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1
Just Ten More Minutes!


The morning light crept through the curtains, soft and golden, brushing across the worn quilt like a lazy painter’s stroke. It settled on the exposed curve of Rosie’s bare hip, where one patch of the blanket had been tugged down during the night’s tangle of limbs and warmth, exposing her curly pink tail.

Ben stirred, blinking slowly as the rooster outside made its first half-hearted attempt at a crow to welcome the sun.

“Oh good,” he groaned. “Steve the Screamer is awake.”

“I liked him better when he was depressed,” Rosie grunted into her pillow, covering her floppy pink ears.

The rooster gave another strangled warble.

Ben couldn’t help but laugh.

It wasn’t quite the full-throated cock-a-doodle-do Old MacDonald might have expected on his farm, but considering how sickly the chickens had been only a few short weeks ago, even that sputtering cough was a sign of improvement.

“Maybe Citrine can train him to be a bit more… melodic?”

“If you can’t get that Harpy to think about anything other than her nest,” Rosie said, “I’ll eat my panties.”

The pretty Porcina nestled closer to Ben, her nose tucked beneath his chin. Her golden curls spilled across his shoulder like a wave of warm sunlight. One thick leg was thrown possessively over his thigh, and her hand…

Well, her hand had clearly gotten ideas while he was asleep. And now that he was awake, it was making those ideas abundantly clear.

“Mmm,” she murmured, eyes still closed as she stroked him. ”Good morning, boss.”

Ben plucked a pair of panties off the floor and held them up. “I think I’ll take you up on that little bet,” he said. “Open up.”

Rosie’s eyes snapped open, and her cheeks flushed pink. “Those aren’t mine,” she said. “Those are Spirit’s!”

Another sleepy voice emerged from somewhere beneath the blankets. “What’s mine?”

A head of messy pink hair and a pair of ivory ears poked out from between the covers as Spirit blinked her big blue eyes at Rosie and Ben, trying to figure out what was going on.

“The panties I’m about to stuff in Rosie’s mouth,” Ben said, grinning mischievously. “They’re still a little damp. You must have been very wet before I peeled them off of you last night.”

Spirit blushed. “Well… in my defense, we haven’t gotten to spend any time together since the babies were born. I was getting a desperate!”

Ben grinned even wider as he remembered just how desperate she had been.

In fact, when Alicia and Meadow had offered to babysit Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie’s young children—the first of Lucky Nickel Acres’ abundant demi-beast broods—Spirit had been so excited she’d almost come on the spot.

Rosie and Quincie hadn’t been much more controlled, either.

When Ben had the girls on his own, they’d had a raucous evening of creative and adventurous lovemaking that would have put normal women into a pleasure coma for weeks. But his demi-beast brides were anything but normal, especially in their sexual appetites.

“If I’d known how eager you were, I would have arranged a babysitter a long time ago,” Ben said, rising to his knees on the mattress as Rosie continued to work his length with her hands.

Spirit watched them with a hungry glint in her eyes.

Ben cupped the side of Rosie’s face in his hand and gently pried her jaw open with his thumb. She moaned, her hands pumping eagerly, as he forced the damp panties between her teeth. The skin on her large breasts flushed, blotchy and red with excitement, and her nipples hardened.

Spirit’s ears flicked as she crawled across the bed towards Ben, her pink tail held high in that inviting way she had.

“I suppose we should make good use of the morning,” the pony-girl said with a giggle. “Before our babysitters start regretting their generosity.”

Before he could respond, a third body shifted on the other side of him. Quincie let out a long, drawn out yawn, her slender legs stretching beneath the covers.

“Cut it out, you sluts,” she growled. “Some of us are still trying to sleep! This is supposed to be rest time.”

Though she made no move to stop Spirit as the pony-girl took Ben’s length between her lips, moaning as she suckled him. In fact, the cranky cat-girl cracked a bright green eye and licked her lips.

Ben groaned, running his fingers through Spirit’s hair and stoking her between the ears as she picked up where Rosie had left off.

Rosie lowered her gagged face to the mattress, lifting her round bottom in the air in supplication to her sire.

Knowing what she liked, Ben gave her rump and nice, firm slap, sending her juicy cheeks jiggling. Her curly tail straightened with the impact, then coiled again as she relaxed.

“Don’t you be spanking me, Mister,” Quincie warned, her black and white ears twitching in irritation. “My backside is too sore after last night. I forgot what a dirty pervert you were…”

Spirit’s lips gave a smack as she popped Ben’s tip out of her mouth, and she glared at the cat-girl.

“That’s not how I remember it,” she chided, then she mimicked Quincie’s high-pitched voice. “Harder, Daddy Ben! Harder! Put that big fuck-stick in my naughty hole!”

Quincie hissed and pounced on the pony-girl, knocking both of them to the floor in a rolling heap.

“We’ve probably got ten minutes before Alicia and Meadow start screaming for help,” Ben said, positioning himself behind Rosie’s plump rump. “I vote we spend it wisely.”

He sank his shaft into her hot, wet folds, causing the Porcina to moan wantonly into her panty-gag. Spirit and Quincie scrapped on the floor, their naked limbs wrapped around each other, fingernails clawing.

“How dare you, you little runt!”

“Who are you calling a runt, hay-breath? I’ll scratch your eyes out!”

Spirit, who was usually so sweet and gentle with everyone, had gotten a bit fierier since becoming a mother, and she no longer too Quincie’s bullying laying down.

She tugged the cat-girl’s tail, causing Quincie to hiss loudly and puff out her fur in an angry huff.

Ben wasn’t too eager to break up the girl’s squabble, enjoying the view as their breasts rubbed and squished together, as he bounced off Rosie’s well-cushioned behind.

They never squabbled long before their ire became excitement, and he loved watching the transition as they excited each other.

Rosie moaned and whimpered as Ben bred her, firmly and methodically, knowing exactly how she liked to be taken.

On the floor beneath them, the girls’ fingers occasionally slapped and pinched at sensitive parts, causing both of them to yip and whimper in a confusion of pain and desire. Soon they were kissing instead of fighting, their eyes darting to Ben to make sure he was appreciating the show.

Ben nodded for them to continue. He liked watching his girls together, but he always appreciated that they waited for his permission to pleasure each other. As Spirit and Quincie took turns sucking at one another’s nipples and fingering each other’s folds, Ben pumped deeper into Rosie, feeling his passion rise.

He looked forward to another round with each of the new mothers, even if they were acting like brats.

This was the first time they’d been able to relax since giving birth two weeks ago, and while their magic-filled bodies recovered quickly from their deliveries, the mental strain of motherhood had been taxing on each of them. Ben was happy to see them letting off a little playful steam.

He was eager to get each of them bred again, as soon as their bodies would allow.

And until then, he planned to get as much practice in as possible.

Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie had been the first of his demi-beast harem to give him children, and he currently had three more expecting mothers—Meadow and Estelle, the cow- and sheep-girls, were growing bigger with each day and Citrine, the Harpy, was ready to lay her first egg any day now.

Not to mention his human wife, Alicia, was almost done her first trimester.

One might think Ben would have been a little nervous about adding more children to the equation.

But being surrounded by fertile demi-beasts—whether they were ready and willing virgins, gloriously pregnant goddesses, or exhausted, milky-breasted young mothers—only made Ben more determined to breed. And there were more demi-beasts arriving every day to Lucky Nickel Acres, ready to pitch in to their growing community, which meant there were always lots of helping hands when it came to raising a gaggle of youngsters.

Ben couldn’t imagine a better life than the one he was currently living—an afterlife he never expected to get.

When he’d accidentally fallen into a well on the dilapidated property he’d inherited from an estranged great-uncle he’d never met, Ben never would have guessed that it would lead to a second chance at life, and an opportunity to make something of himself that he’d never achieved in his disappointing fifty years on Earth.

Here in Faerowilde—the parallel world he’d fallen into—things were different. Ben had a new, strong, and youthful body, for one thing. But more importantly, he’d gained access to “the system,” a magical network that allowed him to develop powers, grow in strength, and define his destiny in ways that only ever happened in movies and video games in his past life.

And his power happened to be Demi-Beasts Husbandry.

Not only did he love taming these magical women, breeding them, and watching them glow and grow with his seed, it was literally his job.

He was the only man in Faerowilde who could impregnant the hundreds of demi-beast females left alone after the war had killed off all the males of their species. It was his duty to help them re-establish an equal footing in this world, after centuries of abuse at the hands of the humans who’d held them down.

Which meant Ben needed to be very generous with his seed—a fact that his loving wife was fortunately very supportive of, helping to take care of the farm’s daily operations so he could focus on his obligations as Sire and Master of Lucky Nickel Acres.

Rosie was panting now, breathing hard through her nose with the panties still stuffed in her mouth. She squealed, much like the pigs she was caretaker for, earning her another sharp slap from her Ben. Her bottom jiggled, a big pink handprint like a banding mark on her luscious backside.

When her channel began to tighten against his shaft, her muscles quivering, and she released a deluge of fluids in her excitement, Ben rewarded her by filling her womb with another healthy helping of his magical cream.

By now, Quincie was crouched on top of Spirit, her fact buried between the pony-girl’s thighs. She’d lowered her sex to Spirit’s mouth, her legs quivering with pleasure. The frenemies lapped at each other, careful not to push the other over the edge. They were teasing one another for Ben’s sake, after all, keeping themselves as wet and ready as possible.

Ben slapped Rosie’s bottom again, causing his seed to spill down her thick thighs.

“Go keep Quincie company.”

The plump Porcina slipped off the bed and crawled toward the other girls. When Quincie caught sight of the bounty dripping from Rosie’s slit she leaped off Spirit and tackled the pig-girl. Rosie’s muffled squeals as the cat-girl began lapping and sucking the seed from her body were louder than ever.

Spirit didn’t hesitate to climb into bed. She bit her lip as she threw a long, lithe thigh over his lap, and lowered herself onto his girth.

“Ooooh, Ben,” she leaned forward, caressing his chest with her small hands, bouncing her backside almost violently against him in her need. “I—I won’t last long… I—ooooh, yes! Ben!”

Her juices flooded down his length and over his thighs as her pleasure squirted between them. His body responded in kind, and he gripped her hips as he exploded inside her.

She continued to ride him, their bodies making wet squelching noises as she whimpered and moaned. Her perky, engorged breasts began to leak milk as she came a second time, spraying a fine mist into the air and showering Ben’s face.

He sat up, still inside her, and suckled the sweet milk from her nipples. The warm flood washed down his throat, and his balls tightened as he released inside her again.

Of all the magic he’d experienced in the world, this ability to fuck endlessly, and come practically on command was probably his favorite. There was no way he’d be able to breed all his women if he needed normal recovery periods between each round of lovemaking.

He drank Spirit’s breasts dry as she quivered in his lap, lost in ecstasy.

Ben could have gone again, warm and comfortable with the sweet young mother in his arms, but Quincie had other ideas.

She popped up beside them, licking Ben’s seed from her lips, and shoved Spirit aside.

“Outta my way, you pink-haired freak,” the cat-girl hissed, flattening her ears as she glared at the pony-girl. “Make way for the Queen.”

Spirit simply slipped onto the mattress in a contented puddle, her cheeks flushed as pink as her hair, a sheen of sweat covering her perfect body, no longer having the energy to rise to Quincie’s bait.

Ben could only chuckle as the little cat shoved him back on the mattress, perching atop him like he was her throne. “Changed your mind about being too sore?”

“Shut up, you big dirty farmer,” she growled, digging her claws into his chest as she maneuvered her backside into place. “Just because you gave me babies doesn’t mean you get to question me. I’m still a queen! And you’re just my lowly pleasure slave.”

A slender patch of black fur marked the front of her sex, the lips of which split as she spread her thighs wide to accommodate him. Her tail stood straight up behind her as if on high alert. Her big golden eyes were half-closed, and slitted with pleasure at getting her way.

But Ben stopped her, gripping her hips tightly and preventing Quincie from lowering herself further. She hissed and scratched his chest, but Ben held firm.

The cat-girl struggled at times to be a caring member of the family, often reverting to the selfish, “regal” attitude that had kept her alive when she’d been forced to live on the streets of Grimsby. He knew she didn’t really believe she was better than everyone else—at least, not much better—but she did occasionally need a reminder of who was in charge.

“In that case,” he said, making to move her aside. “I think I’ll go make breakfast instead. A farmer is a busy man, lowly as you think he is. And I only have time to breed females who love and respect me, and who are kind to their fellow demi-beasts.”

“Wait!” she tensed, her ears flattening in alarm. “I command you to stop!”

“Command?” Ben lifted her higher. She kicked her legs in protest, attempting to lower herself again, but he was too strong.

She let out a low, keening yowl. “You can’t give those common sluts your seed and not me. I’m a queen! I need it. Please, Master Ben? Please!”

“This little queen needs to remember her manners,” Ben said, unrelenting. “She’s getting a bit too imperious, these days.”

“No! No, I’m not, Master Ben. I’m a good kitty! I ate Spirit’s pussy and made sure she was nice and wet for you, and I cleaned up Rosie and made sure not a drop of your seed went to waste. I’m such a good kitty, Master. I’ll be good. Please don’t leave witho—ooohmmrroow!”

Ben rolled over, reversing their positions so that he was on top of her, and she was pressed into the mattress.

Spirit giggled from beside them, biting her lip mischievously. “Oh-oh, now you’re going to get it, you naughty cat.”

He pushed her thighs apart, finding her even wetter and more eager than before, now that her ass was in the air, her tail curled up over her back like a female cat in heat.

Which was exactly what she was.

“Yes, Daddy Ben,” she whimpered. “Teach me a lesson. Beat me with your fuck-stick!”

Rosie’s curly blonde head peeked up over the edge of the mattress from where she was still kneeling on the floor, her pink ears perked up in anticipation. “I can’t wait to see this,” she said. “That little brat has it coming.”

Ben shoved himself into the cat-girl’s slit with authority. Quincie hissed, digging her claws into the mattress, leaving tears that burst with downy white feathers.

“Mrrooow! Fuckity-fuck that thing is huge. You and your stupid monster cock! No! Don’t stop, you big dummy. Do it harder!”

Ben pounded the angry, hissing cat-girl into the mattress as she berated him—an act that seemed to be an integral part of her path to climax, as she only grew more foul the closer she came to coming.

Today, with her pussy still tender from the night before, and thanks to the Spirit’s earlier ministrations, the potty-mouthed queen was soon yowling and spitting into the pillow, her pussy gushing with the pleasure of submitting to Ben.

“I’m ready, Daddy Ben,” she groaned. “Just… not for more babies. I want your seed! Put it in my backside!”

“Here she goes,” Spirit said, giggling, before putting on her mocking voice again. “Ooh, meeeow! Put that big fuck-stick in my naughty hole, Daddy Ben!”

“Yeah,” Quincie agreed. “Do it! Right meeeeow!

Ben pulled himself from her pussy, then slid the head of his cock up her crack to the nice, tight little hole beneath her tail. The little cat-girl felt far too small to take this way, but she often insisted upon it, even though it hurt. The pressure as he pushed himself into her backside was intense. She squirmed and tensed at the intrusion, fighting the act even as she continued to demand it.

Ben could feel his climax approaching, the need building as she fought him and begged for his release.

Rosie and Spirit watched with eager eyes wide open.

His balls slapped Quincie’s pussy as he forced himself all the way into her rear entrance. She yowled, bucking against him in a way that only drove him deeper inside.

“Mrrroooooow, ow, ow! YES! Do it, you dirty fucking farmer. DO IT! Pump my ass full of cream!”

Ben grunted as he released his seed into her impossibly tight backside, letting wave after wave pour out of him and into her squirming body.

When he was finished, the cat-girl was panting, her eyes squeezed tightly shut as she kneaded her claws into the mattress. A low, rumbling purr vibrated through her body as he pulled out, his warm cream spilling down the back of her legs.

“Think she’ll be good for a little bit, now?” Spirit asked, winking a big blue eye at Ben. “Or do you need to teach her again for good measure?”

Ben chuckled as he rolled to the side of the bed. “Much as I’d like to, I wasn’t kidding earlier. A farmer’s work is never done. It’s time to see to breakfast and get this day started. We can’t laze around in bed all morning, after all.”

“Permission to clean her up, boss?” Rosie asked, her gaze darting toward Quincie’s still-lifted ass and the bountiful seed covering it. “I don’t think she can move at the moment.”

“Go ahead,” Ben said with a grin.

Spirit wriggled across the mattress toward him, looking up at him with those big baby-blues, batting her eyelashes invitingly. “Permission to clean you up, Ben?”

Ben was about to agree, despite his commitment to get going when there was a knock at the door. Three silvery-white pairs of bunny ears appeared as the door opened a crack, stacked on top of one another comically, as the Lapina sisters, Clover, Lavender, and Blossom peered inside.

“Did someone say clean up?” Clover demanded from the top of the pile, her pert little nose wiggling.

Spirit cast them a glowering look. “How long have you been lurking out there?”

“Long enough to know your time is up, Pinky,” said Blossom. “Quit hogging Master Ben!”

“Yeah!” added Lavender. “You already have babies. We need his seed more than you do—ooof!”

“Ahhh!”

With a tumble, the door swung open, and the buxom bunny sisters fell into the room in a heap, with Lavender at the bottom, Clover on top, and Blossom sandwiched in the middle.

It did not escape Ben’s attention that all three of the bunny girls were already naked.

With the pastel tint to the bunny sister’s fur and hair, Clover’s fluffy white tail twitched like a cherry on top of a particularly curvy ice-cream Sundae.

He hadn’t bred the bunny girls yet—they needed to wait until the birthing unit had been expanded to accommodate all three of them at once. But that didn’t stop them from trying to seduce him at every turn.

It had become their custom to wake him with their eager little mouths each morning, as they were using the magic of his seed to prepare their bodies for motherhood. They often performed cleanup for Alicia, and whichever other demi-beast females had spent the night, their appetite for his seed as bottomless as their bouncy, positivity.

“I’m afraid we only have time for cleanup this morning, girls,” Ben said, standing from the bed.

Clover’s eyes immediately locked onto his rigid length, still dripping with cream. She bounded off the pile of her sisters, causing them to cry out in outrage, as she knelt before him with her mouth wide open and her big pink eyes begging.

“Please, Master Ben,” she gasped. “It will only take ten minutes.”

“Yes!” shouted Blossom as she stepped on Lavender, jumping up to land next to her sister. “Just ten more minutes!”

Lavender got up with a groan, massaging her big, swollen breasts which had been plastered into the floor by her sister’s antics. But she, too, stumbled forward to kneel in front of Ben.

“Ten more minutes, please,” she said, licking her lips and opening her mouth to receiving him. Then, her eyes went wide, and she grinned, adding an important amendment to her request. “Each!”

Spirit and Rosie burst into laughter.

Quincie, on the other hand, had fallen asleep. She was snoring into her pillow, ass still high in the air and tail flipped up over her back, snorting with each inhale and purring with each exhale, like the most contented creature in the world—apparently no longer concerned with looking like a queen.


2
Hell on Wheels


Ben had just convinced the bunny sisters that "cleanup" didn’t count as a full breakfast when a crash echoed from outside—followed by the unmistakable sound of Citrine squawking.

Not her usual musical chirp, either. This was Harpy-In-Full-Maternal-Tilt Mode.

Ben bolted for the door, pulling on his pants and trying to button his shirt as he ran. The bunny girls, hot on his heels with fluffy tails bouncing as they ran, had no such compulsions toward modesty.

Ben stopped them before they made it to the door. “Clothes first, girls,” he said. “There’s little ones around, now, remember?”

Clover blushed, the color highlighting her soft pink eyes. “Oopsy-daisy. Of course, Ben. We’ll go get dressed. I hope Citrine is okay.”

“I’m sure she’s fine,” Ben said. “And if she’s not, I can handle it. No need to worry.”

The sisters nodded, turned tail, and bounced back up the stairs. Ben paused to watch them go, grinning to himself. He was definitely the luckiest man in the world—this one or the last!

From the kitchen, there was a clatter, and Quincie let out an angry yowl. “What the shit is this mess?” she grumbled. “Plant paste? It looks like the goobers that come out of Gruff’s nose when he’s been stuffing his face at the slop bucket.”

“It’s oatmeal, Quincie,” scolded Rosie. “And just because you don’t like it doesn’t mean you can throw the spoon on the floor. Nobody forced you to taste it.”

“Some of us prefer plant paste to eating dead animals,” Spirit reminded the cat-girl gently. “You don’t have to eat the oatmeal. We’ll be making bacon and eggs for Ben, too. If you can behave yourself for long enough, he might even share.”

“What, I can’t have my own? I’m a queen!”

“Not if you keep throwing stuff around the kitchen,” Rosie said. “Now either find something productive to do or get out the way, ‘your highness.’”

“Queen of cats,” Spirit said with a whinny like laugh. “Last I checked, that didn’t include Equistar or Porcina. I’m not even sure it includes other Felina.”

“Other Felina?” Quincie hissed, scandalized. “What other Felina? Those hussies better stay far away from my territory, or I’ll scratch their eyes out. This is my house. And that’s my bacon!”

Ben shook his head as he stepped out onto the porch.

Outside, the early morning had gone from peaceful to pandemonium.

His daughters had only been born two weeks ago, but thanks to the accelerated growth of those attuned to the system, they were already looking and acting like toddlers.

It was the terrible twos, all right.

But happening in weeks, rather than years.

As Ben’s father would have said, his daughters were hell on wheels. Ben considered himself fortunate that they hadn’t found anything with wheels yet, or he was sure things would be even worse.

As it was, things were already pretty bad.

Spirit’s daughter, Starling, was halfway up the chicken coop again, her arms flapping hard enough to knock over a watering can. The little Equistar had long brown hair and a short but chunky tail, which Spirit insisted on keeping trimmed because Starling refused to sit long enough to keep it brushed. Her bright blue eyes were gleaming with mischief as she made her way to the edge of the coop’s roof, and Ben was pretty sure she was about to jump.

ChiChi, one of the Felina babies, was chasing a terrified rooster—Steve the Screamer, to be precise—while yelling “Fly, coward! FLY!” and chucking bread crusts at him.

That one was definitely her mother’s daughter, with Quincie’s attitude dialed up to eleven and the safety turned off.

Ben tried to feel sorry for the bedraggled bird, but after being woken up by his hoarse attempts at crowing the last few days, he kind of felt like Steve deserved to be pelted… just a little bit.

Misty, a more sweet and curious Felina child, was buried in a flower bed, dirt flying behind her as she tunneled into the marigolds like a mole.

Meanwhile, the Porcina twins, Eve and Marie, had been joined by the third Felina baby, Tina. The trio had managed to upend the laundry cart and were using bedsheets as parachutes to leap from the porch stairs.

Salem, the final cat-girl, stood on top of the well pump, naked except for a sagging diaper, bellowing like a tiny warlord as she swung an old kitchen spoon like a sword.

Alicia and Meadow, looking more run-down and exhausted than Ben had ever seen them, cast him a pleading look as he stepped out onto the lawn.

“Oh, thank goodness,” Alica gasped, running to her husband. “I thought you’d never get up. I just… I don’t know what to do with them, Ben. We’ve tried everything, but there’s just no managing them!”

Ben pulled his wife in for a hug, brushing her auburn hair out of her pretty green eyes, and kissing her on her forehead. “They’re a little high spirited,” he said. “But I’m sure it’s fine.”

“It’s not fine, Ben! I thought I wanted to be a mother. I thought I was ready. And when they were so little and fresh and newborn, I was so excited to be pregnant. One night of babysitting and I’ve changed my mind. I can’t do this, Ben. I’m terrified. What are we going to do??”

True panic glinted in her eyes, which alarmed Ben, as Alicia was one of the most steadfast and unflappable people he’d ever met. She’d been running the general goods store in Grimsby for years, and had handled the businesses expansion as Lucky Nickel Acres branched out from selling garden produce to selling all kinds of things from milk, cheese, and yogurt, to jams and jellies, wildflower honey, hand-dyed wool, and even baked goods.

The more demi-beasts that showed up seeking refuge at the farm, the more jobs Alicia invented to keep everyone busy. And in the last couple of weeks, the gold had been flowing like never before. Business was booming, and Alicia had taken it all in stride.

But this was her line, apparently.

“Don’t worry, love,” Ben insisted. “If you don’t like babysitting the girls, we’ll find someone else to do it. There are certainly enough women around to handle seven little munchkins. Even if they are terrors.”

“They’re more than terrors. I’m starting to think they have demon blood,” Meadow said, coming up beside Alicia with her arms crossed, looking frazzled. Her enormous, milky breasts were engorged and leaking through her overalls. “And you’re late for our milking appointment. I’m ready to burst!”

The door to the house slammed again, and Quincie's voice floated from behind him. “Oh great. They’re playing feral goblins again. Where the hell are my kids?! That blonde one isn’t mine. Come on, you little brats, it’s time for breakfast. Mama’s titties are starting to hurt.”

She padded barefoot across the grass, still naked except for a sleep-rumpled robe that had one sleeve trailing behind her and a kitten clinging to the hem like a burr.

Not one of her kittens, but a tiny, fluffy barn cat that looked like a tumbleweed with teeth and claws.

Quincie didn’t pay it any mind.

“You’re supposed to be in your play pen!” she shouted at ChiChi and Misty. “Who let you out?”

ChiChi hissed and darted under a wheelbarrow. Misty climbed on top and started meowing like a lookout.

Ben just rubbed his temples. Becoming a parent was hard enough, most of the time, but learning how to parent at warp speed was something else.

“Spirit! Rosie!” he called out, hoping they could hear him through the open kitchen window. “I think Alicia and Meadow could use a little help. We have a full-blown code-red chaos situation out here!”

“Coming, Ben!” Spirit called back through the window. “Breakfast is ready for any grownups who need it. We’ll come collect the minions.”

Rosie poked her head past the curtain, looking sheepish. “Sorry, Alicia. Sorry, Meadow. I know they’re a bit of a handful…”

Alicia only groaned and leaned against Ben’s chest, as if needing him to hold her up. Meadow’s long cow-tail flicked in irritation behind her.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Ben said, giving Meadow and apologetic smile. “I’m sure you’re very uncomfortable. I just need to check on Citrine, and then we can do your milking, I promise.”

Meadow stomped a hoof and snorted, her big brown eyes narrowed. “That oversized chicken needs more help than you can give her,” she said. “I thought your first three females had gone baby crazy when they started preparing to enter the birthing units. But I’d never seen a nesting Harpy.”

Spirit trotted down the porch steps in her robe, still a little bleary-eyed, holding a baby bottle like it was a weapon. “Starling! Mama’s got some milkies for you!”

She must have taken one of the bottles of Meadow’s cream from the pantry, since Ben had selfishly drained her during their lovemaking session.

Fortunately, they were never in short supply of milk with the dairy Holstaur around.

Rosie followed with her blouse half unbuttoned, pulling out a breast before she’d even caught one of her daughters. “Eve, Marie, whatever you’re up to, you stop it this instant. I told you to listen to your aunties Meadow and Alicia, didn’t I?”

The babies scattered as their mother’s advanced, giggling madly and itching for a game of chase.

“I told you we needed a schedule,” Spirit muttered. “They shouldn’t be up so early.”

“Up?” Alicia whispered weakly against Ben’s chest. “They never went down. It’s bee like this all night!”

Meadow snorted in agreement. Rosie and Spirit hardly seemed to register their complaints, already looking haggard as they chased after their minis.

“I told you to stop letting them nap in shifts,” Rosie shot back at pony-girl. “How are they supposed to sleep on a schedule when we let them nap whenever they want?”

“Are you going to wake a sleeping baby when we finally get some peace and quiet?”

“Fair point,” Rosie said. “Maybe we just need to put a lid on their play pen…”

Spirit caught Starling with relative ease, then helped to herd Eve and Marie back towards their mother. Quincie was fending off all four of her black-and-white furred rascals.

“Ouch! Yow! Quit biting my nipples you little brat! Someone bring me a bottle. Saaaave me! Right meeeeow!”

Clover, Blossom, and Lavender burst out of the house, their arms filled with bottles of cream, ready to rescue whoever needed it. “We’re coming, babies, we’re coming! Who wants to snuggle up with some nice warm nom-noms?”

As things slowly got under control, Ben breathed a sigh of relief. “All right,” he said. “Now, has anyone seen, Citrine?”

As if she’d been summoned by his question, the harpy swooped overhead with a wild look in her eyes and an entire bush in her claws.

“Where is the moss!?” she screeched. “This shrub isn’t right! It’s not soft enough for the egg!”

She crash-landed in a pile of hay and immediately began ripping it apart.

Meadow gave him a look that said ‘I told you so.’

“I do kinda miss when she was just horny,” Ben muttered in agreement. “But my handbook assures me that this is just a phase…”

Ben watched Citrine flail through the hay pile, her feathers a blur of tawny gold and chocolate brown with hints of rust-red as she shredded another failed nesting attempt.

“This is the fifth one,” Meadow muttered, crossing her arms. “She rejected the clothes hamper, the laundry basket, the dog bed, and two different piles of straw.”

Citrine’s wide, bright eyes darted toward the group gathered at the edge of the barnyard. Her claws gripped a chunk of shrubbery she’d half-deposited on top of a broken broom, a flower wreath, and what looked suspiciously like Alicia’s favorite throw pillow.

“No one touch it!” Citrine squawked, wings flaring as if to ward off a predator. “This one’s almost perfect! I just need… need…”

She scrambled off toward the side garden, wings flapping behind her.

“…Moss! I need moss!”

Ben traded a look with Spirit, who was holding a sleepy Starling in her arms while Rosie tried to coax the twins back into their clothes.

“I guess the nesting instincts have fully kicked in,” Ben muttered.

“They kicked in yesterday,” Meadow grunted. “But I think we’ve gone from instincts to insanity.”

Alicia rubbed her temples. “She raided the linen closet at 2 a.m., just after I finally got ChiChi and Salem back to sleep. I caught her trying to smuggle three quilts and the mattress pad into the chicken coop. But I couldn’t stop her, because by then, of course, Eve and Maria had woken up.”

“She said the eggs needed company,” Meadow added. “Not that’s she’s laid one yet.”

“Technically, she’s almost on schedule,” Ben said, pulling out his Demi-Beast Husbandry from Fun and Profit handbook and flipping to the back where a sparse Harpy entry had been hastily added, like an afterthought. “See... Harpies enter the final nesting phase between 12 to 17 days after fertilization, followed by egg-laying between 18 to 22 days, depending on environmental conditions and the female’s stress levels.”

Alicia snorted. “Well, I’d say her stress level is… extremely harpy.”

Citrine came skidding back into view with a whole sheet of moss clutched in her claws like a victorious champion.

“I FOUND SOME!” she screamed triumphantly, only to immediately pause. Her head tilted. “No… wait. It’s too damp. It’s TOO DAMP!”

She hurled it at the barn wall and shrieked in frustration, flapping up through the open hay loft door and into the rafters like a storm cloud with talons.

Ben sighed, slipping the handbook back into his pocket.

“I guess I’d better go calm her down,” he muttered.

“Take a helmet,” Spirit advised. “And maybe a nice soft blanket.”

“Or two,” Rosie added, watching Citrine screech overhead and mutter about egg physics.

Ben cracked his knuckles and trudged toward the barn.

“I’ll take care of it,” he said. “You just keep the other girls from climbing the chicken coop again. I have a feeling that once Citrine does lay her egg she’s going to be very protective of the area.”

As he ducked inside, a flurry of hay flew toward his head.

This is fine, he thought as he dodged. This is all totally normal.

Ben climbed carefully up the ladder to the hayloft, stepping onto the creaky wooden floor. Hay dust danced in the sunlight streaming through gaps in the boards, illuminating the Queen of Harpies perched awkwardly among loose straw and feathers.

Citrine hunched there, feathers puffed up in irritation, her golden eyes wide and frantic. At the sight of him, she let out a low, nervous croon.

“My King,” she whispered, her voice soft, stripped of her usual ferocity. “You shouldn’t be here. It’s not safe. I—I feel… strange.”

Ben approached gently, giving her space. He’d learned quickly that sudden movements startled her more than he expected from such a powerful creature. He smiled calmly, making his voice soothing. “Strange how, Citrine? Is it the egg?”

She nodded rapidly, shifting uneasily. “It’s coming soon. I can feel it. But I… I’m not ready. I thought I would know exactly what to do, exactly how to handle everything. I’m a queen, Ben. Handling everything is my job! But this... this is something else entirely. It feels like I'm losing control, and it frightens me.”

He stepped closer, reaching out slowly and touching her wing, letting his fingers stroke through the silky feathers. “You're not alone, Citrine. Every parent feels this way. I felt terrified when Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie were expecting. I had no idea how to take care of a baby, let alone seven of them. But you learn as you go. You don't have to be perfect.”

Her wings drooped, revealing the vulnerability beneath her proud exterior. “I’m supposed to be strong for her.”

“You will be.”

“Right now, I feel smaller and weaker than ever,” she sighed, tears brimming in her golden eyes. “If I’m not a queen, Ben… Who am I?”

Ben cupped her cheek, smiling reassuringly. “You are a queen, Citrine. You're my queen. And I know for a fact that you are already strong enough to do this. Even if you were on your own, you would be strong enough, but look down there,” he guided her gently to the loft’s small window.

Below, on the front lawn, Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie laughed as they gathered up the roly-poly youngsters. Clover, Lavender, and Blossom handed out bottles, while Alicia and Meadow watched over the chaos with affectionate exasperation.

“You’re not alone. You’re joining that. Not giving up who you are, but becoming something more, a part of our growing family.”

“They don’t like me,” she said with a huff, ruffling her feathers.

“They’re a little scared of you sometimes,” Ben admitted. “But can you blame them? You’re a powerful and imposing woman, Citrine. That’s nothing to be ashamed of. And I think if you make a bit of an effort to treat the others as your family, rather than as your subjects, they’ll learn to love and respect you as I do. We’re all in this together, remember. Lucky Nickle Acres belongs to all of us, and that includes you. Now, tell me. How can I help you?”

Citrine watched the peaceful, chaotic scene. Slowly, her feathers settled, smoothing down as her breathing steadied. “I want to nest somewhere safe, somewhere high. I don’t feel comfortable when I can’t see the lay of the land. But nothing feels right. I don’t like having a roof and walls blocking my view, like from inside this barn. And the roof is too steep outside. The trees that are big enough are too far away. I just can’t make anything fit.”

Ben considered a moment, then offered a solution. “Why don’t I build you a nesting platform? Something high up, near my window, so you can come and go as you please. You’ll have height to watch over the farm, and I'll always be close by if you need anything.”

Her eyes widened in disbelief. “You would build this for me? Even though I’m… a monster? You’d let me be so close to you?”

“Citrine…” He stroked the side of her neck with the back of his fingers, eliciting a coo of pleasure. “Have you been listening to what I’ve said.”

“Yes, my King…” She nuzzled her face against his hand, enjoying the affection. “But it seems so hard to believe. I was alone for a long time. I never believed I could have this… family. Subjects, yes. Fear, yes. These are natural things for a Harpy queen to endure. But love? Companionship? It is like learning another language.”

Ben shook his head firmly. “I don’t fear you. You’re my queen. Our daughter will be royalty too—a princess. You deserve to be comfortable here, Citrine, even if for now your throne is only a platform. I'll give you whatever you need. If you like it, we can make it as regal as you like, betting of both you and our daughter.”

Tears welled in her golden eyes, and she brushed them away quickly, embarrassed. “Thank you, King Ben. I don’t know how to repay this kindness.”

“You already have,” Ben said gently, squeezing her feathered shoulder. “You chose me. That’s more than enough.”

Citrine relaxed visibly, her feathers sleek and calm again. “Then I'll be your sentinel and guard our home—and our daughter—with my life.”

Ben smiled warmly. “I know you will.”

For a moment, the hayloft was silent, filled only with sunlight, warmth, and the quiet hum of life outside. Citrine’s gaze drifted from his eyes to his lips, and something shifted in the golden depths of her expression—a quiet hunger, smoldering beneath the calm.

Slowly, Ben leaned forward, his heart picking up speed as Citrine’s breath brushed his cheek. Her scent surrounded him, earthy and wild, drawing him closer until their lips finally met in a slow, passionate kiss. Her wings unfolded around them, blocking out the world, wrapping them both in a warm, private sanctuary.

She made a low, throaty sound against his mouth, a hum of satisfaction tinged with promise. She lifted one leg, clutching his thigh possessively in her talon and holding him close as she kissed him more aggressively, nipping at his lips.

Ben slid his fingers through her hair and pushed his tongue past her teeth as the kiss deepened and lingered, filled with the fierce need and tender longing they'd both been suppressing for far too long.

When they parted, breathless and flushed, Citrine rested her forehead against his, her voice a husky whisper. “Soon, Ben. I need more of you… soon. Please…”

He ran a gentle hand along her feathers, then her breasts, which she kept bare. Cupping her heavy mounds, Ben rolled her firm nipples between his fingers, pinching and tugging until she quivered in his palm.

Ben felt the quiet shiver that ran down her body mirrored in his own. “As soon as you’re comfortable in your nest, I'll make sure we find time. I promise.”

Her golden eyes glittered with a mix of love, lust, and anticipation. “I’ll hold you to that, my King.”

Ben smiled softly, stealing another quick kiss. “I’m counting on it.”

Once he released her, Citrine climbed through the open door to the hay loft and launched into the air, letting out a screech of victory as she spiraled off toward the woods to collect more materials for her nest.

He watched the Harpy vanish into the clear blue sky with a powerful stroke of her wings, feeling his heart beat faster at the promise they'd shared.

Making love to Citrine was always an exciting prospect, though it sometimes felt more like violence than love. Her instincts to dominate while breeding were far too powerful for her to overcome, so Ben had learned to be still and withstand her assault.

And to be perfectly honest, he’d learned to like it, too.

It was a different experience, being pinned down by a monster and used for pleasure. Especially since most of the demi-beasts he’d encountered preferred for him to be the dominant partner.

Maybe all monster-kin were more like Citrine. He’d have to do some more research and see if he could expand the information in his handbook with the breeding practices of other magical females in Faerowilde.

Ben sighed contentedly, shaking loose bits of straw from his hair, then carefully climbed back down the ladder from the hayloft, his thoughts still steaming with desire.

On his way down, he made of everything he’d need to get the platform built and to see about adding a doorway of some kind that Citrine could use to come into his room on the second floor of the house. There were a few skilled carpenters amongst the newly arrived demi-beasts.

His construction team, lead by Stormy and Marnie, the Equistar and Holstaur pair who’d overseen much of the farm’s building progress, would be the eager to get started on a new project.

Just as his boots hit the barn’s packed-earth floor, the door swung open, flooding the dim barn with sunlight. Meadow staggered in, her cheeks flushed and a look of pure desperation in her eyes. Her tight white t-shirt clung damply to her curves, completely soaked through, the thin fabric barely containing her heavy, swollen breasts. Her denim overalls were equally damp, darkened in patches from where her milk had begun to overflow.

“Ben!” she gasped, hurrying toward him, her gentle brown eyes wide and pleading. “Thank goodness—Citrine took forever! I thought she’d never leave. I—I can’t hold it anymore!”

He moved quickly, catching her gently by the shoulders as she stumbled into his embrace. “Oh Meadow, I'm sorry—today's been hectic.”

She nodded quickly, shivering as his hands slid soothingly over her trembling form. “Please, Ben, I need your help. Right now.”

Ben smiled softly, pressing a comforting kiss to her temple. “Of course. Let’s get you hooked up to the milking machine, and—”

Meadow shook her head urgently, eyes fluttering closed as another wave of discomfort overtook her. “No—please, I need relief now, right here...before I burst.”

A low groan escaped him as understanding dawned, heat pooling instantly in his belly. Without hesitation, he guided her back until she was pressed against one of the sturdy wooden beams. Meadow whimpered gratefully as his hands deftly released the buttons of her soaked overalls, letting the straps fall loose. Her drenched t-shirt molded to her breasts, the hardened peaks clearly visible.

“You poor thing,” he murmured huskily, lifting the hem of her shirt and exposing her swollen, glistening breasts. “Let me help you.”

Ben dipped his head, catching her nipple between his lips, drawing firmly. Meadow let out a sweet, relieved moan, arching into his touch, her fingers tangling in his hair. Warm, rich milk flooded his mouth, intoxicatingly sweet, and he swallowed hungrily. Meadow's hips shifted restlessly as he drank deeply, moving slowly from one breast to the other, easing her unbearable fullness with every tender, needy pull.

She clung tightly to him, breath hitching in pleasure, whispering desperately in his ear. “Ben, oh—thank you, thank you... I thought I’d go mad waiting for you.”

He lifted his gaze, eyes dark with desire as he drew back just enough to speak. “I’m here now. Let’s finish this properly.”

Meadow nodded eagerly, breathless and flushed, and allowed him to guide her deeper into the barn, toward the milking machine they'd carefully built together.

The day's chaos could wait just a little longer—right now, Meadow was in need.

And her need was all he could focus on.

A farmer’s work was never done, especially when that farmer was the only demi-beast breeder in the whole damned world.


3
Ashes and Ink


Lady Helena Graythorne strode into the Great Library of Cinderfell with the confidence of someone who had always belonged there. Her tailored charcoal-gray dress whispered softly across the polished marble floor, the subtle click of her heeled boots echoing beneath the towering dome.

It was a calculated performance.

Even Lady Graythorne needed special permission to enter the restricted area of the Great Library—permission which she didn’t explicitly have.

Fortunately, she wasn’t the type of woman to let a minor inconvenience like that get in her way.

She carried herself with such regal assurance that the library clerk—after eyeing her forged credentials suspiciously for a moment—quickly wilted under her sharp, icy gaze and hurriedly turned away.

It had taken her nearly two weeks to procure the forged documents necessary to grant her access to the secret vaults, where Cinderfell’s collection of ancient texts was kept.

In fact, a professor at Rockford Collegiate in the easternmost province of Erievene whom she’d once helped with a little spot of espionage very early in her career, had been quite eager to help her. He’d even given her the name of the particular text she was looking for, the one she’d seen when she’d accompanied him to the Great Library on that officially sanctioned job.

A book on the taboo topic of Faerowilde’s lost magic.

The vaulted ceilings arched overhead like a cathedral, the gas lamps suspended from iron chains casting warm pools of amber light against ancient, carved shelves brimming with leather-bound tomes. Helena paused for just a moment, inhaling the comforting scent of aged parchment, leather polish, and candle wax.

This was her battlefield now. Not the noisy courtrooms or heated council chambers, but the quiet, meticulous trenches of knowledge and history.

In this place, secrets were weapons—and Lady Helena Graythorne was a master of secrets.

She moved purposefully toward the restricted archives, her jaw set in quiet determination. The librarian stationed at the locked gate looked up nervously, acknowledging the pass she held in her hand with something like awe.

“My lady,” he said softly, almost shrinking beneath her attention. “I trust you found the clerk helpful?”

Helena’s sharp gray eyes met his, the hint of a smile playing on her lips. "Sufficiently. The archive, please."

He nodded hurriedly, fumbling with a ring of ancient keys, carefully unlocking the ornate gate that separated mundane research from the library's most sensitive holdings.

“B-busy day today,” he said, stumbling over the words. “Usually I don’t open these gates more than once a month, and now it’s twice in one day.”

“What do you mean?” she snapped in irritation.

“N-nothing ma’am. Only that… never mind. It’s of no consequence to you, I’m sure. Sorry to waste your time.”

As the gate swung open with a muted creak, Helena stepped inside without further acknowledgment, her mind already fixed on her goal: proof.

Proof that the staff held by that peculiar farmer, Ben, was indeed connected to the legendary Grand Vizier.

Peculiar… and peculiarly attractive.

As a woman who had been married and divorced more times than many bought new shoes, Lady Graythorne didn’t think she’d ever feel the pull of desire again. She’d married for strategy, for position in society, for the hope of starting a family. Never for love, nor even for lust. In fact, she’d always thought such animal passions to be beneath her.

Until she’d met Benjamin Nickels and listened to the sounds of his raucous fucking of the demi-beast women that fluttered around him like butterflies to nectar.

She’d been repulsed at first.

And then… she’d wondered.

What might it feel like to be desired the way he so obviously desired those animalistic females?

Could she let herself go, as they did? Screaming, squealing, and begging for his seed like needy, desperate whores?

Gods… the thought of it made her positively…

Sopping wet.

So wet that she’d gotten up in the middle of the night a few times to make sure she hadn’t embarrassed herself with an accident of the bladder.

But no. She was experiencing, for the first time in her life, the phenomenon she’d often heard her slutty little chambermaids giggling about when they didn’t think she was listening.

A deep, dirty, sexual longing.

She paused briefly, taking a steading breath to bring herself back to the moment at hand. There was no time to be fantasizing about Benjamin Nickel’s nice fat cock stretching her in a way her pitiful ex-husbands had never been able to do.

She shivered, stuck on the memory of accidently glimpsing the farmer’s turgid member as he plunged it into the tiny, vicious Felina who’d threatened to scratch her eyes out more than once.

She hadn’t meant to see what she’d seen, but now that she had she was forced to admit that the men she’d lain with were not really men at all. Not if their packages were any indication. Perhaps she should hardly be surprised that she’d never gotten with child. Perhaps it wasn’t her fault at all, but that of the pathetic, flaccid, old men she’d married.

Ben, on the other hand… She’d hardly been diddled by a pinky finger compared to the weapon hanging between that man’s legs…

No. Stop that. She chastised herself. First things first.

Surveying the rows of meticulously cataloged manuscripts behind delicate glass cabinets, Lady Graythorne forced herself to put a hold on her budding desires at least until she confirmed her suspicions.

A thin smile curved her lips as she reached into her pocket, fingers lightly touching the discreet pouch of coins she'd prepared for precisely this purpose.

Today, secrets would be revealed—and empires would begin to shift.

Lady Helena moved carefully along the rows of cabinets, her eyes scanning faded gilded lettering and wax seals for clues. Her fingers lightly traced spines of ancient books, mentally cataloging each title and dismissing them just as swiftly.

Finally, she halted before a cabinet labeled in delicate gold script: "Tales of the Skyfire Court."

She drew in a sharp breath, a thrill surging through her chest as she spotted the locked drawer beneath the cabinet, secured by an intricate mechanism of polished brass—the design was of a circle containing a triangle with a spiral at its center. As she laid eyes upon the symbol, Helena felt a shiver of… not dread, but excitement… thrilling up her spine.

With practiced calm, she glanced casually over her shoulder before producing the small velvet pouch of coins, and jingling them softly.

Like a starving stable hand summoned by a dinner bell, a nervous-looking junior archivist suddenly appeared at her side.

The man was young, but already balding, as if to embody his dedication to the scholarly career he’d pursued. “Ma’am?”

She held out the purse, then pressed it into his outstretched hand.

“Open it,” she commanded softly. Then, adding the code phrase her confidant from Rockford Collegiate had provided her, she whispered. “Truth sleeps in shadowed halls.”

The archivist swallowed visibly, glancing over his shoulder as if he knew what he was doing was wrong. Quickly, he selected the proper key from a dense ring of ancient brass and iron, and slid it into the lock with a faint click.

The drawer eased open smoothly, revealing a slender, cloth-wrapped bundle carefully tied with silk ribbon. The same symbol had been painted upon the cloth in a shimmering gold that seemed to glow in the lantern light.

Helena lifted it delicately, the weight in her hands unexpectedly heavy. It wasn’t a physically hefty book, yet it seemed weighted with historical significance.

She glanced at the archivist to see if he recognized the moment for what it was, but he was already gone. As if he hadn’t wanted to linger near the scene of the crime.

With cautious reverence, she carried the book to the nearest reading table, gently setting it down and peeling away the faded cloth. Beneath the protective fabric lay a slender volume bound in leather dyed the deep crimson of dried blood, edged in faintly glowing silver script that shimmered under the gas lamps’ warm glow.

Helena turned the pages slowly, her heart racing as vibrant images and intricate illuminations spilled forth—depictions of extravagant court scenes, raucous orgies, grand battles, and strange ceremonies. Her breath caught sharply as she flipped to a page marked with a silk ribbon, her eyes widening at the image that awaited her.

The Grand Vizier stood resplendent in ceremonial robes of midnight blue and silver.

But it wasn't his lavish attire that captured her attention.

Held proudly in his grasp was an intricately carved staff, unmistakable in its elegant shape and the distinctive crystalline growth at its base—the exact staff Ben wielded now, half a world away on his humble farm. The Vizier held up a hand blazing with magic forming the symbol again, the spiral, triangle, and circle nestled within each other.

Helena’s pulse quickened, her eyes narrowing thoughtfully as she traced the delicate illustration with a careful fingertip. She'd suspected a link, but seeing the undeniable proof in vivid ink and ancient parchment was exhilarating—and dangerous.

The balance of power in all of Faerowilde had shifted with one simple discovery.

Somehow, Benjamin Nickels was connected to the most ancient and powerful sorcerer the world had ever known.

And somehow, he’d begun to manifest some of the Grand Vizier’s powers.

Ben was ascended, an acolyte of the magical system no other human in Faerowilde could sense.

Which meant…

She closed the manuscript, her decision immediate. Such an artifact would never be safe in the open, especially not here.

Helena scanned the area for the balding attendant, and found him puttering with something at the end of the aisle, studiously looking anywhere but at her.

The professor had promised that a pouch of gold and the code phrase he’d provided would be enough to buy the silence of his contact. But she hadn’t entirely believed him.

Relief flooded through her, lapping at her nerves like the cool, calm waters of the ocean easing the sun-scorched sands of anxiety burning in her soul.

She’d dedicated her entire life to the humanist cause, believing magic to be evil because it had been denied to her. She’d fought against the rights of demi-beasts, jealous of their connection to the world of magic that had been stripped from humanity after the war. She’d founded the Purity Committee and helped the High Council of Cinderfell to plot and maneuver, furthering the divide between human and demi-beast—all because she’d resented them. And that resentment had only grown when she’d failed to do her humanist duty, she’d failed to procreate.

The path that had long stretched before Lady Graythorne as the one true way of being in the world was suddenly revealed as a fraud.

She’d had an inkling of this notion during her visit to Lucky Nickel Acres, when she’d sensed Benjamin Nickels’ power. Her suspicions had deepened when she’d seen and recognized the staff he carried. But a part of her still clung to her old beliefs, certain that desperation was leading her astray.

Now, with the evidence before her, there was no more room for disbelief.

Benjamin Nickels had ascended. Rather than being weakened by the demi-beasts, his connection to the system only seemed to grow. The humanist propaganda of humanity’s racial dominance was a lie. Her entire life had been a lie.

A lie that had stripped her of hope and denied her dreams of being a mother, of having a family.

But she’d made a choice that day, when confronting Ben about his power.

She could have doubled down upon her beliefs. She could have returned to Cinderfell and told the High Council that he was a traitor to humans everywhere. She could have brought the full force of the law down upon his head in order to protect herself from the fact that she’d been wrong.

Instead, she chose to step off the path, to turn around, to find a new way to move through the world.

And she’d had the strength to do that because of the promise made to her by the farmer who was more than he seemed.

If she helped him, he would welcome her into his family.

All Ben had asked of her was for the abolishment of the laws that prevented humans from marrying demi-beasts.

And she was prepared to do that. She was prepared to do just about anything for the chance to have a family.

But with the evidence that Ben was possibly much, much more powerful than he appeared to be… possibly the most powerful human in Faerowilde…

Lady Graythorne was willing to do much more.

Rather than just abolish the laws that prevented Ben from living as he wished to live, perhaps she would abolish the entire system that created those laws. She had the connections… she had the political power to destroy anyone in the city if she wanted to.

How much more grateful would Ben be if she brought down the entire High Council in his name?

Grateful enough to give her a child?

Was that in his power?

She didn’t know, but she was willing to risk it.

Carefully wrapping the book back in its cloth covering, Lady Graythorne slipped it quietly beneath the folds of her cloak.

This secret, she decided firmly, belonged to her now.

And, like a warrior with a greatsword, Helena Graythorne knew exactly how to wield it.

With the manuscript safely concealed beneath her cloak, Helena turned swiftly, ready to exit before anyone noticed her prolonged presence. She had barely taken two steps when the low murmur of voices from a nearby private study room brought her sharply to attention.

Voices she recognized.

She paused mid-step, her gray eyes narrowing as she carefully approached the half-open door. Instinctively, she kept to the shadows, her footsteps silent as she leaned closer to listen.

Inside, Victor Rathmore sat hunched over a heavy, dust-covered legal tome, jabbing his finger irritably at a line of text. Across from him, Lawrence Coalridge leaned back languidly, arms folded across his chest, a predatory smile on his face as Rathmore grew increasingly frustrated.

“It’s all right here,” Rathmore hissed, flipping pages aggressively. “Demi-beasts cannot permanently and legally reside within Cinderfell city limits. But—” he pointed emphatically, “the law makes no explicit mention of contracted labor or temporary residence.”

Coalridge chuckled darkly, his smile widening. “Temporary residence? You’re suggesting what…? We lease them, rent them out?”

“Precisely.” Rathmore’s voice dripped with ambition and disdain. “Your older stock—useless for hard labor, but still valuable enough for certain... entertainments. You could send them to work in the city, cycle them around as prostitutes or private servants.”

“This plan requires customers, Rathmore,” Coleridge drawled. “I suspect you’re overestimating the number of perverts in Cinderfell who would lower themselves to that level.”

Rathmore flushed so scarlet that Lady Graythorne immediately recognized he was not only willing, but eager to ‘lower himself’ in bedding a demi-beast.

And after hearing Benjamin Nickels enjoying his private harem of beast-girls, she knew that—of the two—Rathmore was probably closer to the truth than Coalridge was.

She remembered the archivist who’d seemed to surprised to see her with a pass to the restricted area of the library, and realized this was why. It seemed the men were here to discover a loophole in Cinderfell’s laws that would allow them to bring demi-beasts into the city to ‘work’ temporarily. Though they wouldn’t be working as employees. They would be slaves, still owned by a land baron looking to squeeze a few more coppers from their sorry hides.

Lady Graythorne shuddered, appalled at the men and at herself. Because not so long ago, she would have seen nothing wrong with their plan.

“Madame Renée at Regale Rouge would pay handsomely, I’m sure,” Rathmore was saying.

Coalridge stroked his chin thoughtfully. “She’s rather particular about her girls, Rathmore. Her establishment caters to wealth, prestige. I’m a frequent patron myself, and I can’t say I’d be looking to stick my meat in a worn out old cow, no matter how big her tits were.”

“Don’t be so precious, you fool,” Rathmore chided. “First of all, you’re shit at marketing. You’re right, no one wants to stick their meat in a worn out old cow. You know what they do want? Rare women, beautiful women, barely better than animals and yet… Who hasn’t considered it in their darkest nights? A pretty little cat-girl licking their balls? A big tittied cow-girl with cum dripping from her nipples. They’d be luxury goods, Coalridge. Exotic, forbidden, unique… And as they're not strictly residents—just temporary workers—no laws would be broken. It wouldn’t even be illegal if patrons wanted to get a little rough with them. They are only animals for all intents and purposes. There’s probably a market for that, too, come to think of it… whips, chains… you don’t need them for labor anymore, so what do you care if the customer’s willing to pay?”

Coalridge shrugged. “Well, I don’t care. They’re no good to me anymore. Once they can’t work, they just cost money to keep. If I can rent them out to earn their keep with their legs in the air, it suits me just fine. If you think you can drum up the customers…”

Helena’s fists clenched at her sides, knuckles turning white beneath her cloak. Rage rose within her, burning cold and fierce, as she listened to their casual cruelty, the callous discussion of living, feeling, thinking beings as mere commodities.

To hear these calloused men discussing Ben’s lovers this way made her feel repulsed all over again. She’d been guilty of such thoughts herself, which only made her more upset. But Rathmore and Coalridge were worse somehow, even their eyes had a predatory gleam to them, like wolves hiding in the darkness. They glinted yellow from some angles, in a way Lady Graythorne had never noticed before.

Odd. Disturbing.

She did not want to be aligned with people like this.

Peering through the cracked door, Helena watched as Coalridge nodded slowly, his voice smooth and calculating. “You might have something there, Rathmore. We'll have to be careful, though. Madame Renée has a reputation for... morality, of all things.”

Rathmore sneered. “Morality? She'll change her tune when we show her the profit margins. And if she doesn’t, I’ve got a little piece of intel on her that will help to soften her position. Assuming she doesn’t want the Purity Committee involved.”

Helena’s lip curled in disgust.

This was the rot at the heart of the High Council—men like these, trading lives like currency. Whether they were the lives of the poor rural folks in towns like Grimsby or the factory workers in Cinderfell or the enslaved demi-beasts owned by land barons like Coalridge, none of them deserved to be treated like this.

And now, the Purity Committee, which she’d started in her zeal for the humanist cause, was being used for… what was it? Blackmail? She wondered what Madame Renee had done that would be worth investigation by the humanists? Her brothel was registered and paid all its taxes, perfectly legal in the eyes of Cinderfell’s laws.

She silently committed every word of their conversation to memory. This would be the foundation she needed—another weapon against the corruption poisoning Cinderfell’s highest offices.

She withdrew slowly, quietly stepping back from the door, her resolve sharpened into iron-hard certainty.

These men were her next targets. She would destroy their plans, their reputations, their very foundations—brick by rotten brick.

Helena retreated quietly through the shadowed corridor, her mind racing furiously, heart thundering with a potent cocktail of rage and disgust. She clenched her teeth so tightly that her jaw began to ache. The casual cruelty of their words churned in her stomach like bitter poison.

She had long known that men like Rathmore and Coalridge lurked within the shadows of Cinderfell’s power structures—in fact, she knew these particular men personally. But they never would have dared speak that way had they known she was present.

They would have at least feigned some level of decency.

She might have been a spy for the High Council, but she was still seen as a lady of the courts.

How many of the others were as awful as these two?

Were they all monsters?

Parasites feeding on vulnerability and desperation, that’s what they were.

Lady Graythorne vowed that she would drag them all out of the shadowy cover provided by their elevated positions in society, she would drag them hissing into the light, view them as they really were, and judge them without mercy.

Rage stoked a fire deep within her.

It burned brighter than the righteousness that had fueled her mistaken belief in the humanist cause.

Gods, she had been a fool.

An angry, selfish, petulant little fool. Hearing Rathmore and Coalridge talking made her realize what a horrible, unforgiveable wretch she’d behaved like. It shocked her that the farmer had been so willing to welcome her. His wife, too. And even the demi-beast women she’d insulted had begrudgingly allowed that she could return.

She was being given an unbelievable opportunity. A chance to be reborn. And she would not squander it.

If she was to truly atone for her sins, and prove to Benjamin Nickels that she belonged with him, Lady Graythorne would have to fight the injustice she’d helped to propagate in this city.

The time for subtlety was past. Now, it was time for truth and vengeance—raw, relentless, and merciless—until Cinderfell was purged of corruption.

She paused by a grand window overlooking the city, breathing deeply as she regained control of her emotions.

Outside, Cinderfell stretched beneath storm-heavy clouds, spires and rooftops silhouetted darkly against the steel-gray sky.

Helena’s eyes narrowed as she beheld the city she’d once admired, once been proud to call home, seeing it as if for the first time through her newly opened eyes.

The city was sick, infected by greed and cruelty. But she would be the surgeon, ruthless and precise, cutting away the rot without hesitation.

Her fingers brushed against the hidden manuscript beneath her cloak, feeling the comforting solidity of its leather binding.

This discovery was a potent tool, it would be the steel in her spine as she set forth to wage a war she never expected to fight. It would be her faith. Her salvation.

But now she had even greater ammunition against her enemies.

Rathmore’s arrogance and Coalridge’s greed would be their undoing.

A clear path formed in her mind

Helena straightened her shoulders, her posture regal and resolute. Her icy gray eyes glowed with quiet ferocity.

Lady Helena Graythorne, the Wraith of Cinderfell—who crept through the shadows like a ghostly spider, gathering and wrapping secrets like precious jewels in a web—would become a different sort of huntress.

An ambush predator rather than a web-weaver.

Helena stepped calmly out of the restricted archives, closing the gate behind her with a decisive click. The junior archivist watched her with wary eyes, but she merely offered him a curt nod before continuing on her way.

As she moved swiftly toward the library’s grand entrance, Helena’s thoughts raced ahead.

Outside, the sky had grown darker, clouds swollen with impending rain. Helena paused briefly on the marble steps, pulling her cloak tighter around her slender frame.

She allowed herself a moment to gaze across the bustling city, sensing that the coming storm mirrored the tempest she would soon unleash upon Cinderfell’s corrupt elite.

She turned sharply toward her waiting steam carriage, the driver quickly jumping down to open the door as she approached. As she climbed inside, Helena felt her pulse steady, her resolve crystallized.

Helena settled back against the plush leather seat, her eyes fixed forward, cold and calculating.

“Shall I take you home, ma’am?” the driver asked, bowing slightly and not meeting her gaze.

“No,” she said. “Not yet. Take me to Regale Rouge.”

To his credit, the man did not flinch or hesitate. He had taken her all over the city, from glittering ballrooms to dark back alleys, as she conducted her work for the council.

“Yes, ma’am.”

He gave a sharp salute and closed the door with a gentle click before climbing up, and powering up the crystal engine with a hum of magical energies.

She was certain nothing would appear amiss to her servant. The same old Lady Graythorne, fierce and bitter with rage, on some secret mission for Cinderfell.

Yet, inside, everything had changed. Inside, she hardly recognized the woman she had become.

The wheels of the carriage began to move, carrying her smoothly through the bustling streets of Cinderfell toward her next target.

Let them play their games, she thought, a thin, victorious smile curling her lips. I’ll rewrite the rules.

She squeezed her arms to her chest, pressing the stolen book against her body so hard she could feel her heartbeat thudding against its cover.

How magnificent it felt to have something in her heart other than bile and hatred. How wonderful to feel hope once more.

I am reborn, she thought with a shiver of pleasure. Reborn in love.

And with that song as the score that lifted her spirits to new and joyous heights, Lady Helena Graythorne prepared herself to topple an empire of corruption.

Soon, nought would be left of Cinderfell but the ashes of ruin and the ink of a new story being told.

The story of Benjamin Nickels, his miraculous ascension, and the women who brought him to power.


4
Damage Control


The rhythmic pounding of hammers and the scent of freshly sawed lumber filled the air around Lucky Nickel Acres.

Sunlight streamed through the clouds, catching motes of dust and pollen as they danced lazily in the golden morning light. On the eastern side of the farmhouse, a scaffold of thick beams had begun to rise like the skeleton of some great wooden bird, jutting out just beneath the master bedroom window.

Ben stood with his hands on his hips, watching the construction unfold. What had begun as a hopeful promise to a frantic Harpy had swiftly turned into a full-fledged mission to save the sanity of the farm.

Citrine’s nesting platform was being constructed with the same care and precision as a royal palace and, for the moment at least, she was circling above to observe the process and not tearing the place apart in search of some mystery ingredient that would solve her nest problem.

Ben wouldn’t go so far as to say she was calm, now, but she was certainly calmer.

Stormy stood at the base of the structure with a clipboard under one arm and a piece of chalk tucked behind her ear. The Equistar woman’s long black braid swayed down her back as she paced the perimeter, her silver-gray eyes scanning every join and beam with a critical gaze. She barked out instructions with a voice that was calm but authoritative, her tone commanding without being harsh.

“Shift that crossbeam three degrees to the left,” she called up. “It needs to align with the upper truss or the angle will torque when the wind hits from the southeast.”

“Understood,” came Marnie’s rumbling reply.

The massive Holstaur was perched on the scaffolding with a beam balanced across one shoulder, her muscles rippling as she moved it into place like it weighed nothing more than a pillow. Her thick braids were pulled back into a tight bun beneath a cloth cap, her strong jaw set in quiet concentration.

Ben watched as Marnie drove iron spikes into the beam with a sledgehammer the size of a kettle bell, each strike sinking the iron deep into the wood with a resonant thunk that echoed across the yard.

The construction crew had grown rapidly since the wedding.

Freed demi-beasts—first from Ashburn’s farm, then others from farther away who had arrived in recent days on word of the sanctuary—were eager to contribute. Ben was amazed at how quickly his family was growing into a genuine community.

It was strange that he didn’t recognize two out of three faces he saw during the day, but the system’s protections ensured that no one could do harm to Lucky Nickel Acres’ safe zone, so he wasn’t worried that there were any secret spies or saboteurs in the midst of the sea of new demi-beast arrivals.

Besides, why would any demi-beast wish harm to him or his farm when Lucky Nickel Acres was the one place in Faerowilde where they would be treated as equals, and even be given a chance to breed if that was their wish.

Though, the waiting list was getting alarmingly long for that last promise.

It was a good thing Ben enjoyed his work, or he’d be exhausted just thinking about it!

The current construction team was a patchwork of species and skill levels: a nervous Lapina girl steadying the ladder, an Ovina fetching supplies with a basket balanced on her head, and a stoic badger-kin holding nails between her teeth like some feral foreman.

He’d never seen a badger-kin before, not even in his handbook, and he was determined to meet the woman when she didn’t look ready to spit pointy projectiles at anyone who interrupted her.

A few anxious-looking demi-beasts clustered nearby, clearly apprentices of some sort. A Porcina with soot on her cheeks trailed behind Stormy with a measuring tape, while a Satyress furiously took notes in a battered sketchbook.

Ben smiled. This is what the world is supposed to look like. Humans and demi-beasts working together to create great things.

Above them, Citrine circled wide, her wings slicing the morning air like twin blades of amber and gold. Her watchful gaze scanned the rising platform below her. Though she said nothing, the way her shadow lingered over certain areas betrayed her intense interest.

And monster-kin, Ben mentally added, smiling up at his Harpy queen.

Stormy glanced up and gave a respectful nod.

“I appreciate Queen Citrine’s interest in our work,” she said dryly to Ben. “But I’m a little worried she’s going to start dive-bombing us if we take too long completing her roost.”

Ben chuckled. “She’s been calmer since we promised her something above the tree line. She needs to feel like she’s guarding the whole farm, not nesting in a coop.”

“Seems your queen has already claimed the airspace.” Stormy arched a brow. “I’m an Equistar, not a falconer, but I understand the instinct.”

“We should all feel safer for her watchful eye,” Ben said, though he had to suppress a smile. He knew very few humans or demi-beasts felt safe around the monster-kin woman, but in time they would all learn to see her for her heart of gold, as he had.

“Hestia,” Stormy said, handing her clipboard to the goat-girl. “Mark that as an adjustment to the west-facing truss. We’ll add a weather sealant to the upper decking this afternoon. I don’t trust this week’s forecast.”

“The forecast?” the Satyress responded cautiously, balancing the clipboard atop a heavy leather sketchbook. “Or the forecaster?”

Stormy gave her a rare grin. “Don’t say that too loud. You know how sensitive Zara is about her divination abilities. She’s doing well. It’s just best to be… prepared…”

“Who’s Zara?” Ben asked, his curiosity piqued. “I didn’t know we had a diviner in our midst.”

“My sister,” said Hestia, blushing deep red. She had stubby gray horns sticking out of her ruddy brown hair, along with floppy goat’s ears in the same color. Her golden eyes had slitted, sideways pupils like a goat as well.

“Do you have the same gift?”

“N-no, sir,” she said, shaking her head and hiding a bit behind Stormy’s shoulder. “She got all the magic in our family. I’m not much good for anything.”

Stormy, who stood a full head taller than the diminutive goat-girl, ruffled Hestia’s ears with a smile. “Don’t let her fool you,” she said. “Hestia might not have magic in the same way as Zara does. But I’ve never met a finer draftsperson. She’s got an eye for detail, and an artist’s heart, this one. If you ever need help designing something special, Hestia is your girl. And so far…” she added with a playful wink at the Satyress, “I’ve never been rained on because of a mistake in one of her drawings.”

Hestia’s face almost turned purple with embarrassment at the Equistar’s praise, and she clutched her sketchbook close to her chest, mumbling something Ben couldn’t understand.

As a Satyress, Hestia was a bit closer in looks to the monster-kin than the standard demi-beasts, with a few more exotic parts than just ears and a tail.

Ben admired her lower half with interest, where a full set of goat legs covered in white and brown patches of silky-looking fur were visible beneath a modestly cut skirt.

He wasn’t entirely sure he would get used to the idea of making love to half-human creatures, but he had to admit that as strange as the Satyress’s form might be, her round and pronounced rump was pleasing to the eye. And he knew from experience that the demi-beasts’ breeding anatomy was completely compatible with his own.

“I’d love to chat with you about your designs, someday, Hestia,” he said. “There are a lot of improvements we need to make around the farm as our community grows. And while I’m a practical sort of guy, I don’t think a flare of creativity ever goes amiss when used in moderation.”

Hestia nodded, still mumbling, as she backed away from Ben and Stormy, clearly eager to run and hide. Stormy patted her on the head once more. “Go on, get out of here before I find more work for you to do,” she said. “I’m sure it was time for your break an hour ago.”

Hestia took the opportunity to escape without hesitation, causing Ben to chuckle as she literally ran from the construction zone.

“She’s a little shy,” Stormy said with a grin, following Ben’s gaze. “Zara has a flare for the dramatic, and I’m sure Hestia has spent her entire life in her sister’s shadow. But between you and me, I’m not so sure that Zara is the one who got all the magic in the family. Her divination skills leave more than a little to be desired, and I’m not kidding when I say that Hestia’s artwork is enchanting. That little Satyress doesn’t know magic comes in many forms. Or doesn’t want to see.”

“Sometimes it’s easier to stay in someone else’s shadow, rather than stepping out into the spotlight and having to risk people noticing you,” Ben said, thinking about his own past life on earth, and the comfort of anonymity he’d been trapped in. “But it’s a temporary comfort. In the end, you can’t be happy if you don’t let yourself be seen.”

Stormy’s dark eyebrows rose approvingly. “Wise words, Mr. Nickels.”

“Only took me a lifetime to figure that out,” he chuckled, then he nodded again at the platform. “You’re doing an incredible job, Stormy. I don’t know how you manage it all so smoothly.”

A faint blush touched the Equistar’s cheeks, though she kept her voice even. “I love it, sir. Building is my kind of magic. All I needed was some real supplies and a place worth building for.”

“Still,” he said, reaching out to squeeze her shoulder gently. “You’ve turned this place into a fortress and a haven. I want you to know I appreciate it. And you.”

Stormy bit her lip, looking suddenly much less self-assured. “We’re not done yet, Master Ben. This is just the foundation. I mean… it’s a platform, not a literal foundation… but what I mean is, this is just the beginning—”

Marnie dropped to the ground beside them with a soft thud, wiping sweat from her brow as she approached. She gave Ben a small nod, then handed him a folded square of parchment—a revised blueprint with added structural supports and weather-resistant features.

“Platform’s stable,” she said in her low, gruff voice. “It’ll hold her weight. And yours. No matter what you get up to.”

Ben chuckled. “Good to know, just in case. She has had a hungry look in her eye lately.”

“You’re a brave man, boss,” Marnie said, shaking her head. “Don’t know that I’ve ever heard of one brave enough to tame a Harpy. The Queen of Harpies no less.” Her eyes darted nervously to the circling bird-woman, then back to his before she whispered behind her hand. “They say they’re man-eaters, sir. And I don’t think that’s a euphemism.”

It was more words than Ben had heard the Holstaur woman string together at once since he’d met her, so he knew she was really concerned for him.

The thought made him smile.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll take care of myself. I defeated her in combat in order to win her loyalty, and if I had to, I’m sure I could do it again. But since then, she’s only been interested in other kinds of contact sport.”

He winked.

The big woman jumped like he’d shocked her, then gave a little shiver that might have been of pleasure as she eyed him up and down.

“A brave man,” she whispered. “And strong as a bull.”

Above, Citrine let out a piercing cry, then tucked her wings and dove low over the barn, arcing gracefully before flaring and circling back into a slow glide. Ben could hear the rustle of her feathers as she hovered just above the platform, giving it a regal once-over.

“This pleases me,” she called down in a voice that rang clear across the yard.

Stormy muttered to herself. “Glad Her Majesty approves.”

Marnie just snorted. “Queen’s nest. Queen’s rules.”

Ben laughed, watching as Citrine landed gently on one of the support beams, perching there like a great sentinel hawk surveying her domain. Her eyes met his for a moment, and he gave her a subtle thumbs-up.

Citrine didn’t smile—but her feathers settled, her shoulders relaxed, and for the first time in days, she looked truly at ease as she scanned the farmyard.

With the reassuring clamor of construction echoing behind him, Ben left the eastern edge of the farmhouse and walked down the worn flagstone path that curved gently through the heart of Lucky Nickel Acres. A cool breeze stirred the tall grass, and the scent of dew, turned soil, and flowering herbs filled the air.

Thinking of Hestia, he paused a moment to consult his handbook, Demi-Beast Husbandry for Fun and Profit, to see what he could learn about Satyresses.

The section was illustrated with a group of comely, curvy goat-legged women dancing naked around a fire, with the shadowy figure of a man watching from the shadows.

Satyresses are distinguished by their goat-like lower bodies, including cloven hooves and short, fluffy tails. Upper bodies are entirely human-feminine with the exception of small horns that protrude from their temples, often partially hidden by their typically abundant hair. Coloration varies widely, from earthen browns to striking silver-whites.

These feisty little demi-beasts tend to gather in small groves or woodland clearings, often near natural springs or meadows where they can dance under moonlight. They are highly social creatures who thrive in communal settings, though they maintain a peculiar hierarchy based on artistic talents rather than physical prowess.

While the now-extinct male Satyrs of old were notorious for their aggressive pursuit of carnal pleasures (and frankly, Faerowilde is considerably safer without their disruptive rutting behavior), Satyresses present a fascinating inversion of this dynamic. These spirited woodland demi-beasts are equally sensual but employ an entirely different strategy - they prefer to be pursued rather than pursue.

A Satyress in season will employ an elaborate series of "chase me" behaviors designed to entice potential mates. The wise breeder recognizes that what appears to be rejection is actually invitation. Their coy refusals and playful evasions are merely the opening movements in an elaborate courtship dance.

The experienced breeder should note that Satyresses respond exceptionally well to: Persistence (not to be confused with aggression, though the latter also works), Musical demonstrations (flutes are traditional but unnecessary), Wine offerings (in moderation - an intoxicated Satyress is more trouble than pleasure), Displays of artistic appreciation (even if she is not accomplished in her art, indeed, especially in this case)

WARNING: Never mistake a Satyress's initial reluctance for genuine disinterest! This common error has led many novice breeders to abandon pursuit prematurely. When a Satyress says "catch me if you can" while skipping away with a backward glance, she is not being coquettish - she is literally providing instructions.

Once properly courted, Satyresses make enthusiastic and creative mates. Their pregnancies last approximately six months and typically result in single births, though twins are not uncommon. Newborns are remarkably self-sufficient, able to stand within hours and dance within days.

Husbandry Tips: Provide ample space for dancing, access to music, and creative outlets. A bored Satyress is a mischievous Satyress, and their pranks can range from harmless vine-tripping to leading your livestock on moonlight parades through neighboring properties.

Ben smiled, thinking it might be fun to chase Hestia through the wildflowers, if he got the chance.

Absently, he flipped through the book once more, curious about the Badger-kin woman he’d seen.

The entry was not under B for Badger, but under Miscellaneous, and was a little disappointing, appearing in jot note form rather than fully illustrated like the rest of the entries in the book:

-Stocky humanoids with distinctive black and white striped markings on the head, short strong claws, and pronounced canines.

-Prefer underground warrens or hillside burrows in deciduous woodlands, occasionally inhabiting abandoned mining tunnels.

-Barely documented in breeding literature, these woodland demi-beasts seem largely overlooked by traditional breeding programs. Their absence from historical records may stem from naturally low populations, reclusive behavior, or perceived lack of exceptional traits valued by breeders.

-Described as stubborn, practical, and fiercely loyal once their trust is earned. They reportedly value direct communication and have little patience for subterfuge.

-Unless specifically collecting representatives of all woodland demi-beast varieties, resources are likely better allocated to more extensively documented species.

One other entry caught his eye, also in the Miscellaneous section. He hadn’t read it before, tending to prefer browsing the more detailed and visually appealing entries.

This one was a type he recognized from Earth mythology, though, and it made him curious.

Kitsune

RARE SPECIES - PRESUMED EXTINCT

The Kitsune, once revered as guardians of foxes and forest spirits throughout Faerowilde, are now believed extinct due to relentless hunting. I have found no verified specimens in my twenty years of research, only tales and rumors. Their elegant humanoid forms with fox-like features—notably their multiple tails, increasing with age and magical development—are documented only in ancient texts and fading artwork.

Their extinction is perhaps Faerowilde's greatest conservation tragedy, driven by widespread belief in their extraordinary fertility magic. Historical texts claim that breeding with a Kitsune conferred enhanced virility and the ability to sire exceptional offspring across multiple species. This reputation proved fatal for the species.

Most remarkable in the literature is the description of their defensive pheromones. When threatened or aroused, Kitsune reportedly produced a substance affecting both males and females of nearly all species, inducing overwhelming desire that clouds judgment. Village records describe entire communities falling into days-long revelry after a Kitsune's pheromone release during seasonal festivals.

Should any aspiring breeder encounter what they believe to be a Kitsune (extremely unlikely), they should look for three verification signs: an inability to disguise their shadow, which always reveals their true form; compulsive counting behavior when presented with numerous small objects; and an unusual affinity for fried tofu, which they can allegedly detect from miles away. At least, these are the behaviors that appear most often in mythic literature…

I feel compelled to note that should any specimens still exist, the responsible breeder's duty would be protection rather than propagation. Some treasures of Faerowilde are best admired from a respectful distance—assuming they still exist at all.

Ben was surprised to find himself saddened by the entry—both that he was unlikely to encounter such a magnificent creature, and that the very thing which made them most wonderful had also been their downfall.

Putting the book away, he tried to focus on more positive things.

The morning sun climbed higher, warming his back as he made his rounds.

This was his favorite time of day.

His boots crunched on gravel as he passed the herb gardens—rows of raised beds brimming with lavender, rosemary, chives, and peppermint. A collection of bushy green plants trembled as something darted within.

“ChiChi,” Ben called out. “Are you eating the mint again?”

A golden eye peeked out from behind a cluster of marigolds. “It’s tasty. And it makes my poots smell like tea!”

“Told you,” came Misty’s muffled voice from deeper in the herbs. “She’s trying to use it as cover. She farted in the barn yesterday and blamed Tina.”

“I saw her fart,” added Salem matter-of-factly from atop the fence post where she was observing the scene like a little shadowy gargoyle.

Ben rubbed his temples. As much as he loved his trouble-making demi-beast daughters, and was continually amazed at their rapid, magically assisted development, he did wish the sweet, innocent, baby stage had lasted a little longer.

This wasn’t exactly the fatherhood experience he’d imagined.

It came with lots of its own joys and surprises, of course, but Ben was grateful for the fact that Alicia would be having a baby in six months’ time—a human baby, which he’d get to enjoy in the way he was biologically primed to do.

“Girls, where is your mother?” he asked ChiChi, Salem, and Misty, who smiled up at him with as much innocence as they could muster, as if they knew his private thoughts.

“Queen stuff,” ChiChi answered primly. “Don’t worry, Daddy. Everything is under control.”

In the distance, he could see Quincie chasing after Tina, who was chasing after the rangy old barn cat, Fancy Fishsticks, whom Quincie had a sort of love-hate relationship with.

Queen Citrine wasn’t the only queen among Ben’s conquests. As a Felina demi-beast, Quincie was in charge of all the feline members of the farm. She did an excellent job of directing the colony’s pest control efforts.

But cats were mutinous creatures, and Fancy Fishsticks seemed to have her little kitty eyes set on the demi-beast’s invisible crown.

So Quincie had taken to demanding that the other demi-beasts on the farm call her Queen, and treat her like royalty, which they typically only did when they were trying to get her to do something she didn’t want to do.

“Queen stuff, huh?” Ben said.

The three Felina kittens grinned up at him and nodded. “Fishsticks pooped in the catnip patch,” Salem said, her face deadpan calm. “She must be punished.”

Past the herb beds sprawled the main vegetable plots, where Rosie knelt in the loose soil, up to her elbows in carrot greens and wearing a wide-brimmed hat already askew.

“I suspect one of these little terrors did the pooping,” she said. “But Fishsticks was happy enough to take credit for the insult. She’s been leaving dead mice in Quincie’s bed all week in an attempt to assert dominance.”

“Sounds like something I should stay out of,” he said, coming to crouch next to the deliciously plump Porcina. He touched the side of her face and drew her in for a kiss. “How’s this pretty mama? Bored to death of garden duty?”

“Mmmm,” Rosie moaned, opening her mouth to receive his greeting eagerly. She wriggled her curves up against his side. “I’m never bored when you’re around.”

Ben ran a hand along her flank, squeezing her hip as he pulled her closer. “Really?”

“Well… I do think I’ll be ready to get back to patrol’s with Gruff soon,” she said. “I’d like to teach Eve and Marie the ropes in some of the safer areas. Maybe practice some spellcasting.”

“Isn’t it early for that?” Ben asked, surprised. They were only a couple of weeks old, after all.

But Rosie shook her head. “It’s never too early. Better to teach them about controlling their magic before it comes in, so they’re prepared for when it does. And we are.”

“Sounds smart,” he said. “I admit I’m in a bit over my head here. I had no idea how quickly demi-beast children grew!”

She grinned up at him, sweat shining on her brow, and wiped a forearm over her face. “Well, they’re growing faster than I expected too. I guess whatever magic is flowing through your veins has sped up the whole process. But don’t worry. We’ll be ready for whatever those little munchkins try to throw at us.”

Ben laughed. “I’m glad to hear you say so. How are the gardens, anyway?”

“We’ve got about two baskets of decent parsnips this time—less root rot than last week, so that cocktail Clover came up with is doing the trick. But I think the turnips are trying to unionize.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. “Unionize?”

Rosie pointed to a strange plot of vegetables. “They’ve started growing in spirals. Clearly an act of resistance.”

“You sure that isn’t Quincie teaching the kittens about sabotage again?”

“Oh, that’s happening too,” Rosie said, snorting adorably as she laughed. “But I like to think the veggies are developing consciousness. Makes it more exciting. And with the amount of magic flowing from you, through us and the rest of the farm, it wouldn’t even surprise me!”

“I’d have thought you had more than enough excitement in your life, chasing after the babies,” Ben chuckled.

“You know me…” The pretty Porcina gave him a lascivious grin. “There’s no such thing as enough.”

Ben had to agree with her on that one. Of all his lovers, Rosie was the most insatiable, and the one who liked her limits pushed the hardest. Some of the things she’d asked him to do to her were downright wild…

He shook his head, unable to come up with a rebuttal now that his mind had wandered to their bedroom activities. Rosie snorted again, clearly amused by his befuddlement, and handed him a baby carrot. “Did we do good, boss? Nice and sweet?”

He bit into it—crisp, sweet, with a hint of magic from the blessed soil.

“Perfect,” he said. “You’re doing great out here. But you know that.”

“Damn right I do,” she said with a wink, then added with quiet pride, “This whole row's mine. Was never much of a gardener before you showed up, you know. But I’m proud of this little patch. Even if it’s not quite as exciting as patrolling the forest with Gruff.”

Ben squeezed her shoulder and kissed her cheek. “We’ll get you back on patrol soon, I promise. But for now, you’ve got your hands full. Where are Eve and Marie anyways?”

“Oh, just right over there, sorting the new seeds we got from…” Rosie’s voice trailed off as she turned to where her troublesome prodigies were supposed to be working. A pile of seed packets were torn open, the seeds mounded into piles. A chicken perched atop the pile like a fluffy white princess on her throne, pecking at a dried bean.

Gleeful cackles could be heard from the direction of the chicken coop beyond, where the door was open and more fat white hens were hopping out of their enclosure.

“Damn it, boss!” Rosie scolded, shooting to her feet. “You distracted me! Now look what they’ve gotten into.”

“Sorry,” Ben said sheepishly. “The temptation was too great.”

Rosie blushed, biting her lip as she jumped up to give him a quick peck before rushing off to collect the twin terrors. Ben swatted her round rump just before she got out of his reach, and she let out a squeal of surprise, shooting daggers over her shoulder with her big brown eyes.

“Don’t start what we don’t have time to finish,” she called. “That’s just mean!”

Ben chuckled as he continued along the garden path, crossing into the pastureland, where Spirit leaned on a fence post watching a flock of ducks waddle industriously toward a newly installed pond, engineered by Stormy and her construction crew after Citrine complained about the living conditions of her wards.

Ben had to admit, the pond was a nice touch, and it seemed to be transforming the pasture land around it into something closer to a marshland, as if his magic was taking liberties to grow in unexpected ways.

“You’re late,” Spirit said playfully. Her pink hair gleamed in the sunlight, and her tail twitched with barely restrained energy. “I already rotated the goats, moved the horses to the south paddock, and chased the turkeys out of the root cellar.”

“The turkeys were in the root cellar?”

“Either they opened the hatch somehow, or some mischief-maker lured them inside,” Spirit said, casting a glance around the farm—probably looking for Quincie’s kittens. “I know where I’d put my money if we were placing bets.”

“You don’t think Starling had anything to do with it?”

The young pony-girl was chasing after the ducks and flapping her arms like a bird, her dark brown mane and tail flying behind her. It made Ben’s heart soar to see her so happy—even if the girls were a bit mischievous, there was no question that they were happy, and as a parent that’s all one could really hope for.

“Absolutely not,” Spirit said, giving an insulted whinny. Then she grinned. “But only because she’s been with me all morning.”

“Well, hopefully it was the kittens.” Ben gave a low whistle. “Because I don’t like the idea of those birds learning how to open doors.”

“Yeah, I’ve never known an animal that seemed so openly hostile,” Spirit said with a shudder. “It’s like you can see them plotting your downfall every time you meet their beady little eyes. I’m a little bit afraid that they’re… evolving.”

Ben started at that. “Evolving? Rosie said something similar about the plants in her garden. I thought she was just joking.”

Spirit tossed her pink hair over her shoulder and gave a luxurious stretch, which temporarily distracted Ben from his concerns.

“I’m joking too,” she said, letting out another soft whinny. “Mostly.”

“That’s… not reassuring,” Ben said, wrapping an arm around the Equistar’s slender waist and stroking the bare skin just above her tail.

Spirit leaned against him, closing her big blue eyes as she leaned her head on his shoulder.

“Oh, don’t let me worry you. I’m just being dramatic,” she said. “But something strange does seem to be happening around here, sometimes. It’s like… the stronger you get, the more demi-beasts that gather here, the bigger the safe zone grows… the magic seems to have a cumulative effect. Don’t you sense it?”

Ben shrugged. “I guess, but it’s all new to me, so I’m not the best judge of what is or isn’t normal when it comes to the system.”

“Well, for example, before I met you, I’d basically maxed out most of my innate skills. It took ages to level anything. And I didn’t seem able to pick up new skills very easily. But since moving in with you, and… receiving the benefits of your seed… it’s like new tiers of power have been unlocked, and I learn new things easily. I’ve got gardening skills now, and construction skills, and cooking skills, and mothering skills, all things I didn’t even know were possible to level. And it’s the same for all of us. Even the ones you haven’t bred yet.”

Ben was thoughtful for a moment, watching his young, carefree daughter herding the waterfowl around the pond. It was absolutely insane than any of them were so mobile, agile, and intelligent after only a few weeks of age. It made him wonder what his children would be capable of in a few years or decades.

He might have unlocked the next stage in evolution for all humans and demi-beasts in Faerowilde.

So why not the plants and animals, too?

There was a lot more research to do, if he could find some resources to study. The possibilities were endless, and he felt like figuring it out was like a guessing game at this point.

“Well, I just hope they don’t learn how to use tools,” he said, shaking his head grimly. “I’m certain those turkeys are once step away from committing unspeakable atrocities. The last thing we need is them carrying knives and opening doors.”

Spirit snorted. “Well… I hate to tell you this, but…”

Ben’s eyes went wide with disbelief. “No… don’t—”

“It was just a ladle,” she answered hurriedly. “And I’m pretty sure they didn’t have an actual plan of attack. But the one did try to whack me with it when I chased it out of the cellar.”

Ben shuddered. ”That’s it. We’re doomed.”

Both of them burst into laughter, loud enough that Starling noticed them, and came running back from the duck pond with a huge grin on her face. “What’s so funny, Mommy? Daddy? Why are you laughing? At me?”

Ben bent down to scoop his adorable daughter into his arms, hoisting her in the air and spinning her in a circle until she was laughing, too. “Not at you, sweetheart,” he assured her. “We were laughing about those evil turkeys.”

Starling’s green eyes widened. “I don’t like turkeys. They’re mean. Not like the ducks.”

“I agree,” Ben said. “But they’ve had a hard life before coming to live at this farm, so we have to be kind to them. Or at least try to be. So long as they aren’t chasing us and trying to whack us with soup ladles.”

Starling started to squirm in his arms, seeing a gaggle of fuzzy yellow ducklings stumbling out of the bird enclosure, peeping excitedly. Ben put her down and she ran after the babies, shrieking and giggling with delight.

Spirit smiled after her daughter, then kissed Ben. “Thank you so much for everything,” she said. “I always knew I wanted to be a mother, but I didn’t know it would feel like this. Sometimes I think my heart might burst from happiness.”

“I hope not,” Ben said, giving her a look of mock surprise. “I hope it just continues to stretch and grow. An explosion would be messy.”

Spirit flicked her tail in irritation, then shoved a clipboard at him, which had been resting on the fencepost. “Well, if you’re all done with romance, I guess we’ll get back to business. Here are the notes about the herds’ conditions, like you asked for.”

Ben put the clipboard back on the fencepost and wrapped both arms around the Equistar woman, crushing her athletic body to his chest and kissing her fiercely. “I’m never done with romance,” he said, trailing kisses along her neck. “I love you, Spirit, and I’m grateful every day for the family you’ve helped me build, and the community here, and our wonderful daughter who absolutely, one-hundred-percent had nothing to do with the turkeys getting into the cellar.”

Spirit laughed, submitting to his sudden burst of affection with tears of joy twinkling in her eyes. “All right, all right, that tickles, Ben!”

Ben gave her a few more kisses, enjoying the feeling of her squirming in his arms, before he finally released her and took the clipboard back in hand.

Feed consumption was down, milk production was steady. New straw needed for the laying boxes. All of the animals populations seemed to be healthy, growing, and enjoying their new homes.

Ben flipped through her notes, eyebrows rising. “This is impressive. You’re going to be a huge asset to Alicia’s planning for expansions to the farm, Spirit. I mean it.”

She beamed. “I hope so. I never thought I’d take to this kind of work. Always felt I was more of a free spirit, if you know what I mean. But… I think I could get used to a slower life, sticking close to home.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Ben said. “And don’t worry, we’ll make sure you and Starling get lots of time to run, too. I’m sure Stormy and some of the other Equistars would love to join you.”

Spirit’s big blue eyes twinkled. “Our very own wild herd! Of demi-beasts! It’s amazing to have safe lands where such a thing is possible, Ben. And we have you to thank for it.”

“I couldn’t have done it without all of you,” Ben said, pulling her in for another nuzzling kiss. “But we’ll keep working to expand our territory so that none of you, or our children, will ever have to worry about having a safe place to roam again.”

“Mmmm…” Spirit bit her lips, gazing up at him with open adoration in her expression. “Have I told you that I love you?”

“Maybe,” he laughed. “But I never get tired of hearing it.”

“You’re just the best,” Spirit said, wrapping her arms around his waist and giving him a powerful squeeze. “But I know I can’t keep you all day…”

“I should go check out that cellar,” Ben said reluctantly.

“Not that I want to chase you away,” Spirit said, kissing him again. “But I think Meadow wants to see you, too. She has something to show you over in the next pasture, behind the big barn… I’m not sure what it was but she seemed excited about it. The kind of excited that I’m sure you don’t want to miss.”

Soft white clouds scudded overhead, skimming like sailboats over the open blue skies, and a faint breeze brought the scent of herbs and wildflowers across the pastures toward them. As he watched, one of the fluffy white clouds began to shift, transforming from a boat into a feminine shape with large, heavy breasts.

“Is that so?” Ben’s curiosity was piqued. “Behind the barn you say?”

“Are you doing that?” Spirit asked, following his gaze. “That cloud looks just like a dairy Holstaur, doesn’t it?”

“Not me,” Ben said, giving her a final, firm squeeze. “But I’ll go. Might be the system sending me a message. Besides, I don’t want to keep Meadow waiting if she needs me…”

“Come back and see me later,” Spirit whispered, clinging to his shirt as he tried to step away. “Maybe… once Starling goes down for her nap? If we can get those bunny sisters to babysit again?”

Ben’s body responded immediately to her suggestion. “Sounds like a plan,” he said. “Keep up the good work, Spirit. You’re doing a wonderful job.”

“Thanks, Ben. Love you!”

“Love you, too,” he said, feeling suspiciously like his own heart might burst with happiness, just like Spirit had said.


5
Milky Maidens


In the nearby dairy paddock, Meadow stood with her sleeves rolled up and her shirt clinging to her curves, overseeing a pair of Holstaur women—not quite as heavily endowed as Meadow, but no slouches in the chest department—who were clumsily trying to operate the milking harnesses on themselves.

Ben’s eyebrows shot up.

Meadow was the only Dairy Holstaur at Lucky Nickel Acres. Her regular milk was far more nutritious than even the most prized cow could produce, and was a staple of Lucky Nickel Acres milk, cheese, and yogurt products which had become increasing popular in the capital city of Cinderfell.

Though, now that their cows were producing more milk, they kept Meadow’s supply for the luxury line of products and offered less expensive options for everyday use to the people of nearby Grimsby.

But Meadow also produced Legendary Holstaur Cream, which increased Ben’s virility and made all of the other demi-beasts who drank it hornier than a herd of goats at a ramming contest.

Any milk procured in the hour after Meadow had an orgasm would be of this Legendary variety, and they were careful never to mix it with the cream they used for sale.

Since they’d built the milking machines, Meadow had taken great pride in being the only dairy Holstaur on the farm, and the first Holstaur that Ben had bred.

So he was surprised, to say the least, to see her sharing her treasured apparatus.

“What’s going on here?” Ben asked, eyeing the topless girls as they fumbled with the equipment. “Did you find more Dairy Holstaurs?”

Milk dribbled onto the grass as one of the girls squealed and squirmed as the other pinched her nipple and pulled, trying to attach the suction cup.

Ben tried not to stare, with middling success.

“It’s cold!” The first Holstaur, a short, curvy girl with dark, shoulder-length hair, protested. “And that hurts, Leah!”

“Then stop squirming!” Leah scolded, tossing long white-blonde hair over her shoulder. “You’re getting milk everywhere, Annie. Your tits are all slippery.”

Ben’s eyebrows rose even higher. The brunette’s tits were definitely looking shiny and wet, though the blonde’s weren’t much dryer. They were producing milk in fits and starts, spraying each other as they attempted to figure out how to use the machine.

“Work faster, girls,” Meadow said sternly, one hand rubbing her rounding tummy. “You’re wasting precious resources letting that milk spray everywhere.”

She glanced over at Ben as he approached, waving him nearer. “I’m training replacements for when I take time off. What do you think?”

“Time off?” Ben said, a bit dazed by the milky vision before him.

“Oh, you know…” Meadow winked at him. “I’m thinking of taking up dancing.”

Ben tilted his head. “Like… ballet?”

He imagined the curvy woman stretching one leg up past her shoulder in a standing split. The benefits of that level of flexibility were immediately obvious and distracting.

“Wouldn’t you prefer lap-dancing?”

“Well, now that you mention it…”

Meadow slapped his shoulder. “Don’t be silly. Of course, I mean time off for when I have the baby.”

“Oh… uh… of course,” Ben said, still watching the pretty Holstaurs, and imagining all three of them taking turns giving him lap dances with their big milky breasts smothering his face. “Obviously.”

Meadow could only laugh. “And here I thought it was only my tits that left you speechless,” she chided. “I’m glad you approve of my choices, anyway. Annie and Leah are new to Lucky Nickel Acres, but both of them have dairy Holstaur genes on their mother’s side. As soon as I saw them come in with that new group Stormy processed, I snatched them up right away. We’re going to need all the help we can get!”

Ben supposed that explained why the girls were so comfortable being topless and covered in milk, but it didn’t explain why they were struggling so much with the machine. “Haven’t they done this before, then?”

Meadow shook her head. “They’ve been working on a potato farm all this time, can you believe that? Digging trenches by hand.” She scoffed at the absurdity of wasting such talented demi-beasts for menial labor. “The land baron who bought them didn’t know what he had. They pretended to just be normal Holstaur’s, so they’d be used for labor rather than having the life sucked out of them in one of the dairy farms. But they’ve never had a proper milking before. They’ve had to secretly take care of each other’s milk supply so they didn’t get caught.”

As Meadow spoke, Leah dropped to her knees in front of Annie and started sucking desperately at her swollen breasts. Annie moaned, holding Leah’s head as she suckled, running her fingers through the blonde’s hair. “Mmmm, Annie, yes! Just take a little pressure off. Aaaahhh, that feels so, so good!”

Pale golden rivulets poured down Leah’s chin as she gulped warm mouthfuls of the precious cream down.

“I see,” Ben said, more than enjoying the show. “But what do we need more dairy Holstaurs for? We’ve got more than enough cream from you, especially now that the cows are producing.”

“We do,” Meadow agreed, her long, tufted tail swishing behind her as she leaned against the side of the barn, watching her two prodigies. “But all that’s going to change once I have the baby. From what I remember of the time before the war… Holstaur babies need lots and lots of milk. I’m worried that I won’t be able to produce enough for you and the farm and our child.”

Ben stood beside her, watching the two topless Holstaur women nibbling, sucking, and teasing each other.

“Good idea, then,” he said, his voice coming out a bit thicker than he intended. “Glad you’re taking charge of the situation.”

Meadow leaned against his side, her huge, heavy breasts pressing against his ribs like a promise. The front of her t-shirt was getting damp again, as if watching the pair milk each other was stimulating her own milk production.

She ran her fingers tauntingly down Ben’s abs and teased the top of his pants, sending a jolt of lust coursing through his body.

As she did that, Ben found his gaze drawn back to the blonde and brunette cow-girls, whom Meadow seemed to be offering up to him on a platter.

Ben didn’t mind that at all.

Now that she was pregnant, Meadow was much more willing to share him than she had been when he’d first bred her, and he liked to see her opening up to the process.

Having drunk her fill, Leah stood and attempted to fit the milking harness on Annie again, this time with more success. The moment the suction cups latched properly, the machine kicked on.

Annie gasped, her cheeks flushing as the device’s powerful suction took hold. Her knees wobbled weakly, and she squeezed her plump thighs together.

“Oh. Ooooh. Oh my gods, that’s…. oh, fuck.”

Leah’s eyes went wide at the sudden change in her friend as she helped her down to her hands and knees where Annie seemed to lose herself in the moment.

The blonde glanced over her shoulder at Meadow. “She does seem to be enjoying it,” she said, a little skeptically. “Is it always like that?”

“Sometimes it’s even better,” Meadow said with a wink, sliding her hand over Ben’s growing bulge. “Like when the Master is pumping you from behind, filling you with his cream as fast as the machine can milk you of yours.”

Leah turned her gaze to Ben, as if noticing him for the first time. “Is that… him? Is that my new Master?”

“Hi,” Ben said, feeling a bit awkward at the awed way the young Holstaur was looking at him, like he might be a king or, even a god. The fact that Meadow was openly fondling him as the new girl watched made it doubly so.

“I’m Ben Nickels,” he managed, his voice as tight as his pants were growing. “This is my farm, but I’m not your Master. More like… the friendly neighbor.”

“A neighbor?” Leash asked, looking confused. “But… you will fuck me, right? Meadow said you’d make me cum so hard I forgot my own name.”

“Umm…” Ben stammered, at a loss for words. Mostly because it sounded like a damned fine idea to him.

“He’ll be your Master,” Meadow insisted, kneading and squeezing between his thighs as she spoke, until Ben’s boxers shrink-wrapped his junk, constricting him painfully. “And you’ll come to crave his seed, like I have. You’ll become one of the most powerful dairy Holstaur’s this world has ever seen. Before long, both of you will be producing Legendary Holstaur Cream, and you’ll have your own babies, and…”

Ben flushed and cleared his throat. “We’ll review your job descriptions later. If that’s the route you want to take—”

“It is,” Leah practically shouted, she was so eager to agree.

“Yes, yes, ooooh, yes!” Annie rocked back and forth on her knees as the machine tugged at her swollen breasts. “Oooooh, fuck this feels good.”

“Leah,” Meadow snapped. “Help her. Just like we talked about.”

Leah’s eyes shot open and she jumped to attention. “Yes, Mistress.”

She turned away from Meadow and Ben, making Annie the sole focus of her attention. Digging her fingers into the top of the occupied Holstaur’s shorts, she wrenched them back over her hips, exposing Annie’s fine, bare ass and glistening pussy.

Leah knelt behind her friend and began fingering between her thighs. Meadow opened Ben’s pants, releasing his thickening cock with a gasp of anticipation.

“Mmm, enjoy the show, Master,” she whispered, slowly lowering herself to her knees before him. “I know you’ve already milked me today, but I need to milk you one more time. I just want one more taste of your seed…”

Ben leaned back against the barn, groaning in pleasure as Meadow’s mouth wrapped around the shaft of his cock and she started sucking, desperate for the magic that would help her grow stronger and more fertile, and make her future offspring as healthy as possible.

Once bred and pregnant, the demi-beasts’ need for his cream didn’t taper off. Instead, it grew stronger as making love to Ben unlocked greater power from the system than they could access on their own.

This was one of the reasons he was trying to limit himself to three pregnant demi-beasts at a time. The first round had been Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie. The second round was Meadow, Estelle, and Citrine. Next, Ben already had plans for the bunny sisters, Clover, Lavendar, and Blossom.

Of course, Alicia was pregnant, too. But her pregnancy would last the normal nine-month period, making her somewhat less desperate—though no less eager—than the demi-beast females she shared her husband with.

But as Meadow sucked his cock and he watched Annie and Leah playing with each other, Ben had to admit he liked the idea of adding more females to his rotation.

Alicia was pushing him to breed more women, seeming to get off on having a husband so virile he could father an entire community. Ben had held back so far, worried that he wouldn’t have time to service that many needy pregnant wives at once.

As he grew more powerful, though, that seemed to be less of an issue.

While the girls always wanted to be bred, they seemed to be able to go longer between lovemaking sessions now than Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie had been able to when he’d first impregnated them.

He was a Level 8 Farmer now and getting stronger every day.

Ben could foresee a future where it wasn’t impossible to keep dozens of females pregnant at once…

He dug his fingers into Meadow’s hair as she slid his length deep into her throat, gazing down at her in adoration as she kept her big, brown eyes wide open on his face. Her lips stretched wide, her cheeks hollowing each time she pulled back.

“Mmm,” she moaned, cupping his balls and squeezing gently. Her mouth made wet, sucking sounds as he thrust into her. “Mmmm, glrk, glrk…”

He groaned as she swirled her tongue over the base of his cock, taking him all the way to the back of her throat. He could never tire of the ecstasy his demi-beast brides provided.

Annie’s eyes were rolling back into her head as Leah alternated between rubbing her clit and spanking her pussy lips with the palm of her hand. The glistening juices of the brunette’s excitement gleamed in the sunlight, slathering Leah’s fingers all the way up to her wrist. She held Annie’s tail in her other hand, tugging it backward each time she pushed her fingers into the other girls’ slit, forcing her to take the penetration roughly.

All the while, the milking machine tugged at Annie’s breasts, which were now spraying enough milk to fill the large jugs attached to the hoses.

Leah, topless and drenched in her own milk, was flushed and breathless, seeming to enjoy the milking process almost as much as Annie was, perhaps knowing it would be her turn next.

The blonde looked up, meeting Ben’s gaze, and bit her lip. As she pumped her fingers into Annie’s pussy, her large breasts bounced and swayed mesmerizingly. Ben’s passion was rising quickly with Meadow’s mouth working his shaft and her hands massaging his balls.

Meadow, sensing how close he was to climax, shoved her face hard onto his cock, forcing him past the tight area at the back of her throat so that her muscles clamped down on his head.

“Glrk, mmmmlrk, mmmmm,” she whimpered as she pumped him, begging for his release.

Leah watched them, her eyes wide and her mouth hanging open hungrily, eager to see him explode into her Mistress’s throat.

Ben obliged.

Meadow’s eyebrows shot up as the first hot rush of seed burst into her mouth. It was a flood of cum, quickly filling her throat and mouth and spilling out past her lips as she spluttered in an attempt to swallow it all.

Even Ben was surprised, as Meadow pulled back, gasping for breath, her mouth completely full of his seed, only to have another wave of Ben’s lust explode all over her face and chest.

“Ooooh, fuck,” Leah moaned, fucking Annie harder with her fingers, unable to tear her gaze away from Ben and Meadow. “This is so hot!”

“Yes, Ben, yes!” Meadow gasped, holding him in both hands to ensure all of his seed hit her face and she didn’t waste a drop. “I want more. I want it all!”

Ben’s cream dripped down her nose and over her lips, landing on her drenched t-shirt. As she pumped him with her hands, another load shot out, clinging to her hair. Ben wasn’t sure where it was all coming from. He always produced a lot of seed, but this was ridiculous.

It was as if the system were reassuring him that he could breed and satisfy as many females as he wanted to, and his body would provide.

“Oooh, there’s so much,” Meadow whimpered. “I could bathe in it!”

Annie came suddenly and loudly, her moan low, long, and desperate. Leah frantically fingered her as Annie’s pussy squirted a wave of clear, juicy excitement all the way up her arm.

“Holy fuck,” Leah almost choked in surprise. “That’s never happened before!”

“Ben,” Meadow gasped, clutching her stomach, which suddenly swelled to twice it’s size. “What… oh, gods… I’m growing so fast! Your seed… it’s so much more powerful. What did you do?”

Ben blinked as the shimmering gold of a system notification flashed across his vision. He was still panting, heart hammering, knees weak, leaning against the side of the barn while Meadow knelt before him, looking like she had taken a bath in his seed.

Skill Upgrade: Demi-Beast Breeding – Master

Your skill in demi-beast breeding has reached its zenith, elevating you to a level of natural virility and attunement few have ever achieved. At this level, your body produces seed infused with potent life-magic, dramatically enhancing conception success and the vitality of offspring.

Breeding partners now require only a single session to ensure healthy and successful fertilization—though further pairings remain beneficial for bonding, pleasure, and magical enrichment.

Children conceived under your care inherit stronger traits, exhibiting accelerated growth, increased resilience, and enhanced magical potential. Mothers experience greater comfort and reduced strain during pregnancy, and their emotional bond with you deepens with each successful union.

Additionally, your evolving role within demi-beast society unlocks a unique passive ability: Seed of Vitalis, imbuing your essence with exceptional fertility and triggering instinctive trust and attraction in unbonded demi-beasts.

Your reputation now precedes you, drawing attention from distant communities and awakening dormant bloodlines.

You are no longer simply a caretaker. You are the cornerstone of the demi-beast resurgence and the heart of a growing lineage.

Ben’s mouth moved, but words didn’t come out.

The increased power of his breeding skill made sense, but he wondered what the system meant by ‘awakening dormant bloodlines.’

Meadow looked up at him, blinking as a thick glob slowly slid from her cheek to her collarbone. Her overalls were peeled down to her waist, and her creamy skin shimmered with more of his seed than should have been humanly possible.

“Well,” she said, licking a streak off her upper lip, “I know you haven’t been storing that up for days, so I’m guessing you just unlocked something crazy.”

Ben chuckled, shaking his head. “Um. Yeah. You’re looking at a Master Level Demi-Beast Breeder.”

“I could have told you that.” Meadow gave him a slow, dramatic once-over. She giggled. “I’ve been calling you Master for a reason, you know…”

“No, I mean, the system—”

“I know what you mean.” She wiped her arm across her cheek, then just gave up and sat back on her heels with a squelch. “I guess that explains the firehose finish…”

“Sorry about that,” Ben laughed awkwardly. “Do you want me to find a towel or something?”

“Do not be sorry! That’ was amazing.” She eyed his still-hard length with both caution and respect. “Especially since I’ve just taken Annie and Leah under my wing. You’re telling me… this is an efficient upgrade?”

Ben winced. “I guess? It said I don’t have to do it multiple times a day anymore.”

She raised one brow. “But you can, right?”

“…Yes.”

A slow, dangerous smile curled her lips. “Good. Because I’m not done with you yet, even if I’m going to need help washing your cream out of my ears when we’re done.”

He laughed. She lunged.

And the barnyard echoed with laughter, gasps, and the soft squeak of Meadow tackling him back down into the straw for round two—strictly for bonding purposes, of course.
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Annie and Leah watched eagerly as they fumbled with the milking equipment, Annie helping Leah get hooked up to the machine so they could trade places.

“Do you really think he’ll want to fuck us too?” Leah asked, biting her lip as Annie attached the suction cups to her aching breasts.

The brunette pushed her friend down to her knees, a mischievous glint in her big brown eyes. “I don’t know… but until then, I’ll take care you, Leah. Just wait till the machine kicks in. I’m going to give you the best orgasm of your life!”

Leah dropped to all fours as Annie began to tug her shorts down, feeling suddenly nervous. But watching Meadow and Ben rolling in the hay gave her something to focus on besides the strange, cold device clamping onto her nipples.

Meadow was completely naked now, sitting in Ben’s lap and riding his enormous shaft like an entirely different sort of “cowgirl.” Ben cupped both her breasts up to his mouth, sucking on each of them in turn, drinking the Holstaur’s cream straight from the source.

She sighed, hoping that Meadow hadn’t been leading them on.

It was every dairy Holstaur’s dream to find a lover who would care for them so passionately, and it would be devastating to have Heaven dangled in front of her nose like this, only to have it ripped away.

But Ben was only one man… Leah couldn’t see how he could possibly attend to so many women with any kind of real feeling.

Maybe she’d just have to make do with the strange friendship she and Annie had cultivated in order to help each other. It wasn’t the kind of love she was hoping for, but it was certainly better than nothing.

Leah cried out in shock as the machine started pumping at her nipples and milk gushed from her over-filled breasts, amazed at how instant and powerful the relief she felt was, and for a moment she forgot her pining for true love.

Annie giggled as she wrenched Leah’s shorts down, exposing her dripping wet sex to the cool, morning breeze.

“Get ready,” Annie shouted gleefully as she slapped Leah’s bare behind. “You’re gonna cream like you’ve never creamed before!”

Without ceremony Leah felt Annie’s fingers plunge into her depths, accompanied by a jolt of pleasure she’d never experienced before. “Oh…” she moaned. “Oh, gods… what…?”

“Told you so.” Annie giggled again as Leah’s thighs began to twitch. “It’s the machine, it must be. Because he built it.”

Both their eyes went to the virile farmer making love to Meadow, as if she were a real human woman and not a demi-beast slave.

In that moment, Leah realized she and Annie would never be slaves again—even if they did want to call Ben Master…

The milking machine hissed and pumped, the spray of Leah’s cream in the big glass jugs taking on a rhythmic pulse that matched Annie’s plunging fingers.

“Ooooh,” Leah moaned, losing herself to the ecstasy of the moment. “Oh, Annie… Please… don’t stop!”


6
Cellar Door


Ben left the dairy paddock with his clothes in mild disarray, a satisfied smile on his face, and the taste of Meadow's sweet cream still lingering on his lips. As he walked back toward the farmhouse, he couldn't help but think about the system notification he'd received.

Master Level Demi-Beast Breeder.

The title felt weighty, significant. And that business about "awakening dormant bloodlines" had set his mind buzzing with questions. Was that why the children were developing so quickly, showing such unusual intelligence and abilities? Was there something else at work here beyond the simple magic of the system?

His thoughts were interrupted by a distant squawk and the sight of Quincie storming across the yard, chasing after a turkey with a ladle clutched in her claws.

"Get back here, you feathered demon!" she shrieked. "That's the third one this week!"

The turkey darted behind the root cellar doors with Quincie in hot pursuit. Ben sighed, shaking his head with a mixture of amusement and concern. How were those birds getting into the cellar?

"Guess I'd better go check it out," he muttered, changing course.

The root cellar's heavy wooden doors lay open, slanted against the small rise in the earth where they'd been built into the hillside near the main house. These doors opened outward and upward, revealing a short flight of stone steps leading down into the cool darkness below. Ben descended carefully, letting his eyes adjust to the dim light filtering from above.

The scent of earth, potatoes, onions, and preserves filled his nostrils—along with the unmistakable smell of turkey droppings… The birds had definitely been here, though Quincie seemed to have chased them out effectively. Several jars had been knocked over, and there were feathers scattered across the packed earth floor.

"How the hell…?" Ben wondered aloud, examining the doors.

They seemed solid enough, with no gaps a turkey could squeeze through. The lock was intact, though it looked like it hadn't been used in ages. He checked the small windows high on the walls, but they were too small for the birds to fit through, and all were securely latched from the inside.

He was just about to chalk it up to one of the kids playing a prank when something else caught his attention. A soft, cool draft brushed against his cheek as if coaxing him farther into the dark room.

Ben frowned, turning slowly. The air shouldn't be moving like that down here. The cellar was designed to maintain a consistent temperature, it should be well-sealed against drafts. But Ben had admittedly not spent that much time down there, since Meadow and Alicia took care of most of the storage, organization, and preservation on the farm.

Following the subtle flow of air, he moved toward the back of the cellar, past shelves of preserves and bins of root vegetables.

At the far wall, partially hidden behind stacked crates of apples, Ben noticed something odd. A section of the mortared stone wall looked... different. The pattern of the stones was slightly misaligned compared to the rest of the wall.

"What have we here?" he murmured, pulling the crates aside.

The wall before him was indeed different. A rectangular section about the size of a doorway had been constructed with smaller stones than the rest, and the mortar was newer. In the center was what appeared to be a heavy wooden door, reinforced with iron bands. There was no handle, but an imposing iron lock was mounted in the center.

"A hidden door?" Ben whispered, running his fingers along the seam. "In my root cellar?"

He frowned, fervently hoping the last owner hadn’t been some kind of freak with a personal dungeon and torture chamber… Especially since the last owner was his own family.

The draft was definitely coming from around the edges of this door. He pressed his ear against the wood, but heard nothing beyond. Carefully, he examined the lock. It was old but solid—the kind that would require a specific, uniquely shaped key.

Ben tried pushing against the door, but it didn't budge. The solid oak had stood firm for decades at least. Given the magical history of Faerowilde, it could easily have been centuries or longer.

Whatever was behind it had been sealed away deliberately.

A small, logical voice in Ben's head suggested breaking the door down. After all, this was his property, and whatever lay beyond must be part of his inherited estate. But another, more cautious voice reminded him that things sealed away so thoroughly were often sealed for good reason.

"Not today," he decided. "Not without knowing more."

Stepping back, Ben considered his options. There must be a key somewhere, possibly hidden among his great-uncle's possessions. He'd need to search the house more thoroughly.

But for now, he'd have to leave this mystery for another day. He had a farm to run, children to care for, and a Harpy waiting for her nesting platform.

Ben carefully replaced the crates in front of the door, making a mental note to come back later. As he climbed the steps back into daylight, locking the cellar doors behind him to keep the turkeys out, he couldn't shake the feeling that something significant waited behind that door—something that had been hidden away for a very long time… just waiting to be discovered.

By him.
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The rest of the day passed in a blur of activity.

Ben helped Stormy finish the basic structure of Citrine's nesting platform, watching with pride as the Harpy inspected their work. Citrine flew in wide circles, eyeing the construction critically, before landing with a soft thud on the wooden surface.

"The height is perfect," she declared, golden eyes scanning the farm below. "But I must test its strength before I approve."

Stormy nodded, making a note on her clipboard. "Of course, Your Majesty. We'll run some weight tests and—"

"No," Citrine interrupted, her feathers ruffling as her gaze locked onto Ben. "I will test it... my way."

There was something in her tone that made Ben's pulse quicken. Stormy glanced between them, then cleared her throat.

"I'll... just leave you two to it, then," she said, already backing away. "Got plenty of other projects to check on."

As Stormy disappeared, Ben climbed cautiously onto the platform, using the attached scaffolding. There were no railings yet, and the drop to the ground—while not life-threatening—was enough to make his stomach twist.

But the wooden boards felt solid beneath his boots, and it had supported Marnie, so he was sure it was safe enough for him.

"Seems sturdy enough to me," he offered, trying to sound casual despite the intensity of Citrine's stare.

"Structural integrity must be tested under... stress," Citrine said, her voice dropping to a husky whisper as she stalked toward him on her powerful taloned legs.

Ben swallowed hard. "Citrine, I'm not sure this is the best time or place for—"

"Strip," she commanded, her wings flaring. "Now."

His body responded before his mind could protest, heat pooling in his groin. He'd learned quickly that Citrine was unlike his other mates—she didn't want gentleness or sweet words. She wanted dominance, to take what was hers.

"The platform's not finished," he tried one last time, even as his fingers worked at the buttons of his pants. "There are no railings, and—"

Citrine didn't let him finish. “I will not let you fall, my King.”

With a powerful thrust of her wings, she lunged forward, pinning him against the side of the house beside his bedroom window. Her talons found purchase in the wooden sill, anchoring her firmly.

"I need you," she purred, her golden eyes blazing with hunger. "Now."

Ben's protests died in his throat as her powerful legs wrapped around his waist. Without hands or arms, Citrine relied on the formidable strength of her lower body to position herself. Her wetness pressed against his hardened length, her eagerness obvious.

“If you insist,” Ben managed to croak.

With a single, forceful movement, she impaled herself on him, letting out a screech of pleasure that echoed across the farm. Ben groaned, his back pressed firmly against the house's exterior wall, his hands instinctively gripping her feathered hips for balance.

Citrine began to move, her powerful wing beats creating a rhythm as she rode him. Each downstroke of her wings drove her down onto his shaft, each upstroke lifting her just enough to create a maddening friction. Her talons dug deeper into the window frame, leaving marks in the wood.

"Citrine," Ben gasped, acutely aware of the drop behind him. "Careful—"

"Silence," she commanded, her inner walls clenching around him. "Let your queen take what's hers."

Completely at her mercy, pinned between her and the wall, Ben surrendered to the sensation. The danger, the exposure, the total loss of control, all heightened his pleasure to almost unbearable levels. He could think of nothing but the tight heat of her pussy gripping his cock, the powerful flex of her muscles as she worked herself on him.

Citrine's movements grew more frantic, her wings beating faster, her cries growing louder. Her feathers fluffed out, catching the afternoon sun like burnished gold. Ben held on, determined to last until she found her release, but the ache in his balls was painful as the intensity of her movements grew unbearable.

When she came, however, it was spectacular. Citrine threw her head back, letting out a piercing cry of triumph that likely alerted everyone on the farm to exactly what was happening. Her inner muscles clamped down on him in rhythmic pulses, her entire body trembling.

Ben could hold back no longer. With a guttural groan, he exploded inside her, his seed pumping deep into her welcoming heat. Citrine's eyes locked with his, fierce and possessive, as she milked every last drop from him.

For a long moment, they remained joined, breathing heavily. Then, with a satisfied chirp, Citrine released him, hopping back onto the platform.

"The structure is sound," she announced, preening her feathers casually as if she hadn't just ravished him thirty feet off the ground. "It will serve well for my nest."

Ben slumped against the wall, legs wobbly, trying to catch his breath. "Glad... to hear it," he managed.

Citrine gave him a look that was almost tender. By her standards, at least. "You will install a door here," she said, tapping the window with her beak. "So I may come to you when I wish."

"Already in the plans," Ben assured her, tucking himself away and rebuttoning his pants. In fact, he was pretty sure it had been his idea, but if she wanted to take credit for it, that was fine by him. He said, "Stormy's going to start on it tomorrow."

Citrine nodded, apparently satisfied. With a final affectionate nip at his ear, she launched herself from the platform, wings spreading wide as she soared upward to resume her patrol of the farm.

Ben watched her go, shaking his head with a mixture of exasperation and fondness. If he'd learned anything about Harpy mating habits, it was that Citrine would always keep him on his toes… sometimes quite literally.
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After testing the structural integrity of the nesting platform, Ben’s afternoon continued as they usually did.

He broke up a squabble between Quincie's kittens and Spirit's daughter over who had dibs on a particularly interesting feather that had fallen from Citrine's wing. He even found time to help Alicia inventory supplies for the General Store, stealing kisses between counting jars of preserved fruits. And he managed, just barely, to survive a strategic ambush by the bunny sisters when they insisted he looked like he needed to relax and offered an impromptu three-for-one blow-job special that he couldn’t resist.

By the time night fell, Ben was exhausted but satisfied. The farm was thriving, his family was growing. Even with the occasional chaos, life at Lucky Nickel Acres had settled into a comfortable rhythm.

"You look worn out," Alicia said, slipping her arms around his waist as he stared out the bedroom window at Citrine's half-finished platform gleaming silver in the moonlight.

The harpy had started to build a nest upon it, though she wasn’t yet sleeping there. He supposed she was out, flying over the forest, looking for the various bits and pieces she needed to make the nest feel like home.

"Only in the best possible way," he assured her, kissing the top of her head. Her auburn hair smelled like lavender and sunshine. "Just thinking about everything that's happened today."

"Anything specific?" she asked, leading him toward their bed.

Ben hesitated, unsure whether to mention the hidden door in the cellar. Something told him to wait, to investigate a bit more before sharing that particular discovery.

"Just... farm stuff," he said with a smile. "The usual."

Alicia gave him a knowing look. "Farm stuff, hmm? Would that include the way Annie and Leah were practically drooling over you at dinner? Meadow's been busy recruiting, I see."

Ben chuckled, sliding under the covers beside his wife. Ever since she’d upgraded from her initial Merchant class to the dual specialization of Homestead Manager/Liaison Coordinator, she seemed to have an uncanny sense for when Ben was ready for a new mate.

"They're eager to prove themselves,” he said. “And the more dairy Holstaurs we have, the better prepared we'll be when Meadow's baby arrives."

"Mmmm," Alicia hummed, nestling against his chest. "You know I don't mind, right? I think it's lovely how everyone wants to be close to you. Our family just keeps growing."

Her hand drifted to her own slightly rounded belly, already showing the first signs of their child. Unlike the demi-beast pregnancies, which progressed at an accelerated pace, Alicia's human pregnancy would take the full nine months.

"Sometimes I can't believe how lucky I am," Ben murmured, covering her hand with his own. "When I fell into that well, I never imagined I'd end up here. With you. With all of this."

Alicia smiled, her green eyes heavy with sleep. "The system chose well when it chose you, Ben. Now get some rest. Tomorrow will be just as busy."

"Wait," Ben said softly, his hand sliding to her rounded belly. "I need to breed you again tonight."

Alicia's eyebrow rose skeptically. "Again? We just did that this morning."

"For the strength of our child," Ben reminded her, his fingers tracing lazy circles on her skin. "And because I can’t resist how sexy you look when you’re full of my seed…"

A slow smile spread across Alicia's face. "You know," she teased, "I think you might have made that up just so you can mate us more often."

Ben's expression remained serious, though his eyes twinkled with mischief. "Well, you'll never know for sure, will you? Better to be safe than sorry."

Alicia laughed softly, then sighed. "You make a convincing case. And it’s not that I don’t want to… I’m just so tired lately.”

"Let me help with that," Ben offered.

With gentle hands, he began massaging her shoulders, working out the knots of tension. Alicia moaned softly as his fingers found the sore spots, kneading them until they melted away. He moved lower, easing the strain in her lower back, which had been a growing discomfort as her pregnancy progressed.

"That feels heavenly," she murmured, her body relaxing under his touch.

Ben's hands drifted lower still, sliding under her nightgown to caress the soft skin of her thighs. Alicia's breath caught as his fingers wandered higher, finding the wetness already gathering between her legs.

"Maybe I'm not so tired after all," she whispered.

Ben helped her roll onto her hands and knees, positioning a pillow beneath her to support her belly. Alicia looked back over her shoulder, her auburn hair spilling across the pillow, her green eyes now bright with desire rather than drowsy with sleep.

"Like this?" she asked.

"Perfect," Ben assured her, his voice husky as he admired the curve of her spine, the flare of her hips, the soft weight of her pregnancy-enhanced breasts hanging beneath her.

He slid behind her, guiding himself to her entrance, stroking her with just the tip. Alicia pressed back impatiently, trying to take him deeper.

"Ben," she pleaded. "Don't tease."

He smiled, easing forward with agonizing slowness until he was fully seated within her. Alicia gasped, her inner walls pulsing around him.

"So sensitive," he murmured, beginning to move in long, measured strokes.

"It's the pregnancy," she managed between breaths. "Everything feels more... oh!"

Her words dissolved into a low moan as Ben found just the right angle, hitting the spot that sent pleasure spiraling through her body. He maintained the rhythm, gentle but persistent, watching as Alicia's fingers clutched the sheets.

Her first orgasm caught her by surprise, washing over her with unexpected intensity. She buried her face in the pillow to muffle her cries, her body trembling. Ben slowed his movements, allowing her to ride out the waves.

But he didn't stop.

"Ben," she gasped as he resumed his pace. "I don't think I can—"

"You can," he assured her, his hands sliding beneath her to cup her breasts, now tender and fuller than before. "Let it happen."

The second climax built faster than the first, crashing over her with even greater force. Alicia's arms gave way, her upper body collapsing onto the bed while her hips remained elevated, still connected to Ben.

He leaned over her, kissing the back of her neck, the curve of her shoulder, whispering words of love and encouragement as he continued his steady rhythm. The third orgasm seemed to roll directly into the fourth, leaving Alicia sobbing with pleasure, her entire body quaking.

Only then did Ben allow himself to chase his own pleasure. He'd been holding back, focusing entirely on Alicia's satisfaction, but now the building pressure demanded release. He gripped her hips more firmly, increasing his pace as heat built at the base of his spine.

The sight of Alicia—flushed and trembling from multiple orgasms, her body yielding completely to his—pushed him toward the edge. The wet heat of her inner walls clenched rhythmically around him, as if trying to draw out his seed. Ben felt his balls tighten, the first tingling waves of his climax approaching.

"Oh, fuck," he groaned, his voice strained with the effort of control. "I'm going to—"

His words dissolved into a primal growl as the dam finally broke. Pleasure exploded through him, radiating outward from his groin in pulsing waves that seemed to intensify with each heartbeat. His vision blurred at the edges, his entire body tensing as rope after rope of his seed flooded into her waiting womb.

It felt different somehow—more powerful, more significant—than other times they'd made love. Ben could feel the magic coursing through him, channeling into his release, infusing his seed with life-energy that seemed to glow beneath his skin. For a brief, transcendent moment, he felt connected to something vast and ancient, as if the very act of breeding with Alicia was part of a greater pattern woven into the fabric of Faerowilde itself.

Master Breeder, indeed.

As the final pulses subsided, Ben called out her name once more, his voice raw with emotion. The warmth of his release seemed to spread through Alicia's body, setting off one final, shuddering climax that left them both breathless.

Carefully, he helped her onto her side, spooning behind her, his hand protectively cradling her belly. They lay together in contented silence, their breathing gradually slowing.

Then Alicia gasped, her hand flying to join his on her stomach.

"Ben," she whispered, her voice filled with wonder. "I can feel it. The baby... it's like I can feel it growing."

She turned to look at him, her expression a mixture of awe and accusation. "Don’t you dare say ‘I told you so.’”"

Ben smiled, kissing her softly. "But I did. Magic seed. The more you take the stronger our child will be."

Alicia shook her head, laughing quietly. "It’s a wonder any of us get anything done around here." She nestled back against him, her body warm and pliant with satisfaction. "But I suppose I can forgive your persistence, then."

"Generous of you," he teased, pulling the covers over them both. “I’ll remember that next time you’re begging for it. Or begging to watch me with one of the other girls…”

“Mmmm,” Alica moaned. “Yes. I do like to watch you with them. Maybe Leah…”

Within minutes, Alicia had drifted into a deep, contented sleep. But despite his own satisfaction, sleep eluded Ben. His mind kept returning to the hidden door in the cellar, to the mysterious draft whispering through the cracks. What secrets lay behind that heavy oak barrier? And why had his great-uncle sealed it away?

Eventually, the rhythmic sound of Alicia's breathing lulled him into a fitful slumber. And as he slept, Ben began to dream...


7
Dreamspeak


The chamber was vast, circular, with a domed ceiling painted with constellations that seemed to move and shimmer as if alive. Pedestals of polished marble held crystalline structures that pulsed with inner light—some blue, some green, others deep purple or fiery red.

In the center of the chamber stood a tall figure draped in robes of midnight blue trimmed with silver. His face was obscured, but in his hand he held a staff—Ben's staff—its crystal base glowing with power.

"The lines grow weak," the figure said, his voice resonating not through the air but directly within Ben's mind. "The old magics fade. But the seeds remain, waiting for one who can awaken them."

The scene shifted. Ben found himself standing before a circular pool filled with a silvery liquid that reflected not the ceiling above but scenes from places he'd never seen—towering cities of crystal and stone, forests where the trees hummed with power, mountains capped with ice that sparkled with more than just snow.

"Watch and learn, Apprentice," the robed figure said, stirring the pool with the tip of the staff. "These were the glories of our kind, before the severing. Before the war that broke the world."

The liquid in the pool swirled, colors bleeding into one another until they formed a new image: a map, detailed and precise, showing lands Ben recognized. Faerowilde, but different somehow. More vibrant. More alive.

"The bloodlines must be preserved," the figure continued, tracing patterns on the map with his finger. "The old magics must not die. In each generation, a keeper rises. Today, that keeper is you."

The robed man turned, and though Ben still couldn't see his face clearly, he felt the weight of his gaze.

"Find the chambers. Restore the connections. The land remembers, even when minds forget."

The figure raised the staff, and the crystal at its base flared with blinding intensity.

"Bloodlines dormant shall awaken. Powers ancient shall be shaken."

The light grew, consuming everything, until—

Ben jerked awake, gasping for breath, his heart pounding in his chest.

Beside him, Alicia slept peacefully, unaware of his distress. Through the window, the first pale light of dawn was just beginning to touch the horizon.

Ben sat up slowly, running a shaking hand through his hair. The dream had been so vivid, so real. He could still feel the cool air of that strange chamber, still see the silvery liquid swirling in the pool, forming patterns that somehow made perfect sense.

A soft blue glow caught his attention. Across the room, leaning against the wall where he'd left it, his staff was pulsing with gentle light. The crystalline growth at its base, the same crystal that had featured so prominently in his dream, shimmered with inner fire.

Ben slipped out of bed, careful not to disturb Alicia, and padded across to the staff. As his fingers closed around the smooth wood, the crystal's light intensified briefly before settling into a steady, comforting glow.

The Grand Vizier's staff, he thought. Lady Graythorne had recognized it immediately, had hinted at its significance. But until now, Ben had seen it as little more than a useful walking stick with some system-enhanced properties.

Now, he wasn't so sure.

The dream still vivid in his mind, Ben dressed quietly and made his way downstairs. The house was silent, the rest of his extended family still asleep. He slipped outside, staff in hand, into the cool pre-dawn air.

Without really knowing why, Ben found himself walking toward the barn. Inside, the air was warm with the breath of sleeping animals and sweet with the scent of hay. He climbed the ladder to the hayloft, where moonlight streamed through the open door, painting everything in silver.

Sitting cross-legged on the hay, Ben laid the staff across his knees and closed his eyes. He tried to recall the exact words from his dream, the patterns the robed figure had traced on that strange, liquid map.

"The bloodlines must be preserved. The old magics must not die."

What bloodlines? The demi-beasts? Humans with magical potential? Both?

"In each generation, a keeper rises. Today, that keeper is you."

Ben opened his eyes, staring at the staff. Was that what this was about? Was he somehow connected to the Grand Vizier, not just by possessing his staff but by something deeper—something in his blood?

A soft rustling sound interrupted his thoughts. Ben looked up to find Estelle standing at the top of the ladder, her white woolen nightgown glowing in the moonlight, her curly fleece and delicate sheep ears giving her an almost ethereal appearance.

"I felt something," she said softly, one hand resting on her rounded belly where their child grew. "A stirring. Calling me out here. I thought there was danger."

“So you came out in your nightgown?” he said, raising an eyebrow at her.

Estelle narrowed her golden eyes at him. “You don’t think I can defend myself in a nightgown? Looking innocent is my secret weapon…”

Ben grinned, patting the straw beside him. “Come here, keep me company.”

Of all his demi-beast mates, Estelle had always been the most attuned to the subtle currents of magic that flowed through Lucky Nickel Acres. She knew more about monsters than any of the others, and—despite the fact that he’d teased her—was a formidable defender of the farm.

“What’s going on, Ben?” she asked, settling against his side, and resting her head upon his shoulder.

"I had a dream."

She wriggled her hoofed feet beneath the hay and wrapped her arms around his waist, getting comfortable.

Then her eyes were drawn to the glowing crystal of the staff. "I see. Tell me."

Ben described the dream in detail—the circular chamber, the robed figure, the pool of silvery liquid, the strange map, and the cryptic words about bloodlines and ancient powers.

Estelle listened intently, her golden eyes widening. When he finished, she reached out hesitantly, her fingers hovering just above the crystal.

"May I?" she asked.

Ben nodded, and she touched the surface of the crystal gently. A small gasp escaped her lips, and Ben felt a surge of warmth flow through the staff.

"It knows me," she whispered. "It… recognizes our child."

"What do you mean?"

Estelle's gaze was distant, as if seeing beyond the simple wooden walls of the barn. "The old ones. Those who came before the war… they understood the power of bloodlines. How certain combinations could strengthen magic, how certain unions could produce children with unique gifts. Long ago, my people, the Ovina, were keepers of such secrets."

Her eyes refocused on Ben. "What if that's what's happening here? What if your ability to breed with demi-beasts isn't just about restoring our populations, but about awakening something that's been dormant for centuries?"

The idea sent a shiver down Ben's spine.

It made a strange sort of sense.

The accelerated development of their children, their unusual intelligence and abilities, the way his magic seemed to strengthen with each successful breeding…

"The hidden door," he murmured.

"What door?" Estelle asked.

Ben explained about his discovery in the root cellar—the sealed doorway with its heavy iron lock.

"I think it's connected somehow," he said. "I think my great-uncle knew something. Maybe that's why the property came to me, specifically. Maybe there's more to my arrival in Faerowilde than just chance."

Estelle nodded slowly. "The system doesn't operate on chance, Ben. Everything has a purpose." She placed her hand over his, where it rested on the staff. "We need to find the key to that door."

"I'll start searching the house tomorrow," Ben promised. "There must be clues somewhere."

Estelle's free hand moved to her belly again, her expression turning thoughtful. "Our children are part of this, too. I can feel it. Whatever power is awakening, they carry it within them."

Ben reached out, placing his hand alongside hers on the gentle swell of her pregnancy. Through the thin fabric of her nightgown, he could feel a pulsing warmth that matched the rhythm of the crystal's glow.

"We'll protect them," he vowed. "Whatever this means, whatever's coming, we'll face it together."

Estelle's eyes met his, filled with a mixture of concern and determination. "Together," she agreed. "But first..."

She leaned forward, her lips finding his in a soft, tender kiss. Ben responded gently, mindful of her advanced pregnancy. But as their kiss deepened, he felt her need growing, matching his own rising desire.

"Estelle," he murmured against her lips, "are you sure? Here? Now?"

She smiled, her golden eyes reflecting the crystal's blue glow. "The old magics are stirring, Ben. Can you feel it? There's power in what we create together. And I... I need you right now."

Her nightgown slipped from one shoulder, revealing the soft curve of her breast. Ben's breath caught in his throat. Even heavy with child, Estelle was beautiful—her skin glowing with an inner light, her body lush and full with the life they'd created together.

"I need you, too," he admitted, setting the staff carefully aside.

With gentle hands, he helped her out of her nightgown, laying her back on the soft hay. Estelle sighed contentedly as he removed his own clothes, her eyes drinking in the sight of him in the moonlight.

Ben lowered himself beside her, careful not to put pressure on her belly. His hands traced the curves of her body, lingering on the places he knew brought her the most pleasure—the sensitive spot behind her ears, the hollow of her throat, the undersides of her breasts.

Estelle arched into his touch, her breath coming quicker. "Please, Ben," she whispered. "Don't make me wait, not tonight."

He kissed his way down her body, paying special attention to her swollen breasts, now tender and heavy with milk in preparation for their child. His lips closed around one nipple, sucking gently, and Estelle gasped, her fingers tangling in his hair.

"Yes," she breathed. "Oh, yes..."

Ben continued his downward journey, pausing to place a reverent kiss on the crest of her belly before moving lower still. Estelle's thighs parted eagerly, revealing the glistening proof of her desire.

With delicate attention, he pleasured her with his mouth, drinking in her sweetness, savoring the unique taste that was hers alone. Her thighs, with their soft sheep’s wool covering her like stockings, quivered against his ears. Estelle's soft cries echoed in the hayloft, her hands gripping the straw beneath her as waves of pleasure washed through her body.

When she was trembling on the edge, Ben moved back up, positioning himself carefully beside her. With practiced ease, he helped her roll onto her side, her back against his chest, one of her legs draped over his.

"Is this comfortable?" he asked, his voice husky with desire.

Estelle nodded, reaching back to guide him to her entrance. "Perfect," she sighed as he slid home, filling her completely.

They moved together slowly, savoring each sensation. Ben's hand cradled her belly protectively even as his hips rocked against her in a gentle rhythm. Estelle's inner walls gripped him tightly, rippling with each thrust.

"Ben," she gasped, her voice strained. "Something's happening..."

He felt it too—a warmth spreading from where they were joined, flowing through their bodies like liquid fire. It wasn't painful, but intense, powerful. The staff, lying forgotten beside them, began to pulse more brightly, its rhythm matching their movements.

Estelle cried out, her body tensing as her climax overtook her. Ben held her tightly, his own release following moments later, his seed pouring into her welcoming depths.

As they lay together, breathing heavily, the blue glow of the staff intensified, casting strange patterns across the walls of the hayloft. For just a moment, Ben thought he saw symbols—runes, perhaps—dancing in the light.

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the glow faded to a soft, steady pulse, and the visions vanished.

But something had changed. Estelle shifted in his arms, her gentle demeanor transforming before his eyes. Her golden eyes, usually so soft and docile, now gleamed with a fierce, almost predatory light.

"Again," she demanded, her voice throatier than before. "Take me again. Harder this time."

Ben blinked in surprise. "Estelle? Are you sure? With the baby—"

"The baby is fine," she insisted, pushing away from him with unexpected strength. "I need more. I need to feel you overpower me."

Ben knew enough about Ovina physiology to understand what was happening. Their freeze, flight, or fight response to intense stimuli—whether pleasure or fear—was legendary, according to his Handbook. Most Ovina tended toward freezing or fleeing when overwhelmed, but Estelle had always been different.

As a warrior, her natural instinct was to fight.

The request sent a fresh surge of desire through Ben's veins, his recently spent member already hardening again at the feral look in her eyes.

"You want to fight?" he asked, a slow smile spreading across his face. "You want me to take you by force?"

Estelle nodded, the curly wool of her hair fluffed around her face as her breathing quickened. "Yes. Make me yield to you."

Ben rose to his knees, eyeing her cautiously. "I'll be careful of your belly," he promised. "But I won't hold back otherwise."

A challenging smile flickered across Estelle's face. "Good. Neither will I."

She lunged at him suddenly, catching him off-guard with a swift jab to his shoulder. Ben grunted, instinctively grabbing for her wrists. She dodged, nimble despite her pregnancy, her naked body lithe and powerful in the moonlight.

"Is that all you've got, my Sire?" she taunted, circling him like a predator.

Ben's eyes narrowed, a primal part of him awakening to the challenge. He feinted left, then moved right, capturing one of her arms and using it to spin her around. Estelle bleated in surprise, then twisted in his grip, breaking free.

They grappled in the hay, a dance of dominance and submission, neither truly wanting to hurt the other but both thrilling in the contest. Ben was stronger, but Estelle was quicker and more skilled. For several minutes, they wrestled, their bodies slick with sweat, hay sticking to their skin.

Ben silently thanked the gods that Estelle wasn't using her magic against him. He'd seen her in true combat, her eyes glowing with arcane energy as she devastated her opponents with bolts of crackling power from her shepherdess’s crook.

That kind of magic would have ended this game rather definitively—and painfully—for him.

Finally, with a well-timed move, Ben managed to pin her face-down in the hay, her arms secured above her head, his weight carefully distributed to avoid pressure on her belly.

"Yield," he growled against her ear.

Estelle struggled briefly, testing his hold, then went still. "Make me," she challenged, her voice husky with desire.

Using his knees, Ben spread her legs apart, positioning himself behind her. With one hand still holding her wrists, he used the other to guide himself to her entrance, now slick and ready from their previous coupling and the excitement of their struggle.

He entered her with a single, powerful thrust.

Estelle cried out, not in pain but in triumph. Ben established a rough, demanding rhythm, his grip on her wrists tightening as he claimed her. The sound of flesh meeting flesh echoed in the hayloft, punctuated by Estelle's bleating cries and Ben's guttural groans.

As their passion built, Ben felt something shift within him. It was as if a channel had opened between them, his internal magic feeding something deep within Estelle—some primal need that had gone unfulfilled. Though their joining would appear almost violent to an observer, he could feel the deepening of their connection with every thrust, every shared breath.

Estelle bucked beneath him, no longer fighting to escape but moving in perfect counterpoint to his rhythm. Her bleats grew louder, more frantic, her inner walls clenching around him with increasing urgency.

"Ben!" she cried out, her voice breaking. "I feel it coming—it's so strong—I can't—"

Her words dissolved into a long, keening cry as her climax crashed over her. This time, the force of her pleasure was so intense that fluid gushed from her in waves, soaking them both and the hay beneath them. Ben's grip on her wrists slackened in surprise, and Estelle's arms came free, her hands clawing at the straw as her body convulsed with pleasure.

The sight and sensation of her powerful release triggered Ben's own climax. He drove into her one final time, emptying himself completely, his seed mingling with her abundant fluids. Wave after wave of pleasure washed through him, amplified by the magical connection they shared.

When the last aftershocks had subsided, they collapsed together in the damp hay, breathing heavily. Ben gathered Estelle against his chest, concerned suddenly that their rough play might have been too much.

"Are you okay?" he asked softly, brushing damp curls from her forehead.

Estelle nodded, a satisfied smile playing on her lips. "Never better," she assured him. Her golden eyes, no longer fierce but warm and content, met his. "I needed that. Sometimes... the warrior in me needs to fight, even in pleasure."

Ben kissed her tenderly. "You can fight me anytime," he promised, making her laugh.

They lay in silence for a while, watching as the first true light of dawn began to filter through the hayloft door. The staff's glow had dimmed, but it still pulsed gently, like a heartbeat.

"We need to find that key," Estelle said at last. "Whatever's behind that door in the cellar… it must be important. I think your dream is what called me here tonight… I feel different somehow. More full.”

“I did get a Master Breeder upgrade today,” Ben teased. “There’s a bit of a firehose effect…”

Estelle glanced down at the rivulets of creamy white seed, running down her legs and mixing with her pussy juices. “Well, you aren’t wrong… but that wasn’t exactly what I was talking about.”

“I know.” Ben pressed a kiss to her forehead. "And we will. Get the door open. Figure out what it all means. Together."

“Mmmm,” Estelle said, leaning into his kiss. “Sounds perfect. And Ben?”

“Yes?”

“Next time you go on patrol, I want to come with you,” she said. “I still feel like fighting.”

Ben laughed. “Fine. But if I catch you fucking a Corrosive Ooze or a Scavenger, you’re getting a time out.”

Estelle slapped his arm, playfully but with surprising force. “You know I only fight you like that.”

“Although… Alicia did get an order from Lillian Bell at Marital Bliss,” Ben mused. “She’s got a dozen rubber cocks shaped just like mine. I might let her fight you.”

“That…” Estelle shook her head. “Doesn’t sound entirely unpleasant. Tell her to do her worst.”

They laughed as they dressed and prepared to return to the house before the rest of the farm awoke.

But despite the playful air, Ben couldn't shake the feeling that they were standing on the edge of something momentous. The dream, the staff, the hidden door, the strange magic that seemed to flow between him and his demi-beast mates...

All pieces of a puzzle he was only just beginning to understand.

And somewhere, in the back of his mind, he could still hear the robed figure's words:

"Bloodlines dormant shall awaken. Powers ancient shall be shaken."

The keeper had risen. And the old magics were stirring once more.


8
Mapping the Land


The late-morning sun cast dappled shadows through the kitchen window as Ben and Alicia stood over a large map spread across the dining table. Around them, the bustling sounds of Lucky Nickel Acres provided a comfortable backdrop—the distant hammering from Citrine's nesting platform, children's laughter from the garden, and the occasional bleat or whinny from the pastures.

"So," Alicia said, tucking a strand of auburn hair behind her ear as she traced her finger along the eastern boundary of their property, "if we're going to establish the Greenhold, we need to document and stabilize five distinct ecosystems."

Ben nodded, leaning over her shoulder. His body pressed against her back, and he couldn't resist placing a gentle kiss on her neck, inhaling the sweet lavender scent of her hair. "According to the System requirements, we need to map each area, identify the key species, and establish some kind of ecological balance."

Alicia smiled, leaning into his touch even as she kept her focus on the task at hand. "And you're sure the crystal cave counts as one ecosystem?"

Ben opened his HUD to review, reading the quest objectives out loud for his wife:

New Quest: Establishing a Greenhold

Take the next step in your journey as a protector and leader. Bring balance to the lands beyond your Grangehold by expanding its influence, creating safe havens for all who seek refuge, and restoring life to the corrupted areas of Faerowilde.

Requirements:

Map the Power Crystal Cave [Incomplete]

	Fully explore and map the cave system to uncover all power crystal deposits.




Bonus: Identify any remaining traces of corruption or unusual magical energy.

Ecosystem Discovery [Incomplete: 0 of 5 Ecosystems Documented]

Identify and document five distinct ecosystems within Ben’s property, such as:

	Pastureland for grazing animals.

	Forest areas with unique flora and fauna.

	Water-based ecosystems

	Cavern/mountainous area




Observe and catalog the native creatures, plants, and magical properties of each area.

Population Health [Incomplete: 0 of 5 Animal Populations Stabilized]

	Ensure that the local animal populations (both demi-beast-associated and wild) in each ecosystem are thriving, with a population health rating of Fair Quality or higher.

	This includes ensuring the chickens, ducks, geese, rabbits, and other farm animals remain in optimal condition.




Monster-Free Zones [Incomplete: 0 of 3 Monster Outbreaks Eliminated, 1 of 3 Dead Zones Purified]

	Secure the perimeters of the Grangehold and surrounding ecosystems, ensuring that monster activity is eliminated or reduced to manageable levels.

	Patrol and purify any lingering corruption or Dead Zones.




Protect the Forest [Incomplete: 0 of 3 Wards Established, 0 of 3 Areas Blessed]

	Establish magical wards to shield the forest and its ecosystems from future corruption or destruction.

	Use system magic or staff enhancements to bless the area with sustained growth.




Demi-Beast Collaboration [Incomplete: 0 of 3 Demi-Beasts Trained]

	Successfully train and involve at least three demi-beasts in the management and care of the new ecosystems, ensuring their magic harmonizes with the land.




Alicia listened carefully, taking notes of her own. “Well, we have to map the cave systems anyways. I guess we’ll see if we get credit for an ecosystem discover when we do that.”

"I have a feeling it will work." Ben pointed to a spot on the map marked with a glowing blue crystal symbol. "It's completely different from anything else on the property, with its own microclimate, unique mineral formations, specialized fungi. I'd say it qualifies, but we won’t know until we try. It would probably be smart to start with that."

He reached for a leather-bound journal beside the map—a gift from Stormy, who had taken to documenting the farm's construction projects with architectural precision. Opening it to a fresh page, he jotted down "Crystal Cave" at the top.

"That leaves four more," Alicia mused, her fingers tracing the contours of the map. "We have the forest, obviously. But is that one ecosystem or several?"

Ben considered this, studying the detailed renderings that Hestia had added to their rudimentary survey. The Satyress's artistic talent had transformed their simple property map into something that looked like it belonged in the Great Library of Cinderfell.

"We can probably divide it," he said finally. "There's the old growth deciduous forest to the north, where the oaks and maples are hundreds of years old. Then there's the younger evergreen section to the west, near the stream."

Alicia nodded, making notes in her own journal. Her handwriting was neat and precise, a holdover from her years of keeping meticulous store records. "At least two distinct forest ecosystems, then. What about the marsh area around the new pond?"

"That's definitely its own ecosystem," Ben agreed. "It's already attracting different wildlife than we see elsewhere on the property. Did you know Citrine spotted three new species of waterfowl just yesterday? She's keeping a tally."

"Of course she is," Alicia said with a fond smile. "Our resident aerial patrol wouldn't miss a single feather out of place."

Ben chuckled, adding "Marshland" to his list. "And then there's the meadow—the wildflower fields where the bees like to gather. That's unique enough to count as its own ecosystem, I think."

"So that's five," Alicia said, tapping her pencil against her lips thoughtfully. "Crystal Cave, Old Growth Forest, Evergreen Forest, Marshland, and Wildflower Meadow. And as we do detailed surveys of each area, if the system doesn’t accept them, we’ll adjust our plans. Worst case scenario, we’ll have good, detailed maps of our property."

"Perfect," Ben said, making a final notes of his own. "Now we just need to assign stewards to each area."

Alicia turned to face him, her green eyes bright with mischief. "I think I already know who you have in mind for most of them."

Ben grinned, wrapping his arms around her waist. "Am I that predictable?"

"Only to me." She pressed a quick kiss to his lips. "Spirit for the meadow?"

"She's already spending most of her time there with Starling," Ben confirmed. "And she has a natural affinity for open spaces."

"Rosie for the Old Growth?"

"She and Gruff know those woods better than anyone," Ben agreed. "And she's already talking about teaching Eve and Marie to forage there."

Alicia tapped the marsh area on the map. "Meadow would be perfect for the wetlands. She's been fascinated with water management since we installed the irrigation system. But I don’t think we should assign any of your pregnant mates, and she’s very busy already. What about using Annie and Leah?"

"Good call," Ben said, thinking it would be a good opportunity to get to know the new dairy Holstaurs before he jumped to breeding them. As cute as they were, he only wanted to bring the most dedicated and hard-working demi-beasts into his inner circle, even if his Master Breeder skill did give him the ability to breed a lot more women. "And Quincie has been patrolling the evergreen forest with her kittens. They seem to enjoy climbing the pines, so they can get started on that." He paused to think. “Well, we’ll see how it goes, anyway. Quincie being Quincie…”

Alicia laughed. “She can be a bit lazy.”

“I would call it ‘headstrong,’” Ben said with a snort. “But it will be a good test of her commitment to the farm beyond her personal interests. She might surprise us.”

"That leaves the Crystal Cave," Alicia said, her expression growing more serious. "That's the most sensitive area, Ben. And potentially the most dangerous if word gets out."

Ben nodded, his own expression matching hers. "I know. I've been thinking about that. I think Estelle would be the best choice. She has the strongest connection to the old magics, and she's proven herself as a formidable guardian. But she’s also pregnant."

Alicia considered this, then nodded slowly. "I agree. And she's due soon—having her assigned to an indoor area might be wise."

“Does anyone stand out to you as a good candidate?” Ben asked. “I didn’t get the sense that the caves are particularly dangerous. But they are strange… I don’t want to send anyone without some self defense skills, just in case.”

“I’d offer to send Penelope,” Alicia said. “But I really can’t do without her in the shop. She’s taken over almost everything for me. Which reminds me… she would be an excellent candidate for breeding when you’re ready to take on the next round.”

Penelope was a pretty Porcina girl that Ben had played around with on occasion, often with Rosie. She would have been an excellent choice, but Ben wouldn’t take her away from his wife after Alicia had spent so much time training her as the shop assistant.

Ben thought for a moment.

“I don’t think we can take Stormy and Marnie off construction duty, but I wonder if they can spare Hestia? I think there’s more to that Satyress than meets the eye. I don’t know much about her sister, Zara. But they might be able to do it together. And there’s that badger-kind woman, what’s her name? She looks like she could wrestle a bear and come out on top.”

“Brena!” Alicia’s eyebrows shot up excitedly. “Of course, why didn’t I think of her? She’s been carrying all the vegetable crates for me since my back’s been so sore and Meadow has been so busy.”

“I don’t really know anything about badger-kin,” Ben admitted. “But it seems like they’d be comfortable underground.”

“Perfect, I can do without her for a little while. I’m sure Marnie will help me load up carriages on the mornings you’re not available. And once Estelle has her baby, she can help out with the later stages of your quest. The monster outbreaks. I don’t like the sounds of that…”

“I haven’t seen any sign of more since Estelle and I cleared that dead zone around the Crystal Cave, where Citrine was infected,” Ben said. “But I suppose that doesn’t mean anything. The magic of Faerowilde seems to have a mind of its own, and the more we have concentrated at the farm, the stranger things seem to get around here.”

“Hopefully, with the detailed surveys, if anything does crop up we’ll be able to catch it early,” Alicia said. She looked down at her belly and smiled a bit ruefully. “As much as I love being pregnant, I do feel like I’m missing out on some of the excitement, having to go through the whole human term!”

Her hand unconsciously moved to rest on the bulge where their child was just beginning to show. Ben placed his hand over hers, his eyes softening. "How are you feeling today?"

"Better," she said with a small smile. "The morning sickness seems to be easing up. Doctor Wells said that's normal for the second trimester."

"I'm glad," Ben said, pulling her closer. "I hate seeing you uncomfortable."

Alicia laughed softly. "It's a small price to pay. Besides, I'm in awe watching how quickly the demi-beast pregnancies progress. Meadow looks ready to pop, and Estelle can't be far behind."

"It is curious that the system accelerates their progress and not yours," Ben mused, his hand still resting protectively over hers on her stomach. "But I suppose its because demi-beasts have always been a part of the system, and you’ve only just ascended. Maybe, once our children are grown, they’ll have a different experience.”

Aliacia’s eyes widened. “Goodness, I can hardly imagine that far away, without even having one child in the world yet. But I suppose some day you and I will be grandparents, won’t we?”

“We will,” Ben assured her, kissing the side of her neck. “And I can’t wait to grow old with you.”

“Do you think we will grow old?” Alicia asked, hesitantly. “I mean… the demi-beasts are hundreds of years old and don’t look a day over twenty!”

“In that case, I look forward to us being the best looking grandparents Grimsby has ever seen.”

“Not just Grimsby,” Alica said with a giggle. “All of Faerowilde! People will come from all over to see us and whisper about black magic behind our backs.”

“As long as all they do is whisper, I’ll let them get away with that,” Ben said. “But if anyone comes with pitchforks, we’ll be ready for them. Once the Greenhold is established, we’ll be able to have an entire city’s-worth of extended family living here, working the land, and if necessary, training to be a formidable army to defend ourselves against anyone who tries to bring us down.”

Alicia leaned against him, her fingers trailing over the border of the map, as if she couldn’t quite believe it was all theirs. In fact, Ben often felt the same way. “I don’t think it will come to that,” she said. “Just look at how quickly Grimsby has come around. Those people would fight to the death to defend you after everything you’ve done for them. Everything you do is to the benefit of everyone. Surely, they’ll see that.”

“I hope you’re right,” Ben said. “But you know what they say. Hope for the best, and plan for the worst. That way you’re never caught with your pants down.”

Alicia glanced up at him with a wicked look in her eyes. “And here I thought you liked getting caught with your pants down… Isn’t that how we ended up with so many little ones running around the farm?”

Ben could only laugh, wrapping his arms around his wife and enjoying the warmth of her body against his.

"Is it strange that I'm a little jealous?" Alicia asked after a while.

Ben frowned. “Jealous? But we’ve talked about this, Alicia. You knew before you agreed to marry me—”

“Not of them, exactly,” Alicia hurried to explain, a hint of vulnerability in her voice. "And not of your relationship with them. It’s just… I have to wait so long to meet out baby, and…”

Ben's expression grew tender as he cupped her face in his hands. "I love that our child is growing at its own pace. It gives us time to prepare, to savor each moment of anticipation." He kissed her gently. “And as much as I love all of my daughters, Alicia, I cannot tell you how much I look forward to holding our baby and knowing that he or she will be a baby for a good long time. We get to savor every stage of their childhood in a way that we won’t be able to with the others. You have no idea how special that is to me.”

Alicia's eyes glistened slightly as she smiled up at him. "You always know exactly what to say."

"I'm just telling the truth," Ben said, his thumbs brushing her cheeks. "I love all my mates, all my children—born and unborn. I never want any of you to feel less than. I want to love you all the way you deserve to be loved, and honor the things that make you who you are."

"I know," she whispered, leaning into his touch. "When I was a little girl, I never imagined someday I'd be sharing my husband with so many others, but..." She shook her head in wonder. "Ben, I wouldn't change a thing. Watching you with them, seeing this family grow—it fills my heart in ways I never imagined possible."

Ben kissed her again, deeper this time, his arms encircling her waist and drawing her against him. Alicia responded eagerly, her body molding to his, her lips parting to welcome the gentle probe of his tongue. For a long moment, they lost themselves in each other, the map and journals temporarily forgotten.

When they finally broke apart, both slightly breathless, Alicia's cheeks were flushed with desire. "If we don't get back to work," she murmured, "we won't finish these plans before lunch."

Ben grinned, reluctantly releasing her. "You're right. Business first, pleasure later."

"Promise?" Alicia asked, her eyes gleaming with anticipation.

"Absolutely," Ben assured her, already looking forward to their private time.

Returning their attention to the map, they began discussing the practical aspects of their plan. Ben pulled out a small notebook where he'd jotted various System notifications about the Greenhold requirements.

"It says here we need to 'stabilize animal populations within each ecosystem,'" he read aloud. "What do you think that means exactly?"

Alicia frowned thoughtfully. "Perhaps ensuring there's a healthy balance? Predators and prey in the right proportions, enough pollinators for the plants, that sort of thing."

"Makes sense," Ben agreed. "And we'll need to document everything. Species counts, territorial boundaries, feeding patterns..."

"That's a lot of work," Alicia observed, though her tone remained cheerful. "Good thing we have so many helpers."

Ben chuckled. "True. And it's perfect timing, with Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie getting back to their regular duties now that the triplets and kittens are a bit… bigger, if not much older."

As if summoned by their names, a commotion at the kitchen door announced the arrival of Spirit, her pink hair windblown and her cheeks flushed with excitement. She burst into the room, barely pausing to acknowledge them with a quick "Morning!" before she began rummaging through the cabinets.

"Everything okay?" Ben asked, amused by her whirlwind entrance.

"Just peachy!" Spirit replied, emerging triumphant with a jar of honey. "Starling discovered a new flower species in the meadow, and I wanted to see if the honey from those blooms tastes any different." She paused, finally noticing the map spread across the table. "Oh! Are those the ecosystem boundaries?"

Ben nodded, gesturing her closer. "We're assigning stewards for each area. We thought you might take charge of the Wildflower Meadow."

Spirit's big blue eyes lit up with delight. "Really? I'd love that! Starling and I have been cataloging the flower species already. Did you know we've counted thirty-seven distinct varieties? And the bees are producing honey with subtle differences depending on which nectar they gather. It's fascinating!"

Her enthusiasm was infectious, and Ben couldn't help smiling. "That's perfect, Spirit. Exactly the kind of observation and documentation we need."

"I'll start keeping better records," she promised, leaning over to examine the map more closely. "And I'll talk to Blossom about coordinating with the bee colonies. She's been working with them since she arrived."

"Excellent idea," Alicia said, making a note. "The bunny sisters could help with multiple areas, actually. They're amazing with the gardens."

Spirit nodded eagerly. "Lavender has a particular touch with medicinal herbs. And Clover can get plants to grow in soil I would have sworn was barren."

"They do work wonders," Ben agreed, his mind wandering to a number of ‘wake-up calls’ the bunny sisters had performed since moving into the house. "Lapinas have always had an affinity for growing things. Must be magic in their blood."

A thoughtful expression crossed Spirit's face. "Speaking of system magic… have you noticed anything unusual about the children lately?"

Ben and Alicia exchanged a quick glance. "Unusual how?" Ben asked cautiously.

Spirit set down the honey jar, her expression becoming more serious. "Well, yesterday Starling was playing near the edge of the meadow, and I saw her... talking to the flowers. Not just talking at them, like children do. It was like they were responding to her somehow. When she touched certain blooms, they seemed to grow more vibrant, more colorful."

Ben felt a familiar tingle at the base of his spine—the same sensation he'd experienced during his dream about the robed figure. "What happened then?"

"She noticed me watching and just laughed," Spirit said, shaking her head in wonder. "Said the flowers were telling her stories about the bees. I thought it was just childish imagination, but..." She hesitated. "Later, I found her drawing pictures of bees visiting flowers, showing exactly how they collect pollen. Not just scribbles, Ben. Detailed diagrams that would make sense to an apiarist."

"That's... remarkable," Alicia said slowly. "Has she shown any interest in bees before?"

"Not particularly," Spirit replied. "And it's not just Starling. Eve and Marie seem to be developing an uncanny sense for finding truffles in the old forest. Quincie's kittens can apparently tell when a storm is coming hours before the clouds appear. And all of them are growing so quickly, learning so fast… it’s almost eerie."

Ben unconsciously reached for the staff, which he'd propped against the table upon entering the kitchen. His fingers closed around the smooth wood, and he felt a reassuring warmth pulse through his palm.

"Bloodlines dormant shall awaken," he murmured.

"What was that?" Alicia asked, looking at him curiously.

Ben shook his head, not quite ready to share his dream with everyone yet. "Just something I've been thinking about. The demi-beast bloodlines were weakened after the war, when their males were killed off. Maybe our children are exhibiting abilities that have been dormant for generations."

Spirit's tail swished thoughtfully behind her. "That would make sense. The old stories speak of demi-beasts with remarkable powers—Equistars who could run faster than the wind, Porcinas who could make barren land fertile with a touch, Felinas who could speak with wild animals."

"Powers that would be valuable for stewarding ecosystems," Alicia observed, her quick mind making connections. "If our children are developing these abilities naturally, it could make establishing the Greenhold much easier."

"And more meaningful," Ben added. "It wouldn't just be about meeting System requirements. It would be about helping them connect with their heritage, their innate magic, and using that to better the world around us."

Spirit nodded enthusiastically. "I love that idea. Teaching them to use their gifts to protect and nurture the land." She glanced at the honey jar, suddenly remembering her original purpose. "Oh! I should get back to Starling. She's probably wondering where I disappeared to."

"Go ahead," Ben said with a smile. "We'll catch up with you later to discuss the meadow stewardship in more detail."

With a quick hug for each of them, Spirit grabbed the honey and bounded out of the kitchen, her excitement palpable.

Once they were alone again, Alicia turned to Ben, her expression thoughtful. "There's more to this than you're saying."

Ben sighed, unable to hide anything from his perceptive wife. "I had a dream last night. About the Grand Vizier. Lady Graythorne was right… he’s definitely connected to this staff somehow. In the dream, he spoke about bloodlines, about awakening dormant powers."

"You think it wasn't just a dream," Alicia said. It wasn't a question.

"I think it was a message," Ben admitted. "And I think it's connected to the locked door in the cellar."

Alicia's eyes widened slightly. "The one you found behind the wine racks?"

Ben nodded. "Estelle and I talked about it this morning. We need to find the key."

A determined look settled on Alicia's face. "Then we'll find it. This is our home, Ben. If there are secrets hidden here, we have a right to uncover them."

"I was thinking we could organize a proper search," Ben suggested. "Start with my great-uncle's study, check all the obvious hiding places."

"And the not-so-obvious ones," Alicia added. "I'm good at finding things people try to hide. Comes from years of catching shoplifters."

Ben laughed, pulling her into another embrace. "What would I do without you?"

"Fortunately, you'll never have to find out," she replied, standing on tiptoe to kiss him again.

Their lips had barely touched when another interruption came—this time in the form of Rosie bursting through the door, her golden curls bouncing and her cheeks flushed.

"Ben! Alicia! You need to come quickly!" she exclaimed, barely pausing for breath. "Citrine's on the platform, and she's acting strangely. Meadow thinks the egg is coming!"

Ben and Alicia exchanged a quick look of excitement and concern before grabbing their coats and following Rosie out the door, the map and ecosystem plans temporarily forgotten in the face of yet another miracle about to unfold at Lucky Nickel Acres.

As they hurried across the yard toward Citrine's nesting platform, Ben couldn't help but reflect on how quickly life moved here—pregnancy announcements, new construction, magical discoveries, and now, potentially, the hatching of their first Harpy egg.

The Greenhold planning would have to wait a few hours. Some moments were too precious to miss.


9
The Egg Watch


Ben raced across the yard, Alicia and Rosie at his heels, responding to the urgency in Meadow's message. The morning sun cast long shadows as they approached the eastern side of the farmhouse where Citrine's newly finished nesting platform jutted proudly beneath the master bedroom window.

The structure was a marvel of engineering. The sturdy beams formed a spacious platform with a partial roof for shelter, yet open enough to give the Harpy queen an unobstructed view of her domain. Golden morning light gleamed off the polished wood as they approached.

Meadow stood at a cautious distance, her arms crossed over her swollen belly as she observed Citrine's frantic movements above. The Harpy paced the platform, wings half-spread, rearranging various materials with sharp, precise movements of her talons.

"What's happening?" Ben asked, slightly breathless from their rush.

Meadow glanced at him, relief evident in her expression. "I think it's time. She's been like this since dawn. Arranging and rearranging everything, getting more and more agitated. Reminds me of how our hens behave just before they lay." She shook her head. "Never thought I'd be comparing the Queen of Harpies to a chicken, but there you have it."

Citrine screeched suddenly, her golden eyes locking onto the group below. Her feathers puffed out, making her appear twice her normal size as she crouched protectively over her nest.

"STAY BACK!" she commanded, her voice carrying the unmistakable authority of royalty. "The nest must not be disturbed!"

Ben stepped forward, holding up a placating hand. "It's okay, Citrine. We're here to help."

The harpy's fierce expression softened slightly at the sight of him, though her defensive posture remained. "My king," she acknowledged. "You may approach. The others must keep their distance."

Alicia squeezed his hand. "Go on," she urged quietly. "She needs you."

Ben nodded, then carefully made his way up the wooden staircase that Stormy and her crew had just finished attaching the evening before. It was much sturdier than climbing up the scaffolding. Each step creaked slightly underfoot as he ascended, solid but still settling into place.

As his head cleared the level of the platform, he got his first clear view of Citrine's nest. It was a marvel of intricate construction—layers of soft moss formed the foundation, with feathers, wool, and strips of silk arranged in concentric circles. At the center lay a perfect depression, lined with what appeared to be the down from Citrine's own chest.

"Queen Citrine," he greeted her gently. "Your nest is beautiful."

Citrine's fierce expression melted into one of vulnerability and pride. "You approve, my king? I have been preparing for days."

"It's perfect," he assured her, cautiously moving closer. "Meadow thinks the egg is coming soon."

Citrine nodded, her movements quick and bird-like. "Yes. I feel it. The pressure builds." She glanced around suddenly, eyes narrowing. "The nest must be protected. There are too many watching eyes."

Below, a small crowd had begun to gather—Spirit and Starling, Quincie with two of her kittens, several of the newer demi-beasts curious about the commotion.

Ben was about to reassure her when Stormy appeared, climbing halfway up the stairs with a clipboard in hand.

"Just need to check the support beams," she called up. "After all that movement, better safe than—"

She never finished her sentence. Citrine launched into the air with a piercing shriek, wings spread to their full impressive span, talons extended toward the perceived intruder.

"LEAVE!" she screamed, diving at Stormy. "No one approaches the royal nest!"

Ben reacted instinctively, reaching for his staff which leaned against the railing. The crystal at its base pulsed with gentle blue light as he raised it.

"Citrine, stop!" he commanded, his voice carrying a resonance that surprised even him.

The Harpy pulled up short, hovering in mid-air with powerful beats of her wings that stirred dust from the platform. Her eyes, wild with maternal instinct, fixed on Ben.

"She means no harm," Ben continued more softly. "Stormy built this platform for you, remember? She's making sure it's safe for our egg."

Citrine's feathers slowly settled, though her gaze remained suspicious. "For our egg," she repeated, the possessive pronoun seeming to calm her somewhat.

"Yes," Ben affirmed. "Our egg. Our child. And this is our family below, who want to help protect it."

After a tense moment, Citrine nodded curtly and returned to the platform, though she continued to watch Stormy with predatory focus.

"Maybe later," Ben called down to the Equistar. "Let's give her some space for now."

Stormy backed down the stairs, nodding in understanding. "No problem. The structure's solid. We built it to last."

As she reached the ground, Ben heard her mutter to Meadow, "So… Harpies are terrifying. Who would have guessed?"

Ben removed his Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook from his pocket and quickly flipped to the sparse section on Harpies. The text was vague at best, with several hand-written notes, which appeared to be added at different times and perhaps by different authors, indicating others’ limited success in this area:

Feral Harpies are among the most difficult monster-kin to domesticate or breed. Not only are they rare, their fierce independence and territorial nature make traditional husbandry methods largely ineffective. The author's attempts to establish breeding protocols were met with significant resistance (and personal injury).

Should one be fortunate (or unfortunate) enough to encounter a receptive Feral Harpy female, anticipate extreme territorial behavior during the nesting phase. The egg-laying process typically occurs 18-22 days after successful fertilization, though documentation of this phase is admittedly limited due to the author's inability to maintain consistent observation without being attacked.

Ben closed the book with a wry smile. It appeared he might be the first human to successfully breed with the Queen of Harpies—at least, the first to live through the experience and document it.

"Ben," Citrine called, her voice softer now. "Come see."

He approached carefully, setting his staff aside as he knelt beside her at the edge of the nest. Citrine had been adding final touches—strands of her own golden-brown feathers woven through the rim in an intricate pattern.

"It must be perfect," she explained, her normally imperious tone tinged with uncertainty. "Our daughter deserves nothing less than perfection."

Ben reached out slowly, waiting for her permission before gently stroking the side of her face. "It is perfect, Citrine. You've done an amazing job."

She leaned into his touch, a small trill of pleasure escaping her throat. "I feel... strange, Ben. Vulnerable. I, who have ruled the skies and feared nothing, now tremble at the thought of this egg's safety." Her golden eyes met his, confusion evident in their depths. "Is this... normal?"

Ben smiled, continuing to stroke her feathers soothingly. "Perfectly normal. It's called being a parent."
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Word of Citrine's impending egg-laying spread quickly through Lucky Nickel Acres. By midday, the farm had transformed into a hive of purposeful activity, all centered around the momentous event.

Estelle arrived at the base of the platform, a basket of carefully selected herbs and crystals in her arms. Her golden eyes were serious as she called up to Ben.

"These are protective charms," she explained. "Traditional safeguards for monster-kin births. I don’t even know how long it’s been since there were any monster-kin births. But somehow… I remember. Perhaps Her Majesty would accept them for the nest's perimeter?"

Ben glanced at Citrine, who had been watching the sheep-girl with narrowed eyes. To his surprise, the Harpy gave a regal nod.

"The Ovina knows the old ways," she acknowledged. "Her offerings may be placed on the outer edge. She may approach—but alone, and slowly."

This concession was significant, and Ben helped Estelle navigate the stairs with her swollen belly. The pregnant sheep-girl moved with deliberate care, her eyes appropriately lowered in deference to the Harpy queen.

"Thank you for this honor, Your Majesty," Estelle murmured as she arranged small bundles of herbs and tiny crystal shards around the nest's outer rim. "These will ward against ill luck and strengthen the egg's shell. I do not have any experience with Harpy eggs or young, but many of these herbs have proven useful in my time as a monster herder, when I was a slave for Ashburn."

Citrine watched with grudging approval as the gifts were laid before her. “I know of this man, and I am glad he is dead. You are much better off as my servant—” Her eyes darted to Ben and she cleared her throat. “I mean… family.”

When Estelle finished and backed away respectfully, the Harpy inclined her head in the barest acknowledgment of gratitude. But Ben noted that it was far more than she usually gave to the other demi-beasts on the farm. As the only monster-kin, he sometimes wondered if Citrine felt lonely amongst his other companions. But it didn’t seem to be that. She had been raised a Queen of an almost extinct race of people, though, and was unaccustomed to informal conversation or friendship.

Meanwhile, Meadow had organized a rotation of food delivery to the platform, ensuring that both Ben and Citrine would have nourishment throughout the watch without needing to leave. She based her preparations on her practical experience with farm birds, arranging easy-to-eat foods rich in calcium and protein.

"Birds get hungry during laying," she explained to Alicia as they prepared trays. "And she can't exactly pop down to the kitchen for a snack. Or… you know… fly around the forest until she finds her next victim. However Harpies do it."

The bunny sisters—Clover, Lavender, and Blossom—had taken it upon themselves to organize a security detail. Their sensitive ears twitched constantly as they positioned themselves at strategic points around the farmhouse, alert for any potential threats.

"We've divided the farm into quadrants," Clover explained seriously when Ben came down briefly to stretch his legs. "Each of us takes a four-hour shift, rotating clockwise. Nothing will approach the nest without us knowing."

"We've recruited helpers too," Blossom added eagerly. "The new Badger-kin, Brena, is patrolling the northern boundary. That woman could scare off a troll with just a glare."

Ben thought it was sweet. Citrine was very uncomfortable with the fact that she couldn’t fly around and keep an eye on the farm, and having the bunny guards on duty might help—even if she didn’t entirely trust them to do as thorough a job as she would.

But, by the third time one of the sisters had pinched his butt, ‘accidently’ bent over directly in his path, or had a wardrobe malfunction right when he was passing by, he began to suspect voluptuous, velveteen trio had ulterior motives.

Either way, it did seem to held Citrin relax.

Quincie, meanwhile, made a great show of disinterest, lounging on the porch and examining her claws with exaggerated boredom. But Ben noticed her surreptitiously directing her kittens to maintain a perimeter around the platform, their little black and white forms darting from hiding spot to hiding spot with comic seriousness.

Later, he found Quincie working on something secretively. Ben came over to check it out, half expecting her to be playing some kind of trick on the agitated bird-woman. But he was surprised to find her fashioning a small, misshapen blanket from the softest sheep's wool they had. She was attempting to embroider the fleece with silver thread in a pattern of wings and stars, but because the wool wasn’t felted or knit into place, the effect was a bit more like silver cobwebs strung across a cloud of cotton.

"Don't you dare tell her it's from me," the cat-girl hissed when he caught her at work. "It's just... proper tribute from one queen to another. Nothing sentimental about it."

"Of course not," Ben agreed solemnly, hiding his smile. "Your secret is safe with me."

Though he was fairly certain that Quincie was the culprit. To anyone with eyes, at least. No one, besides perhaps the children, who’d had only a few weeks practice, could possibly be so inept at doing good deeds.

Speaking of children, throughout the afternoon, Ben caught glimpses of the unusual abilities that Spirit had mentioned that morning.

His daughters never ceased to amaze him, and it seemed the system magic was already at work turning each of them into tiny menaces of magical potential—it was yet to be seen whether that potential would be used for good or evil.

Starling stood in the garden, her small hands hovering over a wilting tomato plant. As Ben watched from the platform, the plant visibly straightened, its yellowing leaves turning vibrant green once more.

"Did you see that?" he murmured to Citrine.

The Harpy observed with interest. "The Equistar offspring has earth-magic," she noted matter-of-factly. "Unusual for her kind, but not unheard of in the ancient days."

Nearby, Eve and Marie were engaged in what appeared to be a game, but Ben recognized it as something more significant. Rosie would hide small objects while they covered their eyes, then the twins would find them with uncanny accuracy, often heading straight to the hiding place without searching.

A thought struck him as he watched their game. "Those two might be able to help me find the key to the cellar door," he mused.

Citrine tilted her head questioningly. “What key is this, my king? You need no key to visit me.”

Ben just shook his head. "A puzzle for another day," he promised.

Across the yard, Quincie's kittens had given up on spying on the nesting Harpy and were now gathered around a Satyress Ben now recognized. Zara, Hestia's sister, the supposed diviner appeared to be demonstrating something with a crystal pendulum. The kittens watched with focused intensity, occasionally mimicking her gestures with their tiny paws.

“What are you four up to down there?” Ben called down. “You aren’t bothering Zara, are you?”

Zara looked up at him in shock, both surprised to find that they were being observed, and perhaps even more surprised that Ben knew her name.

"The rain comes tomorrow at midday, Daddy," Salem announced seriously. "The clouds will be dark gray, not black. But we should cover the vegetables in case of hail."

Ben raised an eyebrow at Zara, who shrugged helplessly. "I didn't tell them that," she insisted, blushing furiously. "I was divining crop rotations."

"Are they learning divination, or just spying on you?" Ben asked, amused.

"Hard to tell with cat-kin," Zara replied with a laugh. "Perhaps both?"

Even the farm animals seemed affected by the day's charged atmosphere. Ben noticed the chickens forming unusually organized lines as they returned to their coop for the evening, rather than their usual chaotic scramble. Gruff, his massive pig, had stationed himself at the base of the platform stairs like a sentinel, his intelligent eyes watching the perimeter.

"The animals sense our growing power," Citrine observed. " And soon, you will not only be king to the Queen of the Harpies, you will also be father to a princess of the Harpies. The land responds to the Keeper's presence."

Ben started at her choice of words. It was the same term the robed figure had used in his dream. Before he could question her, a commotion from the turkey pen distracted him. The birds were gathered in a tight circle, their heads bobbing in synchrony as they crept toward the fence where Spirit was watching them dubiously.

"What’s with these murderous wretches?" she called up from below, voicing his own thoughts. "They're being suspiciously well-behaved."

“They know and fear the Queen of the Skies," Citrine suggested with smug pride. “And they can tell that a royal event is about to occur. The birth of my daughter will be a gift to all fowl kind.”

Ben covered his mouth to hide his smile. But if the turkeys feared anyone, it would be Citrine. He wouldn’t doubt it if they were just maneuvering into position to get into some new mischief. Perhaps to attack Spirit, since they were standing so close to her.

Still, after discovering the hidden door in the cellar and his strange dream, he couldn't shake the feeling that something profound was shifting across Lucky Nickel Acres—something beyond the excitement of the soon-to-be Harpy egg.
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As dusk fell, Ben organized a night watch rotation among his mates. Citrine had grown increasingly restless, shifting positions frequently and occasionally emitting low trills of discomfort.

"It will be tonight," she predicted, her eyes gleaming in the gathering darkness. "The egg comes with the new moon."

Lanterns were lit around the platform, casting a warm glow that kept the shadows at bay. Ben sat with Meadow during the first watch, the pregnant Holstaur providing quiet company as stars began to appear overhead.

"Are you nervous about your own birth coming soon?" Ben asked softly.

Meadow smiled, her hand resting on her rounded belly. "A little. But it feels right, you know? Like my body knows exactly what to do, even if my mind is a jumble of worries." She glanced at Citrine, who had finally settled into a light doze. "I'm glad I'm not laying an egg, though. That looks uncomfortable."

Ben chuckled, thinking Meadow was lucky she got to have one of the birthing units where Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie reported their childbirths all went so smoothly they hardly remembered the process.

"Different journeys, same destination,” he said. “Either way, we end up with beautiful children."

"True enough," Meadow agreed. "Annie and Leah have been wonderful, by the way. They're honored you’ve asked them to help with the marshland documentation. Speaking of which—" she hesitated, then plunged ahead, "—I know you've been busy, but they're quite eager to... well, meet you properly. When you have time."

Ben caught her meaning and smiled. "Soon," he promised. "Once things settle down a bit."

The middle watch brought Alicia, who curled against Ben's side as they watched Citrine toss fitfully in her sleep.

"I can't believe how quickly everything is happening," Alicia whispered. "It feels like yesterday we were just getting the farm started, and now look at us—children everywhere, new buildings going up, more demi-beasts arriving each week." She placed his hand on her belly, where the slight swell of their child was just becoming noticeable. "Our baby is going to be born into such an amazing family."

“Are you sure you don’t regret it?" Ben asked quietly. "Sharing me with so many others?"

Alicia's eyes, reflecting the lantern light, met his with complete certainty. "Never. This is so much bigger than just us, Ben. We're building something important here—a haven, a community, perhaps even a new way of life." She squeezed his hand. "Besides, I rather like being the human wife among all these magical beauties. Makes me feel special."

"You are special," Ben assured her, kissing her softly. "You were the one who started me on this journey, with your passion for demi-beast rights. You'll always hold a unique place in my heart."

The late watch brought Estelle, her golden eyes gleaming in the darkness as she took her place beside Ben. Citrine had grown increasingly restless, occasionally rising to pace before settling back into her nest.

"She's close," Estelle murmured. "I can sense magic gathering around her."

Ben nodded, feeling it himself—a tingling in the air, like the pressure before a storm. "What do you know about Harpy offspring?" he asked.

Estelle considered this. "Not much, I'm afraid. Monster-kin tend to be secretive about their breeding practices. I know their young develop rapidly inside the egg, absorbing magic directly through the shell. When they hatch, they're already quite advanced. More like toddlers than infants."

"Like our children," Ben observed.

"Yes, but perhaps even more so. And with stronger innate magical abilities." Estelle's expression grew serious. "Ben, having a half-human, half-monster child is... unprecedented in recent history. The old tales speak of such unions producing children of extraordinary power."

Ben thought of his dream, of the robed figure's words about bloodlines awakening. "Maybe that's why all our children seem to be developing unusual abilities. Not just Citrine's."

Estelle nodded slowly. "I've been thinking the same. The twins' ability to find hidden things, the kittens' weather sense, Starling's connection to plants... these aren't typical demi-beast traits. Something in your seed is awakening dormant potential." She glanced at his staff, which glowed faintly in the darkness. "And I think it's connected to that staff and whatever secrets lie behind the cellar door."

Ben followed her gaze, feeling the familiar warm pulse from the crystal at the staff's base. "I'm planning to ask Eve and Marie to help find the key. If anyone can locate it, they can."

"A wise plan," Estelle agreed. "But Ben... are you prepared for what you might discover? Great power comes with great risk."

He met her concerned gaze steadily. "I have to know, Estelle. For all our sakes, especially our children's. If ancient powers are awakening in them, I need to understand what that means and how to help them."

“Of course,” Estelle said with a small smile. “I would expect no less from the shepherd of our flock.”

“Shepherd?” Ben laughed. “Is that how you see me?”

“I’m Ovina,” she replied. “It’s a natural expression for us. But it fits, doesn’t it? The herd is growing, and you are the one they turn to for direction. You power is growing, too.”

“I suspect it’s connected,” Ben said. “The more demi-beasts who arrive, the more system magic is concentrated in our little realm. It seems to… I don’t know. Accelerate everything.”

“That,” Estelle said, giving him a sidelong glance. “And the fact that you’re somehow connected to the Grand Vizier of Faerowilde probably doesn’t hurt.”

“It’s crazy,” Ben said, shaking his head. “But sometimes I wonder if my great uncle, Nicholas Nickleson actually was the Grand Vizier of Faerowilde. I mean… it doesn’t make sense, since he would have been here only twenty or thirty years before I arrived. But the face on the coins from Cinderfell kind of look like my nutty old uncle. At least, the way I remember him looking as a child.”

“Nothing would surprise me.” Estelle glanced at the Harpy. “But Ben, whether or not you’re related to the vizier by blood or by circumstance, it’s clear that your power is only going to grow. And the power of those you bond with will grow as well. Just… be careful. Especially if you plant to take on more monster-kin wives. Harpies are more civilized that some—"

Their conversation was interrupted by a sudden movement from Citrine. The Harpy queen sat bolt upright, her wings spreading wide as she let out a sharp cry.

"Ben," she gasped, her voice tight with urgency. "It begins."
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The pre-dawn hours found the platform surrounded by anxious faces. Word had spread quickly, and despite the early hour, nearly everyone at Lucky Nickel Acres had gathered to witness the momentous event.

Ben knelt beside Citrine, who crouched low in her nest, wings mantled protectively around herself. Her golden eyes were wide, her breathing rapid.

"The pain comes in waves," she hissed between clenched teeth. "Is this... normal?"

Ben glanced helplessly at Estelle, who nodded reassuringly. "Completely normal," she confirmed. "Your body is preparing to create something miraculous."

Citrine nodded, then suddenly tensed, a low keening sound escaping her throat. Ben took her hand… or foot… or rather, allowed her to grasp his arm with talon-like fingers that dug painfully into his flesh. But it did seem to calm her.

"I'm here," he murmured, wincing slightly. "You're doing wonderfully."

The staff, leaning against the nest's edge, began to pulse with increasingly bright blue light, its rhythm matching Citrine's labored breathing. Ben felt a strange resonance between them—himself, Citrine, the egg forming within her, and the ancient artifact that had come into his possession.

Estelle’s words rang somewhat ominously in the back of his mind. Be careful…

He hoped he hadn’t taken on more than he could handle with a fearsome woman like Citrine, and now their daughter who might very well become even more powerful than her mother.

Harpies were monsters, after all.

Time seemed to slow as Citrine's cries grew more intense. The gathered crowd fell silent, all eyes fixed on the platform where magic and nature entwined in the ancient dream of creation.

With a final, piercing cry that echoed across the farm, Citrine arched her back, her wings spread wide. A flash of golden light momentarily blinded everyone watching.

When vision cleared, there was an egg, nestled in the perfect depression at the center of the nest, as if it had simply popped into existence from another dimension of reality.

From the look on Citrine’s face, that dimension was a little too close to home.

The egg was larger than Ben had expected, nearly the size of a small melon, with a shell that shimmered with iridescent colors in the lantern light. Patterns swirled across its surface—not quite runes, but something similar, forming and dissolving as if alive.

"It's beautiful," Ben breathed, awestruck.

Citrine, exhausted but proud, carefully arranged herself around the egg, her wings forming a protective canopy.

"Our daughter," she said softly, a gentleness in her voice Ben had rarely heard. "I feel her essence. Strong, fierce, intelligent. A true princess of the skies."

“Just like her mother,” Ben said, stroking Citrine’s feathers.

A murmur of excitement ran through the watching crowd. Alicia stepped forward, tears of joy glistening in her eyes.

"Congratulations, both of you," she said warmly. "Welcome to parenthood, Citrine."

The Harpy queen inclined her head in acknowledgment, accepting the human woman's words with unprecedented grace.

As dawn broke over Lucky Nickel Acres, painting the sky in shades of rose and gold, Ben felt a profound sense of gratitude wash over him. Surveying the gathered faces—his wives, his children, his growing community—he couldn’t believe how lucky he was to be here, in this world, when he should by all rights have been dead.

Yet even in this moment of celebration, questions lingered.

His gaze fell on Eve and Marie, who stood with their mother at the edge of the gathering. The twins were staring intently at the farmhouse, their expressions curious, as if they could see through the walls to something beneath.

As if sensing his attention, they turned in unison, their eyes finding his across the crowd.

"Daddy," Eve called, her voice clear in the morning air. "We know where it is."

"Where what is, sweetheart?" Ben asked, though part of him already knew the answer.

Marie smiled, pointing toward the house. "The shiny thing you're looking for. Under the stairs, behind the broken board. We can show you."

A chill ran down Ben's spine—excitement and apprehension mingled. The key to the cellar door. The next piece of the puzzle.

Ben looked back at Citrine, who nodded her understanding. "Go, my king," she said softly. "I will guard our princess until your return."

With a final caress of the gleaming egg and a promise to return soon, Ben descended the platform stairs, his daughters racing ahead toward the farmhouse and whatever secrets awaited discovery.

The egg watch had ended. The treasure hunt was about to begin.
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The Secret Tunnel


"Are you sure about this?" Ben asked, crouching beside Eve and Marie as they pointed at a particular floorboard beneath the main staircase.

The twins nodded in perfect synchrony, their curly blonde heads bobbing eagerly. Eve, the more outspoken of the pair, tapped the aged wood with one small finger.

"It's right here, Daddy. The shiny thing you need."

Marie, quieter but no less confident, added, "It's been waiting for you a long time."

The way she said it sent a shiver up Ben's spine—as if the key itself had consciousness, had been patiently anticipating his arrival. He was still getting used to the uncanny abilities his children were developing, their connection to the magic of Faerowilde seemingly more intuitive than his own.

"Alrighty then," Ben said, examining the floorboard. "Let's see what we've got."

The board was indeed loose, one end slightly raised where the nail had worked its way free over time. Ben worked his fingers into the gap and pulled upward. The aged wood resisted momentarily, then gave way with a protesting creak.

Dust motes danced in the shaft of morning light as Ben peered into the small cavity beneath. And there, nestled in decades of dust, lay a small iron key attached to a tarnished silver chain. Just as the twins had promised.

"Good job, girls," he said, reaching in to retrieve it. The metal was surprisingly warm against his palm, as if it had absorbed the heat of the house over many years. Or perhaps, Ben thought, it carried a hint of magic itself.

From across the room, Rosie watched with undisguised pride, hands on her ample hips. "I told you they were special," she said, beaming at her daughters. "They've been finding all sorts of things lately. Lost earrings, misplaced tools. Quincie accused them of stealing her favorite hair ribbon last week, but they just led her straight to where it had fallen behind her dresser."

"It's an incredible gift," Ben agreed, turning the key over in his hand. It was ornate despite its age, with intricate symbols etched into its bow and shaft that seemed to shift slightly when he wasn't looking directly at them. "But how did they know I was looking for this?"

The twins exchanged a knowing glance before Eve answered. "We heard you thinking about it, Daddy."

Ben's eyebrows shot up. "You... heard my thoughts?"

Marie shrugged, as if this were perfectly ordinary. "Not all of them. Just the loud ones."

"The worried ones," Eve clarified.

"The ones about the door," they finished together.

Ben looked to Rosie, who appeared equally startled by this revelation. Telepathy wasn't something they'd observed before, even with the accelerated development their children were experiencing.

Before he could question them further, Alicia appeared in the doorway, curiosity evident in her expression.

"Did they find it?" she asked, then spotted the key in Ben's hand. "They did! That's amazing!"

Ben nodded, still processing the implications of his daughters' evolving abilities. "Well, ladies… I think it's time we find out what's behind that cellar door."

"I'll gather everyone," Alicia began, but Ben shook his head.

"Not everyone," he said thoughtfully. "Just a small group, to start. You, Rosie, and Estelle. The fewer people who know about this initially, the better. Especially if what we find might be sensitive."

Alicia nodded her understanding. "I'll fetch Estelle. She's just finished her morning meditation."

As she hurried off, Ben knelt before his daughters once more. "Thank you for finding this," he said seriously. "But I need you two to do something else for me now, something very important."

The twins' expressions turned solemn as they recognized his serious tone.

"I need you to stay with Spirit or Quincie, and play in the garden while we check out the cellar," he continued. "If this goes well, I promise I'll bring you down to see what we've found later. But first, I need to make sure it's safe."

"It's safe," Eve said confidently.

"But dusty," Marie added with a wrinkle of her nose.

"And full of old magic," they said together.

Ben exchanged another glance with Rosie, who looked equally unnerved by their certainty.

"Even so," he insisted gently, "I'd like to check first. Big girls follow safety rules, right?"

This approach worked. Both girls nodded seriously, their expressions conveying the gravity with which they took their status as "big girls" in the household.

It was becoming harder and harder to believe they were only a few weeks old. Ben almost felt as if they’d always been a part of him. It felt less strange that they were growing up so quickly and more like… he was finally getting to meet the daughters he was always meant to have.

It made the back of his neck tingle to imagine all the threads of Fate that had to have been at play in order for him to be here, in this moment in time, and feel as if it was always meant to be.

"Good." Ben stood, pocketing the key. "Rosie, would you mind taking them outside for a bit, make sure either Quincie or Spirit is around to keep an eye on them? I'll come get you when we're ready to go down."

Rosie herded the twins toward the door, though not before they each planted a kiss on Ben's cheek. As they left, he heard Eve whisper to her sister, "Daddy's going to find the wizard's books," to which Marie replied, "And the sparkly rocks."

Ben watched them go, wondering just how much they already knew about what lay below.

Within the hour, a small exploration party had assembled at the entrance to the root cellar. Ben stood with his staff in hand, its crystal base pulsing with a steady blue glow that seemed to intensify as they neared the hidden door. Beside him, Alicia held a lantern, her green eyes bright with excitement. Estelle, her golden fleece shimmering in the dim light, carried a small bag of protective herbs and stones—similar to what she'd provided for Citrine's nest. She also had her shepherdess’s crook, which doubled as both a walking stick and a fighting staff when she needed it to. Rosie completed their party, having left the twins in Spirit's care.

"It's behind those wine racks," Ben explained, pointing to the far wall where dozens of dusty bottles stood in weathered wooden racks. "I found it when I came down to try to figure out how the turkeys were getting into the cellar—o”

“Uh… Boss?” Rosie raised a guilty hand. “I think our little rascals may have had something to do with that. Starling had all of the girls riled up about setting the birds free.”

Ben chuckled. “I figured as much. In any case, the turkey culprits aren’t the issue. The door is. It’s been on my mind ever since, like I was meant to find it. But without the key, there was no way to open it."

“Me and Marnie could have busted it out for you,” Rosie said, cracking her knuckles. “You know we ain’t afraid of hard work. That hasn’t changed just because most of the hard work these days is keeping the kiddos from jumping off the chicken coop and breaking their necks.”

“I don’t doubt your strength, Rosie,” Ben said with a smile. “I was more worried about what might happen if we needed that door closed off in a hurry. What if it was put up to keep something out of the cellar rather than to keep us from going deeper inside?”

“Good forethought, Ben,” Estelle said, her golden eyes wide. “You know, after finding that corruption growing in the forest, I’ve been thinking… we all need to be careful. Even though the system protects us from external threats, I’m not sure how it would handle a threat that’s been with us all along. And Ben seems to have an affinity for breeding monster-kin as well as demi-beasts. What the system judges to be a threat might be… different from what we expect.”

“That’s true,” Alicia said, placing a protective hand on her growing belly. “But Eve and Marie seem to think it’s safe beyond the door, and for some reason I’m inclined to believe them. Still, if you don’t mind, I’d like to stay somewhere in the middle of the group. I’m not as good a fighter as the rest of you.”

Together, they moved the racks aside, revealing the small, iron-bound door Ben had discovered. It was almost invisible against the rough stone wall, its edges fitted so precisely that it might have been overlooked entirely if not for the telltale keyhole at its center.

"It's old," Estelle observed, running her fingers over the weathered surface. "Very old. But it's been maintained with some kind of preservation magic. I can feel it."

Ben nodded, feeling the same resonance through his staff. He removed the key from his pocket, its metal now warm enough to be almost uncomfortable against his skin. It had a faint glow about it now that matched the magical glow of his quarterstaff.

"Everyone ready?" he asked, glancing at each of his companions.

At their nods, he inserted the key into the lock. It slid in smoothly, as if the mechanism had been oiled just yesterday rather than neglected for years or even decades. Ben turned it, feeling the satisfying click of tumblers falling into place.

The door swung inward silently, revealing a narrow passage that descended into darkness.

"That's... not what I expected," Alicia murmured, lifting her lantern higher. The light barely penetrated the depths before them.

“What did you expect?” Rosie snorted with laughter. “Mounds of treasure? Moldy skeletons? Dragons?”

“I don’t know,” Alicia hissed defensively. “Something. There’s not even cobwebs!”

“I’m not going to complain about that,” Estelle said. “Not with the spiders I’ve seen in the woods.”

Ben stepped forward first, staff raised. The crystal's blue glow strengthened, casting eerie shadows along the rough-hewn walls of the passage.

"Be careful, Ben," Estelle urged, touching his arm briefly. "Remember your dream. Old magic can be unpredictable."

The passage was narrow but tall enough that Ben didn't need to duck. The floor sloped gently downward, the walls transitioning from the fieldstone of the cellar to slick blocks of granite fitted precisely together, smooth to the touch and inscribed occasionally with symbols similar to those on the key.

"These markings," Estelle whispered, tracing one with her finger. "They're protection runes. Ancient ones. The kind used by human mages before the war."

"How do you know that?" Rosie asked, her normally boisterous voice hushed by the weight of their surroundings.

Estelle's golden eyes reflected the blue light of Ben's staff. "I've been studying. Ever since you mentioned Lady Graythorne's recognition of the staff, I've been reading whatever I could find about human magic practices." She paused, then added, "And sometimes... I think I remember things I shouldn't know. As if the knowledge was always there, just waiting to be awakened."

The tunnel continued for perhaps fifty paces before opening into a circular chamber that took Ben's breath away.

It was as if he'd stepped directly into his dream. The domed ceiling painted with constellations seemed to shift and shimmer in the light from his staff, pedestals around the perimeter holding crystalline structures of various colors.

"By all the gods," Alicia whispered, her eyes wide as she took in the scene.

At the center of the chamber stood a large round table of polished black stone, its surface inlaid with silver lines forming an intricate map of what was unmistakably Faerowilde. Ben approached it slowly, drawn by the familiarity of the design. It was exactly like the map the robed figure had shown him in his dream.

Around the chamber's edges, bookshelves carved directly into the stone walls held dozens of leather-bound volumes, their spines embossed with gold lettering that had faded with time. Between the shelves stood glass-fronted cabinets containing artifacts—a silver chalice, a crystal orb, various wands and ritual implements whose purposes Ben could only guess at.

But what caught his attention most prominently was a wooden writing desk positioned near the far wall, covered with open journals and loose papers, as if its user had simply stepped away momentarily and would return at any moment.

"These journals," Ben said, approaching the desk. "They look recent, compared to everything else down here."

The topmost journal lay open, revealing a neat, flowing script that filled its pages. Ben leaned closer, careful not to disturb anything, and read the date inscribed at the top of the visible page:

15 Avereen, 842 P.R.

Ben had to do a quick mental calculation: the days of the week in Faerowilde were Moonday, Trueday, Windsday, Thundray, Firesday, Stoneday, and Sunhallow, which roughly corresponded to the days of the week he was used to. Months followed the same pattern: Janverelle, Fevereen, Marverelle, Avereen, Maerelle, Juneve, Julereen, Auverelle, Severeen, Octeve, Noverelle, and Decivereen. Ben still struggled to remember the new names.

Avereen was the rough equivalent of April.

"Post-Reconciliation," Estelle translated, peering over his shoulder. "That's how they marked years after the Great War. If this is 842, it's only about thirty years ago."

"Potentially around the time my great-uncle owned the property," Ben murmured. “Assuming my world and Faerowilde are following the same timeline.”

The entry began mid-thought, as if continuing a conversation from a previous page:

...finally managed to stabilize the temporal resonance between the primary crystal matrix and the forest cache. This should ensure the power flow remains consistent even during seasonal fluctuations. The experiment with linking multiple nodes proved more successful than anticipated. I was able to maintain a stable connection for nearly six hours before exhaustion forced me to break the circuit.

Apprentice continues to show promise, though his understanding of the deeper principles remains limited. Perhaps I expect too much. After all, it took me centuries to master these techniques. Or perhaps my mentor was right all along, and these skills can only be passed along through the blood…

Ben frowned at that second last line. "Centuries? That can't be right."

"Unless..." Alicia began hesitantly, "your great-uncle was much older than he appeared?"

"Or ascended," Estelle added quietly. "Like you."

Ben carefully turned to the journal's cover, where a name was embossed in faded gold leaf: N. Nickelson.

"Nicholas Nickelson," he confirmed. "My great-uncle. But this doesn't make sense. In the world I come from, he was an eccentric old man. But he died about twenty years ago.”

"Perhaps that was only part of his story," Rosie suggested, examining the shelves of books nearby. "People rarely show their true selves to others, especially if they have secrets worth keeping."

“But he could hardly have spent centuries in Faerowilde while being an old kook in my own world, could he?"

“Unless, as you say there’s a difference in the timelines,” Estelle said. “It’s possible that he traveled back and forth between worlds, lengthening his life span. Or Maybe he never truly died in your world at all. Maybe he, too, took a trip down the well, and twenty years in your world is the equivalent to centuries in Faerowilde. The reverse might also be true.”

Ben froze, suddenly shocked by the idea that everyone he knew might be dead. For some reason, it had been much easier to accept that he had died, and his friends and family had gone on living without him. But in the time he’d spent happily building a second life for himself in Faerowilde, could his past world have died with his past self?

Anything was possible, it seemed.

Ben continued reading, flipping carefully back through the journal, searching for clues:

8 Avereen, 842 P.R.

The Council grows increasingly suspicious. Cinderfell agents were spotted in Grimsby yesterday. I've accelerated the preparations accordingly. The bloodline matrix is nearly complete, though I worry the final component may not arrive in time.

Lady G. has proven an unexpected ally in this. She believes me to be Professor Nikkel of Rockford Collegiate in Erievene, which suits my purposes just fine. Her position in court provides information that would otherwise be inaccessible. Whether she understands the true implications of our work remains to be seen, but her hatred of the Council's corruption makes her reliable, at least for now. And I can’t help but admire the glimmer of curiosity she’s shown in my work regarding the old magick. She’s a fine young specimen, and if I were a younger man…

The text trailed off as if the author had retreated to his imagination.

"Lady G.," Alicia mused. "Lady Graythorne?"

"That would explain why she recognized the staff," Ben agreed. "She must have worked with my uncle in some capacity, at some point. Though it seems he wasn’t honest with her about who he was."

Further back in the journal, Ben found an entry that made his heart race:

22 Noverelle, 841 P.R.

The connection is established. I can sense him now, across the divide. So strange to think of him, living his ordinary life, unaware of his true heritage or the role he is destined to play. Benjamin. My heir in more ways than he could possibly understand.

When the time comes, the System will guide him here. The staff will recognize him. And the bloodlines, long dormant, will finally awaken.

Ben stared at the page, his own name jumping out at him like an accusation or a blessing. He wasn't sure which. The timelines still didn’t makes sense, but perhaps they didn’t have to. What mattered was that—

"He knew you were coming," Estelle whispered, awe evident in her voice. "He planned for it."

"But how?" Ben asked, scanning the rest of the entry for clues. "How could he have known about me before I even arrived in Faerowilde?"

Alicia, who had been examining the map table while the others focused on the journals, called out suddenly, "Ben, come look at this."

At the center of the table's intricate map, a small silver mark indicated a location Ben recognized immediately: Lucky Nickel Acres. But surrounding it were concentric circles of inlaid crystal, extending outward to encompass much more territory than their current holdings.

"Is this... a map of what our land could become?" Alicia asked, her finger tracing the outermost circle.

Estelle studied it carefully. "Not just could become. Will become. These are ley lines—channels of magical energy that flow through the land. Your farm sits at a confluence of several major lines. That's why the crystal caves formed here."

"And why the System guided me to establish the farm in this specific location," Ben added, the pieces beginning to fit together. "This wasn't random. Uncle Nicholas, whoever he really was, set all of this into motion."

Rosie, who had been unusually quiet, suddenly called from across the chamber. "Boss? I think I found something else."

She stood before what appeared to be a solid portion of the curved wall. But as Ben approached, he noticed a faint seam outlining a doorway.

"There's another passage here," Rosie explained, running her hand along the barely perceptible crack. "The air is cooler here, as if there’s a draft."

Ben raised his staff, and the crystal flared brightly in response. The seam in the wall glowed briefly with the same blue light, then the section swung inward, revealing another, smaller passage beyond.

“Gotta admit, I find it pretty sexy when you wave that staff around,” Rosie said with a wink.

Estelle crossed her arms huffily, but Alicia giggled.

"Shall we?" Ben asked, glancing at his companions.

Estelle nodded first. "We've come this far."

The second passage was shorter and opened into a small, natural cavern. Unlike the formal architecture of the circular chamber, this space felt raw and primal—a natural formation that had been discovered rather than constructed.

And filling the cavern were crystals. Dozens of them, jutting from walls and ceiling, varying in size from tiny shards to columns as tall as Ben himself. They were similar to those in the forest cave, but with a crucial difference: while the forest crystals had glowed with a cold, white light, these pulsed with a warm, golden radiance that intensified as Ben entered the chamber.

"It's beautiful," Alicia breathed, the golden light playing across her features.

Estelle approached one of the larger formations, her expression reverent. "These are pure crystals," she explained. "Untouched by corruption. The ones in the forest were different—still powerful, but tinged with something... darker."

Ben reached out hesitantly, his fingers hovering near a crystal that seemed to reach toward him like a living thing. "Are they safe to touch?"

"For you, yes," Estelle said confidently. "These recognize you as their keeper."

There was that word again—keeper. The same term the robed figure had used in his dream.

Ben's fingers made contact with the crystal surface, and immediately he felt a surge of energy flow into him—warm, welcoming, like sunlight on his skin after a long winter. The staff in his other hand resonated in harmony, its blue glow merging with the golden light until the entire cavern was bathed in a vibrant emerald radiance.

Images flashed through Ben's mind—his great-uncle, younger than Ben had ever known him, standing in this very chamber; a grand hall filled with robed figures; a battlefield where magic arced between opposing forces; and finally, a vision of Lucky Nickel Acres transformed, expanded into something magnificent—a thriving community where humans and demi-beasts lived in harmony, protected by powerful magic.

When the vision faded, Ben found himself kneeling on the cavern floor, his companions gathered around him in concern.

"Are you alright?" Alicia asked, her hand on his shoulder.

Ben nodded, still processing what he'd seen. "I think... I think I understand now. At least partly."

"What did you see?" Rosie pressed.

"My Uncle Nicholas," Ben explained, rising slowly to his feet. "But not as I knew him. He was younger, powerful... and I think he was the Grand Vizier."

"The Grand Vizier?" Alicia repeated incredulously. "But that would make him—"

"Hundreds of years old, at least," Estelle finished, her eyes wide. "The Grand Vizier served during the height of human magical power, before the war."

"And somehow, he knew I would come here," Ben continued, gazing around at the crystals that continued to pulse gently in his presence. "He prepared all of this for me. The farm, the staff, this chamber... everything."

"But why?" Rosie asked, voicing the question they were all thinking.

Ben returned to the circular chamber, drawn back to the journals on the desk. He flipped through them carefully, searching for answers, until he found an entry that made his breath catch:

9 Severeen, 840 P.R.

The Council's corruption has reached its apex. What was once a body dedicated to balance and guidance has become a tool of oppression. They fear what they cannot control, and so they seek to stifle all forms of magical expression that might challenge their authority.

The systematic subjugation of demi-beasts is but one symptom of a deeper malady. By preventing the natural union of human and demi-beast bloodlines, they have cut off a vital source of magical renewal. The old powers wane, and with them, the protections that have kept Faerowilde safe for centuries.

I have seen what comes if this continues—a slow descent into magical stagnation, followed by vulnerability to forces beyond our borders. The Great Barrier itself will fail within three generations, allowing powerful celestials and demons back into our plane of existence. None will survive such an event…

The solution lies in the ancient practices, in the careful cultivation of bloodlines through selective breeding. A perfect balance between human, demi-beast, and monster-kin races. Not the forced servitude the Council permits, but true union—consensual, loving, imbued with magic freely given.

Benjamin will be the catalyst. My research suggests his particular genetic heritage, combined with my own magical imprint, will create a unique conduit for the old magics. When he bonds with human, demi-beast, and monster-kin females of sufficient magical potential, their offspring will carry awakened bloodlines—the first in centuries.

These children will be the seeds of a new age. Through them, the balance may yet be restored.

Ben looked up from the journal, his mind racing with implications. "He was trying to save Faerowilde," he said quietly. "By bringing me here, by giving me access to the system and the ability to breed with demi-beasts and monster-kin. He was attempting to restore some kind of magical balance that had been lost."

"The children," Alicia whispered, realization dawning. "That's why they're developing such unusual abilities. They're not just demi-beasts or humans—they're something new."

"Or something very old," Estelle corrected. "Something that existed before the war, before the separation of human and demi-beast societies. I’m not surprised to find monster-kin are a part of the balance, too. I’ve learned much in my time as a monster keeper, and while we see them as pests or enemies, they certainly play a role in nature. So strengthening the monster-kin females that watch over monster populations only makes sense."

Ben took Alicia’s hand. “It sounds as if our human children will also hold this power.”

Alicia’s eyes went wide. “Oh, Ben… I… I don’t know how I feel about that! Happy and proud and… terrified all at once.”

Rosie, who had been examining the map table again, called their attention to a series of symbols inscribed around its edge. "Look at these. They match the markings on your staff, Ben."

Indeed, the same intricate patterns that adorned the crystal base of Ben's staff were repeated around the circumference of the map, though with subtle variations at different points.

"I think these might be... I don't know, power nodes? Places where the magic is strongest?" Rosie suggested.

"Or breeding chambers," Estelle said suddenly, her eyes widening with recognition. "In the ancient days, certain locations were consecrated specifically for conception. Places where the magical energies would flow directly into the forming life."

Ben felt a chill of recognition. The Birthing Unit they'd constructed for Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie—they'd built it in exactly the location indicated by one of the symbols on the map, guided by the System's recommendations without understanding their deeper significance.

"This small crystal cave," Ben said, looking back toward the golden-lit chamber they'd just discovered. "It must be one of these nodes."

"A place of power," Estelle agreed. "Perfect for enhancing conception."

The implication hung in the air between them. Ben looked at each of his companions in turn—Alicia with her analytical mind already processing the possibilities, Rosie with her passionate embracing of their unusual family arrangement, and Estelle with her deep connection to ancient magical practices.

"So my great-uncle—or the Grand Vizier, or whoever he really was—brought me here to essentially restart a magical breeding program," Ben summarized, trying to wrap his mind around the concept. "To have children with demi-beasts who would inherit special powers that could somehow save Faerowilde from... what?”

“Magical decay to start with,” Alicia said, glancing at the journal. “And then… Demons and celestials? Powerful beings from another plane of existence? It sounds like the end of the world.”

"It seems that way," Estelle confirmed. "Based on what we've seen with the children already born, it's working. Their abilities are extraordinary, beyond what demi-beasts typically develop, especially at such young ages."

"But there's more to it than just having children," Alicia pointed out, her practical nature asserting itself. "The journal mentioned 'selective breeding.' There must be specific combinations that yield particular results."

Ben returned to the desk, searching through the journals for more information. Near the bottom of the stack, he found an older volume bound in red leather with the title embossed in gold: Bloodline Concordance.

Opening it carefully, he discovered pages of detailed diagrams—family trees, genetic charts, and magical affinity mappings. Certain combinations were highlighted, with notes in the margins describing observed outcomes. Ben recognized some of them, all listed beneath a symbol like the one marking their Birthing Unit building.

Human (Mage Lineage) + Equistar (Earth Affinity) = Enhanced Growth Magic, Terrain Manipulation

Human (Vizier Bloodline) + Porcina (Fertility Affinity) = Object Finding, Earth Sensing

Human (Royal Descent) + Felina (Weather Affinity) = Foresight, Climate Control

The entries continued for pages, documenting hundreds of potential combinations and their magical outcomes.

"This is it," Ben said, carefully turning the pages. "A guidebook for creating specific magical abilities through selective breeding."

"And look," Alicia pointed to a notation at the bottom of one page. "These correspond to the symbols on the map. Different locations enhance different abilities."

Ben's mind reeled with the implications. His children's developing abilities were the result of specific genetic combinations, enhanced by the locations where they were conceived. Starling's connection to plants, the twins' ability to find hidden objects, the kittens' weather sense were all predicted in this ancient text.

He frowned, unsure how he felt about this revelation. While he was happy to have some answers to the mysterious things that had been happening around the farm, Ben found the idea that he wasn’t in control of his decisions to be unsettling, like having his agency ripped away.

"It's a lot to take in," Rosie said, sensing Ben's overwhelm. "But remember, whatever your great-uncle's plans were, what we've built here belongs to. Our family, our community. It's not just some magical experiment. It's home. It seems you’ve instinctively chosen to breed those of us whom you have an innate power-connection to. But no one says you have to listen to that book."

Ben nodded gratefully, grounding himself in that reality. Whatever Nicholas Nickelson or the Grand Vizier had intended, Lucky Nickel Acres had become something precious on its own terms—a haven for demi-beasts, a place of safety and love. And he’d continue to use his instincts to guide his choices. If they happened to fall in line with the Bloodline Concordance, then so be it. But he wasn’t going to choose his lovers based on some dusty old text. That wasn’t how love worked. If he bred demi-beasts for productivity rather than real feeling, he’d hardly be better than Ashburn and his factory farm.

"We should bring some of these journals back upstairs," Alicia suggested practically. "Study them more carefully. There's too much information here to process all at once."

"Agreed," Ben said, selecting a few of the most relevant volumes, including the Bloodline Concordance and his great-uncle's personal journals. "But let's be careful who we share this with, at least initially. This knowledge could be dangerous in the wrong hands."

As they prepared to leave, Ben took one last look around the circular chamber, seeing it now with new understanding. It was more than a hidden study or a magical workspace. It was the control center for an ambitious plan spanning centuries, a plan in which he was a key figure.

The weight of that responsibility settled on his shoulders, but rather than feeling burdened, Ben felt a sense of purpose crystallize within him. His arrival in Faerowilde, his connection to the demi-beasts, his growing family—none of it was accidental. He had been brought here for a reason, chosen to help restore balance to a world out of alignment.

As they ascended the passage back toward the cellar, Ben's staff lighting their way, he couldn't help but wonder what other secrets remained to be discovered, what other plans his enigmatic great-uncle had set in motion.

And more immediately, he wondered how he would explain all of this to his growing family—especially to the children whose very existence was part of an ancient magical strategy they were only beginning to understand.

But as they emerged into the familiar surroundings of the root cellar, Ben felt a renewed commitment to the path before him.

It didn’t really matter what his great-uncle’s plans for him were. Ben started this farm in hopes of building a community where demi-beasts would be safe and free, where his family would be safe and free, and that was still what he was going to do.

The system might exist to guide the ascended beings of Faerowilde in a way that protected the world, but that didn’t mean a person couldn’t choose their own path. His own beliefs and goals still mattered, and so would those of his children. That’s what he planned to tell them, when the time was right to explain their role in the world.

Whatever this second life had in store for him, whatever secrets remained to be uncovered, Ben would face them not because of some prophecy, but for the sake of the family and community he loved.


11
Madame of the Rouge


The carriage rolled to a stop before a grand townhouse of red stone and gilded trim, its windows glowing with warm, inviting light despite the late hour. The structure stood in stark contrast to its surroundings, with the elegant façade an incongruous slash of refinement amid the shadier establishments that populated this particular district of Cinderfell.

Lady Helena Graythorne adjusted her veil, ensuring it covered enough of her face to maintain anonymity while still allowing her to see clearly. It wouldn't do for someone of her station to be recognized entering Regale Rouge, no matter how legitimate her business might be.

"Wait here," she instructed her driver, who nodded without comment. He was well-paid for his discretion. "I shouldn't be more than an hour."

The man's eyes remained fixed forward. "As you wish, my lady."

Helena stepped down from the carriage, her gray silk gown whispering against her skin as she moved. The stolen manuscript from the Great Library was secured in a hidden pocket, pressed close to her body where she could feel its comforting weight and surprising warmth. Ever since taking it, she'd noticed subtle changes in her perception—heightened senses, sharper focus, a strange sensitivity to magical currents she'd previously been oblivious to—as if the knowledge she’d gained had unlocked a part of her mind that had previously been denied her.

And there was something else. A constant, low-level arousal that was utterly foreign to her controlled existence.

The brass knocker on the door was shaped like a fox, its curves sensual and knowing. Helena raised it and let it fall three times, the sound resonating with finality. She'd crossed a threshold in coming here, and there would be no turning back.

After a moment, the door swung open to reveal a young woman in a crimson uniform cut low enough to showcase an impressive décolletage. Her eyes widened slightly at the sight of the veiled visitor, but she recovered quickly, offering a practiced curtsy.

"Welcome to Regale Rouge," she said, her voice a practiced melody of warmth and invitation. "How may we serve you this evening?"

Helena straightened her spine, leveraging every inch of her aristocratic bearing. "I wish to speak with Madame Renée. Tell her Lady G. seeks an audience on a matter of mutual interest."

The girl's eyes widened further, but she stepped aside with another curtsy. "Please, follow me to the reception salon. I'll inform Madame of your arrival immediately."

Helena swept past her into an entry hall of unexpected elegance. Crystal chandeliers cast rainbow light across marble floors and silk-papered walls. Tasteful, but undeniably erotic artwork adorned every available surface.

But it was what lay beyond the ornate archway ahead that caused Helena to falter momentarily in her stride.

The "reception salon" was no simple waiting area, but a theater of carnal delights. Lady Graythorne forced a neutral expression on her face, though she was well hidden by the veil, as she gazed upon an orgy of flesh and desire that writhed, grunted, and moaned as if to advertise the establishment's limitless offerings.

On a raised dais to her left, a beautiful young woman lay across a velvet-upholstered bench, her dress pushed up to expose her bare bottom as a well-dressed gentleman applied a leather paddle with methodical precision. Each stroke elicited a breathy moan that seemed more pleasure than pain, her hands gripping the bench's edge as if to ground herself against waves of sensation.

The gentleman's face was flushed with concentration, his arousal evident in the prominent bulge straining against his finely tailored trousers. But it was the audience that truly shocked Helena—a small gathering of elegantly dressed men and women watching with undisguised interest, some whispering commentary to companions, others openly stimulating themselves through their clothing.

To her right, a different scene unfolded. Two women in diaphanous gowns that concealed nothing lay entwined on a chaise lounge, their mouths and hands exploring each other with unhurried appreciation while a circle of gentlemen watched. One woman arched her back as the other's head disappeared between her thighs, her face a mask of ecstasy that seemed impossible to feign.

And directly ahead, most shocking of all, a young woman knelt before three standing gentlemen, pleasuring each in turn with her mouth while they conversed as casually as if at a garden party, occasionally reaching down to stroke her hair in appreciation.

Helena froze, her breath catching in her throat. She'd known, of course, what sort of establishment this was. Regale Rouge's reputation as Cinderfell's most exclusive brothel was well-established. But she hadn't expected such… openness. Such shamelessness.

Most disturbing of all was her body's immediate, visceral response. Heat bloomed between her thighs, her nipples tightening against the fabric of her corset. Her pulse quickened, and she found herself unable to look away from the tableau of the spanking, fixated on the way the woman's flesh reddened with each precise strike.

How can this be? Helena thought, mortified by her reaction. As a dedicated Humanist, she'd been raised to believe that sexual congress had but one purpose—the propagation of the human race. Procreation was duty, not pleasure. Certainly nothing like... this.

The few times she'd lain with her various husbands had been perfunctory at best, unpleasant at worst. None had ever elicited even a fraction of the response she was feeling now, simply watching these depraved acts. That she should feel anything but disgust horrified her.

And yet...

"First time at the Rouge, my lady?"

The voice startled her from her trance. Helena turned to find a stunningly beautiful woman regarding her with knowing eyes. Tall and regal, with copper-red hair falling in luxurious waves to her waist, she wore a gown of deep burgundy velvet that showcased a figure both voluptuous and commanding. Perhaps forty years of age, though it was difficult to be certain—her face bore few lines, but her eyes held the weight of considerable experience.

"Madame Renée," Helena said, finding her voice with effort. "I appreciate you seeing me on such short notice."

The woman's painted lips curved in a smile that held genuine amusement. "When Lady Graythorne herself requests an audience, one makes time." She gestured to the scenes playing out around them. "Though I confess, I'm surprised to see you in my establishment. Do you like what you see?"

Helena felt a flush creep up her neck, cursing the fair skin that had always betrayed her emotions too readily. "I came to discuss business, not to indulge.”

"Of course," Madame Renée agreed smoothly. "But there's no shame in enjoying yourself vicariously. Even those who never wish to participate may find themselves aroused by witnessing pleasure. It's the most natural thing in the world."

Helena's flush deepened. "I would prefer to speak somewhere more private."

"As you wish." Madame Renée gestured toward a discreet door at the far end of the salon. "My private office is this way. Though I warn you, we'll pass by more scenes on our journey. My clients pay handsomely for the privilege of being seen."

With a nod, Helena followed, keeping her eyes fixed on the madame's back as they made their way through the salon. Despite her best intentions, her gaze strayed repeatedly to the scenes they passed—a young man bound in silken ropes while a woman in a domino mask teased him mercilessly; a trio engaged in acts Helena had never imagined possible; a gentleman on his knees before a stern-faced woman who held a riding crop threateningly before him.

Each tableau sent fresh waves of unwelcome heat through her body. By the time they reached the private office, Helena felt as if she might combust from the inside out, her undergarments embarrassingly damp, her breathing shallow.

Madame Renée's office, fortunately, proved a stark contrast to the salon. The room was tastefully decorated in muted tones, with comfortable seating and a desk of polished mahogany. Bookshelves lined one wall, filled with leather-bound volumes that looked well-read. It might have been the study of any successful businessperson, save for the discreet artwork—subtle nudes rendered with exceptional skill—and the fainting couch upholstered in deep crimson velvet.

"Please, make yourself comfortable," Madame Renée invited, closing the door behind them. "Would you care for a drink? Wine perhaps? Or something stronger?"

Helena sank gratefully into the offered chair, struggling to compose herself. "Brandy, if you have it."

The madame raised an eyebrow but moved to a sideboard to pour the requested beverage. "A woman after my own heart," she commented, returning with two crystal snifters. "Now, Lady Graythorne, to what do I owe the unexpected pleasure of your company? I doubt you've come to sample our offerings."

Helena accepted the brandy, taking a fortifying sip before responding. The liquor burned pleasantly down her throat, helping to center her thoughts.

"I've come about a proposition you received recently," she said, watching the other woman's face carefully. "From Lawrence Coalridge and Victor Rathmore."

Madame Renée's expression remained neutral, but Helena noted the slight tensing of her shoulders. "I receive many propositions, my lady. It's the nature of my business."

"This one involved demi-beasts," Helena pressed. "Specifically, the use of Coalridge's 'older stock' as temporary prostitutes, to exploit a loophole in the residence laws."

Now the madame's composure faltered, genuine distaste flashing across her features before she could suppress it. "I see your network of informants is as efficient as ever." She took a measured sip of her brandy. "Yes, they approached me with such a scheme. I declined."

"Yet I've heard they continue to develop their plans," Helena noted. "They seem confident they'll find willing participants, if not you."

Madame Renée set her glass down with a sharp click. "Then they are both delusional and despicable. No respectable house in Cinderfell would touch such an arrangement."

"But there are less respectable houses."

"Unfortunately, yes." The madame's lips thinned. "Though even they might balk at the legal risks. Demi-beasts in the city, even as 'temporary workers,' would draw unwanted attention from the authorities."

Helena leaned forward slightly. "Unless the authorities were looking the other way. Unless certain magistrates had been paid to ignore violations."

Understanding dawned in Madame Renée's eyes, her suspicion transforming into something more like curiosity. "You're building a case."

"Perhaps." Helena took another sip of brandy, feeling its warmth spread through her, bolstering her courage. "Or perhaps I'm simply concerned about the corruption infecting our city's governance. The exploitation of any being, human or demi-beast, offends me."

The madame's expression shifted to one of frank assessment. "That's a rather recent development for you, isn't it? Your stance on demi-beasts has never been particularly compassionate."

Helena flinched internally but maintained her composed exterior. "People change, Madame. Sometimes quite dramatically."

"Indeed they do." Madame Renée studied her with unnervingly perceptive eyes. "And what prompted this particular change of heart? Could it have something to do with your recent visit to Lucky Nickel Acres?"

Now it was Helena's turn to be surprised. "Your information network is impressively thorough as well."

The madame smiled, a genuine expression that transformed her face, making her appear suddenly younger. "It's my business to know who comes and goes in Cinderfell's higher circles. Your expedition to investigate a certain farmer and his unorthodox household was noted with interest among a number of my clientele. As was your return without the arrests many expected."

Helena considered her next words carefully. This conversation was venturing into dangerous territory, yet she sensed an opportunity she hadn't anticipated.

"What I saw there changed me," she admitted, surprising herself with her honesty. "The demi-beasts weren't the mindless, animalistic creatures I'd been taught to despise. They were people. Intelligent and caring, even when I made an ass of myself trying to uncover some scandal for the High Council.”

"And the farmer himself?" Madame Renée asked, her tone neutral but her eyes sharp. "Benjamin Nickels, I believe?"

Helena couldn't prevent the flush that colored her cheeks at the mere mention of his name. "A remarkable man," she said carefully. "With remarkable abilities."

"Mmm." The sound was noncommittal, yet knowing. In fact, as a madame, she perhaps understood better than anyone how quickly the heart could change one’s mind. "And now you seek to eliminate a threat to his community by undermining Coalridge and Rathmore. How very… chivalrous of you."

"My motivations are my own," Helena replied stiffly. "The question is, will you help me? I need evidence of their scheme—names, dates, proof of bribes paid to officials. Your establishment sees many of Cinderfell's powerful men at their most vulnerable and indiscreet. Surely you've heard things that could be useful."

Madame Renée considered her for a long moment, swirling the brandy in her glass. "Before I commit to anything, I must be certain of your true motivations, Lady Graythorne." Her voice lowered. "Your reputation regarding demi-beasts is well-established. This sudden concern for their welfare seems rather convenient, given the circumstances."

Helena stiffened. "As I said, people change."

"Indeed." The madame's eyes narrowed slightly. "And yet, I wonder what would motivate such a dramatic transformation. Particularly from someone who has spent years supporting policies that treat demi-beasts as little more than animals."

"My reasons are my own," Helena replied defensively. "I simply require information that will help me stop Coalridge and Rathmore's scheme."

Madame Renée set her glass down carefully. "Those two ‘gentlemen’ did not merely offer me a business proposition." She paused, studying Helena's face. "They delivered a threat, backed by leverage I can hardly afford to ignore."

Helena frowned. "What sort of leverage?"

"Information," the madame said softly. "The kind that could destroy everything I've built here." She rose from her seat and moved to the window, drawing the curtain back slightly to gaze out at the darkened street. "They believe they've discovered something about me that would be quite damaging if revealed to the wrong people. Until a few moments ago I would have considered you among them."

Helena's interest sharpened. It was no secret that she’d conducted espionage for the High Council, and had been instrumental in the destruction of many a career. "And have they?"

The madame turned back, her expression carefully composed. "Let me ask you something, Lady Graythorne. In your time at Lucky Nickel Acres, did you notice anything unusual about the demi-beasts there? Anything that challenged your preconceptions?"

The question caught Helena off-guard. "They were... more human than I expected," she admitted reluctantly. "More intelligent, clearly capable of complex emotion."

"And did that surprise you? That beings with animal features could be so... personlike?"

Helena hesitated. "Yes," she finally confessed. "It did."

Madame Renée nodded, as if confirming something to herself. "Have you ever considered the reverse possibility? That some who appear entirely human might carry demi-beast blood?"

Helena's eyes widened slightly as understanding began to dawn. "Are you suggesting..."

"I'm suggesting," the madame continued carefully, "that the lines between human and demi-beast are far more blurred than most people realize. That some of us have gone to extraordinary lengths to conceal our true nature."

She moved closer now, her gaze intent. "Coalridge and Rathmore believe they've uncovered my secret. They think they can use it to force my cooperation." A bitter smile crossed her lips. "They've threatened to expose me to the High Council's Purity Commission."

Helena felt a chill run through her. The Purity Commission was the most feared branch of Cinderfell's governance, tasked with ensuring no demi-beast blood "contaminated" the human population. Their methods were notoriously brutal.

"You're saying that you..." Helena couldn't quite bring herself to finish the sentence.

Madame Renée held her gaze steadily. "What I'm saying, Lady Graythorne, is that I have more reason than most to oppose their scheme. And that if you truly have had a change of heart regarding demi-beasts, then perhaps we can help each other." She paused. "But I need to know if your newfound compassion extends to those who might walk among humans, undetected."

The air between them grew thick with tension. Helena's mind raced, processing the implications of what the madame was suggesting. Could this elegant, sophisticated woman truly be a demi-beast in disguise? It seemed impossible, and yet...

"If what you're implying is true," Helena said carefully, "why would you risk telling me? I could report you myself."

"Could you?" The madame's lips curved into a knowing smile. "The same Lady Graythorne who returned from Lucky Nickel Acres and immediately began investigating corrupt officials rather than the demi-beast household she was sent to condemn?" She folded her arms. "Consider it a test of your integrity. In any case, if Coalridge and Rathmore do have the evidence they claim, it hardly matters if the Wraith knows too.”

Lady Graythorne flinched at the use of the nickname she’d earned from those who did not know her true identity. The Wraith was a person to be feared, to be respected, but not one to call a friend. She’d been proud of it once, but now it felt like a slap in the face. There were also a number of warrants out for the arrest of the Wraith in other counties, when the High Council’s bidding had sent her into foreign cities.

“You came to me for help,” the madame reminded. If she noticed the shock on Lady Graythorne’s face she did not reveal it. “I'm simply explaining why I might be motivated to provide it."

Helena weighed her options. If the madame was indeed a demi-beast passing as human, her knowledge could be invaluable. And if she was being threatened by Coalridge and Rathmore, their interests were aligned. If her identity as the Wraith was revealed, she could not count on the High Council to protect her. Particularly once she started taking them apart from the inside out.

"Let's say I believe you," Helena said finally. "How would this revelation help our cause?"

Madame Renée seemed to make a decision. "I'll show you," she said quietly. "But I need your word that what you see will remain between us."

Helena hesitated only briefly. "You have it."

The madame nodded once, then turned and locked the office door. When she faced Helena again, her demeanor had changed subtly—a tension in her shoulders, a vulnerability in her eyes that hadn't been there before.

"What I'm about to reveal," she said softly, "has been seen by only two other living souls." She began to unfasten the buttons at the back of her gown. "Both of whom paid handsomely for the privilege."

"Madame, I don't think—" Helena began, but Renée shook her head.

"This isn't what you imagine," she said, letting the gown slip from her shoulders to pool at her feet.

Beneath, she wore a corset and petticoat of scarlet silk so fine it was nearly transparent, revealing matching undergarments of intricate lace. The ensemble showcased her full breasts, narrow waist, and generous hips to devastating effect.

Helena found herself unable to look away, mesmerized by the expanse of creamy skin now on display. She should feel outrage, shock—not this sudden, overwhelming surge of desire that left her lightheaded.

But rather than approaching or posing seductively, the madame turned, presenting her back to Helena. "Look," she instructed softly. "Just above my tailbone."

As Helena's fingers hesitantly approached the indicated area, she found her gaze lingering on the madame's exquisite form. The corset cinched Renée's waist to impossible narrowness, making the lush curve of her hips all the more pronounced. Through the delicate lace of her undergarments, the full roundness of her bottom was clearly visible, pale skin glowing like alabaster in the warm lamplight.

Helena's mouth went dry as she gently hooked one finger beneath the lace edge of the panties, drawing them down just enough to reveal the scar in question. The puckered line ran vertically from the base of the spine, perhaps four inches long—evidence of a surgical precision that must have cost a small fortune to acquire. Yet Helena found herself distracted by the revealing position, the way the lace stretched across the lower curves of the madame's buttocks, threatening to snap back into place or perhaps invite further exploration.

A treacherous impulse rose within her—to continue drawing the delicate fabric downward, to expose the madame completely to her gaze. Her fingers trembled against warm skin, lingering longer than strictly necessary for examination. The intimacy of the moment washed over her, leaving her breathless and flushed. This was a woman who had suffered greatly to conceal her true nature, who now trusted Helena enough to reveal her most dangerous secret. The vulnerability of that trust, combined with the undeniable beauty of the form before her, created an intoxicating mixture of power and desire that Helena had never before experienced.

With supreme effort, she resisted the urge to caress the curve that so captivated her attention, instead tracing the outline of the scar with clinical focus before allowing the lace to snap gently back into place. Yet even as she withdrew her hand, Helena knew something fundamental had shifted within her—a door once closed now standing irrevocably ajar.

"What is this?" she whispered, though part of her already knew.

"Where my tail was removed," Madame Renée confirmed, her voice flat and clinical despite the intimacy of the moment. "At great pain and expense, twenty years ago."

She turned back to face Helena, then knelt gracefully before her chair. The position should have diminished her, yet somehow she maintained her dignity, her eyes level with Helena's despite the difference in height.

"And here," she continued, taking Helena's hand and guiding it to her hairline. "Feel carefully."

Helena's fingers explored the area, discovering more scars concealed by the expert arrangement of the madame's copper hair. Her touch lingered, tracing the raised lines where delicate fox ears had once been, feeling the subtle indentations beneath the luxurious strands. A wave of conflicting emotions crashed through her—shock, fascination, and beneath it all, a smoldering outrage that startled her with its intensity.

"Your ears," she breathed, understanding fully now. "They were... removed."

The brutality of it struck her like a physical blow. That someone would mutilate such beauty, would carve away parts of this magnificent creature to make her conform to human standards—it kindled a protective fury Helena had never experienced before.

Her fingers tightened unconsciously in the madame's copper tresses, drawing a soft gasp from the woman kneeling before her.

The sound ignited something else within Helena—a sudden, visceral awareness of the power dynamic between them. Here was Madame Renée—feared, respected, desired throughout Cinderfell—on her knees, vulnerable and exposed, looking up at Helena with those magnificent golden eyes. She had willingly placed herself in this position of submission, trusting Helena with secrets that could destroy her.

The realization was intoxicating. Helena's hand moved from the scars to cup the madame's cheek, her thumb brushing across the full lower lip in a gesture that was both tender and possessive. This woman, this extraordinary creature, was offering her something precious. It wasn’t information or alliance on the table, but a kind of surrender Helena had never thought to crave until this moment.

"They marred you," Helena whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "They tried to erase what you are." Her fingers traced the elegant line of the madame's jaw, tilting her face upward. "Yet still you shine through. Magnificent. Defiant."

"Yes." Madame Renée's eyes held a mixture of defiance and resignation. “But I paid for the privilege. It was the only way to survive once I escaped the Baroness who trapped and enslaved me. Coalridge and Rathmore somehow obtained my medical records from the surgeon who performed the procedures.

Helena withdrew her hand slowly, her mind struggling to process this revelation. "What manner of demi-beast were you? I mean… are you…” she asked, finally.

"Kitsune," Madame Renée answered. "Fox-kin. Rare even before the war, nearly extinct now. We have a natural affinity for sex magic. Illusion, seduction, pleasure and pain…"

"Sex magic," Helena murmured, recalling obscure references from her research.

"Among other talents." The madame remained kneeling, her position strangely submissive for a woman of such obvious power. "It made me uniquely suited for this profession, once I escaped my servitude and disguised my true nature."

Helena's thoughts raced. The implications of Madame Renée’s confessions were staggering.

"Does anyone else know?" she asked.

"Only those I trust implicitly," Madame Renée replied. "Which, until this moment, numbered precisely two individuals. My most senior staff at the brothel." She looked up at Helena with eyes that suddenly seemed to hold a hint of inhuman knowledge. "I've admired your work in this city for years, Lady Graythorne. Your intelligence, your strategic mind, your relentless pursuit of your goals. That you've come to see demi-beasts as worthy of protection moves me deeply."

Helena was struck by the vulnerability in the madame's eyes, so at odds with her powerful persona. And a strange, unfamiliar desire stirred within her, to maintain this position of dominance over such a formidable woman. The sensation was intoxicating.

"Stay like that," she found herself saying, her voice huskier than intended. "While we continue our discussion."

Surprise flashed across Madame Renée's face, followed by what looked like pleasure. "As you wish," she murmured, settling more comfortably on her knees but maintaining her upright posture.

Helena's gaze traveled downward, lingering on the madame's generous breasts constrained by the scarlet corset. The garment pushed them upward, creating a tempting décolletage that rose and fell with each breath. The delicate lace edging barely contained their fullness, offering tantalizing glimpses of rose-hued areolae beneath. Helena found herself imagining the feel of them freed from their confinement—their weight in her palms, their softness against her fingertips. Her hands itched to unlace the corset's intricate bindings, to watch as each loosened cord allowed more of the madame's natural beauty to emerge. Would Renée's breath catch as the restrictive garment fell away? Would her nipples harden under Helena's admiring gaze? The vivid images flooded her mind, carrying with them a desperate, clawing need she'd never before experienced.

Helena struggled to ignore the heat building within her at the sight of this powerful woman kneeling before her in nothing but revealing undergarments. She forced her attention back to the matter at hand.

"You'll help me then?" she asked, her voice huskier than intended. "Provide evidence against Coalridge and Rathmore?"

"I will," the madame confirmed. "But I can offer more than that. My establishment hosts many of the High Council members and their key allies. I hear things—secrets, plans, indiscretions. With the right approach, we could accomplish far more than merely stopping one exploitative scheme."

Helena leaned forward slightly, intrigued despite herself. "What are you suggesting?"

"A partnership." Madame Renée's eyes gleamed with intelligence and calculation. "You with your political connections and legal expertise, me with my network of information. Together, we could reshape Cinderfell's power structure from within."

The proposition was bold, dangerous. And exactly what Helena had been planning to do herself. She usually preferred to work alone as much as possible. She’d wanted to ensure the madame did not agree to Coalridge and Rathmore’s proposal, but hadn’t considered a partnership with the woman.

Yet Helena found herself tempted. The manuscript pressed against her side seemed to pulse with warmth, as if encouraging her to seize this opportunity.

"To what end?" she asked, needing to be certain their goals aligned.

"Justice," the madame replied simply. "For both humans and demi-beasts. A city governed by merit rather than corruption. A world where someone like me wouldn't need to mutilate herself to survive."

Helena nodded slowly, considering. "We would begin with Coalridge and Rathmore."

"Yes. And from there..." Madame Renée reached into a drawer of the nearby desk, withdrawing a small object that glinted in the lamplight. "There's something else I'd like to propose, if you're amenable."

She held up what appeared to be a collar of black leather, adorned with small gemstones that sparkled like stars. Attached to it was a delicate silver chain that pooled in her palm.

"What is that?" Helena asked, though she knew perfectly well. She’d seen a woman wearing one in the lobby of the brothel, begging like a dog as a man expelled himself on her face. Her sex ached with sudden longing to be prostrate in such a way before Ben Nickels, punished for her misdeeds and marked by him as forgiveness.

"A symbol," the madame explained softly. "Of trust between us. Of power freely given and responsibly wielded." She offered it to Helena. "Would you place it on me? As a seal of our agreement?"

Helena's hand trembled slightly as she accepted the collar. It was exquisitely crafted, the leather soft as butter, the gemstones cool against her skin. The implications of such an act were unmistakable. This was no mere business arrangement being proposed.

"I've never..." she began, then faltered.

"I know." Madame Renée's voice was gentle. "You've never experienced power in this way. Never been given control rather than having to seize it. Never been desired for yourself rather than your political value." She tilted her chin up slightly. "I offer this freely, Lady Graythorne. Not as payment or bribe, but as acknowledgment of what I see in you."

With hands that shook more than she would have liked, Helena opened the collar's clasp and leaned forward to place it around the madame's elegant neck. The leather looked striking against her pale skin, the gemstones catching the light with every breath she took. Helena fastened it carefully, then, after a moment's hesitation, took hold of the attached chain.

A rush of something primal and heady flooded through her at the sight of this powerful woman collared and leashed before her. It was unlike anything she'd ever experienced—not merely arousal, but a sense of rightness, of claiming something that was meant to be hers.

"The chain suits you in my hand," Helena said, her voice dropping to a register she barely recognized as her own.

"Thank you, my lady," Madame Renée replied, her eyes lowering submissively though a small smile played at her lips. "Shall we discuss our strategy now?"

With effort, Helena forced her thoughts back to their alliance. "Yes," she managed. "Tell me everything you know about Coalridge and Rathmore's plans. Who they've approached besides yourself, which officials they've bribed, where they intend to house these poor creatures."

As the madame spoke, detailing an extensive network of corruption that reached higher into Cinderfell's governance than even Helena had suspected, she remained on her knees, the chain lying slack between them. Occasionally, almost without conscious thought, Helena would tug gently on it, drawing the madame closer or guiding her to elaborate on a particular point.

The dichotomy was dizzying—discussing serious political strategy while engaging in this unspoken power exchange. More disconcerting still was how natural it felt, as if Helena had been waiting her entire life to discover this aspect of herself. As she commanded the madame, she enacted a fantasy where her role was reversed at the hands of the powerful farmer who’d set her on this path.

Their planning grew more elaborate as the evening progressed. They would begin by gathering evidence against Rathmore and Coalridge, using the madame's network of informants and Helena's legal expertise. From there, they would identify which Council members were most vulnerable, most corrupt, most deserving of removal.

"Halloway would be the ultimate target," Helena mused, referring to the Council's senior minister. "He's the lynchpin of the anti-demi-beast faction. Remove him, replace him with someone more progressive..."

"Like Lillian Bell?" Madame Renée suggested. "She's ambitious, intelligent, and secretly sympathetic to demi-beast rights. She also enjoys certain services here that would give her reason to protect our interests."

Helena's eyebrows rose in surprise. "Lillian? I suppose I should have guessed." She considered the suggestion. "She does have the right connections, the right background. It could work."

As their strategy took shape, Helena became increasingly aware of the madame's proximity, of the way her breathing had quickened slightly, of the flush spreading across her chest. Despite her submissive posture, there was an unmistakable hunger in her eyes when they met Helena's.

"We have the beginnings of a plan," Helena said finally, giving the chain a gentle tug to emphasize her point. "But I find myself... distracted."

Madame Renée's lips curved in a knowing smile. "By what, my lady?"

"By you." The admission felt like stepping off a cliff, terrifying and exhilarating at once. "By this." She lifted the chain slightly. "By how much I want to..." She trailed off, unable to articulate desires she'd never before acknowledged even to herself.

"To take what's being offered?" the madame suggested softly. "To explore this power I've given you?"

Helena nodded, her throat suddenly dry.

"Then do so," Madame Renée encouraged. "I've been yours since you placed this collar around my neck. I don't sleep with clients, Lady Graythorne. I haven't taken a lover in many years, and I have never lain with a man. But I would welcome your touch, if you wished to give it."

The invitation hung in the air between them, charged with possibility. Helena felt herself balanced on the knife's edge of decision—to retreat into the safety of her familiar constraints, or to step boldly into unknown territory.

The manuscript against her side seemed to pulse with warmth again, as if whispering encouragement. And with it came the sudden, vivid image of Benjamin Nickels, his green eyes alight with approval at her boldness.

Helena tugged firmly on the chain, drawing the madame closer until she was positioned directly before her chair.

"Lay across my lap," she commanded, surprising herself with her own audacity. "What I witnessed in your reception area has left me curiousd."

Understanding dawned in Madame Renée's eyes, followed by a flash of unmistakable desire. Without hesitation, she arranged herself across Helena's lap, her upper body supported by the arm of the chair, her generous bottom perfectly positioned.

"Like this, my lady?" she asked, glancing back over her shoulder with an expression of feigned innocence that sent a jolt of arousal straight to Helena's core.

"Precisely like that," Helena confirmed, her voice steadier than she felt. She ran an experimental hand over the curve of the madame's bottom, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin silk of her undergarments. "You've been a terrible distraction today, Madame. Flaunting yourself so shamelessly."

Her words felt strange on her tongue, borrowed from overheard conversations in the reception salon, yet speaking them aloud sent a thrill of power through her.

"I apologize, my lady," Madame Renée replied, slipping easily into the role. "I deserve to be punished for my impertinence."

Helena's hand came down before she could second-guess herself, the sharp slap echoing in the quiet room. The madame gasped, her body tensing briefly before relaxing once more across Helena's lap.

"Was that too hard?" Helena asked, suddenly uncertain.

"Not at all," came the breathy response. "Please continue, my lady. I've been very naughty indeed."

Emboldened, Helena delivered another slap, then another, alternating cheeks and watching with fascination as the pale skin began to redden beneath the thin silk. Each strike elicited a soft moan or gasp from the madame, her body squirming deliciously across Helena's lap.

The sensations were overwhelming—the weight of the madame across her thighs, the heat of her body, the sound of her increasingly desperate moans, the visual feast of her reddening flesh. Helena felt drunk with power and desire, her own body responding with an intensity she'd never experienced.

After several minutes of this delicious torment, Helena eased the madame's undergarments down, revealing the full glory of her reddened bottom and the unmistakable evidence of her arousal glistening between her thighs.

"You enjoy your punishment," Helena observed, running her fingers lightly over the heated flesh. "How very... depraved of you."

"Yes, my lady," Madame Renée agreed breathlessly. "I'm quite depraved. Especially when handled by someone as magnificent as yourself."

The flattery sent another surge of pleasure through Helena. She delivered a few more slaps directly to the bare skin, the sound sharper and more satisfying than before. The madame squirmed more urgently now, her thighs pressing together as if seeking relief.

Acting on instinct, Helena slipped her hand between those thighs, finding slick heat that welcomed her exploring fingers. The madame gasped, arching her back as Helena's fingers found her center.

"Oh, yes," she moaned, all pretense of the submissive role momentarily forgotten in genuine pleasure. "Please, don't stop."

Helena had no intention of stopping. She continued to alternate between spanking and exploring, learning what made the madame gasp and moan, what made her beg for more. In a way, it was as if she were exploring herself. She’d never given herself to pleasure the way Madame Renée so easily did, and she wondered if she would like the same treatment if it were Ben’s thick fingers penetrating her.

It was intoxicating, this power to give pleasure, to control another's sensations so completely.

As the madame's moans grew more desperate, Helena focused her attention on the slick bundle of nerves at her core, circling and stroking with increasing pressure. With her other hand, she tugged on the chain, pulling the collar tight against the madame's throat, restricting her breath just slightly.

"Come for me," she commanded, her voice rough with desire she wouldn't allow herself to fulfill. Not yet. Not until... "Let me see you lose control."

The madame stiffened as if concentrating on the command, allowing herself to fully experience the pleasure that was being forced upon her. It was not long before her body tensed, then shuddered violently as she cried out, her release washing over her in visible waves. A gush of hot, creamy fluid flowed over her fingers as Helena continued her ministrations, drawing out the pleasure until the madame collapsed across her lap, breathing heavily.

"My lady," she gasped after a moment. "That was unexpected. And magnificent." She turned her head to look up at Helena, her expression open and vulnerable in a way it hadn't been before. "Allow me to return the pleasure."

Helena shook her head, though her body screamed for release. "No," she said firmly. "Not tonight."

She helped the madame rise, adjusting her undergarments with a tenderness that surprised them both. The collar remained in place, the chain now draped loosely around Helena's wrist.

"I want to save that," Helena admitted quietly. "For someone else."

Understanding dawned in Madame Renée's eyes. "The farmer," she guessed.

Helena couldn't bring herself to deny it. "Yes," she whispered. "Though I don't know if he'll ever... if I could ever..."

"He will," the madame assured her with unexpected gentleness. "A man who can form a family as he has would recognize the treasure you would be to him." She reached up to touch the collar at her throat. "And this? Between us? May we… again sometime…?"

"Yes," Helena said, surprising herself with her certainty. "If you're willing. I find myself wishing to explore this dynamic in greater depth. Not just for the pleasure. But for our alliance, our partnership."

“Perhaps, friendship?” Madame Renée smiled, reaching for her discarded gown. "I would be honored, Lady Graythorne. Or may I call you Helena, in private?"

"Please do," Helena agreed, helping the madame fasten her gown. As the silk covered the evidence of their encounter, Helena felt a momentary pang of regret, quickly replaced by anticipation for their next meeting. Then, impulsively, and with a fresh rush of desire, she added, “Unless you’re wearing that collar.”

The collar remained in place, a visible symbol of their new arrangement. Madame Renée blushed, as if ashamed to have been caught in a disobedience.

"Yes, Lady Graythorne." Once she was properly dressed, once more the powerful madame of Regale Rouge, she prompted, “Our next steps, m’lady?”

Helena gathered her thoughts, forcing herself back to the practicalities of their scheme. "I'll begin building the legal case against Coalridge and Rathmore. You'll gather evidence through your network. We'll meet again in three days to assess our progress."

"Perfect." The madame paused, then added with a slight smile, "And perhaps by then, you'll allow me to show you other pleasures beyond what we explored tonight."

Helena felt herself flush, but held the madame's gaze steadily. "You are a temptress," she conceded. "But my ultimate goal remains unchanged. My pleasure will only be expressed through your body, your submission to me."

"Of course," Madame Renée agreed, understanding perfectly. "We all reserve the right to our deepest desires, Helena. I would never presume to replace yours."

As Helena prepared to leave, straightening her own clothing and ensuring no evidence of their activities remained visible, she felt a sense of transformation settling over her. She had entered Regale Rouge as one woman and would leave as another—still dedicated to her purpose, but newly awakened to aspects of herself she'd never suspected existed.

The manuscript against her side seemed to pulse with approval, its warmth a constant reminder of the path she had chosen. A path that led inexorably toward Lucky Nickel Acres, toward Benjamin Nickels, toward a future she was only beginning to imagine.

And for the first time in her carefully controlled life, Lady Helena Graythorne found herself looking forward to that future with genuine anticipation rather than calculated strategy.

The night embraced her as she stepped back into her waiting carriage, the collar's chain tucked safely in her reticule, a tangible reminder of the evening's revelations. Behind her, Madame Renée stood in the doorway of Regale Rouge, one hand at her throat where the collar rested, a silent promise between them.

Tomorrow, the real work would begin. Tonight, Helena would savor the memory of newfound power, and dream of green eyes and a farm where magic and possibility flourished in equal measure.


12
Bunny Business


It was a few days after the discovery of the hidden room beneath the cellar that Alicia surprised Ben.

"I have a something for you," Alicia whispered, her lips brushing against Ben's ear as she slipped a silk blindfold over his eyes. “A gift for my loving husband.”

The soft fabric settled against his skin, plunging him into darkness. Ben chuckled, reaching for his wife, but she danced away from his grasp with a playful laugh.

"Ah-ah," she scolded. "No peeking. And no touching until I say so."

"What's this all about?" Ben asked, intrigued by the mischievous tone in her voice. Alicia had always been a bit more reserved of his partners, despite her enthusiastic support of his relationships with the demi-beasts. She was submissive and liked to watch him pleasure other women. This playful, seductive side was a welcome surprise.

"You've been working so hard," she said, taking his hand and guiding him forward. "Exploring the Greenhold, mapping the ecosystems, taking care of everyone... I thought you deserved something special."

Ben allowed himself to be led, trusting Alicia completely. The floorboards creaked beneath their feet as they moved through the house, then out onto the porch. He could hear the voices of demi-beasts as they worked the gardens and fields and tended to the animals, but they were far enough away that they didn’t seem to notice his blindfold.

There was a creak from a rusty hinge before Alicia led him down what he recognized as the cellar stairs. The air grew cooler, with a hint of dampness that tickled his nose.

Somewhere ahead, he thought he heard muffled giggles, quickly silenced. Ben smiled to himself. So Alicia wasn't working alone.

"Should I be worried?" he asked, only half-joking.

"Worried? No." Her voice was warm with amusement. "Excited? Absolutely."

They moved past the wine racks. Ben could smell the faint aroma of oak and fermentation. Then came the distinctive sound of the hidden door swinging open. He'd been right about their destination. They were heading to the underground chamber.

Ever since discovering the circular room and the crystal cave beyond it, Ben had been fascinated by the revelations in his great-uncle's journals. The notion that specific locations enhanced conception and influenced the magical abilities of offspring had captured his imagination. That the chamber had been designed specifically for this purpose both disturbed and intrigued him.

And after seeing some illustrations of just how the chamber worked, he had to admit he was both eager to try it out and unsure of how to broach the subject with his harem. Kinky didn’t begin to describe it. Naturally, he’d thought Rosie might be the first to try it, since she liked to be bound and subdued. But Alicia?

She couldn’t know what she was getting into.

Unless she’d been reading the books, too…

Alicia guided him through the narrow passage, her hand steady on his arm. The air grew warmer as they approached the chamber, a subtle vibration humming through the stone beneath their feet. The crystal at the base of Ben's staff—which he'd left behind, at Alicia's instruction—would be glowing brightly now, responding to the magical energies of this place.

"Almost there," Alicia murmured. "Just a few more steps."

Ben felt the space open around them as they entered the circular chamber. The air here was different, charged somehow, as if alive with invisible currents. Since discovering the chamber, Ben had spent hours studying the arcane texts his great-uncle had left behind, learning about the ley lines that converged beneath Lucky Nickel Acres, about the magic that had once flowed freely through all of Faerowilde.

Another giggle reached his ears, definitely coming from within the chamber this time. Ben smiled.

"I think we're not alone," he observed.

"Shhh," someone whispered, followed by more suppressed laughter.

"Stand right here," Alicia instructed, positioning him carefully. "And no peeking."

"I wouldn't dream of it," Ben assured her, though his curiosity was reaching a fever pitch.

He heard movement around him. Tthe rustle of clothing, soft footsteps, a whispered consultation too low to make out the words. Then, suddenly, the blindfold was whisked away.

Ben blinked as his eyes adjusted to the soft, golden light that filled the chamber. Oil lamps had been placed strategically around the circumference, casting dancing shadows across the curved walls and domed ceiling. The constellations painted there seemed to shimmer and move in the flickering light, creating the illusion that he was standing beneath a night sky rather than underground.

But it wasn't the magical ambiance that stole his breath away. It was Alicia.

His wife was mounted in what could only be described as a breeding harness—a complex arrangement of leather straps and padded supports that suspended her a few feet above the ground. Her arms were outstretched, held in place by soft leather cuffs attached to chains that descended from the ceiling. Similar restraints secured her ankles, keeping her legs spread wide, displaying her most intimate areas for his viewing pleasure. Additional straps encircled her breasts, squeezing them until they flushed a deep, enticing red, her nipples standing proud and firm.

She wore nothing else.

The sight of her—pregnant with his child, bound and displayed like a priceless offering—sent a surge of primal desire through Ben's body. His cock hardened instantly, straining against his trousers.

"Do you like your surprise?" Alicia asked, her voice husky with anticipation.

"Alicia," Ben breathed, unable to form more coherent words. His eyes traveled over her body, drinking in every detail… the swell of her belly, the flush of arousal on her skin, the glistening evidence of her excitement between her thighs.

"I'll take that as a yes," she said with a knowing smile. "Well? What are you waiting for? I'm not going anywhere."

Ben didn't need to be told twice. He crossed the distance between them in three long strides, his hands reaching for her even as he bent to capture her mouth in a hungry kiss. She responded eagerly, her tongue tangling with his, a soft moan escaping her throat.

His hands roamed over her body, exploring the contrast between soft skin and unyielding leather. The harness was an exquisite creation, supporting her weight while leaving all the most interesting parts of her accessible. Strangely, it wasn’t the same as the device he’d seen in the illustrations.

Ben wondered briefly where Alicia had obtained such a thing, but the thought fled as his fingers found the slick heat between her legs.

"Oh, Ben," she gasped, breaking the kiss. "I've been thinking about this all day. Lillian Bell from ‘Marital Bliss’ sent it to us as a free gift for spending so much with her after the wedding."

Marital Bliss, that explained it. The things he’d seen in Lillian Bell’s dirty catalogue put the strange breeding chamber to shame. But he loved the idea of Alicia looking through the catalogue and selecting toys for him to use on her.

To reward her, he slid one finger into her welcoming warmth. "You’re so horny you had to ambush me?”

"It's hardly an ambush if you're enjoying yourself," she pointed out, her breath catching as he added a second finger. "And I'd say you're definitely enjoying yourself."

Ben chuckled, continuing his unhurried exploration of her body. His thumb found her clit, circling gently while his fingers curled inside her. Alicia's head fell back as pleasure coursed through her.

Gods, he did love the way she looked, bound and suspended and completely at his mercy. She was just begging to be bred. He couldn’t wait to fill her eager womb with his seed, strengthening their bond and their child as they enjoyed each other’s bodies.

Whatever his great-uncle's intentions had been in creating this place, in bringing Ben to Faerowilde, the choices they made now were their own.

And right now, he chose to make love to his beautiful, daring wife.

"I love you," he said simply, withdrawing his fingers and moving to free himself from his suddenly too-tight trousers.

Alicia's eyes darkened as his erection sprang free, impressively hard and already glistening with pre-cum at the tip. "I love you too, husband," she said. "Now fuck me like you mean it."

The crude language from his normally reserved wife sent another jolt of arousal through Ben's system. He positioned himself between her spread legs, the head of his cock brushing against her entrance.

"Like this?" he asked, pushing just the tip inside.

Alicia growled in frustration, trying to move her hips to take more of him, but the harness limited her mobility. "You know that's not what I meant," she complained. "I want all of you. Hard and deep."

Another giggle sounded from somewhere in the chamber. Ben didn't turn to look, his focus entirely on the woman before him. But he didn’t mind having an audience as, in one smooth motion, buried himself to the hilt inside her.

Alicia cried out, her back arching as much as the harness would allow. The position, with her legs spread wide and her body supported by the complex arrangement of straps, allowed Ben to penetrate deeper than usual. The angle was perfect, driving the head of his cock against spots that had Alicia seeing stars.

"Yes," she hissed, her inner walls clenching around him. "Just like that."

Ben established a rhythm, his hands gripping her thighs as he drove into her. The harness creaked slightly with each thrust, the chains above tinkling like wind chimes. Sweat beaded on his brow as he fought to maintain control, to make this last. But Alicia felt too good, too hot and tight around him, her breasts bouncing with each thrust despite the restrictive straps.

She was so fucking beautiful. One hand moved to grasp her breast, pinching the nipple between his fingers, as he admired her, all trussed up, submissing, and ready to be bred.

Alicia moaned, her eyes half-closed in pleasure. "Yes," she gasped. "Breed me, Ben. Fill me with your seed. Make our baby strong."

The words triggered something in Ben’s hind brain, some instinct beyond conscious thought.

His thrusts became harder, faster, driving into her with a force that would have been concerning if not for the harness supporting her weight. Ben felt her inner walls clench around him, hot and slick, the tight channel gripping his cock like a velvet vise. Each impact sent ripples through her body, her breasts bouncing within their leather constraints, nipples darkened to a deep crimson from the restriction of blood flow.

Alicia's head fell back, her throat exposed in complete surrender. A thin sheen of sweat made her skin gleam in the golden light, her face flushed with desire, her lips parted and trembling. The sight of her—bound, helpless, completely at his mercy yet absolutely demanding in her pleasure—sent a surge of primal possession through his veins.

"That's it," she encouraged, her voice breaking with pleasure. "Fuck me like you mean it. Like you own me."

Something snapped inside him, a barrier breaking. His hand shot forward, fingers wrapping around her throat—not squeezing, just holding, claiming. The gesture was instinctive, animalistic. Her pulse hammered against his palm, her eyes widening with a mixture of surprise and unmistakable arousal.

"I do own you," Ben growled, the words rumbling from deep in his chest. "Just like you own me."

He felt her pussy spasm around him at the declaration, a flood of wetness coating his shaft. Her entire body responded to his dominance, nipples tightening further, goosebumps rising across her flushed skin.

"Yes," Alicia agreed, her eyes locked with his, pupils blown wide with desire. Her breathing grew more ragged, shallow against the pressure of his hand. "We belong to each other."

He released her throat to reach between them, finding the swollen bud of her clit. It pulsed beneath his fingertips, hot and hard, desperate for contact. He circled it with deliberate pressure, feeling her thighs begin to tremble against his hips.

"Come for me," he commanded, voice thick with his own approaching release. "Show me how much you love this."

The added stimulation was all she needed. Alicia's body tensed, then convulsed as her orgasm crashed over her. Her inner walls clamped down on Ben's cock, milking him with rhythmic contractions that threatened to undo him completely. Only through sheer force of will did he maintain his pace, working her through the climax while fighting off his own.

As her tremors subsided, Alicia's expression turned almost feral. "Now," she demanded. "Give me your seed. All of it."

Ben couldn't have resisted if he'd wanted to. His release hit with the force of a tidal wave, his vision blurring as pleasure overwhelmed him. He drove deep, holding himself as far inside her as possible while his cock pulsed, releasing jet after jet of his seed.

As he filled her, Ben’s Master Breeder ability activated, amplifying his release beyond anything he'd experienced before. What had initially been an impressive amount became an absolute deluge, his body producing far more seed than should have been humanly possible. It went on and on, filling Alicia completely before beginning to overflow, running down her thighs and dripping onto the stone floor below.

He exploded over her bulging belly, splattering her engorged tits, and even her face, as she was showered in his seed.

"Oh my gods," Alicia gasped, her eyes wide with amazement. "It's even more than before!"

Ben could only groan in response, his body locked in the grip of the most powerful orgasm he'd ever experienced. It felt as if the very magic of the chamber was drawing the essence from him, multiplying it, infusing it with power before returning it to him to give to his mate.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the flow began to slow. Ben sagged against Alicia, breathing hard, his forehead resting against hers.

"Holy fuck..." he began, then shook his head, unable to find adequate words.

"Mmm, thank you husband," Alicia’s smile was radiant despite her exhaustion. "And we're just getting started."

Before Ben could question what she meant, Alicia called out, "Time for cleanup, girls!"

From the shadows of the chamber emerged three familiar figures—the Lapina sisters, Clover, Lavender, and Blossom. They approached with eager smiles, almost naked in thin shifts and absolutely glorious, their long bunny ears perked up in excitement, fluffy tails twitching behind them.

"Finally!" Clover exclaimed, the eldest and most outspoken of the trio. "I thought you two would never finish."

"Don't be rude," Lavender chided, though her eyes were fixed on the evidence of their lovemaking with undisguised hunger. "They were having a moment."

"A very messy moment," Blossom added with a giggle, the youngest and most mischievous of the littermates.

Ben watched, still somewhat dazed from his extraordinary release, as the bunny girls approached Alicia. This wasn't entirely unexpected—the Lapina girls had often helped "clean up" after Ben's sessions with his wife or the other females. It had become something of a ritual, one that Alicia particularly enjoyed.

Lavender reached up to release the catches on the harness, carefully supporting Alicia's weight as the restraints came free. Clover and Blossom helped guide her to a plush cushion that had been placed nearby, arranging her comfortably with her legs still spread wide.

"Look how full she is," Blossom whispered, her voice filled with awe as she gazed at the copious amount of seed still leaking from Alicia.

"Don't just look," Alicia invited, her voice languid with satisfaction. "You know what to do."

The bunny girls needed no further encouragement. They descended upon her with enthusiastic attention, their tongues lapping at the overflow of Ben's release. Lavender focused on her inner thighs, while Blossom concentrated on her sensitive folds. Clover, always the leader, pressed her mouth directly against Alicia's opening, her tongue delving inside to gather the rich cream deposited there.

Alicia moaned, her head falling back as three skilled tongues worked in concert to bring her pleasure while cleaning her thoroughly. Ben watched, his spent cock already stirring with renewed interest at the erotic display. The bunny sisters were exquisitely beautiful in their enthusiasm, their bodies lithe and curvaceous, breasts bouncing as they moved.

After several minutes of this delicious torture, during which Alicia experienced at least two more shuddering climaxes, the Lapinas finally declared her clean.

"All done," Clover announced, licking her lips with satisfaction. "Though I think we could have continued all night, given how much there was."

"Save some energy for the next surprise," Alicia advised, her eyes twinkling with mischief as she struggled to sit up. Lavender quickly moved to support her, handling her pregnant form with gentle care.

"Next surprise?" Ben echoed, suddenly wary.

The four women exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them. Then, as one, they turned to him with identical expressions of anticipation.

"It’s time, Ben," Alicia declared. “I know you’re planning to breed the Lapina sisters, and I want to watch. I want you to do it now, in the breeding chamber.”

Ben eyed the apparatus with newfound appreciation and trepidation. The sleek combination of leather, metal, and chains looked almost alive in the golden lamplight, like some strange mechanical creature waiting to ensnare its next victim.

"I don't think you’ll all fit,” he said.

“Not us,” Clover said with a giggle, her big breasts bouncing, already shining with his seed know. “It’s your turn. Let us do all the work!”

“Uhh…" He hedged. "It seems more designed for the receiver than the giver."

"Oh, it works for both," Alicia assured him with a knowing smile. “In fact, even the chamber’s amenities allow for bi-directional bondage. The journals were quite specific about that. The sire needs to be properly positioned for maximum effectiveness."

She winked.

"Besides," Clover added, stepping closer with a look that could only be described as predatory. “We’re very needy. You’ll be happy you have the extra support by the time we’re done with you.”

That brought Ben up short. "All three of you? Tonight?"

"We've been waiting long enough," Lavender said, her voice soft but determined. "Watching you breed the others, helping with cleanup... it's our turn now."

"And what better place than here?" Blossom pointed out. "In the breeding chamber, with all its magical enhancements."

Ben looked to Alicia, who nodded encouragingly. "This was my gift to you," she explained. "And to them. The bunny girls are perfect candidates for your next breeding cycle. Their fertility magic, combined with your power…"

Ben hesitated. He'd been planning to breed the Lapinas soon, of course. They'd been patient, helpful, and had proven themselves valuable members of the Lucky Nickel Acres community. In fact, they’d already swallowed so much of his seed that he was surprised they hadn’t gotten pregnant via osmosis.

“I don’t know,” he said, despite his body's obvious interest in the proposition, his cock already half-hard again.

The girls exchanged amused glances.

"Looks like part of you knows,” Blossom giggled, her big pink eyes wide with innocence that didn't quite mask the wickedness beneath. “Come on, Ben. We’re dying to feel that big dick inside us.”

"And don’t worry," Lavender added, "the chamber enhances virility as well as fertility. You'll find your... resources... quite thoroughly replenished. Even for all three at once."

Ben looked again at the harness, considering. It did seem like an efficient way to accomplish the task, and if the magical properties of the chamber were as powerful as Alicia and the journals suggested...

"Alright," he agreed, allowing a smile to creep across his face. "But I have one condition."

"Name it," Clover said immediately.

"I want to see what's under those robes first."

The bunny sisters were wearing simple shifts of soft, thin cotton, belted at the waist, and designed to cling to their substantial assets. They glanced at each other, then giggled in unison.

"That can be arranged," Clover said, reaching for the tie at her waist.

What followed was a surprisingly choreographed display, as if the sisters had rehearsed this moment. They formed a line before Ben, facing him, and began to disrobe in perfect synchronicity. The robes slipped from their shoulders simultaneously, revealing their bodies inch by tantalizing inch.

Despite being littermates, each Lapina had her own distinct beauty. Clover, the eldest, was the most voluptuous, with generous breasts and broad hips that promised fertility. Her fur was a snowy white that contrasted beautifully with her pink nipples and bare pink lips between her thighs.

Lavender was more willowy, with smaller breasts but longer legs that seemed to go on forever. Her fur had a purpleish tint, and the patch between her legs was a darker shade that Ben found inexplicably alluring.

Blossom, the youngest, was petite but perfectly proportioned, with perky breasts and a bottom that begged to be squeezed. Her fur was the softest-looking of the three, with a slight pink tint to the white, and she also had her pussy bare, except for a line of the curls between her legs were almost magenta in color.

All three had the distinctive fluffy bunny tails that Ben found so endearing, and long, sensitive ears that twitched with emotion. As they stood before him, completely bare, their tails wiggled in anticipation.

"Well?" Clover prompted, when Ben remained speechless.

"Beautiful," he managed finally. "All of you. Absolutely beautiful."

"Then you won't mind if we help you get more comfortable?" Lavender suggested, stepping forward to begin unbuttoning his shirt.

Ben allowed himself to be undressed by the trio, their nimble fingers making quick work of his clothing. There was something uniquely arousing about standing passive while six hands explored his body, removing garments and occasionally lingering on sensitive areas.

Once he was as naked as they were, the eager bunnies guided him to the harness.

But as he approached the area, the entire room seemed to shift around him, a new structure replacing the toy Alicia had received from ‘Marital Bliss’ with something more like what he’d seen in the illustrated journals.

“Hey,” Alicia said with a laugh. “I guess your breeding chamber thinks it has better ideas than Lillian Bell.”

“Don’t worry,” Ben said. “We can always install your harness in our bedroom.”

“Oooh,” Alicia moaned, a finger slipping between her thighs. “There’s an idea…”

The apparatus had emerged from the floor, reconfiguring itself until it arranged to support someone in a semi-reclined position.

"It looks like something from a science fiction movie," Ben observed as they helped him into position. "Or some kind of alien creature that can readjust its limbs to suit whatever purpose."

"I did read about the chamber’s natural restraint systems. The journals called it a 'morphic resonance stabilizer,'" Alicia informed him, watching from her cushion with evident enjoyment. "Apparently it can adapt to almost any form or position needed for optimal breeding. And once you’re a high enough level, you can even control it with your mind."

Ben settled into the harness, finding it surprisingly comfortable despite its intimidating appearance. The leather was soft against his skin, the supports perfectly positioned to take his weight while leaving his body accessible. His arms were loosely secured at his sides, not tightly bound but held in place by gentle restraints.

"How does it feel?" Clover asked, checking the straps to ensure they weren't too tight.

"Strange," Ben admitted. "But not unpleasant." He tested his range of motion, finding that while he could move slightly, he was effectively at the mercy of the women surrounding him. The thought sent a fresh surge of blood to his cock, which now stood proudly erect.

"I think he likes it," Blossom giggled, eyeing his arousal with undisguised interest.

"I think you're right," Lavender agreed. "Should we help him with that?"

Without waiting for a response, the bunnies knelt before him, forming a semicircle around his exposed groin. Ben watched, breath catching, as they exchanged glances, some silent communication passing between them. Then, moving as one, they leaned forward.

Three tongues made contact with his cock simultaneously – Clover licking up one side, Lavender the other, while Blossom focused on the sensitive head. The triple sensation was intense and delicious, three distinct approaches combining into an overwhelming whole.

He groaned, his head falling back against the support. It was amazing. And after his release with Alicia, his cock was extra sensitive.

The girls worked in perfect harmony, which made sense, since they'd practiced this particular skill extensively.

Clover took the lead, guiding her littermates with subtle gestures. They alternated between licking his shaft and taking turns engulfing the head in their warm mouths. Occasionally, two would kiss around the tip, their tongues tangling with each other as much as with his flesh.

Ben watched in slack-jawed amazement as the three beautiful Lapinas pleasured him with evident enthusiasm. Their breasts swayed with their movements, their ears twitching in excitement, their fluffy tails bobbing behind them.

"Enough," Clover declared after several minutes of this exquisite torture. "If we continue like this, he won't last for the main event."

Reluctantly, her girls withdrew, though Blossom couldn't resist giving the tip one final, lingering kiss that had Ben gritting his teeth as he fought for control.

"Who goes first?" Lavender asked, looking to her elder littermate.

Clover straightened, her expression serious despite her aroused state. "As the eldest, I should take the initial offering," she said. "It's… uh… traditional and stuff."

Ben might have laughed if he hadn't been so painfully aroused. As it was, he simply nodded his agreement, beyond caring about protocol as long as someone mounted him soon.

With a satisfied nod, Clover moved to straddle him, positioning herself above his straining erection. The harness held Ben at the perfect height for her to lower herself onto him, but she paused before making contact.

"Sisters," she said solemnly, "will you assist?"

Lavender and Blossom moved to flank her, each placing a hand on Clover's hip while using their free hands to guide Ben's cock to her entrance. The tip pressed against her slick folds, causing both of them to gasp at the contact.

"Go slowly," Lavender advised. "He's... substantial."

That was an understatement. In his new body, Ben's size had occasionally caused challenges for his partners, requiring patience and preparation. Clover nodded, then began to lower herself inch by careful inch, her inner walls stretching to accommodate him.

"Oh," she breathed, her eyes widening as the head slipped inside. "Oh my."

While Clover adjusted to his girth, her partners-in-crime didn't remain idle. They positioned themselves on either side of her, each taking one of her nipples into their mouths. Clover moaned at the added stimulation, her hips jerking slightly and taking another inch of Ben in the process.

"That's it, big sissy," Blossom encouraged between licks. "Take that cock, show us how it’s done."

Clover continued her descent, her body accepting him gradually until finally, with a triumphant cry, she was fully seated. Ben groaned at the sensation of being completely enveloped in her tight heat, the muscles of her channel squeezing him rhythmically.

"I did it," Clover announced proudly, her chest heaving with exertion. "All of him."

"How does it feel?" Lavender asked, still suckling at one breast. Then kissing lower on Clover’s body until her mouth met where Clover and Ben’s body joined. Ben groaned with desire as Lavender began to lick the split between Clover’s thighs, her tongue flicking against the base of his cock and her littermate’s swollen clit.

"Uuuungh," Clover gasped, her voice strained. "Mmm, yes! So full. But good. So good. Keep doing that, Lav. You were always my favorite.”

“Hey! What am I? Chopped alfalfa?” Blossom said with a scowl, then attacked Clover’s breasts with renewed enthusiasm, teasing her nipple with one hand while her mouth sucked at the other.

“Mmmm, good girl, Blossom,” Clover moaned.

“You’re all good girls,” Alicia added from her place on the pillows next to the harness. “You show Ben just how good you can be.”

Clover began to move cautiously, rising a few inches before sinking back down. Each stroke became easier as her body adapted to his size, her natural lubrication easing the way. Soon she established a steady rhythm, her breasts bouncing with each movement despite Blossom’s attempts to capture them.

Ben could only watch and feel, the harness limiting his participation to small thrusts of his hips. It was a novel experience, being the passive partner, but he found he enjoyed it more than expected. There was something liberating about surrendering control, about allowing these beautiful women to use his body for their pleasure.

As Clover's movements grew more confident, Blossom apparently decided it was time to escalate matters. With a mischievous grin, she climbed onto the harness, carefully positioning herself above Ben's face.

"My turn for some attention," she declared, lowering her dripping sex to his mouth.

Ben didn't hesitate, his tongue darting out to taste her sweet essence. Blossom gasped, her hands finding purchase on the chains above as pleasure coursed through her. She ground against his face shamelessly, directing him with soft instructions.

"Yes, there," she moaned, as his tongue found her sensitive bud. "Just like that."

While Ben was thus occupied with Blossom, Lavender had moved behind Clover. Her hands roamed over Clover’s back, occasionally dipping down to where they lovers were joined, her fingers teasing both of them simultaneously.

Alicia watched from her cushion, her own hands working between her thighs as she enjoyed the erotic show before her. "That's it," she encouraged. "Use him well, girls. Take what you need."

The chamber seemed to pulse with energy, the golden light intensifying as the sexual energy built. Ben felt it like a current running through him, amplifying every sensation, every touch, every taste. Blossom's sweetness flooded his mouth, Clover's tight heat engulfed his cock, and Lavender's teasing fingers added yet another layer of pleasure.

It couldn't last, not with so much stimulation. Clover was the first to break, her movements becoming erratic as her climax approached. "I'm close," she gasped, her head thrown back in abandon. "So close!"

"Come for us," Lavender whispered in her ear, her fingers finding Clover's clit and circling it skillfully. "Show us how much you love his cock."

With a keening cry, Clover shattered, her inner walls clamping down on Ben with almost painful intensity. The rippling contractions were exquisite, drawing him perilously close to his own release. As she came, Ben exploded, a fresh wave of seed rushing to fill her clenching passage. Only with supreme effort did he manage to focus on pleasuring Blossom, who was rocking against his face with increasing urgency.

"Oh, oh, yes," she chanted, her voice rising in pitch as she neared her peak. "Don't stop, mmmm, Ben! Please don't stop!"

Ben redoubled his efforts, his tongue working relentlessly at her sensitive bud while occasional forays lower gathered more of her flowing nectar. Blossom's thighs began to tremble on either side of his head, her movements growing more frantic.

"Oh, gods, yes!" she cried suddenly, grinding down hard against his mouth as her orgasm crashed over her. Ben held her steady, continuing his attentions until she collapsed forward, her body shaking with aftershocks.

As Blossom recovered, Clover carefully lifted herself off Ben's still-hard cock, which emerged glistening with her juices but unsatisfied. She moved to one side, her legs wobbly, making room for Lavender.

"My turn," Lavender said, stepping forward to take Clover’s place.

Lavender took her position above Ben. Unlike her elder littermate, she opted to face away from him, presenting her back and the tantalizing curve of her bottom. This change in position allowed her to lean forward and attend to Clover, who was still sensitive from her recent orgasm.

Lavender sucked the seed from the exhausted Lapina’s lower lips as she reverse-mounted Ben.

With Blossom's help, Lavender guided Ben's cock to her entrance. She sank down in one smooth motion, more prepared than Clover had been thanks to her own abundant arousal. The sensations were different in this position – tighter, with new angles that had both of them gasping.

"Oh," Lavender moaned, adjusting her position slightly. "That's... deep."

She began to ride him with more confidence than Clover had shown initially, her body accepting his size more readily. The view was spectacular – her slender back, the curve of her bottom, the tantalizing glimpse of where they were joined each time she rose up. Her purple-tinted tail bobbed with her movements, occasionally brushing against Ben's stomach in a ticklish caress.

Blossom, recovered from her own climax, moved to help Clover pleasure Lavender from the front. The two bunnies worked together, their mouths and hands exploring Lavender's breasts and sensitive areas while she rode Ben with increasing abandon.

Alicia, not content to merely observe, joined the activity. She positioned herself behind Blossom, her fingers finding the youngest bunny's still-sensitive sex and beginning a slow, teasing exploration. Blossom gasped, momentarily distracted from her attention to Lavender.

“Ooooh, Mistress Alicia…” she moaned. “That’s… ooooh, yes!”

The chamber echoed with gasps and moans of pleasure, the slick sounds of bodies joining, the occasional creak of the harness as it accommodated their movements. The magical energy seemed to build with each passing moment, the golden light pulsing in rhythm with their collective heartbeats.

Ben felt his own climax building again, the combined stimulation of Lavender's tight channel and the erotic display before him pushing him toward the edge. His balls tightened, the pressure building at the base of his spine, unstoppable now.

Ben groaned, attempting to grind a warning through his gritted teeth. But he couldn’t form the words.

Lavender increased her pace, bouncing on his shaft with wild abandon, her head thrown back in ecstasy. "Yes! Come for me, Master Ben. Fill me!" she cried, her voice thick with desire.

The dam broke. Ben's hips jerked upward as much as the harness allowed, his cock pulsing violently as he emptied himself deep inside her. The Master Breeder ability activated once more, his release so copious that it immediately began overflowing, dripping down his shaft despite her body's attempt to contain it all.

"So much," Lavender gasped, feeling the warmth spreading inside her. "Oooh, it’s so hot!"

Rather than slowing, she continued riding him frantically, chasing her own climax, her movements growing more erratic with each passing second. The excess seed created a slick coating, and on a particularly enthusiastic downstroke, she miscalculated.

Ben felt the head of his cock slip from her soaked entrance and press against a tighter opening. Before either could react, her momentum carried her down, impaling her backside on his still-rigid shaft.

Lavender froze, her eyes flying wide open, a strangled gasp escaping her throat. For a moment, nobody moved, the sudden penetration shocking them both.

"Oh!" she squeaked, her entire body trembling around the unexpected invasion.

Then, to everyone's surprise, she shuddered violently, her inner muscles clamping down as a powerful orgasm crashed through her. "Oh gods!" she wailed, her body convulsing in waves of unexpected pleasure.

Ben shot another load into her ass, unable to stop himself from responding to her clenching muscles.

Clover and Blossom exchanged glances before bursting into laughter.

"Of course it would be you," Clover teased, watching her Lavender’s face contort with pleasure. "Always the naughty one."

"I knew you were secretly hoping for that," Blossom added with a giggle, as Lavender continued to shudder through her release.

Lavender couldn't even muster a retort, lost in the overwhelming sensations as she came harder than she ever had before, her body accepting Ben in a way she'd never anticipated enjoying so thoroughly.

When she finally stilled, her cheeks were flushed bright red—partly from exertion, partly from embarrassment at how much she'd clearly enjoyed the unexpected penetration.

"I... that wasn't..." she stammered, unable to form a coherent sentence.

"Don't worry," Blossom said with a wicked smile, moving closer. "Your secret is safe with us." She helped Lavender carefully lift herself off Ben, both of them gasping as he slipped free.

Ben watched in amazement as his cock emerged, still impossibly hard despite two powerful releases. The chamber's magic was working beyond his wildest expectations, keeping him ready for the final sister.

He watched as Lavender joined Clover on a nearby cushion, the two bunnies entwining in a passionate embrace while they recovered. Clover paid particular attention to cleaning Lavenders’ cream-filled backside, much to Ben’s voyeuristic pleasure.

Blossom approached with a shy smile that belied the wicked glint in her eyes. "My turn now," she said softly. "But I want to try something different."

With Alicia's help, she adjusted the harness, reconfiguring it so that Ben was more upright. Then, rather than mounting him immediately, she positioned herself in front of him and turned away, bending forward to present her petite bottom.

"Like this," she instructed, looking back over her shoulder. "Take me from behind."

Alicia guided Ben's cock to Blossom's entrance, holding the bunny girl steady as Ben pressed forward. Despite her small stature, Blossom accepted him readily, her body yielding to his intrusion with a soft, surrendering sigh.

"Yes," she breathed, her head falling forward as he filled her completely. "That's perfect."

The harness allowed Ben just enough mobility to establish a gentle rhythm, thrusting into Blossom's welcoming heat with measured strokes. Alicia remained close, her hands roaming over both their bodies, occasionally dipping down to feel where Ben’s cock slid inside Blossom’s eager pussy.

Clover and Lavender, recovered somewhat, joined them again. Clover positioned herself beneath Blossom, her mouth finding her littermate's breasts while her hands explored lower. Lavender moved behind Ben, her fingers tracing patterns on his back, occasionally venturing lower to caress his tightening balls.

The combined sensations were overwhelming—Blossom's tight channel gripping him, Lavender's teasing touches, the visual feast of Clover pleasuring Blossom from below, and Alicia overseeing it all with evident satisfaction. The magic of the chamber seemed to flow through all of them, binding them together in a web of shared pleasure.

Ben felt his release building again, more powerful than before, an unstoppable tide rising within him.

“He’s close,” Alicia moaned. “Take him deeper, Blossom. Be a good girl. Take every last inch.”

"I want your seed inside me, Master Ben," Blossom gasped, pushing back against him with increased urgency. "I want it all."

That was all the encouragement Ben needed. With a final, powerful thrust, he buried himself completely within her and surrendered to his climax. Just as with Alicia, his Master Breeder ability activated, amplified by the chamber's magic. His release was explosive, far beyond normal human capacity, filling Blossom so completely that excess immediately began to spill from her despite their tight connection.

As Ben's release triggered, a pulse of golden light emanated from where he was buried in Blossom’s slit, spreading outward in a burst of magic that encompassed all five of them. Alicia, Clover, and Lavender gasped in unison as the wave passed through them, bringing unexpected pleasure in its wake.

A shimmering golden fluid appeared at their openings, dripping down their thighs as they shuddered with unexpected orgasms.

"What..." Ben began, but words failed him as the sensation continued, his body producing impossible amounts of seed while the golden light pulsed around them all.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the intensity began to fade. Ben slumped in the harness, utterly spent, while Blossom collapsed forward, only Clover's support preventing her from falling completely. Lavender leaned against a nearby column, trembling, while Alicia sat heavily on her cushion, her eyes wide with wonder.

Before Ben could gather the strength to speak, a series of system notifications appeared before Ben's eyes, the familiar golden glow momentarily blinding him:

Successful Breeding: Clover (Lapina - Fertility Affinity) Offspring Potential: Enhanced Growth, Plant and Animal Cultivation

Location Bonus: Crystal Chamber (Fertility +25%, Magical Potential +15%)

Successful Breeding: Lavender (Lapina - Healing Affinity) Offspring Potential: Enhanced Vitality, Cellular Repair

Location Bonus: Crystal Chamber (Fertility +25%, Magical Potential +15%)

Successful Breeding: Blossom (Lapina - Earth Affinity) Offspring Potential: Terrain Sensing, Crystal Attunement

Location Bonus: Crystal Chamber (Fertility +25%, Magical Potential +15%)

Ben blinked in amazement. "Well, that was efficient,” he said, still trying to process what had happened. “And those look like useful skills that you’ll pass onto our offspring.”

The bunny girls exchanged looks of delighted surprise, their hands moving to their stomachs in an unconscious gesture of protection.

"We're all going to have babies?" Blossom asked, her voice small with wonder.

"Together," Clover said, reaching for her littermates' hands. "Just as we've done everything else in our lives."

"One big bunny family," Lavender added with a soft smile.

Carefully, they helped Ben out of the harness, his legs wobbly from the intensity of the experience. They all collapsed together on the large cushioned area that had been prepared, limbs entwined, bodies still humming with the afterglow of pleasure and magic.

The breeding chamber was more powerful than Ben had imagined, the potential of these magical bloodlines more significant than he'd realized. With each successful union, they were restoring lost magic to Faerowilde itself. It was incredible…

“Mmmmm,” Alica moaned in pleasure as she snuggled up against Ben’s side. “Watching you fuck those bunnies makes me wish you could impregnate me all over again.”

“Don’t worry.” Ben kissed the top of her auburn hair. “I’ll put another baby in you as soon as you’re ready.”

“We still get to fuck, though, right?” Clover gasped, sitting up suddenly. “I mean, we waited so long to be chosen. Just because we got pregnant on the first try doesn’t mean you’ll stop breeding us, right?”

“Oh, no,” Ben assured her. “I’ll need to breed you at least once a day to ensure we have the strongest children possible. Maybe two or three times a day, just to be safe.”

Alica giggled. “Ben, I don’t know how you’re going to find time for all these females. Unless this chamber has a way for you to breed multiple women at once.”

"Oh, I don't know," Ben teased. "But I wouldn’t put it past this place… the Grand Vizier seems to have done everything in his power to ensure I can breed with as many demi-beasts as possible. I think I need to do a lot more research before we know for sure."

"Research?" Lavender asked, cuddling closer against his side.

"Yes, research. Thorough, extensive research." Ben grinned, his hand stroking lazily down her back. "After all, we've only explored one of the chamber's configurations. The journals suggest there are dozens more to try."

Blossom giggled, her ears twitching with anticipation. "I like the sound of that."

"Me too," Clover agreed, propping herself up on one elbow to look at Ben. "But maybe after we've rested a bit? Even magical bunny girls have their limits."

"Rest sounds good," Ben conceded, suddenly aware of his own exhaustion. The chamber's magic had enhanced his stamina, but even so, the evening's activities had been exceptionally demanding.

As they settled more comfortably, Alicia curled against his chest while the bunny sisters formed a protective circle around them both. Surrounded by the warmth of his growing family, and his mind full of bouncing bunny girls, Ben drifted into peaceful sleep, the chamber's golden light dimming to a soft glow around them.


13
Training the Guardians


Morning dew glistened on the tall grass as Ben crested the hill overlooking the eastern meadow. Behind him trailed Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie, each carrying specially prepared packs containing supplies for the day's training. The rising sun cast long shadows across the landscape, painting Lucky Nickel Acres in hues of gold and amber.

The children had stayed behind with Estelle for the first day of surveying, just to be safe. The Ovina shepherdess promised Ben that she was well-accustomed to herding monsters, and that his spritely offspring wouldn’t be a challenge. Ben had laughed, but private he wasn’t quite sure… while he didn’t want to call his own daughters monsters, the little trouble makers were certainly capable of some monstrous levels of mischief.

"It’s way too frickin’ early for this…" Quincie grumbled, her tail swishing irritably as she trudged up the slope. "Whatever this is. I don’t like it."

“You don’t like anything,” Rosie said with a nudge. “Except belly rubs, ear skritches, and food.”

“That’s not true,” Spirit said, unexpectedly coming to the grumpy cat’s rescue. “She likes having her little kitty cat creamed and cleaned.”

Rosie snorted a laugh. Quincie hissed and flashed her claws at the pony girl. “Unless you’re offering to do the licking, you mind your frickin’ business when it comes to my kitty cat.”

"Come on, girls," Ben explained patiently, "Quincie, we talked about this already. We need to establish a connection with each ecosystem when its energies are strongest. For the meadow, that's dawn."

Spirit nodded eagerly, her pink hair bouncing with each step. "It's true! I can already feel the difference." She spread her arms wide, taking a deep breath. "The flowers are just waking up, reaching for the sun. Even the bees are stirring in their hives, preparing for the day's work."

Quincie rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Fine. Whatever. But I’m not gonna be the guardian of the meadow, am I? You said I was gonna hunt in the Evergreen forest. So, I could totally be napping right now!”

“Quiet, you little wretch,” Ben said, reaching over to scratch behind her ears so she could tell he wasn’t serious. “Listen and you might learn something. We’ll get to your section soon enough.”

“Do you think there’s weasels?” Quincie asked, her ears suddenly perking up. “I bet there’s weasels. I’ve always wanted to eat a weasel.”

Spirit gave her a horrified look. “Why?” she whinnied, swishing her tail behind her.

“Because weasels eat mice,” Quincie said, looking at her like she was a bit slow. “So they probably taste like mice. And I love mice. So juicy and crunchy and just the right amount of fuzz on the outside… Next to Tuna, Salmon, Chicken, and Mystery-Meat-in-a-Can, mice are my favorite.”

Ben wrinkled his forehead, remembering how Quincie had tried to name their children after her favorite foods. He’d only barely been able to convince her to go with Tina, Salem, Chi-Chi, and Misty instead. “Just so you know,” he said. “We are not name any of our future children after rodents.”

Quincie narrowed her eyes at him, and flexed her fingers so that the claws came out again. “If you try to put any more babies in me, I’ll cut you. I’ll cut you bad, farmer boy. I haven’t had a proper night’s sleep in weeks!”

“Oh yeah,” Rosie said. “She only gets like fifteen hours a night now.”

“Right? It’s outrageous,” Quincie hissed. “Just because they’re cute doesn’t mean I want any more. They’re noisy and smelly and they bite my nipples when they want nursies and I can’t wait until they’re big enough to catch their own mice so they can leave me alone.”

“Don’t worry,” Ben said. “I’m not putting babies in anyone who doesn’t want them.”

Spirit reached over and grabbed Quincie’s tail, giving it a yank. “Too bad you like his big farmer dick so much, huh, pussycat? You’re going to be begging him for it in no time.”

Quincie’s eyes went wide as if she suddenly realized the implications of refusing to have any more babies. “What?! Oh, fucksticks. Well… he’ll just have to pound my dirty hole then. And one of you sluts can lick my kitty while he does it.”

“Okay, okay,” Ben laughed. “We’re getting a bit off topic here, girls. I’m sure we’ll find a way to keep our grumpy little queen happy even if she doesn’t want any more kittens. That’s not why I brough you out here, though, remember?”

Rosie sighed. “Oh well, there goes that fantasy.”

Spirit whinnied a laugh. “That’s right, back to the meadow. I’m ready to be a Guardian, Ben!”

Ben noticed Quincie’s ears perking forward with interest despite her feigned indifference as he held open the map of the area.

"You’re right about the early morning in the meadow," Rosie said, adjusting the straps of her pack. "The old forest feels different at dawn too—quieter, more watchful. But midday? That's when the trees really sing."

Ben smiled, heart swelling with pride as he watched the three demi-beasts survey the land. These women had come so far from when he'd first met them—Spirit hiding in his barn, Rosie stealing vegetables from his garden, Quincie skulking in the shadows of Grimsby. Now they stood as mothers, warriors, and soon, if his plans succeeded, guardians of the magical ecosystems that made up Lucky Nickel Acres.

"Alright, ladies," Ben said, planting his staff firmly in the ground. The crystal at its base pulsed with gentle blue light, responding to the magical currents that flowed through the land. "Let's get started."

He reached into his pocket and withdrew a folded page torn from his great-uncle's journal. The discovery of the underground chamber and its secrets had changed everything, revealing the true purpose behind Lucky Nickel Acres and Ben's arrival in Faerowilde. The journals detailed ancient practices for connecting demi-beasts to specific ecosystems, enhancing both their innate abilities and the health of the land itself. It was time to see if he could put those instructions into action.

"According to this," Ben continued, smoothing the paper against his thigh, "each of you has a natural affinity for one of our five primary ecosystems. Spirit, you've already been working with the wildflower meadow, and Rosie with the old growth forest. Quincie, your weather sense makes you ideal for the evergreen forest with its higher elevation and stronger winds."

Quincie preened slightly at being singled out for a special ability. "Of course. My kittens inherited that from me, you know."

“The only strong winds Quincie knows about are the kind she experiences after eating too much tuna,” Rosie said, nudging Spirit with her elbow. They both collapsed into giggles again.

“He’s not talking about farts you stupid hussy!”

“Yeah, I think they weather sense skipped a generation,” Spirit said. “Remember last time Quincie got stuck out in the rain? She looked like a drown rat and sulked for a week in front of the fire.”

“That’s not true!” Quincie hissed, her tail puffing out in anger. “I know lots of stuff about weather. I just… never tell you guys because you’re stupid hussies and sluts.”

"Either way, it’s clear the weather magic was dormant in your bloodline," Ben said. remembering Salem's eerily accurate prediction of yesterday's brief thunderstorm. "Which makes you a good fit for the Evergreen forest. Bur for now, we'll start with Spirit and the meadow, since we're already here. Let’s try to focus, okay? The goal is to formally establish her as its guardian, creating a magical bond that will strengthen both Spirit and the land."

"And this will count toward completing our Greenhold requirements, Boss?" Rosie asked, always practical.

Ben nodded. "Three guardians trained, three areas blessed. Yup, this is a crucial step."

Spirit bounced on the tips of her hooves, excitement radiating from her. "What do I need to do? Cast a spell? Perform a ritual dance? Sacrifice something?"

She shot a look at Quincie but didn’t say anything. Quincie was staring at a butterfly that had landed near her feet, and was distracted enough that she didn’t rise to the bait.

"Nothing quite so dramatic," Ben assured her, consulting the journal page again. "The process is more about attunement and recognition. The land already knows you, Spirit. You've been caring for it, learning its rhythms, forming a relationship. Today we make that bond official in the eyes of the System."

He gestured for Spirit to step forward, which she did with uncharacteristic solemnity. The playful pony-girl seemed to sense the importance of the moment, her usual boundless energy settling into a look of intense focus.

"Kneel here," Ben instructed, pointing to a spot where the morning light illuminated a perfect circle of wildflowers—bluebells, daisies, and meadowsweet growing in harmonious abundance.

Spirit obeyed, sinking gracefully to her knees. The flowers seemed to lean toward her, as if greeting an old friend.

"Now, place your hands on the ground and close your eyes. Feel the earth beneath you, the life stirring in the soil, the flow of water and nutrients that sustain this ecosystem."

As Spirit did as instructed, Ben moved to stand behind her, raising his staff above her head. He’d read and re-read these sections of the journals, memorizing what he needed to do. It didn’t stop him from feeling like some kind of woo-woo crystal humper from California, but he was pretty sure he was doing it right. The crystal pulsed stronger now, its blue light taking on hints of green as it resonated with the meadow's energy.

"Rosie, Quincie, come closer and join hands," Ben called. "Your presence as witnesses strengthens the bond."

The other two demi-beasts moved into position, completing a triangle with Ben at its apex. He could feel the magic building, a gentle pressure against his skin like the air before a summer storm.

"Spirit of the Meadow," Ben intoned, drawing on words that seemed to rise from the land itself, flowing through him rather than from him. "Daughter of Earth and Sky, Bearer of Life, do you accept stewardship of this place, to nurture its growth, protect its balance, and preserve its magic?"

Spirit's entire body trembled, her pink tail twitching with barely contained energy. "I do," she whispered, then stronger: "I do accept."

The moment the words left her lips, the flowers surrounding her burst into sudden, vivid bloom, as if a season's worth of growth had occurred in seconds. Spirit gasped, her eyes flying open.

"Oh!" she exclaimed. "I can feel them! All of them—every plant, every insect, every drop of dew. They're... they're singing to me, Ben!"

“Well, holy shit.” Ben said with a grin. “It worked! Not that I didn’t think it would… but…”

“That was pretty weird,” Quincie said. “I practically though flowers were gonna start sprouting out of her butt for a second there.”

“You wish,” Rosie said. “Little miss ‘do me in my dirty hole.’”

Quincie hissed threateningly, puffing herself up to try to look bigger. Rosie only laughed at her.

"The meadow recognizes its guardian,” Ben said, with a flare of formality. “You're connected now in ways even I don't fully understand."

Spirit raised her hands from the ground, and to everyone's amazement, delicate tendrils of grass and flower stems rose with them, stretching toward her fingers like devoted pets seeking affection.

"This is incredible," she breathed, gently lowering her hands. The plants reluctantly settled back to the earth. "I've always felt a connection to this place, but now it's like—like it's a part of me. Or I'm a part of it. Or… I don’t know. It’s beautiful, Ben. Thank you!”

Ben helped her to her feet, steadying her as she swayed slightly, overwhelmed by the new sensations. "That's exactly what's happened. You and the meadow ecosystem are now bound together. Its health affects yours, and your magic flows into it, strengthening and protecting it."

"What about the monsters?" Rosie asked, eyeing the tree line warily. "The journal mentioned 'monster outbreaks.' Will Spirit be able to handle them alone if they come? No offense, Spirit, but you’re not exactly a warrior."

Ben wasn’t sure about that. He’d seen Spirit fight when she needed to, and she was as fast and furious as any trained fighter back on Earth. Not that it mattered.

"She won't be alone," Ben assured her. "We're all still responsible for patrolling and protecting Lucky Nickel Acres. But yes, as guardian, Spirit now has heightened abilities specifically tailored to defending the meadow from corruption or invasion."

Quincie moved closer, her natural curiosity overcoming her affected disinterest. "What kind of abilities? Can she shoot lightning from her fingers now? Or call swarms of bees to attack her enemies?"

Spirit laughed, flexing her fingers experimentally. "No lightning, I'm afraid. But I do feel... different. Stronger." She closed her eyes, concentrating. "The plants want to help me. They're offering their power, if I need it."

To demonstrate, she turned toward a bare patch of ground a few yards away and extended her hand. Before their eyes, wildflowers erupted from the soil, growing and blooming in seconds until a riot of color covered what had been empty earth moments before.

"Impressive," Ben said, grinning again. He'd expected something like this based on what they'd already observed of their daughters' developing abilities. Starling had shown similar talents with plants, though on a smaller scale. But it was exciting to see their experiment had been a success.

Spirit stared at her handiwork in wonder. "This is so cool! I’ve always been connected to this place, but I’ve never been able to control it, not like Starling can."

"The guardian bond amplifies your natural abilities," Ben explained. "And because you're connected to this specific ecosystem, your magic works most efficiently here, drawing power directly from the land itself rather than just from your internal reserves."

A golden notification appeared in Ben's field of vision:

Demi-Beast Guardian Established: Spirit (Equistar - Earth Affinity)

Ecosystem: Wildflower Meadow

Guardian Abilities Unlocked: Accelerated Plant Growth, Pollinator Communication, Ecosystem Healing

Greenhold Progress: 1/3 Demi-Beasts Trained, 1/3 Areas Blessed

Ben smiled in satisfaction. "The System has recognized the bond. One down, two to go."

Spirit twirled in place, sending flower petals swirling around her in a multicolored tornado. Her joy radiated from her like physical warmth, and Ben felt the meadow responding in kind, the very air seeming to shimmer with vitality.

"This is just the beginning," he told the group. "As Spirit grows into her role as guardian, her connection to the meadow will deepen. New abilities may manifest, especially as she faces challenges that require her to draw more deeply on the land's power."

"When do I get my turn?" Rosie asked, bouncing on her hooves with uncharacteristic impatience. The usually laid-back Porcina seemed eager to experience her own guardian bond.

"This afternoon," Ben promised. "According to the journals, and based on the ley lines Estelle was showing me, the old growth forest's energy should peak at midday, when the sun filters through the canopy. We'll perform your ceremony then."

"And mine?" Quincie asked, trying and failing to sound casual about it. “Not that I care.”

"Sunset for you," Ben replied, ignoring her attitude. "The evergreen forest resonates most strongly as day transitions to night."

Quincie nodded, a glint of anticipation in her golden eyes. "Perfect. The kittens will still be with Estelle, right? I don't want them distracting me from the hunt—" She caught herself and quickly amended, "I mean, for their safety and stuff. Not because I don’t want to share all the delicious weasels… yummy micey-mice flavored weaselly treats *Slrp* That would be… *hiss*”

She whirled at them, hissing as she realized they were laughing. Ben even thought he saw a trail of drool dripping from her chin.

He hid his smile. It might be for all the wrong reasons, but he suspected Quincie was just as excited as the others about becoming a guardian. Her pride wouldn't let her admit it openly, but her swishing tail and perked ears told the true story.

Even if she was just excited about having a new hunting ground to explore.

"Now," Ben said, retrieving his pack from where he'd set it down, "we need to mark the boundaries of the meadow ecosystem and set the first warding stones. Spirit, you'll need to infuse them with your newly enhanced magic."

From the pack, he withdrew five smooth river stones, each about the size of his palm. They'd been carved with intricate runes that matched those in his great-uncle's journal. Estelle had helped with the carving, explaining how each of the ancient symbols represented protection and balance.

"These go at the cardinal points of the meadow, plus one at its heart," Ben explained, placing the stones in Spirit's outstretched hands. "You'll know where they belong. The land will guide you."

Spirit nodded solemnly, clutching the stones to her chest. "I can already feel them pulling me. Like magnets seeking their proper alignment."

"Excellent. Rosie, Quincie, you two help her place them. I need to prepare for the next ceremony." Ben paused, then added with a grin, "And maybe check on Alicia. I promised her I'd be back for breakfast."

"Go on then," Rosie shooed him away with a laugh. "We can handle this part, Boss. Spirit's already half in a trance anyway."

It was true. The pony-girl stood with her eyes half-closed, swaying slightly as if listening to music only she could hear, the stones clutched to her breast pulsing with soft light.

"I'll meet you at the edge of the old forest at noon," Ben reminded them. "Don't be late, Rosie. Your trees are waiting."

"As if I'd miss my own ceremony," Rosie scoffed, already helping Spirit navigate toward what was apparently the first stone's destination. "Now go. Your wife needs tending, and we guardians have work to do."

Ben laughed and headed back down the hill, staff in hand. Behind him, flowers bloomed in Spirit's footsteps, marking her path across the awakening meadow.
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The ancient heart of the old growth forest thrummed with power. Sunlight filtered through the dense canopy in dappled patterns, illuminating dust motes that danced like tiny spirits in the warm midday air. Moss-covered stones formed a natural circle in the small clearing Ben had chosen for Rosie's guardian ceremony, their surfaces etched by centuries of weather into shapes that almost resembled runes.

"This place is perfect," Ben declared, setting down his pack. "The forest has already created its own ritual space."

Rosie stood at the circle's edge, her golden curls catching the sunlight, her large brown eyes wide with wonder as she surveyed the clearing. Unlike Spirit's barely contained excitement that morning, Rosie projected a calm anticipation, as if she'd been waiting for this moment her entire life without realizing it.

Spirit and Quincie flanked her, their morning's work in the meadow complete. Spirit fairly glowed with her new connection, flowers woven into her pink hair seemingly of their own accord, their blooms more vibrant than any Ben had seen before.

"I can feel them watching," Rosie murmured, her gaze traveling up the massive trunks of the surrounding oaks and maples. "The trees. They're so... old. Ancient. They've seen civilizations rise and fall."

Ben nodded, unsurprised by her perception. "This part of the forest predates the war, possibly by centuries. The oldest trees here probably remember the time before the separation of humans and demi-beasts."

"They remember," Rosie confirmed, placing her hand on the gnarled bark of a towering oak. "Not like we do, with thoughts and words. But in their own way. The seasons, the cycles, the slow dance of growth and decay... it's all recorded in their rings."

Ben felt a swell of pride at her intuitive understanding. Of all his demi-beast mates, Rosie had always shown the deepest connection to the land itself. Where Spirit loved the open meadows for their freedom and beauty, and Quincie appreciated nature mainly as a resource to be used—ahem, make that weasels to be hunted—Rosie communed with the earth on a fundamental level. Her garden flourished not just because of her diligent care, but because the plants seemed eager to grow for her.

"Let's begin," Ben said, removing his journal notes from his pocket. "The ceremony follows the same basic structure as Spirit's, but with elements specific to the forest ecosystem."

Rosie nodded, moving to stand at the center of the stone circle. Without prompting, she wriggled her hooves into the leaf-strewn ground.

"The forest wants to touch me, Boss," she explained at the others' curious looks. "I need to feel it properly."

Ben smiled in approval. "Spirit, Quincie, take positions at the circle's edge, as we did this morning."

As the other demi-beasts moved into place, Ben raised his staff. The crystal at its base pulsed with emerald light now, resonating with the ancient trees surrounding them. The forest seemed to hold its breath, the usual sounds of birds and insects fading to expectant silence.

"Rosie of the Deep Woods," Ben intoned, the formal words rising from the same mysterious source as before, "Daughter of Earth and Seed, Keeper of Roots, do you accept stewardship of this place, to preserve its wisdom, protect its children, and honor its ancient pact with the land?"

Rosie closed her eyes, her face tilted upward toward the dappled sunlight. "I accept," she said clearly, her voice carrying through the still air. "With all my heart, I accept."

A wind rose from nowhere, swirling around the clearing, lifting fallen leaves into a spiraling dance around Rosie's form. The trees creaked and groaned, their branches swaying despite the previously still air. Beneath Rosie's feet, the earth itself seemed to shift, tiny shoots erupting through the leaf litter to twine around her ankles in an embrace that looked both welcoming and possessive.

"The forest claims its guardian," Ben said softly.

Rosie gasped, her eyes flying open. Unlike Spirit's joyful reaction, Rosie's expression held wonder tinged with solemnity, as if she'd glimpsed something profound and humbling.

"They're so wise," she whispered, tears gathering in her eyes. "So patient. They've been waiting for so long."

"Waiting for what?" Quincie asked, her ears flattened against her head in reflexive wariness at the forest's display of power. “For fricksake you sluts say the weirdest stuff sometimes.”

"For balance to return," Rosie answered, her voice distant, as if she spoke from within a dream. "For the old magics to flow freely again." She paused, then focused on Ben with startling intensity. "For you, Ben. The Keeper. They've been waiting for the Keeper to return."

Ben felt a chill race down his spine. There was that word again—Keeper. The same title the robed figure in his dream had used, the same role his great-uncle's journals had hinted at.

"What do they say about me?" he asked, his voice barely audible even in the hushed clearing.

Rosie tilted her head, as if listening to voices only she could hear. "That you're the bridge. The one who will reunite what was sundered. Human, demi-beast, monster-kin... all flowing from the same source, all returning to it in time." She blinked, seeming to come back to herself. "Wow… that’s a lot of riddles and metaphors. Trees aren't great conversationalists, when it comes down to it."

Spirit giggled, breaking some of the moment's tension. "Unlike rabbits, who never shut up."

"Bunnies only talk to me about how to make baby bunnies. One track minds, I tell you," Rosie corrected with a smile, glancing at Ben. "Though lately, they've been asking about you a lot, boss."

Ben cleared his throat, recalling his recent activities with the Lapina sisters in the breeding chamber. "Let's focus on the ceremony, shall we?"

A golden notification appeared in his field of vision:

Demi-Beast Guardian Established: Rosie (Porcina - Fertility Affinity)

Ecosystem: Old Growth Forest

Guardian Abilities Unlocked: Ancient Communication, Earth Manipulation, Hidden Path Finding

Greenhold Progress: 2/3 Demi-Beasts Trained, 2/3 Areas Blessed

"The System has recognized you as guardian," Ben informed Rosie. "How do you feel?"

Rosie considered the question, her expression thoughtful. "Like I'm part of something bigger than myself. The trees feel alive in a way I never understood before. Not just growing, but thinking, in their slow, patient way."

She raised her hand, palm up, and before their eyes, an acorn resting on the ground sprouted, growing rapidly into a sapling that reached toward her fingers with tender, seeking branches.

"They want to help," she said softly. "To be useful. To serve their guardian." With gentle encouragement, she guided the sapling back to the earth, where it settled into the soil, its growth slowing to a more natural pace.

"You'll need to be careful with that power," Ben cautioned. "The forest's balance is delicate, built on centuries of slow growth and natural cycles. Even with the best intentions, rapid changes can have unexpected consequences."

Rosie nodded solemnly. "The trees are teaching me already. Patience. Persistence. The wisdom of deep roots and the strength of flexibility." She smiled suddenly, her usual playful demeanor returning. "But they also say I should whack Quincie with a branch when she gets too sassy, so they're not all slow and boring."

"Hey!" Quincie protested, tail bristling. "I never did nothing to some dumb old tree. They don’t even taste good!”

"The trees have long memories," Rosie teased. "They remember all those times you climbed them with your claws and left marks."

Ben laughed, pleased to see Rosie's sense of humor intact despite the profound changes occurring within her. The guardian bond clearly didn't transform the demi-beast's essential nature, more it enhanced and deepened what was already there.

That was a relief, because he loved his girls just the way they were. Even the sassy ones.

"We should place the warding stones," he reminded them, retrieving five more carved stones from his pack. Unlike the river stones used in the meadow, these were chunks of granite, their surfaces rough and craggy like the bark of the ancient trees.

"The forest will show you where they belong," Ben told Rosie, placing the stones in her outstretched hands. "Spirit, Quincie, help her as needed. I need to check on a few things before we head to the evergreen forest for Quincie's ceremony."

"Like what?" Spirit asked curiously.

"Among other things, I want to make sure Citrine’s been fed," Ben replied. "She refuses to leave her nest, but she’s kinda scary when she gets hangry."

"Go on then," Rosie said, already turning toward a massive oak that seemed to beckon her. "We've got this part covered."

“I know you do,” Ben said. “I’ll see you soon.

Ben started back toward the farmhouse, his mind turning over the revelations of the day. The guardian bonds were connecting his mates to the land in ways he hadn't fully anticipated, granting them insights and abilities beyond what the journals had described.

If Spirit could communicate with the meadow's plants and pollinators, and Rosie could speak with the ancient trees, what would Quincie discover when connected to the evergreen forest?

He hoped she wasn’t the one who ended up shooting lightning out of her fingertips, or they might all be in trouble.
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The evergreen forest caught fire with the setting sun, the last rays of daylight transforming each needle into a glowing ember. Shadows stretched long across the forest floor as Ben led Quincie to the site he'd selected for her guardian ceremony—a rocky outcropping that offered a commanding view of the surrounding landscape.

Unlike the other ceremonies conducted that day, this one would include an audience. The kittens had refused to miss their mother's big moment, and now perched on a nearby boulder like tiny gargoyles, their tails swishing in synchronized excitement.

"Are you sure they should be here?" Quincie fretted, smoothing her dress for the third time. Despite her affected nonchalance throughout the day, she'd changed into her finest outfit for the ceremony—a sleek black dress that accentuated her curves, with a special opening for her tail. "They look hungry… I mean… What if something goes wrong?"

"Nothing will go wrong," Ben assured her, though he'd positioned Spirit and Rosie strategically to intercept the kittens if necessary. "Besides, having our daughters witness the ceremony might actually enhance the bond. Family connections strengthen magical ties."

Quincie nodded, trying to look confident for her kittens. "Of course. I knew that. I just don't want them getting in the way or causing trouble."

"Mama's going to be forest queen!" ChiChi announced loudly from her perch. "Queen of all the sharp trees!"

"Queen of the pointy mountains!" Salem added solemnly.

"Queen of sharp trees and pointy mountains," Misty agreed, nodding sagely.

"Queen of weather, too," Tina piped up. "It's going to rain tomorrow. You know what that means…"

“Fireplace snuggles!” All four shouted in unison, then burst into a fit of giggles.

Ben and Rosie exchanged glances. The kittens' weather predictions had proven unnervingly accurate over the past weeks. If Tina said rain, they'd better prepare the gardens for a downpour.

“Already on it, Boss,” the Porcina said with a wink. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about it.”

“Pretty, huh?” Ben said with a smile. “I kinda hoped I was more of the ruggedly handsome type.”

“Well, you know what they say. Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. And, of course, these things are relative. You’re pretty as a peach compared to old Gruff. Even you can’t deny that!”

“Fair point,” Ben said, shaking his head.

“Hey, quit your jabbering, dummies!” Quincie hissed. “It’s my turn to be special. No one talks but me!”

"All right, little Queen. For now, it’s all you.” Ben took Quincie's hand. He could feel her trembling slightly, though whether from nervousness or excitement, he couldn't tell. “Are you ready to start?”

"Ready," she confirmed, squeezing his fingers before releasing them. With feline grace, she moved to the center of the outcropping, her silhouette sharp against the blazing sunset sky.

Ben raised his staff, which now pulsed with a deep, ruby light in response to the evergreen forest's energy. The crystal seemed to absorb the sunset's fire, glowing like an ember in the gathering dusk.

"Spirit, Rosie, take your positions," Ben instructed. The other two guardians moved to form a triangle with him at its apex, just as they had for the previous ceremonies.

This time, their presence carried additional weight—they joined the ritual not just as witnesses, but as guardians in their own right, channeling the power of their respective ecosystems into the working.

"Quincie of the High Places," Ben intoned, the ritual words coming more naturally now, flowing through him like a familiar song, "Daughter of Sky and Stone, Mistress of Winds, do you accept stewardship of this place, to honor its heights, interpret its signs, and channel its elemental power?"

Quincie stood tall, her golden eyes reflecting the sunset as she lifted her chin proudly. "Yes, I accept this expansion of my Queenly territory," she declared, her voice carrying across the mountaintop. "This forest is mine. All mine! I’ll protect it and stuff, but its power mine to wield. And maybe the kittens if they promise not to eat all my delicious weasels. I accept."

Clouds gathered overhead with unnatural speed, spinning into a vortex directly above Quincie. The wind rose, whipping through the evergreens with a sound like rushing water. Static electricity crackled in the air, raising the fur on Quincie's ears and tail.

“Ahh! What the frick! Did I do something wrong?” She tensed, her tail puffed up and her claws out.

"Mama's making a storm!" Salem gasped, her own fur standing on end.

"The forest acknowledges its queen," Ben confirmed with a chuckle. “Even if she’s a little… unconventional.”

Unlike Spirit's joyful connection to the meadow or Rosie's solemn communion with the ancient trees, Quincie's bond manifested as raw power. The evergreen forest, with its high elevation and exposure to the elements, channeled the untamed forces of nature—wind, lightning, the fierce joy of survival in harsh conditions.

Though she looked a little nervous about the swirl of energy hovering above her head, Quincie suddenly looked much less like a scraggly housecat and more like a lynx or mountain lion. Powerful, secretive, and tough as nails.

The vortex of clouds tightened, descending toward Quincie in a funnel of mist and electricity. Ben tensed, ready to intervene if necessary, but held himself back. This was part of the process, different for each guardian because each ecosystem expressed its power uniquely.

As the funnel touched Quincie, she threw her head back in a cry that was half-feline yowl, half-triumphant laugh.

Uhh… maybe it was a bit more of a villainous cackle. But Ben didn’t want to jump to conclusions.

The misty vortex enveloped her completely for a heart-stopping moment, obscuring her from view. Spirit gasped, reaching instinctively for Ben's hand, while Rosie murmured something that might have been a protective charm.

Then, with a sound like a thunderclap, the vortex dissipated. Quincie stood revealed, her dress and fur rippling with residual electricity, her eyes glowing with an inner light that matched the sunset's fading fire.

Her fur was somewhat singed, the tips of her ears and tails smoking like she’d been struck by lightning. But she was grinning like a maniac.

"Oh, yes," she breathed, examining her hands as tiny arcs of lightning danced between her fingertips. "Yes! More power for me. Mooooooaaaar!"

The kittens cheered wildly, bouncing on their boulder. "Queen Mama! Queen Mama!" they chanted.

An arc of lightning jolted from her fingers, up over her head, and zapped her on the ass.

Quincie jumped and hissed. “Ouch! What was that for, you stupid magic cloud? I’m gonna be the queenliest cat there ever was, just you wait and see!”

Ben smiled as a new notification appeared in his field of vision:

Demi-Beast Guardian Established: Quincie (Felina - Weather Affinity)

Ecosystem: Evergreen Forest

Guardian Abilities Unlocked: Elemental Manipulation, Weather Sensing, Wind Communication

Greenhold Progress: 3/3 Demi-Beasts Trained, 3/3 Areas Blessed

Quest Update: Phase 1 of Greenhold Protection Initiated

"Perhaps against its better judgement, the System has recognized you as guardian," Ben announced. "And we've completed a major requirement for establishing the Greenhold."

Quincie barely seemed to hear him, too entranced by her new abilities. With a gesture, she sent a gust of wind whirling through the evergreens, making them sway and whisper. Another movement of her hand called a small cloud into existence, hovering just above her palm.

"So frickin’ cool," she breathed, watching the cloud change shape at her will. "Bring on those weasels…”

“Why weasels,” Ben asked, suddenly unable to contain his curiosity. “Weasels eat mice, too. They’re good to have around the farm.”

“You said it yourself, dummy,” Quincie said, scowling at him petulantly. “Weasels eat mice. If I eat the weasels, I can eat all the mice, too.” Under her breath she muttered, “Yeesh. All cock and no brains.”

“Hey, don’t call daddy a dummy, you big meanie!” Tina piped up.

“Yeah,” added Salem. “And he doesn’t even have a rooster. So maybe you’re the dummy.”

“Hey, don’t call mommy a dummy, you big meanie!” Chi-Chi jumped in, repeating Tina’s accusation.

“Yeah! And she doesn’t have a rooster either,” Misty said, putting her hands on her hips, her tail puffed up behind her. “So… So… uhhh… you all smell like turkey butts!”

There was a chorus of hissing and high-pitched yowling as the four kittens lunged at each other, not even sure what they were fighting about but ready to scrap it out anyway. They kicked up a cloud of dust, tufts of fluffy white and black hair launching into the air like confetti.

Quincie scowled, lifted one claw into the air, and brought a lightning bolt down on the ground next to them. The four kittens burst apart, landing on their bums on the dirt, their fur smoking and smoldering, and their skin looking a bit singed. They glanced at each other questioningly, then burst into giggles.

“That was fun, can we do it again?”

“Quincie, no zapping the children,” Ben warned. “That could be dangerous.”

“Yeah, right! I’m totally in control. I can feel everything—every current of air, every shift in pressure, every gathering of moisture." She looked up at the darkening sky. "The whole atmosphere is speaking to me. And it’s tell me… zap those brats!"

"What's it really saying?" Spirit asked, approaching cautiously, mindful of the electricity still crackling around Quincie.

"Oh fine," Quincie hissed. “It’s saying Tina was right. Rain tomorrow, starting around noon. A good, soaking spring rain that will make your meadow bloom. Blah blah blah. Ew. Why does it talk in rhymes? I hate rhymes." She paused, her expression growing more serious. "And something else. Something... approaching."

Ben felt a familiar warning tingle at the base of his spine. "Approaching? From where?"

Quincie frowned, concentrating. "Uh, the north, I think. Beyond the boundaries of our land. A... disturbance. The air tastes wrong there." She shook her head in frustration. "I can't explain it properly. But not because I’m dumb. Because it’s like… weird… like trying to describe a color you've never seen before."

“No one thinks you’re dumb,” Ben assured her. “Just tell us what you can.”

"Is it dangerous?" Rosie asked, already moving protectively toward the kittens.

"Not yet," Quincie decided after another moment of concentration. "But yes, I think it could be. It feels kinda creepy. Like that corruption stuff we found in the forest before."

Ben nodded grimly. This matched his fears—that establishing the Greenhold would attract attention, potentially hostile attention, from whatever forces were responsible for the corruption they'd encountered.

"We'll investigate tomorrow," he decided. "After the rain. For now, let's complete the warding of the evergreen forest."

He handed Quincie five carved stones, these made of obsidian, slick and black as midnight. "The forest will guide you to place these at the cardinal points of your domain, plus one at its heart. The wards will help protect against the very disturbance you're sensing."

Quincie nodded, suddenly all business as she regarded the stones in her palm. "Okay you little brats," she declared. "You know the evergreen forest better than I do—since you’re always sneaking off and climbing the trees when you’re supposed to be napping… Let’s make those bratty little butts useful for something, huh?”

The kittens perked up at being included.

"Yay! We can help Mama!" ChiChi announced proudly.

"We’ll find the special spots!" Salem agreed.

"And if there are any monsters, we'll scratch their eyes out!" Tina added with alarming enthusiasm.

Ben glanced at Rosie and Spirit, who nodded their understanding. They would accompany the family group, ensuring the kittens' safety while allowing them to participate in this important moment.

“Since everything is obviously under control here, I'll head back to the farm," Ben told them. "Alicia will want to document our progress, and I need to make plans for Annie, Leah, Hestia, Zara, and Brena’s work tomorrow.”

“See you later, Boss,” Rosie said with a wink. “We’ll keep ‘em out of trouble.”

“As much as we can, anyway,” Spirit added, looking a bit dubious.

“It’ll be fine,” Ben said. “They’re more hiss than claw, even the big one.”

“I’m more worried about what’s going to happen if the Mistress of the Winds actually eats her fill of weasels,” Rosie said, plugging her nose.

“I heard that, you slut,” Quincie shouted from up ahead. “And for the last time, my magic power is not farts!”

Ben shook his head as the girls’ bickering grew fainter behind him.

As he made his way back down the mountainside, the light fading around him, Ben reflected on the three guardians they’d established, the three ecosystems they’d blessed and warded.

The Greenhold requirements were well on their way to being fulfilled.

But what was the "disturbance" Quincie had sensed to the north? Was it related to the corruption they'd encountered before? And how would they deal with it if—or rather, when—it approached their borders?

The staff in his hand pulsed reassuringly, as if offering its silent support. It would all work out, he was certain.

The land itself was awakening, responding to their care and protection. And if Rosie's communication with the ancient trees was any indication, Lucky Nickel Acres had been waiting a very long time for this moment to arrive.

As the first stars appeared overhead, Ben quickened his pace. There was much to do, many preparations to make. The System's notification had mentioned “Phase 1” Greenhold Protection Initiated, which mean their work was just beginning.

But for tonight, at least, they could celebrate their progress. Three guardians, three blessed ecosystems, and a growing understanding of the true purpose behind Lucky Nickel Acres.

The Keeper had returned, and the land rejoiced.


14
Three Blessings and a Curse


Dawn painted the eastern sky in shades of amber and gold as Ben crested the hill overlooking Lucky Nickel Acres. Three days had passed since the establishment of the guardians, and the farm had settled into a new rhythm. The land itself seemed more vibrant, more alive under the stewardship of Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie.

"Beautiful morning," Estelle remarked, coming to stand beside him. The pregnant Ovina's golden fleece gleamed in the early light, her shepherdess's crook held loosely in one hand. Despite her advanced pregnancy, she moved with the grace and confidence of a warrior.

"Perfect for a patrol," Ben agreed, twirling his quarterstaff. The crystal at its base pulsed with soft blue light, responding to his touch. "How's our little lamb doing today?"

Estelle's hand moved instinctively to her rounded belly. "Active. Strong." Her golden eyes met his with a hint of mischief. "Takes after its father."

"Flatterer." Ben leaned in to steal a quick kiss, which Estelle deepened, pressing her soft curves against him.

"I'm no flatterer, Ben Nickels," she murmured against his lips. "You've proven your strength to me many times."

The memory of their passionate encounter in the hayloft sent heat surging through Ben's body. He reluctantly pulled away, conscious of the day's tasks ahead.

"Let's save that thought for later," he said with a grin. "We've got ground to cover."

Estelle nodded, though her eyes promised a continuation of their conversation in more private circumstances. "Which area first? The wetlands?"

"Let's start with the meadow," Ben decided. "Work our way around the property clockwise. I want to check on each ecosystem before we commit the less experienced demi-beasts to guardian status."

They set off at a brisk pace, the morning dew soaking their boots as they crossed the open fields. Spirit had been busy—the meadow bloomed with impossible vigor, wildflowers sprouting in perfect harmony with the grasses. Bees and butterflies danced from blossom to blossom in orchestrated patterns that seemed almost deliberate. And it looked like the Lapina sisters had been busy here, as well, setting up a new apiary in the thick of the wildflowers.

"Spirit's touch is everywhere," Estelle observed, nodding toward a patch where red and blue blossoms grew in a perfect spiral. "She's developing her abilities quickly."

Ben spotted the pink-haired Equistar in the distance, moving through the tall grass with Starling at her side. The mother-daughter pair seemed deep in conversation with the meadow itself, their hands glowing softly as they coaxed new growth from the earth.

"Any sign of monsters?" Ben called as they approached.

Spirit shook her head, pink hair bouncing. "Not a whisper. The meadow warns me of any intrusion. Even the field mice can't sneak past me now." She winked at Estelle. "Much to Quincie's dismay."

“Watch out, or she’ll have you working for her,” Estelle said with a laugh.

"The kittens are helping her patrol the evergreen forest," Starling added proudly, her small face serious. "They're hunting woozles."

"Of course they are," Ben sighed, but couldn't suppress his smile. "We'll check on them later. The meadow looks perfect, Spirit. You've done amazing work."

Spirit beamed at the praise, then frowned slightly. "There was something... odd... yesterday. Near the northern boundary. A few plants withered without cause." She gestured toward a distant section of the meadow. "I've restored them, but it felt wrong somehow."

Ben exchanged a glance with Estelle. "We'll investigate on our way back. For now, keep up the good work."

With a farewell wave to Spirit and Starling, they continued their patrol, entering the old growth forest where Rosie had established her domain. The ancient trees seemed to bend toward them as they passed, branches shifting to create a natural pathway.

"The trees recognize you," Estelle noted, watching the forest part before them. "Their Keeper."

Ben still wasn't entirely comfortable with the title, though he couldn't deny its accuracy, not at the rate his great-uncle’s predictions were coming true.

"They recognize a friend," he corrected gently.

The forest floor was thick with new growth—ferns unfurling, mushrooms sprouting in perfect circles, moss creeping over fallen logs in intricate patterns that resembled runes. Rosie's influence was subtle but profound, encouraging the natural cycles while maintaining the ancient balance.

They found the Porcina deep in the forest heart, her golden curls catching dappled sunlight as she knelt beside a massive oak. Her hands pressed against its gnarled trunk, her eyes closed in communion.

"Hey, Boss! Hi, Estelle!" she called, opening her eyes as they approached. "Perfect timing. The trees were just telling me about something funny happening at the southern reaches of their root network."

"Where’s that?" Ben frowned, looking at his map. “Close to the border of Spirit’s meadow? She mentioned something similar.”

Rosie nodded grimly. "It's not natural, whatever it is. The trees say it feels like... like something from before the war. Something that doesn't belong in this world."

"Could be related to the corruption we found in the crystal cave," Estelle suggested. "The same energy that infected Citrine. That darkness had a similarly… foreign quality. I’d never seen anything like it."

"Possibly." Ben gripped his staff tighter, the crystal pulsing more intensely. "We'll add it to our investigation. Any monster activity to report?"

"Nothing major," Rosie said, rising to her feet. "A few Scavengers tried to nest in the northwestern quadrant, but the trees... discouraged them."

From her tone, Ben suspected this "discouragement" had been rather forceful. The ancient forest had protected itself long before humans or demi-beasts arrived; now, with Rosie as its voice, that protection had become more focused, more deliberate.

"We'll continue our patrol," Ben told her. "Stay alert. If you sense anything unusual—anything at all—send word immediately."

"Will do, Boss," Rosie promised. "Pretty sure I can use the trees to get your attention if I have to.”

She turned to Estelle with a wink. “Watch out for the Boss, will you? Don't let him exhaust himself, now. He might not have the stamina to keep up with a pregnant demi-beast."

Ben scoffed, giving the smart aleck Porcina a sharp smack on the rump. “I never had any trouble keeping up with you, did I?”

“That’s true enough, Boss, but to be fair… I was usually trussed up with my hooves in the air, wasn’t I? Hardly a fair comparison.”

Ben’s cock stirred with desire at the thought of having Rosie bound before him. She liked it when he was rough with her, and he liked to make her squeal. “Don’t tempt me,” he growled, playfully. “I can make time to teach you a lesson if you need it.”

Estelle laughed, a musical sound that echoed through the trees. "Don’t worry, Rosie. I'll make sure he paces himself, so he’s not too worn out for you later."

As they left the ancient forest behind, transitioning toward the wetlands where Annie and Leah would serve as guardians, Ben couldn't shake a growing sense of unease. Two reports of disturbances couldn't be coincidence.

The wetlands stretched before them, a patchwork of shallow pools, cattails, and mist-shrouded islands. Ducks paddled serenely across the water, while frogs called from hidden perches. The air smelled of mud and green growing things, rich with the promise of life.

"It's beautiful," Estelle murmured, surveying the scene.

"Annie and Leah have been spending most of their free time here," Ben agreed, stepping carefully onto a wooden walkway they'd constructed through the marshier sections. "They're—"

The words died in his throat as movement caught his eye—something long and sinuous slithering through the reeds ahead. Not one creature, but many, their scales glinting with an unnatural purple sheen.

"Serpents," Estelle hissed, her grip tightening on her crook. "Corrupted ones."

As if responding to her words, the creatures reared up from the water—snake-like monstrosities with bulbous heads and multiple eyes that gleamed with malevolent intelligence. There were at least a dozen, their bodies thicker than Ben's arm and easily twice his height when fully extended.

"System identifies them as Marsh Vipers," Ben said, falling into a fighting stance. "Territorial, venomous, and definitely not supposed to be here."

"Let me," Estelle stepped forward, her crook beginning to glow with a soft golden light. Despite her pregnancy, she moved with fluid grace, twirling the shepherd's tool with the precision of a master.

The nearest serpent lunged, jaws unhinging to reveal rows of needle-sharp teeth. Estelle sidestepped the attack with preternatural speed, her crook connecting with the creature's head in a crushing blow. The viper recoiled, hissing in pain.

Not to be outdone, Ben leapt into action, staff whirling as he engaged two more serpents. The crystal flared brightly as he channeled power through it, imbuing his strikes with magical force. Each impact sent shockwaves through the monsters, their scales crackling with blue energy.

"Behind you!" Estelle called, spinning to intercept a viper that had circled around.

Ben and Estelle moved through the battle in perfect synchrony as they fought back-to-back. Her crook and his staff created a perimeter of deadly motion, keeping the serpents at bay while they picked them off one by one.

Estelle's powers manifested in sudden bursts of light that stunned the creatures, making them vulnerable to her precise strikes. Ben's attacks were more direct, the staff acting as an extension of his will as he battered the monsters into submission.

One particularly large viper managed to slip past their defense, its fangs grazing Ben's arm. Pain lanced through him, but he pushed it aside, spinning to catch the creature's head with an overhead strike that drove it into the marsh with bone-crushing force.

"You're hurt," Estelle observed tersely between strikes.

"It's nothing," Ben grunted, though the wound burned like fire. "Focus on the fight."

The last serpents, perhaps recognizing the tide had turned, attempted to retreat into the deeper water. Estelle wouldn't allow it. With a sharp gesture of her crook, she summoned a barrier of golden light that trapped the creatures in the shallows.

"Now, Ben!" she called.

Ben plunged his staff into the marsh, channeling power directly into the water. Blue energy rippled outward in concentric circles, engulfing the remaining vipers in crackling light. The monsters writhed, their bodies convulsing as the purifying energy coursed through them. With final, strangled hisses, they dissolved into puddles of purplish slime that quickly dissipated in the water.

Silence fell over the wetlands, broken only by their heavy breathing and the distant call of returning birds.

A golden notification appeared in Ben's field of vision:

Monster Outbreak Eliminated: Marsh Vipers (Corrupted)

Location: Wetlands

Threat Level: Moderate

Reward: +15 Farm Improvement Points

Greenhold Progress: 1/3 Monster Outbreaks Eliminated

"One monster outbreak down, two to go," Ben murmured, then winced as the pain in his arm intensified. “Hopefully not right away, though.

Estelle was at his side instantly, examining the wound with gentle fingers. "Poison," she determined. "Not immediately fatal, but we need to treat it quickly."

Without hesitation, she tore a strip from her underskirt and bound it tightly above the injury. Then, to Ben's surprise, she lowered her lips to the wound itself, sucking at the punctures before spitting the venom to the side.

"Estelle, you shouldn't—"

"Hush," she interrupted, continuing her ministrations. Her golden eyes met his, determination evident in their depths. "Ovina are naturally resistant to most toxins. Part of being good shepherds—we needed to be able to treat our flocks when they consumed poisonous plants."

“I hope you didn’t have to suck it out of them, too,” Ben said, wrinkling his nose at the thought.

“No,” Estelle said, shaking her head. “Not exactly… It’s done through touch. Though the spells do cause the toxins to move through our bodies so that we can purify them, so the effect is the same.”

“Huh,” Ben said. “Just goes to show you don’t know what you don’t know.”

“That’s just about enough philosophizing from you,” Estelle chastised, getting back to work. After several repetitions, she sat back, satisfied. "There now. That should do it. The burning sensation should fade soon."

Sure enough, the fire in Ben's veins was already diminishing, replaced by a cool numbness that was far more bearable. "Thank you," he said sincerely. "That could have been nasty."

"You'd do the same for me," Estelle shrugged, then glanced around the wetlands. "These creatures shouldn't have been here, though. I haven’t seen Marsh Vipers in… decades at least. They were hunted nearly to extinction when snake-leather boots became the style of the day in Cinderfell.”

“What are you suggesting?” Ben asked. “It’s a bit late to harvest them for their skins. They kind of… disintegrated with our last attack.”

Estelle shook her head. “No. Although, if they make a habit of coming around here, their skins are quite valuable. It might be worth coming up with an alternate attack plan. But what I was getting at is that something must have drawn them here… or created them, somehow. But I don’t sense any monster-kin."

"Corruption," Ben said, rising to his feet. His legs felt a bit unsteady, but he forced himself to stand tall. "Like what we found in the crystal cave. We should check there next."

"Are you sure you're up to it?" Estelle's concern was evident. "That venom—"

"Is already being neutralized by your quick thinking," Ben finished for her. "I'm fine, Estelle. And this is too important to delay."

After a moment's hesitation, she nodded. "At least drink some water first. And take these." From her pack, she produced a small pouch of herbs. "Chew them—they'll help your body process the remaining toxins."

The herbs were bitter but invigorating, spreading warmth through Ben's system as they continued their patrol. By the time they reached the hidden entrance to the crystal cave, most of his strength had returned, though the wound on his arm still throbbed dully.

The cave entrance was disguised beneath an outcropping of rock, invisible unless you knew exactly where to look. Ben had placed protective wards around it after their initial discovery, ensuring only those he trusted could find their way inside.

As they approached, Ben's staff suddenly flared with intense light, the crystal humming with warning. At the same instant, a swarm of dark shapes burst from the cave mouth—leathery wings, razor-sharp teeth, and glowing red eyes.

"Soul Leeches!" Estelle cried, readying her crook.

The creatures dove toward them, shrieking at a pitch that made Ben's teeth ache. Unlike natural bats, these monsters had elongated, almost humanoid faces, their mouths stretching impossibly wide to reveal lamprey-like rings of teeth.

Ben spun his staff in a defensive circle above their heads, creating a barrier of blue energy that the first wave of bats crashed against. Several fell to the ground, stunned or dead from the impact, but dozens more circled back for another attack.

"They're not trying to feed," Estelle observed, launching a blast of golden energy from her crook that incinerated three bats mid-flight. "They're guarding something."

"The cave?" Ben ducked as a particularly big bastard dove for his face. He caught it with an upward strike that sent it spiraling into a tree trunk. "Someone—or something—doesn't want us going inside."

They fought with desperate intensity, the air filled with the stench of burnt leather and the screeching of the monstrous bats. Estelle demonstrated surprising agility despite her condition, her crook leaving trails of golden light as she struck down creature after creature.

Ben drove his staff into the ground, summoning a pulse of energy that radiated outward in a dome. The bats caught within the effect dropped from the sky, their wings seizing up as the purifying magic neutralized the corruption that animated them.

"That's the last of them," Estelle panted, surveying the battlefield littered with small, leathery corpses.

Another notification appeared:

Monster Outbreak Eliminated: Soul Leeches (Corrupted)

Location: Crystal Cave Entrance

Threat Level: Moderate Reward: +15 Farm Improvement Points

Greenhold Progress: 2/3 Monster Outbreaks Eliminated

"Okay, that’s two down," Ben said, wiping sweat from his brow. "But someone really doesn't want us in that cave."

"All the more reason to investigate," Estelle replied grimly.

The interior of the crystal cave remained untouched, the golden crystals pulsing with their natural warmth and light. Ben and Estelle moved carefully through the chambers, searching for signs of intrusion or corruption.

"Nothing obvious," Ben said after a thorough inspection. "But those bats didn't corrupt themselves."

Estelle knelt beside one of the larger crystal formations, her head tilted as if listening. "The crystals are anxious," she murmured. "They sense something wrong, but can't identify it."

"Let's finish our patrol," Ben decided. "Still need to check the evergreen forest and investigate that northern disturbance."

The journey to Quincie’s territory took them along the boundary between ecosystems, where the ancient deciduous trees gradually gave way to towering pines and firs. The transition zone should have been harmonious—instead, as they approached, Ben noticed an unnatural stillness in the air.

"Something's wrong here too," he whispered, motioning for Estelle to halt.

The undergrowth ahead rippled and shifted, though no wind stirred the branches above.

From the leaf litter emerged an army of tiny horrors. Toadstools the size of small children, their caps a sickly purple-black, swaying on thick, fibrous stalks. Where faces might be, they bore only gaping maws lined with jagged growths resembling teeth.

"Greedy Caps," Estelle identified them, her voice tight with disgust. "They consume anything organic, growing larger with each meal. Normally they're not aggressive, but these..."

"Corrupted," Ben finished for her. "Like everything else we've encountered today."

The fungal monstrosities lurched toward them, leaving trails of phosphorescent slime in their wake. Unlike the previous encounters, these creatures moved with deliberate coordination, attempting to encircle the pair.

"They're herding us," Ben realized, backing up against Estelle. "Working together."

"Intelligence isn't natural for them," she confirmed. "Be careful—their spores are paralytic."

As if on cue, one of the larger specimens convulsed, its cap pulsating before releasing a cloud of glittering purple dust. Ben acted instinctively, spinning his staff to create a vortex that dispersed the spores harmlessly into the air.

The battle that followed was as strange as it was dangerous. The fungal monsters were surprisingly durable, their spongy bodies absorbing impacts that would have shattered bone. Each strike from Ben's staff left glowing blue wounds that seemed to heal before his eyes.

Estelle fared better, her crook channeling magic that seared the creatures with golden fire. "They're weak to purifying energy," she called, incinerating an oversized fungus that had attempted to engulf her leg.

Ben adjusted his approach, focusing less on physical strikes and more on channeling energy through his staff. The crystal blazed with increasingly intense light as he tapped deeper into its power, creating arcs of blue lightning that leapt from one fungal monster to the next.

The tide turned gradually in their favor, the toadstool creatures retreating as their numbers dwindled. One final blast from Ben's staff, combined with a sweeping wave of Estelle's golden fire, reduced the remaining monsters to charred, withering stalks that dissolved into the forest floor.

Ben sagged against a nearby pine, the exertion of channeling so much energy taking its toll. His arm throbbed where the serpent had bitten him, and his muscles ached from the constant fighting.

"Three monster outbreaks in one day," he panted. "That can't be coincidence."

Estelle nodded grimly, leaning on her crook for support. "It’s as if someone's testing our defenses, probing for weaknesses."

The System notification confirmed their success:

Monster Outbreak Eliminated: Greedy Caps (Corrupted)

Location: Forest Transition Zone

Threat Level: Significant

Reward: +20 Farm Improvement Points

Greenhold Progress: 3/3 Monster Outbreaks Eliminated

Phase 2 of Greenhold Protection Initiated

"Well, no one can say this hasn’t been a productive outing," Ben muttered. "Shall we find out what’s waiting for us at the northern boundary?"

They found Quincie and her kittens patrolling the evergreen forest, the Felina looking uncharacteristically serious as she taught her children tracking techniques. At the sight of Ben and Estelle, her ears perked up.

"Oh, good. I was gonna find you," she said without preamble. "That weird feeling got stronger overnight. It's coming from just beyond our territory marker."

"We've been fighting monsters all day," Ben informed her. "Corrupted creatures in the wetlands, by the crystal cave, and at the forest boundary."

Quincie's tail bristled. "I knew something smelled off. The kittens have been jumpy too."

"We chased a weasel," Salem offered proudly. "But it got away because it smelled funny."

"Yeah, all gross and purple," ChiChi added, wrinkling her nose. "Not tasty at all."

Ben and Estelle exchanged concerned glances. "Purple" had become an identifier for corruption wherever they encountered it.

"Take the kittens back to the farmhouse," Ben instructed Quincie. "Tell Alicia what's happening, and have her alert the others. Everyone stays within the warded areas until we figure this out."

For once, Quincie didn't argue or complain. She simply nodded, gathering her kittens with uncharacteristic efficiency.

"Be careful," she said before departing. "Not that I care or anything. But if you do anything to interfere with my tummy rubs, I’ll be pissed!”

“I love you, too, Quincie,” Ben said, giving her ears a ruffle before stooping to kiss each of his daughters on their noses. “And you, and you, and you, and you…”

“Love you, daddy!” The kitten chorused before running down the path that led back to the acreage.

With Quincie and the kittens safely on their way, Ben and Estelle continued north, following the boundary of their property to where the evergreen forest gave way to unclaimed wilderness. The further they went, the more Ben's staff reacted, the crystal pulsing with increasingly urgent warning.

Just beyond the last warding stone they found a patch of land perhaps twenty feet in diameter where nothing grew. The earth itself seemed wrong somehow, with a purplish sheen like oil on water. The air above it shimmered with distortion, as if reality itself was being warped.

"This is it," Estelle whispered, instinctively placing a protective hand over her belly. "The source of the corruption."

“Sometimes I hate being right,” Ben said.

He approached cautiously, his staff held before him like a divining rod. The crystal's pulsing became frantic as he neared the anomaly, the blue light taking on undertones of violet where it reflected from the corrupted ground.

"It's spreading," he observed, noting how the purple discoloration crept outward in tendrils, like roots seeking purchase. "Slowly, but deliberately."

Estelle knelt at the edge of the corruption, careful not to touch it. "This reminds me of something... stories the eldest Ovina used to tell. About the war, and what came before."

"What kind of stories?" Ben asked, circling the anomaly.

"They said that before the separation of human and demi-beast, before the war, there were... breaches. Places where the barriers between worlds grew thin." Her golden eyes met his, solemn and afraid. "Portals, through which things not of Faerowilde could enter."

"Kind of like the well I feel through,” Ben said. “Or… maybe it isn’t Earth we need to worry about. Those demons and celestials…" Ben recalled his great-uncle's journals. "Corrupting forces from beyond our plane of existence."

"Yes," Estelle confirmed. "The old magic—the combined power of human, demi-beast, and monster-kin—sealed these breaches. But the journals warned that the barriers would fail again if the bloodlines weren't restored."

Ben stared at the corrupted patch of earth with new understanding. "This isn't just random monster activity. This is a symptom of what my great-uncle feared—the Great Barrier beginning to fail."

"And someone, or something, is accelerating the process," Estelle added grimly.

Ben gripped his staff tighter, decision made. "Then we push back. Starting here."

Without waiting for Estelle's response, he stepped forward until he stood at the very edge of the corruption. Planting his staff firmly in the uncorrupted ground, Ben closed his eyes and reached deep within himself, seeking the connection to the ancient power that flowed through the land.

“Ben? What are you—?”

The crystal blazed, its blue light expanding outward in a dome that encompassed the corrupted area. Ben felt resistance—something pushing back against his efforts, an alien presence that recoiled from the purifying energy yet refused to relinquish its foothold.

"It's fighting me," he gritted through clenched teeth.

Estelle moved to his side, her crook glowing with golden light as she added her power to his. "Focus on the connection points," she advised. "Where it anchors to our world."

Ben nodded, sweat beading on his forehead as he redirected his efforts. The corruption seemed to pulse and writhe, like a living thing in pain. Purple tendrils withdrew from the edges, retreating toward the center of the anomaly.

"It's working," Estelle encouraged. "Keep going!"

Ben pushed harder, channeling more power through the staff. The crystal's light intensified until it was almost blinding, forcing Estelle to shield her eyes. The corruption contracted further, condensing into a dense core at the center of the affected area.

Then, just as victory seemed within reach, the core pulsed violently. A wave of malevolent energy burst outward, striking Ben with physical force. He staggered back, gasping as alien sensations invaded his mind—whispers in a language he couldn't understand, visions of impossible geometries, a hunger vast and ancient.

"Ben!" Estelle's voice seemed to come from very far away. "Fight it!"

The staff slipped from his grasp, clattering to the ground as Ben fell to his knees. The corruption surged forward again, reaching for him with grasping tendrils.

Through the haze of invasive thoughts, Ben saw Estelle step between him and the corruption, her crook raised defensively. Golden light burst from her in a wave that temporarily drove back the purple tendrils.

"Benjamin Nickels!" she shouted, her voice cutting through the whispers in his mind. "You are the Keeper! The land chose you! Now get up and finish what you started!"

Her words struck a chord deep within him. Ben struggled to his feet, fighting against the alien presence that sought to cloud his thoughts. With trembling hands, he retrieved his staff.

This time, rather than fighting against the corruption directly, Ben reached for the land itself—for the connections he'd fostered through his mates, through the guardians they'd established. He felt Spirit's vitality, Rosie's wisdom, Quincie's fierce protectiveness and borderline insanity, flowing through the ecosystems they stewarded.

The staff responded to this new approach, its crystal shifting from blue to a warm amber gold—the same color as the crystals in the hidden chamber. Ben drove it into the ground at the very edge of the corruption.

"I am the Keeper," he declared, his voice stronger than he felt. "This land is under my protection. You are not welcome here."

Power surged through him, not from within but from the land itself—as if Lucky Nickel Acres had heard his declaration and responded. The golden light spread in a wave, washing over the corrupted area like sunlight breaking through storm clouds.

Where it touched, the purple sheen receded, leaving behind bare earth that seemed to sigh with relief. The core of the corruption contracted further, twisting into itself until it was no larger than Ben's fist—a dense, pulsating orb of malevolence.

With one final effort, Ben directed the full force of the land's power against this remnant. The orb shuddered, then cracked like an egg, releasing a brief, high-pitched wail that existed more in their minds than in the air. Then it collapsed in on itself, leaving nothing but a small crater in the earth.

Ben sagged, utterly drained. Estelle caught him before he could fall, supporting his weight against her side.

"You did it," she breathed. "It's gone."

A notification appeared, though Ben could barely focus on the words:

Corruption Purged: Northern Boundary

Threat Level: Severe

Reward: +50 Farm Improvement Points, Corruption Resistance +15%

Greenhold Progress: 1/3 Dead Zones Purified

Warning: Corruption Source Not Eliminated. Further Incursions Likely.

"The source…" Ben murmured, his vision blurring at the edges. "The source..."

As consciousness began to slip away, Ben had a vision—or perhaps it was a memory not his own.

The robed figure from his dreams stood before him, staff in hand, facing a swirling vortex of purple-black energy. Behind him stood three figures—human, demi-beast, and monster-kin… or rather, the essences of these three beings… they looked more like colored auras shaped like humanoids, their hands joined in unity.

"The barriers thin, Apprentice," the figure said, his voice echoing as if from a great distance. "The old protections falter. What was sundered must be reunited, before the hunger beyond consumes all."

The vision shifted, showing a map of Faerowilde with points of purple light scattered across it—corruption spreading in a pattern that seemed deliberate, targeted.

"They seek the nexus points," the figure continued. "The places where magic flows strongest. Your home sits atop one such point—a lynchpin in the ancient protections. Guard it well, for those who serve the hunger now move against you."

The last thing Ben saw before darkness claimed him was a symbol—a circle containing a triangle with a spiral at its center—etched into a stone monument somewhere deep in the wilderness beyond their borders.

Then Estelle's worried face filled his vision, her lips moving in words he couldn't hear, and the world faded to black.


15
Helena’s Influence


Helena Graythorne snapped her hand mirror shut and stared at her reflection in the carriage window. Something had changed. Her skin glowed with unnatural vitality, the fine lines around her eyes had softened, and her hair—once streaked with distinguished silver—now gleamed pure raven black.

The stolen manuscript pulsed against her side, warm and insistent, like a heartbeat. Since taking it from the Great Library, she'd noticed subtle changes in her body—heightened senses, sharper focus, and now this visible transformation.

Strangest of all was the overwhelming sense, a promising whisper in the back of her mind, that this was only the beginning. If she liked what she was experiencing now, she need only return to Benjamin Nickels, for he held the key to unlocking such transformations for good…

And oh, how she longed to return to Benjamin Nickels. The man tormented her dreams just as Madame Renée did her waking moments. Lady Helena used the madame to tease herself ever closer to an edge she’d never reached, bringing herself right to the precipice of sweet release before commanding the submissive woman to stop.

In the days since they’d met, Helena and Renée couldn’t seem to stay apart for long, drawn to one another like they were connected by some invisible force intent on melding them into one being. Helena’s dominance had grown bolder as Renée’s submission had demanded it, and now it seemed they were bound at tightly as if they were one soul, split and trapped within two bodies.

And that soul craved another, the one promised to her by the gilt-edge tome, Tales of the Skyfire Court.

While she’d seen the book before, when working for the professor of Rockford Collegiate in Erievene, she hadn’t bothered to read it beyond flipping through to see some of the illuminated artworks which made it so valuable. She was young at the time, and more interested in court intrigue than history, and hadn’t paid it much attention.

In fact, if she hadn’t seen Benjamin Nickels with the glowing staff, reminding her of the central image of the book featuring the Grand Vizier, she might never have thought of the book again.

But since stealing the tome from the library, Helena had found herself drawn to the text more than once. Compelled by some unseen force to flip through its pages and read snippets of the stories within.

And what she’d found there had opened her mind to things she’d never realized were possible. Tales of the Skyfire Court, it turned out, was no dry historical text but a detailed erotic accounting of Faerowilde’s royal courts in the centuries before the war tore a rift between humans and demi-beasts. It not only justified the scandalous way of life of Lucky Nickel Acres, it awakened new desires in Lady Helena…

Which she was forced to take out on Madame Renée as she refused to pleasure herself before giving herself to Benjamin Nickels. She was unable to regain the virginity she had sacrificed in her quest for motherhood, but after seeing the pleasure experienced by the women of Regale Rouge and hearing the obvious enjoyment of Ben’s lovers on the farm, she had only the gift of her first orgasm to offer.

That, and the destruction of Cinderfell’s corrupt High Council, of course.

"We've arrived, my lady," her driver announced as the carriage slowed before an imposing townhouse in Cinderfell's government district.

"Wait here," Helena instructed, adjusting her veil. "This won't take long."

Magistrate Donovan lived well for a public servant, she noted as she mounted the marble steps. Too well. The brass knocker beneath her gloved hand bore the Donovan family crest—recently commissioned, if her intelligence was correct.

Old money didn't flaunt itself so desperately.

A nervous manservant showed her to a study where Magistrate Donovan paced before a roaring fire, despite the mild spring evening.

"Lady Graythorne," he stammered, abandoning his customary arrogance. "This is highly irregular.”

“Is it?”

“If someone should see you here—" he said, shaking his head.

“What? Do you think they’ll suspect us of having a lascivious roll in the sheets, Donovan?”

He looked at her, as if aghast at the proposal. Then, he eyed her up and down as if considering the offer. “You are looking remarkably well, I must say.”

“I am,” she said with a cat-like smile. “However, you are not to my tastes. And it’s far more likely that if anyone knew I was visiting you, they would suspect you of conspiring against the council, isn’t it?”

The man paled, realizing the truth of his words. “I would never—”

"Your career would end before sunrise," Helena continued smoothly, removing her gloves. "A pity… But that's going to happen anyway, isn't it? Unless we reach an understanding."

Donovan's face flushed and his eyes darted about the room in confusion. "I… I don't know what you mean."

Helena sank into a leather chair without invitation. "Three nights ago, you visited Regale Rouge. You paid for the company of twins—unusual twins with certain… enhancements."

"That's preposterous!" Donovan spluttered, but his eyes betrayed him.

Madame Renée had agreed to host a few demi-beast girls in her brothel in secret as a way of seeming to acquiesce to Coalridge and Rathmore’s blackmail while gathering intel on the wealthy patrons who used the illegal service. The madame was already making plans to leave Cinderfell with Lady Helena, unable to stand the idea of separation from her newfound mistress. Renée would pass Regale Rouge onto her most trusted employees as a thank you for their years of faithful service and for protecting her secret. And she had promised to take the demi-beast girls with her when they escaped.

"You also discussed sensitive Council matters during your visit. Specifically, the southern trade proposal that Councilor Halloway plans to present next week." Helena removed a folded paper from her reticule. "Your exact words were, 'Halloway means to choke off all demi-beast territories. Cut their supply lines, starve them out. Less messy than direct action.'"

Donovan's bluster collapsed. "How could you possibly know—"

"Madame Renée's establishment caters to many needs," Helena said, "including my need for information. Now, I require your signature on this document."

"What is it?"

"Your resignation from the trade committee, effective immediately. And your recommendation that Lawrence Coalridge be removed from his position as well."

"Impossible! Coalridge has Halloway's protection!"

"That's not your concern." Helena smiled thinly. "Sign it, or tomorrow everyone in Cinderfell will know precisely what you do with those 'enhanced' twins. Including your wife's family, who fund your lavish lifestyle."

Donovan's hand trembled as he reached for his pen. "You've changed, Lady Graythorne. The Wraith I knew served the Council's interests."

"Perhaps I've found more worthy interests to serve."

As he pressed the pen to paper, Helena caught a brief yellow flicker in Donovan's eyes, like the lick of a candleflame against glass. But it was gone so quickly she might have imagined it. Still, a cold sensation slithered down her spine.

Instinctively, her hand slipped to the needle thin dagger she kept tucked inside her sash.

"There," Donovan pushed the signed document toward her. "Satisfied?"

She looked deep into his eyes, seeing only the cowardice she expected from the man.

"For now." Helena stood, releasing the hilt of her dagger and tucking the paper into her reticule. "Enjoy your retirement, Magistrate. Someplace far from Cinderfell would be advisable."

Outside, Helena paused on the steps, unsettled by what she'd seen. That yellow gleam hadn’t been natural. There had been a flash of raw, animal aggression in the Magistrate’s eyes. An almost feral look, which the overfed and under-exercised politician could never have mustered on his own.

It was as if he were possessed by a spirit or… a demon…

But surely that was impossible. Demons in Cinderfell? The High Council was as morally bankrupt as a procession of priests in a bathhouse, but literal corruption? The idea was absurd.

Yet, as she stepped toward her carriage, the manuscript at her side pulsed as if in warning.
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"You're becoming quite the blackmailer," Madame Renée observed later that evening, pouring brandy in her private office at Regale Rouge. "Donovan is already packing his belongings."

Helena accepted the crystal snifter, admiring how the burgundy velvet of Renée's gown complemented the copper of her hair. The black leather collar around the madame's throat gleamed in the lamplight, a symbol of their private arrangement.

"Blackmail is such an ugly word," Helena mused. "I prefer 'strategic influence.'"

"And how many Council members have you 'influenced' this week?"

"Four. Each one gave up names of others involved in Coalridge and Rathmore's scheme." Helena sipped her brandy. "The corruption runs deeper than we thought."

"Speaking of corruption..." Renée hesitated, fingering her collar. "I've noticed something lately…"

Helena leaned forward. "What is it?"

"A subtle change in my patrons. A wrongness I can't quite identify." Renée's brow furrowed. "My Kitsune senses are dulled after years of taking a human form, but some instincts remain. Several Council members smell... off. Like meat beginning to turn."

"Could it be illness?"

"No." Renée shook her head firmly. "It's something else. I fear… it’s something not of this world. You probably won’t believe me, but—"

“I’ve sensed it, too,” Helena said, cutting her off. She described the yellow flicker she'd seen in Donovan's eyes. "It was as if he were possessed.”

"I always said the corruption of that council ran deeper than I thought.” Renée's voice dropped to a whisper. "But this…"

"I know." Helena set down her glass and crossed to the window, gazing out at Cinderfell's twinkling lights. "Ever since taking the manuscript, I've sensed things I couldn't before. Magic, yes, but also darkness—pools of it gathering in unexpected places."

"Like where?"

"The Council chambers, for one. Halloway's private residence. The trade offices." Helena turned back to face Renée. "Places where power concentrates."

"Power attracts darkness," Renée said. "An old Kitsune saying."

"Perhaps it's more literal than your people realized." Helena reached into her coat and withdrew the ancient manuscript, its leather binding warm to the touch. "I've been reading more of this. Most of it is… indulgent, poetic sensuality. Written as if by some young royal who thought they were the first to experience lust in all its depravity. But there are glimpses of other things… passages that speak of entities that feed on corruption—demons that possess the already corrupt, amplifying their worst instincts."

Renée's golden eyes widened. "Like parasites. How fitting."

"Symbiotes, more likely. Host and parasite benefiting from the arrangement—at least until the parasite consumes the host entirely." Helena ran her fingers over the manuscript's cover.

"Do you think that’s what you saw in Donovan’s eyes?"

"Early stages, perhaps. But Halloway..." Helena paused, recalling the Senior Minister's strange behavior at the last public assembly—the unnatural stillness, the oddly angled movements. "If anyone is fully corrupted, it’s him."

Renée shivered. "What does this mean for our plans?"

"It means we're fighting something far more dangerous than mere human corruption." Helena returned to her chair, leaning forward intensely. "Renée, we need to accelerate our timeline. If these entities are spreading through Cinderfell's power structure, Ben's community is in even greater danger."

"You think they'll target Lucky Nickel Acres?"

"I'm certain of it." Helena drained her brandy. "The manuscript suggests these entities fear the unification of bloodlines—human, demi-beast, and monster-kin. The excess of these royal orgies was a kind of celebration of this belief, as if the more lewd their cavorting was the better they would be protected. Until I saw that flash in Donovan’s eyes today, I thought these stories were merely the stories of some pervert or sex cultist. But… now I’m worried. A unification of bloodlines seems to be exactly what Benjamin Nickles is doing, whether it’s intentional or not. This cold put him at risk.”

Renée knelt before Helena, taking her hands. "Then we must warn him. Send a messenger—"

"No." Helena shook her head. "No messengers. We'll go ourselves."

"To the farm?" Renée's voice rose in surprise. "But your position here—"

"Is compromised already. Halloway suspects something; I've seen him tracking me across rooms." Helena cupped Renée's cheek. "Besides, my pet, wouldn't you rather be somewhere your beautiful tail and ears could regrow freely?"

Renée's breath caught. "You think that's possible?"

"Ben's demi-beast children develop abilities thought lost for generations. The land itself responds to his presence." Helena stroked her thumb across Renée's lips. "If anyone can restore what was taken from you, it's him."

"When will we leave?"

"Tomorrow night. I'll arrange transportation." Helena tugged gently on Renée's collar, drawing her closer. "Now, tell me everything about Councilor Wright's visit last evening. Every detail, no matter how small."

"Yes, my lady." Renée's eyes gleamed as she began her report, the information flowing precisely and completely—the power dynamic between them honed to perfection over the weeks of their alliance.

As Helena listened, she found her attention drifting from the words to the woman speaking them. Renée knelt before her with perfect posture, copper hair cascading over her shoulders, the black leather collar stark against her pale throat.

"My lady?" Renée paused, noticing Helena's distraction. "Have I displeased you?"

"No." Helena set aside her brandy. "Continue."

Renée resumed her report, but Helena barely heard the words. The manuscript pulsed against her side, stoking a fire that had been building within her for days. Since their first encounter, she had maintained rigid control, allowing herself to dominate Renée while denying her own ultimate release.

That release she had vowed to reserve for Ben alone, if he would have her.

"Please, my lady," Renée whispered suddenly, breaking protocol. "I cannot bear the way you look at me… Let me help you… Let me taste you tonight."

The request hung in the air between them, brazen and forbidden.

Yet, Helena found herself unable to resist.


16
Crime and Punishment


"You forget yourself," Helena said, her voice dangerously soft.

"Forgive me." Renée's eyes remained downcast, but her body trembled with barely contained desire. "But I see how you hunger. How you deny yourself while giving so generously to me."

Helena rose from her chair, circling Renée's kneeling form. "You presume to know my mind?"

"I know your body," Renée answered boldly. "I know how it responds when you command mine. How it aches for release you will not permit."

Helena's hand shot out, gripping Renée's copper hair and jerking her head back. "Remove your clothes," she ordered.

Renée obeyed instantly, her garments falling away until she knelt naked save for the black leather circling her throat. Helena reached for the silver chain hanging from a hook by the fireplace.

With sharp, calculated movements, Helena clipped the chain to Renée's collar and secured the other end to the iron ring embedded in the floor—a recent addition to Madame Renée's private chambers, installed specifically for their encounters. Helena pulled the chain until Rene was forced into a kneeling position.

Renée knelt before her, a vision of erotic vulnerability. The lamplight cast golden shadows across her pale skin, highlighting the graceful curve of her spine and the elegant line of her shoulders. Her copper hair cascaded down her back, the ends just brushing against the thin vertical scar at the base of her spine where her foxtail had been removed.

Her form was exquisite—soft curves and subtle strength combined in perfect harmony. It no longer surprised Helena to think that she was a demi-beast. Her beauty was almost supernatural.

Her breasts hung naturally, fuller than one might expect from her lithe frame, their pale skin adorned with delicate freckles that matched those scattered across her nose and shoulders. Her waist narrowed elegantly before flaring to rounded hips that bore faint, silvery stretch marks.

But it was Renée's eyes that truly captivated—golden irises ringed with amber, fox-like in their intensity, gazing up at Helena with utter devotion. They reflected not just submission but profound trust, an offering more precious than mere obedience. The slight dampness at their corners revealed the depth of emotion behind her controlled exterior.

"You are magnificent," Helena whispered, momentarily abandoning her dominant persona as genuine appreciation overwhelmed her.

A flush spread across Renée's chest and cheeks, her pleasure at the compliment evident in the slight parting of her lips and the quickening of her breath. The collar encircling her throat rose and fell with each inhalation, the black leather stark against her fair skin.

"I exist to serve your pleasure, my lady," she replied, her voice softly musical in the quiet room.

“Indeed,” Helena whispered, in awe of the fact that such a woman would bow to her. No, she commanded, stepping back, “Watch.”

Slowly, Helena undressed. First her jacket, then her blouse, revealing a black leather corset beneath. The tight garment cinched her waist while accentuating her curves so that her breasts threatened to break free with every breath. She removed her long skirts next, revealing black stockings held by garters. A tight leather band encircled her waist, too short to be considered a skirt, revealing just a hint of her bare sex already swollen with desire.

Renée's eyes widened, her breath quickening. "My lady," she whispered reverently. "You are a goddess. Allow me to worship you."

Helena approached slowly, shortening the chain until Renée could rise no higher than her knees. She positioned herself before her lover, close enough that Renée could inhale her scent.

"This is what you wanted?" Helena asked, her voice low and dangerous.

"Yes," Renée breathed, the heat of her breath sending a shiver of need through Helena’s body. "Please, my lady. Let me serve you."

Helena widened her stance slightly. "Lick me, my pet. Long and deep. Have your taste."

Renée's mouth found her with eager precision, her tongue exploring with devotion that bordered on worship.

Helena's head fell back, her eyes fluttering closed as waves of exquisite sensation radiated outward from her core. Pleasure coursed through her body like liquid lightning, setting every nerve ending ablaze.

Each stroke of Renée's tongue sent cascading shivers up her spine, causing her fingers to tighten reflexively in the woman’s copper hair. The corset suddenly felt constricting, its leather bands pressing against her ribcage as her breathing grew more erratic. Sweat beaded at her temples and between her breasts, trickling down in slow, heated paths.

Her senses heightened to an almost painful degree—the subtle scent of beeswax candles mingling with Renée's distinctive perfume of amber and sandalwood; the whisper of the clinking chain as Renee’s head moved up and down with her tongue; the distant sounds of the city beyond the window transformed into a rhythmic pulse that matched the blood rushing in her ears.

The usual iron control that defined Helena Graythorne's existence began to fracture. Her thighs trembled, her knees threatening to buckle as Renée's ministrations grew more focused, more precise. Heat pooled low in her abdomen, coiling tighter with each passing second, a spring wound to its breaking point.

A moan escaped her lips—a sound she scarcely recognized as her own, raw and unguarded in a way Helena Graythorne had never allowed herself to be.

The sensation built rapidly—too rapidly. As she approached the edge, Helena yanked the chain sharply, pulling Renée back.

"Stop," she commanded, her voice hoarse.

Renée obeyed immediately, though her eyes held confusion.

Helena fought to control her breathing, to subdue the pleasure threatening to overwhelm her. When she had regained composure, she allowed Renée to continue, only to halt her again as release approached.

Again and again they played this dangerous game, Helena hovering at the precipice without allowing herself to fall.

On the fourth approach, Renée failed to stop quickly enough. Her tongue continued its ministrations a heartbeat too long, sending Helena careening toward the edge she'd sworn not to cross.

On the fourth approach, Helena's body arched involuntarily, her control slipping as pleasure built to an impossible peak. Her breasts strained against the leather corset, each breath coming in short, desperate gasps.

"Enough," she commanded, her voice cracking. "Renée, stop—"

But Renée, lost in her own passion, continued—her tongue circling with devastating skill, her hands gripping Helena's thighs with unexpected strength.

"I said stop!" Helena's voice rose sharply, panic edging her words as she felt herself teetering on the precipice.

Heat surged through her in unstoppable waves, awakening to her impending release. The room seemed to tilt, the golden light pulsing in time with her heartbeat.

"Renée!" Helena gasped, reaching down to wrench her away. "You're going to make me—"

Too late. One final, deliberate stroke sent Helena careening toward the edge she'd sworn not to cross. With superhuman effort, she yanked the chain upward, tearing Renée away just as the first tremor of climax began to build. With an aborted shudder the pleasure faded, leaving her feeling weak, desperate, and painfully unfulfilled.

Yet rather than the enjoyment of self-denial, her body was full of regret.

"How could you?" Helena hissed, her body shaking with thwarted release, the interruption painful in its abruptness. "You know what this means to me!"

Renée's lips glistened in the lamplight, her golden eyes wide with realization of what she'd nearly done. "My lady, forgive me—I was overcome—"

With a cry of mingled pleasure and rage, Helena slapped Renée hard across the face. The impact echoed through the chamber, leaving an angry red mark on the demi-beast's pale cheek.

"My first release belongs to him!" Helena's voice broke with emotion, trembling with desire and genuine fury. Her fist clenched in Renée's copper hair, forcing her to meet her gaze. "It is the only gift I have left to offer—the only part of myself that remains untouched!"

Tears welled in Renée's golden eyes, not from the physical pain but from the knowledge of her transgression. "I lost myself in pleasing you," she whispered. "The taste of you—it drove all reason from my mind."

"Your pleasure is not the purpose of our arrangement," Helena retorted, still fighting to regain control of her breathing, of the fire still raging through her veins.

"I know," Renée pressed her forehead to Helena's knee in supplication. "Punish me, my lady. I deserve your correction. I need it."

Helena stared down at the kneeling woman, conflict raging within her. The slightest touch would send her over the edge now—her body remained poised on the brink, denied completion by mere seconds.

"You've nearly stolen what wasn't yours to take," Helena said, her voice dropping to a dangerous whisper.

Renée looked up through tear-spiked lashes. "Then make me regret my presumption," she pleaded. "Discipline me until I understand my place. Please, Mistress, I beg you. Punish me as you see fit."

Helena's anger warred with arousal as she gazed down at her submissive. With a swift motion, she yanked the chain downward, forcing Renée's face to the floor while leaving her bottom raised vulnerably.

"This position suits you," Helena observed coldly. "A reminder of your true place."

From a cabinet nearby, Helena retrieved a new favorite implement of discipline, taken from the supplies of Regale Rouge after she and Renee had experimented more with spanking. The leather paddle was designed for maximum impact with minimal damage, and more than once Helena had brought Renee to screaming orgasm just with the slap of the paddle against her backside.

The first strike landed with a sharp, therapeutic crack, leaving an immediate red imprint on Renée's pale skin.

Renée gasped but didn't flinch. "Thank you, my lady. May I have another?"

The second blow fell harder than the first, followed by a third and fourth in quick succession. Helena established a rhythm, alternating cheeks, occasionally pausing to trace the reddening flesh with her fingertips.

She lost count after twenty strikes, her arm tireless, her focus absolute. Renée's bottom and thighs blazed crimson, yet still she begged for more, her surrender complete and intoxicating.

Helena paused, noticing the wetness between Renée's thighs. Her own anger had ebbed, replaced by renewed desire as she observed her submissive's response to correction.

"Even punishment arouses you," Helena noted, trailing her fingers between Renée's legs. "Such a wanton creature."

"Only for you, my lady," Renée gasped as Helena's fingers explored more deliberately.

Helena pushed her fingers in deeper as Renée's gasps grew more desperate. One finger became two, then three, stretching and filling.

Helena recalled a technique described in the stolen manuscript, a practice once supposed used in ancient fertility rituals, but which she did not believe was possible. Now, with four fingers in her lover’s pussy, she began to wonder…

Carefully, curiously, she tucked her thumb against her palm and pressed forward slowly.

"My lady," Renée panted, her body tensing. "What are you—"

"Silence," Helena commanded. "Accept what I give you."

“Ooooh, yes, Mistress. Fill me! Please! Use me like a whore!”

Inch by methodical inch, Helena proceeded until her entire hand disappeared within her deliciously submissive lover. Once fully enveloped, she curled her fingers into a fist, tugging back until she felt the resistance of pelvic bone.

“Fuck me, Mistress,” Renee moaned, lowering her face all the way to the floor. “I’m yours to do with as you wish.”

Helena began to move, slowly at first, feeling the tight heat envelop her hand. Each subtle motion sent ripples of tension through Renée's body, the muscles clenching and releasing around her in rhythmic waves. The sensation was unlike anything Helena had experienced—intimate power made physical, absolute control manifested through touch.

"My lady," Renée gasped, her voice thin and strained. "It's so... much..."

Helena leaned closer, entranced by the sounds of Renée's mounting pleasure. Each whimper resonated in the chamber, the pitch rising as Helena increased her pace. The movement produced exquisite friction—velvety warmth gripping her wrist, slick wetness coating her skin up to her forearm.

"That's it," Helena murmured, adjusting her position to drive deeper. "Take all of me."

The pressure against her hand intensified as Renée's internal muscles contracted, creating a delicious resistance that Helena had to work against. She curved her fingers slightly, exploring the textured walls, finding spots that made Renée's entire body jerk in response.

"Please," Renée begged, the single word breaking into syllables as Helena established a forceful rhythm. "Oh god—please—my lady—"

Her whimpers transformed into desperate moans that echoed off the walls. Helena could feel each sound vibrating through Renée's body, transmitted directly to her hand like a living instrument playing a symphony of desire.

The heat was extraordinary—furnace-like in its intensity, radiating outward from where they were joined. Sweat beaded on Renée's back, creating glistening trails that followed the curve of her spine. The scent of their shared arousal filled the air, primal and intoxicating.

Helena increased her pace again, mesmerized by the way Renée's body accepted her—the impossible stretch, the yielding resistance, the pulsing grip that seemed to draw her deeper with each thrust. Wetness flowed freely now, dripping down Helena's arm in hot rivulets.

"Look at how you open for me," Helena commanded, her voice husky with wonder. "How perfectly you take what I give you. Such a good girl."

Renée's response dissolved into incoherent cries, her body trembling violently as Helena found a punishing rhythm.

"Let go," Helena ordered, driving forcefully forward. "Surrender completely. Give yourself to me, you little whore."

Renée's cries escalated to raw screams, each one tearing from her throat with primal abandon. The sound resonated through Helena's very bones, intimate and vulnerable in a way that transcended physical connection.

"Helena!" Renée cried out, using her given name in the extremity of the moment. "Helena, I can't—it's too—"

The sound of her name, forbidden in their power dynamic except at moments of absolute surrender, sent a surge of possessive pleasure through Helena's body. She could feel Renée's internal muscles clamping down with incredible strength, the pressure almost painful against her hand.

When it came, Renée's climax was violent and prolonged. Her body convulsed around Helena's hand, a gush of fluid soaking Helena's arm as Renée collapsed in complete surrender.

Helena withdrew carefully, gathering her trembling submissive into her arms. She unfastened the chain from the floor ring but left the collar in place as she carried Renée to the bed.

"There. Now you're forgiven," Helena murmured, stroking damp copper hair from Renée's forehead.

"Thank you, my lady," Renée whispered, her golden eyes glazed with lingering pleasure. "For your correction and your mercy." She reached up to touch Helena's face. "But you still haven't..."

"No," Helena confirmed. "That remains untaken, saved for him."

Helena eased herself onto the bed beside Renée, carefully keeping her thighs apart to avoid any pressure against her still-aching center. The slightest touch there might trigger the release she was determined to preserve. Renée curled against her side, her body radiating warmth like a hearth.

"Let me at least make you comfortable," Renée murmured, her fingers finding the laces of Helena's corset with practiced ease.

Helena nodded, lifting slightly to allow Renée access to the intricate fastenings. The madame worked methodically, loosening each crossed lace until Helena could draw a full, deep breath again. As the restrictive garment fell away, Helena sighed with relief, her skin tingling as blood flowed freely once more.

"Better?" Renée asked, placing a soft kiss on Helena's shoulder.

"Much," Helena admitted, stroking Renée's copper hair. The locks felt like silk between her fingers, still damp with exertion.

Renée shifted closer, her movements languid and tender. Their bodies pressed together, skin against skin, generating a gentle heat that enveloped them both. The softness of Renée's breasts brushed against Helena's, their nipples grazing with exquisite sensitivity that made Helena inhale sharply.

"Sorry," Renée whispered, starting to pull back.

"No," Helena caught her, drawing her close again. "This kind of touch... I can bear this."

Their lips met in an unexpected kiss, not the fierce claiming of their usual encounters, but something gentle, almost reverent. Helena tasted herself on Renée's lips, a reminder of how close she had come to crossing her self-imposed boundary.

"I've never seen anyone with your willpower," Renée murmured against her mouth. "To bring yourself to the edge so many times and still refuse to fall."

Helena's fingers traced idle patterns across Renée's back, mapping the delicate curve of her spine. "The things that matter most are worth waiting for."

"And he matters to you," Renée observed, nuzzling against Helena's neck. "This man you've met only once."

"As do you," Helena said softly, tilting Renée's face up to meet her gaze. "Don't doubt that."

Renée's eyes glistened with unexpected emotion. "You matter to me, too. I… I haven’t had a Mistress in so long… The last woman I loved betrayed me, used my love to bind me in slavery, used my magic solely for her own pleasure. I swore I’d never fall in love again.”

Helena stiffened at the mention of Renee’s past Mistress. She knew little of her, except that Renee had been forced to cut off her tail and ears in order to escape completely. If she ever discovered who the woman was, she would be happy to conduct an assassination, unsanctioned by the High Council.

“That would truly be a shame,” she said. “I’ve never met anyone so deserving of love as you.”

“I never imagined finding this with you," Renee confessed. "When you first came to Regale Rouge, I saw only the fearsome Wraith."

"And I saw only a means to an end," Helena admitted, tracing the curve of Renée's cheek with her thumb. "How wrong we both were."

Their bodies entwined further, legs tangling together while Helena still maintained that crucial space between her thighs. Renée seemed to understand, carefully positioning herself to provide closeness without pressure where Helena remained most sensitive.

"We belong together," Renée whispered, her fingertips tracing the subtle blue veins visible beneath Helena's pale skin. "I know soon you’ll belong to him, too, but I pray you don’t forget me Mistress. I will not be jealous. I wish only to be at your side."

Helena couldn't explain the certainty she felt at those words, that they were true beyond truth. Fated. Their destinies were intertwined—hers, Renée's, and Ben's, and all those who lived at Lucky Nickel Acres.

They kissed again, deeply but tenderly, their bodies communicating what words could not.

"Rest now," Helena murmured, pressing her lips to Renée's forehead. "Tomorrow we begin our journey north. Just as soon as I deal with Halloway."

Renée settled against her, copper hair spilling across Helena's chest like liquid fire. “I hope the journey isn’t too long. Your restraint cannot last forever."

Helena gazed out the window at the night sky, where stars glittered like distant promises. "No," she agreed softly. "It cannot."

Now feeling sleeping, her mind followed their path led northward, toward a farmstead where a man with a magical staff awaited, perhaps unaware of the role he would play in their destiny.

And in the salvation of Faerowilde itself.


17
Farewell Cinderfell


Councilor Halloway's private chamber reeked of incense, herbs, and something else… The coppery tang reminded Helena of Butcher's Row down by the docks. Thick velvet curtains blocked most of the morning light, leaving the room in an unnatural twilight punctuated by the sickly green glow of phosphorescent lamps. Ancient tomes lined the walls, their spines unmarked and bound in materials Helena preferred not to identify.

Halloway’s office had looked nothing like this the last time she’d been here.

He'd summoned her early the morning after her visit to Donovan, before their usual bi-monthly meeting. She'd expected this; it was impossible for her recent activity to have gone unnoticed. Yet the summons had sent a shiver of dread through her nonetheless.

Now, she stood before his massive ebony desk, maintaining a mask of cool professionalism despite the repulsion crawling through her stomach. The air felt unnaturally cold here, despite the brazier of smoldering coals in the corner. Every breath she took tasted wrong somehow, as if the very atmosphere had been tainted.

"Lady Graythorne," Halloway drawled, his voice oddly layered, as if multiple throats produced the sound. His fingers steepled beneath his chin, the skin stretched too tightly across the knuckles. "You've been quite busy lately."

If she'd had any doubt about the High Council's corruption, they could not withstand the horrific vision before her now. Halloway looked as if he'd died some time ago, and something were wearing his corpse like a costume. His once-healthy complexion had taken on a grayish cast, and the skin around his eyes sagged unnaturally, revealing glimpses of something yellowed beneath.

Helena shifted her weight, keeping her balance centered as she'd been trained. Her hand itched for the knife concealed in her sleeve.

"The Council's work never ends," she replied neutrally, pretending not to notice these changes. Whatever possessed the leader of the council, it seemed to think it was getting away with it.

"Indeed." Halloway's fingers drummed on his strangely mottled desk—five beats, then three, then five again—the unnatural rhythm setting Helena's teeth on edge. A glass paperweight near his hand shivered with each impact. "Yet you've found time for unusual pursuits. Visits to certain establishments. Private meetings with magistrates who subsequently resign."

A porcelain theatrical mask on the wall behind him seemed to watch Helena with blank, knowing eyes. The room felt increasingly claustrophobic, the ceiling lower than it had been moments before.

"The Purity Commission has many responsibilities." Helena planted her feet more firmly, refusing to be intimidated by the growing wrongness of the chamber.

"Yes." Halloway's eyes fixed on her—yellow irises ringed with black, the pupils vertical slits that narrowed as he studied her face. The veins at his temples pulsed with something thicker than blood. "Including loyalty to leadership."

Helena felt the manuscript, which she'd tucked inside her coat like a protective charm, pulse against her ribs like a second heart. Its warmth contrasted sharply with the unnatural chill of the room. "My loyalty has always been to Cinderfell's true interests."

"And what might those be?" Halloway's mouth stretched into something approximating a smile, revealing teeth too sharp, too numerous, gleaming wetly in the dim light. A portrait on the wall, perhaps an ancestor of Halloway’s, seemed to mimic the expression, though Helena could have sworn it had been solemn moments before. "Not, it seems, the interests you once served so diligently."

Helena's fingernails dug into her palms. "Perhaps I see more clearly now."

"Yes." Halloway rose, his movements jerky, as if his limbs responded to commands from beyond his body. Or perhaps multiple sources vying for control. His chair scraped against the floor with a sound like a dying animal. "You see much more than before. As if your recent research has opened your eyes to the truth of the world. Is that so?"

The shadows in the corners of the room deepened, tendrils of darkness stretching toward Helena's feet like grasping fingers. Ice flooded her veins. He knew… how could he possibly know?

"Don't look so surprised, my dear Wraith." Halloway circled his desk, his footsteps oddly arrhythmic, one foot dragging slightly. A trail of moisture marked his path across the expensive carpet. "Did you think the Great Library doesn't track its most precious possessions? That particular text is of special interest to me. Do you know why?"

Helena edged sideways, keeping the desk between them as Halloway advanced. The air seemed to thicken with each step he took. "You're fond of history, sir?" Helena offered, straining to keep her voice calm. "Or possibly pornography. It contains a good bit of both."

Halloway chuckled darkly, the sound echoing from multiple points in the room simultaneously. The glass in a nearby cabinet trembled, hairline cracks spreading across its surface. "Well, yes… I do enjoy pornography. Best thing humans ever invented if you ask me. Though, no. That is not the reason. In fact, the reason is that I haven't been able to procure it for myself."

"Surely you need only have asked for it," Helena said, her eyes tracking the unnatural bulge in Halloway's throat that undulated as he spoke.

"So one would think," Halloway said, running a discolored tongue across lips that seemed too dry to support speech. "Yet it has eluded me. Disappearing from its shelf when I request it. It's as if… there is something inside which it does not want me, or my kind, to see. Which, of course, makes it all the more intriguing."

A drop of something dark fell from Halloway's sleeve to the carpet, sizzling where it landed. The smell of decay intensified.

"Your kind," Helena said, dropping the pretense. She stepped sideways, positioning herself closer to the door. "What exactly is your kind?"

Halloway slapped his hand on the desk, startling her. The impact cracked the polished wood, sending splinters flying. His fingers were so purple, the flesh so weak, she feared one might pop off as he glowered meaningfully at her. "Do not play coy with me. You know what I am."

Helena shook her head, dread pooling in her stomach as the room's temperature plummeted further. Her breath fogged in the air between them. "A spirit, a monster, a… a demon… You are not the Halloway I once knew."

"Good," he smiled, showing his teeth. A viscous fluid dripped from between them, hissing as it hit his robes. "I would have killed you had you lied to me again. Which would have been a pity, as I think I have much to learn from you… Never have I met a man or woman so skilled at the art of subterfuge as you. Are you certain you do not have a little demon blood in you?"

The books on the shelves behind him began to vibrate, their covers opening and closing like the mouths of hungry creatures. The green lamp flames stretched toward the ceiling in unnatural spires.

Helena blinked, momentarily confused. She couldn’t tell if she was hallucinating or if the room really was behaving in this nightmarish fashion.

She'd thought the man had called her here to accuse her of meddling in High Council affairs, perhaps threaten to have her arrested—she'd planned for this, with Madame Renee ready to bribe the guards at the jail if need be. But this?

It seemed as if Halloway were complimenting her…

"What do you want?" Helena asked, hand moving subtly toward the knife concealed in her sleeve. Her fingers curled around the familiar hilt, its presence reassuring against this nightmare.

"Cooperation." Halloway stopped before her, too close. The smell of decay wafted from him, so potent she could taste it. Black fluid seeped from the corners of his eyes, leaving greasy trails down his cheeks. "The barriers thin, Lady Graythorne. The hunger beyond grows. You could have a place in the new order. A position of power beside those who served the Old Ones before time began."

The manuscript burned hotter against Helena's side, as if reacting to Halloway's words. A faint blue glow seeped through her coat.

"Powerful?" Helena couldn't keep the disgust from her voice. She took a step back, her heel bumping against a small side table. “Like you? You’re falling apart at the seams.”

"This form is temporary. A vessel, though admittedly one that's a bit beyond its prime." Halloway gestured to his deteriorating body, a chunk of skin sloughing off his wrist with the movement. "When the Great Barrier falls completely, we'll assume our true shapes. Magnificent, glorious, muscular shapes, with intimidating phalluses and testicles like… uh… cannon balls!" Halloway's head tilted at an impossible angle, neck cracking audibly. "The manuscript you carry holds the key to accelerating that process. Bring it to me, join us, and you'll rule provinces in the new world."

The paintings on the walls had changed completely now, their subjects contorted in silent screams, eyes bulging as they stared at Helena in warning or supplication.

Helena straightened her spine, feeling the manuscript's heat spreading through her body like armor. "And if I refuse?"

"Well, I could kill you," the demon wearing Halloway's face said calmly, as if contemplating his options. He tapped a blackened fingernail against his chin, leaving a smear of ichor. "But that's too generous… I think you deserve a punishment fitting of your position… Oh, I know!"

His next words came in a hiss that seemed to emerge not just from his mouth but from every shadow in the room. "I'll make you watch as everyone at Lucky Nickel Acres dies screaming," the creature hissed, yellow eyes blazing like sulfurous pits. "Starting with the Keeper… We know your traitorous little heart, Helena Graythorne. We've tasted your dreams…. You are one dirty old lady, if you don’t mind my saying so. I really admire the way you just let loose in dream land… Hooo-eee! I—ahem—well, if it were not for the Keeper you would already be ours, for where else would you."

Helena met his gaze steadily, drawing strength from the manuscript's warmth and the image of Ben Nickels that Halloway's words had conjured, and ignoring the demon’s immature banter. "You've misunderstood me entirely, Councilor. Or whatever you are."

"Have I?" His hand shot out, gripping her wrist with strength no human possessed. The touch burned like ice, numbing her flesh instantly. Black veins spread up her arm from the point of contact. "Your mind may resist, but your body already changes. The manuscript reshapes you, preparing you to serve as a superior vessel."

That comment, more than anything, made Helena realize the demon-possessed Halloway didn't actually know what was in the book she’d stolen from the Great Library. She wondered what made him think it held any secrets for his kind. Perhaps his inability to find and read the book made him think it was some kind of unholy artifact. Or… more likely… he was just insane.

It hardly mattered, she supposed. She was not about to be bullied by a walking corpse with delusions of grandeur.

With her free hand, Helena drew her knife and plunged it into Halloway's forearm. "I serve no one," she hissed through clenched teeth.

Black ichor spurted from the wound, splattering the carpet and walls with steaming droplets. Halloway released her with a shriek that shattered every glass object in the room—windows, lamps, and cabinets exploding in a deadly shower. The knife remained embedded in his arm, the metal smoking as if dipped in acid, its silver blade turning black before her eyes.

"Ahhhhh! My arm! You’ve stabbed my arm! I—I can’t believe you did that. I mean… thank the dark lord it wasn’t my penis, but still… I—” He shook himself, as if realizing he’d gone off the rails.

“You've chosen poorly," he snarled, his face contorting beyond human limitations, the skin splitting to reveal glistening darkness beneath. The room itself seemed to warp around him, reality bending in his presence. "The hunger will find you wherever you run."

"I'm not running." Helena backed toward the door, glass crunching beneath her boots. The manuscript blazed against her side, its glow now visible even through her coat. "Consider this my resignation from the Council."

Halloway lunged, his body elongating impossibly, fingers extending into foot-long talons. But Helena was ready. From her pocket, she threw a handful of crystalline powder—a protection charm Madame Renée had prepared and infused with what remained of her Kitsune magic. It erupted in blinding golden light, filling the chamber with the scent of foxfire and summer winds.

The demon screamed, a sound no human throat could produce, as the light forced it to recoil. Its form seemed to fracture, multiple silhouettes overlapping and separating in the golden glare. “Ooooowwwwwwie. Ow, ow, ow! That smarts. That really smarts. Damn, who taught that bitch to fight? That’s dirty, even for a demon.”

Helena slipped through the door and ran, the manuscript burning against her side like a brand. The corridors of the Council building twisted around her, portraits and statues turning to watch her passage. Behind her, Halloway's rage echoed through the Council halls—a promise of vengeance that transcended human limitations.

Her suspicions confirmed, Helena knew they had to leave immediately. Whatever creature or creatures had possessed Halloway and the other members of the High Council, they were dangerous in their incompetence. Cinderfell was lost—consumed from within by entities beyond mortal understanding.

Lucky Nickel Acres might be next.

Unless she could reach Ben in time.
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"They're demons," Helena gasped, bursting into Madame Renée's private quarters without knocking. "Actual demons possessing human bodies. I… I can’t believe it."

Renée looked up from her packing, instantly alert. "Halloway?"

"Completely overtaken. Black ichor for blood. Eyes like a serpent." Helena paced the room. "Incredibly powerful and incredibly stupid in equal measures. I would never have believed such repulsive creatures could exist. We leave tonight, there’s no delaying it.”

Renée nodded, no questions asked. "Everything essential is packed. I’ve already handed over the keys to Bex and Brinly. The demi-beast girls are ready to go whenever we are. But what about evidence against Coalridge and Rathmore?"

"Here." Helena patted her satchel. "Signed confessions, financial records, everything we need to destroy them. But it won't matter if demons overrun Cinderfell. Where’s the carriage?"

""Waiting in the alley. We'll take the eastern road, then cut north through Whistlebrook Pass."

“Okay,” Helena panted, her mind whirling with what had just happened. “All right. Let’s go.”

Renée closed her trunk with a decisive snap. "Let's not waste another moment."

As they descended the back stairs of Regale Rouge, Helena glanced at her companion. "Are you certain about this? We may never return."

Renée's hand rose to touch her collar. "My place is with you, my lady. Wherever that leads."

Outside, rain had begun to fall, sheeting down in silver curtains that obscured the city. Their carriage waited, a dark shape against the gloom, horses stamping impatiently.

As they approached, Helena felt the manuscript pulse a warning. She grabbed Renée's arm, pulling her back into the shadows.

"What—?" Renée began, but fell silent as Helena pointed.

A figure stood beside their carriage—tall, unnaturally still despite the downpour. As lightning flashed, they glimpsed Coalridge's distinctive silhouette, but wrong somehow—elongated, joints bent at impossible angles.

"How did they find us so quickly?" Renée whispered.

"The manuscript," Helena realized. "It's connected to them somehow. They can sense it."

"What do we do?"

Helena glanced back at Regale Rouge, then at the creature waiting by their escape route. A plan formed in her mind.

"We need a distraction." She reached into her coat, extracting the ancient manuscript. "And a decoy."

Understanding dawned in Renée's golden eyes. "Who?"

"Lillian Bell. She's been positioned to replace Halloway for weeks. She already supports demi-beast rights secretly." Helena pressed a sealed letter into Renée's hand. "This grants her emergency powers in case of my disappearance, I had it signed off by the Council of Elders before all of this started. With Halloway preoccupied hunting us, I doubt he’ll even notice he’s been usurped."

"She could consolidate power in Cinderfell. Surely there are enough officials who aren’t corrupted that she can hold her position."

"Exactly, it’s only Halloway and his inner circle who have been completely corrupted." Helena tore a blank page from the back of the manuscript and quickly penned another note. "Take this to Lillian. Tell her everything. She'll arrange alternate transportation for us."

"While you do what?"

Helena's eyes gleamed in the darkness. "Create a diversion worthy of the Wraith."

Renée clutched Helena's arm. "Be careful. These aren't human enemies."

"Neither am I. Not entirely." Helena touched her own face, feeling the changes the manuscript had wrought. "Not anymore."

They parted with a brief, fierce kiss. Helena watched Renée disappear down a side alley before turning back toward the demon wearing Halloway's skin.

Time to remind Cinderfell why they had called her the Wraith.

[image: image-placeholder]

Fire blazed through the rain-soaked night as Regale Rouge's east wing burned, drawing every able body to battle the flames. From the rooftop of a neighboring building, Helena watched the chaos unfold, satisfaction curling through her despite the destruction of Renée's beautiful establishment.

Fortunately, she’d taken out an insurance policy in Bex and Brinly’s names when Renee had agreed to leave Cinderfell with her, suspecting someone on the council might seek revenge against them by targeting the brothel.

She hadn’t expected she would be the cause of its destruction in quite so deliberate a manner.

Coalridge had taken the bait—pursuing her into the brothel, thinking she fled in fear. The moment he’d cornered her, Helena had turned the tables.

He’d bled more than Halloway had when she stabbed him, the black ichor pooling at his feet as his rotting bowls spilled over his shoes. She hadn’t realized demon blood was flammable, however, and when he fell back into the fireplace there was nothing she could do to stop what happened next. She hoped Renee would understand, and forgive her.

"Impressive distraction."

Helena whirled, knife drawn, to find Lillian Bell standing behind her, cloaked against the rain.

"How did you find me?" Helena demanded.

"Your friend was quite persuasive." Lillian stepped closer, raindrops beading on her elegant features. "And I've had eyes on you for weeks, Helena. Your sudden interest in Council corruption aligned perfectly with my own plans."

Helena studied the woman carefully, searching for yellow eyes or other signs of corruption. Finding none, she asked, "You received my letter? You understand what's happening?"

"Demon possession among Council members? Ancient barriers failing?" Lillian's mouth quirked in a half-smile. "It explains much about Halloway's recent behavior. I've observed... changes in him. In others too."

"And you believe me?"

"I've seen enough in my years of business to know there are forces beyond conventional understanding." Lillian gestured to a nearby rooftop, where a sleek closed carriage waited, somehow positioned atop the building. "Much more than a simple merchant of marital enhancements might be expected to have seen. Your transportation awaits at the loading ramp in the next alley. Take the northeast gate out of town, I’ve already bribed the guards."

"Why help us?"

"Given your attitude during our last meeting, I feel I should be asking you the same question,” Lillian said, giving Helena a youthful wink that belied her elevated position in the city. “But, since you asked first… Self-interest, partially. Cinderfell needs stable leadership.” Her expression softened slightly. "And I've had business dealings with Ben Nickels and his lovely human wife, Alicia. His commitment to improving demi-beast lives aligns with my company's future plans. Protecting him protects my investments, shall we say?"

Shouts sounded from the surrounding buildings, as people rushed to put out the fire at the brothel. Among them, armed city guards marched, pulling over passersby to asked about the blaze.

"Time's up," Lillian said briskly. "Your companion waits in the carriage. Go."

Helena hesitated. "If Halloway discovers your involvement—"

"Let me worry about Council politics now." Lillian smiled thinly. "You’ve had your time as the golden child of intrigue, haven’t you? I’ll do things my own way.”

With a nod of respect, Helena sprinted across the rooftop to the waiting carriage. Inside, Renée sat surrounded by travel trunks and provisions.

"A peculiar woman, that Lillian Bell," Renée remarked as Helena settled beside her. "She insisted on providing us with 'samples' from her catalogue."

Helena raised an eyebrow, noting several boxes bearing the Marital Bliss logo. "How thoughtful."

"A gift for the farmer, she said." Renée's cheeks colored slightly. "I believe she views this as a business opportunity, as much as anything."

“From what I saw and heard on Lucky Nickel Acres, she’s not wrong to think so,” Helena said, remembering the raucous coupling she’d heard through her walls every night.

The carriage lurched into motion, gliding down the specially constructed ramp onto the cobblestone street below. It made little noise despite their speed, and soon they had left the burning brothel far behind.

As Cinderfell's lights faded into the rainy darkness, Helena felt the manuscript pulse against her side—not in warning now, but something like anticipation. They were heading north, toward Lucky Nickel Acres, toward Ben.

"Do you think he'll welcome us?" Renée asked softly, voicing the question that had haunted Helena for weeks.

"I don't know," Helena admitted, watching raindrops trace patterns on the carriage window. "But he deserves the truth about what's coming. About what we're facing."

"And if he turns us away?"

Helena touched her face, feeling the subtle changes in her bone structure—sharper cheekbones, more defined jaw. The manuscript was changing her with each passing day, preparing her for something she didn't yet understand.

"He won't," she said with unexpected certainty. "The land called him Keeper for a reason. And I believe it's calling us too."

Outside, the rain began to ease, revealing a night sky scattered with stars. Helena felt a strange calm settle over her despite the dangers they fled and those that might lie ahead.

For the first time in her carefully controlled life, Lady Helena Graythorne was stepping into her own and becoming the woman she was always meant to be.


18
Recovery and Revelation


Darkness and whispers . Fragments of dreams swirled around Ben like falling leaves – the robed figure, yellow eyes gleaming from shadows, a vortex of purple-black energy reaching toward him with hungry tendrils.

Ben thrashed against these visions, fighting to surface from the depths that held him.

"He's waking up!" A voice pierced the darkness – Spirit's, high with concern.

Ben's eyes snapped open. His wife and mates surrounded him – Spirit hovering closest, her pink hair hanging in his face; Alicia gripping his hand tight enough to hurt; Rosie pressing a cool cloth to his forehead; Quincie lurking at the foot of the bed, pretending not to care but her tail betraying her anxiety with its ceaseless twitching.

"What happened?" Ben croaked, his throat desert-dry.

"You've been unconscious for nearly two days," Alicia said, her face drawn with exhaustion. "We thought we might lose you."

"Two days?" Ben tried to sit up but fell back as pain lanced through his skull. "The corruption—"

"Is gone, for now," Estelle said, stepping into his field of vision. Her golden eyes held both relief and worry. "You purged it, but at great cost to yourself, Ben. Don’t ever try something like that again, or… or… I’ll whack you with my crook, that’s what. I was so scared!"

Memory flooded back slowly. The corrupted zone at the northern boundary, the alien presence fighting his attempts to cleanse it, the vision of his great-uncle warning him about "the hunger."

"Water," Ben managed, and Meadow quickly brought a cup to his lips. As he drank, he noted how tired they all looked. Haggard, sleep-deprived, but determined, and now that he was awake most were wobbling between relieved and angry. They'd clearly been taking shifts, watching over him around the clock.

"The kittens wouldn't leave your side," Quincie admitted grudgingly. "Had to drag them away for meals. Kept saying they were healing you with their purrs or some nonsense."

"It wasn't nonsense," Spirit corrected. "It worked!”

“Healing through sound is ancient magic,” Estelle added. “The children instinctively know things we've forgotten."

Ben looked around. They were in the master bedroom of the farmhouse. The curtains were drawn, but slats of golden afternoon light slipped through, suggesting it was late in the day.

"Help me up," he said, more firmly this time.

"You should rest—" Alicia began, but Ben cut her off.

"I can’t. There’s not time. I saw things while I was fighting that corruption… Things we need to understand." He fixed his gaze on Estelle. "You were there. You saw what happened."

Estelle nodded, her hand unconsciously moving to her pregnant belly. "I did. And I've told the others what I saw."

"Tell me what you remember," Ben insisted, finally managing to sit up with Rosie's help.

Estelle perched on the edge of the bed. "You drove your staff into the ground at the edge of the corruption. A dome of blue light expanded outward, engulfing the affected area. But it fought back. I could see it, like a living thing resisting you."

"That's when you started speaking in a different voice," Spirit added, clearly having heard the story a few times. "Deep and old, like a very old man. You said: 'I am the Keeper. This land is under my protection.'"

"The earth responded to your command," Rosie continued. "It was like the entire farm was channeling power through you. The light changed from blue to gold, like the crystals in the hidden cave."

"The corruption shrank into a ball," Estelle said. "Writhing and… screaming. Not with sound, but in our minds. Then it collapsed, leaving just a small crater."

"After that, you fell," Quincie finished bluntly. "Like a sack of frickin' potatoes. Estelle couldn't carry you, what with her being as big as a house—"

"Quincie!" Spirit chided.

"What? She is!" Quincie defended herself. "Anyway, we had to send for Marnie and Brena to haul your heavy ass back here."

Ben smiled weakly at Quincie's characteristic bluntness. "Thank you. All of you."

"While you were unconscious," Alicia said, squeezing his hand, "we've been taking turns watching over you and investigating what happened."

"We doubled patrols around the property," Rosie added. "The guardians have been monitoring their ecosystems for any sign of corruption returning."

"And?" Ben prompted.

"Nothing yet," Spirit said. "But there's a... tension in the meadow. Like it's holding its breath, waiting for something."

"The trees feel it too," Rosie confirmed. "They're restless, whispering warnings I can't quite understand."

"The weather's been weird as shit," Quincie offered. "Too still, like before a big storm. Makes my fur stand on end."

Ben nodded, absorbing this information. "I saw things while I was fighting the corruption. Not just sensations – actual visions." He described what he'd seen: the robed figure he believed to be his great-uncle standing before a vortex, the three figures representing the bloodlines, the warning about the barriers thinning. And the yellow eyed demon threatening to destroy it all.

"He called it 'the hunger,'" Ben finished. "Whatever's on the other side of those barriers, it wants in. And it's using some kind of magical corruption to create openings. But it seems like that’s not all that’s getting through. If it’s coming from the demonic plane, we’re going to be in trouble."

"Sounds like that’s what you found at the northern boundary," Alicia said, her analytical mind already working. "A test, perhaps. Or a first attempt."

“Not the first,” Ben said, unable to shake the feeling of certainty that blanketed him like a shadow. “They’ve gotten through elsewhere. I think… I think these forces are what’s driving the corruption of people like Ashburn, the land barons, and the corrupt guild leaders in Grimsby and Cinderfell. It’s like… greed is the gateway.”

"But why here, then?" Spirit asked, puzzled. "Why target our farm specifically?"

"Because of what's beneath it," Ben said with sudden certainty. "My great-uncle chose this location deliberately. The journals mentioned ley lines converging here. What if this farm sits on something important? Something the hunger wants?"

"A nexus point," Estelle breathed, her golden eyes widening. "That's what the vision called it, yes? Places where magic flows strongest."

"We need to check the journals," Ben decided, throwing off the covers. The room spun alarmingly as he stood, but he braced himself against the bedpost, refusing to show weakness. "The chamber beneath the cellar might have answers."

"I'll get your clothes," Alicia said, recognizing the determination in his face.

"I'll bring food," Meadow added. "You need to rebuild your strength."

"And I'll get your staff," Spirit offered. "It's been... different since you used it against the corruption. Brighter somehow. More alive."

As the others left to prepare, Estelle remained, studying Ben with knowing eyes. "There's more, isn't there? Something you haven't told us."

Ben met her gaze steadily. "I saw a symbol in the vision – a circle containing a triangle with a spiral at its center. It was carved into a stone monument somewhere beyond our borders. I think we need to find it. That monument holds the key to our survival. I’m sure of it."

"One thing at a time," Estelle counseled, placing a gentle hand on his arm. "First, we learn what we can from the chamber. Then we decide our next move."

Ben nodded, grateful for her steadying presence. "How are you feeling? The baby—"

"Is strong," Estelle assured him. "Though..." she hesitated. "I've been having twinges. The beginnings of labor, I think. Nothing urgent yet."

"What? Why didn't you say anything?"

Estelle smiled ruefully. "We had more pressing concerns, like you being unconscious. Besides, first lambs take their time coming. I have days yet, I expect. I promise to make use of the Birthing Unit as soon as possible."

Before Ben could respond, the door burst open and a blur of black and white fur launched onto the bed. The kittens had evidently escaped whatever supervision they'd been under. Eve, Marie, and Starling peeked in from the doorway.

"Daddy's awake!" Salem announced, her golden eyes wide with excitement.

"We knew you'd wake up today," Tina added confidently. "We dreamed it."

"Did you fight monsters, Daddy?" Chi-Chi asked, bouncing on the mattress.

"Did you win?" Misty demanded.

Ben gathered them close, inhaling their familiar scent – milk and sunshine and the indefinable magic that seemed to radiate from all his children. "Yes, I fought monsters. And yes, I won. This time."

"Next time we'll help," Salem declared with all the confidence of a child who believed herself invincible. "We're practicing our powers!"

"Powers?" Ben raised an eyebrow at Estelle.

"They've been... developing," she explained. "All the children have. While you were unconscious, they seemed to accelerate. Starling can now grow a full flower from seed in minutes. The twins find things no one knew were lost. And the kittens..."

"We can make the weather!" Chi-Chi proclaimed proudly. "Watch!"

Before anyone could stop her, she raised her tiny hands toward the ceiling. A miniature storm cloud formed above the bed, no larger than a dinner plate but dark with potential energy.

"Chi-Chi, no!" Estelle lunged forward, but too late.

A tiny lightning bolt zapped from the cloud, striking the headboard with a crack that made everyone jump. The smell of electricity filled the room.

"See?" Chi-Chi beamed, oblivious to the adults' alarm. "Just like Mama!"

"That's... impressive," Ben managed, exchanging a look with Estelle over the kittens' heads. “And terrifying.”

Their powers were developing far faster than expected. Whether that was good or bad remained to be seen.

"Out, all of you," Estelle shooed the kittens toward the door. "Your father needs to get dressed. Go tell your mothers he's coming to the chamber."

With reluctance, the children obeyed, though not without extracting promises from Ben that he would watch their "shows" later, whatever that meant.

Once dressed and fed, Ben made his way carefully down to the cellar, leaning more heavily on his staff than he would have liked. He wasn’t injured in any way, but his body felt depleted, as if he’d run a marathon the day before. The crystal at the staff’s base pulsed with amber light, matching his footsteps as if keeping time with his heartbeat.

The hidden door opened at his touch, no key required this time. The passage seemed to welcome him, the air growing warmer as they descended into the circular chamber with its star-painted ceiling and ancient artifacts.

"It recognizes you," Estelle observed as the chamber's golden crystals brightened at their entrance. "The land knows its Keeper."

The term no longer unsettled Ben as it once had. After what he'd experienced at the northern boundary when the land's power flowed through him, responding to his call, he understood that "Keeper" wasn't just a title but a function. A responsibility of his chosen class.

Alicia had already laid out the relevant journals on the central table, its silver inlaid map gleaming in the crystal light. "I've been studying these while you were unconscious," she said, her finger tracing a particular passage. "There are references to 'nexus points' throughout – places where ley lines converge, creating pools of magical energy. They’re spread all over Faerowilde, so it’s entirely possible the corruption is occurring elsewhere, too."

“I hope there are other Keepers assigned to those places,” Ben noted, tapping the silver mark at the center of the map that indicated Lucky Nickel Acres. “Because we’ve got our hands full with this one.

"I believe there must be," Alicia pointed to several smaller silver marks scattered across the map of Faerowilde. "There are twelve in total, forming a pattern I couldn't quite discern until—"

"A clock face," Rosie interrupted, leaning over the table. "They're arranged like numbers on a clock, with our farm at the center where the hands would meet."

Ben studied the pattern, seeing it instantly now that Rosie had pointed it out. "And the corrupted zone we found was at the northern edge of our property. Directly above the twelve o'clock position."

"Which suggests the others might be targeted as well," Alicia concluded. "In some sort of sequence, perhaps."

"The journal mentions these nexus points as anchors," Ben said, scanning the open text before him. "Part of an ancient protection that predates the war. A barrier of some kind."

"The Great Barrier," Estelle supplied. "The old stories speak of it – a shield that protects Faerowilde from... outside influences."

"Demons," Quincie said bluntly, startling everyone. The normally flippant Felina looked dead serious for once. "The kittens have been dreaming about them. Yellow eyes in the darkness. Voices that hurt their ears."

“Starling has, too,” Spirit said.

“So have the twins,” added Rosie.

A chill ran down Ben's spine. "The hunger," he whispered. "That's what my great-uncle called it in the vision."

Quincie scowled, not thrilled about having to share the glory. “The kittens also said they smell like farts and are big greedy stupid heads,” she added, not liking to be outdone. “So, its obvious that they’re the best at dreaming about demons.”

“It’s not a competition, Quincie,” Spirit said, scowling slightly.

“Yeah,” said Rosie. “And if they were smelling farts, it was probably because the Mistress of the Winds ate too many weasels.”

“Or tuna,” Spirit added.

“Maybe weasels stuffed with tuna—” Rosie continued.

Quincie’s ears flattened and her tail puffed up to twice its size. “I am a Queen!” she declared with a hiss. “And Queens do not fart! They toot. And when they do it’s very cute and smells like catnip.”

Ben reached over and scratched her behind the ears until her tail depuffed, not wanting to derail the conversation further by getting involved in the discussion.

"The journal says the barrier was created through the united magic of all three bloodlines," Alicia continued, turning pages carefully. "Human, demi-beast, and monster-kin, working in concert. But after the war, when the bloodlines were separated..."

"The magic weakened," Ben finished. "That's what my great-uncle feared. But do you think he’s brought others here too? If my suspicions are correct and he actually is the Grand Vizier… he obviously has an ability to travel through time and traverse worlds. Maybe he has other blood relatives from my home world who are being set up to fight this corruption?”

“That’s possible,” Estelle said with a nod.

“He brought me here to restore the bloodlines through breeding,” Ben said. “But even with the system’s help I can’t possibly sire an entire world’s next generation on my own. Not that I wouldn’t be game to try, but… it’s a bit excessive.”

"I agree,” Rosie said with a snort. “There are millions of demi-beast females and you only have one—albeit, glorious—cock. There’s gotta be some kind of plan. I mean, I don’t mind sharing you, Boss. But…”

“You guys are focusing on the wrong stuff,” Spirit said, stamping a hoof impatiently. “The corruption we found… Was it trying to break through the barrier? To create a portal of some kind? And if so, has it already broken through in some places?”

"I think that’s exactly what it was doing," Ben agreed. "A test to see if it could breach our defenses. And I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s another breach, maybe closer to Cinderfell."

"But you stopped it, Ben," Meadow said, pride evident in her voice. "You drove it back. I’m sure you can do it again."

"This time," Ben cautioned. "But the system warning said the source wasn't eliminated. We can expect more incursions."

"Maybe at the other nexus points," Alicia suggested, studying the map. "If they're all weakening simultaneously..."

"Then we need to find a way to strengthen them," Ben decided. "All of them, not just our own."

"How?" Quincie demanded. "We can barely patrol our own land, let alone eleven other locations scattered across Faerowilde."

Ben turned to the bookshelves, scanning the ancient tomes until he found what he sought. A worn volume bound in blue leather had a promising title embossed in faded silver: Ley Line Manipulation and Nexus Reinforcement.

"We start with understanding the system better," he said, opening the book carefully. "Then we figure out how to repair the damage."


19
Maternal Ministrations


Ben stood on the porch of the farmhouse, watching the morning mist rise from the fields. After two days of recovery from his encounter with the corruption, his strength had mostly returned. The staff in his hand pulsed with amber light, seemingly eager to continue their work.

Around him, Lucky Nickel Acres hummed with activity. Demi-beasts tended the gardens, cared for livestock, and continued construction projects. At first glance, everything appeared normal, but Ben sensed the undercurrent of tension. Watchful eyes scanned the boundaries more frequently. Conversations hushed when he approached, then resumed with forced cheerfulness. Everyone knew something was coming, but no one wanted to speak it aloud.

"There you are," Alicia said, joining him on the porch. She handed him a steaming mug of coffee. "Meadow's looking for you. Says it's urgent."

Ben took a grateful sip. "Is everything okay?"

"I don't know," Alicia admitted. "She seemed... uncomfortable. And Estelle's been pacing the kitchen since dawn."

A sense of foreboding settled over Ben. With a nod of thanks, he headed toward the barn where they'd last seen Meadow.

He found the Holstaur leaning against a stall door, one hand pressed to her swollen belly. Her normally rosy complexion had paled, and a thin sheen of sweat glistened on her brow.

"Meadow?" Ben hurried to her side. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong," she said, forcing a smile that quickly turned to a grimace. "Just some pains. Started last night, getting stronger now."

"Labor pains?" Ben asked, alarmed. "Why didn't you say something sooner?"

"Didn't want to worry you," Meadow replied, straightening with visible effort. "You've been through enough lately."

Before Ben could respond, a commotion at the barn entrance drew his attention. Estelle entered, moving with the careful deliberation of someone trying not to show discomfort.

"You too?" Ben asked, taking in her strained expression.

Estelle nodded, one hand on her rounded belly. "Since this morning. But Meadow's been having contractions longer. She should go to the Birthing Unit first."

"Both of you are going right now," Ben declared, brooking no argument. "Better safe than sorry, especially with everything that's happening."

"Should I tell the Lapinas too?" Alicia asked, having followed Ben to the barn. "They've been complaining about backaches and pressure since yesterday."

Ben's eyebrows shot up. "All three of them? Already? It's only been—"

"Just over a week,” Alicia finished for him. "But their fertility magic combined with your Master Breeder ability seems to have accelerated things dramatically. You just bred them again this morning, didn’t you notice how big they’re getting?"

He had noticed, and thoroughly enjoyed, seeing their swollen bellies and ripe breasts all lined up for their ‘good morning’ routine. But he hadn’t realized they were quite that far along.

"Get them all to the Birthing Unit," Ben decided with a sharp clap of his hands. "I don't want any of the pregnant demi-beasts anywhere near potential corruption. The magical protections of provided by the system for the maternity center should keep them and the babies safe. And at the slightest hint of danger, I want the girls in the Nursery, too. We are not taking any chances with this, okay?”

As Ben and Alicia helped Meadow and Estelle toward the specially constructed building, Ben couldn't help but feel the timing was suspicious. Multiple births beginning just as the farm faced its greatest threat? It couldn't be coincidence.

Was something triggering their accelerated births, beyond his system magic? He didn’t see how he had any choice but to play it safe, though. There was no way he was going to risk any mothers, children, or unborn babies in the fight against corruption—surely his great-uncle would understand that.

The Birthing Unit stood near the center of the property, an incongruously high-tech structure that the system had redesigned once they’d put in the effort of the initial construction. At the time, they’d just built it where there was room, not thinking much of it. But they’d since discovered that the building’s location, like the breeding chamber in the cellar, corresponded exactly with one of the symbols on the map table, marking it as a place of power where magical energies flowed particularly strong.

Inside, the building featured a central chamber surrounded by seven birthing rooms, each equipped with special pods that resembled luxurious beds but contained sophisticated magical enhancements. The pods were designed to support both mother and child during birth, channeling system energy to strengthen their bond and protect them from harm.

By the time they arrived, the Lapina sisters were already there, being helped into their rooms by Spirit and Rosie. Despite being significantly earlier in their pregnancies than Meadow and Estelle, the bunnies' bellies were impressively rounded—even bigger than they were that morning, if Ben’s eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. They moved with the cautious waddle of mothers-to-be.

"Master Ben!" Clover called, her long ears perked up despite her discomfort. "Perfect timing. These babies of yours are getting impatient."

"I swear they're trying to kickbox their way out," Lavender added, wincing as she settled into her pod.

"I'm scared," Blossom admitted, being the youngest and smallest of the three. "Isn't it too soon?"

Ben went to her, taking her hand. "Bunny pregnancies are naturally fast, and with the magical enhancements, this acceleration isn't unexpected. The pods will ensure you and the babies are safe." He looked around at all the expectant mothers. "You all need to be here right now. Not just for your safety, but because I don't want any of you anywhere near the farm's borders while we're dealing with potential corruption."

"What about Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie?" Meadow asked, lowering herself carefully into her birthing pod. "I don’t feel right going into hiding while they’re out there fighting."

"They gave birth weeks ago," Ben replied. "Their children are thriving. But if there’s even a hint of danger, I’m sending all three of them and our kids into the Nursery with Alicia. Don’t worry, okay?”

Each maternity pod was in its own private room, which Alicia had carefully decorated with overstuffed chairs, fluffy blankets and pillows, and pretty paintings so that when they emerged from their pods they would feel comfy and at home.

As the women settled into their pods, the units hummed to life, subtle lights flickering across their surfaces as they adapted to each mother's unique needs. The magical constructs formed translucent domes over each bed, like protective bubbles shimmering with golden energy.

Ben moved from room to room, pod to pod, checking each demi-beast was comfortable and well-supported. The design the system had chosen seemed to have incorporated his great-uncle's understanding of both magical birth practices and modern medical care. IVs could be attached if needed, but the pods primarily worked through magical means, monitoring and supporting both mother and child. Ben wondered if his uncle had influenced the system’s design or vice versa.

He was still trying to wrap his mind around the fact that he seemed to be related to a time and space traveling magical Grand Vizier rather than the crazy old hermit he’d always thought was his uncle. The fact that he’d been chosen by this distant relative to play a part in saving a magical world from destruction at the hands of demonic interlopers was somehow not the weirdest part of the whole situation.

As his mates began settling into their pods, Ben heard his name called from one of the side rooms.

"Ben?" Meadow's voice reached him, still outside her assigned pod. "Before I go in, I... I need you for something."

He made his way to her doorway, finding the Holstaur leaning against the wall, her massive breasts visibly swollen and leaking small streams of milk that dampened her gown.

“Wow, already?” Ben asked. “We just milked you after breakfast!”

“I think my body’s going into milk-production overdrive,” Meadow said, laughing nervously. “It knows it’s going to have a hungry baby to feed soon.”

Alicia appeared behind him, carrying a leather case.

"I suspected this might happen," she said with a knowing smile. "She needs relief before going into the pod. Don’t worry, Marital Bliss to the rescue!” She opened the case to reveal what looked like an elegant, decorative version of their milking equipment.

"Is that from—"

"Lillian Bell's latest catalogue," Alicia confirmed. "Much less industrial than what we use in the barn. She calls it the 'Passionate Pumper.'" She winked at Meadow. "I guess there’s a set of Cinderfell’s elite who are into erotic milking… she sells pills that help stimulate milk production, too. I got some just in case my milk doesn’t come in when the baby is born. But Meadow certainly doesn’t have that problem. Shall I help you get set up?"

Meadow nodded gratefully, already untying her gown. "The pressure is becoming unbearable. I won't be able to focus on birthing if my breasts feel like they're about to burst."

Ben stiffened immediately as he watched Alicia help Meadow into the leather mesh harness. The device wrapped around her torso, with adjustable straps that tightened over her enormous breasts, separating and supporting them. The design included small openings that her nipples protruded through, already dripping with rich cream.

"I should relieve some pressure first," Ben said, stepping forward. He knelt before Meadow, gently taking one heavy breast in his hands and bringing his lips to her leaking nipple.

Meadow moaned, her body relaxing immediately. "Yes," she sighed, one hand stroking his hair as he drank. "Oooh, Ben. That feels so good. Thank you."

Ben suckled deeply, the sweet, rich taste of her milk flooding his mouth. After several minutes, he switched to her other breast, noting how Meadow's breathing had steadied and her earlier grimaces of pain had transformed into expressions of pleasure.

"The contractions are calming," Meadow murmured, her eyes half-closed. "This always helps. I feel more relaxed already."

Once Ben had relieved some of the immediate pressure, Alicia attached small, elegant suction cups to Meadow's nipples. The devices were made of clear crystal with golden accents, far more attractive than their utilitarian counterparts in the barn.

"How does that feel?" Alicia asked, adjusting the suction level.

"Wonderful," Meadow sighed, her tail swishing contentedly behind her. "This harness makes me feel almost... sexy, despite everything."

"You are sexy," Ben assured her, rising to his feet and kissing her deeply. He placed a hand on her swollen belly. “Beautiful and fertile.”

Alicia turned on the pump, and Meadow moaned into Ben's mouth as the gentle suction began drawing milk from her in rhythmic pulses.

“Mmmmmmmmmmaaaw, yes!” Meadow shuddered with pleasure as the pump started sucking at her breasts. “Fuck, that feels good.”

"I'll leave you two alone," Alicia said, turning toward the door.

"Wait," Meadow called, surprising them both. "Did you... did you bring any other toys from the catalogue? I… feel very needy all of a sudden."

Alicia blushed slightly, then reached into her pocket and withdrew a parcel wrapped in red silk. "I was prompted to leave one for each of you in your rooms," she admitted. "A mini quest for my Liaison Coordinator class. I’m not sure why… Just in case you felt lonely after your time in the pods, I guess."

She unwrapped the object, revealing a perfectly crafted dildo that appeared to be an exact replica of Ben's member, down to the distinctive curve and veining.

"How many of those did you order?" Ben asked with a laugh. “You know I’m not going anywhere, right?”

Alicia bit her lip. “Well… some of the girls wanted to practice, in hopes that you would choose them some day. So there are quite a few of them floating around. But I actually planned to use them with you… so you can fill us in every way, at the same time… I saw this picture in the catalogue of a woman with three men at once and I couldn’t help but imagine what it would be like to be with three of you, husband…”

“Oh, yes,” Meadow said, her eyes darkening with desire despite her obviously uncomfortable state. "Can we try? I wanted to taste you one last time, Ben. While the machine pumps me. Please?"

Ben couldn't refuse her request. The sight of Meadow in the elegant leather harness, her massive breasts bound and pumping steadily, had already left him achingly hard. He unfastened his trousers, his cock springing free into the warm air of the birthing chamber.

Meadow sank carefully to her knees, mindful of her swollen belly, her huge breasts hanging heavily in their constraining harness. The rhythmic suction of the pumps created soft, wet sounds as streams of creamy milk flowed through the transparent tubes. Her dark nipples were stretched and engorged within the tight openings of the harness, the sight both erotic and maternal.

When her lips wrapped around him, Ben groaned at the exquisite warmth of her mouth. Her tongue, always skilled, moved with deliberate slowness along his length, savoring him as if memorizing every ridge and vein. The contrast between the cool air on his exposed skin and the liquid heat of her mouth sent shivers through his entire body.

Ben watched, mesmerized, as her cheeks hollowed with each gentle suction. The leather harness framed her breasts perfectly, golden accents catching the soft light as the milking pumps continued their steady rhythm. Each pulse seemed to coincide with her movements, creating a hypnotic synchronization that heightened every sensation.

Her pregnant belly pressed gently against his thighs as she took him deeper, her hands steadying herself on his hips. The knowledge that she was carrying his child, that this intimate act was one of their last before she brought new life into the world, made every touch feel sacred and profound.

Alicia hesitated only briefly before moving closer, the Marital Bliss toy in her hands. "May I?" she asked softly, her green eyes meeting Ben's over Meadow's form.

Ben slowly lowered himself to his knees, allowing Meadow to settle more comfortably into position. She was now on her hands and knees before him, her swollen belly hanging heavily beneath her, the leather harness framing her magnificent breasts as the pumps continued their rhythmic work. The sight was breathtaking—primal and beautiful in its fertility.

"Please," Meadow gasped between gentle ministrations to Ben's length, her voice thick with need.

Alicia positioned herself behind Meadow, running her free hand along the Holstaur's curved hip with tender reverence. Ben watched, transfixed, as his human wife carefully guided the toy to Meadow's entrance. The realistic replica glistened with moisture as Alicia began to work it slowly inside.

Meadow's moan of pleasure vibrated around Ben's cock, making him grip her small horns gently for support. The sight before him was intoxicating—his beautiful, pregnant wife lovingly pleasuring their equally pregnant mate, both women glowing with the radiance of impending motherhood.

Alicia's own belly, rounded with their child, pressed against Meadow's hip as she found a gentle rhythm. Her auburn hair fell in waves around her face, which was flushed with concentration and arousal. Ben could see how the intimate act affected her—the way her breathing quickened, how her free hand unconsciously caressed her own swollen breast through her dress.

The leather harness creaked softly with Meadow's movements, the golden tubes swaying as rich cream flowed steadily from her bound breasts. The contrast of restraint and release, of mechanical pumping and intimate touch, created a symphony of sensation that had all three of them breathing heavily.

“Mmmm, Mistress Alicia,” Meadow moaned as she rubbed the tip of Ben’s cock over her swollen lips. “You fuck just like him. So, soooo, goooood.”

Alicia's eyes met Ben’s over Meadow's arched back, her cheeks pink with exertion and pleasure. She increased her pace slightly, drawing gasps of delight from Meadow that translated into exquisite vibrations around Ben's length.

The three of them found a synchronized rhythm—the pumps' steady suction, Alicia's measured thrusts, and Meadow's eager movements creating a harmony of shared pleasure. The room filled with soft moans, gentle mechanical whirring, and the wet sounds of their lovemaking.

“She’s so wet and ready for you, Ben,” Alicia gasped, holding up the rubber cock that was dripping with Meadow’s juices. “You should fill her one more time. She’s been so good.”

Ben tugged Meadow’s hair lightly, pulling her off his length reluctantly, before switching places with his wife.

Alicia held the toy for Meadow as the Holstaur opened her mouth.

“Good girl,” Alicia coaxed, sliding the dildo into her throat. “Taste how nice and wet you are for your Master.”

Meadow, breathing heavily with arousal and the early stages of labor, took the toy deeper than Ben would have thought possible. Ben positioned himself behind Meadow, his hands reverent as they traced the curve of her swollen hips.

He entered her slowly, feeling her warmth envelop him completely. The sensation drew a deep groan from his chest as he sank into her silken heat.

Meadow's soft lowing around the toy sent vibrations through her body that Ben could feel inside her sex. Her back arched beautifully, creating an elegant curve from her shoulders to her rounded hips, while her belly hung heavy with new life beneath her. Her tail was lifted high to accommodate him, a sight that always turned him on. And the leather harness framed her magnificent breasts as the pumps continued their steady rhythm, streams of rich cream flowing through the transparent tubes. She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

Ben watched, mesmerized, as Alicia held Meadow’s face, pumping the rubber cock into the Holstaur’s throat almost roughly as Meadow moaned with desire. Saliva began to pour down her chin, and she tilted her head back, her throat making a wet sucking sound as the toy moved back and forth over her tongue.

His wife's cheeks were flushed with arousal, her breathing shallow.

“Fuck her, Ben,” she commanded. “Fuck her hard. She’s been so good. She deserves it.”

Knowing just how much Alicia liked to watch his breeding, Ben was quick to oblige, thinking she also had been very, very good to him. He moved within Meadow with careful, measured strokes at first, the wet sounds of their joining mingled with Meadow's muffled moans and the gentle mechanical whirring of the milking equipment, seeming to fill every corner of the chamber.

But Alicia’s big green eyes begged him to take her more firmly, so he grabbed Meadow’s tail in one hand and her hip with the other, and thrust deeply.

“Mmmm,” she moaned around the toy. Alicia pumped it in time with Ben’s thrusts as Meadow moaned. “Mmmlrk, mmmlrk, mmmlrk.”

Ben watched, mesmerized, as Alicia held Meadow's face, guiding the rubber cock into the Holstaur's throat with increasing urgency. Meadow's eyes watered with effort and arousal, but she took it willingly, her throat making wet sounds as she worked to accommodate both Ben and the toy.

"She's so beautiful like this," Alicia breathed, her own arousal evident in her flushed cheeks and quickened breathing. "So open, and available… She loves it, doesn’t she?”

Meadow groaned her agreement, her eyes locked on Alicia almost desperately in her lust.

Ben's hands gripped Meadow's hips more firmly, feeling the tension building slowly within him. Each thrust sent ripples through her massive, milk-laden breasts, which he could feel moving beneath him. Gods she was intoxicating, pregnant, bound in elegant leather, being filled from both ends while her body produced the nectar that would nourish their children. It was the perfect mix of fertility and maternal eroticism that made Ben want to keep both Meadow and Alicia pregnant all the time.

His pace increased. She felt so incredible, so warm, ready, and hungry for him.

Meadow moaned around the toy, the vibrations traveling through her body to where Ben was buried deep inside her. Her tail swished against his stomach, and he could feel her muscles beginning to flutter around him—the telltale signs of her approaching climax.

"That's it," Alicia coaxed, her voice husky. "Come for us, beautiful. Show us how much you love being filled."

The milking pumps seemed to pulse in time with their movements, creating a rhythm that encompassed all three of them. Ben felt his control beginning to slip, the familiar tightening in his core that signaled his approaching release.

But as the pressure built, something extraordinary happened. The toy in Alicia's hands began to glow—a soft amber light that matched the crystal in Ben's staff. The sensation must have intensified for Meadow because she suddenly cried out, her body arching as her orgasm crashed over her.

The sight of the glowing toy, combined with Meadow's convulsing muscles gripping him tightly, pushed Ben over the edge. His release came in powerful waves, his seed pouring into her eager body as he groaned her name.

As Ben filled her, the toy pulsed with that same amber light, and to everyone's amazement, it delivered what felt like an actual surge of seed—warm, substantial, and glowing with magical energy.

Meadow's eyes widened in shock and pleasure as she felt herself filled from both ends simultaneously. She sucked, eager and needy, swallowing every last drop. The magical seed from the toy seemed to merge with Ben's own essence inside her, creating a warmth that spread through her entire body.

Ben gasped, still buried deep inside her as he stared at the glowing toy in Alicia's hands. "What the fuck. Did that just...?"

"It tastes just like you,” Meadow panted, carefully releasing the toy from her mouth, a thin strand of luminescent fluid connecting her lips to its tip. "Like you were filling me twice over."

Alicia held up the dildo, watching in fascination as the amber glow slowly faded. "I just got a skill upgrade called Apprentice Breeder…”

Ben’s HUD flashed as he received a notification at the same time.

Achievement Unlocked: You’ve Hired an Apprentice (Master Breeder)

Your intimate bond with a trusted partner has evolved beyond mere companionship to create a breeding apprentice capable of channeling your virility through magical implements.

Your apprentice can bestow your fertility blessings upon other mates, but only under strict conditions that reinforce your dominance and control. She must absorb twice the amount of magical seed she wishes to bestow upon another, through any method you command—whether oral, vaginal, anal, or any combination you desire.

She must seek your express permission before each use of her apprentice abilities, presenting herself for approval in whatever manner you demand.

Most importantly, she must submit completely to any request you make during these permission sessions, acknowledging your absolute authority over both her body and her use of this power.

This achievement unlocks enhanced breeding efficiency and allows you to multiply your impact without personal presence, though your seed and approval remain the source of all fertility magic.

"True power multiplies through willing submission."

Alicia’s cheeks turned crimson as she read her own description, and Ben knew it must be similar to his own.

“What does it say, Mistress?” Meadow asked, her big brown eyes wide with curiosity.

Alicia cleared her throat. “Legendary Skill – Master Breeder’s Apprentice: Legendary Tier. You have formed a sacred bond with a Master Breeder, gaining the extraordinary ability to channel their virility through specialized implements of your design. This legendary skill allows you to bestow fertility blessings upon chosen mates using enhanced equipment, effectively serving as an extension of your Master's breeding prowess. However, this power comes with strict conditions that must be faithfully observed: you must first absorb or consume the required amount of your Master's magical seed through whatever method he commands, you must receive his express permission before each use, and you must submit completely to any request he makes when granting that permission. The seed absorbed becomes a reservoir of fertility magic that you can channel through the implements, providing the same breeding enhancement as direct contact with the Master Breeder himself. This skill represents the ultimate expression of trust and intimacy between a Master Breeder and their most devoted partner. "To channel another's power requires absolute surrender to their will.””

“Oh my goodness,” Meadow said, glancing at the dildo with new respect. “You could line up dozens of us and breed us all at once.”

Ben withdrew carefully, helping Meadow shift to a more comfortable position. “Dozens? You have dozens of these things?"

Alicia blushed as Meadow slumped in a wet, satisfied heap at his feet. “I do. But… he’d have to use me very hard before I was able to do that. Not that I’m against that idea…”

Meadw rubbed her swollen stomach sleepily, and Ben thought he could actually see it growing beneath her hand, the magic seed working even moments before she entered the maternity pod.

“Did you know this was possible?” Ben asked, amazed at this new development. He was intrigued by the new level of intimacy that using Alicia as an Apprentice Breeder might inspire. He couldn’t say he didn’t like the idea of his wife submitting to his whims and needing to absorb insane amounts of his seed.

"No! I just… I thought... well, I already told you why I ordered them. But I’ve had this other idea… about the breeding chamber.” His wife pressed a hand between her thighs, the excitement of her fantasy starting to get to her. “Multiple toys, multiple stimulation points... I could line a bunch of girls up for you, and we could fuck them all at once before filling them one by one. An achievement called Assembly Line put the idea in my head.”

"The breeding chamber," Ben repeated slowly, the full implications hitting him, along with a fresh surge of desire as Alicia’s plan materialized cinematically in his mind. “It’s starting to sound like a breeding factory at this point.”

“Is it wrong that that turns me on?” Meadow moaned from the floor. “Kind of like how being hooked up to an industrial milking machine makes me want to be used by you.”

"You could be with multiple partners simultaneously," Alicia finished, her eyes bright with excitement despite her embarrassment at voicing the thought. "Ben, it would be so erotic. No woman has ever been married to such a man. I just… I just…”

She was starting to get overwhelmed.

Meadow, despite her exhaustion, smiled knowingly. "That would certainly help with efficiency. And shared pleasure." She placed a hand on her belly, already glowing with the magical essence she'd absorbed. "I can feel it working inside me. Both sources of seed, strengthening our child."

“Speaking of which,” Alicia said, as if suddenly remembering why they were there, “we need to get you cleaned up and into your pod! You’re about to burst!”

They carefully removed the harness and pumps. Meadow's breasts, now emptied of their heavy burden, felt much more comfortable. Her face glowed with satisfaction, but she was clearly exhausted from their encounter.

"Let me help you," Alicia said softly, reaching for a basin of warm water and soft cloths that had appeared, as if the Birthing Unit knew exactly what was needed. “You'll be more comfortable after a good wash."

Ben stepped back, giving them space but remaining close enough to watch. There was something beautiful about seeing his human wife caring so tenderly for his demi-beast mate—two pregnant women, both carrying his children, sharing such an intimate moment.

Alicia dipped the cloth in the warm water, wringing it out carefully. "Tell me if this is too warm," she murmured, beginning to gently clean Meadow's flushed skin. She started with her face, wiping away the traces of tears and perspiration, then moved to her neck and shoulders where sweat had gathered.

"That feels wonderful," Meadow sighed, closing her eyes and relaxing under Alicia's ministrations. "Your hands are so gentle, Mistress Alicia."

Alicia's cheeks pinked at the title, but she didn't correct it. She continued her careful work, cleaning Meadow's arms and chest where drops of milk had escaped during their session. Her movements were deliberate but tender, treating Meadow's body with the reverence it deserved.

"You're beautiful," Alicia said quietly, running the cloth along the curve of Meadow's swollen belly. "So strong, carrying his child. Our child."

When Alicia moved to clean between Meadow's thighs, she paused, looking to Ben. “Do I have permission, husband?”

Ben stiffened again, loving the subtle submission. He nodded.

The Holstaur's breathing quickened slightly, her thighs parting. The cloth was warm and soft against her sensitive skin, and Alicia's touch was both practical and intimate as she carefully cleaned away the evidence of their lovemaking. Her breasts were pink and swollen from the harness and fresh from being scrubbed, and they swayed slightly as Alicia’s hand moved briskly, pleasuring as she cleaned.

With a sharp gasp, Meadow came again, her thighs shaking and shivering. Then she gripped Alicia’s wrist and turned to Ben. “Master, may I?”

Alicia looked confused, but Ben understood. He nodded again, smiling as Meadow held her still and slid a hand up her Mistress’s skirts.

“Oh!” Alicia panted with excitement, her eyes darting to Ben’s as if confirming that this was okay.

"Mmm," Meadow hummed appreciatively, her fingers working deftly. "Your wife is so tight and wet, Master. I can smell how aroused watching us made her."

Alicia gasped as Meadow's gentle hand found her through her undergarments. "Meadow, you don't have to—"

"I want to," Meadow insisted, her fingers skillfully working past the fabric to touch Alicia directly. "You've been so good to me, Mistress. Let me take care of you too."

Ben watched, transfixed, as the two pregnant women pleasured each other—Alicia continuing her gentle cleaning while Meadow's experienced fingers worked between her thighs. The intimacy of the moment was breathtaking; two mothers-to-be sharing comfort and pleasure in the quiet space.

Alicia's free hand gripped Meadow's shoulder for support as the Holstaur's touch grew more focused. "Oh," she breathed, her movements with the cloth becoming less steady as pleasure built within her. “Ohhh, fuck. Meadow… mmmmm”

"That's it," Meadow encouraged softly. "Let go. Your husband is watching. He wants to see you come.”

It didn't take long. Alicia had been aroused throughout their encounter, and Meadow's knowing touch quickly brought her to a gentle but satisfying climax. She muffled her cry against Meadow's shoulder, her body trembling as release washed over her.

For a moment, they simply held each other—two women bound by their love for the same man and the children they both carried. The connection between them had deepened beyond mere acceptance to something approaching true affection.

"Thank you," Alicia whispered, pulling back to meet Meadow's warm brown eyes.

"Thank you," Meadow replied, equally sincere. "For sharing your husband with me. For welcoming me into this family. For everything. When I see you again, I will be one of the mothers. Soon you will be too. And my cream will nourish all of our babies equally."

Ben stepped forward, deeply moved by what he'd witnessed. The love between his mates was one of the most precious things they'd built together at Lucky Nickel Acres.

Meadow's face glowed with satisfaction as Alicia and Ben helped her into her birthing pod.

As the pod hummed to life, creating its protective dome around her, Ben leaned down to kiss her one last time.

"I'll see you soon," he promised, his voice thick with emotion. "I can't wait to meet our child."

"They're going to be strong," Meadow said, smiling through tears of her own. "Just like their father."
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As they left Meadow's room, they found Clover, Blossom, Lavender and Estelle waiting for them. They'd each gotten rid of their maternity gowns, standing naked and gloriously pregnant before them.

"You didn't think you could get away with fucking her and not us, did you?" Clover demanded, her hands on her hips.

Ben could only laugh. "I suppose that wouldn't be fair, would it?"

"Damn right it wouldn't," Clover huffed, her tail twitching irritably. "Some of us have been waiting very patiently."

Her sisters mimicked her pose, each looking annoyed. Estelle on the other hand seemed a bit nervous.

“All right,” Ben said. “Why don’t you go to your rooms and wait for me.”

He reached for the golden-fleeced Ovina's hand. “Come, Estelle. Your first.”

"What? Why her?" Clover protested, her pregnancy clearly making her more demanding than usual. "I’m as big as a basket full of watermelons! I could really use a little rest and relaxation, you know."

"She’s been pregnant for longer," Ben said gently but firmly. "Don’t worry, Clover. I’ll take good care of you and that watermelon belly of yours. Why don’t you girls just play a little together. I’ll be with you soon.”

Estelle squeezed his hand gratefully as he led her into her assigned room. The space was warm and softly lit, decorated with Alicia's careful touches—fluffy blankets, lavender sachets, and paintings of peaceful meadows.

"I'll leave you two alone," Alicia said with a knowing smile, closing the door behind them. “Maybe I’ll show the bunny sisters how to use the toys in their rooms.”

Ben turned to face Estelle, taking in the sight of her. The Ovina was breathtakingly beautiful in her pregnancy—her golden fleece seemed to glow in the soft light, covering her legs from hooves to mid-thigh like the most exotic stockings. Where the wool ended and her human skin began created an enticing contrast that never failed to captivate him.

"How are you feeling?" he asked, running his hands gently over her rounded belly.

"Nervous," she admitted, her warrior's composure finally cracking. "I've faced monsters, protected flocks... but bringing a child into the world while corruption threatens our home is different. I feel so..."

"Vulnerable?" Ben supplied gently.

She nodded, tears gathering in her golden eyes. "I don't want to be strong right now, Ben. I just want to be loved. Taken care of. Is that selfish?"

"Not at all," Ben assured her, pulling her close. "You've played protector for a long time. But you know I’ll always be your protector.”

He kissed her softly, deeply, pouring all his love and reassurance into the contact. Estelle melted against him, her body relaxing as she allowed herself to simply receive his affection.

"Lie down," she whispered against his lips. "Please. I want to be with you, but I need you to guide me. To control everything so I can just... let go."

Ben did as she asked, settling onto the soft carpet. His enhanced strength, a gift from the System, would allow him to support her weight easily. Estelle moved to straddle him, her movements careful due to her swollen size.

"Perfect," Ben murmured, his hands settling on her hips as she slowly lowered herself onto his rigid length. The sensation was exquisite—her inner walls were incredibly warm and slick, welcoming him with a gentle pressure that made him groan softly. He could feel every ridge and fold as she took him deeper, her body stretching to accommodate him with a silken grip that threatened to undo his control.

The contrast of textures beneath his palms was intoxicating. Where his hands rested on her hips, her skin was smooth and warm, but as his fingers wandered lower, they encountered the soft golden fleece that covered her thighs. The wool was like touching clouds—impossibly soft and warm, with a slight spring that made him want to bury his fingers deeper into its depths.

"Let me take care of everything," he promised, his voice rough with desire as she settled fully onto him.

He could feel her pulse around him, her body adjusting to his presence with little flutters that sent sparks of pleasure up his spine. The weight of her pregnant belly pressed gently against his stomach, a reminder of the life they'd created together and the trust she was placing in him now.

Estelle sighed deeply as he filled her, her body relaxing completely for what felt like the first time in weeks. "Yes," she breathed. "Just like that."

Ben used his strength to guide her movements, lifting and lowering her with ease. Estelle didn't need to do anything but surrender to the pleasure, her hands braced against his chest as he controlled every aspect of their lovemaking.

His fingers traced along the boundary where her golden fleece met her human skin, that enticing line that drove him wild with desire. He caressed her bottom, her thighs, running his fingers through her fleece in long, soothing strokes.

Her golden eyes were half-closed, her lips parted as soft moans escaped her. "Yes, Ben. Yesss, you feel so perfect inside me. My powerful warrior.”

She moaned even deeper as he lifted her higher, then brought her down in a particularly slow, deliberate motion. Every worry, every fear, every burden she carried seemed to melt away as Ben took complete control, allowing her mind to quiet and her body to simply feel.

Their rhythm was unhurried, almost meditative. Ben focused entirely on her pleasure, reading every micro-expression, every subtle shift in her breathing. When she grew close to climax, he would slow, drawing out the sensation until she was trembling with need.

"Ben," she gasped, her fleece damp with perspiration. "Please... I need..."

He increased the pace slightly, his hands gripping her hips as he moved her with more urgency. The change in rhythm was exactly what she was looking for—her back arched as pleasure crashed over her in waves.

As Estelle cried out her release, Ben felt his own climax building. He pulled her down onto him one final time, burying himself deeply as he filled her with his seed. The magical enhancement of his Master Breeder ability ensured she received everything she needed to strengthen their unborn child.

Afterward, they lay entwined on the soft carpet, Ben's hands still stroking through her golden fleece as Estelle caught her breath.

"Thank you," she whispered against his chest.

"Always," Ben promised, kissing the top of her head. "Whatever you need, whenever you need it."

When they finally separated, Estelle seemed transformed—calmer, more centered, ready to face whatever came next. Ben washed her gingerly, then helped to her birthing pod, tucking her in with tender care.

"I'll see you soon," he promised as the pod began to hum to life. "You and our little lamb."

Estelle smiled, her earlier fears replaced by serene confidence. "We'll be waiting for you."
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Ben stepped out of Estelle's room, still catching his breath, only to be immediately ambushed by an eager blur of white fur and swollen belly.

"Finally!" Clover declared, roughly shoving her sisters aside with her elbows. "Move it, sluts, it's my turn!"

Blossom stumbled backward with an "oof!" while Lavender nearly toppled over, both of them sighing in resignation.

Alicia shook her head. “It sounds like Clover’s been taking lessons from Quincie.”

“I can’t help it,” Clover practically shouted. “Pregnancy has made me even hornier than before. And he teased us for so long while we were waiting to be bred that now that I’m allowed to have his cock, I’m not gonna be shy about it.”

“As if she was ever shy when she was titty fucking him and swallowing gallons of his seed,” Blossom snickered.

"Well, I guess we're waiting," Lavender said with a shrug, reaching over to play with one of Blossom’s nipples.

"Might as well make the most of it," her littermate replied, going up on her tip toes to kiss the taller bunny girl.

“Go ahead,” Alicia said. “We’ll wait here.”

Before Ben could even react, Clover grabbed him by the shirt and practically hauled him into her room. Despite her massively swollen belly—Ben suddenly wondered exactly how many bunny babies he should be expecting—she moved with surprising athleticism and determination.

"Come here, you magnificent stud," she growled, kicking the door shut behind them with enough force to rattle the frame. "I've been waiting hours for this cock, and I'm not waiting another second!"

Ben barely had time to blink before she slammed him against the wall, her hands already working frantically at his trousers. "Clover, slow down—"

"Slow down? Are you kidding me?" She yanked his pants open with unnecessary aggression, his already hardening length springing free. "Do you see this belly? Your babies are throwing a party in there, and mama needs some relief!"

True to form, the System had already restored him to full readiness. Clover, already naked and clearly prepared, didn't waste a moment. She spun around, presenting her perfectly rounded backside to him, and backed herself against his length with a satisfied grunt.

Ben gasped as he felt her slick heat envelop him in one smooth motion. She was incredibly wet and ready, her body welcoming him with an eager grip that was both familiar and electric. The sensation of her warmth surrounding him completely made his knees nearly buckle—only the wall behind him kept him upright.

"Oh yeah, that's the stuff," she moaned, then placed her hands on her knees and bent forward into a surprisingly athletic position.

The change in angle was immediate and intense. As she bent forward, Ben felt himself slide even deeper, hitting spots that made them both groan with pleasure. The sight before him was breathtaking—her cotton-tail positioned perfectly above her rounded backside, her powerfully muscled thighs flexed and ready for action. Pregnancy had made her ample curves even more pronounced, and the way she carried herself with such confident sensuality despite her swollen belly was incredibly arousing.

Ben could feel the heat radiating from her skin, smell the intoxicating mix of her natural scent and arousal. When she shifted her weight, preparing for what was to come, he felt her inner walls flutter around him in anticipation, sending jolts of pleasure straight to the base of his spine.

Using her thigh thighs, Clover began bouncing her backside up and down on his length with the rhythm and energy of a hip-hop dancer in a music video.

"Oh fuck yes!" she giggled breathlessly, her movements becoming more frantic. "That’s the cock I’ve been craving. Mmmm, so deep. Ooooh, yea. Come on, Clover, ride that big thick shaft, you little bunny whore! Oooh, baby. Show him how you like it! Show him what bunny power can do!"

Ben could only lean against the wall and hold onto her hips for dear life, watching in amazement as her adorable cotton-tail bounced frantically above him. She was even taking care of the dirty talk for him, egging herself on as she pounded herself on his length.

The sound of her ass cheeks clapping against his hips filled the room, punctuated by her increasingly unfiltered commentary.

"Mmm, yes! Big farmer cock feels so good!" she panted, never slowing her enthusiastic bouncing. "Gonna milk every drop out of you, Ben! Give Clover some of that special cream!"

Her energy was infectious and overwhelming. Ben found himself matching her rhythm, thrusting upward to meet her downward motions, creating an even more intense sensation that had them both gasping.

"That's it!" Clover squealed with delight. "Fuck your pregnant bunny! Fill me up! I'm such a good little breeding slut!"

The combination of her athletic movements, dirty talk, and the incredible visual of her bouncing on him so enthusiastically pushed Ben rapidly toward his peak. When Clover's climax hit, she was anything but subtle about it.

"OH FUCK YES!" she screamed at the top of her lungs, her voice probably carrying through the entire building. "I'M COMING! I'M COMING ON DADDY'S BIG COCK! FUCK ME, BREED ME, FILL ME UP!"

Her inner walls clamped down on him like a vice, pulsing and squeezing as she continued her frantic bouncing even through her orgasm. The sensation was so intense that Ben's own climax crashed over him like a tidal wave.

Every nerve ending in his body seemed to ignite at once as he erupted inside her. The pleasure was so intense it bordered on overwhelming—white-hot electricity racing up his spine, his vision blurring as wave after wave of release poured into her tight, cunt. He could feel his magical seed mixing with hers, the System's power amplifying every sensation until he thought he might pass out from the intensity.

Clover continued riding him through both their climaxes, milking every last drop from him while chanting encouragements to herself: "Yes, yes, take it all! Good bunny! Such a good breeding bunny!"

When they finally collapsed against the wall, both panting heavily, Clover looked over her shoulder with a satisfied grin.

"Now THAT," she declared proudly, "is how you welcome daddy home from demon fighting!"

“Holy shit,” Ben groaned. “Guess I gotta go find some more demons. That was fucking amazing, Clover.”

“Good,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing her big round breasts against his chest, kissing him passionately. “Because as soon as I get out of this pod, I want you to breed me again, Daddy Ben. I love, love, looooove being your pregnant bunny.”

From outside the door, they could hear Blossom's voice: "Well, I guess we know Clover's feeling better..."

[image: image-placeholder]

When Ben emerged from Clover's room, still disheveled and breathing hard, he found Blossom waiting for him with a coy smile. Unlike her eldest sister's aggressive approach, the youngest Lapina took his hand gently and led him into her room with an almost shy demeanor.

"My turn," she said softly, closing the door behind them. The room was decorated similarly to the others, but Ben noticed the overstuffed chair positioned prominently in the center.

Blossom settled herself into the chair with a grace that belied her heavily pregnant state. Ben's eyes widened as he took in the sight of her—pregnancy had been incredibly generous to the youngest bunny, doubling the size of her already impressive breasts. They were full and heavy, straining against her slight frame in a way that was both beautiful and arousing.

"Look what carrying your babies has done to me," she said with a giggle, cupping her swollen breasts and lifting them toward him invitingly. "Would you like to feel how soft they are?"

Ben approached eagerly, his hardness already returning thanks to the System's enhancements. Blossom guided him to stand before the chair, then pressed her magnificent breasts together, creating an enticing valley between them.

"Please," she whispered, looking up at him with wide, innocent eyes. "I want to feel you here."

Ben didn't need to be asked twice. He positioned himself between her breasts, groaning at the exquisite sensation of their silky softness enveloping him. Blossom pressed them together more firmly, creating delicious friction as he moved between them.

"Mmm, so warm," she murmured, then leaned forward to capture his tip with her mouth as he thrust upward. The combination of her breasts and tongue had Ben seeing stars.

She alternated between the two sensations expertly—sometimes letting him slide completely between her breasts, other times capturing him with her lips and tongue when he emerged. After several minutes of this exquisite torture, she pulled back with a giggle.

"I can taste Clover on you," she observed, licking her lips with a mischievous expression.

"Sorry," Ben panted, "I should have cleaned up—"

"Don't be silly," Blossom interrupted with another giggle. "I like it. It's naughty." She looked up at him with sparkling eyes. "Would you like to see something else I like?"

Before Ben could respond, she pressed a button hidden in the chair's armrest. Suddenly, metal straps emerged from the armrests, wrapping around her wrists with gentle but firm pressure. The chair began to recline, its base splitting and spreading until it resembled something from a very specialized medical office.

Additional restraints emerged to secure her thighs, spreading them wide despite her pregnant belly. The entire apparatus adjusted itself to support her completely while leaving her utterly exposed and helpless.

"Alicia showed me how to get the System to change the room to suit my fantasies," Blossom explained, her cheeks flushed with excitement and embarrassment. "I really liked the way I was held in the breeding chamber, so it gave me this."

Ben stared at the contraption in amazement. "It looks like something from a very kinky doctor's office."

Blossom's blush deepened, but her eyes sparkled with mischief. "Would you like to give me a checkup, Doctor Ben?"

The machine hummed quietly as it adjusted her position, lifting and tilting her so that her pregnant belly was elevated but fully supported, while her spread thighs remained easily accessible. It was the complete opposite of Clover's aggressive control—Blossom had given herself up to him completely, to use as he saw fit.

Ben's breath caught at the sight of her bound and displayed before him. "You're sure about this?"

"Very sure," she whispered, tugging slightly at her restraints. "I want you to do whatever you want with me. I’m so happy that you chose to breed me, Ben. I want to show you how grateful I am by giving you this."

Ben approached slowly, savoring the moment. He ran his hands over her bound thighs, enjoying how she squirmed at his touch. Her breathing quickened as he traced patterns on her skin, deliberately avoiding where she most wanted to be touched.

"Please," she gasped as he continued his teasing exploration. "Ben, I need—"

"What do you need?" he asked, his fingers dancing just inches from her center.

"You," she moaned, straining against her bonds. Her long white ears twitched with each frustrated movement, the soft fur catching the room's warm light. Ben was mesmerized by the sight of her—her silvery-pink hair fanned out against the chair's headrest like spun moonlight, her chubby cheeks flushed a deep rose with arousal and exertion.

"Please touch me properly. I'm going crazy," she whimpered, her small nose twitching rapidly in the most adorable bunny-like way. The contrast between her innocent features and her desperate position was incredibly arousing—those wide, pleading eyes framed by thick lashes, the way her ears flattened back against her head when she was particularly frustrated, the slightly too large front teeth that showed when she panted with need.

But Ben was enjoying her desperation too much to give in so easily. He continued his slow exploration, occasionally brushing against her most sensitive areas just enough to make her cry out before moving away again.

Her entire face was beautifully expressive in that unique demi-beast way, human but with those endearing animalistic characteristics that made her irresistibly cute even in the midst of such an erotic display.

"You're being mean," she whimpered, her earlier shyness completely forgotten. "Please, I'm so wet for you. Can't you see what you're doing to me?"

Her increasingly desperate pleas were having their effect on Ben as well. His own arousal was becoming almost painful as he watched her writhe helplessly in her restraints.

"Maybe if you ask nicely," he suggested, his voice rough with desire.

When she bit her lower lip in frustration, Ben could see the gentle points of her slightly prominent front teeth, and the way her nose continued to twitch betrayed just how worked up she was becoming.

"I am asking nicely!" she protested, then seemed to realize what he meant. Her expression grew even more flushed as she began to speak more explicitly. "Please, Ben. Please fuck me. I need your cock inside me so badly. I want you to use me however you want while I'm tied up like this."

Her dirty talk grew bolder as she became more desperate. "Please fuck me. I’ll be a little pregnant bunny slut, just like Clover. Fill my tight pussy with your big cock. I'm helpless here—you can do anything you want to me."

Ben's control finally snapped. The sight of innocent Blossom talking so filthily while bound helplessly before him was more than he could resist. He positioned himself at her entrance, feeling her incredible heat and wetness welcoming him.

As he sank with force into her eager body, Blossom cried out in relief and pleasure. The restraints held her perfectly in place, allowing Ben to control every aspect of their joining while she could only receive whatever he chose to give her.

"Harder," Blossom gasped, her restraints keeping her perfectly positioned for his thrusts. "I want to… to… feel you in my throat."

Ben hesitated at her crude language—so different from her usually sweet demeanor. But her desperate moans and the way she strained against her bonds convinced him she meant every word.

His hands gripped her bound thighs tight enough to bruise.

"Yes!" she cried out, her voice echoing in the small room. "Fuck me like I'm your personal toy. That's what I am, isn't it? Your helpless pregnant bunny to use however you want?"

Her words inflamed him, and Ben found himself giving in to her demands. He increased his pace, driving into her with more force, the mechanical chair adjusting to support them both perfectly.

"Oh gods, yes!" Blossom screamed, her head thrown back against the headrest. "Just like that! Don't stop, don't ever stop!"

Ben lost himself in the rhythm, in the sight of her swollen belly and full breasts bouncing with each powerful thrust.

"Harder, Ben!" she demanded, her voice becoming more desperate. "I'm your breeding slut! Your pregnant fuck toy! Fill me up, make me scream!"

He wasn’t sure what was getting into these bunny girls, but who was he to argue?

Ben obliged, his System-enhanced strength allowing him to take her with an intensity that had them both crying out. The chair's mechanisms whirred softly as it made micro-adjustments to their position, optimizing every angle.

"I'm going to—" Blossom began, her voice breaking as her body tensed.

"Yes," Ben groaned, feeling his own climax building. "Come for me, Blossom. Show me how much you love being my helpless little bunny."

Her release hit without warning, her entire body convulsing against the restraints as she screamed his name. The sight and sensation of her climax triggered his own, and Ben buried himself deep as he filled her with his magical seed.

They collapsed together in exhaustion, both breathing hard as the chair slowly returned them to a more comfortable position. The restraints retracted automatically, allowing Blossom to wrap her arms around Ben's neck.

"Ooooh Ben.." she whispered, still catching her breath. “We have to do that again. I didn’t even know it was possible to come so hard.”

"You, Blossom," Ben said as he helped her from the chair. "Are full of surprises."

Blossom giggled, her sweet nature returning as they made their way to her birthing pod. "I told you I liked the breeding chamber's restraints. And as soon as I get out of here…"

“Let me guess,” Ben said, having a pretty good idea where this bunny sister’s request was going to go. “You want me to put some more babies in you?”

She nodded eagerly. “Uh-huh!”

“I’m starting to think we’re going to need a bigger farm,” Ben said with a laugh.

“If we need it,” Blossom said, wriggling into the maternity pod like she was snuggling in for a nap, “I’m sure you’ll find a way to give it to us.”

Ben wasn’t sure about that, but he was sure that he’d do his damndest not to let her down.
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When Ben emerged from Blossom's room, still catching his breath, he found Alicia waiting for him in the hallway.

"Lavender's in there," she said, pointing to the final room. "She seems nervous about something. I think she might be wanting to ask for something a little... different before she gets into her pod."

Ben nodded, remembering Lavender's unexpected reaction during their last encounter in the breeding chamber. He had a pretty good idea what might be on her mind.

"Thanks for the heads up," he said, pulling Alicia close for a passionate kiss. "You're amazing, you know that?"

"I know," she replied with a smile. "Now go take care of our shy bunny. I wish I could watch, but she’s still too ashamed."

Ben opened Lavender's door to find her standing with her back to him, arms wrapped around herself in a self-protective gesture. The sight of her was breathtaking—her full, round backside was perfectly sculpted, muscular yet soft, and her fluffy purple-tinted tail twitched nervously above it. The elegant curve of her spine was incredibly enticing, but her closed-off posture suggested vulnerability.

As he closed the door behind him, she turned, her cheeks blazing crimson. "Ben, I... I wanted to..." she stammered, clearly trying to work up the courage to say something.

"Take your time," he said gently, approaching slowly so as not to spook her.

"It's just that... when my sisters are around, they always tease me and make fun of me for being... for wanting..." she trailed off, wrapping her arms around herself again. "They call me dirty and perverted, but I can't help what I like."

"They're not here now," Ben assured her, reaching out to stroke her purple-tinted hair. "It's just us."

That seemed to break through her reserve. Lavender threw herself into his arms, burying her face against his chest. "There's something I want," she whispered, her voice muffled. "But I'm too embarrassed to ask for it."

"I know what you want," Ben said softly, running his hands down her back. "And you're not the only demi-beast who enjoys lovemaking that way. There's nothing to be ashamed of."

She pulled back to look at him, hope warring with embarrassment in her violet eyes. "You... you'd do it to me? Even though it's... dirty?"

"It's not dirty," Ben corrected gently. "It's just another way to show love. To give pleasure."

Lavender's relief was palpable. She relaxed into his embrace, allowing him to turn her around so her back was against his chest. His hands roamed over her body, caressing her swollen belly, her heavy breasts, drawing soft sighs from her lips.

"You're so beautiful," he murmured against her velvet ear, his hands sliding down to her hips. His fingers moved over the curve of her ass, gently teasing the crack between her cheeks, causing her to shiver. "So responsive and soft.”

Unlike her more vocal sisters, Lavender's pleasure was expressed in soft gasps and gentle moans. She was shy and sweet, but what she wanted was definitely naughtier than anything Clover or Blossom had requested.

Ben guided her to the birthing pod, bending her over its edge so she was comfortable despite her pregnant belly. The position displayed her beautiful curves perfectly—her rounded hips, the gentle swell of her back, and that enticing fluffy tail that seemed to beckon him forward.

He took his time with her, his hands mapping every inch of her silky skin, feeling how she trembled under his touch. Her scent was intoxicating—a mixture of arousal and that unique sweetness that was purely Lavender. When he kissed along her spine, she tasted like honey and lavender flowers, her skin incredibly soft beneath his lips.

His fingers found her center, already slick with need, and he worked her slowly with gentle circles that had her pressing back against his hand. The soft, breathy sounds she made were music to his ears, so different from her sisters' bold vocalizations but no less arousing.

He pushed into her sex from behind, wanting to delay the moment. Her inner walls gripped him as they both groaned at the familiar sensation. He could feel every subtle flutter and pulse as her body adjusted to accommodate him.

But this wasn't what she truly wanted, and they both knew it. Ben moved within her slowly, teasingly, savoring the way she felt around him—so warm, so perfectly fitted to him. Each slow stroke sent ripples of pleasure through both of them, and he could feel her growing wetter, more desperate with every carefully measured thrust.

The sight of her beneath him was mesmerizing—her purple-tinted hair spread across her shoulders, the elegant line of her back arching as she pushed back to meet his movements, her fluffy tail bouncing gently with each motion. Her soft whimpers grew more desperate as he brought her closer and closer to climax, her body trembling with barely restrained need.

"Please," she finally gasped, unable to form the words but her meaning clear.

Ben slowed his movements, feeling how tense she'd become despite her arousal. He could sense her internal struggle—wanting something desperately but fighting against her own embarrassment about it.

"Relax," he murmured, one hand stroking soothingly down her back while the other moved to caress her rounded bottom. "I'm going to take care of you. But I need you to tell me what you want."

"I... I can't," she whispered, her face burning with shame.

"Yes, you can," Ben encouraged gently, his fingers tracing light circles over her soft skin. "There's nothing wrong with wanting pleasure, Lavender. Nothing dirty about it."

His touch was feather-light, teasing, as he gradually worked his way toward where she truly wanted to be touched. When his fingertip finally brushed against her most intimate opening, she gasped and tensed.

"Breathe," Ben coached, continuing his gentle exploration. "Just breathe and feel."

Lavender's breathing gradually steadied as Ben worked patiently, using the natural moisture from her arousal to ease the way. Her body began to relax under his careful ministrations, and when he pressed just the tip of one finger against her entrance, she surprised herself by pushing back slightly.

"Is this what you want?" he asked softly, adding the slightest pressure.

"Yes," she breathed, her voice barely audible. "But... slowly. Please."

"Of course," Ben assured her, working his finger deeper with infinite patience. The sensation was tight, warm, and incredibly intimate. He could feel every tiny muscle relaxing gradually as she grew accustomed to the intrusion.

"More?" he asked when she began to move against his hand.

"A little more," she admitted shyly, her earlier tension melting away as pleasure began to override her embarrassment.

Ben added a second finger, taking his time to stretch and prepare her, watching as her initial discomfort transformed into genuine arousal. Her soft gasps became more eager, and she began to rock back against his hand.

He marveled at how responsive she was becoming.

"I... I've thought about this," she confessed breathlessly. "Every time we’ve mated since that time in the breeding chamber. I can't stop thinking about how it felt."

"Then let's make it even better," Ben promised, withdrawing his fingers carefully. He positioned himself at her entrance, feeling the incredible heat radiating from her skin. "Tell me if you need me to stop."

“Please don’t stop,” Lavender breathed, her voice thick with need. “Please, Ben. I want this so much. I’m so ready for you.”

He pressed forward slowly, feeling the incredible tightness as she opened for him. The sensation was completely different from before—more intense, more intimate. Every nerve ending seemed heightened as he gradually filled her, inch by careful inch.

Lavender's gasp echoed through the room as she adjusted to the new sensation. "Oh," she breathed, her fingers gripping the edge of the birthing pod. "It's so... so much."

Ben paused, letting her body accommodate him, his hands stroking her sides soothingly.

"Mmmm, I’m so full," she whispered, her voice filled with wonder as he rocked back and forth in her ass. "I can’t believe… ooooh, yes! So full, but... good. Really good."

When he felt her relax around him, Ben began to move faster, with firm, deliberate strokes that had them both gasping. The friction was exquisite, the tightness almost overwhelming. Her tail rubbing against his stomach, every subtle movement of her body, every flutter of adjustment as pleasure built between them. Perfect.

And she was obviously enjoying herself, as he could feel her wetness pooling against his thighs and dripping down his legs. Reaching around, he split her lips with his fingers and sought the swollen pearl of pleasure swimming in her juices.

"Is this what you wanted?" he asked, his voice rough with restraint.

"Yes," Lavender moaned, pushing back to meet his gentle thrusts. "Exactly this. I've dreamed about this feeling."

He felt her jolt as he started to rub her clit, increasing the power of his thrusts as her moans grew more desperate. Their rhythm was unhurried, intimate, each movement carefully measured. But he could tell she was read for more.

Ben watched the elegant curve of her spine, the way her fluffy tail trembled with each sensation, the soft flush spreading across her skin. The sounds she made were purely Lavender—soft, sweet, and desperately aroused. His left hand gripped her hip as he thrust, flicking his finger faster over her sensitive nub.

“Ooooh, Ben. Mmmm. I feel so tight. I can’t believe you fit back there. I’m not going to last…”

Ben groaned. She was tight. Tight and perfect and eager. He wasn’t going to last either.

The building sensation became almost unbearable for both of them. Lavender's soft whimpers grew more urgent as her climax approached, her body trembling beneath his touch.

"Ben," she gasped, "I'm going to—I can't—"

Her release crashed over her with stunning intensity, her cry of pleasure echoing through the room as her body convulsed around him. The sensation of her climax, combined with the incredible tightness surrounding him, triggered Ben's own peak.

He buried himself deep as his release took him, waves of pleasure washing over them both as they shared this most intimate connection. The flood of seed that entered her, hot and seemingly endless as wave after wave washed over Ben, was soon too much. It spurted from her hole, breaking past the seal around his cock, and dripping down the backs of her thighs.

“Ooooh, gods, Ben, there’s so much. And it’s all for me!”

For a moment, the world narrowed to just the two of them, lost in sensation and the profound trust she'd shown him.

Afterward, they remained connected, both breathing hard as the intensity slowly faded. Ben pressed gentle kisses along her shoulders as they came down from their shared high.

"Thank you," Lavender whispered eventually, her voice soft with satisfaction and lingering emotion. "For understanding. For making it beautiful instead of shameful."

"Always," Ben promised, helping her turn in his arms so he could see her face. Her violet eyes were bright with tears of gratitude and contentment. "You never have to be ashamed of what brings you pleasure."

“I love you, Ben,” she shivered in his arms.

“I love you, too,” he said. “I love all of you. Don’t ever let your sisters tell you there’s something wrong with the way you want to be loved, Lavender. You’re perfect just as you are."

She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply. He felt her belly press against him, and suddenly remembered what they were there to do.

“I’ll be even more perfect once I’m a mother,” she whispered, as if reading his thoughts. “I think it’s time, Ben.”

“It’s time,” he said, helping her into the pod. “But let’s get you all cleaned up first, okay?”


21
Princess and Prophecies


Once all of the mothers-to-be were safely in their pods, Ben moved from room to room, checking that everything was set up properly, somewhat amazed that he was already getting ready to welcome a new batch of children into the world.

"They look like they're in cocoons," Alicia observed, adjusting a control panel beside Estelle's pod. "Will they be alright in there?"

"These pods are specifically designed to tap into the ley lines beneath the farm," Ben explained, remembering what he'd learned from the journals. "They'll ensure safe births and strengthen the babies' magical potential. And protect them if things don’t go as planned when we face this corruption."

"Are the other demi-beasts continuing the Greenhold preparations?"

"Yes," Ben assured her. "Annie and Leah have been preparing for their guardian ceremony at the wetlands with the materials from the journals to guide them. Brena, Zara, and Hestia will follow for the crystal cave. With all five ecosystems warded and guardians established, we should meet the final requirements for Greenhold status."

"System protection couldn't come at a better time," his wife said, rubbing a hand absently on her belly, revealing a deeper concern. “I know we’ll be okay, but I am nervous.”

Just as Ben was about to respond, the door burst open.

Annie and Leah rushed in, their slightly bovine features flushed with excitement and alarm.

"Ben!" Annie called, breathless from running. "It's Citrine's egg! It's moving!"

"What?" Ben turned, surprised. "Moving how?"

"Rocking back and forth," Leah explained quickly. "And there are cracks appearing. She's frantic, won't let anyone near except her mate."

Ben glanced back at the birthing pods, torn. "I should stay here—"

"I’ll finish the control panel readings," Alicia added, pointing to the central monitoring station. “And send someone for you if anything changes. But they’re fine, Ben. You should be with Citrine now."

With a reluctant nod, Ben followed Annie and Leah across the farmyard toward Citrine's nesting platform. Even from across the yard, Ben could hear Citrine’s agitated screeching.

The structure rose twenty feet above the ground, now accessible by the outside staircase and a balcony door attached to Ben’s room. Since they were already outside, though, Ben ascended the staircase.

When he reached the top, he found the Harpy queen hovering protectively over her egg, magnificent wings spread wide. The egg itself—larger than a watermelon and covered in shifting patterns of gold and silver—rocked visibly, tiny cracks spreading across its iridescent surface.

"Citrine," Ben called softly. "May I approach?"

The Harpy's fierce gaze locked onto him, her initial hostility softening when she recognized her mate. With a regal nod, she folded her wings partially, allowing him closer.

"The egg," she said in her musical voice, still hoarse from disuse. "Our chick comes."

Ben knelt beside the nest, studying the egg with wonder. The cracks expanded as he watched, golden light seeping through them like the sun breaking through clouds.

"Its beautiful" Annie whispered from a safe distance down the staircase clearly wary of Citrine's sharp talons and fierce protective instincts. “Should we help?”

"No," Ben replied, not taking his eyes from the egg. He remembered what Citrine had told him to expect of the hatching. "Harpy chicks must break free themselves. It proves their strength."

As if in response to his words, a particularly loud crack echoed across the platform. A small beak, golden rather than the expected black, poked through the shell, then withdrew. The egg rocked more vigorously, the cracks spreading further.

Ben's staff, which he'd leaned against the nest's edge, began to pulse in sync with the egg's movements. The crystal at its base shifted from amber to a brilliant gold that matched the light emanating from within the egg.

"Something's different, my King," Citrine trilled, cocking her head as she observed the phenomenon. "Strong magic."

The egg gave a final violent shake, then split cleanly in half. From within emerged not the awkward, scraggly chick Ben had expected, but a perfectly formed miniature harpy with gleaming golden feathers and eyes like twin amethysts—a deep, vibrant purple that seemed to hold galaxies within them.

"She's beautiful," Ben breathed, astonished at the chick's appearance. Newborn harpies were typically ungainly creatures that took months to develop their full plumage and flight capabilities. Yet this chick stood strong on delicate taloned feet, her tiny wings already showing the iridescent sheen of adult flight feathers.

Most surprising was her almost human face—rather than the hooked beak and predatory features typical of harpy young, she had delicate features framed by downy feathers that resembled a halo of golden hair. But what caught Ben's attention was the tiny golden beak where a human nose and mouth would be, perfectly proportioned to her small face. Her piercing purple eyes and the subtle scaling around her temples completed her exotic beauty.

"She's got a beak," Ben observed, unable to hide his wonder as he gently touched the tiny golden protrusion. "You don't have one."

Citrine's eyes softened with maternal pride. "Harpy young are born with beaks to help break through their shells," she explained, cradling her daughter protectively. "As we grow, the beak is shed to reveal our more human features underneath. By her first molting season, she'll look much more like me."

Ben smiled, watching the baby harpy yawn, revealing the inside of her tiny beak. "She's absolutely adorable either way."

"Of course she is," Citrine said with typical harpy arrogance, though her voice was thick with emotion. "She's perfect. Our daughter is perfect."

As Ben stared in wonder, the chick turned those otherworldly eyes on him. A moment of recognition passed between them, profound and electric. Then, to everyone's astonishment, she spoke—not in the screeching cries of harpy chicks, but in a clear, bell-like voice.

"Father," she said, extending tiny wings toward him. "I've been waiting eagerly to meet you."

Ben felt tears spring to his eyes as he carefully gathered the chick into his hands. She weighed almost nothing, like holding captured sunlight. "Hello, little one," he whispered. "Welcome to Lucky Nickel Acres."

Citrine watched this exchange with evident pride, her fierce features softening as she observed her mate and daughter.

"She speaks," the harpy queen noted, unsurprised. "She will be great queen someday. You must give her name befitting the fearsome ruler she will one day become."

“Me?” Ben said, suddenly overwhelmed by the responsibility.

The chick’s purple galaxy-like eyes seemed to swirl as she looked up at him, waiting expectantly. “Yes, father. Please choose my name.”

“How about… Nebula?” he said, thinking it a fitting name for one with stars for eyes.

“Nebula,” the little harpy girl said with a chirp of delight. “It’s perfect!”

Ben turned to Citrine. “It is not a gemstone name, like your ancestors preferred. Nor a precious metal. But a Nebula is a streak of luminescence so bright it competes with the stars.”

“Yes, my King… I approve, despite the break from tradition,” Citrine said, puffing her feathers with pride. “The shiniest shinies. The Matriarchs would be pleased. Much good fortune is associated with this name”

Ben smiled at his monstrous mate. “I am glad.”

“Princess Nebula!” Citrine squawked suddenly, starling Ben enough that he almost toppled from the platform. “All bow before the princess!”

As only Leah and Annie were present, they hurried to bow, after they’d put their hands out to stop Ben from falling backward.

A golden notification appeared in Ben's field of vision:

Congratulations! A crucial piece of the Bloodline Restoration has been achieved.

Monster-Kin Heir Born: Nebula (Harpy-Celestial Hybrid)

Bloodline: Monster-Kin Royal Line + Keeper Lineage

Abilities: Light Manipulation, Prophecy, Barriers

"Nebula," Ben repeated, the name coming to him instinctively. "We’re so glad to have you, my sweet.”

The little chick trilled in approval, her tiny talons curling around Ben's thumb. Then, to everyone's astonishment, a soft golden glow emanated from her wings, spreading outward in concentric circles of light that washed over the nest, the platform, and eventually the entire farm.

"What is she doing?" Annie gasped, as the golden light passed through her, leaving a sensation of warmth and well-being in its wake.

"Blessing," Citrine said simply. "She protects the territory. Our daughter is very advanced."

As the light faded, Nebula yawned.

"Tired now, father," she announced, curling into Ben's palm. "Wake me for celebration."

Within seconds, she was asleep, her miniature chest rising and falling gently, wisps of golden energy still circling her like a protective cocoon.

"Celebration?" Ben echoed, looking questioningly at Citrine.

The harpy queen nodded sagely. "Yes, my King. The Greenhold ceremony. The requirements will be met soon.”

Ben exchanged bewildered glances with Annie and Leah. How could the newborn possibly know about their plans for the Greenhold ceremony? Yet after everything he'd witnessed at Lucky Nickel Acres, a prophetic harpy chick hardly seemed the strangest development.

"I should get back to the Birthing Unit," Ben said, carefully transferring the sleeping Nebula to Citrine's waiting wings. "And we need to finish the guardian ceremonies for the Wetlands and Cave systems, or Nebula is going to be disappointed that her party is late. Will you bring her to the ceremony when we’re ready?"

Citrine nodded regally. "She will witness your ascension, my King. It will be a monumental moment in Harpy history."

With a final wondering look at his extraordinary daughter, Ben descended the platform, his mind racing with implications.

If Nebula was indeed a Harpy-Celestial hybrid as the system had indicated, what did that mean? The journals had never mentioned celestial bloodlines, only that the barriers kept both demons and celestials from entering Faerowilde.

Could Nebula's birth be the counterbalance to the demonic corruption they faced? A celestial influence to combat the demonic one?

Before he could ponder further, the sound of scrabbling feet on packed earth drew his attention. Quincie raced toward him, her fur standing on end and her tail lashing.

"There you are!" she panted, skidding to a stop. "Did you feel that?"

"The light from Nebula?" Ben guessed.

"Light? What light?" Quincie looked confused. "I'm talking about the weather! There's a weird storm forming in the south. It appeared out of nowhere! I wasn’t even napping. I've never felt anything like it, and I'm the frickin' Queen of Weather and stuff!"

Ben hurried to grab his staff, then returned to where Quincie was pacing, obviously agitated. "Show me."

Instead of returning to the Birthing Unit, Ben followed Quincie toward the southern edge of their property. Annie and Leah hurried to catch up, their expressions grim.

"What about the guardian ceremonies?" Annie called. "We were supposed to complete them today."

"We will," Ben promised. "But first we need to check this disturbance."

As they approached the southern boundary, the anomaly became visible—a swirling mass of dark clouds hovering just beyond their property line, crackling with purple lightning. Unlike natural storms, it remained stationary, as if held in place by invisible forces.

"That's definitely not normal," Ben muttered, feeling his staff grow warm in his grip. The crystal pulsed with warning.

"It appeared right after that crazy Harpy of yours started shrieking and there was that glowy thing," Quincie observed, her ears flattened against her head. "Then… boom! Doom clouds. I told you that Harpy chick was bad news. Stupid bird.”

“She has the blanket you made her lining her nest,” Ben said, giving Quincie a sharp look.

“Oh. Well. I guess she’s not so bad. For a bird. But still, I don’t like that cloud, and it seems like they’re connected.”

Ben frowned, studying the storm. It didn't have the same wrongness as the northern corruption, but something about it unsettled him deeply. "Quincie, can you sense anything from it? Any intent or direction?"

The Felina closed her eyes, concentrating. As guardian of the evergreen forest, her weather sense had grown remarkably acute. "It's... I dunno. Waiting, I guess," she said finally, opening her eyes. "I don’t speak cloud. But it feels like… it's gathering strength. Not like that weird northern thing mess. Less hungry, more... calculating."

Ben nodded grimly. "We need to accelerate our plans. Annie, Leah—gather the other guardian candidates. We're performing all the ceremonies immediately and enacting the Greenhold transition as soon as possible. If that storm is what I think it is, we're running out of time."

[image: image-placeholder]

The next hours passed in a whirlwind of activity. Ben led Annie and Leah to the wetlands as dawn mist clung to the water's surface, creating an ethereal atmosphere that seemed perfect for the ancient ritual about to unfold.

The two Holstaurs stood knee-deep in the shallow water, their figures striking against the backdrop of cattails and morning fog. Annie's long white-blonde hair caught the filtered sunlight streaming through the mist, flowing like liquid silk down her back to where her tan and white spotted cow-tail swished nervously, its blonde tuft matching her hair perfectly. Beside her, Leah's shorter, wavy brown hair framed her face in soft curls, and her own tail—with its rich brown tuft—betrayed her excitement with its constant twitching.

Both women possessed the generous curves typical of their breed, their substantial breasts rising and falling with nervous anticipation beneath their simple white shifts. Small, delicate horns crowned their heads, and their hooved feet found purchase on the muddy wetland floor with natural grace.

"Are we really ready for this?" Annie whispered, her voice barely audible over the gentle lapping of water against the reeds. Her blue eyes, wide with a mixture of excitement and trepidation, sought Ben's for reassurance.

"You've spent hours preparing," Ben assured them, raising his staff. The crystal at its base pulsed with gentle blue light that seemed to make the mist itself glow. "The wetlands have been calling to you both. Trust that connection."

As they knelt together in the shallows, water soaking through their shifts and making the fabric cling to their ample curves, Ben began the ceremony. "Daughters of Stream and Meadow, Keepers of the Life-Giving Waters, do you accept stewardship of this place, to nurture its flow, protect its creatures, and maintain the balance between land and water?"

"We do," they spoke in unison, their voices trembling with the weight of the moment.

The mist that had hung lazily over the water began to swirl, forming spirals that danced around the kneeling Holstaurs. The murky water beneath them cleared instantly, becoming crystal clear and revealing schools of fish that seemed to appear from nowhere.

Annie gasped as she felt the change wash over her. "I can feel them," she breathed, her hands moving instinctively to touch the water's surface. "All of them—every fish, every frog, every water bird. They're... singing to me."

Leah's eyes had taken on an almost luminous quality. "The water flows through everything," she added in wonder, watching as cattails around them grew visibly taller and fuller. "I can sense where it comes from, where it's going. It's like... like being part of a vast network."

The transformation continued as lily pads bloomed with pristine white flowers, and the air filled with the sound of returning waterfowl. Dragonflies materialized as if from the mist itself, their iridescent wings catching the morning light as they darted through the reeds.

Ben watched, transfixed, as the two Holstaurs rose from the water. Their shifts clung to their bodies, outlining every generous curve, and droplets of the now-pure water rolled down their skin like liquid diamonds. They moved with a new grace, as if the land itself were guiding their steps.

"The ceremony acknowledges you both as guardians," Ben announced, his voice carrying across the transformed landscape. "The wetlands are now under your protection."

Annie and Leah looked at each other, then at the pristine ecosystem surrounding them, their faces glowing with pride and humility.

"We won't let you down," Leah promised, her voice steady despite the tears of joy in her eyes.

"The waters trust us," Annie added, reaching out to let a curious fish brush against her fingertips. "And we'll honor that trust."

Ben smiled, knowing that he had chosen well.

“You know what to do,” he said, giving them the stones they would need to mark the boundaries of their new territory. “And when you don’t, the land will guide you.”

“Thank you, Ben,” Annie said.

“For choosing us,” Leah added.

Ben gave them each a soft, chaste kiss filled with promise for the other ways they would soon be chosen. Then he left them to complete their tasks, anxious to complete the final ritual.
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In the crystal cave, the very air seemed to hum with ancient power.

The entrance, which had been disguised and difficult to find when Ben and Estelle had first discovered it, now seemed to open him and his chosen guardians, as if the stones recognized and welcomed Ben's approach.

Zara and Hestia descended the worn steps with reverent caution, their hooved feet clicking softly against the rock.

Zara, the supposed prophetess, had dressed the part for the ceremony, much to Ben’s amusement. The Satyress moved with an almost otherworldly grace, her dark blue veil fluttering in the cave's mysterious currents while her unusually pale, goat-like eyes, reflected the ambient crystal glow, peeking above the fabric. If she wasn’t any good at being a seer, as Stormy had suggested, she made up for it by looking the part.

Hestia followed with more practical, careful steps, her golden eyes with their distinctive horizontal pupils scanning the magnificent chamber with an artist's appreciation. “This place is incredible,” she breathed. “I can’t believe it’s real.”

Behind them, Brena brought up the rear like a silent sentinel.

The badger-kin's scarred face remained impassive, but her wrapped knuckles flexed unconsciously as she took in the cave's defenses. Her black and white striped hair caught the crystal light, and her stubby ears twitched at every echo. Despite her muscular, compact frame, she moved with surprising stealth, her bear-like feet with their prominent claws finding purchase on even the smoothest surfaces.

Ben was glad he’d decided to appoint her as guardian of the guardians, since—beautiful as the cave was—danger lurked in this final ecosystem.

The crystal chamber itself was a cathedral of living light. Formations of every size and hue jutted from walls, floor, and ceiling—some clear as glass, others deep amber and emerald. They pulsed with their own internal rhythm, like the heartbeat of the mountain itself.

Hestia gasped again, her artist's eye drinking in the impossible beauty. "It's like being inside a geode the size of a palace."

Zara nodded solemnly, her veil stirring with her movement. "The spirits here are ancient," she intoned in her mysteriously husky voice. "They speak of times before memory, of magic woven into the very bones of the earth."

Ben positioned himself at the center of the chamber, where the largest crystal formation rose like a frozen fountain. His staff responded immediately, its amber light resonating with the surrounding stones until the entire cave thrummed with harmonic frequencies.

The sisters knelt before him, Zara's dark skin a striking contrast against Hestia's earthier, tan complexion. They were different enough from each other that Ben wondered if perhaps the term “sister” was more one of endearment than of family, but he supposed it was possible they shared one parent rather than both.

When their goat-like tails twitched in unison as they placed their hands on the cave floor, though, he couldn’t deny there were similarities, too.

"Sisters of Stone and Light," Ben began, his voice echoing off the crystalline walls, "Daughters of the Deep Places, do you accept stewardship of this sacred space, to guard its secrets, channel its power, and protect the ancient magics it contains?"

"We accept," they spoke together, their voices creating harmonics that seemed to awaken something deep within the crystal formations.

As they spoke, every crystal flared to brilliant life, casting rainbow patterns across the walls in an ever-shifting kaleidoscope of color. The formations began to hum in a low, resonant tone that built into a singing crescendo of pure sound that seemed to come from the stones themselves.

Zara gasped as power flooded through her, her pale eyes beginning to glow with an inner light that matched the crystals.

"I can see," she whispered in wonder, her mystical pretenses forgotten in genuine awe. "The past, the future—it's all here, written in the crystal matrix."

Hestia's experience was different but equally profound. Colors she had never imagined burst behind her closed eyelids, and when she opened them, she could perceive the magical resonances flowing between each crystal like visible threads of light.

"The patterns," she murmured, her artist's soul overwhelmed. "They're so beautiful, so complex. Each one tells a story..."

Around them, the crystals pulsed in perfect synchronization, their light intensifying until the entire chamber blazed like a star. Brena, despite her stoic nature, stepped back in amazement, one scarred hand raised to shield her eyes from the magnificent display.

As the light reached its brightest, Ben felt the ancient power of the cave fully awakening for the first time in centuries. The sisters would be stepping into their roles as conduits for the cave's deepest mysteries.

When the brilliance finally subsided to a warm, golden glow, Zara and Hestia rose with new purpose. The veil across Zara's face now seemed to shimmer with its own light, and Hestia's eyes held depths that spoke of artistic visions beyond mortal comprehension.

"The crystals accept you," Ben announced, his voice filled with satisfaction. "The deepest magics of Faerowilde are now under your protection."

Brena stepped forward, her gruff voice breaking the reverent silence. "And they're under mine." Her scarred face was grim but determined. "Nothing gets to them without going through me first."

Ben nodded approvingly. With the Satyress sisters as conduits and Brena as their shield, the crystal cave's ancient power was in capable hands.

“Continue with your work.” Ben embraced each of them in turn, though not as passionately as he had Leah and Annie, offering his thanks and support rather than promises of future affections. “I must return to the farm and make preparations, now that the Greenhold Requirements have been met.”

He wasn’t yet sure how things would go with the satyresses or the badger-kin woman, in terms of their personal relationships, but he sensed in them a rightness in their roles as Guardians of the Crystal Cave.

With all five ecosystems now warded and their guardians established, Ben made ready to return to the Lucky Nickel Acres, eager and nervous about what would happen now that they had set the inevitable gears of fate in motion.

He wished his great-uncle Nicholas—or the Grand Vizier, if that’s who he really was—were here to tell him if he were on the right path.

As it was, he had only the journals, his dreams, and his faith in the System to lead him. He hoped it would be enough.
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Greenhold Ascension


Three days had passed since Ben completed the final guardian ceremonies, and he'd spent those days in restless anticipation, checking the farm's boundaries and monitoring the strange southern storm that continued to gather strength. Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie continued to monitor their territories, as Annie and Leah, Zara, Hestia, and Brena adapted to their new roles.

Each day, the Guardians returned to the farm to debrief with Ben and Alicia on their progress toward achieving Greenhold status for Lucky Nickel Acres, which Ben had put as the top priority for the farm.

For most of the demi-beasts, it was still business as usual on the farm, with plants and animals to take care of, products to package and send to the General Store in Grimsby, and sales orders for the growing markets in Cinderfell to fulfill.

But for Ben and his mates, who’s powers were growing and changing every day, it was impossible to ignore the looming dread that something big was coming. While everyone on the farm would fight to protect their community, it would be the job of Ben and his inner circle to bear the brunt of the burden.

Now, as morning light filtered through the farmhouse windows above, Ben descended the narrow stone steps to his great-uncle's hidden chamber to have another look at the resources stored there, determined to ensure they hadn’t missed something important.

The familiar weight of the staff in his hand—which he rarely let leave his side these days—provided comfort as amber light spilled from its crystal, dancing across the constellation-painted ceiling.

Each star seemed to twinkle in response to his presence, as if the ancient magic recognized its current keeper. The chamber felt different now, less like a forgotten relic of the past and more like the nerve center of their current situation.

He was starting to think of it as his War Room, though even he had to admit that seemed a little bit dramatic.

Behind him, Alicia's footsteps echoed softly on the worn stone. She carried a leather satchel that had once belonged to Nicholas Nickelson, now filled with her meticulous notes, measurements, and cross-referenced calculations.

With Penelope taking over most of the General Store’s operations, Alicia seemed to have nervous energy she needed to put into something. Fortunately for Ben the Homestead Manger aspect of her dual class specialization seemed to have helped redirect her own skill tree and power growth into organizational talents that helped him complete the requirements they needed to attain Greenhold status.

She still accompanied Penelope to the store every second day, but while she oversaw operations on a superficial level, she spent most of her time on their current objective.

Ben was eternally grateful for this, as he often felt overwhelmed by the amount of tasks they needed to complete, and her ability to make lists and prioritize goals had taken a significant load off his shoulders.

Alicia’s green dress rustled against the narrow walls as she navigated the passage, one hand trailing along the smooth stone for balance.

"The air feels heavier down here today," she observed, her voice carrying a subtle tension. "Almost expectant, don’t you think? Or maybe I’m just tired.”

Ben nodded, understanding exactly what she meant. The chamber itself seemed to thrum with anticipation, as if the very stones knew they stood on the threshold of something momentous. “No, you’re right. Something is different today.”

The map table dominated the circular room's center, its silver inlays dark and dormant until Ben approached. The moment his fingers brushed its polished surface, the entire table burst into brilliant life.

Golden threads of light traced the ley lines across a detailed representation of Faerowilde, all converging at the bright star that marked Lucky Nickel Acres. The convergence point pulsed like a heartbeat, and Ben could feel that rhythm echoing in his chest.

"Look at that," Alicia breathed, setting her satchel down with careful precision. "It looks like the energy flow has increased dramatically since the guardian ceremonies."

She was right. Where before the ley lines had shown as thin streams of light, now they blazed like rivers of molten gold. The five guardian territories glowed with their own distinct colors—Spirit's meadow in vibrant green, Rosie's forest in deep brown, Quincie's evergreens in silver-white, the wetlands in crystalline blue, and the crystal cave pulsing with golden hues.

Alicia spread her notebooks across the table's edge, the candlelight from the chamber's ancient sconces illuminating page after page of detailed observations. Her careful handwriting documented everything from weather patterns to animal behaviors, soil quality to magical resonance measurements.

"We should be systematic about this," she said, pulling a well-worn checklist from her satchel. "Uncle Nicholas's journals made it clear that the Greenhold requirements must be met precisely. It’s possible that some of the objectives we haven’t satisfied yet are very close. We just need to make some minor adjustments."

Ben appreciated her thoroughness. His instinct to rush ahead using only his HUD to guide him was one of the reasons he sometimes felt at a loss with which direction to turn next.

Alicia’s insistence on verifying and documenting the changes they made had provided valuable insights into the inner workings of the System magic. It helped, too, that her own system menu had slightly different but complementary objectives for her to work on in order to achieve her next level, where she would be able to choose a class. The balance served them well.

He opened his HUD interface, the translucent display materializing in the air before him like a window into the soul of Lucky Nickel Acres. When he was at the table, Alicia could see the details of his HUD, too, as if it were designed for the leader to share goals with his team. The magical infrastructure of the farm laid itself bare before them. Every ward, every ley line connection, every guardian bond visible as threads of light.

"Ecosystem documentation," Alicia read from her list, then made a check mark with a satisfied smile. "Complete. All five areas have assigned guardians and documented magical signatures."

Ben manipulated the HUD display, zooming in on each territory in turn. Spirit's meadow showed a vibrant web of green energy connecting every plant and pollinator. Rosie's forest revealed the slow, deep pulse of ancient trees sharing wisdom through root networks that stretched for miles. Quincie's evergreen domain crackled with atmospheric energy, storm patterns dancing along invisible currents.

"The new guardian bonds are stronger than I expected," Ben noted, watching the data flow. "Each pair has already begun to reshape their territories in fundamental ways."

"Speaking of pairs," Alicia said, her tone growing more serious even as her eyes grew more calculating. "How are you planning to handle the... personal relationships with all these guardians? You've been intimate with Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie. Annie and Leah are clearly hoping to join that group. But the Satyress sisters and Brena..."

Ben paused in his examination of the HUD. It was a question that had been weighing on him. His role as the Keeper—though not confirmed by the system yet—seemed to demand breeding with demi-beasts to strengthen their magical bloodlines, but he couldn't—wouldn't—force that on anyone.

Through her Liaison Coordinator class, Alicia seemed to get more information about potential mates than he did, and his wife always seemed more eager to see him breeding new mates than he was ready to take on.

"I'll let them decide," he said finally. "The guardian bonds don't require intimate relationships. If they want that kind of connection with me, they'll let me know. If not, I respect their choice completely."

Alicia nodded resignedly. "Always so diplomatic. Though, you know you could just command it and any one of them would get on their knees before you, more than willingly. I sometimes think the shyer demi-beasts are being done a disservice by your chivalry. Not all of them are willing to make the necessary request.”

“I’m not going to command any of them to breed with me,” Ben said, giving his wife a hard look. “And neither are you. But if you’d like to talk to these shyer demi-beasts and ascertain their intentions, I don’t mind taking a more dominant role once their consent is confirmed.”

“Good,” Alicia grinned. “I was hoping you'd say that. My Liaison Coordinator class is demanding more and more mates, and I fear I’ll never get to level up if we go at it at your speed.”

“Alicia, now is not the time,” Ben sighed. “You’ve always got sex on the brain these days.”

“I know it seems that way, Ben. But I swear it’s all for the strength of the farm and our community. Even Homestead Manager is offering up quests to sign up more breeders. I think your power growth is dependent on it.”

“Okay,” Ben conceded. “We’ll talk about this later. But you’re right that we need a plan. And if the fate of Faerowilde is dependent on our success, I might not be able to have a deep relationship with every woman I bed, and I might have to accept that. But I don’t have to like it.”

“I know, it’s not easy for a big softy like you,” Alicia said, touching his hand gently and looking at him with deep admiration in her emerald green eyes. “That’s why I fell in love with you after all. I’ll be here to help you ever step of the way. Now, back to business. Animal population health..."

Ben frowned as pushed Alicia’s comments out of his mind and studied the data streams flowing through his HUD. "Four of five ecosystems show thriving, stable populations. But the crystal cave..." He manipulated the display, diving deeper into the cave system's readings. "There are significant anomalies in the deepest chambers."

"What kind of anomalies?" Alicia leaned closer, studying the patterns of light and shadow that represented the cave's depths.

"Dormant life signs. Dozens of them, maybe hundreds." Ben traced the cave's neural network with his finger, following pathways that led to vast chambers yet unexplored. "The creatures are alive, but barely. It's like they're... sleeping. Or dying."

"Could they be the reason the population balance is off?" Alicia asked. “Or, being in a cave… they might just be hibernating.”

"It’s hard to say from here,” Ben said, scanning the HUD where he could see three indicator dots representing his Guardians and their protector moving toward the anomaly. “But it looks like Zara and Hestia are on the case. If they can figure out what’s going on there, that should complete our animal population requirements."

“I’m sure it’s well under control.” Alicia continued down her checklist. "Monster outbreaks?"

"Three eliminated," Ben confirmed, remembering the purple-tinged creatures they'd faced. “Though we should keep our eyes peeled. Just because the quest requirements only list three doesn’t mean there won’t be more of them.”

"Dead zones?"

"Two confirmed purified. The one where we found Citrine, and the corruption patch on the northern boundary.. But..." Ben hesitated, studying the southern edge of the map where storm clouds seemed to press against their borders. "I keep sensing something else. A blight that's not quite manifesting yet."

Alicia made a note. "We'll keep monitoring. Wards and blessings?"

Ben smiled. "Wards are complete. Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie established wards during their ceremonies, so their territories are protected. The Holstaurs and Satyresses both completed their wards yesterday. So we’re more than set there. I’ve put Citrine in charge of the blessings, but she wanted to wait until Nebula was big enough to join her, so we’re still waiting on that."

"Collaboration requirements?" Alicia read from the list.

"More than met,” Ben said. “We have five guardian pairs now, including Brena as protector. The Greenhold specifications only required three trained demi-beasts."

Alicia set down her pencil and leaned back in her chair, studying the glowing map. "By all accounts, we should be ready. The only question remaining is the cave situation and those blessings."

"And the timing," Ben added, his gaze drawn to the southern storm visible even through several feet of earth and stone. "Something's coming, Alicia. I can feel it."

She reached across the table to take his hand. "Whatever it is, we'll be ready, Ben. With our guardians, our defenses, and..." She paused, glancing at her rounded belly. "Our growing family."

Ben squeezed her fingers gently. "Have you felt the baby move recently?"

"More and more each day. I think he or she is as eager as we are to see what comes next." Alicia smiled, then grew serious again. "There's something else we need to discuss. The others in the Birthing Unit."

"They're still stable?"

"Completely. The pods are keeping them comfortable and safe. But Ben..." Alicia hesitated. "I’ve been worried. What if the Greenhold ceremony triggers their births? The magical energy involved..."

Ben hadn't considered that possibility. The system had warned that the Greenhold establishment would be a significant magical event, drawing power from all five ecosystems simultaneously. If that energy surge reached the Birthing Unit...

"We'll monitor them closely," he decided. "And if the ceremony does trigger labor, at least they'll be in the safest possible place."

"Speaking of the ceremony," Alicia said, pulling another set of notes from her satchel, "I've been researching this… According to your great-uncle's journals, meeting the system requirements is only part of the equation. There's a physical ritual that must be performed."

Ben leaned forward with interest. "What kind of ritual?"

"A convergence ritual. The Keeper stands at the nexus point while each guardian channels power from their territory simultaneously. The combined energy should be enough to upgrade our defenses significantly compared to what normally comes with establishing a Greenhold."

"And until that ritual is complete?"

"We're somewhat vulnerable," Alicia said simply. "Those thin spots between the planes can open up, even if outside forces from within Faerowilde can’t penetrate our borders. Which means…” She gestured toward the storm-darkened south.

Ben nodded grimly. Everything they'd worked for, everything they'd built, came down to timing. They needed to complete the ritual before whatever was gathering strength in the south decided to test their defenses.

"Then we finish this as soon as possible," he declared, standing and gathering his staff. "Once Zara and Hestia resolve the cave situation, and Citrine performs the blessings, we’ll complete the ritual. You have all the details?"

“I do. It’s quite simple. Though it does recommend a good night’s sleep first. Tomorrow is probably best.”

Ben nodded, feeling a bit resigned. He’d reached his first quest milestones will relative ease compared to his quest for Greenhold status. It seemed like things kept happening to make it more difficult. He wished it was finished already, and that the safety of his family and community were already guaranteed.

He sighed.

“What is it, Ben?” Alicia asked, rubbing his shoulder.

“I know it’s selfish,” he said reluctantly. “But I wish Estelle, Meadow, and the Lapina girls were here. I don’t like having some of my most powerful mates stuck in limbo. And I really don’t like the idea of our children being in danger once they’re born. The timing of this demonic incursion, or whatever it is, couldn’t be worse.”

“Not to harp on it,”Alicia said, squeezing his fingers gently. “But the more females you breed, the more high-powered demi-beasts you’ll have at your back.”

“With how quickly the Lapina sisters got through their pregnancies, I worry that we’d just end up with more trapped in the maternity pods when we need them most.”

Alicia’s eyes glimmered excitedly. “Actually, there might be a way around that. I have discovered something in my Master Breeder Apprentice tab. For every demi-beast I impregnate using our connection, I can choose one of three perks. Accelerated progress, delayed progress, and multiple births…”

“You’re really excited to try that feature out, aren’t you?” Ben shook his head, laughing despite his concerns.

“My point is, if you want the farm to be safe you need your own power to grow.” The hand rubbing his shoulder moved over his chest, slid over his abs, and teased the opening of his trousers. “You’re a Breeder, Ben. You need to embrace your destiny.”

Ben groaned as she stroked him. “You know, if you want to help me with that… It means you’re going to be swallowing a lot of seed…”

“Well, I don’t mind that,” Alicia blushed, squeezing his cock. “I actually really like it. And with the amount you come with the Master Breeder skill, you kind of just have to… pump it into my stomach…”

Ben felt himself stiffen at her crude suggestion. “That sounds uncomfortable”

Alicia shook her head. “Not at all. You know how I like watching you breed other women? I think… I think your virility is such a turn on for me that the idea of being a receptacle for your seed is just… unbelievably sexy to me. Once I’ve swallowed so much that I can’t take another drop, you’ll just have to fill my womb, and…” Her hand shivered against his bulge, and she whispered… “and my bottom…”

Ben considered for a moment, then took Alicia's hand. "You drive a hard bargain, wife.”

“I’m not sure that was a bargain, husband,” Alicia giggled. “More like an offer of complete and total submission. Do you accept?”

“Right now?”

“Please,” Alicia bit her lip. “I’m suddenly feeling very desperate. And we have time before the others return…”

Ben took in the vision of his gorgeous wife, glowing with pregnancy and still hungry for him in every capacity she could take him. It was a difficult offer to refuse, even on the brink of battle. She was right. There wasn’t much else they could do in the meantime, so why not enjoy each other’s company.”

“Let’s do this properly, then,” he said, tugging her forward by the arm and giving her backside a firm smack. “Get your sexy ass into that breeding chamber."

Alicia's eyes widened with understanding. "Oooh, are you going to put me in the harness?”

"If you're going to be my apprentice, you should experience the full extent of what that means," Ben said, putting on the airs of a pompous professor as he led his wife toward the hidden passage that connected the War Room to the breeding chamber. "By which I mean to say… I want access to all of your holes, just in case…”

“Mmm, Ben,” she whimpered. “I know you’re teasing, but that makes me so wet. I’m at your command, Master Breeder.”

“You are,” he said. “And I love that about you.”
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The breeding chamber welcomed them with its warm, amber glow. The crystalline walls pulsed gently, and the air itself seemed charged with fertility magic. In the center of the room, the suspension harness waited, as if the room knew exactly what they’d come for.

“Take off your clothes.”

Alicia turned her back to him, and said softly, “Help me.”

Ben's hands were reverent as he unlaced her bodice, his fingers trailing along her skin as each layer fell away. The pregnancy had changed her body in beautiful ways—her curves were fuller, her skin seemed to glow with an inner radiance that had nothing to do with the chamber's light.

When she was completely bare before him, Alicia approached the harness with a mixture of nervousness and excitement. "I hope I don’t disappoint you,” she said, running her fingers over the straps. “I hope the system will allow me to take as much of your seed as I need to.”

“We’ll stop whenever you need to, regardless,” he assured her, his hands gentle on her bare shoulders as she lowered herself into the contraption. "Are you certain you want to do this? You could just kneel if you prefer.”

She nodded, then looked up at him with those intelligent green eyes. "I want to be suspended so you can access any part of me you need. I expect you to fill me in every way you can. I’m giving myself completely to you…”

Ben helped her into the harness, adjusting the sraps to support her pregnant form comfortably. The magical construction seemed to adapt to her body, cradling her swollen belly while leaving her completely accessible.

"Do you have plans for who you want to breed first?" Ben asked as he made the final adjustments. He was a bit concerned, since he wasn’t sure who he wanted to breed next. He hoped their plans would be aligned.

Alicia shook her head, her auburn hair cascading over her shoulders. "Not yet. I just want to be prepared. Remember, I have to ask your permission first. It's not like I can breed someone you don't approve of."

Ben paused, realizing she was right. The skill's requirements meant he maintained complete control. "True. There's no harm in you being prepared."

The harness held her suspended at the perfect height, her body displayed before him like a living work of art. The silk ropes framed her curves, supporting her weight while the leather padding ensured her comfort. Her arms were secured above her head, but not uncomfortably so, and her legs were positioned to allow him complete access.

"You're magnificent," Ben breathed, his hands tracing along her suspended form.

"I'm yours," Alicia replied simply. "However you need me."

Ben took his time, letting the chamber's magic build around them. His hands explored her suspended body, reacquainting himself with every curve and sensitive spot. The pregnancy had made her more responsive, and soon she was gasping and trembling in the harness.

"Please," she whispered when he'd brought her to the edge multiple times without allowing release. "I need your cock, husband. I need you in my throat, as deep a I can take you."

Ben positioned himself before her suspended form, the harness bringing her mouth to the perfect height. "Are you ready?"

"I will swallow every drop of your seed that you can pump into me," Alicia promised, her eyes bright with determination. “I want it all, husband.”

When he entered her mouth, the sensation was incredible. The harness allowed her to relax completely, letting him control the depth and pace. The chamber's magic seemed to flow through them both, enhancing every touch and sensation.

Ben started slowly, letting her adjust to the angle and depth. But as the magical enhancement took hold, he felt his control slipping. The Master Breeder ability, amplified by the chamber's power, made his arousal almost overwhelming, as if the system knew he was working towards her Apprentice skill.

"Deeper," he commanded softly, his hands tangling in her hair as her body swayed from the harness.

“Glllrk, mmmlrk, mmmm, glk, glk.” Alicia opened her throat completely, accepting him with a dedication that took his breath away. Her eyes watered as her muscles stretched to accommodate him. “Mmmmlrk. Mmmm.”

The sight of her suspended before him, taking everything he gave her, pushed him rapidly toward release.

When it came, it was so intense his knees weakened. Wave after wave of magical seed poured from him, and Alicia struggled to swallow it all. Her throat worked frantically, tears streaming down her face from the effort, but she never pulled away, her lips latched around the base of his pumping cock so far up his shaft that her nose pressed into his stomach.

He held her there, fingers twined in her auburn tresses, as the system took control. She kept her eyes on his, her cheeks hollowing with every rope she swallowed, as an unbelievable amount of his cream poured down her throat and into her belly.

The release seemed to last forever, the chamber's power amplifying both its volume and potency. Alicia's body trembled in the harness as she fought to accommodate it all, her determination absolute despite the obvious challenge.

Finally, when the last wave subsided, Ben carefully withdrew. Alicia gasped for air, her body glowing with absorbed magical energy.

"Are you all right?" Ben asked, concerned by how hard she was breathing.

"Perfect," she managed, though her voice was hoarse. "I can feel it working. The power is incredible."

Her lips were swollen and red, her chin coated in the saliva that had lubricated his efforts. As she hung there, sweaty and gasping, Ben couldn’t believe how incredibly beautiful she looked. Absolutely perfect.

As they caught their breath, a golden notification shimmered in the air before them both:

Master Breeder Apprentice Progress: 1/3 Complete

Magical Capacity Enhanced. Preparing for Secondary Integration.

"Holy fuck, that was only one third?” Alicia breathed, her voice still hoarse but excited.

“You can’t take any more, though,” he protested. “If I pump any more into you, you’re going to puke.”

“Mmmmm,” she licked her lips. “It's like liquid fire in my veins. I need more—so much more. You’ll just need to find somewhere else to put it."

Ben watched her skin flush with that otherworldly glow, feeling his arousal spike at the hunger in her voice.

"I'm just getting started, husband," she continued, shifting in the harness. "The way you filled my throat, the way your seed is making me glow... I want you inside me properly now. I want to feel that magic cock stretching me while I'm suspended like this. Please, Ben… give me more!"

The crystalline walls pulsed with deeper hues as Ben positioned himself at her entrance. The Master Breeder enhancement coursed through his body like electricity, amplifying every sensation to an almost overwhelming degree.

The sight of her suspended before him—legs spread, skin glowing with absorbed magic, her sex glistening with arousal—sent a surge of primal satisfaction through him. The subtle flush spreading across her inner thighs, the way her muscles trembled with anticipation, the perfect pink of her most intimate places. For a moment he just wanted to drink in the sight, forgetting his other, increasingly desperate need.

The sweet musk of her arousal mingled with the magic itself on her skin, static and honey and something indefinably feminine that belonged to Alicia alone.

When he first made contact, pressing just the tip against her entrance, the sensation rocked him. The heat radiating from her core almost burned against his sensitive skin.

Every nerve ending in his enhanced anatomy fired at once—he could feel her pulse through that delicate skin, sense the way her body yielded to accommodate him, even detect the subtle changes in her breathing as pleasure rippled through her.

The taste of the air itself was thick with magic and desire. When he leaned forward to kiss her neck, she tasted like power made flesh.

As he began to sink into her welcoming heat, the Master Breeder ability translated every micro-sensation into waves of pleasure that threatened to overwhelm his control. He could feel her internal walls molding around him, could sense the magical pathways opening between them, creating a connection that went far beyond the physical.

"Fuck, yes! Deeper, Ben!" Alicia's desperate voice grounded him, reminding him that this transcendent experience belonged to both of them.

Alicia used her suspended position to guide their rhythm, her voice becoming increasingly desperate.

"Oh gods, your cock is so huge and hard. I can feel every ridge, every vein," she gasped, her head thrown back in ecstasy. "God, the way you fill me... I never want this to end. Harder! I need you to fuck me harder!"

Her cries of delight, the way her body moved in the harness, the desperate edge to her voice as she begged for more all seemed to pump through his body with every thrust.

"Fill me, husband,” she begged. “Fill me with your cream. I can take it. Don't stop, please don't stop!"

When his climax hit it felt like turning on a faucet. She writhed and moaned as he filled her, as if the act of being his receptacle was the most erotic experience she’d ever had. And he couldn’t deny that seeing her take that much of his seed was checking some kink boxes for himself, too. He couldn’t believe how much she could hold.

Master Breeder Apprentice Progress: 2/3 Complete

Advanced Integration Achieved. Final Phase Available.

"Two down," Alicia panted, glowing even brighter. "But Ben... I know what we need to do for the last one. I've been thinking about it ever since Lavender..." She bit her lip, looking both nervous and aroused. "I want… I want you to take my ass.”

The harness shifted at her words, raising her backside and spreading her legs until her ass cheeks opened to reveal the perfect little pink hole. Ben swallowed hard. He had never taken his wife that way before. She’d been so innocent when they married. But that time was long past.

"Please… it’s time…” She bit her lip, her voice becoming smaller. "I know it feels good. I mean, I didn't even know it was possible until you…” Alicia's voice trembled slightly. "I want to complete the skill, Ben. I want to experience everything with you. But I'm scared it'll hurt, too. You’re so big and it’s such a small hole."

Ben cupped her face tenderly, his touch reassuring. The intensity in his eyes softened to something protective and loving.

"We'll go as slow as you need," he murmured, reaching between her thighs to bring up some of the abundant moisture.

He swirled his finger around the tight opening and she shivered. “Mmmm, Ben. It’s so sensitive back there. It feels so wrong.”

“Are you sure you want this?” he inserted his finger, tugging slightly, testing.

"I want it," she whispered, as much to herself as to him. "Uuuungh, fuck. Yes, yes. I want it. You’re making me want it so bad.”

As Ben began to gently adjust her position in the harness, Alicia's nervous chatter resumed. "Tell me if I'm too tense. I don't know what I'm doing. Gods, I can't believe I'm about to... that we're going to..." She took a shaky breath. "Oh my, how are you going to fit?”

As Ben carefully adjusted her position, Alicia kept talking, her voice breathless with anticipation. All the while, he massaged and teased her, helping her enjoy her naughtiness enough that she stopped worrying so much and started anticipating instead.

“Please, Ben,” she begged. “Put it in. Use your Apprentice!”

When he finally pressed against her most intimate entrance, the sensation was overwhelming.

“Oh! Uuuunnngh, yes. Oh gods, oh gods, I can’t believe you’re doing it.”

He almost couldn’t either. The enhanced nerve endings in his length could feel everything—the flutter of her pulse, the gradual yielding of her body, the way she trembled between fear and desire.

“Yes, yes, Ben! I need it. Please!”

Time seemed to slow as he eased forward fraction by fraction, the magical enhancement allowing him to perceive her body's every adjustment, every moment of acceptance.

The tightness was exquisite, almost unbearable. He could detect the exact moment her discomfort transformed into wonder, could feel the shift in her breathing as new sensations awakened.

“Aaahhhhhh,” she cried, in both pleasure and pain, as the warm, silken grip of her body around him sent feedback through the magical connection that made his entire being vibrate with pleasure. “Bennnnn! Fuck!”

Buried in her ass, her could feel the heat and wetness of her sex pressed against him, evidence of how much she really was enjoying this forbidden pleasure. Rather than thrusting, he pulled her toward him on the swing, impaling her tight hole on his shaft as she begged for more.

Wanting to increase her pleasure of the moment, he reached around to rub her clit, but she tried to writhe away.

“No, no, no, please don’t, Ben,” she gasped. “I haven’t earned it yet. Mmmm. No. Not until after… after you…”

Her denial spurred him on. He pumped her onto his cock harder and faster as she cried out, moaned, and gasped. It seemed his shaft was growing with the final phase of claiming her as his Apprentice, and he almost couldn’t believe how she was taking him. Her opening was stretched so tight it tugged at him with each thrust, driving him closer to release.

When he came, it was with a roar, and an explosion of seed so intense he was shocked when her body held it.

“Mmmmm, yes! Fill me! Fill, meeeaaaaaahhh!” As he came he cupped his hand over her sex, and the slightest pressure on her clit sent her into a violent climax. Her muscles spasmed, her ass clenching so hard it prompted another spurt of cream.

Through the Master Breeder enhancement, he could feel not just his own pleasure but echoes of hers, creating a feedback loop of sensation that threatened to shatter his consciousness entirely.

"Oh gods, oh gods, Ben!" she cried out as he filled her. "I’m so full. It’s everywhere inside me… Uuuuunghh!”

The chamber blazed with golden light as she screamed through her final climax.

Master Breeder Apprentice: COMPLETE

All Requirements Fulfilled.

You have trained an apprentice. She is ripe with your seed and ready to breed.

The system made it sound so simple. But Ben felt like he’d been completely wrung out. Alicia hung limply in the harness, his seed on her lips and spilling from her other openings. It was a long time before either of them could speak.

"How do you feel?" Ben asked as he disentangled their limbs and helped her from the harness.

"Like I could take on the world," she said with a satisfied, glowing smile. "Right after I take a nap.”

“Sign me up for one of those,” he laughed. “You sure you’re okay? That was a lot…”

Alicia pulled him close, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "Husband, I can't wait to help you knock up every demi-beast on this farm.”

Ben’s eyes practically bugged out of his head. “Every one?”

“In time,” she nodded. “We're going to build such an incredible family together."
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Final Requirements


The cave's entrance yawned before Zara like a mouth carved from living stone. Cool air whispered from its depths, carrying the scent of mineral water and something else. Her mystical senses tingled with anticipation. She pulled her dark veil closer around her face as she descended the worn steps, her hooves clicking against the ancient stone.

"Watch your footing," Hestia called from behind her, the artist's keen eye noting how the steps had been worn smooth by countless feet over the centuries. "These stones are slick with moisture."

Brena grunted her agreement, her clawed feet finding purchase where the Satyresses' hooves might slip. The badger-kin's scarred hands traced the wall as they descended, feeling for loose stones or hidden dangers. "Place feels dead," she muttered. "Too quiet."

But Zara shook her head, her pale eyes gleaming in the crystal light that emanated from deeper within. "Not dead. It’s just… sleeping. The source of the disturbance is just up ahead."

The passage opened into a vast chamber that stole their breath. Crystals jutted from every surface creating a cathedral of living light in golds and greens, like an imitation of sun-dappled leaves. Some formations towered like pillars around them, while others spread across the walls like intricate lacework carved from diamond and gold.

"Sweet goddess," Hestia breathed, her soul immediately overwhelmed. She pulled out her sketchbook with trembling hands. "I've never seen anything so beautiful."

The crystals pulsed with inner light, but it was weaker here than elsewhere in the cave. Inconsistent, like candles guttering in a dying wind. Zara approached the nearest formation, placing her hands against its cool surface.

"They're sick," she whispered, her pretense of mysticism replaced by genuine concern. "Can't you feel it? Just as I suspected. They're starving."

"Starving?" Brena stepped closer, her warrior's instincts on high alert. "Crystals don't eat."

"These do." Zara moved deeper into the chamber, her hooves echoing off the crystal walls. "They feed on magical energy, and this place has been dormant for so long..."

She stopped abruptly. Scattered across the chamber floor lay what looked like deflated balloons or discarded rags. But as they approached, details emerged that made them gasp.

"Are those wings?" Hestia knelt beside one of the creatures, her voice hushed with wonder and sorrow.

What had once been gossamer wings now hung limp and colorless, like silk scarves left too long in the sun. The creatures' bodies were transparent, their forms barely visible except for the delicate tracery of what might once have been veins or magical channels.

"It think they’re Dust Motes," Zara said softly, the name coming to her unbidden from her subconscious. "I've read about them… somewhere. I think. They're symbiotic with crystal formations—they feed the crystals magical energy, and the crystals provide them with power to live."

"You didn’t read about it, I am getting the same information. It must be from our Guardian connection,” Hestia began. “But if the crystals are dormant..."

"They're all dying together." Zara's voice cracked with emotion she couldn't hide. "We have to help them."

Brena surveyed the chamber with grim efficiency. "How many are we talking about?"

"Dozens in this chamber alone." Zara moved between the fallen creatures, checking each one. "But there are deeper chambers. If they exist throughout the cave system..."

"Hundreds," Hestia finished. "Maybe thousands."

Zara placed her hands on the largest crystal formation in the room's center. The surface felt cold, almost lifeless beneath her palms. She closed her eyes, reaching out with senses beyond the physical.

"The network is intact," she reported. "The magical pathways still exist. The crystals just need... awakening."

Hestia set down her sketchbook and approached a smaller formation. Her artist's eye had always been sensitive to patterns, and her new guardian abilities had enhanced that gift. She could see the potential energy locked within the crystal matrix, waiting to be released.

"What if we work together?" she suggested. "I channel energy into the formations while you guide the flow through the network?"

Zara nodded. "It might work. But we'll need to start small, build the power gradually."

Hestia placed both hands on a crystal the size of her torso. She closed her eyes, feeling for the pathways she could sense but not see. Slowly, carefully, she began to channel her guardian energy into the formation.

The crystal flickered, its internal light strengthening by degrees. The effect rippled outward, traveling through hair-thin connections to neighboring crystals. Like dominoes of light, the awakening spread.

"It's working," Zara breathed, watching the network come alive beneath her mystical sight. "The pathways are opening."

As the light reached the first cluster of Dust Motes, the creatures' transparent forms began to shimmer and expand. Their deflated wings caught the crystal light and reflected it back in prismatic patterns.

One creature—larger than the others—stirred first. Its form expanded like a flower blooming in fast motion, gossamer wings unfurling to reveal an opalescent beauty that made Hestia gasp. The being rose gracefully from the cavern floor, its body pulsing with gentle bioluminescence.

"They're beautiful," she whispered.

More Dust Motes awakened as the crystal network strengthened. Soon the air filled with dozens of floating, luminous beings. They moved like jellyfish through water, their wings creating soft chiming sounds that harmonized with the crystals' resonance.

The largest Dust Mote approached Zara, hovering before her at eye level. She felt a warm presence touch her mind—not words, but emotions. Gratitude. Joy. Recognition.

"They're thanking us," Zara said, tears streaming down her cheeks. "They've been waiting so long for the cave to live again."

"Look at this," Hestia called from across the chamber. She stood before a crystal formation that now blazed with inner fire. "The whole chamber is transforming."

As each crystal awakened, the cavern grew brighter, more alive. The Dust Motes danced between the formations in intricate patterns, their combined light creating a beautiful chorus of color and sound.

Brena, who had maintained her post near the entrance, allowed herself a small smile. "Well, I'll be. Pretty little things, aren't they?"

The awakening continued to spread. Through passages Zara hadn't even noticed, light flowed like liquid gold. Deeper chambers began to glow as their own crystal networks came online. More Dust Motes stirred to life, their songs joining the growing chorus.

"The population balance," Hestia realized suddenly. "This is what was wrong. The crystals and creatures are interdependent. Without one, the other couldn't survive."

Zara nodded, watching the graceful dance of the revived creatures. "The cave ecosystem is healing itself, now. We just gave it the initial spark it needed."

Both Guardians received a notification from the system.

Greenhold Requirements – Animal Population Stabilized: 3/3 Completed

“I guess that’s it for now,” Hestia said. “We should get back to the farm and report to Ben.”

“I’m sure he got the notification, too,” Zara said, tugging at her veil. “Are you sure you don’t just want to rush back to see him?”

Hestia blushed. “No, that’s not it at all. Besides, we need to prepare for our part in the celebration, remember?”

“What’s wrong with Ben?” Brena scratched her scarred cheek with a long fingernail. “He’s a fine piece of man if you ask me. Not that he’d look twice at someone like me, but if you’ve got a chance, I say go for it.”

They bickered about Ben as they prepared to leave, the Satyresses trying unsuccessfully to deny their interest in the unusual farmer. But Hestia’s heart wasn’t in it. She knew she would give herself to Ben in an instant if he asked it. She’d dreamed of him often. She just… didn’t know how to tell him that.

Hestia took one last look at the transformed chamber, feeling satisfied. The cave system had been like a tomb filled with failing crystals when they’d arrived, not to mention the dying creatures. But they were leaving it a vibrant ecosystem pulsing with magical life. She hoped Ben would notice and…

Reward her?

No, nothing so crass as that.

But she did want him to be proud of their efforts.

The beautiful little Dust Motes gathered in a graceful formation, their combined light creating a farewell display that painted the entire chamber in shifting hues of gold and silver.

Brena led the way back to the surface, her scarred face showing uncharacteristic satisfaction.

"Not bad for a day's work," she admitted. "Not bad at all. Now let’s go get an eyeful of that farmer."
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Citrine stretched her wings against the morning sky, each feather catching the golden light like burnished bronze. The wind sang through her flight feathers as she tested her strength, muscles rippling beneath sleek plumage. After days of brooding over her egg, it felt glorious to soar again.

Cradled securely in her powerful talons, baby Nebula peered down at Lucky Nickel Acres with those impossible purple eyes. The newborn Harpy showed no fear of the height—instead, she pressed closer to the rushing air, her golden down ruffling in the wind.

"Show me everything, Mother," Nebula chirped, her clear voice somehow audible despite the wind. "I want to see what Father has built."

Citrine's chest swelled with pride. Most Harpy chicks couldn't even hold their heads up at this age, yet here was her daughter, alert and speaking like a seasoned queen.

"Your inheritance spreads beneath us, little star. Five territories, five guardians, all sworn to our King."

They banked toward the Wildflower Meadow first, Citrine's wings carving graceful arcs through the air. Below, Spirit moved through an ocean of blooms—lupins purple as twilight, sunflowers turning their faces skyward, wild roses climbing trellises of their own making. The Equistar's pink mane caught the light like spun sugar, and when she noticed their approach, she cantered to an open space and waved with both arms.

"The Earth Guardian," Citrine explained, circling lower. "She coaxes life from barren soil and speaks to every growing thing."

Nebula spread one tiny wing, barely larger than a sparrow's. Golden sparks spiraled down like falling stars, each one carrying a whisper of celestial power she didn’t understand. Yet the instinct was pure, and she knew what to do.

Where the sparks touched the meadow, the colors deepened—blues became richer, yellows blazed brighter, reds glowed like living flame.

"Your blessing strengthens her bond," Citrine observed as Spirit pressed her hands to the earth and gasped at the surge of energy flowing through her territory. “Powerful Princess, the Matriarchs are proud this day.”

They wheeled east toward the Old Growth Forest, where ancient oaks stretched gnarled branches toward the sky. Rosie's golden curls flashed between the trunks as she moved from tree to tree, pressing her palms against bark and listening to whispered wisdom older than memory. She looked up as their shadow passed overhead, grinning and pressing one hand to her heart in salute.

Again, Nebula released her blessing. The golden motes drifted down like luminous pollen, and the trees responded immediately. Branches straightened, leaves rustled with renewed vigor, and somewhere in the depths of the forest, a deep groaning sound spoke of roots growing stronger, deeper.

"The Forest Guardian," Citrine continued her aerial lesson. "She remembers the old songs and keeps the ancient promises."

The Evergreen Forest spread before them next, a carpet of emerald needles and silver bark. Quincie perched impossibly high in a massive pine, her black and white fur stark against the green. The Felina's tail lashed with excitement as she spotted them, and she began leaping from tree to tree with feline grace, racing to keep pace with their flight.

"Weather Guardian," Citrine said, her natural disdain for the cat-girl tempered by grudging respect. "She commands wind and storm, though not with proper Harpy elegance."

Nebula giggled—a sound like silver bells in a gentle breeze—and showered the forest with her celestial gift. The evergreens swayed in perfect unison, as if bowing to a queen, and the very air shimmered with renewed vitality.

"She tries her best," Nebula observed diplomatically, making Citrine's lips twitch with amusement.

Banking south, they approached the Wetlands where water met earth in a maze of channels and reed beds. Annie and Leah stood knee-deep in crystal-clear water, their sweet faces serene as they tended to aquatic plants and guided schools of fish through carefully maintained channels. They looked up simultaneously as Citrine's shadow fell across them, cupping their hands to wave.

"Water Guardians," Citrine explained. "They nurture the boundary between worlds, where life flows freely."

As Nebula's blessing touched the wetlands, something unexpected happened. In a forgotten corner of the territory, where sick yellow reeds had struggled in stagnant water, a transformation began.

The blessing revealed hidden corruption—a patch of blight that had escaped even Ben's notice. Golden light consumed the sickness, burning it away and leaving pristine, flowing water in its wake.

"What was that?" Nebula asked, tilting her head with curiosity.

"Poison," Citrine replied, banking sharply to get a better look. She was relieved to see the corruption withering, drying up like an old fish left in the sun. "Your power reveals and cleanses. Even I did not sense that darkness blooming."

The baby Harpy's purple eyes swirled with otherworldly depth. "Father carries many burdens. I am honored to help lift some of them."

Citrine smiled, her pride at the strength of her little one bursting in her heart. She would be very pleased to tell Ben of this new skill their daughter had revealed.

Finally, they approached the Crystal Cave, where Zara, Hestia, and Brena had emerged to watch their flight. The Satyress sisters stood with hands shading their eyes, while Brena crossed her arms and nodded approvingly at their aerial display.

"Cave Guardians," Citrine concluded. "They tend the deep magic where earth's bones hold power. This place is much happier than when I was bound to the cave."

Nebula's final blessing cascaded down like a waterfall of stars. The cave entrance blazed with inner light, and even from their height, they could hear the musical chorus of crystals chiming from deep within.

Citrine felt the ancient satisfaction of a hunt well-concluded. All territories blessed, all guardians acknowledged, all bonds strengthened. The farm below them thrummed with power that even she, queen of her kind, had never before witnessed.

"Father will be pleased," Nebula observed, settling more comfortably in her mother's grasp.

"More than pleased," Citrine agreed, catching a thermal and riding it in a lazy spiral. "Your blessing has sealed what his power began. This territory is truly ours now."

As they glided back toward the farm, Citrine spotted Ben emerging from the farmhouse, his staff raised and glowing. Even from this height, she could see the smile on his face.

"Home?" Nebula asked sleepily, the effort of channeling celestial power finally catching up with her newborn form.

"Home," Citrine confirmed, angling toward her nest. "Where your King Father awaits his Queen and Princess."

The wind carried them down like a benediction, the completed blessings humming through every corner of Lucky Nickel Acres.

In the back of Citrine’s mind, the system she had long forgotten attempted to send her a message.

Greenhold Requirements – Territories Blessed: 3/3 Complete

Quest Completed: You have helped your mate Establish a Greenhold

Ancient Bloodline Activated: Celestial Harpy

New Class Unlocked: Paladin of Celestial Grace

Citrine shook her head as she landed, irritated at the interruption of her thoughts, and chased the unwelcome intrusion away.

The intrusive thoughts mattered not. Whatever challenges approached from the storm-darkened south, they would find this territory well-defended indeed.

The Harpy Queen was ready to fight.
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Ben woke before dawn with an unsettling sensation crawling beneath his skin. Something was approaching Lucky Nickel Acres—not the malevolent presence they'd sensed from the southern storm, but something else entirely. The feeling wasn't threatening, exactly, but it carried enough uncertainty to pull him from sleep, even though his entire body ached with exhaustion.

He slipped from bed carefully, not wanting to wake Alicia, who had been depleted after their intensive session in the breeding chamber the day before. The staff beside his bed pulsed with gentle amber light as his hand closed around it, as if responding to his unease.

It probably didn’t help that, after completing all the requirements for Establishing a Greenhold, Ben’s HUD had failed to update properly, leaving him feeling like he was stuck in a waiting room where he was about to receive a terminal diagnosis.

He’d thought he would be thrilled to compete the challenging quest, but now that it was complete, he was just confused.

Quest Complete: Establishing a Greenhold

Congratulations! You have successfully Established a Greenhold

The Greenhold stands as a bastion against the encroaching corruption, but ancient secrets still lie dormant across Faerowilde. Your journey as has only begun, as the full extent of your power awaits unlocking through the sacred monuments and the gathering of celestial bloodlines.

New Quest: Pending…

Class Upgrade: Farmer Level 9 - Guardian Keeper (Master Breeder)

As a Level 9 Guardian Keeper with the Master Breeder specialization, you have transcended the role of mere protector to become a true nexus of power within Faerowilde. Your connection to the land now extends through multiple ecosystems, each strengthened by your chosen guardians. The bloodlines that flow through your children carry ancient magic that reinforces the barriers between realms, while your breeding abilities nurture and awaken dormant celestial powers crucial to Faerowilde's survival.

New Abilities: Keeper's Sight: Your perception has expanded beyond physical boundaries, allowing you to sense disturbances in the Great Barrier and identify celestial bloodlines. This awareness guides you toward those who carry the potential to strengthen Faerowilde's defenses.

Convergence Mastery: Your control over the ley line network has grown exponentially, enabling you to channel magical energies across vast distances. This power can temporarily enhance your guardians' abilities during critical moments or reinforce weakened areas of the Great Barrier.

Bloodline Awakening: Your Master Breeder abilities now extend beyond physical reproduction to awakening dormant celestial powers within your mates. Each successful breeding with a compatible bloodline strengthens both the individual and the collective magic of Faerowilde.

Sanctuary Domain: Your Greenhold radiates protective energy that repels corrupting influences. Within its boundaries, healing accelerates, magic flows more freely, and those who seek refuge find peace and purpose.

Status: Pending...

Yup, it was still there. New Quest: Pending… Status: Pending…

What did that mean? Had he leveled up or hadn’t he? The new Ability’s he’d received were grayed out in his menu, so he couldn’t get any more information. It was like he was being mocked.

Alicia was certain that it was because they needed to complete the ritual she’d discovered in his uncle’s journals, but Ben wasn’t so sure. Why wouldn’t the system just say so if that’s what he was supposed to do?

In the back of his mind, he was worried there was something wrong with his connection to the system.

He wished he could talk to his uncle, but he hadn’t even had any dreams recently to set his mind at ease.

Sighing in resignation, he decided he wasn’t going to be able to sleep any more with all of these worries eating at him. It was time to get up.

The farmhouse was quiet, morning light just beginning to filter through the windows. Ben padded barefoot across the floor, drawn to the door that led to the balcony connected to Citrine's nesting platform.

When he stepped outside, the cool morning air carried the scent of dew and wildflowers, but underneath lurked something else… a kind of liveness that preceded storms.

To the south, dark clouds continued their slow, ominous buildup, crackling with purple lightning that seemed distinctly unnatural. But whatever it was didn’t seem to be growing stronger… yet.

In an case, the storm wasn’t the source of his unease. Whatever was coming approached from the north.

"My King," Citrine's musical voice called softly. "You wake early."

Ben turned to find the Harpy Queen perched regally on the edge of her platform, magnificent wings folded behind her. In the nest beside her, little Nebula slept peacefully, her golden down rising and falling with each tiny breath.

He smiled to see her tucked in with the scraggly blanket Quincie had made for them, like a prized possession.

"Couldn't sleep," Ben admitted, climbing the stairs to join them. "Something's coming. Can you sense it?"

Citrine tilted her head, her predatory eyes scanning the northern horizon. "Movement, yes. But not hostile. Familiar, perhaps."

Ben approached the nest carefully, marveling again at his daughter's beauty. Nebula stirred as his shadow fell across her, those extraordinary purple eyes opening to focus on him with startling awareness.

"Father," she chirped, extending tiny wings toward him. "You're worried."

"A little," Ben said, settling beside the nest. Carefully, he reached out to stroke her golden down. The contact sent a wave of calm through him, as if her celestial nature could sense and soothe his troubled thoughts.

Nebula cooed softly, snuggling closer to his hand. "Don’t worry, Father. The thing that’s coming is good. We should have the ceremony today, when they get here. To finish your quest.”

Ben blinked in surprise.

"The Greenhold ritual?" he asked, seeking confirmation of his own suspicions that this was the missing ingredient. “The one Alicia found in my uncle’s books?”

The baby Harpy nodded solemnly, far too knowing for her age. "Yesterday, my blessings revealed hidden sickness on the farm. More hides in the shadows, waiting… You must complete the binding. Soon, Father."

Citrine preened proudly. "Our daughter sees much, my King. Her words carry weight."

Ben cradled Nebula gently, feeling the warmth of her tiny body against his palms. The sensation of holding new life, combined with her otherworldly wisdom, filled him with both wonder and responsibility.

"Then I'd better get started, then" he said, pressing a gentle kiss to her down-covered head. "Thank you, little star."
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Ben made his way downstairs and outside, still puzzling over Nebula's cryptic words. Not about the ritual. He’d known he was going to need to do that, or at least suspected as much, after Alicia’s description the other day. But this sensation of an approaching… presence, for lack of a better word… had grown stronger.

Still, it was distant enough that he couldn't identify its source. He hoped the little Harpy chick was right and that, whatever it was, it would help rather than harm his farm.

The garden behind the farmhouse was already alive with activity when he arrived. His children played among the flower beds and vegetable plots, their laughter carrying on the morning breeze. The sight never failed to amaze him—barely a month old, yet they moved and spoke like school-age children.

Starling danced between the sunflowers, her pink hair catching the morning light as she coaxed blooms to follow her movements. The flowers swayed in impossible patterns, their faces tracking her like devoted followers.

Eve and Marie, Rosie's twins, sat beneath the apple tree examining something in their hands with intense concentration.

The kittens—Chi-Chi, Tina, Salem, and Misty—raced through the garden in a game of tag. Or so Ben thought until he saw the small bolts of electricity that crackled between their fingers as they chased each other, leaving their fur standing on end and the air smelling of old, frayed electrical cords.

"Careful with the zapping!" Ben called out, but they only giggled and continued their electrified pursuit.

Under the spreading oak tree, Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie sat on a checkered blanket surrounded by the remnants of breakfast. They looked up as Ben approached, their faces lighting with pleasure.

"Morning, Ben," Spirit called, patting the blanket beside her. "You're up early."

"Couldn't sleep." Ben settled onto the blanket, accepting a cup of coffee from Rosie. "How are the territories feeling this morning?"

"Strong," Spirit said with obvious pride.

She held out her hand, palm up, and Ben watched in fascination as a flower bud formed in the air above her skin. It grew rapidly, unfurling into a perfect bloom with petals that shifted through every color of the rainbow.

"Wow," Ben breathed, accepting the ethereal flower. It felt real beneath his fingers but seemed to glow with inner light. “Nice trick.”

"My connection to the meadow grows deeper every day," Spirit explained. "I can feel every growing thing within my territory. It's like... like being part of a vast garden that spans miles. Oh, and when those Lapina sisters get out of their maternity pods, I have a some bees making some very interesting honey for them!"

Quincie snorted, but there was affection in her expression. "Show off. Your magic isn’t even that cool. Watch this." Her tongue stuck out to the side and her ears flattened into her hair as she concentrated. She raised one finger, puffed up her tail, and a perfectly formed miniature storm cloud appeared above the cup, complete with tiny lightning bolts.

“That is very cool, Quincie,” Ben said with a laugh.

“See, sluts?” Quincie hissed at Spirit and Rosie. “Told you I was his favorite.”

The other two just rolled their eyes.

"Can I have one?" Chi-Chi asked, bounding over with her sisters in tow. "We want storm clouds too!"

"No," Quincie said firmly. "Grownups only. Get lost!”

“Quincie,” Ben warned. “That’s not how we talk to the kittens. You’re supposed to set a good example, remember?”

The little Felina huffed dramatically. “Fina… Uh… No. Not until you learn not to zap each other with static. It’s rude and stuff.”

“Okay, Mommy,” the kittens agreed, looking all too innocent. “We won’t zap each other.”

Ben noticed they had their little clawed fingers crossed behind their backs.

Chi-chi pointed toward the turkey pen, where several birds were squawking indignantly, and whispered something behind her hand. The kittens giggled and ran off toward the turkeys, hands crackling with electricity. The poor birds took one look at them and scattered with loud gobbles of distress.

“Stop terrorizing the murder birds!" Quincie hissed. “You little brats are makin’ me look bad!”

"They're incorrigible," Rosie laughed, shaking her head. "Though I suppose it's good they're developing their powers so quickly. We might need them soon."

Ben's gaze drifted toward the southern storm, and his expression grew serious. "About that. Has anyone sensed any changes in—"

"Daddy!" Eve and Marie appeared beside him so suddenly he nearly spilled his coffee. The twins shared a look of barely contained excitement. “Hi, Daddy.”

"We found it," Marie whispered, as if afraid of being overheard.

"Found what?"

"The big thing," Eve said with the air of someone sharing a momentous secret. "The stone thing you've been looking for. In the forest."

Ben's mind raced, trying to figure out what they were talking about. So much had happened in the last few days that it was difficult to keep everything straight.

Then he remembered the vision he’d had when clearing the corruption on the northern border.

The monument, a stone structure with the circle-triangle-spiral symbol that seemed so important to understanding the corruption they faced.

He’d almost forgotten about it.

"You know where it is?" he asked urgently.

Both girls nodded solemnly, but when Ben started to rise, they shook their heads.

"Not yet," Marie said.

"We’ll tell you when it’s time," Eve added.

Before Ben could question them further, a new sound drifted across the morning air.

“What the hell?” Ben’s head snapped up, his pulse quickening. The rhythmic chuff of a steam carriage approaching along the road made his unease crystallize into recognition. This was what he'd been sensing. The approaching presence wasn't threatening—it was familiar.

"Ew, visitors," Quincie observed, her ears swiveling toward the sound. “I’m gonna to go find somewhere to hide.”

“And spy on them?” Rosie said. “I know you can’t resist.”

Quincie hissed again.

“Who do you think it is?” Spirit asked.

Ben stood, the rainbow flower still clutched in his hand. "I’ll check. You stay here, just in case. Could be someone from the capital.”

He made his way toward the front gate, his heart uneasy in his chest. The steam carriage came into view as it rounded the last bend—an elegant vehicle with brass fittings, white painted panels that gleamed in the morning light, and a trail of vapor drifting from its exhaust.

The carriage rolled to a stop before the gate, its engine hissing as pressure released. Ben waited, every nerve alert, as the door swung open.

Lady Helena Graythorne stepped out.

Ben blinked in shock. She looked... different. Her hair, once streaked with distinguished silver, now gleamed pure raven black. Her skin held a vitality he'd never seen before, and there was something in her bearing—a confidence that seemed both new and deeply rooted.

Behind her emerged another woman, and Ben's attention was immediately caught by her striking appearance. Copper hair fell in waves around her shoulders, and her golden eyes held an almost supernatural intensity. She wore a simple traveling dress, but what drew Ben's gaze was the black leather collar around her throat, studded with what looked like gems.

Helena approached the gate, her companion a half-step behind. "Mr. Nickels," she said, and even her voice seemed richer, more resonant. "I hope we're not intruding."

"Lady Graythorne," Ben managed, still processing the transformation in her appearance. "You're... you look well."

A brief smile crossed her features. "I feel well. Better than I have in years." She gestured to her companion. "May I introduce Madame Renée? She's been instrumental in our recent success."

“Success?” Ben wrinkled his forehead. Then he remembered, he’d sent Lady Graythorne back to Cinderfell in hopes that she might have some ability to sway the High Council into changing the rules that forbid humans and demi-beasts from being officially married. Technically, he’d only been able to wed Alicia, of all his mates.

“Oh, I’m sorry. How rude of me. Hello.” He nodded to the copper-haired beauty. “I’m Ben Nickels, and this is Lucky Nickel Acres. Welcome.”

The copper-haired woman inclined her head gracefully, in greeting, but Ben noticed how her eyes kept darting to Helena, as if seeking permission or approval.

"Please, come in," Ben said, opening the gate. “I wasn’t really expecting you so soon. I hope everything is all right.”

Helena's expression grew serious as they walked toward the farmhouse. "We bring news from Cinderfell. Important news. And..." she hesitated, glancing at her companion. "We seek sanctuary."
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They settled in the farmhouse parlor. The cozy, well-loved room bore the unmistakable touches of Ben's extended family, which Lady Graythorne had been disturbed by the last time she’d visited.

This time, as she stepped inside, Ben noticed that she smiled.

To him, the room was simply ‘home,’ a culmination of all the things he loved about his new life. But he wondered how it looked to the once dour woman from Cinderfell.

Morning light streamed through windows framed by handwoven curtains from a Grimsby vendor who bought wool from Lucky Nickel Acres, their edges embroidered with delicate wildflowers Spirit and Starling had picked that seemed to catch the sunlight magically.

The room smelled clean, a combination of fresh-cut flowers and wood polish, thanks to Spirit's carefully arranged bouquets and Rosie's meticulous restoration of the wainscoting and trim, which gleamed with a warm golden hue. In the corner, a cat-sized depression in the overstuffed armchair contained a liberal dusting of black and white fur, Quincie's sole contribution to the decor.

The walls featured several pastoral scenes in delicate watercolor, which Estelle had shyly offered. Her quiet hobby from her years of flock-watching was quite different from the richly detailed sketches Hestia did, but Ben loved them just the same. They added a sense of serenity to the space that felt particularly welcome given their visitors.

Helena sat poised on the edge of her chair, her spine unnaturally straight. Ben noticed how she crossed her legs at the ankles, then uncrossed them, pressing her thighs together before consciously relaxing them. The movement repeated several times as if she was suffering from a tension she was struggling to control. Renée positioned herself nearby, close enough to touch but maintaining a careful distance, her golden eyes never leaving Helena's face for more than a few seconds.

As he studied the women, what drew Ben's attention most was the delicate black leather collar around Renée's throat, studded with small gemstones that caught the light when she moved. Even more curious was the fine silver chain coiled around Helena's wrist—not a bracelet, but something that looked designed to attach to the small ring at the front of Renée's collar.

His eyebrow twitched as he realized the implication, though Ben would never have expected such a relationship from the formerly rigid Lady Graythorne.

“Please make yourselves at home,” Ben said. “I’ll get us something to drink.”

As soon as he left the room, he could hear the two women speaking in hurried, hushed, and somewhat breathless whispers. He wished he could hear what they were saying.

After excusing himself, he retired to the kitchen where, using the mysterious cookbook and his connection to the system’s magic, he was able conjure a plate of delicacies to go along with their tea. With all the new ingredients available from the gardens, crops, and dairy and the Lapina sister’s continued experimentation in the kitchen, the cookbook—which had once belonged to Ben’s mother, but had transformed when he’d fallen into the well—had expanded with all kinds of new recipes.

He was actually quite proud of the spread he returned to the parlor with, hoping his guests would be pleased. Or perhaps distracted enough by the food to allow him to observe them more closely.

“There,” he said, setting the tray on a small table between them. “That’s more like it.”

He didn’t fail to notice how Helena's gaze lingered on his hands, as if capturing his movements for future replay. It was quote different from the way she looked at him before—an intensity that hadn't been there during her previous visit. Or rather, a different sort of intensity.

Lady Helena had been about as uptight as they came the last time he'd met her, and he was rather ashamed to admit he'd made a show of taking his demi-beast lovers in as loud and obvious a way as he could think of at every opportunity, just to punish her for her so-called "Humanist" purity.

She'd hated him for it. Or, at least, that was how it had seemed.

He no longer suspected the woman of hating him, that was for sure.

Now, if he didn't know better, he'd think the way she was looking at him was… longing.

Almost as longingly a Madame Renee was eyeing the cherry tart on the tray.

“Go ahead,” Ben said, taking a small paper napkin and using it to lift the tart, holding it out for her. “Please try it. We grow everything ourselves.”

The copper-haired woman blushed, her gaze darting to Lady Helena, who’s lip quirked in amusement. “Well, don’t be rude. If you’re going to stare at it like that, you’d best eat it when he offers it to you. Take it.”

There was something about the way she said it that made Ben think they weren’t talking about the tart anymore. But Renee took it from his hand, careful not to touch his fingers, and bit delicately into it.

“What is it that you wished to speak to me about?” Ben asked. “You said you have news?”

"The corruption in Cinderfell was worse than we suspected," Helena began hurriedly, without preamble and completely ignoring the plate of delicacies, much to Ben’s disappointment. "I always knew they were corrupt of course, but… It may shock you to discover that Halloway and several other Council members were possessed. Completely overtaken by demonic entities."

Ben set down his teacup with barely controlled force, the porcelain clinking against the saucer. "Demons? In Cinderfell?"

"Demons who seemed to know about you," Renée added, speaking for the first time. Her voice held a musical quality that reminded Ben of wind chimes. Then, remembering herself, she bit her lip and glanced at Lady Helena, as if she was afraid she’d spoken out of turn.

Lady Helena gave her a stern look, but didn’t reprimand her. Ben was almost surprised.

"They wanted something I'd taken from the Great Library," Helena continued, her gaze darting toward Ben's quarterstaff, which he'd leaned against the fireplace. "An ancient text called Tales of the Skyfire Court. It's the one I spoke of when we last met. The one where I saw the Grand Vizier with that staff."

"I remember," Ben said. "Do you have the book with you?"

Helena nodded, pulling the text from inside her jacket. Ben felt a jolt of recognition as he saw the symbol embossed on the leather cover—the same nested circle, triangle, and spiral from his visions, rendered in faded gold leaf that still caught the light with uncanny brilliance. The binding was worn but intact, suggesting both age and reverence from those who had handled it over the centuries.

The moment Helena extended the book toward him, Ben's staff pulsed with amber light, though he hadn't touched it. A shiver ran up his spine, a sudden recognition—though he’d never seen the book before in his life.

It called to him somehow, its presence vibrating in harmony with the ley lines beneath the farm. His mind flashed to the twins' faces as they'd spoken of the hidden monument, then to the Grand Vizier's robed figure from his dreams. Puzzle pieces clicking into place. The book, these women, his visions—all connected by threads of fate he was only beginning to perceive.

"When I refused to hand it over, Halloway revealed his true nature," Helena continued, her hands caressing the book's cover almost lovingly. "The man I'd known for years was nothing but a puppet for something… else. It was repulsive and… remarkably stupid, actually. I have to say I was almost disappointed."

Ben leaned forward. "What happened to him?"

Helena's lips curved in a cold smile. "Let's just say the entity found human flesh to be rather fragile. Madame Renee has some skill with ancient protection charms, and I was able to injure the creature. We managed to escape, but not before making some strategic changes to Cinderfell's power structure."

"Changes?"

Renee glanced at Helena, as if seeking permission to answer, and the dark-haired woman nodded, giving her a small, approving smile.

"Lillian Bell now holds effective control of the city," Renée explained, her posture shifting slightly as she spoke, revealing a graceful confidence that contrasted with her otherwise submissive demeanor. "Lady Graythorne provided her with evidence of corruption that eliminated most of Halloway's supporters. The threat of exposure was enough to send them running, as if the creature know they are too weak to affect anything except by their lies and subterfuge. The remaining Council members are either under Lillian's control or have fled."

"I see," Ben said. It was both encouraging and unsettling to hear such disturbing details reported with such matter-of-fact efficiency. "We have some reason to believe there is a breach between this world and the demonic plane near Cinderfell. I had hoped it hadn't manifested completely yet. But… perhaps that was where the corruption first entered Faerowilde."

"Cinderfell has been corrupt for decades," Helena confirmed. "I have seen so up close on many occasions. The rot had spread as far as Grimsby, if you'll recall. Though I must say, the area is looking much improved these days."

"Thank you," Ben acknowledged. "I'm almost afraid to ask, though. What of the discriminatory laws against demi-beasts? Have they been lifted as you promised? I know it seems a small thing in the face of this danger, but it is not small to us."

Renee blushed deeply, which surprised Ben. But before he could ask, Helena spoke, her expression flickering with something that might have been regret, "That was my goal. To change them legally, through proper channels. But we were forced to delay, and to… adjust our methods. Lillian is sympathetic to the cause, and I'm certain she will see through the requests I made of her, but establishing her seat of power must take precedence. I fear I have failed you."

Ben sensed there was more to the story, but he did not get the sense that she had failed. More that she was disappointed in herself. Her companion watched her with obvious devotion, and something that looked almost like pity.

“I’m sure you tried your best,” he began. “That’s all we can ask—”

The parlor door opened, and Alicia appeared, still in her nightgown with her auburn hair tousled from sleep. She paused in the doorway, taking in the scene.

"Oh," she said, one hand unconsciously moving to her rounded belly. "I didn't realize we had guests. You made sweets?" Her embarrassment was forgotten as her eyes locked on the tray of treats, and she hurried forward to snatch one of each into a towering handful. “Oh, goodness. These look amazing. I was starving!”

Renee hid a smile behind her hand as she watched the pregnant woman stuff not one, not two, but three tarts into her cheeks until she looked more like a chipmunk than a lady.

“I’m glad someone is eating them,” Ben said with a grin. “There’s tea, too, if you like.”

“Oh, yes please!” Alicia bustled around gathering things. “Please don’t stop on my account.”

Ben watched Helena's gaze fix on Alicia's pregnant form, and something passed across her features—envy, longing, and a complex mix of emotions he couldn't decipher. Her fingers tightened on the book until her knuckles whitened, then consciously relaxed.

"Lady Graythorne and Madame Renée bring news from Cinderfell," Ben explained, rising to help his wife to a chair.

“I’ll just sit with you, husband.” Alicia wriggled in beside him, half on his lap as her ample backside no longer quite fit next to his. She ate a chocolate cream puff and rolled her eyes in delight. “Doctor Wells warned me that I’d be getting hungry. He wasn’t kidding. This is to die for, Ben.” Then she remembered what they were talking about. “Oh, I’m sorry. Good news, I hope?"

"Mixed," Helena admitted, her eyes still lingering on Alicia's belly. "The immediate threat has been contained, but the larger issue remains. The barriers between realms are weakening, and I fear Cinderfell was just the beginning."

"There's another carriage following us," Renée added. "Some demi-beasts we rescued from the city. They should arrive later today, but Helena was... eager to get here. We pressed forth while they rested."

Helena's cheeks colored slightly, and Ben caught a glimpse of some complex emotion she was struggling to contain. A fine sheen of perspiration had formed on her upper lip, and she shifted in her seat in a way that suggested physical discomfort—or perhaps restrained desire.

Eager, the copper-haired woman had said. What was she eager for?

Ben found himself surprisingly pleased at the transformation in the formerly rigid woman. Whatever had happened in Cinderfell had clearly loosened something long repressed in Lady Helena Graythorne.

The thought of having these women at Lucky Nickel Acres felt right somehow, as if they were pieces of a puzzle that had been missing.

"Well," Alicia said brightly, "you're just in time. We're preparing for the Greenhold celebration."

"A celebration?" Helena's eyebrows rose.

"A convergence ritual," Ben explained. "Because, as you suspected, my wife and I are ascended, the system grants us certain protections if we fulfil the requirements it sets for us.”

Helena’s eyes grew wider. “The quests of old… I thought it was a myth.”

“A myth based on truth, I guess,” Ben said. “The ritual will formally establish our Greenhold status and strengthen our defenses significantly. With everything you've told us about the demonic threat, the timing couldn't be better."

Helena and Renée exchanged glances. "Perhaps we can assist," Helena offered. "We've both... acquired certain capabilities in our fight against the corruption."

Ben studied them both, sensing undercurrents of power and purpose that went beyond their words. Whatever had happened in Cinderfell had changed them fundamentally.

"All help is welcome," he said finally. "Though I should warn you—the ritual will draw significant magical energy. It might be... intense."

Helena's eyes flashed with something that looked almost hungry, and the silver chain around her wrist clinked softly as her hand trembled. "We can handle intensity."
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The afternoon sun cast long shadows across Lucky Nickel Acres as preparations for the convergence ritual reached their peak. Ben stood at the center of the farmyard, his staff planted in the earth before him, watching as the final elements fell into place.

To the south, the unnatural storm continued its slow buildup, purple lightning crackling between dark clouds. But Ben felt ready. All five guardian groups had taken positions at the cardinal points and center, forming a perfect pentagram with the farmyard at its heart.

Spirit stood to the north, her pink hair flowing in a breeze that seemed to come from the meadow itself. Wildflowers had sprouted around her feet despite the packed earth, creating a circle of color.

Rosie faced east, her hands grasping an oaken branch that creaked and swayed despite the calm air. Ben could almost see the connection flowing between her and the distant Old Growth Forest.

Quincie crouched to the west, her black and white fur standing on end as electrical energy danced between her fingers. The air around her shimmered with heat distortion.

Annie and Leah shared the southern point, their sweet features serene as water seemed to flow around them in impossible patterns, defying gravity to spiral upward in crystalline helixes.

In the center, where Ben stood, Zara and Hestia flanked him like mystical priestesses guarding a warrior. The crystals they held in their hands caught the afternoon light, creating prismatic patterns on the ground.

Around the perimeter, the rest of Lucky Nickel Acres' inhabitants watched with excitement and awe. Ben's children sat in a careful line, their supernatural abilities contained for once as they watched their father prepare for something momentous.

Helena and Renée stood near Alicia, close enough to observe but far enough to avoid interference. Ben noticed how Helena's hand drifted toward the manuscript she carried, her body tense with anticipation.

"Are you ready?" Alicia called from the farmhouse porch, her voice carrying easily across the yard.

Ben nodded, raising his staff. The crystal at its base blazed to life, amber light spreading outward in concentric rings. He prepared to enact the ritual that he hoped would push the Establishing a Greenhold quest over the edge.

Just to be sure, he opened his HUD one more time.

Pending…

Oh well. Good thing he’d been studying.

"Guardians of Lucky Nickel Acres," he called, his voice resonating with power that seemed to come from the land itself. "Keepers of the Five Sacred Territories. I call upon you to join your strength with mine."

One by one, the guardians responded. Spirit raised her arms, and golden light erupted from the Wildflower Meadow, visible even from miles away. The beam shot skyward, then curved to converge on Ben's position.

Rosie placed both hands on the oak branch, and a deep green radiance poured from the Old Growth Forest. In the distance, ancient trees swayed in homage as their power flowed toward the ritual site.

Quincie threw back her head and yowled like a feral racoon with its hand stuck in a cookie jar. But electricity crackled from her fingertips as silver-white energy blazed from the Evergreen Forest, accompanied by the rumble of distant thunder.

Annie and Leah joined hands, their combined will drawing crystalline blue energy from the wetlands. The light carried the sound of rushing water and the cries of water birds.

Finally, Zara and Hestia touched the crystals together, and golden fire erupted from the deep caves. The light sang with harmonic resonance as it joined the convergence.

Ben stood at the center of it all, five beams of pure elemental power focused on his position. His staff grew blazingly bright as it channeled and harmonized the energies, creating a column of multicolored light that pierced the afternoon sky.

The air around them thrummed with power. The ground beneath Ben's feet warmed, and he felt the ley lines that ran beneath Lucky Nickel Acres come fully alive. Energy coursed through him like liquid lightning, connecting him to every inch of the territory in ways he'd never imagined possible.

Through the connection, Ben could sense everything—every plant, every animal, every demi-beast, every human within the boundaries. He felt their heartbeats like a vast symphony, their combined life force strengthening the magical barriers that protected them.

But more than that, he felt the land itself awakening. Not just responding to his power, but recognizing him as its chosen guardian. The sensation was overwhelming—like being embraced by something vast and ancient and utterly benevolent.

Keeper, a voice whispered in his mind—not his great-uncle's voice, but something older, deeper. The bloodlines converge. The barriers hold. The realm is protected.

System notifications flooded his vision:

Greenhold Status: ESTABLISHED

Territory Expanded: Lucky Nickel Acres now encompasses 5,000 acres Magical Defense

Rating: Maximum

Class Upgrade Available: Guardian Keeper

Bloodline Integration: Enhanced

The convergence reached its peak, the five beams of elemental energy combining into a single spear of white-hot radiance that seemed to pierce the very sky. Ben felt his consciousness expand, touching the edges of something vast and cosmic.

For an instant, he saw Lucky Nickel Acres as it truly was, not the farm itself but an apex of power where the fate of Faerowilde itself might be decided. The territory blazed like a star in his enhanced vision, while the southern storm pressed against barriers that now seemed absolute in their strength.

As the ritual's power surged through him, the Birthing Unit across the farmyard began to glow with the same golden light as his staff, pulsing in perfect synchronization with the convergence energies.

"The mothers!" Alicia gasped, pointing toward the building. "Ben, what's happening?"

Before he could respond, the world around him shifted. The farmyard, the guardians, even the southern storm faded from view, replaced by a familiar misty landscape.

Standing before him was the robed figure from his dreams—his great-uncle Nicholas, the Grand Vizier, his face kind but grave beneath his hood.

"You've done well, Apprentice," the Grand Vizier said, his voice resonating with power. "The Greenhold is established. The first barrier holds."

"First barrier?" Ben asked, aware that though this was a vision, it was also something more—a true connection across time and space.

The Grand Vizier gestured, and the mist parted to reveal the stone monument Ben had glimpsed before—a massive structure carved with the spiral-triangle-circle symbol. Now he could see it clearly: a circle representing unity, containing a triangle symbolizing human, demi-beast, and monster-kin blood, with a spiral at its center representing the flow of magic between them.

"Your work has only begun," the Grand Vizier continued. "To become a true Guardian Keeper, you must unlock the twelve celestial bloodlines—four from human lineage, four from demi-beast, and four from monster-kin."

"Celestial bloodlines?" Ben asked. "Like... like Nebula?"

The Grand Vizier nodded. "The Harpy Princess carries the first awakened bloodline—monster-kin with celestial affinity. Her mother is one of the twelve keys."

Images flashed before Ben—brief glimpses of familiar faces and others he didn't recognize, all glowing with inner light.

"Seek them out," the Grand Vizier urged. "Unite them. Only together can they strengthen the Great Barrier against what comes."

"What exactly is coming, uncle,," Ben said. "I need to know more.”

The Grand Vizier's expression darkened. "The hunger beyond. Demonic powers stir in the planes of darkness. Some have found their way through in Cinderfell. The first attempts are always weak, but do not be fooled by the ineptitude of underlings and footsoldiers. Stronger foes are coming, and will try again. Your breeding is not mere pleasure, Keeper—it awakens ancient power that can seal the realms."

The vision began to fade, the Grand Vizier's form growing translucent.

"How will I know who carries the bloodlines?" Ben called desperately.

"You already know some," came the fading reply. "Trust your instincts, Keeper. The system will guide you."

Then Ben was back in the farmyard, the five beams of energy still converging through his staff. The energy was no longer only flowing through him. A significant portion of the power was being drawn toward the Birthing Unit, absorbed into the building in golden waves.

As he watched in amazement, the ritual's energy was sucked in like the maternity pods inside were hungry mouths. He could see the flow of energy through the walls, and knew each of his mates was absorbing their share.

When the last of the convergence energy dissipated, Ben staggered, suddenly aware of his physical form again. He found himself surrounded by concerned faces.

"Ben?" Alicia hurried to his side, her hands reaching to steady him. "Are you all right? What happened? The Birthin Unit—”

"I'm fine," he managed, though his voice sounded strange to his own ears. "The mothers—they absorbed the power. I think the ceremony strengthened them somehow, and the babies."

A new system notification popped up, obscuring his vision.

New Quest: Celestial Bloodlines (1/12 Complete)

Objective: Locate and bond with 12 beings of celestial affinity (4 human, 4 demi-beast, 4 monster-kin)

"The ritual worked," Ben said, his mind still processing the Grand Vizier's message. "But there's more to do."

Around the farmyard, the guardians slowly lowered their hands, their faces glowing with shared accomplishment. The very air felt different—cleaner, brighter, charged with protective energy.

On the southern horizon, the unnatural storm had weakened significantly, its purple lightning fading to ordinary white. It hadn't disappeared completely, merely retreated, shrinking to a distant smudge on the horizon, as if the growing power of Ben and his mates inversely affected the energies in the other plane.

"Incredible, " Helena breathed, her manuscript clutched to her chest. "The power… it’s… overwhelming."

Ben looked at her, noting the way she watched him with undisguised hunger and admiration. Whatever complex emotions she harbored, whatever she was holding back, she clearly saw him differently now.

"The territory is secure," he announced to the assembled crowd. "Lucky Nickel Acres is now a true Greenhold, protected by the ancient magic of Faerowilde itself."

Cheers erupted from the watching demi-beasts, and Ben's children ran forward to embrace him, chattering excitedly about the lights and the power they'd felt.

Ben found his gaze drawn to Citrine, who stood protectively near her nesting platform, little Nebula clutched in her talons. The baby Harpy's golden down seemed to glow with inner light. The first of the twelve bloodlines.

Launching into the air with a squawk, Citrine beat her wings, stirring up dust as she maneuvered herself to land him, Nebula cradled carefully in her talons. The baby Harpy's eyes swirled with purple galaxies as she looked up at Ben.

"We saw you talking to the old one," Nebula chirped softly. "The one who wears stars in his robes."

Ben knelt to bring himself closer to his daughter's level. "You could see him?"

Nebula nodded solemnly. "He has been waiting a long time for you, Father. And for us."

Citrine's eyes gleamed with maternal pride. "My daughter sees much. She is of the royalist blood."

"And celestial blood, it seems," Ben murmured, still processing the system's notification.

A flicker of awareness showed in Citrine's expression—something primal and ancient that transcended her usual haughty demeanor. "The Matriarchs spoke of such bloodlines in the old times. Before the war." She stroked Nebula's golden down with surprising gentleness. "Powerful magic. Sacred magic."

Ben glanced toward the Birthing Unit, which still glowed faintly with absorbed power. "And perhaps not as rare as we thought."

The twins, Eve and Marie, appeared at his side with their uncanny ability to know when they were needed. "Now it's time," Eve said with certainty.

"Time to find the stone?" Ben asked.

Marie nodded. "We'll show you the way. When you’re ready."

Ben rose, feeling the weight of the new quest settling on his shoulders. Twelve celestial bloodlines to find and unite. The first step in a journey that would determine Faerowilde's future.

As the celebrations continued around him, Ben found himself searching for Alicia. There was much to discuss, much to plan.

The Guardian Keeper had much to do, but he wasn’t foolish enough to attempt any of it without talking to his wife first.
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The New Order


The morning after the Greenhold ritual dawned with impossible clarity. Ben stood on the farmhouse porch, watching the sun's light spill across his expanded territory.

Five thousand acres now fell under his protection, a vast domain of varied ecosystems, each thrumming with power that resonated with his own.

The air tasted different. Fresher. Charged with possibilities.

Behind him, the farmhouse bustled with morning activity. The clatter of pots and pans from the kitchen mingled with children's laughter and the diverse voices of his family. Through the open windows, he caught snatches of conversation—Spirit discussing pollination patterns with Annie, Rosie arguing with Quincie about whose ecosystem contributed more to the ritual, Citrine's imperious tone as she lectured someone about proper respect for Harpy royalty.

Perfect chaos. His perfect chaos.

Ben smiled, stretching his arms wide to embrace the morning. The staff beside him pulsed with amber light, a constant reminder of their achievement. Yet even as he savored their victory, his thoughts drifted to the Birthing Unit. To the mothers waiting within their pods. To the future growing inside them.

"Morning, husband." Alicia's arms encircled his waist from behind, her pregnant belly pressing against his back. "You're up early again."

Ben turned, taking in the sight of her. Her hair was tousled from sleep, green eyes bright, cheeks flushed. She was perfec too.

"Couldn't sleep." He tapped his temple. “Too much happening up here."

Alicia reached up to smooth his furrowed brow. “Celestial bloodlines? Worried about all those demi-beasts you’re going to need to breed? I’m willing to help remember.”

"I remember," Ben laughed. He captured her hand, pressing a kiss to her palm. "Believe it or not, I do think about other things. Though I’m beginning to wonder if you do. I need to check on the Birthing Unit."

"I'll come with you." Alicia linked her arm through his. "I want to see how they're doing after yesterday's power surge."

Ben had already been to check on his pregnant mates, immediately after the ritual was complete. But he planned to visit them every day, hoping that the girls in their maternity pods could sense his presence and knew how eagerly he was awaiting their return to life on the farm.

Arm in arm, Ben and Alicia crossed the yard together, nodding greetings to the demi-beasts they passed. Each acknowledged them with new deference. Not servile, but respectful. Word of the ritual's success had spread quickly. The Guardian Keeper and his Homestead Manager wife had proven themselves to be much, much more than ordinary farmers.

The Birthing Unit, gleaming white in the morning light, hummed with subtle energy. Inside, the central monitoring station displayed a holographic interface showing the status of each pod. Golden light pulsed through the crystalline walls, creating an atmosphere of serene expectancy.

"System," Ben called, his voice echoing in the high-ceilinged chamber. "Status report on all maternity pods."

The air before him shimmered, forming a translucent display filled with scrolling data:

POD 1: MEADOW (HOLSTAUR) - STABLE

Estimated Completion: 11 DAYS, 2 HOURS

Vitality: OPTIMAL+

Celestial Potential: ANALYZING...

POD 2: ESTELLE (OVINA) - STABLE

Estimated Completion: 11 DAYS, 3 HOURS

Vitality: OPTIMAL+

Celestial Potential: ANALYZING...

PODS 3-5: CLOVER, BLOSSOM, LAVENDER (LAPINA) - STABLE

Estimated Completion: 11 DAYS, 6 HOURS

Vitality: OPTIMAL+

Celestial Potential: ANALYZING...

NOTE: Convergence energy successfully integrated. All pods operating at 127% efficiency. No complications anticipated.

"They're all doing great," Alicia observed, her fingers tracing the glowing data streams. "The ritual's energy must have supercharged the pods."

Ben studied the readouts, his attention caught by the "Celestial Potential" markers. "The system is analyzing them for celestial bloodlines. It didn’t do that last time."

"Do you think some of them might carry these bloodlines without knowing it?" Alicia asked, her analytical mind already working through possibilities.

"My great-uncle said I already know some of them." Ben moved through the chamber, pausing at each pod's viewing window. Inside, his mates floated in luminous fluid, their expressions peaceful. "But I don’t know if that necessarily means I’ve bred them or not. Could be it’s Zara or Hestia or Brena?"

The moved among the pods, peering in at the sleeping mothers-to-be.

"They look so peaceful," Alicia murmured. "Happy as clams."

"I miss them," Ben admitted, placing his palm against Meadow's pod. The surface warmed beneath his touch, and within, Meadow's expression shifted to a subtle smile, as if sensing his presence even in her suspended state. "I can't wait to meet the children."

"Not long now,” Alicia noted, checking the countdown timers. Her hand rested atop her baby bump. “For them at least.”

Ben's hand drifted to her rounded belly. "Only six more months for you. I know it feels like an eternity, but the wait will be worth it. I promise.”

The moment stretched between them, full of anticipation and wonder. Then Ben's stomach growled loudly, breaking the spell.

Alicia laughed, the sound echoing in the chamber. "Come on, Guardian Keeper. Let's get you fed before you face today's challenges. Hard to fight evil on an empty stomach."

[image: image-placeholder]

The farmhouse kitchen erupted into chaos when they returned. Children darted between adults' legs. Eve spilled a pitcher of milk while trying to show off a new trick, and the kittens had somehow gotten into the pantry and were throwing packets of dried herbs at each other.

At the center of this whirlwind, Helena Graythorne stood with perfect poise, methodically preparing tea the old fashioned way as if surrounded by perfect order. Beside her, Renée chopped vegetables with quick, efficient movements, occasionally catching falling or flying items without looking up from her work.

"Good morning," Helena greeted them, her raven hair gleaming in the kitchen light. Her transformation continued to startle Ben—not just her youthful appearance, but the relaxed set of her shoulders, the ease in her movements. "We thought we'd make ourselves useful."

"Very useful," Ben approved, snatching a piece of toast from a passing plate. "Thanks for helping with breakfast."

"The children are..." Renée paused diplomatically, dodging a flying spoon.

"Energetic," Alicia finished with a laugh. "And multiplying rapidly."

Helena's gaze lingered on Alicia's pregnant form, then flicked to Ben. Something complicated passed through her eyes—desire, envy, anticipation—before she mastered her expression. "I imagine that's typical when your husband possesses unusual breeding capabilities. You’re very fortunate. I was married five times, and never managed to find one who could put so much as one child in my belly."

Ben nearly choked on his toast. "I, uh—"

"Daddy!" Starling bounded into the kitchen, her pink hair streaming behind her. "Look what I can do now!"

She held out her tiny palm. A seedling sprouted from nothing, growing rapidly into a perfect miniature tree that bloomed with impossible flowers—red, blue, purple, colors that shouldn't exist in nature.

"That's amazing, sweetheart," Ben knelt to examine her creation. "When did you learn to do that?"

"Last night, during the big light show," Starling explained matter-of-factly. "The power went whoosh—" she made an explosive gesture, "—and suddenly I just could make any plant I wanted! Even if it’s not supposed to exist."

Ben glanced at Alicia, who raised a significant eyebrow. The ritual's energy hadn't just affected the mothers, it seemed.

"All the children are developing new abilities," Spirit confirmed, entering with a basket of fresh fruit. "At this rate, I don’t know how we’ll control them."

The twins materialized beside Helena, studying her with unnerving intensity.

"You have it too," Eve announced.

"The special light," Marie clarified, pointing to Helena's heart. "Inside you."

Helena stiffened. "What do you mean?"

"You know… " Eve explained with childish patience. "The golden glow. It’s just… dimmer than it should be."

"Everyone has a light," Marie continued. "But some are brighter than others."

Ben looking at the twins with newfound appreciation. "You can sense magic in people?"

The twins nodded in perfect synchronization. "Yours is the brightest, Daddy," Eve reported.

"Except for the bird-baby," Marie added. "Hers is like looking at the sun."

Before Ben could ask any more questions, Quincie slammed open the door and sauntered into the kitchen, her tail held high. “Listen up new hussies, there better be breakfast because I’m starving. I expect to be fed at the crack of every time I wake up, and if you wanna live here, then it’s your job to make sure I don’t waste away.”

“That’s not true,” Ben said. “You just ate, Quincie. I saw you hiding under the stairs, dipping sausages in cream.”

“Ew,” Spirit said, wrinkling her nose. “That’s weird, even for you, Quincie.”

The Felinas’as ears flattened against her head. "Was not me. Probably one of those other cats. They all look the same." Mid-denial, she winced suddenly, her paws flying to her chest. "Ow! What the—"

Everyone stared as Quincie's normally modest bust began to visibly expand beneath her blouse, stretching the fabric until buttons strained.

"Um, Quincie?" Spirit tilted her head. "Are you... growing?"

"No!" Quincie hissed, crossing her arms over her chest, then immediately uncrossing them with another wince. "Ouch! It hurts!"

"What exactly was in that cream you stole?" Ben asked, already suspecting the answer.

Quincie's tail drooped with guilt. "Never frickin’ mind about the cream, and help me, you big dumb farmer!”

“Oh my goodness,” Alicia gasped. “You stole Meadow’s Legendary Holstaur Cream, didn’t you, you little thief. You know you’re not allowed. Quincie, that's specifically formulated for milk production!" Her eyes darted to Helena and Renee who were watching in shock. “And… um… other things.”

The fact that the cream also tended to make demi-beasts extremely horny was one reason they kept for special occasions only.

"I didn't think it would work on me!" Quincie protested as her bust continued expanding. Milk began to seep through her blouse, dampening the fabric. "I'm a cat, not a stupid cow!"

Rosie doubled over laughing. "Apparently your body disagrees!"

"Stop laughing and help me, fatty!" Quincie wailed, milk now streaming down her front. "It's getting worse!"

"We need to hook her up to the milking machine," Rosie managed between fits of giggles. "It's the only way to relieve the pressure."

"You are NOT putting those metal monsters on my nipples!" Quincie backed away, leaving a trail of milk droplets across the floor.

"Would you prefer to explode?" Rosie countered, grabbing the mortified Felina by the arm. "Come on, I'll help you. In fact, it’ll be my pleasure."

"This is humiliating. No Queen should have to suffer so," Quincie moaned as Rosie steered her toward the door. "Even worse than the first time I fell of the fence and into the duck pond and everyone laughed at me. Fancy Fishsticks is never going to let me live this down. I swear if I hear anyone laughing, I'll claw your eyes out while you sleep!"

Quincie's horrified yowl echoed across the yard as Rosie dragged her toward the barn.

"Should we...?" Helena gestured uncertainly toward the departing pair.

"Trust me," Ben chuckled, "the last thing Quincie needs is an audience for her dramatics. Rosie will handle it."

"And we'll have plenty of cream for coffee," Spirit added with a smirk.

The chaotic breakfast that followed gave Ben a chance to observe his unexpected guests. Helena ate precisely, each movement controlled. Renée took nothing until Helena had filled her plate, her golden eyes constantly seeking approval. The collar around her throat gleamed in the morning light.

Yet as the meal progressed, Ben noticed something else. Helena relaxed fractionally with each passing minute. She laughed at one of the kittens' jokes. She asked Annie and Leah thoughtful questions about the wetlands. She complimented Spirit on the fresh-baked bread.

And whenever Helena seemed to forget herself, to genuinely enjoy the moment, Renée's eyes shone with quiet pride.

"What are your plans today?" Alicia asked them over second helpings.

Helena hesitated. "We hadn't thought beyond reaching safety," she admitted. "Our focus was escaping Cinderfell before the remaining corruption could regroup."

"Well, you're welcome to stay as long as you need," Ben offered, knowing it was the right thing to do. Something about their presence felt necessary, as if the system itself had guided them here.

"Thank you." Helena's voice softened with genuine gratitude. "We—"

A commotion outside interrupted her. Ben rose, moving to the window in time to see Penelope racing toward the house, waving a sealed envelope in her hand.

"There was a letter at the General store!" the pretty Porcina called as clattered up the porch steps. "Wanted to drop it off before I load up the second carriage full of crates. Oh! Am I too late for breakfast?”

She swept through the house, into the kitchen, and swiped a handful of berries from a bowl on the table, pausing only to give Alicia a kiss on the cheek. “How are you today, Boss Lady?”

“I’m doing well,” Alicia giggled. “Hungry as a horse, but that’s to be expected. Who’s the letter for?”

“Big Ben, of course,” Penelope passed the envelope over to him, a blush in her cheek as she gave him a not-so-subtle up and down look. “Special delivery for Lucky Nickel Acres all the way from Cinderfell."

Ben accepted the heavyweight envelope with its ornate seal—a stylized "MB" that he recognized as Lillian Bell's logo. “Marital Bliss? You sure this isn’t for Alicia?”

“I didn’t order anything new,” she said. “Promise!”

Ben broke the seal and pulled the letter from the envelope, his eyes scanning the top of the page. "It's from Lillian Bell," he announced. “On official High Council stationary.”

The entire kitchen fell silent, even the children sensing the moment's importance. Helena set down her teacup with a sharp click, her posture suddenly rigid with attention.

Ben unfolded the letter, quickly scanning the elegant handwriting:

Dearest Ben and Alicia,

I write with triumphant news from Cinderfell. The corruption that plagued our Council has been eradicated. With Lady Graythorne's evidence and Madame Renée's unique talents, we identified and eliminated the source of the demonic incursion—a portal hidden beneath Halloway's private chambers.

Always knew that man was a stinker, but I didn’t know just how badly he stunk!

The remaining demons hiding in and around the city fled when confronted with our armed guards carrying enchanted powder (Madame Renée's formula, I believe). The portal collapsed, sealing their escape route. Those officials who served the corruption who did not flee have faced prompt and decisive justice.

I have their heads on pikes decorating the Council chambers as a warning against any others who might consider selling their souls for fame and fortune, in case you’d like to come and see for yourself.

But the true victory comes in what follows: The Grand Council convened an emergency session yesterday. By unanimous vote, ALL discriminatory laws against demi-beasts have been abolished. Legal equality now extends throughout Cinderfell's jurisdiction.

You will perhaps not be surprised to learn that members of the Purity Committee and the United Humanist movement were by far more likely to have suffered demonic possession, and so any protests against my movements—as suggested by Lady Helena Graythorne—were far more muted than they might have otherwise been.

This success includes, I'm pleased to inform you, the right to legal marriage between humans and demi-beasts. Your unions can now be officially recognized, with all accompanying rights and protections.

I have taken the liberty of preparing the necessary documentation for you and your extended family. Simply sign where indicated and return by courier. Consider it my wedding gift to you all.

Lady Graythorne's role in these events cannot be overstated. History will remember her transformation from the Wraith of Cinderfell to its unexpected liberator.

I would be honored to attend any celebration you might plan to mark this momentous occasion. My catalogue remains at your disposal for any... marital enhancements you might desire.

With warmest regards and sincere congratulations,

Lillian Bell

High Councilor of Cinderfell

Ben lowered the letter, meeting Helena's intense gaze across the kitchen.

"You did it," he said simply.

Helena's composure cracked. Tears gleamed in her eyes, though she blinked them away quickly. "I wasn't sure she'd succeed," she admitted, voice barely above a whisper. "I didn’t dare hope..."

"But you gave her everything she needed," Renée said softly, touching Helena's arm. "The connections on the council, the evidence, the tactical knowledge, the protection charms. She couldn’t have done it without you, Mistress.”

The implications rippled through the kitchen, as everyone murmured to each other.

"A wedding?" Starling squealed, jumping up and down. "A real wedding? With dresses and flowers and cake?"

"Yes," Ben said, ruffling her hair. “I guess you missed the last one, didn’t you.”

“It’s not just about cake and dresses,” Alicia said, giving the young pony-girl a firm look. “This is a very big deal for you and your mothers. It means property rights, inheritance protection for the children, travel permissions… It changes everything! In the very best way!”

As the kitchen erupted in excited chatter, Ben watched Helena. The proud woman sat very still, her hands clasped tightly in her lap, knuckles white with emotion. The weight of failure she'd carried since her arrival had visibly lifted from her shoulders.

She had redeemed herself. Completed her mission.

When she finally raised her eyes to meet Ben's, they blazed with newfound confidence. With purpose. With desire no longer restrained by guilt.

The look sent a jolt through him that was impossible to misinterpret.
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The farm buzzed with activity throughout the day as news of Cinderfell's transformation spread. Demi-beasts who had lived their entire lives fearing human laws now moved with newfound confidence. The Greenhold's potent protection combined with legal recognition beyond their borders created an atmosphere of jubilation that seemed to energize even the plants and animals.

In the heart of this celebration, Ben gathered his inner circle in the War Room beneath the cellar. The chamber's constellation ceiling glittered above them as they assembled around the silver-inlaid table: Alicia, Spirit, Rosie, Quincie, and now Helena and Renée, invited at Ben's insistence.

The twins, Eve and Marie, sat cross-legged on cushions in the corner, their presence requested specifically.

"We have much to celebrate," Ben began, his staff planted beside him. "The Greenhold is established. Our community is legally recognized. Our safety is assured for now."

"But the southern storm hasn't disappeared entirely," Alicia pointed out. "Just retreated."

"And the new quest demands attention," Spirit added, her pink hair glowing in the crystal light. "Celestial bloodlines won't find themselves."

Ben nodded, appreciating their focus. "Exactly. We've won a battle, not the war."

He opened his HUD interface, projecting it for all to see:

New Quest: Celestial Bloodlines (1/12 Complete)

Objective: Locate and bond with 12 beings of celestial affinity

(4 human, 4 demi-beast, 4 monster-kin)

"Nebula represents the first bloodline—monster-kin with celestial affinity," Ben explained. "We need eleven more."

"And your... great-uncle?" Helena asked carefully. "The Grand Vizier. He said you already know some of them?"

"That's the challenge," Ben admitted. "I don't know who they are."

"The monument might reveal more," Rosie suggested. "The one the twins found."

All eyes turned to the girls in the corner. Eve and Marie exchanged a significant look before Eve spoke.

"We can take you there," she offered. "It's far, though.

"How far?" Ben asked.

"A day's journey," Marie said. "Maybe two."

"Through rough country," Eve added.

"We'll need supplies," Alicia began calculating immediately. "Food, water, protection—"

"We’ll have to wait until after the next births,” Ben said. “For one thing, I will not miss the births of any of my children. But, for another, I’d like Estelle to come with me. She knows a lot of the ancient magic, and will be a big help, I think.”

The twins nodded in perfect synchronization. "That's right," Eve confirmed.

"The monument has waited centuries," Marie added. "It can wait two more weeks."

Helena leaned forward, her interest clearly piqued. "This monument—does it bear the spiral-triangle-circle symbol?"

"Yes," the twins answered together.

Helena withdrew the manuscript from her jacket, opening it to a page marked with a silk ribbon. "Like this?"

The page displayed an illuminated illustration of a massive stone structure carved with the exact symbol from Ben's visions. In the painting, robed figures circled the monument while golden light flowed from its central spiral.

"That's it!" Eve exclaimed.

"We saw it in our dreams," Marie explained.

"This text describes twelve such monuments scattered throughout Faerowilde," Helena explained, her finger tracing the ancient script. "Each corresponding to a nexus point in the Great Barrier."

"Twelve monuments, twelve bloodlines," Ben mused. "That can't be coincidence. But I hope I don’t have to travel all over hell’s half acre awakening them all. I’m needed here at the farm."

"It says each monument holds a key to unlocking certain bloodlines," Helena continued, translating as she read. "A ritual must be performed at each site to fully awaken the celestial potential of those who carry it."

Quincie's tail lashed impatiently. "So we need to drag everyone with this golden glow to twelve different rocks? That sounds like a lot of walking."

"No," Helena corrected, still reading. "One monument might awaken multiple bloodlines if they're present. But each monument corresponds to specific types. It’s possible they are placed there for other Keepers to utilize. In reading this book, it seems there were often multiple Keepers active in the past, each tending to a different territory of Faerowilde, similar to the way you’ve appointed Guardians to different territories within your hold."

“So my uncle, the Grand Vizier, has been busy appointing his Apprentices all over the world?” Ben frowned. “That’s… actually a big relief.”

“And it’s necessary,” Alicia said. “Otherwise, what will happen to your children? Once they’re grown, they’ll want mates of their own. And if we want them to have powerful mates, we need for there to be other communities like ours. Other awakened bloodlines, but with enough genetic variation that the next generation can be healthy and powerful.”

Ben nodded. “Makes sense to me.”

"I believe Citrine carries the bloodline that manifested in Nebula," Ben explained. "Though it might have been dormant until our breeding activated it."

Helena studied her book with intense focus. "The manuscript mentions signs," she said slowly. "Unusual magical affinity, accelerated development, resistance to corruption..."

"That could describe half the farm after yesterday's ritual," Rosie pointed out.

"True," Ben acknowledged. "But my great-uncle said to trust my instincts." He fell silent, considering. "Estelle mentioned that her people might have records. The Ovina are among the oldest demi-beast species."

"So we wait for the births," Alicia decided. "Then journey to the monument with Estelle. Meanwhile, we observe everyone for signs of these bloodlines."

"And plan a wedding," Spirit added with undisguised excitement. "A proper ceremony for everyone."

"Everyone?" Helena asked quietly, her eyes flickering to Ben.

"Everyone who wants to join our family," Ben clarified, meeting her gaze steadily. "No one is excluded who wishes to be included."

Helena's breath caught audibly, though she quickly masked her reaction behind a composed nod.

"Then it's settled," Ben concluded, noting but not wanting to draw attention to her reaction. "We celebrate our victories today. We prepare for the monument journey. And when the children are born, we begin the next phase of our quest."

As the meeting dispersed, Ben caught Helena lingering near the star chart painted on the ceiling. Her fingers traced constellations with surprising familiarity.

"You know astronomy?" he asked, joining her.

"A hobby from childhood," she admitted. "My father believed the stars held ancient knowledge."

"Was he right?"

Helena's lips curved in a smile more genuine than any Ben had seen from her. "He was right about many things," she said softly. "I was too foolish to listen to him, when I was young, but I’m learning. The importance of following one's heart, for example, even when it leads to unexpected places."

Her eyes met his, unguarded for once, revealing depths of longing and hope she'd kept carefully hidden. "I believe I've found where my heart leads," she whispered, then turned and ascended the stairs, leaving Ben to contemplate her words.
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Sunset painted Lucky Nickel Acres in red-gold light as residents gathered in the central meadow. Tables groaned under the weight of food and drink produced from their abundant harvests. Music filled the air—flutes, drums, and Starling playing on a harp which Ben hadn’t even realized they owned.

In the southern sky, the storm had receded to a dark smudge on the horizon, barely visible against the twilight. Its threat remained, but distant, contained.

Ben stood on a raised platform with Alicia beside him, surveying their extended family. Pride swelled in his chest at what they had built together.

"Friends," he called, his voice carrying across the gathering. "Family. We have much to celebrate tonight."

The crowd quieted, faces turning toward him with expectation.

"Yesterday, we established the Greenhold, securing our territory against external dangers and helping to strengthen the boarder between our world and dark planes that threaten us. Today, we received confirmation that the laws against human-demi-beast unions have been abolished. Our family is now legally recognized in Cinderfell and its territories."

Cheers erupted, especially from the adult demi-beasts who had lived under discrimination their entire lives.

"This victory belongs to all of us," Ben continued when the noise subsided. "But particular thanks must go to Lady Helena Graythorne, whose efforts in Cinderfell made this possible."

All eyes turned to Helena, who stood at the edge of the crowd. Her composed expression cracked briefly with surprise before she inclined her head in acknowledgment.

"And to Lillian Bell," Alicia added, "who now leads Cinderfell toward a more inclusive future."

More cheers, followed by raised cups in toast.

"These changes mean we will soon hold a second wedding ceremony," Ben announced. "This time to honor the legal union between all of my mates and I, not just my lovely human wife, Alicia, whom you all know and love. I will be honored to wed Spirit, Rosie, Quincie, Meadow, Estelle, Clover, Blossom, and Lavender—and any others who wish to join our union, and expand our family."

His eyes found Helena in the crowd. She didn't move, but her gaze locked with his, intense and unwavering.

"Meanwhile, new children will soon join us." Ben gestured toward the glowing Birthing Unit visible across the farm. "Our family grows stronger each day. Our protection expands. Our future brightens."

As he spoke, lanterns around the meadow flickered to life, casting golden warmth across the gathering. He wasn’t sure who had caused the trick, but its effect was lost on no one.

"Light pushing back darkness," Alicia murmured at his side.

"Exactly," Ben agreed, squeezing her hand.

The celebration flowed naturally from there—food shared, stories told, music played. Children darted between adults with sparklers that Quincie had conjured, leaving trails of light that lingered in the cooling evening air, not to mention threatening the feathers of the chickens, ducks, and turkeys that were foolish enough to get in the way of the giggling stampede.

Ben circulated through the gathering, accepting congratulations, answering questions, providing reassurance where needed. But his awareness kept tracking Helena and Renée as they moved through the crowd.

They seemed both part of the celebration and separate from it—observers adjusting to unfamiliar territory. Yet whenever someone directly engaged them, they responded with surprising warmth. Helena's rigid posture gradually relaxed. Renée's natural charm emerged from behind her submissive facade.

When the stars emerged in full brilliance, Ben found himself drawn to the edge of the meadow where Helena stood alone, gazing upward at the night sky.

"Isolating yourself during a celebration seems counterproductive," he observed, joining her.

"Old habits," she replied without looking at him. "I've spent most of my life observing rather than participating."

"And now?"

"Now everything has changed," Helena said simply. "Including me. I’m just… not entirely certain how to proceed."

Ben studied her profile in the starlight. Her transformation seemed to go far beyond physical appearance, as if something fundamental had shifted in her essence.

"The manuscript changed you," he stated rather than asked.

"I suspect it awakened something that was always there," she corrected. "Just as your staff awakened something in you."

"And what was that something?"

Helena finally turned to face him. "Purpose," she said. "True purpose, beyond following orders or accumulating power. The knowledge that I am part of something larger than myself."

Ben nodded, understanding completely. "The protection of Faerowilde."

"Yes." Her hand moved unconsciously to her heart. "I never truly understood what I was fighting against before. Only I felt a deep unhappiness that I thought must be caused by something outside myself. In my weakness, I sought to blame rather than understand."

“Perhaps you, too, were suffering from the influence of the dark plane,” Ben suggested. “If the corruption in Cinderfell has been going on for some time, it maybe have gotten its tendrils into your heart.”

“It pains me to think I could be anything like Halloway… or that thing he became in the end… yet, it does seem possible. Looking back, the bitterness in my soul was as ugly as the rotten corpse I confronted in his office. I hadn’t decayed on the outside, yet, but inside it was beginning.”

“It never took root, though, not completely,” Ben said, trying to reassure her when her eyes held so much pain. “Unlike Halloway, you were able to turn away from the darkness.”

She smiled softly. “It’s true. I understand why the demi-beasts love you. But more than that, I understand why you love them. It wasn’t easy, but I feel it now—the connection to this land, to its magic. I never could before.”

"And now you're fighting for it instead."

"With everything I am," Helena confirmed, her voice gaining strength. "When I received Lillian's letter today, confirming our success in Cinderfell, I felt... complete. As if the final barrier within me had fallen."

Ben sensed the weight behind her words. "What barrier was that?"

"Guilt," Helena admitted. "Failure. I had promised you legal recognition for your family, and I feared I hadn't delivered. That I'd let you down."

"But you succeeded beyond expectations," Ben reminded her.

"Yes," Helena's eyes gleamed in the darkness. "Which means I can now offer myself without reservation."

The declaration hung in the night air between them, its meaning unmistakable.

"Offer yourself?" Ben repeated carefully.

"I made a vow," Helena explained, stepping closer. "That I would reserve certain... experiences... for you alone. After all that has occurred, I believe our paths are meant to converge. The manuscript, your great-uncle's quest, the demonic entities—all point to the same conclusion."

“You’re meant to be here, with me,” he said, suddenly feeling certain of the words, though he hadn’t acknowledged them before. “I felt it the moment you arrived yesterday. You’re meant to fight with us, by my side.”

Her hand reached out, not quite touching him. "I can see the golden light within you, Ben. Just as your daughters described. It calls to something within me that I'm only beginning to understand."

Before Ben could respond, Alicia materialized beside them, as if she'd been tracking their conversation from afar.

"There you are," she said lightly, though her eyes missed nothing. "Helena, I've been meaning to ask you about something…”

Helena’s eyes widened. “Of course, Mrs. Nickels. Anything for Ben’s wife.”

She couldn’t hide the fact that her eyes were drawn again to Alicia’s swollen belly, and Ben recalled the comment she’d made about all of her husbands and never getting with child. He began to understand her desire, then, shaking his head that it had taken him so long to see.

A childess women, nearing the end of her fertile years. Of course, she would be intrigued by Ben and his many wives and many children. He could hardly blame her for that.

“I was flipping through that manuscript of yours earlier,” Alicia said, smiling broadly as she came to stand next to the taller, sterner woman. She waggled her eyebrows. “There are some very interesting drawings in there, aren’t there… But there are also many diagrams which might be useful to us. Have you read about the breeding chambers? Do you know if the book contains any specific rituals?"

The abrupt change of subject should have been jarring, but Helena's expression shifted to one of intrigue rather than confusion.

"Several," she confirmed. "Some quite... elaborate."

"I'd love to compare notes," Alicia said with a smile that contained unexpected heat. "As Liaison Coordinator on Lucky Nickle Acres, breeding is a special interest of mine. You know, we have a similar chamber beneath the farm house, if you’d be interested in see it?"

“Yes,” Helena answered breathily, a flush creeping up her pale, slender neck. “Very much so.”

Ben watched this exchange with growing awareness. His wife wasn't interrupting—she was inserting herself into the conversation with deliberate purpose.

"Perhaps tomorrow," Alicia continued, "you and Renée might join us for a more… private… discussion?”

Helena's breath caught, understanding dawning in her eyes. "We would be honored," she said carefully.

"Excellent," Alicia declared, sliding her arm through Ben's. "After the morning chores, then. It’s a date.”

She winked, causing Helena to blush an even deeper shade of red.

As they rejoined the celebration, leaving Helena momentarily speechless behind them, Ben leaned close to his wife's ear.

"What are you planning?" he whispered.

Alicia's smile was equal parts innocence and mischief. "Exploring a little theory I have about the celestial bloodlines… Of course, you would have gotten around to it anyway. I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at her. I’m merely facilitating the process."

"You think Helena carries a celestial bloodline?"

"Look at her, Ben," Alicia murmured. "Really look. She's transformed completely since taking that manuscript. And did you notice? Every time the twins speak of the 'golden light,' they look directly at her. There’s something different about the magic they sense in her."

Ben considered this, watching Helena rejoin Renée across the meadow. The collar around Renée's throat gleamed in the lantern light, the silver chain now attached and held loosely in Helena's hand.

Their relationship dynamic, while they kept it private, was becoming more and more clear—and surprisingly arousing to Ben.

"Tomorrow, then," he agreed, pulling Alicia closer. "We'll explore all possibilities."

Above them, stars wheeled in ancient patterns. In the Birthing Unit, mothers dreamed of children soon to arrive. Across the farm, Guardians maintained their vigil. At the territory's edge, a monument waited to reveal its secrets.

And somewhere beyond the southern horizon, darkness gathered for its next attempt. But for tonight, at least, light held dominion over Lucky Nickel Acres.

The Greenhold stood firm. The new order had begun.

[image: image-placeholder]

To be continued in…

… Demi-Beast Husbandry for Fun and Profit 4!

Coming Summer/Fall 2025


Recommended Groups


For HaremLit and Men's Romance recs, I suggest checking out the following pages on FB and Reddit:

Dukes of Harem FB

HaremLit Readers FB

HaremLit FB

HaremLit Audiobooks FB


Harem Fantasy and LitRPG BooksFB

Pulp Fantasy, Harem, and Romance for Men FB

Monster Girl Fiction FB

Harem GameLit FB

SuperLit Book Club (LitRPG) FB


Romance for Men FB

r/haremfantasynovels Reddit

r/romance_for_men Reddit

r/HaremLit Reddit


More Romance for Men options —> Check out the LinkTree



Also by Peter North


HaremLit Series

Elemental Empire: Complete

Elemental Empire

Elemental Empire 2

Elemental Empire 3

Elemental Empire 4

Elemental Empire 5

Blood Rites: Complete

Blood Rites

Blood Rites 2

Blood Rites 3

Blood Rites 4

Blood Rites 5

Arcane Arctic: In Progress

Arcane Arctic 1

Arcane Arctic 2

Arcane Arctic 3

Arcane Arctic 4

Arcane Arctic 5 (Pre -Order Now!)

Demi-Beast Husbandry For Fun and Profit: In Progress

Demi-Beast Husbandry For Fun and Profit 1

Demi-Beast Husbandry For Fun and Profit 2

Demi-Beast Husbandry For Fun and Profit 3

Demi-Beast Husbandry for Fun and Profit 4 (Coming Soon)

Romance for Men

Maid for You (with Virgil Knightley)

Maid for You 2 (with Virgil Knightley)

Maid for You 3 (with Virgil Knightley)

A Goblin for Christmas

My Lovestruck Succubus Girlfriend

Stowaway Catgirl in Love

My Dragon Girl is the Spiciest Pepper

Petals and Thorns



OEBPS/image_rsrc4HB.jpg





cover1.jpeg
DETER NORTH

DEMIWBEAST
HUSBANDRY

For Fun and, Pwofif







page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc4HA.jpg
G\l





