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1
The Calm Before the Storm


A hellacious screeching greeted Ben as he opened the front door of the old farmhouse. It sounded like someone was throttling the rooster behind the barn. And if the sorry creature—not-so-affectionately dubbed Steve the Screamer—had woken Quincie, Ben wouldn’t have been surprised if that was exactly what was happening. His feisty little Felina mate did not take kindly to having her naps interrupted!

However, he knew Steve’s crow by now. The discordant shrieking was business as usual for morning on Lucky Nickel Acres. And Quincie had taken to sleeping with socks stuffed in her ears, so she didn’t have to interrupt her beauty sleep to strangle the rooster.

On one hand, Ben was glad their poultry livestock were feeling healthier now that the harpy queen, Citrine, had moved to the farm. On the other hand, he was wondering if there might be a spell he could use to disable the little bastard’s vocal cords.

But even Steve’s operatic attempts couldn’t dampen Ben’s good mood. The sound was mercifully muted by the thick morning air, and it wouldn’t be long before the rooster found other, more important things to do. Like the gaggle of fat, happy hens that followed him everywhere he went.

Other than the screaming, old Steve wasn’t all that different from Ben in that regard.

When the horny bird had finally had enough and ceased his relentless assault on Ben’s eardrums, peace wrapped Lucky Nickel Acres in a blanket of luscious quiet. Dew clung to the tall grass around the farmyard, drops glittering like liquid gold in the first light of sunrise.

The old porch creaked beneath Ben’s feet as he stepped outside, a fresh coffee steaming in his hand.

The air tasted different now. He’d been saying that since the ritual, but this morning it felt even more true. Fresh. Charged. Like the land had taken a deep breath during the night and was holding it, waiting for his next move.

In his past life, that feeling would have required a bit of dramatic license to be believed.

But here in Faerowilde, where Ben had been named Keeper of magical lineages and was shaping up to be one of the most powerful magic users the system had ever seen, the world very much was waiting for him.

Ben’s every action shaped this world and the people in it. He was doing his best to shape it into a better place, especially for the demi-beasts who had been oppressed for so long. He had made big strides already, freeing demi-beast slaves, fighting for their rights, and even making it legal for humans and demi-beasts to wed and mate.

But there was still a lot of work to do.

Demonic influences were slipping through weak spots in the Great Barrier, and the only way they’d be able to protect Faerowilde from being overrun by powerful creatures from other planes of existence was to strengthen the barrier itself.

As the demonic plane's influence grew, contagious corruption infiltrated Faerowilde through the weakening magical barriers, manifesting as blighted lands, corrupted monsters, and even possessed humans.

The Grand Vizier—who Ben had come to believe was actually his estranged and strangely named uncle, Nicholas Nickelson—had left instructions for how Ben was to accomplish this feat.

Ben's role as the Keeper was to reunite and strengthen the magical ancestries of Faerowilde's inhabitants to combat the demonic threat.

By breeding as many women as possible, Ben was to awaken dormant magical bloodlines and ancient powers while his offspring would become the seeds of a new age.

These awakened bloodlines, particularly those with celestial affinities, like Ben and Citrine’s daughter Princess Nebula, were crucial to Faerowilde’s survival and to strengthen the barriers between realms.

It wasn’t a job for the faint of heart. Ben was expected to tame and seduce powerful demi-beast and monster-kin women, some of which were notorious for killing any human who dared to enter their realms. But now that he’d unlocked the Master Breeder tier of his magical class within the system, Ben was looking forward to the challenges ahead.

Sure, he might die. But if he didn’t, he’d get to breed ancient and powerful females who’d been celibate so long they were pretty much guaranteed to be into some wild and kinky shit.

By uncovering and catering to their deepest, darkest desires, Ben would unlock the celestial bloodlines needed to save the world.

He wasn’t about to question a job description like that.

Especially not after he’d dedicated his previous lifetime to a thankless career which had nearly broken him body, mind, and soul.

He was getting a second chance at the most incredible life imaginable, and he was going to grab that life by the horns (or wings or tail or whatever other unusual appendages it might have) and ride that baby into the sunset!

Who knew? Maybe he’d even crow like Steve the Screamer as he did it, just for the hell of it.

He was the Keeper.

Faerowilde was his to tame, to shape, to grow, and to lead.

If that wasn’t worth a good, full-throated Halle-fucking-lujah Ben didn’t know what was.

Out past the yard, the Greenhold shimmered at the edge of Ben’s awareness—five thousand acres of fields, forests, wetlands, and hills, all tied to him.

His to protect. His to nurture.

His to expand.

The door opened behind him. Bare feet padded across the boards, followed by the warm press of a body against his back. Alicia’s arms slid around his waist as she nuzzled her face between his shoulder blades.

“You’re up early.” Her voice was low, still soft from sleep.

Ben grunted, sipping his coffee. “Steve wouldn’t have it any other way. Sometimes I wonder if the damned thing is possessed by one of those demons they had up in Cinderfell.”

Alicia giggled. “What a cock.”

“That’s what all the ladies say,” Ben said with a grin. “Wait… we were talking about me, right?”

Alica bit the back of his shirt and tugged on it, playfully, pulling the collar tight against his throat. “My favorite subject,” she muffled through the fabric. “And my favorite snack.”

“You’re feeling feisty this morning,” Ben chuckled. “Sleep well?”

The buxom, auburn-haired beauty was his first wife, his only human one so far, and was going on four months pregnant. She ran Lucky Nickel Acres General Store in the nearby town of Grimsby, and was integral to managing the farm, especially as he took on more and more demi-beast mates.

“Well enough to have awoken some appetites…”

She hadn’t been sleeping well during her first trimester, but since ascending to the system, she’d been feeling much better. Ben was grateful for that.

“In that case, I’ll have to have my Homestead Manager and Liaison Coordinator pencil in an appointment to feed those appetites.”

“Already on it.” She squeezed him around the middle.

“I knew you would be.”

“I heard you come back to bed sometime after midnight,” she said, her breath warm through the fabric of his shirt. “What were you doing?”

“Making the rounds,” he said. “Checking the boundaries. The storm’s still out there to the south. It’s holding but doesn’t seem to be getting worse.”

Alicia’s hands flattened over his stomach, fingers splaying like she wanted to anchor him in place. “You could have woken me.”

“You needed your rest.”

She made a soft, amused sound and slid around to face him. Her green eyes were bright despite the shadows under them. The night’s celebration had gone late, and she’d danced hard enough to make even Rosie complain of sore hooves. Her cheeks still held the faint flush from the exertion.

Alicia wore one of his shirts, the hem brushing her bare thighs, and nothing else he could see. The swell of her belly lifted the edge of the shirt so that it barely covered her round bottom. She looked so damned sexy Ben considered canceling all his plans and just hauling her straight back to bed.

But Alicia, temporarily, had other plans.

Her gaze flicked down to the mug in his hand. “Is that coffee for two?”

He handed it over without a word. She took a slow sip, eyes closing in satisfaction, and he caught the faint pink of her tongue as she licked a drop from her lip.

“Mm. Perfect,” she said, handing it back. “You always make it better than I do.”

“That’s because I’m the one who actually measures the—”

“Don’t ruin the magic,” she interrupted, pressing a finger to his lips with a sly smile.

“Are you even supposed to drink coffee when you’re pregnant?” he asked, pushing the muffled words past her finger.

“Dr. Wells says it’s fine in moderation. I figure the fact that the smell of it no longer makes me want to toss up my breakfast is a good sign.”

“I’ll make you a cup that’s not so strong, just in case,” Ben said. “We can thin it with cream.”

“Always so careful.” She rose up on tiptoes and kissed him, nibbling his bottom lip in her teeth. “I love that about you, Husband. Make it Meadow’s special cream and you’ve got yourself a deal.”

Meadow, the farm’s first dairy Holstaur and one of Ben’s early mates, was famous on the farm for her Legendary Cream—a milky elixir that increased stamina, vitality, fertility, and arousal of any who drank it.

“Deal,” Ben readily agreed.

Alicia brushed past him to lean on the porch rail, the morning breeze lifting the edge of the shirt just enough to hint at the curve of her buttocks. “You know, something woke me up this morning too. And it wasn’t the rooster. This place is just humming with magic now. I can feel it in my bones.”

He came up beside her. “I sense it too. The Greenhold’s enchantment taking hold. I’m not surprised you’re starting to notice it. You’re tied to it as much as I am, Wife.”

“Feels like I’m tied to you.” She said it casually, but her eyes lingered on him as she spoke, and there was nothing casual in the way she let her fingers trail over his forearm. “Not that I mind.”

Before he could answer, movement caught his eye at the far edge of the yard. Helena Graythorne emerged from the path leading to the guest rooms in the barracks, Renee walking half a step behind her.

Helena carried herself through the farmyard like she was walking into a council chamber. Her long black hair gleamed, and the fitted riding coat she wore emphasized the length of her legs and the curve of her hips. Renee, softer in form but no less striking, wore a pale blue dress that clung in ways that drew the eye without trying.

They both paused when they saw him and Alicia, Helena inclining her head in a greeting that was formal but warmer than anything he’d seen from her when they’d first met.

Alicia’s lips quirked. “Our guests are early risers.”

“I wouldn’t have guessed so after last night’s festivities,” Ben said. “But lo and behold.”

“Maybe someone wants to make a good impression,” his wife teased, keeping her voice low so the approaching women wouldn’t hear.

Helena and Renee came up the steps. Renee carried a small basket of fruit. The scent of ripe berries clung to them like the city’s finest perfume.

“Good morning.” Helena’s tone was as smooth as polished stone. “We thought it might be polite to contribute to breakfast.”

“You didn’t have to,” Alicia said, taking the basket. “But thank you. Come on in.”

Helena’s eyes lingered on Alicia for half a beat, sliding over the curve of her belly before flicking to Ben. There was a weight there, something unsaid, but she masked it behind her usual composure.

“I trust you both slept well?” Ben asked.

“Well enough,” Helena said. “Though I’ll admit, this farm has… a different kind of quiet than I’m used to. It’s almost… alive.”

“It is,” Alicia said. “You’ll get used to it. And if you don’t, Ben will help you.”

The corner of Helena’s mouth twitched in the ghost of a smile. “I suspect he could.”

Renee’s golden eyes caught the sunlight as she looked between them. “Mistress has been wondering about your… amenities.”

Her words were innocent enough, but the glint of knowing in her eyes said her intent was less so.

Alicia’s brows lifted. “Has she now?”

Helena shot Renee a look that would have frozen lesser beings, but Renee only smiled. She still wore the chain collar which bound her to Helena’s wrist, though it seemed she was testing the limits of her submission to the imperious noble woman. Perhaps something in the ritual last night has awoken a new depth to their relationship.

“We’ll talk after breakfast,” Alicia said, and there was a note in her voice that made Helena’s cheeks warm.

Ben didn’t comment. He just stepped aside to let them in, the scent of warm bread and frying bacon drifting from the kitchen. Inside, the sounds of the household were starting to build—Spirit’s laugh, Rosie’s snort, Quincie’s impatient hiss, the children thundering up and down the hallway.

It was the kind of morning that promised trouble before noon.

And Ben was ready for it, in whatever form it took.
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The kitchen was already alive by the time Ben and Alicia stepped inside, hand in hand. Sunlight spilled through the wide farmhouse windows, glinting off polished countertops and dancing over the tangle of bodies moving in every direction.

Spirit was at the hearth, pink mane pulled into a messy braid, a wooden spoon in one hand and a skillet in the other as she flipped something golden and steaming. Rosie leaned against the counter, biting into a crisp apple while she supervised—mostly by telling Spirit everything she was doing wrong.

Quincie had claimed a stool at the end of the table, tail flicking lazily while she popped chunks of fried sausage into her mouth. Across from her, Starling and the Porcina twins were building a dangerously high tower of toast slices, giggling as it wobbled.

“Morning, Boss,” Rosie said with a wink. “Thought we’d get this morning-after party started with a good old fashioned farmer’s breakfast. What do you think?”

“Sounds good to me,” Ben said, ushering Helena and Renee into the room as he moved toward the coffee pot.

“Can we help?” Helena asked. “I’m not much good in the kitchen, but… I’d like to learn.”

Renee’s golden eyes glinted. She bit her lip and bowed her head. “Mistress is an excellent student.”

Rosie raised an eyebrow, but didn’t press. “Sure thing, ladies. Why don’t you come on over here. I’ll get you started.”

“Yes, please.” Spirit flicked her tail and smiled over her shoulder. “Rosie loves to boss people around, and I have had just about enough of it, myself.”

Ben made a fresh coffee for Alicia, making sure it wasn’t quite as strong as the one he was drinking, and topped it up with Meadow’s special cream. His wife practically purred as she took her first sip, which caused Quincie to narrow her eyes. Her black and white ears twitched as she glowered, and her tail flicked back and forth.

“Don’t look so content,” she snapped. “It’s making me jealous. And you don’t like it when I’m jealous.”

Alicia cast Ben a look over the top of her coffee mug. “Sounds like someone needs ear scritches before one of us gets scratched.”

Ben crossed the kitchen to his feline mate and obligingly rubbed her ears. She rumbled her happiness so loudly, it made the children giggle. But Quincie was too distracted to care.

Before long, they’d fallen into the familiar rhythm of a morning routine, with Helena and Renee slipping seamlessly into the line up.

Helena stood at the far counter, hair swept into a glossy twist, sleeves rolled just enough to show the pale line of her forearms as she poured tea with slow, deliberate grace. Renee hovered beside her, chopping herbs into fine green confetti, her golden eyes flicking up often to watch her mistress.

The scent of fried potatoes, fresh bread, and woodsmoke wrapped around Ben like a warm hug. He couldn’t imagine being any happier.

Alicia came to stand beside him. She took his hand and gave it a squeeze, watching their growing family with a “cat-who-got-the-cream” smile that Quincie would have been even more jealous of. Fortunately for everyone, the cat-girl had managed to curl up in an impossible ball atop her stool and fallen fast asleep.

Misty, one of Ben and Quincie’s adorable litter of kittens, reached up to tug on her mother’s tail.

“Don’t you dare, little miss,” Ben growled sternly, trying not to laugh at the thought of the chaos that would ensue if he allowed his little troublemaker to get away with her prank.

Misty froze, her green eyes—mirror images of his own, but with the slit pupils of a cat—fixed on him. Her white tipped black tail twitched, just as Quincie’s had earlier, flicking back and forth in irritation at being caught. But she wasn’t quite daring enough to defy her father right to his face.

Yet.

Ben was sure that level of rebellion would come with time. With their magical rate of growth, it would probably only be a year or so before his first batch of demi-beast children were teenagers.

He hoped by then he’d achieved some sort of all powerful system control, because it was probably the only thing that would save him.

“Yes, Daddy,” Misty said, finally relenting. Though as she slunk back to play with the others, Ben noticed she kept her eyes on Quincie’s tail, ready for the next opportunity to strike.

Alicia’s fingers slid from Ben’s to rest on her stomach, a gentle, unconscious stroke over the soft curve that had grown more distinct in recent weeks. Ben’s gaze lingered there for a heartbeat too long. She caught him looking and arched a brow.

“Like what you see, Husband?” she whispered under her breath.

He smiled, slow and appreciative. “Always.”

She leaned closer so that her belly brushed his hip as she passed, the faintest pressure—enough to remind him of how gorgeously fertile she was.

Then she was gone, moving toward Helena with that bright, deceptively innocent smile that usually meant trouble.

Helena’s eyes softened as Alicia approached, though her posture remained elegant, almost formal. “Tea?” she offered. “It’s herbal.”

Alicia finished her coffee and set the mug by the sink.

“Oh, I’ll spend the rest of the morning peeing if I drink that!”

Helena’s shoulders deflated slightly.

Alicia quickly corrected course.

“That wasn’t a ‘no.’ Will you join me?” She took the delicate porcelain cup, letting her fingers brush Helena’s in the exchange. “We didn’t get to talk much last night.”

Ben watched them over the rim of his mug as Spirit shooed him toward the table. The two women stood a little closer than necessary, their voices low, the air between them charged with something that wasn’t their earlier rivalry but wasn’t quite an alliance—yet.

Renee caught him looking and gave the smallest, knowing smile before returning to her herbs.

The morning continued like that, in a comfortable sort of chaos. Ben drank his coffee, enjoying every minute of it. He could stay there all day and never get bored. The kitchen was messy, loud, alive.

This... This was his family.

He wanted to pinch himself just to make sure it wasn’t all a dream.

Ben was still smiling when the faintest ripple of unease slid through the back of his mind, like a shift in air pressure before a storm. It wasn’t anything obvious. No shadow at the window, not a sound from outside. But something in the land itself seemed to… lean closer. Listening.

Spirit put a plate of freshly baked bread on the table in front of him, along with a pot of butter and a jar of honey. His stomach rumbled, loud enough that he forgot for a moment about the sense of unease.

But his smile thinned as he reached for the honey jar and the prickle at the base of his neck grew stronger. The air in the kitchen was still warm and bright, yet he caught himself glancing toward the windows—north, then south—searching for something he couldn’t name.

“What is it?” Alicia murmured, slipping into the chair beside him with her tea. Her hand rested briefly on his thigh beneath the table, a steadying weight. Ben hadn’t noticed when she’d finished her conversation with Helena. He wondered what they’d discussed.

“Not sure,” Ben admitted, keeping his voice low. “Just… a feeling.”

From across the table, Spirit paused mid-sentence, her pink mane swinging as she looked toward the door. “You sense it too? The air’s all tingly, isn’t it?”

Before Ben could answer, Misty scrambled up onto the sill and pressed her tiny nose to the glass. Her white-tipped tail puffed.

“There’s someone out there,” she announced, voice high with both excitement and suspicion.

That got everyone’s attention. Everyone except Quincie, who continued to snore atop her precarious perch.

Chairs scraped as Spirit and Ben stood. Helena’s hand stilled on her teacup, eyes narrowing. Even the twins stopped their toast stacking game to glance at each other in silent communication.

Ben motioned for the others to stay put. “I’ll check. The farm’s protections keep enemies from entering the yard.”

“I’m coming too,” Alicia said firmly, rising as well. She glanced down at the too-short shirt she was wearing as a nightgown. “Umm… maybe I should get dressed first, though.”

His wife hurried out of the kitchen to prepare herself to receive visitors. Rosie came to stand next to Ben in Alicia’s stead. “You aren’t going alone,” she said. “Friendly visitors or not.”

The curvy Porcina wasn’t armed, but he’d seen the dimple-cheeked blonde tossing hay bales like they weighed nothing. He knew she didn’t need to be.

“Just because they aren’t an enemy doesn’t mean they’re friendly,” Spirit said in agreement.

“All right,” Ben said, knowing this wasn’t an argument he was going to win. “But stay back and let me do the talking. Whoever is out there is powerful. I can feel it in the air.”

At the doorway, he paused and looked back. The breakfast scene was frozen in a tableau—Spirit holding her spoon like a weapon, the children held a variety of cooking utensils as if they were weapons of war, Helena’s long fingers curled loosely near the chain at Renee’s collar as though she could tighten it at a moment’s notice.

His family was ready to face any trouble that came their way.

Quincie snorted in her sleep and her ears twitched.

Most of them were ready, anyway.

Ben crossed the sitting room, Rosie marching behind him like his body guard, and stepped out onto the porch.

The morning had shifted. It was still sunny, but with a sharper edge to the breeze, carrying scents that didn’t belong. Metal and ash. A hint of electricity.

And on the road leading toward the farm, a lone figure approached.

Too far to make out details yet. Moving at a steady, unhurried pace.

It could have been nothing.

But deep in his bones, Ben knew better.


2
Summons


The breeze shifted as Ben stepped off the porch, carrying a dry, mineral tang that didn’t belong to the lush summer morning. It clung to the back of his throat, like air that had passed over stone in deep, sunless places. His fingers tightened on the staff, which he’d grabbed on his way out the door, just in case.

The figure on the road was still a good fifty yards out, moving with an unhurried, deliberate pace. Too measured to be a traveler eager for food or shelter. Too steady and purposeful to be someone who’d stumbled there by mistake.

Sunlight glanced off something along her arms as she walked, a gleam that shifted with each swing of her stride. Her face was human enough to pass from a distance, though the set of her eyes was just a touch too wide, the angle of her nose a little too sharp, the slope of her cheekbones almost predatory.

Ben’s Keeper sense was already prodding him. Not alarm, exactly, but that taut, alert pull that came before meeting something with its own claim to power.

Rosie stood a half-step behind him on the porch, hands loose at her sides. “She’s not human.”

Closer now, the woman’s clothes resolved into travel-worn leather and a light, sand-colored wrap that covered her shoulders and trailed down her back. It wasn’t purely for modesty. The cut left the backs of her arms exposed, where snake-like scales caught the sun most clearly, a burnished bronze-gold that shimmered when she moved. Ben had the sense that she was proud of those scales. That she kept them visible was an act of subtle defiance in this world, which openly reviled demi-beasts and monster-kin.

Ben wasn’t sure which of the two this was. Rosie was right, though. She definitely wasn’t human.

The faint hiss of the woman’s boots on gravel carried ahead of her. There was no other sound, not even the usual buzzing of insects or hush of the wind through their crops, as if the farm had stilled to watch her approach.

Rosie shifted her weight, her soft pink ears flicking in the nest of her golden curls. “She knows we’re watching,” she murmured.

Ben didn’t answer. His eyes tracked the stranger’s every step, noting the balance in her gait, the way her chin stayed level, her expression unchanging. This wasn’t the walk of someone here to plead or to bargain. It was the walk of someone on an errand they could not be turned from.

By the time she reached the edge of the yard, a subtle ripple had gone through the farm. Ben glanced behind him. The kittens, who had snuck out after him, now watched warily from the shadows under the steps, their green and gold eyes shining with curiosity. Starling, Eve, and Marie peered out from the safety of the kitchen window. Spirit stood in the doorway, pink mane braided over one shoulder, spoon still in hand but forgotten. Alicia, dressed now, waited in the house as if she’d changed her mind about greeting their guest. Even Helena had drifted into view behind the screen door, studying the stranger with cool calculation. The only ones Ben didn’t see were Quincie, who was probably still napping, and Renee.

The woman stopped just short of the yard’s ward line. Ben could feel the way the Greenhold’s magic pressed against her like a hand at her breastbone. She inclined her head slightly, acknowledging it… and him.

“Keeper Benjamin Nickels.” Her voice was low and smooth, with an edge like a knife dragged over stone, a subtle hiss at the end of his name. “I have come from far beyond your borders to deliver a warning from my queen.”

Ben kept his stance loose, casual, but the hand holding his staff tightened imperceptibly. “And your queen is…?”

The woman’s gaze didn’t waver. “Nyssael. Matriarch of the Stone Coil. Guardian of the First Monument.”

The last words had weight. Ben could practically hear the capital letters. And he thought there was something challenging in the way she said “first,” like it was a sign of her superiority.

“Who do we have the pleasure of speaking with?” Ben asked. “Surely there’s more to you than simply ‘messenger of the queen.’”

“I am called Ariss.” The woman’s pink tongue flicked out between her lips like she was tasting the air. “But that is hardly of import. There is no higher honor than to serve the Matriarch of the Stone Coil.”

Rosie let out a slow, low whistle. “Stone Coil… that’s snake-kin territory, isn’t it? We don’t see many Nagaina around here.”

Ariss’ lips curved in a faint, knowing smile, though there was nothing soft in it. “It is. But my queen is no mere kin. She is Lamia.”

Ben didn’t miss the distinction. Demi-beasts were considered Guardians of the flora and fauna of Faerowilde, each gifted with system magic that helped them care for the animals of the world and the ecosystems that supported them. Monster-kin were something else—powerful and power hungry, the apex predators of the world, and a balance against any human or demi-beast which threatened to upset the delicate magical equilibrium between the three.

However, humans had upset that balance long ago, during the Great War. They’d taken power from the demi-beasts who had once been their equals, and in turn been stripped of their access to the system. It was this imbalance which was causing the weak spots in the Great Barrier between this world and other planes of existence. Ben wondered if monster-kin had grown stronger as humans had lost their magic.

He had only tamed one monster-kin so far — Queen Citrine — and the Feral Harpy’s arrival had been trouble enough. A Lamia would be another order of magnitude.

“Why send you?” Rosie asked.

“Because I can pass among the mortal races more easily,” Ariss said, and the sunlight caught on the bronze-gold scales down her forearms. “I am Nagaina, a snake-kin Demi-beast, as you already surmised. My tribe are the sworn attendants of the Lamia bloodline. I am the chosen messenger to my Queen as I possess magic which allows me to travel swiftly and stealthily, and time is of the essence.”

She drew the ess sounds of each word out dramatically.

Ben nodded. “You’ve sensed the disturbances in the barrier.”

“That…” Ariss’s gaze flickered to his face and her slit-like nostrils flared. “…is not all that has disturbed my Mistress.”

Rosie grunted, coming to stand next to Ben with her arms crossed. “Well spit it out then. We don’t have all day. The Boss is a busy man.”

“Queen Nyssael has commanded me to tell you this—” Ariss stepped closer to the invisible barrier. The wards hummed faintly where her presence pressed against them. “A Keeper’s blood has been sensed in the low hills. The Monument stirs. My queen will tolerate no trespass. She says if you mean to approach, you had better come with purpose… and with offerings worthy of her regard.”

Ben’s mind caught on that first phrase. A Keeper’s blood has been sensed.

“You addressed me as Keeper when you approached,” he said. “How do you—?”

The rush of air from above cut him off. A sharp, predatory cry split the quiet of the farmyard. Citrin dropped from the sky in a flash of chocolate-and-gold wings. She landed between Ben and Ariss, talons gouging the packed dirt, wings mantled wide in a threat display.

“Get back, my King.” Her voice was a whip-crack of command. “This one stinks of coil-venom. I’ll not have you sullied by her reptilian stench.”

Ariss did not flinch.

“I did not think the Keeper would lower himself to the company of feathered pests.” She tilted her head, eyes glinting with something between amusement and disdain. “The Matriarch will be diss-appointed.”

Citrine’s head snapped toward her, eyes blazing. “Pest? I am Queen of the Harpies! Liege of avian bloodlines, scourge of the skies, slayer of serpents!”

“To the Stone Coil,” Ariss said mildly, “you are a pest with wings. A shiny-feathered nuisance.”

Nebula’s voice rang out from the farmhouse roof, sharp with outrage.

“You take that back, stinkin’ snek!” The young harpy’s downy wings flared, though they were nowhere near her mother’s span. “You don’t talk to my Mama that way, slitherer!”

“Or what, little pest?” Ariss only smiled wider. “Come closer, and you’ll soon discover the strength of those who coil and slither…”

Citrine shrieked a warning, her wings beating against the dirt. “You dare threaten my daughter, the Princess, in our own territory? I will gut you with my talons. I will slurp your innards and spit out your scales, vile—”

“Enough, my Queen.” Ben held a hand up to stop Citrine from making the situation any worse than it already was. As his daughter approached, he said over his shoulder, “Nebula, stay back please. Your parents are more than able to handle their own negotiations.” His gaze narrowed as he turned his attention back to the snake woman. “Or fight their own battles, whatever the case may be.”

“Parents?” Ariss smile faltered as her slit-pupiled eyes darted between Citrine, Ben, and Nebula. Her thin lip curled, revealing a single, needle-sharp fang. “Queen Nyssael will be exceedingly dissatisfied to hear of this, Keeper.”

Ben bristled. “I’m not particularly interested in her opinion of my family, or yours.”

Citrine’s wings beat once in raw fury, kicking up a burst of dust, and Nebula’s talons cut up the grass as she landed next to her mother.

“We should kill this worm for her insolence, my King,” Citrine screeched. “It is no less than she deserves.”

Nebula clicked her beak and flapped her wings, too, trying to imitate her mother. “Yeah, kill her, Daddy!”

Ben could feel the situation tilting hard toward chaos.

“Enough,” he said, his voice cutting through the rising noise.

He stepped into the narrow space between them, the staff in his hand humming low, a faint warmth blooming through his grip. He paused, staff planted, making sure both harpies and the snake-blooded messenger could feel the pull of his authority. The air itself seemed to tighten, waiting on his next words.

“You’ve delivered your warning, Ariss. We’ve heard it. But you cannot come to my land, insult and threaten my family, and expect me to jump to do your bidding.”

Ariss shifted her stance slightly, but Ben recognized the movement as that of a trained fighter. The woman was more than a mere messenger, as he’d suspected. But the Greenhold’s magic kept her from coming any closer.

There was uncertainty in her darting gaze now.

Ben sensed that the Lamia Queen’s warning was a poorly disguised request for help. Now her messenger had acted impulsively and insulted the man she was meant to implore—or at least intrigue—into coming to the First Monument to inspect the disturbances there.

“Apologies, Keeper,” she hissed, finally. “It did not occur to me that you would have allied yourself with the Harpies. The Nagaina and the Aviana tribes have long been enemies, but I should not have spoken so hastily.”

Ben nodded. He wasn’t sure he would accept the apology, but he could accept her attempt to smooth things over.

“You know that I have been declared Keeper of Faerowilde. But do you know what that means?”

Ariss tensed, sensing that her answer to this question might determine whether or not her mission was successful. “I am only a messenger. All I know is that Queen Nyssael believes you to be important in securing the fate of the Lamia bloodline. I admit that, to me, it seems a fool’s errand to send you this message. What can a human do to protect people as powerful as the Nagaina or the Lamia? What does a human know of Queen Nyssael’s needs? But… it is not my place to question my queen.”

“Indeed.” Ben’s staff glowed as he allowed the system’s magic to flow through him. “As Keeper of Faerowilde, I am tasked with securing the fates of all demi-beast and monster-kin bloodlines in order to strengthen our protection against the demonic incursions into our lands. My quest is much bigger than the petty squabbles between tribes, and I will not allow myself to be distracted by them. Queen Nyssael will need to be able to see past her pride if she wants my help.”

The barest hint of a smile twitched at the corners of Ariss’s mouth. “Clever, Keeper. Very clever. I did not speak of help. I only brought a warning. But, like a snake-kin, your mind is able to slither between words to find the meaning hidden in the grasses.”

Citrine screeched indignantly. “My King is nothing like your slippery kind, worm!”

“Quiet!” Ben held up his hand, and the light in his staff burned brighter. He turned his gaze to the Harpy woman. “You may be Queen here, Citrine. But you will not be Queen of every land I must travel. As I said, my role as Keeper means that I must rise above these petty squabbles. In-fighting like this is what weakened the demi-beast and monster-kin races and allowed the humans to take control in the first place. Look how that’s turned out. We must find common ground if we are to beat back the demon hordes that threaten our world.”

Citrine scowled and flapped her wings as if she imagined beating him with them. But she held her tongue.

Ariss dipped her chin in acknowledgment of Ben’s words, but her gaze lingered on him in a way that made it clear this was only the beginning. “My task is done for now, Keeper. The rest will be between you and my queen. Perhaps we will meet again.”

She turned, moving back down the road with the same unhurried grace she’d arrived with, as though there was no chance in the world that anyone here could strike her down from behind.

As Ben watched, her form wavered like heat haze, edges dissolving into spirals of light and drifting dust. A faint metallic tang lingered in the air as she vanished, the magic so sharp it made Rosie’s ears flick and set the edges of Citrine’s feathers trembling.

“Portal magic,” Rosie said with an appreciative grunt. “That’s what she meant about magic that allowed her to move swiftly and stealthily. It’s very, very rare.”

Ben might have asked more about it, but Citrine turned on him immediately, feathers still bristling.

“You cannot go there, my King. The Lamia are poison. They twist everything they touch. If you walk into Nyssael’s coils, you’ll never come out again.”

Ben looked past her, toward the far horizon where the hills rolled in a faint green-brown haze. The First Monument was out there, calling to him. And if Nyssael had sensed his blood, she knew he would come. That was his duty to this world, after all, a world to which he owed his second chance at life.

However, for the first time, he found himself thinking about separate homesteads. He’d been lucky so far, with his mates and lovers getting along. But surely this feud between the snake and bird races would not be the last of its kind that he would encounter. Perhaps it wasn’t realistic to imagine them all getting along as one big, happy family.

And he certainly couldn’t ask them all to give up their territories in order to come live at the farm.

He could feel Alicia’s presence at the edge of the yard now, steady and silent, waiting for him to decide.

He met Citrine’s eyes. “We’ll talk inside.”

The Harpy Queen’s feathers still bristled as she snapped her wings wide and launched herself into the air with a furious cry. She climbed hard, banking toward the distant hills, the sunlight flashing off her talons.

Ben watched her go and sighed. “I guess that might have gone better.”

“Royalty,” Rosie said with a tsk. “She ain’t exactly used to not getting her way, Boss.”

Nebula lingered a few steps away, shifting from foot to foot, her gaze darting between the empty sky and her father’s face.

“Daddy?” she asked quietly. “Is Mama mad at you?”

Ben crouched so they were eye to eye and reached out to ruffle her silky feathers. “She’s just worked up and needs a little time to cool off. It happens, baby girl. Harpies and Lamia… sounds like they’ve been at each other for a long time, and your Mama has a long memory. But we’ll sort it out. We’ve got bigger fish to fry, as the saying goes.”

“I like fish,” Nebula said with a grin. “Mama taught me how to spot them glistening in the river, and to swoop down and catch them in my talons, and….” She hesitated. “Oh, you don’t really mean fish, do you?”

“Nope,” Ben grinned back at her. “I meant demons. When the time comes, I bet you’ll be real good at swooping down and snatching them up, too. But they probably don’t taste quite as nice.”

Nebula gave a sage nod. “I’ll ask Mama how to eat demons. She probably knows.”

“You do that, baby girl.”

His daughter fluttered her wings, hovering in front of his face for a moment before she darted in and pressed a quick peck against his cheek.

“I’ll go keep Mama company while she cools off.” She blinked her big amethyst eyes at him. “And I’ll tell her you’re not mad. Okay?”

“Of course I’m not mad,” Ben said. “Your Mama’s just being protective of us. I know that.”

“I love you, Daddy,” Nebula said, voice barely above a whisper.

“I love you, too. And your Mama.”

“Okay…. Bye!” she shouted, suddenly cheerful. Then she took off after her mother, her smaller wings beating in quick, determined strokes.

Ben’s heart swelled as he watched the little harpy swoop playfully through the air, her previous worries already forgotten. But as he turned back toward the farmhouse, his mind was already on Ariss, Queen Nyssael… and the coils waiting in the hills.
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The farm felt different once Ariss was gone.

The strange scent of her magic still clung faintly in the air, but it was fading now, replaced by the warm aromas of baking bread wafting from the kitchen window and the sun-warmed grass beneath Ben’s feet.

Somewhere beyond the barn, old Steve the Screamer started up again, suddenly feeling the need to protest against the presence of a snake-kin at the gate, now that she was safely out of earshot.

Ben stepped back up onto the porch, staff resting loosely in his hand. His eyes tracked the last glint of sunlight off Citrine’s wings as she vanished toward the southern tree line, Nebula flitting after her in a burst of golden feathers.

He sighed. She’d get over it, eventually.

“That was crazy!” Chi-Chi shouted, darting under Ben’s feet as she raced back into the house and up the stairs.

“Totally crazy!” Salem echoed. She chased her sister like a shot.

Rosie gave a shout of alarm as Tina and Misty followed, hot on the other kitten’s heels. “Where’d those little devils come from?”

“Hiding under the porch,” Ben said with a rueful grin. “Wouldn’t want to miss any of the excitement.”

The kitchen window rattled as Eve, Marie, and Starling scrambled away from it, racing for the stairs as well before anyone could shoo them outside. Ben had no doubt his daughters would be huddled together in one of the guest rooms upstairs, discussing all the details of the surprise visit from the Nagaina woman.

Inside the kitchen voices began to pick up again. Spirit’s laugh carried down the hall. Helena’s low, measured tone answered something Alicia said, the murmur breaking into a ripple of shared laughter. It made Ben smile.

Rosie passed him in the doorway, a hint of fresh apples and woodsmoke in the air around her.

“Better warn the others to keep their talons and their fangs to themselves next time,” she muttered. “That almost got ugly.”

Ben grunted in agreement. He still felt the weight of Citrine’s anger, the pressure of which wasn’t entirely gone with her departure.

But it wasn’t the first time he’d had to push a little to get the Harpy Queen back in line. And he was sure it wouldn’t be the last. He’d let her cool off, and then he’d deal with it.

Citrine, like Nyssael, was going to have to get used to the idea of sharing him—even with those they didn’t like.

Ben felt a tingling in the back of his head which he’d begun to associate with changes in his HUD interface. He opened it and waited while the familiar menu materialized over his vision. Sure enough, there was a small indicator light in his Quest section which indicated there had been a change.

His last quest update was still there. But now, there was an addition to it:

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 has only begun, as the full extent of your power awaits unlocking through the sacred monuments and the gathering of celestial bloodlines.

Current Quest: Celestial Bloodlines (1/12 Complete)

Objective: Locate and bond with 12 beings of celestial affinity

(4 human, 4 demi-beast, 4 monster-kin)

Ben had read all this before. He’d received credit for awakening one Celestial bloodline when Nebula was born. Queen Citrine had carried the dormant Celestial bloodline within her, which had activated when Ben had bred her. He suspected Queen Nyssael would be the same, but he wondered how he would find the human and demi-beast counterparts to the quest? Would they each be guarding a monument? Or were some of them here on the farm already, waiting to be discovered?

Below the updated quest message there was another new notification.

New Quest: The Stone Coil Monument

You have been summoned by Queen Nyssael, the Lamia Guardian of the First Monument, also known as the Stone Coil Monument, to help right the balance in the Great Barrier.

Queen Nyssael can be a powerful enemy, but she would make an even more powerful ally. If you wish to claim her territory as Keeper, you will have to pass her Trial of Worth.

Perform the sacred ritual at the Stone Coil Monument to unlock the power of this new land.

Note: While monuments can be unlocked in any order, your power will grow exponentially if you perform the necessary rituals in the assigned order.

Ben frowned. That was interesting.

And it changed his plans significantly.

Eve and Marie, his and Rosie’s half-Porcina daughters, had developed a magical knack for sensing where important objects were.

They’d already told him there was a monument within his own territory, which they’d planned to visit as soon as Meadow, Estelle, and the Lapina sisters were out of the birthing unit.

Ben didn’t want to miss the births of any of his children while traipsing around the woods on a wild goose-chase led by a pair of precocious kids—even if they were pretty cute when they made predictions.

That monument, according to his daughters, was a couple of days away, which would put it well within the expanse of his own 5000 acre Greenhold property. Once the latest batch of children were born, Ben figured he could spare a few days to find this magic stone without missing out too much on the ever-growing complexities of family life.

But if this New Quest’s description was accurate, he wasn’t going to be able to visit this nearby monument just yet.

If he was going to do this right, and be the most powerful Keeper he could be, he needed to go to the Stone Coil Monument first.

This was a problem. The quest to unlock the power of the monuments was important. So important that it would determine the fate of the entire world—and he couldn’t afford to mess it up.

But his family needed him too, and he was certainly not going to be hauling a gaggle of pregnant women, mothers, and children around Faerowilde on a dangerous mission.

This required a plan.

Maybe Helena Graythorne had more answers in that book of hers. Tales of the Skyfire Court, he believed it was called. She’d stolen the ancient text from the Cinderfell library after seeing an image of the Grand Vizier inside it, who was carrying a staff just like Ben’s.

Ben might not have thought much about it, besides being interested in the fact that his staff had apparently belonged to the Grand Vizier. Now that more evidence suggested the Vizier’s true identity was that of his great-grand-uncle or some such relation, that was less surprising.

But the book was bound in leather dyed the deep crimson of dried blood, edged in faintly glowing silver script. And on the cover was the same symbol Ben had seen in his dreams where his uncle, the Vizier, first told him about the monuments: a circle containing a triangle with a spiral at its center.

This symbol, he’d since learned, represented unity with the points of the triangle signifying human, demi-beast, and monster-kin peoples, with the spiral at its center representing the flow of magic between them. The surrounding circle was the Great Barrier protecting them when these magics were flowing strong.

Ben wasn’t sure that he believed in Fate, exactly. But he certainly believed in the power of magic in Faerowilde to make the stars align when it wanted them to. And he had a very strong sense right now that he was being guided by the system to look a little deeper into the knowledge contained within Helena’s book.

While he had his HUD open, he quickly scanned the last class notification he’d received, just as a refresher.

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…

There was still something he needed to do to complete his ascendence to Master Breeder and Guardian Keeper, but the system wasn’t helping him out there.

He had a feeling it had to do with Alicia’s role as Master Breeder Apprentice. He’d filled his wife completely with his essence, and technically she was now able to impregnate demi-beasts for him using some strange equipment in the Breeding Chamber beneath the farmhouse.

But he hadn’t quite been ready to do that yet.

It seemed kind of cold and sterile—like the difference between having your own family and simply donating seed to a sperm bank.

Still, he had a duty to impregnate as many demi-beasts as possible. And there were already more willing women on the farm than he could handle in the number of hours he had per day. The only way he was going to be able to fulfill his role as Keeper was going to be to enlist his wife’s help.

He needed to get over this idea that he could be a normal father and husband to them all.

No one would ever want for anything. If any of them needed him, he would make the time to talk and help in any way he could.

But the idea of marriage and fatherhood he’d grown up with had, quite frankly, flown out the goddamn window a long time ago. He needed to accept that.

Maybe it was time to see just how Alicia’s new powers worked.

Maybe it was time to see just how strong he could become.
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Once everyone had settled down after the surprise visit from Ariss and her summons to the Stone Coil Monument, Ben had Alicia set up the “date” she’d promised with Helena and Renee.

Not only did they need to pore over Helena’s book and discuss a new monument strategy, Ben needed to see just how dedicated to the family the latest members of Lucky Nickel Acres actually were.

The time was set for that evening, which suited Ben just fine.

Because he had another important date to keep.

The maternity pods were set to open, and he wanted to make sure he was there for it. Alicia, of course, had come too.

The Birthing Unit was a strangely sci-fi-looking place that always reminded Ben of the inside of a spaceship. Soft chimes trembled through the vaulted space as they entered. Inlaid lights pulsed between silver and warm gold, illuminating the rooms with a soft, comforting glow.

The five occupied rooms each contained a maternity pod set upon a dais, as well as a comfortable chair, piles of blankets, and fluffy robes for the soon-to-be mothers. The walls brightened to a honeyed white as light spilled out from each pod like heartbeats echoing back and forth.

Ben inhaled the scent of sweet milk, herbs and wildflowers. The other demi-beasts, or mothers-in-waiting as Alicia had taken to calling them, took turns refreshing the decorations so that when the time came, Meadow, Estelle, Clover, Blossom, and Lavender would each emerge into a beautiful, relaxing space.

Crushed mint and calendula scented the air, as well as the faint clean bite of mineral water drawn up through the farm’s magical ley-lines. It was perfect.

When he peeked into the first room, Meadow’s, steam curled from the pod’s seams in pale loops, pearling along the glass.

“Ben, this is so exciting!” Alicia’s hand found his as they stepped into the room.

He could feel his wife’s breathing, slow and steady against his arm.

When he glanced down, the curve of her belly pressed against the green of her dress, a quiet, perfect promise that made something fierce and tender twist inside his chest.

“Are you ready?” he asked her.

She squeezed his hand again, tears in her eyes. “More than ready. And… kind of jealous.”

“It will be your turn soon, sweetheart.” Ben rubbed her belly. “And it will be worth the wait, I promise.”

She bit her lip and nodded, unable to tear her eyes from Meadow’s pod.

The entire building seemed to thrum with magic as the timer on the pods counted down. A warm breeze stirred the “Welcome” banners overhead, which Alicia had arranged with some of the demi-beasts. She always managed to get all the little details sorted to make everyone on the farm feel like they belonged, which Ben really respected. It was difficult to take care of such a large group in a way that didn’t leave anyone feeling left out or unappreciated.

In Ben’s hand, the staff woke as if in anticipation. It glowed with amber light as Ben sensed the ley-lines under the farm stretch like waking limbs. He’d not been strong enough to sense the flow of the magic on the farm the last time the maternity pods had opened. But now… he felt every pulse of power flowing into the pods, into the women he loved, into the children about to draw their first breaths.

A single, soft chime made his heart leap into his throat.

Meadow’s pod sighed open with a petal-soft sound.

Her big brown eyes emerged from the mist and crinkled when they found Ben watching. The fine mist laid a sheen across her creamy skin, and her chocolate-colored hair curled in the condensation. The pretty Holstaur looked kissed by the gods, her hair glossy, her lashes thick and dewy, her milky breasts practically bursting at the seams with fresh cream.

Milk beaded along the dusky rose of her areolae, then ran in gleaming trails down the curve of her heavy chest. She moved with the same calm, unshakable sturdiness that drew Ben to her in the first place.

“Meadow,” he grinned. “You look amazing.”

“Do I?” she grinned back. “Because I feel ready to explode!”

Alicia slapped a hand to her mouth. “Oh my goodness, I forgot the milking machine. Do you need me to get it?”

“No need,” Meadow said, shaking her head. “This little one will be a bottomless pit once she wakes up.”

“She?” Ben stepped closer to the pod. “Another daughter?”

“I’m afraid so.” Meadow laughed softly. “I hope you aren’t disappointed.”

“Disappointed?” Ben couldn’t understand how any man could be disappointed in a daughter. “Of course not. Though… I am getting a little bit scared of what’s going to happen once they’re all teenagers…”

“Good. Come and meet her then. She wants to see her Daddy!”

Cradled to Meadow’s chest was a baby swaddled in soft linen. The little one’s nose was pressed to Meadow’s skin as if the world made perfect sense there. The newborn blinked up with deep, trusting brown eyes. A pair of tiny, velvet-soft horn nubs peeped through her tousle of pale hair.

Ben’s face split into a smile so wide it almost hurt. Meadow didn’t have horns, but Marnie did. He supposed it must be a recessive gene.

Meadow noticed the direction of his gaze. “She won’t be a dairy Holstaur like me, but she’ll be big and strong. And probably a little stubborn.”

“That part does sound like you,” Ben said, bending to give her a kiss.

Meadow returned it, deeply and sensually, like she was taking a long drink on a hot day. “I missed you.”

“I missed you too,” Ben said. His lips tingled, as did other parts of his body. “More than you know.”

There was a little peep from the baby, who didn’t seem impressed that she wasn’t the center of attention. Ben immediately glanced down. “Sorry, little one. I know she’s your Mama, and she’s all yours for now. At least until you need to take a nap…”

One minuscule ear twitched, rounded and silky-soft; a slender tail flicked once against the wrap like an exclamation mark. Ben thought that might have been an agreement, but he wasn’t sure.

“Oh, my goodness, Meadow, she’s adorable!” Alicia squealed in delight. “What’s her name?”

Meadow glanced up at Ben shyly. “I… haven’t been able to decide. Maybe her father wants to choose?”

Ben felt the weight of this decision pressing on him, all at once. “Me? Uh…”

“Go ahead, Ben,” Alicia enthused. “You’ll pick something great! I’m sure of it.”

He knelt next to the pod, feeling a wash of emotion.

“Okay, little one,” Ben whispered. His voice had to push past the sudden tightness in his throat. All of his senses felt heightened. The scent of herbs, wildflowers, and Meadow’s milk so sweet and heady it almost made him dizzy. “What about… Calendula. We can call her Callie for short?”

The baby’s mouth opened in a contented “oh,” then closed again against Meadow’s breast.

Meadow smiled. “It’s perfect. We use Calendula in healing salves in the village I’m from. I’ve always thought the flowers were so pretty! Callie is just right for her. Thank you, Ben.”

Ben bent to kiss the baby’s soft, sweet-smelling head. “Welcome to the world, Callie. We’ll take good care of you here.”

A swell of protectiveness made his chest ache. This was what life was all about.

Another chime sounded from the room next door.

Alicia’s voice cut in with a hushed whisper. “It’s Estelle! Ben, come quick!”

“Go!” Meadow giggled softly. “I need to feed her before I start spraying milk everywhere.”

Ben gave the sweet pair a reluctant glance as he backed toward the door. The one downside to the way the system organized these pregnancies and births was that he never seemed to have enough time during these important moments.

“Okay,” he said. “But I’ll be back soon.”

She gave him a playful wink. “I know you will, Mister Nickels. And as soon as I’m done feeding little Callie, you and I have some business to attend to…”

Ben swallowed hard. He had to admit, there was something about new mothers that got his juices flowing. He was more than ready to give Meadow a little post-partum care if that’s what she wanted. He knew from experience the last time that the demi-beast women came out of those maternity pods with a lot of pent-up energy after not having any intimate time for the weeks they were inside.

“Ben!” Alicia’s voice called urgently. “Hurry!”

“I’m coming!”

Estelle stepped out of the mist just as Ben rushed into the room, looking like she’d just walked in from a hillside all a-bloom with wildflowers. Her fleecy hair framed her shoulders like a halo, fresh and lustrous, each spiral taking the chamber’s gold and tossing it back as pearl.

“Good morning!” She smiled shyly, glancing between Ben and Alicia. “Or is it afternoon? I lost all sense of time in there. Like I just woke up from the longest, most restful nap.”

“I can only hope my own delivery goes so smoothly,” Alicia said with a chuckle. “Though I doubt I’ll be so lucky!”

Ben raised an eyebrow at that. It was true, most human women didn’t get to sleep through childbirth. He doubted the medical advancements in Faerowilde would provide the comfort of an epidural procedure. For the first time, he worried about his wife’s experience. He didn’t want her to hurt, even if it was a natural part of the process.

The soft curve of Estelle’s horns held a faint, opaline luster he didn’t remember her having before. It was as if the farm’s deepest magic hummed along the whorls of her horns. Her pupils, wide and golden, seemed to hold a dusting of starlight.

“We’ve missed you, Estelle,” Ben said, stepping up to take her hand. “How do you feel?”

The air around the Ovina woman carried a pastoral sweetness. She smelled of sun on wool and crushed clover, with just a whisper of rain on stone.

With the maternal glow alight in her features, one would never guess what a menace the woman was with her Shepherdess’s crook. The thought made Ben grin like an idiot.

That and the sight of his newborn child.

The infant drowsed against Estelle’s collarbone, tufted with downy white along the crown and ears. When the baby turned, Ben caught a flash of those distinctive Ovina eyes—horizontal pupils, wide and steady—before the babe settled again with a tiny sigh. One hand, impossibly small, flexed open and closed against Estelle’s skin as if counting the beats of her heart.

“Curious little watcher,” Ben murmured. The baby seemed to be listening and absorbing, even with eyes closed.

“I suppose she comes by that honestly enough,” Estelle said. “She comes from a long line of Shepherdess class women.”

Ben couldn’t help it. He laughed out loud. “Another daughter? This has to be some kind of record.”

“Oh, you’ll have more than that,” Estelle said. She was about to explain why when a full-body shiver interrupted her train of thought. “My, it’s chilly in here after the pod.”

Alicia hurried up with a blanket to cover Estelle’s shoulders as she stepped off the dais. “Come on, you’ll get cold traipsing around in the nude like that. Though… goodness, I hope I look half as good as you do after I’ve just given birth.”

This time there was a tinge of worry in her voice as she seemed to realize just how different demi-beast pregnancies were from human ones.

Suddenly there were tears in Alicia’s eyes again, and this time they weren’t of joy or excitement. She clutched her swollen belly and looked forlorn, her emotions welling up and getting the better of her. “I’m… I’m sorry, Estelle. This isn’t fair to you, I just…”

“Shhh, Mistress Alicia,” the Ovina woman reached out a hand and wiped a tear away. “Don’t you worry. I remember just how it made me feel to see all those new babies when I was pregnant. What’s not fair is the way our bodies betray us with all those willy nilly feelings when we’re already working so hard to cook up a little one for Master Ben. Please, don’t be sad!”

Alicia sniffed and tried to smile. “I’m not sad. It’s just… you look so beautiful! And I want to be a mother so badly. And I imagine myself looking just like you, glowing like a painting of a goddess. And… and I know I’ll be a sweaty, crying mess, and my tummy will be all stretched out, and my nipples will hurt, and I probably won’t be able to make love to my husband for weeks and weeks, and—”

“Has that Dr. Wells been scaring you with horror stories?” Ben asked. “I’ve got half a mind to storm down to Grimsby and let him know what I think of that. Right now!”

“Oh, darling,” Estelle said, shaking her head. “It won’t be that bad. You just wait and see!”

“That’s right,” Ben said. “If it was so awful, no one would go on to have second, third, or fourth children. And just look at all the families around town who have far more than that!”

“I’ve assisted in a few human childbirths,” Estelle said. “And I can tell you that as difficult as it is, the rush of happiness when you hold your babe in your arms will wash away everything else. That’s what I’ve seen.”

Ben gratefully kissed Estelle on the cheek for her insight. This was not his area of expertise at all. But he truly did believe that nature found a way to make the process bearable, or the species would have died out long ago.

“I hope you’re right, Estelle,” Alicia sniffed. “You all make it look so easy, and… and I sometimes feel like I’m as scared as I am excited. I wish I was a demi-beast…”

He took Alicia’s shoulders in his hands.

“Don’t fret about any of that, Wife of Mine,” he said sternly. “Whenever I started worrying about how other people did things in life, my mother used to tell me to ‘run my own race.’ I used to think it was a silly saying when I was a kid, because how can you win if you’re only running against yourself? It was only once I was an old man that I began to understand.”

Alicia gave him a funny look. “You’re not old!”

“Not here, but I was, remember? I probably only had another ten years left, the way I was going before I fell into that well and wound up here.” Ben had told his wife about his past, but he was certain they found the stories of his old world as difficult to believe as he would have found stories about this one back home. “We all make it to the finish line eventually, some of us sooner than others. And by the time you do, you’ll almost certainly wish you’d taken more time to appreciate the journey along the way.”

“I do appreciate the journey, Ben.” Alicia’s emerald eyes implored him. “I just… worry you won’t love me as much if I don’t bounce back the way your other lovers do.”

Ben tsked, shaking his head. “You are missing the point, Alicia. Your pregnancy, labor, birth, and motherhood will be all your own. They might not be easy, but they will be yours. And I’m going to love you every step of the way, especially though the hardest parts. And all those memories will become our story, the story of our family.”

“Oh, Ben!” She collapsed into his arms, her shoulders shaking with tears. “You always say the right thing. But I just don’t see how you’ll be able to love me when I’m all… ugly and lumpy and leaky and misshapen.”

Ben almost laughed at that description as he patted Alicia’s back gently. “I will love you because you are my wife and you will be the mother of my child—my first human child—and because I will always see that big, beautiful soul of yours shining through your eyes before I see anything else. Would you love me any less if I grew a pot belly? Or got sick?”

Alica’s head shot up in horror. “Of course not! I love you more than the world, no matter what!”

“Well, I’m a bit offended that you think I’m less committed to you than you are to me,” he said with a mock pout.

“I… I don’t!” She sniffed again. “Oh… I am being silly, aren’t I?”

“That’s right!” Estelle gave a reassuring smile. “Everyone has their own struggles, Mistress Alicia. Demi-Beast births are easier than human births, it’s true. But… I mean no offense, Mistress, truly… but think of what we went through before we got here. Would you really like to trade places with me? Or with any of us?”

Alicia gasped as Estelle’s meaning hit her. “Oh!”

The demi-beasts who’d come to Lucky Nickel Acres had spent hundreds of years waiting to find someone who would impregnate them after most of the males had been killed in the war or hunted down by humans. And the females that survived had spent the years after the war being hunted down and enslaved rather than killed. None of them had had an easy life.

In fact, Ben had fallen in love with Alicia because she was the only human he’d met who sacrificed her own well-being in order to fight for demi-beast rights. She was the reason he had started on this path. It was true that he would never forget that, and he could never stop loving the woman who helped him find his way in this new life.

“I’m so sorry, Estelle,” she shook her head and wiped frantically at her tears. “This whole outburst is completely insensitive of me.”

Estelle rocked her sleeping baby as naturally as if she’d been practicing for this moment her entire life. “Not at all. I know exactly how jumbled all those feelings get when you’re pregnant! I just wanted to offer a little perspective, since that usually helps me get control of my runaway feelings.”

“You’re right, of course,” Alicia said. “Thank you. And I’m sorry if I’ve ruined the moment. You were about to introduce Ben to your new baby… what’s her name, please?”

“Well, if it’s all right with Ben,” Estelle glanced his way, watching his face. “I’d like to name her Sandara, after the wise woman of the village I was born in. She was the lore keeper and the one I learned most of my knowledge about monsters from. I thought… it might be fitting to try to channel her spirit now, given the difficult times ahead.”

“Sandara,” Ben whispered, leaning down to kiss the baby’s fleecy head. “It’s perfect for her. Our little lore keeper in the making.”

He glanced up at the two women and grinned. “I’m glad you had an idea, because I’m starting to run out of ideas for girls’ names. And at this rate, I’m not sure I’ll ever have a son!”

“Oh!” Estelle cocked her head to the side and her ears flicked with amusement. “That’s what I was about to tell you. All demi-beasts have daughters first. Our magic passes through the maternal line. The first-born children are always the strongest in the line, which means they’re almost always daughters. After that, it’s much less predictable. But you’ve got nothing but daughters in your future until you get around to breeding us a second time!”

Alicia’s eyes lit up. “Maybe… maybe I’ll have your first son, Husband. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”

Ben stroked Sandara’s soft, silky curls with one finger. “It will be wonderful no matter what.”

“Oh, Ben!” Alicia gasped and burst into tears again. But he was happy to see they were joyful once more.

They’d just gotten Estelle settled in a chair to nurse when more chimes started going off in the other three rooms.

The Lapina sisters emerged from their pods simultaneously, bursting out of their rooms in perfect synchronization, like they did most things.

“Wheeeere’s Daddy?” Clover called playfully as she whipped a length of silver hair over her shoulder. She was already wrapped in a fluffy robe that was barely held closed by the tie at her waist, pulled tight over her bountiful curves. Her long white ears bounced as she skipped into the central area of the Birthing Unit. “Hey, Big Ben! We missed you soooooo much!”

She clutched a bundle to her chest, where a jumble of pointed ears peeked out the top. Ben raised his eyebrows at the sight. “Uh, just how many of you are there?”

“Me plus three!” Clover’s bright eyes danced with mischief. “Just like me and my sisters. It’s tradition!”

“Three more names,” Alicia muttered under her breath, her emerald gaze widening.

“They all have white fur, just like their Mama,” Ben said, coming over to peer inside the bundle. “What if we name them after white flowers, like their Mama, too?”

Clover blushed so pink Ben worried she might faint. “Oh, Ben! That’s the sweetest suggestion! I love it… How about… Lily, Daisy, and Snowdrop?”

“Oh, my goodness,” Alicia squealed again, apparently having forgotten all about her worries now that there were new babies to coo over. “That’s adorable! And so are they, Clover. You made the cutest little button-nosed…”

Ben glanced up as Blossom bounced up beside him. Her pink-tinged hair matched her flushed cheeks. Dark lashes framed her petal-pink irises as she gazed lovingly at Ben. “I did it, Ben! I can hardly believe it. Look!”

“Three?” Ben asked, feeling a bit stunned as he saw the squirming bundle in her arms.

Blossom giggled nervously. “It’s tradition…”

He gazed down into the sleepy faces of three perfect baby bunny-girls with floppy, pale-pink ears and little tufts of wispy hair in various shades of cotton-candy.

“Well, in keeping with tradition,” he said, “I think we should name them like we did Clover’s. What do you say? After little pink flowers?”

“Oh! That’s wonderful, Ben. They do look like little flower buds, don’t they? Umm… I think I like… Peony, Primrose, and Petunia?”

Ben grinned. “Alliteration, too. That might make it easier to keep them all straight.”

“Ben…” Alicia huffed. “They’re color-coded. That should be easy enough!”

All three of them laughed as Clover and Blossom bounced toward each other, eager to introduce the triplets to their half-siblings.

Lavender approached last, her own robe slightly open and drooping off her shoulders. She looked at once tired and victorious. The moment she met Ben’s gaze she rushed toward him with tears brimming in her purple eyes. “Ben! Look what we made!”

“I think you get most of the credit there,” Ben said, wrapping the vivacious bunny-girl in a hug, careful of the fluffy bundles between their chests. “Let’s see now, who do we have here?”

“I heard how you named the others,” Lavender said, her nose wriggling with excitement. “And I already know the best names for our girls. Can I tell you?”

“Of course.” The sheer joy in her face was contagious. “Please introduce us.”

“Zinnia, Aster, and Verbena!”

Ben’s eyebrows lifted. “Very nice. I was expecting Iris or Violet or…”

“No, no, no,” Lavender shook her head so hard her ears flopped sideways. She glanced at her sisters nervously, then whispered to him. “Those are far too common. Our precious babies are anything but common, Ben. They are the most perfect creatures to ever hop through the fields of Faerowilde! Or… they will be when they’re old enough to hop.”

“Just don’t tell your sisters that,” Ben said with a grin, “and I think we’ll be fine.”

He glanced down at the faint purple sheen to the three baby bunnies’ hair. They were fuzzier than he might have expected, given that the Lapina sisters only had fur on their ears and tails. But many of the demi-beast children had more fur or hair than the adults did, so he’d come to expect it now. Citrine’s daughter, Nebula, even had a beak!

None of that mattered to Ben, however. All he saw were his beautiful children.

“They’re perfect,” he said to Lavender. “And so are you.”

“Oh, Ben! I’m so happy!” She jumped into the air, kicking her feet out to the side in an enthusiastic dance.

Zinna, Aster, and Verbena squirmed and one of them sneezed, as if in protest.

Clover and Blossom rushed over to greet their sister, and all three Lapinas bounced in excitement.

Ben watched, amazed and amused. Demi-beast babies were born much more developed than human babies were, and they grew at an incredible rate. So, the awareness the newborns were showing was not just his overactive paternal imagination at play. They really did regard one another with interest, like their little brains were already working to figure out how this family dynamic was going to work.

Snowdrop blinked out at the world with huge silvery eyes. Her milk-glossed lips quirked in a smile, and her nose twitched twice, testing the air. Lily gave a tiny shout and Daisy kicked her legs in greeting.

Peony, Primrose, and Petunia each watched the others with wide, pink-tinted eyes. Their ears were so droopy compared to the others, Ben wondered if Blossom carried a lop-eared gene. He kind of hoped so, because the babies were so adorable with their floppy ears that he might just be heartbroken if they started standing upright. They seemed sleepy and content compared to Clover’s babies, like they’d be the most laidback of the siblings.

Zinna, Aster, and Verbena sensed the other babies as soon as Lavender brought them near, and instantly started to squirm and kick like they wanted to play.

The newborns already had opinions and personalities, which amazed Ben even more. The three new mothers laughed as the siblings stared at one another in a state of shock.

Ben couldn’t say he blamed them.

There were suddenly a lot of babies on the farm.

And judging by how quickly his other children had grown, there was about to be a lot of trouble.

Ben didn’t realize he’d moved until he was standing inside the ring of women—the Lapina sisters closest. Meadow and Estelle had come out of their rooms and, with Alicia, pressed close toward the center as if they all wanted to be as near him as they could.

They all smiled so brightly, it felt like the room was on fire.

Ben looked at them—at all of them—and his chest felt too small for what pressed against it.

Clover nudged Ben with her elbow. “You look like you’re about to cry, Boss.”

He snorted, and if his eyes burned, well—who could blame him? “It’s all these flowers in the air… must be triggering my allergies.”

“Uh-huh.” Blossom’s grin tilted affectionately. “Must be contagious. I’ve got it too.”

Lavender’s smile was small and content, her babies tucked against her chest like a secret she wasn’t quite ready to share. “Don’t tease him. He’s our protector out there. But in here? He’s allowed to let his guard down, don’t you think?”

Ben went to Meadow first and pressed a kiss to her steam-dampened temple. “You absolutely shine,” he said simply. “And so does Callie.”

In fact, it was true. There was a glow to Meadow that he hadn’t noticed before. When he activated his HUD, he could see a golden glimmer around each of the new mothers and their babies, as the magic of the farm pulsed through them.

“Thanks to Legendary cream and a Legendary farmer,” Meadow teased, but the glimmer in her eyes betrayed her pleasure at his words.

Callie stretched open a hand just then as if in greeting. Ben touched her palm, tiny and perfect, with the tip of his finger. She latched on, grasping him with surprising strength, as if she never wanted to let him go.

“Good grip,” he told the little one solemnly. “You’ll be helping with baling hay in no time.”

He thought there was a pulse in the magic glow around his daughter when he said that, like she was agreeing with him.

Ben made a slow, sacred circuit of the new mothers. Estelle was next—he kissed the curl of blonde hair at her nape and breathed the fresh, wildflower scent that seemed to rise from her skin.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, and she tilted her head into his hand like a ewe who had long since trusted the shepherd. “Both of you.”

Sandara opened those big Ovina eyes again, took him in, and—Ben could have sworn—relaxed, as if just knowing he was there made her feel safe. She glowed even brighter than Callie had. As he stared at her, she shone so brightly it hurt Ben’s eyes. The flare burst in his vision and then faded.

A notification from his HUD confirmed what he was already beginning to suspect.

Current Quest: Celestial Bloodlines (3/12 Complete)

Objective: Locate and bond with 12 beings of celestial affinity

(0/4 human, 2/4 demi-beast, 1/4 monster-kin)

When his vision cleared, both Callie and Sandara looked different—though their mothers didn’t seem to have noticed a change.

The new bunny-babies weren’t glowing in the same way, though Ben could sense power in them equal to that of his daughters from Spirit, Rosie, and Quincie. He decided not to say anything about it at the moment, not wanting to take away anything from the Lapina sisters by announcing Meadow and Estelle’s celestial bloodlines.

But he shouldn’t have been surprised, what with Meadow’s Legendary Cream ability and Estelle’s unique monster-fighting skills. There was no doubt that magic ran more strongly through some demi-beasts than others.

And none of that made the women any more or less important to him than the others. They were all amazing. His family, his farm, this world. Everything. He wouldn’t change a thing about it.

Ben brushed a thumb along the soft edge of Clover’s ear and kissed her nose before giving one last peek at Lily, Daisy, and Snowdrop.

He ran his fingers through Blossom’s hair and gazed at Peony, Primrose, and Petunia with a lump rising in his throat.

Lavender rose up on her toes and kissed him when he turned to her. “You don’t have to say anything, Boss. We know how you feel.”

Ben could only nod. Words had truly failed him. He didn’t think any human man was mentally prepared for the bounty he found himself with every day. Each time he woke up, he thought he couldn’t possibly get any happier, and then something like this happened and blew it all out of the water.

Alicia had stayed near the back of the group, one hand unconsciously smoothing over her belly in quiet, habitual strokes.

She caught Ben’s gaze, and the smile they shared needed no words.

Looking at them all—so many lives, so much promise—Ben felt the weight of the monumental bounty he had been entrusted with.


4
An Invitation


Alicia smoothed her hands over her emerald dress and checked her reflection in the sitting room mirror one last time. The afternoon light streaming through the farmhouse windows caught the auburn highlights in her hair, and the soft swell of her belly pressed against the fabric in a way that made her smile.

She was nervous. Excited, but nervous.

Ben had left an hour ago to spend time with the new mothers and babies in the Birthing Unit. The sight of him cradling tiny Callie in his arms had made Alicia's heart flutter with anticipation for her own child's arrival.

But it had also reminded her just how many women now shared her husband's attention.

That thought should have made her jealous. And to be perfectly honest—if only with herself—she did feel the twinges of envy on occasion. What woman doesn’t greedily wish to have the love of her life solely to herself? What woman doesn’t fear the effects of age and motherhood? Besides those blessed with immortality, obviously.

And while, in theory, having ascended to the system meant Alicia was effectively immortal, the only ascended humans she knew of–such as the Vizier and the elders of the Skyfire Court–were ancient looking. So it seemed she and Ben would age, if at a much slower rate than normal humans. And she had no idea how being ascended would affect her ability to bounce back after pregnancy. So far, it was progressing as normal, so she could only assume her recovery would be normal as well.

Which meant not nearly as graceful as that of her demi-beast peers.

Ugh.

But she did not wish to dwell on these feelings. For one, because dwelling only seemed to make them grow stronger. For another, because she did not wish to be an emotional burden upon Ben when he had such important work to do. And finally, because she had made a promise to him that she was comfortable with the way of life she’d signed up for in marrying him, and she intended to keep that promise, even if pregnancy hormones were making her a little less comfortable than she once was.

Ben was right about one thing. It did no good to compare herself to magical creatures with completely different biological systems.

But surely, it would be easier to stay in this mindset if she were not Ben’s only human lover. She needed a true peer… or perhaps two?

This thought had given her an idea.

She'd told Ben about it before he'd gone, to make sure it was all right with him. He'd given her his blessing, as she'd known he would. But she was nervous, too… She'd never done anything like this without him by her side, directing her.

A soft knock at the front door interrupted her thoughts.

"Come in," Alicia called, moving toward the entryway.

Helena Graythorne entered first, her long black hair swept into an elegant twist. She wore a fitted gown and corset in deep burgundy that emphasized her pale skin and the flush of her lips. Her angled cheekbones looked sharp enough to cut glass, giving her a severe look. But her gray eyes held a flicker of nerves that softened her appearance.

Behind her, Renee followed like a shadow, her copper hair catching the light as she tiptoed behind her Mistress. The collar and chain at her neck glinted enticingly, making a soft clinking sound with each step.

Alicia's gaze immediately went to Helena's wrist, where the other end of the chain was wrapped like a bracelet.

"Thank you for inviting us to meet with you, Mrs. Nickels." Helena inclined her head with formal politeness. "I hope you don't have important duties we are keeping you from."

"Not at all," Alicia replied with a smile. "I've actually made sure everyone has something to do, so we have the house to ourselves this afternoon. I'm very much looking forward to… getting to know you. Both of you."

Renee curtsied deeply, her coppery locks falling forward to cover her face. She glanced at Helena as if seeking permission to speak. When the noblewoman's affirming nod came Renee smiled at Alicia. "Mistress Alicia is too kind, including me in the invite."

Alicia lifted an eyebrow, her gaze traveling the length of the chain from Helena's wrist to Renee's throat.

"You are a package deal, it seems," she said wryly. "That's quite all right. I'm… intrigued to say the least."

The two women from Cinderfell blushed. Alicia's smile widened.

It seemed their relationship, while clearly passionate, was new enough that they were self-conscious of it. After Lady Helena's last visit to the farm, Alicia was amazed the woman was capable of passion at all, which made her especially fascinated to know how their dynamic worked.

It was something she was interested in herself, these little power games.

Ben was Master of the house and the farm, and she loved to obey him, to watch eagerly and sometimes jealously, as he made love to other women.

But it made her wonder, sometimes, what it might be like to have a woman of her own to submit to her, as Renee clearly did for Helena. Alicia wasn’t even attracted to other women beyond her desire to watch Ben breeding them, his impressive virility on full display. Yet she was attracted to the idea of controlling them, of teaching them, testing them, and preparing them for her husband’s needs.

To dote upon another woman, as one might dote upon a pet, was something that aroused Alicia's interest intensely.

Although, her thoughts quickly moved toward things one would never do to a pet… She wanted to coax and tease and drive to madness this imaginary woman that belonged to her.

Especially if she could do so in preparation for giving her beloved pet over to her husband.

Or, perhaps, to be bred by her, in her husband's name.

The system seemed to want her to do it. She felt it changing her.

Ever since she'd received the gift of Ben's seed, it was as if his urges had been driving her. She wanted to impregnate women for her husband, with his seed. It somehow seemed like the most wifely duty, to be an extension of his body, his desire, his fertility.

Not the ones he was personally interested in, of course. It was only right that Ben breed the most powerful and attractive women himself. But there were many lesser demi-beast females who needed to be bred, and Ben simply did not have the time. She could do this for him. She could take it upon herself to see to the weaker ones, making them and her husband stronger.

If that's what he wanted.

It made her incredibly wet just to think of it.

Lillian Belle, the proprietress of Marital Bliss and now High Councilor of Cinderfell, had provided Alicia with a number of very interesting implements to get the job done.

After Miss Bell had taken Ben's measurements, shortly after Alicia had married him, boxes of toys had begun to arrive—shipped from the capital to Lucky Nickel Acres General Goods.

There were chairs and beds with straps, hanging harnesses, tools that vibrated, tools that penetrated, not to mention the ones that bound and gagged, pinched and pulled, milked and sucked.

Ben knew of the deliveries. Whenever she showed him a new tool or toy, he would raise an eyebrow and give her a look, as if daring her to tell him what she planned to do with this veritable warehouse of depravity.

But he never pushed her. Alicia knew he wanted to let her interests take shape. She also knew that he would support her in exploring her desires. Now that she'd been made the Master Breeder's Apprentice, as well as her dual class of Homestead Manager and Liaison Coordinator, those desires were becoming more clear.

Alicia imagined having dozens of women tied up in her husband's breeding chamber, helpless against the onslaught of pleasure she would bring them. She would only allow the system to impregnate those who could withstand the most intense stimulation. She would make them cry and beg, and climax so hard they wet themselves. She would—

"Mistress Alicia?"

The voice startled her from her fantasy. Helena and Renee were still standing in the entryway, watching her with concerned expressions on their faces.

Wetness squeezed between her thighs as she stepped forward, her excitement already too much for her body to contain. She was glad she'd opted not to wear panties for this encounter. She'd have ruined them by now, and they hadn't even started.

"I'm sorry, I was lost in a daydream for a moment there." She gestured toward the sitting room. "Please, make yourselves comfortable. Can I offer you tea? Coffee?"

"Tea would be lovely," Helena said, moving gracefully toward the plush sofa.

Her burgundy gown rustled softly against the polished wooden floors. Sunlight from the tall windows painted golden rectangles across the worn carpet beneath their feet.

Renee remained standing beside the sofa until Helena settled herself and patted the cushion beside her. Only then did the copper-haired woman sit, her posture rigidly perfect despite the relaxed setting. The chain between them created a gentle arc of silver that caught the afternoon light.

Alicia poured tea from the delicate porcelain teapot she'd prepared earlier. Her pulse raced but her hands remained steady. Steam curled up from the cups, carrying the scent of bergamot and lavender.

"I understand there's something in that book of yours that might be of interest to my husband? About… breeding rituals?"

Helena's gray eyes sharpened with interest as she accepted her teacup. "Among other things, yes. The text contains references to ceremonial practices that I believe could be… relevant to your husband's work as Keeper."

"What kind of ceremonies?" Alicia settled into the wingback chair across from them, cradling her teacup. The leather creaked softly beneath her weight. She pulsed the muscles of her thighs together, shuddering ever so slightly at the pressure upon her sex.

"Power bonding rituals. Methods for awakening dormant bloodlines through intimate connection." Helena paused, studying Alicia's face over the rim of her cup. "The text suggests that certain… combinations… of participants can amplify magical effects."

Alicia's pulse quickened. "Combinations?"

"Multiple partners," Renee said softly, speaking for the first time since entering the room. Then she covered her mouth as if realizing she'd spoken out of turn.

Helena looked sternly at her but did not chastise her.

Alicia smiled serenely. "I'm sure you've noticed, but we do a lot of that around here. Ben often takes multiple women at once."

"Y-yes…" Helena stammered slightly, her cheeks blooming with color. "I do get that sense. It's possible there's nothing new in the book that you have not already tried. There are also submission rituals, which are said to make the Keeper’s seed stronger."

Submission rituals. Now that was interesting. And it sounded like a lot of fun.

Helena kept her hands locked together in her lap to stop herself from fidgeting, but Alicia could see her straining against the impulse.

She was enjoying how nervous the noblewoman was. She'd been so cold and judgmental when she'd first arrived at Lucky Nickel Acres.

It was clear something had happened to her in her past to wind her up so tightly. Whatever she had with Renee had helped some, but… it was as if she were still holding back. Still afraid of her own desire.

That was perfect. That was exactly the kind of woman Alicia wanted to break for her husband.

"You know, I never got the sense that you were attracted to Ben." Alicia uncrossed her legs, then recrossed them, the silk of her stockings whispering against itself. She shivered as her swollen lower lips pressed together. "What's changed your mind?"

Helena blanched. For the first time, she glanced at Renee as if for moral support rather than to give an order. The copper-haired woman put a hand on her Mistress's knee and squeezed.

"Forgive me, Mrs. Nickels," the noblewoman stammered. "But you misjudge me. And I have no one to blame for that but myself."

She paused, searching for words. An old clock above the fireplace ticked steadily, marking the passing seconds.

"Go on," Alicia coaxed. "You're safe here. But this is something I need to understand if you are thinking of joining our family."

Helena took a deep breath to steady herself, her corset rising and falling with the effort. "You see… I have been married five times. The first of which was when I was quite young. Too young to know the sort of man I was marrying was no good. My own father arranged it. It was more like a business contract than what a marriage should be. I'm sure he was quite happy with the transaction." Her expression hardened. Renee patted her knee to get her going again. "But I… Well, the only happiness I knew was on the day he divorced me after I could not give him a child."

"Even when you were so young?" Alicia asked.

"Perhaps because I was young," Helena shrugged. "But it was the same with my next husband. And the next. I have never known happiness as a married woman, Mrs. Nickels. Only discomfort, shame, and disappointment. In fact, I did not believe it was possible to feel desire for anyone, man or woman, when I first met your husband. It was listening to him making love to those… demi-beasts… which awakened my mind to the pleasures I had been denied."

"So you do desire him?" Alicia prompted, her lips quirking at the corners. "Or you do not?"

"I'm afraid my initial reaction was shame." Helena placed her hand upon Renee's without looking at the other woman. The chain clinked softly with the movement. "And I felt anger and jealousy as well, because he gave those women a gift which had forsaken me."

Her gaze fell to Alicia's swollen belly, and the longing in her eyes could not be disguised.

"Motherhood," Alicia said. "And what if he could make you a mother?"

"I… I would do anything, Mistress," she whispered shakily. "When I returned home, I was nearly driven mad by the memory of the cries of pleasure I'd heard coming from his bedrooms. I… I touched myself for the first time, and imagined your husband touching me… I frightened myself with how much I desired him, and swore that I would only allow him to give me pleasure."

Alicia felt her eyebrows shoot up, and she glanced at Renee. "Then what is this all about? Does she not give you pleasure?"

Helena shuddered visibly, her teacup rattling against its saucer. "I am weak… I love to give her pleasure even as I deny it for myself. And… sometimes she tests me."

Oooh, Alicia thought, this only gets better.

Alicia's gaze moved between the two women, noting the way Renee's breathing had quickened at Helena's words, how her golden eyes had grown dark with lust.

"And you would give yourself to my husband," Alicia said. It wasn't a question. "You have tested yourself, to ensure you are worthy? I will only accept those who can submit completely."

Helena's cheeks flushed pink. "We've… explored certain dynamics between ourselves. She submits to me, but I… I cannot bring myself to submit. Not to anyone but him."

"What about me?" Alicia rubbed her hand over her pregnant belly, the emerald fabric smooth beneath her palm. She knew she was drawing attention to the swell and knowing this would affect Helena's resolve. "What if you submitted to me, and I commanded you to grovel at my husband's feet?"

Helena's mouth hung open. Her chest heaved as she took deep, panicked breaths. But Alicia could see how much she liked the idea.

"Show me," Alicia said impulsively.

Both women went very still. The clock's ticking seemed unnaturally loud in the sudden silence.

"I beg your pardon?" Helena's voice was carefully controlled.

"Show me how it works between you two." Alicia set down her teacup on the side table with a soft clink, her heart hammering. "I need to see how it's done, to know for sure that my husband would like what you have to offer."

Helena's throat worked as she swallowed. "Mistress Alicia, I'm not certain that would be—"

"Consider it a command." The words came out more breathless than Alicia intended.

For a long moment, neither woman moved. Dust motes danced in the shafts of sunlight between them. Then Helena's fingers found the silver chain at her wrist.

"Renee," she said quietly. "Would you be comfortable demonstrating for Mrs. Nickels?"

Renee's golden eyes flicked to Alicia, then back to Helena. "If it pleases you, Mistress."

The title sent a shiver through Alicia that she hadn't expected. It was somehow different from when they called her 'Mistress Alicia.'

When Renee called Helena her Mistress it was… positively debasing and delicious.

Helena stood, her movements deliberate and graceful. The burgundy fabric of her gown whispered against the leather sofa. The chain in her hand drew taut as Renee remained seated, creating a perfect line of tension between them.

"Stand," Helena commanded softly.

Renee rose immediately, her chin lifting slightly as she met Helena's gaze. The afternoon light through the windows highlighted the copper threads in her hair.

"Good girl." Helena's voice carried warmth beneath the authority. "Now, show Mrs. Nickels how you kneel for me."

Without hesitation, Renee sank to her knees beside the sofa. The carpet cushioned her descent. Her back was straight, her hands folded in her lap, her eyes fixed on Helena's face with complete attention.

Alicia's breath caught. There was something beautiful about Renee's submission. She radiated contentment, as if kneeling at Helena's feet was exactly where she belonged.

"How does it feel?" Alicia asked Renee softly. "When she commands you like that?"

Renee's lips curved in a small smile. "Like coming home, Mistress. Like everything finally makes sense."

"And for you?" Alicia turned to Helena. "What does it feel like to have that kind of control?"

Helena's fingers tightened on the chain, the links pressing into her palm. "Intoxicating. Terrifying. I spent so many years having no control over anything in my life. To have someone offer themselves so completely…" She trailed off, her voice thick with emotion.

"How far does it go?" Alicia's voice was barely above a whisper.

Helena and Renee exchanged a look loaded with meaning.

"Show her," Helena said quietly.

Renee's hands moved to the buttons of her dress. The mother-of-pearl fastenings gleamed as she undid them slowly and methodically, never breaking eye contact with Helena. The fabric whispered as it fell away, pooling around her knees on the ornate carpet.

Alicia's eyes widened. Renee wore nothing beneath the dress except the silver collar. Scars crisscrossed her back and shoulders. This surprised Alicia, as she’d thought the Madame of Regale Rouge to be a noblewoman as well. But these scars hinted at a different past… or perhaps darker desires.

But despite the marks, her body was beautiful, all soft curves and golden skin that seemed to glow in the afternoon light.

"She trusts me with everything," Helena said, her voice husky. "Her body, her pleasure, her pain. Everything."

Helena's free hand traced the line of Renee's jaw, and the copper-haired woman leaned into the touch like a cat seeking affection.

"Touch yourself," Helena commanded softly.

Renee's hand slid down her body, fingers finding the juncture between her thighs. She moved slowly, deliberately, her breathing growing shallow as she began to stroke herself.

Alicia felt a flush of heat between her thighs as her wetness grew. She'd never seen anything so erotic—not just the physical act, but the trust and intimacy between the two women. The mantle clock continued its steady rhythm, but everything else seemed suspended in time as she watched.

"That's enough," Helena said after a moment.

Renee's hand stilled immediately, though Alicia could see the effort it took for her to stop. Her skin was flushed, a light sheen of perspiration glowing on her chest.

"Dress yourself."

Renee gathered her clothes and began to dress.

"No." Alicia said suddenly.

Renee paused, the fabric halfway up her arms, glancing at her Mistress for reassurance.

Helena was breathing heavily, her corset straining. "What is it, Mrs. Nickels?"

"Leave her like that," Alicia commanded.

She stood from her chair, the leather creaking as she rose. The floorboards whispered softly under her feet as she came to stand next to Helena.

From this position, Renee gazed up at her and Alicia could easily imagine that the woman was hers. Her little pet to care for, to pleasure, and to tease into readiness for her husband.

The power flowing through her was intoxicating. Here was a woman who had known wealth and privilege, who owned brothels and commanded respect in the capital city. And yet she knelt naked before Alicia, waiting for permission to even cover herself.

"I want to see more," Alicia said, her voice gaining confidence. "I want to see how you pleasure your pet. And how you punish her when she's naughty."

Helena's eyes widened. "Mistress Alicia, I—"

"Show me." The authority in Alicia's voice surprised even herself. "If you want my husband's attention tonight, you'll need to prove you can perform for an audience."

Helena swallowed hard, then nodded. She moved to stand behind Renee, her heeled boots clicking softly as she stepped off the carpet. Her hands settled on the kneeling woman's shoulders.

"You've been very good today," Helena murmured, her fingers trailing down Renee's arms. "But earlier, you spoke without permission. You embarrassed me in front of Mrs. Nickels. Do you remember?"

Renee's breath hitched. "Yes, Mistress."

"And what happens when you forget your manners?"

"I… I need to be reminded of my place."

Helena's hand moved to Renee's copper hair, gathering the silky strands in her fist and tilting her head back. The afternoon light caught the tears beginning to gather in Renee's eyes—not from pain, but from anticipation. "That's right. And how do I remind you?"

"However you see fit, Mistress."

The copper-haired woman’s nipples were hard with desire. Goosebumps had broken out across her entire body.

To command a person’s senses like that…

Alicia watched, fascinated, as Helena guided Renee to bend forward, her palms flat against the ornate carpet. The position left her completely exposed and vulnerable, the curve of her spine creating an elegant line from the base of her neck to her upturned bottom.

Alicia noticed scars there, too, at the base of her spine. These were much more pronounced than the hair-thin slivers that marked the woman’s back. But her gaze did not linger on those marks, they were drawn to the puffy pink lips and the creamy slit that betrayed the woman’s excitement.

Helena's palm connected with Renee's bottom in a sharp smack that made the copper-haired woman gasp. The sound echoed through the sitting room, seeming to bounce off the tall windows and book-lined walls. Alicia had felt the slap like an electric shock between her own legs. The woman’s cry almost made her weak in the knees.

"Count," Helena commanded.

"One. Thank you, Mistress."

Another smack, this one harder. The sound was crisp in the afternoon air. Renee's voice trembled as she counted.

"Two. Thank you, Mistress."

Alicia felt her own arousal begin to trickle down her legs as she watched the display. She gripped the back of the sofa, her knuckles white against the threadbare fabric. The trust between the two women was absolute, the power exchange beautiful in its intensity.

By the tenth strike, Renee was trembling, her breathing ragged. Pink handprints bloomed across her pale skin like flowers. The lips of her pussy were swollen and bruised. Her clit was so full of blood it now poked past the slit, begging to be caressed.

"Good girl," Helena murmured, her hand now gentle as it stroked the heated flesh. "You take your punishment so well."

She moved around to kneel in front of Renee on the soft carpet, her burgundy skirts spreading around her like spilled wine. She cupped Renee's face tenderly. "Now, show Mrs. Nickels how grateful you are for my correction."

Helena guided Renee's mouth to her own, kissing her deeply while her hands roamed the submissive woman's body. Renee melted into the touch, soft whimpers escaping her lips as Helena's fingers found sensitive spots that made her arch and shudder.

The late afternoon light painted them both in gold, turning their embrace into something almost ethereal.

"Please," Renee gasped against Helena's mouth. "Please, Mistress, I need—"

"Stop."

Both women froze at Alicia's sharp command.

Helena looked up from where she knelt, her lips swollen from kissing, her gray eyes dark with desire. Several pins had come loose from her elegant twist, allowing strands of black hair to frame her flushed face. "Mistress Alicia?"

"That's enough for now." Alicia was almost shocked that the throbbing of her heart hadn’t shaken her voice. The thrill of commanding them both, of having that instant obedience, was more intoxicating than she'd imagined possible.

Renee whimpered softly, her body trembling with unfulfilled need. Her skin was flushed from her throat to her thighs.

"But she hasn't—" Helena began.

"I know exactly what she hasn't done." Alicia moved closer, her silk stockings now damp with desire. She studied Renee's flushed face and dilated pupils. "She'll have to wait. Good pets learn patience."

The title made Renee shudder visibly.

"Now, Helena, help her dress. We have an evening to prepare for."

Helena's hands shook slightly as she gathered Renee's clothes from where they lay scattered on the carpet. The chain clinked softly as she moved, helping the trembling woman back into her dress. Her fingers fumbled with the pearl buttons, betraying her own arousal.

When Renee was clothed again, though still in a state of sexual distraction, Helena tugged gently on the chain, drawing her back to the sofa. They settled together, Renee drawing uneven breaths.

"Was that… instructive, Mrs. Nickels?" Helena asked Alicia in a ragged voice, her cheeks still flushed.

Alicia could barely find her voice. "Very. But I think… I think there's more you could show me."

"More?" Helena's eyebrows rose.

"Tell me, Lady Helena…" She licked her lips, savoring the idea. "If I bring you a similar chain and collar to the one Renee wears, will you wear it for me?"

"F-for you?" Helena stammered. "I swore to myself I would only submit to your husband…"

"Oh, you will submit to him," Alicia practically gasped the words she was so excited. "If you give yourself to me, the very first thing I'll do is command you onto my husband's cock. I wish nothing more than to watch you grovel at his feet before he ravages you. If you give me this, Lady Helena, I will ensure he breeds no one else until you are with child."

The noblewoman actually let out a moan of desire, her fingers gripping the sofa cushions.

She did not answer immediately. Yet Alicia could see the moment that Helena's decision was made. There was a brightness in her eyes, a need so hard it seemed ready to burst out of her skin.

Helena swallowed hard.

"If I agree to this… I… I want your word, Mistress Alicia. I want you to promise that you will let me give myself to him first. I need my first climax to belong to him."

Alicia moved to sit on the couch beside Helena, the cushions dipping under her weight. She put her hand in the woman's lap, teasingly close to the heat radiating through the burgundy fabric. "If you belonged to me," she whispered close to Helena's ear, watching the hairs lift on the back of her neck. "I would ensure your first everything belonged to my husband. I am his slave as you will be mine."

Helena's heartbeat was visible just beneath her jaw, as fast as a rabbit's. "And Renee?"

"She belongs to you," Alicia promised. "To do with as you please. Give her or withhold her as you see fit, Lady Helena. But I wish to hold your chain."

The woman was frozen, but Alicia could feel the heat between her legs through the layers of fabric. A part of her wanted to command the noblewoman to put her hand up her skirts, to feel the matching heat burning between Alicia's thighs. But that would come later.

That and more.

First Alicia would give Helena to her husband. She had no intention of breaking this promise to her pet.

"W-what do I do?" Helena asked.

"Come to the Breeding Chamber," Alicia said firmly. "Tonight. I will be there with Ben."

Helena went very still. "You're inviting us to join you… in lovemaking?"

"I'm inviting you to show me just how good you are at submitting." Alicia's heart pounded so hard she was sure they could hear it over the clock's ticking. "To prove yourself worthy of my husband's seed."

"Yes," Helena breathed. "Yes, Mistress. We'll come."

"I'm sure you will," Alicia stood, smoothing her dress over her belly. She grinned at Helena and Renee. "Many, many times."

In the breathless silence that followed, Alicia could smell Helena's arousal, heady and sweet as honeyed flowers. She longed to drink her husband's seed from the woman's slit when she was full to bursting.

And Ben would take her as many times as he had to until the system blessed her with a child. He'd already promised Alicia he would, if that's what she wanted.

And she did.

Alicia was thrilled to be Ben's first human wife. She would bear his first human child. But… she wanted other human lovers for her husband, too.

She did not want to be alone in her experiences.

"Go," she commanded the stunned women. The clock chimed the hour, its melodious tones resonating through the room. "Prepare yourselves. And meet us back here once the sun goes down."

"Yes, Mistress," Helena repeated, her voice shaking. "We'll be ready."

Alicia rested her hands on her swollen belly, and shook her head. "No, you won't be. You can't be ready for this."

The women looked startled, but neither seemed to know what to say. Shadows were beginning to lengthen across the carpet as the sun moved toward the horizon.

"Don't worry, my pets," she reassured them. "That's what makes it so incredible. You can never be ready, but you will be his. And you're going to love every second of it."


5
Chamber of Secret Desires


Ben descended the hidden stairs beneath the farmhouse, eager for the “date” his wife had promised him. It had been an emotionally exhausting day with all the new babies, introducing the older children, and getting the new mothers settled into a new routine. He was ready for some relaxation.

Golden light pulsed from crystal formations embedded in the walls of the stairwell, responding to the power of his staff—which he had taken to carrying with him pretty much everywhere. They cast shifting patterns across the polished stone floor which reminded him a bit of the strange light he’d once seen in an aquarium as a child. It was funny how these little memories of his past life sometimes surfaced to remind him just how otherworldly his new life was.

As he descended toward the Breeding Chamber, the air felt charged with magical potential that made his skin tingle.

At the bottom of the steps, he paused.

Alicia stood near the center of the chamber, fully clothed in the beautiful emerald dress that accentuated her bright green eyes and her pregnancy. Her auburn hair was swept up in a thick braid, which she wore like a crown around her head. Her vibrant gaze sparkled with excitement.

Beside her knelt two naked women.

Ben almost didn’t recognize them at first—though Alicia had mentioned she wanted to talk to them about… well, exactly what this appeared to be. But without the regal clothes and imperious bearing it was difficult to tell a noblewoman from a serving wench. Or in this case, perhaps, another sort of servant.

Helena Graythorne's pale skin reflected the light of the torches Alicia had lit throughout the chamber. Her long black hair fell like a curtain around her shoulders. A delicate silver collar encircled her throat, its chain resting in Alicia's left hand.

Renee knelt beside Helena, her copper waves catching the light like liquid metal. Her own collar matched Helena's, but her chain led to Helena's wrist, maintaining their established hierarchy even in this new dynamic.

Ben's staff glowed brighter in response to the chamber's magic as he took in the scene.

"Well," he said. "This is quite the date night you’ve planned for us, Wife."

Alicia's lips curved in a knowing smile. "Do you approve, Husband? I thought you might like to meet our newest additions to the family. Or… newest applicants, should I say?"

Helena kept her eyes lowered, but Ben could see the tension in her shoulders, the way her breathing had quickened at his arrival. She was slender, almost to the point of being too skinny, which no doubt contributed to the severe look she had. Age had robbed her curves of any softness they might once have had, though her hair was pure black now rather than streaked with silver and her skin was smooth. Her magical connection to the book had helped restore some of her lost youth.

Helena’s breasts and stomach, which had never been filled and stretched by pregnancy, were still tight. Her nipples were darker than Ben would have guessed, brown rather than pink, and they were large on her proportionately small chest. He wondered what they would look like if Alicia hooked her up to the milking machine. Perhaps a little magical stimulation could puff them up a bit?

Not that they looked bad as they were. He was just so used to being surrounded by fertile young mothers that he was used to a bit more meat on his women.

She was clean shaven beneath the waist, which surprised him. Lady Helena did not seem like the type to spend time on personal grooming of an intimate nature. She didn’t seem like the type to think about intimate things at all. The longer he looked, though, the more he noticed the flush of her chest, the hardness of her nipples, and the pink, raw skin between her legs.

It seemed Alicia had done a little prep work with the noblewoman. That would have been interesting to watch. From what he could see, Helena was at least partially excited by what had happened. And what might happen next.

Renee, on the other hand, appeared composed. Perhaps she was used to this sort of thing in her relationship with Helena. She was certain to have seen many examples of human sexuality via her role as Madame of Regale Rouge. Though from what Alicia and Helena had revealed in bits and pieces, it seemed Renee had not taken clients herself—beyond a few high-profile ladies of Cinderfell’s elite.

In fact, she seemed perfectly at ease with Alicia and Helena. It was only when Ben had spoken that the woman’s strange golden eyes had flashed with nervousness.

Perhaps she’d had a bad experience with men in the past or simply wasn’t interested in them. If that was the case, he wondered why she was there.

"You've been busy this afternoon," Ben observed, moving closer.

Renee’s body was more curvaceous, with thick thighs and heavy breasts. Her waist was narrow, but there was a soft curve to her belly that suggested she enjoyed the creature comforts of life. She, too, had been shaved.

Both women were visibly aroused, their sexes practically pulsing with desire as he approached.

"Lady Helena has some very interesting theories about breeding rituals," Alicia said, giving the chain in her left hand a gentle tug. "And she's expressed a strong desire to contribute to your work as Keeper."

Ben's gaze moved between the two women. "And you, Renee? Are you here of your own free will?"

Renee's golden eyes flicked to Helena, then back to Ben. "I serve my Mistress in all things, Master. It is my will to do as she commands me."

"She's very devoted," Alicia added. "Though I sense there’s more to it than that…”

Ben raised an eyebrow at the cryptic comment. But he could sense something about Renee that seemed… different somehow. Helena, too, had changed. Her discovery of the book in Cinderfell’s library had awoken something which had been long dormant inside her. Even his children had noticed, calling it a “golden glow.”

Ben couldn’t see the glow, but he could sense a latent power there.

And surprisingly, it was even stronger in Renee.

Perhaps there was a reason these two women had been brought to him by Fate.

If so, there was only one way to know for sure.

And, of course, that was Alicia’s plan in inviting the women here.

"Helena," Ben said softly.

She looked up at him then, her gray eyes bright with desperate longing and a hint of fear. "Master Benjamin. I… I have waited so long for this moment."

"Have you?" Ben stepped closer, his staff pulsing with amber light. "And what is it you're hoping for?"

"To serve you," she whispered. "To carry your child. To finally understand what it means to be claimed by a real man."

He could sense the years of disappointment and shame that had led her to this moment. It wasn’t exactly romantic. But he couldn’t deny that her submission was… stimulating.

Her desire to be claimed certainly struck a chord with something deep in his primal brain. Ben smiled as he remembered fucking Rosie in the room next to Lady Helena on her first visit, the way he’d made the plump Porcina squeal and beg for his shaft. Helena had thought it disgusting that he would lay with demi-beasts, so he’d shown her just how disgusting they could be.

And now, here she was, waiting eagerly to be claimed by the same cock that had plunged into so many “beastly” females. He wondered if the thought made her feel ashamed.

Or just aroused?

Judging by her position on her knees, it was probably a bit of both.

Ben set his staff against the chamber wall. The ancient wood made a soft thud against the stone. The torches cast dancing shadows across the polished floor. He began undressing, letting his clothes fall piece by piece.

He pulled his shirt over his head. The fabric rustled in the charged air. “And what do you expect in coming here? Do you have any idea what you’re asking for?”

Helena's breathing quickened. Her chest rose and fell rapidly.

“She’s never climaxed,” his wife said. She tugged gently at the chain, letting the loose section slap against Helena’s nipple in a whiplike motion. “Not once.”

Ben arched an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“I… didn’t know sex could be pleasurable until…” She blushed and cast her gaze to the floor. “I heard you with your lovers.”

“You’ve never even touched yourself?”

The blush deepened to crimson. “Only recently… thinking of this moment. But I always stop before… I wanted to save it."

"For me?"

"Yes, Master." The words came out as barely a whisper.

Ben kicked off his boots. They clattered against the stone. His pants followed, pooling around his ankles. Helena's eyes fixed on his hardening length with nervous curiosity. Her pink tongue darted out to wet her lips.

"Alicia," Ben said. "What did you have in mind for our date?"

His wife's smile turned predatory. Her green eyes gleamed in the crystal light. "I want to test Helena's resolve. See if she really means what she says about waiting."

She tugged Helena's chain. The silver links clinked musically. The noblewoman rose gracefully to her feet, her pale skin glowing in the torchlight. Alicia guided her to a metal loop embedded in the chamber floor.

"Kneel here," Alicia commanded.

Helena dropped to her knees without hesitation. Alicia secured the chain to the loop, then pulled up, forcing the noblewoman’s face down to the floor. The metal of the chain scraped against the metal of the ring as Helena gasped. Suddenly, she was kissing the stone, her ass high in the air.

"Renee," Alicia called. "Come here."

The copper-haired woman approached on silent feet. Her golden eyes darted between Ben and her Mistress. Her full breasts swayed with each step.

"I want you to pleasure Helena," Alicia said. "Use your mouth. Make her desperate."

Renee glanced at Helena.

Black hair swept across the noblewoman’s face, sticking to her lips and obscuring her vision. She spoke through gritted teeth. “Mistress Alicia, you promised…”

Alicia attached the chain to another loop, which hung down from the ceiling, freeing her hands. She crouched next to the kneeling woman and trailed her fingers over the bumps of her spine all the way to where her ass cheeks split. Lady Helena was skinny enough that she had little padding to hide her intimate area in this position, but Alicia gripped her buttocks and spread, revealing the glistening pink slit between her legs.

She patted Helena’s pussy with her fingers, gently at first, then with an increasingly staccato rhythm, until she was slapping the woman’s swollen lips and clit. Helena gasped with each strike and moaned in desperation. “Mistress…”

“I promised you I’d order you onto my husband’s cock,” Alicia said. Her cheeks had grown pink and it was clear she was enjoying herself. “But I don’t think you’re wet enough to take him, pet. I don’t think you have any idea what it’s going to feel like to be stretched by that monster cock.”

“Uuuuhngh, Mistress,” Helena moaned. “Please don’t… that feels too… too good… I can’t…”

“You like it when I’m rough with you?” Alicia practically purred the words. “I thought you might. I saw the way your expression changed when you spanked your little slave. You want to be punished, too. You want to be taught a lesson for all those awful things you’ve done, don’t you? My husband is going to fuck you until you can’t walk. He’s going to breed you like a barnyard animal, you dirty little slut. He’s going to fill you with his thick, creamy, seed and then make you beg for more.”

Ben was amazed at the words coming from his wife’s mouth, and even more amazed that both she and Helena seemed to be enjoying this dynamic. He’d known Alicia liked to watch him with other women, but he hadn’t realized she was into this level of degradation. Fortunately, it was obvious that Helena loved it. She was rocking on her knees, her pussy creaming with excitement.

“No, Mistress! I’ve saved myself for him. Don’t touch me anymore.”

Alicia reached into the pocket of her dress and withdrew a small red ball. She bent at the waist, leaning over Helena’s shoulders so that her breasts pressed against the bound woman’s back. She forced one of Helena’s hands open and pushed the ball into her palm.

“Hold onto that,” she commanded. “The second you drop it, everything will stop. But if you truly want my husband’s seed, you’ll prove to me how much you can take. Agreed?”

Alicia slid a hand back and fingered her submissive’s slit almost violently. The entire chamber echoed with wet, sucking sounds as she pumped her digits inside the noblewoman.

“Mmmmmmistress….” Helena whimpered. “Aaaahhhh.”

There was a sharp smack as Alicia palmed the woman’s ass cheek, hard enough to make Ben and Renee flinch. Helena clutched the red ball tightly.

“I asked you a question,” Alicia snapped.

“Ah-ah-agreed!” Helena panted as she tried to get the word out. Tears clung to her lashes and streaked down her cheeks. “Yes, Mistress! I agree!”

“Good.” Alicia grinned up at Ben, her cheeks flushed and a sheen of sweat shining on her brow. Her green-eyed gaze went to his rigid length, bobbing in front of him like a divining rod. She lowered herself to whisper in Helena’s ear, never taking her eyes from Ben. “My husband likes seeing you like this. His cock is huge. As thick and veiny as his forearm and ready to tear your pussy in two.”

“I… I want to see… please, Mistress, let me lift my head.”

“You’ll feel it first,” Alicia whispered. “And it’s going to hurt unless you’re good and wet.”

“Uuungh,” Helena moaned again. “How…”

“Get your little pet to help,” Alicia commanded. “Make her lick you. Beg her for it.”

“Renee…” Helena let out a desperate whimper. “Come here. Eat your Mistress’s pussy like a good girl.”

The copper-haired woman nodded eagerly, her own silver chain jingling where it fell between her breasts. Ben noticed that the other end was still tied to Helena’s wrist, even as she was chained to the floor. She held the chain that kept her bound to her slave and clutched the ball that kept her at Alicia’s mercy.

Ben’s lips curled down in an appreciative frown. His wife had really outdone herself with this set up. She was certainly going to earn her title of Liaison Coordinator at this rate.

“Yes, eat me, baby,” Helena moaned. “Make me so wet for the Master.”

Ben had to admit he was enjoying the show. He’d forgiven Helena for her earlier behavior, but it was still satisfying to see her brought low after she’d treated his demi-beast lovers with such disdain.

"But Helena," Alicia continued, her voice sharp with authority. "You are not to climax, no matter how good your little doggy licks you. If you truly want your first release to belong to Ben, you'll prove it by resisting."

Helena's eyes widened. Her breathing turned shallow. "Mistress Alicia, I don't know if I can—"

"Then you don't deserve him," Alicia said simply.

Ben leaned against the chamber wall, arms crossed. The cool stone pressed against his back. This was going to be entertaining.

Renee knelt behind Helena, her knees touching the smooth floor. She placed her hands on the bound woman's thighs. Helena shuddered at the contact, goosebumps rising along her arms.

"Begin," Alicia ordered.

Renee lowered her head between Helena's legs. Her copper hair fell in shimmering waves. Helena's back arched immediately, spine curving like a bow. A strangled moan escaped her lips, echoing off the chamber walls.

"Oh, fuck," Helena gasped. Her hands clenched into fists around the ball, her knuckles turning white. "That's… oh, gods…"

Ben's cock hardened fully as he watched. Blood pounded in his ears. Helena's face contorted with pleasure and desperation. Sweat began to bead on her forehead, gleaming in the torchlight.

"Please," Helena whimpered. Her voice cracked with need. "I can't… it's too much…"

"Resist," Alicia commanded, circling the bound woman like a predator. Her heels clicked against the stone floor. "Show me how badly you want my husband, you fucking tart."

Helena's entire body trembled. The chain rattled with her movements. Sweat ran down between her small breasts. Her breathing came in ragged pants that filled the chamber.

"Stop," she gasped. Her head thrashed from side to side. "Please, Mistress, I'm going to—"

But Renee didn't stop. She had noticed, as Ben had, that Helena hadn’t commanded her to stop. She’d begged Alicia to stop, knowing full well the only way this was going to stop was if she let go of the ball and admitted defeat.

Renee’s tongue continued its relentless work. Helena threw her head back and screamed. Her fingers twisted into a fist around the ball like she was afraid to let it drop. She fought against the rising pleasure like a woman drowning.

Ben pushed off from the wall. His bare feet slapped against the cool stone. This was too good to just watch.

"Enough," he said.

Renee immediately pulled away. Her lips glistened with Helena's arousal. Helena collapsed forward as far as her bonds allowed, sobbing with unfulfilled need. Her entire body shook with frustrated desire.

"Very good, pet," Alicia praised, releasing Helena's chain from the floor with a metallic click. "You've proven yourself worthy."

Helena's legs shook as she tried to stand. Her knees wobbled like a newborn colt's. Ben caught her arm, steadying her. Her skin was fever-hot under his palm.

"Please, Master," she whispered, looking up at him with desperate gray eyes. Tears leaked from the corners. "I need you. I need you so badly it hurts."

Ben cupped her face in his hands. Her cheeks were flushed and damp with perspiration. "Are you ready for me?"

"Yes," she breathed. Her lips parted slightly. "Please, Master Ben. Make me yours."

He guided her to a platform in the center of the chamber, which Alicia had dressed with soft cushions and blankets. The silk fabric was cool compared to Helena’s skin, and he imagined how soothing it would feel. She lay back willingly, spreading her legs without being asked. Her sex glistened with arousal in the flickering light.

She still held the ball in her hand.

Alicia followed them, picking up the chain once more. She stood at the head of the platform, wrapping the chain around her fingers until it pulled tight. The collar rose as she tugged it, pulling Helena’s head back, so that her neck was exposed. Ben could see her pulse throbbing beneath her thin skin.

"What about Renee?" Ben asked, glancing at the copper-haired woman who knelt nearby. Her golden eyes reflected the torchlight like a cat's.

Helena reached for Renee's chain. The links chinked softly in her grip. "Come here, my love."

She pulled Renee close, positioning her so Ben could access both women. The scent of arousal hung heavy in the air.

"I want you to have her too," Helena said. Her voice was hoarse from screaming. "She's been so good to me. She deserves pleasure."

Ben raised an eyebrow and glanced at Renee. "Does she want pleasure from a man?"

"She serves me," Helena said firmly. "And I want her to serve you."

Renee's golden eyes held uncertainty, but she nodded. Her copper hair fell across her shoulders. "Anything my Mistress wills.”

Ben knelt between Helena's spread thighs. The cushions dimpled under his weight. The head of his cock pressed against her entrance. She was already slick with arousal, her inner lips swollen and ready.

"It will hurt,” Alicia warned. “You’ve never been with a real man, pet. My husband is more man than any in Cinderfell, more man than all of them combined!”

"I deserve the pain," Helena gasped. She clutched the ball in one hand while the fingers of her other hand gripped the silk beneath her. "Take me, Master. Please."

Ben pushed forward slowly. Helena's back arched off the cushions as he entered her. A small cry escaped her lips, half pain, half pleasure. Her inner walls stretched to accommodate him.

"Breathe," Ben murmured, stilling to let her adjust. From across the room, the light of his staff pulsed as if in approval.

Helena's hands gripped his shoulders. Her nails dug into his skin. "More," she whispered. Her breath was hot against his ear. "I want all of you."

Ben sank deeper. Helena's inner walls fluttered around him like butterfly wings. She was tight, gripping his shaft with velvet muscles.

"Oh, gods," she moaned. Her head fell back against the cushions. "You're so big. I never knew pain could feel this good."

“Fuck her, Husband,” Alicia demanded. She yanked the chain that forced Helena’s head back farther. “She wants to be taken like an animal. She wants to be completely debased!”

Ben pushed all the way inside the woman, earning a cry of alarm. But she kept the ball clutched in her fingers, so he suspected his wife’s assessment was true. Helena wanted to feel every bit of her submission, as roughly as he could give it to her.

Deep, powerful thrusts had the noblewoman writhing and moaning beneath him. The silk cushions rustled with each movement. Their skin slapped together wetly.

"Faster," she begged. Her legs wrapped around his waist. "Please, Master. I've waited so long—"

Her words dissolved into incoherent cries as Ben increased his pace. The sound echoed through the chamber. Years of denial and frustration poured out of her in desperate moans that grew louder with each thrust.

"I'm going to come, Master," she sobbed. Tears streamed down her cheeks. "Finally, finally, I'm going to—"

Her climax hit like a lightning strike. Helena screamed, her voice raw and savage. Her body convulsed beneath Ben, spine arching impossibly high. Her inner muscles clenched around him rhythmically, milking him with desperate hunger.

Ben groaned at the sensation. The sound rumbled deep in his chest. He was close to his own release, pressure building at the base of his spine.

But he wasn't finished with Helena yet. She’d never made love before, not like this, and she deserved to know just how deep the pleasure could be.

He slowed his pace, drawing out her trembling climax. Each thrust sent ripples through her slender frame.

Renee reached across the mattress to pinch and flick her Mistress’s nipples, torturing her through her pleasure.

"More," Helena gasped as Alicia pulled her collar tight across her throat. Helena gripped the ball like a life line, refusing to let it go. "Don't stop, Master, please don't stop."

Ben's rhythm intensified once more as he split her thighs with his hips, driving himself as deep as her body could take. He wanted to brand himself into her memory, so that every time she came from now on, she would remember the ache of his cock splitting her in two.

Helena's second climax built slowly, her body tensing beneath him like a drawn bowstring.

When it hit, she arched off the cushions with a keening cry. Her inner walls milked him greedily. Ben let himself go, flooding her with his seed.

“Fill her, Husband,” Alicia begged. “I want to see your cream spilling from her pussy.”

Helena’s face was going red from how tightly his wife was holding her collar, and her eyes were starting to roll back into her head. But she didn’t let go of the ball.

Ben exploded again, ropes of cum shooting inside the submissive noblewoman like he was trying to put out a fire.

His staff and the chamber’s crystals flared bright gold in response.

Finally, he collapsed beside her on the silk cushions, both of them breathing hard. Helena's skin glistened with perspiration in the torchlight. His wife did not let her up.

"Renee," she called softly. "Come here. Get on top of her."

The copper-haired woman crawled across the platform until she knelt beside Helena on the cushions.

"Take care of your Mistress," Ben murmured. "She's been through a lot tonight."

Renee needed no further instruction. Her golden eyes were soft with affection as she leaned over Helena. She began with tender kisses along Helena's jawline, her lips gentle against the heated skin.

"My beautiful Mistress," Renee whispered. Her copper curls draped over both their faces. "You were so brave."

Helena's breathing started to even out under Renee's ministrations. The woman’s tongue traced delicate patterns across Helena's collarbone, lapping up the salt of her exertion. Each touch was reverent, worshipful.

"That feels wonderful," Helena sighed. Her gray eyes fluttered closed as Renee's mouth moved lower, soothing her tender breasts with sucking kisses.

Ben positioned himself behind Renee as she worked. There was a faint golden glow to her skin, which he hadn’t noticed earlier. But he thought it might just be from the light of his staff.

His fingers dug into the curve of her hips as he prepared to take her from behind. The woman tensed when he touched her at first, but a moan from Helena caused her to focus her attention elsewhere. Renee kissed her Mistress so passionately, Ben wasn’t sure she even knew what was about to happen.

"My husband will fuck you now,” Alicia cut in without ceremony. She picked up the chain which Helena had dropped in her passion. “Do you need the ball?”

Renee glanced back at Ben, her golden eyes luminous. "No. If I may continue caring for my Mistress, I can handle the Master’s desire.”

"That’s fine,” Alicia said, holding Renee’s collar and chain as firmly as she’d held Helena’s. “But make it sexy.”

Renee took Helena's hands and tugged them over her head, pinning them to the cushions. Then she lowered her face to her Mistress’s throat and began to bite and suck at her shoulders, throat, and collarbone. Helena moaned, practically delirious from the pleasure.

Ben gripped Renee’s hips and pushed himself into her slit slowly. The copper-haired woman whimpered, but kept her ass lifted for him as he began to thrust. Ben’s gaze was drawn to the scars that laced across her back, and the very prominent scar at the base of her spine.

Almost as if…

“Mmmmm, yes, Master!” Renee moaned against Helena’s mouth as if suddenly possessed. “Oooh, fuck that feels good. What… what are you doing to me?”

Her inner walls rippled around him with supernatural warmth. For a woman who did not “prefer” men, she sure seemed to be enjoying his cock.

Ben dug his fingers harder into her plush hips and buttocks, pulling her back along his shaft at the same time as he thrust. Each penetration felt deeper than the last, and Renee’s moans grew more desperate.

She continued to kiss her Mistress as Ben ravaged her, and the vibrations of her whimpers and grunts made the noblewoman shiver. The loving ministrations continued with more passion as Ben began to fuck her in earnest, enjoying every desperate sound of his reluctant lover.

“Good, Husband,” Alicia panted. “She can take it. She’s a good little slave.”

"Both of you feel so good," Helena breathed, her hands threading through Renee's copper hair. The strands slipped like silk between her fingers.

The trio moved together in perfect harmony as Alicia watched, her cheeks and chest flushed.

But the golden light Ben had noticed on Renee’s skin seemed to grow brighter and brighter as her moans grew louder. Something was happening.

Ben could feel Renee relaxing into the rhythm, her initial hesitation melting away. Her soft gasps of pleasure grew more frequent as he filled her again and again.

When Ben's release began to build, Renee was close behind. Her body tensed beneath him, inner walls fluttering around his length.

"Master, I'm going to—" Renee gasped against Helena's skin.

The moment their climax struck, magic erupted through the chamber.

Iridescent tendrils of light wrapped around Renee's trembling form. The air crackled with energy. Ben felt his seed trigger something deep within her, some dormant power awakening with violent intensity.

"What's happening?" Alicia cried out, dropping the chains as she stepped back from the sudden magical explosion.

The light grew brighter, more intense. Ben could barely make out Renee's silhouette within the swirling maelstrom of power. Helena tried to reach for her lover but the energy pushed her back.

Pure white light flooded the chamber in a flash so bright it seared their vision. The walls resonated with a musical hum that seemed to come from somewhere beyond the stones themselves.

When the light finally faded, Renee collapsed forward onto the cushions, sobbing.

Two triangular fox ears had sprouted from her copper hair, twitching with newfound sensitivity. Behind her, a magnificent russet tail swished weakly against the silk.

"My ears," she wept, her hands flying to touch the furry appendages. "My tail. Oh, gods, they're back."

Ben stared in shock. Alicia's mouth fell open. Helena reached out with trembling fingers to stroke one of the fox ears.

"Renee?" Helena whispered. "What… how is this possible?"

But Renee could only cry harder, overwhelmed by the return of what she'd lost. The scars on her back had vanished completely, her skin smooth and unmarked.

Ben withdrew from her carefully, his mind reeling. What had just happened? Had his seed transformed a human into a demi-beast? Or what was Renee that his seed could restore parts of her that had been… cut away?

The chamber fell silent except for Renee's quiet sobs and the gentle hum of Ben’s staff.

Golden light swirled around the fox woman like a tornado. The air crackled with energy. Ben felt his Master Breeder abilities surge to life, power flowing through him like molten gold.

New Achievement! Keeper’s Touch

You have used your Master Breeder abilities to restore lost heritage and heal grievous wounds inflicted upon a demi-beast. Your seed carries the power not only to create new life, but to mend what was broken. The Keeper's Touch can heal both body and soul.

Bonus Ability Gained: Restoration Seed - Your essence can now restore severed magical connections and heal trauma-based magical damage. This power grows stronger with each successful restoration.

Helena scrambled to her knees, gathering Renee into her arms. The silk rustled beneath them. "You are a Kitsune," she breathed, wonder filling her voice. "I… I didn’t… My love, you really are a Kitsune."

Ben stared at the transformed woman.

Magic radiated from her in visible waves, making the air shimmer like heat haze. The scent of wildflowers and honey filled the chamber.

"How long?" he asked, shock cracking his voice. “How long have you been like this?

Renee’s new ears flattened against her head. "I've been hiding for centuries, Master."
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“She was forced to.” Tears shimmered in Helena’s eyes. “Because of people like me. She… she was forced to undergo a savage surgery just to be safe.”

“Not because of people like you.” Ben shook his head. He reached out to wipe a strand of long black hair from Helena’s face. “You changed, remember?”

Renee looked up at Ben with glowing golden eyes that now held flecks of amber. "Thank you. Thank you for giving me back myself."

Alicia approached, her heels clicking on the stone. Her face shone with wonder in the crystal light. "I knew you were good in bed, Husband. But I didn’t know you were that good.”

Ben helped both women to their feet. The cushions were damp with evidence of their desires. Renee's new tail swished behind her as she moved, and her ears flicked at every sound—the drip of condensation from the stone walls of the stairwell, the whisper of fabric, their breathing.

Helena kissed Renee tenderly, their lips meeting in the golden light. Then she turned to Ben, tears still glistening on her cheeks. "Thank you," she whispered. "For both of us."

The chamber's crystals pulsed with satisfied warmth as the three women gathered around Ben. He was surprised when Renee turned toward him, rising on her toes to kiss him. Her tongue and lips tasted of Helena’s pussy, instantly making Ben hard again. The curve of her breasts and hardness of her nipples pushed against his chest as she melted into his arms. He couldn’t help but kiss her back, responding to her newly awakened passion instinctively.

“My magic,” Renee moaned against his mouth. “You’ve given me back my magic. Can you feel it?”

The whole room seemed to pulse with magic, but when he concentrated on the sensation Ben found he could feel something different now. It made his cock swell and his balls ache. He felt like he could fuck a hundred women and still have energy for more.

“What is it?” Alicia asked. She looked slightly perturbed that the healed Kitsune woman was coming onto Ben of her own accord rather than at her command. But she sounded genuinely curious. “What are you doing to him?”

“I’m sharing it with him,” Renee said. “To thank him for his gift. Mistress… please… I beg you to let me thank the Master properly.”

Alicia and Helena glanced at each other as if unsure which of them was the Mistress in question. But they both nodded, unable to look away from the glowing Kitsune. To Ben it seemed they were under some kind of spell. He could feel it working on him as well. His desire for the fox-kin woman was growing so strong he could think of little else.

“She has sex magic,” Helena said breathlessly. “Kitsune’s have been hunted almost to extinction because of their powerful fertility enhancing spells.”

“And I will thank you as well, Mistress.” Renee’s golden eyes darkened with fresh lust. “And Mistress Alicia. You will all receive the blessings of my power.”

She lowered herself to her knees before the three of them, looking up at them like a devoted servant. Her copper ears twitched with excitement as she opened her mouth and sank her face onto Ben’s cock.

Ben was shocked by the sudden heat and suction as Renee forced his shaft deep into her throat. Engorged as it was, and swollen with her fertility magic, there was no way she should have been able to take it. But she did, and it was obvious that she loved it.

He rubbed her ears and ran his fingers through her hair as she gripped his hips and rocked back and forth, sliding her lips from tip to base and back again. His fingers trailed along her throat and he could feel the bulge of his head moving through the skin of her neck as she bobbed.

His gaze traveled the curve of her back to the flare of her hips, admiring the fluffy orange tail that now wagged back and forth, like she was so happy she couldn’t contain her excitement physically.

“Mmmmlrk, glrk, Mmmm Master!” She popped his cock out of her mouth, murmuring against his glans with swollen lips. “I want to taste you, but you must not waste your seed on me when Mistress Helena’s womb has not quickened.”

“Sit, Husband,” Alicia commanded, taking him by the hand and leading him back to the platform. “I have promised Helena you will breed no others until she is with child. Let Renee lap at the seed that spills from her slit when you fill it. You must fuck her again. As many times as it takes.”

Ben allowed himself to be positioned on the edge of the mattress, feeling somewhat bemused by the new dynamic.

When he sat, Renee spread his thighs wide, giving her access to his full length and his balls. She began to lick and suck every inch of him. He leaned back and groaned, enjoying the fox-kin woman’s devotion more than he would have thought possible.

She squeezed between his legs, pressing her full breasts around the base of his cock, and spat on the tip. Ben shivered as the saliva dripped along the sides of his shaft, leaving a trail of hot-then-cold sensation in its wake. She put her hands on the side of her breasts and pinched his girth between them, bouncing to slide around him with slippery, pillowy warmth.

Each time his head popped out from her cleavage her mouth was there to catch him in a sweet, sucking kiss.

Ben rested on his elbows and let his head fall back, enjoying the show.

Helena stood behind Renee, still naked and collared, holding the chain that attached to the Kitsune’s throat. Alicia held the chain attached to Helena’s collar. Both women watched Renee’s noisy, moaning devotion to Ben with growing jealousy obvious in their faces.

Alicia tugged Helena’s chain, gently. When that wasn’t enough to get the noblewoman’s attention, she wrenched it harder. Helena gasped and stumbled toward Alicia, stopping with her bare nipples scraping the lace at the front of the auburn-haired woman’s dress.

“M-mistress?” Helena stammered. “Did you need something?”

Alicia’s palm smacked against the freshly shaved mound between Helena’s legs as she pulled the woman’s head down by the collar. Ben could hear the sloppy, wet noises made by his wife’s fingers as she plunged them into Helena’s slit.

“Aaaah, Mistress!” she gasped. Her cheeks instantly flushed as she bent forward awkwardly to relieve the pressure of the collar at the back of her neck.

“Hold still,” Alicia demanded. She held Helena’s chain in one hand and violated her with the other, rubbing with an intensity that shocked the noblewoman into open-mouthed silence.

For a moment, the only sounds in the Breeding Chamber were Renee’s wet mouthed moans and the sopping, juicy sounds of Helena’s pussy being fingered. Soon, her legs were trembling so hard it looked like she was going to collapse and her reddening face betrayed the lust she was desperately trying to contain.

“I know you’re thinking of my husband’s cock again,” Alicia growled. “I can tell because you’re so wet. You want him to fill your belly, don’t you?”

Helena nodded. Her small breasts jostled in her bent over position as Alicia changed the angle of her hand, coming at the woman from behind and shoving her fingers roughly inside again and again.

“Say it!”

“I… ahhh! Fuck, Mistress… I want your husband’s cock inside me.” Helena gasped when Alicia slapped her on the ass. “I want to be full of his seed. I want him to breed me like one of his demi-beast whores!”

“Yes.” Alicia slapped her again. “He’ll fuck you until there’s cream pouring down your legs, until you’re just another dirty little slut covered in his cum.”

“Mmmm, yes, please Mistress,” Helena begged. “Please let me be his whore.”

She shivered as Alicia dragged her fingers slowly over the tingling, red skin of her spanked bottom, then cried out as she pushed three fingers inside.

“She’s ready for you, Husband.” Alicia pushed the woman forward with the fingers inserted in her pussy, guiding her by tugging on the chain around her neck.

Helena stumbled forward awkwardly, her knees knocking together as waves of overwhelming sensation washed over her.

Renee gave Ben’s cock a final, deep-throated suck, then backed up on her heels to make room for her debased Mistress.

Ben stayed leaning back on his elbows, his rigid shaft like a flagpole between his legs, as Alicia forced Helena to back up towards it. She kept the chain wrapped tightly around her hand, right at the woman’s throat, and reached down to guide Ben’s cock to her entrance. Then she pulled Helena’s head back to look deep into the noble woman’s eyes. “Beg me for it.”

“Please, Mistress,” Helena gasped. “Please give me your husband’s cock. I need to be fucked so hard.”

Ben was shocked as Alicia used both hands to shove the woman down on his shaft, impaling her as if on a spear. Helena cried out in pleasure and in pain as her legs collapsed and she sat down in Ben’s lap, his cock fully sheathed within her slender body.

Alicia’s hands trailed over Helena’s taut stomach. “Such a skinny little thing. I can feel his big dick filling you. See that bulge? You think there’s room for a baby in there?”

Ben could feel the pressure of his wife’s hand stroking Helena’s belly. He groaned, his balls aching. As if he’d called out to her in words, Renee immediately crawled forward and began to lick the base of his shaft where it entered Helena’s body. Judging by Helena’s sudden whimpers, the fox-kin woman was tending to her swollen clit as well.

“You want to be fucked?” Alicia whispered.

“Yes, Mistress, yes! Desperately.”

“Fuck yourself. You can’t expect my husband to do all the work. Fuck yourself with his cock. I want to feel it moving inside you. I want you to make him cum so much I can feel your belly swell. And you’re not going to have your release until you’re full to bursting.”

Ben didn’t want to cut his wife’s fun short, but her dirty talk was going to put him over the edge. He’d had no idea how hot it would be to hear his wife demanding submission from the imperious noble woman. The fox-kin woman lapping at the junction of their bodies was the icing on the cake.

At least, it would be, once his seed was spilling from Helena’s slit.

The chained noble woman gripped Ben’s thighs as she attempted to balance herself. Her fingers dug into his muscles as she began to bounce. Alica kept her hand firmly on Helena’s stomach, which added an unusual depth to Ben’s rising pleasure. Helena found a rhythm that suited the roughness she craved, violating herself on his cock with far more force than he would have been comfortable with.

Renee was making the most lascivious noises between his legs. Ben grunted as she took both his balls into her mouth and began to suck. He couldn’t see her, but he could feel her velvet-soft ears tickling the backs of his thighs. He imagined she must be lying on the ground beneath them in order to stay out of Helena’s way. Ben wanted to fill the noble woman well enough that Renee would get her fill as well, just licking up the drippings.

His lust rose from his core like a mountain being pushed from the surface of the earth by an earthquake. He held it, barely under control, amazed at the intensity of desire he could feel and still have mastery over his body. This too, was a symptom of the system’s magic growing within him. He was in complete control of his own pleasure now, and could allow it to build to new heights before finally giving in to the pressure.

His wife, perhaps misreading his prolonged erection, lashed out at her pet.

“Harder, slut.” Her emerald eyes gleamed with excitement, her cheeks flushed bright pink. “Don’t stop until he’s satisfied. You belong to me, remember. I’m giving you to him for now. But you’re just a dirty little toy. If you don’t satisfy him, he’s not going to want to use you again. He can have any demi-beast he wants. They beg for his cock every day. It’s practically a waste to let an old woman like you have it.”

To Ben, this seemed unnecessarily cruel. But he had to give his wife credit. The savage words had an incredible effect on Helena.

“Uuuungh, unh, unh,” she grunted as she took him deeper and harder than before. “Please, Master. Fill me! Show your Mistress what a good little toy I am.”

Renee began licking slavishly at Helena’s clit, her tongue darting in to stroke his shaft every time the noble woman’s pussy lifting for another thrust.

In his mind, Ben pictured literally filling Helena’s belly like a balloon, swelling her with his seed until she was ready to pop. It wasn’t logical. But the fantasy became more and more erotic in his mind as Helena’s ass slapped his thighs, and he watched his engorged length pounding into her with increasing ferocity.

He could feel his magic and the fox-kin woman’s swirling around them now, along with the pressure of Alicia’s hand on Helena’s stomach.

“Husband, her breasts are swelling,” Alicia exclaimed suddenly.

Ben heard a strange sound that seemed to mirror the slapping against his thighs. He couldn’t figure out where the sound was coming from until he saw the half-moon curve of enormous breasts spilling out from beside Helena’s narrow rib cage.

“Ahhh, Master, it hurts! They’re stretching!”

“I’m sorry, Mistress.” Renee shouted. “It’s my fertility magic… it’s changing you!”

Ben sat up, lifting his hands to cup the gargantuan tits that had just sprouted on the slender woman’s chest. Their skin felt hot beneath his palms, as if the magical transformation was the result of an explosion beneath her flesh. Helena’s breasts were even bigger than Meadow’s, and her body much smaller, making the contrast completely at odds with reality. Ben wrapped his arms around her, lifting her tits with one arm while his other hand slid down her skinny stomach to feel his cock bulging inside her.

He finally let go, allowing himself to erupt with a burst of ecstasy so intense he roared as he bucked his hips. The stream of seed did not abate, rushing from him like a river. Ben was not in the least surprised to find the system making his fantasy come true as the bulge in Helena’s stomach slowly grew beneath his hand.

Alicia’s eyes widened. “Husband… did you…? Are you…? She can’t be…?”

Ben knew what she was thinking. Helena was human. She could not possibly have become pregnant so quickly.

Though he got a notification that their breeding was successful, he also knew that wasn’t what his wife was seeing.

“Uuuuh, so… full… Master, master, it hurts so good. Give me more!”

Ben lifted the swiftly swelling woman by the hips, keeping his cock firmly pressed inside her silken pussy, and rolled her onto her hands and knees on the mattress. He tilted her hips so that his seed could pass into her at a downward angle, and none would spill out until she was completely full.

“Oooh, fuck,” Helena moaned as her stomach stretched. “Oooh, fuck, Master. It aches. I can’t take any more!”

Ben didn’t think the system would let him pump more into a woman than she could take. The rippling pleasure of his climax only grew stronger as he felt the sides of her belly swell like her breasts had.

He slipped his hand over the pregnant bulge of her stomach and found the freshly shaved pussy. Her clit was swollen so fat it pressed between her lips, begging to be teased.

“Oooh, fuck Master! I can’t hold on if you touch me like that. I’m a dirty little slut, just like your wife says. I’m going to come so hard.”

Ben rubbed her gently, focusing on her pleasure as he filled her with his own.

“Uuungh, it’s so good. I don’t deserve this Master. It’s too good for me.”

“Shut up and take it, pet,” Alicia snapped, breathing hard. “If my husband wants you to cum on his dick, you do it.”

Ben rubbed harder, coaxing her toward her climax as she moaned with her face pressed into the mattress.

“Relax, Mistress,” Renee coached from the sidelines. “You can do it. You’re taking so much. Let go now. Show the Master how much you love his big dick and he’ll keep giving it to you. And maybe he’ll let me drink his seed from your pussy.”

Helena screamed as the first tremors of orgasm hit her. Her muscles clenched, forcing Ben’s seed out around his shaft in a thick spray. He let her ride the waves with his cock still thrusting inside her, and only pulled out when she was completely exhausted.

Her belly was still distended, her womb completely full of his cream. Her breasts were so huge they puddled on the mattress beneath her and splayed out to each side. Ben wondered if she’d be able to walk, or if they’d have to wait for the swelling to go down.

“You look completely shameful, all swollen like that,” Alicia said, her voice heavy with lust. “If your tits stay that big I’m going to have to order custom dresses for you to show off what a little slut you are.”

Renee climbed onto the mattress beside Helena and began massaging her stomach. “I’ve seen fertility magic do things like this before, but never so… thoroughly. It’s as if my Mistress’s body has responded to her wish to be impregnated on scale with her desire.”

“Well, if she’s not pregnant with her stomach all puffed up with cum like that…” Alicia shook her head. “Then I don’t think it’s going to happen.”

Helena could only moan. “Everything… hurts… Mistress.”

“I should say so.” Alica sat on the bed and stroked Helena’s back with her fingers. “You took a serious pounding. What a good girl you can be…”

Her hands trailed along the woman’s side, then down to the enormous breasts. Helena whimpered as Alicia kneaded them with her fingertips.

“Will you do it?” she asked almost breathlessly. “If I buy you naughty dresses to show off what a little slut you are… will you wear them?”

“Yes, Mistress. If that’s what you want. And if the Master likes me that way.”

Cream pulsed from Helena’s slit, pouring out of her bare pussy lips as Renee massaged her stomach.

“May I, Master?”

Ben nodded, feeling his cock surge anew as the fox-kin woman lowered her mouth to Helena’s sex. Renee stuck out her tongue, and lapped up the cream. As she squeezed her Mistress’s rounded stomach, more flooded out.

Renee wrapped her lips around the opening and drank deeply, her golden eyes rolling back in her head with pleasure. Her ears flattened into her hair and her tail wagged back and forth, drawing attention to her nice, supple backside.

Ben moved behind her, letting his dick rest between her cheeks as he squeezed her around his shaft. The fox woman groaned appreciatively when she felt the weight of him pressing against her ready body.

Alicia came to stand next to him, her hand running up and down the muscles of his back.

“Enjoying your date night, Husband?” she murmured in his ear, guiding his cock into Renee’s slick, hot core. “I hope so… because when you’re done with these little sluts, it’s my turn…”
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By the time he was finished with them, both Helena and Renee were pregnant. He knew because he’d received two new notifications, he’d never seen before.

Master Breeder – Advanced Alert!

You have successfully bred the human woman [Helena Graythorne]. This is an advance alert. In order for this pregnancy to remain viable, you must continue to replenish her magical stores daily. This mate is of advanced maternal age and has not yet ascended to the system. She will require more intensive breeding care than other mates. When the pregnancy has been deemed viable, she will receive notification of the successful breeding and an invitation to choose her class within the system.

Master Breeder Bonus – Protective Shield

This mate is invulnerable to physical and magical attacks while pregnant.

Master Breeder – Advance Alert!

You have successfully bred the Kitsune woman [Madame Renee]. This is an advance alert. In order for this pregnancy to remain viable, you must continue to replenish her magical stores daily. This mate has advanced fertility magic and has already been alerted to her pregnancy status. When the pregnancy has been deemed viable, the Master Breeder will receive an additional skill upgrade as a reward for breeding this rare demi-beast type.

Master Breeder Bonus – Protective Shield

This mate is invulnerable to physical and magical attacks while pregnant.

Ben had kept his mouth shut about both notifications. Estelle had a similar protection spell to this Protective Shield. Ben wondered if all his mates going forward would be safeguarded this way, maybe thanks to his increasing class level.

That would be a huge relief.

He was curious about that skill upgrade, and was tempted to ask Renee about it. He didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up prematurely in case the unthinkable happened, though, if for some reason they were unable to reach viability with either Helena or Renee’s pregnancies.

He knew miscarriage was a common enough problem, even for healthy women, and given both women’s traumatic pasts and Helena’s “advanced maternal age” it seemed better not to risk it.

Though Renee would already know, so he supposed he could speak with her about it in private. Her fertility magic might come in handy, too.

Even without the announcement, his wife had been so turned on that she insisted on taking her turn once Helena and Renee were spent. She came the instant she lowered herself onto his girth. Fortunately, Alicia was a trooper, and that didn’t stop her from reverse-cowgirling her way through the first climax and toward another three while her “pets” suckled her breasts and Ben did his very best to fill her as thoroughly as he had the others.

The swelling in Helena’s belly had come down as Renee drank Ben’s seed, but her breasts were apparently permanently engorged. When she tried to get dressed, she had to let them pop out the scooped neckline of her gown, which she was completely embarrassed by.

Alicia demanded that she return to the guest cabins like that, relishing the discomfort the noble woman felt at being exposed in such a way. Ben might have put a stop to it if he hadn’t known the kids would be safely tucked into bed—and if he hadn’t seen the flush of lust creeping back into Helena’s cheeks as she begged Alicia to spare her the humiliation.

Renee caught his gaze with her wide golden-eyed stare, her lips quirking into a knowing smile. “Perhaps… the Master could accompany us to our quarters,” she suggested. “So that everyone will see the changes to my Mistress, but no one will dare say anything about it?”

Alicia shivered with delight. Helena whimpered so helplessly that Ben couldn’t tell if she liked the idea or loathed it. But when he picked up the chains to lead the women back to the guest cabins, her exposed breasts had become noticeably flushed and she was breathing heavily.

“I’m going upstairs,” Alicia’s voice trembled excitedly. “I want to watch…”

She hurried out of the Breeding Chamber and up the stone stairwell, her shoes clicking on each step.

When she was gone, Ben dropped the chains.

“Master?” Helena stammered, looking frightened. “Have we displeased you?”

“Tell me,” he said. “Did you enjoy her little games, or was it too much?”

“L-little games?”

“You know, all this Master/Mistress stuff,” he said. “The chains, the submission, the begging… do you like it? Or are you just doing it for her sake?”

“Don’t you like it, Master?”

Ben sighed. “I had a lot of fun tonight, I’m not going to lie. But if you aren’t enjoying yourself, I’m not going to enjoy it either. If we’re going to continue like this, I need to know that Alicia didn’t pressure you into something you’re not sure about. I… didn’t realize she was going to be quite so intense about it, if I’m honest.”

Helena flushed and cast her eyes to the floor as if she was, indeed ashamed of her behavior.

“If I may answer, Mistress?” Renee prompted, coming to her lover’s rescue.

Helena nodded wordlessly.

“Mistress Alicia asked for a demonstration earlier,” Renee said. “Of the way that we play when we are alone. It was… extremely sensual. I, personally, enjoy performing for her very much. And she did not do anything that I would not have accepted from Mistress Helena. I do not wish to put words in my Mistress’s mouth, but I believe the shame she has held due to her failed marriages would have prevented her from giving herself fully to you. She needed to be commanded to submit, which Mistress Alicia understood. I do not believe you would have felt comfortable doing so, at least at first.”

Ben had to admit she was right. It had been very difficult for him to accept some of his mate’s kinks. Rosie and Estelle liked some particularly unusual things, rough and bordering on consensual non-consent. Rosie was confident enough to demand what she wanted, but Estelle had gone through Alicia until Ben had become comfortable with her needs.

“All right, I can accept that.” Ben bent to pick up the red rubber ball Helena had been clutching while he’d ravaged her. Just holding it made his cock stir again. Apparently, he didn’t mind the games much at all. “But I’d prefer if you had a word or phrase that would signal to me that you wish to break character and just go back to normal. You know… for those times when we don’t have a rubber ball to drop.”

Renee smiled, her ears flattening into her coppery curls. She looked genuinely happy with his suggestion. “In Regale Rouge, we used the phrase ‘Show’s Over.’”

“I won’t use it,” Helena said, almost churlishly stubborn at the suggestion. “But… I don’t see a problem with having one, just in case.”

“Good,” Ben said. “I like that.”

“Good.” Renee picked up their chains and pressed them into his hands once more. “And don’t forget, Master. You can use it, too.”

“Me?” Ben was surprised. “I’m not the one crawling around on my hands and knees.”

The fox woman’s tail swished behind her. “Maybe not… but sometimes you may wish for a break. To just be Ben instead of Master. Or,” she winked, “maybe you’d like to do a bit of crawling yourself? Either way, it’s important for us all to be able to communicate our needs, don’t you think?”

“Seems fair.” Ben rolled the chains in his palms. He realized there was a lot more to Renee than met the eye. “I suppose we should get going. There’s still a show to put on. Alicia will be watching.”

Helena gently tugged the chain attached to her collar. It slid through his grip until it had tightened significantly. She was forced to walk right next to him, her huge breasts pressed against his side. “Let’s give her a show then, Master.”

Ben pulled her even closer, dropping his lips to hers. She froze in surprise as he kissed her, then melted into his embrace. Ben opened her mouth with his tongue, nibbling her lips and making her moan. He pulled Renee’s chain until the fox woman’s face hovered next to theirs, and he moved his focus to her lips. Then he backed away until Helena and Renee were kissing each other.

The only way they could have made that kiss hotter was if his cock had been between them, sharing in the attention.

Ben tugged their chains apart, breaking the kiss.

“Come, pets,” he said. “Or we’re not going to make it back to your quarters before bed.”

“Yes, Master,” they replied in unison. Though Ben thought he could see a question in Renee’s eyes, as if she were asking, ‘Would that be so bad?’

He hadn’t given her permission to break character yet, though, so she held her tongue.

Ben marched them up the stairs, his eyes on Helena’s newly bountiful chest. He had liked her smaller breasts just fine, but there was something about the cartoonishly oversized tits that appealed to his hind brain. It was as if the system and Renee’s fertility magic had combined to transform her into a living sex doll. And Renee’s implication that Helena’s transformation was driven by her own desire only made it hotter.

Perhaps Helena had always been self-conscious of her small breasts and wished for larger ones. Perhaps she wanted him to see her as nothing but a toy to be used.

Either way, the walk back to the guest cabins, with demi-beasts watching and whispering behind their hands, and Helena’s breasts on full display, had Ben ready for another round.

He wasted no time the instant the door was closed.

Tying Renee’s chain to a metal loop on the wall that seemed to have been designed for just such a purpose, Ben pushed Helena roughly to the small cot. Leaving her dress on, he tied her chain to the bed post so that she couldn’t sit up. He shoved her skirts up to her waist, pulled out his cock, and sank into her pussy with a grunt. Her tits bounced like oversized water balloons as he thrust into her wetness. She didn’t say anything this time, didn’t beg, didn’t call him Master. Somehow, this made her doll-like proportions even more appealing.

That and the fact that Ben knew something Helena didn’t. She was already pregnant. Every drop of seed he pumped into her now would help secure that pregnancy for the long term.

Ben fucked her hard, driven by an animal need that seemed to come from nowhere, part protective and part possessive. Helena was his, now, and he was going to use her as he saw fit.

He fucked her until she came, screaming, unable to maintain her doll act anymore. And… fainted.

It wasn’t the first time it had happened, or he might have been worried. But his past experiences had shown him that sometimes, when there was enough seed inside a woman, her body just had to shut down to process it. It was just how the system worked.

Ben left her laying there, her breasts out and her skirts up, the pearly sheen of his cream covering her freshly shaved mound and splattered across her belly. Then he moved toward Renee.

She knelt on the floor beside the bed, gazing up at him with her golden eyes, her tail puffed in alarm. “Master?”

“When I leave, I want you to clean her up and tuck her into bed, understand?” he said, stroking the fox woman behind the ears.

“Yes, Master,” she said.

“Good.” He undid her chain and kneeled on the floor next to her. He kissed her bare shoulders, up her throat to her lips, coaxing a moan of yearning from her. He pressed his cheek against hers and whispered in her velvet soft ear. “Show’s over.”

When she pounced, he was hardly ready for it. Renee launched herself on him, knocking him to the floor, and smothered him in kisses.

“Ben, oh Ben, thank you so much,” she murmured between the presses of her lips. “I didn’t think I could ever love a man, but I love you.”

Ben laughed. He’d expected something from the wily fox-kin woman, but this wasn’t it. “You hardly know me, Renee.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she gasped. “You healed me. And you fuck so good. And… and I’m pregnant, Ben. Already! I… I never thought I would have a child, and now… Oh, Ben I do. I do love you. I don’t care if it doesn’t make sense.”

She pinned him to the ground with her hips, wriggling until her own skirts were out of the way, and plunged onto his cock with a wet smack.

Ben grunted, surprised by the sudden sensation. She didn’t give him time to protest—not that he would have anyway—before she was bouncing on him with pure abandon. Her tail swished between his thighs as she rode his cock like a horse thief on a stolen stallion.

“Promise me, you’ll fuck me every day,” she demanded, pounding up and down his length. “Any time you see me alone I want you to take me. Any time I’m with Helena I want you to take her, and then make me suck her juices off your cock. I want to be filled with your cream at every opportunity. And every time you let me break character, I’m going to take matters into my own hands. You’ll never be safe around me, Ben. You’re mine!”

Ben could hardly muster the breath required for an answer. He was too busy enjoying her attention. Gentleman that he was, he waited for the fox girl to come first.

“Uuughn, fuck, Ben, that feels so good!”

But he didn’t wait much longer before he gave her what she wanted, shooting a fresh load into her already quickening womb.

“Yes, yes, yes!”

When they were finished, Renee stayed lying on top of him, kissing his chest and running her fingers over the muscles of his stomach, like she was in a dream she didn’t want to wake up from.

“Helena’s pregnant too,” Ben whispered. “But it’s not guaranteed, yet. And she doesn’t know. If it takes, she’ll ascend to the system, like Alicia did. I’ll need your help to make sure she gets as much seed as she needs.”

“Yes, Master…” Renee muttered sleepily.

“I thought I said ‘Show’s Over.’”

“Sorry,” Renee said. “Force of habit. And it’s hard not to think of you as my Master when you’re so fucking… godlike.”

“Well, I appreciate the compliment. But I like this too,” Ben said, stroking her copper curls. “I like just being Ben and Renee instead of Master and Slave.”

“Me too.” Renee stretched and gave a sleepy yawn. Then she nuzzled against his neck. “Maybe I should just call you Daddy instead.”

She giggled, and Ben couldn’t help laughing along with her.


7
Strategic Arrangements


A warm sunbeam streamed through the kitchen window, pooling on the map Ben studied at the breakfast table. The map showed the eastern territories where the Stone Coil Monument lay hidden among the rocky hills. Red ink marked the known dangers—corrupted zones, hostile wildlife, and the territorial boundaries of Queen Nyssael's serpent-kin.

It would be a treacherous journey, but one he couldn't delay any longer.

Nearly a week had passed since the extraordinary night in the Breeding Chamber. The revelation of Renee's true nature had settled into the new normal of Lucky Nickel Acres.

Helena’s top-heavy transformation was a little harder to explain.

Quincie had become convinced that the noble woman was stealing Meadow’s Legendary Holstaur Cream and insisted they should hook Helena up to a milking machine just to prove that she was lying.

In the end, this was the explanation they’d gone with.

Helena must have accidently used the Legendary Cream in her coffee or something, causing the transformation. They weren’t sure why the cream had caused her breasts to swell when they weren’t producing milk, but the demi-beasts were more than willing to speculate upon that. It was because she was human, or because she had never had children, or because of some kind of corruption from living in Cinderfell.

The hushed whispers caused the noble woman more than a little embarrassment. Ben had threatened to shut it down before Alicia pointed out that Helena was excited by the humiliation. She insisted that Ben “feel for himself” if he doubted her. Ben hadn’t felt he needed to go that far.

His wife had other ideas, though.

After another long rant from Quincie about the milking machine punishment she had endured when she’d been caught stealing Meadow’s cream, Alicia had interrupted the Felina’s tirade to command Helena to go into the storage closet behind the stairs to present herself to her Master for examination. Quincie had been spitting mad, and called Alicia a bunch of names she usually only reserved for the farm cat, Fancy Fishsticks.

Ben had snuck out of the kitchen just as Alicia was reminding Quincie who owned the pillows she liked to sleep on, hoping he wouldn’t come back to find either of them missing clumps of hair or covered in scratches.

He’d found Helena in the storage room, facing the wall like a scolded child. Only she had her skirts hitched up to her hips and was bent over, her pantyless ass on display for him, her thighs and slit gleaming with evidence that Alicia was right. Of course, Ben still did his Masterly duty and provided a complete manual inspection. When they were finished, the bodice of her dress had been torn almost completely away, Helena’s massive breasts being too much of a temptation to resist. Ben had been forced to get his wife to find a new one so that Helena could leave the closet.

The look she’d given him had left him feeling like a scolded child.

But the next batch of dresses she ordered had snaps that opened on the sides, so Ben could access every inch of his new playmate without doing damage to his wife’s expensive taste in dresses.

All in all, it had been a pretty good week.

Yet, time wasn’t going to stop so that Ben could laze about in the bedroom—or the storage closet, the milking barn, the pig pen, the breeding chamber, or anywhere else he liked to take his women, for that matter. He had a quest to complete, and a duty to Faerowilde to see it through.

Hence the map and the early morning sunbeam.

Alicia entered the kitchen carrying a steaming cup of coffee. Her pregnant belly was even more pronounced after a few sessions testing Helena and Renee’s submission, as if the system approved of her more heavy-handed methods.

She’d leveled up her Liaison Coordinator class twice already, and was excitedly telling him all about her plans for training up on the less powerful demi-beasts. She got a frantic, fevered look in her eyes when she described the ways she planned to test her volunteers. There was a shiver to her voice that she only got when she was on the verge of an intense climax.

Ben had been surprised to discover that his wife had also received a new system perk, called Mistress of Self-Control, which increased the amount of experience she received exponentially the longer she went without being sexually satisfied.

Alicia had literally been filled with his essence, and her body could use that stored magic to aid her own pregnancy as well as to impregnate his lower-level stable of females, but the system did not want her to get carried away. It was as if she was being reminded that she might be his first wife, but she still belonged to him, and her power was his.

Ben almost apologized when she told him that, thinking that it would be difficult for her when he was away if she couldn’t even play with herself to relieve her own needs. But Alicia had been practically shaking with excitement.

She wanted to be denied. She wanted to pleasure women in his name, to tease them to the point of torture, to make them submit to him even when he wasn’t there. When he returned, she knew she would be rewarded—by him and by the system.

The almost religious devotion with which she described these acts both flattered and terrified him. Her green eyes blazed with a divine light and her auburn hair glowed like she was an angel from above. The effect was so startling that Ben suspected the system was trying to tell him that this was the way it was meant to be. It felt… strange. But not wrong.

He had to admit he was looking forward to the climax he’d give her after she’d worked herself into such a frenzy while he was away.

Alicia set the cup beside the map and kissed the side of Ben’s neck. She pinched the skin between her teeth and dragged her tongue across it. A pleasant shiver traveled from the warmth of her mouth and across his shoulder.

“Husband,” she whispered. “You’re looking particularly handsome this morning.”

“You’re just horny because you wanted to watch me with Helena instead of having me for yourself,” he teased. “We can fix that, you know…”

“I’m practicing for when you’re gone.” She leaned her head against his shoulder, studying the route he'd traced with his finger. “You’re leaving soon, aren’t you?”

They hadn’t discussed the specifics yet, but Ben was sure she could tell he was getting antsy.

“Yes,” he said. “I don’t want to. But… I have duties beyond the farm, too.”

"The southern pass looks safer," she murmured, pointing to a winding trail that avoided the worst of the marked hazards.

"Safer, but longer," Ben replied. "And it takes us through three different territories. More chances for complications. Besides, practice or not, I think you might die of neglect if you deny yourself that long."

“Mmmm,” she purred, “but I love the feeling of wanting you almost as much as having you. And the way Helena’s tits bounce when you rail her makes me weak in the knees. And that fox-kin woman… she wants it in her backside, I’m sure she does…”

Ben felt the blood rushing from his head with his wife’s dirty words flooding in to take its place. It suddenly seemed a lot harder to focus on the map.

He was glad the kids had taken to spending more time at the nursery, with the new babies to play with, because Alicia’s cuckqueen antics had Ben taking females in every room of the house at every opportunity.

Footsteps on the stairs announced the arrival of the rest of the household. Helena descended first, attempting her usual regal bearing despite the obvious changes to her form. Her breasts strained against the lace bodice of one of Alicia’s custom dresses.

The garment was designed to display rather than conceal. Helena’s pale skin bulged obscenely through the intricate lacework. This only drew more attention to her big mocha-colored nipples, which—Ben noticed immediately—were hard and dimpled with excitement.

This was the first time she’d worn one of Alicia’s dresses in the house without the modesty panel in place.

His wife, naturally, had thought of everything. While Alicia intended for Helena to be humiliated by the dresses, there were very strict rules for when and how this humiliation would occur. Helena had to wear the modesty panels whenever there were children around—that went without saying—and if there were any other males present.

But in front of Ben and the other women, Helena was to “dress like the slut she was,” as Alicia liked to put it.

Ben hadn’t been sure about this at first, but there was no denying the fact that Helena’s new outfit made her look even more like a sex doll than the oversized breasts did. And there was also no denying that Ben liked that very much.

Helena's cheeks held a faint flush of embarrassment as she moved, clearly struggling between her natural dignity and the humiliation that had become part of her submission to Ben’s wife. The silver collar at her throat caught the morning light as she entered the kitchen, the delicate chain trailing behind her.

Without hesitation, she moved to where Alicia stood and sank gracefully to her knees, offering up the chain with downcast eyes.

"Mistress.” Helena’s voice carried a tremor of anticipation.

Alicia accepted the chain with prim authority and a flash of excitement as she glanced at Ben. Helena remained kneeling until given permission to rise. From this position her transformed chest looked even bigger, and the valiant attempts of the lace to contain her looked even more impressive.

Alicia noticed Ben’s gaze and smirked.

"You may stand," she said, giving the chain a gentle tug.

Helena rose, swift and fluid. Despite her brothel-worthy garment, she still carried herself like a noble woman. Her grace made the dress seem even more degrading. From the looks of it, though, she liked that. Helena’s breathing had quickened slightly from the brief act of submission. Ben caught her eyes lingering on the swell of his trousers as if she hoped there would be more demands for her to fulfill.

Ben noted that the week of regular breeding had left the woman with a subtle glow. The life growing within her was stronger every day, though she remained unaware of her condition.

Behind her, attached to the chain held in Helena’s hand, Renee followed with careful steps. Her fox ears were alert, her russet tail twitching playfully. Her collar gleamed as if she’d spent the morning polishing it.

While she wasn’t wearing a dress meant to humiliate her, Ben noted that she had left her breasts unbound beneath the loose, peasant blouse. She moved so that they swayed enticingly, the firm points of her nipples pressing against the white fabric in such a way that Ben wanted to take them in his teeth until she yipped in protest.

Renee unconsciously rested one hand on her flat stomach as she took her place beside Helena, awaiting Alicia's direction.

His wife motioned them forward. “At ease, pets. We have much to discuss. Bedroom games will have to wait. I’m pleased to see you both dressed so appropriately for our meeting, though. Everyone who sees you will know you are my husband’s whores.”

“And yours, Mistress,” Renee said, looking up at Alicia with a mischievous glint in her golden eyes. “If you desire…”

Alicia gave her a stern warning look. “I leave such decisions to my husband, as should you.”

"Are you planning our route, Master?" Helena moved to stand beside the table, her curiosity stronger than her desire for banter.

While both Helena and Renee liked to submit, Renee was often a bit of a brat about it. She liked to misbehave and take her punishment. She liked to push boundaries. And when Ben used the magic words “Show’s Over,” she was like a different woman altogether.

Helena’s slavish devotion was much closer to her true nature, though her natural inclination was to submit to Ben rather than his wife. When Ben ended their games, Helena was more likely to sleep naked at the end of his bed “just in case” than she was to take the evening off.

But she retained the tactical instincts that had proven so successful for her in Cinderfell, and now her gray eyes studied the map, bright and curious as a little mouse. “Must we leave so soon?”

"The monument won't activate itself," Ben said. "And every day we delay is another day the barriers grow weaker."

A soft knock at the kitchen door interrupted the moment. Renee immediately moved to Helena's side, her copper ears perked with alertness. She pulled a folded piece of fabric from her pocket and quickly installed the modesty panel that would cover the lace bodice of Helena's dress.

The noblewoman flushed at the necessity, aware of how shameful her appearance was in the submissive get-up, which only seemed to make her more excited as Renee hurried to cover her.

Alicia maintained her hold on Helena's chain, watching with a shrewd eye to ensure Helena was presentable. When the modesty panel was securely in place, she nodded her approval, then said, “Enter!”

Estelle appeared in the doorway, her blonde curls still messed from sleep. She cradled baby Sandara in her arms, wrapped in a ragged blanket that looked like something Quincie might have made.

The feisty cat-girl had proven to be quite a softy when it came to new babies on the farm, and she was always trying to make them clothes and comfort items. But she usually got distracted partway through the process and started fighting the yarn instead, which made for some rather… avant-garde… designs.

Sandara didn’t seem to mind. The infant's distinctive Ovina eyes peered over a row of tangled stitches as she scanned the room. When they landed on Ben she let out a happy little bleat and kicked her legs like a spring lamb.

“There’s your Papa,” Estelle said with a laugh. “I told you we’d find him!”

Sandara was already alert and aware despite being only a week old, and she reached for Ben with eager little fingers splayed wide.

Ben stood, crossing the room in two long strides, and scooping the warm, snuggly bundle into his arms. “I missed you, too, my girl. I hope you’ve been good for your Mama and been letting her sleep.”

“Not a wink,” Estelle said with a good natured giggle. “But that’s all right. She’s cute enough that I’ll forgive her. For now.”

“You’ll be a trouble maker,” Ben predicted. “Just like the rest of your sisters. I can tell.”

Estelle glanced at the map on the table and her eyebrows crunched together. “You’re… not planning on leaving. Are you?”

Ben straightened, his expression growing troubled. "I have to, Estelle. The monument—”

“I know all about the monument,” Estelle snapped and stomped a hooved foot on the ground. “Of course you have to go. But I thought I was going with you, and you haven’t said a word!”

Ben was suddenly glad she didn’t have her shepherdess’s crook with her, or he was pretty sure he’d have had the hook wrapped around his neck.

“I’m sorry. I should have spoken with you sooner about the expedition." He gestured to the red markings on the map. "When I first mentioned taking you along, I thought we'd be traveling within our own territory. But this journey takes us deep into Nagaina lands. I can't ask you to leave Sandara when she's so young, not for something this dangerous."

Estelle's eyes widened. "You're uninviting me?"

"I'm trying to be responsible," Ben said, though his tone suggested he wasn't entirely comfortable with the decision. "We have a newborn daughter. I don’t have a choice but to go. But she needs one of us to stay, don’t you think? This isn’t going to be a matter of a couple of days anymore.”

She stepped further into the kitchen. "I understand your concern,” she said firmly. “But demi-beast children are much more independent than human babies, even at this age. I've already pumped and bottled enough milk to last two weeks. If we're gone longer than that, Meadow can supplement."

Alicia nodded in agreement. "The dairy operation is more than capable of supporting Sandara's needs."

Ben still looked uncertain. "It feels wrong to take you away from her so soon after birth."

Estelle moved closer to the table, her expression earnest. "You might find this strange, but among the Ovina, it's normal for children to be raised by the wise women of the tribe rather than solely by their mothers. Sandara has already begun showing interest in Citrine and Nebula. There's some kind of bond forming there."

Sandara reached up and smacked Ben on the chin with the palm of her hand, as if admonishing him for being silly. “You don’t need to gang up on me,” he grumbled into her fingers. She giggled.

"Even if I stayed, I suspect my daughter would spend more time with the Harpy Queen than with me. That's how these connections work among our people."

Alicia laughed brightly. "I'm not sure Citrine qualifies as a wise woman. More of a warrior, surely."

"The wise women of Ovina tribes were both," Estelle replied. Her gaze was serious despite Alicia’s attempts to joke. "Lore keepers and monster slayers. They understood that knowledge and strength go hand in hand. That makes Citrine perfect for the role."

Ben studied Estelle's face, weighing her words against his protective instincts. The determination in her golden eyes reminded him why he'd valued her counsel in the first place. Not to mention the fact that he needed someone like her fighting by his side.

"You're certain about this?" he asked quietly.

"Completely. Sandara will be safer here than anywhere else in Faerowilde, and you need someone who understands monster behavior if you're going to negotiate with an ancient Lamia queen."

Helena spoke up, her words carefully measured and confident despite the chain in Alicia's hand.

"The manuscript mentions trials that test not just individual resolve, but group dynamics. Having Estelle's expertise could mean the difference between success and failure."

Alicia’s eyebrows raised. “Is this the same kind of group dynamics you mentioned earlier?”

Helena blushed. “Sometimes, Mistress. But there are also spells which require multiple kinds of magic. If I understand correctly, the Keeper must have at least two bonded mates with him in order to fulfill the ritual. I have studied the tome left by the Grand Vizier, and I know many of its secrets, but I don’t have any magic myself. Renee does, but we would still need one other to accompany us.”

Reluctantly, Ben nodded. He’d already waved goodbye to the idea of being a normal husband and father. He supposed he was going to have to take the cue from his partners as far as what was “right” when it came to raising demi-beast children. But he didn’t like it much.

At least Helena and Renee had the benefit of his Protective Shield. But now that Estelle wasn’t pregnant anymore, he wasn’t sure the magic would protect her as it had before.

"All right. But we take every precaution, and if the situation becomes too dangerous—"

"I'll protect myself and the group," Estelle promised. "That's what I do."

“Not alone, you won’t,” Ben said, stubbornly. “What the hell do you think I’m there for?”

The fact that he was holding their daughter didn’t stop Estelle’s gaze from traveling down his body to linger at his crotch, before she lifted them again to meet his eyes.

“I can think of a few things…”

“Wait a second,” Alicia said. “This isn’t some elaborate ruse in order to get Ben away from the rest of us so you can have him for yourself, is it?”

“Mistress,” Renee said, giggling behind her hand. “You sound as paranoid as Quincie.”

Alicia shot her a dangerous look. “Watch your mouth, pet. There’s still time for a little discipline before you leave. I’ll redden your bottom so good you’ll regret every second spent in the saddle tomorrow.”

“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t plan to take full advantage of our time together,” Estelle ran her fingers through her tangled blond curls and licked her lips. “You three have kept Ben very busy these last few days, and I have weeks in the maternity pod to make up for… but no. That’s not all there is to it.”

“It better not be,” Ben said. “I’m not having you endanger yourself over a few rolls in the hay, Estelle.”

“I know, Master Ben.” She sighed. “But you’re going into dangerous territory, and while you’re a fine fighter, you still need my knowledge. Please.”

Ben bounced Sandara on his hip, holding up his coffee spoon for her to see her reflection in. The baby grabbed it with both hands and whacked him on top of the head with it. “Ouch! Only a week old and she’s already practicing her melee attacks!”

A shadow passed by the kitchen window. Ben carried Sandara to the window where the Ovina baby kicked her heels and bleated in delight once more. She pointed at the sky where Citrine was flying on patrol.

The Harpy Queen had been restless since Ariss's visit, spending more time traversing the farm's boundaries and muttering about "slithering threats" and "serpent spies."

“Is that your Auntie Citrine?” Ben asked as Sandara giggled some more.

“SeeTee!” she squealed. “SeeTee ah Neebah!”

Citrine and Nebula. Her first words, even before Mama and Papa. Estelle was right.

"She's not happy about the monument quest," Alicia observed, following Ben's gaze to the window. “I think she thinks you’re going to replace her with the Lamia Queen.”

“I’m not going to replace her,” Ben said. “But if the Lamia Queen wishes to be bred, I’m not going to neglect my duty just to spare Citrine’s feelings.”

“Lamia are extremely powerful,” Estelle said. “If you can breed her, you must. I’d go so far as to say you should do it, even if she doesn’t wish for it…”

Ben scowled at her. “I would not.”

“At least check your breeding handbook before you write anything off,” Alicia said, rubbing a hand over her belly. “You know some of them like to be… um… overpowered…”

Citrine screeched overhead, like she knew Ben was watching and wanted to make sure he knew of her displeasure.

"She'll adjust," Ben said, changing the subject. "Having Sandara to watch over will give her purpose while I'm away."

The house filled with the sounds of Ben’s growing family approaching for breakfast. Voices drifted from the porch as mothers and children filtered in sleepily from the Nursery.

It had become the custom that the women Ben was currently breeding slept in the house, staying there through their pregnancy until they were ready for the Maternity Pods. Then, the new mothers and babies moved into the Nursery, with the mothers joining Ben for the occasional snuggle.

But at the rate that his family was growing, Ben was starting to think it was time to replace the cozy family kitchen with a mess hall.

Sandara wriggled and kicked with excitement as the door opened and Spirit burst through the kitchen door, her pink mane wild and her apron askew. Her eyes held the slightly panicked look of someone in over their head.

"Ben!" she called out, then stopped short when she saw the map spread across the table. "Oh no, no, no! I need that table! It's my turn to organize breakfast and everyone's coming over from the Nursery in ten minutes. Except I slept in, and that means they’re actually coming now, and I’m late! All the new mothers, all the babies, the older children…" She gestured helplessly. "There are so many mouths to feed now, and I haven't even started the porridge—” Whipping open the door to the storage cupboard, she pulled out a bowl covered in a plaid towel, peeked underneath, and let out a wail of despair. “And of course the dough I made last night for the bread didn’t rise properly, and—"

Her tirade stopped short when she caught sight of the tousle-haired Ovina woman standing next to her.

"Estelle, what are you doing on your feet? You should be resting!" Without waiting for an answer, Spirit marched across the kitchen, snatched Sandara from Ben’s arms, and handed the baby back to her mother with a stern look. “Sit down. You're barely a week out of the birthing unit. And I need Ben to clean up this mess."

"It’s no big deal, Spirit," Ben started, beginning to roll up the map. "We can move the—"

"That is not the mess I was referring to, Ben! Don't you dare touch that map until you've helped me figure out how to feed twenty-seven people!” Spirit interrupted, her voice rising with stress. "Or is it thirty-seven? Fifty-two? Oh, gods, I don’t even know. I was fine when it was just the original family, but now we have five new mothers, eleven new babies, plus whoever else you’ve shacked up with last night… and I have no freakin’ idea how much food to make!"

Alicia stepped forward, Helena's chain still in her hand. "What do you need us to do?"

"I don’t know! Save me!" Spirit threw her hands up. "The porridge pot isn't big enough, I can't find the extra plates, and someone needs to tell the others to stay out of the kitchen until I’m done or my head might explode!"

Helena spoke up quietly. "I’m not much good in the kitchen, but I can tell the others breakfast will be a bit longer."

"Renee, why don’t you help knead the bread,” Alicia said. “Ben will get the map cleaned up and bring the extra dining sets from the storage room. I’ll help you with the porridge."

"The large cookpot is in the pantry," Ben said as he gathered the map and books together. “And we have emergency rations stored in the root cellar if we need to supplement. There’s no need to panic."

Spirit's shoulders sagged with relief. "Thank you. I just… it's my first time on breakfast duty since all the babies came. I didn't realize how much more work it would be."

As they began bustling around the kitchen, the conversation about Ben's journey continued in fragments between tasks.

"Two weeks minimum," Ben called from the pantry as he retrieved the larger cookpot. "Maybe longer if the trials prove difficult."

"What trials?" Spirit asked, stirring the expanding porridge with vigorous strokes.

"According to my book, the Stone Coil Monument tests visitors," Helena explained after she’d come back from telling the disappointed hoards that food would be a while longer. "I’m not sure exactly what it entails, but apparently many have been driven mad by the process."

Spirit paused in her stirring. "That sounds awful."

“You failed to mention that part to me, Husband,” Alicia said, narrowing her eyes at Ben. “You are not permitted to lose your mind for this Lamia Queen, is that understood?”

Ben snorted. “I don’t intend to be driven mad. That’s why I’m bringing Estelle, remember? So she can guide me through whatever challenges we’re faced with.”

"Oh, so I’m reinvited, am I?" Estelle said from her enforced seat at the smaller side table. She bounced Sandara on her knee and gave Ben a wry smile. "That’s a relief. The trials are sure to be difficult, but they are necessary for a number of reasons. The monuments are meant to restore the bloodline connections that protect our world. Allowing untested Keepers to access them would weaken those bonds and endanger us all. I have no doubt that Ben will be strong enough to pass any trial.”

The sound of voices and footsteps from outside announced the approach of the restless crowd. Spirit's eyes widened with renewed panic.

"I thought you told them we weren’t ready!”

“I did,” Helena straightened her shoulders haughtily. “Time moves slowly when you’re hungry. Maybe they think it’s been long enough. Do you want me to tell them off again?”

“Is the porridge ready?” Spirit yelped. “Did someone set out the honey? Where are the spoons?"

“Bread is in the oven,” Renee said. “And I think it rose just fine, Spirit. Don’t worry about it.”

“The porridge will hold them over until then,” Alicia said, stirring the large pot, already bubbling on the stove thanks to their magic cookbook that had come with the farmhouse.

Ben placed a calming hand on the Equistar’s shoulder. "Breathe, Spirit. We've got this. Everyone helps everyone here, remember?"

She nodded, taking a deep breath. "Right. It's just… Sometimes I can't believe how much the family has grown."

"And it's going to keep growing," Alicia said with a smile, ladling a scoop of porridge into a serving bowl Renee had passed her. "That's what families do."

The kitchen door opened and the first wave of breakfast seekers began to arrive—Meadow carrying little Callie, the Lapina sisters herding their combined litter of bunny children, Rosie and her twins, Quincie’s kittens trailing behind one another like a fluffy parade—though Quincie was nowhere to be seen just yet.

"Daddy's leaving soon," announced ChiChi as she spotted the map still partially visible from Ben’s bag. “On an adventure.”

She whispered the word like it was one of the curse words Quincie had taught her, and Ben was always trying to get her to stop saying.

The other children giggled mischievously

"Just for a little while," Ben assured the kitten-girl, scooping her up for a hug. "I'll be back before you know it."

“Unless you die,” Tina reached up and tugged on Chi-Chi’s tail. “I need a hug, too, in case you die.”

“If Daddy dies, I’m going to wear black for the rest of my life!” Salem announced proudly.

“I’m not going to die,” Ben said with a laugh.

Salem deflated a little. “Aww, but I like wearing black. It matches my ears. Can I wear black if you’re not dead?”

“Ask your mother,” Ben said.

Quincie burst through the door like an evil spirit, summoned from the depths of hell. Her hair was frazzled and her bright yellow eyes were only half-open. “Don’t anybody dare ask me anything, or I’ll bite,” she snapped, wrapping her fluffy housecoat tighter around her shoulders. “I’m frickin’ starving. There better be meat sticks!”

“Oh no!” Spirit wailed. She clutched her pink mane in her fingers and pulled. “I forgot the sausages!”

Ben sighed, moving toward the stove and taking the cookbook from Alicia’s hand. “One round of meat sticks coming right up.”

“Darn right it is,” Quincie said, her tail flicking in irritation. “I’ll be speaking to the management about the piss-poor service in this place.”

The cat girl threw her head back and let out a yowl. “Aliciaaaaa!”

“I’m not taking complaints until we’ve all had our breakfast,” Ben’s wife said with a roll of her eyes. She knew how to handle the grumpy cat girl better than anyone. After Quincie had eaten a few sausages she was more than likely going to fall back asleep and forget whatever she was mad about before breakfast.

“Glad this place doesn’t have Yelp,” Ben said with a laugh. “Tough to earn a starred review from this breakfast crowd.”

“Daddy, what’s a Yelp?” Starling asked, swishing her pretty chestnut-brown tail.

Ben briefly explained the custom of leaving reviews for products and services while he made Quincie’s breakfast.

“I wish I could give people stars!” Misty said, popping up next to the sausage pan with her tongue sticking out the corner of her mouth. “I’d give you a million billion of them for one of those.”

Ben glanced at the four kitten girls who were all looking equally interested in the carnivore breakfast. He laughed. “Maybe I’ll make that five orders of sausages, then?”

They nodded eagerly, a mix of yellow and green eyes widening with excitement. “Yes, please, Daddy!” they recited in perfect harmony, practicing their very best impression of sweetness and innocence.

Ben wasn’t fooled for a second. But he pretended he was and prompted the magic cookbook to add four more sausages to the pan. Fortunately, with Rosie’s pig pen practically bursting at the seams with suckling, feeders, growers, finishers, and full-sized hogs they had an almost unlimited supply of pork for the pantry. So long as the larder was stocked, the system was happy to whip up a big plate of pork chops, sausages, bacon, or a roast whenever they needed it.

Quincie, Ben, Alicia, and Rosie were the only ones who ever ate meat, however. Spirit, Meadow, Estelle, and Lapina sisters all ate a vegetarian diet. Citrine and Nebula liked meat, too. But they preferred theirs a little… fresher… than was to Ben’s taste.

Ben picked up the plate of sausages and turned. He was surprised to find Spirit standing next to him, wringing her hands, with tears glimmering in her pretty blue eyes. She looked completely overwhelmed, which alarmed Ben. Spirit was usually upbeat, playful, and optimistic to a fault.

“It’s okay, Spirit,” Ben said, pulling her into his side. “It’s really not a big deal. And Quincie would have been cranky whether you had her sausages ready or not.”

The cat girl hissed from her perch on the stool. “I heard that, you big oaf! I’m not cranky. I’m a frickin’ Queen! And I demand to be treated as such.”

“Mmmhmm,” Ben said. “Queen Cranky. That’s what I said.”

Quincie’s tail puffed up in outrage. She spun awkwardly on her stool and curled up in a ball with her back to the room and her housecoat draped around her like an oversized blanket. The stool wobbled dangerously, then settled as she ignored him the way cats did, so that you really knew they were putting a lot of energy into pretending you didn’t exist.

Ben just shook his head. He put the plate down on the table and pointed to it, motioning Tina, Chi-Chi, Salem, and Misty over with a finger to his lips. They giggled silently and each snuck a sausage, then scurried under the table to eat them in secret.

“I just… I don’t like to think about you being gone,” Spirit said with a sniff, leaning against him and wrapping her arms around his waist. “I knew you were going to leave, but now that it’s coming up, I… I don’t want you to go!”

Quincie bristled on her stool, forgetting that she was ignoring him. She glared over her shoulder.

“You’re leaving? You can’t leave! The only reason I stay in this dump is because of the Farmer’s Sausage!”

Ben sighed. “I just made you some, it’s right there.”

“That is not the sausage I am talking about and you know it. Zero stars!”

It was all Ben could do not to laugh. But the weight of his departure settled over the room like a heavy blanket. Spirit, Rosie, Quincie, Meadow, Clover, Blossom, Lavender, and all the babies and children seemed to be watching him, waiting for him to say something. Estelle, Helena, Renee, and Alicia stood together and gave him an encouraging look.

He’d known this moment would be difficult, but seeing the faces of his family made it harder than he'd anticipated.

“It’s true,” he said. “I have to go away for a little while. It seems I need to complete the monument quests in order, and this Stone Coil Monument is the first one on the list, so I’ll be gone longer than I originally planned. But you’ll have plenty to do to keep yourselves busy—schoolwork, magic training, keeping the farm running…”

The older kids slumped at the thought of schoolwork but perked up again at magic training. His women all put on brave faces, trying to be supportive.

He knew he would be missed at Lucky Nickel Acres. And not just for his Farmer’s Sausage.

But he also knew they could handle it.

"The farm needs protection while I'm gone." His voice carried a kind of resonance when he spoke, which the system sometimes did now that he’d gained the Keeper class. It seemed to make others trust him, more likely to agree and less likely to argue. And, he hoped, it would help them believe in him. “Alicia will coordinate daily operations and continue the breeding schedule for those who need it."

Alicia straightened, her green eyes bright with determination. She understood that Helena and Renee needed continued intimate contact with Ben to maintain their magical connection, though she didn't question the specifics. "I've already identified twelve lower-level females who could benefit from magical conception. The breeding schedule will keep me busy."

"Citrine commands all defensive operations," Ben continued. "She has authority over the guardians and can mobilize everyone if needed. Rosie, you and Gruff can help with the ground patrols. Spirit will serve as Citrine’s liaison with the ecosystem stewards. You know, so she doesn’t bite anyone’s head off."

Spirit nodded solemnly. "Of course. I know how to handle the Harpy Queen." Her voice cracked. “Um. Mostly.”

“I’m gettin’ out of here before you get any bright ideas about giving me a job.” Quincie tried to stretch casually and slipped off her stool with a thump. She yowled in pain and embarrassment as she landed on her tail, then shot to her feet with her hair puffed up in every direction. “Yeaaaaa-oooow!”

“Quincie!” Alicia gasped. “Are you all right?”

“Someone needs to get that stool fixed.” Quincie licked the back of her hand, smoothed it over the frazzled hair between her ears—which only made the rest of her hair look messier—and affected a put-upon air befitting a Queen. “It’s a safety hazard. Completely unacceptable. I’m going to go find Marnie and demand her fat bovine ass get up here to fix—”

Her gaze fell on the plate of sausages. There were still three left.

She snatched all three off the plait in one clawed hand and stuffed them in her mouth so that they stuck out like crooked tusks. She mumbled something around the meat, indiscernible and probably offensive.

Then, giving them all an imperious glare, she whirled on her heel with her housecoat flaring behind her like a regal robe, and strode out of the kitchen.

When she was gone, a little voice from under the table whispered, “Mama’s gonna have a bent tail like Fancy Fishsticks!”

The kittens started giggling and followed their mother out the door.

“Maybe I’ll tell Quincie to take a holiday, just to keep her out of everyone’s hair while I’m away?”

“Sounds good to me, Boss,” Rosie said with a grunt. “If she gets too yappy, I’ll put her to work feeding the pigs.”

“Is there anything you’d like me to do while you’re gone?” Meadow asked, shifting Callie to her other breast where the little Holstaur immediately latched on and started suckling.

“You’ve got your hands full feeding that little one, I think.” Ben smiled warmly down at them. “But if you want to get the new Holstaur’s set up for dairy production, that would be great. You can give them some of your cream if it helps start lactation. Alicia has ordered some new milking machines, so I think we can have up to twenty girls hooked up at once now.”

“Some of the low-producing milkers are the ones I’ve slated for breeding as well,” Alicia said. “So I’ll definitely be putting them to work while you’re away, Husband. When you get back, they’ll all be pregnant and swollen with milk.”

She left off what all the adults in the room were thinking… just like he liked them.

Ben grinned. “Sounds like quite the production line, ladies. I’m curious to see how much has changed when I get back.”

“We may still need you for finishing the process,” Alicia said, a faint flush rising in her cheeks as she started thinking about her new role as Assistant Breeder. “I’m not sure how the Assistant system works, just yet.”

“If you need me, I’m sure I’ll find the time.”

“What about us, Master Ben?” Clover piped up suddenly. “It’s not going to be long before these babies are hopping around the wildflower fields all day. Should we continue in the herb gardens?”

Ben nodded. “I think that’s a good idea. See if Alicia can order in some seeds for medicinal plants. I’d like to start our own supply so that we can make salves and healing potions and that kind of thing. I have a feeling with all these rambunctious children running around, we’re going to need it.”

“I’ll put the order in with Penelope,” Alicia said. “She’s been doing a great job at the General Store. I think she can handle sourcing everything you need. She’s even made some new merchant contacts for us from farther cities, the options for what we can get are expanding quickly. Everyone is curious about a demi-beast shop mistress, it seems.”

“Seems like we’re all set then,” Ben said. “I still need to talk to Citrine. But we’ll get packed up today and leave first thing tomorrow morning. The sooner we start, the sooner we can come home.”

“I think everyone will be on board with that idea, Boss,” Rosie said.

Eve and Marie bobbed their heads in solemn agreement.

“Don’t be gone too long, Daddy,” Marie said.

Eve added, “The monument here is getting louder every day.”

“We’ll miss you, Daddy.” The tears in Starling’s eyes mirrored her mothers.

“I’ll miss all of you, too,” he said. “But I know you’re going to take care of the farm for me, so I don’t have to worry about anything but this quest. Isn’t that right?”

The remaining children nodded, wide grins splitting their faces as they imagined all the grown-up responsibilities they might have when their Daddy was away.

In a sudden burst of excitement they rushed out of the kitchen, voices carrying through the old wooden house and out the front door.

“Wait a second,” Rosie said. “Did they even eat breakfast?”

She rushed out after them, hollering for them to get back.

Helena and Renee cleared the porridge dishes from in front of Meadow and the Lapina sisters. Alicia pulled the bread from the oven and set it on the table.

“Everyone better eat something while they can,” Estelle said, bouncing Sandara on her hip as she gazed out the window. “I have a feeling today’s going to be a busy day.”

Alicia came up to stand on Ben’s other side, opposite Spirit.

"They're all going to miss you terribly," she said softly.

Ben's throat tightened. "I know. But if I don't do this, there might not be a safe place for them to grow up."

“Not just the kids,” Alicia said. “Us too.”

“Even more reason that I need to do this then.”

The weight of responsibility pressed down on him. Every choice carried consequences, and leaving his family—even temporarily—felt like abandoning his most sacred duty. But he could hardly keep his family safe by staying while the barrier between their world and the demonic plane was weakening every day.

"How long do you expect to be gone?" Spirit asked.

"Two weeks, minimum," Ben replied. "Maybe longer if the trials prove difficult or if we encounter complications with Queen Nyssael."

"The Lamia Queen isn't known for her patience," Estelle warned.

Helena lifted a hand to the modesty panel, as if reminding her what lay beneath. "According to the manuscript, she's been guarding the monument for over three centuries. She won't appreciate visitors, even questionably ‘invited’ ones."

"Then we'd better make sure we bring appropriate gifts," Ben said. "Bribery is sort of a tradition when dealing with royalty, isn’t it? What would a centuries-old Lamia consider valuable?"

Helena pulled the ancient manuscript from a satchel at her waist. The moment her fingers touched the cover, the silver script began to glow faintly. She opened it and frowned.

“What is it?” Ben asked.

“This wasn’t here before,” she said. “The book is changing.”

“Like my breeding handbook,” Ben said. “It always seems to have the information I need, just when I need it.”

“Is it the answer to your question?” Estelle asked.

Helena nodded, still frowning.

"Knowledge," she read aloud. "Queen Nyssael values forbidden knowledge above all material wealth. Secrets that have been lost, truths that have been hidden, wisdom that has been suppressed."

"We have plenty of that," Estelle said dryly, glancing down at Sandara's alert gaze. "The question is whether we can afford to share it."

Ben studied the faces around the table—his wives, his partners, the women who had become the foundation of everything he was building. Each one carried secrets, bore hidden strengths, harbored untold potential.

"We'll share what we must to gain her cooperation," he decided. "Restoring the barriers is more important than any individual secret."

Alicia moved closer, her hand settling over his heart. "Promise me you'll be careful. All of you."

"I promise, Wife. We'll return home safely."

The morning sun climbed higher, and with it came the undeniable truth that their departure could no longer be delayed. Through the window, he could see Citrine on patrol.

The Harpy Queen circled overhead like a dark promise of vengeance, while ahead lay the unknown challenges of Queen Nyssael's domain.

As his power grew, so too did his challenges.

The real test was about to begin.


8
Departures and Promises


The entire population of Lucky Nickel Acres had gathered in the main yard by the time Ben emerged from the farmhouse with his travel pack and his staff. Word of his departure had spread through the community like wildfire.

Now hundreds of demi-beasts lined the pathways and clustered around the porch steps. The newer arrivals hung back respectfully near the barns and outbuildings. His original family pressed close to the front.

Ben's throat tightened at the sight. Not long ago, this had been an empty farm with not much more than a bare patch of dirt, some broken down outbuildings, and him alone to work it. Now it was a thriving community. Every face looking back at him carried hope, trust, and, beneath it all, barely contained worry.

Alicia stood at the center of the group. The lush, rich spruce green of her dress made her auburn hair blaze like a halo around her pretty face. She held baby Sandara in her arms. The Ovina infant's distinctive eyes blinked solemnly at the gathered crowd. Estelle had passed her daughter to Ben's wife moments earlier. As certain as she’d been the day before when demanding he allow her to come along on this adventure, now he noticed her expression was carefully controlled.

"Husband," Alicia said quietly as Ben approached. “You have no right to look so handsome on the day you’re leaving.”

Ben kissed her, running his finger along her jaw. Then he dropped a peck on Sandara’s head, right between the two little nubs that would become her horns. “You should talk, Wife. I notice you’re wearing my favorite dress. And you’ve brought some adorable back up in case that wasn’t enough.”

Alicia smiled with tears in her eyes. “I can’t stop you from leaving, but I can make sure you have a good reason to get home quickly.”

“You’ll find a way to enjoy yourself, I’m sure,” Ben said, glancing at the surrounding demi-beast women and wondering which of them his wife would have bound and naked by the end of the day.

“My ‘enjoyment’ will not be complete until you return. It will be more like torture.” Her voice carried the authority she'd grown into as Homestead Manager and Liaison Coordinator. Underneath lay the tremor of a woman watching her husband ride into danger. "What about you? Are you ready for what you need to do?”

“You mean with Queen Nyssael? I think so.”

“I mean with your devoted pets.”

Ben glanced toward Helena and Renee. They waited near the gate with the travel supplies. Both women wore simple travel dresses. Their silver collars gleamed in the morning light. Helena carried herself with rigid composure. Ben noticed her modesty panel was in place, but he knew that as soon as they were away from the farm, she would remove it for her humiliation and his enjoyment. Renee’s fox ears flicked with playful curiosity. Her russet tail swished behind her skirts.

"I'm not really into all the Master and Mistress business when you're not there to direct it," Ben admitted. He shifted his pack higher on his shoulders. "It feels… forced."

Alicia's lips curved in a knowing smile. She bounced Sandara gently. The baby's small fingers wrapped around the chain of her necklace. "Give it time, Husband. I think you’ll find the reason Helena has been so rigid is that she craves structure and control. If you can give that to her, she’ll relax. Renee likes to break rules as much as follow them. It appeals to her playful nature. She’d get bored without the threat of a little punishment. I’m confident you’ll find your own way to lead them. A way that works as well for you as it does for them."

"And if I don't?"

"Then you're not the man I married." Alicia rose up on her toes. She pressed a soft kiss to his lips. The taste of her honey lip balm lingered between them. "Trust yourself. Trust them. They chose to follow you for a reason. Give it to them. Every chance you get, Husband."

A sharp cry split the air overhead. Citrine descended from the skies. Her chocolate and gold wings beat powerful strokes against the morning breeze. She landed with a heavy thud that sent dust swirling around her talons. The crowd shifted back respectfully. Even the children fell silent in the presence of the Harpy Queen.

"My King." Citrine's voice carried the edge of barely contained fury. Her amber eyes blazed with territorial aggression. "I trust you remember your promise regarding the serpent-spawn.”

Ben stepped away from Alicia. He faced the imposing harpy directly. "I remember. No snake-wife surprises. At least, not the kind I bring home to your territory."

They’d found time to negotiate the potential ‘ins and outs’ of a partnership with the Lamia Queen and the Nagaina people, which had hinged on Ben’s ability to withstand a particularly violent lovemaking session with the boisterous Harpy Queen. Once she was satisfied that Ben could withstand a mating, even with a powerful Lamia, Citrine’s protests had become much more diluted. Though her opinions of snakes, snake people, and snake monsters had not.

"See that you don't." Citrine's feathers ruffled along her shoulders. "Be wary of lamia coils and poisonous lies. I understand that you may need to… breed… this creature. I can accept this outrage only if they keep their own territory, far away from my kingdom.”

Ben suppressed a smile. “Very diplomatic of you.”

“The farm needs its Keeper to return whole, my King."

"I'll return safely," Ben promised. He reached out to touch her wing. The feathers were warm beneath his palm. "The farm is yours to protect while I'm gone. Keep them safe."

Citrine's expression softened fractionally. Her fierce amber gaze flicked toward the babies and children gathered around them. "Always, my King. This territory is under my protection."

Nebula came darting across the yard. Her golden wings flapped frantically as she tried to keep up with her small legs. "Daddy! Daddy, wait!"

Ben knelt as his harpy daughter launched herself into his arms. Her downy feathers tickled his neck. "I'm going to miss you, baby girl."

"Don't go to the scary snake lady!" Nebula's voice was muffled against his shoulder. "She'll try to eat you!"

"I'll be very careful," Ben promised. He stood with Nebula still clinging to him. "And your Mama will keep everyone safe here. Right, Citrine?"

The Harpy Queen's chest puffed with pride. "Your daughter will learn the art of aerial combat while you're away. When you return, she'll be ready to join patrols."

Nebula perked up at this news. Her amethyst eyes brightened. "Really, Mama? I can fly with you?"

"If you prove yourself worthy." Citrine's tone carried the weight of royal decree. "No harpy earns her wings through birthright alone."

The older children had been waiting their turn with barely contained excitement. Now they rushed forward in a mob of arms and legs and tails. Starling reached him first. Her chestnut hair bounced as she threw herself against his side. Eve and Marie flanked him. Their golden curls caught the morning light. Chi-Chi climbed up his back like he was a tree. Salem and Misty grabbed his legs. Tina hung from his free arm.

"Group hug!" Starling announced. Her voice carried the authority of the eldest sister.

Ben found himself surrounded by warm bodies and chattering voices. Each child pressed close as if they could keep him from leaving through sheer determination. Their combined weight made him stagger.

"Don't die, Daddy," Chi-Chi whispered in his ear. Her small claws dug into his shirt.

"I'm not planning on dying," Ben said. He managed to extract one arm. He ruffled her black hair between her kitten ears. "Who would make your sausages?"

"Mama says she'll learn," Salem announced. "But Auntie Rosie says she'll probably burn down the kitchen."

"Then I definitely have to come back," Ben laughed. The sound was slightly strained from the collective squeeze of eight children. “But that reminds me…”

He waved over Stormy, the black haired Equistar who managed construction around the farm, and Marnie, the powerful Holstaur who acted as her second in command.

“Yes, Boss?” Stormy asked, more shyly than he expected.

He realized it was a bit odd to be calling them out in the middle of saying his goodbyes. And his daughters were still clinging to him like barnacles. But he’d forgotten something important.

“Sorry to drop this on you at the last minute,” he said. “But if you’re between projects while I’m away, we desperately need to expand the family kitchen. I’m thinking a larger mess hall is about due, as well, if we continue getting refugees.”

“The mess hall was already on our to-do list,” Stormy said with a brisk nod. “We should have enough supplies to expand the farmhouse amenities too.”

“Great,” Ben said. “Can you… do a little extra fire-proofing, too? We’re going to have to teach some of these kiddos how to cook…”

“Really?” Chi-chi chirped excitedly. “We can make our own sausages? Yay!”

“Cooking, huh?” Marnie’s powerfully muscled forearms were crossed beneath her chest, and her tail flicked behind her. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

She looked so serious, the children just stared up at her in shock.

“You’re really big,” Tina said defiantly, after a moment. “I bet we could make lots of sausage out of you!”

Stormy looked horrified, but Marnie just laughed.

Ben flicked his daughter’s ear. “Holstaur’s might be vegetarian, kid. But I think they make exceptions for bratty little kittens. I’d watch out if I were you.”

Marnie stomped a huge hoof into the dirt. Her muscular thighs rippled beneath her denim shorts. She roared at the kittens, sounding more like a minotaur than the sweetheart Ben knew her to be.

The children screamed and scattered, giggling as they ran off into the crowd.

“Sorry about that,” Ben said, grinning widely. “I try to be a good influence.”

“Don’t worry, Boss,” Marnie said. “I know their mother. There’s only so much damage control you can do.”

“Speaking of which, she’s actually the one threatening to learn how to cook, so…”

Marnie pointed a finger at him and clicked her tongue. “Fireproofing. You’ve got it, Boss.”

“Thanks Marnie,” he said. “And you, Stormy. I know you’ve got a lot on your plates right now.”

“No more than you do,” Stormy said, her gray eyes wide. “I really hope you have a safe journey, Mr. Nickles.”

Ben wasn’t certain, but he felt there was a little extra feeling behind her words than usual. “I appreciate the concern. But I’m sure everything will be fine. I’ll be back before you know it.”

Stormy nodded. “All right. Uh. Goodbye, I guess.” She blushed, her tanned cheeks burning an adorable strawberry color that made her thunder-cloud colored eyes brighten. “I-I’ll miss you,” she stammered quickly.

Then, before she could talk herself out of it, she darted in for a kiss.

She’d aimed for his cheek, but Ben hadn’t been expecting it, and he moved at the last second, causing the Equistar’s lips to land squarely on his own. She was warm and soft, and smelled like the blackberry patch behind the barn. Ben leaned into the kiss.

Stormy’s eyes widened and she let out a peep of surprise. “Sorry!”

Before Ben could say she had nothing to be sorry for, she ran off, just like the children had—minus the squealing—her long black mane and tail trailing behind her.

Marnie glanced at Ben, then after her friend, then back to Ben again.

“That was… something,” Ben said.

The huge Holstaur woman frowned. Then she shrugged, gripped Ben by both shoulders, and hoisted him straight up off the ground.

“What—?”

Marnie crushed him to her muscular and well-padded chest, giving him a big, wet, tongue-filled kiss of her own.

When she set him back on the ground, Ben was feeling dazed and more than a little intrigued. “M-Marnie?”

She winked at him. “You’re right. That was something. Maybe we can try it again when you get back?”

Ben was stunned. For all women he’d seduced since coming to this world, none of them had taken Marnie’s more dominant approach. He was surprised to find he quite liked it. “S-sure. Yeah. That would be great.”

With Marnie smiling down at him, he felt a bit like a kid just starting high school catching the attention of a senior girl. One who looked like she could be a linebacker on the high school football team.

She gave him a salute. “Safe travels, Boss.”

Then she trotted away, her hooved feet stirring up clouds of dust behind her. For the first time, Ben took a moment to appreciate the magnificently muscled backside Marnie was sporting beneath the conservatively cut denim shorts. Her narrow waist and powerful shoulders were a symbol of peak female fitness.

Ben shook his head, not quite knowing what to make of that exchange. But it seemed both Stormy and Marnie were going to need some attention when he returned.

He made his way over to say goodbye to the babies, now that the older children had run off and business had been dealt with.

Callie gurgled happily from Meadow's arms, and Ben gave her a kiss on the end of her nose.

“We’ll miss you, Ben,” Meadow said. “Milking just won’t be quite as much fun without you to help.”

“You’ll just get to enjoy it all the more when I get back, then,” Ben said.

“When you get back, we’ll have a lot more time to enjoy you, too,” Clover said.

The bunny triplets from Clover, Blossom, and Lavender blinked up at him with bright eyes. Their tiny noses twitched in unison. He kissed each of them on the cheek or the top of the head, whichever he could reach as they wriggled around.

“You figure these little bundles will be hopping around the fields by then” Ben said.

“Definitely,” Clover, Blossom, and Lavender said in unison.

“Then we’ll find some time to get you three hopping on me. I promise.”

“Yes, Mr. Nickles!” They giggled in unison too.

By the time he finished his rounds, Ben's chest ached with the weight of leaving them all behind.

"Alicia." He took his wife's hands in his. Sandara cooed softly between them. "I need you to bring Sandara to Citrine every day. She'll want to start the training early."

"Of course." Alicia's green eyes shimmered with unshed tears.

Ben's thumb traced across her knuckles. "You’ll take good care of everyone. I know you will. I bet a little independence will do wonders for leveling your class, as well. You might be more powerful than me by the time I get back!”

“I doubt that very much,” Alicia said with a small laugh. “But you never know. I have a feeling I’m really going to enjoy my work…”

“I think you will.”

“I will pray every night that Queen Nyssael does not prove too difficult a conquest,” Alicia said. “And that you return safely and quickly."

"She will," Estelle spoke up from her position near the gate. Her shepherdess's crook was planted firmly in the earth beside her. "Lamia queens don't appreciate guests. Even when they issue the invitations themselves. But Ben can handle it."

The reminder sobered the crowd. Conversations died to worried murmurs. The reality of the danger ahead pressed down on them all.

Ben lifted his voice so everyone could hear. "Lucky Nickel Acres is the strongest it's ever been. You have guardians protecting every ecosystem. You have Citrine and Rosie commanding the defenses. You have Alicia coordinating everything else. I'm not worried about leaving because I know you'll all take care of each other."

A cheer went up from the crowd. Voices called out encouragement and promises to keep the farm safe. The energy lifted some of the sadness that had settled over the gathering.

Ben kissed Alicia one final time. Her lips were soft and warm. The taste of tears mingled with her familiar sweetness. "I love you, Wife."

"I love you too, Husband." Her voice broke slightly on the words. "Come home to us."

"You know I will."

Ben shouldered his pack and walked toward the gate. Helena and Renee fell into step behind him. Estelle took point position as they set off, her weathered boots crunching on the gravel path.

At the back of the crowd, Quincie perched on the fence post like a disgruntled gargoyle. Her yellow eyes tracked Ben's movement. She didn't call out or wave. Her tail flicked once in what might have been farewell. Then she turned her attention to grooming her paw with deliberate indifference.

Even Quincie's aloof goodbye made Ben smile. They’d had a nice long farewell petting session before the sun had come up, so she could pretend all she liked. He knew her ‘little kitty’ would be begging for his Farmer’s Sausage the moment he returned.

The crowd followed them to the boundary of the Greenhold. His children ran alongside the path. Adults called out final words of encouragement. The mothers lifted their babies higher so they could see their departing father.

When they reached the ward line, Ben turned back for one last look. Lucky Nickel Acres spread behind him like a paradise. Smoke rose from the kitchen chimney. Laundry fluttered on lines between the buildings. The gardens were lush and blooming.

Alicia stood at the center of it all. Sandara was still cradled in her arms. Citrine's wings cast a protective shadow over them both. The image burned itself into Ben's memory.

He raised his hand in farewell. Then he turned and followed the eastern road away from everything he loved most in the world.

The first steps were the hardest.

But with each stride, the pull of duty grew stronger. Somewhere ahead lay Queen Nyssael and the Stone Coil Monument. The fate of Faerowilde's barriers rested on his success.

Behind him, Lucky Nickel Acres would endure. His family would be safe.

This was what the system wanted him to do.

The road stretched ahead through rolling hills and scattered groves. Morning mist clung to the hollows between the ridges. Birds called from the trees. The world beyond the Greenhold was waking up.

Ben adjusted his pack and settled into the steady rhythm of the journey. Helena and Renee walked a few paces behind. Their chains clinked softly with each step. Estelle scouted ahead, her crook tapping against the stones of the old road.

They had a long way to go.


9
The Road East


By midday, the familiar landmarks of home had vanished behind rolling hills and dense groves of oak. The eastern road stretched ahead like a brown ribbon through countryside that grew wilder with each mile. Farmsteads became sparse. Then they disappeared entirely.

It had been fascinating to Ben to see the changes to the countryside in the time since he’d first arrived in Faerowilde. His first trips into the nearby town of Grimsby had been a disheartening experience as the pastoral paradise of Lucky Nickel Acres had given way to bleak, overworked factory farms covered in smoke-belching, soul blackening machinery worked by malnourished and mistreated demi-beast slaves.

Ben had made it his mission to undermine the control of the land barons who had Grimsby and its surrounding areas under their thumbs and, with Alicia’s help and encouragement, had taken the first steps to freeing the local demi-beasts from oppression. Since then, the people of Grimsby had followed Ben’s lead, dividing up the swathes of land that had been owned by the barons into smaller sections to be farmed by individuals and families. Cottage industries had bloomed, trade was thriving, and both humans and demi-beasts alike were seeing the benefits of working together.

Demi-beast and monster-kin people were immortal, thanks to the magic of the system. Many had been enslaved for centuries and barely remembered life before the Great War. Some were young enough to have been born after the war, and to have never known a world in which their kind were not treated as beasts to be caged or monsters to be slain.

The Great War had wiped out most of the male demi-beasts and the centuries afterward had seen the remaining males hunted, enslaved, and eliminated, leaving female demi-beasts to live long, lonely lives in chains, with no hope for freedom or family beyond the friendships they forged with fellow slaves. Despair had weakened their connection to the system, which was slowly weakening the plant and animal populations of Faerowilde, as demi-beasts acted as magical stewards of the land.

While humans had suffered for what they’d done to the demi-beasts—losing their connection to the system, and thereby becoming mortal—crystal-based technology had allowed them to retain the upper hand over demi-beasts, giving them means to harness demi-beast magic and use it for their own gain.

When word spread that Ben’s farm provided a safe haven, female demi-beasts had flocked to Lucky Nickel Acres, yearning for freedom and the possibility of starting a family of their own. As Ben’s power grew, so too did the magic of the demi-beasts in their community, even the ones he hadn’t bred yet. It was as if hope and happiness had unlocked pathways in their connection to the system that had collapsed due to centuries of neglect.

The land beyond Lucky Nickel Acres now seemed to reflect the growing magic in the area. It was so lush and happy looking that it brought a smile to Ben’s face just to walk along the road beside the fields that had once been so withered and depressed.

Older demi-beasts—those who had lived long lives, and raised children before the war—had taken to pairing up with widows and widowers to offer help around the home in exchange for room and board. Ben had heard of a number of amorous partnerships that had evolved from these arrangements—encouraged, no doubt, by rumors of his own inclinations toward demi-beasts. He was absurdly proud of the fact that he’d had such a positive impact on the lives of Grimsby’s citizens. This success was, to him, an indication of what was possible in the rest of Faerowilde if his influence were to continue to spread.

On their journey today, Ben marveled at the change, feeling it truly sink in for the first time. He rarely had time or need to travel to Grimsby these days—Penelope and Alicia took care of running the General Store and they had regular steam-carriage pickups for all the produce and animal products the farm produced each day. His wife’s management and organizational skills kept everything working like a well-oiled machine. Money flowed in, so Ben could focus on his duties as Keeper—patrolling his borders, monitoring the ecosystems, fighting monsters, and (his personal favorite) breeding as many females as he had time for.

“Mistress Alicia threatened to redden my bottom so that it hurt to ride on our journey,” Renee complained. “And then we didn’t even get horses!”

The fox girl had tied her hair up in a cascading pony-tail that started right between her perky orange ears. The back of her neck was a pretty golden tan color that seemed to be darkening in the sun already. Her travel dress was a bit too large and slipped off her shoulder in a way that had Ben wondering if he should tug it back up for her or pull it the rest of the way off.

The way she glanced over her shoulder at him with a bratty quirk to her lip as she complained suggested her preference for the latter.

“Horses are dangerous to take into monster-ridden territories,” Estelle said from the front of the group. “They are easily startled by smaller monsters, which risks us being thrown. And they are prey for larger monsters which often prefer to avoid humans but consider horse flesh a delicious treat.”

Helena gave Renee’s chain a sharp reprimanding tug. “You should not complain about such things, you ungrateful little wench. The Master is more than capable of both reddening your bottom and riding you until it hurts, and you’ll still have no horse to carry you tomorrow.”

Ben walked at the rear of their small party, where he could enjoy the view of all three women. Estelle was petite and slender, her fluffy curls glowing like spun gold in the sunlight. She wore a pale blue dress with white ruffles at the sleeves and hem, which made her look a bit like Little Bo Peep from a nursery rhyme book. But the curled horns on her head, her fleecy white ears and fluffy tail—which poked out the back of the dress—seemed to belong to Bo Peep’s flock instead.

The dress didn’t look all that practical for travel, but Ben knew the fabric had strategic slits that were camouflaged by the ruffles, which made sudden movements easier. They were designed to tear away if caught in the teeth of a monster, beneath which she wore slim-fitting, flexible trousers rather than the lacy bloomers that might be expected.

The Ovina’s diminutive stature and girlish attire belied her fierce battle instinct, and Ben knew she could move like a gymnast when she needed to. The way she fought with her shepherdess crook reminded him of some of the cheesy Kung-Fu movies he’d enjoyed watching as a kid. She could have been a travelling monk for an ancient sect of martial arts masters. He loved this about her, and loved the way she liked to put up a fight when it was time to be bred.

Next to Estelle, the other two women seemed much more like creatures of comfort, designed to give and receive pleasure more than to do any practical work. Renee was all lush curves and flirtatious glances, her fluffy orange tail swishing tantalizing back and forth with the sway of her hips. He knew she was trying to entice him, and it was working. They’d hardly been walking a couple of hours before he’d started counting down the minutes until their first rest break.

Helena was more complex. Her posture and bearing still very much belonged to an imperious noblewoman. Her narrow shoulders, waist, and hips had an ascetic sparseness compared to Renee’s generous form. When Helena spoke to her Kitsune pet, her tone still held that commanding crispness of a woman who expected to be obeyed.

But her cartoonishly oversized breasts contrasted so strongly against the rest of her personality that it was no wonder she was humiliated by them.

Ben found it almost unfathomable that the severe older woman had wanted this change in her form. But the system had done it for a reason, and he supposed it wasn’t impossible that a woman who had seen herself as barren and unwomanly might fantasize about this hyper-feminized doll-like version of herself.

Obediently, she’d removed the modesty panel as soon as they were out of sight of the farm. Ben had found it nearly impossible to tear his eyes away from the bulging, lace-bound monstrosities. They were obscene. But there was something about that that triggered an excitement deep in his brain, an otherness that suggested extremes. Extreme submission. Extreme deviance. Extreme sensual heights.

The fact that the system had taken her transformation to such an extreme suggested that a part of Helena’s subconscious had wished to become the oversexed female she had once despised—a slut, a whore, a rutting animal. Yet she wasn’t ready to claim that hyper-sexed version of herself yet, which was why she needed to be commanded into the acts that she craved.

This was what both Renee and Alicia had tried to explain to him, and understanding the psychology behind her behavior did make it a bit easier to perform in the way Helena desired from him. Ben had no trouble with dominance. In fact, many of the demi-beasts he’d bred preferred a much more commanding type of lover than Ben had ever been in his past life and he’d grown to enjoy it very much.

But this felt different, and he hadn’t quite found a way to please Helena in a way that felt natural and comfortable to him.

He needed to figure it out though, because if he was going to get hung up on a little kink from a human lover, how could he expect to seduce or dominate the Lamia Queen?

He figured enjoying the view was a good place to start. If he let that desire build, it would be much easier to get into character when it came time to punish Renee for her brattiness or command Helena to do silly things like… he didn’t know… massage his feet? Was that degrading enough to satisfy her?

A back massage would be nicer…

Ben’s staff tapped a steady rhythm against the packed earth as his mind wandered. The weight of his pack settled into a comfortable burden across his shoulders.

Helena and Renee had fallen into silence—sullen on the fox-kin’s part and long-suffering on Helena’s. Renee’s chain hung loose between them, with the end clasped in Helena’s hand. She also held her own chain. Ben had insisted they carry their own restraints rather than wear them openly on the road, not so much because he cared what anyone thought of their relationship dynamic, but because he wanted his hands free in case they stumbled across any monsters.

"Master," Helena's voice cut through the quiet. "Perhaps I could carry your pack? Or prepare your lunch when we stop?"

Ben lifted his head to find Helena staring over her shoulder at him. Her gray eyes held the same desperate eagerness he'd grown accustomed to over the past week. She needed to serve. The urge radiated from her like heat from a forge.

"I'm fine, Helena. Save your energy for walking."

Her face fell. The disappointment was so sharp that Ben almost relented. But it just didn’t seem right, as the strongest in the group to pass his burden on to one of the others.

Renee bounded up beside Helena. Her fox ears perked with mischief. "What the Master means is that he's testing our endurance, Mistress Helena," she said sweetly. "Making sure we're strong enough to serve him properly when we reach the monument."

Helena's expression brightened immediately. "Of course! How thoughtful, Master."

Ben shook his head. Renee shot him a wink over Helena's shoulder. The fox-kin woman had a talent for smoothing over his discomfort with the power dynamics. She also had a talent for stirring up trouble when things got too serious, so he knew he’d have to keep an eye on her.

As they walked, Ben took his Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook out of his coat pocket, wanting to reread the section on Kitsune, which he’d previously passed over since the creatures were thought to be basically extinct.

Kitsune females are sly, playful, and more than a little maddening for the unprepared breeder. Their fertility magic is a gift beyond compare, but it comes wrapped in nine tails of mischief. Expect games, teasing, and the kind of bratty provocations designed to test your patience and resolve. A Kitsune does not truly want an indulgent partner—what she craves is correction.

Frequent spankings are not only tolerated but welcomed, especially when paired with firm words that remind her who is in charge. Binding her wrists or tails will deepen her surrender, while nipple pinching or clitoral punishment will focus her unruly energy into obedience. A clever breeder will use these tools not to humiliate but to channel her magic, for the Kitsune glows brightest when she has been thoroughly put in her place.

Once she is properly subdued, her body becomes a conduit for fertility energy unlike any other. The wise breeder will always follow discipline with care: petting her ears until she whimpers, stroking her tail until she melts, and praising her submission so she knows she has pleased her sire. Without this aftercare, a Kitsune will simply reset to her bratty defaults and the cycle begins anew. With it, she will become fiercely loyal, and eager to provoke further “punishments” in hopes of the sweet attention that follows.

When not properly supervised, Kitsune are notorious for attempting to sate their appetites in the most shameless ways imaginable. They will rub themselves against chair legs, bedposts, or even the nearest fence rail if left too long without attention. Many a breeder has caught his vixen with her skirts hiked, fingers buried, ears twitching as she grins through her own moans. Do not mistake this for true satisfaction—such antics are designed as much to provoke as to relieve. The Kitsune wants to be caught, corrected, and claimed.

Rumor persists that breeding Kitsunes can awaken hidden skill bonuses in those with the Breeder class—sharper instincts, heightened virility, or even the ability to craft small illusions.

One of the more startling rumors surrounding Kitsune breeding is that the act can sometimes trigger what seasoned breeders refer to as a “knotting effect.” This is when the breeder’s cock swells at its base during climax, locking him firmly inside the vixen’s fertile depths. The effect fills her more completely than ordinary coupling, ensuring that none of his seed escapes and that she is bred as thoroughly as nature allows. The breeder may find himself unable to withdraw for several minutes—sometimes much longer—until the swelling subsides. While this might alarm the inexperienced, both parties will quickly discover the knotting effect is intensely pleasurable: she is stretched to her limit and utterly stuffed with her sire’s essence, while he is milked continuously by her clenching inner walls. Many breeders report this as the most efficient and satisfying method of guaranteeing conception, though it should be noted that Kitsune females are prone to wriggling, begging, and bratty complaints while held in this natural lock.

Do not be alarmed if your Kitsune becomes dependent on this intensely violating sensation in order to achieve her own climax. She considers it the ultimate proof of mastery: that she has been filled, sealed, and thoroughly owned.

Ben thumbed the heavy page, raising an eyebrow at the crude but enthusiastic illustration. The artist had gone to some trouble capturing a little Kitsune brat caught red-handed—or cucumber-handed, in this case.

She stood bare as the day she was born, narrow-chested but broad in the hips, tail fluffed in guilty excitement. With her sire’s back turned, she had taken a vegetable from the kitchen and was trying to see how far she could get it between her thighs. The grin on her face was proof enough she knew exactly how much trouble she’d be in when caught.

“Damn foxes,” Ben muttered under his breath. The handbook hadn’t exaggerated. Kitsune needed constant supervision or they’d rub themselves raw on anything they could get their paws on. He supposed he was lucky that Renee had found herself a Mistress to take control of some of those needs, but he had a feeling she was going to get a lot feistier now that she was pregnant.

The next illustration was even more colorful. A full cutaway diagram showed a sire’s cock buried in a Kitsune’s backside, the base swollen into a knot that locked her wide and helpless. Where normal anatomy might have been, the artist had rendered a glowing, gem-like organ deep inside her, labeled simply as essence core. The knot sealed tight against it, ensuring every drop of seed filled the chamber until it pulsed bright with absorbed power.

Ben let out a low whistle. The text alongside the plate claimed this knotting effect was rare but possible when breeding Kitsune, and that it practically guaranteed conception while keeping the female from wriggling away until the job was well and truly finished.

He smirked. Guess that explains why they’re so hard to keep satisfied, he thought. Takes a proper binding to make them settle down.

He wondered if this was how he needed to ensure Renee’s pregnancy was viable. He wouldn’t mind trying, if that was the case. But what did he need to do in order to trigger the knotting effect?

Ben sighed. He supposed getting into his role as disciplinarian was part of it. He was going to have to work on that.

The main road gave way to a narrower track that wound between fields and copses of oak. Helena walked with the crimson-bound manuscript cradled in her arms, the silver script on its cover pulsing faintly as if attuned to their steps. Every so often she paused to tilt the book toward the light, tracing glowing lines that only she seemed able to read.

“This way,” she said, pointing toward a smaller path where the grass had grown high and wild. “The text insists the Monument lies beyond these hills, though it looks like many days travel at this pace.”

“Good,” Renee said, glancing over her shoulder at Ben. “More time with the Master all to ourselves.”

The lane narrowed quickly, hedgerows pressing close, until it was barely wide enough for single file. Ben let Estelle lead. The Ovina’s keen eyes darted constantly from side to side, her crook tapping a steady rhythm against the earth.

“Something’s wrong here.” She crouched by a thicket of wildflowers, brushing aside a stalk. The blossoms drooped, their petals darkened by veins of violet. The soil beneath glistened wet, though no rain had fallen. “See the purple taint? This is the same blight we saw near the crystal cave.

Ben frowned. “Corruption.”

He crouched beside her, brushing a stem that wilted at his touch. His HUD flickered in response, throwing up a faint warning flash of red he hadn’t seen before. But it disappeared again the moment he removed his hand. No notification had appeared to explain the warning, but Ben supposed it might be a kind of handy detection system built into one of his Keeper skills.

They pressed on. The path degraded further, from dirt to stones, then to nothing but a game trail winding between thorny scrub.

“Are you sure this is the way, Mistress?” Renee whispered, as if she didn’t want anything that might be hiding in the surrounding trees to hear her.

Helena gave her chain a sharp tug. “Don’t question me, you little tart. Of course, I’m sure.”

“It feels right,” Estelle said. “We’re a ways out yet, but I sense we are getting closer to Nagaina territory.”

The silence deepened until even the insects fell quiet. Ben’s senses heightened to fill in the void and a tingling sensation washed across his skin. A faint pressure change in the air alerted him to the danger before he saw what it was, like an oppressive, waiting weight that tightened the air.

“Up there,” Estelle hissed. She pointed with her crook toward the ridge.

Shapes hunched along the branches, ragged silhouettes against the gray sky. As the group watched, one lurched forward, wings spreading wide in a spray of black feathers. Its eyes glowed with a sickly violet light, its beak crusted with something dark that dripped when it shrieked.

Ben swore under his breath. “Great. Demonic pigeons.”

“Vultures,” Estelle corrected. “But there’s something wrong with them.”

Helena pulled Renee’s chain until the copper-haired woman was tight against her side. Her eyes never left the sky. “I saw the same thing in the High Council’s chambers. These creatures are possessed.”

Ben attempted to scan the creatures with his HUD. There was another red, warning blink before system text flashed across Ben’s HUD:

Monster Lore: Identification Successful – Carrion Vessel

Carrion birds are an essential part of a healthy ecosystem. Vultures, crows, and other scavengers perform the thankless task of consuming carcasses before rot can spread disease, preventing plague and purifying the wilds for the living. Where carrion eaters thrive, the land itself is healthier.

But when corruption seeps into the cycle, these lovers of dead flesh attract more than maggots and flies. The stench of decay draws opportunistic spirits from the demonic plane—parasitic fragments eager for a host body. What should be nature’s caretakers of death become twisted puppets, their hollow bones strung with violet fire.

Carrion Vessels are such creatures: scavenger birds reanimated by minor-class demons. They circle like ordinary vultures at first, wings ragged, eyes vacant. Only when they descend does the corruption show—sickly violet pupils, talons that drip ichor, and voices warped into shrieking echoes of the abyss.

Do not be fooled by the term minor. Even fledgling demons are vicious and cunning, more than enough to maim or kill the uninitiated fighter. Their host bodies are unnaturally resilient, requiring destruction of the core lodged in the heart before they will cease their assault.

When Carrion Vessels gather in numbers, they can strip a battlefield of life faster than natural scavengers ever could, leaving behind not only bare bones but a spreading miasma of corruption that weakens barriers and invites stronger entities through.

Seasoned Keepers recommend treating any sighting of Carrion Vessels as an early warning: if these scavengers are present, greater demonic forces may not be far behind.

Note: Creatures afflicted by demonic possession leave behind demonic crystal cores, volatile fragments that can be refined for crafting weapons, wards, or enchantments. Because birds—even carrion eaters—retain a natural celestial affinity, Carrion Vessels also have a small chance of dropping rare or unique magical items.

That was interesting. While Ben had done some crafting through his connection to the system, it had been for things like farm out-buildings and Meadow’s milking machine. He hadn’t attempted anything to do with magical weapons or spells.

He hadn’t even been aware that this was possible.

The first Carrion Vessel dove, interrupting Ben’s musing. He adjusted his grip on his quarterstaff and took a defensive stance. Estell was already moving. Her crook swung in a smooth arc that cracked against the creature’s ribs mid-flight. The ugly beast spun sideways, screeching as a ragged black spray of feathers burst from its body.

Two more wheeled down, straight toward Helena and Renee. The women shrieked, stumbling back. Helena’s breasts strained against her bodice as she tried to run, throwing her off balance. She landed hard on her knees. Renee, desperate to protect her Mistress, fumbled with a spark of golden light at her fingers, but it fizzled uselessly.

“Master! Help!” the fox-kin woman shouted. “I… I can’t use my defensive magic… I’m not strong enough yet!”

Ben surged forward. His staff hummed as amber light flared along its length. He swung two-handed, catching the lead vulture mid-lunge. Bone crunched, and the demon-ridden thing crumpled at Helena’s feet.

“Stay behind me!” Ben barked.

Helena crawled awkwardly, her breasts dragging on the ground as she attempted to escape.

Estelle spun. Her crook twirled in vicious circles as she struck another from the air, her small frame snapping with hidden power. “Aim for the chest!” she called. “The cores are in their hearts!”

Ben’s next strike drove the glowing tip of his staff straight through a bird’s breast. The creature shrieked, violet light flaring before winking out entirely as it collapsed in ash.

Six more Carrion Vessels wheeled above, their ragged wings cutting black shapes across the pale sky. They dove one after another, shrieking like rusted hinges, only to meet Estelle’s crook flashing in sharp arcs or the solid crack of Ben’s staff breaking bone. Feathers burst into the air with each impact, black and violet motes scattering like ash.

Every dive angled toward Helena and Renee—not him or Estelle, who should have been the primary targets. The birds didn’t care about the armed fighters holding the line. Their dead eyes fixed only on the two women.

Renee screamed as one swooped close, snapping its beak a hair from her ear before wheeling away. Helena clutched her chain like a weapon she didn’t know how to use, her pale throat bare, her enormous breasts making quick movement impossible.

They know, Ben thought, fury sparking in his chest. These aren’t mindless monsters. The demons possessing them remember that Helena and Renee helped burn their brethren out of the High Council in Cinderfell.

The next vulture plummeted. Its talons gleamed violet-black, aiming straight for Helena’s eyes. Ben whipped his staff in a brutal upward strike, intercepting it mid-dive. The impact snapped the creature’s neck with a sickening pop. Momentum carried the corpse past Helena’s cheek in a rush of rot and sulfur before it hit the dirt with a wet crunch. Violet light guttered from its eyes, leaking into the ground like oil, then burned out.

Two more dived, screaming, for Renee. Ben lunged sideways, planting himself between them and the kitsune. One slammed into his staff with such force it jarred his arms to the shoulders. He twisted, redirecting its momentum and smashing it into the earth where its bones shattered under the blow. The other raked claws across his sleeve before he could recover. Pain, hot and sharp, lanced his arm. He grunted, pivoted, and brought the butt of the staff down in a crushing strike that silenced its ear-piercing shriek.

Helena staggered back, tears streaking her powdered cheeks. Renee clung to her skirts with wide, terrified eyes. Behind them, Estelle battled another undead bird, which seemed to be more interested in keeping her distracted than fighting in earnest.

Ben planted himself in front of them, staff leveled. His entire body burned with the raw instinct to shield the vulnerable women. The world narrowed to the undead creature’s horrible shrieking, the beating of their wings, and the growing stench of corruption.

Another screech split the air. Ben raised his staff, and the crystal at its tip erupted in a blinding flash that tore across the sky. The shockwave cracked like thunder, and the remaining carrion vessels were seared mid-flight.

Their cries ended abruptly as their bodies fell smoking to the dirt in a wide ring around him. Feathers drifted in the charged air, the acrid stench of scorched flesh hanging heavy. Ben lowered the staff slowly, chest heaving.

Even the one that had been attacking Estelle was now dead.

All three women stared at him, just as his HUD pinged with a new notification.

Class Upgrade: Keeper Level 10 – Guardian Keeper (Master Breeder)

As a Level 10 Guardian Keeper with the Master Breeder specialization, you have ascended from protector of a single farm to a recognized patriarch of a living legacy. Your power extends not only through your household and Greenhold; your reputation across Faerowilde now carries the indisputable weight of authority. Allies and enemies alike begin to take notice of your influence, and the choices you make will ripple far beyond your fields.

Lucky Nickel Acres has been formally recognized by the system as a bound community under your care. Each dependent, mate, and child now carries an individual reputation score visible through your HUD.

Increasing reputation unlocks unique perks, relationship-based boons and personal quests, reflecting the depth of trust and intimacy you have cultivated.

At higher levels of reputation, the system allows you partial veto power and influence over how it grants abilities to your dependents, ensuring their skills and growth align with your vision as Keeper.

Your leadership has become as important as your fertility, and your role as Master Breeder now expands into the shaping of a dynasty—one that will define the future of Faerowilde for generations to come.

New Abilities:

Ward of the Keeper – Your protective instincts manifest as a radiant shield of energy that can be shaped at will. It can defend allies from harm, repel corruption, or conceal your presence entirely by bending light and sound around you. When wielded offensively, the shield may be cast outward as a crushing wave, obliterating enemies within its radius. When wielded defensively, it fortifies allies against even demonic corruption.

Autosuggestion – Your authority as Keeper now extends into the very framework of the system. Through your bond with those you have bred, you may influence how the system interprets and applies its rewards. This ability allows you to nudge outcomes in desired directions, veto unsuitable changes, or even suggest entirely new abilities when your reputation with a dependent is sufficiently high. The stronger the bond, the greater the system’s willingness to bend to your will.

Ben drew in a slow breath, chest heaving. His hands tingled with the aftershock of power, the staff still warm in his grip. As the system read the notification in his mind, he struggled to make sense of it. He’d hardly thought of the Reputation: Hero points he’d first received when defeating monsters in the cellar of Alicia’s General Store back in Grimsby, and the ones he’d encountered along the road—which it had turned out, had been set loose by the very land baron who’d kept Estelle a slave.

When he’d needed to increase his reputation with the people of Grimsby in order to level up his farm to Grangehold and Greenhold, those points had been gathered passively as they increased their presence in town, and made small improvements for the people in their community.

But this was something different entirely.

He opened the new menu in his HUD, floored by the details he could now see about each of his mated females.

HUD: Household Reputation Menu

Reputation ranges from 0–100. Higher reputation reflects deeper trust, intimacy, and alignment with the Keeper’s goals. Reputation unlocks unique perks tailored to each individual.

System Alert: Raising reputation unlocks new levels of trust. Reputation increases naturally through care, intimacy, and protection. Reputation decreases when dependents feel neglected, betrayed, or disrespected. The Keeper’s duty is to balance attention across all bonds.

Alicia Nickles – Human – Homestead Manager/Liaison Coordinator (Wife)

Current Reputation: 95/100

	Perk [25]: Efficient Hand – Reduces resource waste in farm production.

	Perk [50]: Shared Burden – This mate can temporarily absorb system fatigue, allowing the Breeder to push past normal limits.

	Perk [75]: Breeder’s Proxy – This mate may use the Breeder’s essence to impregnate demi-beasts through ritual assistance.

	Perk [100]: Locked




Ben would have continued reading, but a cry from Estelle jolted him.

The Ovina woman pressed her crook to the earth and leaned on it, wincing as if from a sudden pain. Her body glowed with the same kind of light Ben was growing used to seeing from his staff.

He received another notification.

Attention Keeper: Companion Skill Evolution

Dependent Class Path Advancement Unlocked!

Estelle – Ovina – Shepherdess

This mate has attained the Combat—Master skill, and may now choose a specialization path for the Shepherdess class.

Option 1 – Monster Slayer

This mate may devote herself fully to the path of the hunter. Choosing this specialization will sharpen her combat abilities against corrupted and demonic foes, increasing her damage, accuracy, and resistance whenever she stands against monsters.

Option 2 – Slayer Trainer

Alternatively, this mate may take the path of the teacher. This specialization grants her the ability to train others in the use of basic melee weapons, passing on her hard-earned skill with remarkable efficiency.

This mate will gain proficiency in all basic weapons for the purpose of training. Those who learn under her guidance will gain experience and mastery at an accelerated rate. While she will have mastery of all basic melee weapons while training, this mastery does not extend to combat. Individual skill proficiencies must be advanced as normal.

Estelle shuddered, shaking her blond curls as if to get a buzzing sound out of her head.

“Are… are you all right?” Helena asked. Her voice cracked, still hoarse from her screams during the attack.

“I leveled up.” Estelle’s forehead wrinkled. “But something is wrong… it says ‘Specialization Pending’ as if the system is waiting for something.”

Ben frowned. “It’s waiting for me.”

“You?” Estelle’s yellow eyes burned into his, her curiosity evident. “What do you mean?”

“I leveled up too,” Ben explained. “It seems I have some say in how my mates progress in the system. I’ve been given two options for your evolution. Monster Slayer and Slayer Trainer.”

He read the descriptions allowed, and Estelle’s eyes grew wide.

“This is incredible,” she muttered. “I’ve never even heard of these specializations. We informally referred to our fighters as Monster Slayers in my family, but… we’ve always just been Shepherdess’s with a Fighter specialization. I haven’t heard of a real Monster Slayer since before the war. What do you think?”

“I think you should be allowed to choose for yourself,” Ben said, feeling a little annoyed by the system. He’d learned far more about fighting monsters from Estelle than he’d ever taught her about anything. It seemed ludicrous that his opinion should hold sway over her expertise. “So I want to know what you think.”

Estelle cocked her head to the side. Her cheeks were still flushed from fighting, making her prettier than ever. Like a China doll that might murder him in his sleep. Her expression was serious, and Ben worried that she was upset.

“Please,” she said. “I’d like to hear your opinion, Master Ben.”

Ben sighed. There she went with the Master business again. He couldn’t decide if he liked the honorific or not. It felt a bit silly when he thought about his past life, but here in Faerowilde… he couldn’t deny it was different.

And the system certainly seemed to want him to embrace it.

“All right,” he said with a shrug. “Well, the detailed description on Monster Slayer says you’d have a heightened instinct for spotting enemy weaknesses in the midst of battle. I figure that would make you a formidable frontline fighter, even more so than you already are, and one whose presence I would rely on more than ever to protect the farm. And it might be very useful when we reach Queen Nyssael’s domain.”

Estelle nodded, motioning for him to go on.

“On the other hand, the Slayer Trainer path would make you a force multiplier, not just a fighter. You could shape the strength of our entire community—all of those who wished to train in a warrior art. My feeling is that this would have the greater impact, especially since it seems we have a couple of travel companions in need of a few combat pointers at the moment.”

“So, of the two, you would choose Slayer Trainer?”

“Not necessarily.” Ben scratched the back of his head and leaned on his staff, feeling suddenly tired. “I know you come from a long line of Monster Slayers and Lore Keepers, even if they didn’t go by that name officially. If you wish to continue in the tradition of your family, I would honor that.”

Estelle’s blush deepened. She stepped toward him with a bemused look on her face, and reached up to touch his chest.

“You are my family, Master Ben,” she said, looking up at him with such earnest admiration that it shocked him. “I would honor you.”

“Estelle, this is a big decision.” He had to speak through a lump forming in his throat. “It will change every level up you get in the system.”

“The only reason I’m strong enough to level up at all is because of you.” Her words came out forcefully. “I’ve spent centuries feeling my power wither rather than grow, Master. Now, I feel it growing again. Your seed unlocked potential within me that I never knew was possible. I will fight by your side, I will be your warrior, if that is what you wish. But you must know how honored I would feel to be one of your seeds, planted in the fertile soil of your kingdom, where I may nourish all those who love you. I would be your Slayer Trainer, so that as I grow, so too will the power of every warrior under your command.”

Her passion stirred something deep in Ben’s soul. He pushed the HUD menus away so that they could not distract him from the beauty of the fiercely loyal woman gazing up at him like he was some kind of God. He dropped his mouth to hers, enveloping her plump lips in a tender kiss. He braced one hand on his staff and wrapped the other around her narrow waist, squeezing her slender form to his chest.

When he finally broke the kiss, leaving her panting and breathless, he re-opened the menu and selected Slayer Trainer.

There were tears in Estelle’s eyes as she received the notification, and she kissed him again, more forcefully this time.

Ben heard Helena gasp. Renee let out a giggle.

“Seems like it’s time for a break,” the fox-kin whispered, not-so-subtly. “Time to blow off some steam.”

A ring of blue light pulsed outward, shimmering into a translucent barrier that encircled the group as Ben activated his Ward of the Keeper power.

“That should keep us safe for a while,” he said. “And I’ve got some ideas for how we can blow off that steam.”

Helena clutched Renee’s chain so tightly her knuckles whitened. “Anything the Master needs is our pleasure to give.”

The noblewoman’s lips were pale, her eyes shining with more than the lingering fear left over from the fight. It was devotion, pure and simple. Renee leaned into her, her tail twitching back and forth as she licked her lips in anticipation. “Yes, Master. Anything.”

Ben glanced between them, then back to Estelle, who nodded firmly.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” she whispered a little breathily.

Ben winked. “We loot these corpses, have a bite to eat, set up our bedrolls, and—”

“And we’ll all suck the Master’s cock!” Renee leaped in the air, pumping her fist in excitement.

Helena jerked her chain, yanking the over-enthusiastic fox-girl back to her knees. “You’ll be doing nothing but watching if you don’t behave yourself,” she snarled, sounding very much like the imperious noblewoman she’d once been. Her gaze darted nervously up to Ben. “Unless Master has other preferences.”

Estelle covered her mouth, hiding a smile.

“Indeed, I do.” Ben strode across the clearing until he was looming over the women. He reached down and picked up their chains, pulling firmly, and guiding them to their feet. “You two are going to learn how to fight.”
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Steam still lingered faintly in the air from Ben’s spell, wrapping the group in a protective hush. Fortunately, the spell had encompassed the entire area they’d fought in so all of the monster corpses fit within the protected area. Ben counted twelve of the creatures in total. They hadn’t been very strong, but if he and Estelle hadn’t been there to defend Helena and Renee, the Carrion Vessels would easily have overwhelmed the weaker women.

Had the demons known they would be passing this way? Ben couldn’t think of how they’d gain this intel, since the farm was protected from spies and interlopers and he doubted very much that any of the demi-beasts living on the farm would betray him. But it was possible that Queen Nyssael’s messenger had been followed, and if the demons had any knowledge of what the monuments were and Ben’s role in protecting Faerowilde, they could have put two and two together.

Helena, Renee, and Lillian Belle—the proprietress of Marital Bliss and the new High Councilor of Cinderfell—had all surmised that the demons who had infested the city were more than a little dim, so Ben was willing to chalk it up to coincidence. But he did think they should be more cautious.

If possessed monsters were roaming the path to the Stone Coil Monument, there was a good chance they’d run into more of the demonic creatures. And the demons seemed to have some sort of collective memory in order for these lesser demons to have recognized Helena and Renee.

The system had given Estelle this Slayer Trainer class specialization option for a reason, and Ben believed the relative weakness of his two travel companions played a part. He hoped that all of his mates would learn how to fight, at least well enough to defend themselves and their children, but it was especially important for those who were going to be traveling with him.

They were protected against physical and magical damage because they were pregnant, thanks to his Protective Shield perk, but given their fearful reaction to the Carrion Vessel attack they either didn’t know this or their instincts were too strong to overcome. Ben wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to tell them they were invulnerable if they didn’t already know, as it might provide the necessary motivation for their training.

Besides, just because they couldn’t be injured didn’t mean they didn’t need to know how to defend themselves. It wouldn’t take a clever enemy long to figure out that kidnapping and imprisonment were better ways of getting revenge than murder when dealing with magically protected victims.

Estelle, clearly on the same wavelength as Ben on this matter, wasted no time. She activated some new skill from her menu, causing the grass inside the circle to bend toward her crook, and drew Renee toward the edge of the circle. The green blades danced and bowed around her, as if the land itself were acknowledging her new skills.

She picked up a short length of branch, hefting it in her hand to test its weight. Then it shimmered, transforming into a wooden spear.

Estelle turned her head to grin at Ben. “I can create practice weapons out of basic materials! That’s much more effective that having to train with a stick.”

“Nicely done,” Ben said, giving the pair a nod. “Now, no excuses, Renee. Your Master commands that you obey Estelle, do everything she tells you with no complaints. If you do well, there will be a reward for you. If not…”

Renee’s golden eyes flashed mischievously. “Yes, Master.”

“I’ll be watching,” he warned.

The kitsune took a moment to preen, fluffing her tail and smoothing her ears.

Estelle rapped her in the ribs with the butt of the spear. “We’re here to train, not to look pretty.”

“Yes, Mistress.” Renee winced, rubbing her side. Her eyes darted to Ben, then moved quickly back to the Slayer Trainer, wary of taking her eyes off the woman.

Ben wondered how badly it had hurt, given that she was currently invulnerable to physical and magical harm, thanks to his Protective Shield ability. That wasn’t actually all that handy when training. It was difficult to learn what would hurt in normal circumstances if one didn’t feel pain or take any damage.

Out of curiosity, he opened his skill menu and was gratified to find that there were a few adjustments he could make. There was a “temporary vulnerability” setting on the Protective Shield, which allowed for minor pains, scrapes, and bruises for training or disciplinary purposes.

Ben blinked at that. He hardly thought the system would want to encourage Breeders to abuse their mates.

But given the number of demi-beasts he’d met who liked to get a little feisty in the sack, he had a feeling “disciplinary purposes” were more in line with a good, firm spanking here and there. Such corporal punishments would hardly be as satisfying to a submissive if she couldn’t feel the sting of it.

Actually… that might explain why Renee had been particularly bratty lately. Maybe she’ hadn’t been properly satisfied by the mere idea of being punished. She needed to feel it.

Ben toggled on Temporary Vulnerability for both Renee and Helena.

His HUD flashed an alert.

Warning! Temporary Vulnerability Activated

This mate is protected against physical and magical attacks from hostile creatures and while in combat. However, while within a warded area, at rest, or in training, superficial injuries are permitted by the system.

Renee didn’t seem to notice. Perhaps she didn’t know about the protections her sire provided.

Estelle pressed the practice spear into Renee’s hands and showed her how to hold it. “Keep your weight forward. Ankles loose. Strike with your whole body, not just your arms.”

Her voice was firm but not unkind. Ben could easily imagine her helping to train generations of lambs into monster killers. But, since Estelle was a child before the war, he didn’t imagine she’d had much opportunity to teach children. Seeing the ease with which her new role came to her made Ben feel better about his choice.

Estelle was a fantastic fighter, but she was a natural teacher.

Renee pouted, her tail flicking with agitation, but she obeyed the Ovina’s instructions. She thrust awkwardly, her makeshift spear wobbling. Her balance wobbled and she tipped to the side, stumbling. Estelle corrected her stance with a quick tug on the fox-girl’s hip. “Again. Properly, this time.”

“I can’t move in these skirts,” Renee complained—already disobeying Ben’s command for obedience. “We don’t all have fancy fighting dresses like you, you know.”

It was just an excuse. Ben and Estelle knew it. Ben opened his mouth to correct the kitsune, but Estelle beat him to it.

“Then take it off.”

Renee blinked. “W-what?”

“You heard me perfectly well,” Estele replied sharply. She lifted her crook threateningly. “You are expected to train as hard as you can. If the dress impedes your movement, you will remove it.”

Ben crossed his arms, watching the exchange with interest. Estelle glanced at him for confirmation that her methods were acceptable, and Ben nodded.

Renee stomped her foot, playing up her brattiness. “I can’t fight naked.”

Ben assumed this was for his benefit, because she would rather be punished than rewarded when she was done, because there was no doubt that Estelle was going to wallop her for her insolence. Though the Ovina remained completely placid as she waited for the copper-haired woman to comply.

“Why not?” she asked. “I’ve heard you perform all kinds of acrobatic feats while naked if your Master commands it. Do you refuse him now?”

For a moment, Ben thought she was going to. But at the last second, her nerves seemed to fail her. She didn’t know Ben well enough to know how far it was safe to push him, and if she was too naughty her punishment might be quite severe. Of course, Ben wasn’t interested in any of that, but Renee was just uncertain enough that she obeyed.

Slowly she undid the tie at the front of her travel dress, opening it to reveal bare breasts with tight, excited nipples. The dress slid down over her shoulders, around her waist, and past her hips as the Kitsune wriggled to get out of it. When it lay in a pool at her feet, Renee stood completely naked before Estelle. She was breathing hard and looking sullen, as if she couldn’t decide if she was upset or aroused.

“Kick it over to me,” Estelle commanded. “Quickly, now. We’re wasting time.”

This time, Renee did not question the order. She kicked the dress toward Estelle, who picked it up and tore two long strips off the bottom of the skirts.

“Hey! Mistress Alicia ordered that, especially for me! You’re going to get in trouble, you bossy wool-head.”

“When we get home,” Estelle said, holding up the wider of the two strips. “Mistress Alicia is going to be far more interested in how badly you’ve been behaving than she is in how I’ve treated your dress. Now come here. You can’t fight with your tits flopping all over the place.”

Renee blushed and stepped forward, the last of the fight seemingly gone out of her. Estelle had her lift her arms, while she wrapped the first strip of fabric around the Kitsune’s hips, creating a mini-skirt Jungle Jane would have been proud of. Then she bound her ample chest, tight enough to make Renee bark in pain.

“You’re squishing them into my lungs,” she snapped. “Aren’t I allowed to breathe?”

“I’ll consider it, if you use those breaths for training rather than complaining. Now stand up straight. We’re going to do this again.”

Soon, Estelle had the former brothel madame working so hard she could hardly think long enough to form a complaint. Renee adapted quickly, apparently deciding it was more work to be a brat about it than it was to simply learn how to fight. Even as Ben watched, she seemed to be improving.

Certain that Estelle had things under control, Ben turned his attention to Helena.

Ben let them fade into the background. He’d seen Estelle drill Quincie on how to properly perform her patrols, and knew she had patience enough to make even the most stubborn creature obey, if begrudgingly.

His attention was needed elsewhere.

Helena stood near the center of the circle, stiff as marble, waiting for instruction. Her posture was rigid as she attempted to maintain a disciplined stance, like a soldier standing at attention. But her quickened breaths betrayed nerves as Ben turned to examine her.

Even just standing there, her breasts were an awkwardly dominant feature, obscuring the rest of her slender form. The inflated flesh strained against the delicate lace of her travel dress in what looked to Ben like a painful sort of constriction. He imagined if he were to remove the dress, there would be vivid imprints in her skin where the lace had dug in.

Ben imagined they hurt her back tremendously. Physically, they were an obstacle and a distraction she could ill afford in a fight. It hardly seemed she could breathe properly, let alone move with the agility a battlefield demanded. If she was to train with Estelle—or stand beside him against worse things—they would need to do something about them.

Ben approached her, lifted her chain and wrapped it around his fist until the small links bit into his palm. The gesture brought her close, and he could hear the soft intake of her breath before it caught in her throat. He pulled gently, forcing her to tilt her chin toward him. Helena trembled under the weight of his silence, eyes wide, lips parted as if she meant to speak but dared not.

He was glad that she didn’t. He knew she wanted some kind of domination from him, but he preferred not to bark silly commands if he didn’t have to. If she didn’t speak, he didn’t have to either.

Ben’s free hand brushed the lace at her shoulder and slipped beneath it, tugging until the delicate fabric slid down her arm. Helena’s whole body shuddered. She stood rigid, fists tight at her sides, fighting the instinct to cover herself.

As he’d imagined, her breasts were marred with the pattern of lace, like intricate scars pressed into her flesh. He ran his fingers across the skin, feeling the bumps like pebbles beneath his touch. She shivered as if her skin was more sensitive there.

Ben let the dress fall in a slow cascade. It whispered against her hips and pooled at her feet, much like Renee’s had at Estelle’s direction. But he had no intention of covering Helena.

She was beautifully naked, her skin dappled beneath the sunlight filtering from the trees. She could have been made of ivory, pale everywhere except a blush that bloomed across her throat and chest, and the harsh purple marks left by the lace. Her nipples stiffened in the cool air, a physical betrayal of the arousal tangled with her shame.

Ben often thought of Estelle as being doll-like; the Ovina was petite and delicate looking, despite her warrior’s training. She looked like a porcelain figurine that one might place high on a shelf, only to be looked at and never touched. Helena was an entirely different sort of doll, more like a concubine kept disfigured so that she would never need to leave the bed where she fulfilled her entire purpose.

Perhaps this was what Helena desired, to be so disfigured by her femininity that Ben would have no other use for her but to breed her.

But he thought she had far more to give than that.

Ben circled her, still holding the chain, slow and deliberate. His gaze mapped her body from every angle with almost clinical detachment. Helena’s breath came shallow and uneven, each inhale a soft quiver as she endured his inspection.

He kept the chain tight in one hand, leaving the other free to explore her curves. As he moved around her, he brushed his fingertips along her arms, down the dip of her spine, across her hips, mapping every contour with deliberate slowness. She trembled but didn’t resist.

When he focused on her form, his HUD flickered to life. The Autosuggestion menu shimmered faintly across his vision, overlaid on her naked body, like an augmented reality display. In a box, hovering next to her, Ben could see her stats from his Reputation: Breeder menu.

Helena Graythorne – Human – Unclassified Noblewoman (Mate)

Current Reputation: 82

	Perk [25]: Scholar’s Eye – This mate can instantly locate, translate, and cross-reference ancient texts with system support.

	Perk [50]: Obsessive Devotion – This mate’s fixation on her sire makes her resistant to corruption or external influence. She refuses to betray the Breeder under any circumstances.

	Perk [75]: System Alteration – This mate’s body can be reshaped for the Breeder’s pleasure. The system automatically chooses the mate’s preferred proportions, but her sire may accept, reduce, or reshape this form via Autosuggestion.

	Perk [100]: Locked




Ben took Helena’s hands, placing them one at a time around her chain. He positioned her so that the chain was pulled straight down, between her breasts. Then he ran his hands over the outside of her chest, dragging them down until his palms were flat against the undersides.

He lifted them, causing Helena to gasp again. The skin on her chest flushed with excitement as he touched her. Her breasts were highlighted in his HUD, where he could manually adjust their size.

At his mental command, the exaggerated swell of her breasts shrank, pulling inward, soft flesh tightening until they were closer to what they should have been.

“No!” Helena cried out, dropping her chain and clutching at herself. Tears filled her eyes before she could stop them. “Master, why?”

Ben’s hands caught her shoulders, steadying her. He watched her face with concern. “Did that hurt?”

She shook her head quickly, tears now streaming down her cheeks. “No, Master. It’s not painful. I only—” Her voice cracked. She swallowed, desperate to speak. “I only know I am not beautiful without them. Not to you. Not to anyone. I don’t know why I’m being punished. I only want to serve you, Master… I’m sorry if I failed you today.”

Ben cupped her face, forcing her gray eyes to meet his. “Helena, listen to me. I bred you before this transformation, did I not?”

She bit her lip and nodded.

“Then why would you think I do not like you as you are?”

“Because I do not like myself as I am, Master,” she whispered vehemently. “This body is old, barren, and unwomanly. When I submitted to you, and I transformed, I thought you’d healed me. I felt sexy and desirable for the first time in my life, and… and I hope that I am sexy enough that you will continue to breed me, so that I can carry a child.”

Ben gritted his teeth. He’d thought it better not to tell Helena of her pregnancy, in case, for some reason, it wasn’t viable. But now, he realized that was unfair. For a woman who’d been waiting all her life for this moment, it would be monumental to know from the very beginning.

“You are already carrying my child, Helena.”

She froze, her gray eyes locked on his. “W-what?”

“You became pregnant the first time I took you,” he said. “Every time I’ve taken you since, it has been feeding the life inside you. I thought you would like to find out yourself, the natural way, but the system doesn’t hide these things from me.”

“Master?” she whispered. “Is this true? This is not some cruel joke, is it? I don’t think I could survive a joke like that.”

“I would never lie to you about something like this, Helena. You are pregnant. You’ll get your confirmation when you miss your first cycle. And, if you’re anything like Alicia, then you’ll receive a notification from the system once you’re out of the first trimester. Until then, I need to breed you as often as possible to ensure the pregnancy remains viable.”

“Thank the gods.” She trembled violently in his arms, her skin pale with shock. “Thank the gods.”

“So you don’t need to humiliate yourself with obscene proportions,” Ben continued. “I like you just fine as you are, and I find it incredibly sexy that you are carrying my child.”

“Thank you, Master.” She shivered at his words, but her lips trembled into protest. “But… please. Allow me this conceit. I have never felt feminine or desirable before. Maybe that’s why I like this extreme transformation. I feel more like I belong to you when I am no good for anything else.”

Ben arched a brow. His suspicion about her motivations had been mostly correct. But he had a world to save, he could hardly afford to be wasting his time with some pillow princess with no other skills.

“You sure as hell weren’t much good for fighting when you could hardly stand upright with those things dragging you down.”

Her cheeks flamed. “Forgive me, Master. Please, forgive me. I only—” She dropped her gaze to the ground. “I know it is impractical, but I wish to keep them. When you look at me in Mistress Alicia’s dresses, I feel—” She broke off, unable to finish, clutching her shrunken breasts with grief written across her features. “I feel beautiful and worthy. They make me believe I am yours.”

Ben frowned. She had no idea how ridiculous that sounded.

“The fact that you are pregnant with my child should be enough for you to believe that,” he said sharply. He used Autosuggestion to swell her breasts once more. ”These breasts make you slow. Off balance. Helpless.”

Her breath hitched as his free hand cupped one heavy globe, weighing it, then slid down to the other. He shrank them down again.

“But I need them!”

“Need them?” Ben’s voice hardened. He stepped closer, until his chest brushed hers, chain taut between them. “You couldn’t even stand with them. Tell me, Helena—do you want to be beautiful, or do you want to serve?”

Her lips quivered. “Both,” she admitted, shamed and desperate all at once. “I’m sorry, Master. I am so weak…”

Ben let the tension linger, then exhaled slowly. The ease with which he could manipulate her shape had given him an idea. There was no reason they both couldn’t get what they wanted, and he could use this as leverage in their game of dominance. “Perhaps we can come to a compromise.”

“M-Master?” she stammered, reeling from the drastic changes to her body and self-image. “I don’t understand.”

“When we travel, they’ll stay as they are now. Manageable, keeping you free to fight if necessary. When we make camp… you may have the softness you crave. But only when I say so, and only if your behavior that day warrants reward.”

Relief and fresh heat washed across her face. She nodded quickly, too quickly, as though clinging to his mercy. “Yes, Master. Please. Please, I’ll obey.”

Her gratitude was raw, nearly frantic. And when she dared to meet his gaze again, he saw something in the corner of his eye. The reputation counter had moved up from 82 to 83, as if her need for his command was driving it upward.

For a time, she stood quietly, shoulders easing as though the compromise soothed her. But as Estelle barked another command at Renee and the clash of wood on wood filled the circle, Helena shifted her weight, biting her lip.

“Master,” she whispered, almost hesitant at first. Then her tone hardened, old habits slipping back in. “Make them bigger. Now. I… I need them.”

The words rang sharp in the air. Even she seemed startled by them. Her hand flew to her mouth, eyes wide with horror at her own boldness. “Forgive me! I didn’t mean—please—”

Ben only smiled. Slow. Dangerous. “No, Helena. You meant every word.”

The chain in his fist pulled taut as he drew her close enough that her breath shivered against his jaw. His HUD flickered as his will surged, pulling power from the system and into his Autosuggestion perk.

Helena’s breasts swelled beneath his hands, ballooning past their previous obscene proportions. Bigger. Heavier. Flesh straining against the very air as she staggered with the sudden burden. In seconds, she was doubled forward, unable to straighten under her own strength.

A strangled moan slipped from her lips. Not pain—something darker, needier.

“Look at you,” Ben said with a playfully mocking tsk. “Can’t even stand.”

He shrugged his pack from his shoulders and swung it forward. The straps dangled, waiting. “Put this on.”

Helena obeyed clumsily, sliding her arms through until the counterweight dragged against her spine. He steadied her as she straightened.

She stood nude before him, chest grotesquely overfull, chained and trembling, panting through parted lips. The added weight let her straighten, though the strain was etched plain in her trembling thighs and taut belly.

Ben folded his arms, watching her struggle. His HUD pulsed faintly—her reputation bar ticking upward, point by point. The harder she fought to endure, the brighter it grew.

The realization struck him like a spark to kindling: the more he commanded her, the more she loved him for it.

“Good,” he said at last. “Stay just like that.”

He hefted her breasts and pressed them together, amazed by the weight of them and even more amazed that the woman was willing to bear such a burden in order to display her submission. Helena moaned with pleasure as he massaged her, then bit her lip to stop herself.

Ben’s hands slid lower, down her taut belly and over her shaved mound. He pushed his fingers between her legs. There was no denying how much she loved this game when he swirled his fingers through her wetness.

Withdrawing his fingers, he held them up to her lips. “Open,” he commanded.

She opened her mouth and he pushed his fingers inside. She licked and sucked him clean, whimpering with excitement.

Reputation, 90/100.

“Good,” he said, when she’d finished. “Now, stay. I have work to do.”

He turned his back on her, picking up his staff. Behind him, Helena gasped and whimpered softly, every sound a hymn of surrender as she enjoyed both the punishment for her insolent demand and reward for her obedience.

[image: image-placeholder]

Ben walked toward the smoking corpses of the Carrion Vessels. He was curious about the loot the creatures might drop. It sounded like Estelle and Renee were still busy with the Kitsune’s training, and Helena could hardly do more than stand until he reduced the size of her chest, which left it to him to gather any usable materials from the monsters.

He’d intended for the over-inflation to teach Helena a lesson about extremes, but the plan had somewhat backfired. She seemed to enjoy this extreme even more than the last. Fortunately, his plan for compromise meant that she’d only suffer this mammary disability when they’d made camp for the night within the Ward of the Keeper or, once they were back home, when he had her alone in the bedroom.

Ben let Helena’s soft whimpers fade into the background, keeping half an eye on his HUD to ensure his reputation with her was still increasing. It might not be a foolproof plan, but he figured a stall out or a backslide on those metrics would be a good sign that she was at her limit and it was time to end the game.

As Ben strode toward the broken bodies of the Carrion Vessels, all his other thoughts were obliterated by the stench.

“God, that’s awful,” he muttered.

Rot, layered with the acrid sting of corruption, assaulted his nostrils. The creature’s feathers were slicked with some kind of ichor that hissed faintly against the soil, making threads of foul smoke that added to the repulsive smell.

Grimacing, he knelt by the first and prodded it with the end of his quarterstaff. Its flesh tore with a wet, sucking sound as the ribcage opened like the lid of a treasure chest, revealing a small, black crystal.

New Item Acquired – Demonic Crystal Core

This is a condensed shard of energy harvested from a creature once possessed by a minor demon. These cores function as potent reservoirs of raw magical power, able to be tapped for crafting, weapon smithing, enchanting, or spell work that exceeds the natural limits of the user’s attributes.

Though demonic in origin, the energy within has been crystallized into a neutral state. The system advises not to be overly concerned: most energy sources behave in much the same way once stabilized… usually. Handle with care.

Ben placed the crystal core into his pocket, then moved onto the next monster.

One by one, he pried them open. Each corpse resisted a bit at first, the skin toughened by whatever demonic force had ridden it. But beneath the brittle bones, he found the same reward every time: the small crystals, pulsing faintly violet as though a trapped heartbeat still throbbed inside.

Twelve kills, twelve cores. Each cool stone seemed to burn faintly in his palm before he stuffed it into his pocket. Fortunately, there weren’t any more of the creatures, because they didn’t have much extra storage space available. Between their camping gear, travel clothes, food, and other essentials, their bags were packed full to bursting.

Ben realized, with a pang of regret, that if they were going to run into many more monsters along the way, they’d probably end up having to leave some valuable loot behind.

When he’d collected all of the cores, Ben stood and stretched. The fight had been a better workout than he’d been getting lately at the farm. Ever since he and Gruff had cleared the majority of monsters on the property, there hadn’t been much in the way of fighting that needed to be done. It had felt good to move.

In fact, despite the fact that he didn’t like leaving the others at home, Ben was excited about the journey ahead. Hiking, fighting, and exploring were some of his favorite things to do in Faerowilde—besides the obvious Breeding related activities. And here he was looking at two or three weeks of nothing but adventure.

He paused. One of the corpses was still shimmering faintly, the way things did when the system had some additional information to provide or if it wanted to draw his attention to something.

He pushed the other feathered lumps aside with the end of his staff, so that he could get a better look at the sparkling bird. There was something else in the creature’s chest cavity, which must have been hidden beneath the core.

Ben bent to retrieve the item, and grimaced as he pulled out a leathery sac the size of his fist. The thing was a mottled gray-brown and lined with faintly glowing veins. “Well, that’s disgusting.”

His HUD flickered to life.

Unique Item Acquired: Gizzard of Holding

Once the digestive organ of a particularly gluttonous Carrion Vessel, this gizzard consumed so much corrupted matter that its tissues collapsed inward, imploding into a self-contained pocket of transplanar space. The result is a highly unstable but remarkably convenient dimensional storage organ. The system has repurposed this pocket to serve as an auxiliary inventory slot.

This item grants the user access to a personal inventory menu within their HUD. Any non-living items may be stored, organized, and retrieved at will. Its capacity is effectively infinite.

Note: Pocket dimensions have occasionally been known to allow opportunistic beings from adjacent dimensions slip through. Ensure the Gizzard is properly closed after use.

Ben snorted. “Hell of warning label.” He turned the gizzard in his hand. Its surface felt rubbery but warm. It throbbed in his fingers like a bit of living flesh, which made his skin crawl. But when he willed it open, the interior shimmered like the surface of a soap bubble.

His HUD pinged again.

Inventory Established.

A new tab had appeared at the top of his interface, which could be opened with the mental click of a button. When he tapped it, the menu unfolded in a neat grid, rows of empty squares ready to be filled.

“Hmm, how does this work?” He pulled one of the demonic cores from his pocket and held it in the palm of his hand.

Store Demonic Crystal Core? [Y/N]

Ben selected ‘Yes,’ and sent the core into the pouch. It blinked out of his hand and appeared in the first slot, complete with a little shimmering icon and a tidy description.

He withdrew it again. The core dropped back into his palm with a soft pop. No mess, no delay, no risk of being dragged into the void like he’d half expected.

“Damn,” he muttered, grinning despite himself. “That’s actually… handy.”

He began testing in earnest, flicking items back and forth between his hands and the inventory—cores, feathers, his travel flask. Each vanished and reappeared exactly where he wanted it.

He’d often marveled at the videogame quality of his life here in Faerowilde, and this was another step in that direction. He felt more like a character from an adventure game, now, rather than a farmer lugging sacks of supplies around on his shoulders.

This would make traveling a lot easier, and a lot more fun.


11
Training and Discipline


When Ben was done experimenting, he cinched the pouch shut tight and attached it to his belt. The warning about opportunistic beings from adjacent dimensions was just creepy enough that he didn’t think he’d be forgetting about it any time soon. But the bag was handy enough that he figured it was worth the risk.

With the last of the loot removed from the monster corpses, the putrid, feathered remains quickly disintegrated. It seemed as if the system was reabsorbing them. Maybe it was. Ben wasn’t sure how the system worked. But he was grateful that their little temporary haven wouldn’t have to be filled with the stink of rotten Carrion Vessels. The air smelled better already, though the taint of corruption lingered faintly, a sour undercurrent beneath the honest scent of dirt and leaves.

“Helena!” Estelle’s voice rang sharp from the far side of the circle. The Ovina’s curls bounced as she twirled her crook into a ready guard. “Your turn. Come. Let’s see if we can put some muscle on that skinny frame of yours, shall we? You’re going to need it, lugging those things around.”

Helena stiffened, glancing at Ben for confirmation that this was what he wanted.

“Just a second,” Ben called. He selected her chest in the Autosuggestion menu and reduced her oversized breasts to her natural size. But he probably should have warned her first.

Helena let out a yelp as the heavy backpack suddenly pulled her backwards, and she sprawled, naked and spread-eagle in the dirt.

“Oh, shit,” Ben shouted, rushing to help her stand. “I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

She struggled to get her arms out of the straps and then scrambled to her feet, attempting to cover her shrunken breasts with one hand. Her cheeks blazed with shame. “I’m fine, Master. Mistress Estelle is right. I am too weak. I’m so embarrassed.”

“No need for that.” Ben patted her shoulder. “But you should probably bring Estelle your dress so she can fashion some training clothes for you, like she did for Renee.”

She obeyed, tugging the chain against her throat once before stepping forward. Her balance seemed improved after Ben’s adjustments, though she walked like a woman preparing for judgment.

Renee bowed to Helena as she passed. “Mistress.”

Helena ignored her, her cheeks still blazing. Her posture was rigid as she glided toward the training area as if it was to be her execution.

“What’s with her?” Renee muttered, wiping her forehead.

Her hair was frizzy, her ears drooped, and her tail looked matted with dirt and sweat, ears drooping. A streak of mud marred one shoulder and a bruise darkened her thigh where Estelle’s crook had clearly struck home. She limped, every movement a wince. But when she met Ben’s gaze, her golden eyes blazed with fierce pride.

“Master,” she panted, chest heaving. “I gained three levels in Tool Proficiency—Spear. I’m at Adept now.” She grinned through her exhaustion, the curve of her lips edged with defiance. “And my Combat skill is up to Apprentice. Mistress Estelle says leveling goes more slowly in training, even with her new class. But the next time we get to fight some real monsters, I might be able to level that one up, too!”

Ben couldn’t help grinning back at her, pleased by her genuine enthusiasm. She looked half broken, but the stubborn gleam in her eyes was pure Kitsune mischief. He reached out, brushing a knuckle down her damp cheek. “Well done. That’s a lot of growth for a single session.”

She sagged at his touch, the bravado slipping into relief for just a moment.

“Rest now,” he said firmly, pulling a blanket from the top of his pack and laying it out on the grass for her. “You’ve earned it. Let Estelle knock the starch out of someone else for a while.”

Renee giggled weakly and sank down onto the grass, stretching her bruised leg with a hiss. But her tail curled happily across her lap, proof enough that the praise had struck deeper than the pain.

Ben motioned Estelle aside while Renee collapsed onto the blanket with a satisfied groan.

When the Ovina approached, he lowered his voice and pulled the small leather pouch from his belt. “I found something unusual when I looted the birds. The system says it’s called a Gizzard of Holding.”

Estelle’s eyes widened, pupils narrowing with sudden excitement. “Of Holding? Are you sure that’s what it said?”

“Yeah,” Ben nodded. “It seems like it’s some kind of bag with unlimited storage space. I have a menu in my HUD now for inventory. Anything I put in the bag shows up in my inventory. I can add and remove items instantaneously, so long as it’s something I can lift. Not sure it works if I just put my hands on it, though. I haven’t tested it out all that thoroughly yet.”

“That’s… that’s impossible.” She reached out as though she needed to touch it to believe it. “I’ve heard of items like this, but only in the oldest stories. My grandmother told me tales of trickster gods carrying entire armories in pouches no larger than a coin purse. If they ever did exist, it was so long ago they’ve long been relegated to myth.”

“Really?” Ben looked with new interest at the ugly little pouch. “It says it’s a unique item, rather than rare. But I figured there would be similar items around that you’d seen before.”

Estelle rubbed the spiral horn on her left side, lost in thought. Her golden curls were tangled and, though she wasn’t quite as worn out as Renee was, she’d obviously worked up a sweat. When she looked up at him, her expression had shifted from awe to certainty. “For you to find one now… Ben, this is another sign. You are destined for great things. I doubt Faerowilde has seen a Keeper with your potential in… in millennia.”

Ben couldn’t help the grin tugging at his mouth. The bag felt suddenly heavier in his palm, as though her words had added weight. “That good, huh?”

“Better than good. Legendary,” Estelle murmured. “It means the system is placing tools in your hands that only ever belonged to heroes in the past.”

Ben tucked the pouch safely at his belt, warmth spreading through his chest. “I’ll take it. How did training with Renee go? She seems pleased with herself, but that might just mean she was acting up the whole time and is looking for a spanking.”

Estelle folded her arms loosely, her expression softening. “Renee may be a tart, but she has good fighting instincts. Quick reflexes, and she doesn’t back down even when she’s clearly sore and out of breath. In fact, I think her desire for punishment actually translates quite nicely into a stamina for intense training. I wouldn’t be surprised if she becomes quite a skillful warrior with time.”

Ben glanced at the fox girl, who was smugly tracing the new bruises on her thighs as though they were medals.

“Thank you for working with her,” he said. “I know she’s a handful. I hope Helena shows some promise too. Not just for our sake—it would be easier with more competent fighters—but for hers. She lacks self-confidence. She’s got that book, but… it hasn’t been that useful yet and I think she feels she’s trailing behind. I know it’s possible for people to genuinely enjoy being doting and submissive, but I feel like she’s clinging to me because she lacks trust in herself and her own capabilities. It’s possible I’m wrong, but…”

Estelle tilted her head thoughtfully. “I think you’re right. She needs something she can master—something that will let her feel useful, not just ornamental. Leave it to me, Ben. I’ll find something to suit her.”

“Thank you, Estelle.” Ben pulled her in for a kiss and was pleased when she melted into his embrace, returning his passion a few times over. “I’ll make sure you’re well rewarded for your efforts, Slayer Trainer.”

“Mmm,” she moaned against his mouth. “I do like the sound of my new class on your lips, Master Ben. I’ll do my best to earn those rewards.”

Ben gave her a light pat on the backside as she hustled off to the training area, giving him a coy glance over her shoulder as she went.

While Renee rested, Ben stacked a few fallen branches and coaxed a fire into life. He took a small traveling pot from his pack and set it onto the flames, grimacing at its size. Barely big enough for soup, let alone for a proper camp meal.

Another thing to fix, he thought.

He, Estelle, and Renee didn’t need to eat to survive, since they’d ascended to the system. But their bodies did use the nourishment from food to power their skill growth, healing, stamina regeneration, and that kind of thing.

Helena, on the other hand, would not ascend to the system until she’d completed the first trimester of her pregnancy. His Protective Shield could save her from taking damage, but she still needed to eat to keep up her strength.

Besides, Ben had never been able to give up the habit. Eating was one of his favorite ways to bond with his family, and he certainly wasn’t going to suggest they skip meals just to avoid carrying the extra cooking gear or food. Sharing meals was good for morale, and might be necessary as this journey became more difficult.

In fact, now that he had the Gizzard of Holding, there was no reason to keep making do with undersized camping gear. A proper cooking set would make all the difference on the road. They’d planned their route to avoid towns and cities, but maybe they would find a traveling merchant or trader, or come across a small settlement where he could buy something bigger.

For now, though, the little pot would have to do. And he wasn’t making food. Not just yet.

Ben filled the pot with water, waited for it to boil, then drew it off to cool. By the time the heat had mellowed to something tolerable, he had a cloth ready and a jar of salve from their medical kit.

Renee watched him curiously from where she sat cross-legged on a blanket, her chain looped slack across her lap. She didn’t say a word as he dipped the cloth, wrung it out, and pressed it gently to her shoulder.

Mud, sweat, and flecks of dried blood smeared away with slow, steady passes. Her eyes widened, then blinked rapidly, as though she couldn’t quite understand what he was doing. Ben cleaned her arms, her legs, the scratches along her ribs. Gently, he guided her down onto the blanket, hoping she would relax into his ministrations.

It was his fault she had scrapes and bruises in the first place, since he’d activated the Temporary Vulnerability. And while he thought it was good for her training to have a sense of what it felt like to strike and be struck, that didn’t mean he wanted her to suffer. She’d worked hard, and she deserved to be taken care of.

At first, she lay stiff, silent. Then a sound slipped out. A small, sweet, whimper more than a word. When Ben dabbed at the bruise on her thigh she wriggled, arching into his touch with a little gasp, the same way a pup might lean shamelessly into a scratch behind the ears.

“Stay still,” Ben said firmly.

She tried. She really did. Even with all the previous evidence stacked against her, Ben believed it. But her tail twitched, her hips shifted, her ears twitched in rhythm with her needy little noises. Her reaction was completely involuntary, and absolutely adorable. He wondered if anyone had ever taken care of the Kitsune woman, or if she was used to taking care of herself.

Outside the occasional display of tenderness after she’d been punished by Helena, Ben rarely witnessed much compassion between the women. They seemed to genuinely enjoy one another’s company, and the dynamic they shared. But perhaps there was something missing there, which Ben could provide.

It would make it easier for him to dole out the discipline Renee craved if he knew he could shower her in sensual prizes she craved just as much.

She let out a yip and twitched again, wriggling as happily as a pup beneath his hand.

He sighed and rolled her onto her stomach. He gave her a few light, reprimanding swats across the curve of her backside. Not hard enough to hurt, but sharp enough to remind her who was in charge. She whimpered louder, hips pressing against the blanket, as though the sound itself brought relief.

“Better,” Ben muttered, dipping the cloth again.

He worked down to her tail, spreading the orange fluff across his lap. First he washed it, squeezing water carefully through the fur until the dirt and sweat rinsed free. Alicia had packed a small bottle of scented oil in their med kit, specifically telling him it was for the girls’ hair. He hadn’t paid much attention to it at the time, but now seemed like the perfect opportunity.

Pouring a little of the oil into his hands, he began combing through the strands with his fingers, smoothing them until the tail gleamed again.

Renee’s breathing grew ragged, her thighs pressing together, her toes curling in the grass. His breeding handbook had noted that Kitsune liked having their tails brushed, and it seemed Renee was no exception. She was growing downright feral with need.

Ben ignored it, keeping his strokes methodical. He was enjoying the act of brushing her tail as much as she was, if he was perfectly honest with himself. Her pleasure was so innocent and pure, compared to the siren-esque way she usually attempted to tempt him.

“I’ve heard Kitsune often grow more than one tail,” he said casually. “Especially when they grow stronger. Is that true?”

For a moment she didn’t answer. Her lips parted, but no words came out. He thought she was about to slip back into her bratty routine. Then her shoulders began to shake.

Ben stilled. Renee’s ears flattened into her copper curls and tears glistened in the corner of her eyes.

“Renee?”

“I’m sorry, Master…”

“Enough of that. Show’s Over,” he said immediately, putting an end to the façade. He set the oil aside and gathered her against his chest, wrapping her in his arms, tail and all. “What’s the matter, Renee? Tell me.”

Renee’s face pressed into his chest, hot with tears. “I wasn’t always like this,” she whispered.

Ben kissed the crown of her head. “I’m listening.”

“I once had seven tails.” Her voice shook, caught between pride and grief. “Seven. Do you know what that means among my people? I was a sorceress, powerful enough that even the elders bowed when I walked by.”

His hand stroked slow and steady down the length of her single, trembling tail. “And then?”

“And then the war…” Her shoulders hunched. “Humans saw us not as people, but as fuel. They hunted us, drained us, collared us. Power made me a target, so I did the only thing I could. I found a surgeon to remove them, so that I could hide.” She lifted her head enough that he could see the raw edge in her eyes. “I didn’t know I would lose my magic, too.”

Ben’s gut twisted. He tightened his hold, rocking her gently. “You sacrificed everything you were for your freedom. That must have been so hard.”

“I was in shock at first.” She laughed bitterly. “It took years for me to properly grieve. Eventually, though, I came to terms with who I was. Pathetic. Weak. But free. I thought… better a life without power than no life at all.” Her hand slid to the chain still looped around his wrist. “And then you healed me. You gave me this back.” She brushed her tail against him like proof. “And I thought I would be ecstatic. I was at first, but…”

“But now it’s easier to remember what you’ve lost,” Ben guessed.

“Exactly. When I tried to cast again, to save Helena…” Her voice dropped to a ragged whisper. “I realized I am still nothing. A shadow of what I was. My instincts are still here, but my strength is gone. With no tails I had peace. With one tail, I have hope. But it hurts worse than before, and I… I don’t understand why. I just feel so confused.”

Ben tipped her chin up, kissed her damp cheek, then her trembling mouth. “Because now you’ve remembered what it feels like to fly. And walking again will never feel like enough.”

Her eyes widened at that, and she searched his face as though trying to see if he truly understood.

“I’m sure you also feel vulnerable, looking like a demi-beast again but without the strength of your magic to protect you. It makes perfect sense to me. But I will protect you now, Renee. You don’t need to be afraid.”

“I’ve never had anyone to protect me before,” she whispered. “I don’t know how to feel about it. I feel more broken than I was with no magic at all.”

He brushed her tears away with his thumb. “Listen to me, Renee. You’re not broken. Not anymore. This is only the beginning. One tail is proof the others can return. And I will help you. You’ll regain everything you had and then some. You’ll be free and powerful, both. Do you believe me?”

Her lips trembled. More tears spilled, but these ran warm and clean as if a weight had lifted from her shoulders. “I want to.”

“Then do,” he said simply. “Trust me to carry some of the weight until you’re strong again.”

A shudder ran through her, and then she was kissing him—wild, needy, desperate for the comfort of him. Her mouth tasted of salt and heat, her tail curling around his thigh. Ben eased her down to the blanket, his body covering hers. The firelight flickered across her flushed skin.

She didn’t have to beg for him to know what she wanted.

Her sobs melted into gasps, her grief shifting into hunger right beneath his hands. Ben slid his palms down the curve of her waist, bunching her skirt up until the fabric was at her hips. Heat radiated from her, the fine hairs of her thighs damp against his fingertips. He pressed two fingers between her legs and found her already slick, her body more than ready for him.

“Goddamn,” he muttered under his breath. His cock straining against his trousers as he spread that wetness across her folds. “You’re burning up.”

“Yes, Master,” Renee moaned, her hips writhing shamelessly against his hand. “I need you. Please—fill me, use me, don’t stop.”

Her voice was wrecked and raw, but every word dripped with undisguised desire.

He freed himself, lowering his body until the blunt head of his cock nudged her entrance.

Renne gasped, back arching, as he pushed in slowly, savoring the tight stretch, the hot clutch of her body dragging him deeper with every inch. Her nails bit into his shoulders, sharp enough to sting, and she whimpered, “More, please, gods—give me all of it.”

Ben groaned low, driving into her until their hips met. She yipped sharply as he buried himself to the root in her slit, then she began to writhe. The heat and pressure of her fighting body was intense. She clawed his back, the squeeze of her inner walls a plea and a demand all at once.

“Fuck me, fuck me, Master!”

He pressed his mouth to her jaw, her throat, whispering promises between ragged breaths.

Her cries filled the circle, no shame in them now. Ben wondered if they were distracting Helena and Estelle from their practice, but he didn’t care at that point. The more the Kitsune woman struggled beneath him, the more he wanted to pound her into the grass.

“Harder, Master!” She groaned and whimpered. “Spank me if I move. Make me yours, Master. Breed me until I can’t think of anything else!”

Each broken demand hit Ben like fire in his blood. He thrust harder, steady and unrelenting, kissing away the last streaks of tears even as new moans tore out of her. She was utterly undone beneath him. He couldn’t get enough of the way she begged, the way she gave herself over to him with every shiver and sob.

Then, like a switch had gone off, her begging turned sharp, almost taunting.

“Come on, Master. Fuck me harder. I want it so deep I can taste it!”

She rocked back against him, trying to force his cock deeper, twisting her hips in defiance even as she pleaded for him to control her.

The bratty provocations and shameless attempts to goad her sire into discipline were exactly what the Handbook had prepared him for.

Ben knew what to do.

He withdrew suddenly, feeling the cool air chill his slick shaft. Renee’s eyes went wide, as her wetness dripped from the end of his cock on to her freshly shaved pussy.

“No!” A strangled sound escaped her throat. “No—don’t stop, please—”

He ignored her, rolling her onto her stomach with a firm hand. Her skirt bunched high around the base of her fluffy tail, baring the curve of her ass, flushed and trembling. Her arms twisted easily into his grip, both wrists pinned behind her back in one large hand. He took his time, letting her squirm under the weight of his silence, letting her feel the dominance in his stillness.

When his free hand slid lower, she gasped. His fingers brushed over the tight star of her asshole, circling, teasing without entering. She bucked, moaning desperately. “Don’t tease me, Master. Please, just—just take me—”

Ben’s voice was low, steady, dangerous. “Do you want me in charge, or not?”

“Yes!” she sobbed, writhing. “You’re in charge, Master!”

His hand cracked across her backside, the sound sharp in the air. She yelped. The sting left her ass pink and quivering.

“Then stop telling me what to do,” he said flatly.

She whimpered, twisting under his hand, tail fluffed out in raw arousal. “I’m sorry, Master! I’m such a naughty girl. I can’t help it—it’s just the thought of you forcing your big cock into my backside… mmmmm, it makes me lose control.”

He spanked her again, harder this time, then teased her tight ring with the broad head of his cock. Every time he pressed forward, she moaned, begging filthily—apologies tangled with promises to behave, pleas for more mixed with whimpers that she’d be good if he’d only fill her.

Ben teased her until her voice cracked from need, until she was shaking with desperation beneath him. Then he positioned himself, mounting her from behind. His grip tightened around her tail, holding it like a leash as he drove forward.

The hot squeeze of her body stole his breath. She cried out instantly, her asshole clenching in greedy pulses, milking him as though her body had been made for this. Her composure shattered. Whimpers and sobs of raw submission tore from her throat. Her need poured out in cries of “Master” and “Breed me” and “Don’t stop.”

Ben felt a strange, primal pull deep in his groin. He was getting close, but his body was responding differently than it usually did. Was this the knotting effect he’d read about?

His shaft swelled at the base, locking him tight inside her. Renee shrieked, clawing at the ground, her body trembling violently as she was stretched and sealed.

He held her tail tight, thrusting as much as her locked body allowed, stunned at the way her inner walls milked him. Her cries only grew more desperate the tighter he was bound to her. And as his knot swelled fully and the Kitsune squirmed helplessly beneath him, Ben realized the Handbook hadn’t exaggerated—this was the ultimate claim.

Renee’s cries pitched higher as the knot stretched inside her, her body straining against the lock that bound her to him. Every time she clenched, his shaft throbbed in response, the pressure building until he could barely breathe.

“Master, please—breed me—fill me—I need it—” Her words broke into gasps, into half-sobs, her cheek pressed to the blanket, tail quivering in his fist.

Ben ground deeper, steady and relentless, forcing her to take every inch. She screamed, her voice raw with surrender. When she finally broke, her body convulsed around him, milking him in desperate pulses, each spasm dragging him closer to the edge.

“Oh, fuck! Yes, yes, yes! I’m coming, Master! Fill me!”

He couldn’t hold back. The swollen bulge of his cock sealed them together and he poured into her. His seed pumped into ass until she was so full it had nowhere to go. She keened, trembling with each hot wave, her insides clenching as though to wring him dry.

“More, Master, please—don’t stop, don’t stop—” she whimpered, her words dissolving into moans as he spilled into her, again and again, until the pressure inside her was obscene. “Nnnngh, fuck yes!”

Ben held her tight through it, jaw clenched, body shaking with the force of his release. At last it ebbed, though the knot kept them sealed, and he leaned over her, pressing his mouth to her ear and nipping it playfully.

He received a ding from his HUD as his reputation with Renee gained another ten points.

“Yes,” she sobbed, limp beneath him. “Gods that was incredible. I feel so… used.”

It took several long minutes before the knot subsided enough for him to withdraw. When he pulled free, her hole gaped, sloppy and leaking. The muscles twitched and fluttered as they attempted to retract again. His seed spilled down her thighs in a thick mess. Renee whimpered weakly, too spent to move.

A flash from his HUD indicated a new notification.

Successful Breeding: Renne (Kitsune)

This mate’s pregnancy is now viable. A Maternity Pod is required to complete gestation.

Looks like the knotting trick had been what she needed.

Ben forced himself up on shaky legs, finding the small pot he’d left by the fire. He refilled it, set it back over the flames, and waited until the water was steaming. He dipped a cloth in and wrung it out, then returned to her side.

She lay on her stomach, cheek still pressed to ground, eyes half-lidded. “I don’t want to move, Master. I don’t want to lose a drop.”

Using the cloth, he gently cleaned her cheeks and thighs of what she hadn’t been able to contain. The mess clung to her, sticky and obscene, and she shivered with each careful stroke of the warm cloth.

When she was cleaned up, Ben moved to tug down her skirt. The Kitsune’s hand shot out, weak but insistent. “No. Please, Master. Leave me like this. I want them to see.”

Ben frowned. “Renee…”

She licked her lips, eyes glassy with exhaustion but bright with mischief. “Please. Let them see how well you’ve used me. How completely you’ve claimed me. Don’t hide me, Master. I was a good girl for you, wasn’t I?”

He hesitated, but the desperate plea in her voice—and the sly gleam beneath it—made him relent. She was up to something. But she had been good, and he wanted to reward her for that.

Ben brushed her hair from her damp face, kissed her temple, and murmured, “Very well. But only because you asked so sweetly.”

By the time Estelle finished drilling Helena, Renee was still sprawled in the circle, naked and glistening, her body marked with bruises and streaks of drying seed. Her tail lay limp, her chest rising and falling in slow, satisfied breaths.

Helena tried not to stare, her mouth tightening into a prim line as she gathered the remains of her travel dress from where Estelle had left it after fashioning her ‘work out’ outfit. “Is Master… satisfied?”

“For now,” Ben said. “How was practice?”

Estelle coughed into her hand, cheeks flushed, though her sharp eyes flicked back again and again to Renee’s shamelessly displayed body. “Helena did very well for her first time. She’s already proficient with a dagger, so I trained her in short sword as a good compliment. With some practice, I think she’ll be quite fast and deadly with a blade.”

Ben noted both reactions—the jealousy neither woman could quite disguise—and realized, with a wry twist of his mouth, that Renee had gotten exactly what she wanted. The little vixen had turned her bratty games into a victory, and he’d played right into it. He shook his head, wondering if he’d ever understand how the Kitsune’s mind worked.

“Good to hear,” Ben said, smiling at both women. “Then it’s time for your reward. Take off your clothes, Helena.”

“Yes, Master!” The noblewoman gushed. “Right away, Master!”

Estelle’s look of jealousy darkened as Helena stripped and sank to her knees before him.

“Don’t worry,” he grinned at her as Helena’s breasts began to engorge. “There will be plenty of me left for you when I’m done with her. Why don’t you get some grub cooking so we can put some meat on Helena’s bones?”

“Hmmph.” Estelle crossed her arms. “Looks more like you’re going to give her a big meaty bone yourself.”

But the Ovina woman obediently got to work, and Ben began to play.

Traveling with these three was going to be even more fun than he’d thought.


12
Awakening Powers


Renee's scream jolted Ben from his sleep.

He rolled to his feet in an instant, staff in hand, the amber crystal flaring to life. The campfire had burned down to glowing embers. Shadows flickered across their small clearing. Helena was already scrambling from her bedroll, the chain at her collar jingling as she moved. Her oversized breasts gleamed with the evidence of their earlier exploits, which she had begged him to leave on her while she slept naked at his feet.

"What is it?" Ben demanded, scanning the tree line for threats. "Demons? Bandits?"

Then he realized he still had the Ward of the Keeper around the clearing. They should be safe. So, what was the scream about? His eyes darted around, seeking Renee in an urge to discover what had frightened her.

But when he found her, the Kitsune wasn’t cowering in fear. She was standing in the middle of the camp, twisting to look behind herself, her copper hair cascading over her bare shoulders. In the moonlight, Ben could see tears streaming down her face—tears of joy.

"Look!" she gasped, her golden eyes bright with wonder. "Master, look!"

Behind her, swishing through the cool night air, were two fox tails. Two perfect, russet-furred tails with white tips that caught the moonlight like fresh snow.

"Another tail," Helena breathed, moving closer. Her fingers reached out tentatively, then pulled back. "Renee, you've grown a second tail."

The Kitsune spun in a circle, watching her new appendage follow the movement. She laughed—a sound of pure, unrestrained delight that Ben had never heard from her before.

"I can feel it," she said, her voice trembling with emotion. "The magic flowing through me. It's stronger now. So much stronger."

Estelle emerged from her bedroll more slowly, her blonde curls mussed from sleep. The Ovina shepherd leaned on her crook as she approached, studying Renee with those ancient eyes.

"A Kitsune's tails mark their power," she said softly. "Each one represents a century of growth…" She glanced at Ben. "Or a significant magical awakening. Your seed does more than breed, Master Ben."

“I told you I would help restore what was lost, Renee,” Ben said with a grin. “Looks like everything’s going according to plan.”

Renee threw herself at Ben, her arms wrapping around his neck as she pressed her naked body against him. Her two tails curled around his waist like silken ropes.

"Thank you," she whispered against his ear. "Thank you, Master. I wanted to believe you, but I didn’t dare! And now… my dream is already coming true! I promise never to doubt you again. I believe you now. You’ll help me be whole again.”

Ben held her gently, feeling the tremor of emotion running through her slender frame. Over her shoulder, he caught Helena watching them with an unreadable expression—not quite jealousy, not quite sadness, but something in between.

“How many of those things are you going to grow?” she asked, absently rubbing her fingers over her still-engorged breasts.

Renee bit her lip, glancing up at Ben as if she wasn’t sure she should say it out loud. “I… don’t want to jinx it.”

Helen frowned.

“I could command you to tell me,” she said, clearly not liking being denied. “You’re still my pet, even if you submit to the Master.”

“Yes, Mistress…” Renee shivered, waiting for the command.

But Helena’s heart didn’t quite seem to be in the chastisement, either. Instead, she said, “Well if you insist on keeping your secrets, can we at least go back to bed? I thought we were being attacked!”

Ben wondered what was going on with her.

"We should get some sleep," he said finally, setting Renee back on her feet. "We've got a long day of travel ahead."

He gave the Kitsune another kiss, ruffled her fluffy ears, then patted her bottom back toward the sleeping roll. She looked up at him gratefully, though as the excitement passed, he could see that she was also still tired. The day’s adventures and training would take more than a couple of hours sleep to recover from.

But sleep didn't come easily after that. Ben lay awake listening to Renee's excited whispers to Helena about how different everything felt, how colors seemed brighter and scents more distinct. Helena responded in low murmurs, her voice carrying a note of… distance.
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The next three days passed in a blur of dusty roads and deepening wilderness. They'd left the last human settlement behind on the first day, and hadn’t seen anything resembling a town or even an encampment since then. Ben wanted to find somewhere to buy weapons for Helena and Renee, as well as picking up some extra camp supplies, but he was beginning to wonder if that was going to be in the cards.

The farther they walked, the more wild the environment started to become. It was quite different, now, from the pastoral landscape surrounding Lucky Nickel Acres, or even the wooded and mountainous regions at the edge of his Green hold. The forest here was thick and lush, more like a jungle than anything else. And the air was warmer.

Back home, on Earth, it would have been unusual to see such a drastic environmental change in only a few days’ hiking. But Faerowilde rarely played by the rules Ben was familiar with, so he decided not to question it and just take it in stride.

They still followed the paths that appeared on the ancient map inside Helena's magical tome, and Estelle verified that they were getting closer to the Nagaina territory she was familiar with—though she’d never set foot there herself—so Ben was reasonably certain they were heading the right way. But the further they trekked, the more Ben had the sense that the place they were going had been forgotten by the modern world.

He felt like an ancient explorer discovering distant lands for the very first time. As a boy, in the wild imaginings of his youth which made every step seem like a grand adventure, he had traipsed through the fields around his home in Fortune Springs, Montana, pretending to do exactly what he was doing now, in real life.

It was absurdly satisfying to know that at least one of his childhood dreams had come true, even if he’d had to die to do it.

Ben walked at the front with Estelle, who used her crook to test suspicious ground and push aside low-hanging branches. Behind them, Helena and Renee had developed a peculiar dynamic that grew more strained with each passing hour.

"Mistress, you're walking too slowly," Renee would say, her tone just shy of mocking. "Should I carry you?"

"I'm fine," Helena would reply stiffly, adjusting the pack on her shoulders.

"Are you sure? You look tired. Maybe you need another rest? We've only been walking for two hours."

"I said I'm fine, Renee."

The Kitsune would smirk then, her golden eyes glinting with mischief as her twin tails swayed hypnotically. She'd taken to walking with an exaggerated sway to her hips, her new tail adding an almost dance-like quality to her movements that drew Ben's eye despite himself.

Helena noticed. Of course she noticed.

By the afternoon of the fourth day, the tension had become almost unbearable. They'd stopped for a brief rest near a small stream when Renee pushed things too far.

"Mistress," she purred, kneeling beside Helena with false servility, "shall I fetch you water? Or would you prefer I ask Master Ben to carry you the rest of the way? I'm sure he wouldn't mind. You could ride him like a horse."

Helena's face flushed crimson. "That's enough."

"What? I'm only trying to be helpful." Renee's tails flicked innocently. "After all, I live to serve."

"You're being a brat," Helena snapped.

"Am I?" Renee tilted her head, copper hair falling across one golden eye. "How strange. I thought I was being the perfect pet. Isn't that what you wanted?"

Ben was about to intervene when Estelle grabbed his arm. "Look," she whispered, pointing through the trees.

There, barely visible through the overgrown foliage, was a splash of faded color. Paint, peeling and weather-worn, decorating the side of what looked like a wagon.

"What in the hells?" Ben muttered, moving closer.

The path they'd been following was barely more than a deer trail, overgrown with brambles and young saplings. But here, pulled off to one side and nearly swallowed by the forest, sat an old merchant's wagon. Vines had claimed the wheels, growing through the spokes and anchoring it to the earth. Weeds reached up to the bottom of the door, and moss covered the roof in a thick green carpet.

It looked like it hadn't moved in years.

"Someone lives here," Estelle said quietly, her grip tightening on her crook.

She was right. Despite the wagon's abandoned appearance, there were signs of habitation. A small tent had been erected behind it, patched with different colored fabrics. A fire pit, recently used, sat in a cleared circle of earth. Herbs hung drying from lines strung between trees.

"Hello?" Ben called out. "Anyone home?"

For a moment, only the forest answered—birds chirping, leaves rustling in the breeze. Then the wagon's door creaked open.

The woman who emerged was stunning in a way that made Ben's breath catch. Her hair was black as a moonless night, falling in waves to her waist. Her skin was pale as cream, almost luminescent in the dappled sunlight. But it was her eyes that held him—purple as amethysts, deep as mountain lakes.

She wore a dress that might have once been fine silk but was now patched with rougher materials. Jewelry hung from her neck and wrists, an eclectic collection of silver, copper, and stones Ben didn't recognize. She moved with a grace that seemed almost supernatural, her bare feet making no sound on the forest floor.

"Customers," she said, her voice like honey poured over gravel. "How wonderful. It's been so long since I've had customers."

She smiled, revealing perfect white teeth, and Ben felt something stir in his chest. Not quite desire, not quite warning, but something in between.

"We're just passing through," Helena said carefully, moving to stand beside Ben. The possessive gesture wasn't lost on anyone.

"Passing through?" The woman laughed, a sound like silver bells. "No one passes through here, darling. This road leads nowhere and comes from nothing. You're either lost or you're looking for something. Perhaps… you’ve found her?"

"We're not lost.” Ben reached over and closed the book in Helena’s hands, not sure he wanted the woman asking any questions about the magical tome.

Her purple eyes sharpened with interest. "You have a map? Hmmm. How curious that my little road should appear on a map of any kind… Is that how you found me?”

“We weren’t looking for you, lady,” Renee snipped. “We’re going that way.”

The woman’s gaze fell upon the Kitsune’s twin tails and widened slightly, before narrowing, as if she didn’t want them to know she’d noticed or was interested.

“That way, you say. How… delightful. You must be on quite the adventure." She gestured to her wagon. "It just so happens I have many wares suitable for adventurers. Please, come see. It would be foolish not to. You never know which sorts of things might come in handy on a long journey, and I’ve never turned away a customer who did not find something to… tickle their fancies.”

Ben hesitated, but Estelle stepped forward. "What do you have?"

"Oh, all sorts." The woman's smile widened. "Potions, charms, weapons, tools. Things you won't find in any city market, I promise you that."

She climbed the steps into her wagon, leaving the door open in invitation. After a moment's hesitation, they followed.

The interior was larger than it should have been, packed floor to ceiling with shelves, boxes, and hanging displays. Weapons gleamed in the lamplight—swords, daggers, spears, bows. Bottles of every color lined one wall, their contents glowing faintly. Books were stacked in precarious towers, their leather bindings cracked with age.

It smelled of incense and old paper, dried herbs and something else—something that made the hair on Ben's arms stand up.

Magic.

"How is this possible?" Helena whispered, turning in a slow circle. "The wagon isn't nearly big enough…"

"Oh, I have my ways," the woman said mysteriously. She moved through the cluttered space as nimbly as a doe tiptoeing through the tulips, pulling items seemingly at random. "Now, let's see what would suit you."

She held up a spear, its shaft carved with intricate runes. "For the fox-girl. New power needs a new weapon, don't you think?"

Renee's eyes widened. "How did you—"

"And for the noble lady." She produced a matched set of blades—a dagger and short sword with swept guards and mother-of-pearl handles. "These will serve you well when diplomatic words fail."

Ben tensed. There was nothing about Renee or Helena’s appearance that would hint at the weapons they were training in, and certainly nothing which would identify Helena as a noble. Even her imperious bearing had wilted under long days of hiking, painful evenings of training, and nights kept half-waking by her ravenous sexual needs.

Yet the woman knew. He cast Estelle a glance to see if the Ovina woman had the same suspicions as he did. But Estelle was examining a shelf of potions, and did not look his way.

"We have gold," Ben said carefully. "But—"

The woman waved dismissively. Her gaze traveled up and down the length of his body in a sultry and completely uninhibited fashion. "Gold is the last thing on my mind, you strapping hunk of man meat. Come. There’s more to see in the back.”

The way she wiggled her hips as she moved toward the back of the wagon implied just what she wanted Ben to see. Helena scoffed in indignation and Renee narrowed her foxy gaze.

“What exactly is this hoochy selling?” the Kitsune growled under her breath.

Helena tugged her chain firmly. “Quiet, until we have the Master’s decision. It is not your place to judge his allies.”

The woman pushed aside a curtain to reveal even more wares. A massive iron cookpot sat in the corner, big enough to feed a small army. Bags of preserved foods, wheels of cheese wrapped in wax, dried meats, and travel bread filled several shelves.

"Every traveler needs rations," she said. "The road ahead is long and dangerous. I can feel it on you—the weight of destiny. You're going somewhere important, aren't you? Who knows how long you will be away?"

Ben's hand moved instinctively to the Gizzard of Holding at his belt. Extra supplies would be valuable, especially if they encountered refugees or allies along the way. But how would they carry it away without drawing attention to the Legendary, and no doubt priceless, item he now owned.

"How much for the lot?" he asked. "The weapons, the cookpot, and a week's worth of food? We’ll need a cart to haul it, as well."

Her purple eyes gleamed. "Oh, I like a man who knows what he wants. Twenty gold pieces."

It was surprisingly reasonable. Suspiciously so.

"That seems fair," Helena said slowly. "Almost too fair. What else do you want?"

The woman laughed again. "Perhaps I'm just lonely. It's been so long since I've had company." She moved closer to Ben, close enough that he could smell her perfume—jasmine and something dark and musky that made him think of shadowy hollows beneath gargantuan trees. "Why don’t you stay a while? I could show you things. Old things. Magic things. Gaze into your futures…"

She withdrew an orb from the pocket of her dress, as deep purple as her eyes and flecked with silver like starlight.

"Magic?" Estelle's voice was sharp. "What does a human know of magic?”

The woman’s purple gaze flashed. “Ask your Master.”

“Are you implying that you’re ascended?” Estelle’s fingers tightened upon the haft of her crook. “That’s impossible.”

“Impossible?” A sultry laugh burbled from the dark-haired woman’s throat. “Surely not. You have the evidence standing right beside you.”

“Highly improbable, then,” Estelle snapped, a flush rising in her cheeks. “Ben is different. The only way you could have access to the system is if—”

“The system?” The woman's smile turned mysterious. "Oh, my dear, innocent little lamb, there was magic in this world long before your precious system arrived. Real magic. The kind that sings in your blood and bones."

She reached out and touched Ben's chest, right over his heart. He felt a jolt of… something. Power, maybe. Or recognition. He also felt his body responding to her closeness, as if it were eager to explore the mysterious woman’s depths.

"You feel it, don't you?" she whispered. "You're different. Special. The old blood runs in you. Together, we could—"

Ben stepped back, breaking the contact. "We'll take the supplies, but we can't stay. We're expected elsewhere."

Disappointment flickered across her perfect features, but she didn’t argue. "Of course. Destiny waits for no man… and yet here I linger, waiting for Her to arrive…" She began gathering their purchases, moving with that eerie grace, as if she were in a dream. "If you ever come back this way…"

"We'll stop in," Ben promised, though something told him they'd never find this place again, even if they tried.

As Estelle selected some crafting supplies—good steel needles, strong thread, quality leather—Ben watched the mysterious woman work. There was definitely power around her, like a heat shimmer on a summer day. It didn’t feel like system magic. It was older, stranger.

He knew there were rumored to be some ascended humans left in Faerowilde, those who had forsaken mankind when the rulers had insisted on going to war. They were scattered around the world, hidden away like hermits—sages, magi, wise men and women, awaiting a time when the madness that had taken mankind had lifted, and humans and demi-beasts could live in harmony once more.

His uncle, the Grand Vizier, was one of these.

Could this woman be one as well? This wagon, hidden in the woods off the beaten path, wasn’t exactly what Ben had pictured when he imagined the reclusive mages from Faerowilde’s distant past. But it could be.

Or was she one of the four human women with celestial bloodlines? The ones he was supposed to find and breed to strengthen the barriers? But if that was the case, she shouldn’t have magic yet, should she?

He tried to scan her discreetly, but the system returned nothing. Not even a name.

Ben glanced around at the others. Estelle continued to point to items, which the woman took outside to load into a small handcart. Renee seemed agitated, her ears flattened into her copper hair and her tails puffed up like she wanted to look threatening. Helena clutched her book to her chest—which had been reduced to its normal size for ease of traveling—but her gray gaze was turned inward and she did not seem to see Ben, though she was looking right at him.

He touched her shoulder. “Are you all right, Helena?”

“What?” She startled like she’d been shaken from a trance. “Yes, why? Of course I’m fine. Just… thinking…”

Ben, Helena, and Renee exited the wagon together to find Estelle attempting to pay the strange woman for the cart stacked with goods. She seemed to be hesitant to take the gold.

“Is there a problem?” Ben asked, approaching the pair. “I’d have thought our coin was as good as any.”

Ben took the pouch of gold from Estelle and began counting out the coins, but the woman waved him away dismissively.

"No, no problem. It’s just… Gold is so ordinary. So cold." Her purple eyes fixed on him with an intensity that made the air between them crackle. "I'd prefer a different form of payment."

"What kind of payment?" Helena’s fingers twitched at the handle of her new dagger, as if she suspected the woman to request something insulting.

The merchant woman licked her lips and raised one eyebrow. "Just a moment alone with your companion. I believe we have much to discuss…"

"Absolutely not." Estelle’s pale blonde curls seeming to bristle. The horizontal pupils in her yellow eyes narrowed with suspicion.

"Master doesn't go anywhere alone with strange women," Renee added, her twin tails lashing behind her. “And certainly not with someone like you.”

But Ben held up a hand. He could sense the power rolling off this woman in waves—old, deep, but not malevolent. More like… hungry. Desperately hungry.

"It's fine," he said. "I'll be right inside the wagon. You three wait here."

Helena clutched her book, her gray eyes wide. "Master—"

"I can handle myself," he said gently but firmly.

True, Ben was confident in his ability to handle the woman if she got any unruly ideas. He wasn’t afraid. But he was curious. There was something about her that spoke to him… something he wanted just a little bit more of.

The woman's smile widened as she led him back into the wagon, closing the door behind them with a soft click.

"So,” Ben said. He leaned against a shelf of bottles, some of which glowed with inner light. "You want to talk, do you? I don’t even know your name.”

She didn't answer immediately. Instead, she circled him slowly, her hands reaching out to touch his arms, his shoulders, his chest. Her fingers traced the muscles beneath his shirt with a reverence that bordered on worship.

"So strong," she murmured, almost to herself. "So vital. It's been so long since anyone so interesting has come my way. So very, very long. And none of them was worthy in the end…"

Ben caught her wrist gently as her hand moved lower. "Your name?"

She looked up at him, those purple eyes swimming with centuries of loneliness. "Does it matter? Names are such flighty things, changing all the time.."

"They matter to me."

She studied his face for a long moment. Her free hand came up to trace his jaw, his cheekbone, the curve of his ear. "You're different from the others. There's something in you. Something old. Something powerful. I should know."

Ben remained silent, waiting. He'd learned that sometimes the best way to get information was to let others fill the silence.

"My name…" she whispered finally. "My name is Elysanthra."

"Elysanthra,” Ben repeated. “That's a beautiful name."

She shuddered with desire, hearing those intimate syllables on his tongue. “You could make me believe it so, when you say it like that. Such pleasure…”

“How long have you been here, alone in the woods?”

Her laugh was bitter. "Long enough to watch a well-travelled road vanish. Long enough to see the old magic fade and this new 'system' take its place. Long enough to be forgotten by everyone who once knew that ‘beautiful’ name. You won’t find mention of old Elysanthra in any history book, no…"

Her hands resumed their exploration, pushing his shirt aside to reveal his chest.

“Mmmm,” she made a small sound of appreciation, her palms flat against his skin. She spoke, as if to herself, in a breathy whisper. “So big. Somehow I knew, when I found him, he would be a mountain of a man. Oh, the pleasure of laying beneath a god…”

"You can’t be more than thirty," Ben observed. “But you speak as if you’re ancient.”

"A hundred times, a thousand times that. Mmm. One of the benefits of the old blood. We don't age like modern humans." She looked up at him through her lashes. "But we get lonely. I am so very lonely. And hungry. For touch, for connection, for… power."

Her hands were at his belt now. Ben didn't stop her. There was something almost pitiful about her desperation, but also something that sang to his Keeper instincts. This woman had power. Old power. The kind that might be exactly what he needed.

"I'll give you everything," she breathed against his chest. "All the supplies, anything in my shop you desire. Just… let me taste you. A kiss for the ages long past, all those long years waiting for this… a chance to touch someone who matters."

"Just a kiss?" Ben asked, though he suspected they both knew it would be more.

"There is no ‘just’ in it for me." She tore at his collar, ripping his shirt completely open as she ran her fingers over his bare chest. “My lips yearn to press, my tongue to taste, my soul aches for this moment.”

Ben took her jaw in his palm and tilted her face to his. He captured her bottom lip between his two and tugged gently. She returned the pressure with a heat of her own and a whimper that was more than desperate, closer to mad with lust.

“Ohhh,” she moaned, her fingers still running over his chest and stomach as she pressed against his body. “Oh, yes. You taste like lightning. Like storm clouds. Like the old magic. You…”

She interrupted herself to kiss him again, her weight pushing him backward into the potion shelf. Bottles rattled as she grasped at him, her lips landing on his jaw, his neck, his chest, hot and wet and hungry. Her kisses trailed lower, across his abs, her tongue tracing the lines of muscle with increasing fervor. Her hands worked at his trousers, fumbling in her hurry.

"It's been so long," she whispered against his skin. "They told me I would know what to do… that instincts would prevail. We shall see…”

Ben let his head fall back. He didn’t know what she was talking about, but he didn’t need to know what she was talking about in order to know what she was doing. And he didn’t mind that at all.

Besides, the words didn’t seem to be for him anyway. She was lost in a sort of trance state, almost like she was being guided by something outside herself.

Ben knew that feeling well enough. The magic of Faerowilde seemed to have a way of making its plans known. If the system wanted this gorgeous woman to get on her knees and suck his dick, who was he to argue?

Elysanthra freed him from his trousers. A jolt of heat and excitement shot through him as the woman took his head into her mouth with a moan of pure need.

“Ooooh, yes,” she whimpered, lapping at the tip as delicately as a lady sampling an expensive dessert. “You’re magnificent. I didn’t know a man could be so big. What will I do with it? Oooh, yes. A kiss, I promised a kiss. A thousand kisses.”

She continued to talk to herself as she experimented with her prize, licking, sucking, and placing gentle pecks up and down the length of his shaft. He watched her work with some amusement. For a woman who claimed to be thousands of years old, she didn’t seem to have much in the way of experience. But what she lacked in technique she made up for with enthusiasm.

“Mmmm, salty and sweet,” she slurped noisily, saliva dribbling from the corners of her mouth. “As hard as rock candy. I could suck you all day!”

Ben groaned as she worshiped his shaft, murmuring and giggling to herself like she’d just discovered a new toy. If she was having this much fun just teasing him, he could only imagine her reaction when he erupted in her mouth.

“Mmmm, how deep can I take you?” Her lips tickled the tip of his cock every time she pulled off to whisper her appreciation, her words humming down his length like an electrical current. She opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue, then guided his cock all the way to the back of her throat. Her muscles suddenly constricted and she gagged. “Aack, not that deep. Not yet. Need more practice.”

Slowly she began to test herself, pushing his head to the back of her throat, holding it, and attempting to swallow, before pulling off with a wet, sucking sound. “Glrk, glrk, glrk. Ahhhh, that’s better. Glrk, glrk, glrk. Mmm, yummy!”

Ben leaned back, letting his muscles relax. Soon, with every gagging noise she made, he felt his balls tickling her chin. He watched her working, her bright purple eyes gazing adoringly up at him, and wondered who exactly this woman was.

There was no doubt in his mind that the system was guiding them together. But she was no ordinary human, so her motives might not be as straightforward as Alicia’s or Helena’s had been.

If Elysanthra was as powerful as he suspected she was—whether with system magic or something older—it wouldn’t hurt to give her a taste of what he could do for her. She wanted power, and he had it. But if she wanted her share, she’d need to prove herself to be an ally first. Ben figured he’d have a bit more leverage if she knew exactly how much power he had. If she kept going like she was, it wouldn’t take him long to provide a super-sized sample.

She’d already offered him anything he wanted from her shop in exchange for this kiss, which meant she was certainly willing to negotiate. Ben figured he was being well compensated as it was, with how eagerly she was applying herself to the task, but perhaps he should get something for the girls. They would no doubt be worried about him, and jealous once they realized what was going on. A gift for each of them wouldn’t be out of line.

His eyes caught on several items that stood out with faint shimmers of magical light, not unlike the way monsters looked before they’d been looted. Ben recognized this as the system’s way of drawing attention to objects that he would benefit from.

The shelf behind Elysanthra contained a silver hairbrush with inscriptions that seemed to shift and change as he looked at it. Renee might like it for grooming her new tails. Beside that was a length of silken rope, which Ben could imagine Helena begging to be bound in. A lantern with delicate engravings also caught his attention, though it made his eyes water if he looked at them too long. Maybe Estelle would like it?

For some reason the idea of giving his girls gifts that he bought by fucking the face of the pretty merchant amused and aroused him. He could feel his excitement building despite the black-haired beauty’s awkward enthusiasm.

Elysanthra's technique might have lacked refinement, but there was something alluring about her sloppy desperation which Ben could see himself coming back to enjoy again and again.

“Mmmmmlrk, mmmlrk, aaahhhh, yes!” She moaned and gagged around him, her hands gripping his thighs as if afraid he might disappear. “More, glrk, more, glrk, more!”

The wet, obscene sounds filled the wagon's impossible space. Her eyes never left his face.

Ben reached down to tangle his fingers in her midnight hair. She whimpered at the touch, doubling her efforts, abusing her throat in order to please him. Her tongue was clever despite her desperation, and her throat opened eagerly to take him deeper with each thrust. He slipped one hand down to cup her chin, then slid it down her throat to feel the bulge of his cock stretching the muscles of her neck.

He tightened the fingers of his left hand in her tresses, holding her head firmly, then gave a final thrust, holding himself inside when he finally released. Her purple eyes widened, watering as she fought not to choke. He stroked the outside of her throat, coaxing her to swallow. He could feel it when her muscles relaxed, and she submitted to his control, her throat working greedily to milk him of his seed.

His body seemed to know just how much she could take. He pumped ropes of his cream into her belly, her jewel-like eyes rolled back like she was drunk on the finest wine. She stayed there, on her knees, licking and sucking gently even after he was spent, as if reluctant to let him go.

"Ooooh, fuck," she gasped when she finally released him, swaying on her knees. "I can feel your power singing in my blood. Like a drug, I need more! I need you… please… more…”

She tried to stand but stumbled, drunk on whatever power she'd absorbed from him. Ben caught her, steadying her against a shelf.

"The items," he said gently. "You promised."

"Yes," she breathed, her eyes unfocused. "Yes, anything. Everything. Take what you need."

But she was barely coherent, muttering about old blood and new power. Ben carefully extracted himself from her grip and began collecting the items he'd noticed—the hairbrush, the rope, the lantern. When he picked them up, the system provided descriptions.

Item Acquired: Whispering Rope

At first glance, this appears to be an ordinary length of braided silk cord, about ten feet long and faintly scented of cloves and smoke. On closer inspection, you’ll find it has a mind of its own—and a distinctly naughty one at that. The rope obeys simple spoken commands: bind, loosen, tighten, release, and will happily oblige, whether the task is tying down a beast for safe transport… or securing a wriggling demi-beast mate for more recreational purposes.

Breeders beware: the Whispering Rope has a mischievous streak. It seems to prefer entangling lovers, often weaving itself into suggestive knots without being told. Some claim it even hums faintly when wound tight around bare skin, sending subtle vibrations through the bound flesh. A submissive female may pretend to hate it, of course, before deliberately provoking her sire to use it on her again.

Unlike ordinary restraints, the rope never frays, burns, or stains, and it grows warmer the longer it is used. Whispers say the more often it drinks in sweat, lust, and cries of surrender, the more “eager” it becomes—anticipating commands before they’re spoken. For safety, the command release will always cause it to drop slack… though some breeders note it has a habit of waiting just a second or two longer than necessary, as if savoring the last squirm.

Note: While classified as a restraint, clever breeders report it doubles nicely as an extra set of hands in the bedroom—keeping tails lifted, thighs spread, or wrists pinned high above a lover’s head until all needs are thoroughly met.

That was definitely going to be fun to use.

Item Acquired: Tail Comb of Silksheen

This deceptively innocent-looking comb is carved from ivory-white crystal and etched with curling runes that shimmer faintly in lamplight. When run through the fur or hair of a demi-beast, it doesn’t just smooth tangles—it releases a soothing enchantment that melts even the feistiest female into blissful docility.

The effect is instantaneous: brush a Lapina’s ears, a Kitsune’s tail, or a Holstaur’s thick mane, and she’ll sigh, shiver, and promptly lose all interest in fighting, fussing, or back-talking. Her body slackens, knees go soft, and she’ll press into the combing as though it’s the greatest pleasure she’s ever known. In this state she is pliant, affectionate, and—most importantly—too distracted to resist her sire’s advances.

Breeders should be warned, however, that repeated use may create… expectations. Once a demi-beast has felt the silksheen enchantment, she may demand brushing before every breeding session, and some will refuse to present themselves until properly combed and calmed. Kitsunes in particular have been known to wriggle and beg for “just one more stroke” long after the rope has already been tied.

The comb’s effects last for approximately an hour, though some breeders report their mates remain limp and dreamy well into the next morning, purring or whimpering whenever touched. In all cases, the Tail Comb of Silksheen ensures a compliant, silken-haired partner who can be enjoyed without struggle—and who will thank her sire profusely afterward for being “so gentle” while she was helpless with pleasure.

That seemed like just the thing to tame Renee when he didn’t have the energy to fight with her bratty behavior. And, Ben noted, it might be fun to use on some of his other females as well. He picked up the lamp.

Item Acquired: Lantern of Hidden Truths

At first glance, this artifact resembles a travel-worn lantern of brass and smoky crystal panes. When lit, however, it produces no ordinary flame. Instead, its light is cold and steady, able to pierce illusions, reveal hidden inscriptions, and drive back lesser glamours. Adventurers have long prized the Lantern for its ability to expose concealed doors, trickster runes, or demonic disguises that would otherwise go unseen.

The Lantern’s true value lies in its honesty. Within its circle of glow, deception falters: maps show their genuine markings, shapeshifters betray their true outlines, and spoken words ring false when the speaker does not believe them. For this reason, some claim the Lantern has played a decisive role in centuries of diplomacy and war, settling disputes by dragging secrets into the open.

Among breeders, however, rumors persist of a more intimate power…

The final item wasn’t quite as sexy as the other two, though the last line implied it had potential in that area as well. But it would certainly be more useful on their journey. He hoped Estelle wouldn’t feel slighted to receive a more practical gift. Though, technically, he could use the rope and the comb on Estelle as well, so she needn’t feel left out. Maybe it would be better to keep them all for himself, and simply use them on the girls as necessary.

Either way, he felt happy with his choices, and stored them quickly in his Gizzard of Holding while Elysanthra was still swooning and didn’t seem to be paying attention.

The midnight haired woman had collapsed into a chair, her chest heaving, her purple eyes tracking him with unfocused wonder.

“No… you aren’t leaving already, are you?” she gasped as he made a move toward the door. “Please, I need you to stay. I want you.”

Ben paused with his hand on the doorknob. “I might come back, if you make it worth my while.”

"Yes, come back," she moaned. “Right now. Come back, and come inside me. Don’t leave! I need you so badly. I need your power!”

Ben grinned. “Our deal was for a kiss. And while it was a very nice, and very thorough kiss, I’ve given you all I intend to give you. For now.”

Her lashes fluttered, not so much flirtatiously, but more like she was struggling to rouse herself from a stupor. “How? How can I convince you…? I can give you more, you know. I have my own power…”

“No more,” he said. “Not yet. Though if you prove yourself to be a true ally, we could negotiate something.”

“An ally?” She sat up, putting a hand to her head like the world was spinning. “How do I prove myself to you if you’re leaving? This… this isn’t fair!”

“You said you have power,” Ben said with a shrug. “I’m sure you’ll find a way to impress me. If you want my power, I need to be certain we’re on the same side. And you’d have to accept me as your sire, breeder, and keeper.”

“Me?” she gasped, shaking off the last of her daze. “Do you know who I am, to demand such a thing?”

“No,” he said. “And I suspect you wish to keep it that way. But that’s my offer. Prove you are an ally and submit to my rule, and you can have as much power as I can pump into you. Otherwise, I hope you enjoyed the little taste you just had, because that’s all you’re going to get.”

She sat there, her jaw hanging open, her lips still puffy from all the sucking she’d just done. A shimmer of his spent seed dribbled down her chin and onto her heaving breasts. She could not believe she was being denied.

“You… you can’t leave! You can’t! Don’t you know who I am? I, who has had thousands of suitors over the centuries and never accepted a single one. I offer myself to you, and you walk away? There’s not a man in all of Faerowilde who wouldn’t sell his soul to fuck me!”

Ben just shook his head, feigning disinterest. “Correction. There is one. And you are looking at him.”

He knew he had her now. She might like to play the mystery woman, but he had something she wanted and he knew she’d do whatever she had to in order to get it.

“You scoundrel!” She screamed in frustration as he opened the door. “You cad! You gods-be-damned man-whore! How dare you tempt me and then deny me! You’ll regret this, you will! My virgin pussy will be satisfied if I have to take you by force!”

“Don’t worry,” Ben said. “I’ll be certain to stop in again after you’ve provided such excellent service.”

“Aaaahhrgh!”

He showed himself out, closing the door gently behind him grinning from ear to ear. His three women were exactly where he'd left them, though Helena had her sword half-drawn and Renee's tails were bristling with agitation. Estelle simply raised an eyebrow.

“Master?” the Ovina asked. “Is everything all right?”

“Everything is perfect,” Ben said. “But we should probably be on our way before she really gets mad.”
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Ben pulled the cart down the overgrown two-track path away from the wagon. He could feel Elysanthra’s haunting purple eyes burning into the back of his head from where she glared at them out the curtained window. Her lips moved ominously, as if she were muttering to herself or maybe trying to curse them.

But he wasn’t too worried. She knew what he had to offer, and she knew she wanted it. He was confident she wouldn’t risk an outright attack. More likely, she would steam about their encounter for a few days before coming to the decision that the power he would share with her was worth sacrificing her controlling nature.

He’d been able to tell, from the moment she ushered them into the caravan, that this was a woman who was used to getting what she wanted just because she was a pretty little thing. Centuries of experience seemed to have only cemented her idea that men could easily be manipulated by a set of fluttering lashes and a well boosted bust. But she hadn’t counted on Ben, who was surrounded by beautiful women all the time, and had no desires that went unfulfilled for longer than he wanted them to.

It was likely to be an uncomfortable learning experience for her, but he was sure she’d come out all right, in the end.

As soon as they were out of sight, they stopped the cart and Ben loaded all of the new items into his Gizzard of Holding.

He really needed a new name for that thing. It was ridiculous. Dimensional Pocket? Pants Portal? Sack of Plenty?

Magic Bag sounded like something from a 90s infomercial, but maybe that’s what he’d go with.

It was strange, though. When he caught sight of it at the edge of his vision, the bag had a faint ultramarine glow around it. Sometimes he thought the material on the outside twitched, like there was something inside it moving around. The system description never changed, though, and whenever he looked directly at it, the moving stopped.

In any case, he stored the supplies and even managed to hoist the cart in the air for long enough to stuff that in the bag as well.

Helena, still clutching her book, released a long, slow breath.

"That was… unsettling," she said. “Do you know who that was, Master?”

"She wanted you to stay.” Renee’s tails twitched with jealousy. “She wanted to claim you. To steal you away from us!”

“What she wanted was irrelevant,” Ben said. “As you can see. And it just so happens that I got some treats for you out of the deal.”

“Treats?” Renee perked up. “What kind of treats?”

“Master,” Helena said, pushing the fox-girl aside. “Did she tell you her name?”

“Elysanthra,” Ben said. “Why? Did you know her?”

The color leeched from Helena’s pale skin, and she held the book out with trembling hands. “Does this look familiar?”

A two-page illustration titled “The Skyfire Covenant.” It was a collection of men and women, in elegant and illustrious looking robes. At the center of the group was one Ben recognized as his great-uncle, the Grand Vizier. Most of them were quite old, so old it was difficult to tell if they were male or female, though they were all bright-eyed and wise of expression. There was one who did not fit this mold, however.

A woman.

A woman whose long black hair and amethyst gaze stared out at Ben with a sultry curve to her lips, who looked alarmingly like the very same woman who’d just been providing him such exceptional customer service.

Beneath her portrait was a small, illuminated plaque, engraved with the words: The Virgin Witch.

“That’s her,” he said. “I’m sure it is.”

“The Skyfire Covenant is the name of the wise men and women who abandoned Faerowilde after the Great War,” Helena said, her voice shaking with excitement, and a hint of fear. “They are the most powerful mages, sorcerers, warlocks, and ascended humans ever to exist in this world.”

“I’ve heard of them,” Ben said. “They were against the war, and went into hiding in protest of the way demi-beasts and monster-kin were treated by the humans.”

“That’s right.” Estelle came to stand next to him, leaning over the book with breathless interest. “They are the only ones who retained their power after the war, when the system stripped humans of their magic.”

“She said she had a power older than the system,” Ben said. “I didn’t realize that was possible.”

Estelle nodded. “It’s very rare, but there once were some people—human, demi-beast, and monster-kin—who had power outside the system. After the war, though, that power has completely diminished. I could sense her strength, but I couldn’t get a good read of it. It was like it was a shadow of what it once was, transparent and hard to grasp.”

“Maybe she just needs a good dicking.” Renee swished her tails and giggled. “Not that I think you should give it to her when she was so rude to us. But your seed brought my magic back.”

“She wasn’t rude,” Estelle argued. “You just didn’t like it when she asked to see Master Ben alone.”

Helena nodded. “It’s true, Renee. You did seem a bit jealous of her.”

“I didn’t like the way she looked at my tails!” the Kitsune snapped. “I’ve seen humans look at me like that before, and they were always bad news.”

Estelle fluffed her golden curls thoughtfully. “She won’t hurt you. She’s too worried what Master Ben thinks of her. But I’m sure she sensed your power, and was curious about that. Kitsune are rare, after all.”

“I sensed strong magic in her, too,” Ben said. “Even weakened. I want to be sure she’s on our side before I consider further awakening her power.”

Helena’s eyes widened as she flipped through the section of the book. “According to the book, she was destined for a great lover. And… she was cursed…”

“Cursed?” Ben lifted his head.

“If she ever gave herself to an unworthy man, she would be stripped of all her powers.” The noble woman’s voice dropped like she was reading a tragic romance. “That’s why they called her the Virgin Witch. She was a legend. Men came from all over Faerowilde to see if they could pass her test, but she rejected them all. She never even accepted a single kiss for fear of losing her powers.”

Ben blinked, remembering the tightness of the witch’s throat as she’d taken him. “Uhh… about that…”

“Ha!” Renee let out a bark of a laugh. “Bet she was doing a lot more than kissing the Master. What a slut!”

Helena bit her lip. “Her forced abstinence made her famously obsessed with sex. She collected books and artwork, and paid couples of all kinds to fornicate in front of her. In fact, there are a number of illustrations in this book depicting the orgies of the Skyfire Court, and she’s in the background of all of them, just… watching.”

A blush rose in her cheeks, as if she could understand the woman’s needs.

“Mistress Helena is getting horny, Master!” Renee let out a gleeful yip. “She remembers what it’s like to be a slut in prude’s clothing.”

Helena reached over and yanked her chain. “Quiet, pet. Nobody asked you.”

“That might explain some of the items she’d collected in that store of hers.” Ben ignored the bickering of the two women as he wondered what other treasures the lusty witch might have collected over the years. The wagon shop was likely full of magical toys and trinkets. He should have looked more closely.

“Well, if she did kiss you,” Estelle said. “And she still has her powers… Ben must be the powerful lover she was destined for. I’m sure she knows this. The question is, why did she let us go? Surely, if that’s the case, she’d be desperate to keep you.”

“I expect she thought she’d be able to control me,” Ben said. “She’s spent her entire life, eons practically, with powerful men throwing themselves at her feet. She’s always been the one to reject them. Likely she thought that, when she found the right man, he would be groveling too. I doubt she’s given up. She’s just going to try a different tack.”

“So, we haven’t seen the last of her.” Estelle twisted her hands around her crook. “We must be careful, Ben. By all accounts, the Virgin Witch is extremely powerful. Even if she has been weakened over time, she’s still a formidable enemy.”

“Or ally,” Ben reminded her. “I think she’ll come around.”

“I don’t know, Master.” Renee narrowed her eyes. “She was shouting about taking you by force. I think we should keep our guard up, just in case.”

"We’ll be careful.” Ben reassured the kitsune with a scratch behind the ears. "For now, though, we have more pressing concerns. Do you notice anything about this road?"

The path was surrounded on all sides with thick, jungle-like vegetation. But there were more sections that appeared to have been wilted by corruption, and those sections were multiplying the farther they moved toward the Stone Coil Monument.

"The corruption," Estelle said grimly. "I've been noticing it too. We're getting closer to the source of the infection."

Helena flipped her book back open to the map they’d been following. “We’re on the right track. Seems like the monument might be the center of it.”

“I have a feeling that’s what we’ll find at every monument,” Ben said grimly. “Which means we need to stay sharp. There are likely to be more corrupted monsters and maybe even demons creeping around this jungle. The closer we get, the more dangerous our travels will be.”

Renee gripped her spear more tightly, and Helena dropped a hand to the dagger at her waist.

“Let’s keep moving.” Estelle strode toward the front of the group. “We’ll look for somewhere with water before making camp. Keep your weapons close.”

They walked in silence for a while, each lost in thought. Ben was pleased to see both Helena and Renee following Estelle’s instruction, though he had the feeling the Ovina just wanted to impress upon them the importance of being ready for anything. He didn’t sense any danger nearby, more like an odd stillness in this part of the jungle. Probably, the monsters and demons kept their distance from Elysanthra’s place.

Ben could tell the girls weren’t quite comfortable with their weapons yet. Their gaits were a bit stiff as they tried to figure out how to move while also managing the collars and chains they insisted on wearing. They kept muttering and sniping at each other, and Ben could sense the tension rising between them.

It had been happening every day since their date in the breeding chamber, subtly at first, but the animosity was becoming raw and tender from being picked at so often. He wanted to keep an eye on it, lest their relationship become infected.

Helena held Renee’s chain and her own, but the Kitsune was being brattier than usual. The intense deference she had shown to Helena at first seemed to be fading. He wasn’t sure what had caused the change, but he could see it was wearing on the noble woman. Helena, too, seemed a lot less invested in correcting Renee’s behavior than she was in her interactions with Ben.

Maybe they were beginning to realize this kind of play wasn’t all that functional in the real world. If so, he couldn’t say he wasn’t glad. He didn’t mind the dynamic during their downtime, but the closer they got to the Stone Coil Monument, the more he was wary of unnecessary distractions.

"Master," Renee said suddenly, breaking the contemplative silence. "May I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"Do you think she was beautiful? The witch, I mean. I thought she looked a lot like Mistress Helena, but not so… bony."

Ben could feel Helena tense beside him. “Bony?”

“Oh, don’t worry Mistress. You’re beautiful too, and elegant and noble and all those things. Statuesque, that’s the word, isn’t it? Pretty… to look at.”

Ben cringed at the implication that Helena was nice to look at but not to touch, hitting precisely on the noblewoman’s insecurities about her body and femininity. Helena didn’t say anything more, but he could hear her breathing harder as if she was trying to keep her calm.

"She was," he said honestly, hoping to change the direction of the conversation. "But beauty isn't everything."

"No?" Renee pressed, her ears perked up with interest. "Then what is?"

"Loyalty," Helena answered sharply, before Ben could say anything. "Dedication. Knowing one's place."

Renee's musical laugh rang through the forest. "Oh, Mistress. Still trying to teach me lessons? How sweet."

"Don’t insult me,” Helena snapped. "You've made that quite clear with your behavior that you don’t wish for me to be your Mistress anymore."

"Have I been misbehaving?" Renee's eyes went wide with false innocence. "I had no idea. Perhaps Master Ben should punish me."

"That's enough," Ben said firmly. "Both of you."

Even as he mediated their squabbling, the conversation forced his mind to drift back to Elysanthra. Her purple eyes. Her knowing smile. The enthusiastic but inexpert way she’d thrown herself at him.

If she was the Virgin Witch of the Skyfire Concorde, there was no longer any doubt in his mind that she was one of the humans with celestial bloodlines he needed to mate in order to strengthen the barriers.

But she did not seem like the type who was willing to compromise, and he doubted she saw herself as anything but the center of the universe.

Would she bend the knee, knowing that she would not be the only woman in his bed? He suspected she would. Her thirst for power would be enough. But she would fight the urge for a while. She would try to come up with another way to trap him, perhaps a sneakier way, since her overt pressure hadn’t worked so well.

Ben could only grin at the thought.

Let her try. It might be fun. And the reward once she finally gave in would be more than worth it.
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The tension between Helena and Renee continued to build the rest of that afternoon and well into the evening. They walked a little longer than planned in an attempt to make up time after the unexpected stop at the witch’s caravan. Ben was curious to see just how long the two of them could bicker at each other before something gave.

Estelle staved off a full-on confrontation by taking the women one at a time for training with their new weapons, and by the end of their routine both Helena and Renee were too tired to put up much of a fight. Ben had soothed and pampered them and put them to bed, each filled with enough seed to keep them sleepy, satiated, and out of his hair while he gave Estelle the attention she deserved.

But the next morning, conflict erupted once more.

They'd made camp beside a small stream, the water gurgling peacefully over smooth stones. Ben was refilling their waterskins while Estelle tended a small fire where their oversized cookpot now simmered with porridge.

Helena sat on a fallen log, stirring wild berries into the oats while keeping her posture ramrod straight. She’d requested Ben enlarge her breasts the night before, and she seemed to be using the added weight to strengthen her core muscles, forcing herself to keep her stomach tight and her shoulders back. Ben was actually impressed, as her physical weakness was one of the things she was most self-conscious of.

Renee, drawn by that weakness, circled her like a predatory cat.

"You're holding your spoon wrong, Mistress," the Kitsune purred, her twin tails swaying hypnotically. "Should I show you the proper way? Or perhaps feed you myself? You seem to be struggling with such simple tasks lately."

Helena's knuckles whitened around the wooden spoon. "I'm perfectly fine."

"Are you?" Renee leaned over Helena's shoulder, her copper hair brushing the noblewoman's cheek. "Because from here it looks like you're trembling. Are you cold? Tired? Or just… overwhelmed?"

"Renee—"

"Yes, Mistress?" The Kitsune's golden eyes glinted with mischief. "Do you need something? Water? A massage? Someone to carry you because your poor human legs are so weak?"

Helena slammed her bowl down, porridge splattering across the log. "That's enough!"

The sudden outburst made even Estelle look up from the fire. Ben paused in his task, watching carefully.

"I don't know what game you're playing," Helena said, her voice tight with barely controlled emotion, "but it stops now."

Renee tilted her head, the picture of innocence. "Game? I'm only trying to serve my Mistress as she deserves. Isn't that what you trained me to do? To anticipate your every need?"

"You're mocking me."

"Am I?" Renee's smile turned sharp. "Or are you just realizing how tiresome it is to be so helpless?"

Helena stood abruptly, her face flushed. The chain at her collar jingled with the movement and her oversized breasts swayed, nearly sending her off balance.

"You ungrateful little—"

"What?" Renee challenged, stepping closer. "Your pet? Your toy? Your submissive little fox who exists only for your pleasure?"

"You loved it," Helena shot back. "You begged for it."

"I did," Renee admitted, her voice suddenly soft. "Before."

"Before what?"

Renee's golden eyes flicked to Ben. "Before I knew what real submission felt like. Before I understood the difference between serving because I have to and serving because I choose to."

Helena's face went pale, then red. She grabbed Renee's chain where it attached to the collar, yanking the Kitsune close. "I never forced you. You were the one who pursued me, remember? You chose this.”

“Things are different now.”

“If you’ve changed your mind, all you have to do is say so—”

"Fine," Renee said quietly. "I say so."

“But don’t pretend I’m the one in the wrong,” Helena’s voice rose higher in indignation. “We both know what’s going on here.”

“Oh?” Renee sneered. “What’s that, m’lady?”

Sarcasm dripped off her words.

Helena scoffed but she didn’t answer. She just stared at the Kitsune with her gray eyes blazing. Then she laughed, mirthlessly.

“You’re so self-absorbed,” she mused. “Maybe you don’t know what’s going on. But I do.”

For a moment, they stood frozen, Helena's hand white-knuckled around the chain, Renee's tails bristling behind her. Then Helena let go.

The chain fell between them with a metallic clatter.

"You want to be free of me?" Helena said, her voice hollow. "Consider it done. If I’m really going to be a mother, I don’t need to worry about some bratty fox-kin with her head stuck up her fluffy backside."

She turned to Ben, her gray eyes bright with unshed tears. "She's yours, Master. Completely. I don't want a pet anymore."

"Helena—" Ben started.

"No." She held up a hand. "She doesn't want to serve me anymore. Ever since you awakened her powers, she seems to think she’s too good for me. I don’t have any magical potential, and I don’t need it. You’ve given me everything I ever hoped for, Master Ben—a life inside me, a strong man to love and serve. And I…" She swallowed hard. "I have no interest in a relationship with someone who has to be commanded to care for me. You might think I’m weak, Renee. You might think I’m powerless. And compared to you, maybe I am. But I still have my dignity."

Renee laughed, putting her hands on her hips, and casting a cruel glare at Helena. “Is that what you call it when you beg to be put on display like some kind of fetish doll?”

Ben wasn’t certain, but he thought he detected a note of jealousy in Renee’s tone. Maybe that was part of the rift between them, too. They’d both joined his harem at the same time, and they’d both had a kind of spiritual awakening thanks to this new bond. But perhaps they saw themselves as competition, now, rather than as companions.

Now that they were finally clearing the air, he didn’t want to interrupt. But he didn’t want to let things get out of hand either. He and Estelle watched cautiously as the pair circled each other as if for a fight.

“Yes.” Helena stomped a foot and faced off against the Kitsune. “I do call it dignity, even when I look like this. I don’t expect you to understand. But that is exactly why I ask the Master to modify my body. Every time I engage in an act of humiliation, and I retain my dignity, I am strengthening a part of myself I never thought I could have. I have more dignity when I submit to Master Ben than I ever felt commanding you. He allows me to explore who I am, who I really am. And all you ever did was use me, and now that you have someone else, you don’t care about me at all!”

Renee’s expression shifted from triumph to something more complex. "Mistress, I didn't mean—"

"Yes, you did," Helena said quietly. "And you're right. Whatever we had is gone now. We don’t need each other when we have him.” She unclipped the chain from Renee's collar with steady fingers. "You serve Master Ben now. Only him."

She placed the chain in Ben's hand, her fingers lingering for just a moment. "Take care of her. She’s… special. A fact that she is apparently all too aware of."

Ben looked between the two women, seeing hurt on both sides despite their attempts to hide it. "Don’t you both think this has gone a little too far?"

"Yes," Helena said firmly, "it did. I didn’t know what I was getting into then.”

“This is silly,” Ben protested. “You love her, Helena. And she loves you.”

“She’s still special to me.” Helena sniffed and wiped her eyes. “Even if I’m not good enough for her."

She turned and walked toward the stream, her spine straight despite the slight tremor in her shoulders.

Renee stared after her, her earlier bratty confidence completely gone. "I didn't think she'd actually…"

"You pushed her to it," Estelle observed from her spot by the fire. Her sheep-like eyes held no judgment, but her words were firm. "You've been needling her for days, little fox."

"I know." Renee's tails drooped. "I just… everything feels different now. When Master Ben restored my second tail, something changed inside me. The way I feel about submission, about service… it's not the same."

Ben set down the waterskins and approached the Kitsune. "Talk to me. What changed?"

Renee bit her lip, looking remarkably young despite being centuries old. "Before, with Helena, submission was about survival. About finding safety in service. She was more powerful than me. I needed her protection, so I wanted her collar and commands. I felt secure if I could make her need me.”

"And now?"

"Now I have my magic back. Part of it, anyway." She flexed her fingers, and Ben could see tiny sparks of foxfire dancing between them. "I'm not helpless anymore. I don't need protection the same way. So, when I submit…" She looked up at him with those golden eyes. "It’s a different kind of choice. It’s for fun. Because I want to please you, not because I need to hide behind someone else's strength. But when I act like a brat it’s not because I’m mean, it’s because I feel safe enough to push boundaries I was terrified to approach before."

Ben nodded slowly. "I understand. And I think Helena would, too, if you talked to her about it. Without being a brat.”

The fox-girl shook her head, her ears drooping. “She probably hates me. If I go over there, she’s going to try to drown me in the river.”

“That’s a little extreme,” Ben said, lifting an amused eyebrow. “Is that what you would do if you were mad at her?”

Renee’s tails twitched. “That’s what other humans have tried to do to me when they found out what I am. That or… stuff me in a cage.”

“She doesn’t hate you.” Estelle shook her head, returning her eyes to the porridge pot. “I think you know that. You’re just not used to having to say sorry when it’s not part of an act. Helena has used her submission to teach herself about dignity. Maybe you should be learning something about humility.”

“Humility? I’m a Kitsune! I used to be the most powerful Kitsune in this territory, and I was forced to live in hiding for hundreds of years. I know all about humility and I hate it.”

Estelle smirked. She lifted the spoon from the porridge pot and dropped a single bright red berry on top of it. Blowing on it, she took a bite. “Doesn’t sound much like humility to me. Sounds like you did what you had to do to save your own hide, and you resented every second of it. Humility happens in your heart, Renee. In your soul. In the very core of your being. I can teach you all about it in the fighting ring, when you’re ready.”

Renee huffed and was about to protest, but Ben cut her off. “Estelle is right. You could learn a bit of humility. And apologizing to Helena is a good place to start.”

“Helena saved me from a life I didn’t want,” Renee said softly. "And I will always be grateful for that.”

“Then tell her.” Ben glanced toward the stream where Helena stood with her back to them, her arms wrapped around herself. "She's hurting."

“But I can't be her pet anymore.” There was a faint dog-like whine beneath the Kitsune’s words, and she wrung her hands together uncertainly. “Not when I'm becoming myself again."

“I think she understands that,” Ben said. “But as long as she misunderstands why, she’s going to feel miserable. You two should be best friends after all you’ve been through. Not trying to scratch each other’s eyes out over every little thing.”

"I know." Renee's voice was small. "I didn't mean for it to go this far. I just wanted… I don't know what I wanted."

"You wanted her to see you the way you see yourself," Estelle said, standing and brushing ash from her custom travel skirts. "But change is hard for everyone involved."

Ben made a decision. "Renee, why don't you go train with Estelle for a bit? Work off some of that energy you've been using to torment Helena."

The Kitsune nodded, grabbing her new spear. "Yes, Master." She hesitated. "Should I… apologize? I mean… is that a command?"

"That's between you and her," Ben said. "It won’t mean anything if I make you do it. I think you know it’s the right thing to do.”

“And if you don’t,” Estelle said, picking up her crook. “Maybe you will after your first lesson in humility.”

Renee looked nervously at the crook, then at Helena, as if trying to decide which was worse.

“It’s scary.” Renee bit her lip. “I know Helena would never hurt me, but I’ve always been scared of humans when they’re mad. They’re just so… unpredictable.” Her gaze darted to Ben. “No offense, Master.”

Ben could understand that. It would take a long time of feeling safe before those fears began to fade.

“Trauma is tricky like that,” Estelle said. “Sometimes knowing you have nothing to be afraid of isn’t enough to convince your mind and body that you’re safe. It can make us feel panic about things that don’t make any sense. But practicing facing our fears when we’re safe is a good way to combat them. That’s what training is all about.”

Ben considered this, and wondered if he could put it in a context that Renee would understand. She might not be ready to apologize right away, but he could at least plant the seeds that might make it easier for her to do so in the future.

“How do you think Helena feels?” Ben asked. “She’s the only one in this group who doesn’t have any magical powers. She’ll probably ascend to the system when she enters her second trimester, like Alicia did, but we don’t know for sure. She probably feels as alone with us as you did, living as a human without any social status.”

The fox-girls eyes widened as she thought about this.

Then she nodded, as if to herself, and turned away from him. Renee headed into the trees, her movements graceful despite her obvious emotional turmoil. Estelle followed. She glanced over her shoulder and gave him a thumbs up.

It didn’t take long before he heard the first crack of the Ovina’s crook and Renee’s sharp bark of pain. The lesson in humility had begun.

Ben approached Helena slowly, like he was approaching a spooked animal.

She sat on a large rock by the water's edge with her bare toes in the stream and her arms wrapped around her oversized chest.

"You all right?" he asked softly.

Helena laughed, but there was no humor in it. "She was the first person to see past the mask I’d fooled myself into thinking was my face. And it turns out she didn’t like what she saw. So no, I don’t think I am."

"You didn't have to—"

"Yes, I did." She turned to face him, and he could see tear tracks on her cheeks. "She's right. Our bond was… was broken. Has been since that night in the breeding chamber when you gave her back her true form. I just didn't want to admit it."

Her shoulders slumped.

"I'm not good at this. At… people. I spent so many years focused on being perfect, on meeting expectations, on playing politics. Renee was the only real relationship I had. I was like nothing I’ve ever experienced. And now…"

"You have me, for one thing. And Alicia,” Ben said, sitting beside her. "Better yet, now you have the chance to build something new. A new life. A new version of yourself. Both of you do."

Helena scoffed. "Build what? I don't have any skills beyond scheming and looking pretty. I'm useless out here."

"That's not true."

"Isn't it?" She held up her soft hands. "These have never done honest work. Never created anything. I'm a decoration, Ben. A pretty ornament with a clever tongue. My only talent has been for manipulation."

She was distraught enough that she’d forgotten to call him Master. Ben had to suppress a smile. He kind of liked it when Helena just treated him like a normal person instead of a God. They could probably have some very real and very interesting conversations if she could relax enough to enjoy them.

“I bet there are lots of things you’re good at,” he said. “If not yet, then soon. You’ve spent your whole life being Helena Graythorne the diplomat, the Wraith of the High Council. Of course you’re good at that. But now, you’ve got the rest of your life ahead of you, and you can be whoever you want to be. You just have to point yourself in the direction you want to go.”

“I want to be a mother,” she said, dropping her voice to a whisper, like she was afraid to speak the words aloud in case some vengeful spirit was listening. “But I don’t even know how to do that.”

“You’ll figure it out,” Ben assured her. “You and Alicia have a lot in common there, you know. She’s so excited and so nervous that I think it’s starting to drive her a bit insane. But she’ll appreciate having you to share the journey with, and I think you will too.”

Estelle appeared suddenly, holding something in her hands.

“What happened to humility lessons?” Ben asked.

“She’s holding a very difficult pose called Upside-Down Goat Under the Mountain,” Estelle said with a slightly evil grin. “I can feel her suffering from here. I just wanted to give Helena something I picked up in the witch’s shop, before I forget.”

Helena’s eyes went wide. “You… you bought something for me?”

“You know, you have the makings of a fine rogue,” the Ovina said, a twinkle in her strange golden gaze. “Your dagger work is good already, and that short sword will serve you well with practice. But I wanted to remind you, there are other skills besides fighting."

Helena looked up at her skeptically. "Such as?"

"Well," Estelle said, settling onto the grass next to the stone, "when you aren’t training, we take turns helping with meals and setting up camp, right? But there’s lots of down time some days. You could—”

"Sit uselessly while everyone else does something valuable," Helena finished bitterly. “That’s what Renee thinks I do.”

"You could learn something new," Estelle suggested. "Something that uses your hands, builds dexterity and strength in the fingers and wrists. It will help with sword work too, eventually."

"Like what?"

The Ovina held out her hands to reveal a small bundle wrapped in cloth. "I bought these for crafting. Thought they might come in handy. But I think you should have them."

She unwrapped the bundle to reveal a set of carving tools—several small knives with different shaped blades, a piece of sharpening stone, and some scraps of sandpaper.

"Woodcarving?" Helena asked doubtfully.

"Or whittling, to start," Estelle said. "It requires patience, precision, and an eye for detail. All things you already have. Plus, skill with one blade translates to skill with another.”

Helena picked up one of the knives, testing its weight. "I wouldn't know where to begin."

"I could teach you the basics," Estelle offered. "My grandmother taught me when I was young. Said it was good for keeping nervous hands busy."

"Why would you help me?" Helena asked suspiciously. "You don't even like me."

Estelle cocked her head to the side, a velvet sheep’s ear flopping out of her golden curls. Her expression was serene. "Now why would you think that?”

Helena blushed. “I know what I was like before. I know you all pretend to accept me, because Ben does. But… I’m sure no one will forget who I used to be. I can’t escape my past. It’s another humiliation I intend to endure with dignity.”

“I don't dislike you.” Estelle chuckled. “I'm wary of you, perhaps. As I am wary of all humans, besides Ben and Alicia. But you're trying to change, and that deserves respect. Besides," she smiled slightly, "we're all Ben's women now. We should help each other."

Helena turned the knife over in her hands, considering. Then something shifted in her expression—a spark of interest, maybe even inspiration.

"There is something I'd like to make," she said slowly. "If I could learn how."

"Oh?" Ben asked. "What did you have in mind?"

Helena's cheeks colored slightly. "It's… personal. Something I've been thinking about since reading that old text about the monuments." She looked at Estelle. "Would you really teach me?"

"Of course." Estelle handed her a piece of soft pine from her pack. "But first, I have to finish Renee’s training. I can hear her muscles begging for mercy from here.”

In fact, Ben thought he could hear more than the Kitsune’s muscles begging. From the other side of the clearing, Renee’s voice whined. “Mistress Estelle! Please! I can’t… be a goat… anymore!”

“Go on,” Ben said with a laugh. “Put an end to her misery. We’ve got to hit the road, soon, anyway.”

Estelle got to her feet and bent to put a hand to Helena’s shoulder. “Play around with the tools for now, get a feel for them. Tonight, I’ll show you a few tricks.”

The whine from the trees became a wail. “Estelle! Ooowwwwwww!”
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Later that evening, Estelle took Helena aside, as promised. “We'll start with basic cuts. The grain of the wood matters as much as the blade…"

As the Ovina began explaining the fundamentals to her new student, Ben noticed Renee watching from the tree line. The Kitsune's expression was unreadable, but her tails drooped slightly. When she caught Ben looking, she turned away and resumed poking at a tree with her spear, with perhaps more force than necessary.

She still hadn’t apologized, and Ben was wondering just how long she was going to hold out for before giving in.

He thought it was a bit silly. Change didn’t have to mean loss. They just needed time to find their new rhythm. But both women had complex reasons for feeling the way they did, and he assumed the resolution to their feelings would be complex too. He just needed to be patient.

After dinner, as they made camp, Renee set up Ben's bedroll without being asked and placed her own directly beside it—where Helena's had been the night before. Helena, for her part, laid hers slightly apart from the group, close enough for comfort but far enough to mark the distance she felt.

Estelle set her bedroll up next to Helena’s, as if refusing to allow her to get too lost in self-pity. Ben smiled at that. The Shepherdess was working hard to keep her flock together, whether they liked it or not.

Helena had spent the last two hours of travel working on her carving, whittling as she walked, her tongue poking out slightly in concentration as she made careful cuts in the soft wood. Already, Ben could see the rough beginning of a shape, though he couldn't tell what it would become.

"Your hands are going to be sore tomorrow," Estelle warned as Helena finally set the project aside.

"They already are," Helena admitted, flexing her fingers. "But it's a good sort of sore. Like I actually accomplished something for once."

Renee milled around uncertainly, clearly interested in what Helena was up to, but unsure of how to approach. She paced around the edge of the safe zone Ben had set up with his Ward of the Keeper spell, her tails swishing dramatically with each step and her ears flattened in her hair.

She muttered under her breath, like she was practicing lines for a school play. Ben watched her, amused, while he prepared dinner, wondering if she was working up the courage to talk to Helena.

When the stew was finished, Renee surprised Ben by hurrying forward and taking two bowls. He didn’t say anything as he dished her up, having an idea of what she was up to. Renee didn’t meet his gaze, either. Though as soon as she stepped away Estelle winked at him, suggesting she was anticipating the same thing.

The Kitsune approached Helena hesitantly, carrying two bowls of the stew. Her tails hung low, tucked almost between her legs as she offered one to the dark-haired noblewoman. Rather than being her usual confrontational self, Renee kept her eyes on the ground.

"Thank you," Helena said stiffly, but she accepted the bowl. “Maybe it will put some meat on these old bones.”

Renee flinched, but she sat down on the log beside her.

They ate in awkward silence for a moment before Renee spoke. "I'm sorry, Helena. For how I acted. You didn't deserve that."

Helena looked at her former pet for a long moment. "You weren’t wrong about what you said. What we had… it wasn’t working anymore.”

"Still. I could have been kinder about it."

"We both could have been many things," Helena said quietly. "But we are what we are."

Renee's tails twitched. She licked a drop of stew gravy from the corner of her lip. "Do you hate me?"

"No." Helena's voice was tired. "I could never hate you, Renee. You helped me, even if it wasn’t meant to last."

"You helped me too,” Renee admitted. “I never expected to get my power back, Helena. I didn’t know how much it would change how I felt about myself, and my place in the world, and all the things I used to need when I felt weak and powerless. But… it’s not your fault that I feel differently now. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“It might be hard for you to believe, but I understand,” Helena said. “The things I did for the High Council, the contracts I took, the opinions I held… A lot of my personality was a mask I wore because I felt powerless, too. Fear changes people. I might not have magic like you do, but… I’m learning how to live without fear for the first time in my life, and it’s like…”

“Trying to relearn who you are?” Renee offered.

Helena nodded, glancing up at Renee with a soft smile.

They lapsed back into silence, but it was less strained than before.

Baby steps, Ben thought.

Later, as the fire burned low and they prepared for sleep, Renee curled against Ben's side, her tails wrapping around him possessively. But her golden eyes kept drifting to Helena, who sat by the dying fire, working on her carving by the light of Estelle's new lantern.

Ben had given it to her the night before, as a thank you for her kindness to Helena. He had yet to give Renee and Helena their gifts, as the drama between them had taken on a life of its own and seemed to overwhelm the group dynamic completely. Fortunately, it seemed to be dying down now.

The Lantern of Hidden Truths lived up to its name. In its steady glow, Ben could see more than just Helena's focused expression. Ephemeral visions flickered around her shoulders, which Ben could see only faintly at a distance. The ghostly images were all of Helena, as if he were seeing different facets of her personality. Some seemed sad and lonely, some fiercely defiant. A surprising number of her “selves” were overtly sexual in a way that Helena rarely, herself, seemed to embody, as if she were exploring aspects of who she might be in her mind.

Ben looked away, feeling like he was intruding on something private. What struck him most about the visions was the sense of determination that surrounded the woman as she worked.

Whatever she was carving, he had the sense that it meant something important to her. Something she wasn't ready to share yet.

"Master," Renee whispered against his chest. "Did I do the right thing?"

Ben stroked her copper hair, feeling the silk of her fox ears beneath his fingers. "Yes, I was proud of you, kitten."

A contented rumble escaped her chest, though it was closer to a foxlike growl than a cat-like purr. "I’m glad. But… She looks so alone."

"She’s finding herself," Ben said. "Sometimes that's something we have to do on our own first, before we can share it with others."

Renee was quiet for a moment. Then, "I wish I wasn’t such a brat yesterday. I made it all worse, didn’t I?”

“Maybe it was necessary for things to boil over between you two. Otherwise, those feelings might have simmered and cooked down into something really poisonous.”

“Cooking metaphors,” she said with a snort. “Now I know things are bad.”

“I spent a lot of time on that stew tonight,” Ben said. “Gave me time to think.”

Renee yawned and stretched out on her back, arching her bare stomach up like she was looking for pets. “Master… speaking of cooking… how do you think our little kit is doing? Shouldn’t you feed me, to make sure it grows up big and strong?”

The Kitsune wore nothing but the strips of cloth Estelle had torn off for her, around her breasts and waist. They were her workout clothes, but the air had been getting more hot and humid as they moved deeper into the jungle areas, and a few of the girls’ other outfits had been similarly truncated for the sake of comfort.

Ben could see the hint of a baby bump forming on Renee’s tummy, and he ran his fingers over it gently. “Probably not the worst idea you’ve ever had.”

“Mmmm,” Renee put her hand on his and wriggled happily under his touch. “I’ve got another idea, Master…”

Ben slipped his fingers beneath the band of her skirt and tugged the fabric down over her hips. “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

“Maybe it would make Helena feel better if you asked her to punish me,” the fox-kin woman said. She rolled over onto her stomach and pulled her knees beneath her chest, her tails flipped up over her back invitingly. “You know… to make up for how bratty I was…”

“Maybe.” Ben moved behind her and loosened his belt. “But for now, I have a better idea…”

She wriggled again, tempting him. “Mmmhmmm. Whatever you think is best, Master.”

[image: image-placeholder]


As sleep finally claimed them, the camp settled into an uneasy peace. Helena continued working by lantern light for another hour, her knife making soft scraping sounds against the wood. Estelle kept watch, her ancient eyes seeing more than she let on.

And in the darkness beyond their camp, something else watched, unable to see through the Ward of the Keeper but sensing them, nonetheless. Something drawn by the power that radiated from their small group—the restored magic of a Kitsune, the awakening potential of a noblewoman, the ancient bloodline of an Ovina, and at the center of it all, the Keeper himself.

Change was coming in more ways than one.

And Ben, blissfully snuggled up against his pregnant fox-kin, was dreaming of Lucky Nickle Acres, and his wife, who by now was sure to be getting into all kinds of trouble.


14
Laboratory of Lust


The Breeding Chamber hummed with possibility as Alicia descended the hidden stairs, her footsteps echoing in the rocky stairwell. Six days had passed since Ben left for the Stone Coil Monument, and she'd spent every free moment down here, exploring the chamber's capabilities.

She'd discovered something wonderful: the chamber responded to her thoughts almost as readily as it did to Ben's. And her thoughts were a force to be reckoned with.

"Good morning, my lovely laboratory," she said, running her hand along the smooth stone wall. Golden light pulsed in response, warming beneath her palm like a pleased cat.

She'd taken to talking to the chamber. It helped her think, and she could have sworn it listened.

"Today's experiment requires something special," she continued, moving to the center of the room. "I need examination tables. Twelve of them. Arranged in a circle."

The floor rippled like water. Stone flowed upward, reshaping itself into smooth platforms at waist height, each one slightly angled and perfectly positioned. Soft padding appeared on their surfaces—not quite leather, not quite silk, but something that would be easy to clean.

Alicia smiled. "Perfect. Now, restraints, please. Soft but secure. Wrists, ankles, and…" She considered. "Waist straps. Adjustable."

Gleaming metal rings emerged from the tables' edges, connected to straps of that same mysterious material. They looked almost decorative, like jewelry rather than bondage equipment. The chamber had fine taste.

She had a call for volunteers among the lesser demi-beasts who lived on the farm, those who'd come seeking sanctuary and stayed to work the land with little hope of attracting her husband’s attention. The mouse-girls who helped in the dairy, rabbit-kin who tended the gardens, various bird-types who managed the coops.

None of them were anything special, yet they needed breeding too, according to the system. And Alicia intended to be very thorough in her selection process.

A knock echoed from above—not the hidden entrance Ben used, but a secondary door she'd had Stormy install in the root cellar. More discreet for her volunteers.

"Come in," she called.

They entered in nervous clusters—a dozen demi-beast women of various types, all young, curious, and slightly afraid. Perfect.

There was Cora, a field mouse with enormous ears and gray-brown fur. Flossie and Effie, rabbit sisters with white cotton tails. A cardinal harpy named Calliope with brilliant red feathers. A few others Alicia recognized but hadn't learned the names of yet.

"Thank you all for coming," Alicia said warmly, noting how they clustered together near the entrance. "I know my message was somewhat vague, but I wanted to explain in person."

"Mrs. Nickels," Cora squeaked—she actually squeaked when nervous. "We heard you needed volunteers for… breeding experiments?"

"In a manner of speaking." Alicia gestured to the tables. "As you know, my husband is away on important business. But the farm's needs don't stop just because he's traveling. The system requires us to strengthen our bloodlines, to create the next generation of defenders."

Several of the women exchanged glances. They knew what Ben did. They'd all secretly hoped for a chance with him.

"But Master Ben isn't here," a chubby Porcina girl blurted.

"No," Alicia agreed. "Which is why we're going to prepare for his return." She moved to the nearest table, running her hand along its surface. "I need to know which of you are most… responsive. Most fertile. Most suited to carry his seed."

"How will you test that?" Flossie’s pink nose gave a nervous twitch.

Alicia's smile turned slightly wicked. "Thoroughly."

She'd dressed for the occasion—not in one of her usual dresses, but in something the chamber had provided when she'd asked. It looked like a cross between a doctor's coat and a dominatrix outfit she’d seen in the Marital Bliss catalogue—crisp white fabric that highlighted her pregnant curves. Strategic cutouts revealed glimpses of skin. It was professional yet provocative, and it highlighted her fertile form, which was sure to be motivational for these mothers-in-waiting.

"Each of you will take a table," she instructed. "Remove your clothing and lie back. I promise no harm will come to you, only pleasure. Those who respond best, who show the most… potential… will be impregnated.”

“But… Ben’s not here.”

“How…?”

“I am the Master Breeder’s Assistant,” Alicia said curtly. “Mr. Nickles fills me with his seed, which I store in my body, and can deliver to your wombs. If I find you satisfactory. There are only so many females that Mr. Nickels will be able to breed firsthand. This is the best option for lower tier demi-beasts who do not display abnormally strong magical qualities, or who haven’t caught his attention for… other reasons.”

The women hesitated, glancing at one another as if assessing each other for the flaws that had rendered them lower tier.

Cora, surprisingly, was the first to move. The tiny mouse-girl climbed onto the nearest table, her fingers fumbling with her simple dress.

"I volunteer," she said, her voice steadier than before. "I trust you, Mrs. Nickels."

That broke the dam. Soon all twelve tables were occupied by naked demi-beasts, their various fur patterns and feather colorings creating a rainbow of exposed flesh and soft textures.

"Now then," Alicia said, moving to a cabinet that materialized from the wall. "Let's begin with preparation."

She withdrew a silver razor and a bowl of warm, fragrant oil. "First, we need everyone properly groomed. This isn't just about aesthetics—though Ben does appreciate the view. Hair and feathers can interfere with my ability to see visual signs of your arousal and fertility, which could interfere with breeding."

This wasn’t entirely true. Alicia could admit that to herself. But she had enjoyed the act of shaving Helena and Renee so much—the trembling vulnerability of it—that she had determined to shave every one of the females she bred. And it really did improve the view…

Starting with Cora, Alicia worked methodically. The mouse-girl gasped as Alicia's oil-slicked hands parted her thighs, exposing the patch of gray fur between them.

"Relax," Alicia murmured. "This might feel strange, but I promise it's necessary."

The razor glided smoothly, removing the soft fur to reveal pink skin beneath. Cora's breathing quickened, her large ears twitching with each stroke. When Alicia's fingers brushed against more sensitive areas to stretch the skin taut, the mouse-girl let out a tiny squeak of surprise.

"Sensitive already?" Alicia noted, making a mental notation. "Very good."

She moved from table to table, shaving each volunteer with the same careful attention. The rabbit sisters giggled nervously as she worked. Scarlet's feathers required special care around her more delicate areas. By the time she finished, the air was thick with the scent of aroused females.

"Excellent," Alicia said, setting the razor aside. "Now for the real testing."

The chamber responded to her thought, producing a wheeled cart loaded with various implements. Not the extreme toys from Lillian's shipments—those were for later experiments. These were more scientific in appearance: smooth glass rods of various sizes, devices that looked like they could measure responses, bottles of different lubricants.

"We'll start simple," she announced, selecting a slender glass rod. "I need to test basic responsiveness."

She returned to Cora first, trailing the cool glass along the mouse-girl's newly bare slit. Cora gasped, her hips lifting slightly off the table.

"Good," Alicia murmured. "Very good. Now, let's see how you handle penetration."

She worked the tip of the rod between Cora's folds, noting how quickly the mouse-girl grew wet. Shallow at first, just teasing, then deeper as Cora's body accepted the intrusion.

"Oh!" Cora squeaked. "Oh, Mrs. Nickels, that's—"

"Just relax," Alicia soothed, working the rod in a steady rhythm. "Let your body respond naturally."

She watched carefully, noting every twitch, every gasp, every drop of moisture that gathered. When Cora's breathing grew ragged, she withdrew the rod and made notes on a clipboard that appeared at her elbow.

"Excellent preliminary response," she announced. "Next."

The rabbit sisters were tested together—like Clover, Lavender, and Blossom—they insisted they did everything together. Alicia found herself working two rods simultaneously, watching as the sisters' breathing synchronized, their hands reaching for each other across the gap between tables.

"Shared response," she noted. "Fascinating. The system might reward breeding them together."

Calliope required a different approach. Her anatomy was slightly different, more delicate. Alicia used her fingers instead, coated in warming oil that made the bird-girl's red feathers ruffle with pleasure.

"Please," Scarlet chirped. "Please, I need—"

"Not yet," Alicia said firmly. "I’m testing your endurance too."

She brought each volunteer to the edge but no further, noting who begged, who endured silently, who grew wettest, who seemed most desperate. The chamber's magic enhanced her senses, letting her feel the fertility potential in each woman like heat against her skin.

Halfway through, she decided to escalate.

"Chamber," she said aloud. "I need the breeding frame."

The floor opened, and a complex structure rose—part medical chair, part playground equipment. Straps and supports that could position a body in any conceivable angle.

"Who wants to go first?" she asked.

Every hand rose, as each female was suddenly desperate to finish what she’d started. Alicia grinned, loving their enthusiasm.

She chose Cora, helping the trembling mouse-girl into the frame. The straps adjusted automatically, spreading her legs wide, tilting her hips at the perfect angle for breeding. Her newly shaved pussy glistened with arousal.

"Now, you’re our smallest volunteer…" Alicia said, returning to her cart. "Let's test your… capacity."

She selected a larger rod, this one with a bulbous head that would stretch the entrance before sliding deeper. Cora's eyes widened as she saw it.

"That's… that's too big,” she whispered.

"Almost as big as Mr. Nickles. But not quite," Alicia corrected. "If you can't handle this, you certainly can't handle him."

She worked it in slowly, watching Cora's face contort with the mixture of pleasure and strain. The mouse-girl's small body trembled, but she took it, inch by inch, until the entire length was buried inside her.

"Excellent," Alicia praised. "Now, let's see how you handle stimulation while filled."

Her fingers found Cora's exposed clit, circling with practiced precision. The mouse-girl shrieked, her body clenching around the glass rod.

"No coming yet," Alicia commanded. "Hold it back. My husband needs females who can endure his pace."

Cora whimpered but obeyed, her whole body taut with the effort of restraint. Alicia kept her there for a full minute, fingers working relentlessly, before finally giving permission.

"Now. Come for me, little mouse."

Cora's climax was explosive. She screamed, her small body convulsing in the frame as wetness gushed around the glass rod. The chamber's crystals pulsed brighter, responding to the sexual energy.

"Wonderful," Alicia said, making more notes. "Who's next?"

The testing continued for hours. Each woman was thoroughly examined, brought to climax multiple times, tested for endurance, responsiveness, capacity. Alicia found herself growing wet with power, with the control she wielded over these eager bodies.

The chamber assisted, providing new tools as she thought of them. A device that could stimulate internally while she worked the outside. Oils that heightened sensation. Soft brushes that could tease already sensitive skin to new heights.

By the time she finished, all twelve women were limp with exhaustion and satisfaction. The room reeked of sex and arousal. Alicia's white coat was stained with various fluids, and her own pussy throbbed with unfulfilled need.

"Based on today's testing," she announced, reviewing her notes, "I'll be selecting the top six performers to stay for the second phase. Cora, Flossie, Effie, Calliope, and…" She looked at a Satyress and a Porcina who'd shown exceptional endurance. "Hazel and Fern."

The chosen six beamed with pride despite their exhaustion.

"The rest of you will have opportunities too," Alicia assured. "But these six have shown the most promise. They'll receive special attention and preparation over the coming days."

"Preparation?" Cora asked weakly from where she was still strapped into the frame.

Alicia's smile was almost predatory. "Oh yes. Daily sessions to ensure you're at peak fertility when he returns. Stretching exercises to help you accommodate him fully. Endurance training so you can handle multiple breedings in one session."

Several of the women moaned at the thought.

"You're all dismissed for today," Alicia said. "Except… Cora. Please stay where you are.”

The mouse-girl looked at her in confusion. The straps on the breeding frame didn’t allow her to move, even if she wanted to. “Mrs. Nickles?”

“I will send for each of the others of the chosen six individually. Hurry now, Cora and I have some serious work to do.”

As the women dressed and departed on shaky legs, Alicia watched them. She squeezed her thighs together, relishing her own arousal. By the time Ben returned home, she’d probably climax just looking at him, before he even had a chance to put his cock inside her.

Once they were alone, the other tables sank back into the floor, leaving only the breeding frame and the naked mouse-girl.

"Now then," Alicia said, approaching the frame slowly. "Let's give you some special attention, shall we?"

Cora's large rounded ears twitched nervously, but her breathing had already quickened with anticipation. Her petite frame looked even smaller in the breeding frame—she couldn't be more than five feet tall, with delicate bones that made her seem almost fragile. But her body had beautiful proportions despite her size: round breasts that would fill Ben's hands perfectly, curvy hips that flared from her tiny waist, thick thighs that trembled slightly in the restraints, and a flat tummy that would soon swell with Ben's child.

"You're lovely," Alicia murmured, running her hands along Cora's spread thighs. "So small and perfect. My husband is going to adore you."

Cora whimpered as Alicia's fingers traced closer to her center. "Do you think so?"

"Oh, I know so." Alicia's fingers found the mouse-girl's newly shaved pussy, still slick from earlier testing. "He loves petite women. The way they struggle to take him at first, then beg for more once they're stretched around him."

"Mrs. Nickles," Cora gasped as Alicia's fingers circled her clit. "I've never been with a man…”

“What about a woman?” Alica purred.

“N-not until you.”

“You’ve been very good so far.”

“Do you think I can satisfy him?” Her voice trembled. “I have no experience…”

"Neither had most of his wives," Alicia said, working two fingers inside the mouse-girl's tight entrance. "But that's what makes it so delicious. The first time he enters you, you'll think you're going to break. But you won't. You'll stretch for him. You'll take every inch."

Cora's thin tail wrapped around Alicia's wrist, not to stop her but to anchor herself. "Tell me more," she whispered.

"Eager little mouse," Alicia teased, adding a third finger and watching Cora's face contort with the stretch. "You want to hear how my husband will mount you? How he'll grip those lovely hips and drive himself deep?"

"Yes," Cora moaned. "Yes, please."

"He'll start gentle," Alicia continued, her fingers working steadily. "He always does with the small ones. But once you're wet enough, once you're begging… he'll show you what that big human cock can really do."

Cora's pussy clenched around Alicia's fingers. "I want it. I want him to breed me."

"Say it properly," Alicia commanded, her free hand pinching one of Cora's pink nipples. "Tell me exactly what you want."

"I want…" Cora's large ears flushed pink with embarrassment and arousal. "I want Master Ben's big cock inside me."

"Where inside you?"

"In my pussy," Cora gasped. "I want him to stretch my little mouse pussy with his huge human cock."

Alicia moaned at the words, her own arousal spiking. "Mmm, yes. I knew you were a dirty little whore at heart. Tell me more."

"I want him to fill me," Cora continued, growing bolder as pleasure built. "I want him to breed me like he breeds all his wives. I want to feel his seed flooding my womb. I want to carry his babies, as many as he'll give me."

"Yes," Alicia hissed, her fingers working faster. "You'll be so pretty with your belly swollen. He'll still want you then, you know. He'll bend you over and take you from behind when you're heavy with his child."

Cora's whole body was trembling now, her tail tightening around Alicia's wrist. "Please, I need… I need…"

"Not yet, little mouse," Alicia whispered, slowly withdrawing her fingers despite Cora's whimper of protest. "I want to explore you properly first."

She ran her hands up Cora's trembling stomach to cup her breasts. They were perfectly sized for the mouse-girl's petite frame—full and round, with dusty pink nipples that hardened instantly under Alicia's touch.

"Look how responsive you are," Alicia murmured, rolling the sensitive peaks between her fingers. "Ben loves sensitive nipples. He'll spend hours playing with these, sucking them until you're sobbing with need."

She leaned down, taking one peak into her mouth, swirling her tongue around it while her hand played with the other. Cora gasped, her back arching as much as the restraints allowed.

"Mrs. Nickles! Oh gods, that feels…"

"This is nothing compared to what he'll do," Alicia said, switching to the other breast. "He'll mark these pretty breasts with his mouth, leave little love bites so everyone knows you belong to him."

She nibbled gently, just enough to make Cora squeak, then soothed the sting with her tongue.

"Chamber," Alicia commanded. "Adjust her position in the frame. I want her fully exposed to me.”

Cora squeaked as the breeding frame responded. The straps holding the mouse-kin woman’s legs shifted, pulling her knees back toward her chest and spreading them wider. The position left her completely exposed—her glistening pussy and the tight pucker of her rear entrance both on display.

"Oh!" Cora gasped, her large ears flushing deep pink with embarrassment. "Mrs. Nickles, this is too much!"

"Oh dear… do you want me to stop? Right when we’re getting to the fun part?”

“N-no… it’s just… I feel so…”

“Perfectly exposed?” Alicia provided. “Vulnerable? At my mercy?” She ran her hands along Cora's spread thighs. "This is how Ben will want you sometimes—completely open, nothing hidden from him."

She traced a finger down from Cora's clit, through her wet folds, and lower still to circle that other entrance. Cora's tail went rigid with shock.

"Has anyone ever touched you here?" Alicia asked softly.

"N-no," Cora stammered. "Never. I didn't think… do humans…?"

"Ben does," Alicia said, pressing just the tip of her finger against the tight ring of muscle. "Eventually. Once you're ready. Once you're so desperate for him that you'll beg him to do it, just so that every part of your little body has been claimed."

She moved her finger back up to Cora's dripping entrance, gathering the wetness there before returning to tease that virgin hole.

"He'll take his time preparing you," Alicia continued, working just the tip of one slick finger inside. "He'll make you love it. And when he finally takes you there, when he fills this tight little hole with his seed…"

Cora was panting now, her pussy clenching on nothing while Alicia teased her other entrance.

"You'll scream," Alicia promised. "You'll come so hard you see stars. And then he'll fill you with so much cum it'll leak out of you for hours afterward."

“Oh gods… down my legs? Everyone will know…”

“They’ll all know you’re his slutty little mouse, won’t they? And you’ll love it.”

"Please," Cora whimpered. "Please, you’re making me desperate!"

Alicia withdrew her finger, moving back to Cora's pussy, working three fingers deep inside while her thumb circled the mouse-girl's clit.

"Tell me what you want," Alicia demanded. "Paint me a picture of exactly what you want my husband to do to you."

"I want him to fuck me," Cora gasped, all embarrassment forgotten in her desperation. "I want him to bend me over and mount me like an animal. I want to feel his big human cock stretching me so wide I can't breathe."

"More," Alicia encouraged, adding a fourth finger, stretching Cora wider.

"I want him to breed me over and over," Cora continued, her voice rising. "I want him to fill every hole with his cum. I want it dripping down my thighs, covering my breasts, in my mouth. I want to be absolutely drenched in his seed!"

"Yes," Alicia moaned, her own arousal spiking at the mental image. "You'll be his perfect little breeding mouse. Constantly pregnant, constantly eager for more."

"I want his babies," Cora sobbed. "As many as he'll give me. I want my belly swollen, my breasts heavy with milk, and I still want him inside me every day!"

Alicia felt it then—a strange new urge flooding through her body. Not just arousal, but something deeper. The need to breed, to fill, to claim. It was Ben's urge, stored in her along with his seed, and it was overwhelming.

"Chamber," she gasped. "Help me. I need to breed her for the Master."

The floor responded immediately. Slender tentacles emerged from the stone, glowing with the same golden light as the crystals that dotted the walls around the room. They wrapped around Alicia's thighs, her waist, holding her in place as others slid beneath her dress.

"What's happening?" Cora squeaked.

"The first stage," Alicia breathed as she felt the tentacles enter her, not roughly but with purpose. "I'm going to give you my husband's seed."

More tentacles wrapped around Cora, some holding her steady while others began to tease her nipples, her clit, every sensitive spot on her small body. One, slightly thicker than the others, though nowhere near as thick as Ben’s cock, plunged into Cora’s slit, pushing so deep that she screamed in shock.

A second tentacle slipped past her lips, choking off the scream. A connection formed as the tentacles linked them together, creating a channel between their bodies. Cora’s eyes widened as Ben’s creamy seed began to flow from Alicia’s body, and into her mouth and womb.

"Oh gods," Alicia moaned as she felt the stored seed begin to move, flowing through the magical connection. "I’m filling you. He filled me so that I can fill you. Take it! Take it! I can feel it. I can feel his power moving through me into you."

Cora's eyes rolled back as the first wave hit her. Her lips wrapped around the tube and she began to suck and swallow desperately as the second tube wriggled between her legs. The mouse-girl’s stomach began to swell.

The transfer was unlike anything Alicia had experienced. She could feel both sides—the emptying and the filling, the give and take of breeding. Her body screamed for release, for the climax that would complete the transfer, but the system held her on the edge.

Master Breeder's Apprentice Progress: First External Breeding [Initiating]

Warning: Climax Locked Until Primary Breeder Returns

"No," Alicia whimpered, her hips bucking against the restraining tentacles. "Please, I need to come."

But she’d promised her husband and the system was merciless. It kept her suspended in that moment of almost-release as Ben's seed flowed into Cora, filling the mouse-girl's womb with his potent essence.

Cora, however, had no such restrictions. She screamed and gurgled as her climax hit, cream spilling from the corners of her mouth as she struggled to take it all. “Mmmm, nnnngh, mmmmm!”

Her small body convulsed in the frame as her womb accepted the magical seed. Her pussy clenched and pulsed, drawing in every drop through the magical connection.

“Ohhh, fuck,” Alicia moaned. She’d never been so aroused, listening to the little woman struggle to take her husband’s cum. If the system hadn’t prevented it, she’d have already finished, just listening to the obscene sounds.

The golden light pulsed brighter, filling the chamber with warmth. Alicia could sense the moment of conception, feel a spark of new life kindling in Cora's belly. The system confirmed it:

Breeding Successful: Cora (Field Mouse) – Twins Conceived

Master Breeder's Apprentice Progress: 1/6 External Breedings Complete

The tentacles slowly withdrew, leaving both women gasping and trembling. Alicia's body ached with unfulfilled need, every nerve ending screaming for release that wouldn't come.

"Mrs. Nickles," Cora whispered, her hands moving to her still-flat belly. "I can feel it. It worked! I received a notification…"

"Twins," Alicia confirmed, forcing herself to focus through the haze of denial. "You're carrying my husband's twins."

Tears of joy streamed down Cora's face. "Thank you. Thank you so much."

Alicia released the restraints, helping the shaky mouse-girl to her feet. "You'll need to rest. The first day after breeding can be intense. Your body will be changing rapidly to accommodate the pregnancy."

“I leveled up!” Cora squeaked. “I… I never level up. I’ve always had a very weak magical connection…”

“Come see me every day,” Alicia said, smiling through her exhaustion. “We’ll make sure to strengthen your magic. Your connection to the system will grow with each breeding. By the time you deliver these babies, you’ll be stronger than you’ve ever been.”

Cora blushed as she pulled her clothes back on. “I don’t want to seem ungrateful… but will your husband… I mean… was it all just sexy talk? Or will he breed me too?”

“Oh, I’ll make sure he finishes you off,” Alicia said. “Right before you go into the Maternity Pods, he’ll fill you himself.”

"What about you?" Cora asked, noticing how Alicia's hands trembled, how she kept pressing her thighs together. "You didn't…"

"I can't," Alicia admitted. "The system won't let me climax until Ben returns. It's… the cost of my gift."

Cora's large ears drooped with sympathy. "That must be torture."

"It's worth it," Alicia said, though her voice was strained. "Five more breedings to complete. Five more women to prepare for my husband."

She helped Cora button her dress, noting how the mouse-girl already moved differently, one hand protectively over her belly.

"Come back tomorrow," Alicia instructed. "We'll need to monitor the pregnancy's progress, top you up, and…" She smiled wickedly despite her own frustration. "You can help me with the next volunteer."

Cora blushed but nodded eagerly. "Yes, Mrs. Nickles. I'll be here."

As the mouse-girl departed on unsteady legs, Alicia leaned against the wall, her whole body thrumming with denied pleasure. Five more breedings. Five more times she'd have to endure this exquisite torture.

“Husband," she whispered to the empty chamber. "If you only know what I’m doing for you…”

The chamber pulsed once, sympathetically, and produced a chair for her to collapse into. She had to calm her body, to prepare herself for another session of pleasure and denial, before she sent for the next volunteer.

The life of a Master Breeder's Apprentice was harder than she'd anticipated.

But as she placed a hand on her own pregnant belly, feeling her child move within, she smiled. By the time Ben returned, she'd have proven herself worthy of the title. Six new pregnancies, six women prepared and bred in his absence.

It was, she thought as she tried to ignore the aching need between her thighs, the ultimate expression of wifely devotion.

"Well?" she asked the chamber. "How did I do?"

The crystals pulsed in what felt like approval. The chamber had been learning from her just as she'd been learning from it. Together, they would prepare an army of fertile, eager females for Ben's return.

She thought of him out there somewhere on the road with Helena, Renee, and Estelle. Was he thinking of her? Was he breeding them under the stars?

The thought made her pussy clench with need.

Even the ache inside her felt like success.

She placed a hand on the swell of her pregnant stomach, feeling the tiny flutter of movement within. Their child would grow up in a world where its father is a legend, where dozens of siblings played in the fields, where the very farm itself pulsed with fertile magic.

"Just wait until your daddy gets home," she whispered to her belly. "We're going to show him just how good I've gotten at this job."

The chamber pulsed one more time—agreement, encouragement, or perhaps just a hint of its own anticipation for what was to come.

Alicia climbed the stairs with a spring in her step, already planning tomorrow's experiments. Who knew science could be so satisfying?


15
Hot Rot


The jungle pressed in from all sides. Vines as thick as Ben's arm hung from the canopy like nooses. The air clung to their skin—hot, wet, and heavy with the stench of foliage and decay. Every breath tasted of moss, left to rot beneath a blanket of leaves so thick it was suffocating.

Patches of corruption dotted the landscape like disease. Tree trunks oozed black sap that stank of sulfur. Flowers bloomed in colors that were more lurid than exotic, putrid purples and gangrenous greens.

The magical decay wasn't concentrated like it had been on Lucky Nickel Acres. Instead, it spread in random veins through the healthy jungle, as if something had splattered disease across the land like thick globs of paint.

Sweat ran down Ben's back beneath his shirt. The fabric stuck to his skin with each step. Mosquitoes the size of juicy grapes buzzed around their heads. One landed on Helena's neck. She slapped it, and her hand came away bloody.

She suppressed a shudder and wiped her hand on her torn, shortened skirt. “This is enough to make me miss Cinderfell,” she muttered. “Almost.”

Renee’s twin tails drooped in the humidity. "I don’t like this place.”

The path narrowed to barely more than a game trail. But Ben noticed places where the grasses and leaves had been broken, so someone had clearly been through the area recently. Whether they were friend or foe remained to be seen. But nothing about the stench of corruption felt friendly.

Thorns caught at their clothes. Something rustled in the underbrush to their left—too large to be any of the usual animals they’d seen—rabbits, raccoons, and the like. Whatever it was kept pace with them for a dozen steps before crashing away through the foliage, not yet ready for a confrontation.

Ben wondered if he’d find monkey-girls in the jungle. Maybe there were koala and sloth demi-beasts, too. He hadn’t realized there was a jungle ecosystem so close to his home, so he hadn’t thought of the more exotic demi-beast types that might exist in the world.

His handbook, similar to Helena’s magical tome, seemed to update itself as information became useful to him. He made a mental note to check if there were any new pages the next time they made camp.

A clearing opened ahead. The trees formed a natural circle around a muddy depression. In the center, a merchant's wagon sat abandoned.

Maybe this was what had broken the foliage around the path? It looked like it had been there for a while, but it wasn’t overgrown with vines or anything, so it probably hadn’t been more than a few weeks at the most.

One wheel had sunk into the soft earth. Flies swarmed around it in a black cloud.

That didn’t bode well for whoever had been inside.

The smell hit them like a wet towel to the face, rot and sulfur mixed with something sickeningly sweet.

"Stop." Estelle raised her crook. Her sheep-like ears swiveled forward. "Something's wrong."

“What,” Renee snipped. “You don’t think he meant to park there?”

Her yellow eyes were nervous, her attitude a cover for fear.

Ben's staff pulsed with amber light as he stepped forward to investigate the abandoned wagon. “Looks like some kind of merchant wagon. Steam engine. Crystal’s burned down. I don’t see any evidence of goods, though…”

“Could have been a robbery,” Estelle said, but she didn’t look convinced as she gazed around at the corruption oozing trees.

"What is that stench?" Helena covered her nose with her sleeve. She kept her short sword in her hand, ready if not confident. “Is it just that black sap stuff, or…?”

"Smells like death," Renee said. "Only worse. Kinda reminds me of those possessed—"

A laugh echoed through the trees, wet and gurgling, like someone choking on their own blood.

"Well, well, well," a voice called out. "Travelers! How delightful. It's been so long since we've had… fresh meat."

A figure stumbled out from behind a massive oak tree, and Ben's stomach turned.

It had been human once. Male, probably, though it was hard to tell given the state of decay. The flesh hung loose on its bones, gray-green and mottled with black patches where rot had set in deeper. One eye had liquefied completely, leaving a dark socket that wept pus. The other glowed with an unnatural red light.

The creature moved with purpose, obviously intelligent despite the body falling apart around whatever inhabited it.

"Oh, gross," Helena groaned. “I thought I recognized that stench. You’re right, Renee. It looks like one of the possessed High Council members… but which one?”

“I’ve heard of political corruption,” Ben joked grimly. “But this guy’s taken it to a whole new level.”

The zombie cocked its head to the side. Something snapped in its neck or spine, and its head lolled. For a second Ben thought it was going to roll right off. “I’m right here you know. I can hear you. Just because I’m undead doesn’t mean I don’t have feelings.”

“This must be one of the escaped demons Lillian Belle warned us about,” Estelle whispered, gripping her crook and facing off against the thing. “I guess fresh corpses are few and far between out here.”

The thing grinned—if you could call it that; lips slack and curled back to show a row of blackened teeth. What little sound came out of it was a wet belch. “They were… but I spy with my little eye… one, two, three, four—”

“You know what to do, girls,” Ben said. “Hit ‘em where it hurts. They’re not getting their rotten fingers on any of our bodies.”

Estelle, Helena, and Renee all brandished their weapons, getting into position around Ben. He was amazed at the difference in the noblewoman and the Kitsune, compared to the last time they’d encountered monsters on this journey.

“Oh, don’t be like that. We’re just lonely. And bored. And so, so… hungry. You don’t mind if we… slip into something a little more comfortable? … like your skin?”

Ben’s flesh crawled. The voice was absurdly chipper, which only made its appearance seem more repulsive. Behind the first corpse, two more shapes peeled out from the tree line—limbs all wrong, dirt and sticks stuck in rotten flesh, clothes hanging like seaweed. They moved with that wrong, jerking gait he’d seen in the Carrion Vessels. Their bodies were falling apart, not just from the rot, but as if they’d been injured in the accident that had rolled the caravan.

The creatures heads turned in perfect, mocking unison toward the group.

Ben scanned the closest one with his HUD

Monster Lore: Identification Successful – Carrion Husk (Demon-Possessed)

Carrion Husks are the walking shells of once-human corpses, reanimated and controlled by Lesser Demons. The quality of the body they inhabit determines their physical strength, agility, and resilience—fresh, well-muscled corpses make formidable foes, while rotting or incomplete bodies hobble their hosts.

These creatures should never be mistaken for simple undead. The animating force inside is a demon of minor rank, opportunistic spirits that prefer to crawl into carrion rather than face banishment in the void. Killing the body will only force the demon to abandon its host and seek another nearby vessel—human or animal. Permanent destruction requires an [Exorcism] to force the spirit out, followed by a [Banishment] to seal it away.

Do not underestimate them. Even “lesser” demons retain cunning, cruel humor, and a knack for exploiting fear. Many are known to taunt or distract in battle, hoping to break their opponents’ focus.

Warning: Corpses left unburned in corrupted lands may spontaneously attract these spirits. Always dispose of the dead properly, or you may find your fallen enemies—and allies—rising again.

“Three of them,” Estelle said quietly, crook raised. Her pupils narrowed, horizontal slits working as she read the battlefield. “Minor-class demons are a nuisance, and they know it. They’ll try to demoralize their opponents. But they’re weak—”

“Ouch,” the closest zombie winced. “Look who’s talking!”

“So they won’t be very good at it,” she finished. “As you can see.”

“And here I was starting to like you…” The demon let out another wet gurgle that might have been a laugh. “Oh well. Guess I’ll just eat you instead.”

Renee whined. “That is kind of demoralizing, Estelle… Not to mention creepy!”

“They prey on their opponents’ fear.” The Ovina clutched her staff, setting her feet in a ready position. “So if you banter back, give as good as you get, it weakens their attacks. Isn’t that right, ugly?”

“Who’re you callin’ ugly, ugly?” one of the other Carrion Husks growled. It lurched forward, tripping on its own foot, which appeared to be broken. “Oof!”

“Gods, this is just like those drunks at the brothel.” Renee looked shaken but was trying to sound braver than she felt. “Except these ones don’t smell as bad.”

The nearest Carrion Husk ambled forward, its face a patchwork of skin and fly-bitten tendon, one arm hanging at an angle.

“You smell divine,” it said with a hiccup of laughter that burbled and squirted like someone squeezing a slug. “Like… like a meaty casserole left out in the sun. Mmm. Dinner…”

“With a side of regret.” Estelle cracked the creature with her crook, knocking its arm off. “Care for seconds?”

“You bitch! That was my only…” It looked down. “Oops. False alarm. Still got the other.”

Ben shook his head. It was hard to believe these things could actually be a threat, but the system insisted they were not to be underestimated.

“Not much left of the High Council members,” Helena said grimly. “What happened to the rest of them? You seem less… potbellied than I remember.”

"Slim pickings out here on the road.“ The creature’s jaw hung at an odd angle that should have made speech impossible, but the gurgling sound seemed to be projected from its chest. "Been wandering, looking for new… accommodations."

“Sorry to disappoint,” Ben said. “But you’re going to have to vacate these ones so we can give them a proper burial.”

The Husk lurched forward, black drool slopping from its ruined mouth. Ben stepped to meet it, staff spinning into a ready guard. The thing swung with surprising speed, a jagged swipe of clawed fingers aimed for his throat.

Ben parried, wood cracking against bone with a jolt that traveled up his arms. He reversed, staff snapping across its jaw. The blow sent rotten teeth flying in a spray of gore. The Husk only laughed, a wet gurgle.

“Feisty little farmer,” it croaked. “Bet you taste like—”

Ben cut the words off with a thrust to the gut. The staff drove through soft flesh and burst out the other side, showering black ichor across the mud. The Husk staggered, pinned to the ground. Ben wrenched the weapon free and brought it down hard across its skull. Bone split with a sharp crack.

The creature collapsed in a twitching heap.

For a moment, silence pressed heavy on the clearing. Flies swarmed the body. The smell of sulfur thickened.

Then the Husk twitched again. Its ruined neck twisted back into place with a squelch. The glowing red eye flared.

“Ohhh, that tickled,” it crooned, lurching upright like a puppet yanked by invisible strings. Its broken jaw flapped as it grinned. “You hit like my mother-in-law. Gonna have to do better than that.”

Ben grimaced, resetting his stance. “Yeah, I was afraid of that.”

A system warning pulsed across his HUD, in red, confirming his suspicion.

Killing the host does not kill the demon.

“I get it, I get it,” he muttered. “Just testing.”

The corpse was little more than raw meat, strung together with broken tendon and bone. But the true fight hadn’t even started.

The Husk giggled, black ichor dripping from its chin. “Round two?”

Ben channeled power through his staff. Golden light erupted from the amber crystal. The beam struck the corpse center mass. The impact blew a hole through its chest the size of a dinner plate. Maggots and rotted organs splattered across the clearing.

The corpse looked down at the hole. "Rude!"

It kept lurching toward him, swaying awkwardly. One leg fell off mid-spin. The creature hopped on the remaining foot, arms still raised in macabre celebration.

"Harder to kill than cockroaches," Renee muttered. She thrust with her spear. The point punched through the second demon's skull with a wet crunch. Gray matter leaked out like pudding.

The demon pulled the spear free and examined the hole in its forehead. "That’s gonna leave a mark… isn’t it. Am I still a pretty boy?"

Another Husk rushed Helena. She sidestepped and brought her short sword down on its neck. The blade bit deep but stuck in the spine. The head flopped to one side, hanging by threads of flesh.

"Now I can see behind me!" the demon cackled. "Very convenient!"

Estelle's crook caught it behind the knee. The joint shattered. The corpse dropped but kept crawling forward, dragging itself through the mud with broken fingers.

“This… is less so…”

"This isn't working, Master." Helena yanked her sword free with a squelch, panting like she might throw up. “And further to the point… it’s repulsive.”

Ben gathered more power. The light around his staff intensified. "A burning’s gotta be as good as an exorcism…”

The one-legged Husk spun toward him. "Wait, wait, wait! Let's talk about this—"

Golden fire engulfed all three corpses. They shrieked in unison. The flames consumed rotted flesh in seconds, but the demons themselves—shadows of smoke and malice—tried to flee the destroyed bodies.

The wagon started to tremble, and three more corpses stumbled forward, freshly possessed.

“What in the hells?” Renee shrieked. “Why are there so many bodies in there?”

The lead Husk grinned.

“Slave merchant heading for the Naga territory. The snakes eat people like you, you know… Too bad this one didn’t take better care of his merchandise.” It gestured at its rotting form with obvious disgust, then grabbed its crotch with its remaining arm. “Rather poorly endowed, this one. Not ideal, but beggars can't be choosers. At least I’ve got an outie now, instead of an innie, like that fat bastard, Halloway—"

“Halloway?” Helena looked ill. "But… I killed him. You. I mean…”

"The joys of demon magic," Ben said grimly, remembering that the noble woman didn’t have access to a HUD and the system’s helpful descriptions. He raised his staff, ready to attack again. “Seems we need some kind of spell caster to properly defeat these things. But that doesn’t mean we can’t make them dance—”

One of the new zombies, a female, stood suddenly upright, lifted its arms, and spun in a grotesque pirouette. “I like dancing!”

“How about burning?” Ben launched another beam of light at the monster.

The possessed corpses laughed again, in unison. Something black dribbled from the mouth of the slaver trader. "Clever Keeper. But not clever enough! Without a mage, all you can do is destroy our bodies. And the jungle is full of dead things for us to use…”

“Oh, no…” The dancing female zombie stumbled. She got a desperate look on her gruesome face. “I don’t wanna be a squirrel again! Die!!!”

She lunged, her rotted hands curled into claws with the fingerbones sticking out through the tips.

Ben moved without thinking, pushing Helena and Renee behind him while Estelle flanked to his right. "Stay together. Don't let them separate us."

Then he clocked the dancing demon with his staff, knocking her head clean off her shoulders.

“Ahhhhhh,” she screamed. “I hate it when that happens! Come on, body… come and find me. Here boy! Uh… girl… Here girl!”

The headless corpse stumbled around looking for its skull. It would have been funny if it wasn’t so disgusting. But Ben didn’t have time to appreciate the humor.

Another one moved, surprisingly fast for a corpse held together with nothing but spite and black magic. It leaped at Ben, its maw wide and full of rotten, pointed teeth.

This one was beginning to be transformed by its demonic host. Ben wondered if that meant it was stronger.

He brought his staff up, channeling power through it. The amber crystal flared, and golden light slammed into the demon, sending it flying backward. But it rolled to its feet immediately, laughing.

"Ooh, the Keeper packs a punch! How fun!"

The female corpse, still headless, circled to the left, trying to get at the others. Estelle intercepted her, her crook spinning in a defensive pattern that the creature couldn’t protect against. She was forced back far enough that she tripped on the head.

“Don’t you tread on me, dummy!” the head shrieked. “I’m the brains of this operation!”

The toothy Husk came at Ben, and this time when Ben's magic hit it, the creature pushed through, accepting the damage to get closer. Rotting fingers wrapped around Ben's throat, and the stench was overwhelming.

"Let us in," the demon hissed, a single burning eye inches from Ben's face. "We could make you so much stronger. All that power, and you barely know how to use it. Oh… the things I could do with that dick…"

Ben grabbed the thing's wrists, trying not to think about how the flesh squished under his grip. He pushed raw power through his hands and into the Husk. The demon shrieked as golden fire raced up its arms, but it didn't let go.

Behind him, he heard Renee cry out. The female demon, its head back on its shoulders, had gotten past Estelle's guard, and its claws had raked across the Kitsune's shoulder, drawing blood.

"Renee!" Helena shouted, moving to help. She slashed at the monsters, but her blades were almost useless against an enemy that felt no pain.

The strong demon's grip tightened, and Ben's vision started to go dark around the edges. He needed to—

An arrow sprouted from the demon's remaining eye.

The creature stumbled back, clawing at the shaft, and another arrow took it in the throat. Then another in the chest.

"Need some help, Keeper?" The voice that called out was vaguely familiar.

Gasping for air, Ben turned to see a tall, slender woman with wide, snake-like eyes watching him. Her long black tongue flicked out between her lips. Green scales gleamed like dewy leaves on her neck and forearms.

“Ariss… fancy meeting you here.”

The Nagaina woman’s expression was grim, but intrigued as she assessed the scene.

“You’ve done well,” she said. “These are not easy foes to subdue.”

“We noticed,” Ben grunted. “Unfortunately, none of us has the necessary Exorcise or Banish spells to finish the job.”

Ariss nodded, her serpentine eyes darting around the trees. “This is our failing, too. The only shamaness in our village who could perform such feats was killed recently, by the demons themselves. Since then, the problem has only gotten worse.”

“Your Queen?” Ben watched the pin-cushioned corpse writhe as it attempted to pick itself up again.

“She is holding on,” Ariss said. “But barely. She is most certainly the target of demonic attacks in our area. A form like hers draws far more powerful creatures than these…”

The injured Husk pulled the arrow from its eye with a wet sound, tossing it aside. “Just so you know, I resent that.”

Ariss shot it again, pinning it to the jungle floor. “These creatures are a nuisance. My scouts and I must patrol the jungle, burning animal corpses and setting wards to keep more demons from infiltrating our lands. It is a thankless task, a tireless chore that claims more of my people every day. Soon…”

“C’mere you Naga bitch,” the Husk snarled, writhing and wriggling around the arrow she shot. “Let me slip into that silky, snaky skin of yours. Then I could get close to your precious queen, and I’ll be the most powerful demon in this cursed plane of existence!”

"I think not," another voice said.

Ben’s heart skipped as he recognized this voice too. He just hadn’t expected to be hearing it again so soon.

Elysanthra stepped out from the opposite side of the clearing, her purple eyes glowing with power that had nothing to do with the system. She wore the same patched dress, but energy crackled around her like heat lightning.

"The Virgin Witch," the female demon hissed, actual fear in its voice. "You're not supposed to be here. You’re bound to that—"

"The curse is broken," Elysanthra said calmly. "I am free to do as I please. And right now, it pleases me to help the Keeper."

She raised her hand, and purple fire erupted from her palm, engulfing the female demon. The creature shrieked as it was consumed, the dead flesh turning to ash in seconds. But the demon itself—a shadow of smoke and malice—tried to flee the destroyed body.

"Oh no, you don't," Elysanthra said, making a grasping motion. The shadow froze in midair, writhing. "Back to the pit with you."

She spoke a word in a language Ben didn't recognize, and the shadow imploded, vanishing with a sound like tearing fabric.

The male demon looked between Ariss with her bow and Elysanthra with her purple fire, then at Ben, who was gathering his own power again.

"This isn't over," it snarled. "There are dozens of us loose now. Hundreds, maybe. You can't stop us all."

"That sounds like a challenge," Ben said, his staff glowing brighter. "Consider it accepted."

The demon lunged one last time, desperate, and Ben met it with everything he had. Golden light erupted from his staff, not just pushing the demon back but burning through it, purifying the corrupted flesh and the evil within.

The demon's scream cut off as it was reduced to ash. When the shadow attempted to escape, this time Elystandra was there to send it back to the black pit from whence it had come.

Ben stood panting in the sudden silence, ash drifting around him like snow.

"Is everyone all right?" he asked, turning to check on his companions.

Renee's shoulder was bleeding but not badly. Helena was pale but uninjured. Estelle had a bruise forming on her cheek but seemed otherwise fine.

"We'll live," Estelle said. "Thanks to these timely reinforcements."

“I feel like I need a bath,” Renee whimpered. “A hundred baths. Maybe a thousand!”

Ariss eyed Elysanthra warily, uncertain what to do with this newcomer. She stepped closer to Ben, her bow still in hand. "It is good that you’ve come so quickly, Keeper. The corruption around the Stone Coil Monument is spreading faster than expected. But I didn't expect you… to have friends such as this."

Elysanthra bowed just deeply enough to be polite, her amethyst gaze narrowed slightly. “I am Elysanthra. If you have a demon problem, perhaps I can help.”

Ariss's forked tongue flicked out, tasting the air around the witch. The scales along her neck rippled with unease. "A spellcaster who can banish demons would be… valuable, I admit. But our Queen does not welcome strangers lightly."

“At least she’s not a Harpy,” Ben said wryly.

Ariss narrowed her bright green eyes at him.

"I understand your caution." Elysanthra stepped closer to Ben, possessively asserting herself in the snake-woman’s space. Her fingers brushed his arm, a casual touch that made the other women stiffen. "But surely your Queen would appreciate assistance with such a pressing threat?"

Ben cleared his throat. "Ariss, we came here specifically to help. If Elysanthra can handle the demons your people can't—"

"I can handle far more than that." Elysanthra's purple eyes glowed brighter. She waved her hand at the scorched ground where the demons had fallen. The ash swirled up and dissipated into nothing, leaving the earth clean. "These lesser demons are barely worth my notice."

Helena wiped black ichor from her blade with a torn piece of cloth. "How many more are out there?"

"Too many." Ariss's bow remained in her hand, arrow nocked but not drawn. "We burn the corpses we find, but the jungle is vast. Animals die every day. The demons find new hosts faster than we can destroy the old ones. And it doesn’t help when there are smugglers and slave traders sneaking around, like these."

Renee pressed a hand to her wounded shoulder. Blood seeped between her fingers.

Elysanthra moved before Helena could reach into her pouch for bandages. Purple light flowed from the witch's fingers. The wound sealed itself, leaving only faint pink lines.

"There." Elysanthra's hand lingered on Renee's shoulder. "We wouldn't want Ben to worry about his… pet.".

Ariss watched this display of power with narrowed eyes. "The village is an hour's walk. Maybe more, depending on how many more demons we encounter." She turned to the path ahead. "Stay close. The jungle has ears, and not all of them are friendly."

They followed her deeper into what Ben was beginning to consider a verdant form of hell. The path narrowed until they walked single file. Ariss led, her movements liquid despite the tangled undergrowth. Ben followed, then Elysanthra—who had somehow maneuvered herself into that position—then Helena, Estelle, and finally Renee bringing up the rear with her spear ready.

The humidity pressed down like a wet blanket. Ben's shirt stuck to his back within minutes. Sweat ran into his eyes. Every breath tasted of rot and vegetation.

"This corruption," Elysanthra said, loud enough for all to hear. "It's not natural. Someone is channeling it deliberately."

"We know." Ariss didn't look back. "It started three weeks ago. The Stone Coil Monument began… singing."

"Singing?" Estelle's ears perked forward.

"A vibration. Low. Constant. It draws the demons like flies to carrion."

Black sap oozed from a tree ahead. Ariss stepped around it carefully. Ben noticed how she placed her feet, avoiding certain roots and stones. He followed her path exactly. Behind him, Elysanthra made a small sound of disgust as the smell hit them—sulfur mixed with rotting meat.

"Your Queen," Elysanthra said. "She's a Lamia?"

Ariss's shoulders tensed. "She is."

"I did not know Faerowilde still supported such monsterkin. They're quite rare."

"For good reason. Humans hunt them out of fear, demons, to control them." Ariss's voice carried a warning. "She has protected our people for three centuries. We would die before letting harm come to her."

"How noble." Elysanthra's tone could have meant anything.

A branch cracked to their left. Everyone froze. Ariss raised her bow in one smooth motion. A baboon emerged from the foliage, normal at first glance. Then Ben saw its eyes—empty sockets weeping pus.

The arrow took it through the skull before it could screech. The body dropped. A shadow tried to flee the corpse.

Elysanthra flicked her wrist. Purple fire consumed the shadow mid-flight. It imploded with a sound like tearing silk.

"Efficient," Ariss said. Something in her tone shifted. Not friendly, but less hostile.

They kept walking. The jungle sounds faded as they went deeper. No birds. No insects. Just the drip of black sap and the rustle of leaves that might have been wind or might have been something following them.

"Master," Helena whispered. "Look at the trees."

Ben looked. Symbols carved into the bark, old enough that the trees had grown around them. Serpents eating their own tails. Warnings or protections, he couldn't tell.

"Boundary markers," Ariss said. "We're entering Nagaina territory now."

The corruption thinned but didn't disappear. Patches of it spread like disease through the healthy jungle. A flower bloomed beside the path, petals such a violent purple they hurt to look at.

"Don't touch anything purple or black," Ariss warned. "The corruption seems to mutate what it doesn't kill, and that’s how it spreads."

They crossed a stream running clear despite the surrounding decay. Ariss knelt and drank. Ben did the same. The water tasted clean, almost sweet after breathing the fetid air.

Renee hesitated. “Are you sure it’s safe?”

"Natural springs from deep underground," Ariss explained, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. "The corruption hasn't reached them. Yet. But you’re free to thirst if you prefer."

A howl echoed through the trees. Then another. And another.

"Howler monkeys." Ariss stood quickly. "They hunt in packs. And if they died in a pack, we need to move."

They picked up the pace. The path widened slightly. Ben caught glimpses through the canopy—stone structures covered in vines. Ancient. Older than the corruption, older than the village they approached.

"What are those?" Estelle asked.

"Ruins. Our ancestors built them before the Great War. Now… they're tombs." Ariss's voice dropped. "We stay away. But… the demons love them. So many old bones to play with."

The howling grew closer. Ben gripped his staff tighter. The amber crystal pulsed with warm light.

"There." Ariss pointed ahead.

The jungle opened suddenly. Ben stepped from claustrophobic green into a clearing that took his breath away.

The village spread along a river bend like it had grown from the earth itself. Wooden structures on tall stilts, connected by rope bridges that swayed in the humid breeze. The buildings seemed organic, carved from massive tree trunks or woven from living vines. Scales glittered everywhere—Nagaina moving through the village with serpentine grace.

But it was the temple that made Ben stop and stare.

The pyramid rose behind the village, stone blocks so precisely fitted he couldn't see the seams. Serpent carvings covered every surface, so detailed they seemed ready to slither free. The temple dwarfed everything around it, making Ben’s chest feel tight as he gazed up at it.

"The Temple of Coils," Ariss said. "Where our Queen and the monument reside."

Nagaina warriors approached, spears ready. Their scales ranged from emerald to gold to deep brown. All of them were female, which Ben probably could have expected. They all had the same distinctive serpentine eyes and forked tongues that tasted the air, like Ariss’s. Some wore armor of interlocking scales. Others dressed in simple cloth that did little to hide their lithe forms.

"Ariss," one called. Unlike Ariss, this one had the lower half of a snake. Her scales shifted from green to gold as she moved. "You bring outsiders?"

"The Keeper has come, Sisara. As the Queen foresaw."

Sisara's vertical pupils fixed on Ben. Then on his companions. Her tongue flicked out, tasting their scents. "Males are not permitted past the outer circle."

"I'm the only male here," Ben said.

Sisara tilted her head. Her neck moved in a way that wasn't quite human, too fluid, too flexible. "Tradition is tradition. You may enter the village. The temple remains forbidden unless the Queen herself permits it."

"Fair enough."

More Nagaina gathered. Human children peered from windows, which gave Ben a start. He remembered what the demon had said about Nagaina eating his kind. But these didn’t look like they were about to be served up for dinner. They were well cared for, chubby and healthy. Some wore shed snake scales like jewelry in their hair. They watched Ben and his companions with wide eyes.

These, too, were all female. Tradition, Ben supposed.

"Orphans,” Ariss explained, following his gaze. "There are many communities in Faerowilde that don’t care for their parentless young. We take the girls, save them from the horrors that might await them in the world.”

“That’s very kind of you,” Ben said, impressed.

“Perhaps. But it was selfishness that drove us to this practice. It has been too long since the sound of our own children has echoed off the walls of the Temple.”

One child, braver than the rest, crept closer. Scales shimmered pearl-white in her black hair. She stared at Ben with huge hazel eyes.

"You're the Keeper?" Her voice was high, sweet. "You're going to save us from the bad shadows?"

Ben knelt to her level. "I'm going to try."

She reached out and touched his hand. Her skin felt cool, smooth like silk, snake-like despite the fact that she was clearly human. "The Queen says you're special. That you can make the corruption go away."

"Vera," Sisara called sharply. "Don't bother our guests."

The child pulled back but smiled at Ben before scampering away.

"Come," Ariss said. "I'll show you where you can rest. Tomorrow, we deal with the possessed in the jungle. Tonight…" She looked at the setting sun. "Tonight you should prepare. The demons grow bolder in darkness."

As if to emphasize her words, a howl echoed from the jungle. Then another. Then dozens, creating a chorus that made the Nagaina reach for weapons.

"They're gathering," Sisara said grimly. "Every night, more of them."

Ben looked at the jungle's edge. Red eyes gleamed in the shadows. Watching. Waiting.

"Then we'd better get started," he said. "Elysanthra, can you set up protective wards?"

The witch smiled, the expression not quite reaching her eyes. "A trifle for someone like me. I’m happy to do anything you ask.” She glanced at the other women, disdain dripping from her gaze. "I'm sure your… friends… will help where they can."

Helena's jaw clenched. Renee's ears flattened. Estelle simply tightened her grip on her crook.

“Why don’t you three take a rest,” Ben said, noting the gratified look that flared in the witch’s amethyst gaze. Then he added, “Find a place where we can have our sleeping rolls together. I want you all close to me tonight.”

“Yes, Master,” Renee yipped excitedly, her ears perking back up and her tails swishing. She seemed to recognize Ben’s tactic for what it was. “You should fuck Estelle first tonight, and then Helena. I want to watch. I never get tired of seeing that big cock of yours plunging into one of your many, many lovers…”

“Goodness, Renee,” Estelle chided, but Ben caught the pleased expression on her face. “Keep your voice down.”

Elysanthra’s eyes widened and her face flushed angrily. Helena let out an uncharacteristic giggle.

Ben pretended not to notice. For the moment, he had bigger problems to deal with.

The corruption spreading through the jungle, the demons gathering in ever-larger numbers, and somewhere in that massive temple, a Lamia Queen with plans of her own.

The sun dipped below the trees. Darkness crept across the village like spilled ink. And in that darkness, things began to move.


16
Gift Exchange


After settling into their provided hut on their first evening in the Nagaina village, Ben stretched, luxuriating in the satisfaction of having made it to their destination. He and his companions had bathed in the stream, washing away the jungle's humid grime and travel sweat. Now they lounged in various states of undress, the tropical heat making clothing feel optional.

Elysanthra had taken a separate hut, refusing to sleep under the same roof as Ben’s “pets.” But as Ben stood, shirtless, before his window, he could see the glint of the witch’s eyes watching him from the darkness. He could practically feel her gaze dragging over his muscles, and wishing for more.

Too bad for her if she didn’t like to share, he guessed.

As the sounds of village life quieted outside, Ben turned to his companions and closed the curtains, shutting Elysanthra out of their upcoming play.

"I have something for you," Ben said, pulling items from the Gizzard of Holding.

Renee's ears perked immediately. "Presents? Master brought us presents! I’d forgotten…"

“She hasn’t forgotten,” Helena said, not looking up from her carving project. “She’s been obsessing over it every spare moment, wondering what it is.”

Her gaze lingered at the mysterious bag on Ben’s belt for a moment. She narrowed her eyes like she’d just seen something odd.

“You’ve seen it too?” Estelle asked, turning to the noblewoman. “Sometimes I swear I see something moving in that bag of his. And when he gets close to the lantern, it has a sort of… dark light about it.”

Ben frowned. “Do you think there’s anything I should be worried about?”

“No,” Estelle said, though she didn’t sound entirely certain. “Maybe cautious, though.”

“The description did warn me to make sure it stays closed,” Ben said. “In case of ‘opportunistic beings from adjacent dimensions.’”

Estelle looked thoughtful. “Be sure you do that. I’ll keep an eye on it too.

Renee scoffed and her twin tails puffed up in irritation, apparently having no patience for this distraction from her gift. “Well, it’s not fair! Estelle got her pervert lantern. I want my present too! I’ve been good!”

“Have you, though?” Estelle ran her fingers through her fleecy hair and raised a skeptical eyebrow at the fox-kin woman. “Because my ‘pervert lantern’ disagrees. When I look at you, it says you’ve been very, very naughty, little fox…”

“That’s right.” Helena smirked. She pushed her carving knife away from herself, lifting a pale curl of wood from the edge of her project. “The Lantern of Hidden Truths does exactly that, Renee. It shows the truth. If it’s saying naughty things about you, it’s because they’re true.”

“Only in my head!” Renee stomped her foot hard enough that her top slipped, exposing a small pert nipple. “Oops… Uh… that was an accident.”

“Mmmhmm,” Estelle said. “I’m sure it was.”

Ben held up an ornate silver brush that seemed to shimmer with its own light. "Even perverts need to have their tails brushed sometimes. This is for you, Renee."

The Kitsune bounded over, her tails swishing with excitement. She took the brush reverently, turning it over in her hands. The inscriptions on its surface shifted and changed, forming patterns of foxes dancing under moonlight.

"It's beautiful," she breathed. Her eyes glimmered as she inspected it with her HUD. “The Tail Comb of Silksheen… that sounds… oh my…”

"May I?" Ben gestured to her tails.

Renee nodded eagerly and settled in front of him. The moment the brush touched her first tail, she gasped. The bristles wriggled like they had a life of their own, making the brush vibrate in Ben’s hand. They seemed to know exactly how to move, finding every tangle, every bit of rough fur, and smoothing it to silk.

"Oh... oh Master..." Her voice went breathy.

Ben worked methodically, brushing both tails in long, careful strokes. The magical brush left her fur gleaming, but more than that, each stroke sent waves of pleasure through the Kitsune. Her eyes fluttered closed. Her breathing deepened. By the time he'd thoroughly brushed both tails multiple times, she'd melted into a puddle of contentment, barely able to hold herself upright.

"That's... I can't... so good..." she mumbled, her whole body limp with bliss. “Uuunnnngh, yes…”

"She's completely helpless," Helena observed with amusement. She set her carving aside, and bit her lip. “I bet you could do anything you wanted to her right now, Master, and she wouldn’t be able to protest… Why does that turn me on?”

Estelle turned on the Lantern of Hidden Truths and shone it at Helena. She giggled as the ghosts of the noblewoman’s secret desires were revealed. “Oh my… Renee isn’t the only naughty girl in this room…”

“I have other plans while Renee is indisposed.” Ben pulled out a length of silken rope that seemed to whisper when it moved. “She wanted to watch, after all… And now that’s all she can do. You hear that, kitten? Don’t get any ideas about touching yourself. You’re going to have to wait until I’m finished with these two.”

“What… is that?” Helena asked, her gray eyes going wide with curiosity and growing desire.

"The Whispering Rope,” Ben said. “It’s yours.”

Helena took it carefully. The rope moved in her hands, warm and eager. "What does it do?"

She didn’t have access to her HUD yet, so the rope’s talents would be a secret until it revealed them. Ben grinned to himself, knowing she was in for a surprise.

“Let’s find out. But first…”

He moved the thoroughly relaxed Renee onto a pile of cushions, and pulled the rest of her clothes off. She could hardly move, but she made little sounds of contentment as he paused to massage her breasts and slip a finger between her thighs. “Mmmm, Master…”

He left her there, naked and exposed, with a cushion propped under her head so that she could see everything he was about to do to the others.

“One more thing.” Ben approached Helena, his hands glowing with the Autosuggestion magic. "You've been patient. It’s time for an enhancement. Take off your clothes."

Helena's eyes widened with understanding. She quickly shed her light dress, kneeling as Ben's magic flowed into her. Her breasts swelled, growing heavier and fuller until she had to adjust her position to bear their weight.

"Master," she gasped. "They're so..."

"Perfect," he said, admiring how they changed her whole posture, making her look like an ancient fertility goddess. “Now, do you both remember your safe words?”

Estelle’s gaze darted up. She’d been getting undressed as well, and was now standing in a pile of ruffled skirts, her small breasts and bare pussy already pink with excitement. “Why do you ask—?

The rope in Helena’s hands suddenly came alive. It shot toward Estelle, who'd been watching from across the room.

"Ahhh—" Estelle started. “Master? I thought…”

The Whispering Rope wound around both women and tugged them toward each other. There was a slapping sound as they collided, breast to breasts, belly to belly. The rope writhed and twisted, binding them together in an intricate pattern.

Helena ended up on her hands and knees, the weight of her enhanced breasts making the position necessary. Estelle, shorter and lighter, found herself bound chest-to-chest with the noblewoman, her legs secured around Helena's hips.

"I can't move," Estelle said, her voice muffled against Helena's cleavage. The height difference put her face directly between the larger woman's breasts.

"Neither can I," Helena confirmed, testing the bonds. The rope had woven itself into an elaborate harness that kept them pressed together but also presented them perfectly.

Ben circled them slowly, admiring the rope's work. It had even created convenient handholds in its weave. He thought it had done a very fine job. Both their pussies were exposed, glistening and ready for his attention.

"Master," Helena's voice was thick with need. "Please..."

Ben positioned himself behind Helena, touching the rope handles that the magical item had woven into its design. He took his time, running his hands along Helena's hips, feeling her shiver at the touch before grabbing the rope handles.

"Master, please," Helena whispered, pushing back against him. “Take me!”

He teased her entrance, barely pressing forward before pulling back. Helena whimpered. Beneath her, Estelle made a muffled sound of frustration as the movement pressed her face deeper into Helena's cleavage.

When he finally pushed forward, Helena was so wet, so ready, he slid deep in one smooth motion. The angle the rope had created was perfect. Ben groaned as the heat of her body enveloped him, tight and hot.

Both women gasped—Helena from the sudden fullness, Estelle from the movement that pressed her harder against Helena's soft flesh. Ben had to pause, gripping the rope handles tightly as he adjusted his position, then thrust again.

The rope pulsed with magic as Ben established a rhythm. Each movement affected both women, the bonds translating motion and pleasure between them. Helena's enhanced breasts swayed with each thrust, further overwhelming Estelle's senses.

"Can't... breathe..." Estelle gasped, though she didn't sound distressed. If she was, she could always use her safe word.

Ben established a steady rhythm, using the rope handles for leverage. The magical bonds creaked softly with each movement, digging slightly into Helena's pale skin and leaving faint red marks that would fade within minutes. She didn't seem to mind. If anything, each slight bite of the rope made her moan louder.

"Master... oh gods... the rope..."

Ben slowed his pace deliberately, waiting for her to finish her sentence.

Helena whimpered at the loss of momentum. "It's perfect. I love being bound for you… I love it when you use me like this… the rope holds me just the way… just the way I need…”

Ben thought he understood perfectly. The rope gave Helena the submission she craved without him having to be harsh or commanding in ways that didn't feel natural to him. The magical item knew what she needed—restraint, control, the feeling of being overwhelmed—and provided it while he could focus on bringing her pleasure.

He picked up the pace again, watching Helena's body respond. Her skin flushed pink from her ass up along her back. Her enhanced breasts swayed heavily with each thrust, and he could hear Estelle's muffled gasps as she was pressed rhythmically against them.

“Mmmm Master, yes, yes, yes! Use me like a pleasure doll!” Helena panted. “Fuck me so hard! Uuuungh, my big tits ache so good.”

Ben drove himself even deeper. Estelle began to moan. The friction of Helena’s body sliding against hers was getting the job started for him.

"Can't... can't hold back..." Helena panted.

"Don't." Ben thrust. “I order you to come.”

“Yessss!” Helena's whole body tensed. “Ooooh, fuck, Master. Yes! That feels so good!”

She cried out, her inner muscles clenching around him in waves. The rope glowed brighter, conducting her pleasure through its bonds.

Estelle shuddered against her, caught in the shared sensation.

“Mmmfph,” she tried to scream, but her face was too muffled by Helena’s oversized breasts. “Mmmm!”

Ben couldn't resist any longer. He gripped the rope handles hard enough that they creaked, pouring himself into Helena with a groan. Ropes of cum shot into her, filling her so completely that it began to leak out between them.

As he pulled out, his escaped seed poured from Helena’s pulsing slit and dripped down onto Estelle’s needy sex.

A little flashing text in the corner of his HUD showed his Reputation: Breeder bar with both Helena and Estelle rising, but Helena’s was moving faster.

Reputation: 95/100!

She had progressed from 90 to 95 in a single session being bound with the rope. Ben was pleased she was liking his gift

But the rope wasn’t done with Helena just yet.

It suddenly glowed bright silver. One end shot toward the ceiling, anchoring itself firmly before adjusting its configuration. Helena found her hips pulled upward and forward, changing the angle completely.

"Clever device," Ben said, now able to access Estelle while she remained bound to Helena.

Estelle's yellow eyes were glazed with need as she craned her head back to give herself some air. "Please, Ben... Fuck me! I need your cock inside me. I… I’ve never needed it so badly. "

He took her hard and fast, the new angle perfect to maximize depth. Her small body fought as it stretched to accommodate his girth. Her cries of pain and need were muffled by Helena's breasts, but her body's response was clear. Estelle liked rough treatment and she was loving this.

The rope conducted sensation between the women, making Helena gasp and shudder with each thrust into Estelle.

"The rope... it's like…" Helena moaned. "I can feel... both of us..."

The magic built between them, the rope glowing brighter. As Estelle rode toward her peak, Helena followed immediately after, the rope ensuring they shared the experience completely. Both women were moaning, panting, and grunting with each thrust as Ben fucked harder.

“Oooh, Master Ben!” Estelle groaned, writhing against her restraints and rubbing herself against Helena’s enhanced body. “You’re too big! Oh, my poor little pussy.”

Ben drove into Estelle with less restraint than before. The angle was perfect, and she was so tight, so wet. Her muffled cries against Helena's breasts only spurred him on.

His hands gripped the rope where it wound around Estelle's hips. The magical bonds had arranged themselves perfectly, giving him complete control while keeping both women exactly where he wanted them. Helena shuddered with each thrust, feeling everything through their connection.

"Please... Master..." Estelle's voice was desperate, barely audible. “Come inside me. Fill me with your cream. I need it!”

He could feel her getting close. Her whole body tensed, muscles clenching. Helena moaned above her, the shared sensation building between them. Ben lost himself in the primal rhythm, in the sight of these two beautiful women bound together for his pleasure and theirs.

When Estelle came, her cry was completely muffled by Helena's breasts. Her body clenched around him so tightly he saw stars. Helena followed immediately, the rope ensuring they peaked together, their bodies shaking in unison.

Ben drove deep one last time and let go completely, filling Estelle while his hands gripped the ropes hard enough to leave marks on his palms. He gushed into her pussy, filling her with his hot cream, even as she begged for more.

His second release seemed to trigger something in the rope. It pulsed with brilliant silver light, the magic recognizing that all three participants were thoroughly satisfied. The bonds began to gently unwind, lowering both women carefully to the floor. They landed in a sticky heap, still wrapped in one another’s arms, Estelle using Helena’s enormous breasts as a pillow while she caught her breath.

Movement from the bed caught Ben’s eye. Renee, even in her stupefied state from the tail brushing, had her hand between her legs, touching herself as she watched. Her tongue stuck out the side of her mouth and her eyes were rolling back in her head as she brought herself almost to climax.

"Renee," Ben's voice carried a warning. "What did I tell you? You know better."

“Mmmm, but it’s so good, Master… You fucked them so hard… I just want—"

The rope, still glowing with magic, suddenly changed direction. Fully releasing Helena and Estelle, it shot tendrils toward the fox-girl. Her hands were wrenched from her pussy almost violently.

"Wait, I—" Renee yelped as the rope bound her wrists above her head and spread her legs. "Master, I'm sorry! I couldn't help myself!"

The rope seemed to have its own ideas about discipline. It stretched Renee taut, her wrists bound above her head, her thighs parted wide, leaving her completely exposed to Ben's gaze. The silken strands positioned themselves with purposeful intent—one end hovering at her pussy, the other between her breasts.

The first strike caught her by surprise. The rope flicked against her lower lips with a sharp snap. Renee yelped, her body jerking against the bonds. Before she could process the sensation, the other end struck her left nipple, then her right, leaving faint pink marks on her pale skin.

"Master! I didn't mean to—ah!" Another strike between her legs cut off her protest. The rope was relentless but precise, each touch just hard enough to sting before the pain transformed into something else. Her sensitive flesh grew swollen and pink under the rope's attention.

Ben watched with fascination as Renee's protests gradually changed in tone. The shock in her eyes gave way to lust. Her hips began to move, trying to meet the rope's strikes. Her nipples hardened into peaks despite (or because of) the rope's discipline. She was playing the part of the chastised submissive, but her body told a different story.

"Please, Master," she whimpered, but there was a note in her voice that made him check her reputation marker. It was steadily climbing. The little trickster was getting exactly what she'd hoped for, even if she hadn't expected the rope to be the one delivering it.

"Forgive me," she begged, even as her back arched to present herself more fully to the rope's ministrations. "I'll be good, I promise!"

But her tails—both of them—were practically vibrating with excitement, giving away her true feelings. The rope seemed to sense this too, alternating its rhythm, keeping her on edge but never letting her find release.

"You know the rules," Ben said, though he watched with interest as the rope worked. "No pleasuring yourself without permission."

"Please, Master! The brush made me so sensitive, and watching you with them..." Renee writhed against the bonds. “Uuuunngh, fuck!”

The rope's touch was driving her mad, keeping her on edge but never letting her fall over it. It seemed to sense it too, adjusting its touches to keep her desperate but unfulfilled.

"You're not allowed to finish until I say so," he commanded.

"Oh, no, Master! Please, just... please... I can’t… I can’t do this!"

He stood over her, positioning himself where she could watch, with the tip of his cock right by her face. Renee's eyes immediately locked onto him as he took himself in hand, going cross-eyed with the effort. He was already hard again from watching the rope work her over. She watched him stroke slowly, her eyes tracking every movement as he grew even larger.

"Please, Master," Renee gasped between the rope's strikes. "I need to taste you. Cum all over my face, Master. Mark me, claim me like a little whore. Show everyone I'm yours." Her voice dropped to a desperate whisper. "I've been such a naughty kitten, touching myself without permission. I need you to punish me properly. Cover me with your seed. Please, I'm so close, just let me see you lose control... Please, Master. Mmmmm, please!"

Her words were having their intended effect. Ben's hand moved faster as Renee continued her litany of pleas and promises, describing in vivid detail what she wanted him to do to her, what she'd do for him if the rope would just let her move. The rope seemed to respond to her desperation, its touches becoming more intense, keeping her right at the edge. The sound of the whipping matched the pump of Ben’s strokes as he jerked himself toward climax.

"Master, please," she whimpered, her eyes never leaving his shaft. "I can see you're close. You're so big, so hard. Just explode all over my face, baby. I want it all. Every drop. Mark your naughty fox... Yes, yes, yes! Mmmm, Master. I’ll open my mouth for you. Put it right on my tongue. Shoot it into my throat. Aaahhhh!"

Ben was at his limit. Between her words, the sight of her bound and desperate, and the memory of Helena and Estelle's pleasure, he couldn't hold back any longer.

He came, pumping thick cream all over Renee’s plump lips and tongue. There was so much it covered her cheeks and chin, too, and dripped onto her neck.

The moment his release touched her lips, he gave permission: "Now."

“Mmmmmm fuuuuuck!” Renee's climax was intense, her whole body arching against the ropes. “Yes, Master, Yes! Oh, fuck that’s so hot. Give me more!”

The rope continued tormenting her with increasing intensity, and Ben noted that his Reputation: Breeder stats with the fox had jolted when he’d come on her. The bar was still climbing, but it seemed she wanted more.

Ben’s body, enhanced by the system, was apparently happy to oblige.

He covered the horny, begging fox-girl head to toe in his seed. Every inch he painted seemed to prolong and intensify her orgasm until she was shrieking like a banshee.

When the magical bonds finally released the Kitsune, she collapsed—in a literal puddle this time, a puddle of Ben’s cream. Helena and Estelle giggled behind him.

“Need a little help getting her cleaned up, Master?” Helena asked, crawling on hands and knees toward Renee’s exhausted form. “I can take some more.”

“Me too.” Estelle crawled forward as well, her fluffy sheep’s tail wagging in excitement. “I can always take more of your seed.”

Ben watched as the pair began to lap and lick every inch of Renee’s covered body with their pink tongues. They worked with surprising efficiency, not letting a single drop go to waste.

"Poor thing," Helena murmured, gently licking Renee's face and neck. “I don’t think I ever punished her like that…”

"She loved every second of it," Estelle observed, noting how Renee's tails were practically glowing with satisfaction. “But I think we’re going to have to brush her tails again, or they’ll have hardened to stone by morning.”

Renee could only make small, happy sounds, as the women lavished attention on her. After she’d been licked clean, they washed her with a cloth and warm water, then brushed her tails to get them nice and fluffy again.

Ben smiled, seeing the women come together to care for each other after an intense breeding session. He was pleased to see that he’d added several levels to his reputation with each of them.

"This rope," Helena said, coiling it carefully, "is dangerous."

"The best kind of dangerous," Renee mumbled from her puddle of satisfaction. “And that brush… mmmm, Master Ben takes such good care of us.”

A knock at the door interrupted them.

Ben moved to answer it, wrapping a blanket around his waist. He cracked the door open just enough that he could speak through it, but not so much that the girls were exposed. “Yes?”

“Just wanted to let you know the evening meal is being served," Ariss's voice hissed through the crack. “Our guests are welcome to join us in the communal area. If… you are not indisposed."

Ben glanced over his shoulder as the women scrambled for clothing. “I think we’ll be there. Everyone’s worked up an appetite.”

“I am pleasssed,” Ariss said, drawing out the ess sound as her tongue flicked between her teeth. Ben wondered if she could taste what they’d just been doing. “Ssssee you there, Keeper.”

Once the door was closed, Estelle said, “We should probably make ourselves presentable, then…”

"Probably," Ben agreed, finding his own clothes in the piles that had been strewn about the room. "But we won’t make it too late a night. We need to be ready for whatever tomorrow brings."

The girls moved carefully, still sensitive from their activities. Ben reduced Helena’s enhanced figure until she could comfortably wear one of her light dresses, and this time she didn’t protest. Once she was clothed, he pumped them up to the limit of the fabric, and she ran her hands over her bulging cleavage with a hint of womanly pride. Renee needed help standing, her legs still shaky. Estelle was in the best shape of the three, looking like she could easily go another round.

Knowing the feisty Ovina, Ben thought she probably could.

Helena smiled as she adjusted the collar of her dress. "Did you see how Ariss was looking at you when she brought us here?"

Renee managed a grin despite her exhausted state. "The snake-lady is interested in Master."

"We'll see," Ben said. "For now, let's focus on being good guests."

As they prepared for dinner, he noticed Elysanthra standing in the doorway of her separate hut across the way, watching them with those unreadable purple eyes.

The flush in her cheeks suggested she’d heard some of what Ben and the others had gotten up to. Ben wondered if she was having regrets about insisting on her own space.

It wouldn’t take her long to realize what she was missing by maintaining her distance. She’d come begging for her place at his side, soon enough.

But he couldn’t force her hand. She had to want it.

By the look on her face, the need had already taken root.

It wouldn’t be long now…
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Dawn Defense


Ben jolted upright on his bedroll.

Helena was curled at Ben’s feet, her breasts oversized again after dinner with the Nagaina. Renee had wriggled in her sleep so that her face was stuffed in Helena’s cleavage and her bare ass was pointed high in the air. She’d sprouted a third tail overnight as a result of the extra breeding. Estelle’s face was still buried in Ben’s lap, her lips wrapped around his semi-hard cock where she’d suckled all night.

He should have been as warm, cozy and satisfied as a man could be.

But his heart was pounding. Something had woken him, and it wasn’t the sleepy suction of Estelle’s mouth as she dreamed.

A sound he could no longer hear, but his waking mind could almost remember, seemed to echo in the air around them.

A scream? If it was, it hadn’t been human.

Ben stroked Estelle’s fluffy curls and waited for the sound to come again. She moaned, sending a pleasurable vibration along his entire length. He leaned back on the pillows, his gaze traveling to the cracked curtain.

Darkness still cloaked the village, but the eastern sky held the faintest purple bruise of approaching dawn.

Just as he was beginning to believe he’d dreamed the sound, another screech cut through the air. Then another, as if in answer. Suddenly, a chorus of inhuman voices rose from the jungle.

The girls came awake at once. Ben felt a wash of cold air fill his lap as Estelle pulled off and sat up sharply.

"Master?" Renee's voice came from the darkness, alert and tense. Her eyes glowed amber in the dim light from the window.

Metal scraped against leather as Helena pulled her dagger from its sheath, which she’d kept next to the bed. “What was that?”

Estelle's crook tapped once against the floor as she rose, naked, to peer out the window.

Outside, feet pounded on packed earth. Shouted commands in the Nagaina tongue. The clash of weapons being distributed.

“Something’s going on out there,” the Ovina reported. “The guards are ordering others around. Looks like there’s some kind of attack.”

Ben rolled out of bed, quickly tugging on his clothes. Automatically, he reduced Helena’s breasts back to their usual size so that she could get dressed as well. Renee was already half covered. She’d noticed her new tail, Ben saw her clutch it to her chest, hugging it like a long-lost friend. But she didn’t make a big deal about it this time. They didn’t have the time. Ben didn’t mention the change, but he was proud of her. Knowing there was a time for play and a time for seriousness would make her bratty behavior a lot more tolerable as a long-term thing.

He grabbed his staff and pushed through the door. “Follow me.”

The village had transformed. Nagaina warriors moved in organized formations, scales glinting bronze and green in torchlight. They carried bows, spears, and curved blades Ben hadn't seen before—weapons they’d kept hidden until true need arose.

Ariss stood at the village center, issuing rapid orders. Her bow was already strung, a quiver bristling with arrows at her hip. She'd changed into armor of overlapping scales that looked grown rather than forged, as if they’d been shed by a much larger snake.

Perhaps, the Lamia Queen herself.

"What's happening?" Ben approached her.

Her serpentine eyes fixed on him. In the low light, Ben was struck by how beautiful her face was, in its exotic, snake-like angles and ridges. He’d never really noticed in the daylight, or perhaps then she’d seemed too strange. But now…

"They're massing,” Ariss said. “The demons. More than we've seen before." Her forked tongue flicked out, tasting the air. "Different too. The corruption smells... concentrated somehow."

A child ran past—one of the human girls Ben had met the night before. She couldn't have been more than ten, but she carried a basket of what looked like glass vials filled with silvery liquid.

"Vera, stop!" Sisara caught the girl's arm. "You're not going near the fighting."

"But the warriors need the banishment draughts—"

"I'll distribute them. Go to the safe house. Now."

The girl's lower lip trembled, but she nodded and ran toward a reinforced building near the village center, leaving the basket in Sisara’s hands.

More children emerged from various huts, all human girls between eight and fourteen, their Nagaina mothers ushering them toward safety. Ben noticed how each adult female touched their adopted daughters with desperate affection—foreheads pressed together, scaled hands squeezing small shoulders.

They treasured these children as their own human parents had not—due to death, disease, or neglect, it could have been anything—and Ben was struck by how sweet and generous it was for these childless women to take the girls in. How lucky the girls were to have found new families, just as the demi-beasts had found a new family with him and Alicia at Lucky Nickel Acres.

A warrior approached with a wooden case. "Captain, the last of the banishment draughts."

Ariss opened it. Dozens of crystal vials nestled in cloth, each containing that silvery liquid. "Our shaman spent weeks preparing these before the demons killed her. They're all we have left."

She handed several to Ben. "Pour it on a weapon's edge. One cut infused with this will banish a lesser demon. But we have maybe sixty vials for a village of thirty warriors."

"Plus us," Helena said, accepting her share.

"The humans fight?" The warrior—Sisara's sister by the look of her, also with the lower body of a snake—stared at Helena with surprise. “I’ve yet to see a human do more than raise a pitchfork when threatened.”

"These ones do, Siseeko" Ariss said. Her gaze lingered on Ben. "Though I agree it’s strange. The males who came here to trade were always soft, weak, and cruel. When Queen Nyssael sent me to summon you, I thought she was going mad.”

“Humans come in all shapes and sizes,” Ben said. “In their bodies and their constitutions. Just like demi-beasts.”

“Well, I’m happy to be proven wrong in my assumptions,” Ariss said. “I saw you fight yesterday. If you can do that again today, I think you’ll be very popular in Nagaina Village—"

Her words were cut off as the first demon burst from the jungle's edge. There were shrieks of alarm from the mothers as they frantically ushered their children inside. The warriors roared battle cries and rushed forward.

The demon was smaller than the possessed corpses they'd fought yesterday—the size of a large dog. Unlike the husks, these seemed to have come to Faerowilde with their demonic forms intact. And they were disgusting, with too many legs and eyes that burned red. An imp, or something similar. It scuttled toward the village on limbs that bent in horrifying directions.

Ariss's arrow took it through what might have been its head. The creature collapsed, twitching. Black smoke rose from the corpse. The tips of her arrows had obviously been dipped in the Banishment serum. Ben was grateful to see that they worked.

Where was Elysanthra? She was the only one among them who could effectively banish the demons without the use of potions.

"Here they come!" someone shouted. “Dozens of the bastards!”

The tree line erupted. The imp-like demons poured out, their screeches piercing the pre-dawn quiet. Some ran on all fours, others skittered sideways like crabs, a few attempted to fly on malformed wings.

"Form lines!" Ariss commanded.

The Nagaina warriors moved like liquid flowing over the roots and stones at the edge of the village. Front line with spears, second with bows. They'd clearly drilled this formation, though Ben doubted they'd faced numbers like these before.

The first wave hit. Spears thrust. Arrows flew. Demons fell, but more kept coming.

Ben raised his staff. Golden light erupted from the crystal, washing over the nearest demons. They shrieked and writhed. The light didn't destroy them, but it did something. The shadows that clung to them like second skins began to peel away.

"The corruption," Estelle breathed. "You're pulling it out of them. The bodies can’t survive in this realm without their foul souls to keep them alive."

“Pity for them,” Ben said, hitting another creature with a beam of golden light. “I could do this all day.”

The imp-demons stumbled, suddenly corporeal and vulnerable. Nagaina spears found flesh that could bleed. The weakened bodies fell to the earth and disintegrated, leaving the black, smoke-like spirits of the creatures shrieking in the air above the battlefield.

"Interesting," Elysanthra appeared at Ben’s side like she’d stepped out of thin air. Purple fire danced around her fingers. "Your light acts as an exorcism spell. Primitive, but effective."

She gestured, and one of the shadow-forms Ben had separated burst into purple flame. It imploded with a sound like tearing silk.

"Exorcise and Banish," she said with an air of self-importance. "A two-step process. Exorcising alone is only effective until the demon’s rotten little soul finds a new host. Obviously not everyone can perform such feats. Luckily, I can.”

Ben ignored the implication that what he was doing wasn’t useful. He made eye contact with Estelle. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

She held up the Banish potion. “Tag team the little buggers?”

“Bingo.”

“Ready…” Estelle poured some of the potion onto the hooked end of her crook. “Aim…”

“Fire!” Ben poured more power through his staff. Golden light swept across the battlefield. Every demon it touched had its shadow-form partially separated.

“And fire!” Estelle echoed. She flung her crook in a circle over her head, spraying the liquid in an arc across the hoard of exorcised bodies.

The demonic souls hissed and sputtered, then vanished from the realm.

Estelle winked at Ben then cast a sidelong glance at Elysanthra. “How’s that for primitive?”

The Virgin Witch huffed, her cheeks coloring. “Acceptable. I guess.”

“It’s not a competition, girls,” Ben said, though he was glad Estelle had gotten her point across. He’d been thinking the exact same thing. “The important thing is that we help Ariss and the people of Nagaina Village.”

“It could be a competition,” Elysanthra muttered. “Bet I can help more villagers than the sheep girl…”

“You’re on,” Estelle said combatively. She pointed her crook at the amethyst-eyed woman. “Whoever loses, the villagers still win. And that’s what we’re here for. Not just showing off.”

“Yeah,” Renee yipped. “Besides, someone needs to push this uppity witch or she’s just going to rest on her laurels and let us do all the hard work while she claims she can do better.”

Outrage flashed across Elysanthra’s face. “Uppity?! I’ll have you know, I am the most powerful—”

Her words were cut off by another shriek as a fresh wave of demons approached.

“Less bickering, more fighting,” Ben declared, readying himself for the next attack. He shot a wave of golden fire over the front line. Imps fell screaming and sizzling before him.

"I’ve got it." Elysanthra moved with surprising grace, purple fire consuming each shadow before it could return to its host or flee to possess something else.

They fell into a rhythm. Ben's light, Elysanthra's purple flame, splashes from the potion bottles wielded by Estelle, Renee, and Helena. The smaller demons couldn't withstand the combination.

"You’re incredible," Ariss said, appearing at Ben’s side. She loosed another arrow coated with the silvery draught. It struck a demon that had avoided Elysanthra’s banishing fire. The creature dissolved into smoke that dissipated on the wind. "You fight well together."

"The difference is, they need me," Elysanthra said coldly. “I don’t need them.”

"I think our technique is pretty effective while we have Ariss’s Banishment draught," Ben corrected. "That's what matters right now."

Helena darted past, her daggers flashing. She'd coated them with the potion. Each strike sent a demon back to whatever hell it came from. Her movements were still unpracticed compared to the warriors, but she was learning. Fast. And more important, she was fearlessly focused on her task. Ben was impressed.

Renee's spear whirled, her three tails providing perfect balance as she pivoted and struck. A demon lunged at her exposed back. Estelle's crook caught it mid-leap, smashing it to the ground where a Nagaina warrior's draught-coated blade finished it.

"They're working as a unit," Ariss observed. Her eyes tracked Ben's companions with interest. "Your... women. They protect each other."

"We’re family," Ben said. “We always have each other’s backs.”

Elysanthra snorted and turned away, choosing to do her own thing while Ben wasn’t in need. Her stubbornness was going to be a problem if she ever thought she was going to integrate with the team.

"Family." Ariss tasted the word like something foreign. "I thought human families were usually just blood relations. Even that is not always strong enough to keep them together…"

It was clear she was thinking of the orphans she and the other women of Nagaina Village had taken in.

Ben shook his head. "Not mine."

A screech, deeper and more resonant than the imps, echoed from the jungle. The smaller demons pulled back, retreating toward the trees.

"Second wave incoming," Ariss announced. "These will be stronger. Gods help us, we have never seen so many. The barriers must be weakening."

She was right. The demons that emerged next were different. Larger, more solid. They inhabited corpses again, and unlike the half-rotted merchants Ben had faced off against before, these creatures would have been formidable when they were alive even without the demonic possession. Jungle cats, crocodiles, a massive constrictor snake… Worse, these corpses were fresh and powerful. And it looked like the demons controlling them knew how to use their stolen bodies.

A possessed panther bounded toward the defensive line. Spears barely slowed it. The creature leaped over the warriors, heading straight for the cluster of children being shepherded from one of the perimeter dwellings to the safety of the central hut.

The children screamed and ran in every direction, causing chaos.

Ben intercepted the monster. His staff connected with its skull in a burst of golden light. The demon-shadow ripped partially free. The panther's body, free of possession but still animated by residual demon energy, swiped at Ben with dead claws.

Helena appeared from nowhere, driving both daggers into its neck. The banishment draught did its work. The corpse crumbled to ash.

"Thank you," Ben said, blinking in surprise that his guts were still intact. “You just saved my life.”

Helena smiled, a fierce expression he'd never seen from the noblewoman before. "It’s my duty to protect you, Master. Now that I am able to, I will fight to the death to do so.”

The battle intensified. A possessed crocodile charged through the spear line, scattering warriors. Its massive jaws snapped at anything in reach. Ben's light pulled the demon partially free, but this one was stronger. It clung to its host with tendrils of shadow.

"I need more power for that one!" he shouted.

"Fine, I’ll help!" Elysanthra flickered into being beside him, as if she’d been invisible before. Her hand suddenly pressed against his back. Purple energy flowed into him, mixing with his golden light.

Together, their merged energy tore the demon completely free. It shrieked as Elysanthra's banishment consumed it.

"How did you—?"

"I keep telling you, I’m not just a pretty face, Keeper." She pulled her hand away, leaving Ben's skin tingling. He felt the extra power departing like a warm blanket being lifted, leaving him cold.

Ariss appeared at his other side, loosing arrows in rapid succession. Each one found its mark. "The way you channel that power... I've never seen a male with such strength."

"You haven't seen many males period, have you?"

She laughed, a sound like scales over stone. "True. The traders who came were merchants. Soft-handed. Weak-willed." Her eyes tracked him as he raised his staff again. He thought she was spending a bit more time admiring his muscles than was prudent in the middle of a battle. "You're... different."

A python, forty feet of muscled death, burst from the ground beneath them like a sandworm in a sci-fi movie. Ben shoved Ariss aside as massive coils erupted where she'd been standing.

“Holy shit,” Ben gasped. “Where did that thing come from?”

The snake's dead eyes fixed on him.

He pressed his palm against its scales and channeled everything he had. Golden light erupted from the point of contact. The demon tore free so violently that purple-black ichor splattered the ground.

"Banishment!" he called.

Elysanthra's purple fire lanced toward the shadow-demon at the same time as Renee threw her spear, coated with banishment draught, straight through the shadow's center.

The demon didn't just explode. It disintegrated, pieces dissolving into nothing before they hit the ground, where they rained down with a hiss.

"That was..." Ariss's breath came fast, her serpentine eyes fixed on Ben. "The power you just displayed. The way you moved. I… I find it so…"

"Arousing?" Renee suggested with a grin. Her tri-tails flicked behind her.

Ariss's scales flushed darker. "I was going to say impressive."

"Uh huh. Sure," Renee's ears flattened and she gave the snake woman a warning glance. "Master has that effect on females. But don’t get any ideas. He’s already got his hands full with us."

"Renee," Estelle chided. "Focus. We're not done yet. You don’t want the snooty witch to get more kills than you, do you?"

“Hells no!” The Kitsune leaped in the air, performing a perfect backflip as she let out a deranged yip of excitement. Fox fire burned around her like little blue flames. “Outta my way. I’ve got demons to slay!”

It seemed she was getting a handle of her growing magic. Ben was glad of that.

Estelle was right, though. More demons approached, but these moved cautiously. They'd seen what Ben and his team could do and were wary of rushing in too quickly.

"They're learning," Helena said. “Too bad.”

"It’s fine.” Ben raised his staff higher. "So are we."

The eastern sky had gone from purple to pink. Dawn was coming properly now, and with it, Ben could feel something shifting in the jungle's energy. The corruption was still there, but weaker. Demons preferred darkness.

"One more push," Ariss said. "If we can hold until full sunrise, they'll retreat. That’s what they’ve done before."

"Then let's give them something to remember," Ben said.

He stepped forward, past the defensive line. His staff blazed brighter than before. Every demon in sight recoiled.

"You want to possess the living?" His voice carried across the battlefield. "You want to corrupt this land? Then face me directly. Stop hiding in stolen flesh."

The largest demon yet emerged from the jungle. It wore the body of what might have been a bear, if bears grew to the size of steam carriages and had too many eyes. The corpse was so corrupted it was barely held together, black ichor dripping from open wounds. But the demon possessing it was powerful enough to make changes to its form, so Ben didn’t take the rotted state of its body as a sign of weakness.

"Keeper," it spoke through the bear's mouth, the words grinding like stone. "You think your light means anything? We are legion. We are eternal."

"You're parasites." Ben channeled power until his staff hummed with energy. "And I'm the cure."

The demon charged. Ben met it head-on. His staff struck the corrupted flesh with wet thwacks. Golden light exploded outward in a wave that washed over every demon on the battlefield. Shadows tore free from dozens of hosts simultaneously.

"Now, Elysanthra!" he shouted.

The witch, once again, appeared at his side when he called. Ben was beginning to suspect that every time she disappeared to do her own thing, she was really just lurking next to him while invisible, making sure that she was nearby if he needed her.

She raised both hands. Purple fire erupted in a massive conflagration. Helena and Renee threw draught-coated weapons. Estelle struck the ground with her crook, speaking words that made the air crack and made her fleecy curls lift in a halo around her head. The Nagaina warriors loosed every remaining arrow, threw every prepared spear.

The banishment was total. Shadows imploded. Corpses crumbled to ash.

The massive bear-demon tried to resist, but Ben stabbed his staff deeper into its chest, pouring light directly into its core.

"Burn," he and Elysanthra said in unison.

Golden light and purple fire merged into something neither purely his nor hers. The demon simply ceased, obliterated, erased from existence so thoroughly that even its scream cut off mid-sound.

Silence fell over the battlefield.

The sun crested the horizon, painting the village in shades of gold. No more demons emerged from the jungle. The few corpses that remained were just that—corpses, no longer animated by foreign evil.

"We did it," someone whispered. “I… I thought we were all dead.”

Then the cheering began. Nagaina warriors embraced. Children poured from the safe house, running to their adoptive mothers. The celebration was so instant and genuine, the purest joy Ben had witnessed. He was proud to have been a part of it.

Ariss approached Ben slowly. Sweat made her scales glisten in the morning light. Her armor had been torn in several places, revealing green-tinted skin beneath.

She stopped close to him. Very close. "I understand now why my Queen summoned you."

"We work well together," Ben said, including Elysanthra in his glance.

The witch scoffed. "Don't read too much into it. I simply refuse to let lesser demons make me look incompetent."

He turned away from her, not wanting to reward her attitude, even if he was grateful for her assistance on the battlefield.

Ariss was standing right there when he turned. She’d moved even closer, her hand moving to his chest. Her tongue darted out between her teeth and flickered over his skin, like she was tasting his sweat. She shuddered with pleasure.

“Thank you, Keeper. You have my utmost gratitude…”

Elysanthra’s purple eyes flashed with something that might have been jealousy. “Do you always lick the people you’re grateful towards? I’ll pass, thanks.”

"Tonight, we feast," Ariss announced to the village. "We've earned a celebration."

The villagers cheered louder. But Ariss's eyes remained on Ben, and the look in them suggested she had more than feasting in mind.

"You should rest," she said. "All of you. You've earned it. Today will be a day of fun and revelry. We will have music, dancing, games… And tonight..." Her forked tongue flicked out briefly. "Tonight we honor our defenders properly."

She moved away with that liquid grace, issuing orders for cleanup and restoration. But she kept glancing back at Ben, and each look carried a weight of promise.

"She wants to fuck you," Renee said bluntly.

"Renee!" Estelle scolded.

"What? She does! Did you see how she kept staring at his muscles? And the way her scales flushed when he saved her from that python? She was ready to do him right on the battlefield!"

"The fox is right," Elysanthra said coldly. "The snake woman is in heat. How tedious."

Helena watched the witch carefully. "You seem bothered by that. Don’t you think the Master deserves her attention?"

"I'm bothered by incompetence and distraction. Nothing more."

But when Ben turned to head back to their hut, Elysanthra followed just a step closer than necessary. And when Ariss looked back one more time, the witch made sure to be standing where the snake-woman could see her.

"This is going to be a long day," Estelle murmured.

"And an interesting night," Helena added.

The sun climbed higher, warming the village. The immediate threat was over, but Ben could feel the undercurrents of tension—between Elysanthra and Ariss, between duty and desire, between the victory they'd won and the battles still to come.

For now, though, they'd earned their celebration. The demons were banished, the village was safe, and the corruption had been pushed back.

Tomorrow was sure to be a different story. But today they were going to enjoy themselves, by every definition of the word.


18
Feasting


The celebration feast sprawled across the village center. Tables groaned under roasted meats, jungle fruits, and fermented drinks that made the air sweet with their scent. Nagaina warriors sang victory songs while children danced between the tables, finally free to play without fear.

Estelle had pulled Ben aside early in the evening.

"We need to be strategic," she said quietly. "Helena, Renee and I all need your seed to maintain our strength, but..." Her eyes tracked to where Ariss stood with other village leaders. The snake-woman's gaze kept finding Ben across the crowd. "You have an admirer who's been patient all day."

"What are you suggesting?" Ben asked, amused by the seriousness with which Estelle had assumed the role of match maker. “We schedule some quickies?”

"Exactly, Master. Efficient. Get us what we need and leave your evening free." Estelle's practicality sometimes surprised him. "She's been watching you since the battle. The way you fight, the way you protected her people... she wants you. And of course, I can’t blame her. I want you, too. Lucky for us there’s plenty of you to go around."

And so it had been arranged. During the feast, each of his women found moments to slip away with him.

Helena was the first, pulling him into an empty storage hut during a lull in the festivities. The moment the door closed, she was on him, pressing him back against the wall with surprising aggression.

"I've been wet since watching you fight, Master" she said bluntly, already dropping to her knees. "The way you commanded that power…” She freed him from his clothes like she could do it with her eyes closed. "It made me need this. Pump up my tits, Master. I want to use them to pleasure you."

Ben activated the Autosuggestion skill and swelled her breasts until they ripped free of her dress, popping out like big juicy, overripe melons. He’d thought her fascination with enormous breasts was inconvenient, but he was learning to like it. The way she suddenly became no good for anything but sex was a surprisingly arousing trigger in his brain.

Helena let out a desperate moan. She opened her mouth and took him deep immediately, no teasing, no buildup. Her enhanced breasts heaved as she worked him with her lips, tongue, and throat. Helena, scholar that she was, had learned exactly what Ben liked best. The pressure of her tongue along his underside, the suction when she pulled back, the way her throat accepted him when she pushed forward… she was fucking perfect.

"Use me," she gasped when she came up for air. "I know you're saving energy for the snake, but use me hard and fast. Fuck my throat, Master. I need to feel you lose control."

Ben gripped her hair, guiding her rhythm.

“Mmmlrk, Mmmm, glrrk.” Helena moaned around him, the vibration making him thrust deeper. “Uunngh, glrk.”

She took it eagerly, her hands gripping his thighs, pulling him closer rather than pushing him away. He shot a load deep into her throat, feeling her muscles squeeze him in response as she swallowed with his release. Her eyes never left his, as she drained him completely.

Then, she pulled him out and pressed his shaft between her tits. She leaned her head back, lifting the heavy breasts with both hands as Ben fucked between them. She used her mouth on his tip while her soft flesh enveloped the rest, begging him for more.

“Mmmm, yes, Master,” she whimpered. “Fuck my tits so hard. Cum on them, cum all over me. I want it all!”

When he gave it to her, seed splattered her chin and dripped down her neck. Creamy pools puddled on her tits and leaked over her nipples.

She pulled back, wiping her fingers through his deposit, and licking them like a satisfied cat. "Perfect. I'll taste you for the rest of the evening." She stood, clutching her ruined dress to her chest as he shrank her breasts back down again. She managed to tie the scraps together so that she looked slightly less disheveled, but she didn’t seem to mind her ‘just-fucked’ appearance. In fact, she seemed proud of it.

She walked out looking completely composed despite the flush on her chest and obviously torn fabric.

Renee found him an hour later, practically dragging him behind the bathing huts. "Finally," she panted, already hiking up her dress. "Do you know how hard it's been watching you all day? Fighting demons, being all heroic and strong? It’s enough to drive a girl insane!"

She bent over a water barrel, flipping her three tails over her back to expose herself completely. "Don't be gentle. I've been dripping since the battle."

Ben found she wasn't exaggerating. She was soaking wet, ready for him immediately. He thrust into her hard, making her cry out. His hand covered her mouth quickly, muffling the sound.

"Mmmph!" She protested against his palm, but her body pushed back against him, taking him deeper.

Ben set a punishing pace, knowing Renee could take it, knowing she needed it. Her tails thrashed with pleasure, her legs shaking as he pounded into her. She came within minutes, her whole body convulsing, but Ben didn't slow down.

"Again," he commanded, angling deeper.

Renee's muffled cries grew desperate. Her fingers clawed at the barrel as he drove her toward a second climax. When it hit, her legs nearly gave out, only his grip on her hips keeping her upright.

Ben pulled free from her slick folds, his shaft gleaming with the proof of her release. Renee’s whimper caught, sharp with loss, as he guided her forward until her hands braced on the old barrel. The wood creaked under her weight, her tails flicking nervously as she realized what he was about to do.

Then he pressed up, angling himself to her backside. Her sharp intake of breath turned to a startled cry muffled against his hand when the blunt head pushed past the tight ring of muscle.

“Shh,” he murmured against her ear. “This is your reward. For being such a good little kitten today.”

Her body trembled, every nerve in her straining against the sudden invasion, but the sound she made was no protest. It was a needy, broken moan that vibrated against his palm.

She was impossibly tight. Heat gripped him like a fist, squeezing so hard it made his own breath falter. Every squirm she made only forced the pressure higher, his length swelling in answer, his instincts driving him deeper.

“Gods—” he groaned, forehead pressed between her ears. “Your ass is incredible.”

That only made her writhe harder, her muffled voice spilling filth through his hand. He could feel the shape of her words even if he couldn’t hear them all—harder, deeper, fuck me, make me yours.

Each thrust ground him further into her body’s desperate clutch until he felt her magic transforming him again—his base thickening, swelling, catching inside her. She gasped, shuddering, and her eyes rolled back as the knot lodged itself in place, locking them together.

Renee lifted her head, words spilling unchecked now. “Yes—yes, that’s it, Master. Seal me. Stuff me so full I can’t even breathe without you. Gods, I can feel it—stretching me open, making me yours. Don’t you dare let me go.”

The barrel rattled against the ground with every desperate buck of her hips, but she couldn’t escape him even if she wanted to. He held her by the tails, each movement only milking him tighter.

Ben clenched his jaw, savoring it—the way her body writhed helplessly around the knot, the way her dirty, frantic begging grew louder with each pulse of him inside her. This was different from anything else. This was raw, primal ownership, and it had her coming apart beneath him.

He didn’t even have to move now; her inner walls did all the work, rippling and clutching, dragging every ounce of his control closer to the edge. When his climax hit, it surged through him like wildfire, pumping into her with no escape. The knot sealed everything inside, forcing her to take every hot, pulsing spurt.

Renee screamed, high and wild, shaking against the barrel as her own release tore through her. She was trapped, locked on his cock, her body convulsing with pleasure until her strength gave out.

Ben held her through it, hand still clamped over her mouth, riding out the shudders until both of them sagged against the barrel. Still joined. Still bound. Her whimpers softened into ragged laughter, breathless and hoarse.

“Never… letting you… take that back,” she gasped. “You’re mine now… and I’m yours.”

Ben smirked against her damp hair, knot still buried deep inside her, holding them both inescapably close. “That much,” he said, voice rough with satisfaction, “was never in question.”

His HUD flashed.

Reputation: Breeder – New Perk Unlocked!

Renee – Kitsune – Trickster (Mate)

Current Reputation: 78/100

•Perk [25]: Foxfire Flicker – This mate can produce minor illusions for distraction or entertainment.

•Perk [50]: Fertility Conduit – This mate’s magical body optimizes conception when paired with the Keeper.

•Perk [75]: Talent Thief – This mate can unlock a new skill for the Keeper. When she is full of her sire’s seed, the Keeper has a chance to gain one new skill or ability from each new type of demi-beast he breeds.

•Perk [100]: Locked

Huh, Ben thought, that could be handy. He opened the next notification and raised his eyebrows. The system seemed to really be getting into his new class descriptions…

New Ability Unlocked – Talent Thief

Every good breeder knows the best way to learn a craft is to roll up your sleeves and get your hands dirty. In your case, you’ll be rolling up your sleeves, pulling down her skirts, and filling your Kitsune mate until her belly and backside sloshes with your seed. Once the sly vixen is properly knotted and stuffed, her fertility magic unlocks a peculiar trick: it gives a chance to steal a taste of whatever talent belongs to the next demi-beast you breed.

Yes, you read that correctly. Plant your cock in new soil, and when you water her field thoroughly enough, you’ll harvest more than just another fine brood. You might just walk away with one of her unique skills tucked neatly into your own tree. Breed a Holstaur while Renee’s still dripping with your essence, and you may find yourself squirting out cream fit to make a potion. Take an Ovina and suddenly you’ll be able to sense an eager pussy a mile away. Find yourself a Lapina, and don’t be surprised if you start fucking like a jackrabbit.

The system doesn’t much care what talent you steal, only that you do the work. The more kinds of women you breed while keeping your fox full and glowing, the broader your arsenal becomes. Just keep her plugged up and swimming with your seed, and keep on plowing through the demi-beast catalog like a man on a mission. Let the system take care of the rest. Odds of activating Talent Thief are higher when breeding new females, and higher still when breeding a new type of demi-beast.

Consider this ability both a reward and a warning: the more often you indulge, the more unstoppable you’ll become. So clear your schedule, stretch your back, and remember—every time you spread a new pair of legs, you’re not just expanding your family… you’re leveling up.

When his cock finally reduced enough that he could release her, Renne slumped against the barrel, panting. Then she straightened, smoothing her dress with shaking hands.

"I'm going to be feeling that all night," she said with satisfaction. "Good. I want to remember it while I watch that snake woman stare at you. She can never have you like that." She practically skipped back to the celebration, only a slight wobble in her step betraying what had just happened.

It didn’t take long after that for Estelle to find him. By that point the feast was winding down. She led him to the grove just outside the village without a word. Only when they were hidden by the trees did she speak.

"I've been patient all evening," she said, already hiking up her dress. "Watching the others return satisfied while I waited." She backed against a large tree, lifting one leg to hook around his hip. "But I'm done waiting. I want it hard, like you’re a brigand and I’m a squealing virgin begging for your mercy."

Her usual composure was completely gone, she was panting at the thought of being ravaged. Ben pushed her up against the tree, yanking her skirts higher.

“No, what are you doing, you brute?” the Ovina gasped, getting into her role. “You can’t! I’ll never be able to marry if you put that big cock inside me. No one will want me if you ruin my pussy with that monster between your legs.”

Ben entered her roughly. She was already so aroused that he slid in easily despite her tightness. Her head fell back against the bark, exposing her throat, which he immediately attacked with his lips and teeth.

"No, no!" she whimpered, writhing in his arms. "I can feel my perfect, virgin sex stretching. I’ll never be the same again. I’m wrecked, I’m ruined!”

Ben lifted her other leg, pressing her back against the tree as he thrust up into her. The angle was perfect, hitting deep, and Estelle lost all control. Her normally quiet demeanor shattered as she cried out with each thrust, not caring who might hear.

"Gods, it hurts," she groaned. "Why do I love it? Fuck, fuck, fuck! Ahhhhh! Harder, you bastard. If you’re going to ruin me, do it properly. Make me your slut. It’s all over now!”

Ben obliged, driving into her with enough force that the tree creaked. Estelle's fingers dug into his shoulders, her legs tightening around him.

She was usually so controlled, so composed, but he loved it when she really let loose. Ovina often froze or feigned sleep during intercourse, in order to preserve some semblance of innocence. Other times, they liked to fight back. Estelle liked to be overcome in almost brutal fashion, in these moments she became pure need and desire.

"I'm going to—" she gasped.

"Look at me," Ben commanded.

“Uuuungh, you fucking bastard! Do it. Dirty me with your filthy seed!”

Her yellow eyes met his as she came, and the vulnerability in that moment, the complete trust and surrender, triggered his own release. He filled her as she shuddered against him, her internal muscles milking him for everything.

When he lowered her legs, she had to lean against the tree for support. She took a moment to catch her breath, then smoothed her dress with slightly trembling hands. She laughed, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “I honestly don’t know what came over me… but you’d make a very sexy brigand, Master Ben.”

“I can’t think of anyone I’d rather ravage,” Ben chuckled. “I only regret we don’t have more time… maybe the virgin would get a second wind and really fight off her attacker?”

“Maybe,” Estelle giggled. “But probably not. I think she secretly likes that big, bad dick between her thighs. What would the noble ladies think of her if they knew?”

“They’d probably be jealous.”

"Speaking of which… I believe your admirer is waiting by your hut.” Estelle’s voice was almost back to its usual calm. "Don't keep her waiting.”

“Elysanthra, you mean?”

Throughout all of this, Ben had been aware of Elysanthra watching from the edges of the celebration. The witch sat alone, refusing food, refusing company. Her purple eyes tracked him each time he disappeared with one of his women. Each time they returned, her jaw clenched tighter, her fingers sparked with more aggressive magic. She was a thundercloud of jealousy and rage, growing darker as the night progressed.

“No,” Estelle scoffed. “The witch can wait until her pussy turns to dust. I mean Ariss, of course… She’s thirsting like I’ve never seen…”

“Ahh,” Ben grinned. “Well in that case…”

He turned toward the village once more.

“Ben?”

He turned back to see Estelle touching the mark he'd left on her throat. “Have fun. But… don't forget your naughty roadside virgin."

Ben pulled her in for a kiss, slow and gentle, softening her until she melted into his arms. “There is never, ever any danger of that, Estelle. No matter how many new women I bed.”

“You promise?”

“With all my heart.”

“Good,” Estelle gave him a final peck and let her arms drop to her sides. “Then go show her why we really call you Master.”

Ben retired early, making his excuses to the village leaders. He walked to his hut alone, very aware of the eyes following him.

He didn't have to wait long.

Ariss slipped through his door moments after he'd lit the lamp. She'd changed from her armor into a simple wrap that showed the full extent of her scales—they ran down her arms, along her sides, and created patterns across her thighs.

"I shouldn't be here," she said, but she was already moving toward him.

"And yet…"

"I can't stop thinking about you." Her serpentine eyes were dilated, hungry. "All day, watching you fight, watching you protect my people..." She stopped just out of reach, her whole body trembling. "I've never felt this way. My body is... it's demanding something I've never even considered before."

"I won’t say I haven’t considered it,” Ben said with a shrug. “But not long ago you dripped so much disdain for me that my Harpy Queen thought she was honor bound to kill you. Are you sure this is what you want, Ariss?”

"I don't know!" The words burst out of her. "That's the problem. I've never... we don't... Nagaina women don't mate with males. There are no males of our kind. We live our lives without..." She gestured helplessly at him. "Without this need that's eating me alive."

She stepped closer, her hand hovering over his chest. "May I?"

Ben nodded.

Her fingers touched him tentatively at first, just fingertips tracing the line of his collarbone. Then her whole palm pressed flat against his chest, feeling his heartbeat. Her other hand joined the first, exploring the ridges of muscle across his stomach, sliding up to his shoulders, measuring the breadth of him.

"You're so warm," she breathed, pressing closer. Her hands grew bolder, sliding around to his back, nails dragging lightly down his spine. "When you were fighting today, your shirt torn, sweat making your skin shine..." She shuddered against him. "Mmmm, I couldn't stop staring."

Ben's body responded to her desperate touches. Her hands were everywhere—threading through his hair, tracing his jaw, sliding down his arms to interlace their fingers. Each touch was hungry but unpracticed, as if she was trying to memorize every inch of him at once.

"I've heard humans find us..." she paused, her serpentine eyes searching his face. "Strange. Off-putting. The scales, the tongue..." Her forked tongue flicked out nervously. "But the way you're looking at me..."

"I don’t know about that.” Ben placed his hands on her waist, enjoying the way her breath caught as he clutched her. “How am I looking at you?”

"Like I'm not the only one burning up inside." Her hips pressed forward, finding evidence of his arousal. Her eyes widened. "Oh. You do want..."

"I want," Ben confirmed, pulling her tighter against him.

"I don't know what I'm doing," she admitted, her hands sliding down his chest again, fingernails catching on his shirt. "My body knows what it wants but my mind... Nagaina women simply... can’t… Yet everything inside me is screaming this is something only you can give me."

Ben caught her face in his hands, thumbs tracing the delicate scales along her cheekbones. They were smoother than he expected, warm, almost silk-like. "Why don’t you let me show you how it works?"

The first brush of his lips against hers made her gasp. Her mouth was warmer than a human's, and when her forked tongue tentatively touched his lips, he opened for her. The sensation was strange but intoxicating—her tongue could move in ways that sent shivers down his spine. She made a desperate sound and pressed closer, her kiss becoming hungry, demanding.

When they broke apart, she was panting. "That was... wow. I didn't know kissing could..."

"We're just getting started," Ben promised.

Her hands found his shirt, tugging. "Take this off, please. I need to see all of you."

Ben obliged, pulling his shirt over his head. Ariss's eyes went wide, her hands immediately exploring his bare chest. "Gods, your muscles…” She traced an old wound. "These scars. You really are a warrior.”

Her tongue flicked out, tasting the salt on his skin, and he groaned.

That sound seemed to break something in her. She pulled back suddenly, conflict warring in her serpentine eyes.

"Wait. The Queen summoned you. She wants..." Her voice caught. "If I do this, if I take what she intended for herself, am I betraying her?"

"Is she your lover?" Ben asked, though he suspected the answer.

"No! Never.” An almost primal revulsion flickered over Ariss’s face, though she didn’t elaborate. “She's my… my Queen. I serve her, but not... we've never..." She shook her head. "She summoned you here. Everyone knows why. It’s not just the weakening barrier. The Queen needs an heir, needs to strengthen her bloodline... Her past broods were weak and unsatisfactory…"

“Past broods?” Ben raised an eyebrow. “I thought—”

Ariss’s serpentine eyes widened. “Oh, no. It was before the war, or just after… She was weakened then. And now she’s becoming desperate. She knows she might not get another chance.”

“Well, that’s her problem. You need this.” Ben stroked her cheek. “Intimacy. To know what it is to be a woman. Your desires are your own, Ariss. No Queen owns your heart or your body. You serve faithfully, but this choice? This is yours alone."

She searched his face for a long moment. Then something shifted in her eyes - decision replacing doubt. "You're right. This is mine. I want you… so, so much…"

She dropped to her knees with liquid grace, her hands going to his belt but then hesitating. Her fingers traced the obvious bulge beneath the fabric and her eyes widened.

"That's... is that all you?" She pressed her palm against him experimentally, feeling him twitch at her touch. "I don't know what to do. I've never even seen..."

"Start with your hands," Ben suggested, his voice rough. "Just explore. Touch what you want to touch."

She freed him carefully, gasping when he sprang free. "By the ancient coils..." Her hands hovered uncertainly. "Can I...?"

"However you want."

Her fingers wrapped around him tentatively, barely any pressure. "You're so hot. And hard but the skin is soft?" She stroked once, awkwardly. "Like this?"

"Grip harder. I won't break."

She tightened her hold, pumping experimentally. "Your breathing changed. That's good?" At his nod, she grew bolder, using both hands to explore his length, his weight, learning what made him groan. "What else can I do?"

"Your mouth, if you want. Your tongue."

"My…?" Her forked tongue flicked out, barely grazing him. His harsh intake of breath made her eyes light up.

"Oh. You really like that." She did it again, this time letting her tongue explore more thoroughly. "You taste divine. Like… like power."

"Take me in your mouth. See how much you can handle."

She looked uncertain again. "What if I do it wrong?"

"You won't. Your instincts are good. Just no teeth and follow what feels right."

"No teeth. Instincts. I can do that." She opened her mouth, taking just the tip at first. Her eyes flew wide at the taste, the feel. "Mmmm." The vibration made Ben grip the wall.

She pulled back. "Was that good? The noise?"

"Very good. Don't stop to ask questions. Just take what you want."

Her forked tongue flicked out, just barely touching his tip, and the sensation made him grip the wall behind him. She did it again, this time letting her tongue wrap around him and tighten experimentally before she let go. It felt incredible.

"I can taste your arousal. I want… more..."

“I’m not going to stop you.”

She played with him, learning what made him groan, what made his hips jerk forward. When she finally took him in her mouth, her tongue wrapped around his length in a spiral that nearly brought him to his knees. She could take him deeper than any human woman, her throat accepting him easily, and her tongue never stopped its incredible pulsing motion.

"Ariss," he grunted. “Holy fuck, that’s good.”

She pulled back just enough to speak. "I want to taste your essence, your power..."

She took him deep again, her tongue working impossible magic until he couldn't hold back. She pumped him into her throat, moaning with desire as his seed shot over the back of her tongue. When he came, she swallowed everything, the coiling muscle milking him through the aftershocks.

But when she pulled back, her eyes were even hungrier than before. "It's not enough." She stood, practically tearing at her wrap. "I need more. There is more, I know it. Show me.”

“Surely you know the basics,” Ben panted, trying to catch his breath after the powerful release. “Which parts go where…”

“Yes, I need you in my sssslit.” She hissed the word. “The taste of you just makes the ache worse. I need to mate. Now!"

Her wrap pooled on the floor, revealing her fully. Ben's breath caught. Her scales created mesmerizing patterns across her skin—bronze and gold and deep green, catching the lamplight like jewels. They followed the curves of her body, highlighting rather than hiding her feminine form. Her breasts were fully human, peaked with arousal, but her stomach had a subtle diamond pattern of scales that led down to her bare sex.

She turned, showing him her back. She had a slender tail, perhaps three feet long, which was usually hidden by her clothing. It was covered in the same beautiful scales, tapering to a point that currently curled with what looked like embarrassment.

"Do I disgust you?" she asked quietly. "Not snake enough to be Lamia, or even a proper Naga. Too much snake to be human. Caught between..."

"You're perfect," Ben said, meaning it. He traced his fingers down her spine, over the place where skin became scales, down the length of her tail. She shuddered, a moan escaping her lips.

"Sensitive?" he asked.

"I didn't know it could... no one's ever..." She pressed back against his touch. "Again. Please."

He stroked her scales with a gentle touch, amazed as a ripple of pleasure ran across her body, lifting them so that they glittered in the low light.

Suddenly, she pushed him back against the wall hard enough to knock the breath from him, her pupils dilated to slits. "No more teasing. I need you. Now."

“All right…”

She practically climbed him, her powerful thighs gripping his hips, lifting herself until she could position him at her entrance. She paused there, uncertainty flickering across her face.

"How do I...?" Her confidence wavered.

"Take your time," Ben said, holding perfectly still despite his body screaming for movement. "There's no rush."

Ariss lowered herself just slightly, barely taking his tip inside before gasping and pulling back. "You're so big. Will it hurt?"

"Maybe a little at first. We can stop—"

"No!" Her tail lashed with agitation. "I need this. I just..." She tried again, taking him slightly deeper, her serpentine eyes locked on his. She bit her lip, wiggling her hips experimentally, testing how he felt inside her.

Ben had to grip the wall behind him to keep from thrusting up. Watching her explore, seeing the wonder and need war across her face, was almost too much. She rose up and sank down in tiny increments, each time taking him a bit deeper, her breathing becoming more ragged.

"It does hurt, but… it’s good," she said with surprise. "So hot and full. Like I belong to you. Strange but... oh..." She'd found an angle she liked, her eyes fluttering closed.

Then, without warning, she gripped his shoulders and drove herself down hard, taking him completely in one swift motion. They both cried out. Her sudden heat enveloping him sent a shock through Ben’s body. She was incredibly tight, but more than that, her internal muscles rippled in waves, as if her serpentine nature extended to places unseen.

"Oh gods," she gasped, her forehead pressed to his. "You're so deep. I can feel you everywhere."

She started to move, using her powerful legs to rise and fall on him. There was no rhythm to it at first, just desperate need, her body taking what it craved. Ben gripped her hips, helping her find a pace, and she made a sound that was part hiss, part moan.

"Yes, like that," she gasped. "Don't hold back. I'm stronger than I look."

Ben took her at her word, gripping her harder, thrusting up to meet her downward motion. She threw her head back, her breasts bouncing, her scales flushing darker with arousal. Her tail whipped around, and when his hand found it, stroking from base to tip, she cried out.

"Unnnngh, that feels good!"

"You're not the only one learning," Ben said, then groaned as her internal muscles squeezed him in a rippling wave.

His other hand explored lower, finding where her tail met her body.

"Don't stop," she begged, her tail wrapping around his wrist not to pull him away but to hold him in place. He circled the little hole there until she let out a guttural moan. “Yesss, yess, oh gods, yes….”

He pressed a finger inside her backside and her whole body went rigid.

"Oh fuck. I didn't know... both, I need both... fill me!"

Ben worked her from both angles, his finger matching the rhythm of his thrusts. Ariss went wild, riding him with abandon, her controlled facade completely shattered. She was pure instinct now, taking her pleasure with a freedom she'd never allowed herself before.

"Sssso good," she gasped. "I can feel something building... I've never... what's happening to me?"

"Let go," Ben urged, feeling his own control slipping. The way her muscles rippled around him, the sight of her lost in pleasure, the sounds she was making, was driving him mad with lust.

"Together," she demanded, her eyes finding his. "I want to feel you lose control too."

She started grinding against him harder. She leaned back into his hand, pressing his finger deeper into her backside, “Oh, fuck yes!”

Ben understood what she wanted. He added another finger, stretching her carefully, and she hissed with pleasure.

"More," she demanded, her tail jerking his wrist. "Don't be gentle. I'm not fragile."

Ben added a third finger, pumping them in rhythm with his thrusts. The dual sensation made her wild. All pretense of control vanished—she was riding him violently while forcing his fingers deeper with her tail wrapped around his wrist.

"Yes, yes, yes," she chanted, her scales flushing so dark they looked almost black. “Ohh, fuck me. Breed me, Masssster!”

Her movements became erratic, desperate. She was fucking herself on him from both angles, using her powerful muscles to take what she needed.

Ben could feel himself through the thin barrier between her passages, could feel how the pressure of his fingers made her even tighter around his shaft. She was completely lost to sensation, no shame, no hesitation, just raw animal need.

"I'm going to—I can't—" Her words dissolved into hisses and moans.

Her climax hit like a lightning strike. Her entire body went rigid, then convulsed violently. Her internal muscles clamped down on him in rippling waves that seemed to go on forever, while her tail constricted around his wrist hard enough to cut off circulation. She threw her head back and screamed, not caring who might hear.

Her muscles milking him, her body shaking against his, the sight of her completely undone, all pushed him to an inevitable climax. Ben's release tore through him with matching intensity. He filled her as she shuddered against him, their cries echoing off the walls as they rode out the waves together.

They stayed pressed against the wall, both panting, sweat making their skin slick. Ben felt something strange, not the usual system notification, as power flowed from Ariss into him like cool water into a cup.

Knowledge bloomed in his mind. He could see pathways through space, anchors he could connect to. Lucky Nickel Acres appeared as a bright light in the center of it all.

Talent Thief Activated

New Ability Acquired: Homeward Bound

Even the busiest breeder needs a way to get home in time for supper—or back into the right bed before the sheets get cold. With Homeward Bound, you now possess the enviable ability to return to your designated home location from anywhere in Faerowilde. One squeeze of the staff, one thought of hearth and hayloft, and you and anyone clinging to you are whisked away in a flash of system-sanctioned magic.

At first, your “home” is the Greenhold at Lucky Nickel Acres. But as you unlock Monuments, each one becomes a new tether-point for your journeys. This means no matter how far you stray, or how many demi-beast maidens you charm into your stable, you’ll never be more than a heartbeat away from tucking them into their beds—or into yours.

A clever Keeper will soon realize what this means: there’s no longer any limit to where you can plant your seed. Build a roster of breeding partners in every corner of Faerowilde, and you’ll always be able to service them without neglecting the others. Keep your Kitsune satisfied in the forest, your Holstaur milked in the barn, your Harpy warmed in the aerie, and your Lamia coiled contentedly in her jungle temple—all in the same day if you’ve got the stamina.

Be warned, though—your mates may soon realize that distance is no longer an excuse for neglect. With Homeward Bound, you’ve officially run out of hiding places. Every woman you’ve bedded will expect regular visits. And with the speed of travel now at your fingertips, the only thing that can keep you from tending your garden is your own endurance.

“Holy shit…” Ben gasped. “I think I just… absorbed your teleportation ability.”

"That's..." Ariss pulled back, her eyes wide with shock. "That's our most sacred magic. Portal magic. The ability to travel between fixed points. You aren’t Nagaina. How did you...?"

"It seems we're more compatible than either of us expected," Ben said, still processing the implications. This changed everything. He could maintain separate territories. Queens who couldn't coexist could each have their own domains, all connected through him.

Ariss slid off him slowly, her legs shaking. She had to lean against him for support. "That was... I never imagined..." She touched his face with wonder. "The stories the elders tell about mating, about pleasure... they didn't even come close to reality."

"But it was good?"

She nodded, suddenly shy. "I feel… unstoppable. I think I absorbed some of your power too. I feel stronger than I ever have before.”

“That’s what the ladies tell me,” Ben said with a laugh.

Ariss’s tail wrapped around his thigh possessively. "Will you come back? Will you fuck me again, even after you’ve seen the Queen? I don’t… I don’t think I can live without you inside me, now that I’ve felt what it is to be completed by a man."

"I can teleport now, thanks to you. I can visit whenever I want. The Queen will not be allowed to dictate who I mate, Ariss. And if she’s going to try to control her people that way, I’m not sure I am interested in breeding her at all.”

Her smile was radiant. "Thank the gods. Because I'm going to need this again. Often. My body feels awakened in ways I didn't know were possible." She stretched, her scales catching the light. "And we've barely scratched the surface. You haven't seen how flexible I really am."

She demonstrated by bending backward until her hands touched the floor, then lifting her legs into a position that made Ben's eyes widen. "Serpentine heritage has its advantages."

They spent the rest of the night exploring exactly what those advantages were. Each coupling was driven by pure instinct and hunger rather than the deep emotional bonds he shared with his other women. Ariss was voracious in her appetite, centuries of denial making her desperate to experience everything at once.

When dawn light crept through the windows, she finally pulled away, moving with the liquid satisfaction of a well-fed snake. "I should go. The village will wake soon."

"Ariss," Ben said as she reached the door. "You know I have others..."

"I know," she said, smiling. "You have your wives, your lovers. I don’t expect you to love them any less. But… if you will breed me as well… I’m happy. This was... something else. Something I needed." Her tail swished playfully. "I will definitely want it again and again."

"I’ll be happy to deliver.”

Ben could hardly deny her after she’d provided the solution to a problem that had been bothering him for some time. How to balance his responsibilities as Keeper of Faerowilde with his desire to be a present husband and father to his family.

Satisfied in every possible way, Ben finally laid his head down and slept. He didn’t even notice as Helena, Renee, and Estelle snuck back inside, stripped down, and climbed into bed with him.

At least, until they decided he’d slept long enough and it was time to play again…


19
Witch’s Pride


Elysanthra stood at the entrance of her solitary hut, watching the dawn light creep across the Nagaina village. She hadn't slept. How could she, with the sounds that had echoed through the night? The moans, the cries of pleasure, the rhythmic creaking that had gone on for hours.

She'd maintained the protective wards around the village, as she'd promised the warriors. Not because she wanted to, but because Ben seemed to value that kind of thing. It was irritating to have to lower herself like that, but she did want him to think highly of her.

At least long enough that he would fuck her. By then, she was sure her magic would entangle him well enough that she’d be in control once more.

Purple fire had danced at her fingertips all night, ready to repel any demon that dared approach. But the real battle had been internal—fighting the urge to storm into Ben's hut and blast that snake-woman into the next realm.

She’d watched, bitterly, as the door to his hut finally opened. Ben, shirtless, had stood at the door, his body marked with scratches that could only have come from the slutty snake.

Ariss, practically glowing with satisfaction, had draped herself over him, her tail—that pathetic little appendage she'd hidden before—wrapped possessively around his thigh.

They’d whispered to each other for a while before she finally slithered into the darkness. And then, shortly after Ben had gone back inside, the other three sluts had crept in after him. Things had been quiet for a while… but soon the noises came again.

And so, obviously, did Ben and his little whores.

Repeatedly and loudly.

Later that morning, Elysanthra was absolutely seething. When Ben emerged from the hut, as cocky as a rooster strutting around his hen house, she wanted to blast him with a spell that would paralyze everything but his massive, manly dick. She wanted to fuck his brains out in front of the whole damn village. Not just for revenge… but because she was so horny it was making her eyes cross.

It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fucking fair!

She wanted to scream when the snake woman reappeared, and practically threw herself at him all over again. Would the insults never stop?

"Thank you," Ariss purred, her forked tongue flicking out to taste the skin of his neck. "For teaching me so much last night."

"My pleasure," Ben said, and the easy smile on his face made Elysanthra's stomach twist.

The new couple kissed passionately. Blood seeped from the witch’s palms from where she was stabbing them with her fingernails.

Renee, the obscenely perky fox, bounded over from the communal washing area, her three tails swishing with amusement.

"Well, well! Looks like someone got thoroughly acquainted with our Master's special talents!" She grinned wickedly. "I can smell her satisfaction from here. Must have been quite the ride, snake-lady. Did he fill every hole you've got?"

Helena emerged from their shared hut, taking in the scene with raised eyebrows. "Really, Renee? Before breakfast?"

"What? Look at her! She's practically wriggling with joy. Our Master does have that effect." Renee's ears perked forward. "Though I have to say, I'm impressed she can still stand. When Master really lets loose, I usually can't walk for hours. Maybe he went easy on her."

Ariss's scales flushed darker, but she didn't release her hold on Ben. If anything, she pressed closer. "The Keeper is... extraordinary."

"He is," Helena agreed, though her tone held warning. "Which is why he belongs to all of us, not just one."

Elysanthra's hands crackled with purple energy.

These inferior creatures, acting as if they had any claim to someone of Ben's power. She was the Virgin Witch of the Skyfire Covenant! She'd waited centuries for a worthy man, maintaining her purity despite the curse that threatened to strip her powers if she chose wrong.

And now that she'd finally found someone who could match her, who could channel power that complemented hers perfectly...

He was wasting himself on beast-women and common whores.

"I'm going to patrol," she announced to no one in particular. "The corruption won't banish itself."

Ben glanced at her. "Elysanthra, wait. Let’s have breakfast first. We should coordinate—"

"I work better alone," she snapped, turning away. "As I've proven repeatedly."

She stalked toward the jungle, her purple eyes blazing. Behind her, she heard Renee's voice carry on the morning air.

"Someone's jealous! Maybe if she wasn't such a stuck-up bitch, Master would give her what she clearly needs."

"Renee," Estelle's voice held gentle reproach. "That's enough."

"What? It's true! She wants him so bad she can taste it. I bet she was listening outside his hut all night, touching herself while Ariss let Master Ben’s big python slither into her slit.”

Elysanthra's face burned with humiliation and rage. The worst part was that the vulgar fox wasn't wrong. She had heard everything. Every gasp, every cry, every moment of Ariss's pleasure. And she'd imagined...

No. She was above such base desires. She was the Virgin Witch. Her power came from her purity, her control, her superiority to these rutting animals.

But her body betrayed her thoughts. The ache between her legs that had started when she'd tasted the Keeper’s seed. Watching him fight, seeing his power, feeling how perfectly their magic merged when they worked together...

She needed to prove she didn't need him. That she was valuable on her own merits, not just as another conquest for his collection.

She was good enough to be his only lover. And she’d prove it.

She’d fucking prove it if it killed her.
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The jungle welcomed her into its fold with the usual hostility. Black sap oozed from corrupted trees. The air tasted of sulfur and decay. But Elysanthra pressed deeper, following the lines of corruption that snaked through the undergrowth like veins of poison. The path snaked around the outer perimeter of the temple grounds, rising around it like a barricade of vines and foliage.

She'd awakened some of her sleeping power when she’d taken the Keeper’s seed upon her tongue. Now it whispered warnings she chose to ignore. Her magic pulsed, responding to a demonic presence nearby. A powerful one.

Danger ahead. Turn back. You need allies for this.

"I need nothing," she muttered, purple fire dancing around her fingers. "I am enough."

The corruption grew thicker as she traveled. She was climbing, her path twisting higher until she now looked down upon the Temple of Coils. The trees surrounding the temple were more black than green, their branches twisted into agonized shapes. This wasn’t visible from inside the village. She wondered if the foolish Nagaina knew just how close they were to losing everything dear to them.

No natural life remained near the temple—no birds, no insects, just the oppressive presence of demonic infection.

On a rocky outcropping overlooking the temple, a massive tree stretched out like it wished to touch the stone fortress with its corrupted roots. Vines and branches dangled down, long and twisting, to tangle in the few green vines that remained upon the ancient stones. The tree’s trunk had split open like a wound and black ichor poured from the gap, dripping like demon blood down the crumbling façade.

And inside the split...

Something moved. Something big.

Red eyes, filled with malice, opened in the darkness within the tree.

A greater demon, not some lesser imp or possessing spirit, but one of the true demons from beyond the barrier, lurked inside. It watched her with something like amusement.

"Well, well," a voice like grinding glass emerged from the tree. "The Virgin Witch herself. How delightful."

Elysanthra raised her hands, purple fire blazing to life. "You know me?"

"We all know you, fool. Last of the old blood. One who clings to power through denial." The demon emerged partially from its wooden prison—a thing of shadow and hunger, vaguely humanoid but wrong in every way. "Tell me, witch, does your purity bring you joy? Does your loneliness warm you at night?"

"Silence." She launched purple fire at the creature.

It laughed as the flames washed over it. "Your magic is strong. But not strong enough. For all your power, you remain… incomplete. You've never truly connected with another, never shared your power, never experienced the multiplication that comes from union."

"I don't need anyone else," she hissed.

"No? Then why do you reek of desire? Why does your magic cry out for its missing half?" The demon's form solidified further, becoming almost beautiful in its darkness. "I could give you what you want. Power beyond imagining. You wouldn't need the Keeper or his lesser women. You could have everything."

"I already have everything. I have myself."

"Liar." The demon moved closer, its presence making her skin crawl even as something in her magic responded to it. "You have loneliness. You have centuries of denial. You have power that withers unused because you're too proud to admit you need him."

"I don't need anyone!"

She attacked with everything she had. Purple fire, banishment spells, exorcism rites she'd learned from texts older than memory. The demon retreated but didn't flee. It was testing her, measuring her limits.

And finding them.

“You’re not the only one who thought so,” the demon cackled. “And I proved her wrong, too. Queens of power, both of you, brought to your knees be desire. Allow me to introduce you, witch. Allow me to show you what you may become!”

A vine whipped out from the tree, lashing around Elysanthra’s waist. It ripped her from the cliff, sending her hurtling toward the temple below.

She didn’t scream as she fell. She continued to fight.

And the vine guided her, not against the ancient stones to bash her brains out as she’d feared.

Instead, it pulled her inside, though a crack in the roof. Deeper inside, down, down, where the air grew warmer and more fetid than it was in the jungle.

She fell, and at last, she began to understand something that she’d missed.
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Ben stood at the edge of the village, watching dark clouds gather over the temple, where in the Stone Coil Monument was supposedly hidden. The storm looked wrong. Too purple, too heavy, moving against the wind. Lightning crackled through it, but the color was more violet than white.

Just like the storm that had threatened Lucky Nickel Acres before the Greenhold ritual.

"That doesn’t look good," he muttered.

Ariss appeared beside him. Her scales rippled with unease. "It started an hour ago. Right after your witch went into the jungle."

"She's not my witch."

"She wants to be." Ariss's tail brushed against his leg. "The jealousy rolled off her in waves this morning. I could taste it in the air."

Ben frowned. "Where exactly did she go?"

"The temple trail. It’s an overlook point.” Ariss's forked tongue flicked out nervously. "The temple grounds are forbidden. Even to us, except during ceremonies. She should be safe at the overlook. But if she gets any ideas about going in there alone..."

Thunder rumbled overhead. It had a grinding quality, like stone breaking. Ben stared hard at the cliffs surrounding the temple. Tree roots and vines hung down to the temple roof, as thick as rope bridges. If Elysanthra attempted to break into the temple, they were all going to be in trouble. And he didn’t like the look of those clouds, it was as if they sensed trouble brewing.

Or they were the trouble.

"I need to check on this," Ben said. “I’ve seen storms like this before. The barrier—"

Ariss's hand caught his arm. "No. The Queen's orders were clear. No males in the temple. Ever. She would kill you herself if you violated that rule. She’s powerful enough to do it."

"But Elysanthra—"

"Is a powerful witch who chose to go alone despite having allies." Ariss's grip tightened. "She’ll be fine so long as she stays on the path. But if you’re worried, I’ll go. The Queen knows me. If your witch is in trouble, I can help without breaking sacred laws."

Ben wanted to argue, but the look in Ariss's serpentine eyes stopped him. This was about more than rules. This was about something deeper, older. An ancient tradition he knew he shouldn’t break without good reason.

"Be careful," he said.

She kissed him, quick and fierce. "I survived three centuries before you arrived, Keeper. I can handle one temperamental witch and some bad weather. You just relax. I’m sure you can find something to do in the meantime…"

She moved toward the jungle with that liquid grace, disappearing into the green shadows. Ben watched until he couldn't see her anymore, then turned back to the village.

Helena stood nearby, holding something wrapped in cloth.

"Master," she said softly. "I've finished the project I mentioned."

"Now might not be the best time, Helena,” he said. “I’m worried—"

"It’s exactly the right time." She glanced toward the hut where Renee was probably still gloating about her observations. "With all due respect, Master, a distraction might do us all good."

She unwrapped the cloth, revealing a paddle carved from dark wood. The handle fit perfectly in a hand, the flat side decorated with an intricate design—a fox with multiple tails, surrounded by flowing script in a language Ben didn't recognize.

"It's beautiful," Ben said, taking it. The wood was smooth, polished to a shine. "You made this?"

Helena blushed. "I've been working on it since Estelle gave me those tools. Carving helps me think. And given Renee's behavior..." She traced the fox design. "I thought you might need a proper tool for discipline."

Ben hefted the paddle. It had good weight, flexible enough to sting without causing real damage. For once, he felt the urge to use it. Or… to watch it be used. Helena was right. Renee had behaved imprudently that morning, and if her remarks had caused Elysanthra to storm off and get in trouble, she was going to need to be punished.

"It's perfect,” he said. “But I have a better idea than just giving it to me."

Helena's eyes brightened with interest.

"Renee!" Ben called.

The fox-girl's head popped out of the hut immediately. "Yes, Master?"

"Come here. Bring Estelle."

Renee bounded over, her three tails swishing with excitement. Estelle followed more sedately, her expression curious.

"We're going for a walk," Ben said. "All four of us."

"Where?" Renee asked.

"Somewhere private. You've been very naughty this morning, little fox. Teasing Elysanthra and Ariss like that. I thought you’d learned your lesson about bratiness."

Renee's ears flattened slightly, but her tails betrayed her excitement. "I was just being honest about—"

"You were being cruel," Ben corrected. "Rubbing salt in a wound. That's not acceptable behavior. And you may have gotten Elysanthra in trouble. She’s not used to dealing with others. You’re going to have to learn to do better, Renee. This can’t keep happening."

He led them away from the village, following a path Ariss had shown him the day before. It led to a small grove, hidden from view by thick vegetation. A stream bubbled through it, the sound masking any noise from outside.

"Here," Ben said, stopping in a small clearing. Soft moss covered the ground. Sunlight filtered through the canopy, dappling everything in gold and green.

Renee looked around nervously. "Master?"

Ben handed the paddle to Helena. "Your former Mistress made this for me to use on you. But I think it's more fitting if she does it herself. You’re forgetting yourself around me, which means I’ve been too lenient. Maybe it’s time for Mistress Helena to do the disciplining?"

Helena's eyes widened. "Master, I don't—"

"You do." Ben's voice was firm. "She was your brat before she was mine. We’re both responsible for her behavior. If I command you to do it, you will discipline her. As firmly as necessary until she humbles herself as she should."

Renee's eyes darted between them, starting to look nervous. "But I didn't mean—"

"On your knees," Ben commanded.

Renee dropped immediately, her rebellious streak evaporating under his direct order.

Ben moved in front of her, loosening his belt. "You're going to pleasure me while Helena corrects your behavior. Each strike will push you forward. You're not allowed to use your hands—only your mouth. Understood?"

Renee's pupils dilated. "Yes, Master."

"Helena, ten strikes. Count them."

Helena moved behind Renee, the paddle trembling slightly in her grip. "Yes, Master—”

“You know what she needs," Estelle said gently, moving to stand beside Helena. "Don't hold back. She can take it. If she couldn’t, she would take more care."

“That’s why she misbehaves so often.” Ben freed himself from his trousers, already hard from anticipation. Renee's mouth opened eagerly, her pink tongue darting out.

"Wait for it," he said.

Helena raised the paddle. It came down with a sharp crack.

"One!" Helena counted.

Renee gasped and lurched forward, taking Ben into her mouth. Her tongue swirled around him as she adjusted to the intrusion.

The paddle rose and fell again. "Two!"

Each strike drove Renee forward, forcing her to take more of him. She moaned around his length, the vibrations making him grip her hair.

"Three!"

Helena was finding her rhythm now. The paddle connected with Renee's backside perfectly, leaving red marks on her pale skin.

"Four!"

Renee's tails thrashed wildly. She was trying to maintain control, to pleasure him properly despite the discipline. But each strike made her lose focus, driving her onto him with desperate little sounds.

"Five!"

Halfway there. Renee's eyes watered, but she didn't pull back. If anything, she pushed forward more eagerly, wanting to take all of him.

"Six!"

Helena's confidence grew with each strike. She was watching how Renee responded, adjusting the angle and force.

"Seven!"

A particularly hard strike made Renee deep-throat him completely. She held there, her throat constricting around him, before pulling back with a gasp.

"Eight!"

Renee was trembling now. Ben could feel her arousal in the way she moved, the desperate little sounds she made.

"Nine!"

Almost done. Helena paused, letting the anticipation build. Renee whimpered, pushing back slightly, begging for the final strike.

"Ten!"

The last blow was the hardest. Renee screamed around him, the sound muffled but intense. Her whole body shuddered.

Ben came hard. His balls tightened and he flooded her throat, holding her hair and thrusting as he finished. She kept her eyes on him, tears streaming down her face as he fucked her. Her cheeks hollowed as she frantically tried to swallow everything he was pouring into her. But there was so much.

Renee’s stomach began to swell as she swallowed more and more. She moaned against his shaft, whimpering desperately, until suddenly she climaxed, too, so turned on by her punishment and the volume of his load that she couldn’t stop herself.

And then something happened.

Light erupted from Renee's lower back. Golden and warm, it spread down her spine. Where her three tails met her body, a fourth began to form. It grew slowly, fur sprouting in a wave of silver-white that slowly darkened into the ruddy copper hue of the others..

"Holy shit," Estelle breathed. “The fox girl really likes to be paddled.”

Finally, Ben released her, and Renee pulled back gasping. She twisted to look at her new tail. "Did I just—?"

"You grew another tail," Helena said, awe in her voice. "From being spanked?"

Renee's face flushed bright red. "I... the combination of pleasure and pain, submission and... Master's seed..." She cupped her stomach with both hands. “Oh, gods, so much seed.”

Ben pulled her to her feet and wrapped her in his arms. She melted against him, all four tails wrapping around his legs. She shivered as he stroked her bare bottom with his fingers, soothing the pain away.

"That’s a good girl," he murmured against her lips. "You took your punishment well. But you must be more careful with who you push against. This isn’t a game."

"Thank you, Master." She turned to Helena, dropping to her knees again. "Thank you, Mistress, for correcting me."

Helena stroked Renee's hair gently. "You're forgiven. But don't let me catch you being cruel again. I’m sure Master Ben won’t object to me correcting you when the need arises."

"I won't. I promise." Renee nuzzled against Helena's hand. "I… I’m sorry I didn’t think you were strong enough. I still need you. Your paddle is perfect. It stings just right."

Thunder rumbled again, louder this time. They all looked up at the darkening sky.

"We should get back," Estelle said. "That storm is getting worse."

Ben agreed. The little interlude had been a temporary distraction, but that’s all. There were still real problems to be dealt with. He wondered if Ariss was back yet, and what she would say when she returned.

As they headed back toward the village, he and Estelle walked behind Helena and Renee, who were shoulder to shoulder again, walking the way they used to.

Estelle took Ben’s hand and squeezed. “I think your little fox has finally learned a spot of humility.”

“There’s hope for her yet,” Ben said. “I admit I didn’t mind the process so much when she actually needed correction.”

“That’s good,” Estelle said. “She’s learned her lesson for now, but I’m sure this won’t be the last time she needs to be punished. Maybe, if you can control the Kitsune, the witch will be next.”

Ben’s gaze stayed on the distant temple. Whatever was happening there, he had a feeling Elysanthra was at the center of it.

Renee might be a brat, but the witch was worse. Dangerously stubborn. She was going to have to be brought to heel.

But despite everything, Ben was worried about her.

He hoped she hadn’t done anything too stupid.
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Decent into Darkness


The village erupted in chaos the moment they returned from the grove. Nagaina warriors had formed up in ranks, their scales rippling with agitation. Their weapons were drawn, but they seemed like they didn’t know what to do with them.

Children were being herded into the safe houses again, their faces confused this time instead of afraid.

Ariss stood at the center of it all, her bow clutched so tightly her knuckles had gone pale beneath her scales.

"Thank the gods," she said when she spotted Ben. Her serpentine eyes were wild, frantic. "Something's wrong, Keeper. At the temple. Something is terribly wrong!"

"What happened?" Ben moved closer, noting how her whole body trembled. “Is it Elysanthra?”

"No… At least, I don’t think so. But… " Ariss's forked tongue flicked out repeatedly, tasting the air as if searching for answers. "The Queen's handmaidens, they can't reach her. She's locked herself in the depths of the temple. Won't see anyone. Won't speak. The few who got close enough to hear anything said she was... screaming."

Ben's stomach dropped. "Screaming?"

"In rage. In pain. They couldn't tell." Ariss's tail lashed behind her. "This is my fault. I know it is."

"How could this possibly be—?"

"I slept with you!" The words burst out of her. "She summoned you for herself, and I… I took you. I betrayed her trust, her plans, everything she—"

"Stop." Ben caught her shoulders. "You didn't betray anyone. She doesn’t get to dictate who I sleep with, Ariss. You followed your desires, your needs. That's not a betrayal. She can’t expect you to—"

Ariss pulled away. Her scales had gone pale, almost gray. "You don't understand. It’s different for me. I tried to tell myself it wasn’t, but… I was just lying to myself. It was a betrayal…

“Ariss, I don’t understand.”

“I'm not just her captain. I'm not just another Nagaina warrior."

“Who are you?”

She took a shuddering breath. "I'm her daughter."

Silence fell over their small group. Even Renee, still glowing from her new fourth tail, went still.

"Her daughter?" Helena stepped forward, her scholar's mind already working. "But you're Nagaina, not Lamia. How—?"

"Exactly." Ariss's laugh was bitter. "Her only child, and I came out wrong. A disappointment from birth. Nagaina, the weakest form of snake-kin. At least a full-blooded Naga would not have been such a disappointment. She's never let me forget it. Every day of my life she's reminded me that I should have been more. Should have been like her. A true queen, not this..." She gestured at herself with disgust. "This lesser form."

Helena pulled out her manuscript, a strangely focused look in her eyes. The pages flipped under their own power, as if responding to her need. “Wait. When were you born?"

"During the last months of the Great War."

"That's it!" Helena's finger stabbed at a passage. "I’ve read something about this. I didn’t realize Queen Nyssael was the one referenced, but she and many of the other most powerful demi-beast and monster kin were affected at that time.”

“Affected how?” Ben asked, intrigued. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I thought it was just ancient history.” Helena’s eyes were wide. “To humans it is… but, look here. During the Great War, the magical barriers were at their weakest. The land could barely sustain existing magical creatures, let alone create new ones of significant power." She looked up at Ariss. "Your mother was pregnant during the worst magical drought in recorded history. The fact that you were born at all is miraculous. You're not a failed Lamia—you're a survivor."

Ariss stared at the book. "That's... that can't be... I’ve never been anything more than a disappointment. I’ve dedicated my life to serving her, to making up for my failings, but… it’s never been enough. And now, I have betrayed her once more, taking the lover that she wanted for herself."

Ben gripped her by the shoulders. “Listen to me, Ariss. She doesn’t get to make that choice. You are your own person, and for gods sake, so am I. Even if she had set her eyes upon me and my power, that doesn’t mean I’d give it to her—”

“You would not have had a choice.” Ariss turned away, ashamed. “She would have taken what she wanted whether you gave her permission or not. Even as Keeper, your magic is not powerful enough to withstand her desire…”

“Wait a second,” Renee yipped. “You were going to let him come here and be raped by your psycho mother? You bitch!”

“Easy…” Ben warned. “Even if that was her original intent… I have a feeling things have changed, haven’t they, Ariss?”

She nodded, but would not meet his eye. “I lied, earlier. She has not forbidden you from the temple. In fact, she commanded that I bring you there as soon as you arrived. I just… I couldn’t go through with it. Even before last night, I would not have done it. She may have come out to claim you for herself, but I was not going to lead you into her lair like some kind of… blood sacrifice. So, you see, I have betrayed her in more ways than one. And now… she must have discovered my duplicity.”

“Ariss, Helena is right,: Estelle said gently. “The land's magic shapes what we become. During the war, it would have taken everything just to keep you alive. Your form isn't a failure. It's an adaptation. And to me, it proves there is much more to you than meets the eye."

Ben nodded. “That teleportation skill I learned from you is no joke. I don’t think there are many ‘weak’ demi-beasts who can do magic like that. Or monster-kin, for that matter. And you’ve done an incredible job of protecting this village, and encouraging your people to help others. You should be proud of yourself. Regardless of what you feel you were supposed to be, what you are is very impressive.”

"My mother won't believe that." Ariss's voice was hollow. "She's believed I'm her punishment for three centuries. And now I've stolen her chance with the Keeper..." She straightened suddenly. "I have to go to her. Apologize. Maybe if I beg—"

"Absolutely not," Ben said firmly. "You're not going alone."

"You can't enter the temple! She'll kill you! And before she does that… she’ll have her way with you. You would be toyed with, violated, tortured. She is not a kind woman… She truly is a monster, Keeper."

“Powerful though she may be, I’m not afraid of her.” Ben looked at his companions. "We’ll face her together. All of us."

Helena nodded immediately. "Where you go, we go, Master."

"Four tails are better than three for sneaking," Renee added, trying for levity despite the tension. "And I'm very good at sneaking."

Estelle gripped her crook. "You know my sheepskin hides the heart of a wolf, Master. Of course I’ll fight by your side.”

“You see?” Ben said. “We won’t let her hurt you, Ariss. But we do need to talk to her. If I’m to complete my quest as Keeper, I have to activate the monument inside the temple. That might mean… we need to find an alternative way around your mother.”

Ariss's eyes filled with tears she quickly blinked away. "You would risk the Queen's wrath for me?"

"You're family now," Ben said simply. "We don't abandon family. We’ve always got each other’s backs. You’ve seen that for yourself on the battlefield, remember?"

“Family.” The words hit Ariss like a physical blow, as if she’d never really felt she had a family. If the Queen was as bad as she said, Ben couldn’t blame her for that. For a moment, Ariss swayed uncertainly. Then she nodded sharply. "Follow me. Stay close. The temple's passages are... treacherous. And there’s no telling what the Queen has in store for us."

They moved through the village quickly, warriors parting to let them pass. Sisara and her sister, Siseeko, slithered forward, temporarily blocking the way.

“We heard what you said.” Sisara’s eyes flashed angrily. “And for what it’s worth, Ariss, you have always been our family.”

“You may be sworn to protect the Queen,” Siseeko added. “But we are sworn to protect the village. And you have always protected us. If there comes a choice…”

“We will proudly stand by your side against the Queen. And so will every woman in Nagaina village, except perhaps Nyssael’s handmaidens.”

Tears brimmed in Ariss’s eyes as she bowed to the warrior women. Ben was even more certain that he was correct in his assessment of the snake woman. Regardless of her form at birth, she was a powerful leader in her own right, and the perfect example of the difference it makes to lead with respect rather than through fear.

Ariss’s shoulders were squared and her spine tall as she led them toward the temple. Its ancient stone was covered in vines that writhed in the unnatural wind from the storm above. Behind him, he could feel Estelle, Helena, and Renee maintaining a tight formation.

The entrance was a massive archway, three times Ben's height and wide enough for a dozen people to walk through shoulder to shoulder. Ancient serpents carved into the stone twisted around each other in an eternal dance.

Lightning flashed overhead.

The serpents' eyes caught the light, glowing briefly green before fading back to stone. Their scales had been carved with such detail that Ben could see individual patterns, worn smooth in places by countless hands touching them for luck or protection over the centuries.

"Wait," Ariss said at the threshold. She pressed her palm against one of the carved serpents. "I need to announce us. The temple has... defenses."

She spoke in the Nagaina tongue, her words sibilant and musical. The serpent beneath her hand warmed. A pulse of green light traveled along its carved body, spreading to the other serpents until the entire archway glowed softly.

"We may enter," she said, but her voice was tight. "Stay close. Don't touch anything unless I say it's safe."

They stepped through the archway. The temperature dropped immediately, as if they'd walked into a cave that had never known sunlight. The air smelled of wet stone and something else—incense maybe, or dried herbs, but underneath was something older. Snake musk and ancient magic.

Darkness pressed against them from all sides. Not the simple darkness of night. It felt thick, as if Ben might hold his hand out and feel it slither over his fingers like oil. It seemed to absorb sound, making their footsteps oddly muffled.

Ariss pulled a torch from a wall sconce Ben hadn't even seen. She struck flint against steel. Sparks flew. The torch caught with a whoosh of green flame—not natural fire, but something that burned without consuming.

The flame cast dancing shadows that made the carved serpents on the walls seem alive.

"This way," she whispered.

They descended. The passages were wide enough for something massive to move through, and Ben began to get a sense of just how large this Lamia Queen really was. The stones grew damp as they went deeper, moss covering everything in a green carpet. Vines pushed through cracks in the ceiling, hanging down like grasping tentacles.

Water dripped somewhere in the darkness. The sound echoed strangely, multiplying until it sounded like rain.

Or the soft gasps of someone crying in the darkness.

"Look at this," Helena breathed, her torch illuminating a cubby in the wall.

Ancient treasures filled the space—golden armor scaled like snakeskin, jeweled daggers, crowns that seemed to shift between forms. In another cubby, scrolls so old they might crumble at a touch. Another held bones arranged in careful patterns.

"Offerings," Ariss explained. "Centuries of gifts to the Queen. Tributes from those seeking her protection or wisdom. My mother cares nothing for treasure, but she thrives on sacrifice. The more a gift costs the giver, the more she loves it."

Ben had a strong feeling that, even if she was powerful, he did not wish to breed with this particular monster. Giving more power to a creature like that would be dangerous.

They kept descending. The passages twisted without warning, sometimes doubling back so completely that Ben caught glimpses of their own torch light through cracks in the stone, reflecting off the damp rock. It gave the impression that they were following themselves.

The architecture made no sense—stairs that spiraled down only to rise again, corridors that should have intersected but somehow didn't, doorways that opened onto walls.

"The temple was built to confuse invaders," Ariss explained, her hand trailing along the wall. She pressed specific stones as they walked, each touch opening hidden passages or closing false ones behind them. "Every Nagaina learns the true path as a child, but even we can get lost if we're not careful."

Ben tried to memorize the route, but it was hopeless. It seemed they'd passed the same carved pillar three times, each from a different direction. The pillar depicted a Lamia consuming her own tail—an ouroboros—but each time they passed, the carving seemed to have progressed, the tail further consumed.

Helena stumbled. Renee caught her arm.

"The floor," Helena gasped. "It's moving."

Ben looked down. The stones beneath their feet had a subtle pattern—scales. As they watched, the pattern shifted, creating the illusion of movement. Of something massive breathing beneath them.

"Don't look down," Ariss warned. "The temple likes to play tricks. Keep your eyes on my torch."

The air grew thicker with each level they descended. It clung to their skin like oil. Warm and wet. Breathing became work. The moisture wasn't just water. It left an iridescent sheen on their clothes that caught the torchlight like snake scales.

Magic saturated everything here, but it was wrong. Ben's power, usually warm and golden in his chest, recoiled from it. It was old and foul, like something had died and rotted in the magical field itself.

The taste coated his tongue—copper and ash and something sweet-sick, like fruit left to fester in the sun. Estelle gagged quietly. Even Renee's usual chatter had died.

"How deep are we?" Helena whispered.

"The sun is just a memory here," Ariss replied. "We're beneath the water table now. These passages were carved from the living rock before the first human walked Faerowilde."

Water seeped through the walls in places, weeping as if the stone were grieved to be trapped down here. Where the water touched the moss, it glowed faintly purple, like the corruption they’d seen in the jungle. The vines hanging from the ceiling had thorns now, black and sharp as obsidian. They reached toward the warmth of their bodies as they passed.

Ben's staff began to glow unbidden. Golden light pushed back against the oppressive atmosphere. The corruption actually hissed where his light touched it, retreating into cracks and shadows.

"We're close," Ariss whispered.

A sound reached them. Chanting, low and rhythmic. But not in any language Ben recognized. The words seemed to twist in his ears, refusing to be understood.

Purple light flickered ahead.

They rounded a final corner and stopped dead.

The inner sanctum opened before them—a vast circular chamber with a domed ceiling lost in shadow. Pillars carved like coiled serpents supported the massive space. In the center, a pool of black water reflected the purple light that filled the room.

And at the pool's edge stood Elysanthra.

She looked different. Twisted somehow, like a reflection in a warped mirror. Her purple eyes blazed with power so intense it hurt to look at. Dark veins spread from her eyes down her cheeks like cracks in porcelain. Her hair floated around her as if she were underwater. Purple fire danced around her hands, but it was darker than before, almost black at the edges.

She turned to them slowly. Her smile was terrible.

"Stay back," she said, and her voice echoed with a harmonic darkness that should never have existed. "Don't interfere. I've found it. A real demon, not these pathetic lessers. It's here, in this chamber, and I'm going to destroy it."

"Elysanthra," Ben started, but she held up a hand.

"No! You'll ruin everything. You with your need to save everyone, to protect everyone. Some things need to be destroyed, not saved." She turned back to the pool. "It's been feeding on the Queen's power. Corrupting her from within. But I can end it. I can prove I don't need anyone's help."

The water in the pool began to bubble. Something was rising from its depths.

"Elysanthra, wait—" Ben stepped forward.

Purple fire exploded outward, creating a barrier between them and the witch.

"I said stay back!" Her voice cracked with desperation and pride. "Let me do this, Keeper. Alone! I’ll prove to you, once and for all, that I am enough!”

The water erupted.

Something massive emerged from the pool. Scales that shifted between green and black, eyes that burned with demonic red, a crown of horns that Ben did not recognize from any depictions of the Lamia Queen he’d seen carved in the stones on the upper layers. How long had she been corrupted? Did Ariss know her mother had been harboring a demon all this time?

“Mother?” Ariss’s voice caught in her throat, and her shock told Ben everything he needed to know. She’d had no clue that her mother was possessed.

Queen Nyssael rose from the black water, no longer herself. Barely looking like a Lamia at all.

The demon hadn't been feeding on her.

It had taken her, completely.

"Finally," the thing wearing Nyssael's face said. Its voice was deep and treacherous, with a sultry undertone that made Ben's skin crawl. "The witch delivers herself to me. And brings the Keeper as a bonus."

Her head turned slowly toward Ariss. The movement was wrong—too far, like an owl's. "And my disappointing daughter. How delicious."

Ariss stumbled backward. "Mother?"

"Mother is gone, little snake," the demon-queen purred. "She gave herself to me willingly. All that pain, all that loneliness, all that rage at bearing such a failed child... it made her so easy to claim."

Elysanthra's purple fire flickered. Just for a moment. But it was enough for them all to see the fear that flashed across her face.

She'd made a terrible mistake.

"How foolish you all are," the possessed Queen laughed, the sound echoing off the chamber walls like breaking glass. "Walking into my lair, thinking yourselves heroes. But this is my domain now. These passages answer to me."

She raised one clawed hand. Black smoke erupted from the pool, billowing outward in a thick cloud that stank of sulfur and rotting flesh. Ariss’s torch guttered. Elysanthra's purple fire dimmed.

"I'm going to have such fun with you all," the demon's voice came from everywhere and nowhere, as the smoke obscured everything. "The witch who thought herself so powerful. The Keeper who thinks he can save everyone. The little tagalong pets with delusions of grandeur...."

Stone ground against stone. A hidden door was opening somewhere in the darkness.

"But you, my failed daughter," the voice was right beside Ariss's ear, making her scream. "You I'll save for last. After you've watched your new 'family' die one by one. After you understand that no one can love a disappointment."

The smoke began to clear. The pool was empty. The possessed Queen was gone.

But the walls had changed. Where there had been three passages before, now there were seven. Each led into darkness. The stones themselves seemed to pulse with malevolent life.

They were trapped in the demon's web.
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Battle for the Monument


Ariss hissed, staring around at the seven passages that had just opened up.

"She's playing with us." Her scales rippled with agitation. "These aren't real. They're illusions meant to confuse us, make us waste time."

"Then where—?" Ben started.

"The pool." Ariss moved to the edge of the black water. "Mother's private chamber has always been beneath it. She showed me once, when I was young. Before she realized I was the only child she was ever going to have, and that I was all that was wrong with her world.”

The bitterness in her tone did not escape Ben.

Ariss knelt at a specific stone, pressing a sequence of serpent carvings. The water began to drain, spiraling down like a whirlpool. Within moments, the pool was empty, revealing stairs carved from black stone descending into darkness.

"Stay together," Ben said, his staff glowing brighter.

They descended. The stairs were slick with algae that glowed a sickly purple. The walls pressed closer here, carved with scenes of Lamias through history—conquering, mating, ruling. But as they went deeper, the carvings changed. They showed Lamias dying, their kingdoms falling, their bloodlines ending.

The stairs opened into a massive chamber.

Ben's breath caught.

Mountains of gold covered the floor. Not neat piles but wild heaps, as if someone had been throwing treasure here for centuries. Jeweled crowns tangled with ancient swords. Pearls the size of fists spilled from rotting chests. Scrolls and books moldered in corners. Bones—human and demi-beast—poked through the glittering surface.

And rising from the center of it all, like a tree from soil, stood the Stone Coil Monument.

The obelisk was enormous, easily thirty feet tall. Moss covered its surface, but Ben could see the serpent carvings beneath—the same ouroboros pattern from the pillar above. Dark light pulsed from it, the same corruption they'd seen in the forest but concentrated, malevolent.

Atop the highest pile of treasure, coiled like a dragon guarding its hoard, lay Queen Nyssael.

Ben had thought Citrine was large in her true form. He'd been wrong.

Now that he could see all of her, it was clear the possessed Lamia was massive—her serpentine lower body had to be sixty feet long, thick as an ancient tree trunk. Her human torso was proportionally huge, towering above them even while reclining. Her corrupted scales reflected the dark light from the monument, creating patterns that hurt to look at.

The idea that he was supposed to mate with her seemed absurd. Laughable. She could swallow him whole without effort.

Not that it mattered anymore.

"Mother," Ariss called out, her voice small in the vast space. "Please. I know you're still in there."

The massive head turned. Red eyes focused on Ariss with predatory interest.

"Such hope. How sweet. Unfortunately, a useless emotion to me,” the demon wearing Nyssael's face purred. "But don’t worry, little snake. You'll join her soon enough."

"I'm sorry," Ariss pressed on, moving forward. "I'm sorry I wasn't what you wanted. I'm sorry I disappointed you. But please, fight this thing, Mother. Come back to us."

The Queen laughed. The sound shook dust from the ceiling. "Pathetic. Even now, you grovel. A thousand years and you never learned—I wanted an heir. I never wanted you. You were a mistake from the moment you were born."

"That's the demon talking," Ben said firmly, moving to stand beside Ariss. "Your mother loves you. She summoned me to help save this land, to protect her people. That's not the action of a monster."

"Oh, but it is," the Queen slithered down from her treasure pile. Gold cascaded around her massive form. "I summoned you to breed you, Keeper. To take your seed and create a new generation of Lamia. Powerful ones. Not failures like this stunted little embarrassment." She gestured dismissively at Ariss. "I should have devoured her the moment I knew what she was. One less reminder of my greatest shame."

Ariss's legs trembled, but she stood her ground. "No. You're lying."

"Am I? Tell me, daughter, in all these years, did I ever once say you were enough? Did I ever once tell you I was proud?" The Queen circled them slowly. "The demon didn't change me, little snake. It just freed me from pretending."

"Enough games," Elysanthra stepped forward, purple fire blazing around her hands. "You're not Nyssael. You're an abomination, and I'm going to destroy you."

She launched herself at the Queen, purple fire streaming behind her like wings.

The Queen's tail whipped out, faster than thought. Elysanthra barely dodged, the wind from the strike sending her tumbling through treasure.

"Foolish witch," the Queen hissed. "You think your puny spells can touch me? I've been feeding on this monument's power for centuries. I am beyond you."

The treasure began to shift. Gold coins cascaded down the piles like metallic waterfalls. Something moved beneath.

A skeletal hand burst through the surface, clutching a corroded sword. Then another. And another.

All around the chamber, bones pulled themselves free from their golden graves. Femurs connected to hips, ribs clicked into place, skulls rolled across the floor to find their spines. The sound was horrific—a gruesome concerto of clicking, scraping calcium as dozens of skeletons assembled themselves.

They rose in waves. Warriors from different eras, their bones stained different colors from their years in the hoard. Some wore scraps of ancient armor that clanked as they moved. Others had jewels embedded in their skulls where eyes should be, giving them an eerie, glittering gaze. A few were clearly demi-beasts—elongated canine skulls, wings of bone, tails of fused vertebrae.

They armed themselves from the treasure. Rusted swords that should have crumbled but somehow held together. Spears with points green with verdigris. Maces with heads of solid gold. One skeleton pulled a bow from the pile, its string impossibly intact, and nocked an arrow made of sharpened bone.

"Kill the accessories," the Queen commanded, her voice reverberating through their hollow bones. "Leave the witch and the Keeper to me."

The skeletons moved as one. Not lurching like mindless undead, but the muscle memory of warriors. They advanced in formation, weapons raised.

"Three dozen, at least," Helena said, pulling her daggers. "This is going to hurt."

"Only if they hit us," Renee said, spinning her spear. Her four tails bristled with excitement despite the danger. "And I'm getting pretty good at not getting hit."

“That makes one of us,” Helena groaned.

“Maybe you should have spent more time practicing and less time dreaming about spanking my cute little butt,” the Kitsune retorted.

Estelle planted her crook firmly. "Form up. Back to back. Don't let them surround us."

The skeleton archer loosed its arrow. Helena barely deflected it with her dagger, the bone projectile shattering against the blade.

Then the horde crashed into them.

Helena's daggers flashed as she dodged the first strike. "This is not how I wanted to spend my evening!"

"Come on, Mistress. Just spank these bone bags like you spanked me!" Renee's spear whirled, her four tails providing perfect balance as she knocked aside a skeleton's sword. “Only, uh… maybe use your blade instead of the paddle.”

Ben scanned the incoming monsters with his HUD.

Monster Lore: Identification Successful – Ossuary Legion

Ossuary Legions are amalgamated skeletons animated not by demonic possession but by necromantic energy. These bone soldiers are pieced together from whatever remains lie scattered in corrupted soil—human femurs locked into monster talons, demi-beast skulls fused with antlers, and animal spines woven together like grotesque armor. Each soldier is a patchwork of the dead, bound by magic rather than sinew.

Unlike Carrion Husks, Ossuary Legions do not house a demonic spirit. They are mindless constructs, animated by lingering magic that seeps into the marrow of old bones. This makes them resistant to [Exorcism] and [Banishment] spells—there is no possessing entity to cast out. Destroying the body alone is not always enough, as the fragments can sometimes knit themselves together and rise again if the necrotic tether remains intact.

To permanently defeat an Ossuary Legion, the source of its animating energy must be broken. This can be achieved by one of the following:

	Crushing or shattering the Bone Core (a crystallized knot of necrotic energy that usually lodges in the ribcage or skull).

	Using purifying fire or consecrated light to sever the necrotic tether.

	Disrupting the field of corruption powering the construct (this may require locating the necromantic focus in the area—an altar, totem, or corrupted crystal).




Warning: Ossuary Legions are durable and often reform from scattered remains. Always burn or consecrate the bones after battle. Failure to do so may result in “second waves” rising from the very corpses you thought defeated.

The information flooded Ben’s mind. The skeleton soldiers might be controlled by a demon, but they were not demons themselves. Necromantic constructs. That changed everything.

"They're not possessed!" Ben shouted. "Don't waste energy on exorcism or banishment! Look for glowing cores in their chests or skulls!"

Estelle's crook smashed through a skeleton's ribcage. The bones scattered across the golden floor. She turned to face another enemy, but behind her, the scattered pieces began to twitch. Finger bones crawled like spiders toward femurs. The ribcage rolled itself upright.

"They're reforming!" Estelle cried out as the skeleton she'd just destroyed pulled itself back together.

A skeleton with a demi-beast skull—some kind of wolf—lunged at Helena. She screamed in terror, but didn’t flee. Instead, she redirected her fear into a powerful attack, and drove her dagger between its ribs. The blade struck something that sparked with purple light. A crystallized core, pulsing with necrotic energy. The skeleton froze mid-strike.

"There!" Helena yanked her blade free, and the core came with it, attached like a growth of dark crystal. The skeleton collapsed into a true pile of bones. "Hit the purple crystals!"

But finding the cores was harder than it sounded. Each skeleton had hidden its core differently. Some in skulls, some in rib cages, some in pelvic bones. And they fought with cunning, protecting their weak points.

Renee danced between three attackers. Her spear spun in a silver arc, keeping the monsters at bay. One skeleton's core glowed in its skull—she could see it through the eye sockets. She feinted left, then drove her spear point through its forehead. The core shattered. The skeleton dropped.

But the other two pressed their attack. A rusty sword caught her shoulder, tearing through the cloth. She yelped and stumbled. Fortunately, she was protected against physical damage while pregnant, but it still hurt.

"Renee!" Helena tried to reach her, but five skeletons blocked her path.

Ben raised his staff. Golden light erupted from it, washing over the battle. Where it touched the skeletons, they recoiled. The necrotic energy holding them together weakened, their movements becoming sluggish.

"The light from my staff disrupts them!" he called. "But I can't maintain it and fight the Queen!"

The Queen's massive tail swept toward him. He had to cut the light to dodge. The skeletons immediately pressed their advantage.

Estelle changed tactics. Instead of smashing, she hooked her crook around a skeleton's spine and pulled. The bones separated, but more importantly, she could see the purple glow of its core nestled in the lower vertebrae. A quick strike shattered it.

But for every skeleton they destroyed, two more seemed to take its place. And the ones they'd scattered but hadn't found the cores for were reforming. Broken bones fused with different skeletons, creating horrific chimeras. A human skeleton with four arms. A demi-beast with two skulls. They were running out of space, being pressed back toward the chamber wall.

"There's too many!" Helena's daggers were slick black ichor from her attacks on the monsters.

Renee's four tails whipped around her, trying to provide balance. Fox fire blazed in a blue orb around her, deflecting some of the damage the monster sent her way, but it wasn’t enough. Though their strikes didn’t injure her, they still knocked her back, preventing her from getting a clean blow.

A skeleton with jeweled eyes raised a golden mace above her head.

Estelle's crook intercepted it, but the force drove her to her knees.

They were losing.

"Elysanthra!" Ben shouted. "Do something!”

The witch, locked in her own battle with the Queen, snarled. "I'm a little busy!"

The Queen's claws raked across Elysanthra's barrier of purple fire. Cracks appeared in the magical shield.

"Together or not at all!" Ben reminded her.

Elysanthra's purple eyes flashed with frustration, but she pulled back from her assault on the Queen. Purple fire erupted from her in a wave, washing over the skeleton horde.

Where the fire touched them, the necrotic energy burned away like paper. Cores that were exposed detonated like tiny purple fireworks. Dozens of skeletons fell, truly dead this time.

But the effort left Elysanthra vulnerable. The Queen's tail caught her in the chest, sending her flying into a pile of treasure.

"Witch down!" Renee called, driving her spear through another core.

The remaining skeletons—still a dozen strong—pressed forward. But now Ben could see their cores glowing more clearly, the purple fire having weakened their concealment.

"Formation change!" Estelle commanded. "Renee, high! Helena, low! I'll pull them apart, you hit ‘em where it hurts."

They moved as one unit. Renee leapt to strike at skull-cores, Helena slid on her knees to hit pelvis-cores, Estelle's crook yanking spines apart to expose the hidden crystals.

The bones piled higher. This time, they stayed down.

Elysanthra struggled to her feet, preparing another attack. Purple fire gathered around her, more intense than before.

"I can do this," she muttered. "That demon is mine to kill. Stay out of my way, Keeper. I don’t need—"

"Yes, you do," Ben said firmly, moving to stand beside her. "Stop trying to do everything alone. We're a team."

"I work alone," Elysanthra snarled. “I have always worked alone. I don’t do teams, Keeper!”

"Then you don't do me," Ben said bluntly. "If you want anything to do with me after this, you need to figure out that you're not alone anymore."

Her purple eyes widened. "You're blackmailing me? Now?"

"I'm telling you the truth. This demon is powerful, but it's not strong enough to withstand us both, if we work together. I'll exorcise. You banish. Agreed?”

"You?" She laughed bitterly. "You've been ascended for what, a few months? You think you can do what I cannot?"

"Watch me."

Ben raised his staff. Golden light erupted from it, not in a wave but a beam, as focused and precise as a laser cutter. It struck the rotten Queen in the chest.

The scream that tore from her throat wasn't human. Glass shattered—ancient bottles in the treasure hoard exploding from the sound. Black smoke began seeping from her scales like oil from cracked stone.

"Impossible," Elysanthra breathed.

The Queen's massive form writhed. Her tail whipped through treasure piles, sending gold coins raining down like metal hail. Each impact shook the chamber. Dust and small stones fell from the ceiling.

"Mine!" The voice was wrong now—layered and discordant. Male and female, ancient and young. "For centuries… all these years of perfect flesh! Noooo!"

Ben's mind raced. The timeline clicked into place—the Great War's end, a pregnant Lamia alone and vulnerable, Ariss born powerless. The pieces formed a picture he didn't need to speak aloud. Queen Nyssael had been possessed for a long time, perhaps by one of the first demons to breach the damaged barrier between their world after the war.

The smoke pouring from Nyssael thickened. It had substance now, trying to maintain shape—claws, teeth, wings, dissolving and reforming. The air tasted of copper and ash.

Ariss had gone rigid beside him. Her hands trembled. She was seeing it too, understanding written in the horror on her face. Hundreds of years of believing herself a failure, when all along...

The demon's form solidified momentarily—a thing of shadow and hunger, neither male nor female, beautiful and hideous at once. Its voice dropped to a whisper that somehow filled the chamber.

"The little snake was supposed to be glorious. All that potential, swimming in her mother's womb. So much power. So... delicious." The shadow-thing's approximation of a mouth curved into a smile. "Every drop of it, mine. Fed me for decades, that unborn strength. Left her nothing but scraps."

Ariss made a sound—not quite a gasp, not quite a sob. Her hand went to her stomach, as if she could feel the theft that had happened before she was born.

The demon tried to dive back into Nyssael's body. Shadow-claws sank into scales, trying to burrow back into familiar flesh. The Queen's body convulsed, caught between two forces—Ben's golden light pushing out, the demon pulling in.

"Elysanthra!" Ben's voice cut through the chaos. “Do something! Banish this bastard!”

The witch moved like purple lightning. Fire erupted from her hands in thin ribbons that twisted through the air with serpentine grace. Each strand of violet flame sought the demon's shadow-flesh, wrapping around limbs that tried to dissolve, binding wings that attempted to spread, tightening around the creature's core until it was wrapped in a burning cocoon of purple light.

"No!" The demon's shriek made the treasure vibrate. "I earned this flesh! I shaped it! I AM her! You can’t take it from me!"

"Nobody asked you," Elysanthra said coldly. “Begone, foul beast. The pit beckons…”

“The pit!?... No, not the pit... Aaaargh!”

The purple fire contracted. The demon's form compressed, folding in on itself. Its screams grew higher, more desperate, until—

Silence.

The demon imploded into nothing.

The moment it vanished, the Stone Coil Monument erupted. White-gold fire burst from every carved serpent on the obelisk, racing along the ancient grooves like liquid starlight. The brilliance spread outward in ripples, each wave burning away the moss and corruption, revealing stone that gleamed like polished pearl beneath.

When it hit Ben, power flooded through him. His staff absorbed the light, the crystal at its tip blazing like a small sun.

Quest Complete: The Stone Coil Monument

Congratulations, Keeper. You have successfully unlocked the first Monument of Faerowilde.

Sure, the Trial of Worth was not exactly what the pamphlets promised. Turns out Queen Nyssael wasn’t merely testing your resolve—she was possessed by a Greater Demon who mistook “Trial” for “last chance at world domination.” In demon etiquette, being banished back to the infernal planes after getting that close to godhood is considered roughly equivalent to dying in shame. (Feel free to take credit for the obituary.)

Still, like any good Keeper, you adapted. You fought, you endured, you improvised when the rules changed, and you proved that “worthy” isn’t about following the script—it’s about surviving the rewrite.

The Stone Coil Monument is now bound to your Greenhold. Its ley-lines are open, its barrier reinforced, and its power added to your own.

New Monument Rituals may now be performed. Hopefully the rest of them won’t be so… dramatic. But, no promises!

The light passed through Ben and washed over everyone in the chamber. The skeletons crumbled to dust. The corruption on the walls burned away. The treasure seemed to gleam brighter, as if cleansed of the taint that had seeped into the temple after all these years.

When it hit Ariss, she gasped and fell to her knees.

"Ariss!" Ben rushed to her side.

But she was staring at something else. At the center of the treasure, where the Queen had been.

Nyssael lay there, still massive but diminished somehow. Her sixty-foot coils had lost their terrible majesty, scales faded from obsidian to dull grey. The corrupted horns had crumbled away. Her breathing came in shallow rasps that barely moved her enormous form.

"Mother," Ariss crawled toward her.

Nyssael's eyes opened. For the first time in centuries, they were clear. Green, like Ariss's.

"My daughter," she whispered. Her voice was paper-thin. "I... I remember now. The demon... it made me..." Tears leaked from her eyes. "I'm so sorry. It’s my fault you are the way you are. I traded my soul for power, and it took its price from you instead. I thought I was strong enough to control it, but… I am the disappointment. You are a… a miracle.”

"Mother, no. You're going to be fine. The demon is gone, now. You're free."

Nyssael's enormous fingers, trembling, touched Ariss's face. "Free to die, little one. The demon... it ate me from inside for centuries. Without it, I'm just a shell." She coughed, blood speckling her lips. "But you... you're not."

"My daughter," she whispered. Her voice was paper-thin. "I... I remember now. The demon... it made me..." Tears leaked from her eyes. "I'm so sorry. You were never a disappointment. You were my miracle. My survival."

"I don't understand."

"The cleansing fire. The monument's power. It recognizes you." Nyssael's eyes moved to Ariss's body. "Look."

Ariss looked down and gasped.

Magic shimmered around Ariss like heat waves rising from sun-baked stone, and Ben was reminded of the first time he’d seen her, the way she’d disappeared as if into thin air once she’d left Lucky Nickel Acres.

Now, the air itself seemed to recognize her, wrapping her in ribbons of golden light that sparkled with ancient power.

Her legs began to fuse, the transformation starting at her toes. Skin rippled and shifted, human flesh becoming something else entirely. Scales emerged in cascading waves—not the simple, uniform scales of her Nagaina form, but something far more magnificent. Each scale caught the light differently, emerald at the center fading to gold at the edges, creating patterns that seemed to shift and dance as they spread upward.

Ariss's face showed wonder, not agony, so Ben’s worries that the transformation might be painful were assuaged. Her body elongated, growing with each heartbeat. Ten feet, twenty, thirty. Muscle and sinew formed beneath the scales, powerful enough to crush stone, graceful enough to move like water. The sound was like silk being drawn across silk, a whisper of transformation that filled the chamber.

Her human torso grew proportionally, maintaining perfect harmony with her new serpentine lower body. Her arms remained but became stronger, more defined. The scales crept up her sides in delicate patterns, stopping just below her ribs like natural armor. Her hair, always dark, now held threads of emerald green that caught the light from the cleansed monument.

The tail itself was a masterwork of nature and magic combined. Broader than a tree trunk at its thickest point, tapering to a tip that could move with whip-like precision. The scales along her belly were larger, paler—pearl and moonstone rather than emerald and gold. When she moved, testing her new form, the scales created a sound like distant thunder.

Power radiated from her.

"No," Ariss said. "This isn't possible."

"The demon stole your birthright," Nyssael whispered. "The monument is returning it. You are... what you always should have been." Her hand fell away. "The Queen is dead." Her eyes found Ben. "Long live... the Queen."

Nyssael's eyes closed. Her breathing stopped.

For a moment, silence filled the chamber.

Then Ariss screamed. Pure grief tore from her throat as she looked between her new form and her mother's corpse.

The contrast was striking. Nyssael's sixty-foot length lay grey and withered, a fallen monument of domineering cruelty. Whether it had been hers or the demons didn’t really matter, as that was the way her people would remember her.

Beside her, Ariss's thirty feet of vibrant scales seemed to pulse with life. Where the old queen's coils sprawled lifeless across the treasure, Ariss moved with unconscious grace, her new body already more natural to her than her Nagaina form had ever been.

Ben watched the new queen weep for the mother she'd never truly known, and his heart ached for her loss. But he couldn't help thinking of the Nagaina warriors above, the orphaned children they'd taken in, the village that had lived in fear of their queen's temper for generations.

Ariss had spent three centuries protecting her people despite her mother's contempt. She'd earned their loyalty through actions, not birthright. Now she had both—the power she'd always deserved and the wisdom earned through suffering.

The village would mourn their queen, but they would thrive under Ariss's rule. She understood struggle, understood being seen as lesser. She would never look at her people the way Nyssael had looked at her.

A true Lamia Queen.

"I'm sorry," Elysanthra said quietly, the first genuine emotion Ben had heard from her. "When a demon possesses someone for that long, draining their life force... the host can't survive without it. It was inevitable."

Ariss's new form coiled in on itself. Despite her size, she seemed small, lost.

"She never got to see me like this," she whispered. "Never got to know I wasn't a failure."

Ben approached her slowly. Even in her grief, she was magnificent. "She did see. At the end, she knew exactly what you are. A survivor. A miracle. A Queen."

Ariss's serpentine eyes—larger now but still that brilliant green—found his. "I don't know how to be a queen."

"You'll learn," Helena said, stepping forward. "We'll help you."

"All of us," Estelle added.

"Even me," Renee said, for once without jokes. "Family helps family."

Elysanthra stood apart, but when Ben looked at her, she nodded slightly. "The power had to go somewhere when the demon was banished. The monument chose its vessel. Both vessels." She looked at Ben's glowing staff. "You've both inherited what was stolen. Use it well."

Above them, though they couldn't see it, the rift in the sky sealed. The storm dissipated. The corruption began to retreat from the jungle.

The First Monument was cleansed.

But in the chamber, surrounded by treasure and death, a new queen wept for the mother she'd never truly known, and the weight of power she never expected to have to carry.


22
Homecoming


Morning light filtered through the temple's shattered roof, painting golden streaks across the treasure chamber. The corruption had burned away completely, leaving behind polished stone that gleamed like pearl. The Stone Coil Monument pulsed with steady, healthy light—white-gold instead of the sickly purple it had been.

Ariss coiled in the center of it all, her new thirty-foot form magnificent even in exhaustion. Her emerald and gold scales caught the light, creating patterns that shifted like living art. But her human torso drooped. Her head rested against her own coils. Her breathing came slow and heavy.

"You need to rest," Ben said, standing beside her massive form. He barely reached her shoulder now. "That transformation took everything out of you."

"I'm fine." Ariss lifted her head, but it swayed. She blinked slowly, fighting to focus. "Just... tired. The village needs..."

"The village needs their Queen healthy." Sisara slithered forward, her own smaller Naga form dwarfed by Ariss's true Lamia body. "We can handle the rebuilding, my Queen. You've done enough."

Siseeko nodded from behind her sister. "The warriors are already clearing and consecrating the demon corpses. The corruption is retreating. We'll manage."

Ariss's forked tongue flicked out weakly. "But our defenses... the trade routes... the orphans..."

"Will all be here when you wake." Ben touched her arm. Her scales were cooler than they should be. "You can't lead if you collapse."

"Listen to the Keeper," Estelle said gently. "Even shepherds need rest. I’m certain that adage is true for Queens as well."

Helena stepped forward with her manuscript in hand. The pages flipped on their own, stopping at an entry Ben hadn't seen before. "According to this, Lamia Queens often enter hibernation periods after major magical events. It's how they process and integrate new power."

"Hibernation?" Renee's ears flattened. "Like... sleeping for months? I mean… I like napping almost as much as Quincie does, but…"

"Weeks, usually." Helena frowned at the text. "Though with a transformation this dramatic..."

"She'll sleep until spring," Elysanthra said flatly.

Everyone turned to stare at the witch. She stood apart from the group, arms crossed, purple eyes narrowed with irritation.

"Spring?" Ben's stomach dropped. "That's four months away."

"Three and a half." Elysanthra examined her fingernails with deliberate disinterest. "Maybe three if she's lucky. The demon drained her mother for centuries. All that stolen power just transferred to her. Her body needs time to adapt or she'll burn out like a cheap candle."

Ariss's eyes widened with panic. "I can't abandon my people for months! The village—"

"Will be fine." Elysanthra's tone brooked no argument. "Your warriors are competent enough. The Keeper—with a lot of help from yours truly, I’ll remind you—closed the rift. The demons are gone. What exactly do you think will happen? Your people survived three centuries with a demon-possessed tyrant. They can handle a few months with you sleeping."

The blunt assessment made Ariss flinch, but Ben saw the logic in it. Still, leaving her alone felt wrong.

"I'll bring help," he said suddenly. "Some of my people from Lucky Nickel Acres. Demi-beasts who understand rebuilding, farming, trade. They can help establish new systems while you rest."

Ariss's serpentine eyes brightened. "You would do that?"

"Family helps family." Ben squeezed her arm. "And you're family now. The monument made that clear."

"I can come back easily now," Ben continued. "The monument links our territories. I'll check on you regularly, make sure everything's running smoothly."

Tears leaked from Ariss's eyes. "I never thought... after everything with Mother... that anyone would..."

"Shh." Ben wiped her tears with his thumb. "Rest now. We'll handle everything else."

Ariss nodded weakly. Her massive form began to coil in on itself, instinct taking over. Within moments, she'd formed a tight spiral with her human torso protected in the center. Her eyes drifted closed.

"We'll guard her," Sisara promised. "Day and night. Nothing will disturb the Queen's rest."

"Good." Ben stood and surveyed his companions. "Let's help with the cleanup before we go. The village deserves that much."

They worked through the morning. Estelle helped organize the orphans, teaching them basic shepherding skills that would help with the village's goat herds and giving them a few lessons in basic hand-to-hand combat. Helena documented the village's needs in her manuscript, creating detailed lists of supplies and expertise they'd need to organize when they got back to the farm. Renee proved excellent at entertaining the children with her four tails and fox magic.

Ben worked with the warriors, using his golden light to purify the last traces of corruption from the buildings. The villagers watched him with something approaching worship, but he deflected their gratitude toward their new Queen.

"She's the one who protected you all these years," he reminded them. "Even when her mother scorned her. Honor her sacrifice."

As the sun reached its peak, Ben gathered his companions at the temple entrance.

"Time to go home," he said.

"Finally!" Renee bounced on her toes. "I need a real bath. With soap. And hot water. And then, afterwards, someone can brush my tails.”

"Is that all you think about?" Helena asked, though her tone was fond.

"Can you blame me?” Renee pulled two tails around each side, wrapping themselves in them like she was wearing a fur coat “They’re magnificent!”

Estelle leaned on her shepherdess's crook. "Sandara will have grown so much, even in this short time. Demi-lamb babies develop quickly in the first weeks. I’m excited to get back to her."

"Then we shouldn't delay." Ben turned to Elysanthra. "You're welcome to come with us. Lucky Nickel Acres has room for everyone."

The witch snorted. "Absolutely not."

Everyone blinked at her vehement response.

Elysanthra crossed her arms tighter, her chin lifting with haughty disdain. "Someone needs to watch this disaster of a village. The snake warriors are competent enough, I suppose, but they know nothing about magical theory. What if the Queen's hibernation goes wrong? What if residual corruption resurfaces? What if—"

"You're worried about Ariss," Estelle said gently.

"I am not!" Purple fire crackled around Elysanthra's fingers. "I simply recognize that certain... responsibilities... must be maintained. Besides," she sniffed, "I believe I have a potion recipe somewhere that could reduce her hibernation period. Not that I care, personally, but I know the Keeper will just worry about it endlessly if someone doesn't handle it. So I'll save him the trouble of having to ask for my help."

The villagers exchanged glances. A few children giggled behind their hands.

"After all," Elysanthra continued, oblivious to their reactions, "everyone knows I'm the most helpful witch Faerowilde has ever seen."

Ben's eyebrows rose. Not long ago, she'd claimed to be the most powerful witch. The change in her self-description was telling. But pointing it out would only make her defensive.

"Thank you, Elysanthra," he said instead. "Your generosity is... unexpected. And very much appreciated."

She huffed and turned away. "Just go already. Some of us have actual work to do. Unlike certain people who gallivant around the countryside impregnating everything that moves."

"Hey!" Renee protested. "He doesn't impregnate everything—"

"Renee," Helena warned.

"What? I'm just saying, he's selective about—"

"Time to go," Ben interrupted, activating his new Homeward Bound ability. Golden light enveloped his companions.

"Give my regards to your harem," Elysanthra called out, not looking back. "Try not to exhaust yourself too much. The next monument won't activate itself. I can do it myself, if I must, obviously. But I really don’t want to."

The world shifted. Reality twisted. One moment they stood in the humid jungle heat of Nagaina Village. The next...

Cool morning air. The scent of fresh grass and blooming flowers. The familiar creak of the farmhouse porch.

Home.

"Ben!" Alicia's voice rang out before he'd even steadied himself from the teleportation. She burst through the front door, auburn hair flying, green dress swirling around her legs. She threw herself into his arms with enough force to knock him back a step.

"Wife," he murmured against her hair, breathing in her familiar scent. "Missed you too."

"What are you doing here? How did you get here? Actually, never mind that. Don't ever leave for that long again!" She pulled back to examine him, hands running over his chest and arms as if checking for injuries. "Three weeks! Do you have any idea what these pregnant demi-beasts are like when they can't get their daily dose of—"

"Mama!"

A small blonde tumbleweed bounced chaotically past Alicia and latched onto Estelle's leg. Sandara had indeed grown. What had been a tiny lamb baby was now a toddler, walking on wobbly legs but walking nonetheless.

"My precious girl!" Estelle dropped her crook and scooped up her daughter. Tears streamed down her face. "Look how big you've gotten!"

Sandara babbled something incomprehensible and grabbed her mother's hair with chubby fists. Golden light flickered around the child—weak but unmistakable.

"She's been learning from Citrine," Alicia explained. "All the children have. She’s quite the mother hen, actually. But don’t let her catch me saying that, or she might peck my eyes out. Their magic is developing faster than we expected."

A harsh screech split the air. Citrine descended from above, wings spread wide, talons extended. She landed with earthshaking force, golden eyes blazing.

"You smell of serpent, my King" she accused, her perfect nose wrinkling in disgust. "I specifically said no snake-women!"

"I didn't bring any back," Ben protested.

"But you mated with one." Citrine circled him, feathers ruffling with agitation. "I can smell her all over you. Serpent musk. Ugh!" She shuddered dramatically. "You'll need three baths. Maybe four."

"Citrine—"

"Don't 'Citrine' me." She pointed one taloned finger at his face. "You rutted with a snake. A snake! The smell will linger for weeks!"

"The Queen needed—"

"I don't care what she needed!" Citrine's wings flared. "Snakes eat eggs! They're natural enemies of all bird-kind! And you let one coil around you like... like..."

"Like a lover?" Alicia suggested helpfully.

Citrine screeched in outrage.

"Perhaps we should go inside," Helena suggested. "There seems to be much to discuss."

They migrated toward the farmhouse, Citrine continuing to mutter about serpents and proper nest hygiene. But Ben noticed she stayed close, one wing occasionally brushing his shoulder as if reassuring herself he was really back.

The kitchen was chaos. Spirit stood at the stove, pink mane tied back, stirring three pots simultaneously. Rosie was chopping vegetables with excessive enthusiasm, sending pieces flying. Quincie perched on the counter, batting at anything that came within reach.

"Ben!" Spirit abandoned the stove and threw her arms around his neck. "You're back! Finally! Quincie's been insufferable without you here to rein her in."

"I have not been insufferable," Quincie protested, not moving from her perch. "I've been perfectly reasonable."

"You tried to murder Steve the Screamer six times," Rosie said.

"That's reasonable. He's been screeching every morning at four. Four! Even earlier than usual!"

"Where are the children?" Ben asked, looking around.

"Napping," Spirit said. "Finally. They've been bouncing off the walls all morning. Little Starling figured out how to make carnivorous roses. Why she wanted to do that, only the gods know. I suspect even they were baffled. ChiChi somehow got onto the roof and set up a ‘cat’s only’ club that hurt the others’ feelings. The twins found my hidden candy stash using their finding magic."

"And that's just today," Rosie added. "Yesterday, Nebula opened a portal to somewhere that smelled like rotten eggs. Just for a second, but still."

Ben's blood chilled. "A portal? To where?"

"We don't know," Alicia said. "Citrine slammed it shut immediately. But it shows how powerful they're becoming."

"Speaking of powerful," Helena said, setting her manuscript on the table. "We should discuss what happened with the monument."

"Later," Alicia said firmly. "First, Ben needs to handle our little situation."

"What situation?"

Alicia's smile turned predatory. "Come with me, Husband. There's something you need to see."

She led him through the house to what had been a storage room but was now converted into something else entirely. Ben stopped in the doorway, stunned.

The room was full of pregnant demi-beasts.

Not just full. Packed.

Females of various species lounged on cushions, all in various stages of pregnancy. A rabbit-girl with white ears. A deer-woman with small antler nubs. Two cat-girls who looked like sisters. A fox with silver fur. Even a bear-woman who took up an entire corner by herself.

They all looked up when Ben entered. Their eyes lit with desperate hope.

"Finally!" the rabbit-girl squeaked. "We've been waiting forever!"

"It's been weeks," the deer-woman said. "Very long weeks."

"Ladies," Alicia said sweetly, "meet your baby-daddy. Ben, meet your newest contributions to the Greenhold's population."

Ben's mouth opened and closed. "You’ve… certainly been busy, Wife of Mine… Did you leave any for me?"

"Oh, that's the best part." Alicia's grin widened. "Remember how excited I was about the Assistant Breeder skill? How I could use your stored seed to impregnate willing demi-beasts?"

Ben couldn’t help but laugh. "It’s obviously worked wonders."

"Well, there's a tiny hiccup I discovered after you left." She gestured at the room full of expectant mothers. "I can start the process. The seed takes, they get pregnant, everything progresses normally. But..."

"But?"

"They can't give birth until you complete the breeding. Think of it like..." She tapped her chin. "Like I can bake the cake, but you need to… uh… put on the icing, so to speak.”

“Ice the cakes…” Ben’s laugh grew. “And we’ve got a baker’s dozen to… ice… you say?”

“That’s what my system notification said,” Alicia confirmed. “Without your direct participation at least once during the pregnancy, they stay pregnant indefinitely."

Ben stared at the dozen pregnant demi-beasts. They stared back with varying expressions of need, frustration, and hope.

"All of them?" he asked weakly.

"All of them. And these are just the ones who've been waiting longest. There are six more who got pregnant last week."

"Eighteen pregnant demi-beasts?"

"Twenty-two, actually. Four more asked this morning." Alicia patted his cheek. "I've been very busy while you were gone. The Greenhold needs population, after all."

The rabbit-girl struggled to her feet, her swollen belly making her waddle. "Please, Master Ben. I've been ready to pop for a week. I just need you to... finish things."

"We all do," the deer-woman added. "Just once. That's all we need."

"The magic requires your direct essence," one of the cat-girls explained. "The stored seed starts the process, but without your personal touch, we're stuck."

"It's actually fascinating," Helena said from behind him. "The breeding system requires the Keeper's active participation to complete the cycle. It prevents anyone from simply stealing your seed and creating an army."

"But it also means," Alicia said, trailing a finger down his chest, "that you have quite a bit of work ahead of you. Each of these lovely ladies needs your personal attention. Some perhaps more than once, depending on how their pregnancies develop."

The bear-woman rumbled from her corner. "I'm carrying triplets. Might need extra attention."

"Triplets?" Ben's voice cracked. “I’m going to be father to the three bears? Better make sure we’ve got lots of porridge on hand.”

He laughed again, disbelief turning into wonder..

"Oh yes," Alicia said cheerfully. "Turns out your enhanced seed is very effective. Lots of multiple births. The rabbit is having a litter of six."

"Six?" Ben nearly choked. “I thought Quincie had a big litter.”

"Six!" the rabbit-girl confirmed proudly. "But they won't come out until you... you know."

“Yeah, I get it. I promise.” Ben looked around the room again. Twenty-two pregnant demi-beasts. All waiting for him. All needing him. “Well, shit. This is some homecoming.”

"Welcome back, Husband," Alicia whispered in his ear. "Hope you're well rested. You're going to need your stamina."

Spirit's voice called from the kitchen. "Dinner's ready! Ben, I made extras for you. You'll need the energy!"

Laughter echoed through the farmhouse. His wives, his children, his ever-expanding family. The monument had been activated. Ariss would recover. The Nagaina were safe.

But apparently, his work as Keeper was far from over.

"Well," Ben said, rolling up his sleeves. "I suppose I'd better get started."

The pregnant demi-beasts sighed in relief.

"Finally," the rabbit-girl said. "I was starting to think I'd be pregnant forever."

"Form an orderly line, ladies," Alicia instructed. "Everyone will get their turn. Ben's very thorough."

"I can vouch for that," Quincie called from the doorway. "Though if anyone needs tips on the best positions when heavily pregnant, I've got experience. I like it in my dirty hole, personally, but—"

"Quincie!" Estelle scolded.

"What? I'm being helpful!" The cat girl turned and glowered at Ben. “And don’t you wear yourself out, you big dumb brute. I needs me a big piece of farmer’s sausage or I’m liable to get mean!”

“I didn’t think she could get any meaner,” a mouse-kin woman whispered behind her hand.

“Shut it, pipsqueak!” Quincie hissed. “What did I tell you? I don’t like food that talks. And I especially don’t like food that hogs all the farmer’s sausage.”

The tiny woman wilted under the Felina’s savage gaze.

Ben knelt next to her, taking in the woman’s petite but curvy form. “What’s your name?”

“Cora, sir,” the mouse-kin woman said, her voice almost as tiny as she was. “I’m honored to have been chosen to carry your seed, sir.”

“I’m honored to have you do so, Cora,” Ben said. “Now, what do you say we teach that nasty little cat a lesson? Would you like that?”

“Yes, sir,” she whispered, casting a fierce look at Quincie. “I’d like that very much.”

“Alicia,” Ben said, standing again. “I’ll be icing Cora’s cake first. But I want Quincie there for the cleanup.”

“What!?” Quincie’s tail fluffed up to twice it’s size. “How dare you. I would never—”

“You will,” Ben said. “If you want that sausage you’re always on about.”

The cat girl hissed in disdain as the other demi-beasts laughed.

“I’ll have them both ready for you in the Breeding Chamber after dinner, Husband,” Alicia said sweetly. “And I’ll line up the others to follow. Maybe Queen Quincie should stay on clean-up duty until she learns some manners.”

Quincie pointed a claw at Alicia threateningly. “I’ll show you manners, you snooty little…”

As the pregnant demi-beasts began discussing logistics with his wives, Ben could only shake his head and smile. He'd saved a village, activated a monument, and helped crown a new queen.

But somehow, this—being needed by his growing family—felt like his most important duty of all.

Lucky Nickel Acres was home. Chaotic, overwhelming, impossible home.

And he wouldn't have it any other way.
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THE END

To be continued in…

Demi-Beast Husbandry for Fun and Profit 5!

Coming Soon!
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