouldn’t hurt a fly!”

“The bruise on my chest says differently,” I responded.

She shrunk away as much as a tied-up cat could. “I mean, I wouldn’t kill a fly… honestly, I wouldn’t! I’m a good girl. You’ve gotta believe me.” When I didn’t give her a timely answer, she instead turned her gaze to the trio who’d been watching. “Come on! Someone tell them I’m innocent.”

“Huh?” Fern mumbled as she leaned against the door frame and staggered between consciousness and sleep.

Marietta didn’t say anything. She just stared.

Roxie squirmed on the spot. “W-well…”

Dakota jerked forward. “Please, Holy Maiden! Tell them!”

The room was plunged into silence.

“What did you just call Roxie?” I asked.

Dakota’s face turned pink. “N-nothin’,” she insisted while jerking back.

“Did she call me ‘Holy Maiden’?” Roxie asked.

“No! You musta just heard wrong. I called you, erm… Ho… Holy… H-Holly… Mable!”

We all gave her a blank stare.

“T-there’s a cow back at the farm called Holly Mable, ya see? I just got the two of you confused is all.” She laughed awkwardly.

I was slow to answer, as was everyone. She was an even worse liar than Marietta…

I leaned forward, closing in on Dakota. “Didn’t you promise you’d cooperate? It wouldn’t take long to get hold of Galeholder…”

Dakota flinched. “Please don’t!”

“Then start telling the truth. What did you just call Roxie?”

“H-Holy Maiden,” she whispered.

“And why did you call her that?”

“B-because…” she gulped and stared me in the eyes. “It’s her, ain’t it? She’s the one who makes the holy nectar, right?”

“The what now?” I said after a few seconds of total bafflement.

“The holy nectar! The divine milk of dreams which eclipses all others!” All of a sudden, her big red eyes were twinkling. “I’ve been tryin’ to track down the source all week! I never thought it’d come from a poxy little dump in the middle of nowhere like this.”

“Don’t call my farm a dump!” Lulu complained.

Dakota powered ahead as if Lulu hadn’t said anything. “I’ve finally found it! At last, my pilgrimage is complete. I just knew the divine relic wouldn’t let me down.”

I stared. “What are you talking about?”

“She’s talking about my milk, ain’t she?” Roxie said.

Dakota gasped. “It really is your milk?!” She bounced the chair forward. “It’s so nice to meet ya, Holy Maiden! I’m, like, your biggest fan. Can I get your autograph? Oh, wait! Even better. Could I have the honor of drinkin’ your divine milk right from your udders?”

Again, silence.

“Please! Hook a girl up!” Dakota said like some crazy fanatic.

Roxie’s cheeks turned bright red. She went on a white lock twirling offensive while struggling to cope with what was happening.

I was too flabbergasted to intervene properly. Instead, I looked at Lulu and asked, “Are all cats this crazy about milk?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Lulu mumbled, her eyes confused rather than enraged.

“Please, Holy Maiden!” Dakota continued as she bounced closer. “I need ya! I need your milk. It’s the only thing which can quench my addiction.” As she bounced forward, something dropped from the pockets of her shorts.

I put one hand on the back of Dakota’s chair, stopping her from moving, while I used the other to pick the object up.

It was a musty, white bra.

“What the fu—” My eyes widened. “Wait a second… this is Norma’s!”

“What?” The wiggling cat said before noticing what I was holding. Her red eyes shot open. “Ah! The divine relic! Give it back!”

“Divine…?” I felt a headache quickly coming on. I dragged Dakota back to where her seat had originally been and dangled the bra in front of her face. “Why do you have this?”

“Because she stole it!” Lulu said.

“No, I didn’t!” Dakota snapped.

“No, you definitely did. That’s a fact,” I said.

The feline pursed her lips. “Alright, I ‘technically’ stole it… but, again, it’s not what ya think! It’s not like I wanted to steal it or anythin’. I didn’t have a choice!”

“You know you’re talking about a gnome’s bra, don’t you?”

“Steve?” Fern grumbled as she used the door frame as a pillow. “How long are you gonna quiz the harpy-eating lunatic? Let’s go back to bed. I’m sleepy. Super sleepy…”

“I don’t eat harpies!” Dakota protested. “And I ain’t a lunatic!”

“You stole a bra,” I reminded her while waving it in her face. “You keep calling it a ‘divine relic’.”

She clammed up and blushed, likely upon being faced with just how ridiculous she was being.

“See? She’s completely deranged,” Lulu said. “It’s only a matter of time until she snaps and tries to butcher us like she did the others.”

“For the last time, I ain’t butchered no one!” Dakota looked right at me. “Please, you’ve gotta believe me! I ditched the farm to protect Zelby. Why the frick would I risk drawin’ attention to us by goin’ out killin’? That doesn’t make any sense!”

“True,” I replied,” but neither does anything else you’ve done. If you really wanted nothing more than to protect her, you should’ve fled as deep into the Darkwood as you could. It should be the perfect home for a dryad. Instead, you’re hanging around here stealing milk and… bras.” Just saying that felt ridiculous.

Dakota winced. “I keep tellin’ ya, I didn’t have a choice!”

“Lies!” Lulu snapped.

“It’s not!” Dakota responded. “We already fled into the Darkwood once, but I couldn’t hack it. No matter how hard I tried to fight my urges, my body wouldn’t listen to me.” She closed her eyes and whined. “Don’t ya get it?! As long as I’m addicted to milk, I’ve got no choice but to stick around here.”

Again, Dakota’s sudden revelation plunged the room into silence.

“You’re… addicted to milk?” I finally managed to ask.

“Yes!” she yelled, like she’d been waiting for someone to ask her that for years. “I know it sounds stupid, but it’s true; I can’t get enough of the stuff. If I go without it for a single day, I get all shaky, and it only gets worse and worse from there.”

In disbelief, I turned to Lulu.

“I’ve never heard of someone being addicted to milk before,” she said, seconding my thoughts.

“It’s the truth!” Dakota screeched as she went back to struggling. “It’s why I came back; it’s why I had to resort to robbin’. It was the only way I could sate my addiction. But that doesn’t mean I attacked no one! I only ever broke into places at night. And I only ever stole a bit at a time so no one would realize they’d been had.”

“That does explain the weird reports from around town.” Including who’d stolen medicine from the apothecary.

“Steve, don’t let her fool you!” Lulu protested. “She’s just trying to justify her crimes. I mean, a milk addiction? That’s totally ridiculous!”

“It ain’t ridiculous!” Dakota spat back. “It’s the truth. Galeholder did it to me! It’s all his fault.”

“What?” I said, understandably shocked by such an outlandish claim. “How?”

“I don’t know!” she exclaimed. “I don’t know, but it’s the truth. It’s how he got this on me.” She nudged at the number on her neck. “What sorta idiot signs up to be a slave willingly? Not this girl! I only started workin’ for Galeholder coz he paid good and offered me all the milk I wanted. I was pretty much the best-treated pest controller in the whole Huedom… until the shizbag claimed I broke summat or another and dumped me in a cell. Told me I wasn’t gettin’ out until I signed my rights away.”

“Oh my,” Roxie exclaimed into her fingers.

Dakota flashed her fangs. “Of course, I refused to give in. I was ready to starve to beat that wankstain, when I started gettin’ all tingly, and shaky, and worse. The next thing I know, I’m gaggin’ for a sip of milk—just a single friggin’ drop. But would he give it to me? Would he balls! Not until I signed my life away, at least…”

For a moment, I couldn’t respond. Then the words, “What the fuck?” slipped from my lips.

“T-there’s no way that can be real,” Lulu said.

Marietta scoffed from the back of the room. “Have you forgotten how that damn devil tried to trick you already? Do you think only they resort to underhanded tactics to get what they want?”

“It’s the truth, I swear!” Dakota said while staring at me. “There ain’t no way I’d have signed up to be his slave willingly. It’s all because he tricked me, and drugged me, or whatever the frick he did to make me like this.” She swayed on the spot, using the legs of her chair like drumsticks. “You don’t know how bad I’ve got it. The milk he dishes out all over the place? That stuff ain’t enough for me. It takes the edge off, sure, but it ain’t enough. It still leaves me wantin’ more—needin’ more. I thought I was gonna have to go crawlin’ back to him—I almost did—before I found salvation.” Dakota’s eyes snapped to Roxie. “You, Holy Maiden!”

Roxie flinched and pointed at herself. “Me?”

Dakota nodded. “Your holy nectar! I only tasted it by chance, but it was like no milk I’d ever tasted before. It blew my tongue away; it totally eradicated my cravin’s.” She started shimmying forward again. “I’ve been huntin’ for ya ever since. My savior!”

Not for the first time, we were all stunned into silence by Dakota.

“Y-you really mean all that?” Roxie finally asked.

“Yes!” Dakota squeaked. “Your milk is without a doubt the tastiest friggin’ thing in the whole entire world!”

For a moment, Roxie was stunned… before she broke out in giggles. “Thank you kindly, sugar…”

“Roxie! Don’t let her win you over!” Lulu whined.

“I’m not,” Roxie said, even though she couldn’t wipe the happiness off her face.

“Let me check to make sure I’ve got all this straight,” I said, jumping in. “First, you and Jezelbe escaped from the farm. Then you escaped into the Darkwood, before returning due to your milk addiction. Next came stealing from shops to sate it, before chancing upon Roxie's and falling in love. Since then, you’ve been trying to find where it came from, which ended with you stealing Norma’s bra and somehow using it to track us down. Is that right?”

Dakota nodded. “Pretty much.”

“Also, during this time, Jezelbe fell sick and you started hunting for a way to cure her.”

She nodded with extra vigor. “Yep! That’s actually what I was doin’ when I chanced upon the divine relic, before anyone accuses me of being a bad friend.” Her glare flicked toward Lulu, who glowered right back.

I folded my arms and hummed.

“Steve! You’re not actually buying this, are you?” Lulu said.

“Afraid to tell you, I am,” I replied. Something was telling me to believe Dakota… and I was pretty sure it wasn’t just lust.

For once.

“Why?! She’s obviously lying to protect herself.”

“I ain’t lyin’, ya dumb mutt!” Dakota snapped.

“Stop calling me that, you stupid cat!” Lulu said back. “I know you’re behind all this. We should message Lord Galeholder right now and have him pick you up.”

Her red eyes widened. “You can’t! He’ll kill me! Then there’s Zelby. You don’t know how miserable she was workin’ there. It’s gonna be even worse if he gets her back. There’s no way he’ll forgive her for runnin’. Never ever!” She went back to trying to break the ropes. “Please don’t take us back to him. Please!”

I winced as her appeal tugged on my heart.

Damn, I really was a softy.

“Lulu,” I said. “Do you think you can heal Jezelbe?”

“You mean the dryad?” she said, glancing at the sleeping beauty. “I… don’t know. Maybe? I’d need to ask around. Norma might know something. There should also be a section on potions in that book we got from Lord Galeholder.” Suddenly, Lulu flinched and turned to face me. “Wait, Steve. You’re not thinking of—”

“I’m sure Galeholder could cure her.” Or, at least, find someone who could. “However, I don’t have much interest in giving her back to that lying, slave-loving bastard.”

“Y-you mean that?” Dakota sputtered.

I nodded. “A number on her neck doesn’t make her Galeholder’s. If she doesn’t want to be there, I’ve got no interest in making her go.”

Lulu whimpered under her breath. “But Steve…”

“I know.” I was pretty much stealing away a valuable commodity from one of the most powerful men in the area. There was no way this wouldn’t have consequences. “The thing is, I don’t care; I refuse to tolerate slavery. If I’d known what this job really was, I never would’ve accepted.” Maybe that’s why my power never gave me a quest log? It knew all along that this wasn’t a request worth doing.

Dakota gasped. “Oh, thank ya, sir. Architect, bless ya!”

“Hang on,” I said, staring at the cat. “I didn’t say what we were doing with you.”

She whimpered and seemed to shrink in size.

I looked her straight in the eye. “I can’t prove you’re not the one who’s been terrorizing the area, but I also don’t think you are. That means I either need to hand over an innocent girl or let a monster go free.”

“I’m not a monster! I’m a good girl. Proper heart of gold.”

“You’re a thief,” Lulu reminded her.

“An unwillin’ thief! A victim of an abusive system. With the Holy Maiden lookin’ after me, I’ll never need to steal again.”

Roxie flinched. “Wait, what?”

I tried to block out their shenanigans as I thought things over. Eventually, I raised my hand. “I say we let her stay.”

“What?! Why?!” Lulu squeaked.

“Me too,” Roxie said, copying my gesture. “She seems innocent to me.”

“You’re just saying that because she calls you ‘Holy Maiden’,” Lulu protested.

“T-that’s not true,” the blushing cow insisted while playing with her loose hair.

Fern lazily lifted a wing. “What they said.”

Lulu gasped. “Fern! Why?!”

“Because then it’ll be over, and we can all go back to bed,” she mumbled while struggling to lift her head from the door frame.

“You know you can sleep without us, right?” I said.

Panic filled Lulu’s face. She turned to her last hope. “Marie! Help me talk some sense into them. We can’t let a killer stay here.”

Marietta closed her eyes and exhaled. “Are you really expecting me to take your side after forcing me to live alongside this oaf for the last few months?” Her eyelids opened, and she set her piercing sky blue stare on Lulu. “As much as I was dislike adding another noisy nuisance to this house, I refuse to second any motion which sees us sending someone back into slavery.”

Lulu’s mouth flapped open, as if she couldn’t believe that answer.

I didn’t blame her; it took me a moment to do the same. Somehow, I pulled myself together and said, “Come on, Lulu. We need your approval on this.”

She bit her bottom lip. “You… you’re all making a big mistake. She’s a cat! And a killer. And… a cat!”

“She’s also a slave in need of shelter, and we want to give it to her.” I looked into her peridot eyes. “Trust me.”

Lulu whimpered. “I…”

I didn’t back down. If this was a battle of wills, I refused to surrender. This entire twisted slave business was beyond wrong, and I refused to be a part of it—I refused to do anything to help Galeholder and his allies.

Lulu tried to fight back, but her determination waned by the second. Eventually, she averted her gaze and mumbled, “Okay…”

I smiled and moved back toward Dakota. “You heard her. We’ll give you both shelter until Jezelbe’s back on her feet.”

Dakota’s face lit up. “You really mean that?! No foolin’?”

“Sure do,” I said as I reached around and untied her.

As soon as the rope went slack, Dakota jumped up… and put pressure on her injured leg. The pain made her grimace and forced her back down. Instead, she turned her head and said, “Thank you, Master! Ya won’t regret this.”

“It’s Steve, not Master… and I better not.” I grabbed her shoulder. “If you even think about betraying our kindness, you’re going to wish we’d sent you back to Galeholder. Understood?”

Her face went white. “U-understood!”

I smiled and gave where I’d been holding a pat. “Good girl. Play along and we’ll have you and Jezelbe better in no time.”

As soon as I was done talking…


- - -

Deed Points Received: 3

Quest Started: Cure Jezelbeboo

- - -


I grinned. Was this my power’s way of telling me I’d done the right thing? I sure hoped so. With any luck, it meant we wouldn’t need to worry about Galeholder.

Something told me that was being far too optimistic…



Chapter 10


As happy as I was to shelter Dakota and Jezelbeboo, there was a small problem—the farm wasn’t prepared to welcome newcomers. An unconscious dryad who needed to be handled with care, especially.

We only had four beds, and all of them were occupied, mostly within the same room.

I wasn’t sure where everyone was going to fit, and it was far too late to start making space.

Somehow, we managed to come up with an emergency compromise.

Surprisingly, Marietta offered her room to Jezelbe and a bound Dakota—I wasn’t that trusting—in exchange for the couch.

Not that I approved of such an exchange.

Marietta’s generosity deserved to be rewarded. I convinced her to instead take one of the beds in my room while I slept in the lounge, and Fern reluctantly returned to her neglected nest in the attic.

It wasn’t a perfect arrangement, but it just about managed to get the job done.

Despite the unconventional bed, the mixture of overwhelming exhaustion and Marietta’s luxury wool meant I had no problem passing out. By the time I came around, morning light bled into the room, highlighting the silhouette next to me.

“Good mornin’, Master!” Dakota said from a couple of inches from my face.

I flinched and put a hand over my heart. “Oh. It’s just you.”

She flashed me a big warm smile. “I’m so glad you’re awake! The mutt’s just started layin’ out breakfast. Would ya like it here, or…?”

“I’m not that lazy,” I said as I threw my feet to the wooden floor and plodded my way into the kitchen, where Lulu, Marietta, and Fern were waiting.

None of them looked like they’d gotten enough sleep, Fern especially. She was slumped at the table, covering it in drool.

It explained why I hadn’t been straddled awake.

I thanked Lulu for the breakfast—seriously, she was too good to me—before sitting down to eat.

As soon as I entered my chair, Dakota saddled up next to me. “You’re lookin’ proper handsome this mornin’, Master. In fact, I ain’t never seen such a handsome human before.”

“Erm… thanks?” I said as I tried to eat.

“Would ya like me to lift your spoon for ya?” Dakota asked. “Want me to chew it for ya?”

“What? No. Am I supposed to be a baby bird?”

“Then how about a massage? Or maybe you’d like me to hunt some good shiz?”

I glanced down at Dakota’s bandaged leg. Lulu had somewhat begrudgingly healed her, but much like when I’d been shot by an arrow, it wasn’t the sort of injury she could cure with one burst of magic.

“You don’t need to do that, this, or anything,” I assured the eager cat. “Calm down. If I need anything, I’ll ask.”

“You’re sure, Master?” Dakota mumbled.

“Positive,” I said as I prepared to eat, before pausing once more. “And stop calling me ‘Master’. I always thought it’d be hot, but it’s kind of creepy.” Made me feel like some dirty old geezer, rather than a respectful pervert who loved to indulge in the flesh of demi-beasts.

Speaking of…

The late morning sunlight confirmed the same thing as my night vision—Dakota was one stunning kitten. I’d already admired her modelesque physique, but she certainly had the looks to match. Letting down her long blue locks had only helped matters.

So did dressing in a tiny pair of tatty shorts and a raggedy boob tube.

“Sit down and get some food,” I told her.

“Here,” Lulu huffed as she placed down a bowl with a roasted fish in the center.

Dakota’s eyes opened wider than the dish in front of her. “Is this fish?! Is this for me?!”

“Sure is,” I said.

She gasped. “Thanks, Master! Seriously, thank you. You’re too kind.”

“What did I say about calling me ‘Master’? And don’t bother thanking me. I didn’t do anything.” I pointed at Lulu.

“So this is the thanks I get for kindly offering you one of my fish?” Lulu grumbled.

Dakota squeaked. “N-no! Thank you so much, M-Mistress. I’m, like, eternally in your debt, or summat…”

I thought Dakota was laying it on a little thick, but it seemed to satisfy Lulu. “Better. Don’t forget, this is my farm. Mine. If anything happens, I won’t be the one leaving. And Steve will side with me. I just know he will.”

“Understood, Mistress,” Dakota said while nodding. “I’ll be good.”

“Yes, you will,” Lulu said before marching to collect her own helping of breakfast.

“Whoa, Lulu’s all pissy again,” Fern slurred through foot-stuffed cheeks.

“I am not pissy,” Lulu insisted before sitting down and wolfing down her meal while giving Dakota the stink eye.

Yeah, she was still pissy, although understandably so. However, I had a suspicion the ‘cat’ factor was playing a bigger role than it should’ve.

Just how much did Lulu dislike cats?

I suppose I’m not in too much of a position to complain.

I was well aware the organ between my legs likely had a big part to play in why I was being so trusting.

It’s what I got for being a deviant.

Could I really be blamed when I got to see Dakota happily chowing on her food? The look on her face when she was tucking into her fish was adorable. It was hard to think how anyone could look happier.

And then…

Heralded by the loud thump of hooves on wood, a yawning Roxie entered the kitchen. “Morning, y’all.”

Dakota gasped. “Hello, Holy Maiden!” The giddy cat sprung from her seat and offered it to Roxie. “Please, sit here. I couldn’t let my savior not have a chair.”

Roxie blushed. “I-I couldn’t.”

“You’ve gotta. You’re, like, a goddess in cow form. This is the least I can do.”

Roxie twiddled her locks as she did her best to look like she wasn’t at all affected by this overwhelming flattering, but it was obvious she was as pleased as a pig in mud.

“You’re lookin’ proper beautiful this morning, Holy Maiden,” Dakota continued once the two of them had swapped places. “I hope I didn’t disturb ya. A cow as wonderful as you deserves all the rest in the world.” Before Roxie could get a word in, Dakota offered her some fish. “Would ya like a share of my succulent meal?”

Roxie gulped. “I’m actually not much of a meat eater…”

Dakota gasped. “Oh, shiz! I’m sorry. Please don’t be mad at me.”

“No, that’s quite okay,” Roxie giggled like an excited teenager.

I stared at the scene. At this rate, I was going to lose my status as the farm’s most shameless flirt. That simply couldn’t be allowed.

“Let Roxie eat in peace,” I ordered.

“Yes, Master,” Dakota said, with accompanying salute.

“And stop calling me that.”

Marietta sighed while rubbing her temple. “Just when I was used to having one stray around here, yet another moves in.”

“I knew you were warming up to me,” I said.

“I said I was getting used to you. You could also get used to missing a limb without changing your opinion of it for the positive.”

“Come on, I’m not that bad. At worst, I’d say I’m about as bad as losing a finger.”

“And that is a good thing, how?” Marietta asked while quirking a brow.

Dakota shuffled closer to me and whispered into my ear. “Hey, so, like, maybe it’s a little late to ask, but what’s the deal around here? I mean, was that mutt seriously usin’ magic and stuff?”

“Stop calling me that, you stupid cat,” Lulu complained.

“And you really ain’t got no beef with your slaves talkin’ to ya so rudely?”

Marietta huffed. “I am not his slave.”

Dakota tilted her head. “You’re not?”

Marietta jumped to her feet and slammed the table with her hands. “I am nobody’s slave!”

“Steve! She’s upsetting Marie,” Lulu said like a tattling child. “We can’t have someone here who upsets Marie.”

“But I upset Marie,” I reminded her.

“Well… but you do it in a charming way.”

“Charming?” Marietta scoffed. “There is not a single charming feature about this brute.”

“And here I thought you’d warmed up to me after our romantic walk holding hands,” I said with mock hurt.

Lulu gasped into her fingers. “You did?”

“Of course, we did not!” Marietta snapped. “Stop spreading lies.”

“Hey, no fair!” Fern whined, finally perking up. “Why do you never hold my hand? Why?!”

“You don’t have hands,” I said.

“Oh.” She looked at her big green wings. “You could still try!”

I rolled my eyes. These needy wives of mine…

Damn, I adored them.

Once a rather chaotic breakfast was done, I restrained Dakota upstairs so she could keep an eye on Jezelbe while being kept out of trouble. Then I joined up with Lulu outside, on the porch. “You’re sure you’re fine going by yourself?”

Lulu nodded. “It’s not like I need a babysitter to visit Norma.”

“Think she’ll have what we need?” Sure enough, the grimoire we’d borrowed contained info about how to make a potion which could cure wood lung. Lulu was sure she could make it, as long as she had the right ingredients.

“That or she’ll know someone who does.” She showed me a heart-warming smile. “Don’t worry, I used to go shopping alone all the time before you got here. You’re needed here.” She glared up, toward the upper floor.

I sighed. “I know you don’t trust her, but can you try being at least a little civil?”

“But she’s a cat! And a thief. And… a cat!” Lulu protested.

“What’s your big problem with cats?”

“All dogs dislike cats! You’ve seen how she is—being all sneaky and thinking she’s better than me. You really need to keep an eye on her. She’s planning something; I just know she is.”

“If she is, I’ll stop her,” I said before leaning down and giving Lulu a quick peck on the lips. “Leave the farm to me, and good luck.”

“You too,” my red-faced mate giggled before she hurried off toward Grayedge.

I smiled as I watched her go. Luck? I wouldn’t need that for what I had planned. It was time for me to get back to the status quo a string of wild goose chases had disrupted.

It was time to get back to farming.

It felt like forever since I’d done any actual farm work, unless milking Roxie counted. It was good to remind myself I was ultimately a farmer rather than some vigilant bandit hunter. I was eager to get back to my day job… starting with milking Roxie again.

Once I’d sated my sexy cow bride, I went into the fields to manage our growing crops. It was a task which worked up quite the sweat and would only get harder when we finally got the chance to expand.

That might be a good reason to let Dakota stay.

An extra set of paws could be useful. Then there was Jezelbe. I’d heard bits and pieces about how valuable dryads were. What could she do for a small farm like ours?

As I was pondering these thoughts and wiping down my brow, I noticed Marietta sitting in the grass in the farm’s back corner. She was sheltered from the harsh midday sunlight by a lovely spot of shade.

She was so absorbed in one of her books, she didn’t realize I was approaching even when I was standing right above her.

“Enjoying it?” I asked.

Marietta flinched and almost dropped her book. When she had it safe in her hands, and realized it was just me, she breathed out. “You scared me, you idiotic oaf!”

I snorted. “Sorry about that.”

“Honestly,” she said while checking to make sure her book had survived unscathed. “Whatever would you have done if you’d damaged this? I’m sure you would have taken responsibility for purchasing me a new copy.”

I grinned. “I’ll take that as a yes?”

She gasped like I’d said something beyond foolish. “Of course! Olga Williams is a certified genius. Every book she writes is a magical experience, even better than the last. To simply exist within the safe time period as her is truly a dream come true.”

“Should’ve known you’d be the romance type,” I chuckled.

“This again?” Marietta scoffed. “Stop tarnishing the good name of Princess in the Floating Moon Tower by insinuating it is simply just some standard romance. It is the definitive piece in its field, mixing suspense and action with a love story which spans across eons.”

“You sure know how to leave a review. Maybe I should give it a read?”

She huffed while leaning back with the book on her lap. “Unfortunately for you, I am no longer in possession of the first thirteen volumes.”

“I’m sure I’ll get the gist.”

“Absolutely not!” she shouted, one step away from lunging at me. “Princess Luna’s transformation from a damsel afraid to leave her castle to a brave heroine must be witnessed in its entirety to be fully appreciated. Seeing her reject the Great White Witch won’t mean anything if you jump in now. Then there’s her relationship with Sir Galvert. You cannot simply skip every step that has brought them to where they are now! What about the famous scene in book eight, when Sir Galvert turns his back on the Star King to save Luna from—”

“Spoilers, much?” I said.

Marietta froze mid-sentence. A pink glow spread across her cheeks. “I am ever so sorry. That was a terrible mistake on my part. To think I would give out such valuable spoilers to a newcomer.”

I chuckled. “Don’t worry about it. How passionate you are about this series is cute.”

“Cute?!” she squeaked.

My grin widened. “To think someone as grouchy as you likes stories about princesses being rescued by knights in shining armor.”

“Don’t call me grouchy,” the huffy sheep complained.

“My bad. I should’ve paid more attention to your warm and friendly personality.”

Marietta dramatically turned away in protest. “Acting like I haven’t shown you incredible generosity. Someone as idiotic as yourself doesn’t deserve half the kindness I show you.”

“I truly am honored,” I said with a mock bow.

“As you should be!” she continued. “Now are you done entertaining yourself or did you actually have a good reason for interrupting my reading session?”

I shook my head. “I wanted to thank you for last night. I’m not sure what would’ve happened if you hadn’t sided with us.”

Marietta scoffed. “You think me so cold hearted I deserve praise for making such a decision? I do not want or deserve your gratitude.” She peeked at me out of the corner of her eye. “As much as it pains me to admit it, if anyone deserves praise for their actions, it would be you.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s no big deal.”

“You know that’s not true,” she said while turning back toward me. “Not only are you placing a lot more inconvenience on your shoulders, you’re also making an enemy of William Galeholder. While I do not know the man, I know anybody with noble connections is bad news.”

I waved her words away. “Stop making me sound like I’m some Good Samaritan. This is just my usual MO at work. You know I’ve got a thing for hoarding pretty girls around me.”

Marietta sighed. “Yes, of course you’re attracted to the cat and the dryad.”

“It would be weird if I wasn’t,” I chuckled.

“Again, it should be weird that you are. I’ve already shown you the true face of this place. Why won’t you get it into your head that you’re a freak?”

“Because my views should be normal. Slavery is wrong; demi-beasts are hot. Anybody who doesn’t agree with those two facts are idiots.” I looked down at her. “Disagree?”

She didn’t rush to answer. “I suppose I cannot… although I would prefer you didn’t make that second claim while staring down my chest.”

I shrugged. “You stop showing it to me and I’ll stop looking.”

“Lies,” she said, making no attempt to cover her flashy cleavage. “You ogle every girl you see no matter what clothing she wears.”

“So that’s an excuse for you to flaunt your goods at me every day?”

“What I wear is none of your business.”

“And here was me hoping we could go clothes shopping together one day.”

She scoffed. “You sure are getting ideas above your station. One trip together around Yellowfields and you’re acting like we’re the best of friends.”

I shrugged. “Guys are suckers for cuties who snuggle up to them.”

“I never snuggled up to you,” she complained with a cute huff. “Honestly, you’re just the worst.”

“I thought I was a hero saving slaves from harm?”

“I’ve changed my mind… although I do expect you to keep up this generosity of yours, especially when Lulu starts complaining.”

“What is her deal with cats?” I asked as I crouched down. It let me feel closer to Marietta… and saved her from my wandering, lustful looks. Partially. “The Lulu I know is too generous for her own good.” She’d let Marietta and Roxie take advantage of her, put up with Fern’s brattiness for a year, and had gone out of her way to help me even though I could’ve been a slaver. “It doesn’t make sense that she’d go so crazy over a single cat, even if she might be a criminal.”

“Cats and dogs tend to have an antagonistic relationship,” Marietta said.

“Just like that?”

Marietta hummed, fingers tapping at her open book. “It’s a simple case of competition. No other demi-beast can compete with we sheep when it comes to wool. The same could be said of cows when it comes to milk, chickens with their eggs—Fern aside—dryads with plants, bees with honey, horses with transport… you get the idea. Dogs and cats are both hunters. They’ve long fought to prove themselves superior to the other.”

“But how does that work with Lulu?” I asked. “She’s lived here most of her life. She does some hunting, but she’s not a huntress. Even if she thinks of herself as such, she can use magic. There’s no reason for her to get involved in some petty rivalry.”

“Perhaps on the surface, but you’re not seeing the bigger picture. Because this friction is so well known, it was thrust upon Lulu against her will. Cats have always treated her with hostility—doubly so due to her being Henry’s daughter.”

“Why would that matter?”

“Jealousy? Perceived treachery? Take your pick,” Marietta said. “The residents of Grayedge also didn’t help matters. Lulu often came home crying, begging Henry not to replace her with a cat. Something about her misbehaving, him growing bored, or whatever lies they dreamed up to torment her.”

I gritted my teeth and growled, “Damn children.”

“Funny, I don’t remember saying children were the only culprits.”

Because I wasn’t feeling bad enough…

“Perhaps Lulu fears that is coming to pass?” Marietta suggested. “Maybe she thinks you’re planning on replacing her with that cat?”

It was my turn to scoff. “Is she crazy? Lulu’s amazing! I’d never trade her for anyone.”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t, but that doesn’t mean she can’t be worried, especially when you’re a certified pervert who turns his attention to every woman who breathes within his general area.”

I raised my hands in defense. “I’m a pervert with a big heart. I’d never throw away one woman for another. I’d rather have them both.”

“I’m sure such words will be a great comfort to Lulu,” she groaned while rolling her eyes.

I grinned. “I’m sure she’ll get over it soon.”

“One can only hope. Then we just need to worry about Galeholder.” Her stare focused in on me. “He will come; don’t even think differently for a second.”

“I know, but I won’t let him win.”

“Even if it means going up against his forces?”

I shrugged. “I’m the idiot who went troll hunting to get back some radishes. What’s one noble and his goons?”

Marietta chortled into her fingers. “Yes, that does sound like you.” Likely upon realizing what she’d just laughed like she was enjoying herself, the dishonest sheep went bright red and dramatically turned away. “Do try not to get yourself and everyone on this farm killed.”

“Yeah, it’d be a real shame if you never got to reach the end of your book series.”

“Don’t even joke about such a thing!” she snapped, real anger filling her eyes.

And, suddenly, I felt guilty. I mumbled out a weak, “Sorry.” It wasn’t good enough. I steeled myself and put my hands on her shoulders while locking our eyes together. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

Marietta fell silent. For a moment, she was lost for words… before she regained her composure with a trademark huff. “Better,” she said before slapping my hands off her shoulders. “Although I expect you to ask permission next time you plan on laying your hands on me.”

I snickered. “Sure thing. If I ever feel like groping you, I’ll check to see if you’re up for it first.”

She puffed her cheeks out and jumped to her feet. “That’s not what I was insinuating, you absolute buffoon!” The blushed sheep clutched her book to her chest and marched off while grumbling, “Honestly. That idiot. That oaf. That…”

I chuckled as I watched her go. Teasing her was too fun. I was glad our relationship had come along somewhat since our first meeting. Back then, I thought she was a spoiled brat with a pretty face. Now I realized she was all of the above, with a hidden cute side as well. I looked forward to seeing more of it, which I’d only be able to do if I kept my promise to protect her, as well as everyone else here.

I closed my eyes and concentrated, drawing energy from my inner wellspring.

“Invoke manifestation of heat,” I whispered, summoning a small flame in the center of my hand.

My magic had come a long way, but it still had a longer way to go.

I closed my palm, snuffing out the fire. This wasn’t enough—I had to keep getting stronger. It was the only way I could guarantee the safety of everyone I wanted to protect.

Galeholder wasn’t taking anyone.



Chapter 11


Deep into the afternoon, Lulu returned from Grayedge with a couple of bags filled with ingredients.

A couple of hours of magic, brewing, and following a list of instructions later, she’d produced a goopy green jug of dryad medicine.

Carefully, Lulu fed the mixture to the unconscious Jezelbe.

Dakota hopped from foot to foot as she watched, wincing every time she landed on her injured leg. “Are ya sure this is gonna work, Master? Is it really gonna make Zelby better?” Her question was directed to me rather than Lulu.

“Only if you stop making a fuss,” Lulu spat while getting back to her feet. “This poor girl needs plenty of rest, peace, and quiet. Think you can give her that?” She glared at Dakota.

“Don’t talk to me like a moron,” Dakota complained.

“You are a cat.”

Dakota huffed. “Yeah, and you’re just a cocky mutt!”

Lulu let out one of her own while placing her hands on her hips. “This is the thanks I get for spending all day working my tail off to make up for your mistakes?”

Dakota whimpered and turned away.

I sighed and stepped between them. “Play nice, you two.”

“She started it,” Lulu huffed.

“No, she did,” Dakota said, pointing.

“Like I give a shit. Stop acting like children.” How had Fern and Marietta become two of the less bratty members of this farm?

After I’d finished typing Dakota up again, Lulu and I took our leave.

As soon as we got outside the room, I said, “I asked you to be more civil.”

“She insulted me!” Lulu complained.

“You were both as bad as each other.”

Lulu huffed and folded her arms. “Then why are you scolding me and not her?”

“Because I know what a kind, wonderful person you usually are.” I scratched the back of my head. “I know you don’t like cats—I know you might be worried about Dakota trying to replace you.”

She tensed up. “Who told you?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Lulu bit her bottom lip. “I’m not worried. Why would I feel threatened by some stupid, mangy, butch stray? All she’s good at is jumping around and kicking things, while I can do this.” She opened her hand and summoned up a plume of flames.

I nodded. “Exactly.”

Her smile turned proud. “I’m glad you agree! Now let’s go practice magic. We’ve been slacking off too much as of late.” Lulu squeezed past me and hurried downstairs.

I sighed. That didn’t seem to have solved much. I began to fear I’d been a little optimistic during my chat with Marietta. Just how was I going to get Lulu and Dakota to get along? There was no way we’d be able to manage long term with the two of them at each other’s throats.

And just as Marietta was starting to leave mine alone.

I put it out of my mind for the night while Lulu and I practiced our magic out on the farm, where we were less likely to disturb everyone and do damage to the house.

My individual routine had two main ingredients. The first was trying to figure out the right way to manipulate my mana to perform healing and barrier magic, without needing to lean on the crutch of my power.

I was sure the book we’d gotten from Galeholder would help, but first I had to find the time to read it.

The second was improving my current capabilities. Apart from earth magic, my ability with the other elements were still in the beginner stage, which wasn’t good enough to be used in combat.

In the comforting cool of a summer night, I focused on using my magic to its limits for as long as I could. I created the biggest shard of ice my prowess allowed then held it in the air for as long as possible.

The constant pulse of magic through my veins slowly increased my capabilities, taking me closer to the next stage.

After I’d reached my limit, and had a small rest, I moved onto a different element, then another, and another, until at last Lulu and I decided to call it quits for the night. Then it was off to bed, for her, and the couch for me.

I couldn’t believe our sex schedule had been screwed up, again, just after we’d gotten it back on track.

The sacrifices I made for cute monster girls…

Come morning, I was woken up by a needy harpy and coaxed into a breakfast proxy war between cats and dogs. Once I’d filled my gut, and made it through to the other side without being caught up in any snide-remark crossfire, I went onto the porch and started planning what farming duties I’d handle today.

Then, once I’m done, I’ll get started on that magic guide.

I couldn’t wait to see what a legitimate grimoire could do for my growth.

Dakota burst out after me. “Hey, Master! Wait up.”

I stopped where I was heading and looked at her. “Again, you don’t need to keep calling me ‘Master’.”

“Just tryin’ to give the proper respect to my benefactor. Those other girls might treat you all rude, like, but that doesn’t mean I’m gonna.” She beamed at me like a model teacher’s pet.

I sighed and gave the bridge of my nose a pinch. “Fine. If you want to call me that, knock yourself out.”

Dakota squealed. “Thanks, Master. You’re just the bestest.”

I smirked. She sure knew how to suck up. “Was that everything?”

She shook her head. “I wanna work.”

“Shouldn’t you be resting?” I glanced at her bandaged leg.

“I’m fine. See?” She hopped up and down on her injured leg. “Right as rain. And it’s all thanks to ya for lookin’ after me.”

That was a funny way of saying ‘tying her up so she couldn’t attack anyone’. Today we were giving her a little more freedom.

“What about Lulu and her healing magic?” I asked.

“Yeah, her too,” Dakota grumbled under her breath before turning her smile back on. “Please, Master? I can’t just lie around all day scratchin’ my ass and fillin’ my gut. I’m, like, a total hard worker and stuff. A good one, too! Back at you-know-where, I was the only pest catcher they needed. Didn’t matter what little gits slipped through the cracks, I hunted them down and snuffed them out.”

“Sounds impressive,” I remarked.

“It is—I am! And I can prove it. Just gimme a chance. I’ve got the perfect job in mind.” Her face lit up. “Lemme help ya milk the Holy Maiden!”

I flinched back. “Huh?”

Her big red eyes closed in on me. “You hand milk her, don’t ya? I know I can help with that. I mean, I’ve got tons of experience with cows—Galeholder’s place was friggin’ full of them. It’s like I was born for this job. All you’ve gotta do is show me how to do it.” With every word that left Dakota’s lips, her breathing turned more and more wild.

This wasn’t the expression of someone simply excited about the concept of farm work.

I grinned. “I think Roxie would prefer if I kept that role.”

Dakota whined, shoulders drooping.

I patted her shoulder. “Chin up. I’ve got an important job which should suit a woman with your skill set.”

She jolted up like a soldier in front of a general. “Hit me with whatever, Master! I promise I’ll knock your socks off.”

I smiled. “You’re a hunter, right? Prove it. Head out into the forest and see what you can forage.”

“Foragin’? Yeah, I can do that. Just watch. I’m gonna be the best darn employee you’ve ever had!”

“For the last time, this farm isn’t—”

Before I could finish explaining, Dakota rushed off into the Darkwood.

I sighed. “Never mind.”

“At least she’s enthusiastic,” Roxie said as she exited the house and joined me on the porch.

“Hopefully, that’ll help win Lulu over.” I glanced at Roxie. “I’m glad you and others are getting along with her, at least.” Tolerating might’ve been a better word when it came to Marietta, but my point stood.

“She seems like a good girl.”

“Guess that’s the answer I should’ve expected… ‘Holy Maiden’,” I said with a grin.

Roxie blushed and twiddled her white lock of hair. “It’s… don’t act like she doesn’t call you ‘Master’.”

I laughed in response. “Let’s get you milked.”

She eagerly wrapped herself around my arm, hugging it into her bosom. “Yes, Master… I-I mean, sweetums.”

I couldn’t help grinning.

The two of us went into the barn together and did the same thing as always. We made plenty of noise, filled up some pails with milk, and made one old cow very happy indeed.

By the time sweat dripped down her skin, and the room stank of cream, I took my leave.

As I opened the door, I found a hazy-eyed cat peeking through the bordered-up hole in the wall we’d repaired a few months back.

I cleared my throat.

Dakota flinched and jumped up. “O-oh, Master! Funny seein’ you here.”

“Funnier seeing you,” I said. “Spying, is it?”

“S-spyin’?” she stammered out. “N-no. You’ve got me all wrong. I was just… ya know, takin’ a breather.”

I grinned. “Really?”

Dakota nodded sharply. “Honest, I was! I didn’t skive off work to watch or anythin’. See!” She pulled a sack from around the corner and thrust it into my hands.

As I opened it up and looked inside, my eyes widened. “What…” Inside was some fruit and a few bits of prey. “You hunted all this?”

She puffed out her flat chest. “That I did! All by myself.”

Milking wasn’t fast, per say, but it certainly wasn’t a slow affair. It didn’t last long enough to warrant this level of haul, or so personal experience told me. Fishing was fine, but catching anything else was a pain. “This is amazing,” I told Dakota.

She giggled while rubbing the back of her hair. “What did I tell ya? I’m a top huntress.”

“You weren’t bluffing. We’ll be eating like kings tonight.”

If Dakota could do this regularly, our quality of life was about to get a major boost. The argument for keeping her around was growing.

“You two seem to be having fun together,” the canine opposition said. Lulu stomped over while carrying a hoe. Dirt stained her cheeks and shirt from where she’d been tending to the crops.

She didn’t appear to be overly happy.

I had just the thing to cheer her up. I showed her inside the bag. “Have a look at what Dakota caught.”

Lulu’s green eyes widened. “You caught all this?”

“Yep,” I answered for Dakota. “And she was barely gone a wink.”

“Nyahaha,” Dakota snickered while grinning like her Cheshire cousin. “What can I say? We felines are born hunters. There ain’t a thing in this forest I can’t catch.”

“We’ll never have to worry about meat again,” I said, knowing how much Lulu adored having it on her plate.

Dakota pressed into my arm. “That’s not all, Master! I said I did pest control, remember? With me around, ya won’t ever need to worry about your crops gettin’ nibbled. I’ll stop any git who even looks at them funny.”

I smiled at Lulu. “Sounds like she’ll be a big help around here. Am I right?”

Lulu was stunned… before she bit her bottom lip while glowering at Dakota.

Marietta’s explanation about Lulu’s dislike of cats throbbed in my mind. Sure, Lulu had claimed that wasn’t the case, but her grouchy expression said differently.

I sighed. Sometimes, I could be a total idiot.

“Lulu,” I said, wanting to try and assure her. “There’s—”

“Steve!” Fern yelled.

I grabbed Dakota and twirled her away from the incoming harpy trying to wipe the two of us out.

Fern skidded past, taking a huge chunk of the earth with her. Once she was done shaking dirt from her hair, the grubby harpy staggered over. “Aw, Steve! Why did you move? Why did you?!”

I sighed. “Really?”

“I couldn’t help noticing you moved the cat,” Lulu grumbled under her breath.

“Master? You protected me?” Dakota said with a gasp before nuzzling into my shoulder. “How kind of ya! Such a gentleman.”

Lulu looked a few seconds away from wringing a certain feline’s neck.

Fern stumbled right through the tension while waving her wings around. “Hey. Hey! This is no time for cuddles. Save the cuddles for later! Someone coming.”

“A visitor?” Lulu said, the surprise popping her irritation like a bubble. “But nobody ever visits.”

It was the truth. In the months since I’d come here, Apollo was the only person who’d visited. And he’d just been doing a delivery… and I hadn’t even been here to see it.

For obvious reasons, I wasn’t counting Zeryesis and his minions.

“It was this big fancy green wagon thing being pulled by horsies!” Fern explained.

A green wagon? That sounded familia—

“Oh frick!” Dakota squeaked as she tensed up. Her red eyes shot from side to side. “Gotta hide, gotta hide, gotta hide…”

“Dako—”

Before I could finish saying her name, she sprinted toward the house. “I’ll be inside! Please don’t say a word about me or Zelby. I’m beggin’ ya!” She vanished inside before I had a chance to answer.

Her reaction helped me piece things together.

A couple of minutes later, the carriage came into view, and I learned my suspicions were correct. It pulled up after entering the farm. A single guard jumped off the front and opened the door, letting Lord Galeholder step out. He turned toward us with his showbiz smile. “Steven. Lulu. How nice to make your acquaintance, once again.” He glanced around. “So this is what Darkwood Farm looks like?”

“What are you doing here?” I asked while keeping some distance between us.

He chuckled. “I believe you already know.” His smile widened. “I really must congratulate you both. I never in my wildest dreams thought you would complete the job so quickly.”

I swallowed a grumble. It was just as I’d feared.

How had this bastard gotten wind of what’d happened so quickly? It had only been a day since we’d taken Dakota and Jezelbe in. Only Lulu had stepped foot off the farm, and I knew she hadn’t grassed. Even though she hated Dakota, she wouldn’t have backstabbed us. There was just no way. I also didn’t think Norma would’ve thrown us under the bus. Perhaps someone had spied Lulu hunting for medicine and put everything together?

Whatever the reason, this was bad. I’d been hoping to keep this from Galeholder for as long as possible, for obvious reasons.

“You know, I think the two of you might have earned yourself a bonus,” Galeholder continued. “I’m sure I could put in a good word for you with some of Yellowfield’s finest workmen. I have no doubt they could turn this humble abode into a location even King Augustus wouldn’t mind visiting.”

I folded my arms. “Cut the sweet talking. You lied to us—you deceived us.”

The ‘superior’ smile on his face didn’t budge. “And I am truly sorry about that. I’m sure you understand what a hit the culprit’s true identity would have been on my reputation. And I’m also sure you see why I was so secretive about my missing dryad. There’s no telling what might have happened if her situation had been leaked. I fear many an underhanded slaver would have set their sights upon her.”

“Because her being sold into slavery is awful, but her being forced to be your slave is just fine?” I mocked.

“There are many cruel, dangerous monsters out there, even among humans. She’s lucky to have an owner as caring as myself.”

“So caring she chose to run away.”

Finally, his smile twitched for the worse. “Quarrels happen even among the most loving of families. I’m sure she’ll understand her mistake in time.”

I narrowed my gaze on Galeholder. “After you drag her kicking and screaming back to your farm and tell her to buck her ideas up, or else?”

“I suggest you stop making remarks about my farm, and the way I run it, which you may regret,” Galeholder said, malice creeping into his voice. “As it is, both my patience and time are starting to run thin. Now stop delaying and bring me my workers.”

“Your slaves,” I corrected.

“Quite. Now let’s get this over with.”

I stood, humming louder than necessary, reminiscent of a certain sheep. Once I was done putting on a one man show, I asked, “What if I don’t want to?”

“Steve,” Lulu mumbled from behind me while tugging my arm.

“I would highly recommend you reconsider,” Galeholder replied. “As things stand, I’m willing to overlook your disrespectful and naive comments and reward you properly for the job you’ve done. But if this resistance doesn’t stop, now, then there will be consequences. Severe consequences.”

Lulu whimpered under her breath as her furred fingers tightened hold of me.

I placed my hand on hers and squeezed her fingers. “It’s okay.”

She gulped. “But Steve…”

“I know. This is stupid, reckless… more so than anything I’ve done before. But it’s also the right thing to do.” I glanced into her lovely, wary peridot eyes. “There’s no way we can hand two slaves over to this asshole… even if one of them’s a cat.”

After nibbling her bottom lip, Lulu nodded.

I smiled and turned back to Galeholder. “Seems we won’t be reconsidering. Dakota and Jezelbe are staying with us.”

Galeholder’s mask of respectability finally cracked in two, and he showed us a look which could kill. “You’re making a big mistake.”

I waved that away. “It sure doesn’t feel like I am. Now, if we’re finished, why don’t you hurry up, get back in that wagon, and fuck off?”

His bodyguard stepped forward, but Galeholder stopped him with a raised hand. However, the noble’s eyes didn’t scream ‘mercy’. “You will pay for this. Dearly.”

“I don’t doubt it, but I’m still not changing my mind. I’d rather be in a world of shit than be as morally bankrupt as you.” I nudged my head. “Now hurry with the fucking off.”

Galeholder looked like he could snap and attack me at a moment’s notice. Instead, he marched back into his carriage and slammed the door shut. Then his guard jumped back into position and drove the pissy noble away.

Once the carriage had turned into a blob far down the road to Grayedge, I exhaled. Somehow, that had gone much better and worse than I’d expected.

At least a fight hadn’t broken out.
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And, I supposed, that wasn’t too bad either.

“Steve,” Lulu said as she gave my arm another squeeze. “Are we really going to be alright?”

“They’re not going to attack us, are they? Are they?!” Fern squeaked as she emerged from hiding behind my back.

I hummed. “No clue. He might not want to start a direct fight because of… everything.” I couldn’t see him wanting to piss off the Obsidian Dragon or the demons. My eyes wandered to the house. “But there’s no way he’ll let us keep Jezelbe without a struggle.” Galeholder definitely had some tricks up his sleeve. “Whatever happens, I’m not going to let him win. I’m never going to let him take Dakota or Jezelbe back.”

Dakota burst from the house, slamming the front door open. “Ya really mean that?!”

“Of course,” I replied while showing her a comforting smile.

She rushed over and threw herself into me, wrapping my middle in a hug. “Oh, thank you, Master! Thank you. I heard everythin’! I can’t believe you’d seriously do all that for me and Zelby. You’re actually, legit, the greatest.” She nuzzled my chest affectionately.

I chuckled and petted her between her lovely fluffy cat ears. “Just doing what any decent person should. It’s not my fault I seem to be the only one around.”

“You’re a rare breed, alright. I’m so lucky to’ve found ya,” she purred.

I couldn’t help grinning like a goof.

Fern slammed herself into my other side. “No fair, Steve. No fair! What are you two getting all flirty for? I’m the wife here. You should be flirting with me. With me!”

I wrapped my arm around Fern and pulled her closer, to my front. “I’m terribly sorry, Your Harpyship. Is this better?”

She flinched before nodding. “Maybe. Just a bit. A bit!”

“How about this?” I leaned down and planted a kiss on her lips.

Dakota gasped as she stared holes in me and my harpy bride.

I glanced at the curious cat. “Jealous?”

“Jealous? Me?” she managed to stammer out. “I… ah…”

Lulu cleared her throat.

I froze. It dawned on me that, given the current situation, perhaps this level of flirtation was ill-advised. I decided to try and charm my way out of it. “How about you? Want a loving kiss from your man?”

“I’ll pass,” Lulu mumbled before stomping off. “I’m going to check the perimeter fence before an ungrateful cat gets us all killed.”

I winced. And it backfired…

“Master,” Dakota whined.

I gave her another pat. “Nobody is dying. I won’t let that happen. I’ll find a way to protect you all.” As things were, I didn’t fancy my chances if Galeholder threw everything he had at us. I had to hurry and get even stronger.

Farming was no longer my main job. It was time for me to truly take up the mantle of this land’s protector.

It was time for me to follow in Henry’s footsteps and become a force strong enough to rule the Darkwood.



Chapter 12


With the blessing of the other members of the farm, I stepped back from my expected duties to spend more time on training. While the others maintained the crops and scavenged in the Darkwood, I focused on cultivating my magical talents.

I had to be ready for when the worst might happen.

After a first successful day of training, helped along by some tips from the grimoire I was no longer giving back, I planned on doing the same again. However, something unexpected came up: Lulu needed more ingredients to make medicine for Jezelbe, who was slowly making a recovery. That meant heading back to Grayedge.

I volunteered to go instead.

It wasn’t that I didn’t think Lulu was capable of protecting herself—dare I say she was better than me—but I couldn’t trust her to do whatever it took when the chips were down. She was wonderfully nice at heart and had a respect for humans we didn’t deserve. I saw her hesitating when faced with human opponents.

I wouldn’t.

Some might have used an impromptu trip as a way to get out of training. Not me. I decided to test myself on the long dirt road to Grayedge by seeing if I could maintain a large fireball for the duration of the journey.

By the time I reached the usual gate, I was dripping in sweat, for multiple reasons. After wiping it from my brow, and finally easing up on the magic, I knocked.

The slot opened up, showing off a portly guard I knew well. Johnson glared when he saw it was me. “Oh… you.”

“Hey, Johnson,” I said with a smirk. “Fancy opening up?”

“Wait here,” he said before slamming the hatch shut.

This was new… which didn’t fill me with confidence.

One minute turned into five, which turned to ten. My patience began to run thin, when the gate flew open.

In the entryway stood a one-eyed bear of a man who it would be hard to mistake for anyone else.

“Steven ‘fucking’ Draxler,” Chillhammer said as his impressive bulk blocked the way forward. “You actually came.”

“Is there a problem with that?” I responded, not sensing much cheer to his voice.

He snorted. “A problem? You’re damn right there is, you impudent piece of shit! Do you really think William hasn’t told me all about the stunt you’re pulling? Harboring a criminal? Stealing his property?”

“Did he tell you the supposed criminal was actually one of his slaves?” I asked.

“I don’t care if she’s a slave, an outsider, or the fucking High Queen of Voida—it doesn’t change what you’ve done.” He burrowed his one ice-cold eye into the soul. “You’re lucky you live slap bang in the middle of the fucking Darkwood. Anywhere else, and my men and I would have been there already to seize even the fucking air you breathe.”

“Aren’t I the lucky one?”

“Goddamn fucking blessed. Living in the middle of a dump, surrounded by a bunch of fucking animals. It’s a miracle I can sleep at night knowing life can be so unfair.”

“You should try living a little. That cat maid of yours was pretty cute.”

Chillhammer glowered at me. “I should arrest your animal-fucking ass this second, but William asked me to restrain myself and let you toddle back to your dump with a message.” He folded his mighty arms. “Thinking of coming here to do some business? Fuck off. Until you cocksuckers start playing along, you’re banned from Grayedge. In fact, you’re banned from the whole fucking Huedom.” He shook his head. “Need to trade? Again, fuck off. Maybe you can swap rocks with the Darkwood’s other savages?”

“So that’s his first move,” I said, more to myself than Chillhammer. It wasn’t a bad one. Not being able to trade with Norma would be difficult, especially when it came time to buy more seeds. It also put our aspirations on improving and expanding the farm on an indefinite pause.

Then there was Jezelbe’s medicine…

I didn’t let it faze me. I looked Chillhammer in the eye and said, “Galeholder’s naive if he thinks that’ll be enough to make us crack.”

“Says the moron who thinks it’s a good idea to make the whole fucking Huedom his enemy,” Chillhammer spat back.

“If that’s what it takes to keep them safe, so be it. I’ll never hand them over.”

Ping!


- - -

Deed Points Received: 1

- - -


Too fucking right.

Keep them coming, mystery power of mine.

I was glad at least it supported my stubbornness.

“Them?” Chillhammer snorted. “Guess I didn’t explain that part. The cat? You can keep that bitch.”

I faltered. “What?”

“I don’t like it myself, but it’s what William said. You can keep her. Put a fucking ring on her finger, and treat her like your wife for all I care, you messed-up freak.” He grimaced at the thought. “No, you can keep the cat. What William wants is his fucking dryad back, plus your cow as compensation.”

A wave of adrenaline surged through me. “He wants Roxie?!”

“How the fuck should I know her name?” Chillhammer complained with a wave of one of his bear claws. “Dryad and cow; it’s that simple. Hand them over and we’ll let you freaks off with a warning.”

For a moment, I was speechless. Then I snarled. “Over my dead body.”

“That can be arranged,” he said as if daring me to try something.

For a moment, all I did was glare at the big bastard. Then I turned on my heels and marched back to the farm.

I couldn’t believe Galeholder was using this as a way to get his hands on Roxie, although I should’ve seen it coming. He was a guy who drugged and imprisoned his workers until they signed their lives away. Like this would be too far for him.

My anger had yet to dissipate by the time I’d made it back to the farm. I gathered everyone together and told them the news.

“Me?” Roxie said, horror all over her face.

Dakota whimpered as she edged her kitchen chair closer so she could hold Roxie’s arm. “I’m so sorry, Holy Maiden. I didn’t mean to get ya caught up in this shiz.”

“Stop,” I said as I remained standing, hands planted on the table. “I’m the one who chose to home you. All the blame’s on me.”

“But Master!” she protested.

I motioned for her to stay quiet. “I’m to blame for all this, but I don’t regret it. I’d rather be in Grayedge’s bad books than willingly play along with this slave business.”

Marietta snorted.

“Something funny?” I said with more hostility than she deserved.

“I’ve always said you were an idiot,” she replied while leaning back in her seat. “Honestly, to think you would seriously risk the Empire’s wrath to defend a mangy cat and some busty dryad.”

“Hey!” Dakota protested, throwing a hand over her own flatness.

Marietta continued without taking her on. “Idiotic. How utterly and totally idiotic. But I suppose I cannot complain.”

“Marie,” Lulu said, her voice a complex jumble of emotions I couldn’t quite place.

“Ooo! Is Mary finally falling for Steve?” Fern asked as she jumped up.

Marietta flinched forward in her chair. “I am not… and stop calling me that name!”

“Mary, Mary, Mary, Mary!”

Marietta pulled the rapier from her parasol.

Fern zipped it and sat back down.

“Let’s save the fighting for our enemies,” I said.

Dakota nodded. “I’ll help! I ain’t gonna let no one take the Holy Maiden coz of me. Zelby either. I’ll kick the ass of anyone who tries.” She sprung from her seat and began fighting the air, showcasing the incredible techniques my jaw remembered well.

As I watched her pepper nothingness with kicks, I got an idea. “Could you teach me to fight like that?”

“What?!” Lulu squeaked as she jumped up, striking the table with her paws.

“I’ve got some serious limitations. Without a sword in my hand, I’m next to useless.” I knew some magic, but mainly beginner level. My dream of being a battle-ready mage remained some distance away. “I can’t let such an obvious weakness slide. I need to be able to protect myself if I’m disarmed.”

Dakota’s eyes lit up. “Anythin’ ya want, Master! I’ll teach ya every move I’ve got.”

“I’ll be in your care,” I said, bowing.

Lulu whimpered as her gaze shot between me and Dakota. “But…”

“But no fair!” Fern said as she flapped her wings. “I know how to fight, and you never asked me to teach you!”

I sighed. “How much of your fighting style involves being able to fly?”

“Not all of it!” Fern protested. “Only a little bit. A tiny bit. An itsy-bitsy bit. A portion. Only, maybe, a half. At worst. At worst!”

I shook my head. “I think it’s probably better for me to learn a style built for people with hands.”

“That’s mine, alright,” Dakota said as she rushed to my side. “It’s cat-centered, but there ain’t no reason humans can’t learn it. All you need is good agility, and jumpin’, and stuff.”

“Sounds perfect for a stiff statue like myself,” I remarked. “Shall we get started?”

She flinched. “Right now?”

I shrugged. “No time like the present.” Then I glanced at the others. “Anyone else want to learn?”

“Pass,” Marietta said.

“I don’t think someone my size would be able to pull off those moves,” Roxie, perhaps correctly, pointed out.

“I already know how to fight!” Fern said as she started fighting her own invisible attackers. “See? See?!”

I praised her with a ruffle of her hair before looking at Lulu… also known as who I’d meant the question for. “How about it? It could be useful.”

She turned away. “I’ll pass. I don’t need some cat-based fighting style. I can do magic, after all.” She summoned a flame on the tip of her finger while staring at Dakota.

“Yeah, coz you were so useful in the barn,” Dakota quipped.

“What was that?!” Lulu snapped, the fire getting bigger.

“Nothin’,” Dakota cooed before whistling innocently.

Lulu huffed before snuffing the flame out. “If you need me, I’ll be doing something useful. You know: practicing magic.” Her eyes lingered on me for a few seconds before she stomped off.

Once Lulu was out of sight, Marietta said, “Wow. It’s no wonder you’re such a hit with the ladies.”

I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. She didn’t have to tell me twice.

How hadn’t I seen that coming?

With the whole of the Huedom as our enemies, I couldn’t afford to dwell on Lulu’s annoyance. Instead, Dakota and I parked up outside, next to the farmhouse, so we could begin.

“Okay, Master,” Dakota said while stretching her legs. “Are ya ready to learn how to kick some serious ass?”

I bowed my head. “I’ll be in your care… Master.”

She flinched. “Hey, whoa! Ya can’t call a demi-beast ‘Master’. That’s, like, weird.”

“Haven’t you learned nothing about me yet?”

Dakota snickered while rubbing her cheek. “I guess ya ain’t what I’d call normal… not that I’m sayin’ that’s bad or anythin’. It’s not. It’s totally wicked. I wish more guys were like you.”

I grinned. “Don’t worry, I’m all the man you’ll ever need.”

Her mouth fell open as her cheeks grew red.

“That was a joke,” I clarified. One I was glad Lulu wasn’t around to hear.

“Oh… yeah. Course it was,” Dakota said with a laugh. “Ya might be like that, but I still look like a… eh, what am I chattin’?” She rushed through the last portion of her stretches. “Alright! Time to teach some catkwondo.”

“Seriously?”

She grinned, flashing her fangs. “Wicked name, right? I came up with it myself. The actual thing’s just as cool, too. Watch!” Dakota started twisting around while slicing her kicks through the air.

She’d had to hold back in the kitchen. Not out here. The wide open farm was perfect for her to show off.

I whistled in admiration. Seeing her techniques from a distance sure beat feeling them. “Impressive.”

Dakota beamed. “Thanks, Master. I’ll have ya doin’ the same before you know it.”

I grinned. I was looking forward to it.

First up, Dakota taught me the stances and basic moves. She showed them off one by one, then asked me to give them a go.

Over the span of an hour, I diligently copied every kick, punch, and block, again and again.

Eventually, Dakota leaned back with her hands behind her head. “Wow, Master… ya seriously suck at this.”

I snickered while holding my knees and catching my breath. “I barely have a fighter’s bone in my body.” It wasn’t something I’d ever practiced. My hobbies were gardening and playing video games. Sure, I kept myself fit, but that didn’t mean I had any use for martial arts.

Until now.

Dakota sighed. “This is gonna take forevs.”

“Shouldn’t that be standard for learning a fighting style?”

“Probably, but I just… ya were so good with that sword! Like, crazy good. Now you’re trippin’ over your own feet. N-no offense.”

“None taken,” I laughed as I stood back straight. “Don’t worry about it. I should be able to pick this up faster than you’d expect.” I was keeping my eyes peeled for the missing piece in this crazy puzzle.

“If ya say so… okay! I’ll keep trainin’ ya.” Dakota jumped back into position.

I grinned. “Show me what you can do… Master.”

For the next few hours, we continued with the training. All the while, Dakota talked about how this style was built on sharp, explosive strikes. Cats liked attacking from the shadows, so her moveset was filled with blows that could knock someone out in a flash. The rest was made up of techniques to take advantage of her natural athleticism in case she ever needed to get out of a jam.

Like being trapped in a barn.

“Good goin’, Master,” Dakota said deep into the afternoon. “You’re startin’ to look not like a total chump… again, no offense.”

Her flattery had really taken a nosedive now she was preoccupied.

“Compared to magic, this is a breeze,” I said while punching the air.

It was a total porky. I was exhausted.

“I’ve been meanin’ to ask, Master,” Dakota said as she glanced at the house: Lulu’s last known location. “Can that mutt seriously do magic? No foolin’?”

“Her name’s Lulu,” I reminded Dakota. “And, yes, she can.”

“But she’s a dog!”

I shrugged. “She’s also half-human.”

“That doesn’t mean she should be able to use magic, though.” Dakota lifted a blue, furry finger, like Lulu had done when she’d summoned a flame, and stared at it.

“Jealous?” I teased.

She snapped her hand shut. “Who’d be jealous of some stuck-up mutt? Sure, she can throw around a few spells, but that ain’t gonna help her when the chips are down and she needs to get scrappy.” She went back to shadow-boxing.

I sighed. “I wish you two would kiss and make up, already.”

Dakota pouted. “I ain’t done nothin’! She’s the one causin’ trouble. I’m a good girl. Right, Master?” She fluttered her short lashes while trying to pose cutely.

“I suppose you’re not a bad one,” I said, finding her awkward attempt charming.

She beamed and nuzzled up close to me. “Thank you, Master.” She purred that final word, really drawing out the ‘r’. “So kind to me.”

“Any time.” I gave her a quick pet. My finger sliding behind her ear helped louden her moans. “Now can we get back to it? I still need more.” It still hadn’t shown itself. Why? “Are there any basics you’ve yet to teach me?”

“There is one,” Dakota said as she wiggled back. “I was waitin’ for ya to progress a bit, but… what the Voida? Here.” She hopped a good distance away from me, so she had plenty of space. Then she finally unleashed a mighty roundhouse kick.

I grinned. Damn, that move was too cool.

Dakota snickered when she saw my expression. “I know, right? Lemme teach it to ya. Just… maybe hold off copyin’ for now, yeah?” Then she started spelling out the steps.

As her explanation reached its conclusion…


- - -

New Ability Available: Catkwondo

Would you like to purchase this ability?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


My grin widened. It was about time! Of course I accepted.

Bam! I was struck, hard. Dakota’s foot wasn’t the cause—it was a fresh dose of knowledge being pumped into my head. All the feline’s lessons were reinforced like I’d dedicated years to mastering them. I even knew techniques she hadn’t taught me, built upon the shoulders of what we’d already done.

Naturally, I wanted to try out this new ability… but that wasn’t all. I looked at Dakota and said, “Let’s mix things up and spar for a bit.”

“Huh, what?!” Dakota said, eyes widening.

“Come on,” I coaxed while getting into the proper stance. “Too much repetition gets boring. Let’s play around to keep things fresh.”

“Are ya for real? We’ve barely started. Even if I hold all the way back, I’m still gonna kick your ass.” She gasped into her paw. “Or is that what you’re into?” Color filled her cheeks.

I snorted. “I’m more an S than an M. Don’t think about it more than you need to.” I beckoned her closer. “Come on. Fight me.”

Dakota hummed for a few seconds before exhaling. “Whatever. Just promise you won’t get mad at me or anythin’. Alright?”

“It’s a promise.”

We both took up a position facing the other.

“Okay, Master,” Dakota said, stance sloppy. “Show me what you can do—”

I performed a text box roundhouse kick.

Dakota squealed and jumped away.

She didn’t need to; I hadn’t aimed to hit her. Nor did I when I gave chase while using the techniques she’d taught me.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa, whoa!” she said while scrambling backward. “Time out, time out, time—ah!” She lost her footing and fell back.

I reached out to catch her, but I didn’t have the strength. Instead, I was pulled along for the ride.

Dakota winced as we thudded against the dirt floor.

“Sorry about that,” I said, having gotten the better landing.

“I don’t friggin’ think so!” she snapped, almost headbutting me as she jolted closer. “What the frick was that?! How did ya get so good?! Have you been holdin’ back this whole time?”

I grinned. “Nope. You’re the first teacher I’ve ever had. I’d never hear of catkwondo before now.”

“Obviously! I’m the one who made it… but ya move like you’ve been doin’ it for years!”

I kept smirking. “I said I was a fast learner.”

“There’s fast learnin’ and there’s whatever that was. I mean… holy shiz! You’re probs better than me.”

I laughed. “I wouldn’t go that far. You’re amazing. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

“You’re totes givin’ me too much credit,” she mumbled while glancing away.

“Nope. It’s thanks to you.” And my power, sure, but I still needed someone to teach me the ropes.

Dakota grinned as her cheeks grew warmer, approaching the same shade as her evasive, red eyes.

What a cutie. Was this luck on my part or were all demi-beasts this adorable? Then why hadn’t the common man noticed? Had they not been looking closely enough, like I was? A little too closely…

I finally realized I was all but straddling Dakota.

“Sorry,” I said as I climbed off the cute kitten before helping her to her feet.

“It’s totally fine and stuff,” Dakota replied, her cheeks still shining.

I shook my head. “Ignoring pinning you down, I baited you into letting your guard down. It was cheap. Next time we spar, I’ll avoid the tricks.”

She purred while glancing my way. “Why wait for a next time? The sun’s still up.”

I chuckled. “Eager to get your revenge?”

“Summat like that.” She got back into the proper stance. This time, there was no hesitation. “That’s if you’re up for gettin’ your ass beat by a demi-beast, Master.”

“Who says you’ll be winning?”

“Nyahaha! I ain’t gonna lose to a rookie, even one I owe my life.”

I grinned. “There’s only one way to find out.”

We went back at it… and I quickly found out. She was better by some distance and kicked me all over the farm.

I’d bought myself plenty of experience, but that didn’t make me a match for the style’s founder. She’d been seriously practicing it for years; I just felt like I had. My mind knew what to do, but my body couldn’t keep up. Everything I did was sluggish compared to her sharpness.

I held my own the best I could, but every encounter ended with Dakota as the undisputed victor.

We continued toying around until evening, when we finally called it quits. I was pretty glad. All that exercise had left me breathless and filthy. Sweat and dirt clung to my skin in equal amounts.

I needed a bath.

Showers had always been my thing back home. Here, bathing had become a regular part of my routine. Now only was it relaxing, but it was a great way for me to practice magic.

“Invoke essence of the waves,” I said while holding my hand over the wooden tub.

Water poured from my palm, filling the bath.

It was a pretty draining affair, especially after all that martial-arts training, but the end result was worth it. Once I was done, I slid in and let out a big relaxing sigh.

What a day…

Make that two. Confronted by Galeholder, banned by Chillhammer, and filled with the talents of a fighting master. Things sure had been hectic. It felt like an eon since I’d last gotten a chance to rest.

I couldn’t say I was too concerned as long as I was prolonging my time here.

Catkwondo was another impressive tool added to my arsenal. I wasn’t sure how useful it would prove to be, but I was glad to have a backup I could use no matter the occasion. Even without a sword, I was now a dangerous weapon.

I wonder if it’ll be possible to combine catkwondo with magic using my power?

If I could manage to work out how to combine the two, I wouldn’t need to use a weapon ever again.

Marietta would be delighted.

I was knocked out of my reverie by the bathroom door slamming open. I threw my hands over my junk, spilling water over the floor.

Dakota strode into the room and closed the door behind her. Without looking my way, she started peeling off her top. “This is too wicked. A real friggin’ bath! The Holy Maiden’s just the best.”

I opened my mouth to let her know I was here, but the sight of her sweet pink nipples, sitting atop small perky breasts, trapped my words in my throat.

After throwing her top away, Dakota faced the wall and started shimmying out of her shorts. “What am I chattin’? This whole place is the best! I can’t believe how much I’ve lucked out.” Her shorts thudded against the floor before being kicked across the room. Then Dakota slid her fingers into her panties.

Crap! I had to tell her before—

She bent forward, pushing her hips back while peeling down her underwear. Slowly, her taut, creamy behind came into view, followed by a lovely puffy mound my eyes couldn’t ignore.

“That Steve… who knew they made humans like him?” Dakota continued as she stripped down to her birthday suit. “What a guy. That Fern’s pretty swell too. It’s just a shame about that friggin’ mutt. If only I could do summat about her.” At last, she turned around.

Our eyes met.

Dakota froze. Her face grew redder and redder until it overshadowed her eyes. Then, she squealed, throwing her limbs over her small chest and fuzzy mound. “M-Master?!”

“Y-yo,” I said, waving with my one free hand.

She whimpered while wiggling from side to side. “I-I’m so sorry, Master! I thought… I didn’t think…” Her eyes desperately searched for her clothing.

Her top and shorts had been discarded on opposite sides of the room.

She could still reach her panties, at least. Dakota awkwardly reached down to pull them back up, but trying to do so while covering herself proved difficult. One side captured her ankle while the other was stuck under her foot. It was an issue she tried to fix by yanking.

It was a solution which caused her to stumble.

The naked feline fell forward, onto her hands and knees. It brought her closer to me—so close we could touch each other. When she realized, her whimpering intensified. She dropped her head to the floor and squeaked, “I’m so sorry, Master! I didn’t mean to show ya summat so unsightly.”

Unsightly? What was she talking about? I didn’t find myself captivated into a stunned silence by things that were unsightly.

Why did this particular scenario ring a bell?

Before I could correct the misunderstanding, Dakota looked up at me with eyes on the verge of tears. “Please don’t chuck me out! I ain’t got nowhere else to go.” She edged closer, grabbing the bath’s rim. “I promise I’ll do better in the future. I swear it! Just gimme another chance. Please!”

I was stunned right back into silence, but there was nothing captivating about it. I was shocked, sickened, disturbed…

Cute girls like Dakota didn’t suit such ugly expressions.

“I’m not going to chuck you out,” I assured her.

“R-really?” she squeaked.

I nodded. “I stood by you when Lulu wanted to punish you. I stood by you when Galeholder came to threaten us. I stood by you when Chillhammer banned us from Grayedge. After all that crap, you think something this minor is crossing the line?”

The troubled kitten hesitated to answer.

I smirked. “If you wanted to see me naked, you only had to ask.”

“I-I didn’t… I wasn’t tryin’ to…”

I leaned back in the tub and laughed. “I can tell. You’d be doing your kind’s sneakiness a disservice if this was your effort to sneak a look.”

Dakota’s mouth moved, but not a word came out.

“You don’t need to try so hard or worry so much,” I told her while waving away her troubles and awkwardness. “I don’t have any intention of letting harm come to you or Zelby. You two can stay here as long as you want. Flashing me your tits won’t change that.” Although it certainly didn’t hurt matters. “Now get changed. I’ll close my eyes.” Which I did on cue.

For a moment, all I heard was the sound of Dakota’s breathing. Then, at last, she jerked forward, shifting more weight against the edge of the tub. “Thank you, Master! Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it,” I replied while fighting the urge to peek. “And, again, no need to call me that. It doesn’t—”

The bathroom door slammed open.

So did my eyes as I flinched and almost fell out of the tub.

Dakota sprung to her feet, unknowingly giving me a point-blank look at her gorgeous bare behind.

It wasn’t the focus of my attention.

Lulu stood in the doorway, a fire burning in her eyes. “What do you think you’re doing?!” Her glare was locked on Dakota.

Dakota gulped and inched back. “D-don’t know what you’re talkin’ about…”

“Don’t lie to me! I know what you’re up to,” Lulu said as she marched into the room. “You no-good cat! You’re trying to steal Steve, aren’t you? You’re trying to replace me!”

“That ain’t it at all!”

“It’s been happening ever since you got here! You keep trying to upstage me—keep trying to prove you’re better than me.”

“Lulu,” I said.

My enraged wife was too focused on Dakota to hear me. She backed the feline against the wall while growling. “You’re trying to turn him against me; you’re trying to steal the farm for yourself. Well, I won’t let you! I want you out of here, right—”

“Lulu!” I snapped, the intensity of my voice causing her to flinch. “Calm down!”

She whined at me. “But Steve…”

“But nothing,” I boomed. “Close the door.”

“But—”

“Close it,” I ordered.

She meekly did as I’d asked.

“Better,” I said before taking a moment to compose myself. “I was planning on letting you two do this at your own pace, but I’m sick of it already. This shit stops now.” I stood up and out of the bath, not caring if Dakota got an eyeful.

She did.

I marched over to Lulu, whose eyes were also wandering to my exposed manhood. “What’s wrong with you? Do you seriously think I’m going to replace you?”

Lulu put her head down while toying with her paws. “But you’ve been all over her since she got here. You keep praising her, petting her, and choosing her over me.”

“I do the same stuff with Roxie and Fern. You don’t seem to mind then.” A bit of minor jealousy aside.

“But they’re not—”

“Cats?” I answered for her before sighing. “Are you an idiot? Lulu, you’re the woman who saved my life. You’re a magic-wielding angel. You’re beautiful, kind, gentle, protective. You think I’m the sort of moron who’d give someone like that up?”

Her lips flapped. “B-but…”

“No buts,” I said. “You should know I’m a greedy man by now. I’m never letting you go. Haven’t I said that before?” I brushed my fingers along her jaw. “You’re my precious fake wife.”

Lulu’s peridot eyes lit up. “Really?”

I nodded before looking over my shoulder. “But that doesn’t mean I’m letting her go either.”

Dakota stood, frozen, with her hands over her body as she watched us.

Lulu whined under her breath.

I snapped my eyes back to her. “I don’t care if you two want to have some little rivalry, but I’m not letting it drag this farm down. If you refuse to play nicely with each other, I’m gonna have to make you.”

Lulu flinched. “What do you—”

Before she could answer, I pulled her closer and joined our lips together.

She instantly melted to my touch and parted her lips, begging me to take this kiss further.

I did. My tongue danced with hers, showing my canine lover just how much I totally and utterly adored her—that I was serious about never letting her go.

Her moans were signals that she understood. Lulu brushed her hands up my back, trying to draw us closer together.

It was a request I denied. I pulled away once Lulu was under my spell and said, “Clothes off.”

“S-sorry?” my panting bride replied.

“Clothes off,” I repeated.

Lulu glanced at Dakota, who was still watching us.

“I know. It doesn’t matter. Off.”

Lulu whimpered… but she did as I asked. Slowly, while occasionally glancing Dakota’s way, she stripped from garment after garment. Her shorts, her shirt, and then both segments of her underwear. She bared every pale inch of her flesh which the sun never got to kiss, and quickly covered them with her arms.

Hey, the two of them matched.

At least, they did until I pulled Lulu back to the bath. I dropped into the tub first before tugging her onto my lap, facing me.

She squeaked. “Steve! What are you—”

I silenced her with another kiss as my fingers wandered down her flat stomach and through the wisp of orange hair above her mound. Then I went lower and lower until my fingers sunk deep inside of her and my thumb rested on that cute stiff pink button just above.

Lulu moaned into her mouth. Her hips matched with my movements, especially my thumb circling over her clit.

Dakota watched with wide eyes and a wider mouth. “Ah… erm… l-like, I see ya guys are gettin’ a bit frisky, so I’m just gonna go and…”

“No,” I said as I moved my mouth from Lulu’s. “Sit down.”

“H-huh?”

“You’re involved in this too,” I said to Dakota as my fingers drove Lulu crazy. My free hand pointed at the space in front of us. “Sit. Now.”

Dakota scrambled to the spot and dropped to her knees.

“Better,” I said while holding Lulu close to me. “You two have been getting on my nut for days. I’m putting a stop to it.” I moved closer and kissed one of Lulu’s ears. “You need to understand I’m never going to replace you—that you don’t have anything to be afraid of.” Then I stared at Dakota. “You need to learn who owns this farm and how to show her some respect. You also need to figure out I’m the sort of guy who would never turn his back on you. I’m a damn demi-beast-loving deviant. Isn’t that right, Lulu?”

She nodded while panting feverishly. “Yes. You’re such a pervert. I can’t believe how much you like demi-beasts.”

“I can’t believe more don’t. Look at you. Oh my word, you’re absolutely stunning. Everything about you is gorgeous. I don’t know where to start. Should I nibble on those damn furry ears? How about those lovely tits? Maybe I’ll just kiss your neck and make you moan?” I dug right in.

Her sweet cries burst free as I left hickeys on her flesh. “Steve. Steve!” Suddenly, her gasps rose in pitch. “Steve, wait! I’m…”

“Getting close?”

“Y-yeah.”

“What’s the problem?”

“The cat’s right there.”

Dakota sure was. She was gawping, wide eyes drinking in every sordid second Lulu and I were spending together.

“She has a name, doesn’t she?” I said.

Lulu clammed up.

“Who’s right there?” I asked as I pressed my fingers against her g-spot. “Who are you nervous about cumming in front of?”

“D-Dakota,” Lulu panted as her hips spasmed.

“See? Was that so hard?” I pecked her lips before glancing at Dakota. “You don’t mind, do you?”

“N-no, Master!” she squeaked while nearly flinching from her skin.

I hummed while my fingers kept idly tormenting my moaning canine lover. “No, that’s not good enough. You’ve seen how embarrassed Lulu is. Just being okay isn’t enough. You should encourage her that it’s fine if she cums. Make her feel better.”

The stunned look on Dakota’s face was as clear as could be: you can’t be serious, Master.

“Do it,” I ordered.

Dakota tripped over any complaints before hesitantly clapping her hands. “Y-you can do it.”

“Ah!” Lulu squeaked. She threw her hands over her face.

“More energy!” I said. “It needs more respect. You always call me ‘Master’, but you call Lulu ‘mutt’? That isn’t fair. Come on. You need to play nice. What’s her name?”

“Please,” Lulu whined as my fingers denied her. They gave her pleasure, but not quite the apex she sought. “I beg you… please, Dakota. Help me.”

Dakota trembled as she watched. “M-Master. P-please let Lulu cum. I wanna see it so badly…”

I smirked. “If that’s what you both want, who am I to deny it?” I spun Lulu around, toward Dakota, and spread her legs apart.

“Wait, Steve!” Lulu squeaked.

“Is there a problem?” I asked as my fingers returned to their duties.

She bucked her hips into my hand while arching her head into my neck. “Nooo! Just don’t stop! I beg you! So close! Almost there. Almost there!”

Dakota couldn’t look away. Lulu’s glistening puppy reflected in her eyes.

I whispered into one of her furry orange ears. “Do it. Let it all out.”

Lulu howled. She thrust forward, taking my fingers deeper, as the moment she'd been waiting for arrived. Her orgasm washed over her with such force it became visible to the naked eye. She gushed, squirting her satisfaction across the room.

And all over Dakota.

The feline covered her face, but it was a weak defense against such a strong torrent. Her cheeks, her hair, her arms, her stomach, and even her breasts were marked by her rival’s juices.

Once Lulu was done, she fell against me and gasped for breath.

I kissed her cheek. “That’s a good girl. Didn’t that feel good?”

She panted while nodding lightly. “Yes…”

“As expected. Now…” I nipped her ear while slowly massaging where her body was most sensitive. “Do you want to stop here?”

This time, a shake. “No. Please. You can’t just tease me like this.” She ground her hips forward and back. “Steve, please. We can’t stop here. You know we can’t.”

“Really?”

“Don’t tease me,” Lulu whined. “I need it. Your horny mongrel needs it!”

“H-horny mongrel?” Dakota sputtered, finally emerging from her furry, juice-stained barrier.

I laughed. “What? Didn’t you know? When she gets in the mood, Lulu turns from a sweet angel into a horny bitch who can’t help embarrassing herself. Isn’t that right?”

“It is,” Lulu moaned. “I’m such a shameless girl. Such a bad bitch.”

“No, I think you’re a wonderful pup,” I said, showering her with kisses. “I love my horny mongrel.”

“Oh, Steve.” Love filled her worshiping eyes.

“And I’d be really happy to give you what you want… but it’s not up to me.”

“I-it’s not?” she whispered.

I shook my head. “This is a bonding exercise. This is a way to bridge the relationship between you and Dakota. I want the two of you to become the very best of friends. That’s why her fate is in your hands.”

“W-what?!” the two squeaked in unison.

“I’m only going to let you have it if you can get permission from Dakota,” I explained while my fingers continued to tease—to soak themselves in the wetness found between her quivering thighs. “You need to ask her nicely. Ask her to let you have what you need.”

Lulu didn’t want to beg a cat for such a thing, her eyes said as much, but her body refused to let pride defeat pleasure. Her attention snapped to Dakota. “Please. Let me have it. I beg you.”

Dakota couldn’t say anything. She was too busy gawping.

“More,” I said to Lulu as my fingers sped up. “Really convince her. Really make it worth her while.”

“Please, Dakota!” Lulu whined, breathing turning hotter and hotter. “I’ll do anything! I’ll treat you better. I’ll let you stay for as long as you want! Just let me have it. Please. Please!”

My attention followed Lulu’s. “Dakota? What do you say?”

“I… erm…” She nodded.

I shook my head. “In words. Make it clear.”

“P-please give Lulu what she wants,” Dakota said, her blush so severe I could feel her body heat from here.

“Good enough,” I said as I rolled my hips forward, freeing my hardness which had been trapped against Lulu’s soft behind and fluffy tail. Then, with a second movement, I gave my canine what she needed.

She filled the bathroom with a high-pitched squeal. “Oh! At last! It’s in!”

I held her tight as I thrust, each movement emptying the bath we were sitting in. “Sorry I had to resort to this, but you’ve been such a brat lately. I knew I had to take drastic measures.”

“It’s okay! I forgive you. It’s my fault. I’m such a bad girl,” Lulu moaned, sinful want invading her enticing expression. “Please punish me, Steve.”

“That I can do,” I growled as I used her sweet body. My length was a beast which couldn’t get enough of her insides, while my fingers couldn’t stop teasing her every sensitive spot. Her nipples and clit were my targets—forcing her to experience overwhelming bliss my aim.

Lulu squealed, getting louder and louder while the stunned Dakota watched on. Her nipples were no less hard than my lovers, even though she had nobody to show them the love they deserved.

“Do you seriously think I’d ever let such an amazing girl go?” I growled at Lulu as I screwed her into oblivion.

Lulu moaned and shook her head. “Never.”

“That’s right. I want you to say it.”

“You’ll never let me go!”

“Bingo. You don’t have to worry about being replaced. Nobody could ever replace you. Now tell Dakota you’re sorry for how you’ve been treating her.”

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to be such a bully! I should’ve been nicer!” Lulu howled in a manner which could make the moon blush. “You can stay as long as you want. I’ll be nicer to you from now on. I promise!”

“M-me too,” Dakota mumbled as if she was no longer all there.

“Such a good girl,” I moaned into Lulu’s ears. “That’s why I love you so much. You’re the best dog a man could ask for.”

“Really?!” she squealed, tail wagging between us.

“Sure is. I can’t get enough of you. Come here.” I twisted her around so the two of us could share a frenzied kiss while we rutted like animals.

There was hardly any water left in the bath; we’d turned it into another den for us to mate in.

Lulu,” I growled into her mouth. “I’m getting close.”

“Me too! Me too!” she moaned while swirling her tongue with mine. “Do it! Fill me. Mark me. Make me remember I’m yours, forever and ever. Your wife.” Her nails stabbed into my back, scraping. “Your bitch.”

“I’m never gonna let you go. I’m gonna mark you. I’m gonna make sure you’ll never get jealous again.” I squeezed her tight, muscles flexing. The rush was surging through me. It was here.

With one last thrust, with one last animalistic movement, I pulled Lulu down and filled her with my love.

With my hot feral seed.

Lulu shuddered, insides quivering. I wasn’t the only one feeling it. The act had pushed her over the edge.

Was she trying to make me fall more in love with her or something? She didn’t need to—it was impossible. Lulu was already mine. That was never going to change. I was making sure of it.

After, and only after, I’d given her everything I had, Lulu collapsed on top of me. She bathed my neck with warm pants as her arms slackened by my sides.

I held her close, stroking her upper back. Such a good girl. Such an amazing mate.

Seriously, what were the people of this world doing looking down on her? It was their loss. More Lulu for me. All for me.

I glanced over Lulu’s shoulder.

Dakota was still there, trapped deep in a trance.

“Learned anything?” I asked her.

She jerked out of her daze and nodded sharply.

I smirked. “You’re excused.”

“Y-yes! Thank you, Master. I’ll be… erm…” She jumped to her feet and bolted around the room, gathering her clothing. Then she raced off with them bundled in her arms.

A small puddle of wetness remained where she’d been sitting.

My grin widened, before I was interrupted by Lulu kissing my cheek. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a pain. I promise it’ll never happen again. I’ve seen the light. My Steve will never leave me. He loves me.”

“Damn right, I do,” I said as I pulled her lips to mine and gave her a kiss which matched up with those words.

Lulu was mine. I wasn’t going to trade her for the world itself.

I was glad that message had finally gotten through to her. With any luck, it meant her feud with Dakota was now a thing of the past.



Chapter 13


Five days ticked by.

Despite Galeholder’s threats, there had been no sign of him or his underlings, bar signs they’d been spying on us from the Darkwood. Isolating us from the Huedom remained the only card he’d played.

That ban had yet to make its mark. We’d found the ingredients needed for Jezelbe’s medicine in the Darkwood—it’s where they’d been gathered from in the first place. Letting Roxie’s milk go to waste was a shame, but it was better than putting her in the hands of a slave-loving bastard.

Galeholder was seriously out of his head if he thought we’d ever hand Roxie to him.

Eventually, I knew he’d resort to force, which was why I diligently continued both my magic and fighting training.

And not always separately.

I let out a loud grunt as I swung a kick while pushing mana through my leg, into the tips of my toes. As I kicked forward, I pushed my magic out, making the ground beneath me explode.

Dakota applauded. “Nice one, Master! That was totally rad.”

I flashed her a grin. “You’re telling me.” It was still in its infancy, but there was no doubt this combination would make me an even better fighter.

If only my power would help.

It hadn’t offered me any special ability like when I’d first channeled earth magic into my sword. Instead…

I summoned that pop-up.
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  I gave it another long stare. This was what’d happened when I reached the end of the grimoire.

Improved mana manipulation. Damn, that sounds useful.

The book had given me some tips, and polished up on Lulu’s teachings, but it had ultimately been the same advice she’d given me told in different ways. Then this beauty appeared. I could only imagine the boost having it would give me. However…

Thirty deed points.

They’d been coming at me left, right, and center as of late, but I didn’t have enough to make such a huge purchase. I’d grown too used to every purchase only being for one point.

This is why my power needs a tutorial.

I sighed. All I could do was keep saving the points while training to become a living weapon, new power-up or not.

A series of energetic gasps brought me back to reality. I looked toward them and grinned. “Someone’s finally getting the hang of it.”

Lulu was practicing the moves Dakota had taught her. She stopped, canine ears perking up. “Really?”

I nodded. “You’ve come on fast.” Much faster than I would’ve if not for my power. I glanced at Dakota. “Don’t you agree?”

“Y-yeah. Good one,” Dakota said to Lulu. She laughed awkwardly while rubbing the back of her head.

Lulu squeaked before averting her glowing face. “Thanks…”

“Don’t mention it…”

I smirked. This had been a common occurrence since our bonding session five days back. The two had finally stopped going at each other like… cats and dogs and were instead moving around on eggshells. It wasn’t quite the relationship I wanted them to have, but I knew it’d pass in time. At least they were on the same side.

We had enough enemies coming for us without there being infighting.

“Hey. Hey!” Fern squawked. “What about me? How am I doing?” Rather than pulling off the proper moves, she was spinning through the air in circles while kicking.

“It’s certainly impressive,” I remarked.

“It’s cheatin’, that’s what it is!” Dakota complained before huffing. “This so ain’t fair. You two’ve got magic, and she’s got wings. Even the Holy Goddess is strong as shiz! I ain’t got nothin’.” She sighed, shoulders drooping. “At least Marietta’s totally useless.”

“I heard that,” Marietta snapped from her favorite reading corner. She was reading through her new books for the third time since buying them, and that was on top of the grimoire she’d borrowed to spice things up.

Apparently, she and Lulu used to read grimoires and practice magic together when they were younger. It was a shame only one of them had gotten anything out of it.

Dakota gulped.

I laughed. “If only Lulu could return the favor. You make such a cute teacher and student pair. I’d like to see it the other way around.”

“Steve!” Lulu squeaked, color flooding into her cheeks.

Dakota looked away while pursing her lips.

My chuckling loudened. Yep, I definitely preferred the two of them like this.

Just as I made to stop screwing around and restart my training, I paused when I saw something big flying our way. It almost looked like a—

“Delivery!” the incoming harpy cried loud enough for the whole farm to hear.

Everyone who hadn’t noticed her coming jumped, including Fern who scrambled behind me.

The harpy touched down and waved a big red wing. “Hoi-hoi! Got a special delivery for Darkwood Farm.” She reached up for the bag around her neck before pausing, eyes widening. “Is that a harpy?!”

Fern stayed behind me, although her feathers were easily visible.

The newcomer wiggled around to see her. “I knew it! I knew it. Another wild harpy. I had no idea one lived here. Talk about crazy!”

“Y-yeah,” Fern said.

“What’s your name?” the newcomer asked while bouncing up and down the way I’d have expected Fern to. “No, no… what tribe are you from?”

“You first,” Fern mumbled while clinging hold of me.

“Me? I’m a certified East Triber,” the mailbird declared, patting her petite chest. “The name’s Apple.”

“I’m Fern. I’m from up North.”

“I thought you were from the East too?” I said while watching the pair.

Fern gulped. “No way! You’re totes getting confused. I just said I was from east of here… but I meant the Northern Tribe. I really did!”

“Ooh!” Apple said, clapping her wings. “I never woulda guessed. I didn’t know northerners had such dark skin.”

“My sperm-giver had dark skin!” Fern squeaked.

“I see! I see. I’m not sure who my sperm-giver is. I wonder if he was nice? I hope he was nice! I—”

Lulu cleared her throat as she skipped closer. “I hate to interrupt, but you said something about a delivery?”

Apple gasped. “Oh! I did! I did. I’m so sorry. I totally forgot. Here!” She propped her mailbag up with a wing before burying her head inside. When she arose, there was a letter between her teeth.

Lulu plucked it from her mouth and looked at the front. Her eyes widened. “Oh! It’s from Norma.”

“What does it say?” I asked.

She ripped the letter open and gave it a scan. “She’s asking if we’re okay. She also says she’s sorry about not being able to help. Sending us this letter was about the most she could do.”

I shook my head. “She doesn’t have to be. This is our business, not hers. I don’t want to drag her into this.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Lulu with a smile. She continued reading before tensing up.

“What?” I asked.

“She’s saying she’s glad we really did catch the culprit. Apparently, there hasn’t been an attack in a week.” Her eyes drifted toward Dakota.

As did mine.

The feline recoiled. “Hey, whoa! I know what you’re gonna say, but don’t even go there! I’ve already told ya, I ain’t attacked no one.”

“But the letter…”

“I don’t care what the letter says! I ain’t attacked no one!” Dakota threw herself into my chest. “You’ve gotta believe me, Master! I ain’t done shiz. I’m… I’m being framed! That’s gotta be it. Someone’s tryin’ to frame me.”

Dakota’s whimpering face burrowed into my soul. After the time we’d spent together, I couldn’t believe she was a killer. Perhaps it was just what was in my pants talking, but I was certain. Then there was my power—it was firmly on Dakota’s side.

I glanced at Apple. “Is the letter right?”

Apple nodded. “Yep-yep! The last attack was”—she counted on her talons—“seven days ago.”

I tensed up. “Seven?! Are you certain?”

“Yep-yep! My job means I’ve always got a good grip on what day it is.”

“And there was an attack that day? Not an attack eight ago, then seven of peace?”

She shook her head. “Nope! I meant what I said. The last attack was one hundred and a million percent seven days ago.”

“What’s the big deal?” the still subdued Fern asked.

“Because that’s the day after Dakota and Jezelbe came here—they’ve been here eight days,” I explained, used to keeping track because of Zeryesis. “She couldn’t have attacked anyone; she never left the farm.”

Fern gasped and waved her wings. “Because she was all tied up?!”

“And injured. Even if she’d somehow wiggled free, she couldn’t have gotten far.”

“That’s right,” Lulu muttered while staring at Dakota. “She was in no condition to attack anyone.”

“Master!” Dakota said while tugging on my clothes. “You believe me?!”

“Better than belief: I know you’re innocent,” I told her. “This proves you weren’t the killer.”

After a moment of stunned silence, she squealed and hugged me. “Oh, thank ya, Master. Thank you! I don’t know what would've happened if ya hadn’t believed me since the off.”

“So it’s really true,” Lulu said.

“You still doubted her?” I asked while petting the giddy kitten clinging to me

Lulu bit her bottom lip and looked away. “How could I not? Even if I thought she was innocent…”

“She’s right,” Marietta said from her corner while closing her novel. “You’d have to be a fool to not even be a little suspicious.”

“Guess I can’t argue with that,” I replied.

“But that’s all in the past. Right, Master?” Dakota said while beaming at me. “I’ve got an alibi. Tons of alibis! I couldn’t have done shiz.”

I nodded. “That’s right.”

Honestly, it was a weight off my shoulders. A part of me had feared Dakota was the culprit and all this would blow up in my face once Jezelbe was better. Now I knew she couldn’t have done it, all my doubts were gone.

Understandably.

“However, this is concerning in its own way,” Marietta said as she drummed her fingers on her book.

“How do you mean?” I asked.

She sighed. “Do I really need to spell out the obvious? For one, it means the real culprit is still out there.”

“That goes without saying.” It hadn’t slipped my mind, but we’d had other business to take care of.

“Quite. Then perhaps you’d rather ponder this?” Marietta’s ice cool blue eyes locked onto me. “Why did the culprit stop?”

I froze. “You’re right. Why stop now?” The culprit had been happily slaughtering others without coming close to being caught. There was no reason to stop.

No, there was. Dakota had already said it—to frame her.

Nobody would bother looking for the real attacker when we already had ‘the true culprit’ in our possession. It was safe for them to stop without fearing ever being caught. Dakota would take the fall, and they would go free.

Scum.

It all made sense… until it didn’t. Wouldn’t that plan require the culprit knowing we’d captured Dakota? How would they? Then again, Galeholder somehow found out. Again, how? I already knew Lulu hadn’t blabbed, and I didn’t believe Norma would.

Had the noble been spying on us ever since we met him?

My contemplation was interrupted by a purple flash of light. I spun toward the farm’s entrance where a familiar devil was now standing.

Zeryesis showed us his usual car salesman’s smile. “Hello, everyone. I’m not interrupting, am I?”

“What are you doing here?” I said, making my hostility known.

Of all the times…

Apple squeaked and flapped her big red wings. “Ah! A devil!”

“Well spotted. Now run along, you flying pest.” He shooed the harpy away, driving her back toward Grayedge.

Dakota got into a fighting stance. She glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “Master?”

I glowered at the blue-skinned devil. “Hurry and answer the question.”

Zeryesis signaled for me to relax. “Keep your hair on, Steven. I’m not here to cause any trouble.”

I snorted. “I’m supposed to believe that after your track record?”

He gasped and placed a hand over his heart. “You do wound me. And I thought we’d come to such an understanding business relationship.”

“We pay you what you’re owed, then you run off home with a face like a smacked ass?”

His face flinched in annoyance before he went back to smiling and chuckling like we were the best of pals. “Honestly, you and your jokes. Hilarious.”

I growled, folding my arms. “Cut the crap and talk.”

He pursed his lips. “Fine. I’ve heard all about your ongoing tussle with Huedom’s nobles and current trading ban with the Empire.” He shook his head. “Honestly, how cruel of them to place trading sanctions on you. Don’t they realize this is someone’s livelihood?”

“I can’t believe you have the nerve to say that,” Lulu said.

He smiled. “Don’t fear. I know things might be tough right now, but that’s why I’ve come with an enticing proposition. Why don’t you forget all about Grayedge and instead start trading with me?”

“What?!” I exclaimed.

“Did you forget that I’m a businessman? It would be most unwise of me to let such an opportunity pass me by. I would be more than happy to become this farm’s new business partner. I’m sure the goods you produce will be a major hit across Voida and beyond. And you should know a man with my connections will be able to get you whatever you need. Want some workers to help you expand the farm?”

“How do you know about that?” I asked.

“I can help you!” the smiling devil continued. “I’ve got plenty of workers at my disposal who will be able to perform whatever menial work you require of them.”

“By workers, do you mean slaves?”

“I… and, of course, I can also get you all manner of tools, seed, livestock, or whatever else a farm like this requires.” His self-assured grin widened. “So what do you say? Do we have a deal?” He thrust a hand forward.

I stared at it before snorting. “Are you serious? Did you honestly think we’d accept after everything you’ve done?”

“You tried to steal our freedom away,” Lulu said while glaring with everything she had. It made the looks she gave Dakota seem like child’s play.

Zeryesis tried to laugh it off. “Once again, I assure you, that had nothing to do with—”

“Zip it,” I said. “We’re not idiots, and we’re not so desperate that we’d do business with someone like you.”

He showed us his usual smile. “Come on, don’t let emotions cloud your judgment. Look what position you’re in. The Huedom has turned its back on you. Right now, you’re a tiny, lone farm without a single ally. You need all the help you can get, and I’m offering it to you. Do you really think it’s in your best interest to refuse?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Probably not, but it’s also not in our best interest to go up against Galeholder. We’re still doing it.”

“You lost your chance to do business with us when you tried to steal my soul,” Lulu said.

“Come on, Lulu. Can’t we let the ancient past lie?” Zeryesis asked.

“It was last month!”

“Life moves fast. I mean… look at you all! In the span of a week, you’ve gone from upstanding civilians to outlaws harboring criminals and dryads.”

“That doesn’t make us idiots who work with devils,” I said. “Save whatever shtick you’ve got next. The answer is no.”

Zeryesis frowned like a sulky child. “Fine. I suppose it’s not my fault if people can’t see a good business decision when it’s wafted in front of them. Don’t come crawling to me if you come to regret this. Unless, of course, it means you’ve changed your mind. Then you can come crawling whenever you feel—”

“We won’t,” I told him. “Now fuck off.”

“Yeah! Fuck off!” Fern cheered with the vigor I’d come to expect from her.

“Don’t let your inferno hit you on the way out,” Lulu said.

Zeryesis grumbled. Knowing he wouldn’t be able to get through to us, he backed to his usual spot and vanished in a purple inferno.

As soon as he was gone, Dakota lowered her fists and said, “That was a devil?!”

“It’s a long story,” I told her. “And, luckily, we’ve got a lot of free time.”

As we continued our training, we told Dakota about what had happened a few months earlier, including about Zeryesis’s corrupt deal, Lulu saving my life, how I’d tried to help her out, and how everything had finished.

After a long afternoon, as the sky started turning orange, we left Marietta to read in her favorite shady corner and went inside to start preparing dinner.

Eventually, Roxie joined us after a hard day’s graft, and we filled her in on the conversation we’d had with Zeryesis.

“I hate to say this,” Roxie said as she leaned on the kitchen table, “but don’t you think he might’ve had a point? It’s gonna be a real struggle from here on out if we can’t trade.”

One week of being isolated was fine. Would it be so easy in a month? How about after that?

For the long term, would we really be able to cope by ourselves? Didn’t we set out to improve the farm so we wouldn’t need to rely on the Darkwood to survive? We were going to end up back where we’d started.

“Maybe so,” I said as I helped Lulu prepare dinner, “but I can’t stomach working with that guy.”

“For obvious reasons, I’d rather not deal with devils again in the future,” Lulu said as she used her fire to cook up some meat.

“I don’t wanna either, sugar,” Roxie said. “Everyone knows they can’t be trusted, Zeryesis proved as much, but how are we gonna cope long term all by our lonesomes?”

I paused to think things through. “Is there anyone else we could trade with?”

“Not that I can think of. To the north is all water. To the west is the demon kingdom. Maybe we could try the kingdoms to the south? But they’re well over yonder, and we’d need to pass over the Black Mountains.”

“Which is where the Obsidian Dragon lives?” I made sure.

Fern jumped up in her seat. “Wait, there’s a dragon nearby? Why did nobody tell me there’s a dragon nearby?!”

“They’re not that nearby,” Lulu clarified as she finished roasting one meat morsel and moved onto the next. “It would take days to reach the Black Mountains on foot.”

“But what about with wings?!” Fern said while flailing hers.

“Well…” Lulu began before focusing back on the food. “Nobody’s seen the Obsidian Dragon in over fifty years. Some are convinced he’s already dead or was just a rumor.”

“Chillhammer doesn’t seem to think so or just isn’t interested in finding out,” I remarked while filling our plates with grub.

“Neither am I!” Fern said. “Lizards are bad enough without gaining wings. I don’t want to meet any flying lizards, ever!”

I laughed. “I’m sure you two would be the best of friends.” Then a thought struck me. “Think the Obsidian Dragon would want to trade?”

Lulu tensed up and unleashed more fire magic than she intended. “You want to trade with the Obsidian Dragon?!” she asked while blowing on the meat she’d charred.

“If he’s friendly, why not? Imagine if he loves Roxie’s milk as much as Dakota does. We’d end up rich beyond our wildest dreams.” And I bet we wouldn’t need to worry about Galeholder anymore.

“That sounds a little…”

“Hey, wait!” Dakota said as she flinched up and slammed her paws against the table. “If we do that, there ain’t gonna be any left for me.”

“People fighting over my milk? Oh my,” Roxie cooed dreamily while lounging into her hands.

“It is the best,” I said with a chuckle. “How about within the Darkwood? Is there anyone living within who might be up for trading? Any tribes or the like?”

Lulu paused while helping to prepare everyone’s dishes. “I have no idea. There might be groups like that, but we’d need to go deeper.”

I glanced over my shoulder. “Dakota? You find any when you were on the lam?”

She shook her head. “Me and Zelby kept our heads down. It ain’t bad up this end, but the whole place starts heavin’ when you go deep enough. There’s creatures, demons, and shiz everywhere.”

After our past troubles with the kobolds, I believed it.

“Anyway,” Lulu said while delivering everyone’s meals to the table, “let’s not get bogged down by such miserable matters when we should be enjoying a nice dinner. Steve, could you fetch Marie?”

“Sure,” I said before stepping outside and yelling. “Marietta! Food!”

I expected to be met with some grumpy shout. What happened was nothing.

“Marietta!” I yelled again before scratching my head. On a farm this small, there’s no way she should’ve missed my voice. I decided to head over to her new favorite corner and make sure she hadn’t fallen asleep.

She hadn’t. From a distance, there was no sign of her.

“Marie?” I called as I wandered over.

A few steps away, I stopped dead.

Huh?

On the floor were two objects. A book scattered down in the dirt, with its pages open, and a familiar parasol.

Adrenaline hit me like a bullet. I jumped to my feet and screamed Marietta’s name.

Perhaps sensing the panic in my voice, Lulu came rushing out of the house. “Steve? Is something wrong.”

“Marietta’s missing!”

Lulu’s face went pale. “What?!”

“I found these.” I picked up the objects and showed them to her.

For a moment, Lulu couldn’t say anything, before mumbling out, “M-maybe she just left them there while she went to do something?”

“When does Marietta go anywhere without her parasol?” Even when it ceased to be useful against the sun, it was still her only means of defense. “And do you really think she’d leave one of her books lying face down in the dirt?!” She was an obsessive Princess in the Floating Moon Tower fangirl. There was no way she’d treat one of her precious titles with such disrespect.

Lulu’s mouth hung open. “T-then what are you suggesting?”

“Something bad,” I growled as I bolted off, head snapping to and fro. My plan was to circle the farm, but I noticed something by the entrance after a few steps.

A piece of paper had been pinned to one of the posts.

I raced over and snatched the note from the dagger holding it in place. It wasn’t a long read.

‘You know what I want.’

I snarled while gripping the note with such force I almost tore it. “That fucking bastard!”

Lulu, as well as the rest of the girls, rushed toward me.

“Steve?” Lulu said, voice filled with worry.

“What’s happening? What?!” Fern asked while flailing her wings.

“He’s taken her,” I growled. “Galeholder’s taken Marietta.”

I couldn’t believe it. I’d preached how I was going to keep everyone safe, yet Marietta had been kidnapped from right under my nose.

What was the point of all this training if I was going to let that noble bastard steal one of ours so easily?

“This can’t be!” Lulu squeaked as she covered her mouth.

“Not Mary. Not Mary!” Fern said, flailing her big green wings.

“M-Master,” Dakota whined, feline ears sagging.

Roxie squirmed from side to side. “Oh… what are we gonna do?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” I said as I scrunched the note into a ball. “I’m going to go bring her back.”


- - -
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Hell yeah!

If Galeholder thought this would make me bend to his will, he was very, very mistaken. All he’d done was piss off a guy who’d been preparing for a fight.

At last, it was time for me to step into the ring.



Chapter 14


It took about an hour to walk to Grayedge.

We had no interest in walking. Lulu, Dakota, and I raced down the long dirt road, following the faint hoof marks which couldn’t escape Dakota’s keen feline eyes.

I’d asked Roxie and Fern to stay at the farm. We couldn’t leave Jezelbe all alone; she was the one Galeholder really wanted. Then there was Roxie. I didn’t want to take her into the lion’s den that noble bastard wanted to make her prison. The three of us would have to cope by ourselves.

Or four, if things went as I was thinking.

By the time we reached the small walled town, night was falling.

I slammed on the wooden door. “Open up!” When I didn’t get a quick response, I hammered harder. “Open up, now, before I bust this gate down!”

Seconds later, the hatch opened, and Johnson’s porky face glanced at us. “Why are you making such a fuss at this hour?! No, wait… what are you doing here in the first—”

I reached through the hatch and grabbed Johnson by his collar, slamming him into the gate. “Are they still here?!”

He whined. “U-unhand me!”

“Shut it!” I snapped back. “Are they here?!”

“I… don’t know who you—”

I slammed him again. “Bullshit me one more time and I’ll break your fucking neck.”

Johnson whimpered. “I don’t know! I don’t think so!”

I growled. “Open up.”

His eyes widened and he shook his head.

I gave him another smack. “This isn’t a negotiation.”

He still refused.

“Steve…” Lulu said as she placed her hand on my shoulder, pulling me back so I wasn’t completely covering the hatch. Then she summoned up a fireball and glared at Johnson. “Open up right now before I burn down both you and this gate.”

Johnson whimpered and nodded sharply, prompting me to let him go.

I grinned at my fire-wielding bride. “Thanks for the assist.”

Lulu huffed, razor-sharp eyes still on the gate. “Marie’s in danger. This is no time to play nice.”

Dakota snickered from behind us. “Glad I ain’t the only one who makes ya go all psycho.”

Moments later, Johnson sheepishly opened the gate.

I finished flinging it open, knocking him on his ass, as we hurried inside along a familiar path.

Please be here…

When we reached Norma’s, we rushed around the back of the store and into the stable area. “Apollo!”

The lounging centaur jerked up when he saw us. “Whoa! A little warning next time, bud. You should know we guys need our privacy. You know what I’m saying?” He started to laugh before his expression changed. “Wait, aren’t you guys banned?”

“This isn’t the time!” I said.

The door to the shop slammed open. Norma poked her head out and yelled, “What’s with all the rack—” Her eyes popped. “What in the bleeding heck are ya—”

“Galeholder’s kidnapped Marie!” I interrupted, before turning my stare to Apollo. “We need to save her.”

After a moment, he winced. “Really, dude?”

“Sorry.”

He sighed and rubbed the back of his head, ruffling his wild auburn mane. “And just as shit was getting back to normal.” He stepped forward and pointed at his back. “Right, hope on.”

I grinned. “I owe you one.”

“One?!” the centaur snorted through his nostrils. “I’m expecting at least a hundred favors for the crap I’m about to get myself in.”

If it helped us get Marietta back, it’d be worth it.

We hurried onto Apollo, out of the store, and then through the open gate heading toward Galeholder Farm.

Usually, whenever we rode anywhere on Apollo, he cantered to preserve stamina. Not this time. Finally, we got to witness Apollo moving at full gallop. The powerful centaur flew forward, forcing us all to cling on or risk falling off. All around us turned into a blur as the wind blazed past with the intensity of a hurricane.

On foot, it would’ve taken us forever to reach the walled fortress that was Galeholder Farm. Thanks to Apollo, we were there within the hour.

As we arrived, he gasped for air. “Damn… can’t remember the last time I ran so hard.” He held his heaving muscular chest. “Count me out of whatever crap comes next. I… really need some rest.”

“You’ve done plenty,” I said as I hopped down to stable ground. “Stay back. We’ll handle it from here.”

Dakota mumbled as she spied the guarded main gate in the distance. “So, how’d ya wanna do this? They’ve probs patched up where I escaped from. Might still be able to find us a way in, though.”

“I’m not sneaking in,” I said as I marched toward the main gate.

The guards smirked when they saw us coming. “Well, well. Look who it is.”

“Where is she?” I asked.

One of them laughed. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I’ll only give you one chance to answer,” I said while holding a parasol in front of me. “Where is Marietta? Return her, right now.”

“Is that a brolly?” one chuckled.

The other laughed even harder. “You’ve got a lot of nerve giving us orders, don’t ya?”

“Real cheek when you’ve been harboring some criminals of your own. Expect to keep what’s ours but want back what’s yours?”

“Here’s what the boss said to say if ya showed up. Hand over the dryad and your cow and we’ll think about returning that she—”

The guy’s head dropped from his shoulders.

His partner stared, mouth hanging open. “W-what?” he just about managed to slur out.

I kicked off the ground and raced forward, looking to double my kill count.

The guard stumbled back, just out of my range.

Or so he thought.

I pushed magic into the blade, extending its length to make up for the lost ground. It sliced clean through the guard’s throat, sending him falling to the ground, trying to stop a waterfall of red oozing from his neck.

It was my first and second time taking a human’s life… and I didn’t feel a thing. Then again, I couldn’t call these sheep-kidnapping bastards people. They felt more like insects wearing elaborate costumes.

“Friggin’ Voida,” a slack-jawed Dakota said. “Ya totally butchered them!”

I didn’t reply; I didn’t feel I had to. Instead, I asked Lulu, “Can you handle the gate?”

She nodded and aimed her hand at it. “Invoke terrifying force of the hottest inferno. Burn my enemies to cinders, and scorch the land they once walked. Come forth and unleash: firestorm.”

An explosion of fire bigger than any I’d seen before exploded from Lulu’s palm, blowing the gate off its hinges.

“Holy shiz!” Dakota squealed while shielding her face.

My thoughts exactly.

That’s my Lulu.

I waltzed through the smoke and the fire, onto the dirt floor which had been cleared of its gravel by the force of Lulu’s attack.

Guards, both those in the proper uniform and others in basic leather armor, rushed toward me.

“Listen up!” I yelled while marching forward. “You better give Marietta back this instant, or I’ll kill every single one of you!”

The warriors aimed their weapons at me.

I smirked while lifting my rapier. “Seems they’re taking that as a challenge.”

“Fine,” Lulu said as she filled her paws with fire. “If that’s what it takes to save Marie.”

“Frick, I can’t believe this is seriously happenin’,” Dakota said as she got into a fighting stance. “It’s a good job I never liked these guys or anythin’.”

“Let’s do this!” I roared before leading my partners into battle.

Galeholder’s men moved in to intercept.

They had me outnumbered, but I didn’t care. I let my power take over and guide me away from their blows. I read every swing of their weapons and shimmied away.

“This prick’s fast!” one of them said.

Damn right I was. I hadn’t realized it until I’d attacked the guards at the gate, but all that catkwondo training had done more than just make me a better hand-to-hand fighter. My agility had received a major boost. At last, I felt I had the physical capabilities to match up with the instructions in my head.

I dodged blow after blow, parrying when need be. And then, whenever I saw the opportunity, I struck like a viper.

One by one, I sliced through Galeholder’s guards like they were made from wet paper. It didn’t matter that they were better than the punching bags at Grayedge; I’d gotten that much better in a short amount of time.

Also, I wasn’t fighting alone.

The guards had no idea how to handle Lulu. Her barrage of fire was too much for them to withstand. They were either set ablaze by her magic or forced to back away so they didn't get caught up in the carnage.

Forced to back away into the awaiting attacks of…

“Wah!” Dakota yelled as she flew at the back of a distracted guard and nearly took his head off with a brutal roundhouse kick.

He flew to the side and out of action.

Dakota chuckled. “Eat dirt, Randy. Now who looks like a friggin’ dude, ya shizbag chump?!”

I couldn’t help grinning.

With the three of us on top of our game, it didn’t take long until we were the only ones left standing.

“This is the best Galeholder could manage?” I remarked while wiping the blood from my rapier.

“Who knew these guys were so weak?” Dakota laughed before giving one of them a good kicking. “And are these supposed to be mercs? Nyahaha! What losers.”

Lulu’s ears perked up and she glanced across the estate. “We’re not finished yet.”

More guards were rushing over, along with two hulking minotaurs, each carrying a heavy axe.

“Here come the big guns,” I said as I prepared myself for round two.

The guards cleared a space, letting the minotaurs charge forward and slam their weapons at us.

We dodged out of the way, which was fortunate seeing as how the minotaurs completely obliterated the ground.

It reminded me of a certain deceased troll.

Just like them, the minotaurs kept on swinging like a pair of berserkers.

I dodged away from the wild beast that came after my head, sidestepping around its destructive hits.

“Stop,” I said as I hopped away. “It’s Galeholder and his men we want. You demi-beasts aren’t our enemies.”

He snorted. “Ya think I’ve got a problem with the boss? He gives me free grub and lets me rape all the cow pussy I want. I ain’t gonna let you ruin fucking everything!”

I snarled. It seemed some of Galeholder’s slaves truly did enjoy being here… but I was going to wager these two morons were the only ones.

If that’s how they wanted it, that made them no better than the warriors they fought alongside. I stopped playing nice and went on the offensive. I danced around his axe while delivering a series of piercing attacks.

He winced as my hits left their mark, without landing a decisive blow.

This guy truly was like the troll I’d slayed, instead it was iron-hard muscle fending me off instead of excessive blubber.

“Fucking…” the minotaur grumbled. “Die already! Die, die, die!” He swung his axe like I was a piece of firewood to be chopped in two.

This time, I didn’t dodge. I caught the axe on the length of my magic-infused blade.

His expectant smirk turned into shock. “What the fuck?!”

I grinned. Yeah, I couldn’t blame him for being surprised… and it was nothing compared to what I had in store next.

“Invoke bond of dirt and stone the planet gifts to us,” I said as I channeled more magic—more powerful magic—into my blade and beyond. I sent my mana into the minotaur’s axe and spread it like a spider’s web. Then I unleashed.

The axe exploded away from me, showering the minotaur’s face and chest with shards of metal.

He howled in panic while grabbing at his bleeding face.

I swiftly plunged my rapier into his stomach and channeled a new form of mana into the blade.

“Invoke manifestation of heat!” I said.

Beginner-level magic wasn’t much good for combat… but unleashed within someone’s guts? Even the weakest of fireballs would do.

The bull coughed up blood before falling to his knees.

I looked him straight in the eye and said, “Should’ve stopped when I asked.” Before he could even try responding, I cleaved his head clean from his shoulders.

At last, I caught my breath, but I didn’t linger. After all, I wasn’t the only one fighting.

On the other side of the farm, illuminated by burning fields of grain, danced Dakota and the other minotaur.

She jumped around, striking the charred minotaur with her vicious kicks. However, they weren’t enough to put the axe-wielding bull down.

“Come on, you friggin’ lug. Fall already,” the ass-kicking cat complained. She ducked under an incoming axe blow and aimed another kick for the bull’s head.

This time, he caught her leg.

“Oh shi—” Dakota began, before she was thrown into the ground.

“Dakota!” I yelled.

She whined as she hit down hard, instantly throwing a hand to her back. As her red eyes peeled open, they saw the bull preparing to swing his axe. She squeaked and covered her head.

There was no need—the axe never arrived.

An inferno blindsided the bull, sending it recoiling to the side in distress.

Lulu skidded and offered Dakota her hand. “Are you okay?”

Dakota stared for a moment before grinning and grabbing hold. “Just about. Goin’ toe to toe with brutes like this just ain’t my thing. Ya know what we cats are like.”

“Sneaky,” Lulu said with the smallest of smiles.

“Sneaky!” Dakota confirmed with a small chuckle. Then her eyes widened. “Look out!”

The minotaur, flames still licking at his fur, shot toward them with his axe.

“Invoke barrier that protects!” Lulu yelled, throwing up a shield.

It bounced the axe away, but shattered in the process, leaving Lulu stunned—unable to stop a second hit.

“Invoke bond of dirt and stone the planet gifts to us,” I said as I swept my blade like a golfer and sent out a trench of magic that exploded at the bull’s feet.

The huge minotaur stumbled back.

Dakota roared and jumped forward, dropkicking the big brute right in his plums.

As he was doubling over in pain, Lulu jumped in and struck him clean in the face with a fireball.

His big hands shot from his nuts to his face.

Seeing my opportunity, I rushed in and performed a lunging stab right through the stunned bull’s ears.

It was like hitting his off button; the minotaur went completely still. As soon as I pulled my rapier back, he dropped onto his face.

For the second time in quick succession, I exhaled. “You two okay?”

“Never been better,” Dakota said as she stumbled up while rubbing her lower back.

“I’m fine,” Lulu replied while gasping for breath. From a quick glance, that seemed to be the closest she’d come to an injury.

Damn, I had the best partners.

There didn’t seem to be any more guards. Just plenty of fire which was spreading like… fire.

“It’s time to get Marietta,” I said, turning my attention to the untouched manor looming over us.

Dakota put her hand up. “I know where the dungeon is!”

“Head straight there,” I said as I took off marching.

“Wait, where are you goin’?” she asked.

“After Galeholder.” For one, there was a decent chance he had Marietta with him, especially with everything going on out here. Two… I just didn’t want to leave him alive.

I rushed straight to the manor, with Lulu on my heels, and kicked the large double doors open.

This place had to have a few dozen rooms, but I ignored each and every one I passed. If he was here, I knew exactly where he’d be.

After marching up the stairs, my gaze narrowed in on the door to his office.

Lulu scuttled next to me and whispered, “Two guards. Hiding either side of the hall’s end.”

I nodded as I continued to the opening just before the office, where two swordsmen jumped out and tried to lop my head off. However, in a matter of seconds, it was theirs which rolled across Galeholder’s marble floor.

Distraction taken care of, I pushed open the door to Galeholder’s office.

At least, I tried to.

The bastard thing was locked. Even when I tried to kick it down, it held. It felt like it’d been barricaded from the inside.

I slammed my fist against the door. “Open up, Galeholder. We know you’re in there!”

There was no response.

“Move,” Lulu said as she held her hand at the door. “Invoke terrifying force of the hottest inferno…”

I hurried the hell out of there.

Once Lulu finished her incantation, she fired out another magical cannon blast which obliterated the door and whatever had been keeping it shut. It was replaced with a smoke screen, reminiscent of the boss doors in a certain action RPG series.

Like many a Hollow before me, I stepped forward into battle… then I took a big step back, thanks to a warning from my combat instincts.

Green flashes of magic raced through the doorway, clearing away the smoke.

I shielded my eyes from the whirling fumes before glancing at the stinging slice on my arm. “Was that wind magic?”

“He’s a Galeholder,” Lulu responded while taking cover on the other side of the door. “Wind magic is in his blood.”

“What the dog said,” Galeholder called out from inside the room. “Take another step and I’ll rip the both of you to shreds.”

“Don’t think your men could’ve used some backup?” I said, peeking… before pulling my face back before it was blown away by magic which chipped at the doorway.

Damn, that was strong stuff. All I could do with my wind magic was blow light items over. Galeholder’s was more like magic throwing stars.

So this was the power high-level wind magic could do.

While keeping myself hidden, I yelled. “Where is she?!”

“Why would I tell you?!” he snapped back.

“Because I have a sword and I’m ready to kill you,” I replied. “Now start talking!”

“I can’t hear her inside,” Lulu said, her upright ears twitching like fuzzy radar dishes.

“Hopefully, that means she’s in the dungeon.”

“I refuse to say a word to you savages!” Galeholder said from inside his haven. “Don’t think you’ll get away with this! Your farm is finished—you are finished!”

“Doesn’t he realize he should be sweet talking us into sparing his life?” I said as I tried to glance around the doorway, before retreating before my face was sliced in two.

He had to be pretty confident we couldn’t get at him.

“Lulu,” I whispered, followed by a quick and messy plan.

She nodded and began whispering an incantation I was really starting to recognize. When she was finished, I poked my head around the door frame to distract Galeholder, while she slid into the opening and unleashed her cannon blast of an inferno.

A storm of fire consumed the room, blowing out the windows and setting the fixtures ablaze.

It was this inferno I charged into, rapier ready to take Galeholder’s life.

He popped up from behind his solid desk, coughing into his arm. His green eyes widened when he saw me, and he swiftly threw up his blade to parry me away.

The first attack had ended in failure, so I went in with another, and another, and another.

Galeholder winced as he knocked away my every hit.

“Not bad,” I remarked. Someone had clearly been trained in all the same fundamentals which rattled around my head. However, as I knew better than most, knowing all the moves meant little if you couldn’t use them.

I upped the pace of my attacks, forcing Galeholder to try and keep up.

He couldn’t.

My blade slipped through his defenses, catching him in the arm.

Galeholder screamed in pain as he tumbled back and crashed against the wall.

I smirked. Go figure that a pompous ass happy to sit back and let others do his dirty work was out of practice. I stepped forward and pressed my rapier against his throat. “Talk. Where’s Marietta?”

“T-the… invoke gust!” A hurricane of wind burst from his fingers.

I jumped back, throwing my arms over my face for protection. Fortunately, this attack didn’t have the same destructive capabilities as his others and seemed to be more about size.

Still, what was that?

He used an incantation, but it was so short. Had he come up with that himself? Was that even possible? Lulu and the grimoire had emphasized that chants were only to help and not necessary—my canine bride often proved as such.

Was this really the time to ponder magic theory?

I uncovered my face and gasped: Galeholder was gone.

Next to where he’d fallen, a hidden compartment in the wall had been opened, leading to a tunnel.

“No, you don’t!” I said as I chased after him, Lulu not far behind me.

There was no way we were letting Galeholder slip through our fingers.

The tunnels were thin, with barely enough room for two people to squeeze together, shoulder to shoulder. It was like a hidden labyrinth built into the manor, although I couldn’t tell if it was designed for servants to come and go without being seen or for escaping.

It didn’t matter; Galeholder wasn’t going anywhere.

We chased the sound of his footsteps as we spiraled around the manor and deeper to the lower floors. There were so many sharp turns I feared we were chasing some shadow, until we entered a long corridor and finally caught a glimpse of our prey.

“There!” I yelled, the moment getting the best of me.

Galeholder squealed and vanished around the next corner… before reappearing with a grin on his face.

For a moment, I was confused. Then my heart froze. His face said everything—we’d walked into a trap. This corridor didn’t have any side passages or exits. Now that we’d run into its middle, there was nowhere for us to escape to.

Galeholder pointed his blade at us and said, “Invoke gathering of storms, large and strong. Obey my will and set your sights upon all who wish me harm. Unleash and destroy: tempest!” A green wave surged through his weapon, transforming into a mighty arrow that shot toward us.

It was coming in too fast; we really had nowhere to run or hide.

Not unless we made it ourselves.

“Shield!” I commanded.

Lulu nodded and threw her hands forward. “Invoke barrier—”

At the same time, I funneled all the earth mana I could into my blade. “Invoke bond of dirt and stone the planet gifts to us!” I plunged my rapier into the floor.

For the first time, I sought to manipulate a building. I released my energy and sent up a sloppy shard wall.

The wind arrow crashed into my obstacle and smashed on through. Then it soared further, drilling through Lulu’s barrier.

She squealed as the magic missile came right for us.

Not yet! I roared and threw my blade down one more time, unleashing a last ditch burst of earth.

The wall rose up from the floor, striking the tip of the incoming arrow from below. It deflected the magic, sending it shooting into the ceiling behind us, caving it in.

After a few seconds, Lulu peeked through her fingers. First, she looked at us. Then, the collapsed ceiling. And, finally, back to us.

Up ahead, Galeholder’s confident smirk vanished from his face.

I shot him a stare which made my rapier seem warm and friendly.

He whimpered and bolted out of view.

“Like hell you do!” I yelled as I jumped around my barrier and chased Galeholder down.

For all I knew, he was just leading us into another trap, but I didn’t think so. Either way, there was no way I was letting him go. I was going to get Marietta back, and I was going to make him pay for everything he’d done.



Chapter 15


At last, the mazy tunnels came to an end. We escaped into a dark chamber which made the way here seem welcoming in comparison. Going off the barred rooms within view, this had to be the dungeon.

The clank of metal and a feminine squeal drew my attention deeper into the prison, where Galeholder was dragging a woman out of a cell.

Marietta.

He wrapped an arm around her throat and held a single finger to her head. “Don’t come any closer. One press of magic and I’ll blow her brains out.”

Marietta whimpered as she struggled weakly in his arms. Her favorite dress hung like a rag from her body, while a harsh bruise darkened her usually pale face.

“Marie!” I said, jerking forward.

“No closer!” Galeholder warned, dragging Marietta back a step toward the exit.

I snarled as I stopped dead.

He laughed. Compared to his usual cocky chuckle, it was the mad cackle of a psychopath pushed to the edge. “Yes, that’s right. You really care for this sheep, don’t you? Why else would you come here? It all makes sense. She’s your lover, isn’t she? You’re just like that Flameridge cretin who threw away his life for a mere dog.”

“Me and Marie? Lovers?” I snorted. “Get real. She wouldn’t touch me with a ten-foot pole.”

“Don’t try and deceive me!”

I shrugged. “Why would I bullshit you? I don’t mind being branded a demi-beast fucker. I’ve been screwing Lulu’s brains out for months.” To demonstrate, I pulled Lulu and gave her the sort of kiss too depraved for mainstream TV.

Galeholder gawked.

Once I was done making out with my beautiful red-haired lover, I stared at Galeholder and said. “See? I’m not ashamed that I love demi-beasts. I don’t mind if the whole world knows Lulu’s my woman; Roxie and Fern, also. In fact, I’d be happier if they did know.” Hiding it had always been such a pain in the ass, especially when I wanted to show off—especially when everyone treated us like shit anyway. “Marietta? In my dreams. She’s already turned me down.”

“You’re… doing all this for a sheep who turned you down?” Galeholder said, the disbelief strong in his voice.

“That’s right. In civilized circles, I think we’d call her a ‘friend’.”

“Please, let her go,” Lulu said while keeping her distance. She held her hands up, not wanting to agitate the cornered noble. “She’s got nothing to do with this.”

“Let her go?! Are you insane?!” Galeholder snarled. “You’ve destroyed my home—my farm—yet you expect mercy? Never! This is punishment for your crimes. This is what you animals deserve for getting so uppity—for forgetting your rightful place as servants of we superior beings.”

I couldn’t help scoffing. “Superior being? You?”

“Steve,” Lulu said while tugging on my arm. “Don’t provoke him.”

She was talking sense, but I had other ideas. “I’m just spitting facts. What’s so superior about him? That he’s got a lot of money? A big house? Nice clothes?” I chuckled. “If that made him so special, then how come a supposed freak and a dog have managed to bring it all crashing down?”

“Silence!” Galeholder spat while squeezing Marietta tighter.

She tried to claw his arms away, but she didn’t have any strength.

“Not until you answer,” I said while taking a step forward. “If you’re so much better than us, why did you and your goons fail? Why are you taking a hostage and running scared for your life?”

“I told you to be quiet!” Galeholder yelled while stumbling toward the door out of here, which was open by the tiniest amount.

My grin widened. “Or what? Look at you. You don’t have the balls to attack me. You know you can’t win; you know I’m out of your league.”

“Shut up!”

“And it’s not just me. Lulu could beat you with her hands behind her back.” I laughed. “How embarrassing—a noble who can’t even beat a dog.”

Galeholder snarled and pointed his finger at me and Lulu. “I’ll kill you both!”

“Think again.”

The dungeon door swung open. An instant later, a flying kick cracked Galeholder in the side of the head.

He dropped Marietta while flying across the room, before the wall brought him to a stop. As he scrambled to his hands and knees, Galeholder grumbled out a weak, “What?”

“Nyahaha!” Dakota snickered. “Remember me?” She delivered a sharp kick to his ribs.

He fell to his back and coughed out, “You…” He pointed his finger toward Dakota. “Invok—”

I pressed my rapier to his throat. “Don’t move a muscle.”

Galeholder froze.

“Better. And don’t even think about pulling off the same shit as last time.” I stomped as hard as I could on his ankle.

He screamed and rolled around while clutching his shattered leg.

“Stop crying,” I said, rolling my eyes. “It’s nothing we can’t heal. Right, Lulu?”

She nodded while holding Marietta in her arms.

“There you go,” I said as I kicked Galeholder onto his back and put my rapier back to his throat. “So if you want to walk out of here alive, you better behave yourself. Capeesh?”

“U-understood,” he whimpered.

“Good,” I said as I pulled my rapier back and set my sights on Dakota.

She stuck her tongue out while rubbing the back of her head. “Sorry about the wait. Two big gits ambushed me outta nowhere.” She clicked her tongue. “And sneaky’s supposed to be my thing…”

“Better late than never,” I replied. “Keep your eye on him. If he tries anything, kill him.” My stare snapped back to Galeholder. I needed him to see in my eyes that I wasn’t messing around.

Galeholder knew, alright. He looked on the verge of pissing his breeks.

“Can do,” Dakota said with a salute.

I left them to it so I could check on someone far more important than a pompous noble. “Hey, Marietta.”

“S-Steve,” she said in a quiet voice. She lifted her voice from Lulu’s chest and peeked at me out of the corner of her eye.

“How are you feeling?” I asked her.

Her mouth flapped wordlessly before she was overcome by a flood of tears. She broke free from Lulu’s arms and jumped into my torso while weeping her heart out.

I stroked her soft, curly locks. “It’s okay. We’ve taken care of them all. You’re safe.”

“Thank you. Thank you,” Marietta sobbed while clinging to my back.

I smiled. If she had this much energy, she wasn’t doing too badly. A torn dress and some bruises was much better than what could’ve been.

I kept holding her, stroking her curls, until her whimpers quietened down. “Better?”

She nodded.

“Good,” I said, showing her a warm smile. “We’re getting you out of here, but there’s something I want to do first. Will you be okay waiting with Lulu for a bit?”

Another nod.

“Good girl,” I said, giving her a peck on the forehead.

Her cheeks shone a bright pink.

As much as I didn’t want to leave Marietta’s side, I let Lulu take over as I returned to the injured noble quivering at Dakota’s feet.

I crouched next to him. “I’ve got questions.”

“I’ll tell you anything! Just don’t kill me,” he whimpered.

“What am I, a savage?” I said, snickering. “Well, I suppose you think I am.”

Panic filled his face.

“Relax,” I said, even as my twiddling fingers brought focus to my rapier’s hilt. “Just answer what I ask and everything will be okay. First up, why did you frame Dakota?”

“Huh, what?” Dakota said. “That was him?!”

“He’s the only one who makes sense. The attacks started when you escaped, which only he knew about. Then they stopped when we captured you, which he somehow discovered.” I glared at the noble. “Explain.”

Galeholder gulped. “I…”

“Think twice before hesitating or lying,” I warned him. “I’ve killed a dozen men today. I wouldn’t mind adding one more to that count.”

“It was me!” Galeholder quickly confessed. “I hired mercenaries to attack merchants and farms while pretending it was her.”

“How about spying on us? Is that how you knew we had Dakota? That Marietta was all on her lonesome?”

“Yes!”

“Good boy,” I said like I was speaking to a child. “Why? Profit?”

“Didn’t Mac say he was thinking of selling?” Lulu said while petting Marietta.

“Nice memory. I wonder who’d have been willing to buy on the cheap?” My eyes stared into Galeholder.

“It’s true!” he squealed as he squirmed on his back. “I was trying to buy out the competition so I could expand.”

“Damn, you really are a piece of shit.” Not that we didn’t know that already. “But then why get them to attack wagons? And why frame Dakota? I get you didn’t want it traced back to you, but why not blame some random bandits? Even some demons from the Darkwood?”

“Yeah!” Dakota said while staring daggers at the sniveling man-sized baby. “I almost got burned alive coz of ya.”

He looked away while tripping over his words. “I-it was for… t-the cause.”

“What cause?!”

Galeholder held his tongue.

“What did I say about hesitating?” I snarled while squeezing my rapier’s hilt.

He squealed, eyes bulging. “I did it for the church!”

“For the church?” I scoffed. “You don’t strike me as the religious type.”

“The True Church of the Architect! It’s our mission to correct the wrongdoings of the Central Church and establish humanity as the one true chosen people of the Architect.”

I stared at him, dumbfounded. “Are you serious?”

“Completely!”

I struggled to say anything. He seriously had such a depraved aim? “Then what was the deal with Dakota?”

“I think I get it,” Lulu said. “From what I know about the True Church, it’s less about taking humanity up and more about cutting everyone else down. He was probably trying to increase anti-demi-beast sentiments in the area.”

“Is that true?” I asked Galeholder.

He nodded rapidly, eager to answer anything if it meant avoiding my blade.

“You… how could you? You already keep demi-beasts as slaves! You treat them like animals. That’s not enough for you?”

And, suddenly, he was back to holding his tongue.

“Answer when I’m talking to you,” I spat.

“It… we’re not the ones to blame!” Galeholder squawked. “I didn’t do anything wrong. They’re the ones fighting against what’s right—against the world as created by the Architect. Damaging noble families and stealing our gift of magic? That’s not right! If we don’t do something soon, if we don’t put them back in their place, there’s no telling what might happen!”

“You mean you might not be able to get away with treating them like shit anymore?”

“It’s more than that! Can’t you see?!”

“What I see is a vile piece of crap trying to justify slavery,” I said.

Galeholder gulped. “Think what you want of me. I told you everything, just as you asked!”

I nodded. “That you did.”

He let out a relieved breath. “Then you’ll heal me? You let me go?” He shimmied closer. “I promise not to tell anyone what transpired here. I’ll even put in that good word for you with the princess. You’ll be able to expand your farm at will. I guarantee it!”

I hummed while rubbing my chin. “That’s actually a really good offer. You could say it’s the best of both words. And I’m sure you’d let us keep Jezelbe.”

“Jez… el?”

“The dryad,” I said, voice deepening.

Galeholder flinched back with a squeak. “Yes! Anything you want!”

“Great,” I said, turning my tone all friendly again. It brought a smile to both mine and Galeholder’s faces. “But I’m afraid there’s a little problem.”

His smile disappeared. “W-what?”

“See, why accepting your offer would probably be the logical thing to do, I just really don’t want you to go on living.”

The color drained from Galeholder’s face. “Y-you won’t—”

I plunged my sword between his eyes

He spat out a mouthful of blood. His eyes crossed, as if checking to make sure what he’d felt was really happening.

“Quick warning, but this next bit will probably hurt.” I filled my rapier with magic and told it to splinter apart into a claw.

Did he seriously think I was going to give him mercy after all the shit he’d done?

No chance.

By the time I pulled my restored bloodstained rapier from his body, Galeholder was no longer of this world.

“Guess I really am savage,” I said as I let his head fall. Then I turned toward Marietta. “Sorry about this. Every time I borrow your blade it seems to come back covered in blood.”

“It’s okay. I don’t mind,” she whispered while clinging to Lulu.

“Steve,” Lulu said softly, looking at Galeholder’s body.

I sighed. “I know. I lost my cool.”

“Friggin’ yeah, ya did!” Dakota said as she jumped in place like an excited kid. “That was friggin’ bangin’! I can’t tell ya how long I’ve wanted to do that.”

I snorted and grinned. “Thought you weren’t a killer?”

“I’m not! But, ya know, some guys deserve to die.”

“No argument here. He couldn’t be allowed to live. Not after what he did to you and Zelby—after what he did to Marietta.”

Her kidnapper was dead, but she still lacked vitality. Her bruised cheeks were pale and her gaze weak.

I crouched down next to Marietta and asked her, “Can you walk?”

She nodded and went to stand, but her movements were sluggish.

I holstered the rapier in my belt and picked Marietta up into a bridal carry. “I’ve got you.”

Instead of resisting, she nodded.

With Marietta safe in my arms, I guided Dakota and Lulu out of the dungeon and back outside.

Everything was on fire.

Dakota flinched. “Oh shiz! Remind me never to peeve you off.” Her red eyes flicked Lulu’s way.

“But you’re always doing that,” the canine arsonist replied.

“Then you must really like me.”

Lulu huffed, rather like the sheep in my arms. “I suppose you’re not too bad, for a stupid cat.”

“Nyaha! Right back at, ya damn mutt,” Dakota said, grinning.

“Will you two save the flirting till later?” I asked as I looked around, trying to find the way to the exit.

A single four-legged figure stood in the middle of the burning carnage. When he noticed us, he rushed over. “Guy and gals!”

I greeted him with a smile.

He didn’t return it. “We’ve got a problem! The milking shed’s on fire. The cows are trapped inside.”

My heart went cold. I looked at Marietta. “Can you get to the exit alone?” There was fire everywhere you looked, but the untroubled dirt pathways were wide enough to offer safe passage to the exit.

She nodded.

“Good girl,” I said while lowering her down. “We’ll be right behind you.” Once we’d tackled the ablaze milking shed, at least.

Fire engulfed its roof.

“Can you put it out?” I asked Lulu.

“I don’t know!” she squeaked while fidgeting with her hands. “I’m almost out of energy, but I’ll do what I can.” She rushed to where the fire was spreading and unleashed a water spell.

It fended the flames off, somewhat… before they came back with a vengeance.

I snarled and rushed to the entrance. “Dakota! With me!”

Within, the cows were squealing as smoke filled the room and fire ate at the roof.

I charged in and yelled. “Everyone, stay calm! We’ll get you out of here.” Then I looked behind me. “Dakota!”

She was kneeling next to the cow closest to the entrance, inserting a pin into their shackle. “On it!”

I smirked. She really was a good girl.

Done stanning over my partners, I rushed to the back of the shed, where the fire was closest to the trapped cows. I blasted the incoming flames with the strongest burst of water I could before saying, “I’ve got you girls.” I jumped down and tried to pull off a sturdy shackle. “Where are the keys?”

“I don’t know!” the cow screamed back.

I growled. No time to look. It was time for Plan B. I grabbed hold and flooded the chain with earth magic until it shattered in my hand.

“Go!” I ordered before jumping to the next pen.

Over and over and over again, I broke the chains trapping the cows in place, allowing them to escape to the exit and away from the fire always on the cusp of swallowing me up.

Like hell I was going to die to a fire we’d started after going through a whole farm filled with guards, bulls, and a bellend noble.

I pushed, pushed, and pushed, not pausing for a solitary moment until each and every cow was free. Then, at last, I bolted through the door and took off toward the farm’s exit.

The shed collapsed just as I made it to our impromptu rendezvous point.

I breathed out. It’d been a good job I hadn’t had any more questions for Galeholder.

The space in front of the fallen remains of Galeholder Farm was filled to the brim with demi-beasts. Most of them were the cows we’d just saved, but there were also plenty of terrified domestic servants, along with, of course, my allies.

Apollo mingled with the cows, making sure they were okay, while Lulu checked on Marietta.

The sheep kept shooting me glances.

She was far from the only one with her eyes on me. I was undoubtedly the center of attention—a human among demi-beasts.

“We’re friendly,” I said, more to the cowering horde of bunnies than the cows.

“There ain’t no one missin’, right?” Dakota asked while looking around.

“Everyone made it,” one of the cows confirmed while draping her arms over her more private areas.

The fact the cattle were all as naked as could be was something I was trying to ignore.

“All the staff made it out,” said Douglas the butler, the one male rabbit among a group of maids.

He must’ve only been referring to demi-beasts, because there were no humans in sight… me aside.

Lulu threw her head forward. “I am so, so, so, so, so sorry! I swear I never meant to put you all in danger.”

I grinned. It was good to see Lulu was back to her usual self, although I couldn’t say I disliked her all-action form.

“What’re we supposed to do now?” one of the cows asked while watching Galeholder Farm turn to ash.

“I ain’t got no place to go,” another said. “Then there’s this…” She brushed her fingers over the numbers on her neck.

“Galeholder’s gone,” I said to Lulu.

“That doesn’t matter. The slaves are still technically his property. They’ll be passed to his next of kin, most likely.”

I growled. This was too messed up. We’d destroyed the farm and killed Galeholder, yet we hadn’t freed even a single demi-beast here from slavery?

I looked at Lulu. “This is our fault…”

She tilted her head before flinching. “Are you seriously trying to say what I think you are?”

“Are you going to object?”

“Where else are they gonna go?” Dakota said. “You expectin’ them to chance it in the Darkwood or summat?”

“I’m not saying that. It’s just… look how many there are.” Her peridot eyes wandered over naked cow after cow after cow.

“If we don’t help them, they’ll never be free,” Marietta mumbled under her breath.

“I know,” Lulu whimpered while biting her bottom lip. “Oh Sheepz, how did I get myself into this?”

I grinned and turned my attention back to the crowd. “Listen up! We’re from Darkwood Farm. It’s smaller than a tick’s dick and can barely house seven of us, but anyone who’s sick of being a slave can shelter there for however long you want.”

A cow raised her hand. “I know the place. I used to work there, forever ago.”

Lulu narrowed her eyes before gasping. “Sophie? Is that you.”

The silver-haired cow waved her fingers. “Hey, petal. Long time no see.”

“I’m here too!” said another cow, stepping forward.

“And me,” said a third, muscling her way through the crowd.

“Hey, girls,” Lulu said like she was talking to some old friends she hadn’t seen in years—old friends who happened to be nudists. However, her expression darkened. “Wait, where’s Betsy?”

“Betsy… dried up over winter,” Sophie mumbled. “We ain’t seen her since…”

I growled. Retirement, my ass. “We don’t care if you’re dry as a desert or leaking like an expectant mom. If you want our help, you’ve got it. We’ll show you the way.”

At first, the demi-beasts looked unsure. Within thirty seconds, their expressions told me they’d willingly follow me into the bowels of a volcano.

I smiled. “Okay, everyone. Let’s move!” I stepped forward to play guide.

However…

Ping!


- - -

Deed Points Received: 20

Quest Started: Help the slaves

- - -


I gagged on thin air. Twenty deed points? What?! Sure, I’d saved Marietta, a whole bunch of slaves, and killed a menace to demi-beasts everywhere, but…

“Hey, Master,” Dakota said. “What’s up?”

“Are you tired?” Lulu asked. “Maybe we should take a break?”

Even Marietta looked at me with concern.

I laughed and shook my head. “A break? Right now, I feel like I could run to the moon.” I pulled Marietta close, up into my arms. “Instead, I’ll settle for the farm. Sound good?”

My sheep princess stared, stunned, before nodding.

I grinned. With the stars twinkling overhead, and a lovely cutie in my arms, I began the long journey back home… accompanied by the largest gathering of demi-beasts I’d ever seen.



Chapter 16


Walking down an unfamiliar dirt road in the dead of night felt weird. Doing so with a huge group of mainly naked demi-beasts following me? Even more so.

How many were there?


- - -

Cows: 104

Rabbits: 16

Horses: 1

Dogs: 1

Cats: 1

Total: 123

- - -


What a lovely amount.

Marietta hadn’t been included in the amount, likely because she was being carried rather than following. I’d moved her from a bridal carry into a piggyback.

Of course, Apollo would’ve been the natural choice to carry her. When we mentioned it to Marietta, she clung to my shirt and refused to let go.

“Aren’t I tiring you out?” Marietta mumbled into my ear, after what must’ve been over an hour of walking.

“You? No way. You’re as light as a feather. And your thighs are so damn soft. This feels like a luxury.” Her woolly limbs had always looked cozy, but reality eclipsed expectation. It was like my hands were being gobbled up by cartoon clouds.

I was also enjoying how her large velvety chest massaged my back with every step I took, but I chose to keep that info to myself.

“This is the second time you’ve saved me. Third if you count stopping the farm from being taken away…”

I laughed. “I’ll save you as many times as it takes.”

Marietta let out a drained chuckle. “You sound like Sir Galvert.”

“From your books?”

She nodded, tickling my neck with her thick woolly muffler. “He’s the main hero and Princess Luna’s knight in shining armor.”

“That must make you my princess then, right?” I said.

After a whimpering pause, Marietta squeezed me tighter and huffed into my neck. “Must you try and flirt every chance you get?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “It’s hard to resist temptation when I’m surrounded by so many beautiful women.” And I wasn’t talking about the naked cows on my heels. While Marietta pampered my back, Dakota and Lulu walked either side of me.

Dakota seemed to be in chipper spirits. She was humming as she skipped forward, hands casually slung behind her head. Lulu, however, had her eyes locked on the floor.

“Is something the matter?” I asked my canine bride.

She flinched out of her daze. “It’s nothing. It’s just… Lord Galeholder was talking about me, wasn’t he? When he was ranting? He made it sound like I’m the reason he was doing this.”

Dakota scoffed. “Ya seriously think he hates us coz you can use magic? He was just chattin’ shiz to make himself feel good. For realz. I betcha he’s been rotten since his momma plopped him out.”

“But…”

“Ignore him,” I seconded. “You’re not the reason he kept slaves. He was just your typical rich bastard trying to stop his gravy train from ending. Besides, even if there is a lick of truth to what he said… so what? Wouldn’t that be admitting you were so awesome you intimidated him? If I were you, I’d wear that like a badge of honor.”

“Steve.” Lulu’s tail wagged from side to side, but then her ears twitched. “There’s something ahead.”

“I hear it too,” Dakota said with a slight growl. “There’s people.”

Marietta squeaked and tightened hold of me.

“Don’t worry,” I whispered. “Whatever it is, I’ll protect you.”

She nodded, nose nuzzling the back of my neck.

It didn’t take long for me to notice them as well—they weren’t difficult to miss. A large group was heading our way, dressed in garb I recognized.

They were guards from Grayedge.

A giant with an eyepatch was leading the group. He held up a hand, ordering his men to stop, before we converged on each other. “Steve?! Lulu?! What is the meaning of this?! What have you done?!” Earl Rupert Chillhammer barked.

“What does it look like?” I said as I stopped a good hundred meters away from him and his men. “Went on a valiant rescue mission and saved a poor girl who’d been taken prisoner by a scoundrel.”

“Don’t talk that way about William,” Chillhammer snapped.

I gasped with mock shock. “Aw, sorry. Am I insulting your chum? Next time, I’ll think twice about speaking ill of the dead.”

Chillhammer’s one good eye widened. “The what?!”

“Galeholder’s dead. I killed him.”

There was a collective intake of breath from the Grayedge soldiers.

“Impossible!” Chillhammer said, pounding a heavy boot against the ground. “You wouldn’t have the fucking nerve!”

“Wouldn’t? Why do you think I’ve got these cows following me? You think Will lent them to me out of the goodness of his heart?” I stared right at Chillhammer. “He stole from me. He messed with the wrong guy, and he’s dead because of it. That’s all there is to it.”

Chillhammer hesitated—he was stunned speechless. His mouth hung open, before he snapped it shut and snarled through gritted teeth. “You’ve gone too damn far!”

I snorted. “You’re going to defend him? You know he was a criminal, right? I’ve got slaves ready to confess that he forced them into signing him contracts with him.”

“Yeah!” Dakota said.

“And I wouldn’t be surprised if you already knew he was the one who ordered all those attacks that’ve been hitting the northern lands. I wonder what all the farmers and merchants will think when they find out it wasn’t a demi-beast behind the attacks? It was a scummy human noble and his merry band of wankers.”

Chillhammer flinched back a touch. “Is that true?”

“Every word.”

For a moment, Chillhammer went quiet, before saying, “So what if it is? You think that gives you the right to butcher whoever you please?!”

“Galeholder told me to take care of the culprit. All I did was fulfill his orders.”

“Shut your trap, you cocky piece of shit!” Chillhammer yelled. “Honestly, I couldn’t stand Will. Just because the princess has a thing for him, he felt he could do whatever he wanted. I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to crush his skull… but you know what I hate even more than that smarmy bastard? Some no-name, animal-fucking piece of shit who thinks they’re all that!”

“I’m not so bad once you get to know me,” I said. “How about we forget this whole thing and meet for a drink later?”

“Shut your fucking hole! I don’t want to hear another word out of your damn mouth, you dog-fucking moron.”

“What’s so bad about being a dog-fucker? I’d rather fuck dogs, cats, cows, sheep, bunnies… even horses over looking down on them like you do.”

“That’s hardcore,” Apollo said while nodding approvingly.

I shrugged. “I’m sure I’d find a way to make it work.”

For a moment, Chillhammer didn’t say a thing. Finally, he growled. “You fucking disgusting… and I always thought Henry was bad. Turns out he’s a fucking saint compared to you! At least he only knocked up that damn mutt by mistake. At least he only started caring for them after having the mother of all mental breakdowns.”

“Sounds like an awakening, to me.”

“Because you’re as fucked up as each other. But you don’t need to worry about that. I’ve got the cure for your condition right here.” He snatched a mighty war hammer from one of his men, which he pointed my way.

Everyone on my side, besides me, recoiled back.

Lulu jumped back forward and grabbed my arm. “Steve! Don’t say anything more. You can’t provoke him.”

Dakota grabbed my other arm. “What the mutt said. I know we’re ridin’ high on killin’ Galewanker, but this is friggin’ Rupert Chillhammer. The Rupert Chillhammer.”

He sure did leave an impression. His presence towered over any opponent I’d faced so far. Even from a distance, he felt at least ten-foot tall. It was like I was standing before the Huedom's final boss.

“Fighting him would be suicide,” Lulu said while trying to drag me away from him.

“She’s right,” Marietta whimpered, arms tightening around me. “If you fight him, you’ll die.”

I stared at the imposing Chillhammer. “What if I don’t? Do you think he’ll let us leave?”

None of them answered.

“He won’t let us through; he won’t let us leave. If he takes us in, we’ll be lucky just to be executed. We’ve backed ourselves into a corner, and I only see one way out.” I crouched down, lowering Marietta to the floor.

“Steve!” she squealed.

“What? You expect me to fight with your chest jiggling against my back? I’m only human.”

She puffed her glowing cheeks out. “This is no time for jokes. I’m not letting go!” She tightened her grip.

Normally, that might’ve posed a problem, but she was still weak from everything which had happened. I found it simple to unhook her hands and twirl her to her feet. “Sorry,” I said, leaning in to give her head another peck. “Be a good girl and wait for me.”

She whimpered, tears forming in the corners of her pale blue eyes.

I swallowed a growl. Damn cute crying sheep. Didn’t Marietta know kisses were supposed to magically make her bend to my will?

“You’re seriously gonna do this?!” Dakota said while clinging to me.

“If you’re going to fight, I am too,” Lulu said, turning her gaze toward Chillhammer.

“So your magic’s recharged?” I asked her.

She flinched.

“Show me a fireball,” I ordered.

Lulu hesitated. Her eyes said ‘no’, but they lost out to mine demanding she answer. She lifted a finger and scrunched her nose.

She didn’t make as much as a spark.

“Exactly,” I said while wiggling free of Dakota’s hold. “Stay here with the others. If shit goes badly, lead them into the Darkwood. It’ll be everyone’s best shot at getting out of here.”

Lulu whimpered. “But—”

I placed a finger over her lips. “If. I don’t plan on being a sacrificial lamb.” I peeked over my shoulder. “You girls see a great warrior? I see a one-eyed old man waiting for someone to put him out of his misery.” That wasn’t strictly true, but it was what I felt they needed to hear. I knew this battle was going to by far the toughest I’d faced, but I also meant it when I said I wasn’t planning on dying.

Dakota pursed her lips before smacking my back. “Ya better not lose, ya hear me? I didn’t start callin’ ya Master just to watch you die a few days later.”

I grinned. “And I didn’t start swinging this sword to become a tragic hero. I’m living on a fantasy farm, surrounded by the hottest babes imaginable. Like hell I’m going to lose.” I stepped toward Chillhammer. “Thanks for waiting. Just making sure… you’re not going to let us go, are you?”

He snorted. “I’d rather drink my own piss than step back and let a dog, cat, cow… animal-fucking deviant do whatever he wants.”

“Even if it’s a one-on-one fight?”

“Hmm?”

“You hate my guts. I hate your guts. I’m sure we’re both itching to take the other down a few pegs. And what better way than a straight fight? No interference—no excuses.” I drew my rapier and pointed it at him. “Winner takes all.”

Chillhammer scoffed. “You think you’ve got any right to challenge me, you piece of shit?”

“If you’re scared, I understand.”

He laughed. “Scared? I’ve beaten tougher wimps than you in my sleep.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“Who said it was a problem? I’m all for wiping that cocky grin off your motherfucking face.” He marched forward.

I joined him. When a mere twenty meters separated us, we both came to a halt.

The bear-sized noble smirked. “You sure do have balls for a limp-dicked fuck who has to settle for animals over women.”

“And you’re cocky for a one-eyed racist old coot. Now did we come here to flap gums, or did we come here to fight?”

Ping!


- - -

Deed Points Received: 5

Quest Updated: Defeat Earl Chillhammer

- - -


That answered that.

But that amount of points, just for making this challenge…

“Eager to die? Suit yourself. I’ve been looking forward to this!” In an instant, he shot toward me.

I quickly infused my rapier with mana and threw it up like a shield.

My blade caught Chillhammer’s namesake, which would’ve crushed my skull if I’d moved a second later.

He smirked as he pushed his weight down onto me and my blade. “Earth magic? Well aren’t you full of surprises?”

“You too,” I said while trying my best to stay on my feet. “Who knew an old man could move so fast?”

“You call that fast? You’re lucky I’m a few years past my best.”

As he spoke, I noticed ice spreading across my blade. Was he channeling ice magic through his hammer? No, that wasn’t important—I had to escape before he shattered my rapier.

I pushed earth magic into my left foot and exploded the ground beneath, propelling me from under Chillhammer’s weapon without being crushed. As soon as I got back to my feet, I snuffed out my earth mana and replaced it with its fire sibling.

My defrosting was interrupted by a barrage of incoming icicles.

I listened to my instincts and got dodging the shards Chillhammer was firing out like some magical machine gun.

Yep, this was definitely his element of choice… as unsurprising as that was.

As dodging became harder, I infused my rapier with earth magic again and started slicing the icicles apart, filling the air with a snowy powder.

Chillhammer dove through the mist with his mighty weapon held aloft.

This time, I saw it coming and jumped back.

He slammed his war hammer into the ground, breaking through the earth while summoning up a ring of giant ice shards which would’ve pierced me if I’d made my hop back a short one.

I didn’t let it get to me. I saw my chance and chanted, “Invoke bond of dirt and stone the planet gifts to us.” I swept my rapier like a golf club, shooting several hastily sharpened dirt daggers toward Chillhammer.

The big bastard simply jerked the handle of his hammer and summoned up an ice wall which ate the damage.

Crap! That was my best spell.

Facing someone of this caliber really made my inabilities obvious.

Once the ice wall was done with its duty, it exploded outward, obscuring my vision with flecks of ice and a chilling mist.

I braced myself to fend off the giant brute flying through the middle… but he didn’t appear. Instead, my instincts warned me to watch my side.

Chillhammer had flanked around. The explosion had been a distraction.

As quick as I could, I threw my rapier up, catching his war hammer before it could shatter my ribs. However, his raw power was too much to handle, and I was driven clean off my feet and across our makeshift dirt arena. My training with Dakota was the only reason I landed on my feet and not my ass.

My rapier was frozen again, as was my hand.

I gritted my teeth. Fuck, this hurt. My fingers were so cold they somehow felt like they were burning from the bone. And, of course, I couldn’t move them at all.

“Invoke manifestation of heat,” I said in a rush as another round of icicles closed in on me.

While thawing away the ice, I sliced one of the incoming projectiles.

It dinged off my rapier, jerking my arm back.

Before I could recover, another icicle caught me on my shoulder.

I winced and jumped away before any other ice shards could rip holes in my flesh, but it was Chillhammer and his namesake which came for me next. It was an attack built for me to block, but I hadn’t finished melting my hand. There was no way my unhardened rapier would survive a direct blow from that war hammer.

And the same went for the rest of me.

Desperate times called for desperate measures. Instead of running, I went on the attack. I shot a fireball from my blade's tip, right into his face.

Chillhammer blew, turning it into ice.

My heart sank.

So did his hammer.

The ground split open again, mighty ice shards shooting up from the point of impact.

I kicked back at the last moment, saving myself from being squashed, but it wasn’t enough to avoid harm. As soon as I hastily rolled back to my feet, I threw my good hand over the fresh wound in my stomach.

Damn ice shard. It was like I’d taken a kobold’s arrow all over again.

“Steve!” my distressed girls yelled from afar.

Chillhammer scoffed. “Did you seriously think basic-bitch fire magic would work on me?”

I didn’t answer; I didn’t want to confess how stupid I’d been.

“Still, you’re better than I thought you’d be,” Chillhammer said while pulling his hammer from the shard-ringed crater. “If you hadn’t been an animal-fucking moron, you would’ve made a fine guard.”

I smirked while getting my frosted hand back in the game. “Can’t say I’d have been interested in obeying a one-eyed bigot.”

“Then don’t I have some good fucking news for you.” He held out his hand and fired another volley of ice.

Able to wiggle my fingers, I went back to earth magic and did everything I could not to get hit again—by his hammer included. Instead, I focused on pushing earth magic to my feet and playing defense.

It sure didn’t feel nice with blood leaking from my midsection.

The more Chillhammer forced me to move, the more I grumbled as my injuries flared up. This was ridiculous. The girls had told me I couldn’t win… and they’d been right. I couldn’t even attack. Unless I somehow massively improved my swordsmanship or magic abilities in record time, my time in this fantasy was coming to an end.

And that’s when it hit me.

For most people, suddenly becoming more talented was ridiculous… but they didn’t have a cheat-based power ripped from some unbalanced video game. I willed it open, memory recalling a certain offer I’d been given in the past.


- - -

Ability Available: Improved Mana Manipulation

Would you like to purchase this ability?

[Cost: 30 deed points]

- - -


Thirty deed points. It was a ridiculous amount, but it was also an amount I could now afford.

Thank you Galeholder, you piece of shit.

Plus, compared to what Chillhammer would do to me if I didn’t improve, fast, it didn’t seem that bad.

I willed the offer through.

A lightning bolt of knowledge pounded into my skull. Even bracing myself wasn’t enough to keep my groans at bay. However, the pain was absolutely worth it. Fresh understanding filled my thoughts; all of Lulu and the grimoire’s teachings had been improved and etched into every corner of my mind.

It made me question why I needed this ability in the first place.

Why was manipulating mana a struggle? I didn’t have difficulty wiggling my fingers—when they weren’t frozen, anyway. I could touch my right ear, nod my head, and breathe without having to concentrate. Why did utilizing my magic energy need to be any different?

I felt like a toddler who’d just learned how to walk: a new world had opened up to me.

It didn’t change that an ice-using psycho was chasing me down.

It was time to put the knowledge running through me into practice. I hardened my rapier and kept slicing through the icicles as Chillhammer closed in, weapon ready to crush me into a pulp.

Again, I pointed my rapier at his face, and did something I’d previously thought impossible. Instead of switching off the flow of energy surging through me and sending out a fresh stream from my inner wellspring, I commanded my mana to change on the fly from a vein-scratching grit to a molten-hot lava.

Different types of energy? Bollocks. It was my energy, and it was its job to do as I said—to be manipulated and used as I pleased.

My earth magic became a raging flame which I shot from the tip of my rapier.

Chillhammer tried to freeze it like he had the first time, but the intensity of the inferno took him off guard, setting his face ablaze.

Fast as I could, I swept up several earth daggers and buried them in his armored gut. Then I stepped in with a piercing strike.

A sudden ice wall blocked my blow, separating the two of us. When it smashed open, an enraged Chillhammer glared at me from the other side. “You piece of shit!”

I smirked. “What? You’re the one who said my fire magic couldn’t hurt you.” Not that his surprise wasn’t understandable. I’d gone from needing to chant for a beginner-level fire spell to being able to use an intermediate-level spell without opening my gob.

Why were those two levels seen as different things? Why did I need to use a separate process and incantation for intermediate-level fire magic? How was it any different from a beginner-level magic spell except infused with more mana? Why shouldn’t I be able to use fire magic this strong when I’m capable of using earth magic of the same level?

Had people misinterpreting this process all along, or was it a consequence of how it was taught to make things simpler?

It was all stuff to ponder later, when there wasn’t a pissed-off noble engraving my tombstone with his one good eye.

“Enough screwing around,” he snarled. “You’re fucking dead!” A cold wind blasted from his being.

I winced as the air around me turned frigid. What now?

With every step Chillhammer took toward me, the ground beneath him froze.

I groaned. Had my attack seriously made him stop holding back? That he’d been doing so in the first place didn’t fill me with confidence… and slightly pissed me off.

At last, Chillhammer surged forward.

I didn’t dare risk blocking his hit, even with my improved mana control. Instead, I used earth magic to burst away.

As his swing passed me by, Chillhammer shot a small volley of icicles from his weapon.

There were too many to get in one swing of my rapier. Instead, I used a burst of wind magic to push them one way and myself another.

An incantation wasn’t needed. Lulu had taught me they were just tools to help the process. Now that I understood magic as closer to breathing than juggling, I no longer needed words to make my inner energy bend to my will.

Chillhammer stuck to me like glue and tried to uppercut me with his mallet.

I just about managed to hop back and avoid the blow. At the same time, I kicked up and unleashed the power of the earth, driving up a sudden spike which punched him in the gut. Next, I pointed my rapier at his face and unleashed another blast of fire.

This time, Chillhammer’s breath was enough to freeze it in midair… which he followed with a yell which fired the shattered flecks back at me.

A quick blast of fire melted the shrapnel before it carved up my face, but it also masked Chillhammer coming in for another hit. I had no choice but to block it with the tip of my hardened rapier.

My magic again held up to the war-hammer's bludgeoning force, but it felt like my arm had been crushed in the process. Then it was brutalized by a stabbing ice assault which spread like a plague to just below my elbow.

I wanted to thaw it as quickly as I could, but Chillhammer again used his superior strength to push me toward the ground.

As he kept me trapped, the debilitating chill continued spreading up my arm, as well as across the floor, to my feet.

I grabbed a handful of dirt, which I wrapped around my fists like a knuckle duster, before punching Chillhammer in his battered gut. It gave me the space I needed to throw myself away and wrap my arm in a healing inferno.

Chillhammer snarled while clutching his stomach. “You motherfucking piece of… I’m going to kill you!” He took up his hammer and charged in again.

“I’d like to see you try,” I said as I turned my magic on him.

He canceled my fire out, of course, before launching another attack of his own.

I jumped away, playing pure defense at first, then countering whenever the chance presented itself.

Fire and ice clashed together, intermingled with the ground exploding around us, be that on my command or due to his strength.

Spectators on both sides watched our fight with stunned expressions.

Dakota squealed. “No friggin’ way! He’s actually matchin’ up with Chillhammer?!”

As much as I wanted it to be true, it wasn’t. He was eternally a step ahead of me—the best I could do was try and keep up with the powerful noble. It didn’t matter that fresh knowledge filled my head, I’d only been practicing for a few months. There was only so much I was capable of, especially when my opponent was a seasoned pro.

The longer the fight dragged on, the more my exhaustion accumulated. Not only did I still have internal injuries, but I was burning through my mana at an alarming rate. It was getting harder and harder to move with my original vigor.

Fortunately, I wasn’t the only one.

Chillhammer’s freezing breath poured out at a constant rate as sweat dripped down into his gray beard.

Had he been holding back at the start solely because he looked down on me or because his old body lacked the stamina it once had?

“You’re not looking so good, old man,” I said while jumping away from another shard-spawning hammer blow. “How about we call this a draw?”

“Shut your goddamn trap!” he wheezed out. “You aren’t leaving here alive, boy. That’s a motherfucking guarantee.”

I chuckled. “You sure about that? You look like you might keel at any moment.”

“Says the cocksucker who can barely stand!” He leapt through the air and brought his hammer down, hard.

The impact of ice shards springing from the ground combined with the momentum of me using earth magic while kicking away. I was thrown down the long road we’d turned into a battlefield, toward the feet of my allies.

Sure enough, despite my attempts to catch myself, I landed on my ass.

“Steve!” Lulu squealed, crouching next to me. “Are you okay?”

Marietta clung to her, sorrow filling her eyes.

“Fine. Just tired,” I said as I staggered back up, awaiting Chillhammer’s next attack.

However, for once, he didn’t charge me down.

The one-eyed noble stared at me from down the road. “You’re in a goddamn hurry to end this? Fine! I’ll grant you your fucking wish.” Chillhammer slammed his hammer into the ground and stood with his hands on the handle. When he closed his hands, the light icy aura which had surrounded him for a while turned into a raging winter storm.

I winced, able to feel the chill from here. What was he up to now? I squinted, for multiple reasons, while trying to read his actions.

Knowledge about mana manipulation filled my head. Was it possible to work out how he was channeling his?

Ping!


- - -

New Combination Available!

Combine ‘Scan Sight’ and ‘Improved Mana Manipulation’?

[Cost: 1 deed points]

- - -


What? I sure hadn’t been expecting this combo. Once again, my power sure knew how to pamper me. But could I afford this?

Ping!


- - -

Deed Points: 10

- - -


Damn, I really was a moneybags. I accepted the offer, not knowing exactly what it would be, but knowing it had to be useful if I was getting it now.

At the same time, Chillhammer began to speak. “Invoke great ice spirit, passed through the Chillhammer bloodline, and gifted by the Architect.”

I activated my new power and focused on the chanting noble. The whole world went gray, except for the flow of blue I saw overlapping with his body.

It was working; I could see Chillhammer’s mana.

He was channeling an incredible amount—I could tell that even without this new ability. It was so strong his body couldn’t contain it. Instead, he gathered it in the air above him.

“Hear my call! Summon thyself to this land, oh ancient guardian, and cover it with a frost which will last for all eternity.”

I froze for reasons regardless of the sub-zero temperature lapping at my bare flesh. Was he using a summoning spell?! Lulu never said anything about spirits. The grimoire never said anything about spirits. My power didn’t say anything about spirits.

Whatever he’s doing, I can’t let him finish this spell.

“Freeze thy enemies, kill their crops, and purge this world of all we oppose we!” Chillhammer chanted as the mana he was using to fill the sky turned into a black cloud somehow darker than the night sky. “”Now arise and conquer, oh mighty servant!” With that final word, with that final roar, a gigantic burst of energy shot from Chillhammer up into the cloud.

From the other side emerged a giant white snake which coiled through the air like the clouds were vermin to be choked.

Dakota squealed and jumped against Lulu, squeezing her tight. “What the frick is that?!”

Lulu whimpered while trembling. “Any great noble family has a spirit given to them by the Architect, which has been passed down their bloodline. This must be his…”

I stared at the colossal object. A spirit? No, it wasn’t. My new power told me as such. It was just the visualized form of Chillhammer’s flowing mana, no different to a fireball summoned by me or Lulu.

Except in size and power, of course.

Did everyone really think this was a gift from the Architect, exclusive to the Chillhammer family? That was nonsense. Given enough training, there was no reason I couldn’t do the exact same thing he di—

Ping!


- - -

New Ability Available: Chillhammer Spirit Serpent

Would you like to purchase this ability?

[Cost: 10 deed points]

- - -


W-what? It took a moment for me to understand what was happening, before I grinned from ear to ear. You fucking beauty! I loved my power so much. I didn’t know how I was going to pull a spell this powerful off, but I accepted.

Nothing happened.

Huh? What?

I tried again and again, but the deal didn’t go through.

What’s happening?

This had never failed before. Where was my knowledge overload? Why wouldn’t it let me buy? Was my head full? Or…


- - -

Deed Points: 9

- - -


It was just as I’d feared. This had to be a joke. Was my power seriously so cruel it’d give me the means to fight back without letting me afford it?

And my time was running short.

Chillhammer stared at me while maintaining his serpent overhead. Then, slowly, he lowered his hand from the sky to me. “Die!”

His ‘spirit’ came flying.

My heart thumped faster than ever before. Crap, I was about to be destroyed. Even my strongest spell was nothing compared to this. I had to run, but—

Behind me, over a hundred demi-beasts stood petrified.

I growled. If I moved, it’d freeze them all, including Lulu, Dakota, and Marietta. Had Chillhammer done this on purpose?

That fucking…

“Get out of here!” I yelled as I pointed my rapier at the incoming ice snake. I didn’t care that I was too weak, or that I didn’t want to die, I had to somehow hold this thing off. I wasn’t going to let Chillhammer win!

Ping!


- - -

Deed Points Received: 1

Quest Updated: Stop that snake!

- - -


I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to slap my power or kiss it. There wasn’t time for either. I purchased the spell and was struck with a blast of knowledge. What I’d only seen once became something I felt like I’d used a million times.

What was once more?

I pointed my hand at the incoming beast and prepared to say the incantation, but there was no way I’d be able to gurgle it out in time. That’s when it struck me: did I need to? I’d watched Chillhammer performing the spell; I’d felt the way he manipulated his mana. I knew I could do the same. Why did I need to chant? Why did I need to lean on such an inefficient crutch?

I grabbed my trembling wrist and kept my hand focused on the incoming maw of ice. Then I placed my faith in my power, my knowledge, and myself.

I’m not dying here. I’m going to live, goddamn it!

All the mana I could possibly summon up raced through my veins. It was colder than the most vicious of Arctic winds—it felt like it was going to freeze me from the inside—but I didn’t care. I pushed, and pushed, and pushed all of that mana outward, summoning it as a cloud right in front of me.

Chillhammer’s attack was about to shred through both it and me. The great spirit of ice stretched its maw wider, ready to consume us both whole.

Like hell!

I roared as I gave one last push, willing my own serpent into existence.

My snake pierced into its foe’s open mouth from point-blank range. It continued further, splitting Chillhammer’s spirit apart while heading for the old man.

Chillhammer didn’t move. He froze like a statue, staring at the icy behemoth coming for his life.

And then it clamped down its fangs.

The head exploded, followed by a series of blasts as the so-called spirit’s body copied the leader and became a falling cloud of white.

It was an impact so large I found myself covering my face despite being a good eighty-meters away. I could only begin to imagine what had happened to the man in the center of it all.

Soon, I got my answer.

Within a wide patch of white frost stood a hybrid between ice sculpture and man. Chillhammer gurgled. Everything bar his mouth, good eye, and the tips of the fingers on his left hand were completely frozen.

Holy crap, that was brutal. Was that what would’ve become of me if I hadn’t pulled off what I did? What might have happened to everyone I’d protected?

Damn, I loved my power… even if it had cut things close.

Had it been trying to give me a heart attack?!

Both sides of spectators were unable to say a word, or do a thing. I was the lone soul who managed to move, staggering over to the half-frozen Chillhammer.

“Y-you,” he somehow managed to choke out. “How? That move… family… guardian…”

“Not quite. Just another spell. Pretty easy to copy.”

“Freak… bastard…”

“That’s me, alright,” I said as I held up my rapier. “Thanks for the match. Be seeing you.”

With that, I definitively sealed my win.

To finish things off, I kicked the statue over and shattered it into a thousand frozen pieces.

Chillhammer’s lackeys stared, mouths hanging open.

“E-Earl?” one of the guards said.

“This can’t be. It’s gotta be some sort of trick,” another said.

“Trick?” I said, snorting. “Guess again. The old geezer’s dead.” I staggered toward them. “And let me let you all in on a little secret.” Step. “If you fuckers don’t let go of your swords and run,” step, “then you’ll all be next.”

The soldiers looked at me like I was the reaper himself coming for their souls. One by one, they dropped their weapons and retreated back toward Grayedge.

As soon as they were all long gone, I finally breathed out.

“Steve!” Lulu yelled while racing toward me, with Marietta on her tail.

Dakota made it first, stopping a step away from tackling me to the ground. “Ya actually did it!”

“Steve, that was… you used master-level ice magic!” Lulu exclaimed when she arrived. “No… you summoned the guardian of the Chillhammer family.”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Thank my cheat power.”

“But it’s still… how? Even if you somehow could copy his spell, you’ve never used such powerful magic before. You should only be able to use ice magic at beginner level.”

“What can I say? I’m an amazing cheating machine.” I went to embrace them, but I couldn’t seem to take a step forward. My body felt stiff… cold. It was like my skeleton had been frozen.

The next thing I knew, I was on the ground.

“Steve!” I heard someone yell, but I couldn’t tell who. Neither could I make out the faces of those looking down at me. Everything was a blur which was starting to go black.

Wait, was I dying? After all that? Lulu had warned me there could be a backlash if I used spells stronger than my body could manage, but still…

Damn, just when I’d made everyone think I was a total badass. I couldn’t die now. Could I?

It wasn’t like I had a choice. I couldn’t stay awake. I fell into total darkness.



Chapter 17


A small groan left my lips. My eyes, which I thought would remain forever shut, flickered open.

Where was I? Had I finally met my maker? Was this the other side? Had I woken up from that long and incredible dream?

Crap. I didn’t want that to end. I never wanted it to end.

Something soft brushed my hand.

I glanced to my side, and my heart leapt for joy. Pressed against me, lying asleep with her head resting on the bed, was Marietta. She was wearing a simple white tunic rather than her trademark pink gown, but how was I supposed to mistake her for anyone else?

In an instant, all my tension went away. I wasn’t dead or back in my own world. I was still here, in paradise.

The more I looked around, the more I recognized this to be my usual bedroom. I was back in my double bed—the other had moved to the room next door earlier in the week. Marietta was by my side, and Lulu was nearby, sitting in a chair, resting with her head down.

Her head bobbed up, like she was doing her best to stop herself from falling to sleep. For a moment, she stopped and stared.

Our eyes met.

“S-Steve?” she said, as if not sure if this was a dream or not.

I waved. “Yo!”

“Steve!” she squeaked, jolting from her chair and throwing herself on top of me. “You’re okay!”

I yelped.

She jumped back. “Sorry!”

“It’s cool. You just jabbed me with your elbow,” I said as I rubbed my stomach while sitting up.

Waking up with an ache in my side? That brought back some good memories.

All the fuss woke Marietta from her snooze. She locked eyes with me. They were soon filled with tears. “You’re alive.”

I grinned. “Of course, I’m alive. Didn’t I say I wasn’t ready to die?”

She puffed out her cheeks. “Don’t try and act so tough, you moronic idiot! Not after you passed out in front of us. Do you know what we thought? We thought you’d died. We seriously thought you’d dropped dead…”

“I-it was so scary,” Lulu sniffled while struggling to keep her own tears at bay. “I didn’t know what to do. We really thought you’d died.”

I pulled the two of them closer, cradling their heads against me. “I’m not the sort of guy to die from something like that.”

“It wasn’t ‘something like that’,” Lulu mumbled. “You used master-level ice magic. That’s far too strong for someone with so little training. You’re lucky the backlash only knocked you out cold. It could have been much worse. It could have killed you.”

“Well, it didn’t,” I said, trying to sound as casual as possible. “Looks like my gamble paid off.”

“It’s not a gamble you should have taken,” Marietta grumbled.

“It was that or risk everyone dying. I didn’t have a choice.”

She glared at me with a look that said we both knew that was bullshit—that I’d put myself in that position to begin with.

I laughed and stroked her lovely blonde curls. “Don’t look at me like that. I know, I’m sorry. I’ll try not to let it happen again. I’d miss you girls too much if anything went wrong.”

My words didn’t quell Marietta’s anger, but it did make her face feel warmer.

I glanced around the room while petting my nurses. “Seems we’re back. Did everything go okay after I made a show of myself?”

Lulu nodded. “We didn’t see any more soldiers—we made sure to steer clear of Grayedge. Apollo carried you.”

“Good man.” I stared through the room’s one lone window, at a bright midday sky. “How long’s it been since then?”

“Around half a day,” Lulu said. “You just missed lunch.”

“Explains why I’m so hungry,” I said as I went to stand up.

“Steve, don’t!” Lulu tried to hold me down.

“Listen to her, you blithering idiot,” Marietta snapped, doing likewise. “You should be resting!”

“I feel fine.” There was that pain in my side, but it wasn’t any worse than what the kobolds had done to me.

“Because you’re in bed. Move too much and you’re liable to pass out,” Marietta warned.

I laughed and gave her hair a ruffle. “To think I’d ever hear you of all people showing me so much concern.”

“Of course, I am!” she said, for once not turning away or putting up a front. “You saved my life while putting yourself in danger. Even though you’re a human and I’m a demi-beast—even after how I’ve treated you.” Her unwavering gaze caught me in its sights. “I will never forget this.”

The forcefulness of her apology made me feel strangely embarrassed. I rubbed my head. “Seriously, I feel fine,” I said before climbing out of bed. “See? There’s no way I can stay here. I need to see what’s happening downstairs.”

Lulu sighed. “Fine… but if you feel even the slightest bit weird, come straight back to bed.”

“Deal,” I said as I walked over to the door, which had been blocked by the door Lulu had been sitting on. I pulled it out of the way. “Now let’s go see what’s—”

The door swung open, and two bodies piled in.

“Steve!” Fern yelled.

“Master!” Dakota squeaked.

The two of them flopped into the room, almost knocking me to the ground.

I smiled as I caught them. “Hey there, eavesdroppers. How’s it hanging?”

“Steve!” Fern said while squirming in my arms. “You’re okay. You’re seriously okay!”

Dakota snickered awkwardly. “What the frick, Master? Seriously, scarin’ me like that. I really thought you’d died and stuff.”

I rubbed the back of their heads. “You’re not the first people to say that.”

“That’s no laughing matter,” Marietta complained.

Fern pouted. “Lulu was so mean! She wouldn’t let us in with you.”

Lulu huffed and put her hands on hips. “Because you kept crawling on top of him while making a fuss.” And then she looked at Dakota. “Both of you.”

“I wasn’t gonna say nothin’!” the clingy cat protested.

“I was only trying to help!” Fern said. “I was trying to wake him with my love. My love!”

“No need to fight,” I said to everyone. “Not only am I not dead, I’m also feeling fantastic. I was long overdue a rest.” I stretched my arms overhead. “The bed was as amazing as usual, Marietta.”

The blushing sheep looked away.

Once I was done limbering up, I looked down the upstairs corridor. “Where’s Roxie?” It felt a little heartbreaking that all these lovely women had come to see me with such puffy eyes but there was no sign of my possessive cow.

“Someone needed to be in charge down there,” Lulu said while glancing at my middle. “I’d have done it myself, but…”

She didn’t need to specify.

I smiled. “Then let’s hurry and tell her the good news. I also want a look at the damage.”

There wasn’t anything to see in the upper hallway, but things became blindly obvious as soon as we went downstairs.

The house was absolutely packed!

Both the kitchen and lounge were stuffed to the brim with a variety of demi-beasts, heavily weighted toward the hundred-plus naked cows we’d brought with us.

Would the room’s old floorboards be able to handle so much weight?

Outside was no better. The porch, the areas around the house, and all the way over to the barn was covered by demi-beasts.

It wasn’t a sight I was shocked to see, but it sure put into perspective how many demi-beasts we’d liberated from Galeholder’s shady operation. There was no way our farm was going to be able to cope with a hundred extra Roxies.

Speaking of the woman in question, she was in the middle of the crowd of cows, talking to some of her sisters in milkhood. When her eyes met mine, she froze, silver orbs widening. Then she charged at me like a wild bull.

“Steve!” she squealed at the top of her lungs before throwing herself into me.

I yelped as I went down like a ton of bricks.

She dropped her weight on top of me and enveloped me in her plush arms and marshmallow-soft breasts. “Oh, sweetums! You’re awake. You’re finally awake!” She peppered my face with kisses. “I was so worried! Do you know how much you scared me?!”

“Roxie!” Lulu snapped. “You’re going to crush him.”

Horror spread over Roxie’s face before she jumped back, letting me go. “I’m so sorry, sugar! I didn’t mean to get so carried away.”

“It’s fine,” I said while wiping the dirt from myself. “You know how much I love overt affection.”

Fern gasped. “No fair! Why does Roxie get to do that and I don’t? Why?!”

“Neither of you should be doing that,” Lulu said.

I liked when my girls were clingy, but I also liked when public shows of affection didn’t leave me feeling like an MMA fighter coming off a loss.

“Is it alright for you to be up, sugar?” Roxie asked while pulling me back to my feet. “Lulu told me all about what happened.”

“I’m fine,” I repeated. “This is no time to be sleeping.” I glanced at the massive mob of cows and bunnies. There was also a certain centaur hanging around, who seemed to be enjoying showing off his muscles to the cows.

The cows seemed to enjoy watching.

“You don’t need to do a thing, sugar,” Roxie said. “You can go rest. Leave everything to us.”

“You think I’ll be able to relax while everything’s a mess down here?” I shook my head. “Taking care of Galeholder and Chillhammer is all well and good, but sorting this problem is just as important.” It wasn’t even a case of us not having enough beds for everyone—there wasn’t enough roof space. We could, of course, just tell everyone to fuck off and get off our property, but that was never going to happen. I’d already made a promise to everyone here that I’d protect them. Even if I hadn’t… like hell I was going to throw them to the wolves. If they went into the Darkwood, they were putting themselves in danger. If they went back to Blesslan, they’d be returned to slavery and forced to obey whichever master they were dumped on next.

This was a sanctuary. It was the only place they could be safe.

“We’ve already been discussing it,” Lulu explained. “Everyone already understands the situation.”

“Everyone’s already said they’ll be fine with sleeping outside if need be,” Roxie added.

“It ain’t like they had it much better at Galewankers or anythin’,” Dakota said while leaning back against the wall.

“But that’s not a long term solution,” I said as I looked at the sky. “It might not even last the day if the weather turns for the worse.” It was looking pretty damn sunny, but that didn’t mean the rain wouldn’t come eventually. We’d had our fair share of downpours, even if it was usually warm. “We need to expand and build as soon as possible.”

Marietta scoffed lightly under the familiar protection of her parasol. “Easier said than done.”

“We don’t have the proper resources,” Lulu said, glancing at the barn. “We’ve got plenty of swords, but they won’t be of any use. We need axes.”

“And when it comes to building, it’s not any better,” Marietta continued. “A single hammer and a few rusty nails.”

I hummed, mind wandering. “I wonder if I could use earth magic to build some homes?”

“Don’t even think about it,” the two demi-beasts snapped in unison.

Lulu recoiled and started fiddling with her hands. “I mean, I suppose it’s worth a try, but not right now. Not so soon after… you know.”

“No one wants ya faintin’ again and stuff,” Dakota said.

“I promise I won’t push myself,” I assured her—assured them. “These people need roofs over their heads, fast. If I can give it to them—”

“Not. Happening.” Marietta burrowed her eyes into me.

It was pretty hard to fight against such a fierce, blue glare.

I waved the tension away the best I could. “Let’s put accommodation to the side. What’s the current plan for keeping everyone fed?” We did, after all, have an additional hundred mouths to feed.

Fern threw a wing in the air. “Oh, oh, oh! I’m totally gonna help. I’m gonna forage, like, twice as hard from now. You’ll see. You’ll see!”

“Me too,” Dakota purred as she sprung forward. “I’m gonna pick the whole Darkwood bare!”

“Will that be enough? Cows are big eaters.” My eyes wandered all on their lonesome.

Roxie flinched. “Wait, why are you looking at me?”

Fern tilted her head. “Because you’re fat?”

“I am not fat!” Roxie protested before defensively shielding her soft stomach.

“Yeah!” Dakota said as she sprung next to Roxie, like a bodyguard preparing to strike. “Don’t talk about the Holy Maiden like that. She’s just well-padded!”

“Isn’t that just another term for ‘fat’?” Lulu said.

“I admit we cows do eat a li’l bit more than the average demi-beast,” Roxie mumbled while fiddling with her hair, “but I’m sure we’ll be able to manage if we try. After all, the Darkwood’s bigger than a cow’s stomach—”

“Even her sayings involve her being greedy,” Marietta whispered with a sigh.

“There’s bound to be tons of grub to keep us all fed!”

“For how long?” I questioned. “How long until we seriously pick our surroundings bare?” With so many hungry mouths, I saw it happening sooner, rather than later. Would we need to start traveling further, deep into dangerous territory, just to stop ourselves from starving? That was even worse than how the farm had been coping when I’d first arrived.

Dakota snickered. “There ain’t need to worry about shiz like that. We’ve totally got the woman for the job.” She cupped her mouth and yelled, “Oi! Zelby!”

“Did somebody say my name?” a sweet, bubbly voice sang back. The nearby cows parted, letting its owner pass through.

My jaw dropped. It was… I’d totally forgotten she existed.

When she saw me, the green-skinned woman gasped and hurried over. “Oooh, you’re finally awake? Like, hi there, sleepyhead. It’s about time you woke up. Like, I’m Jezelbeboo. You can call me Jez, or Jezzy, or JB, or Zelby, or Boo, or, like, whatever cute nickname you can think of.”

I stared, unable to drag my mouth back into its normal position. Seeing her awake was kind of…

The absolutely breathtaking dryad hadn’t taken being awake or surrounded by strangers as a reason to get dressed. She still relied on only a few leaves to keep her naughty bits hidden. They masked her nipples and slit, but did nothing to contain her ridiculous curves which freely jiggled from side to side. The way her hips had shook and her breasts swayed as she’d skipped over had all but locked me in a trance.

How she somehow managed to appear more scandalous than the naked cows everywhere was beyond me.

Lulu cleared her throat.

I snapped out of my daze and mumbled out, “Y-you’re awake too?”

She nodded, her inviting plump lips curled into a smile. “I was, like, totally enjoying a long relaxing beauty sleep, when I suddenly got woken up by all these heavy feet clomp-clomping around.”

“It seems she woke up when we returned to the farm,” Lulu explained.

“I see,” I said before giving the slightest of bows. “Sorry if I disturbed you.”

Jezzy—as I decided to call her—giggled and shook her head. “Like, it’s okay. Everyone’s already told me all about what a big brave hero you were. Kote even said you’re the reason that mean ol’ Galeholder didn’t end up taking me back. That was so nice of you!” She threw herself forward, enveloping me in a hug.

Thanks to Jezzy’s… interesting choice in clothing, it one hundred percent felt like I was being hugged by a naked beauty. My body reacted appropriately.

I looked up, so I could at least alleviate her charm from one of my senses. “Just doing what I thought was right. No need to thank me.”

“Oooh! And so modest, too. How cool. It’s no wonder Kote is so smitten with you.”

Dakota tensed and hissed out a low murmur of, “Zelby.”

Jezzy pouted her lips. “What? It’d be, like, totally weird if you weren’t. I mean, he’s all modest and heroic, and everyone keeps saying he’s super strong and nice. Then there’s this big muscular body and that totally handsome face. I think I might be falling for him myself.” She nuzzled into my chest while giggling. Then she rested her chin on my pecs while looking up at my face. Her eyes, a hot pink compared to her flower-filled hair’s cotton-candy coloring, smiled at me. “Say… are you seeing anyone right now?”

My mind froze, and I looked down at her on instinct. “Wha—”

“What?!” squeaked the five women surrounding me.

The sudden outburst didn’t seem to bother the smiling, heavy-lidded dryad. “Like, have you got a girlfriend, or a lover, or a wife? If not, how about you get with me?”

My mouth moved, but all that came out was a twisted assortment of vowels which in no way sounded like a word. Her smile was so damn innocent, I couldn’t tell if she was trying to tease me or not.

“He does indeed have a wife,” Lulu interjected, grabbing my arm.

“Yeah!” Fern said, throwing her wings in the air. “It’s me. It’s me!”

“Technically, it’s all three of us,” Roxie pointed out, like she was being civil… all while pressing into my back and wrapping her fingers around my waist.

Technically, it was a fake role we’d decided upon while drunk, but I chose not to correct them. Lack of marriage or rings be damned, I was happy to play the role.

“Ohhh,” Jezzy said before humming. Then her eyes widened, like she’d been hit by an incredible stroke of genius. “That’s okay. I don’t mind being wife number four.”

“What?!” the group exclaimed again, while I was too stunned to say anything.

“Doesn’t being one big happy family sound totally fun?” Jezzy giggled. “Kote can join too.”

“Will you stop friggin’ sayin’ that?” Dakota mumbled.

The troublemaking dryad gasped. “But why? Weren’t you crying about how much you loved him before? How much you didn’t want him to die?”

Dakota tried to reply, but she couldn’t get the words out.

Then our eyes met.

Her cheeks turned a bright red, and she quickly looked away. “Don’t listen to a word she’s chattin’!”

“Ohhh?” Jezzy said, tilting her head. “So you really don’t like him?”

Dakota tensed. “T-that’s not what I meant. It’s just… ya know…” She wrapped her arms across her slender chest.

“Look at her squirm. Look at her squirm!” Fern cheered.

“Ahem!” Marietta said, the volume of her voice cutting through the conversation. There was little trace of the vulnerable girl I’d rescued from Galeholder farm—even her bruising didn’t seem as bad. She was back to glaring. “I believe you were summoned to talk about our food problem.”

“Ohhh,” Jezzy said before stepping back and freeing me from soft temptation. “So, like, I’ve heard you’re in a bind because of something about food? But it’s gonna be okay—I can totally help. I’ll put in a good word for you with all the plants. I’ll tell them to make, like, lots of nice juicy food to fill up everyone’s tum-tums.”

My mouth fell back open. “You can do that?”

“Of course I can, silly,” Jezzy said with another giggle. “Plants love me, and I totally love them too. I’m sure they’ll help if I ask.”

“She is a dryad, ya know?” Dakota said with a little snicker. “Why’d ya think Galewanker was so desperate to get his mitts on here? Because she’s totally bangin’ and stuff. That’s why. All that grain Lu burned down? Zelby’s handiwork.”

“Wait, who’s Lu supposed to be?” Lulu asked.

“Aww, Kote. That was so totally sweet of you,” Jezzy cooed as she went and wrapped Dakota in a big hug.

Dakota giggled like a dork. “Ya know… just spittin’ facts and all.”

“There’s no need to be shy. We’re all friends here,” Jezzy said as she continued her smothering assault.

I couldn’t help wondering if this was what it looked like when my girls were snuggling up to me… bashfulness aside. Not that I could blame Dakota after receiving that same intense treatment.

As much fun as it was to watch, curiosity willed me to speak. “How quickly can you grow crops? Quick enough to keep everyone fed?”

Jezzy hummed as she looked around. “Sorry. That’d be, like, totally impossible. Plus it’d be super mean to the plants.”

“Yeah!” Dakota said, pointing at me. “I don’t care what you’ve done for us so far. If ya make Zelby sad, I’ll kick your ass myself.”

“Aww, Kote!” Jezzy said as she trapped Dakota in another cheek-nuzzling hug.

“Zelby, seriously, quit it,” Dakota grumbled as her face burned brightly.

“But I’ve missed cuddling like this. Haven’t you missed me too?” She pouted and fluttered her long, thick lashes.

The trapped cat whimpered. “Course I have…”

“Then there’s nothing to worry about.” And, with that, Dakota was condemned to a cuddle-filled fate.

Lulu gave a little clear of the throat, drawing my attention. “Jezelbe can help our crops grow faster, but there’s a limit to what she can do. She can’t compensate for us only having two acres of growing space. To keep this many fed, even with her help, we’d need… I can’t even begin to imagine how much room.”

“More than he had,” Marietta spat while squeezing her parasol.

“So on top of clearing room to build, we also need to make room for food.” I’d been talking about expanding for a while, but this was ridiculous. “We seriously need to get a hold of some axes.”

“But how, sweetums?” Roxie asked while holding from behind. “There’s plenty in Grayedge, but there’s no way they’ll trade with us.”

True. Even on top of the ban, I couldn’t imagine we’d be very welcome after murdering the mayor.

Fern gasped and threw up a wing. “Oh, oh, oh! I know. I know! If they won’t trade, why don’t we just take them?”

“Don’t say that!” Lulu squeaked. “We’re not thieves… Dakota aside.”

“Hey!” Dakota protested from Jezzy’s embrace.

“It’s not thieving!” Fern insisted. “We’re just taking something that doesn’t belong to us.”

“That’s kinda what thieving means, sugar,” Roxie explained.

“Oh.”

“Thieving or not, it’s true Grayedge is our best shot of getting what we need,” I said. My eyes wandered to the farm’s exit.

“Wait!” Marietta snapped, stepping forward. “You aren’t seriously considering heading to Grayedge, are you?”

“We need tools, not to mention clothing.” I couldn’t expect the cows to keep going naked, for their sake and mine.

“You need to rest. Have you forgotten you just woke up? That you’re injured? Now you’re planning on walking into enemy territory? Just how idiotic can one man be?!”

I chuckled. “You should be used to it by now.”

“That doesn’t make it a good thing!” Marietta squeaked.

“I agree with Marie,” Lulu said, squeezing my arm. “You can’t seriously be planning on going to Grayedge. You’ll be attacked on sight.”

“By who? The same guards who ran away as one?” I chuckled. “Even if they all attack me together, I’m sure I’d win.”

Jezzy gasped. “He’s really that strong?”

“Yeah. He’s totally wicked,” Dakota said to her. “I mean, he froze Earl friggin’ Chillhammer solid. Then there’s how he blitzed through all the chumps back at the other place. It was so friggin’ cool. There ain’t no way some hick guards are gonna be able to stop him.”

“Yeah! Nobody can stop Steve!” Fern cheered.

“He just woke up after collapsing,” Lulu reminded her.

“Yet I’m good to go,” I replied. My injuries were sore, but I was a lot tougher than I’d been a few months back. They wouldn’t hold me back.

“Or so you think,” Marietta said while glaring at me with all her strength. “What if your injuries flare up in battle?”

Lulu nodded. “We can’t be sure using such a powerful spell didn’t cause any long-lasting effects.”

“I’m with them, sweetums,” Roxie said, her hold on me tightening and tightening. “I know you wanna hurry, but can’t you at least wait until tomorrow?”

I shook my head while stopping her arms from snapping me in half. “It has to be now. I’m sure Yellowfields has already gotten news about what happened. It’s only a matter of time until reinforcements arrive. Maybe even someone as strong as Chillhammer?”

“There shouldn’t be no one as tough as that geezer in Yellowfields or the Huedom,” Dakota said.

“I’d still rather contend with Johnson and the others than whatever Yellowfields will send.” I was sure they had some quality in their ranks, even if they weren’t on Chillhammer’s level.

“I guess you do have a point,” Roxie mumbled.

Marietta growled. “What are you doing, caving in so easily? We’re supposed to be talking some sense into this idiot before he does something he’ll regret.”

“Marietta,” I said.

She growled and turned toward me. “What—”

Before she finished, I hugged her. “Thanks for caring about me, but I’ll be okay. I promise.”

All the anger seemed to drain out of her as I held her in my arms. Her small hands clung to me. “You do?”

I nodded. “How many times must I say it? I have no interest in dying and being separated from all of you. I’m doing this to make our lives better.”

“Okay,” she mumbled in a small voice.

I smiled. To think the day would come when I could get Marietta to side with me by giving her a little affection.

Fern threw her wings in the air. “No fair! Where is my hug? Where is it?!”

“I’ll hug you all silly when I get back,” I said.

“Even me?” Jezzy cooed while having her fill of Dakota.

“Get those plants on side, and I’ll give you all the hugs you’ll ever need,” I said with a grin. “Hold down the fort. I’ve got a trip to make.” Slaying the enemy general was still a fresh memory. Now it was time to invade their territory.



Chapter 18


The cart’s wheels trundled down the dirt road.

“Thanks for doing this,” I said as I rode along.

Apollo laughed while pulling me along. “Bro, I’m a horse; pulling carts is what I’m built for. And you’ve gotta admit, I’m one fine specimen.” He started doing bodybuilding poses.

I laughed. “Still, asking you to work after dragging you into this shit…”

“Don’t sweat it. Sure, it’s a bit cramped, and I miss having my own stable, but I’ve gotta say the sights are just fine.”

“I thought you were a mare man?”

“Through and through, brother, but that doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate a nice hefty pair of udders. And, boy, do those girls have them in abundance. It’s like Udder City back there.” He guffawed.

Lulu sighed as she sat next to me. “Why do your conversations always have to be so vulgar?”

I chuckled and petted her between the ears. “Sorry. This is what guys are like when they get together.”

“Yeah, Lu. What are ya, a prude?” Dakota asked, sitting opposite us.

“No!” Lulu said while pressing her head into my fingers. Her tail thumped against the cart. “I’m just not one for talking about this sort of stuff.”

“Unless ya get horny. Then the ‘horny mongrel’ comes out.”

Lulu’s cheeks went red. “Why does everyone keep mentioning that?!”

“A horny what?” Apollo asked.

“Not you too!” she whined.

I laughed. I’d been planning on heading to Grayedge with just me and Apollo, but I was starting to feel that bringing the warring carnivores had been a good choice.

Lulu had insisted she come along because of my injuries and had refused to let me go alone. Dakota had said similar, saying she’d back me up if things got hairy.

I felt that perhaps arriving at Grayedge with the same group who brought down Galeholder wasn’t the best first impression we could make, but the damage had likely been done when I shattered Chillhammer like a vase.

As long as I got what we needed, I didn’t care what the town thought of me.

At the end of the road, it looked like business as usual. There wasn’t anything special waiting for us.

I told the others to hang back for a moment as I went and banged on the gate.

A split second later, the peep hatch opened a mere sliver, just wide enough for a single eye to land on me.

That told me what I needed to know. I showed its owner my best smirk. “Hey, Johnson, pal. Fancy opening up? We’ve got some trading to do.”

“Are you serious?!” he spat back. “You killed Earl Chillhammer, and you expect us to let you in?!”

“Yep,” I said as I leaned on the door, staring him in the eye. “Because you know what I’m capable of. You know I could easily blow down this gate and butcher every single guard in there. And you also know it’ll be safer to placate me and let me do what I came here to do, don’t you?” I lifted my hand and went to summon up some ice—it felt fitting after how I’d defeated Chillhammer.

Biting-cold agony stabbed my insides.

I gritted my teeth, swallowing a grunt. Then I stopped trying to channel the magic.

Slowly, the pain faded away.

What had just happened? That hadn’t been my mana—I hadn’t managed to draw it out. It felt like my core rebelling against me.

Was it because of the spell I’d used against Chillhammer?

Johnson stared at my weird display.

Realizing I wasn’t giving a good finale to my speech, I instead summoned up a fireball, which flowed into my palm the same way as usual.

There was no discomfort to speak of.

Johnson gulped. He slammed the hatch shut. Moments later, he eased open the gate.

Rather than the one guard I was used to seeing, a dozen awaited my arrival.

I smiled. “Nice to see you boys grabbed some new weapons. I’d put them away before someone gets hurt, and I don’t mean me.”

They backed away.

“Better,” I said before turning and waving the others to come through.

The guards let it happen, but they made sure to glare their disapproval. As did all the residents we passed. Well, those who didn’t run away the moment they saw us.

“Never thought I’d be getting such a reaction,” Apollo remarked as he pulled the cart down a familiar route.

“Welcome to the team,” I replied, walking alongside him so I could react to any trouble in a flash.

“Thanks for having me,” he laughed.

“I hope nobody tries anything,” Lulu said from the cart, her peridot eyes glancing around.

Dakota snickered next to Lulu. “No one’s gonna try nothin’ unless they want an ass-whoppin’.”

“We’re already unpopular enough. I don’t want to make it any worse…”

“That boat has long since sailed,” I said, glancing back at the guards following us from a distance. As long as they didn’t get in my way, I wouldn’t get in theirs. I just wanted to see Norma. I was hoping she, at least, wouldn’t look on me too badly for what I’d done. If there was anyone here who’d forgive me, it was her.

And who better to hook us up with some fancy new equipment?

As I traced the usual road to her shop, I thought I could hear a commotion up ahead. When I found it, my expression dropped.

What happened here?

Norma’s shop… it’d been wrecked. That was the simplest way to say it. The windows had been smashed, her stock spread all over the place, and the building itself pelted by tomatoes.

Lulu gasped, throwing her hands over her mouth. “Oh no…”

I growled before rushing inside.

Norma was grumbling to herself as she collected shards of glass which were spread all over the floor.

“Norma!” I said.

“You in there?!” Apollo yelled from outside.

Norma jumped, terror in her eyes, before she spotted me. She breathed out, shoulders dipping. “Will ya keep the racket down?! Seriously, don’t ya know how old I am? Almost gave me a heart attack, ya did. That’s the last thing I need after today, or so says me.”

“What happened?” I asked, looking around. The shop was messy at the best of times but not like this. Shattered shelves spread produce all over the floor.

“Do ya really need to ask?” Dakota said as she poked her head inside.

Norma snorted. “Looks like some of my neighbors aren’t too fond of me doing business here. Thought they’d come and make their opinions known.”

“This is because of us, isn’t it?” I said before clicking my tongue. “Norma, I’m so sorry.”

“We’re so sorry,” Lulu said as she bowed her head. “We never should have dragged you into this.”

The small gnome let out a large scoff. “You’re sorry? What for? Were you outside, throwing stones through my windows?” She shook my head. “No, the ones who should feel sorry are the bastards who came and did this. You did nothing wrong… apart from a few criminal acts, but I ain’t gonna look at ya too harshly for them. Never did like that Chillhammer, myself. Then there was Galeholder. He was a right obnoxious piece of shit, or so says me. I’ll be glad not to be trading with him anymore.” She looked around her ruined emporium. “Then again, don’t think I’ll be doing much trading with anyone.”

“Norma,” Lulu whimpered, ears flat to her head.

I sighed and folded my arms. No matter what she claimed, this was our fault. It was the only thing I regretted about this entire sorry situation. Norma had been good to me—she’d been good to Lulu. Without her help, we would’ve been slaves. I hated seeing what being linked to me had done to her.

Not that I would’ve liked it if I hadn’t been the cause, but at least it wouldn’t have made me feel so rotten.

“What are you going to do?” I asked her.

“After I’m done cleaning up this mess?” Norma said, throwing a shard of glass into a bucket. “I don’t know. Something tells me I’m not welcome in Grayedge anymore. Can’t imagine many will want to buy from the fay who’s friends with the bastard who killed the mayor—no offense.”

“None taken.”

She slung her head back. “Might need to move—see if I can start somewhere else. Got a nice pile of gold pennies stacked up, or so says me. Might be enough to get started elsewhere. Just gotta hope the stink of this mess doesn’t follow me.”

I growled. This might ruin her no matter where she moves? That was too much. It disgusted me.

Apollo waved from outside, his arms full of goods he’d picked up from the ground. “If you need someone to help you move, you know who to call.”

Norma laughed. “Nice to know I can still rely on ya.”

“Come on, Norma-baby. Like I’m gonna leave you in the lurch after all you’ve done for me.”

“I feel the same way,” Lulu said while picking fallen stock from the floor. “If there’s anything we can do to help, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“Yeah!” Dakota said as she skipped on the spot. “Point to who did this, and I’ll give them a whoppin’ they’ll never forget.”

Norma quirked a brow. “Who are ya, anyway?”

“Her?” Lulu said. “Why she’s the cat who stole your br—”

“Br… with her totally wicked suggestion,” Dakota rushed out while flailing her paws.

Norma just stared.

I couldn’t imagine this was the way she imagined her clean-up operation going. Nor was it what I thought we’d find here. I really did feel like shit for dragging her into this. Wasn’t there some way I could help her?

That’s when it came to me.

“If you’ve got nowhere else to go, you could always come to the farm,” I suggested. “It’s far from a merchant’s paradise. Right now, we’re struggling to house and feed everyone, but at least you’ll be safe. You’ll never have to worry about anyone wrecking your store or turning their back on you just because you don’t think demi-beasts aren’t total trash.”

“Me, moving into the Darkwood?” Norma said with a laugh. “Now if that ain’t the craziest damn plan I’ve ever heard. Going from a social pariah into a damn outlaw, is it? That’ll be the end of me.” A small grin came over her. “Then again, I can’t say there isn’t a certain appeal to it. Sounds like the sort of adventure I’ve never had before.”

“You can become the Darkwood’s first merchant,” I said. “Merchant Queen Norma.”

“Merchant Queen Norma,” she said, rolling it on her tongue. “Hey, that’s got a nice ring to it, or so says me. Certainly beats being the sixth-most popular general store in Grayedge.” Another laugh left her lips.

“I can’t say I’d recommend coming, but I also won’t tell you not to,” Lulu said while keeping herself busy. “After everything you’ve done for me, you’re practically family. I’ll help you anyway I can, no matter what you decide.”

Norma smiled. “How am I supposed to resist the sweetest darn girl in the whole Huedom?”

“Sweetest? Guess she ain’t seen Lu when she’s pissy,” Dakota whispered to me.

“Ever thought comments like this are part of the problem?” I replied.

Norma chuckled. “Guess I’ll start packing my things. Plenty of good stuff I’ll be able to bring over. Presume you’ll be needing plenty of seed? Can’t see this town being willing to trade with ya for long. I’ve heard there’s already some soldiers from Yellowfields heading this way.”

“Bring as much as you want,” I said. “I also wanted to ask you about building tools. We need as many as we can get. I’m talking axes, nails, hammers, saws… just about everything and anything that’ll help us.”

“I might be a woman who sells everything but that’s not really my area. You’d be better off asking the woodcutters.”

“Those jerks who wouldn’t give me the time of day when I wanted their help?” They weren’t in my good graces to begin with, but my opinion of them and all of Grayedge had plummeted further due to Norma. I didn’t have any interest in making a deal with them.

A thought entered my head.

“Maybe Fern was right,” I mumbled. This town already considered me the devil, so why not live up to my reputation?

“Steve?” Lulu replied, ears twitching upward.

I waved as I left the store. “I’ll be going on ahead.” I marched over to the guards, who were watching from a distance.

When they saw me coming, panic washed over their expressions. They lifted their weapons.

I stopped in front of them and glared. “Anyone want to explain what happened to Norma’s shop?”

None of them said a word.

“It seems like one of your own had her shop vandalized in the middle of the day and none of you fuckers are doing anything about it. Wouldn’t surprise me if some of you were involved.”

“W-we’d never do such a thing,” one croaked.

“Real convincing. The way you and this town have treated a friend of mine is disgusting. To be honest, it’s making me a little mad.” I reached for my blade.

The soldiers flinched and held up their trembling weapons.

“But I’m a forgiving man,” I continued, pulling my fingers back. “Unlike what you might think, I don’t like violence. I’d prefer to settle this peacefully so everyone can live to see another day. And I’m sure you’d much prefer that to me slaughtering you all where you stand.”

It was my first time seeing twenty men collectively shit themselves… okay, second. Poor guys, being petrified by me twice in less than twenty-four hours.

“So here’s what I’m thinking: you’re all going to get us a little compensation. You’re going to go to every damn woodcutter, builder… you name it, in this town, and get them to bring all their equipment to outside the inn.”

“W-what?” one of the guards said.

“You heard me,” I snapped. “And no holding back. I need axes, hammers, nails, saws… you know, stuff you’d need to build a town like this. That includes any books on the subject. And I’d also like some clothes. Women’s. Especially stuff designed for the larger lady.”

“That’s crazy! That’s just plain thievery,” another complained.

“Do I look like I give a shit?! I’ve already killed Chillhammer; I’m more than fine with getting my hands dirty. Now go… unless you’d rather me convince everyone personally.” I tapped my fingers along my rapier’s hilt.

The guards grumbled between themselves.

“There’s no reason to be hasty,” Johnson finally said… and not willingly, or so suggested how the other guards had pushed him toward me. “We’ll get the stuff…”

“Good boys,” I said, as condescendingly as I could. “And make sure you don’t try skimping out on me. If I find that any of you have been holding back, then shit isn’t going to be pretty.” I tried to intimidate them with another showcase of ice magic, but I was again stopped by an internal wave of frostbite. Instead, I opted for fire before any of the guards noticed my weakness.

None of them wasted time getting the hell away from me.

Apollo laughed, having followed me alongside Lulu and Dakota. “Look at them run.”

“Steve,” Lulu whined. “I thought we were supposed to not make things worse than they already are.”

I folded my arms. “That was before we knew what they’d done to Norma.”

She nibbled her bottom lip. “But still…”

Dakota sighed and leaned back into her hands. “Frick me, you’re such a worrywart. Who cares about peevin’ off these chumps when we’ve got the Chillhammer-slayer on our side?” My number one fan’s sparkling red eyes latched onto me.

“Please don’t go giving me titles like that,” I said. It was gaudy, even by my standards.

Slightly cool, but too vulgar.

“I’m not a worrywart. It’s… isn’t this a little too barbaric?” complained the dog who’d burned multiple people to death in a rage after finding out Marietta had been taken.

I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m just doing what needs to be done. Can’t say I give any shits about if these jackass woodcutters are going to suffer once I take all their stuff. They should’ve thought about that before they attacked Norma. They should’ve thought about that before they rejected us.”

Did this make me evil? I couldn’t say I cared. I’d happily be branded a devil worse than Zeryesis if it meant being able to keep everyone who followed me safe.

If these people had played along nicely in the first place, things never would’ve come to this. If only one woodcutter had said yes, if one had offered his hand, this could all have been avoided.

They had nobody to blame but themselves.

Once we’d helped Norma fill her wagon with what she wanted to bring to the farm, we moved to outside the inn to wait for a collection. Soon enough, the area was being filled with guards, woodcutters, and curious onlookers.

“That’s it. Keep filling the wagon,” I said as the guards and workers worked together to fill our cart.

Dakota whistled. “Look at all these tools.”

“Tell me about it,” I replied. It made sense that there were a lot—this was a woodcutting community, after all—but I was still blown away by the amount filling our wagon and the heaps still incoming. This was just what we needed if we were going to transform the farm.

I picked up an axe from the pile and received a familiar yet all-new message.


- - -

New Tool Discovered: Axe

Would you like to learn proficiency in this tool?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


Oh yeah. This was the good stuff. If only I hadn’t spent all of my deed points fighting Galeholder.

Wait, I might’ve gotten some while I was knocked out.

I willed open another familiar window.


- - -

Deed Points: 40

- - -


I burst out coughing on nothingness.

“You okay, Master?” Dakota asked, springing closer to me.

Lulu squeaked, horror washing over her face. “Oh Sheepz! It must be the after-effects.” She hurried over and raised her hands. “Don’t worry, Steve. I’m here. Invoke power that heals—”

“I’m okay,” I said, lifting a hand to stop her. My eyes remained glued on the floating screen. So many points. It was completely ridiculous, but I wasn’t complaining. Instead, I grinned and purchased the new ability.

A lifetime’s experience with an axe surged into my head.

Damn, I loved this power… although gaps remained in my knowledge. I eyed up the lumberjacks and said, “Maybe I should make one of these poor saps give me a woodcutting demonstration?”

Norma guffawed. “Trying to add insult to injury?”

I glanced at her. “You disapprove?”

She shook her head. “I’m feeling a wee bit spiteful after what happened to my shop. Besides, I don’t remember any of these faces ever popping in with some coin.”

“Not giving you money? Truly the greatest sin of them all,” I joked.

“Steve?” Lulu interrupted. “Don’t you think we’re taking this too far?”

“Here comes Miss Worrywart again,” Dakota remarked.

“I am not a worrywart,” Lulu huffed. “I just meant the wagon’s almost full.”

Sure enough, we’d almost filled our cart to the brim. There wouldn’t be room for much more, even though there were still so many tools to claim.

“This is a problem,” I said, although the solution came to me quickly. I jumped to my feet and spoke up. “Listen up! Small change of plan. We’re also going to need another wagon. Maybe two? Also anyone willing to transport them. I’m willing to pay a good price.”

Nobody volunteered to hand over a carriage, but a centaur raised his hand.

“Interested?” I asked.

“That’s not it. I hear you’re building a town for demi-beasts?”

I didn’t remember saying as such. I looked for whom he might have heard that from.

Apollo shrugged when my eyes landed on him. “Jerry asked where I’d been.”

I supposed it was close enough, so I turned and nodded. “Something like that.”

“Any room for one more?” Jerry asked.

It wasn’t what I’d expected him to say. “Not really. We’re so overstuffed you wouldn’t believe it, and I give it a few days until we’re rationing food. But, if you’d rather be there than here, we’ll have you.”

“Then count me in,” he said as he marched to join us.

I grinned before saying, “You heard him! Someone fetch this man a wagon.”

“A man?” snarled the big bearded lumberjack carrying over a sturdy axe.

It’d been a while, but if my memory was right, this was the first guy I’d asked to help with the farm—Stigly, was it?—and the first to turn me down while scoffing about Lulu.

“Did I say something wrong?” I asked.

“He’s an animal, not a man,” Stigly replied.

“He walks. He talks. He thinks. He works. Why’s he any less of a man than you? If anything, I’d say you wish you could be tall, fast, and strong as he is.”

The man didn’t reply. He just glared at me.

I sighed and turned to the others. “Seriously, how did you demi-beasts put up with this crap for so—”

Lulu’s eyes widened. “Behind you!”

In the corner of my vision, I caught an axe coming for the back of my head. My perception kicked into high gear. I swiveled and countered with an axe of my own, slicing clean through Stigly’s neck.

His head flew through the air before bouncing along the ground like a stone skipping over a lake.

For a moment, nobody made a sound. Then the screaming began. Onlookers fled while the guards drew their weapons.

“Calm down,” I said. “I was only protecting myself. Or did you expect me to sit there and let him cave my head in?”

The nervous guards exchanged looks.

I waved away the absurdity of it all. “If someone attacks me or my people, they’ll suffer the consequences. It’s as simple as that. If you want to see for yourselves, come at me.” I glanced around the square. “That goes for all of you!”

The agitated workers lowered their heads.

“Better!” I snapped. “Now someone take this guy away and keep filling the carts. And be lucky this is all I’m planning on taking. If I wanted, I could raid this whole fucking village!”

“Steve,” Lulu whined into my ear.

I grinned while shrugging. “Hey, gotta put on a show for everyone.”

“She’s just worrywartin’ again,” Dakota said as she shuffled closer to me. “I, for one, am all for ya goin’ all macho raider.”

“I am not a worrywart,” Lulu grumbled.

“Glad to know I’ve got at least one fan,” I said with a small laugh, rewarding Dakota with a purr-summoning ear rub.

Norma glanced. “I don’t know. Seems ya might have more than just one, or so says me.”

A green-haired cat in a maid outfit stood nearby while playing with her dress. “Erm… excuse me, sir. I was wondering… are only horses invited to your village?”

“You… you were a maid at Chillhammer's?” I said.

She nodded and curtsied. “I was. He was an awful owner, and I don’t think my next one will be any better. Is it really true you’ll protect me if I come with you?”

I nodded. “There are no slaves in the Darkwood. Just people with some tattoos I’m sure they’ll regret.”

Her purple eyes widened in joy. “Thank you, Master!”

“And don’t call me ‘Master’,” I said, rubbing the back of my head. “What is it with cats calling me that? It’s Steve.”

“Okay… Steve,” she said, slowly, as if waiting for me to change my mind.

Instead, I smiled. “Nice to meet you.”

Her face lit up in relief.

I glanced at Lulu. “This is okay with you?”

Lulu nibbled her bottom lip and nodded. “I’m well aware my stance on cats has been a little… immature, at times.”

Dakota snickered while grinding the crook of her ear into my fingers. “That’s puttin’ it lightly.”

Lulu shot her a sideways glare before returning her gaze to me. “I’m happy to help any cat, as long as you…”

“As long as I…?” I prompted.

“Keep your promise to never replace me.”

Slowly, a big grin spread over my face. I pulled Lulu closer to me.

As her chest struck mine, she squeaked. “Steve! What are you—”

I silenced her with a deep kiss—the sort meant for lovers. Our moans and tongues melded together as I gave her a physical response to her doubts stronger than my words would ever be.

After a full minute of making out, I eased up on her mouth. “Does that help?”

She nodded, cheeks burning brightly. “V-very much so.”

I grinned before noticing things had gone quiet.

Everyone was frozen in place, staring at us. The townspeople, the guards, even the people on my side. Dakota’s cheeks were redder than strawberries.

“What?” I asked.

“You… kissed her,” the cat maid said, as if it’d all been an illusion.

“If you think that’s shocking, you should see what we do behind closed doors.”

“Steve!” Lulu whined while fidgeting.

“What? If she’s moving to the farm, she’ll find out eventually. You’re not known for your quietness.”

She bit her bottom lip so hard it was a surprise she didn’t draw blood.

Norma laughed. “It’s nothing to be shy about! I wish I had a man to treat me like that. You’re one lucky girl, or so says me.”

Lulu squeaked and hid her face in my neck.

I chuckled before becoming more aware of the onlookers. Rather than my surprised friends, they were disgusted. I returned a similar look and said, “If you’re all done lollygagging, get back to work. And where’s that second wagon?!”

That got them scattering.

I smirked. I didn’t give a shit if this whole town was disgusted with what they’d seen. Lulu was my woman, and I wasn’t going to hide that any longer.

I was done toeing the line and pacifying the intolerant fay. From now on, helping demi-beasts was my passion. This was just the start.



Chapter 19


Whenever I returned to the farm, there was one event that happened like clockwork.

“Steve!” Fern yelled as she soared toward me like an arrow… but she didn’t connect. For once, the harpy averted her own course. She pulled up in front of me and goggled while flapping her big green wings. “Steve. Steve! What are you doing? What’s all this?!”

“Just a few gifts from the people of Grayedge,” I said. “Plus a few new friends.”

It was no wonder she was surprised; we left with one wagon and returned with four. Three were filled with enough tools to turn our farm into a community where demi-beasts could live safely without being treated like animals.

It was no wonder that on top of the three horses helping us transport the goods in exchange for citizenship, we’d also picked up two cats and a rabbit—former slaves belonging to Chillhammer.

Now they were simply newcomers with strange numbers on the side of their neck, like most of our residents.

Fern was followed by Roxie and Marietta, who stopped, stunned, when they saw our convoy.

“What… what is all this?” Marietta said, back to using a handleless parasol.

“Is that Norma?” Roxie asked.

“Let’s just say things didn’t work out quite like we thought they would,” I replied. “Still, we got what we needed.”

“We’ve got tools for days,” Dakota said, holding an axe in one hand and a saw in the other. “Maybe bein’ a thief ain’t so bad after all?”

“Please don’t say that,” Lulu replied.

“I was just jokin’… sorta.”

Roxie looked into our wagon. “Oh my. Y’all really have brought a proper bounty of goods.”

“And they’re all so shiny. Super shiny!” Fern remarked while buzzing around the carts.

It was a big departure from the rusty tools we usually relied on.

“I suppose this haul is most impressive,” Marietta said while nosing inside the wagon, “however, unless those cats I spy are experts in the field, I don’t see any workers.”

“Sure you do. Turn around,” I told her.

Marietta looked back at the farm, then back to me with confusion on her face, then back to the farm. At last, she gasped. “The cows?!”

“They’re more than strong enough to do the job. They just need guidance, which I can give them.” Knowledge about woodcutting rattled around in my head. One of Grayedge’s lumberjacks had been all too ‘happy’ to give me a demonstration before we took our leave. We also had a book on the matter, as well as some about building, which I’d be looking to add to my arsenal later as long as my power allowed it.

Even if it didn’t, there was no reason I couldn’t take in the information the old-fashioned way.

“This is all presuming they’ll agree to help,” Marietta said as she just about managed to fold her thick woolly arms over her white tunic.

“I’ve been a little worried about that,” Lulu remarked as she departed the wagon to join us.

“I don’t see why they wouldn’t be willing,” I said.

“Remember what I was like, sugar,” Roxie said. “I’d always been taught my only value was in how much milk I could make. The thought of me doing manual work felt as unnatural as testicles on a harpy.” She glanced toward her curious kin, who were looking on from a distance. “I can’t imagine they think differently. If anything, I’d wager they’ve got it worse after being under Galeholder’s watch for all this time.”

“Yeah. He was always chattin’ about cows only being good for their milk and stuff like that,” Dakota confirmed. “Ain’t no one rebellin’ when their confidence is shot.”

I shook my head. “They’ll work.”

“How can you be so sure, sugar?” Roxie asked.

“Because they’ve got something you didn’t: proof Galeholder was full of crap right in front of them.”

We left the wagons on the road so we didn’t take up any room on the farm. Before we got to unpacking, I climbed onto the closest cart to the entrance so everyone could see me. Then I cleared my throat. “Can I have everyone’s attention?!”

All eyes turned my way.

Having a hundred busty, naked cows looking at me was rather overwhelming, but I smiled. “As you all probably know, I’m Steve Draxler: well-documented noble killer and sort of staff here. I’m also the human-betraying fool taking responsibility for bringing you here without offering suitable accommodation. I’m sorry about that, and I want to set it right as soon as possible. In these carts we’ve got the tools we’ll need to clear out the area and turn this into a place we can flourish. Axes, hammers, nails, shovels, hoes, ploughs… you name it, we’ve got it. We just need people to put it to use. And who better than all you lovely cows?”

The cows tensed up and looked between each other, before one finally said, “Us?”

“Who else? I know all about your kind.” More than they could possibly know. “You’re all as strong as strong can be. You’d make amazing lumberjacks and, as experience tells me, great builders.”

My rallying call failed to inspire. The more I spoke, the more confused, hesitant, and unsure the cows looked.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” one of the women said. “We’re cows, not bulls. All we’re good for is filling our guts, standing around, and making milk.”

Her comrades nodded and mumbled their agreements.

“That ain’t true,” Roxie said as she rushed in front of me—in front of the crowd. “Believe me, girls, I used to think the exact same thing. Why, I spent the better part of two years drinking myself silly when my udders dried up. Then Steve here came along and showed me there's more to life than just how much milk you can make. He showed me that even an old woman like me can contribute. There’s no reason we can’t be lumberjacks.”

My lips curled into a grin. “What Roxie said. If you think we brought you here to make us rich with your milk, you’re wrong. In fact, anyone who doesn’t feel like producing anymore… go ahead.”

A collective gasp filled the air.

“You can’t be serious?!” one of the cows said.

“You’re asking us to stop producing?!” another added.

“Yeah! That’s crazy!” Dakota said, shaking the cart I was standing on. “Milk’s, like, one of the world’s most vital resources!”

“I’m not saying I want you girls to stop producing,” I told the group. “I love a good swig of milk as much as the next guy… but don’t feel pressured. This place isn’t like Galeholder Farm—we’re not going to measure your production levels and punish you if you dry up. Nobody needs to worry about being quietly retired. If you’ve had enough of being milked, if you’ve had enough of that sort of life, then quit. I don’t mind. But that doesn’t mean you should sit around doing jack shit. Don’t feel like making milk anymore? Then pick up a tool and get working. The faster we cooperate, the more we all pitch in, the sooner we’ll all have roofs over our heads.”

The cows whispered to each other.

“You really don’t mind if we don’t produce anymore?” one asked.

I shook my head. “Whatever works best for you.”

“What if we don’t wanna give it up?” asked another. “Will you be expecting us to work as well?”

“I’m not expecting anyone to work—I want you to work. I want everyone to pitch in and help however they can. I want you to side with me and help turn this little farm into a safe haven where slavery is outlawed.”

Nobody rushed forward.

“Come on. I know you girls are capable, even if you don’t. Roxie was in the exact same position a few months back. Now she’s a regular handywoman. Who do you think is responsible for maintenance around here? For the condition of the fence keeping us separate from the Darkwood?”

There was a collective intake of breath.

“That was all Roxie?” one of the cows said.

Roxie toyed with her hair. “I mean, it’s not like I did it all alone. Steve and Lulu pitched in too…”

“But it was mainly you,” I said, “and you always do a fantastic job.”

She giggled as her cheeks burned red.

I smiled before looking back at my audience. “If she can do it, I don’t see why any of you can’t do likewise. I don’t get why you can’t even try.”

Again, there was silence.

I swallowed a grumble. Were these girls really not going to go for it? Had Galeholder’s—no, society's brainwashing really gotten to them so badly?

One cow stepped forward. “I don’t see why I couldn’t at least try.”

“Me too,” another said. “I ain’t ever held a tool before, but I’m eager to learn.”

“And I’ll be willing to teach each and every one of you the ropes,” I replied

One by one, more cows signaled their intentions to help, until those playing bashful were outnumbered by those wanting to give it a go.

I couldn’t stop smiling. And to think Galeholder tried to make out that these girls were nothing more than their udders.

Take that, you dead prick.

A rabbit held up her hand. “What about the rest of us?”

“We’re used to working,” Douglas said. “It wouldn’t feel right pushing everything onto the others.”

“Good question,” I said, finding a certain dark humor in the rabbit who’d once talked about the cows like they were stock now wanting to help them. “Cows might be the best suited to some tasks thanks to their strength, but anyone can try their hand at building and woodcutting. There’ll also be plenty of other jobs going around. I’m sure everyone already knows how much we need foragers, be that finding fruit in the forest, hunting prey, or fishing. Then there’s jobs here on the farm. We’re going to need people to cook and clean, as well as general farm work.”

Douglas bowed. “I shall do whatever you require of me, Master.”

I exhaled so heavily I was practically casting wind magic. “Will everyone stop calling me that? This farm doesn’t even belong to me. I’m just an employee, if that. More a freeloader who started making wild demands. This farm is Lulu’s, and that’s not going to change.”

Plenty of curious eyes focused on Lulu.

She went bright red and lowered her head, eyes locked on her fidgeting paws.

I grinned. “That title wouldn’t even fit me if I did own this place. This isn’t Galeholder Farm—you’re not slaves. At worst, your employees we’re incapable of paying. At best, you’re brand new residents we hope will help us with this project. Now what do you all say?”

A silver-haired cow, Sophie, sprung forward. “I say I abandoned this place two years ago, when Henry died. I ran away from an inexperienced lassie who was struggling, only to be tricked and enslaved by a no-good noble. I ain’t gonna make the same mistake twice; I ain’t abandoning this place again. This time, I’m gonna help.”

“Me too!” said another cow I recognized as a former resident.

Bit by bit, the crowd’s energy levels rose, until it seemed more like a rally than a group meeting on a rundown farm.

I beamed as I watched the demi-beasts pump each other up. “Thanks, everyone. Keep up that spirit! We’ll get everything sorted shortly.” With that, I jumped off the cart to where my closest confidants were waiting for me.

“Steve, that was terrific,” Lulu said, almost pouncing on top of me. “You managed to get them on side so easily.”

I shrugged. “It was nothing. You heard them—they were all hoping for a chance to help from the start. All I did was give them an opportunity to move toward.”

Norma scoffed. “Tosh! Don’t ya try denying what a good demi-beast tamer you are.”

“She’s right,” Lulu said. “It felt like you had Roxie and Fern hanging onto your every word the moment you arrived.”

Roxie curled up her white strand of hair. “I-I wasn’t that easy…”

Fern blew through her lips. “You were, like, totally falling all over him the first time you met.”

“Well… w-what about you? You were sleeping in his bed from the first night.”

“Only because I was trying to seduce him!”

“Is she actually arguing against it?” Norma asked.

“It can be a little hard to tell with Fern,” I said.

“Yeah! I’m all mysterious,” she said while puffing out her chest.

“That wasn’t what he meant,” Lulu clarified.

“Oh.”

“But that doesn’t mean I don’t adore you,” I said as I gave her hair a ruffle, earning myself a hug.

Norma chuckled. “See? Here he is in action.”

“Guilty,” I joked back from my wing cocoon. “Seriously, I don’t do anything special. All I do is treat demi-beasts like equals. It’s not my fault that’s such a rare thing in this world.”

“Yeah! You’re the only human I’ve ever met who doesn’t treat me like a pest,” Dakota said.

Lulu cleared her throat. “In their defense—”

“Don’t even try it!” the feline snapped back.

“You and Norma for me,” Apollo said. “It’s no wonder we hit it off so fast.”

“Both you and Henry,” Marietta whispered.

“Did you say something?” I asked the sheep, not quite hearing her correctly.

“Nothing,” she replied before snatching her rapier from my belt. After seeing it wasn’t bloody, for once, she returned it back to its sheath. “Just musing how you’ve done it again. You’ve come out with some ridiculous idea, then somehow followed through.”

“I know, right? He’s so reliable,” Jezzy said.

I flinched, not having noticed her sneaking up on me.

The half-dressed dryad giggled. “Hi, Stevie. I totally heard your speech. It was, like, so wonderful. It made me fall for you all over again.”

“Erm… thanks?” I said, still not sure how to handle this girl.

“And now he’s at it again,” Marietta grumbled under her breath.

“Why do you care?” Dakota asked.

“I don’t, obviously,” she huffed.

“Hope you don’t mind us chopping down all these trees,” I said to Jezzy.

She shook her head, swaying her long pink, flower-filled locks. “No way. It’s totally fine. It’s, like, the circle of life, or something. The trees understand that. They all said it was totally cool when I asked them.”

I stared. “You asked them?”

This time, a nod. “That’s right. Do you want to see?” Jezzy glanced around before cooing. “Oooh. There’s one I’ve not asked yet. Come on, I’ll show you how I do it.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me down the dirt road.

I couldn’t find the words to resist. Her luscious green behind, swaying from side to side with every step she took, kept my mind occupied. The way it brushed her long pink hair out of the way to show itself was completely hypnotic.

Stupid libido.

“Here!” Jezzy announced as she came to a stop, letting me go. Then she sashayed over to a nearby tree, which she treated to a hug. “Hey there, Mr Tree. Like, would you pretty please do me a favor? My new friends and I are totally in a spot of bother, and we need all the wood we can get.” She caressed her hand over the trunk. “You’ll let us chop you down if we need to, won’t you?” After a moment of silence, Jezzy giggled. “Aww! Thanks, cutie. I just knew you’d help me.” She finished things off by giving the tree a kiss, leaving a purple print on the bark. Then she wiggled her way back to me and smiled. “See? Just like that.”

“I… see, yeah” I replied, not sure what else to say.

Behind me, Lulu whispered, “Was that genuine? It seemed a little bit…”

“I don’t know too much about dryads, but they produce results, don’t they?” Roxie said.

Dakota scoffed. “Zelby always gets the job done. If she says the tree’s fine, the tree’s fine.”

I had to admit I wouldn’t mind being cut down by a lumberjack like Jezzy if I was a tree.

The beautiful dryad giggled. “Don’t worry, handsome. I’ll make sure every tree around is ready and willing to be chopped down by one of your big hard tools.”

Blood surged to a certain part of my body.

“I’ve already asked the crops, too, and they’ll make sure to try and grow. Isn’t that so nice of them?”

“That’s amazing,” I said.

She tittered while swaying from side to side. “Aww, Stevie. That’s so super sweet of you to say.”

“Nothing sweet about the cold hard truth. I’m glad to have you around.” 

Jezzy beamed before casually draping herself over me. Her arms hooked loosely around my neck, while her breathtaking chest made itself at home against mine. “Aww, but it is. That mean ol’ Galeholder never told me things like that. None of the others, either. I prefer serving you already.”

“Again, you’re not my servant or my slave,” I mumbled while trying not to get too excited.

Damn, I could feel the stares burrowing into me from behind.

“Really?” Jezzy said, lazily tilting her head. “Then what am I?”

“A friend.”

“You mean that? Oh, Stevie. Thank you. I’m so happy. And I, like, totally promise to be the bestest friend I can be.” She nuzzled herself into my neck. “If you ever wanna fool around, just ask.”

I tensed. “Fool around?”

“What do you think you’re saying?!” Marietta snapped.

Jezzy tilted her head the other way. “What’s the big deal? Aren’t friends supposed to help each other out? Me and Kote used to fool around all the—”

“Hey, hey, hey! Whoa!” Dakota said as she bolted over. “Not another word!”

“But why? I thought you liked licking my—”

Dakota slammed a paw over Jezzy’s mouth. Slowly, she turned her red eyes toward me, which were now the same shade as her cheeks. “This is… erm…”

I batted it away. “No need to explain yourself. What you two do behind closed doors is none of my business.”

She squeaked. “Don’t talk like we’re lovers! I ain’t no lezzer!”

“It’s okay, sugar. We’re not judging,” Roxie said.

“Yeah! Pussy tastes totally good. What’s wrong with eating it?” Fern said.

“It’s no wonder you were so desperate to protect Jezelbe,” Lulu teased.

Norma sighed and leaned into her hand. “Ah, to be young again.”

“Will ya all shut up and listen to me?!” Dakota snapped, before looking at Jezzy. “And stop lickin’ my fingers.”

“Aww,” Jezzy mumbled sadly into Dakota’s paw.

Dakota huffed before clearing her throat. “Y-yeah. Sure, me and Zelby have screwed around—we’re modern girls, and all—but that doesn’t make us a couple! Don’t go brandin’ me a lezzer just coz I look like I wouldn’t be able to get a… ya know. I don’t swing that way. Ya hear?”

For a moment, Jezzy looked confused, before clarity popped into her expression. She hugged Dakota, knocking her hand off her mouth. “That’s right. Kote is totally single and in the market for a big, strong handsome guy to swoop her off her feet.”

Dakota squeaked as her cheeks went red. “Knock it off!”

“So that’s how it is?” Apollo said with a chuckle. “You should’ve said something earlier, Kote-baby. If I’d known you were on the market for a slab of hard horse meat—”

“Don’t make me sound like a pervert!”

“Well, all the evidence is there,” Lulu mumbled.

Dakota threw her arms over her chest. “Quiet, you horny mongrel!”

“At least I’m not a pussy-eating cat!”

“Yeah!” Fern cheered, for some reason. “Lulu didn’t eat any pussy when we were having an orgy.”

Lulu’s sun-kissed face went white.

“Orgy?” Dakota said, ears perking up.

Fern nodded her head sharply. “It was super hot! I was totally nomming on Roxie, while she was going at Lulu, who was sucking on Steve’s di—”

“Stop right there!” Lulu said while flailing her hands at the chatty harpy.

“You were doing what?!” Dakota squeaked before flashing a sly grin. “And to think ya had the nerve to brand me a pervert.”

“I…” Lulu whimpered.

Norma chuckled into her hands. “Oh my. To think that’s the sort of fun you’ve been getting up to out here.”

“It’s not like that! It was only the once, and I didn’t want to do it at all.”

“You sure didn’t seem to mind when Roxie was tonging your clit,” Fern said.

Norma showed Roxie a grin. “So it’s not just younger men piquing your interest?”

Roxie twiddled her hair while glowing red.

I couldn’t help spectating.

Marietta tugged on my sleeve and growled, “How long are you going to let them sidetrack us with this vulgar discussion?”

“Sorry,” I said with a grin, quite enjoying what I was hearing. But, I supposed, we were still in the middle of a crisis. I gave a single, attention-grabbing clap. “As much as I’d like to kiss and tell, it’s getting late.” Evening had started to show its hand as we were pulling back into the farm, and now it was darkness’s chance to move in. “It’d be better to start chopping tomorrow. For now, we should prioritize gathering enough food to keep ourselves fed for the short term. We also need to work out sleeping arrangements.”

Upon hearing about our dilemma, Norma had decided to bring her gnome-sized bed, bringing the amount we had to five, plus one couch.

“I’ll be fine sleeping in my carriage once I’ve unpacked,” Norma said.

“Absolutely not,” Lulu said, her voice still rather high-pitched after the shame of the previous discussion. “You can take my old room.”

“As long as you don’t try and join me in it,” she replied, keeping Lulu’s cheeks red. The joke was finished with Norma’s signature chuckle.

“I can sleep wherevs,” Dakota said. “It ain’t like I don’t got experience sleepin’ outside.”

“Me too,” Jezzy said. “I know all the best leaves to use for bedding.”

“Oh. Oh!” Fern jumped up and down while holding a wing in the air. “I’m a good nest builder. A great nest builder. The best nest builder! I bet I can build, like, tons of cozy beds.”

“Anything’s better than sleeping on the floor,” Roxie said with a tired sigh.

Lulu craned her neck to look at the crowd in the distance. “I’ll focus on trying to squeeze everyone inside.”

“I’ll take both floor and outside, if need be,” I offered, injuries be damned. If I was healthy enough to raid Grayedge, I was healthy enough to slum it so others could sleep more comfortably than me.

“Absolutely not,” Marietta said as she tugged on my clothing again. “You’re sleeping with me.”

And, with that, our conversation ground to a halt.

“Marie?!” Lulu squeaked.

“Ohh!” Fern said. “Mary’s finally making her move! And with so many people around. How naughty. So naughty!”

“She’s got a point,” I joked.

Marietta huffed. “I didn’t mean it that way, you… idiot. Or are you expecting me to sleep defenseless with so many strangers around?” She glanced back toward the large gathering of people, her hand trembling faster as she did so.

Things had been so crazy it was easy to forget she’d been kidnapped a mere twenty-four hours earlier. It was only natural she was scared of sleeping by herself after that.

Her blue eyes begged me not to let her down.

I smiled. “Bunk buddies it is.”

“Oooh,” Jezzy cooed as she leaned into my other side. “Can I sleep with you too?”

Marietta stiffened. “But—”

“And me. And me!” Fern said, jumping around. “I wanna sleep with my Steve!”

Lulu grumbled. “We’re trying to fit everyone in, not have fun.”

“But I can’t sleep as good when Steve’s not by my side!” Fern protested. “He makes me feel all warm and cozy. And cozy!”

Roxie twiddled her hair. “I can’t say I wouldn’t prefer to sleep with Steve if there's room available.”

Jezzy lazily wafted her hand. “Quick, Kote. Get in here before we run out of slots.”

“Will you stop chattin’ that sorta shiz already?” Dakota complained.

“Ladies, ladies,” I said. “Let’s figure this out after we’ve sorted everything else. We still need to make sure we’ve got enough food for dinner.”

“Pfft!” Fern said, wafting a wing. “It’ll be fine. Worst case, we just need to raid Grayedge agai—”

“No,” Lulu quickly shut down.

“But it worked so well last time!”

“We’re feeding ourselves normally, and that’s final.” Filled with sudden determination, Lulu marched off to get the job done.

I smiled. I sure did love that quality about her.

After wiggling away from the girls clinging to me, I said, “You heard the boss. Jezzy, Fern, start making beds. Dakota, let’s get hunting.”

We had an entire farm of demi-beasts waiting on us to help them. I was determined not to let them down.



Chapter 20


A crack of light slipped through my bedroom window.

As always, my closed eyes were somehow a magnet for this early morning call. I grumbled as I gradually awakened in something of a daze.

It didn’t last long. One glance at the scene around me cleared away any cobwebs and possible morning grouchiness.

How could anyone be annoyed waking up to a sight like this?

Snuggled all around me, atop makeshift mattresses made from leaves, were six of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.

A big goofy grin naturally found its way to my face, despite this already being the fourth day since we’d come to this arrangement. I simply couldn’t help myself… although I doubted many guys would be able to blame me. Being able to see so many gentle angelic expressions within a minute of waking up? Having so many soft bodies cuddled up against me from all angles? A mixture of divine fragrances hypnotizing me every time I breathed? If this wasn’t heaven, I didn’t know what was.

Maybe sleeping on actual beds instead of trimmings from the Darkwood?

And being able to sate my urges without worrying about offending Marietta. Then there were the various new residents we’d somehow managed to shelter in their entirety within the house, barn, and Norma’s carriage. The horses were the only exceptions. Fortunately, those four guys seemed to like sleeping outside, as it gave them a chance to show off their ‘manliness’.

Personally, I preferred sleeping surrounded by a group of goddesses.

As tempting as it was to sit around and indulge in their beauty, I shuffled up so I could do some early morning hunting, and take care of the… unfortunate stiffness this scene, as well as a lack of late night action, had caused.

When I tried to get up, a soft embrace stopped me.

“Steve?” Marietta mumbled, heavy eyes barely opening as her arms held me in place.

“Didn’t mean to wake you,” I whispered.

“Where are you going?”

“Gonna do some hunting,” I told her as I stroked her fluffy hair. “Go back to sleep.”

“Not unless you stay.”

“Marie…”

Her arms tightened, and she smushed closer to me.

I winced as my morning wood pulsed. Marietta was sexy at the best of times, and it was only emphasized when she acted like this. It didn’t help that her white tunic was somewhat on the thin side.

The sleepy sheep didn’t let up. She held me tight while nuzzling into me.

I sighed. Damn, this was pure unfair. In a sense, I was lucky she wasn’t usually this unbelievably cute or there’s no way I could’ve resisted her.

For the time being, I drifted back into the pile and let Marietta fall back into a sweet slumber. It was the kind of thing I would’ve loved to let go on forever, but of course, I couldn’t skip out on contributing to the greater good after the speech I’d done a few days earlier.

A speech which had definitely worked.

By the time the sun was nice and high, and Marietta had long since went back to huffing and puffing like a diva, the rhythmic symphony of axes thudding into wood echoed across the farm.

I grinned as I stood on the porch, soaking in the sight of busy demi-beasts and the changes their contributions had brought.

Two acres of workable field had become six, which we were hoping would be eight by the end of the day. The four new acres had already been sown with some of the seed Norma had brought with her, thanks to a combination of my power and many helping demi-beast hands.

I hoped they’d blossom as well as the ripe jungles of veg just outside our home, which looked ready to be picked.

It was weeks ahead of schedule, proof Jezzy really was every bit the miracle gardener the stories promised.

And appropriately enough…

“Look how well you’ve grown,” the dryad cooed while stroking a beetroot’s leaves. “What big handsome veggies. I bet you can’t wait to be picked.”

Naturally, the plants didn’t answer.

At least, they didn’t to my ears. Jezzy giggled and said, “That’s right. I’m sure you’ll all be super-duper yummy.”

I smirked as I wandered out of the shade while waving. “Preparing them for harvest?”

“Yep! They’re all, like, really looking forward to tomorrow.” She petted their heads like they were children.

I had no idea why veg would anticipate being picked and eaten, but I decided not to ask. Knowing Jezzy, I’d just end up with more questions than answers. All that mattered was she got results.

“I can’t believe how fast you made them grow,” I remarked as I observed her work.

She gasped. “Really? When I did this for Galeholder, he said I was too slow.”

“He and I are two very different people.”

Jezzy beamed. “So true. You’re, like, so much nicer than he was. And muscular. Not to mention handsome.” She giggled.

I grinned. “Add smarter if he called this slow.” We’d once had to pick infant beetroots out and throw them away because we didn’t have time to grow them. What a different one dryad made. “I’m guessing you can do it faster but it hurts the plants?”

“Wow, you really are smart,” she said with total sincerity. “Just imagine how much you’d like it if someone kept feeding you even though your tum-tum was totally stuffed. It’d be, like, super mean, but Galeholder didn’t care at all. None of them did. It made all the crops really sad, which made me totally sad too.” She pouted.

It was my first time seeing Jezzy be anything less than blissfully happy since waking from her coma.

I smiled. “We’ll never make you do anything like that. You have my word.”

Joy returned to her face. “Oh, Stevie. Thanksies.” She lazily hugged my waist, nuzzling her face into my stomach. “You’re totally the best—the plants think so too. They’re gonna make sure they’re extra yummy by tomorrow. They want you to feel their love with every bite.”

“I’ll… take your word on it,” I said, getting pretty close to showing Jezzy my ‘love’.

This was why I didn’t want to ask questions…

Jezzy got my blood flowing for a few seconds before easing up on the affection. “That was so nice. We should totally hug again later, but first I’ve got to make sure all the babies are nice and full.” She stood up and went to turn before letting out a small gasp. “Oh! Like, seeing as you’re so nice, maybe you’d like to learn how to do it too?”

“Learn?” I said slowly, trying to make sure I haven’t misheard. “You mean nature magic?”

“I meant how to make the plants grow all big and strong… or, wait, is that what nature magic is?” She looked a tad confused.

“I think so?” I shook my head. “The name’s not important. You can teach me? I thought only dryads could use nature magic?”

“Really?” Jezzy said as she tapped her plump lips. “I guess that rings a bell, but I don’t see why? I mean, it’s super-duper easy. Watch.” Jezzy lazily guided me to where our fresh seeds were sown. Then she crouched down and said, “Hi, cuties. Are you all hungry? Just as I thought. Don’t worry, Auntie JB is here to help you all grow big and strong.”

She caressed her green fingers through the soil.

“That’s it. Keep drinking. Oh! You’re all so greedy. Does Auntie JB taste that good? Do you, like, want even more? You naughty, naughty little plants. You’re going to suck me dry.”

I watched, mouth agape.

It was a good thing there were no actual children on this farm.

After brushing her hands around the soil for a bit, Jezzy glanced up at me and said, “See? Super easy.”

“I…” Had no idea what she’d done. “Maybe another time? I’ve already got plans.”

“Ohhh. Are you gonna help Luie, Kote, and Ferny? Didn’t they already leave?”

I shook my head. “They can hunt fine without me. I’m needed elsewhere.”

She giggled. “Okay, Stevie. I’ll see you later. Leave the plants to me.” She let out a small gasp. “Now, now, there’s no need to get jealous. Your turn is coming next… oooh! You are a hungry one, aren’t you?”

As my cheeks began to feel warmer, I made a quick escape before I wound up getting jealous of some seedlings. I looped around the side of the barn, bringing me alongside the ‘music’-filled Darkwood.

“Timber!” one cow yelled as she rushed back, away from a large tree which came tumbling down with a bang.

Going off the pile of logs nearby, and the amount of stumps in the area, it wasn’t the first tree to have fallen today.

“Nice one, girls,” I said while passing by.

The group of cows turned and showed me their smiles. Each was dressed in whatever outfit they’d gotten from our horde. Most were ill-fitting in some shape or form, but the girls seemed happy enough just to have any clothing at all.

One wearing a dress so undersized it was really just a shirt said, “Good morning, Steve.”

“Are you planning on joining us?” another asked before placing a hand over her chest. “There’s…”

I shook my head. “Maybe later. I’ve got a class to teach.” I left the disappointed holstaurs be and moved to the area behind the farmhouse, where a few extra acres of land had been cleared.

I’d predicted cows would make good woodcutters, but they’d blown away my expectations. They picked up everything I taught them quickly, worked hard, and made their physical strength count.

I hoped the trend would continue beyond lumberjacking.

A large group of mainly cows, but also a couple of horses and rabbits, were waiting for me in the new open area.

“Sorry I’m late,” I said as I arrived. “Today we’ll start building some new structures. I hope you’re all ready.”

“Ready whenever you are, sweetums,” my most eager student giggled while clapping her hands.

I grinned. And to think I’d once had to talk Roxie into changing a single floorboard. She served as my partner as I demonstrated the basics of building to the group, as taught to me by the books we’d gotten from Grayedge.

And reinforced with a few deed points.

I’d wanted the cows to look over them as well, but that’d raised a problem I hadn’t seen coming: most of them didn’t know how to read. Besides those who’d been residents of this farm in the past, none of the cows had received any sort of education.

It was something I really should’ve known; I had a cow encyclopedia in my head, dammit.

Stupid bought information, slipping my mind just like any other thought.

Eventually, I planned on correcting this injustice, but making sure everyone had a space to call their own came first. Fortunately, being uneducated didn’t make the cows stupid. Just as they’d taken to woodcutting quickly, it only took a few hours until they were copying my lead.

“Looking good, everyone,” I cheered as they started putting together the skeletons of some new housing all by themselves.

“Thank you kindly, sugar,” Roxie said as she wiped some sweat from her brow. “It’s all thanks to you. You just make learning so easy.”

I waved that way. “I don’t do anything special. You’re just good students.”

Some of the cows working nearby giggled.

“Good students, he says,” one said to another. “He knows we’re cows right? So-called only good for making milk?”

Another scoffed. “Don’t think I’d done much besides that, eating, and sleeping my whole life. Now he’s made me a builder and doesn’t even think it’s anything special.”

“You’re surprised? You’ve seen how he is. Giving us nice clothes, the way he looks at us. Sometimes, I forget I’m a demi-beast,” one chuckled.

“That Roxie is one lucky lassie.”

“I never shoulda left this place,” the silver-haired Sophie complained. “To think I could've gotten with a big handsome sod like him.”

“What’s stopping ya? You know what he’s into. Go over wiggling those tatas, tell him you’re in heat and need his help, and I bet your hooves will be behind your ears before you know it.”

“That’s not a bad idea…”

Seeing how I could hear those cows nattering—and certainly was in no rush to make them stop—it wasn’t surprising that Roxie caught every word. She turned and said, “What’re y’all hollering for? These houses won’t build themselves.”

The cows giggled. “Sorry, Roxie. Didn’t mean to make ya jealous.”

She pouted a little. “Jealous? Me?” The way she was twirling her white hair said differently.

I chuckled and embraced her from behind. “That’s right. What do you need to be jealous for? You know I’m never going to let you go.” I proved as much by planting a big kiss on her lips, which got the rowdy onlookers cheering.

“You go, lassie!” Sophie whooped.

When our mouths parted, a red glow brightened Roxie’s face. Adoration filled her heavy-lidded silver eyes, which saw me and only me. “Oh, sweetums.”

I smiled. “No matter how much I screw around, I’ll always love you.”

She looked serene… before realization struck her. “Wait, that almost sounds like you’re planning on making a move on the others.”

I tensed up and looked away.

Partially for my own benefit, I did my best to keep the group focused on working rather than relationships. As a result, come the day’s end, we had ourselves the beginnings of a model residential area.

I couldn’t have been more pleased. Again, everyone had surpassed my expectations. If we kept up this momentum, it wouldn’t be long until everyone had a home of their own.

We did not.

The following day saw a large decline in the cow’s work rate. The day after that, it got even worse.

I wasn’t sure what was happening. How had they gone from Darkwood-conquering machines to plodding underperformers in just two days? Exhaustion was my first guess, but it seemed too concentrated. Every cow, bar Roxie, had suffered similarly, and only the cows. All the other demi-beasts were fine.

It reminded me of something, but I couldn’t quite figure out what.

Deep into the afternoon, while I was again helping with the building, I paused and focused on the cows working alongside me. Each was breathing heavily and moving slowly, in sharp contrast to how they’d been earlier in the week.

“Girls,” I said. “Is something wrong?”

Paula—another of this farm’s former residents—snorted. “It’s that obvious, is it?”

“Are you surprised?” another quipped. “I can barely lift a thing without whimpering.”

“Same here,” said a third cow. “It’s almost making me miss Galeholder.”

That got some sirens wailing in my head. “What’s wrong? Tell me.”

“It’s these.” Paula hefted up her large udders.

All I could do was stare.

“I’m mighty backed up,” she said as she massaged them with her hands. “I’m used to having those darn slimes going at me every waking minute. Without them, I just can’t seem to get the job done.”

“Same here,” said another. “I squeeze ‘em, and squeeze ‘em, and squeeze ‘em, but it’s just not the same.”

Where I recognized this behavior from clicked into place. It was similar to Roxie the day we got her lactating. These cows weren’t tired—they were desperate for a milking.

This is something Wikicows should be warning me about…

“We don’t have any slimes,” I told them, “and I don’t know where we’d get them.”

One scoffed. “Trust me, I ain’t sad about that, but… fuck, I will be if I don’t get these tatas drained.” She gave them a firm squeeze.

“Hey, Steve,” one of them said, nudging me. “Your girl doesn’t seem to be coping too badly.”

Sure enough, Roxie was fine. She was leading one of the nearby builds and didn’t look any worse for wear.

“What’s her secret? How’s she keeping herself drained?”

“You don’t know?” Paula said. “She’s got Steve hand milking her twice a day.”

That she did. Every day, the two of us snuck into the Darkwood so I could milk her in privacy.

And she milked me in return.

“Hand milking? What’s that?”

“For real?”

“I’ve only ever been slime milked.”

That did match with my database. According to Wikicows, there were only a small number of farms which still hand milked their cattle.

“It’s when he takes those manly hands of his and kneads the milk right outta your titties,” Paula explained.

“Seriously?” She took a long look at her hands. “Maybe a partner’s what I’m missing? I’ve been trying by myself, but it’s like trying to get a salmon through a net.”

“Nah. I’ve been teaming with Sophie, and we’re still as full as full can be. It’s just that an amateur can’t beat a pro.” She gave me a long look.

I folded my arms. “You’re overrating me. Roxie’s the only cow I’ve ever milked, and she’s never had any complaints.”

“Bet she hasn’t,” one whispered.

“Well you’re doing something right which we’re not.” Paula groaned as she rubbed herself. “I’ve been trying to copy what I remember Henry doing to me, but it’s just not working. Maybe that’s what’s missing? A man’s touch?” The longer her eyes hovered over me, the hungrier they became.

“Then why didn’t you ask? I’d have happily helped,” I told her, and not just because she was a smoking hot beauty with wild black hair and a thick, inviting figure.

“I’ve seen how busy you are. I didn’t wanna trouble you, not after everything you’ve done for us. Besides, if you milk one of us, you can bet every cow here’s gonna be asking for your help. You think one guy can handle so many cows?”

“Fair point.” Just dealing with Roxie took an enjoyable chunk out of my day. Add over a hundred of her sisters, and I wouldn’t have much time for anything else, if any at all.

“I was hoping to find the solution without burdening you further… but it’s just not working. Now getting milked is pretty much all I can think of.” Even as she spoke, she couldn’t stop kneading her swollen chest.

I was so concerned I couldn’t even enjoy the show. We needed to find a way to fix this before progress completely ground to a halt. But how? Me milking everyone was already out. Maybe I could teach some others how to do it? The centaurs could be good candidates, but that’d still be a lot of cows to split between us.

And that’s when it came to me.

“Round-up all the cows and bring them here,” I said. “We’re fixing this problem, now.”

Obediently, my workmates did as I told them. Within twenty minutes, every cow on the farm was gathered around me.

“Thanks for coming,” I said as I stood before them. “I know some of you girls are struggling to cope with the new system. I guess it’s hard going from being milked by greedy slimes to what we’re doing now. That’s why I’ve got a suggestion—have you girls thought of milking each other?”

They all gasped as one.

“What’s he talking about?” one said.

“Does he mean hand milking?” replied another.

“What’s that?”

“Cows milking each other? That’s just… it doesn’t happen.”

“And we also don’t have slave-free paradises in the middle of the forest,” I said, my words quieting the group. “We’re not an atypical operation.”

Sophie raised her hand. “Me and Paula have already tried this. It didn’t work.”

“Paula’s already told me,” I replied. “It doesn’t mean it can’t work; it might just mean you’re doing it wrong. That’s what I’m here to make sure. I’m going to teach you girls how to milk each other, so you’ll never need to be dissatisfied again.” It would be the perfect solution if viable. We’d never have a shortage of available milkers.

The girls looked unsure.

Hadn’t they learned to trust me yet?

“Sophie. Paula,” I said. “Show me how you usually do it.”

“Well, if you insist,” Sophie said, dragging Paula with her. The eager cow pulled down the top of her undersized dress, exposing her udders. Then she gave them a shimmy while looking at me.

I smirked. Damn flirt.

When they were ready, Paula slipped behind Sophie. She reached around, grabbed Sophie’s nipples, and gave them a firm tug.

Sophie whimpered.

“Stop,” I ordered. “What was that? It’s like you were trying to rip her nipples off.”

“I was just trying to copy what the slimes did,” Paula said, letting Sophie go.

I grimaced. “That’s how they felt?”

Paula, Sophie, and the audience nodded.

“No wonder you girls aren’t producing results,” I said with a sigh. “Paula, swap with me. I’ll show you how it’s done.”

“You will?!” Sophie squeaked, delight all over her face.

“Wait!” a familiar voice squealed. Roxie squeezed her way through the onlookers and hurried to my side. “Stop right there, sugar. Don’t you think it’d be better to demonstrate on a cow who’s used to your touch?”

“Not necessarily,” I replied. Working with someone new could help everyone see I was being truthful.

“Yes, necessarily. Besides, I’m sure Sophie would feel embarrassed if you started groping her out in the open,” Roxie continued.

“Oh, no. I’m perfectly fine with it. More than fine with it,” Sophie purred.

Roxie gulped and twirled her white lock of hair. “I just think it might be better for you to work with someone you’ve already got chemistry with.”

I grinned. “Oh… I get you.” My girls could be so cute. “But I’m not sure it’d be a good idea.”

“But why?” Roxie whined.

“Because,” I began, moving in close so I could whisper into her ear. “You’ve got a track record, missy. We both know what happens when I get my hands on your breasts.”

She tensed, cheeks turning red. “T-this time will be different.”

“Last time you said that, you ended up with a bra in your mouth.”

“That’s because I got caught up in the atmosphere. This time, there’s a whole farm of cows watching me. Showing them such an unsightly slight would be far too embarrassing.”

“Yet you’re volunteering yourself.”

“I-it’ll be fine, sugar. I promise.”

I stared at my gorgeous, jealous cow bride, before shrugging. What the hell? I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and turned her toward the crowd. “Listen closely and get those eyes ready. Roxie here is going to let me demonstrate how we get our milk.”

Sophie pouted, pulled up her dress, and slipped back into the audience.

I pulled the top of Roxie’s dress down, letting her huge udders flop free. “I don’t need to tell you what these are,” I said as I fondled Roxie’s chest, milking out more of her hot, delicious moans. “However, it seems I need to tell you girls how to treat them. You think you’re gonna get good milk by acting like those slimes? Fuck that. Your tits shouldn’t feel forced to make milk. This isn’t a damn hostage situation. They should want to make milk. You should want to be milked, not need to be milked. And the best way to do that is to turn milking into something pleasurable.” I squeezed Roxie’s nipples.

She let out a hot moan.

“Roxie here adores being milked. She begs me to do it. For her, there’s nothing more pleasurable than being milked.”

“It’s true,” she panted out. “I love it when Steve milks me. When I wake up in the morning, I’m excited for my first milking. Then I spent all day waiting for my second. And it’s not so I don’t feel full. Oh no. I just love the sensation that much.”

I chuckled while massaging Roxie’s excited brown nipples. “You sure are insatiable.”

“I can’t help it,” she moaned, pushing her chest forward. “You make it feel too good.”

I kissed her cheek, before looking back at the crowd. “See this? This is how you girls should feel when you’re being milked.” I pointed at a random cow. “You!”

“M-me?!” the girl said, flinching.

“How did being milked by those slimes feel?”

She blushed and looked down. “Painful. They wouldn’t stop sucking, no matter what.”

The cow next to her mumbled. “I used to dread being fed to those things. Sleep was the best part of the day.”

“Then morning had to come…” another added.

“See?” I said, returning both hands to my moaning lover’s udders. “It’s no wonder you girls are struggling so much; you’ve been trained wrong. Milking shouldn’t be about trying to drain you for everything you’ve got. It should be about helping a cow—about making her feel happy. Like Roxie.” I gave her nipples a teasing squeeze. “Aren’t you a happy cow?”

Roxie squealed in delight. Her red-cheeked expression was shockingly perverse, complete with hot feverish breaths. “So happy. So happy… but I need more, sweetums. Please. Give me more.”

“See this?” I said to my class. “I’m sure you’ve all begged to be milked, but not because you enjoy the sensation. That’s proof you’ve been treated wrong. You need to make it feel good—need to make it feel amazing. You need to make your partner’s chest feel like it’s ready to burst. So then, when the inevitable happens, they sound like this.” I kneaded my hands down, putting pressure on Roxie’s nipples.

She moaned to high heaven while gushing milk into the container I’d brought with me.

The faces of the onlooking cows went red.

“Watch how I’m doing it,” I said. “I’m not trying to break her udders or ring them dry. I’m being firm but gentle. I’m helping my cow.” I squeezed again, coaxing out more squirts of milk.

With each one, Roxie let out a blissful squeal. “Sweetums! That feels so good. You’re making mommy feel so good.” She bumped her hips back into me.

I held my hands steady. “We just discussed this.”

“I know we did, sugar… and I really meant what I said—for reals, I did. But then you started touching me, and… oh, sweetums, I can’t help myself. Mommy can’t help myself. You’ve trained me too well.” She moaned as she rubbed a hand between her thighs.

I reached down and pulled it away. “Remember where we are.”

She turned toward me and stroked my lips with her hot sultry moans. “I know we’re being watched. I thought it’d help me keep my cool… but it’s not, sweetums. If anything, it’s making me hornier.”

“Stay calm for a little longer,” I said to her. “We’re almost there.”

“I’m trying! I’m trying, sweetums. I’m trying, I’m trying, I’m trying… but mommy can’t handle it. She needs more. She needs your touch.” Roxie twisted her hand so it was her who was holding me. She forced that palm back to her chest while making sure the other couldn’t leave her bosom in the first place. Then she kept rubbing, thrusting, and slapping her behind against my stiffness, even as the crowd looked on.

“Roxie, seriously,” I growled as my erection throbbed, and I did my best not to use it.

“Please, sweetums. Mommy needs you. Give it to her. Give it to me!” When I refused, she took matters into her own hands. She swept my leg while leaning back, toppling us to the ground.

I hit down, hard, with Roxie’s weight landing on top of me.

Before I could escape, she twisted around and pinned my legs beneath her heft. Unabashed burning need filled her silver eyes.

“Roxie!” I said as I tried to wiggle free, but escaping a horny cow’s pin hadn’t been a part of my catkwondo training.

She didn’t listen. Instead, she dragged my pants down and released my cock. “There it is! Oh, mommy has wanted this so bad.” She wrapped her arms and lactating breasts around my erection while latching her plump lips to the tip.

“Holy fuck!” I said, unable to contain myself.

Roxie moaned and panted as she adored the head of my shaft whenever it escaped the soft luxurious prison which was her cleavage. Her sloppy, tongue-filled kisses filled the sky with a sordid melody and my body with wave after wave of pleasure.

The other cows gathered closer, forming a ring so they could watch.

I showed them a grin. “As… good as this system can be, I admit… side effects aren’t impossible.”

“It sure doesn’t look like a side effect to me,” one of the cows remarked.

The onlookers squirmed, hands tugging at their clothing as their cheeks burned red.

I couldn’t blame them for wanting to feel this bliss. Roxie’s lips were too good—her chest was too good. The double assault of her soft, jiggling bosom and plump, heavenly lips devouring my tip were impossible to resist.

“Shit,” I growled as molten raw pleasure surged through me. “You’re gonna milk me dry. I… Roxie. Fuck!” I grabbed her head and pushed, trapping her around my member as I hit my limit.

Her eyes widened in surprise before fluttering shut. She nestled deeper into her own cleavage as she happily drained my shaft of all the seed she could.

It was paradise condensed into a single moment. My entire head went white and stayed that way until I’d given her everything I had. Once I’d seen my life, and the secrets of the universe, flash before my eyes, I removed my hand.

Roxie shot up and moaned while cupping her cheeks. “Oh, sweetums. Your cream, your milk… it’s so good. It tastes so good.” She lifted her head back and noisily gulped down her hot, virile prize.

“Glad you liked it,” I said as I gasped for air, eyes well aware of the grinning cows watching my every movement. “We’ll have to finish this tutorial another time…”

“What are you saying, sweetums?” Roxie said. “We can’t stop here. Not when I’m still like this.” Her needy wetness dripped onto my thighs, each drop so hot it felt like lava.

Fuck. Instantly, my member started to rise again.

Roxie moaned when it hit her stomach. “See? Your big boy agrees.” She shifted her hips upward until the tip of my hardness was pressed against her soaked lower lips. “Now just lie back, sweetums. Mommy will take over from here.” And, true to her words, she threw her hips down and took me to the hilt.

It was impossible not to moan.

Roxie was in the same position. She released her blissful cries while bouncing up and down on my lap, smothering me in her heavy, marshmallow softness. “Are y’all watching? Good.” She grabbed my hands and pulled them back to her udders. “Do you know why I like being milked so much? It’s because of how Steve trained me. For a full month, he sucked and squeezed my udders while rubbing my pussy to climax, after climax, after climax. He made me link being milked and orgasmic bliss together on a primal level I’ll never be able to recover from.”

She left one of my hands be, trusting me to squeeze and knead her lactating chest on my own, as she rubbed her clit in front of our staring audience.

“Watch closely, y’all. See how I’m touching myself? You need to do this too. When you’re being milked, you need to touch yourselves like crazy. You need to associate being milked with pleasure. Then you’ll never have to worry about needing to be milked—you’ll want to be milked. Just like this.” She leaned closer while wrapping an arm around me, pulling my head to her chest. “Suck it, sweetums. Help mommy with her demonstration.”

The red-faced audience awaited my decision with bated breaths.

How the fuck was I supposed to resist? Of course I clamped down. I wrapped my lips around Roxie’s nipple and indulged in a feast.

She howled in the same cow-tinted manner as always. “Just like that, sweetums! You’re making mommy go crazy!”

“He’s actually doing it,” one of the cows said.

“You’re surprised he’d go this far after he’s gone balls deep in her?” another remarked.

“Ahh. So jealous,” Dakota whined.

My eyes widened. I pushed myself from Roxie’s heavenly embrace. “Dakota?! Why are you here?”

She tensed up and quickly averted her gaze.

“What do you mean, sweetums?” Roxie moaned, pulling me back to her bosom as her hips pounded my lap. “She always watches us.”

“What?!” I stared at the cat.

She kept her lips firmly shut.

“You didn’t know?” Roxie panted while caressing her fingers through my hair. “I’m sorry, sweetums. I thought we both knew.”

“I’m only human. Don’t compare my senses to yours.” Then I froze. “Wait… you’ve been letting her watch us have sex all this time?”

It was Roxie’s turn to stop dead.

For a moment, all I did was stare… then things came together. “You damn exhibitionist! You’ll stay calm because of the crowd? Yeah, right. You wanted everyone to watch.”

She squeaked, insides twitching around my manhood. “That’s not true, sweetums! I swear, it’s not. I really didn’t want them to see.”

“Really? Then why are you so damn excited?!” I drilled my hips upward, milking a high-pitched moan from her beautiful lips. While she was stunned, I pushed her onto her back, pinning her beneath my weight. “And here I thought you were jealous. Turns out you just wanted all your kin to watch you having sex.”

“I don’t! I didn’t!”

“Too bad,” I said as I pinned her hands to the dirt and took total control. It was my turn to set the tempo and make my partner go wild.

Roxie’s eyes rolled back as she filled the sky with her moans.

“I can’t believe this,” I growled as I didn’t stop thrusting. “Here I was trying to make a good impression on all our new friends, then you trick me into taking you right in the middle of the farm. Now they’re all going to know I’m a damn pervert who can’t get enough of my wives.”

She howled, “I’m sorry, sweetums! Mommy is so sorry!”

“As you should be… but that’s still not good enough. Aren’t you going to apologize for defiling my demonstration?”

“Yes, sweetums!” Roxie cried as her body spasmed beneath me. “I’m so sorry! I’ll never do it again! I swear!”

“And are you going to apologize to your kin for using them to sate your exhibitionist fantasies?” I growled as my hips somehow got faster and faster and faster.

“Yes!” Roxie screamed before turning her overwhelmed, tear-filled eyes to our audience. “I’m so sorry, y’all. I’m sorry for making you watch me like this. I’m sorry for being a horny old cow who can’t control herself!”

They didn’t reply. All they could do was stare, mouths hanging open.

“Good girl,” I said as I reached down and kissed Roxie’s jiggling chest. Then I was making out, tongue flicking over her leaking nipple. “Now, as punishment, I want you to show everyone how shameful you look when you orgasm.” Finally, I latched down and sucked.

Roxie’s moans increased in volume, guaranteeing nobody on the farm could miss what was going on. “Right away, sweetums! Whatever you want! I love you so much. Mommy loves you!”

And I loved her too… which was why I was going to make her cum herself crazy.

It happened almost instantly. In front of her watching sisters, Roxie’s tongue lolled out and she experienced bliss sure to leave her sisters envyful.

Especially when I brought her to that apex again and again.

With each, Roxie’s moans grew higher in pitch, and her expression somehow became more delectably depraved. It was a face few men got to see in their entire lives yet an audience of pent-up cows had gotten to see, free of charge.

Going off their expressions, it was a face they wanted to make themselves.

I more than understood the longing for pleasure. My desire to dominate my gorgeous bovine troublemaker had held my release back, but the molten ecstasy surging inside of me refused to be contained forever.

“Goddammit, Roxie. How can one woman be so gorgeous?” I growled while devouring her chest. “I love everything about you. These huge sexy tits. That fat soft ass. Then your lips, your pussy… fuck! There’s too much to list.” I pulled my milk-stained lips back and stared into her hazy silver eyes. “You know what you’re about to make me do? In front of all these people?”

She panted. “I’m sorry, sweetums! I’m such a naughty old woman—such a naughty mommy. Please, punish me more. Punish me by filling me with your hot, manly seed.”

I snarled. Those words… this damn cow!

Resistance was impossible. I slammed my lips to Roxie’s as my hips went into overdrive. It was coming, and there was no way I could stop it anymore. She was too sexy—Roxie was too damn irresistible.

As our tongues twisted together, as flesh struck against flesh, euphoria struck. I jerked forward, trapping Roxie to the ground.

I filled her with every little thing I had.

Seconds passed. Then minutes. Then hours. Then days. Or that’s how it felt. Such was the intensity of the moment. I lost grasp of everything bar mutual pleasure with my lover.

Only the gods of this world knew how I didn’t pass out. Somehow, I found myself back in reality, sharing warmth with my panting cow bride.

“Oh, sweetums,” Roxie whispered between hot breaths.

I showed her a satisfied grin before noticing something out of the corner of my eye: a shit ton of cows.

Oh… yeah.

I turned my smile to the onlookers. “So… yeah, that’s all there is to it. Think you girls learned anything?”

They answered with gulps and lots of embarrassed nods.

One cow gingerly raised her hand.

“Yes?” I asked.

“Do we need to… I mean, we don’t have…” Her eyes focused on where Roxie and I remained connected.

“Again, this part isn’t strictly necessary. Find whatever works best for you,” I said.

Another cow cleared her throat. “So, say, if we did want to go that far, but using… other implements, it wouldn’t be a problem?”

“Not at all—go wild. Just try to do it somewhere out of the way instead of… you know, in the middle of the farm.” I seriously couldn’t believe what Roxie and I had just done. And I still needed to pull out of her.

Were these cows—and one cat—ever going to stop watching?

Sophie raised her hand.

“Yes?” I said.

She nipped her bottom lip. “You wouldn’t be up for giving some private tutorials, would you?”

Suddenly, all those watching eyes seemed to grow more intense.

I grinned. If these ladies needed my help, who was I to ignore them?



Chapter 21


Thanks to mine and Roxie’s very… vivid demonstration, all our farm’s cows knew the secret to our milking process. But would it provide results? Would it lift the burden literally weighing them down?

The answer was a big, fat yes.

Productivity skyrocketed to levels which eclipsed how we’d been performing earlier in the week. The girls completely made up for the two previous days they’d spent struggling and completed the first of many planned new homes ahead of schedule.

I was stunned. This was what these ladies were fully capable of? A satisfied cow truly was a different beast to one ladened down with milk… in more ways than one.

Suddenly, it was hard to find a cow not beaming around the clock. They all wore warm smiles, and warmer cheeks, as they joked, flirted, and teased each other while tearing up the Darkwood.

They’d gone from unsure women trying to walk a strange new path to giggling goddesses acting like a frisky, albeit hardworking, sorority.

When evening arrived, I brought our work day to an end. Usually, this was the signal for everyone to head to the kitchen to pick up some grub. However, there was no sign of the cows. They all suspiciously vanished from the farm in unison.

“I think my class might’ve been too effective,” I remarked while glancing through the kitchen window.

Most of our residents—those who hadn’t disappeared, anyway—had only came to pick up their food then had moved elsewhere to eat it. Only my brides, Marietta, Jezzy, and Dakota had remained behind.

“Class,” Marietta said, venom dripping from the word.

“I can’t believe you put on a public sex show for the cows,” Lulu complained as she relaxed at the table, belly filled with grub.

“Again, I didn’t put on a public sex show. I was forcefully coerced into a public sex show.” My gaze wandered toward the culprit.

Roxie whimpered while twirling her hair. “I already apologized for that, sugar.”

“No fair!” Fern whined, throwing her wings into the air. “You never asked me to star in a sex show with you!”

“There will be no more sex shows!” Lulu warned.

“Aww. But it sounded so hot,” Jezzy said with a pout.

Marietta huffed while sewing her damaged pink dress. “Yes, because we’re currently short on horny animals making too much noise.”

That was a small issue we’d run into. The cows were copying me and Roxie to the letter by sneaking into the Darkwood to get their business done. And, according to those with more sensitive hearing than me, they weren't as quiet as they could’ve been.

“If it keeps them happy and working hard, they can make all the noise they want,” I said while washing our group’s dishes.

“What a surprising answer coming from you,” Marietta complained before holding up her dress, checking its condition.

It was almost as good as new.

“I agree with Steve,” Lulu said. “It’s nice seeing them all in such high spirits. If this is the price we have to pay, so be it. I just wish it didn’t make the Darkwood smell so… milky.”

Dakota shrugged and leaned back in her chair. “Eh, it’s not so bad.”

“Maybe for a milk-loving fiend like you.”

“What’s wrong with lovin’ milk?!” Dakota huffed before she snatched her glass from the table and took a swig. She finished with a satisfied gasp. “Delish! Seriously, how is this milk so good? It totally trumps the shiz from Galewanker’s Farm, and I’m talkin’ before he watered it down and stuff.”

“He watered the milk down?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah. How do ya think he managed to pump out so much of it, so cheap? He diluted it like crazy. Those bottles were pretty much white water.”

Roxie gasped into her fingers. “That’s despicable!”

“Why would anyone even drink that stuff?” Lulu questioned.

“Because it was the only milk on the market,” I reminded her. “Quality isn’t important when alternatives don’t exist.”

There was a reason Galeholder was so desperate for a monopoly.

“Now we’ve got over a hundred friggin’ cows to choose from,” Dakota squealed in glee. “This is, for realz, the best! I can drink from a different cow each day and not repeat for months.”

Roxie flinched. “W-what are you saying, sugar? I thought you liked my milk?”

Dakota gulped. “I do, Holy Maiden! I swear! Nothin’ and no one will ever top your holy nectar. It’ll always be my first love.”

Jezzy giggled. “Sorry, Stevie. You’ll just have to settle for second.”

“Stop chattin’ that sorta shiz,” Dakota grumbled under her breath while kicking at her dryad friend.

Marietta scoffed while keeping her eyes on her work. “Do you honestly think a deviant who sets his sights on anything which moves would feel jealous about such a thing?”

“Don’t make out like I’ve got low standards,” I said while waving her statement away. “It’s not my fault the girls around here are stupid, crazy hot.”

There was a pause.

“All the girls?” Dakota whispered.

I hummed as I thought it through. “Maybe not all the girls—can’t have Norma getting too excited.” But apart from her? Damn right. This farm was a monster-girl-loving man’s paradise.

“You’re just trying to make excuses for your non-existent self-restraint,” Marietta said.

I scoffed. “Non-existent? After I’ve spent so long resisting a temptress living under the same roof? I’m practically the deity of self-restraint at this point.”

Marietta huffed. “Who are you calling a temptress?!”

“Probably the sexy little sheep who spends all day wiggling her cleavage at me?”

She folded her woolly arms over her chest. “I told you not to look.”

“I’m only human,” I protested.

She scoffed. “Funny. I thought you were a deity.”

I shrugged. “There are some temptations even a god can’t ignore.”

She let out another loud huff while smushing her arms tighter. However, I couldn’t miss the slight tinge of pink spreading over her cheeks.

Cute.

“E-erm,” Lulu said, drawing my attention toward her. She fiddled with her furry fingers. “Does that mean you’ve been fooling around with the newcomers?”

Her words sucked all the air out of the room. I couldn’t help tensing up.

“What? You have?” Jezzy drawled while tilting her head. “Aww, Stevie. That’s not fair. If you wanted to fool around, you should’ve asked me.”

“No, me!” Fern said while waving her wings around. “”It should’ve been me!”

“I’ve not fooled around with everyone,” I assured them.

“Because you don’t want to?” Lulu asked.

I didn’t reply.

“See?” Marietta spat. “It’s just as I said.”

“Hey, I’ve not done anything,” I protested.

“But not because you don’t want to.”

“Is that true, sugar?” Roxie asked, leaning closer. “Have you got your sights on the others?”

Six pairs of staring eyes awaited my answer.

“Got my sights on is such a strong phrase,” I said with a laugh meant to lessen the tension in the air.

Their eyes demanded more.

I rubbed the back of my head before sighing. “Fine, yes. I’m not planning on doing anything, but I’m not going to pretend I haven’t thought about it. And I’m not going to make excuses, either. I’m a demi-beast-loving pervert who can’t keep his eyes to himself. If it was up to me, every damn demi-beast on this planet would be mine.”

Dakota squeaked.

“The women, at least,” I clarified. “Apollo’s a cool dude, but I don’t want that sort of relationship with him. Or any guy, for that matter.”

That did the trick—the intensity of their stares lessened. With it, the brightness of their cheeks increased.

“So that’s how it is,” Dakota mumbled under her breath.

Jezzy clapped her hands together, which she then used as a pillow. “Oooh. Nobody ever told me Stevie was so naughty.”

“Will you cease your running commentary?” Marietta grumbled.

“So,” Lulu said while toying with her fingers. “The reason you’re not planning on doing anything… is it because of us? Because of me, Roxie, and Fern?”

“Obviously,” I replied. “I’m a bastard, not a bastard. I’m not going to do anything to hurt my beloved wives.”

“Oh, sweetums,” Roxie said, like that was the most romantic thing she’d ever heard.

Lulu kept fiddling with her hands. “So you’d be fine with it as long as we were?”

My expression went blank.

She squeaked and waved her hands. “I-I’m not saying you should go out and sleep with every demi-beast you see or anything of the sort. It’s just, if you have to have s… if you want to ‘do it’ with them, I don’t mind.”

It took a moment for her words to filter through. I tensed and blurted out, “Are you serious?”

Lulu nodded.

“But… I don’t even know where to begin with this.” It was so out of left field it felt like it’d come from a neighboring city. I looked at Roxie and Fern, to see what they thought.

“I don’t mind, sweetums,” Roxie mumbled while twirling her strand of white hair.

“Me neither. Me neither!” Fern said while waving her wings around. “You can sleep with anyone, as long as you always give your first wife top priority.” She puffed out her petite chest.

My mouth hung open. “I… seriously, what the fuck? This can’t be happening. Even if you girls are polygamists, this is crazy. You’re telling me I can sleep with whoever I want.”

“We’ve been over this before, Steve,” Lulu said before she took a deep, composing breath. “Intercourse isn’t as big a deal for demi-beasts as it is for fay. The Architect teaches it as an act for procreation—as something reserved for couples. The Shepherd says differently: he says it’s an act of pleasure. He has no problem with us sleeping with whoever, as long as it’s all consensual.” Instantly, she flinched. “T-that’s not me saying I’m looking for other partners. You’re the only man for me, Steve. I promise!”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said. “I don’t care what The Allmother says! I only want one man. I only want my Steve!”

I kept gawking. “This has to be a joke. You both get jealous at the drop of a hat.”

Lulu blushed and quietened down.

Fern huffed and flailed her wings in the air. “No I don’t!”

“You definitely do, and you’re not the only culprits.” I turned my attention to Roxie. “Just yesterday you interrupted my tutorial to steal me all for yourself.”

Her cheeks brightened as she quickly coiled her favorite strand of hair right to its limit. “That’s because… even if I’m fine with you sleeping with others, I’d still prefer you be doing it with me.” Then she mumbled. “Plus, I kinda wanted to show off in front of everyone…”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said. “Just make sure your first wife always comes first. Always!”

“Pretty much what they said… besides Fern still acting like she’s the first wife,” Lulu mumbled.

I again found myself stuck in a stunned silence. What they were saying did make sense, but my mind still struggled to come to terms with it.

“Steve,” Lulu said, showing me a gentle smile. “It’s really okay. You’re attracted to them, and it’s obvious the feeling’s mutual. Why wouldn’t it be? I mean… Steve, you’re incredible. I don’t understand how every woman isn’t head over heels for you: demi-beasts especially.”

“I feel the same way,” Roxie confessed. “Being with you… it makes me feel like the luckiest cow in the whole wide world.”

“So lucky. So lucky!” Fern cheered.

“None of us deserve you,” Lulu continued.

“That’s not true,” I interrupted.

“But it is!” Lulu protested. “Steve, you’ve seen what this world is like. This sort of happiness shouldn’t be possible for demi-beasts. We can only feel this way because of you. I’d feel guilty if I stopped anyone else from getting to experience the same. Although, I can’t promise I won’t get a little bit jealous that you’re not paying attention to me instead…” She giggled.”

“Lulu,” I said in a small voice.

Her grin widened. “It’s okay! I know I’ve had my moments in the past,” she peeked at Dakota, “but I really am fine with this. Because I know, no matter what, you’ll always come back to me. After all… you already promised you’d never replace me. That you’d never let me go…”

For a moment, I was stunned. Then my lips curled into a grin. “That I did, and I meant every word.” I strode over to Lulu, cupped her chin, and stared deep into her peridot eyes. “I’m not going to give you up, and I’m not going to let you get away. You’re mine, and that’s never going to change.” And I proved as such with a kiss.

Replacing this wonderful woman? Never. Sure, I was a pervert who ogled every sexy demi-beast he saw, who wanted them to add them to his harem, but that didn’t make me an idiot.

“Me too, Steve. Me too!” Fern whined as I made out with Lulu.

“And me, sweetums,” Roxie moaned as she leaned in close.

I pulled my lips back from Lulu’s, leaving her in a red-faced daze. “Seriously, you girls.” I wrapped my arms around them both, pulling them closer. First, I turned to Fern. “You already know I’m not going to let anyone take you from me.” I gave her a long passionate kiss, which left her breathless. Then I turned to Roxie. “And there’s no way I’d ever let you go.” Of course, that meant a kiss for her as well.

“Oooh,” Jezzy cooed as she watched. “Hey, Kote. We should, like, totally try and get in on this.”

“What do I keep tellin’ ya?” Dakota grumbled while glancing away. “Seriously, I…”

After having my fill of Roxie’s gorgeous lips, I pulled away, so we could both catch our breath.

“Oh, Steve,” the beautiful, mature cow moaned.

I grinned. “I’m the sort of jerk who seduces three girls in a week, but I’m at least courteous enough to fight to the death for them afterwards. I love you all.”

“I love you too, sweetums,” Roxie moaned, pressing into my chest. “Another. Please give me another.”

“No way! It’s my turn. Mine!” Fern said as she climbed on my back.

“But I’m the one who went first,” Lulu complained. “That means it should pass back to me.”

I chuckled. “Here they are, the most jealous polygamists the world has ever seen.” I reached around, pulling Lulu into my embrace. “Guess I’ll just have to kiss you all until you’re too breathless to complain.”

Red-hot excitement filled their expression.

I grinned and leaned in to feed my sexy demi-beast love—

The front door slammed open.

My girls and I flinched out of our skins and jumped apart, as if we were naughty children trying to hide our misbehavior.

Two sweaty, panting cows appeared in the kitchen doorway. The scent of sex and milk permeated off their bodies, while small leaves clung to their disheveled hair.

“Hey there, y’all,” one of them said. “We ain’t too late for dinner, are we?”

Outside, cow couples were emerging from the Darkwood and making their way toward the house.

It appeared milking time had come to an end.

I smiled at the cows. “Two bowls of grub, coming up.” Before I went to fetch their food, I whispered to my mates, “We’ll finish this another time.”

The giddy girls shuddered.

“I’ll be looking forward to it, sweetums,” Roxie purred.

I grinned. Me too.

Once dinner was over, the satisfied yet exhausted cows crammed into whatever space they could find to get some sleep.

The stuffed ground floor was a little more manageable thanks to our new house, but barely. It would take dozens more until everyone had a place to call their own.

I’d get to my own room eventually, but there were a couple of things I had to take care of first. They involved the specter lurking a mere hour away.

We hadn’t heard anything from Grayedge, or Blesslan, since we’d raided the place for tools. That didn’t mean they were ignoring us. I had no doubt they were bringing in reinforcements.

It was only a matter of time until they made their move.

Fortunately, it appeared tonight wouldn’t be that night. After I’d finished my nightly training and scouting, I exhaled and retreated back to the farm. I was greeted by some cheerful humming.

Jezzy was strolling around the fields, occasionally stopping to fiddle with the growing crops.

“You’re up late,” I said as I ambled over.

She smiled. “I can’t get my beauty sleep until I know all the little ones are fed and happy. Nobody likes going to bed on an empty stomach.” She gasped and crouched down. “Hey there, little guy. Peckish? Here.” She tapped her finger to the plant while humming.

I couldn’t help smiling. There was something infectious about Jezzy’s attitude. “Just make sure you don’t overwork yourself.”

She giggled while beaming up at me. “So sweet of you! But I’ll be totally fine. Keeping these little babies fed is nothing compared to what I’ve had to do in the past… even if they can be greedy scoundrels.” She pulled a finger back. “That’s enough. You’re gonna get all chubby if you don’t know your limits.”

I snickered, very much unaware why that’d be a bad thing. “Still, let me know if you ever need help.”

“Does that mean you’re, like, finally ready to learn that nature magic thingy from me?”

“I’m not sure that’s possible.”

She looked at me blankly before gasping. “That’s right! Humans can’t learn nature magic. But it’s really super easy. See?” Jezzy crouched and stroked her fingers along a growing plant, as if she was a doting mother tickling her child’s chin. “Ohhh, this one’s hungry. I guess that’s to be expected from a growing boy.”

“I…” Couldn’t see anything besides a giggling half-naked girl playing with plants.

That’s when I got a thought.

I unlocked some special ability during my battle against Chillhammer—something about scanning mana. Things had gotten so hectic afterwards I’d forgotten about it.

Would it work on Jezzy?

I focused and scanned. Instead of trying to get a read on the woman herself, I tried to get a lead on her power.

Sure enough, a faint glow overlapped her. It was a green shine, flowing from a spot in the center of her chest, through her fingers, and into the plant she was stroking.

So she really is using magic?

Just what was she doing? It looked like she was filling the plant with her energy, similarly to how I did with my rapier.

“Are you pushing your mana into the plant?” I asked her.

She glanced up at me. “Mana? Maybe. But I’m not pushing anything. I’m feeding him. I’m putting lots and lots of yummy love inside his tum-tum.”

“Plants have tummies?”

She tapped her plump lips. “It’s not, like, a foody tum-tum. It’s more, like… a spirit tum-tum?”

“Spirit… you mean a core? Plants have those?”

“Of course they do, silly. They’re alive, aren’t they? Why wouldn’t they have a core?”

I had no idea how to respond to that. Instead, I thought about what it meant if her words were correct. Would that mean nature magic was about feeding a plant one's energy to vitalize it?

“This mana… love… whatever you’re feeding them,” I asked Jezzy. “What is it like? How does it feel?”

“It feels all warm and tingly,” she cooed. “And it’s so very, very yummy. At least, that’s what the plants say.”

“You can seriously talk to them?”

“Of course! This one is all full now and is thanking me for the meal,” she said as she moved her fingers. “While this one is grumbling about being hungry. At least, it was until it started sucking on me like a baby. Aww, how cute.”

Her words inspired me. I crouched next to her and brushed my fingers over a growing seedling, encouraging it to talk to me.

It didn’t say a word.

Of course it didn’t; I couldn’t talk to plants! Sure, I was talking to a dryad, in a world filled with magic, dragons, and sexy demi-beasts, but there had to be limits somewhere. It seemed nature magic was beyond me.

No. It was too early to give up. I hadn’t even tried. Even if I couldn’t hear the plants, I could still see what Jezzy was doing to them.

There was no reason I couldn’t try doing the same thing.

I asked Jezzy to let me try with the next hungry plant she found. Then I crouched down and rested my finger against its leaves.

Now to fill it with energy…

A wonderful guide for mana manipulation existed within my mind, so actually drawing out my energy was easy enough. The question was… how was I supposed to mold it to help this plant along?

She said she was using love. Was that a clue?

I was trying to make these plants grow. What they needed was life—vitality. I knew of a type of magic which was similar: healing magic. It was one I struggled with compared to the elements. Visualizing how to channel fire was easier than an abstract concept like ‘life’.

That didn’t mean I couldn’t try.

I closed my eyes and summoned the smallest sliver of energy I could from my inner wellspring.

Concentrate. Focus on what I want to do with this energy.

I wanted to help; I wanted to give strength to this plant. I wanted to feed it like a mother would a child. I wasn’t trying to summon fire, wind, water, or shift the ground beneath my feet. I was just trying to pass on my mana to another.

If that was the case, did I really need to manipulate it at all? Energy was energy.

I kept my mana in its purest form as I fed it into my finger. Then, as delicately as I could, I pushed my power into the plant.

So far, so good. Now…

I kept pushing my mana further, hunting for the plant’s own inner wellspring of life. It wasn’t an easy thing to find when I had to focus more on keeping my power under control, but I eventually felt something resonating with my energy.

The moment our connection formed—
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My mouth fell open. I was long past the point where I should’ve been surprised by these pop-ups, but this was for a power supposedly off-limit for humans.

Of course I accepted.

I was too excited to ready myself, so the information overload hit me like a boxer’s haymaker. However, instead of getting a busted nose and a shattered eye socket, I gained a brain bursting with new information.

It was just as I was coming to realize—there was nothing truly special about nature magic. It really was just about giving your energy to plants.

Why had nobody realized this sooner? Was it because of some incorrect assumptions about magic? Because it was so hard to pull off, most presumed it impossible? Because most would laugh at the idea of plants having mana cores like humans do? I didn’t know why, but I was excited that a new world had been revealed to me.

Using what I knew about manipulating mana alongside my new knowledge, I confidently fed my energy to the seedling.

Jezzy cooed as she watched. “See? You’re doing it. I told you it wasn’t hard.”

“You were right. This is a breeze.” The amount the plant was taking was minuscule. Even weak spells used up boundless more energy.

“Just make sure not to feed him too much,” Jezzy warned like a teacher talking to a timid child.

I couldn’t hear the plant’s voice, but I could feel its core swelling. Somehow, I knew when I’d given it enough. I cut off our connection, making sure to leave the seedling unharmed.

Jezzy pushed herself against my back. “That was amazing, Stevie. Look how happy you made him.”

“Don’t quite see it myself, but I’m happy I could help,” I said.

She giggled as she nuzzled into my neck. “It’s almost like you’re the daddy, and I’m the mommy.”

My words got stuck in my throat. The combination of her bubbliness, sweet floral scent, and those heavy breasts jiggling against my back was dangerous.

“Your wives did say you could sleep with whoever you wanted,” she cooed into my ear. “Maybe you’d like to make me a mommy for real?”

Blood surged to my loins.

“It’s been a long time since I was last with a man,” she purred, warm breaths kissing me. “I wonder if you could make me moan like you did Roxie?”

I swallowed a growl. This damn temptress. I was so close to flipping around, pinning her down, and answering her question right in the middle of the farm.

The farmhouse door swung open.

Dakota marched out, arms casually slung behind her head. “Hey, Master? Zelby? What’s takin’ so long…” Her eyes widened when she spotted us. “What the frick’s goin’ on here?!”

Jezzy giggled while keeping up her nuzzling. “I’m just showing Stevie how much I love him.”

The feline tensed up, cheeks turning red. “Ya can’t do that here! It’s indecent.”

“Hmm? But you didn’t seem to mind when it was him and Roxie?”

Dakota flinched. “W-well… that’s because…” In the end, she gulped. “I don’t need to explain myself to no one. You’re the two dry humpin’ while we’re all waitin’ to get to bed. If you two don’t wanna join us, fine!” She finished off with a childish huff.

Jezzy cooed. “Aww. I’m sorry, Kote. I didn’t mean to make you all jelly.”

“I ain’t jelly,” she insisted. “Now are you two comin’ or ain’t ya?”

“Just give me a chance to wash first,” I said as I stood, lifting Jezzy with me.

“But you smell nice like this. So earthy, and sweaty, and manly,” Jezzy giggled while hanging from my back. “Isn’t that right, Kote?”

“Stop tryin’ to drag me into shiz like this. Seriously,” Dakota grumbled, even as her nose twitched. Then her voice dropped into a mumble. “Like he’d even be interested in…”

“I think Marietta would disagree,” I said to Jezzy while grinning. And seeing how she insisted on clinging to me as we slept, I thought it best not to annoy her.

“Okay,” Jezzy said with a pout, finally letting me go. “See you in a bit, handsome. I’ll be waiting.” She planted a smooch on my cheek.

I swallowed a growl. Seriously, did every woman who entered my life have to be insistent on driving me wild?

Not that all of them did it consciously…

I waved the contrasting pair off as I jogged toward the nearby stream—the washroom was kind of occupied with sleeping demi-beasts. The whole while, my head raced with thoughts about the dryad flirt and the power she’d taught me.

Holy fuck. I could use nature magic—I could use a power which was supposed to be exclusive to the dryads. I couldn’t wait to see what it was capable of.

It also begged the question: what other so-called common beliefs about this world weren’t as accurate as everyone thought?



Chapter 22


Nature magic. I could use nature magic.

After waking up surrounded by the world’s most gorgeous women, as usual, the first thing that came to me was that it’d all been a dream. Nature magic was supposed to belong to the dryads; it was why they were so highly sought after. There was no way I could do the same thing Jezzy could.

An hour later…

“So, like, the bestest way to feed lots and lots of plants at once is to push your hands down, like this, then let your love spread free,” Jezzy explained as she crouched down and sunk her fingers into the dirt.

I watched as her mana flowed from her hands, into the soil, and then up through the roots of almost every plant in the area.

“Just make sure not to feed any to those bad, bad weeds,” Jezzy continued before tutting. “How naughty. Trying to steal from these lovely little babies.”

“I… can try,” I replied while mentally pinching myself. Then I kneeled down, pressed my hands to the ground, and filled the surrounding plants with my mana.

Holy crap. It was real. I can seriously—

“You can seriously use nature magic?!” Lulu squeaked into her paw as she watched.

I nodded, able to feel many a core swelling with life. “Don’t ask me how, but this is legit.”

It was also difficult. Even with my improved mana manipulation and power, connecting with so many plants at once was tough. It only got worse when they became full at different times. Trying to disconnect my links to them while feeding others was like trying to rub my belly while patting my head.

If Jezzy could do all on the fly, she really was a genius.

“Ah!” the dryad moaned, closing her eyes as her hands sunk deeper into the soil. “Just like that, cuties. Doesn’t this feel good? Like, you’re all getting so big.”

Y-yep, a genius.

Lulu watched me, slack-jawed. Her attempts at speech came out as a series of sputters, at last forming into a clear, “How?”

“There’s a reason I told you not to ask…”

“How could I not?” she squeaked. “I mean, you’re a human who can use nature magic. I know you’ve got that power of yours, but still… it’s supposed to be impossible.”

Marietta scoffed from beneath the safety of her parasol. After a week stuck in a white tunic, she was back to wearing her favorite elegant pink gown.

She’d done a remarkable job sewing it back together.

“Can you really say you’re surprised?” Marietta said. “We both know this one always defies expectations.”

“Strange powers, different worlds, and loving demi-beasts is one thing,” Lulu replied. “But this… this has the potential to change magic as we know it—the world as we know it! What if all humans are capable of nature magic? Just imagine what that would do for the farming industry.”

“It also makes you wonder what other ‘impossible’ scenarios aren’t quite so,” I said while standing and wiping the dirt from my hands.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

I grinned. “Like—”

“Steve!” an excited voice said. A beyond-grinning Sophie rushed toward me, with Paula not far behind.

“A certain cow tells me you’ve been put on the open market,” Paula growled. She rubbed her hands over her body, grabbing at her undersized dress.

“Something like that,” I said, glancing toward Lulu.

She bit her bottom lip and nodded. Marietta, who was standing next to her, glared at me like I was the biggest bastard who’d ever lived.

Jezzy was still making sounds which belonged in a porno.

Paula lunged forward and grabbed my arm. “Then how about me and you go have ourselves some fun? I still need someone to give me my morning milking.” She pulled my shoulder into her soft chest and rubbed herself against me.

My blood surged.

Sophie snatched me from the other side, embracing me with her bosom. “Ignore her, laddie. I’m the one who really needs a milking. You owe me after leaving me hanging.”

I grinned. “Settle down. There’s no need to—”

“Steve!”

I glanced over my shoulder, toward the voice, and froze. A group of five hungry cows had their sights on me, and they were soon trying to drag me away.

“Pick me, Steve!” one of them moaned while trying to pull me into her arms.

“No, me,” said another, who was wrestling for dominance. “I ain’t ever been with a man before.”

“Ya lying hussy!” another competitor snapped. “Yes, ya have.”

“But I’ve never wanted to be with a man before.”

“I asked first,” Paula complained, refusing to let me go. “Come on, Steve. Make me moan like you did Roxie.”

“No, me,” Sophie moaned into my ear. “I need your hands. I need your lesson. I need your cock.”

“Erm… g-girls?” I said as I was smothered and pulled around, helpless to fight back.

“Everyone, calm down,” Lulu squeaked. “There’s no reason to get carried awa—”

“There he is!” another excited voice squealed.

It was followed by over a dozen pounding hooves charging in my direction.

I yelped as I was crushed in the middle of a ring of fighting cows, all trying to squirm their way to the center to get their hands on me. And, if the sounds I could hear beyond their begging and moaning were any indication, there were still more incoming.

“Steve!” Lulu squealed from the other side.

“Ohhh. Stevie sure is popular,” Jezzy commented.

“Too popular! We need to do something. Erm… Marie, help me!”

The sheep scoffed. “Why should I? That no-good pervert deserves to reap what he sows.”

Hey! Sure, I said I wanted to make every demi-beast mine, but I didn’t say I wanted to make them so in unison. What sort of monkey’s paw crap was this? Did this world even have monkeys, or were they a type of demi-beast?

Why did that even matter?!

Breathing came first. It was difficult to keep my lungs full with so many cows crushing me. I had to get out of here before I was turned into a pancake.

Something latched down on my shoulders.

“Steve!” Fern yelled, squeezing me with her talons. “I’ve got you, Steve. I’ve got you!”

“Fern!” I replied, having never been so pleased to see her. And with how much I adored the chocolate-colored cutie…

She flapped her big green wings and pulled me off the floor. It was an amazing feat of strength from someone so short. However—

“Nah, you don’t!” Paula said as she clung hold of me.

The cows stopped fighting and worked together to stop me going anywhere.

Fern flapped harder and harder and harder, but one petite harpy couldn’t overpower dozens of strong, horny cows.

“Let him go,” she squeaked while scrunching her face. “Let my Steve go!”

They didn’t. Instead, hands reached up, grabbing her ankles.

She squealed as more and more cows joined in, pulling her into the mob and off me. “Harpy down. I repeat: harpy down!”

“Fern!” Lulu yelled.

“What a shame. Let us never forget what she brought to this farm,” Marietta dryly remarked.

“Don’t talk like she’s dead!”

If anyone’s life was on the line, it was me. I loved monster girls more than the average man, but there’s no way I’d survive over a hundred lustful cows having their way with me one after the other. This was a drastic situation.

And that called for drastic measures.

I tapped into my inner core and invoked the power of the wind. I tried my best to copy what Galeholder did and throw up a harmless, but showy, gale vortex.

The cows squealed and backed away.

Then I made my move. While they were distracted, I pushed through the crowd and escaped to the other side.

“He’s getting away!” one screamed.

Too fucking right I was! I didn’t want a broken pelvis and balls like prunes. I had to get away.

“Bro!” Apollo yelled as he galloped toward me and offered a hand. “I’ve got yo—”

Three cows charged over and tackled the incoming centaur, lifting him clean off the floor.

He yelped and flailed his arms as he was carried across the farm. “Bud! Help me!”

Sorry, dude. I don’t want to die.

Norma cackled and slapped her leg as she watched from the porch. “Look at him go! This whole thing is a riot, or so says me.”

Marietta, who was standing next to her, smirked. “I’m half surprised you’re not partaking in this farce.”

The old gnome chuckled. “Funny, I was thinking the same about ya.”

She tensed up, cheeks gaining color. “I don’t know what you’re trying to suggest.”

It only made Norma laugh harder.

I didn’t see what there was to laugh about; the mass of cows had their sights on me. They looked like the infected from some zombie flick, except sexier with plenty of thick curves. And also not rotting…

Okay, they didn’t look similar at all.

I still had to avoid being caught. As I backed away from the mob, I looked all around for an escape route.

Those who could offer them were in short supply. Lulu and Fern were both squirming as they were held prisoner. Then there was Roxie, who was being pushed back by a group of her kin.

“I’m sorry, sweetums!” Roxie squeaked as she was overpowered. “I never meant for this to happen!”

I clicked my tongue as I kept looking.

The cows had me surrounded again, this time in a wide ring. Slowly, they began to close in.

That they’d started cooperating was plain unfair. What was I going to…

“Steve!” a new voice squealed. One of the rabbit maids waved from the Darkwood. “This way!”

I mean, that was the natural choice… if I could get past the cows. They looked like linemen from some NFL team, except sexier and not wearing any uniforms. And also not concussed…

Okay, they didn’t look similar at all.

I still had to get past them, but I knew a way. I charged at the cows, as if I was about to meet them head-on. Instead, I pushed earth magic into my feet and made the ground explode. I propelled myself up and clear over their heads.

Before they could adapt, I sprinted toward the bunnies.

“Don’t let him escape!” a cow cried.

Too late. I met up with the bunny maids and followed them into the Darkwood. The place stank like the inside of a milking shed, but there was no sign of any cows.

To be on the safe side, the rabbits and I kept running until we cleared the stench of milk. We arrived in the forest’s depths, where there were no signs of how to get back to the farm.

It was a good job I’d bought that map.

When we stopped, I took the chance to catch my breath. “Thanks for the help.” Not that I couldn’t have done this without them, but that wasn’t any reason to deny them gratitude.

One of the bunnies, a gorgeous thing with a blonde straight bob and matching-colored ears, giggled and curtsied. “It is no problem, Steve. We are most happy to help.”

The rest of the maids did similar, lifting their short skirts as they bent the knee. They emphasized their powerful, padded legs, covered with soft fur and ending in adorably fluffy feet.

Were all rabbits so bottom-heavy? Their pear-shaped physiques reminded me of Fern, although that didn’t necessarily mean their chests were small.

The blonde smiled at me. “Yes, we are very happy to help, indeed. You could say you owe us one.” She stepped forward.

So did the others.

A cold chill raced down my spice.

“And we are all very eager to accept your kindness,” the rabbit continued, a certain familiar hunger illuminating her staring eyes.

An additional fifteen matching pairs latched onto me.

I backed away, hands lifted over my shoulders, until I thudded against a tree. “There’s no need for this, ladies. Don’t you have Douglas to lend you a hand?”

“I am afraid Douglas is unable to perform such male duties. You are the only one capable of giving us what we desire.” With every word she uttered, her breathing grew hotter and hotter. The ‘want’ in her eyes transformed into a feral ‘need’.

Negotiating was out of the question.

I gulped. Sixteen horny rabbits sounded a lot more manageable than a hundred cows, but I still feared for what state I’d be in after they were done with me.

The leaves above rustled—a flash of dark blue passed in front of me.

Dakota hit the floor and instantly swung a kick toward the rabbits.

The maids squealed and threw themselves away.

Before I knew what was happening, Dakota grabbed my wrist. “This way, Master!” she said before tugging me after her.

Together, the two of us escaped even deeper into the Darkwood.

“What are you—”

“I heard about what’s happenin’,” Dakota interrupted. “Don’t worry, I gotcha. Ya ain’t gettin’ gang banged on my watch.” She let out a small, muffled squeak. “Holy shiz. I can’t believe I get to protect Steve. Maybe if I do a good job, he’ll…” She whined and clutched her head. “What the Voida am I thinkin’ like a dude for?! Just coz I friggin’ look like one doesn’t mean…”

“Erm, Dakota?” I said as I chased her.

Did she realize I could hear everything she was saying?

She flashed me a grin. “What is it, Master? Am I…?” Her mouth fell open, eyes widening. “What the frick?!”

I glanced over my shoulder and almost popped my eyes out on stalks like a cartoon character.

The rabbits were catching up… fast.

Within seconds, we were surrounded by skipping bunnies.

“Give him back!” one of them said as she reached out to tackle Dakota.

The feline jumped to the side, out of the way, and kept going. “What the… how did ya catch us?!”

“It is most unwise to underestimate a rabbit’s speed,” the blonde from earlier said. “Now if you would be so kind as to return Steve to us.”

“Like Voida I will, ya friggin’ bunnies!” Dakota looked back at me. “Don’t worry, Master. I’ll shake them off!” Then she started dragging me all over.

We zigzagged around the Darkwood, using the trees and other wild landscape to try and escape our pursuers.

The rabbits didn’t go anywhere.

Dakota hissed. “Why won’t you frick off?!”

The blonde giggled. “We rabbits are masters of changing direction. I am afraid your efforts to lose us were all in vain.” She smiled at me while effortlessly hopping over the rough terrain. “Now if you would be so kind as to stop playing hard to get, Steve. Or do you mean to tell me we are not good enough to whet your male appetite?”

I struggled to respond. The rabbits did look damn gorgeous. I would’ve been all over those soft thighs if I didn’t fear for my groin’s well-being.

“Frick off makin’ me look bad, ya damn sexy… rawr!” She kicked out at the blonde.

She easily bounced out of the way.

Dakota’s roars grew louder. She gritted her teeth and looked at the horde of rabbits buzzing around us. No matter what she tried, she wasn’t going to escape them.

Alone.

“Dakota! Between these trees,” I ordered.

She nodded and made a sharp turn, pulling me through a tight natural screen which looked like a wall with a door.

The rabbits were not to be shaken easily and followed us through.

That was fine with me; I wasn’t trying to lose them. My plan had been to round them all up behind me.

I gritted my teeth as I aimed my hand at the rabbits. The mana pulsing through me wasn’t meant for an ice spell, but still I felt a faint version of the pain that element now caused me. However, it wasn’t enough to paralyze. I pushed my energy further and released a blast of water.

The bunnies squealed as they were washed away.

“Let’s go!” I ordered, knowing a bit of water wouldn’t stop them for long.

After a moment of stunned silence, Dakota nodded and stumbled out the word, “R-right!” Then she powered ahead, taking her with me.

We quickly lost sight of the waterlogged rabbits.

“Think this will be enough to shake them?” I asked Dakota.

“I ain’t got a friggin’ clue! They never told me they were so quick. I thought they were just a bunch of weak maids.”

“Let that be a lesson: never underestimate a demi-beast,” I said with a laugh as we kept running. “You’re all so much more than this world likes to pretend.”

My feline helper flinched, even as her legs kept going.

I chuckled before saying, “What now? Think it’ll be safe to head back?”

Dakota purred in thought. “Probs not. Ya saw how damn excited those cows were.”

“Guess we’re hiding out here for a while.” Hopefully, we wouldn’t run into any kobolds, trolls, or horny demi-beast hordes.

She gasped and peeked back at me. “If ya wanna hide, I know just the place! Not only is it pretty bangin’ but it’s proper outta the way. No bunny’s gonna find us there.”

I smiled. “Lead the way.”

Dakota’s face lit up. “Yes, Master!”

The feline took off like a kitten on a mission. She moved with a purpose while I followed. One night of troll-chasing aside, I’d never been so far away from the farm. This area was all unknown to me.

I was counting on her.

Dakota weaved around the forest until we came to a cave, reminiscent of the one I’d slayed a troll within.

“In here,” she said, tugging me inside.

Hiding in a dark cave wasn’t quite my idea of a ‘banging’ time, and I was about to tell her as such, until something caught my attention—a sound.

Running water?

I got my answer moments later when we rounded a corner and passed through a screen of leaves. My eyes widened and mouth fell open.

Holy crap.

We’d emerged in a picturesque glade, surrounded on most sides by moss-covered rock walls. The main exception was right ahead, where a small waterfall skipped down and filled a pond. It was so clear it acted as a mirror for the cloudless blue sky above, sneaking through the smallest of openings.

“Wow,” I said.

Dakota snickered as she turned and flashed a fangy grin. “Like it?”

“Love it,” I replied. “How did you find this place?”

“Thank Zelby. She said the plants told her about it or summat. You know how she is.”

Completely kooky but strangely reliable? Yep.

“Ain’t no bunny or cows gonna find us here,” Dakota continued. “Feel free to relax.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” I said as I dropped to my ass and started sucking in air like there was a shortage. Both my lungs and feet were on fire.

My increased athleticism meant little when I was running for my sexual life.

Dakota was in much better condition than me, although her breathing was on the heavy side. A thin layer of perspiration clung to her skin, making her glisten as she held up her hair and wafted the back of her neck.

I sure didn’t envy such long locks in weather this warm.

The temperature was making it hard to cool down. My eyes wandered to the inviting pool nearby. I shuffled my way over and submerged my sore feet in the cool water.

A satisfied moan slipped from my lips.

“Damn, you made that sound friggin’ nice,” Dakota commented.

I showed her a smile and patted the ground next to me. “Why not see for yourself?”

“You’re sure?!”

“Knock yourself out.”

Dakota nodded and rushed to join me. She dipped her furred legs into the pool and purred. “Nyah! It feels as good as ya made it sound.”

I chuckled. Had she thought I was lying?

For a spell, the two of us sat in silence, enjoying how the water drained the tiredness from our weary soles.

“Thanks for the save,” I eventually said.

Dakota flinched. “Ya don’t need to thank me for nothin’. I mean, like, I totally fricked it and everythin’. If ya hadn’t blasted them, they defo would’ve stolen you from me… I-I mean, like, stolen ya in general.”

I laughed. “That only happened because you made the initial save. I was a second away from being bunny prey.” Oh no, the horror. “I’ll need to think of a way to reward you.”

“Reward me? Me?!” She flailed her paws while her feet splashed in the water. “There’s really no need, Master. Not after everythin’ you’ve done for me.”

I waved that away. “You helped me just now, have been foraging like mad all week, and also came with me to kill Galeholder. You’ve earned your stripes.”

The squirming feline pursed her lips together.

I put my hands behind my head and leaned back. “So if there’s anything you want from me, just ask.”

“Anythin’?!” she squeaked.

“Within reason. I’m not a genie.” If she wanted her own mansion and piles of gold, she was going to be out of luck.

Dakota’s fidgeting intensified. Her cheeks grew warmer as she started to mumble to herself. “Can I really ask for summat like that? He did say he wanted us all to be his… but what if that doesn’t include me? It’ll ruin everythin’. I’ll never be able to look him in the eyes again…”

“Erm, Dakota?” I said, unable to make out her whispers.

Stupid human hearing.

The blushing feline recoiled. “I wasn’t sayin’ anythin’ about nothin’, Master,” she insisted with an awkward laugh. “I was just, kinda, maybe wonderin’ if… erm…”

The shrubs covering the entrance rustled.

Dakota and I flinched and jumped from the water, turning toward the sound. We both got into matching catkwondo poses, ready for whatever was coming.

A bubbly combination of green and pink bumbled through the leaves. When she saw us, she waved. “Hi, guys!”

“Zelby?!” Dakota squeaked, arms falling to her sides. “What the frick are ya doin’… no, how the frick did ya know we were here?!”

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “The trees told me. They saw the two of you getting all cozy before sneaking in here for some quality alone time.”

“T-that ain’t what happened!”

“Ohhh?” The dryad tilted her head. “But you’re both here? And alone? And looking, like, so totally cozy.”

“No, we ain’t!” Dakota insisted as she stepped away from me.

I didn’t see the big deal; who wouldn’t want to get cozy with a girl as cute as Dakota? Instead, I asked Jezzy, “How are things at the farm?”

“Still a little crazy. Luie was trying to calm things down, last I saw. It might be better to stay hidden here for a while.”

“That’s the plan.”

Jezzy beamed and clapped her hands together. “Then I’ll join you.”

“What?!” Dakota squeaked.

The dryad giggled. “That’s, like, totally fine… right? Or are you going to make me go all the way back to the farm by myself?” She pouted.

“The more the merrier,” I said… which was probably the wrong response after everything which had led me here.

Her laughter intensified. “Aww. Thanks, Stevie.” She skipped over and squeezed me into a soft hug.

As always, the mixture of her bountiful assets and lack of clothing got my blood pumping.

Once Jezzy was done teasing me, she stepped back and asked, “So, like, what were you guys doing before I got here? Were you smooching?”

“Don’t friggin’ take the piss outta me!” Dakota snapped.

Jezzy tilted her head. “But that’s what I would’ve done?”

“Yeah, well… I ain’t you.” She folded her arms over her chest while glaring at Jezzy’s.

The giggly dryad seemed unaffected. She tapped her plush lips while humming. “Okay. If smooching is out, how about we go for a swim?” Before anyone had a chance to answer, Jezzy grabbed the leaves covering her nipples… and peeled them off.

I gagged on my answer.

At last, my eyes got the chance to drink in the sight of Jezzy’s violet-colored nipples. However, the dryad wasn’t done. Her fingers wandered to the leaf between her thighs. She pulled it away, as if it was a nothing act, revealing her full naked glory.

All I could do was gawk.

While I made a fool of myself, Jezzy sauntered past me and eased into the pool. She finished with a relaxed sigh before kicking back and drifting toward its center.

“Oooh. This feels so amazing,” she cooed, her flower-filled hair spreading over the water’s surface like lily pads. “You two should, like, totally hurry up and get in.”

“Are ya friggin’ crazy?!” Dakota squeaked. “You can’t expect me to…” She clutched her clothing.

“I kinda didn’t pack swimming trunks,” I said as my eyes followed the naked, floating dryad.

“So?” she replied. “There’s no need to be shy. Kote’s already got to see you in the buff. Why can’t I?”

“True,” I said with a smirk. Then I turned to Dakota. “Do you mind?”

She flinched and looked away. “Do whatever ya want. I ain’t sayin’ nothin’…”

I grinned. Well if she didn’t mind—I made a quick job of stripping down to my birthday suit.

Jezzy whistled. “Oooh. How sexy. Like, you’re just as hot as everyone said.”

“Likewise,” I said before jumping in.

Damn, the cool water felt good. I couldn’t say I was shocked after how it’d pampered my feet, but it was even better spread all over.

The moment I lifted my head up from below the surface, I was greeted by a hug from Jezzy. She draped her arms around me and pressed her bare breasts and exposed nipples against my torso.

In return, my shaft pressed against her thighs.

“Aww, Stevie. That’s so sweet of you,” Jezzy giggled before easing up and looking past me. “Come on, Kote. Your turn.”

“Frick off,” the feline grumbled while refusing to watch.

Jezzy pouted. She swapped it for a smile as she grabbed my arm. “More room for the two of us. Like, let’s play.”

“Hell yeah!” I said with perhaps more enthusiasm than was necessary.

Hey, just because I’d narrowly survived being overwhelmed by a group of horny demi-beasts didn’t mean I disliked spending quality time with beautiful monster girls. I let Jezzy pull me along so the two of us could have some fun.



Chapter 23


Water slapped me in the face.

Jezzy giggled before splashing me again. “Got you,” the naked dryad sang. She turned around and started wading away.

I growled and took after her, hoping to tag her back.

This wasn’t what I’d envisioned when Jezzy had said she wanted to play, but I had to admit I was having a damn good time. It was just a shame we couldn’t share this fun with the third member of our group.

Dakota remained on the pool’s edge. She sat with her knees to her grin, glaring our way.

I stopped following Jezzy and shot her a wave. “You can always jump in, whenever!”

The feline flinched. “Ya don’t need to keep askin’! I’m fine here and stuff…”

She sure didn’t look ‘fine’.

“Stevie!” Jezzy cooed from near the waterfall. “Aren’t you coming?”

“Right away!” I replied before cutting through the lake like a shark.

Jezzy retreated as fast as she could until she found herself cornered away at the back of the area, trapped between the waterfall and the rock wall behind.

I burst up, giving her a big splashing.

She giggled before wiping down her face. “Such a bully. Look how wet you got me.”

“I tend to have that effect on women,” I replied with a smirk.

“So I’ve heard. If only Kote would play with us, she could feel it too.”

That was a rather pleasing thought, which raised a question I had to ask. “Why won’t she? Doesn’t she like water?” She was a cat. Wasn’t that one of their things?

Jezzy shook her head. “She doesn’t dislike it—last time we were here, the two of us swam together. Try again.”

“Since when is this a quiz?” I remarked… although I was happy to play. “Maybe she’s shy? No, that’s not it…”

“I mean, it’s kind of it, but it’s not the full it,” Jezzy said.

I glanced back, looking at the kitten obscured by a screen of falling water. “If I had to guess, the problem is she doesn’t want me to see her naked.”

Jezzy applauded. “Yay! You’re so smart, Stevie.”

I looked back at her with a smirk. “A total genius. They’re going to start needing to measure my IQ with four figures.”

The dryad’s smile widened. “Then can you tell me why she doesn’t want you to see her naked?”

Sadly, I felt like I could. There was one memory I shared with Dakota that really stuck in my mind—one which had happened a few weeks earlier. It was the day she accidentally walked in on me when I was bathing, when I first got to see her in the buff.

“Because she doesn’t think I’ll like what I see,” I growled.

“But she’s totally wrong, isn’t she?”

“Of course! It should go without saying.” I groaned while burying my forehead into my hand. “Why are you demi-beasts always so self-conscious?” Not Jezzy personally—obviously—but the rest of them.

It was a rhetorical question. I was well aware why demi-beasts felt this way—who made them feel this way.

“Oh, I’m not actually a demi-beast,” Jezzy said.

I flinched out of my stupor. “You’re not?”

She giggled and shook her head. “No, silly. I’m a type of nymph.”

I… what? I gave Jezzy another scan.
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Well, I’d be…

“I’d like to ask you more about what that means, but this isn’t the time.” My eyes kept looking back toward the sad kitten parked on the lake’s edge.

I couldn’t believe she wasn’t playing because she was worried about what a pervert like me would think of her body. The things this world did to sexy demi-beast chicks…

Jezzy giggled and leaned in. “Does that mean you’re, like, willing to help me?”

“With what?”

“Helping Kote, silly.”

“If it’ll help her realize she’s a sexy kitten, I’ll do anything,” I replied.

She beamed and clapped her hands. “Yay! Thanks, Stevie. All you need to do is follow my lead. Soon we’ll have her, like, begging to be your bride.”

“Don’t make it sound like I have an ulterior—”

“Oh, Kote!” Jezzy called as she sauntered from around the waterfall and headed back to shore.

Dakota grumbled. “If you’re comin’ to ask me to join ya, don’t even bother. It ain’t happenin’.”

Jezzy gasped. “I wasn’t gonna ask. I came here to do… this.” She grabbed Dakota’s ankle and pulled.

The feline squealed as she was yanked into the water.

I stared, mouth hanging open. This was Jezzy’s big plan?!

Why was I surprised?

Dakota burst from beneath the surface while spluttering water from her lungs. “What was the big friggin’ idea?!”

Jezzy giggled. “Aww. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get you all wet. Like, your clothes must be totally soaked. Here, let me help you out of them.” She grabbed at Dakota’s tube top and pulled.

Dakota fought back. “Don’t ya friggin’ dare!”

“But they’re totally drenched.”

“I don’t care!”

“Aww, come on, Kote. There’s no reason to be shy,” Jezzy said as she kept trying to strip her friend down. “We’re the only ones here.”

“Don’t make it sound like it’s just two of us,” Dakota complained, her gaze wandering my way over and over again.

Jezzy chuckled. “Stevie’s actually the one who asked me to do this.”

“What?!” I blurted out from afar.

“He did?!” Dakota squeaked.

The dryad nodded. “He was talking all about how much he wanted to see you naked. In fact, like, whenever we talk, he’s always telling me how sexy he thinks you are.”

“Ah! W-what… don’t take the piss outta me!” Dakota snapped while keeping her soaked top where it should be.

“I’m not. It’s the truth.” Jezzy glanced back. “Right, Stevie?”

I swallowed a gulp.

This damn…

I cleared my throat and said, “You’ve caught me. I asked her to help me get you undressed.”

Dakota tensed up. Her face, which was already on the bright side, turned as red as her eyes. “Why the frick would ya do that?!”

“Because I’m a demi-beast-loving pervert and you’re a total hottie?”

“But… I ain’t!”

“You are.”

“I ain’t!”

“You are.”

“No, I ain’t!” she screeched. “I look like a friggin’ dude!”

“Then I guess I must be gay, because I think you look fucking incredible,” I said while waving that ludicrous claim away. Dakota was a tomboy, sure. She was also tall and had a flat chest. None of those things made her look like a guy. Not even close.

Dakota tried to keep arguing, but she couldn’t get her words sorted.

“Give it up, Kote,” Jezzy sang, continuing her attempts to undress her friend. “You already know Stevie’s not like other guys. I mean, you gush about him all the time.”

“Shut up,” Dakota whined, keeping her clothes in place.

“But it’s true. You’re, like, always talking about how cool, and strong, and handsome he is. You’re always saying you’re crazy jelly of Roxie and Luie.”

“Is this true?” I said as I waded closer to the pair.

Dakota whimpered and looked away. “But the Holy Maiden’s the Holy Maiden! And Lu’s right pretty, especially for a mutt. I can’t compare to them! I mean, look at me. Tall, no tits, and I ain’t even got an ass. If I didn’t keep my hair long, I’d look like a friggin’ teenage lad.” Her shoulders dipped. “Ya should’ve heard how the guys at Galewanker’s used to talk about me. Used to tell newcomers I was a chick and not some dude who’d had his goods lopped off.” A weak laugh left her lips. “Got a right big friggin’ laugh, it did…”

My blood turned so hot it was practically lava. I wanted to find everyone at that auction and make them regret they’d ever been born, but there was something I had to take care of first. I waded close until not an inch separated the pair of us. Then I stared into Dakota’s eyes and said, “So despite what I’m telling you, despite everything you know about me, you’re convinced this has to be some joke as a chick like you can’t possibly be sexy?”

“P-pretty much,” she mumbled while refusing to meet my eyes.

I sighed. Then I scooped up a hand of her waterlogged hair. “Sorry in advance.”

“What are ya—”

I pulled Dakota into a make-out kiss.

Her eyes widened as struggled to react.

That was okay; I could kiss for the both of us. I showed Dakota the same treatment I gave my wives. My tongue explored her mouth and weaved with hers.

She remained bolt upright, breathing getting deeper by the second.

Finally, I pulled back. “Do you still think you’re unattractive?”

Dakota gasped for air. “W-what the frick are ya on ab—”

I drew her back in and delivered another passionate kiss the likes of which could’ve brought one of my girls to their knees.

Naturally, Dakota had to cling to me so she didn’t fall.

I separated again and asked, “Do you feel attractive yet?”

“Master?” she panted. “What are ya—”

Wrong answer. Kiss engaged. I overwhelmed her panting mouth with another forceful embrace.

Her body remained frozen; her breathing grew faster. Each pant filled my mouth, sustaining me on the way they grew hotter by the second.

When I next drew back, I said, “This only stops when you say it.”

“Master, stop. I—”

Wrong. Answer. I went in for another.

She mumbled into my mouth.

I pulled back and asked, “What was that?”

“I do! I am!” Dakota squeaked.

“You’re what?”

“Pretty! Attractive! Whatever ya wanna hear.”

“More,” I demanded. “How exactly? What parts of yourself do you like? What makes you sexy?”

She tripped over her own words.

“Of course,” I said with a sigh. Silly lying kitten. “Then should I say them for you?” Before she had a chance to protest, I pulled her head back and kissed her jaw. “We’ll start with up here. Just look at this face. Such a fucking cutie. Goddamn are you pretty.” I kept showering her with kisses. “Look at those eyes. Got ourselves a proper pair of rubies.”

Dakota panted into the sky. “Ah! Master! Quit it. Please.”

I ignored her as I brushed my fingers through her wet hair. “Then there’s this. Long and silky. Smells good too.” I took a whiff. It was fruity. How did she even do that? “And what are these? Just look at them! Adorable.” I rubbed my fingers behind one of her feline ears.

She whined, ear twitching. “Stop, Master! Not there.”

“Why not? Sounds like you like it.” As I rubbed behind her ear, I continued downward. I kissed my lips over her neck, to her chest.

Despite Jezzy’s efforts, Dakota’s drenched top remained… until I tugged it down and exposed her stiff pink nipples.

“Definitely like it,” I continued before giving her chest a kiss. “What delectable little titties.”

Dakota gasped and pulled her clothing back up. “Don’t mock me.”

“Mock? You think I dislike small tits? Have you seen Fern?”

“But she’s got an ass like a friggin’ cow,” Dakota whimpered. “Mine hurts if I sit in one place for too long.”

“You mean this tight little thing?” My free hand grabbed a handful of her bare behind. “Feels plenty soft to me. Just like this.” I grabbed the base of her tail.

She squealed. “Not there!”

“Yes, here,” I said while strumming the base. “A cat tail—you’ve got a genuine cat tail. Fuck me. The Japanese really know their stuff. It looks great on you.” She made it easy to see why nekos were the anime monster girl of choice.

Dakota clung to me while whining. “Stop it! Mercy. Mercy!”

“But I’m not done,” I told her. “I still need to talk about how your long slender limbs make you look like a model. Then there’s that flat, toned tummy which would make most women jealous.”

“I’ll listen! I’ll listen to it all… just, please, stop,” she huffed and puffed.

“Is someone sensitive?” I teased.

“Yes!” Dakota squeaked.

“Okay. I’ll stop… once you tell me you’re beautiful.”

“I’m beautiful!” she squealed.

“Again.”

“I’m beautiful!”

“Again. Make me believe you mean it.”

“I’m beautiful,” she continued while wiggling in my arms. “I’m beautiful! I’m beautiful!”

“More,” I ordered.

“I’m beautiful! And pretty, and sexy, and gorgeous, and hot as friggin’ shiz!”

“Better,” I said, removing my hands from her sensitive spots.

Dakota stumbled away, falling into Jezzy’s arms. The dryad giggled and stroked the panting feline’s hair. “See? What did I tell you? Stevie totally thinks you’re to die for.”

“B-but…” Dakota began.

“Still not convinced?” I said. “Do I need to show you what I’ve got hidden under this water?”

She squeaked. “Ya don’t mean your…?”

“I sure do. Right now, I’m harder than a fucking sword.”

“Because of me?!”

I grinned. “I’d be lying if I said Jezzy hadn’t helped, but you better believe you’re behind this wood. I almost blew my load when I was teasing you.”

Dakota didn’t say a word. All she did was gawk.

Luckily, she had Jezzy to speak for her. “Ohhh? Is that really true? Like, I’m not sure I’m convinced. I think we need to see some evidence.”

“Wait, what?!” Dakota squeaked.

“Sure,” I said as I moved to the shore and hopped out, so I was sitting while facing the pool.

Water dripped down my muscles… one in particular.

Two pairs of eyes latched onto my member.

“Oooh,” Jezzy cooed appreciatively.

“H-he’s seriously stiff,” Dakota said.

“Damn right,” I said while letting the girls goggle. “This is the sort of effect sexy kittens have on perverts like me.”

“How naughty,” Jezzy giggled before tightening her hold on Dakota. “We totally need to get a closer look.”

“Huh?!” Dakota squeaked, a second before she was thrust between my legs.

Before she was given a point-blank view of my hardness.

Her intense red gaze drank in my shape, while her nostrils unconsciously indulged in my fragrance. She tried to say something, anything, but the only sound she could produce was a long nondescript hum.

Jezzy wiggled into place next to her, their shoulders brushing against my knees. “Hmm, what a big sexy cock,” she moaned while stroking a hand over my thigh. “Hey, Kote? Doesn’t it make you all hungry?”

“W-what the frick are ya sayi—”

The dryad leaned forward and gave my shaft a kiss.

A surprised, excited grunt left my lips. Holy crap! Jezzy had seriously just…

Dakota stared at her friend, then at the purple lip print on my cock, then back at her friend. “You… ya seriously…”

Jezzy giggled. “Jelly?”

“Why would I be jelly?!” Dakota squeaked.

The dryad tilted her head. “Because you’re in love with Stevie and want to suck his cock too?”

Dakota tensed up and pursed her lips shut.

“There’s no need to act coy,” Jezzy continued. “Stevie’s already said how much he likes you. I’m sure it’d make him super-duper happy if you gave his big boy some attention.”

“That’s an understatement and a half,” I growled.

“See? Unless you’d rather I keep it all to myself.” Jezzy leaned back in and planted another tender kiss against my hard shaft. Then her lips continued, working up and down, showering me in attention.

Dakota whimpered as she watched. “I… I don’t…”

“Then you better hurry up and join,” the dryad moaned while running her tongue up my cock.

I gripped the pool’s edge as throbs of pleasure surged through me. My manhood twitched, begging Jezzy for more.

Begging Dakota to join us.

She kept squirming as her wide eyes bashfully flicked between my face and my wanting member. “W-what if I frick up?” she mumbled.

“As long as you don’t bite it off, I’ll love anything you to do to me,” I told her.

“That’s too much pressure!”

My heart dropped. “How hard do you think blowjobs are?!” I didn’t have experience giving them, but I was pretty sure that shouldn’t have been a serious worry.

Jezzy giggled. “Silly Kote. That’s not going to happen. Come here and copy me. I’ll show you what to do.”

Dakota fidgeted… before shimmying closer, until she was mere centimeters away from my shaft. The intensity of her sniffles increased, treating her keen senses to the scent of my raging male pheromones.

“Watch closely,” Jezzy said while worshiping my member with her tongue. She ran it from the base to the head, pausing whenever she pleased to shower me with wet kisses. Then, when she reached the tip, she engulfed me with her soft lips… and took me inside of her.

“Holy fuck!” I grunted, squeezing the ground so hard my knuckles turned white.

Jezzy giggled, sending vibrations surging through my length. Then she began to move—she began to teach Dakota how to make me moan.

And moan I did.

It felt amazing. Jezzy’s eagerness, her plush lips, the way she used her tongue… I was in a heaven of her making.

Dakota stared, speechless. Her eyes moved up and down, following Jezzy as if she was a sultry, hypnotic pendulum.

The dryad pulled back with the wettest of pops. Both her lips and my member glistened, courtesy of her saliva. Bubbles dangled from transparent rope bridges which joined the two of us together. When she opened her mouth to speak, they snapped, slapping her across the chin and amplifying her seductive appearance.

“See?” Jezzy said before swirling her tongue and licking the mess from her lips. “It’s not hard at all… unless we’re talking about Stevie’s cock.” Another giggle, as was customary.

“Y-ya expect me to do that?!” Dakota squeaked as heat radiated from her cheeks.

“Why not? It’s super-duper easy.”

“Don’t chat like ya ain’t got tons of experience!”

Jezzy flashed a disarming smile. “Like, experience doesn’t matter. It’s all about love.”

“Love?!” Dakota exclaimed.

“Totally. Like, as long you listen to your heart, I’m sure you’ll make Stevie feel good.”

Dakota had no idea how to respond to that… something we had in common.

Jezzy giggled her way on, regardless. “Your turn, Kote.”

“Ya can’t be serious,” Dakota mumbled. “There ain’t no way I can do that…”

“You’ll never know until you try. I mean, like, licking isn’t hard. You’ve licked me plenty of times. You even did it last time we were here.”

Dakota swallowed a squeak.

I grinned. “Naughty kitten.”

“I ain’t! I mean…”

Jezzy leaned onto Dakota’s shoulder. “But Stevie wants you to be naughty. He wants you to lean in and give his cock a big sloppy kiss.”

“I’d give my right kidney for one,” I said.

Dakota pursed her lips again. Hard, then harder, and harder. Her body trembled, as if she was about to explode. And then… she did. “Fine!” the cat exclaimed. “Don’t blame me if I frick things up…”

“The only moans you’ll hear from me are those of pleasure,” I told her.

She took a deep breath. Her red eyes stared at my cock, studying its every facet, while her nostrils inhaled its scent. She already knew it rather intimately—only one act remained. As slowly as she could, Dakota wiggled forward… and tasted me with her lips.

As promised, a moan escaped me.

Dakota flinched. Had she not expected that reaction? She kissed again to make sure it hadn’t been a fluke.

Another pleased noise left my mouth.

Giddiness washed over her expression. Dakota kissed again, then again, and again. Each was deeper, more passionate, than the last. What began as a tentative peck became an eager tongue-filled snog. She was making out with my stiffness like we were lovers in a world of our own.

Which, of course, we weren’t.

“See? You’re doing it,” Jezzy cooed as she watched Dakota blossom. “Just keep following those instincts.”

She did. Her tongue didn’t stop; her mouth didn’t stop. Want and lust fueled the sexy feline tomboy, erasing all her self-loathing. She was now a sexual beast who wanted her fill of the hard meat in front of her.

Dakota couldn’t be satisfied with just kissing. Her zealous worship continued, until she followed Jezzy’s lead and found her way to my tip. Then, as if it was as natural as breathing, she swallowed up my hardness.

“Holy crap, Dakota,” I growled, stroking my fingers through her hair.

My praise, my touch, made her perk up—it encouraged her. She went faster, deeper… whatever it took to milk out more of my moans.

It worked, alright. I couldn’t hold them back. I filled the cave with groans as euphoric bliss surged through my being.

Jezzy bit her bottom lip. “Ohhh. You guys are so totally hot together. Like, it makes me feel all jelly. It makes me wanna play too.” The dryad moved closer…

“What do you—holy shit!”

She kissed between my legs—she kissed me right on the balls. And it wasn’t a one-time thing. While Dakota pleased my member, while she bobbed her head up and down, Jezzy made out with sac.

I didn’t know what else to say—was there anything that could be said? I embraced Jezzy like I had Dakota, fingers weaving into her flowery locks as she helped to drive me wild.

Their wet, worshiping moans stopped any possible silence. It was impossible to tell which of them was more eager. Was it the one feverishly making out with me or the one feverishly making out with me?

It didn’t matter. The end result was the same.

“Girls,” I growled, fingers curling. “You damn amazing girls. You’re amazing—this is amazing. I’m almost there. I’m about to…”

Jezzy’s eyes sprung open. She pulled back, leaving my downstairs stained with a mixture of purple lip prints and her clinging saliva. “No fair. I want to taste it too,” she moaned, hot pink eyes begging me to deliver.

Dakota had other ideas. She kept taking me down to the base, trying to hog it all to herself.

It didn’t happen. Jezzy pulled Dakota back, freeing my throbbing stiffness from her irresistible mouth.

“What the frick are ya doin’?!” the panting feline asked.

I couldn’t answer; I was at my limit. I grasped my member and gave it the final squeeze it needed.

My warm seed fired out, right over the two gorgeous girls.

They gasped as they were caught unawares by the first rope. Then they eagerly awaited those that followed, presenting themselves for a marking.

Logic would suggest the first shot was supposed to be the largest—the thickest. However, I defied expectations. Those that followed immediately after the first were no less impressive. They draped over the girls, stretching from their chins up into their hair. They covered their tongues, sullied their skin, and clogged their nostrils with my lust.

Over and over I released onto the gorgeous pair until I didn’t have any more to give. Then, as I was vying to catch my breath, I looked down at what I’d caused. “Fuck…”

Jezzy giggled as my warmth clung to her features. “Oooh. Such a powerful shot. It’s no wonder all the ladies are, like, so enamored with you.” She wiped her fingers over her face, collecting thick globs of seed. Then she sucked them clean. “Hmm! So tasty. It’s never been like this before.”

“Friggin’ Voida,” Dakota panted, her nose glazed by my wayward shots. “Where’d ya even find room to store all this?” She followed Jezzy’s lead, collecting my cum and slurping it from her fingers. “Ack! What the frick’s tasty about this?! So bitter…”

“You don’t like it? More for me, then.” Jezzy lunged at Dakota and started licking her face clean.

“Hey, whoa! Stop it!” Dakota squeaked as she tried to lean away from the affectionate assault. However, Jezzy was too much to handle. Dakota fell back, under the water’s surface, taking the dryad with her.

“Are you girls okay?” I asked.

Dakota splashed back into view while spluttering.

Jezzy was a little more composed. She shook her head from side to side, shaking her long pink locks dry. “Aww, Kote. Look what you did. You wasted all the cum.”

“You started it!” Dakota complained.

I chuckled as I remained on the pool’s edge. “There’s no reason to be sad. I’ve still got plenty in here.” I patted my lap.

The girls turned my way. Jezzy’s face lit up, while Dakota’s did the same… in a different way. A crimson blush spread over her face. “Are ya chattin’ about…”

I nodded. “I’m not satisfied. I want you both. Right here and now.”

“How about it, Kote?” Jezzy cooed while leaning against the feline. “How about we go see what all the fuss is about?”

Dakota pursed her lips… and nodded.

I growled. They’d made a very wise decision.

Our fun in the water came to an end. The girls returned to dry land and got themselves into position.

“Why the frick are we posed like this?” Dakota squeaked as she was flat on her back.

Jezzy laid on top of her, pressing their breasts together. She tilted her head. “Is something wrong?”

“I thought you’d enjoy being close to your lover,” I teased as I enjoyed the view of the two naked beauties embracing.

“We ain’t lovers!” Dakota protested.

“That’s right, Stevie,” Jezzy sang. “The only one Kote loves is you.”

“Zelby!”

I gasped. “You don’t love me? And here was me thinking you wanted to be my bride.”

Dakota flinched. “That’s… I mean… rawr! You two ain’t friggin’ fair!”

“Guilty. Sometimes you need to play a little dirty when your opponent’s a cute, bashful kitten too embarrassed to say what she wants.” I stroked my fingers up her leg, moving to her thigh. “There’s no reason to hide it any longer. I won’t reject you—I’m gagging at the chance to make you happy. All you need to do is stop holding back.” Up and up my fingers went, along the inside of her trembling thigh. “Tell me what you want, Dakota. Put your fear aside and tell me exactly what you want.”

She hesitated. Her mouth opened, but not a sound came out. What if I was tricking her? What if this was all a dream? What if… any excuse she could think of?

My touch, my stroking fingers, told her to forget all that. I smiled, encouraging her to forget any nonsense about her next words damaging what we had. Things could only go up.

“I…” Dakota began. “I want ya to make me your wife.”

My lips curled into the biggest of smiles. “Good girl. You did amazingly. So amazingly you’ve earned yourself the biggest of rewards.” I shifted between her legs and kissed her tight, excited mound with the tip of my hardness.

And then, with one movement, I made her wish a reality.

Dakota squealed. She jerked her hips up as her tight insides clenched around me.

Jezzy leaned down, kissing her pale neck. “So lucky. All those silly girls running around to get a taste of Stevie… and you’re the one he chooses first.”

“He… did, didn’t he?” Dakota moaned.

I grinned. “Just because I think every demi-beast on the farm’s sexy doesn’t mean I’m willing to play husband with them. A right like that’s only reserved for a select, special few.”

“Y-ya mean that?!” she squeaked, voice so high it was almost inaudible.

“Damn straight,” I said, throwing my hips forward, milking out another of Dakota’s sweat moans. While squeezing her thighs, I began to build up a rhythm I knew would make her go crazy. “You’ve been such a good girl. That I didn’t have to fight off hundreds of competitors to get you like this is a crime.”

“Ya can’t be serious!” Dakota moaned.

Jezzy giggled while pampering the feline’s jaw with kisses. “Why not? You’re so totally cute. If I was a guy, I’d have, like, so eaten you up.”

“Don’t act like you let being a girl stop you,” I said, building up more speed the more comfortable Dakota got at taking me.

“Holy frick!” she squeaked, shuddering. “Holy friggin’… ah!”

“Enjoying yourself, kitten?”

“Yes, Master,” Dakota moaned as her heavy breathing grew hotter, deeper, faster. She leaned her head to the side, letting Jezzy devour her neck.

“Really? You’re not lying to placate me again, are you?” I asked as I pressed my thumb against her sensitive little pink button.

“I’m not! I mean it!” she cried out. “This feels so good. Too good. Holy friggin’ Architect! Is this what proper sex feels like? Frick me!”

“Already on it,” I said, picking up even more speed.

“Wait! What are ya doin’! That’s not… oh frick! Master! Master! Master! Oh friggin’ Voida! I think I’m gonna… gonna, gonna… ah!” Dakota threw her arms around Jezzy as her cries reached a pitch only demi-beasts were capable of hearing. Her insides clamped down, forcing me to ease off.

I knew what all these signs meant—my kitten was feeling it. She was getting her first taste of ecstasy delivered by my touch.

It took a full minute for Dakota’s wild trembles to slow down to a reasonable level and her voice to become perceptible to me again. “Frick,” Dakota said as she gasped for breath. “Master. Ya just made me…”

“I know,” I replied. “Ready for another?”

Her head shot up. “Huh?! But—”

I thrust.

She squealed. “Master! Wait, mercy! I’m still sensitive, and stuff!”

“Ask again in thirty seconds, and I’ll listen,” I said as I went straight back to the same rhythm which had driven her over the edge.

It barely took five seconds for her high-pitched squeaks to melt into lustful groans.

“So? Mercy?” I asked without pausing.

She glanced at me with her tearful red eyes. “No! No mercy! Please, don’t stop. Please, never stop!”

“Wow,” Jezzy cooed, no longer kissing. She was too absorbed by the sounds—by Dakota’s beyond-sultry expression. “I never knew Kote could get this way. So lucky.”

“Who said she’s the only one who gets to feel good?” I said.

“Hu—ah?!”

I slipped two fingers inside of her.

Jezzy moaned, glancing back at me. “Stevie? What are you doing?”

“What does it feel like?” I said as I pressed my thumb to her clit and moved my fingers back and forth.

Her jubilant cries loudened. A dizzy, euphoric look overwhelmed Jezzy’s face as she fell back against her friend moaning beneath.

A golden nectar dripped from her pussy, splashing against Dakota’s stomach.

“And what is this?” I said, pulling my soaked fingers free. I gave them a lick, spreading the liquid all over my tongue. “It’s sweet.” It smelled, looked, and tasted like honey.

Jezzy giggled. “Like it?”

I hummed… before hoisting her hips as high as I could and digging in for a feast.

She released another squealing moan, mimicking Dakota, who was still being driven wild by my thrusts.

While that sexy kitten got to feel bliss thanks to my hard cock, I let Jezzy lose her mind on my tongue. I buried it into her sweetness and drank her abundant nectar from its source.

“Oooh!” Jezzy moaned, grabbing hold of Dakota’s hands and interlocking their fingers. “Right there, Stevie. Right there.”

Holy crap. It was like a damn sweet shop had been opened on my taste buds. I couldn’t get enough—I couldn’t stop making out with her slit.

It was no wonder she’d convinced Dakota to play around with her.

Speaking of the gorgeous feline, she was still filling the air with her howls. Her ruby eyes had rolled back, and her tongue had escaped her lips. “Holy frick! Just like that, Master! Friggin’ yes! So good! So good, Master. You’re amazin’! I love you. Master! Master! Master!”

“Not anymore,” I said, showing Jezzy and her alone mercy. My rapid-fire hips refused to stop making Dakota go insane. “You can’t be my bride if you call me that. Try again.”

For a moment, Dakota looked hesitant—perhaps confused? Which didn’t matter, because that mindset didn’t last. Pleasure and adoration made everything better. Lust returned to her expression, along with a single word she cried out for the whole Darkwood to hear.

“Steve!”

I grinned. That was better. My kitten had earned herself a reward: all the orgasms she could ever want.

Her moans loudened as I kept thrusting—never stopped thrusting. They mixed with Jezzy’s as I went back to feasting on her glistening honey pot.

“Steve! Steve! Steve!” the giddy cat squealed. “Holy frick! This is insane. This is too good!”

“So good,” Jezzy moaned into Dakota’s face.

“Damn right,” I growled, tongue and face hot and sticky from Jezzy’s overwhelming excitement. Everything about them was pushing me to my limits. After all the orgasms I’d given Dakota, it was time for me to receive another of my own.

It was time to make Dakota mine.

“Dakota,” I snarled, even as my lips devoured another woman. “You’re my bride now. My wife. My beloved little kitten. I’m never going to let you go. I’m going to fill you up—I’m going to mark you. I’m going to make you belong to me.”

Her hazy, adoring eyes locked onto me. “Steve! Yes… please! Your wife… make me your wife!”

I didn’t have a ring, a venue, or anyone to conduct the ceremony, but that didn’t matter. Forget all that crap. I had my own way of doing things. Vulgar. Idiotic. But mine.

Just like her.

My hips, my tongue… everything about me went into overdrive.

The duo’s moans matched.

“Oooh!” Jezzy howled. “So close. Like, I’m almost there…”

“Me too. Me too!” Dakota squealed. “Holy frick. Holy frick!” She threw her head back, panting mouth opening wide, tongue hanging free.

Jezzy saw it all… and struck. She dropped her head and claimed those lips. The two of them reached satisfaction, combined in a tongue-filled embrace.

The sight of the two beauties making out, the burst of nectar filling my mouth, and the way Dakota’s insides shuddered around me as she passed her limits… all were straws that shattered the camel’s back. I growled, lunging forward, as that moment finally arrived.

I buried myself deep inside my Dakota and marked her with my seed.

For a moment, the glade fell silent. I could practically hear the pulse after pulse of my affection filling Dakota up. It continued onward for so many enraptured seconds, until I’d given my kitten everything I had to offer.

Hot breaths filled the air.

“Damn…” I mumbled, pulling back and letting just a small portion of my release come free.

Fuck, there was a lot. How much had I shot inside her?

Jezzy pulled her lips back from Dakota’s so the pair could join me in trying to refill their lungs.

A giddy grin spread over Dakota’s face. “Oh, Master…”

I shook my head. “You know better than that.”

She snickered. “Steve… my Steve.” Her hand wandered to her stomach. “Frick. Ya didn’t hold nothin’ back, did ya?”

“How could I when I had such a sexy partner?”

Her smile got wider and wider. “I can’t believe this seriously happened. I got hitched to Steve—I got hitched to a hot as shiz dude.”

Jezzy giggled as she lazily lifted her head. “See? I told you there was nothing to worry about.”

“Yeah, guess ya did,” Dakota chuckled back. “So… like, thanks, I guess. This wouldn’t have happened if not for ya.”

“Aww. There’s no need to thank me. That’s what friends are for.” She gave Dakota a hug, which wasn’t hard when they were still lying on top of each other.

It was a scene I couldn’t help but smile at… even if I didn’t fully agree with Jezzy’s statement. “I don’t know. I think someone has earned a reward of their own.” I pressed myself against Jezzy’s glistening folds.

“Huh?” she gasped, throwing her head up and looking at me.

I smirked. “It’d be unfair to drag you into this then deny you the main event.”

“He’s got a point,” Dakota said. “I sorta owe ya a round for settin’ this up.”

“And I’m ready to give it to you. If you want it.”

Jezzy’s face lit up. “Like, you guys are too good to me.” She swayed her wide hips and juicy, green behind from side to side. “Please, Stevie. Fill me u—”

I thrust forward.

Her words became another squealing moan as she fell back onto Dakota.

The cat caught her friend and snickered. “Fricked silly already, are ya?”

Jezzy shuddered. “Oooh. What is this? Like, is this what a cock is supposed to feel like?”

“It’s what mine feels like,” I said as I took a firm hold of her hips. “Still, you’ve not felt anything yet.” Which I corrected with another thrust. Then another. And another.

She responded with a moan, a squeak, and a howl. Her eyes rolled back as she clung to Dakota for dear life.

Dakota kept snickering. “Damn. I ain’t never seen her like this before, and I used to tongue her out all the time.”

“Lesbian,” I teased.

“Frick off!”

“I’m sorry, Kote,” the panting dryad groaned, “but Stevie’s cock… it’s so good! It’s, like, so much better than your tongue was. So much better than…”

“Like I don’t friggin’ know that,” Dakota replied with a grin. “Ya should see what your face looks like.”

“From how hard she’s moaning, I’m guessing not too dissimilar to how yours looked,” I said as I did my manly duties and let my hips go wild.

Dakota flinched and looked away.

I chuckled and opened up to speak—

Jezzy interrupted with a squeal. “Oooh! Stevie! I’m, like, totally about to blow.”

My lips curled back into a grin. “And? I’m not stopping you.” If anything, my feral movements were encouraging her to let it all out.

So she did.

The pitch of her moans rose higher, until they were mingling with the clouds. Her head flicked back, showering me with her flower-filled locks, as she soaked my lap with her irresistibly sweet nectar.

I growled. She sure knew how to make a man feel appreciated.

“Holy frick!” Dakota said as she got a front-row seat to Jezzy climaxing her brains out. “Please don’t tell me that’s how I sounded. Please don’t tell me this is how I looked.”

I hummed in thought before wrapping an arm around Jezzy. I pried her from Dakota and flipped her around before placing her back.

Jezzy wore an utterly blissed-out expression, complete with her tongue hanging from her lips.

“It’s like I’m looking at twins,” I informed them.

The blushing kitten once again averted her eyes.

Jezzy panted as her own hazy peepers looked my way. “Ohhh, Stevie. That was so amazing. Like, I didn’t even know it was possible to cum from sex.”

“Seriously?!”

She nodded. “I always thought, like, I was supposed to touch myself after to get off. I never even though it could happen during the act.” A silly giggle popped from her lips. “Like thanksies, Stevie. Thanksies for, like, letting me have real sex, at last.”

I grinned. “What are you saying? We’re not done.”

“Huh?” she said, lazily tilting her head.

“Do I feel soft to you?” I said, shifting my hips, so she couldn’t ignore the hardness filling her up. “We’re not stopping until you’re a sticky, giggly, cum-filled mess.”

Jezzy stared, unable to speak for once.

Dakota wrapped her arms around Jezzy, squeezing hold of her breasts in the process. “Ya heard the man. Ya ain’t goin’ nowhere until you’ve experienced everythin’ ya put me through.”

“Which starts… now.” I drilled forwards.

Another hot squeak filled the air as all the clarity drained from Jezzy’s face, replaced with giddy jubilance.

I smirked. This wasn’t over by a long shot, alright. It was time to make Jezzy as wild for me as Dakota was.

As wild for me as the whole damn farm was.



Chapter 24


Once the orange glow of the evening sky had finished bathing our hiding spot in fading light, Dakota, Jezzy, and I snuck back to the farm, hoping things had calmed in my absence.

They had.

The cows and bunnies apologized for getting over-excited and promised it would never happen again.

I was quick to accept. It wasn’t like I hadn’t enjoyed being wanted. I’d just been concerned about what state they would’ve left me in.

Lulu assured me it wasn’t anything I’d have to worry about. They were in the process of coming up with some sort of rota system, so the demi-beasts could get a taste of me without needing to fight, and I wouldn’t need to worry about having years drained off my life.

That my sex life was being scheduled was somewhat strange, but I could overlook that bizarreness when the prize was just that good.

Once everyone had finished telling me the details, we gathered in the kitchen, so I could make an announcement of my own.

“So it’s official. From now on, we’re both Steve’s wives,” Jezzy announced with a cheerful call, grabbing onto my arm.

Lulu, Roxie, Fern, and Marietta stared at me.

Dakota and I stared at Jezzy.

“Hang on! Since when did ya become his wife?” Dakota said from my other side.

Jezzy tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“Ya never said anythin’ about that!”

“That’s how I remember it,” I added.

Jezzy cooed, “But that’s before I knew how amazing your cock felt.” She nuzzled into my shoulder. “Or do you not think I’m good enough to be your wife?”

My throat dried up. This damn bubbly seductress. She was definitely doing this on purpose.

Marietta scoffed and leaned back in her seat. “Go figure. You give him permission to fool around and, not a day later, he’s added two more ‘wives’ to his collection.” She gave me a withering look. “So how many more have you got your sights on? Ten? Fifty? A hundred? Maybe you’re planning on making everyone on this farm your wife?”

“I’m not planning on taking anymore wives,” I assured her.

She flinched before turning away with an emphasized huff. “Oh. I see!”

Shouldn’t that news have made her happy?

“Hey, don’t be actin’ like I’m some sneaky opportunist,” Dakota complained. “Everyone already said it was kay for me to join.”

My eyes widened. “They did?”

Lulu nodded. “Dakota came to us this morning and asked for our approval.”

“Yeah!” Fern said while throwing her wings up. “It was all super cute. She was totally being all squeaky and said she didn’t wanna cause tension between us.”

“I couldn’t say no to such an adorable cat,” Roxie said.

“Lulu?” I said, she being the one who concerned me the most, for obvious reasons.

“Of course, I said it was okay,” she mumbled while toying with her hands. “I couldn’t exactly say no after what I said yesterday. Besides… I knew how happy it would make her.”

Dakota gasped. “Oh, Lu.” She pounced, almost knocking the canine from her chair. Instead, she trapped her in a hug. “You’re the best! Who knew mutts could be so rad?”

Lulu huffed. “And you’re pretty good… for a cat.”

I couldn’t help smiling at the two of them.

Dakota let Lulu go and stood up straight. “And also a big thanks to ya, Holy Maiden.” She bowed her head toward Roxie, before moving onto Fern. “Eternal First Wife, Fern.”

Fern puffed her chest out.

“Wait, what?!” Roxie squeaked.

“What did you do?” Lulu said, glaring.

“What?” Fern replied. “I said it was totally okay. She just had to remember I was the eternal first wife. The eternal!”

“If that's what it takes to be with Steve,” a determined Dakota said.

“See? See?! She acknowledges me. She acknowledges me!”

“Please don’t,” Lulu said to Dakota.

Fern huffed. “No fair! Why does Roxie get to be a Holy Maiden but I can’t be the Eternal First Wife?!”

Roxie gulped and started twiddling with her hair. “I never made her call me that. It was her own choice.”

“I never made her either! She chose to. She chose!”

Lulu stared at Dakota. “Please never call her that again.”

“Alright, alright,” Dakota said. “Ya don’t need to keep naggin’ about it.”

“But that’s not fair. Not fair!” Fern complained while puffing out her cheeks.

Jezzy giggled and went back to cuddling my arm. “I don’t mind what number wife I am, as long as Stevie promises to spend lots and lots of lovely quality time with me.”

Lulu stared. “Dakota asked permission, but you never said anything.”

“What’s the big deal? You already said you were fine with it.”

“Fooling around with someone is different from making them your wife.”

“We’re still not actually married,” I reminded Lulu.

“But it’s the principle!” Lulu squeaked.

“The principle,” Roxie agreed with a nod.

“Yep,” Dakota said.

Fern nodded her head sharply, lips still pouted.

Jezzy giggled. “Aww, I’m sorry. But it’s not like I was planning on going that far at the start. But then Stevie slipped his cock into me, and I thought I was going to die from pleasure. I just couldn’t help falling head over heels for him, for real.”

Lulu sighed. “I guess it can’t be helped then…”

“Tell me about it,” Roxie said.

“Totally,” Fern agreed.

“That’s all it took to get you guys on side?!” I exclaimed.

Jezzy giggled and rubbed herself even closer to me. “You’ve totally gotta face it, handsome. You’re just, like, a total stud, and we all know it. No girl can resist you.”

The dreamy gaze of the others said likewise.

They sure knew how to make a guy feel special.

Marietta let an emphasized, attention-drawing huff. “Are you all quite finished? Some of us are waiting to go to sleep.”

“Aww,” Fern whined. “But all this talk about Steve’s cock has made me wanna have sex.”

Marietta growled. “You will not turn our bedroom into a den of debauchery, you damn bird. That goes for the rest of you as well.”

Jezzy giggled. “Aww, Mary. You sound so tense. Like, I know what would make you feel better. A nice long ride on Steve’s big, hard manly—”

“Shut your damn mouth!” Marietta squeaked. She jumped to her feet, grabbed my arm, and dragged me after her. “Hurry up.”

Fern gasped. “Oh. Oh! She’s doing it!”

“You go, girl,” Jezzy cheered.

“Not another word,” Marietta snarled before pulling me toward our bedroom.

I chuckled under my breath. One grumpy sheep aside, I had to say that conversation had gone quite well.

They weren’t at each other’s throats, after all.

My aim for the future was to keep them that way while spreading our happiness to the rest of our emerging village. I wasn’t content with just providing everyone with a safe place to sleep; I wanted to make this a sanctuary we could all be proud of.

Which meant I had plenty more work to do.

The following morning, once I’d kissed my wives goodbye, I returned to the main building site located behind the back of the house.

Three basic wooden homes had already been constructed, and work was underway on a couple more. The cows, led by Roxie, could handle building by themselves. My focus was on another method of construction only I could pull off.

I took a deep breath and began channeling my mana.

The ground purred in response.

Perfect. I beckoned it upward, manipulating its shape like a puppeteer tugging on invisible strings.

Dirt rose as a uniform block.

The start was easy; the first few inches were a breeze. When I reached the foot mark, the ground started to resist my touch. It wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle, so higher I went, all the while compacting my work to give it strength and stability.

Up and up my wall rose. The higher it grew, the more mana it demanded from me. Was it because I was drawing it further from its natural domain? I hadn’t a clue. Whatever it was, I’d have to overcome it if I wanted to make my dreams a reality.

Once the wall had gotten to around four-foot tall, and a further two thick, I disconnected my link.

The wall remained.

That was a nice start. But… I delivered a sharp kick.

It crumbled into pieces.

I sighed. Just as I feared: it wasn’t nearly strong enough.

Again.

I started the process from scratch, building another identically sized wall… which I tested with a kick that knocked it to pieces. Then I built another, which failed again. Then I built another, but the result didn’t change. So I built another…

It looked like I’d gone mad, but I saw it. Each time, the wall held up a little better than previously. I was learning how to make it stronger.

I was developing the power to make it stronger.

If I kept at it, I’d eventually be able to make a wall that could stand up to even the strongest of impacts. Not only would that be great for housing but also for defending our community. A wooden palisade was better than nothing, but against the armies of Blesslan? It wouldn’t be enough. We needed a proper barrier which could keep our enemies at bay.

Which would keep everyone safe.

That was a long way off. I kicked through my fourteenth wall like it was cardboard. After taking a deep breath, and giving my sweaty brow a wipe, I tapped into my inner wellspring and began on my fifteenth prototype.

“Steve!” Fern cried as she shot in like a missile.

I jumped to the side.

She whizzed past, blitzing straight through my new wall, exploding it into dust.

I should ask her to stress test them later.

For now, I ambled over to where she was flat on the floor, covered in dirt. “You okay?”

She lifted her head and shook away the flecks of muck. Then she glanced at me. “I’m not. I’m not! You know you’re supposed to catch me. Why don’t you? Why?!” Clarity overwrote her bratty expression. “Wait! This isn’t the time.” She jumped to her feet and waved her wings around. “I’ve got big news. Huge news. The worst news!”

“What?” I asked, sensing her seriousness.

“Soldiers are gathered at the edge of the forest. Like, a ton of them. A ton!”

“You’re sure?!”

She nodded sharply. “Yeppers! They had this big tower and everything.” She gasped. “Also, I saw someone coming this way. Someone and something!”

I growled. Was it that time already?

“Go warn everyone,” I said as I took off running.

“Where are you going? Where?!” Fern squeaked while waving her wings.

“You know where,” I replied as I headed to the entrance. If someone was coming from Blesslan, I was going to meet them personally.

It wasn’t just me. A large crowd gathered, most armed and ready to protect this farm.

I held my favorite rapier as a cloud of dust appeared on the horizon.

Toward us rode a single knight, decked in the colors of Yellowfields. His mount wasn’t a centaur but a beast, which looked like a cross between a camel and a rhino.

“What is that?” I asked the others.

“A doncharger,” Lulu answered as she stood by my side. “It’s a type of monster used as a mount in certain areas.”

Dakota scoffed. “Guess they thought better than sendin’ a horse to break up a demi-beast party.”

The knight slowed his mount to a halt before entering the farm. “I am Sir Declan Berryham, representative of Her Royal Highness, Princess Penelope, and His Holy Emperor, The Architect Almighty. By their command, you are hereby ordered to vacate this illegal settlement and return to the great Blesslan Empire. Lay down your weapons and surrender.”

“Or what?” I said, taking a step forward.

“Steve,” Lulu squeaked, trying to pull me back.

“We have an army, three-hundred strong, on the border of this territory,” Declan replied. “If you refuse to cooperate, we will have no option but to resort to force.”

An uneasy atmosphere washed over the farm’s residents.

“Relax,” I said to everyone. “Let me handle this.” I took another step forward. “Don’t you think it’s a bit rude showing up out of the blue and demanding we cooperate? And not even bothering to send your leader? Do you really think that little of us?”

“You’re lucky you’re receiving this much kindness,” Declan replied.

“I’m not too sure about that,” I said, waving his excuse away. “Here’s what’s gonna happen. I’m going to ride up to your army with you and have a chat with whoever’s in charge.”

“Steve!” Lulu squeaked.

Declan scoffed. “You think you are in any position to give orders?”

“You think you can stop me?” I said. “I’m going to go greet your army. You can either come or stay here and entertain the residents. Your choice.”

He grumbled before muttering, “Fine.”

I turned back to the others and smiled. “See? Told you I’d handle it.”

“What part of this is handling it?” Lulu whined, ears drooping.

“Have a little faith,” I said. “You thought I was crazy when I stepped in to save you from Zeryesis. How did that turn out?”

“I know, but…”

I leaned in and pecked her lips. Then I looked into the crowd and said, “Apollo! Give me a ride?”

The centaur snorted while tottering forward. “For a guy who doesn’t believe in slavery, you sure are a slave driver.”

I grinned. “Maybe I just enjoy our manly bonding sessions?”

Apollo laughed. “You should’ve just said. I knew you couldn’t get enough of my muscles.” He flexed.

Declan cleared his throat. “Are you quite finished?”

“Chill out. Where’s your sense of fun?” I asked.

The look on his face said I wouldn’t be seeing it here.

After I’d mounted Apollo, my wives crowded around me. However, it wasn’t they who made a commotion.

“You’re seriously going to face an army? Alone?!” Marietta snapped. “What is wrong with you?!”

“Relax,” I said, again. “I’m going to negotiate, not fight.”

“And they’ve come here to fight, not negotiate.”

“Plus you’ve got a bad habit of infuriating the other side,” Lulu added.

“Valid points,” I said.

Marietta grabbed my leg. “Then use your head and don’t go! What do you think will happen to this place if something happens to you?! What do you think will happen to us…?” Her voice dropped low, into a whisper. “Steve…”

She was far from the only person looking at me with concern.

I countered with a smile. “I will be coming back. There’s nothing to worry about. You’ve said it yourself: my ridiculous schemes always work out somehow.”

“Until they don’t,” Marietta grumbled.

I scoffed. “Like I’ll fail knowing I’ve got so many beautiful women waiting for my return. This problem is all but solved.”

Declan coughed. “Are you done yet?!”

“Yeah, yeah,” I replied with a groan before looking back to my allies. “Stay here and protect the farm for me. We can’t rule out them having a second army ready to strike.”

“You’re not letting us come with?” Roxie said. “But you can’t face off against so many soldiers on your lonesome, sugar.”

“Again, not facing off. This is a negotiation. The less of us who travel, the less reason they have to justify an attack.” And the less likely they were to try using my wonderful wives against me. “Stop the worrying and believe in your man. I’ve got to be good for something.”

After a moment of contemplation, Roxie nodded. “Okay, sweetums. We’ll keep the farm safe in your stead. Just… make sure you come back safe. You hear me?”

“Yeah!” Dakota said. “I ain’t ready to become a widow already.”

“Totally,” Jezzy cooed. “I’m not ready to give up such a wonderful cock.”

“Me neither. Me neither!” Fern said while flapping her big wings. “Hurry back so we can celebrate lots.”

I snorted. Even in a scenario like this, my little minxes couldn’t help themselves.

Lulu pulled Marietta out of the way while showing me a gentle smile. “Stay safe, Steve. We’re counting on you.”

I grinned. “Hell yeah. Apollo… let’s ride.”

Together, we rode down the road to Grayedge alongside Declan, all while I kept my senses primed to detect any sneak attacks.

None came.

Soon enough, I found myself overlooking a mighty line of soldiers who were parked up outside of Grayedge, awaiting the chance to ransack my lovely little home in the wilderness.

Unsurprisingly, the warriors took notice of my approach.

“Halt!” the frontmost soldier, whose armor was a cut above the rest, said. “What is the meaning of this, Declan?”

Declan bowed his head. “Sir, I have brought Steven Draxler with me. He has come insisting on negotiating.”

“Negotiating?” the soldier said before turning his eyes to me. “I am Captain Vulcan Shieldbearer, representative of Her Royal Highness, Princess Penelope, and his Holy Emperor, The Architect Almighty. We are not here to negotiate. We are here to arrest the culprits behind the murder of Lord Galeholder and Earl Chillhammer and to destroy the illegal colony of demi-beasts within the Darkwood.”

“The first bit I get, but what’s so illegal about our colony?” I asked. “What harm are we doing?”

“Don’t play dumb. Not only are you illegally expanding within the Darkwood but you are also harboring over a hundred escaped slaves.”

“Refugees,” I countered. “Escapees from the Blesslan Empire, now proud residents of the independent state of the Darkwood.”

“The Darkwood belongs to Blesslan,” he spat back.

“The Darkwood belongs to us, just like Lulu’s farm belongs to her.”

“That particular plot of land belongs to the Flameridge family. You have no right to occupy it.”

“You know she’s called Lulu Flameridge, don’t you?” I replied.

“That bastard mutt has as little claim to that family name as she does that land.”

“Because she’s a dog she's not allowed to inherit her dad’s farm? You ever wonder why we needed to make this sanctuary?”

“It was not his farm to give away… and we are well aware why a murderer would take up refugee in such a location.”

“And the others? The cows? Wasn’t slavery in this empire supposed to be consensual? They sure don’t sound willing to me.”

“How long do you plan on continuing this farce?” Vulcan said as he moved forward, raising both his huge sparkling shield and majestic longsword. “Steven Draxler, you are wanted for the murder of Lord William Galeholder and Earl Rupert Chillhammer, as well as several additional counts of murder and theft. Place down your weapon and surrender, this instant.”

“Hang on,” I said, lifting my hands as I remained on Apollo’s back. “Don’t I get to say anything in my defense?”

Vulcan scoffed. “You dare claim you are innocent?”

I shook my head. “Innocent might be pushing it. Let’s say I’m guilty but with mitigating circumstances.”

“Which are?”

“Those bastards deserved it.”

“How dare you say that?!” screamed a shrill voice which punctured my eardrums.

From up in something like a watchtower, which sat behind the rows of soldiers, was one pissed-off woman with long silver curls—not to be confused with gray. She wasn’t old, that was for sure; she looked to be in her early twenties. Probably younger than me. However, she hadn’t been blessed in the looks department. Her weight was on the larger side, and she had a nose that looked like it’d been attacked by wasps. Then there were her teeth. No two went in the same direction, which was showed off by the way she was baring them.

“William was a wonderful gentleman!” she continued. “He didn’t deserve to die! Especially not at the hands of some deviant pervert!”

“Is this Princess Penelope?” I asked Apollo, although I could’ve just used my scan sight. “Aren’t princesses supposed to be… pretty?”

He chortled. “I’d heard rumors, but I didn’t think it was this bad.”

I smirked. “No wonder she loves Galeholder so much.” A good looking guy like him could easily wrap a chick like this around his little finger. He probably buttered her up at every opportunity with the objective of improving his position. In a sense, I had to admire his commitment.

If only everything else about him hadn’t been so abhorrent.

I smiled and asked her, “Would you happen to be the wonderful Princess Penelope I’ve heard so much about?”

“Don’t speak to me, you damn miscreant!” she spat before looking at her underlings. “What are you waiting for? Get him! I want him punished for what he did. I want him to die a slow, painful death for taking my precious William away from me.”

“Precious?” I replied with a small laugh. “Galeholder? Get real. Who do you think was behind that string of attacks from a few weeks back?”

“What?!” she screeched.

“All those farms and merchants who got attacked? Mercenaries working for Galeholder.”

“Lies!”

“Those attacks were perpetrated by a savage demi-beast,” Vulcan said. “Galeholder himself was one of the victims.”

I shook my head. “He confessed everything to me before he died. Did it to buy up farming land on the cheap. The so-called demi-beast culprit? A lie Galeholder spread to cover his tracks and increase anti-demi-beast sentiments in the area. Something about it being for the good of the True Church.”

Vulcan’s eyes widened.

I smirked. It seemed Galeholder’s connection to the True Church was known, as well as that particular religion’s aims. I continued, “See? Mitigating circumstances. He brought this all on himself. If anything, you should be thanking me for taking down a criminal giving Blesslan a bad name.”

“Shut your mouth this instant, you cretinous… cretin!” Penelope squealed.

“I’ve not said anything that isn’t true. Galeholder was a crook who deserved to die. As for Chillhammer, that wasn’t my fault. He’s the one who attacked me. I was just protecting myself.”

Vulcan opened his mouth to talk.

“I don’t care about your excuses!” the princess screamed before looking back down at her army. “Why are you still letting him talk?! Get him! Capture him. Hurry!”

The soldiers lifted their weapons and got ready for combat.

“Come on, guys. Mitigating circumstances,” I said.

“You can make as many excuses for your actions as you wish,” Vulcan replied. “They will not change your fate.”

I sighed. “Yeah, I was worried about that.”

“What’s our next move, bud?” Apollo asked. “I vote we get the fuck outta here. I don’t know about you, but I don’t have much interest in being butchered.”

“Me neither,” I said with a laugh. Then I climbed off his back.

“Hey, whoa. What are you doing?” he said. “You aren’t gonna turn yourself in?”

I stopped and laughed harder. “Didn’t you hear me back at the farm? I’m living a life most guys could only dream of. I won’t give it up.” I marched a couple of steps toward the line of soldiers, rapier dangling by my side. “Quick question: who here has ever faced Chillhammer in a fight?”

None of the soldiers answered.

“Let’s try this instead: who here has ever beaten Chillhammer in a fight?”

No answer.

“One more: who here thinks they could’ve taken the great Chillhammer in a one-on-one fight?”

Still no response. It was possible they were refusing to cooperate, but several soldiers wore their answers on their faces.

They weren’t favorable… for them.

“Just as I thought!” I said. “None of you would’ve had the balls to face him in a straight-up match. Me? Not only did I do just that, I lived to tell the tail… unlike him.”

A few soldiers flinched back.

Penelope snorted. “So what if you’re stronger than some old codger?”

“With all due respects, Your Highness,” Vulcan said as he turned her way, “that ‘old codger’ is Earl Rupert Chillhammer, hero of the Southern War. He single-handedly held the Fulton Pass for a full day while waiting for reinforce—”

“That was over forty years ago. These days, he was just a tired old man put in charge of a small nothing town in the middle of nowhere.”

“But, Your Highness, you’re in charge of the same—”

“Silence!” Penelope snapped. “Cease your babbling and do what you were brought here to do, or do you mean to tell me three-hundred men isn’t enough to handle one criminal?”

“Quality over quantity?” I interjected.

“I said not to talk to me!” she screeched from her lofty tower perch. “Now hurry and do as I command! I want this cretinous swine dragged back to Yellowfields alive. Then you can go ahead and raze that freak show of a farm to the ground!”

The guards neither looked or acted eager to follow those orders, and I knew it had nothing to do with mercy toward our farm.

“You can try it if you want, boys. I’m ready if you are,” I drew my rapier, making everyone with any sense flinch. So much for coming alone to help keep the peace. “But, first, would you humor me with another question?”

“No more questions!” Penelope screamed. “Get him!”

“Did Johnson and the others tell you how I killed Chillhammer?”

If the soldiers had looked tense before, that one line got them shaking in their boots.

“Was that a yes?” I asked while smirking. “It must’ve been a shock hearing how I used Chillhammer’s own family magic against him. And without even needing the incantation.”

“So it was true?!” one of the soldiers said, before he was silenced by a glare from Vulcan.

“Would you like to find out for yourself?” I said as I pointed my hand at the soldiers.

They flinched, raising their shields.

“I could cast it in an instant,” I warned them. “Think your superior numbers would matter then? Reckon you’d stand a chance against the master-level spell, against the great ice spirit, which even Chillhammer could do nothing against?”

I was bluffing; my ice magic hadn’t recovered. I wasn’t sure it ever would, but they didn’t know that.

Several of the soldiers looked on the verge of pissing themselves. The sound of shaking metal echoed down the road.

“Why are you all still standing around?!” the big porky baby in the watchtower screamed. “Get him! I want him captured, now!”

“But, Your Highness,” Vulcan said. “If he’s telling the truth—”

“I don’t care!” she screamed. “Capture him this instant. That’s an order!”

Vulcan gritted his teeth as he stared at me.

I smiled. “You know you shouldn’t listen to her. Best case scenario, you defeat me while suffering massive casualties. Worst case, you, your men, and the princess get turned into popsicles. That’s something neither of us want—I’ve already got a bad enough reputation without adding royalty to my misdeeds.”

All the while, Penelope squealed in the background. “Stop delaying! Hurry! Don’t you dare disobey me. Don’t you know who I am?! I am Princess Penelope! Whatever I say goes!”

“It’s your choice, Captain,” I said to Vulcan. “Don’t make a move you’ll regret.”

Vulcan glared. He knew I was right, he had to, but could he afford to walk away here? With the princess barking in his ear?

Someone scoffed and stepped forward. “What are you delaying for, Captain?” said the brown-haired pretty boy.

“And you are?” I asked, quirking a brow.

“I am Commander Edward Rocksmasher, leader of the 2nd brigade.” He turned to the watchtower. “Your Royal Highness, I am terribly sorry about my ‘so-called’ superior’s cowardice. Please witness as I fulfill your orders in his place.” He bowed. “It will be an honor to personally hand this miscreant over to such a beautiful maiden.”

“Beautiful…?” Penelope began letting out a giggling snort. She nibbled on her finger. “Yes, this is quite acceptable. I will have to make sure I reward such commendable bravery.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” the grinning pretty boy said.

I rolled my eyes. Oh, look, another minor noble trying to seduce his way to power.

He stood up and laughed. “A no-name criminal, able to use the Chillhammer family magic without so much as an incantation? Preposterous! I don’t know what trick you used to fool Chillhammer’s grunts, but I will expose your lies here.” He made a grand show of stepping forward, spear by his side. “The Rocksmasher family has a proud heritage when it comes to earth magic. Many a blessing has been passed down our bloodline, and they now reside within me.” He stopped and turned dramatically while pointing his spear my way. “Watch closely, Your Highness, as I put this criminal in his pla—”

The dirt missile I’d been charging blew his head to pieces.

Almost in slow motion, the brainless, near-decapitated form of Edward collapsed to the ground in a bloody heap.

Everyone stared, speechless. Vulcan, his soldiers, Apollo. Even Penelope’s open gob wasn’t making a noise, for once.

I blew the tip of my rapier, as if cooling down a smoking barrel. “That packed more of a punch than I thought it would.”

At last, Princess Penelope screamed. “Ah! He… h-he…”

“Killed him?” I said. “Yup.”

“M-monster. You monster!”

“That’s not fair; I was just protecting myself. He’s the one who was bragging about his earth magic. You can’t blame me for giving him a taste of his own medicine.”

She clearly didn’t think so. Penelope slammed her hands on her watchtower and screeched, “What are you all doing? Stop him, quickly! Kill him! Kill him, now!”

I pointed my rapier at the knights. “You heard her. Anyone else want to taste an earth bullet? I’m also accepting bookings for an ice show. Raise your hands if you want to experience the spell which took out Chillhammer.”

Nobody did. The braver guards looked wary of me. Those less so looked like they were about to run home to their parents.

“Then I guess we’re done here,” I said as I dropped my rapier to my side and idled back toward Apollo.

“No, we’re not!” Penelope squealed.

I stopped and glanced back, but I set my eyes on Vulcan over the irritating royal. “For as much as it means, we’re not a threat to Blesslan. I attacked Galeholder because he kidnapped one of ours—Chillhammer as a consequence of that. The attack on Grayedge was less justified, but I called it payback for the resident’s actions toward us. It’s not something we’re planning on repeating.”

“You expect me to believe those words?” Vulcan said before glancing toward where Edward laid dead.

“Believe them or not, it’s the truth: we don’t mean Blesslan any harm. All we want is to leave in peace. Give us that and we won’t cause a bother. Do otherwise… don’t do otherwise.” With my warning delivered, I continued toward Apollo. “Let’s go.”

Vulcan and his men didn’t make an effort to follow.

“Where are you going?!” the princess squawked. “Stop him, you idiots!”

Her troops still didn’t budge.

I snickered under my breath as I climbed onto my mount. “I’m glad her men are smarter than she is.”

“He’s going to get away!” she squealed. “After him, now!”

“Your Highness,” Vulcan said.

“Kill him, that horse, and every filthy stinking demi-beast in that forest!”

“Your Highness.”

“Why aren’t you moving?! Don’t you know who I am?! I am Princess Penelope, sixth in line to the throne. Whatever I say, you do!”

“Your Highness!”

“Now go! Go and punish all those who partook in my sweet William’s death.”

“Your Highness!” Vulcan finally shouted. “We still haven’t received permission from the capital.”

“What?!” she screamed back.

“I made this clear from the start. We cannot send a military force into the Darkwood until we receive signed permission from His Highness, King Augustus. The most we can do is convince them to come to us.”

I stopped Apollo and chuckled. “So that’s what’s going on. I knew something was up when you only sent one guy to drag us out but not having permission?” That was beyond my expectations. I’d presumed they were being wary of the mysterious Obsidian Dragon… which, I supposed, they were. “Red tape. What a bitch, am I right?”

Penelope looked like she was about to explode. She screamed and slammed her chubby hands against her tower like a toddler throwing a fit. “Who cares if Daddy hasn’t given us permission?! I want that filthy peasant and his debauched farm destroyed, right now!”

“Invading the Darkwood would be a breach of Order—”

“I don’t want your excuses! Go! Avenge William! Do it or else!” When they didn’t jump at her command, she screamed louder. “Your traitors! I’ll have the lot of you executed publicly in Yellowfields. Then I’ll have your friends, your families… everyone you care about! Now go and seize that man!”

Worry washed over the soldiers. Vulcan, however, held his ground… although it looked like he was about to burst a blood vessel.

I winced. “This is the chick you guys serve? I sure don’t envy you.”

“Silence!” she screeched. “Get over here and die.”

“No thanks,” I said, batting her offer away. “See you another time, princess… and if any of you guys need a place to escape from this tyrant, give me a call. Maybe you’ll finally understand why we need this sanctuary.”

Finally, Apollo and I began to take our leave.

“Stop!” Penelope screamed at the top of her lungs. “That’s an order!”

I waved while heading back toward the farm.

“You’ll pay for what you’ve done to William! I swear it on my name as a princess of Blesslan. You will pay!” Penelope yelled.

I grinned. She could scream as much as she wanted. I had no intention of going down without a fight, and I knew everyone at the farm felt the same.

We weren’t going to bend the knee; we were going to live.

That was a fact.



Chapter 25


The soldiers didn’t give chase nor did I find anyone waiting to ambush me on the road back to Grayedge.

Not that I dropped my guard at any point for them to try.

A short while later, the farm’s entrance came into view.

“Steve!” Fern screamed as she came racing in.

My eyes widened. I wasn’t in any position to get out of the way. Instead, I spread my arms apart and braced myself.

As soon as Fern smashed into my chest, I leaned back.

Our combined momentum sent us into a roll. We flipped off Apollo’s back and onto my feet behind the horse.

Fern’s big gold eyes widened. “You caught me. You actually caught me! And you did it super awesomely!”

I grinned. “Sure did. Imagine how lame I’d have looked marching back from a moment like that then dodging away from one of my wives. I’ve got a reputation to keep—”

“Steve!”

More cries came down the road as I was approached by a storm of demi-beasts. A sweaty, red-cheeked Dakota hit me first, followed closely by a less disheveled Lulu.

I grunted with each, just about staying on my feet. My reputation survived!

“Steve!” Roxie yelled as she came charging over.

Oh shit!

“Girls?” I said in a hurry. “Ignore my earlier ramblings. If you don’t move, we’ll—”

Roxie arrived with the vigor of a young bull, flattening us all to the ground. It created a pile of bodies, of which she claimed top spot.

I retched at the bottom.

“I’m so glad you’re back, sweetums!” Roxie squeaked while smothering the four of us.

“So heavy!” Fern whined as she wiggled against my chest. “Who tackles someone like this? Who?!”

“You’re lucky I find your shocking lack of self-awareness cute,” I choked out.

“Ohhh? Are we all doing a pile on?” Jezzy said as she made her arrival, casually throwing herself on top. “Yay!”

“Not helping,” I retched.

Apollo laughed. “How’s it feel to be ridden for once, bud?”

“How do you think?” I grumbled.

Marietta sighed as she arrived. “Typical. Absolutely typical. Back for one moment and everything’s already descended into tomfoolery.” Despite her harsh words, she couldn’t wipe the smile from her face.

“How is that my fault?” I groaned from the bottom of the pile.

“Holy Maiden,” Dakota whined as she fidgeted. “You’re crushin’ me.”

“Roxie. A little moderation, please?” Lulu squeaked while trying to pull herself free.

“S-sorry,” the needy cow said as she gave us all freedom.

I took a deep breath. “I think I saw my life flash before my eyes.”

“Don’t say that, sweetums,” Roxie said. “Not after everything you just did.”

Jezzy dropped herself onto me. “Yay, Stevie. Thanks for keeping us all safe.”

I tensed up. “How do you know about that?” Me coming back alive surely helped, but they sounded far too relieved seeing how I hadn’t told them anything.

Everyone peeked at Dakota.

She flinched and whistled innocently.

“Did you follow me?” I asked while picking myself—and Jezzy—up.

She went rigid before sighing. “I guess it’s outta the bag. Yeah, I followed ya. Thought ya might need some backup.” She folded her arms and snickered. “Like Voida, ya did. You were friggin’ bangin’! You had those knights pissin’ in their armor. And that princess? Nyha! I thought she was gonna have a heart attack.”

Apollo laughed. “She watched, alright.”

Dakota nodded. “It was too friggin’ cool! When that pompous git stepped up and got his head blasted straight off? Frick me! I almost fell outta my tree creasin’.”

I grinned. “He asked for it.”

“Voida yeah, he did.” Dakota coughed and put on her deep manly voice—the one she’d been using when we first met. “My family has been using earth magic for generations. Watch, princess, as I… splat!” She snorted and laughed. “Too friggin’ good!”

Her infectious cheer spread to me. I couldn’t believe she’d seen all that without me realizing. She really was the queen of sneaking.

“I’m just happy things somehow worked out… for now,” Lulu said.

“Totally!” Jezzy cheered. “This calls for a celebration.”

Fern gasped and threw her wings over her head. “A celebration? Oh boy!”

“Wait, that’s not what I meant,” Lulu replied. “Our safety still isn’t guaranteed.”

“But we’ve got Stevie,” Jezzy said as she nuzzled into my chest. “He’ll protect us from those mean ol’ men as many times as it takes. Right?”

I grinned. Damn, she sure knew how to make a guy feel like a million bucks. I kissed her head and said, “We’re still a long way from being able to call ourselves safe, but I swear I’ll do everything in my power to protect you all and this farm. I got everyone into this mess, so it’s my job to clean it up.”

Lulu shook her head. “You’ve already saved my life. You don’t need to feel indebted for anything.”

“Mine too, sugar,” Roxie said. “Not quite as dramatically as you have everyone else, but you turned me from a sad old woman, wasting away, into someone with purpose. You made me happy again.”

“Ya took me in when I was deep in the shiz,” Dakota said. “Plus, you saved Zelby.”

“My hero,” Jezzy cooed while continuing her cuddling.

I put my hands up. “Don’t thank me for that. Lulu’s the one who made the medicine and looked after you.”

“Ohhh.” Jezzy twisted around and got moving, arms open wide. “Hey, Luie. Like, come here.”

Lulu squeaked and recoiled back. “W-wait! What are you planning on… a-ah!” She squeaked as she was overwhelmed by a trademark bit of Jezzy magic.

Nobody could resist the power of a bubbly dryad’s touch.

Fern huffed and shook her wings around. “Hey! No fair. No fair! I’m the only one whose life you haven’t saved yet!”

Marietta scoffed from beneath the safety of her parasol. “Why is that a bad thing? It just means you haven’t needed saving to begin with.”

“Oh.”

“But,” Marietta continued, “for the record, Steve has protected me the most. It is I who he has dedicated the most hours to keeping safe.”

“Is this supposed to be a competition?” Apollo remarked.

Fern huffed and vigorously threw her wings back into the air. “Yeah, well, when it does happen, I expect Steve to come rescue me!”

I grinned. “Haven’t I already promised? If your mystery hunters ever show their face, I’ll make them ever regret messing with my sexy little harpy bride.”

Fern squealed in delight and threw herself at me, covering my face with kisses.

I more than returned the favor… even as Marietta’s stares burrowed into me.

“Hey,” Roxie grumbled while squirming from side to side. “Why does she get kisses and not me?”

“I want kisses too,” Jezzy cooed while smothering Lulu’s head into her chest.

Dakota pursed her lips. “If everyone else is gettin’ in on this…”

I chuckled. “You greedy girls. Don’t worry, there’s enough of me to go around.” I pulled them closer, one by one, and gave them the kisses they craved. That also included Lulu. I couldn’t have her being more flustered by Jezzy than me.

Marietta huffed. “So this is what ‘celebrating’ meant?”

Apollo chuckled. “Eager for your turn, Marie-baby?”

“Why would I want a turn?! Idiotic…” She glowered at me while smothering her pout in her wool muffler.

I grinned. “Something this minor can’t be called celebrating.”

“Yeah,” Roxie said. “There’s not even any food or drink.”

Jezzy gasped. “You’ve got drink here?”

“Not quite, but Lulu knows how to brew it,” I said.

“You do?” Jezzy said to the new target of her affections. “Oh, Luie. You’re just full of surprises. I’m, like, totes falling for you.” She went in for another hug.

Lulu blushed while trying to push the affectionate dryad away. “I’m sorry, but I don’t swing that way. I mean, I do have a little experience… b-but that’s not because I like girls! Not that I’m saying it was unpleasant. And I’d never try and say anything like that is wrong. But…”

“Don’t worry,” Jezzy purred, refusing to take no for an answer. “I promise I’ll be gentle.”

“S-Steve!” Lulu whined.

I couldn’t help chuckling. Yep, this was definitely a paradise I was in no rush to surrender.

When we were done fooling around on the road, we returned to the farm and told everyone the good news.

Some of the girls were so relieved they almost passed out.

The mass jubilation coaxed us into throwing a party after all. It was my way of telling our residents this wasn’t some fluke. The farm was their home, and that’s how it was going to stay.

We couldn’t quite justify a feast with food as tight as it was, but Lulu happily cooked up tub after tub of booze for everyone to dip into as they pleased.

Then even more tubs, to keep up with the overexcited cows.

Those ladies sure knew how to make merry. The evening sky was filled with laughter as they drunk, danced, and snuck barely out of sight for some more ‘private’ fun.

Galeholder was probably rolling in his grave seeing his former slaves having the time of their lives.

It wasn’t just the cows; everyone got into the party spirit. Folk songs blasted across the farm, sung by Roxie and a few usually shy demi-beasts who had put their inhibitions to the side for the night.

Basically, they were all drunk out of their minds.

Lulu and Dakota performed together, using a mixture of magic and martial arts to put on a show. Fern and the horses raced around the farm to see who was faster: a drunk harpy or some stumbling centaurs? Then there was Jezzy, who roamed around hugging trees and dousing them with booze… so nothing too out of the ordinary for her.

I wasn’t left out. I was dragged into dance after dance by my wives, many a grateful resident, and even a plastered Norma, who went beyond having two left feet.

Her invitation to watch her dance in private was one I all too happily turned down.

It felt like I’d been trapped in a spiral of partying for hours before I finally escaped the attention and got a moment to catch my breath. I’d been so popular, I hadn’t had time to get myself a drink.

Something I was eager to change.

After making sure the coast was clear of expectant dance partners, I crept to the booze and got myself a cup.

Someone grabbed my hand.

A red-cheeked Marietta stared at me while gripping my wrist. “Are you drunk?”

“What?” I replied.

“Are you drunk?” she repeated.

“Not yet.” I nudged the cup she was stopping me from drinking.

She took it from my hand and chugged it down. After slamming it onto the table, she took a deep breath. Then she said, “Follow me.”

I didn’t have a choice. Marietta tugged me after her, leading me upstairs.

“Speaking of drunk,” I said. “Are you…?”

“Very much so,” she confessed. “But I am still in full possession of my faculties. I’m well aware of what I’m doing…”

When we reached the upper floor, I headed toward our shared room at the end of the hall.

She pulled me to a stop beside the first door—her room… although it hadn’t acted as such for a few weeks.

“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” I said.

She glared at me. “Inside.”

I didn’t argue and followed her in. With everyone getting lively in the farm, the place was empty.

“Didn’t Henry warn you about bringing boys into your room?” I teased.

She ignored me and turned her chin up. “As you know, summer is just beginning, and it’s looking like it’s going to be a hot one.”

I stared at her. “Huh?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me if it’s even hotter than last year,” she continued on without losing confidence. “Then there’s the subject of agility. As worrying as it is to say, we have no idea what sort of underhanded tactics those damn soldiers might try to employ. I’ve already been taken once, which my hampered mobility may have contributed towards. It would be unwise to let such a thing happen again.”

“Marietta,” I said, emphasizing her name so she wouldn’t ignore me. “What are you talking about?”

She gulped. “I… I want you to shear me.”

It took a moment for it to sink in. “Huh?!”

“Is that a problem?!” Marietta said with a glare.

“No… no!” I said, shaking my head. “It’s just I didn’t expect you to ask me.”

She scoffed and awkwardly folded her thick arms. “Weren’t you listening? All this wool is incredibly warm. I’ve already been struggling with the temperature. And—”

“No, no,” I said, signaling for her to relax. “I get that. I wasn’t surprised about you wanting to be sheared… okay, maybe a little. But why me? Are you sure you’re not too—”

“I am completely sound of mind!” Marietta snapped before relaxing with a sigh. “I’m sure you already know about shearing. It’s… it can be something of an intimidating scenario. One small slip and I’ll be in pain. A slip in the wrong spot and I’ll be in trouble. The potential for harm is high, which makes it a task I could only entrust with one I have faith in.”

“M-me?” I said, even pointing at myself to make sure she wasn’t making some big mistake. “Wouldn’t Lulu be a better fit? Maybe Roxie?”

She glared. “If you don’t want to assist me, just come out and say it.”

“No… I’m honored,” I said, bowing my head.

“Well… good,” she huffed out. “I’ve already gotten you the proper tools.” Marietta handed me a chunky pair of scissors.
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“You want to do it now?” I asked instead of focusing on the pop-up.

“What part of the temperature is getting to me don’t you understand?”

“But—”

“It needs to be now,” she insisted, eyes begging me not to argue any further—begging me to do this for her.

“Sorry, I… right away. If that’s what you want.”

“It is,” she said with a huff, turning back to grouchy Marietta in an instant. “Now help me out of this dress.”

I gagged on air. “Excuse me.”

She glowered. “How do you expect to shear me with all this in the way? Undress me.” She turned around and showed off the lace keeping her gown together at the back.

I hesitated to move, expecting her to change her mind, but Marietta didn’t even flinch. In the end, I gingerly began to untie her dress.

Still the sheep remained still.

Bit by bit, the cumbersome pink fabric fell away, before dropping to a pile at her feet.

My breath got caught in my throat.

It was Marietta, the Marietta, reduced to her bare minimums. So short, so curvaceous, and so very pale. Her soft silky skin was almost as white as the huge abundance of wool wrapped around her limbs, her neck, and that fat tail sprouting from the small of her back.

She was woollier than I’d presumed. It was no wonder she was having difficulty. It was like she’d put on a good twenty layers of leg and arm warmers.

The thick kind.

After taking several deep breaths, Marietta muttered, “Okay…” and turned to face me.

My breath was no longer stuck in my throat—I sucked it back to whence it came.

Marietta being stunningly beautiful wasn’t new to me, but that didn’t mean the sight of her in just her underwear couldn’t leave me speechless. The cute pink garments hugged her curves, emphasizing the cleavage I often found myself drawn to.

“You’re staring,” she complained.

“Sorry,” I said as I looked away. “You just stole my heat for a moment.”

She swallowed a whimper.

“Is something wrong?” I asked her, peeking back.

“Save your flirting for someone who wants it,” the red-faced sheep huffed. Despite her complaints, her voice lacked its usual bite.

“How long has it been since you last got sheared?” I asked her.

“A year,” she said.

“When Lulu did it by force?”

She nodded.

“You know she had to, don’t you?”

“I’m well aware… but that didn’t make it a pleasant experience. This will be my first time being sheared voluntarily since Henry died. In fact, you’ll be the only person besides him I ever let shear me…” Her voice turned into a whimper as posture shrunk. “Y-you’ll be careful, won’t you?” Her eyes looked at the blade shear, less like it was a tool to help her and more as if it was a poison-coated assassin’s knife made for slicing her throat.

“I promise, I’ll be good,” I said as I opened up the pop-up and accepted this new burst of knowledge.

Marietta wanted the best, and the best I would give her.

To try and instill her with some confidence, I juggled the shear to show how comfortable I was with it. “When it comes to using something sharp, I’m the best in the business. How do you think I’ve been keeping myself looking presentable all this time?”

“Using a razor on yourself is different from using it on another… and this isn’t even a razor.”

I put a hand on Marietta’s shoulder, making her flinch. “You have nothing to worry about. I won’t hurt you.”

“I…” She nodded. “Okay…”

Saying that, I was nervous about getting started. I had all the knowledge I needed, but using it was something else entirely. Especially when I had such a distracting view…

Without showing worry on my face, I began.

Marietta whimpered as my blade brushed through her wool, less than an inch from her flesh.

“It’s okay,” I whispered into her ear as I cut through the wool on her arm. “I’m not going to hurt you. See? I’m not touching you, am I?”

“No,” she said in the smallest of voices.

“That’s right. I’m not going to hurt a hair on your head… I mean, I’m not going to hurt you at all. You’ll see. By the time I’m done, you’ll wonder why you didn’t ask me to shear you sooner. You’ll be waiting for your wool to grow back so we can do this again.”

“D-don’t act like I’m the same as that perverted cow…”

That wasn’t what I’d meant or I’d been hoping she’d say. Didn’t Marietta realize I was having enough trouble? My heart wouldn’t stop pulsing. After all, there was no way I could do this without being so very close to her. My hands had to wander over her body. They had to hold her arms up and steady while I reduced her thick curls to a manageable layer of fluff.

When it was time to do her legs, I kneeled down as she sat on the bed. I cupped her small, soft feet while trying not to ogle at the delectable sight ahead.

Why did she have to be so gorgeous?

As if that wasn’t bad enough, once I was done caressing her thighs, it was time to trim her tail. She bent over the bed, pushing her panty-clad behind at me.

If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve thought she wanted me to ogle her.

We continued in silence, besides her little whimpering squeaks, until her woolly tail had been reduced to half its size. That only left one area to be done: her neck.

“We’re in the home straight now,” I said, my stealthy way of telling her to stop wiggling temptation in my face.

Marietta sat up and placed her hands over her neck, shielding her wool.

“Don’t worry,” I said to her. “We’ve come this far without any trouble. I’m not going to slip up now.”

She whined as she kept her fingers in her protective wool muffler. “B-but…”

“We’re almost there. You don’t want to finish this half done, do you?”

Her sky blue eyes lingered on mine for a moment. Then she gulped and looked down, drawing her hands away. “Fine… if it’s you…”

“Good girl,” I said, accompanied with the gentlest smile I could. Then, I began.

I didn’t trim this wool down as much as I did for her arms. If the others got something akin to a buzz cut, this was the shearing equivalent of leaving a little on top. I cut down her chin-stroking mess into a lovely little wool cover.

As I moved from her right to her left, my eyes widened. There was something black under the wool.

Marietta whimpered and shivered.

I stroked her hair. “It’s okay. Almost done.”

She gulped and gave the smallest of nods.

I continued onward, revealing what I first thought to be a beauty spot. How wrong I was. My eyes grew bigger and bigger as I sliced away enough wool to reveal all.

It was one letter… and a string of seven number.

The letter was new—an M. It didn’t match the rest of her brand. It was smudged, faded, and not of the same front. The numbers had done a better job of persevering… sadly.

4713374.

“You’ve seen it, haven’t you?” Marietta mumbled.

“I…”

“Don’t pretend otherwise. Don’t make a mockery of me.”

I nodded. “Does this mean you’re a…?”

“Slave?” she finished. “That’s right. I’m an ex-slave.”

I stared, unsure what to say.

“I’m a slave who slipped through the cracks,” Marietta continued. “Technically, I should have been too young to be a slave, yet there are my numbers. I’ve been a slave my entire life. That was until Henry found me. He saved me. He rescued me from those abusers and brought me back here.” She glanced at me from the corner of my eye. “You can read it, can’t you? The numbers. What are they?”

I repeated them to her.

“Don’t they remind you of anything?”

I nodded. I would’ve had to have been blind not to see it.

Marietta. It spelled out ‘Marietta’.

“Henry gave me that name,” she said. “I hated this brand more than anything. I hated what it represented. This was his way of trying to save me from it. That clumsy excuse for an M was his work. It was his attempt to turn that brand from something negative into a positive.” She forced out a small laugh. “I hate to confess it didn’t work. I still despised it… yet I loved the name. I loved that he’d given me one.”

“Marietta,” I muttered.

“See? It does roll off the tongue somewhat. And it has a certain refined taste, if I do say so myself. Far less common than other demi-beasts. He said it was a name fit for a princess.” She laughed bitterly into his hand. “What sort of princess has such a vulgar thing branded onto the side of their neck? Honestly, that man… that wonderful father of mine.” She sniffled, tears dripping down her cheeks.

I pulled her into a hug.

She gasped. Instead of trying to push me away, she fell deeper and sobbed into my neck.

I stroked her hair, encouraging her to let it all out—to cry to her heart’s content.

Marietta took me up on the offer. For minutes, she drenched my skin with her pent-up sadness. Then, after her sobs had all dried up, she mumbled the words, “Thank you…”

I shrugged. “Even an idiot knows to hug a girl in tears.”

“Not that, you simpleton. At least, not just that. Thank you for everything you’ve done for me,” her small hands tightened as they held my back. “I know I’ve been hard work…”

“That’s an understatement,” I joked.

She let back a small snorting laugh of her own. “Quite. Yet still you always made an effort with me. You always tolerated me. Then there’s all those times you protected me when I didn’t truly deserve it. I never thought a human would put himself in danger for me again… certainly not one I’d been so cruel towards.”

I blew out. “It’s all water under the bridge.”

“Not yet, it isn’t. Not until I’m satisfied.” Marietta pushed herself from my arms and looked at me. “I apologize. I apologize for all my rudeness. For calling you a slaver, for trying to drive you out, and for every other attempt of mine to put you down.”

“Again, don’t worry about it. You were right to be suspicious.”

“Yet it didn’t stop you from protecting me, for caring about me, and for treating me well. Honestly, you’re just…”

I laughed. “Seriously, you’re giving me far too much credit. I’m normal—this world’s weird. If it weren’t, a girl as cute as you never would’ve been forced into a slavery. You’d have had your pick of any man you wanted. You’d have gotten to spend your days wearing the prettiest dresses possible and indulging in trashy novel after novel.”

“You better not be insinuating that Princess in the Floating Moon Tower is trashy,” she complained.

“What? Me? No, never,” I said, innocently holding up her hands.

Marietta glared… before breaking out in laughter. She chuckled into her fingers. “Yes, just the sort of thing I’d expect from you. All of it, really. That I could command any man I wanted. I bet you truly do believe such a thing.”

“Of course. I’m a pervert, and an idiot, but I’m not a liar.”

“Need I remind you that you lied about your origin for weeks?”

“That’s, erm…”

Marietta giggled again, her face lit up in a way I’d seen far too little.

I couldn’t help smiling. Marietta had always been a cutie, even when acting like a brat. When she was beaming like this? Absolutely fucking adorable.

When Marietta was done letting out such sweet giddy sounds, her lips remained curled into the loveliest of smiles. She looked down, pushing her chin into her new manageable wool muffler. “Steve…”

“Hmm?” I replied, raising a brow.

“There’s… one last place that needs shearing…”

I looked her up and down. Unless she wanted me to give her hair a trim, I couldn’t see anything requiring my attention.

“It’s… down here,” Marietta said, pushing down the top of her panties.

Several thick curls peeked over her waistband.

My eyes bulged. “That’s your—”

“My wool,” Marietta interrupted. “My thick, warm wool.” Her face snapped back up to look at mine. While it’d been hiding, her cheeks had turned from a lively pink to a burning red. “It needs to be sheared, and you’re the only one I can trust. Steve… will you help me?”

I was slow to answer—my mind was slow to think. It’d been a while since I felt like I was in a dream. This was one of those moments.

Marietta’s adorable pouty face begged me to respond.

My lips curled into a smile. “Didn’t I say it’d be an honor to help you?”

She flinched before nodding sharply. Then she cleared her throat, a conscious move on her part to try and regain her usual composure—her usual confidence.

Her thumbs trembled like crazy as she slid them into her waistband.

Still, down they came. Slowly and slower, revealing a thick bush of pale blonde ‘wool’ it was impossible to look away from.

That I didn’t want to look away from.

When her panties were hanging around one ankle, the blushing sheep planted her feet on the bed, leaned back, and spread her legs apart.

I gulped as I tried not to completely lose my cool. Marietta was counting on me to help, so that’s what I did. I brushed the blade through her curls…

“All the way,” she mumbled, voice trembling. “Make sure you get it all…”

I gulped. “Yes, ma’am.”

Shit, I couldn’t believe this was happening. Shearing her wool had been intimate at the best of times, but it couldn’t be compared to this. With each stroke of the blade, her pink innocence came into view. No matter where I looked, there was no missing its beauty… and there was no rushing this job to get it over and done with.

Neither of us said another word as I took my time and shaved Marietta’s mound. I stroked, sliced, and tried not to get drunk on the sight and scent of her exposed body, until at last I’d left her as smooth as the finest silk.

“There,” I croaked, consciously having to remind myself how to talk.

Marietta brushed her fingers over her skin. “E-excellent work. It seems I was right to trust you.”

I grinned. “You know me. I always get the job done.”

“So I’ve heard,” she said, before gulping. “This certainly means a lot. It would be uncouth of me not to offer you some sort of reward, especially after neglecting to do so on several previous occasions.”

“W-what?”

“A reward. Anything you want. All you need to do is ask.” Marietta looked away and widened her legs further. She pushed her hips up, toward my face.

I froze, unable to take my eyes away from her pristine, pink slit.

“Anything. It can be anything at all,” she said, voice turning shriller and shriller.

“You’re drunk,” was all I could say.

“I am not,” she squeaked before grimacing. “Okay, I am—I am very drunk. That doesn’t change anything. It was just… the only way I could find this courage…”

Shit, was she really asking me to do this? If it’d been one of my wives, I wouldn’t have hesitated… but Marietta, of all people? Ridiculous. This had to be a joke, surely.

A joke which involved her flashing her pussy while blushing hotter than the sun itself? No chance. There was no way she’d embarrass herself like this. Which could only mean…

I took a deep composing breath. “Marietta.”

“Y-yes?!” she squeaked.

“May I have the honor of eating out this gorgeous pussy?”

She flinched then gulped. “I-if you insist. I did say anything, after all.”

I growled. The more I thought about her personality, the more I knew it. I brushed my hands under her thighs, scooting her up so she was close enough to kiss. Then I did. I wrapped my lips around her lovely little box and began my attack.

Marietta squealed. Her hips bucked upward. “Y-you’re really doing it?!”

“Of course,” I purred while taking the time to kiss her stiff, excited clit. “Did you think the others had been lying about my misdeeds?”

“I…” She tried to answer before squeaking. “I don’t know!”

“More importantly, how does this feel? Good?”

She nodded. “Yes! It’s… it’s so much better than doing it alone!”

I growled, hearing a review I wanted. “That just means I’m doing it right,” I said as I kept pampering her little button. “And if you like this, you’re not going to believe what comes next.” I pushed two fingers inside of her.

Marietta howled, hips jumping. “My word!”

I indulged in the taste, the feeling, and the texture, as well as a lovely symphony of her moans.

Fuck, I couldn’t believe I was doing this to Marietta. I’d always known there was an adorable girl hiding beneath that stubborn shell. She was too damn cute—too damn sexy. Now I could finally indulge and pamper her, and I wasn’t going to let this chance pass me by.

Her breath got louder, each more high-pitched than the last. It took hardly any time at all for her to start chanting my name.

“What’s wrong?” I asked teasingly while making out with her button.

“I’m about to…”

“Cum? Squirt? Go crazy?” I offered.

“All three!”

“Good,” I said as I curled my fingers inside of her. “Cum for me. I want to hear you squeal.”

Marietta didn’t have a choice in the matter. Her voice filled the room; her head snapped back. She bucked her hips up and unleashed an eruption of pleasure which squirted across the room.

It soaked me, the bed, and even the floor. Most of all, it sent her crazy. Marietta kept going, kept quivering for half a minute, before falling limp. She gasped for air as perspiration made her skin glisten.

I licked my lips clean before moving onto the delectable flavor covering my fingers. “Good girl. How did that feel?”

“Exceptional,” she said as she lay down flat on the bed, spread out like a starfish.

“Happy I could help,” I said. “And don’t hesitate to ask in the future. It’s not fair for a gorgeous girl like you to go without.”

“Gorgeous,” she repeated almost in a daze. “You really think I’m gorgeous?”

I sighed. “It’s well established what my tastes are. You’re as gorgeous as they come—there’s no doubt about it.”

She let out a slow shuddering gasp. Slowly, she leaned up. Her sky blue eyes met mine, before darting elsewhere. “Steve…”

“Yeah?”

Marietta gulped. “May… may I ask you a question?”

I smiled. “Anytime.”

“Good,” she mumbled before taking a deep breath. “I… it’s… would you do me the honor of…? No, I mean… would you be interested in…” Her words became a frustrated whimper.

I held her hands. “Take your time.”

She tensed under my hands before relaxing. Then she took another composing breath. “Steve… would you like to become my husband?”

I stared, unable to keep my mouth.

“D-don’t even imply that this is the alcohol talking,” Marietta huffed. “I am not the sort of shameless girl who would confess against her will because of a little drink. This… is something I really want.” She danced a foot up my body.

“Marietta,” I mumbled.

“I thought I could resist these feelings, I thought I could keep my cool, but this farm wouldn’t let me. First all those fiendish perverts chasing you around with lust in their eyes. Then came that damn cat and dryad. Announcing they’d become your wives so brazenly… how dare they. That spot belonged to me. They weren’t allowed to take it—they weren’t allowed to steal you from me.”

“Nobody has been stolen,” I assured her.

She pouted.

“Marie,” I said, shifting closer. “Nobody is stealing me from you. I will never abandon you.”

“Do you think that’s all it’ll take to convince me? A few meaningless words? I know how little weight such promises hold… but I still want to believe.” Her sky blue eyes glanced at me. “If you truly mean that, I expect you to prove it…” Her foot stroked my bulge.

I let out a low growl. The way Marietta switched between a huffy diva and an adorable maiden was too much. I couldn’t resist her.

Her eyes kept watching; she kept stroking me with her foot. Marietta didn’t want me to resist… she wanted me to fall under her spell.

So I did. I stood up and released my hard cock from its fabric prison.

Marietta squeaked into her hands. Her eyes latched onto my exposed member, drinking in its size, its shape… its everything.

I crawled onto the bed like a panther stalking its prey.

She fell back, helpless to stop my approach.

I cast an intimidating shadow over the delicate little sheep while staring into her eyes. “I’m about to give you your proof—I’m about to make you mine. If you don’t want this, you need to tell me, right now.”

A small squeak popped from her lips. Her eyes darted away in embarrassment… before sneaking back. “A-and what if I do want this?”

I smirked and showed her; I claimed her mouth with mine. I pinned the pale-skinned beauty to the bed and unleashed my lust upon her lips.

She responded with a moan. Her lips opened, beckoning me further.

I took the chance, twirling her tongue with mine. It was where I should’ve kissed her first of all, but I didn’t care that we’d done things in the wrong order. I was too happy about making this gorgeous cutie mine at last.

Once I was stealing away her panting breaths, I looked down at her stunning blushed face. “So damn beautiful. It’s no wonder you’ve had me smitten from the start.”

“B-but you feel that way about everyone here…”

“Because you’re all too damn sexy,” I said while pecking my lips along her jaw. “I know it makes me one crude bastard, but I just can’t help myself. Knowing a woman like you is single, that she can’t find anyone, pisses me off. Henry was right—you’re a princess. A princess I wanted to pamper.”

One piece of fabric hid her from me—her bra. I wasn’t standing for that. My hands fumbled beneath, caressing her all-natural softness.

A quivering moan slipped from her lips.

She liked it? Good. This was just the start. I removed the fabric—I exposed her ample chest. Her soft cream mounds, topped by the prettiest pink nipples, all but pulled me into a trance. I shifted downward and kissed them with the same adoration I’d shown her mouth.

“Oh, Steve…” Marietta panted out while arching her back—while offering herself to me.

While I made those nipples throb, I rubbed my fingers over her now bare mound, saturating them in pheromone-laced excitement.

Damn, she was soaked. She wanted this, needed this, bad.

“It’s time,” I told her, staring into her eyes as I devoured her chest.

Marietta gulped. “I-I’m ready.”

“I’ll be gentle.”

She nodded. “I know you will. You already promised not to hurt me…”

“That might not be a promise I’ll be able to keep in my entirety, but I promise you can trust me. You won’t regret this.” I left her breasts be and found a new target for my kisses—her lips.

Marietta was safe in my arms. She could always believe that.

As we made out, I shifted my hips until our intimate parts caressed against each other—until I could feel her burning excitement radiating against me. Then, as slowly as I could, I slid forward and made the two of us one.

She squeaked and latched her arms around me.

“Are you okay?” I asked, coming to a stop.

Marietta nodded while biting her bottom lip. “It hurt…”

I showered her neck and jaw in kisses. “I know. Just wait. Believe in me.”

Her body needed time, so time I gave it. As my hips held still, I worked my way up from her chin to one of her adorable little sheep ears. Then I went back the other way while making a detour along her neck.

The more I kissed, the more moans bled into her breathing. “I-it’s feeling a little better now,” she finally whispered.

“Then I’m going to try moving.” I eased forward.

Her soft moans continued.

Good. That was what I wanted to hear—my lovely little Marietta adoring what I was doing to her. This was how it had to stay. I made sure to keep it slow, leading her into a new and wonderful world.

It was one she seemed to be enjoying.

Gone was the mask Marietta usually hid her emotions behind. At last, she was showing me what she truly felt. Her moans were singing my praises, while her eyes thanked me for treating her so tenderly.

She shouldn’t have expected otherwise.

I listened, watched, and adjusted myself to what she could handle. The more eager her moans became, the faster I moved, although I didn’t unleash the same wildness I was known to. This much was perfect for a girl like her, one so very small and delicate despite the snappy facade she loved to wear.

“Steve,” she moaned.

“Enjoying yourself?” I asked, staring into her eyes as our bodies pressed together.

She nodded. “Very much so. Thank you for… this.”

Making her feel good? Not hurting her? It didn’t matter as long as she was having a good time.

I smiled. “If you want anything different, or for me to change anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“There’s… one thing.” She bit her bottom lip, muffling her moans. Her hands signaled, asking me to move closer.

I pressed my weight on top of her, letting her embrace me as close as possible.

She wrapped me in her arms and tickled my ears with her hot breaths. Then, her whispers. “Say you love me. Please, tell me you love me.”

A jolt of lightning surged through me. For a moment, my mind went blank… then my lips curled into the biggest of smiles.

“Of course, honey,” I said, hugging her back and moving so I could whisper right into her ear. “I love you, Marie.”

She gasped, insides tightening. “A-again!”

“Love you.”

“More. More!”

“I love you. Love you, love you, love you. Love you so damn much.”

Marietta’s moans turned into squeals. Her body convulsed beneath me—around me. She scratched my back while clinging to me even tighter, burying her head into the crook of my neck.

My movements slowed. “Marie? Did you just…?”

Only a squeak left my trembling angel’s lips as she refused to weaken her grip.

I grinned and said, “I guess that’s not to be surprised… from the woman I love.”

“Ah!” she gasped.

I knew what I had to do. While embracing her as tight as tight could be, why making the bed beneath us creak, I whispered sweet nothings into her ears. I told her how much I loved her over and over again, as if I was trying to insert a hypnotic trigger.

Its effect? Making her cum her little sheep brains out.

My movements weren’t wild, but she was going so. She lost the strength to keep her face hidden from me. The look she showed… who knew Marietta could ever look so naughty? So perverse? Her blushed expression, eyes so hazy it was like she was seeing into a different world, was beyond my expectations.

It only made me adore her more.

“Marie, Marie, Marie, you sweet little angel,” I moaned, taking the chance to shower her jawline in kisses. “How do you expect me to hold back when you’re making such an expression? I’m going to fill you up—I’m going to mark you. I’m going to make you belong to me in heart, body, and soul.”

Marietta shuddered. “Please, Steve. Do it. Make me yours.” Her voice was so breathless, yet still her moans didn’t stop.

They couldn’t stop.

That response was the final straw. I trapped her in my arms and pushed my hips down, making it so she couldn’t budge an inch. Then it began. I unleashed. I filled my beautiful sheep bride, as promised. I made the sweet girl beneath me mine.

It was a moment that seemed to last for an eternity—that threatened to overwhelm the mind. Was it because I wanted to mark her that badly? Because someone so damn delicate did crazy things to me? I didn’t know or care. All that mattered was I hadn’t been dreaming—that this had really happened.

Sure enough, when I returned to reality, a blissed-out Marietta was looking up at me.

“I can’t believe that happened,” I confessed, our faces still a mere inch apart. Maybe less.

“I don’t blame you,” she panted, clarity still a foreign concept to her expression. “I never… exactly made my feelings known…”

“You’ve seriously fallen for me?”

Marietta turned away. “No, I confessed to you as a joke. What do you think?”

I laughed. Her recovery was underway, alright. “Sorry,” I said before kissing her glowing cheek.

She jolted before giving me a sideways glance. “What about you? When did you fall for me?”

“Didn’t I say? From the moment we met.”

She puffed out her cheeks. “You’re such a lowlife. Saying that to so many women at once. Why did I need to fall for a scumbag who won’t keep it in his pants?”

“Look at the positives: I’m good with a blade and eat some terrific pussy.”

“Quiet, idiot. You’re spoiling the mood.”

“Sorry, honey. Is this better?” I gave her cheek another kiss.

She moaned. “A little. Perhaps another will help win me over?”

“Any preference for where?”

After a moment’s hesitation, she turned and offered her lips.

I grinned. “Greedy girl. Here.” I moved in to claim my prize.

The bedroom door slammed open.

“Hey, no fair! When’s it gonna be my turn?!” Fern complained, springing into the room.

Marietta and I both bolted upward.

“Fern!” Lulu squeaked as she tried to catch the runaway harpy, but she ended up falling through the open doorway along with Dakota, Roxie, and Jezzy.

Marietta stared, speechless, before scrambling behind me. “What are you all doing here?!”

Lulu gulped as she picked herself up off the floor. “A-ah. See. We… we were just…”

“Listening in,” Jezzy cheerfully announced.

“Y-you…” Marietta said as her face burned a whole new type of red. “Are you serious?!”

Lulu whimpered. “I-I’m sorry!”

“How long have you been there?!”

“The whole time!” Fern revealed, throwing her wings into the air.

“I-it’s not what it sounds like,” Lulu said. “We were just concerned for you. We were worried something might go wrong when you were getting sheared. Isn’t that right?” Lulu said to Roxie and Dakota.

They both nodded… somewhat.

“W-what she said, sweetums,” Roxie continued, slurring her words. “We were just trying to… erm, make sure nothing went wrong.”

“Yeah” Dakota said before hiccuping. “We just wanted to make sure you were safe and shiz, or summat like that.”

“Really?” Jezzy said, tapping her bottom lip. “I thought we were just here to spy?”

“Jezzy!” Lulu scolded.

“Lulu…” Marietta growled.

“D-don’t listen to them. Maybe they were, but I only ever had your best intentions at heart.”

“Oh. I see,” Marietta said, her voice turned sickeningly sweet. “So you just wanted to make sure the shearing went well? I understand. So why are you still here?”

Lulu gulped and started tripping over her words.

“Ain’t that obvious?” Jezzy giggled. “Because it was, like, so totally hot.”

“It made me all horny. Super horny!” Fern said. “This totally calls for a threesome.”

Marietta laughed. She chuckled. Then she guffawed. And, last of all, she drew the rapier from her parasol.

Fern squealed and flew for the door. “Wait. No! Don’t overreact. You’re totally overreacting!”

“She’s right, Marie,” Lulu said, gulping. “I can see why you’re angry, but there’s no reason to do anything you might regre—”

“I’m outta here!” Dakota yelled as she grabbed Jezzy by the arm and bolted.

The others followed after her.

Marietta held a bed sheet to her chest as she gave chase. “Get back here and die! The lot of you!”

I probably should’ve gone after them, but I couldn’t stop myself from laughing.

Marietta had become my wife. How did that happen? From trying to throw me into the Darkwood to begging to be my bride.

Seriously, how lucky could one guy get?

Yep, this is definitely paradise. There’s no way I’m letting anyone take it from me.

Knights? Princesses? Even dragons? It didn’t matter who; I was never going to let this dream end.

“Marie! Stop waving that thing around!” Lulu squealed from downstairs.

“I don’t wanna die. I don’t wanna die!” Fern cried.

That sounded like my cue to head downstairs before Marietta ended my dream herself.

I’d suddenly gotten rather fond of having six wives. I wanted to at least make it to morning with that number intact.



Epilogue


Over a week had passed since my showdown with Penelope’s forces… and, more importantly, my fake engagement to Marietta.

Soldiers remained stationed in Grayedge, but nothing indicated they were about to make a move.

For the time being, peace persevered.

It wouldn’t last forever, which was why I was keeping busy.

One of the cows came at me with a sword.

I danced back, parrying her blows with my rapier.

The cow’s strength was obvious with every hit, but my technique and speed were far superior. I easily evaded her attacks before finally making my move, jabbing the cow with the magically-blunted tip of my blade.

“That’s game!” Dakota called.

The big girl sighed. “Darn it. I didn’t even come close…”

I laughed. “Don’t be disheartened; you did good. You can’t expect miracles after only a week’s training,” said the guy whose power made him a swordsman in an instant.

That was discouraging info my pupils didn’t need to know.

Lulu rushed over. “Is anyone hurt? Do you need healing?”

“We’re fine,” I assured Lulu before leaning over to give her a kiss.

She blushed and nibbled her bottom lip. “Just making sure…”

I grinned. And I was happy for the help. Knowing she could quickly heal any light injuries made these practice sessions a lot less stressful for everyone involved.

“Pfft! There’s no way a bit of sparrin’ would hurt Steve,” Dakota snickered while strolling over. “I bet he could take every soldier in Blesslan without breakin’ a sweat.”

“What sort of superhuman do you take me for?” I quipped.

“The sort who kicks serious ass,” she said as she leaned in and gave me a quick peck on the lips.

I smirked. “You just did that because I gave one to Lulu, didn’t you?”

Dakota grinned. “Maybe.”

“You’re such a child,” Lulu said.

“Yeah, says Little Miss Maturity.”

“You girls sure know how to make the rest of us jealous,” my defeated fighter teased.

Dakota snickered and hugged me tighter. “Can ya blame me? Don’t say ya wouldn’t show-off if ya had a bloke this hot.”

“I’ve got a similar philosophy,” I said, pulling Lulu and Dakota closer. Then I gave each of them a long, loving kiss.

My mates melted into my arms.

“How I wish he was that quick to kiss me,” one of the onlooking fighters complained.

“Didn’t he screw you a few days back?” the one next to her said.

“Screwed me so hard I was seeing double. I’m counting down the days until he does it again.”

“Wait your turn. Some of us are still dreaming of feeling those big manly hands.”

“Trust me, it ain’t his hands which’ll drive you wild.”

Done snogging my beautiful breathless wives, I turned my focus back to the crowd. “Enough chitter-chatter. Who’s next?”

“Steve!” Fern cheered as she came rushing toward me at lightning speed.

I flooded my body with mana—earth focused, like usual. I imagined it seeping from my veins into every part of me. Then I told it to strengthen.

Fern smashed into me but only budged me an inch.

“Yay! Steve caught me again. He caught me!” Fern cheered while nuzzling me all over.

I sighed. “That doesn’t mean you should keep coming at me like a missile. I shouldn’t need to use magic just to catch you.” It was good training and the inspiration behind the body hardening spell I was working on… but it still hurt like shit.

The things I did for love.

She gasped. “It’s okay, right? Right?! I’m your wife. Why do you want your first wife to take extra time getting to you?”

Lulu glowered. “Your first-wife fantasy won’t come true just because you keep saying it.”

“Not a fantasy. It’s the truth!” The bratty harpy wiggled in my arms. “You tell her, Steve!”

I swatted Fern’s bubbly behind. “Name one time I’ve played along with this.”

She whined. “But… Steve!”

“No buts… this one aside.” I gave it a squeeze before quieting her with a kiss.

“Here we go again,” one of the cows whispered.

“I heard that,” I said upon drawing my lips back from Fern’s. “Now what are you here for? Did you just miss me that much?”

“Yeah!” Fern said. “Wait, no. I actually came here for a reason. A reason!” She fluttered her wings. “Roxie said we’ve got newcomers.”

“Ah!” I said before giving her another peck. “Thanks for the heads up. I’ll go straight there.” I placed Fern down and turned back to the cows. “That’s it for now. We’ll go again later.”

The cows whined like disappointed children.

“Behave yourselves,” I said with a laugh. I knew they weren’t that eager to become warriors capable of defending this place.

It felt good to be popular.

The cows reluctantly went to help out elsewhere, be that expanding our territory or building new structures.

Almost twenty residences stood behind the farmhouse. Our village was really coming along.

Lulu, Dakota, and Fern headed off into the Darkwood to hunt. I went to the front of the farm, where I found acres of beautiful veg and a big gorgeous cow waiting in the shade of our porch.

“Sweetums!” Roxie said, face lighting up when she saw me.

I responded with a kiss. “Where are they?”

“Here, sugar. There’s two of them.”

A pair of demi-beasts waited a few feet away. A large minotaur—or bull, using this world’s terminology—and a female dog.

New residents had started showing up ever since I’d scared off Penelope’s men. They were sneaking in through the Darkwood, the entrance at Grayedge being blocked off by the Blesslan military. It meant they could only bring what they could carry… not that those looking to escape here had a cart’s worth of valuables to their name in the first place.

“This is Gregor,” Roxie said as she showed me to the massive minotaur, something our farm lacked.

“You’re a big one,” I said with an appreciative whistle. “The cows will be glad to have you here. Just make sure not to try anything funny.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, sir,” the rough-voiced bull replied.

I shook my head. “I’m no ‘sir’. The name’s Steve.”

“Steve,” he said slowly, as if testing the waters.

I smiled. “That’s right. I’m not a sir, your boss, or anything of the such. You’re also not a slave or a worker… although we do expect you to contribute.” I glanced at the growing community. “This place has grown this fast because we’re all pulling in the same direction. We don’t want those around looking to ruin that.” I looked back at him. “As long as you’re prepared to help, welcome to your new home.”

“I’ll work,” he said. “Leave any heavy lifting to me. I’ve also got a bit of building experience.”

“You should’ve said so from the start,” I said with a small laugh. “A big bovine builder… you’re going to be a popular one.”

“Thank you, sir,” Gregor said while lowering his head.

“Not ‘sir’. Steve,” I reminded him. “Leave that old mindset in Blesslan. Here, humans, fay, and demi-beasts are all equal.”

“So the stories are really true…”

“Depends which ones. No, I didn’t fight off eight generals at the same time, bare-handed,” I said with another chuckle.

He smiled and bowed again. “Thanks… Steve. I think I’m going to like it here.”

“And I’m sure we’ll like having you.” I offered him a handshake—which he accepted—before moving down the line.

“This is Kate,” Roxie said, introducing a dog.

The woman scrambled, lowering her head. “It’s so nice to meet you sir… S-Steve! I meant Steve.”

“Calm down,” I said with an accompanying gesture. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“L-likewise. Erm… I-I don’t really have any skills, but I know how to cook and clean.”

“They’re perfectly fine skills. We’ve got a lot of hungry mouths to feed. I’m sure you’ll be a big help.” Then I narrowed my eyes. “Have we met before? You look familiar.”

Kate nodded. “Yes! We met a few weeks back, at the inn.”

My eyes widened. “You’re the barmaid who threw me out!”

She flinched. “I…”

“I wasn’t scolding you,” I said with another disarming laugh. “You did what you had to do.”

She nodded. “Yes, sir… Steve! Thank you for that kindness, back then. You’re the only person who ever showed me such. When I heard someone had done all this, I thought there was a chance it might be you.” Her tail wagged from side to side. “I’m so happy to see I was right.”

I grinned. “Glad you could make it. Afraid I can’t offer you any more coin. How does a house sound?”

“A house?!” she gasped. “T-thank you so much!”

I gestured for her to relax. “It’ll just be a wooden box with no furniture. You’ll also have to slum it wherever you can until it’s ready.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes. Thank you, sir!” she bowed her head.

I laughed. “Again, it’s Steve… but I’ll let it slide this once.”

“Thank you,” she said before standing up straight. “Also, if I may be so cheeky as to ask. About the rumors. Did you just… I mean, is it true that you…?” Her nervous gaze wandered to Roxie.

It took me a moment to figure out what she meant. I grinned and pulled Roxie closer, “You mean this?” I pulled my beautiful wife into a kiss.

Roxie fed me a long string of delicious moans.

I greedily ate them all before finishing with a relieved sigh. Then I turned my gaze back to Kate. “That answer your question?”

She blushed and nodded sharply. “Very much so!”

Zeryesis slung his arm around her shoulder. “The extent he inconveniences himself for you beasts is truly unrivaled.”

For a moment, all everyone did was stare at him.

Kate eventually flinched away. “A-a devil!”

“Zeryesis,” I growled, reaching for my rapier. “What are you doing here?”

He smiled. “You know, just taking a look around. I must say it is truly incredible how much this place has changed in a month… a couple of weeks, even. I was sure I’d teleported to the wrong spot.”

“Not what I meant,” I said. “Why are you here?”

Zeryesis sighed. “Come now, Steven. Do I really mean that little to you these days? It is—as the ladies often say—that time of the month.”

“It is?” I turned to Roxie.

Confusion filled her big silver eyes. “I’d plumb forgotten.”

“Things have been hectic around here.” It was easy to forget we had payments to make to this slimy devil.

That Lulu wasn’t here fiddling her fingers to the bone was proof of that.

Zeryesis gasped dramatically while placing his hand to his head. “You do wound me, Steven and cow. To think I was once the centerpiece of your lives. Now I’m so insignificant you don’t even come to greet me on time. I had to see the sights just to stop myself from getting bored.”

“Sorry,” I said before flinching. “Wait, no I’m not.”

“This is exactly what I’m talking about,” Zeryesis said with a sigh. “Now where are the goods?”

I stomped to the barn and came back with a bounty of milk.

“Don’t even think about claiming this isn’t farm made,” I warned Zeryesis, who had moved to the farm’s entrance.

“I would never resort to such underhanded tricks,” Zeryesis insisted before summoning his scales.

He quickly measured the milk and found it to be just the right amount, as my power told me.

“Terrific,” Zeryesis said with far less energy than that word warranted. “Another successful payment. At this rate, Lulu’s debt will be clear in no time.”

“And we’ll never need to see you again? Great.”

“Steven,” Zeryesis gasped. “Why must you always be so hostile?”

“Probably because you tried to enslave me,” I reminded him.

“I guess I did, but that was so long ago. Look how far you’ve come since. You’ve transformed from a humble farmer into a Blesslan-defying warrior and a protector of demi-beasts everywhere.”

“It was only two months ago.”

“Two long months,” he replied. “And here’s to many more! Although it’ll probably be pretty tough without anyone to trade with…”

“This again?” I complained.

“No village can truly flourish without trading. I’m sure that gnome you’ve picked up would agree. And with Blesslan’s borders shut, I am by far the best option you have. If you want this sanctuary of yours to survive for the long term, a partnership with me is essential.”

I pursed my lips. He was talking too much sense for my liking. We were managing for the time being, but we’d eventually need more seeds. Clothing was also an issue—having more than one outfit was a luxury few could afford. Then there was furniture and countless other goods I couldn’t think of off the top of my head.

We would need to trade sooner or later, and Zeryesis was the most willing and convenient partner available to us.

And he knew it.

The devil grinned. “Come on, Steven. Just say the word, and we can start drafting a lovely trade agreement.”

His attitude really pissed me off. I opened my mouth to reply—

“You make an excellent case, but I’d much rather exhaust all other options before turning to you,” a hostile sheep spat.

Marietta marched in from the fields, her fingers and white tunic dyed green from caring for the plants. Beside her skipped a happy dryad carrying a big basket of veggies.

“Hi, Stevie. Roxie,” Jezzy purred before gasping. “Oh my. Are you a devil?”

“A dryad?” Zeryesis replied, raising a brow. “So you’re the one who started this entire mess? You must really live up to your reputation. What I wouldn’t do to get my hands on you… I-I mean, how nice to meet you.” The devil let out an awkward laugh.

Marietta huffed. “We cannot say the same in return. We have no interest in doing business with a deceitful devil.”

“Took the words right out of my mouth,” I said while grinning at Zeryesis.

He snorted. “Come now. There’s no reason to make a decision against your best interests because of a little previous tension between us.”

“It is up to us to decide what is in our best interests,” Marietta said. “Making a deal with a devil certainly isn’t… especially when that devil is you.”

Zeryesis grimaced.

“You heard her,” I told him. “Now sling your hook.”

“But…” He looked between mine and Marietta’s glares before sighing. “Fine… but at least…” He pulled a scroll from his pocket and handed it to me. “Here.”

“This is?” I opened it up to see what was written.

It was a magic circle, as well as some instructions.

“If you ever change your mind, do as the scroll says, and I’ll be with you lickety-split.”

“Wow. Thanks,” I said as deadpan as could be while rolling the parchment back up. “Now are you going to fuck off, or do I need to throw you out myself?”

“Alright, alright!” Zeryesis complained, lifting his hands like a crook caught in the act. It was followed by a bow. “Then I bid you adieu and hope you’ll change your minds sooner rather than—”

“We won’t,” Marietta assured him.

“Bye, Mr Devil,” Jezzy said with a big wave.

“Don’t let the fire hit you on the way out,” I said.

He clicked his tongue before escaping within his usual flashy purple inferno.

“And good riddance,” Marietta said.

I grinned. “Nice assist.”

She shrugged. “It was nothing. Any good wife should be able to assist her husband when need be.” She marched closer and stared at me. “And what should a good husband do in return?”

I grinned before leaning down and giving Marietta her prize: a loving kiss on the lips.

The adorable sheep beamed. “Good! I’m glad you’ve taken to your training well.”

I snickered. “Because kissing beautiful women doesn’t come naturally to me.”

“Yay! Jezelbe’s turn!” Jezzy cheered as she crashed forward, engulfing me in her arms and the back of Marietta’s head in her cleavage.

Marietta huffed. “What are you doing, you bumbling dryad?! Can’t you see you’re interrupting an intimate moment between me and my husband?”

Jezzy flinched back and pouted. “But he’s my husband too. And I’ve been a good girl. I’ve harvested so many plants.” Her pink eyes stared into mine. “Don’t I deserve a reward?”

“Don’t act like you did that alone. I helped!”

The recoiling dryad squeaked, throwing her arms over her head.

I chuckled and pulled them side by side. “Stop arguing. I’ve got rewards for the both of you.” I gave Jezzy a nice long dose of love, melting away any tension she was feeling, before giving another to my huffing sheep bride.

Marietta still had a ways to go until she played well with the others, but I was sure it would work out eventually. She’d only attacked her fellow wives the once since our ‘wedding’ night, and that’d definitely been Fern’s fault.

She just needed time.

Roxie watched while fiddling with her hair.

I smiled at her. “Want another kiss?”

She tensed. “That’s not it, sugar. I mean, I would like one… but was it really okay for us to say no again?”

“If it means not trading with that abhorrent devil, definitely,” Marietta said while shamelessly clinging onto me.

“I’d rather start trading with Grayedge again than help Zeryesis,” I said, although there was no way that was going to happen. “We’ll figure something out.”

Jezzy nuzzled into my shoulder. “We should totally try trading with some of the tribes in the forest.”

“You know some?”

She shook her head. “No, but I’ve heard the trees talk about them. If the trees say they’re nice, I’m sure they are.”

“Erm… whatever you say.” I practiced nature magic every day and still hadn’t seen any indication plants could talk.

As long as Jezzy found some friendly tribes willing to trade, I didn’t care how she did it. I’d buy the leaves ejecting from their branches and spelling out instructions in the sky. This was a world of magic where even the ridiculous had proved itself possible.

Something which had given me an idea.

Thanks to all the new residences, things were much quieter in the farmhouse come nightfall. We almost had the place to ourselves again.

The kitchen had returned to being a place to cook and eat, rather than an emergency bedroom.

It almost made a wonderful place to do a little teaching.

Lulu spread the book open on the kitchen table, facing away from her. “So who can read this sentence?”

Fern threw a wing into the air. “Oh. Oh! I can. I can!”

“Go ahead.”

The harpy leaned in and narrowed her gaze. “T. H. E. M.”

“Erm, sugar? That’s just reading out the letters,” Roxie told her.

“It’s still reading!” Fern protested, banging her wings on the table.

Lulu’s peridot eyes wandered around the table. “How about you, Jezzy? Can you read this?”

Jezzy stared at the indicated line. She studied it nice and thoroughly before sitting up straight. “Nope!” she announced cheerfully.

“Okay…” Lulu mumbled. “Dakota?”

Dakota gulped and narrowed her eyes. “The mi… may… mab…” Finally, she squeaked and thumped the table. “Dammit! Why the frick is this readin’ business so hard?”

Marietta scoffed as she sat on my lap and flicked through our magic grimoire. “Funny. I don’t find it difficult at all.”

“Shut your trap!” Dakota snapped.

“Don’t try and show off,” I said to Marietta, giving her sides a squeeze. “It’s not her fault she was never taught.”

Marietta pouted and mumbled, “I was only joking,” before retreating into her book.

“You’re all doing great,” I assured the students.

“Yeah. I am,” Dakota said, filling herself with confidence. “I can do this! I’m gonna friggin’ own this book!” She grabbed it and stared intently at the passage, determined to beat it.

A minute later…

“Forget it. This shiz is impossible,” Dakota said, dropping it on the table, followed by her head.

Roxie rushed behind the cat and rubbed her shoulders. “No, pumpkin. Don’t give up now.”

“Nah, I’m done. This is stupid. Why do I even gotta learn to read? It ain’t like I’m ever gonna use it or anythin’.”

Fern gasped. “But then how are we gonna learn magic?!”

“Invoke essence of the waves,” Marietta read from the grimoire while pointing her hand outward.

No water appeared.

Dakota sprung back up. “Shiz, I totes forgot.” She slammed her paws on the table and stared at Lulu. “Alright, I’m back in. Hit me up, Lu.”

“I’m not a miracle worker,” Lulu complained. “Besides, you’re too excited. There’s still no guarantee normal demi-beasts can learn magic.” Her gaze wandered to the lunatic who’d suggested we test if it was possible.

Me.

I shrugged. “Humans weren’t supposed to be able to learn nature magic. There’s no reason demi-beasts can’t do similar.”

“But we don’t even know if most humans can learn it,” Lulu correctly pointed out.

“I can’t believe ya never told me about this special power of yours,” Dakota complained while glaring my way. “Here was me thinkin’ you were some sorta fightin’ genius, when you were really just usin’ some weird magic thingy.”

“Sorry for being such a cheater,” I joked.

“Invoke cold of an everlasting winter,” Marietta mumbled without creating any ice.

“Nah, it’s cool,” Dakota replied. “I mean, you’ve got a special awesome power no one else’s ever heard of. How friggin’ rad is that?”

“So rad,” Jezzy cooed. “I’m falling in love all over again.”

“I agree it’s… rad,” Lulu said, “but what if it’s the only reason you can use nature magic?”

“It still shouldn’t be a problem,” I said, waving her concerns away. “Even plants have magical cores. Right, Jezzy?”

“Yep!” the dryad replied.

“If plants have them, demi-beasts should too.”

“But plants can’t use magic,” Lulu mumbled.

“They also can’t talk.”

Jezzy tilted her head. “But they talk to me all the time?”

“Invoke child of the winds,” Marietta chanted without any success.

“That… could be more you than them, sugar,” Roxie replied.

“It doesn’t matter if they’re not smart enough to channel mana,” I continued. “That shouldn’t be a problem for this brainy group.”

“Yeah!” Fern said, throwing her wings into the air. “We’re totally smarter than some dumb plants. I bet they can’t read either!”

“Why’re ya tryin’ to get us in a competition with some friggin’ plants?” Dakota complained.

“I guess it is possible,” Lulu said while nibbling her bottom lip. “Anyway, that can wait for after we’ve taught everyone to read.”

“But… urg!” Dakota groaned, leaning back into Roxie’s supporting touch. “Can’t we just skip this part?”

“Being able to read the grimoire will be a big help. Plus, this is a skill you really need to know.”

Dakota sighed. “Whatever you say… mom.”

“Don’t call me that!” Lulu whined.

“Invoke barrier that protects,” Marietta said to herself.

“Let’s try finding another passage.” Lulu flicked through the book, peridot eyes scanning. That was until she reached a point that turned her cheeks red and made her ears spring up.

“Hey, Lu?” Dakota said to the engrossed canine.

Lulu didn’t react.

“What’ve ya gone all quiet for?” She slapped the book from Lulu’s hands and onto the table.

Lulu finally flinched. “Wait! Not that page!”

Jezzy tilted her head back the other way. “But why?”

“Let’s see. Let’s see!” Fern said as she used her wings to slide the book her way. “H. A. R. D. C. O. C—”

Roxie gasped and covered her lips. “Oh my.”

I laughed. “So it was one of those sorts of romance books.” No wonder Marietta liked them so much.

“Wait, what’s it say?” Dakota said as she twisted the book around.

“Don’t!” Lulu squeaked.

“Invoke power that heals all,” Marietta said.

Dakota buried her nose in the book. She inspected it closely before squeaking. “Wait! That word. That says ‘sex’, doesn’t it? Is this friggin’ porn?!”

Lulu whimpered, ears dipping down.

Jezzy giggled. “Oh, Luie. I didn’t know you were so naughty.”

“They don’t call her the horny mongrel for nothing!” Fern said.

“T-this isn’t my book!” Lulu stammered while turning her attention to the real culprit. However, she froze in place, mouth falling open. “M-Marie?”

Confused, I looked down at the sheep on my lap… and found myself speechless.

What?

Marietta sat with her arm extended and her jaw down low. A small green ball of light extended from her fingertips.

“What the frick?!” Dakota squeaked, jumping up from the table.

“Erm… s-sugar?” Roxie said. “That… could that be…?”

“Magic,” I said. “You’re using magic.”

All Marietta could do was nod.

I’d theorized it was possible, yet I still struggled to believe what I was seeing. Marietta was performing a spell—she was stomping on everything this world said was possible.

The one concrete area humans lauded their superiority over demi-beasts had just been shattered. This was proof they weren’t second-class citizens in the slightest, just as I’d always known.

My wives were the best, the people of this farm were the best, and it was only a matter of time until this whole world knew it too.
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