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Chapter 1


A single bead of sweat trickled down my brow.

I flicked the intruding droplet away. Seriously, why was it still so hot? The trees above had already begun to change away from green in favor of red, yellow, orange, and more. It was the most clear signal of the shifting seasons possible.

Why had nobody remembered to tell the weather?

I’d already suffered through a summer of sweltering heat—the natural enemy of we Brits. It should’ve been over, so why did it continue to torment me?

Why did it make this journey more difficult than it had to be?

“Steve. Steve!” Fern said as she hopped after me. “Are we there yet? Are we?!”

“You’ve been asking that for hours,” I reminded her.

How did my gorgeous harpy bride still have so much energy? And why wasn’t her milk-chocolate skin glistening with sweat? Did it have something to do with her breezy attire? A plain white apron was certainly cooler than slacks and a shirt.

Not to mention sexier.

Fern flapped her huge green wings, blasting me with a cooling gust while exposing her curvaceous hips. “Yeah, but… all the more reason to ask!”

She had me there…

“Like, we’re getting close,” Jezzy said as she strolled nearby while humming to herself. The dryad stroked her thin green fingers over every tree she passed. “At least, that’s what the plants are saying.”

I sighed. To think I was seriously taking directions from a bunch of trees.

If they’ve sent me to the middle of nowhere, I swear to god…

My wandering mind and feet came to a stop as one.

Fern’s didn’t. Her petite chest slammed against my back. It was followed by a squawk and a flap of her wings. “Steve! Why did you stop? Why did—”

I swiveled her way with a finger over my lips. I didn’t have the same keen demi-beast senses as my fake wives back at the farm, but I was sure I felt…

My instincts jumped into action.

I drew my sword from its sheath and lunged at the flash of color in the corner of my eye.

The tip of my blade deflected my attacker’s away.

They jumped back, solid black feet skidding across the forest floor, while keeping a firm hold of their spear.

“Looks like we’re here,” I said.

The Darkwood had seen a large increase in demon activity over the last three months, but that didn’t explain my attacker. She didn’t resemble any of the fiends I’d had to put down as of late.

She was undoubtedly a demi-beast.

Her figure was short and hench, protected by chitin armor. Thin black antennae sprouted from her short, neat purple hair, almost like a helmet in its own right. Two pairs of translucent wings sat exposed on her pale back, above a black and yellow striped abdomen.

I didn’t need to scan her… but why the hell not?


- - -

Ayu

Species: Worker Bee

Family: Honey Bee

Occupation: Royal Guard

- - -


What a pleasant surprise.

Fern flailed her wings. “What’s happening? What?!”

I pushed her away. “Protect Jezzy. I’ll handle this.” The knowledge of an elite swordsman rattled around my head, making my blade feel more like an extra limb than a tool in my possession.

There was no way I was losing to a bee with a makeshift spear.

She disagreed; it was her who launched the next attack.

I filled my longsword with mana, hardening the blade. Then I met her head-on, knocking her attacks away.

It gave birth to a gaudy duet of metal striking metal.

“You can do it, Steve. You can do it!” Fern cheered from the sidelines, green wings lifted overhead.

Jezzy clapped to the beat. “Go, Stevie, go!”

I grinned while blocking everything Ayu had to throw at me. Damn, those lovers of mine knew how to get me fired up.

It was time to stop screwing around and take this bee down.

I’d let her take the lead. Not anymore. I upped the tempo; I started moving my arms and feet at a speed I hadn’t known was possible back when I first purchased this ability. My blade turned into a blur while I skipped around like an experienced boxer.

Ayu’s face contorted as she struggled to keep up with my attacks.

She was good—better than most I’d faced—but she wasn’t a match for me now that my body could keep up with my mind. I kept up my barrage, forcing her into retreat.

After growling through gritted teeth, Ayu zipped back, putting some distance between us. Then she changed the way she gripped her spear.

Something big was coming.

Sure enough, her feet rose off the floor. Then she shot toward me like a mountless jouster.

An all-or-nothing attack, was it? Perfect.

She came in fast, like a speeding bullet. With so much momentum behind her, even hardening my blade wouldn’t save me from harm.

Instead, I dodged to the left.

Ayu saw it. She changed course, as if locked onto me.

I grinned. Wrong move. Instead of continuing my escape, I twisted my body around, unleashing a roundhouse kick.

My foot struck Ayu in the back, propelling her past me and hard into the ground.

All that extra speed did not make for a soft landing.

The worker bee groaned in a trench of her own making. Slowly, she heaved herself up upon shaking arms.

I placed the tip of my blade on the back of her neck, stopping her in place.

Fern squealed and jumped in the air. “Yay! Steve did it! He won. He won!”

“Way to go, Stevie,” Jezzy said, followed by one of her trademark giggles.

I grinned while keeping my eyes focused on Ayu. “Satisfied?”

“You realized?” she replied far more calmly than she perhaps should’ve.

“Well, you sure as shit weren’t trying to kill me.” After too many encounters against guys and demons who wanted me dead, I’d learned to pick up on killing intent. She hadn’t had a lick of it. “Seeing how we’ve got a meeting scheduled, I presumed this was some sort of test.”

“Wait, it was?” Fern asked.

The corner of Ayu’s lips twitched into a smile. “You certainly passed.”

“I had a feeling you might say that,” I said as I removed my sword and helped the bee to her feet.

She couldn’t exactly have said otherwise, could she?

Fern huffed as she bounced on the spot. “Hey! A little warning next time. A little warning!”

“My apologies,” Ayu said as she rubbed the bloody scrape our battle had left on our shoulder.

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “It’s, like, totally fine. There was no way Stevie was going to lose.”

“Damn right,” I said as I grabbed Ayu, twisted her around, and clamped my hand on her shoulder.

The honey bee flinched, flashing her teeth. “What are…” Her voice faded as a trickle of green light flowed between my fingers.

When I pulled my hand away, the bleeding had stopped.

“That’s all I can do with my current healing magic,” I told her, the scrape still visible. “Hope I didn’t hurt you too badly.”

“I am a proud warrior. An injury like this is nothing,” she said dismissively while picking up her spear.

However, I was sure I caught her smiling when she thought I couldn’t see.

Once Ayu was back to her feet, spear in hand, she turned on her heels. “Follow. I’ll show you to the hive.”

As Jezzy, and the trees, had promised, the hive was little more than five minutes away from where I’d fought Ayu.

The scent of honey assaulted my nose after two.

It grew stronger and stronger and stronger until at last my eyes landed on a white wax castle which had melted into the Darkwood.

Only three-stories high didn’t seem impressive compared to the stone goliath in the middle of Yellowfields, but it was impressive in its own way.

Ayu continued guiding us, past her gawking fellow worker bees and through the golden hexagon-shaped entrance. It was very much a case of start as you mean to go on, as that same shape and yellowy shade dominated every hallway.

Fern sniffed the air as she skipped behind me. “Hey. Hey! Like, do you smell that? It’s sweet. Super sweet!” She turned to Jezzy. “It smells kinda like your coochie.”

The dryad giggled. “Aww. Thanksies.”

“But does it taste as good?” I asked while grinning like the smuggest git imaginable.

“Like, there’s only one way to find out,” she sang.

As tempting as that particular taste test sounded, I wasn’t sure if delaying my meeting to go down on my curvaceous dryad lover would give the best first impression. I emptied my mind of what hid beneath Jezzy’s clothing—also known as three tactically placed leaves that hid almost nothing—and focused on following Ayu.

After a few more twists and turns, we arrived at our destination.

Huge wax pillars guided us away from the pools of fresh honey on either side of the gargantuan chamber. Ahead, a red cloth draped down from the ceiling. Two male bees, the first I’d seen since coming to this hive, stood on either side.

Both were big boys, in multiple ways. Height wise, they were around my equal, although our figures differed. It felt rude to call them fat, but…

Once Ayu brought us to a stop, the first bee cleared his throat. “Workers and drones alike!”

“Please welcome the most ravishing monarch in the Darkwood,” the other said.

“A woman who’s sweeter than honey.”

“And just as funny.”

“As enchanting as they come.”

“And more beautiful than anyone under the sun.”

“Put your hands”—

“And wings!”

—“together for our royal highness… The Honeycomb Queen!”

In unison, both males pulled flutes from behind their backs and started playing the sort of catchy tune that belonged on a quiz show.

I gawked. What exactly was happening?

The red curtain was thrown open as a naked woman jumped on through, arms spread into the air. “Hello, darlings!”

If she expected me to reply, I did not. All I could do was watch as she strutted her way forward, treading the fine line between walking and dancing.

Seeing how I had a stunning bottom-heavy harpy on my left and a dryad bombshell to my right, I probably should’ve been used to beautiful women wiggling their assets. However, The Honeycomb Queen kept me speechless. She was taller than her underlings and had a thick white mane around her neck, similar to Marietta if I didn’t trim her for a couple of weeks. Also just like the sheep, she was curvaceous all over. Her huge breasts, topped by pale brown nipples, jiggled with her every emphasized movement, while her swaying hips begged to be watched.

Noticing the attention I was giving her, the queen bee shot me a wink. Then she twirled on the spot, making it clear she was a bee every bit as much as Ayu was while drawing attention to her fluffy pink pigtails. Once she’d finished her performance, complete with throwing her arms up in the air, her drones hurried and fetched her a sweet golden throne fit for a Honeycomb Queen.

“Thank you! Thank you, darlings,” she said before settling into her seat. “It is I, The Honeycomb Queen, Nakazuki, at your service. Please don’t hesitate to feast your eyes.”

I wasn’t… but that was partly because I’d been stunned into silence.

“Whoa,” Jezzy cooed out. “That was so cool.”

“So super cool!” Fern agreed with an energetic nod. “Again. Again!”

At last, I got my head into the game and showed Nakazuki a smile. “Good day, Your Highness. The name’s Steve Draxler, and I’ve come representing Darkwood Farm. This is Fern and Jezelbeboo.”

“Hello-hello!” Fern said, throwing a wing into the air.

Jezzy giggled and curtsied. “Like, it’s so nice to meet you. Feel free to call me whatever you want. I go by Jez, and Jezzy, and JB, and Zelby, and Boo… but anything is totally fine.”

“Steve. Fern. Jezelbe,” Nakazuki said to each of us in turn before throwing up her arms. “Welcome to my hive! It’s so nice to have such interesting visitors for once.”

“No, the pleasure’s all ours,” I said with a smile. She certainly… wasn’t what I’d been imagining. Not that I could say that was a bad thing. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us.”

Nakazuki leaned back into her throne and crossed one long black leg over the other. “Oh, there’s no need for that, darling. You earned this audience when you managed to impress my most prized servant.” She turned toward Ayu. “So? How was he?”

“Exemplary,” Ayu replied. “He bested me with ease, all while holding back.”

I laughed. “Like you weren’t. I’m sure you’re a different beast when you’re serious.”

She flashed the faintest of smiles.

“What a stunning result! I’ve never seen Ayu so captivated before… with anyone bar myself, of course,” Nakazuki said.

That was what she called ‘captivated’?

The Honeycomb Queen showed me her own beaming, Hollywood-worthy smile. “Now don’t keep me in suspense any longer, darlings. Whyever were you so eager to make my acquaintance?”

“I’d like to propose an alliance between our two groups: the refugees of Darkwood Farm and the honey bees of your hive,” I said. “I think it’d be advantageous for us both to have stronger relations.”

“Oh?” Nakazuki replied, raising her brows.

“We’re always looking for more trading partners. I’m sure we could find a lot of use for your wax, and everyone loves honey. In return, we can offer vegetables, labor, and milk. Mainly milk. Seriously, it’s ridiculous how much we make.” Having over a hundred cows would do that to a farm.

“Don’t forget eggs!” Fern squawked while flailing her wings in the air. “We have eggs, too!”

“Yes, we have eggs,” I said, not wanting my harpy bride to feel excluded. “Although, Jezzy claims you’d probably be more interested in what she has to offer.”

My dryad lover stepped forward. “Like, I hear this part of the Darkwood is super lacking in the huge flowers you bees love so much. I’d totally love to help you grow some.”

As expected from a woman with flowers naturally woven into her pink hair.

With Nakazuki content to listen for the time being, I continued. “On top of trade, I propose a free movement pact with each other’s respective territories. The less borders between neighbors, the better. I want you and your subjects to know you’re welcome at the farm whenever you please.”

“You, like, wouldn’t be the first demi-beasts to show up unannounced,” Jezzy giggled into her hand.

I grinned. “And if we're trading and coming as we please, we may as well commit to offering each other a hand whenever we can. We can’t be the only ones being plagued by demon attacks as of late.”

“Indeed, you are not,” Nakazuki responded. “Many a precious subject of mine has reported being troubled by demons as of late. Isn’t that right, Ayu, darling?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the worker bee said with a bow.

“We’ll happily give you some help,” I assured both of them.

“That would be most splendid—most splendid indeed, darling,” Nakazuki said as a mischievous glint filled her red eyes. “However, a little demon trouble cannot compare to having the soldiers of Blesslan parked on one’s border. I can’t help but wonder if that may have something to do with this proposed pact.”

I shot her a wry grin. “I can’t deny it’s a factor. We currently have an agreement with Blesslan, but it won’t last forever.” I knew one day they’d get over their fear of me, the mythical Obsidian Dragon, or whatever it was holding them back. It was a case of when rather than if. “We need all the allies we can get. I’m hoping you’ll be the first of many.”

“The first? Why, you do flatter me, darling,” Nakazuki said with a chortle. “However, mere flattery does not allow for stupidity. I have no interest in getting my hive involved in a conflict against Blesslan.”

“I’d have been concerned if you’d said differently. A queen who doesn’t care about her people isn’t a leader I want anything to do with.” The way Princess Penelope threatened her men stuck with me. Was that what a ruler ought to be? Fuck no.

Penelope could learn a thing or two from this bee she no doubt viewed as a savage.

I shook my head. “I’m not asking you to commit to helping us against Blesslan. Think of this as a loose agreement to be good to each other over any sort of idiotic obligation. If you ever rush to our aid, I want it to because you want to rather than feel you have to.” I grinned at the beautiful queen bee. “So look forward to my incoming charm offensive… beautiful.”

For a moment, silence… before Nakazuki broke out in laughter. “That was your bid to win my favor, darling?”

“Pretty much,” I chuckled. “Did it work?”

“It didn’t not work,” the teasing enchantress said. “I see now why it’s you who represents your people. You have quite the silver tongue, don’t you, human?”

I smirked. “I have been told my tongue’s rather talented on numerous occasions.”

“Super talented. The most talented!” Fern cheered.

“Like, totally,” Jezzy giggled into her fingers.

My smile grew wider and wider with every rub of my ego.

Seriously, these wonderful wives of mine…

Nakazuki wiggled in her throne as she thought, wide hips shimmying from side to side. She turned to her favorite ally. “What do you think, Ayu, darling?”

“I see no reason to reject them,” she said from the side. “Our scouts speak highly of what they’ve seen of their territory.”

“And I must say I’m very high on how our silver-tongued guest has treated me,” the grinning queen said.

“Then do we have a deal? A provisional one, at least.” I wanted to discuss any finer details with everyone back at the farm. Norma especially.

Who better than an experienced merchant to handle trade agreements?

Nakazuki hummed as she kicked her long black legs up and crossed them back down the other way, almost flashing me a view of what hid between. “It is a rather tempting offer, darling… but I fear your side benefits more than my own.”

“It doesn’t have to,” I said. “If you’ve got any suggestions… shoot.”

“Then allow me,” she said as her smile curled into one to make a Cheshire Cat envious. “Darling… I desire your child.”

My grin fell from my face. “What?”

“What? What?!” Fern seconded while flailing her arms around.

“Is this fuss really necessary, darlings?” Nakazuki asked as she leaned back in her throne. “As the queen of this hive, giving birth to the next generation is my most important duty. If I weren’t to seek the seed of a powerful warrior capable of besting my strongest, then I wouldn’t be fit to hold my fabulous title.”

My mouth remained wide open as my eyes dried themselves out. How did that make so much sense and so little at the same time?

Nakazuki purred as she stroked her flat, exposed stomach. “I can only begin to imagine the caliber of child one such as yourself can give me. So what do you say, darling? Would you like the honor of impregnating the one and only Honeycomb Queen?”

“Those are seriously your terms?” I eventually replied. “You’re willing to form an alliance with us as long as I give you a child?”

“Indeed,” she said. “And before you begin to fear the worst, I won’t be expecting you to move here and become my king. I certainly won’t tell you not to if you impress me… but a father for my young isn’t what I desire. All I need is your strong, virile seed.”

For a moment, I couldn’t speak; I couldn’t act in the slightest. Then I shrugged my shoulders. “What the hell? Count me in.”

It certainly wasn’t the worst concession in the world.

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “Oooh, Stevie. So naughty.”

“No fair. No fair!” Fern squawked while waving her wings around. “Why does she get a child and I don’t? Where is my child? Mine?!”

“Don’t you start,” I warned the adorable green-haired brat. I’d brought her here for her navigational talents rather than her decorum, but that didn’t mean I needed her misbehaving during the final straight.

“Oh, it is no bother, darling,” Nakazuki said with a waft of the hand. “I don’t mind who you impregnate as long as I receive the strong child I seek.” The naked queen bee rose from her throne and strutted toward me, swinging her hips with every step. “I can see it already; a strong heir, filled with the genes of the charismatic Honeycomb Queen and the powerful human warrior who dares defy his own.”

I growled as my eyes followed Nakazuki’s hypnotic sway. “I’m not actually from Blesslan…”

“But a powerful warrior you are indeed,” she cooed as she arrived and stroked her fingers over my chest, filling my nostrils with her own personal honey-sweet fragrance. “Shall we begin, darling?”

“You want to do it now?”

She licked her thick, kissable lips. “Of course, darling. Of course. How else can I guarantee you’ll keep your word?”

I grinned. “What sort of guy runs away from a beauty begging him to fuck her?” Nakazuki’s appearance, her scent, and her alluring actions had gotten my pants feeling two sizes too tight.

Jezzy hummed while tapping her lips. “Like, didn’t you do that a few months back?”

“One queen bee is different from a hundred horny cows.” This was a romp I could make it through with my pelvis intact.

“You’re about to find that out personally, darling,” Nakazuki purred. “That is unless talking is all you’re good at.”

I scoffed and reached around, grabbing handfuls of the soft behind hiding beneath her striped abdomen. “Why don’t I show you?” Then I leaned in close, joining my lips to hers.

Nakazuki wasn’t my wife, but that didn’t mean I was going to hold back. I delivered the same intense treatment I’d honed over the months since getting here. I overwhelmed her mouth with my passion, grinding our lips together until her breathing turned into hot, needy pants. Then I deepened the embrace further, sampling her saliva straight from the source.

What did you know? It tasted like honey.

After I’d given the moaning queen a kiss meant for a honeymoon, pun not intended, I drew back so she could catch her breath.

Heat brightened her cheeks while saliva wetted her lips. She soon dented them with her upper fangs before grabbing my hand and pulling me after her, toward the curtain in the back of the room.

It opened to reveal another chamber, much smaller and intimate than the last.

A moat of honey surrounded a red, circular bed, covered in portly bees reminiscent of those who had treated us to such a wonderful tune.

Their eyes lit up. “Your Highness!”

“Not now, dears,” Nakazuki said, waving them away. “Run along my darling drones and do… whatever it is you do when not entertaining me. Tonight I shall be mating with a warrior.”

The men bowed their heads and left without a word of objection.

She sighed once it was just the two of us. “Such eager, hard-working servants. However, none of them are anything like you, darling.” Nakazuki turned back and brushed her hands over my body, feeling my torso through my shirt. “Just look at this sculpted form. If only my drones could maintain such a shape. I do hope it’s a sign you’ll be able to last longer than they do.”

“Endurance is my middle name,” I replied.

“Another bold claim,” she purred while pressing her soft chest and stiff nipples against me. “It is one I hope you’re ready to prove.”

I grinned as I weaved one hand through her pink locks, the other finding its way back to her plump, inviting backside. Then I continued what I’d started; I pulled Nakazuki into a kiss designed to make her weak at the knees.

She moaned into my mouth while leaning into me, using my body for support.

The queen was a couple of inches my superior, but after all the time I’d spent with Roxie, keeping her steady was a breeze. I let her fall into my clutches as I soaked my taste buds in her honey-tinted saliva.

Once my tongue was positively slathered, I drew back from oral temptation and said, “What do you think?”

“By my stripes,” she moaned, caressing my chin with her molten-hot gasps. “You certainly know a trick or two.”

“You’ve not seen anything yet.” I pulled her closer and buried myself in her neck, showing it the same intensity I’d given her mouth.

Why deny a demi-beast goddess the pampering she deserved?

As Nakazuki’s moans drifted up toward the bedroom’s wax ceiling, my hands wandered over her body. I kneaded her chest, indulging in the softness she’d been all too happy to seduce me with.

“Oh!” she gasped, head hanging back to keep her throat exposed. “Such rough hands.”

I chuckled into her neck. “Not used to the hands of a real man?”

She shook her head. “I adore my drones, but they’ve never done a lick of hard labor. Their hands simply can’t compare to yours, darling.”

“Happy I can be of service,” I growled before pulling free of the hickey now marking Nakazuki’s flesh. My mouth hungered for elsewhere and soon claimed its prize. It replaced my massaging hands, having its fill of her bountiful breasts.

Their size, their softness—the stiffness of her excited nipples beneath my tongue. All so damn good. Then there were Nakazuki’s moans as she held me closer, wordlessly begging me to continue.

She didn’t need to tell me twice. My intensity increased and increased, longing to turn those moans into shuddering squeals of bliss.

“Oooh. Look at Stevie go,” Jezzy remarked.

“I bet her titties feel super good,” Fern huffed while squeezing her wings over her own. “So jelly. So jelly!”

Fern was damn right she…

I flinched back, leaving both my lips and Nakazuki’s chest wet with saliva. “What are you doing here?” I asked the pair of intruders.

Jezzy tilted her head. “We came here with you?”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern squawked while bouncing on the spot. “It took hours. How did you forget? How?!”

“That’s not what I…” My eyes wandered to Nakazuki. This really wasn’t how I wanted our potential alliance to fall apart.

She didn’t look angry in the slightest. Instead, she pulled my head back toward her chest while moaning, “It’s quite alright, darling. Your companions can watch. As long as your seed does what it was meant to do.”

My neutral face curled back into a grin. “That can be arranged. Now… where was I?” Sucking on her breasts and making her moan for me? That sounded right.

I went back at it like I’d never left, earning her gasps as a reward. They encouraged me to keep going, keep pleasing, while searching for new ways to make her melt. My now free hand brushed down her stomach until it found itself at home within her drooling pussy.

The queen bee squealed and fell against me. “My stripes!” she moaned while squirming on my hand, soaking my fingers in her sticky wetness.

It reminded me of Jezzy’s excited juices. The scent, sight, and texture were all right.

What about the taste?

I sampled the divine sweetness from my fingers, making my taste buds tingle. “Delicious.”

“Drink as much as you want,” she moaned—she begged.

“Don’t mind if I do.” I pushed Nakazuki onto the bed. The moment her behind hit the mattress, I made myself at home between her legs. I hoisted them up, onto my shoulders, and began to feast on the delicious nectar trickling from her pristine mound.

Her delightful moans filled the room as she bucked against my tongue. “Oh my stripes! My stripes and stinger. Darling… you are extraordinary!”

“What can I say?” I replied into her honey pot. “I’ve got plenty of experience.” Which I proved over and over again.

Nakazuki simply couldn’t keep still—couldn’t keep her moans in check.

I was glad she was enjoying herself just as much as I was. Her juices… damn were they delicious. The sweetness was insane. It made my whole body tingle—made me feel warm. Hot. Burning.

The more I drank, the more I indulged, the more those feelings intensified—the more beautiful Queen Nakazuki became. I wanted to keep drinking from her. I wanted to embrace her. To please her. To fuck her. To fill her. To breed her.

Breed her. Make her mine. Fill her with children. Watch her belly swell. Over and over again. Over and over and over and over and over and…

Wait, what the hell am I thinking?

About breeding this outrageously sexy bee, of course.

Wanting to do such a primal act with such an enticing woman wasn’t anything too unusual… but this intensity sure was. In a sense, at least. I knew it well. I’d been inflicted with this desire numerous times since arriving in this world. It was just my first time suffering it at the hands of someone other than Fern.

I pulled my face free of her pussy as I felt myself being overcome with feral need. “Your Highness—”

“Call me Zuki!” she moaned.

“Zuki. My sweet, sexy Zuki,” I growled, squeezing my fingers into her pillow-soft thighs. “Your juices wouldn’t happen to be an aphrodisiac, would they? Some hormone bomb meant to turn guys into mindless breeding machines?”

She giggled while biting her bottom lip. “I am a queen bee, darling. Enticing males to breed me is what I was born to do.”

“You could’ve warned me sooner. Now I’m high on your drugged juices. Now I don’t know how I’ll be able to control myself.” I hoisted her hips up and went back to feverishly claiming my honey-soaked prize.

Zuki squealed, throwing her hands behind her head and grabbing at the bed sheets. “Oh! Oh! Oh!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “My stripes! Oh my!”

Fern whined as she watched. “No fair. No fair! I wanna moan like that too.” She ground her plump brown thighs together while rubbing her nipples through her apron of a dress.

Jezzy nibbled a finger while her other hand drifted between her legs, rubbing at her own dripping wetness. “Like, such a lucky bee. I totally wish that were me.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” the queen bee cried at the top of her lungs. “How are you so good at this? My drones… they simply can’t compare. F-fuck!”

Ayu burst into the room, spear in hand. “Your Highness! Are you—”

Zuki’s cries became a high-pitched scream as her hips bucked upward, into my mouth. Out sprayed a geyser of her liquid honey, soaking my tongue, my face, and the room itself with her delectably sweet pheromones.

I tried to drink it all, but there was no containing such a powerful release.

It was, yet again, another victory for my tongue.

The trembling queen rode the wave of climactic bliss for as long as her body allowed. After a minute of spasming thrusts, she relaxed against me, screams melting down to quivering gasps for breath.

“Extraordinary,” she slurred out. “I do believe that is the hardest I’ve ever climaxed. And with one not of my tribe.” She lifted her head and drank in the sight of what her release had caused. “My, what a mess. I’m terribly sorry, darling. It is unlike me to—ah!”

I flipped the curvaceous queen onto her stomach and pulled her closer by her striped abdomen, settling her ass against my dangerously stiff bulge, now free from its pants prison.

Zuki gasped and looked back over her shoulder. “Darling? Are about to—”

I thrust forward, sinking every inch of my hardness deep inside of her saturated pussy.

She squealed, throwing her head back. Soon her lips let out moan after moan, matching the breakneck rhythm of my pounding hips.

Snarls left my own. I couldn’t help myself. Drinking her nectar had done terrible things to me. I’d been transformed from a man into an animal ruled by its instincts. All I could think about was impregnating this sultry queen. Marking her. Filling her. Bloating her.

Breed, breed, breed, breed!

Ayu watched, frozen in place like a statue. Then she burst forward. “What do you think you’re doing to Her Highnes—”

Jezzy grabbed the guard, stopping her from intervening. “Like, don’t worry. See?”

Zuki’s tongue lolled out as her body swung back and forth, ass meeting my lap each time with a vicious clap.

“Extraordinary! Truly exceptional!” the overwhelmed queen cried. “This size! This intensity! I’ve never felt anything like it before.” Her tear-filled eyes looked back at me, their inner red lit up with need. “More, darling, more! Keep breeding me! I want your child. Nay…  I need your child!”

She expected me to stop? That wasn’t possible. For the time being, I’d given up on being a member of civilized society. The name Steve? Who the fuck was that? I was just a beast following its primal urges.

All I could do was shift my hips and make Zuki moan.

There was no missing her cries. They echoed around the room and beyond it. Surely every bee in the hive knew what was happening to their queen.

Ayu’s spear hung loosely at her side. Her mouth hung open as she watched me defile Nakazuki.

“Isn’t it so totally hot?” Jezzy moaned, grinding herself against the bee warrior. “Like, I love when he gets so intense.”

“Me too. Me too!” Fern whined as she fidgeted faster and faster until she couldn’t back any longer. The horny harpy threw herself forward, thudding against my back. “Hey, Steve. Steve! Fuck me too. I wanna be fucked. I wanna—”

Before she could finish, I grabbed hold of her boyish green hair and pulled her into a kiss.

It was like what I’d given to Zuki yet not quite. I’d given the queen a passionate embrace meant for a lover. This was like a forceful caveman trying to wordlessly conquer the mind of his woman—to claim her mouth solely for him.

Fern didn’t complain. She let herself be ruled, moaning sweet surrender into my throat.

Perfect.

Her submission fueled the ape Zuki’s pheromones had made me become. My hips somehow grew faster and faster, stinging her salacious behind with every rutting swat.

“My stripes! My stinger! My everything!” the queen squealed. “I’m going to… he’s going to make me…” As her words fell away, her insides tightened as if trying to snap me in two. She fired a fresh overwhelmed cry at the ceiling while shuddering in place, staining the bed in fresh honey.

Lots and lots of honey.

Gold sprayed from her chest, from her stiff brown nipples, masking the red sheets beneath.

“Your Highness!” Ayu said, breaking free of Jezzy’s hold to rush to her queen’s side.

As the worker bee brushed past me, my body moved without my mind’s knowledge. I took a handful of her purple hair, pulled my mouth from Fern’s, and descended on my new target.

Ayu’s eyes widened as my tongue claimed her mouth.

For a moment, she was too stunned to move. Then she melted. All her tension drained away as she dropped her spear and threw her arms around my shoulders.

Fern panted from my other side, stroking me with her wings as I held her by her hair. “Steve. Steve! Me. Back to me. Need it. Need it so bad.”

“Me, darling. Me!” Zuki moaned as she pushed her hips back, trying to keep my thrusts as deep inside of her as they could be. “I need you to breed me. I demand that you breed me!”

Sensual softness pressed into my back. Jezzy wrapped her hands around me while massaging my hard muscles with her obscene breasts. “Oh, Stevie. You’re not, like, leaving me out… are you?”

My brain soaked in the words even if I was too dumb to give them any thought. Instead, I acted on auto-pilot. I threw the two beauties I’d subdued with my mouth onto the bed.

Fern and Ayu landed on either side of the moaning Zuki. Jezzy, I grabbed and twisted around, placing her on top of the queen’s thick behind, leaning against her abdomen. Then I buried my tongue in the dryad’s mouth while getting back to giving the Honeycomb Queen exactly what she wanted.

Her squealing moans told me she approved.

“Your Highness!” Ayu said to her spaced-out ruler.

“He’s so extraordinary!” Zuki gasped back. “Who knew human men could be this amazing? My drones… could never last this long.” A silly giggle slipped from her lips, just like the drool running down her chin. “I’m going to fall for him. I’m going to end up begging him to be my king!”

“Pull yourself together,” Ayu whimpered, grabbing Zuki’s hand. “Don’t let this human get the best of—ah!”

As I made out with Jezzy, as I filled Zuki with my swollen length, I slipped my fingers into Ayu’s glistening slit.

She moaned. “Ah! W-what are you doing? I’m not supposed to be here. I’m a worker; I can’t even have children.”

“It’s okay, Ayu,” Zuki moaned. “You’ve been such a loyal servant. Allow yourself some enjoyment.”

“B-but, Your Highness,” she began… before cries of bliss ruined any excuses she had lined up.

My actions were near unconscious, but that didn’t mean they were sloppy. The drugged-up devil ruling my thoughts wouldn’t allow that. My fingers moved with a purpose, targeting whatever spots made the toned bee writhe the hardest.

The more I exploited her weak spots, the hotter her breathing became. The more she moaned, the more sultry her expression turned.

“Isn’t he simply extraordinary, Ayu-darling?” Zuki panted while looking into Ayu’s eyes.

“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” the defeated warrior whined back. “I’m sorry.”

“Hush, darling. You need not be sorry. Let us happily share this fine prize together.” Before Ayu could object, Zuki pulled her closer into a kiss meant firmly for the bedroom.

Ayu was stunned, perplexed… until she couldn’t hold it any longer. Resistance turned to frenzied acceptance. She swirled tongues with her queen, moaning all the while.

Even though I was drunk on Zuki’s honey, I still couldn’t help getting worked up by this debauched scene. It made me crave more, more, more!

“Oh, Stevie,” Jezzy moaned as she writhed against me, clinging to my body as I filled her mouth with my tongue. “You treat me so good. I, like, so totally love being with you.”

Fern squirmed on the bed as my fingers stirred up her insides. She wiggled closer to Zuki, pressing up to the bee. “Ah! Steve’s fingers. No fair. No fair! They’re totally making me go crazy.”

“Poor girl,” Zuki moaned once she was done making out with Ayu. She changed targets—she swiveled around and pulled Fern into the same sinful embrace.

Fuck, fuck, fuck! Everything, be it the stimulating sights in front of me, the scent of sex-laced honey in the air, or the slurp of sloppy snogging was feeding the beast I’d become. The burning need fueling my body was transforming into an inferno that couldn’t be contained. 

I was reaching my apex.

At last, I let Jezzy breathe without my mouth blocking her way so I could growl for all to hear. “It’s here! I’m here. Gonna breed. Gonna breed, breed, breed!”

Zuki stopped swirling tongues with Fern, although she remained clinging to the dark-skinned harpy. “Do it! Fill me, darling. Give me your young. Give me the strong heir I seek!”

Too fucking right I would!

I snarled one final time before slamming my hips down, spilling Jezzy onto the bed while sinking into the depths of my sordid embrace with Zuki.

With a pulse, with a throb, all I had promised her came shooting out. Rope after rope after rope of my pent-up male release bathed her insides, all with one mission in mind: impregnating the horny queen.

As I squeezed her abdomen, as I jerked to milk out every drop I could, all I could think about was making her stomach grow big and increasing the amount of honey which flowed from her breasts. I wanted her to feed our children… no, needed her to feed our children.

I needed her to get knocked up.

It was little surprise that my orgasm seemed to last for minutes. The need within me was too great to do this act by halves. I gave her every drop I had before finally pulling back, freeing a mixture of white and gold which oozed onto the bed beneath.

“By my stripes,” Zuki panted out as she lay limp on the bed. “You’ve far exceeded all of my expectations, darling. Exceeded them, indeed. Such thick seed—so much seed. I surely must be pregnant. It is only a matter of time until I give birth to your child—our child.” She pried her head from the sweat and drool mess she’d left on her sheets and glanced back at me. “However, that is no longer enough. I wish to make an amendment to our agreement, post-haste. One child simply isn’t enough, daring. I require more. I require—”

I dragged Fern over and seated her on top of Zuki—in the same position where I’d just had Jezzy. Then I pushed forward, filling my harpy up.

Fern squealed in glee, throwing her wings around me.

I grabbed her childbearing hips and filled her with all of my strength—with my instincts as a beast taking center stage.

Zuki’s exotic eyes widened. “A-are you listening, darling?”

“Sorry,” I snarled, consciousness barely piercing the red mist enveloping my mind. “Those damn drugged juices of yours… All I can think about is breeding you all. Making you all mine”

“Yes!” Fern squealed as my orbs spanked her obscene behind with every rapid-fire thrust. “Breed me, Steve! Give me babies. Lots of babies!”

Right away. Lulu wouldn’t like it, she was always telling me not to talk like this, but there was no way I could control myself. Fern was too damn sexy. From her honey-colored eyes, to her petite brown chest, to the greedy pussy slurping on my length… everything about her made me want to thrust. To please. To breed.

And that’s exactly what I did.

Zuki gasped as her body was thrust across the bed. “He’s still going?!”

Jezzy giggled as she leaned against the queen. “Like, of course! Stevie has to please five needy wives, like, almost every night. He’s totally used to cumming over and over and over again.”

“It’s because you’re all so damn insatiable,” I snarled.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry!” Fern squealed.

“Why are you apologizing, you damn goddess? Like I’d want you any other way.” I claimed her mouth, I forced Fern into a dominating kiss, as I gave her horny loins what they craved.

“Extraordinary,” Zuki moaned as the force of my movements spanked and jiggled her backside. “My drones are sorely lacking in stamina. If they were like Steve, I’d never need to leave this bed again.” She pressed her chest into the bed, grinding her nipples into the soaked fabric. “Are all human males like this?”

Jezzy shook her head. “Plenty of them are just as perverted, but none can boast Stevie’s talents.”

Talents? I was just an ape who couldn’t get enough of these monster-girl beauties, even without aphrodisiac honey coursing through my veins. I wanted to love, fuck, and breed them all. Fern included. More than included. Damn, I adored her. I couldn’t help myself. I had to fill. Had to mark. Had to claim.

Had to do it right now.

It was my second release within minutes, yet it was impossible to tell. The amount, the force, and the pleasure I was struck with were in no way inferior to what I’d given Zuki.

Naturally. Like I’d do my all to breed an outsider and not my gorgeous egg-laying bride.

I filled Fern up and up and up. I held my shuddering harpy wife close, letting her ride through one last powerful climax as I painted her insides white. Then, after we’d both reached the other side with our minds feeling all the cloudier, I at last let her go.

She fell back, using Zuki’s abdomen for support, while grinning like the cutest damn idiot I’d ever seen.

It was a sight I couldn’t help appreciate… and get excited by. Breeding need was still pulsing in my head. I grabbed my next recipient.

“W-wait!” Ayu squeaked as I pulled her closer. “I’m not a part of this!”

“Really?” I growled as my eyes desired her toned, sweat-stained body. “Then what are you doing with your hand?”

She looked down… and flinched when she realized she was still touching herself, just like she’d been ever since I’d laid my hands on Fern.

“You want this,” I said, knowing the look she’d been giving us well.

“No,” Ayu breathlessly whined. “I can’t. I’m a worker. I’m infertile. I don’t need…”

“Don’t need. Want.” I pushed closer to her, letting her feel my throbbing stiffness—that I was in the same position as her. “Say the word, and I’ll make you my queen. I’ll make you moan like I did the others.”

The poor horny worker shuddered. She glanced at her queen.

Zuki smiled back and nodded.

Ayu turned back to me and repeated the gesture.

Seconds later, she was on her back, trapped beneath my weight as I thrust without a care in the world.

Her orgasmic cries echoed around the room as she clung to my wild body.

Who gave a shit that she was infertile? Ayu was a beautiful woman; she deserved pleasure like any other. Pleasure I gave her without pause.

As her climaxes chained together, as she melted in alien bliss, she turned toward her queen and moaned, “I’m sorry, Your Highness! He’s beating me. He’s defeating me again!”

“I know,” Zuki moaned while grinding on her hand. “Do it, darling. Surrender. Surrender to pleasure.”

“But his precious seed!”

“It’s quite alright, darling. I’m sure Steve here has more than enough for both of us.”

“More than enough for all of us,” Jezzy giggled while stirring up the mixture trickling from between Fern’s thighs, making the harpy moan anew.

“They’re right,” I growled at the muscular beauty. “Don’t worry about a damn thing. I’m going to make it all better.” Then, before she could whine out some half-hearted excuse, I continued the kiss we’d never gotten to finish.

Ayu acted as if we’d never parted. Her inner struggle vanished as she gave herself to me, letting me treat her as a queen for the day.

If I was treating her like a royal, then there was only way this could end.

She said she couldn’t be bred? There was no reason to believe that wasn’t true… yet my body didn’t care. It wanted to fill her all the same.

An idea my drug-riddled mind was all too happy to second.

Once I’d made her feel the heights of satisfaction more times she could count, I pinned Ayu with my weight and released my third shot of this breeding frenzy—one no less dedicated to its mission than the last.

Ayu cried out, letting the whole hive know what was happening to her. That, for once, she was getting to experience what it was like to have a man desire her as a woman.

It left her full, breathless, and unable to wipe away her smirk.

“Did you enjoy yourself, darling?” Zuki asked her chief guard.

“I did, Your Highness,” the hazy worker bee moaned.

“I’m glad. I had no idea you would look so fetching in the throes of pleasure. It makes me want to…” She pulled Ayu into another kiss.

This time, it took less than a second for the warrior to surrender. She grabbed Zuki’s face and returned the affection as if it was something she’d wanted to do for a long time.

I couldn’t blame her. Even though I’d came three times in quick succession, the sight was helping to keep me painfully hard. My cock throbbed in place, drizzled in a mixture of honey, cum, and harpy lust. The only thing it lacked was the nectar from a certain…

Lithe green fingers stroked my shaft, making it twitch.

“Ohhh, Stevie,” Jezzy cooed through puckered, purple lips. “Look how hard you still are. Were you looking forward to going a round with me too?”

My words got caught in my throat, in favor of a groan fit for Frankenstein’s monster. My eyes spoke for me; they drank in her beauty and shone with want.

She giggled before leaning in and giving the base of my shaft a kiss. Then she moved up, licking the mess clean off the underside of my member. Upon reaching the tip, she parted ways, complete with an emphasized pop.

“Hehe,” the dryad goddess tittered. “Then you know what to do, Stevie.”

Without a doubt. Before she knew it, she was in my arms, held aloft, thighs wrapped around my waist. By the time they reached my hips, her nectar-filled insides had become one with my demanding cock.

She howled out as her arms clung around the back of my neck. “Oh, Stevie. Stevie! You beast! You animal! So rough. So hard!” Jezzy moaned, pink eyes filled with delight. “How are you so different from the others? Oh, Stevie.” She attacked my face, peppering my lips with kisses. “I love it. I love you. Now do it. Fill me. Force me to give you my seed.”

“I’ll be the one giving the seed here,” I growled as I squeezed her luscious behind, worked my hips, and turned her pecks into one of the tongue-filled embraces I loved so much.

Loved giving to my precious fake wives.

Jezzy returned the kiss with all the fever I’d come to expect from my self-titled brides. She was usually so spacey, so easy going, so damn happy to dawdle at her own pace. Not right now. She was just like me—a creature fueled by lust.

It was like we were made for each other.

If anyone wanted to argue otherwise, that a relationship between a human and dryad wasn’t right, they could go fuck themselves. This sexy dryad was mine. Mine to love, mine to fuck, and mine to breed.

Shit! I couldn’t hold myself back. I wanted her that damn badly.

Three orgasms be damned, the desire was overwhelming. With every thrust, with every dryad-pleasing movement, tangible need swelled inside of me.

“Gonna do it,” I growled into her mouth as our tongues slapped together. “Breeding you too.”

“Yes, Stevie,” Jezzy groaned. “Don’t let me being a dryad stop you. Make me a mommy for real.”

That phrase was like being struck with a jolt of lightning. The camel’s back had just been shattered. It was coming, and there was no stopping it. I didn’t even try. Instead, I growled. I roared. I let my instincts take the reins.

I sealed Jezzy and I together with one last thrust… and released a tidal rush of seed inside of her.

She answered back with a shuddering moan. Her limbs tightened, squeezing around me, as I pushed her over the edge.

As I drove my dryad bride wild.

And like that we remained, drowning in a vortex of ecstasy for as long as the two of us could endure. I kept filling her up, flooding her with my warmth, until I’d given her all I had to offer.

That’s when my adrenaline took a nosedive.

I jerked forward, falling toward the bed with Jezzy. I’d have toppled on top of her if I hadn’t got my hands up in time to catch myself.

Instead, she spilled safely beneath me while trying to refill her lungs.

I did likewise. With every breath, clarity returned to me. It was as if the blood was finally leaving my crotch and returning to my head. At last, I could think again; I could process the scene in front of me.

Four gorgeous women of different shapes, colors, and species lay intermingled on the honey-stained sheets, dripping with sweat and filled with my seed.

“Ah,” I croaked out, my throat not feeling its best after such an energetic burst.

Zuki smirked at me as she cradled hold of Fern and Ayu. “Ah, indeed.”

“My bad,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck, which felt like a damn swamp after the sweat of my own I’d worked up.

Even with all my experience, I wasn’t usually this gung ho.

“There’s no need to apologize, darling,” the chuckling monarch assured me. “You have more than fulfilled what I asked of you.”

“And you made it feel so super good,” Jezzy slurred as she remained flat on her back.

“The goodest. The greatest. The best!” Fern concurred while nuzzling into Zuki’s neck.

“I can’t possibly disagree. If I did have to comment, I suppose it would have to be…” The queen bee parted her long black legs, exposing her glistening, golden folds. “How about another round, darling? To really make sure the inevitable will happen.”

My flagging member surged back to full mast.

What was it with these women and managing to defy all logic—with managing to shatter the truth of the post-nut clarity?

I could already feel the demonic force born from Zuki’s pheromones pecking at the back of my head. Unable to resist, I growled, “As you wish… Your Highness.”

Something told me this was just the start of a long, fruitful alliance between the hive and our farm.


Chapter 2


An orange shine bled through the Darkwood, stretching out the grizzly shadows born from a maze of twisted trees.

Night was coming.

We’d made it back to the farm just in time. I thought after stopping to bathe in a certain hidden pond, one where I’d some rather vivid memories, there was a chance we’d be late. Nope. I recognized this territory as the farm’s outskirts. At last, I closed my pop-up map and continued on with a confident stride.

Hopefully, my lovely fake wives would have dinner read—

“Gotcha!” a husky voice purred as someone dropped from the trees above and landed on my back.

Fern squealed, jumping out of her feathers. “Attack. Attack! We’re under attack!” She ran around in circles while flapping her big green wings.

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “No, we’re not, silly. Look!”

I flashed a grin at the woman resting on my shoulders. “Hey, kitten.”

Dakota returned the favor, showing off her feline fangs.

As expected from a cat who prided herself on being sneaky, I hadn’t seen her coming at all.

Not that I cared when I got to feel her on me like this.

Her long thin limbs, covered in dark blue fur which matched her waist-length locks, squeezed around me. They kept me trapped against her flat chest, contained by the fantasy equivalent of a sports bra.

“It’s about friggin’ time ya returned,” Dakota snickered into my ear.

“Did you miss us that much?” I asked her.

She scoffed. “What am I? Some needy damsel?”

“You are clinging to me.”

“Duh! I missed ya… Wait! Frick!”

Jezzy kept giggling away. “Silly Kote. You don’t need to act cool in front of us.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern seconded. “We already know you’re lame. You don’t need to pretend otherwise.”

“Frick off! I ain’t lame!” Dakota protested. “Stop chattin’ shiz.”

“That’s right. Dakota’s my beautiful, cool, girly wife,” I said as I lifted my hand to stroke behind one of her ears.

She purred and leaned into my touch. “Frick, that’s nice. But I ain’t girly either.”

“Would you prefer I called you butch?”

“Voida no! But that doesn’t mean I want everyone thinkin’ I’m some soft girly girl.”

I grinned. She didn’t need to worry about that from me. I saw her as a big adorable feline who was melting into my fingers.

Once Dakota escaped the bliss of my affectionate ear rubs, she purred. “So how’d the big meetin’ go? Not that ya need to say.” She pressed her nose into my neck and sniffed.

“All shall be revealed after I’ve escaped these hunger pangs.” Unless copious amounts of honey counted, I hadn’t eaten anything proper since breakfast.

Dakota slipped from my back. “Lu and Marie should have everythin’ ready. Let’s get movin’!”

From where Dakota had ambushed me, the farm—our home—was a mere ten minutes away.

I couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear when I laid eyes on it.

Not much had changed in the twelve or so hours I’d been away. However, compared to how it looked when I first got here? The difference was outrageous.

These days, calling it a ‘farm’ was underselling things. It both looked and felt more like a village, especially seeing how its population had risen over the two-hundred mark.

Two-hundred demi-beasts. Each of them homed, albeit with lots of sharing.

None of them seemed to mind bunking together or that their homes were unimpressive wooden boxes which looked like a child’s first Minecraft build. Compared to the conditions they were used to, our huts were a godsend.

Still, it took more than a few houses to make a village.

What pushed our sanctuary over the line, at least for me, was the presence of buildings meant for more than just living. To take the strain off our kitchen, a large canteen had been constructed to provide food for the entire village, most of whom had no cooking experience of their own.

It was also a great place to store our harvests and hunts.

Making the containers to hold our growing hoard fell to our makeshift cooper, who had been given their own workshop. It sat next door to the carpenter’s, which sat next door to the tailor’s.

Someone had to put all the wool we were getting from our growing sheep population to use.

Neither were particularly impressive in scope or size, but they allowed our community to evolve in a way which hadn’t been possible a few months back. And we weren’t done there. Ideas were floating around for what to build next—what would take this demi-beast sanctuary to the next level.

Damn, it couldn’t have made me prouder.

While I was soaking in the scene like some old geezer, a passing cow caught me out of the corner of her eye. Her face lit up, and she loudly announced for all to hear. “Hey! Steve’s back, y’all!”

Demi-beasts who were working nearby, be they other cows, rabbits, cats, dogs, horses, bulls, stopped what they were doing to offer me a wave.

I returned the gesture.

I’d managed to avoid anyone calling me ‘master’, but it hadn’t stopped the community as a whole from treating me like some sort of hero.

If it made them feel more comfortable here, I couldn’t complain.

While the majority of demi-beasts returned to what they were doing with their respects paid, another rushed toward me, pounding the floor with her hooved feet.

“Steve!” Roxie, my stunning, mature cow lover yelled as she charged right at me.

I filled my body with magical energy, invoking the spirit of the earth, and braced myself for impact.

Moments later, Roxie struck.

Her plump, feminine curves tried to drive me from my feet, but my preparations kept me standing.

“Welcome back, sugar!” my beaming bovine bride said.

I responded with a grin. “Glad to be back. Miss me?”

“Of course. Who wouldn’t miss such a dashing husband when he’s away?” Then she took it upon herself to treat me to a kiss, courtesy of her soft, plump lips.

It was an act I was all too happy to return.

Jezzy giggled while clinging to Dakota’s arm. “See? You could’ve gotten one of those if you hadn’t tried to act all cool.”

“Frick off,” the feline grumbled.

“I’m glad someone knows how to make me feel wanted,” I teased after I parted from Roxie with a wet pop.

She smiled, as proud as punch, before a loud grumble shattered her expression.

All eyes turned toward her stomach.

Roxie whimpered and threw her arms over her gut. “I-it’s not what it sounds like, y’all.”

I smirked. “Here was me thinking you’d missed us. Turns out you’re just waiting for supper.”

“Have you no shame?!” Fern squawked while putting her wings on her hips.

“I-it really ain’t like that!” Roxie protested. While one hand clutched her stomach, the other fiddled with the loose strand of white hair on the left of her parting, untamed by the twin braids which danced over her breathtaking bust. “Sure, we’ve been waiting for y’all to return so we could eat together, but that ain’t why I’m pleased you’re back!”

I tutted and shook my head. “I don’t know. I think the lady doth protest too much.”

“No shame. No shame!” Fern continued, shaking her head.

Roxie pouted.

Dakota huffed and kicked me in the back of the leg. “Hey! Don’t bully the Holy Maiden.”

I snickered and gave that inviting pink target another kiss. “Only teasing. We’re starving ourselves.”

Roxie’s silver eyes lit up. “Then we better not keep the others waiting.” She powered on ahead, gesturing for us to follow. “Come on, y’all. After me.”

While Roxie squirmed like an excited girl half her age, I whispered to the others, “On second thought, she really might’ve been protesting too much…”

I was glad to have her either way and followed her through the demi-beast village to our destination—to the real Darkwood Farm.

Acre after acre of farmland sat ahead, most of it growing crops which Jezzy and I fed with mana on a regular basis.

What had once been two acres had been expanded to four. Then we’d pushed it up to eight. After that, sixteen. Then it reached thirty-two and kept rising higher.

Galeholder Farm had been surpassed. It was only a matter of time until we gave Yellowfield’s famous namesake a run for its money. And we weren’t constrained to just one type of cereal. A rainbow of color sprung from the soil, waiting for the day it would become food to keep our citizens fed.

Or food for our livestock.

That didn’t mean demi-beasts. Within fenced-off areas idled creatures we’d caught from the Darkwood and decided to try raising. We had to figure out some way other than hunting and fishing to satisfy all the lovely carnivores who lived here, after all.

After a day filled with walking and fucking, I wasn’t fussed what was for dinner. I just wanted to get it in me, ASAP.

It wouldn’t be long; the farmhouse was just ahead.

A pair of peridot-colored eyes peeped at me from the kitchen window. Seconds later, they appeared at the front door, along with plenty of sun-kissed skin, hair and fur like a wild flame, and the fluffiest canine ears known to man.

“Steve!” Lulu cheered as she jumped off the porch and into my arms.

I caught my dog girl bride and grinned. “Three hugs in three minutes. You girls sure do spoil me.”

“We do… but only because you spoil us in return.”

“Damn right,” I responded, patting her head.

Her fluffy orange tail went wild, swinging from side to side like a candle in a hurricane.

My heart skipped a beat. Holy crap, it was too cute. How could Lulu possibly be this adorable? She was going to kill me.

Lulu unknowingly calmed my idiotic thoughts with a smile. “You’re just in time. We were about to lay out dinner.”

A certain someone scoffed from the entranceway. “Really? If he were ‘just in time’, we wouldn’t have spent the last hour wondering if he’d ever return.”

I grinned at the grouchy sheep. “You really think I’d abandon such a wonderful life and so many beautiful wives?”

Marietta folded her pale, woolly limbs. “You running off with some floozy isn’t what worries me. It’s your idiotic habit of throwing yourself into danger when you need not.”

I shrugged. “I can handle myself.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said while bouncing on the spot. “He totally owned that bee who attacked us.”

“The what?!” Marietta spat.

Dakota snickered. “That’s our Steve.”

“Attacked?” Roxie whined as she looked around, as if expecting an ambush. “But… weren’t they supposed to be on our side?”

Lulu flinched away from me and stared like a stern parent. “What did you do?”

“Nothing!” I assured her. “It’s fine. We’re fine. I’ll explain everything inside.”

“Yes, you will,” Marietta said as she marched over in a light pink dress, much cooler than the cumbersome gown she always used to strut around in.

It was a shame she no longer flaunted her huge, creamy cleavage at all times, but I couldn’t say I disliked her current look. She was still a divine blue-eyed blonde, with neck-length curls which bounced with her every stomp.

Marietta took me by the arm and dragged me after her, into the house.

Our house.

We no longer had to share it with Norma or any demi-beasts waiting for a house of their own. It was now just a space for me and my six pretend brides.

Seven chairs, a mixture of old and new, sat around a table waiting to be covered in bowls of food.

I sat down first… mainly because Marietta forced me into it. Then she pulled out her own.

“Fern’s!” the harpy yelled as she raced in to steal that prized spot beside me.

Marietta threw up her hand and said, “Invoke barrier that protects.” It created a large rectangle of light, which Fern crashed into.

The harpy fell onto her soft behind then whined while rubbing her head. “Hey! No magic. That’s cheating. Cheating!”

Marie scoffed while taking her seat. “Cheating? Hardly. Don’t blame me just because you still don’t know how to use magic.”

“I’m trying my best, but it’s hard. Super hard!” Fern complained while flailing her wings in the air.

“That’s what she said,” Jezzy sang as she idled to her own seat—the second place beside me having already been claimed by the speedy Dakota.

“Difficulty is no excuse,” Marietta said, folding her arms. “Not when I learned it so easily.”

“But you’ve got years of practice from when you were li’l,” Roxie said as she hurried to the table with a big bowl of greens.

“Yeah!” Dakota protested from my other side. “Don’t act like you’re a friggin’ genius or anythin’, especially when ya can only do shield and healin’ stuff.”

Marietta puffed up her cheeks. “That’s still two more types of magic than you!”

“This isn’t a competition,” I reminded them.

“She started it!” Dakota complained.

“Did not,” Marietta grumbled as she turned away. “And I expect her to appreciate that if she wants me to keep assisting with her reading lessons.”

“That ain’t fair!”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern protested, jumping back to her feet. “You’ve gotta keep helping us. You’ve just gotta!” She grabbed Marietta’s shoulders with her wings. “Please, Mary. Please!”

Marietta flinched. A warm blush came to her cheeks as she looked away. “I suppose… it would be rude to stop when we’re making so much progress.”

Fern squealed and threw herself onto the sheep. “Yay, Mary! Thank you!”

“Remove yourself from me, at once!” Marietta squealed while trying to push Fern away. “And what have I told you about that idiotic nickname?”

“Fern, leave her,” Lulu said while placing down the last of the dishes. “Or don’t you want to eat?”

“I want. I want!” She hurried around the table and into her seat. Then she buried her face into her plate and ate as savagely as always.

It still wasn’t something I was used to…

Once Lulu took her own seat, she locked her peridot eyes on me. “So? What happened?”

“Yeah!” Dakota said through stuffed cheeks, spilling food down her chin. “Tell us about how ya kicked that bee’s ass.”

“You’re not injured are you, sweetums?” Roxie asked through her own mouthful of food.

“You should’ve told me if you were injured,” Marietta said, keeping her mouth free of dinner. Her eyes looked me up and down. “Where is it?”

“I’m not injured,” I said upon swallowing my first much-needed mouthful of grub. “And I didn’t fuck things up. The bees are on board. They’re happy to trade and lend us a hand. Not with Blesslan, as things stand, but we’ll win them over in time.”

Lulu clapped her furred hands. “Great job, Steve! You really were the man for the job.”

Dakota snickered. “Why are ya actin’ surprised? I mean, it’s Steve! The Blesslan-scarer. The Chillhammer-slayer.”

“I still don’t approve of these titles,” I said.

She ripped into a piece of fish and continued on regardless. “Steve’s always the right man for the job. I bet there ain’t nothin’ he can’t do.” She turned her red eyes toward me, which sparkled with adoration.

It felt good knowing I had such an avid fan club.

Marietta didn’t dig into her food. Instead, she twisted a knife while glancing my way. “I can’t say I’m surprised you succeeded with one of your schemes. However, I’m quite curious about how you achieved it.”

The look in her sky-blue eyes said everything; she was well aware how I’d spent my afternoon.

I grinned. “You know me…”

Jezzy clapped her hands. “Stevie did such a super job of screwing Her Highness into submission.”

Roxie gagged on her food.

“I knew it,” Marietta spat out.

“What?” I said, shrugging. “That’s what she requested. I just did what she asked.”

Jezzy giggled as she leaned onto her hand pillow. “Like, by the end, she was begging him to stay and become her king.”

Fern slammed her wings on the table. “No way! She can’t keep Steve. He’s my king. Mine!”

“Why are you acting so surprised by this? You were there,” I reminded the harpy.

“Oh.” She removed her wings and slipped back into her chair.

I shook my head. That girl…

“The queen asked you to do it with her as part of forming an alliance?” Lulu questioned from across the table.

“Oh my,” Roxie said, her flushed cheeks still bloated with food. “Such a devious woman.”

“It’s not like she was a pervert,” I objected before falling silent. “Okay, she was kind of a pervert, but it’s not like she just wanted a taste of me. It’s… I guess this is as good a time as any to announce it.” I patted my chest, making sure my throat was clear. “It looks like I’m gonna be a dad.”

Roxie choked down another mouthful of food.

“What?!” Marietta and Lulu screamed in unison, the latter leaping from her seat.

“She asked me to put a baby in her, so I did,” I clarified.

Lulu tried to respond, but all that came out of her flapping lips was a long string of gibberish.

“She asked you to impregnate her?” Marietta said while staring into my soul.

Jezzy nodded. “She totally did, and Stevie did a super-duper job. He filled her with, like, so much hot, sticky cum.”

“So much. So much!” Fern confirmed before puffing out her chest. “Then he shot it in me, too.”

“He did what?” Marietta spat, her piercing glare burrowing deeper and deeper into me.

I laughed and rubbed the back of my head. “I got a bit carried away… but it wasn’t my fault. You try keeping your cool after being pumped full of honey aphrodisiac.”

Marietta’s stares continued.

“Friggin’ Voida,” Dakota remarked, her own red eyes locked firmly on me. “It’s no wonder ya stink like sex and honey.”

“That was supposed to be gone by now…”

Stupid ineffective bath.

“Steve making a baby,” Roxie mumbled as she looked down at her own stomach, giving it a tender rub.

“Hang on. Wait,” Lulu said as she wiped the food from her chin. “That’s impossible.”

“You think I wouldn’t touch her because she’s a bee?” I replied. “You should know my tastes by now.” I made no effort to hide them.

“That’s not what I meant. I… I’m not surprised you’d do it with a bee. And I’m also not mad or anything of the sort. It’s just… you can’t have gotten her pregnant.”

“What? But… she seemed to think I could.” If humans couldn’t get bees pregnant surely that was something Zuki should’ve known?

“I’m not trying to suggest you’re incompatible with her. I meant about the contraceptives.”

“What contraceptives?”

“The ones you’re on?”

I gawped at Lulu before croaking out, “What?”

“You didn’t know, sweetums?” Roxie asked, having already polished off her bowl of veg. “We’re all on them. Even you.”

“Yeah,” Dakota said as she rested her elbows on the table, and her chin on her paws. “Didn’t ya think it was strange that none of us got preggers after all the gunk ya shot in us?”

“I… I decided not to question it.” Lulu had assured me it was safe to have sex. I’d chosen to indulge in ignorance to why exactly. “So we’re all on birth control? I’m on them? But… how?”

“I’ve been placing it in everyone’s food,” Lulu said.

“You’ve been doing what?!” I started digging through my dinner, looking for the culprit.

How had this been happening for months without me realizing?

“You really didn’t know?” Roxie said.

“You did?!” I replied.

She nodded. “We all did, sugar.”

I swiveled my head from side to side.

Dakota and Jezzy both nodded along. Marietta folded her arms and huffed. “Of course, I did. As if we could allow someone like you to go around unprotected. Just imagine the number of children you would’ve caused.”

It was… a good point.

“I can see why it’d come as a surprise to humans,” Roxie continued, “but it’s a regular practice for we demi-beasts.”

“Hey. Hey!” Fern exclaimed, banging her wings on the table. “Nobody told me! Is that why I haven’t had any little Steves yet? Is it?!”

Marietta sighed at Fern’s antics and turned her eyes back to me. “Unless a demi-beast is actively striving for a child, taking contraceptives is common. It is the surest way to fight off the effects of heat or rut.”

“Remember when the whole friggin’ farm was chasin’ after ya, hopin’ for a round?” Dakota said. “Imagine that, but twice as needy and refusin’ to stop.”

I gulped. “I… see how that could be an issue. But why drug me too? I’m not a demi-beast.”

“Security,” Lulu said. “Having both parties on birth control lowers the odds of conception even further.”

“And you couldn’t have asked me?”

“I… couldn’t take the risk,” she whimpered while nibbling her bottom lip. “I’m sorry, Steve. I know I should’ve asked, I should’ve told you, but I had to make sure nothing would happen.”

“No fair. No fair!” Fern exclaimed as she kept banging a tune. “What if I wanted something to happen? What if I wanted little Steves? Why wasn’t I allowed little Steves?!”

“Nobody is getting pregnant here!” Lulu countered with a shrill squeak. “Nobody is getting pregnant on this farm.”

“But what if I—”

Lulu banged her paws on the table. “This isn’t open for discussion! No pregnancies allowed!”

The force of her outburst knocked both myself and Fern into silence.

She settled back down with an embarrassed whimper. “I’m sorry, Steve. I should have told you what I was doing instead of forcing it on you… but I need you to play along. I can’t let you get anyone pregnant, no matter what.” Her eyes, filled with a mixture of determination and sadness, stopped me from speaking up. “Please. Do it for me.”

My mouth remained open until I fell back with a sigh. “It’s fine. I was a little freaked out, but I guess it’s not a bad thing. Being able to fuck whoever I want and not worry about the consequences? That’s pretty much a man’s dream.”

“A perverted man’s,” Marietta corrected.

I laughed. “So a normal guy’s.”

She let out on her trademark scoffs. “Acting like you’re not a bigger pervert than most.”

My grin widened as I leaned in and whispered, “But doesn’t that make you a pervert for falling for me?”

Dakota snickered. “He got ya there.”

Marietta glared at the feline.

“But this does mean we might have a li’l problem,” Roxie said. “The contraceptives mean it’s unlikely you knocked-up the queen.”

I flinched. “Crap. That’s not the best way to start our alliance.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said while swinging her wings around. “She’s gonna think Steve’s got weak spunk. Nobody wants to be allies with a guy with weak spunk!”

“I’m not sure that’s quite it, sugar,” Roxie replied.

“And after how many loads you shot inside of her too,” Jezzy said through pouted lips. “Those poor eggs.”

“Not poor eggs!” Lulu snapped. Then she cleared her throat, “Anyway, let’s leave the issue with the bees aside for now. What comes next? Are you going to try forging deals with more tribes? And don’t forget we’ve got a meeting with Blesslan’s reps tomorrow.”

“Like I’d forget about my favorite time of the week,” I sneered, a part of me hesitant about tucking back into my drugged dinner. “But I am curious about who’s replacing Vulcan as the new middleman. It best not be the start of a change in direction…”

We’d somehow managed to keep a rather civil relationship with our armed neighbors for the past few months. The longer that lasted, the better.

“All the more reason to hurry up and bring in some more allies,” Dakota remarked.

I nodded. “Find any, Jezzy?”

She clapped her hands and beamed. “Yeppers! Like, the plants say there’s a tribe of spiders not too far away.”

“Spiders?” Images of sexy yet creepy monster girls filled my mind. “Now that’s one I want to see.”

“And likely fornicate with as well,” Marietta spat.

I grinned. “Well, if there’s a horny, sexy queen who needs my assistance…”

The sheep hung her head back and groaned for a good five seconds. “Fantastic. And I suppose you’ll offer the same service to the next, and the next after that, until you’ve screwed every tribe in the Darkwood.”

“If that’s what’s required…”

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “Stevie’s totally going to make so many cute, little babies.”

“There will be no babies,” Lulu squeaked.

“But I wanna. I wanna!” Fern complained while squirming around. Then she jumped from her seat and hurried my way. “Hey, Steve. Steve! Let’s totally try. All this baby talk has made me wanna try it!”

“I said no babies!”

Fern ignored Lulu and shook me by the shoulder. “Let’s do it. Do it!”

Before I could answer, Marietta grabbed my arm and jerked me to her side. “You seem to be forgetting that Steve will be spending the night with me.”

The fidgeting harpy whined, “But Mary!”

“Quiet, you horny bird,” she snapped back. “You’ve already gotten enough attention from him today. Tonight, he’s mine.” She hugged hold of my arm and demanded Fern to back off with a forceful stare.

Fern pouted and let me go. “No fair. No fair…”

“Says you!” Dakota huffed. “Ya gotta screw him all afternoon. I ain’t even gonna get a cheeky finger.”

“I’ll finger you, Kote!” Jezzy said while raising her hand like a kid in class.

“But it ain’t the same!” Dakota turned her gaze on Marietta. “Ain’t it about time ya cut this shiz out? Do ya know how much Steve action we’re missin’ out on coz of ya?”

“She does have a point, sugar,” Roxie said from the seat on Marietta’s other side. “It’s been almost four months now. Don’t you think it’s about time you moved in with the rest of us? We’d love to have you.”

“So you can drag me into your sordid games? Never.” Marietta tightened her grip of me, squeezing me into her chest. “Now stop trying to steal what’s mine. Tonight, Steve belongs to me, and that’s final.”

I wanted to intervene, but I could tell when Marietta wasn’t going to budge. Eventually, I was sure she’d soften her stance on this… but tonight wasn’t going to be that night. So, sure enough, when it came time to retire for the night, I did so with Marietta dragging me by the arm to the bedroom at the end of the hall.

A bedroom reserved for the two of us.

It was decorated with Marietta’s few possessions, shifted from her old room into this one.

“At last. Away from the rest of the rabble,” my woolly bride said after closing the door behind us.

“You’re sure you wouldn’t rather be with them?” I suggested.

“Quite.”

“But—”

A piercing blue glare silenced me. “Haven’t you slept around enough for one day without trying to have your way with more women?”

I shrugged. “That’s just the sort of man I am.”

“Trust me, I am well aware,” Marietta said with a wary sigh. “Spending the whole day trading sex for favors. Why, oh why, did I have to become smitten with a whore?”

“What’s wrong with being a whore? It’s a noble profession.”

“Be quiet!” she snapped. “I wanted a knight to treat me like a princess, not a damn pervert who can’t keep it in his pants.”

“Who says princesses can’t enjoy whores?”

She glared at me. “Enjoyment and relationships are different. What sort of princess marries a whore?”

I smiled and stroked my fingers under her chin. “A happy, beautiful princess?”

A pink glow spread over her cheeks. Then she scoffed, although her expression was that of a wry smile. “Nice try. I must commend you on your effort.”

“When you’re as much of a sleazeball as me, you need to work on being smooth,” I snickered in response.

Marietta’s grin widened. “I do suppose a smooth-talking whore is preferred to one without such skills. However, a whore you remain. It would be stupid of me not to take advantage.” She crossed her arms.  “How many times did you make that bee hussy cum?”

“How should I know? I was high on her honey.”

She sighed. “An estimate. I know you’re not this much of an idiot.”

“It’s incredible how sweet you are to me these days.”

My joke earned me a snappy glare.

I chuckled and said, “It was a lot. That’s all I know.”

“As expected. Then I demand the same treatment.” Marietta turned, showing me her back—wordlessly asking me to undress her. “I demand you give me more pleasure than you made that wanton homewrecker feel.” She moved her arms, assisting me in removing the dress which fell around her ankles. “I demand you to make it clear that she is just some floozy while I am the one you adore.”

I wrapped my arms around her as she stood in just her pink underwear. Then I whispered into her ear, “I need to make it clear? You know you’ll always be my sweet angel.” I finished it off with a gentle blow.

She shivered, a small squeak escaping her lips.

That was the stuff. It fueled me to hold her tighter and really press my lips into her lovely fluffy sheep ear. While I whispered, while I cooed, I slipped a hand down her front. My fingers invaded her waistband, moved across her shaven mound, then sunk into her hot, needy folds.

Marietta panted as she leaned into me. “T-take them off first, you idiot.”

“But I’m just so excited,” I whispered as I rubbed my fingers back and forth, hunting down the spots which made her squeak the loudest. “I’m with such a sweet girl. A sexy girl. A lovely little sheep. I can’t keep my hands to myself.”

Her breathing sped us as her wetness gushed free, soaking my fingers with her dripping need.

I grinned, loving everything about this. The sounds she made, that meek expression on her face, the feeling of her hot warmth wrapped around me… I wanted more. I wanted to see it, feel it, hear it. And I knew just the way to make it happen.

“Love you,” I whispered into Marietta’s ear.

She tensed. She squeaked. She lost control. I became the only reason she was standing as trembles coursed through her. With every thrust, with every uncontrolled jerk of her hips, the wetness soaking her panties grew and grew and grew. She saturated the pink fabric, and my hand in turn, until neither could contain her orgasmic release. Beads trickled down her inner thighs as she rode that wave of bliss for as long as she could.

It took a good minute for her to reach the other side. As soon as she did, she began to slide down me.

I grabbed her behind with my free hand, holding her steady. “There, there.”

“You idiotic… idiot,” she slurred while gasping for breath and using my chest like a pillow. “Look what you did to my undergarments. You’ve stained them.”

I gasped in mock shock. “How awful. My beloved’s panties saturated with her naughty scent. Now everyone’s going to know how good I made her feel.”

“Don’t make a fool out of me,” she whined.

“I’m not making a fool out of you,” I assured her, kissing the inside of her ear. “I love you, Marie. Love you. Love you.”

Her moans rose back to an intense fever pitch, stirred on by my fingers wondering if they could make this gorgeous sheep climax a second time.

They got their answer a mere minute later when history repeated itself.

Droplet after droplet spilled through her soaked underwear, staining the floorboards below.

“Dummy,” the red-faced sheep whimpered, failing to utilize even one iota of her signature bite.

“Cutie,” I replied, kissing her ear.

“Stop teasing me!” she begged.

“I’m not. I just made you cum twice, didn’t I?”

“That’s not what I mean, and you know it.” She rubbed a hand over my stiff crotch.

I growled. She was damn right I knew. It was her own fault for being this cute. It made me want to toy with her so badly. No longer—I couldn’t keep it up. Instead, I turned her chin and pulled her into a hungry kiss.

One she responded to with equal gusto.

My hands wandered. They unclipped my gorgeous bride’s bra, letting it tumble to the floor, before getting to work on peeling down those juice-stained knickers.

Handling such soaked fabric was much harder than freeing the beast contained in my pants.

It didn’t matter how many times I’d blown my load at the hive; I’d always be ready for Marietta.

I carried Marietta to the bed, pushing her down so I could get on top of her—so she could cradle me with her limbs as I smothered her beneath my form.

Marietta wasn’t like my other wives. She didn’t long for different poses or for me to act like a beast. She wanted to hold me close while I did the same to her in return.

She wanted to feel like a princess being loved by her knight.

As our nude bodies intermingled in a cocoon of passion, I slowly, carefully, sunk my hips forward, joining us together as man and woman.

A shuddering squeak left her lips. She tightened her hold, pinning herself to my chest.

I leaned down and showered her ears with the whispers she loved. “Love you,” I said, trying to send the words directly into the depths of her mind. “Love you. My angel. My beloved. My love. My lovely sheep. My precious bride.”

“Yes!” Marietta cried with a wanton moan. “More, Steve. More!”

“Of course, my beloved,” I continued, mixing in kisses whenever I could. At the same time, my hips ground back and forth in a steady rhythm. “Anything you want.”

“T-tell me that queen means nothing to you,” she begged. “Tell me I’m the only princess you’ll ever need.”

“Without a doubt. Who wants a queen when they could have a princess? A lovely princess. A beautiful princess.” I intensified the kissing, almost making out with her ear. “Love you, princess. Love you.”

That was it. Marietta’s pleas vanished. Her demands melted away into a shuddering gasping moan which worked in tandem with the spasms rocking her sweet cradled body.

I had to swallow a chuckle. How easily my words got to her never failed to amuse me.

That didn’t mean I didn’t adore them or not mean what I was saying. I meant every word, and I loved singing them into her mind. They made it impossible to grow bored of the nights I spent with Marie, even if they were spent doing the same act every time. She was just too damn sweet. How could I ever get tired of the naughty expressions she made when my sweet nothings overwhelmed her? Or her high-pitched moans? Or her woolly limbs clinging tight, ordering me to never let her go?

I never would. She could be sure of that.

As soon as Marietta came down from the high of one climax, I got started on working up another. I returned to treating her ears to poems about her beauty while making the bed beneath us creak.

She could do nothing but listen and fall under my spell. Her next spike of bliss came within the minute. The next, even faster after that. And it was only down from there.

With each, the shrillness of her cries rose and rose and rose, surely echoing the satisfaction flowing through her trembling body.

“Steve, Steve,” Marietta said, chanting my name as if this was a ritual rather than just a meeting between two lustful animals.

“Yes, my love?” I whispered into her ear.

“A-are you close?”

“Can you tell?” There wasn’t a man alive who could resist such beauty—who could resist the sensation of an angel tightening around him again and again. My length was throbbing. My shaft was swelling. It felt like I was about to burst.

She nodded, rubbing her chin into the crook of my neck. “I ask you… no, I command you. Tell me what you’re doing. Tell me what you want to do.” Her moans embraced me, stroking my throat. “I will not be bested by a queen, a bird, or anyone else.” They turned into desperate kisses, ruled by a mind which had surrendered to cardinal want. “Tell me you wish to breed me. To fill me. To make me carry your young.” Her limbs tightened, refusing me escape. “Tell me you wish to make me a mother.”

My head pulsed. It was as if the honey-induced specter from earlier had been summoned. I gave in to its influence and growled into Marietta’s ear, “I do. I am. I will.” My gentle hips began to gather speed—force. “I’m going to breed you. Fuck the contraceptives; they can’t stop me. I’m going to make you a mommy. My pregnant bride. My swollen beloved.”

“Yes!” she squealed as her body began to shake all over again. “Do it, Steve. Fill me. Breed me. Please!”

I growled. Yes! How could I not? Impossible or not, my body wanted it—needed it.

I refused to say otherwise. I gave in; I finished things with one final thrust. Then, I lost control. With a growl, with a throat-rippling snarl, I let it all free. I fired it inside of her. I flooded my bride with seed meant to make her a mother.

Her body approved. What was one more climax for her after so many? Yet this one seemed stronger. Her cries were louder. The force of her hold rose to another level.

It was as if we were really trying to make it happen; as if we were trying to defy the birth control pulsing through our veins.

On my part, I remained in place, jerking slightly to help drain out every drop of seed I could. Even when I was done, I remained inside her, keeping us joined together as princess and knight.

For a moment, only the sound of our breathing filled the musk-stained air.

I chuckled. “Who knew you had a breeding fetish?”

“I do not have a breeding fetish,” she whispered into my chest. “I simply got carried away in the heat of the moment. Besides, is it so wrong for a woman to wish for her husband’s child?”

My heart leapt in my chest.

“Of course, that won’t be happening. Lulu’s drugs will see to that.”

“You never know,” I replied.

“If they weren’t, I’d have been pregnant long before tonight. As would most of the farm…” Irritation crept into her words.

I removed my lips from teasing her ear to instead pamper her face with kisses. “I don’t care about some queen bee or random demi-beast having my child. If I did want kids, I’d want to have them with my wives.” Another kiss. “I’d want to have them with you.”

Even though her face was already flushed red, somehow it seemed to brighten. She huffed and turned away… all while cuddling closer. “Sometimes you say the most unfair things…”

I laughed. “They call me a smooth whore for a reason.”

Marietta replied with the smallest of giggles. “Nobody calls you that.”

“They will when I start asking them to. I’ll be known all across the world as the infamous Smooth Whore, Steve Draxler.”

She pinched me. “No husband of mine is being known by that title.”

“Sorry,” I replied with a grin. “Then what do you think I should go as?”

Marietta hummed as she began to think. Her eyes soon widened upon finding an answer, before her expression was taken over by embarrassment. She quickly looked away and squeaked out, “This is no time for such an… idiotic conversation. If you want to do something with your mouth, you should be…” The gorgeous sheep turned back my way, puckering her soft pink lips.

I growled beneath my breath and moved in to kiss them.

Eventually, I wanted to move Marietta into the other bedroom so she wasn’t apart from the rest of my brides. However, I couldn’t deny I adored these moments we got to spend together.

I couldn’t deny how much I adored my lovely sheep bride.


Chapter 3


Smog-thick anxiety filled the air.

The mood around the farm was always tense on this day of the week, but the atmosphere felt especially smothering this time.

I presumed the mystery new representative taking over from Captain Vulcan was the cause.

Lulu paced from side to side, near the farm’s traditional exit, as the time for our meeting drew near.

“Relax,” I said to her.

“I’m trying,” she replied.

“You don’t look like you’re trying.”

She stopped and squeaked, scrunching her furred hands tight. “Because it’s not an easy thing to try!” Then she went back to pacing while mumbling under her breath. “Oh Sheepz. I hope everything’s going to be okay.”

It was a sentiment I couldn’t disagree with.

Roxie captured Lulu in a hug, bringing her wandering to an end. “Settle down, pumpkin. There’s no need to get your panties in a bunch. You’ve done this plenty of times already. I-I’m sure it’ll be the same as always.”

The tone of her voice suggested otherwise.

Jezzy swiftly joined the hug, smothering Lulu from the other side. “Let’s turn that frown upside down.”

“Still no word on what to expect?” Apollo, my big, bulky centaur pal asked.

Norma shook her head. “They ain’t even given us a hint, or so says me.”

Both would be joining us at the meeting; Apollo for transport reasons, and Norma to handle negotiations. The gray-haired gnome had proved herself invaluable in the past, and I was hoping for a repeat if the need arose.

Lulu whimpered from her hug prison. “What if this new representative hates demi-beasts?”

“I’m pretty sure Vulcan hates demi-beasts,” I reminded my canine bride.

“I mean really hates demi-beasts! Vulcan was at least a follower of the Central Church. What if this newcomer is from the True Church?”

“Ya mean like Galewanker was?” Dakota asked.

“Damn human supremacists,” Marietta huffed from beneath the shade of her favorite parasol, complete with rapier hidden in its shaft.

“Personally, I’m hoping it’s not Penelope,” I said, mind wandering back to my only previous meeting with the empire’s sixth in line to the throne, and the person in charge of the Huedom.

If I remembered correctly, that encounter ended with her yelling about having me killed.

Apollo snorted. “I doubt she’d agree to meet us after last time.”

“Yeah!” Dakota snickered as she leaned back into her hands. “She’d probably blow a blood vessel just thinkin’ about it.”

I couldn’t disagree.

“I’m just dreading some know-it-all who wants to start fiddling around with our trade deal,” Norma grumbled while crossing her short, pudgy arms. “I know the type; thinking they’re an expert because their parents hired them a tutor when they were young. Thinking they know better than me despite having never worked a day in their whole life. It’s not on!”

Marietta scoffed. “I care more about being attacked than possibly losing some trade.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said while swinging her big lively green wings around. “I don’t wanna need to run again. I don’t wanna!”

Roxie gulped and tightened hold of Lulu, smothering the dog’s head into her cleavage.

I gestured for the animated harpy to relax. “I doubt they’ll go that far as long as they’re reliant on us for milk.”

“Hooray for drugged milk,” Jezzy cheered.

I smirked. My thoughts exactly. Who knew Galeholder’s underhanded business practices would end up giving us such a valuable lifeline?

Allegedly.

About a month after we’d killed that bastard noble, taken his cows, and started a milk shortage in the Huedom, we received a message from Vulcan begging us to meet him. He asked us to start providing Blesslan with milk to satisfy the rabid unrest threatening to overwhelm the local area.

There was no way such shitty milk should’ve elicited such a strong reaction from the Huedom’s residents. It had to mean Galeholder had been spiking his stock with a weaker version of what he’d used to break Dakota.

Crooked bastard.

Since then, we’d been trading with Blesslan. We sent them milk in return for whatever we could get them to give us—mainly fresh seed, clothing, and additional tools.

The longer we could keep that arrangement going for, the better.

“That’s not a guarantee,” Marietta said. “If anything, that might make them more likely to attack. Why bother trading when they could invade and cut out the middleman?”

Roxie squeezed down tighter and tighter. “T-they wouldn’t. Would they?”

“R-Roxie,” Lulu whimpered as she squirmed in the cow’s powerful bear hug. “Tight…”

“They ain’t tryin’ nothin’,” Dakota boasted. “Did ya forget we’ve got Steve here? The Chillhammer-slayer? They ain’t gonna pull nothin’ when they know he could snuff them in a sec.”

“Think, at least,” I corrected. Despite all my best efforts, I still hadn’t regained the power to use ice magic.

It was a dirty secret Blesslan didn’t need to know.

Dakota shrugged. “Same difference. Plus, I’m gonna be hidin’ in the Darkwood, watchin’ your back. There ain’t nothin’ to worry about.”

“There’s only way to know for sure,” I said as I stared down the long dirt road leading to our destination.

Once I’d pried Lulu from Roxie’s arms, my canine bride joined me and Norma on Apollo’s back. Then we set off.

It took a mere twenty of trotting to arrive where a long table had been set up on the path between our farm and the village-turned-military-compound known as Grayedge.

A familiar man was there to greet us: Captain Vulcan Shieldbearer.

“What’s he doing here?” Lulu asked upon our arrival. “What about the new representative?”

“No clue,” I replied. He was all alone… unless you counted his backup, who were undoubtedly hiding in the Darkwood.

I couldn’t grumble seeing how we were doing the same.

“Why don’t we ask him?” I suggested before jumping off Apollo and making my way over. “This is a surprise. Something happen to the new rep?”

“They’ll be here shortly,” the knight assured me. He was heavily armored, as always, but not carrying any visible weapons. It was a term we both agreed to in a bid to keep the peace.

“It’s not Princess Penelope, is it?” I checked. I’d only met the silver-haired toddler once, and it wasn’t something I was interested in repeating.

“She should still be in Origana.”

“Trying to convince her dad to let you attack us?”

Vulcan didn’t respond.

I grinned, choosing to take that as a yes.

“Erm,” Lulu said as she approached while playing with her orange paws. “What should we expect from the new representative? Should we be worried?”

“You’ll see when they get here, which won’t be long.” Vulcan glanced toward Grayedge.

A carriage was approaching.

It was a showy mixture of black and gold, pulled by two donchargers—the demi-beast-wary equivalent of a horse. It pulled up a few meters behind Vulcan, who strode over to open the door.

Out stepped two humans, both wearing the sort of extravagant garments favored by nobles.

The first was a woman who was getting on in years—probably somewhere in her sixties. However, that didn’t make her a withered crone. Focused strength filled her brown eyes, echoed by the way she carried herself as she strode toward us. Her hair sat contained in a tight gray bun while her dress was a deep red and looked like it’d been pulled from the Victorian era.

She was followed by a younger male with ocean blue eyes, who I reckoned to be in his thirties or forties. His expression was less stern than his partner’s but that didn’t carry into his movements. They were like a well-drilled soldier, which might’ve explained his toned build.

I was more interested in his well-groomed hair. It was a rather vivid shade of orange, almost like that of fire.

As was often the case when I met new people, I scanned them with my power.

A pop-up appeared, giving me the usual details.

The moment I read them, my mind froze. My mouth fell open as my eyes became like billiard balls.

No way. It can’t be…

“Steve?” Lulu whispered while nudging my side. “Is something the matter?”

“You look like ya saw a ghost, or so says me,” Norma added.

I tried to explain, but it felt like my throat was bogged down by warm treacle. “It’s… they’re…”

“Good day,” the man said as he arrived at the seats on his side of the table. “You must be the Darkwood’s representatives. Allow me to introduce myself.” He placed one hand behind his back and the other other on his stomach, then bowed in a manner likely drilled into him since birth. “I am Edward Flameridge, heir to the Flameridge family. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintances.”

“And I am Victoria Flameridge, wife of George, the family head,” the woman said with a curtsy while her expression remained like stone. “Charmed.”

Lulu’s face became like mine. Her lips flapped as she struggled to get her words out. “D-did you say… Flameridge?”

“Indeed,” Victoria said. “To you, I would best be understood as Henry’s mother… and your biological grandmother.”

“And I, his younger brother and your uncle,” Edward said, managing to find a smile his mother was missing.

Lulu was missing one as well. She was back to being lost for words.

Not that I was doing much better.

Fortunately, we had Norma to snap, “What is the Flameridge family doing here? Ain’t your home over near Origana? Just north of the Scorchlan Desert?”

“It was our family who convinced His Highness to allow Henry to use this land,” Victoria said as she took a seat—the first of us to do so. “That puts the responsibility of dealing with this matter onto us.”

Edward chuckled as he took the seat next to her. “I’m sure it goes without saying that we never expected things to end up like this.”

“Indeed.”

Our side neither sat nor replied. We were still weighed down by shock.

Edward did his best to calm us with a smile. “Don’t be shy. Take a seat. I’d like to talk to you all and discuss the real reason we’re here—the real reason we agreed to take up this task.”

“The real reason?” Lulu squeaked as she slipped into the center chair.

He nodded. “The reason we’ve taken on this duty was so we could meet you, Lulu.”

She flinched back. “W-what?”

As quick as a flash, Edward bowed his head. “You have my deepest condolences.”

It was a gesture copied by Victoria, then Vulcan, who was standing behind them.

Lulu gawped, wordlessly.

“We apologize for not visiting you sooner. It was unforgivable. Even if Henry had been banished from the family… he was still my brother.”

“And my son,” Victoria said.

“To ignore his death for so long is a sin we cannot repent from, as is the situation we placed him into in the first place. He deserved better than being cast out and turned into a laughing stock throughout The Empire. We should have supported him in his time of need.” Edward lifted his head and looked into Lulu’s eyes. “We should have supported both of you.”

Lulu tried to respond, she tried her darndest, but still all she could do was stutter.

“I have long regretted the actions we took,” Victoria said, although no emotion crept into her voice. “That it is too late to right them will haunt me even after I’ve been claimed by The Architect.”

“Yet we still want to try.” Edward’s sullen expression gave way to another smile. “And we know the perfect way to start.” He stretched his hand across the table, although it was impossible to reach Lulu due to its length. “Lulu, we would like you to join the Flameridge family.”

Our collective intake of breath turned the area into a vacuum.

“W-what?!” Lulu squeaked, recoiling back so forcefully she almost toppled her chair.

“Bleeding heck,” a wide-eyed Norma said. “A demi-beast being invited to join one of the great houses.”

“I’m going to go out on a limb and presume this has never happened before,” I drawled as my mind tried to process everything that was going on.

Norma snorted. “Are ya joking? Henry had a child with a dog, refused to give it up, and got dumped all the way out here as a reward. The noble houses want nothing to do with demi-beasts—the great ones especially.”

“But Lulu is not just any demi-beast,” Edward interjected. “Not only is she blood, but she boasts achievements many humans could never dream of attaining. Being the first demi-beast to ever attend the Origana Academy of Magic is no small feat, and I hear on good authority that she has the skills to match.”

“I-I don’t,” Lulu mumbled as she toyed with her fingers. “I can do a little magic, but nothing impressive.”

“Even knowing magic is impressive, demi-beast or not. Then there’s the fact you’re sitting there. Am I supposed to not be impressed by the colony you lead? One which is capable of resisting the greatest empire the world has ever known?”

“You sure you should be saying that?” I asked him.

Edward’s smile widened. “I by no means say I approve of her actions… only that they naturally deserve recognition.”

“I… I can’t take all the credit, or even most of the credit,” Lulu said at the floor, unable to bring herself to meet Edward’s gaze. “Steve and the others do much more than me.”

“You know that’s not true,” I assured her, placing my arm around the back of her chair.

That it sounded like I was boasting about our crimes to our enemies was neither here nor there.

“There is no need for humility,” Victoria said. “We all see what an incredible young woman you’ve become. I’m sure Henry would be proud of you.”

“T-thank you!” Lulu squeaked in reply to the monotone compliment. She finally lifted her head as her tail dusted the back of her chair.

I sure did prefer a happy Lulu to a downtrodden one, but her change did little to quell the unease stirring inside of me.

This wasn’t the first time I’d seen a noble butter her up.

I leaned back in my chair and stared at the Flameridges. “What are you two really after?”

“I’m sorry?” Edward replied without losing his smile.

“I know you’re after something—Lulu not included. I know how you nobles work. If I had to guess, I’d say this was some scheme to destroy the farm.”

“Steve,” Lulu squeaked under her breath.

I gestured for me to let me do this. Then I turned my attention back to the other side. “Go on, say it. Hurry up and drop the catch.”

“There is no catch,” Victoria said while returning my glare. “Lulu returning to the family estate with us should be a given.”

“What?!” my canine bride squealed.

“And there it is,” I said, throwing up my hands.

“You want me to abandon the farm?”

“As impressive as you running this place is, we can’t have one of our family members supporting an outlawed settlement,” the smiling Edward explained. “If you want to return to where you belong, abandoning this cause is a given.”

I snorted. “Just as transparent as I expected. See, Lulu? They don’t care about you. This is just some new scheme to weaken us.”

Her head dipped low as she nipped her bottom lip. She was a smart girl; she had to see it too.

Edward shook his head. “That very well may be the objective of those who assigned us here, but we have other priorities. We’re doing this for Lulu, and we’re doing it to protect Henry.”

“Dad?!” Lulu exclaimed as she flinched upright.

“I’m sure it doesn’t come as news to you that his name is sneered all across The Empire.”

“And beyond,” Victoria spat.

Lulu’s ears flattened against her head.

“What is happening here is only serving to tarnish his name further,” Edward continued. “Not only is he seen as a fool who sacrificed his life for a beast, but he is being branded as the cause behind this entire incident.”

“Dad’s got nothing to do with it!” Lulu squeaked as she jumped up from her seat.

Edward gestured for her to sit again. “We’re well aware, but the whispers of Origana’s lesser nobles carry more weight than the truth ever will.”

“The longer this farce continues, the more Henry’s name will be sullied,” Victoria said.

Lulu whimpered as she fell back into her chair.

I wanted to reach out and support her, to assure her this was all bullshit, but I couldn’t. From the little time I’d spent in this world, the Flameridge family’s words ran too true.

“We are tired of Henry being a point of mockery throughout The Empire. The entire family wants nothing more than to clear his name, which we can only do with your help.” Edward’s eyes focused on Lulu. “Bringing you into the family will do that. You condemning this settlement will do that.”

Lulu swallowed more whines as she twiddled her fingers raw.

“You really think that’d work?” Norma said. “The other nobles will laugh ya out of Origana for bringing a demi-beast into the family, or so says me.”

“We are one of the great noble houses,” Victoria replied while staring at Norma, emotion drifting into her words at last: anger. “If we accept Lulu into our family, the others won’t dare oppose it.”

“I’m sure they’ll jeer at first,” Edward explained, “but they’ll eventually succumb when they see what a fine young woman Lulu is. Then Henry will change from a laughing stock to the saint who protected his daughter even when the entire world was against him.”

“Dad,” Lulu whispered as her peridot eyes glistened.

Edward’s smile widened as he again offered his hand. “What do you think, Lulu? Would you like to clear your father’s name? Not that we see you as a simple puppet to fulfill that task, mind you. We’ll also be guaranteeing your future—providing you with the life and opportunities Henry always wanted for you.”

Lulu found herself overcome with disbelief once again. Her mouth moved but not a word came out.

“Hold on a minute,” I snapped, jerking up from my seat.

“Wait,” Edward said, his raised hand telling me to stop. “Before you go any further, allow me to extend a similar invitation your way.”

“W-what?” I eventually replied.

“Your relationship with my niece is well known, as well as rumors of your accomplishments.”

“They say you turned the Chillhammer-family magic against Rupert,” Victoria remarked.

“That’s because I did,” I told her.

“Fascinating,” she replied with an expression to match.

And here was me thinking stone-faced was the only look she was capable of.

“Anybody capable of doing such a thing would make an excellent addition to our family,” Edward said, “doubly so if it’ll make Lulu happy.”

The beautiful dog girl peeked at me out of the corner of her eye.

“Are you forgetting I’m a noble killer?” I spat back.

“A problem, yes, but not quite as much so as you may think. As long as you show your commitment to repentance by condemning this settlement, I’m sure all will be forgiven.”

“You obviously don’t know what Princess Penelope thinks of me.”

Victoria scoffed. “That lowly princess wishes her word carried as much weight as our family’s.”

“Please don’t speak about Her Highness that way,” Vulcan said.

The elder noble shot a vicious look Vulcan’s way. “Am I wrong? Which of us is more valuable to this empire?”

Vulcan held his tongue.

“See?” Edward said with a small chuckle. “With our backing, all will be forgiven, as long as you make the right choice.” He spread his toned arms open. “Now what do you say? You both say? Wouldn’t you like to become members of the Flameridge family?”

It was an offer I never thought would come my way: the chance to join one of the world’s most powerful noble families. If I accepted, I’d be set for life.

Instead, I scoffed.

“No chance,” I said while folding my arms. “I’m not abandoning this farm or these people. Take your offer and shove it up your ass.”

Victoria growled, flashing her teeth. “You impertinent—”

“Mother,” Edward said, calming his elder down. Then he cleared his throat. “That’s a shame. However, I know better than to try convincing one who’s made his mind up.” He turned his eyes from me to the woman by my side. “How about you, Lulu? Have you come to a decision?”

She hesitated to answer.

“I implore you to make the correct one,” Victoria said with her usual warmth. “Think about your father. Would he prefer you to waste your life here, ruining his name further? Or would he want you to take your place where you belong?”

I slammed my palms on the table. “Cut the guilt-tripping crap. Lulu isn’t going anywhere.”

“If that’s the case, perhaps you should let her answer for herself?” Victoria growled back.

“Sure. Why not?” I glanced to my side. “Go on, Lulu. Tell them.”

“Yes. Tell him how you’re going to make your father proud.”

Lulu whimpered as she turned from side to side, eyes darting between me and Victoria. “I… ah…”

Norma stroked her on the back. “Settle down, little one.”

“I… I’m sorry. This is all just so…”

And, all of a sudden, I felt like shit.

“It’s understandable,” Edward said, a beacon of calmness in the middle of all this fuss. “We have come across as rather pushy. This is a big decision, and it’s only fair you be given time to think on it.” He pushed back from the table and rose to his feet. “With that in mind, what say we bring this meeting to an early end?”

“I believe that to be for the best,” Victoria said as she joined Edward.

I could neither voice approval nor the opposite. The absurdity of this situation was boggling my mind.

Edward bowed in the same manner he’d introduced himself with. “Then we shall bid you all adieu for now. I eagerly await our next meeting.”

“I hope you’ll have come to the right decision by then,” Victoria added.

Without waiting for us to say our piece, the Flameridge pair returned to their carriage and set off back to Grayedge with Vulcan.

Even with them gone, our voices weren’t quick to return.

It was Apollo who broke the silence as he stepped forward. “Erm… you guys and gals ready to head back?”

“I…” My eyes wandered to Lulu, who was staring into space. “Five more minutes.”

Unfortunately, something told me she was going to need more time than that to process everything that had just happened.


Chapter 4


We didn’t ride Apollo the short distance back to the farm. Instead, we tramped back in silence so we had more time to think over what had just happened.

The Flameridge family’s words rung in my head. I couldn’t believe they’d resort to measures like that to try and weaken our farm.

Had they no shame?

As always, when we got back to the farm, there was a group of demi-beasts waiting for us.

“Steve. Steve!” Fern said while waving her wings around.

As much as she loved tackling me like a rugby player, she knew better than to clatter me when I was possibly coming back with news of an incoming invasion.

“What are the long faces for?” the harpy continued, looking over the four of us. “What are they?!”

“Is something wrong?” Roxie said, followed by a gulp. “Oh no… don’t tell me it’s really happening. They’re on the verge of invading, aren’t they?”

A dark cloud arose over the group.

“They are?!” Fern squealed. “Is it time to run? Do we gotta fly away?!”

“But I don’t want to run away,” Jezzy said through her genuine pout. “I like it here.”

“Nobody needs to run,” I assured them with an appropriate gesture. “There’s no invasion, and we don’t need to worry about one for the time being.” Not as long as they were waiting for Lulu’s answer.

That’s what I hoped, at least.

“Then what’s the matter, sugar?” Roxie asked. “Y’all look sadder than a cow with dried-up udders.”

I flashed her a wry grin. We’d hid it that well, had we?

There was no harm in telling everyone, but I hesitated. Roxie, Fern, Jezzy, and Marietta were all here, but there was no sign of Dakota.

Where was she?

The other scouts had returned from the Darkwood, likely having caught what’d happened. Dakota wasn’t with them.

Had something happened to her?

I doubted she’d gotten into trouble seeing how her colleagues hadn’t come to speak to me, but it brought me no closer to knowing why she wasn’t back.

“Sugar?” Roxie asked.

I snapped from my reverie. “Oh, sorry. I… where do I even start?”

As best as I could, I told them all about what’d just happened.

Their eyes and mouths widened and widened until they could stretch no further.

“It’s… I can’t believe it,” Roxie said, the first to speak once I’d finished my explanation.

“It’s the truth,” I assured her.

“That or a collective hallucination,” Norma chuckled out. “It’d make more sense than what actually happened, or so says me.”

“Tell me about it,” Apollo said as he slung his tanned arms behind his auburn mane. “A demi-beast being invited to join one of the great noble families. Fuck me. Someone wanna pinch my muscles to make sure I’m not dreaming?”

Marietta scoffed as she held the shaft of her parasol tight to her chest. “I don’t care whether it’s true or not. What I care about is your decision.” Her sky-blue eyes pierced into me.

Roxie gulped before scampering closer. “Y-you’re not thinking of accepting their offer, are you, sugar?”

“Are you joking?” I snorted. “You think I’d betray this farm for a fancy title and some money?” I shook my head. “This farm is my home, you girls are my wives, and these people are my friends. I’m not turning my back on you all. We’re not going anywhere. Right, Lulu?”

She didn’t reply.

“Lulu?” I said, turning her way.

Her eyes were unfocused. She was staring at nothing, like she was stuck in a trance.

“Lulu?!”

She twitched back to life. “A-ah! Sorry, Steve. Did you say something?”

“Are you okay?” I asked her before scolding myself. Of course, she wasn’t okay. That meeting had been shocking for me, and I’d only been here five minutes. I couldn’t imagine what she was going through.

Lulu nibbled her bottom lip. “I-I’m fine. I’m just… thinking.”

“Thinking?!” Marietta spat as she jerked forward. “Don’t tell me you’re considering this preposterous offer?”

My canine bride looked down at her fidgeting paws. “How can I not?”

I tried to reply, but the words didn’t come. I’d been worried about this…

Marietta had no such problem. She stomped and screamed, “Are you serious?!”

Lulu whimpered, flinching back. “P-please, calm down.”

“I will not! After everything we’ve been through together, after all the memories we’ve shared, you’re just going to walk away? You’re going to abandon me, like I’m nothing to you? How can you be so selfish?!”

“I’m not being selfish!” Lulu screeched in response before wincing and dialing back the volume. “I’m not considering for me; I’m considering for Dad. Don’t you care what people are saying about him? Don’t you care about what everyone thinks of him?”

Marietta scoffed. “Why should I care what some ignorant humans think of Henry?”

“Well, I do!” She scrunched her trembling paws into fists. “I hate it; I’ve always hated it. All through my life, Dad being insulted has been a constant. At best, he was treated like a laughing stock. At worst, a traitor. Even after his death, it hasn’t changed; he’s still being ridiculed all over Blesslan, and I hate it!” She grimaced, swallowing down a whimper. “I hate it so much… and I hate that it’s all because of me.”

“Lulu,” I mumbled, not knowing what else to say.

“T-that’s not true, sugar,” Roxie said while reaching out.

“But it is!” Lulu snapped back, making Roxie recoil. “You know it is. It’s all because of me. This… this offer might be the only chance I’ll ever get at making things right—at clearing Dad’s name.”

“By abandoning us?” Marietta snarled.

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said as she gestured with her usual waving wings. “You can’t leave us. You just can’t!”

“T-they’re right, petal,” Roxie said. “This farm is your home—your Dad’s home. Y-you can’t just leave it.”

Lulu replied with a wry smile. “You know Dad never wanted me to be a farmer. He’s the one who pushed me to join the academy.”

Marietta scoffed. “Are you saying he’d prefer you join with the family who abandoned you both? That shameless bunch who were nowhere to be seen after Henry died yet here in an instant when it was convenient for them?”

“You must see they don’t care about you,” I added. “They only want you because it benefits them.”

Lulu looked away from us all. “I know all that… but that doesn’t change that this might be the only way I’ll ever be able to make things right with Dad. This might be the only way I’ll ever get to clear his name.”

I opened my mouth to speak, but I didn’t know what to say next. I’d never met Henry; I didn’t know much about him. Me trying to say that’s not what Henry would want, or to forget about him, meant nothing.

How could I tell Lulu how to feel about her own father?

Even Marietta didn’t. Instead, she huffed. “So that’s that, is it? As long as it clears Henry’s name, you’re fine with abandoning us?”

“That’s not it, at all!” Lulu protested. “I don’t want to abandon any of you. How could I?! You’re my precious friends, my beloved family, and the only man I’ve ever loved. I can’t just desert you all. I can’t… yet am I supposed to abandon my Dad instead?! He raised me all by himself—he threw away everything to protect me. I can’t just ignore that!” She threw her hands over her head and began to whisper to herself. “What am I supposed to do? I can’t… I don’t want to. Why? Why do I have to choose? This is so unfair. I can’t…”

I stood, silent, as Lulu wrestled with herself.

We all did.

I knew I should’ve rushed over to hold her, to comfort her, but I was paralyzed. Could I even help her? Wouldn’t I just make everything worse?

Versus the alternative of standing there while she suffered alone?

I growled under my breath as I looked around for some inspiration about how I could fix this mess.

Where was Dakota when I needed her? She knew how to press Lulu’s buttons better than anyone. That could be just the thing she needed.

As I searched for the missing cat, my ears caught wind of some distant chatter.

“Help. Someone, help me!”

I flinched. Was I mishearing? Nope. The more I focused, the more clear it became.

My first instinct was that it was Dakota, but the voice was all wrong. It was a high-pitched squeak compared to her huskiness.

“Do you all hear that?” I asked the others.

As soon as I raised it, they started looking around like alert meerkats.

“I hear it!” Roxie said, her cow ears twitching.

Lulu squeaked. “I was so focused on myself, I didn’t…” She spun in circles, trying to figure out where the cries for help were coming from.

Fern bombed into the sky. After a few twirls, she squawked, “There!”

The commotion was coming our way. It involved two people. The first was on the smallest of small sides—around the same height as Norma. The second was about level with me and all too familiar.

Dakota.

“Get back here!” she shouted as she charged after the shorty, her long legs quickly closing the distance.

“Help. Help me!” her prey yelled while running as fast as his runty limbs allowed. His head swiveled from side to side until he noticed us through his round glasses. Then he made a beeline our way. “Save me! This crazy cat’s going to kill me!”

Dakota didn’t seem to notice we were there. She only had eyes for the twitch.

Even after he’d raced past us.

A crash was incoming.

Marietta pointed a hand at Dakota. “Invoke barrier—”

I threw my hand up and did the spell for her, creating a wall of light.

Dakota slammed straight into it. Then she fell back, clutching her face. “Frick! Ya…” She looked up, red eyes finally noticing me. “What was the big friggin’ idea?!”

“Sorry,” I said, offering her an apologetic wave. It wasn’t how I would’ve normally stopped Dakota, but I’d acted on instinct when I saw Marietta.

The sheep closed her hand, canceling the spell.

I breathed out. Good. We seriously didn’t need word getting out that Marietta had learned magic. I didn’t see Blesslan taking the news well.

As it stood, only my wives knew what we’d managed to do. Until we’d confirmed it wasn’t a fluke and gotten ourselves some better defenses to deal with the fallout, that’s how we wanted it to stay.

Doubly so if it meant revealing it to an outsider.

The short guy hid behind us and took the chance to catch his breath. “Thank… thank you so much. Shepherd praise you, my child.”

I was slow to answer. My mind was focused on his appearance. He was short, but he was neither a gnome nor a halfling. What gave him away were the large pair of round brown ears, with a soft pink center, escaping his thick nest of dark hair. Then there was the thin pink tail poking through his tattered blue robe.

This guy must be a…

I gave him a scan.


- - -

Squibbly

Species: Mouse

Occupation: Herdsman

- - -


Knew it. So this was what a mouse looked like. I’d heard of them, but I hadn’t pictured them being so short… which was silly when I was good friends with Norma.

“What’s going on?” Lulu asked as she looked between Squibbly and Dakota.

The plump mouse adjusted his round-rimmed glasses, knocking a leaf from his graying hair. “I’ll tell you what happened. I was traveling through the Darkwood, minding my own business, when this cat started chasing me.”

“Ya snuck up on me!” Dakota protested while pulling herself up.

“I didn’t mean to,” Squibbly replied while hiding behind me. “I was following the sound of voices, hoping to find Darkwood Farm, when you jumped out at me. And then, while I was trying to explain myself, you attacked.”

Dakota scoffed. “That ain’t what happened!”

“It isn’t?” I asked her.

She pursed her lips before grumbling, “Kay, it’s sorta what happened, but I did it for a good reason! This dude’s defo a spy.”

“A-a spy?!” he spluttered. “Don’t be absurd!”

“Ain’t nothin’ absurd about it. You’re defo a spy sent by Blesslan.”

“I’m a demi-beast!”

“That doesn’t mean nothin’.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions,” I said while gesturing for both of them to relax.

“Steve’s right,” Roxie seconded. “Just remember how much you hated being called a thief and killer, sugar. You shouldn’t accuse others without a good reason.”

Dakota huffed and folded her arms shut like a sulky child.

“You’re Steve?” Squibbly said, raising the fuzzy caterpillars he called eyebrows. “I’ve heard about you.”

I snorted. “Hasn’t everyone?”

Norma laughed. “Ain’t that the truth? Every demi-beast who comes here seems to have some different tall tale about ya, or so says me.”

Squibbly turned to see who was speaking and flinched. His lips curled into a smile. “Why, hello there. I’ve heard plenty about Steve, but nothing about you.” He brushed his pudgy fingers through his hair, flattening down the frizz and removing the leaves. Then he offered Norma a hand. “The name’s Squibbly. I’m a herdsman, from all the way over in Volengard. It’s terribly nice to meet you.”

The old gnome ran her blue eyes up and down Squibbly. “Yeah… I don’t think so.”

He groaned, shoulders sagging. “Oh… Shepherd, why have you forsaken me?”

Poor guy.

“E-excuse me?” Lulu said, lifting her hand like a kid in class. “Did you say you were a herdsman?”

“What’s that?” I asked.

Jezzy tapped her thick lips. “I think they’re, like, priests, but for The Shepherd?”

“Those exist?”

“Of course we do!” Squibbly protested as he snapped back from his rejection in record time. “Admittedly, there aren’t a lot of us. It’s not the most appealing of jobs when nowhere will let us build temples… which is why I came here!” He smiled as he looked over at us. “You’re the leaders of this settlement, are you not? A settlement of demi-beasts who defy Blesslan’s rule.”

“Something like that,” I responded.

“Then just the people I needed to meet.” He bowed his head. “On behalf of The Shepherd, God of Tools and Knowledge, I ask you to allow construction of a church in his honor.”

I rubbed the back of my neck as I watched Squibbly lower himself. Wasn’t he small enough without emphasizing it? “This might be a demi-beast-focused colony but we’re actually pretty low on Shepherd worshipers.”

Using my wives as a guide, only Lulu worshiped The Shepherd. Roxie and Dakota were followers of The Architect, while Fern believed in the harpy goddess, The Allmother. Jezzy was harder to place down. I wasn’t sure if she followed a goddess or not, but I knew she didn’t worship any I’d heard of. Marietta was much simpler; she didn’t believe in any deity.

Why would someone forced into slavery as a child?

Among the others, followers of The Architect dominated. Seeing how they’d all escaped from Blesslan, it was no surprise.

“I see why that might put you off… but please let me have this!” Squibbly squeaked, looking up at me. “It’s impossible to find anywhere that’ll let us build a church. If even a village of demi-beasts won’t allow it, what are we supposed to do?!” He lowered his head back down. “Please! I’m not asking for anything fancy; I’ll take the simplest church possible. Just let me build it. Please.”

We all fell silent as we watched Squibbly.

“Damn, this guy went in hard,” Apollo whispered.

“Ya know, on second thought, he might not be a spy after all,” Dakota replied.

If he was, he sure wasn’t trying to keep a low profile. He was making me feel bad for him.

How to fix that was pretty obvious.

Ping!


- - -

New Quest

Build that church

- - -


Hold on, I hadn’t agreed to anything!

Where did my power get off being so pushy?

I grumbled, pushing it to the back of my mind. Then I locked eyes on Squibbly. “Fine. You can build, unless anyone’s got any complaints.”

Nobody objected.

Squibbly’s face lit up as he jumped to his feet. “Shepherd praise you, my child. Shepherd praise you all!”

“It’s nothing,” I assured him. “And don’t think we’re making your church a priority. More useful buildings come first.”

“I understand and thank you all the same. I’ll start making plans. Until then, and beyond, I am at your service. If any of you need my assistance, I am all too happy to lend an ear.”

As one, we all turned toward Lulu, who was back to fidgeting with her hands.

What timing…

Lulu and Squibbly quickly retreated to a private area so they could discuss her dilemma. In an ideal world, that’s all it would’ve taken to cure her inner turmoil, but that’s obviously not what happened. Come evening she still spent more time staring into space than she did joining in with our conversations.

And then evening turned to night.

As we arrived at our home’s upper floor, we again asked Marietta if she wanted to join us instead of sleeping alone for the night.

She hardly heard us out before stomping to her bedroom and slamming the door behind her.

Someone wasn’t quite over their earlier argument with Lulu…

As much as I wanted to go and comfort my lovely sheep bride, there were plenty of other women in need of my attention, and they wouldn’t take no for an answer. They all but dragged me into our bedroom.

In size, it was a good bit bigger than the one I shared with Marie. That’s because it hadn’t always been one bedroom. It used to be two.

There hadn’t been enough room upstairs to fit the monstrous makeshift bed needed to handle me and my wives ordinarily. That’s why we’d removed the wall between Lulu and Marietta’s rooms, turning them into a new master bedroom.

Into a place for me and my fake brides to do what we did best.

“Oh boy! Sex. It’s sexing time!” Fern cheered once all the usual suspects were inside.

“Aren’t you a li’l too excited, sugar?” Roxie offered. “You make it sound like this doesn’t happen every other night.”

She puffed out her chocolate-colored cheeks. “That’s easy for you to say! He sleeps with you the most.”

My cow bride went red and twiddled with her lock of white hair. “That’s just a consequence of milking…”

“It’s not fair! Why do you get to be milked but I don’t get to be egged?!”

“That’s… doesn’t sound like something you should be requesting,” I said with a grimace.

She let out another bratty harpy huff while flailing her wings. “I will not be silenced! There will be no more eggs unless I’m getting sexed. No more!”

Dakota raised a brow as she leaned back into her hands.  “What? Ya gonna hold them in until Steve fricks them outta ya?”

“Yeah! He’s gotta like… fuck my butt until they pop out.”

I paused and let the scene play out in my mind. Fern on the verge of bursting—her lovely, flat stomach swollen with a small bump. As I enter, she squirms on the bed, golden eyes whimpering with need.

“Steve. Steve!” she moans, rubbing a wing between her thighs, wetting it with her juices. “I’m so horny Steve, but my coochie is all stuffed.”

However, Fern wasn’t one to be denied.

She wiggles to her front, placing her weight on her tiny harpy titties, and waves her mighty chocolate behind at me. “My butt’s totally free, Steve. Totally free!” she says, making it jiggle from the intensity of her movements. “Give it to me, Steve. Give it to me!”

With a growl, I unbuckle my pants and—

“That ain’t fair!” Dakota complained. “Ya don’t deserve sex just coz ya lay eggs. If that’s the case, where’s my huntin’ sex?”

“You mean as a reward for hunting or having sex while you hunt?” I asked.

“The first, obvs. How would the latter even work? Ya gonna carry me on your junk while we look for stuff?” Then she paused and rubbed her chin. “Ya know, that actually sounds like fun. Let’s try it some time!”

Jezzy clapped her hands. “If Kote gets hunting sex, then do I get growing sex?” She giggled. “I bet it would feel, like, so super good. I could totally sit on your lap. I’d fill the plants with love… while you focused on filling me.”

“Hey. No!” Fern squawked. “This was my idea. Mine! Don’t steal. Don’t!”

I chuckled. “She’s got a point. Next up, Lulu’s going to ask me to take her from behind when she’s making dinner.”

It certainly wasn’t an unpleasant thought. Lulu dressed the way Fern usually does, in nothing but an apron. Her cute, pale butt exposed, wiggling from side to side as she worked. When she hears me coming, she glances over her shoulder and smiles. Then she steps onto her tiptoes, bends over the counter, and raises her orange tail.

Yep, that was one terrific fantasy… a terrific fantasy my canine lover didn’t take on. Lulu was still standing around, staring into nothingness.

“Lulu?” I said.

She squeaked back into life, like a robot being turned on. “S-sorry. Did you say something?”

“Never mind,” I mumbled. Was this really the time to be dragging her into my sordid sexual fantasies?

“Okay?” she replied, looking confused. Then she looked vacant as she slipped back into a trance.

Her fellow wives huddled around me.

“What are we gonna do, sweetums?” Roxie asked as she squeezed hold of my arm, enveloping it in her cleavage. “At this rate, she might actually go.”

“Lu ain’t leavin’,” Dakota said with total confidence… which lasted seconds. “R-right?”

“She can’t. She can’t!” Fern squawked while fidgeting in place. “This place won’t be the same without Lulu. It just won’t!”

“Tell me about it,” I mumbled.

How was this seriously happening? I never would’ve considered Lulu going anywhere before today. Now it felt like we were trying to delay the inevitable.

What would I do if that was truly the case?

I couldn’t leave this farm—that much was certain. Without Lulu here, the farm would be weaker. Without both of us, it would be doomed. No fairy tale about a dragon in the Darkwood would stop Blesslan from seizing on the opportunity to snuff this rebellion of ours out. Neither would our ‘soldiers’. They’d put in a lot of work to improve their fighting skills, but they were no match for the armies on the other side of the border. They’d be invaded within the day.

That was something I couldn’t allow.

But losing Lulu? That wouldn’t do either. She was my precious fake wife. When I first came to this world, it was she who protected me and healed me back to full health. She cared for me, helped me, taught me, and said she loved me.

The feeling was mutual.

How was I supposed to choose between her and the farm? I couldn’t—I didn’t want to. The most I could do was make her see the light… but how?

Jezzy tilted her head, sending wavy strands of flower-filled pink cascading down her shoulder. “Like, if Luie’s thinking of going, we just need to convince her to stay, right?”

I was glad someone else was thinking the same as me. “What do you—”

“Ohhh, Luie,” Jezzy sang as she skipped over to the stunned canine, thudding into her side.

Lulu flinched back to reality, almost leaving her skin in the process. “Ah! W-what… Jezzy?”

The dryad giggled and gave Lulu a quick kiss.

Her peridot eyes widened.

Jezzy sauntered back a step. “Like, you’ve been looking so totally sad all day. But, like, it’s okay! I know a way to make you feel all better.” She casually pushed Lulu onto the bed then reached for her black shorts.

“W-wait!” Lulu squeaked as she tried to wiggle back, away from Jezzy’s hands.

It was no use. When it came to undressing others, Jezzy was a pro. She had Lulu’s shorts and suspenders out of the way before anyone could comment on the situation. Then she got to work on Lulu’s cotton white panties.

“Stop!” Lulu said while trying to pull her waistband back up. “I—”

Jezzy slipped her head between Lulu’s thighs.

Her protests turned into a whimpering moan as her head fell back against the bed.

The naughty dryad giggled as she looked up at Lulu while wiggling her lush green behind from side to side. “There we go! Now just, like, lie there and relax. Let your pal JB take care of everything.” And then she began to feast.

Lulu bucked her hips into Jezzy’s mouth, tickling her nose with the tuft of orange above her mound. “Y-you really don’t need to do this. I mean… ah!”

Jezzy was perturbed. She treated Lulu’s puppy as her lover, filling the air with a chorus of sultry kisses.

I stared, both stunned yet not surprised in the least. Jezzy had joined our group months ago; Lulu should’ve known it was impossible to resist when she was in the driver’s seat. The girls still preferred it when I was the one giving them this sort of attention, but there was no doubt Jezzy had the magic touch. Her lips could pacify anyone they pleased.

Marietta aside, all had fallen to her talents… me included.

It was Lulu’s turn to moan for her again. She curled her fingers, grabbing the bed sheets, as she tried, and failed, not to lose her mind to pleasure.

“I should’ve known this was what she meant,” I said… as my pants began to feel uncomfortably tight.

Dakota snickered as she leaned back into her hands. “Yeah, this is kinda Zelby’s answer for everythin’… not that it doesn’t feel good.”

“If it works, it works!” Fern said before she flew forward, landing next to Lulu. “Hey. Hey!”

The hazy-eyed Lulu glanced at her. “Fern? What—”

She surprised Lulu with a smothering kiss which made her peridot eyes bulge open again.

As soon as Fern was done trading saliva, she smiled. “You can’t leave! Not without me, at least. You’ve gotta promise you’ll stay. Please? Pretty please?!”

“I… I can’t…” Lulu struggled to reply, her moans clogging up her throat.

It was no surprise with how wet Jezzy’s face was.

Fern huffed, puffing out her mocha cheeks. “Then… I’m totally gonna make you!” She lunged in, sinking her mouth to Lulu’s chest.

The canine squeaked as one of her nipples was attacked through her clothing. It provided a shield, sparing her from direct contact, but it meant little with Fern so determined to win Lulu over.

The question was who was the most insistent out of her and Jezzy?

Only Lulu could judge as her voice rose in pitch as she writhed helplessly in place.

Roxie, Dakota, and I stared at the scene before slowly looking at each other.

“So… should we?” I asked them.

The pair exchanged looks… then moved.

Dakota made her way to Lulu’s chest and started snogging her free breast. She put her rough feline tongue to use, flicking it over the tent of Lulu’s swollen nipple.

Lulu squeaked. “Your tongue! Don’t flick it. It’s not fair!”

“You ain’t friggin’ fair, tryin’ to ditch us all of a sudden. I didn’t start gettin’ on with ya just so ya could frick off, just like that.” She pulled Lulu’s shirt and bra up, exposing her bare, modest breasts, left pale unlike the tanned skin she regularly exposed to the sun. “It’s payback time, ya dumb bitch.” Then she put that tongue to direct use, while Fern did similar on the other side.

The overwhelmed canine squealed, thrashing in place. “No! I’m sorry! Mercy. It’s too much. I’m going to lose my mind.”

As she threw her head around, Roxie slid into place, cradling it onto her pillow-soft thighs. “If that’s what it takes to make you stay with us, petal, then so be it.”

“Roxie!” Lulu whined.

She stroked Lulu’s head. “There, there, pumpkin. It’s gonna be okay. Let them do their thing. You can feel it, can’t you? You can feel how much we love you—how much we adore you.”

“I… I…”

“It’s okay, pumpkin. You don’t need to say a thing.” Roxie tugged the front of her dress until her huge, pale udders flopped free, each topped with a thick, inviting brown nipple. “There’s no need to talk. Let us make you feel good.” She leaned down, smothering Lulu’s face with her breasts.

There was only one thing a cow of her caliber could want.

Lulu hesitated, but her moaning mouth betrayed her. It widened, inviting Roxie to fill it with an overload of plush love.

On instinct, Lulu latched down and began to suck.

Roxie’s moans filled the room. She’d already been milked twice but, of course, she could always make more for such an irresistible puppy dog. Fresh cream trickled from her chest as she held Lulu close. “That’s it, pumpkin. Such a sweet little puppy. Enjoy yourself. Feel how much we love you.”

“Each and every one of us,” I said as I saddled up next to them and rubbed my fingers behind Lulu’s ear.

Her whimpering cries of bliss escaped from beneath Roxie’s bosom, spilling milk down her cheeks. Spasms so much volatile, so much more vivid than had come before, coursed through her body. She jerked up, pushing herself into Jezzy’s mouth, which she stained with a gush of wetness.

It didn’t take a genius to know what lovely event had just taken place.

Once Lulu had drifted down from that euphoric high, I freed her from sampling Roxie’s heavenly milk and pulled her into a kiss.

It was my turn to bathe my taste buds white.

I did just that. My tongue swirled to every corner of her mouth, as if trying to take that white treasure all for myself.

Instead, I settled for the rest of Lulu’s breath.

Upon pulling back to let her gasp for musk-filled air, I said, “Did you enjoy that?”

As her tongue rested over her lips, she slowly nodded.

I grinned. “Then how about another round?”

She replied with a high-pitched squeak, courtesy of three devious mouths getting back to work.

“Feel that? Feel how much they adore you? How much they want you to stay? That’s how we all feel. Marietta too. She’s made that very clear.” It may not have been as fun as this demonstration, but there was no doubt how she felt.

“Steve,” Lulu moaned back.

I grinned. “Sorry that we’re being a little unfair. Think of it as payback for that bombshell you dropped earlier.” I rose back up and pressed my thumbs into my waistband. “Play along, will you? Let us have this. Let us do our best to cheer you up.” Then I pushed down, freeing my pent-up hardness.

Lulu’s eyes lit up. Her nostrils twitched as she leaned closer.

I moved in so she didn’t need to, pressing in so my shaft was draped across her face—so she could inhale my scent right from the source.

Which she did while moaning her cute little brains out.

“You really love my smell, don’t you?” I teased while petting her.

“How can I not?” the giddy pup said as she was taken to heaven by the mouths working all over her body—there was now a head of two-toned hair showing some love to her swollen clit. “So strong. So manly. So addictive. I love it,” Lulu moaned before snorting it down while smothering her face into my crotch. “It makes me feel so hot. So feral. Like a bitch. Like a horny mongrel.”

Dakota snickered. “Here she goes…”

“I can’t help it,” she whined, thighs pushing through Jezzy’s flower-filled locks, holding the eager puppy-licker closer. “This feels too good! Sex feels too good!” Her tongue slipped free, slobbering all over my swollen balls. “I’m gonna, gonna, gonna, gonna…”

“Cum your adorable puppy brains out again?” I suggested.

“Yes!” she squealed.

“Good girl!” I really rubbed my fingers into the base of her ear. “Such a good girl.”

Was that the thing that pushed Lulu over the line, or was it Jezzy’s tongue which could turn the straightest of women into a bisexual? Maybe it was the attention being shown to her nipples or Roxie sucking on her clit? It didn’t matter; Lulu surrendered. She howled, pushed into Jezzy’s mouth, and truly let the dam burst. An eruption of liquid lust squirted from her pampered puppy, showing us all how good we’d made her feel.

How truly incredible.

It took a good twenty seconds for Lulu’s release to stop, and a good minute further for her to stop trembling.

Once her thighs eased up, Jezzy lifted her Lulu-soaked face up and giggled. “Yum-yum! Like, Luie’s pussy is so totally tasty.”

“Not a pussy,” she panted into my crotch.

“That’s right. Your little puppy,” I said as I brushed her fiery orange locks.

Her love-filled eyes looked up at me—two green gems surrounded by a sea of flushed red.

I smiled. “What now, Lu—”

She kissed the underside of my cock.

My words became a pleased groan as my swollen shaft throbbed.

It was the first of many. Lulu sloppily pampered my length, starting from the base and working her way up to the head. Her tongue and moaning mouth worked in a wonderful tandem, indulging in my sinful flavor. Then, when she could go no higher, she returned down to my crotch… with my hardness trapped in her hot, tight embrace.

I howled like a wolf for my foxy bride. How could I not?

Lulu wasn’t satisfied with making me moan just once. She wrapped her arms around my sides, holding me close, while devouring my length with overwhelming hunger. Up and down her head went, sampling me like this was the last chance she might ever get.

“Hey. Hey!” Fern squawked, having been shaken from Lulu’s chest. “No fair! Why does she get to go first? Why?!”

“Did ya forget we were supposed to be cheerin’ her up?” Dakota said, tapping Fern on the shoulder.

“Oh.”

It felt more like she was cheering me up. I sunk one hand into the bed while the other brushed through her hair. “Lulu, you’re amazing. I’m so lucky to have you.”

My throat-filling shaft muffled her words, but the look in her eyes said she felt the same way. They were filled with burning adoration—they looked at me like I was the center of her universe.

Then they widened in shock.

Fern pressed her wings against Lulu’s tight behind, spreading her cheeks open. “Well if she gets Steve, I at least get her!” Then she buried her head within and began to feast.

Lulu tensed, ears shooting upwards.

I growled as her insides flexed, nearly wringing me dry right there and then.

“Oh my,” Roxie said through her fingers as she watched Fern greedily put her tongue to use, pampering Lulu’s tight little tailhole with a slobbery snog session.

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “What’s with the shock faced? Like, we’ve both totally seen her do this before. Like, we’ve both totally felt it, too!”

Her cheeks brightened as she started fiddling with her signature strand of white hair. “I-I know that. It’s…” She ground her thick cow-furred thighs together.

Ah. So that was it.

Dakota’s red eyes widened. She scrambled over to Roxie. “Holy Maiden! If ya, like, need a bit of help or anythin’…”

“I suppose I am feeling a li’l bit excited. Could you be a dearie and…?” She folded her arms under her heavy udders, hoisting them up.

The horny feline’s face lit up. “Whatever ya want, Holy Maiden!” She latched right on, greedily drawing out the milk she loved so much. At the same time, she slid a hand under Roxie’s dress, up between her legs.

Roxie melted in bliss. “Oh! That’s it. Right there, sugar. You’re making mommy so happy.”

Dakota’s eyes burned with glee… until they widened in surprise.

Jezzy, her face and chest still stained with Lulu’s release, swiftly removed Dakota’s shorts. Then she started on her third course.

It made her partner squeak and arch her back as her eyes rolled into her head.

So much for trying to win over Lulu.

I couldn’t really complain when I was about to blow. I growled as my fingers curled in her hair, “Lulu, you sexy, sexy pup. I’m on the fucking edge. If you don’t stop, you’re gonna get a stomach full of seed.”

Her ears twitched. She heard me, alright. She heard me… and tightened down. Her arms held closer as her speed increased, denying me escape.

“Fuck!” I growled as my hips began to move in return, meeting her lips with a room-filling clap. “You asked for this…”

My hands tightened; my mind emptied. I groaned to the sky as loud as I could.

The floodgates opened.

My release filled Lulu’s throat. Her face twitched in surprise when she got the first taste, but her expression soon softened. She settled around me, happily gulping down my every thick virile rope, wordlessly demanding I not waste a drop.

There was no way. If Lulu wanted this, I wasn’t going to deny her. I growled through gritted teeth as I pumped and pumped, giving her every damn thing I could muster.

When I was finally done— when I finally pulled back—ropes of dyed saliva kept the two of us together.

Lulu gasped for breath, her complexion sullied with a heavy red glow. Her glistening green eyes, stung with tears, refused to leave me for a moment.

“Damn,” I said, falling back onto the bed in a sweaty heap. “You sure know how to make a man feel good.”

As if wanting to prove the point, Lulu opened her mouth. It was filled with my cum, which she swirled with her tongue.

Holy crap.

Fern’s head jerked up. “Hey. Hey!” She left Lulu’s behind be, instead crawling over her. “Give it here!” She attacked Lulu’s mouth, forcing her into a kiss designed to steal all my precious seed away.

Resistance was futile. All Lulu could do was meet Fern’s vigorous tongue in the middle, trying to keep as much to herself as she could.

Neither seemed to notice how much was drooling down their chins, mixing with their frothy saliva.

My flagging member surged back to life. I couldn’t help staring like a slack-jawed idiot; it was like something straight out of a porno.

The more they kissed, the more the two beauties swapped my cum between them, the more the unbelievable happened. Lulu took control. She toppled Fern onto her back and took her place on top, turning into the pillaging force taking my cum by force.

A furry hand buried deep into Fern’s drooling slit explained how.

Fern moaned, unable to compete with the greedy canine above. She panted, she submitted, more than she fought for the precious liquid resource staining their lips.

It was all Lulu’s… but she wanted more.

She glanced back at me while wiggling her tail and her beautiful behind. “Steve. More, please. Please give it to your horny mongrel. Please treat me like your little bitch.”

I growled like an animal. My exhaustion vanished and I leapt up, scrambling behind her. “If that’s what my bride wants.”

“It is. It is!” she panted, cum-stained tongue hanging free. “Do it, Steve. Fill me.” She raised her tail as she shimmied, begging me to fill her.

Her glistening pink ‘puppy’ was too enticing for words… yet my eyes were drawn to that cute little star, still glistening with harpy slobber.

It seemed a waste not to use it…

I grabbed her tail, holding it steady, as I kissed the tip of my saliva-lubed length against her pucker.

Lulu squeaked. “Wait, Steve. That’s my—”

Thrust.

She clung to Fern while filling the room with a high-pitched squeal.

I groaned. Fuck, she was tight. I had to thank Fern for being such an eager ass-eater. It was the only reason I could hold my beautiful canine bride tight and take her on a ride to Nirvana.

Her initial surprise became a string of panting moans which threatened to disturb the whole farm.

“Holy Voida,” Dakota said as she watched on. “Lu always turns into such a slut when Steve’s involve—”

Jezzy splashed Dakota’s lips against her den of drooling nectar. “Like, Kote. Don’t be such a meanie. It’s, like, totally time to return the favor.”

After one sugary-sniff, Dakota began to lick like her life depended on it.

Jezzy opened her mouth to moan… and was quickly fed an engorged nipple.

“Don’t leave me out, sugar. Don’t ignore mommy,” Roxie moaned while holding Jezzy’s head close. “Just like that. Such a greedy girl! You make mommy’s udders feel so good!”

Yep, some of us had definitely forgotten about this Lulu business…

Luckily, I was there to make things right; to pound, thrust, and make Lulu scream.

“Yes!” Lulu howled as she shook back and forth. Her ass thudded against my abs as her breasts swayed, grinding with Fern’s. “I’m such a slut for my man. A naughty little puppy bitch!”

“So good. So good!” Fern squealed as she clung to Lulu, whose hand had yet to leave that soaked harpy pussy alone.

“It is. He is! Steve!” Lulu cried out before sinking her fangs into Fern’s neck in a bid to keep her sanity in check.

Instead, it acted like a trigger that sent Fern hurtling into orbit. The dark-skinned harpy squealed as her body bucked like a bronco, soaking the bed in her pheromone-tinted release.

I didn’t need it—I was already under lust’s spell. My cock pulsed as every little thing about this orgy drove me wild… none more so than the beauty letting me do whatever I pleased to her. “My amazing puppy dog,” I growled as I made her cheeks sting from the force of my thrusts. “My good girl. I’m gonna fill you—gonna mark you. I’m gonna remind you that you’re mine.”

“Yours, Steve. Yours!” Lulu squealed into Fern’s neck. “Do it! Fill me. Mark me. Make me your bitch. Remind me who I belong to.”

Fuck! The things she said when she was horny. I couldn’t get over how deliciously naughty she became at moments like this. How was I supposed to control myself?

I wasn’t—I didn’t.

My release hit like a boxer’s punch. I was too far gone to warn her. Instead, I simply buried myself into her ass as deep as I could, held her steady, and bathed her insides with my liquid ownership.

Her response? To swing her head back. To cry out. To shudder. To squirt. To cum her puppy dog brains out.

Holy fucking shit. How could anyone be so perfect? So naughty? I loved this dog—I loved her so much.

I wasn’t letting her go. Somehow, someway, I would convince her to stay with me. That was a goddamn guarantee.

How long did my orgasm last for? I didn’t have a clue; I’d spent it trapped in a world of blissful white. It wasn’t as if I was in any hurry to leave. Once I calmed, I remained, treating us like true canines knotted together.

Lulu didn’t seem to mind. She used Fern as a pillow as she panted, “Love you, Steve. Love my Steve…”

“And I love my puppy dog,” I said, kissing the back of her head.

Her peridot eyes, burning with love, glanced back as her tail wiggled in my hand.

I growled. Perfect. Could things get better than this?

Something large and soft thudded against me.

“What about me, sweetums?” Roxie moaned as she held me from behind, massaging my back with her leaking udders. “Mommy needs your love too.”

“Me too. Me too!” Fern moaned, unable to muster the strength needed to move Lulu off her. “I want my Steve. Want him lots!”

Before I could say anything, my arms were captured.

Jezzy giggled, nuzzling me into her sweat-soaked cleavage. “Stevie. Like, when’s it gonna be my turn?”

“And don’t ya friggin’ dare forget about me,” Dakota purred as she rubbed into my shoulder. “I ain’t lettin’ ya snooze until you’ve fricked me out cold.”

I grinned as I was engulfed in their warmth. Who the fuck did they think I was? Like I was going to leave so many beautiful women unsatisfied.

For the time being, Lulu had been pacified… now it was time to spread that love to the rest of my precious fake wives.


Chapter 5


Two and a half weeks soon passed by… although it felt closer to a couple of months.

We still hadn’t gotten into contact with any other tribes living in the Darkwood, but it wasn’t all time wasted. Our sanctuary was still improving. Along with a couple of new houses, we’d added a tanner’s place to our growing residential area. Work had also been started on Squibbly’s church. Just the groundwork. It’d take some time to get it up to standard.

Most importantly of all, Lulu was still here, where she belonged.

Not that there was any guarantee that would last.

Sadly, one night of passion… followed by several more, hadn’t managed to win her over. She was still torn on whether to stay on the farm or join the Flameridge family.

That Edward and Victoria had pushed her to make ‘the right choice’ in an additional two meetings hadn’t helped.

I wasn’t looking forward to our next—our fourth in all—due in a few days’ time.

Watching Lulu, working out in the fields, made my heart feel tense. I was almost getting used to her shuffling around like a robot, movements rigid and eyes empty. It made me feel pathetic, not being able to do anything to help her.

Even now, I was just observing her from outside our house while on break.

How long was this going to last? What could I do to win her over? Those thoughts pulsed through my mind, just like they’d been doing ever since this had started.

I was still no closer to finding an answer.

Someone blew into my ear.

I flinched away, returning back to the real world.

A pale harpy, with bright red hair and matching wings, tittered. “Hoi-hoi!”

I breathed out. “It’s just you, Apple.”

“It is! It is,” she said while nodding.

“Looking for Dakota and Fern?”

Her nodding intensified. “Yep-yep! I came to play, but I can’t find them anywhere. Where did they go? Where are they?”

I opened my mouth to tell her I didn’t know when I spotted someone sneaking closer.

Dakota pressed a finger over her lips, signaling for me to keep mum.

I grinned and turned my focus back to Apple. “I do have a pretty good idea.”

“You do?! You do?” she said as she wiggled on the spot.

I nodded. “If I remember right, they should be… over…”

“Here!” Dakota said as she captured Apple from behind.

The mailbird squawked and tried to wrestle free until she realized who’d captured her. Then she squawked some more. “Kota! No fair. That doesn’t count.”

“Nyahaha. A capture is a capture. Ain’t my fault ya let your guard down.”

“I was in on it too!” Fern cheered as she flew from around the house to join in with the fun.

“You traitor! We’re supposed to be a team!” Apple complained while flailing her wings.

“Not a traitor!” Fern huffed while flapping her own. “I was teaching you never to let your guard down. I’m practically a hero. A hero!”

Did Fern even buy that herself?

Their antics got me smiling, at least. “You guys gonna do the usual?”

Fern nodded and threw her wings up. “Yeah! And we’re gonna beat Dakota super good!”

Dakota scoffed while keeping Apple held like a big feathery teddy bear. “In your dreams. I’ll have both of ya caught in a flash.”

Apple wiggled. “Catching me now is cheating! Hurry and let me go!”

They were interrupted by a scoff from the nearby field, courtesy of a sheep who was tending to the crops. “Don’t you think you’re a little old to be playing tag?”

“It ain’t tag!” Dakota snapped back at Marietta.

“I mean you’re chasing two harpies through the forest, trying to catch them,” I added. “Sounds like tag to me.”

“Well… it ain’t! It’s, like, huntin’ and shiz.”

Marietta rolled her eyes. “It’s childish. That’s what it is.”

“Frick off!” Dakota said, releasing Apple so she could give Marietta her full attention. “It’s fun.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern agreed while waving her wings around.

“Like, super fun,” Jezzy commented as she strolled over from where she’d been doing her duties as a dryad.

“You’ve played it?” Marietta said.

Jezzy shook her head, making her flowery locks dance. “Nope! Kote never lets me… but it sure looks like fun.”

Dakota snickered. “No offense, Zelby, but ya ain’t really built for chasin’ or runnin’.”

I couldn’t disagree. Someone who moved at Jezzy’s leisurely pace didn’t strike me as the type suited for such energetic games. And then there was the issue of her poorly supported assets…

Bounce, bounce.

Marietta released another of her overly emphasized sighs. “I, for one, have no interest in taking part in such juvenile past times.”

“No one even asked ya!” Dakota said. “What are ya stickin’ your nose into our business for anyway?”

Apple grinned as she whispered loud enough for all to hear. “I bet she’s just jealous we’re having so much fun without her.”

“T-that’s not it at all!” Marietta squeaked before huffing and swiveling away with her arms folded. “Why would I want to get closer to a group of immature children?”

Fern laughed. “Ha! The joke’s on you. Children are supposed to be immature!”

“How’s that the joke on her?!” Dakota complained, bopping Fern on the shoulder. “Ya just made us sound like kids!”

“Oh.”

I chuckled, my lips curling into a grin. “Maybe we should all play? We could invite Lulu too.” I could see her bright orange head of hair shimmying not too far away.

Jezzy clapped her hands. “Yay!”

Marietta puffed her cheeks out. “Didn’t you hear what I just said?! I’m not interested in making friends. I don’t need friends…”

Her arm was enveloped by Jezzy’s deep green cleavage. “But it sounds so fun. And, like, look! Roxie’s here to play too.”

Sure enough, my gorgeous cow bride was jogging over.

I smiled. “Roxie! Here to play tag?”

Dakota’s face lit up. “The Holy Maiden wants to play?! Ya should’ve said so sooner!”

“P-play?” Roxie replied as her hooved feet slowed to a stop. “I don’t… sorry, y’all, but I ain’t got the foggiest idea what you’re talking about.” Then her silver eyes landed on me. “Sugar, there’s someone here to see you.”

A spike of worry shot through me until I glanced past her and noticed a trio of bees heading my way. The outer two I didn’t recognize, but the woman in the middle was Ayu, Queen Nakazuki’s chief knight.

“Hello, Steve,” Ayu said, both her face and voice giving off that ‘all-business’ feel.

“It’s been a while. I haven’t seen you since…” I’d gotten high on honey and filled her with cum.

I let my voice trail off.

It didn’t stop Marietta from giving Ayu, and her fellow warriors, the stink eyes.

“Did you need something?” I asked. We’d agreed on free movement, but this was the first time the bees had used it.

Nakazuki’s closest confidant of all people.

“In a sense,” Ayu replied.

“Ohhh,” Jezzy said into her fingers. “Like, did you want to have sex with Stevie again?”

“Have what?” Marietta spat as her eyes turned more and more ferocious.

She was a second away from drawing her rapier.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Ayu replied, a little more shrilly than necessary. “I’m here on behalf of Her Highness. It’s been over two weeks. We’re now certain you failed to impregnate her.”

Marietta snorted out a laugh.

I found it less amusing. I rubbed the back of my head and said, “About that…” Then I launched into a quick explanation about how it turned out I was on contraceptives.

Ayu responded with a judging stare.

I raised my hands. “I know what you’re thinking, but I didn’t try to screw you guys.”

“He seemed all too happy to screw them to me,” Jezzy giggled, earning her the next of Marietta’s icy stares.

“I’ve really got no problem impregnating a gorgeous woman like Zuki,” I continued. “This has all been a big misunderstanding.”

Ayu folded her toned arms over her armored chest. “That’s not for me to decide. The final call belongs to Her Highness.” Then she reached back, drawing her spear… a gesture copied by her companions. “You are to come with us, right now.”

“I get it,” I sighed out, “but that’s too short notice.” Leaving at this hour meant I’d need to stay the night at the hive… which I imagined Zuki would approve of. “Couldn’t we—”

“No. We’re leaving, now.”

My wives—Jezzy aside—crowded toward me, as if ready to fight.

I gestured for them not to get involved. “Fine. Just give me a second to prepare.”

Roxie gulped. “But… sweetums!”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, brushing my fingers across her jaw. “Zuki likes me too much to do anything too drastic. I’ll be back home tomorrow.” As long as she didn’t try using this as an excuse to add me to her harem.

On second thought…

I decided to take the risk. Once I’d gotten myself prepped, and told Lulu what was happening, I let the bees lead me away. We ventured into the Darkwood and began a journey which would last until evening.

Which would last for at least five hours.

If they thought I was going to spend it in silence, they were crazy.

“So…” I began, patting my hands on my legs as I thought up subjects to talk about. “How’s stuff been at the hive?”

“Fine,” Ayu replied, keeping her eyes on the path ahead.

“No new demon attacks?”

“None.”

“What about other monsters?”

“The same.”

“Well… what about…”

“Nothing has happened,” Ayu snapped, glaring back at me. “Save the questions.”

I clicked my tongue. Damn, talk about wonderful company. Was this what I was expecting to put up with for this entire trip?

“Don’t be like that,” I appealed at Ayu’s back, eyes following the wiggle of her striped abdomen and the occasional flicker of her translucent wings. “Is this because of the contraceptives?”

One of the warriors muffled a snicker.

“What is it?” I asked.

The bee smiled my way. “I apologize about our captain. She’s feeling a little shy.”

“Jaya!” Ayu snapped at the winged gossip. Then she glanced at me from the corner of her eyes before quickly turning back toward the path ahead.

My lips curled into a grin. “So that’s it. You’re much cuter than you let on.”

“I am not cute!”

“You’re positively adorable, yet you’re somehow also a tough-as-nails ass-kicker.” I whistled. “What a woman. I’d love you to join Zuki and me tonight.”

A jolt raced through Ayu, making her trip over a protruding root. She caught herself before any embarrassing face plant incident, although it didn’t stop her backup from snickering.

They were silenced by a glare… which was quickly turned to me.

“See here!” the red-faced bee said. “We’re taking you to Her Highness on suspicion of betrayal. This is no time for flirting.”

I grinned. “So we can flirt all we want once I’ve cleared my name?”

“T-that’s not what I said! I—” She tensed up, bolt right. Her antennae wiggled like fingers playing an invisible piano.

Her followers soon did the same.

“Is something wrong?” I asked them.

“I sense something unusual,” Ayu said, “from where we just came.”

“The farm?!”

Ayu turned to Jaya. “Up. Give me a status report.”

Jaya saluted and flew straight through the screen of leaves above, into the sky. Her voice was the only one to return, “I see trouble! The sky around the farm is surrounded by unidentifiable hostiles.”

“What?!” I yelled before turning on my heels and sprinting off.

“Wait!” Ayu said as she reached out to me, but I was already gone. Then she swallowed a growl and added, “Follow Steve. Get ready to engage.”

I was happy for all the help I could get as my goose pimples stood on end. What the fuck was happening? Had Blesslan noticed me leaving and launched a sudden attack? Wasn’t this too quick? And what the deal with them being in the sky? Unless it was fairies, fay couldn’t fly.

All was about to be revealed as the commotion I was heading toward grew louder—as the shouts and screams grew nearer.

I threw myself through one last line of plant life and into an area of stumps we’d yet to remove. The blue sky ahead, which should’ve been unobscured, was blotted by dozens of winged figures soaring around like a fleet of fighter planes.

Harpies.

I didn’t need my power to tell; it was like we were under siege from a bunch of wannabe Ferns. Their feather and hair coloring was different, but they shared her dark skin and petite physique… although without the childbearing hips.

What mattered more than their looks was what they were doing: destroying the farm.

Our buildings were under attack. The harpies were raiding each, smashing into those which were unoccupied and trying to rip off the doors, or roofs, of those which were.

“Emerald!” the harpies squawked. “Give us back our emerald!”

It wasn’t just buildings they targeted; those who were outside were also fair game. Cows, bulls, and horses took up arms, trying to fend the winged menaces off.

But there was a problem…

“Crap!” Apollo yelled as he tried to slice through a harpy who flew up, straight out of his range. “How’re we supposed to fight what we can’t hit?”

“We need ranged weapons!” Gregor, one of our resident minotaurs yelled as he was scratched up by the harpies’s hit-and-run attacks.

“We don’t have any!” the silver-haired Sophie said as she tried to use her overwhelming cow strength to her advantage.

It was useless.

“Emerald!” the huge mob of harpies continued. “Where’s our emerald? Where?!”

“We don’t have any emeralds!” Apollo replied as he swung and got nothing but air again.

A harpy soared in, talons aimed at his big brown horse behind.

She squealed as she was blown off course by a magic gale which scattered her and most of the nearby harpies. Those who were lucky enough to be out of range turned their eyes toward me… right before they were attacked by Ayu and her fellow bee warriors.

I’d definitely picked the right allies.

“Bro!” Apollo yelled.

I snapped my palm closed and rushed toward him. “What happened?!”

“I don’t know! They came out of nowhere and started attacking us. Something about an emerald?”

An emerald? We didn’t have anything like that; we had no need for gems. What would we be doing with a harpy’s emerald in the first place?

A pillar of fire rose up into the sky.

I patted Apollo on his flank. “Focus on protecting yourselves and everyone else. I’ll do what I can.” Then I charged off toward the flare.

It could only be one person.

If what was happening in our ‘village’ was bad, what was happening to the farm house was a disaster. It was engulfed by harpies trying to bust their way into the lower floor. The upper had already been conquered, each window a shattered pane versus the glass that’d been there a mere twenty minutes earlier.

Those lower down were in no better condition. What stopped the winged intruders were hastily risen barricades and a hard-working canine turning the sky orange.

Lulu danced around the front of the house, chasing the harpies away with a showcase of her finest fire magic.

Unlike the others, she was having some luck. Several harpies were caught by her attacks, wings set ablaze. They squealed and set off spinning through the air in a bid to put it out.

That didn’t mean Lulu was necessarily winning. There was no doubt this was the harpies’s main target; it was where they’d concentrated their ranks. When Lulu went to chase them off one side of the house, they pounced on the other, and vice versa. At this rate, she was going to exhaust herself.

Unless…

As Lulu turned to deal with the next wave, I blew them away with my strongest blast of wind magic.

Her peridot eyes lit up. “Steve!”

“Lulu!” I replied, glad to see she was acting like her usual self, situation be damned. “Where are the others?”

“Fern and Dakota are still out,” she said before sending another burst of fire at the incoming harpies. “The others are inside.”

That explained why the harpies were struggling to break through the windows or stairway. With Roxie on the other side, it’d take a hundred flying pests to push through. But there was only one of her to go around… and at least six entry points, including the front door.

“You focus on that side,” I said, pointing in the direction Lulu already was. “I’ll handle this.” As soon as I finished, I unleashed a blast of wind which sent the incoming harpies off like leaves in a storm.

It was a nice start, but I needed something more permanent if I was going to finish this. I stuck with the power of wind and fired concentrated arrows at the non-clay pigeons.

The harpies squealed and fluttered away from the incoming projectiles.

I clicked my tongue. Stupid agile harpies. There was only one dark-skinned feathered menace I wanted on this farm, and it sure wasn’t these girls. I kept up the shots, changing to crowd-control-focused blasts whenever they got close.

Most of my wind arrows fizzled out without causing so much as a graze, but a few nicked their targets, making them squeal.

Sorry. You’re one group of demi-beasts I’m not gonna let tug my heartstrings.

I aimed a finger gun up at the harpy-filled sky, lining up my next shot.

“Halt!”

A commanding voice pulsed through the air, causing me to obey. It belonged to an approaching harpy who stood out from the rest. She was a head taller than her allies with scarred skin as dark as Fern’s while her flowing hair and giant wings eclipsed Apple’s for redness. Her hips were on the wide side, the sort which made my harpy mate’s seem slender, while her bare breasts were a small handful, which seemed giant when compared to her kin.

However, what seriously set her apart was her aura.

Her presence, and the way her golden eyes glared at me, reminded me of Chillhammer. Not in strength—nobody could compare to that overpowered geezer—but it still told me this chick wasn’t to be messed with.

“Chief. Chief!” the nearby harpies squawked. “They’re too strong. We can’t get in!”

Did they say ‘Chief’? That warranted a scan.


- - -

Ruby

Species: Harpy Queen

Occupation: Queen of the Central Harpy Tribe

- - -


My mind slowed to a crawl.

What the fuck?!

She was the ruler of the Central Harpy Tribe? Then that had to mean they were all from…

Why the hell was one of the three great remaining harpy tribes attacking us? They weren’t even local to the Darkwood. According to Harpypedia, they lived in the Scorchlan Desert, which wasn’t nearby.

My thoughts were cut off by a stare which felt like a dagger piercing into my chest. The older harpy, Queen Ruby, caught me in her sights. “You… you will pay for this!” Then she swooped down.

I threw up my hand to blast her away.

Too late! She was already on top of me, talons primed.

I changed tactics and went for the tried-and-tested ‘throwing myself out of the way’.

It prevented the worst case scenario but couldn’t stop her claws from scratching up my chest.

Hot pain sizzled through my front. I snarled as I rolled through to my feet then threw a hand over my chest. It was dripping with blood, courtesy of three deep wounds spread diagonally from pec to pec.

Fuck, that hurt. Also, fuck, she was fast. Weren’t bigger enemies supposed to be slower than their little underlings? Did video game logic mean nothing?

Did I have time to think of this crap?

Ruby turned sharply without losing any momentum. She was heading back toward me like a sniper’s bullet.

“Steve!” Lulu yelled as she jumped forward and used her hand like a flamethrower.

The magical fire engulfed Ruby… then dissipated as the queen tucked her wings and spun her body like a drill.

Lulu flinched in surprise… even as Ruby headed straight for her.

I pulled my beautiful bride back while stomping on the floor, summoning up the largest spike of earth possible.

Ruby changed course on a dime, shooting up into the sky. Then she looped, giving herself even more speed for her second approach.

As expected! I released a barrage of stone projectiles, sharpened to a devastating point.

She didn’t care; she kept coming. Those she could swivel around, she did. For those she couldn’t, she simply mitigated the damage while tearing her flesh open.

I didn’t know what was scarier: that she’d willingly let my attacks piece her or had managed to adjust herself at such speed.

I didn’t have time to think about what was scarier: she was on top of me again.

This time, I had the good sense to use a blast of earth to hasten my escape, but still she caught me. A jolt of heat bit my right cheek, courtesy of her talons.

“Steve!” Lulu squealed as blood dripped down my face.

I gestured to her not to approach—not as long as there was a mad harpy queen coming for my life.

Ruby was also coated in streaks of liquid crimson, yet they didn’t do anything to lessen her focused, hateful glare. She crumbled her body like a sprinter on the starting block, preparing for her next attack.

“Chief, Chief, Chief!” a squawking harpy squealed as she raced over.

“What?!” Ruby snapped back.

“It’s… ah! You’re bleeding! Mom, you’re bleeding!”

“I know. Now leave!”

“Okay,” the smaller harpy said as she turned around to do so… before turning back with her wings raised. “Wait, no! I remember! We’ve done it, done it, done it! We’ve got our Emerald back!”

Ruby flinched and turned her full attention to her ‘daughter’. “You’re positive?!”

She nodded. “I saw the whole thing! We’re heading back home now.”

The queen paused. She looked my way—really looked my way. She gave me a look which could kill… before turning back to her underling. “Good work. We’re leaving.” Then she lifted her head and yelled, “Mission successful! Retreat!”

“Retreat!” the harpies replied like a chorus as they stopped whatever they were doing and took flight, off in the direction of Blesslan.

Ruby went to follow, but she still stopped to give me one last disapproving glare.

It was one I gave right back. I just couldn’t follow it up by flapping a mighty pair of red wings and soaring off into the sky.

Lulu stood next to me, mouth hanging open. “T-they’re leaving?”

A buzzing sound filled the area as Ayu raced over, her chitin armor covered in scratches. “They’re getting away! Should we give chase?”

I looked at the escaping flock before shaking my head. “Leave them. Prioritize any injured.” As much as I wanted to make those bastards pay for this, we had to focus on what was most important: protecting those who’d placed their faith in us.

Nobody was dying today. That’s something I had to make a fact, no matter what.


Chapter 6


Marietta held her hands over the nasty gash running down Sophie’s arm. “Invoke power that heals all.” A green glow flowed from her palms, enveloping the injury in a ball of light.

Sophie flinched. “This… you know healing magic, petal?”

My sheep bride smirked. “You’re not the first to have asked me that.” Everyone she’d healed had acted the same way.

This was it; the secret was out.

We couldn’t really afford to keep it hidden with things as bad as they were.

Our ‘soldiers’ had taken a beating. None had got through our battle with the harpies unscathed, although fortunately there weren’t any casualties to speak of.

That had potential to change if we didn’t handle these injuries, ASAP.

Roxie carried over anybody struggling to walk to where Marietta, Lulu, and I were playing magical doctors. We dosed every wound in front of us with a flash of green before sending them off to get bandages of stitches—whichever they required.

All the sewing experience Galeholder’s former bunny servants had was coming in handy.

While the rabbits handled that part, and Jezzy assisted with bandaging, I focused on healing Apollo’s sliced-up back. “How’s that feel?” I asked, easing up on my magic when I’d done all I could.

“I feel like a new man,” the burly centaur snorted. “A man with half his flank missing.”

I grinned. “You’ll live… I hope.”

“Way to inspire confidence, bud!”

I waved his complaints away. “You’re a big muscular guy. I’ve got faith in you.”

He smirked and flexed his biceps. “Damn straight. It’s no wonder the harpies wouldn’t leave me alone.”

“You’re a real chick magnet, alright,” I snickered.

Marietta sighed at a volume designed to get our attention. “How long are you two going to keep up this idiotic drivel?”

“Apologies, my lady,” I said with a mock curtsy. Then I patted Apollo on an unmarked section of his back. “You heard her. Shift. And once you’ve got your stitches, see if you can lend a hand elsewhere.”

Our buildings had taken a similar amount of punishment to our residents. Broken wood was scattered all over the place—and glass, around the farm house. Those who’d come through the raid unscathed were helping to tidy up, but they needed more hands.

“Got it, bud. You too, Marie-baby.” Apollo saluted then clopped off to where the bunnies were waiting nearby.

I lifted my head and looked around. “Who’s next?!”

“How about you, Steve?” Lulu said while in the middle of using her magic on another injured cow. “Don’t you think you should…” Her eyes gestured toward her own chest.

I knew what she was alluding to. Ruby’s handiwork remained prominent across my pecs. The bleeding had stopped, but three fierce red gashes remained… not including the one on my cheek. “I’ll get it done once everyone is sorted,” I said as a bunny with a shredded back sat before me. People like her came first, which was why I put my healing magic back to use.

“But what if it leaves a scar?” Jezzy said while wrapping up Sophie’s arms with a ripped-up dress.

I shrugged. “Then I end up with a cool scar.”

“But scars aren’t cool?”

“They are to dudes. We love scars. They make us look all manly.” I raised my head so I could pick up where my brother from a different species had gone. “Right, Apollo?!”

“You know it, bro!” he shouted back while being tended to by the rabbits. “I’m gonna look like some warrior stud if these guys settle.”

I grinned then looked back at Jezzy. “There you have it.”

She puckered her thick purple lips and tilted her head in thought.

Marietta sighed. “Imbeciles…”

“Come on,” I protested. “Don’t act like I won’t look badass with a scar like this.” My eyes widened when Roxie approached, practically dragging Ayu behind her. “Roxie! Back me up. Won’t a scar like this look good on me?”

“I… admit it does have a certain masculine charm to it,” she said while twiddling with her lock of white hair.

“Thank you very much!” I cheered before turning my shit-eating grin back toward Marietta.

She rolled her sky-blue eyes and looked back at her work. “An imbecile indeed… although I suppose I can see the appeal.”

My grin widened and widened and widened. As expected from a girl with a thing for knights.

Once I’d done all I could for my bunny client, and sent her on her way, it was time to get started on Ayu. I patted my seat, signaling for her to approach.

She huffed, folding her arms. “There’s really no need…”

“Don’t be shy, sugar,” Roxie said, pushing the worker bee toward me. “It’s always better to be safe than sorry.”

Ayu caught the back of the chair, stopping herself from face planting into me. Instead, she found herself staring into my eyes from point-blank range.

Her cheeks reddened.

As quick as a flash, she was sat properly, facing away from me.

I grinned as I got started on the visible cut sitting on her collar, between her neck and her chitin shoulder pad. “Thanks for the help.”

“It was nothing,” she hurried out. “We’re allies.”

“Aren’t I on suspicion of tricking you into that agreement?”

“True… but we’re not heartless. We couldn’t not do anything.”

I grinned. “I knew I liked you.”

Ayu flinched in place.

Jezzy giggled from nearby. “Oooh. Somebody’s blushing.”

“I am not,” Ayu snapped before clearing my throat. “More importantly, what was that about?”

“Beats me,” I replied as I closed her cut as much as my power allowed. “Something about an emerald?”

“But we don’t have any gems?” Jezzy said while tapping her lips. Her hot pink eyes rolled as if scanning across her memories.

“Even if we did, how would they know?” Marietta correctly pointed out. “Where did they even come from?”

“I don’t know of any harpy tribes nearby,” Ayu replied.

“As far as I know, there hasn’t been a harpy tribe in the Darkwood for at least twenty years,” Lulu said as she finished on the latest patient. “The old Western tribe was destroyed decades ago.”

“That matches with what my power says,” I told them. According to Harpypedia, the Western tribe had been destroyed around some eighty years back, shortly after the Huedom became part of The Blesslan Empire. “Not that it matters. They weren’t from the Darkwood.”

“You know where they’re from?!” Marietta exclaimed.

“I think so.” I’d only scanned Ruby, so I couldn’t be sure about every harpy… but it seemed like common sense. “It doesn’t explain the ‘why’ or the ‘how’.” There were two people who might’ve been able to give us some answers. However, Fern and Apple were still missing.

The wild harpies, members of the Northern and Eastern tribes rather than the Central, hadn’t reappeared after leaving with Dakota to play in the Darkwood. It was likely just a case of them having missed this whole fuss and not realizing we were worried sick about them. To make sure, some of our healthier, more agile demi-beasts had set off to find them.

The sooner they came back with answers, the better.

Or so I thought.

“Sweetums!” Roxie yelled in a moment of impeccable timing. She rushed toward us, carrying a pale woman covered in red.

And not just blood.

There was only one person who came who had such large red wings—attackers aside. Beside her sprinted a woman I’d been wanting to see ever since this chaotic situation had started: Dakota. Her cheeks were a burning red which somehow looked white compared to the splotches of blood clinging to her flesh.

My heart pulsed. I jumped from my seat and charged toward them. “What—”

“Friggin’ heal her!” Dakota snapped, gesturing at Apple.

Blood trickled down the harpy’s head, running over her closed eyelids to the tips of her lashes. More dripped from her back, staining Roxie’s arms and dress. Then there was the open wound on her chest, which made mine seem minor.

I jumped straight to healing her while the others rushed over.

“Kote!” Jezzy whined.

“You’re bleeding!” Lulu squealed as she threw up her hands and started a fresh incantation.

“It ain’t mine,” Dakota assured her.

True enough, the blood dirtying her seemed to be stained on. She didn’t have an injury in sight.

“What happened?!” Marietta snapped, her face as pale as a ghost. “And where’s the other one?”

It was something I was all too aware of—there was no sign of Fern.

“I don’t friggin’ know!” Dakota replied. “We were just doin’ our usual thing when a shiz load of harpies came outta nowhere.” She sunk her fang into her bottom lip while squeezing her furred paws into fists. “I tried findin’ them both, but…”

But Apple was the only one she could find.

“I’m goin’ back!” Dakota announced.

“I’m coming too,” I said before snapping my head from side to side. “Lulu, Marie, take over from here.” As much as I liked Apple, Fern was my fake bratty bride. I couldn’t ignore her if she was in trouble.

“W-wait,” Apple groaned, stopping me dead.

“It’s okay, sugar! I’ve got you,” Roxie said as she cradled the bleeding harpy to her chest.

Her eyes remained shut, but her lips continued to move. “Late… too late. Took her. They took her…”

“What?!” Lulu squeaked, throwing her paws over her mouth.

I swallowed a snarl and said, “The harpies took Fern? Is that right?”

If I didn’t know she was trying to answer me, I never would’ve cottoned on that the slight sway of her head was Apple’s attempt at nodding. “Tied her… took her…”

“What… why would they do that?” Marietta said, emotion overwhelming her words.

“Truth,” Apple whispered. “No lie…”

“We know, sugar. We know,” Roxie said while stroking Apple’s head, covering her palm in blood. “You don’t need to say anything more. Rest up, you hear me?” Then she turned her silver eyes to Lulu. “Hurry, pumpkin.”

Lulu nodded and activated her healing spell.

I should’ve joined her, two pairs of healing hands were better than one, but I was too focused on Fern. Once my brain finally processed everything, I was hit by a haymaker of adrenaline. “Those damn bitches!” I growled. “How dare they take my Fern away. They’re not getting away with this!”

“S-Stevie?” Jezzy said as she flinched away from me.

“What are you talking about?” Marietta asked.

“I’m going after them,” I said as I had to physically restrain myself from running off like a lunatic. “I’m getting Fern back!”

Marietta’s mouth fell open as she stared at me.

“Fern told me she was being hunted,” I said, remembering back the night we became a thing. “I said I’d keep her safe. Well, the hunters just showed up, and I completely fucked it.” I shook my head while snarling at myself. “Pathetic. So much for all my big talk. What sort of fake husband am I?” I shook my head faster and faster, this time with a laugh. “Nah, this isn’t over; I’m not standing for this. I’m gonna chase those fuckers down and bring my Fern back.”

She was all mine. How dare those bitches take her from me. They were going to pay for this.

They were going to pay for all of this.

“But… how?” Lulu asked while she kept her hands over Apple, showering her wounds in healing light. “They must be long gone by now. How are you planning on finding them?”

“They’re from the Scorchlan Desert,” I told her. “That’s where they’ll be heading.”

“Are ya sure?!” Dakota said, shaking my arm.

“They were led by the queen of the Central Tribe. That’s a fact.” Her going home made the most sense, although I couldn’t guarantee she wouldn’t take a detour.

It didn’t matter; I couldn’t ignore the only lead I have.

“Aight!” Dakota cheered, pumping herself up. “Let’s get movin’!”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Marietta snapped, her voice shriller than usual. “You can’t just suddenly go to the Scorchlan Desert.”

“She’s right, sugar,” Roxie said as she continued holding Apple in a princess carry. “Don’t you realize how far away it is? It’s well over yonder.”

“We’re talking months,” Marietta added.

“Months?!” I blurted out. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

“Do you really think I'm so heartless as to joke about such a thing?!”

I… of course, I didn’t. Why would she? Sure, Marietta and Fern had the most antagonistic relationship between my fake wives, but I never got the impression Marie hated Fern. Was constantly irritated by her, yes. Hated her? No. Certainly not enough to celebrate her being kidnapped.

“The Scorchlan Desert is a few days south of Origana,” Lulu explained, sweat dripping down her brow as she kept healing Apple. “When I traveled there to attend the academy, it took me at least two months to arrive. The same on the return trip.”

“Two months,” I spat, the words bitter on my tongue.

“And that was back when we could move through Blesslan freely, “Lulu continued. “Seeing how… strained our relationship is”—

Marietta scoffed. “That’s putting it lightly.”

—“there’s no way they’ll let us travel freely. They’ll arrest you the moment you leave the Darkwood!”

“But…” I shook my head. “Then I won’t go through Blesslan. I’ll go around.”

“That’ll take even longer, sugar,” Roxie said. “I’m not an expert on the southern kingdoms, but if you have to travel via that route, I reckon you’d be looking at closer to six months.”

“Six?!”

“I-I’m just guessing,” Roxie replied with a gulp. “I’ve never been that way myself. I don’t wanna become beef for a bunch of savages…”

“How about you, Zelby? Ain’t ya lived down south before?” Dakota asked her dryad pal.

Jezzy tapped her pouted lips. “I think so? I don’t really remember it well.”

“Six months or not, it’ll be no quicker than the two months achieved by going by the fastest route,” Marietta correctly pointed out.

“What about the harpies?” I asked my brides. “How long will it take them to get there?”

They look at each other, hoping someone else would be able to answer.

I swallowed a growl. Yeah, that’s not the sort of information they had any reason to know. If anybody ought to know… it was me. I’d bought a fact file on harpies months ago, after all. Surely the info had to be in there somewhere?

Focusing on the info I wanted opened up a pop-up box—my preferred method of processing this stuff. It whizzed down to a section about a wild harpy’s flight capabilities.

Something, something, something… there!

A section about long-distance flight. Apparently, harpies were capable of covering incredible distances in a short amount of time. It would only take two weeks for a wild harpy to travel from Blesslan’s eastern border to its west.

The west was pretty much us. Scorchlan was near Origana, which I heard was somewhere near the kingdom’s center. Then that meant…

“A week,” I said, unable to believe what was coming out of my mouth. “They can have Fern back in the desert by the week’s end.”

For a moment, none of my brides said a thing.

Dakota grabbed my shoulder and shook me. “That can’t be right! There’s no way that’s true.”

“I don’t know,” Roxie mumbled. “Harpies are faster than a doe in heat. It’s why they get so much work delivering mail.” It was how Apple managed to keep her job doing deliveries around the Huedom despite her many visits here—she was too valuable to be replaced.

Dakota struggled to start speaking as her words outpaced her lips, forcing her to stumble over them constantly. “B-but… like, where’s that leave us? How can they do in a week what’ll take us months? That ain’t fair!”

She was preaching to the choir. That time difference was too damn big. There was no telling what those central psychos would do to Fern if they had her all to themselves for months.

Especially after what they’d done to Apple.

“Dammit!” I said while squeezing my fists so tight it was a surprise my nails weren’t cutting into my palms. “We need to find a way there, now! If it takes two months… if that’s the fastest way there…” It was better than abandoning her.

Much better.

“B-but, sugar,” Roxie whimpered, now holding Apple like a baby with her head on her shoulder, giving Lulu access to her back. “If you leave for two months, or however long it takes… what’ll happen to here?”

Her words hit me like a boxer’s punch. The primary reason Blesslan hadn’t attacked was because I was here—because they didn’t want to anger the man who’d turned the famous Rupert Chillhammer into an ice sculpture.

There was a reason every new resident who arrived asked me about it, complete with whatever exaggerations they’d be fed.

Officially, it was the Obsidian Dragon that kept Blesslan’s troops at bay, but I knew better. If I left, an army would definitely swoop in ‘against orders’. Then they’d be forgiven for doing a spiffing job of putting those dastardly demi-beasts back in their place. Going out for the day, such as to take care of business with the bees, was fine; the soldiers would be too wary of me returning to risk trying anything. If they realized I was gone for the long haul? Invasion time.

I ground my teeth together. “That doesn’t mean we can just abandon Fern.”

“Yeah!” Dakota said. “I mean, it’s Fern! She’s one of us—one of the gang. We can’t ditch her.”

“I don’t want to ditch Ferny either,” Jezzy mumbled through her sulky lips.

Dakota nodded. “There just ain’t no way. If need be, I’ll rescue her myself.”

“Are you crazy?!” Marietta snapped. “Haven’t you seen what those harpies did?! What do you intend to do against them alone?”

“What she said, sugar,” Roxie agreed while brushing Apple’s hair. “Those varmints were more ferocious than a hungry troll in a cage. You wouldn’t stand a chance.”

Dakota clicked her tongue. “Then… I don’t know! Maybe we should just kick Blesslan’s ass and make them let us through?”

“Are you trying to piss me off with your idiotic suggestions?” Marietta asked through gritted teeth.

“At least I’m thinkin’!” Then the feline spun my way. “Come on, Steve. You’ve gotta have some sorta plan. I mean, it’s you. When shiz gets serious, ya always pull through.”

I loved how much faith Dakota had in me, but it was misplaced; I couldn’t think of a stinking thing. Be it how to get there or how to stop Blesslan from attacking the moment I left, I was only drawing blanks.

As I hesitated to answer, Dakota’s ears fell flat against her head. “Ya can’t be serious…”

“I’m thinking,” I assured her with a pained growl. “I’m thinking as hard as I can…”

But I couldn’t think of shit.

Dakota fell silent, joining the others. They all wore the same pained expression I was undoubtedly showing them.

Goddamn it! What the hell are we supposed to do?

“Erm…” Lulu began as she pulled her hands away from Apple, the green shine of healing light vanishing into nothingness. “I have an idea…”

All eyes turned her way.

“Why didn’t ya say so earlier?!” Dakota said as she pounced at Lulu, shaking her shoulders. “Spit it out!”

Lulu whimpered, turning her head away from the eager feline. “The Flameridge estate borders Scorchlan. If… I accept their offer, that’s where they’ll take me. And I’m sure they’ll help me free Fern. The Flameridge family and the Scorchlan harpies are famously enemies of each other… I think. I doubt they’d turn me down.”

Staring eyes turned into speechless gawks.

With what was happening with Fern, I’d all but forgotten about the specter hanging over Lulu. “Isn’t that just the same as trading you for Fern?” I replied, questioning both her and myself.

She bit down on her bottom lips while keeping her eyes away from me.

Dakota gave Lulu another shake. “Don’t be friggin’ dumb! Ya can’t trade yourself!”

“But it might be the only way to rescue Fern,” Lulu whispered.

“Like losing ya would be any better, ya friggin’ mutt moron.”

“D-don’t call me…”

“She’s all too right to call you such a thing,” Marietta snapped. “What is your obsession with trying to abandon us? Do you think that’s what we want? That we’d be happy because it meant getting Fern back in return?”

Lulu gulped. “I… I…”

“We’re not interested in any deal which trades you for Fern,” I told Lulu as firmly as I could.

She whimpered. “But it might be the only way we can save her…”

The only way we could save her without sacrificing the farm.

I wanted to argue, but I couldn’t. Lulu was right, which was a dangerous thing with her mind still unbalanced due to the Flameridge family’s offer. She now had a concrete reason to accept.

Now I had another reason to come up with a solution to this problem as soon as possible. I gritted my teeth and looked around, hoping the answer would come to me.

Come on, power. Isn’t this when you should pipe up with some convenient way for me to save the day?

Nothing appeared.

Come on! Where’s my new ability? Let me teleport. Or turn back time. Or give me another spirit beast which can protect the farm in my stead.

Denied, denied, and denied. No matter how much I begged, my mysterious power didn’t give me a thing.

I growled, wanting to wrap my hands around one of those pop-ups and squeeze the life out of it. That useless—

Ayu cleared her throat, making everyone flinch out of deep thought and turn toward her. “I apologize for interrupting.”

“That’s okay,” I grumbled while rubbing my throbbing temple. “Did you need something?”

“Not quite,” the warrior said, folding her arms. “More a suggestion.”

“You’ve got a plan?!” Dakota said as she scrambled over, stopping a step from tackling Ayu to the floor.

The bee flinched back a step. “I wouldn’t go that far…”

“Whatever it is, it’s got to be better than handing Lulu over to the Flameridges,” I said.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Ayu replied before composing herself with a single breath. Then she locked her eyes, two islands of red within pools of deep black, onto me. “Have you considered asking The Obsidian Dragon for assistance?”

You could’ve heard a pin drop.

“The Obsidian Dragon?!” Dakota squeaked, jolting back.

“I… hang on,” I said, as my hands opened, closed, and fidgeted around, as I didn’t know what to do with them. “He’s real?”

“According to Her Highness,” Ayu said. “She often talks about an encounter the two had many years back.”

Roxie gasped while gently rocking the unconscious Apple in her arms. “She’s met The Obsidian Dragon?”

Ayu nodded, not doubting her queen for a moment.

I could hardly believe it… although there was no reason I shouldn’t have. Everything about this world was ridiculous. How was the king of fantasy any crazier than everything else I’d been through?

That’s all it took for Zuki to get another believer.

“If we had the Obsidian Dragon helping us, Blesslan wouldn’t be able to make a move,” I muttered while rubbing my chin. “No, that’s thinking too small. He’s a freaking dragon. If it takes a harpy a week to reach Scorchlan, imagine what a dragon can do.”

He could probably cruise there in a day.

“S-slow down, Steve,” Lulu said. “You’re acting like the Obsidian Dragon has agreed to help us. Why would he do that?”

“Because he hates Blesslan more than us?”

Lulu tried to counter, but it ended with her biting down on her bottom lip instead. “That… doesn’t guarantee anything.”

“I know, but it’s better than sending you off with the Flameridges.”

She swallowed a whimper.

“You’re serious about this?” Marietta questioned, disbelief written all over her face. “You’re planning on asking a dragon for help? One we can’t even confirm exists? One who might like us just as little as they like the soldiers on the Darkwood’s edge?”

I showed her a wry smile. “He’s let us live here this long.” Assuming he was real, of course.

“Likely because he doesn’t know we exist. Your plan is to change that?”

“I…” I swallowed another grumble. Damn Marietta, talking sense. “It’s still the only plan we have which doesn’t involve throwing something or someone away.” Then I gave my darling sheep my full attention. “I’m going after Fern. That’s decided. I won’t abandon her, just like I wouldn’t abandon you, Lulu, Roxie, Jezzy, or Dakota. I’m going, so if buying into this crap about fantasy dragons is what it takes to protect this place in my absence, give me the whole fucking box set.”

Jezzy tilted her head. “Like, what’s a box set?”

“No clue, but I want one too!” Dakota said as she pounced at me, slapping my back. “I ain’t ditchin’ Fern. If goin’ dragon huntin’s what we need to do to save her, count me in!”

I grinned. It was nice to have at least one ally.

Roxie gulped. “I… don’t know about this.”

“Come on, Holy Maiden!” Dakota said. “It’s Fern! Ya ain’t just gonna sit here and let her get nabbed, are ya?”

“O-of course not. I want her back here just as much as you do, sugar. She’s family, after all. But…” After a moment spent in melancholy, Roxie’s features flinched. She closed her eyes and shook her head. “No, there’s no excuse. She’s family, and family doesn’t abandon each other.”

I noticed Lulu flinching out of the corner of my eye.

Roxie didn’t. She carried on, saying, “I’ve done that once already, and I’m not doing it again.” When her eyes opened again, her usual gentleness had been swapped for a glint of steel which suited her gray irises. “If this is our only option, then y’all have my blessing.”

“Mine too!” Jezzy said as she skipped over and wrapped herself around my arm. “Whatever it takes to bring Ferny back home.”

My smile widened and widened. That was right: Fern’s home. Once, it had been little more than a hiding spot she was using to escape her pursuers. Now it was where she belonged, beside us.

Marietta let out a long, tired sigh. “I should’ve known my words would fall on deaf ears.”

“Sorry,” I replied. “Look on the bright side. You said yourself that my crazy schemes always pay off.”

“Don’t remind me,” she said, rolling my eyes. “Fine. Do what you want. Just promise me everything will be okay.”

I pulled her closer and treated her pink lips to a kiss. “Like I’d let any harm come to a girl as lovely as you.”

Her cheeks soon surpassed her lips in redness before she swiveled away. “It’s not me being harmed I’m worried about…”

Dakota snickered before turning to the last person to give their blessing. “How about it, Lu? You in?”

Lulu toyed with her fingers. “I… don’t know if this is a very good idea.”

“Compared to what you’re suggesting, I’d take risky imaginary dragons every day of the week,” I laughed before offering her hand. “Come on. You’ve suggested your way, now let us show you ours. Let us show you a way which ends with us all together, like things should be.”

She nibbled her bottom lip raw while looking at my hand. For a moment, she was too busy playing with her own to act… before slowly sliding her fingers along my palm.

I beamed, clenching her paw tight. “Then it’s decided! Let’s go find ourselves a dragon!”

Dakota and Jezzy cheered in response.

It wasn’t a sentence I’d expected to say when I’d first woken up in the morning—or, hell, even fifteen minutes earlier—but it was now where my focus was placed. It was time to start Operation Rescue Fern.

First step, recruiting a creature of myth onto our side.


Chapter 7


I wanted to find the Obsidian Dragon as fast as possible, but the hour was late and there were still those who needed our help. Instead, we spent the night preparing to leave and making sure the farm would be fine without us.

For a little while, at least.

Come the crack of dawn, it was time to move. I kissed Marietta and a sleepy Roxie goodbye before sneaking into the Darkwood, hoping to avoid the detection of Blesslan’s spies.

The longer it took them to realize I wasn’t around, the better.

I didn’t go alone. Along with the trio of bees who would be guiding us to our first destination, I was joined by a threesome of my own: Lulu, Dakota, and Jezzy.

The first of those had me particularly over the moon… and not because she was suited to the sort of rapid tempo I was hoping to move at.

Dakota was as well, as long as she properly paced herself. Jezzy not so much, but it was nothing my back couldn’t make up for. I gave her a piggyback as we chased after the bees to a place they knew the way to better than any other.

Hours after setting off, yet quicker than I expected, we stood in a hall rich with the scent of honey, in the presence of the queen who used the word in her title.

“The Obsidian Dragon?” Nakazuki said as she lounged on her throne, having quickly recovered from the shock of us interrupting her extravagant entrance. “Why, yes, I have encountered him in the past.”

“When?” I snapped.

Despite my abruptness, and expected betrayal, she crossed one long black leg over the other while humming to herself. “I do believe it was… five years ago now, darling? Perhaps six? It was before I became the much admired and fabulous Honeycomb Queen I am today—back when I was a mere princess without a hive of her own. One of my rivals handed me to the demons, both in a bid to curry their favor and dispose of me without bloodying her own hands.”

“They took her toward their kingdom,” Ayu said, echoing what she’d told us on the way here. “I gave chase but was unable to keep up.”

“Oh, I came so terribly close to being ripped from the Darkwood and forced into slavery,” Zuki chortled, as if reminiscing about a pleasant memory. “However, as we arrived at the base of the Black Mountains, I was saved by the most unlikely of sources.”

Jezzy gasped. Her wide pink eyes twinkled like a child’s as they listened to a fairy tale. “The Obsidian Dragon?”

The queen bee replied with a laugh. “Not quite, darling. It was the demons themselves. An argument broke out among the group, leading to a rather noisy tussle I can’t say I understood a word of. I can only presume they were so enamored with my beauty, they were fighting over who got ownership of me.” She turned up her chin while running her fingers through one of her pink pigtails, like a model in a shampoo advert.

Dakota folded her arms and grumbled. “Do we really need all these deets? Hurry up and tell us about the dragon!”

“I’m getting there,” Zuki said before sighing. “Honestly, some people simply don’t know how to appreciate a good story.”

“I-it’s not that, Your Highness,” Lulu said while toying with her hands. “It’s just that we’re sort of in a hurry.”

“If you could skip ahead,” I asked.

Zuki sighed once more. “Fine, darling, fine. There was not much longer to go. See, it was this argument which drew the great dragon’s attention. All of a sudden, the demons were frozen in the presence of a giant who stood twice their height. They quivered under the gaze of his piercing red stare, then turned tail and ran when he released a single, knee-weakening roar.” She shuddered as she ran her hands up and down her arms. “I couldn’t believe my luck. Naturally, I tried to thank him, but he wouldn’t hear it! He told me he had no need for my gratitude and to scurry off.” A moan left her lips as her breathing grew faster—hotter. “How extraordinary! Such a manly display. Not a day goes by when I don’t think about it.”

“I… see,” I muttered.

This didn’t feel like the story I’d come to hear.

“Are you certain it was the Obsidian Dragon, Your Highness?” Lulu asked while bowing her head.

“Yeah,” Dakota seconded as she leaned back with her head resting in her paws. “Maybe it was just some big, red-eyed giant?”

Wasn’t that most giants?

“I do admit I couldn’t make out anything other than his eyes and size—it was rather dark at the time, you see,” Zuki explained, “but I am certain it was the Obsidian Dragon! You would understand if you’d been there. Never before, and never since, have I felt such an aura.” She grasped her face as another shudder raced through her. “Oh, what I wouldn’t give to be crushed under the weight of that presence once more.”

This was definitely too much information…

I cleared my throat as if expelling the first responses which came to my mind. “Where exactly did this happen?”

“I’m afraid I cannot tell you the exact location, darling, but it was definitely within the shadow of the Black Mountains, with the demon kingdom on the other side.”

Lulu’s ears fell flat. “But that’s on the other side of the Darkwood.”

“Like, in the exact opposite way Fern’s headin’,” Dakota complained.

“How long would it take to get there?” I asked my demi-beast wives.

“Erm…” Lulu began, nibbling her bottom lip. “Maybe a week?”

I swallowed a sigh. After yesterday’s discussion, I was so done with everything being so far away.

“Whether or not the Obsidian Dragon can still be found in such a place is something I’m afraid I cannot share,” Zuki said. “Not long after that incident is when I left to establish this hive. I’ve not been back that way since.”

“If this is going to take a week, we really need him to be there,” I said through gritted teeth.

Jezzy giggled and coiled herself around my arm. “Like, don’t worry, Stevie. I’ll ask the plants to help us track him down.”

I replied with a grin. Just what I wanted to hear. If the plants knew anything about this dragon, soon Jezzy would as well.

“I wish you luck on your journey, darling,” Zuki said, eyes trained on me. Her lips were curled into a mischievous grin. “When you find my belove… I mean, the Obsidian Dragon, do keep in mind who gave you this information, won’t you? We can call it another debt you owe me after your scandalous behavior from last time.”

“If this information pays off, I’ll give you all the kids you want for as long as you want,” I told her.

“Steve!” Lulu whined.

Zuki gasped and mock swooned. “Oh my.”

“Your Highness,” Ayu said. “Don’t fall for his words after what happened last time.”

“But think of the possibilities!” She moaned to herself while squirming in her seat, wiggling her striped abdomen and matronly hips from side to side. “The chance to get a taste of that delicious cock every day and the virile cum within!” The queen bee licked her lips and turned her hungry gaze back on me. “Hurry and run along, darling. I’m already eagerly awaiting your return.”

Lulu sighed and rolled her eyes, channeling the spirit of Marietta

Jezzy giggled. “You sure are popular, Stevie.”

I grinned. “Let’s hope that extends to the Obsidian Dragon.”

We’d got ourselves a destination to aim for. The next step was to reach it.

It was a classic case of easier said than done.

We walked, and walked, and walked some more. All afternoon we powered ahead, in search of the Black Mountains. However, the forest never receded. As for my pop-up map, it only existed to tease me—to show me how little progress we were making despite our hard work.

Soon enough, the light of day became an orange shine sneaking through the leaves getting ready for their eventual fall.

Lulu craned her head back. She peaked at the sky which was losing its citrusy luster and on the verge of being conquered by a wave of black. “I think it might be best if we call it here for the day.”

“We don’t need to stop yet,” I replied as I carried on forward.

Lulu grabbed my arm, slowing me to a halt. “Steve!”

“Fern’s waiting for us. We can’t afford to keep her waiting.”

Her orange canine ears flattened against her head. “I know that… but it’s been a long day. I’m getting tired. And if I am…” She glanced over her shoulder.

Dakota sounded like her lungs were on fire as she stumbled behind us. Her cheeks burned a vivid shade of red brighter than her eyes, emphasized by the shine of sweat clinging to her flesh. “I… can keep goin’.”

“You’re exhausted!” Lulu said. “Jezzy too.”

“I’m, like, totally fine,” the dryad mumbled as she rested her head on her shoulder and used my back as a mattress. “Like, you don’t need to stop for me…”

Lulu shook her head, wagging her fiery ponytail. “You need your rest—we all do. We’ll be no good to Fern if we overwork ourselves.” Her peridot eyes focused on me for that part. “Besides, it’s about to be dark. We should probably find somewhere to shelter before the demons come out to play.”

We were a full day’s walk from the farm, deeper than I’d ever ventured into the Darkwood. From here on, everywhere would be demon territory.

I clicked my tongue and said, “Yeah… yeah, you’re right. Sorry.”

Another shake of the head and a warm smile followed. “You don’t need to do that. I know your heart’s in the right place.”

“It’s a shame my brain isn’t,” I replied with a grin. “I’ll be counting on you to stop us from doing anything stupid.”

She beamed, a pink shine warming her sun-kissed features. “Then I guess that puts finding shelter onto me?”

“Like, that’s okay,” Jezzy cooed as she used my shoulder as a pillow. With her eyes closed, it looked like she was talking in her sleep. “The plants say there’s somewhere we can stay over… there.” She lazily pointed into the distance.

It wasn’t the most convincing display I’d ever seen, but I’d learned to trust Jezzy and her plant allies.

Sure enough, we soon found ourselves in the hollowed-out remains of a mighty tree which was still anchored to the floor. It had room inside for the four of us with a loose slice of bark acting as a door.

Lulu affixed a security talisman into place, filled with her mana. It was one of numerous provisions she’d brought in a bag shared between her and Dakota. She also had some emergency rations, cups, a needle and thread, rope, fresh clothes, a knife, and whatever else I hadn’t spotted.

“There,” she said, admiring her handiwork. “All secure.”

“We should still keep someone on watch,” I said, knowing demons were more active at night than during the day.

It was warm enough that we wouldn’t need to risk drawing attention to ourselves with a fire, but that didn’t mean we were guaranteed not to be noticed.

“I volunteer myself,” I said.

“Not by yourself, you don’t,” Lulu said as she came and sat down next to me, wiping the dirt from her backside so she didn’t stain her shorts. “How about we split it between us?”

“The three of us,” Dakota grumbled as she leaned back against the tree with her arms folded. She was likely trying to look cool, but it didn’t quite work when her head had to keep twitching upright.

“Me too,” Jezzy cooed while leaning on my arm.

“You rest,” I said, stroking her bubblegum-pink hair.

“But I can help too.”

I followed it up to a kiss on her scalp. “You’ve done plenty. Leave this to us.”

“Okay…”

I smiled. Jezzy could count on me. I’d already let one of my wonderful fake wives down; I wasn’t going to let harm come to another of them.

Unable to settle down, I took the first watch while Lulu, Jezzy, and Dakota huddled together under a blanket pulled from our rucksack of resources.

Damn, we were lucky to have Lulu.

I was determined to repay her by doing the best job of keeping watch possible. The problem was… how? I couldn’t do much more than sit there, looking around to make sure nothing was sneaking in.

Nothing was.

I exhaled. This wasn’t the most fun I’d ever had. I couldn’t even rely on my snoozing mates for company.

Or could I?

“Can’t sleep?” I asked.

Lulu opened her eyes. “You noticed?”

“Just a hunch. You didn’t look quite as graceful as the others.”

Dakota and Jezzy both used Lulu for support. Her lithe shoulders acted as their pillows and her sleeves towels to mop up the saliva dribbling from their gaping mouths.

Lulu giggled as she looked between the pair. “I see.” She fidgeted around, trying to get comfortable. “It’s… I’ve never had to sleep outside before. I guess I’m a little nervous.”

“You don’t need to be. I’m here.”

She beamed. “True. If I can count on anyone to protect me, it’s you.”

I returned the gesture. Even though I’d proved myself incapable the day before, she really meant it—her radiant eyes said as much. They were so innocent and loving. There was no way they would deceive me.

“I’m glad you came along,” I told her.

“I couldn’t let you do this alone. Plus, I want to help Fern too.”

“That’s not quite what I meant.”

Confusion pricked her expression for a mere moment before she was hit by reluctant realization. “Ah…”

Even with a cover in the way, I could tell her hands were in fidget mode.

I tried to smile any awkwardness away. “This was the right move. Just wait and see.”

“I sure hope s—” Lulu snapped her mouth shut and jolted upward. Her furry ear wiggled around like periscopes hunting for an enemy fleet.

“Lu—”

She threw a finger over her lips and whispered. “I hear something.”

Her jolting movement bumped the women draped across her, waking them from their slumber.

“Nyaa?” Dakota groaned as she lifted her head and peeked through a single tired red eye. “Is summat—”

Lulu threw a paw over Dakota’s mouth, then her over other Jezzy’s before she could say anything.

Silence followed.

I sat, holding my breath, while listening out for whatever had gotten Lulu so jumpy. For a good minute, I couldn’t hear anything. Then it happened. Grunts. Footsteps. Talk in a tongue I couldn’t understand.

It was all coming our way.

Tension so thick it could be covered in frosting and called a cake filled our hiding spot. My girls huddled closer together as the sounds grew louder. Both the stomp and skitter of feet drew near, as if heading straight for us.

I squeezed hold of my sword, ready for a fight.

The crackle of harsh voices and unnatural words arrived right on top of us… before drifting onward, getting quieter by the moment.

Minutes later, I could no longer hear a thing.

“Hear anything?” I asked so softly my words didn’t reach my own ears.

Dakota and Lulu shook their heads.

At least, I exhaled. “Well that was tense.”

Lulu released Jezzy and Dakota, throwing her hands over her chest as she let out a breath like a gale. “Agreed.”

“Ya think it was bad for ya?!” Dakota fussed, pushing herself away from Lulu. “I had no idea what the frick was happenin’!”

“Kote,” Jezzy said through her pouty lips, the fright having left her wide awake. “You’re being too loud.”

She snapped her mouth shut.

“How did you two handle sleeping out here for so long?” Lulu asked as her chest rose up and down. “I already want to go back home.”

Dakota shrugged. “Eh, it’s ain’t so bad. Ya get used to it. Havin’ experience sleepin’ outside probs helped as well.”

“And I’ve, like, totally slept in places far scarier than here,” Jezzy giggled. “Forests are so much cozier than the wrong bed.”

“We were a piece of bark away from being found by demons!” Lulu complained before sighing. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to sleep again…”

Dakota snickered. “Listen who’s worryin’ again.”

“Understandably so!”

The feline shrugged her shoulders and leaned back into her hands. “It really ain’t as big of a deal as you’re makin’ it out to be. Me and Zelby slept out here for, like, a week, and no one found us.” She closed her eyes and extended her arms up, stretching them out, followed by her back and her neck. “Ya need to relax. We’ll be fine.” Then she opened her red eyes back up.

Her confidence vanished, replaced by paralyzed fear.

“H-huh?” she mumbled.

Slowly, I followed her lead and looked upward.

Where there had previously been the empty innards of a tree was now a set of hard-shelled intestines, twisted around and staring at us while their many legs clung to the walls.

A monstrous centipede.

The creature hissed and opened its mandibles.

I grabbed Jezzy and threw us out of the way of the lunging centipede, out through the makeshift bark door.

Lulu and Dakota got out on their own, eyes wide with fear.

“What was that thing?!” Lulu squeaked as she scrambled back on her tush.

“The biggest fucking centipede I’d ever seen,” I said as the creature follow us out into the open. It had to be at least thirty meters long, and that was on top of being a good two thick.

“Kill it. Kill it!” Dakota squealed as she kicked her feet, spraying the approaching bug with twigs and specs of dirt.

She didn’t need to tell me twice. I drew my blade, channeled my magic, and—

Lulu pointed past me. “Watch out!”

I heard it moments later. The Darkwood’s undergrowth was ripped apart by three more centipedes hurrying our way.

And they weren’t alone.

Each was ridden by two loincloth-clad green blobs who made Roxie look on the short side. Tusks sprouted from the corners of their mouths, acting like off-colored arrows pointing to their swine-like snouts. In their large, rough hands they held jagged weapons, made more for carving than slicing up in a single hit.

My mind raced. Shit! They were orc—

“Pigs!” Dakota yelled.

I turned toward her. “Pigs?!” Then I swiveled back toward them and scanned the approaching brutes.


- - -

Species: Pig

- - -


My jaw dropped. What… this was this world’s replacement for a pig?! Why were they demons instead of demi-beasts?

And why are they identical to orcs?

I did remember playing games where orcs looked pigesque, but wasn’t this taking things a bit far?

It was tricky to sympathize with monsters preparing to crunch my skull open.

I kept Jezzy tight against my chest as I moved away from the first centipede which raced past us. The second, however, was targeting us. Instead of running, I channeled the will of the earth into my foot and stomped, creating a wall of dirt.

The centipede left a crater in its center but didn’t break through.

All my hardening practice was paying off. The day I’d be able to build a wall around the farm was approaching. First, it was time to continue my training by killing some monsters.

Its mount stunned, the nearest pig lunged forward, trying to bring the blunt-end of its saw down on my scalp.

Jezzy squealed and squeezed hold of my middle.

I pushed mana through my blade and collected a lump of dirt as I swung. As my sword whipped up, I released my connection, sending the hastily-crafted dirt bullet between the orc’s eyes.

Its head exploded like a watermelon.

I grinned. That’s what I was talking about. These pigs were about to realize they’d ambushed the wrong people.

The orcs chasing my mates turned my way when they heard their friend’s head burst. It gave Dakota the chance she needed to jump up and deck one with a swinging kick to the jaw, knocking him to the floor.

The remaining rider turned to follow, not learning his lesson.

Lulu took advantage, unleashing one her trademark blasts of fire.

It was an element demons were naturally resistant to—the pigs and centipedes were no exception—but that didn’t mean they could resist the explosive force. Both remaining rider and mount were toppled and forced into exposing their soft bellies.

Dakota pounced with a knife I hadn’t realized she’d gotten hold of.

I grinned. Now those were some women I was proud to call my fake wives.

A sinister hiss spoiled my moment.

The lone centipede from earlier tried to catch me unawares, but my instincts were too fast and my skills no slower. I unleashed another eruption of earth, this time in the form of a barrage of spikes a porcupine might’ve found arousing.

Each pierced through the bug’s belly, catching it in place.

“Don’t get cocky,” I told it. “Sneaking up on us one thing. Beating us head on?” I twisted around, shooting an earth bullet through an orc approaching me from behind. “Not in your fucking dreams.”

Sometimes, I forgot how overpowered we were…

Less than a minute later, the forest floor was sticky with pools of tar-like blood and the bodies of those it’d come from.

I counted four dead centipedes, along with five pigs.

That left… one.

The orc snarled as it clutched its weapon in one hand and its injured shoulder in the other.

Lulu and I faced it, she with her hands filled with fire while I sent the power of the earth racing through my blade.

Come on, chump. Come die.

The pig looked at us, then at the carnage all around, then back at we who’d made it. Then it turned around and ran.

I growled as I summoned up another earth missile. Like I was going to let that happen—

Dakota jumped from out of nowhere, sinking her knife into the demon’s neck. It and her weight toppled the pig over, where she could finish the job.

When she jumped up with a smile, specks of black slime clung to her features. “Did he really think we’d let him run? Ain’t no one messin’ with the Chillhammer-slayer and his girls and livin’ to tell the tale.”

I shook my head. She was never going to let that title go, was she?

Lulu glanced around, with her ears doing similar with twice the vigor. “I don’t hear any more of them…”

Dakota snickered as she swagged back over. “Course not. We owned them.” She nudged Lulu in the ribs. “See? Nothin’ to worry about.”

“That we ended up in this mess in the first place is worrying enough,” Lulu said as she wiped chunks of orc from herself. “I wanted to sleep, not fight.”

“Don’t think we’ll be doing that for a while.” My heart was racing. It’d take a while for my adrenaline to lessen. Plus we’d need to clean off the stench of dead pig. Only Jezzy had escaped being splashed by the vile mess.

She gawked at us from where I’d left her when our foe’s numbers had dwindled.

“You okay?” I asked her, while wiping the blood from my face, trying to make myself look as pleasant as possible. She was the gentlest of my brides. I didn’t want this to upset—

Jezzy clapped her hands together. “So okay,” she said before giggling. “Ohhh, Stevie. I think that’s, like, the first time I’ve seen you fight. You were so amazing, just like everyone promised.”

I grinned. Never mind then. “It was nothing. They were just a bunch of orc… pigs.”

“Oooh. So modest.”

“Hey!” Dakota said as she pointed at herself. “How about me? I was pretty cool and stuff too, right?”

“Like, totally. You were just the coolest,” she giggled before rewarding ‘Kote’ with a friendly hug. Once she’d got the adorable kitten snorting like an idiot, she pulled back, kept her arms spread, and changed targets. “You too, Luie.”

“There’s really no need,” Lulu insisted while leaning back, but Jezzy wouldn’t be denied. She thumped into a loving hug… which toppled the two of them over the centipede carcass Lulu had unknowingly backed herself against.

The carcass groaned.

Lulu flinched as Jezzy pinned her to the ground. “It’s still alive?!”

“Not for long,” Dakota said as she got her bloodstained knife ready.

I stood back, fine with letting her pad her kill count… before realization hit me. “Wait!” I exclaimed, grabbing Dakota’s shoulder.

“What for?” she complained. “Don’t tell me ya wanna show it mercy or summat?”

Lulu, who was back to her feet, dragged herself and Jezzy away from the injured bug. “Even by your standards, sparing a monster like this is a little…”

“I’m not trying to fuck it,” I protested. “If it was a monster girl centipede with a human upper half, that’d be different. It’d depend on what was going on downstairs. If it’s one of those with the goods up front, bingo. Anything on the undercarriage is where things get sketchy. Of course, that doesn’t rule out blowjobs, depending on the mandible situa—”

“Do we really need to hear this?” Lulu said, her withering look doing Marietta justice.

I cleared my throat. “Back on topic. The orc… pigs were using these as mounts. Why can’t we do the same?” The centipede had a large gash on its stomach, but its legs were fine. There was no reason it couldn’t do the job if we healed its belly adequately.

Realization struck Lulu and Dakota’s faces in unison.

Jezzy giggled. “Wow, Stevie. You’re so smart.”

I grinned. “It’s more you need some level of idiocy to consider stupid plans like this.” Stealing a demon’s mount and using it? Yeah, that took some level of poor logic. “Think we can heal it?” I asked Lulu.

“I… I’ve never tried healing a demon before,” my canine bride replied.

“I say it’s worth a shot.” As did my feet after everything I’d put them through today.

That’s how Lulu and I found ourselves using our healing magic on a monster centipede in the middle of the night.

The damage Dakota had done wasn’t as deep as I first feared, thankfully, and we had the centipede back on its feet in good time.

It made no attempt to escape or attack. Whether that was because it was free from the pig’s influence or because we’d healed it back to health, I didn’t know. What mattered was it seemed to be playing along.

Even mounting its solid back didn’t change matters.

Unsurprisingly, there was more than enough room for me and my wives. Surprisingly, it was more comfortable than I expected. Even though we were sitting on hard shell, it didn’t feel too dissimilar to riding Apollo.

“I wonder if he’d get jealous if he saw this,” I said under my breath.

“What was that?” Lulu asked as she looked at me from behind, squeezing my sides.

“Nothing!”

Jezzy wiggled back against me, snuggling her behind into my lap. “Like, what now? Are we going to go somewhere?”

Sleeping surrounded by fresh corpses didn’t strike me as the best idea. It was time to find ourselves a new hiding spot.

I grabbed the centipede’s reins.  “Erm… mush?”

The centipede hissed before shooting forward.

We squeezed our thighs down as the long-bodied mount took off at a forest-conquering pace we couldn’t have emulated on foot.

I laughed. “Holy shit, this guy’s fast.”

Dakota snickered as she held onto Lulu. “It ain’t stealthy, but it’ll do!”

“At this rate, we’ll be able to make it across the Darkwood much sooner than expected,” Lulu said, raising her voice to try and eclipse the wind racing by.

My thoughts exactly. I opened my map to get a read on which way we had to head. Then I pulled the centipede to comply.

It obeyed without a struggle, weaving around the trees.

As much as Apollo was my bro, this wasn’t something he could’ve managed. It was no wonder the pigs were riding these centipedes; they were the perfect mounts for this environment.

My grin widened. “A week? Fat chance. We’ll be at that dragon before you know it.”

Without anything else to say, we powered onward into the pitch-black depths of the Darkwood.

It was a journey I would’ve liked to have prolonged endlessly, but eventually we found a new place to rest up for the night. Come morning break, we filled ourselves with a quick breakfast before getting back on the road.

The deeper we ventured into the Darkwood, the more beasts and demons began to appear. It was like we’d gone from a normal forest, with the occasional threat, to a paradise for monsters. Kobolds became more common than flowers, pigs occupied every clearing, and every tree seemed to house something with fangs meant for breaking bones in half.

That might’ve caused us some problems… if we hadn’t been riding in style.

Most demons didn’t want to mess with a rampaging centipede charging through the Darkwood like a thirty-foot-long bull. When we came bursting through the undergrowth, they scattered.

Smart move.

Some did try their luck, but most couldn’t keep up with our speedy mount who possessed stamina I couldn’t believe. Going for hours at a time at such a rapid tempo couldn’t be normal, yet here we were.

As for those monsters who did manage to force us into action… well, they quickly learned to regret it. At least, they would’ve if we’d left them alive.

They should’ve known not to stand between a man and his harpy.

Days passed as we swapped between sleep, travel, food, and the occasional slaughter. All the while, I watched my pop-up map as we sliced a straight line through the fog of war covering the Darkwood.

We had to be getting close to the other side. We just had to be.

It had now been four days since we’d left the farm. By my count, today was when we should’ve been having one of our weekly meet ups with Blesslan’s representatives. That meant if they hadn’t realized Lulu and I were absent yet, today would likely be the day.

Today, the chances of Blesslan attacking the farm increased.

I growled at the thought as I stood alone in the forest, taking the opportunity to relieve myself. The desire to save Fern couldn’t hold back the call of nature, after all.

There’s also the chance they’ve attacked already.

But I found that unlikely. If they’d noticed I was missing, they’d still want a few days to figure out what was going on. Everyone was likely safe, for now. How long that would last…

We really needed to find this dragon.

“Really?” Jezzy said from nearby. “Like, you’re sure?”

It sounded like someone was done using the little dryad’s room. Was she talking to the others? Maybe the plants? Knowing her, she’d probably become a centipede whisperer.

It wouldn’t be the most surprising thing that’s happened since I got here.

“Stevie!” Jezzy cheered as she hurried toward me, bringing me back to the real world.

“Crap! Wait… Hold on a second!” I quickly finished things off before she arrived, not wanting to awake any fresh fetishes in the kooky girl.

She didn’t notice or care as she skipped over and threw herself into my back, thudding her abundant breasts against me. “Hey, Stevie. Like, guess what?”

“What?” I replied. It could be anything with her.

“I found him,” she sang.

Found who… Then it struck me. I spun around, grabbed her shoulders, and stared into her eyes. “The Obsidian Dragon?!”

Jezzy smiled from ear to ear while nodding. “Mmhm! Like, I was talking to the trees, and they said they’ve seen him nearby.”

“S-seriously?”

“Yep! And, like, they even said they’d try and guide us to him. How nice is that?”

“That’s…” I didn’t know what else to say. Instead, I pulled her closer and gave her the biggest kiss I could. “You star! I knew bringing you along was the right move.”

She giggled while shimmying in my hands. “Aww, Steve. Thanksies.”

“No, thank you. I really don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Her beaming smile only widened and widened.

Mine followed like a mirror before I said, “Lead the way. Let’s find ourselves a dragon.”

After we’d told Lulu and Dakota the good news, we carried onward on foot so Jezzy could probably communicate with her ‘friends’.

I played bodyguard, ready to strike down any monster hoping to take advantage now we were moving at a steady walk. However, I needn’t have bothered; nothing attacked.

More than that: nothing even showed their face.

“Is it just me or has it gone as quiet as shiz around here?” Dakota said as her red eyes glanced all around.

Lulu nodded. “It’s… strange. You’d think it would be crawling here, with how close we are to the demon kingdom. Look.” She pointed ahead, through the line of fall-touched trees.

Huge dark mounds rose in the distance.

“The Black Mountains,” I said. The place we’d been aiming for since we’d left the hive. We were close… and only getting nearer thanks to Jezzy.

By the time she brought us to a complete stop, we were standing firmly in the range’s shadow.

Dakota whistled. “Frick me, they’re tall.”

“They’re called ‘mountains’ for a reason,” I joked before glancing at Jezzy. “What do the plants say?”

We’d stopped in something of a barren area at a mountain’s feet, so Jezzy had to wander back to the forest’s edge to find out. “This is definitely the place. He doesn’t come out often, but all the trees have seen him.”

“Where exactly?”

Lulu craned her neck. “Don’t tell me we need to go…”

The Black Mountains, so dark they looked like they were made from coal, stared back.

Jezzy giggled and clapped her hands. “Sorry.”

“It’ll be fine,” I said as I gave our centipede a pat. “You ready for one last ride?”

It clicked its mandibles.

I grinned. That was my boy.

How have I gotten attached to a monster in a few days?

Dakota hopped onto his back and gave him a firm patting of her own. “Alright, Pette! We’ll be countin’ on ya!”

It appeared I wasn’t the only one…

‘Pette’ more than justified our faith by making what could’ve been a painful trek a leisurely experience. We hung on while he climbed as if it were the simplest thing in the world.

Dakota cheered. “Way to go, Pette!”

Lulu looked back and shushed her. “Remember where we are. This is the Obsidian Dragon’s home.” Her peridot eyes darted around, expecting the worst.

My own were in search of the entrance.

How were we going to find… I presumed a cave, on a mountain as dark as this? It was like looking for a hay-colored needle.

Was this even the right mountain?

Before I could start questioning the trees—seriously, how did they see without eyes?—Lulu flinched and dug her elbows into my ribs. “What was that?!”

“What was what?” I asked.

“I heard something,” she whimpered while swinging both her head and ears around.

“Same here,” Dakota said.

“Can you tell where it’s coming from?” I asked them.

“Do we have to?” Lulu whined.

Dakota snickered. “Don’t be such a baby.”

“Sorry that I don’t want to be eaten by a dragon!”

I leaned back and stroked her mop of orange hair. “Relax. We’ve got this.”

Her ears dipped down low. “You can’t possibly know that. There’s no way you can know that.”

I shrugged. “We came all this way. I’m not turning back now.” No matter what, I was meeting this dragon.

What happened after that…

Dakota and Lulu guided me after the sound we were hearing, to a small cave we could just about pass through, one at a time.

We left Pette outside and slipped in, with me taking the lead.

Sure enough, once inside, I could hear it. Breaths and low throaty growls echoed through the tight, pitch-black tunnels, definitely belonging to a… thing.

A big thing.

Lulu squeezed my arm as her trembling knees knocked together.

I pulled her close, stroked her head, and mouthed to her that things were going to be fine, even though I was just stating what I hoped.

It was still enough to make her gingerly trudge alongside me.

Jezzy and Dakota pushed against my back as we ventured toward the sound that was like a mixture between someone snorting and a motorbike’s engine being revved. As it grew louder,  the temperature rose and a scent that burned the nostrils increased in unison.

It was sort of familiar, yet I couldn’t place it. Being within touching distance of a dragon made it hard to think straight. What sort would it be? Zuki said he was big with piercing red eyes. How big? Were we talking twenty feet? Thirty? With massive wings? And what about his scales? Red all over? Maybe green? Or black.

Yeah, black. It was the Obsidian Dragon, after all.

Either way, surely he had to breathe fire? All good dragons breathed fire.

As long as he didn’t use it on us…

The scent, the heat, and the sounds especially all increased in intensity. The growling breaths were no longer echoing their way to us; they were now flowing in from the source.

We came to a halt before we reached the tunnel’s end. Silently, we’d all agreed that the Obsidian Dragon was just beyond.

“What do we do?” Lulu mouthed while shaking so hard it was like she’d developed a vibrate function.

“We can’t turn back,” I replied, just as quiet.

“But…”

“What are ya? Chicken?” Dakota teased while squeezing my arm so hard it felt like she was trying to put me in a submission lock.

“If you’re so brave, why don’t you go first?” Lulu silently snapped.

Dakota’s face went pale. She turned to me. “Ya should do it. I mean… I wouldn’t wanna make a bad first impression or anythin’.”

I exhaled. I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

“If anything goes wrong, get out of here as fast as possible,” I warned them as I freed myself from their arms. It was followed by a deep breath, then another, and another.

Time to do this.

Still, I hesitated. I was about to jump out at a dragon—the apex of fantasy. This was a creature which made Chillhammer quake in his boots.

If this went badly…

A high-pitched cry raced through the mountain.

My adrenaline levels skyrocketed. That hadn’t come from my wives; it’d been from the dragon’s lair.

Someone was in trouble!

My doubts vanished. I drew my sword, raced around the corner, and jumped an inch or two down into the mountain’s hollow central chamber. Whoever was in danger, be it dragon or prey, I was going to help them.

At least, that’d been the plan.

The moment my magically enhanced eyes saw what was happening, my sword arm fell to my side and my jaw plummeted toward the ground.

W-what…?

Lounging surrounded by piles of gems and gold coins on all sides was undoubtedly the one Nakazuki had sent us here to find. What other creature grew to a mighty fifteen feet tall and possessed huge black claws which could squish a man like a grape? What other monster had a tail fatter than a pig and wings that rivaled a jumbo jet? This was the Obsidian Dragon—it had to be the Obsidian Dragon. But…

They threw their head back and roared again while sinking that scaled tail between their legs.

“Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!” the Obsidian Dragon grunted through their white fangs while grinding one hand between their legs and another onto their chest.

I watched, speechless. There was no fucking way… but somehow it made complete sense. How hadn’t I thought of it earlier? The Obsidian Dragon wasn’t some giant scaled mound. They were…

“C-cumming!” the mighty beast snarled while bucking their hips into the air, against the claws teasing that clit to satisfaction.

Droplets of pheromone-laced feminine lust splashed around me, only avoiding me through some sort of miracle. I was in no place to dodge; my mind and body were both frozen as I drank in the truth.

The Obsidian Dragon was a demi-beast—a female demi-beast.

And I’d just walked in on her climaxing her brains out.


Chapter 8


Thud.

As her orgasm came to its end, the Obsidian Dragon’s hips crashed to the floor, shaking the entire room and the mountain around it. She lay on her back, gasping for musk-filled air, as sweat made her dark flesh glisten.

Now I recognized that strong scent…

I let it fill my lungs as I remained like a statue. It went without saying that I’d never seen a dragon orgasm before. I didn’t imagine anyone on earth had. If many had in this world, it’d be a surprise.

If any had, the same.

But I had. I’d witnessed the entire thing. I’d seen every single shudder and thrust as she rode her black, lizardesque tail over the line. I’d heard her cry in bliss, as well as the splash of her release spraying all over the floor.

It was a hypnotic scene I couldn’t remove my eyes from.

The Obsidian Dragon was a female demi-beast. It was sound logic when compared to this world’s usual style, yet I was speechless. It was hard not to be when in the presence of a literal giant.

A beautiful giant.

She was fifteen feet of toned muscle and feminine curves rolled into one. Her stomach was flat with abs so defined they looked like stepping stones, size included. They complemented hips which flared out to support her powerful thighs, as well as firm breasts which looked huge on a woman of her shape.

Compared to my head, it was like two watermelons versus an apple.

Thick black scales, ending in claymore claws, defined her lower limbs. It was like she was wearing demonic gauntlets and greaves, matching her obsidian horns and the cape she called wings. As for her face, there was nothing demonic to be seen, besides her fangs. She looked like an ebony goddess with plump brown lips and a frizzy black crown of hair which stretched as far as her wide shoulders.

It almost acted like a pillow for her to relax on as she refilled her lungs and pulled her saturated tail free of her glistening pussy.

At last it dawned on me that this was something I probably wasn’t supposed to see. It was time to get out of here before she noticed me. As quietly as I could, I stepped back.

And clipped a stack of gold coins with my heel.

The tower toppled, spilling all over the cave floor with a clatter.

She jolted up and turned her blood red eyes toward the source of the commotion.

What she found was this idiot frozen in place.

For a moment, all we did was exchange stares… until her surprised expression became a blood-freezing scowl.

That was my cue to—

“Run!” I yelled as I jumped back up the step and sprinted back into the tunnel as fast as my legs would carry me.

“Steve?!” Lulu squeaked as I raced past.

“There’s no time to explain!” I yelled back. “She’s—”

The Obsidian Dragon roared as she smashed her way through the opening and came after me on all fours, like a beast.

“Crap!” I squealed as I did my best to retrace my steps, and retrace them fast.

The tunnel was tight around her, but she was gaining quickly.

I flooded mana into my sword and willed the ground to explode behind me, throwing up a stone wall.

She smashed through it like a truck through a piece of paper.

I should’ve known. She was the legendary Obsidian Dragon. Like a makeshift wall was going to stop her.

Anger her? Definitely.

Her pursuit slowed… as her cheeks puffed up. Moments later, flames as dark as her scales were on my heels.

There was my question about if she could breathe fire answered.

Before I was turned into an overcooked version of myself, I pushed my earth magic into my feet and threw myself to the side, down an even tighter passage I prayed led to the surface.

That I prayed she couldn’t fit through.

After using more magic to block the path behind me, and stop another rush of fire from trying to turn me to ash, I rushed onward until I emerged under the evening sky.

It wasn’t the same cave we’d entered through, but Pette was nearby.

I skidded down the ink-colored mountain and jumped onto his back. “Hurry, before she—”

From the mountain’s summit, Godzilla emerged with a cloud-parting roar.

“Go!” I ordered, kicking Pette into gear, aiming for the forest at the mountain’s base. Hiding within seemed my only shot of getting out of this alive.

I hope my girls are doing fine without me.

They couldn’t have asked for a better distraction. With the dragon after me, they had all the time in the world to make their escape. I had until those piercing red eyes found their man.

So far, so good. Pette was going as fast as he could; the forest was getting closer and closer. All we needed was another minute, then I could use it as cov—

A flamethrower sprayed from the mountain’s peak across the woodland ahead in an arc. It spread from mountain’s base to mountain’s base, engulfing the whole thing in jet-black fire.

Pette reared up, and I didn’t blame him. Our escape route was gone. A wall of devastation stood in our way.

What happened to the Darkwood being fireproof?!

I growled through my teeth. No, this wasn’t over; I knew water magic. There was no reason I couldn’t clear a—

“You!” boomed a voice which took five years off my life.

Against all better judgment, I couldn’t help looking.

What I saw was an obsidian airplane trying to use my face as a runway.

I did everything I could to pull myself and Pette out of the way. It was enough to stop the two of us from being crushed, but not the mountain. It exploded, throwing my mount and I through the air and to the dirt floor below.

A surge of pain shot through my spine as I landed on my back. I retched. Damn, that hurt. Why didn’t I use my hardening magic to cushion the impact? This was the kind of reason I’d trained it up.

A shadow approached me.

Crap!

I made up for my previous mistake and turned my skin as hard as steel itself.

A moment later, the Obsidian Dragon landed on top of me, slamming a clawed foot on my chest.

Even with my mana working overdrive, it felt like I’d been crushed beneath a wrecking ball. That my organs hadn’t been turned to mush was a credit to the many long hours I’d spent making myself an adequate wizard.

“At last, I’ve got you, worm,” the dark-skinned giant growled as red eyes stared at me like two blazing suns in the sky.

I winced as I kept my concentration, knowing nothing good would happen of easing up on my spell.

If I stopped channeling my energy for a moment… splat!

“Magic, is it?” she said, smoke billowing from her lips. She ground the sole of her foot against me.

I gagged.

Shit! At this rate, it didn’t matter how much mana I was using on this spell—she was going to snap me like a twig.

“You resist well, thief, but you will suffer for trying to take what’s mine.”

“Hey!” Dakota yelled while scrambling down the mountain. “Get your stupid friggin’ claws off my man!”

The Obsidian Dragon turned her way with a snarl.

The feline, who’d been so full of fight, flinched back.

Lulu jumped between the pair while waving her arms. “P-please ignore her, Miss Obsidian Dragon. This has all been a terrible misunderstanding. We didn’t mean to cause you any trouble. Mercy, please!”

“Thieves get no mercy from me,” the mighty dragon growled back, their heights rather similar due to how high my wives were perched.

“We’re not thieves!” Lulu appealed.

“Like, it’s the truth,” Jezzy said as she peeked from behind Lulu’s back. “We didn’t come here to steal anything.”

“That’s right!” I gagged out as my ribs creaked. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry for walking in on you.”

The huge dragon scoffed. “You think that bothered me? I am the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira! I feel no shame about being seen fulfilling my desires. What I loathe are opportunistic worms trying to take what doesn’t belong to them.” She pressed down harder.

The ground cracked around me as the strain of my mana grew greater and greater. It was only a matter of time until I could no longer resist.

“Stop it! Please!” Dakota whined.

“We’re not thieves. I swear!” Lulu squealed before dropping to her knees. “Please, listen to us! You’ve got it all wrong. We didn’t come here to steal from you; we came to ask for your aid.”

“Hmm?” the curious dragon grunted.

“We come from Darkwood Farm, on the other side of the Darkwood,” Lulu explained. “Just the other day, a good friend of ours was kidnapped. We want to save her, but Blesslan’s soldiers are waiting on our border. If we leave to go after her, there’s no doubt they’ll attack and enslave everyone who lives there.”

The Obsidian Dragon watched in silence.

Lulu gulped. “T-that’s why we came to ask for your help. All of Blesslan is scared of you, but most don’t think you actually exist. If you… just showed your face and warned them, it’d be a big help.”

“A huge help!” Jezzy seconded as she knelt next to Lulu.

“We’d be able to go after Fern without puttin’ anyone in danger or anythin’,” Dakota said before she too dropped and begged. “Please help us. You’ve just gotta. You’re, like, the only one we can count on.”

“Please!” Lulu said as she lowered her head to the floor.

The Obsidian Dragon continued to stare… before finally scoffing. “I see. You were unable to handle your own problems so you’ve come begging for me to fix them. How pathetic.”

Lulu swallowed a whimper. “W-we’re… we’re not…”

“So what?” I groaned.

“Hmm?” Those big red dragon eyes wandered back to me—back to where I was struggling to survive.

“I don’t care if it’s pathetic,” I growled while trying to push her foot off my chest. “I love the farm, and I love Fern. They both mean so much to me. I’ll do anything to keep them both safe, even if it means coming all this way and putting my life on the line trying to win you over.”

She smirked, flashing her fangs. “Was that why you brought a sword, worm? Were you planning on challenging me, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon?”

“Sort of,” I confessed, not knowing where my sword had ended up. “I thought someone was in trouble when I heard you scream.”

“And you aimed to rescue them from my clutches?”

“Or rescue you. I thought you might’ve been under attack.”

Her eyes flared, changing her domineering expression back to that one of confusion from when she’d first spotted me. It lasted but a moment before she burst out laughing. “You dare think that I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, would ever need saving?”

“This was before I realized just how great and powerful you were,” I replied. “If I’d known, I wouldn’t have worried about a thing.” Even if all the demons of the Darkwood came together to attack her, I saw her coming out on top.

After giving me a long judging stare, she shifted her foot forward, hooking two claws over my shoulders. Then she squeezed down, pinching me around the neck.

I tried to pull them apart, but it was like trying to push over a skyscraper.

She picked me up off the floor, out of the crater of her own making… before launching me at the mountain.

A quick shift of my arms was the only reason I didn’t crash into its slope head first. Combined with my hardening magic, they absorbed the impact, leaving me in excruciating pain over death.

“Steve!” my brides screamed from above.

“I’m okay!” I croaked back as I took the chance to inflate my lungs back up.

The Obsidian Dragon snorted through her nostrils. “Consider yourself lucky, worm. Not many can boast they have been shown mercy by the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira.”

“T-thank you, Miss Noira,” I coughed out while emerging from yet another dragon-made crater.

“Ali Noira!” she roared. “Do not shorten my name without permission, worm.”

“Miss Ali Noira,” I hastily corrected while lowering my head.

I was never one for groveling, but I could make an exception for a fifteen-foot-tall dragon with a short temper.

“Thank you, Miss Ali Noira,” Lulu seconded while bobbing her head up and down. “Thank you.”

She inhaled through her nostrils. “I do not need your thanks. Now leave before you overstay your welcome.”

“L-leave?!” Lulu squeaked. “But… what about the farm?”

“Yeah!” Dakota said. “We need ya!”

“Why should I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, care what you want?” she snarled like a hellhound.

Dakota’s soul left her body.

“It’s not just about us,” I said while looking up at the scaled titan. “We know you don’t want Blesslan’s soldiers here either.”

“And?” she asked while standing straight, making no effort to come down to my level. “If they’re only coming here because of you, why should I take your side? Why should I not remove you instead?”

A collective whimper came from Lulu and Dakota, who hugged each other tight, with Jezzy sandwiched in the middle.

“This is the only place everyone can be safe!” I replied. “Most of the farm are escaped slaves; they’ll be forced back into it if taken back to Blesslan. As for everyone else… they’ll likely be put into it as punishment.” As for me? Only one thing made sense.

Death.

Ali Noira scoffed. “The fate of those too weak to protect themselves doesn’t concern me. I want to know how I benefit from allowing your group to stay. What do I get for sheltering Blesslan’s enemies in my territory?”

I struggled to answer. Benefit? Doing the right thing should’ve been reward enough. That’s what motivated me. Any other perks came second. Could I be surprised that a dragon didn’t think so? Especially one whose den looked like a castle’s treasury?

Damn greedy stereotypes…

I cleared my throat, less for its actual purpose as more as an action to delay the start of a sentence I was nervous of speaking. “We don’t have much; we’re just a small village. If there’s anything we can offer, it would probably be milk or vegetable—”

“Milk and vegetables?!” Ali Noira snapped. “You think I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira, will be won over by meager helpings of milk and vegetables?!”

I flinched back. “I was just spitballing. Ways you benefit from having us here. There’s… erm…” My eyes wandered around, looking for some inspiration.

To my back, there was hard black rock. Ahead, there was a wall of trees being disintegrated by midnight flames.

Not quite what I was looking for.

Beyond the orange sky, filled with smoke, the only other thing I could see was Ali Noira herself.

She was pretty hard to miss.

My eyes traveled up and down her powerful body—across her dark flesh, toned with muscle. Either because she’d been in a hurry or it was just how she rolled, not a lick of clothing obscured her figure. Her dark nipples stood to attention, unashamed to be bared to the autumn sky. Then there was her hairless slit which still glistened from her earlier exploits. The same went for her powerful inner thighs.

As I soaked in the sight of the naked dragoness, an idea arose in my mind… one I knew was idiotic even by my low standards.

Again, I cleared my throat. “I guess I could offer you some… company?”

All sound drained from the area. Even the crackle of burning woodland seemed to vanish into nothingness.

“Company?” Ali Noira said while folding her powerful arms across her bosom. “Are you trying to accuse me, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira, of being lonely?!”

I waved my hands. “That’s not what I meant. I was just thinking… it’s a shame a woman as beautiful as you has to take care of her own needs.”

A groan rolled down the mountain.

“Oh Sheepz,” Lulu mumbled as she buried her head into her paws.

“Is he, like, legit doin’ what I think he’s doin’?” Dakota asked her.

“Have you got a better idea?!” I yelled up at them.

They didn’t reply.

“What are you talking about?” Ali Noira said as she looked between us. “Explain!”

I gulped. Was she really going to make me get specific? A chick who could squash me like a zit if I said something she didn’t like? I opened my mouth as I weighed up how to explain.

Jezzy clapped her hands together. “Like, I think Stevie’s asking if you want to have sex with him.”

The blood drained from my face. Did she have to be so blunt?

“What!” Ali Noira roared before trampling me with a gaze as crushing as her feet. “Is this true, worm?!”

I put up my hands. “It was just a thought. I’ve heard I’m pretty good in the bedroom. Maybe not good enough to satisfy a woman of your size and power, but… hey, you never know? It could be fun. It would definitely be a change of pace from doing it with your tail… Not that I’m suggesting you can’t get action on your own. I’m sure a woman as breathtaking as you is beating off admirers daily.”

What the fuck was I even rambling about?

I sent a message to my inner core, telling it to get ready to send me some fresh mana for when Ali Noira inevitably tried to crush me again. However, her foot didn’t come. Instead, she gave me a long curious look.

“You’re serious,” she said in the softest voice I’d heard from her yet. “You’re propositioning me.”

“Not because I want to have sex with you!” I insisted before realizing my mistake. “And that’s not me saying I don’t want to have sex with you. Of course, I do. What guy wouldn’t? It’s just… well…” Shit, how did I explain it in a way that wouldn’t get me turned into an insole?

I was interrupted by a muffle snort.

The source was Ali Noira. That one snort became two, followed quickly by a third. Then it transformed into bellowing laughter.

All I could do was gawk.

“A human, trying to seduce me,” she guffawed with such force it blew away the smoke drifting in from the Darkwood. “Now I’ve heard it all. To think the day would come when a human would try to get me, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, into bed.”

I flashed a wry grin. “What can I say? I’m not like most guys.”

“It’s true,” Jezzy giggled. “Stevie’s like no other human I’ve ever met. He’s the bestest husband a dryad could ask for.”

“Husband?” Ali Noira snorted. “You’re married to this worm?”

“Like, not officially, but we’re totally a legit couple.” Jezzy scooped her arms around Dakota and Lulu, dragging them closer. “We all are.”

My demi-beast brides looked away from the powerful dragon.

“You two are married to this worm too?” Ali Noira question.

Lulu gulped. “S-something like that.”

“I mean, like, we ain’t had a ceremony or anythin’,” Dakota mumbled, “but Steve totally treats us that way.”

“We, like, sleep together every night,” Jezzy said, not a lick of tension in her voice. “After we’ve had our sexy time, of course. Stevie’s just the best at it. Like, nobody makes me cum quite as hard as he does.”

Ali Noira turned her red eyes from my brides to me.

I grinned. “Told you I’m supposed to be good…”

“More than good. You’re, like, totally amazing,” Jezzy replied. “Just thinking about all the fun we’ve had together is making me all totally gooey.” She shimmied from side to side while crawling her fingers down her front, to the leaf between her thighs.

Lulu grabbed her arm and whispered. “C-control yourself.”

She pouted her thick purple lips. “But, like, we haven’t gotten to have fun with Stevie in days. I miss him.”

The feeling was mutual.

Ali Noira watched their exchange in silence before turning back to me. “So you think you have what it takes to please I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, do you, worm?”

“I can certainly give it a go,” I replied.

“You’re considering it?!” Lulu squealed.

Dakota gasped, expectant red eyes widening. “Does that mean you’re gonna help us?”

“I never said anything of the sort,” Ali Noira snapped, taking away another of my kitten’s lives. “I won’t commit to anything until I see what this worm can do.”

“I’m just happy you’re giving me a chance,” I said while wondering if I should pinch myself. Was I about to sleep with the Obsidian Dragon?!

“Good answer, worm,” she at least squatted down, so she could stare straight into my eyes. “If you do a good job, I may consider your request. If not… You don’t want to displease me.”

That one line made the memory of Chillhammer’s aura seem insignificant. I shook away the chill which raced down my spine and said, “Deal!”

She smirked… before snatching me by the collar. “Come, worm.” She unfolded her black wings which stretched out further than her arm span. Then, with a single flap so strong it blew away the flames eating away at the Darkwood, the two of us shot into the sky.


Chapter 9


Flying. I was flying.

My heart tightened in my chest as I soared up at the speed of a fighter jet, courtesy of the gorgeous black dragon casually keeping hold of me.

Couldn’t she clutch me a little tighter? I felt like an action figure dangling from a child’s hand.

A fall from here, from up in the clouds, and I was a goner.

Ali Noira didn’t care for my plight. She cut through the sky in a loop, circling around the mountain she called her home, until we arrived at the summit.

Rather than a pointed tip, there was a large opening, suggesting this used to be a volcano.

Of course, it was just as likely something Ali Noira had done herself.

She raced inside, down into the mountain’s depths, before canceling all her momentum with one stretch of her wings.

It was something I wish she’d told me she could do beforehand.

Finally, Ali Noira touched down in the middle of her gold-stuffed chamber, then let go of me.

I fell straight on my face. Ordinarily, it was a drop my legs should’ve been enough to handle, but it turned out they’d transformed into jelly sometime during Ali Noira’s aerial routine.

As I was picking myself up, I was floored by a shock wave which surged around the room. The cause was Ali Noira, who flopped onto her back, shoulders resting against the cave wall. She spread her thick black legs, showing off her glistening mound.

“Get to work, worm,” she demanded.

I swallowed a choice comment about that not being my name and instead bowed my head. “Right away, Miss Ali Noira.” It was that or start an argument with the woman whose thighs were wider than my torso.

If she slammed them shut, that’d be it for me.

Still I ventured between them and up to the burning furnace of lust which awaited my attention.

Holy fuck, her pussy was huge. It was bigger than my head. I couldn’t help being entranced. Her scent wasn’t helping. It was only natural that a powerful woman had powerful pheromones. The whole room was stained with them, which was still nothing compared to the alluring fragrance beckoning me closer.

“What is taking so long, worm?!” Ali Noira snarled, slapping her tail against the ground.

“Sorry,” I said once I’d jumped out of my skin. “I was transfixed by your beauty.”

She snorted. “Save the talking for if you manage to prove yourself. I won’t be won over easily.”

That didn’t surprise me. I was going to have to pull out all the stops to get through this alive, which would’ve been easier if I wasn’t dealing with a woman thrice the size of any I’d dealt with before.

What was I supposed to do with a pussy which could swallow me whole?

The only way to know for certain was to try something out. I stroked my hands over Ali Noira’s mound—across skin twice as warm as I would’ve expected. I pushed my thumbs out, tracing them over her labia.

Her pussy twitched; their owner moaned.

I grinned. The sizes may have been different, but she was still a woman. That meant, if I put my lips to work…

Ali Noira growled through her gritted fangs as I kissed her where I reckoned she’d never been kissed before.

It was a different sensation to what I was used to, but that just meant there was more to kiss—more to make out with. I pressed in closer, subjecting my entire face to the touch of her wetness, as I pampered the big dragon like she’d never been pampered before.

Her deep breaths echoed through the chamber. “Hmm… you certainly are bold, worm. To think you would dare kiss I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, in such a place.”

“You’d be surprised how much I hear that,” I said as her liquid excitement filled my mouth and sizzled my taste buds.

Her flavor was just as intense as she was. Something told me I’d be feeling this tang on my tongue for days to come.

It was far from the worst thing in the world.

I pushed for more. I soaked her zest into my skin, my throat, and my palms as I massaged her quivering lips.

All the while, Ali Noira responded with deep, chesty moans as her huge breasts rose up and down.

“A promising star, worm,” she said, “but if you think this will be enough to satisfy me, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, you’re sorely mistaken.”

Any other woman I’d been with would’ve been going wild from this sort of treatment. This was what happened when I went from demi-beasts of my size to demanding fifteen-foot titans.

I needed to take things to the next level.

After looking around for ideas, I quickly settled on my next move. My lips kissed their way up her own until they arrived at her swollen clit. Then I gave her the roughest kiss I could.

Ali Noira squealed like a woman half her size.

I grinned. Now there was the woman I’d mistaken for someone in danger. I knew I’d found my spot, so I kept up the treatment; I kept vigorously making out with her sensitive button.

Did that name really work for a clit of this size?

Her breathing fell back to its usual deep, husky tone. “Better… but still not enough! More, worm, more!” she growled while scraping her claws along the cave floor.

If that’s what the bossy lady wanted… but how was I going to give it to her? Usually, this was when I would slide my fingers inside of my partner. While my tongue and lips worked their sensitive little clit, my fingertips would hone in on their g-spot and help them experience pleasure they wouldn’t be able to get anywhere else.

I doubted that would work this time; Ali Noira was too big to be satisfied by a couple of fingers.

Unless…

I smirked as the answer came to me. If a couple of fingers wouldn’t be enough for her, how about all of them? I pressed my fingers against her entrance then slid deeper until she flexed around my wrist.

The huge dragon gasped and looked down at me. “What do you think you’re doing, wor—ah!”

I sunk deeper, filling her with the length of my forearm, so I could bend my wrist inside of her.

Let’s see. The place most girls seem to like the most is somewhere around…

Ali Noira threw her head back with a high-pitched snarl. “There, worm! Right there! Don’t you dare stop what you’re doing!”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said before I intensified the force of my kissing, striving to leave a hickey on her clit.

In unison with my hand refusing to leave her most sensitive spot alone, the powerful dragon’s roars grew louder and louder. They all but muffed out the footsteps of my three beautiful brides who finally managed to make it back here.

Dakota flinched. “Frick me!”

Ali Noira replied with a glare.

Lulu squeaked as she was suddenly turned into a kitten’s shield. “W-we’re terribly sorry, Miss Obsidian Dragon—Miss Ali Noira. W-we’ll leave right away!”

The dragon blew through her nostrils and turned away. “Stay if you want. It means nothing to me. All I care about is… o-ooh! Just like that! That’s the spot!” She bucked her hips, pushing into me.

The corners of my mouth twitched into a smile. This was what she got for underestimating me. Her pussy was like a waterfall while her moans wouldn’t stop.

All that remained was to carry her over the edge.

I went into overdrive, my hand and mouth working in tandem. Whatever made her squeal the hardest, shudder the hardest, was what I focused on. I pushed and pushed and pushed, knowing it would end with…

“Right there! Right there!” Ali Noira snarled, clamping her legs shut around me, trapping me against her.

If she didn’t have such an incredible thigh gap, I would’ve been in trouble. Instead, I just kept making out with her clit—stirring up her insides with my arm.

Ali Noira trembled. She squeaked. She squealed. Then she howled. Her head rolled back as that moment finally arrived. As her insides clamped around me, as she tightened so hard I was liable to break, the mighty Obsidian Dragon climaxed with a force that eclipsed my first memory of her. She rocked up and down, grinding herself against me, while drenching me to the bone with her orgasmic release.

If it hadn’t been for her thighs and pussy squeezing me tight, I would’ve been washed away. It felt like I was standing up to a tidal wave.

Fuck, this chick was unbelievable. As expected from a dragon.

Her orgasm wasn’t a quick one. Ali Noira rode the waves of bliss for as long as she could, grinding into me all the while. Over a minute passed by before she eased up and released me from her sultry clutches.

I took the chance to escape… or, at least, try. The floor was so slick with her excitement that I slipped back into a puddle of her juices.

“Steve!” Lulu said as she rushed over.

Dakota was right next to her. “Holy friggin’ Voida! Ya totally did it! Ya just make the friggin’ Obsidian Dragon blow her top!”

Jezzy giggled as she approached with a leisurely skip. “As expected from you, Stevie.”

I grinned as I carefully picked myself off the juice-soaked floor, mainly with the help of my left arm. My right was feeling a little tender… but at least it was still attached. “You know me. There’s no demi-beast I can’t satisfy.”

“What was that?!” a certain someone bellowed, making me slip back down.

It was like she was trying to baste me in her fluids.

Ali Noira dragged her head up and quickly found me with her piercing red gaze. She slammed her tail beside me, between me and my wives, then pulled me toward her, back between her legs.

“You think I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, would be satisfied by mere foreplay?” she snorted. “Not yet, human. If you wish to satisfy me, you must give me your all!” She breathed in then blew a puff of black fire at me.

I threw up my arms to protect myself, but it wasn’t necessary. The fire didn’t burn… me. I was left unscathed. My clothes, however? They were turned to ash.

“Hey!” I protested. Clothing was something we didn’t have a lot of.

“Is there a problem?!” Ali Noira snapped back.

I swallowed my complaints.

“Better! Now let me get a better look at you.” She wrapped an arm around my middle, picking me up and bringing me closer to her.

I couldn’t help fidgeting. Being treated as a doll wasn’t something I was used to… for obvious reasons.

The huge dragon held me in front of her and studied me with eyes as big as my head—displeased eyes. “What’s this?” she complained, brushing a claw under my soft member. “Why aren’t you hard?!”

“You shot fire at me!” I reminded her. “Thinking you’re about to die isn’t great for an erection!”

For masochists, maybe… but not me.

“Excuses!” she snarled. “If you refuse to get hard for me, then I’ll do it myself.”

“What are you—” The rest of my sentence got stuck in my throat as Ali Noira pulled me toward her mouth and licked me on the crotch.

Well, due to her size, it was more like she licked my entire front with one swift movement… but the point stood; the Obsidian Dragon had just licked my cock.

I was so shocked I couldn’t even think of getting stiff.

Fortunately, Ali Noira was happy to lick and lick some more. She treated me like a popsicle, licking her juices from my flesh while bathing me with her hot, moaning breaths.

Holy shit! It was the most weirdly erotic experience of my life. I felt like I was being pampered by a woman three times my size—by an ebony beauty who didn’t look a day over thirty despite what all logic said.

Before I knew it, I’d lost control of my own breathing while my cock stood hard, eager for more.

Ali Noira finished with one last lick before grunting, “Finally. It’s about time. Now let me see.” She pulled me higher, almost balancing me on her nose.  “Quite the pleasing shape, if not lacking in size.”

“You really can’t blame me for that,” I said.

“You’re the one who boasted of your proficiency,” she replied while lowering me down… and taking me in her mouth.

A lightning strike of pleasure struck me. I flinched, jerking toward her lips.

Holy crap… The Obsidian Dragon was sucking me off!

Despite her incredible size and power, she was impossibly gentle for a woman capable of eating me whole. It was like being embraced by two pillows, in both softness and size. This heat, wetness, and sultry suction. Less so.

I moaned without restraint. Shit, this was too much! I was gonna blow!

Ali Noira released me with a sensual gasp, denying me my release. She swiped her tongue over her lips, snapping the bridges of saliva which joined us together. Then she casually dropped me.

I winced as I rolled down the hard slope which was her powerful body.

As soon as I thudded back into the pool between her legs, Ali Noira shifted herself to the side, so she was fully flat on her back, with her arms behind her head. Then she spread her legs open. “It’s time to show me what you’re really made of, human.”

I stared into her glistening, hungry pussy. Was she seriously asking me to…? She had to be… and I was all too happy to provide.

As long as it was possible.

I hesitated to make my move, no matter how alluring I found the huge dragon. She’d managed to swallow my arm without an issue. Would it actually work if I…?

“I’m waiting!” Ali Noira complained.

I decided not to delay. Using her thighs for support, I got myself in the perfect position to deal with the mighty giantess before sinking inside of her.

It didn’t register a moan from either of us.

To say she was loose would be an insult. The problem was the size difference. I wasn’t ashamed to confess that my cock wasn’t quite as big as my forearm. There was no way I was going to be able to make her feel good like this.

“What are you waiting for, human?!” she grumbled. “Show me your skills!”

“I’m trying!” I said as I began to thrust like I always did. Maybe I could solve the size problem with technique?

Nope. What would’ve left my brides squealing had no effect on Ali Noira.

“I’m growing bored, human,” she said after letting me hump away like an idiot for a minute. “Satisfy me, now, before I use your whole body to do the job!”

I flinched. Given her size, I could see it happening. It’d sure feel better for her than what I was currently doing.

Probably better for me, too.

“Oooh,” Jezzy said from the sidelines. “I’d, like, totally love to see that.”

“Jezzy!” Lulu whined.

“You’ve gotta admit, you’re kinda curious,” Dakota whispered.

“I’m not curious, at all!” Lulu protested.

I was. Something told me it wouldn’t feel like anything I’d felt before… although I thought better of doing anything too weird with this force of nature. One flex of her insides and I’d shatter into pieces.

That was not a kink I had.

I looked around, hoping to find some way to sate the destructive dragon. If only I could get bigger or her tighter.

Inspiration struck.

I pulled myself away from Ali Noira then asked, “Could we try a different position? Maybe you on your stomach?”

She snarled at me… before rolling onto her front, the force of which made several golden trinkets, such as rings and amulets, tumble down their piles. She kept her powerful legs spread and lifted her tail, so neither her pussy nor thick behind was obscured. “This is your last chance, human. Show me what you can do, or else.”

I gulped. “On it… just promise me you’ll give this a shot.”

Ali Noira glanced back over her shoulder. “What are you talking about, hu—ah!”

The reason for her squeak? Me pressing my hands between her huge dark cheeks, spreading them apart, and revealing the star they’d been hiding.

She flashed her fangs. “Human! Explain your… o-oh!”

I leaned in and gave her a kiss.

Her big red eyes stared at me. “You… you kissed me there?!”

“Is that a problem?” I asked her, my breaths making her ring twitch. “My wives adore when I show their butts some love.”

Dakota snickered as she watched. “Fern especially. She was mad about that sorta stuff.”

“You didn’t seem to dislike it either,” Lulu remarked.

“Actin’ like you’re any different! The amount of times ya wagged your butt at him while callin’ yourself a horny mongrel.”

Lulu’s cheeks somehow became the reddest thing in the room.

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “That’s because Stevie makes it feel super-duper good…  just like he does with everything.”

I grinned. It was nice having such adoring cheerleaders. They encouraged me to kiss again—for longer, this time. “I know what I’m doing,” I told Ali Noira during. “Leave this to me.”

After a hesitant moment, Ali Noira turned her head away and scoffed. “Don’t talk as if I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira, am nervous about some mere unconventional play. Do what you must, human!”

I snickered. It was like talking to a big winged Marietta. It was only a matter of time until I introduced her to the wonders of anal as well. Until then…

Ali Noira threw her head back and moaned as I deepened my kiss.

If she thought I was going to be hesitant because of what hole I was tending to, she was sorely mistaken. I attacked her behind with an almost feral hunger. My lips and tongue worked together, treating her in a manner I bet she’d never experienced before.

Given the way she was moaning, I bet she didn’t have much experience with this hole, period. She buried her head into her folded arms, failing to contain her panting breaths. Trembles coursed through her, especially through her raised tail which swung from side to side.

Being able to make a damn dragon act like this… fuck, I was in heaven. That it came along with an amazing ass like this only amplified matters. All I could breathe was her musk—her potent, powerful musk.

It was only a matter of time until it became an addiction.

My cock was pulsing; I was loving this too damn much. It was time to stop feasting before I lost control. Ali Noira was expecting more from me, and I was determined to deliver.

I left her tight star be, glistening with my saliva lube. Then, while keeping her cheeks spread apart, I climbed up onto the back of her thighs.

Ali Noira’s head flinched up. “Human?!”

I grinned as I kissed the tip of my cock against her gasping behind. “I’ll be gentle.”

Her eyes widened. “Wa—”

I thrust, burying myself deep inside of her.

She answered back with a squeal.

I gritted my teeth. My… surprise arrival made Ali Noira tighten up so hard it felt like she was going to rip something off.

Yep, I’d made the right call.

She wasn’t so much tight as… perfect. It was like me and this sultry, naughty hole were meant to be together. The obscene warmth made me melt deep between her powerful cheeks. I couldn’t help myself; I got started. While sinking my fingers into her majestic behind, I shifted my hips and gave the powerful dragon what she’d long been denied.

Hot panting breaths echoed around the chamber as Ali Noira’s chin fell back between her folded arms.

I grinned. It was working. I had the Obsidian Dragon right where I wanted her.

Seeing her so passive encouraged me to pick up the pace—to go even harder. I damn near mounted her back as I slapped my weight against her divine behind.

Her breaths turned into moans, serving as the bass to the sound of our flesh colliding together.

“How do you feel?” I asked her. “Enjoying yourself?”

“I… n-not bad, human,” she said, more into the floor than me, “but do not think this will be enough to best me, the g-great and powerful Obsidian Dragon.”

I swallowed a chuckle. Tsunderes. What were they like?

If that was the case, I had to find a way to up the tempo even further. Sinking my fingers into her rich ebony padding was a delight, but I required something sturdier to support me.

What would do the trick was a simple answer.

I reached up, wrapping my arms around her thick, black dragon tail.

Ali Noira tensed up, head flying up. “Human! Where do you think you’re touching?!”

“Is there a problem?” I asked her. “I was thinking it could help me do… this.” While it steadied my upper half, I was at last free to release the full extent of the speed I could muster with my lower.

Especially thanks to the way her cheeks nestled against me.

With me no longer holding them apart, they sandwiched me, hugging me closer to her insides. It stopped me from being able to pull out while giving me just the room I needed to thrust like a wild beast.

She threw her head back and roared. “Human, human, human! Right there. Right there! Just like that!”

“You like it?” I teased through gritted teeth as I worked up the mother of all sweats.

“I adore it!” she confessed without restraint. “More, human, more! Don’t you dare stop. Give me more!”

She wanted more?! This crazy dragon… just what did she think I was made of? I was giving her everything I had. How was I supposed to…

The scaled underside of her tail brushed against me.

An idea rattled around my head, based on what I knew about my tail-owning mates. Ali Noira was a bit different to them—a lot tougher, for a start—but that was no reason not to try. That’s why I pushed my lips to where her sales were softest… and teased her with my teeth.

Her squeals intensified. “Human!”

Bingo. Who knew the great, and some would say powerful, Obsidian Dragon had such a sensitive tail? My teeth now did. They grazed, nibbled, and downright bit its underside while Ali Noira raised it into the air.

And all throughout, my hips never stopped for a moment.

Ali Noira cried in pleasure while tearing streaks from the cave floor. “Yes, human, yes! Don’t you dare stop! I’ll kill you if you stop!”

“I won’t stop,” I growled while savaging her just like she wanted, “but you need to agree to pay me back for this later. You need to agree to help us—to do anything we ask of you.”

“Steve,” Lulu squeaked.

I knew what she was trying to say; just because I was pleasing Ali Noira didn’t mean I could start making demands of her. It wasn’t my fault! I’d gotten carried away. The thrill of making someone so powerful behave like this was making me say things I didn’t mean to.

However…

“Yes!” Ali Noira howled. “I will! I agree! I shall assist you in whatever manner you require! Now keep going! I’m almost there. I can feel it! I’m going to… going to…”

Her insides were twitching like crazy. It was like she was trying to milk the pleasure out of me. Didn’t she realize that’s what I was trying to do to her?

I countered the best I could; I bit her soft scales as hard as I could.

Ali Noira’s insides tightened up like never before. Her cheeks puffed bigger and bigger and bigger… until her mouth opened wide and screamed out a ceiling-baking shot of ink-black fire.

As her behind tried to turn my bones to dust, the trembling dragon released her lust once more, painting the floor of her cave with another vivid display of liquid satisfaction.

I wasn’t far behind. This tightness was too damn much. I snarled like a beast as I lost control and gave her everything I had. Without an ounce of shame, I pushed my weight down onto Ali Noira and bathed her insides with my seed—I filled her guts with rope after rope of my hot, virile cum.

To her, it likely felt like nothing. To me, it felt like I was having my energy drained out by the world’s tallest succubus.

Once I’d ridden my release for as long as I could, and had been drained for all I was worth, I stumbled forward and used her soft brown cheeks like a mattress.

For a moment, all that echoed around the cave was our labored breathing.

“Damn,” I said, “that was….”

“Incredible!” Ali Noira roared. She pulled my body from between her sweat-stained cheeks while rolling over, dumping me onto her abs. Giddy satisfaction was written all over her beautiful face. “I underestimated you, human. To think someone your size would be able to make I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, feel so good.”

I returned the smile. “What can I say? Pleasing women as gorgeous as you is what I live for.”

She chuckled. “I am beginning to find your attempts at flattery pleasing, human.” Then, after a second of silence, she flashed her fangs “I have come to a decision!”

“You have?!” I said, eagerly.

She nodded. “From now on, you belong to me. You shall spend the rest of your life satisfying my urges.”

The expectation vanished from my expression. “H-huh?”

“What?!” Lulu squeaked as she raced forward. “You can’t do that!”

“I can, and I will!” Ali Noira said, hugging me into her chest, trapping my head between her breathtaking breasts. “I am the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira—the ruler of this kingdom. If I say this human belongs to me, then belong to me he shall!”

I tried to reply, but between the tightness of her hug and her cleavage muffling me, there wasn’t much I could do. Breaking free of her arms was clearly not an option.

“That’s not how it works!” Lulu protested. “You can’t just take him. He’s my husband!”

“Mine too!” Dakota said. “Ain’t no one told ya that thievin’s wrong?!”

“Don’t be mean,” Jezzy said with a pout.

“I am not stealing anyone,” Ali Noira insisted. “I am simply taking what’s mine.”

“He’s ours!” Lulu and Dakota yelled in unison.

“Mine!”

“Ours!”

“Mine!” Ali Noira roared. “You dare argue with me, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon?!”

My brides flinched back… before Lulu drew in a composing breath and shimmied forward. “D-don’t think you can just push us around because you’re b-bigger and stronger than us. I love Steve, and I’m not leaving here without him.”

“Lu,” Dakota mumbled while gawping. Then she snapped her mouth shut and jumped to Lulu’s side. “Yeah! We ain’t goin’ nowhere!”

Jezzy wrapped herself around Lulu’s arm and stared at Ali Noira with a determination one wouldn’t expect from such a spacey dryad.

Ali Noira met their eyes while glaring. “You…”

“Wait!” I croaked as I managed to wiggle from under her arm while she was distracted.

Her stare shot to me. “What is it, human?!”

“This isn’t what we agreed,” I said while staring at her. “You said you’d do anything we asked.”

“What? When?!”

“Sometime while I was savaging your tail. You agreed to help us.”

“Yeah!” Dakota said. “We all heard it.”

Jezzy nodded. “Like, you totally did.”

“You couldn't have made it any more clear,” Lulu added.

Ali Noira closed her eyes as she slipped into thought. “Hmm… So I did.” Then she clicked her tongue. “Fine! You may keep your husband.” She brushed me off her stomach, down to the floor, like a sulking child.

Once I’d rolled through to my feet, I said, “So easily?”

She scoffed while sitting up. “I gave my word, did I not? Or do you think I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, am the type to break her promises?”

“N-no! Definitely not,” I said while shaking my head like my life depended on it.

My wives did likewise.

“So you’ll help us?” I checked.

“Did I not just say as such, human?!” she snapped before grumbling and folding her arms. “I shall assist you as promised… but I expect to be rewarded in return! As payment for my services, I demand to receive this treatment daily.”

“I… I’ll see what I can do, but I can’t promise anything.”

She glowered.

I gestured for her to relax. “I’ll definitely try my best, but there’s no telling what will and won’t be possible. I don’t want you to have unrealistic expectations.”

After more glaring, Ali Noira relented. “Fine! I shall settle for this shoddy treatment for now. More importantly, remind me of what you require.”

My face lit up. “With pleasure!”

I gave her a quick rundown on the situation with the farm and Fern, before she changed her mind. That she’d agreed to it so easily was a miracle in itself.

Thank god for my crazed mid-sex ideas and Ali Noira’s insane pride.

Once I’d finished my explanation, I asked, “Is that all fine with you?”

Ali Noira scoffed. “For I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira, taking care of the worms on your border shall be a trivial matter.”

Dakota squealed in glee.

“However!” the huge dragon bark, “that is the only matter I will assist with. I refuse to take you to the desert.”

The jubilation fell off Dakota’s face, as it did mine.

“What?” I said.

“Why?!” Dakota squealed. “Look at the friggin’ size of ya! Look at the friggin’ size of those wings! Ya could easily fly us there in a day.”

“Correct!” Ali Noira replied. “At least, I could if it were not for my agreement with the kingdoms which border my domain. I have given them my word that I shall remain within my land unless they try to take it from me. It is a deal I have no interest in breaking.”

“But what about your deal with us?” I said.

“Yeah!” Dakota seconded. “Who gives a frick about Blesslan? If it wasn’t for Steve, they’d have invaded ages ago or summat.”

“I shall not desecrate one deal in favor of another!” Ali Noira snapped. “That’s final!”

I gritted my teeth. I wanted to argue back but how was I going to convince a woman willing to keep a promise she made when she was high on sex?

“Like, at least the farm’s safe now. Right?” Jezzy asked while tilting my head.

“But we’re still no closer to reaching Fern,” I said through my teeth.

“And it’s already been days!” Dakota said. “She’s, like, gotta be halfway to the desert by now.”

“There’s still…” Lulu mumbled while fidgeting with her paws.

“Out of the question,” I said.

Was she really suggesting that after she just stood up to Ali Noira to keep me with her? Damn those Flameridge bastards…

I folded my arms. “We’ll find a way. If need be, we’ll just need to take the long route.” It was better than nothing now that we had Ali Noira on our side.

Ali Noira snarled. “Out of the question!”

I jumped out of my skin.

Her red eyes pierced into my soul. “I will not allow you to abandon me, human. Our deal means nothing if you don’t live up to your end.”

“But without your wings, we’re looking at two months, minimum.” And that wasn’t including how long it would take to get back.

“Two months?” she mocked. “Through the proper channels, it should take a mere two weeks, including return.”

“What?” I replied before turning to my wives.

They looked as confused as me.

Lulu rubbed her chin. “Maybe… if we found some harpies to take us? Even then I’m not sure it’d take just two weeks, and we obviously can’t ask Apple. I doubt she’d be capable of such a flight for—”

“Harpies are not the answer!” Ali Noira said. “The help you need lies elsewhere—in a world other than this one.”

I gawped. Did she mean earth?!

If she has the power to get us a helicopter…

Before I got carried away, Lulu gasped. “You don’t mean… Voida?”

Ali Noira smirked. “I do indeed, dog. If you want to make this journey a short one, you have little choice but to ask the devils for help.”

My mind froze. The devils?! Surely she didn’t mean…

Zeryesis?!


Chapter 10


A brisk morning wind slapped me in the face.

It was hard for it to be anything but cold when we were moving at such an exhilarating speed.

Holy shit.

That phrase repeated over and over in the broken record player that was my head and for good reason—I was flying. I was soaring high over the Darkwood, held secure in the arms of the legendary Obsidian Dragon.

Ali Noira had insisted we wait until morning to make this flight, stating she needed her rest. I was pretty sure that was a lie—an excuse so she could cuddle me all night long. However, I wasn’t going to complain. Not when she was covering distances that would’ve taken us hours in minutes.

The sky was no match for her mighty wings.

“Frick me! This is insane!” Dakota said as she was held against Ali Noira’s abs alongside me. She made sure to raise her voice, trying to talk over the wind we were shielded from by Ali Noira’s ebony breasts.

Huge black scales now covered her nipples, as well as her crotch. It was as if she’d taken clothing tips from Jezzy.

“Tell me about it!” I replied, with a drowned-out laugh.

Lulu whimpered as she scrunched her eyes shut.

“Something wrong, Lulu?!” I asked her.

“N-nothing!” she squeaked. “Just… tell me when we’re there!”

Dakota snickered. “So the mutt’s scared of heights? Who’d have guessed?”

“Why aren’t you?! If she drops us, we’re going to…”

I imagined it’d be similar to jumping out of a plane without a parachute. I couldn’t see the trees below doing much to cushion our fall.

Jezzy giggled. “Like, I’m sure we’ll be fine. Miss Ali Noira wouldn’t let us go.”

“Listen to the dryad!” Ali Noira roared, her booming voice like a jet engine. “You are in the hands of I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira. Your safety is guaranteed!”

Her arrogance did little to quieten Lulu’s whimpers.

Fortunately, my adorable pup didn’t need to suffer for long. Within what couldn’t have been more than an hour, we reached the Darkwood’s other edge.

Our home was just beneath, clear as day.

To think I’d ever get to see it from this angle. There was the farmhouse, the barn, the church-in-progress, and of course there was no missing acre after acre of rainbow-colored growing land.

It all looked so damn tiny, like something from a game.

There wasn’t much room to land, but Ali Noira found space regardless. She nosedived toward the patch of land next to our house, where the path to Grayedge began, before erasing all her forward momentum. Then she touched down with the lightest of thuds.

It was remarkable gentleness for a woman of Ali Noira’s size… which wasn’t appreciated by those around her. Every resident of the farm nearby looked on with fear in their eyes. Those far away rushed over… so they too could stare.

Then they all scattered.

The majority raced back to their homes to take shelter. Others rushed to grab weapons, prepared for a repeat of the harpy raid.

Roxie was the first to make her return, armed with Marietta’s rapier.

“W-w-what… who?” the trembling cow stuttered, her fear extended to the tip of her shaking weapon. “N-now listen here. I-if you’ve come to cause trouble, then…”

“Roxie!” I shouted.

Her big silver eyes widened and honed in on me. “Steve?! Is that you, sugar?! And… Lulu?! Jezelbe?! Dakota?!”

Ali Noira crouched, dropping us to the floor.

The moment Lulu touched down, she fell to her knees and hugged the ground. “It’s real. It’s really…”

I continued on toward Roxie, offering her a wave. “We’re back. Sorry about the scare.”

She couldn’t answer. Her mouth hung open as her eyes remained on Ali Noira.

The door to the house slammed open. Marietta rushed out while looking between me and the big dragon. “Steve! What… what is going on?!”

Before I could answer, Ali Noira stood straight and looked around. “So this is your home. It’s small but not unpleasant.”

I grinned up at her. “For a woman of your size and status, that’s quite the compliment.” It’d surprise me if anywhere in the Huedom was big and fancy enough for Ali Noira. Maybe the castle at Yellowfields?

Roxie snuck over on trembling, cow-print legs. “S-sugar? W-what’s going on? Who is…?” She craned her neck all the way back.

“Obsidian Dragon,” I said as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

My two gawking brides obviously didn’t think so.

I gestured for Marie and Roxie to relax. “No need to be so nervous. She’s on our side.”

“The human speaks the truth,” Ali Noira replied as her gaze washed over the villagers trudging closer, weapons in hand. “Hear me, mortals! I mean you no harm. Continue with your insignificant business as if I never arrived.”

Did she seriously think that was going to happen?

It did somewhat ease the worries of our makeshift soldiers, who changed from trembling in their boots to whispering among themselves.

Roxie tugged on my arm. “Y-you actually did it?”

“He sure did!” Dakota said as she rushed over and jumped on my back. “It was friggin’ bangin’! I couldn’t believe what I was seein’.”

“It’s Stevie, after all,” Jezzy sang as she skipped over to join the discussion. “Like, there’s nobody he can’t win over.”

Marietta thought about those words. She leaned in and sniffed me. Then she glanced at the half-dressed female dragon. Then back to me. Her blue eyes narrowed into slits. “You didn’t…”

I shrugged. “It worked.”

“I… unbelievable,” Marietta groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Why does every alliance you form end with you fucking the other party?”

Dakota snickered. “You’ve gotta admit this one is fair impressive.”

“I don’t need to admit anything!” she snapped before turning her glare back to me. “And would it have killed you to wash before coming back?!”

Roxie sniffed. “You do smell awfully strongly of sex, sugar…”

That was likely an understatement. I surely stank like some pussy-scented air freshener.

I raised my hands. “That wasn’t my call. She’s the one who wouldn’t let me wash.”

“And let you remove my scent?!” Ali Noira boomed. “Out of the question. I want this whole farm to know who you belong to.”

“And what do you mean by that?!” Marietta snapped at the woman literally three times her height.

“Exactly what it sounds like!” the giantess replied. “This human belongs to me.”

For a moment, my sheep bride was speechless. Then a look more intimidating than Ali Noira gripped me by the soul. “Steve…”

I raised my hands further. “It’s not what it sounds like. I’m—”

Lulu flinched up from her dirt bed, ears twitching. “Someone’s coming.”

Ali Noira folded her arms. “Yes, I see them too. I was wondering how long these worms would keep me waiting.”

Three donchargers hurried down the dirt road leading to our farm. Vulcan led the way, followed by two pieces of cannon fodder. Their momentum came to a halt as they got a better look at the ebony beauty towering high above them and the forest itself.

“What…” Vulcan said while skidding to a stop.

I waved as I strolled toward them. “How’s it going, Vulcan? Sorry about missing yesterday’s meeting.” I cupped my brow then emphasized looking around. “What happened to the Flameridges? They not coming?”

Vulcan was locked in slack-jawed silence before shaking his head and saying, “What is going on?!”

“So these are the worms who dare threaten my territory,” Ali Noira remarked before marching forward.

Vulcan and his soldiers scrambled back.

Ali Noira smirked at the sight and stopped at the farm’s border. “Look upon me and gawp, worms. It is I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira, in the flesh! Ruler of the Darkwood, ruler of the Black Mountains, and ruler of this farm.”

“Ruler?” Marietta grumbled at me.

I rubbed the back of my head. “She is technically our landlord.”

“Of course, she is. Will you even make me ask what she’ll be charging for rent?” Her knowing, judging eyes burrowed into my flesh.

I kept my lips shut.

One of the soldiers whimpered. “I-it’s really the Obsidian Dragon.”

“She’s real after all,” the other no-name grunt said.

“Of course I’m real!” Ali Noira snarled, the force of which almost blew the soldiers away. “Just because I rarely show my face you dare forget my existence? You dare send a military force to my territory’s edge? You dare trample on the agreement we made long ago?”

Vulcan’s backup trembled, like they were about to piss themselves. The main man looked wary but at least kept himself together. “Please, allow me to—”

“Do not interrupt!” she roared, black flames flickering from the corners of her mouth.

The soldiers literally squealed.

Once she’d sucked the fire back up, Ali Noira said, “Listen to me well, mortals! Break our agreement at your own peril. Free me from our deal and I will smite your armies with my obsidian flames before scorching your blessed land black. Am I understood?!”

The two armored crybabies both whimpered their agreement while threatening to rust their crotch plates. Vulcan gritted his teeth before lowering his head. “Understood, Miss Noira. We’re—”

“Ali Noira!” she barked. “Did I give you permission to shorten my name?!”

He shook his head. “No, Miss Ali Noira. I’m sorry for my disrespectful attitude as well all the trouble we’ve caused you. I swear on The Architect Almighty that it won’t happen again.”

“Better, but I know such decisions are not left to the likes of you. Run along and relay this message to your superiors. Let them know that I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira, am ready to reduce all of Blesslan to ash if challenged again.”

Vulcan bowed his head. “Understood! Thank you for your hospitality and generosity.” He swiveled his mount around and said to his men, “We’re leaving. Now.”

I’d never seen two people look so pleased in my entire life.

The trio made an understandable quick getaway, filled with plenty of glances back to make sure a giant dragon wasn’t coming for them.

Ali Noira just watched while smirking.

Roxie gasped into her fingers. “She… scared them off.”

The giantess chuckled. “Of course I did! Those worms know they are no match for me, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira.”

“Too friggin’ right, they’re not!” Dakota said while wiggling from side to side. “This is the friggin’ best! I can’t believe we’ve got the Obsidian Dragon on our side.”

Jezzy applauded. “Yay! Thanks, Miss Obsidian Dragon.”

Ali Noira scoffed. “I am simply protecting what belongs to me. Think nothing of it.”

I shook my head. “Sorry, that’s not possible. You just solved the biggest problem this farm’s been facing in a second. You’re a lifesaver.”

She turned away from me. “The flattery is unneeded, human… but I suppose I can allow it.”

I swallowed a chuckle. She was pretty cute for a dragon capable of destroying an empire. “I’ll make sure to pay you back for this later,” I told her, “but I really want to hurry and get on with what we discussed. I hope you understand.”

She grumbled under her breath. “Fine!  Fortunately for you, I am as kind and compassionate as I am great and powerful.”

I begged to differ…

“Thank you, Ali Noira,” I said while bowing. “Make yourself at home. Sorry about the… lack of space.”

“Make myself at home? This forest and everything in it is my home!” she reminded me before turning on her heels. “Although this is a part I’ve seldom visited. It’s high time I changed that.” Then she took off in a surprisingly quiet stride that sent all the onlookers scattering.

So much for everyone ignoring her.

With the coast clear, half the farm suddenly emerged from hiding and rushed toward me.

“Bud!” Apollo yelled as he galloped over. “What the fuck did you do?!”

“That was really the Obsidian Dragon?” Sophie said.

“You’re unconvinced?” replied Paula, her raven-haired partner in crime. “Were we watching the same thing?”

“She sent Vulcan running home with his tail between his legs,” Norma said as she squeezed through the mass of legs. “I ain’t seen anything like it before, or so says me.”

“This must be a blessing of The Shepherd,” Squibbly said before joining his hands and looking up at the sky. “Thank you, holy one. Thank you for this miracle.”

I gestured for the crowd to settle down. “This is no miracle. I’ll give everyone the inside scoop later. For now… Norma! I need you to get me something.” As the person in charge of the farm’s trade deals, she was in possession of all our paperwork.

That included scrolls.

“I never thought I’d be using this,” I said after Norma had fetched me the parchment Zeryesis had left with us—the one with instructions on how to summon him. “I’m glad I didn’t burn it on principle.”

Lulu gulped. “We’re really going to do this?”

“If it’s between ya soddin’ off or this… defo,” Dakota replied.

“But you weren’t here when Zeryesis…” Lulu scratched at her neck, causing the magical collar which still bound her to flash.

Roxie squeezed her sun-kissed shoulders. “Don’t worry, sugar. We’re here with you.”

“Now let us hurry and get this over with,” Marietta said.

My thoughts exactly.

Summoning Zeryesis was a surprisingly simple task. We didn’t need to collect sixteen candles, a jar full of frog’s eyes, or a bucket of virgin’s blood. The key was to copy the magic circle he’d drawn.

One big enough for a person to materialize from.

We chose to use the same open space which Ali Noira had used as a helipad. Then I began to draw, using a mixture of a hoe and my earth magic to keep things neat.

A few minutes later, the circle, centered around a familiar stylized ‘Z’, was complete.

The next step was to extend pathways from the circle to smaller nodes—however many we pleased. They were what we’d be sending energy through to power the circle, with one for each participant.

That meant one for me, one for Lulu, one for Marietta, and—

“Huh? Steve? Why are you making another charging point?” Lulu asked, double-checking the instructions.

“Don’t tell me you’re expecting that… beast to assist as well,” Marietta grumbled while glancing toward where Ali Noira had wandered off.

Roxie gulped. “I-I’m not sure you should be calling her that, petal.”

Marietta huffed and folded her arms. “She doesn’t scare me.”

“Yeah, of course, she doesn’t,” Dakota said with a snicker, earning herself a patented Marietta-glare.

I couldn’t disagree with Dakota.

“I’m not asking Ali Noira,” I said, not wanting to push my luck. “Jezzy, will you lend a hand?”

The dryad tilted her head and pointed at herself. “Me?”

“It says the more people assisting the spell, the better.”

She blinked absently. “But, like, I can’t use magic?”

I grinned. “Sure you can. It’ll be just like feeding the plants. Do what you normally do, and I bet it’ll work.”

The pouting Jezzy didn’t look convinced.

As long as she trusted me enough to try, that was good enough for me.

Once we’d finished the nodes, my three brides and I took up our positions like points on a compass. We pressed our hands onto our marks and fed our mana into the circle.

The energy flowed without issue, even from those less comfortable with manipulating mana than me. It likely had something to do with the circle.

It soon began to glow.

That was my cue. I looked at the scroll next to me and said, “Hear me devil from the other side. Answer my call and come to my aid. With your name I summon you: Zeryesis.”

The circle transformed from a faint white into a burning red. It pulled the mana from my palms, greedily using it to power itself.

I gritted my teeth. Now I saw why multiple summoners were advised.

More and more mana was drained out of me, intensifying the circle’s shine. This hadn’t been written on the scroll, but it had said to keep maintaining the spell until the process was complete.

How long would that take?

After what had to be a minute of my life force being sapped away, the red light turned purple. A second later, a matching-colored vortex shot upward from the circle, like a flaming tornado.

My brides flinched back, releasing hold of their nodes.

It didn’t matter. When the fire dissipated, a lone figure stood in its middle. His skin was blue as if it’d been claimed by frost, while his dark-purple hair was slicked back like some greasy banker. Curved horns sprouted upward from above his pointy ears, matching with the spaded tail slipping from the back of his black and gold robes. His eyes, black on the outside and gold on the inside, didn’t take long to latch onto me. Then his lips curled into a smile, showing off his pearly white fangs.

“Hello, Steven,” Zeryesis said with all the spirit of a game show host calling down a contestant. “And hello to you, Lulu. And let us not forget the beasts and the dryad. How nice to meet you all.” He laughed as he twirled around on the spot. “At last, at last, at last. I knew you’d come around sooner or later. Did you learn that trading with Blesslan couldn’t be maintained just as I warned you? No, I suppose it’s rude to inquire. I’m just happy you’ve finally come—”

“Put a sock in it,” I said, regretting this already. “We didn’t bring you here to trade.”

The smile vanished from his pretty boy face. “What… then why did you bring me here? I’m well aware you wouldn’t go to all this effort for a social visit.”

“We wouldn’t invite you for a social visit even if it was the easiest task in the world,” Lulu grumbled while glaring at the devil.

I gestured for her to calm down, no matter how much Zeryesis deserved this treatment. But this wasn’t the time. Instead of berating the bastard, I instead took a deep breath. “We need your help.”

He quirked his brows.

I went into a quick explanation about how Fern had been kidnapped and that we needed to get to the Scorchlan Desert as quickly as possible. Going through Voida was supposedly the quickest way to do that.

“You’ve heard correctly,” the again-grinning devil said after I was done. “Voida… you could call a compact substitute for this world. A journey which would take eight days here will only take one there.”

“So it’s true…”

Dakota squealed and started jumping around. “Frick yeah! We can legit save Fern!”

“And Blesslan won’t be able to stop us,” Roxie said as if she couldn’t believe it.

“Nyahaha! More than just can’t stop us—they can’t do shiz! We’re gonna save Fern, and there ain’t nothin’ no one can do to stop us!” She threw her furred arms into the air.

“Yay!” Jezzy cheered while doing likewise.

“Hang on. Hang on,” Zeryesis said, signaling for us to take a minute. “While it’s true that traveling across Voida is quicker than traveling across this realm, and it’s also true that the forces of Blesslan won’t be able to interfere,  there’s one little thing you seem to be forgetting. One teensy little thing.” His voice dropped into a low squeak, as if he was mocking a child.

“Huh?” Dakota replied.

 His smile widened. “I don’t remember agreeing to take anyone to Voida.”

My heart sank faster than Dakota’s arms. Deep down, I knew something like this was going to happen. It was Zeryesis, after all.

“Please,” I reluctantly spat. “It’s the only way we can save her.”

“Oh, I understand that, and I admire that you’re willing to go so far for a noisy bird. It’s a tale of love that truly warms my heart.” He sighed dreamily while holding his chest. “However, she has nothing to do with me. That irritating bird is neither my friend nor my companion. I’m not sure I want to inconvenience myself so heavily for a bird who means so little to me.”

“I’m not asking you to do it out of the goodness of your heart.” If he had one, I’d be surprised. “You want to trade with us? Fine. We’ll come up with a deal which—”

Zeryesis wagged a finger. “No, no, no. I’m afraid I suddenly have little interest in negotiating trade deals. They’re so five minutes ago. You know… before I realized how utterly desperate you were for my help.” When he next smiled, there was no trace of the salesman trying to sweet talk us into something we’d regret. His full demonic essence shone through, as if telling us he had us right where he wanted us.

As if he was looking at some mice caught in a trap.

I responded with a growl. This was what I got for overlooking a concrete truth; Zeryesis was dangerous. He’d been neutered over these last few months, but he’d still come within a hair’s breadth of making me and Lulu into his slaves.

More a full head’s worth, in actuality.

“Come now, Steven,” the psychotic devil chuckled. “This is only natural. I’m a businessman, after all. It would be unbecoming of me to allow an opportunity such as this to slip me by.”

“You’re no businessman,” Marietta snarled. “You’re a monster.”

He gasped, complete with a hand to the head. “How rude! Are you sure you should be speaking that way to the man who holds your friend’s life in his hands?”

She pursed her lips shut while shooting him a look which could kill.

Which I wished would kill.

Zeryesis chuckled before tapping his chin. “Now what should I demand as payment? A job of this size deserves some hefty compensation, especially taking into account the terrible way I’ve been treated thus far.” He clicked his fingers. “I know! Lulu, my dear chum, what say we give that contract of ours a little tinkering?”

“What?!” Lulu squeaked, horror filling her expression.

“Just a little tinkering. Don’t you find our current agreement rather dull? Where’s the jeopardy?! The excitement?! I miss it dearly. What say we try bringing it back? Raising the repayment amounts seems a good start. While we’re at it, how about we increase the total you owe me as well? And let’s get rid of that silly clause about six missed payments. Just the one should do it!”

His words were like a haymaker. For a moment, I was knocked into a stunned silence.

Lulu gulped before sinking a fang into her lower lip. “You… you…”

“You bastard,” I snapped at the devil.

“Have you no shame?” Roxie said while squeezing hold of Lulu. “How can you be so cruel?”

Marietta scoffed as she twirled her rapier-free parasol. “Why are you surprised? He’s a devil. This is what his kind does.”

“I resent those statements,” Zeryesis said. “Can’t you see how generous I’m being? Why, I could’ve asked to take one of you into slavery as payment—”

“What?!” Dakota squealed while grabbing hold of Jezzy.

“I won’t let you,” I growled while tapping into my inner core.

Zeryesis chuckled. “I’m quite aware of that. Everyone has some prices they’re not willing to pay, no matter how desperate the situation. That’s why I need to ask myself… how much are you willing to pay?”

I flashed my teeth at Zeryesis like I was some wild beast trying to protect its territory.

He showed off his own teeth, but in the manner of a smile as shit eating as they came. “Perhaps giving me this farm would be suitable?”

“What?!” Lulu squealed.

“You’re already paying me weekly. How about we make it a permanent event and change its name to rent? Surely you should’ve been paying some all along—the benefits of claiming unwanted land as your own, I suppose. Let’s change that! Let’s make this land mine.”

Lulu shook her head. “No… I won’t…”

“Just picture it!” the cocky devil continued. “Those buildings? Mine. Those crops? Mine. All it my property—property you need to pay to access. That everyone on this farm needs to pay.” He cackled while spinning around, reveling in the moment. “And I’m sure they will. When the alternatives are dying in the Darkwood or being enslaved in Blesslan, what choice do they have?”

I snarled, my blood getting hotter by the second. “You fucking…”

“So this is what this guy’s really like,” Dakota mumbled while keeping a possessive hold of Jezzy.

“Now you see why we despise him so,” Marietta said, her words dripping with venom.

The poison had no effect on the beaming Zeryesis. “This all sounds so wonderful… and that’s without forgetting the penalty. Making it a community event seems the most fun. If even one person fails to pay, then I’m entitled to my compensation.  I think I’ll start with the dryad. Then I’ll move onto the magic mutt. After that… I suppose my foul-smelling friend is the most unique.” He smiled right at me.

“Over my dead body!” I snapped.

He put his hands up. “What? If you’re not interested in accepting, that’s fine. We can say our goodbyes and go back to our usual arrangement. Who knows? Maybe you’ll be able to find another devil to help you? Or perhaps you’ll be able to convince Blesslan to let you pass through their territory? I’d love to see what terms they’d offer you…”

I wasn’t sure, but going along with the Flameridge family suddenly seemed a lot more appealing.

Zeryesis spread his raised hands outward as he went back to cackling like a madman. “Oh, who are we kidding? Face it, Steven; you have no choice. You can either accept my deal or abandon your noisy little bird to her fate, and we both know you won’t do that—you care about these animals far too much.”

I growled. Abandoning Fern wasn’t an option. But…

His laughter grew louder—madder. It was like he was the main villain from some campy horror flick.  “I have you all right where I want you. Your only option is to give in. You will all become mine! This farm will become mine! All mine! All—”

“Who dares try to take my land from me?!” a voice boomed.

Zeryesis jumped out of his skin before slowly turning around.

In the forest nearby, head rising up above the trees, was the glaring face of the Obsidian Dragon.

The confidence fell from Zeryesis’s expression. “W-who…”

“You!” Ali Noira snapped before striding over and casting a shadow over the devil whose head didn’t even come up to her crotch. “Are you the insolent worm who dares try to pilfer my land from under my nose?”

Zeryesis tried to rely, but only a jumbled mess of noises came from his flapping lips.

“That’s him,” I said. “He was talking about taking over this place and forcing us to pay to live here. And, if we failed, he was going to make me his slave and drag me back to Voida.” I skipped over that I was actually third in line to be taken.

“What?!” Ali Noira roared before crushing Zeryesis under the weight of her hate-filled red eyes.

“I-I didn’t… This is all…” he squealed… and that was before he was snatched up by one of Ali Noira’s claws and hoisted into the air.

“How dare you try what belongs to me, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira!”

“The Obsidian Dragon!” he screeched. “You’re real?!”

“Of course I’m real!” she roared, almost blowing the skin from his face. “I am the owner of this land, the owner of this farm, and the owner of that man! I will not hand them over to the likes of you or anyone else!”

I did remember agreeing that I wasn’t her property… but I decided not to dispute that fact for the time being.

Zeryesis whimpered as he squirmed around. “I understand! I understand, Miss Noira!”

“Ali Noira! Shorten my name again and I’ll rip your head from your body.”

“Ali Noira! I’m sorry! Please, put me down! This has all been a terrible misunderstanding!”

Marietta smirked. “I’m beginning to enjoy having this dragon within our midst.”

“Tell me about it,” I said, unable to contain my laughter.

“A pathetic excuse from a pathetic worm,” Ali Noira roared. “Tell me why I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, shouldn’t crush you this instant!”

“Please!” Zeryesis squealed like a teenage girl. “I’ll do anything! Don’t kill me! Please!”

“Wait!” I yelled. “We need him.”

The gigantic dragon glared down at me. “You dare tell me what to do?!”

“I’m not telling,” I said before moving closer to her. I stroked a hand over her lower thigh, just above where scales turned to flesh. “I’m asking my sexy dragon lover to help me out.”

After a moment of hesitation, she swiveled her head away. “Very well.” Then she turned her eyes to Zeryesis. “Be grateful that my servant has asked me to spare you.”

“I am! I’ve never been more grateful for anything in my whole life!” he whined.

Ali Noira snorted before opening her hand.

Zeryesis screamed as he fell ten or so feet back to the ground, where he landed on his face with a thud.

“That’s gotta hurt worse than being kicked in the face by a centaur,” Roxie said, although she didn’t sound very concerned.

Jezzy tilted her head. “Like, is he dead?”

“He’s fine,” I said as I went over and gave him a swift kick in the ribs.

The devil retched and rolled around, holding both his side and his stomach while coughing his lungs out.

“See?”

Zeryesis kept on gagging, his sclera reduced to a watery black as he looked at me. “How dare you treat me like this?”

“How dare we?!” I said. “After the shit you just pulled? You’re lucky I didn’t kick you harder… No. You’re lucky I haven’t killed you.”

And there went the sudden burst of cockiness he’d found.

“Damn, he went back to being pathetic, quick,” Dakota remarked while slinging her arms behind his head. “He reminds me of Galewanker.”

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “Only bluer and hornier.”

“I don’t think that came out quite like you meant it too, sugar,” Roxie replied.

Lulu crossed her arms while glaring at Zeryesis. “They’re just as bad as each other. The only difference is that one of them is still alive…”

Zeryesis’s eyes widened in panic. He lifted his hand and squeezed his fingers together, as if preparing to click them.

I pressed a blade to his throat. “No magic. Try anything and you’re dead.”

His hand fell back to his side.

“Better,” I said. “Now let’s continue negotiating. I’m sure you’re eager to hear our counter-offer.”

Zeryesis looked like he’d rather eat a bucket of sand.

“Here’s what I’m proposing,” I continued. “You help us rescue Fern and I won’t kill you.”

“Fine,” he spat out.

“And I don’t just mean taking us to Voida. You’re going to offer all the help you can.”

“Yes, sure… now watch where you’re pointing that thing.” He tried to flatten himself to the ground to get away from the sword pointed at his neck.

“Relax. If I accidentally stab you, we’ve got enough healers to make you better. Whether or not they’ll be interested in healing you is another matter.”

“I don’t think so,” Lulu spat.

Marietta’s glaring eyes said it all.

Zeryesis grumbled. “Can we just get this over with?”

“Sure thing. Let’s write ourselves a contract,” I said.

His golden eyes widened. “What?!”

I grinned. “Isn’t that how you devils do things? Binding contracts?” I glanced up at the dragon watching things play out. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

“It is indeed,” Ali Noira replied. “I know all about your magic, devil. Give my servant what he desires or prepare to face my wrath.”

“Mine too,” Lulu said as she dug her nails into her arms, as if physically needing to hold herself back.

Zeryesis gulped, grazing his skin over the tip of my sword.

My smile widened. “Well? What are you waiting for? Let’s get started.”

He wanted to object, it was as clear as day that he wanted to object, but Zeryesis didn’t dare. Instead, he reluctantly reached into his robe and pulled out a scroll and a quill.

I rolled him onto his back and forced him to write where I could see him.

“Norma, would you lend a hand?” I asked.

“I’ll try,” the gnome, who’d been watching everything unfold from nearby, said as she sauntered over. “But remember that I’m a merchant, not a politician. There’s only so much I can do, or so says me.”

Despite her disclaimer, Norma quickly began, and Zeryesis put quill to paper.

“Halt!” Ali Noira snapped. “I do not feel any mana flowing into that pen, worm.”

“Is that right?” I said, staring at the devil.

He let out a nervous laugh between his gritted teeth. “My mistake. Please allow me to rectify that error.”

I used my mana sight to watch as he filled the quill with magic, in a way similar to how I empowered a sword. It enchanted the ink, making every word pulse with power.

The contract begun how Zeryesis likely expected. It stated how he had to help us rescue Fern and was to offer us all the assistance he could.

It was then that things got interesting.

“I’m not writing that!” he complained.

I stomped on his back. “You think you’ve got a choice?”

“But… this is insanity! I’ll lose my life if you don’t all safely return here?! The bird included?!” Zeryesis shook his head. “That’s madness! We don’t even know if she’s still alive! I’m not risking my life for a noisy, stray bir—”

I pressed the tip of my sword on the back of his neck. “Do I look like I give a shit? You lost your chance at mercy when you tried to fuck us over. This is the bare minimum we need to make sure you won’t try screwing us.”

“I won’t! I swear!” he whined, trapped beneath my foot and my blade.

“Then write the damn contract, unless you want to swap ink for blood.” I lowered my hand, denting the blade’s tip into his skin.

“I’ll do it! I’ll do it! I’ll write anything you want me to!”

“Get to it!” I snapped.

And he did. Zeryesis wrote like his life depended on it, for obvious reasons, and didn’t stop until he’d transcribed everything Norma had to say.

It was finished with his signature at the bottom.

The moment Zeryesis removed the quill from the parchment, he winced and grabbed at his neck.

“What’s goin’ on?” Dakota asked.

I kicked the devil to his back so I could get a better look at his throat. It’d been bound by a magic collar, similar to what had once restrained me.

“There,” the emotional devil spat. “Physical proof I am under your spell, my new and glorious master.”

It looked legit, but I knew better than to trust Zeryesis. Instead, I gave it a scan.


- - -

Devil’s Collar

Master: Steve Draxler

Wearer: Zeryesis

A magical collar created by a devil’s contract. If the wearer voids their contact, their life will end.

- - -


“It seems legit,” I told the group before beckoning Lulu closer. With her permission, I brought her collar into view… something I’d done far too many times accidentally in the past.

Mainly in the bedroom.

Before it faded away, I used my power.


- - -

Devil’s Collar

Master: Zeryesis

Wearer: Lulu Flameridge

A magical collar created by a devil’s contract. If the wearer voids their contact, they will lose their free will and be enslaved by the other party.

- - -


“Wait, free will? Like mind control?” I said to myself before turning to Zeryesis. “If we’d failed that agreement, we would’ve turned into mindless drones?!”

He growled while rubbing his collar. “Don’t try acting morally superior to me after all this, you foul-smelling oaf. Now what am I supposed to do?!”

“Work with us so you don’t die?”

“That’s…” His shoulders sagged. “Obviously, that’s what I must do. How have I gotten myself into this situation?”

Lulu grinned. “You know what they say about karma.”

I chuckled before glancing up at Ali Noira. “So we’re good? There’s no way he can escape before the contract is up?”

“Not as far as I know,” she replied. “Contract magic is particularly powerful. There should be no escape until he fulfills the terms he agreed.”

“That I was forced into,” Zeryesis complained while trying to tug the collar off or at least alleviate the tightness throttling him.

I couldn’t say I felt a shred of sympathy.

He finally picked himself off the floor while leaving the contract lying in the dirt. “Fine. If I must do this, then let us at least hurry. The less time I have to spend with my life on the line, the better.”

“Can it with the orders. We’ll go when we’re good and ready.” I said. Not that I didn’t disagree with sooner beating later, but that was besides the point.

“I’ll be good to go once I restock,” Lulu said as she swiveled around her backpack.

“And I’m good to go whenevs,” Dakota said while giving me the thumbs up. “Just say the word.”

Zeryesis groaned at me. “You’re taking your pets along? My life’s on the line here! Treat this seriously!”

“Can it,” I said.

We definitely should’ve put something about him not being able to speak without permission into the contract…

He wasn’t even making a valid point. Lulu and Dakota were both amazing; they weren’t liabilities. Having them along definitely increased our odds of getting Fern home safely.

“What Steve said,” Marietta remarked. “If I wish to come, who are you to stop me, devil?”

My eyes widened. “Wait, what?”

“You want to come?” Lulu said, her shocked expression a mirror of mine.

“Have you forgotten the damage the harpies caused?” Marietta replied. “I’ve spent the last few days tending to those left injured. Apple still hasn’t woken up, although I’m happy to say her life isn’t in danger.”

I breathed out. That was great to hear.

Then I was pierced by Marie’s sky-blue eyes. “Yours may be if you walk into Scorchlan without anyone to keep you alive, never mind Voida. Therefore, I will be coming along.”

I swallowed a grumble. “But…”

“Do not fear. I have no interest in putting myself in danger. My task is purely to keep you out of it and to heal you if the worst should happen.”

“What was that about healing?” Zeryesis asked.

“Then let me come too,” Roxie said as she took a step forward. “I can’t bear letting y’all carry this burden without me. Fern’s my family as well, and I wanna help her.”

Lulu waved her hands. “You really don’t need to.”

“But I wanna, sugar. Besides, I’m sure I can offer a hand. Even if I’m as suited for fighting harpies as a fork is for eating soup, there’s no telling when my strength might come in useful.”

“She has been trainin’ with a sword,” Dakota said. “I say we let the Holy Maiden do her thing.”

Roxie beamed, cheeks lighting up. “Thank you kindly, sugar. I promise I’ll be as useful as a paddle in a creek.”

Both Roxie and Marietta raised some good points. As much as I didn’t want a repeat of what’d happened to Fern, I couldn’t say no to my gorgeous wives. I smiled. “Alright. Glad to have you both.”

“And Jezzy too!” the bubbly dryad cheered, throwing her arms up in the air.

“No,” I said, instantly making myself a liar.

Her happiness turned to confusion as she tilted her head. “What?”

“We’re heading into danger. We can’t bring you along just for the fun of it.”

Jezzy pouted her lips. “But everyone else is going…”

“That doesn’t make this a holiday,” I told her. “I’m not prepared to put you in danger for no reason.” When we brought her to find Ali Noira, it was justified because of her special power. Her ability to talk to plants was unneeded on this journey. We’d just be putting in harm’s way for the hell of it.

That wasn’t happening.

“But…” she continued as her eyes fell to the floor. “But I wanna save Fern too…”

“I know you do, but you’re not coming. That’s final.” She’d be safe here now that Ali Noira had shown herself. It was the best place for her.

It didn’t make her a happy dryad.

Dakota patted her back. “Chin up. We’ll be back soon! Just ya wait. We’ll be chillin’ with Fern again before ya know it.”

“Okay,” Jezzy mumbled under her breath.

I sighed. I was glad she understood. Who the hell wanted to upset someone so close to them like this? But if it needed to be done…

“Is that everyone decided?” Zeryesis said. “No one else is about to ask to come along? Nobody else is going to add to my burden further?”

“You’re doing a shit job of canning it,” I snapped at the devil.

“Excuse me for wanting to keep myself alive,” he replied while pointing at his collar. “Now are we ready to go or aren’t we?”

“I still need to prepare,” Lulu said before she took off toward the house.

The devil groaned. “Hurry it up already, you useless—”

I grabbed Zeryesis by this collar, pulling him closer. “Watch your fucking tongue.”

He snapped his mouth shut and murmured out a soft squeak of, “Whatever you say… Master.”

I snorted. This was going to take some getting used to. It was just another small chapter of the craziest twenty-four hours of my entire life… and things were only about to get weirder.

Voida awaited.


Chapter 11


Once Lulu had restocked her bag of goodies, it was time for us to take our leave. We assembled at the farm’s entrance, on the magic circle.

“Gather around. Gather around,” Zeryesis ordered, hurrying us up. “Grab onto me.”

Marietta scoffed. “I don’t think so.”

“Do you want to make it to Voida alive or don’t you?” he snapped back. “And close that parasol.”

Her glaring expression said Marie didn’t take too kindly to be ordered around by a no-good devil.

I rubbed her shoulder, tickling my fingers into the wool around her neck. “Let’s play along. Right now our lives mean everything to him.”

“Don’t remind me,” Zeryesis groaned, shoulders drooping. “How? How did this happen to me of all devils?”

“It’s what you get for trying to screw us over,” Lulu said as she grabbed onto his arm.

He winced. “Watch those claws!”

Lulu didn’t. She squeezed harder.

I smirked. He had asked her to grab on…

After Lulu was done giving Zeryesis the treatment he deserved, we all bunched as close to the devil as we could.

“Is everyone ready?” I asked.

“Ready, sugar,” Roxie replied.

Dakota threw an arm into the air. “Let’s go save Fern!”

“Will you all stop moving? Why are you trying to make this harder on me?” the devil sandwiched in the middle complained.

Norma, just one of many who had come to see us off, chuckled. “Make sure ya come back safely.”

“And quickly,” Ali Noira boomed from up high. “If you even think about not coming back…”

“I’ll be back,” I assured the sexy giantess. “Keep everyone safe in my absence, will you?”

She huffed and turned away. “Do not make it sound like I’m doing you a favor. It’s only natural that I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, protect what belongs to her.”

I smirked before bowing my head. “Thank you, my great and powerful lover.” Then I turned to my odd-wife out, who I was glad to see was smiling again. “Take care, Jezzy. We’ll be back before you know it.”

“With Fern too,” Dakota added.

The dryad nodded before wiggling her lithe green fingers. “Byesies! Like, I’ll see you real soon.”

I nodded before turning to Zeryesis. “Let’s go.”

“Finally! I thought you’d never ask,” he said before clicking his fingers.

My back was hit by a soft thud as the world around us was suddenly engulfed by purple fire.

Marietta squeaked and jolted closer to Zeryesis.

“That’s why I told you to stay close,” he said, voice oozing smug superiority.

“Shut your trap!” Marietta snapped back.

“Is this real fire?” Roxie asked, the swirl of the purple vortex reflecting in curious silver eyes.

“Don’t touch it unless you want to lose a finger,” Zeryesis warned.

“I-I wasn’t planning on it,” Roxie said while huddling closer.

“Good! Now quieten down and let me focus.” He closed his eyes and furrowed his brow, concentration written all over his face.

With a flaming tornado surrounding us, none of us dared interrupt.

Seconds later, the inferno broke apart.

The farm and its residents were gone. They’d been replaced by a stone chamber which looked like it belonged in the bowels of a Gothic fantasy castle. A mixture of crackling torches and purple crystals illuminated the modest windowless room and the smoldering magical circle we’d emerged on.

It was a larger copy of the one we’d used to summon Zeryesis.

Roxie’s head swiveled from side to side. “Where are we?”

“Is this Voida?” Lulu asked, doing likewise.

Zeryesis sighed while wiping a heavy sweat from his brow. “Naturally. Where did you think we were going?”

“We’re here already?” I said. All in all, that couldn’t have been more than thirty seconds, and most of it was spent with Zeryesis acting like a knob.

“That was easier than I thought it’d be,” Dakota said.

Zeryesis flashed his fangs. “Don’t belittle my magic as if what I did was simple. You could fit all the devils capable of traveling between worlds in one room. Out of them, only a handful could manage it while transporting… however many of you there are.”

“Wow. How interesting,” Marietta said in a tone that suggested otherwise. “How lucky we are to know such an incredible devil.”

It earned her an irritated snarl from the demon in question.

“We really just traveled between dimensions,” Lulu mumbled to herself. “Incredible…”

“I know, right?” Jezzy said. “So cool.”

I snickered. “Technically this is my second time, but… wait, what?!” My head snapped toward Jezzy like a compass to the north.

She giggled and threw her arms open. “Surprise!”

My mind went blank. For a moment, I was too stunned to say or do a single thing. Then, at last, I blurted out, “Are you serious?!”

Jezzy flinched back. “S-Stevie?”

“What are you doing here?! I told you not to come!”

She stumbled back a step. “I-I jumped in at the last second. I… like, wanted to surprise you.”

“You surprised me, alright!” I shouted. “And you also threw yourself into danger for no fucking reason. This is… this is ridiculous!” What the hell had she been thinking? Even on top of where she now was, she easily could’ve been caught in the flaming vortex.

Words fell from Jezzy’s trembling lips, but she struggled to put them together into a sentence. “B-but I thought you’d be happy. Thought I could help…”

“You could’ve got yourself killed!”

Her attempts at explaining herself came to an end. She stared at me, body shaking. Great big beads of sadness bubbled to the surface and streaked down her cheeks. She wrapped her arms around herself as if trying to keep herself still. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she began to chant, her eyes now pointed at my feet.

My anger vanished.

W-what?

Jezzy’s legs failed her and she collapsed to her knees. Her hands, though, remained locked on her upper arms, fingers clinging hold. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Please don’t shout. I’ll be good. I promise.”

There was little sign of the giggly airhead who loved sauntering around the fields, providing the plants with yummy streams of energy. It was like she’d become a different person.

A person who trapped us all in a stunned silence.

The only one able to free themself from Jezzy’s spell was Dakota. She leapt forward and grabbed the dryad by her quivering shoulders. “It’s okay, Zelby. It’s okay! I’m here for ya! It’s all gonna be kay.”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry—”

Dakota pulled her into a hug. “There ain’t nothin’ to worry about. Think happy thoughts. Happy thoughts.”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry…”

A haze filled the inside of my head. My thoughts were slow—unfocused. This sudden shift, this side of Jezzy I’d never seen before, was too much. All I knew for certain was I wanted it to go away; I wanted to get the real Jezzy back.

I took a step forward. “Jezzy, I—”

She squealed and squeezed hold of Dakota. “Please don’t hurt me! I’ll never do it again. I’ll be a good girl. Always good. Always and forever.” Her eyes, Jezzy’s usually gorgeous pink eyes, were empty. They showed none of her gentleness, mischievousness, or even that cute little glint she got when she wasn’t unsure about something. They were like black holes born to swallow and crush joy wherever it may appear.

“No one’s gonna hurt ya,” Dakota assured the girl whose hair she was tenderly stroking. “Steve wouldn’t do that. Ya know how much he loves ya. Just settle down. Think happy thoughts.” While saying that, Dakota shot me a look it was impossible to misinterpret.

‘Shut your friggin’ gob. Leave this to me.’

I made no effort to object. Instead, I eased back alongside the others and gave the pair all the space they needed.

Even Zeryesis played along.

Under Dakota’s care, Jezzy grew quieter and quieter until her sobbing became the gentle breathing of a girl asleep.

Roxie gulped. “S-sugar?”

“She’s just passed out,” Dakota said before easing up, lifting Jezzy with her.

Her expression was back to normal. She looked tranquil, as if what’d just happened was a dream. Her puffy eyes and wet cheeks were the only signs it hadn’t been.

Apart from the images burned into my memories.

“What… was that?” Lulu whispered.

“Can we, like, talk about it another time or summat?” Dakota said while holding Jezzy up with her shoulder. “And will ya lend me a hand, Holy Maiden? I ain’t built for liftin’.”

“R-right away, sugar!” Roxie said as she rushed over and scooped the sleeping dryad into her arms.

I bit back a grumble before turning to Zeryesis. “Where’s the closest bed?”

He didn’t look best pleased to be asked, but he swallowed any complaints and said, “Follow me.”

We did just that up a short flight of stairs, into a hall with a different décor style to that below. It looked closer to the former Galeholder Manor. The walls were a polished white stone which matched the pillars holding up a marble gray ceiling. The floor seemed to be of the same material, including the two stairways which wrapped around our location to whatever lay above.

As soon as we entered, an immaculately dressed devil, who could only be a servant given his choice of outfit, rushed over and bowed.

“Vebnar Zeryesis. Xoth vitneer sek. Veeth zester zolvula.,” he said.

My mouth fell open.

The servant’s eyes widened at the sight of us. “Veo xhirin—”

Zeryesis waved him away. “Skova zil. Vetlavar zunda xtranan.”

It was answered with a bow. “Vayan, Vebnar Zeryesis.” Then he made a quick exit.

“What was that?” I said.

Zeryesis glanced at me from the corner of his eye. “What? Did you think we devils shared our tongue with you humans like the beasts do?”

That… was an excellent point.

We continued upstairs, with Zeryesis shooing away any of his servants, be they devil, demi-beast, or demon.

Visible magical collars enslaved them all.

We soon arrived in a bedroom I could only presume was Zeryesis’s. A golden chandelier dangled above a king-sized black bed complete with a gaudy ‘demonic’ trim. It faced toward a pair of glass doors so large they pretty much took up the full wall, leading out onto a balcony.

Roxie laid Jezzy on the bed, where she silently curled up without a care.

The rest of us watched in silence.

“Is she going to be okay?” I asked Dakota.

“Yeah, she’ll be fine. It’s Zelby, ya know? She’s tougher than she looks.”

“She better be,” Zeryesis complained. “Things are already complicated enough without an emotionally unstable dryad trying to sabota—ow!”

Marietta removed her foot from Zeryesis’s after giving him a stomping.

He grumbled while leaning down to rub his injury. “This is the thanks I get for generously allowing a nymph to dirty my bed?”

I ignored the nuisance. I only had eyes for Jezzy—for the woman I’d caused such a powerful reaction from.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“You ain’t got nothin’ to be sorry for,” Dakota replied. “Like, as much as I hate seein’ Zelby that way, she’s the one who was in the wrong.”

“What she did was dangerous,” Roxie said while stroking the sleeping dryad’s hair. “I don’t even wanna think what would’ve happened if she’d timed things wrong.”

“It didn’t mean I had to flip my lid,” I grumbled under my breath.

“It didn’t, but sometimes a powerful reaction is justified,” Marietta said. “You couldn’t have anticipated her reaction.”

“None of us could have,” Lulu said while playing with her paws. “Except for…”

Dakota flashed us a wry grin. “It ain’t like I was expectin’ it too or anythin’. Still, I guess I’ve… Can we drop it for now? I’d feel right tight if I started blabbin’ shiz behind her back.”

Lulu nodded. “I guess it’s more important to figure out what to do with her.”

“The obvious answer is to send her back,” I said, although I wasn’t sure how Jezzy would react to it. Upsetting her further was the last thing I wanted.

“Are you crazy?!” Zeryesis said. “Do you know how much mana it takes to move between worlds? Do you know how much mana it takes to transport one, two, three, four… seven bodies between worlds? It’s a miracle I’m still standing.” He was looking pretty out of breath. The flaming vortex hadn’t given off a lick of heat, yet he was sweating like he’d stepped out of a sauna.

“You’re saying you can’t do it?”

“Not unless I take the time to recover, which sort of contradicts my aim to get this collar off my neck as soon as possible.” He gave the invisible restraint another tug, temporarily bringing it into view.

“How long will that take?” Roxie asked the devil.

“Tomorrow, at the earliest.”

“Tomorrow?!” I exclaimed. “Are you kidding me?!”

He flashed his fangs. “Why would I lie? Sending her back would be one less soul for me to care about. If I had the power to do so, I’d have returned her already.”

I grumbled through my teeth. That made sense… but it didn’t make me pleased with his answer. Jezzy didn’t belong in this realm; she had to go back.

“You might not have the power, but I do,” I said. “Teach me the spell. I’ll take her myself.”

“Steve?!” Lulu squeaked.

Zeryesis’s eyes widened. “You want me to teach you our magic?”

I shrugged. “Why not? It’s just magic. Who cares if it’s taboo for humans to learn it; that’s been my whole life since coming here.” Blesslan already despised me. It’d feel good to give them a proper reason to do so.

The devil shook his head. “It’s impossible.”

“You’d be surprised at what I can do. Remember, I’m the guy who killed Chillhammer with his own spirit beast.” Or what everyone seemed to treat as a spirit beast, at least.

Zeryesis kept shaking his head. “You can kill as many nobles with as many spirit beasts as you please. It doesn’t make a difference; I can’t teach you. Only devils can teleport to and from Voida.”

“What?” I said before turning to Lulu for clarification.

She shrugged.

“Why do you think Voida has stood for as long as it has?” Zeryesis continued. “If humans were capable of coming here as they pleased, they’d have wiped us out long ago. That only we can access this realm is what allows it to keep functioning.”

“That’s still not a guarantee,” I said. “Nature magic was supposedly impossible for humans, but I learned it. Why—”

“You can use nature magic?!” he blurted out.

I shut my trap. On second thought, that was info Zeryesis was better off not knowing.

His sinister eyes scanned me up and down before he composed himself by clearing his throat. “That’s unimportant. Your human misunderstandings mean nothing here. Our world’s protection is a definitive truth given to us by The Otherworldly. Only devils may come in and out of their own volition, and that’s final.” He folded his arms as signaling the matter was closed. “Unless we wait until tomorrow, your dryad isn’t going anywhere, and I have no interest in spending more time under your thumb than need be. Let’s move on to what’s important: how we’re going to get through this alive.”

I resented his accusation that discussing Jezzy’s well-being wasn’t important. However, if he insisted teleporting her back to the farm was impossible, there was little point arguing about it.

“Fine,” I spat.

“Excellent,” Zeryesis said, face lighting up. “I’ve been thinking about this matter ever since you forced me into it, and I know just the way to get us across Voida safely.”

“This is going to be good,” Marietta mumbled with an accompanying roll of her eyes.

Zeryesis smiled. It was a carbon copy of the salesman look he used whenever he was trying to butter us up. “You must all pretend to be my slaves.”

Silence followed.

“What?!” an agglomerate of voices yelled as one.

“I am not pretending to be your slave,” Marietta snarled as she prepared to draw her rapier.

Lulu growled and placed her paws over her neck. “I should’ve known this was just another of your schemes to enslave me.” She pulled her hands away and filled them with fire.

“Wait, wait, wait!” Zeryesis squealed while gesturing for them to relax as fast as his arms could move. “Did you forget about our contract? Right now, I have to do what’s best for this mission. I’m only saying this because it’s the truth. Remember where you are! This is the realm of devils and devils alone. This isn’t a place for your kind. If you walk around without collars, someone is bound to try and take you.”

Dakota snorted as she bounced on the balls of her feet, fists up and ready to strike. “Then we’ll knock them the frick out.” She demonstrated a simple jab.

Zeryesis gulped. “Please, be reasonable! We should be doing everything to minimize danger.” His golden eyes swiveled my way. “Surely you know this. Talk some sense into your animals!”

“They are not animals,” I growled, making the devil flinch away. I followed it up with a deep sigh. “But as much as I hate to admit it, you’ve got a point.”

He nodded desperately. “See? We need to reduce the odds of anything going wrong as low as possible. You posing as my slaves will do that. After all, only a fool would dare try and steal my property.”

Marietta scoffed. “Yes, nobody would dare challenge someone as powerful as you.”

The dripping sarcasm made Zeryesis wince. “You shouldn’t take me lightly. I am one of Voida’s thirty strongest devils.”

“Seriously?” Dakota said, not buying it for a second.

“I’m guessing somewhere between twenty-six and thirty,” I replied. “You’d have started at a higher number otherwise.”

“That’s… do not act like that isn’t an accomplishment in itself!” the offended devil complained. “Just look through the window! Does that look like a domain that belongs to a nobody?”

I hadn’t paid the view much, if any, attention. I ambled over to see what the fuss was about.

My eyes popped out like a cartoon pervert’s.

A town spread out from our vantage point. It was a lot larger than Grayedge yet smaller than Yellowfields, despite being protected by a white wall on all sides. Structurally, it was a mess compared to both. It looked like a handful of teeth, collected from different animals, had been haphazardly tossed into a basin.

What were those structures made from? Why did they look so jagged? And what was up with… everything else?

There wasn’t a lick of blue to be seen in the sky. Instead, it was a muddy yellow sprawl stained with clouds which ranged from vicious streaks of black to sickly lumps of gray. From behind them ‘shone’ a dull red orb which looked more like a dying fire than a brilliant all-illuminating star.

Maybe it had something to do with outside the town looking closer to crimson than green?

Lulu pressed herself against the glass. “So this is what Voida looks like…”

“Not just anywhere in Voida,” Zeryesis said. “Welcome to the town of Styxlar, owned by yours truly.”

“You really own all this?” I asked him.

He grinned, flashing his fangs. “Not bad for a so-called weak devil, am I right? Perhaps now you’ll finally start taking me seriously.”

Marietta scoffed and looked away from the view. “Never. If anything, it makes me doubt your intentions even less. You probably just want us to play slaves as a status thing.”

“Either to make yourself look good or so you don’t tank your reputation when it gets out you’re working under us,” I finished.

Zeryesis gulped. “I… confess that I considered my reputation when formulating this plan”—

“Knew it,” Marietta spat.

—“but I swear it on The Otherworldly himself that getting us to Scorchlan safely is my sole motivation. Acting the part of master and slaves is the best way to achieve that. For you especially, Steven. You’re a human—a sworn enemy of we devils. If you walk around without a collar, you’ll be attacked on sight. Pretending you’re mine is the only way to keep them at bay.”

I folded my arms and stared at the wannabe slaver. His eyes begged me to be reasonable, but I knew better than to buy everything a con man said. The only thing which made me lean his way was the contract binding him to our will.

“What exactly does playing the part of a slave entail?” I asked him.

“Steve,” Lulu whined.

“Nothing difficult or complicated,” Zeryesis assured me. “You’ll just need to stay quiet and act docile, unless I give you an order.”

I snarled.

He flinched back. “W-which I’d only do if absolutely necessary! I know better than to aggravate the people in charge of my life.”

Marietta scoffed. “Funny because you haven’t shown it so far.”

“A few mere slips of the tongue. Nothing more! I’m ready and eager to cooperate fully and get you your bird back.” Zeryesis flashed us his salesman smile. “Now what do you say?”

My wives said what they thought on their faces; they didn’t want to take part in this farce.

I agreed, but doing solely what made us comfortable wouldn’t help rescue Fern. I exhaled and said, “Fine. I’m in.”

“Steve,” Lulu grumbled again.

“I know it’s a crock of shit, but if that’s what it takes to save Fern, so be it.”

“I agree,” Roxie said as she continued to tend to our sleeping dryad angel, thick fingers brushing through her flower-filled hair. “Even if I’d rather not, I don’t wanna put ourselves in unnecessary danger, and I don’t wanna do anything to jeopardize saving Fern.”

Zeryesis smiled. “I’m glad at least some of you see sense.”

“Shut it,” I said back. “If I’m gonna satisfy your sick kink, I want something in return.”

“It’s not a… just tell me what you’re talking about,” he groaned while rubbing his forehead.

“I want you to teach me how to speak devil.”

He flinched. “What?!”

“I don’t like not being able to understand what you’re saying.” Who knew what crap he could be getting up to behind our backs. “I want to learn.”

“And you expect me to teach you?”

I shrugged. “You can get someone else to do it. I don’t care as long as it produces results.”

“Don’t act as if our tongue is simple to learn. It can take months just to get a grip of the basics. Xinos is only a week away.”

“It shouldn’t be a problem,” I replied. “There’s my condition. Take it or leave it.”

Zeryesis grumbled while grinding his teeth together. He marched to the room’s edge and grabbed a loudspeaker, which he barked into in the language I hoped to know soon enough.

A minute later, a purple-skinned woman slithered into the room. She wore a maid outfit on her lower half and nothing down below… likely because of how hard it was to dress up a serpent.

“Is that a lamia?” I said about the woman who deposited two objects onto a desk before leaving.

“Snake,” Zeryesis replied as he strolled over to the objects. He picked up the first, a book, and threw it at me. “Here.”

It was a thick black book covered in what looked like scratches instead of letters. I used my scan sight, hoping it could decipher for me.


- - -

From Devil to Human

An educational book, meant to help devils learn human tongue.

- - -


Zeryesis explained likewise. He said the book was meant to teach devils our language, but that I could probably do the inverse if I worked hard enough.

I wasn’t so sure. The book was filled with words I understood and marks which looked like it’d been left in the hands of a naughty kitten.

Speaking of naughty kittens, my very own leaned over. “Frick me! Look at the state of that. How’re ya supposed to work out what the frick’s goin’ on?”

“You say as if you understand normal books,” Marietta said while stepping on her tiptoes so she could peek from my other.

“Frick off!” Dakota said. “I only get confused by big words now.”

“I should be fine… I hope,” I said, snapping the book shut. After all, I had a cheat power to assist me.

“What’s the other thing?” Roxie asked while looking at the desk.

Zeryesis held up the object, dangled on his finger. It was a big chunky slab of metal which could only belong on one part of the body.

“This is a slave collar designed specifically for humans… although it’s used on devils as well,” Zeryesis explained. “It prevents the wearer from being able to use any form of magic.”

“Seriously?” I looked, again, to Lulu for guidance.

Lulu rubbed her chin. “I have heard rumors about such collars existing. I wasn’t sure it was true, but…”

“They’re real,” Zeryesis assured us while swinging it from his outstretched finger. “It’s how we keep you humans in line.”

“And you expect me to wear that?” I said with a snarl.

“Relax!” he said before twisting around with the collar in hand. There was a flash of purple before he turned back again. “It’s now deactivated.”

I raised a brow.

“See?” He put the chunky collar on himself before summoning a flicker of purple fire from his finger. “It’s just for show. Nobody will be able to tell it’s broken… as long as you don’t do anything to give yourself away.”

“I’m not an idiot.”

“Of course, you’re not. I’d never insinuate otherwise,” he said as he unhooked the collar before throwing it to me.

I didn’t much fancy placing such a disgusting piece of metal around my neck, but I’d already committed to the piece. I clicked it in place before tapping into my core and making sure I still had access to my power.

My own fire magic rose into my palm.

Zeryesis flashed his fangs. “There! I hope that goes some way to show my trustworthiness.”

“It doesn’t,” Marietta interjected.

It didn’t perturb Zeryesis. He carried on. “Now if we’re all finished objecting when there’s really no need to, let’s get going.” He turned to leave the room.

“Wait!” Roxie squeaked. “What about Jezelbe?”

The dryad was still fast asleep.

Zeryesis clicked his tongue and batted Roxie’s question away. “Leave her. I’ll get my servants to tend to her until we return.”

“What?! Frick that!” Dakota said. “I ain’t leavin’ Zelby here alone.”

“Just think how scared she’d be,” Mommy Roxie said while cradling her green baby.

“And there’s no telling what he’d order his servants to do to her in our absence,” Lulu said, her narrowed peridot eyes not leaving Zeryesis’s for a moment.

“I wouldn’t order them to do anything,” the devil protested. “If you’re all so concerned, then stay here with her. The less of you I have to care about, the better!”

“I ain’t ditchin’ Fern!” Dakota snapped.

“You have to ditch one of them. I’m not waiting until tomorrow when we have hours of sunlight.”

“Can’t some other devil send her back?” I said.

Zeryesis gasped, placing his hands onto his sunken cheeks. “You’re right! Why didn’t I think of that?” Then his expression returned to a scowl. “Obviously not. If there were any other devils here capable of teleportation magic, we wouldn’t be having this conversation!”

A certain somebody groaned.

All eyes shifted toward Jezzy, who was finally waking from her slumber. The dryad lifted her head from the bed, face obscured behind strands of misplaced pink. “Huh?” she mumbled while blinking her hazy eyes. “Like, what’s everyone doing here? Why are you all looking at me?”

“Jezzy,” I said, unable to muster any volume into my voice.

When she focused on me, her pink eyes widened. Her sleepiness vanished in an instant, replaced by nerves. She jolted back, lifting her knees against her chest. “S-Steve…”

Roxie pulled Jezzy into her bosom and went back to stroking her hair. “There there, sugar. I’ve got you.”

“It’s totally kay,” Dakota said as she pounced on the bed. “No one’s mad at ya or nothin’. We were just chattin’ about what to do with ya.”

“This isn’t a discussion. She stays here,” Zeryesis snapped.

“Remind me again when we cared about what you thought?” Marietta snapped back.

Roxie kept on combing the knots out of that lovely soft pink hair. “What do you think, sugar? Will you be fine waiting here without us?”

Jezzy shook her head while snuggling into the plush cow’s pillowy chest. “Please don’t leave me. Take me with you. I promise I’ll be good. Like, I won’t do anything bad again.”

I winced. This still wasn’t my Jezzy—the one who had forced me to make her my bride. I wanted that woman back as soon as possible.

“If that’s what she wants,” I said.

“Are you serious?!” Zeryesis protested.

I snapped my eyes onto him. “You said we’d be safe. What’s the issue?”

He flashed his fangs. “That doesn’t mean…” He groaned and threw his arms up. “Who even cares? It’s a miracle I’ve managed to make you stubborn fools agree to so much.” He gave a dismissing wave while storming out of the room. “Do whatever you want, but I’m sick of waiting. Hurry and gather everyone who’s coming. We’re leaving for Xinos.”

As I watched the devil strop off, someone tugged on my sleeve.

“Is this really the right call?” Lulu asked me before her gaze wandered over to where Roxie and Dakota were comforting Jezzy.

“No clue,” I said, “but I don’t want to leave her alone. I want her with us.” Even if that meant taking her into hostile territory.

There would definitely be dangers waiting for us, but I no longer cared. I’d keep Jezzy safe. No devil or harpy was going to get their claws on her. I’d lost enough wives for one lifetime.

It was time to go get Fern back.


Chapter 12


Jezzy was thrilled we were taking her with us, but less so when we revealed she’d have to pretend to be Zeryesis’s slave.

So no different from the rest of us.

We assured her it wouldn’t be that bad. After all, we were ‘slaves’ in name only. It wouldn’t actually amount to anything.

Then we arrived in Zeryesis’s stables.

“This is how we’ll be traveling,” he said while patting the side of his wagon of choice.

A caged wagon.

It was pretty much a large cage on wheels—the sort I envisioned being used to transport wild animals.

“You expect us to travel in that?!” Marietta snapped.

It was something wordlessly seconded by my fake brides and I. Jezzy looked particularly reluctant as she clung to Roxie, partially using her big soft body as a shield.

“How else am I supposed to transport a group of slaves? Via a luxury carriage?” Zeryesis replied. “This is about authenticity. If we’re going to pretend you’re slaves, we need to do this properly.”

“Don’t talk like this was our idea!” Lulu complained. “You’re the one who pushed us to do this.”

“All so ya could lock us up and parade us around,” Dakota growled, showing off her sharp feline fangs.

Marietta folded her arms and glared at Zeryesis. “We are not going in that.”

“Do you want to save that noisy bird or don’t you?” Zeryesis snapped back.

Marie snarled, showing off her fangless sheep teeth.

“It’s okay,” Jezzy mumbled while squeezing hold of Roxie. “If it’s for Ferny, I don’t mind…”

“Sugar,” Roxie whispered while stroking the dryad’s head.

I wanted to speak up and tell Jezzy she didn’t need to do this, but my words got caught in my throat. I was hesitant to say much of anything about her after what had happened.

The best I could do was look after her until she was better, and beyond.

Once Jezzy had agreed to go along with this foolishness, the others couldn’t really hold out. They caved and agreed to do whatever Zeryesis wanted.

We soon found ourselves locked in a mobile cage.

“At least it’s on the big side,” Roxie said as she stood as tall as she could, her horns not reaching the ceiling.

Not by much, mind you, but if it was big enough for her then it was fine for the rest of us.

“Wow, what an incredible silver lining,” Marietta snarked as she leaned against the bars.

“Stop complaining,” Zeryesis said as he got into the driver’s seat. He grabbed the reins leading to a pair of donchargers, apparently the unintelligent mount of choice in Voida as well. “In fact, hold your tongues altogether until we’re clear of town. I doubt any of that rabble knows your language, but I’m not taking any risks.”

I performed an exaggerated bow. “Whatever you desire, Master.”

Lulu shivered. “Please don’t even joke about that.”

I smirked. She needn't worry; this was the closest Zeryesis was ever gonna come to owning us.

Zeryesis’s smacked his mounts into action and got us moving. We left his stable and rode onto his estate. It was completely oversized, as expected of a bastard who lived in a manor house. Groups of slaves worked away on both sides of the road, tending to fields of crops.

At least that’s what I presumed they were.

They only had a passing resemblance to our acres of farmland back home. Our plants were large and vibrant, mixing shades of rich green with a medley of every color in the rainbow. These were withered gray poles and sickly lumps of wrinkled trash.

Were they even edible?

Zeryesis told us not to speak, so I wasn’t going to ask. I stayed quiet like a good boy as we passed out of the estate and into the surrounding town.

As soon as we began the journey through Styxlar’s streets, a devil slammed into the cage, making my mates shriek and jump away. “Zoshlka vebnen! Xicono xetta sibber!” the rag-clad devil yelled while trying to climb onto the wagon.

As we all moved away from the devil, we were taken aback by a clatter behind us, courtesy of another devil.

“Sibber, vebnen, sibber!” the new devil yelled while grabbing hold of the bars. “Zoshlka! Veleto xinobo zen sobalanar!”

Lulu gulped as we stumbled into the cage’s center. “What the…?”

Another devil soon joined the first two, and then another, and another. Within a minute, an entire swarm of snarling, frothing demons surrounded the carriage.

Zeryesis growled, kicking away a devil trying to climb into his seat. “Zootbanar, siiku! Xutonoa zerset von!”

The devils didn’t stop. Many threw themselves at the wagon, trying to scramble onto it. Others reached through the bars, trying to grab us.

One got their hands on Lulu’s rucksack.

She squealed and pulled back. “Get off! That’s mine!”

“Sibber! Xicono xetta sibber!”

I kicked the devil in the wrist, breaking its grip. Then I turned to Zeryesis and said, “What the fuck is going on?!”

“What did I say about talking?” he replied, booting off two more pests.

I did similar, knocking back a devil who’d reached through and grabbed Dakota’s hair. “Answer, you bastard!”

“Just some common scum. Nothing to worry about.”

“What happened to this being safe?!” Lulu squealed, clutching her bag to her chest as she stood in the wagon’s very center.

We all were. Marietta was clinging to me so tightly it was a surprise she hadn’t climbed inside my clothing.

“Stop complaining,” Zeryesis replied while shaking a devil off his leg. “It’ll be over soon.”

Sure enough, once we made it through the filthy streets of Styxlar to the town’s main gate, the guards there stepped in to knock away the feral rabble trying to get at us. They blocked the mob off, letting us leave the city in peace.

Once we’d passed through the surrounding fields, which were just as unimpressive as those on Zeryesis’s estate, he turned back to us and said, “There. Just as promised.”

Marietta snarled and kicked the cage. “Just as promised?! They almost ripped my dress off!” She grumbled while rubbing at where her outfit had been ripped.

“You’ve got some explaining to do,” I growled at the lying piece of shit.

“No explanation necessary,” Zeryesis said. “That’s the treatment you got despite being my slaves. You don’t want to know what would’ve happened to you if I hadn’t been there.”

I glared at the devil’s back.

“A-at least it’s over,” Roxie said before looking around, inadvertently swinging her braids. “Are y’all okay?”

None of us looked any worse for wear, beyond a few bits of ripped clothing and some new split ends. The cage had just about protected us… while also subjecting us to that viciousness in the first place. It’d left Jezzy as white as a sheet.

“You okay, Jezzy?” I asked her specifically.

She nodded erratically. “Y-yep. Just a little shaken, is all…”

“Then it’s a good thing we’re in the clear,” Dakota said before stretching her arms open. “Look around. Ain’t no one gonna bother us out here.” She smirked as she checked out our surroundings, but the feline’s expression soon turned to a frown.

I didn’t blame her.

The state of the world around us wasn’t something which would cheer anyone up—a nature-loving dryad especially. Wasteland was the most apt term I could use; the world was desolate for as far as the eye could see. Any plants we passed were small, shriveled messes.

If I’d grown something of that ilk in a pot back home, I’d have jumped on the internet to see what I’d done wrong.

Naturally, it didn’t bring a smile to Jezzy’s face.

I sighed. That wouldn’t do at all. It was time for Plan B.

After we’d settled into life in the cage—there were no seats beside the floor, which we decided not to turn down—I shuffled closer to Jezzy. “Hey.”

She flinched but breathed out when she saw my face. “Hi, Stevie…”

I rubbed the back of my head while thinking of what to say. “I’m sorry about earlier.”

“You, like, don’t need to apologize,” she mumbled.

I shook my head. “I want to. I don’t like scaring you.” Who would?

“It’s okay. Like, it was my fault. I totally deserved to be shouted at…”

I gritted my teeth. She had a point, but that didn’t mean I wanted to hurt her. I’d said those things because I cared about her. They weren’t supposed to make her act like… that.

This.

“I’ve learned my lesson. Promised,” Jezzy continued. “I’ll, like, never disobey you again. There’s no reason to beat me.”

“Beat you?!” I yelled.

She squeaked and jerked away from me.

“S-sorry! I didn’t mean to raise my voice again. It’s just… why the hell would I beat you?” Of all the things for her to stay.

“That’s what my old masters used to do to me when I misbehaved,” Jezzy said, her voice so soft it was almost drowned out by the squeak of the wagon’s wheels.

My mouth hung open. I didn’t know what to say—what to think.

“What’s with the shocked expression?” Marietta said as she leaned against me on the side opposite of Jezzy. “No slaver would let his property disobey him, especially not one as expensive and valuable as a dryad.”

Jezzy looked away without an objecting word.

I remained frozen. As stupid as it was to confess, I’d never given too much thought to how Jezzy had been treated by her old masters. It wasn’t something we’d ever discussed. Most of the time, I forgot Galeholder wasn’t her first.

How many scumbags had abused my wonderful dryad bride over the years?

“I’m not your master,” I reminded Jezzy. “Even if I was, I’d never beat you.” The fact I even had to say that…

“I know that,” Jezzy mumbled. “I’m sorry, Stevie. Like, I don’t mean to be acting all weird right now. I know you’re, like, totally different to any other human I’ve ever met. It’s just…” Her hands crawled back to her upper arms.

“Please don’t apologize,” I replied. “Offend me to your heart’s content if you feel like it. All I want is to see you smile again.”

In a perfect world, that would’ve done the trick. Jezzy would’ve giggled at my stupidity and flashed me a smile as radiant as she was. Instead, she fidgeted around, pulling her knees up to her chest. “Sorry. I’m trying, but it’s totally hard. Like, how am I supposed to cheer up when the plants are all crying?”

“Oh, sugar,” Roxie said as she pulled Jezzy closer and treated her to another motherly embrace.

That wasn’t the response I’d been looking for, but it wasn’t one I was going to question. If plants really could talk to Jezzy, and she’d shown time and again not to doubt that fact, I didn’t doubt they’d be in tears. Trying to grow in such a horrible place was too damn cruel.

“Is all of Voida like this?” I asked the devil in the driver’s seat.

“Have you forgotten about my wonderful town already?” Zeryesis replied, glancing back at us.

It wasn’t like we were in any danger of crashing into anyone if he took his eyes off the road.

“What part of that dump was wonderful?” Marietta snapped back. “The buildings were filthy, the scent was horrid, and the residents were downright feral.”

Dakota shrugged from the other side of the cage. “Eh, it wasn’t so bad. I grew up in worse.”

“A proper answer, please,” I demanded from the demonic pain in the ass.

Zeryesis groaned and slung his head back. “Yes and no. Voida is not an easy place to live, especially compared to that realm your ancestors drove mine from.”

I chose not to mention I was from a completely different ‘realm’ altogether.

“However,” he continued, “the path we’re traveling is a particularly desolate one. It’s one devils such as I, those with considerable power and influence, have little interest in. After all, it pairs with Blesslan.”

“Pairs with Blesslan?” Lulu asked.

“In shape, Voida is a scaled-down version of your realm. My kingdom borders over the equivalent of your farm. Xinos, where we’re heading, pairs with Scorchlan, which is why we’ll be able to teleport through from there.”

“Incredible,” my canine bride said under her breath as she hung onto Zeryesis’s words.

That she could look past her hatred of him was something.

“You didn’t know this?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “We’ve only got limited information about Voida. This is the first I’ve heard about the devils being so limited with their teleporting.”

“Then you should be grateful I’m imparting you with such valuable knowledge,” Zeryesis said.

“Don’t push your luck.”

“So coz this place teleports ya into Blesslan ya all avoid it or summat?” Dakota questioned.

“Not quite,” Zeryesis said. “It’s because teleporting into Blesslan is impossible.”

Lulu gasped and grabbed the wagon’s bars. “It is?!”

“Why? How does that even work?” I asked the devil.

“I haven’t a clue,” he replied.

I quirked a brow. “You don’t know?”

He glared back at me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize humanity had solved every unknown phenomenon there was.”

“I… good point.” Damn, did I hate when Zeryesis got one over on me.

Knowing he was currently my ‘slave’ took the sting off, somewhat.

Zeryesis huffed and turned back to the road ahead. “No devil truly knows why we cannot pass into Blesslan like we can anywhere else. Just as The Otherworldly protects us, The Architect likely protects them. They do call it their ‘blessed land’ after all.”

They really weren’t subtle with the name.

“So humans can’t enter Voida, and devils can’t enter Blesslan,” Dakota said. “That explains why shiz ain’t total bedlam.”

“Don’t compare us with those bloodthirsty humans who want nothing more than to snuff us out. We wouldn’t attack Blesslan, even if we could.”

“Yes, I’m sure you wouldn’t have any interest in forcing humanity into slavery if given the chance,” Marietta quipped.

Zeryesis whipped his head back around. “Don’t talk to me so condescendingly. You just forced me into slavery!” He grabbed his neck, making the magic collar flare into prominence.

I shrugged. “You’re overlooking the mitigating circumstances.”

“Which are?”

“You deserved it,” I said with a smirk.

Marietta copied the gesture. “Here, here.”

Zeryesis grumbled and turned his eyes back to the road. If he thought he’d be able to argue otherwise after the shit he’d tried to pull, he had another thing coming.

The conversation died a death as we continued onward across the dump that was Voida. As expected, there was no end to the wasteland. The only thing which broke up the endless barren plains were the hamlets we passed through. They reminded me of the predominantly fay villages surrounding Grayedge, in both size and reception, although the buildings were stone over wood. Staring eyes watched us pass, as if we were the first to ever come this way.

At least none of the devils attacked the wagon.

After passing through half a dozen of the minuscule villages, Voida’s murky sky stopped bathing us in a dull red-tinted glow, signaling night’s approach.

“Shiz! How long have we been in this cage for?” Dakota said as she tried to stick her head through the bars. “And why am I so friggin’ exhausted?”

“Maybe because you’ve been pacing all around all day?” Lulu suggested.

Dakota looked back with a huff. “Sorry that I can’t just relax all day like some of ya.”

By ‘some of ya’ she likely meant everyone but her. We’d all managed to stay predominantly seated. I’d used the chance to race through my book about the devil’s tongue while enjoying the soft touch of Marietta’s wool snuggled against me.

There was still no sign of any power to be bought.

“I thought cats were supposed to be sedentary?” Lulu said.

“Not this one! I’m all about the action. I need my exercise.” Which she proved by continuing to pace. “Besides, if I’m gonna lounge, it’s gonna be in the sun; not in a friggin’ cage!”

“If you needed somewhere cozy to rest, sugar, you should’ve said so earlier,” Roxie replied with a yawn… less because she was tired and more because she’d been sleeping most of the journey. “You could’ve cuddled up with me.” As Jezzy had been doing quietly throughout.

Dakota’s eyes lit up. “Ya mean it, Holy Maiden?!”

Roxie nodded. “Any time, sugar.”

Suddenly, Dakota began to move even faster, although her muffled squeals told me it was for a different reason than previously.

Marietta huffed as she remained resting on my shoulder. “You’re all getting far too comfortable.”

“But don’t you look pretty comfortable yourself?” Lulu said.

“At this rate,” Marietta continued, as if Lulu hadn’t spoke, “that blasted devil will be expecting us to sleep outside.” Her blue eyes pierced into Zeryesis’s back. “You won’t be expecting us to spend the night in this cage, will you?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it!” he said, flinching as if he felt the sharpness digging in. “We’ll be stopping at the next village and staying at an inn. That means I expect you all to play your part.”

Marietta snarled under her breath, “Great…”

“They’ll be serving food there, won’t they?” Roxie asked, her stomach growling on cue. She gave it a rub. “Don’t worry, belly. We’re almost there.”

“Of course!” Zeryesis replied. “I’ll get you all the gruel you need.”

“Gruel?!” she shrieked.

“Naturally. What else would ‘slaves’ eat?”

Roxie’s mouth fell open as she struggled to answer. She looked like her heart had just been ripped out of her chest.

Or her stomach.

“I am not eating gruel,” Marietta growled at the devil.

“I can’t exactly order you the local delicacies, can I?” Zeryesis countered. “You’re just asking to give our secret away.”

Marietta folded her woolly arms while her eyes narrowed. “A secret you seem to be benefiting from more than us.”

I snapped my book shut. “I don’t suppose you’ll be eating gruel with us.”

Zeryesis gulped. “I… I have to keep up the proper impression. Gruel wouldn’t do that.”

“Right. And I suppose you’ll probably take some luxury room while cramming us into the smallest, shittiest one they have. For immersion.”

He clammed up, eyes wandering away from us.

“Frick that!” Dakota said as she lunged at him, blocked off by the cage. “I ain’t sleepin’ in a damn box after being stuck in here all day.”

“There’s no other choice! We have to play our parts,” Zeryesis appealed while leaning away from Dakota’s claws.

“Not quite,” I said.

“Huh?” he replied.

“We don’t need to play our parts. We just need to make everyone else think we are.” I placed my book down then went over and leaned on the side of the cage behind Zeryesis. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”

It was a plan Zeryesis was not pleased to hear. However, there was only so much arguing he could do against the guy who owned the kill collar around his neck.

Reluctantly, he agreed to play along.

Before it became dark enough to require my night vision, we rolled into the next village on route to Scorchlan. It was slightly bigger than the others, likely thanks to being a reasonable day’s ride away from Styxlar.

As usual, all the villages looked at us like the circus had rolled into town… which was fitting seeing how we’d arrived in a wagon.

Once Zeryesis had brought us to a stop outside the village’s biggest building—the inn, I presumed—he hopped out of the driver’s seat and mumbled, “Wait here. And behave! I doubt these bumpkins can speak your tongue, but there’s no reason to take the risk.”

I shot him a mock salute, followed by a roll of the eyes. We got the picture; he didn’t need to keep bringing it up.

The nearby devil villages gave us a wide berth, unlike those which had mobbed us back in Styxlar. The only exception was a pair of devils: an older woman and a small boy.

He pointed at us. “Xeollo! Vems.”

The woman tugged on his other hand. “Zetexlar zistd senob.”

He didn’t let it stop him. “Ziinty vusto? Vetel xinovara?”

“Not this again,” Marietta grumbled under her breath.

Dakota whined as she rattled the bars. “Steve, what the frick are they chattin’? They ain’t mistakin’ me for a dude, are they?”

“That’s your biggest concern?” Lulu asked.

“How would ya like it if someone mistook ya for a fox?!”

Lulu folded her arms and looked away. “Not a fox…”

Roxie looked at me and asked, “Can you understand them, sugar? I need to make sure they’re not planning on eating me…”

The lad was pointing right at her.

“I’ve only been reading for a few hours,” I said as I picked the book back up and got digging through. “Still, some of the words… If I’m right, he just said… ‘big’?”

Ping!

- - -

New Ability Available: Basic Devil Tongue
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- - -


My lips curled into a grin. I most certainly would, thank you. And seeing as I had plenty of deed points to spend…

A devil dictionary smacked me in the brain.

After receiving this sort of treatment so many times in the past, I was able to endure it with little more than a grimace. The end result remained the same; my head filled with info. Suddenly, the devils talking gibberish were gone.

“What about that one?” the devil said while pointing at Marietta.

“That’s a sheep,” the woman said.

“And that one?” he asked while pointing at Jezzy.

“I’m not sure…”

“Can I pet them? Can I?”

She shook her head. “Remember what me and your father always say; voixenbegs are dangerous. Don’t go near them.”

He pouted. “But fluffy…”

“Come on,” she said, tugging him away.

Roxie breathed out. “Thank The Architect they’re gone. I could feel them trying to work out what part of me to eat first.”

“That’s not quite the impression I got,” I said. It seemed more like a typical conversation you’d expect from a human child and parent.

As that pair left, Zeryesis made his return and let us out of the cage. “Come along, slaves,” he said nice and loud, so everyone could hear. “We’re heading inside.”

Marietta snarled under her breath. “What happened to them not understanding our tongue?”

Zeryesis blanked her question and herded us into the inn. It was, unsurprisingly, on the shabby side… but still better than the inns Marie and I once stayed in together.

Apart from us and the staff, it was empty.

The man behind the counter nearly hit the ceiling when he saw a devil as extravagantly dressed as Zeryesis walk in, surrounded by a gaggle of slaves.

“Good evening, dear zuptopadee,” Zeryesis began in his native tongue, most of which my ability let me understand effortlessly. “I require rooms for the night. Two. Would you happen to have any available?”

The other devil nodded. “We do, sire! Anything for a man of your standing.”

“Excellent,” Zeryesis continued. “Then listen closely and listen well. Firstly, I require the largest, most septebel room you have, fit for a party of many. Would you have something which fits those criteria?”

“Yes, sire! Our most septebel room fits a party of three.”

“That’ll have to do. I’ll take it. Then I require another room, for my slaves.”

“Your slaves will not be staying with you?”

Zeryesis scoffed. “Of course not. A man of my standing would never be caught dead sharing a room with such zothesser slaves. That room is for me alone. They need their own. Make it… the smallest, cheapest room you have.”

My brides watched the conversation, clueless to what was going on. Only I understood, and I watched it with a smile.

Good boy. I knew you wouldn’t disobey… hmm?

From the corner of my eye, I noticed someone easing the inn door open. It was a boy—the boy who’d been watching us with his mom. He glanced around, making sure nobody was looking at him, before sneaking inside. He kept close to the wall and shimmied along until he was hiding behind a table.

What was he up to?

“A large bathtub, and a huge septebel feast for you, to be delivered to your room,” the innkeeper said as I listened back in on his conversation with Zeryesis. He seemed to be confirming the order. “And a small helping of zincpop for your slaves.”

“That’s right,” Zeryesis said before slamming his hands on the counter. “Now for the most important part of all. Both my slaves and I are to be given total privacy. You and your staff will stay far away from our rooms, no matter what. Any attempts to make contact with me or my slaves will be met with harsh xebnoxta. Do I make myself clear?”

The innkeeper nodded sharply. “Yes, sire! Whatever you desire.”

My smirk widened. Nice work, Zery. I should’ve known this was a job for a con ma—

Lulu shrieked.

We all swiveled toward her, Dakota and I prepared to throw down.

“What’s going on?!” Zeryesis squealed, panic washing over his face.

“Something grabbed me!” Lulu said as she spun around and used her arms to pin her fluffy orange tail to her back.

Common sense struck me. I crouched down and looked under the nearby table.

Sure enough, the devil boy was quivering below, like he’d just gotten the fright of his life.

“Relax,” I said. “It was just a boy.”

When he saw me looking at him, his expression darkened. Tears welled in his eyes which soon turned into emotional fountains, emphasized by his wails.

“Please don’t hurt me!” he cried out. “Mommy!”

My heart sank. The fuck? What was he doing crying so hard? He was young, sure, but… was it because of me?

Lulu squirmed in place. “W-what’s happening? What did I do?”

“Nothing,” I assured. “I… he just wanted to pet you.”

Zeryesis snarled as he marched over and said in his tongue, “That little brat should keep his hands to himself.”

“Hey!” I said as I jumped up and stared at the incoming bastard. “The little guy’s scared. Don’t talk to him like that.”

His inverse eyes, gold within black, widened. “You understood that?”

I opened my mouth to confirm I did before pausing. I’d already told him I could use nature magic. Did I really want to add to my resume with a crook like Zeryesis?

“No,” I lied, “but I can tell by your tone. Reassure him. Tell him he can pet Lulu if he wants.”

“What?!” Lulu squeaked.

“Trust me. I’ll be okay,” I said with a smile. She’d understand in a moment; I was sure of it.

Zeryesis grumbled. “Fine… just shut up and stop putting everything at risk.” He crouched down and started talking to the boy. He told him it was okay and that he could pet his slaves if he wanted to.

The boy remained cautious, but Lulu squatting to offer her tail coaxed him from his hiding spot. He crawled out and gave Lulu’s fluff a cautious stroke. It soon turned into an eager brushing as he was enchanted by the charms of dog fur.

“So cute,” Jezzy whispered while clinging hold of Roxie—the first thing I’d heard her say in a while.

“But, like, he’s a devil,” Dakota replied. “Devils ain’t supposed to be cute.”

As much as the boy liked stroking Lulu’s tail, he couldn’t ignore that lovely feline one wiggling around. He looked longingly at it before looking at Zeryesis.

“Tell him it’s okay,” I ordered.

Zeryesis gritted his teeth and did just that.

Dakota soon had her tail being pampered by a small pair of devil hands.

She purred delightfully while wiggling in place. “Nyaa. I’ve changed my mind. He’s totally cute.”

“A cute devil,” Roxie said into her fingers. “Now I’ve seen it all.”

Lulu looked less impressed. Was it because she hated Zeryesis so much it extended to all devils in general? Seeing how she shimmied closer while ‘accidentally’ wafting her tail at the kid, I was going to guess… no.

Before the boy could take the bait, and instigate a new chapter in the battle between dogs and cats, a concerned woman—the boy’s mother—burst into the room. She didn’t even need to finish a hectic scan of the place before finding who she was looking for. She rushed over and grabbed her son’s hand, dragging him away from my brides. Then she lowered her head before Zeryesis. “I am so, so sorry, sir. Please, forgive my son.”

Before Zeryesis could think of answering on his own, I whispered to him, “Tell her it’s okay.”

“Slaves shouldn’t be ordering around their masters,” he snarled back at me.

“Do it and I won’t have to.”

He swallowed a sigh before complying, jumping into an explanation about how he’d invited the boy to touch them if he was curious.

I grinned as I watched the fast-talking prick smooth things over. Only then did it dawn on me that I was putting effort into trying to cheer up some devils.

This wasn’t how I expected our trip through Voida to turn out.

Once the boy had gotten his fill of petting the girls—Roxie had also volunteered herself, unlike Marietta who hid behind me—he and his mother left us be. It meant we could finally go to our rooms for the night.

Once Zeryesis had gotten the staff to show us the way, he shooed them off and reminded them not to disturb either of us for any reason.

There was a good reason for that.

The luxury room was… a room. It had three standard double beds and everything was clean.

“Not bad,” I said. I’d expected worse.

“I don’t know, sugar,” Roxie said, her eyes focused on the buffet. She picked up a bowl and plucked through the offerings of fruit. They looked like the sort a supermarket would flock for a discount or bin without even trying to sell to the public. “This is the expensive option?”

“If you have a problem with my realm’s standard of food, perhaps you’d like to exchange meals?” Zeryesis said.

“No thank you,” I said, the tone of my voice not matching my ‘polite’ words. “Now hurry and fuck off.”

Zeryesis snarled. He shuffled back and looked from side to side, making sure the coast was clear. Then he shut the door behind him and went to the other bedroom.

I chuckled. I’d told him swapping rooms would work. As long as the staff didn’t come to check, there was no way they’d ever know.

“Finally,” Lulu said, breathing out. “I can’t believe I’ve had to spend so long with that creep…”

“In a cage, of all things,” Marietta spat.

I grinned. “Just think, we’ve six more days to enjoy his company… then a return leg.”

Both girls sagged their shoulders.

In contrast, Roxie squealed in glee. “I’ve been waiting for this moment all day. I don’t know what to do first. Should I fill myself up… or should I empty myself out?” Her silver eyes wandered to me as she massaged her soft, heavy udders.

Dakota snickered while eyeing me up. “I know the feels. I ain’t been fricked in… like, almost a week. I’m hungry for Steve.”

“I’m sorry for holding back in the forest,” I said to the horny cat before turning to my insatiable cow. “And I’m sorry I wasn’t there to give you the milkings you deserve.”

“Four days… I ain’t had your strong hands on my udders for four days,” she moaned, emphasis on the ‘o’. She kneaded her chest harder, threatening to burst from her dress. “It’s time to change that, sweetums. It’s time for you to make mommy feel—-”

“Don’t even think about it,” Marietta protested.

Roxie flinched. “W-what?”

“Have you forgotten where we are?!”

“An… inn?”

“A devil’s inn!” my sheep bride said.

I shrugged. “So? We’re in private. We’ve got a talisman on the door.” That’d stop any staff sneaking in without us knowing about it. “Compared to some of the places I’ve fucked Roxie, this is practically Fort Knox.”

“Yeah,” Roxie agreed… even though she obviously had no idea what Fort Knox was. “We’ve done it in the Darkwood, in the middle of the farm, not to mention in Norma’s bed… erm…”

Lulu’s ears perked up. “What was that last one?”

Marietta puffed her cheeks out. “Then… don’t forget who you’re with! I have no interest in being dragged into your sordid games just because you horny fools can’t control your libidos.”

“We ain’t tryin’ to drag ya into nothin’,” Dakota said. “We just wanna fuck, is all.”

“And I’m telling you that’s not going to happen.”

“But my milk!” Roxie squealed as she squeezed her chest tight. “They’re so full!”

Marietta scoffed and folded her woolly arms. “Don’t act like you haven’t been milked in Steve’s absence. I do believe you’ve been managing just fine with some of your cow friends.”

Roxie’s cheeks went a bright red.

“Have you now?” I said with a curious murmur.

She gulped and curled a lock of white hair around her finger. “S-sure, maybe Sophie and Paula helped me while you were away… b-but that doesn’t mean I didn’t miss you, sweetums. It didn’t mean I wasn’t always longing for your touch.”

“Just like I am!” Dakota said. “I ain’t had no one to frick these last few days. Same goes for Jezzy! Don’t ya care about cheerin’ her up?”

“Huh?” Jezzy squeaked, apparently not expecting to be mentioned.

“What’re ya bein’ so selfish for?!” Dakota continued.

Marietta pursed her lips shut and looked away. “I’m not being selfish. I…” Her brow furrowed, tighter and tighter. She began to tremble, as if on the verge of exploding… before pointing at Roxie. “I’ll allow you to be milked, but that’s it. There will absolutely be no debauchery. Do I make myself clear?!”

Roxie and Dakota looked horrified at the prospect, and looked to me for guidance. Lulu was staying out of it, but I could feel her eyes on me as well.

I knew what they were thinking, and I thought it too—Marietta was being unreasonable. My brides wanted to unwind with me for the first time in too long; she had no right to deny them. I wanted to tell her as much, but I hesitated.

Jezzy was on my mind.

I’d upset one of my fake brides today. Opposing Marietta would upset another much more so than agreeing with her. Roxie, Dakota, and Lulu would grumble but likely go along with what I said without any hard feelings.

Marietta’s expression said she wouldn’t.

I sighed. As stupid as it was, as it selfish as it was, I decided to pick the coward’s route and comply with my woolly brat’s outrageous demands.

What followed was the most uncomfortable milking sessions Roxie and I had ever had together. We both wanted to get excited, it was hard not to when I got to knead such a heavenly pair of udders, but it was impossible to commit with Marietta staring at us. Her harsh eyes, reminiscent of a headmistress, even managed to put the dampeners on Roxie’s exhibitionist streak.

For the first time since we’d begun this sordid ritual, we made it to the end without Roxie soaking the floor with her orgasmic juices.

Then it was time for bed.

We left the milk bath to spread its fragrance around the room as we got into our positions. Dakota and Jezzy got the first bed. Roxie and Lulu got the next. That left me and Marietta in the final.

Once we’d blown out the candles, we drifted off to sleep.

At least, some of my mates did.

Once I heard the heavy breathing of a certain unsatisfied cow, I whispered, “Marie.”

“What?” the small sheep whispered back while resting against me. “Can’t you see I’m trying to sleep?”

“You know what this is about,” I told her.

She let out a scoff. “Why must I make excuses for not wanting to partake in an orgy?”

I let out a small chuckle. “Don’t act like you’re a prude.”

“Excuse me?”

“You love sex far too much to play off the innocent little thing. Don’t think I haven’t seen the books you read.”

She puffed her cheeks out. “Princess in the Floating Moon Tower is a masterpiece. To even suggest I read it for the sex…”

“I’m not… but you certainly seem to focus especially hard on those scenes.”

Her fingers tightened as I got her good. “You… this has nothing to do with prudishness. Is it wrong of me to not want to share?”

“It is when you knew I had five wives already,” I said as I brushed my fingers through her blonde curls. “I thought you’d be over this by now or at least getting more comfortable. But then just now…”

Marietta zipped up and snuggled closer, as if trying to hide herself in my arms.

“Come on, Marie,” I whispered. “Talk to me; talk to your darling fake husband. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s wrong.”

“Do I really need to say it?” she grumbled, her words muffled by my chest. “It should be blindly obvious, even to someone as idiotic as you.”

I chuckled. “You overestimate me. I’m a guy; we don’t do subtext. We need stuff explained to us clearly.”

“What a convenient excuse,” she mocked.

Silence followed… unless the others breathing in their sleep counted.

I didn’t try and break it. I gave Marietta time. I was already pushing her for an answer; the most I could do was let her give it at her own pace.

“I…” she finally whispered against me. “I’m scared.”

“Of getting closer to the others?”

“I thought you needed it explaining to you clearly?”

“I do. Please continue.”

She huffed against me before saying, “As you so kindly put it, I’m scared of getting closer to the others. As things stand, our relationship goes through you and the farm. We’re more ‘fellow wives’ and ‘neighbors’ than ‘friends’. At least, they are to me. Not quite Lulu but… I digress. There exists a gap between me and the others. However, to each other, they’re… family. That’s what Roxie says. She views you all as one big family.”

It was hard not to feel that way with how much time we spent together, especially in the bedroom. My wives often felt like they were married to each other as well as me.

With one major exception.

“That’s what you want me to join—want me to be a part of,” Marietta continued. “I… I can’t. I don’t want to. Not again. I don’t want another family; I don’t want to open myself up to anyone.”

“But you’re opening up to me,” I reminded her while cradling her to my chest. “You chose this path months ago.”

“Because I was spooked into action by Dakota, Jezelbe, and a farm full of beasts pretending they were in heat. They made me act out of character, and look where it’s got me. I’m in Voida, in an inn full of devils, all because I can’t bear the thought of losing you.” Her hold of me tightened and tightened, as if she was trying to make sure I could never leave her. “I hate this… I hate how much I care. I miss when I didn’t need to give a damn about you.”

“That’s not true,” I responded.

“It is.”

“So you don’t like me?”

She bit back a snarl. “That’s not it, and you know it. Damn unfair… That’s the problem. It was easier when I didn’t like you. Back then, you could have vanished, and I wouldn’t have cared one iota. Now you’ve got me chasing you all the way to Voida to make sure you’re safe. You had me lying away at night worrying the Obsidian Dragon was going to kill you.”

“Sorry.”

“But that’s not enough for you! You want me to feel the same way about all of them as I do you—you want me to worry about them as I do you. Even though Fern just got taken and Lulu is still thinking about leaving. How can you expect me to open up to her when she might abandon me tomorrow? Or do so to the others when they might be gone in a blink?” Marietta shook her head, nuzzling her head into my chest. “I won’t do it; I won’t let you try and make me. I don’t care if you want to screw around like one big happy family, but I’m not getting involved. I’m not letting you parade your closeness in front of me like temptresses trying to lure me into something I’ll regret.” The speed of her wiggling intensified, as did the volume of her muffled voice. “I won’t allow it. I won’t allow any of this!”

It was quite the outburst. Marietta was left gasping for breath, her cheeks tinged hot by her overflowing emotions.

I did my best to calm her with my hands—one holding her back while the other pampered her soft curls.

“Can I ask you a question?” I said after letting her breathing calm somewhat.

“If you must…”

“Do you regret starting this relationship with me?”

Marietta tensed in my arms before pressing her face into me, smothering her lips. But it wasn’t enough to hide her voice. “No…”

“I’m glad,” I said with a smile. “Neither do I. I also don’t regret any of the other bonds I’ve made here, including my one with Fern.” I regretted not saving her, but would never regret making her my fake bride. “If Lulu leaves, I won’t regret that either. Do you know why?”

She waited for my answer.

“Because the happiness being close to them has brought me outweighs everything else,” I told her.

Marietta squeaked into my chest.

I held my squirming wife steady. “Sure, the thought of losing them is awful. It’s scary, sad… you name it. But that’s life. If you spend all your time trying to avoid the lows, you’ll miss out on the highs… and damn are those highs good stuff.” Beautiful demi-beast brides were the best drug a guy could ask for.

Plus one dryad. I couldn’t exclude Jezzy.

Marietta remained quiet, but she wasn’t asleep. I could feel her fingers digging into my skin as I put a verbal mirror in front of her.

And I wasn’t done yet.

“You know my parents are dead, don’t you?” I said.

She nodded. “You’ve mentioned it before…”

“They died in a car accident shortly before I graduated university… which I appreciate contains a lot of information you won’t quite understand. Still, when I lost them, I felt… well, lost. They’d always guided me. They were the reason I went to each school I did, studied what I did, and ended up working in IT. I’d always let them guide my future, so when they weren’t there anymore, I didn’t know what to do. However, I couldn’t really say I was sad.

“We’d never been particularly close. They were workaholics who cared more about making sure I was set for the future than loved. Not that they didn’t love me, but their awkward way of showing it kept me at a distance. That’s why I missed their guidance when they were gone but never really missed them.”

Sometimes, I cursed their guidance for getting me stuck in an office job I despised. The amount of times I’d ranted about them while drunk was embarrassing. It was refreshing to do so sober, for once.

“Maybe some would appreciate being able to accept their parents death so easily,” I continued, “but I don’t. It’s not that I regret them dying, it’s… that I wish I regretted them dying. What I regret is that I wasn’t closer to them when they were alive. I wish I had all these wonderful memories of our time together instead of… nothing.”

I shook my head. No, it wasn’t like I didn’t have some fond memories with them, but they weren’t the highs a child wants from their parents. They weren’t treasured memories I would savor forever.

Unlike the ones I had with my girls.

I kept weaving my fingers through Marietta’s lovely curls—the ones she’d one cut through to save our lives. They were proof she’d always cared, even if she tried to hide it.

Tried to deny it.

“Even now, you still mourn Henry,” I said to her. “That shows how much he means to you—how much he touched your life. I know you wouldn’t want to erase all that time together just because of the pain which came after.” Suddenly, a jolt of realization struck me. I growled through my teeth. “Sorry. That was insensitive of me.”

“It’s okay,” Marietta mumbled.

I shook my head. “No, that was too far. It felt like I was trying to use Henry to guilt trip you into an orgy.” I knew I was shameless, but that was too far.

It was no wonder the Flameridges invited me into their family.

Marietta didn’t say anything either way. She just kept squeezing to my front.

I leaned down and pecked the top of her head. “I want what’s best for you and nothing more. Sorry about being so nosy and pushy.”

“It’s fine,” she whispered. “It’s really fine…”

I couldn’t tell if she was feeling somber or tired, but I knew the easiest remedy for either. “Shall we get to sleep?”

Marietta nodded.

I smiled before leaning down and giving her another kiss on the head. “Goodnight, Marie.”

“Goodnight,” she replied while making no effort to move back.

And I made no effort to move her back. I kept her close so she could drift off into a safe, comfortable sleep within the arms of her knight.


Chapter 13


What a surprisingly good night’s rest.

Seeing how I was deep in enemy territory and sleeping on a substandard bed, waking up tired wouldn’t have been a surprise. But thanks to the security talisman on the door and the cute sheep nestled against me, my sleep was a sound one. I was ready for a long day of travel.

Perhaps more ready than some of my fake wives.

Jezzy was acting no differently to how she’d been the day previous. Her spirits were low and her actions passive. The same went for Marietta. Sleep hadn’t lifted her at all. She was acting like how Lulu did when her mind was focused on the Flameridge family’s ridiculous offer.

Something told me I was to blame for this one.

This was no time to begin some impromptu counseling session. We ate our breakfast in our room—getting it delivered safely was a massive pain—before heading to the lobby so we could check out.

It was that or linger and have Zeryesis whining at us. We decided to take the path of least resistance.

While he prepared the wagon, my brides and I sort of just… mulled around while trying not to attract too much attention.

It was hard when we were the only non-devils in the village.

The inn wasn’t empty as it had been last night. A group of devils watched us from across the room. The men kept shooting us glances while whispering between themselves.

Roxie gulped and turned away from them. “How long’s he gonna take? I wanna get outta here worse than a cow in a slaughterhouse.”

Did she really have to use that particular expression?

Seeing how she kept fidgeting with her udders, something told me the devils weren’t all that was bothering her.

“Don’t worry, Holy Maiden,” Dakota said as she started shadowboxing. “If those guys try anythin’, I’ll give them an ass whoppin’.”

“Stop that,” Lulu scolded, grabbing one of the cat’s arms. “You’re drawing more attention to us.”

I snorted. “How much more attention can a human, some demi-beasts, and a dryad attract?”

Lulu’s eyes told me that wasn’t the point before they widened and scanned the room. “Hold on… where is Jezzy?”

I swiveled from side to side, scanning the entire room.

No dryad.

My heart sped up. Seeing where we were, and how those devils were looking at us, the last thing we needed was someone going missing.

“I’ll check outside,” I said as I rushed for the exit.

“I’ll handle our room,” Dakota said as she sprung the other way.

There was no immediate sign of Jezzy outside, but I didn’t let that stop me. I rushed off around the sides of the building to where my eyes couldn’t see.

It was the right move.

I exhaled when I ended up behind the inn and found Jezzy crouched down in a small lot of growing land, brushing her fingers through the dirt.

At least, I presumed it was growing land and not a cemetery filled with zombie plants.

The crops were weedy and gray, like old withered hands punching through the surface in search of sustenance. However, if their condition was anything to go off, they weren’t getting it.

“Hey, Jezzy,” I said as I approached. “What are you doing?”

“Hey, Stevie,” she replied, her voice drained of vigor. “I’m, like, giving these poor babies some food.”

It wouldn’t look like that to the untrained eye, but I knew how incredible Jezzy was. Energy was spreading from her fingers, through the dirt, and up into the poor plants struggling to survive in this harsh, harsh realm.

“It’s okay,” she mumbled. “Eat all you want. I’ll give you, like, everything I have. Ohhh, you poor, poor babies. I’ve never met such hungry plants before. If only there was more I could do for you…”

One feeding wouldn’t be enough to save them. It would be like putting on a buffet lunch for Africa then declaring world hunger over for good. Without Jezzy caring for them constantly, nothing would change, but it wasn’t like we could take an entire garden with us.

That news certainly wouldn’t cheer Jezzy up.

I bit back a grumble as I watched. Seeing her miserable was getting old. I wanted to put a smile back on her face… but how?

An idea blossomed in the back of my mind.

I left Jezzy to tend to the crops while I rushed into the nearby wilderness. It didn’t take long to find what I was looking for. Then I started using a little magic of my own.

“Jezzy,” I sang as I made my return. “I have something for you.”

“Hmm?” she said, turning toward me. It was followed by a gasp into her fingers. “Stevie, is that what I think it is?”

I nodded and held out her gift: a potted plant.

The plant was a withered flower—at least, I presumed it was a flower—which I’d found lurking nearby. The pot was a creation born from earth magic I’d whipped up after making sure nobody could see me.

“Taking a full garden’s too much, but one flower should be fine,” I said. “How about it? Want to raise this little guy together?”

Jezzy stared at me, then at the flower. At last, surprise turned to beaming joy. “Aww, Stevie!” she cheered before throwing herself into me and capturing both me and our orphan in a hug. “That’s, like, so totally thoughtful of you.”

I chuckled while wrapping an arm around her. “Something tells me you like the idea.”

“Like, totally!” Jezzy giggled while nodding.

“Then let’s be good parents and help this guy grow big and strong.”

“Yes, Daddy. I’ll be, like, the bestest mommy ever.”

I grinned, over the damn moon that she was acting like her usual self again. “Make sure Lulu doesn’t hear you say that.”

She giggled. “Don’t be a big silly. I’m, like, a dryad. She knows she doesn’t need to worry about me.”

“What do you mean?”

Jezzy opened her mouth to answer when—

“There you two are!” Zeryesis snapped while he marched over like he was wearing lead boots. “What do you think you’re doing running off?!”

“Keep your hair on,” I said with a sigh.

Jezzy held out our potted plant. “Look what Stevie got me. Isn’t he just the cutest?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Zeryesis exclaimed. “It’s time to leave, unless you’d rather keep your harpy waiting.”

I growled under my breath. Sometimes, that crook bastard really knew where to hit.

Partially because he had a point, but mainly because I didn’t want him annoying the shit out of me, I hurried with Jezzy to the wagon so we could get on the road.

A few curious devils came to watch, although there was no sign of the guys who’d been giving us the stink eye in the… inn.

Instead…

“Voixenbegs. Voixenbegs!” the devil boy from yesterday said as he ran up to the cage while his mother looked on from a distance.

“Hey, it’s the little dude!” Dakota said as she crouched down to greet him.

“What’s he saying?” Lulu whispered to me.

“I…” Didn’t actually know that word.

He beamed at us. “Thanks for playing with me. Here. I got you this.” He pushed a rock through the bars.

Lulu looked at it. “Erm…”

“It’s a gift,” I told her. “A gift for letting him pet you.”

“What is it?!” Dakota said as she picked it up and studied it like a jeweler. “Is it, like, some super rare, expensive, devil gem?”

“I don’t know. It looks kinda like an ordinary rock, sugar,” Roxie said.

“It is an ordinary rock,” Zeryesis confirmed.

I opened my scan sight to make sure.


- - -

Rock

A rock.

- - -


“It’s a rock,” I extra-confirmed. A particularly hefty and solid rock, one that felt like a lump of metal, but a rock all the same.

It didn’t stop him from grinning from ear to ear. “Take good care of it!”

I placed the rock into my pocket while smiling. Then I said, in devil tongue, “We will. Thanks.”

Surprise washed over him, followed by joy. He giggled before rushing back to his mom, where he could wave us off from a distance.

I did the same while shaking my head. That was children for you.

Jezzy giggled while holding our ‘child’ against her chest. “So adorable.”

The distracted Marietta and our bastard driver aside, we all waved at the young devil as our donchargers got moving, taking us away from the inn and onward toward the Scorchlan Desert.

Closer to Fern.

As we’d done the day before, we quickly settled in for a long journey through a boring, barren world.

Dakota and Jezzy took up different positions from yesterday. Dakota took ‘The Holy Maiden’ up on her offer and cuddled up with the big, plush cow. Jezelbe snuggled up next to me before giving our little baby his first feeding.

I grinned as I spied on the dryad. I couldn’t help it; I was so damn glad we’d finally made up. Having her acting nervous around me wasn’t something I wanted to happen ever again.

That was one worry alleviated, just in time for another to emerge.

My eyes drifted to the woman resting on my other arm.

Marietta was leaning against me as she had the day before, but the aura around her was different. It was like she was staring off into space.

If I had to guess the cause…

Yet another issue of my own making.

I sighed. As much as I would’ve loved to fix it in a heartbeat, it felt more appropriate to continue when we got some more privacy. Instead, I opened my book in a bid to conquer the devil words my power hadn’t seen fit to add to my package.

Damn rip-off…

It wouldn’t be too hard. I just had to scan the book for words my mind didn’t instantly translate. Then—

“Huh?” Lulu said as her orange canine ears perked up.

“What is it?” I asked her.

“I think I hear something? From up ahead.”

Dakota’s ears did their own little dance as she sat up. “Yeah, I hear summat too. What though?”

We soon got our answer.

The road ahead narrowed in a fraction like a gorge. As we went to exit, a few doncharger-riding devils appeared, blocking the way forward.

An instant later, a couple showed up behind us.

I recognized a few of them. They were the guys from the inn who’d been giving us some unsavory looks.

“So, that’s how it is,” I mumbled under my breath as I dropped my book.

“Hey there, partner,” the centermost of the trio ahead said to Zeryesis, in devil tongue, of course. “That’s quite the group of slaves you’ve got there.”

“Thank you for noticing, my good man,” Zeryesis replied in a ton far more civil than I wouldn’t expected him to use.

“Must be worth a pretty penny,” the bandit continued. “Sure you ought to be transporting them all the way out here on your lonesome?”

Zeryesis chuckled. “It’s quite alright. I’m more than powerful enough to handle any common criminals who would seek to steal what belongs to me.”

“Is that right? So say, soltyip, if I offered you the chance to walk out here alive by handing over your slaves, or fight and get yourself killed, you’d pick the latter?”

“Oh, most certainly. After all, there’s no way I’d die in such a zothlussren place.”

“Huh,” the bandit replied coolly. Then he shrugged. “Guess there’s only way one way to find out.”

His men drew their blades.

My brides jumped away from the bars, although Dakota quickly rushed back and gave them a rattle. “Shiz! Oi! Let us outta here!”

“I’ll handle that,” I said as I filled myself with mana and prepared to blow the door off.

“There’s really no need,” Zeryesis said while gesturing me to stop. He rose to his feet with a sigh. “As much as I’d appreciate you handling this in my stead, I’m still rather sore about your constant disregard of my abilities. That’s why I shall be handling this alone.”

Was he crazy? He, a common trickster, was going to fight five bandits by himself?

I shrugged. “Knock yourself out.” If he wanted to put his life on the line for no reason, I certainly wasn’t going to stop him.

Zeryesis stood in his driver’s seat and surveyed the battleground. The bandits were slowly approaching on both sides—three from our front and two from the rear. He raised his hands, each pointed at a group, and said, “Otherworldly’s blessing, number forty-six: soul zondender.”

Creatures made from purple fire burst from Zeryesis’s palms. They had a resemblance to hellhounds and the ferocity to match. One lunged at each group and wasted no time in ripping their throats out.

Understandably, the bandits began to panic.

“What is this magic?!” one of the bandits said while slashing at the flaming hound.

The probable leader snarled. “Xunt! This guy must be—”

Having killed its first target, the ‘magic beast’ lunged for the leader, making him jump away.

It wasn’t a real beast, of course. My mana sight told me as much. This was pure magic, similar to Chillhammer’s ice serpent. It was all Zeryesis channeling an immense amount of magic at once.

After landing on his ass, the bandit snarled and threw up a hand. “Otherworldly’s blessing, number two—”

His chant became a cry as the flaming hellhound sunk its fangs into his throat.

Terror filled the remaining bandit’s eyes. His mind raced in search of the best move possible… which ended up being turning on his heels and running back toward his mounts.

Zeryesis’s shut the hand commanding the beast which had slaughtered the devils behind us. He pointed it at the escaping crook, a finger outstretched, and said, “Otherworldly’s blessing, number thirty-three: heat beam.”

A laser shot from Zeryesis’s finger and stabbed the bandit in his calf, immobilizing him.

The hellhound pounced a moment later.

Once the criminal’s life had been snuffed out, Zeryesis canceled his spell, making his servant vanish into nothingness. Then he turned toward us with a smile. “Ah! It’s been far too long since I last got to use my magic like this. I’m glad I haven’t lost my touch.”

My brides and I gawked at him.

He flashed a cocky smile. “What’s with the surprised looks? I told you I was one of Voida’s more powerful devils. Did you honestly think I’d be troubled by some common bandits?” He burst out in a cackle.

I didn’t respond. He had told us, but I hadn’t paid much attention. Now that I’d seen what he could really do… Maybe Zeryesis deserved more respect than we gave him?

As if.

He may have been stronger than I expected, but a no-good prick was still a no-good prick.

With that bit of trouble taken care of, the rest of the day passed without a hitch. It was almost a carbon copy of the day before, ending with us arriving in a similar village.

No children rushed over to pet my brides this time, but plenty did give us curious looks from a distance.

We used the same trick as last time to get ourselves food and accommodation unsuitable for slaves—even pretend ones. This room only had two beds, but I was sure we’d manage.

Roxie didn’t seem to care how many there were. As soon as the door slammed shut, she slammed herself against me. “It’s that time, sweetums. You know what to do.” She rubbed her full, heavy udders against me, which had been filling with milk all day.

I could practically hear them sloshing.

“I don’t know what you’re gettin’ all excited for,” Dakota said as she leaned her head back into her interlocked hands. “Ya know Miss Bossy Knickers is gonna start complainin’ in a second.”

“Hey!” Lulu protested.

“I didn’t mean you, ya dumb mutt.”

Lulu puffed her cheeks out. “Don’t call me that, you stupid cat.”

“Play nice, you two,” I said to the bratty, wannabe sisters.

Lulu folded her arms and grumbled, “She started it…”

“It ain’t my fault!” Dakota said. “Do ya know how friggin’ pent-up I am? I ain’t even had a chance to give myself a cheeky shlickin’ to take the edge off.” The lustful feline turned to Marietta. “Come on, Marie, don’t be a git. I need it!”

“Me too,” Roxie moaned as her grinding got faster and harder. “I need a proper milking.”

Marietta puffed her cheeks out. She crossed her own arms and turned her head away. “Fine.”

Dakota groaned. “I just knew you’d say… Wait, what?!”

“If it’ll stop you horny fools from complaining, then I won’t object… as long as you promise not to try and involve me in any shape or form.” Marietta snapped her eyes back to Dakota. “Do I make myself clear?”

After a moment of flabbergasted silence, Dakota nodded. “Like, totally! Ya won’t even know we’re here.”

Marietta scoffed. “I find that hard to believe…”

An instant later, the sheep was captured in a smothering hug, courtesy of a gigging dryad. “Aww. Thanks, Mary.”

Her reaction was to try and wiggle free while sputtering, “This is a clear violation of the terms we just agreed! And I didn’t say you could call me that!”

I might’ve stepped in to save Marie, but if anyone needed saving, it was me.

Roxie’s hold turned into a bear hug. “You heard her, sweetums! You heard her.” She dragged the front of her dress down, freeing her breathtaking udders from their cloth prison. “It’s time! Give mommy what she wants. What she needs!”

It was hard to do much of anything when she was grinding her gigantic tits in my face. All I could do was bide my time until I felt the stiff touch of one of her excited nipples scraping across my features.

Once it brushed over my lips, I struck.

A bovine squeal hit the ceiling. Roxie’s entire body tensed up as she felt my mouth on her chest for the first time in too long. She tightened her grip on me as if trying to make me one with her udder. “That’s it, sweetums! Right there! Suck mommy. Love mommy! Give it to… a-ah!”

Her delighted squeak was thanks to my hand. I managed to wiggle it downward to that lovely spot between her thighs. Her dress was blocking the way, but I didn’t care. I crammed my fingers forward, wedging them between her compressed legs.

Roxie’s heat and wetness were impossible to miss.

“Right there, sweetums!” she moaned as her milk began to flow, tantalizing my taste buds. “Mommy loves it. She loves you!”

Lulu put a finger over her lips—a clear signal to quieten down. “Roxie! Remember where we are. If we’re too loud, the devils might know—”

“I’m sorry, pumpkin, I’m sorry!” Roxie howled. “It’s been too darn long. I can’t control myself. I need this!”

Definitely needed it. Even though her dress and underwear acted as a barrier between my fingers and her pussy, her juices were flowing like a sultry waterfall. It was pouring right through the fabric dam and painting her inner thighs with a pheromone-laced glisten.

Fuck, she was too damn sexy.

While one of her breasts filled me with milk, the others gushed it all over the floor, aided by the roughness of her self-kneading. “More, sweetums! Give me more,” the wanton cow moaned. “Mommy needs more!”

She wasn’t the only one. Even if I wasn’t as pent-up as my brides, I still hadn’t had much action as of late. My desires were running red hot.

I pushed into Roxie, driving her back.

When she hit the wall, she gasped and let me go.

I took the chance to slip free. Before she could recover, I all but ripped my clothes off, brandishing my hard muscles and even harder shaft. Then I reached forward and pulled her dress, dragging it down like some magician performing a trick.

“Oh, sweetums,” Roxie said once her beautiful plump body was completely bare. She lunged toward me.

I caught her and twisted her around, slamming her back against the wall. Then I gave her fat, exquisite ass, one so luxuriously soft it should’ve been criminal, a playful swat.

“Hands on the wall,” I ordered. “Ass out.”

“Whatever you say, sweetums!” Roxie squealed in glee, following my orders to the letter. It left her heavy udders dangling and eager for my touch.

I slid the bath Zeryesis had ordered under them, but my hands didn’t follow. Instead, they grasped onto her childbearing hips.

“Sweetums. Sweetums!” she moaned, well aware where this was going. She did her best to wiggle her ass at me while her juicy pussy gushed, staining the large bush of black hair sitting atop her enticing mound.

I growled like a beast. I couldn’t help myself. I kissed the tip of my hardness against that greedy cow slit… then slammed my hips forward.

Her cow-tinted cries echoed around the room.

When I reached forward and grasped her hanging tits, they grew louder. When I began milking the cream from them, they loudened further. When I started moving my hips like a jackhammer, thudding my abs against her ass… the same again.

“That’s it, sweetums! That’s it!” Roxie cried, her silver eyes rolling back. “Give it all to mommy! Give her your love.”

“What do you think I’m doing?” I snarled while using her tits for purchase while squeezing them dry—while aiming to squeeze myself dry. “Like I can hold back around you.”

“Yes, sweetums, yes!”

Roxie’s fellow brides couldn’t help but watch. Even Marietta, who didn’t want to be involved in this at all, was spying from the bed. The sheet was pulled up to the bridge of her nose, giving her a front-row seat to the madness.

But not quite as front-row as a certain pair of bickering ‘sisters’.

The two women were on their knees, paws between their legs.

“Steve. Steve,” Lulu panted as she squirmed on her fingers.

“Oh, frick,” Dakota moaned. “Look at him go. Why can’t that be me?”

Lulu leaned closer, cute little nose wiggling. “I want it. I’ve missed it.”

In contrast, Jezzy was like a model student, watching quietly with a loving smile.

I didn’t care if my brides watched without a fuss, masturbated in secret, or drooled over me like a couple of animals in heat. Pleasure was surging through my body, all of Roxie’s making.

Of my beautiful cow’s making.

If I was feeling simple pleasure, she was stricken with rapture. Her cries were battering the ceiling, her milk was filling the tub, and her flowing juices were marking the floor with lust.

“So good!” Roxie howled. “It feels so good, sweetums. Mommy loves you. She loves you so much!”

“I love you too,” I growled, “you big beautiful—”

My words vanished into nothingness as I received a surprise most men could only dream of. As my balls swung like sinful pendulums, spanking themselves against Roxie’s swollen clit, Lulu and Dakota lunged in and began to attack them like a pair of insatiable lovers. They kissed, licked, and moaned without any reservations while soaking me in saliva.

“Hurry, Steve,” Lulu moaned while greedily doing everything she could to steal my taste just as her nose was doing to my scent. “I need you so badly. I’m so horny. Your horny mongrel. I need you to make me your bitch.”

“Frick, frick, frick,” Dakota panted, bathing me in hot breaths between the vigorous strokes of her rough tongue. “I’m losin’ my friggin’ mind. You’ve gotta give it to me, Steve. I need your cock more than anythin’. I’m friggin’ addicted, man.”

My entire vocabulary became nothing but moans. These fucking girls! Did they know what they were doing to me? I felt like I was about to burst.

And Roxie wasn’t helping.

Everything about her took seduction to the extreme. The mixture of sweat milk combining with sex-tinted sweat; her energetic cow-inspired cries between mommy-fetish squeals; her softness, tightness, and wetness working together, doubly so as she climaxed herself silly.

How the hell was I supposed to resist all of this and more?

The obvious answer was… I wasn’t.

Once I’d gotten over the shock of having two sexy demi-beasts pampering my sack, I returned to thrusting with an extra vigor to my movements. “You sexy fucking… you wanted my love, didn’t you?”

“Yes, sweetums!” Roxie squealed. “Give it to me! Give it to mommy.”

“Damn right I will,” I growled while sinking my fingers around her nipples. “Here comes my milk. You better take it all.”

“I will! I promise! Do it, sweetums. Do it!”

I did. With one last thrust, one last squeeze, and one last groan, I downright exploded inside of Roxie, giving her everything she craved and more.

My whole body throbbed as shot after shot of molten warmth packed into her womb. All the while, Lulu and Dakota worked away. They took me in their mouths, claimed me in their lips, as if trying to drain the cum from me themselves.

Their needy tongues sure knew how to push me to my limits.

By the time I was coming down from a euphoric high, I felt like I’d just replaced all the milk I’d drained from Roxie with a matching dose.

Seeing how we’d overfilled the bathtub we were using… probably not.

I pulled the near-unconscious Roxie away, before she fell into it, and dropped her onto the nearest bed, without even realizing it was the one Marietta was sitting in.

The red-faced sheep flinched as the fallen cow made the entire mattress creak.

Before I had a chance to realize what I’d done, two women pounced against my front.

“Steve,” Lulu moaned as feral lust burned in her eyes, less dog and more wolf. “My turn. Me next.”

“No, me,” Dakota said, a needy lion hiding in a tomboy cat’s body. “Me first.”

Lulu pushed Dakota away. “Me.”

Dakota pushed back. “Me!”

“Stop trying to steal him,” Lulu complained as she grappled her greatest rival.

“Frick off! He’s mine!” Dakota countered, both verbally and physically.

I watched in silence. Fuck me, the two were seriously having a catfight over who got to have sex with me first.

If Lulu heard me call it that, she’d have never let me hear the end of it.

As much as I enjoyed seeing two beauties competing for my attention, I much preferred being able to make them happy. That’s why I grabbed them both by the hair, pulling them apart.

“Fighting for sex? What are we, animals?” I teased. “There’s a simple solution to this.” Before they could ask what I meant, I threw them into position. First, I threw Lulu onto her back—onto the bed not occupied by a drooling cow and a cautious sheep. Then I threw Dakota on top of her.

It was a position I remembered having that kitten in before.

“Steve. What are you doing?” Lulu now got the chance to ask.

“Fucking you both, of course,” I told her as one hand stroked her hips, removing her shorts, while the other peeled down Dakota’s.

Their underwear too, naturally.

Both were just as wet as Roxie had been. Their pinkness glistened as if trying to entice me in.

“Me first,” Dakota said, pushing her ass up and lifting her tail.

“No, me!” Lulu whined as she tried to throw Dakota off her.

“Frick off!” Dakota pinned Lulu in place.

I spanked them both in unison. “Calm it. You don’t need to fight. Didn’t you hear? I’m fucking you both.”  I thrust forward, filling Lulu up with the prize she lusted for.

Blissful glee spread across her beautiful face.

Dakota whined while looking back at me with a pout.

She didn’t need to. When I drew my hips back, I did so all the way, much to Lulu’s dismay. Then I sunk forward and pressed my lubed shaft into Dakota.

Her red eyes flickered back as her mouth fell open.

“You damn sexy beasts,” I said with an accompanying growl. “Pick one? No chance.” I pulled my cock from Dakota’s pussy before feeding it back to Lulu’s hungry puppy. Then I left that doggy wanting as I returned to stuffing my kitty full.

At first, it was awkward to switch between the two. Within a minute, I was getting the hang of it. Within two, I’d developed mastery the likes of which I’d expect to be sold by my power.

My hips became a blur capable of making sure neither of my furry lovers felt left out.

It sounded like they were moaning in tandem rather than one after the other. There was never enough time for the burning satisfaction in their expressions to wane.

“Yes, Steve, yes!” Lulu howled, throwing her head back against the bed. “Just like that! Treat me like your sexy, little bitch!”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Dakota moaned while clinging hold of her canine body pillow. “Keep goin’! Don’t you dare friggin’ stop!”

“It’s so good! I love it! Thank you, Steve! Thank you for making me your horny mongrel!”

“And me your kitten. I love bein’ your horny kitten so friggin’ much!”

I growled through a grin. Fuck. These damn girls of mine…

Marietta couldn’t take her eyes off what was happening. If she was trying to pretend she wasn’t watching, she was failing. Her eyes were like spotlights, locked on the show as one trembling hand held her bed sheet over her mouth.

Little did she know that she hadn’t seen anything yet.

As I thrust, as I pinned the two horny demi-beasts together, I growled. “See? Isn’t it much better when you both get along?”

“Yes!” the two squealed in unison, as if they were unable to tell if they were full or not, such was the speed of my thrusts.

“Now what do you have to say for yourselves?”

“We’re sorry for fighting!”

My grin widened. So damn in sync. Had my cock combined their minds as well as their bodies? I loved it too damn much.

“Good girls,” I said. “Now how about you kiss and make up for me?”

The lust-caused drunkenness all over their faces vanished in an instant as they realized what I’d asked them to do. Two thrusts later, one for each of them, and it was back with a vengeance. Their hazy eyes connected, green meeting red, acting as a teaser for what was to come.

A kiss.

Their lips joined for a simple kiss—a normal kiss. Then they joined again for a second. And then for a third. Then tongues got involved. And moans. And saliva. And wandering hands, grabbing and hugging.

Marietta squeaked at the sight. Dakota, and especially Lulu, weren’t usually as expressive as Roxie, Fern, or Jezzy… especially to each other. They usually acted like rivals or bickering siblings.

Now they looked like inebriated lovers.

It was a sight only those allowed in our bedroom were permitted to see. The rivalry between dogs and cats had come to an end, with desire the ultimate winner.

“Ah!” Dakota moaned as her tongue slapped against Lulu’s. “Friggin’ dumb sexy mutts…”

“At least I’m not a stupid smoking-hot cat,” Lulu panted while drinking down Dakota’s saliva, the excess of which dribbled from the corner of her mouth.

…Okay, perhaps the rivalry wasn’t fully over, but this was a form I could more than allow.

One that excited me greatly.

My urge to blow was growing larger. It was only a matter of time until I could no longer keep up this ridiculous system, especially when I had one prize to give and two greedy girls who would demand it.

Fortunately, I had a solution.

When I next pulled out of Dakota’s quivering, climaxing pussy, I didn’t slide back into either of them. Instead, I gave that wiggling kitten’s behind a spank to make sure they were paying attention.

“On your knees,” I ordered. “I’ve got a gift for both of you.”

Their eyes widened in hunger. Both were kneeling before me a second later, cheek to cheek, mouths open.

“Give it to us, Steve,” Lulu said, her voice slurred as her tongue hung free, begging for sustenance.

“Need it. Need it,” Dakota moaned as she squirmed, desperate for what was about to come.

What was coming.

It took little more than a single pump to trigger my release. I groaned as a tidal rush of sensations washed through me, ending with my seed splashing over the faces of the women I loved.

They squeaked as thick ropes, the likes of which I hadn’t been able to produce back when I was just some IT manager, marked their stunning features. It landed on their exposed tongues, in their hair, and over their noses. They had to close their eyes to protect themselves, instead ending up with warm globs dangling from their eyelashes.

It was unbelievable. A part of me felt bad that I was making my precious fake wives do this. Another trembled in glee at getting to mark my beauties.

And it only got better once I was done glazing their features with cum.

Their breathing grew hotter, deeper, and faster by the second. A big part of that was their noses.

“Ah! So intense,”Dakota purred while huffing the seed splattered over her nostrils.

“So much. So smelly,” Lulu said as she did likewise, her expression that of a woman deep in a trance.

Dakota eagerly started licking the mess around her lips. She put that long tongue of hers to use, reaching far further than a human could’ve.

She still hit a wall eventually.

Her first instinct was to try stretching her tongue further, but a hunger for cum could only do so much. Luckily, Dakota was a smart kitten. All she had to do was scoop it up with her fingers and drink it from there.

That’s not what she did.

Dakota leaned to the side and started licking Lulu’s face clean—started licking the cum from her cheek.

Lulu popped out of her trance and whined, “Hey! That’s mine.”

“Doesn’t have your name on it,” Dakota slurred.

“You… then I’m taking some of yours.” The canine pounced.

Dakota caught Lulu’s paws, but was pushed to the floor in the process. “No, ya friggin’ don’t! It’s mine! Stay back.”

“Give it!”

“Mine!”

“Give it!”

“Mine!”

That continued for around ten seconds… before they started snogging while rolling around the floor.

Marietta whimpered as her trembling fingers squeezed her bed sheet tighter. “U-unbelievable. How could they do something so shameless…?”

I grinned as I watched. It was nice to know they were taking my words to heart.

Something soft, two somethings in particular, pressed against my back. “Ohhh, Stevie,” Jezzy sang while hugging me from behind. “Like, I’ve waited patiently, just like a good girl. So, like, it’s totally my turn now… right?”

“Definitely,” I said as I twisted around and went to grab her shoulders before kissing her like a vigorous beast.

My hands stopped short.

Jezzy tilted her head. “Stevie? Is something wrong?”

“Nothing,” I said as I made contact as delicately as I could. It was followed with a kiss more ‘awkward virgin’ than monster-girl lover. It lacked my usual passion.

If I thought Jezzy wouldn’t notice, I needed my head checking. She stared straight at me and said, “No, like, something’s totally wrong. Is it, like, because of what happened yesterday?”

“Can’t get anything past you,” I said, shooting her a wry grin. “Just being extra careful not to hurt you.” Be that with my strong hands or a forceful kiss.

“You don’t need to worry about that. Like, I’m so over it now,” she assured me with a big beaming smile. “Just do what you usually do. You know how much I like it when you get super-duper rough with me.” A giggle—a sultry giggle—followed.

I nodded. I could do that. Put it all to the back of mind and give Jezzy the time of her life. Easy.

In theory.

When I got her in the bed, when I got her into position, that awkward murmur kept rattling away in the back of my head. It was worry. What if I was too rough? Or went too fast? Bruised her? Hurt her? Made her act like that again?

What we were doing could hardly be called sex. It made the mushy missionary fun I had with Marietta seem like an act of violence. That’s how soft and slow it was.

“Stevie,” Jezzy said. “I told you not to worry.”

“I’m not,” I replied, well aware my actions said differently. “I’m trying not to.”

Her lips curled into a sulky pout. It was not an expression one ever wanted to see from there partner during sex… but it soon turned into a wide-eyed gasp. “Ohhh, Stevie. Like, could we change positions, please?”

“Sure,” I said, eager to change… whatever this was. “How’d you want it?”

She giggled. “You’ll see.”

Following her orders, I ended up on my back, with her on top of me.

Jezzy wasted no time in claiming her prize. She sunk her hips down, taking my stiff hardness deep inside of her tight, sweet honey pot. Then she began to move.

She slowly began to move.

It was an act every bit as delicate as I’d been doing to her. Jezzy was moving her hips in slow motion. Every movement took an age, be that her hiking her lush green behind off my lap or sinking back down to lock us together again.

“Jezzy?” I growled as teasing surges tingled through my manhood. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” she sang, although her grinning expression said otherwise.

Up… Down… Up… Down. Her hips kept going, never moving faster than a crawl.

“Like, would you like me to speed up at all?” Jezzy asked.

I nodded. “Very much so.”

“Hmm… nope!”

My body jolted. “What?”

She giggled. “I mean, like, you’re not my master… right? I don’t need to do everything you tell me.”

“Right,” I replied, although I very much wanted her to obey me. Her teasing movements weren’t enough for me. I needed more.

And she definitely knew it.

Her radiant grin widened and widened as her fingers tickled my stomach. “Then I’m, like, not going to speed up at all. I’m totally going to keep moving like this for as long as I want.” Up. “Nice and slow.” Down. “Never getting faster.” Up. “Never getting rougher.” Down. “All night long, if I have to.”

I growled and threw my head back. Yep, there was no doubt she knew.

Jezzy teased me with another cute titter. “Sorry, Stevie. Like, if you want me to go faster, you’ll just have to make me. You’ll have to grab my hips, nice and hard, then totally show me what a stud like you can do.”

My hands twitched. This damn dryad minx. At last, her game was revealed. Still, if she thought such an obvious trick would work on me…

She was absolutely right.

My hands shot up, squeezing hold of her sides.

Jubilation spread across her face. “Just like that, Stevie! Now, like, all you need to do is—”

I threw my hips up.

Her sentence became a moan, then a knowing giggle. She opened up to speak once more.

I drilled my hips up again, then again, and again.

There was no sign of the timid tempo I’d practiced earlier and Jezzy had copied to coax me. My movements were as she demanded: rough, hard, and fast.

The mischievous mask Jezzy had donned shattered. Her expression became the one I really wanted to see—a woman in the apex of satisfaction. After all, if all that teasing had made me more sensitive and needy, it made sense the same had happened to her.

And I made sure to exploit it.

As her squealing moans reached my ears, and her gorgeous bouncing breasts filled my eyes, I growled, “Is this what you were looking for?”

She nodded without any coordination, throwing around strands of her long pink hair. “Like, totally.”

“I’m glad. And thank you for shaking me out of that rut. I don’t know what was wrong with me.”

“It’s okay, Stevie. Like, it makes me so super happy to see how much you care about me-eeh!”

The cause for her sudden squeal? My movements growing even faster.

“Oh, Stevie. Stevie!” Jezzy moaned as her body began to convulse—as the rapid surprise pushed her over the edge.

As she started to drench my stomach in her squirting nectar.

The honey-like release gushed over my front, staining all the way up to my pecs in globs of thick sticky gold.

I grinned. We’d been together for months but still she’d never got over squirting on a hair trigger.

It made me want to feel it again and again.

I twisted around, pinning Jezzy onto her back—onto the bed.

“S-Stevie?” she said in her haze.

I showed her an almost beast-line grin before lunging at her mouth. As I claimed it with my tongue, my hips began to move. They gave her the bed-creaking, ass-slapping, feral-style pounding she longed for.

And her response was to squeal herself silly.

Gush. Gush. Gush. Gush. Poor Jezzy couldn’t stop. My tongue slapping against hers, and my meat stirring up her insides, were too much for her to handle. All that slow teasing had really come back to bite her in the ass. She was so sensitive she was squirting like never before.

It looked like she was losing her mind.

I loved it; I loved her. I refused to ease up and show her any mercy. I pushed her to give me more, more, more!

And she delivered.

Deliciously sweet fumes flooded the room, overpowering the raw stank of animalistic sex. Her juices painted the bed sheets yellow, coated my shaft, and made my balls feel like a pair of caramel apples.

I’d surely find two round imprints on her delectable green backside once I was done.

Fuck it turned me on how utterly visible her satisfaction was. There was nothing subtle about it—about the wet spank of our bodies meeting.

It was getting me excited—too excited. My cock was pulsing again, wanting one thing and one thing only.

To give this sexy dryad everything.

“Jezzy, Jezzy, Jezzy,” I moaned into her mouth. “Can you feel it? Can you feel what you’re doing to me? I can’t hold back any longer.”

“Don’t. Please,” she whimpered into my throat. “Fill me, Stevie. Give it to me, Daddy.”

Daddy?!

Did she know what she was saying or was it just a mindless return to her earlier discussion? It was impossible to tell with this flower-loving minx… but I didn’t care. Whatever the reason, it turned me on something fierce.

It pushed me right over the edge.

With one last push, with one final thrust, I trapped Jezzy beneath my weight and threatened to leave a permanent imprint of our bodies in the mattress. I pinned her beneath me, like a possessive beast holding down its mate, and filled her up with my seed.

I sought to make her a mommy.

No drugged juices were needed this time; my body wanted what it wanted. I held Jezzy steady, held her still, and flooded her insides with every single drop I had to give. More and more and more and more until I was sure even Lulu’s contraceptives couldn’t stop us.

And her pussy responded by squeezing down as if begging for more.

Oh, I wished I could’ve given it to her endlessly. I damn well tried. Even once I’d finished, after I’d been freed from my euphoric trance, I remained there as if trying to block anything from escaping.

As if trying to make the magic happen.

Minutes later, I finally eased up and rolled off the dryad who was seeing stars.

I took a deep breath. “Fuck me. I guess this is what a week without much action does to a guy.”

Jezzy giggled. “Silly, Stevie. Like, this isn’t much different to how you usually are.”

“You think?” I snorted. And here was me thinking I was more vigorous than usual.

As long as it left my brides satisfi—

Three demi-beasts pounced onto my lap.

“Oh, sweetums,” Roxie moaned. “Mommy’s udders feel so much better now, but her pussy is still itchy. It needs you, sweetums. It needs this.” She leaned down and planted a kiss on my nectar-covered cock.

I curled my fingers into the sheets below as a surge shot through my flagging member.

Roxie’s mouth was quickly joined by Lulu’s and Dakota’s, who started licking up that golden mess of Jezzy’s making.

“Me too, Steve,” Lulu said between licks. “Please. Your horny mongrel needs more.”

“One round ain’t enough,” Dakota agreed as she slurped the nectar from my sack. “You’ve got half a week of stress to make up for. Ya better screw me until I’m out.”

My shaft returned to its hard and glorious best as my lips curled back into a grin. I really should’ve known this was going to happen.

And I wasn’t complaining one bit.


Chapter 14


And so the pattern continued.

By day, we traveled across Voida, with the occasional stop while Zeryesis took care of some bandit or monster. At night, we swapped rooms with the devil and put those extra beds to good use.

Marietta had still yet to do anything but spy… but it was progress all the same.

Incredibly fun progress.

Still, it wasn’t the sort we’d come to Voida for. What excited me most of all was what happened after a week. As our wagon turned along the winding road, I grabbed the cage’s bars and stared at the nearby scenery.

There it is.

Ahead stood the first city we’d seen since coming to this world: Xinos. Better known as the place where we could teleport to the Scorchlan Desert from.

“We’re almost there,” I said, hardly able to contain my excitement.

“And so soon,” Roxie said as she looked over our heads from the other side of the wagon. We’d learned previously it was best for her not to rush over for… balance reasons.

Dakota shoved her face as if trying to squeeze through the bar. “It’s seriously only been a week. Voida is friggin’ awesome!”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Marietta scoffed. She was pretending she wasn’t interested, but she kept peeking at our destination out of the corner of her eye.

Jezzy giggled as she rocked a plant pot in her arms. She looked down at the flower within and said, “Like, I can’t wait until you get to meet Ferny.”

“I’m sure Fern will be impressed,” I replied while showing my dryad lover a big smile.

I’d been chipping in with the magical feeding as well, but it was Jezzy who’d done the most to raise our ‘child’. She’d turned the sorry little weed I’d plucked at random into a tall, proud dark blue rose.

“I can hardly believe you managed to rear a shadow rose over a handful of days,” Zeryesis remarked. “Dryads are even more extraordinary than I first imagined.”

Lulu grabbed the bars behind him. “Don’t even think about it.”

He flinched away. “I haven’t an idea what you’re insinuating. If anything, my mind is on what’s to come. A city means more devils than ever and an increased chance of some of them knowing your tongue.” Zeryesis swiveled around and locked his golden gaze on our group. “Don’t let your guards down now.”

“We know,” I said, rolling my eyes. It was impossible not to after this week. Sayings like that had all but become his catchphrases.

At least they weren’t as bad as some of the other vile stuff which came from his mouth.

After a few more twists of the road, our caged wagon finally rolled onto the stone streets of Xinos.

It made a welcome change from dirt.

In fact, the entire city did—especially compared to Zeryesis’s settlement of Styxlar. The stone building looked… unremarkable. In a good way. They were clean, safe, functional, durable. Everything you’d want from a structure.

Out in the wilds, the hit rate was about fifty-fifty. My instincts told me it was lower back in Styxlar.

I wanted to ask Zeryesis why he oversaw a dump while Xinos wouldn’t have looked out of place on the other side, apart from the struggling plant life, but I held my tongue. There were devils everywhere. They packed the streets as they went along with their business, although most stopped when we passed by to gossip.

It sure beat them going feral and attacking the cage.

Then again, that only happened in Styxlar.

It was yet another question I’d need to get answered at a later date. I wasn’t prepared to blow our cover in the middle of enemy territory, especially when Fern was within touching distance.

All we had to do was get access to this city’s teleportation room.

In silence, we traveled through the heart of Xinos before reaching an incline, which saw the number of surrounding devils dip. It ended at an estate quite like Zeryesis’s.

And here was me thinking the rulers of a city of this size would have somewhere bigger.

When we reached the main gate, a guard stepped forward. “Halt! Identify yourself.”

Zeryesis rose from his seat and bowed. “Greetings, my good man. I am Zeryesis, the ruler of Styxlar. I believe you should be expecting me?”

I smiled… and not because of Zeryesis’s performance. I understood every word. Hopefully, that meant the past few days I’d spent polishing my devil language skills hadn’t gone to waste.

I’d find out soon enough.

The guard nodded and opened the gate, allowing us inside. Again the similarities to Zeryesis’s estate were revealed, right down to the struggling crops.

If anything, everything was on the less garish side.

That was my first impression, at least. That particular opinion went up in smoke after we were led through the manor into a throne room, complete with two lines of guards, two matching gaudy thrones, and two crowned devils.

On the left was a woman with lilac skin, eyes the same shade and style as Zeryesis’s, and platinum blonde hair contained in a tight braided bun. She was likely somewhere in her thirties and had the looks that would send Hollywood wild.

Incorrect colorings aside.

The man on the right looked a little older, but only by ten years at the most. It was hard to tell with his thick black beard in the way, the same shade as his mane of hair. His skin was a dark blue, while his eyes were green within black. As for clothing, he did his status as royalty proud, just like the woman beside him.

Something told me we’d found the rulers of this city, but it never hurt to be on the safe side.


- - -

Selveer

Species: Devil

Occupation: Queen of the Xinos

- - -


- - -

Voga

Species: Devil

Occupation: King of Xinos

- - -


Once we’d reached as far into the throne room as Zeryesis decided we should venture, he bowed before the couple. “Greetings, King Voga. Queen Selveer. I do hope the two of you are doing well. You certainly look it! You especially, Selveer. Have you done something with your hair?” Once he was done brown-nosing, Zeryesis shot us a stealthy glare.

I swallowed a sigh and bowed before the royals, just like Zeryesis had told us to.

My wives reluctantly followed.

“You can cut the flattery,” Queen Selveer said, her voice radiating none of the warmth of our ass-kissing con man.

“It was awfully brash of you to demand an audience with us,” King Voga said, his tone carrying all the force one would expect of one who ruled a city of this size. “While we appreciate the advanced notice, we don’t appreciate being given no chance to respond.”

Zeryesis chuckled into his fingers. “I’m terribly sorry about my rudeness. I’m afraid I’m in something of a hurry. I require access to Scorchlan and require it urgently. You could call it… a matter of life and death.”

Well, he wasn’t wrong.

“Is that so?” Voga asked while raising a thick brow.

“It does make one curious about what is so urgent,” Selveer said as her eyes drifted from Zeryesis to me and my brides.

Our fake master kept laughing while rubbing the back of his head. “Well, you see… the thing is… I’m afraid that particular information is confidential.”

Selveer’s eyes snapped back to the lying crook.

Zeryesis responded with a smile. “Is the ‘why’ really so important? Can’t you throw a devil a bone? We’re all friends here.”

“Friends?” Selveer scoffed. “The last time we dealt with you, you attempted to defraud us.”

“And we are far from the only devils to have less than savory opinions about your business practices,” King Voga continued.

“That’s… those are all just misunderstandings,” Zeryesis replied, complete with a nervous laugh.

As much as I didn’t like that negotiations seemed to be falling apart, it was always fun to see Zeryesis squirm. “It’s nice to know he’s as scummy to his fellow devils as he is to us,” I whispered to Lulu.

She gave me a confused look.

I sighed. I’d forgotten that my wives couldn’t understand anything the trio was saying. To them, this whole situation had to be nerve rack—

“Silence, slaves!” Zeryesis yelled, giving my brides something they could understand at last.

And something which made them jump from their skins.

I swallowed a growl aimed at the devil.

Don’t take your anger out on us just because you’re fucking this, you prick.

He swiveled back to the royals and redonned his salesmanesque smile. “Let’s forget about the past; everyone makes mistakes. I’m more interested in the future—a future where we can call ourselves allies. Don’t think for a minute that I’m asking you to let me through out of the goodness of your hearts. When my business is concluded, I will of course be eager to thank the both of you for your generosity.”

I snorted. Yeah, right. If Zeryesis had any intention of offering them gifts, he would’ve brought them—

“If you truly intended to thank us for our generosity, why did you not bring them with you to help win our favor?” Voga questioned.

Bingo.

Zeryesis’s gulped and tugged on his collar. “W-well… I was in something of a rush. I’m afraid I didn’t have to prepare adequate gifts for a couple of your caliber.”

“A likely story for a devil known for his unscrupulous nature,” Voga said, his eyes not showing a shred of warmth for Zeryesis.

Not that I could blame him.

“I don’t think it should pose a problem, my love,” Selveer said to her husband. “As far as I see it, Zeryesis is already in possession of some fine gifts.” Her own eyes wandered… back to us.

Crap.

Zeryesis’s expression said likewise once he realized what Queen Selveer was getting at. He burst out laughing, although it sounded more like the nervous squeals of a guilty teenage girl. “I-I’m afraid there’s been something of a misunderstanding. These aren’t gifts; they’re valuable merchan—”

“If you want to access our teleporter, you have to make it worth our while,” Selveer said.

Voga glanced toward his wife. “Which has caught your fancy, my love?”

“The dryad, of course.”

“A fine choice. I was thinking the same.”

Zeryesis gulped. “I’m terribly sorry, but that’s simply not possible. These technically aren’t my slaves. I’m simply handling them for a thirty party. Therefore, I am in no power to bequeath them.”

“Then you can find another way to the desert,” Selveer said.

“Give us the dryad or take your leave. Those are your options,” Voga seconded with a booming tone that wasn’t to be denied.

I growled. Of all the things to happen—when we were so close to getting to Scorchlan.

Typical.

As stealthily as I could, I scanned the room, taking note of how many guards there were, where they were placed, and how they were armed.

Ten. Five on each side around ten meters away. Light armor and longswords.

I didn’t have my sword, but Marietta had her parasol. I could use that if need be. More importantly, my fake collar wasn’t inhibiting my magic. I tapped into my inner core and prepared for a fight.

Zeryesis was busy trying to figure a way out of this mess. He grumbled while fidgeting on the spot, well aware he was in a worse position than any of us.

What to do? What to do?

Finally, he sighed. “It looks like I have no choice,” the devil groaned.

The hairs on the back of my neck rose up. What was he talking about? I knew he couldn’t be about to trade Jezzy. That’d violate our contract.

That would signal his death.

“So you accept our offer?” Selveer said.

“It’s not that simple,” Zeryesis replied. “As much as it pains me to admit it, I’m currently in a rather awkward predicament—one a devil of my stature finds rather embarrassing. Because of it, I’m unable to give you any of these slaves. However, if you were to give me the proper assistance, I’m sure we could change that.”

I stared at Zeryesis’s back.

Huh?

What was that idiot talking about now?

It was something seconded by a confused King Voga.

Zeryesis took a step closer to the royal couple. “Here’s what I propose. Together, we will come up with a new contract these slaves will be forced to sign if they wish to travel to Voida—and, trust me, they will sign if they feel there’s no other choice. We’ll pretend it’s something about security, if need be, to speed things along. Anyway, this contract will have some sort of term snuck into it that will cancel out any other contracts they have willingly signed up for.”

My eyes widened. Fuck, I knew exactly where this was going.

With every sentence, with every word, Zeryesis’s smug grin grew bigger and bigger. “As a result, my prior arrangement is nullified, and these slaves are thrust onto the open market. I’ll be free to toddle off back to Styxlar with an irritating weight lifted off my shoulders, while you get your dryad. Everybody wins! How does that sound?”

“Like bullshit!” I barked in devil tongue, making everyone in the room flinch.

Zeryesis, especially, looked like a kid who’d been caught stealing from the cookie jar.

“Steve?!” Lulu squeaked as she tugged on my shirt.

“I’ll explain later,” I said to her, really wishing this language barrier would fuck off.

“Human,” the commanding Voga said. “You speak devil tongue?”

“T-that’s impossible,” Zeryesis whimpered. “I only gave you that book a week ago.”

“I told you I was a fast learner, you piece of shit,” I snapped at him.

I should’ve fucking known he’d try something like this. Even when we had Zeryesis’s life in our hands, that devil scumbag couldn’t be trusted. Trying to abuse the contracts he signed was what he did best.

“A piece of…” Selveer said, remaining remarkably calm despite my sudden reveal. “I believe someone owes us an explanation.”

“A-ah. Y-you see… the thing is…” Zeryesis mumbled, his tongue tying itself into knots.

“I’ll tell you what’s going on,” I said as I tried to stare Zeryesis to death. “We’re not his slaves at all. If anything, he’s ours.”

Zeryesis forced out a booming, fake laugh. “D-don’t listen to him. You know how immoral humans are. They can’t be trusted.”

“Pot meet fucking kettle. The only time you’re not lying is when your mouth’s closed, and even then it’s no guarantee.”

“How dare you! I am a devil of impeccable standing. To think a mere slave would dare talk to their master that way.”

I snorted. “Yeah? If you’re our master, why are you trying to get out a contract? Why do you have a magic collar around your neck?”

Zeryesis’s eyes widened in panic.

“There is?” King Voga asked.

Zeryesis went back to cackling like a mad witch. “What? No! Why would there be a magic collar around my neck. You’re not honestly falling for this human’s lies, are you?”

“Then how about you prove it?” Selveer said as she watched the show.

Was it just me or was she smiling?

“W-what?” Zeryesis replied.

She lifted her head and pointed at her neck. “Tap the center. If you’re telling the truth, we will see for ourselves.”

Instead, Zeryesis did his best impression of a statue. There was no getting out of this one.

Although that never stopped him from trying.

“I… okay, I confess I am currently wearing a magic collar,” Zeryesis said, the intervals littered with nervous laughter, “but it’s not how it sounds. It’s all a part of my current scheme. I’d rather not go into too many details—”

“If he doesn’t assist us, his life is over,” I told the royal couple.

“Ohhh?” Selveer said, her grin now unmistakable.

Zeryesis guffawed. “Hilarious! How hilarious. As if that could be true. Why would I ever sign such a ridiculous contract?”

“Your options were that, being decapitated by me, or being crushed by the Obsidian Dragon. That’s why,” I responded.

Voga jerked forward in his throne. “The Obsidian Dragon?”

“As in the legendary creature who rules the Darkwood?” Selveer asked.

“That’s the one. We met a week or so back; she got rather attached to me.” Perhaps a bit too attached.

I hoped she wasn’t going crazy in my absence.

“W-what’s happening?” Lulu asked as she looked around.

“How should we know? Since when can we speak this infernal devil tongue?” Marietta snapped back, understandably on edge.

“Like, I’m sure whatever’s going on, Stevie’s totally sorting it out,” Jezzy said as she cradled her flower baby under a blanket.

“Yeah!” Dakota agreed. “Steve’s got this… and if not, we’ll just need to fight our way outta this shiz.” She eyes up the guards, trying to figure out which to strike first.

Roxie gulped. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that…”

The guards did have us outnumbered and outarmed, and that was only those in the room. Who knew how many lurked in this manor.

I’d fight if need be, but handling this peacefully remained my preferred option. I kept my eyes on the royals and said, “As ridiculous as me being partners with the Obsidian Dragon sounds, it’s the truth. The same goes for Zeryesis working under me.”

“Preposterous!” he replied. “It doesn’t matter how many times you say it, it’ll never be the truth.”

“Then why haven’t you stepped in to stop me? Why aren’t you using your magic to subjugate me? Is it because I can do this?” I lifted a finger and summoned up a lick of fire.

Every devil’s eyes widened… even those belonging to the crook who knew I could do this.

“The collar’s a sham—one Zeryesis broke to make me agree to this act,” I revealed to the entire room. Those who spoke this language, at least.

My brides remained baffled.

“Zeryesis?” Voga questioned while raising a brow.

He gulped in response. “That’s… I-I didn’t know that collar didn’t work. He must have done it himself.”

“Collars specifically designed to be unbreakable except to those with access to our magic?”

I grinned. Little did Voga know…

“You still haven’t told us your reason for visiting the desert,” Selveer said. “Do you have business with the drakes? Perhaps a wedding present for the harpies?”

“I don’t know what’s going on, but is it just me or is Zeryesis squirming a lot?” Lulu asked her fellow brides.

“He looks more uncomfortable than a devil in a church,” Roxie replied.

“Is this really the time for that particular example?” Marietta said while clutching her parasol, ready to draw it at a moment’s notice.

“A-as I said earlier,” Zeryesis sniveled, “that information is confident—”

“The harpies,” I answered in Zeryesis’s place. “They kidnapped our friend—my lover. We’ve come all this way to get her back, even though it meant recruiting this scumbag to help her.”

Zeryesis opened his mouth to respond.

“Don’t even bother,” Voga snapped. “We’ve had quite enough of whatever you have to say.”

“Let the human say his piece,” Selveer said as she leaned forward.

I bowed my head. “Thank you, Your Highness… es? Is that right? Sorry if I’m speaking out of turn. I’ve never dealt with royalty before.” Besides Princess Penelope, but it was hard to think of that big bawling bag of blubber as a royal. She felt more like an oversized child who’d never been given proper discipline.

Not that I was volunteering to spank her.

Once I’d lifted my head, I said, “I know how much you devils hate us humans, but I really need your help.” Then I glanced over my shoulder. “We need your help.”

Jezzy waved her fingers at me while the others looked like they were anticipating a sudden bar brawl to kick off.

I turned back to the couple and told them, “Nearly two weeks ago now, the Central Tribe attacked our home and kidnapped Fern. We’re not sure why—I’ve got my suspicions, but nothing I’m confident enough to bet on—but we know they must’ve brought her here. And we’re desperate to get her back.”

“He totally just said Fern, didn’t he?” Dakota whispered.

“That’s what I heard,” Jezzy replied.

“Do you think he’s telling them what’s going on?” Lulu asked.

“If he is, I just hope they’ll listen,” Roxie said.

Me too, which they were doing for the time being. The two royals looked at me curiously, letting me continue as I pleased.

Which I did.

“There’s no telling what they’re doing to her,” I said while squeezing my trembling hands shut. “If they’ve hurt her, I’ll never forgive myself for not fulfilling our promise… Either way, I need to get her back. She’s mine! She’s my Fern. My damn adorable little flying brat.”

Not having her here this past week had been beyond noticeable; she definitely would’ve made things more problematic. I saw her complaining constantly about being locked in a tiny cage, struggling to keep quiet when need be, and butting heads with Marietta when she tried to shackle our bedroom antics. Yet that was the sort of shit I missed. Fern’s antics always brought a smile to my face. Whether it was because she was being an energetic ditz or an affectionate egomaniac, I couldn’t get enough of her.

I wanted her back; I needed her back.

Two pairs of cold, authoritative eyes watched my performance from their thrones. They were the judges who decided my fate—the barriers I had to overcome to get to Fern.

Somehow, someway, I had to win them over.

I dropped to my knees, much to the surprise of everyone looking. “Please help. Please let us go to Scorchlan. They’ve had their hands… wings, talons… whatever on her for too long already. It’s time to save her—it’s time I took my bride home.”

“And what if we say no?” Selveer asked. “Will you give up?”

“Will you abandon your wife?” Voga added.

I scoffed, offended they’d even suggested as much. “Of course not! I love Fern. I’m not going home without her.”

“Then what will you do?”

“Whatever it takes,” I said as I stared the king right in the eyes.

Perhaps that was something I should’ve kept to myself, but I couldn’t hold my tongue. If battling through this manor was what it took to reach Fern, so be it.

Silence filled the room as Voga and I stared each other down. It was as if neither of us wanted to show weakness to the other—as if neither of us wanted to be the first to quit. I sure as hell didn’t… but I did anyway.

I lowered my head once more. “Please! Let us use your teleporter—let us go to Scorchlan. Let me bring my wife back home.”

Deep down, I knew how’d they reply. After all, they were devils. I was already thinking of a plan of attack. They had us outnumbered, but we had some tricks we could use. Both Lulu’s magic and Marietta’s rapier would be great surprises. I could use them as distractions while I did my thing. A few hasty bits of magic—they knew I could use it, but not what types—and their numerical advantage would whittle fast.

If we worked fast enough, there was a chance we could get to the teleporter room before backup arrived.

I began building my mana, preparing for my first initial strike. All I was waiting for was either royal to give me the signal. I looked up to see what was taking them so long.

Voga held a hand over his mouth as he teetered on the verge of tears.

I flinched, scattering all the energy I was accumulating into nothingness.

What the…?

At last, unable to hold it back any longer, the King of Xinos started blubbering. “How beautiful. What a touching speech.”

I gawked at the crying royal along with my wives and Zeryesis. We all looked as confused as each other… in contrast to the guards and Selveer who barely reacted to Voga’s emotional outburst.

Selveer leaned toward him and whispered, “Honey, you’re making a scene.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t help it, sweetie poo,” Voga replied as he sobbed into his hand.

I froze. Sweetie poo?! What the hell was happening here?

It was a sentiment echoed by the voices behind me.

“Erm… is it just me or is the king crying?” Lulu asked.

“Aww. So sad,” Jezzy cooed. “Stevie, what did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything,” I protested. Certainly nothing to earn this sort of reaction.

Voga seemed to think I did. Tears seeped between his fingers, dirtying his beard. “It’s just so beautiful,” he said. “I had no idea there were still men out there who would go so far to rescue those they love.”

“You mean there are guys who wouldn’t?” I asked. Even when I’d first dropped into this world, when I was lost and confused in the middle of the Darkwood, I still jumped in to help Lulu when she got herself in trouble. If that’s what I did for a stranger, it’s only natural I’d do something this crazy for my adorable harpy bride.

So much for us playing pretend.

“Will someone tell me what’s happening?” Zeryesis snapped.

“There is nothing much to tell,” Selveer replied. “My husband has long been weak where love is involved.”

“Can you blame me?” Voga said as he grasped her hand and looked into her eyes. “When I heard his story, I couldn’t help wondering what I’d do if you were taken from me. I’m not sure my heart could take it.

Selveer gasped into her fingers as her lilac cheeks burned red. “Oh, honey. You shouldn’t say such things in the presence of strangers.”

“But I want them to know. You’re the light of my life, sweetie poo. I’d be a mess without you.”

“So you’d come to rescue me?”

“Of course, I would. I’d lead our entire army in pursuit and wouldn’t rest until you were back safe in my arms.”

“Oh, honey! You really shouldn’t say things like that, full stop. Now I almost want to be taken so I can see you ride to my aid.”

“Don’t you do, you silly thing. My heart is breaking just thinking about you leaving my side for a moment.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’m not going anywhere.”

“Yes, it is.” Voga leaned over and nuzzled noses with his beloved wife. More beloved than any of us had realized.

We were stunned into silence.

“Aight,” Dakota finally said. “I don’t know much about fancy royal types, devils to boot, but there ain’t no way this’s normal.”

Jezzy giggled. “But it sure is cute.”

“They certainly have that vibe around them,” Roxie said. “They seem as close as two peas in a pod.”

Agreed. It kinda felt rude to interrupt them, not to mention awkward, but I couldn’t stare at the lovey-dovey couple forever. I cleared my throat. “Sorry to interrupt your moment, but are you saying you’re fine with us using your teleporting station?”

“Why, of course!” Voga said as he pulled away from his beloved and stretched his arms, as if preparing to embrace all of us. “It would break my heart to knowingly stand in the way of love. Please, rescue her. I insist!”

“She must be one lucky woman having a partner like you coming to her aid,” Selveer said, showing me a warm smile for the first time.

I followed suit before bowing. “Thank you. Both of you. I’ll never forget this. I swear I’ll pay you back.”

Voga chuckled. “There is no need. Knowing you’ve brought your beloved back to where she belongs is payment enough.” He gave his wife’s hand another squeeze before they lovingly stared into each other’s eyes.

Zeryesis looked like he was about to hurl.

I shook my head. “You can’t call giving me what I want payment. I meant something like…” I looked around, in search of inspiration. How could I properly show my thanks?

That’s when I saw it.

“Jezzy,” I said, waving her toward me. “Come here.”

The dryad tilted her head before skipping to my side. “Yes?”

I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and turned her toward the thrones. “I noticed you’re having some plant problems. Sometime in the future, when everything’s done and dusted, how about me and Jezzy come to visit and see if we can help?”

“You’d do that?” the surprised Queen Selveer said.

“You can do that?” King Voga added.

I nodded before saying to Jezzy, “Show them the flower.”

She nodded and removed the cover before holding it up high. “Ta-da.”

Both royals went wide eyed.

“Is that a Shadow Rose?” Voga asked.

“I’ve never seen such a beautiful one before,” Selveer said.

I grinned as I kept squeezing hold of Jezzy, arm wrapped over her shoulder. “It was a weed a few days ago. This is what nature magic can do. We’d be happy to give all of Xinos this treatment and maybe teach your people a thing or two about doing it themselves.”

“You can do such a thing?!” Zeryesis exclaimed in the royal couple’s stead.

I shrugged. “If a human like me can use nature magic, I don’t see why devils can’t.”

“You can use nature magic?” King Voga said as he leaned so far forward it was a surprise he hadn’t toppled off his throne. “What an extraordinary human.”

“And that is without going into his eagerness to help devils and knowledge of our language,” Selveer said, content to lean back and look on me favorably.”

I grinned. “There’s a reason Blesslan despises me.” Not that I could say I gave a shit. I doubted its royals would’ve stepped aside to let me pursue Fern.

It was high time I gave my opinion on devils a thorough review.

“Does anyone here actually know what’s going on?” Roxie whispered to the rest of the gang.

“I ain’t got a friggin’ clue,” Dakota replied.

“They seem to be getting along?” Lulu said. “That’s a good thing… right?”

Marietta scoffed. “Knowing Steve, he’s probably trying to talk his way into the queen’s bed.”

Voga turned his gaze to Marietta and said, “You are aware we speak your language, are you not?”

Her cheeks turned red. The lovely sheep quickly averted her eyes while whimpering under her breath. “S-sorry…”

I swallowed a chuckle. Poor Marie.

Seeing how Voga and Selveer knew our tongue, I said so everyone could understand, “I’ll leave the beautiful Queen Selveer to her husband. I’m more interested in getting Fern back. Who’s with me?”

It took a moment for my words to sink in before all their faces lit up in delight—even Marietta’s.

I replied with a shit-eating grin. That was our path to Scorchlan secured. We’d finally reached the final item on our to-do list.

It was time to rescue Fern.


Chapter 15


We huddled around Zeryesis.

“Is everyone ready?” I asked my brides as we stood upon the magic circle in the center of Voga and Selveer’s teleportation room.

My girls responded with a cheer.

I grinned. “You heard them. Let’s—”

Zeryesis clicked his fingers, engulfing us in another vivid show of purple fire. It swirled for a minute before evaporating into nothingness, revealing a brilliant blue sky.

The afternoon sun immediately assaulted us, baking our bodies in a sweltering heat which made the farm feel like the Arctic.

“Frick me!” Dakota said, fanning herself. “Who turned up the heat?”

“Something tells me we’ve arrived,” I said as I wafted my shirt to produce some cool air.

I should’ve packed a hat.

Lulu didn’t pull one from her rucksack. Instead, she looked around. “Are you sure? This doesn’t look much like a desert.”

It was a good point. Rather than the sand I’d been expecting, our feet rested on a thin carpet of green. All around us sat lush plant life; tall, shady palm trees; and a large pool of water so clear it acted as a mirror for the cloudless sky above.

“Yay! Plants,” Jezzy said as she skipped over and hugged the closest palm tree.

I shook my head. She’d only just parted with our shadow rose, she’d given it to Voga and Selveer as a gift, and already she’d found some new plants to dote on.

So shameless.

Roxie glanced at Zeryesis. “You didn’t make a wrong turn, did you?”

“Don’t insult me! I know how to teleport. This is indeed the Scorchlan Desert,” he confirmed.

On further inspection, once I looked past the greenery, there was nothing to see but sand and rocks. Dunes of beige spread out in every direction, only broken up by vast monolith-style rock formations towering high above us. Four thin spires rose up one side, positioned loosely in an arc, while a thicker lump of orange reigned supreme on the other.

It was almost like we were on a titan’s palm. The faint basin shape probably had something to do with how this oasis had managed to form in such a hostile environment.

“We devils aren’t fools,” the idiotic conman said. “Why would we anchor the teleportation spell to the middle of nowhere when we could instead choose here?”

“It’s still far too sunny for my liking,” Marietta said as she opened her parasol, bathing herself in shade.

Jealousy-levels rising…

Dakota sped up her fanning paws as her red eyes glanced from side to side. “So… where’s Fern?”

Marietta sighed. “Did you expect her to be waiting for us?”

“Don’t make out like I’m thick! I meant, like… where the shiz do we go now?!”

“The harpies should live nearby,” Zeryesis said before his voice dropped to a mumble. “By The Otherworldly, please be friendly.”

“Sorry, buster. I can’t see that happening,” I said as I tapped into my internal harpy guide and started reading.

As a general guide to harpies, information about the Central Harpy Tribe was limited. However, it did list their location. More than just the Scorchlan Desert, it said they were in a place called the Scorched Fangs.

Those four nearby stone pillars stole my attention.

“I’m guessing it’s over there,” I said, hoping my imagination was just as twisted as whoever had come up with the name.

“Then let’s hurry!” Dakota rushed over to the spires while throwing her arms in the air. “Don’t worry, Fern! We’re comin’!”

Lulu shushed the feline. “Quiet. Do you want them to know we’re here?”

“I mean, the quicker we know they’re here, the quicker we can save Fern.”

“Aren’t cats supposed to be sneaky?”

“I’m just sayin’!”

Marietta sighed and rolled her eyes. “When they fight like this, it’s hard to believe how they treat each other come nightfall.

Jezzy giggled as she skipped back over to join us. “Isn’t it just, like, so totally hot? I’m glad you have fun watching us.”

The sheep girl flinched before turning away. She pulled her parasol lower, resting it on the top of her head. It cast a shadow which hid her face. “What have I ever done to suggest such a thing? D-do not make me sound like some sort of voyeuristic deviant.”

“Huh?” Jezzy tapped her bottom lip and tilted her head to the side. “But, like, don’t you totally touch your—”

“I do nothing of the sort!”

“Will you all stop making fools of yourselves!” Zeryesis complained while scratching his neck—while itching his collar. “Let’s hurry and find this blasted bird.”

“Damn, agreeing with you makes me feel like shit,” I said, shaking my head. Then I clapped my hands like a teacher trying to call his class to order. “You heard the bellend. Let’s go find ourselves some harpies.”

Roxie gulped as her eyes stared up into the sky. “Erm… sugar? I think it might be a li’l late for that.”

A pair of harpies floated up high, eyes locked on us.

The dark-skinned duo stared, as if unable to comprehend what they were seeing, before delivering the reaction to end all reactions.

“Trouble!” one of the harpies squealed as she started flying around in circles. “The oasis is under attack! I repeat, the oasis is under attack!”

“What do we do? What do we do?!” responded to the other who was somehow keeping airborne despite flailing more than flying.

“Your horn! Blow your horn-thingy!”

“Oh, yeah!” Using her wings, she awkwardly shimmied a shell necklace to her lips which let out a bellowing howl when blown into.

The sky above the four pillars turned black.

Crap…

Harpies raced from each, making a beeline straight for us. In total, there had to be at least as many incoming as had attacked the farm.

I drew my sword, now back in my possession after winning over Voga and Selveer. “Jezzy. Marietta. Stay close and stay low.” I was already kicking myself for not leaving them on the other side—Jezzy especially.

So stupid!

Zeryesis’s blue skin turned white at the sight of so many harpies. He threw his hands on his head and began to squeal. “What is this?! Why are there so many?! I’m getting out of here.” He went to click his fingers.

“Don’t you dare,” I snapped. “If you’ve got mana left, use it to fight. Remember our contract.” He could run all he wanted. If anything happened to us, he was fucked.

He gritted his teeth. His golden eyes snapped between me and the incoming mob, as if weighing up the odds. It finished with a high-pitched cry. “You damn… fine! I’ll do what I can.”

“I never thought the day would come when I had to fight alongside him,” Lulu mumbled as she threw her rucksack down and held her hands like a gunslinger ready to draw.

Dakota snickered as she went for that classic catkwondo pose. “And I never thought I’d have the back of some magic-flingin’ mutt. Shiz happens.”

“Don’t worry, y’all. I’m here too,” Roxie said, vibrations racing up her own sword. “I-I promise I’ll keep y’all safe.”

The five of us made a loose circle around Marietta and Jezzy, who were sheltering in the nearby plant life. Marie had her rapier drawn, ready to strike anyone who reached her.

Not that I was planning on letting that happen… even if the harpies did have us outnumbered twenty to one.

Once they’d all arrived in their places, up in the air in a circle around us, a single voice started everything.

“Attack!” one of the harpies yelled.

Lulu and I responded with magic—fire from her and wind from me.

Those on my side were blown away while those on Lulu’s scattered of their own free will, lest they risk having their feathers sizzled black.

“Magic. Magic!” a harpy squawked. “They’ve got magic!”

“Damn right, we do,” I said before pointing my left hand—my free hand—at a charging mob, blowing them back. “And you’ve got something of ours. Where’s Fern?”

“Fern? Don’t know any Ferns,” another said.

“There’s no ferns in the desert. Why did you come here looking for ferns?!”

I growled. Were they trying to piss me off? It was working. “Fine. If none of you will talk, we’ll make you,” I said before changing tactics.

No more crowd control; it was time to do some damage.

I condensed the force of my wind magic from a large-scale gale into a concentrated gust. Then I fired it from the tip of my sword like an arrow.

The harpy I aimed for squealed as she tried to dodge but got caught on the wing. It only hit her feathers rather than anywhere which would draw blood, but it still left a gaping hole where her body should’ve been.

“Ah!” the winged demi-beast squawked. “That’s strong! That’s super strong! Be careful of the human! He’s dangerous!”

“Dangerous?!”

“Dangerous!”

And, just like that, I became their new priority. Harpies rushed at me from all angles—too many for me to hit at once with such a deadly move.

At this rate, I’d have to go back to defensive magi—

“Otherworldly’s blessing, number forty-six: soul devourers.”

Two flaming purple beasts lunged past me and at the harpies charging me down.

The harpies squealed as they were suddenly faced with two ferocious creatures that jumped at them like hungry wolves.

I glanced over my shoulder at my surprise savior.

Zeryesis growled as he aimed his hands forward. “Stop looking at me and fight! I can’t keep this up for long.”

I snorted and turned back to the action. Nobody ever told me harpies were flying pigs in disguise…

While Zeryesis’s beastly apparitions protected my front, Lulu my back, and Roxie and Dakota my sides, I focused on trying to shoot the harpies out of the sky.

It wasn’t an easy thing to land clean hits on flying targets, but I refused to be denied. These monsters had attacked our farm and kidnapped Fern; I wasn’t letting them get away with their crimes.

Eventually, after too many missed shots, I finally hit a harpy in the side.

“Grit!” a harpy squealed as her comrade plummeted from the air and dive bombed into the water hole.

Elsewhere…

“Fire! Fire! Fire!” a harpy freaked out.

One of Lulu’s attacks had caught a palm tree, setting it ablaze.

“Quickly! Put it out!” another squawked.

“Water! We need water!”

Around half the harpies kept fighting, while the other half rushed to both rescue ‘Grit’ from the pond and to collect water to put out the fire.

“How dare you try and destroy our oasis!” one of the attacking-team screamed.

“I-it wasn’t on purpose,” Lulu whined.

“So what?” I said, more to the harpies than her. “Why can you kidnap Fern but we can’t start a little fire? If it means getting her back, I’ll burn this whole oasis to the ground.” I knew Jezzy wouldn’t like it, but if it meant getting my harpy bride back, it was something I had to do.

“This is bad. Super bad!” a harpy screeched.

“We need reinforcements. Someone call for reinforcements!”

Horns ripped through the air like desperate cries for help. More harpies arose from the Scorched Fangs and started heading our way.

Lulu froze. “Wait… there’s more of them?”

“How many of these friggin’ pests are there?!” Dakota snapped.

For me it was less about the quantity of the new arrivals and more about the quality. There was one among the group who stood out—one I’d seen before.

“You,” I snarled while locking eyes with her.

“That should be my line,” said the tall, mocha-skinned harpy with huge red wings and a matching mane of wild hair.

Queen Ruby.

“What are you doing here, human?” she growled.

“You know why,” I said. “Give her back—give back Fern.”

“Fern?” For a moment, Ruby appeared confused. Then she was hit by realization. “Ah. That’s right. That’s the name she chose to hide behind.”

“Hide be… What are you talking about?” Roxie asked.

“That name was a fake. There is no ‘Fern’. She never existed.”

“Say what?!” Dakota squealed.

“I already figured that was the case,” I said as I stared down Ruby. “Let me guess… Her real name is Emerald?”

“Not just Emerald,” Ruby replied, “but Princess Emerald, next leader of the Scorchlan Harpy Tribe.”

My mind went blank. I’d suspected Fern’s real name could be Emerald. Her being Ruby’s daughter? The same. Being the next ruler of the biggest free harpy tribe in the world? Not so much.

The paralyzing confusion didn’t last for long. I pulled myself together and growled at the large harpy. “Fern… Emerald. Call her whatever you want. What I want to know is where you’re keeping her.”

“Why would I tell you?” Ruby said as she hovered in place and looked at us like we were insects. “I’m not going to let you kidnap her again.”

“You’re the ones who kidnapped her!”

“We brought an unruly child back where she belongs.”

“She belongs on the farm—she belongs to us—and we’re taking her back.”

“You’re planning on fighting them all?!” Zeryesis screeched as he eyed up Ruby and her backup.

Between her and her reinforcements, the harpy forces now totaled easily over the one-fifty mark.

“If we have to,” I said to the cowardly devil. “They’re just birds. Nothing we can’t handle.”

Roxie gulped as she stared elsewhere. “I’m not sure that’s accurate, sugar.”

I followed her line of sight and found something that made my blood run cold, the desert’s abusive heat be damned.

What now?

 Tall, bulky creatures—tall, scaly bulky creatures who made Roxie seem short—lurked on the oasis’s edge, eyes trained on us. They were some sort of lizard men who couldn’t be mistaken for kobolds, even if they only wore loincloths and seemed to favor spears as their weapons of choice.

Not that they needed them when they had claws like kitchen knives.

“What the frick are they?” Dakota squealed as her eyes drifted over red, green, brown, black…

“Are they drakes?” Lulu said.

So this was a drake? They definitely favored the ‘beast’ side of demi-beast. Most were like humans with animal features. These were like a group of mini Godzillas.

As long as they were friendly, I didn’t give a shit what they looked like.

“Intruders in the oasis?” one of them, a big red tribal giant, said. “Need some help, Ruby?”

“We have it under control, Pinrar,” the harpy queen spat back. “Watch how you address me, prince. We’re not family yet.”

“We will be soon enough. After decades of conflict, our two tribes will be allied once again… and I see no better time to start than now.” He flashed the daggers he called teeth, bloodthirsty eyes locked on me and me alone.

I knew that ‘friendly’ thought was wishful thinking…

“Do whatever you want,” Ruby responded.

Pinrar laughed. “You heard the woman. Let’s go hunting for meat.”

The drakes grinned as they closed in on us, weapons ready to skewer us into pieces.

Lulu and I swiveled toward them and struck first with the same move we used when the harpies attacked.

Neither those hit by fire or those hit by wind flinched.

Lulu’s mouth fell open. “W-what?”

One of the drakes laughed. “Fire magic? Against our scales?”

“We were born in the desert,” another mocked. “We’re used to handling the heat.”

“As for that wind… did you think you’d blow us away like you did them?”

I swallowed a growl. They had a point, but my magic still should’ve done something more than blow up a little sand.

How heavy were these scaly fuckers?

Done taunting us, the drakes finally decided to attack. They rushed forward in a line, spears extended and ready to butcher.

I growled as I filled my blade with mana. If wind wouldn’t work, how about my magic of preference?

A tidal burst of sand exploded from beneath the oasis.

Better! The drakes felt that one as the force knocked them off balance and the grains dug into their mouths and eyes. However, it didn’t stop them entirely; they kept charging forward.

Zeryesis’s spirit beasts jumped in to intervene.

The magical ‘beasts’ were brushed aside by the powerful drakes. Purple fire was still fire, no matter what fancy shape it was forced into. The drakes treated them as an afterthought as they kept making a beeline for us.

Roxie jumped in and smashed the leading drake like an incoming baseball. His scales were too thick for her to slash through, but her incredible strength knocked him from his feet and into those nearby.

When a drake turned to see what had just happened, he was walloped in the side of the head by a flying cat.

“Get friggin’ wrecked!” Dakota said, taking advantage of the lingering cloud of sand. She sunk back into it and vanished like a ghost.

Roxie remained in plain sight while swinging for the fences and overpowering those who bested her height by a few inches. “Don’t worry, sugar. I ain’t gonna let these varmints lay a finger on y’all.”

I grinned. That was my girls! Damn, I loved them. These drakes were about to find out who they were messing—

A harpy swooped down, aiming her talons for my face.

I hopped back in the nick of time, saving myself from receiving another scar on my cheek. But I didn’t celebrate. More harpies were incoming.

A blast of wind magic pushed them away.

It didn’t scare the other harpies. They got the memo and soon their entire platoon, reinforced with a batch of new bodies, was back on the attack.

I growled as I swiveled around, having to try and keep back both the harpy assault as well as the small number of powerful drakes.

One of the groups was bad enough. Both at once was ridiculous!

“We’ve going to die!” Zeryesis cried as he resorted to ducking behind me with his hands over his head. “I can’t believe I’m going to die because of some idiotic human and his stupid animals!”

“Get a hold of yourself and keep fighting!” I yelled at him as I moved from shooting out more wind to sending the earth thumping into the drake threats.

I wasn’t even finding my usual earth-based tricks as easy as usual because of where we were. I was used to manipulating dirt, metal, and the occasional stone. Sand was outside my area of expertise. It took so much more concentration and effort to make it do what I needed it to, and it wasn’t doing much more than inconveniencing them.

Where were the killer blows?!

This shit was a nightmare. The only blessing was that Ruby hadn’t joined the attack. She observed from above like some military commander.

Prince Pinrar did likewise from behind his troops. He grinned as he looked at the flying queen. “Look at them struggle. See what we can accomplish when we work together?”

“We could’ve handled this ourselves,” she replied.

“Why bother? Let your son-in-law take care of everything. Sit back and watch as I herald in a new dawn for both our tribes.”

I snarled. It sure was good they weren’t attacking, but that didn’t mean them talking around us wasn’t pissing me off. They were treating this fight as our loss already. If they thought I was going down, they had another thing coming. Even if it took regaining my long-lost ice power, using what I’d learned in Voida, and slaughtering every wild demi-beast here, I was going to win this.

I was going to do whatever it took to get Fern bac—

“Stop!”

A word louder than a trumpet’s cry echoed across the battlefield, drawing everyone’s attention its way—toward the closest of the Scorched Fangs.

Up top stood a lone figure, positioned right on the edge.

It was impossible to make out anything more than her silhouette due to the force of the sun and the distance between us. However, I swore I recognized that voice. Even though there was no way I could see her properly, I knew exactly who it was.

“Fern?” I said, the surprise stopping me from raising my voice.

She had no such issues. She flailed her wings as she screamed. “Leave them alone. Leave them!” Then she jumped off the spire and flew toward us.

Nope. That’s what I presumed she was going to do. Instead, she fell. And fell. And fell.

Ruby’s expression turned into one of horror—one of panic. “Quick! Catch her! Right now!”

Harpies raced from the battlefield to try and cut off their falling princess while others dove off the fang in chase. It ended with a bang that sprayed sand into the air.

My heart came to a total stop. What had just happened? If someone, even a harpy fell from such a height…

The answer soon became apparent.

A single harpy emerged from the cloud of dust. Unlike the others, they instead ran across the sand with an awkward wobble to their step, as if this was an action they weren’t used to.

As if their wide, egg-laying hips weren't designed for it.

She was as naked as they came, and her green feathers weren’t anywhere near as bushy as I remembered, but there was no mistaking the dark-skinned cutie for anyone else even as she was surrounded by those who looked just like her.

It was Fern.

“Stop. Stop!” she squealed as she kept waving her wings, shaking off the sand stuck to her feathers. “Don’t hurt them. Leave them alone. Leave my friends alone!”

Even though I’d said her name moments ago, suddenly it wouldn’t come. Nothing did. I was too damn relieved to do anything but watch as she outpaced her captors who were only just recovering from whatever had made the desert explode so dramatically.

Dakota threw her arms into the air and yelled, “Fern!”

Lulu breathed out. “She’s okay…”

“And looking well,” Roxie said.

I didn’t argue. There were no cuts or blemishes to be seen on her. She looked like the Fern I knew and loved, trimmed wings aside.

“You guys,” Fern said as she skidded to a halt. “What are you going here? What?!”

I snorted, unable to wipe the smile off my face. “Isn’t that obvious? We’re here to rescue you.”

“Here to kidnap her,” Queen Ruby said as she swooped down while glaring at her daughter. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“You were going to hurt my friends!” Fern said while flailing her wings. “I won’t let you hurt them. Won’t let you!”

“They are not your friends!” Ruby snapped back. “Don’t fall for their brainwashing.”

“Brainwashing?!” I exclaimed. Did this damn harpy have a screw loose?

Fern puffed her cheeks out. “But—”

“But nothing,” Ruby said as she grabbed Fern by the wing and pulled her closer.

“Fern!” Dakota yelled.

Our harpy didn’t go without a struggle. She squirmed, trying to break free from her mom’s talons.

“It’s okay. You’re safe now,” Ruby said as she refused to let go. “I’ll never let them take you again. We’ll wipe them out here.”

“No. No!” Fern hissed.

“I don’t think so!” I roared as I fired a blast of wind at Ruby—one designed to stun rather than hurt.

With Fern nearby, I didn’t want to take the risk.

Ruby grunted. She threw a wing over her face to protect herself from the force and the sand trying to invade her lungs.

Speaking of sand, I pushed energy into my feet and jumped forward, propelling myself with a crater-making blast. I hardened my sword and lunged at the harpy queen.

She flew back, dodging my hit. In the process, she lost her grip on Fern.

My harpy bride stumbled backward.

“Fern!” I yelled as I reached out to grab her.

“Steve,” she replied while extending a wing toward me.

It didn’t reach.

Pinrar, the huge red drake who Ruby had called a prince, appeared out of nowhere and grabbed Fern from behind. He wrapped a muscular arm around her neck and pressed the tip of one of his claws to her cheek. “Don’t move, human. That goes for the rest of you too.”

I stopped on the spot.

Ruby snarled as she flew back down, eyes locked on the drake. “What do you think you’re doing?!”

Pinrar shot her a dismissive look out of the corner of his eye before staring back at me. “Drop your sword unless you want to see how sharp my claws are.” He pushed it tighter to Fern’s skin, indenting it beneath the tip.

Fern whimpered while remaining perfectly still. If she so much as squirmed, she risked ripping her own face open.

I growled at Pinrar, “Don’t you fucking dare.”

“Obey me and I won’t need to,” he replied while grinning like a smug bastard. “Chuck the sword. Now.”

I grumbled as I thought things through. This wasn’t the first time I’d been in this sort of situation, yet it was. I remembered Galeholder doing something like this to Marietta. He’d been a quivering wreck searching desperately for a way out, well aware one wrong move would spell his doom. This drake was different; he was completely composed. His emotions weren’t ready to be manipulated, nor was he about to jump at any shadows.

“Last warning,” Pinrar said with all the ice coldness of a trained killer.

I clicked my tongue and tossed my sword away.

“Steve,” Lulu whispered under her breath.

Pinrar smirked. “Good. Now hands on your head.”

“Steve. Don’t,” Fern whined.

Pinrar tightened his arm, cutting off Fern’s ability to speak. “Quiet, cutie. I wouldn’t want you to cut your face before our big day.” Although he made no effort to remove his claws to protect her.

His actions were clear; it was up to me.

“Bastard,” I snarled as I placed my hands behind my head.

“Good boy,” Pinrar said, finishing his patronizing sentence with a chuckle. “Down on your knees. All of you… unless you’d rather I give Emerald a makeover.” He sunk his claw in even closer, making Fern squeal.

Another push, one small twitch, and she’d be covered in blood.

Zeryesis thudded right down with his hands behind his head. Slowly, Lulu and Roxie did likewise. They were followed by Marietta and Jezzy, who were forced out of their hiding spot by the incoming drakes.

Last of all was me.

“Restrain them,” Pinrar ordered.

I was pushed flat to my front by a drake’s thick boot. It became a knee while my hands were pinned in place, forcing me to eat dirt and sand.

Pinrar chuckled as he watched.

Queen Ruby was in a less jubilant mood. She snarled, “Hurry and get your hands off my Emerald.”

“Relax,” he said as he let Fern go.

She dropped to the floor and gasped for breath while rubbing her throat with her wings.

Ruby dropped down to check on her daughter. While rubbing Fern’s back, her hate-filled eyes latched back on Pinrar. “You…”

He flashed his fangs. “It was just a bluff. Like I’d actually hurt my fiancée.”

Just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse, my every hair jumped on end. “What?!”

Pinrar snickered “Haven’t you heard? Emerald and I are to be wed shortly in a ceremony which will finally unite our clans as one.”

The words fell from my mouth. All I could do was look at Fern and hope she would tell me he was joking.

When our eyes met, she quickly averted hers. Then, with the faintest of whispers, she said, “Sorry…”

I didn’t know what to say—how to respond. My head was spinning at a million miles an hour. There was no way Fern could be getting married.

There was no way I would let Fern get married to someone other than me.

I opened my mouth to answer, to tell Pinrar as much, when something dull smashed me in the back of the head.

It was the last thing I remembered before everything went black.


Chapter 16


Darkness. There was only darkness. No matter where I looked, the black void ruled.

Huh? Where am I?

As I looked for the answer, I at last caught sight of something—someone. A figure.

A woman.

I recognized her instantly. She had beautiful chocolate-colored skin,  big green wings which looked like her namesake, wide hips which she loved to shake around in a bid to entice me, and huge gold eyes like fresh pots of honey.

“Steve,” the lone figure, my harpy bride, yelled. “Steve!”

“Fern!” I replied as I tried to get to her, but my body didn’t react as I wanted it to. It was like I was trying to wade through a swamp of thick, sticky tar. No matter how much I struggled, no matter how hard I pushed, she wasn’t getting any closer. If anything, she seemed to be drifting further away from me.

“Steve!” she continued as her body drifted away and melted into the darkness. “Steve. Steve!”

“Fern!” I yelled at the top of my lungs as I stretched my hand out as far as I could.

“Stevie!”

My eyes snapped open. I jumped to a sitting position, knocking away the figure who’d been saying my name.

It took me a moment to realize it wasn’t Fern, although the green coloring had been on point.

Jezzy’s hot pink eyes, stained with worry, burrowed into my face. Then she gasped out a, “Stevie!” and threw herself against me, enveloping me in her soft chest and loving arms. “I’m, like, so glad you’re awake.”

I hugged the emotional dryad, stroking my fingers through her cotton-candy styled hair. “Sorry about sleeping in,” I mumbled while rubbing the throbbing pain on the back of my head.

It helped me remember everything.

Obviously, that knowledge only extended to the point when I was knocked out. I glanced around in search of what had happened after that.

Wherever we were was damn dark. The only light seeped in from an opening up high, maybe around fifty or so meters up? It was like we’d been dumped down a well, although the sheer rock walls looked natural rather than something which was built. The floor was made of the same firm material, although it didn’t seem to be bothering our roommate.

Roxie snorted lightly.

I shuffled over and shook her shoulder. “Wake up.”

She grumbled and turned over, away from me. “Hmm… a couple more minutes.”

“I love you, Roxie, but this really isn’t the time. Get up.”

Reluctantly, the lazy cow lifted her head, which was hidden behind loose strands of black bed hair. She rubbed the sand from her eyes while looking around. “Hmm? What’s going on, sugar? Where are we?”

“I’d love to know that myself,” I said while turning toward Jezzy.

“Like, I don’t know,” she replied through her pouted lips. “They used some thingy to make us all sleepy. When I woke up, we were already here.”

I stared up at the exit. Should I call for help? Would that be a good idea? Wouldn’t it be more likely to end with us being attacked by harpies? Probably. I was better off climbing.

In theory.

It only took a few half-hearted attempts for me to figure out that wasn’t going to work. There wasn’t anything to get a grip on. Even a professional climber would’ve struggled with this. A guy who’d occasionally climbed trees as a kid and once tried the climbing wall at his gym didn’t stand a chance.

None of that concerned me. I didn’t need climbing skills to get out of this. After all, I had the trickiest of tricks up my sleeve.

Magic.

I concentrated on calling forth my mana. With my earth magic, making a way out of here wouldn’t be an issue.

My mana didn’t listen.

What was going on? I was doing what I usually did, but I couldn’t feel anything. My core wasn’t responding to me.

“Invoke bond with the planet,” I said, going basic to basics.

Still nothing.

“Invoke manifestation of heat.” Nothing. “Invoke child of the winds.” Nada. “Invoke power that heals all.”

Nope.

“What the hell was going on?!” I snapped.

“Sugar. Your neck,” Roxie said while pointing to her own, which was as soft and pale as always.

I touched mine… at least, I tried to. My fingers thudded against something clunky and recognizable. It was the slave collar Zeryesis had given me.

No. That’s what I thought at first. That collar came off. This one didn’t; it was locked tight.

What was happening quickly dawned on me.

I grabbed a hold and tried to force the thing from around my neck. “Get off me,” I growled as it refused to budge. Sick of trying already, I took a rock and resorted to smashing it open.

Still no luck.

“It’s pointless. If those collars were so easily removed, they wouldn’t be used in the first place,” drifted a deep feminine voice from above as the sunlight was blotted out.

I’d been so distracted by my collars, I hadn’t even realized. Now that I had, she had my full attention.

They had my full attention.

Queen Ruby had been the one who spoke, but she wasn’t alone. Pinrar, that bastard, descended with her, sliding down the wall to keep his speed in check. Then, in her mother’s talons, was the harpy I’d come all this way to meet.

Fern.

Her feet were the first to hit the rock floor. The moment they did, I blurted out her name.

“Steve!” she replied as she jerked toward me only to be yanked back by her mother.

“Save that affection for your fiancé,” the harpy matriarch said before shooting Pinrar a vicious glance. “Not that he’s earned it.”

Pinrar grinned as he touched down. “What? I didn’t hurt her. You should be impressed by my resourcefulness. Your tribe will be in good claws with me in charge.”

Ruby didn’t respond.

“So it’s true?” I said to Fern as my heart felt like it was being suffocated in a vice. “You’re really getting married?”

Fern opened her mouth to answer.

“She is,” Ruby said. “Our Princess Emerald will be marrying Prince Pinrar of the Drake Tribe in a ceremony which will bond our two tribes together, making us forever stronger.”

“Finally, we can stop fighting each other and unite against our common enemies,” Pinrar continued while staring me down. “Say… humanity?”

If he thought that was going to get some big reaction out of me, he was wrong. I didn’t care if they wanted to start fighting with Blesslan or any of the other kingdoms surrounding the desert. All I cared about was Fern.

Fern flapped her wings as she was held in place by her mother’s. “Like, he didn’t mean you. Not you! You’ll be safe. Mom promised. She promised!”

“Emerald has explained the misunderstanding,” Ruby said. “You weren’t the one who kidnapped her. Rather, you’re the one who freed her from her captors.”

I stared at the pair. What were they talking about? That never happened.

When Fern saw me looking at her, she averted her eyes.

“That still doesn’t excuse what followed—how you brainwashed her into abandoning her duties,” Ruby continued while glaring at me like I was a bad boy trying to corrupt her innocent daughter. “However, in light of this information, and to respect our Emerald’s wishes, no harm will come to you or your followers. You will be freed once the ceremony is complete.”

“The others are safe!” Fern said. “The drakes have them.”

“They’re under my care,” Pinrar practically boasted. “So if you want your dog, devil, and sheep back, make sure you behave yourself.”

That answered one burning question I had. I was beyond relieved to hear Lulu and Marietta were safe, but there was something I had to know. “What about Dako—”

Fern pushed a feather over her lips and silently told me to be quiet.

When Ruby glanced toward her, my harpy bride pulled her wing away and acted like nothing had happened.

“What about you?” I amended into. “Are you okay?”

“She’s fine,” Ruby answered for Fern. “She’s back where she belongs.”

“I didn’t ask you,” I growled at the harpy queen.

She snarled back. “Don’t get cocky, human. You should be grateful I’m letting you see her one last time.”

“This won’t be the last. Fern’s mine.”

“Steve,” Fern mumbled while fidgeting in her mom’s tight hold.

I shrugged. “What? We both know you don’t want to marry this guy.”

“Of course, she does,” Ruby said.

“Then let her say it herself. Let her say she’d rather marry that brute than be with me.” She didn’t—anyone with half a brain knew she didn’t. Who would want to marry a bastard willing to use them as a meat shield?

Fern seemed to shrink in size as her shoulders sagged. It was like she was trying to hide in her mom’s wings. “I don’t have a choice,” she mumbled through the wall of feathers. “It’s my job…”

If that wasn’t a clear ‘no’ then I didn’t know what was.

Pinrar chuckled as he stepped forward, toward Fern. “There’s no reason to sound so nervous. You’ll much prefer being married to me than some weak, fleshy human.” He brushed the backside of his claws across her face.

My lovely harpy whimpered as she froze up under his touch.

Ruby dragged her away from Pinrar while glaring at the scaly bastard.

He lifted his hands up, protesting his innocence, and stepped back.

I growled, disgusted at him for so casually touching my Fern like that. “How about you take this collar off, and we’ll see which of us is weak?” I said to the drake prince.

Pinrar flashed his fangs—the kind which would put a shark to shame. “I would… but I don’t want to upset my fiancée by killing you on the eve of our wedding.”

My eyes tried to spring from my head. “The eve?!”

“You didn’t know? The wedding’s tomorrow, when the sun is at its highest.”

I gawped, hoping either harpy would reveal Pinrar to be a liar… which they didn’t. And seeing how there was an orange tint to the light coming in from above, that put the wedding around eighteen-or-so hours away.

Eighteen-or-so hours until my Fern was stolen from me.

“So soon,” Roxie said, echoing my thoughts.

As embarrassing as it was, I’d been so focused on Fern and her minders I’d forgotten Roxie and Jezzy were behind me.

Pinrar shook his head. “This is more than a year overdue. It’s high time that I get what I deserve.” He grinned at Fern. “I can’t wait to fill you up with eggs.”

Her face turned as green as her hair.

I growled and stormed forward. I was going to chin that sleazy, scaly—

Ruby kicked me in the chest, knocking me back. “Stay where you are unless you’d rather not make it past the wedding alive.”

“No. Don’t!” Fern squawked while squirming in place. “You promised. You promised!”

“If he refuses to behave himself, that’s not my problem.”

I kept snarling like an animal caught in a cage. Risking myself wasn’t a big deal, although I wasn’t stupid enough to start shit when I was defenseless. However, I didn’t want to put Roxie and Jezzy in danger, or Lulu and Marietta.

They could string up Zeryesis by his intestines for all I cared.

Ruby swallowed a huff as she looked down on me, both metaphorically and physically. “I knew this meeting was a mistake. It’s just another chance for you to poison my Emerald’s mind.” She flapped her mighty red wings, propelling herself into the air. Then she grabbed a hold of Fern with a talon. “Come. We’re leaving.”

“No!” Fern protested as she tried to wiggle from her mother’s grip. “Longer. Just a bit longer!”

“We’re leaving,” Ruby said like an adult talking to a child throwing a tantrum.

In her eyes, that’s probably how she saw things.

The chuckling Pinrar seemed to be enjoying the show, something he was alone in. He showed me another fang-filled smile. “You heard the woman. If you want to say goodbye, better make it quick.”

Not a dose of kindness could be found in his mocking voice.

Giving Pinrar the satisfaction of me taking him up on his offer was the last thing I wanted to do, but there was something I had to say. “Fern,” I began, grabbing the struggling harpy’s attention. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t keep my promise.” I couldn’t stop her from being taken by those who were hunting her down.

Fern shook her head as the fight drained out of her. “It’s okay, Steve. I kinda always knew this would happen…”

“No.”

It took a moment for Fern to snap out of the aura of melancholy she was gathering around herself. Her big gold eyes stared at me as if checking to make sure I was the one who’d said that.

I was, and I wasn’t done. I met her stare and said, “It isn’t okay. Not for me. That’s why I’m making you a new promise. The only person you’re getting married to is me. You and this prick isn’t happening even if it means me crawling out of this hole and stopping the wedding myself. I swear it.”

Perhaps not the wisest thing to say in front of the psycho groom and the equally as bloodthirsty bride’s mother, but I needed Fern to hear it. I needed her to know I wasn’t giving up on her, and she didn’t need to give up on me.

She didn’t need to resign herself to this fate.

Sure enough, a twinkle I hadn’t seen since she was back on the farm appeared in Fern’s eyes.

Pinrar dampened it with a sinister chuckle. “I’d like to see you try. In fact, if you do somehow manage to make it all the way to the wedding, I’ll be sure to slaughter you personally. I can’t think of anything more romantic than getting married in a pool of a freshly-slaughtered human’s blood.”

And, just like that, the twinkle was gone.

“Don’t encourage the prisoners,” Ruby scolded. “Now let’s go. Both of you.”

“Yes, Ruby,” Pinrar replied in a mocking tone as he effortlessly took off up the sheer rock well, while Ruby carried Fern, who looked pale in the face.

I had no intention of letting them go. I hopped onto the wall beneath Pinrar and started climbing.

A completely vertical surface with no clear handholds in sight? No problem. Any obstacle standing between me and Fern was an obstacle I could overcome. I dragged myself up like a man possessed, eager to catch the escaping trio.

After a few feet, I came crashing down to the bottom with an ass-bruising thud!

Roxie and Jezzy rushed over.

“Stevie!” Jezzy whined.

“You alright, sugar?” Roxie asked while helping me to my feet.

I escaped her hands and jumped back onto the wall. This little thing wasn’t going to stop me. I was going up; I was getting out of here. I was getting Fern back.

Up I went, then down I came. Then up I went, and down I came. Over and over again, I tried to force my way up the wall, but it ended with the same result each time, except Roxie stepping in to catch me after my first slip. But I didn’t stop. I worked my hands raw and myself to exhaustion knowing quitting wasn’t an option.

“Steve.”

I wasn’t going to stop. I’d made her a new promise to correct the last. Once I got to the top, it was as good as fulfilled.

“Steve.”

Fern wasn’t getting married to some lizard brute. I obviously would never approve of some monster who would threaten to rip her face open, but it was more than that; I wouldn’t approve of anyone who wasn’t me.

“Steve.”

After all, I was a greedy bastard; I wanted every demi-beast in this world to belong to me. Fern was just one of many, one of six women I played pretend with… but, dammit, I wasn’t letting her go. She was mine! My gorgeous harpy lover. My cute, lovable Fern.

“Steve!” Roxie exclaimed.

The force of her voice and her arms squeezing my middle knocked me out of my reverie. I tried to break free so I could make another attempt at escaping this pit, but she didn’t budge. Her fingers were intertwined like rings on a chain.

“Stop this, sweetums,” she whimpered while squeezing me into her chest like a teddy bear. “You’re just hurting yourself. Look what you’ve done to your hands.”

I finally noticed the traces of blood on the wall. It was from me; I’d shredded myself open on the unforgiving rock.

“But… Fern,” I said.

She nuzzled against the back of my head. “I know, sugar. I know. I wanna go after her just as much as you do, but… it’s hopeless. There ain’t any way we can climb outta this here pit.”

I wanted to argue, I wanted to tell her she was being negative, but I knew deep down she was right. For once, I hadn’t managed to go through with one of my crazy, impromptu plans.

A small whimper stole my attention.

“Please stop it, Stevie,” Jezzy mumbled. Her pouted bottom lip quivered as tears whimpered in the corners of her eyes. “Please stop hurting yourself.”

I swallowed my reply. Even if I stopped hurting myself on the surface, I was still going to be hurting on the inside.

How had this paradise of mine, this dream world surrounded by sexy, affectionate demi-beasts, turned into a nightmare?

But you’ve still got five brides left, Steve, plus a whole farm of chicks eager to jump in your bed. What’s one little harpy?

Fuck off, imaginary person in my head. Fern was the second demi-beast I met in this world; she’d become someone I totally and utterly adored. Things wouldn’t be the same without her. Even if I got out of here alive, even if I returned back to the farm and continued as normal, I’d always know I abandoned her to this fate—abandoned her to that drake bastard.

I would save her; I had to save her. The thing was… did I have what it took to do so?

Was I about to break yet another promise to Fern?


Chapter 17


Out of respect for my wives, I put my climbing escapades on hold for the time being. The last thing they needed during this tense time was me painting the walls of our unusual cell red. Instead, I sat with my back to the hard stone as I stared up at the taunting exit up above.

Night had fallen, reducing the earlier illuminating beam into a small silver streak I could only presume was the moon’s doing.

That meant we were a couple of hours closer to Fern’s big day.

Just thinking about it made my skin flare like a rash. I rubbed my bandaged hands—protected by repurposed cloth ripped from Roxie’s dress rather than actual bandages—over the collar stopping me from escaping. Forcing it off hadn’t worked. Was there any way to pop the lock? I didn’t know a thing about picking them. Maybe I could use my magic to make a key that would fit?

Wait, that was what the collar was preventing me from doing.

Twat.

I was tempted to try smashing it again, but I was worried about what that’d do to my mates. Jezzy especially. Roxie had at least fallen asleep, giving me some leeway to act like a moron. Jezzy hadn’t. She was resting on my arm while squeezing it into the side of her chest.

Usually, I’d love such a treatment, but my libido had fallen so low it was now in the negatives.

“Can’t sleep?” I said to my dryad lover.

She shook her head, tickling my nostrils with the sweet scent of pollen which always drifted from her hair—mainly the flowers interwoven into it.

“It’s okay,” I told her. “I’ll keep you safe. Rest all you need.”

Her pink eyes peaked at me through the darkness. Her night vision was on the weaker side, about as good as a humans, but she couldn’t miss me when I was so close to her.

We couldn’t miss each other, seeing what I didn’t have access to.

“What about you?” Jezzy whispered. “Are you going to hurt yourself again if I’m not here to watch you?”

I bit the inside of my mouth. She knew me too well.

She tightened her hold on my arm, one twist away from locking me in a submission maneuver. “I don’t like you getting hurt, Stevie.”

I sighed and stretched my other hand over to stroke her head. “I know. The feeling’s mutual. I hate pain; I’m no masochist. But I’m worried more about Fern than I am my hands.” My skin would grow back. Use a little healing magic and all those scrapes would be gone in a hot sec.

If Fern was sullied by Pinrar, that was something that could never be undone.

“I’m worried about both of you,” Jezzy whispered while leaning her head into my fingers and shoulder. “Like, that drake totally reminds me of some of my old masters. He so only thinks of Fern as a tool. He totally wouldn’t have been so quick to hurt her otherwise.”

I swallowed a growl. My thoughts exactly. Even if Pinrar had looked at Fern lovingly, talked about her earnestly, I wouldn’t have approved of this farce… but that he only wanted her for her position and body made things so much worse.

Made me so much angrier.

I didn’t give a shit if Fern was a princess called Emerald or a noisy stray bunking on a farm in the middle of nowhere. She was my gorgeous, funny, energetic harpy lover.

Jezzy whimpered while nuzzling her cheek into my shoulder. “What are we going to do, Stevie? I don’t want anyone to get hurt…”

That was the million-dollar question. How was I supposed to fulfill this new promise when just the act of trying left me painting the desert red?

“Then it’s a good job I’m here, ain’t it?” a husky voice purred into my ear.

I almost shed my skin like a damn snake. I twisted around and stared into the face of the one who’d taken me by surprise.

Sure enough, I knew I recognized that voice.

“Dakota!” I exclaimed.

“Kote!” Jezzy squeaked.

Somehow, someway, my blue-haired, red-eyed feline lover was standing right beside us. She threw a finger over her lips, followed by a, “Shh!” She glanced upward to the pit’s top.

I got the message loud and clear, although it was hard to obey with my mind struggling to process the arrival of this sudden, surprise intruder.

Once Jezzy and I had quietened down, Dakota posed with her hands up her hips and her mouth curled into a fangy grin. “Hey, Steve. Zelby. Miss me?”

I lunged forward and captured her in a hug.

She squeaked, especially when Jezzy jumped in as well. “Whoa, come on. Ease up a bit, would ya? You’re both embarrassin’ me.”

“But, like, we’ve missed you,” Jezzy replied as she nuzzled faces with her furry partner in crime. “I’m so totally glad you’re okay.”

“That makes two of us,” I said while giving Dakota some space.

And if I was right, it would soon make three of us.

Roxie grumbled as she lifted her head and peeked at us through her half-closed eyes. “Could y’all keep it down? I’m trying to snooze over…” When she noticed Dakota, her voice drifted into nothingness. A moment later, her silver eyes widened and she jumped to her feet. “Sugar!”

Dakota put a finger back over her mouth, telling the big cow to quieten down.

Instead, Roxie charged like a bull and pulled Dakota into a spine-creaking embrace. “Oh, it’s so good to see you again, petal! You had us worried sicker than a patient in a hospital.”

“I’m gonna need a friggin’ hospital if ya don’t stop squeezin’,” Dakota croaked as her face started to turn crimson.

I stepped in to calm the excited cow down, as well as to tell her to lower her voice.

“Sorry, petal,” Roxie mumbled while twirling her lock of white hair.

“It’s kay,” Dakota grumbled while rubbing the small of her back. “Remind me never to surprise ya ever again.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked her. “More how are you here? I had a feeling you’d slipped away, but…” That still didn’t give me much. All I knew was how she’d gotten into the pit safely.

A rope dangled into our prison, right on the far side where the moonlight couldn’t reach.

She grinned. “I ducked out when shiz was startin’ to look bad back at the oasis. Everyone was so distracted by that git chokin’ Fern, they didn’t see me slip away.” She’d even stolen Lulu’s rucksack which was now resting at her heels.

I responded with a smile of my own. “That’s a cat for you.”

“Voida yeah! If I couldn’t ditch at a time like that, I’d be a disgrace to cats everywhere. My momma taught me better. If you’ve gotta eat a bit of sand, you’ve gotta eat a bit of sand. Or a friggin’ ton, by my count.” She retched, mimicking a spitting motion. “I’m gonna be tasting this friggin’ desert for weeks.”

Never before had I been so attracted to a woman pulling faces.

“I pretty much did that until it was dark then started huntin’,” she continued once she was done purifying her taste buds. “Climbin’ up was a right pain, but at least all your chattin’ made ya right easy to find… and meant I didn’t need to go climb another. Then I’ve got Lu’s worrywartin’ to thank for the rest.” Dakota gestured to the rope before she started looking around our prison. “I’ve been meanin’ to ask, but where the frick is that mutt? Marie too.”

“Like, Pinrar said they’re with him,” Jezzy said.

“They should be somewhere in the drake’s territory… wherever that is.” If the Scorched Fangs were the spires I thought they were, I was presuming the drake’s lived in that chunky slab of stone on the other side of the oasis.

“Shiz,” Dakota groaned. “And here was me thinkin’ I’d totally smashed it. What a friggin’ pain in the ass.”

“You can say that again.”

“But at least we know you’re okay, sugar,” Roxie said to Dakota. “And now we can finally get outta here.”

“I’m surprised ya needed me at all. With Steve’s magic, I’d have thought you’d have busted right outta here ages ago,” Dakota replied.

“I wish I could’ve.” I pointed at the collar around my neck.

“Oh shiz! That one’s real? Ya should’ve said summat sooner.” Dakota closed in and inspected the collar until she found the lock. From one of her sand-filled pockets she pulled a hairpin which she slipped into the opening.

“Why do you have a hairpin on you?” I said to the feline who rarely ever tied up her long flowing hair and never did so with a pin.

“No reason,” she replied as she fiddled with my collar until something clicked. “There ya go.”

The collar came right off.

Surprise ruled my expression. It soon turned to a smirk once I’d finished making sure I could use magic again. “My sneaky wife is the best.”

“Nyahaha,” she snickered while slipping the pin back in her pocket. “What can I say? I learned from the best in the business. Now are we gonna bounce or what?” She jumped straight on the rope and prepared to ascend… while sneakily leaving the rucksack for someone else to carry.

Roxie arched her head up, up to how high she had to climb, then gulped. “I… think I’d feel a li’l more comfortable getting some help from Steve’s magic.”

And I was happy to help… until I wasn’t. Now that I was free, my thoughts changed from escaping to the pit to what happened after.

That’s when I realized.

“Leaving might not be the best idea after all,” I said.

The girls turned to me like I’d gone crazy.

“But, like… why?” Jezzy asked while tilting her head.

“The harpies will eventually notice we’re not here. If they do that before we find Lulu and Marie…” Pinrar was willing to suffocate his fiancée to defeat us. What would he do to two hostages who meant nothing to him?

Two hostages he saw as expendable.

“But we can’t just stay here, sugar,” Roxie replied. “We’ve only got… what? Twelve or so hours to stop the wedding?”

“Wait, how long?!” Dakota exclaimed as she jumped back down, forgetting all about that whole staying quiet business.

I gestured for them to relax. “I’m saying we should stay put for now. We can leave whenever we want… after Dakota has freed the others.” My eyes snapped to the sneaky feline.

She sprung back from her shock by puffing her flat chest out. “I can do that. These desert folk can’t see shiz in the dark. They won’t even know I’m there.”

I grinned. I knew I could rely on Dakota. She was the best milk-thief-turned-lover a guy could ask for.

Roxie raised a hand, as if she was a student in class wanting to ask a question. “But, erm… how are we going to know when the others are free? Will we need to wait for Dakota to come all the way back here?”

“I ain’t sure I can do that,” Dakota replied. “Once the sun’s up, invadin’ here’s pretty much impossible.”

“And I don’t think my power can help.” I waited for it to prove me wrong. Some radar or communication system would be lovely. Maybe a party function I could use to track my allies?

My power didn’t give me anything.

You unreliable prat…

Jezzy gasped and threw up a hand of her own. “Oooh! I have an idea. Like, couldn’t Lulu make a symbol with her fire?” She pretended to shoot a big beam of fire into the sky.

“That’d be more likely to attract every drake and harpy in the area rather than us,”  I said.

Her small green shoulders sagged.

Dakota flinched. “That’s it!” She crouched and started rooting through Lulu’s backpack. “I’m sure it was in here… If we use this… these desert gits won’t realize a friggin’ thing… ah!” At last, she pulled out what she’d been looking for and presented it before us.

It was a thin strip of paper.

Jezzy tilted her head. “Like, isn’t that one of those security thingies?”

“A security talisman,” I said, taking it from Dakota. “When you fill it with a charge, you can sense when it’s been disturbed.”

“I was thinkin ya pump it with magic, and then I’ll take withs,” Dakota said. “When I find the others, I’ll rip it up, and ya can come rushin’ over and stuff.”

“It could also work as a call for help in case anything goes wrong,” Roxie suggested while studying the talisman.

Dakota snorted and threw her arms behind her head. “I ain’t bein’ caught. This is my chance to make Lu and that damn sheep owe me one. There ain’t no way I’m lettin’ it slip me by.”

“Better to be safe than sorry. I might even be able to get a faint sense of where it was broken,” I said, although it would be a very rough estimate.

It was better than nothing.

Excitement bubbled in me once again. I pulled Dakota closer and gave her a big kiss on the lips. “Damn, am I glad to have you as a partner.”

My adorable feline bride giggled as her cheeks burned red. “And don’t ya forget it.”

I grinned as I filled the talisman with a charge. “I won’t. I’m already looking forward to rewarding you.” Once I’d finished, I handed the paper slip back to her. “For now, we’re counting on you.”

She stuffed the talisman into her pocket and saluted. “Don’t worry about me; I’m a cat. Sneakin’s in my blood.”

Jezzy tilted her head. “I thought you said your mom was arrested for trespassing?”

Dakota tensed up for a second before clearing her throat. “I mean, like… ya know, I didn’t mean too literally. And there’s all that stuff about learnin’ from your parents’s mistakes and shiz.”

I smiled and jabbed her on the shoulder. “Go knock them dead, tiger. We’ll rush over the moment you call.”

That brought Dakota’s grin back. She picked up Lulu’s bag before jumping back on the rope. “See ya all later. Try not to miss me too much.” Then she shuffled back up at a rather impressive speed until I could no longer see her.

The rope soon vanished after her.

“So what now, sugar?” Roxie asked once we were sure Dakota had gotten away without being caught.

Were there no guards up top or was it just too dark for them to see anything?

“Now you two get some sleep so you’re ready for tomorrow,” I said. “The moment Dakota calls, we’re going wedding crashing.” There was no way Fern was ending up the property of some lizard bastard. That was a goddamn guarantee.

All we had to do was wait for the signal.

While Roxie and Jezzy snoozed, I made sure to stay awake. 

I’d previously been awoken by the ping of a talisman going off—also due to Dakota, actually—but I wasn’t risking missing it just for the chance at a little shut-eye.

I was also filled with too much adrenaline to sleep, which wasn’t hurting matters.

To keep myself entertained through the night, I put my magic to use and did a little crafting. I stripped stone from the walls and sculpted some objects I thought I might need. The first was a fake collar to replace the one Dakota had removed. I wasn’t risking it closing around me, but I also didn’t want the harpies to notice it was missing. A shoddy substitute would do—it was unlikely they’d look at me too thoroughly.

Next came some makeshift weapons for me and my girls. Just some sharpened daggers we could use in a pinch and a club for Roxie. There was no telling what could happen.

Again, it was better to be safe than sorry.

I made sure not to use too much magic—I didn’t want to be drained before all hell broke loose. Mainly I just rested and wondered how things were going. Was Dakota doing okay? Where was she? What about Lulu and Marietta? Were the drakes taking care of them? And what about Fern? How was she doing?

Before I knew it, dawn had broken.

Hours had passed since Dakota left, just as hours remained until Fern was to be wed. I was sure my feline savior wouldn’t leave me waiting much longer. After all, the sun was now up. That meant the risk of her being caught had increased.

It was surely only a matter of time until she sounded the alarm.

The sun grew brighter. My sleeping wives awoke—one much earlier than the other. Breakfast was dropped down by our harpy guides.

There was still no sign of Dakota.

My nerves grew. I kept my ears open to listen to what the harpies up top were saying.

“Urg!” one of them groaned. “I can’t believe I’ve gotta watch the stupid prisoners. It’s not fair; I wanna see our Emerald get married!”

“Me too! Me too,” said another harpy. “Hey! Hey. You think we could sneak over without anyone noticing?”

“I doubt it. Stupid drake castle being all visible.”

That was some interesting information, but it wasn’t what I’d been hoping to hear. “Hopefully, no news is good news,” I said with a heavy sigh.

“I can’t see them catching Dakota and not coming to tell us about it,” Roxie said through cheeks stuffed with food.

And here was me being careful about what I ate in case it was spiked.

“True… but that doesn’t mean she’s totally safe. The drakes might have her and be on their way here, or maybe she fell and knocked herself out?”

Roxie choked on her food as I put all those lovely possibilities into her head.

Jezzy huffed and tugged on my arm. “Stevie! Like, stop being so negative. That’s, like, totally not like you at all.”

I replied with a wry grin. “My bad. Guess I’m a little tense…” The clock was ticking. Being forced to sit here and wait was making me go crazy.

That tug became a loving hug as Jezzy nuzzled her cheek back into my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Stevie. Kote will totally come through. She, like, would never let us down.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I said with a genuine smile. “I just need to be patient.”

Just needed to be patient…

The stone floor clicked under my feet as I paced forward and back, putting the full size of our unconventional cell to use.

Another couple of hours had passed by since breakfast. The sun was rising higher and higher. It was surely only a matter of time until it reached its apex—until Fern and Pinrar were due to be wed.

“C-calm down, sugar,” Roxie said as she watched me wear a path in the stone beneath.

“I am calm,” I replied while gnawing on my nails.

We didn’t have a clock or any accurate way to tell the time. For all we knew, the wedding had already begun. The harpies up top had gone quiet, so I couldn’t even eavesdrop them.

It was getting to the stage where we’d need to leave no matter what Dakota did.

“A-at least stop biting your nails,” Roxie appealed. “You’re gonna make yourself bleed again.”

I did what she asked… and started grinding my teeth instead. I couldn’t help myself; I was so tense I felt like I was going to explode. Was this signal ever going to come? What if I’d already missed it? Surely that couldn’t happen? Range wasn’t supposed to matter with security talismans, but what if that was a mistake? It wouldn’t be the first I’d encountered in this world. What if—

Something stabbed me.

It wasn’t a blade, a thorn, or any other object which pierced through my flesh. The stabbing sensation felt more like a palpitation of the heart.

“The signal!” I yelled at the top of my lungs, making both my cellmates flinch.

Roxie’s silver eyes widened. “Are you sure, sug—”

I dragged both her and Jezzy so they thudded against my chest. Then I unleashed my magic like an avalanche. The floor below us came alive, lunging up into the air, much to the surprise of my screaming cow bride.

I’d apologize later. Right now, I was getting us out of here as quickly as I could.

It didn’t take too many meters for our stone elevator to become a massive mana drain. I decided to change tactics, dragging chunks of rock from the wall which I rapidly hardened into stairs. It needed to be fast to keep up with my rapid pace.

“S-sugar!” Roxie gasped as I pulled her along behind me, and she pulled along Jezzy in return. “S-slow down a sec. I ain’t built for this.” Whether she was talking about her hooves or her thick body, I couldn’t be too sure.

I also couldn’t afford to stop.

Higher and higher our circular stairway rose, taking us toward the top. Only a few more steps remained until we were free.

That’s when a harpy decided to pop her face over the pit’s edge. “Hey! Hey. What’s all the racket abou—”

I blew at the harpy while infusing my breath with magic. It turned into a gust which sent her flying.

And not in the way her kind was known for.

We emerged moments later upon a giant rock platform as wide as a coliseum. It was covered in harpies, along with a surprising amount of other species lounging in the shade several tarps provided. They all stared our way.

Blowing someone into orbit will do that.

While the harpies gawked, I opened my map to see where the oasis was from our location. “This way,” I said as I led my wives along.

As we were racing forward…

“It’s the prisoners! The prisoners escaped!” squealed a harpy.

“What do we do? What do we do? What do we do?!”

“Catch them!”

And this was why it would’ve been nice to escape in the dead of night. However, beggars couldn’t be choosers. Instead, I countered the incoming harpies with more shots of gale-force wind.

They were sent flying, left and right.

“There’s less here than I thought there’d be,” Roxie panted as she did her best to keep up with me, and her dress did its best to keep her swinging udders contained.

“Maybe they’re busy elsewhere?” Jezzy offered as she chased after Roxie.

“I’ve got a feeling I know where,” I growled while flicking my eyes between the map and our surroundings.

We were getting close to the oasis. If I was right about where everything was, we had to get to its other side to stop the wedding. And seeing how high in the sky the sun was, we had to do so now.

The harpies, of course, didn’t want us to do that, but they couldn’t do much when I was throwing around wind magic like the next Avatar. We were getting off this Scorched Fang whether they liked it or—

“S-sugar! Stop!” Roxie squeaked as she stomped her hooves down and leaned back while squeezing my hand.

I was jerked back, almost ending up on my ass. I opened my mouth to snap at her when I caught sight of what had made her panic so much.

A sheer drop.

My toes kissed the edge of a cliff leading to the desert below. I’d never stood on top of a skyscraper before, but I imagined it would be a sight similar to this.

My heart slowed. How had I glossed over that the harpies lived on giant towers of stone? I’d already seen Fern fall off one and need to be saved.

Would the harpies do that for us as well?

“Oooh! That’s a big fall,” Jezzy said, leisurely peeking over the edge.

Roxie gulped and pulled Jezzy back toward her. “I… how are we gonna get down, sugar? There’s no way I can climb it.”

I wasn’t stifled by hooves, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to get down it either. Maybe with the help of magic it’d be possible, but it would take an eternity. And that was without considering…

The harpies raced over, including those it appeared had come from the other Scorched Fangs. They kept their distance rather than lunging in, likely wary of my wind magic.

“Give it up!” one exclaimed while flapping her wings in an attempt at looking intimidating. “There’s nowhere to go.”

“Like, we should just push them off,” another said.

“But didn’t our Emerald say to keep them alive?” said a third.

“Queen Ruby said to forget that if they escaped.”

“Did she?”

“How did they even escape?”

“He must have gotten out of his collar, right? Right?!”

“But wasn’t that supposed to be fully secure? I was told it was fully secure!”

It was almost like the harpies had forgotten we were here. I took the chance to survey the area in search of a way out of this mess. Jumping was obviously out of the question. Climbing too. We needed a way to glide like the harpies. If only my power would sell me some wings.

It didn’t.

I gritted my teeth as I kept looking. Then maybe something we could use as a substitute for wings? Like a glider or a parachute?

That’s when it came to me.

I blasted the nattering harpies with magic, opening a path. “This way,” I said as I led my wives back onto secure ground.

The harpies squawked as we raced under them.

“Hey. Hey! They’re escaping!” one of them squeaked.

“It’s because you distracted me!” another replied.

“No, I didn’t!”

“You totally did!”

“No, you distracted me!”

“Stop arguing! We’re letting them get away!”

That they were, although as far as they could see, they were letting us get away deeper into their territory.

“Where are we going, sugar?” Roxie asked as her lungs burned hot, her cheeks burned brightly, and her breath came out like a transparent dragon’s.

“Getting ourselves some wings,” I told her while eyeing up the closest bit of prey.

The trio of guys, sheltering from the sun, squealed as we came racing toward them. The naked three—a collared human, a cat, and what I could only guess was supposed to be a monkey—scrambled away from us.

They didn’t need to; I wasn’t interested in them.

With a slash of wind magic, I sliced through the ropes holding up the tarp the guys had been using for shade. Then I pushed it toward Roxie, bunched up on each side. “Hold this as hard as you can.”

She did what I’d asked although she looked as perplexed as the guys watching from nearby. “What are you planning, sugar?”

“I’ll show you.” Once I’d finished blasting back the incoming harpies, I wrapped an arm Roxie, plus another around Jezzy, and pushed the cow toward the platform’s edge. “Get ready to jump!”

“S-sweetums?!” Roxie squealed.

“Trust me! This will work… hopefully.”

“Hopefully?! This is serious, sugar! Do you know how high we are?! There’s no way we can survive a fall from all the way up—”

“Make sure you don’t let go,” I said as we reached the end of the road.

Moments later, we were flying

…Okay, falling.

Roxie screamed as we plummeted toward the desert below.

The harpies stared from up above. “They jumped. They jumped!”

“Are they crazy?! They’re gonna splat!”

“We’re gonna splat!” Roxie confirmed as we hurtled toward the ground, our open parachute doing little but flapping through the air.

“Stevie!” Jezzy whined as she closed her eyes and clung to me and Roxie.

While squeezing my girls with a mixture of my arms and legs, I threw a hand at the tarp’s innards and let my magic free.

A burst of wind shot up, smacking into the sheet.

It was like a magical uppercut, but instead of knocking our parachute out, it opened it up like a hot air balloon. Our downward momentum faded away as we started hovering in the air.

Roxie, who’d also slammed her eyes shut, slowly opened up. A sputter followed. “W-we’re flying?!”

I grinned as I kept focusing on my wind magic. “Told you to trust me.” I tried to ignore that my heart was thumping at a million miles an hour, beyond relieved this crazy scheme of mine hadn’t ended with us plummeting to our doom.

Score one for plot armor.

Jezzy giggled while nuzzling herself into me. “My hero.”

“Big time… now please don’t squirm too much.” This wasn’t the time to lose my balance, especially when I was trying to focus on easing us down.

“Wait, wait! What’s going on?!” a harpy screeched.

“They’re flying?” another said. “How are they flying?!”

“They’re gonna get away!” a third squawked. “Queen Ruby is gonna get mad at us!”

“After them!”

I couldn’t see what was happening, but I could guess why it suddenly sounded like a bunch of missiles were shooting toward us.

Crap.

This really wasn’t the sort of battlefield I wanted to fight on… but if that’s what I had to do.

“Roxie, turn!” I ordered.

“I-I’ll try,” she said before twisting her body.

Our parachute jerked to the side, revealing all of the incoming harpies.

I aimed my hand at the mob and sent them fluttering back with a burst of wind. Then I quickly returned to supporting our parachute before we fell into a free fall.

Gently does it. Nice and easy now.

Speed was of the essence, but that didn’t mean I wanted to crash into the desert. I focused on getting us the safest landing possible.

Roxie’s hooves soon patted gently against the floor.

It took her a few seconds to realize. The trembling cow again opened her eyes and used them to scan the area, including her own hooves which had already sunk a few inches deep. “This is… sand? We’re down? We made it?”

I nodded.

After another few seconds of mental processing, Roxie squealed in delight. “We did it. We did it, sugar!”

I chuckled as I climbed off her back and onto the sand. “Told you we’d be fine.”

She grabbed my face and gave me a kiss so forceful it was like she was trying to suck out my soul. “You were amazing, sugar. I thought for sure we were goners.”

“Letting my wives die on me? When have I been the sort to let that happen?”

Jezzy giggled and threw herself against me. “Such a good husband.”

I grinned but the joy fell from my face as fresh squawking struck my ears. “Love me later. It’s not over yet.”

Dozens of pissed-off harpies glared at us as they blotted out the sky above. “Stop blowing us away like that. It’s not fair!”

“Totally not fair!” hissed another.

“You meanie. Meanie. Meanie!”

“If you want me to stop, stop chasing us,” I replied.

“Never! We’re not gonna let you ruin our Emerald’s wedding!”

“Yeah. Yeah! We’re not gonna let you get to the drake’s place alive.”

“So it really is there? Thanks for the confirmation,” I said to the random harpy.

Once she realized what she’d done, she squawked and grabbed her head. “Ah! No!” She looked ready to beat herself up before her face lit up in realization. “I mean… ha! I was just bluffing. The wedding isn’t there at all.”

“Yeah!” another seconded. “Nothing’s happening on the top floor, so you might as well not bother going.”

I didn’t even know how to respond to this. Were all harpies a little birdbrained? I didn’t remember seeing that in Harpypedia.

As long as it was to our benefit, I didn’t care.

“Understood,” I said with my best Zeryesis-style smile. “No wedding is happening at the drake’s place. We’ll look elsewhere…” I stepped back to leave.

“No mercy for escaped prisoners!” one of them roared, lighting a fire under the entire harpy swarm.

Great.

I replied with another shot of wind magic before I took off running with my wives in pursuit.

More harpies flew in the way, making a big feathery wall. “We don’t think so!”

They too were blown into orbit.

While I was pushing them away, more harpies came rushing at us from behind.

I swiveled and bounced them back with another shot of magic, but that opened the door for others to come to stop us progressing. Then, by the time I’d knocked them away, in came more.

What a pain in the ass; they were recovering faster than I could wipe them out.

Sadly, there wasn’t anything Roxie or Jezzy could do to help me with this. They huddled close together and followed the movements of the circling army of vultures.

“Sugar,” Roxie whimpered. “What are we gonna do?”

It was a good question. We didn’t have time to waste thinning their ranks—Dakota and the others were waiting. Somehow, we needed to finish this quickly. How could I beat them all at once?

No, that was the wrong question. We didn’t need to beat them; we just had to get away from them.

“Roxie!” I said. “Get that tarp ready. On my signal, wrap it around us.”

“You’ve got it, sugar,” she replied while bunching it in her hands… even though the confusion was clear in her voice.

She’d understand soon enough, once the timing was right. I waited for the harpies to move in closer, so they had us encircled.

“Now!” I yelled.

Roxie threw the tarp over us, as if sheltering us in a cloth cocoon.

At the same time, I unleashed my biggest blast of wind—one so powerful it felt more like a hurricane than a gust. The spell blasted outward and slammed straight into its target: the desert.

Sand rose into the air which was seized upon further by my spell and flung across the sky and harpies.

They squealed as it covered them, obscuring their movements and eyesight.

I’d only gone and made myself my very own sandstorm.

While the harpies hissed and flapped their wings desperately, I opened up my map and aimed us toward where we had to go.

“Let’s move,” I said in a hushed voice as I began to crouch walk forward while keeping the tarp held low to the ground.

It wasn’t the fastest way to travel, it wasn’t the most comfortable way to travel, but it was the one that stopped our lungs from filling up with sand. And, most importantly at all, it was the one best suited to sneaking away under the harpies’s noses.

Don’t worry everyone. We’re coming.

While the harpies faffed around in my sandstorm, we finally started moving toward our destination.

Next stop, the drake’s castle.


Chapter 18


The oasis was lost beneath an artificial sandstorm. Its lush greenery was obscured, hidden beneath an orange smog.

Was there nothing magic couldn’t do?

While the harpies flew through the storm, trying to work out where we were hiding within, I peaked from beneath our sand-covered tarp, located some distance away.

It was nice dealing with a bunch of birdbrains.

“This should be far enough,” I said to the others as I rose up and wiped the sand from my clothing.

Roxie exhaled as she jumped up. “It’s about time. All that crouching isn’t good on my old knees.”

“Or my hair,” Jezzy said while brushing her fingers through the ends of her hip-length locks. “Look how sandy it’s gotten.”

“My udders feel the same way, sugar,” Roxie replied while giving her dress and bosom a shake.

I snorted. “Sandy udders. Sounds like a SpongeBob character.”

“A who and what?”.

“Ignore me. I’m being stupid.” What she wanted to be paying attention to was our surroundings.

We’d made it within touching distance of the drake’s territory. The large slab of stone they lived in surrounded us, masking us in its shadow. As for the entrance, it was just ahead.

A spear-wielding drake stood on either side of the gaping cave mouth.

We kept ourselves low as we spied on them.

“I’m guessing that’s our way in,” Roxie whispered.

“Unless you feel like climbing,” I responded.

She gulped. “N-no, I think I’d rather go that way.”

“It means taking care of the guards.” I had no doubt we could force our way through them, but I wasn’t sure that would be the best idea. They were alert but not on high alert. The harpies had likely forgotten to tell the drakes we’d escaped. That element of surprise could be helpful… if we could keep it.

But how?

“Oh, oh, oh!” Jezzy waved a hand like an eager schoolgirl in class. “Like, I’ve got an idea.”

I had a bad feeling about this already.

The drakes looked like statues as they stood unmoving on either side of their castle’s entrance. That was until their eyes bulged open.

Jezzy skipped straight toward them while humming a tune. Once she got close enough, she waved and said, “Yoo-hoo!”

The drakes looked at each other, as if making sure they weren’t the only one seeing this shit. Then they aimed their spears at the incoming dryad. “Halt!”

She did just that and tilted her head. “Like, is there a problem?”

“What are you doing here?” one of them said.

“No, why are you here?” said the other. “You’re supposed to be locked up.”

Jezzy giggled. “Oh, that. Well, like, I really want to see Ferny get married. So I asked the harpies super nicely, and they said it was okay and let me go.” She tilted her head back the opposite way and tapped a finger across her thick pouty lips. “Like, I haven’t missed it, have I? And this is totally the right place… right? This is where the super nice harpies told me to go. They said she’s getting married on the top floor. How romantic.”

The guards exchanged another baffled look.

“That’s right,” one replied, “and there’s still a bit of time before the wedding, but—”

“Yay!” Jezzy cheered along with a single clap of her hands. “Like, I was so worried I was going to be late. In I go!” She skipped forward, past the spear tips pointed at her.

The drakes stepped across, blocking her way.

She pouted at the pair. “Like, what’s the big idea? I’m totally going to be late.”

“It’s not up to the harpies who can and can’t enter,” one of the guards said. “This is our territory, not theirs.”

“But, like, aren’t you about to be allies?”

The glaring guards didn’t even justify that with an answer.

It made Jezzy’s expression sulkier and sulkier. “Don’t be meanies. I don’t want to wait here. It’s, like, too totally hot. It’s making me feel all sweaty.” She cupped an arm under her glistening chest, pushing it up, while her other wafted at her cleavage.

The drakes couldn’t help themselves; their eyes were drawn like metal to magnets. All their focus fell into that deep sweaty chasm letting off such a fragrant, naughty scent.

I jumped from the sand, trapped one of the drakes in a choke, and buried my stone dagger into his neck.

At the same time, Roxie pounced from beneath our tarp-turned-camouflage and smashed the other drake in the side of the head with her magically made mace.

Both lizards collapsed.

Roxie put a hand over her chest and breathed out. “I… can’t believe that worked.”

Jezzy giggled. “See? Like, I told you it would.”

“Nice work,” I said to my star actress.

“It was no big deal. Like, I’ve got a lot of experience playing dumb around guys.”

I had a lot of questions.

This wasn’t the time to get them answered; it was time to crash a party. The entrance to the wedding venue was waiting for us. Once we’d hid the bodies under our parachute, we rushed inside.

What awaited us was a surprise. Rather than the natural style of the entrance, the place had been carefully sculpted to look like a castle. The surfaces were flat, the hallways were wide and uniform, and there were plenty of torches lighting the way.

I couldn’t even begin to imagine how long it would take to make a place like this with the help of my magic. That they’d likely done it without was doubly impressive.

“Oooh!” Jezzy said as she rubbernecked out surroundings. “Like, it’s pretty in here.”

“The only pretty I care about is my brown-skinned cutie,” I said as I checked out the different ways we had to go rather than the scenery.

Which one would get us to her the fastest?

Roxie tensed up. She grabbed my arm and said in a shushed voice, “Someone’s coming, sugar. We’ve gotta hide!”

A part of me felt like smashing heads to get directions, but I let Roxie pull me along so we were hidden back in the entranceway.

Flustered drakes rushed in from numerous directions, meeting where we’d been standing.

“Find anything?” one of them said.

It was met with a shake of the head.

“Grr! How did they get away?!”

“It’s unimportant. Let’s get back to work. We can’t let them interfere with the wedding.”

The drakes shared a nod before scattering back into the halls.

Once the coast was clear, we snuck back out.

“Did you hear that, sugar?” Roxie said, expression beaming. “They must be talking about the others. They really got away!”

Jezzy giggled. “Like, I told you Kote wouldn’t let us down.”

“I’m gonna pet and fuck that kitten so hard when I get back,” I said with a chuckle.

“Should we look for them?” Roxie asked.

I shook my head. “Fern’s the one who really needs our help. We’ve got to find a way up.” One that didn’t involve me burning through my mana supply and attracting every drake in the castle.

And possibly bringing it down on top of us.

With no idea which way would be best, we chanced it and took off running down whichever hall picked our fancy.

It didn’t take long to find some stairs. The issue was they only went up one floor, back into another stone labyrinth.

The same happened again when we found our next set.

“What is with this layout?” I said as we began searching for a way out of our third maze of the day. “It’s like they tried to make going anywhere as inconvenient as possible. Haven’t they ever heard of a stairwell?” It felt like we were in an obnoxious dungeon from a game.

“M-maybe it’s for security reasons?” Roxie panted as she did her best to keep up with me. That she had to grip the front of her dress to keep her swinging chest contained likely wasn’t helping.

“It’s for pissing-me-off reasons,” I growled as my head flicked from side to side.

The temptation to blow this whole castle apart was rising by the moment. My only solace was we’d yet to run into any drakes. We still had the element of surprise.

As we rounded the next corner, my eyes widened as we found our next way up. I hurried over, praying it wouldn’t lead to yet another floor of trouble.

Instead, it led directly into a drake who I bumped into.

I slipped back and tumbled a few steps to the bottom, right onto my ass.

“Stevie!” Jezzy squeaked.

“Are you alright, sugar?!” Roxie said as she hurried to help me up.

I wanted to tell her not to bother about me and focus on the drake, but I was too focused on the lizard staring me down to do so.

You better not—

“Intruders!” the drake barked.

I growled as I unleashed my magic a moment later, summoning a spike from the ground which lifted the drake up and crushed him against the ceiling.

He wouldn’t be crying for help again. With any luck, that would stop the others from finding—

“Sweetums! They’re coming this way,” Roxie warned as her cow ears wiggled up and down.

I swallowed a snarl. So much for that…

Sure enough, moments later, a gaggle of drakes came rushing toward us. “There they are!”

I responded by stomping the floor and throwing up the biggest, sturdiest wall of stone I could. “That’s our surprise gone. Let’s double time!”

Not that we’d been moving at a canter in the first place.

The biggest difference as we rushed through our newest maze was that the drakes wouldn’t leave us alone. They seemed to be popping up around every corner, spears and claws primed to take us out.

For the most part, I countered by blocking them off so we could advance without wasting time. Surely there couldn’t be long until the marriage. It wouldn’t surprise me if it’d already started.

I prayed it would be a long one.

Up and up we went as I butchered the landscape with walls of stone and spikes topped with flattened lizards. Neither their pursuit nor the monotone labyrinths seemed to be going anywhere. It got to the point where I was convinced we were trapped in some sort of illusion—that we were going to keep looping around forever and ever.

That we were never going to be able to reach Fern.

My worries were for nothing. After far too long cursing the drakes for building such a ridiculous home for themselves, we burst into a huge hall where numerous pathways met.

This was new.

At the back of the hall stood one last pair of stairs leading to a huge set of stone doors as tall as three drakes standing on each other’s shoulders. Something told me that was the one we were looking for.

It was probably the twenty drakes standing in a row, blocking access to the stairs.

The one in the center glared at me and my wives. “You actually came. I knew we shouldn’t have trusted watching you to the harpies.”

I grinned. “Yeah, because it sounds like you’ve done a stellar job with your own prisoners.”

He flashed his lethal weapons he called fangs.

I stared past him and his men and at the sturdy door up ahead. “I’m guessing the wedding’s up there?”

“Very observant,” he replied. “Prince Pinrar and Princess Emerald should be saying their vows as we speak.”

My heart pulsed. Those weren’t the words I’d wanted to hear.

“There’s no need to look upset. You’ll be dead before they’re over.” On that signal, the drakes changed from standing guard to preparing to fight.

I squeezed my stone dagger and tapped into my inner wellspring of energy. “Jezzy, stick close. Roxie, we’re breaking through.”

“G-got it, sugar,” Roxie replied as she clutched the shaft of her makeshift mace.

It wouldn’t feel very ‘makeshift’ when it was cracking their heads in.

The drakes moved first. Half of their number charged toward us.

I countered by unleashing my accumulated mana and exploding the ground beneath their feet. Huge dirt thorns sprouted in an instant.

My attack caught the lizards, but it didn’t have the same impact as when I’d been fighting within the hallways. There were no nearby walls or ceiling to crush them against. Thanks to their scales, I needed that extra assist to rip the drakes apart.

It still slowed them down.

While the drakes were recovering, I lunged toward them and pierced the closest with my stone dagger.

Its short reach didn’t matter when I could extend it in a flash with magic.

The lizards got their act together before I could claim a second life. They pushed around the spikes and lunged at me with their spears.

I hopped away and responded with my blade.

It never reached. The drakes were fast for their size; they were quick to recover and swing to take my head off.

I jumped all the way back and clicked my tongue. My dirt blade wasn’t registering in my head as an actual sword. All that cheat power which boosted my swordsman skills wasn’t being activated.

When I get home, I’m learning blacksmithing.

For the time being, I could make do with magic and my catkwondo skills or get myself a new weapon. Where from was obvious.

A drake pounced at me.

I threw another spire of dirt into his gut as I jumped back, catching the drake clean. As his big lizard eyes widened, I kicked the base of the spear he was holding, popping it out of his hand.

Thank you, Dakota.

I snatched it out of the air and waited for the moment of truth.

Ping!


- - -

Spear

Would you like to learn proficiency in this tool?

[Cost: 1 deed point]

- - -


I would indeed. It was hard to believe I still hadn’t bought this ability. Wasn’t it the first tool I’d been offered proficiency in?

It was time to make things right.

Another dose of information was crammed into my noggin, opening up a whole new world of possibilities. I twirled the spear around my hand, getting used to the new feeling.

That’s better. Now let’s fight some fucking lizards.

I jumped right onto the front foot and showed the drakes what fighting with a spear should look like. Their every attack was batted away, even as they outnumbered me comfortably.

Surprise was written all over their faces as they went from pursuers to fighting me on equal footing.

I grinned. It was nice defying expectations. And it wasn’t as if matching them spear hit for hit was all I could do. I mingled magic into the mix, throwing up more spike uppercuts from below.

The hits stunned rather than defeated, although that gave me plenty of time to strike.

Concern spread across the leader’s face. It turned into a scowl. “What are you all waiting for? Get him!”

The reserves rushed over, some to reinforce the forward line and others to flank around.

Those who aimed for my left got a nasty surprise.

Roxie swung her mace, catching one of the incomers clean on the jaw. It lifted him off his feet and flung him into the closest wall, located at least twenty feet away.

It’s not every day you get to see a seven-foot lizard fly.

My barbarian cow gulped as she kept flailing her mace around. “G-get back, you varmints. I ain’t gonna let you hurt Steve.”

I grinned. Damn did I love that woman.

With her watching my left side, I was able to focus on stopping the drakes slipping around my right while keeping those ahead from getting too close. At first, that felt like a triumph, but it quickly became frustration.

We weren’t going anywhere.

I growled as I ramped up the aggression, trying to force through rather than just hold my own.

It didn’t work. The drakes knew what I was up to. At some point, they’d changed tactics. Instead of trying to kill us, they were more focused on keeping us where we were.

Keeping us away from the wedding.

“Move!” I snapped at them as more and more of my hits failed to make contact.

When it came to raw skill using a spear, I was superior. However, the drakes weren’t to be underestimated. Not only were they handy with a lance themselves, they had size, strength, and endurance in spades. Most of all, they were well drilled. They felt like a proper team who knew how to hold formation and support each other.

They felt like proper soldiers.

My irritation rose and rose as they used their experience to keep me trapped. It was like they were encouraging me to make a desperate charge for the stairs behind them. After all, if I did the gem hiding behind me would be exposed.

Jezzy whimpered as she used both me and Roxie as shields. Her pink eyes wandered in search of some way she could help, but all they found were…

“Stevie!”

Her concerned voice heralded the arrival of more drakes. They flooded in from the lower floors with bloodshot eyes, ready to end the punk who’d made them smash through so much stone to get here.

Moi.

I growled. Rather than moving on, moving to where Fern was, I was forced back. My wives and I found ourselves trapped against a wall, encircled by at least thirty drakes.

Roxie whimpered as she kept swinging, shattering the head of any spear which entered her range. “S-sugar! What are we gonna do?!”

It was a good question I wished I could answer. We were supposed to be saving Fern, not needing help ourselves.

“Will you all just move?!” I yelled as I hit them with the biggest burst of wind magic I could muster.

The drakes flinched but didn’t go anywhere. Rather, they grinned.

“I don’t think so. I’ve suddenly got a big craving for human meat,” one of them taunted.

“Personally, I’m more in the mood for beef,” said another.

Roxie whimpered.

“You want to waste such a fine heifer? I’m sure we can find some other use for her.”

I snarled as I tried to slice their faces open.

They responded with laughter.

“Try all you want; there’s no escape.”

“I bet the wedding’s already over. The Prince is probably knot deep in that bird bitch right about now.”

My blood boiled like magma. “That’s not happening! Fern’s mine. I’m not handing her to anyone!”

More laughter filled the hall.

“Too late.”

“I bet she’s already full up with little drakes.”

“The Prince is probably hungry after all that fun. How about we hurry and get him some fresh meat?”

I flashed my teeth at the drakes. Like hell I was dying here. Somehow, someway, I would save Fern. There was no way I was going to let some damn cannon fodder keep me from my bride!

“Invoke terrifying force of the hottest inferno. Burn my enemies to cinders, and scorch the land they once walked. Come forth and unleash: firestorm.”

A mighty blast slammed into the drakes from behind, scattering them like bowling pins.

My mouth fell open. That voice—that spell.

The drakes on the edges of the explosion were quicker to recover than those who’d been hit directly. As one rose, he was lunged open by a pair of flaming canines. Another was taken out by a flying kick, courtesy of an energetic tomboy.

“Nyahaha. Damn, do we know how to make an entrance,” she said.

It was clear to anyone with half a brain what had happened, yet I needed a moment to process things. I just couldn’t believe it. “Girls!”

“Steve!” Lulu replied as smoke drifted from her outstretched paws.

“Steve!” Marietta squeaked as she rushed over and threw herself into my chest. Fat sloppy tears welled in the corner of her eyes, making their sky-blue coloring look like it was being reflected off water.

I squeezed my lovely little sheep tight. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since we’d last seen each other yet it felt like we’d been separate for an eternity.

“You’re okay. You’re really okay,” Marie blubbered as her soft hands grabbed the back of my shirt.

Dakota continued snickering as she booted another drake in the head. “Sorry about cuttin’ it close. No one warned me this place was a friggin’ maze.”

I shook my head, still struggling for words. She’d done incredibly. Thanks to her, the whole gang was back together.

Bar one.

Zeryesis cleared his throat for all to hear. “Can we cut the reunion?!” He pointed up the stairs. “Harpy. Save. Now.”

The path ahead was clear, although it wouldn’t remain that way for long—the drakes were already recovering.

It was time to move.

The seven of us took off up the stairs as fast as our feet would carry us.

“So Fern’s defo up here?” Dakota asked as she raced ahead.

“That or the drakes are amazing at bluffing,” I replied.

“I really hope we’re not too late,” Lulu whimpered. “If only we could’ve made it here sooner…”

“We would have if someone hadn’t brutalized this entire place with magic,” Zeryesis complained.

“Bite me,” I snapped back. The quicker we replaced that devil prick with a button-cute harpy, the better.

“I-I’m sure we still have time,” Roxie said as she tried her best to keep up with the rest of us.

“I know we do.” I refused to believe this was over. We hadn’t come all this way to lose.

Marietta glanced over her shoulder while still wiping her excess tears away. “Time might not be the most of our problems.”

The recovered drakes were gaining on us.

It was something I tried to stop with a bit of magic, as did Lulu.

Our attacks didn’t work. The drakes bashed straight through or slipped out of the way as they kept coming up and up and up.

“Will they leave us alone already?!” I snapped.

“Don’t worry, Stevie,” Jezzy huffed and puffed as she did an impressive job of not falling behind me and my more agile wives. “Look! We’re almost there!”

Sure enough, our long ascent was coming to an end. We’d be at the door to the wedding venue within a minute.

That’s when six more drakes stepped out of nowhere, blocking it off.

Lulu squeaked. “There’s more of them?!”

“Where did those gits even come from?” Dakota said.

“It doesn’t matter,” I replied. “Get ready to enga—”

My ears were pierced by a squeal.

Roxie teetered on a step, arms out wide as she struggled to keep her balance. Her cow tail had been captured by the speediest drake, stopping her dead.

“Holy Maiden!” Dakota yelled.

The other guards soon caught up and grabbed a proper hold of my cow bride. Two got a hold of her arms while another tried to wrap himself around her wiggling torso.

In the commotion, while twisting her around, his hand slipped into the neckline of her dress. He pulled it down, exposing her huge swollen udders.

“Haha!” he said. “Look at the size of these knockers. I’m gonna enjoy making this one my personal broodbitch.”

“Take your eyes off my udders, you darn varmints!” Roxie cried at the ogling lizard. She punished him for getting too close by twisting her body and slapping him across the face with one breast. Then she twisted the other way and slapped him with the other. Finally, she jerked her back and uppercutted him with both at once.

The drake fell back, taking all those behind him down like dominoes.

Next, Roxie swung her weight to the side, slapping the drake holding her right arm. Then she did the same to the one on the left, leaving them both stunned. The first drake hit was quickly nudged to join the ones picking themselves up a few steps down. As for the second, he was lifted into the air, clean over Roxie’s head.

“This is what you get for making moves on another man’s cow,” Roxie said as she threw the drake directly onto the others, wiping them out yet again.

The rest of us should’ve been advancing, but we were too busy watching the ludicrous show.

“Don’t worry, y’all,” Roxie said while stuffing her breasts back into her dress. “I’ll hold them here. You keep going.”

“R-Roger,” I replied before I continued upward, toward where Fern was waiting.

Toward the last line of drakes.

“Aight. How are we gonna handle these chumps?” Dakota asked as the spearmen held their positions outside the door.

“Leave it to me,” Lulu said as she pointed her paws up at them. “Invoke terrifying force of the hottest inferno. Bur—”

One of the drakes pulled back and launched his spear, javelin style, at the magic-casting pup.

Her green eyes widened as it came straight for her head.

“Invoke barrier that protects,” Marietta said, summoning up a wall of light which blocked the spear in its tracks.

Lulu caught her breath. “Th-thank you.”

Marietta huffed while glaring at the drakes. “As if I’d let some scaly fiend take you away from me.”

Hey, Marie was starting to sound a bit like me. I always knew I was a good influence.

At last, we reached the drakes. I pushed my spear out and tried to slam straight through them.

The guards responded similarly to the group I’d fought beforehand. They shifted in to support each other while holding the line, making sure I couldn’t just punch through.

I growled through my gritted teeth. I was getting real damn sick of being delayed like this.

A blast of fire slammed into the middle of the lizard’s pack, creating the slimmest of openings. It was seized upon by two flaming pooches which pounced onto the drakes and started savaging. Next came an ass-kicking cat who caught a distracted drake in the side of the head with a boot, knocking him into allies. When they tried to recover, they were pinned back by a barrier of light, along with a dryad trying to push the shield down further.

All of a sudden, there was a gap.

“Steve! Go!” Lulu said as she unleashed blast after blast of fire magic to stop the drakes from recovering.

“What she said!” Marietta growled. Sweat dripped down her brow as she refused to let her drake-pinning barrier fall. “Stop this shambolic wedding before you lose that noisy bird for good.”

“Go get our Fern back!” Dakota added while using her agility and sharp kicks to keep our foes contained.

“You better now screw this up!” Zeryesis snapped while commanding his soul devourers.

“Go, Stevie, go!” Jezzy cheered as she was rocked up and down by the drakes trying to break through Marie’s shield.

I grinned and nodded before rushing along the invisible red carpet to where the double doors were waiting. Then, with a burst of magic, I flung them open.

A blast of sunlight hit me back.

It took a few seconds to recover from the blindness as I stumbled out onto the venue’s roof, although it seemed more like a roofless room thanks to the hollow’s stone walls rising up on all sides, be that waist or tree high.

The venue was filled with drakes and harpies, who all turned toward me as I made my big entrance. That included the three standing in the center; one drake I didn’t recognize, Prince Pinrar, and a cute green-haired harpy dressed in tribal clothing.

Fern.

Her big golden eyes widened, and her face lit up, as she saw me through the crowd.

Pinrar, in comparison, looked on the verge of murder. “You,” he growled through his exposed fangs.

My smirk widened as I met their eyes. “Sorry I’m late. Did I miss anything?” It was a rather facetious comment. In my opinion, I was right on time.

Right on time to ruin this whole stinking wedding.


Chapter 19


For a moment, neither the drakes nor the harpies did anything but stare at me. It was as if they were trying to wrap their heads around the ridiculous situation unfolding before their eyes.

That’s when a voice of reason whipped them into action.

“Get him!” a very pissed Queen Ruby ordered.

The harpies raced into action.

I blew them away with a blast of wind. If they weren’t going to stop charging right at me, I wasn’t going to change my winning tactics.

“You too!” Pinrar snapped at the drakes in attendance. “Don’t let him interfere.”

And, like that, the drakes scrambled to get at me.

I kicked off the floor while pushing earth magic into my legs, propelling me upward and over their scaly heads.

If they thought they could use the same tactics that had stifled me on the floor below, they could think again. Back then, I’d had Jezzy hiding behind me—I’d had someone to protect. Now, I was all alone. I was free to use my entire arsenal of moves to get to where I needed to be.

By Fern’s side.

Pinrar snarled as he watched me leapfrog his kin and blow the incoming harpies into orbit. He grabbed Fern, pulling her closer, while turning back to the gray-scaled, aged drake performing the ceremony. “Skip to the end! This is taking too long.”

I grinned as I cruised through the air. My faith had been rewarded. All that remained was to claim my prize.

The main stage was getting closer. A few more jumps and I’d be—

A red-feathered missile came racing toward me.

I threw up a barrier of light with my spear behind it.

She broke right through the shield and slammed into my chest, propelling me into the ground.

I rolled through to my feet and glared at the flying pest.

Ruby did likewise as she used her mighty wings to keep airborne. “I don’t know how you escaped, human, but I won’t let you interfere.”

“Stopping me while letting her marry that abusive bastard? We’ve got a proper ‘mom of the year’ over here,” I snarked.

“I know what’s best for my child!” she roared as she raced at me with her talons primed for some slaughter.

I hardened my spear with magic and countered, batting away her claws.

At the same time, the ceremony continued. Pinrar tapped his foot against the ground as the priest took his sweet time, his every word drawled out.

Thanks for the assist, old man.

It was a shame he couldn’t help me with the harpy trying to rip my throat out. She forced me into a retreat as her unrelenting strikes came one after the other.

I was able to keep up with them, just. The issue was Ruby wasn’t alone. When they saw their chance, the drakes moved in to get me from behind, forcing me to turn some of my attention to them. I used my earth magic to drive them one way and me the other, giving me some space.

That Ruby quickly closed. She shot over and tried to treat my head like a football.

I leaned back as far as I could and saved myself from receiving another scar, courtesy of her talons. Before she could try again, I hit her from below with a fireball.

She raced up in the air while spinning around to help mitigate any of the damage.

As for me, my mind raced with possibilities. I listened to my new-found spear proficiency and clutched my weapon like a javelin. Then, I released.

It flew toward Ruby like I’d been throwing them my whole life.

Suddenly, I got a better idea why a race with claws like an armory bothered using lances in the first place.

As Ruby twisted to face me, she came face to face with my incoming spear. However, she was fast enough to dodge out of the way before wasting no time in coming for me again.

I winced at the sight… before throwing an earth spike into the stomach of an incoming drake. I quickly wrenched his spear from his hands which I used to fend back the incoming psychopath.

“Will you quit already?” I complained while keeping one eye on how the wedding was going.

Fern was squirming around while Pinrar held her still.

“Faster,” the drake prince snarled as his worried eyes kept looking my way.

Ruby didn’t look back or stop trying to slice my flesh open. “Never. This wedding is what’s best for the tribe. I refuse to allow a human to ruin everything.”

“If handing control to that jackass is what’s best for your tribe, I don’t envy you,” I replied while thinking of a way to beat the experienced harpy queen. She was too tough to beat with anything light and too quick to hit with anything deadly. Wearing her down was also out with a time limit running over her head.

“Don’t worry, Mom! We’ll help!” the leader of an incoming gaggle of harpies said.

I blasted them away with another shot of wind before snapping my hand to my spear before Ruby shattered through my weakened guard.

Then there was the whole being outnumbered thing. Having to randomly spread my attention was a pain. I needed to finish this fight as quickly and decisively as possible.

To even think about doing that, I needed some room.

I slammed my foot against the floor and shot a spike of stone at Ruby from below.

The harpy queen reacted as quickly as always by darting backward.

Just like I wanted her to. I aimed my hand at her and released my wind magic. Rather than a large gust, I focused on a concentrated arrow which could do some actual damage.

Ruby flew up to evade.

I didn’t let that stop me. More whirling green sprayed from my hand, chasing the queen across the sky.

They didn’t connect; Ruby was too quick. Her ability to duck and weave as she sliced through the air was unparalleled. She made dodging look easy.

I growled to myself. This damn overpowered harpy. Then again, knowing her, even if one of my blows did connect, she’d likely tank the damage then fly in to return it, twofold. If only I could’ve hit her with that spear throw—I doubted she’d have been able to shake that off. The issue was speed. I could only throw so fast. What I needed was a way to give it that extra push.

The moment I thought that, I felt like an idiot for not having seen the answer instantly.

I eased off on attacking Ruby and instead focused on the harpies and drakes trying to ambush me from behind.

Ruby took it as a chance to dive-bomb.

I fell flat to the ground while throwing up the biggest spike of earth I could.

She swerved up to avoid, taking off back into the sky. There she did the biggest of loops, one more than worthy of a roller coaster, to gain the speed needed for an even faster second attempt at my life.

I welcomed it. As she was looping down from the apex of her flight, I jumped to my feet and aimed my spear at her path. Then I unleashed while channeling the power of wind into my throw.

It blessed my lance, which shot forward like a missile.

Ruby’s eyes widened when she saw it coming straight for her. She tried to swerve out of the way, but at last, I was too quick. It caught her in her right wing, piercing through.

The monarch cried as she fell from the sky and crashed into the perimeter wall.

“Mom!” some of the harpies screamed.

“Chief!” said others.

I didn’t have time to even think about feeling guilty. Instead, I used the distraction to power on ahead and leap to the hollow’s center, where the couple of the hour were waiting.

The droning words fell from the vicar’s mouth. Pinrar’s eyes widened in horror. Fern’s face lit up in glee.

I replied with a grin. “Again, sorry about the delay, but this wedding’s over.”

“Steve!” Fern cheered as she threw her big green wings into the air, almost knocking off the headdress she was wearing for the occasion. She pulled toward me.

Pinrar pulled back, trapping her in another choke. “You’re not going anywhere,” he growled while squeezing his thick muscular arm across her throat.

I snarled and got my magic ready to claim another victim.

“Don’t try anything,” he warned while hoisting my squirming mate off her feet.

The weak slap of her wings had no hope of making him weaken his grip.

If anyone was going to have to do it, it’d be me. I thought a blast of wind, maybe a slab of stone, would look terrific buried between Pinrar’s eyes.

Those same concerned orbs peered past me. As they did, his agitation turned into a shit-eating smirk. “Oh, look. More guests have arrived.”

I glanced over my shoulder to see what the hell he was talking about before swiveling around in horror.

Drake guards stood by the door, and they weren’t alone.

“Steve,” Lulu whimpered as she was trapped by a choke as well. “I’m sorry. There… were too many…”

She wasn’t the only one. Marietta, Jezzy, and Zeryesis were trapped in similar holds. As well as…

“Lemme go, ya friggin’ jerk!” Dakota growled while refusing to stay still. She kicked her legs with everything she had, but her upper body remained trapped. “I ain’t lettin’ ya get your damn scaly paws on my bud.”

Even Roxie had been captured. Six drakes worked together to restrain her, including one who was gripping the back of her dress so she couldn’t unleash her assets against them again.

Pinrar’s laughter stung my ears. “My, how the sands have shifted. Where’s that cocky smile of yours now, human?”

I growled at him like a wolf.

It increased his cackling further. “That’s what I thought. Now you know what to do. And hurry it up before I command my men to show what their claws are capable of.”

One of the drakes brushed a nail over Jezzy’s cheek, making the pale dryad shiver.

I looked between the bastards holding five of my wives and the bastard holding the one. I couldn’t believe this was happening, again. These heartless, no-good…

Did I have a choice? They definitely weren’t bluffing. Not this time.

I raised my hands and dropped to my knees.

“Steve!” Fern croaked.

Pinrar’s cocky chuckle turned to a mad, sadistic guffaw. He released Fern, throwing her to the side, so he could really revel in the moment. “Right option, human! I knew you’d come around.” While showing me his fangs, the prince glanced around the room. “Someone hurry up here and pin him down. We have a wedding to finish. And fetch a collar while you’re—”

A squawking Fern jumped on top of Pinrar and started clubbing him with her wings. “You jerk! You dummy! Leave my friends alone. Leave my Steve alone!”

The big drake growled and slapped her away. “Get off me.”

She didn’t listen. The energetic harpy jumped back on the attack, striking him with blows which belonged in a pillow fight rather than a brawl.

And not through want of trying.

“Coward! Lameo! Loser!” Fern yelled while smacking Pinrar with her wings.

“Shut up!” he snapped.

“I will not shut up! You’re a total loser and coward—the biggest loser and coward! What happened to stopping Steve yourself? What?!”

The entire venue was transfixed by the arguing couple. Whoever was supposed to restrain me still hadn’t appeared.

Pinrar again swatted Fern away, but she rushed back over and went back to hammering her wings against his shoulder.

“You said you’d do it, but you took a hostage instead. Lots of hostages!” my crazed harpy lover squawked. “So lame! So sucky! Such a coward! I don’t wanna marry a coward. Who would wanna marry a coward like you?!”

“Silence!” Pinrar snarled as he grabbed Fern by the head and held her at arm’s stretch. “What do you know?”

Fern winced as she tried to push his hand away—his claws away. They were digging into her head, one squeeze away from painting her crimson.

“It does seem kinda lame,” a feminine voice in the crowd said.

Pinrar’s eyes snapped toward the watching harpies. “Who said that?!”

They all silently protested their innocence.

That did not please the pissy prince. His jaw widened further as his glaring eyes scanned for a culprit. “I asked a question. Who said that?!”

For a bunch of dark-skinned girls, the harpies were all looking very pale. However, none of them fessed up. And, most importantly, none of them sold out the culprit.

Much to Pinrar’s chagrin.

The enraged drake opened his mouth to give them another earful when—

“I didn’t say it, but I think they’ve got a point.”

Queen Ruby hobbled past her underlings. Blood matted the feathers on her right wing, despite her colorings best attempts to mask as such, and dripped down her face.

That was one tough daughter of a bitch.

She stared at the lizard clutching hold of her child and said, “I also remember you boasting how you’d stop the human if he showed up. Instead, it was left to me—the ruler you’re trying to replace.”

“The ruler who failed,” Pinrar spat back.

“At least I fought and didn’t need to resort to taking a hostage.” Her eyes locked on the ‘hostage’ in question: her own daughter. “And not for the first time. It’s almost like you’re scared to fight.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern agreed, although she likely shouldn’t have risked it when her head was being held like an apple.

Not to be confused with her friend from back home.

Pinrar choked on his own laughter. “Do excuse me, Ruby, but are you trying to suggest I’m scared of this human?”

“I am. I am!” Fern answered.

“Not at all,” Ruby went with, “but I am concerned about leaving my tribe in the claws of a drake who hasn’t shown himself capable of beating a lone human through his own strength. How can I trust you to keep my kin safe if you need to take hostages to subjugate our enemies?”

“Yeah. Yeah! You tell him, Mom!”

“Now you’re suggesting I’d lose?” Pinrar scoffed at his fellow royal.

“You would! Steve would kick your butt!”

“No… but you’re not doing much to suggest you’d win,” Ruby said.

For a woman dripping blood, she sure was composed. Pinrar… not so much. If he was trying to hide that these accusations were getting to him, he wasn’t doing a good job. Even a cartoon throbbing vein couldn’t have made him look more irritated than he was.

That the apparent bigwigs from both clans were witnessing every second surely wasn’t helping.

“Coward. Coward!” Fern sang as her body shimmed while her head remained trapped. “There’s no way you’re gonna fight Steve. You know he’d kicked your butt. He’d kick your butt so bad you’d never be able to sit again!”

“You really think that?” the offended drake asked her.

“Yeah. Yeah! Steve’s so much tougher than you. And cooler! I wish I was marrying him instead of you. I wish I was marrying him instead of your lame ass!”

Pinrar snarled and flung Fern back, tossing her to the drake guards nearby. “Restrain her!” he ordered, which they did in an instant. Then the seething lizard turned to me. “You’ve really brainwashed her. Ruby too. They actually think you scare me.”

I shrugged my shoulders as I remained on my now-sore knees. “You’re not exactly proving them wrong.”

“Guess again. Get up!”

I eagerly obeyed. Keeping that pose for so long had been a total pain in the… knees.

“I refuse to let a mere human ruin my reputation,” he continued. “If Ruby insists we fight, then fight we shall: one-on-one. And when I win, she will question me no longer, Emerald will accept her place, and no one will again dare suggest I’m scared of a fucking human!”

I scoffed. “Those are big words from someone with a habit for taking women hostage.” Plus a wanker of a devil, but that I could forgive.

“Shut your trap you small, fleshy weakling. Do you accept or don’t you?” Pinrar asked, likely seeing a nice appeal to me begging for my life instead.

I could see why he thought I might. It was the same reason I couldn’t really argue when he called me fleshy. His scales were damn impressive. I also couldn’t complain he’d branded me small when he had a good foot on me. Then there was his build. I liked to think I had a nice body after everything I’d been through—I never imagined I’d ever have a six-pack back when I worked in IT—but he made me look like a stick.

Still, if he thought that’d stop me after I came all this way…

“So it’s a straight fight?” I clarified. “Winner gets Fern?”

“That’s right,” he said while grinning. “When I win, she’ll be mine.”

“Not accepted.”

The grin fell from Pinrar’s face. “Huh?”

In contrast, one arose on mine. “Don’t get me wrong, I accept the fight, but I’m not accepting the deal.”

“What are you talking about?” the baffled drake asked.

“I’m not going to let a fucking fight decide what happens to Fern,” I replied. “Even if I lose, even if you beat me, I don’t give a shit; I’m not giving up on her. You can break my limbs—or, hell, rip them off—and I’ll still try and take her home with me. Even if you kill me, I’ll rise from the dead and do whatever it takes to make her mine.”

“Steve!” my adorable harpy squeaked as the drakes stopped her from rushing over to me.

I shot her a quick grin before returning my stare to Pinrar. “You might be ready to gamble Fern on a contest, but I’m not. I love that fucking bird, and I won’t give her to you no matter how bad you beat me.”

Not that I intended to lose.

Pinrar snorted through his flared nostrils. “Who says I’m gambling? You can’t win. I’m going to slaughter you. Then we’ll see if you’re as tough as you claim.”

“Bring it on, tough guy,” I said as I raised my fists and tapped into my inner wellspring.

The big drake did similar, giving me a clear view of his shovel-sized hands and claws which could punch through steel. Then we stood there, staring each other down.

One of the harpies whispered, “So, like, are they waiting for some sort of sig—”

Pinrar lunged forward like a snarling hellbeast.

I pushed the power of the earth into my feet and used it to propel myself away. Before I landed, I channeled a different sort of mana through my arm and peppered him with bolts of air.

They bounced off his hard red scales, not even leaving a mark. As for him, he bounced at me from where he’d landed on all fours with both his fangs and claws ready to rip a chunk out of me.

I threw up a magical barrier, but Pinrar smashed through it like it hadn’t been there. It hardly gave me time to jump away, boosted by the exploding ground.

It didn’t matter; the boost wasn’t enough.

As quick as I could, I channeled hardening magic into my arms which I threw up as makeshift shields.

It wasn’t strong enough to deflect his claws.

I swallowed a yelp before executing another desperate jump, complete with more of my magic trickery. This time, I threw up a spear of dirt which punched Pinrar in the stomach, distracting him long enough to make some distance.

That was pretty much all it did. The drake smashed the stone into pieces, revealing a gut still in immaculate condition.

I wished I could say the same about my bleeding arm.

The large lizard smirked as he saw me looking at his untouched stomach. “What? Were you under some false impression I’d be weak? I’ve been working to lead this tribe my entire life. I’m the strongest there is.”

“Then it’s a good job I’m not from your tribe,” I replied while trying to stop my bleeding. What I needed was for him to keep gobbing off so I could wrap it up.

Unfortunately, he jumped right back onto the attack.

To avoid looking like a kitten’s scratching post, I concentrated on keeping my distance while launching long-distance counter attacks.

Pinrar made no effort to dodge any of them. He didn’t need to. It was like I was shooting pellets at a tank.

Oh, come on…

Seriously, those scales. They were completely unfair. Did royalty have harder ones than their underlings or something?

“Come on, Steve,” Lulu squeaked from the sidelines as she watched me run for my life.

She and the others had been released by the drakes. They were all a part of the audience spread out in a wide ring, giving Pinrar and I plenty of room to maneuver.

Room I really needed.

“What is that foul-smelling oaf doing?!” Zeryesis complained like a heckler at a sporting event. “Hurry up and win already! My life is on the line here.”

“Of course he’s gonna win!” Dakota snapped. “This is Steve we’re talkin’ about—the Chillhammer Slayer. There ain’t no way he’s gettin’ owned by some random drake.”

I liked that she had faith in me, but this certainly wasn’t some random drake. Pinrar’s strength, speed, and viciousness was a cut above the rest of his kind.

There was no way I could avoid him forever.

His next slashing lunge was so close I felt the hairs on my arm vanish. I threw myself away desperately, crashing into the drakes serving as our arena’s border.

Pinrar didn’t care; he charged right for me.

I elbowed the closest guard in his stomach and stole his spear. Then I ducked and rolled, sending Pinrar crashing into his own men.

Slashing through his own men.

Before the prince recovered from his bout of friendly fire, I hardened the spear as much as I could and buried it into his back.

At last, I pierced through.

Pinrar growled as the metal tip punched through his scales and sunk into his flank.

I grinned. So there was something which could get through this bastard’s defenses. It was about—

He swung his tail and shattered the spear’s shaft into pieces. Then, without paying any heed to the drakes he’d left bleeding, Pinrar twisted around and tried to get me back with his claws.

If nicking me on the arm and staining me with more blood counted as payback, it was a success.

“Steve!” Marietta’s concerned voice cried from the crowd.

I finished jumping away from Pinrar, once again putting some distance between the two of us.

He took the chance to pull the spearhead lodged in his back free before throwing it clean over the perimeter walls.

“Coward. Can’t fight without weapons, can you?” Pinrar said.

“If you’re trying to make everyone forget you're a serial hostage taker, it’s not working,” I replied as I rooted around my pockets in search of something I could stem my bleeding with. Upon only discovering something not fit for the job, I instead resorted to ripping up my own shirt. “Besides, I’ll happily use whatever’s necessary to win this—to get Fern back.”

“Steve,” Fern cheered as she wiggled in place.

“It won’t make a difference,” Pinrar responded. “I’ll kill you no matter what you try.”

“Have you never heard of easier said than done?” I said as I finished wrapping my arm. He sure seemed to like talking about killing me more than he did getting the job done.

It was something he seemed eager to change; the drake finally came back on the attack.

And I got back to running.

This time, I actually had a tactic which didn’t involve buffing Pinrar’s scales with wind. I used my magic on the drake guards so I could steal their spears.

However…

Pinrar smashed straight through the lances. He was smart enough not to wipe out his goons a second time and instead stayed on me like a bad smell. Whenever I got my hands on a spear, he shattered it into pieces.

I clicked my tongue after throwing away the fourth polearm in quick succession. I could harden the tip all I want but it didn’t mean shit if he broke straight through the wooden shaft.

What the hell were a bunch of desert dwellers doing using wood anyway?!

I needed something hard. Maybe stone? There was plenty for me to use if I could rip it out with magic, but tearing stone from the ground wasn’t as easy as dirt. It also couldn’t be compared to the spikes I was creating. I’d need time to harvest the stone, I’d have to soften it free before hardening it again, then longer still to manipulate it into the proper shape.

That was something I didn’t have.

Pinrar was again chasing me like a caged animal who hadn’t eaten for days.

“How long are you going to run?” he complained as he slashed through another stone spike, taking advantage of it becoming softer the longer I stretched it out. “And yet I’m the one they call a coward.”

“Let me think,” I snapped back as I kept on the move.

I do have that. Would that work?

No, it was too small. I needed something with range against a brute of this caliber unless I could somehow weaken his arsenal.

“What’s taking so long?! Aren’t you supposed to be winning?!” Zeryesis screeched at me.

“Can’t you see I’m trying?!” I yelled back, the distraction nearly getting me caught in Pinrar’s fangs.

If he clamped those down around me, I was fucked.

“It doesn’t matter how hard you try,” Pinrar boasted as he kept coming for my life. “You can’t win.”

“Fuck off,” I replied as I kept running for mine.

My irritation was rising by the second. This fight was so one-sided I couldn’t help feeling frustrated, ashamed, embarrassed… You name it. There was no way this could go on, and not just because I couldn’t bear to let it.

I couldn’t afford to.

With every jump, my legs felt a little heavier. My breathing was getting deeper and my throat was becoming a furnace. I’d worked up an incredible amount of stamina since coming to this word, but that didn’t mean shit. I hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep, I’d had to run through an entire maze to get here, and I’d been using my magic all day. It was only natural that it was finally catching up to me.

Pinrar loosed as fresh as a daisy, gash in his back aside.

“What’s wrong, human?” the smirking lizard said as he chased me down. “Struggling?”

“Fuck no. I could go all day,” I lied. How long would I really be able to keep this up for?

Something about the way Pinrar’s grin grew wider told me he wasn’t convinced. “You know,” he said while trying to tear my flesh off, “there is a way for you to get through this with your life intact.”

“Really now?” I replied. This was sure to be good.

The big brute finally gave up the chase, but his sadistic expression suggested exhaustion wasn’t the reason. He spread the tree trunks he called arms open and said, “I’d be willing to show your mercy, to spare your life despite everything you’ve done, as long as you beg for it.”

I quirked a brow. “Seriously?”

His toothy smirk suggested it was no joke, and his words backed it up. “It should be clear to even my largest doubters”—his eyes glanced toward Ruby—“that I’m far superior to you. I want you to tell them as such. I want you to get down on your knees and grovel for forgiveness. I want you to look Emerald in the eye and tell her you’re nothing more than a weak, pathetic worm.”

“No way!” Fern protested from the sidelines as she tried, and failed, to break away from the drakes holding her in place. “Steve’s not a worm. You’re the worm! A big, stupid worm!”

“Yeah!” Dakota hollered. “Steve ain’t never gonna surrender. Just ya wait. He’s gonna kick your ass any second now.”

“He’s welcome to try… if he wants to die,” Pinrar said. “This is his chance to walk out of here with his life intact. All he has to do is submit totally and utterly. All he has to do is make it clear to everyone that I am better than him.”

I glared at the windbag. After the earlier accusations of his cowardice, it would’ve made sense if this was some ploy of Pinrar’s to make me surrender. Say because he was scared of losing if I didn’t. However, I didn’t see it; he was far too cocky. He really thought he’d already won and wanted me to say as such. He wanted me to emasculate myself in front of everyone and stroke his fragile ego.

What a needy bastard.

“Well?” the spoiled brat said as he wore his impending victory all over his face. “I’m waiting.”

I sighed and shook my head… before sliding my hands into my pockets and falling to my knees.

“Stevie!” Jezzy squealed.

“Sugar!” Roxie added. “What are you doing?!”

“You can’t seriously be planning on surrendering to this… brute,” Marietta said, disgust written on her face. “I want you to live, but…”

Dakota and Fern couldn’t say anything. They were too busy gawking, mouths spread wide.

“Steve,” Lulu whimpered as she fidgeted with her paws.

“Get up!” Zeryesis snapped. “You can’t surrender! I refuse to die just because you’ve given up.”

I didn’t answer any of them. I stared at Pinrar from my place below him. “There. Happy?”

He chuckled. “Almost. I’ve yet to hear what I asked for.”

“Don’t do it, sweetums!” Roxie cried. “Don’t say those things. You can’t give up on Fern like this.”

She and the others really weren’t helping. I already felt like shit without being hit with a verbal barrage. I took the chance to catch my breath.

Pinrar’s eyes narrowed. “Stop delaying! And take your hands out of your pockets. This is not an opportunity for you to recover.”

I clicked my tongue as I eased my hands out and lifted them up past my shoulders. “So you noticed?”

“I know humans can’t be trusted. That’s why I’m giving you five seconds to begin. Bow your head and grovel, now, before I rescind my offer and kill you instead. Then I’ll decide what to do with the women and the devil.”

Zeryesis looked like he was going to need a change of pants.

I grumbled. Of course, he was already setting his sights on the rest of my wives. Bastard. It looked like I had to do this after all. I placed my hands on the floor and lowered my head.

“Steve,” Fern whimpered.

I didn’t let it get to me as I kissed the stone with my forehead.

Pinrar struggled to hold back his laughter. “And now?” he asked while battling to keep a sky-piercing guffaw in check.

Apart from him, the entire venue was silent. Everyone was waiting for my response, be that in anticipation or fear of what was to come.

“I…” I began before taking one last breath to steady myself for what came next. “Otherworldly’s blessing, number forty-six: soul devourers.”

Up shot my left hand, aimed right at the big drake. From it emerged two ‘creatures’ made from purple fire.

“What in tarnation?!” Roxie exclaimed as she jumped from her dress.

“Is… isn’t that dark magic?” Marietta said as swiveled toward the man who should know.

Zeryesis was the one who looked the most surprised. His staring eyes somehow appeared bigger than his gaping jaw. “H-how? When did he learn…?”

The answer was, of course, off him during our trip across Voida. All it took was watching him using this particular spell with my mana sight and I was given the option of buying it with a few deed points. After all, it was just ordinary magic. The beasts were representations of my mana, materialized as purple, flaming canines. With a little practice, I could probably make them green cats or blue canaries.

Pinrar seemed impressed enough by my blatant rip-off of Zeryesis’s speciality. When he should have been reacting, he was standing in place and staring like some slack-jawed tourist.

That made him perfect prey for my fake beasties.

I ‘willed’ them toward him with my left hand, sicking their claws and fangs on the massive drake prince.

Pinrar snarled and lifted his hands to fight them back… before lowering them again. All the concern in his eyes vanished and a fresh laugh left his maw.

It was easy to see why; the soul devourers weren’t doing any damage. They were putting on a good show, but they couldn’t get through Pinrar’s scales.

“Did nobody tell you that fire doesn’t work against us?” Pinrar said as he picked one of the squirming mutts up by the scruff of the neck. “Dressing them in cute shapes doesn’t change that. They don’t even tickle.” His last word was punctuated by him sticking his fist through the hounds face, exorcising it from this world.

The second was grabbed by the head and crushed like a grape.

From where I was still kneeling, I pretty much had a front row seat to the demise.

“No way,” Jezzy whimpered into her fingers.

“H-he beat them so easily,” Lulu mumbled, ears dipping against her head.

“This can’t be friggin’ happenin’,” Dakota said. “Steve can’t actually, like, lose. He’s Steve! He never loses.”

“He does now,” Pinrar replied. Rather than irritation, he looked to be having the time of his life. After all, he’d just trampled my trump card without breaking a sweat.

Could there be anything more embarrassing for me?

The drake grinned down at me as I remained on my knees. “So you really were trying to trick me. You must have thought you were so clever—so much better than me. Now you’re going to die, by my hands.”

I didn’t reply; I didn’t even bother getting to my feet.

Pinrar glanced away from me in search of one stone-faced and one horrified onlooker. “Are you watching, Ruby? Emerald? Witness the moment I finally take my place as the head of both our tribes.” Then the big drake turned back to me and stepped forward to end my life.

At least, he tried.

His upper half jerked forward, but his legs didn’t budge. At least, his feet and ankles didn’t. The confused drake looked down to see what was going on and found something he likely wouldn’t expect. Somehow, his ankles were now submerged in the roof’s hard stone floor.

“Huh?” Pinrar grunted.

Bam!

The big lizard’s head snapped. With it went his torso, although he couldn’t fall all the way to the ground because of the stone gripping his ankles and tail.

Another confused gurgle slipped from Pinrar’s throat as he lifted his head back up.

Bam!

Back he went, complete with a sickening crunch.

All the onlookers, be they harpy, drake, devil, or a bride of mine, stared in silence at what the fuck was unfolding.

As a dazed Pinrar lifted his head again, I clocked him in the face with a hard right jab.

Again his head whipped back. This time, he sprayed out a mouthful of blood like some sickening fountain.

“H-huh?” Jezzy said while tilting her head, likely speaking for the whole venue.

“What the frick is goin’ on?!” Dakota yelled.

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Marietta said as she stared at me, light blue eyes demanding answers.

“Let’s just say I pulled off a lot of shit I’m really glad worked,” I said while smiling at her and the rest of the crew. “You’d be surprised how hard it is to keep someone on one spot, soften the rock below their feet, sink them down, then harden it back up again without them noticing.” Him wanting me to bow had really worked in my favor. Getting to use my right hand to manipulate things was much easier than having to use my feet.

“N-no,” Roxie replied, “I think that sounds plenty hard enough, thank you…”

Pinrar groaned as he again lifted his head. Fresh blood stained his already red scales, as well as the shattered teeth jutting from his injured jaw.

“Y-you,” he gurgled. “How…”

“Am I hurting you?” I asked before showing him my hand. “Say hello to my little friend.”

Wrapped around my fist was a makeshift stone knuckle duster.

“You know,” I said while clocking Pinrar in the face again, “this was actually pretty lucky on my part. I hadn’t realized I had this stone on me until I stumbled upon it a few minutes back. I’ve been carrying it all week so I kind of forgot it was there.”

“All week?” Lulu pondered before his fuzzy orange ears sprung up. “From that kid?!”

“That’s right! I did think it was a pretty nice stone, but I never thought it’d turn out to be such an amazing present.” When Pinrar’s bloody face came back into view, I struck him again. “Originally, I was going to try making it a blade, but it was a little tricky given the space and time I had, so I ended up with this instead. Gotta say, I’m happy with the result.” Which I proved by giving Pinrar another thumping.

Another tooth spilled from his busted mouth.

If this were a boxing fight, the referee would’ve called for the bell long ago. Instead, the fight continued. I reached and grabbed Pinrar’s head, pulling him back up.

The once proud prince had become a mess. One side of his face was completely caved in.

“You gave me a choice,” I said to my prey. “Submit or die. It’d be rude not to return the favor, so… submit or else.”

“No,” Pinrar groaned.

I punched him on the snout while clutching his scalp, stopping his head from falling where I couldn’t reach it.

“Do it or I won’t stop until you’re dead,” I warned as I punched, punched, punched.

That he hadn’t died already, that he still had bones and teeth to break, was a testament to his ludicrous toughness. Still, it didn’t matter much; he couldn’t so much as raise his arms to protect himself. This fight had already been decided, one way or another.

All that remained was to see which way Pinrar would choose.

Blood and shattered teeth spilled across the ground as I kept mercilessly pummeling the whimpering prince without so much as a second’s pause.

“Okay,” he gurgled through the blood clogging his throat. “Okay.”

“What was that?” I asked while staring into his evasive eyes.

“You win. I surrender…”

“Which means you give up on Fern, right? That’s what you proposed—that’s what you accepted.” It didn’t matter that I didn’t; Pinrar was the one willing to bet Fern’s wing in marriage, so it was time he paid the price.

“Yes. Yes!” he spat.

I grinned and let the drake go. Then, with blood still dripping down my body, most of it not mine, I went to claim my prize. I marched to the drakes holding onto Fern and gave them the stink eye. “You heard your boss. Let her go.”

They did so without hesitation, releasing one confused, wide-eyed bird.

“Sorry about taking so long to finish him,” I said to my gawking bride, “but you heard him; the wedding's off.”

Her face suddenly lit up in glee. “Steve!” Fern yelled as she jumped onto me, trapping me with both her big green wings and clingy bird legs.

“He did it! He won!” Lulu cheered while bouncing on the spot.

Dakota folded her arms and snickered. “Nyahaha. Like, what are ya gettin’ all excited for? Of course, he was gonna win. It’s Steve.”

“That’s not what you were saying a few minutes ago,” Marietta joked as she couldn’t wipe the grin off her face. “Although you can hardly be blamed. He just had to make it look as difficult and dramatic as possible.”

Jezzy giggled. “That’s Stevie, alright. Our hero.”

Her laughter was nothing compared to Zeryesis’s. He was performing a jig he was that excited. “We won. We won! I’m not going to die. Oh, blessed be The Otherworldly; I’m not going to die!”

“He knows Steve was the one who won, doesn’t he?” Roxie asked.

I didn’t care if my victory was credited to The Otherworldly, The Architect, The Shepherd, Zeus, Odin, Ra, Quetzalcoatl… What mattered was I had Fern back in my arms once more.

She nuzzled into my neck while squirming from side to side. “You really did it, Steve. You really did it! You won me. You won!”

“Sure did,” I said while stroking her green locks with one hand and holding her thick brown booty secure with the other. “Well, technically I won your freedom from that brute. But if you’re saying you want to be mine…”

“I am, Steve. I do! I want to be yours, forever and ever. I want to be yours, always!” She wiggled faster and faster, spilling out her ceremonial headdress in the process.

I grinned. “Sounds good to me. Fuck, you don’t know how much I’ve missed you.” And I didn’t just mean getting to grope her ass like a pervert.

“I’ve missed you too!” she replied as she lifted her head from my neck to look right at me. “I missed you, and Lulu, and Roxie, and Mary, and Dakota, and Jez. I can’t believe you all came to save me!”

“Of course we did,” I said with a chuckle. “The farm isn’t the same without you, which is why we’re taking you home.”

Fern’s big golden eyes sparkled before they were darkened by realization. “But what about…” She turned to look at a certain someone in particular.

It wasn’t her former fiancé, who was being dug out of the floor—she didn’t so much as glance toward him. Her focus was on her mother, who’d been glaring at us ever since we came together.

I scooped Fern’s weight to the side, letting her hang off my shoulder, so I could get a better look at the hostile queen. “Will that be a problem?”

Ruby scowled so hard her face might never recover. She was still clutching her injured wing. With it in such a poor condition, she couldn’t hope to stop us no matter how exhausted I was.

I also couldn’t see the drakes doing anything to oppose me after they’d seen what I could do to their best.

They’d finally gotten Pinrar out of the ground. At last, he was back on his feet, although he could hardly use them. He needed the help of his guards to be carried away.

I scoffed at the sight before turning my attention back to Fern. He had nobody to blame for this but himself.

As he was being helped away, Pinrar paused to stare at my back as I held onto what he thought belonged to him—his key to becoming the most powerful figure in the desert. “Bastard… that bastard,” he snarled under his breath, his voice slurred by that entire half-his-face-being-caved-in thing.

“This way, prince,” one of his guards said as he tried to help Pinrar along.

He pushed his servant away. “Unhand me! Don’t treat me like I’m… This isn’t over. It’s not over.” He gave my back one last stare before wrestling a spear from one of his men. Then, he let launch.

Fern’s eyes widened as she saw it racing toward me. “Steve!” she squealed as she pushed me back with her wings, shoving me out of the way.

Me out of the way.

As my body jerked back, hers remained in place. In fact, it leaned forward… right into the spear’s path.

An instant later, the sharpened tip pierced into her neck.

The world moved in slow motion. I stared as the lance punctured through to the other side, sprayed blood like a water gun, and thrust her from my hands, down onto the ground.

It was like watching a TV show; it didn’t feel real. We’d won, this was supposed to be over, so why was Fern… Why was she…

“Fern!” I roared as I dropped to my knees.

“Fern!” her fellow brides cried as they burst toward us.

From the harpies, it was screams of ‘Emmy’ and ‘Emerald’, with Queen Ruby giving the loudest of all. She bulldozed through everyone in her way to reach Fern’s side as quickly as she could.

Pinrar stared, bloody mouth spread open. “W-what? N-no, I… I didn’t mean to. I didn’t…”

I didn’t give a shit about the culprit; all I cared about was Fern. I cupped her head while calling her name.

Fern groaned as she struggled to keep her eyes open. “Steve? Like, what happened? Did I do good?”

“Don’t talk,” I said as I pulled the spear from her neck while using magic on the head, to prevent it doing more damage than it already had.

Too much damage.

Blood sprayed out of her in obscene amounts. It hadn’t been a minute yet my arm was red and a puddle had formed beneath us.

“H-hold on, Fern!” Lulu said as she squirmed around. “We’ll… we’ll…”

“It’s gonna be alright, sugar,” Roxie assured the injured harpy. “I’m sure you’ll be okay. R-right?”

If there was one hand I could trust to guide me, it was the partner I’d been with since the second I awoke in this world. I activated the first power I’d ever purchased and prayed it wouldn’t tell me what I thought it would.


- - -

Fern

Condition: Critical
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Alas, it wasn’t to be. How could it? I could see the life draining out of her. On instinct, I activated the second facet of my scan sight and tapped into the flow of mana coursing through Fern—her life force.

It was fading, fast.

I snarled. No, this couldn’t be happening. This couldn’t…

“Invoke power that heals all!”

Marietta dropped to her knees and hovered her hands above Fern’s throat. A powerful green light flowed out, engulfing the harpy’s pierced throat.

“What are you doing, you blithering idiot?!” the sheep medic snapped. “Did we come all this way just to watch her die? Do something!”

Her snappy words were the slap I needed to go from shocked dumb to ready for action. If Fern’s core was emptying by the second, all I had to do was fill it back up. I placed a hand on her chest and tried something I’d never thought of before.

I treated her like a plant.

If I could fill a plant with my energy, why should a harpy be any different? They both had cores, didn’t they?

Like I’d done so many times before, in a sense, I pushed my energy into Fern. I weaved it through her veins, through her body, and fed it into her very being.

Sure enough, the fading flame that was her life got the fuel it needed to stay burning a little longer.

“Lulu!” I snapped. “Help Marie.”

“R-right!” she squeaked as she jumped next to Marietta and cast her own dose of healing magic.

“Everyone else… do whatever you can. Stop the bleeding, encourage her…”

“Steve,” Fern mumbled.

“It’s okay. We’re here for you,” I assured her.

“Mommy’s here, Emerald,” Ruby said as she crouched by her daughter’s side and tried to stem the bleeding alongside Roxie. “It’s going to be okay. You’re going to pull through.”

I wanted to say likewise. After all, I was flooding her with all the mana I could—more mana than I’d ever given a plant—but there was a problem. Fern’s core was gobbling up more energy than I was feeding her. It was like trying to fill a bottomless bucket to the brim.

“Keep healing!” I demanded as my concern grew and grew. “Give her everything you have.”

“I’m trying!” Marietta snapped. “But this injury…” It shouldn’t have been survivable. Even with magic, this was a wound made to claim lives.

Maybe a proper white mage could’ve done something, but that wasn’t any of us. We were amateurs with a bit of magical knowledge trying to defy the will of whatever bastard god would let this happen.

“T-this ain’t really happenin’, is it?” Dakota whimpered as she watched. “Like, Fern can’t actually be dyin’ and stuff… right?”

“Ferny,” Jezzy mumbled as she struggled to hold back her tears.

“No, no, no!” Zeryesis howled as he paced around us. “She can’t die! Not after all this.” He pounced at me from behind and shook my shoulders. “Hurry up and do something, you imbecile!”

“Don’t you think I’m trying?!” I roared back, so wishing I could spare a hand to slap the devil bastard.

Maybe I could? Using two hands didn’t seem to be making much of a difference. This was a losing battle; no matter how much energy I gave Fern, her condition was only going one way. The embers I was desperately trying to fuel were reaching the end of their life.

Her life.

“Please, Fern. Please,” Lulu whispered as she healed, and healed, and healed some more.

“What are you doing, you blasted bird?” Marietta barked as her cheeks turned red from exertion. “How dare you invest me in your plight only to start dying on me at the last. Fight, you fool! Fight and survive or I’ll never forgive you.”

“What’s the situation?” I asked them, getting a hint from their voices.

“It’s not looking good,” Roxie said as fresh blood continued to soak her cloth-covered hands.

“We can’t heal her fast enough,” Lulu whimpered. “We need more… anything.”

“No,” Ruby cried. There was no sign of her commanding sternness. Her tear-stained face was that of a broken woman, and no one could tell her she was wrong to feel that way. “Please don’t die, Emerald. Please.”

The onlooking harpies looked just as devastated and made similar pleas. They begged her to survive—to somehow pull through.

They begged us to save her.

I growled. I wasn’t sure how we could. My healing magic was no better than Marietta or Lulu’s. Maybe adding another cook would help but I couldn’t leave my station. I was the machine prolonging Fern’s life so the doctor’s could work. If I were to be switched off…

No, I couldn’t even think about that. I also couldn’t sit here without changing anything. Fern was going to die if we didn’t step up our game. I needed someone to replace me, especially before I ran out of juice.

A metaphorical light bulb appeared over my head.

“Jezzy!” I said. “I need you to keep Fern alive.”

She nearly jumped from her leaves. “M-me? But, like, I don’t know how to do that.”

“Sure you do. It’s the same as nature magic. You need to feed her your mana.”

“But…”

“Please!” Ruby wailed through a veil of tears. “I don’t care what you have to do; save my Emerald.”

Jezzy flinched back, right into a pair of fuzzy hands.

“Please, Zelby,” Dakota said as she fought to keep her own emotions under control. “Just try. Fern needs ya. We all do.”

We did. I wouldn’t have put the responsibility on her shoulders otherwise, but she was the only one apart from me who could do it.

The worry on Jezzy’s face quickly washed away, replaced with a rare glimmer of determination. She dropped to her knees next to me and said, “Like, just tell me what I need to do.”

I told her to imagine Fern was a hungry plant. She needed mana, she needed love, and Jezzy was to pack her until that spiritual tummy was full again.

Jezzy nodded in return and did what I told her. It took a few attempts for her to get the hang of it, but she soon had Fern’s ravenous core feasting on her mana like a hungry baby.

Once I’d confirmed with my mana sight that Jezzy was doing the trick, and that two of us working together was little better than one, I disconnected myself from Fern’s core. Then I began to bathe her neck in the same green healing glow as the others.

Again, mine was no stronger than theirs, but three doses of healing light had to be better than two.

All the while, I kept my eyes on how Jezzy was faring, hoping to see a change in Fern’s condition. I didn’t. Her core was still shrinking smaller and smaller by the second. It was only a matter of time until it totally vanished—until the last flicker of life left her body.

She’d already lost the strength to speak. As far as those watching were concerned, she might have passed already.

“Come on, Fern. Please don’t die on us. Please,” Lulu sobbed as ugly tears dripped down her cheeks and splashed the back of her paws.

Marietta gritted her teeth and healed as her own eyes began to water—as she started to accept the inevitable.

I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. This was all my fault; Fern was dying because of me. I had to make it right—I had to save my beloved harpy.

But how?

Think, think, think…

We were giving her our strongest healing spells, but was there any way we could do more? Like combine our spells together into a stronger one or maybe concentrate it on a specific area instead?

Now there was a thought.

Our current style of healing was broad. We summoned a ball of healing light from our hands, around the inflicted area, then let our energy do its thing. It seemed wasteful—indiscriminate. What if I could focus all that power down into a single point?

With my mana manipulation ability, it could be possible. Most of all, it was worth a try.

I eased up on the healing as I plotted my next move. What I needed to do was repair whatever was causing Fern to bleed so profusely, but I couldn’t exactly stick my fingers into her wound. Did I need to? I’d just been filling Fern’s core with raw energy, so why couldn’t I push my healing energy directly inside of her?

Now we were cooking on gas.

I placed my hand directly to the side of her neck and began to focus.

“Steve?” a confused Lulu asked.

“Keep it up,” I said, hoping she’d trust me. I’d never channeled healing energy like this before, but I had so many other types. This would work; I could feel it working. My power was filling her up and flowing through her veins. It was entering the afflicted area from the inside.

When I felt the throb of my power in her neck, I pushed further; I let my healing light blossom.

It was closer to the size of a grape than a watermelon, but it was focused on where the spear had done its worst. If anything could heal her, if anything could bring my Fern back to the world of the living, it was this.

Come on, Fern. Please.

I gave her all the energy I could; I wrung out my core for all it had. Anything to keep my sweet little harpy alive—to keep her in this world with me.

Please! Please, please, please.

I healed and healed and healed some more. I didn’t stop, even as my energy levels became critically low. If I kept this up for much longer, I’d black out, but I didn’t complain. Passing out was a small consolation if it meant saving Fern. I’d give my damn leg if needed. Anything it took.

Please, Fern! Make it. You’ve got to.

I closed my eyes as my heart felt like it was being strangled in a vice. If she didn’t, I… I seriously didn’t know what I would do. I’d…

Ping!

My eyes snapped back open. That sound… I knew what it meant. I glanced up and looked at my dying princess.


- - -
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I blinked one, twice, thrice as I tried to get to grips with what the pop-up said.

Precarious? That wasn’t good, right? But it had been critical. Was precarious better than critical? Did that mean…?

“S-Stevie!” Jezzy squeaked while she was feeding her mana into Fern. “Like, she just started nibbling. She totally just nibbled all on her own!”

That strange remark earned the dryad a lot of confused looks.

I was one of them, until I wasn’t. I used my mana sight to see what was happening between the two of them.

Jezzy’s energy was still flooding into Fern. The difference now was it was starting to fill her. It was slow, weak, but her core was starting to accept more energy than it was losing.

“She’s alive,” I muttered, mouth working without my brain’s permission. “She’s alive.”

“Sugar?” Roxie replied. “What do you mean by that? Are you trying to say…?”

“She’s through the worst of it,” I clarified as my normal thinking functions started to return. “Her condition still isn’t great—if we’re not careful, things could go bad—but she’s no longer… that.”

It took a moment for my words to sink it. Then the space around us was engulfed in a cheer. Harpies embraced and jumped around in excitement.

The once composed, intimidating Queen Ruby of the Central Tribe bawled while rubbing her eyes with her working wing. “Thank The Allmother. My baby. My baby!”

“Fern. Fern!” Dakota cried into her own paws.

“There, there, sugar,” Roxie said as she pulled the crying feline into her chest. “Let it all out. It’s okay now.”

Dakota did just that. She grabbed the back of Roxie’s dress and buried her head deep into Roxie’s bosom.

It wasn’t enough to muffle her sobbing.

“I was so scared,” Dakota whimpered as her entire body shook.

“We all were, sugar. We all were,” Roxie said as she stroked those long blue feline locks and struggled to keep her own tears back.

“Like, I can feel it,” Jezzy said as her hot pink eyes twinkled in excitement. “Ferny’s totally eating up all my love. She so wants me to feed and feed and feed and feed her until she’s, like, all totally better.”

“Thank The Shepherd…” Lulu whispered with a tired drop of her shoulders while keeping up her healing magic.

Marietta huffed, her small smile and watery eyes not in sync at all. “Don’t give the gods credit for this miracle. This is us. We saved her.”

That we did. Our combined power was what’d gotten Fern to this stage, and we would need to keep it up if we wanted to see her listed as ‘stable’ again. She still had a large wound that needed healing. I wanted to hurry up and close it up, but I was out of juice. I had no choice but to lean back and take a much needed break.

She was alive—Fern was going to live. Thank—

Zeryesis’s booming cackle disturbed my rest. “Yes! Yes, yes, yes! I’m alive!” he cheered at the top of his lungs as he danced in circles. “I’m not going to die! Thank you, Otherworldly. Thank you for—”

I stood up and floored him with a punch.

He whimpered as he looked up at me while clutching his face.

“Shut your goddamn mouth, you selfish piece of shit,” I snapped. “Another word out of you and next time that’ll be with my knuckle duster. Understood?”

The terrified devil nodded while keeping his trap shut.

That’d teach him to learn some bedside manner. Nobody wanted him squealing about himself. Right now, all we cared about was…

Ruby cradled Fern’s head while painting her face with. “I’m so sorry, Emerald. My poor baby…”

My lips curled into a smile. Those could have been the sobbing apologies of a mother to her deceased daughter. Instead, it was only a matter of time until the two could talk properly again.

Until we had back the harpy we all loved and adored.


Chapter 20


What did every good patient need? Plenty of rest.

Fern was no exception. Even with her condition brought back from the brink and her core refilled with energy, she’d still lost a lot of blood. She needed time and sleep to get to her energetic best.

For the time being, she was still sleeping on the roof of the drake’s territory, now on a bed of palm leaves rather than directly on the rough floor. We were waiting for her to stabilize further before moving her elsewhere.

She seemed comfortable enough for someone who’d had their throat ripped open by a spear fifteen minutes earlier.

Her wound was looking better already, although that was largely because Marietta had just finished sewing it shut.

“There,” the sheep said as she tried, and failed, to wipe away the blood caking her hands and wool.

“Great job, sugar,” Roxie replied while beaming from ear to ear.

“Sorry to make you do that,” I said to Marietta. The red splotches had also gotten all over her clothing and onto her face.

She let out one of her trademark scoffs. “It was nothing. I could hardly trust a bunch of birds to do it, could I?”

The nearby harpies shook their heads.

“Sewing is super hard for us,” one of the Fern look-alikes said.

“It’s the wings,” said another while fluttering the limbs in question.

“And our talons,” added a third. “Talons are not good for fancy things!”

“See?” Marietta said while quirking a brow. “Why leave it to those unqualified when you have an able seamstress available?”

I smiled. “You can act coy until the Roxies come home, but you’ve done amazingly.” My eyes wandered Lulu’s way. “You too.”

Her orange tail fluttered from side to side. Lulu was taking the chance to catch her breath after a long healing session that far outlasted mine. “We should be saying that to you after everything you’ve done.”

“Still as modest as ever. I guess a night in a cell wouldn’t change that.” Once I’d said the words, realization struck. “Which we haven’t gotten to talk about yet after how crazy things went. That was one hectic reunion.”

“And a super cool one,” Jezzy said with a giggle. “Like, you all looked so heroic. It totally made my heart flutter.”

“That’s… good to know,” Lulu replied as a hint of color filled her cheeks. “Anyway, being locked up was… probably about what you’d expect.”

“It was horrid,” Marietta groaned. “That damn devil was completely unbearable. He spent all his time whining and begging the guards to release him. If they hadn’t taken my parasol from me…”

We’d have to get the drakes to return it. Marie didn’t look right standing outside with her parasol protecting her from the sun. Even if she had taken up a spot in the shade…

“I don’t think I’ve ever endured such an unpleasant night before,” added the sheep who’d been kidnapped by Galeholder a few months back.

“It wasn’t that bad. After all, we still had each other,” Lulu said as she hugged Marietta from the side.

A pink glow spread across the wannabe princess’s cheeks, but she made no effort to prize Lulu off of her.

Hello…

“You two seem close,” I mused while enjoying the sight.

Marietta turned her flushed face away. “It’s just your imagination.”

“Yeah… no.” I’d been with the two of them together long enough to know when they were acting differently from usual. This was definitely one of those moments.

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “Aww. How cute.”

A certain feline snickered. “If ya think this is good, ya should’ve seen them when I found them. They both ran up to the bars and started blubberin’ like babbies.”

Both Lulu and Marietta jolted from their hug.

“Dakota!” Lulu whined at the tattletale.

But the grinning cat wasn’t done. She leaned back into her paws and said, “Then, when I let them out, they both ran over and hugged me while bawlin’ even harder.”

“Sh-shut your mouth, you idiotic cat!” Marietta snapped.

“What? Ya sayin’ I’m chattin’ shiz?”

Marie clamped her lips shut and looked elsewhere as her cheeks grew hotter and hotter.

I hummed to myself as I watched it all unfold. I could totally see Lulu doing all that. Marietta? She did fall for me after I saved her from Galeholder’s place.

…Wait. What if that meant she’d developed a crush on Dakota?

That I could totally see. It would be like a forbidden love tale. The rough, tomboy cat and the ‘gentle’, feminine sheep. Marietta riding in Dakota’s arms, being carried like a bride, as her cheeks shone a bright, blushing red.

When she noticed me looking at her, Marietta’s face scrunched into a scowl. “What are you looking at me like that for?”

“No reason,” I assured her.

As long as I remained their number one, I could allow it.

Marie’s sky-blue eyes narrowed as she continued glaring.

Jezzy either didn’t realize or care. She giggled and cheered, “Like, I’m just glad we’re all back together at last.” She wrapped her arms around both Lulu and Marie and pulled the two of them into a hug.

Lulu went red but let Jezzy have her affectionate way. As for Marietta… she did likewise.

“I suppose I agree,” the sheep whispered while letting Jezzy treat her like a stuffed toy.

The next thing any of them knew, they were being wrapped up and smothered within Roxie’s all-over softness. “Me too! We’ve even got Fern back, at last. Once she awakes, it’ll be like—”

“You’ve got a lot of nerve!” Queen Ruby roared from nearby.

Everyone on the roof flinched and swiveled around to see what was happening. Pinrar was kneeling on the ground before the queen who was being restrained by a gaggle of harpies.

“You’re dead!” she snapped as she tried to wrestle free and was only prevented from doing so by the injury she’d picked up during our battle. “You hear me?! Dead!”

No prizes were available for figuring out the root cause of this outburst.

Pinrar didn’t stand or flinch away. The only thing which saved him from Ruby’s wrath was the wings of her own kind. That was until he noticed me staring. The drake crawled closer before parking back into a kneeling position. Then he slammed his head against the ground. “I’m sorry. There’s nothing else I can say. I won’t make any excuses for my actions. I’m sorry about everything.”

I stared at the lizard who’d caused us so much trouble—who’d almost killed Fern.

“You fucking prick,” I growled under my breath as I marched toward Pinrar.

“Wait!” croaked an elderly, gray-scaled drake—the one who’d been performing the wedding. He jumped in front of Pinrar. “Please stay your hand. Please show mercy to my child.”

“Your child?!” I exclaimed as I came to a stop. “Wouldn’t that make you…?”

“King Dinrar, leader of this tribe.”

“You’re the king?!” Lulu blurted out behind me.

“I presumed ya were a priest or summat,” Dakota said, echoing my own thought process.

“Your child deserves no mercy!” Ruby yelled as she continued trying to wrestle away from her fellow harpies. “My Emerald nearly died because of him!”

“That I do not deny,” Dinrar said. “Due to my child’s greed, his anger, his idiocy, Princess Emerald is lucky to be alive, yet still I ask that you spare his life. If anyone must die to atone for today’s events, let it be me.”

Such a bold declaration from a lizard who looked like he’d struggle to survive a particularly nippy winter took the whole room by surprise. It even did something to quell Ruby’s bloodlust for the time being.

“No parent should have to die for their child,” I replied. “This is his crime, not yours.”

“A good parent should want to.” Dinrar answered back. “Although it’s hard to say I fit that criteria after what just transpired. It was my job to raise him, and clearly I failed somewhere along the way.”

“Father, no,” Pinrar said as he lifted his head to look at his old man. “You were an amazing father and a better king. This is on me and me alone.”

“Yet still I ask to take responsibility if this crime must be answered in blood. A leader’s first duty is to protect their people; a father’s first is to protect their children.” Dinrar’s old eyes, still burning with the fires of a leader, looked between me and Ruby. “Please. I cannot bear the thought of losing my only son, no matter the crimes he has committed. I ask you take my life instead.”

Pinrar growled. “No! Take mine!”

Dinrar swiveled around and clubbed his son across his injured face with the back of his hand. “Quiet. I will not let you throw away your life in my place. If anyone must die, it will be me.”

I couldn’t stop gawping at the scene. The strength Dinrar was showing was no bluff; his eyes said as such. He fully intended to die in his son’s place. If it would protect Pinrar, King Dinrar was willing, practically eager, to throw his life away.

When I rushed in to protect my girls, I was willing to risk my life, but I always wanted to live to be with them in the end. This was a level beyond that. This was true sacrifice; this was true determination.

Dammit, how did a small shriveled drake seem so big?

“I can’t agree to that,” I said in response while shaking my head. “It wouldn’t be right. If anyone should be punished, it's Pinrar.”

Dinrar’s eyes replied in lieu of his voice. If anyone should be punished, it’s him.

I gestured for him to calm down. “We don’t necessarily need to kill Pinrar to punish him.”

Both drakes, plus one queen, flinched in surprise.

“One parent almost lost their child today,” I continued. “I don’t want to take another’s.” Was that soft of me? I didn’t have a clue. Something about an eye for an eye and the world going blind?

Did that hold any weight after what I’d done in the past?

Dinar bowed his head. “Thank you, human. We don’t deserve your kindness.”

“You’re right. Luckily, I’m in a very good mood. A fantastic mood. If Fern hadn’t made it, you better believe your entire tribe would’ve paid the consequences. I wouldn’t have stopped until this entire desert was drake free.”

“That makes two of us,” Ruby growled.

Pinrar gulped.

“But that’s not going to happen. Fern is going to live, so I’m willing to let certain pricks make up for their mistakes.” I stared down at the prince. “You better be praying your old man’s name come nightfall, because he’s the only reason you’re getting all this.”

He nodded. “Yes! Thank you, human. And thank you too, father.” He returned his head to the floor.

I held back the inner darkness in my head telling me to put my boot through his skull—so much for me not being a violent person—and instead looked at Queen Ruby.

That wasn’t the glare of a woman who appreciated my suggestion.

“Come on,” I appealed to her.

“He almost killed my Emerald!” she spat.

“Just like your people tried to kill mine? Hell, I killed a couple of drakes coming here. If we’re all paying for the shit we did or tried, we’re all fucked.”

Ruby scrunched her face.

I shrugged my shoulders. “If you really want to kill Pinrar, be my guest; it’s not like I feel that strongly about it. But you, more than anyone, should know what Dinrar’s going through.”

She turned her gaze to the old drake. His determination hadn’t waned. His life was a small price worth paying if it meant protecting his child.

After looking into his eyes for what felt like minutes, Ruby huffed and broke contact. “Fine, but I expect Pinrar to be heavily punished for his crimes.”

Dinrar bowed his head. “Of course. I shall include you in that decision making process.”

“And there will be severe compensation paid for this.”

“Yes.”

“And it goes without saying that the engagement is over.”

“Agreed. I am sorry for everything, and I hope it will not destroy the improving relations of our tribes.” With all that said, Dinrar summoned over some guards who escorted both him and Pinrar away.

A part of me hated seeing him walking out of here—a big part of me wanted his life for what he did to Fern—but I still felt I’d ultimately done the right thing. Pinrar was a bellend of the highest order, but he couldn’t compare to the likes of Galeholder. He didn’t need to die… and I didn’t want to become a savage who longed for blood.

Killing should be a last resort, not something we longed for. That would make us no better than animals.

No better than the people of Blesslan viewed us.

“Steve,” Lulu said.

I turned around to face my brides, including the beautiful canine playing with her hands.

“I just wanted to say, erm… thank you,” she said.

“Hmm?” I said while quirking a brow.

Her fidgeting intensified in speed. “I-I mean… erm…”

I smiled as something came to mind. “Expecting a parent to pay for their child’s decisions is wrong, just like it’s wrong for a child to do the same for their parent.”

Lulu’s fuzzy ears shot up before falling flat against her head.

It appeared I was in the right area.

Her peridot eyes looked my way. They then widened, causing her to jerk back. The same went for Dakota and Jezzy, who were standing by her sides.

I twisted back to see what was up and found myself face to face with Ruby.

“Human,” the harpy said while holding her injured wing. She lowered her head. “It’s time I properly apologized for… everything. You saved my youngest’s life. I am eternally in your debt.”

I waved it off. “I didn’t do it for thanks. I did it for Fern.” I glanced at where my gorgeous bride was resting, surrounded by her kin.

Ruby did likewise. “You truly love her?”

I scoffed as I turned back to face her. “Obviously! You think I’d come all this way, put myself through all this shit, for a harpy I didn’t love the wings off?”

Dakota snickered. “That goes for us too.”

Roxie nodded. “That’s right. We might not love her quite how Steve does, but we love her all the same.”

Jezzy tilted her head. “We don’t? But, like, we have sex with her all the time.”

Lulu tensed up as her cheeks shone red. “T-that doesn’t make us lovers. I mean, I do love Fern, and I guess I don’t hate it when we do those sorts of things together… b-but that’s besides the point!”

Marietta huffed under her breath and looked away. “Speak for yourselves. I have never fornicated with that rowdy bird. And to suggest I love her.” Her cute little nose twitched as she grumbled under her breath. “Even suggesting I’m fond of her would be a stretch. It’s just… I suppose things have been rather lacking without her.”

I swallowed a snicker. My lovely lady loved protesting too much, didn’t she?

“I see,” Queen Ruby muttered as she turned her focus from her youngest daughter to our merry band. “I’ve misjudged you all.”

“Ya think?” Dakota snorted, earning her a nudge in the ribs from Lulu.

“I thought you were manipulating her—corrupting her. But your actions. Your words…”

I shrugged. “We might’ve done a little corrupting, but no worse than she’s done to us. I was a good, honest bloke before she got her hooks into me.”

Marietta swallowed a snort.

“I’m… anyway,” Lulu said with a roll of her eyes, “I promise you really have gotten the wrong impression of us, Your Highness. We never kidnapped Fern… Emerald, or held her against her will, or whatever bad things you might think we did. We’ve always done our best to look out for her ever since she arrived on the farm.”

“She did credit you for saving her from her captors,” Ruby replied.

“Saved her from captors?” Lulu repeated. “What captors?”

Surprise popped into Ruby’s expression.

I’d forgotten Lulu wasn’t there when Ruby had recapped Fern’s version of events. I didn’t quite know why the young harpy was lying, but I felt it was best to come clean. “Maybe I shouldn’t throw Fern under the bus like this, but she was never kidnapped. She came to the farm of her own accord.”

“She flew away?” Ruby questioned, which we answered with nods. “I see… and I suppose that makes sense.” Her face twisted into a scowl. “If only I’d realized. We spent so long hunting her kidnappers we never thought to search where humans aren’t meant to tread. We might never have found her if not for that camel.”

“A camel?” I questioned.

“They’re a kind of demi-beast, sugar,” Roxie explained. “A bit like a horse but thinner, lumpier, and built for the desert.”

“That’s not what I meant. Very interesting, and I’m glad for the clarification, but what I’m getting at is… a camel told you?” Why would a camel know? There were no camels at the farm.

“It was probably one of my family’s camels,” Lulu said, earning herself plenty of stares. A fang quickly found its way to her bottom lip as she started fidgeting with her paws. “I-I mean… the Flameridge family employs a lot of camels. Seeing how Edward and Victoria showed up recently, news about Fern… Emerald might have gotten back to the main house.”

I’d forgotten the Flameridge estate bordered Scorchlan. Better known to me as the place those noble pricks were trying to take Lulu to.

That was a worry for later.

“You’re a member of the Flameridge family?” Ruby said, a hint of malice creeping back into her voice.

Lulu’s ears and tail turned as rigid as could be.

“Aren’t you the one who set the oasis on fire?” the growling queen questioned.

“T-that was an accident!” Lulu squealed as she put her fingers into squirming overdrive. “I’m o-only a Flameridge by blood! I was thrown out of the family when I was a baby, although they invited me back recently. N-not that I’ve accepted yet. A-and I’m not necessarily saying I’m thinking of accepting, either. It’s just… I know it’s not my place to say, but I’m sorry about all the things I’m sure my family has put you through.”

“You don’t need to apologize for their actions,” I interjected.

“Yeah!” Dakota agreed. “Frick them!”

“Frick them good!” Jezzy cheered while pumping a fist into the air.

“I agree, petal,” Roxie added. “You’re our family, not theirs. You shouldn’t feel the need to apologize for the actions of a bunch of strangers who’ve ignored you worse than a halfling in a bull house.”

Lulu gulped. “B-but…”

“If parents don’t get punished for tor their children’s actions, and children don’t for their parents’s, then why should you feel guilty about a bunch of tossers who only started acknowledging your existence a month ago?” I asked her.

She bit down harder on her bottom lip.

I grinned before looking at Ruby. “Sorry about the tangent. You were saying?”

The harpy queen gave Lulu a long curious look before snapping her stare to mine. “She’s correct. The news did come from a camel working for the Flameridge family.” A lot of venom was packed into those two words. “They overheard their masters talking about the matter and came to alert us.”

“Oh. That makes sense,” Roxie said with a nod.

I thought so too… until I didn’t. “Only if you presume the Flameridges didn’t want Ruby to know. Wouldn’t it make more sense if they did? Look what it caused.”

“Our home was almost destroyed,” Marietta spat while shooting Ruby a not-too-kind look.

“I again apologize for that,” the royal said.

I waved it away. “Things didn’t end up being that bad. Besides, I can’t complain about you traveling to us and wrecking shit after what we’ve done today.” We’d both shared the same motivation and everything: saving Fern.

“But things could’ve been bad,” Lulu mumbled before glancing up at me. “You think the Flameridge family wanted that?”

“Undoubtedly. Why risk angering Ali Noira by sending in the troops when they could get some harpies to do it for free? And there was also the chance we might’ve won and wiped out the harpies for them.” You could call it a win-win, except things didn’t go as well as they’d been expecting.

“And there’s also what actually happened,” Roxie said in a hurry, as if excited to reveal the puzzle she’d solved. “We had to come all this way to get Fern back. If we hadn’t gotten ourselves some big help…”

I nodded. “There was too much upside and too little downside for the Flameridges not to try this. And what better way to let their enemies know by ‘leaking’ it to them?”

Ruby’s face scrunched up.

“Hey! Whoa!” Dakota blurted out. “Now that I’m thinkin’ about it, ain’t it pretty sus that no one from Grayedge came to check on us after the attack or anythin’? You’d think they’d have sent at least some geezer to see what the frick just happened.”

“But if they knew it was happening, there would be no need,” Marietta finished.

I hadn’t thought about it earlier, but Dakota was right. When Ali Noira arrived, they arrived in minutes. A harpy siege? Nope.

The evidence was piling up.

“Wait, wait, wait!” Lulu said while flailing her paws. “That all sounds, erm… somewhat plausible, but I’m not sure it all works out. I mean, say I was a member… a proper member of the family! Wouldn’t I use when the harpies left as a chance to attack here?”

“That’s… a good point.” And just when I was starting to get carried away with my own genius.

“I didn’t take the entire tribe,” Ruby said, “and the drakes were still here. We by no means left the oasis undefended.”

“But it was still their best shot in, like, forevs. Right?” Dakota checked.

Ruby’s pursing lips was as much a confirmation as anything.

Jezzy gasped and threw a hand up. “Oh. Oh. Oh! Like, what if they were gonna attack here, but then they totally changed their minds?”

“Why the frick would they do that?”

The dryad tilted her head to the side and tapped a finger across her bottom lip. “Maybe they saw how big and scary the drakes were and got all spooked?”

“I think they’d have been well aware of that already, sugar,” Roxie replied.

“Still, a reason to change tactics,” I mumbled while stroking my chin. “What if it was because the attack didn’t go to plan? Maybe they expected us to take out some harpies and lower the chance of them being able to get revenge for the oasis? How quickly could they pass along messages like that?”

“Probably pretty quickly with the right magic… n-not that I’m saying that’s what they did,” Lulu clarified with a squeak to her voice.

“What if they caught wind we were planning on pursuing Fern?” Marietta suggested. “They may have decided leaving the oasis be was worth the price of another confrontation between us.”

“That’s not very nice,” Jezzy huffed.

“Zelby, name one thing about those Flameridge chumps which is nice,” Dakota said.

Lulu flattened her ears against her head.

“Except Lu! Other than Lu,” the suddenly hot-faced feline spat out.

I was more focused on Marietta’s suggestion. “Spying on us sounds about right, but you really think they’d go for that?”

“Perhaps,” she answered. “I cannot begin to fathom what goes through the heads of that immoral scum, but they do seem to like sending others to do their dirty work. They could even use it as a distraction of sorts if they did want to dirty their own hands, or maybe just swoop in at the conclusion to finish off whoever survived.”

I nodded along like we were brainstorming over a level in some game before I was hit by a jolt of realization.

If Marietta’s on the money, doesn’t that mean—

“Chief!” a harpy squealed as she shot up over the hollow’s edge and nosedived next to us. “We’ve got trouble! Massive trouble!”

“What’s going on?!” Ruby snapped.

“It’s the humans! No, the oasis. No, the humans. No, the oasis. No, the—”

Ruby snarled before slapping the tongue-twisted messenger. “Spit it out!”

I was already well aware of what was coming next.

With the fuzz smacked out of her head, the erratic harpy took a deep breath and finally yelled her message for the entire room to hear.

“The humans are attacking the oasis!”


Chapter 21


It was almost silly how readily Marietta had predicted the actions of the Flameridge family. And then that timing…

“They’re doing what?!” Queen Ruby roared.

Dakota took off. She raced to the wall that faced toward the oasis then scrambled her way up. On reaching the top, she flinched. “Oh shiz!”

I followed. Luckily, my energy levels had recovered somewhat since I’d finished helping Fern, so a quick bit of earth goodness and I was up alongside my kitten.

The view hit me like a gut punch.

Thick black smoke rose into the air, with the oasis as its source. The desert at its far side was covered in a swarm of blobs I could only presume where the Flameridge forces. Their numbers were… ridiculous. Easily into the hundreds. The dots trying to counter from this side couldn’t compete.

“How did this happen?!” Ruby yelled at her subordinate from the ground behind us. “Why weren’t they spotted?!”

“I’m sorry! Super sorry!” the harpy replied. “We were all distracted looking for the intruders. Then there was this massive sandstorm. When it cleared, the humans were here!”

A jolt shot through me. Could that sandstorm have possibly been…?

Oops.

Ruby snarled with a flash of her teeth. She jumped, as if trying to take off, but all it did was make her wince in pain.

“Hey! Whoa!” I said as I skidded back down to join the others. “You can’t go.”

“I must!” the injured queen snapped while trying to shake life back into her wing. “The oasis is crucial to my tribe. We can’t survive without it.”

If it was destroyed, that was all the water and plant life in the area gone. Unless the harpies—and drakes, for that matter—could survive purely on air and sand, Ruby wasn’t wrong.

“But you’re injured!” Lulu correctly pointed out.

“So is Pinrar,” Ruby replied. “Both leaders cannot be missing from the battlefield. If he can’t fight, then I must.” She flapped her huge red wings and rose off the ground, but that alone left her clenching her jaw and struggling to hold back her cries.

She looked like she’d pass out at any moment.

“No, you don’t,” I told her. “You stay here with Fern. I’ll fight for you.”

Ruby stumbled back down. From how much she was staring, the cause seemed to be less about her condition and more that she couldn’t believe what I’d said.

“This is Fern’s homeland,” I continued. “I’m not going to let it get destroyed. I’ll drive those bastards away myself.”

The harpy queen moved onto gawping.

“Are you even in any condition to fight?!” Marietta scolded while staring at my injuries.

I covered my bandaged-up arm which we still hadn’t found the chance to heal. “I’ve got some magic left in the tank.”

“That doesn’t mean…”

“If you’re goin’ scrappin’, count me in!” Dakota slid down the wall and hopped to my side. “There ain’t no way I can sit back and let Fern’s home get torched in front of me.”

“Same here!” Roxie said. “And I can’t let y’all jump into danger without me.”

Lulu took a step forward. “M-me too!”

“Has your magic recovered yet?” I asked her. She’d drained herself just as much as I had.

“A little bit… but that’s not the point! That’s… that must be my family down there. I need to help!”

“Didn’t we just go over this?”

Her lovely ears flattened to her head as her fingers got back to fidgeting. “T-then… I just don’t want Fern’s family to die out.”

I grinned. That was a better answer.

“You’re serious about this?” Ruby asked.

I nodded. “Any weapons would be a big help. And think your girls can fly us down?”

“We can! We can!” some of the nearby harpies squawked as they came rushing over.

“We’ll totally help!”

“Anything for the people who saved Emmy.”

“And we don’t want the oasis to die!”

I responded with another nod. “Then get ready to fly. Jezzy. Marie. Stay here.”

Jezzy opened her mouth to answer.

She was beaten to the punch by a Marietta scoff. “Are you—”

“Fern needs you more than we do. You’re the only one who can heal her while we’re away.”

Her lips curled into an irritable pout. She glanced back at the sleeping harpy before snapping her focus back to me. “Fine! But don’t you even think about dying on me!” Then her eyes wandered. “And that goes for the rest of you as well.”

A twinkle filled Lulu’s eyes. “R-right!”

“It’s a promise, sugar,” Roxie seconded.

As for me, I had no intention of dying or letting anyone die on my watch. This was our final hurdle, and I refused to fall here.

“Let’s do this!” I roared.

The harpies and drakes quickly got us some weapons to help with our assault. Then the former wrapped us in their talons and took off into the air.

Thick black smog flooded the area. The humans definitely hadn’t slowed down while we’d been organizing ourselves. Flames ate away at the oasis which the harpies and drakes were desperately trying to reach.

They couldn’t. The humans were driving them back.

“Is everyone ready?!” I yelled to my girls as we glided into battle.

“Ain’t it a little late to ask?!” Dakota replied as she held onto the feet grasping her shoulders as if they were strings on a parachute.

Lulu did likewise while clamping her eyes shut.

“I-I am, sugar,” Roxie stammered out as five harpies worked together to help get her down safely.

She wasn’t that heavy, right?

Secretly was a different matter altogether. It was hard to miss a flying cow… plus a flying dog, cat, and human.

The Blesslan troops didn’t.

“Intruders, coming from the air!” one of them yelled.

The next thing we knew, we were under attack. Arrows and balls of fire shot upward, all with the aim of blowing us and our feathery rides out of the sky.

Both the harpies and my brides squealed as we were forced into evasive maneuvers.

“They’re shooting at us!” Lulu squealed, although none of us needed telling.

“Please don’t drop me! I beg you!” Roxie cried as she rocked back and forth.

Dakota swung about, trying to shimmy herself away from the projectiles. “Oh shiz! Where the frick do these gits get off shootin’ at us?!”

Something told me it wasn’t strange for a group of humans used to fighting harpies to be well-equipped for dealing with flying threats.

Not that I found that information comforting.

At this rate, it was only a matter of time until we were hit. That wasn’t something I could allow to happen. I thrust my hand at the increasing barrage and released the blast of wind I usually reserved for blowing harpies out of the sky. Instead, it cleared away the projectiles.

And also blew our harpies out of the sky.

The recoil knocked them back and toward the desert, finishing with us all crashing down into a heap.

I emerged while spitting sand from my mouth. “Is everyone okay?”

Dakota emerged from beneath the desert and shook the mess from her hair. “Frick! This shiz is gonna take weeks to brush out.”

“I-I’m alive?” Roxie said as she found herself kneeling in soft sand… and a heap of harpies. “Oh, thank The Architect.”

“Sorry about that,” I said to everyone as they picked themselves out of the desert.

“It was better than being hit by those arrows,” Lulu panted as she gave herself a good shake.

Agreed, but there was a small problem. Rather than arriving at the oasis, we’d arrived on the wrong side of the defensive line.

Drakes and harpies were trying to bust through, but the humans weren’t cooperating. Arrows and fire made the sky a no-go zone for the harpy forces, while the drakes were struggling to advance through a field of white.

Was it my imagination, or was that—

“Steve!” Dakota yelled while pointing ahead.

A splinter squadron was heading our way, and they were coming fast. It was because they weren’t coming on foot. The soldiers rode camels who seemed to glide over the desert sands.

Sure enough, they were skinny demi-beasts with humanoid upper halves and the lower bodies of camels.

This world, I swear.

The camel taurs were armed with shields and lances, while their armored riders favored swords.

And magic.

They pointed their hands at us and fired out shards of ice we had to run away from to avoid.

“It was ice!” I exclaimed as I lifted up a wall of sand to cover our backs. “Is this really the Flameridge family?”

“It’s normal for the biggest families to have lots of different magic users in their ranks, be that due to marriage, or alliances, or even absorbing smaller houses into their own,” Lulu explained as she fled from the ice barrage.

“Great! Because these gits weren’t bad enough just bein’ able to burn shiz!” Dakota snapped while glancing over her shoulder at the riders swerving around to chase us down.

“Fire. Ice. Who gives a damn?” I said as I tapped back into my core. “We’re winning this shit either way.” Then, I released.

The desert burst upward like a greedy mouth and munched down on the camel riders.

Those on the outside managed to avoid being submerged, but they took their eyes off what was ahead. The harpies who’d brought us here charged, tackling a pair of riders to the ground. That attracted the attention of another soldier… who was then bulldozed to the ground, mount included, by a charging cow.

“Friggin’ nice one, Holy Maiden!” Dakota cheered.

“T-thank you, sugar,” Roxie replied while rubbing the top of her head. “I sure am glad camels aren’t as heavy as horses.”

My kitten snickered until she flinched at a soldier climbing out of my sand grave. She rushed over and put him down with a kick to the temple before getting back to cackling. “Nyahaha! And I’m glad these chumps ain’t on our level.”

Maybe not but their numbers advantage was ridiculous. We wouldn’t be able to handle all the humans like this, especially when I was far from being at one-hundred percent. We needed help.

And I knew where we could get it.

Our ‘forces’ were already in action all around us, although they were making a right pig’s ear out of fighting through. They were in complete disarray compared to the composed humans.

I rushed onto the small sand hill I’d made, kicking a recovering human in the process. “Hey!” I bellowed, so all the harpies and drakes could hear. “What are you doing getting your asses kicked?! Remember your training! I know Pinrar and Ruby taught you better than this!” There was no way those psychos would allow sloppiness like this in the training room.

Sure enough, both the harpy side and drake side of our troops had their eyes on me. That went for the surprised foes as well.

“Get yourselves organized! Squad up! Senior members take charge! And for fuck sake, stop fighting separately!” How segregated they were was ridiculous. It was all harpies to my left and drakes to my right. “You’re allies! Work together! Drakes! Get after those archers and fire mages! Harpies! Put some pressure on those ice users.”

I really shouldn’t have needed to tell them this, but the improvement was instant. It was hard for an amateur such as myself to know exactly why, but they just felt more composed.

Ruby wasn’t wrong about a leader being needed.

Suddenly, when drakes and harpies began to intermingle, the human defensive line no longer looked so solid. They were having to shift around their troops to try and counter our changing formations.

That was our cue.

“Let’s bring this shit crumbling down,” I said to my wives as I set my sights on the very center of the Blesslan set-up.

It was time to charge on through.

We rushed over to that spot between the two battlefields as fast as we could, but none of us were designed for running on sand like camels were. The humans had plenty of time to see us incoming.

“Don’t let them through!” the leader said, preparing his men for battle.

I gritted my teeth. If it was a fight they wanted, it was a fight they—

Harpies shot past me.

“For the oasis!” one yelled.

“For our Mom!” another said.

“For our Emmy!” said a third before she and the others charged into our targets.

It gave the humans something to keep themselves busy with besides getting ready to meet us head on.

My expression curled into a grin. Nice one! Those girls sure had some plums. If only I could hurry and pay them back before things took a turn for the worst.

A certain sparkling something caught my eye.

I crouched down, mid-run, and swiped the spear from the floor. This would do nicely. I aimed for the center spot in the commotion, called upon the power of the wind, then let fly.

“Incoming!” I yelled, warning the harpies to clear out.

Guided by both magic and my mysterious ability, my javelin raced forward like a nuclear missile.

A soldier saw it coming and tried to block it with his shield… but he ended up a good twenty meters back.

Before the other humans could work out what was going on, I thrust out my hand and channeled a certain spell. Two flaming mutts jumped from my palm and rushed at the opening. Unlike us, their feet glided over the sand, getting them there in good time.

Their fangs did the rest.

The humans panicked as the soul devourers came for their throats. As they tried to fend them off, the harpies returned to making nuisances of themselves, complicated matters further.

Say hello to the mother of all weak spots. Even Zelda bosses didn’t have such obvious targets to hit.

“Get yourselves together!” their leader screamed as his agitated eyes kept shooting our way. “They’re almost here!”

Damn right we were! Contact was moments away, and I had just the tool for the job. As my fake wolves were finally wiped out, I reached into my belt and pulled out the weapon the drakes had so kindly given to me.

Marietta’s rapier.

I filled it with my dwindling energy and jumped straight into battle.

Bang!

The human line crumbled in the center, mainly thanks to me; a flying, face-kicking cat; and a one-woman horned wrecking ball.

Roxie groaned as she picked herself off the men she’d flattened into the floor. It became a squeak as the next in line came for her head.

I met his sword with mine, deflecting it away. Then, in the next movement, I slashed his throat open.

It was a nasty wound to receive when you didn’t have a team of loving healers to nurse you back to health.

While the soldier dropped, I jumped to the next while keeping an eye on Roxie. “You okay?”

“F-fine, sugar. Thank you kindly.”

I nodded while turning my attention fully to the foe I was fending off. “Go help Dakota.” My tomboy kitten was doing her best not to get hit by the guards slashing at her head. “Lulu!” I barked after finishing off my challenger and moving to the next. “Can you deal with the fire?” It was expanding quickly. If we focused solely on fighting the humans, we wouldn’t be left with an oasis to save.

She nodded and rushed to the nearest fire, which she blasted with her water magic.

A soldier turned his attention to her. “Don’t let her put out—”

Dakota chopped the back of his neck, driving him to the ground. “Ain’t no one gettin’ their greasy hands on Lu while I’m here.”

It wasn’t just her. Anyone trying to get at Lulu was another vital brick falling from a wall which was already crumbling. With the drakes protecting the harpies from fire and arrows, and the harpies returning the favor by swarming any ice users, the Blesslan forces were struggling to hold their ground.

And we weren’t helping by obstructing things in the middle.

Both sides of the human defensive line were under attack from two sides. It was only a matter of time until we managed to surround them.

And they knew it.

“Fall back!” an authoritative voice boomed. “Fall back to the second line.”

While watching their rears to protect themselves from the beasts that lived in the desert, the human forces retreated into the oasis.

We followed.

“First line! Chase the humans down! Drive them out!” I yelled, ignoring the fact I was also a human. “Second line! Put out the fires!”

Everyone obeyed. I led a wave of bodies which pursued the humans through the flames and back to where the rest of their army was waiting in the desert. Lulu worked with the others to put out the fire—her with magic and them with water from the hole.

We soon had the flames taken care of.

A chunk of the oasis was completely black, and other areas were heavily singed, but we’d done a good job, all things considered. There was a lot more green left than I’d feared there’d be.

“We did it!” a harpy cheered, throwing her wings into the air. It triggered jubilant celebration from her kind and a more reserved cry from the drakes.

I wanted to join them—I was going to join them—but as I stared at where all the human forces were gathered, I couldn’t help noticing something was amiss. Sand was gathering. It was rising from within the human army and collecting in a large, growing ball floating in the air above them.

“What the Voida is that?!” Dakota said, confirming I wasn’t seeing things.

Roxie gulped. “I’m not sure, sugar, but whatever it is, I don’t like it.”

Me neither. It reminded me of—

“Steve!” Lulu squeaked as she rushed over while huffing and puffing, likely due to all the energy she’d used up casting water magic. “T-that thing. Isn’t it a master-level spell?”

“It’s what?!” Roxie squealed.

“I was thinking the same thing,” I said while staring at the mass of sand. It reminded me of the spell Chillhammer used; the one I stole.

Was this thing supposed to be a spirit?!

I knew that was bullshit, it was really just an incredibly powerful spell, but therein lay the problem—it was an incredibly powerful spell. And it didn’t take a genius to know where it was being aimed.

“Cut the celebration!” I yelled at my troops. “They’re charging up something big! We need to stop it!”

“Don’t let them! Buy Master Arthur all the time he needs!” shouted the other side.

Like I was going to give him that. I rushed in ahead, encouraging the others to follow my lead.

An obscene, sky-blackening barrage of arrows appeared to stop me.

I blew them away with ease. It protected anyone behind me, but not the harpies elsewhere. They had to retreat and hide behind the drakes for protection.

Before the arrows had finished landing, shards of ice sprayed toward us.

My earth magic protected me. The drakes had to make do with dodging. For some, that wasn’t possible after bracing to cover the harpies. They took the hits which exploded on contact, spreading the chill across their scales.

From how they screamed, you’d have thought they’d have been doused in acid.

I’d heard ice was their weakness, but was that reaction not a little over the…

Lizards. Cold-blooded.

If I was anything like instant frostbite, it was no wonder they were crying so. They needed some healing, but there was no way I could give it to them—another wave of arrows was already heading our way.

I growled as I blew all I could manage off course. Yeah, it was obvious how this shit was going to go. If the others weren’t going to be able to advance, I’d have to do it myself.

Using whatever magic was required, I cut a path forward, toward the growing sphere.

It’d already grown taller than Roxie. How much bigger did it need to get?

As my squad pushed forward, more camel riders emerged from our flanks. However, rather than charging, they focused on spraying arrows at us from the sides.

I swallowed a snarl as I threw up an ice-blocking wall with one hand and blew the arrows away with another.

Sweat dripped down my brow, and it wasn’t because of the scalding desert heat. My core was starting to feel annoyingly drained.

“Invoke barrier that protects!” Lulu said as she threw up a light shield that caught the arrows coming from our free side. Once they’d all been reflected away, it shattered, and Lulu stumbled back.

“Sugar!” Roxie squeaked as she caught the falling dog.

“Are ya okay! You’re lookin’ rough as shiz!” Dakota asked.

“I’m fine… Just a little tired,” Lulu panted as her face burned red. She was making my face look dry. “We need to hurry. We don’t have long.”

Bigger and bigger the spell became. It had risen to a size that rivaled Ali Noira. The energy radiating from it was ridiculous. Observing it with mana sight would be overkill.

We had to stop it and now.

The soldiers refused to let us. They concentrated their attacks on my group, timing their attacks so there was something to defend every second.

I kept growling like a faulty engine as I inched ahead while keeping the projectiles away. We’d already busted through one; we just had to do it again. Them being more organized and having more men was no excuse. We had to push through before—

Sand stopped feeding the dwarf planet. Its hunger had been sated.

My instincts came alive. I turned and yelled, “Everyone, get away! Retreat as far as you can!”

That included us.

I led my wives, the harpies, and the drakes on my tail back to the oasis.

At least, I tried to.

“Lu! The frick are ya doin’?!” Dakota yelled.

She hadn’t followed. If anything, she’d stepped closer to the Blesslan forces.

“Stop! Don’t do this!” Lulu yelled at the men. “You’re from the Flameridge family, aren’t you? I am too! It’s me, Lulu: Henry’s daughter. Please listen to me!”

The humans didn’t respond. Was it because they wanted to hear what she had to say? A lone voice made it clear.

“Be born and conquer, oh mighty servant.”

The floating orb burst open as if it were an egg being escaped by a newborn—a newborn that was twenty-foot tall and made from sand.

Lulu stared wordlessly at the titan—at the magical creature born to destroy.

I threw her onto my shoulder and charged back to the oasis as fast as my legs would carry me. Nobody summoned a sand giant as part of a civil negotiation.

“Oh shiz. Oh shiz. Oh shiz. Oh shiz!” Dakota squealed as she rushed back.

“Is it attacking yet? Please tell me it’s not attacking yet!” Roxie said as she raced forward with her eyes clamped shut.

“We’ve still got time,” I said while glancing back at the enormous newborn.

“Go! Destroy!” yelled a voice from the human side.

The huge titan roared and stretched its body after us.

“Keep running!” I shouted as we reached the oasis.

It was easier to run on grass than pure sand, but that meant shit to the titan; it was gaining with ease. The huge sand beast expanded its torso to reach up while hoisting its huge clubbing arms into the air.

An attack was imminent.

“We’re going to die! We’re going to die!” Roxie screamed as she didn’t stop running.

She was about to be right. Even though it wasn’t trying to come down directly on top of us, we were definitely about to be caught up in whatever shit it was trying.

“Lulu!” I yelled at the girl on my shoulder. “Got enough juice for another shield?”

“H-huh?” she replied. “I-I mean, sure! I think…”

“Do it!” I yelled as I grabbed my runaway girls and pulled them back into a huddle. Then I called on my mana to help, the earth to help, and told it to throw up a barrier to protect us.

Up rose a wall of dirt and rock, reinforced on the inside by Lulu’s defensive magic.

No sooner had we set it up than the titan landed.

It felt like a bomb had dropped mere meters away from us. I clutched my girls tight and asked for the wall's help, but it wasn’t enough. A tidal wave of sand burst through both it and Lulu's shield, catching us in its embrace.

I clamped my eyes shut as my whole world became desert.

…

…

…

…

“Ah!” I gasped as I finally found my way to the surface.

Shit, that’d been disorienting. I hadn’t been able to tell which way was up and which way was down. Then there was my poor stomach. I’d be shitting out sand for the rest of the week.

That was enough about my bowels. Where were my girls?!

A pair of cow-print legs wiggled in the air.

I grabbed Roxie by her hips and yanked her out, bringing Lulu and Dakota with her.

“T-thank you kindly, sugar,” my sand-covered cow said as it clung to her face, hair, and clothing. The same was true for Lulu and Dakota, as well.

Was that how I looked?

I used a blast of wind to deal with the worst, causing both Lulu and Dakota to cough.

“This friggin’ desert, man!” the retching Dakota complained. “Does it have to get everywhere? Look at my hair! I look like a friggin’ blonde!”

“You look cute as a blonde,” I told my sandy-haired lover.

A red glow tinted her cheeks. She squeezed her locks into bunches and purred, “Thanks.”

“I-I don’t think this is the time to flirt, y’all. L-look!” Roxie pointed at the oasis.

Where there should’ve been an oasis.

It was gone; there wasn’t a trace of it left. All that remained in its place was sand.

Lulu threw her paws over her mouth and gasped. “No…”

I twisted around, hoping we’d made some mistake. Sure, that was where I remembered the oasis being, but being caught on the fringes of some sand assault had robbed us of our bearings. There was a chance we’d made a mistake.

The devastated desert dwellers said differently.

“The oasis… it’s gone,” a harpy said as she sagged to her knees.

“It can’t be,” added a stunned drake. “What are we supposed to do without it?”

So much for my lingering bit of hope. That made everything far too clear. We’d failed.

Blesslan’s forces rushed our way.

“Put these sorry saps out of their misery!” commanded the camel-riding leader. “And make sure those farm dwellers don’t leave here alive.”

Those words gave me the shot of adrenaline I needed. I rushed over, drew my rapier which was sticking out of the sand, and pointed it at our incoming foes. “This isn’t the time to mourn! Get ready to fight!”

They didn’t. Neither the harpies nor the drakes budged. It was as if they hadn’t heard me.

I’d definitely been loud enough.

I growled. It was too early to give up! At this rate, they were going to be lambs to the slaughter. If they weren’t going to fight, I would.

Not that I had any other choice.

The first wave of camel riders targeted me and my girls. They approached with their lances outstretched and swords primed to mop-up.

I scooped up some of the last remaining dregs from a dwindled inner-barrel and threw the desert at them.

They didn’t fall for the same trick twice, instead swerving around.

It still killed their momentum and let me battle back with my rapier.

For Roxie, it was her club. For Lulu, it was her fire magic, even though she didn’t seem in any condition to be using it. Dakota was left trying to beat the riders with her catkwondo.

She squealed when she got caught on the arm by a sword in the process. “Don’t ya friggin’ scar me!” she complained before throwing a dropkick into a camel’s knee, taking both it and its rider. “I already look butch enough as is!”

“T-this is bad, sugar. Real bad,” Roxie whimpered as she kept swinging for the fences.

Her ludicrous strength was serving as our greatest weapon—her every hit sent her foes flying. However, reinforcements were about to top up whoever we eliminated.

We needed the drakes and harpies to take some of the heat off us, but…

They were engaging with the humans, but they were back into a state disarray that made their earlier incompetence look cerebral.

This was about to be a massacre if we didn’t do something.

“Get your heads in the game!” I yelled while clashing blades with a camel. “Do you want to die here?!”

“We aren’t giving you the option not to, scum,” said the camel’s rider.

“Fuck off,” I said before shooting a fireball into the soldier’s face. When the camel turned to look, I lopped off the traitor’s head before moving onto his master.

As they fell, they revealed yet another camel rider who was a cut above the rest. Not only was his ride protected by showy red armor, complete with a gold trim, but he was also armored up to the nines in a way none of the others were. It looked like he was wearing the hardened form of a dragon’s flames.

“You still haven’t killed them?” he said to his men.

“We’re trying, Master Arthur,” one replied. “They’re tougher than we—”

That particular guy was launched across the desert by Roxie and her club.

I honed in one the newcomer. Master Arthur… wasn’t that the guy who had launched that titan? He did have that air about him which nobles seemed to carry—natural arrogance. Sure, he was likely rich, powerful, and was pretty handsome for a guy likely in his forties, with a full head of brown hair and strong purple eyes, but none of that was the cause. It was thanks to being told he was special ever since he was born. Better than the common rabble, like me, and far superior to a bunch of animals.

“If you’re underestimating the guy who killed Chillhammer, that’s on you,” I said to Arthur.

“Earl Chillhammer was a hero of The Empire several decades past his prime,” Arthur responded. “The Flameridge family know better than to place too much importance on his defeat.”

Lulu’s peridot eyes widened. “Then you’re really…?”

“Arthur Flameridge, of the main house of the Flameridge family.”

It didn’t mean shit to me—we already knew the Flameridges were behind this. But there was one thing that piqued my interest. “You’re Flameridge? Then why did you use earth magic?”

“He’s probably not a Flameridge by blood,” Roxie panted while taking the chance to waft some air into her glistening cleavage. “He probably married into the family.” 

“So he’s just a Flameridge in name then?” Dakota asked as she too caught her breath.

“I am as much a member of the Flameridge family as any other!” Arthur snapped.

“Unless your wife gets bored of you,” I said. “Compared to Lulu, you’re—”

“Don’t you dare compare me to that animal!”

Lulu’s ears fell flat against her head.

“Why not? She’s more Flameridge than you’ll ever be,” I said back. “She’s got the balls to fight. What about you? Enjoying the show from up there?”

The daggers which were his eyes stabbed into me.

“Don’t listen to him, Master Arthur,” one of his underlings responded. “We’ll finish this, post-haste.”

“No,” Arthur responded as he dismounted his ride. “I won’t let the Flameridge family name be sullied by this traitor. I’ll deal with him personally. Then I’ll let it be known all across Blesslan that I was the one who slayed Earl Chillhammer’s killer.”

“What happened to that being unimportant again?” I asked.

He drew his longsword—a gaudy, gold-covered slab of metal compensating for far too much—and marched toward me. “It’s still an accolade which should belong to the Flameridge family.”

“A wannabe member.”

Arthur bared his teeth. “Let’s see if you still consider me a ‘wannabe’ on your deathbed.” He charged.

I met his sword with mine, channeled with magic so it could withstand the force.

Our blades clashed, them again, and again, and again. Arthur didn’t ease up on his assault for a moment, nor did I give an inch. This guy knew his way around a sword, but he didn’t have an inbuilt power guiding his actions.

I stayed with him every step of the way.

He wore his irritation all over his face.

I grinned. “What’s wrong? Underestimate me again?”

“Hardly! I’ve barely gotten started.” He jumped back a foot before stabbing toward me.

For a moment, I was confused—there was no way he could reach me from there. What was he… then realization struck.

His sword increased in length.

I blocked it with mine, just in the nick of time. If I hadn’t known it was possible, and used it myself many times, I would’ve gotten butchered.

Arthur smirked. “See what the Flameridge family is capable of?”

I scoffed. “That little trick?” Once I knocked his sword away, I swung for his head.

He looked smug as shit as my sword came nowhere near him, before his eyes widened in panic as it rapidly lengthened. In a hurry, he tried to get his sword up in time. Instead, his shoulder plate accidentally stopped my rapier in its tracks.

I clicked my tongue. If he hadn’t been wearing that ostentatious get-up…

Arthur escaped back while checking himself for injuries. Once he saw he was safe, he exhaled. Then he got back to glaring. “You thief!”

“That’s really the best you have?” I mocked.

“Hardly!” he replied, misunderstanding my point. “How about this?”

As he next came toward me, Arthur mixed up his attacks. As well as traditional strikes, he used his sword to sweep up hardened slabs of sand he tried to punch into me.

I sliced through them all as I retreated back.

He laughed as he chased me down. “How about this? Surely Chillhammer couldn’t hope to compare to me.”

“You’re right, he couldn’t. He was in a completely different league. It’s like going from fighting an adult to a child.” Seriously, this guy wanted to be on that old git’s level? His sword skills and magic weren’t bad, but Arthur was years away from being able to match a past-it Chillhammer. “I bet if it were him, he could've had that titan of yours up twice as fast. Maybe three times?”

Blood rushed to Arthur’s face. “Then why are you struggling so badly? Hmm?!”

He wasn’t wrong; I was being completely overwhelmed. However, the reason why was obvious.

I was fucking gassed.

When I’d fought Chillhammer, I hadn’t been at one-hundred percent, but I also hadn’t been in the state Arthur had caught me in. My body and mind were exhausted, and my mana levels were at rock bottom.

I wasn’t being beaten by Arthur; I was being beaten by myself.

He cackled as he kept up the pressure, forcing me to drain my energy levels further and further. “You talk big, but ultimately both you and Chillhammer are nothing compared to me. I’m going to kill you and make the entire family acknowledge me.”

“Even if you kill me, the farm will survive,” I replied as my breathing grew hotter than our environment. “It’s going to keep prospering no matter what.”

“Are you sure about that? I hear the Obsidian Dragon has gotten rather attached to you. What do you think will happen if she receives news of your death? Do you think she’ll obediently protect your den of scummery or fly into a rage? She might even attack Blesslan.” To my surprise, this made Arthur cackle further. “Surely even that cowardly king wouldn’t be able to ignore that. Finally, we’d be ordered to kill her. Then there would no longer be anything preventing us from taking the Darkwood and that hive of demons on the other side. Soon humanity will rule this whole world, just as The Architect intended!”

“You’re seriously giving me that True Church shit? Don’t act like you’re some religious fundamentalist. You’re just a pampered prick with an insecurity complex wanting to look down on everyone.”

“That’s not true,” Arthur growled. “I want to kill animal-fucking traitors like you.” Something his actions confirmed.

The problem was I wasn’t sure if I had the juice to stop him.

“Uncle, stop!” Lulu appealed from the sidelines, where she, Dakota, and Roxie were tied up in a fight of their own.

The drakes may have let them watch me against Pinrar, but the humans weren’t interested in doing likewise.

“Don’t do this. Please!” Lulu continued.

“Quiet, mutt!” Arthur snapped at her as his eyes remained on me. “You, a member of our family? Don’t make me laugh! We don’t need some mangy bitch polluting our good name. Once I’m done with this fool, I’m going to do what the family should’ve done back when you were born: get rid of you.”

“Bastard!” I snarled at Arthur. He deserved to be punished for that statement and all the other shit he’d done… but I couldn’t do it. I was running on empty. Simply keeping my rapier hard enough to counter his hits was using up everything I had.

“What are you going to do about it? Hmm?” Arthur boasted as he continued sapping my energy while his own reserves seemed just fine.

He may not have had the talent of Chillhammer, but he sure beat the geezer’s endurance.

It was a good question. What could I do? Did I have enough power left to do anything, or was I stuck fighting to my death?

Dammit. There must be something I can do. Come on, think.

I did; I thought as hard as my fried mind allowed… but I didn’t come up with anything. At this rate, my defeat was inevitable.

And surely my girls would follow.

Lulu, Dakota, and Roxie, at least. There was a chance Marietta, Jezzy, and Fern would survive, but that was hardly what I called a consolation prize. I wanted us all to live, dammit! We came all this way to keep our family together. We couldn’t lose over half of it instead!

“Master Arthur!” one of the soldiers said.

“What do you want?” he replied as our blades clashed. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“Apologies, but we’ve encountered an unexpected situation.” He turned toward the remains of the oasis.

The plants were gone, yet there was still greenery and flowers to be seen—lovely white blossoms interwoven into strands of flowing pink hair.

My mind went blank. What… what was she doing here?!

Jezelbe was supposed to be with Fern and Marietta. Instead, she was kneeling in the oasis’s center. “You poor things,” she whimpered as she brushed her hands through the sand. “I’m so super sorry. I totally couldn’t protect you. Even though the others tried, I couldn’t do a thing. I, like, let you get destroyed. I let you all get buried without so much as a fight.”

“Zelby!” Dakota yelled, but the dryad didn’t even flinch. It was like she was in her own little world.

“What should we do with her?” the soldier asked.

“Take that one alive. She’s too valuable to kill,” Arthur said.

“Don’t!” I yelled as I charged forward.

Arthur’s blade sliced across my collarbone.

I leaned back before he could do anything more than break the skin. It saved my life but forced me straight back on the defensive.

This wasn’t the time to be on the back foot! The soldiers were already on their way to collect Jezzy.

A duo approached the distracted dryad from behind. She only realized they were there when they pressed their blades into her back and told her not to move.

“Are you the ones who destroyed it?” she asked.

The men grunted in reply.

“They just wanted to be happy,” Jezzy said. “Like, all they wanted was to be happy, and to make everyone else happy too. They didn’t deserve this. Like, what did they do to deserve this?” Her shoulders trembled as her voice started to crack.

“Cut the spiel, toots,” one of the soldiers said while jabbing her with his blade. “Up.”

“It’s not fair. It’s totally not fair. They just wanted to be happy. Like, why couldn’t you just let them be happy?!” As her voice reached fever pitch, the desert around her exploded. A mass of creatures, of tentacles, burst to the surface.

“What the—”

Before the men knew what they were happening, the tentacles wrapped around them, trapping them in place.

No. It took me a second, but they weren’t tentacles or creatures. They were roots.

“What is going on?!” Arthur exclaimed. “Men! Sort this out!”

More soldiers rushed over to get Jezzy and free their brethren, but they too were set upon by roots which burst from the plant graveyard below.

Seriously, what was happening? Had the oasis risen from the dead to take revenge? No, that couldn’t be it. I tapped into my mana sight, reckoning there could only be one answer.

There was.

It was Jezzy. She was pumping her energy into the sand, as she always did when she was performing nature magic. However, rather than filling their cores, she filled the plants to the very tips of their roots. Then she was using them as if they were puppets.

I didn’t know what to say. She’d never told me nature magic could do this! Had she even known herself? Her understanding had never been the strongest.

Unlike this new power.

The soldiers were no match. Those she captured were so ensnared they couldn’t so much as struggle. They needed others to rescue them, which wasn’t happening. Their options were to use magic and risk friendly fire or step into enemy territory and be attacked without warning.

Arthur clicked his tongue. “What are you fools doing? You’re bringing shame upon the Flameridge name.”

“Apologies, Master Arthur,” one of the soldiers said. “We can’t get close.” And they couldn’t target Jezzy directly with so many men in the way.

Arthur snarled. “Then I guess I’ll have to do it myself.” He twisted to leave.

“No chance!” I said as I lunged at the freeing noble.

An earth wall appeared between us.

I crashed into the front and fell back onto my ass.

That piece of…

Arthur strode straight toward Jezzy. As he did so, he used his magic to harden the sand beneath his feet, preventing the roots from wrapping him up from below. They had to emerge to his sides, giving him the chance to cut them down.

He ignored his men as he pruned his foes, instead aiming straight for Jezzy. “You little dryad bitch.”

There was no reply from Jezzy. She didn’t budge a millimeter.

“If you want to associate with these animals, then die like one of them.” Arthur lifted his sword into the air.

“Wah!”

In unison, a flying cat and charging cow slammed into Arthur’s side, launching him clean off his feet.

He rolled through the sand and straight back up, face curled into a scowl.

Roxie and Dakota, freed from their fight thanks to the numbers who’d charged at Jezzy, stood between Arthur and his target.

“Don’t even friggin’ think about it,” Dakota said as she wiped the blood from her face.

“We won’t let you hurt her!” Roxie said as she scrambled to get a better hold on her club.

Arthur snarled. “Filthy animals. How dare you…” He sliced through some roots with one hand. The other he aimed at them. “Never mind. I’ll just hurry and kill you all.” Sand began to gather in his palm.

“No!” Lulu screamed as she pounced at her uncle-in-law and shot a fireball at him from point-blank range.

Right into his face.

Arthur cried and fell to the ground while clutching his head. He rolled forward and back, covering himself in sand.

Well, it sure beat fire.

It didn’t take Arthur long to pick himself up. His face was red, his hair was singed, and his eyelashes were a thing of the past. Most of all, he looked pissed beyond belief. “You,” he snarled as his hate-filled eyes latched onto Lulu.

Before I stepped in the way.

For an instant, his anger remained. Then it vanished. He looked at my rapier then down at his right hand.

There was no sword.

Next, he glanced to the side.

In the commotion, he’d dropped his golden weapon.

His eyes flicked. To me, then back to the sword. Then back to me. Then back to the sword. He weighed up his options… before lunging for his weapon.

My rapier pierced through the back of his skull.

Blood spat from his mouth. Arthur’s once-proud eyes became vacant as his body came to a stop.

I didn’t feel a shred of guilt. I’d already spared one absolute jackass today; that was more than enough for me.

And I wasn’t done yet.

The battle between the humans and the desert dwellers was still raging on. I wanted to stop it, and I knew the best way to do so. It involved withdrawing my rapier then putting it back to work.

Once I’d collected what I needed, I wandered toward the carnage while fresh blood dripped on the sand beside me. “Hey!” I yelled at the top of my lungs.

The backmost humans turned to see what all the fuss was about.

I tossed them my battle-ender.

It was a great catch by the dude unlucky enough to end up in the firing line. He, alongside those around him, glanced at the strange object they’d received.

Arthur’s severed head.

Terror gripped their expressions. Some of them seemed to go from tanned to albino white. Others puked out their guts, including the guy who’d just dropped his superior’s head onto the desert.

“Arthur Flameridge is dead!” I yelled to drill in the message. “Now it’s your turns!”

My words took the army as a whole by surprise. Some believed me instantly. Others were skeptical. Others doubted me until they saw their boss’s head removed from the rest of his body.

Unsurprisingly, it turned out to be something of a morale killer.

The soldiers fell into a panic. That caused the harpies and drakes to begin to gather some spirit at last, which made the humans even more agitated.

They had a choice: stay and die or run like shit.

Also unsurprisingly, they chose the latter.

I did nothing to stop the humans who rushed past me in a desperate bid to get back to Blesslan with their lives in check. I was far too exhausted. Just standing was making me feel woozy.

The drakes and harpies could chase them if they wanted to; I was done.

Once both sides had rushed past me, I staggered over to where my girls were gathered.

Lulu was on her hands and knees, soaking the desert with sweat.

“You okay?” I asked her.

She nodded… and I was half-surprised she understood me with how rough I was breathing. “I-I’ll live…”

I nodded then continued walking.

Dakota and Roxie were sitting down as they gasped for air. Not quite as harshly as Lulu and I did, but they’d been through the wars themselves.

But they were both okay.

That left the dryad who was still locked in a trance, energy flowing into the ground.

I tapped her on the shoulder.

She flinched and glanced up at me with dull, empty eyes. “Stevie?”

I nodded. “Hey.”

Their lively pinkness slowly returned. “Stevie,” she said, voice softening… along with her posture. She slipped forward into my waiting arms. “Like, did I do good?”

“Amazingly. I’m sure the plants are happy you came to help them.”

“Oh, goody. I’m so glad. But, like, I’m also super tired.”

“Aren’t we all?” I said with a chuckle that sounded more like a demonic gurgle. “Get some rest. I won’t look half as cool if I black out alone.”

True to my words, my consciousness finally left me.


Chapter 22


Flashes of sunlight bathed my closed eyelids.

I groaned as nature’s alarm clock rose me from my slumber. How did the light always seem to get me right there?

Couldn’t a guy enjoy passing out after a long battle?

I sat up while wiping the sand from my eyes. Whether it was sleep or desert based, I couldn’t be sure. What mattered more was where I was.

“Steve!”

My head snapped toward the voice, just in time for my vision to clear. Then again, even if it hadn’t, I didn’t see any way I could’ve missed those soft blonde curls.

Marietta took a long hard stare… before charging and throwing herself into me. “Steve!” she repeated as she wrapped me in a hug. “You’re awake, at last!” She squeezed me tight, smothering my chest to hers, before pushing me back to arm’s length. “What do you think you’re playing at?! Running off, injuring yourself, blacking out. Do you know how worried I was, you… you…”

I stole a kiss from those inviting pink lips.

They were soon pale in comparison to her burning cheeks. Marietta’s sky-blue eyes widened before falling deep under my spell.

I slipped back with a pop and grinned. “Thanks for worrying, but you should know better than to stress too much about your knight in shining armor.”

She huffed and puffed her cheeks out. “I wouldn’t need to if you stopped getting yourselves into such scrapes…”

“That’s over for now. I hope.” There was no telling what’d happened while I’d been dead to the word.

“If you’re referring to your skirmish with the humans, it is indeed resolved. They were chased out of the desert and have shown no signs of returning.”

I exhaled. That was one weight off my sore shoulders—all that overexertion had definitely caught up with me. While giving my muscles a rub, I glanced around. “Where are we?” All I could see was stone and a bed of dry grass. We were definitely in some sort of cave.

“We’re on—rather, in—one of those fangs the harpies live on,” Marietta replied.

“And the others?” I was worried about all my girls, but there was one in particular I wanted news on.

“They’re fine and awake… the bird aside. There’s been no change in her condition since we came here.” Marietta turned on her heels and headed for the exit.  “Come. After me.”

I followed her out of my room and into the tangle of naturally occurring hallways that existed within whichever of the fangs this was. We headed to a nearby room which was both bigger and fuller than mine. It was packed with bodies, either harpies or those who’d come to save one.

As we entered, Lulu twisted to see who it was. Her ears perked up. “Steve!”

“Sugar!” Roxie said.

“Stevie!” Jezzy cheered.

Dakota snickered as she slung her arms behind her head. “Look who finally decided to show up.”

I replied with a grin. “Have you never heard of fashionably late?”

Damn, it was good to see them all up and about. And looking good! All the various nicks and scrapes they’d picked up during the preceding madness were nowhere to be seen.

Healing magic was a wonderful thing.

Once I’d given them all a hug and a kiss, I finally put my full attention on the sleeping beauty resting in the room’s center.

Fern was still out cold, but she was looking better than she had.

It was seconded by my power. She may have been unconscious but her good health was returning.

“Thank fuck for that,” I said as I stroked her hair.

“I can hardly wait for her to return to us,” said Queen Ruby as she sat at her daughter’s bedside, alongside a gaggle of pretty miserable-looking harpies.

Even the queen didn’t seem so cheery.

“You wouldn’t know it listening to you,” I teased. “Where’s your excitement? Fern is going to live!”

It didn’t make her crack a smile. If anything, her expression darkened. “I know, and I’m beyond grateful for that… but as I welcome my child’s life, I also have to accept my tribe’s death.”

My smirk vanished. Ah… that was right. The oasis.

“Ain’t ya bein’ overdramatic?” Dakota said.

“I know you lost your oasis, but y’all are still alive,” Roxie added before flinching back and curling up her loose strand of white hair. “I-I mean… most of you are…”

I decided not to ask about how many drakes and harpies had been claimed during the battle with Arthur and his goons. The answer was obvious: too many.

“Our tribe can only live here because of the oasis. With it gone, our days are numbered,” Ruby said as if speaking of a dying relative.

Her kin? Mourners.

“I—and apologies for this question in advance, Your Highness—but wouldn’t it be possible to… move?” Lulu asked in a voice little louder than a whisper.

“There’s plenty of room in the Darkwood,” I told the queen.

Marietta raised a brow. “Really?”

I shrugged. “You should know sheltering someone in the Darkwood is my answer to every problem.” Yet it was a valid one. It had everything the desert didn’t. There wasn’t even a rival harpy tribe there. If they moved in, they could thrive… especially with our assistance and Ali Noira keeping the humans away.

Was that big dragon doing okay without me?

“It’s not so simple,” Ruby replied. “This has been our home for generations. I’m sure there are countless places we could move to… but it wouldn’t be the same. We would no longer be us.” Her large shoulders drooped. “I’m sure the drakes feel the same way.”

Her followers sure seemed to. None so much as perked up at the thought of moving to literal greener pastures.

I grumbled. As someone who’d happily thrown their home away to live a life of sin in this new world, I couldn’t say I understood, but I at least appreciated that they weren’t just being difficult. They were far from the first group to be attached to where they came from. What Lulu did to stop her dad’s farm from going under was a prime example.

“Those poor plants,” Jezzy mumbled. “It’s not fair on them. They didn’t do anything wrong, but now they’re all going to die because of those mean ol’ humans.”

“They’re not dead already?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “Like, not all of them… but it’s only a matter of time. Those poor babies. I wish there was a way I could help them…”

Her words triggered something in my head. “Maybe there is. What if we rebuilt the oasis?”

What followed was a few moments of silence.

“What?!” yelled far too many voices at once.

“You can’t be serious,” Marietta said.

“Why not?” I asked with another shrug. “We’ve got time to burn until Fern wakes up, a dryad on our side, and plenty of magic to use. I don’t see why we couldn’t give it a go. It doesn’t seem that dissimilar to what we’ve done to the farm.”

“Doesn’t it?!”

“I can see some of the similarities,” Lulu said as she toyed with her hands, “but I think it’s a bit of a stretch.”

I grinned. “Where’s the harm in at least trying? Worst case, we squander a little time we were going to waste already. Best case, we save the oasis from destruction.”

The group gawped at me. Whether it was because I was talking sense or stupidity was yet to be revealed.

A certain snickering feline broke the silence. “Frick yeah!”

Marietta shot her a stare. “You’re going along with this?”

“Ya know we’re talkin’ about Steve, right? The Chillhammer-slayer? The Fern-saver? The Dragon-tamer?”

“How many nicknames have you got for me?” I asked.

“If he says he can fix it up, who are we to doubt him?” Dakota said.

Roxie tapped her chin as she hummed. “It wouldn’t be the first time he’s proved us all wrong.”

“I suppose not,” Marietta conceded with a sigh. “By now, I should know better than to question one of his ludicrous suggestions. At this rate, the whole desert is likely to end up as some jungle paradise.”

I chuckled. “I wouldn’t go that far, but if that’s how things turn out…” Would Ruby be mad? It’d still be her home, only… greener.

That was really getting ahead of myself.

“Do you really mean it, Stevie?” Jezzy asked as her pink eyes sparkled. “You’re gonna save the plants?”

“You’re going to rebuild the oasis?” Ruby said while staring at me like I was insane.

I grinned at the pair and shook my head. “Nope.” As their faces dropped, I pulled Jezzy closer, into my chest. “We’re going to do all that.”

It took a second for her to realize what I’d said. When the penny dropped, her face lit up in glee. “Yes!”

“Then let’s get to work!”

The harpies carried Lulu, Jezzy, and I down to the bloodstained remains where the oasis had previously been.

I used my wind magic to blow away all that excess sand, but it didn’t produce a pretty picture. Most of the grass had been lost, none of the plants remained standing, and the watering hole was all dried up.

That was the first issue we had to sort out.

Using a mixture of earth and wind, I dug a space for a new hole. It was something I was sure we could fill with water magic, but would that be enough? Would it not all evaporate away once we’d left? This pond had formed naturally in the past; could we help history to repeat itself?

Once I’d made room, I started hunting. I let my energy flow into the ground, like I did when I was using nature magic, although I wasn’t searching for plants to feed. I was looking for the source of this oasis.

Deeper and deeper I channeled my power, into the depths of the desert, until I at last felt the touch of what I was looking for: an underground lake.

Bingo.

I asked Lulu to give me a hand due to water magic no longer being the most comfortable for me to use. Together, we worked on drawing up the source from beneath and connecting it back to the surface.

After an exhausting hour of work, the bottom of our pond started to dampen.

The rest we treated like filling up the biggest of baths. We poured water into the oasis, slowly bringing it back to normal, until Lulu shooed me away to do something which didn’t make me pull faces like I was trying to squeeze out an especially stubborn shit.

Jezzy had been doing her best to feed the submerged plants, but she needed help getting them back in place. The trees especially.

Using more raw strength than magic, I hoisted the trees back upright, so it looked like they’d never been toppled in the first place.

We decided to call it quits for the day when evening light began to shine over us, despite it making the temperature a lot more comfortable. I turned toward the crowd of harpies who’d come to watch and asked them, “What do you think so far?”

“It’s super amazing!” one of the harpies cheered.

“The oasis is back! It’s seriously back!” said another.

Plenty of nodding heads agreed.

I laughed. “It still needs a lot of work.” We still needed to fill the pond with more water, and we were short on plant life.

Still, compared to the lump of sand it had been…

A harpy threw her wings into the air. “Then let us help! I wanna help!”

“Me too! Me too. I’ll totally help the oasis become better than ever.”

All the feathery onlookers cheered.

“I would also like to offer our assistance.”

I turned toward the gruff, masculine voice and was surprised to find King Dinrar, leading a group of drakes.

The old, gray-scaled lizard stopped and looked me in the eyes. “I know you may not have forgiven our tribe for all the trouble we placed you through, but this oasis is our lifeblood as much as it is theirs. We wish to offer all the assistance we can in getting it back to normal.”

After a moment of surprise, I flashed the geezer a grin. “The more the merrier!” I offered him my hand. “Let’s teach the Flameridge family not to stick their noses where they don’t belong.”

He flashed a smile back before grasping hold.

Days passed by in a blink. Both the drakes and the harpies proved themself invaluable allies. The drakes assisted with heavy lifting—mainly uncovering rocks which would give the watering hole some stability—and planting seeds. Those seeds were collected by the harpies.

I didn’t bother asking where they were getting them from; I focused on helping them grow.

By the week’s end, the oasis was starting to look the same as how it’d been before Arthur’s intervention. Grass thrived around a pond it was impossible to tell had needed rebuilding from scratch. The palm trees showed no ill effects of their earlier tumbles, and new plants were starting to blossom under their shadows.

It was amazing what nature magic could do.

Everyone’s doubts had long since vanished. Nobody was wondering if we could rebuild the oasis anymore, for obvious reasons. They were wondering just how amazing we could make it.

I was thinking the same thing as I looked over our work. Maybe we could try expanding its size? Adding some new plants? Would they actually take in an environment like this?

We’ll never know unless we—

“Steve, Steve, Steve!” screamed an incoming harpy.

“Hey… you,” I replied with a small wave. As embarrassing as it was to admit, I still didn’t know most of the harpies by name.

And it wasn’t like their names were on the hard side to remember.

“I’ve got massive news! News so big you won’t even believe it!” she said while flapping her big orange wings about. “News so huge you’ll… oh, the oasis is looking pretty.”

I snapped my fingers. “It is. Remember why you’re here.” These damn birdbrains…

Realization struck her features. “Oh, yeah! That’s right! It’s… what was it again?”

I groaned. Seriously? At least, knowing what these harpies were like, it was probably nothing impor—

“Oh, I remember!” the messenger said. “It’s Emmy! She’s awake! She’s awake at last.”

My mind snapped to attention. Never fucking mind then.

I rushed back to the royal burrows as fast as I could, alongside Jezzy who’d been in the oasis with me.

Sure enough, when I burst into the room, I found my puffy-eyed brides gathered around a naked harpy who was sitting up in bed.

As soon as I saw her, the entire English language fell out of my brain. My mind, which had been planning so many things to say to her, emptied.

When she saw me, when Fern saw me, her golden eyes widened. “Steve! Jez!” She threw her wings in the air and jumped out of bed.

And fell toward the floor.

She was caught by the fast-acting Roxie. “Careful, sugar!”

“What do you think you’re doing, you idiotic bird?” Marietta snapped. “Are you looking to injure yourself again?”

Fern whined as she was lifted back into bed. “But it was Jez! And Steve. My Steve!”

“That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be careful. You’ve been asleep for an entire week. You need time to recover your strength,” Lulu said. Then she glanced my way. “Besides, they’re not going anywhere.”

Well… that wasn’t quite true. I did go somewhere; I went right up to Fern and captured her in a hug.

“Fern!” I finally said.

“Ferny!” Jezzy cried as she jumped in.

The harpy in question gagged as she was captured in our arms. “Squeezing. Why does everyone keep squeezing me?!”

Dakota snickered as usual. She tried to look relaxed as she leaned into her arms, which were draped behind her head, but her eyes were outlined with a redness that surpassed anyone else’s. “You’ve just gotta deal with it. Call it payback for all the shiz you’ve put us through.”

I couldn’t agree more. Besides, there was no harm in hugging her with all I had. The wounds on her neck were gone; my power told me she was back to normal. All she needed was a bit of food and recuperation, and she’d be tackling me like normal.

Maybe she also needed her feathers to grow back some. That was something healing magic didn’t seem to help with.

Jezzy and I eventually eased up on Fern, although we kept her close.

“Like, I’m so totally glad you’re awake,” Jezzy said as she fought to keep herself from crying.

Fern nodded. “I heard you all saved me!” For some reason, that made her pout. “No fair! I was trying to save Steve! Needing to save me after I saved Steve makes me look lame. Super lame!”

I swallowed a snort and ruffled her hair. “I’d rather have a lame wife than a dead wife.”

“Don’t call me lame!” She threw her wings up… and winced.

“Hurry up and get better, then I won’t need to,” I told her. “Then we can go back to the farm.”

Her adorable face lit up. “You mean it? You really do?!”

“Sure thing.”

“That’s why we came all this way and stuff,” Dakota said.

Fern’s beaming expression grew bigger and bigger and bigger… until it deflated. Her eyes turned toward the door, “But what about…”

An instant later, the grass curtain separating her room from the outside was thrown open. Queen Ruby rushed in with eyes spread open in feral need. When they landed on Fern, they filled up with tears. “My baby!” the harpy matron cried as she stormed across the room and pulled her daughter into a smothering embrace. “You’re awake. You’re awake! Mommy’s so glad!”

“Mom!” Fern hissed as she squirmed. “You’re embarrassing me!”

“And you scared me to death. Please don’t do anything like that again, baby. Mommy’s heart can’t take it.”

It was hard to believe this was the same stony-faced harpy queen who had attacked our farm. There was that difference between a leader and a mother showing.

Fern’s struggling came to a halt. She mumbled, “Sorry,” into Ruby’s chest.

“All that matters is you’re alive and safe. My baby.” Ruby peppered the top of her youngest’s head in kisses.

She whined as color flooded into her cheeks.

I chuckled. I’d never had to deal with embarrassing parents myself. I sure wasn’t feeling envious.

Once Ruby had finished turning Fern into a whimpering bundle of shame, she looked at me and said, “Thank you.”

I shook my head. “Don’t thank me. Besides, this was a team effort. Even if it wasn’t… not needed.”

“It is. You were the linchpin in all of this. You’ve saved my youngest child and my entire tribe from destruction.”

“He did what?” Fern asked.

“We’ll fill you in on all the details late, sugar,” Roxie whispered.

“You have saved the things which matter most to me in this world,” Ruby said, the intensity of her eyes making it clear she wasn’t exaggerating. “I can’t believe you, a human, would do all this for us. Especially after we attacked your home.”

I shrugged. “I’m not like most humans.”

“I can see that. You’re…” Whatever she was thinking of was wiped away by a shake of the head. “It doesn’t matter. You’re a hero of this tribe. You too.” Her eyes landed on Jezzy.

The dryad flinched at the sudden attention.

“How can I ever thank you both for all you’ve done?” Ruby asked.

Jezzy giggled. “Like, it’s okay. Getting to make all those plants super-duper happy is all the reward I could ever need.” It had done a lot to improve her mood. She’d been walking on cloud nine for the past few days.

I did love my Jezelbe skipping and humming rather than brooding.

It wasn’t all I loved.

“I’d like to say likewise, but I won’t,” I said to the harpy queen. “I do want a reward for everything I’ve done, and I think you know what that reward is.” I stared at the harpy she was holding in her wings.

Fern.

“I want her to be mine and only mine,” I continued. “If that means becoming her husband, so be it.”

My lovely harpy’s big golden eyes sparkled like miniature stars. “Steve! Yes! Make me your bride. Please! I wanna be your bride for reals!” She tried to squirm from her mother’s wings to get to me.

Ruby didn’t let go. “I thought you might say that. Ordinarily, I would disapprove without so much as a thought… but if anyone has shown they deserve to be her partner, it’s you.”

Fern’s face got brighter and brighter.

“However,” Ruby spat, “what do you plan after that? Taking her back to your farm?”

“Of course,” I said.

“I can’t allow that.”

And there went Fern’s beaming expression.

Mine didn’t change. I’d been expecting something like this to happen.

The ice-cold queen met my stare while tightening hold of Fern. “Emerald is the next leader of this tribe. She is needed here.”

“Frick off!” Dakota snapped. “She belongs back at the farm.”

“She belongs here.” Ruby growled. “She needs to be taught leadership, tactics, diplomacy. She needs to start doing her duty as our next queen.”

With every word, Fern seemed to shrink in size.

“What if she doesn’t want to?” I asked the big harpy.

“S-she needs to.”

“Not what I asked. Does what Fern wants not matter? Are you trying to make her run away again?”

Fern nearly jumped out of her wings. She started babbling incoherently.

“Too late,” Marietta said. “She already knows.”

Those words didn’t do much to cheer up the nervous harpy.

“Is it true? Did you run away?” Ruby asked the woman she was holding in her wings.

Fern swallowed a whimper… and nodded.

“Because of this? Because you didn’t want to be the next queen?”

“S-sorry,” she mumbled while looking at the floor. “But you wouldn’t listen to me. I told you I didn’t wanna be the leader—that I didn’t wanna fight against the humans, marry Pinrar, and all that stuff—but you didn’t take no for an answer. Running away was the only option I had.”

Ruby gawked as her youngest finally confirmed all our suspicions. “So the kidnapping…?”

Fern fidgeted from side to side while avoiding looking her mom in the eye. “I knew you’d be mad at me if you found out I ran away, so when you talked like I’d been kidnapped, I went along with it.”

“There was no point telling the truth to someone who couldn’t be reasoned with,” I said, just to twist the dagger.

It made Ruby cringe, alright. “I-I wasn’t unreasonable,” she insisted. “I knew my Emerald had her reservations about taking over from me, but I was sure she’d grow out of it in time. I was just doing what was best for her.”

“Best for her or what was the best for the tribe?”

Her eyes bulged open.

I grinned as I loaded another bullet into the verbal barrel. “You weren’t doing what was best for Fern; that’s just what you were telling yourself to make yourself feel better. The truth is you were forcing her against her will because you’d already made your mind up. Fern would be the next queen of the tribe, whether she wanted it or not.”

Ruby’s mouth fell open. She wanted to refute, it was obvious she wanted to tell me I was wrong, yet the words didn’t come. She even looked to Fern, of all people, hoping she’d say it was a lie.

Fern didn’t back her up.

“You’re…” Ruby began, all the excuses in the world dangling on the tip of her tongue. However, after staring at her evasive daughter for seconds on end, Ruby’s face scrunched into a scowl. “You’re right. I never considered what Emerald wanted. All I cared about was doing what I thought was right—what I felt I should be doing as a leader. But as a mother… I never considered my child’s happiness at all.”

“Mom!” Fern gasped.

Ruby tightened her hold, imprisoning Fern in a cocoon of dark skin and red feathers. “I completely overlooked what you wanted. I just kept telling myself you’d come around—that you’d understand once everything was done. I was just lying to myself to justify my actions.” Her hold tightened and tightened and tightened. Fern began fighting to get free, but Ruby wasn’t done. “I’m so sorry, Emerald. A mother should always do what’s best for their child, yet instead I treated you like a tool.”

“Mom…”

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. My Emerald. My baby…” Hot tears spilled down her cheeks and dripped onto Fern’s face.

As they splashed off her nose, Fern herself was overcome. She wailed and squeezed Ruby back. “Mom. Mommy!”

Their combined sobbing echoed around the room as both mother and daughter bawled their hearts out.

Lulu sniffled as she watched them go.

Marietta let out an emphasized sigh. “Really?”

“I-I can’t help it,” she replied while snorting back her tears.

Roxie stroked her fiery orange locks. “There, there, sugar.”

Marie just rolled her eyes.

I went for a grin. Crying girls were a particular weakness of mine, but this was the kind of situation where I could allow it.

Once the harpy pair had managed to get through the worst of it, Ruby finally eased up and instead held her daughter at wing’s length. “I’m sorry, Emerald. I’m not asking you to forgive Mommy, but please don’t hate me.”

“I’d never hate you, Mom. I love you. Love you!” Fern replied as her golden eyes continued to glisten.

“Baby,” Ruby replied while struggling to hold back round two. “Mommy loves you too. If you want to marry the human, you have my blessing. If leaving here will make you happy… so be it. If you don’t want to be the next queen, I… I’ll figure something out.”

“Mommy!”

“Erm,” Dakota began as she tapped a finger on the back of her neck. “Like, maybe I’m just bein’ stupid or summat—”

“How rare,” Marietta quipped.

Dakota shot the bratty sheep a glare, forcing her into a whimpering, blushing retreat. Then she put her focus back on the group as a whole. “But, like, why’s it so important for Fern to be the next queen and stuff? I mean, she’s my gal, but if I was havin’ to pick someone to be in charge…”

“Hey!” Fern protested, complete with a puff of the cheeks and a flap of her trimmed, green wings.

“I’m just sayin’!”

I didn’t voice it, but I was thinking the same thing. Sure, the other harpies were… also not the brightest candidates, but I didn’t see what made Fern so special, and I said that as someone who loved the feathers off her.

“She is my last born,” Ruby explained coolly. If she was offended by Dakota’s accusation, she wasn’t showing it.

“That’s it?” I said. Royalty using birth order wasn’t uncommon, by any stretch, but surely it wasn’t that problematic if there were others willing to do it?

“Don’t you know anything about harpies?” the royal replied, completely disregarding my inbuilt Harpypedia. “A harpy queen’s final child inherits her power.”

“Her what?” Lulu asked while still drying her eyes.

I scanned through Harpypedia as fast as I could. It didn’t say anything about any special power… nor much about what exactly a ‘harpy queen’ was.

“A harpy queen is a special type of harpy,” Ruby explained, putting my purchase to shame. “Our bodies are designed for breeding—for populating our tribes. We have improved fertility, wider hips, powerful pheromones, and ovulate daily.”

I looked at Fern when Ruby had gotten to the end of her list. Wide hips? Check. Pheromones which could send a man into a breeding frenzy? Check. Eggs made every day? Check.

Things were starting to add up.

The only thing which bugged me was my power. When I scanned Ruby, it told me she was a harpy queen. But when I scanned Fern—


- - -

Fern (Emerald)

Species: Harpy Queen

 class="center"Occupation: Livestock at Darkwood Farm

- - -


I froze and stared at my power.

In the words of any guy who’d just been pranked by his idiotic mates, what the fuck?! Why was my power telling me this now and not earlier?

I really needed to find where I could leave a review about this mysterious ability of mine.

“Erm… I don’t mean to be rude, Your Highness,” Lulu said while raising her hand, “but are those really the only qualities you want for the leader of your tribe?”

“Yeah!” Dakota agreed. “Surely a leader’s gotta be more than just good in bed.”

“Like Stevie!” Jezzy said with a giggle. “He’s super good in bed, but he’s totally good at other things too.”

Fern puffed her cheeks out while waving her wings. “Why does everyone keep talking like I’m only good at sex stuff? I'm good at other stuff. Super good!”

Marietta scoffed. “Like what—”

“We know you are, sugar,” Roxie rushed out. “That’s not what we meant. It’s more…”

“This is how we’ve always done things,” Ruby answered.

“Then it’s time for a change,” I said. “Split the duties. Let the harpy queen take care of the children—both making them and raising them. The tribe should be left in the hands… wings, talons of whoever’s best suited for the job.”

Ruby crossed her wings as she hummed to herself. “I can think of some candidates.”

“Mom!” Fern squawked. “What are you saying? What?!”

“What are you complaining about?” Marietta questioned. “You don’t even want to be in charge.”

“But I still wanna be the best harpy for the job! I don’t wanna be replaced by a better candidate. I don’t wanna!” Her wings flailed, double time, as she went back to pouting at full force.

“Oh, sugar…” Roxie sighed out.

I grinned. It’d take more than nearly having her throat ripped out to stop Fern from being Fern.

“There’s still a problem,” Ruby said as her eyes latched onto me. “Even if the harpy queen doesn’t lead, she’s crucial in maintaining our numbers. If my Emerald leaves…”

I waved her concerns away. “If breeding Fern silly is what it takes to get your full blessing, count me in.”

For a few seconds, silence dominated the room.

“What?!” Lulu squealed.

“S-sugar?” Roxie sputtered out. “For real?”

Fern’s sparkling eyes widened. “Like, like, do you really mean that? Do you?!”

“If anyone’s going to be giving you kids, it’s me,” I told her. “Who knows? It might be fun being a dad.”

Just how that thought had come to me after I’d seen the trouble Ruby and Dinrar had been through with their kids was open to debate.

Fern squealed and began to bounce around her bed. “He said yes. He said yes! Steve’s gonna put babies in me. He’s gonna give me babies!”

Jezzy giggled and clapped her hands. “Like, congrats, Ferny!”

The harpy princess cheered harder and harder… until she went too hard and winced, earning herself a cuffing from a grouchy sheep doctor.

It was a serious contrast to Ruby, who was still stuck in a stunned silence.

I grinned at her. “Sound good? You lot do your thing here while we make lots of new harpies at the farm. I promise we’ll bring them to visit, and you’re welcome to come and see us.”

That knocked her back into contemplation mode. She hummed to herself before saying, “I have a condition.”

“Shoot.”

“When Emerald has her last and passes on her power, that child will be raised here in the desert.”

“Aren’t we planning a little ahead? We’ve not even had one yet.”

“Let’s hurry and change that!” Fern said as she flopped herself onto her front and pushed her butt out. “It’s baby-making time. Time to make some babies!”

“No way!” Lulu screamed as she jumped between Fern and I with her arms outstretched.

We all flinched. It was hard not to when someone squealed so loud out of nowhere.

“Sugar? What are you doing?” Roxie asked her.

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said. “Don’t cock-block me! I was about to get babies. Lots and lots of Steve babies!”

The dog girl shook her head. “I can’t let that happen.”

“Lulu?” I questioned.

“Seriously, the frick are ya doin’?” Dakota asked… before her lips crawled into a grin. “Oh, I get ya. Coz you slept with Steve first, ya want first dibs on his kids. Damn. I always knew you were mad jelly, but I didn’t think—”

“I am not jealous!” Lulu screeched. “I’m doing this for Fern!”

“For me? But I wanna get pregnant. I wanna!” She was, after all, waiting for me to mount her.

With her mother still in the room.

I couldn’t say I was completely surprised when it came to Fern…

“I don’t care!” Lulu continued with all the grace of a young girl having a tantrum. “I’m not letting you get pregnant. Nobody is getting pregnant on my watch!”

We all goggled at the emotional dog. How were we supposed to react to such an outburst?

My mind wandered back to when I found out Lulu had been sneaking contraceptives into my food. I’d let it slide, it was understandable someone might not want kids being born on their farm, but this protest was…

“Why not?” I asked her, feeling I had to. “Why can’t we have kids if we want to?”

Lulu jolted, as if she hadn’t expected anyone to ask her such an obvious question. She chewed her bottom lip as her eyes wandered toward her feet.

“Sugar? Is it… that?” Roxie said.

Another jolt.

“Lulu?” I said again, the conviction draining from my voice… but I couldn’t let it; I couldn’t surrender to the unknown on something so important. “What’s wrong?”

Her ears dipped against her head as she continued to nip at her bottom lip. “I… lost my mom. She died giving birth to me.”

My heart tightened. It suddenly made sense.

But Lulu wasn’t done. She fidgeted with her fingers and mumbled, “I… I can’t bear the thought of losing anyone else that way. Especially Fern. We just saved her. I… the thought that we could lose her like that, it…”

“Oh, sugar,” Roxie said as she moved in to hug Lulu’s head into her chest.

Dakota clicked her tongue. “Shiz. My bad, Lu. It’s… I didn’t know, ya know?”

“That’s hardly a surprise,” Marietta said as she folded her woolly arms across her chest. “I’ve lived with her for a decade without realizing she had this… issue. However…”

“However,” Roxie seconded.

“However,” I said while rubbing the back of my neck.

Lulu peeked from Roxie’s bosom, wondering what the hell we were ‘howevering’ about.

I stepped forward, placed my hand on her shoulder, and stared into her lovely peridot eyes. “Lulu… I love you. You know I do. What you said… the last thing I want to do is make your issue seem insignificant, but there’s one small detail you’re overlooking.”

“There is?” she asked in a whispering tone.

“There is,” I confirmed.

“There is,” Roxie seconded while stroking Lulu’s hair.

“There is,” Marietta said to really ram things home.

“Fern’s a harpy,” I finally announced. “She lays eggs.”

For a moment, Lulu looked as if she had no idea what I was getting at. Then her eyes widened in realization. “Ah.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said from her bed. “All that’s gonna happen is I lay an egg. I’m always laying eggs. I lay eggs every day!”

“If it were anyone else, your point would be valid,” I said with a smile, “but Fern’s an egg-laying machine. We’re well past needing to worry about her.”

Lulu’s cheeks turned redder than ever before. She threw her furred paws over her face. “Oh Sheepz…”

Dakota snickered. “Ya seriously didn’t think of that?”

“S-shut up,” my canine bride whined from behind her mask. “It was just a small oversight.”

“More than a small oversight,” Marietta snarked. “You completely overlooked the entire concept of harpies.”

“I know! You don't need to rub it in!” She fell back against Roxie, using her soft chest as a pillow. “I can’t believe I said all that for nothing. Someone, please, kill me…”

“Aww. Poor Luie,” Jezzy said… although her giggles suggested she wasn’t completely sympathetic.

I chuckled and kissed her head. “Sorry. I’ve had enough of my mates dying on me. You’ll need to stay alive and wallow in your stupidity.”

A whine followed.

“There, there, pumpkin,” Roxie said to her little puppy. “Everyone makes mistakes.”

“Yeah,” Dakota said. “Maybe not as stupid as that one, though.”

“Shut up!” Lulu cried.

Dakota swallowed a snicker. “Just what we’d expect from a dumb mutt.”

“Quiet, you stupid cat!”

An understandably perplexed Ruby watched the exchange as if she was at a tennis game. “Is this normal?”

I grinned and nodded. “Your grandkids are going to have some great role models… as long as you agree.”

“Please, Mom. Please!” Fern said while wiggling her backside.

“Fine!” Ruby replied. “If that’s what my Emerald wants… but it shall not be done now. There is a proper order to things. When your health has recovered, we will do this properly. We will make this bonding official under the eyes of The Allmother.”

I wasn’t an expert on harpy culture, despite the incomplete harpy database in my noggin, but I was pretty sure I knew what Ruby was getting at.

It was time for me to prepare to be wed.


Chapter 23


Patience is a virtue.

Virtuous wasn’t a word I’d associate with Fern. She was impatient to the core. Having to wait to marry me? How awful for her! That wouldn’t do at all. She wanted to become my genuine bride as fast as possible and wouldn’t be stopped.

She had to become healthy again? No problem. The little brat ate her stomach to bursting and exercised until she was pouring with sweat all in the name of rehabilitation.

It worked. Two days later, she was bouncing off the walls, demanding we begin the ceremony.

I wasn’t going to be the one to deny her; I wanted it as well.

So, once the sun had reached its highest point in the sky, we gathered on the very tallest of the Scorched Fangs, surrounded by a crowd of spectators—the harpies and my girls only. Neither the drakes nor the many men who lived under harpy rule were invited to attend.

I’d had a quiet word with Ruby about maybe making a change to that particular part of their culture.

There was also no Zeryesis, as he was still where he’d been for the past nine days.

And for that I was grateful.

The crowd spread out in a ring about fifty meters in diameter, with me and Fern in the middle.

She wiggled her chocolate-covered nakedness from side to side. “I can’t believe we’re doing this. We’re really doing this!”

There was no sign of the headdress she’d been wearing when I saved her from Pinrar. I’d been informed that wedding had been planned using drake customs as their core. For us, we’d be going for a traditional harpy wedding.

Whatever that entailed.

I didn’t mind as long as it ended with the result I wanted. “You’re about to get an upgrade from ‘fake wife’ to the real deal.”

She squealed and threw her skinny wings in the air, the only part of her which still needed time to recover. “This is so exciting. So exciting!”

Ruby cleared her throat from the sidelines. “If you two are ready, I shall now begin the ceremony.”

I nodded and stood up as straight as I could. The harpies hadn’t provided me with anything special to wear for this big occasion, so I had to try something to compensate for the fact I was dressed like a slob.

Once Fern and I had both shut our traps, Ruby threw her wings out wide—yet another testament to the power of healing magic. “Allmother, up high. We gather today to celebrate the bonding of our precious Emerald and her first partner, her first husband, her first sperm-giver.”

“Sperm-giver?” I whispered to Fern.

She nodded. “Don’t worry, Steve. Like, I know you’re gonna be the best sperm-giver… like, ever!”

“That’s not what I was getting at…”

Ruby cleared her throat again to silence the two of us. Once we cooperated, she continued. “State your name, male.”

“Steve Draxler,” I responded.

“Steve Draxler. Do you promise to do your duties as your mistress’s partner? Do you promise to love her, to serve her, and to provide her with seed?”

“I… wait, what the fuck are you asking me?!” I exclaimed before staring at my bride-to-be.

She puffed her cheeks out and flapped her wings. “This is just normal stuff. Don’t worry about it. Don’t worry! You don’t really need to serve me, but you do need to love me. And give me lots of seed. The most seed. All the seed!”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. Yeah, I didn’t know what else I should’ve expected from an all-female tribe with some less-than-civilized dating strategies. I only had myself to blame.

Regardless, I wanted to marry this adorable little bundle of sweet chocolate more than anything.

“I do,” I said to Ruby, coaxing an excited squeal from the audience.

Ruby herself had a rather satisfied smile as she turned her attention to her last born. “Then allow me to bless this union on behalf of The Allmother. You may now undress your partner.”

“Wait, what?!” I yelled for the second time in quick succession as Fern jumped on top of me.

“Hey! Hold still. Hold still!” she said while using a combination of her talons and her teeth to try and get my shirt off.

All the harpies watched with wholesome smiles, no different to those some make during normal weddings. My girls looked… less sure.

“Is this normal?” Lulu questioned.

“I’m… not sure, sugar,” Roxie said.

Dakota glanced at her fellow wedding goers. “Ain’t no one actin’ like it ain’t.”

Marietta sighed for all the desert to hear and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Are you really surprised knowing that idiotic bird? I think we all know where this is going…”

“Oooh, saucy,” Jezzy giggled.

I was a little distracted to take part in their conversation. There happened to be a harpy trying to rip my shirt off. “Nobody told me this was part of the ceremony,” I complained.

“Like, duh,” Fern replied while savaging my shirt’s collar. “What’s the problem? What?! You’ve shown plenty of cows your dick. Why not harpies? What’ve you got against harpies?!”

“I don’t have anything against harpies. It’s… your family’s watching!”

It wasn’t just her mom, who was problematic enough. Fern’s many sisters were in attendance, and there was no telling how many of the others were her aunts, cousins…

“Stop making excuses, and let me undress you,” Fern grumbled before she gasped, dropping my shirt from her teeth. “Or, or, do you not wanna marry me after all?! Have you gotten bored of me? You’ve met someone else, haven’t you? Haven’t you?!”

“I’ve already got five other wives. I’d met someone before we shacked up,” I reminded the drama queen.

“Oh.”

“And even if I had found someone new, like that’d stop me from wanting to make you mine.”

Her beautiful face lit up in jubilation. “You mean that? You really mean that?! Yay, Steve!” She scooped her limbs around me, hugging me with her entire body. Then, once she was done nuzzling lovingly into my chest, she said, “Then stop struggling and let me strip you.” Her teeth latched straight back onto my collar.

I sighed and rubbed my forehead. I’d almost forgotten just how much hard work this little brat could be.

She was damn lucky she was so outrageously cute.

I pulled Fern’s teeth from my shirt again and said, “Let me do it.”

“No!” she hissed while flailing around. “The ceremony says I have to do it myself. That’s a bad Steve. Very bad!”

“But you can’t even fly! How are you going to… fine! Let’s do it like this.”

I sat on the floor so my dodo of a bride could easily pull my shirt off without needing to pull out any ridiculous maneuvers. Then I surrendered my legs so she could bare my all to the world. It left me sitting stark naked in front of the entire harpy tribe and a few women who’d seen it all before.

None of them looked surprised to see me in this state.

I did have form…

Ruby threw her wings back up. “His clothes have been removed! He has been reduced back to his flesh, just as The Allmother intended. Now it is time to begin the marking.”

“What now?” I said with a concerned groan.

“Let me show you. Let me show you!” Fern jumped onto my chest, knocking me flat on my back.

“H-hold on!” I stammered out. “I’d really like more details before we go any further.” As much as I loved having a naked harpy sitting on my chest—soft behind and warm, needy pussy pressed against my skin—I had no idea where these kooky harpies could be going with this.

I was kinky enough, but there were places I drew the line.

She blew through her lips. “What’s with the fuss? The fuss?! It just means I’m gonna rub on you a bit.”

“Rub on me?”

“Yeah. Yeah! I’m gonna rub my coochie all over you so you stink of me. Of only me!”

The words fell from my mouth. It did fit in with this whole tribal thing they had going on, but still…

“Are you sure this is a harpy marriage ritual?” I checked with my fiancée.

Fern scoffed. “Like, duh. How else am I supposed to let all the others know you belong to me? How?!”

“Have you never heard of wedding rings?”

She tilted her head before clarity popped into her expression. Her giggles slipped free as she slapped a wing against my collarbone. “Steve, you perv! So naughty. So naughty!”

“You’re definitely misunderstanding something,” I told her.

But did she listen? She was Fern. “Like, we can do butt stuff later. Stop complaining and let me mark you!” She hoisted her hips up and slammed down onto my abs.

A wet slap echoed across the desert, and a puddle of her juices soaked into my hard muscles.

I growled and leaned my head back, Fuck. Fern was absolutely dripping. More than just the wetness I could feel pooling around my six pack, I could see the same glisten covering my pecs from where she’d been sitting previously.

Was she seriously going to…?

While pressing her wings into my chest, Fern ground her childbearing hips from side to side, massaging her drooling, puffy harpy pussy all over my stomach. “O’ Allmother,” Fern moaned with a sensual whimper. “Thank you for gifting me this strong, sexy male—this amazing, hunky sperm-giver. Please witness as I mark him as mine—as I make him my property.”

This was sounding like some feminist’s wet dream. I was counting down the moments until I was in a collar and being whipped for not serving my mistress adequately.

Mistress Fern. I couldn’t imagine her in latex.

Despite the… questionable nature of the ceremony, I played the role of a good obedient boy the best I could while Fern marked me with her juices.

It wasn’t just my torso she was content with soaking in her scent; she wanted all of me. Once she was done saturating my stomach, she ground down across my groin and moved onto flossing herself down the length of my legs, all the way to the tips of my toes.

Little flesh sex toys for her gushing harpy mound.

Once my soles and the gaps between my toes were sticky with her wetness, she moved up to give the same treatment to my arms. All the way from my shoulders to my hands, basting me in her molten essence.

My growls grew louder, despite my best attempts to keep them contained. How could they not? This whole situation was ridiculous! Holy crap, my sexy-as-sin harpy lover was grinding her needy slit across every inch of my flesh and leaving me sizzling in her juices. It was no wonder my dick had gotten hard enough to pierce through a diamond.

Oh, how I wanted to reach out, grab the little tease, and fill her as hard as I could. Instead, I fought to behave while praying she’d hurry and give my manhood a prolonged spell of marking.

“I know I said we shouldn’t be surprised knowing that horny bird’s form,” Marietta said from the bleachers, “but this is a wedding ceremony?!”

Roxie placed a finger over her lips. “Be quiet, sugar. We don’t wanna interrupt.”

“She’s grinding her pussy all over him! What is there to possibility interrupt?!”

“This is an ancient ritual that all harpies use to claim their mates,” Ruby explained while glaring at the problematic guest. “Steve will be left marked in Emerald’s scent, symbolizing her ownership over him—symbolizing he belongs to her and her alone.”

Marietta huffed and folded her arms. “If you think that’s the case, I’ve got some bad news for you…”

Fern was too busy coating me to pay our woolly heckler any heed. Once she was done with my front, she ordered me onto my back and continued staining every dry inch of my body with her dripping cooch.

As for me, I tried not to create a hole in the stone ground below.

“From now on, you are mine,” Fern moaned as she slid across my spine, leaving her liquid excitement anywhere she touched. “You will always be mine. I will look after you. I will protect you. I will feed you. In return, you will serve me. Provide for me. Impregnate me. My male. My partner. My sperm-giver.”

“Fern…” I said.

“I’m just saying what the ritual makes me! Don’t sulk. Don’t sulk!”

I held back any more choice comments. My mind was needed elsewhere, mainly trying to hold back my urges. The light midday breeze couldn’t wash away the pheromones lingering in the air—flowing from my flesh. There was a whispering voice in the back of my mind, trying to be heard.

Not yet. Not here. Not—

“Done!” Fern cheerfully announced once she’d finished oiling me up like I’d come here to sunbathe.

“Thank god,” I groaned as I went to stand.

Fern pushed me back down. “Not yet. Not yet! It’s time for the next part.”

There was more? What could come next?

The answer was actually pretty obvious. There was one place Fern had yet to mark with her juices.

I found myself on my back once more, staring up at the sky. Yet blue I did not see. I saw pink, nestled between a pair of thick brown thighs glistening with the same excitement smeared all over my body.

Droplets splashed onto my face, releasing small concentrated bursts of the musk polluting the air around us.

If she did what I thought she was going to do, I had no earthly idea how I wasn’t going to lose my min—

Her pussy slapped my lips.

“It’s time to show your dedication to your mistress, sperm-giver,” Fern moaned as she used my face as her seat. Her cushiony thighs trapped me in place, beneath the weight of her soft, divine mochaness and soaked, needy slit. “Drink the nectar from my body, inhale my scent, and pledge your eternity to your mistress.”

I couldn’t say female domination wasn’t my go-to porn search… but with my lust levels pulsing in the danger zone, her pheromones pumping into my nostrils, and her sizzling heat scalding my lips, I was ready to give this wannabe mistress anything she damn well pleased.

Without hesitating, I attacked Fern’s mound like a starved beast.

She howled to her harpy goddess as my tongue and lips got to work making out vigorously with her swollen pussy.

All that grinding over me had to be sore work. Tiring work. Teasing work. Her pussy needed sweet relief just as bad as my throbbing length did. It needed to be kissed. It needed to be licked. It needed to be eaten. And I gave it all of those things. My lips rubbed against her clit, my tongue wiggled around her insides, and my throat drank down every dribble of juice she had for me.

That molten enticing scent which had been lingering in the air? At last, I got to inhale it in its rawest form. Its hottest form. Its purest form. The strength was immense—so damn familiar. It was a hypnotic odor which overwhelmed my brain and left me with a one-track mind.

It was the scene of a harpy queen—of a special breed of harpy born to turn men into breeding stock.

I huffed that corruptive fragrance up with the same vigor I nursed on her juices and stirred up her insides. It was somehow getting stronger and stronger, and I had a feeling I knew why.

“Steve. Steve!” Fern squealed as she ground herself into my mouth. “So good. So good! Gonna make me cum. Gonna make me squirt!”

Was this part of the ceremony? I didn’t give a shit. My actions, my tongue, my lips, and my hands kneading at her thighs all said what my busy mouth couldn’t.

Do it. Cum for me… mistress.

“Steve! No hands. No!” she screeched, the legs smothering my ears insufficient for muffling such a loud series of cries. “The ceremony says no hands. That’s a bad Steve! Very… good. Very good!”

Fern couldn’t help herself and she made sure everyone knew it. Even the drakes couldn’t miss her squeals. Hell, the farm probably heard them. That’s how hard she screamed. That’s how hard she came. Her thighs clamped down around my skull as her geyser of juices shot free, bathing both my insides and face in her overexcitement.

She hadn’t gotten this sort of treatment from me in close to a month. It was no wonder she couldn’t control herself.

I helped my precious mistress ride through the climax making her body convulse upon me. Maybe if I did a good job she wouldn’t stand up at all? I could keep drinking down her fluids and indulging in her pheromones.

It wasn’t to be. On shaky legs, Fern lifted herself off me.

The wide-eyed crowd watched without making a single peep.

That was until Queen Ruby cast her wings outward once more. “The sperm-giver has consumed her juices! His mind now belongs to her—to our Emerald. Now it is time she take his body and mold it to hers. With The Allmother as your witness, brand your partner in a way he’ll never be able to forget.”

My panting bride stared down at me with feverish eyes. “Like, you know what that means. Right? Right?!”

“I’ve got a pretty good idea,” I growled as my erect cock swung from side to side like it was waving to get her attention.

Fern licked her lips as she watched it twitch. With hip-swinging step after step, my bottom-heavy harpy lover sauntered her way around me, her prone and pheromone-marked prize. When she got to my feet, she finally came upward until she was stood above my crotch, splashing it with excess droplets of her desire. 

“This is it, Steve. This is it! We’re about to legit become husband and wife. I’m actually gonna become the first wife. I’m so excited. So excited!”

I scraped my fingers across pure stone as I tried to keep myself in position. “Hurry. Please. Fern…”

Mad laughter slipped free as she crouched down low, wings using my chest for support, and kissed her molten-hot slit against the tip of my desperate hardness. From side to side she shifted, soaking the head of my cock with her wetness as she lined us up perfectly. And then, once she was satisfied…

Slap!

Her hips dropped, spanking her mound to the very base of my stiffness, swallowing every inch inside of her accommodating tightness.

All the air left my lungs. At last, my harpy lover and I were one.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. How long had it been since I’d last gotten to feel my delectable winged bride like this? Three weeks, right? That was too long. Far too long. Going without my Fern for so long? It was a goddamn travesty.

I was home in paradise.

So was Fern. Her cry of glee was no less blissful than when I’d just made her squirt herself silly. She threw her head back as her insides throbbed around me. “Hmph! Steve! Like, I’ve missed your cock so much. Your big fat cock! Thanks for coming to save me. Thank you! I don’t know what I would’ve done without feeling this cock ever again!”

“You’re welcome,” I growled while trying not to blow my pent-up load right there and then. To prepare for this big day, I hadn’t come once since Fern had awoken.

That might’ve been a mistake.

“You can pay me back by moving before I lose control of myself.” At this rate, I was going to need to bury my hands with magic before they ended up on her ass.

Fern nodded erratically, breaking the string of drool running from the side of her mouth. “I can do that. I can… this!” She eased her hips up, baring the base of my shaft to the coldness being apart from her provided, before slamming her fat brown behind back onto my lap.

A strangled gasp left my throat.

She didn’t stop there. My heavenly harpy bride did it again, and again, and again, filling my ears with the sinful sound of her spanking against my crotch. It developed into a steady, speedy rhythm as Fern rode me like a cowgirl, bucking up and down with each stroke.

“Ah!” Fern moaned, her blissful sounds adding to the sympathy. “I so missed this cock! I’m never leaving it again. It’s mine. All mine!”

“Fern!” I grunted as I sharpened my nails blades across the stone floor while trying to keep them steady—while trying to behave myself. “Fuck! You’re amazing. I love you. I love you so fucking much!”

“I love you too, Steve!” she screamed, seconded by her golden eyes which looked at me as if I was a prize never to be released. “My man. My husband. My sperm-giver!”

“Gonna give it, alright!” My entire body pulsed with not just overwhelming pleasure but with raw need—with a purpose. There was a single thought throbbing in the back of my head.

Breed. Breed. Breed. Breed. Breed!

I’d felt this before. It wasn’t Fern’s first time triggering this side of me. Hell, Zuki had done it too. What did they both have in common? They were queens designed to breed and make sure their men were willing and wanting.

I was all the above.

My balls positively groaned as Fern’s man-draining hips spanked against me, begging them to heed her call. They pulsed, gurgled, and roared as they brewed up everything this sexy harpy needed to become a mother.

Technically, I was still under the effects of Lulu’s contraceptives… but neither of us gave a shit. Had to breed; wanted to breed.

Would breed.

“Steve. Steve!” Fern squealed as she shook her tiny brown harpy tits in my first while soaking my lap in her brainwashing juices. “Your babies, Steve. I want your babies! So badly. So bad!” Her febrile insides tightened and tightened, as if trying to drain my seed out whether I wanted it or not. “You’re gonna fill me. Right? Right?! You’re gonna breed me in one go?”

“Of course, I am,” I growled while somehow not using those wobbling globes of ass fat as stress balls. “Gonna breed you. Breed my good girl. My sexy little Fern.”

Her delighted cries flooded the sky. “Do it, Steve. Do it! Make me your first wife. The first mommy! Make yourself my sperm-giver!”

Her words were too damn much for me—it was all too much for me. The pent-up throbbing need making my balls feel bigger than my damn head was too much to bear. As I punched through the ground beneath with my fingers, as I howled like a feral animal, I let go—I let my body do what it’d been born to do.

I filled my harpy up.

It felt like a damn tidal rush was surging through me. I growled, I snarled, and pushed my hips upward as I flooded my wide-hipped fertile bride with the seed she craved so badly.

Fern squeaked as the first rope of my release marked her insides. It made her squeeze down further—made her eyes roll back. Her body shuddered, convulsed, as more and more of my cum filled her harpy pussy up.

There was no mistaking what was happening; Fern was getting off. As I filled her, as I bred her with our first child, my overexcited harpy wife was riding through a climax of her own.

Together, the two of us drowned in mutual bliss. We forgot we were part of a ceremony, that we were putting on a performance for the goddess, and simply indulged in the euphoria surging through our bodies.

I gave her my all. Even when my tap started to run dry, I bucked my hips on instinct to make sure she got even the weakest of my little swimmers.

Fern happily accepted them all. As her orgasm fizzled out, she remained seated on my lap, holstering my cock deep within her cum-filled pussy. “Steve,” she panted out as any rigidness left her, and she was only stopped from face planting by the position she was in. “That was so hot. So totally hot!”

I didn’t disagree, but I didn’t say as such. I was too busy trying to refill my scorched lungs as my head continued to throb.

Fern’s hot clinging pussy was the best medicine for my condition there was, yet my bride took it from me. She wiggled her way up on her shaky bird legs, freeing a warm trickle of my seed which spilled out and ran down her inner thighs. Paying the mess no mind, she instead spread her wings. “I did it. I did it! I claimed my man—my prince!”

The harpy crowd burst into jubilant celebration, stunning my mates with their loudness.

“Does that mean it’s over?” Lulu asked while looking at the surrounding harpies jumping around.

“Seems like it,” Dakota said.

Jezzy applauded in her usual lackadaisical way. “Yay! Congrats, you two.”

Marietta sighed. “Remind me never to attend a harpy wedding again.”

Roxie grumbled under her breath, “I can’t believe she actually got to be the first wife…”

Fern soaked up the applause like an actress on Broadway. She waved her wings in the air and bowed to everyone who’d enjoyed the show.

I paid particular attention to the way her seductive hips wiggled, her thick behind jiggled, and every glimpse of that sweet little slit drooling my cum. My shaft refused to calm down. There was no sign of post-nut clarity; I was still a prisoner to her pheromones. They clung to my lips, painted the inside of my nostrils, and burned themselves into my taste buds.

While Fern posed for the crowd, I staggered to my feet and grabbed her from behind.

Fern flinched before realizing it was just me. “Steve! What are you—”

I tilted her head up and made my tongue at home in her mouth.

The surrounding cheers stopped.

I kissed my bride like the honeymoon had already started… which wasn’t too ridiculous given how the wedding had gone. I swirled my tongue with her while finally grasping those delectable brown cheeks which had spanked my crotch so thoroughly.

Damn, they felt so warm. So soft. I couldn’t get enough of sinking my fingers into them.

“Steve,” Fern moaned into my mouth. “This isn’t part of the ceremony. It isn’t!”

“It is now,” I said while slipping our mouths apart with a wet pop. My groping hands didn’t go anywhere. “I’m gonna burst if we don’t go again—if I don’t get to fill you up again.” My hard dick throbbed against her thigh. Somehow, it felt bigger, more demanding, than it had when she’d been rubbing all over me.

She squeezed her legs together as she pressed against me. Her stiff, excited nipples rubbed against my chest as a flicker of wanting remained in her eyes. “But the ceremony. What about the ceremony?!”

“Fuck the ceremony!” I pressed my hands under her cheeks and scooped her up so her legs were wrapped around my waist—so her weight rested on the arc of my stiff manhood. “I’m not letting some damn ritual keep me from my bride.”

“But… but…”

Fern should’ve known better than trying to reason with a beast using words; my lust-filled mind was too far gone to care about rules and social customs. What it wanted was her, and it wasn’t going to be denied. As she wrapped her wings around my shoulders, I dragged her hips to the very tip of my throbbing cock… before thrusting back to where I belonged.

Back inside of my harpy bride.

Her response was a high-pitched moan directly into my ear. She tightened her hold of me as our bodies were crammed together. “Steve!”

“At last… at last I didn’t have to hold back,” I growled as I squeezed the soft fat that was her thick brown tempting cheeks and allowed the beast within me to go wild. I paid her back for making me restrain myself by thrusting as hard as I could, spanking my swollen sac off her ass with every pump.

Her cries grew louder and louder. They were a different beast to those she’d made when she’d been in control. These were feral. Wild. She sounded like a young bitch being dominated by her alpha.

It made me want to fuck her more, more, more. Faster. Harder. Making that ass sting. Those squeals burn her throat. Leaving her pussy tender for days.

It made me want to breed her full.

The gobsmacked crowd stared as their ceremony of harpy domination was sullied by a dumb ape from another world.

“Mom. Mom. Mom!” one of the harpies squeaked. “What do we do? This isn’t part of the ceremony! It isn’t!”

“Look what he’s doing to Emmy!” another cried.

Her slobber soaked my shoulder as her tongue lolled from her mouth. It was as if it was trying to copy her quivering pussy which was marking my lower half with juices all over again. “Steve. Steve! Your cock is too good. Too super good! It’s gonna ruin my harpy coochie. Ruin it!”

If that meant make it mine and mine alone… why the hell was she expecting me to stop? Was she? She sure didn’t sound like it. My little harpy enchantress wanted to be ruined—she wanted me to ruin her.

“Emmy needs our help!” a disagreeing harpy squawked as she charged into battle.

Ruby cast a wing out. “Stop!”

“Mom?!” the denied harpy cried.

The queen growled and crossed her wings. “This isn’t our place to intervene. He is our Emerald’s property now. If she is unable to control him, that is her issue.”

Control me? I couldn’t even control myself.

Dakota snickered. “Doesn’t look like an issue to me”

“Steve. Steve! Steve!” Fern squealed as I pulverized her pussy—as I turned the mistress into a pet.

“So sexy. My Fern. Mine,” I growled as I pulled her head from my neck and back into a feverish kiss—a hungry spit-swapping kiss done exclusively by lust-driven perverts like us. “Missed you. Missed you so damn much. Never letting you go again. Keeping you forever. Breeding you. Making you mine.”

“Yes, Steve. Yes! All yours. Yours!”

“That’s right. All mine.” She’d marked me with her juices? She’d branded me as her property in front of her goddess? Then it was time to return the favor. It was time to make her stink of me—to think only of me.

Her mouth came first. I licked every corner. I licked her tongue, her adorable fangs, and down as deep as I could into her throat. I fed her my saliva, wanting her to remember its taste even in her sleep.

She didn’t fight it; Fern made no attempt to resist. This wasn’t a battle for control. The ceremony was over; Fern had claimed ownership of me in the eyes of The Allmother. Now she was all too happy to show her submission to the rest of the world.

And I loved it.

“All mine,” I growled into her mouth as I rewarded her for her good behavior by spanking her jiggling rump without easing up on the intensity of my thrusts.

Every time my palm crashed against her behind, she fed me a high-pitched cry.

My little masochist.

“All mine. Mine forever,” I growled into my mouth as I kept punishing her cheeks.

“Yes, Steve, Yes! Yours. All yours! Your wife. Your breeder. Your Fern!”

“That’s right. My Fern. All mine.”

It was like my vocabulary had been gutted. All I could think about was keeping and breeding Fern like some dumb caveman.

If regressing to the stone age was what it took to adore this sexy harpy goddess, so fucking be it.

“Going to mark you. Breed you. Give you so many eggs,” this dumb-as-fuck ape moaned. I could feel my second load building up inside of me, preparing to show Lulu’s contraceptives what I thought of them.

“Yes, Steve. Yes!” she cried.

“No more eggs for breakfast. All babies now. Our babies.”

“Please, Steve. Please!” Fern squealed as her pussy went back to squeezing me for all I was worth. “Do it! Make me a mommy. Make me your bride!”

“Mine. All mine!” I growled as I felt it—as I felt myself hit my limit.

There was no way I could survive for even a solitary second longer. There was only one thing I could do. I growled. I heaved. I pulled her all the way up, to the very tip of my length, before dragging her back down to the very hilt.

Before pulling the trigger to fire.

Fern squealed, shuddered, and cried to The Allmother as she felt it in every shape and form. I was filling her. Marking her. Breeding her. I was doing everything I could to make sure my Fern was all mine… and my giddy-faced bride was loving every fucking second of it.

I kept going and going and going until my liquid white was overflowing, dripping from my quivering harpy lover onto the stone floor below. Then I went a little longer, for good measure.

The entire audience gawped. Even my other wives did, and they should've known what I was capable of.

“Is it over?” a harpy whispered.

“It’s gotta be. Right? Right?!” asked another.

Over? They thought it was over? They thought that just because I’d filled Fern to the brim and left her a drooling mess that this was over?

Not quite.

While Fern was recovering from being taken for the ride of her life, she found herself lowered down to the floor, onto her front. Initially, she saw nothing amiss with this—it seemed a viable place to rest.

Then I placed my hand onto her upper back, keeping her steady.

“Steve. Steve?!” she slurred as my stiff cock remained just that, buried deep in her cum-filled mound. “What are you doing? What?!”

I snarled as my mind still couldn’t shake the fog which dulled the civil side of me. “What do you think, my sexy little harpy bride? Missed you so damn much. A month without you? Too long—far too long. Going to make it right. Going to fill you with a month’s worth of cum right now.”

Her golden eyes widened. “But… Steve. Steve! You’ll break me. You’ll break me for real! I’ll become dumb. I’ll never be able to think again. I’ll never be able to think of anything but your cock!” There was a glimmer of fear in those wide gold orbs… but it was diluted by debauched excitement.

“That’s worth the risk!” I said as I gave my little harpy bitch the treatment she deserved.

Her screaming moans thanked me as we fucked like animals.

I rutted her like that, like we were a pair of wolves, until I could go no longer. Then I sunk my teeth into her neck and filled her up with another dose of jizz. After that, I rolled her onto her back, pinned her shoulders to the ground, and started on the next round.

Again and again, I made good on my promise and filled her pussy until it had no more room to spare. So I found somewhere else that did. After all, why did that lovely little fertile slit deserve all my love? Fern had marked me all over; it was only right I do the same to her. That I mark her lips, her face, her chest, her stomach, and not forgetting that fat, juicy ass she’d used to tease me time after time.

It was all mine, and I made sure she knew it.

When we started our wedding, when we started this union between harpy and ‘sperm-giver’, the sun had been at its highest point. When the fog which had overwritten my mind faded away, when I was freed from that corruptive voice telling me to breed Fern and nothing else, evening was incoming.

It felt like coming out of a hypnotic trance. Did someone click their fingers? Either way, I could finally think rationally again and take note of my surroundings.

My Fern.

She was flat out on the floor in a cum-drunk heap. Ropes of my seed clung to her flesh, hair, feathers, and dripped from her every hole.

Fuck…

Post-nut clarity hit me like a lightning bolt. “Erm… Fern?” I croaked as I crouched down, my breathing a little on the erratic side. “You okay?”

She gurgled on a mouthful of jizz, sending the excess oozing down her chin. “So okay. Made babies. Gonna have Steve babies.”

I breathed out. Yeah, she was fine. A little sticky, maybe a little sore, but she’d be okay. Perhaps not quite as such when she remembered I was still drugged up, but yeah. We’d take care of that soon enough.

Done checking on Fern, I finally remembered I was being watched by a sizable audience.

A silent, staring audience who’d witnessed everything I did.

I gawped back at the crowd. What the hell was I supposed to say after all… that?

Applause shattered the silence.

“Congratulations!” Jezzy cheered as if she’d just witnessed a typical wedding rather than a porn shoot without the cameras.

Dakota followed, then Roxie, followed by Lulu and a reluctant Marietta.

It spread from there. The harpies gingerly clapped their wings together.

“Why are we doing this?” one of them asked.

“It’s still a wedding. Right? Right?!” another replied.

Technically? Nobody was saying otherwise. I’d ruined the plan a little, but in the eyes of harpy culture, Fern and I were now husband and wife.

Or sperm-giver and mistress, but I preferred my titles.

“You two were, like, totally amazing!” Jezzy giggled once she was done. “So, like, now that it’s over… can the rest of us join in?”

“Jezzy!” Lulu scolded.

The dryad pouted. “What? You were all thinking it.”

Marietta huffed. “I most certainly was not! Don’t make me out to be some pervert.”

“But your nipples have been rock hard for, like, hours.”

The jumpy sheep threw an arm over her chest. “D-don’t be absurd! You idiotic dryad.”

I chuckled. My poor mates. They probably needed my help after all that teasing, but I wasn’t sure I had anything left to give.

Such was the consequence of making Fern mine, just like I intended.


Chapter 24


Somewhat disappointingly, the next egg Fern laid was yet another meant for the breakfast table. Even a full day of fucking wasn’t enough to overpower Lulu’s contraceptives.

Talk about power.

My failure to breed Fern earned me complaints from the harpy in question and death glares from her mom, but I promised the queen it was nothing to worry about. I was going to stop taking the contraceptives and breed my little chocolate harpy rotten.

Lulu wasn’t best pleased about the idea, but when she was warned by Ruby not to get in the way of repopulating the Central Harpy Tribe, she agreed to exclude me from needing a dose.

“I expect you to get started as soon as you make it back to your farm,” Ruby warned me with a face that said she was ready to make the week-long flight over if I didn’t behave.

I saluted. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll have my dick in your daughter, post-haste.”

Fern squealed and threw herself into my side. “Yay! Steve!” Her big golden eyes latched onto me. “That means now? Right? Right?!”

I laughed and pushed her face back. “Nice try.”

Marietta huffed and stomped at the oasis. “Don’t try delaying our voyage just because you’re horny, you idiotic bird!”

Just a day removed from the wedding, it was time for us to leave and head back to the farm. We’d all gathered in the oasis, which I was sure would continue to flourish without our assistance.

It pretty much looked back to how it’d been when we’d arrived over a week ago. It was sort of sad to see it go.

For me.

As Marietta used her parasol for shade, she wafted at her exposed cleavage. “I don’t want to stay here a second longer than I need to. This desert does not fit my temperament at all. I’m a pedigree sheep; I’m supposed to live in cool climates, not this joke of a place.”

“Tell me about it, sugar,” Roxie said as her tail wafted under her dress while her hands took care of her bust. “I feel sweatier than a pig in a slaughterhouse.”

“I just want to make sure everything’s okay,” Lulu said as she gripped the handles of her trusty rucksack.

Dakota shrugged. “We’ve got the friggin’ Obsidian Dragon on our side, remember? There ain’t no way Blesslan is pullin’ anythin’ with her there.”

“She’s the one I’m worried about. What if she went crazy and torched the place because we were gone for too long?”

“That’s… oh shiz.”

I laughed. “Have a little faith in her. Sure, she’s big, scary, obnoxious, potentially a little unhinged…”

“Just what part of this are we supposed to be finding comforting?” Marietta questioned.

While we flapped our gums, Jezzy took her time to say goodbye to all the plants in the oasis and give them a last feeding. As for Fern, she was saying her goodbyes to her mom and all the other harpies who’d come to see us off.

Then there was…

“If you’re in a hurry to get back, how about you show it?!” Zeryesis complained.

“Calm down,” I said to the devil.

“Calm down?! Don’t tell me to calm down! Not after you trapped me in a hole for a week!”

I smirked. While Fern had been on the mend, we decided the best thing to do with Zeryesis was to dump him in the remodeled prison I’d escaped from with a magic-blocking collar around his neck.

Apparently, he disagreed.

“You should be counting yourself lucky you’re surviving this,” I said. “We could easily ask the harpies for a ride back to the farm instead.”

His blue face turned white. He turned his demonic eyes to the floor and mumbled, “Understood…”

If only he was always this obedient.

Fern and Jezzy skipped their way back to where we were waiting, together.

“Done?” I asked them.

“Yeppers!” Fern cheered. “Now let’s go home and make some babies!”

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “Like, you’re gonna make such super cute parents.”

Fern nodded as she puffed out her chest. “So am! I’ve already thought up a name for our first child and everything.”

“You have?” I said, my eyebrows jumping up.

Her nodding sped up. “And it’s gonna be the coolest name ever. The best name ever!”

Jezzy was already hooked. She applauded the wonderful news energetically for someone of her disposition.

“What name, sugar?” Roxie asked. “Unless you’d rather leave it as a surprise.”

Fern shook her head. She placed her wings on her hips and said, “Farm!”

Nobody rushed to respond.

“You want to save it for when we get back to the farm?” Roxie said.

“No way!” Fern gasped while flailing her wings. “That’s the name! Farm!”

My face sank. “Farm?”

“Yeppers!” the smug harpy said as she got back to posing like she was a genius. “You know, like after our farm.”

“I got that part. That’s not the issue. What sort of name is ‘Farm’ for a chi—”

“What a wonderful name!” Queen Ruby said as she seemingly appeared out of thin air.

“Seriously?!” I replied.

The queen stared at me like she couldn’t see what was wrong. “It’s a name which means a lot to my Emerald, or are you trying to say you don’t value her opinion?” Malice began to ooze off her being.

My balls all but jumped into my body. “Farm it is!”

Fern squealed and threw her wings around me. “Yay, Steve! I knew you’d like it. I just knew it!”

Marietta sighed. “I swear, this entire tribe has something wrong with them.”

“What?” Jezzy cooed. “I think it’s a cute name.”

“She’s naming her after a farm!”

“I-I don’t think it’s that bad,” Lulu said as she toyed with her fingers. “Especially if it’s because the farm means so much to her…”

“It’s Farm!” Marietta continued to remind everyone before pointing at Dakota. “What’s next? Say hello to little Udders?”

“What the frick are ya tryin’ to say about me?!” Dakota snapped.

Roxie didn’t say anything… but she did blush while squeezing her dress-straining chest.

Fern puffed her chest out once she was done climbing all over me. “I just knew I’d be good at naming. Great at naming. The best at naming!” Then her chest was pressed back to my arm. “Hey. Hey! You better give me tons of children. I wanna name more. I wanna name them all!”

I chuckled and ruffled her name-matching hair. “Of course. I’m going to give you so many children you’ll run out of names for them.”

She squealed in glee.

Jezzy giggled. “Like, the farm’s going to be so totally cute with so many little harpies running around. I can’t until I can make a little dryad of my own.”

“No babies!” Lulu hissed.

The outburst almost made Dakota shed her fur. “You’re still not over that?”

Lulu huffed and folded her arms. “Why would I be? I only made an exception for Fern because she’s a harpy. Everyone else is…”

Yeah, we hadn’t actually solved that issue. Just… sidestepped it.

“So what if I want a kid?” Dakota questioned. “You’re tellin’ me I’m banned? That you’re gonna chuck me out if I get myself knocked up?”

“That’s…” Lulu chewed her bottom lip before firing back, “Like you even want one!”

“What?! You’re tryin’ to say I’m too manly to want a kid?”

“I wasn’t not saying that…”

“Frick you! If I want Steve to knock me up, I ain’t lettin’ ya stop me!”

Lulu’s expression was stricken by fear. Her ears fell flat against her head. “B-but…”

“I concur,” Marietta said.

“Marie!” Lulu squealed.

“Who are you to tell me I cannot get pregnant if I wish to? I can choose what I do with my own body, thank you very much.”

“B-but,” the whimpering canine responded, “you’ll be putting yourself in danger. W-what if…”

She scoffed. “And? Sometimes a little risk is necessary. Look at Steve. Letting that oaf live with us was a risk, yet neither of us would call it a mistake. Coming to save Fern, the same.”

Lulu continued nibbling her lower lip raw as she looked at her stubborn sister.

Marietta’s piercing blue eyes started back. “If you spend all your time worrying about the potential negatives, you’ll never be able to enjoy the potential positives.”

I snorted.

Those glaring eyes found their way to me. “What was that?!”

“Nothing,” I said while not trying to hide my grin. “Just thinking those are some pretty choice words from you.”

Marietta didn’t have a clue what I was getting at… until she did. Her eyes widened and cheeks burned like flames. She quickly twisted away from me and mumbled, “I-I see…”

She was doing my job for me.

“So, like, does that mean we can have babies now?” Jezzy asked before applauding on her own. “Yay!”

“I-I didn’t say that!” Lulu squeaked out.

“What’s it to you, anyway?” Marietta huffed and puffed. “Like this even concerns you.”

“Why wouldn’t it concern her?” I asked. If any of our group had strong mothering instincts, it was Jezelbe.

She mainly reserved them for plants, but they were there.

Marietta let out one of her long, overdramatic sighs. “You’ve been here for long enough now. You should know this sort of stuff.”

“Dryads famously only have a child once every century, sugar,” Roxie said.

“Wait, what?!” I exclaimed.

Jezzy giggled. “Like, it’s true. We make a seed every hundred years that’ll grow into a little dryad if someone kindly helps us.”

“If that wasn’t the case, dryads wouldn’t be nearly as rare as they are,” Roxie explained.

“The humans would’ve made sure of that,” Marietta grumbled under her breath.

“They tried, but I’m saving my seed for Stevie,” the giggly dryad said casually, as if there wasn’t a really worrying remark in there.

I tried to lighten things up with a smile and a laugh. “I hope you’ll still be wanting my help when I’m old and gray.”

She tilted her head, spilling her flower-filled waterfall of hair toward the ground. “Like, what do you mean?”

“That I’ll probably be an old geezer by the time you’re ready for me.” Having to explain these things never made them better.

Hopefully, Lulu wouldn’t still be complaining by then.

“Why would you be?” Jezzy asked while tapping a finger over her bottom lip. “It should only be, like, a few years or so?”

“Huh?” I studied Jezzy’s expression, but there was no sign of her revealing this to be the set-up to some joke. Nor was there any sign of her being any older than thirty. “How old are you exactly?”

“I don’t know! A few years older than Norma, I think?”

Silence followed.

“You’re what?!” Lulu, Dakota, Marietta, and I all yelled in a wonderful show of unity.

“Oh my,” Roxie said into her fingers. “Is that true, sugar?”

Jezzy nodded before tilting her head the other way. “You didn’t know?”

“How the frick were we supposed to?!” Dakota yelled. “Ya never said anything’!”

“Didn’t I? Oops.” The dryad giggled and stuck out her tongue.

Lulu placed a hand over her chest as she sighed. “I knew dryads were long living compared to demi-beasts, but I didn’t think…”

That she was probably in her nineties? Me neither.

It wasn’t a problem, of course—I wasn’t a moron who was going to throw Jezzy away just because it turned out she was banging on the big three figures. But still, to think I was sleeping with a woman old enough to be grandmother.

This world really was an interesting place.

“Anyway,” Lulu sang, “I do think it’s time we thought about leaving.”

“Agreed,” a certain grouchy devil mumbled under his breath.

I nodded and patted Fern on the shoulder. “If you’ve got anything left to say, now’s the time.”

She responded with a nod of her own before looking at Ruby. “Mom… I’m leaving now. Bye-bye!”

“That’s it?!” Marietta snapped.

“What? What?!” the flailing harpy squawked back. “I already said stuff to her earlier. I don’t wanna repeat myself. I just don’t!”

“I think it’s fine,” Roxie said. “It’s a… rather Fern-like goodbye.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern puffed out her chest, as if boasting.

Why exactly, I wasn’t sure.

In contrast, Ruby captured her youngest in a hug. “I’m glad I get to see you off this time. Make sure you look after yourself.”

“I will. I will!” Fern said as she hugged her mom back.

“Good girl.” She pecked Fern on the top of her head before turning her eyes to me. “And you better take care of her. I’m placing a lot of trust in you. If you abuse it, I will make you suffer.” In an instant, her eyes turned from that of a loving mother to a professional killer.

A chill raced up my spine. “I promise!” This was one mother-in-law I was not going to piss off.

With that taken care of, we gathered at the spot where we’d first arrived at the desert, surrounding Zeryesis.

“Goodbye, Emmy!” a group of harpies yelled while waving their wings.

Fern gasped and waved her own. “Bye-bye, Rock! And Stone! And Sand! And Sky! And…”

The list continued onward and onward, as if it would never end.

“She’s sure got a lot of sisters,” Roxie said.

“Yeah… wait, those are all her sisters?!” I blurted back before doing a quick count. I knew she had a lot, but I didn’t expect her to have thirty-one of them.

I gave one last look to the woman who had laid them all.

Ruby stared back. “A disappointingly low number, I’m aware. A consequence of not doing my duties when I was young, being picky about my partners, and spending too much time fighting with the humans. Emerald should have none of those issues. I’m expecting you to hit at least a hundred.”

The words fell from my lips. Did she just say…?

“A hundred?!” Lulu exclaimed.

Fern posed with her wings on her hips when she was done with her imaginatively-named siblings. “Yeah! I’m gonna have so many babies, then I’m gonna grow big boobies like my mom. Super big boobies!”

My eyes shifted downward to Ruby’s B-cup breasts. I conceded they were big compared to Fern’s, but I wasn’t quite sure they were deserving of the title.

I also became suddenly aware I could examine Ruby’s breasts because she was completely naked, as was every other harpy watching us. Had they been like that ever since I got here and I hadn’t realized?

This world had definitely done some weird things to me…

I decided it was time to leave rather than check out my new wife’s naked family. After we’d said yet another round of goodbyes, we finally let Zeryesis do his devil magic and take us back to Voida.

The first thing we did upon our return was find and thank King Voga and Queen Selveer. They were thrilled to meet the harpy who had caused this entire mess and congratulated me on a job well done.

I again insisted on paying them back for their kindness at a later date. Then we set off on the long, unremarkable journey home.

As expected, pretending we were slaves again was a harder task with Fern misbehaving. I found myself smirking from ear-to-ear more times than I could count at Zeryesis having to try and explain away her behavior to the devils we passed. At least she was on her genuine best behavior when we bumped back into the kid who’d given me the stone I’d used to clonk Pinrar’s lights out. He was ecstatic to learn his gift had been a big help.

I didn’t give him the exact details.

Then, after a week on the road, we finally made it back to Zeryesis’s slum of a city.

We were again besieged by screaming devils who climbed all over our wagon and shoved their hands through the bars to get at us. However, there was one small difference; I now understood what they were saying.

“Please, sir!” a desperate devil cried as they risked being crushed beneath our carriage’s wheels to get to Zeryesis. “Food! Spare some food!”

“I’ve not eaten in days!” another said as they clung onto the cage by their nails.

A devil shoved their hand through the bars and tried to grab Lulu’s rucksack. “Food! Gimme that food!”

Suddenly, the feral crowd seemed less ‘feral’ and more human than the devil kicking them away while saying it wasn’t his problem.

Not a crumb of food was spared or promised by Zeryesis. He ignored the pleas of his people until he arrived at his manor, where his guards drove the hungry villagers away for him. Then we rode back to his stables.

Once we were out of the wagon and back in his manor, Zeryesis groaned in relief while leading us toward the teleporter room. “At last! I feared I would never see these halls again. In moments, this collar will exist no longer.” His eyes lingered on the visible choker, as if admiring it for the last time. It was followed by a cackle as he spread his arms open. “Soon, I will finally be free once more!”

That remark earned some choice looks from the slaves we were passing, who’d been left on housework duty.

I folded my arms as I followed after the devil. “I suppose some sort of thanks is in order. We couldn’t have saved Fern without you.”

She was currently whistling while admiring how fancy our surroundings were.

“I’m flattered,” he chortled.

“You’re still not getting one,” I said. “That contract’s the only reason you didn’t ditch us, and you still tried to screw us over and sell us off as slaves.”

“Did you think we’d forgotten about that?” Lulu growled.

His shoulders dipped. “So ungrateful. This is the thanks I get for risking my life?”

Roxie raised a hand. “You know, you only had to risk your life because you tried to rip us off in the first place.”

Zeryesis clicked his tongue. “Yes, yes. We’ve all enjoyed each other’s company and become much closer. Now if you’d kindly follow me down to the teleportation room so we can bring this contract of ours to an end.” The stairs were right in front of us, and the devil was eager to lead us down them.

“No,” I said.

He stopped in his tracks and spun around to face me. “I… I’m sorry? I must have misheard you. It’s almost as if you refused.”

I crossed my arms while staring at the stunned devil. “There’s something I want to talk about first.”

“Steve?” Lulu said.

I gestured for her to let me do this. “Before I came to Voida, I presumed all devils were evil—that they were parasites who existed to exploit us. Then I stayed here for a while, and I realized that’s not the case. Devils are no different from other people… which doesn’t sound much of a compliment when I hold the humans of this world in such contempt, but you get the gist.”

The humans and fay disappointed me, but I didn’t hate them, nor did I think they were some hivemind. Norma was evidence enough there were good eggs out there. There was no way all fay hated demi-beasts as much as I’d been given reason to believe—I knew there were more like me out there, hidden away. Even for those that did, it was because of how they’d been taught. All they needed was someone to slap some sense into them for the better.

Devils were similar. They weren’t monsters who preyed on children, or whatever tall tales were peddled around Blesslan. They were residents of an inhospitable land, doing their best to survive.

“I’ve learned that devils are not bad people by default,” I continued, “it’s just that some devils are cunts. Like you.”

Zeryesis grumbled and flashed his fangs. “Thank you for the ringing endorsement, bud. Now have you finished your sappy tale? Can we leave?”

I told him to settle down with my hands. “That was just the setup. My main point is I’ve got sympathy with the people of this world, and I’d like to help them if possible.”

“You do?” Lulu squeaked as her ears jumped high.

“You do?!” Zeryesis gasped.

“You do?!” Jezzy said as her big pink eyes sparkled.

I nodded. “We already promised to lend Voga and Selveer a hand when we can spare the time. I’d feel a right dick if I helped them but left the devils here to rot.” There were basically our neighbors—wonderful ones at that in comparison to Blesslan.

The shock fell from Zeryesis’s expression, piece by piece, chipped away by a growing grin. “My, Steven. Why didn’t you say so earlier? And here I was treating you so antagonistically. My most sincere apologies! I hope you can forgive me. It’s just this trip has been so tiring and stressful for me. I wouldn’t normally mean to offend.”

“Is he trying to irritate us?” Marietta said with a heavy sigh.

“It’s hard to tell,” Roxie replied. “I think this is him trying to be friendly?”

“He should stick to actin’ like a whiny git. At least then we know what to make of him,” Dakota remarked.

Zeryesis didn’t pay any of them a bit of notice. His money-grabbing eyes only saw me. He changed positions, trying to guide me up to his study. “Come! Let us discuss this elsewhere. Perhaps we can begin with that trade agreement I’ve been suggesting for a while?”

“Get back here,” I ordered, bringing the spineless con man hurrying back. “We’ll trade with you, and me and Jezzy will even come and turn this entire town’s shitty weeds into crops. However, I’ve got conditions.”

“Of course you do!” he cheered. “Please, don’t hesitate. Let me hear them!”

“You have slaves, right?” I said, knowing the answer.

His beaming expression darkened some. “Y-yes?”

“Not anymore. Release them.”

“What?!” he squawked.

“I’ll help this town out, but I’m not going to give you a damn thing as long as you’re employing slaves. If you want our cooperation, you’re going to free them all. Then you’re going to outlaw slavery in this town.”

“You… you cannot be serious,” Zeryesis cackled as if I’d said the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard. “All of Styxlar will fall apart without slave labor. How do you expect me to maintain this manor?”

“Maybe by paying your citizens an honest wage to do the work?”

From the look on his face, you’d have thought I’d just asked him to take a shit in his hand and use it as shampoo.

I closed in on the devil prick while staring him dead on. “I want to make Styxlar a better place, not you a richer man. You’re going to start being a proper fucking leader and taking care of your people. And don’t even think of saying it’s not possible. I don’t remember being mobbed by hungry devils anywhere but here.”

Just what Zeryesis was doing which was causing his people to suffer so much, I hadn’t a clue, but it stopped now.

Zeryesis tripped over his words as he tried to come up with some sort of excuse, or counter, or whatever he thought could get him out of this mess.

I backed the devil against the wall and slammed my hand beside his head. “This isn’t up for negotiation. You need us to get through that portal. What will you do if I say we’re not going unless you give in to my demands?”

“Y-you wouldn’t,” he whimpered.

“Wouldn’t I? Do you know me to be a sane person? Or do you see me as the type to do something crazy for whatever cause he believes in?”

Appalled realization filled his face. At this rate, he’d be in tears.

I shrugged. “It’s not like I’m making unreasonable demands—”

“You most certainly are!” the devil squawked.

“I could be asking you to free your slaves, surrender your house, and wander around town stark-bollock naked in return for us going back,” I said.

“That doesn’t sound like a bad idea to me,” Lulu commented.

“Me neither. But, instead, I’m letting him keep his role and offering his town assistance. Yet he’s acting so ungrateful. Maybe I should change offers?”

“N-no!” Zeryesis squealed.

I smirked. “Then do we have a deal?””

He gulped and looked away. With the wall blocking his retreat, that was all he could do to run from me. “You know I employ humans, don’t you? Your enemies?”

“So?” I said with another shrug. “We’ll send them to Blesslan.”

“And what of the demons? Do you expect me to let them go?”

That took me a little longer to answer. After all, my interactions with the demons—with kobolds, trolls, and pigs—had been…

“Fuck it. Why not?” I said. “If I’m outlawing slavery, there’s no point half-arsing it. We’ll release them into the Darkwood, demon kingdom, or wherever works best. If they decide to try and turn down my generosity, I’ll make them regret it.”

Zeryesis grimaced as his poor excuse for trump cards were reduced to nothing.

I closed in further, so that he couldn’t turn his head back around. “Stop whimpering and answer, unless you like having that collar.” I tapped him on the throat, making it flash back into view.

“Fine. Fine!” he screeched. “I’ll comply! Just… get away from me.”

“Great,” I said as I stepped back. “Now let’s get this put into a contract.”

“What?!” Zeryesis squealed as he turned to face me.

“Did you think I’d trust you to live up to your end without some insurance? You know what to do.”

It was the last thing Zeryesis wanted to do initially, but when I promised him the price for failing this new contract wouldn’t be the end of his life, he snapped at the chance to make a new deal.

Once it’d all been agreed and signed, we at last moved down to the teleportation room which would take us home.

“We’re almost there,” Lulu said as we stood on the magic circle. “I’ve not been away for this long since my days at the academy.”

“I’ve not been away for this long… well, ever since I first started working for Henry,” Roxie said.

“Likewise,” Marietta said.

Dakota snickered as she leaned back into her hands. “I ain’t got some big history with the place, but damn am I lookin’ forward to gettin’ back.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said as she jumped around waving her wings. “I wanna meet the dragon. I wanna see how huge she really is!”

“Will you stop jumping around?!” Zeryesis snapped. “I swear to The Otherworldly, if I die here because a bird can’t keep still…”

Jezzy ignored Zeryesis, as we often did, in favor of giggling into her fingers. “She’s, like, so super huge. I’m totally sure you two will be the best of friends.”

Marietta sighed. “I honestly haven’t the faintest idea where you could’ve gotten that idea from.”

I laughed. “Let’s go make sure she hasn’t burned the place down, Zeryesis, if you would.”

“Certainly!” he practically squealed before clicking his fingers.

A purple eruption followed.

It was my fourth time traveling like this, so the amazement factor had long since wore off. What really got me wide eyed and cheerful was when the flames faded, revealing a familiar landscape.

The farm.

It… was still here. I’d had faith in Ali Noira, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t worried. However, it had all been for naught. Everything was the way it was supposed to be. Our house was still standing, the fields were still growing, and there were still demi-beasts all around, going about their business.

At least, until they noticed us.

“It’s… it’s Steve and the others!” yelled a bunny as loud as she could.

The ground beneath our feet shook as the entire farm rushed over to see us.

“Guys and gals!” Apollo yelled while waving those big, muscular tanned arms of his. “You’re back!”

A flash of red shot past his head and fired at us like a crossbow’s bolt. “Ferny!” screamed the incoming harpy.

“Apple!” Fern yelled back… before she was wiped out by a tackle. The pair skidded through the dirt in a feathery heap. “Ah! Why did you do that? Why?!”

“They actually saved the little lassie!” Sophie cheered.

It paled in comparison to a certain someone’s.

“My collar! It’s gone!” Zeryesis squealed as he hugged his throat. “I’m free. I’m free, at last!”

I pretended he wasn’t there and laughed with Sophie. “Of course. Why else did you think we came back?”

“For a moment, I didn’t think ya were gonna come back at all,” Norma said as she fought her way through a jungle of legs. “What took ya all so long? Scared me out of my wits, ya did.”

“Sorry!” Lulu squeaked, bowing her head. “We, erm… ran into a little trouble.”

Marietta scoffed as she raised her parasol back open. “Yes, because that’s not an understatement.”

“But we got Fern back, safe and sound. That’s all that matters,” Roxie said as she looked at our little menace.

“Why did you tackle me so hard?” Fern complained as Apple helped her off the floor. “Who does that? Who?!”

Norma bellowed while holding her wobbling stomach. “Yep, that’s the same dense numpty I remember.”

I grinned in agreement. “How have things been here? Any changes?”

“You could say that,” Apollo snickered as he playfully tapped Norma with the side of his leg.

She laughed back as pinkness flooded into her cheeks. “Trying to embarrass this old woman, are ya? Sorry, you’re gonna need a few more wrinkles on your sack before ya get to me.”

My eyes flicked between the two of them. What were they…?

“Excuse me! Coming through!” squeaked Squibbly as he forced his way through the same route Norma used. “So the news I heard was true? Welcome back, my children. I’m glad to see you’ve returned safely. May The Shepherd be praised.”

Norma scoffed. “Ah, knock the religious crap off for a moment. Let Steve and the girls take the credit they deserve.”

“I-I wasn’t trying to give credit to The Shepherd, I assure you,” the pint-sized priest stammered while pushing his spectacles back up the bridge of his nose. “The ones deserving of praise for this miracle are those who risked their lives to obtain it… Although I’m sure The Shepherd was watching over them all the while.”

“Well I hope he enjoyed the show!” Norma chortled out as she scooped a little chubby arm around the mouse’s shoulders. “You’re always so cute when you get flustered, or so says me.”

“C-cute?! I’m far too old to be called cute,” said the pocket-sized rodent getting redder by the moment.

“You’re never too old to be cute! Just look at me!” Norma laughed before she was engulfed in an air of seriousness. Her blue eyes burrowed into her holy prey. “Unless you’re trying to say otherwise.”

He gulped. “S-Shepherd no! I think you’re positively adorable, honey. An angel placed upon this world by The Shepherd himself.”

Norma went straight back to howling like a mad woman. “That’s more like it!” She rewarded Squibbly for his good behavior by giving him a big kiss, right on the lips.

Lulu’s mouth fell open as she pointed at the pair. “You two are…?”

“A lot can change in a few weeks,” a grinning Norma said.

“Speak for yourself,” Apollo groaned with a shake of his head. “This place is still missing some quality mare babes. How long am I supposed to make do with my belly for?”

“And why do we need to hear this?” Marietta spat… probably understandably.

The less I had to hear about horse masturbation, the better.

“For me, these last few weeks have been the most eventful of my life,” Squibbly said. “I’ve transformed from a lone, wandering herdsman into the owner of his own church and partner of a sexy, beautiful woman.”

Norma bit her bottom lip and growled. “That’s more like it, or so says me. In a bit, how about we go get ourselves some privacy so I can show ya just how sexy I—”

“D-did you say the church was done?” I said while loudly clearing my suddenly stuffy throat.

The less I had to hear about old gnome… anything, the better.

“Indeed, my child!” Squibbly said. “And it is a most wonderful church—more wonderful than I could’ve possibly imagined!”

“It is pretty sweet,” Apollo seconded. “It’s made of stone and everything.”

“For real?” Roxie said as she switched between our conversation and mingling with her cow friends.

Jezzy, on the other hand, was off somewhere catching up with the trees.

“How the frick did ya manage that?” Dakota asked.

I was going to say the same thing. Even though I was an earth mage, of sorts, we’d made all our buildings out of wood because of the abundant amount we had to work with. How had they managed to move to stone, both in collecting and shaping?

Norma guffawed. “How do ya think? We had ourselves some help.” She started looking around the sky. “Just where is she? It’s not like her to be far. She’s gonna be kicking herself when she realizes what she’s missed, or so says me.”

Ah. That gave me a pretty good idea who—

The ground shook.

It was like an imitation of when the entire farm had rushed over to welcome us back, yet there wasn’t a second lot of villagers around to make such a fuss. That had to mean…

“H-hey!” Zeryesis whimpered from behind me as he tried to push me forward. “This has been fun, and I’m glad we all became such good friends. Now if you’d move away and give me some room so I can—”

“Where is he?!” boomed the voice of The Obsidian Dragon as she pushed the Darkwood aside and rushed onto the farm.

I waved at the fifteen foot of towering dragon. “Hey, honey. I’m home.”

“You’ve returned!” Ali Noira cheered as her whole face lit up. It didn’t last. She clearly realized she’d sounded far too happy and made things right by looking away with a Marie-style huff. “Finally. You took longer than I anticipated.”

“My bad! We ran into some bother,” I told her. “Didn’t mean to worry you.”

She folded her arms under the hills that were her breasts and scoffed. “Do not be so cocky, human. You make it sound as if I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, have become attached to a mere mortal.”

Norma cupped her mouth and leaned in. “She’s been here every day, complaining about how long you’ve been taking.”

“Do not think I cannot hear your accusations, gnome.”

“I ain’t accusing ya; I’m just saying how it is, or so says me.” The snickering gnome pointed behind us, at the right side of the path leading to Grayedge. “If ya head that way, you’ll find a dragon-shaped clearing a certain someone’s been using as a bed.”

Ali Noira huffed through her nostrils while glaring at the fay a fifth her size. “I am the ruler of the Darkwood. I may sleep wherever I please.”

“Could anyone be more transparent?” Marietta sighed out.

“I’m not sure you should be saying that, sugar,” Roxie said.

I chuckled. “Whatever her motivation and concern levels, she’s kept the farm safe.” I bowed my head before the forest’s ruler. “Thank you for the help.”

Another booming scoff followed. “Think nothing of it, human. It is normal for a ruler to protect her territory. That’s all.”

Fern rushed past me and inhaled. “Whoa!” She grabbed my arm with a wing and tugged. “Hey. Hey! Is that the dragon? Is she the dragon?! She’s huge. Super huge!”

“We did tell you,” Lulu said as her tail fluttered behind her.

My harpy bride nodded. “But she’s super, super huge! And scaly. So scaly! She’s like a drake. A huge drake! A huge girly drake!”

“I am no drake, little bird!” Ali Noira roared, making those with sensitive hearing cover their ears. “I am the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira. And you…” She shifted closer, scattering the crowd before us. Then she crouched down to get a better look at Fern. Her brows furrowed as she poked her with a nail. “You must be the harpy behind this entire mess.”

Fern puffed out her chest. “That’s me!”

“Sugar, I’m not sure that was a compliment,” Roxie warned as she shuffled herself behind me, a location which had suddenly become rather popular.

“Oh.”

Ali Noira inspected Fern closely, peering her up and down with her lava-pit eyes. She sniffed, almost sucking Fern’s feathers back off her wings.

And just after they’d finally started regrowing, too.

“You went to all that trouble for this?” Ali Noira asked me, as if I’d come back with a mud-covered boot.

“Hey!” Fern protested, throwing her wings in the air.

I put my hands on my hips and stared at the dismissive dragon. “Damn straight. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat. You got a problem with that?”

Ali Noira turned with a huff. “I have no problem with the company you keep. I simply wonder why one would bother with a common harpy when they could choose to spend their time with the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon herself.”

“Oooh!” Jezzy cooed as she skipped back over after her spell tree hugging. “Is someone saying they’re jealous of Ferny?”

“Jealous?!” Ali Noira yelped. “I am the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, Ali Noira. I do not get jealous!”

“But that’s what it sounded like to me,” Jezzy said as she tapped her bottom lip.

“I am not jealous! What I am is neglected. My property hasn’t been on hand for over three weeks. It’s time he makes that right.”

I had a pretty good idea what that could be insinuating.

“No way. No way!” Fern protested as she flailed her wings at the big dragon. “We’re finally home! That means we can finally breed. It’s time for me and Steve to breed!”

We’d decided against doing that particular deed while traveling across Voida. Fern needed a safe place to raise her egg. The wilds of the devil’s land, in a mobile cage, was not it.

Fern grabbed my hand with her wings. “Come on, Steve. Come on! It’s breeding time!”

Ali Noira plucked Fern up with her claws. “That treasure is mine, worm.”

“No, it’s mine. Mine!” Fern squirmed, but she couldn’t slip free. “My mom told me to breed right away. She made me promise. Promise! If you don’t let me… she’s gonna come over here and beat you up!”

Roxie gulped. “Sugar, I…”

Marietta sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I have no words…”

“Let your mother try!” Ali Noira snarled. “I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, shall best any who wishes to challenge—”

Our attention was drawn by a clear of the throat. The throat in question belonged to Ayu, the bee warrior I’d once had a rather enjoyable encounter with.

“I am glad to see you have all returned safely,” she said. “Queen Nakazuki has been patiently awaiting your arrival. She wishes for you to fulfill your end of our alliance as soon as possible.”

When did she get here? And why was she speaking up now? Couldn’t she see that things were hectic enough without—

“Hey-hey!” Apple said as she buzzed around me like a big feathery fly. “Like, someone’s coming from Blesslan! I think they’re sending a messenger.”

I groaned. I’d only been back for five minutes. The ‘back in an office after a long weekend’ vibes were off the chart.

I guess that means I’m home.

Demanding dragons. Troublesome neighbors. Baby-hungry demi-beasts. Yep, pretty much what I was expecting.

I couldn’t help laughing.

“Steve?!” Lulu squeaked.

“The frick’s wrong with ya?!” Dakota said while giving my shoulder a nudge. “Ya better not be losin’ ya nut after all that shiz.”

“Sorry,” I said as I dried my eyes. “It’s just…”

Damn, was it good to be back.


Chapter 25


Apollo’s hooves thudded off the dirt path leading to Grayedge. Norma and Lulu rode his back as they headed to the usual meeting point.

Vulcan had requested an urgent assembly, on behalf of the Flameridge family.

We’d considered telling him to stuff that offer where the sun doesn’t shine, but Lulu had insisted on accepting, so off we went.

I was also Darkwood bound… although I had another means of transport.

“You don’t have to do this,” I said to my big, bad ride.

Ali Noira scoffed as she strolled forward with me on her shoulder. Her stride was so long she had little issue keeping pace with Apollo no matter how leisurely she moved. “Are you trying to insinuate that I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, am acting against her own will? Or perhaps you’re saying you don’t want me to carry you?”

“Obviously not. I mean, you’re the fucking Obsidian Dragon! Of course, I’m stoked to ride with you.” I had the best damn view in the house.

If only it didn’t make me feel like a parrot riding on a pirate’s soldier.

“Then stop your complaining. Let’s hurry and finish this so we can get to more important business,” Ali Noira said.

“You mean fucking?” I asked.

“I mean having you make up for the weeks of neglect.”

“So fucking.”

Ali Noira turned her glaring eyes my way, nearly knocking me off her shoulder in the process. “Don’t talk as if we are equal partners in this arrangement. Your job is to satisfy me in whatever way I desire.”

“Sorry,” I said. “So fucking, armjobs, and rimming?”

Her eyebrows furrowed.

I laughed and stroked her cheek. “Don’t be mad at me. I’ll make sure to take you to heaven soon enough. What man could resist the charms of the great and beautiful Obsidian Dragon?”

Ali Noira pulled her face from my touch. “An acceptable response, human. I’ll forgive you this time.”

“Do they realize how loud their flirting is?” Lulu said from around the big dragon’s waist, Apollo giving her a height boost.

Norma chuckled from the seat in front of Lulu. “Someone feeling a wee bit jealous?”

“N-no!” the dog girl squeaked as color warmed her cheeks.

“It ain’t anything to worry about, Lulu-baby. If need be, I can always take Steve’s place,” Apollo said, shooting her a wink.

“No thanks…”

His shoulders sagged. “And still no action for the big guy…”

I chuckled as I listened in. If Apollo had been serious, I wouldn’t have been… but it was nice to get some light-hearted fun in before things hit the fan.

We were the first to arrive at the usual spot. Norma, Lulu, and I waited by our seats while Apollo and Ali Noira watched from afar.

The dragon doubled up as security. With her here, we’d opted against sending defensive scouts into The Darkwood. There was little danger of anything kicking off as was. Even if it did, something told me the living legend herself would be enough to handle it.

Minutes later, the convoy from Blesslan rolled in. Vulcan dismounted his ride and opened the carriage which contained the pair I hadn’t been dying to meet again: Victoria and Edward Flameridge.

Edward was quick to show us his winning smile. “Lulu! It’s terribly good to see you again after far too long. And let’s not forget to extend a warm welcome to you as well, Steven, and you too, Norma. Then there is a new face I have only heard about thus far.” The exquisitely dressed noble bowed in respect to the Darkwood’s ruler.

Ali Noira folded her massive arms. “I came to spectate and little more. Pretend as if I’m not here.”

Why did she keep thinking that was possible? Was she aware who she was? What she looked like?

Edward did his best, bless him. He turned his focus off the dragon and back onto his niece. “Wherever have you been all this time? Mother and I have been beyond concerned.”

Victoria didn’t look it. Was she even trying to hide her disdain?

“I’m sure you’re quite aware where we’ve been,” Lulu snapped back at him.

“There’s no point playing dumb,” I said, not bothering to take the provided seat. “You know what happened, and we know you were involved.”

Veronica folded her arms as she too decided to stay standing. “Baseless accusations.”

Edward continued with his friendly, smiling routine, but he didn’t choose to be the first one among us to sit. “We know there was a ruckus in the desert, and have heard rumors of your involvement, but nothing more than that. Being all the way out here, our contact and influence with the main house are both rather limited. Any trouble you may have had over there was beyond our contro—”

I slammed my hands on the table, silencing the lying windbag. “I told you not to bother with this. We know you guys were involved. Hell, you may be the masterminds behind it.” I scoffed and shook my head. “The heir and current leader’s wife having no knowledge or say about what’s happening? What a fucking joke.”

Norma slammed her own hands down as she stood on the chair. “We know the two of ya are the reason the harpies attacked.” Facts we’d made sure to relay. “It stands to reason you’re behind everything else too, or so says me.”

“This was some scheme to take down us and the farm,” I continued. “One which failed.”

We had the pair hook, line, and sinker, although you wouldn’t know it from Veronica’s stony expression. She didn’t so much as flinch.

Her son wasn’t quite as composed. He flinched back with a gulp before trying to laugh everything away. “I see how you could’ve come to that impression. I’d go more into just how our family operates, but it would take forever. However, I promise we were not involved in anything you’re accusing us. We did tell the main house of the existence of the Scorchlan Princess, but what they did with that information was up to them. Mother and I would never do anything to put Lulu in harm’s way. She is our precious relative—our last link to Henry.”

“A precious relative you only started caring about when she became an enemy of the state,” Lulu said while glowering at the smooth-talking noble. “You didn’t care about me when I was born. You didn’t care when Dad had to raise me on his lonesome. You didn’t care when I was struggling at the academy. Only now. Only when you have something to gain.”

“Another baseless accusation,” Blesslan’s top grandmother replied.

“We’ve already apologized for our past mistakes,” Edward said. “I assure you that you’ve got the wrong impression. We want you for you.”

Lulu huffed and turned away. “Arthur didn’t seem to think so. He thought I was better dead than Flameridge.”

“Arthur wasn’t blood; he wouldn’t understand. He doesn’t share the connection we do.”

“The connection that saw you ignore me for twenty years?! The one that goes through my dad, who you exiled from the family for looking after me?!”

Edward gestured with his hands for Lulu to relax. “Let’s keep our tempers under control.”

“Don’t tell me what to do!” Lulu screamed as she nearly put her paws through the table. She leaned on it and growled, baring her fangs. “I bet you think I’m stupid because I’m a demi-beast. Well, I’m not. I may not be a genius, but I’m not an idiot. I’ve known the two of you have only wanted to use me this entire time. You’ve only wanted to take me away to destabilize the farm. Reconnecting with me is a lie. Wanting to make things right with Dad is a lie. Both lies deserved to win my favor.”

“T-that’s not true,” Edward said as his useless gestures sped up. “Both you and Henry are of great importance to us. We would—”

“It is!” Lulu roared. “It is true! You know how much Dad means to me, and you’ve been trying to use it against me. It’s all you talk about. Saying how I can protect his name and how proud he’d be of me. You’re just trying to manipulate me—trying to guilt me into doing what you want!”

“Lulu,” Normal mumbled.

I’d seen Lulu lose her cool in ways that made this seem composed. But to those who hadn’t…

“You’ve been trying to use Dad against me this entire time,” the snarling canine growled. “I’ve known it from the start. But… but…”

Edward gulped. “That really isn’t—”

“So what?” Victoria said, almost sending her son’s eyes springing from their sockets.

“Mother?!”

“What? She already knows,” the ice-cool matron said. “And what does it matter? No matter our aims or methods, this truth remains; Henry is a laughing stock all across Blesslan. We can change that. If we bring his bitch of a daughter back to the family, we can clear Henry’s name and turn him back into a hero.”

I wanted to snap at the cow, but she was right. Even if it wasn’t their aim, even if it was just a byproduct of a greater scheme, Lulu would still get her wish if she went along with it.

Lulu nibbled her bottom lip. There was no way she hadn’t known.

Victoria’s loveless brown eyes pierced into the redhead. “Or don’t you care about your father? Don’t care that his good name is being slandered all over Blesslan because of you?”

“Of course, I care!” Lulu screeched. “How could I not? If I didn’t, I never would have considered your offer in the first place. I wouldn’t have spent weeks beating myself up about what to do—who to choose.”

“Then what you should do is obvious,” Victoria said.

Lulu buried a fang back into her bottom lip. Any harder and she’d be dripping blood.

I placed a hand on her back. “Lulu.”

She shook her head before showing me a pained smile. “It’s okay, Steve. I already know what I want to do. I’ve been thinking about it ever since we saved Fern.”

I nodded and took a step back, giving her some room.

Lulu composed herself with a breath… before hitting Victoria with a glare every bit as loveless as the one she was receiving. “I do care about Dad; I care about him a lot more than you do. And he cared about me too.” Her lips twitched into a momentary smile before falling beneath a mask of sternness. “Thanks to you, I kept telling myself that Dad would want me to clear his name and ‘do something’ with my life… but no longer. Being in the desert reminded me of what he would really want more than anything else.”

“And, pray tell, what would that be?” Victoria asked.

Another smile found its way to Lulu’s lips, but this one persevered in the face of Victoria’s malice. “He’d want me to be happy,” the smiling pup said. “How did I forget something so obvious? His top priority was my happiness. He didn’t mind being hated as long as I was looked after.”

“Which you will,” Edward interjected.” With us—as a member of the Flameridge family.”

Lulu scoffed. “Yeah, as some political tool. You’ll be able to give me credentials, fancy clothing, and expensive tutoring, but there’s no way you’ll be able to make me happy. There’s no way you’ll be able to show me the love I get here.”

“We’re family, Lulu. We’re blood. Of course we love you,” Edward insisted.

“Really? Which is again why you ignored me for twenty years.” She pointed at me and herself. “You know what we did when our friend was taken? We went straight after her. We ventured across the Darkwood to meet a dragon, we made a deal with a devil to travel across Voida, and we battled our way through the tribes of the Scorchlan Desert. All that for one harpy! A harpy who is… quite frankly, a total pain in the backside. She’s loud, annoying, stupid, smug, and never does what she’s told… but we love her all the same! We love her enough to go to all that trouble to save her.” Lulu pushed herself against the table, almost climbing on top of it. “Would you do that for me? Would you go to all that trouble if I was taken?”

Edward stumbled over his response.

“There’s no way you would!” Lulu screamed. “Because to you, I’ll always be a tool; I’ll always be disposable, just like Dad was.” This time, her point was firmly at me. “Steve would never think of me that way! Marietta and my friends wouldn’t either, because they love me, just like Dad does. They care about me and my happiness. So if my options are staying here or all the power, wealth, and success in the world…” She lunged and wrapped herself around my arm. “My choice is here!”

I couldn’t stop myself from grinning. There was the answer I’d been waiting to hear for weeks.

It was about time.

Victoria didn’t seem to think so. Somehow, the woman cold enough to freeze fire turned even more dour. “So you really are choosing to abandon Henry.”

“Oh, stop it,” Lulu spat at her. “I’m over that. Yes, that Dad’s still getting dissed upsets me, and it always will… but not as upset as I’m sure he’d be to see me sacrifice myself to stop it.” Her peridot eyes peeked up at me. “Sorry I took so long to realize that…”

I laughed and petted her lovely ginger locks. “Better late than never.”

Her tail gave a little flutter before she turned her stare back to her blood. “I reject your offer. This is my home; this is where I belong. Now leave. I don’t want to see either of you ever again.”

Victoria’s face twisted into a hideous scowl. “You impertinent mutt. We offer you a place in the prestigious Flameridge family, and this is how you respond? Henry raised you just as poorly as I envisioned.”

“How dare you talk about Dad that way!” Lulu snapped as she banged her hands back onto the table. “You lost the right to talk about him a long time ago.”

Victoria’s hands followed. “After you stole him from me, you little bitch?! You and your mongrel mother?!”

“What was that?!” Lulu snarled as her fur stood on end.

I could practically smell the incoming fire magic.

Norma clutched the back of her seat. “Steve? I think this might be a good time for ya to step in, or so says me.”

I nodded and put a hand on Lulu’s shoulder. “We shouldn’t make relations with Blesslan any worse than they already are… but if you’re going to fight, I’ve got your back.”

Lulu’s face lit up.

“That ain’t what I had in mind!” Norma complained as she swiveled around the back of her chair, so she was standing behind the backrest.

Edward gestured toward Victoria. “Temper, Mother. This is neither the time nor the place to come to blows.” He peeked past us, at our towering bodyguard.

Ali Noira huffed through her nostrils. “I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, have no interest in interfering in a mere family squabble. But if you try to use this as an excuse to invade my forest…”

Edward gulped before trying to pull Victoria back. “Come on, Mother. Temper.”

Once she was dragged away, Victoria calmed herself with a breath. The snarling bitch returned to her stuffy, unpleasant self. Her glaring eyes remained on Lulu. “Your invitation to the Flameridge family? Consider it canceled.”

“Good! I didn’t want it anyway!” Lulu said.

“Fine. Let Henry’s name continue to be tarnished until the end of time.”

“I don’t care! I know what Dad was like. I know how much he loved me. That’s all that matters.”

“Loved you?” Victoria spat back. “He didn’t raise you because of love; he did so because of guilt—because of what he did to your mother.”

“Mother,” Edward groaned.

“What? It’s the truth. Henry only raised this bitch because he felt bad about killing her mom.”

“Watch your fucking tongue!” I warned the cold-hearted virago.

“No, Steve. It’s okay,” Lulu mumbled as she backed away from the table. “She’s not lying.”

Victoria smirked. “So he told you?”

Lulu nodded. “He did.” Her eyes weren’t interested in the gloating witch all-too happy to use this info as a weapon. They were focused on me. “You know Mom died of childbirth, but I’ve not told you why. See, the thing is… Dad never loved Mom. She loved him, but he didn’t love her. He was her superior in the army who he used for, erm… casual fun. It ended with Mom conceiving me. The thing was, she never told Dad—she was worried how he’d respond. So she hid it. She hid her pregnancy while trying to think of a way to get him to approve. Instead, it meant nobody was prepared when she suddenly went into labor. It meant there was nobody around to help when there were complications…”

My words didn’t come quickly. How could they after hearing all that?

Yet Lulu was smiling. It was a pained smile, a sad smile, yet she was smiling all the same. She wasn’t going to fall to pieces. She was too strong.

“That… it doesn’t mean he killed her,” was all I managed to spit out.

Lulu shook her head. “Not directly, but it was his attitude which caused everything. If he’d been kinder, if he’d viewed her as little more than an easy lay, she might have survived. He knew all that, which is why he sacrificed everything to raise me. I was his way of atoning for his crimes.”

“See?” Victoria said as the grinning bitch reveled in the airing of this dirty laundry—her own son’s misdeeds. “He didn’t love her or her mother. She was just a symbol of his weakness—his insanity. Nothing more.”

Norma snorted.

Victoria’s cold brow eyes snapped Norma’s way. “Did you have something to add?”

“Oh, aye!” the gnome said with a cackle. “I was just thinking ya don’t have a bleeding clue, or so says me.”

“Excuse me?”

Norma swiveled around so she was standing on the chair properly while grinning at her junior. “Unlike you, I actually saw Henry and Lulu together. Heck, I practically saw the two of them grow up together. And you’re right. At first, Henry didn’t love Lulu at all.”

Lulu’s ears fell flat against her head.

“At first. Over the years, as little Lulu grew, the way he looked at her, talked about her, changed. She went from being a dog to a child. Then she went from a child to a daughter. Then she went from a mere daughter to the apple of his eye.”

“Nonsense,” Victoria snarled.

“I’m sorry, where ya there to see it?” Norma countered. “Where ya serving that big awkward buffoon for over a decade? Nah, I didn’t think so. I was. I saw it all—heard it all. In fact, it’s what made me what I am today. It was Henry’s love for Lulu that made me shake off that church nonsense and see demi-beasts for what they really are.”

“I can back that up,” Apollo said as he raised a hand. “Norma was a boss just like any other when I first rolled up in Grayedge. Year on year, she softened up until she felt less like a boss and more like a chum.”

“All Henry’s influence. And Lulu’s too. That wouldn’t have happened if he only saw her as a way to pay for his crimes, but he didn’t. Henry loved the socks off that girl, or so says me, and I ain’t gonna let some big-city noble tell me otherwise.”

I held back a fist pump. Nice one, Norma! Way to stick it to that witch.

“Madness,” Victoria snarled.

“It’s not,” Lulu said back as she stared the noble down. “Dad told me as much. He said, at first, I was just his sin. But then he watched me grow and slowly fell in love. By the time I was an adult, before I left for the academy, he said I was the best thing to ever happen to him… and I refuse to believe that was a lie!”

Victoria stared. She tried to bite back, but the unbelievable happened. She couldn’t. The evil witch didn’t know what to say.

Lulu grinned as she saw her disowned granny struggle. “There. No matter what barbs, what spiteful tricks, you have left, they’re not going to work on me. Dad loved me and that’s that. If you think otherwise, well… you can get fucked!”

“Yeah!” the Darkwood yelled.

All eyes turned toward the feminine voice, one that was both energetic and high-pitched. One that belonged to someone dumb enough to yell when they were supposed to be hiding.

“Fern!” I shouted back.

“No way!” it responded. “That wasn’t me. It wasn’t me!”

I sighed. “Just… come out here. And bring whoever else snuck over with you.”

The bushes rustled, Out tottered Fern… as well as Dakota, Jezzy, Roxie, and Marietta.

Dakota kicked Fern in the ankle. “Nice friggin’ goin’. The frick did ya start yellin’ for?!”

Fern puffed out her cheeks and waved her wings overhead. “I couldn’t help it! I got carried away!”

“What are you all doing here?” Lulu asked while picking her jaw off the floor.

Jezzy giggled. “We were, like, totally spying.”

“I’m not sure that’s what she meant, sugar,” Roxie replied.

Marietta huffed as she opened up her parasol, the Darkwood no longer doing the job for her. “We came to watch, of course. We came to see what your answer would be. I’m pleased you made the right one.”

Lulu’s face lit up once more. “Marie.”

The sheep turned her glare toward Victoria. “I don’t appreciate how you talked about Henry, or perhaps you’d like to explain his relationship with me as well?”

“I’ve been on this farm for longer than a horse’s shaft,” Roxie said. “I’m even better placed than Norma to talk about the relationship between Henry and Lulu. There wasn’t a word of lie; he loved her with all his heart, just like we do.”

Victoria flashed her teeth at the disrespectful demi-beasts.

I chuckled. “Now unless you’ve got any more bullshit to add, don’t you think it’s about time you pissed off?”

“We’re not done here!” she snarled.

“No, we are. You’re no longer welcome here. If your bosses have anything else to say, they can send some new reps. Until then, I hope our two kingdoms can continue trading and having positive relations.”

Victoria looked about ready to jump the desk and strangle every one of us, starting with me.

“Mother!” Edward said as he grabbed her shoulders and turned her around, back toward Blesslan. “Perhaps it would be best if we took our leave before matters get out of hand?” He leaned in and whispered into her ear.

The old noble huffed. “Fine.” She marched back into her carriage, slamming the door behind her.

Edward let out a forced laugh. “I’m terribly sorry about my mother’s… temper. I also hope our territories will continue to be allies. And I will make sure to discuss your suggestions when I am able to.”

“See to it you do,” I told him, “because things aren’t going to be pleasant if we catch you or any of your family here ever again.”

Lulu’s glaring eyes seconded my statement.

Edward bowed before making a quick exit after Victoria. Then Vulcan drove the two of them off, hopefully never to be seen again.

If they had any sense, that was.

Once they were gone, Lulu breathed out and fell against the table.

“You okay?” I said, placing a hand on her upper back.

She nodded. “Yeah. I… kind of just exhausted myself mentally. There was a lot of stuff there I’d been bottling up for a long time.”

I grinned. “Feel good to let it out?”

“Incredible.”

Norma laughed. “It was quite the display. To think sweet little Lulu could become such a demon.”

Dakota snickered. “This ain’t nothin’. Ya should’ve seen it back when we attacked Galewanker Farm. She went in like a proper monster. You’ll never be able to see her as a sweet mutt again after you’ve seen her burn a man alive and stuff… Not that I thought of her as one to begin with.”

“Seen her to do what?!” Norma exclaimed.

“Hey!” I protested. “I’ve seen her burn multiple men alive, yet I still think she’s absolutely adorable.” I petted her between the ears.

Her tail swung from side to side as she pushed into my palm. “Steve…”

“I’m so glad you decided to stay,” I said.

“Me too. Me too!” Fern added as she raced over.

“We all are, sugar,” Roxie said.

Marietta huffed as she strolled over. “She should’ve done so sooner. Worrying us like that…”

“Sorry,” Lulu mumbled as her ears dipped and her waggy tail slowed.

I rubbed behind an ear to perk them back up. “What did I say? Better late than never.”

“Like, totally!” Jezzy cheered. “Now we get to be together forever. And nothing will ever drag us apart.”

“Even death!” Fern boasted.

Marietta cuffed the harpy on the back of the head.

“What? What?!” she complained while rubbing it with her wings.

“You know what you said,” Marietta grumbled.

Personally, I quite liked the sound of it. Till not only death do us part. It sounded like the chad wedding vow.

Hmm…

“Hey, girls?” I said. “Wanna get married?”

I suddenly became the undivided focus of all their attention.

I grinned. “Fern and I got married. Right now, I’ve got five fake wives and one real one. Seems unfair. I’d much prefer to make it six real wives, and we do have a church that needs breaking in. That is, unless you’re not interes—”

“Of course I’ll marry you, sweetums!” Roxie squealed, rushing over and pulling me into her chest. “Oh, sweetums. An honest-to-Architect marriage? I… sugar, you just made me the happiest cow in the whole wide world!”

“What do you think you’re doing, you heavy-handed heifer?!” Marietta said as she grabbed me from behind and tried to pull me from Roxie’s embrace. “He asked all of us, not just you. He asked me. He said he wanted me to be his…” Her words crumbled into sobs as her woolly arms quivered around me. She buried her head against my back, soaking my shirt with tears. “Yes. I thought you’d never ask. I… I will. I do.”

Comforting my emotional new fiancée wasn’t easy when I had a pair of udders smothering my face.

Before I could wiggle free, more softness engulfed me from the side. “Stevie! Like, totally! I can’t believe this is, like, actually happening.” Once Jezzy had given me a good nuzzling on the arm, she glanced away. “Look, Kote. It’s, like, actually happening!”

Dakota scoffed as she leaned back into her hands, as relaxed as could be. “What are ya talkin’ about? It ain’t like we’ve been fantasizin’ about bein’ Steve’s bride proper for months or anythin’.” Another scoff from the lady who protested too much. “But I guess if he’s askin’, I ain’t gonna turn him down.”

“Aww, Kote. You’re crying,” Jezzy cooed.

“N-no, I friggin’ ain’t! I…” She rubbed her watery red eyes. It didn’t stop the flow. Her waterworks were just beginning. Even hiding within her hands didn’t help. “Oh, shiz. This is seriously happenin’. I’m actually gonna be a… And to a human too.”

I grinned from my cleavage prison. That was four down. It only left…

“Hey. Hey! Fern complained while trying to draw my attention with a wave of her wings. “What about me? Me?!”

“Obviously, we’ll be getting married again,” I told her. “Getting married to everyone and not you would be too cruel. I want you there with us, taking part.”

“Yay!” she cheered while jumping up and down. “I get to marry Steve twice. Twice! That makes me a double wife. The double first wife!”

I rolled my eyes. I really should’ve seen that coming.

You give an inch, she runs around naked, acting smug.

That left one response missing.

I at last wiggled from Roxie’s arms… although she quickly captured me from behind and got back to snuggling. It was good enough. I could still see the one who I wanted to address. “Lulu? What do you say? Now you’ve cast away one family, how about making this one official?”

Her bottom lip quivered as her eyes wandered over the merry little family I was asking her to sign up for. It was filled with warm, welcoming smiles, even if some were hidden behind tears. The others wanted her to join this perverse arrangement just as much as I did.

After all, we all loved her.

“I… Steve, yes!” Lulu said as her peridot eyes began to sparkle. “Please, Steve. Please let me be your bride.”

I chuckled. “You don’t need to beg; I’m begging you. A simple yes will do.”

“Then… yes!” She pounced forward, hugging my front.

Jezzy closed in around her, followed by Fern. That left only Dakota trying to play it cool, until she was beckoned over by ‘Zelby’ to join in with the fun.

With our family.

Norma guffawed. “Congratulations, everyone!”

Apollo snorted through his nostrils. “Damn, I can’t believe he really went there. A marriage between a human and demi-beasts. Now I’ve seen it all… besides a hot mare babe of my own.”

Whatever sound Apollo made couldn’t be compared to Ali Noira huffing. “I don’t remember giving my property permission to marry.”

My loving brides flinched out of cuddling mode in unison.

“What?” Jezzy sang, tilting her head.

“Steve doesn’t need your permission to marry us!” Lulu said.

“Yeah!” Dakota agreed. “Stop tryin’ to nick him! Ya already agreed to this or summat.”

Ali Noira didn’t back down. She glared at the mere mortals who dared challenge her.

“Hold on,” I said, signaling for my fiancées to calm and let me handle this. Then I turned my focus to the big dragon. “I might be marrying these girls, but they understand I’m a total pervert who can’t keep it in his pants for five minutes.”

“Sadly.” Marietta rolled her eyes.

“I’ll still give you the attention I promised. There’s no need to be jealous.”

Ali Noira puffed out her cheeks and turned away. “I, the great and powerful Obsidian Dragon, am not jealous. I have no interest in becoming a mere human’s bride… and I suppose I cannot complain as long as you remember to keep me satisfied.”

“Just as long as you don’t forget to satisfy us,” Lulu said to me.

I grinned. “Jealous?”

“No! I just think that flirting with another woman after you proposed…”

I chuckled and pulled my needy bride into a loving kiss. “Don’t worry about it. No bride of mine is going unsatisfied. That’s a guarantee.”

When I pulled back, Lulu’s eyes had glazed over somewhat, and her cheeks had turned red.

I thought that would do the trick.

Two powerful, soft arms tightened hold of me. “Me next, sugar,” Roxie said while holding the back of my head against her chest. “I mean, I did accept first. It’s only right.”

“Don’t even try, you underhanded cow,” Marietta complained while trying to yank me away, all for herself.

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern flailed her big green wings. “If anyone gets smooches next, it’s the first wife. The double first wife!”

“Frick that!” Dakota snapped. “That means ya already had your turn. Now hurry and give those damn lips here.”

“Stevie,” Jezzy sang while rubbing her big, heavy dryad breasts against my arm. “Like, don’t you wanna give me a smooch?”

“Usin’ your tits is cheatin’!”

All I could do was laugh. Something told me I was going to enjoy married life a lot.

How could I not when I had such wonderful brides?


Chapter 26


Wedding fever engulfed the farm.

A few days had passed since I’d proposed to my lovers—since the whole farm had heard and jumped at the chance to help prepare for Darkwood Farm’s very first wedding.

The first wedding pretty much any of our residents had gotten to attend.

Formal weddings weren’t a thing for the demi-beasts of Blesslan; it was reserved for humans and the other fay. That meant there were no set customs in place, especially as we’d be getting married in the eyes of The Shepherd rather than The Architect.

We got to do things our way.

Under the midday sun, demi-beasts from the farm and beyond gathered at the church to attend the event they’d all been waiting for. A couple of drone bees borrowed from Queen Nakazuki, who was in attendance alongside Ayu, played a gentle melody as the guests took their places, whether that be in the venue or around it.

The church was a lovely little building, built primarily of stone. It had wooden pews lined up in rows, facing an altar and window, of all things.

Yet another gift from Ali Noira. She’d even mended those of our farmhouse, as well.

It was a shame she was too big to properly attend.

In total, about forty guests lined each side of the room, including both Norma and Apollo, who just had to get prime seats, no matter how poorly the place was designed for horses.

The centaur, who’d dressed up in his nicest caparison, snickered as she squeezed in between the pews and the wall. “How are you feeling, bud? Crapping yourself?”

“They’re going to need to scrub this floor for weeks if this thing doesn’t hurry and start,” I said as I stood at the venue’s front, tapping the ground with my foot.

Norma howled with laughter. “At least ya look good, or so says me!”

I couldn’t disagree. My black and gold ensemble made me look like some sixteenth-century royal.

“I’d feel better if I forgot these were a loan from Zeryesis,” I said as I checked the fabric for any traces of the devil. “He really knows how to kiss ass.”

It hadn’t earned him an invite.

My fiancées hadn’t been so fortunate. Zeryesis had no clothing to lend them—not that Lulu would be caught dead in any dress he provided—nor was there anyone else we could borrow them off. They’d been forced to make their own.

I prayed it’d gone well. We didn’t have heaps of fabric or tons of tools to work with, and no woman wanted to look bad on her wedding day.

Even if two would probably attend naked, if they could.

The bee musicians fell silent… before starting a familiar melody I’d instructed them to play.

My heart leapt as the rest of the church fell silent. It was time for the moment of truth.

One by one, a group of six angels walked straight out of heaven and into the church. Lulu led the way, a bouquet of flowers just as white as her dress in hand. She was followed by Fern, then Roxie, then Dakota, Jezzy, and, finally, Marietta.

My jaw hit the floor at the sight of them. Any worries I’d had about the dress situation were unneeded. Sure, their outfits weren’t the sort good enough to be sold in wedding stores back on Earth, but for makeshift dresses made in a few days, they were beautiful. They did nothing to hinder the radiance of my girls.

They enhanced it.

The first four beauties to enter the venue were all clad in white. Lulu and Roxie’s were the most traditional of the set. They were like clouds flowing down their bodies, giving the illusion their feet weren’t touching this mortal realm at all. For Lulu, it hugged her front tightly, showing off her toned, tanned arms and hiding her tan lines away. For Roxie, it squeezed her middle and pushed up the breasts she was so proud of.

Dakota’s dress almost wasn’t a dress at all. While it flowed to the floor behind, the dress was nonexistent at the front, showing off a figure-hugging bodysuit which emphasized her long legs and thin, modelesque physique.

As for Fern, her dress was the shortest and simplest of the bunch. It was a halter-strap sundress which flashed as much of her chocolate-colored thighs as possible.

For a winged nudist, there couldn’t be anything better.

Things changed with Jezelbe, although not for negative reasons. Her dress was unique in that it wasn’t made of fabric. It was made from leaves that had been stricken by fall, sewn together into a design which gave all the support of Roxie’s while leaving her arms bare.

Who knew such a striking wedding dress, made from a mixture of yellow, orange, and red, could work so well.

Then there was Marietta. Her wedding gown was perhaps more surprising than Jezzy’s despite being the most familiar of the bunch. It was her usual pink princess gown—the one she’d tried to sell to save Lulu’s life months ago.

Coloring aside, it was perhaps the most suited for a fancy wedding… or it would’ve been if it hadn’t been for the fading, rips, and signs of being sewed back together. Yet none of that sullied Marietta’s beauty. That dress had always made her look like a character who’d waltzed from a fairy tale, and nothing had changed.

I gawped at my brides the whole way down the aisle. Even when they reached me, I still kept it up. I couldn’t help myself.

“H-hi,” Lulu said as she lifted her bouquet to hide her blushing face.

“Hi,” I somehow croaked back.

When had my throat gotten so ungodly dry?

“H-how do I look?” my fidgeting bride-to-be asked as she peaked at me from over her flowers. A light layer of makeup framed her eyes, amplifying her unbelievable beauty further. Then there was her ginger hair, which had been let free for once and flowed just past her shoulders.

“Good,” I said. “No, more than good. You look great. Amazing.”

Lulu swallowed a squeak as her tail thumped at the inside of her dress.

“How about the rest of us, sugar?” Roxie asked as she presented herself for inspection. Her usual pigtail braids had been turned into a crown of sorts, keeping them from obscuring her stunning outfit and the lush, creamy udders it emphasized.

Dakota grumbled as she fidgeted with her high ponytail. “I don’t look stupid or anythin’, right? This shiz ain’t really my style.”

The others had kept their hair the same as usual, although a lovely yellow flower rested behind Fern’s ear, giving her green locks some extra flavor.

“You all look… wow,” I said as I admired the six goddesses standing before me, be they blushing or puffing out their little harpy chests in pride  “How did you…?”

“Marie made them,” Lulu explained.

She huffed and turned away. “It was nothing.”

“It sure doesn’t look like nothing,” I said.

“I know, right?” Jezzy giggled as she fluttered the skirt of her natural dress. “I, like, never thought I’d ever get to wear such cute clothing.” It was a far cry from a few well-placed leaves.

Roxie leaned in and whispered, “Don’t listen to Marie. She worked herself harder than a gravedigger during a war to get our dresses ready in time.”

“I heard that!” Marietta snapped. She huffed and folded her woolly arms. “It was seriously no big deal. There’s no need to make a fuss.”

She couldn’t even give the tsundere attitude a rest on her wedding day, could she?

I chuckled before running my eyes up and down her body. “Is that why you’re… erm…”

Marietta threw her fists on her hips. “Why I’m what?”

“You know.” I gestured at her outfit.

“Is there a problem with this?”

“Not at all! It’s always been a beautiful dress, and it’s always looked beautiful on you. I’m just surprised. I was thinking maybe you ran out of time, or…”

She wrapped her arms back over her chest as she stared at me. “Do you think me so selfless I would prioritize everyone else and leave myself without? I’ve been planning to wear this dress from the start. Ever since Henry died. I always said if I got married, it would be wearing this—wearing the last gift he ever got me…”

Lulu took Marietta’s hand and gave it a squeeze. She flashes her a warm smile—an understanding smile.

Any further comments got stuck in my throat. Why hadn’t I thought of that? It wasn’t as if I didn’t know what he meant to both Marietta and Lulu. It was why the venue wasn’t completely filled.

On the front row, besides Norma, was an empty seat reserved for a man who couldn’t possibly attend.

That didn’t matter. It was our invitation for him to be here in spirit.

“I hate to interrupt,” Squibbly said from behind the altar, making me and my brides flinch for our lives, “but are you ready to begin?”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern yelled while throwing her wings in the air and flashing the whole venue a peek at her mocha behind. “Let’s get this wedding started!”

“Yeah!” cheered Apple as she jumped into the air with her wings outstretched. The only harpy in attendance then quietly returned to her seat under the judging gaze of the entire building.

I swallowed a snort before looking at the herdsman. “We’re ready.”

“Yes, let’s get this over with,” Marietta said as she shook herself free from Lulu’s hand. “I can’t believe I need to share my big day with five other women.”

“Hey!” Dakota complained.

Jezzy giggled. “I’m happy we’re all getting married together. I mean, like, doesn’t it totally feel like we’re marrying each other too?”

Color flooded into Marietta’s face as her eyes widened. “W-what?”

One of her woolly arms was scooped up by Jezzy and squished into her chest. “Like, once this is all over, we’re going to be wives. How cute is that?” She nuzzled into her shoulder while giggling away… before it was all spoiled by a gasp. “Unless, like, you’re saying you don’t want to marry us?”

“Marie,” Lulu whined as her ears fell flat against her head.

Marietta tried to respond to the pouting dryad, but Jezzy’s quivering bottom lip was a powerful weapon. Combined with a sulky Lulu, and the poor sheep didn’t stand a chance.

“Idiots,” she whispered under her breath.

I watched with a grin before turning back to Squibbly. “Now you can really start.”

He nodded and signaled for the music to stop.

The entire church fell silent.

My fiancées and I stood in a line, waiting for what was to come—waiting to be bound together.

“Followers of The Shepherd,” Squibbly said. “We are gathered here today for the most sacred of ceremonies—to join Steven Draxler, Lulu Flameridge, Fern, Roxie, Dakota, Jezelbeboo, and Marietta in holy matrimony.”

“It really does sound like we’re all marrying each other,” Marietta mumbled, her words catching my ears even as we stood on opposite sides.

“Hey. Hey!” Fern whispered… at least in her world. “Why did Lulu come before me? I’m supposed to be the first wife here. Me!”

“This really isn’t the time, sugar,” Roxie responded.

I chuckled. Even in the biggest of moments, brats would be brats.

Squibbly waited for the complaints to stop before he carried on as if there had been no interruption. “I’m sure this is a ceremony we are all happy to witness. I know I am. I’ve only been here a month after years spent searching for a place to establish a church dedicated to The Shepherd, yet the kindness everyone has shown me makes me feel like I’ve been here my whole life. That is thanks to these children. They are the ones who braved the wrath of The Architect’s forces to build this sanctuary—who put themselves in danger so we may live in peace. In a sense, they are our heroes, and it warms my old heart to help them achieve the happiness they deserve.”

The church burst out in applause.

I gawked over my shoulder. This… I hadn’t organized any of this with Squibbly; his words were a complete surprise to me, as was this reaction.

That was seriously what everyone thought? Damn, who was cutting onions?

Keep it together, man. You don’t want everyone to remember you sobbing on your wedding day.

The harpy tribe would remember me turning feral and humping Fern like a wild beast. I at least wanted to make a good impression on one community.

When the applause died down, Squibbly continued with the ceremony. “In my many years as a herdsman, I have never witnessed, or even heard, of a marriage under the eyes of The Shepherd. Even beyond that, I have never known of a marriage between human, demi-beast, and nymph. Today we tread new ground, as The Shepherd once did when he led the demi-beasts free from Volengard. This is our chance to shape the future in our image—to mold the etiquette of weddings as we desire… yet it is one we refuse. The Shepherd may be the god of tools and knowledge but he is also the god of freedom. Today, we do not shape the future of all weddings under the eyes of The Shepherd; we simply shape the future of the seven individuals standing before us.”

“How long is this git gonna chat for?” Dakota whispered.

“This ‘git’ has indeed spoken for far too long,” Squibbly said, making a certain kitten glow pink. “Weddings under the eyes of The Shepherd should be done in accordance with the wishes of those to be blessed rather than as an attempt to follow some stuffy, ancient ritual. What one says or does is of little importance as long as it ends in those who love each other becoming one. That is why, with the blessing of The Shepherd, I now hand ownership of this ceremony to Steve.”

I nodded. “Thanks, Squibbly.” Then I waved to a certain someone on the front row.

Norma grinned and jumped off her seat. She grabbed the object she’d been hiding on her and rushed over to hand it to me.

A simple, thin wooden box.

“Steve?” Lulu said as her curious ears perked up.

I chuckled as I held the box toward her and the rest of my fiancées. “Having to go through six sets of vows seemed a little… yeah. So I came up with this.” I opened the box and revealed what was inside.

Sat atop a bed of rabbit fur was five matching golden rings, size aside, and one made from wood, for a certain lady who liked to keep her clothing style focused on the forest.

Dakota’s red eyes widened. “What the frick?!”

“Shiny. So shiny!” Fern squeaked.

“They’re beautiful, sugar,” Roxie said into her hands.

I shook my head. “They’re nothing special. I was hoping to get some diamonds, but—”

“No, Steve. These are perfect. They’re really too much,” Lulu said as she struggled to stay still. She kept fidgeting as the gold shone upon her. “Where did you even get these?”

“The wooden ring and box were made here. The rest were gifts from a certain someone.” I glanced at the window overlooking this happy occasion.

Ali Noira spied on us while doing her best not to block the light. When everyone turned her way, she jolted and averted her gaze.

There was another tsundere on the list.

I turned back to my girls while smiling from ear to ear. “I’m so blessed to have each and every one of you. You’ve all spoiled me far more than I deserve, and I hope it’s not going to stop now. I want to be a husband to you all, and I want you to be my wives. If you accept, if you want to turn this play we’ve had going on for too long into the real thing, then take a ring and put it on. Take a symbol of my love, a symbol that I will be with and will protect you forever, and become my wife for real.”

Lulu stared as I spoke. Surprisingly, she kept herself together throughout. But the moment I finished, the moment I awaited her answer, the dam burst. Tears spilled from her gem eyes and poured down her cheeks. She threw a hand over her mouth to keep her whimpers at bay.

I didn’t say anything; I just smiled and waited—waited for an answer I knew was coming.

She returned the smile, even as her eyes glistened. It was she who had saved me when I first arrived in this world, so it made sense she got to reach out first and take a ring from the box.

It slipped onto her right ring finger as if it’d been molded specifically for her.

My grin widened. I scooped my free hand around her waist and pulled her into the final part of this ritual of mine.

You may now kiss the bride.

Like I was jettisoning that part. A chance to kiss each of my wives in front of everyone—to show them off in front of the whole farm? Damn right I was going to take it.

Lulu was an eager recipient. She scooped her arms around my shoulders as she made out with me as if we were the only two people in the world rather than the focus of an entire church’s attention. Her tail wagged, fluttering the back of her dress.

That was one happy puppy.

Fern pushed Lulu with her wings. “Hey. Hey! How long are you gonna kiss for? It’s my turn. I want my turn!”

“Behave, sugar,” Roxie said as she massaged the needy brat’s shoulders. “We all sat patiently during your wedding.”

“But I want my ring. I wanna become Steve’s wife too. His double wife!” Fern whined.

Lulu and I chuckled when our lips parted. Fern did have a point… even if most people would’ve kept it to themselves. Still, Lulu slipped to the side, eyes now dried up, and let my next fiancée have her turn.

I dropped to a knee for Fern, offering the selection to her talons.

She squealed in delight and propped up on one foot while feeding the other into her ring.

It looked damn fine nestled around one of her claws.

After admiring her new accessory, Fern jumped and wrapped her legs around my sides. She attacked my mouth, filling me up with her tongue while shaking her exposed behind from side to side.

Something told me we were on the verge of this transforming into a harpy wedding.

I gave those delicious buns a squeeze with my available hand. “Sorry,” I moaned into her mouth. “There’s no pussy grinding in this ceremony.”

“Well there should be! All weddings need pussy grinding. All of them!” she complained while making out with me, before she was pulled away.

“Now, now, sugar,” Roxie said as she held Fern under her wings. “What did I tell you about behaving?”

“But. But!” the wiggling harpy replied.

“You’ve had your turn.” She placed Fern next to Lulu before turning back to me. “Now it’s mine.”

I grinned and offered Roxie her prize.

She happily took the next ring, the biggest of the bunch, and slipped it onto her right hand, where it fit her like a glove.

“It’s wonderful, sugar,” Roxie said while admiring the gold against her pale skin. “Thank you kindly. Not just for this but for… well, everything. You’ve made me happier than a dryad in a forest. And to think when we met I was just a sad, old cow, drinking and sleeping the days away. Now I’m a bride—a wife to the most incredible man in the world.”

“That’s because you’re the most intoxicating cow in the world,” I countered as I moved in to claim those plump, heavenly lips of hers.

“Oh, sweetums,” she moaned into her mouth. “Mommy loves you so much.”

Damn straight. And I adored her just as badly.

Once Roxie had moved aside, Dakota stepped forward. Her eyes lit up at the sight of a gold ring with her metaphorical name on it… but she didn’t take it. Her paws only went as far as hovering over the box. “Like, are ya really okay with this?”

I snorted. “I’m not hearing a negative, self-loathing kitten again, am I? Am I going to need to grope some confidence into you?”

Her hairs jolted on end. “No! It’s just, like… I can’t believe this is legit. I’m expectin’ to wake up any minute now and find myself back on Galewanker Farm, stuck in a cage, gaggin’ for milk.” Her eyes fell to the floor as she brushed down the fur on her arms.

“This is no dream,” I assured her. “Or, if it is, it’s one you never need to worry about waking up from. That goes doubly so if you take this ring. You can think of it as a signal. It means that if, somehow, you do wake up, I’ll chase you down and bring you right back here.”

No longer was the floor the focus of my attention. It was my face. Dakota’s ruby twinkled as I rode into her fantasies on a white horse.

My lance slayed her worries, and her fingers slipped around the symbol of our union. The moment it nestled into place on her left hand, I pulled her into a kiss designed to vanquish all her nightmares for good.

She greedily accepted, thanking me with a hungry moan.

Steady, kitten. That’s for later.

Once Dakota was both breathless and satisfied, I sent her on her way and summoned forward her leaf-wearing partner.

Jezzy skipped right up and plucked her wooden ring right from the box. “Aww, Stevie. Like, did you seriously get this ring just for me? It’s so totally cute.”

The corners of my lips flickered upward. “I might be an untrustworthy sleaze, but I like to think I have my moments of thoughtfulness. Nothing matters more to me than making you all happy.”

She giggled while slipping the ring onto her left hand, where it belonged. “Like, silly. You already have.” Then she threw herself against my chest, draped her arms over my shoulders, and completed the final bit of our little ritual with the same enthusiasm as all who had come before her.

I reveled in the touch of her body against mine, the flavor of her kiss, and the sensation as our tongues had their first dance of the night.

One of many, I was sure.

I could’ve kissed that dryad enchantress all night long, but one bride-to-be remained, and I didn’t want to keep her waiting.

Especially with how hard she was glaring at me.

“Sorry about the wait,” I said to Marietta when she finally stood directly in front of me.

She folded her arms with a huff. “As you should be! Not only have I had to share my big day with five other women, but then I was made to wait until last. Is that any way for a man to treat his princess? Or are you over me now that you have an actual princess.”

Fern waved at the glowering sheep.

I chuckled. “You knew what sort of man I was when you agreed to this.”

“That is no excuse!” she snapped before turning away with another of her trademark pouts. “I’m beginning to think I’ve made a big mistake.”

“Then I guess you won’t be wanting this ring after all.” I closed the box.

“Wait, no!” Marietta squealed as she reached out to stop me.

My grin said it all—my adorable little sheep had taken my bait just as I’d expected.

A shameful red blush flooded into her cheeks. She stomped the floor as her eyes went back to glaring into my soul. “You big, stupid—”

Her complaints were silenced by a kiss.

As my tongue danced with hers, as I showed my love for her in physical form, her resistance drained away. The cutie pie moaned as she fell under my spell, giving the whole farm a peak beneath her bluster.

Once I’d robbed her breath away and parted from the kiss, I dropped down to a knee, making the hazy sheep flinch. Then I opened the box, presenting the final ring.

I didn’t let her take it. Instead, I picked it up myself.

“May I have the honor of sliding my princess’s ring on myself?” I asked her as I cupped my hand under hers.

Marietta whimpered under her breath as her face grew hotter and hotter. She nodded while squirming in place. “Y-yes. Just… hurry it up. This is embarrassing.” She was all too aware that the whole farm had their eyes on us.

She reaped what she sowed.

I slipped the ring onto Marietta’s right ring finger before jumping to my feet and taking her in another breath-stealing kiss. After all, the kiss didn’t count until the ring had gone on. Everything before that was just fun and games.

No matter what her throbbing heart thought.

Once I’d left Marietta panting for air, I nodded at Squibbly.

The herdsman threw his arms out. “As a representative of The Shepherd, let it be known he has seen and accepted this sacred ceremony. From this day forward, let them be known as Steven, Lulu, Fern, Roxie, Dakota, Jezelbeboo, and Marietta Draxler.”

Jubilant cheers echoed around the church. The guests rose to their feet and applauded our unusual ceremony.

I grinned. To some, it might not be enough, but I thought it got the point across. Most importantly of all, my new brides looked over the moon.

And sounded it too.

“I can’t believe we’ve actually done it. I’m a bride. I’m Steve’s bride,” the newly titled Roxie Draxler squealed as she admired her ring.

How could I pass up the chance to give my surname to those who’d been denied it by society’s cruelness?

“It’s, like, so friggin’ crazy!” Dakota said as she checked out her own ring, even nibbling it to make sure it was real. “My folks ain’t gonna believe me if I tell them.”

“Mine too… wherever she is,” Jezzy cooed as she rubbed the smooth bit of wood that showed the whole world how much I loved her.

“And mine!” Fern said as she jumped on one foot so she could show off the ring on the other.

“Yours… probably can, sugar,” Roxie reminded the harpy.

“Oh.”

“I wonder if Dad would’ve been surprised,” Lulu said as he looked at the empty chair.

I petted her between her ears. “Definitely. He’d have been stunned someone as amazing as you had to settle for a chump like me. That either of you had to.” I expanded the compliment to the sheep who definitely deserved it.

My blushing bride turned away.

I chuckled. “You know, these rings aren’t the only surprise I prepared for today.”

“For real?” Roxie exclaimed.

“There’s more. There’s more?!” Fern squawked while flapping her wings. “What? What?!”

I shook my head. “It’s nothing for you. This is a gift for Lulu and Marietta.”

The two women in question flinched.

“Us?” Lulu said, pointing at herself.

Marietta’s blue eyes looked around cautiously. “What now?”

“Let me show you,” I said.

Unlike the rings, this was a surprise we had to go to rather than having brought to us. We passed through the applauding guests, a sprinkling of petals, and out of the church.

Nearby, in the middle of our thriving community, sat a mound of fabric.

“When the frick did that get here?” Dakota asked.

“I don’t remember seeing it when we were coming over?” Jezzy said as she tapped her bottom lip.

“I had them put up while we were inside, all for this moment.” I walked over to the cloth and grabbed the corner. “Call it a wedding gift, sculpted by yours truly.” Then I pulled it away, revealing two stone busts.

Marietta tilted her head as she looked at the pair placed side by side. “What are…” Her eyes sprung open. “Wait! That’s—”

“Dad!” Lulu squeaked.

“Henry!” Marietta said.

Roxie sprung forward, squeezing herself so she could look over their shoulders. “It is. I’d recognize that face anywhere.”

I nodded. “Lulu was sick of his name being dragged through the mud, and I agreed. Not only is he the father of one of my brides, and the savior of another, but he’s also the founder of the place we call home. It’s only right we honor him in some way.”

“Steve asked me and a few of the cows to help,” Norma explained as she tottered over. “Sorry if the resemblance is a bit off, but this old brain of mine can only do so much.”

“The same goes for my magic. This is what happens when you work on a big project without any prior practice.”

It’d been a good way to keep busy while Marietta had been getting everyone’s dresses ready.

Lulu shook her head. “No. It looks just like him.”

“I concur,” Marietta said while fighting back the tears bubbling in the corners of her eyes. “You… did an excellent job.”

This time, it was a nod from the canine who was doing an even more remarkable job of keeping her own eyes dry. She soaked in the face of her late father, the man she would always love, before being drawn to the other bust. “Then who is this supposed to be?”

It was a beautiful woman, with big pointy canine ears. Underneath, on the base, was a name: Lucy.

“W-wait,” Lulu squeaked. “Is this… Mom?”

“It’s supposed to be,” I laughed. “We admittedly didn’t know what she looked like, so I had to improvise. I modeled her after… what sort of woman could give birth to such a beautiful daughter?”

“And ya did a bang tidy job, or so says me,” Norma said with a chuckle of her own.

“But that’s… that’s…” The words fell from Lulu’s mouth. Her strength vanished next. She fell to her knees as those eyes of hers ended up just as I suspected they might.

Fern kicked me in the ass. “Hey. Hey! What did you do? Why did you make Lulu cry?! That’s a bad Steve. Very bad!”

I rubbed her green hair and shook my head. “No, I wager I’ve been a good boy this once.”

Sure, Lulu was sobbing her heart out—Marietta too—but there was no reason to fear. The pair swiftly embraced and soaked the other with all the tears they could muster—with all those tears they’d been forced to bottle up for far too long.

Blesslan had rejected Henry Flameridge. They’d branded him as a lunatic who gave up his role in a prestigious family, as one of the empire’s greatest warriors, to raise a stupid mutt in the middle of nowhere. As for Lucy, she was known as nothing more than the slutty animal who threw Henry’s life off track.

Not any more; not here in the Darkwood. Now they would be known as the man and woman who made the wonderful daughter who gave birth to this community.

Blesslan could condemn them all they wanted—they could condemn us all they wanted. It didn’t matter; we weren’t their slaves. We were free to believe what we wanted, marry who we loved, and walk whatever path we thought best.

What our neighbors thought of us wasn’t important. The only opinions that mattered were our own.

The only opinions that mattered belonged to those we were happy to call our own.


Chapter 27


Lulu and Marietta cried together until neither had any more tears to spare.

It wasn’t the traditional way to end a wedding, but the end it was. However, that didn’t mean it was time to pack things up and get back to normal. No good wedding was complete without the afters.

Without a party.

It was the second we’d ever thrown on this farm, after when I’d driven back Princess Penelope’s forces and kept us free. That had been an impromptu affair. This time, we’d had days to make the proper preparations.

To prepare a feast.

Bowls of vegetables, fruit, meat, and honey filled up the tables, along with jugs of fresh cow milk squeezed out just this morning. Then there was booze—barrels of the stuff. After all, could it really be called a party if the guests weren’t given license to get completely plastered?

Something else no party, a wedding one especially, could do without was a cake. And seeing how we had plenty of milk, lots of honey from the bees, and all the eggs Fern had been laying during our journey across Voida…

Mixed with some flour and sugar, and there was enough to go around… even if some cows, and a certain dragon, complained there wasn’t enough.

Ali Noira seemed to enjoy the alcohol, at least.

As did everyone. The later it got, the more inebriated our guests became, and their dancing followed suit. Away went shyness and skill in place of wild movements and laughter. Some even forgot where they were and started snogging on the dirt dance floor.

Can you really say a party’s wild if it doesn’t end with a mouse and gnome rolling along the ground together while swapping spit?

Things were pretty crazy come evening and only got worse once the sun had set. There seemed little sign of the party fizzling out for some time.

I didn’t care. I’d done my best to show my face and let myself get dragged into many a drunken dance, but all the while I’d been waiting for what followed the reception: the final part of our wedding ritual.

While our guests kept themselves busy, six special women and I snuck away from the festivities to the building we all called home.

“At last. At last!” Fern squealed as she shook like a bottle of fizzy soda waiting to explode. “It’s sex time!”

“What the frick are ya the most excited for?” Dakota said once we’d all entered where we’d be spending the rest of the night: our bedroom. “Ya already got to do this shiz with Steve weeks ago.”

“But then he was all protected! Not anymore. Now we can make babies. We’re gonna make babies!”

True enough, the contraceptives should’ve been out of my system. I was ready to breed, just like Fern was ready to be bred.

I ruffled her locks. “You’ve been a good girl, waiting so patiently.” She hadn’t. Fern had tried to seduce me into breeding her during our trip across Voida constantly. I chose to overlook that. “Tonight, I finally make you a mom.”

The harpy squealed.

“Steve,” Lulu whined as she shook my arm. “Don’t… you’re making it sound like that’s what tonight’s all about.”

I laughed and moved my hand to her hair for a petting. “Of course not. Tonight’s our honeymoon. It’s about all of you.”

My adorable puppy melted into my touch as her tail patted the inside of her dress.

“That’s one of The Architect’s customs I’m happier than a pervert in a brothel we’re carrying over,” Roxie giggled as her cheeks shone red.

My brides and I had made sure not to drink too much in anticipation of this moment. Roxie, however… hadn’t quite managed to control herself.

At least she wasn’t as drunk as usual.

I returned the laugh. “You really think I’d turn down a custom like this?”

Marietta scoffed. “You make out as if it’s any different from your usual routine…”

“There is one small difference,” I said, eyes locked onto the woman I was replying to.

She folded her arms tight as her cheeks burned hot.

Lulu stroked her back. “It’s okay if you don’t want to do this. Nobody’s forcing you.”

Marietta shook her head “It’s time I stop trying to deny the situation. We’re now officially Steve’s wives; it would seem childish of me to keep forcing him to treat me uniquely.” Her gaze fell to the floor. “We’re now a family. It’s time for me to accept it and act as such…”

Fern and Jezzy looked at each other before squealing. They rushed over and swarmed Marietta from her sides, engulfing her in a smothering hug.

“Aww, Mary!” Jezzy cooed as she nuzzled into the adorable sheep’s cheek.

“U-unhand me, you idiots!” Marietta snapped as she tried to wiggle free.

Fern huffed. “No way! You said you wanted this. You just said!”

“That’s right, Mary,” Jezzy giggled. “Like, if you’re going to play along with us, you totally need to get used to letting us love you.”

Marietta went stiff as her blush spread over the bridge of her nose.

“Ease up on her,” I warned the troublesome twosome. “You can’t expect her to run before helping her to walk.”

“Exactly!” Marietta said as she used the distraction to slip away. “Unlike the lot of you, I have never partaken in… this sort of scenario before. I’m…”

Jezzy tilted her head. “What’s the big deal? Like, you always touched yourself when watching us. It’s like you’ve been included all along.”

Marietta flinched out of her wool. “I did not!”

“But you did?” Jezzy said, tilting her head the other way.

Dakota nodded. “Yeah, she defo did. She was always flickin’ her clit, or whatever gets her off, whiling hiding under those sheets.”

Roxie snorted in laughter. “It was adorable how hard she tried to hide it. Like we wouldn’t notice what she was doing while gawping at us.”

“I-I didn’t! I really didn’t!” Marietta whined before she scanned the room in search of someone who would take her side.

Lulu glanced away.

I smirked. “I always thought our sheets were a little on the wet side.”

Marietta’s redness spread until her entire face was on fire.

Jezzy giggled as she wrapped herself back around Marie’s arm. “Like, don’t worry, Mary. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Like, if you’d told me to help you, I totally would’ve crawled right under those sheets and helped you with my mouth.”

The embarrassed sheep dragged her arm free. “D-don’t say such idiotic things, you… big idiot!”

“But, like, that’s the sort of stuff I do with everyone else? Like, it’ll help you feel like part of the family.”

“I… I’m asking to partake, but that doesn’t mean I’m looking for such debauchery. I came here to spend time with my new husband, not to have a woman crawling between my legs.”

Jezzy tapped her plump lips before being hit by inspiration. “Oooh! Like, are you saying you’d rather be between my—”

“No!”

Fern huffed. “Aww, Mary! Where’s your sense of fun? Where?!”

“Quiet!” Marietta snapped back. “I… I’m trying, okay? This scenario is difficult for me, and none of you are helping.”

She had a point. I was enjoying teasing her too much, and the group’s usual mom was too drunk off her udders to try and play peacemaker.

It was time for me to do my duties as Marietta’s husband.

I stepped forward and hugged the sulky sheep. “Sorry. I’m proud of you.”

She tensed in my arms.

I kissed the top of her head, right in the middle of her soft, blonde curls. “There’s no reason to be afraid. Let me be your guide. By the time I’m done, you’ll wonder why you didn’t accept my offer earlier.”

Marietta opened her mouth to object… but the words never arrived. She swallowed her protests and gave the smallest of nods.

“Yay!” Fern cheered. “Now get those clothes off.”

Naturally, that earned the harpy a glare.

Fern huffed. “What? What?! It’s not like we haven’t seen it before!”

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “And, like, we always see each other naked. Is it really such a big deal?”

“That’s easy for a pair of nudists to say,” Marietta grumbled while she clung to my front.

“Nudists…” Fern said as she looked down at her dress. “Oh! That’s right. That’s right!” She bent forward as far as she could, throwing her dress over her body. With a thorough wiggle, the white fabric dropped to the ground, and up came Fern like an acrobat at the end of her floor routine. “Naked!”

Most acrobats don’t expose their adorable little, perky breasts and big juicy, brown ass, but the pose was consistent, at least.

It was a sight not at all uncommon around the farm, yet still Marietta averted her gaze.

“They’ve got a point, sugar,” Roxie said as she pulled down the front of her dress, freeing her heavy, sagging breasts. “Y’all have seen my udders more times than I can count. It doesn’t bother me.”

“You’re an exhibitionist!” Marietta squeaked as her fingers curled into my shirt.

“Marie,” Lulu said as she rubbed her back. “It’s okay. We’re all friends—all family. We’re all here to support you.”

“Me especially.” I gave her curls another kiss. “You can trust me.”

Silence followed. Marie’s fingers remained in place, as if they were never going to leave… but they soon slipped away as she freed herself from my arms. She turned around, showing me her zip.

I handled it for her.

Her dress tumbled down to her ankles, leaving her wearing an adorable set of pink underwear that squeezed her angelic curves and emphasized her overwhelming radiance.

“Beautiful,” I said, the word leaving my lips before I’d processed it in my mind.

“Like, totally,” Jezzy giggled.

“No doubt,” Dakota snorted. “I mean… damn, girl. Are ya tryin’ to put me to shame or summat?”

The only reason Marietta didn’t blush any harder was because she was already as red as red could be. She fidgeted while trying to work out where to place her arms. Should she hide herself or not?

“T-thank you,” she whispered while turning her eyes to her feet.

I grinned and danced my fingers over her jaw. “Let me know when you’re ready to move onto the next step.”

“I…” Marie nodded. “Hurry. Waiting is too embarrassing.”

“That’s my girl—my princess.” I kissed her on the cheek. “Now do me a favor. Sit on the bed, close your eyes, and cover your ears.”

She jolted up. “What?!”

“Trust me,” I said while showing her my kindest smile and rubbing my fingers over her cheek.

My charisma score was too high for her to resist. Marie fell under my spell and nodded. “Fine…”

I rewarded her for her obedience with another peck. Then, once she’d done what I’d asked, I gathered the rest of my wives for a strategy meeting.

It was time to make Marietta’s first time with us all as a group one she’d never forget—one she’d want to repeat again.

Once the meeting had finished, I returned to my waiting sheep lover and blew on one of her fuzzy ears.

She squeaked and damn near jumped into the ceiling.

“It’s just me,” I said with a laugh.

Her response was a glare.

“Don’t be like that.”

“I’ll be whatever way I want,” she complained. “And do tell why I wasn’t allowed to peek?”

“You’ll see,” I said with a teasing smile.

Her glaring intensified.

I brushed a hand up her leg.

She squeaked as I moved through her wool, onto her skin, then up across the silky pink fabric keeping us apart.

I chuckled. “Someone’s sensitive.”

Marietta puffed out her cheeks. “Can you blame me? Those damn animals got to enjoy your touch every day as we traveled across Voida, while I had to restrain myself.”

“You didn’t have to restrain yourself. You could’ve joined at any point.”

No comment.

I kissed her zipped lips better. “I’m not blaming you… though I will show you why you shouldn’t do it again.” My next kiss was upon her jaw, while the one after that savored the touch of her neck. That was where I really indulged as my hand remained pressed between her thighs.

Her moans slipped free. She kept her neck exposed while her hips pressed against my rubbing fingers.

My wanting fingers.

Her panties were the cutest, but they were also the bastard keeping me and my woolly bride apart. I pushed Marietta onto the bed, onto her back, and hooked into her waistband.

She grabbed the front, stopping me in my tracks.

“Marie,” I said, sternly.

“I… it’s just…” She gulped. Slowly, her hands drifted away, giving me license to unwrap the perfect pink treasure hiding beneath, framed by thick, blonde hairs.

Fern gasped as all was revealed. “Whoa! She’s so—”

Lulu threw a paw over Fern’s mouth and showed the embarrassed sheep a smile.

I blew warm air over Marie’s exposed lower lips. “Don’t look at them. Focus on me. Only on me.” I made sure she had to, that she couldn’t help but do so, by putting my mouth to use again—by giving her mound the tender kisses I was sure it’d missed.

The way Marietta moaned told me I was correct.

What a wonderful melody. It encouraged my lips to pamper hers as my fingers brushed through her untamed hair. “Someone’s getting fuzzy again.”

She gulped. “I-it’s going to be winter soon…”

“Is that so? Then it’s a good job I don’t mind my girls a little on the wild side.” I nuzzled my face into her wetness, into her softness, as my fingers finally found that cute little button hiding among her curls.

Her eyes snapped shut as she threw her head back and moaned. For a moment, she could almost believe it was just the two of us here, just like any other night we’d spent together.

Then the bed creaked.

Back open her eyes shot to see what was happening. On one side of her sat a smiling, bubbly dryad. On the other, a big gentle, tipsy cow.

“Hey, Mary,” Jezzy cooed. “Like, Stevie says you’ve been totally keeping your distance from us because you’re scared to super-duper love us.”

“Because you don’t wanna be sad if anything might happen to us,” Roxie said.

Marietta could moan, but she couldn’t answer. She was lost for words, and that I was busy distracting her with my mouth sure wasn’t helping.

Jezzy giggled. “Like, that’s so super sweet of you. To think you cared about us that much.”

“She’s right, sugar.” Roxie brushed her hand over Marie’s more traditional curls. “I’ve always known you were still that same li’l sweetie I remember from back in the day. It makes mommy so happy that you wanna get closer to her.”

“I’ve not… I’m not…” Marietta panted.

“I’m so super glad!” Jezzy cheered as she hugged Marie’s head. “Because I, like, totally like you too. In fact, like…” She wiggled closer, pressing her lips to one of those vulnerable sheep ears. “I totally love you.”

Marietta’s eyes widened.

“Me too, sugar. Me too,” Roxie moaned as she made Marie’s other ear her victim. “I love you so much, petal. Mommy totally adored you.”

“W-what are you two doing?” Marietta said, her voice higher than a dog whistle.

“Just telling you how much I love you,” Jezzy sang. “Love, love, love, love you.”

“I love you, sugar. Love my sweet fellow bride.” It was a confession Roxie finished with a kiss.

Marietta shuddered at the stimulation her poor, sensitive ears were receiving.

I grinned. It was just as I told my brides; if there was one way to tame Marietta, if there was on way to make her melt, it was by flooding her ears with loving praise.

That was my cue to up the tempo.

I lifted Marie’s wool-covered legs over my shoulders, pulling her sweet mound closer to me. It was at the perfect angle and distance for me to treat with all the hunger it stirred up within my insides. To kiss, lick, suck… whatever it took to fill my mouth with her wetness.

Marie’s moans amplified as a result. She began to fidget, but her arms were captured and trapped by the devious hypnotists targeting her ears.

“Love you. Love you,” Jezzy continued to sing.

“Love you, sugar. Mommy loves you so much,” Roxie said while stroking her twitching stomach.

“No. Stop,” Marietta whined. “Stop saying that. Stop your whispers.”

“But we do love you. Love you so totally much.” Jezzy kissed the inside of her ear, to help prove the point further.

“We want you to stay with us forever, sugar,” Roxie said. “We want you in our bed, in our lives, and in our hearts.”

“And we totally want to be in yours, too.”

Louder and louder Marie’s cries of bliss became. She couldn’t stop it—she couldn’t resist those lovely sweet nothings.

It was coming; I could feel it. All that was left was that one last push.

One my fingers brushing back through her curls could provide.

As her sensitive little spot felt my touch once more, Marietta threw her hips up. She humped the air, humped my face, and let pleasure take over. She fired without an ounce of restraint, soaking me with a torrent of her juices.

I took it all. I let her mark me—let her leave me covered in her scent.

Who could resist such a sweet, naughty fragrance?

“Whoa! That was a big one. Super big!” Fern commented from across the room.

“She sure didn’t squirt like that when she was pretendin’ not to finger herself,” Dakota said with a little snicker.

It was quite the release. It left Marietta limp in the arms of her captors, panting for air.

“Good girl,” Roxie said, stroking her head. “You did amazing, sugar.”

“So amazing,” Jezzy giggled, doing likewise.

I concurred mentally as I pulled my face from between her thighs, the scent and heat of her juices clinging to my features. I licked off whatever I could reach, fueling the fire making my shaft punch against the front of my trousers.

Fuck, I was such a whore for the scent of my girls.

I closed in on the little sheep. “Marie, my sweet little bride. My lovely sheep.” I crawled over her like a predator stalking its prey. “Do you want more? Do you want to begin our honeymoon in style?” My tent brushed across her stomach, letting her feel exactly what I had in store for her next.

“Like, hurry and say yes, Mary,” Jezzy said. “I totally, like, wanna see my cute little lover getting filled.”

“Me too, sugar,” Roxie continued. “I want you to be a good girl and take all of Steve’s cock.”

Marie whimpered. “You stupid… you damn…” Then she whined. “Please. Steve. Give it to me. I beg yo—”

My lips met hers, eating up all those moans. That was enough; she didn’t need to say anything more. She’d already done her job.

It was time to do mine.

I stripped my clothes off and threw them away, revealing the shaft my horny little sheep needed more than anything in the whole wide world. I rubbed it against her slit, soaking it in her juices, preparing for what came next.

Preparing for us becoming one.

Even though I wanted her just as badly as she wanted me, I kept my composure. I eased forward and filled my woolly little angel up.

Not a distressed moan left her lips. That was all pleasure—all squeals of glee.

“Good girl!” Jezzy giggled. “Good girl. Good girl. Good girl.”

“Such a good li’l sheep,” Roxie said. “Such a good lover. I love you so much, sugar. We all do.”

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said as she charged over and muscled Roxie out of the way. “I totally love you too. Love you so much! I mean, like, you saved me. Saved my life! That makes you my savior. My hero!”

Marietta whimpered. “No! D-don’t say things like…”

“And I’m yours,” Dakota snickered into her other ear. “Come on. Admit it. Ya totally fell in love with me a bit when I got ya outta that cage.”

A squeak was her only reply.

Dakota gave her fluffy target a nibble. “Ya were so friggin’ cute when I saved ya. I almost became a lezzer for real. Cutie. Sweetie.”

“So cute. Totally cute!” Fern added from her other side.

Marie whined. She moaned helplessly as she could do nothing to stop her tormentors… me included. I wasn’t going to stop thrusting now. Not when her pussy was twitching from every word her fellow brides whispered.

Together, the four attacked her ears verbally, as well as mixing in the odd kiss and lick.

Marietta shuddered. She clamped her eyes shut while trying to wiggle her head away from those teasing mouths. “N-no more. Don’t… say any more. Please. I-I can’t… I…”

“Marie.”

The sound of Lulu’s voice beckoned the sheep’s blue peepers open. They widened further when they saw the puppy dog, naked as the day she was born, was looking down at her face while smiling tenderly.

Lulu brushed her furry orange finger across those molten red cheeks, “Please, don’t fight it. Sure, Steve put us up to this, but it’s all true. We love you.”

“Love you,” echoed the four women holding Marie’s ears hostage.

“I love you,” Lulu continued. “You’re my precious family, and I don’t want you to deny that. I don’t want to go back to you barely speaking to me—treating me like a stranger. I also don’t want you off in your own room, apart from us. I want you here, with us. I want to be close to you. And do you know why?”

Marietta gulped down a whimpering moan. “D-don’t say it! A-after you threatened to abandon me… d-don’t even dare!”

Lulu smiled. It was a calm smile—too calm for an often flustered puppy. She didn’t let Marie’s words affect her. At the end of the day, she was a dog—a hunter. She wasn’t going to let a sweet morsel of herbivore prey off the hook so easily.

She leaned in. While the others restrained Marie’s arms, while I made her fight back her moans, Lulu leaned in to her right ear and whispered the magic words: “It’s because I love you.”

“Love you,” Jezzy sang.

“Love ya,” Dakota added.

“Love you!” Fern squeaked.

“Love you, sugar,” Roxie cooed, giving the tip of that twitching ear a nipping kiss.

So started the five of them chanting individually, leaving not a millisecond of silence for Marietta to escape into.

“No. Stop. Stop saying that!” Marietta whined as her chest heaved up and down and saliva ran down her cheeks. “You bullies! You meanies!”

“We’re not being bullies. We really love you,” Roxie countered.

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern agreed.

“You’re like a sister to us,” Dakota said. “Except with, ya know, more screwin’.”

Jezzy giggled. “Like, we’d be so totally sad if anything happened to you. Our beloved little sheep.”

“We love you, Marie. Every one of us,” Lulu whispered directly into her head. “And we want you to love us back. We want you to stop trying to fight this.” She kissed, tickling Marie’s already matted fur with her tongue. “Please, Marie. Please go back to how you once were. Stop holding me at arm’s length. Let me close to you again. I miss it. I miss how friendly we were. Just like sisters. Now I want us to be like that as Steve’s wives. I want us to be together again.”

“Lulu,” Marie moaned as her thighs bucked around me, inadvertently squeezing my sides.

“Please, Marie. Please stop fighting us. Please stop resisting our love. Please stop resisting me.”

“No!” Marietta screeched as she clamped her eyes back shut. Her body trembled as her insides went crazy. “No! No, no, no, no!”

Her words weren’t enough to fight off the inevitable. She screamed, she cried, and she thrust upward as everything came together in a beautiful, shuddering climax.

My shaft and stomach were drenched by the intensity that finally put an end to our sordid ritual of sweet words.

“Holy shiz!” Dakota exclaimed. “Did she seriously… like, just now?”

All Marietta could do was whimper.

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “Stevie did say she was weak to this sort of talk.”

“That’s why you should have stopped, you stupid idiots!” Marietta whined while refusing to open her eyes. Instead, she wiggled her tired body. “I’ll never forgive you meanies for this! Saying such nice things to me. Making me feel so…” Tears burst down her cheeks.

Lulu flinched. “Marie?!”

Her reply was an emotional howl. “I’m sorry, Lulu! I’m sorry! I-I didn’t mean to make you sad. I just didn’t know what to do!”

“Shh,” Lulu said while stroking Marie’s curls. “It’s okay now. I forgive you.”

“Y-you do?” Marietta whimpered as she peeked at Lulu the best she could with a veil of tears blocking her vision.

Lulu nodded while wiping them away. “Of course, because that’s a thing of the past. From now on, you’re going to stop pushing us away, aren’t you?”

The sniffling sheep nodded.

“Good girl,” Lulu said while moving down to stroke the tears from her cheeks. “I always knew you’d see the light eventually. After all, I love you.”

Marietta jolted before melting back into a puddle of submissiveness. “I… love you too.”

Lulu’s face lit up. When was the last time she’d heard those words from Marietta? Had she ever heard them uttered so cutely?

The lovely sheep deserved a reward, and Lulu had just the thing.

She held the cutie’s soft glowing cheeks and planted a kiss right on her lips. It was different to the sort I often shared with my lovers. There was none of the hedonistic passion I used in spades. This was a kiss loaded up with a sickening sweet amount of love.

Marietta looked like she couldn’t work out how she was supposed to respond, no matter how obvious the answer. Her eyelids soon began to droop as she did what she’d promised to: stop fighting.

She chose to accept all of Lulu’s love.

Things finished with the smack of their lips popping apart. Lulu stayed where she was, overwhelming Marie’s expression with a smile. “See? That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“I… suppose not,” the blushing sheep said as she turned away.

“So cute,” Roxie mooed while squirming in delight.

Lulu’s grin widened as her tail smacked the bed. “You don’t need to ever go any further than that if you don’t want to. After all, I’m asking you to share our love, not become some hedonist. If you only ever want Steve to touch you, that’s fine with me… as long as it’s not because you’re trying to keep us at a distance.”

Marietta’s only response was a swift nod.

“I’m so proud of you,” I said to my lover who I’d kinda still been buried in throughout. “Sorry if we were a little unfair.”

This time, a shake. “It’s quite alright. I… am well aware that sometimes a push is needed.”

I nodded. “It doesn’t change that you’ve earned a reward.” Before she could ask what I meant, I dropped my weight on top of her, cradled her close, and gave her sensitive insides a treat.

Marie’s moans filled the room as her now-freed limbs wrapped around me.

As my hips rocked in a familiar rhythm, I slid my mouth up to where so many had already targeted. “They aren’t the only ones who love you. My angel. You’ve been such a brave girl—a strong girl. Now I’m going to remind you who loves you most of all.”

“Yes!” she moaned. “Please, Steve. I want it! I want it, I want it, I want it!”

“Good girl,” I moaned back, my lips trapping my words in her ear, where they could echo. “My beloved sheep. My gorgeous princess. I love you so much. So damn much.”

She’d fought against her fellow brides when they tried to do this to her. Not me. Her surrender was immediate; her submission was overwhelming. Giddiness dominated her expression as she got drunk on my actions.

“Holy shiz! Look at that face,” Dakota whispered as she watched while sitting on the bed.

Lulu threw a paw over her mouth. “I didn’t know Marie could make such faces.”

It was neither bratty nor cute. It was perverse. It was the expression of a woman drowning in lust.

That made two of us.

“Marie, my lovely woolly angel,” I moaned into the depths of her mind. “I’m going to cum; your prince wants to cum.”

“Inside me,” she moaned as her trembling thighs did their best to clamp shut. “I beg you. I want it inside me.”

I’d bullied my sheep goddess enough for one day. This was one request I wasn’t going to refuse.

One I couldn’t refuse.

I did what any man would in my position; I hugged her tight, I kept her steady, then I filled her up one last time. I trapped her beneath my weight and let all my liquid lust flow, marking her insides with my warmth.

Claiming her as my wife one more time.

Marietta greedily accepted every drop. She tensed up, squeezing me back as she demanded all I could give her. Tighter and tighter she went, refusing to yield, until at last she’d claimed everything I had to give. Then, and only then, did her limp limbs fall away.

Once I’d pulled out of Marie and let my excess seed drip free and soak her lower curls, Roxie stroked the panting sheep’s head. “That’s a good girl. You did so good. Mommy’s so proud of you.”

“Like, we all are,” Jezzy said as she patted from the other side.

“T-thank you,” my entranced sheep moaned as she lacked the strength to pick herself up.

There was no reason she had to. Marie was free to lie there and rest for as long as she desired.

I, on the other hand…

“My turn. My turn!” Fern yelled as she threw herself into me from the side.

Roxie gasped as her fingers forgot all about her ‘good girl’. “That’s not fair, sugar. You’ve already had a honeymoon with Steve.”

“No, I didn’t! That was just a wedding. We never had a honeymoon. We never!”

“Isn’t that just semantics?” Lulu questioned.

“No way!” the squawking harpy said. “I was robbed of a honeymoon. Robbed!”

I gave her thick brown booty a spanking. “They’re not wrong.”

“But, Steve—”

Another spank. “But I promised your mom I’d breed you the moment I got back. I’ve already broken that, so I reckon it’s time to hurry and make things right.”

Her honey pot eyes sparkled. Fern squealed and threw her wings upward. “Hooray! Steve’s gonna breed me. He’s gonna breed me, at last!”

“No breeding!” Lulu snapped before flinching back. “S-sorry. Force of habit.”

“It better be! I ain’t letting anyone stop me from breeding with my Steve!” The energetic brat shook her naked body from side to side. “Now start eating my coochie, Steve. We’ve gotta get your high on harpy juice!”

I cracked her thick backside once more. The sight of her thiccness jiggling away was just too much to resist. “Not tonight. Not everyone will appreciate me grunting about breeding quite as much as you do.”

“You mean one mutt,” Dakota said.

“Hey!” the ‘mutt’ in question protested.

“I also want to remember tonight without some corruptive fog in the way,” I told Fern as I casually kneaded the chocolate-covered marshmallows that were her obscene cheeks.

She puffed out the ones on her face. “But you’re still gonna breed me? Right? Right?!”

I didn’t justify that stupid question with an answer… unless dragging her hips up them slamming her down on my hard meat counted.

Fern’s golden eyes rolled back.

“How the fuck are you expecting me to resist you?” I asked my sexy small-chested brat as I slapped my swollen balls against her wobbling backside. “You’re laying our first child tomorrow. That’s a goddamn guarantee.”

“Yes, Steve. Yes!” Fern squealed as she hugged me with her wings. “Breed me. Breed me!”

That was the plan.

As I hammered into her sexy drooling snatch, a selection of watching demi-beasts squirmed.

“Ya know, now that we ain’t teasin’ Mary, I remember how friggin’ horny I am,” Dakota complained as she ground her naked thighs together.

Roxie massaged her heavy chest. “Mommy wants her turn.  Mommy wants some love.”

I couldn’t help noticing them, just like I couldn’t help wanting them. I carried Fern to the mattress furthest from where Marie was resting and dropped down onto my back with my harpy bride in my lap. “Who said you girls had to wait? Usually, I’d encourage you to help each other. Not today. I’ll handle you all.” I waved my tongue at them.

My four waiting brides exchanged looks.

Moments later, I was surrounded by pussy.

A quartet of needy drooling mounds hovered over my mouth, begging for my touch. I made sure not to leave them disappointed. I jumped between each, reminding them what my mouth could do.

Fuck, what a feast. Each had their own unique taste and scent which drove me absolutely wild. Jezzy’s nectar was obviously the most pronounced, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t make out the differences between the others. Roxie’s juices were somehow sweeter than her fellow demi-beasts, while Lulu’s had an extra zing.

Did being a natural-born fire mage make her juices spicier? That was a research product I could get behind.

My brides moaned their throats hoarse as I soaked my taste buds in their need without ever actually bringing them to climax. I was keeping them both pent-up and satisfied while I handled my duties to the Central Harpy Tribe.

“Steve. Steve!” Fern squealed as I held her hips and used her like a toy. Her tongue rolled free as I held her steady while exploiting the softness of our bed to drill her insides over and over again. “So good, Steve. So good! Hurry! Put a baby in me. I want your babies. All your babies!”

And I wanted it too. Even without her pheromones flooding my brain, the thought of putting a hundred children into my sexy wide-hipped harpy was too much to resist. It made my balls groan and my length throb.

At least a hundred kids? No chance. At this rate, I’d be giving her a thousand. I’d make Fern—Emerald—the most productive queen the desert had ever seen.

This world had ever seen.

Shit! How could I control myself when I was having thoughts like that? Obviously, I couldn’t. My fingers tightened down. My hips sped up. A burning need pulsed in my loins.

It was time to make myself a dad.

This time, I pulled Fern down onto me as I thrust upward. While moaning into Roxie’s crotch, I trapped myself in my harpy’s pussy and flooded it with my virile, eager, unrestrained seed.

I filled her with the ingredients sure to make her a mother.

“Yes!” Fern howled as she got everything she wanted and more. My cute little harpy lost her mind as she got from me what she’d been begging for ever since we first got together.

I didn’t stop milking myself until long past when my cock had stopped giving my swollen mocha-colored lover the cream she lived for. Once I finally got the message that thrusting wouldn’t magically drain out any more, lots more thrusting aside, I stopped turning my knuckles white with the aid of her hips.

Fern fell back between my legs, accidentally slipping herself free.

No sooner had her back hit the mattress than my cum began to drip from her insides.

“No,” my tired harpy whined as she tried to use her wings to scoop it back inside, but all she did was make her feathers sticky. “That’s bad seed. Very bad! Stay inside me. You’ve gotta stay inside and make me a mommy!”

Seeing how much I’d shot in her, I doubted this excess would be a major loss.

A gasping Jezelbe disagreed. “Oh no! Like, don’t worry, Ferny; I totally know how to help.” She crawled free from the circle of horny brides and reached over the edge of the bed to grab something from beneath.

A modest wooden dildo.

Once she’d gotten her chosen weapon, she crawled to where Fern was losing the battle to keep my swimmers inside of her, and filled her leaking harpy pussy with the toy.

I dragged my juice-stained face from under Roxie. “Where did that come from?”

Jezzy giggled while she kept her eyes on the stuffed harpy. “Like, you didn’t know it was there? But we’ve totally had it for ages? We’ve all used it.”

“You have?” My eyes drifted to the nearby demi-beasts.

Dakota and Lulu averted their eyes.

Roxie moaned while rubbing herself. “W-what does that matter, sugar? I was so close. Aren’t you gonna help mommy finish?”

I was considering it, but a part of me felt like being a little mean after finding out my girls had gotten themselves a mini-Steve to play with.

Fern seemed to be enjoying it, if her moans were any indication. The dildo kept slipping free of her pussy, but then Jezzy was there to push it back in. The dryad was also taking the time to scoop up my seed with her fingers and eat it up while wiggling her lovely thick green ass from side to side.

My eyes were drawn to the hint of gold dancing between her thighs, drooling a healthy stream of honey substitute.

I could be a little mean, but I could also…

Jezzy gasped as a firm pair of hands grabbed a hold of her hips. “Stevie? Like, is that—”

I answered with my body rather than words.

It milked another gasp, a sexy little squeak, from my dryad bride. She slipped, tumbling into Fern’s crotch, as I held her lower half up and filled her honey pot with my rock-hard shaft.

“I can’t believe you girls,” I teased as I bounced my abs against the cushions of Jezzy’s perfect green ass. “Getting a dildo in secret. Now whose idea was that?”

Lulu, Dakota, and Roxie all pointed at the woman I was making moan.

“Like, guilty,” she panted, pretty much slobbering on the wooden harpy-filler. “But I didn’t get it for me. It was totally a gift for Kote.”

“Frick off! I didn’t ask ya for it!” Dakota complained before she shook my shoulder. “Seriously, I didn’t.”

“You still used it,” I reminded her.

Her whole body went tense. “Y-yeah. But, like… once it was there, it’d be a waste not to at least try it, ya know?”

“Yeah,” a rather sheepish puppy agreed. “I only used it the once…”

“Please don’t be mad, sweetums,” Roxie whined as she draped herself across my back, enveloping me in her smothering softness. “It can’t compare to you. Mommy loves your cock much more than some fake.”

I swallowed a snort. “I’m not actually mad.”

“You’re not?” Dakota said with a relieved sigh.

“What sort of jealous psycho do you take me for?” Seriously, it was a bit of wood. Who was getting envious of a sex toy? Not this guy. “But… I still think someone needs to be punished.” I followed up with a particular forceful thrust.

Jezzy gasped. “Totally. I, like, so need to be punished.”

I grinned and I took a handful of her hair, pulling her head toward me. “Then be a good girl and stop using those fingers. If you want my cum, you know how to get it.”

“Yes!” When I let her hair go, Jezzy fell back into Fern’s crotch. Without removing the dildo, which now seemed at home in that harpy puss-puss, Jezzy started cleaning up the excess jizz with her tongue.

Fern squeaked as her body writhed. “Wait. Wait! Sensitive. I’m still sensitive!”

Jezzy didn’t care. She was a cum-hungry minx with a big helping of the stuff waiting a tantalizingly short distance away. Wherever Fern’s hairless brown skin was stained white, Jezzy’s tongue ventured to clean up.

“Good girl,” I said to my gorgeous dryad as I soaked my shaft in her syrup. “Clean up every drop. Then I’ll give you a fresh helping.”

“Yes!” her slurred voice replied as her greedy mouth slurped up every streak of cum littered over Fern’s thighs, all the way down to between those thick brown cheeks.

No valley was too deep as far as Jezzy was concerned… much to my delight.

She left Fern’s skin glistening with so much saliva it looked like the bratty harpy had oiled herself up.

“Finished!” Jezzy cheerfully announced while showing off her tongue.

It was stained with a white streak, but her mouth was nice and empty.

“Very good!” I said as I wrapped my hand back into her flowery nest of hair and pulled her closer to me. “You know what comes next?”

She nodded the best she could. “Gonna cum! Gonna fill me.”

“That’s right. We’re going to practice for when you finally have a seed to give me.”

Jezzy squealed. “Yes, Stevie! Like, pretty please practice with me. I totally promise I’ll be a super-duper mommy.”

“I know you will. And I’m sure you’ll be… an even… better… wife!”

That was it—the end of my tether. I wrapped her cotton-candy locks around my hand and sealed her down around the base of my shaft. Then I pumped. I released. I filled her womb with the same molten hot formula sizzling away in her stomach.

Jezzy howled out her thanks as she added more mess to the puddle of nectar she’d drizzled over the sheets.

I was sure we wouldn’t need to clean them half as much if it wasn’t for her… but that was a price more than worth paying to have such a seductive temptress of a mate like Jezelbe.

Once we’d both rode the waves and survived the aftershocks, I pulled free from the sticky mess of Jezzy’s making and released her hair.

She slumped on Fern as a trickle of white leaked from her lower half.

“Like, thanksies,” Jezzy giggled. “Like, I can’t wait until I get to be a mommy for real.”

“Don’t worry! Fern is here to help!” The harpy rolled Jezzy so the pair were side by side, before pulling the dildo free with a talon. Then she stuffed it into the dryad, keeping my semen where it belonged.

“Ferny!” Jezzy moaned.

“You started it!” Fern countered as she pulled that dildo back… then pushed it back in.

“Ah!”

I smirked. Damn, that was a good sight. On another day, I would’ve kicked back and watched. But…

Roxie dragged me toward her. “Now it’s my turn!”

“What?!” Dakota squeaked as she scrambled to pull me her way. “Come on, Holy Maiden. Steve totally owes me for scarin’ the shiz outta me.”

“But I can’t wait any longer,” the pouting cow said as she squeezed me tight, kneading her breasts against my shoulders. “My udders are so darn full. I need some relief.” Trickles of white spilled free, pouring over my shoulders and onto my chest.

Dakota latched onto the sight.

It gave me one wonderful idea. “Roxie,” I said in the most accepting way possible, while gently taking her hands.

Sure enough, she released me, likely thinking she was on the cusp of my undivided attention.

She wasn’t.

“Think fast,” I said as I grabbed Dakota by her rare ponytail and pushed her face into one of those big leaky udders.

Dakota fought her predicament for… approximately a second. Then Roxie’s milk, the holy nectar, hit her tongue. Her resistance vanished. Feverish want took its place. She hugged her cushiony prey and drank as if she hadn’t swallowed anything in months.

Roxie’s cow-tinted moans smacked the ceiling. “Sweetums! That feels so good. You’re making mommy feel so good!”

There wasn’t a word of reply from Dakota. Speaking meant not drinking, and she wasn’t prepared to do that. Draining Roxie’s udders was her whole world.

Until I made my move.

I slipped behind my kitten and scooped up one of her legs, giving me a perfect angle to slide deep inside of her needy, pink slit. “You deserve an apology, alright, and you’re about to get one,” I told her. “You’re about to be overwhelmed by the two things you love most in the whole wide world.”

I was sure Dakota wanted to snap about that not being true, but I didn’t give her the chance—I made my move.

Even Roxie’s prodigal udders couldn’t muffle Dakota’s squealing moan.

What a tight pussy cat—what an amazing pussy cat. Holy fuck, was I glad to have such a beautiful bride. That she arrived here with some inferiority complex about being manly was madness to me.

Those idiots would definitely change their tune if they saw her like this.

As Dakota’s tough exterior fell to my thrusting shaft, she was pulled deeper into Roxie’s chest. “D-don’t forget about me, sweetums. Don’t you want mommy’s milk? Don’t you want your Holy Maiden’s milk?”

Judging by the blissful moo that followed, Dakota wanted it very much.

The three of us fell into sweet hedonism. I filled my kitten like a stud possessed, she indulged in the cream she loved so much, and Roxie howled while massaging her other breast, soaking herself with milk. We were all having the time of our lives.

Except…

Lulu squirmed as she sat next to us. Her fingers fidgeted together, as did her thighs, as she watched us acting scandalously.

Someone was jealous.

“Lulu,” I said.

Her ears sprung up. “Y-yes?!”

I curled a finger, beckoning her closer.

She tilted her head and crawled over.

As soon as I could reach, I grabbed her by the back of the head and pulled her into a tongue-twisting kiss.

An instant later, her breasts were against my chest and her arms were holding me like she never wanted to let me go.

I liked my puppies jealous, but not neglected. How could I leave Lulu wanting for too long? I couldn’t, obviously. That’s why my tongue was down her throat, and my hand wandered down her back until it slipped back up from beneath, filling her ‘puppy’ up.

Those arms grew even tighter.

The same could constantly be said about Dakota as she made Roxie into mush. Having done a lot to reduce the burden on one udder, she swapped to the other and attacked it as if milk was more important than oxygen.

“Yes, sweetums, yes!” Roxie cried out. “Drink it all. Milk mommy dry!”

I wanted her to milk ‘daddy’ dry while she was at it. Three loads fired wasn’t enough to satisfy me. I needed more; I needed to pack my gorgeous modelesque kitten full.

And I knew just the thing to help.

Dakota’s leg was secured over my shoulder without my hand needing to do anything to keep it there. That meant it was free to target elsewhere. Say… the base of her tail.

It must’ve felt like being hit by lightning from the way Dakota clamped around me. Her lips even slipped free from Roxie’s chest. “Frick! Steve! That’s too—”

Roxie pulled her right back. “Less talking, more drinking!” she demanded as she closed her eyes and reveled in pleasure.

We all did.

Lulu and I swapped moans at an even faster rate than we traded spit. Rubbing Dakota’s tail, scratching at the very base, was making her insides twitch around me as if it was a conscious move on her part to push me over the edge.

It was working.

I could feel the familiar sensation bubbling away in the pits of my loins. I was on the verge of giving my kitten another helping of cream.

Was there any reason not to? I was sure she could handle dessert.

I was too busy making out with Lulu to warn Dakota of what was to come. My groans were lost down the throat of my canine lover as it all became too much to handle. I jerked forward one last time, slamming myself as deep inside of Dakota as I could. Then, I released.

Her whole body tensed as the first ropes of my warm hit her insides. The accompanying squeak soon turned into a purr. This was something she didn’t want to fight. She wanted it all. My kitten was on contraceptives, she wasn’t about to become a mother, but she wanted me to give her every drop of cum I could.

So I did.

I kept Dakota held close all throughout my mind-whiting release and for over a minute afterward. I let her bask in the pleasure, in the afterglow, while she used Roxie’s chest like a pillow.

When I eventually pulled out, she tumbled onto the bed, reduced to a drooling, near-unconscious mess.

Oops.

Before I could make comment about the tomboy lightweight, I was charged by a needy cow.

“Sweetums,” Roxie moaned as she drooled: drooled from her mouth, drooled from her tits, and drooled from her needy twat. “Mommy’s turn. Please, mommy next. This isn’t enough, sweetums. She needs your touch. I need your touch!”

She did have plenty of milk left to give, and she had gotten the most oral teasing earlier without the sweet comfort of release.

I answered by gobbling up one of those soft milky taps.

Roxie howled and grabbed the back of my head. “Yes, sweetums, yes! Just like that! Drink from mommy! Show mommy your love!”

I’d show this greedy cow my love, alright. This was our honeymoon, after all. It was only right that I pushed her down onto her back and used her as a second mattress. It was only right that I savaged her chest with an intensity that put our resident milk addict to shame. It was only right that I gave that hot, wet cow pussy the filling it craved more than anything.

If the wedding party didn’t hear the ‘moo’ which followed, it’d be a surprise.

“Sweetums!” Roxie screamed as I took her on her back and treated her like a slab of meat. My rough, powerful thrusts made her arms tighten around my head as her tongue lolled free. “Right there. Right there! You’re making mommy feel so good! She loves it, sweetums. She loves you!”

The feeling was mutual; I loved this sexy, chubby cow queen. I loved drinking from her massive udders, stuffing her pussy with my shaft, and turning her into a squealing faux-mommy.

I loved driving her to climax after climax.

If I was in heaven getting to indulge in this goddess, Roxie was redefining what heaven was. Yet it wasn’t enough. My greedy cow still desired more. I only had one mouth. She had two nipples. This wasn’t a problem I could solve alone.

It wasn’t a problem I had to solve alone.

“Lulu!” Roxie moaned. “I’m sorry, sugar! I’m sorry, pumpkin. Mommy needs you too. She’s too horny. She needs your lips. She needs you too—moo!”

Hesitation? Zero. Lulu made it very clear dogs could like milk just as much as cats did. She gobbled up Roxie’s free nipple and took its owner on a ride.

Roxie couldn’t even speak anymore. She was a cow and she showed it. Her bovine-flavored moans filled the room, fighting the sweet scent of milk for dominance.

I should’ve been used to such a smell after the months we’d been together, but I wasn’t. It hadn’t gotten old to me at all. If anything, it made me feel like a dog too. Pavlov’s. She’d been conditioned to orgasm herself silly while making milk? I’d been conditioned to turn into a lustful, cow-pleasing machine when this milky scent struck my nostrils. It made me want her so fucking much. To fill her. To breed her. To give my creamy goddess everything she desired.

How the fuck was I supposed to hold myself back?

It was the same answer as always; I didn’t even try. I indulged in her milk, filling myself up, as compensation for what I was going to give her in return.

What I was going to fill her with in return.

As the sweetness danced over my taste buds, as my body was driven to its limit, I went with the flow and committed to our animalistic routine.

The first Roxie knew of my release was when I exploded inside of her. Another sultry howl left her plump lips as she held both me and Lulu in place. “Sweetums! Mommy can feel it. All of your love. All of your hot, sticky love.”

That was one thing to call it. I couldn’t say she was wrong. This was a declaration of how much I loved her, my sexy cow bride. I didn’t care that she was a few years older than me or that she was a little on the heavy side; I loved this damn woman. And if flooding her with my seed was what it took to make sure she never forgot it, then it was time for my twins to work overtime.

I filled and filled and filled Roxie up until it felt like I’d given back all the cream I’d drained from her chest.

Her hands fell limp in my hair, finally letting me drink in air rather than milk.

The flow from her chest had weakened to a dribble. Satisfaction was written all over her face as my sweet cow gasped for air. “Thank you kindly, sugar,” Roxie panted. “You made mommy so happy. The happiest bride in the whole wide world.”

I grinned at her. “That was the plan. I reckon you’re not the only one thinking that.” By my count, there were another four ‘luckiest’ brides sprawled around the room in varying states of consciousness. That made five in total.

Not six.

Soft fur brushed along my arm. “Steve,” moaned Lulu, my red-faced, white-lipped guardian angel. She didn’t say more than that; she didn’t need to. Not when her eyes said a thousand words.

A thousand was a little excessive. Five would do, and they made themselves known.

‘Please don’t forget about me.’

I grinned and stroked a lock of Lulu’s loose orange hair. “Sorry for making you wait.”

She shook her head. “N-no. It’s fine. I was the first to get a ring. It’s only fair that I have to wait now.”

I snorted. “You’re too kind for your own good. Except when cats are concerned.”

“I-I’m not like that anymore. I’m a changed dog.”

“Really?” I said as I pulled her closer, so our chests pressed together again—so I could feel her stiff nipples rubbing against my skin. “Then do you want me to finally make sweet beautiful love to your little pussy, or…?”

Lulu gulped and turned her burning face away. “I… would still prefer if you called it my puppy.”

I couldn’t stop myself from smirking. Fuck, she was too damn adorable. It was no wonder she’d stolen my heart at first sight. Now she was mine. All mine.

My demi-beast bride.

I turned her head back to me and pulled her into another kissing contest I refused to be the loser of.

It was okay; Lulu seemed happy to let me take the lead—to steal her breath away.

Once I’d left her needing air for the second time in quick succession, I gave her pale tush a swat. “Get on the edge of the bed, on all fours.”

Her answer was an excited nod. She crawled into position and wiggled her tush over the edge.

I was pleased she’d worked out the proper direction on her own. It meant when I planted my feet on the wooden floorboards and wandered around to the right spot, the divine sight of her tan-lined behind and raised tail was there to greet me.

She was completely exposed, including that glistening, shaven mound.

I brushed my fingers over her skin, teasing her clit in passing. “I meant to say, someone prepared herself.”

Lulu bit her bottom lip and nodded. “I thought, while it was a special occasion, I should…”

“You don’t need to put in so much effort to please me, beautiful,” I said while slipping my fingers back through her wetness. “Not that I don’t approve. I’m so damn lucky to have you.”

She shook her head. “That’s not true! If anyone’s lucky here, it’s—”

I cut her off by giving her tail a squeeze, making her squeak. “Let me have this one. You’re too damn modest for your own good. If I say I’m a lucky son of a bitch, I am. Got it?”

Back to a nod.

“Good,” I replied while moving my hips closer, grinding myself against her molten wetness. “Forget anything you’re thinking about me lowering myself by marrying you all or how you’d never get to do better. I don’t think that. To me, this is heaven, and it’s all because of you girls.”

“Steve—ah!” She lost control of her voice as I stopped lining myself up and gave my foxy puppy what she’d been waiting for.

What she’d been forced to see five women take before her.

Was it worth the wait? Her face said yes. Her peridot eyes rolled back as her tongue fell from her lips.

I adored the sight almost as much as I adored her as a whole. It was an expression begging me to take her and take her hard… so I did. I held her tail steady with one hand and held her ass with my other as I took my doggy in the style of her liking.

“Yes!” she squealed as I started fast.

Why bother with anything else when she’d had so long to get worked up into a horny puppy stupor?

“Like it?” I asked. The answer was obvious, but I wanted to hear it from her.

“It’s amazing, Steve!” Lulu howled as she damn near ripped the bed sheets up with her claws. “I don’t care what you say! I’m lucky! I’m so lucky being your wife! I’m so lucky being your bitch!”

“No, I’m lucky,” I countered while spanking my argumentative bride. “I’m so damn lucky that the woman who saved my life turned out to be such a horny mongrel.”

“Your horny mongrel!” she moaned as her arms gave way and face fell against the bed.

I growled and kept up my spanks. I timed them with my thrusts, giving my puppy a double dose of force that left her biting the sheets to keep herself sane. “So damn horny. How did you even manage before I got here?”

“I don’t remember!” At least, that’s what I thought she said. Her words were a little muffled as her teeth refused to let the bed go. “Don’t want to remember. Can’t cope without you anymore, Steve. Please, never leave me. Please, let me be your bitch forever.”

Even in a moment like this, as pleasure battered my body, I couldn’t help but laugh. “What are you saying? Did you forget we just got married? If that doesn’t mean I’m making you my bitch forever, what does?” I could see the gold glistening on her finger. It was pretty much a fancy collar to let the whole world know who she belonged to.

“I… I…” Lulu slurred.

“Are you waiting for me to do this?” I fell on top of her, driving her legs open and fully dropping her onto her front. I trapped her beneath me, shaft still inside… and sunk my teeth into her shoulder.

Her head jerked up so sharply she ripped a hole out of our bedding.

I didn’t mind. My puppy wanted a symbol that she was mine. She had one. Tomorrow, she could skip around in her loose-fitting farm clothing and show everyone this mark.

The fabric gag of her own making muffled Lulu’s howls as her body fully lost control. Her pussy… nay, her puppy, damn near snapped my shaft off from hard it clamped down around me.

Fuck! How could anyone be this sexy?

On instinct, I bit harder. Forget about her, I wanted this. I wanted the whole farm to see this mark and know Lulu was my woman—my wife.

My bitch.

I wrapped my arms around her neck and chest, keeping her head held up so she couldn’t get away from me. I trapped her in place so I could thrust like the wild beast she was turning me into.

She screamed, moaned, and cried to the sky. The fabric gag fell from my mouth. “Steve! I love you! I love you, love you!”

And I loved her too. That’s why I was going to fill her. That’s why I was going to mark her insides as well. Because I couldn’t get enough of her. Because I was obsessed with her.

“Do it, Steve. Do it!” Lulu begged as her voice turned shrill.

Yes!

I slammed my weight down and fired my sixth load of this glorious honeymoon. I buried as deep as I could into her, as if I was trying to knot my bride, and packed her with every damn thing I could give.

Her screeching howls were the best thanks I could’ve asked for.

I growled back as I kept my teeth pressed into her flesh through every second. It was partially to help keep hold of the sanity it looked like I’d already long since lost.

This was too good—too amazing. Every damn part of it.

I had no idea how long it even lasted. Seconds? Minutes? Hours? Days? Had the sun risen and descended again while I hadn’t been looking?

Truthfully, I didn’t give a shit.

When I was finally put back in control of myself, I at last eased up on Lulu. I stopped gripping her like some caveman and savaging her neck like a wolf.

She collapsed on her front while panting harder than I’d ever heard her do so before.

On her neck, clear as day, was a bite mark. Not a drop of blood had been drawn, but if she didn’t put some healing magic on it, everyone would be able to see it for days to come.

I didn’t activate any spells. Instead, I stroked it. “How was it, gorgeous?”

“Perfect,” Lulu moaned. “I… Steve. Thank you.”

That should’ve been my line to all of them. How many other guys could say they spent their honeymoon taking six beautiful goddesses for the rides of their lives?

I wasn’t lucky; that was too light a term. I was blessed.

Blesslan? Please. If this wasn’t a blessed land, if this wasn’t a blessed life, then what was? And if those rings were anything to go off, I was going to be enjoying this state of affairs for a very long time.

Was this a dream? Was this real? After months here, I still didn’t know for certain, but there was one thing I was sure of without a shadow of a doubt:

This was paradise.


Epilogue


The farm was quiet. Eventually, even the most enthusiastic of party goers had decided to call it quits for the night, as had my brides and I. Once we’d done the bare minimum to clean ourselves up, the seven of us fell to sleep intermingled together.

After how much exercise they’d given me, I didn’t expect to be awake until at least midday… so why were my eyes already open even though it was still dark outside?

What time is it?

Certainly one far earlier than I was supposed to wake up at. I didn’t even awake when it was still dark on a normal day.

I sat up and looked to see if I’d been disturbed by any of my beautiful wives, but they were still cuddled around me, out like lights.

Had I mentioned I was blessed?

That was enough patting myself on the back. Why was I up? And why wasn’t I ignoring it and trying to go back to sleep? Why did I feel like I had to work this out?

Ping!


- - -

New Quest

Go to the church

- - -


My eyes widened. Huh? What? This was… unusual. Very unusual.

What the hell was I supposed to do?

I mean, the answer was right in front of me. I considered waking my wives to include them in this madness, but I reconsidered. They’d had a long night as well. I was sure they were exhausted. Why wake them over potentially nothing?

Even if this was definitely something.

I carefully freed myself from the warmth of my lovers and snuck out of our room and toward the church.

My power had been good to me… on the whole. Even if it meant facing the farm’s brisk fall air, I wanted to find out what it wanted from me.

There was no lock on the church, so I slipped right in… and was disappointed to find no improvement in the temperature. 

As I rubbed my bare arms, I used my night-vision powered eyes to scan the modest room.

There was nobody here.

The place was empty, unless furniture counted… which it definitely didn’t. It was possible someone was using them to hide, but I couldn’t sense anyone, as accurate an indicator as that was.

“Hello?” I called out anyway.

Nope. No response.

“Huh,” I mumbled. This was… weird. Really weird. What was my power thinking telling me to come here?

It didn’t clarify.

I decided to linger for the time being, in case I was supposed to wait for someone. The pews offered plenty of places to sit, and I chose to do so on the front-most row.

It immediately became apparent that empty churches in the middle of the night were fucking creepy. Not that I felt any fear. I was an overpowered freak surrounded by his allies. Hell, I’d had to pass an unconscious dragon on the way here. If she was willing to fight a kingdom to keep me around for rimming duties, I doubted she’d leave me hanging if a ghost came after me.

What a comforting thought.

Maybe that’s why I yawned? Or was it me being completely exhausted? Who cared? I settled in and waited to see what was going on.

I waited, and waited, and waited, and waited, and waited, and waited, and…

“Huh?” I grunted as I jerked upward, eyes snapping open.

Did I fall asleep?

I gave my eyes a rub. It would be understandable—that pew had been more comfortable than I’d imagined. Almost unnaturally so.

How long had I been out? It was still pitch black, so it couldn’t have been long.

Wait…

I took a closer look at my black surroundings. Black, not dark. It was hard to explain how I could tell the difference, but I could. This wasn’t the night’s doing, masking the church from me. In fact, when I activated my night vision… there was no church to be seen. No walls, no ceiling, no altar, no window letting some moonlight trickle through. There weren’t even pews.

Then what the hell am I sitting on?

I jumped up and looked beneath at… more blackness.

Should’ve known.

“Eh, don’t worry about it,” a casual voice said. “It’d be weird to explain. Just go with the flow, my man.”

I threw myself around while reaching for the sword I wasn’t carrying with me.

What was it with me and charging out in the middle of the night without a weapon?

At least the one behind all this didn’t look like he was about to attack me, although the big wooden staff he was carrying could probably give me a nasty bump.

The mystery man was a few inches my junior and looked to be somewhere in his fifties. With a white robe hiding his body and a thick beard taking up half his face, it was hard to say for certain. His receding brown hair, which dangled down to his waist, could’ve been making him seem older than he was.

He smiled and waved. “Hey there. How’s it hanging?”

“Who are you?” I said as I went into a catkwondo stance. I went to activate my power—my scan sight.

“Afraid that won’t work here, dude,” he chuckled. “I’m surprised your magic still does, though. Guess my gifts carry on but not the actual power itself, huh?”

“What are you talking about?” As if to check he was speaking the truth, I tapped into my inner wellspring and summoned forth my mana, ready to be bent into whatever shape I needed.

“Whoa, dude! Chill,” he said. “I didn’t bring you here for a fight.”

“I’ll be the judge of that. Now talk! Who are you?”

He smiled, his crooked teeth poking free of his beard. “Don’t you recognize me, my man? Well, I guess you wouldn’t. We’ve kinda never met before, although I’ve been watching you. Did that sound creepy? I promise it’s not creepy.”

“Spill it!” I yelled as I considered what magic would work best. There was no earth here, so fire or wind? 

He spread his arms out. “You can call me The Shepherd, my man.”

My bubbling mana fizzled out. “You… you’re The Shepherd?”

“That’s right.”

“Is this some kind of joke?” Fire. Definitely fire.

“Whoa!” he said as he gestured for me to relax. “What’s with all the hostility?”

“What do you think?!” I snapped. What sort of guy wouldn’t be on their guard in a situation like this?

“Hey, man, come on. It’s not easy for gods to talk to mortals. Cut me some slack.”

“A self-titled god.”

“There’s that hostility again, man. Why don’t you believe me?”

“Would you believe a random guy who said he was a god?” I asked.

His shoulders sagged. “Come on, bro. Be a little open minded. How else do you explain this crazy void we’re meeting in? Does this look like the real world to you? Or… well, I guess you’ve kinda got two real worlds.”

“How do you…?” I began to say before throwing my guard back up. That was information only a select few knew. I wasn’t in the business of telling just anyone, especially not robe-wearing weirdos.

“Because I’m The Shepherd, my man!” he chuckled as he scooped his stick behind his head and lay back, floating in the air. “I know a whole lot about you. I said I was watching you, right? And definitely not in a creepy way. I just did what I had to do to give you some of the good stuff. And thanks for repaying the favor, dude. I’d have been, like, so hurt if you’d ignored my invite.”

“Invite? The quest?”

“That’s the one. Good on you for accepting, my man.” He shot me a thumbs up. “For building that church too. I can’t remember the last time I had one. Now we can finally talk in person. Isn’t that cool, bro?”

I struggled to think of the right way to respond or even act. This self-titled god was a damn master of leaving me confused beyond belief.

It was easy to presume this was all a dream. However, I had been called to the church by my power… unless that was also part of my dream.

Would I really imagine a nutter like this?

What if he was telling the truth? Months back, I’d been a normal dude, working in IT. Now I was a resident in a world of magic, monsters, and things beyond all comprehension. Was this really that much more ridiculous than some of the other shit I’d encountered?

“You’re seriously The Shepherd?” I asked the floating lunatic.

“Sure am, bud,” he said as if this scenario was all too normal. “What’s the big issue?”

“Just… you’re not what I imagined a god to be like.” Maybe the beard and robes matched some stereotypes I was used to, but the fact he talked like he celebrated the 20th of April like Christmas…

He snorted as he made no effort to stop using the blackness around us as a lounger. “How many gods have you met besides me?”

“Touché…”

“Just trust me, bro. Is there any reason not to?”

There… was not. At least, not for the moment. If anything, it was distracting me from the other questions on the tip of my tongue.

I threw up my hands. “Fine! You’re The Shepherd.”

“My man!”

“And you brought me here because I built your church. Why? You expecting me to travel the world building more? Spreading your influence?” If he was, he could take his demands and shove them where the sun didn’t shi—

The stoner god chuckled. “What? No, dude. I don’t care about that sorta stuff. That ain’t the sorta god I am.”

“Then what?” I quizzed. Why had this strange deity dragged me here?

“To thank you, mainly.”

“Thank me?” It sounded ridiculous, but so was everything about him. His entire demeanor made it hard to keep my guard up. It was like dealing with some harmless, spaced-out teen. “What for? This church?”

Well, the church which was supposed to be here.

He snorted as he rolled onto his front and rested his arms and chin on his rod. “Nah, bro. I mean, thanks for that, but it’s more than that. I wanted to thank you for… pretty much everything you’ve done. I thought you’d be a good fit for the place when I brought you over, but damn man, you’ve totally blown away my expectations.”

“Hold up,” I said while gesturing for him to take it back a bit. “Did you say ‘brought’ me?”

“Yeah, man! You must’ve thought about how you got here, right?”

Of course, I had. I didn’t so much any more, but it did occasionally come to me when I got a spare minute. It was a mystery I’d never been able to solve.

“It was me,” the grinning god cheered. “I’m the one who picked you out and brought you here. I’m also the one behind that special power of yours. Pretty cool, am I right?”

I gawked. That… was a lot of information at once. I’d bought info packs with said power which were less overwhelming than this info dump. The questions on the tip of my tongue multiplied, although I was too perplexed to say them. There was only one that was possible.

“Why?” I asked him. “Why?”

He rubbed where balding head and flowing locks met. “Why what? The power? Why I brought you here?”

“Anything! Just…” Say something before I explode.

“Erm… I’d say there were three reasons I brought you here,” he said, lifting up the matching amount of fingers. Then he began to count them off. “One, because I thought this world needs someone like you, my man. Things have been shit for the demi-beasts for a long time, and they’re only getting worse. I mean, that True Church stuff? What’s up with that?” He shook his head and sighed. “Archie wouldn’t approve. At least, he wouldn’t care.”

“That’s… back on topic,” I demanded. The last thing we needed was any tangents, no matter how curious that snippet left me.

“Sure thing, bro! Now what was I… oh, right! Things were getting proper shit for the demi-beasts, so I threw in a ringer to help them out… and, damn man, you’ve really done that. A settlement for demi-beasts? Good work, bro.”

“Thanks,” I said on auto-pilot as I struggled to wrap my head around this ridiculousness.

He counted down the second finger. “I mean, like, once I realized there was a job needed doing, I had to pick the right man for it.”

“And that was me?”

“Yeah!” The Shepherd said while flicking his hand at me.

“How did you reckon that? I was a newly promoted IT manager. Shouldn’t you have gotten a soldier?”

He waved that away. “No way, bud. I’m the god of knowledge and tools, you know? If it’s just about handing out skills, I can do that. You should know that better than anyone.”

“I… yes.” He’d gotten me again.

“How did you like the deed point system, by the way? Pretty genius, if I do say so myself.”

I folded my arms as I glared at him. “I remember nearly dying because I was short a point.”

“Almost ain’t dead, bro! Besides, I hooked you up.”

So there was a guy behind it the whole time? I’d considered it, but…

“Couldn’t you have just given me a few hundred points from the start?” I asked. That would’ve made things so much easier.

He scoffed. “Come on, bud. That’d be no fun. You had to have at least a little struggle. Prove you’re really the man for the task. I mean, that’s why I brought you here: your mentality. I needed the sort of dude willing to stand up for what he thought was right, no matter the odds. The sort of guy who gets beaten down and stands back up again.” His terrible teeth flashed at me back through his uncombed nest of facial hair. “The sort of dude able to climb so high in his field at such a young age, even after losing the support of his folks. That was what I needed, my man, and I knew you could do it. And you did!”

“Well I sure am glad I passed your test,” I snarked.

The Shepherd laughed and showed me another thumbs up. “Glad you enjoyed it, bro! It’s been a real pleasure watching you smash it.”

I was beginning to suspect he was trying to piss me off on purpose…

“You’re missing one,” I told him. “What’s reason number three?” Maybe it would tie his fishy explanation together? Saying I had the right ‘mentality’ wasn’t enough for me. There were a ton of other bastards out there who wouldn’t take no for an answer—who’d fight for their allies even if at a disadvantage. I wasn’t some rare case. So why me specifically?

“Ain’t it obvious, my man?” he said with another laugh. “Because I knew you’d enjoy it.”

“H-huh?” That was not what I’d been expecting him to say.

He grinned. “Don’t think I don’t see a fellow man of culture when I meet one. Sure, I could’ve gotten, like, half-a-dozen dudes stronger than you. Or braver. And smarter. Definitely smarter.”

“Thanks for the endorsement.” Yeah, this was definitely on purpose.

“But that doesn’t mean they’d have appreciated it, you know? I didn’t just want a dude to come here and fix things; I wanted one who could fix himself in the process.”

“And that was me?”

“I mean… a big ol’ longing for the great outdoors? Wanting to settle down for a quiet life in the countryside? Check.”

“I’m not sure you can call this a quiet life…”

“Having a big love for fantasy and all things magic? Check.”

“No argument there…”

“And finally, being the kinda guy who likes his girls with cat ears instead of human ones? Check, check, check-a-roo.” That didn’t earn me just one thumbs up. Oh no. That earned me the rare double thumbs. “You were the perfect candidate, bud. A countryside-wanting, magic-admiring, monster-girl-loving deviant.”

I… how was I supposed to respond to that? And was it a worry that there was actually merit to what he said? I couldn’t argue with the list, nor could I deny that when he spelled it out like that…

“I see your point,” I mumbled, “but still… why me? More why do all that for me?”

The Shepherd shrugged. “Why not, my man? You seem like a good dude. Always have. Why can’t a god hand out a boon to a good dude when he feels like it? Besides, am I wrong? Haven’t you enjoyed this?”

“Are you kidding?” I said, a laugh escaping all on its own. “Coming here was the best thing to ever happen to me.”

“Then I’d say I made a damn good choice.”

Arguments from me? None to be found… again. I was trying my best to keep myself alert and cautious, but it was getting harder and harder. As much as it pained me to admit it after how I’d been acting, The Shepherd seemed genuine.

He seemed… like a good guy.

“Then if anyone should be saying thanks, it’s me,” I said as I rubbed the back of my neck.

He shrugged as he rolled back onto his bed of nothingness. “Don’t sweat it. bud. I still stripped you from your home without your permission then dumped you in another world. You can’t thank me for kidnapping you. That’s whack.”

“Reasonable… and you did specifically dump me in the middle of the Darkwood. I almost died because of kobolds.”

“Hey, come on, dude. If you don’t start your new life in a new world in some sort of thrilling fight, are you really living?”

“I wouldn’t have been living at all if Lulu hadn’t saved me.”

“Then it’s a good thing she saved you,” he chortled.

I couldn’t help cracking a smile of my own. He did have a point… for a kooky lunatic.

“If you’re that unhappy, my man, I can always send you back,” The Shepherd said.

My eye damn near burst out. “You can?”

“I’m a god, my man. I brought you here to begin with. Of course, I can send you back. You’ll have to give up the magic, mind you, and everyone will be wondering where you’ve been for the last half year or so, but if that’s what you really want—”

“No!” I yelled, almost lunging over to stop him.

He flashed his yellow teeth. “Then stop being so fussy, bud. Points? Why you? Where you started? What’s any of that stuff matter? Focus on the important things, my man. Like those six wives of yours. Congrats, by the way. Killer ceremony.”

“You were seriously watching?” I asked him.

“Heck yeah! It was being done in my name, wasn’t it? Like I was gonna miss it. Especially when it was between my man and a bunch of demi-beasts. Well, them and a dryad, but nymphs are cool with me too.”

I snorted. “I guess you are the god of demi-beasts.” He was certainly talking about them better than the mortals of Blesslan did. “Does that mean all the stuff about you leading them out of… Volengard is true?”

“Damn straight!” he flicked his hand again, clicking his fingers. “How long ago was that now? Shit, time just seems to fly by once you stop being human.”

“Stop being what?!” I should’ve been over surprise revelations from this crazy git, but…

The Shepherd shrugged. “What? Yeah, I used to be a regular dude, back in the day. That’s when I did that whole saving the demi-beasts and teaching them stuff, shit. That’s probably what caused me to become a god. I don’t really know.”

I opened my mouth to question how a god didn’t even know how he’d become a god. Then I remembered the kind of guy I was talking to.

It was a shock he’d remembered to get dressed, and yet…

I snorted. “As much as it surprises me to say it, you probably deserved the promotion.” Spacey persona or not, he was the one who first taught demi-beasts they could be more than just animals who served under their masters. Sure, Blesslan was doing their best to erase that fact… but places like our farm proved his influence on the world remained.

He batted my remark away. “Come on, dude. Don’t say stuff like that. It’s embarrassing. I’m not a saint. I only freed all those demi-beasts for my own benefit.”

“You did?”

“Yeah, man. I mean, you should’ve seen her. Damn, was she fine. I’m talking cute face, awesome body, and a personality to match. Then she had those big floppy ears and that little fluffy tail. Like, oomph! Her being forced to be a slave just wasn’t right, man. So I decided to help her, her folks, and her friends out. Then I thought I might as well just help all the demi-beasts while I was at it.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” I said while gesturing for him to slow down. “You freed the demi-beasts, imparted them with tools and knowledge, and led them to a better life… because you had a crush on a rabbit?”

“The finest damn rabbit you’ve ever seen, my man!” he protested. “Don’t talk like you haven’t ever done something just to impress a girl.”

“I’ve never sparked a rebellion… sort of.”

Did defying Blesslan and fighting the desert tribes count?

The Shepherd shrugged. “Eh, it was worth it. Sure, the humans hated me, but damn did it feel good to see all those demi-beasts happy. One especially. Mainly at night, if you get what I’m saying.”

“Unfortunately.”

“Hey! Don’t act like you’re an exception. We’re like brothers from different mothers. At this rate, you’ll probably end up a god yourself.”

“If someone as shitty as you can become one, I’m pretty much nailed.”

“Whoa, man. Harsh!”

I burst out laughing. “That wasn’t an insult… completely. I’d much rather have some shitty god with some shoddy motive rather than some snooty deity looking down on everyone.”

He grinned. “And that’s why I hired you for the job, bud. You could say I see a little bit of me in you.”

“Not too much, I hope.” Especially not that hairline.

“Harsh, bro. Harsh!”

I succumbed back to laughter. Maybe the knowledge the famous Shepherd of Volengard had just been a horny dude wanting to get in a girl’s knickers would shatter the faith in some, but to me it made him seem like a guy I could count on. After all, if more people in this world had his mindset, it would be a much better place for the demi-beasts to live.

Anyone who saw how damn fine they were was a friend of mine.

The Shepherd sat up with his legs folded together and his rod across his lap. “So you got any more complaints, bud? Or are you happy to accept my thanks at last?”

I grinned. “Sure am… as long as you accept mine in return.”

“No way, man. I can’t accept… not when there’s still more I want you to do.”

“Didn’t we already go over this?”

He held his hands up. “I don’t care about churches or spreading my influence, bro, but there’s still work to be done; you know that as much as me. The troubles of this world aren’t over yet; it’s only a matter of time until Blesslan plunges itself into civil war with demi-beasts trapped in the middle. That’s why I want you to keep doing what you’re doing. You see a demi-beast in need? You help them out.”

My grin made a swift reappearance. “You really need to ask? I just got myself six demi-beast brides… okay, five demi-beasts and a nymph, but you get the point.” I met his stare. “I’m not going to turn my back on them now or the rest of their kind.”

The Shepherd applauded. “That’s the spirit, my man! In return, I’ll keep sending over my support. If you’ve got any tools you need learning, or any knowledge you need gathering, just let me know, and I’ll do you a solid… as long as you’ve got the points.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” Even if I did question why he couldn’t get rid of that stupid point system.

I was not prepared for a ‘mysterious ways’ conversation from a wannabe stoner.

“Apart from that,” he said, smiling. “congrats on the wedding again, bro. You’ve got yourselves some real stellar wives, not to mention some other fine ladies in your care. That Ali Noira? Whoa, what a woman. Just make sure you don’t piss her off and make her burn the whole place down, you hear me?”

“Loud and clear,” I laughed, complete with a salute. Then my eyes widened as I noticed my hand.

It was vanishing.

“Whoa. Seems that’s our time up bud,” The Shepherd said. “I don’t know when we’re next gonna get to talk like this, so… I’ll see you whenever.”

“Wait!” I yelled as my whole body began to fall into the blackness.

“Yeah?”

“One last question. Why here? Demi-beasts are struggling all over Blesslan—all over this world. Why did you send me here? To Lulu?”

He shrugged. “Why not? You complaining again?”

“Fuck no.”

“Then quieten down and go out stylishly, my man. And make sure you treat that girl good. All those girls good. I’ll smite you if you don’t.”

“Not if they beat you to it.”

The kooky god laughed and waved one last time as the blackness swallowed my vision.

When my eyes next snapped open, the blackness was gone. So was the darkness I’d fallen asleep surrounded by. Only the church remained, now bathed in the soft glow of morning light.

I should’ve been as well, yet the light never reached my face… for once. It was blocked by a figure holding my shoulder.

A stunning figure.

Lulu breathed out as she used my shoulder for support. “At last…”

Dakota huffed and leaned on the back of my pew. “What the frick’s the big idea? First, sneakin’ out on us. Then, not wakin’ up no matter how hard we shook ya. For a moment, I thought you’d met your maker.”

She wasn’t the only one who’d come to find me alongside Lulu. All my wives were gathered, although some looked sleepier than others.

Mainly the harpy sat next to me, drooling on my arm.

“You don’t know how close you were,” I said back to Dakota with a chuckle.

Jezzy giggled into her fingers. “Like, I totally bet dying from having too much sex with your new wives would earn you a super ton of rep with all the other ghosties.”

“Don’t make such crass jokes,” Marietta snapped as she wore the white tunic she liked to use as pajamas.

“I don’t wanna kill Steve by having too much sex with him,” Roxie whined as she twiddled with her hair. “I-I’m not overworking you, am I, sugar?”

“I’m not going to die from having too much sex. Believe me,” I said… although that might change if we ended the rota system keeping this entire farm from jumping all over me, especially now Ali Noira was around.

“What are you doing here anyway?” Lulu asked as she let me go and moved her paws behind her back, giving me a glance at the shoulder her oversized shirt couldn’t hide.

A lovely bite mark made itself visible.

“Yeah. Yeah!” Fern said in her sleep. “You were supposed to be cuddling next to me in bed. Who said you could leave without me? Who?!”

“You seem to be cuddling just fine, petal,” Roxie commented through a pout while swallowing a yawn.

I laughed. “Sorry. You could say I was feeling a little spiritual.” I decided not to tell them I’d just had a conversation with The Shepherd. Not only did I not want to shatter their ideas of what he was like… I didn’t want them to think they’d married a lunatic.

Lulu sighed. “I understand, but… sorry. I guess we were a little jumpy for no reas—”

I pulled Lulu onto my lap and silenced her with a deep, breath-stealing smooch.

She initially squirmed when she was first pulled down, but a little tango of our tongues and she was clinging to me like a princess.

Once I popped our lips apart, I grinned. “I know what you girls are trying to hint at. You wanted to make this honeymoon of ours a whole day affair. Am I right?”

Lulu’s cheeks burned red. “I-I never said that!”

“Count me in, sugar!” Roxie squealed a little louder than she needed to.

“Me too,” Jezzy said with a giggle. “Or, like, if our bedroom is too far, I’m happy to get started here.” She leaned over and shook her hanging breasts from side to side, two leaves all that hid her bare nipples from the brisk morning air.

“Zelby!” Dakota squeaked. “Calm the frick down! We can’t do that here.” Her red eyes scanned the ceiling, as if awaiting divine punishment.

“Eh,” I said, shrugging. “That idiot would probably be okay with it.”

Lulu tilted her head. “Huh?”

“Ignore me,” I said as I lumbered to my feet, lifting my puppy back to hers in the process. “How about we go get ourselves some breakfast? Then we can head back to bed for round two.”

“Sex. I want the sex,” Fern mumbled as she drooled on the pew that had become her bed.

“That sounds fantastic, sweetums,” Roxie cheered while clapping her hands.

“I can’t say I didn’t see this coming,” Marietta said with a sigh.

“Like, is that a complaint?” Jezzy asked with a tilt of the head.

Dakota snickered and leaned back into her paws. “If ya ain’t interested, we can go back to screwin’ around without ya.”

“Absolutely not!” Marietta squeaked… before her cheeks turned pink. She pushed through the others, grabbed my arm, and pulled me after her. “Come. If you think I shall be ignored after just becoming your wife, you have another thing coming.”

“Wait for me, sugar!” Roxie said as she rushed after us.

“Wait! What about…?” Lulu called from behind.

“Oi! Fern! Up!” Dakota said.

The harpy gurgled. “Harder, Steve. Harder.”

“Ya ain’t gettin’ naught if ya don’t wake up!”

I laughed as I let my needy little sheep drag me outside. What had The Shepherd bothered telling me to treat these girls right for? Like they were going to let me do anything but.

From now on, I was their husband, and they were my wives. That meant making them happy was just a regular part of the rest of my life.

As for the rest? Well, saving all the demi-beasts sounded good to me. Then there were the devils. It’d seem harsh not to help them out as well. Whatever it took to make this world a fairer and happier place for everyone.

There was a long, difficult road ahead of me, but I was up for the challenge, especially as I knew I’d be walking it with the best allies possible by my side.

First things first; it’s time to turn this forest into the kingdom it deserves to be.

Right after I’d finished my honeymoon.

If I ever finished my honeymoon with such insatiable wives demanding my attention.

Damn, did I love this world.



Author Notes


Hello, reader! Thank you for reaching the end of this book. For now, it marks the end of Steve’s adventures in his wonderful new home. I hope I’ll be able to bring you more in the future. And I also hope you’ve enjoyed the ride!

I’m sure you know what comes next. If you enjoyed the story, please make sure to leave a review. They really do help us authors a ton. We wouldn’t be begging for them otherwise.

If you spot any errors which slipped through the cracks, please let me know at david@davidaries.com. I want my books to be the best they can be, and I can’t do it without you guys.

And, finally, make sure to follow my newsletter so you don’t miss out on my new releases. It’s the only guaranteed way to hear about any new stories by yours truly.


You can sign up here.
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