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1
Bitter Endings…


Ben Nickels shifted his weight, rubbing his shoulder as he leaned against the half-finished wall. The dull ache had been there for weeks now, a reminder that hammering nails into wood wasn’t something his body was designed to do forever.

In fact, forty years had been more than enough.

He wasn’t that old, not really—fifty-six years last month. But his joints took every opportunity to remind him that a lifetime of hard labor at double- and triple-overtime came at a price.

Not just the failed marriage, the children he never had, and the circle of friends that seemed to be aging even faster than him and dropping like flies from cancer, heart attacks, and pickled livers, either…

Every day at Westin Construction seemed to bring Ben fresh reminders of the ways he’d wasted his life, squandering his youth and his health for a paycheck, only to have squander that, too—first on the ever-growing needs of his then-wife: big house, new cars, nice clothes, salon hair and nails, fancy vacations he could never afford to take the time off to accompany her and her girlfriends on… and then on the expensive divorce after she met someone new, someone who “loved her enough to actually spend time with her instead of at work.”

How and why Cheryl thought he paid for her lavish lifestyle all those years if he hadn’t loved her was one of life’s mysteries. Ben had long ago lost interest in trying to solve it, along with the ambition to try again for a second chance at love. He couldn’t afford to have his heart broken again, mentally, emotionally, or financially.

More than anything, though, the betrayal of his body failing him after all this time was the thing that stung the most. It made Ben feel old and useless, when his usefulness on the job was the only thing bringing purpose to his lonely life.

A few decades ago, Ben would have shrugged off the pain in his shoulder and kept working—hell, even five years ago he had more stamina and recovered faster from injuries—but lately, he found himself taking more breaks than he liked to admit.

He squinted up at the sky, feeling the sun beating down. Retirement—that's where his mind always wandered. The thought of putting away the toolbelt for good was tempting, but without a stash of savings to fall back on, it wasn’t in the cards. Besides, without a hobby to spend his time on or someone to share his time with, what would be the point?

So here he was, still swinging the damned hammer, pushing through the pain that got worse every day, because there wasn’t any other choice. He’d spent his life on the job, and he’d probably die here too. He didn’t like it much, but he didn’t know what else to do.

The job site buzzed with the usual sounds of clanging metal and shouted orders. Ben glanced around, watching younger guys heft materials without a care in the world. They didn’t know yet what was waiting for them when they got older. The slow, inevitable wear and tear.

He rolled his shoulder again, trying to ease the stiffness, and sighed.

When he heard the unmistakable click of polished shoes approaching on the plywood boardwalk that connected Westin Construction’s office building to the worksite, the sigh turned into a groan.

Either someone’s brought a call girl to work or I’m about to be blessed by the presence of the mighty Brock Westin, he thought as the clicking heels grew louder.

Ben’s lips twitched, the urge to smirk almost too hard to resist.

The boss was easy to spot. He inevitably looked out of place on a construction site, because he always seemed to be wearing something absurd.

Today, it was a pair of polished brown loafers, khaki trousers with pleats but no pockets, and a crisp, ironed button-up shirt in a plaid print that attempted to be casual despite the over-pressed and over-starched look of the soulless mannequin wearing it.

To top off the ensemble, literally, Westin’s brown hair was slicked back with gel so shiny it practically glowed in the mid-afternoon sun. Ben wouldn’t have been surprised if Westin had never worn a hard hat in his life, but the shellacked ‘do might be hard enough to do the job. He wondered if it would make a knocking sound if he rapped the overgrown trust fund baby on the head with his knuckles. For a fleeting second, he was tempted to try. But it probably wasn’t worth his livelihood, pitiful as it was.

“Nickels!” Westin’s voice was sharp, laced with a familiar mix of condescension and faux concern. “Slacking off again, I see?”

Ben straightened up slowly, keeping his face neutral. “Just taking a breather, boss. Shoulder’s acting up again.”

Westin tilted his shiny head, eyes narrowing. “That’s the problem with guys like you, isn’t it, Nickels? If you put in a bit more effort, maybe you wouldn’t still be swinging a hammer in your golden years. That’s the difference between you and me. I worked smarter, not harder.”

Ben resisted the urge to laugh. Worked was a generous way to describe how Brock Westin had gotten to where he was in life. Twenty years Ben’s junior, Westin had slid into his cushy position as head of the company the moment his Ivy League diploma hit the frame, probably in underwater basket-weaving or something equally useless.

Not that it mattered. Ben would have eaten his own toolbelt if it could be proved Brock Westin had learned anything other than smarmy networking and the importance of matching sweater-vests at his fancy school. He suspected Daddy Westin’s generous donations to the college had earned the diploma rather than any actual work on Brock’s part.

It was a rotten world, when one’s connections bought a ticket to the top of society and real hard work earned nothing but worn-out joints, aching muscles, and a mostly-empty apartment in a blue-collar neighborhood. It was Ben’s bad luck to be born without a silver spoon in his mouth, and he’d spent the rest of his life trying to make up for the lack.

Not that he’d know what to do with a silver spoon if he’d had one. Ben chuckled to himself at that thought. No, a lifetime of honest work was worth more in the end, even if it was a rougher ride than floating along on cloud nine.

He smirked at the spoiled man-child in front of him.

“That’s one way of looking at it, I guess,” Ben said dryly, keeping his tone polite.

Westin’s eyes gleamed, no doubt thinking he’d delivered some kind of wisdom. “You want to get ahead in life, Nickels, you gotta think bigger. Not that it matters for you, at this stage… What are you, now, sixty? Too late to make up for a lifetime of bad choices now.”

Ben barely suppressed an eye roll. He’d rather cut off his aching arm than be anything like Westin. The old boss, now there was a guy who knew the value of hard work. He’d been pushed aside when Westin came on board, making the whole place feel more like a vanity project than a construction company. Ben wondered what old Joe was up to these days…

Westin waved a letter in front of him, interrupting the thought.

“Anyway, here’s something for you.” He flicked the envelope like it was some grand gesture. “Personal mail shouldn’t be coming to the office, Nickels. We’re running a company, not a post office. This kind of thing is just a waste of time.”

Ben glanced at the letter, which Westin was practically waving in his face like a carrot on a stick. It was unusual—thick, fancy parchment that seemed way too elegant to be sitting on the dusty desk of their small HQ. But he didn’t let on his interest, not wanting to give Westin the satisfaction. Ben gave a curt nod.

“Appreciate you bringing it to me personally,” he said. Not that you needed to waste your precious time doing it, he added to himself silently. Big important boss man that you are.

Westin scoffed, oblivious to the sarcasm. “Exactly. You know, time is money, Nickels. Maybe if you thought about that a little more, you’d understand why I’m so particular about these things.”

Ben waited, listening to the lecture with his usual patience. Young Westin liked to talk. And he really liked to imagine he was running some kind of high-stakes operation instead of a crew that patched up old buildings around a lackluster boomtown gone bust. It didn’t seem to bother him that every single man on their crew had more experience in the construction trade than he had, and most of them had more experience with Westin Construction than he did, too. Nor did it cross his mind that not one of his employees thought he was worth the dry-cleaning fees of his crisp, beige khakis.

The previous boss had been practical, down-to-earth, someone who knew the ins and outs of the business. Westin, on the other hand, had probably never held so much as an allen key in his life.

Ben’s eyes flicked back to the letter as Westin rambled on. Something about the way it looked tugged at him, made him curious. It definitely wasn’t a bill or some junk mail. There was something more to it. But he had to wait, nodding along to whatever nonsense Westin was spewing.

Finally, Westin seemed satisfied with his little performance. “Anyway, don’t let it happen again. We’ve got more important things to do than sort through your personal mail.”

Ben nodded once more. “Understood.”

“Good. Now, get back to work, and maybe this time, try to pick up the pace.” Westin turned on his heel and marched back along the plywood boardwalk toward the office, the stench of smugness trailing behind him like a hot-garbage fart.

As soon as the boss was out of sight, Ben exhaled, looking down at the letter in his hands. The paper was heavy, the seal on the back waxed with some kind of crest he didn’t recognize.

Something about it didn’t sit right, but at the same time, it intrigued him.

“Well, let’s see what’s so important,” Ben muttered to himself, carefully breaking the seal.

Ben turned the letter over in his hands, feeling the weight of the thick, old-fashioned paper. As he broke the wax seal and unfolded the parchment, his brow furrowed. The handwriting was spidery, the kind of thing written with a fountain pen and displayed in a glass case in a museum, not something you’d expect in the modern world. As his eyes skimmed the first few lines, the confusion deepened.

What the hell... this can't be right?

The letter appeared to be from someone claiming to be Nicholas Nicholson—a name that rang distant bells in Ben’s memory. His great-uncle on his father’s side. But that couldn’t be. That Nicholas Nicholson had been estranged from the family since long before Ben was born, some sort of eccentric recluse who’d disappeared from their lives when Ben’s father was still a young man.

Last anyone had heard, through the twisted grapevine of family gossip, the man had holed up somewhere in the countryside outside Ben’s hometown, Fortune Springs, Montana. But no one he knew had ever seen him or the land he supposedly owned up in the hills.

Ben had assumed the old coot was long dead by now. But the letter wasn’t written in the formal tone of a law office or an estate agency, and there was no sign of legal jargon. So who had sent it?

Just as he was about to re-read the strange opening lines, a shout from the top of the ramp cut through the air.

“Watch out!”

Ben jerked his head up in time to see a cart full of lumber barreling down the incline, gaining speed as it veered directly toward him. One of the younger workers, barely more than a kid, was chasing after it, his face pale.

Instinct kicked in. Ben shoved the letter into his pocket and lunged for the cart, grabbing the side just before it could careen off into the tool shed. His shoulder screamed in protest, the sharp pain shooting through him like a live wire. He managed to stop the cart, but it took all his strength, and when the worst of the momentum died down, he staggered back, clutching his arm.

“Sorry, Mr. Nickels!” the kid called out, clearly flustered.

Ben waved him off with his good hand, trying to suppress the urge to swear. “It’s fine, Andy… you’ll have to try harder than that to kill Old Ben Nickels. Just keep a better grip next time.”

The young worker nodded sheepishly and ran back to the site, leaving Ben standing there, wincing as he massaged his shoulder. When the pain subsided to a dull throb, he reached for the letter, only to feel his stomach drop. It wasn’t there.

Ben’s gaze shot to the ground, scanning the area for the stack of strange ivory papers.

There they were, lying in a fresh puddle of mud at his feet, smeared and damp.

Ben cursed under his breath as he knelt down, gingerly picking it up. His shoulders slumped with frustration, but as he inspected the letter, relief washed over him. The damage was superficial—the ink hadn’t bled, and the writing was still legible, though the mud stains didn’t help its already ancient appearance.

He wiped off what he could and turned his attention back to the spidery writing. The more he looked at it, the stranger it seemed. The paper felt older in his hands, the ink looked like it belonged on one of the country’s founding documents, not on something he’d just received in the mail.

It’s like holding a relic, he thought, a twinge of guilt prickling at him for dropping it. The language was odd, too—not quite formal, but definitely archaic, like someone had written it a century ago. Ben’s eyes skimmed over the salutation again, and the name leapt out at him.

Nicholas Nicholson. His great-uncle. But… how?

Ben hadn’t thought about the man in years, though as a boy he’d found the rumors and gossip about him fascinating—especially since the adults would always wait for Ben to leave the room before talking about him. That had made his great-uncle seem more like some kind of dirty family secret than a real person, whom Ben had imagined variously as a robber, a pirate, or a rum-running gangster throughout his childhood.

As best Ben could actually figure, Nicholas Nicholson had been some sort of black sheep of the family. Eccentric, a hermit, strange but probably not dangerous. Ben had no idea when he’d died, but he must have. If he was still alive, he’d have to be well into his second century by now.

So, who had sent the letter?

That wasn’t the strangest part, though. Ben flipped the envelope over, inspecting it again. There was no return address, no estate agency or legal firm. The stamp was unfamiliar, some kind of foreign crest, but not from any country Ben recognized. And there was something else—a complete lack of postal marks. No post office stamps, no sign that it had been processed through any system Ben knew of.

His frown deepened. Where the hell did it come from?

The mysteries were piling up, and his curiosity only grew sharper.

Ben wiped the last bit of mud from the letter, his curiosity overpowering the dull throb in his shoulder. He began to read again, more carefully this time.

Dear Benjamin,I hope this letter finds you in good health, though by the time you read it, I may be long gone from this world. I write to inform you that you are the sole heir to a property of significant value: Lucky Nickel Acres, located in the foothills near your hometown of Fortune Springs—

Ben blinked, his mind racing. There it was, as if plucked from the foggiest reaches of his childhood memories. Lucky Nickel Acres? He hadn’t heard that name in years. His mother used to mention the place occasionally, completely out of the blue, as if she felt compelled to warn her young son that being lucky didn’t necessarily mean it was good luck.

Only kind of luck you’ll find at Lucky Nickel Acres is the bad kind, she’d say. Everyone who lives there goes crazy, my boy. Your father was fortunate to escape when he did…

Ben frowned. He hadn’t thought about it much as a kid, but now the name had weight, sinking into him with unexpected significance, along with all the questions he’d asked but never had answered as a child.

For one thing, if his father had lived there, how had he escaped? And why had he needed to escape, for another? His father had died when Ben was young, and his mother had never wanted to talk about the Nickels side of the family more than she had to, so Ben never got the answers he sought. As he grew older other interests took over, and Ben had put his crazy reclusive relatives out of his mind for good.

Now, according to the letter, Lucky Nickel Acres was his.

And not just a house on an old, overgrown farm lot. The letter described “a sprawling property, including the old family farmhouse, outbuildings, and a significant portion of land.”

This can’t be real, he thought, his pulse quickening. Even if the buildings were falling apart, the land itself could be worth a fortune…

Ben’s hands trembled slightly as he read on, skimming the rest. It was personal, written in the strange, old-fashioned scrawl presumably of his great-uncle Nicholas. But the farther he got in the letter, the more surreal it felt.

The property appeared to be enormous. A chunk of land in the foothills that Ben could parcel out and sell in smaller chunks if he needed to, and he’d still have more than enough left to repair the old house or build a new one—hell, enough to live out the rest of his days without having to work another second for someone else.

I could finally quit, he thought, pulling himself from the dreamlike haze with a start. I could retire, after all!

For a moment, he let the thought settle over him, heavy but liberating. He could retire. His aching shoulder, the long, grueling hours, the endless grind—he could leave all of it behind. The idea of working land that he owned, of feeling the fruits of his labor directly, not just for some pompous jerk like Westin, was too sweet to ignore.

His heart raced with excitement. It seemed too good to be true, and yet… it felt right. It felt like he’d been waiting for this moment his entire life without knowing exactly what it was he was waiting for.

Ben exhaled slowly, trying to keep control of his racing thoughts. It was the weight of the envelope in his hand that finally brought him back to the present, grounding him with its unexpected heft.

There was something else inside.

Frowning, he reached in and pulled out a small, slim volume. It had a strange title embossed on the worn leather cover: Animal Husbandry for Fun and Profit.

He chuckled, flipping it open. The pages were rough, almost like they’d been hand-pressed on an old-fashioned printing machine. The illustrations were simple but precise, and the entire book was written in the same archaic tone as the letter.

It didn’t take long for him to realize it wasn’t just a quirky title. The book was a genuine handbook on running a cost-effective, self-sustaining hobby farm. And to his surprise, it was signed by none other than his great-uncle Nicholas Nicholson.

No way this is the same man, Ben thought. The book looked ancient, older than his great-uncle could possibly have been. But the name was the same. Did he have another ancestor by the same name? The mystery only deepened, but Ben couldn’t help grinning.

He turned a few more pages, quickly glancing over the advice on farming. The more he read, the more the idea of it took root in his mind. He could picture it: a life away from the noise, the constant pain, the endless hours spent working for someone else. It was tempting—so tempting he almost felt light-headed with it.

That’s when he heard the familiar clatter of shoes on the boardwalk again.

Westin’s voice cut through the air, sharp and grating as usual. “Nickels! You slacking off again?”

Ben glanced up, quickly tucking the letter and book under his arm. Oh, for the love of... Not now.

Westin strutted over, wearing that same smug grin, his eyes squinting as he approached.

“You know, Nickels, I thought we had a conversation about your subpar work ethic already today. I thought we’d come to an understanding.” He folded his arms, tilting his head. “Or maybe you don’t want this job after all?”

Ben stared at him, the words settling in. Maybe he didn’t want this job anymore. Maybe, for once in his life, he didn’t need to swallow the condescending nonsense that dripped from Westin’s mouth.

“You know what?” Ben’s voice was calm, almost too calm. “You’re right.”

The shiny haired prick smirked, opening his mouth to cut Ben down again. “Of course I’m right. That’s why I’m the boss and you’re the guy swinging the hammer, Nickels. The sooner you realize I’m always right, the sooner you’ll—”

“I don’t want this job,” Ben cut him off.

Westin blinked. “Excuse me?”

Ben slipped the letter and book into his pocket, standing up straighter. “I quit.”

There was a moment of stunned silence from the other nearby workers as they stopped what they were doing to listen to the conversation.

Westin’s smirk faltered, and his mouth opened, closed, then opened again. “You... you what?”

Ben smiled faintly, the corners of his mouth twitching. “I quit. I’m done. Finished. No more hammer-swinging for me, Brock. You’ve got better things to do than to sort my mail, and I’ve got better things to do than listen to your empty-headed lectures.”

Westin’s face began to turn red, and a few of the nearby workers glanced over, leaning forward eagerly to listen to the exchange. Ben caught a few grins spreading across their dirt-smudged faces.

“You can’t just walk off the job!” Westin sputtered, his voice climbing an octave. “You’ve got to put in a notice. That’s how this works, Nickels. We’ve got deadlines to meet. You’re my foreman. You can’t just—”

Ben held up his hand. “I’m pretty sure I just did.”

The workers around them snickered, and Ben’s lips curled into a slow, satisfied grin. He crossed his arms, taking a moment to savor Westin’s mounting irritation before delivering his retort.

“You want to know the difference between you and me, Westin?” Ben’s voice was calm, but there was an edge to it now. “Since you’re so fond of bringing it up.”

Westin’s face twitched, that smug smile faltering as he glanced around. The crew had gone quiet, eyes flicking between the two men. Westin cleared his throat, trying to regain control, but Ben wasn’t done.

“You think everyone here respects you because of that title you were handed,” Ben said, tilting his head. “You waltz in here every day in your designer loafers and your perfectly pressed shirts, acting like you know about hard work. But let me tell you something, kid—real work doesn’t come with safety nets and daddy’s checkbook.”

The laughter around them grew louder, a few muffled snorts coming from disbelieving men who were just tuning in. Westin’s face was reddening, but Ben didn’t let up.

“You ever wonder why no one takes you seriously?” Ben continued, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “It’s because we all know you don’t have a damn clue what you’re doing. You’re out here pretending to run a construction site like it’s a hedge fund, spouting off about productivity and efficiency like we’re all impressed by your Ivy League vocabulary.”

Ben leaned in slightly, lowering his voice just enough that only Westin—and the closest workers—could hear. “But the truth is, you don’t get respect because you don’t deserve it. Hell, I’d rather break my back slinging lumber for the rest of my life than spend a single day in those over-polished shoes of yours, strutting around like a khaki-colored peacock knowing I hadn’t earned a damn thing.”

A ripple of applause broke out from the crew, some of them clapping openly now, others whistling under their breath. Westin’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water, his face growing redder by the second.

“You think you can run this place because you’ve got a title and a bank account, but here’s the difference between you and me, Westin.” Ben’s grin widened. “I’m respected for what I do. You’re tolerated because of who your daddy is.”

The laughter was louder now, full-bodied, and Westin’s face twisted in a mix of outrage and humiliation. Before he could spit out a retort, Ben clapped him on the shoulder—lightly, but enough to make Westin flinch.

“So good luck with all that,” Ben added, straightening up. “I’m done taking orders from someone who couldn’t tell a nail gun from a hole in his head. Enjoy your little empire, Westin. You’ve earned it. Or, well... someone did.”

And with that, Ben turned and walked away, raising his hand in one final, middle-fingered salute.

The cheers behind him were deafening. For the first time since he’d started at Westin Construction, Ben felt a sense of true accomplishment as he left the worksite. He doubted his words would have any lasting effect on young Brock, but he hoped, if nothing else, his crew might derive some joy from the fleeting moment.

It wasn’t often one of the little guys took a shot on the big schmuck in charge. They’d probably be talking about that dressing down for years to come, and that thought gave Ben a bit of a thrill.

He tried not to think too hard about what would happen to him if the letter ended up being a fraud. Old Joe would give him a reference if he had to apply to a different company, if it came to that.

Somehow, though, Ben didn’t think that was going to be an issue.

It might be strange, but there was something about the letter that just felt right.

Ben had a feeling, as he crunched across the parking lot to his rusty pickup, that he was taking the last steps in his old life. As he opened the door and slid into the driver’s seat, he patted his jacket pocket, where the letter and the book sat like a promise next to his heart.

Good riddance, he thought as he cranked the ignition. Good riddance to bad rubbish.

And with that, he peeled out of the parking lot, not even giving a final glance to the life he was leaving behind.
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The gravel road crunched under the tires of Ben’s old truck as he wound his way up the hill. He hadn’t wasted any time getting out of the city, stopping only to grab some clothes and odds and ends from his apartment and a box of tools from his storage locker. Fortune Springs was about a four-hour drive away, but it was summer and the sun liked to linger.

It was setting now, illuminating the dust that kicked up behind him in an orange-tinged cloud that stretched back toward the town he hadn’t visited in nearly twenty years. Fortune Springs had looked the same as it had the last he’d seen it—quaint, quiet, and entirely too small for a young man with big dreams, trying to make something of himself.

Ben hadn’t intended to come ever back, not after his mother passed away more than twenty years ago, leaving the house and the town he’d grown up in as little more than distant memories. Since Ben’s father had died when he was just a toddler, he hadn’t had anything else to bring him back to the town he’d once called home.

Lucky Nickel Acres? That had been little more than a fairy tale by the time Ben was a grown man. Crazy old uncle Nicholas, with his reclusive lifestyle and eccentric ways might has well have been a local cryptid, like Montana’s enigmatic wolf-hyena, the Shunka Warak’in.

Ben had forgotten about the man entirely—until that letter arrived.

Apparently, though, his uncle hadn’t forgotten about him.

He shook his head at the thought, gripping the steering wheel a little tighter as the house came into view. Or at least, what was left of it.

The place was a sight, no doubt about that. The farmhouse was old, weathered by years of neglect, with peeling paint and sagging beams that made it look like it might collapse if Ben breathed too hard on it. The roof had a few holes, the windows were clouded with dirt, and the porch leaned to one side like it was contemplating giving up altogether.

Ben blew out a long breath.

Disappointment threatened to creep in, but he pushed it down. He hadn’t expected a mansion—hell, he wasn’t even sure what he had expected. But it didn’t matter. Because unlike his rented apartment in the city, this place was his.

He’d called Fortune Spring’s town office as he’d left the city to get the deed to Lucky Nickel Acres checked out, and sure enough, their records also showed one Benjamin Nickels, himself, as the owner. He’d updated his contact info for the county files and tried not to wince when the perky administrator had wished him good luck like he’d need it by the dump-truck full.

Now he saw with his own eyes what she must have known by the property evaluation. But there was something about the land that tugged at him. Something deeper than the rundown house and outbuildings.

Ben parked the truck in front of the house and stepped out, boots crunching on the gravel. As he stretched, his shoulder twinged again, another reminder of the years he’d spent working jobs that left him aching at the end of every day.

But this was different.

This place belonged to him.

All that hard work, all that sweat—here, it would benefit him and no one else.

Ben popped the truck’s tailgate and grabbed his tool belt from the back, glancing at the pile of fast-food wrappers scattered on the passenger seat. He snorted, kicking one of the bags aside. That’s another thing I’ll be glad to leave behind.

He could already picture it: fresh vegetables, fruit trees, chickens in the yard. No more greasy drive-thru meals. He’d grow his own food, cook real meals—hell, he’d even started thinking about preserving things, making his own jams and pickles. He’d never been afraid of hard work, and now, every bit of it would pay off directly.

Ben ran a hand through his thinning hair, surveying the property. The house might need work, but the land? The land was alive with potential. He could almost see the garden beds taking shape, the rows of vegetables sprouting up, the pens for livestock coming together. A couple of cows, maybe some chickens, a few pigs. With this much space, there was nothing he couldn’t do.

His mind raced with ideas. He imagined himself planting seeds in the spring, harvesting in the fall. Maybe even selling a little extra at the local farmers market, if he could get things going. He reached into the truck’s cab and pulled out an old, worn cookbook—his mother’s recipe book, one of the few things he’d kept from her after she passed.

The cover was faded and dog-eared, but the inside was filled with her neat handwriting, marking pages where she’d added her own twists to old family recipes. Holding it in his hands now, he felt a quiet comfort wash over him. A piece of her—and with the mysterious property, maybe even a piece of his father—would live on here, in the food he grew, in the meals he’d make. This farm was more than just a chance at retirement. It was a chance to connect to a past that had slipped away from him over the years.

The ache in his shoulder seemed less important now. Sure, the house might be a fixer-upper, but Ben had his tools, his hands, and all the time in the world—or as much time as a fifty-six year old man could expect to have left. Besides, he thought with a small smile, there’s no Brock Westin and his polished loafers to give me grief here.

For a moment, his mind drifted back to Cheryl—his ex-wife, and the life they’d tried to build together. It hadn’t worked out, obviously, with him always working and her always demanding more. He had no kids, no legacy left behind. Just a string of disappointments and arguments.

But here, at Lucky Nickel Acres, he could build something from the ground up. Something that would last.

Ben inhaled deeply, taking in the smell of the countryside. The air was cleaner here, free of the smog and noise he’d grown used to. It felt like a fresh start.

With his tool belt slung over his shoulder, he stepped toward the sagging porch, eyes already scanning the property for the first project. The house might need work, but he wasn’t daunted. He’d spent his whole life working on other people’s projects—now it was time to work on his own.

Ben stood in front of the house, hands on his hips, eyeing the sagging roofline with suspicion. The porch creaked ominously as a light breeze swept through the property. He could already imagine the ceiling caving in the moment he stepped through the front door.

“Well, I’d rather not be crushed to death on my first day,” he muttered to himself. “Maybe I’ll take a look around outside first.”

He set the tool belt and cookbook down on the stoop and moved around the back of the house.

The outbuildings weren’t much better, but at least they didn’t look like they were seconds away from collapsing. Ben wandered past the barn and an old chicken coop, both showing their age. The entire property screamed for a renovation, but he wasn’t intimidated. It was a fixer-upper, sure, but it was his fixer-upper.

Eventually, he found his way to the well, a stone structure that seemed sturdy enough from a distance. Up close, though, it was clear that time hadn’t been kind to it. The stones were loose, moss creeping between the cracks, and the rope that once held a bucket had long since rotted away.

Ben frowned, rubbing his chin as he approached. He’d need water to get this place going, and he wasn’t keen on hauling it from town. The well would need fixing. As he reached the edge, he peered down into the darkness, wondering just how deep it went.

Maybe the book has something about maintaining a well, he thought, patting the pocket where the little volume was tucked. He hadn’t read much of it yet—just skimmed a few pages—but it seemed to be full of practical advice. Maybe there was a chapter on how to test the water, how to fix an old well, or how to dig a new one? After all, if you were going to run a hobby farm, water was pretty essential.

As he leaned in a little further to see if he could spot any glimmer of water at the bottom, he felt the book begin to slip from his coat pocket. His hand darted up instinctively, grabbing the book just as it was about to fall.

He let out a breath of relief. That would have been a problem. Ben sagged back, momentarily forgetting himself as he leaned against the well. Don’t want to lose the instruction manual before you start the game.

A soft, crumbling noise startled him from his thoughts, just as he felt the stones shift under the pressure of his leaning bulk.

Oh, hell.

Before he could react, the stones gave way entirely. For one brief, horrifying second, he was weightless, his body plunging forward into the dark, cold shaft of the well.

“Ben, you fool,” he muttered, his voice slipping away above him as he plummeted into the darkness.

The fall seemed to go on forever. He felt his body spinning, twisting as the walls of the well blurred around him. It took a moment for his mind to catch up, for the shock to fade enough for thoughts to form.

Is the well dry? he wondered, his brain grasping for something—anything—to make sense of the situation. Maybe if there’s water, I won’t die on impact. The thought offered a sliver of hope, but it was quickly dashed by the reality of his situation.

Even if there is water, you’re dead, dumbass. No one knows you’re here. You’ll drown or freeze to death before anyone finds you.

Ben couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of it. He’d just caught the break of a lifetime, inherited a property that could have set him up for the rest of his days, and now, here he was—falling to his death on day one.

Falling, apparently indefinitely, he thought as he continued to tumble, the sense of absurdity growing even stronger. How deep is this well, anyway?

His mother’s words echoed in his head: Only luck up there is bad luck, Benjamin. Stay away from Lucky Nickel Acres, you hear me?

Maybe I should’ve listened to her, he thought, just as the air around him changed.

There was a sudden, violent rush of lights and sounds, like the world itself was collapsing in on him. Pressure built up in his chest, squeezing the breath from his lungs as the darkness closed in.

This is it, Ben thought. I guess this is what it feels like to die.

And then, silence.


2
… And New Beginnings


Ben woke with a jolt, gasping for air like a man who had just surfaced from the deep end of a swimming pool. His chest heaved, and he sat up so fast his head spun. For a few disoriented seconds, he couldn’t figure out where he was. Was he dead? Dreaming? Maybe he’d fainted… but why?

Food poisoning, he decided. I should have known it was a bad idea to eat anything from a dive called Sloppy’s Burger Shack.

Blinking rapidly, Ben glanced around. The last thing he remembered was inspecting the old well, and his unfortunate tumble over the side.

So how the hell was he now sitting beneath the wooden archway sign for Lucky Nickel Acres? The fading-lettered sign cast a shadow over him in the late-daylight, the same golden evening light he’d been driving through on his way up to the property. But it felt different now…

And the ground beneath him felt different, too.

Ben frowned, brushing his hands over the surface. He was sitting in a perfect circle of glittering, golden sand that looked completely out of place against the reddish-gray gravel of the driveway.

What the hell...? he thought. It looks like a respawn point in a videogame.

Ben chuckled to himself at that idea, knowing how ridiculous it was to even consider. Then again, he’d apparently survived a fall down a well, so anything was possible. He might be dead or dreaming. He might be hallucinating he was in a video game after eating the Heart-Attack Special at Sloppy’s Burger Shack. Hell, for all he knew, he was in Lewis Carroll’s Wonderland. Nothing would surprise him at this point.

Ben stood up slowly, looking around for any signs of a little white rabbit with a pocket watch. Nope. No grinning cheshire cats, red queens, mad hatters, or blond girls in blue dresses, either. So maybe he could take Wonderland off his list.

Anything else, though? Fair game as far as Ben was concerned.

His head spun as he took in the familiar but eerily changed landscape surrounding his little haven in the circle of golden sand.

Something was off. Many somethings, really. Nothing major, but all of them just strange enough to trigger a sense of uncanny valley as he surveyed the scene.

The driveway, for example, and the road leading up to the house—weren’t how he remembered them. A two-track packed gravel trail wound through the verdant hills toward Lucky Nickel Acres, much smaller and older looking than the wide rural road he’d traveled to get here. There were no telephone poles beside the road, either. And the communications tower atop the hill behind the property was absent as well. No powerlines marred the skyline. No contrails crisscrossed the wide blue yonder that stretched as far as his eyes could see over miles and miles of perfect, undisturbed pastoral lands.

It was like he’d gone back in time somehow, to the same place a hundred or two hundred years in the past, before electricity, before modern technology had become so prevalent that you ceased to notice it and instead noticed its absence like a gaping wound.

Instinctively, Ben felt in his pocket for his cell phone, and was not at all surprised to find it wasn’t there. Though he could still feel the weight of his uncle’s book and the deed to the property in his jacket pocket.

Sensing that something had changed in his peripheral vision, Ben turned toward the old farmhouse and squinted. His mind struggled to make sense of what he was seeing, even as he felt his heart surge with hope.

The place didn’t look nearly as run-down as before. It was still old, sure, but less... dilapidated. The roof wasn’t sagging as badly, and the outbuildings looked worn but intact, like they’d been patched up over the years.

Ben’s old truck, however, which he’d parked next to the house, was nowhere to be seen. Neither, he realized with a jolt of dread, were the tools he’d lugged out here from the job site.

What the hell is going on here? Ben cursed under his breath. Did someone steal it while I was out?

The thought was impulsive, coming without any real consideration. Just as quickly, Ben remembered the strangeness of his situation.

Riiiight, he reminded himself. No trucks in Wonderland. Ruins the magical ambiance.

Ben snorted at the ridiculousness of the thought. But really, why was that any more ridiculous than what he was actually seeing?

“Guess there’s not much to do but explore my surroundings,” he said aloud, hoping he might feel less crazy if he heard the sound of his voice in the stillness.

But his voice sounded different, too. Deeper and more resonant. The powerful voice of a young man, not a guy on the far side of middle age who’d spent the last forty years huffing concrete dust and wood chips.

“Thanks for the idea, self,” he said. “But this definitely doesn’t make me feel less crazy…”

Talking to himself with a voice that didn’t belong to him was probably not the sanest thing he could be doing… Exploring was definitely the better option.

Ben rolled up the sleeves of his jacket, ready to go poking into some of the old farm buildings to see what he could find. But he was suddenly distracted by something else.

His forearm, to be exact—lean, tan, and muscular, wrapped with thick, healthy veins like he’d just been pumping iron at the gym. And was a good thirty years younger. And had replaced thirty pounds of excess flab with fifty pounds of lean muscle.

“Holy shit,” he said, barely registering the strangeness of his new voice. “I’m jacked.”

He blinked and flexed his fingers, watching the muscles ripple under smooth, taut skin. The sight sent a jolt of confused excitement through him.

Wait a minute...

He ran his hands over his body, heart hammering in his chest. His palms brushed over thick mounds of dense muscle. His t-shirt was stretched tighter against his torso than it had been in years. His fingers traced the firm lines of his stomach—solid, strong, without a hint of the gut he’d grown from years of greasy fast food and late-night meals alone.

Pulse racing, Ben’s hands shot to his face, feeling his jawline. Strong, broad, not a trace of sagging skin. His skin felt smoother, less weathered. His fingers ran up through his hair—thick strands of it, not the thinning patches he’d grown accustomed to. A shaggy ‘I don’t give a damn’ cut, like he’d had in his youth.

“This isn’t possible,” he said, his voice coming out low and gravely. “Of all the impossible things I’ve just realized in the last ten minutes, this is the least possible of them all.”

At first, shock gripped him, his mind scrambling to find an explanation.

It had to be a dream.

He’d fallen down the well, hit his head, and was now caught in some bizarre coma-vision where he was younger, stronger... a better version of himself.

But as he looked around, as he inhaled the crisp air, felt the heat of the setting sun on his skin, and smelled the earthy scent of the fields around him—everything felt too real.

If it was a dream, it was unlike any dream he’d ever had.

“All right, then… I’m dead. I’ve died and gone to heaven. It’s the only explanation left.”

A slow grin crept across Ben’s face, despite the morbidness of that thought. Then, almost involuntarily, a chuckle escaped him. His hands skimmed over his body again, as if trying to make sure it was all real. He stretched his arms, twisted his torso, and even jogged in place for a moment, marveling at the complete absence of pain in his knees, shoulders, and back. Not to mention the mind-boggling strength of this new body.

“If this is heaven,” he said aloud, a laugh bubbling up, “I’m not complaining. No aches, no pains, the body of a young, fit demigod. Hell, I might actually start enjoying life again. Er… afterlife, I guess. Probably not supposed to say ‘hell’ in heaven, though…”

He shook his head in disbelief, glancing down at himself one more time, still grinning. He’d thought inheriting the farm was too good to be true.

This… this was a whole new level of incredible.

Ben flexed a bicep, his eyes goggling at the size of the bulge. Then a question popped into his head, something he hadn’t spent much time thinking about as a single man with no time or interest in mid-life dating…

He frowned thoughtfully, and pulled the waistband of his jeans—now far too loose on his lean frame—away from his taut stomach. The bulge he found down there was even more impressive.

“Whoa, what the fuuuuu… fudge.” He stopped himself from cursing just in time. If this was heaven, he didn’t want to risk his invitation to the afterlife by offending the master of the universe with his construction-worker’s mouth.

Though the python in his pants had him questioning the nature of the gods or goddesses in this place. And it made him wonder something else…

Ben looked up at the sky, cupping his hands around his mouth like he was calling out to the clouds.

“Hey! If you’re listening up there, thank you! And if it’s not too much to ask, while you’re busy making dreams come true, could you send me a few beautiful women? I never did find true love in my past life, and now that I’ve got this new body it would be a shame to see it go to waste!”

He let out a laugh, the ludicrousness of it all crashing over him like a wave. It was ridiculous, unbelievable—but it was happening, and for the first time in years, Ben felt... good.

Better than good, actually.

Amazing.

On top of the world.

He felt like a winner for the first time in his long, fifty-six years of existence. He didn’t know how it had happened, but he sure as hell didn’t want to do anything to mess it up.

Ben glanced around once more, trying to make sense of this new reality. The changes, now that he was paying attention, weren’t subtle—they were impossible to ignore. The dirt road leading up to the house was more like a packed wagon trail, the kind he remembered from old western movies. There were no telephone poles, no power lines anywhere in sight. The landscape was wide, open, and clean in a way that felt... old.

Ancient, almost.

If he had somehow gone back in time, that might explain the youthful body and the less dilapidated state of the house and outbuildings. Glancing up at the wooden archway with the sign for Lucky Nickel Acres he noted that it looked newer, the paint still legible, not faded and worn like he remembered.

But time travel?

He touched his chest, again, feeling the solid muscle beneath his shirt. He ran his hands over his arms, in awe of this new body.

It was younger, yes.

But it wasn’t his.

Ben couldn’t help but smirk. He’d been a fit young man once, a working man in his prime. But no matter which way he sliced it, if he was being honest, he knew he’d never been built like a damned Greek god. Hell, he even felt taller. A lot taller. Where he’d once been a respectable five-foot-nine, he wouldn’t have been surprised now to find that he was six-and-a-half feet tall.

It was insane. Wonderfully, gloriously insane.

But it wasn’t time travel.

Ben remembered falling into the well—he remembered the sensation of the gut-wrenching drop, the cold rush of air, the crumbling stones. How could he have survived that?

The obvious truth was, he couldn’t. The thought sent a shiver down his spine.

He really must be dead. Somehow, of all the crazy options, that was the least crazy.

He was dead and this was the afterlife. And for some reason that he didn’t know, and didn’t really care to question, he’d been given the body of Conan the Barbarian.

Ben took his first step out of the circle of glittering golden sand.

And froze.

His thoughts were abruptly cut off as something flashed across his vision—a block of text appearing right in front of his eyes. Ben jerked back, blinking, trying to clear his vision, but the message stayed in place, hovering in his line of sight.

Welcome to the World of Faerowilde. You have ascended. Please submit your name to the Hall of Records.

A mechanized voice echoed in his mind, calm, neutral, but demanding. It was as if the voice had bypassed his ears entirely, going straight to his brain. Ben shook his head, trying to clear it, but the words remained, waiting for his response.

He frowned, glancing around as if expecting someone to explain what the hell was happening, but there was no one there. He instinctively patted his pockets, half-expecting to find a keyboard or something to type with. Nothing. Just the book and the deed.

“Uh... what?” Ben muttered. “Am I supposed to...?”

The voice repeated, more insistent this time:

Please submit your name to the Hall of Records.

“All right then… ” Ben said with a frown, looking up at the sky to address the higher beings of Faerowilde. “My name, for the Hall of Records? Is Benjamin Nicholas Nickels.”

He wasn’t sure why he said the whole thing, especially his middle name, which he almost never used. Even his driver’s license only said Benjamin Nickels, dropping the ‘Nicholas,’ which had been his father’s name. And, of course, his crazy old great-uncle’s.

Like the uncle he’d lived with as a boy, Ben’s father had also had the unlikely name of Nicholas Nicholson. For some reason, which no one had ever wanted to tell Ben, his father had dropped the family name of Nicholson, having it officially changed to Nickels before marrying Ben’s mother, Marie.

Like all the strange family lore surrounding his great-uncle and the mysterious Lucky Nickel Acres, Ben hadn’t thought about that in years. Not until he’d received the deed to the family property, made out to Benjamin Nicholas Nickels, just as his birth-certificate proclaimed him to be.

So, here he was, blurting out his full name to some godlike voice in the sky—or was it his head?—like that was the name he always went with.

Sure, why not?

It was in the family, wasn’t it? Along with losing one’s mind, all alone, on Lucky Nickel Acres. Quite the tradition, wouldn’t want to give that up…

As soon as the words left his mouth, Ben’s vision flickered. The message blinked out, replaced by a strange distortion, like an old TV screen going out of tune. For a moment, everything around him warped, the colors fading, the world twisting. He stumbled, feeling a brief wave of nausea, but it passed quickly, and the scene snapped back into focus.

Ben blinked rapidly, shaking his head again. His vision cleared, but something was… off.

Again.

Something else had been changed.

He blinked a few more times before he saw what it was.

A faint frame hovered at the edges of his vision, like the outline of a computer screen. It was subtle, transparent, but definitely there, surrounding his entire field of view like he was inside some kind of first-person video game.

He used to play games like that as a kid in arcades—first-person shooters with health bars, ammo counts, and high scores plastered around the edges—though he’d sadly left those days behind, and not kept up with advancements in the gaming industry.

Watching TV after work, Ben had often seen ads for new games with astonishing graphics and cinematic storytelling—everything from sprawling fantasy worlds to war games to space colonization simulators—and wondered what it might have been like to have children to game with. What kind of games would his kids have enjoyed?

When he was younger, he would have gone for one of the adventure titles, but as he got older, Ben knew he’d prefer to play relaxing slice-of-life simulator games of some kind.

But without any spare time, and without kids as an excuse to spend the money on an expensive high-end gaming console, the closest he’d come to living that dream was downloading a pixelated farming game on his phone.

It was kind of stupid. Definitely designed to get people to shell out real money for fake in-game coins to speed up their farm-building. But Ben had logged more hours on that stupid game than he cared to admit.

And… why the hell was he thinking about HappyFarm Valley at a time like this?

This wasn’t a game. There were numbers along the edge of his vision, sure, but instead of ammo or health points, there were symbols and strange icons, none of which Ben recognized. It wasn’t like anything he’d ever seen before. He squinted, trying to make sense of it, but nothing clicked.

“Just when I thought things were starting to make sense…” he muttered, noting once more the unfamiliar timber of his new voice.

Whatever was going on, it was real—too real to be a dream, too detailed to be anything his mind could have come up with on its own.

And yet, here he was, standing in the middle of Lucky Nickel Acres, staring at the world through some kind of invisible frame like he was in a damn arcade game.

Ben rubbed his temples, letting out a long breath.

“I’m too old for this,” he said, even though, by the looks of things, he wasn’t old at all anymore.

As Ben blinked at the strange symbols hovering in his vision, the system text appeared again, this time more intrusive, as if in answer to his protests.

Welcome, Benjamin Nicholas Nickels, to the Faerowilde System.

You have ascended to Level 1.

Class assigned: Peasant.

Clothing updating to match class. Please stand by.

Ben felt a strange sensation sweep over him, like static electricity prickling his skin. He looked down, and his eyes widened as the clothes he had been wearing—his now-ill-fitting old work boots, jeans, T-shirt, and jacket—began to shift and dissolve, replaced by simple, homespun fabric.

The transformation was over in seconds, and Ben found himself dressed in what could only be described as… peasant garb. A loose-fitting shirt, rough-hewn pants, and a pair of worn, but sturdy, leather shoes.

He glanced down at himself, then back up at the empty air.

“Peasant?” he muttered. “I don’t even get ‘Farmer’? Hell, I don’t even get ‘Retired Farmer’?”

He ran his hand over the rough fabric, suppressing a groan. Great. Reborn in a fantasy world with the body of a God… and I’m stuck as a peasant.

Despite the wardrobe change, he still seemed to have the book and deed in his pocket—they’d just moved from his jacket to his homespun peasant pants.

He pulled out the book—the same book, as far as he could tell. It was the right size and shape. Only…

Ben blinked.

The title was different.

Animal Husbandry for Fun and Profit, had become Demi-Beast Husbandry for Fun and Profit. As he flipped through its pages, gone were the rustic illustrations of cows, pigs, and chickens… Ben’s eyes widened.

Now the book was filled with sultry drawings of voluptuous women with animal-like ears and tails, tending to flocks or herds of animals they shared traits with. A bunny-girl that could easily have been a thick-thighed bunny of the Playboy variety fed lettuce and carrots to fluffy white rabbits in a hutch. A harpy-like woman with feathered wings, clawed feet, and well-fed breast meat, scattered seeds for a flock of happy ducks, geese, and chickens.

“What the…?” Ben asked, flipping through the rest of the book. “I’ve died and gone to heaven for… horny old men? I admit I had hopes when I saw this new body, but I never imagined anything like this.”

He swallowed as he came across another image. This one of a cow-girl bent over a bucket, a lusty look in her big brown eyes, as she squeezed her huge, swollen breasts, sending a spray of milk in every direction but the bucket.

“Demi-Beast Husbandry, huh?” he said, flicking back to the opening pages, and reading the subtitle, which he hadn’t noticed before. “Your guide to taming and breeding female demi-beasts for high-quality magical produce, potions, and products. I’ve gotta admit, that does sound fun. The title doesn’t lie.”

Stuffing the book back into his pocket before he let himself get too distracted by this new and extremely welcome information, Ben pulled out the deed, just to be sure.

Unlike the book, the deed hadn’t changed. It still bore his name as the owner of Lucky Nickel Acres. The paper felt as heavy and high-quality as it had before. Only in this place, the archaic look of the script and the language of the deed no longer felt out of place.

Ben stood there for a moment, absorbing it all. His clothes, his new class, the book, the deed… It was a lot to take in.

Still, despite all the other changes, and the obvious allure of the book, his mind was actually drawn back to his class.

“Peasant? Really?” He chuckled to himself, shaking his head. If he was getting a fresh start in this strange new world full of beautiful beastkin women, it would’ve been nice to be given an impressive and exciting class… warrior, noble, maybe even a mage. He tried to remember some of the old RPG classes from the video games he played as a kid.

Peasant definitely wasn’t on that list.

Ben couldn’t help the dry grin that spread across his face. Figures I’d go from being a laborer in life to being a laborer in... wherever this is. He flexed his arms, feeling the solid muscle beneath his shirt. The body upgrade more than made up for the downgrade in wardrobe, at least. And peasants were hard workers. He’d always valued that more than being flashy or rich. No one worked harder than a peasant, he was sure of it. And at least I’ve got experience.

Besides, if he was going to use this opportunity to take another stab at finding true love, he was more likely to find a woman who liked him for who he was as a peasant than as a warrior, wasn’t he? He was a humble man, and a flashy class both wouldn’t have suited him and was more likely to attract the wrong kind of woman. He had no wish to repeat the situation he’d had with his superficial ex-wife.

It would be nice to have some money, though, at least to get started…

As if in answer, a small leather coin purse appeared in his hand, materializing out of nowhere. Ben blinked at it, feeling the weight of it in his palm. It was almost comically small, barely big enough to contain a roll of pennies.

But when he pulled the drawstring open and peered through the opening, Ben cocked an eyebrow. It was bigger on the inside.

A mix of coins sat inside the bag: five gold, ten silver, and twenty-five copper. They clinked together as he shifted the purse in his hand, the sound strangely heavy compared to the sound of coins he was used to, as if these coins were actually made of pure metal.

Ben snorted. “Well, at least I’m a well-funded peasant. Assuming that’s real gold, silver, and copper and these aren’t counterfeit coins. And assuming those metals are actually valuable in this world. A lot of assumptions…”

The coins were nothing like the ones he was used to. He pulled out a gold coin and inspected it. One side featured a rampant unicorn, majestic and wild. The other side bore the face of an old man in a pointed wizard’s hat. Ben squinted at the face. There was something familiar about it—an old man with a wise, wrinkled face.

For a fleeting moment, Ben thought it looked a bit like his father might have, had he lived to be an old man. Or maybe this was what his great-uncle Nicholas looked like? There was a family resemblance, for sure. Then again, a lot of old men kind of looked the same… He was probably reaching.

He pulled out a silver coin next, noticing the harpy engraved on one side. The old man’s face was on the back of this coin, too. Finally, he examined a copper coin, this one featuring a rangy-looking hare along with the same old man.

Interesting currency, Ben thought, slipping the coins back into the purse. At least it’s not Monopoly money.

Just as he was about to put the purse away, something flashed in the corner of his vision. His HUD flickered, and in the top left of his sight, three symbols appeared—gold, silver, and copper circles, each with a number next to it: 5 gold, 10 silver, and 25 copper.

Ben raised an eyebrow. “Well, that’s handy.”

He pocketed the coin purse, feeling a strange mix of amusement and fascination. This world was weird, but it did have its conveniences. He patted his pocket, reassured that the book and deed were still with him.

With nothing else to do, Ben wandered around the property, his eyes scanning the land. There was a plot of dirt not far from the house, flat, dry, and empty, just waiting for something to be planted. He stepped closer, and as he focused on the ground, a small description appeared along the bottom of his vision along with the pleasant neutral voice of the system, or whatever it was, speaking in his mind.

Garden Plot - Fair Quality, Size Medium

On this plot of land, common vegetables such as carrots, potatoes, tomatoes, lettuce, parsnips, cabbages, and radishes can be grown. Fair Quality soil produces Fair Quality vegetables, with a small chance of Superior Quality vegetables. To increase the quality of your soil and your harvest, soil boosters such as fertilizer, compost, and nutrient potions can be applied.

Ben nodded to himself, impressed. The HUD system would be useful in navigating this new world. Strange as it had seemed at first, he could definitely see himself getting used to it.

He wandered over to the shed next, pushing open the creaky door. Inside, he found a few rusty tools scattered about—a shovel, a hoe, a rake, some garden shears, and a handful of trowels. They weren’t in great shape, but they’d do the job. As he focused on each tool, his HUD gave him descriptions.

Rusty Shovel - Serviceable Quality

This farming implement is useful for digging garden plots, harvesting root vegetables, and applying soil boosters such as fertilizer, compost, or nutrient potions. Serviceable Quality tools will get the job done. They are better than Poor Quality tools but will not last as long as Fair or Superior Quality tools, and have a higher probability of failed actions.

Thinking of the garden, the next tool he picked up was the hoe.

Rusty Hoe – Poor Quality

This farming implement is useful for weeding garden plots, sowing seeds, and tilling soil. Poor Quality tools can negatively affect crop quality and break easily. They can be repaired by those with a Tool Repair Skill.

“Better a rusty hoe than a crusty…” Ben shook his head and winced. “Nah… that’s a bit crude, even for me. Just because I look like some man-o-sphere shock jock doesn’t mean I have to act like one. Wouldn’t want to offend the gods of a world full of beautiful demi-beast women, right?”

No one answered, of course, but Ben smiled to himself as he moved through the shed, inspecting the tools. He felt a sense of calm and purpose enfold him like he hadn’t felt since he was a very young man.

“Guess I’ve got some work ahead of me,” he muttered, smiling faintly at the thought. It was the kind of work he knew—hard, honest labor. And with his new, youthful body, Lucky Nickel Acres, and a new world to explore, he felt for the first time like he was in a position to truly benefit from his hard work.

Best of all, if he was as young as he felt or if this really was the afterlife, he had all the time in the world to get started.


3
Farmer Ben


Ben approached the front steps of the farmhouse, squinting at the door. It felt strange knowing that this rundown old farmhouse in an alternate reality was really his. But as he reached for the doorknob, he had a sudden flash of fear. Was it his? He’d inherited Lucky Nickel Acres back in his old life, and up until this moment he’d assumed his ownership had carried over with him as he’d come to this new place—however it had had happened.

But if the farmhouse was less dilapidated than in his old world, maybe that was because someone already lived here?

He’d been reaching for the doorknob to open the door, but rather he decided to knock, just in case.

The rap of his knuckles against the old dry wood echoed across the farm yard, sounding louder than he expected them to. Ben held his breath, listening carefully for any sounds of footsteps from inside the house. He gazed at a curtained window next to the door to sense any movement. But there was nothing.

Slowly, he reached for the doorknob, ready to push inside. Either it was his, or he was committing a B&E on his first day in the new world. But he didn’t know what else to do, and he needed somewhere to stay, didn’t he? Convinced that he wasn’t doing anything wrong, he twisted the handle and pushed open the door.

Or, he tried to.

As soon as his hand touched the handle, a notification popped into his vision, startling him.

This is a private residence. Only the owner may enter, or those with permission by owner.

Ben frowned. “Well, that’s... interesting.”

If he was the owner, why hadn’t the door budged?

But if he wasn’t, what the hell was he supposed to do?

Thinking fast, Ben patted his pocket and pulled out the folded deed to Lucky Nickel Acres. He wasn’t sure if this was going to work, or how he was supposed to use the thing. But if it was good enough in his world, and had bothered to come with him on his trip down the well, it had to be worth something in—… what was it called… Faerowilde?—too.

Unsure of what he was doing, he held the deed up anyway. For a moment, nothing happened. His HUD pulsed with a faint light as the system seemed to evaluate the document, and Ben wondered if it would recognize the old piece of paper for what it was.

But then the deed shimmered, and a new notification appeared:

Deed accepted. Benjamin Nicholas Nickels is recognized as the rightful owner of Lucky Nickel Acres (+).

Ben let out a breath, relaxing slightly. He wondered what the plus sign next to Lucky Nickel Acres was. As the thought passed through his mind, the name of the property blinked as if he’d selected it on a computer screen. A pop-up window appeared in the middle of his field of vision, along with a detailed description of the land and buildings included in the deed.

Ben’s jaw nearly dropped when he saw just how much land he had in his name: 23,040 acres?! That was 36 square miles… enough land to register himself as a township if he remembered correctly. That was insane!

And it was a hell of a lot more land than a hobby farmer needed… it was more land than he could reasonably explore, without some sort of vehicle, too. But he was sure going to enjoy trying. Already looking forward to long rambles in the countryside, Ben pushed open the door.

The door clicked and he stepped inside, just as he received another message, this one more significant.

New class options available: Land Baron or Farmer.

The text hung in front of his eyes, followed by short descriptions.

Land Barons have an easier time hiring help for farm labor and receive better deals when selling products in bulk.

Farmers produce better quality products, focusing on personal care and cultivation of the land.

“Land Baron?” Ben snorted. “Like I need another Westin in my life.”

He wasn’t about to pick a class that reminded him of his old boss, the kind of guy who sat back and told other people what to do. Besides, while he owned an enormous amount of land, with no hired hands around and no one to do the work for him, what good would it do? High-quality crops were what he needed, especially if this place was going to be his future. And he could think about hiring people once he had the money to pay them. There was no sense putting the cart before the horse, as the saying went.

“I’ll take Farmer,” Ben said aloud, watching the system register his choice.

Class updated: Farmer.

You have ascended to Level 2.

A soft, almost imperceptible sensation settled over him, and Ben realized that the system’s effect on him wasn’t just cosmetic. He wasn’t entirely sure what had changed yet, but whatever this “Farmer” class entailed, he was sure he’d find out soon enough. For now, though, he had more practical concerns—like finding out what kind of condition this house was really in.

Stepping onto the porch Ben was met with a musty smell that spoke of age and disuse. The floorboards creaked under his weight, but everything felt surprisingly sturdy.

His toolbelt was hanging on the porch rail outside the door. The same one he’d left behind in the old world, right before he’d fallen into the well. And sitting next to it was his mother’s cookbook, the one he’d brought from his apartment. He frowned, picking it up and flipping through the pages.

The titles of the recipes were ones he recognized from his childhood—at least, they looked the same at first glance—but as he skimmed through the instructions, he noticed something odd. Instead of the usual step-by-step process, the recipes only listed quantities of ingredients, and the type of heat source, pots, or utensils needed. No mention of simmering or stirring for specific times. It seemed as though all he had to do was put all the ingredients together and the meal would cook itself, though that hardly seemed possible.

“Who am I kidding?” Ben said to himself, flipping through the pages. “Impossible is a word I need to forget all about. It wouldn’t be so strange if cooking was different here, too.”

It was odd, but the book still felt like his mother’s. That was enough to give him a strange sense of comfort.

Stepping inside the house, as his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he glanced around the main room. It was old but functional. He set the book down on the worn wooden table and wandered around the rest of the house, making mental notes of what needed fixing. The windows were cloudy with dirt, and a few spots on the walls showed signs of water damage, but overall, it wasn’t the complete wreck he’d been expecting. A few minor repairs, some cleaning, and it might actually feel like a home.

The kitchen was stocked with Serviceable Quality tools—old, but usable. There were some basic ingredients on hand, too, though he wasn’t hungry yet. Ben figured when the time came, he’d be able to figure out how this new system worked for cooking.

For now, he had bigger concerns—like taking stock of the rest of the house and trying to get a handle on how his HUD worked.

After poking around the house for a bit, Ben stepped back outside to retrieve his toolbelt from the porch.

As soon as he picked it up, he noticed something interesting—the tools inside were pristine, almost like they were brand new. He opened the belt to check, and sure enough, everything was in perfect condition.

Hammer – Superior Quality

This general use tool can be used for everything from building construction and repair to various crafting skills. A Superior Quality tool has a higher chance of action success, and increases the odds that your finished product will be of Fair or Superior Quality.

“Well, that’s something,” he said. “I’m going to need all the help I can get by the looks of this place.”

Besides the hammer, there were screwdrivers, nails and screws, files—everything he’d need to make basic repairs. And all of it was labeled Superior Quality.

Ben raised an eyebrow, impressed. Well, at least I won’t have to deal with busted tools while fixing up this place.

He glanced around at the rest of the house. The place had character, that was for sure, but it was definitely well-worn. He could see plenty of work waiting for him: patches on the curtains, scuffed floorboards, and furniture that looked like it had seen better days… fifty years ago.

Still, it wasn’t a total wreck. The structure was sound, the roof didn’t look like it would cave in on him anytime soon, and there was running water in the kitchen sink—thank God for that.

Let’s see what else I’m dealing with, Ben thought, making his way through the house.

The kitchen had a casual dining area, which looked like it had been used for daily meals, and there was a more formal dining room off to the side, next to the sitting room. Ben stepped into the sitting room, taking in the threadbare furniture. It wasn’t fancy, but it looked comfortable, and the fireplace in the corner seemed like it would heat the whole house. He figured he wouldn’t need it during the summer, but it was probably a good idea to make sure it was in working order before the weather changed.

Moving upstairs, Ben found a large bedroom, three smaller rooms—likely for guests or kids—and a bathroom with a clawfoot bathtub and a flush toilet. He let out a relieved sigh. “At least I don’t have to dig an outhouse.”

The rest of the upstairs was relatively straightforward. Nothing fancy, but with a bit of work, it could be made livable. He wasn’t expecting luxury, after all. Just a place to rest his head and make a fresh start.

He paused a moment at the master bedroom, the largest of the four, and the one he’d decided it made the most sense for him to stay in. It was cozily furnished and had a large bed—definitely big enough for another person if Ben did manage to find a lady to spend his days with… In fact, it was big enough for more than one, if he managed to find a few open-minded ladies…

Ben didn’t think he was some kind of stud or anything—even if he was now stuck in the body of one. But, remembering the handbook on Demi-Beast Husbandry, he had to admit he was intrigued by the idea of finding a few ladies who needed… what was it? Taming and breeding?

Surely, he wouldn’t be reborn in a world full of demi-beasts in need of breeding with an enormous piece of equipment like he was now lugging around and a bed big enough for four or more and not be expected to pursue a few concurrent relationships…

That would just be too cruel.

Furthermore, after the heartbreak he’d suffered in his past life and the opportunities for intimacy he’d missed out on, he really wanted a second kick at the can. And a third, fourth, fifth, sixth… however many he could get away with, really.

Ben had a lot of love to give and he didn’t want a drop to go to waste now that he’d been given a chance to do things differently.

Feeling his cheeks burn at the direction his thoughts were moving, Ben closed the bedroom door and continued his exploration of the house.

He thought he was nearly finished, but the back of the house had more surprises. A cozy little library with shelves built into the walls, an enclosed sunroom that looked out over the backyard, and a big back porch with a view of another garden plot.

This one was bigger than the patch of dirt he’d found earlier, and it looked like it had been used for serious planting at one point. There were also a few chicken coops, and off to the side, corrals that would be perfect for livestock once he got his hands on some animals.

Ben ran a hand over the porch railing, already imagining the work he’d need to put into the place. There was plenty to do, but it was a good kind of work. And with the tools he had, even if everything else was Serviceable or Poor, he could get the job done. He could hardly wait to see the changes he was about to make, eager to put his mark on Lucky Nickel Acres as soon as possible.

He leaned against the railing, looking out over the property. The sun was starting to sink lower in the sky, casting long shadows over the land. It was getting late, too late to start any serious work outside, but he could feel the itch in his hands to do something. Fixing the house up was one thing, but getting his hands in the dirt, planting something... that was what he was looking forward to most of all.
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Ben stood at the edge of the first garden plot, taking in the dry, cracked soil beneath his feet. It wasn’t much to look at, but it was a start. He’d found a few packets of seeds in the shed—carrots, potatoes, lettuce, and tomatoes—all labeled Fair Quality. That was good enough for him.

Tomorrow, at first light, he’d get to planting.

But first, the soil needed work. And he needed to do a bit of work if he was ever going to get to sleep that night after all the excitement of the day.

He grabbed the rusty hoe from the tool shed, feeling the rough wood of the handle in his hands. As he swung it toward the dry earth, a notification blinked into view.

Tool Proficiency Gained: Hoe – Novice

As a novice with the Hoe, you are capable of breaking up hard soil, but with noticeable stamina drain and inconsistent results. Tilling small garden plots may take longer, and the soil may not be turned as evenly as needed. There's a minor risk of damaging the tool with improper use, and the hard-packed ground may resist efficient tilling.

“Huh…” he said with a chuckle. “Just a Novice with the hoe. Not so far off from the truth, I have to admit, even if it is a bit crude of the system to point it out.”

He started tilling the garden, breaking up the hardened soil and spreading it into neat mounds and rows. He tried to keep his steps between the rows he was tilling so as not to compact the soil he planned to plant in the next morning. Soon, he lost himself in the work, enjoying the stretch and pull of his muscles, and the ease with which his new body performed the physical work.

Despite the warnings of stamina drain and inconsistent results, Ben felt he was doing pretty well, though it was possible he just didn’t have enough experience with gardening to know if he was doing a poor job.

With every swing of the hoe, his muscles worked with a power and fluidity he hadn’t felt in years, if ever. His back didn’t ache, his arms didn’t burn out, and he wasn’t gasping for breath after a few minutes of work. In fact, the more he worked, the more energized he felt.

Ben paused for a moment, wiping sweat from his brow. This new body’s no joke.

Even back when he’d been in his prime, he hadn’t been this strong. The stamina boost was welcome, and he had to admit, it made the task of prepping the garden feel... fun. He kept working, pushing himself until the soil was soft and ready for planting, even as the sun dipped below the horizon and he was working by the light of fireflies.

The summer evening was warm and the light of the flickering bugs casting a yellowish-green haze on the yard gave Ben a shiver of excitement. If this wasn’t magic he didn’t know what was. He truly felt like he’d been transported to another world.

Finally, as he brought the hoe down one last time, another notification flashed into his view.

Tool Proficiency Increased: Hoe – Apprentice

At the apprentice level, your control over the Hoe has improved. You can till medium-sized plots with less effort and greater precision. Stamina drain is reduced, and the soil turns more evenly, allowing for better planting conditions. There's less risk of damaging the tool, even with Poor Quality equipment, and your increased strength allows you to till more ground with fewer swings.

Ben grinned. “Nice! My first real level up… and it’s with a hoe. Definitely could be worse!”

He surveyed his work, feeling oddly proud of himself. The soil was looser now, ready to be planted. He’d give it a go tomorrow with the seeds.

Then he frowned. There was still the matter of water. The soil was dry, and there hadn’t been any rain recently. He wasn’t sure how farming worked in this world, but he knew enough to recognize a problem when he saw one. How was he going to keep his hypothetical plant babies alive without water?

There was the well, of course. He hadn’t been over to inspect the version in this world, but he wasn’t too eager to get close to it after plummeting to his death in the last one… even if he did get reborn in a farming simulation afterlife. What were the chances that he’d get the same do-over twice? The idea of leaving this personal slice of heaven gave him a chill.

If he had to visit the well, at least this time he’d know to be careful…

That’s when he spotted the rain barrel next to the house. It was old, but sturdy-looking, with a watering can perched on top. Ben smiled to himself, feeling a small flicker of satisfaction. It wasn’t much, and it would take a lot of trips back and forth, but it was enough to get started.

As he focused on the watering can, his HUD flashed with new information.

Watering Can – Serviceable Quality

This tool is designed to distribute water evenly over garden plots. Serviceable Quality allows for basic watering of small plots without major issues, but larger areas may require multiple refills. Serviceable Quality tools will get the job done, but they are prone to faster wear and tear than higher-quality tools.

Ben grabbed the watering can, filled it with water from the barrel, and doused the soil.

Immediately he received another notification.

Tool Proficiency Gained: Watering Can – Novice

As a novice with the Watering Can, you are able to water small garden plots with minimal effort, though your technique is still inefficient. Expect minor stamina drain when watering larger areas. You may need frequent trips to refill the can, and there is a small chance of uneven water distribution, which can result in overwatering or underwatering and will affect crop quality.

“This is so cool!” Ben thought as he absorbed the new information. “Practically everything I do seems to have a levelable skill attached. I wonder if that means I’ll get better at things faster than I did before. Practice makes progress after all, and it feels pretty damned good to have measurable progress for every little skill.”

As he worked, though, he realized that using the watering can was not going to be the best way to water his crops once he had more than this little garden plot to deal with. He’d have to spend half his day watering… There must be a better way.

Refilling the watering can for what felt like the dozenth time, his mind wandered to some lengths of rubber hose he’d seen in the shed.

“If I had the right parts, I could rig something up,” he muttered, glancing at the shed door, which was swinging open in the warm evening breeze. A few fireflies danced around the door, but it wasn’t enough to illuminate the inside of the shed. It was too dark now to go inspect them, but in the morning, he’d go have a look.

It would make watering a hell of a lot easier, in the future, but for now the watering can technique was what would see him through.

The moon, big, low, and orange on the horizon, cast a soft, golden glow over the property, competing with the fireflies as the most magical source of light.

Ben stretched, feeling the first signs of tiredness in his muscles, but it was a good kind of tired. He’d burned off the earlier restlessness and now felt ready to hit the hay. He bent to gather up his tools, ready to call it a night, when he felt something.

A twinge at the back of his neck made him shiver, lifting the hairs along his forearms, like he was being watched.

He paused, glancing around the quiet farm.

Maybe it was just the system, giving him that strange, ever-present feeling of being observed? He hadn’t seen hide nor hair of any other living creature since he’d awoken on Lucky Nickel Acres, until the lightning bugs showed up. And there didn’t seem to be anything unusual now.

Ben attempted to shake off the feeling, but the sensation of being watched persisted, growing stronger the more he thought about it.

“Anyone there?” he called out, gripping the rusty hoe in one hand in case he was about to be jumped by hostile mobs or something.

Maybe his new world was more like those old arcade games than he’d realized. Monsters tended to come out at night, didn’t they?

Then he heard it—a faint rustling sound coming from the direction of the animal pens.

Ben’s muscles tensed, and he stood still, listening. The sound came again, soft but noticeable. Keeping the hoe in his right hand, he set down the rest of his equipment quietly and moved toward the pens, eyes scanning the moonlit yard.

His heart beat a little faster as he neared the fence, but when he got closer…

There was nothing there. Just the empty pens, still and silent in the golden light of the big harvest moon.

“Must be my imagination,” he muttered, though the uneasy feeling remained. He picked up his equipment and headed for the shed, suddenly eager to get inside. If there were monsters in this world, he’d much prefer to face them once he had a proper weapon and some idea of what he might be up against.

Maybe there was a guide or something he could buy in town, like his Demi-Beast Husbandry manual, that would tell him how to fight different kinds of mobs?

This idea comforted him a bit, though it didn’t do him much good in the moment. Just as he reached the door, he thought he heard something again—a faint scraping noise from inside the shed.

This is bullshit, he thought. What’s the point of this big, strong new body if I can’t take on monsters spawning on my own damned property?

Steeling himself, Ben yanked the door open, expecting to find something—or someone—lurking inside.

But there was nothing. Just the tools, sitting where he’d left them.

He let out a long breath, shaking his head.

“I must be tired,” he said, letting out a long, low whistle in the dark. “Jumping at shadows like that. Next I’ll be thinking the old farm’s haunted, I guess? Time for bed.”

It had been a long day. Between the system, the new body, the farm, and everything else, his mind was probably playing tricks on him. Still, he put the tools away a bit more hurriedly than he might otherwise have done.

“Yeah, that’s it,” he said, trying to convince himself as he closed the shed door and headed back toward the house. “Overworked and overwhelmed. Sounds a hell of a lot better than crazy and paranoid.”

Still, as he stepped inside and locked the door behind him, the feeling of being watched lingered, just on the edge of his awareness.

He lingered at the living room window, peering into the darkness of the yard, for a long while before he finally dragged himself up to bed.


4
Skill Building


Ben woke to the light of the sun streaming through the windows, feeling well-rested, refreshed, and ready for the day.

But something felt… wrong.

Grimacing, he ran his tongue over his fuzzy teeth, and groaned.

He’d been so tired the night before, fatigue hitting him as he stumbled up the stairs, that he hadn’t considered the fact that his toiletries kit was still in the rusty old truck that had been deemed unworthy of rebirth in the wonderful world of Faerowilde.

“First things first,” he muttered, sitting up and swinging his legs off the bed. “Find a toothbrush.”

Rubbing his eyes, Ben lurched off the bed and into the dark corridor outside the master bedroom. There were no windows to light his way here, and he was struck with another realization that he’d someone not really considered the day before.

There were no outlets, no lights, no electric hum in the air. He frowned. Of course that made sense. There were no powerlines outside, either. On some level he’d realized there wouldn’t be electricity. But in the middle of the day, and even last night with the full moon high in the sky, there had been enough light that he hadn’t really paid attention to the lack.

What the hell was he going to do without electricity?

Ben was ready to do some hard work, but this wasn’t exactly the kind of trial he’d been prepared for. He hadn’t lived without electricity a day in his life, and the thought of doing so now made him feel more than a little… well, helpless, if he was being honest with himself. And annoyed, if he was really honest.

But then he paused, glancing down at his strong, youthful body, feeling the energy coursing through his veins.

I’m alive, he thought, and in better shape than I’ve ever been.

What right did he have to complain? He’d been given a second chance, and if that meant living without modern conveniences, then so be it. He’d just have to figure it out.

“This is just a challenge,” Ben said to himself, stretching as he stood up. “And I’ve faced worse. I should be grateful for the techno-purge. All that screen time is bad news for the brain, after all.”

Then he grinned, reaching back to pat himself on the back. “Good job, self. That’s the spirit. Nice pep talk.”

Without anyone else to talk to, Ben figured he was going to get weird, and fast. He’d better look into finding one of those sexy demi-beast ladies sooner rather than later, for the sake of his own sanity.

Chuckling to himself, Ben continued down the hall. “If nothing else, I’ll get really good at talking to myself.”

He made a mental note to find candles, lanterns, and matches before nightfall. Last night’s moonlight had been enough to stumble into bed, but there was no guarantee that would be the case again, especially as it began to wane later in the month.

Hmm, he thought. I wonder if months and seasons are the same here as they were back home? There’s still a lot I don’t know about this place…

At the end of the hall, a window to the back yard let in a beam of sunlight that guided Ben to the bathroom. He rummaged through the cupboards for anything that could resemble a toothbrush. Nothing. A sigh escaped him, but he found a washcloth and used some water to scrub the worst of his morning breath away. After a long drink of water from the sink—thankfully still functional, and with fresh clean water to boot—he felt ready to tackle the day.

Breakfast was next on the list.

Making his way down to the kitchen, Ben pulled open the pantry door, scanning the shelves. A bag of flour, jars of salt and sugar—basic ingredients, but enough to work with.

Probably. He didn’t actually know much about cooking.

His stomach rumbled, urging him to get moving. He checked the cellar and found more surprises: a pottery pot filled with water holding a brick of butter.

That’s odd, he thought as he gave it a cautious sniff. Seems fine, though.

Vaguely, he remembered his mother telling him about how they kept butter fresh in the days before refrigeration. The water kept the oxygen in the air from spoiling the butter, or something like that?

However it worked, it seemed to do the trick. He picked up the butter and looked at the other shelves.

Searching the cellar, pantry, and kitchen, Ben came up with a basket with six eggs, a few jars of jam and pickles, and some dried herbs and spices tucked away in the cupboards.

In the pantry, he found some other useful items, too—candles and lanterns, neatly stacked on one of the dusty wooden shelves. A box of matches sat beside them. Ben grinned, pleased with the discovery. That would take care of the lighting situation when the sun went down.

With everything laid out on the small table, he grabbed the cookbook and flipped through the pages, looking for something simple. For the ingredients he had, it looked like he could make either “Simple Pancakes” or “Basic Biscuits.”

Either would work, but the biscuits were calling to him. No milk needed, just flour, salt, sugar, butter, and water. And the jam he’d found, three jars of beautiful jewel red, looked too tasty to pass up.

Both recipes required something else before he could get cooking, though; a heat source.

Ben turned toward the woodstove in the corner of the kitchen. Of course it would be a woodstove, not electric. Breakfast had just gotten more complicated.

Ben sighed, looking at the bundle of wood, kindling, and matches waiting nearby.

“Well, nothing’s easy without electricity,” he said out loud, preparing another pep talk. “But if my forefathers could figure it out, then so can I. Besides, I’m not going to woo any big-titty cow-girls if I can’t even get my own damned stove lit, am I?”

With the proper motivation, Ben got to work building a small fire in the stove, taking satisfaction in the crackle of the flames as they caught. The kitchen slowly filled with warmth, the pleasant heat of a working woodstove—a new experience, but one that felt burrowed deep in the bones of his ancestors. This was something people had done for generations, before modern inventions had taken over. It wasn’t so bad to go back in time—even if it wasn’t his own timeline.

Especially since it wasn’t his own timeline, Ben amended mentally, remembering the illustrations in his Demi-Beast Husbandry manual. There would be nothing better than snuggling up on a cold autumn or winter night with a wooly sheep girl… since, if his handbook was to be believed, all the important parts of these demi-beast girls were human enough for his tastes.

And frankly, it had been a while since he’d been with a woman—any woman—and he wasn’t about to turn down a doe-eyed beauty just because she had funny-looking ears or a tail or a little extra fuzz. Now that the idea had been planted in his mind, Ben found his thoughts circling back to the dream of love and companionship he’d abandoned in his past life.

I must have been lonelier than I realized, he thought. Either that, or this pumped up body is full of youthful hormones and I’ve just forgotten what it feels like to be fit, healthy, and horny all the time.

Once the fire was going, Ben wiped his hands on his pants and grinned. “Alright, enough mental distractions. Let’s make some biscuits. Women love a man who can cook, right?”

With the woodstove burning steadily, Ben set about gathering the ingredients for his breakfast. Flour, salt, sugar, butter, and water—simple enough. He glanced at the recipe one more time, feeling confident. “How hard could this be?” he muttered, placing the ingredients onto a baking sheet and sliding it onto the stove.

With a soft poof, the ingredients vanished, dissolving into a cloud of sparkly yellow smoke. Ben jumped back, startled, his hand reaching instinctively for the pan. “What the hell—?”

A message flashed across his vision.

Skill Gained: Cooking – Novice

At the Novice level, you can successfully prepare basic recipes using common ingredients. Simple tasks like baking, boiling, and roasting require minimal effort, though there is a small chance of mistakes, such as uneven cooking or over-seasoning. Timing and temperature are handled by the system, reducing the chance of food spoiling during the cooking process. Special or more complex dishes are outside your current skill level and may result in failed attempts.

Ben blinked, still processing what had just happened. The stove was now empty, and a small timer appeared at the top center of his HUD, ticking down from five minutes.

He took a step back, grinning in spite of himself. “All right, System. It’s up to you, I guess. Not a bad deal for a guy who got most of his calories from drive through and delivery, I guess.”

He chuckled, shaking his head. It was becoming easier and easier to take things like this in stride. In fact, the more time he spent in this world, the more it felt... real. His old life felt distant, like a dream he’d woken up from and could barely remember—no big loss there.

This new reality, with its strange rules and magic, was settling into place.

When the timer hit zero, another poof of yellow smoke filled the kitchen, and a tray of steaming biscuits appeared on top of the stove, fresh and golden. Ben laughed, a mix of amusement and satisfaction bubbling up inside him.

“Well, I’ll be damned. Magic biscuits.”

He picked one up, still warm to the touch, and gave it a sniff. Smelled just like the real thing. Emboldened by his success, he decided to try frying a couple of eggs. It wasn’t in the cookbook, but he figured it couldn’t be that hard. Butter, pan, eggs—just like back home. He wasn’t much of a cook, but he could manage that much. A guy didn’t earn a belly like he’d had by skipping out on the cholesterol… not that he had to worry about that anymore.

Ben cracked the eggs into the hot pan, watching them sizzle for a moment. But before he could get too confident, a plume of black smoke erupted from the stove. The smell of burnt rubber filled the kitchen, and Ben coughed, waving his hand in front of his face to clear the air.

A notification popped into his HUD.

Recipe Creation Failed.

Ben stared at the charred mess in the pan, coughing as he pushed it aside.

“Message received, System,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Stick to the recipe book.”

He wasn’t upset, though. This world had so much going for it that it seemed ridiculous to get frustrated over a couple of burnt eggs. And hey! Glancing at the pan he realized that a second puff of smoke had just cleaned up the evidence of his failed attempt at cooking. So, no dishes!

The system’s message seemed to suggest that creating recipes was possible, though. He just needed to figure out the right steps.

“I’ll have to look for another cookbook or ask around when I get to town,” Ben said to himself. “There’s gotta be a way to do it right.”

For now, though, he had biscuits. He spread some jam on top, took a bite, and smiled. They were perfect—light, fluffy, and delicious. And the jam was sweet and tart in perfect measure, though he couldn’t decide if it was raspberry or cherry or something else entirely. Whatever it was, it was perfect.

As he finished his breakfast, another notification popped up.

Well Fed Bonus: Stamina Increased by 10% for 2 hours.

Ben grinned as he felt the warmth from both the food and the system's acknowledgment. A stamina buff would come in handy when he got outside to plant his seeds.

[image: image-placeholder]

Ben stepped out into the cool morning air, the fresh smell of earth and grass filling his lungs. Today was planting day, and he was ready to get his hands dirty. But as he made his way toward the shed to grab his tools, something caught his eye—something stuck in the hinge of the shed door. A tuft of hair... pink hair?

Ben frowned, leaning closer to inspect it. Long, bubble-gum-colored strands, glinted softly in the sunlight. He didn’t think it had been there last night, though he might have missed it in the dark. He’s never seen anything like it before.

His mind immediately went to thoughts of intruders, maybe even monsters. But what kind of creature has pink hair?

Ben smirked to himself. “Can’t be too dangerous if it’s got bubble-gum colored hair, right?” He chuckled softly but then paused.

Or maybe... that’s exactly what the fluffy pink monsters want me to think, using their cuteness to lull a poor farmer to his doom?

Ben grinned, finding the idea just absurd enough to be funny. But the truth was, he didn’t know what to expect in this world. Anything was possible.

Nothing he could do about it but keep an eye out for anything unusual.

As he opened the shed door, he discovered another clue—hoofprints. He crouched down, running his fingers over the marks.

They looked—to his city-slicker eyes—like a pair of horseshoe prints… but if it was a horse, shouldn’t there have been four?

Was this his first evidence of a real life demi-beast? Ben hadn’t noticed any horse-girls in his handbook, but he hadn’t been through all the pages yet. The idea of a pink-haired pony girl was more than a little intriguing… But there was something else of concern on the wooden floor of the shed.

Whoever or whatever had been in here was bleeding.

One hoofprint had a faint smudge of blood in the center.

The thought of an injured animal pricked at him. Maybe something—or someone—was hurt.

Ben frowned, vowing to keep an eye out for any wounded critters or limping, pink-haired pony-babes. Then he grabbed a trowel from the tool rack, and some packets of seed, before heading back out to the garden.

The soil he’d tilled the day before was still loose, damp and ready for planting. He knelt down, using the trowel to dig shallow rows, and began sowing the seeds—potatoes, lettuce, tomatoes, and carrots—according to the instructions on the packet.

As he worked, a message flashed in his HUD.

Skill Gained: Sowing – Novice

As a novice in Sowing, you can efficiently plant small to medium-sized garden plots with basic crops. Your technique ensures that seeds are placed at the proper depth and spacing, though there’s a minor chance of misplacing seeds, leading to uneven growth. Stamina drain is minimal for small plots but increases with larger areas. While novice-level sowing is adequate for basic crops, it may limit the quality of the harvest.

Ben blinked at the notification and, as he dismissed it, he noticed something else—a backlog of messages he hadn’t seen the day before.

Skill Gained: Tilling – Novice

Skill Gained: Watering – Novice

The information under them wasn’t much different from the description he’d received with his tool proficiencies, so they were obviously connected. These, along with Sowing, were all listed under his Farmer class skills.

“Missed those yesterday,” Ben muttered, shaking his head. Apparently, the system had been tracking everything he did, even if he hadn’t been paying attention. He had to admit, it was kind of nice seeing his progress laid out so clearly.

Row by row, he continued planting, feeling more and more confident with each step. When he finished the last row, another notification popped up.

Skill Upgrade: Sowing – Apprentice

Your skill in Sowing allows you to plant larger garden plots with improved precision. Seeds are evenly distributed, with reduced risk of misplaced planting, which enhances crop growth and yield. Stamina drain is reduced, allowing you to work longer with less fatigue. Your planting is more efficient, increasing the chances of higher-quality crops. At this level, you are capable of planting a wider variety of crops, or basic crops with a better chances of high-quality yields, and soil type has less impact on seed placement.

Ben smiled. Not bad.

As he inspected his skill list, he noticed something else—a green progress bar hovering beneath each skill. It showed how far he had to go to reach the next level, Adept.

Ben was impressed to find that he was already about a quarter of the way through his Apprentice levels for Sowing, Tilling, and Watering. He knew each level would likely take longer to complete than the last, if video game logic applied—and it seemed like it did. But at least now he had a clear sense of where he stood.

As he dusted off his hands and stood up, Ben took a moment to survey the garden. The rows were neat, the soil was ready, and the seeds were in the ground. He wasn’t sure how successful his first attempt would be, since the system seemed to imply that any skill performed at Novice level had pretty hit-or-miss results. But he was excited to see the results of his efforts, nonetheless. If it went poorly, he’d just have to try again. And if it went poorly again… well, maybe he could find work in the nearest village to earn enough money to eat while he was practicing.

Once he was settled, he’d have to see about walking down the two-track dirt road toward where Fortune Springs had been located in his old world—he mentally refrained from thinking of it as the “real world” now that this was his reality, as he didn’t much like the idea that his actions here weren’t real or didn’t matter.

They had to matter, he thought, or what was the point? I already wasted one life falling into that way of thinking, and I’m not going to do it again.

As Ben finished patting down the last row of soil, a soft breeze drifted through the garden, carrying with it the faint scent of freshly turned earth. He stood up, stretching his back and wiping his hands on his pants. The garden was coming along nicely, and with the sun still high in the sky, he felt good about the day’s work.

He’d gotten a lot of dirt on his shirt and pants, though, and as far as he knew they were the only ones he owned. Ben eyed the rain barrel, considering washing his clothes in a bucket. It wasn’t like there was anyone around to protest if he strutted around naked.

Not counting hypothetical pink-haired monsters, of course.

Besides, it was his property, wasn’t it? He could do what he wanted!

Then he noticed a pump a little closer to the corrals, probably for filling water troughs. That was probably a better idea than using the garden’s easy-to-access rain barrel.

Ben pulled off his shirt as he strode toward the water pump, feeling the pleasant warmth of the sun against his bare skin. He glanced down at his chiseled chest and stomach, once again marveling at the physique he now sported. It was hard to believe this body belonged to him, but he wasn’t about to complain.

As he bent over the rusty water pump to see if he could get a good stream going, a flicker of movement near the edge of the shed caught his eye.

Ben turned, squinting against the sunlight, his gaze landing on the corner of the building. He could’ve sworn he saw something there. For a moment, everything was still, and he began to chalk it up to his imagination. Maybe it’s just the light playing tricks on me...

But then, there it was again—just a flash of something. Long, bright strands of pink fluttered in the breeze, just past the corner of the shed, as if there were someone hiding behind it.

Ben paused, hanging his shirt on the pump handle and wondering if he should go get the hoe for self-defense. But he couldn’t quite bring himself to believe that any creature with bright pink hair could be dangerous…

There was another flicker of movement as someone—definitely a someone and not a something—peeked around the edge of the shed. A pair of big, bright blue eyes locked on Ben’s for a moment, and he caught sight of a plump bottom lip pinched by white teeth. She stared at him in stunned silence, her eyes roving over his half-naked form with a mix of curiosity and… longing?

Ben’s heart gave a small jolt. Holy shit, it is a pony girl. And she’s fucking gorgeous! And she’s looking at me. What do I do?

Panic seized him as he realized, for all his fantasizing about meeting a demi-beast woman, it had actually been decades since he’d had any real experience meeting, talking to, or getting intimate with someone of the fairer sex.

Before he could sort out his nervous thoughts, the figure darted behind the shed again. Ben thought he saw a flicker of white horse-like ears protruding from the woman’s head of pink hair. This time, though, she didn’t return.

Curiosity welled up inside him, mixing with a tinge of apprehension. He glanced around, half-expecting to see more signs of the mysterious figure, but the yard remained quiet. Has she been watching me all this time? Maybe it was her I sensed last night.

Ben hesitated, unsure whether to call out or to investigate.

Then he remembered the bloodstain on the shed floor. Nerves or no, he had to go check out if she was okay. Ben wasn’t going to let an injured woman suffer if there was anything he could do to help.

Plus, it gave him a reasonable excuse to start up a conversation, and that was all the push he needed.

Leaving his shirt on the water pump, Ben strode toward the tool shed.

“Hey there, Pinky,” he called out, keeping his voice as calm and friendly as possible, though it was deeper than he was used to. “I know you’re there. You don’t have to hide from me.”


5
Free Spirit


From her hiding spot behind the tool shed, Spirit watched him.

The human.

Her tail twitched, and she pressed her back against the cool wood of the shed, trying to stay out of sight. The ache in her hoof flared, a sharp reminder of how foolish it was to go sneaking around in the dark last night, but that wasn’t what had her attention.

It was him. The man. The gorgeous, dangerous man who had appeared out of nowhere yesterday and not let her mind rest since.

He stood at the rusty old water pump by the animal pens, shirtless, muscles rippling beneath his tanned skin as he washed his arms and chest. Spirit found herself staring, mesmerized by the way his body moved. She wasn’t used to seeing humans like this.

Humans were dangerous—captors, masters, cruel and violent despite their lack of power in Faerowilde’s magic system. She, like all free demi-beasts, had learned to avoid them, to run when they came too close.

But this one... this man… there was more to him than met the mortal eye—though there was plenty to be seen and appreciated on the superficial front as well, there was no arguing that.

She bit her lip, feeling a strange pull in her chest. She had tried to stay away. She really had. But something had drawn her to the old farmhouse yesterday. She’d sensed a powerful shift in the magical ecosystem that she simply could not ignore. A new ascended being had appeared, not one of the ones she already knew, those who lived free on the unowned land connected to Lucky Nickel Acres’ farmyard.

And whoever they were, they were powerful. She couldn’t have stayed away if she wanted to, really. She was just too curious by nature. Besides, she’d told herself that if she discovered anything dangerous, she could just run away. That was how she’d stayed free as long as she had, and it hadn’t failed her yet—though she’d had a few close calls over the years.

There had been something at Lucky Nickel Acres that called out to her, though, something powerful. She hadn’t known what it was when she dashed through the surrounding fields to spy on the farmhouse, but the moment she’d seen him the source of her feeling had become clear.

An ascended human.

Spirit had watched him to be sure, sneaking around the old out buildings as he worked the small garden plot next to the old house. But there was no doubt. The magic of the system flowed through him—she could sense it each time he leveled up a skill, like ripples in the air.

There hadn’t been an ascended human since the wars between humans and demi-beasts thousands of years ago. But here he was, working the soil, planting seeds, and every movement he made confirmed it.

But he’s still human, she reminded herself, her eyes narrowing as she watched him from the shadows. Humans are dangerous.

They had hunted her kind, captured them, enslaved them. She had seen it with her own eyes. Her friend Seraphine, a beautiful winged demi-beast, had been captured and bound by technology that suppressed her magic. Spirit had heard her screams, the agony as Seraphine’s wings were clipped, her powers stolen by humans who used her to control the skies.

She shuddered at the memory, her hoof throbbing again. She should have run far from this place the moment she realized there was a human here. And yet... here she was, hiding, watching.

This one’s different. Spirit couldn’t deny it. There was something about him—something alluring. Dangerous, yes. But not like the others.

There were humans, occasionally, who were friendly to demi-beasts of course. Though most other humans treated them as traitors to the human race, behaving as monstrously toward “beast sympathizers” as they did toward demi-beasts themselves. The only humans who could get away with open sympathy with her kind were those who were rich and powerful and immune to persecution.

Her friend Alicia Steelwright was one such—the proprietress of the General Goods store in nearby Grimsby—thanks to the fact that her father, Horace Steelwright, was the town’s magistrate. Even so, Spirit worried about Alicia’s fondness for rabble rousing in town. She was certain the young woman’s “perverse” interest in the well-being of demi-beasts was going to be her downfall.

So, Spirit knew better. She really did. She knew better and still, her heart fluttered as she watched the man scrub the dirt from his skin, the sunlight catching on the droplets of water that clung to his body.

She tried to convince herself that it was just curiosity, but her gaze lingered on the way his muscles flexed as he worked…

She sighed, frustrated with herself. Her hoof ached, and she shifted her weight uncomfortably. There would be no running away from danger with an injury like this; it was far too painful. She could attempt to sneak away, but that wouldn’t help her hoof. The joints in her legs—more like a horse’s than a human’s, especially the lower half—were too stiff to allow her to work on her own foot. And, while there were other demi-beasts in the wilds, there was no guarantee that she’d stumble across one just because she needed them. Free demi-beasts tended to keep to themselves.

Spirit needed help. She knew that. But the idea of approaching a human, even one like him, sent a wave of fear through her. What if he was just like the rest? What if he was more dangerous because he was ascended?

She couldn’t ignore that possibility.

But he didn’t seem dangerous. Not the way he moved. Not the way he spoke to himself as he worked, a wry smile on his face. There was something almost gentle about him, big as he was.

Spirit shifted again, her hoof twinging painfully. She should go. She should run. But instead, she stayed, rooted in place, watching.

I shouldn’t be here, she thought, but her body didn’t listen. Her mind whirled, torn between the fear that had kept her safe all these years and the strange, growing attraction that pulled her toward the half-naked, muscular man.

Goodness, he really was handsome, wasn’t he?

Just then, the man turned, his eyes sweeping the yard as if he’d heard her or felt her gaze upon him. Spirit’s breath caught in her throat, and she froze, just as his eyes landed on her.

Oh no! He was looking right at her. Maybe if I don’t move, he won’t see me?

Before she could react, before she could tear her gaze away from him, the man’s eyes traveled up her exposed flank, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake, and locked onto hers.

Spirit panicked. Her heart pounded, and without thinking, she bolted, her injured hoof barely supporting her as she limped toward the fence. Run, Spirit! she cajoled herself. Run. Run for your life!
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The warm sun felt good on Ben’s skin as he strode toward the toolshed, and a flush of confidence surged through him. He knew the pink-haired girl was hiding back there. The faintest rustle—like someone trying to move without being noticed—reached his ears as he crossed the farmyard.

His heart skipped. He hoped she wasn’t trying to sneak away.

“Hey, it’s all right.” Ben called softly, keeping his voice calm and steady. He didn’t want to spook her. She had to be frightened—who wouldn’t be, if they were hiding on a stranger’s farm? “Nobody is going to hurt you. I just want to say hello.”

He took a slow step toward the shed, eyes scanning the area where he’d seen her. He didn’t know much about demi-beasts, but he wished he’d taken the time to read up on horse-types before this. They probably spooked easily, right? Maybe he could coax her out, show her he wasn’t a threat. He just needed to get her talking.

“Are you still there?” Ben asked, keeping his voice low. “Please don’t be scared. I just want to help.”

As he rounded the corner of the shed, however, he saw that his soft, coaxing words would have no effect. She was too far away to hear him.

He cursed when he saw her bolting for the fence at the edge of the homestead, her bright pink tail swishing behind her, her strides painful and uneven. “Damn it!”

His heart clenched. She was running, but she was hurt, badly limping on her left leg. She wouldn’t make it far like that.

Without thinking, Ben’s calm crystalized into urgency. She was going to hurt herself worse if she kept trying to run. The poor thing was terrified; he could see it in the way her ears flattened, the fear in her wide blue eyes. He didn’t want to chase her when she was already scared, but how else was he going to stop her from injuring herself further?

“Wait!” Ben bolted after her, his strong legs eating up the ground between them faster than he thought possible. “Please, stop! You’ll hurt yourself!”

Driven by the instinct to protect, to help the injured girl, Ben ran. He hated that he might scare her, but he couldn’t stand by while she was in pain. He didn’t know enough about demi-beasts to know if they could be reasoned with. Hell, he didn’t even know if she would understand him. Just because the system seemed to speak modern English didn’t mean everyone in Faerowilde would. But he knew he had to try.

“Wait!” he called again, though he knew she wouldn’t stop. She was too scared.

But she was slowing down, too. Her limp was becoming more pronounced, as if she was finding it difficult to push past the pain. The girl glanced over her shoulder at him, wild-eyed with panic, and Ben knew he was going to have to stop her physically and calm her down before she’d listen to anything he had to say.

In just a few more strides, he reached her, catching her gently by the arms. He didn’t want to hold her too tight, didn’t want to scare her more, but he couldn’t risk her bolting again. He held her as firmly as he could without hurting her, pulling her against his chest so he could wrap his arms around her torso.

The girl thrashed for a moment, panicking, her breath quick and shallow. As he squeezed her to him, he could feel her heart hammering in her chest. But Ben held on, whispering soft, soothing words in her silken, ivory-colored ears.

They were, he was amused to note up close, very much like a horse’s ears, just smaller, poking through her bright pink waves of hair.

“Easy now,” he murmured, trying to calm her down. “I’m not going to hurt you. You’re injured—I just want to help.”

She struggled at first, her eyes wild with fright, but Ben kept his voice steady, his arms secure but careful. “It’s alright. I’ve got you. You’re safe. You’re safe.”

To his surprise, her struggling lessened. Slowly, the panic in her eyes dimmed, replaced by something softer. She was still breathing hard, but she wasn’t trying to break free anymore.

Ben let out a breath of relief, loosening his hold slightly. “That’s it. I’m not going to hurt you, I promise.”

He could feel the tension leaving her body, and with it, his own sense of urgency ebbed. The initial fear that had driven her was fading. He could see it as a physical change in her posture, like a demon that had been possessing her had relinquished its control. Maybe she could start to trust him, at least a little.

His handbook implied that demi-beasts needed to be tamed, after all. Maybe this was a natural part of the process? What did he know? He was really kicking himself for not reading the book, now, and vowed to take the time to finish it, cover to cover as soon as he had a chance.

Ben felt the pony-girl’s body relax in his arms, her initial panic fading as she leaned into him. The wild look in her eyes softened and then vanished, and Ben let out a quiet breath of relief. For a moment, he simply held her, taking in the strange but comforting sensation of having someone so close again.

It’s been a long time... The thought came and went, fleeting but undeniable. He hadn’t held a woman in his arms in years—decades, actually—not since the divorce. And back then, it hadn’t felt like this—like there was some deep, unspoken connection between them, a pull he didn’t understand.

“Easy,” he said again, murmuring on autopilot, just to keep her attention on him. “My name’s Ben. I’d like to help you if I can.”

He thought she nodded, though she was shivering slightly, and it was hard to tell. She still hadn’t said a word to him, and Ben felt a flash of worry that perhaps demi-beast women couldn’t speak. That would certainly put a damper on his romantic fantasies…

When she was calm enough, Ben gently loosened his grip, holding her at arm’s length so he could get a better look at her. That’s when it hit him—just how beautiful she was.

His breath caught in his throat for a moment as he took her in. The girl’s bright blue eyes blinked up at him, wide and soft, framed by long, silky strands of pink hair that shimmered in the sunlight. Her ivory-colored ears twitched slightly, catching the breeze, and her lips parted as if she wanted to say something but couldn’t quite find the words.

That suited Ben just fine, since she’d rendered him completely speechless.

A thin white crop top clung to her perfect curves, barely covering her full, soft breasts and the small, hard beads of her nipples—palely pink and visible through the thin fabric. Her stomach was taut, tanned and muscular, without an ounce of extra fat on her, like the human version of a racehorse.

The small denim shorts that dug into her firm, round buttocks made Ben’s mouth water. Not to mention her long, muscular thighs and the alluringly narrow strip of fabric that covered the V between her legs.

A fountain of pink hair burst from the top of her waistband, which was so low-cut he could see the curves of her ass peeking out the top and bottom of the shorts.

Gods above, he wanted nothing more than to strip her down then and there and explore every curve and crevice of her body with his tongue.

That desire was almost as shocking to him as her beauty was, because it seemed like a lifetime ago since he’d had felt that kind of longing.

Ben was so enamored with her obvious attributes that he hardly registered the oddness of her beast-like traits. The ears suited her face in an almost elfin way. The tail only made him think of how she would look, bent over with her ass in the air and him behind her, ready to plow the fertile fields now hidden by the maddeningly tiny shorts.

The strangest part of her appearance was the fine ivory hair below her knees and the fact that she had hooves rather than feet. And while it was strange, it was far from off-putting.

The girl was stunning. More perfect than the actresses and supermodels of his old world, with an ethereal air he couldn’t put his finger on. Her beauty was almost too perfect, like something out of a dream. Or something magical.

It must be the system, he realized. It changed my body in the same way, didn’t it? That must be what it is. No way a mere mortal could be this gorgeous. She literally must have fallen from heaven and landed in my front yard to look this good.

For a brief moment, Ben felt awkward, realizing he’d been staring at her for what was probably an uncomfortable amount of time. But she seemed to be staring at him the same way, her blue eyes wide and disarming, her plush pink mouth open slightly as she breathed in and out with deep, shuddering movements of her chest.

How was he supposed to talk to her now that she was basically a goddess in the flesh? It had been so long since he’d felt true attraction to anyone, let alone someone like her. Demi-beast or magical being or whatever she was. He should have been stumbling over his words, unsure of what to say next.

But the instinct to help her took over. The uncertainty faded as his focus shifted back to her injury. Her foot—or her hoof—was hurt, and he had to take care of that before anything else. He could see the pain in her pretty face, and all that mattered right now was finding a way to ease that discomfort.

“Hey,” Ben said, his voice soft but steady. “You’re okay now. But we need to take a look at your foot, okay? Can I?”

Her eyes flicked downward, her cheeks flushing slightly as she nodded. She didn’t say a word, but the way she looked at him, the way she shivered at his touch, made Ben’s heart skip again.

He knelt down in front of her, gently lifting her left hoof to inspect the damage. Her legs were long and muscular, and the pale ivory hair below her knees felt soft against his skin. Ben marveled at the unusual yet beautiful combination of her human form and horse-like features. It really should have been disconcerting, but Ben couldn’t find any sign—even in the deepest reaches of his mind—that there was anything to be repulsed by in their differences.

As far as he could see, all her most important features were human. The rest was just window dressing.

But the injury drew his attention away from any hypothetical moral dilemma surrounding human-demi-beast relations. Embedded in her hoof was a sharp piece of hard, silver material—probably picked up in the farm yard, given the run-down state of things.

“Looks like you’ve got a nasty piece of metal stuck in there,” Ben muttered, frowning at the sight. “I’ll need to get that out for you.”

The girl winced but didn’t pull away, trusting him to help. Ben glanced up at her, meeting her gaze again. Her expression was a mix of gratitude and something else—something he couldn’t quite place. Maybe it was the same feeling he had when he looked at her, a sense that there was more between them than just this moment.

“I’ll be careful,” Ben said, offering her a small, reassuring smile. “If I let you go, will you stay long enough for me to fix this?”

She hesitated for a moment, then nodded, trembling slightly at the touch of his hands on her leg. Ben couldn’t help but notice how close they were, and the silky feel of her thighs as he held her. The way she responded to his touch made his chest tighten.

“So, my name’s Ben,” he said again. “Can you tell me your name?”

She bit her lip and blushed, her gaze running over his bare chest like she was wondering if being so familiar might be a step too far… might lead to something else.

Then, her bright blue eyes blazing almost as brightly as her blushing cheeks, she said, “My name is Spirit.”

Her voice was soft and melodic, like a warm summer breeze washing over his skin. Ben felt his heart leap at the sound of it. She’d spoken to him in English, they could definitely communicate. And he couldn’t wait to hear more of her sweet words.

“It’s good to meet you, Spirit,” he said with a grin. “That’s a very pretty name, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

Her pink cheeks burned almost red at his compliment. “I don’t mind,” she whispered, her voice trembling like her thigh in his hands. “Thank you. And thank you for your help, too.”

“Of course,” he said. “What kind of man would I be if I let a woman suffer when I could help her?”

For a moment, she looked perplexed by his question, and she didn’t answer. But when she smiled at him, it was much brighter and more sincere than the shy smiles he’d received before.

His words had done the trick, though he wasn’t sure why, and Spirit relaxed in his care. Ben took a deep breath, focusing on the task at hand as he carefully inspected her hoof. The metal shard was lodged deep, but it wasn’t anything he couldn’t handle. He just needed a few tools from the house.
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Spirit’s heart raced, a confusing mix of fear and exhilaration flooding her senses as she watched Ben inspect her hoof. He was so gentle, so careful, but there was no mistaking his strength. The way he had caught her, the way he held her now—it was like nothing she had ever experienced.

The ascended power she had sensed in him was undeniable. It terrified her. Yet, at the same time, being in his arms made her feel safe, a feeling she didn’t know how to process. Safety was not a concept most demi-beasts had the privilege of experiencing in their time in Faerowilde. The only way to stay safe from humans was to hide all together, but even then, there was a constant fear of being discovered, caught, and enslaved by a master of the magic-binding technology.

Her thoughts tumbled over one another, torn between the instincts that had kept her safe from humans all these years and the undeniable attraction she felt toward this handsome, caring man.

“I don’t want to be too forward,” Ben said after inspecting the metal in her hoof, “but may I take you back to the farmhouse? You’ll be more comfortable there while I round up the tools I’ll need.”

Spirit hesitated, her heart thudding in her chest. The idea of being inside a human home—of trusting him enough to let him take care of her—went against everything she had ever known. A home was an intimate space, private and… potentially dangerous if she was wrong about his intentions.

Yet there was a part of her mind that thrilled at the idea of being alone and secluded with this man. Humans never had intimate relations with their demi-beast slaves. They seemed to be repulsed by the animal nature of her kind, to view them as a kind of animal themselves. But Spirit knew that in the old times, when both humans and demi-beasts ascended within the system, it was a common thing for pairings to occur. With all the male demi-beasts killed during the wars and female demi-beasts relegated to bestial status in human society, their kind was slowly dying out.

If Ben felt anything about her the way she was beginning to feel about him, Spirit couldn’t help but wonder if he would like to pair with her. She didn’t know what it entailed exactly for humans and demi-beasts, but she knew how it worked for animals. And she felt something more than a thrill when she thought of this big strong man mounting her like a stallion and giving her a baby.

Spirit was so lost in these thoughts that she forgot he’d asked a question until he prompted her.

“Spirit? Would that be all right?”

The way Ben looked at her, with those soft, caring eyes, melted any resistance she might have felt due to fear. And it awakened even more of those… other… feelings. She found herself nodding before she could think better of it.

Ben smiled, a warm, genuine smile that made her heart flutter in her chest. And then, before she could protest or even prepare herself, he scooped her up in his arms as if she weighed nothing at all.

Spirit’s breath caught in her throat. She stiffened, unsure of how to react. Her body wanted to relax, to rest her head against his strong shoulder, to let herself melt into the warmth of his embrace—but her instinct-driven mind screamed at her to stay alert, to stay wary.

Why does this feel so good? she thought, bewildered by the new and confusing emotions coursing through her.

Running with the wild horses had always been her greatest joy, the only time her heart had raced like this. But now, being with him made her feel... something even greater. Free and safe at the same time, exhilarated and alive and at one with the world.

As Ben carried her toward the farmhouse, Spirit found herself watching his face. He glanced down at her occasionally, his eyes filled with a mixture of curiosity and something else. She saw the way he looked at her, like he was trying to figure her out, and every time he smiled at her, something inside her chest seemed to burst with warmth.

He feels it too, she realized, her pulse quickening. It wasn’t just her. There was something between them—something unspoken but undeniable.

When they reached the farmhouse, Ben gently set her down on the couch in the living room. She gaped around at the room, never having been inside a human’s home before. It was surprisingly well-worn and comfortable, as if whoever had lived here before Ben had loved and cared for it very much.

“Put your feet up,” Ben instructed her with another smile. “Rest a bit while I gather some things.”

Spirit did as he asked, her body trembling slightly, not from fear but from the strange, unfamiliar feeling of wanting to stay here, with him, rather than running free.

She watched him as he retrieved a book and a pair of pliers from a tool belt he’d left draped over a chair. Ben flipped through the pages of the book as he knelt in front of her once again. He looked so focused, so intent on helping her, and it made her heart swell with gratitude.

As he worked on her hoof, gently prying the shard of metal loose, Ben started asking her questions. Strange, funny questions—questions that made her realize he didn’t fully understand where he was or what it meant that he was ascended.

Spirit bit her lip, shy but wanting to help. “This world... Faerowilde...” she began, her voice soft and hesitant. “It’s not like where you came from, is it?”

Ben looked up at her, raising an eyebrow. “Not even close.”

She smiled faintly, relieved that he wasn’t pushing her too hard. “I’m not used to your kind… humans… being so nice and caring. That’s why I ran from you before. Demi-beasts, like me, have been… hunted, captured, and enslaved by humans for centuries.”

Ben’s expression darkened, his eyes narrowing with concern. “Enslaved?”

Spirit nodded, feeling a chill run through her at the thought of it. “There was a war, once, long ago… between our races. Back when humans and demi-beasts had magic of equal measure. The humans won the war, but… they lost their connection to magic somehow. They lost their ability to ascend. The demi-beasts who survived have been rounded up and captured so that humans can use our magic for themselves.”

“Ascended…” Ben said with a frown. “You mean, the way the system talks to me? That doesn’t happen for other humans in this world?”

“Not for a thousand years at least,” she said. “Some humans from that time—those who did not participate in the war—maintained their ascension—but they have since become reclusive wise men, hermits, and ascetics who have withdrawn from the world of men in protest.”

“You speak as if they are still alive,” Ben said, his brows furrowing.

“Of course,” Spirit said with a smile. “For the ascended, age is nothing but a number. Most demi-beasts you meet will be hundreds of years old, and many come from before the war. Most actually, since so few male demi-beasts survived the war there were not many new demi-beasts born in the aftermath. I was a child during that time, so I do not remember it clearly.”

Ben shook his head in disbelief. “And what have you been doing for a thousand years, looking like you’re not a day over twenty?”

“Running,” Spirit answered truthfully. “I run with the wild horses, helping to keep the herds healthy even as the lands of men encroach on all sides. The fields around your farm are some of the only free wild lands left in Faerowilde, you know.”

Ben paused, the tension in his face softening, but his gaze remained intense. It looked as if he were working through some deep thoughts, and Spirit was about to ask what he was thinking about when he interrupted with a question of his own. “What caused the war?”

Spirit shifted nervously, tucking a lock of her pink hair behind one of her ivory ears. “The world used to be different then. Demi-beasts and mankind were equals once, partners. We’ve always harvested mana in different ways, though. Humans did so through hard labor—difficult physical training for warriors, healing the sick and injured for clerics, working the land for rangers and druids. Demi-Beasts are Guardians of the natural world. We harvest mana through our protection of the plants and animals under our care. Back then, humans and demi-beasts cared for the land, and its people together, helping to keep everything alive. But then... the humans wanted more.”

Ben’s hands stilled as he listened, and Spirit became aware of the warmth of his hands on her skin.

“That sounds a lot like the humans from my world,” he said dryly.

“Your world?” Spirit drew her brows together, not understanding him. “What do you mean?”

Ben chuckled, a warm, deep sound that sent chills of pleasure through Spirit’s body. “I’m not from this place,” he answered her earnestly. “I thought that might be obvious, given how little I know about… everything, really. I have been working under the assumption that I died and this is my afterlife, though I know that probably sounds crazy.”

Spirit sucked in a breath, watching him carefully. It did not seem that he was joking, but she didn’t have much experience with humans, and certainly not human men. It was difficult to tell.

“There have been travelers from other worlds before,” she said, finally. “But it is very rare. The only other traveler I’ve heard of is the Faerowilde Vizier, an ancient wizard who has been alive since before the war. He is one of the ascetics I mentioned earlier. Probably the most powerful ascended being in this world.”

“The old guy with the pointy hat?” Ben asked. “The one on your coins?”

Spirit nodded. “Yes, he’s thought very highly of, though I don’t know anyone who has actually met him. Certainly not since the war.”

“And people like me have hunted people like you for all this time?” Ben asked, his voice hardening in a way that made Spirit frightened for a moment. Then he added, “I’m sorry, it just makes me so angry to think about.”

“They wanted complete control,” Spirit whispered, her voice trembling slightly. “They wanted to harness our power for themselves, to break the bonds of our partnership. We fought to maintain our freedom, but there were so many more humans who had ascended into warrior classes that we never stood a chance. Most of the male demi-beasts were... killed. And those of us who survived... the females... we were taken. Captured and forced to serve human masters. For hundreds of years afterward, any male demi-beast that was found was killed instantly. It has been a very long time since I’ve heard of any existing. The demi-beast population is dwindling, as many of those in captivity die of mana-drain or despair.”

Ben frowned deeply, the muscles in his jaw tightening. “You said female demi-beasts are forced to serve? How?”

Spirit looked away, unable to meet his eyes. “They use machines. Special devices that suppress our magic, prevent us from using our powers unless we’re told to. It makes us... weak and lethargic. They use us to tend to their animals, their crops, their lands, which would die without our help. Once caught, most are never free again.”

Ben sat back on his heels, processing her words. He rubbed a hand over his face, as if the implications were too horrifying for him to contemplate. “But... you’re free, aren’t you? You haven’t been enslaved?”

“No,” Spirit said quickly, shaking her head. “I’ve stayed hidden. The lands around us…

“Lucky Nickel Acres?” Ben asked. “There are thirty-six square miles around this farmhouse.”

“Yes,” Spirit said with a sudden smile. “It’s always been a safe place for demi-beasts. No one could buy it or develop it because of the deed, the system would not allow it. We call them the Last Free Lands. But… that’s why I was so surprised to find you here. I don’t think there’s ever been anyone in this house since before the war.”

“I have the deed,” Ben said, a bit stunned. “The system recognizes me as the owner of your free lands.”

Spirit felt her heart lurch and she sat up straight, forgetting about her sore hoof in a flash of panic. “We need them,” she gasped. “You can’t take them from us. You can’t—”

Ben put up a hand to calm her. “They will remain free lands for as long as I own them, I promise you. I only need a bit of farmland close to the house. I have no wish to displace any of you, Spirit. Please believe me. In fact, I will do everything in my power to protect your kind. I think… I think that’s why I was brought here, though I can’t explain to you why. Not yet, anyway.” Ben looked thoughtful for a moment. “Only… I do have one question.”

“What?” Spirit felt worry rushing through her body like a river after a storm.

“If no one has lived in this house for a thousand years, does that just mean I made biscuits with butter and flour that belonged in a museum?”

Spirit burst out laughing, relief replacing her fear. “Oh, no. The system has ways of preserving places and things indefinitely—the same way it does people, once the magic is flowing through them. I’m sure your biscuits were perfectly safe.”

“They tasted okay,” Ben said with a grimace. “The eggs on the other hand…”

Spirit watched him as he went back to inspecting her hoof, checking his little book for reference. Using the plier, he pinched the metal and braced a hand against her ankle.

“Are you ready?” he asked. “I hope it won’t hurt, but I’m not an expert or anything.”

“I trust you,” Spirit said with a small smile. “Even if it does hurt for a moment, it will be able to heal once the thorn is removed, right?”

“I think it’s more a nail than a thorn,” Ben said, “but the theory is sound. On three, all right? One, two, …. Three!”

He yanked hard, and Spirit felt an uncomfortable pressure in the bottom of her hoof, along with a flash of pain. But that quickly subsided, and relief took its place.

“Much better,” she sighed. “Thank you, Ben.”

“Glad to help,” he said with another of his warm smiles. “I hope you don’t mind sharing your lands with me. I mean it when I say I want to help.”

“I believe you,” she said. “And I’m glad you’re here. I think… we need your help more than ever, these days.”

Ben held the piece of bent, bloodied metal in his hand, frowning at it in concern. “What do you mean?”

Spirit bit her lip, unsure if what she was going to say might scare him away. But he looked so strong and calm that she had to believe she was right.

“Ben,” she said, taking his hand in hers. “You might be the only one who can protect us.”
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Ben felt a tug in his heart at the pony-girl’s earnest plea. “Of course I’ll help you. All of you. Once you’re well again, you can spread the word. I’m not going to let some racist jerks force you to live in fear, Spirit.”

“The land barons will come for you if you become known as a beast sympathizer,” she warned. “And they’ll come for us, too.”

“Over my dead body,” Ben said, his outrage at the idea hardening like steel in his chest. “I’ll do everything in my power to protect you, and to create a safe haven for your kind.”

Ben could see the relief in Spirit’s face as the tension slowly left her body, and she reached out to squeeze his arm. “You’re very brave, Ben. But I don’t want you to put yourself in danger. We’ll spread the word, but let’s keep Lucky Nickel Acres a secret for now. At least until you’ve leveled enough that you can build some real fortifications. The system prevents others from developing your land, and it will keep unauthorized people out of your house. But you must develop your land to a certain point before you can use the system to keep trespassers out.”

“What kind of developments?” Ben asked, suddenly intrigued by the idea that he could protect Spirit and her companions by working his land. “Like gardens and crops?”

Spirit shrugged, biting her lip. “I’m afraid I don’t know that much about it. You might have to ask the magistrate in town. It’s probably similar to how the land barons establish private property boundaries. I believe there are certain requirements, like belonging to a guild, having a certain percentage of cultivated land, and producing certain qualities of produce. Of course, the land barons can bypass all of these rules by paying off the magistrate.”

“Naturally,” Ben said with a grimace, thinking of how easily people like Brock Westin paved the way to success by paying someone to do it for them.

“But they only have human laws to protect them,” Spirit said, a twinkling forming in her bright blue eyes. “As a cultivator, if you legitimately meet the system’s requirements to establish a stronghold, it will protect your rights even when you are not there.”

Ben tapped his finger on his chin as he considered this, wondering if his handbook might have some of those details outlined. He reached down to pick it up off the ground, where he’d thrown it after reading about hoof-care for demi-beasts. It had helped him treat Spirit’s injury, so maybe it would help him again?

He flipped through the introduction—while he still needed to sit down and read the thing cover to cover, that kind of information should be right up front, and if he scanned the headers…

“Here!” he said, pointing excitedly at the page. “Essential Steps for Successful Demi-Beast Husbandry… To keep your land safe from pilferers, poachers, and other nere-do-wells, it is essential to establish safe-havens protected by the system. Homesteads, Farmsteads, Grangeholds and Greenholds are the most secure way of protecting your precious demi-beasts, their flocks and food sources.”

As he read the information in the book, his HUD activated to add the information to something called his Quest Log:

Homestead

A Homestead is a house and garden area recognized as a registered safe-haven by the system. It is protected from uninvited outsiders, requiring only a valid deed of ownership to prevent unauthorized entry. The system ensures that the homestead remains a sanctuary for its owner, offering a place of rest and safety within the boundaries of the property.

Requirements: Deed of Ownership [Status: Complete]

Farmstead

A Farmstead extends the protection of the system to the entire fenced farmyard, including animal enclosures and a small patch of grazing pasture. It is recognized as a registered safe-haven, offering sanctuary to its owner and livestock. To qualify, all outbuildings, fences, and animal enclosures must meet at least Fair Quality, and a valid deed of ownership is required to activate protection. The system guards the farmstead, keeping trespassers at bay while ensuring the safety of its inhabitants and animals.

Requirements: Deed of Ownership [Status: Complete], Farmstead Repairs [Status: In Progress]

Grangehold

A Grangehold registers cultivated lands as a system-recognized safe-haven. This designation offers protection to all sections of farmland, provided that each crop section produces at Fair Quality or higher. A valid deed of ownership is required for activation, and the system ensures that the grangehold remains free from interference by outsiders. The system protects the grangehold as long as cultivation standards are maintained, offering a refuge for the owner and their crops.

Requirements: Deed of Ownership [Status: Complete], Farmstead Repairs [Status: In Progress], Crop Quality [Status: Incomplete]

Greenhold

A Greenhold designates wild, uncultivated lands as a system-registered safe-haven. This protected area includes forests, meadows, and natural habitats, safeguarding wildlife and flora within its boundaries. A valid deed of ownership is required to establish the greenhold, and the local animal populations in each designated area must maintain a population health of Fair Quality or higher. The system shields the greenhold from unwanted trespassers, preserving the balance between nature and its owner.

Requirements: Deed of Ownership [Status: Complete], Farmstead Repairs [Status: In Progress], Crop Quality [Status: Incomplete], Wild Animal Health [Status: Incomplete]

“This is amazing,” Ben whispered as he scanned the detailed descriptions. “It sounds like I can expand the safe-haven status of the house and farmstead just by doing all the repairs around here that I planned to do anyway. And as I add crops and increase the quality of my yields, I’ll be able to add more land to the system’s protection. I’ll need the help of your demi-beast friends to get the Greenhold areas established. The only problem is… I’m just one guy—and even with this system-enhanced body, it’s going to take me a long time to get all of this done on my own.”

Spirit’s eyes glimmered as she shifted toward him on the sofa until she was almost climbing in to his lap. “I’ll help you,” she gushed. “And I know my friends will help, too. As soon as I’m well enough to get out there, I’ll start spreading the word, Ben. You can count on me! Oh, I’m so excited! You have no idea what this means!”

She didn’t have to tell Ben how excited she was. He could feel it, her entire body warm and trembling, as she pressed her chest against his and wrapped him in a delicious hug.

It was in that moment that Ben realized he still wasn’t wearing a shirt, because his bare skin came alive at her touch, tingling with pleasure.

Even if she hadn’t offered to help him, that hug would have been payment enough for Ben. It felt so incredible to be embraced by the stunning demi-beast girl that he nearly forgot to hug her back.

But it would be foolish to miss out on that opportunity, and his body won out over his twisting thoughts, as he embraced her instinctively. Wrapping his strong arms around her slender shoulders to return the hug gave him such a strong protective urge that he suddenly wished she wouldn’t have to leave—not even for a little while—because he wanted to be able to hug her like that every day for the rest of his life.

She seemed to feel the same way, too, the way she leaned against him, melting into his arms like candy softening in the sun. The sweet, floral scent of her hair tickled his nose as he inhaled deeply, wanting to remember this moment in perfect detail.

Finally, though, he broke away, giving an awkward chuckle. “Okay, well. Let’s have another look at that foot of yours, okay?”

Spirit pulled back reluctantly, biting her lip as she looked up at him with her wide blue eyes. Her ivory ears flickered, and he had the strongest urge to pet them. But he didn’t, not yet knowing if that would be a breach of etiquette. He didn’t want to risk messing up their growing bond now that things were going so well.

Spirit leaned back and lifted her hoof into his lap so that he could inspect it again. Ben frowned. The area around the wound was still inflamed and tender. Spirit winced as she shifted, clearly in pain.

“As exciting as our plans are, you shouldn’t try to walk on that any time soon,” Ben said, his voice firm but gentle. “A few days, at least. With the wound still open, I’d worry about infection.”

Spirit sighed. “You’re probably right. But I really don’t want to impose when you’ve been so kind.”

“Impose, are you kidding?” he grinned at her. “I’m looking forward to it. In fact, I’m already thinking of what to make you for lunch. And I should probably put a shirt on, I guess.”

“Oh!” Spirit blushed, her bright blue eyes suddenly looking away. “You don’t have to do that for my sake. I think you look… very nice.”

Ben swallowed hard, trying not to read too much into her statement. But his mind still thrilled at her words.

“So… What do you think?” he asked, avoiding any more talk of clothing. “Are you hungry?”

Spirit looked at him, her blue eyes soft with gratitude, as she nodded happily. Ben stood self-consciously, feeling her gaze on him as he did so, and headed toward the kitchen.

“I’ll apologize in advance,” Ben called over his shoulder. “I don’t have much in the way of food, but I can make either pancakes or biscuits with jam. Your choice.”

Fortunately, in reading the pony-girl section—or Equistar, as the book called them—Ben had discovered that most demi-beasts had human digestive systems and could eat any foods that humans did, though some had preferences for meat or vegetables depending on their animal affinity. So, he knew he could offer her something she could digest, even if it wasn’t her favorite food.

But he kind of hoped she’d like what he made, rather than just tolerate it. He had the strongest urge to take care of the pretty girl, especially with her being injured.

Spirit’s ears perked up slightly, a small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “Pancakes,” she said, her voice light. “I’ve had them once, and I loved them!”

Ben smiled to himself, pleased at this news, as he grabbed the ingredients he’d need and fussed with the woodstove to get the coals burning again. The recipe didn’t take long to prepare once the heat was on, and pancakes announced the beginning of the cooking period with a poof as the ingredients disappeared.

The familiar timer popped up in the center of his HUD and began counting down five minutes.

As he waited, Ben could feel Spirit watching him from the couch—she had a clear view into the kitchen from where she sat—and he became even more aware of the fact that he was half naked. He wondered what she thought of his new body. If it was ‘normal’ for everyone in Faerowilde to be as impossibly gorgeous as she was, she might not be too impressed. But her eyes were definitely lingering on his chest, arms, and abs as he moved… much more than he thought they would if she wasn’t interested.

That thought made Ben’s heart thump eagerly, and he felt a prickle of sweat on the back of his neck.

Not knowing what to say, he lifted the cookbook and said, “I’m glad I have this, because apparently I can’t even fry an egg without annoying the system if I don’t have a recipe.”

“Is that your cookbook?” she asked, her ears perking curiously. “May I see it?

“Sure.” He brought the book to her on the couch. “But there isn’t much to see. I don’t even have most of these ingredients anyway. That’s why pancakes and biscuits are the only option.”

Spirit took it carefully, her fingers tracing the worn cover before she opened it, her eyes widening as she flipped through the pages.

“This is a very valuable item,” she murmured, more to herself than to him.

Ben raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

She looked up at him, her expression serious. “Most humans... since they’re not ascended, they have to cook the old-fashioned way. They can’t use the system’s magic to perform skills like you can. The downside for you is that once you ascend, you have to do things the system’s way, even if you used to be able to do them without magic. But with a cookbook like this, that itemizes the ingredients and equipment, you’ll waste fewer ingredients on failed recipes. It’s a rare thing, especially for someone just starting to level their cooking skill.”

Ben grinned, pleased by the news. He’d thought the cookbook was just that, a cookbook. But it was fortunate that his mother’s recipes had traveled with him to this strange new world. The fact that the book had adapted, like the demi-beast handbook, made its presence feel more purposeful than a mere accident.

Just as he felt his own presence in Faerowilde was no accident.

There was a mystery to solve here, but he wasn’t sure yet how all these pieces fit. But Ben was determined to unravel it in time.

Spirit flipped through the book with a thoughtful look, and Ben went back to wait for the timer to finish.

“Why don’t you pick out some recipes you like?” Ben suggested, glancing at the pretty pony-girl as she pored over the book. “I’ll head into town later and buy the ingredients. That way, I can be a proper host while you’re here.”

Spirit looked up at him, her cheeks flushing slightly. “You really want me to stay?”

Ben smiled softly. “I’d feel better knowing you’re here and healing properly. Can’t have you running around on an injured foot, can I?”

Spirit seemed shy but pleased at the thought. She nodded, still flipping through the cookbook, her eyes occasionally darting toward Ben as he puttered around the kitchen gathering plates and utensils.

There was a quiet comfort between them, a sense of ease that surprised Ben. Despite the strangeness of the situation, talking to Spirit was easier than he would have imagined. The tension between them—friendly, but with an undercurrent of something more—hung in the air, unspoken but present.

When the pancakes finished cooking, there was a poof of glittering yellow smoke, just as there had been with the biscuits. Ben glanced around the living room, looking for something to use as a table. But there was nothing quite as suitable as the table in the kitchen. He could either move it, or…

“Ready to eat?” Ben asked, gesturing to the small table where he’d put their plates. “I’m calling them Homestead Pancakes, because this is the first meal I’ve ever served to someone in my system-official Homestead.”

He was surprised by a message on his HUD:

Recipe Updated: Homestead Pancakes

Increases healing speed by 10% for 12 hours after eating.

“Hey, even better!” he exclaimed. “Not only do I get to feed you, but these will help you get better soon. I hope you’re hungry!”

“Yes, thank you.” Spirit smiled warmly. Then her lip curled mischievously. “But you told me not to get up. I wouldn’t want to be a badly behaved patient… not if I want to stay for a while…”

Ben’s heart thumped in his chest. That was exactly the opening he was hoping for.

“Mind if I carry you to your seat?” he asked, his mind still reeling from the fact that she’d said she wanted to stay with him for a while. In his house… the implications were distracting to say the least.

“Yes, please,” Spirit said, reaching her hands up as he crossed the room for him. “I’ve been admiring those arms of yours while you were in the kitchen, Ben. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen a man so strong.”

Well, that answered his earlier question, Ben thought, as he bent to sweep the pink-haired pony girl into his arms. He didn’t know what to say, so he just carried her across the room, taking detailed note of how nice her body felt pressed against his.

The smell of freshly cooked pancakes filled the air as Ben set Spirit in her chair before a plate heaped with pancakes and jewel-bright jam preserves. “Oh, this looks heavenly,” she gushed, licking her lips as her eyes sparkled with delight.

They sat across from each other, the table cozy and informal, and Ben couldn’t help but feel how surreal it was to be sharing a meal with such a beautiful woman—never mind the fact that she was a demi-beast. And she had been flirting with him. Ben might be a little out of practice with the ladies, but even he could recognize that.

He was a bit worried about how to continue, but with the stack of pancakes in front of her, Spirit seemed to forget all about her flirting efforts. She dug into her plate like she hadn’t eaten a meal in her life, stuffing her cheeks until they rounded out like a chipmunk’s, her eyes rolling back in her head with delight.

“I take it they’re okay?” Ben asked with a chuckle, pleased to see his meal so well received. “I’m not exactly the best chef, I know,”

“Mmmmm,” she managed, through her rounded cheeks. “Thooooo goof!”

He grinned, and took a bite of his own. The flavor of the pancakes and the jam were perfect together, and while he thought Spirit’s reaction was a little over the top, he had to admit they were the best pancakes he’d ever made.

Thanks, system, he thought as he chewed, enjoying himself watching Spirit savor the flavor experience. I owe you one.

Once she’d gotten through half her stack, Spirit leaned back in her chair with a sigh, cupping her belly with both hands.

“Finished already?” Ben asked.

“Just taking a breather,” she said, smiling brightly. Then she added, “When did you say you’re planning to go into town?”

“Today, I hoped,” Ben said between bites. “Assuming it’s relatively nearby. I’ve got to stock up on a few things. The pantry’s not exactly overflowing, and I need to be better prepared if you’re going to be staying with me. I want to take good care of my very first guest at Lucky Nickel Acres, after all. Especially if I want you to speak highly of me to your friends.”

He added a wink to signal that he was joking, but it was partially true. He did want Spirit to speak highly of him. In fact, he wanted much more than that… but he was going to take it one step at a time.

Spirit smiled softly at his thoughtfulness. “Grimsby is the closest town—about an hour’s walk from here. There’s plenty of time if you want to go today.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. “That close, huh?”

Spirit nodded. “Yes, but... you should be careful who you talk to when you’re there.” Her tone remained casual, but Ben caught the hint of seriousness in her voice. “The general store is run by my friend, Alicia. You can trust her. She knows about... me, and the others. If you need to tell someone I’m here, tell her. But no one else.”

Ben tilted his head slightly, noticing the shift in Spirit’s demeanor. “If you trust her, I trust her. But what makes Alicia different, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“She’s... a beast sympathizer,” Spirit explained, her voice softening. “That’s a derogatory term for humans who sympathize with the demi-beast cause. Normally people are pilloried for that kind of thing in these parts, but Alicia is one of the few humans who openly can supports us, because her father, Horace Steelwright, is wealthy and powerful. He’s the magistrate of Grimsby, so she’s somewhat protected. But even so, being too open about it is dangerous. I worry about her sometimes.”

Ben leaned back, considering her words. “Good to know. She sounds like a good person if she’s willing to risk her status to speak up for you, though.”

Spirit nodded. “The land and industry barons control most of the economy around here. Their influence stretches all the way from Grimsby to Cinderfell, the big city. They own most of the farms and factories. They don’t care about people like us—humans or demi-beasts. They only care about wealth and power. And the only way we stand even the smallest chance against them is because occasionally someone like Alicia will stick their necks out on our behalf. She’s negotiated freedom for three demi-beasts already, ones who now live on your land in hiding.”

“The more I hear about these barons the less I like them,” Ben muttered, thinking back to his old world. “And I didn’t like them much to start with.”

“They’ve made life hard for people in Grimsby,” Spirit continued. “Not just the demi-beasts they enslave, but the peasants and laborers too. It’s tough to make a living when you’re competing against such wealthy estates. Most of the shops in Grimsby are run by regular folks, but they barely scrape by. The barons control the prices and taxes, so it’s hard for anyone to get ahead. Alicia’s store is one of the few places left where people can still trade or buy what they need without being completely gouged, and that’s only because she sells at a loss, and makes up the difference from the allowance her father gives her.”

Ben let out a low whistle. “Sounds rough. But I’m even more impressed by your friend.”

“It is rough, and Alicia is wonderful,” Spirit said quietly, her eyes downcast, the stack of pancakes forgotten. “I know you have to go to town… it’s unavoidable, really. But… it’s important to be careful. The barons have eyes everywhere. If they find out a demi-beast is here, they’ll come after me. And if they find out you’re ascended... they’ll come after you, too.”

Ben’s brow furrowed at the mention of his ascended status. He hadn’t really considered how badly normal humans might take a magical human in their midst. But it was probably a good idea to play the country bumpkin until he had a better idea of the lay of the land.

“Thanks for the heads-up,” Ben said. “I’ll make sure to follow your instructions, Spirit. I won’t risk anyone finding out about you.”

Spirit gave him a small smile, visibly relieved. “I know it sounds like a lot, but Grimsby’s not all bad. There are good people there—shopkeepers, farmers. Most of them just want to get by without causing trouble.”

Ben nodded, grateful for the information. “So, where do I find this general store of Alicia’s?”

Spirit gestured vaguely. “It’s in the center of town, I think.” Then she blushed. “I… I don’t actually know. I’ve never been there. Alicia comes out to the meadows when she wants to see me. But I bet if you just look for the big sign with her name on it, she’ll be there!”

“Thanks,” Ben chuckled. “No worries, you’ve already been a lot of help. It sounds like Alicia’s General Store is the place I need to get to. Now… are you going to finish those pancakes or do I have to do it for you?”

Spirit snatched her fork up off the table and quickly started shoveling more jam-covered pieces into her mouth. “Dome choo dare!” she said through stuffed cheeks, causing Ben to laugh out loud.

As Spirit finished her meal, Ben pushed his chair back and stretched. “I’ll head out after I clean up a bit around here. Got some yard work to do, but that can wait until tomorrow. I’d like to get out of here in time to get to Grimsby and back before supper.”

Spirit swallowed her last big mouthful, a smudge of jam on the corner of her lip, and pushed her plate away with a satisfied smile.

As he came to take her plate, she looked up at him, her expression turning serious again. “Ben... take something with you when you go. A weapon.”

Ben blinked. “A weapon? Why?”

“There can be monsters on the road,” Spirit said quietly. “And sometimes bandits. The roads can be dangerous, especially if you’re traveling alone. And even more so if you travel at night. It’s always best to be prepared.”

Ben frowned, surprised by the warning. He’d been wondering about the presence of monsters in this world, and now he had his answer. At least, in part.

“Monsters, huh?” he said. “What kind of monsters are we talking about?”

Spirit shrugged slightly, her gaze distant. “It depends. Some are small, like wild animals. Others... not so much. Usually, it’s safer around the towns. The guards take care of anything that becomes a nuisance. But I wouldn’t like for you to be surprised.”

Ben rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Well, I don’t have much in the way of weapons right now. Guess I’ll have to add that to my shopping list.”

Spirit nodded, her worry evident. “Just... be careful.”

Ben smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back before dark. Now why don’t you show me which recipes you’ve decided on, so I can add those ingredients to my list as well.”

Despite the fact that the pony-girl had eaten enough pancakes to give herself a round little belly, Spirit perked up at the idea of more food.

“I’d love to, Ben,” she said with another mischievous grin. “But you’ll have to carry me back to the couch first. And I’m afraid I’ll be twice as heavy this time now that I’m so full of pancakes and jam!”

“Somehow,” Ben said, stooping to lift the beautiful girl into his arms again. “I think I just might manage…”

She giggled as he carried her back into the living room, his heart feeling lighter than it ever had. He really had died and gone to heaven, land barons and monsters be damned.
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Grimsby


Ben set out down the winding road that led away from Lucky Nickel Acres, feeling a mix of curiosity and unease. Spirit had warned him about the dangers, but what weighed more heavily on his mind was the picture she’d painted of Grimsby—a town barely scraping by under the control of industrialist land barons and their oppressive grip.

He wasn’t exactly sure what to expect, or how he was going to deal with it, but he was about to find out one way or another.

As Ben walked along the dirt two-track road he slowly began to notice the land around him changing.

The lush greenery of his farm’s rolling pastures had given way to something far less inviting. The hills flattened, and after a time, the fields around him became grimy and industrial, more like the factories from his old world than the pastoral landscape he’d expected. Smoke-belching machines churned up the earth, their mechanical whirs and clanks filling the air as they tore through the land.

Ben stopped for a moment, his brow furrowing as he watched the machines. Massive, clunky things—hulking monstrosities rolling over the dirt, operated by skinny peasants and malnourished oxen that strained against their harnesses.

“Jesus...” Ben muttered under his breath, his eyes narrowing. He couldn’t help but feel a deep sense of disgust at the sight.

This wasn’t farming.

This was something else, something brutal and unnatural.

It was the kind of soulless work that only benefited the rich while leaving everyone else behind. The stark contrast between this and the idyllic peace of Lucky Nickel Acres made his little farm feel like a slice of paradise in a world that had forgotten the purpose of food was to nourish people rather than pocket books.

As he continued walking, the scene only grew more dire. The so-called “farms” were all vast, mechanized operations, worked by scrawny laborers who looked like they hadn’t had a decent meal in weeks.

The land looked dead, churned into submission by the machines, with no trace of life or beauty. And the people working the land looked nearly dead as well.

Ben shook his head, muttering to himself. “I can’t even believe this is the same world... It’s disgusting! And the smell…”

Ben nearly gagged at the whiff of burning garbage, animal waste, and putrefying vegetable matter hit him in a wave. He couldn’t understand how these land barons were managing to harvest enough quality food from their ravaged crops to justify the expense of such massive operations.

By the time he reached the outskirts of Grimsby, the weight of the industrial world around him felt almost suffocating. But the town itself wasn’t much better.

It sprawled out before him in a sad, haphazard fashion—mostly run-down hovels that looked like they could barely stand up to a stiff breeze. The dirt road, two rutted tracks in the reddish earth, narrowed into a cobbled street where a wooden gate in a stone wall, watched over by a pair of grim-faced guards, marked the town’s boundary.

Ben walked up to the gate, the guards barely acknowledging his presence until one of them spoke up.

“Gates close in three hours,” the guard said in a flat tone, not even looking up from his post. “Don’t recommend being on the roads after dark. Monsters’ve been sighted.”

Ben nodded, filing the warning away. “Thanks. Can you point me to the general store?”

The guard gave him a quick glance and jerked his thumb toward the center of town. “Alicia’s place. Big sign. You’ll see it.”

Ben thanked the guard and made his way through the gate, his eyes sweeping over the town as he walked. Grimsby was even rougher than he’d imagined. Most of the buildings were shabby, patched together with whatever materials people could find. Smoke lingered in the air, the smell of coal and dirt clinging to everything. It was as if the life had been drained from the town, leaving only the barest shell of what once had been.

Spirit wasn’t kidding... Ben thought to himself. This place is struggling.

He moved through the narrow streets, passing by a few tired-looking residents who didn’t seem to have much interest in the newcomer. Most of them were focused on their own business, moving quickly as if they had somewhere they needed to be, but none of them looked happy about it.

As he walked, Ben’s mind drifted back to Spirit’s warning. He’d seen enough by now to know she was right. This wasn’t a place where you wanted to stand out. The land barons’ influence was everywhere, even in the way people walked—heads down, shoulders hunched, as if they were carrying the weight of the world on their backs. People didn’t get to look like that unless they were used to being beaten down, mentally, emotionally, and physically.

His gaze wandered to the horizon, where he could just make out the distant haze of smoke rising from the city of Cinderfell. The seat of power. According to his brief questioning of Spirit on the subject, that was where the real control lay, where the land barons and industry magnates pulled the strings. And yet, here in Grimsby, less than a day away, the town was barely holding on.

So much was wrong with this picture, Ben didn’t know where to start. But as much as he wanted to fix what ailed his new world, he knew the only reasonable way to do that was to take his time, get the lay of the land, and then take small steps toward change. He couldn’t expect to change a thousand years’ worth of bad blood between humans and demi-beasts overnight. But for Spirit’s sake, he was damned certain he was going to get that ball rolling.

Ben shook the thought from his head as he spotted the sign for Alicia’s general store up ahead. Focus on the now, Nickels. Supplies first. Saving the world… sometime.

As he walked up to the store, he couldn’t help but think about Spirit’s warning once more—about the monsters, the bandits, and the dangers that lay just beyond the relative safety of Grimsby.

Probably should’ve brought a weapon... Ben thought, suddenly concerned about his trip home. Even my trusty hoe would have been better than nothing. I don’t know if I’ll be able to afford a weapon, or if they’ll have one in stock.

He pushed open the door to the general store, the scent of wood and herbs wafting over him as he stepped inside. It was a stark contrast to the world outside—warm, welcoming, and surprisingly well-stocked for such a small, struggling town.

Ben took a deep breath, glancing around, feeling like he’d just crossed into a different world. But the weight of what he’d seen on his walk stayed with him.

This place needs more than just supplies... it needs hope.

He had hoped for a little more than the bleakness of Grimsby when he stepped inside, but what he saw made his stomach sink. While there seemed to be lots of “General Goods” in the General Goods store, the food selection was painfully lacking.

The shelves were lined with wilted produce that barely clung to life. Shriveled carrots dangled in baskets like withered fingers, their tops long dead. Lettuce leaves curled up on themselves like they were trying to escape, their edges browned and decaying. Potatoes lay in burlap sacks, more eye than flesh, sprouting roots that looked like they were planning to crawl away on their own.

Well, no wonder everyone looks half-starved around here, Ben thought wryly, his eyes scanning the shelves.

He walked toward the small counter in the back of the store, where a few slabs of meat sat on display. He leaned closer, and immediately regretted it. The greenish tinge on the edges of the steaks was unmistakable, and the smell—he had to hold back a grimace.

Is that even still meat? he wondered, resisting the urge to poke it with a finger just to make sure it wouldn’t jump up and run away.

His frustration mounted as he glanced at the price tags. Twenty-five silver for a bag of shriveled carrots? And a full gold piece for that... whatever it was behind the counter.

Ben’s jaw tightened.

With just over five gold in his pocket, this wasn’t looking good. He was beginning to lose hope that he’d be able to afford anything he actually needed. Lucky Nickel Acres might have spared him the industrial blight, but it hadn’t spared him from Grimsby’s scarcity problem.

As he stood there, staring at the sad state of the shop, he heard the soft creak of a door opening. A woman with long auburn hair and striking green eyes stepped out from a back room, her face brightening as she caught sight of him.

“Welcome!” she greeted warmly, her voice low and husky, worn with use. There was something in her tone that instantly made Ben feel at ease, despite the dismal surroundings. She approached with a friendly smile, but her eyes flickered briefly over the shelves and produce, and a hint of embarrassment crossed her freckled face.

“You must be new around here,” she said, her green eyes sparkling as she studied him. “I can tell by the look on your face. I’m Alicia.”

Ben nodded, offering a polite smile, though his thoughts still lingered on the state of the goods. “Nice to meet you,” he said. “My name is Ben. And yeah... I’m not from these parts. Guess it shows, huh?”

“No mistaking that look of defeat and disappointment,” Alicia chuckled, though the sound was tinged with a bit of awkwardness. “I can spot it a mile away. Here in Grimsby, we’re used to it. But I do wish it wasn’t this way. I’m sorry about the state of things.”

“Has it always been like this?” Ben asked, troubled by the thought of children having to subsist on such meager rations.

“No, not always,” she said, casting a glance at the sad display of food. “But the best stuff... well, it all goes to the capital. Lately, there hasn’t been much left over for the rest of us. Whenever the price of produce goes up in the big city, the land barons prioritize those sales over what I can pay. I do try, though. I offer as much as I can and still get enough food for those who shop here.”

Her voice dropped slightly as she said it, a tinge of guilt in her tone. Ben could tell she was used to explaining this to people, but the way her shoulders slumped slightly made him think she didn’t enjoy doing so.

Ben raised an eyebrow but decided not to press.

She seemed earnest enough, and it wasn’t her fault the town was struggling. Though he had to admit she looked better fed than her customers. Ben was sure the magistrate and his family didn’t suffer quite as much as the working classes. Though he could hardly blame Alicia for not starving herself in protest. Not when she was doing as much as she was.

Still, his frustration bubbled under the surface.

What am I supposed to do with this? he thought, eyeing the withered carrots again. But the look on Alicia’s face kept him from saying anything out loud.

Instead, he gave a half-smile and shrugged. “No need to apologize. I get it. Tough times for everyone, right?”

Alicia’s lips flattened into an almost-smile, though her eyes remained a little sad. “Yeah... something like that.”

Ben shifted his weight, glancing around the store once more. His list of needed supplies suddenly felt far more ambitious than realistic. Alicia watched him carefully, clearly curious about the new face in town.

“I guess I’ll just start by saying...” Ben began, scratching the back of his neck as he took in the exorbitant prices again, “I had a bit of a long shopping list in mind, but... after seeing the prices, I’m not sure I can afford even half of it.”

Alicia bit her lip slightly in concern, but her curiosity only seemed to grow. “What are you looking for? Maybe I can help.”

She leaned on the counter, ready to listen, exposing an impressive landscape of creamy white cleavage with a smattering of freckles dotting the pale mounds of her breasts.

While it certainly helped his view, her posture and eagerness to help wasn’t going to help his coin purse, unfortunately.

Ben sighed, knowing full well how ridiculous it was going to sound. “All right, here goes. I need some boards and nails, maybe some paint for fixing up the farm. Then there’s the food side of things—a dozen eggs, some fruits, veggies, milk, cheese... sausage if you’ve got any,” he chuckled as he watched her eyes widen in surprise. “Let me guess, all you need for all that is my soul and my first-born child?”

Alicia blinked at him, her mouth hanging open for a split second before she caught herself. “You must not be from around here,” she said, her voice hushed with disbelief. “If you even thought to make a list like that.”

Ben chuckled softly, trying to lighten the mood. “Yeah, I’m starting to get that impression. Call me an optimist, I guess.”

Alicia’s interest clearly piqued, she leaned forward slightly, lowering her voice. “So, where are you from? Cinderfell, maybe? Or… I know… out east? You have the build of a sailor on the Saltsplash Sea.”

Ben noticed she was casting appreciative looks at his arms and chest—though he’d had the good sense to put his shirt back on before heading into town, it apparently wasn’t quite enough to hide his impressive new physique.

He didn’t think he’d ever get tired of the feeling of a beautiful woman casting surreptitious looks his way, even if he could only afford a few nails and a bunch of wilted carrots in this world.

Ben glanced around, noticing a couple of other customers milling about the store. He hesitated, remembering Spirit’s warning to be careful. His eyes shifted nervously before he shrugged off her question, not offering much detail.

“Nothing quite so exciting,” he said, keeping his voice casual, but not giving any more detail than that.

One man in particular, a small, greasy-looking fellow with long black hair and sunken eyes, seemed to be paying more attention to their conversation than the bag of flour whose label he’d been reading for the past five minutes. Considering there wasn’t more than a dozen words on the package, Ben thought the man was either illiterate or snooping. Since an illiterate wouldn’t bother trying to read the package at all, he had his answer.

Alicia’s curiosity only deepened as Ben hedged her question. She studied him closely, clearly not buying his vague response. She opened her mouth to press further but then paused, noticing the way his eyes darted toward the other people in the shop. Understanding seemed to dawn on her face, and she suddenly clapped her hands together with a bright smile.

“I have the perfect solution for you,” she said in a louder voice, pulling herself upright with an exaggerated flourish. “Why don’t you come take a look in the back? I might have exactly what you need.”

Ben could tell from the look in her eyes that she wanted to get him away from the prying eyes and ears of the other customers so she could grill him in private. He nodded, playing along with her little charade.

“Sounds good,” Ben said, keeping his tone light and casual. “Lead the way.”

Alicia motioned for him to follow, heading toward the back of the store with a quick glance over her shoulder. Ben followed her through the narrow hallway, past shelves stacked with dry goods and jars of pickled vegetables that looked only marginally better than the produce out front.

Once they reached the storage area in the back, Alicia pulled aside a beaded curtain and ushered Ben inside, then let the beads tinkle closed behind them. The air felt different back here—quieter, more private. There was a faint hint of spice in the air, coming from one of the burlap sacks next to Ben’s head.

Alicia turned to face him, her expression serious now, all traces of her earlier cheerfulness gone. She glowered at him, her green eyes blazing so fiercely that Ben took a step back and almost knocked the bag of spice off the shelf behind him.

“All right,” she said, crossing her arms. “Now that we’ve got some privacy... who are you, really? And what are you actually looking for?”

Ben shuffled aside, trying to give himself some breathing room from the surprisingly ferocious little woman. He leaned against a stack of crates, crossing his arms as he met Alicia’s gaze. Her question hung in the air, her tone sharp, as if she expected him to spin some kind of elaborate story.

“I told you already,” Ben said evenly, “I’m just looking for the stuff on my list. I didn’t realize it’d be so expensive, or that everything would be in such... rough shape. I’ve only got five gold, and I still need to find a weapon for the walk back home.”

Alicia’s brow furrowed.

“Five gold?” She shook her head. “That won’t get you far, not around here.”

“That’s the whole problem, isn’t it?” Ben said with a shrug. “I’ve told you the truth. But I don’t see any way around it. Until my crops come in, I’ve got nothing to sell. So I’ll just have to get as much as I can and hope there’s no trouble with my garden. Unless… I could do some work around here for you? Maybe earn a bit of cash to help pay down my tab?”

“Only people with recognized homesteads or farmsteads can open a tab,” Alicia said, shaking her head. “And most folks barely scrape by as it is. I’d be a fool to give you anything on credit when I don’t know you from the Vizier himself.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. “Well, that shouldn’t be a problem. I do have a homestead—Lucky Nickel Acres, just up the road.”

Alicia froze. Ben didn’t miss the way her eyes widened slightly at the mention of the name. It was subtle, but the sudden tension in her body was unmistakable. She uncrossed her arms slowly, watching him with a careful, measured look.

“Lucky Nickel Acres?” she repeated softly, as if testing the words on her tongue.

Ben nodded. “You know it?”

“You have the deed?” Alicia nearly hissed the word, her voice rising with excitement. “You aren’t lying to me?”

“I have the deed,” he said, grinning now, enjoying her surprise. “And a friend of mine, Spirit, said you were the one to see in this town. Said you’d get me the best price going.”

The name Spirit hung between them like a spark ready to ignite. Alicia’s face paled, her eyes flickering toward the curtain door even though they were safely tucked away in the back. Her lips pressed into a thin line, and she took a step closer to him, her voice dropping to a near whisper.

“We shouldn’t talk about this here,” she whispered, as if suddenly realizing that she’d been speaking far too loud. She glanced over her shoulder again. “Not now.”

Ben’s heart skipped a beat. He hadn’t expected such a strong reaction, but it was clear that the danger Spirit had hinted at was very real.

“I’m just telling you what she told me,” Ben said, keeping his voice steady. “She thought I could trust you.”

Alicia’s gaze narrowed, suspicion warring with a flicker of uncertainty. She took another step toward him, her voice barely audible now.

“If what you’re saying is true... if you really know Spirit, and you really do have the deed to Lucky Nickel Acres, then you must know you can’t mention this to anyone else in this town. And I mean anyone. You do not want this getting out, for her sake or for your own.”

Ben nodded, his throat tightening. “Understood. She told me the same thing.”

Before either of them could say more, a voice echoed through the door leading back to the shop. “Alicia! You still back there? I’ve got my stuff ready to check out!”

Ben stiffened, glancing at the door. Alicia’s eyes darted to the crates, and she waved her hand, gesturing for Ben to stay put.

“Give me just a minute!” she called back, her voice suddenly cheerful again. She shot Ben a warning glance before turning and hurrying back toward the front of the store.

Ben watched her go, his pulse quickening. Then he followed her through the curtain.

As he had feared, the greasy little man from before had come well into the back room while they were talking. Alicia quickly swept him through the door toward the front counter, feigning that nothing was wrong.

But there was something about the man’s voice that put him on edge, something slimy. The way the little weasel looked was bad enough, but the tone of his voice made Ben’s skin crawl.

Ben came forward to stand in the doorway, leaning against the wall and watching the man check out his purchases, making sure the man noticed him. If the little creep had overheard something he shouldn’t have, Ben wanted to let him know that he was committing his greasy face to memory.

The man began to sweat, and his gaze darted to Ben nervously, obviously picking up on the attempt at intimidation.

Ben listened carefully as Alicia completed the task, putting a couple of items into a paper bag. “Thanks for your patronage, Mr. Renfrew. Hope to see you again soon.”

Renfrew shifted awkwardly, as if torn between hurrying out of the store as fast as his skinny little legs could carry him and voicing some vile thought that was twisting in his mind. His lips curled. He looked vicious compared to Alicia’s friendly demeanor, almost feral. It was the look of a desperate man, willing to do desperate things to get by.

When the customer finally left, Alicia returned, her face tense.

“Oily little bugger,” she muttered under her breath. “Always snooping where he doesn’t belong.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. “Seemed like he was paying a lot of attention to me.”

Alicia sighed.

“He’s always nosy. I’d say not to worry about him, since you could probably break him like a twig.” Then she muttered hurriedly under her breath, glancing over her shoulder to ensure no other customers were nearby. “But men like Renfrew aren’t dangerous in a physical way. It’s their whispering that has barbs to it. Be careful around him and his like, Ben. The last thing you want is for someone to start asking questions. Actually…”

Her green eyes flickered toward the remaining customers, and Ben noticed the subtle shift in her demeanor—like someone balancing on a tightrope, torn between excitement and caution.

"Just a minute," she murmured to Ben, brushing past him. Her tone was pleasant, but the tension in her voice was unmistakable.

Ben watched as she moved through the store, engaging the remaining customers with the same cheerful voice she’d used with the nosy man earlier.

“Sorry to rush you, but I’ve got a quick errand to run,” she said, her hands busy packing up their things. “Gonna have to close up for a little while.”

The customers grumbled, one of them muttering something about high prices and poor selection. Alicia only smiled, unfazed.

“Trust me, you’re not missing out on much today,” she quipped. “But I’ll be back later if you need anything.”

The last man, an older fellow with a scowl permanently etched into his face, took his time gathering his things. Alicia practically nudged him out the door, locking it behind him with a brisk turn of the key. The store was empty, the air suddenly thick with anticipation.

Ben could feel his curiosity growing as he watched her. Alicia’s movements were quick, almost too quick, like she was trying to shake off her nerves. She pressed her back against the door for a moment, exhaling deeply before turning to face him. The huskiness in her voice was more pronounced, almost like she was holding back her words.

“All right,” she said, her green eyes locked onto his. “Tell me everything. And don’t leave out a single detail.”

Ben blinked, taken aback by the sudden demand. He could see the mix of emotions playing across her face—curiosity, yes, but also a flicker of worry that she couldn’t quite hide. Her freckled face was flushed, and her posture was tense, as if she were both eager and afraid of what he might say.

But before he could respond, Alicia spoke again, her voice quieter now. “If what you’re saying is true—if you have the deed to Lucky Nickel Acres and you’re a… a beast sympathizer…” She spat the word like the curse it was in this world, though Ben could tell she was angry at the fact that it was considered such, not at his sympathies for demi-beasts. “Then… this is huge. An alliance with you could really make a difference to the cause. But this is dangerous, too. So, you need to be honest with me. Who are you and what the hell is going on?”

Ben stood there, watching her carefully. He could see the conflict in her eyes—the part of her that wanted to trust him, and the part that was terrified of what could happen if the wrong people saw them together. The fact that she was willing to close the store, even temporarily, spoke volumes about her willingness to help, but it also made Ben realize just how much trouble they could both be in.

He swallowed, his mind racing. He’d come to town for some supplies and maybe a bit of information, not to start some rebellion. But the determination in Alicia’s eyes was all too clear. Now that she knew who he was, she was going to expect him to act as soon as possible

This was bigger than anything Ben had expected for his first trip into Grimsby. Much bigger.

And he wasn’t sure where to begin.
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Alicia tried to keep her expression neutral, but she couldn’t hide her awe as Ben shared his story. From the way he hesitated at first, she could tell he wasn’t entirely comfortable revealing it, and that only made her more curious.

His words painted a picture of an entirely different life, one that had ended with a strange awakening into the world of Faerowilde—with nothing but the deed to Lucky Nickel Acres and the clothes on his back.

But that wasn’t the strangest part of his tale. Her eyes widened as he finished, hardly able to comprehend the magnitude of what he was implying.

“You’re ascended?” she gasped, feeling suddenly lightheaded. “But… but you’re a human. We can’t ascend… it’s a punishment for causing the war… it’s forbidden!”

Ben could only shrug, still looking uncomfortable. “I know that now, but when it first happened I thought I’d died and this was the afterlife. Maybe that’s still true, only instead of an afterlife I’m getting a second chance at life in another world. I certainly didn’t do anything of note with my last one, besides falling down that well.”

Alicia’s heart raced at that. Ascended? A human?

She blinked, letting the unthinkable idea sink in. It was forbidden. That’s what the Faerowilde Vizier told them. No human would ever ascend until their race had atoned for their sins against the demi-beasts. He and the other ascended humans—thousands of years old though they were—had retreated from the world and left nothing but their decrees behind.

But while Alicia took the Vizier’s words seriously, and made personal attempts to atone for the sins of her people, most humans took their anger and frustration out on the remaining demi-beasts, finding ways to use technology to interfere with the system’s magic in order to continue abusing the poor creatures who had only wanted to work side by side humanity to make the world a better place.

If Ben truly was ascended… maybe that meant the time for change was ripe, and she was on the right path all along!

Alicia wouldn’t have known just by looking at Ben that he had magic coursing through his veins. Though he was certainly more handsome than the average man in Grimsby. Probably as far as Cinderfell, too. Heck, who was she kidding? Benjamin Nickels was most likely the most handsome man in all of Faerowilde. But she couldn’t tell if it was the magic or the muscles making her head swoon all of a sudden.

Not sure what to do with this new information, Alicia decided she’d just… put it in the back of her mind and forget about it for now. Ben’s being ascended didn’t change the fact that the man before her, powerful as he clearly was, had a warmth and humility that made her feel unexpectedly at ease.

Ben, perhaps misinterpreting her silence for scheming, narrowed his eyes at her. “You know, I trusted you with that information because Spirit trusts you,” he said. “But I’m well-aware of how problematic it could be for me if it gets out in the wild. For the both of us.”

“Oh, I won’t tell a soul,” Alicia gushed, rushing to assuage his concerns. “I’m sorry, you’ve just stunned me. I’m so honored that you’ve trusted me with this knowledge, Ben. You won’t be disappointed. I will be an ally to you in all things… Anything you desire.”

“Anything?” Ben asked, quirking an eyebrow at her.

That last part slipped out unbidden and Alicia felt her cheeks flush, forcing herself to look away from his powerful arms and chest.

“Uhh… what were we talking about?” she stammered, hoping to change the subject.

“My unique situation in your world,” he prompted, lips twitching in a smile. “Unless there was something else you wanted to talk about?”

Ascended... Her heart quickened again, and she felt the small of her back begin to sweat. There was something captivating about the man sitting across from her—more than his status, though that in itself was a marvel—and more than the muscles, too.

“Yes, uh… something else,” she said absently.

Ben’s brown hair was a bit shaggy, not quite falling into his eyes but just tousled enough to look approachable rather than unkempt. And that shadow of a beard, along with the strong lines of his face... well, it gave him a mysterious edge that seemed to suit him well. Alicia realized she’d lost track of what he was saying, her mind wandering to what it might feel like to be held by those powerful arms.

She forced herself to focus, even as her pulse betrayed her. No, stay focused, she thought. He’s ascended, yes, but he’s also my chance to make a difference.

“I want to help you,” she stated firmly. “Today and going forward.”

The people of Grimsby didn’t take her dedication to the demi-beasts seriously. They saw her as the magistrate’s daughter, a spoiled girl dabbling in charity work with her father’s money. Only Spirit knew the truth of it—that this was so much more than a mere hobby. Alicia’s life had changed the day Spirit saved her from a roving monster in the woods; she owed her life to a demi-beast, and helping them was more than a passion. It was a mission.

“I’d like that,” Ben said. When he smiled at her, his green eyes bright, his entire face lit up. “But I’m afraid I’ll need your help figuring out where to start. Everything about this world and its customs is foreign to me. I need all the help I can get, and I wouldn’t turn down help from anyone. Still, I must say, I’m glad it’s you I’ll be working with.”

She felt herself swoon as she looked into his eyes.

But she couldn’t afford such feelings, not now. Ben had been sent to her for some higher purpose, she was certain of it now. This man is going to make a difference here.

“Well, Ben,” she said, feeling a renewed resolve wash over her, and her heart beating with excitement. “I think I have an idea for how we can help each other out.”

Her voice felt huskier than usual, and she cleared her throat, forcing herself to focus. “Mind showing me that list of supplies again?”
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As Ben listed the items he needed, he couldn’t help but notice Alicia’s focus shifting between his face and his chest, her cheeks turning the faintest shade of pink. The way she seemed to hang on his every word made him wonder just how much of what he’d shared with her had surprised her, and what had excited her.

She was a striking woman, with a beauty that was warm and natural, a kind of depth that reminded him of Spirit’s grace but without the ethereal, almost otherworldly aura. In Alicia’s eyes, there was a spark of intelligence and kindness that made him feel at ease.

And yet, he found his attention wandering over her freckled face, her hair catching the sunlight from the narrow window, those green eyes narrowing thoughtfully as she listened to him. Not to mention the ample mounds of creamy cleavage that swelled and jiggled with her every excited breath.

As she leaned over the counter to read his list, he had a full view of the lush valley of voluptuous flesh her corset and dress were struggling valiantly to contain.

Ben’s mind wandered as he considered whether a demi-beast breeder might also have a human wife. Alicia was a so-called “beast sympathizer,” after all. He wondered how much she might enjoy the intimate company of Spirit and her friends, if they became involved in his primary farming interests.

“Hold on,” she said suddenly, snapping out of her thoughts and shaking Ben from his at the same time. It was probably for the best, as his peasants garb seemed to be struggling a bit to contain his enthusiasm for this new idea.

“I think I have something you’ll want to see,” she said, spinning around and displaying evidence of an amply luscious behind underneath her dress. He definitely wouldn’t mind seeing more of that.

Alicia stepped away and disappeared into a back room. Ben waited, watching as she returned with a wooden crate filled with bright, healthy produce and a few well-wrapped portions of meat and dairy.

“This here,” she said, setting the box on the counter between them, “is the real deal. Fair-quality fruits, vegetables, dairy, and meat. I don’t put it out in the shop because... well, I’d be embarrassed to display this next to what’s out there. And no one would be able to afford it, even with me subsidizing the cost.”

Ben’s brow furrowed as he looked at the fresh produce in front of him, clearly better than anything he’d seen in Grimsby so far. “If you’re embarrassed to sell it, why keep it?”

She smiled softly, looking down at the box.

“I don’t keep it for me.” Her voice dropped, her tone taking on a thoughtful edge. “It’s for the kids. The little ones in town who don’t get enough to eat at home. They know to come to the back door when they’re hungry. My father gets food shipments from the capital as a perk of being the magistrate, but he and I hardly need as much as they send. He’s getting on in years and hardly eats more than a bit of bread and butter with his tea, and I try to make do with as little as I can. I use my allowance from my father to buy extra at a discounted rate under the guise of our personal use—along with the produce out front. I buy enough Fair-Quality food to keep the kids fed, and use the rest to supplement the cost of goods in my store. You think these prices are bad? You should see the price I pay!”

Ben stared at her, caught off-guard. “You pay for it yourself?”

“As much as I can.” Alicia shrugged, a hint of shyness creeping into her smile. “Though it still feels like it’s not enough, most days.” She reached out, pushing the box toward him. “You can take this. It’ll be enough for your farm, at least until you get a harvest going.”

Ben shook his head. “If it’s for the kids, I don’t feel right taking it. I’ll make do with biscuits and pancakes as long as I need to.”

Alicia raised a brow, crossing her arms. “Ben, please. I’ve already got a new order on the way this week. Besides, there hasn’t been as much demand as usual. One of the industrial magnates from Cinderfell has been handing out sweets and treats from the capital all week, trying to curry favor with my father. He’s planning a leather processing facility just outside of town, and he’s attempting to drum up enthusiasm from the laborers.”

Ben’s frown deepened. “A leather processing facility? Isn’t that... pretty rough work?”

“It is,” she admitted with a sigh. “It’s dangerous, smelly, and it’ll pay next to nothing. There’s a reason they don’t want old Lawrence Coalridge to build the plant outside Cinderfell. But people here are so desperate for work that, with a little bribery, he’ll probably get his way.” Her voice held a bitter edge. “People want to believe it’ll be different, that maybe there’ll be more jobs and a better life, but it never works out that way. We all know—or at least suspect—that half the reason he wants to build out here is because Cornelius Ashburn is churning out more dead cattle than he is dairy or beef these days, and he wants to capitalize on his farm’s failure.”

“A local land baron, I take it?” Ben asked, curling his lip.

“One of the worst,” Alicia replied.

Ben took a long look at the produce in front of him, weighing his options. “Well... all right. But I’ll find a way to pay you back once things start turning around for me. I don’t want to take what’s meant for the kids.”

She shook her head, dismissing his worry. “Pay it forward when you’re able. That’s more than enough.”

Her eyes softened as she looked at him, her voice dropping to a warmer tone. “We’re going to need people like you, Ben. People who care enough to do what’s right, even when it’s hard.”

Ben met her gaze, feeling a strange sense of kinship with her. “Thank you, Alicia. Really.”

As Ben finished looking over the box of provisions, Alicia took a deep breath, her gaze shifting to a more businesslike focus.

“There’s something else you should know,” she said, leaning against the counter. “If you’re planning on selling produce in Grimsby—or anywhere, really—you’ll need to join the Farmer’s Guild.”

Ben’s brows knit in confusion. “There’s a Farmer’s Guild?”

She nodded. “It’s the only way you can sell directly at the market or to any of the local merchants. The guild regulates everything, from quality standards to sales permissions. But getting in isn’t easy.”

“What does it take?” Ben asked, suddenly wary, thinking of his small garden plot.

“To qualify, you need to provide three bushels of Fair to Superior quality produce for inspection. It’s supposed to be a way to maintain standards,” she explained, though her tone had a bitter edge. “In reality, it’s just a way for the land barons to keep small farmers out of the market. They’ve got the guild in their pockets, and they make sure the rules are just difficult enough to keep out anyone who can’t afford to play by their rules.”

Ben sighed, his shoulders slumping a bit. “That’s going to take me a while. I just planted my first crops, and I have no idea how long it’ll be before I see a harvest, let alone something that’ll impress the guild.”

Alicia tilted her head thoughtfully. “Maybe... maybe we can work around it. I could buy your produce anonymously and sell it through the store. Nobody is likely to ask too many questions, considering who my father is.”

Ben looked at her, a spark of hope igniting. “You’d do that?”

She smiled, her cheeks tinged with a light pink as she met his gaze. “I would. For a ten percent commission. Anything I make from your sales will go toward feeding the town’s children.”

Ben considered her offer, nodding slowly. “That sounds fair. But... you’re sure this won’t get you into trouble?”

Alicia’s smile grew more confident. “Let me worry about that. I’ve managed to keep things running smoothly around here so far.”

Ben sensed the flicker of concern behind her words, but before he could ask, she continued briskly. “Now, about your supplies. I do have some paint, boards, and a bit of lumber, but I’ll need to order most of what you need from the capital.”

“I’ll take whatever you have for now,” Ben replied, nodding. “How does this credit thing work, then?”

“If you’re a landowner, which you are, you’re eligible for store credit with the township. You’ll need to pay at least 25% of your bill every month to keep your account open and place new orders,” she explained, her tone taking on a businesslike cadence. “I’ll get everything ready, and you can pay as you go.”

“Thank you, Alicia,” he said, meaning it. “I really appreciate this. More than you’ll ever know.”

She gathered a few boards and cans of paint from a small storage area, then paused, glancing at the growing pile. “You’ll need a cart to get it back to your property. I have one you can borrow, but I’ll need it back by the end of the week.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Ben said with a smile. “I don’t need much of an excuse to come back into town to see you.”

Alicia blushed so deeply that her cheeks almost matched the red of her auburn hair.

“The only other thing I need is some kind of weapon,” Ben said, glancing out the window to where to sun appeared to be dropping behind the line of houses at the edge of town. “Spirit and the town guards warned me that there might be monsters or bandits on the road at night. I’m not much of a fighter, and I don’t know the first thing about bows or swords, but…”

“What about a quarterstaff?” Alicia asked, her emerald eyes sparkling. “I’ve got an old walking stick in the back room that used to belong to the previous owner. It’s made of some kind of hardwood, and wielded by a man of your size…” She blushed again. “I’m sure it would be a formidable weapon.”

“A quarterstaff, huh?” Ben considered it. “Now that’s an idea. I did play some baseball in my youth. I can probably remember how to swing a bat.”

Alicia’s smile wavered with confusion. “What’s a baseball? And What do bats have to do with anything?”

“Never mind,” Ben said with a chuckle. “Just some game from my old world. I’m sure you aren’t supposed to swing a quarterstaff like that anyway, I just wanted to say that yes, that sounds like something I’d be more comfortable with.”

“Great!” Alicia beamed again. Then, she turned toward the back of the shop as if something had just crossed her mind. “Actually… if you want to practice with the staff, I have an idea.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

“Well, it’s nothing major, really. But you asked earlier about work you might do around here to pay down your account?”

“Sure,” Ben said. “Whatever you need. Only, I should probably try to get out of town relatively quickly. I don’t want to be traveling in full dark if there are monsters on the loose.”

Alicia laughed nervously. “Yeah… about that.” She cleared her throat, looking a bit sheepish. “I have a bit of a monster problem myself. In the basement.”

“A monster problem?” Ben’s eyes went wide. “Here? What kind of monsters? Why didn’t you say so?”

She nodded, glancing away as if embarrassed. “They’re just Scuttlers. A bit like a rat, only bigger and meaner. We didn’t used to have problems with them until the land barons frightened away Quincie, the cat affinity demi-beast who used to hang around town. After she left, for fear of being collared and enslaved, all the local cats left with her. And… then the Scuttlers moved in.”

“Sounds like it’s high time we dealt with these land barons,” Ben said grimly. “But if you think they’re something I can handle without much experience, I’d be happy to help.”

“You’ll be fine,” Alicia said with a relieved smile. “I’d get rid of them myself, but... well, they’re surprisingly clever, and there’s only so much time I can spend down there without risking the whole shop. If you’re up for it, I’d really appreciate the help.”

Ben chuckled, taking in the slight tension in her posture. “A rat problem in exchange for a quarterstaff and a head start on supplies? Sounds like a fair deal to me.”

Alicia grinned, visibly relieved. “Thank you, Ben. Just be careful—those darn Scuttlers are crafty little buggers. Don’t let them gang up on you!”


9
Scuttlers and Scavengers


Ben gripped the quarterstaff Alicia had given him, stepping carefully down the stairs to the basement. The air grew colder as he descended, a stale, musty smell surrounding him. Shadows clung to the corners, and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dim light filtering in from a small, dust-covered window near the ceiling.

Rows of boxes and crates lined the shelves along the walls, covered in cobwebs and a layer of dust that hinted at how long they’d been undisturbed. Dried goods, stacks of old books, and odd bits of equipment lay haphazardly piled—remnants, perhaps, from a previous owner of the shop. Ben moved carefully, shifting his grip on the staff and listening closely. It wasn’t long before he heard a faint, scratching noise near one of the walls, followed by quick, skittering sounds that seemed to echo off the stone floor.

He took a deep breath and rounded the nearest stack of boxes, his senses alert. The smell hit him first—an earthy, musky odor that was thick and unpleasant. His eyes narrowed as he spotted movement in the shadows. In the dim light, he could make out the hunched, wiry forms of the Scuttlers. They were far larger than ordinary rats, about the size of a small dog, with long, bald tails and coarse fur that gave them a monstrous look.

While they were definitely creepy looking things, he didn’t think they’d pose much of a threat against his new, improved physique.

Here goes nothing, he thought, raising the quarterstaff.

The first Scuttler darted forward, teeth bared, and he swung, landing a solid blow on its side. The creature let out a shriek, stumbling, but another took its place immediately. He twisted his grip on the staff, trying to maintain his stance as the oversized rodents swarmed him. His movements were clumsy at first, each swing too wide or too shallow to deliver much damage.

A notification flashed before his eyes. He only caught a glimpse of the text before the system began speaking the details in his mind.

Tool Proficiency Gained: Quarterstaff – Novice

Basic skill level with the quarterstaff, allowing for stable but limited strikes. At this level, accuracy is inconsistent, and attacks may lack force or control. Slightly reduces chance of missed or clumsy strikes, though advanced maneuvers remain challenging.

He grunted, shifting his grip as he took another swing. This time, he managed to strike a Scuttler squarely across the head, sending it tumbling into a pile of crates. Another swung around to his left, trying to catch him off guard, but Ben pivoted and brought the staff down hard on its back.

“Now we’re talking!” Ben cheered, pleased with the feel of the thump as he cracked the monster’s spine.

The system chimed again, and he glanced at the update as he fought.

Tool Proficiency Increased: Quarterstaff – Apprentice

Moderate skill level with the quarterstaff. Strikes become more accurate, with improved force and control, allowing for reliable defense against low-level foes. Increased confidence enables swift responses, and attacks carry added impact, improving chances for critical hits.

That was fast, he thought as he cracked another Scuttler over the head. Bring on the beasties!

His blows felt steadier now, his strikes hitting with a greater strength than he’d felt before. With the way his muscles were pumping, Ben felt certain that if these were normal rats they’d be nothing but greasy smears on the dirt floor by now.

But, he reminded himself wryly, these are monsters. And I’ll treat them as such.

He could feel his movements sharpening, the staff responding like an extension of his own body. He swung again, and another scuttler fell, a notification flashing across his vision:

System Reputation Gained: Hero +1

Ben’s grip tightened as he faced down the remaining Scuttlers, who hissed and shrieked, their yellow eyes glinting in the dim light. With a series of sharp blows, he dispatched the last of them. His body moved with a fluidity he hadn’t known himself capable of as he spun the staff, sending creatures flying left and right as they leaped at him.

Not that much different from baseball after all, he thought, chuckling to himself. Good thing the ceiling down here is pretty tall, though, or I’d have been in trouble!

When the final Scuttler hit the floor with a thud, he straightened, panting as he took in the mess of fur and tails scattered around the room. His HUD flickered with a series of updates:

Quest Complete! Kill Six Scuttler’s in the General Goods basement

Scuttlers eliminated: 6 [Complete]

Reputation Gained: Hero +6

Ben let out a breath, taking a moment to assess the damage. A cluster of boxes and old crates had been overturned in the fight, and his gaze shifted to the corner of the basement where he’d noticed an odd gap between the wall and the floor. Moving closer, he crouched down, inspecting it.

The Scuttlers had chewed through the stone and dirt, creating a tunnel leading somewhere beneath the town. Frowning, he grabbed one of the crates from the mess he’d made and wedged it tightly over the hole. That would have to do for now, at least until Alicia could get someone to repair it properly.

His task done, he turned and made his way back upstairs, feeling more confident in his new weapon as he climbed. His thoughts lingered on the strange, prickling sensation of leveling up a skill mid-battle and the unfamiliar thrill of the fight. There was something about this world that was bringing out parts of himself he hadn’t felt in years. Not that he’d ever been much of a scrapper, but Ben figured every young man liked to imagine himself a bit of a warrior, when push came to shove.

He might be classified as a Farmer in the system, but there was no reason he couldn’t level his fighting skills as well as his farming skills, was there? It didn’t seem so for now. Besides, Ben liked the idea that he could develop his ability to protect the farm physically until he had the necessary requirements to have the system help him on the security front.

He opened the door, stepping back into the brighter light of the shop, where Alicia awaited him, her eyes lighting up as he approached.

“You did it?” she asked, checking him over for cuts and bruises.

“There’re all gone,” he said. “And I put a heavy crate in front of the hole where they were getting in. You probably want to see about getting that fixed up so they don’t come back.”

“Thank you, Ben,” she said, glancing down at her hands before meeting his gaze. “I don’t know how long I’ve been fighting those pests. It’s... not exactly a small job, either.” She let out a sheepish laugh, then added, “Your work down there is worth at least five gold pieces. I’ll put it on your account.”

Ben grinned, feeling a swell of pride as he leaned the quarterstaff against the counter. “Glad to be of service. Those Scuttlers won’t be bothering you any time soon.”

Alicia nodded, brushing a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. “I’ll try to get the hole fixed up as soon as possible,” she said shyly. “But if they do come back… would you be able to help me again?”

Ben wondered just how hard she was going to try to try to get the hole patched if he made a promise like that, but he didn’t mind.

“Whenever I’m in town, I’m at your service,” he said. “You’re doing plenty to help me. Plus, a gentleman can’t turn down a damsel in distress. It goes against the code of chivalry, you know.”

“Damsel?” she said, giggling prettily. “I don’t know about that. But you’ve certainly saved me some distress. I do appreciate it, Ben. And I’m so, so glad to have met you.”

She walked him to the door, her movements quick but graceful, her usual businesslike manner softened by a quiet warmth. His cart was packed up and waiting outside—she must have seen to that while he was in the basement. It was piled high with the essentials she’d gathered for him, the boards and paint neatly tied down, and a small cloth sack resting on top.

“Here,” she said, handing him the sack. “I added a few extra things—some healing poultices, dried fruit, and some bread. Figured you might need them on the road.”

Ben took the sack, meeting her gaze with a smile. “Thanks, Alicia. Really. Spirit will appreciate the healing poultices, especially. That’s very thoughtful of you.”

“She’s my friend too, you know,” Alicia teased. “Though I suspect you’ll soon be her favorite.”

Ben raised his eyebrows. “Oh, why do you say that?”

Alicia blushed and shrugged, her eyes lingering on his chest a moment before lifting to his face again. “Oh… just a hunch.”

“Well, you’ve been a wonderful help,” Ben said with a wink. “I’ll be sure to put in a good word for you.”

Alicia’s cheeks flushed even pinker, her eyes bright as she looked away. “Safe travels, then,” she murmured, her voice low.

Then she stood on her tiptoes, and leaned in, pressing a quick, shy kiss to his cheek before he could react. He felt the warmth of her body close to his for just a second, her breath a soft warmth against his skin, and then she stepped back, her face a bit flushed and blotchy.

Ben chuckled, a pleasant thrill racing through him as he touched his cheek. He glanced at her, feeling both amused and oddly flattered by the gesture.

“You’re full of surprises,” he said, letting his own gaze linger on the beautiful shopkeeper, which only seemed to fluster her further.

“Well... it’s just... good luck!” she stammered, motioning toward the cart. “You’ll need it on those roads.”

Ben chuckled again, giving her a final nod. “I’ll be back once things are up and running. And... thanks again, for everything.”

He set off down the road, the cart rumbling gently along the path as he cast one last glance over his shoulder. Alicia was still at the door, watching him with a small smile that faded as he moved out of sight.

As he walked, Ben’s mind wandered to the two women he’d met so far in Faerowilde. Alicia had a sharp intelligence and a sense of warmth that felt grounded and familiar. Her fierce dedication to Grimsby’s people and the demi-beasts had surprised him, and he admired the way she used her position to help others rather than for herself. But then, there was Spirit—a creature of pure freedom, with an ethereal beauty and wildness that set her apart from anyone he’d ever known. The pull he felt toward both of them was undeniable, but both for entirely different reasons.

I could never choose between them, he thought with a wry smile. But maybe I wouldn’t have to?

Lost in thought, he continued along the road, the ramshackle hovels passed in a dusty blur with the sun dipping behind them and setting their sunken roofs aflame. It wasn’t long before he’d reached the outskirts of Grimsby, passing the watchful, indifferent eyes of the town guards who waved him through with little more than a grunted “good luck” in his direction. He waved back, then turned his eyes toward the winding road home.

Then one of the guards called out to him, and he turned. “Got anything good in that cart?” the man asked with a cruel grin. “I’ll make a point of coming to look for your body if you’ve got any good loot.”

“Nah,” Ben said, forcing a smile, not wanting to antagonize the guards if he needed to come back to Grimsby any time soon. “Probably wouldn’t be worth the trip.”

The two guards grunted with laughter as he continued out of town, and Ben made a mental note to remember their faces. Those were two Grimsby villagers who wouldn’t be getting any extra help from him once he was established. Jack asses.

With the quarterstaff tucked in the cart within easy reach, Ben walked on, his thoughts still lingering on the possibilities this world had opened up to him. He’d gone from a lonely man, counting down the days to retirement or death, to young and virile with his choice of beautiful women.

From the sounds of it, demi-beasts probably weren’t allowed to marry humans—since the law in Faerowilde seemed to treat them more as property than as people. But he didn’t need an official marriage contract to make pursuing Spirit worthwhile. Besides, she had friends he’d yet to meet as well.

And from what he’d glimpsed in the Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook, they needed a virile human man like him in order to breed. They might not all want deep relationships with him, but he was more than certain he could do the job they needed of him.

Ben just couldn’t understand why no other human men were stepping up to the task?

Had they all been brainwashed to think these gorgeous creatures were just animals? Or maybe only an ascended human could mate with a demi-beast. Maybe that was half the reason these humans had treated the demi-beasts so badly. They were resentful that they couldn’t have them.

In any case, his meeting with Alicia had Ben wondering just how unusual it might be to have a human wife to help him run his demi-beast breeding farm. She was certainly business-minded enough to handle it. And she did say she wanted to help Spirit and her friends.

Ben was just fantasizing and he knew it. But he had to do something to pass the time. Now that the sun was setting, there wasn’t much to look at, and with the laden cart the trip home was feeling much longer than the trip to town.

He whistled to himself, still mulling over the notion of romance in Faerowilde, when a distant howl echoed through the still evening air. His pulse quickened, his hand instinctively tightening on the cart handle.

More monsters? he wondered. What now? Oversized wolves?

Ben’s heart thudded in his chest as he heard the howling pierce through the dusky air. The oversized rats he’d been able to handle, but if wolves grew to ten times their normal size in this world he might be in for a world of pain.

He glanced over his shoulder, squinting into the fading light as the shadows lengthened over the road. At first, he couldn’t make anything out, but then he spotted them—five lean, mangy forms slipping from the brush along the path, their yellow eyes gleaming with a feral hunger.

Fortunately, they weren’t oversized. In fact, for wolves they were probably smaller than they should be.

The creatures looked more like coyotes, but they were larger, with thin, patchy fur that clung to their ribs, exposing their raw, scarred skin. Their bodies were wiry, skeletal, yet brimming with a desperate energy.

As he focused his HUD on the loping monsters, the system provided him with a name for his opponents.

Monster: Scavenger

Type: Bestial

Level: C-Tier

Ben didn’t recall getting such a notification for the Scuttlers, but maybe they were more like pests than proper monsters. This thought made his mouth go dry, but he steeled himself for a fight.

Ben’s grip tightened on the cart handle as he tried to pull the quarterstaff free. The scavengers circled, inching closer, their heads lowered, teeth bared in twisted snarls. His pulse quickened as one of them lunged forward, its long claws scraping against the dirt as it leapt.

With a quick yank, he managed to free the quarterstaff, but not before the first scavenger closed in, snapping its jaws around his left forearm. Ben gritted his teeth, twisting his arm to pull it free. Pain flared up his arm, but he brought the staff down in a hard arc, catching the creature squarely on the snout and sending it tumbling back with a yelp.

Tool Proficiency Increased: Quarterstaff – Adept

At this level, the quarterstaff becomes an agile and balanced weapon in the wielder’s hands, allowing for controlled and forceful strikes. Each movement flows naturally, granting improved accuracy, timing, and power. With adept skill, the user can anticipate and respond to enemy attacks effectively, dealing consistent damage with reduced effort and an increased chance of critical hits. Precision and defensive capability are significantly enhanced, making it an ideal weapon against multiple foes.

The notification flashed in his vision and spoke in his ear, but Ben didn’t pay it much mind. Though it was good timing for a skill boost, because these Scavengers seemed like mean bastards. Ben wasn’t entirely certain that the asshole guard wasn’t going to find him on the side of the road in the morning after all.

Nope, fuck that, Ben thought, focusing on the challenge before him. I’m not going to let that prick have the satisfaction of looting my cart, even if I have to drag it back to the farm with the very last of my strength.

With the skill upgrade, the weight of the staff felt more balanced in his grip, now an extension of his arm rather than just a piece of wood. He took a deep breath, repositioning himself, and swung again as another Scavenger closed in, the impact landing with a satisfying crunch.

The other monsters hesitated, circling him warily. He could see their wiry muscles tensing, their eyes flicking between him and their fallen companion. One brave creature lunged forward, and Ben pivoted, the quarterstaff moving almost as if on its own. The creature’s ribcage cracked under his strike, and it staggered, collapsing with a whimper.

The system chimed in his mind:

Reputation Gained: Hero +2

Must have killed that one, he thought.

Encouraged, Ben stepped forward, his confidence growing as he dealt swift blows to the remaining Scavengers. Each strike landed more easily than the one before, his movements sharper, and Ben quickly learned to anticipate their lunges. With every Scavenger he defeated, the notifications continued to pop up, the numbers stacking as his Reputation: Hero points climbed higher.

Must be some kind of experience points, he thought. I wonder what my heroic reputation will be worth?

After several tense minutes of combat, the last Scavenger fell, letting out a final, feeble growl before it went still on the road. Ben straightened, breathing heavily as he scanned the path, ensuring no others lurked nearby. His arm throbbed where the first creature had bitten him, and he grimaced at the sight of blood seeping through his sleeve. It wasn’t deep, but it was enough to remind him of just how close he’d come to being overwhelmed.

With a sigh of relief, he checked his HUD, noting the new tally:

Scavengers defeated: 5

Reputation: Hero +15

Ben chuckled, shaking his head as he took stock of the situation. If this was Faerowilde’s idea of a welcome party, he’d better be prepared for more surprises on the road ahead. He reached into the cloth sack Alicia had given him, finding one of the healing poultices she’d packed. With careful hands, he applied the cool, herbal paste to his wound, feeling the sharp sting ease into a soothing numbness.

Grateful for Alicia’s foresight, he loaded the cart back up and continued on his way, the distant hum of Grimsby’s industry fading into silence as he walked toward the peaceful solitude of Lucky Nickel Acres.

The air grew fresher as he neared the boundary of his land, and he felt an odd sense of homecoming, as if he were crossing an invisible line from the bleakness of Grimsby into something softer, cleaner, and genuinely his.

The sun had dipped completely behind the hills by the time he reached the edge of his land, and he was guided by the light of the stars, the rising moon, and a familiar cloud of fireflies as he wound his way up his driveway.

Damn, he thought. It feels good to be home.

As he paused, looking back over his shoulder one last time, he felt a surge of thankfulness—not only for Alicia’s help but for the quiet welcome of Lucky Nickel Acres. He had a renewed appreciation for the peace and solitude of his homestead.

Soon to be farmstead, I hope. Then grangeholds and greenholds until all of Lucky Nickel Acres is safe from people like Lawrence Coalridge and Cornelius Ashburn.

With a smile, he quickened his pace, eager to get up to the house to apply the fresh poultices to Spirit’s injured hoof and tell her everything that had happened since they’d last met.

It feels pretty nice to have someone to come home to, too, he thought. Even if it is only a temporary arrangement.


10
Exploration


Spirit lay on the couch, her injured hoof propped up, watching the dimming light filter through the windows as the sun dipped lower in the sky. Ben had left her a lantern on the small table beside the sofa—knowing that it would likely be dark before he got back—which she now lit with clumsy fingers. Normally, she would use the light of the moon and stars to guide her, and she’d thought the precaution a little silly.

But now that the sun had dropped low, she could feel the artificial darkness of the house creeping in on her, and she was grateful for the little flame that flared in her fingers when she struck the match.

Alicia had shown her how matches and lanterns worked on one of their visits—Alicia always wanted to teach her about the human world, as if she might someday be a part of it. But Spirit only ever paid half attention to these talks, because she’d never wanted anything to do with the human world. The only way she’d ever have to deal with it was if she were caught and enslaved, and if that was the case… well, maybe she’d just will herself to die.

But she was glad she’d paid enough attention to bring the small lantern to life, when the orange light swelled, banishing some of the encroaching shadows back to their corners. A few little lightning bugs flickered at the window panes, as if wishing to get into the house, probably drawn toward the light as well. She watched them thoughtfully, with one of the patchwork blankets wrapped around her shoulders, thinking about how strange it was to be inside a human home.

Spirit had spent most of the afternoon there, resting as Ben had instructed, but she found it hard to relax with her mind constantly drifting back to the wild herds she usually watched over. Though the horses were hardy and used to fending for themselves, Spirit felt a protective bond toward them, like they were her children in some way. As their Guardian, she was responsible for clearing their habitat of monsters and protecting them from human threats as well as she could without getting caught.

It worried her that her hoof might take days to heal. She hoped they would be all right. Not knowing made anxiety claw in her chest and the possibility of being laid up for a long time made her uneasy.

I’ll be home soon, my babies, she promised them, hoping they could sense that she was still there and still well. I’ll be home soon, and I’ll make sure you’re safer than ever!

More than anything, the quiet ache in her heart troubled her. It had appeared alongside her feelings of attraction for Ben, like a confusingly similar twin that felt completely different but came from the same source.

For so long, the thought of raising her own child had been nothing but a distant dream. In the early days after the war, she’d hoped one day she might meet another demi-beast to share her life with. But as the years passed, she realized the chances were slim. Most demi-beast men had either been killed or had gone into hiding, and any human men she’d encountered saw her as little more than a creature to be used or controlled. Humans didn’t see her kind as partners—they saw them as tools.

Her dream for a family, for children of her own beyond her wild wards, was a fantasy from a children’s tale. The stuff of magical wishes or traveling back in time to the world before the war.

But Ben… he was different. She’d sensed it the moment she laid eyes on him, tilling the land like he’d been born to it, his every movement steady and purposeful. And she couldn’t deny the spark of hope that flickered in her heart whenever he spoke to her, his voice warm and kind, his gaze soft yet full of a strength that made her feel safer than she’d ever felt in her entire life.

She didn’t fully understand it yet, but Ben’s presence made her wonder, made her dream that maybe—just maybe—she wouldn’t have to be alone forever.

Spirit sighed, turning her gaze to Ben’s books, which he’d left out on the table. One was a sturdy old cookbook with thick pages and a cover that smelled of spice and leather. She’d flipped through it earlier, finding recipes for all sorts of things—cakes, soups, and stews that seemed like simple enough fare, but every now and then she’d come across a recipe that felt almost like a spell, promising unusual effects. A stew that promised “iron strength,” a tea to “clarify the mind,” a pudding that claimed to “restore youth.” She wasn’t sure what to make of these recipes, but they fascinated her, and she resolved to ask Ben about them when he returned.

Growing restless, she set the cookbook aside and picked up the other book he’d brought with him—the one titled Demi-Beast Husbandry for Fun and Profit. She’d hesitated at first, feeling a pang of embarrassment as she read the title.

But as she flipped through its pages, she felt her cheeks flush with surprise and curiosity. It was clearly written for humans, but it wasn’t the kind of manual she’d expected. Rather than instructions on how to capture and control demi-beasts, this book contained thoughtful descriptions of different species, their abilities, and, strangely enough, how to support them in… in raising young.

Her heart skipped a beat as she read further. It spoke of lands like Ben’s—safe places where demi-beasts could live freely, where their descendants could grow without fear. And a seed of hope took root in her heart, tentative yet warm. Maybe Ben’s farm wasn’t just a place for crops and animals, but a refuge, a place where her deepest wishes might finally come true.

Opening the book to her own race, the Equistar, Spirit’s heart began to race. There were illustrations depicting how a human master could use sensual massage to ease his demi-beast lover after a long run. Pictures of big, strong, male fingers rolling little pink nipples between them. Big hands cupping and squeezing breasts. A beautiful Equistar woman being rubbed down after exercise with her eyes rolling back in her head and a positively sinful look of pleasure on her face.

Spirit felt a warmth and tinging between her thighs, imagining being stroked there… then she turned the page and found another illustration of exactly that—thick fingers probing a pony-girl’s depths as she knelt before him with her tail high and her head thrown back in ecstasy.

Had Ben been studying her kind? Did he know how to give her pleasure like this? And what did that have to do with babies? The animal kingdom was rarely focused on pleasure. Mating was a matter of necessity, for the survival of the species. Spirit felt a desire for mating, even if it didn’t result in pleasure. She was certain this came from her body’s desire to reproduce on an instinctual level.

Curious, she read the passage beneath one of the pictures.

Nothing is more enjoyable, or rewarding, than the taming of a wild Equistar female. This demi-beast race tends toward small size, with lithe bodies, and incredible stamina for all activities, including mating. They can be wary, at first, but these naturally free-spirited females warm quickly under a firm hand. While they do occasionally buck if you attempt mating before they are fully tamed, a strong breeder can quickly calm them with sensual massage.

Remember, an Equistar is especially sensitive to physical touch after she has been running. Even the most reluctant Equistar female can probably be temporarily tamed when she is exhausted and horny from exercise.

The more pleasure you give one of these lithe, skittish creatures, the more certain she is to come back, begging for your seed.

For higher chances of impregnating your Equistar female, aim for 2-3 climaxes per breeding session. Orgasm readies the uterus to receive your semen.

But don’t forget, once your Equistar female has been bred, it is important to continue mating with her. Maternal pleasure is thought to increase the vitality of the resulting offspring. Plus it’s fun. And she’ll look so irresistible with her swollen, milky breasts and distended belly that you won’t be able to help yourself anyway.

Spirit had slipped a hand beneath the blanket and into her shorts as she read, without even realizing she was doing it. The description in this breeding manual made her feel hot and needy in a way she’d never experienced before, as if a part of her brain that had long been dormant had suddenly awakened.

She was shocked to find herself slippery and wet between her legs, and her slick velvety folds tingled under her touch. She tried to imagine Ben’s strong, rough hands spreading her lower lips in order to make sure she was ready for breeding, and she could only imagine that his larger, more powerful grip would feel overwhelming… in a good way.

It appeared the book was right. Her kind really did appreciate a firm hand. Just thinking about it made her shiver. Just like she’d felt when Ben had chased after her, and caught her in his big, strong arms. He’d been trying to help her, of course, not breed her.

But she could suddenly imagine the thrill of running with Ben through the fields, making him chase her, until he finally caught and subdued her, breeding her eager sex as his reward for his mastery…

As she fantasized, Spirit continued to stroke herself, her fingers moving up and down over one spot between her legs which felt especially desperate to be touched. Her hand ached from contorting it beneath her tight denim shorts, but she was too close to… something… to stop.

Her heart raced, thrumming against the walls of her chest the way it did when she was running. Her skin began to tingle and she felt her nipples harden, straining against the thin, tightly stretched fabric of her shirt.

Spirit’s thoughts drifted to Ben’s powerful arms, enveloping her in a controlling embrace, calming her racing heart with his strength and his soothing voice… of Ben looming above her, pressing himself between her thighs, claiming her as his mate, wanting to fill her with his seed…

Vaguely, she wondered what he’d think if he knew about her dreams, her desires for him. If he would laugh, or maybe—just maybe—feel the same?

Then again, he had the book. He’d been reading about how to tame her, hadn’t he? Didn’t that mean he wanted her the same way?

For a moment, just for a moment, she allowed herself to believe that was true. She believed with all her heart, and her trembling, tingling body, that he wanted nothing more than to tame and impregnate her. With her fingers working over her wet slit, and her dreams of being overpowered by Ben and filled with his seed, something in Spirit’s soul shifted.

There was an explosion of light and sensation erupting in her mind, so powerful she felt her limbs shake and fluid squirt out between her legs, soaking her shorts. Spirit cried out, thrusting her breasts toward the ceiling as she arched her back, stiff and trembling like she’d been struck by lightning. The cookbook, which had been balanced, long-forgotten on the edge of the sofa, fell to the floor with a crash.

She had barely caught her breath, still feeling weak and shivery, her every nerve alive and thrilling when she heard the soft creak of the front door.

Spirit’s ears twitched, and she wrenched her hand quickly from her shorts, feeling her cheeks burn with humiliation. Her ears twitched toward the sound, and she looked up, eyes focusing on the room around her for the first time in what felt like a long time.

Ben stepped into the room, his broad shoulders framed in the last golden light of the setting sun. Spirit’s heart fluttered, and she quickly tucked the husbandry book against her lap, feeling a wave of guilt. She must have looked like a child caught sneaking a treat, because Ben’s gaze lingered on her for a long time after he closed the door behind him. She bit her lip, looking up at him expectantly.

What would he do or say if he found she’d been reading his breeding book? Would he be upset with her? Or would he like it?

Now that he was here, real and no longer imaginary, Spirit’s yearning for him only grew. She could feel her chest heaving as she struggled to control her breath, and the throbbing between her legs had become a shiver… rather than feeling relief, though, she felt an even more extraordinary need.

It was only when Ben cleared his throat, his cheeks reddening slightly, that Spirit realized he may have heard her pleasuring herself.

“Hey, there Spirit,” he said, the warmth in his eyes as he smiled at her quickly putting her at ease. “Hope I’m not… intruding.”

“Of course not,” she said, her voice cracking slightly. “I’m glad you’re back.”

“How are you holding up?” He carried a crate of fruits and vegetables under one arm, and a small packet under the other.

“I’m good,” she panted. “Really, really good. The best I’ve ever felt, actually.”

Ben quirked an eyebrow at her. “I… meant your foot.”

“Oh!” Spirit’s cheeks burned. “It’s… fine. Sore, but I managed.”

“Glad to hear it,” he said, giving her a grin that felt both knowing and… accepting? Whatever it was, it made her heart trip over itself a few times before settling into a steady canter. “I brought something for you.”

“You did?” Her gaze fell to his arm, which held the parcel, and she found herself unable to stop herself from admiring the size of his biceps instead of whatever it was he held.

Then her eyes widened as she noticed a faint glow around him, a shimmer of soft, golden light that seemed to pulse ever so faintly. She recognized the glow immediately, but that meant…

Yes, there, on his arm, she could see a dark stain beneath his sleeve—a wound.

Monsters.

“Ben,” she whispered, her voice laced with worry. “You’re hurt. Have you been fighting?”

He glanced down, shrugging as if it were nothing. “Ah, yeah. Had a little run-in on the way home, but nothing to worry about. I’m more concerned about you.”

He set a cloth sack on the table, rifling through its contents before pulling out a small jar filled with a pungent, herbal paste. “Picked up a poultice from Alicia,” he said, his smile softening. “Thought it might help with that hoof of yours.”

Spirit’s brow furrowed as she took in the state of him, her lustiness momentarily forgotten. “A little run-in? You’re… you’re glowing, Ben! That’s a Heroic Reputation shimmer.”

“A… what?” he asked, genuinely puzzled.

Spirit let out a soft laugh, shaking her head. “It’s something the system does. The ascended can see a glow around other ascended beings who’ve earned Heroic Reputation. It means you’ve done something brave or… or good. It’s how we know if a human might be safe to trust.”

Ben chuckled, glancing at his own hands as if trying to see the glow for himself. “Guess I’ll take that as a good sign, then. Is there another kind of Reputation recognized by the system?”

She nodded. “Villainous type. It’s dark red and murky, and means a person has done evil things. Sometimes, the system will show the Reputation of non-ascended beings too, if they are particularly strong. Though they are never aware of it. I have seen a lot more of the Villainous type than Heroic, I can tell you that much.”

“Bring me your hoof,” Ben said, sitting beside her on the sofa. “Let’s try this poultice, and see if we can’t get you back to a hundred percent again.”

Ben’s nearness, and the heat of his body, made Spirit’s feelings for him rekindle immediately. She tried to sit up—noticing the dampness of her shorts with another flash of shame. But a sharp throb from her leg made her sink back against the cushions. She huffed, clearly frustrated.

“It hurts,” she gasped, amazed that she hadn’t noticed that before, while she’d been so… physically stimulated. “I should be the one taking care of you,” she said, her tone tinged with annoyance.

She didn’t want to say so, but if anything it felt worse than before.

Ben shook his head, kneeling beside the couch and opening the jar of poultice. “None of that now. Just sit back and relax. I’ll take care of this, and then I’ll tell you all about my day.”

With gentle hands, he applied the poultice to her hoof, his touch warm and steady. The soothing, cooling effect of the paste seeped into her aching limb, and Spirit let out a sigh of relief. She glanced at him, watching as he worked with such care, and her heart ached with a mixture of gratitude and something deeper, something that felt like it had been there all along but only now started to bloom. The feeling was strong enough to compete even with the physical passion that seemed to be overtaking her every thought.

She could love this man. She was already beginning to love him, and they’d only known each other for a few hours.

When he finished, he looked up at her, his face just inches from hers. She felt her cheeks warm, and for a moment, they simply looked at each other, the room filled with a quiet warmth that had nothing to do with the sunset.

Clearing his throat, Ben sat back, breaking the moment with a soft chuckle. “So,” he began, “I met your friend, Alicia. Quite a character, that one. She gave me some supplies on credit—and requested I help her take care of a few… pests… in her basement.”

Spirit smiled, her fingers unconsciously curling around his arm as he talked. “Those rats? Did she mention they were… bigger than normal?”

Ben laughed, shaking his head. “Oh, I learned that quickly enough. Fortunately, she also gave me a weapon. A quarterstaff, which I’ve managed to get myself up to Adept level on between the Scuttlers and the Scavengers I met on the way home.”

“Already?” Spirit gasped, squeezing his bicep and imagining his arms twining around her from behind, holding her still as he… She gave herself a mental shake, trying to get her thoughts back on track. “That’s very fast, especially for someone without a warrior class. But you’re very strong, so I’m not surprised.”

“You knew about the Scuttlers?” Ben asked.

“Oh, they’re a constant problem from Grimsby, ever since they chased Queen Quincie out of town,” she said, with a giggle.

“Queen?” Ben raised an eyebrow. “Alicia didn’t mention that part.”

“That’s just what she calls herself. Cat-kin demi-beasts are all very snooty. But she is an excellent hunter, and very sneaky. None of the barons could catch her to get a magic collar on her, which made them angry. So, they just started shooting at her instead. She was insulted, to say the least. And as soon as she left, the rats and Scuttlers and lots of other small-type monsters have been giving Grimsby nothing but trouble. I say it serves them right.”

Ben looked thoughtful. “Where is this Queen Quincie now?”

“Oh, she hunts in your forests these days,” Spirit said. “Helps keep the rodent population under control so that other species can thrive. Cat-kin are unique in that they are Guardians of feline animals, but also help with prey, making sure certain species don’t get over or under hunted. Why do you ask?”

“I was just thinking,” Ben said. “I’d like to have someone to call in if there gets to be a rodent problem on the farm. I’m not going to have a lot of time for fighting monsters if I’m going to get my crops planted and harvested.”

Spirit felt a small flutter of something like jealousy that he was thinking about other women when she was right there. But, of course, he had to take care of his farm, first and foremost. And of course, she wouldn’t be the only demi-beast he mated with if that was the whole purpose of his farm. She took a deep breath and forced herself to push those feelings away.

“I’ll introduce you,” she said. “Once my foot is better.”

“With Alicia’s poultice and me taking care of you, I’m sure you’ll be on the mend in no time,” Ben said as he massaged more cream into the bottom of her foot, his strong hands feeling divine against her skin and hoof. “But it’s a good thing she thought of the medicine, because it looks like this is beginning to get infected. You’re going to have to be extra careful to stay off your feed for the next little while.”

“For how long?” Spirit asked, her voice small.

Ben grinned at her. “Until I say so.”

She felt a little shiver pass through her at his commanding tone.

“All right, Ben,” she said. “Anything you say.”

She noticed Ben’s gaze slide over her chest and down her legs to where the Demi-Beast Husbandry book was tucked. He swallowed, and looked like he wanted to say something, but Spirit quickly interrupted him.

“Tell me what else you got up to while you were in town,” she said, gripping his arm fiercely, in an attempt to draw his attention back to her.

“As you wish,” Ben said with a smile.

He continued his tale, recounting his encounters with the guards and the pack of Scavenger creatures that had tried to ambush him on the road home. Spirit listened, squeezing his arm every time he said something that made her worry, but the firmness of his muscles reassured her that, no matter what happened, Ben would be fine.

He’s so strong… she thought, feeling a bit sleepy after her intense fantasizing and the relief of having him back safe and sound. So big, and so strong…

As he spoke, she leaned against him, her grip on his arm tightening now and then, her head resting on his shoulder. The day, with all its ups and downs, had worn her out. Soon, her breathing became soft and steady.

“Come on,” Ben said gently as her eyelids drooped, “you’re about to fall asleep right here. Let’s get you upstairs where you’ll be more comfortable.”

She mumbled something in sleepy protest but allowed him to help her to her feet, her weight leaning against him before he scooped her into his arms, and she melted into his powerful embrace, just like in her dreams.
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Ben lifted Spirit carefully, surprised at just how light she felt in his arms. He’d carried her that morning and remembered her having more weight, though even then she’d seemed light as a feather. His first thought was that something might be wrong—until he caught himself and realized with a wry chuckle that it was his own system-enhanced strength making her feel lighter than before. He let out a small sigh of relief, holding her just a little closer as he climbed the stairs.

Though even the thought of having her upstairs was enough to make the climb a bit more difficult, as he felt himself harden despite the fact that he’d be taking her to a different room.

The moment he’d stepped into the house after his journey, there had been something different about Spirit. She had been beautiful before, and he’d been powerfully attracted to her from the start. But when he’d opened the door and found her flushed and panting, with her back arched and her hard nipples practically trying to tear through her shirt, all he’d been able to think about was taking her upstairs.

To his own bed, not one of the guest rooms. Though it would be far too presumptuous to ask that after they’d only just met.

He didn’t know what she’d been up to to pass the time while he was away, but whatever it was, he wasn’t about to complain. Spirit was clingy and affectionate, and obviously aroused the entire time they’d spoken. When Ben glimpsed the Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook tucked into the sofa next to her leg, at first he’d wanted to explain that he wasn’t some kind of pervert… that the book had just changed when he’d arrived there, and it wasn’t really his…

Then he’d noticed her shorts were unbuttoned, and smelled the heady musk of her arousal, and he’d realized that if she had been reading his breeding book, she’d liked what she’d read. His protests died on his lips, then, in hopes that this was true. He wasn’t about to mess up a good thing by telling her he wasn’t into breeding when that was an obvious lie. It had been the only thing on his mind since he’d met her.

And that had made it even harder to concentrate on their discussion.

Ben grabbed the flickering lantern from the table beside the sofa, and made a seat with his arm for Spirit to sit in, cupping her ass with his big hand. The hair of her tail tickled his forearm.

As Ben climbed the stairs with the sleepy pony-girl in his arms, he could feel the heat emanating from her body… especially from her bottom, where his cupped fingers seemed to move of their own accord between her cheeks. He almost lost his cool when he felt how wet those tight shorts were. The poor girl must have been horribly uncomfortable. He didn’t have any extra clothes to lend her, though. And he didn’t know how to mention the predicament without embarrassing her, so he just… enjoyed the sensation of holding the horny little demi-beast tight to his side.

Spirit wriggled her hips a little when she felt his hand on her ass, and he increased the pressure a bit, moving his fingers so that they pressed the damp seam of her shorts into her wetness. She whimpered and clutched his arm tighter, making Ben’s mouth feel dry as he swallowed his aching need.

By the time they reached the upper floor, Ben’s enormous new cock was throbbing. But he still felt unsure of how to proceed with Spirit. He hadn’t read the section on mating with Equistar females, yet, having prioritized hoof-care when he’d been reading that morning. He didn’t want to do anything to scare her away. Maybe, if he could get her settled into bed, he could sneak downstairs and do some quick studying before putting the moves on her tomorrow.

He hoped she’d be okay with the first room he showed her, so he could hurry down.

Ben pushed open the first door, lifting the lantern to reveal a cozy room bathed in soft yellow. The wallpaper was dotted with delicate flowers, and the bed was neatly made with a quilt that looked hand-sewn.

“What do you think of this one?” he said, his voice husky. “Yellow’s a good color—cheerful, you know?”

Spirit tilted her head, taking in the room before she wrinkled her nose slightly, shaking her head. “It’s lovely… but I don’t think it’s for me.”

He nodded, not minding her pickiness; he did want her to feel as comfortable as possible, even if he was eager to get his book.

Moving further down the hall, he nudged open the next door, which led to a room with deep green wallpaper and wood-paneled accents that gave it a slightly rustic feel. The lantern light cast a gentle glow over the room, and the bed was covered in a blanket woven with forest greens and browns.

“How about this one? It’s… calming,” he offered, wondering if the earthy colors would suit her natural, wild-spirited nature.

Spirit took a moment, her gaze drifting over the room’s details, but again, she shook her head, looking uncertain. “It’s beautiful, but…”

Ben bit back a sigh, a small knot of worry tightening in his chest. He wasn’t sure what he’d done wrong, but with each room she turned down, he found himself wondering if maybe she didn’t want to stay with him after all.

The physical signs all pointed to yes, but… now she seemed a bit stiff and awkward in his arm. He wondered if he’d done something to offend her.

Maybe he shouldn’t have moved his hand like that? Though it had seemed like she’d liked it. She even wriggled for more…

Ben had thought they were getting along, that there was a connection growing between them, the idea that she might be uncomfortable here left him feeling unexpectedly disappointed.

The last door opened to reveal a room with soft pink wallpaper adorned with tiny rosebuds and lace curtains framing the window. A small wooden dresser and a rocking chair completed the look, giving it a quaint, old-fashioned charm.

“Last one,” he said, his voice gentle but with a hint of uncertainty. “It’s a bit... pink.”

Spirit gave it a quick look, then glanced down, her fingers playing with the edge of his sleeve. She didn’t say anything, but he could see the uncertainty in her eyes.

He let out a soft breath, feeling that pang of disappointment settling deeper. Maybe she doesn’t want to be here at all, he thought. I was wrong to assume...

But just as he was about to suggest she could take the couch again if that felt safer, Spirit’s gaze drifted to his room. The door was cracked open just enough for her to see the larger bed inside, framed by walls in warm, muted tones and a simple dresser against one wall.

“That room,” she said softly, her voice hesitant. “Is that… where you sleep?”

Ben blinked, caught off guard. “Uh, yeah. It’s… my room.” He cleared his throat, awkwardly gesturing with the lantern. “But if you’d rather stay there, I can take one of the other rooms. No problem.”

A small smile tugged at her lips, and she glanced up at him shyly, almost as if weighing her words.

“Actually… I wouldn’t mind sharing it, if that’s alright.” She looked up, her eyes wide and sincere. “I’ve never… I’ve never slept under a roof before, and…” She hesitated, looking a little embarrassed. “It feels… safer when you’re close.”

Ben’s heart leapt at her words, warmth spreading through him as relief washed away his earlier doubts. Though that made it difficult to do his late night reading, and was going to make for an awkward night of blue balls while he attempted to hide his massive boner, he’d take sleeping chastely next to her over her not wanting to be with him at all.

Ben gave Spirit a reassuring smile, feeling a swell of protectiveness. “Of course. Whatever helps you feel comfortable.”

As he stepped into his room, he carefully laid her down on the bed, smoothing the blanket over her as she settled against the soft pillows. She gazed up at him, her blue eyes warm, and he felt an almost magnetic pull between them, a silent understanding that neither needed to voice.

After a moment, he straightened, clearing his throat. “I’ll, uh, just get ready then. Be right back.”

He moved to the dresser, as if to change into his pajamas, before he realized that he didn’t have any.

“Uh… I usually sleep naked,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind if I wear these clothes to bed. They’re a bit dirty from the road, but I don’t have anything to change into yet. I should have asked Alicia about some more clothes when I was in town.”

“I prefer to sleep naked, too,” Spirit said. “I don’t mind if you take your clothes off. May I take off mine?”

Ben swallowed hard, considering the challenges of concealing his arousal once he was in nothing but his birthday suit.

“Sure,” he stammered, “Whatever you want. But… I don’t want to make things awkward between us, so…”

Spirit pulled her top off, revealing a pair of perfectly firm, round breasts topped with dark pink nipples that perched on top of her tanned breasts like little cherries, begging to be tasted. She cocked her head to the side, her ivory ears twitching, and brushed her long pink hair over her bare shoulder. “Why would that be awkward?”

Ben felt himself begin to sweat, unsure of how to go about explaining himself to this stunningly beautiful nymph in his bed. “Uh… well, you see… I find you very attractive. And when a man is attracted to a woman, especially a naked woman, his body responds in a physical way. I just, thought you might not want to see me that way.”

“Oh,” she said, digging her fingers into the waistband of her denim shorts. “Do you prefer to perform sensual massages with your clothes on? I know I’m supposed to be naked.”

She wriggled her hips as she peeled the shorts off, and threw them on the floor. Ben caught a glimpse of her little, bare pussy, the shining evidence of his suspicions slathered all over her swollen lips.

“Sensual massage?” he ground out, barely able to speak as he stared at the insanely gorgeous woman before him. “What—?”

Spirit bit her lip, and rose to her knees on the bed, as if wanting to give him a better view of her incredible body. “I… I read your book. Demi-Beast Husbandry… It was very… enlightening. I thought this was what you wanted…”

Moisture shimmered in her bright blue eyes as a pink blush rose in her cheeks, and the naked girl began to tremble with shame and embarrassment.

“I was wrong?” she gasped. “You don’t want me at all!”

Then she burst into tears.
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Ben’s heart ached, but he didn’t want to approach her before he understood exactly where the miscommunication was.

“I’m so sorry, Spirit,” he said. “But I haven’t read that book yet, other than the part about how to help with your hoof injury… Back in my world, it was just a normal book about running a hobby farm with planting gardens and raising animals. It changed when I appeared here. I know it has something to do with breeding demi-beast women, and that there are a lot of… very sexy pictures in it… but I’m afraid I don’t know anything more than that. I hope it didn’t make you feel like the only reason I like you was because I hoped to mate with you.”

“You don’t want to breed me?” she sniffled. Then burst into even louder tears. “Waaaaaah!”

“Uh…” Ben wanted to rush to her side and comfort her, but he was still confused. “Do you want me to?”

“The book said that you would sensually massage me, and pleasure me repeatedly until I was so desperate to be bred that I would beg for your seed,” she wailed between sobs. “It promised!”

Ben’s impossibly stiff shaft seemed to enter a new state of matter even harder than a solid. “And you want that?”

“More than anything in the world,” she whimpered, wiping at her tears. Then a flood of words poured from her life from a breaking dam. “I thought I’d never be able to have children, all these years… centuries, Ben! And now you’re here, and you have a book about helping female demi-beasts have babies when we’ve been denied our right to motherhood all this time. Of course that’s what I want. Do I have to beg you? I’m ready to beg already, even if you don’t pleasure me. Wild horses don’t pleasure their mates, so I’m sure it will still work. Although your book says that the more times you make me climax the stronger our babies will be, and I think we should probably try to make them as strong as possible, don’t you?”

“Okay… I really need to read this book…”

“Don’t you want to breed me, Ben? I’m strong and healthy. I’ll make very healthy babies.”

Ben swallowed, his heart racing. “In my past life, I always wanted children, and I never did have any… I would love to have children in this world, Spirit. But this is all very sudden, don’t you think? With demi-beasts in such danger in Faerowilde, wouldn’t it be irresponsible to bring more into the world?”

Spirit dropped to her hands and knees and crawled across the bed toward him, her bright blue eyes uplifted to his face and her pink tail in an arc above her finely curved ass.

“You’ll protect us,” she said firmly. “You’re here because you’re the one who is going to save our kind. That’s why this land has been saved for you, Ben. That’s why it’s been protected by the system from the land barons all this time. So that you can build a farmstead, and the grangeholds and greenholds to keep us safe, along with any humans who want to join us.”

She got to the edge of the bed, and Ben found himself drawn toward her hungry eyes. She reached for him, grabbing him by the hips and pulling him toward the bed.

“We have enough land that we can establish a true force with enough time,” she said, her eyes gleaming—no longer with tears, but with hope. “It seems crazy, but I believe in you Ben. You’ll breed us all, at least one of each type, and over time our children will go out into the world and make new demi-beasts with other sympathetic humans.”

“All of this takes time,” Ben protested weakly. “A very long time. I’m not sure we should make a decision today because of something we hope will happen in a hundred years, Spirit.”

She rose up to her knees again, tugging at his shirt, and he allowed her to pull it up—then, when she couldn’t reach any further, he took it the rest of the way off. Her hands roved over his chest and abs, eroding all of his protests faster than he could come up with new ones.

“We’re ascended beings, Ben,” she reminded him. “For one thing, we live forever, unless we’re killed by accident or violence. For another, nothing takes us as much time to complete as it does normal people. With the system’s magic, I bet it won’t take us long at all.”

“A fair point,” Ben said, losing his voice as her hands wrenched at his pants, exposing the beast he’d been trying to hide from her. “Uh…”

Spirit gasped, staring at his member with wide eyes. “Oh, my. You’re as big as a stallion. What a magnificent specimen you are, Ben.”

“You’re really sure about this?” Ben said, shaking his head in wonder at the stunning, naked woman begging him for sex. He truly, truly had died and gone to heaven. There was no longer any doubt.

“Yes,” she gasped. “I want you. Yes, I know I’ll have to share you. I can’t keep an opportunity like this to myself, of course. I’ll help bring more females to you, Ben. And I’ll stay to help around the farm. We can do this together! But I want you to breed me before anyone else. I want to be the first, to show you just how much I believe in you. Please, please give me your seed! Please, right now. I’m desperate. I really am.”

Ben let his trousers fall to the floor, freeing his length completely as he took a step closer to the bed. He grasped Spirit by the waist, tiny in his grip, and pulled her hot, naked body against his own, dropping his mouth hungrily to hers.

She froze for a moment, as if unsure of what he was doing. But soon she melted into his kiss, responding with eager enthusiasm, moaning and writhing in his arms.

Ben lifted a hand into her hair, twining his fingers in her pink locks, and pulled her away. “What else did the book say I should do to you?”

“It said Equistar females like a firm hand,” she panted, maintaining eye-contact with him even as she was pinned by his grip. “And that we are especially sensitive and horny after exercise. And that you should make me climax two to three times per breeding session, and pleasure me every day once you’ve impregnated me.”

Ben kept her held tightly, running his other hand along her lithe flank up to her full, soft breast. She gasped as he pinched her nipple, rolling it between his thumb and forefinger. “And something about sensual massage?”

“Yes,” she moaned. “Yes, as your female, you must rub me down regularly. Especially after exercise.”

“When you’re extra horny?” He grabbed her whole breast, squeezing it in his huge hand.

“Yes, yes, yeeeesss!” She was panting again, and her breaths grew faster and sharper as his hand moved over her body, while he continued to hold her firmly by the hair. “Oh, yes, please. I want to feel your touch all over my body! That feels so good, Ben!”

Obligingly, he explored her back, trailing his hand over her high, muscular ass. Out of curiosity, he grasped her tail, surprised at the rigid feel of bone beneath her hair. When he gripped her like that, every muscle in her body tensed.

“Looks like I found the best way to control you if you decide to misbehave,” he said with a chuckle.

“I’ll be good,” she peeped. “But some other females of my kind might be wilder. You won’t ever have to do more than give me a little spanking, Ben. I promise.”

“Spanking, eh?” he said, cupping on ass cheek in his palm. He gave her a hard squeeze on both cheeks. Then he slipped his fingers into her wet slit from behind. “I thought we were doing a sensual massage?”

“Oh, ooooh,” Spirit’s eyes rolled back in her head as he pushed a thick finger into her pussy. “Oh, yes, Ben! Please, more of that!”

She was so tight, she could hardly accommodate his finger, so Ben wondered how exactly he was supposed to get his monster cock inside her. But maybe that was part of the whole ‘multiple orgasms per session’ rule. He might be able to loosen her up a bit… or at least ensure she was well lubricated before he tried to split her in half.

Holding her firmly against his chest, Ben began fingering Spirit from behind, slipping his digit in and out of her slit with a little detour to her hardening clit in between. He could feel her breath, hot and damp against his skin, as she pressed her face into his chest, panting and moaning.

“Mmm, oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” she started chanting each time he pushed his fingers into her, sliding her juices over her lips and rubbing her clit when she seemed too tight. “Oh! It’s happening again!”

She began to tremble suddenly, and Ben felt a gush of warmth as her pussy released its excitement into his palm. He continued to finger her, letting her ride the orgasm as long as she could, still testing her tightness. It was a subtle shift, but he thought she felt a bit more accommodating now.

“What do you mean, again?” he asked, grinning down at the sweating, bleary eyed pony-girl who seemed drunk on her own pleasure.

Now that he knew how she felt about the breeding book, Ben was pretty sure he knew what she meant, but he wanted to hear her say it.

“I was pleasuring myself before you got home,” she admitted, her cheeks growing even more pink than they were from her exertion. “I’m sorry, but your book was so… inspiring…”

“So, you’ve already climaxed twice?” Ben asked, pulling Spirit away from his chest and repositioning her on her hands and knees with her ass toward him. “That means one more until it’s my turn…”

“Oh, yes please,” Spirit begged as Ben pushed her face into the mattress. “Make me ready to receive your seed. I’m begging you!”

Her words were muffled as he held her shoulders down and lifted her ass, with its sexy pink tail high in the air, and her sex on full display for him. That was the view he’d been dreaming of all this time. She was perfect, and before he fucked her, he was going to bury his tongue in that perfect pussy and feel her squirming all over his face.

“Did the book mention tongue massages?” he asked, standing back a moment to appreciate the view of his first demi-beast lover, fully presenting herself for his seed. Ben got on his knees on the floor behind her.

“T-tongue massages?” she gasped. “Nnnnoooo… What—oh! Ooooh! Oh gods, yes!”

Between their height difference and the relatively low bedframe, this put him in perfect alignment to grip her thighs and shove his face between her cheeks.

She bucked against him as he thrust his tongue into her honeypot, and he held her firmly, so she couldn’t get away. He dragged his tongue over her perfect, swollen lips and plunged it straight into her gooey center, enjoying the feeling of her attempts to squirm away.

“Oh fuck! That feels so good,” she panted. “What are you… Fuuuuuck! Yes! Mmmmmygodyespleasedon’tstop…”

He knew her attempts to escape were just an instinct from being sensitive and over-stimulated, so he used the “firm-handed” touch she’d recommended to force her in place as he sucked her pearl with increasing pressure, squeezing her hips and spreading her ass cheeks so he could get deeper into her pussy.

Even as an ascended being, Spirit was no match for his strength, and was forced to submit to her pleasure, no matter how exhausted and sensitive she might be.

Ben could feel her muscles tighten, and he knew what was coming, even if she could only moan inarticulately into the mattress. Spirit let out a very unladylike grunt before a wave of pussy juice exploded from her velvet depths, its warm gush splashing over his mouth and chin like sweet nectar.

“Good girl,” he said, finally releasing his grip. “I didn’t even have to spank you. How did you feel?”

Spirit could hardly lift her head off the mattress to look at him, but the dazed look in her eyes told him everything he needed to know.

“I’m ready,” she gasped. “Breed me, you big stallion. I need to feel your seed inside me.”

Ben had never heard any words so sweet as those.

He got to his feet, tentatively fingering her entrance, and was relieved to find she had relaxed a bit more. It was still going to be a tight fit, but he was no longer worried that he would hurt her. Next to the pony-girl’s tiny frame, his enhanced shaft still looked far too large to fit, but he had to trust in the system’s magic.

He’d been brought to Faerowilde to breed female demi-beasts, so they must be built to take him. But he wouldn’t know until he tried.

In the back of his mind, Ben could hardly believe any of this was happening. It didn’t seem like it could be real, though he felt more real and alive than he’d ever felt before in his old life.

This unbelievably gorgeous woman was literally begging for him to fill her pussy with his seed, to do it as many times as he needed to until one took. And then, when he was done, she was going to bring him another woman who would beg him for the same.

As Ben lined the head of his dick up to Spirit’s tight slit, he realized just how much the idea of impregnating her turned him on. He’d never thought of it before, because it wasn’t something he’d gotten to do in his past life, but this was the most powerful he’d ever felt. The ability to breed a woman like this was a fucking superpower.

He gripped her hip with one hand, guiding himself into her opening with the other. The resistance was like a hot, wet film he needed to penetrate, which slowly gave beneath his pressure.

“Yes, yes, fill me,” the pony girl moaned into the mattress, her ass high in the air. “Mount me like a wild horse! Ride me until I break.”

Ben groaned with pleasure as Spirit’s muscles squeezed around his length, reluctantly accommodating his girth. Despite her tough talk, the exhausted female Equistar hardly had the energy to participate in their breeding, beyond begging for his seed as she slumped on the bed.

“Please,” she whimpered. “Please, fill me. Pump me as full as I can take!”

Ben took matters into his own hands, gripping her hips and tugging her back onto his shaft with firm, hard strokes. Spirit’s tail bounced with each thrust, which for some reason made Ben want to fuck her even harder.

Soon, his arms and shoulders were burning with the effort of pumping the pony girl along his length, and the sight of his girth stretching her so wide was taking its toll on his self-control. She wanted his seed, and Ben was going to give it to her.

He felt the building urge, and rode it in waves, as Spirit’s ass slapped against his thighs

“Oh, ooooh yes, ooh it feels so good!” Her whimpers were growing desperate, too, and Ben realized he was bringing her to climax again, though she was almost too tired to know what was happening to her. “Please, more, please!”

He held off, just long enough to feel her shuddering orgasm squeeze his dick, then with a roar, he unleashed everything he had.

“It’s happening again!” she shrieked, stiffening in his grip suddenly and bucking against him, once more like she wanted to escape. But it was far too late for that.

Thick ropes of cum pumped into the trembling pony-girl, and he felt each hot burst with something deeper and more powerful than he’d ever experienced with an orgasm in his past life.

Knowing that this wasn’t just sex, that he was breeding this woman, filling her womb with his seed, gave his pleasure and desire a depth Ben hadn’t realized was possible.

Another thing that was different from his past life… was the sheer volume he apparently now produced. Creamy, white semen flowed out around his still pumping dick as if she was full to overflowing, and still more cum was bursting from his shaft.

He pulled out in shock and was rewarded with a spray of pearly fluid all over her lips, ass cheeks, and her pretty pink tail. One more shot a load down her back, covering her as she collapsed on the mattress, moaning with exhaustion and pleasure.

“Ooooh,” she gasped. “I had no idea… I had no idea what I’d been missing out on all these years. You’re… a god, Benjamin Nickels. I’m so lucky to be your first mate.”

“I… think you’re full enough,” Ben said with an awkward chuckle, as he took in the mess he’d made. “Don’t move—not that it looks like you have the energy. I’ll get a towel or a blanket or something to clean you up.”

In response, she began to snore.

Spirit was completely passed out when he returned from the bathroom with a towel, and by lantern light, wiped her gorgeous body clean of his excess seed. Cream still flowed from her swollen pussy, but Ben left that, thinking she might like the reminder of her first breeding by Benjamin Nickels, Sex God of Lucky Nickel Acres.

Ben chuckled to himself, less with humor and more with disbelief.

He really was the luckiest man in the world.

Once she was mostly cleaned up, Ben lay beside her, simply watching her sleep as he tried to come to terms with the reality of this new life. Spirit looked more perfect than she ever had, and as he covered her with a blanket, Ben couldn’t help glancing at her flat, toned stomach, wondering if their first attempt would be a success or if they’d have to try again.

Not that that would be any kind of chore, he thought with a wry grin.

But he realized with a start that he earnestly hoped it had. That he couldn’t wait to see Spirit with a rounded belly, carrying his child around their farm, helping where she could, or just watching him work from a cool spot in the shade.

In her sleep, Spirit snuggled up against him. She leaned her head against his shoulder, her breath warm and steady, and he rested a gentle hand over hers.

As much as he liked the idea of other demi-beasts coming to seek their own happily-ever-afters in his bed, Ben knew he’d already found his.

A woman to call his own, a home to care for, a property to work, and the infinite potential represented by the one, most important thing he’d never gotten to experience in his past life.

A child.
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The morning sun filtered through the bedroom window, casting a warm glow across the room as Ben stretched and glanced over at Spirit. Her ears twitched slightly in her sleep as she shifted beneath the blanket, rolling over to expose a perfect, pert breast. Ben reached over, cupping her breast in his hand, and pinching her nipple gently.

“Good morning, beautiful,” he greeted softly, rolling the little bud between his fingers and enjoying her sleepy moan of pleasure. “Did you sleep well?”

Spirit’s blue eyes blinked open, a peaceful smile spreading across her face.

“Mmmm that feels good,” she murmured. “Everything feels good… You’re a dream come true, Benjamin Nickels.”

She started to sit up, and winced. “Oh! I’m a little sore, I guess…”

Ben waved her down with a grin. “Breeding is hard work, especially when you’re a greedy little Equistar who demands four orgasms before she receives my magical seed.”

Spirit sank back against the pillow and closed her eyes, smiling as she remembered her first breeding experience. “Oh… that was nice…”

Ben slipped his fingers beneath the blanket and found her tender little mound, slipping her fingers into her warm, wet center.

“Mmmmm, oooh, gentle please… I feel bruised down there!”

Ben lay down beside her with his head resting on his arm so he could watch her face as he fingered her. “Any notice from the system?” he asked, curiously. “Did our efforts work? Or do I need to give you a second dose?”

Spirit’s eyes shot open and she grabbed his wrist as if to stop him. “I didn’t even think to check!”

Ben didn’t stop, Spirit moaned and rocked her hips, gripping his wrist and thrusting against his hand.

“Please… I need to… I have to… oooooh…” Whatever Spirit’s protests were, she forgot them as he rubbed her toward another climax. She gripped his arm with both hands and cried out, “Ooooh, yes, oh my god, yeeeeesssss!”

When she’d finally stopped shivering, and released her iron grip on his arm, she looked at him in confusion. “What were we talking about again?”

“I was wondering if you’d received any notifications,” Ben said with a chuckle. “About whether or not our breeding was a success.”

“Right,” she blushed, sitting up gingerly. Then she bit her lip and was silent for a moment as she searched her own version of the HUD for information. “There’s something here… I have a new Fertility screen… It looks like… yes! It worked, Ben! Oh my gosh. Ben, I’m pregnant! I just need to get enough Pleasure Points in the next five days to make sure it sticks.”

Ben felt a little thrill at her words. She was already pregnant? And all he had to do to keep her that way was pleasure her? Talk about a good deal.

“Pleasure Points?” Ben asked with a smirk. “Is that just orgasms? I think we can arrange that.”

She nodded, a happy blush spreading across her cheeks. “I only need three more!”

“Oh, I think we can do better than that,” Ben growled, crawling atop the beaming pony girl, already hardening for the work he needed to do. “I’ll give you three more Pleasure Points before breakfast. We’re going to make the strongest, healthiest baby Faerowilde has ever seen.”

Spirit gasped as he spread her thighs and pushed his length inside her. She clutched his back, freezing beneath his weight. But soon she was moaning again, taking each thrust with yelps of pleasure that drove Ben wild with desire.

If this was how baby-making worked in this world, he was going to do the best damned job of it he could.
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After their morning interlude, Ben got out of bed, whistling to himself. Spirit attempted to follow him, and he put a hand on her shoulder.

“Easy there,” he teased. “You’re still on the mend. And now that you’re carrying my baby, you’re going to have to be extra careful not to hurt yourself or overexert yourself. I’ll carry you downstairs.”

He reached for a clean towel, draping it over her like a makeshift dress. “Here, this’ll keep you decent while I wash your clothes. I think you may have made your shorts a little dirty yesterday…”

She took the towel with a faint blush, pulling it around herself. “I’m not sure it’s very ‘decent,’” she laughed, the soft fabric barely covering the V between her legs. “But thank you.”

“Hey, better than nothing,” Ben replied, grabbing her shirt and shorts to add to his laundry pile. “I’ve only got what I’m wearing until I can pick up some spares for us at Alicia’s store,” he admitted with a shrug. “So, I’ll get one more day out of these. Hopefully I won’t stink too badly to be let into town.”

He looked down at his clothes, aware that they’d seen better days, and resolved to stock up on extras at the general store.

Spirit tilted her head. “Ben, you don’t have to get me anything,” she said, her tone soft. “I have some clothes back where I live.”

“Maybe, but you’re here now,” he insisted. “And since you can’t take me tromping through the woods and fields to show me where you live, this will have to do. Once you’re better, we can get your things and move you onto the farm permanently.”

Spirit’s faint smile told him she wasn’t entirely against the idea. “I’ll still need to go out to see to my herds, you know. I won’t be able to stay here all the time.”

“I know, Spirit,” Ben said, lifting her gently from the bed. “I’m not going to try to get in the way of your duties. But I would like for you to stay with me as much as you’re able, especially while you’re carrying my child. Maybe some of your wild horses would like to work on the farm?”

“I think I could convince a few of them,” she said with a shy smile. “And… if you’d like to help me hunt monsters in my territory, I wouldn’t have to be gone so often. Especially once the Greenhold is established.”

“One more reason to get to work!” Ben pushed open the bedroom door with his foot, feeling happier than he’d ever felt in his entire life. “But first, breakfast…”

“My hoof feels much better today,” Spirit said, leaning her head on his shoulder. “That poultice you bought worked wonders. I’m sure I could walk, you know.”

“Not until I say so,” Ben said firmly. “I’m not taking any chances with the mother of my child.”

Spirit laughed as he carried her down the stairs, clearly amused by his insistence. “Fine, fine. But I’ll be back on my feet soon, you know.”

“Glad to hear it,” he replied with a grin as he set her gently down at the kitchen table. She looked around as he stoked the woodstove, her gaze falling on the crate of ingredients he’d picked up from Alicia’s store.

“Wow,” she said softly, admiring the fresh greens, golden eggs, and thick slices of sausage he’d set out. “Alicia really did well. This is… much better quality than most people get around here.”

Ben nodded. “She’s a good friend to have. And I really admire her dedication to helping others—not just your kind, but she takes care of the children in Grimsby, too. I bet she’s got a heroic reputation aura, even without being ascended.”

“She does,” Spirit said. “That’s why I stepped in to help her, back when we first met. She’s the most selfless person I’ve ever met! Or she was, until I met you.”

Ben grabbed a bowl and began throwing together the ingredients for his pancake recipe, which poofed into existence in their usual cloud of golden, glittering smoke. Then, he carefully followed the cookbook instructions to make an omelet with goat cheese, spinach, and farmer’s sausage for himself, which Spirit had chosen for his morning meal, insisting he needed to eat more than just pancakes. The book’s notes promised a “Farmhand’s Buff” to all farming-related skills for the day, which would be more than welcome. He had a lot to do today!

As the smells of breakfast filled the air, Ben noticed Spirit watching him work with a warm expression that made his heart skip. He set the plates down in front of them, feeling a spark of satisfaction at her delighted smile.

“These look amazing,” she said, eagerly taking a bite of the pancakes. She sighed happily, closing her eyes. “This… this might be the best breakfast I’ve had in years.” She patted her flat tummy with a glow in her cheeks, and whispered to the little seed planted inside her. “Our first breakfast as a family.”

Ben chuckled, digging into his own meal, raising a fork full of egg and sausage as if in a toast. “Well, here’s to many more breakfasts just like this!”

While they ate, Ben took the opportunity to open his Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook and start reading from the beginning. There was a lot he was going to need to learn if he was going to be a successful farmer, animal handler, and demi-beast breeder, but his experience so far told him it was all going to be more than worth the effort.

Spirit watched him with interest, her eyes following the text upside down from across the table.

“What are you reading about?” she asked, leaning closer to peek at the pages. “Oh… that’s a Holstaur. They help care for cattle of course. Strong as oxen, too. But you won’t believe the size their breasts can grow to!”

Ben had looked at the illustration a few times now, and he had to admit he was curious to see these famous breasts. The image of the Holstaur being milked was especially intriguing.

Ben tilted the book slightly toward her, pointing out a passage about creating suitable habitats for demi-beasts. “There’s all kinds of advice in here,” he said, tracing his finger down the page. “From helping wild demi-beasts adapt to farming life to ensuring they’re comfortable enough to breed successfully.”

Spirit’s cheeks turned pink, and she looked away, biting back a smile. “I… found it all very interesting when I read the chapter on Equistar last night. That book knew things about me I didn’t know.”

Scanning the page, Ben found a passage that was particularly relevant. He read it aloud. “Beginner Demi-Beast breeders might be tempted to move on to other females once their seed has been planted. However, experienced breeders know the key to healthy offspring is twofold—the repeated pleasuring of the pregnant female and the regular deposit of the master’s seed into his mates. Demi-Beast anatomy is such that it absorbs magical nutrients from the sire’s semen, which they use to strengthen the infants they carry. To ensure the best results, breeders should focus on impregnating no more females than they can reasonably expect to keep pleasured and full of semen on a daily basis.”

Spirit’s blush deepened. “Oh, I think I’m going to like being pregnant very much, Ben.”

“Not as much as I’ll enjoy keeping you well-pleasured and full of my seed,” Ben grinned, closing the book and setting it aside. “I’ll keep reading after my chores are done. We might learn more useful tidbits we can put into practice tonight!”

They finished their meal in companionable silence, with Ben sneaking glances at her as they ate, catching the occasional shy smile that made him feel relaxed and hopeful, not to mention all the other sensations he now associated with the beautiful pony-girl.

When they’d finished, he cleared their plates and stood, brushing the crumbs from his hands.

“Alright, little lady, time to get you back upstairs to rest,” he said, giving her a mock-serious look. “Doctor’s orders.”

She let out an exaggerated sigh but held out her arms, letting him carry her upstairs once more. Ben took his time, enjoying the feel of the mostly naked demi-beast in his arms. He slipped a finger under her towel and teased her all the way up the stairs until she was shuddering by the time they made it to the bedroom door.

Then he helped her settle back into bed, removing her towel, and gazing down at her with pride in his heart. He couldn’t believe this gorgeous woman was his. Spirit gave him a soft smile that made him feel as though he’d already made this little farmhouse feel more like home.

Ben propped her up on a stack of pillows so that she’d be able to look out the window, and call for him if she needed anything. Then, he headed downstairs.

As Ben stepped out of the farmhouse, the bright morning light was a warm, welcome sight. He made good on his promise to wash Spirit’s clothes, first and foremost. There had been a small box of soap flakes in the storage room off the kitchen, which he used to suds-up the fabric under the water pump, after which he rinsed them and strung them up on an old clothesline behind the house once he was done.

Then he headed over to his garden plot to check on his work from the day before. What he found caused his jaw to drop.

The garden beds stretched out before him, the rows he’d carefully tilled, planted, and watered just the day before already showing signs of life—far beyond what he’d expected.

He walked closer, a sense of disbelief rising within him. Tiny green shoots dotted the rows of potatoes, tomatoes, carrots, and lettuce, each plant’s leaves reaching skyward with a vitality he’d never seen in any crops he’d planted back on Earth.

Kneeling beside the potato bed, he gently brushed a finger over the sturdy, dark green leaves, their stems looking far more developed than they had any right to be.

“This is… incredible,” he murmured, feeling the faint hum of the system’s magic emanating from the soil. It was as if a full week had passed in a single night.

Moving to the tomato bed, he saw an even more impressive difference.

Here, the plants were not only sprouting but already forming small clusters of leaves at the top of each stem. He’d planted these after his skill in both sowing and watering had reached Apprentice level, and the results were undeniable. The plants were stronger, their leaves a deep, healthy green that practically glowed under the sunlight.

Must be the difference those skill levels make, he thought, marveling at how quickly the system’s enhancements were helping his crops thrive.

In the lettuce patch, where he’d been a Novice at both plowing and sowing, the growth was still good but noticeably less vigorous. There were a few seeds that didn’t seem to have taken at all. Of the ones that had, some leaves had unfurled, tender and pale in comparison to the darker, fuller foliage of the tomatoes. Yet even these seemed like they’d been in the ground for days, not mere hours.

The carrot bed was somewhere between the two, with some patches clearly showing Apprentice-level effects, while others, planted at his earlier Novice level, had smaller, more delicate greens peeking out. The difference was subtle but unmistakable, giving him a glimpse of how each level up could impact his yields and quality over time.

Ben let out a slow breath, his heart pounding with excitement.

“The system’s no joke,” he muttered to himself, grinning. He truly was tapping into something extraordinary, and he suddenly felt certain that Lucky Nickel Acres could one day live up to the promise of its name.

Satisfied with his inspection, Ben grabbed the watering can and carefully moved through each row, stepping between the plants to avoid compacting the soil. He poured just enough water over each row, watching as the moisture seeped into the earth, almost as if the plants were drinking in more than water—like they were feeding off the very energy of the land. And with each careful step and sprinkle, he could feel his connection to this place deepening.

Occasionally, he knelt to pull a weed here and there, spotting the sprigs of unwanted growth trying to compete with his crops. By the time he’d pulled a half-dozen, a soft ding sounded in his mind.

Skill Gained: Weeding – Novice

With this initial proficiency, you have gained the skill to identify and remove common weeds without damaging surrounding plants. Weeding at this level is effective but not yet efficient, requiring careful attention to avoid accidentally pulling beneficial roots. Consistent weeding will help prevent nutrient competition in the soil, leading to healthier crop growth over time. At higher levels, this skill will enhance weed removal speed and precision.

Ben chuckled, tossing the small pile of weeds aside.

Even weeding’s a skill here, he thought, amused by how thorough the system was. Setting the watering can down, he straightened, taking in the scene before him. Rows of young crops swaying gently in the breeze, each one a promise of the bounty to come.

Not bad for day two, he thought, his chest swelling with pride.

With the garden in good shape, Ben rolled up his sleeves and turned his attention to the farmyard. He scanned the area, eyeing various piles of wood scraps, twisted bits of metal, and a scattering of half-buried boards that had been left to weather over the years.

It was a bit of a mess, but Ben felt a surge of determination. This farm would be clean, functional, and efficient if he had anything to say about it.

One by one, he began to gather stray boards, bent nails, and broken tools, setting them in neat piles by the shed. It felt good to organize, like each small effort was breathing life back into the land. Sweat prickled his skin as the sun climbed higher, and soon he found himself shrugging off his shirt, leaving it slung over the fence.

When he glanced up, he caught sight of Spirit watching from the upstairs window, her expression somehow both shy and sultry. She quickly looked away when he waved, but not before he noticed the hint of a smile on her face. Ben chuckled, a spark of satisfaction lighting in his chest. He liked that she was watching him, and he liked even more that she seemed to enjoy it.

Ben wiped the sweat from his brow and rolled up his figurative sleeves, surveying the farmyard and preparing himself for a good, solid day of cleanup. He’d made a good start, but the more he cleaned up the more treasures he realized were hidden around the property, just waiting to be claimed.

I guess I should have done this before buying supplies from the General Store, he thought as he strode toward an area where he’d spotted a few half-buried boards and rusted bits of metal glinting from beneath patches of tall grass. Let that be a lesson for me going forward. Waste not, want not!

Determined to salvage anything useful, he set to work.

Ben started by gathering the old boards, prying them up one by one from where they lay scattered around the yard. Some were weathered and splintered, but a handful were surprisingly sturdy. He pried nails out of them, keeping a collection in his pocket as he went. Stacking the boards neatly against the side of the shed, he made a mental note of which could be reused for fencing or garden structures.

Next, he wandered toward an old trough and overturned it, revealing a collection of more nails, screws, and scraps of wire strewn across the dirt. Most of the nails were rusted and bent, but Ben quickly sorted out a few that looked salvageable.

Nothing a little elbow grease won’t fix, he thought, pocketing them as he continued his search.

Those that couldn’t be salvaged, he collected for a rubbish heap, just to keep them off the ground. He didn’t want Spirit to step on a rusty old nail once her injured hoof was finally healed. And if it came down to it, he’d prefer not to step on any himself, either.

In another corner, hidden beneath a layer of weeds, he found a tangled mess of twine and worn rope, half-buried but still serviceable. He shook off the dirt and coiled the twine around his arm, feeling a twinge of satisfaction at each bit of useful material he managed to rescue from the debris. A few metal stakes, probably once used to mark garden rows, were hidden by an old bucket, and he added them to his growing pile of resources.

Ben circled back toward the tool shed and kicked at what looked like a lump of rusted metal, only to find it was part of an old plow blade. With some effort, he hauled it upright and leaned it against the shed.

Might be worth saving if I can find a way to repurpose it, he mused. It feels pretty solid under the surface rust, too. Maybe all it needs is a good cleaning?

By the time he finished, he had an impressive pile of boards, nails, screws, wire, twine, and a few odd tools. Dusting off his hands, Ben looked over the yard, feeling a deep sense of accomplishment. It wasn’t just about finding supplies—cleaning up was like uncovering pieces of the farm’s past, each bit he salvaged a reminder of the life that had once thrived here. And soon, he’d see it thrive again.

Ding! An alert on his HUD drew his attention.

Quest Progress Updated: Establishing a Farmstead

Yard Cleanup [Complete]

You have earned 5 Farm Improvement Points!

Ben chuckled. He’d made establishing a Farmstead a personal goal, but he hadn’t realized the system recognized this as an official quest. Now all his hard work felt extra productive, because he was receiving quest points for something he’d planned to do anyway.

But the existence of the quest log made him curious about what other items were on the list. Mentally searching through his HUD, he discovered a list of quests, complete and incomplete. His battles against the Scuttlers and Scavengers appeared in the completed list, along with the Reputation: Hero points he’d received. In the incomplete quests he had Establish a Farmstead, Establish a Grangehold, and Establish a Greenhold.

Ignoring the other two for now, Ben opened the first list.

Quest Requirements to Establish a Farmstead:

Yard Cleanup [Complete]

Perimeter Fence Repair [Incomplete]

Chicken Coop Repair [Incomplete]

Rabbit Hutch Repair [Incomplete]

Pig Pen Repair [Incomplete]

Small Barn Repair [Incomplete]

Large Barn Repair [Incomplete]

Successfully Bred Demi-Beasts – [In Progress: 1 of 3 Complete]

Bonus: Yard Improvement Projects 0 of 5 [Incomplete]

“Looks like I’m going to have to find another couple of horny beast girls if I want to make this farmstead the best it can be,” Ben said with a laugh. “Welp. It’s a tough job, but someone’s got to do it!”

For now, though, he’d finish with his clean up and get started on the next item on his list. The quest requirements were fairly straightforward, though he wasn’t quite sure what constituted a Yard Improvement Project. He did have one thing he’d like to do, anyway, though and he was curious to see if it would count toward his quest.

Ben quickly sorted through the pile of boards, picking out a few sturdy ones to repurpose for his next task: building a compost bin.

Kneeling by the rain barrel, Ben whistled to himself as he worked with care, hammering the boards into a rough square structure. It wasn’t perfect, but it was solid and would do the job. With a shovelful of dirt from one of the unused garden plots at the bottom of the bin, Ben placed the weed pile and a few scraps from breakfast inside, creating a nice little spot for compost that he could use to improve the soil.

As he finished, a soft ding sounded, and a message appeared in his vision.

Skill Gained: Composting – Novice

With Novice proficiency in composting, you can begin to create nutrient-rich compost from garden scraps, weeds, and organic waste. At this level, your composting process supports healthy plant growth by replenishing essential nutrients in the soil, improving both texture and water retention. This proficiency allows you to build basic composting structures, though higher levels will enable faster, more efficient composting with increased nutrient yield for your crops.

Yard Improvement Projects Complete: 1 of 5

Farm Improvement Points Gained: 5

He grinned, feeling a renewed sense of pride. Each step was bringing Lucky Nickel Acres closer to becoming a true homestead, one that would offer security and stability—and a refuge for Spirit, and the other demi-beast females he hoped to attract in the coming months.

Just as Ben was about to head back to the house, movement at the entrance to the farm caught his eye. A figure stood at the gate, watching him. The man wore a dark top hat, a fitted black coat, and carried a cane in one gloved hand. His face was shadowed, but Ben could make out a faint, sharp smile beneath the brim of the hat, a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

Ben felt a shiver prickle down his spine. He took a few steps closer, trying to get a better look, but the man tipped his hat in a brief, mocking gesture, then turned and strode away down the road, where a large black carriage was waiting for him.

A sense of unease settled over him as he watched the stranger vanish, leaving only a faint, unsettling silence in his wake.
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The sun dipped low in the sky, casting golden light across the farm as Ben made the final adjustments to the perimeter fence. He drove the last nail into place, then stepped back, admiring his handiwork. The fence might have been worn from years of neglect, but with some reinforcement and a few replacement boards, it was as good as new.

A soft ding sounded in his mind, and he saw a notification in his HUD:

Quest Progress Updated: Establishing a Farmstead

Perimeter Fence Repair [Complete]

You have earned 5 Farm Improvement Points!

Ben allowed himself a small, satisfied smile. Step by step, Lucky Nickel Acres was coming back to life, and with each improvement, he felt closer to making the place a true home. He felt even more accomplished for the fact that he’d been able to repair the fence using repurposed materials from around the farm, saving the new materials he’d purchased from Alicia for future projects.

Spirit was still resting inside. He’d made them both lunch and drawn her a bath so she could soak her injured hoof. Her clothes were dry, and Ben had promised that when she was all cleaned up and rested, he’d give her a tour of the progress he’d made that day.

He’d barely wiped the dirt from his hands when movement at the entrance to the farm caught his eye.

Ben’s smile faded as he spotted the same dark carriage from earlier that morning rolling up the dusty road, stopping just outside the gate

The driver, a wiry man with lank black hair, sneered as he hopped down to open the door, and Ben recognized him instantly as the greasy little fellow he’d seen in Alicia’s General Store.

Ben’s gut twisted as he watched a tall figure in a top hat step out.

Even from this distance, Ben could see the faint, shifting haze of red and black aura that clung to the man’s form, a subtle glow that sent a chill through his system. He hadn’t noticed it before, in full daylight, but now that it was darker the aura’s glow was unmistakable.

Ben recognized it from Spirit’s description the night before. This was a man with a Villainous Reputation—one strong enough to be visible though Ben’s HUD even though the man wasn’t of ascended status.

Well, here we go, Ben thought, squaring his shoulders as he approached the gate. The last thing he needed was a run-in with someone who looked like trouble. It was early days for him here in Faerowilde. He couldn’t afford to make powerful enemies, if he could help it. Besides, it wasn’t in his nature to go looking for conflict unless it was unavoidable.

But he had a sneaking suspicion that this man was going to be both powerful and unavoidable. So, there was nothing to do but get the encounter over with.

Ben put on a polite, if guarded, smile as he neared the gate.

“Good evening,” he called out, keeping his voice friendly. “Can I help you with something?”

The man in the top hat turned his gaze on Ben, giving him an assessing look that seemed to pierce right through him.

Up close, he looked even more ominous than he had earlier. His suit was immaculate, dark as midnight and tailored to perfection, but there was a coldness to his expression, a calculated malice lurking beneath his neatly trimmed mustache. When he finally spoke, his voice was smooth and practiced, the tone of a man used to having others listen.

“Good evening,” he replied, his words dripping with a false warmth. “I am Cornelius Ashburn, a local landowner of some import…” He chuckled without mirth and rapped his cane on the gravel drive. “Oh, let’s have done with the false modestly, shall we? It’s never productive. I am, I dare say, the wealthiest man in Grimsby Township.”

He waited for Ben to look impressed. Ben failed to deliver.

The name struck a chord, though, and not in a good way. Both Spirit and Alicia had mentioned Ashburn as a powerful land baron with a reputation for ruthlessness.

Ben’s smile thinned slightly, but he kept his tone courteous. “Ben Nickels. Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Ashburn.”

Ashburn’s gaze swept over the farmhouse, lingering on the fence Ben had just finished repairing and the freshly tended garden. He raised an eyebrow, his mouth curving into a slight sneer.

“I see you’ve been busy,” he remarked. “It’s not every day one sees an outsider making himself so comfortable in our neck of the woods.”

Ben shrugged, keeping his tone casual. “Figured I’d put a little work in,” he replied. “Place has potential.”

“I’d be very curious to learn how a man of your… lowly status… procured the deed to this land,” Ashburn said, his eyes running up and down Ben’s modest, work-dirtied clothes as if it was all he could do not to hold his nose in Ben’s presence.

“The world works in mysterious ways,” Ben said, crossing his arms over his chest, making it obvious that he was twice the man the thin land baron was—quite literally.

Ashburn’s eyes gleamed with a hint of something malevolent.

He took a step forward, lifting his cane as if to point toward the house, but Ben noticed he hesitated at the gate.

For a moment, Ashburn seemed to waver, his foot lifting slightly as though he intended to step through, but then he recoiled, his expression twisting with barely concealed disgust.

Ben’s brow furrowed. The farm might be a bit rough around the edges, but it was far from the worst place around. Especially compared to the grim, soot-streaked fields he’d passed on his way into town, he thought, remembering the industrial farms that, by all accounts, belonged to men like Ashburn.

“Something wrong?” Ben asked, a touch of amusement in his tone as he watched Ashburn’s reluctance to cross the threshold.

Ashburn straightened, his face a mask of carefully controlled distaste.

“Hardly,” he replied, brushing an invisible speck of dust from his sleeve. “I’m merely… unaccustomed to such rustic settings.”

Ben kept his expression neutral, though inside he was beginning to feel a strange sense of satisfaction. There was a force here, subtle but palpable, that seemed to resist Ashburn’s presence.

Maybe the system recognizes a threat when it sees one, Ben thought, a flicker of curiosity igniting within him.

Ashburn, undeterred, turned his attention back to Ben.

“You must know,” he began, his tone oily and condescending, “that Lucky Nickel Acres is something of a relic. Abandoned for decades, it was once considered a blight upon this land.” He paused, letting his words sink in as if they were meant to intimidate. “You would do well to sell it, rather than waste your time on a place so… irredeemable.”

Ben’s polite smile faded slightly. “Funny, I’ve seen some blights on this land, but I don’t see my land for one of them.”

Ashburn’s smile twisted into something colder, sharper.

“I assure you, Mr. Nickels, my concern is only for your well-being. The land can be… unpredictable. It would be wise to leave its burdens to someone with experience.”

Ben squared his jaw, giving the land baron a measured look.

“I’m new here, Mr. Ashburn, but I’m not one to back down from hard work.” He tilted his head slightly. “You seem very interested in this place, though. Especially if you find my land so troublesome. Something on your mind? Or are you just here to check in on a new neighbor?”

Ashburn’s expression soured, the thin veneer of politeness slipping.

“I am here to offer you a solution,” he replied, reaching into his coat and pulling out a small bag that clinked with the unmistakable weight of gold. “A generous one, at that.”

Ben’s gaze fell to the bag, its gleaming contents catching the last rays of the setting sun. He raised an eyebrow, a hint of irritation sparking within him. The man’s entire demeanor spoke of arrogance, the unearned confidence that this offer would be enough to make Ban pack up and leave.

“I appreciate the offer,” Ben replied slowly, “but Lucky Nickel Acres isn’t for sale.”

For a split second, something dark and furious flickered in Ashburn’s eyes before he forced a tight smile. “But you haven’t even asked how much I’m offering.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ben said.

“One thousand gold,” Ashburn immediately jumped in. “And that’s more than it’s worth.”

“I’m not selling.”

“I assure you, Mr. Nickels, this is a rare opportunity,” he said, his voice dripping with condescension. “One you would be a fool to refuse.”

Ben remained unfazed.

“I’m sure it is,” he replied, his tone cool. “But I’m not interested. And if you call me a fool again, I’ll see that cane shoved where the sun don’t shine.”

A tense silence settled between them as Ashburn glared, his smile now a rigid mask. “You dare…”

Ben glowered at him intensely.

“Well,” Ashburn said finally, tucking the bag of gold back into his coat, “it seems you are a stubborn one. An admirable trait in a businessman, but one I think you’ll see the error in eventually.”

“I think you’ll find you’re wrong about that.”

Ashburn’s gaze drifted from the farmhouse to the fields and garden plot, a faint sneer flickering across his face as if the sight of simple farmland was somehow beneath him.

Again, he took a step closer to the gate, and Ben caught a brief flash of hesitation in the man’s movements, his polished shoes shifting back and forth before he steadied himself, a look of discomfort flashing across his face.

“You sure you’re okay?” Ben remarked, watching him with an amused expression. “You’re behaving oddly for a man who came here to tell me how worthless my land is. Maybe this old place isn’t quite the blight you say it is?”

Ashburn’s lips curled slightly.

“I suppose… one might find something of value here,” he muttered, his tone sour. He straightened, giving Ben a quick, sharp look, as though the unease he felt were somehow Ben’s fault.

“It’s rustic, sure,” Ben replied, keeping his tone light despite the obviously antagonistic nature of their banter. “But I think it’s got charm.” He gestured toward the gate, feeling a small spark of mischief. “Would you care for a tour? I’ve put a bit of work in already.”

Ashburn visibly stiffened, glancing at the threshold as though he’d been offered a tour through a haunted graveyard. His eyes flickered with something akin to wariness, though he covered it quickly, clearing his throat and straightening his hat.

“That won’t be necessary,” he said, voice tight, his usual air of superiority faltering.

It was clear that Ashburn was feeling some kind of sensation keeping him from stepping onto the property. The boundary Ben had just repaired, along with the improvements to the house and yard, seemed to be helping to build an invisible barrier of sorts around the farm.

Ashburn could probably push through the discomfort if he really wanted to enter, but he seemed to Ben like the kind of man who made discomfort someone else’s prerogative rather than his own.

For a moment, Ben considered pressing the issue, just to see how uneasy he could make the man.

But Ashburn’s gaze sharpened, and he quickly resumed his affected calm.

“While I appreciate the… invitation, I must admit, I find the atmosphere here a touch oppressive.”

He took another cautious look around, his brows creasing in frustration as if he couldn’t quite understand why he felt so out of sorts. Ashburn regained his composure, though the flash of discomfort lingered in his narrowed eyes.

“In any case, I’ve no need to step inside,” he said, letting his cane thud pointedly against the gatepost. “I simply came to offer my assistance, in my own… professional manner.”

Ben arched an eyebrow, unimpressed. “Professional manner, huh? You want to help me by letting me sell you my land?”

“Indeed,” Ashburn replied, his gaze raking over the farm with barely veiled contempt. “It’s clear you’re unfamiliar with the intricacies of land ownership in these parts.” He lifted his chin, puffing up like a rooster about to crow. “This land has sat vacant for decades. It’s an anomaly in an otherwise civilized landscape, and a haven for undesirables. Surely, you must realize that such a place would be… better managed under experienced ownership.”

“Experienced like you?” Ben asked, keeping his tone level but feeling his patience wearing thin.

“Precisely,” Ashburn said with a thin smile. “My family has cultivated these lands for generations. The soil, the livestock, the people—it all requires a deft hand, one that understands the responsibilities of ownership.” His gaze shifted back to the farmhouse. “Surely, you can see that a farm like this is wasted on a… hobbyist.”

Ben put his hands on his hips, planting his feet firmly on his side of the gate. “Maybe I am a bit new to this whole landowner thing, but I don’t mind a little work. Besides, we aren’t all interested in churning up the earth through industrial grade farming.”

Ashburn’s sneer deepened. “Industrial farming, as you so crudely put it, is what feeds the people. Small, inefficient operations such as… well, this,” he gestured dismissively toward the farm, “do little more than waste valuable resources.”

Ben was done. Ashburn’s snide tone and his arrogance were wearing on him faster than a rusty nail through his boot.

“Why, exactly are you still here, Mr. Ashburn?” he asked, his patience finally giving way. “You’ve insulted my home, my land, and my intelligence. And you’ve made your offer, which I’ve refused.”

Ashburn glared at Ben, his eyes flashing. He schooled his face in a neutral expression that barely concealed the venom simmering just beneath his genteel façade. He straightened his coat, clutching his cane tightly as he took a step closer to the gate, though the invisible boundary seemed to repel him yet again.

“I must admit,” he said, voice cold and clipped, “I am unused to being refused, especially in matters that concern land such as this. It is, after all, a… valuable resource. In the right hands.”

Ben shrugged, crossing his arms and meeting Ashburn’s gaze with calm defiance.

“Valuable, sure, but not for sale,” he replied, a hint of amusement tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Besides, I’m not really interested in selling to someone whose idea of value is charging folks gold for carrots and potatoes that are more dead than alive.”

Ashburn’s face flushed, his knuckles whitening as his grip on the cane tightened.

“You may find that the demands of running a successful enterprise often require difficult choices, Mr. Nickels,” he sneered, his voice laced with contempt. “A man who wishes to survive in this world does what he must, regardless of how others perceive his… methods.”

“Funny,” Ben replied smoothly, “where I come from, charging people an arm and a leg for garbage doesn’t make you successful. Just makes you a crook.”

He watched Ashburn’s expression twist, the mask of civility slipping further as rage flared in his eyes.

Ashburn’s lips tightened into a thin line, his eyes narrowing as he regarded Ben with a loathing that he didn’t bother to conceal. He took a long, deliberate breath, then drew the leather pouch from his coat once again, his fingers lingering on the soft material as if to remind Ben of the fortune it held.

“Double,” he announced, his voice like poison in the evening air. “Twice the original offer. Two-thousand gold is enough gold to make even the most… dangerously stubborn of men reconsider.” He lifted the bag, letting the contents shift with a heavy, alluring clink. “Think carefully, Mr. Nickels. A man in your position could live quite comfortably elsewhere. Perhaps even thrive.”

Ben looked at the bag, then back at Ashburn, unimpressed.

“Appreciate the offer, but it’s still a hard pass,” he replied, shrugging. “I came here to work the land, not sell it off to the highest bidder.”

The vein at Ashburn’s temple throbbed, his face darkening further as he watched Ben with an intensity that bordered on rage. His lips curled into a sneer.

“Triple,” he said, voice low and sharp, as if each syllable grated against his patience. “Enough gold to buy a dozen farms of equal size, and all the luxury you could dream of.”

Ben held back a laugh, shaking his head. “If you think gold is going change my mind, you really don’t understand what I’m doing here.”

Ashburn’s eyes flared, his fury barely contained. He took a slow step forward, lifting his cane with an almost threatening tilt, his body tense with barely restrained aggression.

“Perhaps,” he snarled, “I have been too generous in my dealings with you, Mr. Nickels.” He loomed closer, though the barrier seemed to give him pause. His voice dropped, his tone a deadly whisper. “Refusing my offer may be the last mistake you make.”

Ben’s calm didn’t waver, and he met Ashburn’s gaze with an expression of pure, unyielding resolve. “And if you think I’m going to give in to threats, you’re even more out of touch than I thought.”

Ashburn’s face contorted, his once-smooth expression twisted by fury. He lifted the cane higher, almost as though he intended to strike, but the invisible barrier resisted him. A tremor of confusion flickered across his face before he forced himself to step back, his hand trembling as he lowered the cane.

“You will regret this,” he hissed, his voice venomous, eyes blazing with malice. “You and your land shall suffer for this arrogance. Mark my words.”

Ben held his gaze, his expression cool and steady, unfazed by the threats. He had seen men like Ashburn before—men who thrived on intimidation and power, feeding off the fear of others.

But if this new life had taught him anything, it was that he wasn’t here to be bullied or pushed aside. Spirit believed in him, Alicia trusted him, and he was more than ready to take on the challenge of standing against men like Ashburn.

“Maybe so,” Ben replied, his voice calm, almost casual. “But somehow I’ve got a feeling it’s not going to work out the way you think.”

Ashburn’s jaw clenched, his entire frame taut with barely contained rage. Without another word, he turned sharply on his heel and stormed back toward the waiting carriage.

The weaselly driver shot Ben a vicious sneer, baring a mouthful of yellowed teeth before scrambling to the driver’s seat and snapping the reins.

The black horses, thin and ragged with dull coats and hollow eyes, shuddered as they lurched forward, their hooves kicking up a cloud of dust as the carriage rolled down the road.

Ben watched as they disappeared from view, the faint echo of hooves fading into the evening silence. A chill lingered in the air, but he felt a sense of satisfaction settle in his chest, solid and unwavering.

Ashburn’s threats, as ominous as they were, only strengthened Ben’s resolve.

The land he’d inherited was more than just property—it was a refuge, a place with potential for growth and life, a place where the right things could be done.

And if Faerowilde needed a few wrongs set right, well, Ben figured Cornelius Ashburn was as good a place to start as any.
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After Ashburn’s carriage rumbled off down the road, leaving nothing but a cloud of dust in its wake, Ben felt a strange sense of satisfaction settle into his chest. He lingered by the gate for a moment, watching until Ashburn’s figure disappeared completely from sight, then turned and headed back into the house, his mind churning with thoughts.

Inside, Spirit sat waiting on the couch, her leg elevated and a look of relief on her face as she saw him come in. She looked so radiantly beautiful in the lantern light that for a moment, Ben forgot his worries and just admired her.

“Everything all right?” she asked, blushing at the intensity of his gaze, though her tone betrayed a hint of worry.

The last thing Ben wanted to do was worry his pretty mate, especially while she was so new to her ‘delicate condition.’ But he didn’t want to keep anything from her, either. They were a team, and he needed her on his side through thick and thin if this plan was going to work.

“More or less,” Ben replied, shrugging off the tension from his shoulders. “Our visitor was none other than Cornelius Ashburn. Figured if he made a few veiled threats, waved a little gold around, I’d just hand the farm over.”

Spirit’s expression darkened. “Ashburn,” she muttered, her voice tinged with disgust. “He’s… one of the worst of them.”

“So I’ve gathered. And after hearing all that you and Alicia have said about him, I can say he didn’t disappoint in the flesh. A foul man, through and through. Radiating that Villainous Reputation aura you spoke of, too.”

“I’ve never been close enough to him to see for myself,” Spirit admitted. “But I’ve heard.”

“Good. Hopefully we can keep it that way. I don’t want him anywhere near you, if we can help it. I don’t trust him, and after our little chat didn’t go his way, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s out to make trouble.”

“You’re right not to trust him,” Spirit said. “Rumor has it his competition have a habit of running into unfortunate accidents.”

“Well, I don’t think I can stomach talking any more about that pompous jerk until I have some food in my belly; it’s enough to make a man sick.” Ben hung his hat by the door and headed to the kitchen, calling over his shoulder, “I’m about to get supper started. You want anything specific?”

Spirit’s face brightened as she pulled a small, handwritten card from Ben’s cookbook and waved it at him.

“There’s a salad recipe in here,” she said, her tone slightly mischievous. “It’s, uh… supposed to be good for fertility. Figured it wouldn’t hurt to try.”

Ben’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, but he let out a good-natured laugh.

“Fertility salad, huh? Well, can’t say I’m opposed.” He gave her a wink, making his way to the pantry to grab ingredients. “I’ll make one of those basic sausage recipes, too. Might as well make it a meal.”

To his surprise, he found a carefully wrapped cut of steak among the vegetables and herbs Alicia had sent. He remembered picking up some cured meat, but nothing this nice.

“Alicia really went above and beyond,” he muttered, pulling the meat out and setting it beside the salad ingredients. “Didn’t even know I had this. Is there a recipe for steak in that cookbook?”

Spirit flipped through the book in her lap and put her finger on the page. “There is! Wow, I don’t even want to think about how much a cut like that would actually cost. It must have been a fortune.”

“I’m going to have to go into town again for a few things tomorrow or the next day,” Ben said. “I’ll make sure to thank her. The way the garden’s growing, I might even have my first harvest of vegetables to take to the Farmer’s Guild for inspection.”

“Alicia knows what’s at stake, not just for demi-beasts but for the common people in Faerowilde if the land barons and industrialists continue to get their way,” Spirit said, shifting on the couch so she could watch him as he worked. Her gaze softened. “I just hope her kind heart doesn’t get her in trouble one of these days.”

Ben set out the vegetables, the steak, and a few seasonings, arranging everything in neat portions on the stovetop as Spirit read to him from the cookbook. While he wasn’t exactly an expert in the kitchen, it was easy enough to follow the instructions to gather the items and necessary utensils at the stove. When everything was ready, he stepped back, watching as a golden, glittering poof of smoke enveloped the kitchen. The ingredients vanished, and a small timer appeared above the stove with a countdown.

He glanced over at Spirit. “That man Ashburn… what’s his deal?”

“I thought you didn’t want to talk about him until you had a full belly,” Spirit teased. She lifted her arms and wiggled her fingers at him. “But if you carry me into the kitchen I’ll tell you everything I know.”

Ben chuckled and happily crossed the room to pick up the beautiful pony-girl. Her pink hair smelled as fresh as a field of flowers after her soak in the tub, and her newly washed and dried clothes bore no evidence of their previously sullied state. Ben immediately felt the urge to get her dirty again, but this time he’d make sure she was good and naked first.

He didn’t really have time to be doing laundry every day, not with the garden growing as fast as it was.

But that didn’t stop him from giving her a passionate kiss the moment she was in his arms and powerless to escape his affection. Spirit wriggled in his grasp and moaned into his mouth, showing that her lust was still there, barely under the surface, even when she was all fresh, clean, and respectable looking.

Well, as respectable as she could look in a cropped shirt and booty shorts. Ben sent a prayer up to the gods of fashion for the skimpily-clad tastes of demi-beasts. From the pictures in his handbook, Spirit’s outfit was similar to what all demi-beasts liked to wear, compared to the more modest dresses he’d seen on human women in the town of Grimsby.

Ben carried her to the kitchen and set her gingerly at the chair, pausing to kiss her one more time before they continued with the unpleasant business of figuring out what to do about Cornelius Ashburn.

“So,” Ben said finally. “What’s his deal? Buddy looked like a villain from a gothic horror novel, with his top hat and cane and sinister little mustache.”

Spirit sighed, her face taking on a faraway look, laced with a mix of anger and sadness, though she was still flushed from their embrace.

“Ashburn is one of the worst of the land barons,” she said quietly, her voice barely above a whisper. “It’s common knowledge among the demi-beasts… if it weren’t for his slaves, every last one of his animals would’ve died long ago. Even with us working to keep his livestock healthy, they’re still getting sicker every year.” She shook her head, a deep frown creasing her brow. “He’s run the land dry, but refuses to admit it. Refuses to do anything to heal it.”

Ben clenched his fists, forcing himself to stay calm as he listened. “That guy owns slaves? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, but somehow I still find it unbelievable that anyone could see demi-beasts as less than human. You’re saying he’s got demi-beasts using their magic to keep his animals alive? As captives?”

Spirit nodded, her eyes darkening with a mix of anger and sorrow. “They don’t have a choice. Most are weak, taken from the wild lands and forced to work until there’s nothing left of them.” Her voice trembled slightly as she continued. “But… there was one who was different. My friend, Meadow—a Holstaur. She’s one of the strongest I’ve ever known, gifted in healing. Her magic kept entire herds alive, no matter how poor the conditions. She stayed hidden for years… but Ashburn got to her too.”

Ben’s jaw tightened. “What happened?”

“A couple of years ago, he sent a hunting party onto this land—your land,” Spirit said, her tone turning bitter. “They swept through the forest where she was hiding, driving her toward his slave catchers. She didn’t stand a chance. He’s kept her ever since, and his animals have only grown more dependent on her magic.”

Ben felt a surge of anger rise within him, his chest tightening as he imagined the suffering Meadow must have endured. “So he captured her… using my land?”

Spirit’s gaze fell to the floor.

“I tried to warn her not to stay so close to the edge of the woods, but she… she couldn’t help herself. Meadow has this… compassion, you know? She felt a duty to stay near the farms, to help the animals that suffered.” Her eyes glistened, but she quickly brushed her tears aside. “Ashburn forced her into his service, and… I worry. She’s too sweet. I don’t know how long she’ll survive there. But she must still be alive. Without her, surely Ashburn’s animals would be wasted away by now at the rate he was going through them.”

The timer above the stove beeped, and a gentle puff of golden smoke appeared as a fully prepared meal—the salad and steak—materialized on the stovetop. But the food didn’t distract Ben. He served up the salad for Spirit, and salad and steak for himself, barely even noticing what he ate. His mind was too focused on the picture Spirit had painted.

“A man like that doesn’t deserve to hold any land at all, let alone enslave people to work it,” Ben said, his voice tight with barely controlled anger. He glanced at Spirit, his resolve hardening as he met her gaze. “I don’t know what brought me here, Spirit, but if there’s one thing I do know, it’s that I’m not going to sit back and let men like Ashburn ruin everything they touch. If this land is mine, then it’ll be a safe place for anyone who needs it.”

Spirit’s eyes softened, and she looked at him with a quiet admiration that made his anger soften. “I believe you, Ben,” she said, her voice gentle. “I believe you could make a difference here. Starting with your land, and then… who knows what we can accomplish. Maybe you’ll inspire people to a better way, show them that we can go back to the way things were before the land barons and industrialists took control of everything. We demi-beasts remember the way it used to be.”

He looked away, trying to ignore the warmth in his chest. “Well, first things first. I’ve made some progress toward getting the Farmstead established. The yard has been cleaned and the fence repaired. That leaves repairing the chicken coop, rabbit hutch, pig pen, small barn, and large barn. It would be nice if I could hire someone to help with the work, but I won’t have much money until my crops start coming in.”

“That’s wonderful!” Spirit said, a high flush in her cheeks as she batted her bright blue eyes at him. “You’re destined for Greatness, Ben. I just know you are!”

Ben’s heart swelled to hear her say that. After living an entire lifetime and feeling like he hadn’t made anything of himself, it was nice to have a chance to try again, to make some real changes, and to be recognized for the work he was putting in. And it was even nicer to have that recognition come from his lovely, pregnant pony-girl. “If I’m destined for anything,” he said, “it’s to have you by my side. Thank you for your support, Spirit. It means more to me than you will ever know.”

Ben took a bite of his steak, seeming to taste it for the first time. It was perfectly cooked and delicious. The salad was a fresh and wonderful side as well.

“This salad is exquisite,” Spirit said, licking a drop of dressing off her lip. “And I don’t know about the fertility buff… but I definitely think it’s making me horny.”

Ben could feel a similar sensation working through his body, though he wasn’t convinced it wasn’t just his body’s natural response to being close to Spirit, knowing how badly she wanted his seed.

Needed his seed, he reminded himself. That was how she absorbed his magic to make their baby strong and healthy.

A way better system than the one and done mating rituals of humans, Ben thought. This way guarantees continued intimacy between partners, and pretty much makes accidental pregnancy impossible.

But that reminded him of something else.

“Oh, there’s another thing…” Ben said, hoping Spirit would take the news okay. “I need to successful breed two more demi-beasts before we are officially recognized as a Farmstead. But with you being newly pregnant, I want to make sure you’re getting all the attention from me that you need. So, we’ll wait until you’re ready before we start thinking about adding any new females to the farm.”

Spirit’s eyes widened. “But Ben… we can’t wait! You need to breed us in order to protect us! Having the Farmstead will be like an oasis for endangered demi-beasts across Faerowilde, but especially for those who’ve been in hiding on your lands. I was just about to suggest bringing on a couple of new girls right away. We can help you with the repairs, and you won’t need to worry about paying laborers because you can just pay us with…” She blushed again. “I mean… any demi-beast female would think your seed was better than all the gold in the world. Once they find out about you, we’ll need an army to keep them away!”

Ben felt his heart beat faster as he witnessed the passion with which she practically demanded he find more females to breed. He’d expected some kind of jealousy or worry on her part… but maybe those were human emotions that demi-beasts didn’t experience, at least in terms of sharing mates.

“Do you really mean that?” he asked.

“Absolutely, Ben,” Spirit gushed. “While I plan to enjoy your company as much as I can while I have you to myself, I’ve always known that you weren’t for me alone. As soon as my hoof is feeling better, I’m going to go find you some new mates. In fact, I have an idea of where to start, if you want to start with hard workers. She’s a little… strange… but I know you’ll like her.”

Ben chuckled. “Well, I trust you, Spirit. But now you’ve got me curious. What kind of demi-beast is she? And what do you mean by strange?”

“Rosie is a Porcina, a pig-kin who cares for the wild boars in your forest,” Spirit said. “But don’t let her affinity worry you. She’s adorable! Like her wards, though, she is tough as nails and fiercely territorial. Not only will she be a hard worker on the Farmstead, but she’ll help protect it, too.”

“That sounds good,” Ben said. “I’ll have to read up on Porcina to find out what they like so I make a good impression.”

Spirit tapped a finger on her lip, looking thoughtful. “Actually… in that vein, if I can find Queen Quincie, she would be another good choice. You won’t catch her doing any kind of hard labor, but if you can win her over, she’ll fight to the death for you. Plus, she’ll help keep monsters away. Felina, or cat-kin demi-beasts, are natural monster deterrents because they’re such scrappers. I think it would be wise to have some aggressive and protective types on the farm before we bring in the docile types like Lapina and Ovina…”

“Which would be… bunny-girls and sheep-girls?” Ben asked, trying to remember what he’d read in the handbook. “That is probably a very good idea. I’m glad you thought of it, Spirit. I admit, I wasn’t really sure where to start when we got to the point of adding more females to the farm. I thought it would be a while before I had to worry about any of that.”

Spirit gave a small smile, her eyes still bright with gratitude. She picked up her fork, glancing at him as she took another bite of the stimulating salad. Her cheeks immediately flushed again, and she bit her lip. “I’m just glad I can help after everything you’ve done for me…” she said, her voice a sweet whisper. “And everything you’re going to do to me…”

Ben swallowed hard, his mind instantly diverting from future females to the one horny, pregnant female he owed all his attention to for now.

“Well then,” he said. “Finish your food like a good little pony, and then it’s time for your riding lessons.”

“Don’t you mean your riding lessons?” she teased, obediently taking another bite.

“Nope,” Ben said with a wicked grin. “This time, you’re going to learn how to ride me.”

Spirit’s eyes widened. Then she began shoveling the last of her supper into her mouth as if she couldn’t wait to get going.
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After they’d eaten and washed up, Ben carried the pony-girl upstairs as fast as he could with Spirit already kissing his face, mouth, and neck in her hunger for him. Kicking the door open, Ben practically threw her onto the bed, he was so eager to fulfill his duty as her sire. Spirit lay back on the bed as Ben stripped off his clothes, and then her own, taking time to admire the fine little mound between her legs, bare and begging to be split over his virile shaft.

She bit her lip as she watched him undress, still somewhat shy about the process of breeding, though she was obviously as eager as he was. Ben could see the sheen of her excitement spreading on her lips as he coaxed her thighs apart and plunged a thick finger into her depths.

Despite the vigorous lovemaking of the night before and that morning, she was as tight as ever, gasping as he stroked her from the inside like she’d never been touched. Knowing how she liked to be massaged and handled firmly, Ben took control immediately, using his other hand and his mouth to knead, squeeze, and suck at her breasts while he added another stroking finger to her pussy.

“Mmmmm, oh Ben, oooooh yessss!” she moaned desperately, writhing under his forceful ministrations.

Ben didn’t let up until she was quivering like jello in his hands, gasping and panting for breath, sweat glittering on her naked body.

“Now that’s what I call a rub down,” she said, still panting, once she’d recovered somewhat. “But what about my riding lessons?”

“That was just the warm up,” Ben said with a grin. Then he grabbed her lithe little waist and swung her into the air. Spirit let out a startled cry and then an excited giggle as he swept her up and rolled underneath her in one smooth movement.

Ben groaned with pleasure as her warm, wet pussy stretched across his belly, his dick rigidly pressing against her firm ass cheeks. “Now you’re going to learn how to ride.”

“What do I do?” she asked, looking down at him with a confused look on her face.

Ben reached back and pulled his shaft between her cheeks, spanking her with it lightly. “Feel that?” he asked.

“Mmmm hmmm,” she said, breathing a little harder and a pale blush spread over her gorgeous breasts. “It feels even bigger than before, Ben.”

“You’re going to get up on it, get your pussy wrapped around it nice and tight, and then you’re going to bounce on me like you’re galloping across the fields to see me after a long day apart. Think you can do that for me?”

Spirit bit her lip, lifting herself up on her knees. She tugged his massive cock out from behind her, holding it in both hands, where it looked far too big to fit inside her glistening little slit. Ben lay back with his hands behind his head and watched her, curious about how she would tackle the problem on her own.

Her perfect breasts bounced and jiggled as she wrestled his shaft into position, casting him nervous glances the whole time. He just watched her with a smile on his face, enjoying every second of the view.

Spirit’s eyes went wide as she felt his head push into her channel, and she gasped as she attempted to lower herself. “Oh, it is bigger than before, it is! How am I supposed to fit it inside me?”

“You just have to want it enough,” Ben said with a grin. “You can do it. I believe in you.”

“Mmmmmaaaaah!” she screamed, using her strong thighs to force his length deeper into her tight channel. “Ooooh, yes. Oooooh, it stretches so good!”

Ben groaned as she enveloped him, taking his length all the way to the hilt with a single, dedicated plunge. His eyes widened as he saw the shape of his manhood bulging against her taut belly, filling her all the way up to her cute little belly button. As she began to bounce on him, he found the sight of his cock moving inside her body mesmerizing, even as it drove his passion for her to the brink of his control.

“Is this how you want me to ride you?” Spirit panted, finding her rhythm and pounding her ass against his thighs with a ferocious pace. “Am I doing a good job?”

Ben couldn’t find the words to answer, his balls felt like they were swelling, getting ready to pump the bouncing pony-girl with all the seed she could hold. He gripped her hips, pumping his own to drive himself deeper inside her. Her tail tickled his legs as her ass slapped against them with increasing rapidity.

“Oh! Oh! Oh!” She let out little yelps each time he thrust, her eyes rolling back in her head as she allowed herself to be ravaged. Her thighs began to weaken and tremble as her riding lesson came to an end. “Oh, yes! Now, Ben, now!”

Ben slid his hand up her ass and gripped her tail at the base, causing Spirit to freeze just at the moment of climax, her body going completely rigid, her breasts thrust up toward the ceiling, her head lolling back. He gave a mighty heave and exploded inside her, his mind going completely blank in the moment of orgasm as blinding pleasure took control of him.

Spirit’s body seemed to drink up his seed like soil sucking up the rain as she twitched and quivered on his shaft as if she’d been struck by lightning.

Ben felt a second pulse of semen erupt into her depths, and the third, until finally the creamy white spray burst out of her, covering her pussy, ass, and thighs. She collapsed on the bed beside him, moaning and panting. Beneath the cream, he could see how swollen and pink her lips were. As her muscles continued to spasm, Ben watched in fascination, as her pussy seemed to literally suck in the excess seed like a little, hungry mouth.

Fortunately, Ben had planned ahead, and had a towel waiting to sop up any of the mess that her body didn’t absorb. When he moved to clean the exhausted pony-girl, however, she grabbed his hand.

“Wait,” she panted. “I don’t want any to go to waste. Leave it on me.”

Slowly, the sheen of cream began to absorb into her skin, as her body literally sucked every last drop of his seed inside her.

“Can I clean myself up?” he asked. “Or do you want to have that too?”

“I do want it,” she said, flushed and gasping. “But I can’t absorb it from your skin.”

Ben cocked an eyebrow at the inexperienced beauty, realizing he was going to get to teach her another new trick. “You could use your mouth.”

Spirit’s eyes shot open and she sat up, her eyes immediately drawn to his cum-covered manhood. “I can?”

“If you’re very thorough, you might get another full serving,” Ben said with a chuckle. “But not all women enjoy giving blow jobs, so I don’t mind using the towel if you—”

“Oh, I think I will enjoy it very much,” Spirit said, her exhaustion suddenly gone as she lurched onto her knees and grabbed his shaft in both hands.

Ben grunted as she attacked him with her tongue, licking him so vigorously he lost any sense beyond pure pleasure. She licked his thighs, and burrowed her face between his legs to suck the cum that had dripped onto his balls, then she returned to his shaft, sucking every drop of semen off like she was starving.

When he was all clean, and harder than he’d ever been in his life, Spirit paused. “I didn’t get any more!” she whined. “Didn’t I do a thorough enough job?”

Ben could hardly formulate a sentence to explain what he needed. “More,” he gasped. “Almost there. Use your throat.”

Spirit looked at him, then at his swollen cock, and back at him with huge, wide eyes. “My… throat? Should I ride you with my mouth like I did with my pussy?”

Ben nodded frantically, ready to beg if he needed to.

But Spirit didn’t hesitate. She grasped his shaft and wrapped her lips around his tip, then slowly lowered her face down his length until she gagged.

Ben put a hand in her hair, guiding her back up and then down again, as she took him deeper. It didn’t take her long to figure out what he liked, and she watched him eagerly, her cheeks hollowing each time she drew back. Ben took in the view of her raised ass with its bright pink tail fountaining behind her, her tiny waist, the way her breasts squished to the side when she lowered herself all the way down.

As she pumped her throat up and down his length, Ben’s finger’s tightened in her hair. He could feel her hot saliva dripping along his shaft and pooling on his balls, like she wanted his seed so bad she was drooling for it.

Spirit gagged again, as she pushed herself farther, and Ben felt his cock stretching the back of her throat.

“It’s… it’s coming,” he warned, with a grunt, just before the fireworks in his head went off once more and he shot a rope of cum straight into her mouth.

The moment she tasted it, Spirit started sucking harder, like she was trying to draw semen straight out of his balls. Ben’s enhanced body seemed eager to oblige, pumping an absolutely insane amount of fluid into her as she drank from his cock like she was sucking a milkshake through a straw.

Spirit’s wide blue eyes were fixed on him the entire time as she swallowed mouthful after mouthful.

Finally, when Ben thought he was going to pass out from the intensity of the prolonged orgasm, Spirit seemed to have her fill.

The moment she stopped sucking, he stopped coming.

She released his dick with a loud pop, and gave him a woozy, almost drunken look.

“Had your fill?” he asked, slightly out of breath.

“So full.” She moaned, putting a hand on her tummy like she’d had too much to eat. “Need… a nap…”

And with that, she slumped onto the mattress beside him, and started snoring instantly.

Ben lay back in bed, allowing his body to recover from their lovemaking, his mind marveling at the abilities his new form seemed to have. He was grateful that, if he needed to be able to breed and pleasure multiple demi-beast females at a time, there seemed to be no limits to his stamina or his seed.

Time was going to be the only limiting factor to keep him from having an entire stable full of hot, horny, perpetually pregnant females to breed. Because feeling this good was going to be addicting.

Still, he needed to keep the farm operational in order to keep those girls happy and safe, so he’d follow the handbook’s advice and stick to a few at a time. He’d just have to pay extra attention to them instead of spreading himself too thin.

This thought made him curious about the Felina and Porcina type demi-beasts Spirit had mentioned.

After he covered up the snoring pony-girl with a warm blanket, Ben crept downstairs in the dark, grabbing his Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook and a lantern before creeping back upstairs.

In the flickering lantern light, Ben opened the book, flipping first to the page on Felina type demi-beasts, reading what his ancestor had to say on the matter.

Felina type, or cat-kin, females are as fickle as they are mysterious. What works to tame one Felina may not work for another. But once they do decide they want to be bred, you will be hard-pressed to find a more affectionate, attentive mate.

Felinas are often shy, skittish, or just suspicious of new people, but they cannot help their curious natures. Do not be surprised if a wild Felina watches you for some time before deciding to approach. They can often be tempted with food, if you can find what they like. If you offend a Felina, she may take weeks if not months to come back. And often, the harder you try to impress one of these frisky females, the more she will disdain your attempts.

If you sense you are gaining the interest of a Felina, one tactic that has often been effective in stimulating her desire to be bred is, counterintuitively, to ignore her and lavish your attentions publicly on a different female. Once she witnesses the vigorous breeding of another demi-beast, her feelings of jealousy and curiosity will often demand that she experience the same. You can tame her with wild, forceful breeding and tender care afterward, as this appeals to the Felina’s dual nature to both fight and cuddle her mate.

“Interesting,” Ben thought aloud, wondering if Spirit would be willing to mate publicly with him in order to attract the interest of Queen Quincie.

He certainly didn’t find the idea unappealing, especially after enjoying some of the images of a Felina receiving forceful breeding and tender aftercare. Ben would definitely enjoy a challenge like that.

Reluctantly, he turned away from the sexy, naked cat-kin illustrations to look up Porcina.

Ben hadn’t wanted to say so to Spirit, but he’d had some doubts about a pig-girl being attractive in the same way the others were. But when he found the chapter on Porcina, his doubts evaporated immediately.

The first image was of a short, curvy blonde with little pink ears sticking out of her curly hair.

The Porcina had breasts almost as large as the Holstaur, a tiny waist, and an almost comically large and juicy ass, deliciously thick thighs, and a little curled tail. Other than a slightly upturned nose, her facial features were not pig-like at all. And Ben could only imagine how much fun it would be to burrow his face in those plump breasts and bounce against that oversized bottom.

He skimmed the chapter until he got to the part about taming and breeding, which was the most important part of the process.

Porcina are known for their strength, work ethic, protectiveness, and strong territorial nature. But breeders know the feature that makes them prized females is in their… quirky, and often kinky mating tastes.

In fact, before a Porcina will allow herself to be bred, her master will have to satisfy some of these baser desires. In this way, the sire demonstrates his care and attention to the Porcina, proving himself to be a worthy mate. Plus, she just likes to explore all the dirty recesses of her secret thoughts. Once impregnated, these females become even raunchier in their tastes, and dedicated breeders sometimes have to find alternative ways of stimulating them or they become too much to manage.

Certainly not for the faint of heart, or for those without a taste for the depraved, these females need a strong hand, and a flexible mind. But they are among the most satisfying demi-beasts to tame, and the most fun to breed, if you can handle them.

“Even more interesting,” Ben thought, turning back to the image of the whole-some looking farm-girl archetype on the first page.

She didn’t look like she’d be into anything naughty. But that only made it more fun to imagine.

Ben had never had much opportunity to explore kinky sex in his past life, but he’d be lying if he said he hadn’t enjoyed a few videos on the subject. He’d never have been brave enough to request some of the things he’d fantasized about before.

But here? With this body? With his calling in life to breed demi-beast females in whatever way they wanted to be bred?

Ben thought a curvy little Porcina might be just what he needed to explore his wilder side.

With his mind wandering to all kinds of rarely wandered paths, Ben blew out the light and lay down beside his lovely pony-girl, already sporting a fresh erection.

That could wait until morning, but his dreams would wait for no one.

Ben drifted off to sleep with a thrilling feeling in his chest.

Was this what it felt like to be destined for greatness? If so, Ben thought, bring it on. I’m ready.


15
Leveling Up


A few days later, the garden was exploding with color, each crop at its peak ripeness. Ben had tended the garden carefully each day, watering, weeding, and adding sprinkles of the compost material to the soil—another benefit of being ascended was that weeds and kitchen scraps turned into rich, loamy compost within days of him throwing them into the roughshod compost bin.

His efforts resulted in another level up:

Skill Upgrade: Composting – Apprentice

Your composting skills have improved, allowing you to balance organic materials for more efficient decomposition. At the Apprentice level, your compost bins produce nutrient-rich fertilizer at an increased rate, with a small boost to soil quality when applied. Additionally, composted fertilizer now has a 10% chance to yield Superior Quality for crops in Fair Quality soil or better.

Still, it seemed impossible that in so short a period of time, the garden had gone from seeds to seedlings to fully formed and lush plants, bursting like celebratory fireworks from the soil of the little garden patch.

With pride, Ben examined his first fully-grown harvest: leafy green heads of lettuce, plump tomatoes, golden potatoes, and rows of vibrant orange carrots. A small thrill went through him as he began the harvest, pulling vegetables carefully and setting them in the wagon he’d gotten from Alicia, as he received two more notifications in quick succession:

Skill Gained: Harvesting – Novice

You can now gather basic crops by hand, carefully separating produce from plant without damaging yield. This skill provides a slight increase to harvest speed and reduces the risk of damaging crops. At the Novice level, harvested items retain most of their original quality.

Skill Upgrade: Harvesting – Apprentice

Your experience with harvest tools has improved, making the process smoother and more efficient. Apprentice-level harvesters gain increased speed and precision, with an improved chance to preserve Superior Quality in crops. You'll also receive a small bonus to yield, gathering up to 10% more produce per harvest.

It was strange to think how quickly things had grown here, the system magic accelerating the crops far faster than Ben had ever thought possible. He even got a few Superior Quality potatoes and lettuce heads, their shiny surfaces and rich colors a clear sign of the system’s touch. He couldn’t wait to bring his haul to Alicia’s General Store to see what she thought of his first harvest.

He also wanted to speak to someone at the Farmer’s Guild and see what needed to be done in order to get his produce inspected and certified. If he was going to have a fresh crop of veggies once a week, he needed a plan for what to do with them!

Ben’s mind was already churning with possibilities when his HUD interrupted him with another milestone.

Class Upgrade: Farmer – Level 3

You have reached the next stage of mastery in farming, demonstrating your dedication to cultivating the land and managing resources with skill and resilience. As a Level 3 Farmer, you’ve gained access to a deeper connection with the natural elements, enhancing both your crop yields and livestock health. At this level, you can select a specialization to focus your skills further, allowing you to tailor your abilities toward the unique needs of your farm.

Specialization Options: Cropmaster, Beastwarden, or Steadmaster

Caught off guard by this sudden piece of good news, Ben quickly inspected the vegetables he’d harvested most recently. Sure enough, they appeared to be a higher quality than the ones he’d harvested earlier that morning. As he inspected a few tomatoes, he realized there were little stars next to the item name, indicating a more detailed breakdown of their quality. One bronze star, two silver stars, or three gold stars seemed to represent quality tiers beyond Poor, Serviceable, Fair, and Superior Quality items.

Many of his vegetables were silver or gold tier Fair items. And he had one potato that was a Superior Quality with a bronze star next to it.

Ben wasn’t sure what this would mean for the produce’s value, but he was excited nonetheless. Even if they didn’t have the ability in town to tell the difference between a silver and gold tier item, he would have more evidence of his improving skills, and that meant more to him than just what he could earn selling his goods.

But he couldn’t let this exciting development distract him from the most exciting thing. Class specialization! Ben hadn’t realized how much fun it would be to get to make choices in the system as he gained skills and grew in power. He felt like he was in control of his destiny in a way he’d never experienced before.

Not wanting to waste another moment, he quickly read the descriptions of each of the Farmer Class specializations.

Cropmaster – Focus: Growing Produce

As a Cropmaster, your connection to the soil and plant life deepens, granting you enhanced crop growth rates and superior quality yields. You gain a 20% chance for all crops to grow one quality level higher than your current soil quality, and crop growth times are shortened by 15%. Additionally, watering and fertilizing actions become 25% more efficient, allowing for resource conservation and greater sustainability.

Beastwarden – Focus: Raising Livestock

The Beastwarden specialization strengthens your bond with livestock, increasing their health and productivity. You gain a bonus to animal well-being, raising livestock quality by one level for every two full seasons cared for, and improving offspring quality by 25%. Animals have a 15% increased resistance to disease, and daily care actions are 20% faster and more effective, making it easier to manage larger herds with reduced effort.

Steadmaster – Focus: Hybrid Approach

As a Steadmaster, you excel in balancing both crops and livestock, creating a self-sustaining ecosystem on your farm. Composting yields are boosted by 30%, and composted soil receives a 10% crop quality bonus. Additionally, livestock that graze on your fields gain an immunity to local diseases and show a 10% improvement in growth rates. The hybrid focus also unlocks cross-skills that amplify the effects of both crop growth and animal husbandry, allowing for a well-rounded, resilient farm environment.

Ben considered his options. He could certainly use the additional bonuses to his crop production in the short term. Faster growing, higher quality crops would mean earning his Guild certification faster, unlocking his ability to earn money sooner. That was tempting, as there were a lot of things he was going to need money for as he repaired and expanded the farm.

In the future, though, he did plan to add animals to his farm—especially as he attracted more demi-beasts in need of breeding, and they brought the animals they had an affinity for. Still, it seemed wasteful to select the Beastwarden specialization before he had any animals to benefit from those bonuses.

In terms of present efficiency and future growth, Ben decided the hybrid approach would be best. He wanted to do it all, didn’t he? He selected Steadmaster, without an inkling of doubt, and continued packaging up his harvest for transportation to Grimsby.

Not wanting to waste any time getting his next harvest started, Ben went to the tool shed and found the last of his seeds. He spread a fresh layer of compost on the medium sized garden plot, tilled the compost into the soil, sowed a fresh batch of each vegetable, and watered every row. With his upgraded skills, the work was much faster than the first time he’d tried it. And he received another batch of upgrade notifications for his effort, which gave him an extra boost in confidence.

Skill Upgrade: Tilling – Adept

With an adept understanding of soil composition and structure, you till the land with greater precision, creating optimal planting conditions. At this level, tilled soil retains moisture longer and is less likely to compact, providing crops with a healthier environment. Additionally, you gain a 15% increase in soil quality when fertilizing tilled ground, and tilling actions are 25% faster.

New Recipe Acquired: Pull-Behind Plow

At the Adept level of Tilling, you’re now skilled enough to use more advanced equipment, such as a Pull-Behind Plow, to prepare larger plots of land with ease. This plow allows for faster, deeper tilling, improving soil aeration and quality over wider areas. To build a Pull-Behind Plow, you will need:

	2 Wooden Beams (Superior or higher) for the sturdy frame

	4 Iron Bars for the plow blade attachments

	2 Leather Straps for harnessing, if using with livestock

	1 Metal Chain to secure the plow to a handle or animal harness




Once crafted, the Pull-Behind Plow allows you to till large fields efficiently, helping you cultivate Fair to Superior Quality soil over broader sections.

Ben’s eyes widened. He hadn’t known that leveling his skills would lead to the ability to build new tools… that would be a lot cheaper than having to order from the capital if he could get the necessary parts. Plus, it always felt good to be self-sufficient.

And Tilling wasn’t the only skill that had come with an upgrade. His HUD flashed again.

Skill Upgrade: Watering – Adept

With adept-level watering skills, you understand the precise moisture levels required by different crops, optimizing water usage while reducing waste. Watered crops remain hydrated 30% longer, and plants are more resistant to drought conditions. Your watering actions have a small chance to trigger a “Growth Surge,” enhancing crop growth speed temporarily, and gaining an additional 10% increase in quality for hydrated crops in Fair soil or higher.

New Recipe Acquired: Self-Watering System

With your adept-level watering skills, you are now able to set up a Self-Watering System that automates watering tasks and maintains even moisture levels. This system greatly reduces manual watering time and improves crop hydration, increasing their resilience. To build a basic Self-Watering System, you will need:

	3 Hollow Metal Pipes (Iron or Copper) for the main water lines

	1 Metal Spigot to regulate water flow

	1 Water Barrel or similar reservoir

	3 Rubber Hoses for flexibility and directional watering

	2 Wooden Stakes to secure hoses in place along rows




With a Self-Watering System in place, your crops will stay hydrated longer, boosting growth and increasing soil quality across your fields.

This was the perfect solution for dealing with the larger garden plots, Ben realized with a thrill. All he needed to find or source for this recipe was the metal spigot, as he had the rain barrel, hoses, and stakes all ready. He’d ask Alicia about the spigot when he was in town. Hopefully he could get started on his large garden plot as soon as he had that piece.

With the garden harvested and replanted and his produce packaged for transport, Ben took a final walk around the farm to make sure he wasn’t forgetting anything before he headed into Grimsby.

The last few days had been very productive. With Spirit’s hoof on the mend thanks to the healing poultice, she’d been able to help him with his yard repairs—though she’d needed frequent breaks at first or it would get sore, yesterday she’d been up and walking all day without any ill effects. They’d managed to finish fixing up the chicken coop and rabbit hutch, and had just started on the pig pen. Soon, there would only be the two barns left and—besides the matter of finding another two demi-beast females to breed—he’d have all the requirements for establishing a Farmstead complete.

His first successfully bred female was already showing signs of the growing seed in her belly, and seeing her fertile womb swell made Ben eager to try again. His Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook had warned that he’d find his females irresistible once their bellies and breasts began to grow, and it hadn’t been kidding. It was all Ben could do to keep his hands off Spirit while they worked, and more than once they’d satiated their needs right there in the farmyard like a couple of barn animals humping and braying shamelessly. And Ben wouldn’t have it any other way.

He smiled as he passed the coop and hutch, which looked sturdy now, and ready for animals. The progress they’d made on the pig pen was already a noticeable difference, which Ben hoped would impress Rosie when Spirit found her and brought her to the farm. Overall, things were going better than he could have hoped.

Not bad for a guy who was practically dead a few days ago, he thought with a smirk. Their work had earned enough Farm Improvement Points to inch steadily toward Lucky Nickel Acres gaining its Farmstead status a lot sooner than he’d expected would be possible.

As Ben admired the upgraded animal enclosures, he heard the soft sound of hooves on grass as Spirit approached from behind. She was walking easily now, though Ben still insisted on doing most of the heavy lifting—that was more due to her delicate condition than her injury.

He turned, watching her approach, his heart swelling with pride in his chest. Her rounded belly protruded over the top of her little denim shorts, looking more like she’d eaten too much cake than she was carrying his child. But even that small mound was evidence of her unbelievably quick progression. Her thin white shirt was stretched even more thinly over her growing breasts.

Ben was tempted to cancel his plans to go to Grimsby, and take his pretty pony-girl back to bed.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a sight so beautiful,” he said with a grin. “Did you see your breakfast? I didn’t want to wake you when I got up so early this morning, but I didn’t want you to be hungry when you got up.”

“I did,” she beamed at him, rubbing her tummy. “You make the best pancakes. Me and baby agree.”

“I’ve got the harvest ready to take into town,” he said. “Though I’d rather stay here with you, there are things I need to order and I’m eager to get my certification started at the Farmer’s Guild.”

Spirit’s blue eyes sparkled with excitement. “Actually… I was thinking it’s time I go look for Rosie,” she said, her voice eager. “My hoof is all better now. I even tried galloping yesterday and it felt as good as new. Maybe when you come home today, you’ll have another fertile field to plow.”

She gave him a knowing wink, her cheeks blushing furiously.

“Are you sure?” Ben asked, his gaze traveling to her swollen belly. “I don’t want you to overexert yourself.”

“Don’t worry about that, sweet Ben.” Spirit came to stand close to him, rising onto the tips of her hooves to kiss him on the lips. “The system warns me if I am doing too much. And I think the exercise is good for me. I gained some extra pleasure points after my run yesterday.”

“That’s just because exercise makes you horny,” Ben murmured, nibbling the soft skin at Spirit’s neck. “But all right, I won’t argue. Just promise me you’ll be careful out there, okay?”

Spirit gave a small laugh. “I’ve been careful in those woods my whole life. I’ll be fine.”

“Good. Because if any harm comes to you, I… I don’t know what I’d do.”

“Probably go on a murderous rampage, starting with Cornelius Ashburn,” Spirit guessed with a giggle. “Even if he had nothing to do with it?”

“Yes, that sounds about right.”

“The magistrate wouldn’t like that very much,” Spirit warned, giving his bottom lip a sharp nip. “But it would be very heroic. And really… odds are Ashburn’s done something to deserve what comes to him.”

“Well, I’ll deal with him either way. So, I’d much prefer you stay safe.”

She kissed him again, long and lingering. “I promise.”

Ben gave her a final squeeze, then rubbed her rounded tummy to say goodbye to their little one.

“Say hello to Alicia for me,” Spirit said. Then, pausing, she put a hand on his arm. “And maybe… invite her to join us here as well.”

Ben startled. He’d fantasized about having Alicia help him run the farm after meeting her. She was a buxom lass, with many valuable skills and connections that would make all of their lives easier. And she had kissed him…

“Do you think she’d be happy here?” he asked, glancing at Spirit’s belly. “With the way we do things, and with the other additions we plan to make?”

Spirit blushed and bit her lip. “I know she’s not happy in that town, and I think she’d like it here. Alicia is a very passionate girl, and I think being around you, seeing the full extent of your skills as an ascended human… I would not be at all surprised to discover new layers to her passion. She has never had a man, Ben, but I know she longs for a family.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll ask,” he said. “Thank you, Spirit. You’re a good friend to her and a perfect mate for me. We’re going to make this farm the best it can be, with the best people.”

In answer, she kissed him again, and they lost themselves in one another for a long moment.

Finally, with the wagon loaded with his produce and his quarterstaff, Ben gave Spirit a final wave, which she returned enthusiastically, then set off toward Grimsby.

As he reached the fork where his driveway met the road, he thought he saw something move near the bushes on the other side of the road. A strange prickling sensation skittered over the back of his neck. Something in the bushes moved, a shadow or something hiding behind it?

Ben stopped, squinting into the greenery. It was perfectly still and quiet. He poked at the shrubs with his staff. Still nothing.

Maybe he was just imagining things, he decided with a shrug. If there were any monsters lurking about, he was pretty sure his HUD would have identified them.

With that, he continued on his way, eager to share the results of his first harvest.

[image: image-placeholder]

Grimsby’s market square was a busy place, with merchants hawking wares, villagers haggling over prices, and the faint buzz of conversation filling the air. After arranging his crop inspection with the Farmer’s Guild, Ben stopped by Alicia’s store, giving a wave to one of the assistants as he entered.

Alicia emerged from the back, her face lighting up as she saw him. “Ben! I hear congratulations are in order—first harvest already?”

She looked even more beautiful than he remembered, in a blue dress that put her bountiful cleavage on full display.

He grinned. “I just spoke with Walter Fairfield and the Farmer’s Guild about getting my produce inspected. He agreed to send his Head Inspector to your shop once he’s done at the market. Fairfield seemed impressed with my haul, though, so I have a good feeling about my prospects. Do you think this is three bushels worth?”

Alicia came over to see his laden cart, her eyes widening as she saw the quality of the vegetables. She leaned over the counter in a bold defiance of gravity as her top strained to keep her modesty contained.

“Goodness, Ben, did you really grow all this?” she gasped, a strand of auburn hair falling in front of her bright green eyes as she looked up at him suddenly. “I’ve never seen such beautiful heads of lettuce. And those tomatoes are huge! Oh… I just… I don’t know how we’ll sell these in Grimsby, though. They are worth far too much for my humble customers.”

“Listen, Alicia,” Ben said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t want this food to go to waste. Don’t charge any more for these vegetables than you would for any others. They didn’t cost me any more to grow than the big farmers spend. Really, they didn’t cost me anything but time.”

Ben smiled suddenly, an idea occurring to him. “In fact… I want you to sell them for less than the cheapest, poorest quality produce you get from those big farmers, just to make a point. Maybe that will show the people that these land barons with their withered carrots don’t give a damn about anything but their bottom line, and that we’re better off without them. I’m not worried about the money, in the long run, not when I have my farm.”

Tears glistened in Alicia’s eyes as she heard his words. “That’s unbelievably generous of you. I… I would be honored to pass along a deal like that to my customers. Thank you, Ben.”

“So,” he grinned, leaning on the counter, his face a little closer to hers. “How much do you think I’ve got here? I don’t know a bushel from a butternut, and I’m not ashamed to admit it. But I’m really eager to get that certification process complete.”

Alicia blushed to find his face so near her own, and he could see her eyes linger on his lips a moment before she flushed and pulled away.

Clearing her throat, she said, “Well, you’ve got more than three bushels all together. But what did they say at the Guild? Is it a bushel each of three different crops or three bushels mixed produce?”

“Fairweather didn’t say,” Ben sighed. “Just that his inspector would be by to do the deed. Some guy named Silas Grindle.”

Alicia wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Oh, dear. Grindle is a prickly old codger. You can count on him to make it as difficult for you as possible. Though it’s a good thing you’re doing the inspection at my store, as he’s much less likely to give you a hard time with me present.”

“Is that so?” Ben said, casting an appreciative gaze over the shopkeeper’s creamy white bosom, which was straining against a royal blue dress that made her coppery hair blaze like fire.

He almost forgot what they were talking about as he caught her eyes and made her blush again, this time the pink creeping down her neck to kiss the tops of her breasts as well as her cheeks.

“Uhh, yes,” she stammered, her hands fluttering around her face as if she suddenly didn’t know what to do with them. “He’s wary of me talking against him to my father. I have a suspicion he’s the one taking bribes from the land barons to keep their guild status active, even when their crop quality has dwindled so severely. If he refuses to certify your crops when he’s been passing theirs, it will look very bad on him.”

Ben smiled. “You’re a valuable woman to have in my corner, aren’t you?”

“I hope I can be,” Alicia said, her husky voice lowering as her breaths became quicker and shallower under his prolonged gaze. “I admire you very much, Ben. I’m proud to be your ally.”

“I appreciate your help very much,” he said, reaching to take her hand. When she took it, Ben slipped around the back of the counter, pulling her against his chest. “But speaking of help… I’ve been thinking a lot about you since we met…”

Alicia shuddered, her bright green eyes wide as she stared up at him in wonder. “You have?”

“I could use someone like you on the farm,” he said, delighted to feel her heartbeat kick against his chest at the words. “Someone with organizational skills, connections, a knack for keeping things running. If you’re ever interested in a more intimate partnership, please let me know.”

“H-how intimate?” she gasped. Her hands pressed against his chest and ran over his biceps, eliciting a shudder of excitement that inspired a similar feeling in Ben.

“I’ll leave that boundary in your fine hands,” he said, glancing at the fingers caressing his arms. “I’m open to any combination of business and pleasure that you’re willing to offer.”

“Mmmmm,” Alicia closed her eyes as if savoring his words. “Oh, Ben. I admit I… have found myself dreaming of an arrangement like that since our last meeting. A man like you could really inspire the kinds of changes we need to see in this town, and… and changes I’d like to see in my life.”

At the moment there were no customers in the store, and Ben was tempted to give the beautiful shopkeeper a physical demonstration of the kind of intimacy available to her should she want it. His hands tightened on her waist, traveling over the curve of her hips and settling on her generous bottom. He gave her a little squeeze.

“Ooooh, please,” Alicia moaned, though it was unclear what she meant.

“Please go on?” he asked softly. “Or please stop?”

Alicia gave a little whimper. “Oh, I don’t know! Ben, you have no idea how much I want what you’re suggesting, but I can’t. Not right now.”

Ben released her with a twinge of remorse, though he could see in her eyes it wasn’t a true rejection. “You’re certain?”

“Not at all.” Alicia’s face softened, a flicker of regret crossing her eyes. “You know I’d love nothing more, Ben. But my father… he’s not well these days. Grimsby needs a magistrate, and until he finds someone who can take his place, he needs me here.”

Ben nodded, feeling a pang of disappointment, though he understood. “Family is important, Alicia. No need to say more. But would you visit at least? You could lend a hand whenever you’re free. That would give you a chance to see how we do things, and whether or not such a lifestyle would appeal to you.”

Alicia looked at him carefully. “We? Is… Spirit still with you?”

“Yes, and doing very well,” he said, keeping his voice low. “She’s carrying my child, Alicia.”

The shopkeeper trembled in his arms, her legs seeming to go weak.

“But… she’s a demi-beast!”

“And I’m an ascended human, remember?” Ben said, feeling himself stiffen at the red-head’s reaction to his news. “I am the first person capable of giving her kind the gift of motherhood since the war.”

Alicia’s exploring hands moved down his torso to the impressive bulge between his legs. She gasped again, not moving her hands.

“And… how many such gifts do you intend to give?” she panted, her cheeks growing redder by the second.

“As many as I can,” he said, lowering his mouth to whisper in her ear, letting his warm breath caress the side of her neck.

“And what about me?” she gave him a tentative squeeze that made him groan with desire.

“The same,” he promised. “If that is your wish.”

Breathing hard, a slow smile spread across Alicia’s lips, and she wrapped her arms around his waist, tugging his body against hers. She leaned up, her lips brushing his in a soft but lingering kiss that left them both breathless. They parted reluctantly, her cheeks flushed as she met his eyes.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, that is my wish. And yes, I will visit, to see… how things are done. But not yet, Ben. Let me get my affairs in order in town, first.”

“Take all the time you need,” Ben said, kissing her again. “You will be worth the wait, I know it.”

“Give me a taste, Ben,” Alicia suddenly begged. “Give me something real to dream of while I’m counting down the days.”

Glancing around at the still empty store, Ben gave the red-head a mischievous grin. “Why don’t you give me a taste?” he countered.

“What do you—?”

Ben tugged Alicia’s skirts up around her waist to expose a perfectly naked pussy, already glistening. “Alicia Steelwright… no panties? Are you always so naughty?”

Alicia gasped, her face going as red as her hair. “I… I knew you were coming today… It gave me a thrill to feel my bare thighs rubbing together while we spoke. I didn’t know…”

“That I would do this?” Ben asked, dropping to his knees and pushing Alicia’s bottom against the counter. He gripped her thighs, pushing them apart, and took a long, deep lick of her slit.

“Oh my gods… ooooh my… Ben, what are you… ooooooooh!”

Ben eagerly tongued the swollen pleasure pearl hidden between her puffy lips, lapping at the sweet juices that flowed over his mouth and chin. Her skirts fell back down over his head, cocooning him against her pale, quivering thighs. He sucked and nibbled and plunged his tongue as deep into her eager pussy as he could reach. Her shaking grew more intense, as did her moans, so that Ben didn’t hear the shop’s bell when it rang.

Nor would he likely have stopped if he did, the neglected little shopkeeper was so close to her prize that it would have been cruel.

“Oh, Mr. Grindle,” Alicia gasped, suddenly stiffening in Ben’s grip. He held her still, giving her a final, vigorous flicking with his tongue, until her pussy released a flood of nectar and her thighs almost collapsed. “I’m… I’m coming! I’m cooomiiiing!”

“No need, girl,” a snarky voice replied. “I’m right here. What are you doing over there? Is your dress caught on something?”

Ben ducked out from under Alicia’s skirts, quickly wiping his face on his sleeve. As he stood, he bumped his head on the counter, and let out a sharp curse.

“Oh, are you all right?” she gasped, looking at the bump on his head with concern.

Ben was amused to see that her cheeks and chest were red and blotchy, and she had a sheen of sweat on her brow. “I’m fine,” he said. “How are you?”

“W-wonderful,” she gushed. Then, appearing to remember they had company, she turned to the older gentleman who was scowling at them both from the other side of the counter. “Hello, Mr. Grindle. Ben told me you’d be coming by.”

“Are you sure you’re all right, girl?” the old man snapped. “You look like you’re having an attack of the nerves or some such. I always did say shopkeeping is too much work for a woman. And what is this peasant doing crawling around on your floors?”

“I dropped a coin,” Ben said, giving him a wide smile, though the man hardly deserved one. “I’m Benjamin Nickels, sir. I believe you’re actually here to see me.”

He extended his hand. Grindle didn’t take it.

“Fairweather said there was a new farmer in town,” Grindle said, his scowl deepening as he looked Ben up and down. “I thought he meant a real farmer. Not some rustic who needs to crawl on hands and knees to retrieve every copper he drops.”

Ben’s smile remained fixed on his face as he reminded himself in no uncertain terms that punching an old man in the nose was not going to help him get his Guild certification. Particularly if the old man was the inspector in charge of certifying him.

“Ben is a wonderful farmer,” Alicia said, gesturing to the harvest they had organized into four separate bins. “I think you’ll be quite satisfied with his produce, Mr. Grindle. Come and see.”

Silas Grindle eyed the four barrels with an expression that started as casual disdain but gradually slipped to a look of muted surprise. Ben saw it immediately: the flicker of wide-eyed astonishment that quickly turned into a forced frown as Grindle approached the harvest display, his gaze darting between the produce and Alicia.

If she weren’t there, Ben suspected, Grindle would’ve found a reason to reject the lot without batting an eye.

“Fair Quality, you say?” Grindle murmured, brushing a long finger along the first bushel of crisp, green lettuce leaves.

Alicia raised an eyebrow, standing at Ben’s side with her arms folded. “That’s right, Mr. Grindle,” she replied coolly. “I weighed and inspected it myself, you know. But if you’d like to do so as well, of course that’s your right.”

“Yes, yes,” Grindle muttered, squinting down at the vibrant tomatoes and carrots in the second and third barrels, their colors fresh and rich. His nose wrinkled, as though he could hardly bring himself to believe what he was seeing. But the reluctance in his demeanor was unmistakable.

If he could’ve discredited the produce with a mere glance, Ben could tell he’d have done so in a heartbeat.

Ben waited, the tension thick in the air. Grindle was trapped. If he denounced the vegetables in front of Alicia, it wouldn’t take long for her to report the inconsistency to her father. Grindle might be the inspector, but even he wouldn’t escape the scrutiny that would follow if the magistrate decided to investigate him for favoritism or corruption.

Grindle cleared his throat, gesturing sharply for a clerk to bring over a ledger. “Very well. One bushel of Fair Quality potatoes and one bushel of Fair Quality lettuce,” he announced reluctantly. His eyes flickered to Alicia as he added, “Half a bushel each of tomatoes and carrots, though, well... Fair quality might be a stretch. We’ll just scrape it by, I suppose.”

Alicia’s sharp gaze didn’t falter. “Mr. Grindle, we both know the produce is fine. Perhaps a bit too fine for most of the barons’ yields lately, wouldn’t you say?”

Grindle’s jaw tightened, and Ben hid a grin as the inspector ground his teeth. Finally, Grindle took a pen from his coat and scrawled his signature across the required paperwork, flicking it towards Ben. “If you can present another half bushel of either carrots or tomatoes by this time next week, then… I’ll approve your Guild application.”

“Next week?” Alicia’s eyes narrowed, catching the unusual request immediately. “Isn’t that a bit short?”

Grindle sniffed, regaining his composure as he straightened his cuffs.

“A reasonable expectation, I’d say. Encourages… diligence.” He turned his back to them, his eyes glinting with irritation as he tossed a forced nod their way. “Good luck with your… diligence, Mr. Nickels. Good day.”

The bell above the General Store door jangled harshly as he stormed out, and Alicia let out a sigh of relief. When she caught Ben staring at her, she blushed again, as if suddenly remembering what they’d been doing when the inspector had so rudely interrupted them.

“Ben…”

“Reconsidering your timeline?” he said with a wink. “You know you’re welcome at the farm any time. This is a cause for celebration! Maybe we should plan a special dinner…” His eyes twinkled. “I think I’ll have those creamy thighs of yours for dessert.”

Alicia licked her lips, her worries momentarily forgotten as she considered his offer. Then her eyes widened. “No! Ben, this is no time to celebrate. That man is trying to undermine your application. A week? That’s not enough time! Who’s ever heard of such a thing!”

Ben only shrugged, smiling reassuringly. “No need to worry. I’ve already planted the next crop, and with my skills now, it should only take about five days.”

Alicia’s expression shifted from worry to open admiration. “Five days? Ben you… you’re full of surprises.”

“Back to that celebration…”

Alicia took a deep breath and threw herself into Ben’s arms. He kissed her fiercely, enjoying the look of surprise in her eyes as she tasted her juices on his lips.

“I’ll come by and see you at Lucky Nickel Acres soon,” she said. “I promise. After what you’ve just shown me, I… I don’t think I’ll be able to stay away.”

“Spirit told me you were a passionate girl.” Ben chuckled, kissing her again. “I’m happy to entertain you anytime, in any way you like. And that’s my promise.”

Alicia wriggled in his arms as if his words sent shiver through her body.

“Before I go, there are a few things I need to buy,” Ben said. “Can you add them to my tab?”

Alicia looked up at him like she would be willing to add just about anything to that tab if he asked her to, a house, a carriage, a golden ring.

But Ben wasn’t one to take advantage of a woman’s post-coital bliss. He just ordered a few extra sets of clothes for himself and Spirit—and upon Alicia’s recommendation, he took a catalog of other available fashions for Spirit and any of his future female guests to choose from, noting an extensive selection of lingerie and ‘accessories’ that caught his eye—a selection of new seeds to try, and the water spigot he’d need for the large garden plot.

When he was done, Ben gave Alicia another kiss.

“Don’t go getting into trouble out there, Ben,” she murmured. “Faerowilde can be a dangerous place. Now that I know your intentions for me, it would be more than a dream that I would lose if something happened to you. It would be my heart.”

“Your heart is safe with me,” he replied, seriously. “Faerowilde might be dangerous but I’m more than equipped to handle it. And I get stronger every day.”

With a final wave, he left the shop and began his trek back home, already planning the things he’d do to her the first time she came to visit.
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The evening air was cool and still as Ben headed home, the much lighter wagon rattling softly behind him on the path. The journey was peaceful at first, though the stink and smog coming off the land baron’s farms was a blight upon the landscape. As he got farther away from Grimsby, the industrialization lessened, and Ben began to relax.

The golden light of the setting sun cast a warm glow over the fields, and Ben’s mind was full of the day’s wins.

Spirit’s leg was better now, and she was positively glowing with her pregnancy.

She was possibly bringing him a lovely Porcina girl to breed… once he’d satisfied a few of her ‘quirks and kinks,’ which sounded like it would be just as much fun as the endgame.

Alicia was all but ready to join his Farmstead as well. And while breeding her might not count toward his Farm Improvement Points that sure as hell wasn’t going to stop Ben from enjoying every second of it.

And now, he was halfway done with the process of getting his application to the Farmer’s Guild approved—despite the corrupt inspector’s best efforts.

Life was good.

About halfway back to the farm, however, Ben got a sharp reminder that life in Faerowilde wasn’t all about plowing fertile fields and sowing his wild oats. The evening’s blissful silence was broken by an ominous growl from the shadows along the road, just as he was leaving the last of the grim, industrialized fields behind.

Ben paused, scanning the trees, and his eyes caught the glint of eyeshine—the yellow eyes of more Scavengers peering at him from the underbrush. Quickly, he withdrew his quarterstaff and assumed a defensive stance.

Another pack of five Scavengers slunk onto the road, circling him in a calculated formation.

Ben tensed, hands gripping the quarterstaff, ready for a fight. The Scavengers had been no match for him before, they would surely fall before him now with his increased strength and skill with the staff.

But something else shifted behind them—a larger, dark shape that seemed to glisten in the fading light. The creature was half again as tall as a Scavenger and undulated as it moved, the sickly shine of its translucent hide giving it an unsettling, otherworldly appearance.

Monster: Corrosive Slime

Type: Ooze

Level: B-Tier

The Scavengers were only C-Tier, so this creature was definitely going to be tougher. Fortunately, it didn’t seem to move very quickly.

Ben decided his best strategy would be to eliminate the fast-moving Scavengers first, giving himself a chance to level higher before taking on the tougher monster.

The first Scavenger lunged at him, and Ben swung the quarterstaff in a smooth arc, catching it squarely across the head.

The creature crumpled with a whimper, and he quickly moved on to the next, his movements growing more precise and confident with each attack. His blows landed with satisfying force, the system enhancing his strength as his skill with the quarterstaff climbed higher.

Ben dispatched three more Scavengers in quick succession, earning several more Heroic Reputation points and feeling a surge of confidence.

The final Scavenger snarled, circling him warily, as the Slime moved forward, its quivering mass advancing with an almost predatory intent.

Ben braced himself, waiting for an opening. When the Slime reared up, attempting to engulf him, Ben feinted to the left, dodging just in time. With a decisive jab, he drove the end of the quarterstaff straight into the center of its pulsing body. The Slime convulsed, then deflated, dissolving into a pool of dark, viscous liquid that quickly faded into the dirt.

Its dissolving body sizzled when it touched the feet of the last Scavenger, which yelped and jumped back. The creature hesitated, confused by the outcome of the fight, glancing between Ben and the remains of the Slime before slinking off into the woods, whimpering as it went.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Ben muttered. He refused to let it get away to attack another traveler, especially if in the coming days, Alicia would be coming to visit the farm. He chased after the injured Scavenger, dispatching the wolf-like monster with a decisive strike to the back of its skull.

As he returned to his cart, Ben inspected his staff, worried that the corrosive slime might have damaged the wood. He was surprised to find the quarterstaff glowing slightly, as if it bore some kind of magical protection. He couldn’t inspect the staff with his HUD, but he was suddenly certain there was more to Alicia’s gift than met the eye.

Satisfied, Ben shook off the remnants of slime from his staff, feeling a surge of triumph.

Scavengers defeated: 5

Corrosive Slime defeated: 1

Reputation: Hero +25

He couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face as he gathered his wagon and continued on his way home. Another win for the day!
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As Ben neared the house, about an hour after his encounter with the Scavengers and the Slime, he spotted Spirit with another woman waiting by the front gate. Their faces lit up as they saw him coming up the road, the last glow of the sun’s rays kissing their cheeks and glinting off their hair in the warm sunset evening.

Rosie, a golden-haired Porcina demi-beast, looked every inch as scrumptious as the one in his handbook. If anything, her round bottom was even juicier in a pair of overall shorts that seemed to cover nothing at all.

She had no shirt on beneath the denim bib, and her breasts seemed to burst beyond the fabric in every direction while somehow still managing to keep her nipples covered. Her dainty hooves made her seem like she was walking on tip toe, or wearing high-heeled shoes. Her curves wiggled in welcome as she gave him an enthusiastic smile and wave.

Nothing shy about this one, Ben thought with some relief. He didn’t mind seducing the females that required a gentler touch, but with the clock ticking to get the Farmstead established, a few ‘eager beavers’ wouldn’t be remiss either.

Spirit ran forward, looking relieved to see him back unscathed. She leaped into his arms and attacked him with an open-mouthed kiss, which elicited a small whimper of jealousy from her friend.

“I’m so glad you’re back,” Spirit gushed, then she paused and licked her lips. “You taste like… uh… oh, my, is that…?”

“I spent a little bit of time demonstrating the advantages of coming to live on the farm to our friend, Alicia,” Ben said with a grin. “I think she was suitably impressed.”

Spirit blushed deeply, her arms still around his neck. “I can’t imagine how she’d be anything but,” she said, whispering in his ear. “I found that particular method of demonstration very convincing, myself.”

“Did you, now?” Ben teased. “I’d better make some time tonight to remind you why you chose to stay, then.”

“Oh, yes, please!” Spirit moaned, pressing herself into his body, hungrily. Then she glanced over her shoulder. “I mean… if you have time. I… found Rosie for you.”

“I see that,” Ben said with a smile, his hands resting on the pony-girl’s high, muscular buttock and giving her a squeeze. “Why don’t you introduce us. Have you been back long?”

“No, we only just got here.” Spirit took his hand, leading him toward the entrance to the farm. “We spotted you coming up the hill and made a detour around the front to meet you.”

Ben’s gaze traveled from the pink-haired, athletic pony girl over to her friend, and lingered appreciatively on the bubbly blond.

Rosie didn’t look like the type to have secret, deviant fantasies. If it weren’t for her unlikely proportions and the almost pornographic cut of her too-small overalls she could have been a grown-up version of Shirley Temple.

Well, not to mention the little pink piggy ears sticking up out of her golden curls and the corkscrew tail sticking out the back of her shorts.

Somehow, that made Ben even more curious to see what made her squeal.

“It’s nice to meet you, Rosie,” he said, holding out a hand to her. “I’m Benjamin Nickels. I’m—”

“Gorgeous?” Rosie interrupted, a twinkle in her eye. “You certainly are. Spirit already told me how handsome you were and…” She let her big brown eyes rove over Ben’s body. “Even in my wildest dreams I don’t think I’ve ever come up with anything as deliciously meaty as you…”

“Glad I don’t disappoint,” he said with a laugh. “Let me just get this wagon unloaded, and we can go inside to talk.”

Rosie’s eyes widened. “Talk? I was promised a little more than talking, farmer boy.”

“I told you she would be eager,” Spirit said with a pretty laugh. “But Rosie, Ben is a gentleman. He wants to get to know you before he does… all those things I told you about.”

“You girls have been talking about me?” Ben said, pinching Spirit’s bottom and eliciting a yelp. “I hope you didn’t spoil any surprises, little miss.”

“I didn’t spoil anything!” Spirit said, rubbing her backside and pouting at him. “The anticipation is half the fun!”

They walked through the gate and toward the house, chatting and flirting, and Ben felt like his mood couldn’t get any better. He was going to be going to bed with two beautiful women that night instead of just one, and he could still taste the pussy of a third on his lips. He’d have thought nothing could ruin an evening like that.

But he was wrong.

Their playful rendezvous was cut short as they saw the garden.

“Oh, Ben,” Spirit gasped. “No!”

“Who would do such a thing?” Rosie said, her hands covering her mouth in shock.

Ben felt his heart sink as he followed their eyes. His neatly tended rows of freshly planted seeds were flattened, churned up, and scattered. Ben could see evidence of tiny green plants, already sprouting since that morning, wilting with their pale roots exposed.

Worse than all that, something had been strewn amongst the wreckage… bits of refuse and garbage, as if someone had purposefully destroyed the fertile land for no reason but to make it fallow.

The garden he’d worked so hard to cultivate lay in ruins.

The garden he needed in order to earn his certification with the Farmer’s Guild.

“What… what happened?” he asked, a mix of anger and disbelief tightening in his chest.

“It’s sabotage,” Spirit said, her voice trembling with anger. She glanced back at him, her expression steely. “Someone doesn’t want you to succeed, Ben. And I think we both know who that someone is.”

Rosie looked at the ruined soil and her curly tail drooped.

Ben’s jaw clenched as he looked over the destroyed garden, a fierce determination hardening within him.

Ashburn, he thought, fury burning in his veins. This means war.
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There was no more flirting or frisky behavior from either of the girls as they returned glumly to the house. Ben wasn’t in the mood, and neither were they, their earlier excitement replaced with the need for retribution.

Even though Ben’s Farm Improvement Points were making it uncomfortable for unwanted persons to enter the property, it clearly wasn’t powerful enough to keep out a truly determined foe.

Ben also thought there was a possibility that the system’s resistance to Ashburn’s presence was at least partly due to the fact that he had a strongly Villainous Reputation. Ashburn was unlikely to have committed the sabotage himself, though—he was the kind of man who would hire underlings for that kind of thing, and an underling probably wouldn’t trigger the system’s defenses in the same way as an openly antagonistic person like Ashburn.

Still, Ben knew it was all nothing but speculation.

In the quiet warmth of the kitchen, lantern light cast a soft glow over the table as Ben, Spirit, and Rosie gathered around. Despite the comforting smells of the fire in the stove and the herbs drying from the rafters, an air of tension lingered over the room. They had spent the last hour discussing what they’d found in the garden, each arrival of silence more uncomfortable than the last.

Spirit broke it with a weary sigh.

"Ben, we all know that Ashburn is behind this attack, but accusing him won’t get us anywhere,” she said, rubbing her temples. “He’s got his fingers in every part of Grimsby. Even the magistrate depends on him. Half the town works on his farms, and he’d just turn that around to make you look like the villain.”

Ben nodded, his jaw clenched. “It’s hard to take, but I can see that. The man practically threatened me out there yesterday, and now my garden’s torn up the next day?” He shook his head, staring down at his hands. “I’d be a fool to think it was a coincidence, but an even bigger fool to think anyone would take my word on the matter over his. I’m the new guy in town, and other than Alicia, my only friends are demi-beasts. Which, while I mean it as no slight to you lovely ladies, won’t help my cause in a popularity contest around here.”

Rosie frowned, picking at a splinter on the table. Her golden curls bobbed around her dimpled apple cheeks. “It’s true. People here don’t like Ashburn, but they’d never speak against him. Not because they don’t like you, but because they’re scared of him. He’s got the whole town cornered, one way or another.”

Spirit’s ivory-colored ears twitched atop her head as she pulled nervously on a strand of pink hair. “Ben… what are we going to do? He’s too powerful to fight before we’re established.”

“We don’t have to fight him yet,” Ben replied, meeting her worried gaze. “But we can’t let this stop us. A setback like this isn’t nearly as effective as he thinks, since he has to do things the hard way and we have the system on our side. All he’s done is warn us to be on the lookout for future attacks.”

“I hope you’re right,” Spirit said. “It’s certainly good luck that the vandals came after you’d made your first harvest. At least you got a chance to bring some of your produce into town. How did it go with the Farmer’s Guild?”

Ben leaned back, considering. “A man named Silas Grindle came by Alicia’s store to inspect the harvest, but he threw in a twist. Said I’ve only got a week to get the next round ready—another half bushel of tomatoes or carrots, or I’ll have to start the whole Guild application process over.”

Rosie frowned. “That doesn’t sound right. He must know it takes longer than that for a normal harvest to come in.”

“It was obvious that he didn’t like me,” Ben agreed. “He didn’t want to give me certification, and was just too scared to say so in front of the magistrate’s daughter. That’s all I thought it was, and Alicia confirmed my suspicions. But now I’m wondering if Grindle is on Ashburn’s payroll as well.”

Spirit’s brows knitted. “A conspiracy?”

“Definitely,” Rosie said with a shake of her head, her golden curls bouncing. “Since no one knows you’re an ascended human it’s pretty obvious the man is trying to interfere with your ability to join the guild. That timeline isn’t just difficult, it would be impossible for a normal farmer—even one with Ashburn’s resources. The good news is, if Ashburn is bothering to take precautions like that, he sees you as a real threat.”

Ben grinned. “As he should. But here’s the thing—as scared as Ashburn is, he’s still underestimated me. He and Grindle think I don’t know what I’m doing, that I’m just some novice they can trip up. But they haven’t seen how quickly I can make things grow.”

Rosie returned his smile with a twinkle of mischief in her eyes. “Spirit told me you were something special, but I didn’t think I really believed it until I came here and saw for myself. There’s no way even the richest man in Grimsby can compete with an ascended man with a couple of demi-beasts at his back. With the three of us working together, we’ll be ready for whatever they throw at us next.”

Ben leaned forward, taking Spirit and Rosie’s hands in his own. “We will not let him win, girls. I’ve got a plan.”

He felt Spirit squeeze his fingers, and Rosie’s hand trembled with excitement against his palm.

“I’ve got the parts I need to set up a watering system for the larger garden plot behind the house. That will help save time each day so we can continue working on the rest of the repairs around the farm, accelerating the process of establishing our Farmstead.”

“That’s great, Ben!” Spirit said, her ears perking up. “Watering always takes more time than any of our other chores. That will be a lifesaver!”

“Exactly,” Ben said. “And I think the system can be scaled up into a kind of irrigation system once I start farming fields instead of garden plots. So, the sooner I start leveling that skill, the sooner we can move onto bigger projects. Getting the Farmstead established is the most important step though. Once that’s done, Ashburn can’t do anything to us.” He grinned even wider. “But he doesn’t know that. Ashburn isn’t a part of the system, so he can’t imagine us having a goal beyond what’s available to him, making my certification with the Farmer’s Guild the obvious target for his sabotage. In the meantime, the large garden plot will be hidden from the road. If we start fresh there tomorrow, it’ll be much harder for anyone to harm it.”

Rosie’s eyes lit up. “If he’s got anyone watching the farm, it will look like we’ve given up.”

“Exactly,” Ben replied, a bit of pride sneaking into his voice. “I’ll till, sow, and water that garden plot first thing tomorrow. I’ve also been adding compost to the soil to enrich it. But we’re going to have to be vigilant. You girls will have to keep your eyes open for any suspicious activity. Any sign of people nosing around, we’ll need to check it out immediately. I thought I felt someone watching me this morning, but I brushed it off. I won’t make that mistake again.”

Spirit nodded, her brow furrowed in thought. “If that was Ashburn or one of his people, they might be keeping closer tabs than we thought.”

“I know,” Ben admitted, frustration tightening his mouth. “I wish I’d looked into it more, but I didn’t want to jump to conclusions. Now I regret not finding out who it was.”

“We’ll be ready next time,” Spirit assured him, her tone fierce. “I’ll keep watch whenever I can, and Rosie and I will help however you need us.”

Ben felt a wave of gratitude as he glanced between them. “Thank you both. Grindle’s schedule is going to be tight, but I think we can make it. And even if we don’t, we’re very close to establishing the Farmstead. Just a few more repairs…”

Ben’s mind went to the other requirements for the Farmstead quest as he glanced at Rosie, feeling his libido return now that they had the beginnings of a plan. But he couldn’t demand she let him breed her just because he wanted the system’s protection for his property. She had to want to be bred for her own reasons.

The way she kept looking at him made Ben think it wouldn’t take too much convincing, though.

Spirit glanced between Ben and Rosie, biting her lip as if she knew what he was thinking. She looked like she was about to say something when Rosie interrupted.

“I have an idea,” she said, smiling wide and creating a deep dimple in both of her cheeks. “While you work on the garden tomorrow, Spirit and I can finish the pig pen—while we take turns standing watch, of course.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. “The pig pen?”

She nodded. “I’m not just bringing myself to Lucky Nickel Acres—I can bring some of my herd. Wild pigs are excellent for the farm, Ben. You mentioned compost… but have you considered manure? With your Farmer skills leveling the way they are, the addition of rich pig manure to your crops could really boost productivity.”

Ben’s eyes widened. “That’s a brilliant idea, Rosie. We’ll get the manure, and it’ll boost the soil’s quality even faster than what we’re doing now. That will be a huge help.”

“Glad you think so,” Rosie said with a pleased grin. “I don’t want you to think I’m some kind of freeloader, just here because you’re some kind of pervert who likes to bang demi-beasts… although, I’m not saying that’s not why I chose to come with Spirit when she asked.”

“Rosie!” Spirit said with a blush. “He’s not a pervert. Ascended humans and demi-beasts are meant to mate. It used to happen all the time before the war.”

“Still… it’s kind of kinky, don’t you think?” Rosie asked with a wink.

Ben found his cock stiffening as she looked at him, her eyes gleaming as if she liked the idea of him being a little perverted.

“Maybe a little,” Ben admitted. “But it’s pretty mild as far as kinks go.”

“Mmmm,” Rosie said, biting her lip. “Do you have other, kinkier ways of using that big, handsome body of yours, farmer boy?”

“I think we can come up with something,” Ben said, returning her wink. “But we’ve got a lot of work to do tomorrow before we get too carried away with planning play time.”

“Oh, don’t worry about the pen,” she said, leaning forward so that her breasts squished onto the table, barely contained by the stretching bib of her overalls. “We’ll make sure it’s reinforced—my pigs can be a handful—and so can I—but they’ll be good for this farm, and I’ll be good for you… if you can make me…”

“He could make you, Rosie,” Spirit said with a giggle. “Easily. He’s stronger than you can imagine. But he won’t. He’s not one of your boars. I think he’ll make you beg for it instead.”

“That sounds all right, too,” Rosie said, rocking side to side in her chair, as if she were getting hot and bothered at the thought. “I’m just saying… if he wanted to pretend to be a boar, this little piggy wouldn’t squeal in protest at being taken by force. Or… I might, but only because it makes it more fun.”

Ben looked between the two of them, feeling a swell of intense desire welling in his core. He was pretty sure there had never been a luckier man than him. This new life was giving him opportunities to do so many things he’d never had a chance to try before, and he wasn’t going to waste a second of it.

“If that’s what you’re into, Rosie,” he said with a bit of a growl to his words. “I’m sure we can arrange it.”

With the plan to deal with Ashburn set, Ben’s lust came roaring back in full force, as if it had just been on pause while he got his head clear.

“Well, I won’t get in your way,” Spirit said, glancing between the two of them. “I’m feeling a bit tired after all that walking today. I think I’ll go up to bed.”

She stood from the table, her rounded little tummy looking more pronounced than ever in the lantern light.

“Good night, Spirit.” Rosie’s cheeks flushed, and one hand went to her breast, massaging the bare skin that poked out the side of her overalls. “And… thank you.”

She kept her big brown eyes on Ben, gazing at him with undisguised hunger in her otherwise innocent-looking face.

“I’ll be right up, Spirit,” Ben said, looking away from the temptation. He passed the pony-girl a lantern to light her way. “I’m just going to talk to Rosie for a minute.”

Spirit went up on the tips of her hooves and pressed her lips to his passionately. He could feel the swell of her growing breasts and the bulge of her pregnant belly against his torso, making him eager to follow her up the stairs. But he wasn’t quite done with Rosie’s initiation.

When Spirit was gone, Ben turned back to the eager Porcina.

“Just talk?” Rosie said, a little deflated. “I came for—”

“I know what you came for,” Ben said sternly. “But Spirit is already carrying my child, which makes her my priority right now.”

Rosie pouted. “I see. Then, what is it you want to talk about?”

“Expectations,” Ben said, coming to stand next to the table, but not sitting down.

His erection was obvious through his pants, and Rosie’s eyes were drawn to it immediately, growing wider than before. She licked her lips, not taking her eyes from the impressive bulge. “Oh… I think you’re going to meet all my expectations and then some.”

“I hope so,” Ben said, reaching out a hand, which Rosie took. He pulled her up out of the chair and against his chest, relishing the softness of her abundant curves and the feel of her tight waist beneath his hand as he held her there. “But in order to ensure that, we need to go over a few ground rules.”

“What kind of rules?” she asked, arching her back and craning her neck to look up at him.

“There are things I want,” Ben said, running his hands up Rosie’s ample hips to her narrow waist, and over the flare of her exposed breasts where they burst out of the tight denim bib. “And there are things you want. I just need to make sure we’re on the same page.”

“Mmmmokay,” Rosie moaned, shivering at his touch, and definitely not moving away as he began to massage the sides of her breasts, squeezing them together and letting them bounce in his palms. She whispered, “Tell me what you want.”

“I want to breed you,” Ben said plainly, enjoying the way her body tensed as he said the unspoken words aloud. “And I want to do it in the way that brings you the most pleasure possible.”

Slowly, he unhooked the fasteners on her overalls, letting the straps slip off her shoulders so that the bib fell open. Rosie gasped as her big tits were suddenly exposed, and Ben bounced them again, squeezing harder as she trembled in his hands.

“What do you want?” he prompted, noticing that her eyes had gone glassy, and she seemed to forget they were having an important conversation, lost in the sensation of being touched.

Her eyes shot open at his question, and she shook herself. “Your seed,” she answered immediately. “I want you to breed me. I don’t need anything else. Just let me carry your babies, please.”

“And what would give you the most pleasure?” he asked, rolling her nipples between his thumb and forefinger, watching her cheeks flush. Her little pink ears twitched in her golden curls as she gasped and moaned again. “Do you want me to be gentle or forceful?”

“Forceful,” she panted.

Ben pinched her nipples hard, giving her a sharp jolt that made her eyes flash open and her mouth gape. “Ahhhh, yes!”

“Put your hands on the table,” Ben commanded, tugging her forward by her nipples as she stumbled almost drunkenly in a hurry to obey.

Rosie put her palms on the table, squishing her breasts together as she gazed up at him with her big brown eyes. “Like this?”

Her overalls were open to the waist, her bib fallen down to cover the wedge of fabric covering her sex, but Ben had a perfect few of her juicy ass and curly little tail in the tight shorts. There were two brass buttons on each side of the shorts, meant to open them wider so they could be pulled over her wide hips and ample bottom.

Ben undid the buttons now, sliding his hands inside the shorts as he pushed them down over the curve of her ass.

“Mmmmm,” Rosie moaned again, her breathing coming faster now. She kept her hands firmly on the table. “What… what are you doing?”

“Establishing some boundaries,” Ben said, allowing the shorts to fall to the ground, where they pooled around her dainty little hooves.

Rosie was completely naked now, bare to his inspection. Her big breasts heaved as she breathed harder, and a flush was creeping over her shoulders, back, and chest. Her cheeks were red hot with excitement. She kept her eyes on the wall ahead of her, as if not daring to look at him for fear of what she might see in his face.

If she had looked, she would have seen a raw, intense lust unlike anything Ben had experienced before. He’d never felt quite so powerful as he did with the Porcina female naked and vulnerable before him, awaiting his next words.

With one hand, Ben ran his palm down her spine, feeling the curve of her muscles and the delicious way her rump protruded dramatically from her back. With his other, he lifted her breasts, testing their weight. He bent his head to see her pink, hairless pussy pressed tightly between thick thighs. He could just see the top of her slit between her legs. She had a fairly flat stomach, with just a small swell of belly below her slender waist. Her curves were all tits, hips, thighs, and ass with little extra to spare elsewhere.

“You look like good breeding stock to me,” he said, circling her curly tail with his finger, and making her shiver again. Then he ran his hand over her ass, patting each cheek and watching them jiggle before squeezing them firmly. “Very nice indeed.”

“Th-thank you, sir,” she whispered, her words suddenly breathy with desire. “You can take me any time and any way you like.”

Ben’s cock throbbed at her words. “But you’d prefer I took you by force.”

Rosie nodded her golden curls, glancing slyly at him from the corner of her eye. “Like an animal, sir. Make me squeal.”

Ben ran his finger between her ass cheeks, impressed by their firmness. He couldn’t wait to feel them pressing against the sides of his dick as he entered her from behind. But he knew he had to wait to indulge that fantasy. He had a few other suspicions to confirm first.

“And where do you want my seed?” His fingers continued until they found the heat and wetness of her hungry little slit. With one hand, he tugged on one of her nipples again as he slid a finger along her lips with his other, eliciting a tremble of desire as he paused with the tip of his digit atop her swollen clit.

He slapped a palm against her breasts. “Here? On these big juicy tits?”

“Yes, sir,” she said with a gasp. “Yes, please. Spray your seed all over my tits, sir.”

He rewarded her answer with a few circular massages of her clit.

“Ooooh, mmmmm,” she shivered, holding herself up on the table as her knees grew weak.

He pulled his fingers away then teased them into her slit, pushing into the nice, tight channel with an insistent motion. “What about here?”

“Oh, gods yes,” she panted. “Yes, please.”

Ben squeezed her breasts again, then dragged his fingers up her throat. He cupped her chin, teasing her lips, before pushing two fingers into her mouth. The pressure of her tongue against his fingers immediately made him want to slide his rock hard shaft in the same place, especially as her eyes widened, and she made eye contact with him, as desperate looking as he felt.

He continued fingering her pussy as he held her face with his other hand. “And here? In your mouth?”

She couldn’t speak anymore, but she nodded firmly. Then she began sucking on his fingers.

Ben pulled his fingers out of her slit and slowly dragged them between her cheeks, inching with almost painful slowness toward the final destination. Rosie froze as if she didn’t want to do anything to discourage his exploration, keeping her eyes locked on his. Ben didn’t look away, wanting to see the expression on her face as he swirled her tight, puckered hole with his finger.

Rosie’s eyes widened, and her breathing quickened, her cheeks flushing. She sucked at his fingers almost frantically. Slowly, Ben pushed a single finger into her ass.

“And what if I filled your backside, Rosie?” he asked, sliding the finger in and out as her eyes rolled into the back of her head. He let his other hand slide down her chin to her throat, squeezing softly, as he continued to finger her tightest of channels. “Would you like to feel my seed dripping out of your ass?”

“Yes, sir,” she said with a shudder of pleasure so intense, Ben wondered if she’d climaxed just because of their little chat. “I’m a dirty, dirty girl. More than anything, I want that. But…”

Ben pulled his finger out, then squeezed a second in next to it, causing Rosie to grunt and bend over the table in an attempt to open herself more to the penetration. “But what?” he prompted.

He wondered if she was worried he’d be too big. He had to admit, he was a bit worried about that himself. Her rear was incredibly tight. He didn’t want to hurt her.

“I really, really want to pretend that I don’t want it,” she whispered, her words coming out in a desperate rush. “I want you to make me squeal, and then force me to take more. I want you to treat me like I am an animal… an animal that belongs to you, who exists solely for your pleasure. Like you’re a boar dominating his mate, just like he dominates every female in the herd, regardless of what she wants.”

Ben frowned, considering her request. “Do you really want it that rough?”

She nodded, her curls bobbing as she looked imploringly up at him. “Rough and dirty while I beg you to stop.”

“You’ll need to have a safe word, then,” he said. “In case I actually hurt you or you do want me to stop for some reason.”

Rosie shook her head. “I don’t need it. I can take it, sir.”

“I need it,” he said firmly, with two fingers still firmly inside her clenching ass. He held them still while he negotiated. “I won’t enjoy it if I’m worried that I’m hurting you. You don’t have to use it if you don’t want it, but I need you to have the option, for my own peace of mind.”

“Yes sir,” she agreed. “If you say so. I’ll do anything you say.”

“Then pick a word.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know,” he said, feeling a bit exasperated. “A food, maybe. Something we aren’t likely to say while we’re having sex. Name a food you don’t like.”

“Peanut Brittle,” she said. “It gets stuck in my teeth.”

Ben almost laughed, but he didn’t want to ruin the mood.

Instead, he removed his hand from her throat, running it over her breasts and down her belly to cup her sex, he slid the fingers of this hand into her pussy and kept them there as he fingered her ass.

“Good girl,” he said. “If you want me to stop, you just say the words ‘peanut brittle,’ and I will stop, no matter what.”

“Mmmmaaaah, oh my god,” she panted. “That feels… I feel… ooooooh, fuck! Stop, please, stop!”

Ben paused, his instinct almost over-riding their new rule. Then he realized she was testing him. He responded by pushing a third finger into her ass, stretching her hole until she let out a little squeal.

“Oh, no!” she gasped. “Oh, what are you doing! This is so wrong!”

She was so wet, Ben could feel her thick thighs dripping with her juices. He wanted to take her every way she wanted it, right then and there on the kitchen table. But if he wanted to maximize the pleasure she was going to get from their first breeding, he knew he needed to leave her wanting more.

Ben flicked his finger over her puffy clit with his left hand, plunging his right into her tight backside hard enough to make her ass and tits bounce and jiggle with each thrust.

“Oh, gods, please stop,” she moaned. “Please, I can’t take any more.”

Rosie’s squeals grew desperate, her knees knocking together as she collapsed against the table under his double-penetrating assault. Her tits squished out to the side as she lay belly down, completely at his mercy as he ignored her artificial pleas.

Ben’s manhood strained painfully against his pants as she grew closer to the brink of climax, and his body was eager to join her.

“Oooooh, no,” she groaned. “No more… please, sir. Whatever you’re doing to me, please stop!”

Ben stopped, pulling his fingers out of both her holes at once.

“No!” she said. “I didn’t say the safe word, you can’t stop now! I was so close.

“Yes,” he said, giving her a sharp slap on the ass, even though the sensation made him want to fuck her even harder. “You want to be bred by force, Rosie? I’ll do that for you. But I have a pregnant pony girl who needs tending to first, and I need to explain to her that I’m not hurting you when you scream like that. Pick up your clothes.”

Trembling, the curvaceous pig-girl crouched to pick up her denim overalls, then stood, holding them to her chest.

Ben picked up the lantern. “Go upstairs. You can take the yellow room. Don’t touch yourself, either. You’ll finish when I make you finish. Go.”

Obediently, she carried her clothes toward the stairs. Ben followed her, letting her get a few steps ahead of him.

He watched her ass bouncing with each step, her slick thighs rubbing together, and her glistening pussy lips just peeking out between them as she moved, and it was all he could do not to push her down on the stairs and have his way with her.

But Spirit needed her sleep, so he’d happily tend to her first.

Rosie would wait. Though he hadn’t made her any promises, he wasn’t planning to make her wait long.
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Rosie stumbled into the yellow room, with a regretful look on her face. Ben stood in the doorway of his and Spirit’s room, watching her go. When she lingered, her eyes locked on his bulging pants, Ben slowly pulled the waistband down, exposing the erection she’d given him. The Porcina’s eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open.

“Go, now,” he told her again. “There will plenty more for you when I’m done with her.”

Rosie’s cheeks flushed and she backed into the room, biting her lip in anticipation.

Ben waited for the door to close behind her before he entered his own room.

Spirit knelt on the edge of the bed, completely naked, with her ass in the air. One hand tugged her tail up over her shoulder, exposing her pussy and her backside as if offering both to him. The other hand worked between her legs, slender fingers making slow circles around her clit.

As he came through the door, she took one look at his dick and moaned eagerly. “Hurry, Ben,” she said. “I need you.”

“Were you listening to us?” Ben asked, letting his pants drop the rest of the way to the ground before he stripped off his shirt and stood behind her. Not for the first time, he was amazed at how much smaller she was than him, and impressed that she’d learned to take his shaft as quickly as she had.

“Yes,” the pony-girl moaned, stroking herself faster at the memory. “It sounded very… intense.”

Ben slapped the end of his cock against her wet slit, pushing her fingers away. “I didn’t hurt her…”

“I know you would never hurt any of us,” Spirit said, shuddering as Ben slid his length along her lips, rubbing her swollen pearl with his hardness. “Is… is that how she likes it?”

He didn’t waste time when he knew what Spirit wanted. According to his book, his pregnant females needed as many orgasms as he could give them, and as much of his semen as they could hold, and little else.

“Yes,” Ben grunted as he pushed himself into her pussy. “I’ll give her more when I’ve finished with you.”

“Mmmmmm, yes,” she arched her back, taking his full length in one thrust. “This little mama needs your magic cream, baby.”

Ben was more than happy to oblige, sliding into her tight, eager slit like she was a glove made for his cock. Gripping her hips, he began the slow, steady pumping rhythm he knew Spirit liked, driving at a downward angle that hit the perfect spot inside her.

“Oooooh, Ben, aaaahhhh that feels so good. Mmmmm, fuck me deep.”

He drove into her harder and faster, and she gripped the bed sheets with both hands. Her tail bounced with each thrust as she screamed into the mattress, “Yes, yes, yes! Oh fuck, oh my gods, yes! Fill me, baby. I want your seed!”

Ben could hardly wait to give her what she begged for, but he held back until he felt the tell-tale clench and shiver of her muscles.

“Mmmmmaaaah! I’m coming, Ben. I’m coming!”

Her pussy began to pulse, tugging on his cock with surprising strength as if she was trying to milk the desired fluid from him. Ben released with a grunt, feeling a rush of hot cum burst from his cock as he pulled her hips against him with a final, deep thrust. He held her still as she whimpered with pleasure, pumping more seed into her belly.

“Ooooh, yes!” she gasped, bucking her hips. “More, more, moooore!”

Reaching around with his left hand, he stroked her clit, coaxing a second orgasm from the shivering pony-girl, helping her pussy to gulp down as much of his cum as she could hold.

“Fuuuck, baby! Mmmm, I’m so full, I’m…”

She didn’t get to finish before Ben saw for himself what she was about to say. Creamy white seed exploded from her overflowing sex, spurting out around his girth. When Ben pulled out, his cum dripped like warm icing from the pony-girl’s pulsing slit. She reached a hand between her legs to catch it with her palm, panting like she’d just run a marathon.

Spirit rolled over onto her back, bringing her cum-covered fingers to her mouth and licking them clean. “Ohhh, that was just what I needed, Ben. Thank you.”

Ben watched her with a smile, standing at the edge of the bed. “Do you want to clean me up too?” he asked. “Or should I make Rosie do that?”

Spirit shot up, scrambling across the mattress toward him with her blue eyes wide. “Rosie can clean up her own messes,” she said. “This is mine!”

Before he could stop her, she gripped him in both hands and started licking his cock clean too. Ben groaned with pleasure, putting his fingers in the pony-girl’s hair as she wrapped her lips around his shaft and lightly squeezed his balls with the other hand.

Before long, Spirit was doing more than just cleaning him up. She was working hard for a second round of his magical emissions.

“Mmmmm,” she moaned around his cock, her bright blue eyes fixed submissively on his face. Ben held her by the hair, thrusting gently, pushing into the back of her throat until her moans became a wetter sound. “Mmmm. Nglrk, nglrk, nglrk. Nnnngggg!”

“Fuck,” Ben grunted as he felt her throat muscles sucking desperately at the head of his cock.

Spirit nodded her head eagerly, signaling that she was ready. Ben’s fingers tightened in her hair, and he released another thick rope of semen into the pony-girl’s throat. Her muscles contracted immediately as she began sucking and swallowing to keep up with the supernatural flow.

It was as if Ben’s body knew just how much the hungry female needed his seed, and produced exactly what she could handle. Spirit drank from his cock until her eyes began to water, and she finally pulled off with a wet slurp.

“Enough,” she gasped. “I can’t take another drop.”

She dropped a hand to her distended belly, and Ben was surprised to see it had grown again. Had she actually drunk that much of his seed? Or was this the magic of the system at work, progressing her pregnancy faster the more attention he gave her?

Spirit’s glassy eyes began to droop. “Mmmm, I feel so full. I need to sleep now. Growing a baby is hard work!”

Ben scooped the naked pony-girl up in his arms, carrying her around the side of the bed, and propped her up against a stack of pillows. Bending down to kiss her cheek, he whispered, “Goodnight, Spirit. You’re doing such a good job.”

He pulled a blanket up over her as she snuggled into it with a blissful smile on her face.

Part of Ben wanted to crawl into bed next to the exhausted, pink-haired beauty and feel the warmth of her naked limbs pressed against his.

But his still-rigid member knew there was more work to do that night. If he was serious about becoming a demi-beast breeder, he was going to have to get used to working hard and playing hard without getting much sleep in between.

He could see why the Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook had warned him not to breed more females than he could handle. He never would have guessed they each needed so much attention.

Ben smiled as he left Spirit dozing in their bed and walked naked across the hall to Rosie’s room.

Fortunately, he enjoyed satisfying these females’ needs as much as they enjoyed begging for his seed.

And he was looking forward to breeding the pig-girl until she begged him to stop. In order to push Rosie to her limits the way she wanted, he had to find them. And that was what the safe-word was for.
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Rosie’s pussy throbbed as she listened to Ben fucking the pony-girl. Her fingers ached to rub one out as she listened to the slap of flesh on flesh, Ben’s manly grunts, and Spirit’s desperate, horny moans. But Ben had told her not to, and she didn’t want to disobey.

Rosie, at her heart, was a good, submissive girl. That’s what she’d always longed to be. Only, she’d never met a man willing to take charge of her in that way. Humans looked at her and saw some kind of animal—only the most depraved of them seeing past their prejudices to the juicy parts beneath.

But Rosie didn’t actually want a man who literally thought he was fucking an animal… Ew. That was just weird. She was as sapient as any human, and more than most she’d met.

Rosie just wanted a man to fuck her like she was an animal. It was a subtle, but very important difference in her mind.

And one that Ben Nickels seemed to understand immediately.

Rosie had gotten her first Pleasure Point in the system, the moment Ben had undone the straps of her overalls and bent her over the table. Spirit had told her it would happen when she climaxed, but it seemed Rosie’s pleasure in the system was tied to her desire for submission.

She shivered at the thought of Ben’s strong hands on her waist, and the insistent way he’d invaded her most intimate place, as if she already belonged to him and he didn’t care whether she liked it or not.

Oh, how she liked it, though! She’d be dreaming of the stretch and the pressure of those thick fingers shoved up her backside for the rest of her life. She just knew it.

Having her ass and pussy finger-fucked at the same time… that was worth another Pleasure Point. Gods, she must be such a slut in the system’s eyes.

But Rosie didn’t care.

For the first time since the war, Rosie realized there was finally a chance that she could have a dominant, aggressive male mate that actually cared for and respected her. And, even more importantly, one she could respect.

The demi-beast males had gone into hiding hundreds of years ago—a cowardly act, as far as Rosie was concerned. While some males of her kind might have fit the dominant and aggressive points on her checklist, it would have been superficial. Acting dominant during mating wasn’t worth much when they were weak, sniveling cowards the rest of the time.

Hiding! Rosies snorted with disgust. When me and the other females are out risking our lives to keep the animals of Faerowilde alive and well? It’s nothing short of pathetic!

The males only risked death if they were caught by humans, and they ran from that. Female demi-beasts risked slavery, which was far, far worse. Many female demi-beasts would have liked to go into hiding, too, but someone had to act as Guardians for the species. The girls were the ones who’d stepped up to handle the job.

Rosie hoped the system had stripped male demi-beasts of their ascended status just like it had the humans. Neither deserved the powers that came with ascension.

Except for Ben Nickels.

Rosie squeezed her thighs together, pinching her swollen clit in desperation as she listened to Ben breeding the filly girl. She could just imagine the muscular man splitting her thighs, his weight crashing down as he drove himself deep into her pussy. Spirit was a delicate-looking thing, and it sounded like she was being pounded hard. Rosie was going to hurt for days once Ben was done with her… at least, she hoped so.

A flicker of nervousness ran through the pig-girl as she remembered the sight of Ben’s massive, thick cock as he’d displayed it for her, showing her how hard and ready she’d made him with their foreplay in the kitchen.

Spirit hadn’t been kidding when she’d said the man was a breeder. He had the cock and balls of a raging, fertile bull.

Rosie had been suddenly very glad the manly farmer had insisted she invent a safe word for their games. She wasn’t so confident anymore that she could take all of him, and while she did want to play that he was taking her by force, she didn’t actually want to feel afraid when he was doing it.

Sitting up, Rosie realized she could no longer hear Spirit’s gasps, cries, and moans anymore. She bit her lip, her heart beating hard in her chest as she waited for…

Yes! The sound of heavy footsteps in the hallway outside her door. He was coming for her, now!

But the footsteps didn’t come to her door. They went downstairs, then thudded across the bottom floor of the house.

Rosie attempted to swallow her disappointment. Where was he going?

Then, the footsteps returned, creaking as they climbed the stairs once more, and this time they stopped in front of her door.

Slowly, so slowly that Rosie nearly went mad with the anticipation, the door began to open. There, silhouetted in the lantern light was a big, black man-shaped shadow. He was naked, every ripple of muscle on his body evident in crisp delineation against the light coming from behind him.

“Ben?” Rosie gasped. “What… what are you doing?”

Her hand trembled as she reached for the lantern on her bedside table, turning the key that brightened the light, turning his shadowed form into one that seemed carved from marble.

“Breeding you,” Ben answered in a growl. His dark green eyes appeared black in the low light, and his shaggy hair and shadowed jawline gave him a serious, menacing look that sent jolts of nervous desire through Rosie’s body and straight to her throbbing, swollen clit.

Pleasure Point Gained: 1

You are now ready to be bred!

Rosie gasped as the system prompted her. All it took was three Pleasure Points and she was primed for his seed? They hadn’t even gotten started yet!

Her eyes were locked on Ben’s incredible body.

Gods, he was huge, and… so, so erect.

Rosie could hardly tear her eyes from the thick, veiny shaft that bobbed in front of him, defiant of gravity. She licked her lips, hungry and terrified at the same time.

This was what she wanted, wasn’t it?

Pleasure Point Gained: 1

Okay, yes. It was definitely what she wanted.

Rosie almost didn’t notice what he held in his hand until Ben stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

“Is… is that rope?” she asked, the words stuck in her throat.

The big man stalked across the room toward her, a coil of long, hempen rope in one hand, and a knife in the other. Rosie scrambled backward on the bed, still completely naked and suddenly very aware of her vulnerability.

Pleasure Point Gained: 1

Rosie panted. At this rate she was going to burst before his intimidating cock got anywhere near any of her holes. She trembled with anticipation.

“Ben?” she whispered again.

He threw the rope and the knife onto the bed beside her, then knelt on the mattress, his weight causing the edge of the bed to sink. She yelped and rolled toward him, straight into his waiting arms.

She gasped as the man wrapped his big, muscular arms around her body, lifting her as if she weighed nothing. One arm slipped behind her back, sliding up her spine to cup the back of her neck, supporting her head.

The other slid between her thighs, pushing her legs apart to cup her pussy.

She gasped again as he began to finger her clit, pinning her with his dark green eyes as if daring her to protest.

Rosie froze, shots of pleasure rushing through her limbs as he masterfully teased her sex. Her mouth hung open stupidly, and she leaned her head back in his powerful grip, allowing him to take control.

Pleasure Point Gained. Pleasure Point Gained. Pleasure Point Gained.

Okay, I’m horny as fuck. I get it!

Rosie had to mentally push the notifications away.

Ben lowered his mouth to hers, forcing her lips open with his tongue. She moaned into his mouth, sounding like the whores in Cinderfell. Gods, she felt like a whore, the way she was giving herself to this man.

And she loved it.

She shivered as he continued to stroke her pussy, amazed that he already had her so close to coming in the palm of his powerful hand.

Then she remembered their game.

“Ben,” she gasped, breaking away. “What are you doing?”

“What do you think?” he growled, dropping his mouth to the side of her neck and nipping at her skin. She felt his fingers pick up the pace, and her legs stiffened. She tried to wriggle her hips away from him, but he was too strong.

Her heart hammered against her ribs as she realized this was exactly what she’d asked him for.

“If you don’t stop squirming, I’m going to tie you to the bed frame,” Ben warned, his eyes flashing. He paused his assault on her needy sex, and Rosie knew he was waiting, giving her a chance to use her safe word if she felt he was going too far.

He was really going to tie her to the bed? Rosie’s pussy started to pulse at the thought. She managed not to smile as she realized her fantasies were about to come true, not wanting to ruin the scene.

Her nipples ached where her breasts pressed against his chest and she could feel his rock-hard shaft digging into her leg. Gods, she wanted him to tie her up and do every dirty thing he could imagine to her bound and helpless body!

But she couldn’t say that, of course.

“No,” Rosie begged, attempting to squirm away again. “Anything but that!”

Ben crawled up onto the bed, swinging a leg across her hips and pinning her to the mattress. With one hand, he tugged her wrists above her head and held her hands against the metal frame. With his other, he reached for a length of pre-cut rope and deftly secured her wrists to the bed—though the bonds weren’t tight enough to hurt if she pulled at an angle, they pinched just enough to add a little realism.

“How dare you?” she gasped, her arms pressed against the side of her head. “I’m a guest in your home!”

Ben grabbed both her breasts, squeezing them and kneading them together until she began to moan. He lifted one to his mouth, taking her hard nipple between his teeth and sucking.

“Oh!” she cried out, bucking her hips and feeling his cock slide against her belly. “Oh, gods! No!”

He sucked so hard she felt bolts of pleasure and pain like lightning shooting through her nipples. Her clit ached now that he wasn’t fingering her anymore, but if he kept sucking her tits like that she was going to come anyway.

“Hold still,” he demanded, “Or I’ll tie your legs up, too.”

Again, he paused, waiting for her to use her safe word. But she just bit her lip and wriggled harder, thrusting her hips a little so that her sex rubbed against his balls as he straddled her.

“No, no! Please, sir. You can’t do this to me!”

Ben bared his teeth in a growl, reaching behind to pin one leg. He rolled off of her writhing body, snatching up another piece of rope. Before she knew it, both of Rosie’s hooves had been looped with the thick twine, her thighs had been tugged apart, and her legs were secured to the bed posts.

Ben’s huge frame loomed over her as he straddled her again, but this time, he tipped her chin up and slid his fingers into her mouth. The taste of her own sex made Rosie even wetter than before.

“Let’s get this straight,” he said, whispering in her ear. “If a fertile female comes into my house… strips off her clothes… lays naked in my guest room with her pussy so wet and swollen that I can smell her need from the next room… I’m going to do whatever I want to her.”

Rosie sucked his fingers, her eyes locked on his face, suddenly unsure of how she was going to pretend she didn’t want this when she so desperately did. Ben removed his fingers from her mouth, allowing her to speak.

“And you want to… to breed me?” she gasped, her chest heaving. “Like some kind of animal?”

Ben shifted backward, his hands traveling down her sides and flaring over her hips. Then the slid underneath her body and squeezed her ass, pulling her cheeks apart.

“That’s right,” he said. “And after I impregnate you, I’m going to fill this juicy ass, too.”

Rosie moaned. “No, you’re too big! I can’t possibly take it!”

Pleasure Point. Pleasure Point. Pleasure Point.

The system flooded her body with an aching need as the Pleasure Points racked up, driving her crazy with lust. She needed him to breed her now, needed his seed to fill her belly, needed to be impregnated so that the power building up inside her had somewhere to go.

“Nooooo,” she moaned as Ben slid the first finger into her backside.

But inside her mind, she was screaming, Yessssss!

Ben positioned himself between her legs, spread wide by the ropes, and lowered his huge cock toward her open slit.

He knew what she wanted, even as she begged him not to do it. And Rosie was so horny she could just…

“Sqweeeeeeeee!”
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Ben hadn’t actually planned on breeding the pig girl that night. At least, not first thing. The Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook had implied that he would need to satisfy a number of her kinks before she’d be ready.

But he recognized the almost drunken look of pleasure in Rosie’s eyes from the night he’d bred Spirit. When the system decided a demi-beast female was ready to breed, it was all systems go until the job was done.

Rosie’s kinks went well beyond a desire to have her back field plowed, and Ben had satisfied enough of them just by talking dirty to the girl and taking control. Tying her up and fingering her backside certainly seemed to help.

“No, no, no!” the curvaceous girl begged, wriggling deliciously as he penetrated her asshole. Rosie’s big breasts bounced and jiggled as she pretended to fight against the hempen bonds. “Please, sir! I don’t want to be a dirty girl!”

Ben was growing more comfortable with her playful protests, now, recognizing the tone she used when she was acting. He wasn’t crazy about the idea of forcefully mating her, at first, but as he let himself get into the scene his arousal grew.

Which was an impressive feat, since he was pretty sure he’d been rock-hard ever since he’d pinned her to the kitchen table.

Rosie was right, in the wild, strong males claimed whichever females they wanted. And in that moment, he wanted to breed her.

Keeping two fingers in the plump pig-girl’s ass, Ben used his other hand to guide his tip against her narrow opening. As curvy as Rosie was, she still had a tiny slit, and he had to admit, she was right to be a little nervous about his size.

But Spirit had learned to take it, and he was confident Rosie would too. Plus, he could push her harder, since she wanted to be forced.

Ben grunted as he slid into her channel, a little ashamed of how much he liked the fact that she was squirming like she wanted to get away.

“No! You can’t do this! I’m a virgin!” she cried as he sank deeper into the insanely tight passage.

“Not anymore,” he growled, giving her a firm thrust.

“Sqweeeee!” she squealed, bucking her hips wildly, and making him fight as he pushed balls deep into her pussy. “Sqweeee!”

As she wriggled beneath him, Ben began to fuck her in earnest, pumping his fingers aggressively into her asshole at the same time.

Rosie’s nipples scraped against his chest, hard and excited, as she thrashed against the ropes. Her big brown eyes rolled back in her head, her wet mouth open and gasping. She began to moan, apparently forgetting she wasn’t supposed to be enjoying herself.

“Ooooh, gods, I’m so full,” she gasped. “I can’t take anymore.”

Ben couldn’t take much more, either. But he wanted to hear her squeal at least one more time, so he held off his own climax as he drove her toward her own.

Her big breasts were getting as pink as the ears poking out of her golden curls.

“Mmmmm,” she groaned. “I must be such a slut to enjoy this so much.”

In response, Ben added another finger to her ass, increasing the pressure on his cock as he could feel his hand rubbing through the thin membrane of skin separating the two channels.

“Mmmuh,” she grunted, her breathing growing shallower with each thrust. “Mmm, uhn, uhn, uhn… I’m… I’m gonna… oooooh fuck. What are you doing to me? Ooooh, no! Yes! Noooo!”

All of a sudden, Rosie’s body started to shake violently in his hands as a powerful orgasm tore through her limbs. She threw her head back, as if finally allowing herself to come completely under Ben’s mercy as he hammered her squeezing, pulsing pussy. “Sqweeeeeeeeeeyes! Make me yours, sir! Breed me like I’m a sow in heat!”

As Rosie’s climax added to her wriggling, Ben burst inside her, pumping what felt like gallons of seed into her belly. She absorbed it all, her body greedily sucking up every last ounce of his cum. As Ben felt another wave coming, he pulled out, letting his cream spray over her pussy, belly, and tits, even splattering her face as she gasped for breath.

Rosie’s eyes widened as she licked her lips and swayed her hips back and forth to ensure his fingers were still in her backside. “Uhnnn,” she groaned. “Wh-whatever you do… don’t… don’t…”

But she could hardly bring herself to say it, she wanted it so badly.

Slowly, Ben pulled his fingers out of her ass and untied her hooves from the bed post. Then he lifted her off the mattress with both hands, preparing to penetrate her for the grand finale. He slid his still-hard cock between her thick cheeks, relishing the squeeze against his shaft.

“I think I will,” he said.

“No!” she whimpered, but her wriggling only pushed the head of his cock deeper between her cheeks until he could feel her tight hole spreading to accommodate his girth.

With Rosie still bound with her hands above her head and her legs spread wide around him, Ben’s hands were free to grip her hips and pull her ass cheeks apart as he thrust into her backside, slowly at first, giving her time to protest if it was too much.

“Mmmmm,” she moaned as he entered her rump, completely forgetting herself as she simply enjoyed her domination. “I’m your little whore, aren’t I? You can do anything you want and I’ll take it. I’m such a dirty girl!”

Ben rubbed her clit as he thrust forcefully into the forbidden channel, losing himself in the moment. With every pump of his hips, her cream covered tits bounced, slapping against each other with an audible clapping sound.

This time, they climaxed together. Ben was hardly able to stop himself from blowing his load before he felt her ass tighten and pulse, sucking the magical seed from his body. But when he did, he gratefully pumped her full of every drop she could hold.

When he was finished, Rosie’s golden head was lolling, as she fell asleep with her bonds still in place. He undid the ropes, guiding her arms back to her sides gently, and putting a pillow beneath her curls.

Ben watched in fascination as the pearly white film covering her body was slowly absorbed into her skin. By the time he was done untying her hooves, her body was pristine once more.

“Am I a dirty girl?” she murmured, half asleep, as he covered her with a blanket and got into the small bed beside her.

Ben peeked under the covers, spreading her cheeks and her thighs to inspect the damage. But she was as perfectly pink and clean as she’d been before he’d bred her.

“You’re not a dirty girl,” he whispered in her ear as he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her tightly to his body. “You’re a very good girl. And I hope I wasn’t too hard on you.”

“Mmm,” she wiggled her butt against his crotch. “You can be hard on me any time. I’m yours now.”

“And I’m yours,” he said, tucking a golden curl behind her ear. “For as long as you want to stay with me at Lucky Nickle Acres.”

“Forever, then,” she said with a satisfied smile.

And then she started to snore, sweet little piglet snores that perfectly matched the wagging of her curly tail against his belly.

As Ben drifted off to sleep next to her, he didn’t think he could possibly be more content than he was in that moment.

But when he checked his HUD and saw the Farmstead progress notification, he realized he’d been wrong.

Successfully Bred Demi-Beasts – [In Progress: 2 of 3 Complete]

Now I’m the most content I could possibly be, he thought to himself letting a hand drift over Rosie’s soft, round belly. I’ve impregnated two beautiful women!
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One Big Garden


The next morning both girls were in phenomenal spirits. The pink-haired pony-girl snuck into bed with Ben and Rosie in the morning and the pair took turns drinking at the font of Ben’s magic breeding powers—which Ben certainly didn’t complain about, though he really did want to get out into the yard and repair his garden as early as possible. When their bellies were full and rounded, and their cheeks bright with pleasure, the girls got dressed and headed downstairs.

Ben took a few moments to skim through his Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook to ensure he was on the right path, and he was pleased to discover that yes—once he’d impregnated his females, all he needed to do to keep them healthy and happy was to pleasure them a few times a day and ensure they got as much of his magic seed as they could handle.

Welp, he thought, basking in the glow of multiple orgasms, I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again… It’s a tough job, but someone has to do it!

Spirit had been thrilled to discover that Rosie was already pregnant, and the two of them compared notes on their fertility menu, planning a schedule to make sure they both got ample time with their sire. While the demi-beasts had been ascended for a long time, and were used to how their HUDs worked, the fertility menu was new to both of them, and they were surprised to find that they received Pleasure Points for different things—Rosie getting hers from being dominated, while Spirit got hers from climax. Both, however, reported a feeling of almost drunken lust when the system rewarded them with the Pleasure Points, making them completely powerless to their own desires, as well as an extreme need to sleep once they’d sucked up as much of Ben’s seed as they could hold.

Ben listened to them chatter about it, feeling luckier than any man had any right to be, thinking the ecstasy released by the system’s Pleasure Points explained the way both girls turned into such sopping, melted, sleepy puddles when he was done with them.

He also overheard an interesting tidbit of information… ascended beings had the ability to turn everything they consumed into nutrients, so they never had to eliminate waste.

Neither Spirit nor Rosie were worried about anal play as being something dirty, which explained why both women had so enthusiastically gone down on him the morning after he’d plowed the pig-girl’s back field…

Anal sex was still seen as a bit kinky, since non-ascended humans and animals used their back doors for their evolutionary purpose, but while Spirit and Rosie giggled about Ben doing “dirty” things last night, it wasn’t literally unhygienic.

Just morally deviant, Ben chuckled to himself, which I’m apparently not opposed to. That was some of the best sex I’ve ever imagined, let alone actually had, and I’m definitely going to do it again.

That was a good fact to keep in mind for Ben, because it meant he didn’t have to worry too much about additional clean-up after using Rosie the way she liked.

But the revelation furthermore helped to explain another anomaly that Ben had noticed and then written off as a part of his strange new reality in what he still considered his ‘afterlife.’

He hadn’t had to use the bathroom since awakening in this world, either.

Now, he knew it wasn’t necessarily because he was dead, but because his body used all of the food he ate to increase his strength and boost his levels, leaving zero waste.

Yet another way that Faerowilde was superior to Earth!

Ben admired his two beautiful girls as they ate a quick breakfast, taking in the fresh glow of their complexions and the fertile bumps of their bellies. Spirit had grown even rounder in the night, looking like she was at least four or five months along now, and Rosie just had a tiny protrusion that—if one didn’t know she’d been bred—a person might mistake for evidence of a bit too much dessert after dinner.

Both of them looked incredible to Ben. He could hardly believe they were his, and carrying his babies. It was a dream come true!

That day, Spirit had to open the top button of her tight denim shorts and her belly poked out the bottom of her cropped t-shirt. She’d had to give Rosie the dress Ben had bought from Alicia’s store, because Rosie’s overalls had already been so tight that she felt uncomfortable with her swelling belly. The dress—a frilly yellow frock with ruffles at the bottom—was far too tight for the busty Porcina, and her breasts were practically spilling out of the lacy scoop neck collar. But it wasn’t tight around her belly, and as she gleefully demonstrated for Ben the moment she tried it on, it barely covered her big, round bottom.

Ben gave her a quick inspection and confirmed that she wasn’t wearing any panties under the ruffled skirts—a fact that he planned to make good use of throughout the day, in order to ensure that her breeding went as well as it possibly could.

After breakfast, Ben stood on the front porch with Spirit and Rosie, surveying the farmyard as the first light of dawn spread across the horizon like melting butter. He pulled Spirit to his side, giving her a deep, passionate kiss as his hand rubbed her firm, round stomach and squeezed her swelling breasts. Then he gave Rosie the same. When both girls were breathless and panting, he grinned.

“Ready for a big day of plowing?” he asked.

“And sowing seeds!” Spirit said, returning his grin with one of her own.

“I aim to do some pounding,” Rosie said, holding up the hammer she’d borrowed from Ben’s tool kit.

“Sounds like a good day to me,” Ben said with a laugh. “Let’s get started!”

Giggling, the girls ran off for the pig pen, where they planned to continue the restoration project while taking turns keeping watch over the perimeter of the farm—just in case Ashburn sent one of his lackeys to spy on them.

Ben hoped if there were any spies or saboteurs about that they wouldn’t be able to see anything from the road—he planned to leave the ruined garden to fallow, so that Ashburn would think he’d discouraged Ben from his attempts at farming.

But Ben was anything but discouraged. Ashburn’s attempt at sabotage had only strengthened his resolve. It was going to be a good, productive day, and there was nothing the cranky old industrialist could do to ruin that for him.

[image: image-placeholder]

Ben rolled up his sleeves and surveyed the collection of salvaged building materials laid out in front of him, sunlight gleaming off the rough and weathered pieces. The morning air was cool and filled with the chirping of birds and the occasional rustle of the trees as a breeze swept through the farm.

The old, rusted plow he had found near the shed sat like a relic of a bygone era, its metal corroded but sturdy enough for his plans. Around it, wooden boards, old bolts, strips of leather, and lengths of rope were piled together, ready to be transformed.

He knelt, inspecting the pieces and mentally ticking off what he needed: a solid frame, a way to attach the device to his body, and some stabilization so the plow wouldn’t tilt or catch awkwardly in the earth. As he worked, sweat beaded on his brow, and his fingers moved deftly, piecing everything together. The scent of damp soil mixed with the tang of rust filled the air, grounding him in the satisfying physicality of the task.

There was no denying it—he loved this work, even when it was ‘real’ work and not just breeding fertile demi-beasts. It was especially rewarding, in both cases, knowing that each bit of effort was helping to secure the future of Lucky Nickel Acres.

“I think that just about does it,” he said, surveying the collection of materials.

Rosie’s laughter rang out from where she and Spirit were working on the pig pen. The sound brought a small smile to Ben’s lips, and he couldn’t help but glance up. Spirit, her pink mane and tail catching the morning light, was holding a hammer while Rosie, ever diligent, made adjustments to a wooden board that would reinforce the structure.

They waved when they caught him watching, playful grins on their faces. Ben gave the girls a wink and pulled off his shirt, wiping his brow with the already sweat-drenched fabric. Then he gave them a muscle pose, sending them both into peels of giggles, as they blushed and hid their faces from him, whispering to each other once more.

Ben grinned, then turned back to his project.

With a deep breath, Ben focused back on the recipe he’d received after achieving Tilling – Adept level, the Pull-Behind Plow. He didn’t have the four iron bars the crafting instructions called for, but he had found the rusted old plow, which he figured might do the same job.

Now, the contraption was nearly complete, an assembly of iron and wood that looked… admittedly pretty rough… but sort of functional.

Ben took a step back, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. Just as he was about to doubt whether it would hold together, he saw the telltale shimmer of the system’s magic. Green, sparkling smoke curled up around the device, enveloping it like a cocoon. It shimmered and crackled, and when the smoke cleared, a pristine, professional-looking plow stood gleaming in the morning sun, polished metal and sturdy wooden handles ready for use.

New Item Acquired: Pull-Behind Plow

Quest Progress Updated: Establishing a Farmstead

Yard Improvement Projects Complete: 2 of 5

Farm Improvement Points Gained: 5

Ben whistled low. “Well, would you look at that,” he said, half to himself.

Spirit and Rosie came over, their eyes wide with curiosity. Spirit traced her fingers over the smooth metal, a grin spreading across her face.

“Ben, this is incredible,” she said, eyes sparkling. “I don’t know anyone who uses the system’s magic to build things like this… do you think this is what it used to be like for ascended humans, before the war?”

“It’s true, other than cooking, I don’t know of any crafting skills that work like this,” Rosie said, nodding in agreement, her hands brushing some stray golden curls from her face. “But, Demi-Beasts only really have healing, nurturing, and defensive magic to help the species we care for as Guardians. Humans were rumored to be able to do some pretty incredible things with their magic, if the old stories are to be believed. You’re like one of those old heroes, Ben!”

“A Hero Farmer?” Ben said with a chuckle. “Well, I guess there’s a first for everything. Those skills of old might come in handy if we have to do everything ourselves on this farm. You ladies can help with the animals, as well as any other Demi-Beasts we bring on. And I’ll have to do the rest. A little of the system’s magic wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

“Well,” Spirit prompted, lifting herself up on the tips of her heels with her hands clasped behind her back. “What are you waiting for? Show us how it works!”

“You’re right. There’s no time to waste admiring it,” Ben said with a chuckle. “Let’s put this thing to good use.”

Rosie bit her lip and leaned forward, dragging a finger over Ben’s chest and stomach. “And make sure you keep that shirt off,” she said with a wink. “We wouldn’t want you to get over-heated.”

The girls giggled together behind their hands, eyeing him seductively. Ben could only shake his head—not that he minded the attention, but it still felt a bit weird to know he was the one these girls were so obsessed with.

Ben harnessed himself to the plow with a practiced motion, though he’d never done anything of the sort in his life. It was as if the knowledge of how to use the plow had come with the building of it. He secured the leather straps snug against his chest and shoulders, catching the girls licking their lips as he did so.

“Here goes nothing,” he said with a quick salute. “Wish me luck, and… enjoy the show, I guess.”

The morning sun cast long shadows behind him as he positioned the plow at the edge of the Large Garden Plot. The soil here was dry and unused, and he knew it was going to be hard work, even with the new equipment.

With a deep breath, he pushed forward, and the plow bit into the ground, slicing a neat, deep line through the soil. With his increased strength, the upgraded Farmer class, and his Pull-Behind Plow, Ben was surprised to find the work only mildly challenging, and quite enjoyable.

The plow seemed to work a bit like the type farmers used to pull behind a team of horses or oxen, with the farmer driving from behind. But with the magic of the system helping him, Ben provided the power and—in defiance of any laws of physics he understood—the plow dug deep, and stayed straight without a driver.

That feature would certainly come in handy once he had teams of horses and oxen pulling multiple plows at once, tilling larger gardens and fields… Ben’s mind whirled with the possibilities!

The work was rhythmic, each pull and step punctuated by the sound of the blade turning the earth. Sweat trickled down his back, the straps pressing into his shoulders as he made pass after pass across the garden plot.

“Goodness, Ben, you make that plow look as light as a feather,” Spirit gushed, a hand rubbing her round belly absently as she watched him. “You’re so strong!”

“When you’re done plowing that field,” Rosie added, “We’ve got another couple of gardens that could use some attention, don’t forget!”

“Yeah, that’s right,” Spirit chimed happily. “Our lady gardens!”

Spirit and Rosie’s voices, soft with encouragement and flirtatious words, drifted over to him as he worked. They remained at the garden’s edge, pausing their task at the pig pen to continue watching him.

The admiration in their eyes sent a fresh surge of determination coursing through him.

By the time Ben reached the final furrow, the sun was higher, the golden light flooding the plot and glinting off the plow’s polished edges.

He unhooked himself, standing straight with satisfaction and feeling the ache of hard work in his muscles. He inspected his HUD; the green progress bar on his Tilling skill showed a satisfying three-quarters filled toward Expert. He gave a nod, feeling the small victories stack up as they moved closer to their goal.

“All right, that’s a good start,” Ben said, looking at the prepared plot with pride. “Now, time for the next step.”

Then he glanced at Spirit and Rosie who were still standing there, gawking. He grinned. “Show’s over, girls. I’m afraid this next part is going to be more stinky than sexy.”

The girls grumbled a little, but they dutifully returned to their work at the pig pen, glancing over their shoulders occasionally despite his admonition.

Ben stood at the edge of the freshly plowed garden plot, the soft, gray-brown soil looking much better than it had, but still not quite ready for planting. At least, not if he wanted his seeds to have the best possible start.

The Large Garden Plot was going to be the heart of Lucky Nickel Acres’ Farmstead, and he wanted it to be perfect.

Ben headed for the compost bin he had built days earlier. The top layer was already turning into a warm, earthy blend. Steam rose from it as he shoveled it into a wheelbarrow, and Ben was surprised to find little wriggling pink bodies in each shovelful. His HUD identified these for him:

Critter: Garden Worms

Type: Helpful

Level: B-Tier

“Huh,” he said. “These little guys must be part of the reason my compost pile is growing so quickly.”

The scent of the compost was pungent but not unpleasant. To Ben, it was the aroma of life and growth, and a sign of his future success. He wheeled the load to the garden and began spreading the compost evenly, a rhythmic motion that soon fell into a steady pace.

As he worked, the system’s notifications pinged in the corner of his vision.

Skill Upgrade: Composting – Adept

Your experience in composting has brought new richness to the soil and unlocked nature's helpful allies. Composting at this level allows you to craft compost heaps that yield Superior Quality fertilizer, reducing the time it takes for plants to reach harvest. You can now create compost layers that maintain ideal aeration and moisture levels, further enhancing nutrient absorption and soil vitality.

New Ability Unlocked: Communication with Helpful CrittersYou can now communicate with Garden Worms, Dung Beetles, Aphids and other Helpful Critters—nature's tiny assistants who will improve soil quality, manage pests, and support your crops. Garden Worms will aid in aeration, Dung Beetles can help distribute fertilizer efficiently, and Aphids will alert you to any harmful infestations nearby.

The green progress bar on his HUD was moving steadily toward Expert, promising further gains with each load.

Ben felt a surge of pride as he watched his skill growing incrementally with each wheelbarrow full of compost he spread. Every ounce of effort he put into the farm was paying off, not just in tangible skills but in the way it was already starting to feel like home.

The ‘Communication with Helpful Critters’ was an interesting Ability, which he wasn’t quite sure what to do with. But he was sure if the system thought it was important for him to have, that it would come in useful eventually.

Spirit’s laughter floated across the field again, drawing his eyes to the pig pen. She and Rosie were working side by side, their movements fluid and synchronized. Rosie’s strong hands guided a board into place while Spirit wielded the hammer with surprising precision for someone who used to spend her days frolicking with wild horses rather than laboring on a farm.

Ben was also pleased to see that, despite their focus on the task and the fact that they were having fun, they kept a watchful eye on the perimeter of the farm while they worked, glancing into the forest line and along the road for any sign of unwanted visitors.

His heart swelled as he watched them. There was a simple joy in their teamwork, a rare sense of unity that made his chest tighten with gratitude.

Spirit and Rosie were more than just helpers; they were part of this family now, part of his growing Farmstead, and a part of him.

He caught Spirit’s gaze for a moment, and she flashed him a smile that made his pulse quicken. Rosie, not to be outdone, waved at him with a playful flourish before turning back to her task. Both women glowed in the morning light, their faces flushed and radiant, the signs of pregnancy softening their features and adding to their luscious, fertile beauty.

As soon as he was finished with this garden, Ben was going to have to bring them a reward for all their hard work… and see to their lady gardens, as they’d so boldly requested.

After a final pass of compost had been spread over the garden, Ben hitched himself to the Pull-Behind Plow again. Before he began to till, however, he looked down at the little wriggling Garden Worms. He didn’t want them to be injured by his plow.

Awkwardly, Ben cleared his throat, and spoke to the worms. “Uh… excuse me guys, if you can hear me… you might want to burrow a little deeper until I’m done tilling the garden. It’s a sharp blade, and you’re all pretty small and delicate!”

He didn’t really expect it to work, but to his surprise, the Garden Worms popped up from the soil like tiny synchronized swimmers, nodded their heads at him, and then dived back into the soil, wriggling their tails as fast as they could. They really had understood him!

Ben waited a couple of minutes, knowing they’d have to work harder to get into the packed earth beneath the soft soil he’d already tilled. Then, giving a final warning, “All right, I’m going to start tilling now!” he began to drag the plow behind him, churning the compost into the soil.

The plow sank deeper this time, mixing the compost thoroughly into the dirt, enriching it and leaving each row a mound of rich, black soil instead of the gray-brown dirt he’d started with. The ground looked almost loamy, dark and fertile, and Ben’s heart leaped as he imagined how wonderful his future crops would grow in the new, improved garden.

“Thanks for the push, Ashburn,” he muttered wryly under his breath. “Couldn’t have done it without you, you scheming bastard.”

When he was finished with the tilling, he checked his HUD and was pleased to see that, with the work he’d put in that morning and the crafting of the Pull-Behind Plow, he was already more than half of the way through the Tilling – Adept skill. One more garden, and he’d be an Expert!

Ben felt a burst of satisfaction as he unharnessed himself. The ache in his muscles was familiar and welcome, a reminder of the honest labor that defined him. But unlike in his old world, he knew he’d be getting more than just sore muscles from all his work. In Faerowilde, the hard labor the people of his old life used to take for granted now built mana in the system, which rewarded him directly for his efforts.

It was a damned beautiful thing, if Ben had anything to say about it.

But his work for the day wasn’t finished yet.

The morning had stretched toward noon, and the sun sat high and bright in the sky. Ben collected the last of his seed packets from the shed, and a few new packets he’d gotten from Alicia, then carefully laid them out on a nearby table. Carrots, potatoes, lettuce, tomatoes—all Fair Quality seeds, promising a better crop if everything went well.

With practiced care, Ben walked between the tilled rows, pressing seeds into the soil, carefully avoiding stepping anywhere he needed the seeds to grow. Each time he completed a section, he felt the faint pulse of the system’s magic acknowledging his progress. He smiled to himself, knowing he was on the cusp of leveling up to Sowing – Adept if he kept this pace.

Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Spirit and Rosie taking turns hammering the last boards into place.

Between bouts of work, they’d exchange looks and laugh, and every so often, Rosie would glance toward the road, her eyes narrowing in vigilance. Ben felt a protective urge rise in him, knowing they were all thinking the same thing: they needed to guard this place and each other.

As he pushed the last seed into the earth and brushed the soil over it, he stood and surveyed the plot. It was perfect. The Large Garden Plot was ready, infused with the best soil and compost he could muster.

Now all he had to do was make sure those seeds had all the water they needed. Ben wiped his hands on his pants and called out to Spirit and Rosie.

“We’re one step closer,” he said. “This is going to be the best garden yet!”

Spirit raised a hand in response, a smile playing on her lips. “Even better than ours?”

“Looks good, Ben!” Rosie, hands on her hips and hair glistening with sweat, nodded approvingly. “But I’m with Spirit… we’ve got the best gardens on the farm.”

“Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten. I was referring to vegetable gardens. Of course it can’t compare to either of you lovely, fertile beauties.”

They looked mollified at that. Chuckling, Ben got back to work.

With the garden now a living canvas of freshly planted rows, Ben turned to the task that would solidify their efforts: building the Self-Watering System.

While he was going through the parts he’d salvaged from the yard for the Pull-Behind Plow, he’d also set aside the parts he’d need for the second recipe he’d gained for earning an Adept level skill.

He had old metal pipes, the spigot he’d purchased from Alicia’s store, a few wooden stakes, and the lengths of rubber hose that had seen better days. The recipe was simple but if it worked, it would be ingenious: a system that would save hours of manual watering and ensure the crops would stay nourished even if something pulled his attention away.

Though, his rain barrel was getting a bit low. He cast a glance at the cloudless blue sky. Unless he wanted to start pumping water from the well, he was going to need it to rain soon.

Ben laid out the materials on a workbench near the shed and pulled up the system's blueprint in his HUD. It outlined the steps needed to create the Self-Watering System, and like with the Pull-Behind Plow, he was amazed at the simplicity and efficiency of the crafting menu. The system provided hints, nudging him to use his newfound knowledge to assemble the device piece by piece, but in the end—provided he followed the steps correctly—it provided the finishing touches.

Spirit and Rosie watched from the pig pen, their work on the enclosure nearly complete. The wooden slats gleamed under the midday sun, hammered firmly into place. Rosie brushed her hands down her dress, glancing over at Ben with a mix of pride and anticipation.

“Are you ready for the grand reveal?” Spirit called, a playful lilt to her voice.

Ben grinned. “Just about. Let’s hope this works as well as I think it will.”

He began the assembly, connecting the spigot to a network of rubber hoses that would snake through the garden rows. Every time he attached a piece, the system chimed, acknowledging his progress. He felt a rush of excitement as he screwed the final piece into place. The structure was rough, a cobbled-together assortment of pipes and hoses, that would probably be better suited to a steampunk novel than a real-life garden.

But as Ben stepped back, the system’s magic took hold.

In a burst of green, glittering smoke, the structure transformed. The hoses straightened, the rust flaked away, and the entire setup took on a sleek, almost metallic sheen.

New Item Acquired: Self-Watering System

Quest Progress Updated: Establishing a Farmstead

Yard Improvement Projects Complete: 3 of 5

Farm Improvement Points Gained: 5

Ben grinned at the update, and the new equipment.

No longer a homemade contraption, The Self-Watering System stood as a gleaming array of pipes and hoses, the spigot now adorned with a small gear-like emblem that hinted at its function.

The change left Ben in awe, as always. More proof of the world of Faerowilde’s beautiful balance between effort and reward.

And his Watering skill had progressed halfway from Adept to Expert, just with the building of the Self-Watering System. Clearly, crafting was an important skill to develop as a supplement to his tool and ability proficiencies.

Ben felt a pulse of satisfaction and stretched his back, muscles aching pleasantly from the morning’s exertions. Spirit clapped, her bright laugh carrying across the yard. Rosie joined in, a broad grin splitting her face as she brushed a strand of curly golden hair behind a slender, pink ear.

“It looks like something out of an inventor’s workshop!” Rosie said, coming closer to inspect it. Spirit followed, her eyes full of curiosity.

“Only the best for Lucky Nickel Acres,” Ben replied with a genuine grin.

He tested the spigot, watching as water trickled down the hoses and began to evenly distribute across the garden rows. The soil darkened as it drank in the moisture, and Ben felt a rush of relief knowing their crops were safer now.

To all of their shock, little green sprouts shot out of the soil as the water soaked in, growing as they watched.

“Look! It’s already working!” Spirit jumped up and down, clapping and cheering.

“Impressive, Ben,” Rosie said, giving him a wink. “There must be something extra fertile about those hands of yours… the evidence just keeps piling up!”

Just as Ben was about to turn and suggest they take a break for lunch, something caught his eye—a flicker of movement near the edge of the yard. His body tensed, the hairs on his neck rising as he caught sight of a dark figure darting behind the pig pen.

At first, he was sure it was Ashburn’s saboteur, returned to finish the job.

Then a second flash revealed a pair of pointed black ears and a white-tipped tail.

A demi-beast, he realized with a jolt. But unlike Spirit and Rosie, this one was shrouded in shadow, moving with the stealth of a predator.

Was it possible that Ashburn had hired a demi-beast to spy on them? Or was this another fertile female, drawn to the powerful system magic exuded by his growing farm.

Ben glanced at Spirit, who had also spotted the figure. “What do you think?”

“Someone’s sneaking around.” Her eyes were wide, reflecting a mixture of recognition and worry. “Definitely a demi-beast… but that doesn’t necessarily mean you can trust her, Ben.”

“There are selfish demi-beasts out there, for sure.” Rosie’s expression hardened, her stance shifting subtly as if preparing to defend the farm. “Want me to do a patrol? I bet I can root her out.”

Ben took a step forward, his voice low but firm. “No, you both stay here. I’m going to check it out.”

“Be careful,” Spirit whispered, her voice tight with concern.

Ben grabbed his quarterstaff from where it rested on the porch, his heart pounding as he crossed the yard. The midday sun seemed to dim, and the air felt heavier, charged with the tension of an unknown threat.

The farm was their safe haven, but something—or someone—was testing its boundaries. Ben didn’t appreciate that.

As he neared the corner of the pig pen, the shadowy figure vanished, leaving only a whisper of movement in the grass.

Ben’s eyes darted to the forest line beyond, scanning for any sign of the intruder.

But the clearing was empty, silent save for the rustling leaves. He clenched his jaw, the mystery deepening and bringing with it a promise: whatever challenge lay ahead, he and his new family would face it together.

For now, the shadow had retreated. But Ben knew it wouldn’t be the last he’d see of it. And he intended to be ready next time.

Especially if their little spy was a frisky female demi-beast… He had a suspicion he knew what kind she was, and the best way to lure her back onto the farm.

“All right, girls,” he shouted over his shoulder. “It’s time for lunch. How about we make it a picnic, and eat outside?”
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A Steamy, Stormy Afternoon


Ben had set out an old quilt on the soft grass at the edge of the garden where he, Spirit, and Rosie could keep a careful watch on the farm. The sun hung high in the sky, warm and golden, casting light that shimmered off the dew still clinging to the edges of the leaves in the garden.

Rows of young lettuce, carrots, and tomato plants stretched toward the sun, already a few inches above the soil despite being sown just that morning. The farm felt alive with a vitality that only strengthened Ben’s ambitions for the future. His new plow and watering system had worked wonders, and it filled him with pride to see the fruits of their labor growing at such an incredible pace.

Rosie sat cross-legged, her golden curls catching the sunlight, while Spirit reclined against Ben’s side, her ivory ears twitching lazily as she gazed over the farm. The two of them were glowing with energy, laughter bubbling between them as they exchanged plans for the farm—everything from the animals they planned to raise to the colors they’d like to paint the old farmhouse and barns.

Despite the peace of the moment, Ben remained vigilant, his senses trained on the subtle movements at the edge of the trees. He sensed the presence again—the Felina type demi-beast he had glimpsed earlier with the pointy black ears and tail tipped in white. At least, he suspected their spy was a cat-girl. Though he supposed it was possible, with those colorings, that she was a skunk or a raccoon… he had only caught a glimpse, after all.

Ben had a plan, assuming she was a cat-girl, one that required patience and just the right approach.

He reached out to brush Spirit’s tail, his fingers weaving through the silken strands. She shivered under his touch, a blush blooming on her cheeks as she looked up at him with a smile that spoke of affection and playful curiosity. Rosie tilted her head, her blue eyes bright with interest as she watched Ben's hands move.

“You’re really good at that,” Rosie teased. “I’m a little jealous that I don’t have a nice, long tail like that.”

Ben chuckled, giving Rosie a playful wink. “There’s enough attention to go around.”

He reached over and rubbed behind Rosie’s ears, eliciting a sigh of contentment from the golden-haired Porcina. Then he moved his hand down her neck and back, slipping up under the skirts of her dress to tug gently on her curly tail.

“Squeee!” she yelped, then blushed at the sound she’d made. “Ben, you startled me! I thought that hand was going somewhere else…”

“You mean here?” Ben slid his finger between her cheeks and tickled her back entrance. “Don’t mind if I do.”

Rosie immediately rolled onto her knees, putting her head on his other thigh with her ass in the air. Her too-short dress slipped up over her hips, giving him full access to both holes.

Meanwhile, Spirit had mirrored the Porcina’s stance, and was working on pulling his stiffening shaft free of his pants.

Ben paused in teasing Rosie just long enough to tug Spirit’s shorts down over her hips so that he could finger both girls at the same time while they took turns wrapping their luscious lips around his cock.

They were both slick with excitement as they moaned, slurped, and licked. Ben slid his fingers from their juicy, wet slits up to their tight little assholes, continuing to tease them as they pleasured him.

He wasn’t just doing this to make them happy, though that was certainly a welcome bonus. His focus darted subtly toward the copse of trees just beyond the fence. Sure enough, he caught the faintest hint of movement—a flash of sleek, black-tipped ears and a flick of a tail as the Felina demi-beast edged closer, drawn by curiosity and the sight of exuberant petting and vocal affection being shared by the trio.

According to Ben’s handbook, Felina demi-beasts were known for their aloof and skittish nature, not unlike stray cats. But they could rarely resist when they saw others receiving attention, warmth, and affection.

Ben’s heart beat a little faster at the sight of the new female watching their fun. He knew that gaining her trust would require time and patience, much like taming a feral cat. Food, safety, and kindness would be the key. And maybe a little bit of jealousy for the moans of pleasure coming from his girls.

Rosie’s round bottom was the one the Felina would have the best view of, so Ben took extra care stroking and fingering her so that her squeals could be heard across the farmyard.

“Mmmmff, fuck!” The Porcina pushed his length deep into her throat, gurgling around his cock as he pushed three fingers into her backside, bouncing her big, round cheeks with his thrusting. “Ngk, glnk, mmmmffuuuck!”

Spirit had burrowed her face between his legs and was sucking on his balls, twirling her tongue around him with equal enthusiasm.

Ben rapidly rubbed her swelling pearl as she whimpered her need. “Mmmmm, yes, baby. Please, yes! Your fingers feel so good!”

He met the golden eyes of the spy just as Spirit began to climax, making the peeping Tom-ette a promise about what was to come. Rosie’s thighs began to shake, too, as if the pony-girl’s cries pushed her over the edge. Ben’s pleasure followed, and he released a hot load into the Porcina’s waiting mouth as she frantically sucked and swallowed to get it all down. Then Spirit’s little mouth replaced hers, as she drank down a second, equally voluminous mouthful.

When all three of them were sated, the girls licking their lips contentedly and falling back with their heads in his lap, Ben helped them cover themselves up again. Their black-eared spy was nowhere to be seen, but Ben had a feeling she’d seen what he wanted her to see—the satisfaction of his females hopefully planting a seed of desire in the cat-girl’s mind.

After a time, they recovered enough to finish with their picnic, albeit a bit sleepier than before. Ben made a mental note to save the more prolonged pleasuring for after the day’s work was done, since his pregnant girls seemed inclined to post-coital napping.

He went back to petting their ears and playing with their hair as they dozed in the heat of the afternoon.

“Look at the garden,” Ben said after a time, directing the girls’ attention to the vibrant green rows. “It’s already thriving. If this keeps up, I’ll have a fresh crop well ahead of Grindle’s deadline.”

Spirit’s eyes sparkled with excitement, her tail swishing in delight. “I’ve never seen crops grow so quickly. Your magic really is special, Ben.”

“It’s not just me,” he said, his voice low and warm. “It’s all of us working together.”

As the afternoon wore on, Ben kept up his gentle, affectionate behavior, ensuring the cat-girl watching from the shadows could see. While he stuck to more teasing, he made sure it was obvious that the girls were enjoying every second of his attention—flipping up Rosie’s skirts so that her shining, slick thighs were bare to the sunlight and lifting Spirit’s top up so that he could massage her growing breasts.

It wasn’t long before he noticed the cat-girl creeping closer, her eyes reflecting the sunlight with a keen, intelligent gaze. The plan was working, and Ben couldn’t help but feel a rush of anticipation. He would earn her trust and her lust, and when he did, he would make sure she knew she was safe and welcome, and just as desired as his other females were.

Quest Progress Updated: Establishing a Farmstead
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They were getting close now, Ben could feel it. But he wanted to see the checklist again just to be sure. Opening the quest log in his HUD, he selected the Farmstead menu.
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Ben grinned widely.

“We did it,” he said, pulling Rosie and Spirit in for a celebratory embrace, loving the feel of their fertile bodies pressed against his. “Now, I think you girls have earned a nice, long afternoon nap. But first… I promised to tend to those lady gardens, didn’t I? why don’t you come over here…”

Biting their lips in anticipation, the pony girl and pig girl lined up side by side on the newly repaired fence, where Ben indicated they should stand.

“Good,” Ben said. “Now shuffle those feet back for me. I want those asses out, nice and proud, backs arched. Lean on that nice strong fence if you need to.”

They did as they were told, blushing and giggling with the excitement of their prize. First, Ben lifted Spirit’s top, letting her perfectly round breasts hang free. He gave each one a squeeze, and rolled her nipples between his fingers until she moaned. Then he tugged down the top of Rosie’s dress, exposing her much bigger breasts in the same way. But when he massaged her, he pinched much harder, knowing that was how she liked to be handled.

The tips of the little black ears were just visible on the far side of the pig pen, so Ben knew he had an audience, and he made good use of it, putting both girls’ submissive excitement on display.

Next, Ben pulled down Spirit’s shorts and tucked Rosie’s skirts into her waistband, exposing their beautiful backsides. He stood behind each of them, one at a time, fingering their pussies and spreading their juices all over their lips and between their cheeks, so they were ready for anything.

“Mmmm, Ben,” Spirit moaned, swaying her hips from side to side. “That feels so nice.”

“That’s just the start,” he said. “I’ll do better than nice…”

Ben got down on his knees behind the pony-girl, tugging her hips toward his mouth with both hands, and buried his face in her pussy.

“Oooh, baby, yes!” Spirit’s tail tickled his nose and forehead as her hips started to buck, and her hooves stomped the ground next to him. “Oh my gods… ooooh, mmmm, yeeeesssss!”

“No fair,” Rosie complained, though she kept her hands on the fence and her ass in the air, not wanting to risk getting in trouble. “Why does she get to go first?”

Ben didn’t get a chance to answer, because Spirit suddenly came, squirting a wave of excitement all over his face. Ben licked up as much of her pleasure as he could, loving the sweet, tangy taste of her juices. Then he stood, pulling his manhood out, and thrust it quickly into the pony-girl’s still quivering pussy.

“Ung, oh, fu-fu-fu-fuuuuck!” Spirit grunted with each thrust as she took his girth in her tight, clenching channel. Ben reached around, rubbing her clit as he mounted her from behind, knowing a second climax was just around the corner for the horny Equistar.

“Mmmmm, that’s so hot,” Rosie groaned. “Fuck her harder, Ben. I wanna hear that pony whinny!”

Spirit’s firm, round tits bounced as Ben pounded her, stroking her pleasure pearl with firm, even strokes.

She arched her back, taking him deeper, whimpering with each stroke. “Yes, yes, oh fuck, yeeeeeeeahs!”

Ben could see her pink lips tugging and spreading to accommodate his enormous girth as he felt like he was growing inside her as he neared his climax. Suddenly her body shook, and her pussy gushed again, sending clear fluid spurting out from the sides of his thrusting cock.

“I’m coming, baby, I’m coming,” she screamed, as if it wasn’t obvious.

Ben grunted, gripping both her hips and keeping her ass pinned against his thighs as he allowed his release, and pumping her throbbing sex full of his creamy, white seed. When he was done, he let her go, and Spirit collapsed against the fence in exhaustion, her shorts still around her hooves and her shirt still rolled up over her breasts, with her rounded belly looking especially full.

“Please, don’t make me wait,” Rosie begged, eying the pony-girls’ dripping, cream-covered thighs with undisguised jealously. “I can’t take it anymore.”

Ben, still erect, his cock covered in Spirit’s juices and his own cum, grabbed the chubby Porcina and pulled her bare ass against him. She kept her hands on the fence rail, moaning desirously, as Ben gripped her big tits and squeezed them hard, sliding his dick up and down between her ass cheeks.

“Ooooh,” she cried out, giving herself over to his mercy. “Not like that, not out here in the open. Nooo!”

Using the lubrication from Spirit’s pussy, Ben slid his thick cock into Rosie’s ass, using her feigned protests as an indicator of what she actually wanted. Her backside was so tight it made him lightheaded as he started to fuck her forcefully, using his hands to squeeze her ass cheeks against the sides of his shaft as he pulled himself all the way out before penetrating her again.

Each time he thrust he pulled out and made her take his full length, from the head of his cock all the way to his balls, forcing the tight backdoor to open and close, over and over again.

“Fuck, no! Oh, gods, I can’t take it, Ben, it’s too much!”

Ben paused, giving her a chance to use her safe word, but she thrust her needy bottom back at him, then pretended to wriggle away.

“Don’t listen to her, Ben,” Spirit giggled, still panting from her own climaxes. “You should see how wet her pussy is. It’s literally dripping down her thighs!”

“No, no!” Rosie protested. “This is so humiliating!”

Ben knew Spirit was right, he could feel Rosie’s wetness dripping down her legs and smearing on his as she struggled against him. Her squirming forced him to wrap his arms tightly around her body, her tits bouncing against his forearm as he drove himself deeper into her ass.

Rosie was panting and quivering as he violated her in an act of brutal dominance that was only partly pretend for both of them. She really did want to be used like a whore, and Ben really did enjoy the feeling of pinning her helplessly beneath his desire—even if they both knew he would stop the second she asked him to.

He hurried to the finish line, worried that she would climax just from the mental stimulation of being so submissive. Not that he didn’t want her to climax, but he wanted to use it to reward her, once he was done.

At the thought of rewarding her, Ben was pushed over the edge, coming violently as hot ropes of seed filled her tight ass. He groaned in pleasure, loving the sensation of release, and the sucking of her hungry body against his erupting cock as her backside absorbed every drop of his cream.

“That’s a good girl,” he whispered, dropping a hand from her breasts to her clit. “Show me what a good, dirty girl you are. Show me you liked it.”

With his dick still pulsing in her ass, it took Ben no time at all to bring the submissive Porcina to a screaming, shaking climax.

“Mmmmm, yes, yes, I’m your good girl,” she panted as she came. “I’m your good, dirty girl! Aaaaah! Fuck!”

Rosie’s hips bucked and her tight channel clenched again and again on his length, causing Ben to release another load into her hungry hole.

Spirit started to giggle. “You should see yourself, Rosie,” she laughed. “You look drunk. Or like you ate one of those funny red and white mushrooms from the forest and now the trees are talking to you.”

“Mmmmshuddup,” Rosie slurred, sounding as drunk as Spirit suggested as she sagged against the fence with Ben’s cum dripping down her legs. “Needanap.”

A cool wind interrupted their bickering, and Ben looked up to see dark clouds sweeping in quickly, rolling over the foothills like an advancing army. The warm afternoon had turned gray as they’d played, though none had noticed until then.

Ben felt the temperature drop and glanced up at the churning sky. The heavy scent of rain filled the air, earthy and electric. He watched as the pointy-eared shadow moved at the edge of the trees, and he caught another glimpse of a white-tipped tail darting into the barn for cover just as the first raindrops began to fall.

“Looks like we’re going to get wet,” Ben said to the girls. “Or… wetter…”

Giggling, the girls wrapped their arms around each other, and Ben noted the way their nipples stood out in the suddenly cool air.

“I don’t think I can get any wetter,” Spirit said with a wink of her blue eyes. “But we don’t want to catch a chill. Come on, you dirty little slut. You’ve earned your nap.”

Rosie mumbled something in protest, but the two stumbled back toward the house, half naked and covered in his magical seed. Ben longed to follow them, but he wanted to clean up the tools first, as the clouds made it look like they were in for a real downpour.

He wiped his brow with the back of his hand, a satisfied grin spreading across his face, as he watched his girls stumbling into the house—Rosie slumped and exhausted with her skirt still tucked into her waistband and Spirit carrying her shorts, with her top still rolled up under her armpits. It was a funny sight, but he’d never seen two such gorgeous creatures in his life.

Of course, knowing they were both carrying his children made them seem especially sexy and especially his, which only made Ben love them more.

The new pig pen was sturdy, reinforced with freshly cut boards and secured with thick ropes and nails, and they’d put it to the test with their celebratory frolicking. So Ben felt safe in putting away those supplies, knowing their work there was done.

As Ben worked, the first drops of rain quickly turned into a downpour, drumming against the tin roof of the small barn and splattering against the garden’s leaves.

The air grew thick and cool as water soaked into the dry soil, sending up the sweet, sharp smell of fresh rain. The girl’s laughter mingled with their hurried steps as they crossed the porch and entered the house, hurrying for shelter.

Ben took the tools to the shed, then ran after the girls, casting a final glance at the small barn and hoping their little peeping Tom-ette would find the drafty building warm enough while she waited out the storm.
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Inside, the kitchen was warm and inviting, the lantern light flickering softly against the wooden walls. Ben set the girls to work drying off—which they decided to do naked, with the towels he offered them wrapped around their hair rather than their bodies. In order to ensure they remained comfortable, so they didn’t have to put their clothes back on if they didn’t want to, Ben got a fire going in the hearth which he hadn’t yet used.

When they were curled up together on the couch, snuggled up in a sleepy doze, Ben took a moment to glance out the window at the rain streaking down the glass. There was something about having a warm, dry house when the weather was inclement to really make a man appreciate his humble possessions.

The garden, vibrant with new life, glistened with droplets that sparkled like tiny gems. At the barn, he spotted a flicker of movement, reminding him of their bashful guest. Ben felt a pang of concern for the cat-girl. He hoped the storm wouldn’t be too bad, and that she’d get over her nerves soon so that next time, she could come to the house.

He stood there for a long while, thinking about the best way to approach the situation. His Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook didn’t have a lot of additional information on Felina types, so he was having to draw a bit of knowledge from his experience with cats back in his past life.

The best way to a stray’s heart is through its stomach, Ben realized. I should pack up the leftover meat and cheese from our picnic and bring it out to her.

“Ben, what should we do next?” Spirit’s voice pulled him back into the room. She had dried her hair and was folding a blanket with Rosie, who was humming quietly.

Apparently, he’d been standing at the window long enough for both his girls to finish their post-coital recovery naps. They had removed their damp clothing, and both stood completely naked before him, waiting for his direction.

“Well, since we’re stuck inside, I thought we could work on some home improvements,” Ben said with a smile. “Though, you do tempt a man with other rainy day passtimes, walking around like that…”

Spirit and Rosie blushed and giggled.

“But if I gave in to every temptation, we wouldn’t get much done around here, would we.” He handed them both some old cleaning rags and pointed to the sitting room. “Let’s make this place a bit more comfortable. Though with your clothes still all cold and damp, I guess you’ll have to be naked housemaids this afternoon.”

The girls grinned and nodded, snatching up the rags and wiggling their way around the room, dusting and polishing with suspiciously bouncy enthusiasm. Ben enjoyed the show while he did some of the more labor-intensive repairs.

Soon the house was alive with their efforts.

Rosie dusted off the fireplace mantle, uncovering an old, hand-carved wooden clock that had been hidden beneath a film of grime. Spirit hung curtains she found in a chest, their pale floral patterns adding a touch of warmth to the room. Ben repaired broken floorboards and sanded down rough edges so that his girls didn’t have to worry about splinters.

Then they all worked together to scrub down the kitchen counters and organized the pantry shelves, taking stock of what supplies they had left.

The storm continued to rage outside, the wind howling through the cracks in the window frames and sending occasional shivers down Ben’s spine. But inside, the house felt cozier with every small touch they added.

When Spirit stumbled across the clothing catalog Alicia had sent, she let out an excited gasp.

“Look at these!” she said, her eyes wide as she flipped through pages filled with colorful dresses, aprons, and sturdy work clothes. “Rosie, we should pick out some new outfits for when our bellies are even bigger. And some clothes for the babies, too!”

Rosie peered over her shoulder, her golden hair brushing Spirit’s shoulder as she pointed to a page.

“I want one of these,” she said, tapping a picture of a loose, flowing dress. “It would be perfect for summer, and will give me lots of room to grow into it.”

Her giggle was accompanied by an adorable snort that sent Spirit into a whinnying peel of laughter.

Ben grinned, watching their excitement as they made a list of items they hoped to purchase when the farm started turning a profit. The sound of their laughter mixed with the drumming rain, filling the house with a sense of hope and warmth.


20
Queen Quincie


Outside, the rain fell in sheets, masking the movement in the shadows. The cat-girl, tucked into the barn, watched the light from the house with wide, curious eyes, her heart pounding as she listened to the distant sound of voices and laughter. For the first time in a long while, she felt drawn toward something other than the solitary comfort of the woods.

Queen Quincie had made the mistake of trusting humans before. When she’d first arrived at the town of Grimsby, with a small army of stray cats and kittens on her tail, the villagers had been thrilled to have a team of expert hunters to help them keep the Scuttlers and other small pest-type monsters at bay. But as Quincie had brought the pest populations down, and kept them there, the townspeople seemed to forget why they liked having her around.

Cornelius Ashburn, that ridiculous mustachioed villain in a top hat, had been the first one to suggest capturing her and forcing her to work on his farm. When he put up a reward of 1000 gold, suddenly everyone in Grimsby seemed to want to snare her—and they used devious means to trick her, too, entrapping her cats and kittens in the hopes that they could trap her when she came to rescue them.

But Quincie was too smart for them. She’d snuck in, freed her furry babies, and left town with every rat-catching kitty hot on her black-and-white tail.

The owner of the general store, Alicia Steelwright, had told some of the other demi-beasts about how quickly the monster problem returned once Quincie and her army of strays had left town. While she felt a bit bad for Miss Alicia, who was always kind to her, and often left out treats like cream or canned fish for her kitties, Quincie refused to go back. It served the rest of them right to deal with their own Scuttlers after the way they’d treated her and her babies. Except for Miss Alicia… but she could probably afford to hire someone to handle the problem for her, so Quincie didn’t feel too bad about that.

But she did feel badly for her kitties, who were forced to live in the forest with her now. There were plenty of mice, rats, birds, and small monsters for them to hunt in the forest, but there were bigger, meaner things too. And Quincie didn’t like it when her babies weren’t at the top of the food chain.

In town, the biggest predator her kitties might encounter—besides the Scuttlers, which had a natural fear of cats—was a dog. And Quincie made sure the dogs feared her enough that they didn’t dare bark or snap at even the smallest kitten.

Out in the forest, it was a different story, though. And as much as her pride rebelled against the idea, Quincie knew her babies would be better off if she found a safer place for them to live.

She’d smelled the ascended human from the forest on the day of his arrival, and she’d been spying on the growing farmstead ever since.

She’d watched jealously as the pink-haired pony girl, Spirit, moved in on the handsome farmer man immediately.

And she’d watched even more jealously as Spirit showed signs of pregnancy so soon after she’d heard the pair mating in the middle of the night.

Humans rarely took more than one mate at a time, so Quincie had written the man off as taken and decided not to get any closer. But then, Spirit had brought that stupid, slutty pig-girl, Rosie back to the farm and the man had rutted with her, too. And now Rosie was pregnant, too, and fatter than ever with her big titties swinging around like yummy milk bags…

Quincie wondered if Rosie would let her drink her milk once it came in. Spirit probably would—the pony girl was too nice to everyone, as far as Quincie was concerned—but she didn’t have such nice, fat tits…

What they really needed on this farm was a big, juicy Holstaur who made yummy milk all the time, Quincie thought. Then she could drink cream straight from the source, warm and sweet, and spend her nights curled up on a rug before the fire with her kitties piled around her…

Not that she was considering life on the farm.

With the big, handsome man wandering around without his shirt on all the time.

Putting his frighteningly large sex-stick inside every demi-beast he caught with her tail up and her panties around her knees…

No, she had no interest in that.

Not at all.

And she especially hadn’t been interested when the man had pet Rosie’s ears while he tugged on her tail and put his fingers between her thighs…

And she extra especially hadn’t wondered what it felt like when the man had licked Spirit’s ‘little pussycat’ like she really needed a thorough grooming.

Quincie’s cheeks flushed as she remembered the way the man had met her eyes, knowing she was watching him pleasure the demi-beasts. He was promising that he would pleasure her that way, too.

Quincie had made her own ‘little pussycat’ cream all over her fingers when he’d given her that look. Then she’d run away, ashamed of how badly she wanted to sit in the man’s lap and feel his sex-stick pumping between her thighs.

When she’d come back, to see him giving even more pleasure to those other two stupid hoochies, she’d been so mad she almost hissed, giving herself away. But she hadn’t been able to tear her eyes away, either.

She’d been so distracted, she hadn’t even noticed the storm rolling in. And now she was trapped in this drafty old barn, watching the laughing, naked hoochie sluts dancing and giggling in front of the warm fire while she shivered in the dark and the cold like one of the rats she hunted.

Quincie let out a growl and an angry hiss, slashing at a wooden beam with her claws. Her tail puffed out behind her and she attacked it even more ferociously, feeling a modicum of relief as she shredded the beam into sharp splinters, imagining Spirit and Rosie’s bouncing, naked bottoms with scratches all over them.

When she’d finally expended her rage—which was as much for herself and her own stupidity as it was for the other girls—Queen Quincie sniffed, tears pooling in her eyes, as she shivered and curled up next to the post feeling sad, and cold, and lonely, and wishing she had some of her kitties with her while she waited out the storm.
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Ben cast one last look out the window, the storm blurring the view. He felt a strange tug of anticipation, as if the farm, with its newfound life and purpose, was on the brink of another change.

Rain lashed against the house, drumming a rhythmic tattoo on the roof and trickling in thin streams down the windowpanes. The warm light from the lanterns and the roaring fire inside spilled out onto the wet grass, casting golden halos into the darkened yard.

The storm had settled into a steady, relentless downpour, the wind occasionally shrieking through the gaps in the window frames. Ben stood at the kitchen counter, wrapping a few slices of leftover sausage and pouring warm milk into a tin cup.

He moved with purpose, knowing that while the cat-girl had taken shelter in the barn, she might need more than just a dry place to wait out the storm.

Rosie and Spirit were chatting quietly in the sitting room, their voices a soothing murmur. Ben glanced at them and smiled softly.

They were a source of comfort and happiness in this unfamiliar world—companions who made his goals seem worthwhile in a way he wouldn’t feel if he were only working for himself.

But with the storm grumbling overhead, Ben’s thoughts were focused on the elusive visitor with the sharp eyes, the pointy black ears, and the cute, white-tipped tail.

He slipped out the back door, the rush of wind and rain hitting him like a wall. Pulling up the collar of the canvas coat he’d picked up at Alicia’s General Store, Ben walked quickly to the barn, his work boots sinking slightly into the muddy ground.

The structure loomed ahead, a black silhouette against the inky sky. It creaked as the wind pressed against its wooden walls, but the ancient tin roof stood firm, sheltering the mystery within.

Ben approached slowly, careful not to make any sudden noises. The rain muffled his steps, and he hoped his intentions would come through in the small gestures he’d prepared. The ceramic mug of warm milk steamed gently in the cool air, and the parcel of wrapped food felt solid and hearty in his hand. If nothing else, the meal should provide some comfort to the bashful cat-girl.

Inside the barn, shadows shifted. Ben could see the hay-strewn floor, and evidence of animals that had once lived here. The scent of damp straw and old wood filled his nose, familiar and comforting despite the tension in the air.

It was the first time he’d been inside the barn, other than the cursory look he’d had when he’d first inspected the farmyard. Now that the rest of the farm had been repaired, he suddenly saw the potential of the barns, small and large, and the cozy warmth they could offer if they were filled with cows, horses, sheep, and goats, all braying and stamping and munching on hay.

Compared to that image, there was no doubt that, in its current state, the barn was cold and empty.

A faint scuffle caught Ben’s attention, hinting that he was not alone.

“I don’t know if you can understand me,” he said, his voice low and steady, “but I thought you might be hungry.”

He set the cup and the wrapped sausage down on a nearby beam, taking care to move slowly and keep his hands visible. “I’ve seen you around, and I’m hoping you might like to stay. But you don’t have to decide anything just yet.”

There was no response at first, just the rain hammering on the roof and the occasional whistle of the wind. But Ben felt a kind of pressure between his shoulder blades, as if he were being watched. The hair on the back of his neck stood up, and he turned slightly to catch the flash of yellow eyes peering out from the darkness. They were wide and cautious, glistening with the reflection of the lantern light filtering in from the house. They watched him with an intensity that made his pulse quicken.

Ben’s mouth quirked into a small smile.

“It’s safe here,” he continued, more to himself than to the silent figure. “I know it might not seem that way yet, but this place—it’s meant to be a haven for your kind.”

The eyes blinked, slow and deliberate, before disappearing back into the shadows. Ben waited, holding his breath, but she didn’t come forward. He let out a sigh, not disappointed but thoughtful. The trust of a creature like her would not be earned in one evening. He had to prove himself, just as he had with Spirit and Rosie.

“I’ll leave this here,” he said, stepping back. The cup and the sausage sat untouched, waiting like an offering.

A few moments later, as Ben turned to head back to the house, he heard the faintest shift—a careful, testing movement. He paused but didn’t turn around. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of the cat-girl stepping hesitantly forward. She was quite small—lithe and muscular, and wearing only the barest shreds of clothing to cover her small breasts and her lower half. Her sleek black tail, tipped with white, flicked nervously as she crept toward the food. Her ears twitched, too, poking up out of shaggy, black hair that came to her chin.

Ben didn’t dare move, watching as she sniffed the air, her delicate nose twitching.

As she crouched down and lifted the sausage with a deft hand, Ben’s eyes met hers again.

This time, he saw more than just suspicion. There was curiosity, a cautious interest that hinted at something deeper. But she tensed when he looked at her, as if her instincts were telling her to run.

Before she could bolt, Ben offered her a gentle nod and turned, walking back into the rain. The warm light of the house glowed invitingly ahead, and he felt a sense of cautious hope.

As he reached the door and stepped inside, Rosie and Spirit looked up, their conversation pausing. Ben closed the door with a quiet smile, droplets streaming from his hair and coat.

“She’s out there,” he said simply, feeling the warmth of the house envelop him. “And I think we’re starting to make a friend.”

“I hope so,” Spirit said, clutching a blanket around her shoulders. “But you know, not all demi-beasts want to be friends.”

“Especially Felinas,” Rosie added. “They’re very territorial, and with us already here, she might feel threatened. If you can gain her trust, though, I bet she’d make a great guard-cat.”

Spirit nodded, snuggling up to the curvy, naked Porcina on the couch. “Definitely,” she said. “No sane person wants to be on the wrong side of those claws… it’s just… whether or not we can convince her that this is her home, I guess. Felinas are definitely picky about where they stay and who they let into their inner circle. And if she’s been hurt before, it will take even longer to earn her trust. Be careful, Ben.”

“Don’t worry about me,” he said, smiling at his girls. “I have a way with the ladies, remember.”

They giggled, wiggling over to make room for him on the couch.
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From the barn window, gleaming yellow eyes watched Ben retreat, the storm shielding her from sight.

But the warmth of the food and the safety of the barn felt different, now, comforting in a way that stirred something long forgotten in Quincie’s heart.

With her belly full of meat and warm milk, she no longer felt quite so angry at the girls inside the farmer’s house. She just… wished she was in there with them. The barn sheltered her from the worst of the wind and rain, but it was still cold and drafty.

She hoped her kitties were warm and safe in their forest den and weren’t worried about her.

Quincie found a pile of old hay and burrowed herself under the scratchy stuff, hoping her body heat would provide a little warmth once she’d been snuggled up a while. She didn’t feel quite so sad anymore. More like… hopeful?

But she was still cold.

She tried to sleep, shivering in the corner of the barn where the drafts weren’t so bad, imagining herself in front of the fireplace like a proper housecat instead of a stray.
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The wind howled as the storm raged on, rattling the shutters and sending occasional sprays of rain seeping through the cracks in the old window frames. Inside, the house was a cocoon of warmth and soft light.

Ben stood in the kitchen, folding a blanket which he’d had warming on top of the woodstove.

He glanced back at Rosie and Spirit, still sitting on the couch in front of the fire, their ears perked up as they watched him with curiosity.

“You’re going out again?” Rosie asked, her voice filled with a blend of concern and intrigue. The firelight cast a soft glow on her features, casting shadows of her dimples, and making her look even more radiant despite the rain tapping insistently against the windows.

Ben nodded. “I need to make sure she’s comfortable. The storm is only getting worse, and I don’t want her to feel like she’s stranded out there.”

He grabbed the second glass of warm milk he’d prepared earlier and balanced it carefully as he headed toward the back door, with the blanket tucked under his jacket.

Spirit’s blue eyes softened as she shifted to make herself more comfortable.

“Watch the claws,” she whispered, barely audible over the crackling of the fire. “I’m serious! Even a nice cat-girl can be dangerous when she’s scared.”

Ben gave her a reassuring smile and a playful salute before pushing the door open and stepping out into the storm.

The night was a swirling mass of dark clouds, and rain slashed at him in cold sheets as he made his way to the barn. The path was slippery, the mud sucking at his boots with each step. He kept his focus on the warm yellow glow of the lantern he’d left in the barn earlier, its light a beacon in the storm.

As he reached the barn door, he took a deep breath and pushed it open. The wooden structure creaked under the force of the wind, but inside, it was quieter, the rain now a muffled roar. The air was thick with the scent of hay, damp wood, and the earthy tang of the storm.

Ben’s eyes adjusted to the dim interior, searching for any sign of the cat-girl. He placed the blanket and the glass of milk on a low stool near the center of the barn and waited, straining to hear beyond the drumming of the rain. For a moment, all was silent.

Then, from the far corner, a soft rustle broke the quiet. His heart leaped as he spotted those luminous yellow eyes watching him from the shadows, cautious and curious.

“It’s all right,” he said, his voice low and soothing. He moved slowly, careful not to spook her. “I brought you something to keep warm.” He gestured to the blanket and the milk, hoping she could sense his sincerity.

The cat-girl’s eyes narrowed slightly, studying him with the keen intensity of a predator deciding whether or not to trust. Her black tail swayed behind her, the white tip twitching as if testing the air. The faintest hint of movement betrayed her slow advance. She stepped forward, the dim light catching the sleek lines of her stunningly gorgeous face and the sharp points of her ears.

Ben stayed still, not wanting to break the fragile truce forming between them. She crouched, her movements fluid and graceful, and sniffed at the milk before picking up the glass with slender, claw-tipped fingers. The blanket was still untouched, but the mere fact that she’d come this close felt like a victory.

As she sipped at the milk, her eyes flicked up to meet his, a challenge sparking in their golden depths. Ben felt a rush of triumph and relief, tempered by the realization of how guarded she was. She was a survivor, like Spirit and Rosie, and trust wouldn’t come easily.

“I’m Ben,” he said quietly, breaking the silence. The cat-girl paused, her ears twitching at the sound of his voice. She didn’t respond, but she didn’t flee either.

After a long, tense moment, she lowered the glass, licking a drop of milk from her lips with a small, pink tongue. Her eyes softened, just a fraction, before she pulled back into the shadows, taking the glass with her. Ben watched as she settled into a more relaxed position, the outline of her silhouette barely visible.

“There’s more where that came from at the house,” Ben said, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. “And if you ever want to come inside, the door’s always open. But don’t forget your blanket.”

He held it out to her, hoping to entice her from the shadows again. She was almost naked, after all, and even if demi-beasts were used to being outside, he knew she must be freezing.

She took another, tentative step toward him, her slender body shivering in the lantern light and giving Ben a strong protective urge to wrap her up in the blanket and carry her to the house whether she liked it or not.

But he knew better than to ruin all their progress by doing that.

She would make the decision herself or not at all.

The pretty cat-girl’s tail puffed out like a bottle-brush behind her as she approached, taking tiny nervous steps. He didn’t let his arm fall, holding the blanket out so that she didn’t have to get too close to him to get the blanket.

As soon as she was within snatching distance, her hand darted out and grabbed the warm blanket from his hands, whipping it around her shoulders like a cape.

Her golden eyes went wide, and Ben held his breath.

The cat-girl’s ears twitched as she watched him, then she seemed to melt, her knees sagging as her entire body went limp.

“Whoa!” Ben shouted, and lunged to catch her before she hit the floor. “Are you all right?”

“Inside…” she murmured before her body started rumbling with a tiger-like purr of pleasure. “Take me inside.”

Ben scooped up her tiny body, keeping her wrapped in the warm blanket, and held her tightly to his chest. “It’s cold out there,” he warned.

“You’ll keep me warm,” she purred, nuzzling his chest with her head. “Won’t you, Ben?”

His heart thudded hard, delighted that his taming attempt had worked on the difficult demi-beast. “I’ll do my best,” he said. “And if you get cold, we’ll warm you up next to the fire, okay?”

“Mmmmm,” the cat-girl rumbled, her tail twitching beneath the blanket. “That sounds purrrrrfect.”

Ben swallowed, alarmed by the way his body responded to her purring and nuzzling. She opened her golden eyes and pinned him with a knowing gaze, licking her lips. Ben felt the look with a weight that inspired equal parts desire and hopefulness in his belly.

The storm surged outside, but in that moment, the barn was a sanctuary—a small flicker of trust kindled between two strangers bound by an unspoken understanding.

The cat-girl curled up with the blanket pulled tight around her, and squirmed against his chest. “Come on, Ben…” she purred. “Take me home!”

Ben grinned down at her.

“All right,” he said. “But brace yourself. I’m going to run.”
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Hearthside Snuggles

The rain pelted down in sheets, creating a drumming rhythm on the roof as Ben sprinted back to the farmhouse, the mysterious cat-girl bundled securely in his arms. She was wrapped tightly in a blanket, shivering and purring softly with each movement, her body vibrating with the sound even as she nestled deeper into the warmth. The cold droplets soaked through Ben’s shirt and jacket, but he barely noticed. His focus was on keeping his unexpected guest protected from the storm, holding her close as he crossed the yard.

Spirit and Rosie, still naked and wrapped in blankets, stood by the kitchen door, eyes wide as they watched him approach. The fire crackled warmly behind them, casting flickering light and shadows that made the scene feel both surreal and sensually domestic. Spirit’s ears twitched, and Rosie clutched the edge of her blanket, her brown eyes brimming with curiosity and nervous energy.

“Is that her?” Rosie asked, her voice low and cautious.

“Careful Ben,” Spirit said, her tone both astonished and wary. “Felina’s can be skittish. I don’t want you to get scratched or bitten.”

“I think we’re beyond that,” he said, smiling at them reassuringly. “At least, I think she trusts me. But let’s give her some space, okay?”

He stepped inside, his boots squeaking against the floorboards as water pooled beneath his feet. Rosie hurried to grab a towel from the kitchen, wiping up his footprints on the wooden floor, while Spirit waited for his jacket.

Ben gently set the cat-girl down on the soft rug in front of the fireplace. She curled up immediately, still wrapped in the blanket, her black tail peeking out from beneath the folds, the white tip twitching occasionally as if testing her surroundings. The purrs continued, a deep, soothing sound that hinted at both contentment and exhaustion.

“Here,” Spirit said, tugging Ben’s jacket off. “You’re soaked to the bone. Let me hang that up for you.”

Rosie, bent at the waist with her bare bottom and little corkscrew tail poking out from the blanket, hurried behind her to wipe up more water droplets. Then she brought another towel for Ben’s hair.

“Don’t you dare catch a cold, farmer boy,” she said with a teasing wink of her eye. “There’s still lots of work to do once this rain stops.”

“What are we going to do with her?” Spirit asked, standing a safe distance away, though her ivory-colored ears twitched curiously in her mane of pink hair.

“Let her warm up,” Ben said, glancing appreciatively at Spirit and Rosie. “She needs time to adjust. Thank you for all your help, girls.”

His voice was gentle, but there was an undercurrent of excitement that he couldn’t quite hide. The sight of this mysterious newcomer had stirred something protective within him.

Rosie bit her lip and nodded, moving aside to let Ben guide them upstairs. Spirit’s eyes lingered on the cat-girl a moment longer, her expression thoughtful, before she followed Rosie.

When they reached the top of the stairs, Ben whispered, “I think she’ll be okay, but we should give her space for now. Why don’t you girls both get in my bed and warm up those sheets for us while I make sure she has everything she needs.”

They blushed and giggled, then disappeared into Ben’s room, leaving to return downstairs.

He approached the fireplace, the warmth seeping into his cold, damp skin, and rubbed his wet hair with the towel, wanting to dry off a bit before he got in bed—mindful of Rosie’s warning about catching cold.

The cat-girl hadn’t moved; she was still curled in her cocoon of wool, only the soft rustle of her breathing and the occasional flick of her tail indicating that she was even there. Ben knelt beside her, one hand resting on the edge of the blanket as if to reassure her in her sleep.

“There's a blue room and a pink room upstairs if you want them,” he murmured softly, in case she was actually listening. It was impossible to tell with the cat-girl, as she might be hiding rather than actually sleeping. “Feel free to take whichever you like. But if you’re happier here by the fire, that’s fine too.”

A slight shift beneath the blanket was his only response. He tilted his head and waited a moment longer, only to realize that the rhythmic purring had shifted to the softer sound of snoring.

He couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at his lips. The mysterious, fierce Felina had succumbed to sleep as soon as she’d found warmth and safety. Ben sat back on his heels, the firelight dancing in his eyes as he promised himself that this home would remain a safe haven for all who needed it.

Then, he tiptoed upstairs, knowing he had one more task to attend to before the day’s end. His pregnant girls needed a few Pleasure Points before bed, after all.
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The next morning, golden sunlight streamed through the farmhouse windows, casting warm patterns across the wooden floor. The rain had long since ceased, leaving behind a fresh, earthy scent that permeated the air. When Ben came down the stairs after brushing his teeth in the bathroom—still using the washcloth and finger trick since he’d forgotten to ask Alicia if they had any toothbrushes or toothpaste at the General Store, though fortunately, now that his body had adapted to the system, morning breath no longer seemed to be a thing—Spirit and Rosie were already at the table, dressed in the same outfits as they’d worn the day before, now dry after hanging above the woodstove all night.

Their eyes darted curiously toward the fireplace where the cat-girl had been the night before. The blanket now lay in a rumpled heap, and the spot where she’d slept was empty. The front door, which had been securely closed the night before, now stood ajar.

“Where do you think she went?” Spirit whispered. “I was really looking forward to introducing myself this morning!”

Ben's brows furrowed as he moved closer, a sense of worry gnawing at him. He pushed the door open further and peered outside. The yard was awash with morning dew, shimmering in the sunlight as if the rain had left behind a blanket of tiny, glistening jewels. A soft, misty steam rose from the grass, adding an ethereal quality to the scene.

“I don’t see her,” he said.

“She’s gone?” Rosie’s voice, tinged with disappointment, broke the silence behind him.

Ben turned back, giving her a small smile. “Looks that way. But there are footprints in the dew, so she hasn’t been gone long. She might just need some time to adjust. We did bring her into a whole new world last night.”

Spirit’s ears flicked as she considered this, the worry in her eyes softening slightly. “Felina types are cautious. It’s not surprising. But... you’d think she’d stay for breakfast!”

The pony-girl rubbed her growing tummy and added, “I’m starving!”

“Me too,” Rosie said with a giggle, her own belly having grown noticeably overnight. “This little bump is growing fast! It’s hard to keep up.”

“Let’s get started on breakfast, then,” Ben said with a smile, happy that his girls were still feeling good and healthy in their pregnancies. “Pancakes, sausage, and eggs coming right up!”

The three of them settled into the kitchen as Ben practiced his Cooking skill by attempting a new sausage and egg recipe from the cookbook. Soon, the aroma of fried sausage, cheesy scrambled eggs, and steaming pancakes filled the room.

They made an extra plate for the cat-girl, setting it near the door in case she returned.

Ben poured himself a cup of strong, dark tea—another gift he’d discovered in the rations Alicia had given him—savoring the warmth as it chased away the last remnants of the morning chill.

Rosie nibbled on a piece of pancake dipped in fruit preserves, her eyes flicking between Ben and the open door as if expecting the mysterious girl to saunter back in at any moment.

Spirit piled a tower of pancakes on her plate and slathered them in butter and preserves, but even as she licked her lips in anticipation of her meal, Ben caught her glancing over her shoulder at the blanket left by the fireplace.

“It’s all right, girls,” Ben said with a smile. “Really. I’m sure she hasn’t gone far.”

Just as Ben was about to reach for another sip of his tea, a sharp yowl pierced the quiet morning, followed by a flurry of screeches and hissing. The sound came from outside, near the garden. Ben shot up from his chair, the legs scraping harshly against the floor as he bolted toward the door with Spirit and Rosie close behind.

The sight that greeted them made Ben stop short. The cat-girl was standing on all fours near the edge of the freshly planted garden, her black hair bristling and her tail puffed out to twice its normal size. She crouched low, a fierce, primal growl rumbling from her throat as she glared at an invisible foe. Her claws were outstretched, digging into the soft earth, and her yellow eyes glowed with fury.

“What happened?” Ben called, trying to keep his voice calm despite the adrenaline surging through him.

The cat-girl didn’t turn, but her growling voice answered. “I heard someone sneaking around while you were asleep and I came outside to patrol. There was a man here. Ugly, stinky little man with a face like a pile of rat turds. But don’t worry, I scared him off.” She lifted one paw and pointed to an overturned bucket, where small, wiggling globs of green and yellow slime were slithering out across the soil. “Caught him just as he was dumping those on your… uh… little green things.”

“A man?” Ben asked, stunned. “What did he look like?”

“Skinny and ugly and not very big,” she said. “Stupid, too. He tried to catch me in Grimsby once, and my kitties gave him some scars to remember.”

She gave a little, purring laugh at the memory.

Ben’s jaw tightened, rage simmering beneath his skin, as the feisty Felina seemed to describe the weaselly man with lank black hair he’d seen in Alicia’s store and driving Ashburn’s carriage.

“Those are baby corrosive slimes.” The cat-girl said, straightening again now that the threat was over. She glared in the direction the intruder had fled. “But I wasn’t about to let him wreck your green stuff again. Since you like it.”

“What do you mean, again?” Ben asked.

The cat-girl bared her teeth in another growl. “He’s the one who ruined your other green stuff, too,” she said, her voice low and dangerous. “But I didn’t know you then, so I didn’t stop him. The green stuff didn’t seem that important at the time.”

Ben's heart thudded in his chest as he realized what she was telling him. He now had a witness to both crimes, and the culprit was a known accomplice of Ashburn’s. Maybe, just maybe, he could get the magistrate to hear his claim now.

Ben looked to the damaged garden then back at the cat-girl, his eyes softening when they landed on her bright golden eyes. She had protected his crops, risking herself to do so. He took a step closer, gratitude in his gaze.

“Thank you,” he said sincerely, the words heavy with meaning. “You’ve done me a great service. And I don’t even know your name.”

The cat-girl’s tail flicked, and she glanced up at him, still wary but certainly less hostile now, though she narrowed her eyes and glared at Spirit and Rosie like she didn’t care much for them.

Spirit and Rosie exchanged knowing looks, a flicker of recognition passing between them.

The cat-girl crossed her arms over her small breasts. “What are you looking at, sluts?” she hissed.

Ben’s eyes almost bugged out of his head at her sudden outburst.

“Do you… know each other?”

Spirit’s lips curved into a smile as she spoke, and Rosie snorted.

“Ben, meet Queen Quincie,” she said, laughter lacing her voice. “She’s the cat-girl I told you about, who used to work in Grimsby, who I thought we should find for our farm. Looks like she found us first! I told you she’d be a fierce protector. And she’s already proven me right. Even if she is still a bit of a meany.”

“We demi-beasts call her the Queen Bitch,” Rosie said, giggle-snorting again. “And for good reason! But… not usually to her face.” She backed up slightly. “Those claws are the real deal, as our intruder no doubt discovered.”

Ben was surprised to find that Quincie looked more mollified by the girls’ introduction than insulted. It seemed she liked to be known as a ferocious bitch, so long as the emphasis was on ferocious.

He looked at Quincie with a newfound respect, his gratitude palpable as he knelt beside the garden to inspect the damage.

Fortunately, all but one small corner of the garden had been spared. Curiously, Ben turned his attention to the small, wriggling slimes. Their translucent bodies gleamed under the morning sun, their tiny, probing tentacles seeking purchase in the damp soil. They were young, not yet fully capable of destruction, but in time they could easily devastate his garden. He glanced back at Quincie, who stood with her small chest still heaving with outrage at the man’s intrusion onto what she now seemed to consider her property.

“Thank you for stopping him, Quincie,” Ben said, his voice steady but tinged with a simmering anger directed at the saboteur. “You may have just saved this harvest.”

The cat-girl’s ears twitched, and she narrowed her eyes at the slimes as if daring them to make a move. Ben could see she was still on edge, her muscles taut and ready to pounce. Spirit and Rosie approached, their gazes flitting from Ben to Quincie, admiration lighting their expressions.

“We should deal with these little ones before they cause any trouble,” Spirit suggested, her voice calm and practical.

Ben nodded.

“I don’t want to kill them,” he said, earning a surprised glance from Quincie. “They’re just creatures acting on instinct. If we can release them somewhere they won’t be a threat, it’s better for everyone.”

Rosie stepped forward, her eyes warm with approval. “There’s a marshland beyond the forest’s edge. It’s far enough from any crops or livestock. We could take them there when we go to gather the wild pigs.”

Ben’s face lit up with relief. “Perfect. Let’s do that.”

He carefully gathered the wriggling slimes into the bucket, making sure not to touch their corrosive bodies. Spirit leaned down to help, her fingers deftly picking up the last of them. Quincie watched the process with a mixture of curiosity and skepticism, her tail swishing behind her.

When the task was finished, Ben turned back to Quincie, who was now standing more upright, her tail no longer puffed but swaying lazily. He noticed the way Spirit and Rosie kept glancing at her, sharing an unspoken conversation through looks and subtle smiles.

“What’s so funny?” Ben asked, raising an eyebrow.

Spirit chuckled, the sound light and melodic. “Just that, of all the cat-girls who could have made their way to your farm… of course you’ve found the most formidable one. I had hopes that Queen Quincie would join us, but I thought it was going to take a lot more persuasion!”

“Quincie and her kitty army have defended Grimsby from pests and monsters for years,” Rosie nodded, a twinkle of admiration in her eyes. “When Ashburn tried to trap her, she put up such a fight that we demi-beasts will be talking about it for many years to come. It’s a bit like meeting a celebrity. A really mean celebrity who might scratch your eyes out if you look at her wrong, but a celebrity nonetheless.”

Quincie shifted, her cheeks darkening with a subtle flush, as if she was exceedingly pleased to hear of her renown.

“I’m not a really a queen,” she muttered, her ears flattening slightly as she looked at Ben. “And I only came here because… well, because you were… interesting. But if you want me to stay, I will.”

Ben’s heart softened at her admission, a smile tugging at his lips. “Interesting, huh? I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said warmly.

Quincie’s eyes darted to the side, a hint of bashfulness breaking through her fierce exterior. “Don’t let it go to your head, farmer,” she said, but there was no bite to her words.

“I’d love for you to stay, Quincie. Or should I call you Queenie?”

The little cat-girl started to purr so loudly she startled herself, causing her tail to puff out again. She yowled with irritation, narrowing her eyes at the girls who giggled behind their hands.

“You can call me Queenie if you like,” she said, turning to Ben. “But no one else can do that.”

Spirit let out a soft laugh, the tension in the air dissolving as quickly as it had come.

“Ben, we’ll take care of releasing these slimes and bringing back the pigs,” she said. “You and Queen Quincie should stay here and keep an eye on the farm.”

Ben nodded, watching as Spirit and Rosie gathered the bucket and prepared to head off to the marshlands. “Thank you, girls. I appreciate that. Be safe out there, okay?”

“We’ll be safe,” Spirit said with a bright smile. “We’ll be together.”

Rosie winked at the cat-girl. “You two behave yourselves, now. Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do…”

“Well, what does that leave?” Quincie hissed. “You sluts have been parading around with your big, milky titties hanging out all over the place and getting your pussycats licked and yowling like Queens in heat the entire time I’ve been spying on you!”

“That’s right,” Spirit said. “Have fun!”

Ben laughed as the cute cat-girl hissed again, her claws sticking out from her fingers like she was considering giving the pony girl a good scratching. He turned to her and held out a hand, leading her toward the porch. Quincie followed, though her yellow eyes were still narrowed at Spirit and Rosie’s backs as they walked away, the bucket of slimes swinging between them.

“Come on,” Ben said gently, extending a hand to her. “Let’s head inside. I could use some company. I made breakfast for you.”

Quincie hesitated for a moment, her yellow eyes studying him with that same guarded curiosity. Then, with a small sigh, she took his hand, allowing herself to be led back into the warmth of the farmhouse.
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Ben led Quincie into the living room as sunlight streamed in through the windows. The warmth from the hearth had dulled to a gentle glow, casting a golden hue across the room, but the little cat-girl didn’t seem to mind the room’s extra heat.

Quincie’s ears twitched as she took in her surroundings, her tail swaying in tentative arcs. She was still on alert, but there was a softness in her posture that suggested she was beginning to relax.

Ben glanced down at her, noting the way her dark hair brushed her neck and shoulders. Her eyes darted around, taking in the room's cozy details—the patched-up curtains, the threadbare but comfortable furniture, and the small table adorned with Spirit’s wildflowers in a clay vase. The sight made her visibly exhale, as though some tension she carried had finally ebbed away.

“Make yourself comfortable,” Ben said, gesturing to the couch. “I’ll get you something to eat and something warm to drink.”

Quincie eyed the couch warily, then perched herself on the edge, as though ready to bolt at any sudden movement. She didn’t look like she’d ever sat on human furniture before, or at least never comfortably.

Ben’s lips twitched with a soft smile as he moved to the kitchen, the clatter of a kettle and the pouring of milk filling the otherwise quiet space. He returned a few moments later with a steaming cup of milk, setting it on the table in front of her.

“There,” he said. “Warm milk. Should help keep off the chill.”

“I’m not cold,” she said, but her eyes lit up at the sight, and she reached out, cradling the cup in her hands.

The first sip sent a visible shudder of pleasure down her spine, and her eyes slid shut for a brief moment of bliss. “Mmmmm. Thank you.”

Ben chuckled, taking a seat on the armchair across from her. “You’re welcome. I’m glad you stayed. You didn’t have to, but I’m glad you did.”

Quincie’s eyes snapped open, and she regarded him with a mixture of curiosity and something warmer, something that made Ben’s heart thump in his chest.

“I… wanted to see what kind of place this was,” she admitted. “What kind of a man you were. I’m glad I came, too. Now.”

“Why is that?” Ben asked. “That you wanted to see this place, I mean?”

“Everyone talks about Lucky Nickel Acres like it’s something special,” Quincie sipped her milk. “But until you arrived, it was just empty land. You, though… I could sense something special about you right away, before I even saw you. I was… curious.”

Her ears flattened into her hair like that was something to be ashamed of.

Ben leaned back, crossing his arms as he nodded. “Seems like this place has quite the reputation.”

“You know, don’t you?” Quincie said, her voice dropping to a low purr. ”You know how special you are?”

Before Ben could respond, Quincie set the cup down and shifted closer, her eyes locked on his. “I’ve watched you, you know. You’re different from other humans. Not just because you’re… ascended. But… you care. I’ve never seen that in a human before.”

Ben felt a swell of something powerful and unnamable in his chest. He reached out, gently placing a hand on the back of her head, his fingers threading through her hair. Quincie leaned into the touch, her eyes closing, and a low purr rumbled from her chest.

“Everyone deserves kindness,” Ben said softly. “Especially those who’ve rarely known it.”

Quincie’s eyes opened, glistening with unshed tears, and she surged forward, wrapping her arms around him in a sudden embrace.

The contact was startling, but Ben recovered quickly, returning the hug as she nuzzled against his chest. Her purrs grew louder, vibrating through him in a way that felt both soothing and electric.

“Can you…?” Her voice was barely audible, and she glanced up at him with a look so earnest it made Ben’s heart squeeze. “Can you pet my ears like you did with Spirit and Rosie? I saw you, and I—”

Ben smiled, nodding before she could finish. His hand moved up to gently stroke the soft, black-furred ears perched atop her head. Quincie let out a contented sigh, her eyes fluttering shut as she settled herself more comfortably against him, half in his lap and half on the couch.

Time passed in a gentle blur, with Ben tracing the delicate line of her ears and trailing his fingers down to the base of her tail, scratching lightly. Quincie’s responses were instant, her body shifting closer, her purrs resonating in a steady hum.

“Mmmm, it’s so good,” she moaned, wriggling in his lap so much that he began to grow hard. “I want more. Pet me under my clothes like you did with the others. I want to sit in your lap and let you pet me all over!”

“We’ll have to take your clothes off,” Ben said, his heart beginning to thump against his ribs. “Is that okay?”

In answer, Quincie scrambled into his lap, straddling his waist and looking up at him with her hands over her head. “You take them off. I hate them. I don’t ever want to wear clothes again. I just want pets!”

Chuckling, Ben undid the ties in the back of the little strip of fabric that bound the cat-girls small, pert breasts. Her entire body was much smaller than the other girls, and her breasts were no exception, their dark brown nipples like little swollen lumps on her chest. But they were perfect on her lithe, athletic body, and Ben groaned in appreciation as he slid his hands down her sides. Quickly he undid the ties on the sides of her skirt as well, throwing the fabric aside to admire her little ‘pussycat’ as she called it, a perfect, tiny V with a stripe of black fur down the middle.

Ben wrapped an arm around her back and drew her body closer to him, dropping his mouth to hers in a gentle, exploratory kiss. Quincie’s entire body shivered as his tongue slipped past her lips, and she started to purr with pleasure again.

As Ben’s mouth traveled lower, kissing her throat and chest, the little cat-girl clutched at his hair. “Lick me,” she demanded. “I want lots of licks and lots of pets. If you lick me really good, I’ll protect your farm forever!”

Ben lapped at one of her nipples, eliciting a yowl of desire as Quincie arched her back in his hands.

“More,” she gasped. “Lick me more. Your tongue feels so good!”

Ben swirled his tongue over her sensitive buds, flicking and teasing as she shivered in his arms. Quincie’s head lolled back and she relaxed like a ragdoll in his grip, moaning and purring as he pleasured her small, apparently hyper-erogenous chest.

“Mmmmm, yes, lick me so good,” she moaned, trembling. “Give me that special grooming!”

Ben lifted her in his lap, cradling her small form in his arms as he lay her on the couch and spread her slender, muscular thighs. She was built like a gymnast, her entire body compact and powerful despite her small size. He slipped a finger between her legs, stroking the little V of fur. “Should I pet you here too?”

“YES!” she practically yowled in his ear, clawing his arm as she clutched him, preventing him from getting away. “YES, licks and pets! Right MEOW!”

Ben parted her lower lips with a finger, petting her swollen, juicy little pussycat as he leaned forward to lick her puffy nipples. Quincie’s sharp claws dug into his back as she arched her back and yowled with pleasure.

“Mmmmmmrow! Yes, yes, mmmm, more pets, more! Lick my little titties!”

They stayed like that, Ben locked against her writhing body with her claws digging into his skin, just enough to warn him that he better not try to stop before she was finished, until a sudden knock at the door made them both jump.

Quincie’s ears flattened and she hissed, her claws digging harder into Ben’s skin. He winced and bore the pain. “Shh, it’s all right. I have to get the door.”

“No!” she yowled. “I need more lickies. You haven’t even tasted my little pussycat yet!”

The knock came again, and Ben was torn. He didn’t want to leave the feisty little cat-girl on the brink of climax, but he was curious who was at the door. He decided on a compromise.

“All right, Queenie,” he said, using the nickname he’d devised. “I’m going to lick your pussycat until it creams. But then you have to be a good kitty and let me get the door. Okay?”

Instantly she started purring again, arching her back so that her little sex was thrust up in his face. “Lick it, lick it! Right, Meeeeoooooooooooow, oooooh, yes!”

Ben split her lips with his tongue, flicking her swollen clit, hard and fast with both hand clasped on her hips to hold her still.

“Fuckity, fuckity, fuuuuuuck!” she screamed as he flattened his tongue and lapped at her with powerful, aggressive strokes until she started shaking and scratching his back with her claws. “Mmmmmrooooowwww!”

The cream he wanted gushed from her in a warm wave, coating his mouth and chin, but he kept licking just to make sure he got it all as she made happy purrs and little chirps to go along with her twitching muscles as she trembled in his arms.

The knock came again.

“Good kitty,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “I’m going to get the door, and you can hide if you like. I’ll come find you when I’m done and you can have more pets, okay?”

Quincie murmured something unintelligible as Ben stood, tugging a blanket over the little naked cat-girl. He placed a calming hand on her shoulder before moving to answer the door.

He opened it to find Alicia standing there, a surprised expression on her face and a blush high in her cheeks, obviously having heard some of the cat-girls ecstatic moans.

“Ummm,” she said, her hand still hanging in the air as if to knock on the door again. “Hello. I… came to see you. Like you said I could. To see how you do things on the farm.”

“Alicia,” Ben said with a wide smile. “Come in. I was just… uh… showing one of the new girls the ropes.”

Alicia’s blush deepened. “New girl? One of the new girls? How… how many girls do you have, Ben? Oh, never mind. I mean, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I can go.”

She gazed over his shoulder and bit her lip, her cheeks flaming so red Ben began to worry she might pass out. He glanced back, too, and laughed.

Quincie was hiding under the blanket, with her bare ass sticking out and her tail twitching in the air, her creamy, wet ‘pussycat’ on full display.

“Oh, you don’t have to leave for our sake,” Ben said, pulling her inside. “You did want to see how we do things on the farm. This is as good an introduction as any. And I think you know this particular new addition… Quincie?”

The cat girl’s ears poked up on the other side of the blanket, and she leaped onto the back of the sofa, her tail puffed out behind her. Recognition flared in her bright yellow eyes as she fixed her gaze on Alicia.

“Oh,” she said, her face completely neutral and expressionless. “It’s you.”

“Queen Quincie!” Alicia exclaimed, smiling delightedly. She stepped into the living room, having forgotten her earlier hesitation. “I can’t believe you’re here! Are you… are you here for… for breeding?”

Quincie blinked. “No, I was just getting my pussycat cleaned.” Then she narrowed her eyes at Ben. “What does she mean breeding?”

“Well,” Ben said, rubbing a hand on the back of his neck. “I have a special power that lets me impregnate females of your kind. Like I did with Spirit and Rosie. I can do it for you, too, if you like. Or I can just… uh… give you lots of licks and pets and clean your pussycat for you. That’s fine too.”

“He’s… very good at cleaning pussycats,” Alicia said, biting her lip and glancing at Ben with a shy smile. “Isn’t he?”

Against her better judgment, Quincie started to purr. She sat up, letting the blanket fall away, her nakedness on full display. Her wariness dissolved into a rare, genuine smile. “Well, you can stay then,” she said. “He promised to make me cream again after he answered the door. And now he’s answered it. So, it’s time for more licks. You can lick me too, Miss Alicia. I like being cleaned.”

Alicia’s full bosom heaved at the thought, and she looked a bit faint.

“Umm, would you mind if I… waited until after he breeds you?” she gasped, fluttering a hand around her face. “… My, is it warm in here?… umm… it’s just that I’d… really like to taste his cream too.”
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A Little Preview


Quincie cocked her head to the side, her golden eyes darting between Alicia and Ben, who was standing openmouthed at the brazenness of the shopkeeper’s request.

“I don’t know if she’s ready to be bred yet,” Ben said with a knowing wink at the cat-girl. “I have to pleasure them a lot first, to unlock their fertility.”

“You mean that message thingy in the system?” Quincie asked. “With the Pleasure Points? I got lots of those when you fed me and brought me a warm blanket. I got like a thousand and one Pleasure Points from sleeping in front of the fire. And a thousand and one more when you pet me and gave me nice licks. I’m really good at collecting Pleasure Points. Probably much better than those other sluts of yours. And I’m much cuter, too.”

Ben laughed. “A full belly, a warm place to sleep, and lots of snuggles,” he said. “Of course that’s the way to a cat-girl’s heart. But we’re going to have to agree to disagree on the cuteness part. I love all of my girls equally and find you all sexy in different ways.”

Quincie hissed, jumping off the back off the couch to land on the middle cushion, completely naked and unashamed—not that she had anything to be ashamed about.

“Miss Alicia will agree with me,” Quincie said, narrowing her eyes at the auburn-haired woman as if daring her not to. “I’m much better than either of those other girls, right?”

“I don’t know who the other girl is,” Alicia said, diplomatically. “But Spirit and I are good friends, just like you and I used to be, Queen Quincie.”

“Oh, you won’t like Rosie,” Quincie said, putting her nose up in the air like she thought she was the Queen of France, rather than an alley cat-girl from Grimsby. “She’s just a fat slut with big, squishy titties that probably aren’t comfortable at all, and I definitely don’t want to knead them and lick them and make milk squirt out of them. Nope. Definitely not. That would be totally gross. And Spirit’s okay, even if she’s not a cat-girl, which are the best demi-beasts. Everyone agrees, that’s not even a question. If you don’t think cat-girls are the best, there’s probably something wrong with you. That’s why all girls have a little private pussycat, because everyone wants to be a cat-girl at heart. But I bet you’ve never licked cream from Spirit’s pussycat, have you? I’ll let you lick my cream whenever you want, so obviously I’m the best girl on the farm.”

Ben lifted his eyebrows, thinking he’d heard more words from the quiet, shy Felina in the last thirty seconds than he had in all the rest of the time she’d been at Lucky Nickel Acres.

“That’s a very well-considered argument, Queenie,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. “And I would very much like to breed your little pussycat, if that’s what you want. But maybe, while Alicia is here, we should take a tour around the farm?”

Quincie yowled and scratched the worn sofa cushion in front of her. “No, breed me now! I want a big round belly like those stupid hoochies you like so much. I want milkies to come out of my itty-bitty titties, too! I want to make cute, fuzzy kitten-girl babies so that you want to keep me here and never want to put me outside again where I can’t have a blankie and a fireplace. I want to stay here!”

“Awww,” Alicia said, tears welling in her eyes. “Queen Quincie, I’m sure Ben will let you stay no matter what, right Ben?”

“Of course, Queenie,” he said, coming to sit next to the feisty cat girl. He rubbed her ears, which flattened out to the side as she somehow managed to pout and purr at the same time. “You don’t have to let me breed you in order to belong with us. You’ve already earned your place on the farm by protecting my garden. And Spirit says you’ll be great at protecting us from pests and monsters, too.”

He was tempted to tell her that she could stay even if she wasn’t a protector, because she was so cute and little that he wanted to protect her. But he had a feeling she would take offense to that argument.

Quincie sniffled, leaning into his hand and rubbing her head against his palm like she wanted firmer pets.

“I am a good protector,” she said, grabbing Ben’s thighs in both hands, squeezing and pressing his muscle like a cat ‘making biscuits,’ as if she wanted to return the nice feelings she got from his petting in the only way she knew how. “The best protector. Very fierce. Very loyal.”

“It’s true,” Alicia said, coming to sit on her other side. She stroked Quincie’s bare back with her finger tips and massaged the base of her tail until the cat-girl’s rumbling grew even louder. “Queen Quincie was very loyal to Grimsby, and she protected us from lots of Scuttlers and other monsters. I know she would have stayed if Ashburn and his cronies hadn’t tried to capture her.”

Quincie lifted her ass in the air, spinning on the spot, until her bottom half was in Alicia’s lap and her head was hovering over Ben’s. She purred more happily than Ben could have imagined, a deep thrum that seemed to sink into his chest and make him feel warm and comfortable and needed.

She looked up at him with her bright golden eyes, still rubbing her head against his hand. “Demi-Beast females haven’t been able to make babies for like a thousand years. A thousand and one! But I have hundreds of kitty babies that I take such good care of, because I always wanted to be a Mama Cat. I have a whole colony of kitties! I’m their Queen, you know. But I want you to breed me so I can have my own real babies! I’ll be a good Mama Cat, you’ll see. And I know you’ll protect me and help keep me and my kitties and my babies safe, and feed us lots of meat and fish and warm milk and give us blankies and fireplaces and let us hunt in the barn. It will be perfect, you’ll see, you will!”

Alicia was biting her lip as she stroked the cat-girl’s tail and back, her fingers slowly working their way lower. Her cheeks were flushed, and she was breathing hard as she met Ben’s gaze.

“I really don’t mind if you want to breed her now,” Alicia said softly. “We’ll have time for a tour of the farm after, won’t we?”

Ben looked between them, surprised but pleased. He’d fantasized about having Alicia help him keep the breeding schedules straight once they had more demi-beast females around. But he hadn’t imagined that she might like to watch or be involved in the actual breeding.

“I really do want to see how it’s done,” she added, glancing at Quincie’s lifted tail and the wet slit beneath. She shivered. “And… she’s very, very ready, Ben.”

“You’re sure?” Ben asked, trailing his fingers under Quincie’s chin and rubbing her there.

“Yes! Put your big sex-stick in my little pussycat and fill me full of babies,” she answered without hesitation. “I’m ready right MEOW! And Miss Alicia can clean me all up when you’re done.”

Alicia looked at him and nodded eagerly. “I will. Please, Ben. I want to watch. I… I want to taste you. I’m just not ready yet, myself.”

Ben swallowed hard, finding it very difficult to resist both women’s desires. Finally, he groaned. “All right. Who am I to say no to a good time?”

“Yay!” Quincie shouted. “Babies!”

She batted playfully at Ben’s hands as he stood and gently lifted her, placing the cat-girl in Alicia’s lap so the girls were facing each other. Quincie’s thighs were spread wide as she straddled the shopkeeper’s hips, but her back arched so that her ass and tail were high and accessible as Ben stood behind her. The cat-girl purred and ran a little pink tongue over her lips as she looked Alicia directly in the eye.

“Now you can lick my titties,” she said, more of a demand than a request. “Lick me and make me all horny so I can take his big stick, deep, deep, deep in my pussycat. Lick me. Come on, lick me!”

Alicia looked up at Ben for confirmation that this was okay, as if asking his permission. Ben smirked. “You heard the girl,” he said. “You wanted this, so you’d better get licking.”

Alicia’s green eyes widened, but she put her hands on either side of Quincie’s chest and brought her full lips around one small breast. She kept her eyes on Ben as she mouthed the puffy nipple, ringing it with her tongue, and sucking gently.

“Mrrrroooooow,” Quincie yowled in immediate pleasure. “Mmm, Miss Alicia, you’re so good at that. Mmmm, worship me like the Queen I am! Good servant!”

Alicia seemed to respond to this praise in a visceral way, her cheeks growing warm and pink as she licked the cat-girl’s breasts in a fever of passion, eliciting louder and louder moans of pleasure from the self-proclaimed Queen.

Ben tugged his shirt off, then undid his pants, releasing his rock-hard shaft from its prison of fabric.

Alicia’s eyes locked onto it in amazement. “Oh, no, my Queen,” she gasped. “It’s very big. What if it hurts?”

“Shut up and suck my titties,” Quincie demanded. “I can take a pounding from his big stick, you servant! I’m tough!”

Alicia immediately obeyed.

“Mmmmmmyessss!” the cat-girl moaned. “So good… Mmmmmm!”

Ben shook his head, not entirely sure Quincie knew what she was getting into. Now that he was standing behind her with his full length on display, the difference in their size was alarming. He lifted her tail, gripping her tightly, and slid the tip of his cock over her slick, pink lips.

But Alica kept sucking and the cat-girl kept moaning, so he slowly pushed the tip into her virgin channel.

“Nnnnnyaaaaah!” Quincie yowled as he got about an inch inside her. “See, I’m tough, I can take it!”

“That’s just the tip,” Ben said, maintaining a gentle pressure. “Are you sure?”

The cat-girl just moaned and gripped the couch back on either side of Alicia’s head as the auburn-haired woman continued to worship her small breasts. Ben took this as a sign that it was okay to continue.

He pushed gently in, gaining another inch.

Quincie yowled. “Fuckity fuck! You big stupid bastard, are you trying to rip me in two?”

Immediately, Ben stopped and began to pull out, realizing it was just not going to be possible to mate with such a small demi-beast with his enhanced size. But Quincie stiffened, and growled over her shoulder at him.

“What the fuck? I didn’t say stop! You keep going with that big stupid stick of yours or… or I’ll… I’ll bite you!”

“But you said it hurts,” Ben said. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Of course it hurts! Look at the size of you, dummy! But I also said I’m tough. And I want it! I want babies, dammit. Gimme your fuck-stick!”

She really did look like she was going to bite him if he stopped, so Ben pushed back inside her tight, clenching tunnel. This time, he reached around and stroked her clit as he penetrated her, hoping some petting would help her to relax.

“Nnnyaaaaah!” she yowled again, tensing and gripping him with her powerful little body. “Mmmmoooore, yes!”

Then she paused to hiss at Alicia. “What are you looking at, servant? Keep licking! I’m taking a big dick right now, and you’re just here for the show? Nuh-uh! Come on, lick me! Worship your Queen!”

Ben shook his head, realizing this must just be what the cat-girl was like, rather than it being a problem. She was so wet around his cock that he felt certain she was enjoying being bred on some level, despite her vocal protestations.

Alicia, for her part, went to town sucking Quincie’s nipples, licking and kissing her as dutifully as if she really were a servant.

Ben stroked the cat-girl’s clit with his finger and shoved himself the rest of the way inside her impossibly tight body. He pumped his hips as Quincie mewled and yowled with equal abandon, cussing him out and begging him for more in the same breath as Alicia flicked her nipples with her tongue.

The closer Quincie got to climax the meaner she seemed to get, and strangely, Ben found he was kind of into it.

“Ow, fuck! Mmmmmm, yes! You big, stupid son-of-a-bitch! Oooooh, harder, Daddy. Gods-fuckity-dammit! You’ve got no right having a dick that big! Mrrroooooow! You’re rearranging my god-damn organs, you freak! Nyessss, yes, yes! I better make the cutest fucking kittens the world has every seen to put up with this shiiiiiiit!”

When he felt her little ‘pussycat’ squirting all over his thighs, Ben quickly followed, unleashing a torrent of his seed into her waiting womb. Quincie yowled with angry pleasure as he filled her.

Alicia had stopped licking and was staring, holding the cat-girl back by the shoulders as she watched. “Ohh… oh my, there’s so much, Ben. Her belly is bulging!”

“Mmmmmmeeeeoooow,” Quincie moaned, panting and bleary-eyed now. “Fill me, fill me, as much as I can take. Breed that little pussycat, you big dirty Tom! I’m your Queen. I’m your best… most… most bestest Queenie… Cat… yumMew!”

Ben gave a final grunt and unleashed one more spurt as Quincie collapsed against Alicia’s bosom. The shopkeeper slowly lowered her to the couch cushions, looking hungrily at the cat-girl’s cream filled slit then to Ben’s cum-covered cock.

“I don’t know who to clean first,” she moaned, gazing up at Ben with her green eyes wide. “Can I… can I have a taste?”

“I can’t speak for her, but you’re more than welcome to help me,” Ben said, guiding Alicia’s open, salivating mouth to his member.

Tentatively, she dragged her tongue along his length, then rolled it around the tip, lapping up the excess cream. “Mmmm, you taste so good.”

Ben slid his fingers into her hair and watched her work, a feeling of deep satisfaction blooming in his chest. Alicia didn’t take him all the way into her mouth, just licked like she’d done to Quincie, and like he’d done to her in the General Store, cleaning every last drop of his seed and the cat-girl’s juices from his sensitive skin.

“All right,” he said, letting her slide off before he tucked his length away. “That’s enough now. You’re very good at that.”

Alicia beamed up at him, her green eyes bright with happiness at his praise. “Really? Th-thank you…“

He realized the young, inexperienced shopkeeper probably didn’t know how else her mouth might be used to please him. Ben smiled privately, looking forward to the future opportunity to teach her.

But that was for later, once she’d joined his farm officially.

“Lick me,” Quincie whimpered, her arms and legs curled up to her chest as she began to purr, half asleep. ”Lick me!”

Alicia bit her lip, glancing up at Ben again for permission. “Do you think it’s okay? She’s not really with it, is she?”

“I think it’s okay,” Ben said. “Demi-beasts have this reaction once they’ve been bred. She’s sleepy, but she’s not unconscious.” He pet the cat-girl between her ears, eliciting a deep rumble. “Queenie, sweetheart, Alicia wants to know if she can clean up your creamy pussy. Is that what you want?”

“Mmmmmhmmm, good servant,” the cat-girl purred. “Worship your Queen!”

Alicia lowered her face between Quincie’s slender thighs, lapping at her soft pink folds with deep scoops of her tongue, drinking in all the excess from Ben’s sloppy breeding. The cat-girl started to squirm and moan, causing the auburn head to bob as she licked more frantically, swirling her tongue like a dog trying to get the last peanut butter out of a jar.

“Nnnya, mmm, yummy, yes! Yessss, worship me! I’m your goddess. I’m your Queeeeeeeeen!”

Alicia gasped as Quincie sprayed her with another wave of her juices, then hurried to drink it all up as well, careful to avoid teasing the cat-girl’s swollen pleasure pearl as she finished her job.

By the time the red-head was done, Quincie was purring and snoring, completely worn out.

“Now,” Ben said with a grin, “She’s asleep.”

Alicia licked her lips and fingers, as if she couldn’t get enough. “That’s a shame,” she said, blushing fiercely. “I could definitely worship at her altar again… if you filled it up for me.”

“Happily,” Ben said, his smile stretching wider. “Any time you like once you join us on the farm. This was just a preview, you know.”

“Join you?” Alicia bit her lip. “Do you think I can, when I’m ready?”

“I don’t know… Do you think you’re good breeding stock?” Ben pulled the pretty shop-keeper to her feet, squeezing her breasts, waist, and buttocks like he was assessing a show animal. Then he winked at her. “Yes, I think you’ll do just fine. When you’re ready.”

Alicia’s cheeks blossomed a cherry red. “I think… maybe it’s time we have a talk with my father after all… He has been thinking about retiring to the city.”

“I think that sounds like a fine plan,” Ben said, picking her up by the waist and twirling her around in a circle. “Now, let me give you a tour of the house while our Queen has her nap. We wouldn’t want her to be tired and grumpy.”

“Goodness,” Alicia said, lifting a hand to her mouth to hide her smile. “She can be a little nasty even when she’s in a good mood, can’t she? I don’t think I’d want to see her when she’s feeling mean!”

Ben took Alicia’s hand and prepared to take her around the house. But as they climbed the stairs, he quickly checked his HUD for the update he was waiting for.

Quest Progress Updated: Establishing a Farmstead

Successfully Bred Demi-Beasts – [3 of 3 Complete]

Another successful mission. Soon, Lucky Nickle Acres would officially be a Farmstead.

And if Cornelius Ashburn and his sleezy saboteurs didn’t like it, they’d just have to go fuck themselves.

Ben grinned to himself, pleased to have all the pieces of his new life falling into place. The world of Faerowilde was his for the taking, one step at a time!
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After Ben had given Alicia a walk about the house and Quincie had finished her cat nap, the trio headed outside to do an official tour of the Lucky Nickel Acres farmyard.

The sun glistened on the dew-dappled leaves of the thriving garden plot, sending a soft, golden glow over the farm, making Ben’s heart sing. In fact, the garden had grown so much since he’d planted it—evidently helped by his increased levels, the additional Farm Improvement Points, the higher-quality soil, and the much-needed rainfall the day before—that some of the vegetables already seemed ready to harvest.

When he scanned a patch of carrots and tomatoes, he saw they were already rated at Fair Quality with an assortment of bronze and silver stars. A small timer at the center of his HUD seemed to imply that, if he left them growing longer, those quality levels would slowly increase.

This was a new element to crop harvesting he hadn’t realized. Simply leaving vegetables growing longer could increase their chances of becoming Superior crops!

Good to know, he thought. It will greatly increase the farm’s long-term viability if we have strategies to produce more high-quality crops. Especially since plants already grow faster for me, with my Farmer class, than they do for those industrialist jerks like Ashburn.

The air was fresh and warm, still carrying the earthy scent of rain from the night before, putting a smile on Ben’s face as he proudly surveyed his garden. It was a perfect day, with the gentle rustling of the trees and the chirping of the birds creating a tranquil soundtrack for their walk as Ben showed the girls everything he had going on.

Ben moved with an assured gait, the pride in his step unmistakable as he waved his arm to encompass the entire farm.

“Maybe it doesn’t look like much yet, but this is only the beginning,” he said, his voice laced with hope and determination. “With the next harvest ready, I’ll be able to get my guild certification. Then I can sell produce at the Grimsby farmer’s market, without having to rely on Alicia as an intermediary.”

“I do hope you’ll still sell some of your produce through the General Store,” she said, her green eyes bright with delight. “I can’t tell you how thrilled my customers were to receive such high-quality vegetables at such a good price. The town is already buzzing with questions about how you’ve managed it. Even my father has heard the rumblings, and has started pestering me about ‘the new guy in town.’”

“I bet Ashburn and his cronies are more annoyed than ever,” Ben said with a grin. “He was so smug when he came to visit me here, so sure that I wouldn’t be able to compete. He has no idea what he’s up against.”

Alicia’s grin dimmed. “Be careful with him, Ben. Ashburn will be a dangerous enemy if you push him too far. He’s the kind of man who would do anything to come out on top. There’s a reason the locals fear him.”

“What about your father?” Ben asked. “Does the magistrate have any sway over these industrial farmers?”

“My father is probably the only one in town Ashburn has to be wary of,” Alicia said with a nervous smile. “He could revoke the titles for all of Ashburn’s farms and sell them to someone else. While Ashburn owns the deeds to his land, the capital still holds the right to revoke farming permissions bringing produce to market.”

“Ha!” Queen Quincie said, stretching her lithe, still-naked body in a beam of sunshine. “He should do that. That would show that stupid, mustache-faced creep who was boss.”

“Unfortunately, my father is a fair man to a fault,” Alicia said with a sigh. “He will not target Ashburn with baseless accusations and, unfortunately, the people of Grimsby are too scared of Ashburn to bring forth any official complaints against him.”

“I’ll make an official complaint,” Queen Quincie muttered, kicking at a rock with her bare foot. “Those ugly limp whiskers of his should be against the law. It’s a public offense to fashion. Plus, he tried to trap me so he could use me and my kitties as pest control on his farm, and he wouldn’t even pay us in fresh milk, which is basically a war crime. Not to mention rude!”

Alicia’s eyes were sad despite the cat-girl’s ridiculous accusations, and Ben got the sense that Quincie probably had a very real case against the man for his kidnapping attempt—or she would have if demi-beasts were considered people rather than property.

“If demi-beasts were allowed to lodge complaints with an agent of the capital, we’d have gotten rid of Ashburn long ago,” the pretty shopkeeper said. “And his friend Lawrence Coalridge, with the leather-processing facility, too. But the humans are too scared, and the demi-beasts don’t have a voice, and people like me—who try to speak up for both—are seen as agitators and crazy people. My father loves me, but I know he worries about drawing too much attention to my advocacy. That makes him more cautious than he otherwise would be—he is a good man, Ben, really—when it comes to corruption around town. He knows the capital would put me in jail, and him too, if there was ever a hint that he was favoring ‘beast sympathizer’ causes.”

Ben felt his jaw clench, and he tugged Alicia to his side, giving her a firm hug. “Once my Farmstead is established, I’ll be able to protect you, even from the capital. They can’t revoke my farming permissions, can they?”

Quincie leaped onto a fence post, balancing precariously as she attempted to jump from post to post next to the garden. She growled fiercely, flashing her claws. “If they try, I’ll scratch their frickin’ eyes out.”

The threat was only slightly undermined by the fact that she said it with her lean, naked backside jutting high in the air for balance with both hands and both feet on the post, her white-tipped tail twitching.

Alicia giggled despite the somber mood. “They can’t. One of the reasons the deed to Lucky Nickel Acres has been so sought after for all these years is that it’s technically its own township, separate from Grimsby and outside the capital’s control. It’s one of a few, rare places in Faerowilde that the system kept off limits after the war.”

“Good,” Ben said. “Because we’re almost there. Once the barns are repaired, we’ll officially be a Farmstead, and the system will protect us, at least while we’re at home. As long as we have somewhere safe to act as our stronghold, we’ll just keep growing bigger and bigger and there’s nothing they can do to stop us.”

Alicia blushed, leaning against his side. “That sounds wonderful, Ben. But… it seems like a long journey to get there. I don’t mean to be pessimistic, but it’s been a long time since we’ve seen any change in Grimsby—the capital seems to have forgotten us, unless it’s to collect taxes or send more ‘industrial developers’ to leech our prosperity away. And… I’m sorry, but you haven’t even been able to get into the farmer’s guild without an old crank like Grindle getting in your way.”

“Don’t worry about that,” he assured her, his eyes trailing the leaping cat-girl as she pounced on a blue butterfly. “I’ll have bushels of Superior Quality produce by the time my appointment with Grindle comes up, despite his efforts to stymie my certification. Besides, that’s just a small part of my plan.”

“You’re a Farmer, Ben,” she protested, looking up at him with a bit of exasperation. “It might not seem like a big deal to you, but I’m telling you, you need to be a part of the guild to make something of yourself in this town. And unfortunately, someone like Ashburn is powerful enough to make that difficult for you if he’s motivated to do so.”

“Which he is,” Ben conceded. “We’ve already had two sabotage attempts. But we’re not giving up, Alicia. And I don’t just want to sell vegetables; I want to create something more—a place where everyone can contribute and feel like they’re part of something special. I’m talking about cheeses, yogurt, preserves, pies, jams... the works. And if the market in Grimsby won’t have me, I’ll just start my own. People will come from all over to get high-quality goods at fair prices, and Ashburn and his cronies won’t be able to stop us.”

Alicia took a deep breath, her eyes glimmering with optimism. “I hope you’re right, Ben. And as soon as I can, I want to be here to help you. Until then, I’ll keep helping you from the General Store in town.”

“Thank you,” he said, lowering his mouth to hers in a passionate kiss.

She blushed. “It’s the least I can do after all you’re doing for our township.”

“You’re still amazing,” Ben said. “And you belong here with us, as soon as possible. But let me show you something…”

He moved her over to the Large Garden Plot, waving his hands over the expanse of lush green plants. “How do you think Grindle will like this when I bring it into town at the end of the week?”

Alicia's eyes widened, her green gaze sweeping over the large garden plot, as if she hadn’t actually noticed it while they’d been talking about Ashburn and the problems with the town.

The sight of young, vibrant crops stretching out in neat rows made her lips part in an appreciative smile. She tucked a strand of auburn hair behind her ear and glanced at Ben with a spark of admiration. “Ben, this is... it’s amazing. I’ve never seen produce grow so healthy, not around here. But why didn’t you bring all of this with you a couple of days ago? You’d already be certified!”

“Because I only planted these yesterday morning,” he said with a wink.

Alicia’s mouth dropped open. “That’s… impossible.”

Quincie let out a yowl and raced across the fence posts as fast as she could, leaping through the air to land at the red-head’s feet. “It’s true,” she said. “I was spying on him. His system magic is weird and crazy. That’s why I let him put his sex-stick in my pussycat. I want my babies to be weird and crazy, too.”

Ben grinned. “That… shouldn’t be a problem.”

“Wow, Ben, I had no idea you were so powerful…” Alicia’s cheeks flushed. “Your plans... they’re ambitious, but if anyone can pull this off, it’s you.”

“And just wait until we get some animals in here,” Ben said.

Quincie smiled, exposing pointed canine teeth. Her jet-black ears twitched, and her tail flicked with excitement, almost playful in its movement.

“Mrrow, yes! Pests love gatherings of animals,” she chimed in, yellow eyes alight with enthusiasm. “Small monsters, too. If you get all those creatures here, my kitty army will be very busy. We’ll make sure this farm stays safe.”

Ben chuckled, watching Quincie’s tail swish as she trotted a step ahead, peering curiously at the empty animal enclosures.

“I’m counting on that,” he said, reaching out to ruffle the top of her head. She leaned into the touch, purring softly before bounding a few steps away, ears alert to every sound around them.

The cat-girl’s skittish excitement was palpable, the way her eyes darted from one corner of the farm to another as if planning out strategies for her future patrols.

“You know… I think I should bring them soon,” she purred. “They’ll want to claim their places before all the big, stinky animals get here.”

Alicia walked beside Ben, taking in the neat repair work on the chicken coop and rabbit hutch, noting the patchwork of sturdy boards that Ben had salvaged and repurposed.

“It’s really incredible what you’ve done in such a short time,” she said, her voice low and warm. There was a tender note there, one that made Ben glance sideways at her with a smile. The way she looked at him, with a mixture of admiration and something deeper, stirred something in him that was almost as satisfying as seeing his plans take shape.

“We’re just getting started,” he said, voice deepening with excitement. He gestured to the open field beyond. “Once the pigs are here, we’ll have manure for fertilizer, which means even better crops. And horses can help with plowing so that we can expand. I’ll build a small barn for goats and sheep soon, and a larger one for the cows and horses. Soon, we’ll be working full bore towards getting a Grangehold established, too. Our untouchable status is only going to grow”

Quincie’s ears shot up, eyes wide with anticipation. “You mean I’ll get to chase off more pests and keep things in order? I have a big army, we can patrol a lot of land.”

Her tail swished faster, and she bounced on her toes, looking like she was restraining herself from launching into a run across the farm to inspect every nook and cranny.

Ben laughed. “Yes, my little Queen, you’ll have your work cut out for you. But it’s not just about defense. We’re building a home—a place where everyone feels safe and valued.”

Alicia’s heart swelled at his words. She bit her lip, glancing down for a moment to regain her composure. When she looked up again, her green eyes were soft, almost wistful. “This farm... it’s going to change things, Ben. For all of us.”

Ben nodded, the conviction in his chest echoing in his voice. “You’re damned right it is. And it’s going to be glorious.”

The three of them stood there for a moment in the warm light of the sun, surrounded by the hum of nature and the scent of damp earth. It felt like the calm before a storm, a moment charged with promise and the anticipation of what was to come.
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Ben and Alicia were preparing a late lunch in the kitchen after a thorough tour. Quincie had grudgingly gotten dressed, and gone off to collect her ‘kitty army,’ and Ben was hopeful that Spirit and Rosie would be home soon.

The afternoon sunlight began to shift, casting longer shadows over Lucky Nickel Acres, when a distinct noise reached Ben’s ears—the crunching of carriage wheels on gravel. He exchanged a look with Alicia, whose smile faltered at the sound.

“Ashburn again?” she wondered aloud.

“Stay here,” Ben mouthed to Alicia, who nodded, her eyes narrowing with concern. He left her in the kitchen and went to the door, watching as the black carriage pulled up to the gate. “It’s not Ashburn… it’s Silas Grindle.”

“What’s he doing here?” Alicia hissed with alarm. “Probably here to bully you, since I interfered with that plan at the store.”

“I guess we’ll see,” Ben said with a grim smile. “You stay hidden, and we’ll see how differently he acts when he thinks I’m alone.”

She nodded. “Good luck, Ben. Don’t let him push you around.”

Ben almost laughed. “He’s got far more to fear from me than I do of him, don’t you worry.”

Ben felt an immediate wave of distrust as the inspector from the farmer’s guild stepped down, smoothing his expensive coat and straightening his hat with a practiced flourish. He walked with a hunch that betrayed his age, but his features were as sharp and calculating as ever, with a smirk that conveyed absolute certainty in his dominion.

Ben opened the door before he got to the stoop. “Good afternoon, Mr. Grindle,” he plastered a wide, fake smile on his face, designed to put the inspector off his guard. “I didn’t expect to see you for another couple of days, what a lovely surprise.”

“Nickels,” Grindle drawled, as if tasting something unpleasant. “A pleasure, I’m sure.”

His eyes flicked over the yard, scanning the damaged garden plot and repaired fences with obvious disdain.

Ben grinned wider. “To what do I owe this visit? I didn’t think the guild made personal calls.”

Grindle’s sneer struggled to transform into a smile, but the resulting grimace was one of constipation more than camaraderie. “I regret to inform you that due to unforeseen circumstances, the guild requires me to perform your inspection today.”

“Is that so?” Ben said, feigning surprise. “How unusual. Even after you set such a truncated term?”

Grindle cleared his throat, his gaze slipping away guiltily. “I understand, of course, that this will most likely be a formality. A farm of your... limited capabilities couldn’t possibly be ready for inspection when your initial harvest was so… underwhelming. However, we must follow procedures, no matter how inconvenient.”

“I see.” Ben crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe, waiting for the inspector to continue.

Grindle paused, a bit warily, or perhaps allowing a beat for the implication to land, as if Ben were too slow to pick up on the insult. “But don’t worry, you’re more than welcome to try again next month.”

Ben’s gaze was unwavering, though his pulse quickened. From the corner of his eye, he noticed Alicia watching from behind the kitchen door, her green eyes narrowing in silent fury.

Ben felt a flicker of regret that Quincie wasn’t there to make good on her promise to tear someone’s eyes out, as the corrupt inspector surely deserved such treatment if anyone did. But the cat-girl was gone for the moment, and it would be up to Ben to deal with him in a more civilized way.

“Well, that’s thoughtful of you,” he replied, keeping his voice even. “But I believe I’m ready. I just need to harvest… what was it? Half a bushel of carrots or tomatoes, as required. It shouldn’t take long.”

Grindle’s expression faltered for a moment, then twisted into a sneer. “You’re welcome to try,” he said, voice dripping with condescension as he glanced at the fallow garden, which had been desecrated by saboteurs shortly after Ben’s first meeting with the inspector. “Lead the way, Nickels. I hope you have more than garbage strewn dirt to show me.”

Ben’s jaw tightened as he realized how coincidental the timing was between his first meeting with Grindle and the first attack on his farm. Now, shortly after the second attack, here Grindle was again, fully expecting Ben to be unable to complete the guild’s requirements. Ben wasn’t inclined to believe in coincidences.

“Certainly,” he said, stepping out onto the porch and closing the door behind him. He motioned for Grindle to follow him out to the garden behind the house. Through the door, he could hear Alicia’s footsteps as she hurried toward the back of the house, where a set of windows in the sunroom looked out onto the garden. She wasn’t going to miss a word of this unorthodox inspection.

Ben led Grindle across the rain-softened earth, feeling the inspector’s eyes boring into every corner of the farmyard with the scrutiny of a vulture. The man seemed intensely uncomfortable, making Ben wonder if the system’s magic was affecting him the way it had Ashburn—only not quite enough to completely repel him. The thought made him smile.

The sun had broken through a patch of fluffy white clouds, casting a golden glow over the yard as Ben led the man around the side of the house to the garden that was hidden from the road.

The thriving plants seemed almost to sparkle in defiance of Grindle’s dark aura. Carrot tops stood tall and proud, their leafy greens crisp and fluttering in the breeze. Tomatoes glistened like rubies under their canopies of leaves. The garden hummed with life, a testament to Ben's diligent work and the quiet magic of the system aiding him.

And the hushed intake of breath as Grindle realized his plan was foiled again was well worth the irritation of putting up with him.

The hunch-backed inspector pursed his thin lips, his eyes narrowing as he assessed the scene. Despite his stoop, he stood with the rigid posture of an old man who had rarely been challenged, accustomed to issuing judgments that went unquestioned. The corners of his mouth twitched downward. “So, this is the garden you’re so proud of? Pity…”

“Oh, there’s nothing pitiful about it,” Ben said with a laugh. “Even a rheumy eyed old man, such as yourself, can see that.”

The inspector sneered.

“The pity is that I won’t be able to do the inspection. didn’t think I’d need to bring scales, given your... situation,” he said, the disdain in his voice as thick as tar.

Ben suppressed a smirk, keeping his expression neutral. “That’s all right, Inspector. I’ll make sure there’s more than enough here to leave no doubt. A full bushel of each, just to be safe, what do you say?”

Alicia’s face appeared briefly in the window, her green eyes sharp with quiet fury. The window was cracked open, so she could hear every word Ben and the inspector said. While she stayed hidden, her presence was palpable, lending Ben a sense of strength as he turned back to his task.

With deliberate, practiced movements, he reached down and began to pull out the carrots. The roots emerged thick, vibrant, and full of life, each one more impressive than the last. He laid them out in a basket at Grindle’s feet, creating a pile that grew steadily higher.

Grindle’s eyes widened fractionally, the mask of arrogance slipping for just a moment before he snapped it back into place.

He crossed his arms over his chest, tapping one foot impatiently as if trying to reassert control. “A garden of this size won’t yield near enough. I can see you’re desperate and grasping at straws. We require Fair to Superior Quality produce, you know. Are you certain these are... adequate?”

His eyes darted uneasily to the basket, now overflowing with produce that spoke for itself. It was clear that even the smallest carrot in the bushel was far superior to anything the Farmer’s Guild accepted from Cornelius Ashburn.

Ben straightened, brushing dirt from his hands and meeting Grindle’s gaze head-on. “I am very certain, Inspector. But let’s not leave any doubt.”

He moved to the tomato vines, their branches heavy with fruit, and began plucking them one by one, adding them to a second pile. The red of the tomatoes gleamed in the sunlight, each one perfectly shaped and unblemished. The scent of fresh-picked produce filled the air, sweet and tangy.

The pile of carrots and tomatoes grew until it became undeniable, a vibrant picture of the farm’s unexpected abundance.

Grindle’s expression shifted from haughty disdain to strained disbelief. His fingers twitched as if he wished he could scribble some damning note, but the evidence in front of him rendered it impossible. The garden was thriving beyond what he could have anticipated, and the proof lay at his feet, defying his earlier sneer.

From the window, Alicia’s eyes glimmered with satisfaction. Ben didn’t miss the faint smirk that played on the shopkeeper’s lips as Grindle’s composure cracked under the weight of the evidence.

“Do you need more?” Ben asked, making a third pile, this time of potatoes. “I really don’t mind. I’ve got loads to spare. In fact, I can cart them down to the Farmer’s Guild myself, so you can use your precious scales if that’s so important to you. I bet Walter Fairfield would be thrilled to see the quality of produce I’m capable of growing on Lucky Nickel Acres, after the pitiful selection you’ve been dealing with from those industrial operations.”

The inspector opened his mouth, then closed it, struggling to maintain his authority as the truth stood irrefutably before him.

Ben continued adding to the pile, keeping his expression calm and professional, but inwardly relishing every tremor of shock that flickered across Grindle’s face.

Grindle’s eyes flitted nervously over the growing pile of carrots, tomatoes, and potatoes, their vibrant colors a stark contrast to the pale, sweating pallor of his face. He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing visibly as he tried to regain his composure. Just as he opened his mouth to mutter some half-formed excuse, a voice called out from the window behind him.

“Well, isn’t this a pleasant surprise!” Alicia’s voice was light and warm, but her eyes, visible just above the sill, held a glint of steel. She leaned forward, the sunlight catching the coppery waves of her hair. “Inspector Grindle, it’s good to see you taking such a hands-on approach. I’m glad you’re here to witness the results of Ben’s hard work—especially given how much he’s accomplished in such a short time.”

Grindle spun around so quickly that his coattails flared out behind him, his eyes wide with a mixture of shock and discomfort. He hadn’t expected anyone but Ben to be present. The thin mask of superiority he wore faltered as he attempted to compose himself. His fingers drummed against the leather-bound folio in his hand, a nervous tick that betrayed his inner turmoil.

“Oh... Lady Alicia,” he stammered, forcing a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I didn’t expect to see you here. Uh… what are you doing here, if I may ask?”

“I should think it’s obvious,” she said with a disarming smile. “After seeing Ben’s produce the other day, I was eager to sign an exclusive distribution contract with him for my General Store. As I was just telling my father, I think it’s been years since such fine vegetables have been seen in Grindle. Don’t you agree?”

“In-indeed,” Grindle stammered, paling visibly at the mention of the magistrate. “I was merely... doing my due diligence. Ensuring everything is up to standard.”

Ben stepped forward, wiping a bit of soil off his hands as he stood tall beside the inspector. The corners of his lips twitched upward, but he kept his expression neutral. “It’s quite fortunate, isn’t it? I was just telling Lady Alicia that I’ve had some unexpected troubles with the gardens—sabotage attempts, actually. I think her father will be interested to hear about them, too, especially after he’s gone and bragged to the capital about the quality of Grimsby’s farmers… Fortunately, crops can be quite resilient with a little bit of care and attention. And a willingness to defend one’s property by any means necessary… I think the saboteur may be having some regrets about tangling with Lucky Nickel Acres.”

He let out an uproarious laugh as Grindle began to look a bit terrified. Of course, the magistrate hadn’t said anything to the capital about Ben’s farm, but the inspector couldn’t know that. And the stakes in his corrupt game would be much greater with higher officials involved.

Grindle’s forced smile tightened into a grimace. His brow beaded with sweat, and he glanced nervously back at Alicia, who now had a perfectly arched eyebrow raised.

The implication in Ben’s words and the pointed look from Alicia seemed to press on him like a physical weight. He wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve, struggling to maintain a façade of composure.

“Sabotage, you say?” Grindle said, his voice trembling. “How troubling. The guild will take such matters very seriously, I’m sure.”

“They’d better,” Alicia said, her tone deceptively sweet. “After all, it would be a shame if such dedication as Mr. Nickel’s went unappreciated, especially with the capital paying attention.”

Ben’s gaze stayed fixed on Grindle, watching the inspector’s throat tighten with a visible gulp. The inspector’s eyes darted to the freshly picked vegetables and the abundance of lush green growth beyond. There was no denying the success staring him in the face.

“Yes, well...” Grindle’s voice cracked slightly, and he cleared his throat before continuing. “Everything seems... more than satisfactory.”

He pulled a leather folio from an inner pocket of his jacket, flipped it open with trembling fingers, and scrawled his signature hastily at the bottom of a crisp document. He tore it from the binding, handing it to Ben with an air of forced finality. “Congratulations, Mr. Nickels. You are now officially approved for the Farmer’s Guild.”

Ben accepted the paper, keeping his expression pleasantly neutral. “Thank you, Inspector Grindle. I do appreciate you coming out here to deliver the good news in person.”

Grindle’s eyes shifted once more to Alicia, who gave him a polite nod with a barely concealed smirk. The inspector’s mouth twitched as he forced himself to bow slightly.

“Lady Alicia... Mr. Nickels.” He turned on his heel, nearly stumbling over a loose rock as he hurried to his carriage. The driver, a young man with acne scarred skin and dirty blonde hair, flicked a look of curiosity at the inspector’s harried state and badly hid a grin.

Then he pulled the reins, guiding the carriage away with haste, as Grindle shouted something at him from the cab.

The moment the creaking wheels and clatter of hooves faded down the road, Alicia pushed the window open fully, laughing. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man sweat so much over vegetables.”

Ben chuckled, holding up the signed certificate. “Looks like we’re official. Time to plan that market stall, don’t you think?”

Alicia beamed at him, her green eyes sparkling as she leaned out the window, her full cleavage spilling from the top of her gown. “Absolutely. This is just the beginning, Ben. I’m so proud of you!”

“Of us,” Ben reminded her. “It was a good thing you were here to witness the altercation.”

Then he looked down at the piles of veggies the inspector had left lying in their baskets, unweighed and untested.

“Well,” he said. “I guess we should get these loaded up in your carriage so they don’t go to waste. Tomorrow’s supply at the General Store is going to be even better than before!”

“My customers will be thrilled,” the beautiful shopkeeper said, beaming at him. “And from now on, high-quality produce from Lucky Nickel Acres will be on the menu every day!”

Ben chuckled. “Certified by the Farmer’s Guild, and everything!”


24
A Wrench in the Wheels


The day was wearing into a golden afternoon, and the air was filled with the comforting scent of freshly turned earth and the cool breeze rustling through the garden plot as Ben and Alicia stood in the drive.

They had spent nearly an hour carefully packing crates and baskets with vegetables from Ben’s thriving garden, ready to load Alicia’s carriage for transport back to Grimsby before Ben stood, scratching his head.

“Where is your carriage?” he asked. “And what has your poor horse been doing all this time? I’m sorry, I completely forgot to ask when you arrived. I think in the back of my mind I assumed you’d walked, since that’s always how I travel.”

“I’m parked out front,” Alicia replied with a smile. “Tucked into a grove of trees on the other side of the road. I didn’t want any passersby to know I was here, in case the townspeople started gossiping.”

She blushed at the confession, which Ben interpreted as an admission that she’d come to Lucky Nickel Acres as much for a continuation of their intimate flirtations as for curiosity about the farm itself.

“Well that foresight of yours proved to be fortuitous,” he replied, pulling her against his chest for another kiss, which he’d been sneaking every chance he got as they had been working. “If you hadn’t hidden your carriage, we might not have been able to trick Silas Grindle into certifying my crops when he didn’t want to. But… what about your horse?”

Alicia wrapped her arms around the back of Ben’s neck, rising on her tiptoes to nibble his lip. Then she grinned. “I don’t have a horse.”

Ben frowned. “Don’t tell me you pulled a cart all the way here on your own.”

“Why not? That’s what you do!” she laughed, flexing an arm for him to see. “Don’t I look strong enough?”

Ben gave her small bicep a pinch and raised his eyebrows. “Impressive,” he said. “You’re definitely good farm-wife stock. But that’s not what I meant. I don’t want you having to do all that work when I can just bring my produce into town on my own.”

“Farm wife, did you say?” Alicia asked, seeming to swoon a moment as she leaned against his chest, looking up at him with her big green eyes. “Do you think I might be some day?”

“Of course,” Ben replied, giving her another kiss. Then he pulled back. “But that’s not the point.”

“Don’t worry,” Alicia said, leaning her head against his shoulder and giving him a big squeeze, her soft breasts squishing delightfully into his hard muscles. “I didn’t pull anything here on my own. I have a mechanized steam-carriage from Cinderfell.”

“A steam-carriage?” Ben said, amazed.

“The only one in Grimsby, as a matter of fact,” the pretty shopkeeper replied. “It was a birthday gift from my father, since I have to move so much produce between the market and my store, and for when I make deliveries outside town. Do you want to see it?”

“Absolutely!” Ben’s grin widened to match hers. “I had no idea there was such a thing in Faerowilde.”

He was picturing something like an early automobile, or maybe a miniature steam-engine like they used on the railroads. But when Alicia took him by the hand and led him across the road to the grove of trees, he was completely unprepared for what he found.

“Alicia… this is… amazing!”

Ben stood back to get a proper look at the carriage, his eyes widening as he took in its peculiar and fascinating design. It was unlike anything he’d ever seen—like a curious blend of a princess carriage and some kind of steam-punk dragster.

The passenger compartment, perched at the back of the vehicle, was shaped like a giant pumpkin with riveted bronze panels, polished to a warm, dark gleam that caught the afternoon sunlight. It had an ornate, almost whimsical quality, as though it had stepped out of a fairy tale, with rounded, cathedral-like windows framed in intricately twisted metalwork, and draped in rich velvet curtains.

“I’m afraid it looks a bit pompous, actually,” Alicia said, her cheeks almost as red as her hair. “Not at all the kind of vehicle a farm wife should drive. But it is useful! I use the passenger carriage for my produce, and I’ve modified the inside to hold crates and baskets rather than rich lady’s fat bottoms.”

She giggled as Ben gave her an appraising look. “I’m really, very impressed,” he said. “And I think you’re wrong. This is exactly what a wealthy farm wife should drive, filled to bursting with fresh fruits, vegetables, and wares for the market!”

He continued to inspect the machine.

The wheels were massive, perhaps even taller than Ben’s shoulder, with thick spokes, reinforced rims, and coiled spring suspension that looked designed to withstand even the bumpiest of roads. Each wheel was a masterpiece of design, lined with intricate engravings in the spokes and polished to a near-mirror finish. The wheels had a glossy, dark sheen that seemed resistant to dust and dirt, and Ben suspected that they were treated with some kind of coating to keep them as smooth and efficient as possible. Even the small mechanisms at the base of each spoke showed careful craftsmanship, as though every detail, no matter how functional, had been treated with the same care as the carriage’s outward appearance.

“It’s beautiful,” he said.

“They’re very popular in the capital,” Alicia said. “Most of the merchant class use them to transport their goods around the city.”

She climbed into the driver’s seat and pulled a big, brass key out of her pocket, which she inserted into an opening next to the steering wheel. When she turned the key, there was a rumble and pop and the engine roared to life before settling into an idle sputter.

Ben immediately went to inspect the engine. It was uncovered, so he could see it all working—an array of pipes, tubes, and polished brass gears that jutted out from beneath the driver’s seat, exuding a quiet but steady hum as it idled.

The engine, while relatively compact, seemed complex and powerful. Ben noted a series of valves and pressure gauges that gave the whole mechanism a precise, almost clockwork feel.

A gentle wisp of steam hissed from a pipe near the top, curling into the air and dissipating in the sunlight. Ben was fascinated by the intricate controls, which included a small brass lever labeled “Accelerate” and another labeled “Brake.” A small but stout chimney was positioned just beside the front wheel, and a copper fuel tank was mounted discreetly on the side, where Ben could see the glimmer of faintly green, crystal-like shards inside—fuel for the machine, Alicia had said.

“What’s this?” he asked, indicating the glowing stones.

“A special fuel we order from the capital,” Alicia said. “A kind of enchanted, energy-rich crystal we still have left over from before the war. There are some fears about what will happen to all of our technology when the crystals run out, but I have a personal supply that should last the life of the machine, so I’m not too worried. Most of the industrialists have transitioned away from energy crystals to burning wood, coal, or oil to run their steam-engines. It makes the air smelly with black smoke, but it’s much cheaper than crystals, which means more profit for them.”

“Sounds a lot like the world I came from,” Ben said, muttering under his breath. “Except you have the technology to replace dirty fuels, and we were still trying to discover how best to do it.”

“Well, we had the technology,” Alicia said. “But we don’t anymore. Maybe there is a way to create energy crystals without magic, but so far, we haven’t discovered it. Maybe that’s something you’ll be able to do, someday, Ben. It was ascended humans who invented the crystals in the first place.”

The hopeful look in her eyes made Ben’s heart both warm with joy and sad for her worries for Faerowilde.

“I think I have a long way to go until I learn things like that,” Ben said. “But if it’s within my power, I promise you I will do it.”

“The crystals go in here,” Alicia said, gesturing to the copper tank. “They’re not too hard to come by in Cinderfell, but they are getting more expensive. A single tank of energy-crystals gives me about three or four round trips to Grimsby from the capital, but I mostly only use it to get around town. My father has a horse and carriage for when we need to travel farther. But I personally prefer my machine. I feel much safer traveling alone.”

Ben ran his fingers along the side of the carriage, feeling the slight warmth emanating from the engine as it ticked and rumbled softly, cooling in the fresh air.

“I’m guessing monsters are less trouble when you’re in this,” he said with a grin, glancing at the sturdy wheels and enclosed carriage. “A spooked horse might bolt and send you flying through a field, but those Scavengers would probably be too afraid to approach something this big and noisy.”

Alicia nodded. “That’s one of the big reasons I prefer it. Not only is it faster, but monsters seem to ignore it unless they’re really desperate. And if something does try to attack, I can simply accelerate and leave them in the dust.” She patted the brass lever fondly. “Not that horse-drawn carriages are even an option for any but the most wealthy landowners. Even my father’s horse is paid for by the capital. This is a much more practical option for many reasons. Though I’m well aware that none of the other townspeople could afford such a luxury.”

Ben’s eyes traveled back to the passenger compartment—the pumpkin-like carriage with its rounded windows and brass handles. He noticed how the inside of the carriage had been modified with shelves, so that it looked like a market-on-wheels more than anything. From the riveted metal ribs that encased the glass windows to the elegant finials and small brass lanterns at the corners, it was clear that this wasn’t merely a means of transport but a work of art, as practical on the inside as it was whimsical on the outside.

“Not bad,” he said with a grin, nodding appreciatively. “I’ll admit, I’m a bit jealous. I’m just getting used to roughing it out here on foot, and here you are, speeding around with this incredible machine.”

Alicia laughed, her eyes twinkling. “They may seem impressive out here, but in the city, they’re common as can be. Only the aristocrats and wealthy merchants use horses these days—a way to show off their status.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. “So… Cornelius Ashburn’s horse-drawn carriage isn’t because he’s too old-fashioned to try something new. It’s because he’s trying to show off? Color me surprised.”

“Exactly,” Alicia said, rolling her eyes. “It’s all about appearances for men like him. They think it makes them look noble, above the common folk. Because the only way to keep animals happy and healthy is if you have plenty of demi-beast slaves to keep them that way.”

“The horses I’ve seen with Ashburn and Grindle looked anything but happy and healthy,” Ben said with a grimace.

Sadness flickered in Alicia’s face. “I know. It’s not as bad in the city, but out here… it’s like Ashburn and those like him are pushing harder and harder to expand, and the quality of life is growing thinner and thinner for us all. Sicker animals and people, shriveled produce. The only thing fat and healthy around here is Ashburn’s pocketbook.”

“But it can’t keep going like that,” Ben said. “Something’s got to give.”

“Indeed,” Alicia said, patting the seat next to her for Ben to climb up beside her. “I think that’s why your arrival has unsettled him so much.”

Ben settled in next to her as she pulled the accelerator lever and steered the mechanized buggy out of the trees, down the road, and into the farmyard.

“I will bring that man to ruin if it’s the last thing I do,” Ben promised fervently. “Not just because I suspect he’s behind the attempts to sabotage my farm. But because he’s been ruining the lives of humans and demi-beasts in this area for far too long.”

“Ashburn knows quantity can’t compete with quality, locally,” Alicia continued to explain as she drove. “Once the people of Grimsby get used to your produce, they’re going to revolt. None of the land barons would care about the townspeople here, except that they need them as laborers to continue selling the bulk of their wares to the capital. If they can afford your better-quality food for less money, they’ll be less willing to work under the barons’ horrible conditions, too. You represent a major threat to all of their livelihoods.”

“If Ashburn interferes with me again, I’ll become a threat to more than that,” Ben growled. “And he hasn’t even seen how fast I can grow. It won’t be long before I’m competing with him at the capital, too. He’ll need to be dealt with before he becomes desperate enough to do any real damage.”

They bumped up the driveway and Alicia steered the mechanized carriage around the side of the house, to the Large Garden Plot and their piles of crates and baskets. She had a thoughtful look on her face as she parked the cart and turned off the engine. “Maybe that’s what we need,” she mused. “Maybe we want him to be desperate enough to do something a little bit crazy… if he does, and my father sees it happen, that would be the end of him.”

Ben felt a plan blossom in his mind at the pretty shop-keeper’s words. He grabbed her, pulling her into a warm embrace, and kissed her forcefully on the lips.

“Alicia, you’re a genius,” he said, grinning as she gasped in surprise. “You’ve just given me a wonderful idea. I think there’s a way we can get rid of Ashburn and I can impress your father in one fell swoop.”

“You don’t have to impress my father, Ben,” she said, blushing. “I already love you.”

“I do if I’m going to ask for your hand in marriage,” Ben kissed her again, and felt her melt into his arms. “Don’t you want to be my farm wife?”

“Mmmm,” she moaned against his mouth. “More than anything in the world.”

“Well then,” he said, “Let me tell you my plan…”
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Ben talked while they loaded the crates and baskets into the carriage, and Alicia’s eyes grew brighter the longer he went on.

“I love it,” she said. “So simple, yet sophisticated. Do you think we can pull it off?”

“I don’t know,” Ben said with a grin. “How convincing do you think you can be when you gush about how wonderful I am all over town?”

Alicia put a finger to her lip as if pretending to think very hard about his question. “Hmmm, I don’t know. But if you give me another kiss I think I could manage it…”

Ben laughed, picking her up around the waist and lifting her into the driver’s seat of the rumbling carriage. He pushed her skirts up around her hips, revealing her creamy white thighs and glistening sex. “You mean like this?”

“Oh!” she gasped as he slipped a finger into her pussy. “Oh, I didn’t mean like that… but, mmmmm. Yes, please!”

“You’re not wearing any panties,” he observed. “Again… It’s almost like you hoped you might get some of my special kisses.”

“Ahhhh,” she moaned as he rubbed her clit with insistent circles. “I… might have… mmmmm…. considered it… ooooh, yes!”

“Well, I’m not going to let you leave here unsatisfied,” Ben said. “Especially not after you did such a good job of cleaning up my naughty cat-girl. Don’t think I didn’t notice and enjoy that.”

Alicia was panting now, her pretty mouth hanging open as her eyes rolled into the back of her head. “Ooooh, mmmm, you did? I… ahhhhh… I enjoyed it too. As you can probably seeeeeeeaaaah! I’ve been soaking wet all afternoon!”

Ben pushed her thighs apart and dove tongue first into her folds, lapping up her juices. It was true, she was completely soaked. Even her underskirts were damp from her excitement. If she had been wearing panties, they would have been completely sodden.

Alicia squirmed and wriggled, her thighs pressing against his ears, as she leaned farther back in the driver’s seat, giving him deeper access to her eager pussy. Ben sucked and kissed, increasing the tempo as soon as her thighs started to squeeze and her moans became loud enough to startle the blackbirds from the trees.

It didn’t take long to bring the horny little shopkeeper to an explosive climax, and Ben wondered if he was aided by the engine’s vibrations coming through the seat. She unfortunately made an even bigger mess on her underskirts, squirting a wave of pleasure all over Ben’s face, the carriage seat, and her dress.

“Oooooh, yes!” she screamed, her thighs shaking violently. “Oh, Ben! Mmmmm, mercy! That’s the most magnificent kiss I’ve ever imagined. I can’t wait to be your wife, so you can kiss me like that every day.”

Ben wiped his face and chin with his shirt-sleeve and grinned at her. “Oh, I’ll do better than that once we’re married. There’s all kinds of tricks I can show you. You’ll never walk straight again.”

“Good thing I have this carriage then,” Alicia laughed, panting as she tried in vain to reorganize her dress. “Ummm, might I be able to borrow a towel for the drive home? I’m afraid I’ve made a mess…”

“How about this?” Ben pulled off his shirt and folded it into a pillow to press between her legs and sop up the rest of her excitement. “You can wash it for me, and I’ll pick it up when I bring the rest of the produce into town tomorrow.”

Alicia bit her lip and smiled. “Maybe I’ll sleep with it tonight and wash it in the morning. The scent of your sweat and my sex will bring me the sweetest of dreams.”

Ben folded his arms, listening with interest. “That so? You’ll have to tell me about them when I see you next. Maybe I’ll be inspired…”

“I wish I didn’t have to go,” Alicia said, suddenly looking sad. “I hope it doesn’t take too long for your plan to work. I just know my father will consent to our marriage once this trouble with Ashburn is sorted. And then…”

“And then you never have to leave,” Ben said. “But look on the bright side. At least you get to drive back to town in style!”

“I’d give up my carriage in an instant if it meant I could stay here with you, Ben,” Alicia said. “I hope you know that’s true.”

“I know,” Ben said, smiling up at her. “But it won’t take long, I promise. Soon you will be mine, Lucky Nickel Acres will be yours, and we’ll build an incredible farm and demi-beast haven together.”

“I can hardly wait,” she murmured, dropping her face to his for another, more traditional kiss.

“Are you sure you’ll be safe on your way back?” Ben asked, eyeing the dropping sun with some wariness. “You could wait until the girls return, and either I or Queen Quincie can come along as your bodyguard.”

“You’re so sweet, Ben,” she said, brushing a strand of auburn hair behind her ear and smiling at him. “But it really won’t be necessary. With this, I can travel at high speeds and avoid most trouble. And if a persistent monster does decide to take an interest in me, I have my own little surprise.”

Alicia reached into the front compartment of her carriage, pulling out a small, compact pistol that gleamed under the setting sunlight, its brass frame darkened by years of handling but still shining with care.

Ben’s eyebrows shot up, and he took a step closer, his eyes tracing the delicate engravings along the pistol’s barrel. It was like nothing he’d ever seen: not quite a revolver, with steam-driven parts that whirred softly as she set it down in his hands. The weight of it was surprising, heavy and solid, balanced in a way that felt familiar, even as he marveled at the delicate design. Alicia watched him with a careful smile, her eyes warm as she studied his reaction.

“Who would have guessed,” Ben said, his lip curling in an impressed smile. “The innocent little shopkeeper is packing heat.”

“Just a little something from my father’s collection,” she said softly. “In Cinderfell, firearms are mostly only used by guards and criminals, but they’re more common than out here. We have a lot more monsters in the country. Demi-beasts have their own ways to protect themselves—magic, natural talents. For humans, it’s sometimes necessary to have a little help. They were developed in the years after humans lost their magic, so I don’t know if you, as an ascended human, would be able to use such a device.”

Ben felt the weight of the pistol in his palm and wondered if he could use or maybe even make something like it for himself someday. The system pinged in his vision with a quiet notification, signaling that it recognized the firearm as an item he could potentially wield or level up.

He couldn’t help but feel a swell of curiosity and a flicker of pride that even the system acknowledged his growing strength and responsibility. Still, he returned the weapon to her carefully, smiling faintly.

“Would be a bit of a change from a hoe or a plow, that’s for sure,” he said, handing it back. “For now, I think I’ll stick to my quarterstaff. But I’d like to try it someday, if that’s okay with you.”

Alicia’s fingers brushed against his, lingering for just a moment. “Of course, I’ll let you use it if you want to. Just… be careful. I’d hate for it to interfere with your magic. We don’t really know much about how these things work for people like you, since they didn’t exist when ascended humans were common.”

“I think I’ll be safe,” he said. “But it’s a problem for another time. I don’t want to keep you any longer while the sun is going down.”

Alicia’s eyes softened, full of admiration as she held his gaze. “There’s so much you’ll be able to accomplish here—on this farm, for the people. And with these.” She nodded to the baskets of vegetables in the carriage, pride clear in her voice. “I’m so proud to be a part of it, that you’ve chosen me to help you.”

Ben gave her another kiss, then loaded the last of the crates, neatly stacked in the back of the carriage.

As he stood back to inspect the load, Ben couldn’t help but smile at the harvest and the beautiful carriage driver who would be taking it to town.

The number of crates was modest, compared to the industrial farms and their towering stacks of mass-produced produce, but it was Fair Quality through and through, with a small basket of Superior vegetables Alicia had especially requested.

“I’m proud to provide your General Store with some real produce,” Ben said, “And that the sweetest, kindest, most brilliant woman in town decided to give me a chance to prove myself. I love you, Alicia, and I can’t wait for you to be my wife.”

Tears glistened in her eyes as she nodded. “Not to mention throwing a wrench into Ashburn’s carriage wheels, so to speak.”

Ben let out a loud laugh. “Especially that part,” he said. “But once we’re rid of that prick, I don’t think I’ll ever spare another thought for him. I’ll be too busy enjoying my time with you and the others, growing our farm to the best thing it can be.

Alicia smiled, eyes gleaming. “I should go now. I have lots to do before you come to town tomorrow! Produce to deliver, gushing praise to spread about town, and feathers to ruffle.”

Her voice was low and sincere, filled with a warmth that tugged at his chest.

“Safe travels, Alicia,” he said. “I’ll see you soon.”

For a moment, they just watched one another in comfortable silence, the sunlight stretching over the rolling fields and the distant forest. Then, Alica put the carriage in gear, her hands light on the controls as she adjusted them, making sure everything was in place. The whir and hum of the engine filled the air, the carriage coming to life with an eager shudder and a burst of steam that curled into the sky.

“Until tomorrow,” she said softly, her voice barely audible over the noise of the engine. She waved, and he could see the lingering regret in her gaze, as if she were already counting the moments until they next met.

With one last glance, she turned forward, and the carriage lurched into motion, bouncing down the gravel path as it picked up speed. Ben watched her go, his heart light and full, feeling the warmth of her kiss linger on his lips.

Then he turned back toward the farmhouse to await the return of his demi-beast girls, amazed at the progress he’d made that day—breeding his third female, gaining the certification he needed to join the Farmer’s Guild, pulling in an incredible harvest in less than 48 hours, and soon there would be animals on the farm as well.

As the sun cast its golden rays over Lucky Nickel Acres, it filled Ben with incredible hope for the future.
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Sudden Growth


Not long after Alicia had left for town, the sun dipped below the horizon, casting the farm in a warm, golden glow. Ben had been wandering about the farm, making small repairs and big plans for the rest of the renovations they needed to do to achieve Farmstead status.

Now, he stood by the fence, watching in wonder as Queen Quincie sauntered up the dirt path from the forest with an unmistakable air of triumph. But she wasn't alone—behind her padded an entire battalion of cats, each one slinking and weaving through the shadows as though they owned the place already.

“My Queen returns,” Ben shouted with a grin. “And she’s brought her army with her, I see.”

“Told you I had an army,” Quincie said, putting her nose high in the air. “And they’re all fierce fighters, ready to fight for your farm. If you promise to feed them and let them sleep in the barn, that is. If not, they will probably just poop in your garden and pee on your green stuff. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“I promise I’ll feed them,” Ben said, eyeing the seemingly endless parade of battle-scarred felines as they leaped through the fence boards and into the farm yard. “And they are welcome to sleep wherever they like. But it might be best if we set aside a particular area for the pooping and peeing. One that is definitely not my garden.”

“They’ll go to the forest for that,” Quincie assured him. “As long as you don’t renege on their royal contract.”

The cats came in every shape and size, with fur in all shades of black, gray, orange, and white, though most wore coats weathered by time and hardship. This was no collection of pampered house cats; these were tough, feral survivors. It really was a defense force, and one Quincie was obviously proud of.

Darting through the twilight, the cats dispersed across the farm, like an army falling into formation, each one picking a shadowy nook, fence post, or roof corner to keep watch over.

“Every mouse, rat, and Scuttler in the area is surely trembling,” Ben chuckled. “They won’t dare attack the farm now.”

Quincie dug her claws into the wooden fence and stretched her lean body, arching her back and twitching her tail, her golden eyes flashing at Ben. “They haven’t paid attention to the farm yet,” she said. “Compared to the town and the bigger operations around here, this place doesn’t generate enough mana to attract monsters. But they’ll come, and we’ll be ready.”

“Even without ascended humans, do the towns and farms generate mana?” Ben asked, genuinely curious.

“All work generates mana,” she said. “It’s like a parallel form of energy, invisible and unusable to those who aren’t connected to the system, but always there. Haven’t you noticed how you level up after doing work?”

“That’s true,” Ben said. “I hadn’t really thought about it. I guess it’s a good thing I chose a class that makes me work hard all the time. I’ll level faster that way.”

“Yes, crafting items, using your body to change your environment, fighting monsters… these are all great ways to generate mana.” She arched her back the other way, pushing her backside out toward Ben. She began to purr. “Breeding…”

Ben noticed that her little belly was rounded and her small breasts were already starting to swell. Gazing at her lithe, fertile body made him want to breed her again. Just because he’d already impregnated her didn’t mean she was finished needing his seed. Just the opposite, in fact. She’d need more and more until she was ready to give birth.

In a few short steps Ben was behind her, tugging down the scrap of fabric she used as a skirt, and sliding his fingers into her hot little slit.

“Do you think you’re ready for a second round?” he asked. “You’re not too sore?”

She thrust her hips back, pushing his fingers deep into her pussy, swaying from side to side. “I need it whether I’m ready or not, you big dirty Tom cat,” she hissed. “You mated me, and now I’m in heat.”

Ben slipped his fingers around the front, stroking her clit until she purred. With his other hand, he pulled out his cock, which was already rigid, eager to plunge it into her tight channel.

“Ooooh, meeeoow!” she gasped as he pressed the tip between her cheeks, sliding into place at the narrow opening. “Yes, do it now! I need to be fucked hard, every chance you get. Mmmmmm, yes, make my little pussycat all creamy again. I need it!”

Ben gripped her hips with both hands and shoved his length inside her, hard and deep, with a single thrust.

Quincie yowled, her claws digging deeper into the fence, but she pushed back against him as if she wanted more. He held her tight, pulling her back on his dick as he hammered into her slit, relishing every screech, hiss, and yowl that tore from the cat-girl’s throat.

“Fuck me, you fucking pervert,” she shrieked, her claws pulling bits of old, gray wood out of the fence as she dug in for traction. “Mrrrrowww, yes. You stupid, dirty farmer. Fuck! Mmmmm, yea, like that. Beat my little pussycat with your sex-stick, you bastard. Hissssss!”

Ben took her harder than he had in the living room, pounding her more brutishly as she hurled insults over her shoulder at him. All the while her tiny slit was getting wetter and wetter. Her body squeezed his shaft so tightly he thought he was going to pass out from the intensity of penetrating her.

His hands slid up her narrow ribcage, up to her little swollen breasts. He tore her top off, rubbing his palms and calloused fingers roughly over her rock-hard nipples. Her tail was squished between their torsos, but he could feel it twitching as he continued to pound her.

“Mmmm, yes! Stroke my little titties. Pet me you fucker. Pet me so good!” her voice was becoming shrill with need, as if teasing her breasts was as good as flicking her clit.

Ben handled her firmly and a bit roughly, as she seemed to like it that way, aggressively rubbing her sensitive nipples as she writhed beneath him, hurling insults and screaming with desire.

“Rrrrroooww! Yea, Daddy. Fuck that little pussycat. I wanna feel your balls slapping my ass! Deeper, you bastard. Rip me in two! Fuuuuuuuck, yes!”

Ben felt her pussy clamp down on his shaft and he pinched her nipples hard, causing her to hiss and buck her hips against him, clawing at the fence board like she wanted to rip it into pieces. Her writhing was what put him over the edge, and he sent a load of seed deep into her womb, grunting with relief as her channel began sucking at him, milking him of every last drop. Another wave filled her until she could take no more and it spilled out between them.

This time, without Alicia there to clean up the mess, Quincie whirled around, dropping to her knees and frantically sucking the cream of her climax and his seed into her mouth as she moaned deliriously.

“Mmmm, mmmm, more, more, moooaaaar!” she purred as she sucked, pausing to pop off his dick and lick her lips and his balls before taking him deep into her throat again.

Ben put his fingers in her hair, stroking her velvety ears as she lapped him with her tongue. Her purring was so powerful, he felt it vibrating through his shaft as she sucked. The intensity of this sensation caused him to come again, pumping more seed down her throat and into her stomach as she continued to moan, mewl and whimper between his legs.

Finally, she broke away, panting and gasping for breath, licking thick strings of cum from her lips. Still on her knees, completely naked, she wrapped both hands around her growing belly, gazing up at Ben with her golden eyes wide.

“I can feel it growing,” she said. “My babies are getting so strong.”

Ben lifted her gently from the ground and pulled her into his arms. “Can I feel?”

When she nodded, he put a hand on her warm belly, and rubbed, causing her to purr even more. Her ears flattened into her hair and she leaned against him, completely relaxed and happy. Ben could feel the swell of her growing stomach beneath his palm like a little beachball was being inflated in there. He couldn’t believe how quickly his seed took hold in these demi-beasts, wondering how soon he was going to experience becoming a father.

The thought gave him an unbelievable thrill. He pet Quincie between the ears, stroking her hair, breasts, and belly, and rubbing the base of her twitching tail, wanting to reward her for being such a good mate.

They were lost in the moment for a while, until a soft, questioning Meow interrupted them. Ben looked up to see a white, orange, and black calico cat with green eyes watching them from atop a fencepost near the pig pen.

“What are you looking at, Fancy Fishsticks?” Quincie hissed. “Get your own man.”

Ben chuckled. “Fancy Fishsticks? What kind of name is that?”

Quincie ignored him, baring her claws at the cat. “I’m not a slut. You’re a slut. How many litters of kittens have you had? Eleventeen? Should have called you Hootchie Biscuits.”

“Are you arguing with the cat,” Ben asked, thoroughly confounded by the one-sided discussion. “That’s not very queenly, is it?”

Quincie growled. “Every female cat thinks she’s a queen,” the cat-girl said, narrowing her eyes at the calico until it jumped down and stalked away through the grass with its tail held high. “Being their queen means constantly reminding them who’s boss.”

“All right, so that was Fancy Fishsticks,” Ben said, bending to pick up the scraps of Quincie’s clothes off the ground and passing them to her. “Do all the others have names too?”

Quincie glared at her clothes as if wondering if she had to put them on, then she wriggled into them as quickly as she could as if to get the unpleasant process over with. Then she grabbed Ben by the hand and started marching around the farmyard, introducing him to every cat they came across.

The cat-girl swept her arm dramatically toward a one-eyed orange tabby with half an ear missing, his stripes worn like an old, battle-tested coat of armor.

“I give you Sir Salmon Tenders,” she announced, her voice full of pride. “One of my fiercest generals. Don’t be fooled by the missing eye; he can see better in the dark than most of us can in daylight.”

“Salmon Tenders?” Ben muttered under his breath, shaking his head.

The next cat she nudged forward was a scrappy gray-and-white tom with a scar down his nose and one crooked fang that gave him a constant sneer. “This is the Marquis of Meatloaf,” Quincie continued. “Bit of a glutton, but he’s got a nose for trouble. Don’t try to hide anything around him—he’ll find it.”

A small, wiry black cat with a chunk of tail missing and an attitude twice her size slunk up, glancing at Ben suspiciously.

“And that’s Livertongue,” Quincie said with a grin, ignoring the cat’s distrustful glare. “Mean as a cornered badger but sharp as a tack. No rat or mouse stands a chance with her on patrol.”

Ben tried to hide his smile as Quincie continued rattling off the most absurd names he’d ever heard.

Captain Chicken Dinner was a stocky black cat with a broad chest, Butterface was a lean, lanky female tabby with alert eyes, and Drumstick Don was an ancient male with tufts of fur missing and an ear that stood at a right angle, giving him a perpetually curious look.

Each name was as ridiculous as the last, and the cats’ expressions ranged from dignified to downright suspicious, but it was clear they all held a fierce loyalty to their queen. Though the females seemed a little less eager to please than the males. Ben figured this was par for the course with cat colonies, especially if the other females felt they had to continually challenge Quincie for her status as queen.

“Go on, you little creeps,” she hissed at the watching cats. “Go find somewhere to sleep. Soon the little monsters will find us and you’ll hunt to your hearts’ content. Go!”

As the cats finished settling into their new territory, finding vantage points on rooftops and in bushes, Ben felt a surge of pride. Quincie’s army had brought a real sense of life and character to the farm. There was something very right about the whispering shadows passing through the grass on the farm. The extra layer of protection made the place feel even safer. He’d always wanted the farm to feel like a little haven, and now, with Quincie’s cats on the prowl, it was closer to that vision than ever before.

Just as the last of the cats disappeared into the twilight, Ben heard the steady beat of hooves and turned to see Spirit running alongside a small herd of horses. When she saw Ben in the yard the beautiful, pink-haired pony girl waved and smiled so wide it melted Ben’s heart. But his gaze was drawn immediately to the incredible animals running with her. He hadn’t expected her to bring back horses before they were ready for them on the farm.

Spirit led the herd confidently, six gorgeous, sturdy creatures with wild manes and intelligent eyes, their coats glistening in the evening light. She and her herd slowed as they reached the fence, then Spirit leaped into the air soaring over the old, wooden boards as if she could fly. The horses followed her, one after another, landing in a semi-circle around Ben.

Each horse surveyed the farm with cautious curiosity, their ears swiveling as they took in the unfamiliar surroundings. They were nervous, shifting and snorting at the unfamiliar sights and sounds, but Spirit’s presence seemed to reassure them.

Ben pulled her into his arms, smelling the sweet scent of skin and the tang of her sweat after the run, as he stroked her ears and kissed her lips gently. “I’m so glad you’re back,” he whispered.

“Me too,” she replied, moaning against his lips. “I ran so fast to get home… it’s made me feel a little frisky.”

“I think we can do something about that,” Ben growled, squeezing her firmly against him, feeling the swell of her growing belly. “In fact, I very much look forward to it. But we need to get your friends situated first, don’t we?”

“They’ll be just fine in the large barn,” Spirit assured him. “Even though it’s not finished. They’re used to sleeping under the stars, remember.”

“If you say so,” Ben replied. “I wouldn’t want to offend such regal animals. Are you sure it will be all right? This is a huge surprise! I didn’t expect to get horses for a few months yet.”

Spirit blushed. “Well, that was what I thought too. But the little bun we have in the oven here is growing so fast, I didn’t want to wait too long. I might not feel quite as spry for a little while after the baby is born. The system’s timer suggests I only have a few more weeks.”

Ben swallowed hard, feeling both desire and excitement rising in his chest. He shouldn’t have been surprised at the pony-girl’s accelerated pregnancy, given how quickly he’d watched his own crops grow. But it was still a bit shocking to think that in a few weeks, all three of his females would be giving birth. And he’d go from a childless farmer to the head of a large family in the blink of an eye.

“That’s very good thinking, then,” he said. “I can’t believe how quickly our baby is growing.”

“It’s part the system, and part your magic seed,” Spirit whispered, nipping his lip again. “Every time you fill me, our baby grows bigger and stronger. I couldn’t do this without you.”

Ben squeezed her again, unable to express how good her words made him feel. He was going to be a husband and a father to the best damned family Faerowilde had ever seen, even if it was a bit unconventional. And together they were going to have the best damned farm the world had ever seen, growing stronger and thriving with each new addition.

God, it felt good.

“Tell me about your friends,” he said to Spirit. “Then we’ll get them set up in the barn.”

The pony-girl grinned at him, her bright blue eyes flashing with excitement.

“These horses are something special, Ben,” Spirit said, patting the neck of the largest, a deep chestnut mare with a fiery gleam in her eyes. “They’ve never been on a farm, but I told them about Lucky Nickel Acres and what we’re building here. They liked the idea of helping build something good. As long as I’m with them, they’re willing to give it a try.”

Ben felt a lump rise in his throat. Spirit’s enthusiasm was contagious, and seeing her so at ease among the horses, chatting to them in low, soothing tones, made him feel even more grateful to have her by his side. He took a deep breath, feeling the warmth of the evening settle around him. With these horses, they’d be able to work the land more efficiently, tilling the larger plots with ease. If he could build some more plows, they could be working their way toward a Grangehold much sooner than he’d expected.

“When do you think Rosie will be back?” Ben asked as he led Spirit and her herd toward the large barn. “I thought you were sticking together.”

“Oh, we did! Don’t worry. But once she found that big old boar, Gruff, she didn’t need my protection anymore,” Spirit said with a light, airy laugh. “I’ve never met a meaner, uglier pig! But he’s as fierce as a warrior.”

Quincie leaped out of the shadows, startling Spirit and the horses with a hissing growl. “No pig is as fierce as my warriors,” she said, her tail puffed to twice its size. “You just wait and see.”

“Quincie, if Rosie is bringing this pig to the farm, your warriors must treat it with respect,” Ben admonished sternly. “I won’t have any fighting among the animals who choose to live here.”

Quincie’s golden eyes glimmered dangerously. “That pig just better watch his big fat feet. If he steps on one of my babies, there’s no telling what I might do.”

“You’d do better to save that ferocity for our enemies,” Ben said. “House Felinas who like to sleep in front of the fire with a nice warm blanket and a creamy pussycat need to follow the rules.”

Quincie flattened her ears and twitched her tail, considering these words. “Felinas hate rules,” she hissed. “But love creamy pussycats. You drive a hard bargain, farmer. It’s a good thing you give such nice ear scritches and pets, or I might not be so easily tamed. For you, I will make sure my army behaves.”

She hissed again, this time only at Spirit, and leaped into the darkness.

“Is she… rounder than she was before?” Spirit asked, giving Ben a sidelong gaze. “That certainly didn’t take you long…”

Ben chuckled. “She talks tough, but once you get her purring, she’s a big, sweet snuggle puddle.”

Spirit raised her eyebrows. “I’ll take your word for it, Ben. I don’t think I’d like to risk getting so close to her pointy bits.”

“Oh, the creamy bits are more than worth the risk,” he said with a grin.

Spirit led her horses into the barn, where they each cantered into a stall and began munching at piles of hay which had been there since Ben moved in. He hoped it was fresh enough for them, otherwise, he’d have to make sure they got out to graze the next morning. He’d have to ask Alicia about having some fresh hay delivered to the farm, as well as what he’d need to grow his own in the future.

The pretty, pink-haired pony-girl was just coming out of the barn again, swaying her hips enticingly, her breasts noticeably stretching the white crop top now, so that even in the twilight he could see the darker color of her nipples through the thin fabric of her top. But a sudden rustling caught Ben’s attention—drawing his gaze away from Spirit’s seductive walk.

He looked toward the far end of the farm to see Rosie approaching with her own entourage. While Spirit’s horses had been regal and composed, Rosie's newcomers were something else entirely. At the head of the group lumbered a massive boar, his coat thick and bristling, with dark, intelligent eyes and a pair of tusks that jutted from his lower jaw like sharp daggers. He snorted as he trotted forward, leaving deep hoofprints in the dirt.

“Holy shit,” Ben said, laughing. “That is the biggest pig I’ve ever seen. Are you sure it’s not part bear?”

“Good to see you too, handsome,” Rosie said with a wink, her golden curls bobbing as she trotted toward the gate.

“Sorry, Rosie,” he said, blushing. “I’m glad to see you home safe and sound. But you have to admit… the big guy’s an eye catcher.”

As Rosie came through the gate, Ben grasped her by the waist and pushed her against the nearest fence post, giving her a deep, passionate kiss that left none of his desire to the imagination. His hands traveled over her curvaceous hips and slipped up under the skirts of the short dress she wore, squeezing and massaging her generous ass until she whimpered.

“If your rock hard cock wasn’t attempting to impale me right now, I might be inclined to disbelieve you, farmer boy,” she giggled. “But, mmmm, I don’t think you can fake being that happy to see me.”

“Let’s just hurry and get your friends into their pens,” Ben growled. “And I’d be happy to demonstrate just how happy I am to see both of you.”

Rosie lifted onto the tips of her hooves and kissed the end of Ben’s nose, before taking his hand and leading him toward the pig pen, where her animals were already leading themselves through the gate to make themselves at home.

“This big fella’s called Gruff,” Rosie announced, her tone full of admiration. “He’ll be helping us patrol, keep out any unwanted visitors. And believe me, Ben, he’s got a sense for trouble. Nothing’s getting past him without a fight.”

Ben nodded, feeling a mix of awe and a hint of trepidation at the sight of the boar. It had a wild energy about him that made Ben feel as though the farm had taken on an edge of danger. Between Gruff and Quincie’s kitty army, Ben almost hoped Ashburn would make another attempt to sabotage his farm. Just so he could watch the carnage unfold.

Trailing behind Gruff were three sows, each with round bellies and a certain calmness in their demeanor. They shuffled into the pig pen that Rosie and Spirit had so meticulously repaired, burrowing down and making themselves at home with satisfied snuffles. Ben felt a rush of excitement—soon, it seemed, they’d have piglets, a whole new addition to the farm that would help with both fertilization and meat down the line.

Rosie gave Gruff a final pat, scratching the boar under the bristly chin, then she turned to Ben with a grin. “These girls are due any day now. So, Gruff here is feeling extra protective. He’ll be on high alert for any suspicious activity.”

Ben couldn’t keep the smile off his face. Seeing his team in action, each one managing their animals with such ease and confidence, he felt a surge of pride.

Spirit’s gentle encouragement kept the horses calm as they explored the barn and the pasture behind it, while Rosie’s firm hand kept Gruff and the sows in line. And Quincie, darting around the yard with her army of cats, gave him a mischievous grin as she supervised her feline militia.

With the sun now setting fully, casting a rich amber glow over the fields, Ben felt an overwhelming sense of fulfillment. The farm had come alive in a way he’d only dreamed of, suddenly bustling with the sounds of animals. Ben’s heart swelled as he looked out over Lucky Nickel Acres, now not just a plot of land but a real sanctuary—safe, vibrant, and filled with the beginnings of a family. He gave Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie each a huge hug, feeling closer to them than ever.

As they did a final patrol around the farmyard together, their laughter and conversation filling the cool night air, Ben knew they were on the cusp of something extraordinary. The night settled around them like a warm blanket, and as they locked up the gates and headed back toward the house, the farm felt, for the first time, like it was truly home.

And the sudden growth of his flourishing farm was in no small way thanks to the sudden growth of desire he felt for these three demi-beasts, as they took turns hugging and kissing him, and bickering over who got to run their hands over his bare chest or hang onto his arm as they strode across the farmyard, swarms of fireflies lighting their way.

Ben chased the girls up the porch steps and into their home, threatening to pinch their bottoms if they didn’t stop fighting.

“Get into bed, all of you,” he commanded. “My bed. I think I need to teach you all some manners before this gets out of hand.”

The girls giggled some more, pushing and shoving to get through the door and into bed first, as if they wanted to show just how bad they could be before Ben had to lay down the law.
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A Lesson in Manners, or Three


The next morning, Ben had the girls lined up on their knees, each face down in the mattress, awaiting their first dose of his attention for the day. They’d been a bit of a challenge to settle down the night before, but after wrestling them into bed and having his way, they were far too sleepy and full of his seed to put up much of a fight with each other.

They had a lot to get done that morning, though, and Ben decided to nip their bickering in the bud. Since Queen Quincie was the most likely trouble-maker, he started with her, while Spirit and Rosie watched, their asses in the air, waiting and ready for him.

The little cat-girl yowled indignantly when he penetrated her, but quickly changed her complaints to begging as he thrust into her juicy slit. Her tail twitched between them and Ben tried his new trick with stimulating her nipples instead of her clit to bring the feisty Felina to climax. Her breasts were still small, but definitely fuller, and now they seemed even more sensitive.

“Mrrrow! Yes! Pet me, Master! Pet me!”

Ben grunted behind her, surprised at the new nickname. “Master, is it? I thought I was a dirty old Tom cat? Or was it a perverted bastard?”

“Nnoooo, Master,” she moaned. “You fill me so good. I would never, ever say anything like that. Mmmmm, just keep petting me. I’ll be a good kitty. Give my pussycat a little more cream, Master, and I’ll be such a good kitty!”

Ben was happy to oblige, pinching her puffy nipples until she mewled into the mattress, and her muscles clenched and pulsed to suck ropes of seed into her womb. Once she’d taken as much as she could, spilling the excess out around Ben’s cock like a sweet vanilla milkshake, she immediately turned around and started licking him to clean him up.

“See, I’m such a good kitty!” she said, holding his shaft in both hands and looking up at him with her big golden eyes. “Give me more, Master. I want to drink your cream until I’m so full I can’t move. Gimme!”

Spirit and Rosie, on either side of the cat-girl, were beginning to moan in jealousy, but Ben took his time petting the little queen’s ears, holding her hair as he thrust into her open mouth.

He could see the bulge of his cock moving in her neck as she allowed him to fuck her face, her hands on the mattress between her knees and her tail swaying contentedly behind her pert little bottom as he took control. The tightness at the back of Quincie’s throat was incredible, and Ben couldn’t get enough of the way she kept her bright eyes locked on him as he fed her his entire length.

His climax broke like a dam, releasing a flood of the cream she so desperately needed. The little queen’s eyes widened as her tongue and throat worked to suck him dry of every last drop.

The system’s magic made his body capable of a near continuous flow of the powerful fluids he needed to impregnant and nourish his growing harem of female demi-beasts. Quincie drank and drank, until her big golden eyes started to roll back in her head, and her belly had swollen to twice its size. She finally released him with a whimper and slumped onto the mattress, exhaustion taking her for the brief nap she needed to process the power of his seed.

Ben moved onto Spirit next, rubbing the mound of her growing stomach, and squeezing her breasts. He stroked her ears, running his fingers through her mane and tail before slipping his hand between her thighs. As he fingered her perfect little slit she gasped and pushed back against his hand.

“Mmmm, Ben,” she moaned. “That feels so good!”

He rubbed and stroked her clit with his right hand while massaging and stretching her pussy with his left, his thick fingers pumping in and out of her channel as he rubbed out the pony-girl’s first climax.

“Oooooh, yes! Yes! I’m coming!” she cried out, so quickly Ben suspected she must have nearly gotten off from watching him with Quincie. “Mmmm, I’m so ready for you, baby! Please, give me your seed!”

Her pussy gushed over his hand and Ben grinned to himself as he positioned himself behind her, rubbing the excess along his shaft. He flipped her tail up over her back and put his tip against her opening. This time, though, he stuck a finger into her tight, elevated asshole before sliding his dick into her channel.

“Ooooh, what… what are you doing?” she gasped. “You’ve never… mmmm… touched me like that… fuuuhhh… oh gods! How am I so full?”

Ben didn’t respond, he just got to work thrusting into her eager body, his manhood and his fingers deep inside. Rosie’s big brown eyes watched them jealously, but she stayed where he’d put her, obediently waiting her turn. She whimpered and moaned along with the pony-girls as if wishing each thrust were hers.

“Mmmmm, gods, Ben! That feels… oooh, yes! … More! I want more! Please, baby. Fill me! Oooh, yes, that’s the spot. More!”

The additional stimulation as Ben pushed a third finger into her ass must have pushed his cock against the sweet bundle of nerves hidden inside her pussy, because the more he filled her, the harder Spirit convulsed in ecstasy.

Her writhing brought him to the edge of another climax and soon he was filling her with seed as well. When her pussy was overflowing, Ben pulled his cock and fingers out of the pony-girl, then pushed the end of his manhood inside her stretched asshole. With just the tip inserted, he let his cream pump inside her until she was bursting from both holes and shuddering with another orgasm.

“Oooooh, my… Oh, that feels… Mmmmmm, Ben! You make me feel so naughty for liking that.”

“If you like that,” Ben said. “How about this…”

Lifting Spirit’s lower half over the sleeping cat-girl, he positioned her next to Rosie on the bed. Roughly, because that was what the pig-girl liked, he tugged Rosie’s face up by her hair and pushed her into the pony-girl’s cream pie.

“No, no, don’t make me do it!” Rosie protested, even as her mouth and nose were buried between Spirit’s semen covered cheeks. “Oh, gods. Not that!”

Ben held her face there until she wrapped her lips around the pony-girl’s puckered pink hole. Rosie’s big brown eyes were locked on his as she obediently started to suck the cream out of Spirit’s ass. Despite her protests, Rosie’s eyes shimmered with greedy lust the moment she tasted his seed, and soon she had both hands on Spirit’s hips, as she plunged her tongue into both holes, lapping up everything she could.

Immediately, Spirit started coming again, squirting her own cream on Rosie’s face where it mixed with Ben’s excess seed. Rosie kept her nose buried in Spirit’s slit, licking frantically, as Ben got onto the bed behind her and forcefully entered her backside.

“Mmmmmfuck,” Rosie moaned, the words muffled by the pony-girls’ pussy. “I’m not… not that kind of girl!”

The ease with which Ben’s enormous cock slid inside the tight passage suggested otherwise, as did the wetness that gushed from the pig-girl’s slit as she obviously enjoyed his violation.

Finally, Spirit had had enough, collapsing in a near faint on top of the sleeping cat-girl. They lay side by side, their naked breasts squished together, and Spirit’s legs draped over the small Felina almost possessively, as they slept off their vigorous breeding.

Ben gripped Rosie’s hips tighter, bouncing her big round ass on his thick cock until the cheeks slapped together and his balls smacked into her pussy.

“No, no more,” Rosie begged in the tone he now recognized as her fake protests. “I don’t want to be a whore!”

She started to squirm beneath him, as if attempting to wriggle away, but Ben pushed her face into the mattress, one arm around her waist as he held her tender belly up, protecting her even as he violated her tight, forbidden channel.

Then he slipped his fingers between her legs and started rubbing her, making sure she came while he was inside her ass, even if she only needed the domination to gain her Pleasure Points. For some reason, having Rosie climax while he was taking her that way made all her false protests and attempts to escape all the sweeter, as he felt like he was not only forcing her to submit, but forcing her to enjoy it.

“Squeeee!” She bucked her hips against him, pushing his length as deep inside as it would go. A flood of pussy juice squirted against Ben’s legs as Rosie rocked her ass up and down along with his thrusts. “No! How dare you… how dare you make me feel so dirty.”

She panted into the mattress as Ben came in her ass, gritting his teeth and flooding her pulsing hole with an unbelievable amount of seed. Rosie’s body drank from him like a greedy little piggy at the feeding trough, her ass clenching and sucking at his length as if begging for more.

When she collapsed on the bed, finally, Ben rolled her over, straddling her chest. He took her heavy breasts in his hands. She moaned, her eyes rolling back in her head, as he slid his slick cock though the valley of her breasts, squeezing them with both hands to make her flesh encompass him completely.

“Open your mouth,” Ben commanded. “I’m not done with you yet.”

Rosie obeyed immediately, parting her full lips so that he could slide through her cleavage and into her mouth. Her brown eyes fixed on him hungrily, begging for more. Just as Ben was about to come again, Quincie stirred in her sleep, cracking her golden eyes, and purring deeply.

Her eyes widened as she watched Ben’s cock sliding through Rosie’s big, round breasts. She licked her lips, freezing as if she’d spotted prey she didn’t want to escape. The cat-girl made a gurgling sound in the back of her throat, almost like a growl, as Ben exploded, filling Rosie’s open mouth and spraying all over her tits.

“Mmmmmm, yes!” Rosie moaned, forgetting her act and losing herself to pleasure now that she was exhausted. “You taste so good!”

Rosie gulped down the first mouthful and opened for more, just as Quincie pounced.

“Mrroow! Mine, gimme those big creamy titties!” The pig-girl shrieked in genuine surprise as the eager cat-girl began squeezing her breasts and licking strands of creamy seed off her skin with her greedy little mouth. “Yummies, purrrrr, all mine! Mmmmore for Queen Quincie. More! All mine!”

Ben laughed, petting her silky black ears as she licked. “See how much better it is for all of you when you get along? You of all people would do well to remember that, my little queen. If you keep being a good kitty, I’ll make sure you get lots of creamy titties, is that a deal?”

“Mmmmrrow! Yes, Master. Quincie is such a good kitty! Just watch!”

Rosie lay there as if frozen in terror as the cat-girl’s hands kneaded her breasts, the tips of her claws pressing into the smooth white flesh gently, but no-doubt unnervingly.

“Uhhh, okay,” she said, her voice shaking. “Nice kitty… gentle paws!”

Quincie made quick work of the clean up and there were no accidental injuries, so soon after that, once the girls had recovered from their breeding, they headed down for breakfast, ready to take on the day.
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Teamwork Bonus


The morning sun peeked over the horizon, casting a warm, golden light across Lucky Nickel Acres as Ben and his trio of lovely, pregnant demi-beasts stepped onto the porch, ready to tackle whatever the day threw at them. The girls were looking more beautiful than ever, glowing from the magical bonus the system awarded them every time they allowed themselves to be bred by their sire, though it was quite evident that they needed new clothes. Each of them was bursting out of their current outfits as they seemed to overflow with fertility after being filled with Ben’s seed.

Until he got them some new clothes, however, Ben planned to enjoy every moment of watching them working in their too-small outfits, blushing as every movement seemed to cause some soft, intimate spot on their bodies to be accidentally exposed.

The first time Queen Quincie stretched, and her small swollen breasts popped out from beneath the stretchy band of fabric she used for a top, she hissed and ripped both the top and skirt from her body with her claws. “I hate wearing clothes,” she yowled when Ben raised an eyebrow at her. “They’re tight and scratchy. Besides, my perfect body should never be covered. Especially now that I’m making babies. I look so good!”

She squeezed her growing breasts together, purring happily, her black tail swishing behind her. Then she rubbed her tummy and flashed a pointy toothed grin at Ben.

“You do look perfect,” Ben said. “Just make sure you don’t get sunburned, and nap in the shade if you’re going to run around without clothes on.”

Quincie rubbed her hands over her body one more time, luxuriating in the feel of being naked, then she pranced off to find her army of cats in order to gather intel about what had happened during the night.

The other girls giggled at the little queen’s antics, but there was no animosity left from the day before. Ben’s lesson in manners seemed to have done the trick for now, even if it didn’t last. But he hoped they would take the lesson to heart, and see that teamwork was always more productive than infighting.

“I’ll go check on Gruff and his ladies,” Rosie said, tugging at the hem of her ruffled skirt. “See how the patrol went.”

But as she tugged the front down, the backside lifted up, exposing her lush cheeks just beneath the hem. Ben grinned, enjoying the view, but saying nothing about the ill-fitting dress. He thought she looked perfect.

“Let me know what you find out,” he said, giving the golden-haired pig-girl a quick kiss as he slid his hand down her skirts to cup her bottom.

She glanced over her shoulder at him, biting her lip as she trotted away, the back of her dress jumping up and down to expose even more of her gorgeous backside.

“And I’ll see to the horses,” Spirit said, pressing her tummy and breasts against Ben’s torso as she wrapped her arms around his neck and planted an eager kiss on his waiting mouth. He kissed her deeply, sliding his tongue into her mouth as he stroked the swell of her breasts where they squeezed out the sides of her crop top.

Ben would have let her decide when the kiss was over, enjoying the pressure of her sweet little body against his hard muscles. But when it didn’t appear she was going to have the willpower, he eventually pulled away. “Work first, then play,” he reminded her. “We’ve got a lot to get done before lunch time, remember.”

“Mmmm, if you say so, boss,” she giggled, her tail swishing against his hand as she bounced on her hooves. “I’m going now!”

She broke into a run, her pink hair flying behind her, as ran for the barn, a peel of playful laughter carrying back to him on the breeze.

Ben watched her go, noticing the way her backside had filled out, and now spilled out the bottom of her denim shorts, which she could no longer button beneath her rounded tummy. She was the image of fertile perfection, fit and active even as she looked ready to pop any day. Ben sent a prayer of thanks to the system for its incredible magic, and the many gifts it had given him, not least the beautiful girls it had allowed him to breed.

Ben took in a deep breath of the crisp, clean air, feeling a renewed sense of purpose as he stood at the edge of the farm with his hands on his hips, surveying their progress.

The farm was coming alive in a way he had only dared to imagine a few short days ago. The sounds of animals moving through the yard, cats prowling in every corner, the soft grunts of Rosie’s pigs from the pen, and the whinnies of Spirit’s horses—all of it blended into a harmonious symphony that made the farm feel vibrant and real.

Ben grinned as Spirit approached, leading the team of six wild horses she’d brought to the farm. They trotted over with their heads held high, and he marveled at their sleek, muscular bodies, each one a masterpiece of strength and endurance. Spirit had a natural way with them, her light touch and gentle words keeping the horses calm as they waited for their morning work.

Ben wanted to try using the horses with his Pull-Behind Plow to dig another two garden plots behind the house. He had the plow ready, and was just considering how to adjust the straps to fit the horse rather than himself when he felt the harness change in his hands. The system seemed to read his thoughts, adapting the equipment for its new purpose automatically.

Ben raised his eyebrows. “Well how about that.”

“I found these in the barn,” Spirit said, holding up some other bits of leather. “Do you think they’ll work?”

Ben saw that she held a harness for each horse. “Let’s try them out,” he said. “Do you think they’ll mind wearing them?”

“No, they’re curious but not frightened,” Spirit said with a soft smile. “They just need a firm but gentle hand. Like I did when you first met me…”

Together, they managed to get a harness on each of the horses, Ben and Spirit learning as they went how the tangled leather straps worked. But the system seemed to help with this as well. Once they figured out the first harness, the others snapped into place like magic.

"Alright, boys and girls," he murmured to the horses, patting the neck of the chestnut mare at the front, who snorted as if she understood him. "Let’s see what you can do."

He had attached the new Pull-Behind Plow to the lead horse’s harness, and, with a bit of guidance, the horse seemed to take to the task as if it were second nature. Spirit stood nearby, watching the team with a wide smile as Ben guided the horses in a straight line, digging new rows, the plow carving deep furrows into the rich, dark soil of the second garden plot. With the horses’ help, the work went much faster, and Ben could feel his confidence growing with each successful pass.

Skill Gained: Tilling – Expert

Through dedication and countless hours in the fields, you've reached Expert level in Tilling, making you a master at preparing soil for optimal crop growth. With refined technique and an intuitive understanding of soil composition, you can now cultivate even the toughest grounds with minimal effort, producing soil that nurtures crops to their fullest potential.

As an Expert Tiller, you’re transforming raw earth into fertile land with finesse, ensuring every seed you plant has the best possible start. Keep honing your skills to reach Master level, where true mastery of the land awaits.

Ben grinned to himself as he received his first expert level skill, excited for what this new level might mean for his production around the farm. His mind whirled with possibilities, but he didn’t expect the first bonus to come so quickly. He immediately received a second notification.

Advanced Skill Gained: Plow Driver – Novice

Congratulations! You've unlocked the Plow Driver skill, an advanced skill only available to the Farmer class. Advanced skills are evidence of your growing expertise. The Plow Driver skill will allow managing large-scale tilling with the help of your trusty workhorses. This skill allows you to harness the strength and endurance of your team, enabling deeper, wider, and more efficient tilling for improved soil quality and larger planting areas.

Advanced Skill Effects:

Tilling Efficiency: With Plow Driver, your plowing sessions become 20% more efficient, reducing the time required to prepare large plots of land.

Improved Soil Aeration and Depth: Your plowing achieves a greater depth and evenness, resulting in improved soil aeration and nutrient distribution. Crops grown in these plots have a 5% chance to yield Superior Quality produce due to the enhanced soil environment.

Horse Team Bonding Bonus: Regularly working with a team of horses for plowing strengthens the bond between you and your animals. Horses driven by you gain a slight stamina boost and are less likely to spook or tire quickly, making them reliable partners in your farming endeavors.

Skill Progression: As you advance in Plow Driver, your efficiency and control will improve, allowing you to cover more land and reduce strain on both yourself and your horses. Higher skill levels unlock the ability to plow more complex terrain and gain small experience bonuses for your horses.

Leveling up in Plow Driver will enhance your plowing technique and the stamina of your horses, helping you turn even the toughest soil into fertile ground ready for planting. Keep honing this skill to unlock advanced techniques and expand the reach of your farm’s cultivated land.

Ben almost stumbled with surprise when he received the Advanced Skill notification. He hadn’t been aware that his basic skills could become advanced skills with enough practice. Maybe every time he leveled a basic skill to expert he would unlock an Advanced Skill? The possibilities were incredibly exciting. But Ben tried to focus on the task at hand before getting carried away.

After the new garden was tilled, Rosie came with a wagon loaded full of fresh compost and manure she’d shoveled from the pig pen. With four large animals, there was already an impressive amount of manure. Ben stepped away from the plow, and came to inspect the new fertilizer combo.

“Well, it stinks to high heaven,” he said, with a chuckle. “But I bet the plants will love it. Let’s see what the system thinks.”

“Do you want any help with that?” Rosie asked with a giggle. “I don’t mind the smell so much. I think my Affinity with the pigs dulls my senses.”

“Thank you for the offer,” Ben said, picking up the shovel. “But I think, since I’m the one with the Composting skill, I should probably be the one to do the work. In theory, I’ll get better results, won’t I? Besides, stinky as it is, where I’m from the farmers always said the smell of fertilizer was the smell of money. If this works as well as I think it will, I aim to make that statement as true for me as it was for them.”

“Hmm, okay,” Rosie said, cocking her golden-curled head to the side and pouting slightly, her hands on her hips. Then she grinned. “I guess I’ll just have to watch you work up a sweat, huh?”

Ben laughed as he began to walk along the freshly tilled rows, spreading the compost and manure mixture evenly across the soil. The rich, earthy smell mixed with the morning air, and Ben found the stinkiness of the manure fading as it was magically absorbed into the garden. He couldn’t help but feel proud of their teamwork, and the fast progress they were making on the farm. Every scoop of fertilizer was another step toward making the new garden as rich and abundant as the first, soon doubling his harvest output and assuring Lucky Nickel Acres was going to thrive.

Skill Gained: Composting – Expert

Your dedication to enriching the soil has brought you to the Expert level in Composting. With a fine-tuned understanding of decomposition and nutrient cycles, you can now create compost that enhances soil fertility and boosts crop resilience like never before. The compost you produce is packed with balanced nutrients, allowing crops to thrive even in less-than-ideal soil.

With your Expert skills in Composting, you’ve become a true steward of the land, transforming waste into life-giving nutrients. Your crops and fields are lush and vibrant, reflecting the care and expertise you bring to every pile. Keep honing this skill to reach Master level, where even more advanced composting techniques and magical enhancements await.

Ben grinned widely as he received the notification, then paused, waiting to see if there would be another. He was soon rewarded.

Advanced Skill Gained: Fertile Hands – Novice

Through your dedication to composting and understanding the natural cycles of life and decay, you have unlocked the advanced skill of Fertile Hands. This rare ability allows you to transfer nutrients and vitality directly from your hands into the soil, creating a personal and magical connection between you and the earth. With Fertile Hands, you are able to foster growth with just a touch, encouraging seeds to sprout faster and plants to absorb nutrients more efficiently.

Advanced Skill Effects:

Touch of Growth: By placing your hands in the soil, you can enrich a small area with a direct infusion of nutrients, equivalent to a day’s worth of natural composting. This effect can be used up to three times a day, making it ideal for rejuvenating tired soil or assisting struggling plants.

Seedling’s Embrace: Seeds planted by your hand gain an initial growth boost, allowing them to sprout within hours rather than days. This accelerates early development and strengthens seedlings against potential environmental stressors.

Vitality Flow: When tending to crops directly, your touch channels a subtle vitality into the plants, reducing the effects of poor weather or minor soil deficiencies. While this boost is small at the Novice level, it noticeably improves plant resilience and reduces the need for extra fertilizer.

Minor Pest Repellent: The energy from your touch naturally repels small pests from the plants you tend, creating a protective aura that lasts for 24 hours. Though subtle, this effect helps maintain the health of your crops without requiring additional pest control.

With Fertile Hands, you are beginning to develop a profound bond with the earth itself, channeling your farming knowledge and the system’s magic through your very fingertips. As this skill grows, your touch will become even more potent, turning you into a living source of fertility and life for your farm.

“Wow, that’s impressive,” Ben said to himself, reading through the new list of skills. Then he considered something else.

It would sure be nice if I could share the workload, though, he thought, remembering Rosie’s offer to help in the garden. As much as I love working the land, I’m only one man. I don’t want the farm’s progress to slow down because I have to do everything myself.

He glanced up to see the curvy pig-girl practically panting as she watched him shovel the last of the fertilizer onto the garden and grinned. It didn’t seem that Rosie minded being left on the sidelines all that much, but it definitely would be more efficient if he could delegate more of the farming tasks.

“Rosie, I need a hand!” Spirit called from the small barn. “If you’re done drooling over Ben, that is.”

“Huh? What?” Rosie whirled, exposing her bum to Ben’s leering gaze as he leaned on the shovel to watch her squirm in embarrassment. “I wasn’t drooling, I was… uh… what do you need help with?”

The pink-haired pony girl sighed and shot an irritated look at the roof of the barn where the cat-girl was perched, cleaning herself by licking the back of her hand and rubbing it over her ears. “Queen Quincie was chasing birds and got herself stuck,” Spirit said. “She claims she’s not stuck, but won’t come down. I’m hoping if we can move one of these beams over to the roof, she’ll climb down on her own when she’s ready.”

Rosie laughed so hard she let out a snort, then squealed with embarrassment. “Oh, damn that stupid snort,” she cursed, stomping a dainty hoof in the grass. “All right, Spirit. I’m coming.”

“Do you girls need any help from me?” Ben called, barely containing his amusement at the situation.

“No, thank you, Ben,” Spirit called. “Rosie’s very strong. And you’re already doing enough as it is!”

Quincie turned her back, pretending she didn’t know that Ben was looking at her, stark naked and stuck on the barn roof. She was adorable, even if she was ridiculous.

Ben shook his head and got back to work.

Once the soil was prepared, he began planting the seeds. This time, for the new garden plot, he decided to try his hand at some new vegetables he’d picked up at Alicia’s General Store. Expanding the variety of their garden would be necessary now that he was allowed to sell at the market in Grimsby. And Ben was curious to see what might thrive in Faerowilde’s unique environment.

He carefully pressed corn kernels into the soil, imagining the tall stalks swaying in the summer breeze in a few short weeks. Next, he planted the pumpkin seeds, envisioning the plump orange gourds that might soon fill the garden. He added rows of cucumbers, green beans, and radishes, each one representing a step closer to the diverse, self-sustaining farm he dreamed of creating.

The new garden and the new seeds seemed to be what it took to push another skill grade up to the next level.

Skill Gained: Sowing – Adept

At the Adept level of Sowing, you’ve mastered the precision and care required to plant seeds with optimal spacing, depth, and alignment, maximizing the chances of healthy growth. Your hands move with practiced skill, each seed falling in just the right place as you work across the soil. Seeds planted by an Adept grow more uniformly, leading to healthier, more robust crops and fewer losses due to overcrowding or weak roots. This level of mastery increases both the yield and quality of your harvests, ensuring that each planting season is more productive and rewarding.

New Recipe Acquired: Harvest Hand

When he was finished, he stood and stretched his back, thinking that was another area he could use some efficiency.

Harvest Hand, huh? he thought. Maybe that was a machine that could help him plant seeds faster?

Curious, he opened the recipe.

Recipe: Harvest Hand Seed Spreader

The Harvest Hand is a handheld tool designed for efficient and even sowing of seeds across garden plots. Equipped with adjustable compartments for different types of seeds, this spreader is ideal for planting a variety of crops in uniform rows. The Harvest Hand streamlines the seeding process, saving time and energy while ensuring that each seed is planted at optimal spacing. To build the Harvest Hand, you will need the following items:

	1 Small Wooden Hopper or Seed Compartment: Acts as a reservoir for holding seeds.

	2 Wooden Handles: For ease of grip and control during use.

	4 Small Iron Rods: Used to create a dispensing mechanism and reinforce the compartment.

	1 Dispenser Mechanism (Crank or Slide Gate): Allows controlled release of seeds at regular intervals.

	5 ft. of Leather Strap or Metal Chain: Connects the hopper to the handles and allows for adjustable length.

	6 Small Leather Gaskets or Seals: Ensures smooth dispensing and prevents seed spillage.




Ben grinned as he read the list, making a mental note to order as many of the items as he could when he saw Alicia that afternoon. That was definitely the kind of tool he needed to make things easier around the farm. He also needed another spigot to make a second Self-Watering System for the new garden. But for now, he’d just have to do it the hard way, he supposed.

He quickly got to work, watering the freshly sown seeds with the watering can. Then, as the girls continued their work on the barn—or at least Spirit and Rosie did, as Quincie was nowhere in sight—Ben brought the horses over to the first garden, which he’d just harvested the day before, and began the process all over again.

The morning wore on, the sun climbing higher and casting shrinking shadows across the freshly tilled fields as it rose. Ben wiped the sweat from his brow, feeling a sense of satisfaction with each seed he placed. He had never felt this connected to the earth before, as though every furrow, every handful of soil, was a promise of something more.

He hadn’t received any more skill upgrades as he completed tilling, fertilizing, and planting the second Large Garden Plot, but he could feel the system’s magic flowing through him as he worked, and he was confident that the coming harvests would be even better than the last.

Then, as he planted the last of the seeds, he felt a warm sensation pulse through him, and a familiar notification from the system blinked into view in his HUD:

Class Upgrade: Farmer - Level 4 (Steadmaster)

Congratulations on achieving Level 4 in your Farmer Class! Your dedication as a Steadmaster is evident in the thriving land and animals under your care. You have demonstrated resilience, adaptability, and skill, gaining a profound connection with the farmstead as a whole. This connection harmonizes with the natural rhythms of growth and life, improving crop yields, animal health, and the structural integrity of your farm buildings.

As a Level 4 Steadmaster, you receive the following bonuses:

	Enhanced Crop Resilience: Crops gain a 10% boost to resistance against harsh weather conditions and pest infestations, increasing the chances of a successful harvest even under challenging circumstances.

	Animal Health Boost: Animals within your farmstead receive a small health regeneration bonus, improving their resilience to injury, fatigue, and illness. Livestock productivity also gains a 5% boost, allowing animals to thrive under your attentive care.

	Building Durability: Your repairs and structures now have 15% added durability. Anything you build or fix is more resilient to wear and tear and stands up better against potential sabotage or hostile environmental conditions.




New Specialization Options: Steward of Craft, Steward of Kinship, Hearthwarden

Ben grinned, clenching his fists in triumph. “Now that’s what I’m talking about! Woohoo!”

Each level felt like a step forward, not just in skill but in his sense of belonging here. With each passing day, it felt less like he had stumbled into Faerowilde by accident, and more like he had been meant to come here, to bring this land back to life.

“I just got another class upgrade, girls!” he shouted, unable to contain his excitement. “You’re looking at a Level 4 Farmer!”

He looked up to see Spirit and Rosie watching him with pride, and he knew they felt the same hope he did. The farm was expanding faster than any of them had expected. What had been a simple dream was now becoming a reality, and they were building it together, piece by piece, with their own hands.

But Ben was dying to see what the Level 4 Class Specializations would unlock, so he managed to hold off the celebration for just a little bit longer.

Steward of Craft – Focus: Tool Making and Repair

As a Craftsman Steward, you excel in the art of building and creating. This specialization enhances your handyman abilities, granting you access to advanced crafting recipes that benefit both the farmstead and those living there. You’ll be able to build more complex tools, machinery, and reinforced structures, enhancing productivity across the farm. The Craftsman Steward is a perfect path for those who want to create a self-sufficient farmstead that can endure both time and turmoil.

Steward of Kinship – Focus: Farm Management

With the Steward of Kinship specialization, you deepen your role as a guide and leader, channeling the farm’s energy to empower those who work for you. This path allows you to share some of your farming knowledge and experience with your companions, giving them farming skill boosts and small bonuses that align with your own abilities. By choosing this specialization, you cultivate a communal atmosphere, encouraging teamwork and empowering others to become skilled stewards of the land.

Hearthwarden – Focus: Hybrid Option

As a Hearthwarden, you combine aspects of both craftsmanship and kinship to create a farmstead that is both productive and welcoming. This specialization enhances your ability to provide comfort and safety, fostering loyalty and unity among those on the farm. Hearthwarden allows you to not only build improved structures but also create spaces that enhance morale, inspiring hard work, dedication, and trust among your team.

Ben considered the options carefully. He’s just been thinking about how nice it would be to have more tools and recipes to make work around the farm more efficient, which the Steward of Craft option seemed to facilitate. But he’d also considered how it would be better if he could share some of his farming skills with the others, so he wasn’t always the only one doing the work. The Steward of Kinship option seemed to promise that.

In theory, the Hearthwarden option should have been the best of both options, but as Ben read and reread the descriptions, he began to feel like it had too much emphasis on superficial improvements. Making the house and farm cozy and welcoming wasn’t a bad thing, but he felt he and the girls had a pretty good handle on how to make the farmhouse feel like a home. They didn’t need to spend his system magic on it. And morale was great already.

So Ben chose Steward of Kinship as his Level 4 Specialization.

He immediately received another notification.

Class Specialization Accepted: Farmer – Level 4 – Steadmaster (Steward of Kinship)

As a Level 4 Steadmaster with the Steward of Kinship specialization, you have chosen a path that strengthens the bonds between you and those who work and live on your farm, enhancing the skills, resilience, and unity of your entire team. This specialization extends your influence beyond the land itself, nurturing a spirit of shared purpose that empowers your companions and fosters harmony across the homestead.

With Steward of Kinship, your presence grants a morale boost and subtle proficiency increase to everyone working alongside you, whether they are tending animals, tilling fields, or crafting new tools. Your teammates benefit from enhanced stamina and a small bonus to their primary skills, making them faster, more efficient, and more resilient in the face of challenges. This sense of shared purpose is especially strong in demi-beasts and animals under your care, who develop a loyalty that amplifies their natural strengths, such as herd instincts, guarding abilities, or keen senses.

In addition, you’ve unlocked unique group activities and skills, such as Cooperative Crafting, which allows for higher-quality creations when working on projects as a team, and Shared Harvest, a skill that improves crop yield when multiple members participate in planting and harvesting. The closer your companions are to you, physically and emotionally, the greater the bonuses they receive, creating a true family spirit across Lucky Nickel Acres.

As a Steward of Kinship, you are not only a master of the land but a guiding force for your farm’s people and animals alike, creating a haven where all thrive together.

Additional Passive Skills Unlocked:

Empowerment Aura: While on the farm, all allies receive a 25% bonus to Farming-related skills, including planting, watering, animal care, and harvesting.

Shared Experience: Allies working closely with you gain experience more quickly in farming-related skills, allowing them to improve their abilities over time and become more effective.

Unity of Purpose: Every person who joins in the work adds a cumulative morale boost, increasing productivity across the farm by up to 15% when multiple people are working together.

Ben’s eyes widened as he read the updated class description. It was everything he had dreamed of and more! Especially as he added more demi-beast females as breeding stock and family members. The more females who joined their farm, the faster everyone would level and the more the farm would flourish.

Ben’s mind reeled at the possibilities. “Talk about a Teamwork Bonus!” he shouted. “Hey girls, listen to this…”

He hurried over to share the good news.
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With the gardens fully planted, Ben, Spirit, and Rosie turned their attention to the barns, each of which had seen better days. But the repairs to the small barn were coming along. It needed new doors and a patch on the roof, which Ben figured he’d task Quincie with when she reappeared from wherever she was hiding. He suspected the cat-girl would be a reluctant helper, but he knew how to motivate her.

If the little queen saw Spirit and Rosie getting her share of Ben’s precious cream, she’d change her tune quickly.

The large barn was going to take more intense work, though it seemed to have served the horses well enough the night before. Now, the animals grazed in a nearby pasture while Gruff the boar patrolled to keep an eye out for monsters or saboteurs.

Ben caught a glimpse of the cat-girl crouching in the tall grass behind the barn with a cluster of kitties around her, taking orders. She peered at him with her golden eyes flashing, the tip of her black and white tail just visible over the waving plants. Then she popped up and darted toward Ben.

“I have news, Master!” she purred, obviously pleased with herself as she presented her head for more pats. “Pet me and I’ll tell you.”

Ben chuckled, rubbing her velvety ears between his fingers. “All right, Queenie. What new have you got for me?”

Her eyes narrowed to slits as she leaned into his touch, pressing her bare chest against his body and rubbing her pussy against his thigh. This was a little more than standard pets, but Ben didn’t mind taking a quick break to pleasure the pretty cat-girl. He stroked her back and rubbed the base of her tail as she ground her hips against him. “Mmmm, yes, Master. You give the best pets.”

“The news, Queen Quincie…” Ben reminded her.

She stiffened, pulling away as if she hadn’t even realized she’d practically started humping his leg in the middle of the farm yard. “Oh, right. Uh… my kitty generals have reported a strange sighting in the woods. A harpy has been watching the farm very early in the morning.”

“A harpy?” Ben said, raising his eyebrows. “Are you sure?”

Quincie nodded fervently. “Very sure. My kitties love harpies because harpies mean big fat birdies like quail, pheasant, chickens, ducks, turkeys…”

She licked a spot of drool from her lips and her ears perked up as she glanced toward the forest, as if wanting to see some of these delicious birds for herself.

“See anything?” Ben asked.

“Not now,” she said. “But if my kitties say there was a harpy, then there was, Master. You can count on it.”

“That’s very interesting,” Ben said, giving her ears another skritch. “I’ll make sure I bring them something nice when I go to town. And you too. You’re a very good kitty.”

Quincie purred, rubbing her head against his hand. “Mmmmmeoow.”

“If you want to be a very, very good kitty who gets lots of cream tonight, do you want to know what else you can do?” Ben asked, tickling her under her chin.

“Mmmm, tell me, Master,” she said, rumbling deep in her chest. “Your little queen is eager to obey.”

“Good,” he said, moving his hand down to caress each of her nipples one by one. “Then you can climb back on the roof of the small barn and help me repair the shingles up there,” he said. “And while you’re up there, you keep your keen kitty eyes open for that harpy. Okay?”

Quincie was so lost in his erotic caresses that she agreed immediately. “Yes, Master. Anything for your cream. I’ll be such a good, good kitty. I’ll be the best kitty you’ve ever put your sex-stick in, I swear.”

Ben held back a laugh as he withdrew his hand and pointed at the wooden beam Rosie and Spirit had set up leaning on the barn roof. “That’s just what I wanted to hear.”

He didn’t have the heart to tell her that he wasn’t in the habit of fucking cats until he met her, as he wasn’t sure if she would take offense. But he made a mental note to tell her she was the best kitty he’d ever made love to the next time he topped up her little pussycat with the cream she craved.

Quincie bit her lip, glancing at him with obvious yearning in her face, then she scamped up the beam as agile as the cats that followed her around the farm. She perched on the roof, naked and glorious with her round belly protruding adorably, as she inspected the hole in the shingles.

Ben wasn’t sure what the cat-girl knew about roof-repair, but he figured as a worst case the task would keep her busy and give her a good vantage point to watch for the harpy.

The other girls continued to work side by side, with Rosie handling the heavier repairs with her impressive strength, while Spirit focused on gathering supplies and organizing tools. They seemed to be making impressive progress, and Ben was pleased to see them smiling and laughing as they chatted.

Ben smiled along with them, pleased to see everyone working together as a team and excited for what the afternoon might bring. It was market day, after all, and the day Ben would officially introduce himself to Grimsby as the new farmer in town.

After Alicia had promised to talk him up the day before, he hoped the townspeople would be curious to meet him, eager to buy his wares, and perhaps—if things went according to plan—excited to see Ashburn’s greatest competition.


28
To Market, to Market


As the morning wore into early afternoon, they took a break, gathering under the shade of a tree for a picnic lunch. Spirit had brought fresh fruit and bread, which she had made using Ben’s cookbook, and they shared along with some silly stories and laughter.

The warmth of the sun, the gentle breeze, and the contented sounds of the animals around them all combined into a moment of pure peace. For a little while, Ben’s big plan for dealing with Ashburn faded into the background of his mind, replaced by a simple, shared hope for the future.

After lunch, they loaded up Ben’s cart with the harvested produce from the day before—baskets of potatoes, tomatoes, carrots, and lettuce, all freshly picked and still glistening with morning dew. The vegetables looked vibrant and healthy, far surpassing anything he’d seen in Grimsby. He could already picture the surprise on people’s faces when they saw the quality of his produce, and he hoped it would spark some change, however small, in how they thought about food and farming.

He double-checked each basket, securing it carefully in the cart, then turned to the girls, his quarterstaff firmly in hand.

“I’ll be back by sundown, girls,” he said. “I’ve left some extra tools in the barn in case you need them, and… well, just keep an eye out, alright?”

Spirit gave him a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, Ben. We’ve got things covered here.”

Quincie gave a mock salute, her cat ears twitching with excitement. “My kitty army will be on high alert,” she said with a wink. “Nothing’s getting past us. Especially not that harpy!”

Rosie grinned, crossing her arms over her over-flowing chest. “And if anyone so much as thinks about sabotaging this place, they’ll have me and Gruff to deal with. They won’t know what hit ‘em.”

“Good to hear,” he said. “I hope I won’t be back too late. Take care of yourselves, and if anything does come up, remember the farmhouse will keep you safe. Nothing can hurt you in there.”

Ben pulled each of the girls in for a hug and a kiss, feeling a wave of deep warmth gratitude for each of them.

“I love you, Spirit,” he murmured in the pony-girls soft ivory ear. “Don’t over do it today, okay? You’re starting to look very, very pregnant.”

“I love you, too, baby,” she whispered, giving him another peck. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep me and my little bun safe and sound.”

Ben wrapped his arm around the curvy pig-girl, next. “I love you, Rosie,” he said, nipping at her lip and squeezing her ample bottom until she squealed. “Don’t work too hard. Just because you’re strong doesn’t mean you need to do all the work.”

“Says the guy who’s always doing all the work,” she giggled and snorted, then blushed. “Dammit! I love you, too, Ben. I’ll be counting down the hours until you’re home again to show me who’s boss.”

The cat-girl was next, and the moment he turned to her, she jumped on him, climbing him like a tree as she dug her claws into his back, peppering him with frantic kisses. “Mmmmine, mine, mine,” she purred. “Master is all mine. I’m going to rub my scent all over you so none of those sluts in town thinks she can take my man.”

Ben laughed as she began grinding her pussy against his stomach, squeezing tightly with her lithe, muscular thighs. “I love you, too, my little queen. But you don’t want to scare away too many ladies. Some of them might like to give you licks and pets like Miss Alicia did, you know.”

“Hmmm,” Quincie said, narrowing her eyes as she pondered this suggestion. “Well, maybe a few extra sluts wouldn’t be so bad. But only if they like licking pussycats. I do like servants.”

Ben gently pried her off his waist and set her on the ground. “Be a good little kitty, now,” he reminded her. “And I’ll bring you treats.”

“And cream?”

“And lots of cream,” he said, chuckling. “As much as you can hold.”

Quincie bit her lip, looking up at him with her bright golden eyes. “I love you, Master. I’ll be a bestest kitty.”

“Good girl,” he said, giving her ears a final pet. “All of you are the best girls. I hate leaving you behind.”

“We’ll miss you, Ben!” they cried in unison as he picked up the handles of the cart.

He gave one last look at the farm. The gardens were freshly planted and already sprouting thanks to his powerful system magic. The barns were coming together, and the animals roamed contentedly in their pens. The farm had gone from a run-down plot of land to something real, something alive, and it was all because of their hard work and dedication.

“Alright, girls,” he said, tipping his straw hat, which he’d just found in the shed and he thought made him look the part for the market. “See you soon.”

As he set off down the road toward Grimsby, he couldn’t help but glance back over his shoulder. Lucky Nickel Acres looked more like a home than ever before, filled with life, hope, and a future he could almost touch. A renewed sense of purpose, a fire inside him that no amount of sabotage or interference could dampen, raged within him.

With the wind in his face and the gentle creak of the cart beneath him, Ben made his way toward town, eager to share the fruits of their labor with the people of Grimsby, and knowing that, no matter what happened, he had something worth fighting for back at the farm.
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As Ben drove his cart down the dirt road toward Grimsby, the scenery around him shifted in the now-familiar way, from the lush, green expanses of his own land to the bleak and disturbing lands owned by Ashburn and the other land barons.

Everywhere he looked, Ben could see the scars of industrialized farming marring the landscape. The earth was hard-packed and gray, deprived of any natural life or vigor. Rows of shriveled stalks lined the fields, sickly crops forced to grow with little care or nourishment. The air was thick with dust, black smoke, and the acrid scent of scorched soil which clung to Ben’s nose and throat, making him want to turn back to the purity of his own land.

As shocking as the sight had been the first time he’d seen it, after spending so much time on his healthy land, now seeing what Ashburn and his ilk had done to Faerowilde’s pristine landscape, Ben was more angry than disgusted.

The farther he went, the more oppressive it felt, as if the earth itself were crying out for relief from Ashburn’s grip.

Hang on, Grimsby, Ben thought to himself. I’ll get rid of this parasite once and for all, and the land and its people will thank me for it.

The countryside was dotted with thick, dirty machinery—churning, grinding, and belching clouds of smoke into the sky. The machines groaned as they tilled the earth in mechanical motions, indifferent to the toll they took on the land beneath them.

Ben spotted fields with more metal than green, where workers in torn clothes and slumped postures guided skeletal oxen, their bones nearly visible through their sickly skin, straining to pull carts overloaded with rock and waste.

The contrast to the fertile, sun-dappled fields of Lucky Nickel Acres was visceral, where every plant, every row of vegetables, grew with purpose and health. Where the animals were fat and happy, and his demi-beasts were beautiful, fertile goddesses who helped him of their own free will, not as slaves.

Ben felt a wave of anger twist in his stomach. Ashburn wasn’t a farmer. This was exploitation, pure and simple. The land baron and his cronies were bleeding the land dry, caring only for profit, for quantity over quality, and the results were not only showing, but starting to wear thin. The people looked defeated, the animals broken, and the land... the land was dying.

Even without Ben’s interference, Ashburn was running himself out of business. But if Ben knew his type—and he had known enough men like him in his past life to be fairly certain he did—Ashburn would just move on to another town, taking the money he’d leeched from Grimsby to buy new land, ripe for pillaging, borrowing against the lands supposed worth until he destroyed it, too. He could go on that way indefinitely, growing richer and richer as he pulled all the profit he could from the earth and left nothing behind for the people who worked it for him.

He really was a parasite, Ben thought, his stomach churning. He must be stopped.

Just as he was about to look away from the dismal sight in disgust, Ben heard a low growl and sensed movement in his peripheral vision. Sensing the attack before it came, he grabbed his quarterstaff and whirled to meet the monsters.

In a flash, they were upon him—creatures much like the ones he’d faced before but in even greater numbers. It was as if they had been waiting for him, knowing he would come along this path. Was it a deliberate ambush?

Or perhaps they waited for any travelers?

Ben didn’t pause to think too long about it as a pack of ten Scavengers darted from the shadows, their mangy bodies hunched and their yellow eyes gleaming with hunger. Five Scuttlers followed close behind, scurrying along the ground with their spindly legs skittering against the dirt. And finally, three enormous Corrosive Slimes slithered forward, leaving a trail of sizzling muck in their wake that burned small patches in the already-withered grass.

Ben didn’t hesitate. He leapt away from the cart, his quarterstaff gripped tightly in his hands, his pulse steady and his mind clear. He'd been through this before, and he knew that his skills were improving with every battle.

The monsters lunged, their fangs bared and claws poised, but he moved swiftly, parrying their attacks with his staff in calculated, fluid motions. Each swing seemed stronger, more precise, and the staff felt lighter in his grip than it had before. A fierce confidence surged through him, and he met the creatures head-on.

One by one, the Scavengers fell, his staff connecting with their jaws and ribs with resounding cracks. With each strike, he felt the power of his system magic flowing through the quarterstaff, and to his surprise, it began to glow faintly—a soft, golden light that pulsed with his movements. He wondered for a moment if the staff itself was enchanted or if it was simply a reflection of his own growing abilities. Either way, the glow seemed to empower him, making his strikes faster, stronger, and more impactful.

As he took down the last of the Scavengers, the Scuttlers circled around, their grotesque forms weaving in and out, trying to surround him. But Ben was faster. A single sweep of his quarterstaff sent two of them sprawling, their legs twitching in the air as they flipped onto their backs. He dispatched the remaining three with quick, brutal blows, the pulsing light of his staff illuminating the dark patches of blood on the dirt as he fought.

Finally, he turned to face the Corrosive Slimes, who were advancing with a slow, menacing persistence. They oozed toward him, their acidic bodies leaving trails of poison on the ground. Ben took a deep breath, gathering his strength. Remembering the ruin of his first small garden, and the bucket of baby slimes that would have ruined the next, Ben braced himself for battle. The slimes might be mindless monsters, but they could be wielded like weapons if a person knew how to handle them. There was a chance these slimes were tools, just like the ones Ashburn’s servant had brought to the farm.

Ben lunged forward, striking each of the slimes in turn, careful to avoid their splattering acid. His strikes tore through their gelatinous bodies, splitting them into smaller, harmless globs that dissolved into the ground.

When the fight was over, he took a moment to catch his breath, looking down at his quarterstaff, now glowing more brightly than ever. A notification appeared in his HUD, that made Ben chuckle, even as he fought to catch his breath.

Skill Gained: Quarterstaff – Expert

At the Expert level, your mastery with the quarterstaff allows you to wield it with fluid precision, seamlessly shifting between offense and defense. Each strike is significantly more powerful, and your refined footwork makes you harder to hit, while allowing you to disarm, trip, or stagger foes with ease. The staff occasionally glows with faint magic, offering minor protection and amplifying your strikes. You’ve unlocked a special stance, Guardian’s Arc, which enables you to deflect attacks in a wide radius, shielding nearby allies and inspiring confidence in those who fight by your side.

“Nice,” he said aloud. “An expert already? I’ll take it.”

Next, he scanned the kill credits he’d received.

Scavengers defeated: 10

Scuttlers defeated: 5

Corrosive Slimes defeated: 3

Reputation: Hero +30

Ben still wasn’t sure what good his reputation points were, but he was pleased to be collecting them. It made him feel good to know the system considered him a hero, when all he was doing was living his best life and trying to make the world a better place. It was sure nice to know that one’s work and efforts were appreciated… even if it was only by a strange magical system that seemed to live in his head.

Ben chucked. But the laughter turned into surprise as he received another notification.

Advanced Skill Gained: Combat – Novice

By attaining expert level in a martial weapon, you have gained the fundamentals of close-quarters combat, developing greater speed, precision, and endurance in battle. At the Novice level, your strikes are more forceful, your reflexes are sharper, and your awareness of your surroundings is heightened. With this skill, you’re less likely to be caught off-guard, and you gain a small bonus to dodging and parrying attacks, allowing you to engage foes more confidently and effectively. The Combat skill also unlocks the ability to learn more advanced martial skills, and increases the number of Reputation: Hero points gained while fighting honorable battles.

“Holy shit,” Ben said. “Maybe I’ll become a Warrior Farmer. I wonder if pitchforks are considered a martial weapon?”

Laughing to himself, he stretched his muscles and allowed himself a moment of pride at the knowledge that he was making a difference in this world.

But as he looked around, that pride was quickly tempered by the bleakness of his surroundings. The ground around him was littered with the bodies of monsters, but it was clear that this wasn’t the end.

Now that the battle was over, Ben had to consider the possibility that someone was responsible for drawing these creatures to him. It always seemed to happen at the same place, and each attack was stronger than the last. He also had a sinking suspicion that he knew who was behind it. Because the lands he always got attacked near were Ashburn’s.

And Ben was even less likely to believe in coincidences now than when he’d first met the conniving man.

As he returned to his cart, ready to continue his journey, something caught his eye—a narrow path that led off the main road and deeper into Ashburn’s property. A strange unease washed over him, but his curiosity got the better of him.

Glancing around to make sure no one was watching, Ben parked his cart in the shadow of a large, gnarled tree and set off down the path, keeping low and moving as quietly as he could.

The path led him to a dark, desolate area surrounded by crude, rusted cages. Inside each cage, monsters snarled and slithered. There were more Scavengers, Scuttlers, and Corrosive Slimes, along with other, more fearsome creatures Ben hadn’t tested his mettle against, their eyes wild and feral, their bodies cramped and twisted in their confined spaces.

“It’s a fucking monster farm,” Ben realized. “No wonder his vegetables suck so badly if he’s feeding energy into this bullshit.”

It was a monster farm, it had to be. There was no other explanation. Ben had stumbled upon a breeding ground where the greedy land baron was raising these creatures like livestock, for what purpose was anyone’s guess. Knowing Ashburn, Ben realized, he’d probably just witnessed their purpose for himself. Ashburn must use the monsters to intimidate and attack his enemies, to sabotage the competition, and to ambush traders on their way to or from Grimsby, eliminating the land baron’s competition.

The air was thick with the stench of decay and rot, and the ground was littered with bones and scraps, remnants of creatures that hadn’t survived the harsh conditions. The whole thing made Ben’s stomach burn with anger. His loathing for Ashburn was more powerful than ever. He didn’t like the meddlesome monsters, but they didn’t deserve to be treated like this.

Near the center of the makeshift farm, Ben spotted a figure—a demi-beast girl, her form delicate and frail, standing among the cages. She had soft, woolly white hair and downcast eyes, her shoulders slumped in exhaustion.

A sheep-girl… what had his Demi-Beast Husbandry called them? Ovina?

The sweet girl’s gentle nature was betrayed by the heavy chains around her wrists and ankles. Ben’s heart twisted at the sight of her, and he realized with horror that she was being forced to use her magic to keep the monsters alive, sustaining them with her own energy. Each breath she took seemed labored, her once-bright eyes now dull and empty, as though her spirit had been broken by the cruel task she was made to perform.

Ben felt a surge of rage boil up within him. Ashburn wasn’t just exploiting the land—he was exploiting demi-beasts, too. Ben had known this, intellectually. But the horror of actually seeing an enslaved demi-beast brought that knowledge to the forefront of his mind, piercing like a hot knife and making him almost blind with fury.

How could Ashburn force a creature as pure and innocent as this frail Ovina girl to nurture these monsters? He wished there was some way he could free the girl right then and there. But there was a good chance if he tried, he’d set all the monsters in a frenzy, which would endanger them both. Ben’s Combat skill wasn’t high enough to take on all those monsters at once, and he would never be able to forgive himself if his brash action harmed or killed the pretty Ovina.

Besides, he had three pregnant demi-beasts waiting at home. Even if he was willing to die a hero’s death fighting for the freedom of the enslaved girl, he couldn’t take the risk. His life wasn’t only his now that he had a family that depended on him.

Ben’s heart ached as he realized he would have no choice but to leave the Ovina chained up next to the monsters, at least until he came up with a better plan for freeing her than running in there like a mad man, swinging his staff in a lunatic rage.

But the sight of the sheep-girl’s misery and exhaustion solidified Ben’s resolve. He knew now, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Ashburn needed to be stopped. But he also knew that freeing one slave now wouldn’t be enough. Ashburn’s power and influence would only continue to spread unless he was taken down for good.

It’s up to me, he thought. Stick to the plan, Ben. Soon she’ll be free, along with all of Ashburn’s other slaves. And Grimsby will be free of him too, because if he doesn’t flee from this township with his tail between his legs, I’ll kill him with my own bare hands.

Ben clenched his fists, forcing himself to turn away. The best way to save her, and all the other demi-beasts suffering under Ashburn’s rule, was to gain enough strength and support to challenge him directly.

With angry determination burning in his heart, Ben slipped back to his cart and resumed his journey toward Grimsby, his desire for retribution stronger than ever.
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The market was alive with excitement as Ben set out his produce, the crates brimming with vibrant carrots, potatoes, and tomatoes that glistened under the sunlight, promising freshness and flavor that had long been missing in Grimsby. Villagers swarmed around his stand, their voices filled with genuine excitement as they admired the vegetables.

"Look at the color on these tomatoes! Not a single blemish," one woman exclaimed, holding a bright red fruit up to the light.

A man beside her picked up a potato, shaking his head in disbelief. "Never seen anything this clean in years! Ashburn’s crops are always half-wilted by the time they hit the market. And the price!” He shook his head, marveling at how much more affordable Ben’s produce was compared to what the townspeople were used to.

Ben couldn't help but feel a swell of pride as he watched their reactions.

Alicia was nearby, running a stand of items from the General Store, complete with the withered produce she usually offered. In fact, she seemed to have gone to an extra effort to display the most pitiful vegetables, in order to highlight the contrast with Ben’s Fair and Superior Quality goods.

"You’re all in for a treat, townspeople of Grimsby!” Alicia’s eyes twinkled as she playfully chimed in. “Ben here is going to be the biggest farmer in the region soon enough," she declared, her tone full of confidence and pride.

Villagers nodded in agreement, their faces lighting up with hope. For many of them, it had been years since they’d seen food that wasn’t a shriveled, overpriced remnant of what it should be. And, every time a child approached Ben’s stall, he snuck them a carrot or a tomato to snack on, ruffling their hair and telling them to tell their friends.

Ben’s first moment of nerves occurred when he caught sight of the magistrate, Alicia’s father, Horace Steelwright, descending from a horse-drawn carriage at the center of the market square. The old man had his eyes pinned on Ben, his face twisted into a scowl. Ben glanced at Alicia, in the stall next to his, and noticed she looked nervous too.

That didn’t do much to ease Ben’s fears, but he straightened his back, took a deep breath, and prepared himself to meet the most important man in Grimsby.

As the magistrate approached, Ben took in the frail, stooped figure with a flash of pity. Steelwright moved slowly, leaning heavily on the arm of a stout, watchful aide who no doubt doubled as his bodyguard. It was difficult to tell if it was the presence of the formidable-looking aide, or the magistrate himself, commanding a path to clear in the bustling market without a word.

Even bent with age, there was a sharpness in Steelwright’s gaze—a gleam of intellect that seemed to pierce through any pretense or flattery. His face was creased with lines of age and care, his complexion pale and weathered, as if the years had etched every decision, worry, and hard-won victory into his skin.

His silver hair, thinned but neatly combed, lent him an air of dignity, and despite his physical frailty, his bearing was one of quiet authority. The townsfolk looked on with somber respect, each person he passed offering a nod or a soft-spoken greeting.

As Ben stepped out from behind his stall to meet the man, he felt a twinge of unease, understanding from Alicia just how serious an audience with the magistrate truly was. And it was even doubly so for a man who wished to ask for the magistrate’s daughter’s hand in marriage in the very near future.

When Steelwright reached him, he studied Ben thoughtfully, his piercing gaze sweeping over him with what felt like a blend of appraisal and… after a long time, during which Ben felt himself begin to sweat… eventual approval.

Then, in a gesture that felt weightier than the act itself, Steelwright extended a thin, veined hand toward Ben, gracing him with a rare smile. The handshake was surprisingly firm for someone so physically diminished, and Ben sensed that while Steelwright might be unwell, his mind remained as sharp as ever. Around them, the crowd hushed, townspeople glancing between Ben and the magistrate, clearly recognizing the significance of the magistrate’s approval.

“My daughter has told me good things about you, son.” He studied Ben's vegetables with an approving nod. "She’s a difficult girl, and inclined to fancy. But I love her, and I respect her opinion, even when we don’t agree. However this does not appear to be one of those times… What I see here is impressive work, lad. Impressive work, indeed. It has been to my shame that this town has suffered in recent years, and I’m eager to see Grimsby flourish again. We could use more of this quality."

"Thank you, sir," Ben said respectfully. "I appreciate your kind words more than you know. In fact, if it’s not too forward of me… I’d be honored if you and Alicia joined me for dinner sometime soon. I have a few ideas I’d love to discuss, maybe some future business proposals."

The magistrate smiled, clearly interested, and nodded. "I'd like that very much, Nickels. It’s good to see young folk putting some heart back into this place."

He did a short circuit of the market, stopping to talk with all the sellers for a moment, before returning to his carriage and riding away once more. When the magistrate was gone, the crowd suddenly buzzed to life, exhilarated by the rare appearance of the respected old man.

Just as the atmosphere had reached a peak of warmth and excitement, however, another hush spread through the market.

Ben looked up to see Cornelius Ashburn striding down the market lane, accompanied by Lawrence Coalridge, the industrialist from Cinderfell. The two men couldn’t have looked more out of place: both wore sharply tailored suits, gleaming top hats, and brandished ornate canes. Their clothes were absurdly opulent compared to the worn, patched clothing of the townspeople, and as they moved through the crowd, their expressions were ones of barely veiled disdain.

Ashburn and Coalridge spoke loudly enough for everyone nearby to hear, as if intentionally broadcasting their every word.

"Desperate little town, isn’t it?" Coalridge sneered, looking around at the villagers with an expression of distaste. "These people will jump at any opportunity. I purchased some sweets for the children last week and their foolish parents practically begged me for work. Pathetic. But quite convenient for us."

Ashburn chuckled darkly, tapping his cane on the ground as he surveyed the crowd. "Oh, they’ll do whatever we tell them. After all, they don’t have much of a choice, do they? We own this town."

Ben watched as the villagers shrank back, the hope in their eyes dimming. Even in the face of such blatant disrespect, they didn’t speak up or show any anger—just a quiet, weary acceptance. Ben felt a surge of protectiveness for them, his jaw clenching as he fought the urge to confront Ashburn then and there.

But it was Ashburn who noticed Ben first. His sneer deepened as he approached Ben’s stand, his gaze lingering on the vibrant produce with a look of scorn.

"Well, well, well," he drawled, loud enough for everyone around them to hear. "Looks like the upstart farmer managed to scrape together a few decent vegetables. Though I’d hardly call this... respectable work. A measly garden farmer can’t compare to the grandeur of my estates."

Ben remained calm, though he felt a spark of anger flare in his chest.

"The townsfolk seem to think otherwise, Corny," he replied smoothly, laying emphasis on the insulting nickname as a few people hid looks of shock behind their hands. "Good food, grown with care, is something Grimsby deserves. And something you seem incapable of offering, despite your… grandeur, did you say? Looks more like pomposity to me."

Ashburn’s eyes narrowed, and he smirked with a derisive chuckle.

"Care? Is that what you call it?" He looked around, addressing the crowd more than Ben now. "This farm boy thinks he’s some kind of savior. But we all know what he's really doing with his... demi-beasts. We’ve heard of beast-sympathizers, but this dirty rustic is a beast-fucker and we all know it. It’s disgraceful, the way he flaunts his perversion in our faces. We can well imagine the kind of... improper behavior that goes on out at that farm of his. And you want to eat those vegetables? Disgusting. We don’t know where they’ve been."

A murmur rippled through the crowd, discomfort mixed with curiosity. Ben could feel the weight of their gazes on him, some wary, others uncertain. But he stood tall, refusing to let Ashburn’s implications sway him. He raised his voice, letting it ring out clear and strong.

"The reason my produce is better," he said, his eyes locking on Ashburn's, "is because my demi-beasts aren’t slaves. They work with me because they want to. They’re treated with kindness and respect—something Ashburn here doesn’t understand. If that sounds like perversion to you, you’re welcome to take your pleasure from Ashburn’s shriveled carrots… Though I’d be more inclined to wonder why his crops are half-dead by the time they reach this market. Where have they been? I’ve got compost that looks tastier than the rotted trash he tries to sell you as food."

The crowd stilled, absorbing his words. People glanced at each other, surprised by Ben's directness. Some nodded in agreement, while others looked back at Ashburn with newfound skepticism. Even Coalridge, who had been watching with a smug expression, shifted uncomfortably, noticing the changing tides.

Ben continued, his voice carrying conviction. "This town deserves better than the scraps it’s been given. It deserves fresh, healthy food that everyone can afford. It deserves respect—not just from the people who live here, but from those who profit off of it. And that’s why I’m here. To make a difference, not just for myself, but for all of you."

There was a long pause, the crowd hanging onto his every word. A murmur of agreement swept through them, growing louder as more villagers voiced their support. Ashburn’s face twisted with rage, his fists clenched around his cane.

“How dare you, you upstart nobody,” he sneered. “I own this town. And if you want to sell your wares here, you’ll show me the respect I deserve.”

“That’s exactly what I’m doing,” Ben said. “Showing you the respect you deserve. You deserve none.”

A woman gasped, and a few children burst into giggles before Ashburn caught them with a searing glare that sent them scampering into an alley.

“You’ve been warned, Nickels. I won’t let this insult go unpunished, mark my words.

But Ben wasn’t done. "Sure, Corny. Whatever you say. But in two days’ time," he declared, his gaze sweeping over the crowd, "I’ll have another harvest ready. And you’re all welcome to come and see it for yourselves. Because this farm belongs to the people, not just to one man."

A cheer went up from the crowd, their spirits lifted by his words. There was a change in the watching faces as they looked at him not just as a farmer, but as someone fighting for them—someone they could believe in.

Ashburn, meanwhile, looked like he was ready to explode. His face was red, his mouth opening and closing as if he were searching for a retort but couldn’t find one.

Coalridge placed a hand on Ashburn’s shoulder, attempting to calm him, though even he looked uncomfortable. Ashburn shook him off, turning to Ben with a glare that promised retribution. "You’ll regret this," he hissed, just loud enough for Ben to hear. "Wait and see. I’ll make you pay, you worm. I’ll grind your bones into fertilizer for my fields before I’m done with you."

“Maybe,” Ben said with a smile, completely undeterred by the threat. “They could certainly use the nourishment. But I don’t think I’ll ever regret standing up to you. Not nearly as much as you’ll regret underestimating me, and the people of Grimsby.”

As Ashburn and Coalridge departed the market square, their heels snapping against the cobblestones and their canes tapping hurriedly, the crowd’s quiet murmur became a low, simmering buzz.

Ben noticed how the townspeople's eyes tracked the two men, a mixture of anger and long-buried resentment flaring in their faces. Clearly unsettled, Ashburn glanced back just once, his eyes narrowing as if considering the implications of Ben’s growing popularity. But then he looked around at the unfriendly, narrowing expressions of the crowd and hurried on, his top hat bobbing above the heads of the retreating crowd, Coalridge following close behind, practically stumbling in his haste to keep up.

As the market slowly returned to its regular hum, townsfolk began to approach Ben, eager to share their stories and offer their thanks.

A tall man with calloused hands and a weathered face gripped Ben’s shoulder, his voice thick with emotion as he said, “It’s been a long time since anyone’s spoken up for us, lad. You’ve given us hope.”

Another woman, her hair streaked with gray and a deep scar visible on her arm, muttered bitterly, “Ashburn and his kind think they own us. They think they can take whatever they want and leave us with nothing.” Her tone softened as she looked at Ben. “But you... you’re different. You don’t just take. You give back. Thank you.”

One after another, the visitors to his stall spoke of the injustices they’d endured under Ashburn and the other land barons, from unfair taxes on their meager earnings to long, brutal work hours in the factories and fields with barely enough pay to scrape by.

Ben listened, humbled and moved, as they each recounted their experiences, realizing just how deep the oppression in Grimsby went and how desperately these people needed a change. He noticed Alicia standing nearby, her gaze proud and warm, her smile a private one meant only for him.

By the time the sun dipped low behind the crooked rooftops of the town, Ben had sold every single item he’d brought to the market, including the crates and baskets of veggies that Alicia had brought to town for him.

He hefted a heavy purse of copper and silver coins, feeling the weight of his successful day both physically and emotionally.

“I don’t think I’ve ever felt better about getting paid,” Ben said with a broad smile, he made his way to the General Store with Alicia, ready to settle his tab. “It feels good to work for a living, and to see that work pay off so quickly.”

Inside, the shop was quiet, warm, and welcoming. Alicia led him to the counter, where she pulled out her ledger with a grin.

“You know,” she teased, flipping to his page, “after all that, I’d say you’ve more than paid off what you owe me.” She held up the purse and gave it a little shake. “This... is far more than what I’ve got written in my ledger. I don’t even have to count it to know that.”

“Count it,” Ben chuckled, scratching his head. “Because I’ve got a long list of items to buy yet. I’ll pay off my tab and start a new one.”

Alicia sighed dreamily, rubbing his arm with her pale, slender fingers. “What do you need, Ben? I’d love to help.”

He pulled a folded list from his pocket and slid it across the counter. “I’ve got a few more supplies in mind, and… I was wondering if you could order a few things from that catalog the girls were so excited about, if you think you can guess their sizes?”

Alicia scanned the list, eyebrows lifting as she saw the dresses. She laughed, a light, airy sound that seemed to make the room a bit brighter.

“Oh, Ben, you don’t waste time, do you?” she blushed. “They’re already outgrowing the ones I saw them in? I guess Queen Quincie didn’t have much on to start with.”

“Well, she’s now refusing to wear clothes at all,” Ben said. “Which I obviously don’t mind. But if these curious villagers are going to come see Lucky Nickel Farms in action, I don’t want them to see quite that much action, if you know what I mean.”

Alicia bit her lip. “Not to mention my father… Ben, he… he really seemed impressed with you. I can’t believe he agreed to come to dinner. He turns down just about everyone who tries to schmooze him, you know.”

“It’s probably because he loves his daughter,” Ben said. “And it’s quite obvious his daughter loves this handsome rustic, whether it’s considered a good match or not.”

Alicia giggled, leaning against Ben’s chest and allowing him to wrap his arms around her waist. “I do love you,” she said. “It’s crazy, but it’s true. I think you stole my heart the moment you walked into my store… handsome rustic doesn’t go far enough to explain your magnetic pull, Ben Nickels. I feel like… I was made for you.”

“Mmm, I do like the sounds of that,” he murmured in her ear. “Alicia Steelwright, property of Benjamin Nickels. Once we deal with Ashburn and I ask for your hand in marriage, we can make it true. You’ll be mine officially, and I’ll be yours. And together we’ll grow that big old farm into something great.”

“Oooh, Ben, that would be so lovely.” She leaned her head back and accepted the kisses he lay across her throat, moaning with pleasure. “It’s all happening so fast, and yet… it can’t happen soon enough for me. I need you, Ben. My entire being aches for you.”

“Oh, I’ll make you ache all right,” he growled, kissing her creamy white cleavage and leaning her back against the counter. “Here,” he said, mouthing her hard nipples through the fabric of her dress before he moved lower. “Here,” he said, pretending to bite the warm mound between her legs. “And here,” he said, slipping his hands up her skirts and running his fingers up and down her cheeks, teasing just deep enough that she shivered at the promise.

Alicia gasped. “Mmmm, you’re not making it easier on me to wait.”

“I admit, I do enjoy torturing you, just a little bit,” Ben said with a grin. “But it will be worth it. The more you want it, when the time comes, the better it will be. ‘It’ being my rock hard cock in your—”

The door chime rang, and Ben stepped back from the furiously blushing shopkeeper.

“Oh, my,” Alicia said, panting slightly. “I’m feeling very warm, suddenly. What were we doing again?”

Ben leaned on the counter as if nothing untoward had been happening, giving a friendly wave to the old women who had just entered the store. Then he lifted the shopping list for Alicia to see. “You were gathering my order,” he said, then he lowered his voice to a whisper. “Like a good little farm wife.”

“One minute you’re clearing your debts, and the next, you’re…” Alicia licked her lips enticingly, “plunging right back in. I see how it is Mr. Nickels.”

“I do enjoy a good plunge.”

Alicia bustled behind the counter, putting a bit of space between them.

“Of course,” she leaned over the counter, a warm twinkle in her eye, “I’d be happy to order anything you like.”

They shared a quiet moment, the air thick with the unspoken understanding that something deeper was growing between them. Alicia touched his hand, her fingers lingering on his.

Then she hurried about, gathering everything he needed from her shelves and the storage room in the back, while the two old ladies watched Ben with knowing looks in their wrinkled faces.

They tittered quietly in the corner, and one of them grabbed Alicia’s arm as she passed and whispered something behind her wizened hand that made the shopkeeper turn the same color as her hair.

When Alicia came back to deliver the last of Ben’s order, he raised his eyebrows at her. “What did she say?”

“Uh…” Alicia glanced at the old women, who now had their backs turned to the couple. “She said if she was young enough, she’d use a piece of man-meat like you like a sausage through a grinder. It sounded a little violent to me, but she’s the butcher’s wife, so…”

Ben let out a guffaw, equally amused by the dirty old woman as he was Alicia’s embarrassment.

His laughter made the shopkeeper smile.

“Ben,” she said, packing the last of his supplies into a crate. “What you did today, standing up to Ashburn... it was brave. And it was exactly what this town needed to see.” She paused, her voice softening, “I needed to see it, too. I’m… proud of you. I’ve said it before, but I feel it more with every passing day. You give us all so much hope. I’ve never heard Mrs. Bunchurch say anything even remotely like that before. It’s like… the townspeople are coming alive again. They’re remembering what it’s like to live instead of just existing. I’m so, so glad you’re here.”

Ben smiled, feeling the warmth of her words reach deep into his heart. “Couldn’t have done it without you, Alicia. And who knows, with you as my future farm wife, maybe we’ll inspire more old biddies to let down their hair and make lewd comments at my expense. If I’m really lucky, maybe some young ladies, too!”

Alicia’s cheeks flushed a lovely shade of pink, but she didn’t look away. “Is that so? Well, farm husband,” she teased, leaning closer, “you better make sure those women, young or old, know I’m your wife. You can breed as many demi-beasts as you like, but if you want more ladies from town, you’ll run that by me, won’t you?”

“You’re the only human woman for me, Alicia,” Ben assured her, sneaking another quick kiss while the Butcher’s wife had her nose in a catalog. “Unless you find an especially nice girl that you approve of, that is.”

He gave her a wink and Alicia giggled.

They laughed together, but Alicia’s expression turned serious as she glanced toward the window.

“What’s the matter?” Ben asked. “You don’t want any other human girls? That’s okay too, you know. I’ll have my hands full with you and the demi-beasts.”

Alicia shook her head, her gaze distant.

“Our plan worked well, Ben,” she said. “But I’m worried. Ashburn’s not the type to take a defeat quietly. He looked furious, and with him... that can only mean trouble.”

“I thought the same thing,” Ben agreed, nodding. “He’s bound to try something. I can feel it.” He took a breath, gathering his thoughts. “But that’s what we want. That was the plan, remember? He’s too mad to think straight, and that means we’ve got him right where we want him.”

“But how will we know when he’ll strike?” Alicia asked in a whisper.

“I already set the date,” Ben said with a grin. “Two days from now, the day the villagers come to see the harvest. I guarantee he’ll want to strike then, to humiliate me in front of as many people as possible. We can make up some invitations for an evening garden party, just before dinner. You can bring your father, and we’ll eat together afterwards. Ashburn won’t be able to help himself, you’ll see.”

“And my father will see his corruption with his own eyes,” Alicia said, her eyes growing wide. “That’s a brilliant plan, Ben.”

“I told you,” he said. “Together we’ll be unstoppable.”

“But will it be safe?” she asked. “What do you think he’ll do?”

This time, Ben sighed, thinking of the pens of monsters he found on Ashburn’s land. “Well… so far, he’s only attempted to destroy my gardens by digging them up or by dumping a bucket of Corrosive Slime babies on them. But I have reason to believe he has more monsters at his disposal.”

Alicia’s forehead wrinkled worriedly. “But… keeping monsters is illegal, unless you have special permission from the capital.”

“I don’t know what kind of permission Ashburn has, if any,” Ben said. “But he is definitely holding and perhaps breeding them on his land. I think he’s been using them to disrupt trade and keep Grimsby reliant on his subpar goods.”

Alicia paled. “I knew he wasn’t a nice man, but that’s… horrible. I must tell my father so he can investigate!”

“Tell him,” Ben urged. “But ask him to wait until after the garden party. If Ashburn attacks my farm with his monsters, me and the girls will defend the villagers. And I’ll also make sure there are plenty of farm implements laying around to act as improvised weapons should any villagers wish to help. We have the advantage of knowing that he’s likely to attack, so he won’t be able to catch us by surprise. If nothing else, they can all hide inside the house until the fighting is over. The house is completely protected by the system, even if the farm isn’t yet. I’m confident that we can keep everyone safe.”

Alicia took a steadying breath and smiled at Ben, two bright spots blooming on her cheeks. “Oh, Ben. If you say so, I believe you. You’re a true hero. The system will be on your side, I just know it.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “But please do keep your father apprised of our plan. I don’t want him to think I’m recklessly endangering anyone’s lives, but especially not yours. I want both you and him to remain in the house until Ashburn is dealt with, just to be safe.”

She squeezed his hand, a quiet promise in her eyes. “Consider it done. I’ll make and distribute the invitations. My father and I will be there, as will the rest of the town. Thank you, Ben.”

They lingered in the quiet of the store for a moment, neither of them quite willing to break the connection. Then, with a shared smile, Ben leaned in, cupping her cheek as he pressed a warm, lingering kiss to her lips. Alicia responded, her fingers curling into his shirt, pulling him closer. When they finally parted, she looked up at him with a breathless smile. “Gods, I can’t wait to be a farm wife.”

With one last, longing look, they said their goodbyes, and Ben left the General Store with his crate tucked under his arm. As he left, he caught sight of old Mrs. Bunchurch leering at him. Then she turned back toward Alicia and made a grinding motion with her hand.

As Ben loaded up his cart, he couldn’t help chuckling to himself over the unexpected behavior of the two old women. But it was a good sign that they approved of Alicia’s match with him. Opinions in town must be evolving quickly. Ben was pretty sure he hadn’t seen a single townsperson smile until the market that afternoon, and now, as he left town with his cart rattling behind him, everyone he passed in the street had a smile for him.

Even the guards, who had once joked about coming to loot his cart after the Scavengers were done with him, now waved a friendly goodbye and wished him safe travels.

Amazed at the change that had occurred in such a short time, Ben pulled away from Grimsby, his heart full of hope and determination.

Tomorrow, there would be work to do as he plotted Ashburn’s downfall. For now, though, he was content, knowing he had the support of a woman as strong and kind as Alicia by his side, and his sweet demi-beast brides at home, waiting for his safe return.


29
Preparations


Pale light crept softly across Lucky Nickel Acres, casting a gentle silver glow over the mist-shrouded landscape. Dew clung to every leaf and blade of grass, shimmering like tiny jewels as the first rays of sun filtered through the haze. The air was thick and cool, filled with the earthy scent of damp soil and fresh greenery. Wooden fences, dark and slick with moisture, stood in sharp relief against the pale mist that hung low over the fields, their rough surfaces glistening under the soft touch of dawn. The world was hushed, every sound muffled by the lingering fog, as if patiently waiting for the promise of the day ahead.

Ben was up earlier than usual—though he’d made time for his breeding duties before getting out of bed—and now he was ready to tackle the day. He took a deep breath and enjoyed the peacefulness of the farmyard in the earliest hours. Behind him, still yawning and stretching sleepily, his girls stumbled out of the house. But as they set foot on the porch, the sleepiness seemed to vanish as excitement took its place.

There was a sense of energy in the air, thrumming below the quiet veneer of the morning, just waiting to be unleashed. They had a big couple of days ahead of them as they prepared for the big day tomorrow—their Garden Party, where the villagers of Grimsby would see for themselves the difference between Ben and Ashburn.

Of course, while the villagers would come expecting to see a fruitful, thriving farm, they all knew Ashburn would undoubtedly come as well, bringing trouble. They’d be ready for both.

Ben was standing in front of the large barn, sizing up the work that remained. The girls had finished the repairs on the small barn the night before, which left the large barn the final item on the checklist for turning the farm officially into a Farmstead in the system. Ben grinned as he appraised the structure, one more challenge to be overcome.

The barn was sturdy, but years of neglect had taken a toll. Planks were rotting, hinges rusted, and sections of the roof had warped under the strain of time and weather. Spirit was beside him, her gaze focused, hands on her hips as she studied the barn with a determined expression. Her normally gentle, eager energy had a sharper edge to it today, and she looked ready for anything.

"Alright, Spirit," Ben said, handing her a hammer. "Let's shore up the walls first. I think if we reinforce these beams, we’ll have a much stronger frame. We can tackle the roof after that."

She grinned, taking the hammer with a nod. "Sounds like a plan. Think we’ll get it done by noon?”

Ben chuckled, rolling up his sleeves. “We don’t have much choice, do we? The system’s waiting for this last repair before it grants us Farmstead status. Once that’s done, the whole farmyard will become a true safe zone.”

Spirit’s ears perked up, and she smiled, her tail flicking with excitement. “That’s going to be incredible. No monsters, no intruders—it’ll be like a fortress of peace. But we’ve got to get there first.”

“We’ve got to get almost there,” Ben reminded her. “I don’t want to complete the barn until after Ashburn makes his attempt. It will be hard to prove he’s the one sabotaging us if the system stops him from making his next attack. Once he’s been exposed as the corrupt, manipulative bastard he is to the magistrate and all the people, then we can put the finishing touches on the barn.”

“If I didn’t know you were a hero, I might suspect you of being an evil genius,” Spirit said, whinnying with laughter. “Who knew you could be so devious!”

Ben waggled his eyebrows at her. “Just be glad you’re on my side, little miss.”

She giggled again, then swung her hammer around her fingers, demonstrating her eagerness to get started.

As they worked, hammering in fresh nails and replacing weakened boards, Ben looked over his shoulder to see Quincie prowling the perimeter. Her cat ears twitched with every little sound, and her eyes darted around, always on alert. She looked intense, focused, and ready to pounce at a moment’s notice. It was comforting to have her patrolling the grounds. Despite her playful nature, Quincie was as fierce as any warrior, and she had made it her personal mission to keep an eye out for Ashburn’s spies and the harpy woman she’d spotted on multiple occasions.

The fact that she chose to make her patrols naked was just a bonus, as far as Ben was concerned. He just hoped Alicia would be able to find some suitable clothes for her before the party.

“See anything suspicious yet, Quincie?” Ben called over to her, pausing for a moment.

She flicked her tail and smirked. “Not yet, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t out there. I can feel someone watching… probably that bird-brained harpy. She’s sneaky, but she can’t hide forever.” Her eyes gleamed with excitement, and she flashed Ben a toothy grin. “My kitties will be ready for her and her delicious fat birdies when she shows herself.”

Ben nodded, appreciating her vigilance. “Just keep alert. We don’t want to scare her away. If you want those delicious fat birdies to be on the menu regularly, we need to make the Harpy feel safe. Remember, Ashburn and his stooges are our enemy. The Harpy might be our friend.”

“Your friend,” hissed Quincie. “She’s my food. And I’m not going to let her forget it!”

Ben rolled his eyes. “You talk tough, little queen. But if you want your cream tonight, you’ll play nice.”

Grumbling, the naked cat-girl slunk off into the grasses, her tail held high and twitching.

As he turned back to the barn, Rosie approached, pushing a large wheelbarrow full of compost mixed with pig manure for the garden. She handled the heavy load with ease, giving Ben an amused look as she passed. “Don’t worry about the Harpy,” she said. “Gruff has seen her, too, and she’s a big one. Quincie would make a nice little snack for a bird like that, no matter how tough she talks. Most Harpies that deal with domestic fowl are also aligned with wild birds. She might be a hawk or eagle type, which are rare and powerful. If she’s drawn to you rather than afraid, my money is on one of those.”

“So, she’s not like… a Chicken Harpy?” Ben asked with a laugh. “I admit, that’s kind of what I was picturing.”

Rosie laughed, snorting faintly. “She might be. Chicken Harpies can be pretty feisty. But Gruff said she’s big, and Chicken Harpies are usually smaller demi-beasts.”

“Either way,” Ben said. “Her curiosity has me curious, too. It would be nice to have some birds on the farm. But Rosie… I’ve been meaning to ask this, and I don’t know how to do it without sounding like a jerk… Don’t you feel bad for the animals who will end up as food, as a Guardian, I mean?”

Rosie sighed, setting down her wheelbarrow, and wiping an arm across her brow. “It’s always sad to say goodbye to an animal you’ve protected for its whole life,” she said. “But some animals just aren’t meant for anything else. Even with pigs, there are some that have enough system magic flowing through them that I can communicate with them like any other person. Like Gruff, for example.”

“What about his sows?” Ben asked, curious.

“The sows he chose are just pigs, we call them mundane animals, with no magic ability. They listen to him and do what he says, and he tells them what I want, but I don’t have any ability to communicate with them directly.”

Ben considered this. “So, are most animals mundane?”

“It really depends,” Rosie said. “Some animals, like horses, cats, and dogs all have some system magic, meaning their demi-beasts can talk to all of them to some extent. But domesticated farm animals—cows, chickens, pigs, sheep, goats—are mostly mundane, with only a rare few uplifted by the system’s magic. Wild animals are more likely to be uplifted, but most of them are not.”

“That’s why they need Demi-Beast Guardians to protect them?” Ben guessed.

“We protect them and keep their populations healthy,” Rosie said. “Which also means we occasionally have to cull mundane animals, or allow predators to do the culling for us. It’s the circle of life, as they say. We can’t protect all animals from harm all the time, or ecosystems would fall apart.”

“Interesting,” Ben said, then he grinned. “So you’re telling me I don’t have to feel guilty for wondering how long it will be after the sows give birth until we’re producing our own bacon?”

Rosie snorted again. “No need to feel guilty. I’m counting down the days until we have bacon for breakfast, too. Usually pigs are butchered between five and six months of age.”

“Thanks, Rosie,” he said. “And thanks for helping with the fertilizer. I’m curious to see how it goes now that you get a bonus from my farming skill.”

“I’ll keep you posted, boss,” she said with a wink, picking up the wheelbarrow and carting it away, her juicy bottom bouncing with each step.

Ben watched as she spread the mixture across the garden beds, moving methodically from row to row, admiring her overflowing breasts and too-short skirt for one more day before Alicia came with the new outfits. Ben thought once the Garden Party was over, he would just let the girls walk around naked, if that’s what they preferred, because he sure never got tired of looking at them.

The garden looked even more impressive today, too; the plants had grown taller and thicker, their leaves lush and green. Some of the tomatoes were already ripening, blushing red against the verdant foliage. The sight of it filled Ben with a surge of pride.

“These veggies are going to knock the villagers’ socks off,” Rosie called out, pausing to wipe her brow. “I mean, they’re practically bursting out of the soil already. If they grow as quickly as the last batch, you’ll have Fair Quality plants ready for harvest this evening. You think they’ll make it to Superior Quality by tomorrow?”

Ben nodded, hoping that the extra fertilizer and compost would give them that final push. “With any luck. It seems once the plants are mature, the longer they stay in the soil, receiving water and nutrients, the higher quality they become. Superior Quality produce will really show the townsfolk the difference between how we work here and how Ashburn does things. It’ll give them hope.”

Rosie grinned, her pink ears flicking with humor in her golden curls. “And it’ll make Ashburn furious. Can’t wait to see the look on his face.”

Ben chuckled, but then his gaze grew serious.

“Speaking of Ashburn… we need to be prepared for whatever he might throw at us tomorrow,” he said. “I have a feeling he won’t take our success lying down. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s planning an attack—maybe using those monsters he’s been breeding.”

Spirit looked up from the hammering, a flash of concern in her eyes. “Do you really think he’d attack with the villagers here?”

“I think he’s desperate enough,” Ben replied grimly. “If he can ruin me in front of everyone, he’ll take it. That’s why we’re leaving all these tools around the farmyard. Rakes, hoes, pitchforks, shovels… if anyone needs to defend themselves, they’ll have what they need.”

Rosie let out a low growl, her hands tightening around the shovel she was holding. “Let him try. Those monsters won’t stand a chance against us. I’ll trample them myself if I have to.”

Ben gave her an appreciative nod, then looked to Spirit, whose gentle face was steeled with resolve. “Spirit, do you think the villagers will be safe inside the farmhouse if things go south?”

Spirit nodded firmly. “The house is already a safe zone. If anything happens, we’ll make sure the women, children, and elders get inside. Quincie and I can help guide them while you and Rosie take care of whatever trouble comes our way.”

Quincie’s ears perked up at the mention of her name, and she trotted over, her tail flicking and eyes narrowed. “Yeah, right! I’m not helping no elders. I’m fighting on the front lines. Me and my kitty army are ready for anything. Those Mongrels and Scuttlers won’t know what hit them.”

“All right, then,” Spirit said, rolling her eyes at the too-feisty cat-girl. “Fine. I’ll help them. And when I’m done, me and my horses will run those monsters into the dirt.”

“Maybe monster guts will make good fertilizer!” Rosie snorted again. “Seriously, though. We’ve got this Ben. Demi-beasts are all trained fighters. We deal with monsters all the time. And if Ashburn and his men show up, too, well… they aren’t that different from monsters in my eyes. I don’t mind feeding them to the pigs, if you know what I mean.”

Ben’s heart swelled with pride and gratitude as he looked at his team. They were strong, capable, and fiercely loyal, each one determined to protect the farm they’d worked so hard to build.

“Not to sound calloused, but I’m almost hoping Ashburn does try,” Ben said. “I’d love to pound his top hat into the dirt.”

“Me too,” Spirit said, her pink tail flicking behind her.

“Me three,” Rosie said with a grin.

Quincie cocked her head to the side, not entirely sure what number came after three. “Me… uh… ten?”

The others laughed, causing Quincie to hiss and mutter cusses under her breath, threatening each of them with scratched eyeballs and bitten toes.

Ben wiped the sweat from his brow and leaned on his hammer, looking around at the farm. “All right, enough bickering. Back to work before I decide you all need another lesson in manners.”

Rosie scrunched her nose. “Is that a threat or a promise?”

“Sounded a bit like a promise to me,” Spirit said playfully, biting her lip as she eyed Ben’s shirtless physique. “I could use a break…”

“We just got started,” Ben said with a laugh. “Let me rephrase that. Back to work, and when we’re done, I’ll give each of you a good, deep dicking as a reward.”

Quincie perked up her ears, her golden eyes flashing. “I won’t scratch anyone’s eyes out if you promise to give me the most cream.”

“Save your eye scratching for Ashburn and his henchmen,” Ben said, picking up another board and carrying it to the barn. “And I’ll make sure you get more cream than you can take in one sitting.”

Quincie leaped onto a fencepost and purred loudly. She gave the other two a satisfied smile, like she’d won something they hadn’t. “Master says I get the most cream because I’m the best kitty. Take that, sluts!”

Then she bounded away.

Rosie and Spirit looked at each other, suppressing smiles behind their hands, and barely holding back their laughter.

“Don’t say anything,” Ben warned. “If that’s what it takes to keep her on her best behavior, I’m willing to let her believe whatever she wants to believe.”

“Yes, Master,” Spirit and Rosie said in unison.

Then they burst into giggles they could no longer contain. It was Ben’s turn to roll his eyes and get back to work.

[image: image-placeholder]

Ben stood on the farmhouse porch, watching the magistrate’s steam-carriage approach, with Alicia at the wheel. His nerves were already taut, strung tight by the weight of his plans for the Garden Party and the underlying worry of Ashburn’s expected interference. But he was excited, too. If everything went according to plan, soon they’d be rid of the meddlesome land baron for good.

Ben forced himself to take a deep breath, savoring the fresh morning air, tinged with the scent of damp earth and blooming wildflowers. The farm had never looked better. The gardens were huge and lush, the vegetables growing to an enormous size thanks to the extra fertilizer and additional growing time. When he harvested a few of each type to check the quality, he found almost cartoonishly large vegetables, rated Superior Quality with three gold stars in the system. There would be no room for Ashburn or his supporters to argue with the obvious superiority of Ben’s produce now.

The barns were freshly mended with all but the final touches complete on the large barn. The farmyard had a protective hum about it that Ben could sense, but it wasn’t completely impenetrable. He had no doubt that an angry land baron, his stooges, and his monsters would be able to get in to attempt their attack. Which was just what Ben wanted.

The girls were bustling around in their makeshift finery—Alicia had sent some of her old dresses ahead via a delivery coach, which she’d attempted to alter to fit each of Ben’s very pregnant females. While she had ordered the dresses he’d requested from the capital, it would be a few weeks before they arrived, and she didn’t think it would be proper to have the girls running about naked or in their skimpy scraps on the day of the party.

Ben thought they looked beautiful either way, but it was nice to see them all dressed up for the big day.

The carriage rolled to a stop, and Alicia stepped off first, her eyes shining with excitement and nerves. She was wearing a lavender dress with lace trimming, her auburn hair pulled back into a simple but elegant braid. She looked at Ben and gave him a reassuring smile, though he could see the anxious flicker in her gaze.

Her father, Horace Steelwright, emerged from the pumpkin-shaped passenger carriage slowly, aided by his bodyguard, who carefully supported the elderly magistrate’s frail frame. Despite his physical weakness, the magistrate’s expression was stern and commanding, his eyes sharp as he took in the surroundings.

Ben swallowed, feeling a bit of awe—and a lot of pressure. Horace Steelwright was an important man, and today, Ben needed him as an ally.

“Mr. Steelwright,” Ben greeted respectfully, stepping forward to offer his arm. “Welcome to Lucky Nickel Acres. We’re honored to have you join us today.”

The magistrate nodded, accepting Ben’s help as he made his way up the steps, moving with deliberate slowness.

“Thank you, young man,” he said, his voice low and gravelly, though there was a spark of curiosity in his eyes as he glanced around. “I must say, Alicia has told me much about your work here, but I wasn’t entirely sure what to expect.”

Alicia gave Ben a quick, approving nod. “I’m just going to park the carriage. Is that copse of trees across the road alright?”

“Yes, that’s fine,” Ben said. “Do you need a hand?”

“No, that’s fine,” she assured him, blushing a pretty pink. “Please take care of my father and I’ll meet you inside once I’m well hidden.”

She wanted it out of sight, just in case any of Ashburn’s spies happened by, which Ben thought was an excellent idea. He watched her go, then turned his attention back to the magistrate, guiding him into the house.

Once inside, Ben led the magistrate to a comfortable chair by the window, where he would have a perfect view of the garden. “I hope this suits you,” Ben said, setting him up with a soft cushion and a small side table for refreshments. “If there is any trouble this afternoon, you’ll be safe here.”

Horace Steelwright settled in with a grunt, glancing out at the vibrant garden with something close to approval. He didn’t acknowledge Ben’s comment about trouble, and Ben had a flash of worry that Alicia hadn’t told him what to expect. He suddenly wished she were here, so he could make sure her father was up to speed on their operation.

“Fine spot you have here, Ben,” the magistrate admitted, his voice softening just a bit. “It’s rare to see such care put into the land these days. Most men seem content to wring it dry without a thought to what comes next.”

“That’s exactly why I wanted to do things differently,” Ben replied earnestly, feeling a surge of pride. “This land has been left alone for a long time. It deserves respect, not exploitation.”

Alicia returned just then, a subtle blush coloring her cheeks as she met Ben’s gaze. She walked over to her father, her demeanor shifting slightly to one of quiet respect as she adjusted his chair, smoothing a blanket over his lap.

Ben couldn’t help but feel a warm flutter in his chest at the sight—her gentle, matter-of-fact care reminded him of why he was so drawn to her. She wasn’t just a wealthy girl playing shopkeeper; she had a genuine heart, one that matched his own goals for the farm.

When she caught his eye, Ben mouthed the words Did you tell him? behind the magistrate’s back. Alicia bit her lip and nodded once, sharply. But Ben thought he’d caught a hesitation in her response, which did nothing to alleviate his concern.

Moments later, Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie entered the room, each wearing one of Alicia’s old dresses. The generous shopkeeper had tailored each one as best as she could in the limited time, hemming and adjusting them to fit the girls. Spirit looked radiant in a soft green dress that complemented her prismatic hair and iridescent skin. She moved with graceful energy, her smile bright as she greeted the magistrate with a cheerful, “Hello, Mr. Steelwright! It’s so nice to finally meet you! Alicia and I have been friends since she was a little girl, did she tell you that?”

The magistrate’s stern expression softened at Spirit’s enthusiasm. “Quite a lively one, aren’t you?” he said with a faint smile. “Sometimes I find it difficult to keep up with all the things my daughter tells me, but yes. You have come up more than once, my dear. Alicia tells me you’re fond of horses?”

“Oh, I adore them!” Spirit replied, eyes shining. “They’re like family to me. I brought some of my herd here to help out, if you’d like to meet them after the party, sir. I’ve heard you’re fond of them as well, which is how I know you must be as good a man as Alicia has always told me you are.”

Ben saw the faintest glimmer of a smile touch the magistrate’s lips. “Perhaps I will, young lady. It’s been some time since I’ve been around good horses. And you’re quite right. I’ve always admired the beasts… so strong, and noble, and free, and without any need for human interference. Much to admire.”

Next, Rosie stepped forward, looking somewhat uncomfortable in her navy-blue dress. The fabric was a bit stiffer than she was used to, and Ben could see her fingers twitch as if she wanted to be anywhere but inside this formal attire. But the blue dress contrasted beautifully with her golden curls, which she’d styled in such a way that her pink ears were hardly visible. The dress gave her curves a crisp outline that would have made the most fashion-conscious noblewoman in the capital do a double take.

She offered a respectful nod to the magistrate, her face a little flushed, but her big brown eyes were steely with resolve.

“Sir,” she greeted him, her voice quiet but steady. “I’m Rosie. I care for Ben’s pigs here on the farm, and help with the gardens when I can. It’s an honor to meet you.”

Horace gave her an approving nod. “I’m impressed, my dear. You look as strong as Alicia tells me, but she failed to mention what a looker you are too.”

“I did not!” Alicia protested. “In fact, I believe I proclaimed rather loudly how jealous I am of her proportions.”

The old man’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “Ahh, perhaps it’s just that I didn’t believe it was true until I saw with my own eyes. Very good, dear. It’s clear you all take great pride in this place.”

“Thank you, sir,” Rosie replied, straightening a bit, though she looked relieved to step back and let Quincie have her turn.

Quincie practically bounced forward, her dress a bright shade of yellow that clashed wonderfully with her excitable personality. She fidgeted, pulling at the skirt, her tail flicking with impatience.

“How do you do, sir?” she said, trying her best to stand still, though her ears kept twitching. “As you can see, I’m very happy and very comfortable to be meeting you. Because I am very good at these things. All things. I’m the best. Especially at being happy and comfortable in this stupid dress.”

Despite her attempts at formality, she couldn’t quite contain herself, hissing under her breath about the “itchy fabric” and “silly ruffles.”

“I can’t say I blame you,” the magistrate said, barely managing to cover his smile. “Though you do look quite fetching. I’ve heard you’re the one who used to keep Grimsby free of pests and small monsters, before some fool interfered with you. Is that true?”

Quincie growled, then caught herself and forced a fake smile. “Yes, my army and I hunted the streets of Grimsby for many years. We were very good at it. The best. And I never had to wear stupid dresses, either. But I won’t come back to help you anymore because they tried to put me in a cage. So there.”

“I see,” the magistrate said, more thoughtfully than Ben would have guessed her statement warranted. “I’m sorry to hear that. But I do understand. I wouldn’t like to live in a cage, so I can hardly expect you to, can I?”

“That’s right,” Quincie said. “You’re smarter than the rest of them. I guess that’s why you’re the boss guy, huh?”

Ben stifled a chuckle, noting the way Quincie’s ears and tail betrayed her constant annoyance with the outfit. She shot him a look, catching the amusement in his eyes, and gave a tiny, personalized hiss before smoothing her skirt and offering a surprisingly graceful curtsy.

Once the girls had gone outside to continue their preparations, the atmosphere in the room grew more serious. Ben turned to find the magistrate watching him with a contemplative look.

“It’s… quite unusual, what you have here,” he finally said, his voice carrying the weight of years of deeply held assumptions. “I’ve always known demi-beasts to be difficult, stubborn, even dangerous without restraints. Those chains they make in the capital… they’re not pretty, but we’re told they’re necessary. Essential, even, for everyone’s safety.”

His gaze drifted to the window where Spirit, her iridescent hair catching the light as she arranged flowers above the barn door. “Then I see these creatures of yours… just look at her, her eyes are so bright and free of the dull, defeated look I’ve taken for granted all these years. And the way she speaks of her horses… why it’s just like Alicia when she’s speaking of something she’s passionate about. The very same.”

Ben nodded, understanding the weight of the magistrate’s words. He’d encountered the prejudice, the mistrust, and the ingrained belief that demi-beasts were nothing more than beasts who would turn feral without control. He chose his words carefully, not wanting to come off as disrespectful but determined to make his point clear.

“Sir, I understand where you’re coming from,” he began. “It’s what everyone’s been taught, isn’t it? That demi-beasts need to be controlled, that they’re somehow less than human. But I think it’s because nobody’s given them a chance to be anything else. The demi-beasts on Lucky Nickel Acres are here because they want to be. They’re not slaves or prisoners—they’re my partners. My friends. My family.” He glanced out the window, watching Quincie chasing after one of her stray cats, her tail twitching with excitement, and a warm smile softened his face. “They’re no different from us in that they want freedom, safety, and purpose. Give them that, and they’ll give you loyalty in return.”

The magistrate tilted his head, looking more closely at Ben as he weighed these words. “Loyalty,” he murmured, almost to himself. “That’s a word I wouldn’t expect to hear in connection with demi-beasts. Though, I suppose Alicia has been trying to tell me this for years. I’m an old man, and it’s hard to change a lifetime of beliefs. I grew up believing that if you didn’t control a demi-beast they were liable to run away at best, and at worst, attack you viciously.”

“They are loyal,” Ben insisted. “They’re more than capable of protecting themselves if they need to, but they’re not inherently violent or untrustworthy. If a person releases a demi-beast from captivity and they get attacked, I’m inclined to believe they’ve done something to deserve it. If you treat these girls with kindness, show them respect, they’ll respond in kind. They’re no different from us in that way.”

The magistrate’s gaze returned to Ben, his expression thoughtful. “It’s clear these demi-beasts of yours are… different,” he admitted, casting another glance toward the pink-haired pony-girl in her pretty new dress. “I’ve never seen captive demi-beasts look so healthy or so… spirited. The ones in the capital, on the land barons’ farms… they’re shadows of themselves, beaten down and wary. But these girls… they’re something else.”

Ben nodded, feeling a surge of pride. “That’s because they’re not living in fear here. They’re not under anyone’s thumb. They choose to stay because they want to. They work hard because they care about this farm just as much as I do. That’s what makes the difference, Mr. Steelwright.”

The magistrate stroked his chin, still clearly grappling with the concept. “It’s a hard thing to wrap one’s mind around, but I can see with my own eyes that they look happier here than any demi-beast I’ve ever encountered.”

He gave Ben a steady look, his gaze both admiring and uncertain. “Perhaps there’s something to your way of doing things after all, young man. I may not be fully convinced… but I’d be a fool to ignore the proof standing before me.”

He nodded toward the window where Spirit had noticed him watching and offered the old man a warm smile and hearty wave before flitting across the farm yard to join Rosie at the pig pen.

Alicia had remained silent through this exchange, a complicated expression on her face. Ben knew she’d been trying to convince her father of these facts for years, so she likely felt a mixture of emotions at finding he was finally beginning to listen.

Ben felt a swell of satisfaction. He knew it would take time for people like the magistrate to change their beliefs, but this was a start. And that was all he needed. If he could start with the magistrate, the other townspeople wouldn’t be far behind.

“There’s something else we must speak of,” the magistrate said, straightening in his chair.

“Ashburn,” Ben said, knowingly, casting a glance at Alicia as she pressed her lips together nervously. “Alicia has told you what we expect?”

“My daughter has informed me of the, ah, concerns you have about today’s gathering,” the magistrate began slowly, his gaze sharp as he studied Ben’s face. “I’d like to think it’s mere paranoia, but... I’ve seen enough in my years to know that men like Ashburn don’t respond well to defiance. And I hear you made a fool of him in the market, the other day. That was an imprudent move for someone who wishes to stay in business in Grimsby.”

Ben nodded, keeping his voice steady. “Ashburn has made it clear that he doesn’t intend to let this farm succeed if he can help it. There’s no advantage to pretending he’s something he’s not. It’s about time someone stood up to him, sir, if you don’t mind my saying so. He’s gotten away with too much.”

The magistrate gave a slow, thoughtful nod. “I’m no friend of Ashburn’s, Ben. I’ve seen him twist the system, bleed the land dry, and intimidate anyone who gets in his way. But I’ve also seen him wield a frightening amount of influence, especially among those who believe his wealth means he’s somehow above the law.”

“Which is exactly why we wanted you here today, father” Alicia interjected, her voice soft but firm. “We need someone with authority to witness whatever happens. If Ashburn does make a move, then we’ll have more than just rumors to stand against him. And if the townspeople witness it too, no one will accuse me of manipulating you for the gain of my… friend.”

“Friend, is it?” The magistrate looked at his daughter, then back to Ben, his expression unreadable. Alicia blushed deeply. Finally, he gave a slight nod, leaning back in his chair. “Well, I’ll be here, and I’ll watch. If Ashburn thinks he can pull a stunt like what you expect from him, he’s going to find himself facing not just you, but the authority of the capital as well. I might be old, but I’m better connected than he is. I will see he’s brought to justice.”

Ben felt a surge of gratitude and determination, bowing his head respectfully. “Thank you, sir. Knowing we have your support means more than you know.”

The magistrate nodded, giving Ben a rare, approving smile before gesturing to the garden outside. “Now, let’s see how this all unfolds, shall we? And perhaps after all is said and done, you can show an old man some of those fine horses your young friend is so proud of.”

Ben smiled, sharing a quick look with Alicia, whose eyes sparkled with pride. The magistrate’s words felt like the last piece falling into place, giving him the confidence he needed. He took a steadying breath, ready for whatever the day would bring, knowing he wasn’t standing alone in this fight.


30
The Garden Party


Ben stood proudly by the gate, his heart swelling as he watched the townsfolk approaching his farm in small, cautious groups. They came up the dusty road with a mixture of curiosity and disbelief, as though they couldn't quite believe the invitation they'd received—a garden party where they could take home as much produce as they could pick? It was unheard of in Grimsby, a place where vegetables were expensive luxuries and every mouthful was measured.

But that’s what the invitations said, and now here was Ben acting like that’s exactly what they were going to get.

“Here you go,” Ben said, passing each family a sturdy wicker basket. He greeted them with a warm smile, watching their eyes go wide as he told them, “Help yourself to anything in the garden. It’s all yours for the picking.”

Some of the townspeople exchanged incredulous looks, as if waiting for the punchline, or perhaps for someone to jump out and declare it all a joke. But Ben simply nodded encouragingly, waving them onto the property with a reassuring smile. Hesitantly, they stepped past the gate, casting glances back at him, as though fearing he’d change his mind at any moment.

Soon, however, the air was buzzing with laughter and chatter as people began to relax, allowing themselves to take in the scene.

Spirit had gone all out decorating; she’d strung wildflowers above the barn doors, their colors vivid and cheerful against the weathered wood. She’d even braided garlands of blossoms around her horses' necks, making the animals look as if they’d stepped right out of a fairytale.

Now, she was leading the smallest of the horses around for the children to ride, and the kids were beside themselves with excitement, eyes wide with awe as they took turns clambering up onto the gentle creature’s back.

A gaggle of children, too young for the horse rides, had found Quincie and her army of cats, and were shrieking in delight as the kittens bounded around them, tails twitching and fur fluffed with excitement. The cats, rough and tumble as they were, took the attention in stride, allowing themselves to be cuddled, petted, and occasionally even dressed in hastily crafted flower crowns by eager little hands.

Even Quincie allowed the children to pet her tail, though Ben had heard her hiss a threat or two at a boy who tugged too hard.

Someone had brought out a fiddle, and soon others joined in, pulling out spoons, washboards, and any other makeshift instrument they could find.

The music started slowly at first, a few tentative notes, but soon it gained momentum, filling the air with a lively, rustic melody that seemed to animate the entire farm. Feet began tapping, hands clapping, and before long, people were stomping, singing, and dancing in the open space in front of the barn. The laughter was infectious, the music raucous, and it felt to Ben as though joy itself was alive, dancing among them.

In the garden, families marveled at the produce. The vegetables were enormous, each plant seeming to be in the prime of health. A woman picked a tomato nearly the size of her head, her mouth agape as she cradled it in her arms like a newborn. A man uprooted a carrot that stretched nearly as long as his forearm, laughing in disbelief as he showed it off to his companions.

“You leave that thing with your wife, Jim,” his friend said. “Maybe she won’t complain so much when you stay out late playing poker!”

The wives of the men shrieked with laughter, then hurriedly began digging for their own enormous carrots.

Someone had started a fire for roasting corn and potatoes, which steamed and sent their sweet scents wafting through the air.

Children dashed between the rows, gathering potatoes, cucumbers, and radishes, their little arms full of treasures they’d never seen in such abundance before. The garden was a sea of greens, reds, and oranges, a feast for both the eyes and the soul, and Ben could feel the gratitude emanating from the townsfolk as they marveled at the bounty.

“This is incredible, Ben,” Rosie said, her words coming out in a rush as she passed him, carrying a laden tray of drinks on one arm. “I’ve never seen so many happy people in my life!”

The pretty pig-girl moved among the crowd with a tray of refreshments, offering drinks and small pastries Ben had whipped up in the kitchen using recipes from his magical cookbook.

The townspeople accepted them eagerly, savoring each bite and sip as if they were nobles from the capital. When the trays emptied, Ben simply went back into the house, conjuring up another batch of treats as effortlessly as if he were setting out plates.

“Thank you, Mr. Nickels,” voice after voice said as smiling townspeople went out of their way to come by and offer their gratitude for the party. “Thank you. I’ve never seen so much joy. I can’t believe these are my neighbors! My children will remember this day for the rest of their lives. Thank you!”

Ben’s magic flowed easily today, buoyed by the festive energy around him. His cheeks ached from returning so many grins, but he couldn’t help himself from smiling. As happy as the people of Grimsby were, he was even happier to have been the one to inspire this change in their outlook. He felt as if everything was clicking into place with his new life, as if this was what Grimsby was meant to be like.

And it will be, he thought to himself. Once we get rid of the land barons, Grimsby can always be carefree and optimistic. We’ll make this happen!

All across the farm, people exchanged stories, caught up on gossip, and basked in the warmth of a gathering that felt entirely new to them, an escape from the harsh reality of their daily lives.

Alicia sidled up to Ben, her cheeks flushed with excitement. She was radiant, her eyes alight as she took in the joyful chaos around them. “I’ve never seen them so cheerful, Ben,” she murmured, her voice filled with wonder. “This… this is what they needed. A chance to live, to feel like there’s more to life than just scraping by.”

Ben looked at her, his heart swelling with a mixture of pride and something deeper, warmer.

“Well, I’m glad they’re here to share in it,” he said. “And you—you’ve done so much to help make this happen, Alicia. They owe a lot of this to you, too.”

Alicia squeezed his hand, her smile soft and a little shy. “You’re the one giving them hope, Ben. This farm of yours… it’s a light in the darkness. People need something to believe in, someone to show them that things can change. And I needed you too.”

Ben noticed the magistrate watching from the window, his face impassive but his eyes taking in every detail. He could see a glimmer of something softer in the older man’s gaze, a hint of approval, maybe even respect. It meant a lot; he knew that the magistrate’s support could be pivotal in the challenges to come.

All around him, his girls were making their rounds. Spirit was laughing with a group of children, letting them stroke her horse and answering their curious questions with enthusiasm. Rosie, despite her formal dress, had taken charge of the refreshments, her no-nonsense attitude cutting through any potential disorder. She kept things running smoothly, handing out drinks and directing the children away from the more delicate plants with a motherly firmness that surprised even Ben.

Quincie, on the other hand, had gathered a small following of her own, her cats weaving in and out of her legs as she darted around, half playing, half patrolling the farm’s boundaries.

The children especially loved her absurd names for the cats, shouting out for Captain Chicken Dinner and Fancy Fishsticks as they tried to catch them, only for the nimble creatures to dance out of their grasp each time.

Despite the laughter, the music, and the undeniable joy filling the air, Ben couldn’t shake the sense of anticipation that simmered beneath it all. He exchanged glances with his girls, each of them acutely aware of what was at stake.

Ashburn had taken notice of him, and Ben knew the man well enough by now to understand that he wouldn’t let the spectacle go unchallenged. But as he looked out over the farm, seeing the townspeople filling their baskets, sharing in the harvest, and dancing under the open sky, he could hardly believe anyone would be so hard-hearted as to wish to destroy this moment.

Ashburn’s anger and greed had no place here. This was his farm, his home, and he was willing to defend it with everything he had.

As the afternoon wore on and the sun began to sink lower in the sky, families started gathering their sleepy children, baskets heavy with produce, and making their way back toward the gate. Ben watched them with a sense of satisfaction, pride swelling in his chest. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was… off.

Just as Ben began to relax, a prickle of dread crept over him. From the far end of the property, past the fields and down by the road leading to town, he saw movement—shadows creeping closer.

A shiver ran down his spine. He shared a quick, tense glance with Spirit, who immediately stiffened, her hand drifting to the knife hidden at her belt. Quincie’s ears twitched, her eyes narrowing as she scanned the horizon, her playfulness replaced by a predatory focus. Rosie’s mouth set in a grim line as she positioned herself near the families, ready to help them if things went sideways.

Ben’s hands tightened around his staff, his resolve hardening. The joyous garden party was about to turn into something very different.

Hearing a noise behind him, Ben whirled to see more shadows coming up the road. His heart pounded as he watched the wave of monsters surge up the gravel path and spill across the fields. Even as the realization filled him with horror, Ben felt a surge of validation.

He had been right. Ashburn was completely out of control. He wasn’t just trying to sabotage the farm—he was launching an all-out assault, using an army of twisted creatures to bring Ben’s dream to ruin, with no regard for the villagers that stood between them.

The waves of monsters were being driven by men riding skeletal black horses and carrying long, snapping whips. Ashburn clearly had no intention of holding back. These weren’t ordinary saboteurs. They were a force of pure destruction.

All around him, women and children screamed in terror as men shouted for their wives and families to get back, to run for the house.

For a moment, dread gripped Ben, cold and paralyzing. He had underestimated Ashburn’s cruelty and his willingness to resort to horrors like this. But as he saw his girls spring into action, their movements sharp and full of purpose, Ben’s fears dissipated.

They had expected this. They were ready.

Spirit was already calling out commands, her voice steady and clear as she rallied the townspeople to safety, urging them inside the farmhouse. Rosie’s expression was as fierce as he’d ever seen it, her gaze set with determination as she moved toward the approaching horde with Gruff, the hulking boar, by her side. Quincie hissed, her eyes narrowing, as she dropped low to the ground, rallying her cat army with a flick of her tail.

The confidence and courage in their faces ignited something in Ben. The townspeople would be all right, and so would he and his girls. They would defend this place with everything they had, just like they’d planned.

Ben’s fear was replaced by a fierce resolve as he gripped his quarterstaff, feeling the magic of the system surge through him, filling him with strength and clarity.

“All right, Ashburn. Bring it on!” he shouted and charged forward to meet the first swell of monsters.

Villagers gathered around him, brandishing hoes, rakes, and pitchforks, ready to defend what little they had. The first wave of creatures reached them—Scuttlers, skittering forward with their chittering mandibles snapping, and Scavengers, snarling and snapping their jaws. Ben swung his quarterstaff, knocking a Scuttler back into the horde with a single, powerful strike. Around him, the townsfolk fought bravely, swiping at the creatures with their makeshift weapons. While their strikes weren’t as powerful as his, they were holding their ground, working together to repel the swarm.

The ground shook as a huge, new monster thundered into the farm, charging straight toward the barn. Ben scanned the creature with his HUD.

Monster: Brutehorn

Type: Bestial

Level: A-Tier

“Holy shit,” Ben muttered under his breath. “That thing really is a monster.”

His eyes widened as the Brutehorn lumbered into view, its massive, hulking frame blotting out everything behind it. The creature looked like a twisted hybrid of bull and boulder, with thick, leathery skin that was scarred and patched with moss and mud. Its muscles bulged beneath the rugged hide, and two enormous, jagged horns curled up from its skull like sharpened stone pillars, glinting dangerously in the afternoon sunlight.

The ground shook with each ponderous step, and Ben could feel the tremor through his boots. The Brutehorn snorted, a plume of hot breath escaping its flared nostrils, and its small, furious eyes locked onto Rosie with an intelligence that was unsettling, as if it knew exactly what it was here to do. This wasn’t just a wild animal—it was a living weapon, bred for battle, and it was charging straight for Ben’s girl.

“Nooo,” he roared, rushing toward the monster with his quarterstaff raised. “Don’t you dare touch her!”

But the beast didn’t even cast him a second glance, it was so focused on the Porcina in her long blue dress. Rosie cast Ben a bright smile, her golden curls bouncing. “Don’t worry, Ben. I’ve got this! No Brutehorn is a match for me and Gruff.”

She stepped in the monster’s path, unflinching, Gruff bristling beside her.

With a battle cry, she fed power into the massive Boar, causing it to grow to the size of the Brutehorn.

“Whoa,” Ben said, skidding to a halt in the dirt, amazed by what he was seeing. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

Gruff snorted and lowered his head, rushing forward to meet the Brutehorn’s charge head-on, his tusks gleaming. The clash was brutal; Gruff dug in his heels, matching the Brutehorn’s strength, while Rosie stayed safely back, beams of golden light pulsing from her hands into the powerful boar as he fought.

“I told you I could fight,” she said with a wink, her dimples flashing. “And I’ve got more tricks than this, just you wait and see!”

Ben had been worried about his girls’ safety during this battle, but now he had to remind himself that they’d been perfecting their system magic for hundreds of years. Rosie and the others no doubt had many tricks he hadn’t even imagined as a Combat Novice.

He had to grin as he watched Rosie and Gruff destroy the Brutehorn without the slightest hesitation.

Not far from her, Quincie and her cats had their own battle. As Ben’s gaze swept across the battlefield, his eyes caught sight of the strange beetles slithering across the ground toward the cat-girl and her warriors.

Monster: Miremite

Type: Insect

Level: C-Tier

They weren’t tough, but there were hundreds of them. Ben’s stomach twisted as he watched the loathsome creatures, low to the ground with slimy, mottled gray-green bodies that oozed like mud over the soil. Each one was the size of a small dog, with dozens of spindly, bristling legs that clicked against the earth as they crawled, leaving trails of black, sticky residue behind them.

Their faces were grotesque—round, gaping mouths lined with rows of needle-like teeth and beady, almost expressionless eyes that seemed to regard everything with a mindless hunger.

As they advanced, their sharp pincers snapped open and shut in anticipation, filling the air with a nightmarish chittering. It was as if the very earth had spat them out, creatures born of filth and decay, intent on swarming over anything in their path.

And what was in their path was Quincie and her kitties. Unfortunately for the Miremites, they were in Quincie’s path, too. The cat-girl’s eyes sparkled with wild excitement as she leaped into the midst of the swarm, her claws flashing.

Around her, her loyal kitty army pounced, each cat biting, clawing, and hissing as they tore into the Miremites. The air filled with the chaotic sounds of screeching and yowling, as Quincie called out ridiculous encouragements to her cats. “That’s it, Lord Liverworst! Go get ‘em, Drumstick Don!”

Ben couldn’t help but grin, even in the midst of chaos.

But his attention was quickly pulled back to his own fight. Another new monster had appeared. Ben froze as two black shadows swooped down from the sky, their dark, leathery wings slicing through the air with a sound like ripping cloth.

Monster: Razorbeak

Type: Avian

Level: A-Tier

Ben winced. The Razorbeaks looked like something from a nightmare, an unholy cross between bird and reptile, with talons that glinted like polished steel and long, jagged beaks that curved wickedly at the ends.

Their eyes were a fierce, piercing yellow, intelligent and hungry, scanning the chaos below with a deadly focus. Each time they screeched, it was a bone-chilling sound that sent shivers down his spine, echoing across the farmyard.

The feathers around their necks were slick and oily, giving them a sinister sheen as they circled, diving and snapping with razor-sharp precision.

Ben realized, with a sinking feeling, that these creatures weren’t just feral beasts—they were skilled hunters, and they had no intention of leaving without a fresh kill.

He swallowed hard as the two Razorbeaks landed in front of him.

They squawked and lunged at him, their beady eyes glinting with malice. Ben swung his quarterstaff, blocking the first Razorbeak’s beak strike, then dodged to the side to avoid the other’s sweeping talons. He moved with newfound speed and precision, feeling his Combat skill guiding his every move. The staff in his hands began to glow faintly, resonating with his strength.

With a roar, he landed a solid blow against the nearest Razorbeak’s head, hearing the crunch of bone. The creature staggered, and Ben seized the opening to swing his staff again, hitting it with enough force to send it sprawling to the ground. The other Razorbeak tried to lunge at him, but he sidestepped and brought his staff down hard, cracking the creature’s skull. It fell, twitching, as he caught his breath.

Skill Gained: Combat – Apprentice

Through consistent practice and real-world experience, you have honed your combat skills, gaining greater precision and control over your movements. At the Apprentice level, your attacks are faster and more efficient, with an increased chance of landing critical hits. Your instincts sharpen, allowing you to read an opponent's movements more effectively and anticipate attacks with greater ease. While in combat, you experience a slight increase in physical resilience, enabling you to absorb minor impacts without losing momentum. This skill also grants a small boost to stamina, letting you endure longer battles without tiring as quickly.

Ben grinned to himself, pleased that taking out two A-Tier predators had resulted in an immediate jump in his Combat level. Eager to take on a new foe, he whirled, cracking at every Scuttler, Scavenger, and Miremite that got within striking range.

From his vantage point, Ben watched as Spirit, atop one of her horses, charged ferociously toward the men with the whips. She carried a spear—or rather, a piece of sharpened wood that Ben suspected was once a shovel handle—as she chased down Ashburn’s henchmen, her face a mask of uncharacteristic rage. But when Ben saw the state of the malnourished black horses the men rode, he understood.

Spirit looked like a warrior goddess, wild and radiant, as she leaned forward, urging her horse into a gallop. With a powerful thrust, she brought her spear down, striking the first whip-wielding rider. The man was thrown from his skeletal mount, landing hard on the ground, and Spirit wheeled her horse around to face the next rider, trampling him in the process.

The man’s screams were soon drowned out by another sound.

A heavy rumble of wheels and the snorting of more black horses caught Ben’s attention.

At the far edge of the farm, a large carriage—more like a war chariot—rolled into view, pulled by six sleek but bony black horses. In the driver’s seat sat Ashburn himself, his top hat askew, a maniacal grin twisting his face.

“Come and face me, Nickels, you coward,” he bellowed as the chariot charged toward Ben. “You won’t hide from me. Come and see what your defiance has brought you.”

He held two pistols, one in each hand, and began firing wildly in Ben’s direction as he barreled forward.

“Everyone get down,” Ben shouted. “He’s gone completely insane!”

Ben had prepared for monsters, but he hadn’t considered that Ashburn might bring guns to this fantasy battle. He gritted his teeth in frustration at himself for not foreseeing this outcome.

The villagers scattered, diving for cover as bullets whizzed past.

Ben ducked, feeling the heat of a bullet grazing past his ear. Ashburn’s aim was terrible—he was bouncing wildly in his seat, unable to keep his hand steady. But the danger was real.

“I’m here, you bastard,” Ben shouted. “Why don’t you try to hit me?”

Ben stood his ground, his grip tightening on his quarterstaff as Ashburn’s carriage drew closer. He could see the madness in the man’s eyes, the frenzied hatred directed at him.

Ben didn’t want to die, but if he could keep the crazed land baron’s attention on him, at least it would give the villagers a chance to escape. Maybe the system would help to protect him if Ashburn got close enough to actually hit him with his wild shots.

Suddenly, another shot rang out, cracking through the air, louder and crisper than those of Ashburn’s guns. It came from the farmhouse porch.

Ben saw Alicia standing there, her pistol raised, her face set in a grim line. Time seemed to slow as she took aim again, her hand steady, her gaze focused.

Ashburn’s carriage was nearly upon Ben when Alicia fired a second time. The bullet flew true, striking Ashburn squarely between the eyes.

The crazed look in his face vanished, replaced by a blank, shocked expression as a hole appeared in the middle of his forehead.

Ashburn’s body went limp, and he slumped forward, the pistols slipping from his hands as his carriage veered off course.

The horses, now without a driver, slowed and halted, their heads hanging low as if even they were relieved to be free of him.

A heavy silence fell over the farm as the remaining monsters, seemingly disoriented without their leader, hesitated. The villagers and demi-beasts moved in, dispatching the last of them.

Ben stood frozen, staring at the lifeless form of Ashburn. He felt a mix of relief and disbelief—it was over.

But this wasn’t how he’d expected it to end.

Alicia lowered her pistol, her hand trembling slightly as she let out a shaky breath. “Are you all right, Ben?”

The townspeople looked at each other in stunned silence, and then, slowly, a murmur rose among them, a mixture of awe and admiration.

Ben walked toward Alicia, his heart pounding, feeling the weight of what had just happened settle over him. She met his gaze, her eyes bright with relief and pride. “Ben, I’m so glad you’re all right.”

“Thanks to you,” Ben said. “I admit when I was talking about getting rid of Ashburn, I hadn’t really considered the shooting him in the head option. That was some shot, Alicia.”

“You’re the one who took on two full grown Razorbeaks,” she said, laughing shakily and wiping a strand of auburn hair out of her eyes. “I have never heard of a human who could do that. Even a demi-beast would need a powerful familiar to take down one of them. Ashburn… as powerful as he was in Grimsby, was only a man, Ben.”

“A man who messed with the wrong shopkeeper,” Ben said with a grin.

Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie strode out of the chaos, their dresses torn, hair mussed, and covered in dirt, with three beaming smiles on their faces. “We did it, guys!”

“We did,” Ben said, pulling all four of the girls into a big hug. “We did it. Together. We defended the farm, protected the villagers, and brought an end to Ashburn’s reign of terror. Now… Grimsby can finally begin to heal.”

As he looked around, he saw the villagers standing taller, emboldened, free from the fear that had weighed on them for so long. Then, all of a sudden, they began to cheer.

Women and children opened the doors and windows of the farmhouse, waving and clapping and calling out praise to the men who’d fought. The men on the ground raised their makeshift weapons in salute, pride spreading across their faces like Ben had never seen on a single soul in Grimsby before.

That pride made Ben’s heart soar along with the cheers.

Slowly, the front door opened, and Horace Steelwright shuffled out onto the porch, supported by his bodyguard.

The magistrate cleared his throat, his voice steady but solemn as he addressed the townspeople gathered in the aftermath of the battle.

“It seems that fate has intervened today, saving me the trouble of prosecuting Cornelius Ashburn myself,” he said, ignoring the surprised looks of townspeople who hadn’t realized the magistrate was present at the Garden Party. “Yet, in light of what has come to my attention, I would deeply appreciate it if each of you would come forward and share any stories or grievances you may have about the man’s corruption. This isn’t just for my own records, but to compile a thorough report for the capital. And, more importantly, it’s to ensure that nothing like this ever happens again in Grimsby.”

He paused, letting the gravity of his words sink in. “Now, I do not know if Ashburn left behind any sort of will. But what I do know is that his actions, his exploitation and cruelty, have forfeited his property rights and permissions granted by the capital. As magistrate, it is my responsibility to determine what becomes of his holdings. Unless anyone here has objections, my instinct tells me that these lands, equipment, farming permits, and, indeed, the demi-beast individuals held in his cruel captivity should go to a man of better character.”

He turned, his gaze finding Ben. “Benjamin Nickels of Lucky Nickel Acres, you have shown strength, resilience, and a heart for justice in the face of adversity. It is my judgment that you should inherit Ashburn’s estates, to use as you see fit. May you bring life, dignity, and respect to what he left in ruin.”

The townspeople, who had been listening with bated breath, erupted into cheers, their voices rising as one in hearty approval.

Ben was stunned into silence, tears burning his eyes. This was more than he’d hoped for. Far more than he’d ever dared dream of in his wildest fantasies. And it was happening. He gathered Spirit, Rosie, Quincie, and Alicia into a huge embrace as they squealed and clapped with excitement, each peppering him with kisses. Ben could only shake his head in wonder.

“Thank you,” he said, his voice cracking with emotion as he looked up at the frail but powerful man standing on his porch. “Thank you, Magistrate Steelwright. I’m honored. But I have more than enough land. If you’ll accept an objection from the recipient of your generous gift, I’d like to propose an alternate solution…”

The magistrate pinned him with a steely eyed gaze. “I’m listening.”

“I will accept the demi-beasts that Ashburn held as slaves, and they will be given their freedom. But I’d like to see Ashburn’s lands, equipment, and farming permits divided equally among the families of Grimsby to use as they see fit.”

The townspeople stopped cheering, staring at Ben with undisguised shock in their faces.

“Are you serious, my boy?” the magistrate asked, shaking his head in confusion. “You’d be a very rich man.”

Ben pulled his girls closer, beaming up at the town’s leader. “I’m already a rich man, Magistrate Steelwright. And I’m confident that in time, I can provide as much food as our township needs. It would be better for all of us to see the lands restored to their natural beauty, to have the lands divided fairly, and every person in Grimsby given a fresh start and an equal chance to succeed.”

Horace Steelwright looked bemused. “Granted,” he said. “Though it’s the damndest thing I ever did hear of. Will there be anything else, Mr. Nickels?”

Ben glanced at Alicia, whose cheeks had grown bright pink in the setting sunlight.

“Just one more thing, sir,” Ben said with a grin. “If I may be so bold… I’d like to request your daughter’s hand in marriage.”

A few women and girls were leaning so far out the windows of the farmhouse Ben feared they might fall out. Every one of them gasped and blushed and squealed with excitement at Ben’s words.

“Alicia,” the magistrate said, turning to his daughter. “Is this your wish as well?”

“More than anything, Daddy, please,” she said, her voice trembling. “I love him so much!”

“Welp,” the magistrate said, frowning as he glanced at his bodyguard. “I suppose, since she’s shot a man dead in front of the whole town, it might be wise to make the girl someone else’s problem for a few decades…”

“Daddy!” Alicia gasped. “You saw what he was doing! He was going to hurt someone, I had no choice but—”

The magistrate winked, then grinned widely. “I’d be proud to see you married to such a fine man, my dear,” he said. “And he should be damned proud to take you as a wife. That was some bloody fine shooting, girl, and a worthier target I’ve never seen.”

Ben pulled her in for a kiss, dipping her low at the waist for the entire town to see. Many hoots and hollers followed.

“Now…” the magistrate said, clearing his throat loudly until Ben and Alicia finally parted their lips, breathlessly. “Be a dear and go fetch the car for me. It’s time for this old man to get home to bed. First, however, I believe that young filly over there has promised to introduce me to her horses.”

“Oh, yes sir!” Spirit’s ears perked up and she bounded away, running to collect her animals for the magistrate’s inspection.

Ben couldn’t stop smiling as more townspeople crowded around to thank him and congratulate him.

He felt someone dig into his side with a pointy elbow, and he looked down to see an old man, wielding a pitchfork with a Miremite skewered on the end of it.

“I ain’t never been to a Garden Party before,” he said, giving Ben a toothless grin. “Are they always this exciting?”

And with that, Ben laughed harder than he’d ever laughed in his life. He laughed until tears poured down his cheeks. And as he laughed, the rest of the townspeople joined in, the farmyard coming alive once more with mirth and the warm, steady hum of voices.

This was what he’d been working for—the joy of the land beneath his hands, the satisfaction of a day’s honest labor, and the gift of good people at his side to share in the harvest. The fruits of his labor were more than crops in the field; they were trust, camaraderie, and a future worth fighting for.

And in that moment, Ben knew he’d found his true home.
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Epilogue


The bright, mid-morning sun burned down, hot and dry, as Ben and the girls added the last touches to the large barn, sweating profusely but smiling and laughing all the same. They’d been working tirelessly since the monster attack, patching up damage to the structure, reinforcing the beams, and painting the walls and doors a fresh, welcoming shade of red.

As Ben hammered in the final nail, he felt an electric thrill rush through him. He stepped back to admire their work, letting out a satisfied sigh. The barn stood tall and proud—a symbol of everything they’d accomplished and the future they were building together.

Just as he thought he could step back and relax, a familiar hum resonated in his mind. The system’s notification flared to life, filling his vision with glittering text.

Quest: Establishing a Farmstead [Complete]

Congratulations! Lucky Nickel Acres has been upgraded to Farmstead status. Your farmyard is now a registered safe zone within the system. Harm cannot come to any creatures, animals, or inhabitants within its boundaries.

Ben grinned, the pride in his chest swelling. The air around them shimmered faintly, almost like the farm itself was responding to this newfound power. He glanced over at Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie, who were watching him with wide, excited eyes.

“It’s official,” he said, his voice laced with awe. “We’re a Farmstead now. Nothing bad can touch us here.”

The girls erupted in cheers, rushing forward to hug him.

“Oh, Ben,” Spirit threw her arms around his neck, practically bouncing with excitement. “I’m so happy!”

Her breasts and belly rubbed against Ben’s body, reminding him that soon there would be more changes on the farm. As his beautiful demi-beasts girls gave birth, making him a father, and growing Lucky Nickel Acres even more, Ben knew the winning feeling he experienced at completing his first major system quest would only grow.

Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie were all the more precious to him, being his first successfully bred females—the first of what he hoped would be many—and all the more sexy, making him hungry to breed them again.

“Maybe we should celebrate?” he said, kissing the sweet pony-girl deeply. “I can think of a few good girls who could use a nice creamy reward, can’t you?”

“You can’t make me celebrate,” Rosie teased as she pressed soft curves against his other side.

Ben slid a hand up her skirt, pinching her bottom. “I can and I will. And I’ll make you squeal as I do it.”

The pig-girl giggled, lifting her skirts to show her bare ass and her curly pink tail. “Try it.”

Quincie shoved the other two girls aside. “I want to celebrate, right meow! Get out of my way, sluts. That’s my Master. His creamy rewards are all for me.”

She started to purr, leaning against Ben and lifting her backside for him to pet her tail and everything underneath.

“If you’re going to be naughty, I’ll make you go last,” Ben said with a growl. “Now all of you, get on that picnic blanket and get ready to celebrate.”

The girls giggled, running away from him to the blanket he’d set up under the shade of a tree earlier. There was a basket with lunch there, as well as a parcel he’d been waiting to give them.

“Ooh, what’s all this?” Spirit asked, her pink tail bouncing behind her as she pranced toward the goodies. “Did you bring us presents?”

“The only present I need is a nice fat sausage,” Rosie said, leering over her shoulder at Ben and licking her lips suggestively. “I’m ravenous!”

“You know, it’s about time we get a break from the monster attacks!” Quincie teased, flicking her tail and pretending to swoon. “Now I can focus on the important stuff—like sunbathing naked in the garden without worrying about getting eaten…”

“There’s only been one attack,” Rosie said with a snort. “I thought you liked fighting?”

“Besides… you love getting eaten,” Spirit said, tugging the cat-girl’s tail. “You’re the biggest little sl—”

“If you say slut I’ll scratch your eyes out, you hootchie!” Quincie hissed.

“Ben, she’s being a bad kitty,” Rosie said. “I think that means I should get her cream.”

“What! No! I’ll be good,” Quincie shouted, her tail puffing out behind her. “I’m a good kitty, I swear! I’m the b—”

“Bestest!” Spirit and Rosie said together, wrapping their arms around the feisty little cat-girl and dragging her down to the picnic blanket. “We know.”

They all laughed, and Ben couldn’t help but feel that sense of fulfillment deep in his bones.

One bone in particular…

“Maybe a little cream is all she needs to remember she’s a good kitty,” Ben said teasingly as he unzipped his pants. “Hold her down for me, will you, girls?”

Quincie gazed up at him with a hungry look in her big golden eyes. “Mmmm, Master. I want you to cream all over me. Then I’ll be so, so good.”

“I’ve heard that promise before,” he said, getting on his knees between the cat-girl’s legs. He tugged at her skirt, revealing her ready slit and her tight backside. “But maybe I should try something different this time.”

He slipped a finger into Quincie’s asshole and thrust it deep until she yowled.

“How dare you, Master!” she hissed. “What do you think I am… some kind of dog-girl? Those butt-sniffers are all a bunch of…”

Ben pulled his finger out and waited, smirking down at her.

“Ooh, no, no, no, don’t stop, I was only kidding,” the cat girl begged. “Poke me in my dirty hole again, do it! I won’t complain! You can even put your big ol fuck-stick in there. I’m tough. I can take it!”

“Hold her,” Ben said again as Spirit and Rosie pushed her shoulders into the picnic blanket.

The girls quickly obeyed as Ben lifted the cat-girls’ bottom into his lap, pulling out his shaft and pressing it between her tight cheeks.

“Mmmmmeeoow, yes, please Master, please! Do it! I dare you!”

Ben ran his fingers through her excited juices, rubbing them over the head of his cock and her clenched opening, teasing her until she started to hiss and pant, thrusting her hips in the air.

“Mrrrroooow, fuck, what are you doing to me? Trying to kill me? With… with… fusterations… I mean, frustration! That’s just rude! Fuck me, Master… mmm … Fuck me in whatever hole you want. I’ll be a good kitty, I swear!”

Spirit and Rosie watched him with hunger in their eyes as he eased his length inside the little Felina’s backside and slowly began to thrust. Holding her hips, Ben angled himself deep into her ass, taking slow, deliberate strokes.

Quincie moaned, her knees pressed against her chest as she was penetrated in a completely new way. Her golden eyes rolled back in her head, and her mouth opened, panting.

“Yeeessssss, purrrr, yes! Like that, Master. Fill my booty with your creamy goodness. Mmmmmmmrooowww. Fuck!”

Soon, Ben was doing exactly that, pumping thick ropes of seed into the cat-girl as she whimpered for more.

When he withdrew, he glazed her little pussycat, too, covering her mound and lips.

“Mooooar,” she hissed, scratching at Spirit and Rosie who still held her down. They let her go and she scrambled onto her knees, diving onto Ben’s cock with her mouth wide open as she started to suck.

Ben grunted, gritting his teeth as another wave of pleasure took hold.

“Rosie,” he gasped, with the cat-girl’s hungry mouth wrapped around his cock. “Clean her up.”

Obediently, the pig-girl got behind Quincie and began licking her pussy and sucking the excess out from between the cat-girl’s cheeks.

“Oooooh, that’s good,” Rosie groaned, digging her tongue as deep into the cat-girl as she could get. “Mmm, yes. That’s a yummy kitty.”

Spirit knelt beside Quincie, rubbing her swollen breasts as she sucked Ben’s cock. The little cat began to rock and moan, her climax rippling through her body.

“Mmmmglrk,” she tried to say. “Mnya, mmmmnya.”

Ben rubbed the cat-girl’s ears, helping her to bob deeper and deeper. Quincie kept her eyes rolled up to watch Ben, even as the orgasm shook her.

Together the three of them pleasured the feisty cat-girl until Quincie’s tail puffed out as she arched her back, squirting her excitement all over Rosie’s face.

Rosie laughed, burbling in the sudden wetness. “I think you broke her! She’s sprung a leak!”

Ben rewarded Quincie with another shot of cream, pumped directly down her throat and into her stomach.

“Mmmmmm,” she moaned, trying to swallow. “Mmmmmgrlk. Glrk, glrk, glrk.”

Then her eyes rolled all the way into the back of her head and she rolled sideways, her arms and legs curled up against her chest like a cat napping in the sunshine, as the power of Ben’s seed took hold, making her tired and woozy and calm.

“One down,” Ben said with a grin. “Two to go.”

Rosie wiped her face, swallowing the last of the seed she’d licked from the cat-girl. “Take Spirit,” she said. “I can wait.”

“You just want to clean her up too, I think.” Ben gave the pig-girl a wink. “Buuuut, I’ll allow it.”

“Ben?” Spirit crawled on her knees toward him. “Can I have another riding lesson, please?”

Ben laid down, shoving his pants down past his ass, and slapping his thighs. “Get up here, girl, and giddyap.”

Spirit undressed so quickly, Ben hardly saw it happen. All of a sudden her hot, wet slit was splitting over his cock, and he was sliding deep inside her. It was his turn to moan as she bounced expertly up and down, her tight muscles clenching him like a fist.

“Mmmmm, yes, I love the way you fill me, baby.” Her soft, swollen breasts swayed and jumped as she pleasured herself on his shaft. “Ahhh, you’re so big and deep. Breed me like a stallion, baby! Mmmm, yes!”

Ben could no longer see the shape of his cock moving in her stomach now that she had a big firm belly in the way, but she felt as deliciously tight as ever. The memory of her first ride made this time that much sweeter, as Ben held her hips, rocking his own to meet her bouncing with increasingly deep thrusts.

Her lips were split to reveal a fat, swollen clit which Ben rubbed with his thumb, coaxing the pony-girl toward her climax. Her breasts started to bounce as she pumped her pussy up and down, faster and faster, a pink blush spreading across her chest, up her neck and into her face as she began to pant and cry out.

“Ooooh, gods, yes! Oh, Ben, mmmmm, just like that! Yes, I’m gonna… oooooh, I’m gonna… mmmmm, fuckyesthatswhatimtalkingabout yes, yes, YES!”

Spirit released a flood of juices that spilled over his belly as she came. The hot wave sent Ben over the edge of his own climax, and he exploded into her pussy with a fresh load of seed.

“Mmm, yes, more! More!” she begged, her body drinking up every last drop. “Mmm, Ben, I love you so much.”

She collapsed against his chest, and he wrapped his arms around her, rolling her onto her side as her legs trembled with exertion. “I love you, too, Spirit,” he said, kissing her neck and cheek gently. “Rest a bit and you can have some more.”

The pony-girl curled up in a puddle next to him, parting her thighs for Rosie, who immediately began licking her dripping slit like a starving woman at a dessert buffet. As she ravenously ate Spirit’s pussy, Ben got on his knees behind her, gripping her heavy tits through the fabric of her too-small dress and squeezing hard.

As he tugged the neckline down, he heard the rip of a seam splitting. Rosie gasped as her breasts fell out. Ben roughly shoved the ruffled skirts up around her hips, exposing the pig-girl’s curly pink tail, big round ass, and glistening pussy lips.

Spirit grabbed Rosie’s ears, bucking her hips as Rosie squealed into her sex. “Ooooh, yes! Mmmm, I’m coming again!”

Rosie gasped and sputtered as more fluid covered her face, and Ben slid his wet cock into her backside at the same time. He twisted his hands into the fabric of her dress, pinning her by her narrow waist as he hammered into her.

“Oh, oh, god…” Rosie panted. She didn’t protest, even playfully this time, giving herself fully to her submissive role. “Oh, use me hard, boss. Make me hurt. Uung, uhn uhn.”

Ben rocked his hips, sliding in and out with powerful thrusts, watching the tug and pull of the pig-girl’s tight hole attempting to grip his shaft. He took her hard, his balls slapping between them, until suddenly he could take it no more. With a final, powerful blast, Ben unleashed a torrent of pleasure into Rosie’s backside, filling her completely.

“Squeeee!” She came, muscles tightening and clenching, as she felt his seed spill out, coating her ass and pussy and dripping down her thick thighs. “Aaaaah, fuck, boss, there’s so much. Mmmmm, you made me so dirty… Uuunh.”

Without needing to be asked, she pulled off his dick, turned around, and began cleaning him with her mouth, her big, brown eyes fixed on him. Her full lips wrapped over his head and she swirled her tongue before bobbing up and down, sucking her dimpled cheeks in against her teeth as she worked him expertly.

He gave her another reward, filling her throat with more cream as she drank to her heart’s content.

“That’s a good girl,” he said, running his hand through her hair. “You’re all such good girls.”

Quincie and Spirit were curled up together, naked and exhausted, when Rosie finally collapsed into the pile. Ben smiled as he watched them nap, feeling more satisfied than he ever would have believed possible. The sight of the sleepy, pregnant females full and growing with his seed, made him feel complete.
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“I thought today might call for a little celebration,” Ben said after the girls had woken up again, as he gestured to the parcels and picnic basket he’d arranged that morning.

“What did you bring for us?” Spirit asked, sitting up with her pink mane and tail ruffled from her nap.

The picnic blanket was laid out in the shade near the barn, and the breeze was cool and fresh, making the girls’ nipples erect and excited.

Quincie stretched, arching her back and pushing her tail high into the air. “Is it food? I’m hungry.”

Rosie attempted to replace the torn top of her dress, but failed, laughing. “I think that’s the last of this one. Your passion this time was too much, boss.”

“I might have something for that, too,” Ben said, grinning. “But first, let’s eat.”

The picnic basket was stuffed full of freshly baked bread, cheeses, fruit, and some vegetables from the garden—everything they’d worked so hard to bring to life. He opened it, letting the girls take out whatever they wanted, enjoying their excited mewls of pleasure as they each found their favorites.

As they settled down to enjoy the meal, Ben reached into a small sack and pulled out three neatly wrapped packages.

“These arrived from the capital this morning,” he said, handing one to each of the girls. “Courtesy of Alicia.”

Their faces lit up with curiosity as they unwrapped their gifts. Inside, each package held a beautifully tailored outfit—a delicate dress for Spirit in a soft blue that matched her eyes, a rustic burgundy tunic and skirt for Rosie, and a sleek black outfit for Quincie, perfect for her mischievous nature. The girls gasped in delight, holding the garments up to admire them.

“These are gorgeous!” Spirit said, her eyes shining. “Thank you, Ben. And Alicia of course. I do wish she were here.”

Ben watched with a warm smile as the girls inspected their new clothes

“You’ll look amazing in them,” he said, a touch of pride in his voice. “Alicia’s got a few more things to wrap up with the business in town before the wedding, or she would be here, too. But she sends her best, and she promised to be back soon to see how everyone’s settling in.”

“I can’t believe you’re getting married!” Spirit said, clutching her hands to her chest with a lovestruck look in her eyes. “It’s so romantic!”

Ben pulled her in, kissing her deeply. Then he did the same for Quincie and Rosie, leaving each girl breathless and blushing.

“As soon as we fix the laws around here so that humans can marry demi-beasts, I plan to marry each of you, too,” he said. “Assuming you’ll have me.”

A chorus of giggles erupted from the trio as they enthusiastically shouted “YES!” in unison.

“Until then, you’ll just have to be my unofficial brides,” he said. “And I think Alicia plans to get you each matching dresses so that you can be a part of the wedding party, too.”

“Oh, I can’t wait,” Quincie shouted, leaping suddenly to her feet and running in circles around the picnic blanket. “This is going to be so much fun! Do you think there will be streamers? I love streamers. And cake. And chicken. And a cake made out of chicken. Master, when we get married, can I have a cake made out of chicken?”

Ben grinned at her enthusiasm. “That depends… we still need to tame that Harpy who’s been hanging around. You keep that chicken cake in mind next time you and your kitty army try to chase her off.”

Quincie narrowed her eyes, shifting her gaze side to side suspiciously. “We haven’t been chasing her… we’ve just been… uh… conducting fast patrols. Really fast. Fast enough that maybe she’s getting scared.”

Ben rolled his eyes. “Well, we don’t have any chickens for a chicken cake until we get that Harpy on our farm. Just putting the idea out there.”

The cat-girl’s ears flattened into her hair and she crossed her arms scowling. “Stupid overgrown turkey gettin’ me in trouble… hootchie Harpy…”

They spent a while longer enjoying the picnic, chatting about the future and the plans they had for Lucky Nickel Acres. Between bites of bread and cheese, Ben started mentally listing all the new features he’d need to build now that the farm had reached Farmstead status.

As he went over his checklist, another system notification flared to life.

Class Upgrade: Farmer Level 5 - Steadmaster (Steward of Kinship)

As a Level 5 Steadmaster with the Steward of Kinship specialization, you have reached a new level of mastery, embodying not only the skills of a dedicated farmer but also the heart of a true leader. Your connection to the land has deepened, enhancing the vitality of both crops and livestock under your care. The animals and demi-beasts on your farm recognize you as their protector, sensing the bond that links them to this land and to each other.

New Abilities:

Homestead Expansion: Gain the knowledge and blueprints to construct specialized buildings, including additional barns, food storage units, housing for your growing family, and a birthing unit to ensure the comfort and safety of expectant demi-beasts.

Guardian’s Bond: Allies and residents of your farm receive a small boost to their own skills and health when within the boundaries of your Farmstead, promoting teamwork and resilience.

Farmstead Resilience: Your safe zone boundaries are expanded beyond the Farmstead, making it nearly impossible for low-tier hostile creatures to enter the surrounding area. The health and yield of your crops and livestock are slightly boosted as long as they remain within these protected boundaries.

You have transformed Lucky Nickel Acres from a simple farm into a sanctuary and community, a place of kinship where all under its roof thrive under your guidance. As your Farmstead continues to grow and expand, you will work your way towards achieving the Steadfast.

New Quest Unlocked: Establishing a Steadfast

Ben’s HUD displayed an array of new icons for building recipes: barns, grain and vegetable storage units, housing for more demi-beasts, and something called a birthing unit. He chuckled at that last one, feeling a rush of warmth as he glanced at the girls, who were all beaming at him.

“A birthing unit?” Spirit asked with a laugh, as Ben explained his new upgrades. “How luxurious. And not a moment too soon! I feel ready to pop any day now!”

Quincie snickered, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “Yeah, Ben, you better get that birthing unit ready soon. I don’t know if I’m going to have the energy to help build it, though. I might just watch from the sidelines and cheer you on. It’s hard work being this fat! And just look at these titties!”

Rosie rolled her eyes but grinned. “Yeah, I’m sure you’ll be ‘cheering’ us on real hard, Quincie.”

Spirit leaned into Ben, laughing softly. “Well, looks like we’re all going to need it sooner rather than later, aren’t we?”

The girls exchanged playful glances, and Ben felt his cheeks heat up, though he couldn’t help but grin back. The thought of their family expanding made his heart swell with joy. He was about to suggest they start making a list of materials they’d need to build the birthing unit when Rosie suddenly froze, her eyes fixed on the road leading up to the farm.

“Uh… Ben?” she said, her voice laced with astonishment. “We might need the housing before the birthing unit… look at that!”

Ben followed her gaze, his heart skipping a beat. “It’s the slaves we freed from Ashburn’s farm,” he said, his voice cracking with excitement. “The magistrate must have completed the paperwork. Come on, girls. Get dressed and come say hello to our new friends.”

A large group of demi-beasts was making their way up the road, their eyes wide and faces hopeful.

They were of all shapes and sizes—some carrying small bundles, others looking weary but determined. Most were thin and malnourished, with marks of their recent captivity on their wrists, ankles, and necks, making Ben’s anger at the land baron flare anew. But at least they would be able to rest and heal at Lucky Acres Farm before they decided if they wanted to stay.

At the head of the group, however, one woman caught his attention. A strikingly beautiful Holstaur with long, flowing brown hair, gentle brown eyes, wide swaying hips, and the biggest breasts Ben had ever seen. Unlike the other freed slaves, she still appeared strong, healthy, and obviously full of milk.

“Mommy…” Quincie whispered as she saw her, pausing with her leg partway into her new outfit, her golden eyes fixed on the Holstaur’s big swaying breasts. “Just look at those big, milky titties…”

The woman’s steps were steady and purposeful as she approached the gate with an aura of quiet strength, leading the others like a shepherd guiding her flock.

“Meadow!” Spirit gasped, jumping to her feet and waving enthusiastically. “I’m so glad you’re safe!”

The Holstaur’s face softened into a smile as she spotted Spirit, and she waved back, picking up her pace slightly. Behind her, the other demi-beasts murmured to each other, casting glances at the farm with a mixture of awe and trepidation.

Ben felt a wave of emotions wash over him—pride, joy, and a touch of anxiety. He’d dreamed of creating a haven for demi-beasts, a place where they could be free and safe. But now, with so many arriving all at once, the reality of the responsibility settled on his shoulders.

He rose to his feet, taking a steadying breath. Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie were already moving toward the group in their new clothes, excitement lighting up their faces. He followed with a welcoming smile on his face.

As they reached the newcomers, Meadow stepped forward, her eyes full of gratitude.

“Magistrate Steelwright says you’re the one we have to thank for our freedom, human,” she said, her voice soft yet strong. “We’ve come to pay our respects.”

“Meadow,” Ben said, stepping up to meet the woman with a hand outstretched. “My name is Benjamin Nickels. Welcome to Lucky Nickel Acres. I’m afraid we don’t have a lot of extra beds, but with some time and supplies, I think we can get things sorted. You’re all welcome to stay as long as you like.”

Meadow smiled, her full lips curling up at the corner. “Steelwright said you’d say that, too. I wasn’t sure if I could believe him after the suffering we’ve seen at the hands of your kind, but… I’m pleased to be proven wrong.”

“Ben is nothing like Ashburn,” Spirit said, running up to embrace the cow-girl. “You’ll see. And look, Meadow…”

She cupped her hands beneath her swollen stomach, rounding the fabric of her dress to show off her fertile womb. “He’s impregnated me. And Rosie and Quincie too.”

Murmurs of shock and excitement rippled through the approaching women as they gathered closer, some coming forward to touch Spirit and Rosie’s pregnant bellies.

“Hey! No touchy!” hissed Quincie, leaping backward with her tail puffed as one of the women approached her. “This is my baby. Mine! You get Master to put his fuck-stick in you if you want your own babies and big milky titties. Sheesh! Buncha creeps. Haven’t you heard of personal space?”

“How is this possible?” Meadow asked, a stunned look on her beautiful face. “I don’t understand. We can’t…”

“He’s ascended,” Spirit answered with a hushed whisper. “And he’s not just a farmer, but a Demi-Beast breeder. Anyone who wants to have a baby needs only to lay with him and receive the pleasure of his seed. It’s… Oh, Meadow, I cannot tell you how wonderful it is. Breeding, carrying his child, being full of his life-giving seed. Ben is a gift to us all.”

Meadow’s gaze traveled back to Ben, raking up and down his body appraisingly. Ben felt a bit awkward as she assessed him as a mate, but apparently he passed muster. “He looks strong enough,” she said, finally. “I will consider this. But first, we must make arrangements. There are dozens of us, you see. And we come with nothing but the clothes on our backs and a few meager possessions. We do not wish to be a burden, especially not after the kindness you have shown us. But we have nowhere else to go.”

Ben looked at her, his heart swelling with a fierce sense of purpose.

“Of course, you will stay with us,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “If, once you are fit and healthy again, you wish to leave, that is fine, too. But… Lucky Nickel Acres was made for you, all of you. Welcome to your new home.”

A ripple of relief passed through the crowd, and some of the demi-beast females exchanged teary smiles, others looking around at the farm with newfound hope. Spirit wrapped Meadow in a warm hug, laughing and chatting excitedly about all the changes to the farm.

Ben scanned the crowd, taking in the variety of faces and realizing just how much work lay ahead of him. There were at least a few dozen demi-beasts here—mostly Holstaur, Equistar, and Ovina—and they’d all need food, shelter, and comfort after the hardships they’d endured. His mind was already whirring, planning where they could expand housing, how they could accommodate everyone, and what supplies they’d need.

He felt a light tug on his sleeve and looked down to see Quincie grinning up at him, her ears twitching playfully.

“So, Master, where are you gonna put all of these sluts?” she teased, arching an eyebrow. “They can’t all sleep in your bed, you know? Because that’s my spot! I’m your number one slut, and don’t you forget it!”

Ben laughed, petting the cat-girl’s years until she purred. Then he ran a hand through his hair as he gazed over the crowd.

“I don’t know yet,” he admitted, his smile widening. “But I know we’ll figure it out.”

He looked around at his girls, their faces shining with excitement and determination, and at the crowd of demi-beasts who had found their way to Lucky Nickel Acres. This was what he’d been working for—this was the future he’d dreamed of.

And as the sun dipped lower in the sky, casting a warm, golden light over the farm, Ben felt a deep, unshakable certainty settle in his chest. Whatever challenges lay ahead, they would conquer them as a team. A family.

Ben clapped his hands together. “Welp, let’s get a shopping list together,” he said. “One demi-beast dormitory and one birthing unit, coming right up! Er… at least, as soon as possible. We’ve got a lot of work to do, but I think we’re ready for it.”

As his girls moved among the newcomers, chatting and showing them around the farm, Ben caught the beautiful Holstaur watching him intensely. As she bit her lip and massaged the sides of her breasts, two wet spots appeared on the front of her shirt, and Ben swallowed.

He quickly opened his HUD and breathed a sigh of relief, adding one more item to his to-do list.

“And, uh, maybe a Milking Station?” he suggested, his gaze lingering on the Holstaur’s oversized chest.

“That would be lovely, sir,” she said, her voice suddenly soft and sultry as they were left alone in the middle of the farmyard. “But until then… maybe you could help me out the old-fashioned way?”

“I definitely think that’s a possibility,” Ben said, his mouth already starting to water. “Maybe you should come inside with me, and we can… hash out the details.”

Meadow licked her lips, taking his proffered hand, blushing scarlet. “Lead the way, Master Nickels. I’m all yours.”

To be continued in…
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