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1
A Town Reborn


The road to Grimsby wound through rolling hills dotted with wildflowers. Ben walked at an easy pace, his staff tapping against the packed earth with each step. Meadow matched his stride on his right, her generous curves swaying beneath her simple cotton dress. Quincie prowled on his left, tail twitching as she herded a motley procession of barn cats.

"Keep up, you worthless fur-sacks!" Quincie swatted at an orange tabby who had stopped to investigate a beetle. "I'm not carrying anyone who can't maintain formation."

The tabby, a scarred tom named Captain Biscuits, hissed at her and resumed walking with exaggerated dignity. Behind him came a dozen more cats of varying sizes and temperaments: the one-eyed calico Patches, the enormously fat gray named Sir Chonkington, twin black cats called Mayhem and Mischief, and an assortment of tabbies, tortoiseshells, and one inexplicably hairless specimen that Quincie had dubbed The Abomination.

"Formation?" Meadow's laugh was warm and full. "They're cats, Quincie. Not soldiers."

"They're my cats." Quincie's ears flattened. "And they'll learn discipline or they'll learn regret."

Ben bit back a smile. The truth was simpler than Quincie would admit. Lucky Nickel Acres had accumulated more barn cats than any farm could reasonably support. Between the mice they'd exterminated and the scraps his children kept sneaking them, the feline population had exploded. Fancy Fishsticks, the calico queen of the barn, had produced three litters in the past six months alone, which was not something that would have been possible without all the ambient fertility magic floating around.

The mention of that particular cat still made Quincie's fur stand on end. She was convinced Fancy Fishsticks had her bright kitty eyes on Quincie’s “throne.” Ben suspected the rivalry existed mostly in Quincie's imagination, but the overpopulation problem was real enough.

Grimsby had struggled with Scuttlers ever since Ashburn had chased Quincie and her kitty army out of town years ago. The nasty rat-like monsters bred in cellars and granaries, fouling food stores and occasionally biting children in their sleep.

Ben’s very first quest, given to him by Alicia Steelwright, the woman who would become his first wife, had been eliminating Scuttlers in the basement of the General Store. In fact, that was how he’d earned the enchanted quarterstaff that had been with him ever since—a weapon that had apparently been wielded by his great-great-something uncle, the Grand Vizier of Faerowilde.

"The town needs them," Ben said. "And they need work."

"Work." Quincie sniffed. "I have half a mind to tell the townspeople to stuff it. Pest control is beneath my station. I used to rule these streets, you know. Before that bloated toad Ashburn chased me out—"

"We know." Meadow patted Quincie's shoulder.

The Felina flinched away from the touch but didn't hiss. Progress.

She narrowed her golden eyes and glowered, still muttering. “—and did any one of them come to my defense?”

“Alicia did,” Ben reminded her. “And so did I. Consider this a favor to us, if that makes you feel better.”

“I’m a Queen,” Quincie said indignantly, pointing a clawed finger in Ben’s face. “Queens don’t do favors for no one, no way, no how. I’m doing this for revenge.”

Her gaze had that far away look she sometimes got when contemplating her nemesis. Ben decided it might be easier to leave the Felina to fantasize about the downfall of Fancy Fishsticks in peace.

The first buildings of Grimsby appeared over the next rise. Ben's chest tightened at the sight.

The town had changed.

When he’d first arrived in Faerowilde, Grimsby had been a place of gray despair. Shabby hovels patched with whatever materials people could scavenge. Streets thick with coal smoke and the clatter of machinery. Faces worn hollow by years of exploitation under the land barons' boots.

Now—

Flowerpots lined the cobblestones, bright splashes of red and yellow and purple against weathered stone. Someone had cleaned the old fountain in the market square, and water actually flowed through it, catching the morning light in silver arcs. Children chased each other between the stalls, their cheeks round and rosy. Their laughter echoed off the buildings.

"Well." Quincie's tail swished. "It’s not a total shit hole, I guess."

A woman scrubbing her front steps looked up as they approached. Her face split into a wide smile. "Master Nickels! And Miss Meadow! Welcome, welcome!"

“What am I, chopped liver?” Quincie grumbled. “Actually, that sounds pretty good…”

More heads turned. The market square buzzed with sudden excitement. Ben found himself surrounded by familiar faces offering greetings, handshakes, and in the case of one enthusiastic grandmother, a crushing hug that left him gasping.

"We heard about your adventures!" A young man pumped Ben's hand. "Fighting demons! Cleansing the monuments! You're a proper hero now!"

Ben’s ears burned. "Just doing what needed doing."

"Humble as ever." Meadow bumped her hip against his. The gesture was casual and affectionate, something that a demi-beast would never have dared do to a human under Ashburn’s rule. As her breast brushed his arm, soft and warm even through her dress, Ben could think of a thousand ways that life was better now thanks to the success of Lucky Nickel Acres.

Quincie made a gagging noise. "Can we get on with it? These idiots won't herd themselves." She jerked her chin at the cats, who had already scattered across the square. Sir Chonkington had found a sunny spot on the fountain's edge. Captain Biscuits was sizing up a pigeon with murderous intent.

"Fine." Ben raised his voice. "Who's got Scuttler problems?"

A forest of hands shot up.

“Great!” Quincie clapped her clawed hands together and licked her lips. “I have just the thing for you. And all it will cost you is a pound of chopped liver per Scuttler.”

“It won’t cost you anything.” Ben elbowed the cat-girl gently in the ribs.

Quincie yowled and swatted his arm, leaving shallow scratches on his skin. “But I’m hungry!”

“Quincie!” Meadow put both hands on her hips and stomped a hoof. “Look what you did to the Master. Can’t we take you anywhere without you misbehaving? Here, Master Ben. Let me look at that.”

She leaned in close, pulling his arm tight against her milky cleavage.

“It’s fine, Meadow,” Ben said, extricating himself from her grasp with mild regret. “It’ll take more than a cranky kitty to hurt my feelings. Come on, Quincie. Get your army to work and I’ll buy you something to eat at the General Store. But no more scratching, or you’re on the naughty list.”

“Mrrroooow, I do like snackies!” She grinned, flashing pointed teeth. Her gaze traveled down his chest and landed somewhere below the belt. “I could go for a nice big piece of farmer’s sausage, now that you mention it…”

“Be a good kitty and we’ll see,” Ben said. “But we’ve got work to do first.”
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The next two hours passed in a blur. Grateful townspeople, gleefully screeching children, and an army of cats that couldn’t tell if they were being doted upon or terrorized whirled through the town square like a rogue circus show.

Quincie directed the feline deployment like a military operation, matching cats to cellars based on size and temperament, without needing any intervention from Ben.

Sir Chonkington went to the bakery, where Margaret and her daughters would inevitably spoil him with scraps. Mayhem and Mischief were assigned to the granary, where their chaotic energy would serve well against the more organized Scuttler colonies that had congregated at the edge of town. Captain Biscuits took command of the market square itself, patrolling the stalls with the swagger of a conquering general.

Quincie supervised each placement with regal disdain.

"You're representing the throne now," she informed The Abomination before depositing him in a cheese shop. "Try not to embarrass me."

The hairless cat blinked slowly and immediately began grooming his nonexistent fur.

"He's perfect," the cheesemonger declared. "The rats won't know what to make of him."

"That's rather the point." Quincie flicked her tail. “I wouldn’t abide such a hideous member of my court if he wasn’t useful.”

Ben left her to it and guided Meadow toward Whimsical Woolens, where Gertrude and her sisters had reopened their grandmother's shop. The building's fresh coat of paint—cheerful blue with white trim—stood out against its more weathered neighbors.

A bell chimed as they entered. The scent of lanolin and fresh wool filled Ben's nostrils. Bundles of yarn lined the walls in every color imaginable, and bolts of fabric occupied sturdy shelves behind the counter.

Gertrude looked up from her spinning wheel. Her face lit up. "Master Nickels! And this must be—oh my." Her eyes went wide as she took in Meadow's generous figure. "You're even lovelier than they said."

Meadow's cheeks flushed pink. "Thank you. That's very kind."

"Kind nothing." Gertrude abandoned her wheel and hurried around the counter. "You're the one making that wonderful cream, aren't you? My sister used some in her pie last festival and I thought I'd died and gone to heaven."

Ben made a mental note to ask Alicia about that transaction later. He hadn't realized they were selling Meadow's cream locally. The stuff was usually reserved for special orders to Cinderfell, where wealthy merchants paid premium prices for its supernatural quality. It was a good sign that Grimsby’s economy was thriving if a simple shop owner could afford it.

"I’m glad to hear you’re enjoying our products," Ben said. "I’m hoping to return the favor.”

Gertrude blinked in confusion. “Pardon me, sir, but I… I’m not sure I follow.”

Ben grinned. “The farm needs textiles—blankets, clothes for the workers, that sort of thing. And I was hoping we could discuss a supply arrangement."

Gertrude's eyes sparkled. "You want to buy our cloth?"

"Well, we’ve got more raw wool than we know what to do with." Ben leaned against the counter. "We've got Ovina producing more fleece every day. Estelle's been stockpiling it in one of the barns. But we don't have anyone to spin it into yarn or to weave it into fabric."

"We could do that." Gertrude's sisters emerged from the back room, drawn by the conversation. "We could absolutely do that. Couldn't we, Martha? Couldn't we, Clara?"

Martha and Clara nodded eagerly.

"The farm would supply raw wool," Ben said. "You'd produce textiles. We'd buy back what we need at a fair price, and you'd sell the rest however you like."

"That's—" Gertrude pressed a hand to her chest. "That's more than fair, Master Nickels. That's very generous indeed."

"It's practical." Ben shrugged. "We need cloth. You need work. Seems like everybody wins. And maybe you could take a few of our Ovina to train in textile making so we can all expand our operations to Cinderfell?"

The three sisters jaws dropped. “Our cloth? In… in the capital city? Oh my…”

The negotiations took another twenty minutes, but the outcome was never in doubt. By the time Ben and Meadow left Whimsical Woolens, they'd secured a steady supply of blankets, work clothes, and fine textiles in exchange for regular wool deliveries and some extra hands in the shop. Gertrude had actually teared up while signing the contract.

"You made her day, Master Ben," Meadow murmured as they stepped back into the sunlight. "Maybe her year."

"It's not charity." Ben scratched the back of his neck. "We genuinely need the cloth. And it can’t hurt to have a few more demi-beasts trained in practical skills that can be passed on to future generations."

"I know." Meadow's hand found his, her fingers lacing through his own. "That's what makes it so perfect. I just like that that’s the way you think of things, rather than just… ordering people to give you what you need, and trying to undercut them on the price. I suspect most of the townsfolk in Grimsby are still a bit in shock when they’re treated like real people and not servants and slaves."

Her breast pressed against his arm again as she leaned close. The soft weight had grown heavier since they'd left the farm that morning. Her dress strained slightly across her chest. Ben felt a familiar stirring of concern beneath the pleasant warmth of her body against his.

"How are you feeling?" he asked quietly.

Meadow's smile flickered. "I'm fine. We've got time yet."

He didn't push. Meadow knew her own body better than anyone. But he made a mental note to keep track of the hours. He knew it was uncomfortable for her if they waited too long between milkings, and ever since Callie had been born, Meadow had been producing an incredible abundance of milk.

Helping her out with that was one of his favorite daily chores when he was at home, and the more she wriggled against him, the more he wanted to hurry back to the farm and relieve her tension. Not to mention his own.

They continued through the town square, visiting each of the new businesses that had cropped up since the last time Ben had visited. He gazed around at the now-bustling little village with pride swelling in his chest. The fact that he had his gorgeous Holstaur milkmaid wife on his arm, her sweet cotton dress nearly bursting at the seams, was the creamy icing on the cake. He smiled down at her, and planted a kiss on her perfect lips.

“Mmmm, Ben,” she moaned. “Don’t… you’ll make me leak through my dress!”

Meadow was so conditioned to be pleasured while she was milked that any intimate gesture could stimulate production.

“Sorry, sweetheart,” Ben said. “I couldn’t help myself. Maybe we’ll have to visit the back room of the General Store and take a little pressure off, what do you say?”

“Sounds marvelous.” She squeezed his arm possessively, crushing it against her firm breasts. “But we have work to do first, remember?”

“Where next?” Ben asked. “There are more shops to choose from than I expected.”

After Ben and his mates had defeated the land baron, Cornelius Ashburn, and Ben had returned the surrounding farm lands to local families, it hadn’t taken long for the entrepreneurial spirit to infect the town. Families started businesses, first in their own homes, and after some success were now starting to move into the vacant shops that had fallen into disrepair under Ashburn’s thumb.

“Mmmm, the bakery, I think,” Meadow said. “It smells divine.”

Ben couldn’t argue with that. Grimsby's Hearth Bakery smelled like heaven, even from the street. By the time they stepped inside, his mouth was watering.

Fresh bread. Cinnamon. Something rich and buttery that made Ben's stomach growl despite the breakfast Spirit had made sure he had seconds and thirds of that morning. The owner, a woman named Margaret, emerged from the back covered in flour, her face flushed from the ovens.

"Master Nickels! I was hoping you'd stop by." She wiped her hands on her apron and gestured at the display case. "You must try the new recipe. It's a potato roll with honey glaze—your farm's honey, actually. Changed my whole approach to baking."

Ben accepted the offered roll and bit into it. Flavors exploded across his tongue. Sweet and savory and impossibly light. He made an undignified noise.

Margaret beamed. "Good?"

"This is—" Ben took another bite. "This is the best thing I've ever eaten."

"Don't let Spirit hear you say that." Meadow's eyes danced with amusement. She accepted her own roll and hummed with pleasure. "Oh. Oh, that is good."

"We're producing more than we can sell locally." Margaret's expression turned businesslike. "The traveling merchants buy what they can carry, but I've been thinking. Cinderfell has a market for quality baked goods, doesn't it? All those fancy nobles with more money than sense."

Ben thought of Helena's stories about the capital. The opulent manors. The endless parties. The desperate hunger for anything novel or luxurious.

"They'd pay through the nose for these," he said. “Guaranteed.”

"That's what I thought." Margaret leaned forward. "But I'd need a reliable supply of flour. Good flour, not the gritty stuff we used to get from Ashburn's old mills. And your farm grows the best wheat in the region."

"Our grain fields are doing well, but we don’t have that much more to spare." Ben considered the possibility. More wheat meant more labor, but they had the workforce now. The demi-beasts freed from Ashburn's factory farms had proven eager to learn proper farming techniques. "If you’ve got a need for it, though, we can certainly expand production. Ground flour or raw grain?"

"Either works. Though if you ever get around to building your own mill..."

"I'll add it to the list." Ben smiled. The list had grown rather long these days. Barracks for the new arrivals. Expanded housing for growing families. A proper schoolhouse for the children. And now a mill. "For the moment, we can deliver wheat. You can handle the grinding?"

"We've got a hand mill. It's slow, but it works." Margaret extended her hand. "Do we have a deal?"

Ben shook it firmly. “You make sure we get a tray of these honey rolls delivered once a week and you can have just about anything you ask for.”

“You sure, Master Ben?” Meadow added as she licked the sweet glaze off her fingers. “Miss Alicia’s at the ravenous stage of her pregnancy. She’s going to want one just for herself.”

Ben grinned. “Better make that two.”

Margaret was beaming from ear to ear as they left, mirroring his own feelings. He should really come to town more often. It was good to see how fast Grimsby was growing and changing.

It made him think about the possibilities waiting for him in the Nagaina village in the jungles surrounding the monument he’d just unlocked. Ariss, his Lamia Queen, was in a sort of hibernation as she recovered from her transformation, and the Virgin Witch, Elysanthra, was watching over the village while he was away.

But Ben had every intention of making sure that village thrived, just as Grimsby was. Just as every territory he conquered would. It was his job to revive Faerowilde and see its people—humans, demi-beasts, and monster-kin alike—become as powerful as they could be.

It was the only way to right the balance in the world, and protect it from the evil incursion from the Demon Plane.
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The morning wore on. Ben visited Wilem Hammerfell's smithy and arranged for a bulk order of nails, hinges, and hardware for the new barracks. He stopped by Thomas Carver's lumber yard and negotiated a delivery schedule for the timber they'd need. Cait, Thomas's wife, showed him samples of her detailed carving work—intricate floral patterns and delicate animal figures that would look perfect on furniture.

"We're starting a proper furniture shop," she said, her young face alight with pride. "The old factory workers have the skills. They just needed a chance to use them for themselves instead of some baron's profit."

"I'd like to place an order." Ben ran his fingers over a carved headboard. The wood was smooth as silk. "Beds. Tables. Chairs. Whatever you can produce. We're building new quarters at the farm and we need to furnish them."

Cait's jaw dropped. "You—really? How many?"

"However many you can make." Ben met her eyes. "We're not going to run out of need anytime soon."

Technically, Stormy and Marnie could make the necessary furniture with their growing skills with the System’s magic. But if he could buy furniture locally, that would free his construction forewoman and her right-hand Holstaur for bigger projects. Like the mill he’d promised Margaret, and…

A Birthing Unit at his new jungle homestead? One could never be too prepared. With his new ability to fast-travel between Lucky Nickel Acres and any of the monument territories he unlocked, he could see himself spending equal amounts of time in the jungle as his family expanded.

That was something he’d have to ask Stormy and Marnie about, but based on the looks the two of them had been giving him lately, he was pretty sure they weren’t going to say no to the opportunity to spend some time with him on a special project.

Throughout the day, Quincie drifted in and out of Ben’s peripheral vision. She'd finished deploying the cats and now stalked the streets with smug satisfaction, occasionally checking on her troops. Captain Biscuits had caught three Scuttlers in the market square alone, displaying them in front of the fountain with the pride of a hunter presenting tribute to his queen.

"Not bad," Quincie admitted, nudging one of the corpses with her toe. "For an amateur."

The scarred tom purred and went looking for number four.

But Quincie's attention kept drifting. Not to the cats, the murmuring townspeople, or the mischievous children, but to Meadow.

Specifically, to Meadow's chest.

The Felina had noticed the same thing Ben had about the pretty milkmaid’s overflowing bosom, and she could hardly concentrate on the task at hand now that she had.

Ben caught her staring as they emerged from the lumber yard. Her golden eyes fixed on the straining fabric of Meadow's dress. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips.

"Quincie."

She startled. "What?"

"You're drooling."

"I am not." Quincie's tail lashed. "I'm just… watching. For science and stuff.”

Meadow crossed her arms under her breasts—which had definitely grown larger in the past hour, Ben realized. The pressure must be building. "Science," she repeated flatly. “You don’t even know what that means, cat.”

"Yes I do!" Quincie's whiskers twitched. "It means experiments. And I have to do lots of experiments, making sure your cream is… um… creamy.”

"Is that why you tried to sneak into my milking session last week?"

Quincie purred loudly and nodded in a not-quite-convincing imitation of innocence. "Yup. That was research. Miss Alicia taught me all about research."

Ben’s eyebrow lifted. His wife had been taking her new role as Master Breeder’s Apprentice very seriously, and the research she engaged in usually involved naked demi-beast women at the mercy of her pleasure experiments. It had produced an abundance of pregnant demi-beasts on the farm, whom Ben had dutifully been “finishing off” with as much of his seed as they could take.

“Alicia has special permission for her research,” Ben reminded the Felina as she continued to ogle Meadow’s breasts. “And you—"

"You were hiding in a barrel," Meadow finished. “Experimenting on yourself, from the sounds of it.”

"Mind your business, you slut!" Quincie yowled. The fur on her tail prickled up in irritation at having been caught. "You shouldn’t moan like that when he’s milking you if you don’t want people to listen. I would have gotten away with it if that stupid rooster hadn't blown my cover…"

"Steve the Screamer is doing his job." Meadow's eyes narrowed. "Unlike certain cats who can't accept that they're not allowed to drink my cream."

"Not allowed." Quincie spat the words like they tasted foul. "As if I'm some common barn cat begging for scraps. I am a queen. I should be drinking legendary cream for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It's practically my birthright."

"Your birthright?" Meadow's voice rose. "Last time you got your hands on my cream, your chest swelled up like a balloon and you spent the next three days whining about how heavy your tits were!”

“I didn’t know that would happen when I was nursing!” Quincie had her claws out, and she was breathing hard, still staring at Meadow’s chest. But now it was a predatory look rather than just a hungry one. “It’s your fault for making it so delicious. I’m… I’m gonna strangle that rooster when we get home!”

"Ladies." Ben stepped between them before the argument could escalate any further. "We're in public."

Several townspeople had stopped to watch the exchange. A few were poorly hiding smiles behind their hands.

Quincie's ears flattened. Meadow's blush deepened from pink to crimson. Both women looked away, muttering apologies that sounded less than sincere.

Ben sighed and guided them toward the General Store. “Come on. Let’s take this discussion inside, shall we?”

Meadow took Ben’s arm dutifully. He could feel how hard her breasts were, now. Despite her protests, the conversation about Quincie watching her milking session seemed to be stirring more than anger in the milkmaid. Quincie snatched his other arm, glaring at Meadow across his chest. She was rumbling with a purr that he couldn’t hear yet, but he could feel.

It was definitely time to relieve some tension. He just hoped Penelope wouldn’t mind the intrusion.


2
Impromptu Creaming


The Lucky Nickel General Store occupied the best location in town, right on the market square, with large windows that displayed the bounty of Ben's farm. Vegetables in neat arrangements, jars of preserves and honey, wheels of cheese, and bundles of herbs and wildflowers that made passing customers pause to breathe deep.

Penelope looked up as the door opened, and the whole room seemed to brighten with her smile. Her chestnut curls bounced with the movement, soft ringlets framing a face that always looked flushed and a little mischievous ever since Ben had invited her to participate in pleasuring Rosie back on the farm.

Every time she met his gaze now, it was like she was permanently thinking of a secret she might or might not share.

Her dark blue eyes were wide, warm, and entirely too pretty for Ben’s peace of mind. They glinted like sapphires in the light. She had that classic Porcina plushness in all the right places, giving her a dramatic hourglass figure. Her peasant-blouse bodice strained just slightly every time she breathed, the low neckline offering a generous, eye-catching view that made even the most polite men in Grimsby forget what they’d walked in to buy.

Ben could hardly complain about that, though, as she’d been steadily increasing sales ever since she’d taken over for Alicia. And as appetizing as she might be to other men, Penelope had only ever had eyes for Ben.

He hadn’t even fully stepped inside yet, but Penelope already stood a little straighter, a pleased blush blooming across her cheeks. And he… Well, he tried not to stare as he smiled back at her.

Meadow squeezed his arm, her strong fingers digging painfully into his bicep, and cleared her throat. Okay, maybe trying not to stare was a fail. But who could blame him?

"Ben!" Penelope rushed around the counter, her silky pink ears bouncing in her curls. "I mean… Master Nickels. We've been expecting you."

“We?” Quincie hissed. “Who’s that? You and your fat ass?”

Ben shot the grumpy cat a warning look and extracted his arm from her clawed grasp as Penelope bounded toward him.

"Just Ben is fine." He accepted her enthusiastic hug, very aware of how she pressed herself against him. Her body was soft and warm, her scent sweet with a hint of something floral. "How are things?"

The skirt of her dress was a little shorter than was usual for women in Grimsby. It swished well above the knee, showing off soft, strong legs and the dainty hooves that made Porcinas look like they were perpetually walking in high-heeled shoes. She had the confident sway of someone who knew exactly how she looked and wasn’t above enjoying the effect.

Normally, Ben imagined the old biddies in town would cluck their tongues at a hem like that, but Penelope spent most of her day behind the counter… and more importantly, she worked for Ben. After everything he’d done for the village, no one dared complain about a young woman being scantily clad while working in the General Store.

The rumors of what Ben got up to with his demi-beast brides and lovers was scandalous enough, regardless of what they wore, even as demi-beasts were becoming more accepted in the community.

As Penelope pressed close to him, the heat of her bare thigh pressed against Ben’s leg, and he was pleased that she didn’t pay too much attention to what others might say about her choice of dress. She looked damned fine to him.

"It’s been so busy." Penelope pulled back but kept her hands on his arms, her fingers tracing slow circles. "Very, very busy. We've had three orders from Cinderfell this week alone. The merchants can't get enough of our cream."

"My cream, you mean." Meadow's voice carried an edge. She moved closer to Ben, her hip bumping his. "We’ve increased our dairy production now that I’m nursing, and Ben ensures I’m always producing the highest quality."

She wasn’t usually the territorial type, unless she needed to be milked, in which case any attention that Ben directed anywhere but at her was an offense to her pride and dignity. Her tone was a warning sign that Meadow was approaching desperation.

"Right, yes." Penelope's eyes flickered to Meadow's chest and lingered there. Then they returned to Ben with a knowing smile. "Meadow’s cream especially, but all of the dairy has been in high demand. We're getting requests for quantities of products we can't possibly fill. I've had to start a waiting list. And there’s a new cheesemonger in town who’s taking the more basic orders, so we can fulfill the specialty ones."

“There are ways that we can increase milk production,” Ben said with a grin. “As soon as the expanded Birthing Unit is ready, I’ll make sure it’s top priority.”

Meadow let out a long huff and scuffed her hoof impatiently on the wooden floor.

“Oh, great.” Quincie looked up from where she was scratching the counter, leaving deep claw tracks in the wood. She admired her deadly sharp nails with a frown. “Now he’s gonna be stickin’ his farmer’s sausage in all those fat heifers, trying to get their titties bursting too.”

“Is that true?” Penelope gasped, breathing heavily. “Is that how your Holstaurs make such good cream, Master Ben? I always wondered… and I also wonder what your magic does to Porcina?”

Quincie snorted. “They squeal a lot and get extra slutty and I extra wanna scratch their eyes out.”

“Quincie…” Ben warned. “Are you going to be a good kitty or not?”

She hissed and flexed her claws at him, but didn’t scratch. He supposed that was her version of being good.

Ben gently wriggled out of Penelope's grip. The Porcina's touch was pleasant enough, but Meadow was practically vibrating with territorial energy beside him.

"We can talk about all of this, if you’re curious, Penelope." He moved to put the counter between himself and the Porcina’s wandering hands. "And Meadow wanted to discuss the orders. See if we can increase supply to meet demand. But first—"

"I'd love to discuss anything with you." Penelope's eyes stayed locked on him. "Perhaps over dinner? There’s a lovely little restaurant that just opened—"

"The farm," Meadow interrupted. "We'll discuss it at the farm. During our regular meetings. With Alicia present."

“Of course.” Penelope's smile didn't waver, but her eyes were uncertain. "Whatever works best."

“Sorry, Penelope,” Ben said with a rueful grin. “But could we borrow your back room for a few moments? I’m afraid Meadow isn’t quite in the right mindset to discuss business.”

“Me neither,” Quincie hissed, her claws digging into Ben’s arm. “I’m hungry. I want snackies. I’m being good and you promised me snackies!”

Understanding dawned on the Porcina woman, and her silky pink ears flushed a little deeper pink in her chestnut curls. “Oh! Yes, of course. Just… come find me when you’re finished. I’ll… just wait here, I guess.”

Ben ushered Meadow through the back room door. She moved stiffly, one arm cradled beneath her straining breasts.

"Hey!" Quincie's voice pitched upward. "What about me? You said snackies! You promised—"

Ben closed the door in her face.

The scratching started immediately.

"Hey! HEY!" Quincie's claws raked down the wood in long, screeching strokes. "No fair! I was a good kitty! I didn't bite anyone! I only scratched you a little bit and you deserved it!"

"Quincie." Penelope's voice drifted through from the shop front, patient but firm. "Leave them alone."

"But they're doing things in there! Dirty, sex things! Without me!"

"Meadow needs privacy."

"I don't believe in privacy! Privacy is a scam invented by people who have things I want!"

More scratching. The door shuddered in its frame.

"Quincie." A pause. "Would you like some dried fish?"

The scratching stopped.

"...what kind of dried fish?"

"Smoked mackerel. I just got a shipment from the coast."

Silence. Ben could practically hear the war happening inside Quincie's head—curiosity versus gluttony versus spite.

Gluttony won.

"Fine," the Felina huffed. "But I'm not happy about this. I'm registering an official complaint. With the Queen. Who is me. I'm complaining to myself and I'm very sympathetic to my own grievances."

Footsteps padded away from the door. Penelope's gentle laugh followed.

Ben let out a breath and turned back to Meadow.

The back room of the General Store smelled of burlap and dried herbs. Crates lined the walls, stacked high with inventory waiting to be shelved. A narrow cot occupied one corner—Penelope's, for nights when she worked late—and beside it sat a small cabinet that Ben knew held emergency supplies.

Including the portable handpump.

Meadow was already fumbling with the ties of her dress before the door closed behind them. Her fingers trembled. Her breath came in short, sharp gasps.

"Let me." Ben caught her hands and guided them down to her sides. "I've got you."

She nodded, her brown eyes liquid with gratitude and need. The ties gave way under his practiced fingers. The fabric parted. Her breasts spilled free, swollen and heavy, the skin stretched taut and flushed pink. Droplets of milk already beaded at her nipples.

Ben cupped the left one gently. The weight filled his palm, warm and impossibly full. Meadow whimpered.

"Easy." He guided her backward until her legs hit the cot. She sank down onto it, and he knelt before her. "I'm going to take care of you."

He leaned in and sealed his lips around her nipple.

The first pull drew a low moan from Meadow's throat. Rich, sweet cream flooded his mouth. Meadow’s cream was warm and sweeter than regular milk, with a subtle honey undertone that tingled on his tongue. The liquid was worth its weight in gold to the merchants of Cinderfell.

But in the hour after she’d been pleasured, Meadow produced Legendary Holstaur Cream, which was worth far more than that to Ben.

He felt his cock growing and stiffening as he ingested the sweet, creamy nectar, in anticipation of what was to come.

The excerpt from his Demi-Beast Husbandry for Fun and Profit Handbook read:

Drinking the Legendary quality cream that your horny Holstaur produces will vastly increase the breeder’s virility and stamina, as well as the volume of nourishing seed produced by the blessed member. Do not be startled by temporary increases to the size of your breeding equipment either. Most females will eventually adapt with enough stimulation. If not, they are able to absorb all necessary nutrients through their skin, and may prefer the somewhat messier, but still enjoyable, method of seed facials, showers, or bathing.

It was one of the first entries he’d read, and one of the hottest. Discovering the secret to Meadow’s Legendary Cream production had been the key to unlocking the virility he needed to breed the dozens and eventually hundreds of demi-beasts on Lucky Nickel Acres, and he always enjoyed coming back to the source.

Ben drank steadily, one hand supporting the heavy curve of her breast while the other traced soothing circles on her hip. Meadow's fingers tangled in his hair. Her breathing deepened. The tension in her shoulders began to ease.

"That's it," she breathed. "Gods, that's better. Don't stop."

He had no intention of stopping. The pressure in her breast decreased with each swallow. The taut skin softened beneath his palm. Meadow's moans shifted from pained to pleasured, her hips rocking slightly against the cot.

When the flow slowed to a trickle, Ben released her with a soft pop. A thin strand of milk connected his lips to her nipple. He licked it away and shifted to her right side.

This breast was even fuller, the nipple dark and distended. Meadow gasped as he took it into his mouth. The first pull sent a gush of cream across his tongue, so much that he had to swallow quickly to keep up.

"I waited too long," Meadow panted. Her back arched. "I'm sorry. I should have—"

"Shh." Ben stroked her thigh. "You're doing fine. Just relax."

He drank until the desperate fullness subsided, until Meadow's breathing steadied and her grip on his hair loosened its frantic hold. Her fingers traced the edge of his ear. Her thumb brushed his cheekbone.

"I love you," she murmured. "Have I told you that today?"

Ben pulled back and smiled up at her. Cream glistened on his lips. "You’re going to love me even more once I’m finished with you."

He rose and crossed to the cabinet. The portable handpump waited inside, exactly where Alicia had promised it would be when she’d ordered extra pumps for “just in case.” The milking machines they had at the farm were far superior, but it meant their Holstaurs were essentially chained to the barn, unable to go anywhere for very long. Having the handheld pumps available helped Meadow feel like she had some freedom.

The pump was a clever contraption of glass bottles, rubber tubing, and a hand-operated suction mechanism. Meadow watched him assemble it with half-lidded eyes. Her dress had pooled around her waist. Her breasts, still generous but no longer painfully swollen, rose and fell with each breath. Lower, the fabric had ridden up her thighs, revealing the soft curve of her belly and the small patch of white and brown hide that marked the mound between her legs.

"There's still more," she said. "I can feel it. Deep down."

"I know." Ben settled beside her on the cot. The pump's cups fit snugly over her nipples, held in place by gentle suction. "This will get the rest. But it works better if you're... relaxed."

Meadow's lips curved. "Relaxed."

"Thoroughly relaxed." He kissed her, softly at first, then deeper as she opened for him. She tasted of the sweets the Lapina sisters had been making with their wildflower honey, and he wondered if she had a handful of them stashed in the pockets of her dress. Her hands found his chest, then his belt, then lower.

"I need you," she whispered against his mouth. "Please."

Ben didn't make her ask twice.

He guided her backwards, mindful of the pump's tubing. Her thighs parted for him. She was already slick, her body ready to milk him as thoroughly as he planned to milk her. He positioned himself at her entrance and pushed forward in one smooth stroke.

Meadow's moan filled the small room. Her inner walls gripped him, hot and silken. Ben held still for a moment, savoring the connection, before beginning to move.

The rhythm came naturally. They'd done this hundreds of times—in the barn, in the bedroom, in the breeding chamber beneath the farmhouse. Their bodies knew each other, anticipated each other. Meadow lifted her hips to meet his thrusts. The bulge of his cock swelled her belly as Ben angled himself to hit the spot that made her beg.

“Mmmmmm, fuck, yes,” she panted. Her breasts jumped beneath the pump handles as she squeezed. “Just like that, Master. You’re so deep!”

The handpump worked its steady magic. Cream flowed into the glass bottles with each pulse of the mechanism. Meadow worked the machine at an aggressive pace, punishing her swollen nipples with intense suction as he fucked her.

Glancing down to where their bodies joined, he could see her pussy stretched wide to accommodate his girth. Her wet, swollen lips and clit were flushed with heat.

"Master—" Her voice cracked as she leaned her head back. "I'm close. Uuungh, fuck me. Yes! I'm so close—"

The cot creaked beneath them as he pounded harder into her slit. Gripping her hip with one hand, he put his thumb on the hard nub of her pleasure, rubbing as he thrust.

Meadow shuddered with a cry, her body clenching around him in rhythmic waves. The pump bottles filled faster as her release triggered a final rush of cream. Ben followed her over the edge moments later, spilling himself deep inside her with a groan.

They lay tangled together in the aftermath, breathing hard. The pump had gone still. The bottles were full. Meadow's breasts had softened to their normal fullness—still impressive, but no longer straining with painful pressure. Ben’s seed spilled between her legs, creating a slick, pearly mess that Meadow covered by pulling down her skirts. He noted that she made no effort to clean herself up, as if she was looking forward to feeling the evidence of their lovemaking for the rest of the afternoon.

"Better?" Ben asked.

"Much." Meadow nuzzled into his neck. "Thank you."

A soft sound from the doorway made them both turn.

Quincie stood in the gap between door and frame, her golden eyes wide and fixed on Meadow's chest. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips. Her tail lashed behind her in agitated sweeps.

"That's not fair," she said, her voice somewhere between a whine and a growl. "You said snackies. You promised me snackies. And instead you're in here letting this cow have all the fun while I—"

"Quincie." Ben's voice carried a warning note.

"—while I'm stuck out front making small talk with a stinkin’ pig about shipping manifests!" Quincie's ears flattened.

“Hey, I just fed you, didn’t I?” Penelope’s voice came from the front of the shop. “Ungrateful little wretch.”

"Do you have any idea how boring shipping manifests are?” Quincie continued her tirade. “Very! Very boring! And the whole time I could smell—" She gestured vaguely at the room. "—milky creamy sexy times. It's torture, actual torture. You’re a stupid, meany, jerkface farmer even if you do have a nice fat sausage. It’s not fair!"

Meadow had the grace to look slightly guilty. She also made no move to cover herself.

"You're not allowed to have the cream," she said. "You know that. It makes you—"

"I know what it makes me!" Quincie's tail puffed up. "That's not the point! The point is—"

"Quincie." Ben sat up and fixed her with a steady look. "Were you a good kitty while we were busy?"

The Felina's mouth snapped shut. Her cheeks darkened beneath her fur.

"...maybe," she muttered.

"Did you scratch anyone? Bite anyone? Start any fights with Penelope?"

"No." The word came out sulky.

"Then you'll get your snackies." Ben reached for his pants. "But not the cream. Something else.”

Quincie perked up slightly. "A nice, big, fat farmer’s sausage?"

“I was thinking something from the store.”

“Oh.” She pouted before her eyes lit up again. “Mystery-meat-in-a-can?”

Ben was pretty sure this was Faerowilde’s equivalent of SPAM, and was probably made from the ground-up bits and pieces of various animals that couldn’t be sold as finer cuts. But as far as Quincie was concerned, it was Ambrosia, food of the gods. "Uh, sure. If Penelope has any in stock."

"She does." The cat-girl's eyes gleamed. "I checked. Three times. While you two were…" She made an obscene gesture with her hands. “Buncha perverts.”

Meadow snorted and adjusted her dress. Ben just shook his head.

"Go wait out front," he said. "We'll be there in a minute."

Quincie lingered for one more longing look at Meadow's chest. Then she turned and stalked away, her tail still twitching with frustrated desire.

"She's going to sneak more cream eventually," Meadow said as she rearranged the fabric covering her chest. "You know that, right?"

"Probably." Ben helped her with the ties. "But that's a problem for future us."

“Maybe we should just let her,” Meadow said. “It was kind of funny when her breasts swelled up like that, and she had to nurse the kittens for three days straight just to take the pressure off.”

“If she does it again, I’m going to hook her up to your milking machine,” Ben said.

Meadow laughed with a warm, satisfied sound that made his chest tight with affection. She kissed him once more, soft and sweet, before she straddled his hips and pressed her softened breasts against his mouth. She tugged the neckline down just enough to expose a single, bruised nipple and squeezed, spraying his lips with her thick, golden nectar.

The instant the cream hit his tongue, he felt the surge of magic offered by the Legendary Cream. He latched on, sucking hard enough to make her cry out again.

New Buff Activated: Cream Queen Breeding Booster

You have received a breeding bonus from Legendary Quality Raw Holstaur Cream. For the next 12 hours, breeding is more effective than usual. Your seed is 50% more potent, meaning demi-beast females you breed in this time can be impregnated with fewer Pleasure Points. Human females you breed in this time have 75% chance of spontaneous ovulation, regardless of their monthly cycle, and a 50% chance of achieving ascended status when impregnation occurs.

System Note: Breeding Boosters occasionally cause unforeseen side effects in some users. If you experience an unpleasantly persistent erection, lasting more than 48 hours, please see your local healer for a stamina debuff.

Ben’s cock swelled to twice its already impressive size and his balls started to ache. There was no way he was going to be able to fasten his trousers at this rate.

“Why don’t you give her something else to think about?” Meadow said with a wink. “While I get things sorted with Penelope. Unless you want her to join you, too…”

“You drive a hard bargain,” Ben grunted. “I could probably entertain them both, thanks to that buff.”

Meadow slid off his lap and gathered the full bottles of cream, and headed back to the front of the store

Ben scanned them with his HUD as she was leaving.

Raw Holstaur Cream – Legendary Quality

Extremely rare and highly prized, Legendary Raw Holstaur Cream is sought after by connoisseurs, nobles, and even alchemists for its unparalleled taste, texture, and magical properties. Consuming even a small amount can grant temporary boosts to vitality and endurance, while bakers, chefs, and potion-makers consider it a once-in-a-lifetime ingredient, elevating their creations to works of art.

System Note: Legendary dairy products like this can only be produced by Holstaur demi-beasts of exceptional health and spirit, whose bond with their caretaker is one of mutual respect, care, and purpose. Treat them well, and the rewards will speak for themselves.

“Hey, Meadow,” he called after her. “Why don’t you see about separating that batch into smaller samples, for alchemical ingredients. Maybe Penelope can drum up some new customers that way. You’re producing more Legendary Cream than ever, and if we start using it in our dairy products, Grimsby's population is going to explode faster than we’re ready for it.”

Meadow grinned over her shoulder at him. “That’s not a bad idea, Master Ben. And maybe I’ll give Penelope a sample before she comes to see you?”

Ben wasn’t sure that was a great idea, given how kinky Porcina’s were supposed to be—Rosie had not been an exception, and given his last encounter with Penelope, he was pretty sure she was just as horny as his demi-beast bride.

Besides, Alicia was relying on Penelope’s help to run the store. He couldn’t knock her up until his wife was finished with her pregnancy, and after drinking Meadow’s cream, there was a good chance one afternoon of fooling around would be all it took to get the chestnut-haired Porcina in the family way.

“Uh… maybe not yet,” he said with a laugh. “But let me keep Quincie out of your hair for a bit, will you?”

“If I didn’t know better, Master Ben,” Meadow said, “I’d think you were a glutton for punishment.”

Ben shrugged sheepishly. “Well, she did want a snack, and I’ve got plenty of cream for her now.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Ben had learned early on that the best way to deal with Quincie was to pretend he wasn’t interested in fucking her, no matter how badly he wanted her. And at the moment, he wanted her very, very badly. With the Legendary Cream flowing through his bloodstream, Ben felt a little bit like if he couldn’t sink himself deep in that tight little kitty of hers he might just die.

Quincie, despite her constant complaining about him, was basically in a continual state of heat and it took all his self-control at the best of times not to pin her down just to teach her a lesson about bad behavior.

Fortunately for Ben, Quincie always wanted what she couldn’t have. And she was just about always in need of a little bit of punishment.

So, when she slammed open the door to the storeroom, Ben was pretending to try to stuff his over-inflated cock back inside his pants.

“Whaddya want, Farmer Boy?” she yowled, balancing a stack of tinned meat in one paw as she entered. “Your saggy heifer said you needed me.”

“What?” Ben feigned surprise. “No. I don’t need any help…”

Her eyes immediately went to his inflated manhood and her eyes narrowed. “What is that?”

“Nothing. Don’t worry about it. I’m fine.”

Ben tried to do up his trousers.

Predictably, they did not cooperate.

His cock strained against the fabric like it had its own, very firm opinion about things. He could barely get the buttons halfway before the front of his pants looked like a circus tent coming apart at the seams.

“Great,” he muttered. “Just great.”

He yanked his shirt down, trying to cover the worst of it. The effort did exactly nothing.

Quincie froze in the doorway, pupils blown wide, tail puffed like she’d stuck a paw in a socket.

“Holy mother of milk jugs,” she whispered. “What did she do to you? That cow didn’t finish what she started, and now it’s my job to clean up her mess? Is that the idea?”

Ben dragged a hand over his face. “Quincie, please—”

“No. No, you don’t get to ‘please’ me, Mister.” She marched inside and kicked the door shut behind her. “You come in here, chug down a gallon of cow-titty rocket fuel, grow yourself a cream-cursed fuckstick of doom, and then expect me to just deal with it?!”

“It’s just the buff,” he said through his teeth. “It’ll wear off.”

“When? Next century?” She stalked closer, circling him like a shark that had just sniffed blood. “Look at that thing. You can’t walk out there with that. You’ll knock over shelves. And children. Probably buildings. It’s a danger to society.”

“I’ll figure it out,” he said. “Go back to the front. Penelope and Meadow—”

“Those two sluts can suck a hog,” Quincie snapped. “Not literally. Maybe. I don’t know. Penelope would probably like that. Ew. That’s gross. That’s not the point. The point is that you promised me snackies and instead you’re hiding in here with your big fat farmer’s sausage in your hand like you think I want to have anything to do with it.”

She narrowed her eyes at his crotch as if it had personally offended her. But the way she licked her lips was giving a very different impression.

“Should be illegal,” she declared. “That is a weapon of ass destruction. You can’t just point that at me without consequences. I’m a Queen!”

Ben cleared his throat. “Quincie.”

“Don’t ‘Quincie’ me.” She jabbed a claw into his chest. “You already hosed down the Holstaur. I heard the sounds. Maybe I should get my snackies right here, as is my right.”

“Your right?”

“As Queen. If I wanna feed that sausage to my little kitty, I don’t have to take ‘no’ for an answer.”

She stalked closer, eyes fixed entirely on the bulge in his trousers. When she reached him, she poked his tip with one claw.

He groaned, eliciting a grin from the scheming cat-girl.

“If you’re just going to mock me, you can leave,” Ben said harshly, though inside he was grinning from ear to ear. “Go find your snack and leave me alone to deal with this.”

“Oh no you don’t!”

Quincie grabbed him by the shirt and shoved him back against the shelving. The whole wooden frame shuddered, jars clinking ominously. Ben braced one arm behind him to keep it from collapsing.

“Wait—”

“No waiting! I waited out there. I waited while listening to pig-girl blush and squeal and while you two made all your little ‘ohhhhh Ben’ noises—don’t make that face, you know you did—I suffered for you.” Her claws dug into his collar. “Now it’s time for my reward, you stupid pervert.”

Before he could object—not that he would have meant it if he had—she hauled herself up against him, wrapping her legs around his waist with a ferocity that knocked the air out of his lungs.

She was only wearing a tight, black miniskirt and tube top she’d made out of fabric scraps as a concession to Ben’s insistence that she not walk around naked in public. As she wriggled her hips, the band of fabric lifted to her waist, exposing her muscular ass and slick pussy.

“Quincie—!”

She cut him off with a low, feral growl, leaning close enough that her eyelashes brushed his cheek.

“You smell like cream,” she said. “And I’m gonna get it if I have to milk it from you myself!”

Ben tried to keep his voice steady. “You said you wanted a snack—”

“I lied,” she hissed, grinding down slowly, deliberately. “I want this. I want your stupid, cream-filled, barn-sized battering ram up in my pretty little kitty. So shut up! I don’t even care if you put more babies in my belly, Farmer Boy. I want it. I hate how much I want it.”

The shelving rattled again. A jar toppled, landing beside them with a glassy thud. Quincie yowled—half startled, half aroused—and clung tighter, claws scraping down the wooden shelf behind her as she humped his cock.

Her head tipped back as she moved against him, breathy noises breaking free of her throat as she bounced up and down his length.

“Gggh—dammit—Ben,” she panted as he thrust into her, each stroke punctuating her garbled stream of insults and complaints. “big dummy—this is so—ugh—I can’t—this shelf isn’t rated for this kind of activity!”

“You’re the one who threw me into it,” he growled, trying to keep the entire wall of crates from folding around them.

“Because you deserve it!” she snapped. “You walk around all gentle and responsible and ‘ohhh Meadow needs milking, I must help her’—meanwhile you’re walking around with a big swollen fuckstick in your trousers like a big sneaky perv!”

“If I’d known you wanted it so bad I would have given it to you a long time ago.”

Her claws sank into his shoulders.

“Mrrrooowww! Fuck me sideways!”

The shelves rattled with each of her movements, tiny dust motes drifting down around them like celebratory confetti as she ground her pussy up and down his shaft. Wet, slurping noises slipped in between her moans and curses as her slick, inner folds fought against his magically enhanced length.

A box of herbal tea slid off the top shelf and smacked Ben in the back of the head.

“Ow—Quincie—careful—”

“Don’t you dare stop!” she hissed. Her tail wrapped around his thigh like a rope, holding him in place. He was pretty sure real cats couldn’t use their tails like that, but he wasn’t about to question it. “If you stop now, I swear to all the gods I’ll claw your balls off and use them as dice.”

“You couldn’t stop me if you tried.”

Her voice hitched at the next motion. “As if I’d give you the pleasure!”

Ben paused, trying to puzzle out what she meant. “What?”

“I don’t know! Shut up and keep fucking you dirty man-whore.”

If Ben hadn’t been so close to his own climax he probably would have burst out laughing. Instead, he obliged, driving his dick as deep into the horny Felina as he could.

“Fff—Mrrrrowoowoww!—Ben—gods—damned—cream buff—what did that stupid cow do to you—nghhh—my pussy, my poor little kitty-cat!”

She slapped her hands onto the shelves to brace herself. Her claws raked long, trembling lines through the wooden boards as she arched, panting, yowling, and half-feral with need.

Something heavy shifted overhead.

Quincie didn’t notice, but Ben very much did.

“Quincie,” he said tightly. “The shelf is—”

“Let it fall!” she yowled. “Kill me! Murder my little kitty-cat with your big, fat fuckstick. Do it, you dirty Farmer. Do it! I’ll die happy!”

“Quincie—!”

He pulled her back at the last second, supporting her weight with his hands on her ass. The crate stayed put.

Barely.

Her eyes went wide, pupils so swollen they nearly swallowed the gold.

“Oh gods—Ben—Ben—Ben—” Her voice dissolved into a ragged, breathy cry as her whole body tightened around him. “Mmmmmmreeeeeooow!”

He caught her before her legs gave out entirely, arms securing her as she shuddered against him in trembling, breathless waves. As her pussy quivered against him he felt his own climax rise, grunting as he shot his load inside her.

For a long moment, Quincie clung to him, panting into his neck, claws trembling at his back.

Then she slumped, boneless.

“Okay,” she croaked. “Fine. That was… fine. Adequate. Horrible. I hated it. I need ten minutes. Maybe seventeen. Better yet, gimme an hour.”

He let out a shaky breath. “Adequate?”

Her head snapped up and she cocked her head to the side, like she was listening for something. Her ears were flat. Her cheeks were pink enough to glow.

“Acceptable,” she amended. Her tail twitched. “Satisfactory. Disgustingly good. I don’t know. Shut up. I hate you.”

She buried her face in his chest for a second, then pushed back, setting her feet to the floor. She wobbled a little and tried to smooth down her ruffled fur.

Then she froze.

Ben got a notification in his HUD as Quincie’s eyes widened.

“What the frick?” she hissed. “Again?!?”

Talent Thief Activated

New Ability Acquired: Queen’s Quarry (Prey Drive)

The world is full of nasty little creepy vermin—skittering slimes, sneaky shapeshifters, rude demons who don’t respect personal space—and only a true huntress knows how to sniff them out before they wriggle somewhere inconvenient.

With Queen’s Quarry (Prey Drive), you may select a single monster type and declare it your Chosen Prey. Once marked, every miserable little creature of that type within one hundred yards pops up on your minimap as a glowing gold token, even if they’re hiding behind rocks, walls, bushes, or the stench of their own cowardice.

Magical concealment? Illusions? Cloaks of shadow masquerading as “stealth”? Too bad. A Felina Queen sees through all that nonsense.

Note: Queenly senses do not extend through dimensional veils, rifts, pocket realms, or any plane that is “not your problem right now.” If your prey slithers off into another dimension, that’s on them. And if they come back, well—good. Hunt them twice.

“Huh,” Ben said. “I think I just gained one of your abilities. Queen’s Quarry?”

“What!?” Quincie hissed. “That’s my bestest skill ever. You can’t have it. You’re not a Queen!”

Ben shook his head. “Sorry,” he said. “It just happens sometimes, ever since I mated with Renee. Her kitsune powers gave me a chance to absorb an ability when I mate with demi-beasts.”

“No fair!” she yowled angrily and she clutched at her stomach with her claws. “You get one of my powers and I get this? Again!?”

Ben’s brow furrowed. “What did you get?”

“PREGNANT!”

Ben’s jaw dropped as he checked his HUD once more. Sure enough, Quincie was listed as pregnant. And his Household Reputation with her had skyrocketed up from 49 the last time he’d checked it.

Quincie – Felina – Queen of Cats (Bride) Current Reputation: 90/100

● Perk [25]: Sharp-Tongue Encouragement – This mate’s relentless insults and hissing improve the Breeder’s virility.

● Perk [50]: Territorial Pounce – When this mate senses a threat to the Breeder, she reacts instantly with protective ferocity, reducing incoming damage and boosting the Breeder’s strength.

● Perk [75]: Litter Queen – This mate is happiest when she’s pregnant, and her body will drive her to mate the instant that she is fertile.

● Perk [100]: Locked

“This stupid lying system,” she yowled. “I didn’t like your big fat fuckstick that much. Gods dammit, the one time I don’t make you put it in my dirty hole, and this is what happens?!”

She hissed again and swatted at his shoulder, leaving tiny prickles of pain where her claws dug in. Ben noticed she retracted them the moment she felt the bite, but he didn’t mention it.

“Sorry, Quincie,” he said. “I know you didn’t want to get pregnant again so soon. I can try to fix it if you want. I think my Autosuggestion ability will allow me to stop or at least slow down the pregnancy until you’re ready.”

Actually, he had no idea if that would work. But he was pretty sure, given the system’s description of her Litter Queen perk that, despite Quincie’s protestations, she was actually thrilled to be carrying another batch of his kittens.

She didn’t bother to answer him, which seemed to confirm his suspicions. Instead, she stomped out of the storeroom, tugging her handmade skirt and top back into place, with her tail puffed out in irritation.

“Now I’m gonna get fat and it’s all your fault!”

Ben couldn’t help the smile that spread across his face as the Felina Queen stormed away. He’d always known she didn’t mean half of the grumpy things she said, but he hadn’t realized that all her tough talk was—consciously or not—her own hissy version of foreplay.

“Aww, come on, Quincie,” he called after her. “Don’t be mad. We should celebrate!”

She froze in the doorway and glared over her shoulder at him. “Celebrate how?”

“Well,” he said, letting his grin spread wider. “If you’re already going to be getting all swollen and milky, I suppose it can’t hurt for you to have a bit of Meadow’s cream…”

Quincie’s tail straightened so fast it could have cracked like a whip. She shot into the General Store as fast as her little clawed feet could carry her, screeching at the top of her lungs, “Meadow, Meadow, Meadow, gimme some cream! Ben says so. He does! I’m gonna get fat and milky just like you and I’m gonna make so many babies!”

Ben followed her, laughing at the puzzled looks on Meadow and Penelope’s faces as the cat-girl zoomed around the General Store like she’d gotten into the catnip.

Just another day on the farm.


3
To Market, To Market


The next half hour passed quickly as Ben avoided loaded glances from Penelope and attempted to keep Meadow and Quincie from scrapping over how much cream the Felina was allowed to drink. He hoped Meadow had gotten the information she needed while he was in the back room with Quincie, because the bratty cat-girl wasn’t going to let her concentrate on anything now.

“Tone it down, Quincie,” Ben warned. “You’ve had enough for now.”

Quincie’s small breasts were already starting to swell with the effects of the magical cream, nearly popping out the bottom of her crop top. She was eyeing Meadow, tail twitching, like she might pounce on her and suck the rest straight from the source. “But it’s soooo goooood!”

“Last time you swelled up so big you could hardly move.” Meadow crossed her arms protectively over her chest, which only made her cleavage swell over the top of her sundress. “At least wait until we get home.”

Quincie growled, but managed to control herself.

Ben regretted springing her on Meadow without warning, but the extra fertility boost from the Legendary Holstaur Cream would help Quincie’s pregnancy be as healthy as possible, so he thought it was worth the temporary annoyance.

Once they got back to the farm, Quincie could have her own little stash, and get as swelled up with milk as she could handle.

“Just behave yourself for a little while longer,” Ben said. “I’m almost done here.”

Penelope had produced a large leather-bound book of ledgers showing the store's transactions, which she’d placed on the counter for Ben to look through. The growing list of clients in Cinderfell and the premium prices Lucky Nickel products commanded were impressive.

Alicia had told him repeatedly that Penelope was doing an excellent job managing the shop, but now he could see for himself that his wife was right. The accounts were immaculate, the inventory was perfectly organized, and the growing customer list was so impressive it was actually a little intimidating. How were they possibly going to meet these new demands?

Meeting Grimsby’s needs had been relatively easy for a farm their size, but Cinderfell was a city. There were probably more than a hundred thousand people there. Supplying the markets of the capital city was going to require a whole new level of production.

They would have to till new fields, build new barns, and increase livestock numbers. Fortunately, they had more than enough demi-beast volunteers to keep things humming along, and Alicia was adept at managing them.

Under Alicia and Penelope’s management, the General Store had become genuinely profitable rather than a money pit funded by the Magistrate's allowance. Of course, it helped that they actually had produce worth selling these days, but that was only part of the story.

He was continually impressed with his wife’s ability to keep the farm and store running so smoothly, and grateful, because Ben had his own undertakings to worry about.

He’d activated one monument, but there were still eleven others to find, and he had to deal with them in the proper order. And he didn’t know where the second one was going to be. He had a feeling he was going to have to return to the jungle settlement and begin his search there, now that he’d been home long enough to catch up at the farm.

“This is great information, Penelope,” Ben said as he ran a finger down the ledger. “You’re really doing a great job. Alicia was right about you.”

"Alicia's brilliant," Penelope said, trailing her fingers along the counter as she walked. "It’s a shame she's been so tired lately. I know it’s the pregnancy, but she needs to rest more."

"She is resting more." Ben's voice came out sharper than intended, but the Porcina had struck a nerve of worry that had been bothering him ever since he’d gotten back. "That's why you're here."

Penelope's eyes widened with false innocence. "I didn't mean anything by it. Just that I'm happy to take on more responsibility. Whatever you need, Ben. Whatever you need. At the store, at the farm… in bed…"

Quincie hissed. “Cool it, piggy. If Ben needs anyone to gobble his sausage, it’s gonna be me. I need his seed for my babies. Wait your turn.”

Penelope flinched at the Felina’s harsh words, and her cheeks glowed pink. But she didn’t deny that’s what she was getting at. Ben felt bad for her. She’d been making herself available to him at every opportunity, and he’d happily included her in play with Rosie. She’d been top of his list for mating before Alicia started feeling the strain of her pregnancy, and needed to train Penelope for the store. Ben imagined it must feel a bit like she’d been led on.

Meadow's hand closed around his wrist. Her grip was firm. "We should go," she said quietly. "It's getting late."

Ben glanced at her. She wasn’t jealous anymore, not now that she’d been milked and she wasn’t in pain. But he could tell she was worried that Penelope was putting him in an uncomfortable position.

It was sweet that she was so protective of their family. Quincie, too, even if her version of protectiveness was more likely to end in someone getting their eyes scratched out.

His wife and demi-beast brides had gotten used to other females throwing themselves at Ben’s feet every chance they got. It wasn’t the breeding that worried them. But he could tell by looking at her that Meadow wasn’t going to stand for anyone interfering with the dynamic that had worked so far, and that dynamic meant Alicia and his brides were taken care of before other females.

He smiled at Meadow and squeezed her shoulder. “Okay,” he said. “Why don’t you and Quincie make sure we’ve got everything we need. I’m just going to have a chat with Penelope before we go.”

Her big brown eyes watched his face carefully, making sure he meant what he said. “If you say so, Master.”

“Don’t worry,” he assured her. “It’s fine. I’ll be along shortly.”

Meadow guided Quincie toward the door, one hand firmly gripping the cat-girl's arm to prevent any last-minute lunges at the cream supply. Quincie's protests faded as they stepped outside, replaced by the muffled sounds of the market square.

Ben turned to the shop door. He flipped the sign from OPEN to CLOSED. The brass lock clicked into place beneath his fingers.

"Ben?" Penelope's voice came out small and uncertain.

He moved to the windows. The curtains were heavy canvas, meant to keep the summer heat out. He drew them one by one. The shop dimmed. Afternoon light filtered through gaps in the fabric, painting golden stripes across the floorboards.

"What are you—?"

He crossed the room in three strides, so fast that she gasped. His hands found her waist and he pulled her against him.

Ben’s mouth pressed against hers with sudden force, as if now that they were close enough, he couldn’t stop himself from getting even closer. Her mouth was hot and wet and parted immediately. A sound escaped her throat—half gasp, half moan—that sent heat racing down his spine.

"Oh gods," she breathed when he pulled back. "Oh gods, Ben, I've wanted—I've been waiting so long for you to—"

He kissed her again, silencing the words as they left her mouth. She tasted surprisingly of peppermint, like she’d been chewing on leaves to keep her breath fresh just in case. The thought that she’d been hoping for this made Ben smile.

Penelope’s silken ears quivered as his hands raked through her chestnut curls. He’d never kissed her before, and now he was wondering why he’d held off so long. As he wrapped an arm around her waist, he could feel her curly tail poking out of the back of her dress, just above the plump backside. That ass had sent his mind wandering to deviant places every time he watched her strut around the farm, like she was hoping to inspire such thoughts.

And very likely she had.

Ben recalled the first time he’d read up on Porcina in his breeding handbook, and instantly grew rock hard.

Porcina are known for their strength, work ethic, protectiveness, and strong territorial nature. But breeders know the feature that makes them prized females is in their… quirky, and often kinky mating tastes.

In fact, before a Porcina will allow herself to be bred, her master will have to satisfy some of these baser desires. In this way, the sire demonstrates his care and attention to the Porcina, proving himself to be a worthy mate. Plus, she just likes to explore all the dirty recesses of her secret thoughts. Once impregnated, these females become even raunchier in their tastes, and dedicated breeders sometimes have to find alternative ways of stimulating them or they become too much to manage.

Certainly not for the faint of heart, or for those without a taste for the depraved, these females need a strong hand, and a flexible mind. But they are among the most satisfying demi-beasts to tame, and the most fun to breed, if you can handle them.

If he was going to breed Penelope in the future, it wouldn’t hurt to get started on satisfying her baser desires, as the handbook had put it.

He squeezed her ass hard enough to make her squeal, wondering if she liked it like Rosie did, nice and rough and in the backside.

“Mmm, Ben,” she whimpered. “I can feel how hard you are. I knew you wanted me… I thought you’d changed your mind.”

"I haven't forgotten you." Ben spoke the words against her lips. "And I definitely haven’t changed my mind.”

"So you…" She swallowed hard. Her dark blue eyes glistened. "You do still want to breed me? You still want me?”

He cupped her face in his hands. Her cheeks were flushed and her breath came in fast, panting gasps. “I meant every word I said. Alicia wants it too. We both want you to be part of our family."

"Then why—"

"Because you're too good at your job."

Penelope blinked. "What?"

Ben laughed softly. He pressed his forehead against hers. "Look at this place. The accounts are perfect. The inventory is organized. You've built relationships with merchants in Cinderfell that would have taken us years to develop. You're not just running the store, Penelope. You're expanding the base of our operations in Faerowilde."

"I... I just wanted to help."

"You have. More than you know." He stroked his thumb across her cheekbone. "But if you get pregnant, you won't be able to work like this. Not toward the end. And we don't have anyone else who can do what you do."

Understanding dawned in her eyes. The hope that had been building there flickered and dimmed.

"Oh," she said quietly. "I see."

"It's not forever." Ben tilted her chin up, forcing her to meet his gaze. "As soon as Alicia has her baby and she's recovered enough to help manage things, you'll be the first one I breed. I promise you that. The very first."

"But that could be months."

"I know."

Penelope's lower lip trembled. She bit down on it. "I don't want to make things harder for Alicia. She's already so tired. I can see it every time she comes to check on the store. She tries to hide it, but..."

"She's strong," Ben said. "But you're right. She needs rest more than she needs to worry about the shop. That's why we need you here."

"I understand." The words came out steady, but her voice was thick. "I do. I just..."

She trailed off, biting her lip. A look came into her eyes as if she’d made a decision. Her hands, which had been resting on his chest, began to move, fingers working at the buttons of her blouse.

"Penelope."

"I know I can't have everything I want." She slipped the first button free. Then the second. "Not yet. But maybe..."

The blouse parted. Creamy skin appeared in the gap. She wore nothing beneath it.

"Maybe we could still..."

Her hands moved to her skirt. The ties loosened. Fabric whispered as it slid down her hips.

“I just need you to touch me, Ben. That’s all…”

Ben's mouth went dry. The Legendary Cream was still singing through his veins, heightening every sensation. The warmth of her body and the sweet musk of her arousal were sending shockwaves of desire through to his core. The soft curves that emerged as each piece of clothing fell away would be impossible not to touch.

"You're trying to tempt me." His voice came out rough. "Into doing something we'll regret."

"Whatever happens—" Penelope stepped out of her skirt. She stood before him in nothing but her smile. "—I won't regret it."

Her body was lush and soft. Generous breasts with dusky pink nipples. Wide hips that flared from a narrow waist. Her pussy was bare and glistening with the evidence of her lust.

"I trust you, Ben." She pressed herself against him. The heat of her skin burned through his shirt. "I trust you to make sure I won't get pregnant. There are other ways, aren’t there? If I give you full control, you’ll make sure nothing happens that… shouldn’t?”

Ben nearly groaned. His hands squeezed the soft pliable flesh of her backside as he massaged her generous cheeks, pulling them apart and slapping them together. Her pussy was so wet he could hear it.

She was right. He could fuck her and make sure she didn’t get pregnant. Autosuggestion might be able to handle that task, but if he didn’t want to take the risk, he could always do her how Rosie liked it.

Right in that nice, plump backside.

He’d been fantasizing about it ever since the first time he’d made Penelope pleasure his bride. That first day, she’d kept her eyes on him the entire time she fingered Rosie and herself, as if coming for him was a gift she wanted to keep giving him.

The temptation to test her devotion was so strong, he could barely keep a lid on it...

"My safe word is Truffles." Penelope's voice dropped to a whisper. Her lips brushed his ear. "Rosie told me about the things you do together. The things she likes. Being bound. Being... controlled."

Ben's hands tightened on her waist.

"She said it's the most incredible feeling." Penelope nuzzled against his neck. Her teeth grazed his collarbone. "Being helpless. Trusting someone completely. Giving up control."

"Are you sure you know what you’re asking for?”

She moaned as he lifted her breasts and squeezed, hard. Her head fell back, and she gazed at him through half-lidded eyes, glassy with desire. Her lips were swollen from kissing, red and wet. “No,” she whimpered. “But I trust you.”

The words broke something loose inside him. The careful restraint he'd been maintaining since she started undressing fell completely away. She might not know what she was asking for, but she knew she wanted it. Just like the handbook had said. A Porcina needs a man to take control and help her explore the dark, dirty desires that were endemic to their breed.

He spun her around. “Remember that safe word.”

Penelope gasped. Her hands flew out, catching herself on the counter. Ben pressed against her from behind. One hand gathered her wrists together at the small of her back. The other tangled in her hair, tilting her head to expose the back of her neck and her bare shoulders. Her breasts were so full they were visible from behind as he pressed her into the counter.

"Is this what you want?" He growled the words against her ear. "To be held down? Used?"

"Yes." The word came out breathy. Desperate. "Please, Ben. Please."

He tugged her off the counter roughly, walking her past the shelves of preserves and the displays of vegetables. He took her to the back of the shop where barrels of ale and cider waited for transport to the taverns.

He chose the one at the end of the row, which was about waist height and perfect for his needs.

Ben bent her over it.

The curved wood pressed against Penelope's stomach. Her breasts flattened against the rough surface. Her ass rose in the air, round and inviting. She whimpered as he held her wrists pinned against the small of her back.

"Don't move," he commanded.

She went still, trembling and waiting.

Ben freed himself from his trousers. The Legendary Cream had kept him hard despite his sessions with Meadow and Quincie. His cock ached with need. The sight of Penelope bent and willing before him made it throb.

He traced a finger along her spine. Down the curve of her ass. Between her thighs, where slick heat awaited him.

Penelope moaned. Her hips pushed back against his touch.

"That’s a good girl."

"I've been wet since you came in the door." She turned her head, cheek pressed against the barrel. Her eyes found his, dark with need. "Please, Ben. I've been waiting so long. Please fuck me."

He positioned himself at her entrance. The tip of his cock nudged against her folds. She was drenched. Ready.

Like most demi-beasts, Penelope had never been with a man before. Unlike with most demi-beasts, Ben felt no need to be gentle with her. Porcina didn’t need gentle.

He pushed forward.

Penelope cried out. Her inner walls stretched around him, hot and tight. Ben groaned as he sank deeper. Inch by inch until he bottomed out inside her and his balls smacked her ass.

"Oh gods." Her voice cracked. "Oh gods, you're so big. Rosie wasn't lying. She wasn't—"

Ben pulled back and thrust forward again. The barrel rocked beneath them. Penelope's cry echoed off the shop walls.

He set a steady rhythm. Not gentle, but not brutal either. Each stroke drove deep, pressing against the spot that made her toes curl. His free hand found her hip, gripping hard enough to leave marks. The other kept her wrists pinned, holding her in place as he took her.

If Penelope was anything like Rosie, she was going to need him to dominate her fully before she was satisfied. Porcina’s needed to feel completely helpless at the hands of their sires.

"Is this what you wanted?" He punctuated each word with a thrust. "To be bent over and fucked like a breeding sow?"

"Yes!" The word tore from her throat. "Yes, Master, yes! I’m yours. Use me like a whore. Breed me, breed me, Master!"

Her first orgasm hit without warning. Her body clenched around him like a vice.

“Uuunghh, fuck!” She screamed. The sound bounced off every surface in the shop. “Fuck yes. Uuungh, Master, it hurts.”

Ben didn't stop. He wouldn’t stop unless she used her safe word. The Legendary Cream drove him onward, demanding release. He pounded into her through her climax, chasing his own.

"Please." Penelope's voice was beautifully broken as she begged him to come. Beautiful. "Please, do it on me, Master. I want to feel it covering my skin. I want—"

He pulled out at the last second. Muscles tensed as he exploded, painting her back in hot stripes. Rope after rope of seed that would have guaranteed pregnancy if he'd spilled it inside her now pooled in the small of her back. Creamy rivulets dripped down the curve of her ass.

Penelope sobbed with pleasure. Her whole body shook against the barrel.

But Ben wasn't finished.

The Legendary Cream still burned through him. The release had barely taken the edge off. If anything, seeing Penelope bent and trembling before him—his seed glistening on her back—only intensified the hunger.

He kept her wrists pinned. His free hand traced through the mess he'd made, gathering the slick warmth on his fingers.

"Ben?" Her voice was dreamy. Distant. "What are you—"

His fingers slid lower. Past the small of her back. Into the cleft of her ass.

Penelope went rigid. "Oh. Oh gods."

He circled her entrance with one slick fingertip, gentle and teasing.

“What, you don’t like that?”

"N-no. It’s not…" She squirmed against the barrel. "Rosie mentioned it, but I never thought—I didn't think I would—"

His finger pressed forward. Just the tip. Just enough to breach the tight ring of muscle. If she wanted him to stop, she knew how to make him do it. He could only assume she wanted more.

"Would what?"

Penelope's moan was different this time. Deeper. Edged with shame. Her cheeks flushed crimson. But she didn’t use her safe word.

"I didn't think I would like it," she whispered.

"And do you?"

He pushed deeper. Her body resisted for a moment, then yielded. Hot and impossibly tight around his finger.

"Yes." The word came out broken. "Gods help me, yes. I’m such a slut."

Ben worked her slowly. Adding a second finger when she relaxed enough to take it. The sounds she made were obscene. Squealing, wet, desperate. Her hips rocked back against his hand, seeking more even as her face burned with humiliation.

"Look at you." He curled his fingers inside her. She keened. "Bent over a barrel, begging to be used. What would the townspeople think if they could see their respectable shopkeeper now?"

"Don't." But she pressed back harder against him. "Don't say that. It's too—I can't—"

He withdrew his fingers. Positioned himself at her slick, stretched entrance. "You will."

"Ben, please." Penelope's voice cracked. Tears streamed down her cheeks again, but she made no move to escape. "Please… don’t…”

Just like Rosie after all. Rosie loved to pretend to resist when he fucked her in the ass. That’s what the safe word was for, after all. So she could scream “no” all she wanted, and he could know she didn’t mean a word of it.

Ben couldn’t impregnate Penelope at the moment, but he could claim her in every other way.

He pushed forward.

The resistance was greater here. Her body fought him even as she wriggled back against him like she was desperate to submit. Ben held still, letting her adjust. He kept her pinned to the barrel, his hand stroking soothingly down her spine.

Penelope whimpered. Her muscles fluttered around him. Slowly, incrementally, she opened.

He sank deeper.

"Oh gods." Her fingers scrabbled against the barrel's rough wood. "Oh gods, it's too much. You're so—I feel so—"

He bottomed out inside her ass. She was so tight and her cheeks were so firm as he pressed against them, the sensation made his head swim in the best way.

“Uuungh, Master…. I can’t believe you’re doing this to me… fffffuuuuck!”

The word came out on a sob. "M-master… don’t… no more… Oh gods, I shouldn’t like this so much…”

He began to move.

The rhythm was slower and more deliberate this time. With each stroke, he pulled nearly all the way out before slamming roughly back in. Penelope's squeals, locked somewhere between pain and pleasure, pushed him onward. Every second she didn’t use her safe word made his passion burn hotter.

When he’d first arrived in this world, he’d been uncomfortable with this sort of thing. In his past life, he hadn’t been a dominant sort of man. But as he learned what his females needed from him, and as he saw more and more of them successfully bred, pregnant, and devoted to him, the more he learned to like what they liked.

His Master Breeder class was changing him, and while that had worried him at first, now he had learned to embrace it. Whether he impregnated Penelope today or not, he was her sire, and it was his duty to ensure she was pleasured as thoroughly as he was able.

Ben pounded the plump Porcina’s ass as wordless sounds of pleasure and surrender tore from her throat.

Were there people outside who could hear them? Ben didn’t even care. In fact, he suspected Penelope would like it if she had an audience. Rosie did. That was half the reason he’d gotten Penelope involved in their games in the first place.

"Everyone will know," Ben growled against her ear. "When you walk through town tomorrow, they'll see it in your eyes. The way you move. They'll know I’ve been in your ass. They’ll know you wanted it.”

"Fffuck!” She was beyond shame now. Beyond everything but sensation. "Please, Master. Don’t tell anyone, please… Don’t tell them I’m your whore.”

Her second orgasm crashed over her without warning. Her whole body seized. Her tight backside clamped down on him with almost painful intensity. The grunting squeal that tore from her throat was purely animalistic, as if he’d fucked her into a primal state.

Ben’s balls slapped against her pussy one more time before he burst. This time he spilled himself deep inside her squirming body, pinning her as she tried to get away. An incredible volume of seed pumped into her backside, but she took more and more, as if her ass was drinking it, absorbing every drop. Finally, when his cream backed up and sprayed out around his cock, he pulled out.

He did it slowly, holding her cheeks apart so he could watch his thick, cum covered shaft slide out of her gaping hole. The muscles quivered as they attempted to tighten once the intruding object had been removed, but he held her open, admiring the pearly pool overflowing the forbidden opening.

“You should see yourself right now,” he said with soft admiration. “I wish I had a camera.”

Still panting, Penelope fought for words. “W-what’s a camera?”

“A machine.” Ben laughed as he tried to explain. “Like a magic box that makes very realistic pictures. I’d take a picture of this.”

She stayed pinned to the barrel beneath his hands, waiting to be allowed up. “What would you do with it? If you had a picture?”

Ben thought for a moment. It was a bit silly, since any time he wanted to see Penelope’s ass filled with cream, all he had to do was hold her down and fill it for her. “I’d show it to Alicia,” he said. “So she knows what a good girl you’ve been.”

She was breathing hard, slick with sweat, and covered in cum. But to Ben, she’d never looked more beautiful.

Long moments passed before Penelope spoke.

"I didn't know." Her voice was barely a whisper. "I didn't know it could feel like that. I didn't know I would..."

"Would what?"

"Want it so much." She trembled as he stroked her skin with his fingers, massaging the tense muscles. "The humiliation. The helplessness. I was scared, but—"

"You loved it."

"Yes." Tears spilled down her cheeks. "Is that wrong? Does that make me dirty? Humans always say that about demi-beasts. Especially ones like me. It felt dirty to be used like that, but I loved it… Maybe they’re right."

Ben rubbed her shoulders, caressing the sides of her breasts and her back. He admired her curves and regretted that she would need to get dressed again. “It takes courage to surrender like that. To trust someone with your deepest desires. There’s nothing dirty about that. Unless you like it to be dirty, in which case, what a couple of consenting adults get up to when they’re having fun is none of anyone else’s business."

He helped Penelope stand. Her legs wobbled on her hooves. She would have fallen if he hadn't caught her.

"Easy." He picked her up, like a bride about to be carried over the threshold, and took her into the back room to rest on the cot. There, he settled her down, gently. “Just rest. I'll take care of you."

There was a basin of clean water near the back door—Penelope kept it for washing produce. Ben wet a soft cloth and returned to her side.

"This might be tender," he warned. "Tell me if it hurts."

He cleaned her with infinite gentleness. Starting with her back, wiping away the traces of his first release. Then lower, where she was swollen and sensitive from his use.

Penelope hissed when he touched her there. But she didn't pull away.

"I didn't realize it would be so intense," she admitted. "Rosie made it sound fun. Playful. But that was..."

"A bit overwhelming?"

"Yeah, I guess.”

“Why didn’t you use your safe word?” he asked. “You know I would have stopped immediately if you—”

“I didn’t want you to stop!” She slapped his arm gently, her eyes wide with a mixture of concern and devotion. “It was amazing. Transformative. Like something inside me shifted and will never be the same.

Ben pressed a kiss to her forehead. "That's the submission. It changes you, if you let it. Opens you up to things you never knew you wanted."

"Will it always feel like this?"

"It will always feel like something." He continued his gentle ministrations, soothing her tender flesh with the cool cloth. "Some sessions are playful. Some are intense. Some are just about connection. But they all require trust."

"I trust you." Penelope caught his hand, held it against her cheek. "I trust you completely."

"And I'll take care of you." He pressed another kiss to her brow. "Always. Especially when we’re playing rough."

She gave him a fragile smile, her lips trembling at the edges.

"Thank you," she whispered. "For wanting me, even when the things I want are… dirty.”

“They aren’t—”

“No, I like feeling dirty,” she whispered. “When you were fucking me, I kept thinking what people would think and… that made me like it even more. I think if you had a picture of me from your… camera?... I’d show it to people just to shock them. Just to know they knew how much I belong to you.”

"Well, I don’t know if we should advertise that around Grimsby if you’re going to keep working in this store,” Ben grinned as he helped her sit up. “But if you’d like to put on a show for some of the demi-beasts at the farm, just let me know. Might be good to let them know what they’re in for if they are serious about being bred.”

Penelope shuddered as a belated wave of pleasure hit her. “Oh gods… I don’t know how I’m going to finish my shift without touching myself at the thought. I should be less horny now, not more!”

He found her skirts and helped her into them, his touch gentle as he guided fabric over sensitized skin. "I don’t mind if you do,” he said. “Just not in front of the customers."

Penelope giggled so hard she let out a snort. “What would Mrs. Bunchurch say?”

“That old deviant would probably stop to give you pointers,” Ben said, laughing along with her.

He tugged her wrists until she leaned toward him, placing another kiss on the pretty Porcina’s plump lips. When he let go, his hands slid down her arms, soothing the places where he'd gripped too hard. He kissed her neck and shoulders too, until she let out a satisfied sigh.

"Are you going to be alright?"

"Alright?" She laughed. The sound was giddy, almost drunk. "Ben, I’ve never felt better in my life."

"Good." He helped her stand once more. This time her legs held. He turned her to face him, wrapping his arms around her waist. “When the time is right, I’ll breed you properly, I promise. Until then, I think you and I can find lots of ways to have fun.”

Penelope's eyes shone. She cupped his face in her hands and kissed him softly.

"I'll hold you to that," she whispered. "Every word."

They cleaned up in comfortable silence. Penelope retrieved the rest of her clothes from the shop floor and continued dressing with the slow, satisfied movements of a woman thoroughly pleased. Ben tucked himself away and smoothed his shirt.

"The others will be wondering what happened," he said.

"I doubt that." Penelope's smile was different now, knowing and content. "You’ve got a bit of reputation, Master Nickels.”

He grinned. “You’re probably right about that.”

“Get out of here,” Penelope said. “I don’t want Meadow to be more upset with me than she already is. And I think Quincie’s just waiting for an excuse to scratch my eyes out.”

“Don’t feel too special about that,” Ben said. “Quincie’s got a death wish for just about everyone in town.”

He kissed her once more, soft, sweet and full of promise, before unlocking the door and stepping back into the afternoon light.

Meadow and Quincie waited by the fountain. The cat-girl was sulking, her arms crossed and her tail lashing. Meadow looked faintly amused.

"Everything sorted?" she asked as Ben approached.

"Everything's sorted."

Quincie's eyes narrowed. "You smell like rump roast."

"Quincie," Meadow warned.

"What? I'm just saying." The Felina sniffed loudly. "If dirty holes were on the menu, how come I got knocked up again? Huh?”

“Sorry,” Meadow said. “She was peeking at the window.”

“Whatever,” the cat girl hissed. “Can we go home now? I'm tired and horny and my boobs hurt and I want more cream."

Ben laughed. He took Meadow's hand in one of his, and—after a moment's hesitation—Quincie's clawed fingers in the other.

"Yeah," he said. "Let's go home."


4
Building New Roads


Ben ran his hand along one of the support beams of the new dairy barn, feeling the smooth grain beneath his fingertips. It appeared to be solid, well-seasoned oak. Or whatever the system’s equivalent would be—Stormy and Marnie used their construction based classes to help them build on Lucky Nickel Acres, so while they started with ordinary materials the secret ingredient was always system magic. That didn’t matter to Ben. What mattered was that this was the kind of construction that would last generations.

"You've outdone yourselves.” He took a deep breath of the sweet scent of hay and fresh-cut lumber. “Yet again.”

Stormy stood a few paces behind him, clipboard in hand, her black hair pulled back in a practical ponytail. Her black, horse-like ears twitched eagerly as she tracked his movements with her gray eyes. "The foundation took longer than expected. We hit bedrock about four feet down and had to adjust the plans."

"But they got it done." Meadow beamed from beside one of the new milking stations. She patted the polished wood frame with obvious pride. "Twelve stations now, instead of six. And look at this drainage system Stormy designed."

Ben crouched to examine the channels cut into the stone floor. It was clever work. The slight grade would carry waste toward a collection point without any need for manual cleaning. "Very, very impressive. I mean that. I never would have thought to add drainage to the milking stations. But I should have. I’ve seen firsthand what a mess our Holstaurs can make if they don’t get hooked up to the machines immediately."

Meadow blushed.

"It seemed like a practical choice." Stormy's voice came out smaller than usual. She clutched her clipboard against her chest like a shield.

Ben glanced back at her. The Equistar's tanned cheeks had flushed pink. She wouldn't meet his eyes.

He remembered their last encounter before he'd left for the Nagaina territory. She'd meant to kiss his cheek as a farewell but had caught his lips instead. The look of mortified horror on her face as she'd fled still made him smile.

"The ventilation is new too," Meadow continued, oblivious to Stormy's discomfort. She pointed toward the ceiling, where a series of adjustable shutters lined the roofline. "We can control airflow depending on the season, which will keep the girls comfortable year-round."

"How many girls have you got now, Meadow?"

"Annie, Leah, and six more new recruits." Meadow ticked them off on her fingers. "We've got eight dairy Holstaurs now, besides me. Not all of them are producing yet, but after a few months of ‘stimulation’ in the milking machines… we'll be swimming in cream. In fact, if you want to help with that…"

“You know I do.” Ben stood and brushed sawdust from his knees. "How's our overall production looking?"

"Up about thirty percent since last month." Meadow's chest swelled with pride, among other things. Her dress strained across her generous curves, still heavy despite this morning’s milking. "Penelope’s reports say the Cinderfell merchants are fighting over our shipments. We could double our output and still not meet demand.”

"That's a good problem to have."

"The best kind. But we need more girls producing regular cream for the smaller towns. Cinderfell can handle luxury prices, but we don’t want to starve the people in Grimsby. Even when I’m not making Legendary grade cream, it’s still too expensive."

There was a hint of pride mixed into her genuine concern.

“I guess I’ll have to spend a bit more time in the barn before I head back to the jungle, huh?”

Meadow moved closer to him, clutching his arm possessively as she leaned in for a kiss. Her hip brushed his and the warm, creamy scent of her filled his nostrils. "A lot more time. You need to breed as many of those girls as you can, Ben. The townspeople are depending on you…”

Ben laughed. "I’m convinced, I’m convinced. Tomorrow morning, have them ready for me, okay?"

"Yes, Master.” Her brown eyes sparkled. "I knew you’d understand.”

Stormy made a small sound. Ben turned to find her studying her clipboard with desperate concentration. The flush had spread from her cheeks to her neck.

“Umm, sorry to interrupt, Boss… but you wanted to see what else we’ve been working on?”

Meadow let out a resigned sigh. “All right, back to work, I guess. I’ll pass on the news to the girls. Don’t forget our date!”

She rose on her tiptoes to press a kiss to Ben's cheek. Her heavy breasts dragged across his arm as she pulled away.

“You can count on me,” Ben pulled the Holstaur in for a more serious kiss before turning to his forewoman. “All right, Stormy, walk with me. Show me everything.”

She nodded without looking up, as if she was afraid of intruding on a private moment. "Of course. We can go to the mess hall next. You’ve already seen the kitchen expansion, I’m sure.”

“I have,” Ben said. “Quincie and the kittens have thoroughly tested the fireproofing in the last few weeks. Well done.”

“Don’t work too hard, Master Ben!” Meadow winked and waved before she swayed toward the barn door, her tail swishing behind her.

Ben watched her go. Then he turned back to Stormy, who had somehow managed to clutch her clipboard even tighter. Her cheeks were burning scarlet now, as if she expected him to pounce on her the moment she turned her back.

"Lead the way," he said. “Don’t worry, I won’t bite.”
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Since Ben had arrived back home from his journey into Nagaina territory, he had been so focused on catching up with Alicia, his demi-beast brides, and his growing multitude of children that he’d hardly had time to check up on what else was going on around the farm.

Fortunately, the Lucky Nickel Acres community was bustling along without much need of help from him, and his temporary neglect hadn’t caused any trouble. He didn’t know what he would have done without Alicia’s Homestead Manager skills and so many competent demi-beasts helping her to follow through on her plans. It seemed that, with the potential prize of being bred by the only male in Faerowilde capable of giving them children, the demi-beasts were falling over themselves in the effort to stand out as helpful and uniquely skilled in a variety of different areas.

Clover, Lavender, and Blossom—the Lapina triplets who had recently joined his inner circle of mates—were heading up herb and wildflower harvesting and an apiary for honey. They bundled herbs and flowers for sale at the General Store, even doing special order birthday and anniversary bouquets for special occasions, and bottled different sorts of honey. Recently, they’d been using some of the extra honey to make candies for the children. With the help of the other Lapina women, they were also starting to make herb-infused throat lozenges for when the weather got cooler.

Meadow was heading up the dairy production, of course, and they’d been slowly increasing the amount of milk, cream, cheese, and yogurt made on the farm. Some of the Satyresses were also helping with goat milk from a small herd of dairy goats, though none of the Satyresses were being milked themselves yet. That was something they’d look into once all the Holstaurs were producing. Apparently, milking Satyresses wasn’t something that was normally done, but Ben had a feeling it would work with vigorous stimulation and enough time in the milking machines.

Spirit and her team of Equistars managed the pastures, making sure the grazing animals were rotated around to different fields of wild grass and clover as well as in between crops to keep the soil fertile. They also managed the teams of horses and cattle that helped pull plows when necessary.

Rosie and the other Porcina took care of the pigs, as well as forming teams of ground patrol to make sure the perimeter of the farm remained secure and that there were no monster incursions in the surrounding forest land. While they were roaming the forests, they often harvested nuts and mushrooms, as well as flagging trees for lumber to be used around the farm.

The system helped them to build much faster than would have been possible using manual labor alone, and Ben was continually surprised at how often it seemed to produce something from nothing—often only a fraction of the materials he would expect to be needed for a crafting project were actually necessary to get the job done. But with some experimentation, he’d realized that the more physical materials they had on hand, the higher quality the crafted objects were and the longer they lasted. Some of the first buildings and machines he’d made, using the bare minimum requirements, had already begun to degrade and needed repair.

However, with fresh lumber from the forest, and stone from the Crystal Cave area, they now had an almost endless supply of crafting materials to make those repairs far more durable.

None of it would have been possible without Stormy, however. While Alicia managed the people side of Lucky Nickel Acres’ productivity, Stormy planned and organized the construction projects. And it seemed the more Ben asked her to do, the better she was at getting things done. Her skill in using the system was growing every day, and she was quickly becoming one of the demi-beasts he relied on the most.

Ben realized that, if he was going to help develop the Nagaina village the way he had Lucky Nickel Acres, Stormy was probably the woman to help him do that. But he wasn’t sure who would take her place here.

“Wow.” Ben whistled as they approached the new mess hall. “You’ve really outdone yourself this time!”

The building occupied what had once been a storage shed near the eastern paddock. Stormy had transformed it completely. Inside, long wooden tables stretched the length of the building, with benches enough to seat fifty. A massive stone fireplace dominated one wall. Windows lined the others, letting in streams of golden light.

"We finished this two weeks ago," Stormy said. She walked ahead of him, maintaining careful distance. "The girls were eating in shifts before. Everyone was preparing their own meals or working in small groups. But we added a larger kitchen area in the back, and now we have dedicated kitchen staff making meals three times a day and feeding everyone at once. It’s much more efficient.”

Ben trailed his fingers along one of the tables. The wood had been sanded smooth and sealed with something that gave it a gentle sheen. He pulled out one of the benches and sat, testing its sturdiness.

"Is this all lumber from Rosie’s team in the old growth forest?”

"We actually got a lot of it from Thomas Carver in Grimsby. He gave us a good price on the bulk order.” Stormy moved along the length of the table as she spoke, running her palm across the surface. Her black tail swished behind her with unconscious pride. “That was before Rosie had a system in place for higher volume production. Now, I think we’ll be able to supply Carver’s lumber yard with the wood that we don’t immediately need, in exchange for his expertise in making specialty items, like furniture.”

“That’s an excellent idea.” Ben nodded appreciatively.

He stood from the bench and wandered toward the windows. The air glittered with tiny dust motes, dancing in the shafts of golden light from the late summer sun. Outside, he could see demi-beasts going about their tasks. A group of Lapinas hauled baskets toward the herb gardens. A pair of Equistars led horses to the eastern pasture. He was still surprised by how warm it made his heart to see so many happy people working on his land, how good it felt to be a part of something so much bigger than himself. He hoped he never got used to it.

“Even if we will eventually be able to make our own furniture,” he said. “The more we integrate ourselves with Grimsby’s growing economy the better it will be for the growth of the entire area.”

“I agree.” Stormy’s gray eyes darted to his and she flashed him a bright smile. She gestured with the clipboard, punctuating her points, forgetting to be nervous in his presence, if only for the moment. “I think it’s very important to support local businesses while they get established, so that they can grow to the point where they can start shipping products to Cinderfell, too. If we just bypass the locals and go straight to the larger market, we only enrich ourselves and not the community.”

Her gray eyes had come alive as she spoke, losing some of their usual guardedness. In a way, she wasn’t that different from the animals her kind were tasked with protecting. She was very much like a wild horse, just learning to trust herself around him.

“You’re absolutely right.” Ben grinned. “And I think that might be the most words you’ve ever strung together in my presence, Stormy.”

“I… oh, um…” the pretty Equistar stammered, blushing profusely. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to babble.”

She clutched the clipboard to her chest again, retreating behind it like a shield. Her silky black ears flattened against her dark hair, like she was trying to shrink herself until he couldn’t see her in her embarrassment.

“Please don’t apologize. It’s obviously something you’re passionate about, which makes me very happy, because it’s something I care a lot about too. When I first arrived in Faerowilde, the land barons were using the land and the people to strip everything of value from the area, lining their bank vaults with gold and leaving nothing for anyone else. I saw too much of that sort of attitude in my original world.” He turned from the window to face her. Stormy had gone still, watching him with an unreadable expression. “And I hated to see it happening here too. The difference is, here—with the help of the system—I have the power to stand up for a better way.”

Stormy bit her lip, thoughtfully. She moved to the massive stone fireplace and leaned against the mantle, staring into the flickering flames. The fire crackled and popped, sending up tiny sparks. “I knew you came from another place, somewhere far away. But I didn’t know all of that.”

Heat radiated from the stones, warming the side of Ben’s face as he approached. “We haven’t had much chance to talk to each other, one on one.”

“We’d heard stories about the ascended human who’d freed Grimsby from Cornelius Ashburn,” Stormy said. “You know, before we came. I have to admit, the idea of a human who could use the same magic as demi-beasts frightened me terribly. Even after I arrived, and I saw how kind you were to the others, I still worried…”

“Is that why you’ve been so shy?”

She shrugged. “I guess, in part. I’ve been worried that, eventually the power would change you. Corrupt you, somehow, like what happened before the Great War. I didn’t want to get attached.”

She traced a finger along one of the hearthstones. The mortar between them was precise and even, the work of a true craftswoman.

“I think that’s a very reasonable way to feel, Stormy.”

“You do? You’re not mad?”

“Of course not. Humans with power betrayed demi-beasts, thousands of years ago when they started the war, and every year since as they’ve allowed abuse and slavery to proliferate across Faerowilde. In fact, I think it would be a bit naïve to expect me to be any different.”

“I’ve felt like a bit of a fool. All of the other females are just interested in being bred. It’s more important to them that they have a chance to have children than that they’re certain the father of those children is a good man. Maybe that’s the smarter way to think about it. We need children if demi-beasts are going to survive, after all. But…”

“I don’t think you’re a fool. And I don’t think they are either. I can certainly understand both positions. I won’t lie. I’ve wanted to breed you since we first met. But I’m not going to push you into doing anything you’re uncomfortable with. I’ll do my best to prove to you that I am a good man, and that the power the system has given me will not corrupt me. I’ll leave it up to you to decide when I’ve done that, all right?”

Stormy didn’t answer. She didn’t look at him either, running her fingers over the stones of the fireplace as she considered his words. Eventually, when she spoke again, it was of something else. "Marnie did most of the stonework. She's got a real talent for it."

Ben recognized that the moment of Stormy’s sudden talkativeness had passed, so he allowed her to change the subject, so as not to make it awkward for her. "Is Marnie around?"

"Finishing up at the kitchen." Stormy's ears twitched. "She's been... eager to see you. Since you got back."

Something in her tone made Ben look more closely. "And you?"

"I'm proud to be able to report our progress."

That wasn’t an answer to the question he’d asked, but Ben didn’t push. He’d told her he wouldn’t, and he meant it. There was something in her gorgeous gray eyes that begged for understanding. It was clear she had something on her mind, and that she’d determined now was the time to say it. He smiled at her, letting her know it was okay for her to move at her own pace.

Stormy was quiet for a long moment. She twirled a silky strand of ebony hair around her finger. Her gray eyes finally lifted to meet his. "I'm glad you're safe. We heard rumors about… about demons. When you didn't come back right away, I worried..."

"I'm sorry I couldn't send word sooner," Ben said. “Now that I have the ability to travel quickly between Lucky Nickel Acres and the activated monuments, it will be easier.”

Stormy smiled a little nervously. “Until you have to go to the next one, and you’re off in uncharted territory again…”

“Yeah.” Ben scratched the back of his head. There wasn’t much he could say about that. “There’s no getting around it. Every monument is going to be a new adventure.”

"Everyone worries when you’re away." She looked away again. "Miss Alica and the others, they know you best, and they assure us that you can handle anything that comes your way. But I know they worry too. You know… if something ever happens to you… everything we have here will fall apart. I want to believe like they do, but I’m scared, Boss. I’m scared that just when I start to believe in you—that you’re as good as you seem to be, that everything is going to go just like you plan, that you’re going to save Faerowilde and all of us—as soon as I believe it, it’s going to get ripped away. Nothing that we’ve accomplished here will matter if you’re gone.”

Her voice had dropped to barely more than a whisper. She wrapped her arms around herself, clipboard dangling forgotten from one hand.

Ben closed some of the distance between them, coming to lean against the fireplace beside her. Stormy tensed but didn't retreat. A familiar scent rose from her skin, sweet and warm, like ripe blackberries in the sun.

"Everything you do here matters, Stormy," he said quietly. "With or without me. Every beam you raise. Every building you complete. You’re helping to build a community, which is something that will last long after the demons are gone."

"I just build stuff,” Stormy said. “You’re the one building a community."

"This is our home." He reached out and tucked a strand of black hair behind her ear. Her breath caught. "For everyone here. For the children. For all the demi-beasts who never had anywhere safe before. You helped build that. Don't dismiss it."

This close, he could count the faint freckles dusted across her nose. Her tanned skin fluttered with her pulse, just beneath the delicate curve of her jaw. He wanted to kiss her there, feel the tremor of her skin beneath his lips. But he didn’t want to scare her away.

Her cheeks had gone from pink to crimson. Her chest rose and fell with quickened breath. She opened her mouth to respond—

"There you are!"

Ben stepped back as Marnie's voice boomed across the mess hall, echoing off the rafters. The Holstaur strode through the far entrance, her hooves thudding against the floorboards with each step. She was wiping her hands on a work apron streaked with stone dust and some kind of black grease. Sawdust clung to her blonde braids, which she'd coiled into thick buns on either side of her head. Her small horns poked through like bits of polished ivory.

"I heard you were doing inspections," Marnie said. She closed the distance in long, powerful strides. Muscles rippled beneath her work shirt with each movement. "Do you like the fireplace? I know you’ve already seen the kitchen, which was my other big project while Stormy was organizing the mess hall.”

“The kitchen is wonderful,” Ben said. “I’m glad to see you took my fireproofing request seriously.”

“Solid stone construction,” Marnie said, flexing an impressive bicep to demonstrate the strength of her materials. “And some minor spell work for backup. You weren’t kidding about that being a top priority.”

Stormy let out a snort that sounded like a whinny of laughter, muffled behind her hand. She covered her face with her clipboard, but her gray eyes danced with amusement above it. “If anyone can figure out how to light stones on fire, it’s that Felina of yours. Gods, I’ve never met such a menace in my life.”

“I knew she was going to be trouble,” Ben said, joining her laugh. “Once she got it in her head that she could just make her own farmer’s sausage whenever she wanted, it was only a matter of time before she singed more than her whiskers.”

“Literally the day you left.” Marnie clapped him on the shoulder hard enough to make Ben wince. “Quincie had a little bacon grease incident that nearly burned the entire farmhouse down.”

Ben rubbed his shoulder where she’d hit him. The woman didn’t know her own strength. Fortunately, he had the system to protect him, or he might have had a serious bruise in the morning. He raised his eyebrows. “Funny, no one mentioned that to me.”

“I suspect they’re all wishing they could forget,” Marnie said with a booming laugh. “Especially Quincie. I gave that bratty cat a piece of my mind that she’s not likely to recover from any time soon. She sulked in the horse barn for days afterward—Meadow wouldn’t let her in the dairy barn for obvious reasons. The kittens came to the mess hall every day, begging for sausage or bacon because their poor mama was ‘wasting away,’ but—

“Turned out they were just eating it themselves,” Marnie snickered.

Ben could only roll his eyes. “Gotta admire the entrepreneurial spirit, I guess.”

His daughters definitely took after their mother. It was only fitting that they took some of their mischievousness out on Quincie. Though it did make him a bit nervous about the upcoming litter, and the threat of having even more fluffy Felina scoundrels to deal with.

“Anyway…” Marnie stood in front of him, closer than strictly necessary. She was about his height, but with her powerful build and the extra height of her horns, she seemed to loom over him. “It's good to have you back," she said. Her voice had dropped to something softer and more intimate than when she was telling stories. "Three weeks is a long time, Boss."

"Did you miss me?"

The bold Holstaur who'd tongue-kissed him goodbye before his departure should have had a quick comeback. In fact, Ben half expected another wet kiss and was looking forward to it. Marnie had been pretty explicit about wanting some private time with Ben when he returned from his journey to Lamia territory.

Now that he was back, though, and her demands could be easily followed through on, she was far less certain.

Marnie's gaze flickered away and her freckled cheeks burned. She didn’t back away, but occupied herself fiddling with the strings of her work apron so she didn’t have to meet his gaze.

“Marnie?”

"We stayed busy," she said in a rush, as if suddenly nervous. "Plenty of projects to keep us occupied."

Ben smiled. Well, if the big Holstaur woman wasn’t quite as brazen as she'd thought she was, they would have an interesting game ahead of them. He didn’t mind having to put in a little work to get his way with a woman. It seemed far too many of the demi-beasts on Lucky Nickel Acres were willing to throw themselves on their knees for him before they’d even been introduced. But between Stormy and her fear of being disappointed and Marnie with her sudden self-consciousness, it seemed Ben was going to have to do some good, old-fashioned seducing.

Now that was going to be fun.

And where could possibly be more romantic than a steamy jungle paradise-in-the-making, which was in desperate need of their particular set of skills?

"I’m glad you’re both here, and that your projects went so well when I was away,” Ben said. “The fact that you’ve done so well has inspired me.”

Marnie blinked. Her big blue eyes were rimmed with long coppery blonde lashes, something he hadn’t noticed before. They were so pretty, so delicately and shockingly feminine compared to the Holstaur’s powerhouse stature that for a moment Ben was stunned into forgetting his train of thought.

“Inspired you, Boss?” she prompted, her freckles disappearing into the bright red blush.

Stormy leaned in closer despite herself, pressing up against Marnie like she was hoping for some external support. “How do you mean?”

The two women made an interesting contrast—Stormy lithe and dark, Marnie broad and golden. Both watching him with a mixture of curiosity and barely concealed anticipation.

“I’ve been thinking,” Ben said. “About a new project I think the two of you would be perfect for, if you’re up for a bit of an… adventure, shall we say?”

Stormy and Marnie exchanged glances.

"What kind of project?" Stormy asked at the same time as Marnie said, “What kind of adventure?”

"The kind that involves a jungle, a village full of snake-women, and a very grumpy witch." Ben gestured toward the door. "Walk with me? I’ll tell you all about it."


5
Wildflowers


They found a quiet spot near the duck pond, away from the bustle of the farmyard. Wildflowers dotted the grass around the pond’s edge—purple clover, yellow buttercups, and a few late-blooming daisies. Ben made a mental note of them. They might come in handy if he wanted to convince Marnie and Stormy of his full potential.

He leaned against the fence while the girls stood before him, curiosity and concern mingling on their faces.

"You know I've been working with the Nagaina," Ben began. "The snake-kin demi-beasts in the eastern jungle."

Stormy nodded. "We heard some of it. The monument and the Lamia Queen. Uh… mostly from Citrine, though, who I’m not sure is the most reliable of sources."

“Consorting with the enemy, she called it.” Marnie tugged one of her braids loose and started to comb through the reddish blond waves with her fingers. Her powerful shoulder and arm muscles twitched as she worked out the tangles.

“That bad, huh?”

“She’s calmed down some since you returned. I think she was afraid she would lose you to the snake women. Blood feuds run deep when you’re dealing with immortal creatures.”

Ben paused to admire how pretty Marnie looked with her hair down. He never saw her that way. She always had it in braids when she was working, and usually those braids were pinned into coils on the side of her head. It always amused Ben, because the hairstyle reminded him of Heidi, a book he’d read in school about a girl who goes to live with her grandfather in the mountains. But Marnie looked about as different from that little girl as it was possible to look, aside from the hair.

Her blue eyes met his as she caught him staring. “Boss?”

Ben held her gaze a beat longer than necessary, letting her see that he’d been looking and that he liked what he saw.

“You should wear your hair down more often,” he said. “It suits you.”

Marnie’s fingers froze mid-comb. Her freckles disappeared into the sudden flush that spread across her cheeks. “I… it gets in the way when I’m working,” she managed.

“Mm.” Ben let the sound convey his disagreement, then cleared his throat and moved on. “Well, anyway, the old Lamia Queen did end up being possessed by a demon. And she did plan to mate with me and then kill me. So, Citrine wasn’t entirely wrong. But we’ve got that sorted out now.”

Stormy pursed her lips, turning to face the ducks. But the arch of her eyebrow gave away her skepticism. “Are you sure about that?”

A strand of black hair had come loose from her ponytail, falling across her cheek. Ben reached out and tucked it behind her warm, silken horse-ear. His fingers brushed the edge as he let his hand drop, dragging from the base to the tip, and eliciting a tiny shiver of pleasure from the gorgeous Equistar.

Stormy went very still, holding her breath like she was afraid to move in case he stopped, but wasn’t really sure what to do about it either. She bit her lip, her gray eyes gazing up at him through thick black lashes.

“She had nothing to worry about,” Ben said, as if he hadn’t just touched her. He opened his arms wide to display his perfect health… not to mention his well-developed chest. He was gratified when both Stormy and Marnie’s gazes raked over him, as if of their own accord. “As you can see. I’m alive and well, and the village is thriving. Well… it will be thriving, with a little bit of help.”

“I suppose that’s where we’re going to come in?” Marnie asked.

“I will have to spend more time there as we work on getting the village more established. Ariss—the new queen—went into hibernation after the battle against her mother. Her transformation from Nagaina to full Lamia took a lot out of her. Elysanthra thinks it could be weeks or months before she wakes."

"Elysanthra is the witch?" Marnie asked. “The others don’t like her much, you know.”

"Well…" Ben ran a hand through his hair. He blew a long breath out, puffing his cheeks. "She’s a bit prickly. But she volunteered to keep an eye on the village while Ariss recovers. Which I appreciate, don’t get me wrong. But it makes me a bit nervous, honestly. She's motivated to impress me, but she can be... difficult."

"Difficult how?"

"Antagonistic. Proud. Convinced she knows better than everyone else." Ben sighed. "But she's also powerful, and she chose to help us when she didn't have to. I want to trust her. Part of that means giving her space to prove herself."

Stormy's brow furrowed. "So what do you need from us?"

Ben stepped away from the fence. As he moved past Marnie, he let his hand rest briefly on her lower back. It was a casual touch, there and gone almost too quick to notice, but he smiled to himself when he heard the Holstaur woman suck in a sharp breath.

"The Nagaina village needs work. A lot of work." Ben ticked points off on his fingers. "They've been isolated for centuries. No real infrastructure. No farming. No trade with the human settlement nearby. If we want to help them thrive—really thrive, not just survive—we need to build something sustainable."

"Like what you did for Grimsby," Marnie said.

"Exactly like that. But harder." Ben pushed off from the fence and began to pace. "The jungle is a completely different ecosystem. Different materials. Different challenges. The wood is softer. There's water everywhere. Vines that'll grow over anything you build in a matter of weeks if you don't stay on top of them."

Stormy had produced her clipboard from somewhere. Despite her obvious unease, she was already taking notes. "What about local resources?"

"Unknown, so far. At least, to me. I’m sure the local women will be able to tell us more, but I hadn’t gotten that far before I had to come back. We'll need to scout the area with some of the snake-kin guides. Figure out what plants can be cultivated, what animals might serve as livestock." Ben paused. "And we'll need to be careful. The snake-kin are the only demi-beasts we've encountered so far, but I doubt they're alone out there. Not everything in that jungle is friendly."

Marnie cracked her knuckles. "I’m no fighter, Boss. You know that. But I don’t like the idea of you walkin’ around in that jungle with just a bunch of snakes to protect you. Sounds like we'll need more than just hammers and nails."

"You'll need to be ready for anything." Ben turned to face them both. "I won't lie to you. It could be dangerous. It will most certainly be uncomfortable, at least until we get some creature comforts established. I think it will be a challenge compared to the kind of work you’ve been doing here. If either of you doesn't want to take this on—"

"I'm in," Marnie said immediately. Her earlier uncertainty had vanished, replaced by fierce determination. "You need buildings? I'll build them. You need walls? I'll raise them so high no demon will ever get through."

Ben looked at Stormy. "And you?"

The Equistar chewed her lower lip. Her gray eyes were distant, calculating. "What about oversight here? If Marnie and I both leave, who handles the projects at Lucky Nickel Acres?"

"I've been thinking about that."

Ben moved closer to her. Not quite touching, but near enough to feel the warmth radiating from her skin. Near enough to catch that sweet blackberry scent. He angled his body toward her, creating an intimate space that excluded everyone else—even Marnie, who shuffled her hooves uncertainly behind them.

"What about Hestia?” he asked, his voice pitched low. Almost private, as if Stormy was the only one whose opinion would matter when it came to finding her own replacement. “I know her visions tend to be a bit more artistic than practical, but she has undeniable skill as a draftswoman, and an eye for detail. She could step up as forewoman while you're gone."

"Hestia?" Stormy considered this. "She's talented. Shy, but talented.”

“Not unlike a certain Equistar I know,” Ben teased.

Stormy blushed. Her tail swished behind her, betraying agitation she was obviously trying to hide. Ben reached out and caught a strand of her hair again, this time letting it slide slowly through his fingers before releasing it.

“Well…” she said, her voice slightly breathless. “What about her work as Guardian of the Crystal Caves? She takes that assignment very seriously, you know.”

"Another point in her favor, certainly,” Ben said. “But her sister, Zara, she’s the one who’s made the deepest connection with the cave system. I have to admit, I sort of thought her divination magic was a bit…”

“Overstated?” Marnie asked with a snort. “Or totally phony?”

Ben shrugged. “Let’s go with overstated. But she seems to have something with those crystals. Alicia tells me she’s been having more visions lately. And some of those visions turned out to be things that happened to me while I was in the jungle. I think it’s best if we leave Zara where she is. Brena stays close to protect her. But Hestia needs something new. A challenge of her own."

Stormy nodded slowly. "It could work. I'd need to brief her thoroughly. Make sure she understands the workflow, the supplier relationships in Grimsby, that sort of thing. But with Alicia and Penelope to help her, I’m sure she’d do all right."

Ben turned and walked a few paces toward the pond’s edge. He crouched and plucked one of the yellow buttercups from the grass. When he straightened, he crossed back to where Marnie stood and held it out to her.

“For you,” he said simply.

Marnie stared at the flower like she’d never seen one before. Her mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. No words came out.

“Boss, I…” She took the buttercup with trembling fingers. Her voice came out hoarse. “No one’s ever…”

“Then it’s long overdue.” Ben smiled a warm and genuine smile at the powerful Holstaur woman. “You’ve worked hard. You deserve to be appreciated.”

Marnie clutched the small flower against her chest like the yellow petals were made from spun gold. Her eyes had grown suspiciously bright.

Stormy watched the exchange with an expression Ben couldn’t quite read—something between longing and uncertainty.

“You’ll have time to make all the necessary arrangements,” Ben said, turning back to business as if he hadn’t just shocked Marnie to her core. He reached out and touched Stormy’s arm. Her muscle tensed beneath his fingers but she didn’t pull away. In fact, he thought she might have leaned in if he’d left it to linger there any longer. "We'll plan this properly. No rushing in unprepared. And we can always come back to check on things here, at first, to make sure everything is all right. My Homeward Bound skill makes that easy enough."

"When do you want to leave?" Marnie asked.

"A few days, ideally." Ben released Stormy's arm and stepped back. Both women looked flushed. Slightly breathless. "I need to check in on Ariss and make sure Elysanthra hasn't burned the village down. You two can start gathering supplies and putting together a team."

"We'll need lumber specialists," Stormy said. "People who understand tropical hardwoods."

"And stonemasons," Marnie added. "If the ground is as wet as you say, we'll need solid foundations."

"One of the most important things we’ll need are nesting buildings." Ben watched their reactions carefully. “Some of the villagers will be laying eggs, now that I can help them reproduce. Somewhere safe and warm for incubation."

Stormy's pen scratched across her clipboard. "I'll need to research reptilian nesting requirements. I wonder if they know themselves, or if it’s been too long…”

Many of the demi-beasts in Faerowilde had given up the idea of having children so long ago that they’d forgotten what was involved in the process. “If they don’t know, that might be something Elysanthra can help with. She’s collected a lot of knowledge over the years.”

“I’m sure we can adapt some of the designs from the Birthing Unit,” Stormy said. “Temperature control and humidity might be different, but it’s mostly the same. It’s possible the system will help us out if we get far enough along in the process.”

Ben also thought his Demi-Beast Husbandry for Fun and Profit handbook might have the answers, but he hadn’t checked yet and he didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up. It was best if they had a plan, just in case.

"See? This is why I need you." Ben smiled at them both. "No one else thinks three steps ahead like you do."

Marnie folded her re-braided hair back up into the coils atop her head, looking a bit like she was preening at the compliment. The buttercup had been carefully tucked into one of her braids, a spot of sunshine against the reddish gold.

Stormy ducked her head, but not before he caught her small, pleased smile. Her fingers kept drifting to her ear, as if remembering the earlier caress and—he hoped—imagining others like it.

They walked back toward the farmhouse together, discussing logistics and supply lists. Ben positioned himself between the two women, close enough that his shoulders occasionally brushed against theirs. Each contact made them stiffen. Then relax. Then lean slightly toward him before catching themselves.

At one point, the path narrowed where it passed between two storage sheds. Ben placed a hand on each of their backs to guide them through—Stormy’s slim waist on one side, Marnie’s powerful hip on the other. Neither woman pulled away. If anything, they pressed closer than was strictly necessary.

“Watch your step,” he murmured, though the ground was perfectly even. “Imagine what a tangle of limbs we’d have if one of us tripped in here.”

Stormy made a small sound in her throat that said she was imagining it just as he’d intended. Marnie’s breathing had gone a bit shallow, too.

When the path widened again, Ben let his hands fall away. Both women seemed to sway toward him, like they were being pulled in by magnets, before they caught themselves.

Ben grinned to himself. His first attempts at seduction were working even better than he’d thought they might. It was going to be a lot of fun to butter them up over the next few weeks. He wondered just how soft, warm, and malleable he could get them before they were begging to be bred.

They were rounding the corner of the main barn when a familiar sound reached Ben's ears. Giggling. Lots of it.

Alicia emerged from the farmhouse door, leading a procession of demi-beast women toward the cellar entrance. Her auburn hair caught the sunlight. Her cheeks glowed with healthy color. At six months pregnant, her belly had grown round beneath her dress, but she moved with more energy than she'd had in weeks.

Behind her came a gaggle of bunny- and mouse-kin females, perhaps a dozen in all. They clustered together, whispering and nudging each other, faces pink with anticipation.

"Ben!" Alicia spotted him and waved. Her smile was radiant. "Perfect timing. I was just about to begin today's preparations."

He crossed the yard to meet her, drawing her into a gentle embrace. Her belly pressed against him. He felt a tiny flutter of movement within—their child, stirring.

"You look good," he murmured against her hair. "You must be sleeping better."

"I feel good." She pulled back enough to meet his eyes. Her own sparkled with something mischievous. "Of course, I am sleeping better with you home. But I have to admit, this new line of work agrees with me. Keeps my mind occupied."

Ben glanced past her to the tittering assembly of demi-beasts. A particularly bold mouse-girl with gray fur and enormous ears met his gaze and immediately went scarlet. She hid behind a bunny-woman twice her size.

"I see you've been busy recruiting."

"These are my best candidates." Alicia's hand rested possessively on her belly. "I've been putting them through their paces all week. Testing responsiveness. Building anticipation." Her voice dropped. "They're very eager to meet you properly."

"Is that so?"

"Mmm." She rose on her tiptoes to whisper in his ear. "I've got them absolutely desperate. Just the way you like them."

Ben's blood warmed. From the corner of his eye, he caught Stormy and Marnie exchanging a look. Marnie’s hand had drifted unconsciously to the buttercup in her hair. Stormy was gripping her clipboard so hard her knuckles had gone white.

He pressed a kiss to his wife's temple. "I suppose I'll be seeing them later, then."

"After dinner?" Alicia stepped back, resuming her professional demeanor. "I want them at peak readiness. No rushing the process."

The waiting females watched this exchange with wide eyes the devolved into more giggles and whispered speculation.

Ben winked at them. "Ladies. I look forward to getting better acquainted."

One of the mouse-girls actually squeaked. Her sisters dissolved into helpless laughter.

Alicia herded them toward the cellar door like a shepherdess with an unruly flock. "Come along, girls. We have work to do. And remember—no touching yourselves until I say so."

A chorus of disappointed groans followed her into the darkness.

Ben didn’t miss how both Stormy and Marnie shifted their weight at Alicia’s command, as if the instruction had somehow included them, too. Marnie pressed her muscular thighs together. Stormy’s tail had gone rigid and a hand that slipped into a pocket on her coveralls suddenly shot out and clenched guiltily at her side.

Ben watched the bunny- and mouse-kin girls go, shaking his head. His wife never ceased to amaze him.

"That's..." Stormy trailed off. Her clipboard had gone limp in her hands.

"Intense?" Marnie offered. The Holstaur's eyes were very wide. Her chest rose and fell with quickened breath, straining against the plaid work shirt she wore tied beneath her ample breasts. The buttercup trembled where it was tucked into her braid.

"Alicia takes her job seriously," Ben said. “And there are a lot of demi-beasts still waiting to be bred. We need to be as efficient as possible.”

Marnie swallowed audibly. “Makes sense. They’re all… kinda small, though. Is that… is that what you prefer, Boss? The delicate sort of demi-beasts?”

She seemed suddenly very unsure of herself. Ben could understand that. She was the polar opposite in terms of build, so if she was interested in being bred, she might feel self-conscious about that.

“Alicia likes the smaller females,” Ben admitted. “I think she likes the challenge of preparing them for me, and she likes the visual contrast of my size and theirs when I breed them. But that’s not my preference. I like demi-beasts in every size and shape they come in.”

Stormy seemed to have forgotten how words worked. Her gray eyes kept darting between Ben and the cellar door, as if trying to reconcile the thoughts running through her mind with the man she was standing next to. If he’d thought she was blushing before, it was nothing compared to the scarlet her cheeks had become now.

“I’ve got a date with Meadow and the other Holstaur’s tomorrow morning,” Ben said. “If you’d like to see how much I enjoy—”

“That’s not necessary,” Marnie blurted. Her own cheeks were matching Stormy’s cherry tone, with a dash plum purple. “I believe you.”

Stormy made a strangled noise. Her gray eyes had gone dark, her pupils dilated. She seemed to be having trouble swallowing.

Ben let the silence stretch for just a moment, allowing them both to feel the weight of his offer. The air between the three of them felt thick and electric, the way it does before a storm.

“All right, well…” Ben took pity on them. "Why don't you two start on those supply lists? We can reconvene tomorrow to go over the details."

"Right. Yes. Supply lists." Stormy clutched her clipboard like a lifeline. "I'll have preliminary numbers by evening."

"And I'll check our lumber stores," Marnie added. "See what we can spare for transport."

They fled in opposite directions, neither quite running but both moving faster than strictly necessary. Marnie’s hand kept touching the flower in her hair. Poor Stormy nearly walked into a fence post before correcting course.

Ben watched them go with a smile. He could still smell blackberries on the breeze and feel the ghost of Marnie’s warmth against his palm where he’d touched her back.

This expedition was going to be very interesting indeed.


6
Little Matchmakers


Ben's stomach growled as he crossed the farmyard toward the house. The morning's inspections and planning sessions had burned through breakfast hours ago. The smell of something savory drifted from the direction of the new kitchen—garlic, maybe, and roasting meat.

And something sweet he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

The scents didn’t exactly go together, which made him curious. But they weren’t discordant enough to stop his belly from releasing another loud grumble as he climbed the porch steps.

He pushed through the front door, sniffing the air, but before he could get to the bottom of the mystery, he was stopped dead in his tracks by the scene of chaos before him.

The living room had transformed into some kind of nursery/battlefield. A massive wooden playpen dominated the center of the space, constructed from what looked like repurposed fence slats and chicken wire. Inside, a small army of toddlers stumbled and bumped into each other like drunken sailors on a rolling ship.

Clover, Blossom, and Lavender occupied the sofa, looking exhausted but content. Each sister had a burp cloth over her shoulder, dark circles under her eyes, and a sleepy smile on her face, like the feral creatures squealing in front of them were the most perfect angels ever to set their feet upon the soil of Faerowilde.

To be fair, his tiny lamb-, calf-, and bunny-babies were adorable enough that they could be angels, Ben thought, if not for the devilish peals of laughter and squeals of outrage that kept interrupting the scene.

"Ben!" Clover straightened as he walked into the room, her silver-furred ears perking up. "Good morning, handsome! What are you up to today?"

"Just finished the official tour with Stormy and Marnie." He crossed to the sofa and leaned down to kiss Clover's forehead.

She hummed happily and tilted her face up, so he kissed her lips too. “Mmm, that’s my yummy baby-makin’ man. Have I ever told you how much I love you?”

“The feeling is very mutual, Clover.” He pressed the tip of his nose to hers, which wriggled with pleasure at the contact. “You look more gorgeous than any woman with three toddlers ought to, you know that?”

“Gorgeously exhausted, you mean?”

She giggled, pulling the burp cloth off her shoulder and folding it onto the armrest of the sofa. As she moved, her full breasts swayed delightfully beneath the light summer dress she wore. Ben wanted nothing more than to lift it over her head and press his face into her nice warm cleavage.

“Me too, me too!” Clover’s pink-haired sister, Blossom piped up jealously. “I need a kiss too!”

Ben obliged happily, reaching up to stroke Blossom’s long ears. Her tongue darted between his lips, tasting like the honey candies the Lapina sisters were making. “As sweet as wildflower honey,” Ben said. “As usual.”

Blossom let out a delighted trill of laughter. “Someone has to do quality control! And lucky for you, all that sugar goes straight to my backside.”

“Don’t you try to tempt him,” Lavender, with her pale purple ears and hair, jumped in to scold her sister. “It’s my backside he loves, isn’t that right Daddy Ben?”

Ben leaned over to kiss her as well.

“I love your backside,” Ben murmured at the base of her ear, so the children couldn’t hear. “And I especially love all the naughty things you let me do to it…”

Lavender batted her eyelashes against his cheek when he lingered. If they didn’t have an audience of innocents, Ben could easily have taken a moment to avail himself of all three of the sisters’ ample physical amenities.

But a shriek from one of the children brought him back to reality quickly.

"Where are Estelle and Meadow?" he asked, eyeing the chaos in the playpen. “And why is everyone in here instead of the nursery?”

Nine bunny toddlers in varying shades of white, pink, and lavender tumbled over each other. Among them, little Callie—Meadow's daughter—sat placidly chewing on a wooden block, her tiny cow ears twitching. Sandara, Estelle's lamb, had climbed on top of the block pile and was surveying her domain with an expression of serene superiority.

“We’re in here because someone has impregnated half the farm,” Clover said, leaning forward with her hands on her generous hips. “And the Birthing Unit and Nursery are stuffed to bursting!”

Ben raised his eyebrows. “The Birthing Unit, yes, but as far as I know none of the batch that Alicia started has given birth yet.”

Clover gave him a mock scowl before finally relenting. “All right, fine. But they’re going to be born soon, and we thought we should clear out and make room for the new babies. At the rate these little rascals are growing they’ll be big enough to help change diapers by the time the next group is born. Alicia wanted to get a team in to clean and freshen up supplies before the Maternity Pods start chiming.”

“That makes perfect sense,” Ben said. “I’m glad she’s got that under control. I don’t think I’ll be here when the next group arrives and it’s good to know they’ll be well taken care of.”

“Are you leaving already?” Lavender asked with a frown.

“Not immediately, but soon,” Ben said. “There’s a lot of work to be done in the Lamia territory, and we have to get to work finding the second monument.”

"Estelle's at the training grounds," Blossom said. "She's got a new class of warriors learning… defensive something-or-others."

“Formations,” Clover supplied. “Defensive formations. Don’t you ever listen to anything but your own annoying voice?”

“Whatever,” Blossom glared at her sister. Then, turning back to Ben she added, “Maybe some of them will go to the jungle with you?”

“Maybe,” Ben said. “Though I’ve already chosen a couple of companions for the trip, assuming Alicia agrees.”

"Well, Meadow's in the dairy barn, to answer your other question," Lavender's blush deepened. "Preparing the girls for your, um, date tomorrow."

"Ah." Ben grinned. "Good. Speaking of which, we need a babysitting arrangement so I can catch up with each of you lovely ladies before I head back to the jungle."

“Yes, please!” the sisters shouted in unison, practically leaping off the couch in their excitement. Then, also simultaneously, “Me first!”

The children started to giggle as Ben crouched beside the playpen. Eleven pairs of eyes locked onto him. Eleven little faces lit up with recognition.

"Dada!"

"Papa!"

"Da-da-da-da!"

The stampede began. Bunny toddlers tripped over each other in their rush toward the fence. Callie abandoned her block and began a determined crawl while Sandara descended from her throne with the careful dignity of a queen greeting her subjects.

Ben laughed as tiny hands reached through the pen walls, grabbing at his shirt, his fingers, his hair. "Hello, my beautiful girls. Have you been good for your mamas?"

"They've been terrors," Clover said, but her voice was warm with affection. "Lily figured out how to climb the fence this morning. We had to add another row of chicken wire."

Lily, one of the white-furred bunny babies, grinned up at Ben with an expression of pure mischief. She had her mother's silvery eyes and, evidently, her appetite for chaos.

"That's my girl." Ben booped her nose. She giggled and fell backward into her sisters.

His stomach growled again, loud enough to be heard over the babbling.

"I was heading to the kitchen," he said, straightening. "I'm starving. What’s that smell, anyway?"

"Oh!" Lavender's ears went flat. "You might want to—"

“Too late,” Blossom muttered in a sing-song undertone, hiding a smile behind her hand.

“What—?” Ben started to ask.

Two small figures materialized at Ben's elbows.

Eve and Marie stood in matching poses, each with a flowered dish towel draped over one arm. Their golden curls had been brushed until they gleamed. Someone had tied ribbons behind their adorable little piglet ears.

"Welcome, Daddy—" Eve started.

"Not Daddy,” Marie corrected. “He’s a customer!”

“I mean, Welcome, Mister,” Eve said.

“Sir!” Marie stomped a hoof. “It’s ‘Sir!’”

“Mister Sir—"

Marie rolled her eyes.

"Welcome to the Lucky Nickel Restaurant!" they finished in unison.

Ben blinked. "The what now?"

Eve seized his left hand. Marie grabbed his right. They began marching him toward the kitchen with the solemn determination of soldiers escorting a prisoner of war.

"Your dates are waiting for you," Eve announced.

"Very impatiently," Marie added.

"They've been waiting for ages."

"At least ten minutes."

"Maybe even eleven."

Ben shot a bewildered look back at the Lapina sisters. Clover just shrugged, fighting a smile. Blossom had buried her face in a pillow. Lavender was shaking with silent laughter.

The twins guided him through the doorway into the renovated kitchen.

The space had been transformed—and not just by the children’s decorating.

Ben still wasn’t used to the sheer size of the renovated kitchen. Stormy and Marnie had knocked out the wall to the old pantry, more than doubling the size of the room. Long wooden counters now ran the full length of both side walls, already scarred and stained from honest use. The massive cast-iron wood stove—which had also somehow doubled in size—dominated the far end, its chimney pipe climbing through a reinforced section of ceiling. Heat radiated from its black surface, carrying the smell of wood smoke and whatever the kittens had been experimenting with.

Someone had dragged a table into the center of the room and covered it with what looked like every clean tablecloth in the house, layered on top of each other in a chaotic rainbow quilt. Mismatched candles flickered along its length. A vase of wildflowers, mostly dandelions and clover, with a few proper roses stolen from Spirit's flower garden, served as a centerpiece.

At the table sat Spirit and Rosie, looking like hostages at a tea party.

Spirit's pink hair had been brushed and braided with flowers. Someone had applied what might generously be called makeup to her face—rouge on her cheeks, something sparkly on her eyelids. She wore a clean dress that was slightly too formal for a kitchen lunch, one of her nicer ones with embroidered flowers along the hem. Despite the obvious embarrassment coloring her cheeks, she looked beautiful. The rouge only emphasized the natural flush of her skin. The sparkly stuff on her eyelids caught the light from the windows and made her blue eyes shine.

Rosie's golden curls had been wrestled into an elaborate updo that was already beginning to collapse. Her slightly upturned nose was pink with embarrassment. A napkin had been tucked into her collar like a bib.

Ben’s heart squeezed. His girls had dressed their mothers up for him, and even if the execution was clumsy the intention was as sweet and pure as they were.

One of the children had raided the cupboards for the occasion. The plates in front of Spirit and Rosie didn’t match any better than the table cloths did. One was blue-glazed pottery from Grimsby and the other a chipped porcelain piece with faded roses that had probably come from Alicia’s heirloom collection. Though it could just as easily have been collected from one of the farmsteads the migrating demi-beasts had come from.

That was the way of things at Lucky Nickel Acres. Every cupboard in the kitchen held dishes collected from a dozen different sources, from donations from grateful townspeople, to salvage from Ashburn’s estate, or pieces the demi-beasts had brought with them from their old lives. None of it matched, but it all managed to fit together in a homey sort of way, just like Ben and his growing family.

Behind the “hostages” stood Starling, Spirit's daughter, with her arms crossed and a fierce expression on her face. The young Equistar had positioned herself between the table and the door like a bouncer at an exclusive club. Vines, courtesy of her burgeoning plant magic, curled around her ankles, ready to trip anyone who tried to escape.

"Mama and Auntie Rosie aren't allowed to leave," Starling announced. "Not until Daddy makes them pregnant again."

“Umm…” Ben's eyebrows climbed toward his hairline. "Say, what?"

One of her vines crept across the floor toward Ben’s ankle, then seemed to think better of it and retreated. Starling was still learning to control her magic, and the vines had a tendency to act on her subconscious impulses. Apparently, some part of her had considered trapping her father at the table, too.

"They're very jealous." Eve nodded sagely.

"Very, very jealous," Marie agreed.

"Of Auntie Quincie."

"Because Auntie Quincie gets to have more kittens."

"And they don't."

"It's not fair."

From the stove area, four small faces peered out. Quincie's kittens—Tina, Salem, ChiChi, and Misty—had apparently taken over cooking duties. ChiChi wore an apron three sizes too big. Salem had flour in her fur. Tina stirred something in a pot with intense concentration. Misty, licking batter off a spoon, froze the moment Ben’s eyes landed on her before she whipped the implement behind her back and gave him her most innocent smile. A smear of chocolate dotted the end of her nose.

Tina elbowed her sister without looking up from her stirring. “You’ve got stuff on your face.”

“Do not.”

“Do too. You look like a raccoon.”

“Raccoons are cute!”

“Girls,” Ben interrupted, fighting a smile. “Care to tell me about the hostage situation you’ve got going on here?”

"We made food!" ChiChi announced. "For the romantic dinner!"

“A romantic dinner, huh?” Ben said, taking in the scene skeptically. “And how’d you come up with that idea?”

"Because to make babies you have to have romance,” Salem declared with confidence.

"Everyone knows that," Tina said, glaring at him over the edge of the mixing bowl, as if insulted that he dared to question them about their knowledge of the topic.

“And what’s more romantic than dinner in a fancy restaurant?” Eve demanded. She put her hands on her hips and gave Ben a look that dared him to disagree with her. “Nothing, that’s what.”

Ben pressed his lips together to keep from laughing. He glanced at Spirit and Rosie.

Spirit's face had gone the same pink as her hair. "Ben, we didn't… this wasn't our idea—" Her voice pitched higher with mortification.

Ben crossed to her side of the table and crouched beside her chair. He took her hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles.

"We're not jealous!" Rosie squealed. "We never said we were jealous! The girls just decided—"

"Mama's lying," Starling said calmly. "I heard her tell Auntie Rosie that she wanted more babies."

"And Auntie Spirit said she wanted to be pregnant at the same time as Mama," Eve added.

"So they could be pregnant together," Marie finished.

"Like last time."

Spirit made a strangled noise. Rosie buried her face in her napkin, her pink ears flaming red.

“To be fair,” Ben said gently, moving to Rosie’s side and resting a hand on her shoulder, “that does sound nice. You made a pretty cute pair when you were pregnant together last time…”

Rosie peeked up at him from behind the napkin. Her eyes were suspiciously bright. “You are not helping, Boss,” she mumbled, but she leaned into his touch.

Ben schooled his features into an expression of grave concern. He pulled out a chair and settled into it with exaggerated formality.

"Well," he said. "This is very serious indeed."

Spirit's eyes went wide. "Ben—"

"I can't have my beautiful brides turning green with envy." He reached across the table and took Spirit's hand in one of his, Rosie's in the other. "It would clash with the pink hair for one thing. And a green Porcina might be a bit orc-like, don’t you think?"

"We're really not—" Rosie started.

“It was just girl talk,” Spirit cut in. “You know how it is.”

“And with our girls already growing so fast,” Rosie continued like her mouth couldn’t help running away on her, “it’s hard not to miss that sweet baby stage.”

“And Quincie already has four daughters…” Spirit added meekly.

As embarrassed as they were that they’d been caught out, it was clear there was some truth to their daughters’ claims. Baby fever had caught up with Spirit and Rosie in a big way. He could hardly be surprised. With the number of pregnant demi-beasts walking around the farm these days, the air must be thick with maternal hormones.

"Clearly, a romantic dinner is in order." Ben squeezed their fingers. "To address this terrible injustice."

The kittens cheered. Eve and Marie high-fived each other. Starling's stern expression softened into something smugly satisfied.

"What's on the menu?" Ben asked, turning to the young chefs.

ChiChi puffed up with pride and gestured toward the stove with a dramatic sweep of her arm. Behind her, the deep stone wash basins that Marnie had installed were piled high with evidence of the girls’ culinary adventure. Mixing bowls towered in a precarious stack, wooden spoons sticking out at terrifying angles. A flour-dusted rolling pin had fallen on the floor. At least three pots looked like they’d need a good long soak before they could be cleaned.

"We made soup!" ChiChi announced. “With sausages.”

"And bread! With sausages."

"And some kind of melted cheese thing! With sausages.”

"And mystery casserole!"

"Why is it called mystery casserole?" Ben asked, though he suspected he already knew.

"Because we're not sure what's in it," Tina admitted. "We just put in everything that smelled good. Plus—"

“Sausages?” Ben guessed. It seemed the Felina kittens had obviously learned to cook by following their mother’s orders.

He pulled his chair closer to the table. The thing was massive, twenty feet of solid oak that could seat ten on each side when the whole family gathered for meals. Right now, with just him, Spirit, and Rosie clustered at one end, it felt almost comically too much. Like three people dining in a banquet hall.

Or renting an entire restaurant just for themselves.

He was pretty sure he’d seen something like that in a romantic movie once, so the girls weren’t entirely off the mark with their plans for an enchanted dinner date.

"Excellent." Ben nodded solemnly. "I'll have one of everything."

The kittens scrambled into action, nearly colliding with each other as they rushed to plate the food. Misty had to stretch on her tiptoes to reach a serving platter someone had pushed too far back on the counter. Salem boosted her up with a helpful shove that nearly sent them both tumbling.

Eve and Marie began a complicated dance of serving, ferrying dishes from the long counters where the kittens had lined up their creations. They presented each dish with excessive flourish, announcing them in fake posh accents.

"The soup du jour!"

"With tomato!"

"And paprika sausage!"

"And some other red things we found!"

Ben nodded knowingly. “I’ve heard color coordination is very important when cooking.”

“More bread for the gentleman?” Eve appeared at his elbow with a basket, affecting a snooty accent that she’d probably picked up from Helena.

“And perhaps some butter?” Marie produced a dish from behind her back. “Freshly churned.”

The butter had been carved into a lopsided shape that might have been a flower. Or possibly a pig. It was hard to tell.

“Did you make that?” Ben asked, pointing at the butter sculpture.

Marie’s chest expanded as she threw her shoulders back proudly. “I’m an artist.”

“It’s a blob,” Eve muttered.

“It’s abstract, dummy.”

Ben took a generous portion of the abstract butter creation and spread it on his bread. “It’s beautiful. Both of you are doing a wonderful job.”

The twins beamed at each other, their brief rivalry forgotten.

Spirit had relaxed slightly, a reluctant smile tugging at her lips. Rosie was still pink, but she'd stopped looking like she wanted to flee.

"They worked very hard on this," Spirit murmured.

"I can tell." Ben accepted a bowl of soup that was more sausage chunks than liquid. A piece of bread dotted with pieces of sausage meat landed on his plate—dense and slightly lopsided, but warm from the oven. The cheese dish turned out to be several types of cheese melted together on top of more bread and sausage. The mystery casserole... was indeed mysterious.

"This looks wonderful," Ben said, and meant it.

The kittens beamed. The twins curtsied. Starling finally stepped away from her guard post to squeeze in beside her mother. Her vines retracted, slithering back to coil loosely around her ankles like well-trained pets. She leaned her head against Spirit’s arm, watching Ben with those big, serious eyes she’d inherited from her mother.

“You really like it?” she asked quietly. “The food?”

Ben reached across the table and tucked a strand of brown hair behind her ear. “I really do, sweetheart. You girls did something very special today.”

Starling’s face broke into a rare, brilliant smile.

"Now you have to eat it all," she informed Ben, her stern demeanor returning. "And then Mama and Auntie Rosie won't be jealous anymore."

"And then they can have babies too!"

"Because that's how it works!"

"Romantic dinner, then babies!"

“I read about it in one of Alicia’s fancy magazines from the city.”

Ben met Spirit's eyes across the table. She was biting her lip, trying not to laugh. Hopefully they’d just been reading one of Cinderfell’s gossip rags. He could well imagine the columnists speculating upon how long it would be before a baby was on the way when one of the up-and-coming debutantes was seen stepping out for a romantic dinner with her beau.

But Ben would have to talk to Alicia about making sure that some of her racier magazines didn’t end up in the hands of the children, because he knew gossip rags were not the only sort of literature his wife had brought in from the capital.

"Well," he said, lifting his spoon. "We'd better not waste a single bite."

The soup was oversalted. The bread was undercooked in the middle. The cheese had formed a rubbery skin on top. The mystery casserole tasted like the girls had emptied the entire pantry into a pan, said a quick prayer over it, and hoped for the best. He couldn’t even find the sausage in it, which was a little concerning.

But Ben did his fatherly duty and ate every bite, praising each dish until the kittens were purring with satisfaction and the twins were bouncing with pride. Spirit and Rosie picked at their own plates, exchanging glances that promised a proper conversation later—one without small ears listening in.

As the meal went on, Ben caught Spirit smiling at him over the rim of her water glass. Rosie’s hoof found his foot under the table and pressed against his ankle. The small, private gestures were a good sign that they were ready to be bred again, despite their protestations to the contrary.

When the last of the mystery casserole had been scraped from the pan, Ben leaned back in his chair and patted his stomach.

"That," he declared, "was the finest meal I've ever had."

"Really?" ChiChi's eyes went huge.

"Truly."

"So Mama and Auntie Rosie can have babies now?"

Ben looked at Spirit, then Rosie. Both women had gone pink again, but this time there was something warmer beneath the embarrassment. Perhaps a bit hopeful.

"I think," Ben said carefully, "that we'll need to discuss that part privately. But I promise to do everything in my power to make sure your mamas are very, very happy."

The children cheered. Rosie mumbled something that might have been a prayer or might have been a curse, while Spirit hid her face behind her hands.

His daughters were chaos incarnate, every single one of them. But he wouldn't have it any other way.

Ben just smiled and reached for another piece of undercooked bread. Under the table, Spirit’s hand found his left thigh and Rosie’s his right. They squeezed at the same time.

Later, Spirit mouthed at him.

Promise? He mouthed back.

She nodded, cheeks pink and eyes bright.

When Ben raised his eyebrows at Rosie, she bit her lip seductively. He knew that look.

It said “Make me.”

And if she was ready, that was exactly what he’d do.

But first, he had a date with his wife in the Breeding Chamber.


7
Challenge Accepted


Ben paused outside the cellar door, one hand on the worn iron handle.

He'd been looking forward to this ever since meeting Alicia and her bunny- and mouse-kin entourage outside. Alicia had been teasing him about her "special preparations" all week, dropping hints about how eager her girls were, how long she'd been working them up, how desperate they'd become under her careful attention. And today was the day.

But something nagged at him.

Of all the women Alicia had prepped during his time in the jungle, she'd held back the three mouse-kin girls from his "finishing" sessions. They aren’t quite ready, she'd said. He hadn't questioned it at the time—Alicia knew what she was doing, and he trusted her judgment.

Now, though, it seemed he was going to get his chance. He wanted to know what he was getting into.

He pulled the Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook from his pocket and began to flip through. The leather cover was magically warm against his palm, the pages turning with familiar ease, as if guided by his thoughts.

He found the entry quickly, though on previous passes, he could swear he’d never seen it. Once again, the magical handbook seemed to sense his needs and adjust itself for his use.

He paused, seeing a detailed erotic illustration of a small woman, bent in an unnatural angle and held in place by metal straps and bars, her tiny, swollen pussy on full display. She had large, rounded ears, an adorable face, and a delicate, whip-like tail. The way she bit her lip and seemed to stare out of the page at him, practically begging him to breed her, got his cock stirring before he’d even read the description

Musina (Mouse-Kin)

Among all demi-beast females, the Musina are renowned for their diminutive size, eager disposition, and extraordinary internal musculature, which together create one of the most uniquely challenging breeding experiences a farmer may encounter.

Ben's eyebrows rose. Challenging?

Their bodies are compact and astonishingly strong; while they are quick to provide their own lubrication, even the most experienced Breeder may find that significant, steady pressure is required before proper union can be achieved. Once contact is made, however, the Musina's inner musculature often takes over with remarkable enthusiasm, gripping with enough vigor that even stalwart Breeders have been known to lose leverage.

He frowned. Maybe this was what Alicia had been having difficulties with. She’d seemed a bit… frustrated, lately. Painfully aroused, and yet refusing to let him give her release, as if she needed to achieve some secret goal before she’d earned it.

It was part of her power as Master Breeder’s Assistant that she was unable to climax while she impregnated other females, no matter how aroused she became, and their pregnancies could only become viable after Ben had finished the females off with his own seed. But now that Ben was home, there was no reason for Alicia to deny herself pleasure unless it had something to do with her failure with the Musina.

He read on.

Because of this natural tightness and their tendency to wriggle excitedly during the procedure, it is strongly recommended to employ a stabilizing apparatus to keep the Musina properly positioned. Harnesses, clamps, or specially designed traction frames can greatly assist in maintaining alignment throughout the breeding process. These tools prevent slippage, reduce strain on the Breeder, and help ensure that both parties remain safely and comfortably in place during vigorous activity.

Fortunately, Musina respond extremely well to being secured. Restraint offers them a sense of safety and focus, allowing them to channel their abundant energy into productive results rather than unhelpful squirming. Traditional husbandry equipment such as metal cages, traps, and latch-style enclosure frames are particularly effective; many Musina find the firm boundaries reassuring and will settle quickly once gently locked into position.

Ben turned the page.

As always, the Breeder should proceed with patience, consistent pressure, and steady handling when encountering these females. When properly supported and guided, a Musina's natural eagerness and powerful grip can yield exceptional breeding outcomes—as long as the Breeder is prepared for a workout and understands that "small" does not mean "easily penetrated."

He closed the handbook and tucked it away.

So. The Musina were tight, strong, and squirmy. They needed to be restrained for their own good and the Breeder's sanity. And even then, "significant, steady pressure" was required.

He could probably manage that…

In fact, he thought he’d enjoy the fuck out of it.

Ben pulled open the cellar door and descended into the warm glow of the Breeding Chamber.

As he opened the door at the bottom of the stairs, the thick, humid scent of six desperate, dripping women slammed into him like a wall: a heady mix of the honey-sweet scent of Lapina juices, something muskier from the Musina, and the unmistakable tang of hours of denied release.

Alicia had been teasing them ever since that morning, in preparation for their “date.”

Six women occupied the center of the chamber, each secured in an individual apparatus that the room had generated according to Alicia's specifications. The machines gleamed with polished metal and supple leather, their forms both functional and strangely beautiful in the crystal light.

The three Lapina were positioned ass-up, their long ears drooping with exhaustion and arousal. Padded supports cradled their hips at the perfect height. Their legs were spread wide, held in place by soft cuffs at their ankles and thighs. Their hands gripped support bars ahead of them, white-knuckled with anticipation. Each Lapina pussy was swollen and flushed dark pink, with trails of slick arousal running in steady streams down their legs and pooling on the leather beneath them.

On the opposite side of the chamber, the three Musina were arranged much like the image he’d seen in the handbook, on their backs, with their small legs folded up against their chests. Curved frames held their thighs in place, keeping them spread and exposed. Their enormous round ears twitched constantly, tracking every sound. Their tiny hands clutched at nothing, fingers flexing with nervous energy. Their little slits were so engorged the inner lips had turned outward like wet petals, glistening and twitching beneath Ben’s gaze.

All six women gleamed with sweat. Their skin was flushed, their breathing ragged. They'd been worked over thoroughly. Edged repeatedly, from the look of them. Brought to the brink and denied, again and again, until they were trembling with need.

Every one of them waiting for him.

Alicia stood among them. Her auburn hair was pinned up, a few strands escaping to frame her flushed face. Her dress had been discarded somewhere; she wore only a silk robe, loosely tied, her pregnant belly curving beneath the fabric.

"There you are, Husband." Her smile was pure satisfaction. "I was beginning to think you'd gotten lost."

Ben crossed the room to his wife and kissed her deeply, tasting sweet Lapina pussy on her tongue. "You taste like you've been busy, Wife."

"Mmm." She turned in his arms, pressing her back against his chest so they could survey her handiwork together. "What do you think?"

"I think you're a genius." His hands settled on her belly, feeling the warmth of her skin through the silk. "And possibly a sadist."

"Possibly?" She laughed.

“More like definitely.”

“I’ve tortured them for hours,” she purred, voice husky. “I’ve had vibrators on their clits, plugs in their asses, suction on their nipples. I stopped counting how many times I brought them to the edge and ripped it away. All so that you can destroy them with that nice big cock of yours.”

One of the bunny women—a soft gray-furred female with enormous pink-lined ears—whimpered at the sound of Alicia's voice. Her hips twitched against the padded support, seeking friction that wasn't there.

"Please," she gasped. "Mistress, please, I can't do this anymore. I need—"

"Hush." Alicia's voice went sharp with command. "You'll get what you need when the Master is ready to give it to you."

The Lapina subsided with a broken moan.

Ben's cock stirred against Alicia's back. She felt it and pressed closer, grinding subtly against him.

"These machines are new," he said, studying the apparatus. "I don't remember seeing these before."

"I've been experimenting." Pride colored her voice. "The chamber responds to my intentions now, almost as well as it does to yours. I just had to... visualize what I wanted."

"And what did you want?"

"Absolute control." She turned her head to look up at him. "You're going to be breeding a lot of women between your journeys to the monuments. I wanted to make sure we could maximize your time for every home visit."

Ben raised an eyebrow. "Maximize my time?"

"Just watch."

She slipped from his arms and crossed to a small pedestal that had risen from the chamber floor. Swirls of magic danced around her hands as the machines hummed to life, responding to her thoughts and emotions.

The Lapina gasped as their frames began to move. Not much—just a subtle vibration, a gentle rocking motion that made them sway in their restraints.

"With you behind them, I can control the pace," Alicia said. "The angle. The depth. Everything. The results should be very intense and efficient."

"Efficient, huh?" Ben watched the bunny women shudder and moan in anticipation. "That's not the sexiest description I’ve ever heard."

"Perhaps not.” Her smile turned wicked. "But you only think that because you haven’t had a Lapina bounced on your cock like the piston on a steam engine. Trust me, husband. The Lapina are more than ready to be efficiently impaled by your big, firm rod."

She was right. The three bunny women were practically dripping, their arousal visible even from across the chamber. Their long ears quivered. Their tails twitched. Ben couldn’t wait to give them exactly what they wanted.

He stripped off his shirt as he approached the first Lapina—the gray-eared one who'd begged earlier. Up close, he could see how swollen she was, how desperate. Her folds glistened in the amber light. She craned her neck so she could see him coming up behind her. Her big eyes roved his muscled torso then down to the fat bulge between his legs.

"What's your name?" he asked, running a hand along her flank.

"F-Favia," she stammered. "Please, Master, I need—I need you inside me, please, I've been waiting so long—"

"Shh." He positioned himself behind her, gripping her hips where the padded frame left them accessible. "I've got you."

He unbuckled his belt with a slow, deliberate scrape of leather on metal, letting the sound echo in the charged silence. Favia’s long ears twitched at every click; her hips rolled helplessly in the restraints, her swollen pussy clenching on nothing as fresh beads of moisture squeezed from her slit and dripped from her lips.

He eased the front of his trousers open, inch by inch, until the thick, flushed length of his cock sprang free—heavy, veined, already glistening at the tip. The bunny whimpered at the sight, her eyes rolling in her head as she strained to see all of him. She tried to push back, but the padded frame held her perfectly still, ass high and offered to him like a gift.

Which, after all the preparations his wife had done for him, she most certainly was.

Ben dragged the fat crown of his dick up and down her soaked slit once, twice, letting her feel every ridge, letting her lips flutter and kiss at him in desperate little pulses.

“Please, Master, please, I’m so empty—”

He answered with one brutal thrust, burying himself to the hilt in a single stroke. The wet, filthy sound of her body taking him filled the chamber, her slick walls stretching wide around his girth as she screamed in raw, grateful relief.

He reared back and pressed forward again. Favia cried out as he impaled her, her body yielding easily after hours of preparation. She was slick and hot and tight, her inner walls clenching around him with desperate hunger.

"Oh gods," she sobbed. "Oh gods, yes, finally, please—"

"Alicia." Ben's voice came out strained. "Show me what these machines can do."

His wife's fingers danced over the pedestal.

The frame holding Favia began to move.

Not just vibrating now, but actively pumping her back and forth along his length. He planted his feet and gripped her hips as the machine hammered the curvy bunny onto his cock. The motion was smooth, mechanical, relentless, much faster than Ben could have thrust on his own. Favia's eyes went wide. Her mouth fell open in a silent scream.

"More?" Alicia asked sweetly.

Ben could only nod.

The pace increased. Favia's body rocked against him with a piston-like rhythm as the machine impaled her on his shaft again and again. The wet sounds of their joining filled the chamber. Her cries grew higher, more frantic.

"I'm—I'm going to—" She didn't finish the sentence. Her first orgasm crashed through her like a wave, her inner walls spasming around Ben's cock. But the machine didn't stop. It kept pumping, kept driving her onto him, and before the first climax had fully faded, a second one was building.

"That's it," Alicia crooned. "Good girl. Take everything he gives you. Come for your Master."

Favia came again. And again. By the fourth orgasm, she was sobbing incoherently, her body limp in the restraints while the machine continued its relentless work. Now she begged for release of a different kind.

Ben held on as long as he could, but the combination of Favia's desperate spasms and Alicia's enthusiastic control of the machine proved too much.

Ben’s grip on Favia’s hips turned bruising as the first pulse slammed through him. His release hit him hard, flooding the Lapina's womb with cream. The thick and hot jet blasted with enough force that her whole body jerked in the restraints. Even with the machine pumping her, he thrust as he finished, short, grinding snaps of his hips that kept him buried deep while rope after rope poured into her spasming body.

Favia’s high, broken cries turned into a continuous, shuddering wail as her womb filled, the pressure building so fast her flat belly began to swell visibly, rounding into a taut, fertile curve.

Her skin shone tight and glossy as she stretched to accommodate his load. When there was simply nowhere left for it to go, the excess erupted back around his shaft in thick, creamy gushes—hot rivulets that burst out with every punishing thrust, splattering his thighs and the leather restraints that held the bunny-girl in place.

Favia’s eyes rolled back and she sagged completely, her tongue lolling and ears limp with exhaustion. Her pussy fluttered and milked him for every last drop, pulling it into her overstuffed womb like a hungry little mouth. Even after he stilled, buried to the root in her twitching body and trying to catch his breath, cum kept leaking in slow, rhythmic pulses, dripping off her swollen folds and running in steady streams down her trembling legs.

The machine gave one final, gentle rock—just enough to wring a weak, wet squelch from her swollen slit. Another lazy spurt of seed bubbled out around him as Ben pulled out, still hard thanks to the system’s generous magic.

Favia hung in her restraints, belly visibly, impossibly rounded, glistening with sweat and overflow, and let out a soft, delirious moan of pure, wrecked satisfaction.

"One down," Alicia said with a positively wicked grin. "Two to go."

The second Lapina, Daphne’s, creamy white tail was matted with sweat and her own slick by the time Ben moved to her. Her long ears were pinned flat against her head in desperate submission, pink-lined and trembling. When he stepped behind her, she let out a high, needy whine that cracked halfway through, her swollen pussy visibly pulsing, lips parted and glistening like she was already trying to pull him in from sheer want.

Ben didn’t make her wait long, but he made her feel every second of it.

He dragged the head of his cock—still coated from Favia—up and down her dripping slit, parting her folds, letting her feel how thick and hot he was. Daphne’s hips jerked in the restraints, trying to chase him, but the padded frame held her perfectly still, ass presented like an offering.

“Please—Master—don’t tease—” she sobbed, voice breaking. “I watched you fill Favia, I felt her pleasure as if it were my own. I need it, I need—”

He cut her off with one savage thrust, slamming home to the root in a single stroke. The sound of his impact was wet and juicy, her body so primed that she took him effortlessly despite the stretch. Daphne screamed, her back arching hard enough that the cuffs creaked, her tight pussy clamping down in an instant, violent orgasm.

“They’re sisters,” Alicia explained with a sly grin. “You know how it is with Lapina sisters… Those close familial bonds make them highly sensitive to one another’s feelings.”

Ben hadn’t questioned it at first, but of course the bunny-girls would be sisters. Like Clover, Blossom, and Lavender, Lapina females were most fertile as a family group, or warren. For the best chances of success in conception, Ben had to breed Lapina’s as a sister group, ideally at the same time.

Alicia knew this, and it was clear she was putting her knowledge to work.

Lapina not only felt every tremor of ecstasy felt by their sisters, but their bond with their sire was strengthened with every drop of his seed spilled in any of the group. If the women hadn’t been restrained, they’d be falling all over themselves to help one another climax, doing things that human sisters would consider quite taboo and degenerate.

No wonder Daphne had been ready to come the moment he stepped between her thighs.

Alicia’s fingers flew over the pedestal.

The machine roared to life, faster than it had with Favia—piston-sharp thrusts that drove Daphne back onto Ben with brutal, mechanical rhythm. Each impact forced a fresh gush of her juices out around his shaft, splattering the floor in clear arcs. Ben braced himself as the machine pumped her up and down relentlessly. Daphne’s cries turned into a continuous, broken wail as she was fucked through climax after excruciating climax, her body shaking so hard her ears flopped uselessly.

Ben held her hips and let the machine do the work, watching in raw fascination as her flat belly began to swell with the first heavy pulses of his release. The combination of his Master Breeder powers, the magic of the Breeding Chamber, and Alicia’s new breeding machine culminated in an absolutely insane volume of release that the bunny girls weren't able to fully absorb.

Jet after jet flooded her, thick and endless, until she looked ready to burst, her belly as round and heavy as if she were four months pregnant.

When he finally released her, drool poured from Daphne’s open mouth and her eyes were glazed. Every muscle in her body was as limp as if she’d been drugged. Her eyes were rolled back completely, tongue lolling, drool pouring from her open mouth as her overstuffed cunt fluttered and milked him greedily.

A soft, delirious moan escaped her as her body twitched with aftershocks. “Th-thank you, Master…”

“That’s two, husband.” Alicia’s voice was husky with desire now. “One more bunny to break. I don’t think Marigold is going to make it easy for you. She’s a very bad bunny…”

The third sister was a spotted brown beauty, her fur dappled like autumn leaves, with the fluffiest tail of the three—a thick, cotton-soft pom that bounced and quivered with every desperate twitch of her hips. Unlike her sisters, who had dissolved into wordless cries, Marigold was gloriously, shamelessly vocal.

Ben barely had the head of his cock pressed against her soaked entrance before she started.

“Come on, Master—fuck your naughty bunny,” she taunted, breathlessly horny. “I’ve been watching you stuff my sisters full… I want it even harder. I want it to hurt so good.”

He slid in slowly at first, savoring the way her pussy gripped him, hot and slick from hours of edging. Marigold groaned loud enough to echo off the chamber walls.

“That’s it—deeper. Spank me, Master. I’ve been bad, holding out when my sisters came so prettily for you. Punish my greedy pussy.”

From her frame beside them, Favia—still leaking steadily—lifted her head with a lazy, satisfied smile. “Twist her nipples,” she murmured. “She loves that. Makes her clench like crazy.”

Daphne, equally wrecked, added in a soft, encouraging lilt, “Finger her ass, Master. Our naughty little Marigold goes wild when both holes are full.”

“How do you know that?” Alicia demanded, her eyes going dark with sudden anger. “You’re not supposed to be touching yourselves!”

Marigold laughed, and Ben could feel the vibration of it around his shaft. “Miss Alicia tells us not to play with ourselves, it’s true. But she never said we weren’t allowed to play with our sisters. And bunnies always play with their sisters. We’re all bad and we’re horny all the time.

Ben glanced at Alicia. “Leave the machine off for now. I want to ruin her myself.”

Alicia’s eyes sparkled with approval as she stepped back from the pedestal.

Ben set a brutal pace from the start. He’d bred enough demi-beasts who enjoyed rough treatment now to be comfortable with what it took. His long, punishing strokes slammed into Marigold hard enough to rock the frame. She grunted and groaned and whimpered. Each impact drew a fresh, filthy plea from her lips.

“Yes—yes—like that! Spank me, please, I’m such a bad bunny—”

He obliged, bringing one palm down hard across her plush ass. The crack rang out; her fluffy tail jerked upward, and her pussy clamped down so tight he groaned. Another spank, then another, until both cheeks glowed pink beneath the brown spots.

He gripped that impossibly soft tail in one fist, tugging it gently at first, then harder, using it like reins to pull her back onto every thrust. Marigold wailed in delight as he came, filling her just like he had her sisters.

Ben pumped as much cream into her belly as she could hold, and then pulled out. For a moment, he watched her twitching pussy as it pulsed and gushed, her body working to drink every drop.

But she still hadn’t come. He was going to have to do something about that.

Ben spread her cheeks wide, exposing the tight, fluttering ring of her asshole. He gathered saliva and let a thick drop fall directly onto it. To his amazement, the moment it touched her, her muscles rippled and sucked it inside with a greedy little wink.

“Filthy girl.”

Marigold only pushed back harder. “More. Please—”

Her whole body trembled on the edge, but she’d held off her own climax, stubborn and proud, even as tears of effort streaked her cheeks.

Ben pressed the fat head of his cock against her spit-slicked asshole. The shaft glistened, slick and shining with her juices, as he aligned himself with her hole. He held her still, inserting the tip just enough to ensure the path of his next thrust.

“Mmm, yes, Master. Use my ass. I’ll come so hard for you, make me your dirty little bunny.”

“Alicia,” he said, voice rough, “turn on the machine. Full speed. Don’t turn it off until she submits.”

The machine hummed to life an instant before Alicia’s fingers finished the command.

The frame surged forward, impaling Marigold on his cock in one violent, machine-driven thrust. Her tight ass took every inch without mercy; the sudden, overwhelming stretch shattered her control completely.

“Uuuungh fuck, yes. Yes, Master Ben. Mmmm, yeah, fuck my ass. Just like that!”

Marigold screamed his name, a raw, ecstatic wail that cracked into sobs as her long-denied orgasm finally exploded through her. Her body convulsed, asshole spasming wildly around him, milking him in frantic pulses.

The symbiotic bond flared between the bunny sisters as Favia and Daphne cried out in perfect unison, backs arching in their restraints as the shared climax ripped through the entire warren, pussies clenching on nothing, fresh juices running down their thighs.

Ben roared as he came again, flooding Marigold’s tight back hole with thick, heavy ropes of cream until it sprayed out around his shaft, drenching the fluffy fur of her tail with his creamy white seed.

The machine stilled instantly. He pulled out slowly, enjoying the final squeeze of her trembling muscles. Cum leaked steadily from her gaping ass in slow, obscene pulses.

Marigold hung limp and shivering, stuffed full, belly softly swollen from the sheer volume in both holes.

Favia and Daphne sighed in dreamy harmony, utterly satisfied through their bond.

Alicia stepped close, pressing a kiss to Ben’s sweat-slick shoulder.

“Warren complete,” she whispered. “Three pregnancies locked… and one very bad bunny who has learned her lesson… for now.”

The System chimed its agreement, warm golden light washing over the chamber as the final confirmations appeared:

[Breeding Successful: Favia (Lapina) - Pregnancy Confirmed]

[Breeding Successful: Daphne (Lapina) - Pregnancy Confirmed]

[Breeding Successful: Marigold (Lapina) - Pregnancy Confirmed]

Ben stepped back, breathing hard. His body thrummed with the familiar energy of successful breeding—that golden warmth that the System fed back to him with each new life kindled.

“Should we clean them up?” Ben asked. He liked to ensure his females were well cared for after a particularly intense breeding session. The warm, sleepy snuggles were often the best part of dominating a submissive mate

But the women Alicia brought him were not the same as his other lovers. They were here to be bred and nothing more. He wasn’t sure what he was expected to do and was even worried that if he was too emotionally intimate with them afterwards that it might mess up the careful dynamic that would allow him to breed hundreds of females over the course of the next few months.

Alicia had a plan for how to deal with this, and his plan was to follow her lead. “We’ve already discussed all that,” she assured him. “I’ll take the Lapina sisters out of their harnesses and they can clean each other up while you complete your duties, Husband. Your night’s only half over, after all.”

He turned to look at the Musina. The mouse women had watched his breeding of the bunny girls with huge, dark eyes. Their tiny bodies trembled in their very different restraints. Their rounded ears swiveled toward him, tracking his every movement.

The smallest of them, a gray-furred girl with a pink nose and long eyelashes that reminded him of whiskers, was visibly soaked after watching the show. Her slit glistened, fully exposed thanks to the way her thighs were held spread by the frame. Her little hands clutched at empty air, as if she wanted to escape, not to run, but so that she could relieve her obvious need.

"That’s Cora," Alicia said, following his gaze. "She's been the most... responsive of the Musina girls. But also the most difficult."

"Difficult how?"

Alicia sighed. She left her pedestal and crossed to stand beside him, her robe whispering against her thighs.

"I've tried everything," she admitted, dragging a finger over Cora’s pussy and circling her swollen clit until the mouse keened loudly. "Fingers. Toys. The smallest implements the chamber would create. They get so wet, and they are so eager—but they just won't open up. It's like their bodies clamp down harder the more aroused they get."

Ben remembered the handbook. Significant, steady pressure.

"Have you tried just... pushing through?"

"I was afraid of hurting them, Husband." Alicia bit her lip. "And honestly? I don't think any of my tools are big enough to do what needs to be done. I’m sure they need to be stretched to take you, but they’re too tight for me to make any progress."

She looked up at him. A flush colored her cheeks.

"I was thinking," she said slowly, "if they are too small… maybe they just need a little… icing on the cake... to finish the job. It might be enough to trigger the System's recognition. All the demi-beasts are capable of absorbing your seed through their skin, are they not?"

Ben frowned. "You think I should just come on them—"

"Let me get you close." She sank gracefully to her knees, her pregnant belly resting against her thighs. "When you’re ready to release, do it on their bellies, or their infuriatingly tight little pussies… wherever they want it. It’s the only thing I can think of."

It wasn't an unreasonable suggestion. His wife was right that the handbook specified many types of demi-beasts could absorb the magic of his seed in just about every way he could deliver it. And with Alicia having laid the groundwork, perhaps a little glazed cream pie would be enough to seal the deal.

He didn’t relish the idea of hurting any of the tiny Musina women. And seeing them up close, he couldn’t imagine there was a way to breed them without hurting them. They were much too small to accommodate even an average sized penis, and the system had gifted him with one that swelled to comically large proportions.

The Breeding magic had been great fun since he’d arrived in Faerowilde, but apparently it did have some limitations. Fortunately, it was also generous with partial efforts, and there were many demi-beasts who not only could be impregnated through their skin, but some he’d read of that actually preferred that method.

"All right," Ben said. "Let's try it."

Alicia’s smile was grateful—and hungry. Her hands wrapped around his slick shaft without a moment’s pause, stroking him back to full hardness with firm, confident pulls that made him clench his teeth.

Ben groaned as her fingers glided over him, spreading the lingering mix of lube and his own release from Marigold’s ass along his length. His wife eagerly pumped him clean with her bare hands, eyes dark with lust. No hesitation. Raw, possessive want colored her cheeks as she parted her lips and wet them with her tongue.

Alicia leaned forward and took him into her mouth in one smooth motion, warm and wet and perfect. Her tongue swirled around the head, tasting everything—Marigold’s lingering musk, the faint salt of his earlier loads—and she moaned around him like it was the finest thing she’d ever had on her lips. She took him deeper, throat relaxing until her nose brushed his pelvis, cheeks hollowing as she sucked with deliberate, worshipful hunger. Ben’s hand tangled in her auburn hair, hips rocking gently as she worked him, the wet sounds of her mouth echoing softly in the chamber.

The Musina watched with huge, desperate eyes, tiny bodies trembling in their restraints.

Ben groaned. His wife knew exactly what he liked. The pressure, the rhythm, the way she gazed up at him with those wicked green eyes.

He felt the pressure building fast, his balls drawing tight. Alicia sensed it too; she pulled off with a wet pop, lips shiny and swollen, and rose gracefully to her feet. One hand stayed wrapped around him, stroking fast and firm while the other cupped his sack, urging him on.

“Come for them,” she whispered, voice husky. “Paint our little mice. Let them feel your hot load splattering their bellies.”

She aimed him at the tawny-furred Musina first. Ben had forgotten to ask her name. But that didn’t stop him as thick ropes burst across her flat belly and small breasts, splattering warm and heavy, pooling in the hollow of her navel and dripping down her sides. The tiny woman squeaked in delight, arching as far as the restraints allowed.

Alicia shifted him to second Musina next, milking every pulse. Fresh seed striped the brown-eared girl’s chest and thighs, coating her skin in glossy white, running in slow rivulets toward her untouched, glistening pussy.

A final, particularly strong jet landed directly on her clit. The tiny mouse cried out, body jerking as a small, denied orgasm rippled through her.

Ben saw the notifications flash across his HUD as Alicia moved him toward the final mouse-girl.

[Partial Breeding Recorded: Nutmeg (Musina) - Fertility Window Opened]

[Partial Breeding Recorded: Anise (Musina) - Fertility Window Opened]

That left Cora.

Ben stood over the gray Musina, but when Alicia moved to help finish him, a tiny voice stopped them both.

"No."

Ben blinked. "What?"

Cora's huge dark eyes fixed on him. Her jaw was set. Her whiskers trembled with determination.

"I don't want it on my belly." Her voice was barely louder than a squeak, but it was as hard and demanding as the bindings that held her. "I want you inside me, Master. Breed me properly!"

"Cora—" Alicia started. “You’re just too small!”

"I've waited." The little Musina's voice cracked. "I've waited so long. Mistress has been preparing me for weeks. I've done everything she asked. I've been good. I've been patient." Her eyes welled with tears. "Please. I want to carry your baby. I want to be a mother. Don't—don't just give me leftovers. Please."

Ben looked at Alicia. She looked back, uncertainty written across her face.

"It might not work," she said quietly. "I couldn't get anything larger than two fingers inside her."

"The handbook says it’s possible,” he said, “with patience and steady pressure.”

"But what if you hurt her?"

"And that they respond well to restraints." He gestured at the frame holding Cora in place. "She's already secured. She's already aroused. She's already wet. I’m willing to try if she is."

He turned back to the trembling Musina.

"You really want this?" he asked gently.

"More than anything." Tears spilled down her cheeks. "Please, Master. I'll be so good. I'll take all of you. I promise."

Alicia touched his arm. "If you're going to try... go slow. And stop if she tells you to."

"Of course."

He positioned himself between Cora's spread thighs. She was impossibly small. Alicia had shaved her cleanly, exposing her slit and the round red nub between her folds. She was also soaking wet, her arousal dripping down to pool on the leather seat beneath her.

"Deep breaths, now," Ben murmured.

As he positioned himself, the head of his cock looked obscene against Cora’s tiny entrance—impossibly big. Still, he pressed forward, trusting in the handbook that had yet to steer him wrong.

“Uuungh,” she whimpered. “Master… you’re huge!”

She wriggled as he pressed forward, but he couldn’t breach the tightness of her opening. Her body locked down like steel.

Ben kept the pressure on, figuring that the muscles could only stay tense for so long. He pressed harder, kept pressing until his cock felt like it would bend before she gave way. He eased off just enough that he wasn’t in danger of that and kept pushing.

After a full minute of steady, unyielding pressure. Cora was crying, shaking, whispering “Please, please, please—”

With a sudden, wet pop his head forced its way inside.

Cora screamed, high, sharp, and animal. Her back arched against the restraints, round ears flattening. Her tail thrashed. Her pussy clamped down so hard Ben’s vision whited out for a second.

He didn’t stop. Inch by agonizing inch he fed himself into that crushing, rippling grip. Every tiny movement made crude wet sounds, as if her body was producing lubrication by the gallon just to keep him from tearing her in two. Her body was so tight it felt like he was fucking a clenched fist soaked in honey. When he finally bottomed out, the bulge of his cock was clearly visible under the skin of her lower belly.

Alicia’s hand flew to her mouth. “Gods…”

"Don't stop!" Cora’s voice was ragged and desperate. "Please, don't stop. Breed me, Master. Fuck me, hard!"

Inch by slow inch, he pumped his cock back and forth in that impossibly tight channel. Cora's body fought him every step of the way, but she was so wet, so ready, and she wanted this so badly that her muscles couldn't quite maintain their iron grip.

"Oh gods," Cora breathed. "Oh gods, you're so big, I'm so full, I can feel you everywhere—"

The handbook hadn't lied. Her inner musculature had indeed taken over with "remarkable enthusiasm." She gripped him as he fucked her, milking his cock with rhythmic pulses that threatened to drive him completely insane.

Cora was beyond words. Her voice came out in frantic, broken squeaks, as his shaft pulsed and bulged inside her. Her eyes rolled fully back, tongue hanging out, drool pouring down her chin as she began to lose consciousness.

Ben knew better than to quit when he was getting ahead. But he didn’t like the idea of the mouse passing out on him.

“Alica,” he growled. “Don’t let her—”

His wife understood immediately. Coming to stand next to the breeding harness, she gave the tiny Musina a sharp slap across one cheek.

Cora gasped, her eyes shooting back open, a red mark left on her cheek.

“Don’t you dare faint while my husband has his cock in you,” she whispered harshly. “You stay wide awake and come for him like a good little mouse.”

“Uuunnnngh, yes, Mistress,” she whimpered. “It just… feels… so… goooooood!”

Ben had to agree. Cora's tight sheath pumped up and down his length as he thrust, pushing him closer and closer to his inevitable ruin. He felt like he was going to come hard enough to burst her belly.

Cora's eyes started to roll back again, her mouth slack and lolling. Her entire body began to shake involuntarily. Alicia slapped her again.

"I'm—I'm—" Cora couldn't finish.

Her orgasm hit like a thunderbolt, her inner walls clamping down so hard that Ben lost his ability to breathe.

“Fuck!” he grunted. “Holy fuck!”

He'd never felt anything like it. The pressure was immense, almost painful, drawing his own release out of him whether he was ready or not.

He came with a roar, flooding the tiny Musina's womb with everything he had. Cora convulsed beneath him, shrieking through climax after climax as her body milked him dry.

The System chimed.

[Breeding Successful: Cora (Musina) - Pregnancy Confirmed]

[Note: Exceptional Compatibility Detected - Enhanced Offspring Probability]

When it was finally over, Cora lay limp in her restraints, a dreamy smile on her tear-stained face.

"Thank you," she whispered. "Thank you, thank you, thank you..."

Ben withdrew carefully, marveling at how her body tried to hold onto him even now. He was shaking. Drained. Utterly spent.

Alicia appeared at his side, wrapping an arm around his waist for support.

"Well," she said faintly. "I stand corrected."

Ben laughed, exhaustion and satisfaction blurring together.

"Get me a chair," he said. "And maybe some water. I think I need a minute before we release them."

Alicia kissed his cheek. "My hero."

She went to tend to the bred women while Ben collapsed onto a bench the chamber provided, his body humming with golden warmth.

The Breeding Chamber’s machines on the left side of the room had retracted into the floor, leaving the three Lapina sisters free as he’d bred the mouse-girls. Apparently, they hadn’t bothered standing. Instead, they’d collapsed together in a sweaty, naked heap on the warm rubber mat—imagined by Alicia and provided by the chamber for easy clean up—their limbs tangling instinctively, soft ears and fluffy tails brushing skin as the lingering fertility magic thrummed through their shared bond like a final, intoxicating enchantment.

Marigold lay on her side in the center, thighs splayed wide, her spotted belly still softly rounded and glistening with overflow. Favia—gray hair matted, eyes hazy with afterglow—slid down until she was practically upside down against her warren-mate’s body, face buried eagerly between Marigold’s legs. Her tongue lapped slow, deliberate strokes through the messy folds, gathering thick globs of Ben’s seed that still leaked steadily from Marigold’s well-used pussy. Each lick drew a shuddering moan from Marigold, who arched and spread herself wider, fluffy tail curling in bliss.

Daphne curled behind Marigold, creamy white skin streaked with dried rivulets of her own breeding. She pressed her mouth to the bunny’s swollen, gaping backside, tongue delving deep to suck gently at the creamy mess Ben had left in her warren-mate’s ass. Her free hand slipped between her own thighs, fingers plunging in and out of her still-dripping pussy in time with her licks, soft whimpers muffled against Marigold’s skin. Marigold reached down blindly, finding Daphne’s ears and stroking them as she rocked her hips, feeding both bunny-girls at once.

The three of them writhed together, lost in the warm haze of warren magic—moans echoing in perfect harmony, bodies slick with sweat and seed, completely oblivious to the rest of the chamber.

Ben sat on the low bench the room had provided, chest still heaving from Cora’s impossible tightness, watching the show with heavy-lidded eyes. Alicia settled beside him, silk robe hanging open, one hand idly tracing circles on her pregnant belly.

“Should I stop them?” she murmured, voice low and amused. “You never let Clover, Blossom, and Lavender play without your say-so.”

Ben’s gaze lingered on the way Favia’s tongue curled, drawing another thick strand of his seed into her mouth, on Daphne’s fingers pumping faster as she sucked greedily at Marigold’s backside.

“No,” he said finally. “They’re not joining our inner circle. If they’re going back to their private warren after this, they can enjoy themselves however they like.”

Alicia leaned into his side, lips brushing his shoulder. “Besides,” she added with a wicked little smile, “it’s very hot to watch.”

Ben huffed a quiet laugh, arm sliding around her waist as they both settled in to enjoy the show—the three Lapina lost in each other, riding the last sweet waves of magic in a glistening, moaning tangle on the chamber floor.

“M-master?” A small voice whispered, interrupting the exhibition.

It was Nutmeg speaking, the tawny furred mouse he’d seen to first. She was still bound by the harness that kept her on her back with her thighs spread and her tiny pussy exposed, but her body had now absorbed all of his seed. “Yes?”

“If it’s not too much to ask…” Her voice trembled nervously. “Will you breed me like Cora? I… I want to see if I can take your big cock too.”

“Me too,” Anise added, almost at a shout. “Oh gods, yes, me too! Please fuck me, too! Being covered in your cum only made me hornier, and those bunnies aren’t helping!”

Cora, after the workout she’d been through, had fallen asleep and was snoring gently next to the others as if being in the breeding harness was the most comfortable thing in the world.

The handbook had said that Musina liked to be restrained and felt comfort in being trapped. It hadn’t been wrong yet.

Alicia laughed next to him. “I guess your work’s not done here yet, Husband. Are you ready for more?”

Ben got to his feet and stretched casually, taking in the view of the perfectly exposed Musina girls as they bit their lips and writhed in their bonds. Behind him, the bunny sisters were moaning and whimpering with arousing enthusiasm. His body knew what it needed to do, stiffening immediately.

“I’m always ready,” he said with a grin, letting the Breeding Chamber's ambient glow wash over him. “It’s what I was re-born to do.”
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The rest of the week passed in a blur of breeding, planning, and tearful goodbyes.

Ben had worked his way through Alicia's carefully prepared roster with the thoroughness of a farmer at harvest time. Meadow's team of dairy Holstaurs had been next on the list. Their breeding session turning into an all-day affair that left Ben drained, exhausted, and grinning like a fool. Annie and Leah had proven especially enthusiastic. After being involved in a few of Ben’s sessions with Meadow, they’d been aching to be bred themselves.

Ben had agreed, even though the pair were Water Guardians assigned to patrol and protect the wetlands ecosystem in the Lucky Nickel Acres Greenhold. He had no plan to punish those who’d taken on extra responsibilities by refusing to breed them. With how quickly the demi-beasts’ pregnancies and deliveries were now that they had the upgraded Birthing Units, he felt confident that others could help Annie and Leah for the duration of their pregnancies and pitch in with babysitting duties once the babies were born.

Spirit and Rosie had gotten their wish, too. The "romantic dinner" their daughters had orchestrated turned out to have the desired effect, as Ben couldn’t possibly leave them wanting when he knew their desires. After one very intense and noisy session with his two brides—both women were now confirmed pregnant, their bellies already showing the faintest curve of new life. While he couldn’t be present for every birth, Ben had every intention of returning for those of his inner circle, and he promised to keep a close watch on his HUD to monitor their progress so he wouldn’t miss the big day for Rosie, Spirit, or Quincie.

Now, standing in the farmyard with the morning sun warming his back, Ben felt the weight of all those new lives settling into his bones. Twelve confirmed pregnancies in seven days, on top of his demi-beast brides.

His Master Breeder abilities had never felt stronger, yet he had a growing sense of unease building in the back of his mind. Being a Master Breeder was not his entire destiny. He was also Keeper of Faerowilde, and there was a lot more work to be done if he was going to save the world from the demonic invasion threatening the fabric between this plane and the next.

And while there was apparently one monument close to home—which Eve and Marie had been sensing ever since their magical powers had begun to manifest—he was unfortunately required to unlock them in the order preferred by the system if he wanted to ensure the best success.

Ben did not plan to do anything half-way—whether that was in his commitment to breed every willing demi-beast female he could find, or in unlocking the monuments and protecting his new home.

He had a feeling the second monument was going to be close to the first, and that he needed to do some more poking around the jungle in order to find the right path. Of course, he could bring Rosie and her daughters to the Nagaina village so that Eve and Marie could use their Object Finding and Earth Sensing abilities to uncover the next monument… But he hadn’t spent enough time in the jungle to be sure that it was safe to bring his brides and daughters there. Until then, he’d just have to do some good old-fashioned adventuring to activate the next questline.

And if he failed to uncover it himself, he could always bring Rosie and the girls over once he was at least certain that the village protections were in place. Ben hoped that once Stormy and Marnie had finished their upgrades to the village that it would become a designated Homestead, which would keep enemies at bay.

The Equistar and Holstaur in question stood near the main gate, a large trunk of supplies balanced on a wheeled cart between them. Both women had dressed practically in sturdy boots, work clothes, and with their hair tied back. But their eyes kept darting toward Ben with barely concealed nervousness.

This was the farthest either of them had ever traveled from Lucky Nickel Acres since they’d arrived, and both knew that beyond Grimsby, demi-beasts were still seen as lesser beings than humans in most of Faerowilde. Indeed, the snake-kin village was relatively reclusive for exactly this reason. They limited their trading to the few travelling merchants who cared more for gold than propriety and were willing to make dealings with the Nagaina clan, but aside from the orphans that the women of the village adopted, they had as little to do with humans as possible.

"You've triple-checked the supply list?" Ben asked, more to give them something to focus on than because he doubted their preparation. Besides, he could just pop right back to grab anything they needed if they forgot something important. But he also didn’t want them relying on his power rather than their own organizational skills, so he kept that to himself.

Not that he needed to worry.

"Quadruple-checked." Stormy clutched her ever-present clipboard. "Tools, building materials, food stores, medical supplies, reference texts. We have enough to establish a basic operation and sustain ourselves for three weeks if necessary."

"I packed extra nails," Marnie added. "You can never have too many nails."

The buttercup Ben had given Marnie was still tucked into her braid. He noticed she'd preserved it somehow—the petals remained bright yellow, unfaded despite the days that had passed.

Stormy glared at the Holstaur and just barely managed to stop herself from rolling her eyes. It was clear she was at least a little bit insulted that Marnie thought she hadn’t added enough nails to the supply list.

Ben suppressed a grin. "Good. That’s very good. I knew you’d be prepared."

It was a good thing that they were both taking their duties so seriously. It was going to be hard work getting the village in order.

Ben hadn’t actually gotten a quest to Establish a Homestead in the jungle, like he had with Lucky Nickel Acres. But he had a feeling that’s the direction the system was going to go. And he had an even stronger feeling that getting that Homestead established might be the first step to unlocking the next monument, so he wanted to do it right.

Ben turned to face the farmhouse, where Alicia stood on the porch with Citrine perched on the railing beside her.

His wife had one hand resting on her pregnant belly, the other shading her eyes against the sun. At nearly seven months along, she'd entered that glowing stage of pregnancy where she seemed to radiate warmth and vitality. The System's magic agreed with her, not to mention the extra boost of energy she seemed to be getting from her Master Breeder’s Apprentice class.

A warm breeze carried the scent of Spirit’s flower garden across the yard. Chickens clucked, goats bleated, pigs snorted, and demi-beasts giggled from every corner of the farm.

Somewhere behind the barn, Steve the Screamer was attempting his morning crow. Today, however, his performance was cut off with a shriek and a hiss, followed by the distinctive yowl of Fancy Fishsticks.

Apparently, the wily calico barn cat was no connoisseur of the rooster’s operatic endeavors. On this, Ben could agree.

All around him, the farm hummed with life. The chickens continued their clucking, oblivious to the battle their valiant king was undergoing. Distant laughter from the nursery could be heard between Steve’s squawks of pain and outrage. Somewhere, the rhythmic thunk of someone chopping wood put Ben in mind of other possible fates for the rooster, should Fancy Fishstick’s lesson not sink in.

All of it, as ridiculous as it sometimes was, felt like home in a way Ben had never experienced before coming to Faerowilde. And as much as he was looking forward to his upcoming jungle adventure, he was going to miss it all.

"You have everything you need?" Alicia called.

"Everything except you." Ben crossed the yard and climbed the steps to pull her into a gentle embrace. She smelled like the lavender and chamomile tea she’d had with breakfast. Her body was warm against his, softer and rounder than when they’d first met, changed by the life growing inside her.

Her belly pressed against him, and he felt the flutter of movement within—their child, stirring. Ben spread his palm across the curve of her stomach, feeling another kick against his fingers.

“Active today,” he murmured.

“Baby knows Daddy is leaving.” Alicia covered his hand with hers. “Been restless all morning.”

"I'll be back to check on you in a few days. A week at most."

"I'll be fine." Alicia rose on her tiptoes to kiss him, her fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt. When she pulled back, she smoothed the wrinkles she’d made, her touch lingering on his chest. "Penelope has the store running smoothly, and Helena's been helping me with the administrative work. Hestia is nervous about taking over for Stormy, but she'll rise to the occasion."

"And if anything goes wrong—"

"I’ll handle it. But it won’t." She smiled against his lips. "Go, husband. Build your empire. Just remember who's waiting for you at home."

"Always." Ben hesitated. “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to having to leave you and the rest of the family behind. The children seem to grow bigger when I’m away for a trip to Grimsby, let alone when I’m gone for days on end.”

Alicia smiled fondly at him. “I know you worry, and I know it’s hard for you to be gone. But we understand the importance of what you’re doing. Your wives and daughters are so proud of you, Ben. The girls are going to grow up knowing that it’s their duty to protect this world and to carry on your legacy. That’s the kind of knowledge that will give them purpose for their whole lives. You should be proud of that, too.”

“At the very least, I suppose they’ll have a sense of adventure.” Ben beamed inside at his wife’s words. “I just hope they don’t grow up, get married, and move away while I’m off hunting monuments.”

Alicia giggled. She reached up and brushed a strand of hair from his forehead, her touch tender. “Oh, there’s not much worry about that. I was talking to Estelle about demi-beast children, and while they grow very quickly compared to humans, their emotional development is much slower. Which makes sense for longer lived races, I suppose. But they won’t be adults for about fifty years! Our own children could have grandbabies by the time your demi-beast children are thinking about getting married.”

Ben’s smile faltered.

Alicia bit her lip, clearly fighting back laughter at his expression. Her eyes danced with mischief.

“Fifty years? Gods… how long are they going to be teenagers for?”

Alicia’s giggle became a throaty laugh. “I didn’t ask. But maybe that’s something we do need to worry about.”

“I thought fighting demons was difficult,” Ben said with a shake of his head. “Turns out, I have the easy job.”

“Well, you don’t have to worry about it yet,” Alicia said. “So, you just focus on finding that second monument. We’ve got lots of time to deal with teenaged terrors once you’ve rid the world of the demonic menace. Consider it on-the-job training.”

Alicia leaned into him, her cheek resting against his chest for a long moment. He felt her inhale deeply, as if memorizing his scent.

“Come back to me,” she whispered. “That’s an order from your wife… and manager.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ben grinned.

He kissed her once more, pressing his lips to hers to seal the promise, then turned to Citrine.

The Harpy Queen sat rigid on the porch railing, her golden feathers ruffled with poorly concealed irritation. Her wings were half-mantled, making her appear twice her actual size. Her talons had scored deep grooves in the wood—fresh ones, from the look of them. She’d been sitting there for a while, working herself into a state.

Nebula perched on her mother's shoulder, a miniature mirror of Citrine’s posture. She watched Ben with those unsettling galaxy-purple eyes, her tiny head cocked at the same angle as her mother’s.

"My Queen." Ben inclined his head respectfully. "Princess. You honor me with your presence."

Citrine’s feathers rippled at the title. Despite her obvious fury, she couldn’t quite suppress her reaction to being acknowledged as his Queen. Her wings settled slightly, though her talons remained firmly embedded in the railing.

"Do not." Citrine's voice was sharp. "Do not try to charm me, my King. You're going back to them. Those slithering, fork-tongued, ground-crawling—"

"Citrine."

She huffed, feathers flattening. "I know why you must go. I understand the necessity. Monuments, bloodlines, the defense of your territory.” She waved a wing dismissively, the gesture somehow conveying both understanding and contempt. “Blah, blah, blah." Her tail feathers twitched with agitation. Her eyes met his, fierce and proud. "Of course I understand. I am a Queen, don’t forget. But I do not have to like it."

"No," Ben agreed. "You don't."

Ben glanced at Alicia. His wife gave him a small nod and stepped back toward the farmhouse door, giving them space. She understood Citrine’s need for private reassurance, even if the Harpy would never admit to needing anything.

He stepped closer, reaching up to cup Citrine’s face in his hands. The downy feathers at the base of her skull, beneath her hair and down the back of her neck, were impossibly soft. She allowed the touch, though her expression remained mutinous. But he felt the subtle lean into his hands, the way her eyes half-closed for just a moment before she caught herself and scowled again.

"You are my Queen," he said quietly. "My first monster-kin bride. The mother of my most powerful daughter. Nothing I do in snake territory changes that."

"They'll try to seduce you." Her voice dropped to a hiss. "Those serpents. They'll coil around you and squeeze until you can't breathe and then they'll—"

Her voice had gone tight. Her talons were clenching and unclenching against the railing, sending small splinters of wood falling to the porch. Beneath the anger, Ben heard something else.

Fear.

Not of the snakes. Of losing him.

"Citrine." Ben stroked his thumb across her cheekbone. "I will do the seducing. The Nagaina can offer alliance, territory, and more children to strengthen my reign as Keeper. I will not refuse that. But they can never replace my first Queen."

Some of the tension eased from her shoulders. Her wings folded fully against her back. The constant aggressive puffing of her feathers settled into something closer to her normal sleek appearance. "Pretty words."

"True words."

"Hmph." She looked away, but not before he caught the softening in her eyes. She believed him, despite her jealous antics. He’d spent ample time in her nest, ensuring that she knew no snake-woman could replace her, and he had the claw marks to prove it.

But maybe there was something he could do to bring the message home to stay. A gift perhaps. There were sure to be plenty of treasures in the jungle that would appeal to a Harpy’s love of shiny things… Gold? Gems? He’d think of something.

“If you don’t believe me,” he teased, “I suppose I’ll just have to prove it to you.”

"How?"

“It will be a surprise.”

Citrine’s feathers puffed with indignation. Her wings snapped open and closed in rapid succession—a harpy’s version of stamping her foot.

“Tell me!” she squawked. “I demand it!”

“If I tell you, it won’t be a surprise anymore, Citrine.”

“Hmph.” Her talons flexed against the railing again. “You displease me, my King. It will have to be a very good surprise to make up for the irritation you’ve caused.”

“Is that so?”

Her eyes narrowed and she cocked her head as she appraised him. From her shoulder, Nebula mimicked her mother. “I want a present too!”

“I’ll think about it,” Ben said very seriously. “As long as you promise you won’t give me too hard a time as you’re growing up. No terrorizing village boys or carrying them back to your nest in your talons.”

Nebula blinked her glittering eyes at Ben and frowned. “Not even if I’m hungry?” Her enormous eyes went even wider, glistening with practiced innocence. She had her mother’s talent for drama. “Mama says young men make the best meals because they squirm and stay fresh the longest.”

Citrine preened her daughter’s feathers with obvious pride.

“Uh…” Ben’s eyes widened. “I was joking. So no. If you’re hungry, get someone to make you a snack in the kitchen. No eating people. Not even teenage boys.”

“What if they do something to really deserve it?” Nebula asked earnestly.

Ben paused. He could think of a few things a young man might do to his daughter that might warrant disemboweling. But if that ever happened he’d much prefer to deliver justice himself. “If one ever does anything like that, I’ll kill him myself.”

“Like smelling yummy?” Nebula licked her tiny beak. The gesture was disturbingly predatory for such an adorable creature. And since she still had her beak—a feature that Harpy’s apparently outgrew as they reached maturity—Ben could easily imagine her putting it to violent use.

“No!” Ben startled. “Nebula. This is serious. No eating people. That’s the rule.”

“My king, it is perfectly natural for a young harpy to daydream about eating the occasional young man,” Citrine interrupted with an imperious tone. “It is a delicacy among our kind. And very nutritious, too.”

She drew herself up to her full height on the railing, looking down at Ben with regal condescension. Nebula mimicked the pose perfectly, both of them radiating aristocratic disdain for his pedestrian human sensibilities.

“Don’t encourage her!”

Citrine narrowed her eyes at him and fluffed her feathers so that she looked much larger than she was. “Perhaps you should tell me, what is this gift you are bringing me, then?”

Ben put his hands on his hips and glared at the two of them. “Was this all a trick to get me to tell you about my plan? Because it’s not going to work.”

“Stubborn man,” the Harpy Queen hissed in outrage. She’d clearly thought she could distract or intimidate him into telling her how he was planning to make it up to her. But it wasn’t that easy to frighten Ben. He was the only man to have ever beaten her in combat, and he knew she remembered that. “Have it your way.”

"I will,” he said with a grin. “I promise I won’t disappoint you.”

“See that you don’t."

Nebula chirped from her mother's shoulder. "Bye-bye, Daddy! Bring presents!"

She bent down to press her beak to Ben’s forehead.

"For you too, my little star." Ben pressed a kiss to his daughter's downy head. She smelled like sunshine and the wildflowers Citrine used to decorate the nest. "Be good for your mother."

Her tiny wings fluttered happily.

"I'm always good." The baby harpy's galaxy eyes sparkled with mischief that suggested otherwise.

“And what’s the rule?”

Nebula ruffled her feathers and sighed. “No eating people until I’m a grown up.”

Ben narrowed his eyes. That wasn’t what he’d said. Then again, she wouldn’t be a grown up for fifty years if what Alicia said was accurate.

“Not exactly,” he said. “But good enough for now.”

When she was a child, he was pretty sure Father’s Law was strong enough to keep her in line. But he wasn’t so sure it would be once she was an adult. By then he could hardly stop her if she decided to lean into the monster side of her heritage. He was just going to have to spend the next fifty years trying to sway her the other way.

“I love you Daddy!” Nebula trilled. “I’m glad Mama didn’t eat you!”

“Me too, sweetie,” he muttered under his breath. “Me too.”

Ben descended the porch steps and crossed back to where Stormy and Marnie waited. Both women had been studiously looking elsewhere during his farewell with Citrine. Stormy had developed a sudden intense interest in her supply manifest. Marnie was examining the wheel of their cart as if checking for defects she’d somehow missed during her quadruple inspection.

He suspected this was less because they were embarrassed by public displays of affection—not that Citrine was ever particularly affectionate unless she felt like breeding—but rather because they were terrified the Harpy Queen might threaten to claw their eyes out.

Unlike when Quincie made similar threats, there was a very real possibility that Citrine would act upon her violent impulses. She was monster-kin after all, and while Ben kept the worst of her nature carefully controlled, he knew everyone on the farm—demi-beast and human—was wary of the Harpy Queen. That little conversation about eating village boys probably hadn’t helped.

They had no real reason to worry. His control over Citrine was far more absolute than he let on. But he didn’t want to undermine his warrior queen by announcing this from the rooftops. Or the nesting platform, as it were.

He allowed Citrine to retain her ferocious reputation, and let everyone see the bruises and scratches he received after she’d gotten her claws into him. But he never told them that those wounds were the result of enthusiastic lovemaking combined with the physical challenges of their two different body types. And he certainly never told them about the way Citrine liked to cuddle afterwards, cooing like a dove as he ruffled her feathers and scratched between her wings.

He grinned at the thought of his monstrous wife all submissive, subdued, and sexually satisfied, promising himself that he would bring her back a very, very nice gift to make up for romancing her mortal enemies.

And he was pretty sure Nebula was just teasing him about the whole… eating people… thing. Mostly.

…Probably…

He’d talk to her again when he got back, just to be sure.

He descended the last porch step and shook off the complicated tangle of emotions that came with leaving his family. He didn’t have time for anxiety or melancholy. Right now, two nervous demi-beasts were counting on him to lead them into the unknown.

He straightened his shoulders and crossed to his waiting helpers with confident strides. "Ready?"

Stormy's clipboard trembled slightly in her grip. "As we'll ever be."

Marnie squared her shoulders. "Let's do this, Boss."

Ben nodded. “All right, give me your hands. I need to be touching you in order to transport you. And each of you put your other hand on the cart. I’ll put my foot on it, too, just in case.”

He had only used the ability once so far, so he wasn’t exactly sure what the best way to do it was. But the detail of the description said anything he was touching would travel with him. He hoped the system was smart enough to take everything in the cart as well as the cart itself, or traveling might be a bigger hassle than he’d originally planned.

Ben closed his eyes as Stormy and Marnie slipped their hands into his, and reached for the familiar tingle of his System abilities. The Homeward Bound skill hummed at the edge of his consciousness like a golden thread connecting him to Lucky Nickel Acres no matter where he traveled. But today he needed its counterpart.

[Activate Portal: First Monument – Nagaina Village]

He willed his acceptance.

There was a nervous whinny from his left as Stormy sensed the magic washing over them and Marnie squeezed his fingers hard enough that he’d have worried about her crushing his hand if the system hadn’t buffed his strength so much. But neither of them let go.

The air between and around them shimmered. Colors rippled like oil on water with greens, golds, and deep jungle shadows swirling together. Through the haze, he could see Alicia waving goodbye with a proud smile on her face and one hand supporting her growing belly. Ben grinned back at her, wishing he could wave as well, but knowing she would understand.

Then, a vertical tear opened in the fabric of reality with a strange *pop*, its edges crackling with iridescent light.

As Ben prepared to step through the portal, he whistled a tune his father used to listen to when he was a boy.

Lord, I was born a ramblin’ man…

Well, reborn anyway. And while he didn’t prefer to be traipsing all over Faerowilde with his wife, brides, and children at home on the farm, it seemed he was destined to do just that.

Tryin’ to make a livin’ and doin’ the best I can, indeed.


9
Among the Serpents


Ben could see the Nagaina village appearing through the nimbus of magic. Thatched huts surrounded by dense vegetation, a clearing where cooking fires smoldered, and scaled figures moving between the structures, their glittering skin catching the filtered sunlight as they went about their morning routines.

"Oh my," Stormy breathed. Her gray eyes had gone wide, darting from canopy to hut to the villagers with rapid intensity. She seemed to be trying to memorize everything at once. Her tail swished behind her in quick, nervous flicks.

Marnie stood utterly still beside her. Where Stormy vibrated with anxious energy, the Holstaur absorbed the scene with the patience of a boulder. Only her nostrils flared slightly, testing the air that flowed through the portal.

Ben used his connection to the Homeward Bound ability to push them through the portal and felt the edge of the rift tickle against his skin. It was warm, not unpleasant, like stepping through a curtain of summer rain.

One moment they stood in the familiar farmyard of Lucky Nickel Acres, morning dew still clinging to the grass. The next, humid air hit him like a damp towel.

The scent of jungle flowers and rich earth filled Ben’s lungs. Bird calls echoed from the canopy above—strange sounds, nothing like the songbirds back home. The light filtering through the leaves was green-gold, dappled and shifting.

He turned to watch Stormy and Marnie, their eyes went wide as they took in their surroundings.

"Welcome to the jungle," Ben said, only slightly disappointed that no one in this world would get his reference.

Where were all these earworms coming from all of a sudden?

He hadn’t been the biggest music fan back in his old world, more of a casual radio listener than a real aficionado. If he had to choose, he’d definitely leaned more toward the Allman Brothers than Guns’n’Roses. But the fact that he was thinking of either of them at all was a curious thing. He realized it had been a long time since he’d listened to music at all.

There had been a band at the Garden Party they’d thrown for Grimsby, the one that had ended in tragedy for Cornelius Ashburn. And some local musicians had played at his wedding to Alicia. But otherwise… there wasn’t a lot of music in Faerowilde, at least that he’d had the pleasure of experiencing. And certainly nothing like he was used to.

He kind of missed it. Which was funny, because until this moment, he couldn’t remember missing much of anything at all from his old life.

Ben wondered if any of the women in the Nagaina village played any instruments. Maybe they could get a band together in their spare time and make playing a regular thing. He could hum some of the tunes he knew and start a musical revolution! Or, at least have some fun songs to dance to next time they had a party.

Ben hummed along to the rest of the chorus with a grin on his face, the excitement of a new adventure thrumming through his veins. There were always so many things to look forward to in this new life. He never tired of discovering them.

“Boss,” Marnie began tentatively, her big eyes wide with shock. “This place is… incredible.”

Her expression betrayed little of what she was thinking. Ben had noticed this about Marnie. She processed things internally, her face a mask of placid attention while her mind worked through problems. It made her an excellent worker. Nothing rattled her mid-project. But it made her difficult to read.

He caught her eye, and the corner of her mouth twitched. She gave him a small wink, there and gone, as if to say: I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.

Difficult to read, but not impossible, it seemed. At least, when she felt like cooperating. Ben was glad that she did.

“The air is so warm,” Stormy added. She held out her hands like she was dipping them into a pool of water, testing it. Then she grimaced. “Oh, my hair is going to be one big frizzball!”

Stormy’s hands flew to her ponytail, fingers already attempting to smooth flyaways that hadn’t yet appeared. Her ears flattened against her head, a tell that Ben was learning meant embarrassment or anxiety.

The moment the words left her mouth, she seemed to realize how frivolous they sounded. Color flooded her cheeks.

Marnie’s eyes widened and her fingers went to her braid. “Well. You’ll have to compete with me if you want the title for most ridiculous hair. Mine’s already frizzy if I don’t keep it tied up.”

“This is what you’re worried about?” Ben chuckled at the women’s sudden vanity. “I’ll have to find some real problems for you to work on, so you stop thinking about your hair.”

Stormy’s blush spread from her cheeks to the tips of her horse ears. Though the silky hair on her ears was black, Ben could see her embarrassment in the sparsely covered inner folds, turning them pink inside. Her hands dropped immediately, clasping together in front of her like a scolded child.

Marnie’s reaction was subtler—a faint warming across her freckled cheeks, which she quickly suppressed. Her hands fell to her sides with deliberate calm, as if she’d simply finished examining something and moved on.

Stormy cleared her throat, suddenly all business. “I’m not worried. It was just an observation. Now… will you show us the village?”

They were standing in the heart of Nagaina territory, just on the outskirts of the village itself. A path wound through the tall, luscious trees into the settlement.

Ben didn’t want to charge in unannounced, but he didn’t see anyone on guard. He hoped that was because they’d reduced their border security now that the demonic threat had been neutralized, and not because something was wrong. Surely Elysanthra would have found a way to send him a message if there was trouble in the village.

He felt a twinge of worry, but didn’t want to give Stormy and Marnie any additional concerns.

“This way,” he said. “Let’s see if we can find who’s on guard duty.”

Almost immediately after he stepped forward, movement from the village caught his eye. A serpentine figure emerged from behind one of the larger huts, scales glinting copper in the filtered light. Sisara, if he remembered correctly—one of Ariss's most trusted warriors.

Sisara and Siseeko were Naga, the more powerful kind of snake-kin demi-beasts. Unlike the Nagaina—who looked mostly human except for some reptilian features like scales, slit-pupiled eyes, and darting tongues—the Naga’s lower halves were like the bodies of enormous pythons.

Queen Ariss had been Nagaina when Ben had met her. The woman had been rejected by her Lamia mother for her weakness before she had become the Lamia Queen herself.

When Ben had exorcised the demonic force that had been possessing Queen Nyssael, Matriarch of the Stone Coil and Guardian of the First Monument, the Queen’s magic had transformed Ariss into the Lamia Queen she was meant to be. It had turned out the demon possessing Nyssael had been syphoning power from her since before Ariss was born, and this was the reason she’d been born Nagaina instead of Lamia, or even Naga.

Most of the village were Nagaina women and human children—the orphans adopted from the nearby villages. But a few of the warriors and other prestigious positions were held by Naga women.

Sisara slithered up the path to greet them, her movement making a whispered susurration in the rich undergrowth that continued to grow despite many feet and tails tamping it down over the years.

"Keeper." The Naga woman inclined her head, her forked tongue flickering to taste the air. "We sssensed your approach. The new Queen sleepsss still, but the witch bade me greet you."

"Elysanthra is expecting us?"

"She ssssees much." Sisara's lips curved in what might have been amusement. "Though she did not mention you would bring..." Her slitted eyes moved to Stormy and Marnie, assessing. "...companionsss.”

Stormy shrank back half a step. Her clipboard came up like a shield between herself and the Naga warrior, knuckles white around its edges. The base of her tail had gone rigid, causing the silky black hair to stand up over her backside and hover away from her body rather than trailing down her legs.

Marnie, by contrast, planted her hooves and met Sisara’s gaze evenly. She inclined her head in a gesture of respect but didn’t look away.

Sisara turned toward the pair. “Forgive me. We do not get many visitors here. I am unfamiliar with many kinds of demi-beastssss. You are… horse-women?"

"Yes. Well, I mean…” Stormy’s voice came out higher than normal. She cleared her throat and tried again. “I am. An Equistar, that is. Horse-kin. My name is—I’m Stormy." She winced at her own awkwardness. “And this is Marnie. She’s a Holstaur, kin to cows and bulls. Very strong. Used to hard work.” Each sentence came out clipped, almost rehearsed, as if she were reciting from a script she’d memorized. Albeit a poorly written one. “We're here to help with construction."

Her ears flattened completely against her skull.

"Ah." Sisara's tail coiled beneath her. "I see. And what exactly will you be consssstructing?”

Her tongue flicked out once more, as if testing the air for unsaid words. The scrutiny made Stormy shrink further behind her clipboard.

Marnie shifted her weight slightly, positioning herself between Stormy and the Naga’s piercing gaze. The movement was subtle, protective without being confrontational. Ben watched with interest.

Stormy had always been a shy one, but Ben had never seen her quite so flustered. Then again, snakes and horses didn’t exactly get along. Horses were big, gentle beasts and wouldn’t go out of their way to be aggressive. But if they startled a snake the animal would defend itself, and that could be bad news for a horse.

Stormy hadn’t mentioned being afraid of snakes or snake-kin demi-beasts when he’d first proposed she come along. But maybe she hadn’t known. It was possible that what Ben was seeing now was an instinctive wariness borrowed from her animal kin that Stormy hadn’t realized she possessed until meeting a snake-kin in person. Even if they weren’t in full scale rivalry like with the Harpies, this could pose a problem.

Or maybe snake-kin just didn’t get along with a lot of demi-beasts, and that was why they preferred to live alone in the jungle.

“I brought them to help repair and expand the village,” Ben explained, not wanting the situation to escalate any further. “I know we haven’t discussed any of this yet, but after my last visit, I left feeling there was a lot we could do to make life easier for you here.”

“You would do this for us?” Sisara’s reptilian eyes widened. “I… did not think a human would care to waste his time—”

“Master Ben is not just any human,” Stormy interrupted. The words burst out before she could stop them, her shyness forgotten in a surge of defensive pride. Her ears perked forward and her eyes glowed bright with a dedicated fervor. “If he says he wants to help, you can count on it. You wouldn’t believe the changes he’s made for us at Lucky Nickel Acres.”

She seemed to realize she’d just inserted herself boldly into the conversation. The color came flooding back to her cheeks.

“And Stormy and I can build just about anything you can think up,” Marnie added smoothly, drawing Sisara’s attention and giving Stormy a moment to recover. “You just say the word.”

Sisara nodded slowly, accepting this new information without offering any more of her opinion, though she still looked doubtful.

“Forgive me,” she said. “With the Queen asleep… After you left, we wondered if perhaps you would never return. Elysanthra seemed convinced you would, of course, but we do not know her any better than we know you. And she, too, is human… even if she does work magics that don’t belong to your kind.”

“I’m sorry,” Ben said, and he meant it. “I didn’t intend to be gone for so long. If you felt I abandoned you, that’s my fault. I should have communicated better before I left, and I should have made time for a few check ins earlier. Is everything well here?”

Sisara’s shoulders relaxed somewhat. “Well enough, though we have had some challenges. We are coming upon the rainy season, which often makes life more difficult. Your offer to help fortify the village will be well met by the circle of elders, I believe. So long as you will accept their counsel.”

“We work for you.” Marnie straightened her shoulders and threw her braid behind her back. “Well, and the Boss of course. We’re not here to change anything you don’t ask us to change.”

“I’ll discuss my plans with the elders,” Ben assured the Naga woman. “I have suggestions for upgrades that have been helpful to us back home. But of course, we’ll require their advice to adapt any plans to your way of life. There’s a lot we need to learn about life in the jungle, and we’ll be relying on your help.”

This seemed to please Sisara, though she tried to hide it. “Good. There is much work to be done. I’m sure the elders will be mossst gratified."

She turned and began slithering toward the center of the village. Ben gestured for the others to follow.

"Stay close," he murmured to Stormy and Marnie. "And try not to stare. The Naga don’t leave the village often because their kind are treated even worse than most demi-beasts. Most humans don’t like snakes, so snake-kin are more like monsters than demi-beasts in their minds."

"I'm not staring, Boss," Marnie whispered back. "I'm just... looking. With intense curiosity."

Stormy clutched her clipboard like a shield. "Their lower bodies are fascinating from an engineering perspective. The way they distribute weight, the muscle structure required for locomotion—"

"You're both staring."

"Observing," they said in unison.

“They aren’t machines,” Ben reminded them. “They’re people. Same as you two.”

“All right,” Stormy conceded reluctantly. “Evolution rather than engineering, then. Unless you believe in a great System Architect, like some do. I can appreciate the design whether it was intentional or not.”

“Well, appreciate discretely,” Ben said. “They are sensitive about being stared at.”

Marnie sighed. “I think their tails are beautiful. And they look very strong.”

“You always admire strength more than anything,” Stormy said with a faint scowl pinching her gray eyes. “Brains are just as important you know.”

“Well, I can’t tell how smart they are just by looking, can I?”

Ben bit back a smile and followed Sisara deeper into the village, listening to Stormy and Marnie bicker.

Insects hummed in the undergrowth. The packed earth path was warm beneath his boots, almost steaming. Somewhere nearby, water trickled. A stream or irrigation channel hidden by the dense vegetation, maybe.

Stormy and Marnie never argued in front of him, though they worked together so much he was sure they must do so regularly enough. That meant either they were getting comfortable enough around him to relax into their natural personalities, or—more likely—they were so overwhelmed by the prospect of this new job that they were forgetting to be cautious.

Either way, he was glad to be getting a glimpse into who they really were.

The path widened as they entered the village proper. Thatched huts lined both sides, their walls woven from jungle vines and sealed with reddish clay. Some were elevated on stilts. Others squatted directly on the packed earth.

A young Nagaina woman emerged from one of the huts, a basket of wet laundry balanced on her hip. She froze when she saw Ben, her slitted eyes going wide. Then a shy smile curved her lips. She raised one hand in a tentative wave before ducking her head and hurrying away, her cheeks flushed with color.

"That's Meela," Sisara said without looking back. "She's young. Forgive her boldness."

“Young?” Stormy asked. “She’s a demi-beast, isn’t she? How young can she be?”

Sisara glanced over her shoulder at the Equistar, her mouth pulled into a tight line. She seemed to consider whether or not she should answer the question before eventually deciding it was safe.

“Most snake-kin males were killed in the Great War, but our people were able to protect many nests of eggsss, saving the next generation. Because of our secretive nature and the fact that we had less to do with humans before the war, our people were able to sssurvive and breed as normal for hundreds of years after other races of demi-beast were rendered essentially infertile. Many of those in our village are only a hundred years old or lessss, myself included.”

That was interesting. Ben hadn’t learned this during his last visit. He’d assumed, based on the fact that the women of the jungle village adopted human children that they could not have their own. And there were no Naga or Nagaina males that he had seen, unless they’d been hidden away somewhere to protect them. So, what had happened?

Marnie rubbed one of her horns thoughtfully, as if pondering the same question. “I had no idea there were still demi-beast races with males. Are there any here?”

“No.” Sisara answered with a clipped voice that said it was a painful subject. “Queen Nyssael kept all of the males for herself, even going so far as to hunt them down from other villagesss. She bred them and killed them, draining their power to make herself stronger. But none of the eggs from these unions ever produced children. Ariss, who was born shortly after the Great War, is her only living child. Nyssael’s disappointment in her Nagaina daughter is legendary, and many thought this drove her desire to control the male populace. But… now that we know of her corruption, I wonder if she had another goal. Perhaps she birthed the demons that have haunted the jungle…”

Stormy shivered. “So, the younger snake-kin were all children born before the men were stolen from other villages?”

“Yes,” Sisara said sadly. “Eventually, her hunting parties were unable to find new males for her, and they began bringing back the strongest female children to ssserve the Queen.”

“I didn’t know,” Ben said. “Ariss never mentioned any of this.”

“I’m not sure she knew,” Sisara replied. “None of us were free to speak without fear of repercussionsss, and Ariss was not privy to the Queen’s machinations. Much of these revelations have only come to light since the Queen’s death. Elysanthra has been very… forthcoming… with her knowledge.”

Ben got the sense from the tone of Sisara’s voice that perhaps Elysanthra took a little too much pleasure in revealing the snake-kin’s painful history in great detail.

“I do not wish to speak more than I should,” Sisara continued. “I only tell you this so that you will not be offended if some of our villagers behave improperly. We have little experience with malesss, especially human males, and the Witch’s stories have been stirring up lustful feelings in some…”

Ahh, so that was it, Ben realized. She’d been teasing them about his purpose in the village. Elysanthra did not like competition for Ben’s affections, though. So, if she was telling stories of his sexual prowess, she must be getting something out of it. He didn’t like the sound of that. But he’d have to talk to the witch to find out exactly what was going on before he jumped to any conclusions.

Meela peeked around the doorframe once more, and waved again.

"Anyway, there’s nothing to forgive." Ben returned her wave and she quickly ducked around the corner with her cheeks ablaze. "I'm glad to see friendly faces."

More Nagaina appeared as they walked deeper into the village. Some peeked from doorways, others paused in their work to watch the newcomers pass. Most offered small smiles or nods of acknowledgment. A few of the bolder ones waved openly, their forked tongues flickering with what Ben recognized as desire rather than mere curiosity.

Human children darted between the huts—the orphans the Nagaina had adopted from nearby villages. A group of young girls hauled water buckets from a central well. Others swept packed-earth floors with bundled grass brooms. An older girl, maybe thirteen or fourteen, with sun-darkened skin and a missing front tooth was teaching a younger child how to weave a trap or a basket.

"The children seem happy," Stormy observed quietly.

Her tension had begun to ease as they walked. The familiar rhythms of village life—people working, children playing, the smell of cooking fires—seemed to settle something in her. Her clipboard had lowered from its defensive position. She was actually looking around now, taking notes in quick efficient strokes of her charcoal stick.

"They are well loved." Sisara's voice carried a note of pride. "We take in those who have nowhere else to go. The human villages can be unkind to girls without families. We save them from unpleasant fates. In return, they help with chores and learn our ways. When they are grown, they may choose to stay or leave. Most wish to stay… but with no males… eventually nature runs its course, and they leave."

“Do they come back to visit?” Marnie asked. Her voice was softer than Ben had heard from the stoic Holstaur before. Something in the story had touched her. Perhaps she was imagining her own sadness at having children grow up and move away.

She caught Ben watching her expression and quickly composed her features. But the wink she’d given him earlier was absent. This sadness, she didn’t try to hide.

Though it seemed counterintuitive, as he didn’t want any of his companions to be sad, Ben was heartened by her willingness to show this emotion. He smiled encouragingly at her. Marnie pressed her lips together and stared at her hooves, her cheeks growing pink once more.

“Some,” Sisara said with a wistful tone. “Some travel too far away for regular visits, but they send messages via the merchant caravans. Others… I fear have met similar fates to those we tried to save them from. A woman on her own is not much more safe than a young girl in some parts of Faerowilde. We try to prepare them, teach them how to fight. But…”

“The world is a dangerous place,” Stormy finished for her. “No matter how well trained you are. Marnie and I were slaves before Ben rescued us and gave us a place to live safely. We know better than most.”

“Your pain has shed its skin,” Sisara said, formally. “May what remains sit lightly on you.”

Ben spotted Naga warriors posted at regular intervals around the village perimeter. He hadn’t seen them at first, and had thought perhaps the village was less guarded than before. But they were there, camouflaged perfectly in the shadows of the trees. Their scales ranged from copper to deep green to midnight black. Each carried a spear and watched the jungle with alert, unblinking eyes.

"Your security is impressive," Ben noted. “Perhaps even better than before.”

"After the battle with the demon, we had some respite." Sisara's tail coiled tighter. "But now that the demons do not torment us, other creatures are exploring the area. Wild animals, monsters, bandits and raiders. It seems our respite was short-lived.”

Once Ben activated the Homestead quest, they could get to work protecting the village from these threats. And with work, they could expand the safe area in the jungle, just like he had expanded Lucky Nickel Acres from Homestead, to Farmstead, to Grangehold, to Greenhold by completing quests set out for him by the system. Each stage provided magical protection to the people living within the settlement, gradually increasing the safe zone area with each step.

But in the meantime, he looked forward to taking on these threats himself.

They passed a communal cooking area where several Nagaina tended smoking fires. Racks of meat hung above the flames—fish, mostly, and what looked like jungle fowl. Clay pots bubbled with something fragrant.

Marnie's stomach growled. She pressed a hand to her belly, embarrassed. “That smells delicious. What is it?”

Though some demi-beasts preferred vegetarian or carnivore diets, similar to that of their kin-animals, most were omnivorous. Ben was pleased that Marnie and Stormy did not seem put off by the drying meat, as they didn’t need any more culture clashes if this visit was going to work.

"You will eat with the elders," Sisara said, not elaborating further. "After we discuss your plans."

"Speaking of plans." Ben fell into step beside the Naga warrior. "You mentioned the rainy season is coming. What does that mean for the village?"

Sisara's expression darkened. "Trouble. Always trouble."

She led them past a cluster of huts toward what appeared to be the village's edge—but Ben realized they were approaching a series of holes in the ground. Tunnel entrances, ringed with packed clay and reinforced with woven mats.

"These are the dens," Sisara explained. "Most Nagaina prefer to live above ground, in the huts. They are closer to humans in that way. But the Naga..." She gestured to her own serpentine lower body. "We are more comfortable below. The earth is cool. Dark. Safe. The human children can go either way, though they usually prefer the surface."

"Makes sense." Ben crouched beside one of the entrances. The hole was perhaps four feet across, its edges smoothed by countless passages. Roots from nearby trees had been cut away and sealed with the same reddish clay that coated the huts. Cool air drifted up from below, carrying the scent of damp earth and something faintly reptilian—not unpleasant, just unfamiliar.

He could hear distant sounds echoing from the depths. Movement. Voices. Life, hidden underground.

"But I can’t imagine it holds up very well once the rain starts coming down.”

"Everything floods." Sisara's voice went flat. "The soil softens. Tunnels collapse. Water pools in the sleeping chambers. We must evacuate to the surface huts, which are already crowded with Nagaina." Her tail lashed with frustration. "Every year, we dig new dens. Every year, the rains destroy them.”

“It doesn’t seem like the best area to tunnel in,” Stormy said. “Have you considered moving?”

“We are not located here because it is our preferred terrain,” Sisara said. “But Nyssael built her temple here and most of the natural stone in the area, which would be better for tunneling, was removed in order to fortify her citadel. With the constant demon attacks, we have been unable to build more suitable dwellings.”

Once again, Nyssael’s selfishness came at the expense of her people. And while Ariss was still in her magical slumber, she couldn’t make her mother’s sins right again. That, too, would be up to Ben. At least until Ariss was well enough to take over her rule.

"Sounds like you need some structural engineers," Ben said.

Sisara blinked. "I do not know what this means."

"Stormy and Marnie are experts at complex building tasks. I think they’ll be able to help you out.” Ben straightened and turned to Stormy. "What do you think?"

The Equistar had already pulled out her clipboard and was scribbling notes. Her nervousness had vanished completely, replaced by the intense focus Ben had come to recognize when she was in the middle of solving a problem. Her eyes moved rapidly between the tunnel entrance, the surrounding terrain, and her paper. Her tail swished with purposeful energy.

This was Stormy in her element. A project to plan. Structures to design. The shy pony-girl had disappeared, replaced by a forewoman who looked like she could take on the world.

"Shoring up the entrances would be a start. Wooden frames to support the tunnel walls. We'd need to source local timber—something that resists rot in wet conditions."

"There's ironwood in the deep jungle," Sisara offered. "Very hard. We use it for spear hafts."

"Perfect." Stormy made another note. "Ironwood frames, sealed with some kind of waterproofing agent. Rendered fat mixed with sap might work—I'd have to experiment."

"What about drainage?" Ben asked.

"Trenches." Marnie had been studying the tunnel entrances with a critical eye. She walked a slow circle around the nearest den, her hooves finding solid ground instinctively. One had reached down to test the soil, crumbling it between powerful fingers.

“Clay over sand,” she muttered. “Good for digging, terrible for drainage.”

She straightened, brushing her hand clean on her shorts.

"Dig channels to direct water away from the dens. If the ground slopes toward a central basin, even better. We can create a runoff system that keeps the chambers dry."

Sisara stared at them. "You... you speak of this as if it is simple."

"Not simple," Ben said. "But doable. We've solved problems like this before." He gestured toward the surface huts. "We could also build above-ground structures that feel more like dens. Enclosed spaces, low ceilings, dark interiors. Comfortable for Naga but protected from flooding. Sort of a middle ground."

"And communal storm shelters," Stormy added. "Large structures where everyone can gather during the worst of the rains. Raised floors, solid roofs, room for supplies."

Sisara's tongue flickered rapidly—the Naga equivalent of being at a loss for words. "This is... much to consider."

"We'll present everything to the elders," Ben assured her. "Get their input. We're not here to change your way of life, just to make it easier."

They continued walking, passing more dens and more curious Nagaina faces. Ben's mind was already spinning with possibilities, but Sisara seemed uneasy about something,

"What about food storage?" he asked. "I noticed the smoking racks. What else do you use to preserve food?"

"Dried meats," Sisara said. "Preserved root vegetables. Foraged goods—nuts, fruits, medicinal herbs. We store them in baskets and clay jars."

"And during rainy season?"

The Naga's expression soured. "Everything rots. The humidity spoils dried goods within days. Mold grows on the root vegetables. Even the smoked meat turns if we cannot keep it dry." She shook her head. "We lose much food every year. The children go hungry until the rains end and we can forage again."

Ben exchanged a look with Stormy and Marnie. Stormy’s eyes were practically glowing with excitement, her charcoal stick poised over fresh paper like a racehorse hovering at the gate.

Marnie met his gaze with her usual calm steadiness. But this time, her lips curved into a genuine smile, the first real one he’d seen since they arrived. She winked at him again, a slow deliberate thing that said: See? Told you we’d be fine.

Both women had the same expression, the eager focus of craftspeople who’d just been given an interesting problem to solve.

"Airtight clay jars," Stormy said. "Sealed with wax or resin. That would help with the humidity."

"Elevated drying racks with covers," Marnie added. "Keep the rain off while still allowing airflow."

"A proper smokehouse," Ben continued. "Enclosed, with controlled ventilation. The smoke would preserve the meat better than open racks."

"Bin systems for grain storage. Do we have grains? Raised off the ground, lined with something rodents can't chew through…"

"Underground cool-storage pits lined with stone. The earth stays cold below a certain depth. Perfect for root vegetables."

Sisara held up a hand, overwhelmed and, if Ben was reading her right, more than a little irritated. "Please. Stop. What makes you think that you will know how to live here better than we who have lived here all our lives?”

The Naga woman seemed insulted.

Stormy’s mouth snapped shut. All the color drained from her face, then came rushing back twice as bright. Her clipboard dropped in her suddenly trembling hands.

“Oh, that’s not—I didn’t mean—” She swallowed hard. “We weren’t trying to—”

She looked desperately at Ben, then Marnie, her temporary confidence crumbling like sand.

Marnie’s hand found Stormy’s shoulder in a brief, steadying touch.

“What she means,” Marnie said calmly, “is that we have skills you don’t. Just like you have skills we don’t.”

Stormy took a breath. Then another. When she spoke again, her voice was smaller but stable.

“It’s just… my system magic allows me to build things that would not be possible otherwise. I assume you have a warrior class of some kind, is that right?”

Sisara nodded. “I began as a Warrior and have specialized as a Spearmaiden.”

“So, you can do things with that spear that I could never dream of,” Stormy said. “For me, it’s just a pointy stick. I might be able to defend myself, barely, but I couldn’t do any special power attacks or anything like that.”

“But when she’s building things?” Marnie added. “That’s where her power moves come in. You should see the things she comes up with!”

“When Stormy first arrived at Lucky Nickel Acres, her class was just a generic one called Farmhand,” Ben explained further. “After taking over all the construction projects on the farm, she got a class upgrade to Forewoman. As far as we can tell, it’s completely unique to her. Even Helena has been unable to find any information about it, and she has a magic tome that was once owned by the Grand Vizier himself. It may be a specialized version of the Artificer class, focused on practical building projects. That’s why I thought she would be a valuable asset here, while we’re expanding the village.”

“And you?” Sisara asked, turning to the towering Holstaur woman. “Do you also have special construction moves?”

Marnie let out a long, low laugh that sounded a lot like a bull bellowing. Her whole body shook with it, shoulders rolling, head thrown back, the sound echoing off the nearby huts. Several Nagaina peeked out of doorways to see what the commotion was about.

Sisara’s tongue flickered rapidly, clearly uncertain how to interpret the display.

“No. Not me.” Marnie wiped her eyes with the back of one massive hand. “I’m something called a Powerhouse. I basically just have really high Strength and Endurance, similar to some fighter classes, except… I don’t like to fight.”

“So, it’s not that we think we know better than you,” Stormy continued. “It’s just that, if we understand your ways, we can improve on them with system magic.”

Sisara seemed somewhat mollified by this explanation. “Well… I’ll never remember any of thisss. Besides, I’m not the one you have to convincssse.”

"That's what I'm here for." Stormy tapped her clipboard. Her professional mask had settled back into place, though Ben could still see the faint tremor in her hands. She’d need time to fully recover from that moment of challenge. "I'll write everything down. We can go over the details with the elders."

They had reached the center of the village. A large hut dominated the clearing, bigger than the others by half again, its thatched roof rising to a peak that seemed to brush the overhanging canopy. The entrance was flanked by carved wooden posts depicting intertwined serpents, their scales rendered in painstaking detail, their eyes inlaid with chips of polished red stone that caught the light.

Ben wondered what kind of stones they were, and whether or not there were any bigger ones he might claim for his gift to Queen Citrine. He wasn’t about to pluck the eyes from the sculpture in the center of town, but clearly there were some sparkly rocks somewhere in the jungle.

Symbols Ben didn't recognize marked the lintel above the door that may have been magical runes or a snake-kin alphabet of some kind that his HUD wasn’t translating.

"The circle of elders meets here," Sisara said. "They are expecting you." She paused, her slitted eyes meeting Ben's. "The witch is also inside. She has been... eager for your return."

Something in her tone made Ben's shoulders tense. "Eager how?"

Sisara's tongue flickered.

"You will see." She gestured toward the entrance. "I will leave you here. I have duties to attend to."

She slithered away before Ben could ask more questions, without looking back.

"That was ominous," Marnie muttered. She remained poised, but Ben noticed her hands curled into fists at her sides.

"Very," Stormy agreed. She had retreated behind her clipboard again, clutching it like a lifeline. Her ears were tucked close to her hair and her tail had gone still.

Ben reached out and touched each of them briefly. He put a hand on the small of Stormy’s back and brushed his fingers against Marnie’s arm. Both women straightened slightly at the contact.

"Stay close.” Ben squared his shoulders. “And let me do the talking until we know what we're dealing with."

He pushed aside the woven mat that served as a door and stepped into the elder's hut.


10
Dark Tidings


The interior was dim and cool, lit by oil lamps that threw wavering light across the clay walls. Woven mats covered the packed earth floor. Lamplight pooled in warm circles at the far end of the hut where several elderly Naga sat in a semicircle, leaving the corners dim. The elders’ scales, faded to pale greens, browns, and silvers, still held the gleam of health. Their eyes, some milky with age, were sharp with intelligence.

And in the center of the room, lounging on a pile of cushions as if she owned the place, was Elysanthra.

The witch had changed since Ben last saw her. Her dark hair fell in waves past her shoulders, glossy and well-kept. Her purple eyes gleamed in the lamplight. She wore a simple silk dress that clung to her curves in ways that seemed deliberately provocative.

When she saw Ben enter, her lips curved into a smile that was equal parts predatory and seductive.

"Keeper." She rose in one fluid motion, her body uncoiling like a serpent despite her very human legs. "You've finally returned. I was beginning to think you'd forgotten about us."

"Elysanthra." Ben inclined his head politely. "I hear you've done a good job of keeping things together while I was gone."

"Someone had to." She took a step toward him, hips swaying. "The elders are wise, but they lack my magical prowess. I've been doing what I can to protect the village in your absence.”

“Thank you,” Ben said. “That’s very considerate.”

“Well, it’s obvious this place is important to you for some reason,” Elysanthra intoned. “And of course, I will do anything in my considerable power to make my Keeper happy…”

Her gaze held his with unsettling intensity. The witch had always been antagonistic, proud, and more than a little difficult. But this was different. It was no secret that Elysanthra had her sights set on Ben, but as she had no desire to share him and he had no plans to give up his family for her, they were at a stalemate.

The glint in her eyes now suggested she was about to kick up her pursuit to the next level.

Shit, Ben thought. This is going to make things difficult.

Elysanthra, the so-called Virgin Witch, was far older and more powerful than she appeared. She had “old magic,” a power that predated the System, running through her blood and bones rather than being accessed through a HUD. Once a member of the ancient Skyfire Covenant, Elysanthra was one of the last humans to retain such power after the Great War.

Indeed, according to Helena’s tome, Tales of the Skyfire Court, the Virgin Witch was the most powerful Enchantress to ever exist in Faerowilde. Her power was rivaled only by the Grand Vizier, Ben’s great-uncle many times removed and the one who had passed Lucky Nickel Acres along with power and knowledge onto Ben when he found himself reborn into this world.

Ben and Elysanthra could have been the power-couple of the ages—and that was clearly what she wanted--but for the fact that she was jealous, unreasonable, and completely unwilling to compromise.

According to the ancient text, Elysanthra was bound by a Purity Curse. If she ever gave herself to an unworthy man, she would be stripped of her magical abilities. Because of this, she remained celibate for centuries, despite having many powerful men attempting to court her over the years. She had never met one she thought worthy until Ben unwittingly stumbled upon her caravan hidden in the jungle.

And now that she had finally found a worthy lover, she had no desire to share him. With anyone. As far as Elysanthra was concerned, Ben was her fated mate.

Unfortunately for her, Ben had a fate of his own. And it was at direct odds with her monogamous fantasy.

He didn’t blame Elysanthra for her desires, She’d spent her entire life alone, waiting to meet a man worthy of her power. It made some sense that, after all that time, she’d want to keep that man to herself. But just because he understood where she was coming from didn’t mean he was going to abandon his wife, demi-beast brides, children, mates and lovers—his entire destiny—just to appease her.

Now she stepped toward him, swaying her hips seductively, and licked her lips like she meant to have him right then and there, whether they were being watched by the elders or not.

“Let’s not get carried away,” Ben said, putting up a hand to stop her from getting too close. “We’ve got business to discuss.”

She halted, narrowing her eyes. “Business?”

Ben suspected she’d been attempting to charm him with some spell, and that it hadn’t worked. It was clear the witch thought if she could seduce him, she could control him. And perhaps, if he wasn’t careful, that was exactly what would happen. Which was why he had no plans to sleep with her until he was certain he would retain control of his faculties after the fact.

“We’re not here for a social outing, Elysanthra,” Ben said. “Much as I am glad to see you’re doing well.”

“We…?” Then her eyes shifted past his shoulder. Her expression froze.

Stormy and Marnie stood just behind Ben, looking very much like they wanted to be anywhere else.

Elysanthra's seductive smile curdled into something ugly.

"What’s this?” Her voice went cold. "You brought… more friends? To my village? You only just got rid of the last group of hangers on. I thought we were finally going to get some alone time!"

"The Nagaina village is not yours," Ben corrected carefully. "And yes. We're here to help with infrastructure improvements before the rainy season. I told you that was my plan."

"Infrastructure." Elysanthra spat the word like a curse. "How romantic."

"I didn't realize romance was on the agenda."

The witch's eyes flashed. "Apparently not. You know, I have killed suitors for less egregious insults, Keeper. Count yourself lucky that I am not so temperamental as I once was in my youth. Though if I were one of your ‘friends,’ I would watch my step. I’m less inclined to be merciful to my competition."

“You’d do well not to threaten me, Elysanthra,” Ben said, keeping his voice calm. “And especially not my companions. I was under the impression that you were helping with the Nagaina village because it was the right thing to do, and because you wanted to help.”

“And I was under the impression that if I helped you, you would show me some gratitude in the form of getting naked in my bed. I thought you would respect me enough to return alone and give me the attention I deserve while Ariss is having her beauty nap. Though now that she’s half-snake, it’s going to take a lot more than sleep to make her beautiful, if you ask me.”

“I didn’t.”

She stalked toward the door, her silk dress rippling with every angry step. Stormy and Marnie pressed themselves against the wall to let her pass, their faces pale.

Elysanthra paused at the threshold. When she spoke, her voice had gone soft and dangerous.

"There are things stirring in the jungle, Keeper. Things I've been holding at bay while you've been playing farmer with your beastly little harem." Her purple eyes burned in the dim light. "Perhaps you should ask the elders about the screaming that comes from the deep forest at night. Or the creatures that have been closing in on the village perimeter. Or the bandits that stalk our trade routes."

She let the words hang in the air like a threat.

"But I'm sure your builders will be very helpful with all of that."

The woven mat fell closed behind her with a soft rustle.

Silence filled the hut.

Ben stared at the doorway, gritting his teeth against the frustration he felt toward the witch. Just when he thought they were making some headway…

"What the hell was that about, Boss?" Marnie whispered.

"I have no idea." Ben turned to the elders, who had watched the entire exchange with expressions of weary resignation. "Honored elders, I apologize for the disruption. Perhaps you could tell me what Elysanthra was referring to?"

The oldest of the Naga—a woman whose scales had faded to almost pure white—let out a long, hissing sigh. "The witch might be a pompous, self-aggrandizing pain in the tail, but she speaks true enough.”

“I’m sorry to hear that she’s been unpleasant to work with,” Ben said. “I should have returned sooner.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” the old woman chuckled. “After Queen Nyssael, she’s been a breath of fresh air. And despite her complaints she’s actually been quite diligent in caring for Queen Ariss in her slumber. I suspect she is only acting up because she’s disappointed that she won’t have you all to herself, as she’s been dreaming of all this time.”

“I did tell her,” Ben protested. “I said I’d be bringing a team—”

“The heart hears what it wishes to hear, Keeper,” another elder chimed in. “There is likely nothing you could have said that would have resulted in any different outcome. The witch has her mind made up about you. I suspect she will not be dissuaded so easily.”

Marnie, blushing, cleared her throat and stepped up next to him. She tugged on her braid and twisted the buttercup he’d picked for her between her fingers. In a low voice, she asked, “Uh, Boss? Why don’t you just sleep with her? I mean, Stormy and I don’t mind, and it’s not like you’re a one woman man…”

“That’s exactly the problem,” Ben said with a laugh. “I’m not, and she wants me to be.”

“Can’t you just say no?” Stormy asked. “I mean, if she wants you that bad, surely she’ll compromise.”

“That’s not how it works,” Ben sighed. “Every woman I sleep with, or demi-beast I breed, absorbs some of my power. You’ve both absorbed some of it, just by working closely with me—I suspect that’s why you’ve both got unique classes. Elysanthra is already the most powerful Enchantress in the kingdom, if the propaganda is to be believed. If I sleep with her, there’s a chance the power she absorbs from me will be enough that she’ll become stronger than I am. If that happened, I have no doubt she would try to control me, keep me to herself even at the expense of the kingdom.”

“Oh.” Stormy blushed. “I didn’t realize it was so complicated.”

“Romance is never simple,” the milky-scaled elder woman added with a rueful chuckle. “Especially not when it involves such powerful people.”

“Well, we aren’t here to talk about my love life,” Ben clapped his hands once, hoping to get everyone back on track. “Tell me about the troubles you’ve been having.”

“There are dark forces gathering in the jungle, emboldened now that the demons have fled." The woman’s clouded eyes fixed on him with unsettling accuracy for someone who appeared nearly blind. "Elysanthra weaves protective spells to keep them away, but even she is unable to keep it up forever.”

“We have been waiting for your return,” added another elder. “Waiting and praying. That is all we seem able to do."

Stormy had gone rigid beside him, her clipboard forgotten. Marnie's hands had clenched into fists, like she was preparing for a fight she didn’t want to have anything to do with.

Ben took a deep breath. He had been right. This was just like what had happened when he’d taken over Lucky Nickel Acres. The only way to protect the farm had been to establish a safe zone. It seemed the jungle village was going to be the same thing, only the dangers were much more pressing, which meant time was of the essence.

So much for a simple construction project.

"Tell me everything," he said.

But before the elders could answer, his HUD flashed with a silent notification. He held up a hand. “Uh, excuse me for a second.”

He opened the notification and breathed a sigh of relief.

New Quest: Establish a Homestead (Jungle Territory)

A Homestead is a dwelling or cleared living space recognized by the system as a registered safe-haven within the jungle territory. This designation protects the structure and its immediate surroundings from uninvited outsiders, using natural boundaries and system enforcement rather than visible shields, walls, or other barriers. Entry is restricted without a valid territorial claim, ensuring the homestead remains a secure place of rest amid the surrounding wild growth. Within its bounds, the system suppresses hostile incursions, offering the owner safety and recovery even in dense, hostile terrain. Requirements: Territorial Claim [Status: Incomplete]

Ben recalled that the farmhouse acted as the Homestead when he’d first arrived at Lucky Nickel Acres, and that he hadn’t actually needed to do anything to establish it, as he had inherited the [Deed of Ownership.]

But out here in the wilds of the jungle, there apparently weren’t any recognized [Deeds of Ownership]. Or if there were, he didn’t have them. What he needed was a [Territorial Claim].

When he selected the quest requirements in his HUD, he received another notification.

New Quest: Attain a Territorial Claim (Jungle Territory)

Unclaimed territory remains unstable until it is acknowledged by those who live upon it and shaped by deliberate action. To receive a [Territorial Claim], you must demonstrate presence, usefulness, and intent. Aid the inhabitants of this jungle settlement, reinforce its physical boundaries, and bind the land to a shared identity through ritual recognition. Only when the territory acknowledges you as a stabilizing force will the System register your claim.

Objectives:

Assist the Village – Provide meaningful aid to local inhabitants by resolving personal, structural, or resource-related needs.

Progress: Villagers Assisted — 0 / 5

Fortify the Boundary – Define and reinforce the village perimeter through construction, clearing, warding, or defensive preparation appropriate to jungle terrain.

Progress: Boundary Fortification — 0% Complete

Name the Settlement – Participate in a communal naming ritual to formally establish the village’s identity and bind it within the System.

Progress: Naming Ritual — Incomplete

Well, that answered the question of what he needed to do. But he still needed a better understanding of what kind of troubles the village had been having.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “Please continue.”

The white-scaled elder shifted on her cushion, her faded scales catching the lamplight.

"I am Vessha," she said. "Eldest of this circle, and keeper of our histories. I will answer your questions in time. But first—you have traveled far.” She clapped her hands twice. A younger Nagaina slipped through a side entrance, carrying a wide wooden tray. “Eat. It is poor hospitality to speak of troubles on an empty stomach.”

The tray held an assortment of unfamiliar foods: skewers of charred meat glistening with some kind of glaze, rounds of flatbread still warm from the fire, a clay pot of something that smelled of coconut and lime, and small green fruits Ben didn’t recognize.

“Please.” Vessha gestured. “For all of you.”

Stormy hesitated, but Marnie was already reaching for a skewer. She bit into it and her eyes widened.

“That’s good,” she said, surprised. “Really good. What is it?”

“River eel.” A moss-scaled elder with sharp, intelligent eyes smiled. “Smoked over palmwood with a sweet-nectar glaze.”

Ben took a piece of flatbread and dipped it in the coconut sauce. The flavor was rich and slightly sweet, with an unexpected kick of heat at the finish. His stomach growled, reminding him that he’d skipped breakfast in the rush of preparations before they left Lucky Nickel Acres.

“Thank you,” he said. “This is delicious.”

Vessha inclined her head, pleased. “Now. What I tell you, I tell you as one who has been an elder in this jungle for three hundred years, and a watcher for hundreds more."

Ben inclined his head respectfully. "I'm listening."

"Our recent troubles began shortly after you departed." Vessha's milky eyes seemed to look through him rather than at him. "First, the beasts. Creatures that normally keep to the deep jungle have been moving through our territory. Cleftusks, mostly."

"Cleftusks?"

"Great grey beasts." The moss-scaled elder leaned forward. "Larger than your steam-carriages. Their tusks fork like the branches of the grandfather trees."

"They are sacred to the human villages," Vessha continued. "The old stories say the Cleftusks once carried the dead to their final rest. That they guide spirits to the afterlife." Her tongue flickered. "Because of this, there are strict taboos on killing them. The humans may hunt them only in times of great need, and only with elaborate rituals to appease the spirits."

"But you don’t hold these beliefs?” Ben asked.

“Not exactly,” Vessha said, her tongue flicking between her teeth. “Though we respect them all the same. Cleftusks are long-living beasts, slow to reproduce. This is a challenge we know well, of course. And they are necessary to the health of the jungle. Killing them is unwise.”

Ben nodded. “Why are they on the move? Is it just that they stayed away because of the demons, or is it something else?”

"Poachers." Vessha's voice went hard. "Hunter bandits. We have seen them in the jungle—humans with weapons, taking more game than any village could need. It is not just the animals they harry. They ambush our travelers and steal what little we carry. Our warriors have tried to track them, but they vanish like smoke."

"And you think they're killing the Cleftusks for meat?"

"We suspect famine in the human villages." The moss-scaled elder shook her head sadly. "The poachers hunt the sacred beasts and butcher them in the deep jungle. They bring the meat back to their people, but they hide what animal it comes from. The tusks, teeth, and other parts..." She made a disgusted sound. "Those they sell to black market traders. Fools believe Cleftusk ivory has magical properties."

"Does it?"

"No." Vessha's lips curled. "It is bone. Nothing more. But superstition is profitable, and desperate people will believe anything."

Ben filed this away. Famine in the human villages was concerning, but his first priority had to be the snake-kin and the orphans they protected. The humans hadn't exactly been friendly to the Nagaina over the years. Still, hungry people did desperate things. If he didn't address the root cause eventually, the poaching would only get worse.

He reached for a skewer, chewing slowly as he processed the information. The smoked eel was tender, falling apart on his tongue. Marnie had already worked through two skewers and was eyeing a third.

"Are the Cleftusks the only concern?" he asked. “Besides the poachers, of course.”

"We’ve had some trouble with Thornbacks, too." Another elder, this with a red coloring that had faded to a rusty orange, shuddered. “Armored beasts with shells like leather and spines like daggers. They snap and bite. Normally they stay near the river margins, but lately they've been coming closer to the village. Thornbacks will pick off children that get too close. We haven’t lost any yet, but it is a constant fear.”

"And Crestrunners," another elder added. "Great birds—taller than a Naga in her prime, with beaks that can punch through armor. They are pretty things, with bright plumes and a warbling call. But vicious. They've been nesting in unusual places, attacking anyone who comes near. There have been three attacks on foragers since the last moon."

Ben raised an eyebrow. Those things sounded a bit too much like dinosaurs for his comfort.

"Sounds like the poachers are driving all of them toward you," he said. "Hunting in the deep jungle, pushing the animals out of their normal territories."

Stormy had been nibbling cautiously at one of the green fruits. She’d peeled back the skin to reveal pale flesh that looked almost like a pear. When she bit into it, juice ran down her chin.

“Oh!” She wiped her mouth hastily, embarrassed. “Sorry, I—this is very good.”

“Moonpear,” the moss-scaled elder whispered, not wanting to interrupt the more important discussion, but clearly wanting to assuage the shy Equistar’s discomfort. “They only fruit during the wet season. You arrived at a fortunate time.”

"As to your prediction, Keeper,” Vessha continued, “that the poachers are to blame for the change in wildlife behaviors, that is our belief as well."

"And the screaming?" Ben asked. “Or was Elysanthra just trying to scare us?”

The elders exchanged uneasy glances.

Vessha's tongue flickered rapidly. "That... we do not understand."

"Tell me what you know."

"It comes mostly at night. But sometimes during the day as well." The old Naga's voice dropped. "Cries of the utmost terror. As if someone is being tortured. Flayed alive. The sound carries for miles.”

Behind him, Ben heard Stormy's sharp intake of breath. Marnie's hands curled into fists at her sides.

"We have searched," Vessha continued. "Sent our best warriors into the jungle to find the source. They find nothing. No bodies. No signs of struggle. Just... the screaming. And then silence."

“At first we thought it was the poachers being attacked by wild animals,” another elder offered. “Nothing short of what they deserve. But if that were the case, they would surely all be dead by now. Yet they persist."

"Demons?" Ben asked.

"No." Vessha's voice was firm. "The wards Elysanthra has woven would alert us to demonic activity. Or so she claims. Whatever causes the screaming, it is not of the hunger beyond this realm. It is as if the jungle itself has become haunted."

The food on the tray sat untouched now. Even Marnie had stopped eating, her half-finished skewer forgotten in her hand.

“It’s those poachers,” the moss-scaled elder said. “They’ve angered the human spirits and we are implicated too.”

“Don’t you fall into superstition now, Thessara,” Vessha said curtly, though Ben thought he caught a flicker of doubt in her expression.

Ben turned that over in his mind. Not demons. Not animals. Something else entirely.

"I'll need to see for myself," he said. "When does your next patrol go out?"

"Tomorrow, at first light." Thessara straightened. "I can arrange for you to accompany them."

"Good." Ben nodded. "I can't make a plan until I understand what we're dealing with."

He paused, considering how much to explain. These women had been living in fear and uncertainty for months. They deserved to know there was hope.

"There's something else you should know," he said. "Perhaps you have heard, I am called the Keeper of Faerowilde. I don’t know how much you know about my abilities. But one of the reasons I came back, beyond my desire to help Queen Ariss establish her rule, is that I can protect your village. It is my duty as Keeper to expand my territory. By claiming your village as my own, I can safeguard you against animals, monsters, and human enemies.”

Vessha's milky eyes sharpened. "Claim it? What do you mean?"

"Right now, the only thing protecting you from outside harm is Elysanthra’s wards. And that’s only good as long as she decides to cooperate.” Ben gestured at the walls around them. "I can change that. I can establish what's called a Homestead—a safe-haven recognized by the System itself. Within its bounds, hostile forces are suppressed. Enemies can't enter without permission. The land itself works to protect you."

Silence fell over the hut. The elders stared at him with expressions ranging from disbelief to desperate hope.

"Such a thing is possible?" Vessha whispered.

"I've done it before. My farm—Lucky Nickel Acres—started as a simple Homestead. Now it's a Greenhold, with thousands of acres under System protection." Ben met her clouded eyes steadily. "But establishing a Homestead here isn't free. There are requirements I have to meet first. And, of course, you have to want me to do it."

"What requirements?"

"I need to prove myself to the land and its people. That means helping the village—solving real problems." He ticked off points on his fingers. "The poachers. The displaced beasts. Whatever's causing the screaming. I need to address these threats and fortify your boundaries against future danger."

"And then?" Thessara leaned forward, her mossy scales gleaming.

"Then there's a final step. A naming ceremony." Ben watched their faces carefully. "The village needs to be formally named and bound to the System through ritual. Do you know what that involves?"

Marnie had picked up her skewer again, chewing mechanically. Ben recognized the behavior—stress-eating. She did the same thing during difficult construction projects, working through whatever food was available while her mind processed problems. Though, in order to maintain such incredible amounts of muscle, he supposed what he interpreted as stress-eating could just be what she needed to do in order to not be weak and hungry all the time.

The unease that swept through the circle of elders was palpable, drawing Ben’s attention away from the Holstaur once more.

Vessha's scales seemed to pale further—if that was even possible. The other elders shifted on their cushions, exchanging glances heavy with old fears.

"A naming ceremony..." Vessha's voice had gone thin. "That requires a shaman. A powerful one."

"You don't have shamans?"

"Snake-kin do not take well to shaman magic." The old Naga's tongue flickered with agitation. "It is not in our nature. The few shamans our people have produced were weak—far too weak for such a ritual. The last shaman we had was actually quite adept, though her focus was on cleansing and banishing rituals that helped keep the demons at bay. But we lost her when the demon attacks escalated, shortly before your previous arrival. This is one reason our territory has never been properly claimed, and why we have remained vulnerable to demons, wild beasts, and human attacks for all these centuries."

Ben frowned. "There must be someone—"

"There is a rumor." Another elder spoke up, her voice barely above a whisper. "A dark shaman, living somewhere in the deep jungle. She was banished by Queen Nyssael hundreds of years ago."

The temperature in the hut seemed to drop.

"We do not speak of her," Vessha said sharply. "She is a figure of terror to our people. A bogeywoman that mothers use to frighten children into obedience. 'Behave, or the jungle witch will steal you away.'"

"But she's real?"

"Perhaps. Perhaps not." Vessha's jaw tightened. "If she exists, she has not shown herself in living memory. And if she was powerful enough to warrant Nyssael's banishment... she is not someone we would wish to find."

Ben filed this away too. A mysterious shaman, banished to the deep jungle, possibly connected to whatever was causing the screaming. It was worth investigating—but carefully.

"I understand your fears," he said. "But I promise you this: things are going to change. Whatever it takes to protect this village and its people, I'll find a way."

Vessha studied him for a long moment. Whatever she saw in his face seemed to satisfy her.

"You speak like a man who keeps his promises, Keeper." She inclined her head. "We will hold you to that. Our Queen yet slumbers after her transformation, but it is clear to us that she trusts you and has chosen you as a mate. If you can find a way to secure the village, even if it requires claiming the territory as your own, the circle of elders will not stand in your way. When she wakes, if she takes issue with your claim, it is she you will have to deal with."

“Thank you for your trust,” Ben said, bowing respectfully. “I will strive to honor it, and the trust of Queen Ariss. I believe this partnership will benefit not only your village but all of Faerowilde.”

“It is a noble pursuit.” Vessha returned his bow. “But I admit, I will be happy enough just knowing our own borders are safe. Our priority has always been our people, Keeper. And in order for this partnership to work, your priority must be our people as well. At least until Queen Ariss awakes to take on that burden herself.”

Thessara cast the milky-scaled woman a wry look, her own mossy skin glimmering as she turned. “That’s enough now, Elder Vessha. Let them finish their meal in peace. You’ll scare them away before anything is accomplished with all these ominous warnings.”

Ben turned to Stormy and Marnie. Both women had gone pale during the discussion of screaming and shamans, but they stood their ground. Marnie's jaw was set. Stormy clutched her clipboard against her chest with one arm, like armor, her other hand still holding the remains of the moonpear which was dripping down her wrist, forgotten.

"I'm going with the patrol tomorrow," Ben said. "I’ll need the two of you to stay here."

Marnie's stoic expression flickered. "Boss, I know I'm not much of a fighter, but I've got strong arms and I don't scare easy. If you need backup—"

"I appreciate that." Ben meant it. "But you'll be far more useful in the village."

"Doing what?" Stormy asked.

"Interviews." Ben smiled at their confused expressions. "Go around the village. Introduce yourselves to everyone—the Nagaina, the Naga, the human children. Find out what the most pressing needs are. Not just construction problems, but daily life struggles. What makes things hard for them? What would make things easier?"

Marnie blinked. "You just want us to... talk to people?"

"You can't build solutions if you don't understand the problems." Ben gestured at the elders. "Sisara told us about the challenges that come with the rainy season, flooding, food spoilage. But I'm betting there's a hundred other issues nobody's mentioned yet. Small things that add up to a hard life. I want to know all of them. We’re going to try to fix as many of them as we can."

Stormy's death grip on her clipboard loosened slightly. "That's doable.”

"More than that—it's something you're good at." Ben caught Marnie's eye. "You're not soldiers. You're not supposed to be. You're problem-solvers. So go solve some problems."

Marnie's shoulders relaxed. A hint of her earlier stoicism returned, and with it, the hint of a smile.

"Interviews," she repeated. "Gotta admit, Boss, I like that a whole lot better than going looking for ghosts."

"We can do that," Stormy agreed. Her voice was steadier now. "We can definitely do that."

She reached for another moonpear, some of her earlier tension easing. Marnie finished her skewer and wiped her fingers on a cloth napkin from the tray.

Ben turned toward the door. "I'm going to find Elysanthra and get to the bottom of whatever's eating her. In the meantime, you can start asking some questions."

He pushed aside the woven mat and stepped toward the entrance. When he glanced back, Stormy and Marnie hadn't moved.

"Coming?"

Marnie raised an eyebrow. "You said you wanted us to interview the villagers about their needs."

"Yes, I’ll introduce you to some of the women I’ve met."

"Why not start with the wisest ones?" Stormy gestured at the circle of elders, her confidence growing. "They've been here for centuries. If anyone knows what this village needs, it's them."

“There is more food,” Vessha offered. “And tea, if you wish it. You may stay as long as you need.”

Thessara was already pouring tea into small clay cups, her movements unhurried and welcoming. The scent of something floral drifted through the hut—jasmine, maybe, or something similar that grew in the jungle.

“We can certainly use the company,” she said. “While we elders are well respected in the village, we don’t get many visitors. Unless you count reports from the warriors, hardly anyone likes to talk to us at all.”

“Thank you.” Stormy smiled shyly. “Tea would be lovely.”

Ben paused.

Stormy and Marnie were right. It was good thinking—practical, efficient, and it played to the elders' pride rather than treating them as obstacles to work around. He hadn’t considered it because his companions seemed so uncomfortable here, and the snake-kin elders were a lot more intimidating than someone like Meela would be.

Maybe his builders were going to surprise him on this trip.

"Fair enough." He smiled. "I'll find you when I'm done with the witch."

He ducked through the doorway and stepped back into the humid jungle air.

Somewhere in this village, Elysanthra was nursing her wounded pride and plotting gods-knew-what. And somewhere in the deep jungle, poachers were driving sacred beasts toward hungry villages while a mysterious shaman haunted a night pierced by horrific screams.

And it was his job to get to the bottom of it all.

Just another day in the life of a Keeper.

Ben squared his shoulders and went to find his troublesome witch, a grin stretching across his face.

He was looking forward to the challenge.


11
Coils of Attraction


The jungle's breath enveloped him as Ben stepped through the doorway, warm, wet, and heavy. He inhaled deeply, feeling the humid air flooding his lungs like tepid river water, and sighed.

Ben scanned the clearing, orienting himself in the dappled light of the village.

A hand closed around his wrist before he could take a second breath. Another pressed flat against his chest. Before he could react, he was being pulled sideways, off the path and behind a screen of broad-leafed plants.

Elysanthra's purple eyes burned into his from inches away.

"Finally," she breathed. "Now I can have you alone."

"Elysanthra—"

She pressed a finger to his lips. "Shh. Don't ruin it."

The witch had positioned them behind a cluster of ferns tall enough to provide some privacy, but not nearly enough. Through the gaps in the foliage, Ben could see Nagaina women going about their business in the clearing. A few had noticed the commotion and were watching with curious, slitted eyes.

Elysanthra didn't seem to care. She stepped closer, eliminating what little space remained between them. Her silk dress whispered against his clothes. The dark, smoky scent of her filled his nose.

"I've been waiting so long for you to come back." Her voice was a purr. "Dreaming of you every night. Thinking about the things we'll do together once you finally see reason."

"Elysanthra, this isn't the time—"

"It's always the time." She pressed herself against him, her breasts soft against his chest. One hand slid up to cup the back of his neck. "You feel it too. I know you do. This connection between us. It's destiny, Ben. You and me. The two most powerful beings in Faerowilde. Just think of the things we could do together…"

Her warm, insistent lips brushed his jaw.

Ben's body responded despite himself. She was beautiful, undeniably so. Centuries of preserved youth had left her with skin like cream and eyes that promised dark, consuming pleasures. And she wanted him with an intensity that was flattering, if a little crazy.

"Elysanthra." He kept his voice calm. "We should talk about the village. The threats you mentioned—"

"Later." Her tongue traced the line of his neck. "Just let me…"

Her hand dropped from his neck to his chest, then lower. Fingers found the hem of his shirt and slipped beneath it, nails dragging lightly across his stomach.

"I've imagined this so many times." Her breath was hot against his ear. "Taking you. Being taken by you. Feeling your power flow into me as we become one."

She caught his earlobe between her teeth. A gentle bite that stirred an unwanted ache below his belt.

"Stop." Ben caught her wrist before her hand could descend any further. "I mean it."

"You don't." She twisted free with surprising strength and pressed closer, one leg sliding between his. "Your body says otherwise. I can feel how much you want me."

She wasn't wrong. The physical response was there—he was only human after all, if blessed by the system, and she was pressing all the right buttons with deliberate intent. But want and wisdom were two different things.

"What I want," Ben said carefully, "is to have a conversation that doesn't involve you trying to seduce me or threatening my friends."

"Why would you want that?" Her lips found his, soft and demanding. Her tongue pressed against the seam of his mouth, seeking entry.

Ben let her kiss him for exactly two seconds. Then he took her by the shoulders and pushed her back.

Not gently.

Elysanthra stumbled, her eyes going wide with shock. For a moment, something ugly flickered across her beautiful face—rage, or perhaps the wounded pride of a woman who wasn't used to rejection.

"You dare—"

"I dare." Ben's voice came out harder than he intended. He didn't soften it. "I've tried being polite. I've tried redirecting. Clearly, that's not working. So let me be direct."

He stepped toward her. She held her ground, but uncertainty crept into her expression.

"I am not going to sleep with you, Elysanthra. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not until you accept some fundamental truths about who I am and what my life looks like."

"I know who you are." Her voice trembled between anger and hurt. "You're the only man worthy of me. The only one I've wanted in hundreds of years—"

"And that's the problem." Ben cut her off. "You want me. As if you can have me without everything I’m tied to. Like I’m an object you can just pluck from one life to deposit into another. You don't care about my history, my family, or my destiny. You want to extract me from everything I am and keep me for yourself like some kind of trophy."

"That's not—"

"It is." He held her gaze. "I have a wife. Multiple wives, actually. I have children. I have mates and lovers and responsibilities that span half of Faerowilde. That's not going to change. Ever. If you can't accept that, then there's nothing between us to discuss."

Elysanthra's jaw worked. Her hands clenched at her sides. For a moment, Ben thought she might actually try to curse him.

Instead, she laughed. It was a brittle sound, sharp-edged and hollow.

"You think you can just dismiss me? I am the Virgin Witch. The most powerful Enchantress in the history of Faerowilde. Men have gone to war for a chance to warm my bed. Kings have begged—"

"I'm not a king, I’m the Keeper." Ben turned away from her. "And will never beg. Now, show me where Ariss is sleeping."

The shift in topic seemed to catch her off guard. "What?"

"Ariss. The Lamia Queen. The woman whose village we're standing in." Ben kept his voice flat. "I want to see her."

"She's hibernating." Elysanthra waved a dismissive hand. "There's no point. She won't even know you're there."

"I don't care. Take me to her."

“It’s dangerous,” she tried. “Even a sleeping Lamia could—”

“Elysanthra.”

"I just told you—"

"And I just told you I want to see her." Ben turned back, meeting her purple eyes with steel in his own. "Either you show me where she is, or I find someone else who will. Your choice. But if you won’t cooperate on this simple matter, I suggest you go back to your caravan and your old life, because there is nothing for you here."

The threat landed. Elysanthra's expression shifted as quick calculation replaced her wounded pride. If she let him walk away now, she'd lose access to him entirely. Someone else would be guiding him through the village, answering his questions, standing at his side.

She couldn't allow that, and he knew it. He just wondered how hard she was going to cling to the pride that had gotten her into this position in the first place.

"Fine." The word came out clipped and resentful. "Follow me."

She stalked past him without waiting for a response, her silk dress swirling around her legs. Ben fell into step behind her, maintaining a careful distance.

Her hips swayed with each angry step. The silk clung to her backside, outlining every curve. Ben let himself imagine, just for a moment, what it would be like to close the distance between them. To grab those hips and spin her around. To push her against the nearest tree and hike that flimsy dress up around her waist.

His hands would find smooth, warm skin beneath. He'd grip her thighs, spread them apart, explore the heat between them until she was gasping his name instead of spitting insults. She'd be wet for him already—she always seemed to be on the edge of desperation—and he'd make her beg before giving her what she wanted.

The vision dissolved as quickly as it had formed. He could have her. That was never in question. But having her would mean losing himself, and that was a price he wasn't willing to pay.

Apparently, though, he wasn’t above fantasizing about it.

The path wound through the village toward its northern edge, where the jungle pressed close and the light grew dim. Nagaina women watched them pass with expressions ranging from curiosity to knowing amusement. Word of the witch's failed seduction attempt would spread quickly, Ben suspected.

Elysanthra filled the silence with words, as he'd expected she would. She didn’t seem capable of staying quiet for long. Too fond of the sound of her own voice.

"You're making a mistake, you know." The words carried back to him, casual and cutting. "All this running around, trying to save the world. Building your little harem. Playing farmer."

Ben said nothing.

"You could have so much more." She glanced over her shoulder, purple eyes bright. "Real power. The kind that reshapes nations. Together, we could rule Faerowilde. Not as Keeper and subjects, but as gods among mortals."

He kept walking.

"The Grand Vizier saw my potential." Her tone grew wistful. "If only the timing had been right, he and I could have had an incredible partnership. But he was already old when I rose to power. Already fading. He couldn't give me what I needed."

Still he gave her nothing. He wondered if she was trying to impress him or make him jealous. Either way, it wasn’t working.

"You're different from him, though." She stopped and turned to face him, blocking the path. "Young. Powerful. Virile. Everything I've waited my entire life for. Do you have any idea what centuries of celibacy does to a woman?”

“My evidence suggests it makes them crazy.”

She scoffed. “I’m crazy? You’re the one who insists on wasting yourself on creatures who could never appreciate what you are?"

Ben met her gaze steadily. "Are you going to take me to Ariss, or are we going to stand here while you insult my family? Because you’re not doing your argument any favors right now."

Something dangerous flickered in her eyes. Then it was gone, replaced by a smile that didn't even approach the same zip code as ‘genuine’.

"This way." She turned and continued walking. "Don't say I didn't warn you."

The Temple of Coils rose from the jungle like a monument to an ancient age.

Massive stone pillars supported a roof thick with moss and creeping vines. Carved serpents wound around each column, their scales worn smooth by centuries of rain. The entrance yawned dark and cool, promising secrets within.

Elysanthra led him through without ceremony, her footsteps echoing against the stone floor. Oil lamps flickered in wall sconces, throwing wavering light across faded murals that depicted scenes Ben couldn't quite parse—snake-kin in various poses, some hunting, some dancing, some engaged in activities that looked distinctly ritualistic.

And there, at the heart of the temple, was Ariss.

Ben's breath caught.

He'd known she had transformed. He'd been there when it happened, had watched Queen Nyssael's stolen power flow into her daughter and reshape her entirely. But that memory felt distant now, almost surreal. Seeing her again was like waking from a dream only to find it had come true. She was incredible. Beautiful, monstrous, and radiating power in a way that seemed to dwarf even Elysanthra’s considerable strength.

The Virgin Witch might be the most powerful Enchantress in Faerowilde, but the Lamia Queen looked like she could crush her like a bug, just by shifting the tip of her enormous tail.

Ariss lay coiled upon a raised stone dais, her massive form arranged in loops that filled the entire platform and spilled onto the floor beyond. She was easily thirty feet from the crown of her head to the tip of her tail—perhaps more. Her serpentine body was broader than a tree trunk at its thickest point, tapering gradually to a tip that looked capable of whip-like precision.

Her scales caught the lamplight and threw it back in shimmering waves. Emerald at the center of each scale, fading to gold at the edges. The effect was like looking at a living jewel, or perhaps a dragon from the old stories. The scales along her belly were different—pale as pearl and moonstone, soft-looking despite their obvious strength.

Her human torso rose from the serpentine mass, proportional to her new size in a way that seemed impossible and yet utterly right. Her features were sharper than Ben remembered, more angular, touched with an otherworldly beauty that hadn't been there before. Her hair—the deep green of a jungle river at midnight—pooled around her shoulders and across the stone.

She was magnificent.

And she was… dreaming?

Her eyes moved beneath closed lids. Her lips parted on a soft moan. One hand—long-fingered, tipped with delicate claws that hadn't been there before—drifted across her stomach.

"Leave her alone." Elysanthra's voice was sharp. "She needs to rest."

Ben ignored her.

He approached the dais slowly, his footsteps loud in the temple's silence. Ariss's head turned toward the sound. Another moan escaped her—deeper this time, almost a growl.

"Ariss?" He kept his voice soft. "It's Ben. I came back."

Her tail twitched. The tip scraped against stone with a sound like scales on sandpaper.

"She can't hear you." Elysanthra had followed him, her arms crossed. "It's a transformation sleep. She's completely unconscious."

But that wasn't true. Ben could see it in the way Ariss's body responded to his voice, his presence. Her nostrils flared slightly. Her clawed fingers curled against her belly.

She knew he was here. Some part of her, anyway.

He reached the edge of the dais and looked up at her. The difference in their sizes was almost absurd now. Before her transformation, Ariss had been smaller than him by a head. Now she was simply... vast.

"I'm sorry it took me so long to come back," he said quietly. "I had responsibilities at home. But I'm here now. And I'm going to help your people. I promise."

Her eyes snapped open.

Ben froze.

The eyes that stared down at him weren't quite Ariss's. They were the same deep amber, yes, but the pupils had elongated into vertical slits. And behind them... nothing. No recognition. No awareness. Just instinct, ancient and primal.

"Ben." Elysanthra's voice held a warning. "Step back. Now."

He tried.

Too late.

The tip of Ariss's tail whipped around his ankles before he could move. The coil tightened instantly—not painfully, but firmly. Inescapably.

"Ariss—"

Another loop circled his thighs. Then his waist. The scales were cool and smooth against his skin, impossibly strong. He might as well have been wrapped in steel cables.

She was pulling him closer.

Her massive form shifted on the dais, coils rearranging with sinuous grace. Her eyes never left his face, but there was no mind behind them—just the deep, dreaming instinct of a predator who had caught a scent she liked.

"Let me go." Ben kept his voice calm even as his heart hammered against his ribs. "Ariss, you need to wake up. You're going to hurt me."

Another coil wound around his chest and squeezed.

The breath rushed out of him.

"This is what you wanted, isn't it?" Elysanthra's voice came from somewhere behind him, bitter and mocking. "To be with her instead of me? Well, congratulations. She's got you now."

Ben couldn't respond. Couldn't draw enough air to speak.

The coils tightened.

Ariss pulled him up onto the dais, bringing his face level with hers. Her lips parted. Her tongue—longer than he remembered, forked like a true serpent's—flickered out to taste the air between them.

Her eyes were still empty, still dreaming.

But her body knew what it wanted.

More coils wrapped around him. His arms were pinned to his sides now. His legs were completely immobilized. The pressure was building steadily—not crushing, not yet, but getting there.

He tried to call out to her again. Managed only a wheeze.

Ariss's clawed hand rose to cup his face. Her touch was surprisingly gentle—a stark contrast to the constricting power of her coils. She tilted his head, examining him the way a cat might examine a particularly interesting mouse.

Then she smiled.

It was not a reassuring expression.

"Elysanthra." Ben forced the word out through compressed lungs. "Help."

The witch's laugh echoed through the temple.

"Oh, now you want my help? Now that you're about to be squeezed to death by your precious Lamia Queen? Well, I don’t feel like it."

The coils tightened another inch.

Ben's vision started to blur at the edges.

"She's not going to kill you," Elysanthra continued, though she didn't sound entirely certain. "Probably. Monster-kin instincts are... complicated. She might just be trying to mate with you. Or she might be dreaming about eating you. Hard to say, really."

Another squeeze.

Definitely hard to say.

Ben's last coherent thought, as the pressure built and his consciousness began to fade, was that he really should have brought backup.

Then everything went dark.
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Consciousness returned in fragments.

Pressure. Heat. The rasp of scales against bare skin.

Ben's eyes fluttered open.

The temple ceiling swam into focus above him. Ancient stone, flickering lamplight, carved serpents watching from the shadows… He tried to move and found he couldn't. Ariss's coils still wound around him, shifting and squeezing in a slow, rhythmic pulse.

His clothes were gone. Torn away by the twisting of her massive body, leaving nothing but shredded fabric scattered across the dais. His skin felt bruised and raw, muscles aching from the sustained pressure. Every breath came shallow, the coils around his chest allowing just enough expansion to keep him alive.

And he was hard.

Painfully, achingly hard.

Ben looked down—or tried to. The angle was wrong, his body manipulated into a position that left him staring at Ariss's scales rather than his own flesh. But he could feel it. His cock throbbed with each heartbeat, engorged beyond anything he'd experienced before. The sensitivity was almost unbearable. Every shift of her coils, every brush of smooth scales against his shaft, sent sparks of pleasure racing up his spine.

Something had changed, though. He was bigger. Fuller. As if her proximity alone had triggered some latent aspect of his Breeder magic.

Ariss's face filled his vision.

Her amber eyes were open now, fixed on him with an intensity that made his breath catch. The vacant dreaminess was gone, replaced by something far more primal. Her gaze dripped with needy hunger. A predator's single-minded focus on its prey.

But there was no recognition. No awareness of who he was or what they'd shared before her transformation. Just instinct, ancient and overwhelming.

Her scent washed over him.

It was rich and heady, with undertones of musk and exotic flowers, somehow alien and comforting at once. The smell sank into his pores, made his skin tingle and flush. His muscles relaxed despite the bruising. His resistance melted away like morning frost.

He didn't want her to stop.

The realization should have alarmed him. Her coils had nearly crushed him unconscious. She could still kill him with a careless squeeze. But his body didn't care about danger. His body wanted more. And on some level he realized this was what he was meant to do.

His Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook hadn’t contained any information about Lamia the last time he’d checked it, perhaps because Queen Nyssael had not been the Lamia he was meant to breed. But it was also possible that whatever magic had given him his Breeder gifts wanted to test him.

It was one thing to fuck a monster, knowing how to subdue her and survive the encounter. It was quite another to simply give yourself over and let nature take its course. If Ben really wanted to be Keeper of Faerowilde, there would be times that he needed to lay back and trust the process.

At the very least, he needed to trust his bond with Ariss. They’d mated before her transformation; he’d even absorbed the Homeward Bound skill from her. Even if she currently seemed to be lost to the powers of her own instinctive urge to mate, he needed to believe that she wouldn’t crush and kill him.

And gods, whatever she was doing to him felt so good he almost didn’t care if it did.

The coils shifted again. Ben felt himself being maneuvered upward along her serpentine length, scales sliding against his back, his thighs, his ass. She was positioning him with deliberate purpose, aligning their torsos until they were face to face.

Her breasts pressed against his chest. Larger than before, proportional to her new size, barely contained by strips of cloth that served as a rudimentary top. Her nipples were hard points beneath the fabric.

Then her hands moved to her waist.

She wore a wrap of woven material around her hips—more ceremonial than practical, hiding the place where human flesh met serpent scale. Her clawed fingers hooked into the fabric and pulled it aside.

Ben's breath stopped.

Between her thighs, nestled in the junction where her human torso transitioned to her serpentine lower half, was unmistakably feminine anatomy. Pink and glistening. Swollen with arousal. Very human despite the scales that framed it like an exotic flower.

Her mating instincts had taken over completely. And his Breeder magic was rising to meet them.

A grin spread across Ben's face.

He'd wondered how this would work. Worried about it in the back of his mind. Ariss was thirty feet of coiled muscle and scale now, vastly different from the lithe Nagaina woman he'd taken before her transformation. He hadn't known if their bodies would still be compatible.

Apparently, instinct and magic had already sorted that out.

Now he was just along for the ride.

"What the hell is happening?" Elysanthra's voice cut through the haze.

Ben had almost forgotten she was there.

"Why are you smiling?" The witch's tone pitched higher, cracking with disbelief. "She nearly killed you! She's crushing you! And you look like you're enjoying it!"

Ben didn't answer. Didn't even look at her.

His attention belonged entirely to Ariss.

Her coils adjusted again, tilting his hips upward, bringing his throbbing cock into alignment with her entrance. He could feel the heat radiating from her core. Could smell the musk of her arousal intensifying.

His arms were still pinned. His hands couldn't touch her, couldn't guide himself where he needed to go. But his mouth was free.

He lunged forward and buried his face between her gigantic breasts.

The cloth that bound them was thin. His teeth found the edge and pulled. Fabric tore. One massive breast spilled free, the nipple dark and pebbled with need.

Ben's tongue found it immediately.

He licked a slow circle around the aureola, teasing her and testing himself. Ariss's entire body shuddered in response, her coils rippling around him in a wave of muscular contraction.

He did it again, slower this time, drawing out the sensation.

A sound escaped her—half moan, half hiss. Her claws raked across the stone dais, leaving deep gouges in the ancient rock.

"This is obscene." Elysanthra's voice came from further away now. She was backing toward the temple entrance. "You're actually going to mate with her when you could have me? This mindless, overgrown snake. While I stand here and watch? Disgusting!"

Ben pulled Ariss’s nipple into his mouth and sucked hard.

The Lamia Queen’s reaction was immediate. Her coils clenched around him. Her hips rolled forward. And the tip of his cock brushed against slick, burning heat.

Then she pulled him inside.

Not gradually. Not gently. Her body simply swallowed him whole.

Ben gasped against her breast. Wet heat engulfed his shaft from root to tip. Muscles he couldn't see rippled and squeezed, massaging him with impossible strength. Her body kept pulling, kept drawing him deeper, until even his balls were enveloped in that same wet, gripping warmth. He was inside her completely. Surrounded. Consumed.

Rhythmic contractions worked his entire length. Slow at first, almost gentle, but building steadily in intensity. Each pulse of pressure drew a groan from his throat. Each wave of suction made his vision blur.

He couldn't thrust. Could barely move at all. Her coils held him immobile, positioned exactly where she wanted him while her body did all the work, milking him desperately.

It was maddeningly exquisite. It seemed endless.

Ben lost track of time. Lost track of everything except the pressure building in his throbbing cock and balls. Ariss's moans grew louder, her coils tightening and loosening in cycles that matched the milking rhythm of her sex. Her claws raked his back—shallow scratches that only added to the overwhelming sensation.

She was close. He could feel it in the desperate flutter of her inner muscles, the increasingly erratic pulse of her coils. Her instincts were driving toward a single goal, and his body was helpless to do anything but follow.

His entire body seized. His back arched within the prison of her coils. A roar tore from his throat as he erupted inside her, pulse after pulse of release pouring into her waiting depths.

Ariss came with him.

Her coils constricted in one massive, shuddering wave. Her scream echoed off the temple walls. Her sex clamped down around him, milking every last drop from his spasming cock as her own release crashed through her.

For a long moment, neither of them moved.

Then her coils loosened.

Her breathing slowed. The fevered heat in her amber eyes began to fade, replaced by something else. Confusion. Awareness.

Recognition.

"Ben...?"

Her voice was hoarse. Uncertain. The voice of someone waking from a very long, very strange dream.

She looked down at their joined bodies. At her coils wrapped around his naked form. At the shredded remains of his clothes scattered across the dais.

Then she looked up and saw Elysanthra standing in the temple doorway, arms crossed, expression thunderous.

"Oh." Ariss's scales flushed with color—a ripple of pink spreading around the edge where emerald and gold met pale human flesh. "Oh, gods. I thought—I was dreaming, I thought—"

Her coils released him so suddenly he nearly fell. Only her hands catching his shoulders kept him from tumbling off the dais entirely.

"I'm so sorry." The words tumbled out of her, rushed and mortified. "I didn't know—I couldn't control—I thought it was a dream, you have to believe me, I would never have—"

Ben laughed.

He couldn't help it. The absurdity of the situation, the relief of survival, the lingering afterglow of the most frightening orgasm of his life—it all bubbled up and spilled out in breathless laughter.

"It's fine," he managed. "Really. I'm not complaining. It’s good to see you, Ariss. And… feel you. As the case seems to be."

Ariss stared at him. Then down at his body. Then back at his face.

"You're not... injured?"

"Bruised, maybe." He rotated a shoulder experimentally. "Definitely bruised. But nothing's broken."

"I could have killed you."

"But you didn't."

Her amber eyes glistened. For a moment, she looked less like a thirty-foot Lamia Queen and more like the uncertain young woman he'd first met—overwhelmed by circumstances beyond her control, desperate for reassurance.

"I didn't," she whispered. "I didn't kill you."

"You didn't kill me," Ben confirmed. He reached up and touched her face. "Welcome back, Queen Ariss."

From the doorway, Elysanthra's scream of rage echoed through the temple.

"A THOUSAND YEARS!" Her voice cracked on the number. "I waited over a THOUSAND YEARS for a worthy mate, and you give yourself to a SLEEPING SNAKE within five minutes of walking through the door!"

Birds erupted from the temple roof. Somewhere in the village, a child started crying, the sound drifting through the doorway.

Probably it had nothing to do with the witch’s outburst, but Ben wouldn’t have blamed the child if it had. She was painfully loud when she was angry.

Ariss blinked down at Ben. "Is she... always like this?"

"Yeah. I think so. Pretty much."

"I heard that!"

Ben sighed and leaned his head against Ariss's chest. Her coils—gentler now, almost apologetic—curled loosely around his battered body.

“Come on, Elysanthra,” Ben called out, unable to stop himself from goading the woman. “You have to admit, it was pretty hot.”

The Virgin Witch steamed with anger. “I’ll give you hot, you dirty bastard…”

Her hands glowed as purple flames gathered in her palms.

Purple fire roared toward them. Ben flinched, but Ariss moved faster. Her coils whipped around him, encasing his body in a cocoon of scale and muscle. Heat washed over them—intense, scorching, furious—but the flames broke against Ariss's serpentine armor like waves against a cliff.

The inferno lasted only seconds. When Ariss unwound enough for Ben to peer out, smoke curled from the tips of her green hair. The singed ends crackled and smoldered. But her scales were unmarked, and Ben didn't have so much as a blister.

Elysanthra stood in the doorway, chest heaving, hands still wreathed in dying purple embers.

"You missed," Ben said.

The witch stomped her foot. Then the other foot. Then she whirled and stormed out of the temple, her silk dress billowing behind her like a battle flag in retreat.

"I CAN'T BELIEVE IT!" Her voice echoed back through the ancient stone corridors. "AFTER ALL THIS TIME, I FELL IN LOVE WITH A PERVERT!"

The temple fell silent.

Ariss looked down at Ben. A smile tugged at the corner of her lips.

"Love?" she said.

“She has a strange way of showing it, doesn’t she?”

“I don’t know.” Ariss looked thoughtful. “After so long alone, she probably has a lot to learn. I can sympathize with that.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. “She just shot a fireball at us, Ariss.”

“She is crazy, there’s no doubt about that,” the Lamia Queen said, relaxing her coils once again. “But despite that, I think I like her.”

Ben groaned.

“Fine. Be the bigger woman.” He glanced down at her massive body and laughed, as Ariss very literally was. “But just be warned, the feeling will not be mutual.”

“I can afford to be,” she said, languidly stretching her arms above her head. “I’m the Queen.”


12
A Promising Interlude


Ben woke to the sound of birdsong and the rustle of palm fronds against thatch.

The hut was small but comfortable. Woven walls, a packed earth floor softened by reed mats, a hammock strung between two sturdy posts. The Nagaina had offered him a larger dwelling closer to the temple, but he'd declined. He wanted to be near Stormy and Marnie, as he knew they were still feeling a little uncomfortable in the snake-kin village.

The Equistar and Holstaur had huts on either side of his. Close enough to hear if they called out—far enough to give everyone the illusion of privacy. In fact, he was pretty sure he’d heard some whinnies and whimpers that suggested the girls were engaging in a little solo pleasure play before bed to let off the steam that had pent up during the day. As far as pre-bed soundtracks went, it wasn’t half bad.

The only thing that could have made it better was to hear the chorus up close and personal, which he was looking forward to immensely. Stormy and Marnie needed a bit more time, though. They were shy and uncertain when it came to sex, and he didn’t want to push them. If they pushed themselves to the point of desperation, it would be all the more fun to relieve them of their self-inflicted burdens.

He rolled out of the hammock and stretched, working the stiffness from muscles still sore from yesterday's amorous encounter with Ariss. His ribs ached where her coils had squeezed. But it was totally worth it.

He hadn’t expected his first time with her Lamia form to be quite so sudden and vigorous, but he was relieved to know what to expect going forward.

Ariss now showed up on his recently upgraded reputation menu in his 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.

Ariss - Lamia - Queen of the Stone Coil Monument (Lover)

Current Reputation: 29/100

Perk [25]: Serpents Heart – reputation with snake-kin villagers in Queen Ariss’s village automatically upgraded to 50/100.

Perk [50]: Locked

Perk [75]: Locked

Perk [100]: Locked

It seemed his reputation with Ariss, which had maxed out in her Nagaina form, had reset when she transformed into her Lamia form, meaning he had a whole new set of Perks to unlock as he tended to their relationship.

Waking her from her hibernation had given him a significant boost, but he’d have to put in a lot more time with the new Queen to ensure their pairing was successful. Not only did he want to impregnate her as soon as possible, but he wanted to make sure his reputation was as high as possible, because those Perks would make his Keeper tasks that much easier to complete. As he stretched he considered ways that he could increase the intimacy between them. What would Ariss like…?

Despite the fact that he had fucked her twice now, they didn’t actually know each other that well. That was something he intended to change.

Morning light filtered through gaps in the thatch. Time to get moving.

Ben reached for the pouch at his belt—the Gizzard of Holding, an unfortunately named but remarkably useful piece of equipment. The leathery sac had once been the digestive organ of something called a Carrion Vessel. According to the System, the creature had consumed so much corrupted matter that its tissues collapsed inward, creating a pocket of interdimensional space.

Ben didn’t really have any idea what that meant, from a scientific perspective.

In practical terms, though, it meant Ben had access to a personal inventory with effectively infinite capacity. Weapons, supplies, spare clothes—all of it stored in a bag no larger than his fist. It had been incredibly useful, and the slightly ominous warning the system had given him—

Note: Pocket dimensions have occasionally been known to allow opportunistic beings from adjacent dimensions slip through. Ensure the Gizzard is properly closed after use.

—had not been an issue, so far.

He loosened the drawstring and reached inside.

The interior was cool, dry, and cavernous. It was an eerie feeling, for a person who came from a world without magic, to put one’s hand inside what was essentially another dimension. But he was getting used to it.

It helped that the thing was so easy to use. All he had to do most of the time was put his hand inside and think about what he needed. Like magic, the item would appear in his hand. He could also see an itemized list of his belongings in his HUD and select them that way. But for some reason, he liked reaching in himself. Partly because it was eerie, and gave him a little thrill each time, and partly just because it felt more “real” than using his HUD.

He appreciated the ease of system magic and all the things it allowed him to do, but when he could, Ben still liked to be grounded in reality as much as possible. He wasn’t sure it would make any difference, but he felt it would keep him from getting any out-sized ideas about himself. Which, once a person starts believing themselves to be an all-powerful wizard, might be easy to get carried away by.

Ben’s fingers brushed past folded cloth, the edge of a book, something that felt like a coil of rope—

He paused.

There was a faint sound coming from somewhere nearby. But he couldn’t tell where. It could have been just outside his hut, or possibly farther off, down by the well. Or maybe even… right behind him?

He whirled, his hand still in the bag. But there was nothing there.

What was it?

Suddenly Ben recognized the sound. It was the same song he’d been humming when they’d arrived in the village, “Welcome to the Jungle” by Guns’N’Roses. Only, whoever was humming it now had taken some creative liberties. The tune was slightly discordant, keyed in the minor and slowed to a dirge-like pace. It was strange and beautiful in an unsettling way. He felt like it was coming to him from a dream.

Who could be humming it? The only ones who had been near enough to hear him yesterday were Stormy and Marnie, and he’d heard the girls head down to wash up before he’d gotten out of bed.

He went over to the small window to look outside. Finding no one near, he was puzzled. It really did sound as if the humming was coming from an invisible person inside his hut.

Ben held his breath, listening. But as soon as he concentrated on really pinpointing the sound, it stopped.

Silence rushed into his ears, filling them like blooming cotton flowers. The humming sound was infuriatingly replaced by the sound of his own elevated heart rate.

Frustrated, Ben stuck his hand back inside his bag. The hair on his arms stood up.

I need my staff, he thought.

Something pressed against his palm.

Ben jerked his hand back instinctively, and found himself holding his quarterstaff. The wood was warm, as if it had been sitting by a fire. The crystal at its head pulsed once with amber light, then settled.

He stared at the staff.

The inventory magic had felt different that time. Rather than the staff appearing in his hand like magic, it had felt as if it had been passed to him. The gentle pressure and release of another being, passing the item on.

He stared at the bag, his mind whirling with possibilities. Could there be someone… or something… inside it? Organizing his things and passing them to him helpfully in his moment of need?

For a moment, he thought he heard scraping and rustling sounds, like furniture being rearranged. Like the humming had, the sound seemed to come from inside his hut. But… he was still alone.

Then, also like the humming, the sounds stopped.

Ben cinched the Gizzard closed, his fingers fumbling slightly with the drawstring. The System's warning echoed in his mind: Pocket dimensions have occasionally been known to allow opportunistic beings from adjacent dimensions to slip through. Ensure the Gizzard is properly closed after use.

He checked the closure twice.

Whatever was in there—if anything was in there—seemed helpful rather than hostile. His belongings had been noticeably more organized in his HUD lately. He’d thought this was just some sort of update from the HUD. But maybe… hmm.

It was nice that the things he needed tended to be right at the top of the list when he needed them, and that they appeared immediately when he reached inside. Definitely helpful.

But helpful and harmless weren't the same thing. Not in Faerowilde.

He'd have to investigate eventually. Just... not today.

He had enough on his plate as it was, between Elysanthra being a brat, Ariss waking from her hibernation, Stormy and Marnie starting the repairs around the village, and his scheduled patrol with Sisara that morning.

Interdimensional mysteries, no matter how intriguing, were going to have to wait.

Ben grabbed a bundle of clean clothes from the hook by the door—normal storage, no interdimensional complications—and ducked through the low doorway. The village was already stirring. Nagaina women tended cook fires. Human children darted between huts, their laughter carrying on the humid air. The smell of wood smoke and something savory drifted from the communal kitchen.

The well stood at the center of a small clearing between the three huts. A stone-ringed pool fed by an underground spring was shaded by broad-leafed plants that provided a measure of privacy.

Not quite enough privacy, as it turned out.

Ben rounded the corner and stopped.

Marnie stood waist-deep in the pool, her back to him. Water streamed down the muscled planes of her shoulders. She'd unbraided her hair for washing, and it hung in wet ropes past her shoulder blades. Her arms rose to squeeze water from the darkened blonde strands, the motion lifting her breasts clear of the surface. Freckles dusted her shoulders and upper back like scattered cinnamon.

She was magnificent. Built like a warrior goddess, all solid curves and powerful lines.

Ben should have announced himself, backed away, and waited.

Instead, he stood there like an idiot.

Marnie turned her head, catching the movement in her peripheral vision. Her eyes met his.

Fortunately, she didn't scream or scramble to cover herself. She did blush, and turned to the side to somewhat obscure his view. She raised one eyebrow and said, "Enjoying the view, Boss?"

"Sorry, I didn’t know you were here,” he said honestly. “But now that you mention it…”

"Mm-hmm." She sank lower in the water, but not before giving him a very deliberate look at what she was hiding. A smile tugged at her lips. "Water's warm, if you want to join."

"I'll wait my turn. Wouldn’t want to intrude."

"Suit yourself."

She turned back to her washing, apparently unbothered by his presence. Ben forced himself to look away.

Just in time to see Stormy emerge, completely naked, from behind a screen of ferns. Her black hair was plastered to her tan shoulders, water droplets glistening on skin that flushed darker as soon as she spotted him. Her gray eyes went wide with horror. Her body was slighter than Marnie's—willowy where the Holstaur was sturdy—but no less lovely. Small breasts, narrow waist, the gentle swell of hips that flared into the powerful haunches of her equine lower half.

"Ben!" She grabbed for the cloth she'd left on a rock, pressing it against her chest. It covered approximately nothing. "I didn't—we were just—"

"My fault." Ben held up a hand, averting his eyes. "I should have called out first."

"Yes! You should have!" Her voice pitched higher with embarrassment. "That's—that's basic courtesy!"

"You're right. I apologize."

"Don't apologize to her," Marnie called from the pool. "She's been talking about you all morning. I think she wanted you to see."

"I have NOT!"

Ben's lips twitched. Stormy's ears had flattened against her skull, her entire face and neck flushed crimson. She looked like she wanted the earth to swallow her whole.

"I'll give you both some privacy," he said. "Find me when you're ready for breakfast."

"Wait."

The word came from Marnie, who stood facing him, water dripping off her impressive chest as she strode through the water toward the edge of the pool. Ben was more than willing to wait for that sight, alone.

Movement at the edge of his vision drew his attention. Stormy had retreated to the far side of the pool, her towel clutched against her chest. But she wasn’t looking away. Her gray eyes tracked Marnie’s approach with an intensity that bordered on hypnotic, her embarrassment temporarily forgotten.

"We found a place to start," she said. "Stormy and I talked to the elders last night, then a few of the Nagaina this morning. We've got a list of projects to tackle."

"That's good. What's on it?"

"We'll tell you tonight." A hint of mischief crept into her stoic expression. "Got to keep some mystery, Boss."

"Fair enough."

He turned to go, not wanting to tempt himself further, but Marnie stopped him again.

"Not yet, Boss.” Marnie climbed out of the pool, water streaming down her powerful frame. She grabbed the cloth she'd left on a nearby rock and attempted to wrap it around herself. “One more thing."

The towel was not up to the task.

It had probably been sized for a Nagaina—a species notably less endowed in certain areas. On Marnie, it was almost comical. The fabric stretched tight across her breasts, barely managing to close at the top, the knot straining between her cleavage. She wasn't a dairy Holstaur like Meadow, Annie and Leah, but her chest was still impressive—heavy and full, the kind of curves that made most men walk into walls.

Ben was blessed with similar sights often enough that he no longer had to worry about giving himself a concussion or broken ankle, but he admired the view nonetheless.

Below the knot, the towel gave up entirely. It flared open with each step, offering glimpses of everything beneath. Muscular abs, still glistening with water. The powerful swell of her thighs, thick with the strength that let her haul timber and wrestle livestock. And between them—

Ben's mouth went dry.

Her sex was surprisingly delicate. A small, neat slit framed by those powerful thighs, completely bare and still beaded with water from the pool. All that strength and solidity and it narrowed to a place so soft and vulnerable Ben wanted to cup it in his palm like a rare flower.

Stormy was watching too. Her hand had drifted to her own face. Her fingers traced along her jaw, down the side of her neck, the touch absent and dreamy.

Marnie crossed to him with unhurried strides, apparently unbothered by what the towel was failing to conceal. While her cheeks burned with fresh heat, it was clear she wanted him to see every impressive inch that she had to offer. Water dripped from her strawberry blonde waves, trailing down between her breasts and disappearing beneath the straining fabric.

She stopped in front of him. Close enough to touch.

Beyond Marnie’s shoulder, Ben caught another glimpse of Stormy. Her towel had slipped lower, forgotten entirely. Her fingers had found her breast, circling the nipple with slow, unconscious strokes. Her lips were parted, and Ben could see from her rising and falling chest that her breathing had gone shallow. She seemed to have no idea she was doing it, which made it even hotter.

Ben cleared his throat and reminded Marnie of whatever it was she’d been planning to say, "One more thing?"

She gripped his shoulders and pulled him toward her. Her mouth found his before he could react. Just like the last time she’d done this, the caress of her lips was not gentle. Marnie kissed like she did everything else—directly, thoroughly, with complete commitment. Her mouth was soft but insistent. Her tongue swept against his, tasting of mint and sweetness. One of her hands fisted in his shirt while the other cupped the back of his neck, holding him in place.

Ben's body responded immediately. The heat of her, the strength in her grip, the way she pressed against him despite the water soaking through his clothes—

Holy shit.

Over Marnie’s shoulder, Ben’s eyes landed on Stormy once more. She’d given up all pretense now. One hand cupped her breast, rolling a nipple between her thumb and forefinger. The other had slipped lower, disappearing between her thighs. Her hips shifted restlessly. A soft whimper escaped her throat—barely audible, but unmistakable, the same sounds he’d heard the night before.

Had she left herself unsatisfied?

Now, she touched herself again, watching them, lost in the moment completely, certain that she wasn’t being observed.

Ben’s cock throbbed against Marnie’s stomach, which made the Holstaur moan appreciatively.

Then she broke the kiss as abruptly as she'd started it.

“What’s got you all fired up this morning?” he asked, bemused.

"That was for luck.” Her voice was slightly breathless. "Don't get killed out there before I get a piece of you, Boss. Promise?"

“I’m not going to miss out on more of that,” Ben assured her. “Consider my promise heartfelt and enthusiastic.”

Marnie bit her lip, suddenly a bit shy. Then she turned and walked back to the pool, leaving Ben standing there with his heart hammering and his trousers suddenly uncomfortable.

Automatically, his eyes darted to Stormy.

The naked Equistar was frozen mid-motion, her hand still between her thighs, her towel pooled around her hooves. The flush that spread across her tan skin was no longer just embarrassment—it was the deep, blotchy crimson of sudden horrified awareness. She’d been caught, not just watching, but touching.

Her gray eyes went wide as the realization crashed over her.

“I—what—I wasn’t—” She yanked her hand away as if it burned. “That wasn’t—I didn’t—”

She seemed to be having trouble forming words. Or thoughts. Or any coherent response to the fact that she’d just been masturbating to the sight of her boss kissing another woman.

“I think you might have been,” Ben said with a grin. “But that’s all right. I’m not complaining.”

Stormy let out a sound like a kettle coming to a boil, her cheeks blazing so red she looked like she was going to faint.

"Coming, Stormy?" Marnie sank back into the water with a satisfied smile. "Water's still warm. Might even help you cool off…"

Ben retreated before he could make things worse for the bashful pony-girl. Once her brain started functioning again and she fully came to terms with the fact that she’d give him even more of an eyeful than Marnie had, she was going to be beyond mortified.

For some reason that thought made Ben’s arousal even worse. There was something about the mental image of the shy Equistar quivering with humiliation that tickled something deep in his hind brain.

Both the memory of Marnie's mouth, and the glimpse of Stormy's blushing skin would be playing on repeat in his mind all day, he thought, as he found another spot to wash up. Hopefully he hadn’t lied when he’d promised to patrol safely.

With Marnie’s kiss and Stormy’s future degradation on his mind, Ben was more likely to be killed by distraction than anything he'd encounter on patrol.

Furthermore, watching Marie and Stormy bathing had given him an idea about how to connect with Ariss. Once he’d returned safely to the village, that is.
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Jungle Patrol


The patrol assembled at the village's northern edge as the sun climbed above the tree line.

Sisara waited with four others, her powerful arms crossed over her chest. She was built like a warrior—lean but muscular shoulders, corded forearms, and a torso that rippled with the hard-won evidence of decades of combat training. Her scales shifted color as she moved, green bleeding into gold and then copper where the morning light caught them. Golden eyes regarded Ben with stern approval as she inclined her head.

"Keeper." Sisara inclined her head. "We are ready when you are."

Flanking her were two Nagaina and two Naga warriors, paired together for their patrol. It seemed Ben was to be Sisara’s partner.

The Nagaina each had bows slung across their backs while the Naga held spears. The first pair were both dark in color—a Nagaina with dusky gray scales and black eyes, and a Naga with mottled brown scales that looked like fallen leaves and eyes so narrow it was hard to tell what color they were. Neither seemed particularly friendly, nor particularly interested in him. They hung at the back of the group as if waiting for the patrol to get started so they could get on with their day.

“This is Asha,” Sisara indicated the Naga woman, then pointed to the Nagaina, “and Tess.”

They inclined their heads imperceptibly as Ben waved.

The other pair could not have been more different—from one another or from the dark and grim pair behind them.

“Bakassa,” Sisara said, pointing to the second Nagaina woman.

Bakassa was slight and slender. Like all Nagaina, she had a slender, serpentine tail as well as her human form, though unlike some of the Nagaina, this one did not attempt to hide the tail in her clothing. It coiled around her leg, twisting restlessly as she bounced on the heels of her feet like she was itching to run into the trees. Autumn-colored scales—dark bronze flecked with gold and copper—complimented the reddish-brown hair that tumbled past her shoulders in waves. Orange eyes, ringed with red, darted between Ben and the trees with barely contained energy. She looked like she might spring into action at any moment—or pick a fight if one didn’t present itself soon enough.

“And Usseni,” Sisara indicated the final Naga warrior.

She seemed older than the others, including Sisara. As she shifted under Ben’s gaze, her movements were slow and deliberate. Absolute confidence radiated from the woman, along with a hint of wry humor. The scales of her massive tail were a pale, creamy yellow, almost white. She reminded him of an albino python he’d once seen in the zoo. Ben had seen no other snake-kin in the village with coloring like hers. Her hair and skin were nearly as white as her scales. But it was her eyes that truly unsettled him. They were pale and colorless as well, the irises nearly invisible, with only thin black slits for pupils bisecting the milky pools. Unlike the elders with similarly milky eyes, Usseni was not blind. She seemed to see everything.

And to be amused by it.

She was curvier than the others, with generous breasts that strained against her leather armor. Her hips flared into a thick, powerful tail. But there was nothing soft about her. Beneath those curves, Ben could see the hint of powerful muscles, much like Sisara’s, the body of a predator who had eaten well for centuries because she was very, very good at hunting.

All five warriors wore light armor of layered leather and large scales that were likely shed by Queen Nyssael. Unless there were dragons in the jungle.

If he was going to go adventuring in a dangerous place, these women would make for good companions.

"Lead the way,” Ben said, planting his quarterstaff firmly on the ground. “You know this jungle better than I do."

They moved into the trees in single file. Sisara took point, her movements fluid and silent despite her size, with Ben walking slightly behind her. Bakassa and Usseni flanked Ben, while the other two brought up the rear, their tails leaving smooth furrows in the leaf litter.

The jungle swallowed them within minutes as green shadows closed in. The air grew thick with humidity and the drone of insects. Shafts of golden light pierced the canopy here and there, illuminating clouds of pollen and the bright flash of tropical birds.

Before he’d left, Ben had arranged for Ariss to receive visitors throughout the day. She was still groggy from her transformation sleep, prone to dozing off mid-conversation, and her new size made it difficult for her to move outside the temple. But she was Queen. Her decisions would shape the future of the village, and she needed to hear directly from her people.

Elysanthra, meanwhile, was refusing to speak to him.

That was fine by him. He was more than a little annoyed with her.

After his encounter with Ariss the day before, Ben had opened his Demi-Beast Husbandry handbook to see if it had been updated since the last time he’d attempted to learn about Lamia.

It had. And what the entry had revealed was not particularly favorable to Elysanthra’s case.

Lamia (Snake-Kin Monster)

Lamia represent one of the most dangerous breeding prospects a farmer is ever likely to encounter, and one of the most rewarding for those foolish or capable enough to survive the attempt.

A mature Lamia may range anywhere from thirty to sixty feet in length, with some ancient specimens exceeding even that, their massive serpentine bodies supporting a proportionally enlarged human torso above. An elder Lamia is a giantess fused to an endless coil of muscle and scale, capable of crushing stone, timber, and careless breeders with equal ease.

Many breeders worry that their equipment, even enhanced by a Breeder’s formidable system attributes, will not be up to the task.

Despite their immense size, Lamia sex organs remain surprisingly compact. In fact, the internal muscles are known to constrict in a somewhat frightening and always pleasurable ferocity. But the tight and well-lubricated slit of a Lamia in heat can lure inexperienced Breeders into a false sense of confidence.

The true challenge is not compatibility, but access. Successfully mounting a Lamia requires preparation, restraint, and absolute awareness of her disposition. An unfriendly Lamia does not refuse suitors verbally; she simply tightens her coils until the unwanted visitor stops moving. Records indicate that more Breeders are killed during the approach phase than during the act itself.

Should insertion be achieved, the Lamia’s body will assume control of the process. Once engaged, her internal musculature initiates a powerful reflex that draws the Breeder fully into her control, securing him and extracting every possible contribution with relentless efficiency. The experience is overwhelming, exhaustive, and famously difficult to interrupt once begun. Breeders who survive often report a complete loss of voluntary motion until the Lamia is finished.

Failure to reach this stage, however, is often fatal. The Lamia’s tail is not a passive structure, and many Breeders are crushed long before any productive outcome occurs. Protective barriers, anchoring equipment, and escape contingencies are not optional when dealing with a creature whose resting strength exceeds that of most siege engines.

Following initial breeding, many Lamia enter a prolonged hibernation state. During this period, they remain lethally reactive despite appearing dormant. Any male approaching a sleeping Lamia who is not her established mate will be seized and killed by instinctive muscular response alone, often without the Lamia waking or remembering the encounter. Conversely, should her mate approach, her body will recognize him immediately, drawing him in with practiced certainty and resuming breeding behavior, even while she sleeps. While she will take care not to kill him, the difference in size means the process may still be physically punishing.

In rare cases where a Nagaina or Naga ascends into full Lamia form, the hibernation state may become permanent if breeding has not already occurred. In such instances, no external stimulus is capable of waking her. Only the presence—and physical engagement—of her original sire will trigger recovery. Breeders are advised to plan accordingly, as an unawakened Lamia is less a companion and more a living, territorial hazard capable of milking even the most virile of males completely dry.

He’d been extremely lucky that he’d bred Ariss before her transformation, or the hibernation period could have been permanent. Ben wasn’t certain that Elysanthra would have known this detail, as the ascension from demi-beast to monster-kin form was exceedingly rare.

However, he was fairly certain that—given the witch’s advanced age and depth of experience—that she would have known that approaching a sleeping Lamia was essentially a death sentence for most men. And it was possible that she knew mating with Ben was the only thing that would wake Ariss from her slumber.

The only reason Elysanthra had even let him into the temple was that he’d threatened to expel her from the village, and once she had she failed to give him any specific reason why he shouldn’t approach Ariss.

Either the witch had knowingly allowed him to approach a dangerous monster without warning him, or she had known he would be safe and earlier attempted to keep him away knowing that Ariss would sleep forever if he didn’t wake her. Which would have left Elysanthra in charge of the village…

Neither reason had Ben feeling particularly warm and fuzzy about the egotistical sorceress.

"Tell me, Sisara," Ben asked as they walked. “What do you think of the witch?”

Sisara glanced back. Her tongue flickered. "She has been... helpful… at times."

"But what do you think of her?"

“I think she’s deceitful. She barters with goods she does not possess.”

Ben’s eyebrows rose. “What do you mean by that?”

Bakassa shifted forward, her slender body weaving between the others with almost boneless grace as she approached Ben. Up close, he could see the flush of color beneath her bronze scales, embarrassment or anticipation, he couldn’t tell.

"The witch has promised many things, Keeper,” she said. “Help with our problems. Access to her magic, and… to you… So long as we do favors for her."

"Access to me?"

"She said she had your trust. That you would listen to her recommendations when choosing who to..." The warrior trailed off, her scales darkening with embarrassment. "Who to bless with your attention."

Ben's jaw tightened. Sisara had mentioned how the witch was stirring up the village women, making promises of the things he would do to them. He’d wondered what she was getting out of it, since she clearly had no intentions of sharing him. He should have known it would be something like this.

Elysanthra had been trading on his name, building influence by dangling the hope of his favor.

Or, more likely, his manhood.

"What kind of favors?” he asked, hoping it was nothing dangerous. “What did she ask for in return?"

"Small things, mostly. Rare herbs. Spell components." The warrior pointed toward a massive tree ahead, its trunk crawling with something that buzzed angrily. "For example, that hive of blood-bees in that hollow… The witch has asked for someone to collect honey from it. A reagent for the protection wards that keep us safe."

"Blood-bees?" Ben squinted at the buzzing insects, feeling his skin begin to crawl.

"Their stings cause wounds that do not stop bleeding for hours." Sisara's voice was flat. "Collecting their honey without magical protection is extremely dangerous. Several warriors have tried and failed. Still, most would rather fend off blood-bees than demons or bandits."

Ben studied the hive. Small shapes darted around the entrance. The insects were the size of his thumb, their bodies an angry red-black.

"And Elysanthra didn't offer magical protection?"

"Not against the bees. The implication has seemed clear to me. If we want her protection against the demons, it doesn’t come for free. But the reward, beyond protection, is always you.”

Ben felt his mouth sour. From what he remembered of her magic she didn’t require reagents for the protection spells she used against the demons. She used a shielding spell similar to the one he had gained called Ward of the Keeper, only she could protect a larger area than he could, having had the skill for so much longer than he had. Then again, her magic didn’t require the use of the system so it was possible that he didn’t understand all of the steps involved.

But in the end it didn’t matter how her magic worked. Even if she did need hard to get reagents for legitimate reasons, the way she was going about getting them was wrong.

The witch had been manipulating the villagers, extracting dangerous favors in exchange for vague promises tied to Ben's eventual return. Probably to keep them dependent on her goodwill while she worked on her seduction plans. Possibly just to get them to do dangerous things she didn’t want to do herself. Either way, Ben wasn’t happy.

"No one collects anything else for her," Ben said. "Not until I've had a chance to discuss these arrangements with her directly."

“I knew she was lying,” Sisara said. “I have done no favors for her. But I feel for those she tricked. I did try to warn them, but they are all so desperate for a mate… I fear they would not listen to reason.”

“She might have tricked them,” Ben said. “And the things she promised were not hers to give. But my promise to the demi-beasts at Lucky Nickel Acres has been that any who wish to be bred will have their chance. I will extend the same promise to your village, once the Homestead has been established.”

The autumn-scaled warrior gave a full-body shiver that rippled to the tip of her slender tail. Her red-orange eyes went half-lidded with pleasure. "Thank you, Keeper."

“Worth the bee-stings, Bakassa?” Sisara let out a hissing laugh. Her golden eyes glinted with rare amusement, though her posture remained rigid and proper. “I notice you didn’t tell him how often you’ve attempted to collect that honey.”

“Shut up, Sisara,” Bakassa’s scales flushed, the bronze brightening to an angry copper. She coiled her tail around her hips protectively, in a sulk, her arms crossed tight over her slight chest. “It’s not as if you don’t want your chance, too.”

The pale-scaled Naga, Usseni, let out a low, throaty laugh. She’d been watching the exchange with those unsettling milk-white eyes, her expression one of lazy amusement. Like a cat watching mice squabble over a crumb while she waited for a real meal.

“Children,” she murmured, just loud enough to be heard. Her voice was a dry rasp, surprisingly warm despite its roughness.

The other warriors laughed, their voices joining in a high-pitched hiss of relief and embarrassment at Ben’s offer.

“Enough of this,” Sisara’s voice cracked like a whip. She straightened to her full height—impressive, even among the snake-kin—and her scales rippled in the light. “We have work to do. The Keeper must be shown all the areas where we need his help, and we’re burning sunlight with this idle chatter.”

The other warriors fell silent immediately. Whatever their feelings about breeding and the witch’s promises, they clearly respected Sisara’s authority.

“Where to first?” Ben asked.

Sisara’s golden eyes met his. She had a strong jaw and high cheekbones, her features severe but striking. Not beautiful in the soft way some of the village women, but compelling and exotic. It was the kind of face that commanded attention and brooked no argument.

“The river,” she said. “The Thornback wallowing grounds provide an excellent example of how the poacher’s activity is affecting more than just the Cleftusk populations.”

They pressed deeper into the jungle.
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The Serpent’s Vein River was as long, wide, and lazy as a sun-basking python as it cut through the jungle. But as they approached the Thornback wallowing grounds, Ben was surprised to hear the sound of rapids.

When their path opened up, and they approached the water, he could see that his ears hadn’t been deceiving him. A higher rocky area, with large stones similar to those that the Lamia temple had been built out of, fell steeply off into a lush valley bottom. Strange flowers, growing in a riot of different colors, clung to the edges of the banks and grew from vines that dangled from the trees.

The river narrowed and poured over the rocky edge of the small plateau where it pooled around a silty, red mudflat before resolving into the same, lazy snake as before.

It would have been quite beautiful if it weren’t for the chewed up scar cutting through the midst of the area, like a bulldozer had torn across with no regard for the scene.

“This is all that is left of the Thornback wallow,” Sisara said grimly, from where they stood at the top of plateau. “We can take that path there to see the damage up close.”

It took a few minutes of careful climbing and slithering for the group to make their way down to the bottom of the small waterfall.

Ben crouched at the edge of a shallow depression in the earth, surveying the damage. The mud that had once filled this hollow was churned and scattered. Deep gouges marked where massive bodies had trampled through. Broken vegetation lay in rotting piles. The red clay that should have lined the bottom of the pool had been thoroughly excavated by large hooves and now lay exposed and cracked, baking in the sun.

"The Cleftusks did this?" he asked.

"There was a stampede." Sisara pointed toward a trail of destruction leading into the jungle. "Three weeks ago. Something spooked the herd—”

“Poachers,” Ben said.

“So we believe,” Sisara nodded “The animals charged through here. It destroyed the wallow entirely.”

Ben wasn’t sure how stampeding Cleftusks could destroy what was essentially a mud pit. But he bent to inspect the cracked clay.

“It’s pretty dry,” Ben conceded. “Looks a lot like the clay around the bathing pool, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, there are deposits around the village as well,” Bakassa answered. “We have our own uses for it, but the Thornbacks don’t care about that.”

Ben rubbed the dry clay between his fingers and stood up. “Can’t they just move? There must be plenty of places where mud collects along this river.”

“You might not be able to tell by looking at it, but there’s more to a wallow than mud,” Sisara continued. “It’s the specific blend of sand, water, and clay the Thornbacks seek, which only collects in certain pockets throughout the jungle. The stampede disrupted the entire area, stirring up dirt and rock and plant matter and affecting the flow of water. This has caused excess water runoff that dried out some sections, they broke through a dam which flooded others, and all the churning and the addition of plant matter has changed the composition of the mud itself. It will take months to settle back into its original state, if it ever does."

Ben frowned thoughtfully. "And the Thornbacks?"

"Displaced." Usseni slithered forward, her pail coils gliding over the churned earth with surprising grace for her size. She moved like honey dripping from a spoon, slow but inevitable. Her milk-white eyes studied the destruction with an expression Ben couldn’t read.

Her aged voice crackled like dry leaves. "They need mud to regulate their temperature and protect their shells from parasites. It is a matter of survival for them. Without the wallow, they've been searching for alternatives. Which has been a problem for us, as you can imagine."

Realization dawned on Ben. "All that red clay around the bathing pools, is it the same consistency as this wallow used to be? The way the waterfall stirs up the clay and sand must be similar to this section of the river.”

"Exactly,” Sisara said. “And the Thornbacks can sense it from miles away. They've been approaching the village perimeter, trying to reach the water. It’s clear they are becoming desperate, because normally they would not dare to approach the village. They are not aggressive animals, but they can be fierce when cornered."

“It is only a matter of time before one of the children is bitten,” Bakassa’s slender body had gone tense, her red-ringed eyes flashing with genuine fear. For all her impulsive jealousy, she clearly cared about the village’s young.

“Or trampled,” Usseni added with a shudder. Her thick tail coiled protectively around a nearby sapling, an unconscious gesture. Even the ancient huntress seemed unsettled by the thought. “If a group of Thornbacks decide to push their way in, there would be little we could do to stop them. Our spears do not pierce their spiked shells.”

Ben stood and brushed mud from his knees. The solution was forming in his mind. If they couldn't restore this wallow, they may be able to expand the one near the village. They’d have to reroute some freshwater for themselves, and create a safe area for villagers to collect drinking water and bathe. But he was relatively certain that Stormy and Marnie could come up with a design that would work. Ideally, if they could set up a Thornback habitat near the waterfall and find some way to keep the animals contained, the spiked creatures could be the village’s first livestock herd. They could use the beasts for eggs and meat, harvest their shed spines and teeth for crafting. Turn a problem into a resource.

But that was only part of the issue. The real problem was the poachers who'd spooked the Cleftusks in the first place.

“Where are the Thornback’s now?” he asked.

“Lurking near the village,” Sisara said. “We have a group of warriors watching them, attempting to control their movements. But they are getting harder and harder to manage the longer they go without the mud. We won’t be able to stop them much longer. Between them and the Crestrunners it is getting harder and harder to patrol safely.”

Ben nodded. "Show me the Crestrunner nesting grounds," he said. “I think I have an idea that might work, hopefully for both the Thornback and Crestrunner problems. But I need to see the rest to be sure.”

[image: image-placeholder]

Whatever confidence Ben had felt when he’d announced his plan, it had dimmed by the time he saw the reality of the situation.

The nesting grounds were a nightmare.

Dozens of enormous birds, each taller than a man, with bright plumage and wickedly curved beaks, crowded into a clearing half the size it should have been. Nests of woven branches and mud competed for space. The air was thick with their warbling calls, beautiful and eerie, like someone playing a flute made of bones.

"They're too compressed," Ben said, watching from the cover of the undergrowth. "No wonder they're attacking foragers. There's no room."

"We believe the Cleftusks unusual movements must have destroyed their primary nesting area as well." Sisara's voice was tight. "This has never been a particularly popular location for them over the years. But the Crestrunners have been fighting among themselves for weeks, now, and more seem to arrive every day. The weakest pairs have been pushed to the edges, which is why they've been nesting in unusual places—including the paths our foragers use."

A Crestrunner turned its head toward them. Its eyes were bright and intelligent, ringed with iridescent feathers that caught the light. The creature was beautiful and terrifying. Ben had no doubt that both its beak and claws were capable of punching through armor. They reminded him a lot more of dinosaurs than birds.

"What if we could capture some of them," Ben said, pushing his doubt aside as he thought up a plan. "Create an artificial nesting ground near the village. That might give them space to spread out and take some pressure off this area."

"Capture Crestrunners?" Bakassa sounded incredulous. "They would tear us apart."

"Not if we do it right. Bait them with food, funnel them into an enclosure." Ben's mind was already working through the logistics. "We'd need to build proper housing first. Something that mimics their preferred nesting environment."

Sisara studied him with her slitted eyes. "You speak as if this is something you've done before."

"Not with Crestrunners specifically. But the principle is the same as some of the techniques we’ve used for animal handling on the farm." He smiled slightly, imagining adding ‘dinosaur herder’ to his quickly expanding resume. "You'd be surprised what you can accomplish with the right bait and a lot of patience."

“If you think you can do it,” Sisara said, “I will believe you. I have seen you fight, and the way you helped us handle the demon menace was nothing short of miraculous. But… it will not be easy, I think.”

“Nothing worth doing ever is,” Ben said with a grin. “It will be a challenge. But it’s a challenge I’m up for. If some of the villagers will be willing to help us, I’m sure we can do it. And we’ll have the system’s magic on our side.”

Usseni gazed at him with those unsettling pale eyes, her head tilting to one side like a snake scenting prey. A slow smile spread across her face, the first genuine warmth Ben had seen from her.

“You are an interesting man, Keeper. You remind me of stories the elders told when I was but a hatchling. About heroes of old who never let any obstacle stand in their way. Somehow, they always prevailed, as well.”

“Except for the ones where the heroes died tragically.” Bakassa’s tail lashed nervously as she shuffled her feet in the leaves. “To teach us a lesson about listening to our elders and not letting pride get in the way of good decisions.”

Sisara’s golden eyes narrowed. Her muscular arms crossed over her chest, a stance that made her smaller breasts nearly disappear beneath the corded strength of her forearms.

“Those stories were never about heroes,” Sisara corrected, her voice clipped. “They were about naughty Nagaina who didn’t know when to keep their mouths shut.”

Bakassa blushed. “I… I didn’t mean…”

“Don’t worry,” Ben said, holding up a hand to placate them. “Both are true. A good hero can do anything he or she puts their mind to, so long as they work hard and don’t rush into things. But even a hero can fall victim to hubris if they don’t take advice from those who know better than they do. I’ll do some research before we finalize a plan, and I’ll make sure to ask the elders what they think of it before we start.”

“That would be wise.” Usseni’s satisfied hiss carried a note of approval that felt almost maternal—if your mother happened to be a centuries-old predator who could probably crush a man’s skull with her tail. She shifted her weight, and the movement drew Ben’s attention to the generous swell of her chest, barely contained by her leather armor. She caught him looking and smiled, a slow, knowing expression that crinkled the corners of her pale eyes.

“And if you need any help in the field,” she added, her raspy voice dropping lower, “I would be very interested in assisting.”

Bakassa scowled. “You’re just trying to get close to the Keeper, aren’t you, Usseni? You’re too old. You should let the younger women have a chance, don’t you think?”

“Enough,” Sisara scolded again, though this time she seemed to be hiding a smile. “I’m sure the Keeper is capable of choosing who he does and does not wish to work with on these projects. Let us let him make the decision, shall we? And let us not ruin our own chances with pointless bickering.”

“Oh, you too, huh?” Bakassa crossed her arms irritably. “Trying to get on his good side by being reasonable.”

“Perhaps you should try it sometime,” Sisara said. “It might work even better than risking your skin for blood-bee honey, don’t you think?”

Usseni hissed a laugh, as did the other warriors while Bakassa’s scowl deepened. But Ben could tell the Nagaina’s prickliness was coming from a deeper place, a worry that she needed to do something to prove her worth to him.

“It’s not a competition,” Ben assured them. “Like I said before, once we get this Homestead established, I’ll consider any who wish to take a mate. No one needs to risk their lives to be worthy of becoming a mother.”

Bakassa put her hands on her hips and whirled on him. “That goes for you, too, Keeper. I don’t want you taking any unnecessary risks just to prove yourself to us. Maybe you did handle yourself admirably in the face of the demons, but those Thornbacks and Crestrunners are no joke either. I don’t want you to get hurt!”

“That’s very sweet of you, Bakassa,” Ben said, smiling genuinely. “I promise I’ll be careful. And if it would make you feel better, you’re welcome to stand with me as my personal bodyguard.”

Bakassa’s red-orange eyes went wide. Her scales flushed from bronze to bright copper, and her slender body straightened with such sudden enthusiasm that she nearly fell over backwards.

“I… y-yes, sir. I would be honored!”

Her reddish-brown hair bounced as she practically vibrated with excitement. The jealous, prickly warrior had vanished entirely, replaced by something almost puppy-like in its eagerness.

“Oh, here we go.” Sisara rolled her golden eyes, though the corner of her severe mouth twitched upward despite her best efforts. “As if she didn’t already have an inflated sense of self-importance. Don’t encourage her!”

“I don’t know,” Usseni said with a smile. “I think it’s not a bad idea. Plus, it will keep her off of our scales for a little while.”

“Shut up, you dried up old snake-skin!” Bakassa planted her feet like she was readying herself for a fight, but her serpentine tail lashed dangerously close to Usseni’s thick coils.

The pale Naga didn’t flinch. She simply smiled that slow, predatory smile and let her milk-white gaze drift meaningfully toward Ben.

“Dried up?” she murmured. “I think not, little one. Some of us only improve with age.”

Ben laughed as the warriors started bickering again.

Asha, or maybe it was Tess, cleared her throat from the back of the group. They both looked up at the sky peeking through the tree canopy.

Sisara seemed to take their meaning.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s head back to the village so you can start making your plans. Night falls early in the jungle and we don’t want to be caught out here in the darkness.”

“Lead the way,” he said. “It won’t be a bad idea to have an early night. There’s a lot of work to do tomorrow.”

They withdrew from the nesting grounds, circling wide to avoid agitating the lizard-like birds any further.

The jungle closed in again. Green shadows, buzzing insects, the distant call of something Ben couldn't identify. His shirt clung to his back with sweat. The humid air was like breathing through a wet cloth.

But he could see that Sisara was right. The sky was already darkening, and with the thick cover of the tree canopy above them, it would not be long before darkness fell.
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The jungle was changing around them.

Ben felt the shift in the quality of the light, the air growing heavier and cooler against his sweat-damp skin. The golden shafts that had pierced the canopy earlier had faded to a dim amber, and shadows pooled beneath the undergrowth like dark water rising.

Twilight came fast in the jungle. Much faster than he'd expected. He began to understand Sisara’s urgency back at the Crestrunner nesting grounds.

All around them, the insect chorus swelled to fill the growing darkness in a wall of sound that pressed against Ben’s eardrums. Clicks and chirps and droning hums layered over each other until they became almost physical, a vibration he could feel in his chest. Somewhere in the canopy above, something let out a long, warbling cry that rose and fell like a question with no answer.

As it grew darker the temperature dropped, too. Not dramatically, the jungle was still heavy and humid, but enough that the sweat on Ben's back had gone from warm to clammy. He suppressed a shiver.

"We need to move faster," Sisara said, her voice tight. Her golden eyes swept the shadows, and her hand had drifted to the knife at her hip. "The jungle is not safe after dark. I have no wish to stumble upon whatever creature has been causing those screams."

Ben didn't argue. The path ahead was growing harder to see, familiar shapes of trees and ferns blurring into an undifferentiated mass of shadow that seemed to close in on them by the second as the light faded.

Something rustled in the undergrowth to his left. Whatever it was, was large and moving with purpose. Ben kept a firm grip on his quarterstaff, his muscles tense and ready for anything. A moment later, a shape burst from the brush and vanished into the darkness on his right. He caught only a glimpse: long body, too many legs, a flash of shiny carapace. An enormous millipede maybe?

No one commented on it. Whatever it was, it hadn't been interested in them.

That was almost worse.

The air smelled different in the twilight. The green, growing scent of daytime had given way to something rich and musky. Ben imagined it was the smell of decaying vegetation, mixed with the perfume of night-blooming flowers. The jungle's daytime residents were bedding down, and the night shift was clocking in.

Ben's hand tightened on his staff. The crystal at its head pulsed once, faintly, as if responding to his unease.

They were halfway back to the village when an enormous shape loomed out of the bushes in front of them, materializing from the darkness like a wall they hadn’t seen before. One moment the path ahead was empty, and the next there was a mountain of grey flesh blocking their way.

The snake-kin warriors hissed curses to either side of him.

Ben's mind struggled to make sense of what he was seeing. The beast was simply too large, too impossible, for his brain to process all at once.

A Cleftusk, he realized almost belatedly. Then he thought, Oh, shit.

Its hide was weathered and cracked like ancient tree bark. Patches of moss grew in the deeper crevices, and vines had taken root along its flanks as if the creature had stood still long enough for the jungle to claim it. Its tusks curved upward and then split, forking into branches that reminded Ben uncomfortably of the bone-white trees in a graveyard. Each tusk was longer than he was tall.

And its eyes.

They were small, set deep in that massive skull, nearly lost in folds of grey skin. But there was nothing small about the intelligence behind them. Dark as wet earth, ancient as the jungle itself, those eyes fixed on Ben with an intensity that made his breath catch in his throat.

The Cleftusk lowered its head. The forked tusks angled toward him like the points of a siege weapon.

Beside him, Sisara let out a sharp hiss. Her hand flew to her bow—then stopped, trembling, hovering over the weapon without touching it.

"Back away," she breathed. "Slowly. Do not run. Do not engage."

Ben understood her fear. The warriors couldn't fight this creature. Wouldn't fight it, even if they could. The Cleftusks were sacred to both humans and snake-kin alike, though for different reasons. The beasts that carried the human dead to their final rest, that guided spirits to the afterlife, that represented the long, lonely lives of the immortal demi-beasts and monster-kin cursed to roam Faerowilde with no way to create a new generation.

To harm one, even in self-defense, would be an unforgivable violation of their beliefs.

Even if Ben, the only one who could save the snake-kin from their childless fate, were in danger, they would not dare injure the Cleftusk. They were trapped between their traditions and their duty to protect him.

Except… the women began closing in as if they were prepared to do just that.

Bakassa had gone pale beneath her bronze scales, her eyes blazing huge with terror. Her slender body was coiled tight, ready to flee, but she held her ground with visible effort. Usseni's milk-white gaze was fixed on the beast, her weathered face unreadable, though Ben could see the tension in the muscles of her shoulders.

"Keeper," Sisara said again, her voice barely above a whisper. "Please. Step back. If it charges, we will be forced to do the unthinkable…"

Ben’s throat felt tight as he considered the sacrifice these women were willing to make in order to save him. He knew how important it was to most demi-beasts to have a chance to mate, to raise young of their own. The snake-kin had raised countless human girls in an attempt to assuage those maternal urges, yet… the desire to bear young of their own was strong enough that they were ready to defend him in the face of breaking a centuries old taboo.

He couldn’t let them do that. If it came to it, he would protect himself.

But, looking into the Cleftusk’s wise, unblinking eyes, Ben did not feel threatened. In fact, he had the strongest sensation that the animal was testing him somehow. That he was being weighed and measured for his worth. Whatever he did in this moment would affect everything else going forward.

He did not want to disappoint the snake-kin, or this noble beast.

Ben stepped forward.

“Keeper!” Sisara hissed. “No!”

He released his staff, letting the enchanted wood clatter against the stones on the packed earth path, and kept his gaze locked with the Cleftusk. Not in challenge—he hoped to all the gods that had been and that ever would be that the animal would not see this as a challenge—but in recognition. One power to another.

The sound of this staff hitting the ground was startlingly loud, and Ben realized that even the insects had stopped singing. The entire jungle had gone quiet, holding its breath as it watched what would happen next.

"What are you doing?" Sisara's whisper cracked with fear. "Keeper! Pick up your weapon!"

“It’s all right, Sisara.”

Ben’s hands dropped to his sides, palms open. He wasn’t certain that the animal would understand this gesture, though he hoped it was intelligent enough to recognize an unthreatening posture. His heart hammered against his ribs so hard he was certain the Cleftusk could hear it.

I am not your enemy, he thought, as clearly and calmly as he could manage. I am not a poacher. I am not here to hurt you or your herd.

I am the Keeper of this land. The Keeper of Faerowilde.

The beast took a step forward.

The ground shuddered beneath Ben's feet. Birds he hadn't realized were still in the canopy exploded upward in a panicked rush of wings.

Somewhere behind him, one of the warriors let out a soft, terrified moan. “No, no, no, no, no!”

It took another step. Closer now. Close enough that Ben could smell the warm grass and ancient earth scent of it, the musk of a creature that had walked this jungle since before humans were anything more than cave-dwelling apes (assuming that history was true in this world).

Its breath washed over him, humid and strangely sweet. Ben stepped into it, letting the animal get his scent. The trunk-like appendage between its tusks uncurled. Slowly, almost delicately, it extended toward him.

Ben held absolutely still. He wasn't sure he could have moved if he'd wanted to.

The tip of the trunk touched his chest. Right over his heart.

The sensation was indescribable. Not physical—or not only physical. It felt as if something passed between them, through that point of contact, that bypassed sensation entirely. It was as if the Cleftusk was reading him somehow, tasting his intentions, weighing the truth of what he was.

Keeper.

The word rose in Ben's mind like a bubble breaking the surface of dark water. Not his own thought. Not exactly the creature's either. Something older and deeper, like a truth that existed independent of either of them which the animal was recognizing.

Keeper of the land. Guardian of the balance. Protector of those who cannot protect themselves.

The Cleftusk's eyes seemed to soften. The tension in its massive body eased. And then it let out a low, resonant rumble, a hum that Ben felt in his bones. It felt as if the animal was acknowledging Ben on some deeper level than he even understood himself.

The trunk withdrew. The great beast turned, its movements surprisingly graceful for something so enormous, and walked back into the jungle. Within seconds, the undergrowth had swallowed it entirely. The only evidence it had ever been there was the lingering smell of grass and old growth, and the faint tremor still running through Ben's legs.

He let out a long, unsteady breath. “Holy shit.”

"H-how?" Sisara's voice was barely audible. When Ben turned, he found her and all of the warriors staring at him with expressions caught somewhere between awe and terror. Sisara’s golden eyes were wider than he'd ever seen them, her scales rippling in the low light as she shivered in fear. "How did you know it wouldn't kill you?"

Ben bent to retrieve his staff. His hands were shaking badly enough that he fumbled the grip twice before managing to lift it.

"I didn't,” he admitted. “I just…. had a feeling that was what I was supposed to do.”

“By the ancients, Keeper!” Bakassa’s fist connected with his shoulder hard enough to ache. Her orange eyes blazed with fury that couldn’t quite mask the tears of relief gathering at their corners. “Do you know how many people get trampled or gored every year because they get too close to Cleftusks? Just because they’re holy doesn’t mean they’re nice!”

Ben cleared his throat awkwardly. “Okay, well… if I’d known that, I might not have been quite so confident.”

He glanced around him at the group of warriors, taking in their expressions. Even Asha and Tess, who up until that moment had looked like they couldn’t care less about Ben or his status in their village, were so shocked that it shook him.

“Let’s get back to the village before something else happens,” Sisara snapped, her nerves getting the better of her manners. “I need to speak with the elders about this. What just happened here… is completely unprecedented. It was like it knew you!”

“Do not risk your life like that again.” Bakassa’s orange eyes blazed and she looked like she might punch him again. “You made me a promise, and I intend for you to keep it, Keeper!”

“Leave him alone, child.” Usseni’s voice was a dry rasp that raised goosebumps along Ben’s arms. “Our Keeper seems to know what he’s about. If he hadn’t, the Cleftusk would have taken care of him, wouldn’t it?”

They continued toward the village in silence, and Ben was left wondering if he’d been right or if he’d just taken an immense and pointless risk and just gotten lucky. He’d felt so certain that the Cleftusk had seen him and understood him somehow, like it was trying to communicate something to him that no one else could. But now that the animal was gone, Ben felt chilled at how close he might have just come to death. Why would a huge jungle animal have any interest in him?

The insects had resumed their chorus, louder now as full darkness settled over the jungle, but none of the warriors seemed inclined to speak. Ben could feel their eyes on him. He'd done something dangerous, foolish, or completely crazy, and none of them knew quite what to make of it.

Neither did he, if he was being honest.

It did seem crazy.

But, then again, everything that had happened to him since he’d arrived in Faerowilde had been crazy. So, who was he to judge?

As they progressed along the path, getting closer to the village, an uneasiness settled over Ben’s shoulders, lifting the hairs on his arms. At first, he thought it was just residual nerves from the Cleftusk encounter. The prickling awareness across the back of his neck, like the sense that something was watching.

But the sensation didn't fade as they walked. If anything, it intensified, settling between his shoulder blades like a cold finger pressed against his spine.

He slowed without meaning to. His head turned, almost of its own accord, scanning the darkness between the trees.

The jungle looked different in the fading light. The familiar shapes of ferns and vines had become strange, elongated silhouettes that seemed to lean toward the path. Shadows pooled around them, thick and solid in a way that made Ben's eyes ache when he tried to focus on them. The humid air felt heavier here. Clammy. It pressed against his skin like a damp cloth.

"Keeper?" Sisara had stopped a few paces ahead, her head tilted in question. "What is it?"

"I think we're being watched."

The words came out before he could think better of them. Beside him, Bakassa sucked in a sharp breath. Usseni's pale eyes narrowed, sweeping the undergrowth with predatory focus.

"I see nothing," Sisara said, but her hand had found her knife again, her body shifting into a defensive stance. Her tongue flicked out, testing the air. “Smell nothing.”

She hadn’t sensed the Cleftusk either, but Ben didn’t say that out loud. He knew it would come across as a criticism, and it wasn’t meant to be. He had a sense that some things, some ancient things, smelled so much like the jungle itself that they were invisible to even the most sensitive of creatures.

This one was not, however, invisible to Ben’s magical senses.

"I didn’t see anything either," Ben admitted. "But… something's there. I don’t know why, but I just feel it."

The jungle had gone quiet again. Not the sudden silence of the Cleftusk's approach, but more like the night creatures were simply... moving away. Withdrawing from something they didn't want to be near.

That didn’t help Ben’s sense of unease.

He gripped his quarterstaff, this time having no urge to put the weapon down, and stared into the shadows beneath a massive tree. The behemoth roots twisted into shapes that looked like deliberate recreations of human limbs, dancing or writhing in ecstasy. Or pain. It was difficult to tell. And when Ben focused on them, it was clear they were just tree roots and he was imagining things.

Still, the darkness between those roots was deeper than it should have been, a pool of black that the fading twilight couldn't penetrate.

And then he saw something.

Two points of pale blue light, steady and unblinking, gleaming from that impossible darkness like stars reflected in still water. The eyes were the color of moonlight filtered through ice, luminescent. But hard as steel. That gaze generated its own cold glow, fixed on him with an intensity that made the encounter with the Cleftusk feel positively warm and fuzzy by comparison.

Ben's breath caught. His grip tightened until his knuckles ached.

A cat, his mind insisted, grasping for something familiar, something he could understand. A panther or a tiger, perched on a low branch. That's all. Just a big cat.

But the eyes were wrong. Too high for a cat on the ground, yes, but also too still. No animal he'd ever seen held that kind of absolute, unnatural stillness, predator or not. Even a hunting cat would blink, would shift its weight, would show some sign of the coiled tension before a strike. These eyes simply watched, patient as stone, as if whatever owned them had all the time in the world and intended to use it.

"There," Ben said, pointing. "Under the roots. Blue eyes. Do you see them?"

Sisara followed his gesture. Her tongue flickered out, tasting the air again. Her nostrils flared as she drew in a deep breath. Her brow furrowed.

"I see nothing, Keeper. And I smell..." She paused, her expression shifting to confusion. "I smell nothing. Just trees and rot and..." Another flicker of her tongue. "Old wood. Moss, perhaps. Something that has been still for a very long time."

Old wood.

Something still.

A chill ran down Ben's spine.

The eyes hadn't moved. Hadn't blinked. They continued to stare at him from that pool of darkness, and Ben had the sudden, unsettling certainty that whatever owned them could see him far more clearly than he could see it. And whatever it was wanted him to see it, and him alone.

There was no reason Sisara and the others shouldn’t be able to see it unless there was a magical element to its presence. It was clear the creature was studying him, cataloging him, making some kind of decision…

Just like he’d sensed with the Cleftusk. Only this time, Ben had no sense of what to do in order to appease the creature.

The Cleftusk had ultimately recognized his power as Keeper.

This thing—whatever it was—had not.

Ben blinked, just for a second, an involuntary reflex against the strain of staring into that darkness.

When his eyes opened again, the lights were gone.

He stared at the space where they'd been. Nothing but shadow remained, pooling between the tree's twisted roots like spilled ink. No movement, no sound, no sign that anything had ever been there at all. Just the darkness, and the distant drone of insects, and the uncomfortable feeling that something had slipped away while he wasn't looking.

"It was there," he said, more to himself than to the warriors. "I saw it."

"I do not doubt you, Keeper." Sisara's voice was carefully neutral, but there was a tension beneath the words that belied her calm expression. She'd been a warrior long enough to know that the jungle held things that defied explanation—and to know that those things were best avoided. "But whatever you saw, it is gone now. And we cannot track what we cannot smell or see."

The other warriors had formed a loose defensive circle, their weapons ready, their scales pale with unease. Bakassa's eyes darted from shadow to shadow, her slender body coiled so tight she looked like she might snap. Even Usseni had lost her lazy confidence; those milk-white eyes were alert and wary, scanning the darkness with the focus of a predator who had suddenly realized she might not be the most dangerous thing in the jungle.

"Come. We should return to the village," Sisara said. "Quickly. We can investigate tomorrow, with more warriors and better light."

Ben nodded slowly. But even as they resumed their march, he couldn't shake the feeling of those eyes.

Whatever lurked in that darkness had looked at him and seen... what? A curiosity? A potential threat? An answer to some question he didn't know was being asked?

Ben thought of the strange recognition that had passed between him and the Cleftusk. The way the ancient beast had touched his heart and known him.

Whatever watched from the shadows had made no such connection. It was still deciding.

Friend or foe. Prey or protector. Threat or opportunity.

Ben gripped his staff tighter and kept walking, the weight of unseen eyes pressing against his back like a physical thing, and the pale blue glow of that inhuman gaze burned in his memory long after the jungle had swallowed the last of the light.
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A Hiss in the Night


The rest of the trip back was uneventful, but Ben never did manage to shake the unease he felt, having those strange moonlight eyes watching him. The Naga and Nagaina warriors seemed on edge, too, though no one spoke of it. They’d clearly been unnerved by the situation with the Cleftusk, and their mysterious stalker had only added to the awe they seemed to feel in his presence.

Bakassa, in particular, stared at him whenever she thought he wasn’t looking. But Sisara and Usseni, too, cast furtive glances at him as they moved through the brush. Even Asha and Tess could not maintain their disinterest completely, though they seemed to wish to keep their distance.

Ben tried to distract himself with plans for how to integrate the Thornbacks and Cleftrunners into village livestock, not wanting to think about the piercing eyes of his stalker. He thought he had a pretty good idea of what to do, provided Stormy and Marnie had the resources and ability to build the necessary structures. What would be really incredible, and the best way to accelerate the development of the village into a proper Homestead and Farmstead, was if they could convince one or two of the Cleftusks to work with them to help clear brush and dig planting grounds.

Ben knew farmers in India and Africa had managed to tame elephants well enough to use them for agricultural purposes. He wondered if the same would be possible with this fantasy-world variety. He also knew there were many people who had been trampled or gored by unhappy and mistreated elephants. So, ensuring that they proceeded in a way that the Cleftusks were happy with would be imperative for everyone’s safety.

When they arrived back at the village, Stormy and Marnie were still out interviewing villagers, so Ben grabbed a quick bite to eat and headed back to his hut. He wanted a quick dip in the pool before going to bed.

His hut was quiet save for the chorus of insects outside and the occasional call of some nocturnal bird Ben couldn't identify. He stripped off his sweat-soaked clothes and hung them on a peg to air out. Fortunately, he had a few sets of clothes in his Gizzard of Holding, but he was going to have to head to the waterfall to do some laundry if he was going to remain here and not be stuck wearing filthy clothes.

Interestingly, since integrating into the system, his sweat didn’t really stink like it used to after a hard day’s work. Usually, if he started to smell, it was because he had missed a patch of monster guts or something. He figured this was just one of the many perks of Faerowilde’s magic, similar to the way he didn’t need to use the bathroom anymore. He still ate, just like the demi-beasts did, but his body somehow converted all energy he consumed into more magic for the system and he didn’t create waste. He obviously still sweat in order to keep his body cool, but whatever body’s usually expelled via the sweat glands which caused the bad odor, was no longer present.

Which was a blessing, because with the heat of the jungle, he’d have been a great, stinking mess in his old body. But even back on Lucky Nickel Acres, he was grateful for the system’s perks, since his work as Master Breeder and Keeper of Faerowilde required a lot of sweaty work.

Thank heavens for small mercies, he thought to himself as he peeled the last of his clothing off.

The humidity made everything cling and chafe, and after the day he'd had, he wanted nothing more than to feel cool evening air against his skin. He stood in the center of the small space, naked, rolling the tension from his shoulders as he considered the hammock.

Sleep would be a long time coming. His mind kept circling back to those pale blue eyes in the darkness. The way they'd watched him, like they were waiting for something… he’d thought the Cleftusk had been testing him, but the sensation he’d gotten from the mysterious stalker was even stronger than that. They'd vanished the moment he blinked, and he was left with no feeling of whether or not he had passed or failed their assessment.

What are you? he wondered. And what do you want with me?

The rustle of the door-curtain brought his head around, and for a moment, he half expected the owner of that moonlight gaze to stalk in like a shadow, teeth and claws bared, to finish what it had started.

But it was not his stalker who slithered in through the doorway, a sultry smile on her lips.

“I thought I might have a late night visitor tonight,” Ben said, a half-smile quirking the corner of his lips. “But my money was on Bakassa.”

“She’s all bark and no bite, that child,” the woman replied. “Or should I say, all talk and no action. I hope you’re not disappointed.”

“Never.”

Usseni slithered the rest of the way into the hut, not waiting for an invitation, her massive coils filling the small space as she drew the curtain closed behind her. The pale cream of her scales seemed to glow in the dim lamplight, and her milk-white eyes found him immediately.

Found every inch of him. Her tongue flicked out enticingly and her lips stretched in a languorous smile. “I see you dressed for the occasion.”

Ben didn't reach for a covering or make any move to hide himself. He hadn’t been ashamed of his body back when he was a middle-aged construction worker, and he sure as hell wasn’t now that the system had rebuilt him in the form of a demi-god. Besides, he spent half his time in Faerowilde naked or half-naked, with human, demi-beast and monster-kin women begging for it. Instead, he took the moment to enjoy Usseni’s reaction.

The system had enhanced him in ways that went far beyond simple fitness, and months of hard labor and harder breeding had honed him into something that made even the most coolheaded females lose their composure.

The Naga warrior was no exception.

Usseni made no effort to hide her appreciation. Her gaze traveled down his chest, lingered on his abdomen, and settled on what hung between his thighs with an intensity that he could feel burning on his skin. Her tongue flickered out, tasting the air, and a slow smile curved her full lips.

"I had heard rumors," she said, her raspy voice dropping lower. "I see now they did not do you justice, Keeper."

"I didn’t think you were one to listen to Elysanthra’s gossip."

“On the contrary,” she hissed, moving closer. “I always listen. Listening does not mean believing… though in this case, perhaps our witch has not been a complete and total liar.”

“I know what you’re here for, Usseni.” Ben kept his voice calm, though he could feel his body responding to her attention. "But as I told your warriors earlier, I won't be breeding anyone until the village homestead is established. That's not negotiable."

"Shhhh." She slithered closer, her coils whispering against the packed earth floor. "I did not come here to be bred, Keeper."

Ben raised an eyebrow. "No?"

"No." She stopped an arm's length away, close enough that he could smell her—something warm and earthy, like sun-baked stone. "I was old before the Great War. Did you know that? I had opportunities to bear young back then, when there were still males among our kind. I did not take them."

"Why not?"

"Some women are not meant for motherhood." She said it without regret, without bitterness. A simple statement of fact. "I have no maternal instincts, Keeper. No burning desire to nurture a squalling infant at my breast. What I do have..." Her pale eyes held his. "...is a burning desire of a different sort."

She closed the distance between them. Her hand came up to rest against his chest, her claws pricking lightly at his skin.

"You were magnificent today," she breathed. "Standing before that Cleftusk as if you had no fear. Working so hard for this village when it is not yet yours. I wished to show my... appreciation."

"Usseni—"

She kissed him.

Her mouth was surprisingly warm, her lips soft despite the scales that edged them. But there was nothing soft about the way she kissed. Her tongue slid past his lips, long and forked, pushing deep enough that he felt it brush the back of his throat. The sensation was alien and intensely erotic.

“Shhh,” she whispered again. “I went to see Queen Ariss this evening, while you took your meal. I told her my intentions and begged her for her blessing. She told me that so long as you come to breed her every morning, and keep her full to bursting with your hot, milky seed, that you are welcome to fuck any woman in the village. Can you believe that?”

Her tail coiled around his legs. Not tight—not yet—but present. A reminder of her strength. Not to mention her intent.

Usseni was different from the blushing maidens in the village. Different, too, from the too pushy Elysanthra, whose desire for him made her clingy and possessive. Usseni was an older woman who knew what she wanted and how to get it, without worrying about all the inconvenient details that often got in the way of making decisions about sex.

She just wanted to enjoy a moment of pleasure. Ben found he was more than willing to oblige her this desire.

“Of course I can.” Ben whispered against her lips. “That is our arrangement.”

His hands found her hips, steadying himself as she pressed against him. Her curves were generous beneath the leather armor, her body radiating heat that seemed to seep into his bones.

Usseni broke the kiss and smiled at whatever she saw in his expression.

“Then we are in alignment?” she confirmed. “You have no objection to being pleasured by me?”

“That depends,” he said. “Are you going to let me return the favor?”

“No,” she said, laughing throatily. “No breeding.”

Ben was about to explain that there were plenty of ways he could return the favor without impregnating her when her tail swept his legs out from under him. Ben fell backward, arms pinwheeling, and landed in the hammock with a grunt of surprise. The woven netting dug into his bare skin, cradling his weight even as it bit into his shoulders and thighs.

Usseni was on him before he could recover.

Her coils wound around Ben and the swinging hammock, holding the netting taut as she slithered up his body. Her scales dragged against his skin, cool where they touched, but warming quickly against the heat of his body. She kissed his throat, his collarbone, the hollow between his pectorals. Her tongue flickered, tickling, across his chest making muscles jump and twitch.

"You taste like the jungle," she murmured against his skin. "Like home. I can see why they all want to mate with you. You taste like a real man."

Her hands found the clasps of her armor. She worked them loose without looking, without breaking the rhythm of her mouth against his body. The leather fell away piece by piece, revealing more of that pale, exotic coloring. Her shoulders. The swell of her chest. And then—

Ben almost forgot to breathe.

Her breasts were enormous. Heavy and full, with pale nipples that matched her scales. They hung free now, swaying slightly as she moved, and she gathered them in her hands with a knowing smile.

"You like these, Keeper?"

She didn't wait for an answer.

She slid lower, her coils adjusting to keep him pinned in the hammock, and wrapped those magnificent breasts around his cock. The flesh was impossibly soft and warm. She pressed them together, creating a tight channel, and began to move.

Ben groaned. His head fell back against the netting, his hands twisting in the woven rope as she worked him. Up and down. Firm but slow. The sensation was maddening.

"That's it," she crooned. "Let me hear you, Keeper. Let me know how much you enjoy my body."

She bent her head. Her long, forked tongue flicked out and lapped at his tip each time it emerged from her cleavage. The dual sensation of soft flesh and wet heat made Ben's hips buck involuntarily.

Usseni’s pale eyes gleamed with predatory delight every time the flushed head of his cock pushed free from the plush valley of her breasts. She timed it perfectly—each slow upward glide of her body ended with her forked tongue darting out to tease him.

The first few licks were light, almost playful, the twin tips fluttering over the sensitive crown like butterfly wings. Then she grew bolder. One fork traced the ridge beneath the head while the other dipped lower, circling the tiny slit at the very tip. A bead of pre-cum welled up; she caught it delicately, drawing the slick strand back into her mouth with a soft, satisfied hum that vibrated through her chest and straight into his shaft.

Ben’s breath hitched. His fingers dug harder into the hammock ropes.

“Sensitive here, Keeper?” she whispered, voice low and amused. She pressed her breasts tighter together, trapping him in warm silk, and slowed her rhythm to an agonizing crawl. Now every upward stroke left the head fully exposed for long, deliberate seconds.

Her tongue returned—this time the tip of one fork slipped just barely into his urethra, a shallow, teasing intrusion that made his whole body jerk. The sensation was strange and overwhelming: cool, wet pressure right at the most vulnerable spot, followed by the soft swirl of the other fork lapping away the fresh bead that leaked out in response.

“Look at you,” she purred, watching his face with those slit-pupiled white eyes. “Leaking for me already. So virile you could just burst.”

She repeated the motion again and again—tiny, shallow dips into the slit, followed by broad, flat licks that gathered every drop, her tongue curling possessively around the head before her breasts swallowed him once more. The hammock creaked beneath them as his hips strained upward, chasing more of that wicked mouth even as her coils held him firmly in place.

Usseni’s smile widened, fangs glinting. She leaned down until her lips nearly brushed the tip.

“Shall I drink you dry, Keeper?” she murmured, breath cool against the overheated skin. “Or would you rather spill between my breasts and mark me as yours?”

Her tongue flicked out one last time—both forks sliding in tandem along the underside, pressing gently at the slit until another helpless pulse of pre-cum spilled onto her waiting tongue.

Ben’s answer came out as a ragged groan, hips bucking hard into the soft, relentless prison of her body. “Fuck. I’ll do both if you keep that up.”

Usseni laughed, low and throaty.

"You want to burst all over me, don’t you?" She released her breasts and slithered lower still, her coils tightening around his thighs. "Good. I want some of that cream you give Queen Ariss. I want to drink it, to rub it all over my skin like expensive lotion from the capital. Cover me, Keeper"

Her mouth descended on him, all of her mouth this time, not just the teasing tip of her tongue.

The wet heat engulfed him completely. Her lips stretched around his girth, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked. Then her powerful, agile tongue wrapped around his shaft like a living thing with its own mind. It stroked and squeezed him as she sucked, pumping him as she bobbed her head, her pale eyes locked on his face the entire time.

"Mmm. Mmmglrk." The vibration of her moan traveled through his entire length until she hit the back of her throat. She pulled back just enough to speak, her lips brushing his tip. "I have heard tales of your seed, Keeper. The magical potency of it. The way it drives females wild with pleasure. I need to taste it. Give it to me, or I’ll force it from you."

Her tongue lashed out, circling his head once more.

Then she swallowed him, taking his cock all the way to the back of her throat.

Ben's hands found her hair—that same pale cream as her scales, surprisingly silky between his fingers—and he tightened his grip without thinking. The teasing had gone on long enough.

If she wanted his seed, he’d give it to her.

Ben pulled her head back, then pushed down hard, forcing every inch of his cock past her lips and into the slick, clutching heat of her throat in one brutal thrust. Usseni’s eyes widened for a fraction of a second, slit pupils blowing wide, before they rolled back in unmistakable pleasure. A wet, muffled gag vibrated around him, but her coils only tightened encouragingly around his thighs, urging him deeper.

Ben didn’t hold back. He set a rough, relentless rhythm—hips snapping up off the hammock while his fists guided her head, fucking her mouth like a tight, willing hole. Each thrust pushed into her throat with a lewd, sloppy glurk; thick strands of saliva spilled from the corners of her stretched lips, dripping in messy ropes onto her heaving breasts and his stomach. Her tongue never stopped moving—writhing wildly along the underside of his shaft, the forked tips flicking at his balls whenever he pulled down far enough.

Usseni’s pale throat bulged visibly with every deep plunge, the outline of his cock clear beneath her flawless skin. Tears gathered at the corners of her white eyes, but she only moaned louder, the sound garbled and filthy around his girth.

After a dozen punishing strokes he yanked her off with a wet pop. Strings of thick spit connected her swollen lips to his glistening cock; she gasped for air, tongue lolling, saliva dripping from her chin in silvery threads.

“Look at you,” she rasped, voice hoarse and dripping with lust. “Fucking my throat like you own it. You do own it, Keeper. This mouth, these tits, this whole body—use it. Choke me with that fat cock until I can’t breathe. I want to feel you pulse down my throat and drown me in it.”

She didn’t wait for permission. Her head dove forward again, swallowing him to the root on her own this time, nose pressed flush to his pelvis. Her tongue took control once more—coiling tight around the base, squeezing in rhythmic waves while her throat fluttered around the head. She held herself there, eyes locked on his, cheeks hollowed, until her face turned pink and fresh tears spilled.

Ben growled and seized her hair again, reclaiming dominance. He held her down hard, grinding against her face, feeling her throat spasm desperately around him. When he finally let her up she came off coughing and laughing, spit shining on her chin and chest.

Ben had known Usseni was a woman who knew what she wanted, even when they were on patrol. But he hadn’t guessed what she wanted would be quite so vulgar. Yet he couldn’t deny he wanted it. The push and pull of her submission and dominance was intense and intriguing. And of all women, he had no doubt the Naga warrior could take it if he was a little rough with her.

“Again,” she demanded, voice raw, as if reading his mind. “Fuck my face until you explode. I want it messy. I want to wear your seed like war paint.”

Ben didn’t spend any time second-guessing himself this time, thrusting savagely while she met every stroke with greedy suction and that wicked, living tongue. They traded control back and forth: one moment he brutally fucked her throat until she gagged and drooled uncontrollably, the next she wrested power back, deep-throating him on her terms while her tongue milked him mercilessly.

The hammock rocked wildly beneath them, creaking in protest, as Ben felt the pressure coil tighter and tighter in his balls.

Usseni sensed it. She pulled off one last time, lips puffy and shining, eyes feral.

“Do it,” she hissed. “Flood my throat. Or pull out and paint me—mark your Naga slut however you want. I’m yours to ruin.”

Ben’s only answer was a guttural groan as he dragged her head back down and buried himself to the hilt, hips jerking as the first thick pulse of release surged straight down her throat.

Her tongue tightened. Her throat opened. She took him deeper than should have been possible, her jaw unhinging until it flattened against his pelvis, and swallowed.

Climax ripped through him like lightning, his entire body going rigid as he spilled himself down her throat. Usseni drank him eagerly, greedily, her throat working to take every drop. Her pale eyes never left his face, watching him come undone with an expression of deep satisfaction.

Ben’s grip tightened in her silky pale hair as his orgasm intensified, and another surge of lust ripped through him.

He slammed her head down one final time, burying himself to the root in her convulsing throat. Usseni’s eyes rolled back completely, slit pupils disappearing as her whole body shuddered. The hot, heavy pulse of his release flooded straight into her stomach—rope after rope, thick and endless, forcing wet, choking gulps from her stretched throat. Still she swallowed greedily, muscles rippling around him in desperate waves, milking every drop she could take while muffled, filthy moans vibrated along his shaft.

But there was too much—even for her.

Ben felt the pressure build past what her throat could handle. With a guttural growl, like he was possessed by some sex-crazed demon, he yanked her off his cock mid-spurt. A thick strand of saliva and cum connected her swollen lips to the throbbing head for a heartbeat before snapping, splattering across her chin.

The next jet erupted across her face—painting a creamy stripe over one white eye and down her cheek. Usseni gasped, tongue lolling hungrily, but Ben was already aiming lower.

He pumped his fist once, twice, and unleashed the rest across her massive, pale breasts. Thick ropes lashed over the soft mounds, coating her skin in glossy white, dripping in heavy rivulets from her stiff nipples and running down the curves to pool in the valley between them. Another spurt hit high on her chest and trickled slowly toward her collarbone; the last few pulses oozed out over his fingers and dripped onto her sternum in lazy, obscene drops.

Usseni moaned, low and satisfied, arching her back to present her cum-drenched tits like a trophy. She scooped a thick dollop from one breast and brought it to her mouth, sucking her fingers clean with deliberate, filthy slurps while her forked tongue flicked out to catch the strands sliding down her chin.

“Look at me, Keeper,” she rasped, voice tight from his abuse. “Marked inside and out. Your seed in my belly… your cream all over my skin. I’ll wear it until it dries, let everyone smell you on me.”

Her coils loosened just enough to let the hammock sway gently beneath them. She leaned forward, rubbing the warm mess into her breasts with slow, possessive circles, eyes never leaving his.

“Too bad, though,” she whispered, licking a stray drop from her lower lip, “my other holes ache to be filled by you as well.”

Ben lay in the hammock, chest heaving, sweat cooling on his skin. His mind was pleasantly blank, his body loose and satisfied.

But only for a moment.

He pushed himself up on his elbows. Met Usseni's surprised gaze with a slow, dangerous smile.

"Oh, we're not done yet."

"Keeper?"

"Not until you come as hard as I did."

Usseni's pale eyes widened. "We can’t. I only intended—"

"I know what you intended." Ben sat up fully, the hammock swinging beneath him. "But I don't leave my partners unsatisfied."

Ben slid out of the hammock and straddled her tail, his thighs pressing against the muscular scales. She fell backward, caught off guard. Usseni was massive—easily three times his weight in her lower body alone—but he'd handled Ariss. He knew how to position himself to take full advantage of the difference in their physiology.

Usseni's hands went to Ben’s shoulders, her milk-white eyes going wide.

"Keeper, stop! If you—" She tried to pull away, her coils bunching beneath her. "I do not wish to become pregnant. I told you, I am not meant for—"

"Usseni." His voice was calm but commanding. "Do you trust me?"

She stilled. Her tongue flickered nervously. "I... yes, Keeper. But—"

"If you knew—with absolute certainty—that you couldn't get pregnant... would you let me fuck you?"

It almost seemed a ridiculous question to ask when the Naga woman was literally covered in his cum. But the word hung in the humid air between them like a dirty little secret they both wanted to scream at the top of their lungs. Usseni's scales flushed from pale yellow to a deep ochre, a ripple of color that spread down her entire length.

"Yes," she whispered. "So hard."

Ben closed his eyes and pulled up his HUD, navigating to the Autosuggestion skill, nestled among his other Master Breeder abilities. He'd used it to pump Helena's breasts up to ridiculous proportions, until the poor woman could hardly walk and was reduced to a mere doll for his pleasure. But Ben was pretty sure he could use the skill for other things, too. It was designed to give him temporary control of his mate’s bodies, after all.

And just as he suspected, what he needed was right there.

[Autosuggestion - Fertility Adjustment: Usseni - Temporary Infertility (24 hours)]

[Confirm? Y/N]

He selected yes.

The skill activated with a faint pulse of warmth. Usseni gasped, her scales rippling as the magic took hold. Ben took advantage of her momentary surprise to rip the rest of her leather armor away, exposing the surprisingly delicate slit where her human torso met her serpentine lower body.

The pale, hairless lips were already flushed and glistening, parted slightly to reveal slick, rosy inner folds that pulsed with her quickened breath. A thin trail of clear arousal had already begun to seep down the smooth transition of her scales.

Ben didn’t give her time to recover.

He surged forward, planting a knee on either side of her thick, muscular tail and straddling it like a rider mounting a powerful beast. The cool scales flexed beneath his weight, but he pinned her with his body, hands slamming down to cage her shoulders against the woven mat on the floor. Usseni’s white eyes widened, fangs baring in a hiss that turned into a throaty moan when he lined himself up and drove forward.

The head of his cock met almost no resistance. Her slit was drenched, swollen from all the earlier teasing, but the moment he sank inside, her inner walls clamped down with shocking strength. Like the Lamia, Naga physiology was different: deeper, hotter, and lined with powerful rippling muscles that coiled and squeezed in waves, like dozens of slick tongues stroking him at once.

Ben groaned, hips snapping forward to bury himself to the hilt in one brutal thrust. The wet slap of skin on scales echoed through the hut; Usseni’s back arched off the floor, enormous breasts bouncing as she cried out, forked tongue lolling.

“Yes, yes, fuck me so hard! Take me, Keeper! My pussy aches for your seed!”

He rode her hard, thighs clamping down on the broad, powerful length of her tail while he pounded into her. Each thrust forced wet squelches from her overstuffed slit; thick strands of her arousal coated his shaft and dripped in messy rivulets down her pale scales, pooling beneath her where human skin met serpent. Her inner muscles fought him every inch—clenching, releasing, rippling in rhythmic waves that dragged along his length like they were trying to milk him dry.

Usseni’s coils thrashed beneath him, writhing in overwhelmed pleasure. Her tail bucked, scales scraping the floor, but Ben’s weight and relentless pace kept her pinned and open. He leaned down, capturing one pale nipple between his teeth and biting just hard enough to make her scream—a high, hissing wail that dissolved into desperate babbling.

“Harder—deeper—fill me so it leaks out for days—”

Her walls fluttered wildly, another gush of slick squirting around his cock with every punishing thrust. The hammock swung forgotten above them; the only sounds were wet flesh slapping scales, her broken cries, and Ben’s grunts as he fucked her like he meant to break her in half.

He shifted his angle, grinding against something deep inside that made her whole body seize. Usseni’s eyes rolled back, tongue hanging out, drool spilling from the corners of her mouth as her powerful muscles bore down in a crushing grip.

“Come for me, Keeper,” she gasped. “I can’t come until you do. I need your seed…”

Ben felt his own release building fast—too fast—but he didn’t slow. If anything, he drove into her harder, hips slamming with bruising force, until the pressure snapped.

He came with a roar, flooding her depths in thick, heavy pulses. Usseni shrieked as the heat hit her, inner walls spasming in violent climax, milking him greedily while excess seed forced its way out around his buried cock in creamy bursts. It ran in messy rivers down her slit, coating her pale scales in glossy white, dripping onto the floor in obscene puddles.

When he finally stilled, both of them panting, Usseni’s tail gave one last weak twitch beneath him. Her slit clenched rhythmically around his softening length, as if reluctant to let him go, small aftershocks rippling through her long body.

She looked up at him through half-lidded eyes, lips curved in a sated, wicked smile, cum still leaking steadily from her ruined entrance.

“Again,” she whispered hoarsely. “Whenever you want. My body is yours now, Keeper.”

Ben laughed, the sound rough with exhaustion. "No regrets, then?”

“I don’t know what you did to me,” she gasped. “But if I can have that cock without getting pregnant, I might just let myself get fucked into the afterlife.”

“I’m not going to let that happen,” Ben said. He inhaled deeply, trying to catch his breath. “If I fuck you to death, I’d be depriving myself of the best blow job I’ve ever experienced.”

“No regrets, then?” she echoed his words with a laugh.

“Definitely not. Though I might be singing a different tune tomorrow morning. I think I pulled some muscles I didn’t even know I had.”

“You’d best be able to get out of bed tomorrow,” Usseni warned in a half-joking tone. “If you don’t make it to your next breeding with the Queen I’ll be banished from the village. Maybe I’d better come by to give you a massage, just to be sure…”

“Come by?” Ben raised an eyebrow. “Why do that when you can spend the night?”

Usseni’s eyes regained their predatory gleam and she hissed long, low, and slow, curling her tail around him once more.

“Now that… is a very interessssting… proposition…”

Outside, the jungle's nocturnal chorus continued unabated. Somewhere in the darkness, a hunting cat screamed—or perhaps it wasn't a cat at all.

The memory of pale blue eyes, watching from the shadows, jolted through Ben’s mind.

But it couldn’t withstand the next assault from Usseni’s tongue as she pushed him back onto the floor and took him up on his offer.
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Morning light filtered through the gaps in the thatch, painting golden stripes across Usseni's pale scales.

Ben extracted himself from the Naga's coils as carefully as he could manage. She'd wrapped around him sometime during the night, her massive body curled protectively around his much smaller form. The position should have been uncomfortable. Instead, he'd slept better than he had in weeks.

Usseni stirred as he pulled free, her milk-white eyes cracking open.

"Leaving so soon?" Her voice was a sleepy rasp. "And here I thought I might convince you to stay for another round."

"Tempting." Ben bent to press a kiss to her forehead. "But I have a village to save. Rain check?"

"I will hold you to that, Keeper." She stretched languorously, her coils rippling in a wave that traveled down her entire length. "Go. Save the village. When you want me, Keeper, just call, and I will come slithering on my belly for you."

Ben reached into his Gizzard of Holding for a fresh set of clothes and was surprised to find them shoved into his hand almost angrily. When the bag was open, he thought he could hear clanging and clattering like someone banging pots in the kitchen. There was no humming this time, but an angry muttering could be heard.

This was strange enough, but on top of that, the bag was glowing with a dark, ominous purple light.

He carefully removed his hand and the clothes from the bag and cinched it closed again, mindful of the warning about interdimensional beings. There was obviously something in the bag, and while it remained helpful, it seemed to be having a very bad day.

Ben glanced at Usseni to see if she had noticed the strange sounds, but the lazy Naga had fallen back into a satisfied sleep with her fingers between her legs, as if reminding herself of the fun they’d had the night before. Ben shrugged. He could hardly blame her for being worn out when he’d taken her a dozen times. Usseni had that hungry cougar energy, pure lust with a hint of desperation, that had been very hard to resist.

And with the Autosuggestion magic doing its work, he’d had no reason to.

Ben dressed quickly, his mind already turning to the tasks ahead. The Thornback situation had to be dealt with. And the Crestrunners. Not to mention the poachers who'd started this whole mess. And underneath it all, the mystery of those pale blue eyes watching from the shadows.

He ducked through the door-curtain and nearly collided with Stormy.

The Equistar stood just outside his hut, her black hair still damp from washing, her gray eyes wide with something that looked almost like panic. Marnie loomed behind her, the Holstaur's muscular arms crossed over her impressive chest.

"Ben." Stormy's voice came out breathless. "We need to talk to you."

"Good timing. I was just coming to find you two." He stepped past them, gesturing for them to follow. "Walk with me. I've got some ideas about the livestock situation I want to run by you."

They fell into step on either side of him as he headed toward the village center. The morning was already warm, humidity rising from the jungle floor in visible waves. Nagaina women worked over cook fires and carried water jugs, their serpentine tails swishing behind them. Human children darted between the huts, their laughter bright against the backdrop of jungle sounds.

"I've been thinking about the Thornbacks and Crestrunners," Ben said. "The stampede displaced both populations, and now they're competing for limited resources. But if we can create artificial habitats near the village—controlled environments where we can manage their numbers and harvest their resources safely—we turn two problems into two solutions."

"You want to domesticate them?" Marnie's eyebrows rose. "The Crestrunners are like miniature dragons, Boss. And the Thornbacks aren't much friendlier."

Ben couldn’t help but smile at her description. He’d been thinking of them as dinosaurs, but if they didn’t have dinosaurs in Faerowilde, of course dragons would be the next most likely comparison.

"Not domesticate, exactly. That would take generations. More like... establish a working relationship. If there are any villagers with animal-handling skills, they would be very useful. If you can look into that for me, then we can start…" Ben outlined the basics of his plan: the artificial wallow for the Thornbacks, the constructed nesting grounds for the Crestrunners, the infrastructure needed to keep both populations contained and healthy. "I'll need you two to handle the construction side. Work with the villagers, figure out what materials we have available, come up with designs that'll actually function in this environment, and determine who the best people are to manage the animals once we have them contained."

"We can do that." Stormy's voice was steadier now, though there was still an odd tension in her shoulders. "Actually, we've been talking to the villagers already. Conducting interviews like you asked."

"And?"

"The infrastructure they want most isn't for livestock." Marnie's tone was carefully neutral. "It's breeding facilities. Nesting areas. Nurseries. These women are desperate, Ben. They've been waiting centuries for a chance to have children, and now that you're here..."

"They can't think about anything else," Stormy finished quietly.

Ben nodded. He'd expected as much. The snake-kin's situation wasn't so different from what he'd encountered at Lucky Nickel Acres—generations of demi-beasts denied the chance to reproduce, their maternal instincts suppressed but never extinguished. Of course that would be their priority.

"We'll address that," he said. "Once the Homestead is established and I can breed safely within the System's protections—"

Stormy's hand landed on his arm.

The touch was light at first. Almost casual. But then her fingers trailed downward, sliding along his forearm to his wrist, then back up to his bicep. Her gray eyes had gone dark, her pupils dilated despite the bright morning light.

"Stormy?"

She didn't answer. Her hand continued its journey, drifting across his chest, tracing the contours of muscle through his shirt. Her breathing had quickened, her tan cheeks flushing darker.

Then her fingers dropped lower.

Ben sucked in a breath as Stormy's hand dragged across the front of his pants, her touch deliberate and unmistakable. She cupped him through the fabric, her palm pressing against his length with a boldness completely at odds with her usual shy demeanor.

"We can't stop thinking about it either," she whispered. "About you. About what you could do to us."

Before Ben could respond, Marnie moved.

The Holstaur stepped in close behind him, her body blocking any avenue of retreat. Her arms wrapped around him from behind, her hands splaying across his stomach before sliding upward to explore his chest. Those strong fingers found his pectorals, squeezed, moved on to trace the ridges of his shoulders.

"We heard you last night," Marnie murmured against his ear. Her breath was hot, her voice rough with need. "With Usseni. The walls aren't thick, Boss. We heard everything."

Stormy's hand was still moving, stroking him through his pants with increasing urgency. He was hardening under her touch despite himself, his body responding to the attention even as his mind scrambled to regain control of the situation.

"We watched, too." Stormy's confession came out barely above a whisper. Her gray eyes finally met his, and the desperation in them was as thick and hot as Usseni’s desire had been the night before. "Through the gap in the door-curtain. We saw what you did to her. How you took control. How you made her scream."

"And now we can't think about anything else." Marnie's hands had found the hem of his shirt, slipping beneath it to touch bare skin. Her calloused palms rasped against his abs as she explored. "Please, Ben. Breed us. Breed us with the snake-women. We'll do anything you want, be anything you need—"

"Slow down, girls." The words came out sharper than he'd intended. Both women froze, their hands going still. “This isn’t like either of you. What’s going on?”

“Don’t you like it?” Stormy asked, her cheeks turning pink and her gaze uncertain. “I thought… we thought… you always seem to like the women who take charge…”

Ben’s cock throbbed against Stormy's palm, demanding attention he couldn't afford to give.

“Yeah, Boss,” Marnie kept her hands on him, though they had stilled as if she were afraid to move. “You said you wanted us, that you’d breed us… but it’s always another woman who gets chosen. I practically threw myself at you yesterday, and… you didn’t come to my hut.”

Stormy bit her lip. “We’re tired of being overlooked. Just because we’re shy doesn’t mean you can forget about us. Haven’t we done everything you asked? Haven’t we proven ourselves to you?”

"Three days ago you two could barely look at me without blushing,” Ben said. “I thought I was giving you time to get used to the idea. I haven’t forgotten you. I just wanted to do it right.”

Stormy's flush deepened, but she didn't pull her hand away. Instead, she squeezed experimentally. "I thought that’s what I wanted too… But after watching you with Usseni… We heard the sounds she made, saw the way you—" She swallowed hard. "It did something to us. Woke something up. I feel like I'm in heat, Ben. Like if I don't have you inside me soon, I'm going to lose my mind."

"Same," Marnie admitted. Her hands stroked his stomach, inching lower. “I've never felt anything like this. It's like a fire in my blood. Every time I close my eyes, I see you pinning her down, and I want—" Her voice cracked. "I want that. I want you to do that to me."

"I want you both," he said honestly. "I've wanted you since long before Marnie kissed me by the well. But I can't breed you yet. Queen Ariss is different, as she has her own magical protections. And the only reason I slept with Usseni is because I made her temporarily infertile, at her request. I won’t be breeding anyone until the village is established as a Homestead."

"Why?" The word tore out of Stormy like a sob. "Why does it matter?"

"Because the System protects pregnant women within a Homestead's boundaries. Outside those protections, you'd be vulnerable to the jungle, poachers, bandits, demons and monsters…” He thought of pale blue eyes in the darkness. "To whatever other dangers lurk out there. I won't risk your lives or the lives of our children just because we're impatient."

"Then what do we have to do?" Marnie demanded. “Just tell us, Boss, so we can get it out of the way.”

"Help five villagers. That’s what the quest description says, with ‘personal, structural, or resource-related needs.’ That's the requirement." Ben gently but firmly removed Stormy's hand from his crotch, though the loss of contact felt like a physical ache. "You two are the key to the structural side. I think our livestock project will handle the resource-related ones. But the faster we get the village's infrastructure problems solved, the faster I can give you what you want."

Stormy made a small sound of frustration. Her eyes dropped to the obvious bulge in his pants—the evidence that his body wanted this as badly as theirs did.

"That's not fair," she breathed. "You're hard for us. I can see it. And you're telling us to wait?"

"I'm telling you that waiting is the only way to keep you safe." Ben reached out and cupped her face in his hand, tilting it up until she met his eyes. "I promise you, Stormy. When the time comes, I will breed you so thoroughly you won't be able to walk straight for a week. But first, we need to secure this village."

She shuddered at his words. Her eyes fluttered closed. Then she leaned in and kissed him.

Stormy's lips barely brushed his at first, the touch so light and tentative that Ben might have imagined it. She trembled against him, her breath catching, her fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt as if she needed something to anchor her.

He held perfectly still. Let her set the pace. Let her decide how far she wanted to take this. He had only said he couldn’t breed her, after all, not that he couldn’t kiss her. And the girl seemed to crave romance and intimacy more than any of the other demi-beasts he’d met. He wanted to give it to her, too.

What better way than a steamy first kiss?

Stormy’s lips became firmer, a little more confident when he didn’t pull away. Her mouth opened slightly, uncertain, seeking. Her tongue darted out and touched his lower lip—a quick, nervous flick that sent electricity down his spine. She made a small sound in the back of her throat, something between a whimper and a moan, and then she was kissing him in earnest.

It was clumsy but eager. Their teeth clicked together once, and she pulled back with a gasp of embarrassment before surging forward again, refusing to let the mistake stop her. Her hands slid up his chest to grip his shoulders, her body pressing against his with desperate need. She kissed him like she was drowning and he was air, like she'd been waiting her whole life for this moment and couldn't quite believe it was finally happening.

He almost couldn’t believe this was Stormy. Shy, reserved Stormy who could barely meet his eyes half the time, throwing herself at him with everything she had. Offering herself without pretense or technique, just a sweet, shivering need. Her inexperience made it real in a way that Usseni’s raw confidence never could.

“I’m not just a wallflower, Ben,” she whispered, nipping his lip. “I’m a woman. I feel like I was born to be your woman, and I want you to treat me like it from now on. Even if you can’t breed me yet, I’m still yours.”

His cock surged back to full hardness. He groaned against her mouth, his hands finding her hips, pulling her closer despite his better judgment. She gasped at the feeling of him pressing against her belly, hard and insistent, and the sound nearly broke his resolve entirely.

Behind him, Marnie's breath had gone ragged. "Gods, that's hot," she whispered.

Ben broke the kiss with extreme effort. Stormy's gray eyes were glazed, her lips swollen, her chest heaving.

"That..." She had to stop and swallow. "That was an amazing first kiss."

"Shit, Stormy." Ben's voice came out rougher than he intended. "You’re not exactly making this easy for me.”

“Good. It’s not easy for me either, so why should it be for you?" She took a shuddering breath. “I’m going to spend every waking moment dreaming of the things you’re going to teach me, Master Ben. And I want you to be spending every moment dreaming of me.”

Her flush deepened, spreading down her neck to disappear beneath her collar. But there was a new confidence in her eyes—something kindled by his obvious reaction to her.

"Then we'd better hurry the hell up with this Homestead project," Ben said with a half-laugh. “Because if I spend too much time thinking about that kiss I might just go insane.”

She stepped back. It clearly took everything she had.

"Fine." Her voice was unsteady, but there was conviction beneath the tremor. “We'll do everything we can to hasten the process. But you'd better keep that promise, Ben Nickels."

Marnie released him with obvious reluctance, her hands dragging across his body one final time before falling away. “And whatever you give her, I want too. I know I’m not as dainty as most of the girls you have, but I’ll do everything I can to please you, Boss. All I ask is for a chance to show you, okay?”

Ben could only nod.

"Come on, Stormy." The Holstaur's voice was thick with unfulfilled need. "We've got work to do. The sooner we finish, the sooner we get what we want."

Ben watched them go, their tails swishing with agitation as they headed toward the lower dens where the drainage problems awaited. His cock ached in his pants, still half-hard from their attention.

He took a moment to collect himself. It was time to focus.

The lust of his demi-beasts was growing stronger every day. He was going to have his work cut out for him once the Maternity Pods and Nesting House were established. So, he had to make sure the rest of the village's problems were dealt with before then.

Ben shook himself off and turned, heading for Queen Ariss at the temple.
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The Temple of Coils rose from the jungle like a monument to an ancient god, which was essentially what it was. The Lamia queens were as close to deities as it got in this area of Faerowilde—powerful, immortal, and insatiable. Except, maybe for the System itself.

Ben climbed the worn stone steps, passing between pillars carved with serpentine shapes that seemed to writhe in the morning light. The interior was cooler than the humid air outside, the stone walls radiating a chill that raised goosebumps on his arms.

Ariss waited for him in the central chamber.

The Lamia Queen had arranged herself on the raised dais, her massive coils forming a living throne of emerald and gold scales. After his night with Usseni, who already seemed so much larger than his mere human form, he was struck again by how enormous Ariss was.

Her human torso rose from that serpentine base like a goddess emerging from the sea, proportionally enlarged to match her new form, her breasts heavy and full, her green hair cascading past her shoulders in waves.

Her amber eyes found him immediately.

"Keeper." Her voice echoed in the vaulted space. "I hoped you would come."

"I told you I would. Every day, right? Isn’t that what we promised?" Ben crossed the chamber, his footsteps loud against the ancient stone. "How are you feeling? Any lingering effects from your hibernation?"

"I am... adjusting." Ariss shifted on her coils, the scales rasping softly. "My body feels strange to me still. Too large but so powerful. And with powerful appetites, too… But that is not what I wished to discuss."

Ben had things he wanted to discuss with Ariss too. She was a resourceful woman, and he was sure that she’d sent servants into the village to assess the state of things the moment she’d recovered from their last mating session. No doubt, she had discovered the same things he had about Elysanthra’s devious plotting.

“Shall I take a guess?” Ben asked, raising his eyebrows. “It’s about the witch, isn’t it?”

"The witch." Ariss's expression darkened. "I have been speaking with my people, as you suggested. Hearing their concerns. And what I have learned of Elysanthra's behavior during my sleep..."

She trailed off, her clawed hands curling into fists.

Ben nodded. “I know. I have discovered some unsettling things as well. But tell me what you’ve learned.”

"She has been using my subjects. Trading on promises she had no right to make—promises of your favor, your attention, your seed." Ariss's tail lashed, a ripple of motion that traveled down her entire length. "Three women in particular have suffered for her manipulations. No doubt, had my hibernation been allowed to continue—"

Neither of them said the words, but both thought them: Had Elysanthra succeeded in keeping Ben away from the Temple…

“It would have been far more.” Ben thought of the autumn-scaled Nagaina at the blood-bee hive. "Was Bakassa one of them?"

"Yes. The witch sent her to collect honey from a blood-bee hive, claiming it was needed for protection wards. Bakassa attempted the task three times, suffering dozens of stings that left her bleeding for hours." Ariss's voice dripped with cold fury. "The wounds have only just healed."

"And she was willing to try again only yesterday,” Ben said. “Fortunately I was able to stop her, and assure her it wasn’t necessary. Who else?"

"A young Nagaina named Meela. Barely a hundred years old—still a child by our standards. Elysanthra has been using her as a personal servant, sending her on endless errands throughout the village and into the jungle. The girl has been running herself ragged trying to earn the witch's favor."

Ben's jaw tightened. Elysanthra’s behavior reminded him too much of the exploitation by the land barons from Cinderfell, who’d treated demi-beasts as disposable labor. She might be pretending to help, but it was clear she still thought herself superior to the other women. He was going to nip that notion in the bud.

"And the third?"

"A human woman. Ophelia." Ariss's expression softened slightly. "She was one of the orphan girls we raised from infancy, one of the few who have stayed in the village now that she is grown. She serves as a healer and caretaker for the younger children, and has some skill with animals as well. Elysanthra convinced her that a rare flower growing in Crestrunner territory would slow her body’s aging.”

"Those Crestrunners are dangerous,” Ben said. “I don’t care how good with animals she is."

"They are,” Ariss confirmed. "And when Ophelia ventured into the nesting grounds to gather the flower, she was attacked. A Crestrunner caught her with its beak—tore open her shoulder, her collarbone, her..." The Queen's voice caught. "Her breast. She nearly died, and would have if not for her own healing knowledge."

“Why would she risk herself for such a superficial thing?” Ben wondered aloud.

“Aging at a normal human rate when surrounded by immortal demi-beasts” Ariss shook her head. “I imagine it has caused her some anxiety. Especially as she’s dreamed of having children of her own someday. It’s only her loyalty to the Stone Coil clan which has kept her here against the urges of her biological clock.”

Ben stood in silence for a long moment, processing the scope of Elysanthra's betrayal. Three women, manipulated and endangered for the witch's petty schemes. Three women who deserved better.

"Where is Elysanthra now?"

"Sulking in her quarters, I assume. She has been avoiding me since I awoke." A cold smile curved Ariss's lips. "I believe she knows her position in this village has become... precarious."

"Good. Let her sweat." Ben began climbing the dais, using the curves of Ariss's coils as stepping stones. The scales were warm beneath his hands, smooth as polished marble. "I'll deal with her later. Right now, I want to focus on you."

Despite his thorough exercise with Usseni the night before, Stormy and Marnie had stirred something in Ben that needed to be released. Fortunately for him, the Lamia Queen was a ready receptacle for his passion. The better he pleased her, the better the outcome for the village would be, as increasing his reputation with powerful demi-beasts and monster kin always came with perks.

And Ariss was as hungry for his seed as he was to give it to her, eager to carry his child for the future of her people.

Ariss watched his ascent with hooded eyes. "And what do you intend to do with me, Keeper?"

He reached the level of her torso, straddling the thick portion of her tail just below where her human anatomy began. "Keep my promise to keep you filled.”

He reached up and tangled his fingers in her green hair, pulling her head down until their lips nearly touched.

Their mouths met in a clash of teeth and tongue. It was strange, with her enlarged form. Her mouth seemed to engulf his so easily that he struggled for breath at times. Ariss moaned, parting her lips as he licked and bit her, teasing her with sensation all over the sensitive area. Her massive body shuddered beneath him as her pleasure began to burn. Clawed hands found his shoulders, making him feel smaller than ever, even as she submitted to his affection.

Ben broke the kiss and pulled back just far enough to meet her eyes.

"The women Elysanthra wronged," he said. "They were promised my attention."

"Yes." Ariss's voice had gone breathy, her pupils dilated to thin slits.

"I want to give it to them. But I can't breed anyone outside the Homestead's protection." He ground his hips against her scales, letting her feel his arousal through his pants. "Not until the village is established."

She was already wet enough to dampen the fabric between them.

Ariss's tail coiled around his legs, drawing him closer. Her tongue coiled out of her mouth and dragged across his shirt, ripping the fabric from his torso. Then the appendage flickered over his skin, hot and wet as she licked his chest and abdomen like a popsicle. “There is another way, Keeper. A way for you to have them sooner, if that is what you wish.”

"I'm listening."

"This temple." Ariss gestured at the ancient stone surrounding them. "It has its own protections, its own magic. As Queen, I can extend those protections to anyone I name as my personal handmaidens. If you breed them here, in my temple, they will be perfectly safe."

“Is that what you want?”

“I want to teach that bitch of a witch a lesson about power.” Ariss's claws found the waistband of his pants, shredding the fabric with casual ease and revealing his rigid, ready shaft. "Bring me Bakassa, Meela, and Ophelia. I will name them my handmaidens, bind them to the temple's magic. And then..."

She pulled him against her, crushing his bare chest against her breasts.

"Then you will breed them, Keeper. Right here, where I can watch. Where you can fill them with your seed while I command you to take them harder, deeper, until they're screaming your name."

The image she painted sent a bolt of heat straight to Ben's cock. He was fully hard now, straining against her scales, desperate for the release her words promised.

"And Elysanthra?" he managed.

Ariss's smile turned predatory.

"We will make her watch, too. Only she won’t be nearly so comfortable."

Ben groaned as her tongue snaked down his chest, slapping playfully against his erection. He laughed and then groaned again as she slapped him again. “Something tells me you’re enjoying this.”

"I am the Queen." Ariss's coils shifted beneath him, repositioning his body until he was pressed against the junction where her human torso split, exposing her hot, wet slit to his desire. "I enjoy everything that happens in my domain. Especially the things that involve you. Now... take me, Keeper. Fill your Queen with that precious seed."

Ben didn't need more encouragement, as ready as he was. He gripped the base of his cock and guided it to her entrance, the pink, slick lips parting eagerly around the head.

Her slit was scalding hot, already dripping with arousal that coated his skin in a glossy sheen. He thrust forward, sinking into her with a wet, spurting sound. Her inner walls fought back, then yielded, and once again he was shocked by how tight her pussy was given how huge the rest of her body had grown. Then her muscles clamped down with that signature Lamia strength, locking him inside as she began to milk him.

Her walls rippled in waves like a series of coiled muscles massaging him from every angle.

Ariss hissed in pleasure, her massive body arching beneath him, green and gold scales glinting in the temple's dim light. Her tail thrashed once, the powerful length coiling around his legs to hold him in place as she bucked, preventing him from slipping and injuring himself as she began to writhe.

So secured, Ben began to pound into her, gripping her fleshy hips like handles to give himself leverage against her massive form. Each thrust was rough and messy. The slap of his hips against her scaled junction echoed off the ancient stones, her arousal squirting out in clear arcs with every deep plunge. Her inner canal twisted and squeezed, drawing him deeper with her undulations, like a serpent swallowing its prey whole.

Ben's hands roamed her enormous breasts, kneading the soft, heavy flesh as they slapped against his chest with every brutal drive. The rhythm built—harder, faster—her pink nipples stiffening under his thumbs. Ariss moaned, low and guttural, her golden eyes locking onto his with feral intensity.

Then, her long, forked tongue snaked out, flicking teasingly at his jawline at first, tasting the sweat beading there. "So strong," she purred, voice a husky whisper. "But are you strong enough to withstand my love? Can you handle a little... clinginess?"

Her tongue wrapped around his throat in a loose coil, cool and slick, the forks tickling his Adam's apple like a playful caress. Ben chuckled at first, thrusting even deeper, feeling her walls ripple in response.

But as he fucked her harder, the coil tightened—gradually, almost imperceptibly at first. The pressure built, restricting his airway just enough to make each breath a deliberate effort, his vision blurring at the edges with a heady rush.

He realized what she was doing. Her tongue tightened like a living noose, controlling his oxygen with the same precision her tail used to constrict prey in a kind of playful asphyxiation.

It should have alarmed him, but instead, a dark thrill shot through him—his cock twitching inside her, growing impossibly harder as the erotic edge sharpened every sensation.

Ariss's eyes gleamed with mischief, her tongue squeezing a fraction more. She couldn't speak now, the appendage fully committed to its wicked task, but her moans vibrated through it, low and throaty, drool spilling from her parted lips to trickle down his neck and chest. She was utterly turned on—her pale skin flushed a faint pink, saliva mixing with sweat as her massive breasts heaved and slapped rhythmically against him, nipples dragging across his skin like hard points.

Ben refused to back down. If anything, the constriction fueled him. He refused to tap out or slow, instead slamming into her with renewed fury. His hips pistoned like a machine, each thrust forcing wet squelches from her overflowing slit, her rippling walls milking him with desperate, serpentine contractions.

The lack of air made his head swim, his lungs burning, but it amplified everything: the velvet heat of her depths, the way her coils flexed and squeezed his legs in time with his thrusts, the messy gush of her arousal coating his balls and thighs.

He’d heard of erotic asphyxiation before, but had never been brave enough to try anything like that in his past life. In Ariss’s hold, though, it felt like the most natural thing in the world.

Stars danced in his vision as she pushed him to the brink, a euphoric haze where every nerve sang, his body hyper-aware of the building pressure in his core. Ariss writhed beneath him, moaning louder, drool pooling on his shoulder as her tongue held firm, her yellow eyes rolling back in bliss.

Finally, with a strangled roar, he buried himself to the hilt and erupted, flooding her womb in thick, scalding ropes of seed. Pulse after pulse poured into her, her inner muscles clamping down in ecstatic waves, drawing it deeper until her abdomen swelled once more, rounding out beneath her heavy breasts like she'd swallowed a meal too large for her frame. His excess seed burst back around his shaft in creamy spurts, leaking down her scales, the rivers pooling on the dais beneath them.

Ariss's tongue uncoiled just as his climax peaked, allowing him a gasping breath that only heightened the rush. She screamed in release, her own orgasm crashing through her massive form, tail thrashing wildly as she milked him dry. When it was over, Ben collapsed against her breasts. Both were panting. Her belly bulged softly with the evidence of their union.

She stroked his back with one clawed hand, a satisfied hiss escaping her lips. "Strong enough indeed, Keeper. You'll do just fine."

Ben’s HUD flashed a new notification.

Ariss - Lamia - Queen of the Stone Coil Monument (Lover)

Current Reputation: 57/100

Perk [25]: Serpents Heart – reputation with snake-kin villagers in Queen Ariss’s village automatically upgraded to 50/100.

Perk [50]: Arcane Coils – Once per day, the Keeper can suffocate an enemy (or ally) with magical vines.

Perk [75]: Locked

Perk [100]: Locked

Ben could only laugh. “Okay, that’s kind of fucked up.”

“What is, Keeper?”

“I just got a suffocation attack skill because you choked me during sex.”

“Ooh,” Ariss’s tongue lashed out again and she scooped some of his seed from her belly, bringing it to her mouth. “Do you think you could use it on me sometime?”

“Uh, yeah. I… think I can. It says enemies or allies. Though I’m not sure I’d want to do both.”

“Maybe next time,” she sighed. “For now, I find myself quite… exhausted. Processing all this seed requires a lot of energy.”

“I’ll leave you to it, then,” Ben said, sliding down from her hips to land on the dais. He glanced around for his clothes, which were laying in a shredded heap at the bottom of the stairs. “You’re really going to have to be more careful with my clothes, though, Ariss. That’s another set, ruined.”

“I can’t help it,” Ariss pouted. “You just make me so horny I can’t stop myself from ravaging you. I’ll make sure you get new clothes from the village tailor, I promise.”

“I still have a couple of sets, I think.”

When Ben opened his Gizzard of Holding this time, he didn’t even get the chance to put his hand inside. A fresh set of folded laundry shot out the top of the bag as if it had been slung from a catapult, landing in a heap on the floor.

“Uh… thanks?” Ben muttered uncertainly. There really did seem to be something inside there, and whatever it was, it seemed to be getting annoyed at him. He picked up the ruined clothes and stuffed them inside the bag, so as not to leave a mess in Ariss’s chamber.

Ariss was massaging his excess seed into her breasts, her body absorbing it like parched earth sucking up a fresh rain. Her long tongue lolled from her lips, lapping lasciviously at her pussy.

Ben stopped, his clothes in his hands, to watch as she licked every spilled droplet from her slit, tail shuddering with aftershocks of ecstasy.

He’d never seen a woman lick her own pussy before. These monster women never failed to impress.

“So, about the others,” he said, finally. “What should I do?”

"Breed them," she commanded between gasps as the tip of her tongue lashed her swollen clit. "Promise me. Promise you'll breed every woman that witch wronged.”

“I… promise.”

“Make them yours,” she moaned, writhing as she pleasured herself. “Fill their wombs. Give them the children they've been denied for centuries."

It was clear the queen was getting off, not only on her performance for Ben, but on the idea of thwarting Elysanthra. Which, to be honest, he could completely understand. “I will.”

"And when you're done with them—" Ariss's voice cracked as another orgasm crashed through her. "—come back to me. Come back and fill me again. I will carry your child, Keeper. And she will be the strongest Lamia to ever live.”

“I promise,” Ben repeated.

The temple's magic seemed to respond to his vow, the air crackling with energy that raised the hair on his arms and made his Keeper senses sing as Ariss brought herself, screaming, to another climax.

When it was over, she collapsed to the side, her breathing coming in ragged gasps, her scales flushed with color, her amber eyes glazed with satisfaction.

"Tonight," she murmured. "Bring them to me tonight. We will begin the handmaiden ritual at sunset."

Pulling on the last of his clothes, Ben stepped forward and pressed a kiss to her scaled shoulder. "And Elysanthra?"

"I will summon her personally." Ariss's smile was sharp as a blade. "She will watch you breed every woman she wronged. And she will understand exactly what her scheming has cost her."

Ben thought about the witch—her arrogance, her manipulation, her desperate attempts to claim him for herself. Part of him almost felt sorry for her. Sometimes she did genuinely seem to want to help them. But other times, she was so incredibly self-centered it was clear that she had to be taught a lesson.

"Tonight," he agreed. "But we have a lot to do today if we’re going to get this village to Homestead status, and that’s still my priority.”

Ariss released him with obvious reluctance, her coils unwinding to let him climb down from the dais. "Go, then. Do what must be done. I will be waiting very, very impatiently."

Ben gathered his staff and headed for the temple entrance. The morning sun hit his face as he emerged, warm and golden, full of all kinds of promises. His neck muscles and throat ached from his kinky encounter with the Lamia Queen, and that too, felt like a kind of promise.

The promise of more pleasure to come.


17
Building Bonds


Stormy couldn't believe her own audacity.

She walked through the village in a daze, her hooves finding the path by instinct rather than conscious thought. Her mind was still back in that clearing, still pressed against Ben's chest, still tasting him on her lips.

What had come over her?

She'd never been bold like that. Never in her life. She was the quiet one, the one who hung back while others took charge. Marnie, gentle giant though she was, was far more confident than Stormy was. Even Spirit, justly named and free-spirited, was brave compared to Stormy, with her heart like a wild pony running through the plains.

Stormy was just... Stormy. The complete antithesis of her powerful, threatening name. She was more like the forgettable wall of overcast clouds before a storm than anything exciting. She blushed and stammered and couldn't meet anyone's eyes, especially Ben’s.

But last night, watching her boss with that lusty Naga warrior through a gap in the door-curtain...

Something had unlocked in her brain. Something primal and hungry that she hadn't even known existed. The sounds Usseni had made. The way Ben had pinned her down and taken her. The raw, animal power of it had reached into Stormy's chest and squeezed until she couldn't breathe.

And this morning…

She'd felt possessed when she touched him. Like some other woman had slipped inside her skin and taken control of her mouth, her hands, her hips. The words that had come out of her—I'm a woman, I feel like I was born to be your woman—she still couldn't believe she'd said them.

But she had. And gods help her, she'd meant every syllable.

The kiss, though. Heavens above, the kiss.

Stormy's knees wobbled. She had to stop walking and brace herself against a tree trunk, her heart pounding, her face flushing hot despite the morning shade. She'd kissed him. Her first kiss ever, and she'd given it to Ben Nickels in the middle of a snake-woman village with Marnie watching from three feet away.

It had been clumsy. Awkward. Their teeth had clicked together and she'd nearly died of embarrassment.

But then he'd groaned against her mouth. His hands had found her hips and pulled her closer, and she'd felt him pressing against her belly, hard and wanting, and—

Stop. Stop it. We have work to do. You have one job, Stormy! Don’t screw it up!

Stormy shook herself and pushed away from the tree. She'd talked tough back there, told Ben she wanted him dreaming about her, but she knew the truth. The moment he actually touched her with any kind of sexual intent, she was going to melt into a compliant puddle and forget how to form words. All that boldness would evaporate like morning mist, leaving nothing but a trembling mare desperate to please.

All right. Fine. Honestly, she couldn't wait.

She wanted to be a puddle for him. Was that so weird?

Probably. What the heck did she know about this stuff? But she was pretty sure turning into a puddle was not high on the sexy fantasy list. Not even for Ben, who seemed to be living sexy fantasies for just about everything.

But she couldn’t worry about that now. There was work to be done. Ben was counting on her!

Oh, Ben! I’ll make you so proud. I swear I will. I’ll make you so proud that you can’t help but sweep me off my hooves, and carry me into our little jungle hut, and stuff your big hard cock into my pussy puddle!

She whinnied with dismayed laughter.

Goodness, girl, she chastised herself. This is why you should stay a wallflower. Your silly brain and therefore your mouth can never be trusted to be normal! Just shut up, Brain. And Body, get to work!

She and Marnie had split up at the edge of the village. Marnie was heading to the eastern clearing to begin construction on the Maternity Pods and Nesting House. These were structures they'd built before at Lucky Nickel Acres, or simple variations on them, familiar enough that Marnie could work from the existing blueprints they’d created without supervision. She was a Powerhouse, not a Forewoman, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t follow directions. The sooner those were finished, the sooner Ben could start breeding the village women under proper System protection.

The sooner he could breed them.

Oooh, Gods, yes. Daddy Ben, breed my puddle pussy!

Stormy's tail swished with agitation. Focus, girl. Focus.

What was wrong with her?

I’m so horny I feel drunk, that’s what’s wrong with me. Gah! FOCUS!

Stormy’s task was different. More challenging, certainly. Not the kind of project one could have their head stuck in the clouds while working on, or… the imaginary bedroom.

Especially not there. Oh Gods…

The lower section of the village sat in a natural depression, a bowl-shaped area where a dozen huts and dens clustered together. During the dry season, it was prime real estate—shaded, cool, protected from wind. But the rainy season was coming, and without proper drainage, that entire section would flood.

She needed to figure out how to protect it.

It was strange, the more she thought about it, that the Nagaina village would have been built in such a low area in the first place without some sort of plan for how to deal with the wet season. She was pretty sure the weather patterns wouldn’t have changed much over the years, but depending on how old the village was it was possible… Still. It was definitely strange.

The path wound downward, the packed earth giving way to softer soil that squelched slightly under her hooves. Even now, in the dry season, she could see the signs of damage from past wet seasons. Watermarks scored the lower portions of hut walls, mold crept up wooden supports, and there was a faint smell of damp rot beneath the green jungle scent. Not really that different from the rot of old branches and leaves elsewhere in the jungle, but really not what you want your dwellings to smell like. It was definitely a problem!

"Excuse me?"

Stormy turned.

A woman stood at the edge of the path, partially hidden in the shadow of a broad-leafed plant. She was human, not snake-kin, with rich brown skin and hazel eyes that caught the dappled light. Her black hair was pulled back in a practical braid, and white bandages wrapped around her left shoulder, disappearing beneath the loose fabric of her shirt.

More bandages peeked out at her collar, hinting at wounds that extended down across her chest.

Another beauty to compete with for Ben’s attention. Oh, this is so not fair!

Stormy curbed her initial twinge of jealousy and smiled. “Hello! Can I help you?”

"You're one of the builders, aren't you?" The woman stepped onto the path. She moved carefully, favoring her injured side, but her voice was steady. "From the Keeper's farm? I’m Ophelia."

"I am. My name is Stormy." She dipped her head in greeting. "It’s nice to meet you, Ophelia. But, if you don’t mind my asking… are you okay to be walking around? That shoulder looks pretty sore."

A small smile flickered across the woman's face. "Well, I’m the village healer. So I guess it’s okay if I say so.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean to be condescending or anything. I was just worried.”

“No, no, don’t worry.” She gestured at her bandaged shoulder with her good hand. "Not doing a very good job of healing myself at the moment, actually."

Stormy's ears flattened with sympathy. “What happened?”

“I had a bad run in with a Crestrunner,” Ophelia said, looking a bit rueful. “It shouldn’t have happened. I’m usually much better with animals, but I got too close to a nesting pair and… well…”

“I’m so sorry that happened to you!” Stormy found her voice shaking as she realized she was going to have to work with the same birds that had attacked this woman. If they could even be called birds. They seemed more like dragons to her. “They scare the heck out of me, those things. I don’t know how you ever got the nerve to get close enough to be attacked.”

The rueful look on Ophelia’s face turned into one of embarrassment. “Oh, I know. It was stupid. You don’t have to tell me that.”

Stormy’s cheeks burned. Why couldn’t she keep her stupid mouth shut! She was supposed to be helping the people of the village, not insulting them!

“Sorry, that’s not what I meant!” She squeaked. “I meant you must be braver than me! I’m supposed to design some infrastructure so you can use Crestrunners and Thornbacks as livestock… and I’m terrified!”

Ophelia’s hazel eyes widened. “Really? That’s… very interesting, actually. I might be able to help with that. But that's... that's not why I'm here."

“Oh? What is it?”

The healer took a breath, squaring her shoulders despite the obvious discomfort. "I heard you and the other builder have been interviewing villagers. About their needs. About what the Keeper might be able to help with."

"That's right. Do you have a request?"

"I do." Ophelia glanced down the path toward the lower village. "Would you come with me? It's easier to show you than to explain."

Stormy felt a surge of excitement. This was a villager who needed help after all. Maybe she could help and make Ben extra proud of her.

And then he’ll pound my puddle pussy, just like he did to Usseni! Except with less slithering… Unless he wants me to wriggle around on the ground for him. If he asked, I would totally do it. Can puddles slither?

Stormy let out an involuntary snort of anticipation, like she was about to go on a big run or…

Oh Gods, shut up, Brain! Shut up! She’s looking at you like you’re crazy! And you totally are!

“Yes, of course!” she said with a nervous laugh, her tail twitching. “Lead the way!”

“It’s my healing hut,” Ophelia said, turning down the path and motioning for Stormy to follow. “I’m afraid it needs a little help. Well… a lot of help, actually…”

The healing hut sat at the lowest point of the village, tucked into a hollow where three massive trees spread their roots in a tangled web. It was a sturdy structure, larger than most of the residential huts, with a broad covered porch where patients could rest in the shade.

It was also, Stormy noted immediately, in terrible condition.

Watermarks climbed the walls to knee height. The wooden supports showed signs of rot near their bases. The floor of the porch was warped, the boards buckling upward in places where moisture had swollen the wood.

"Every rainy season, it floods," Ophelia said quietly. She stood beside Stormy, her hazel eyes taking in the damage with weary familiarity. "Sometimes ankle-deep. Sometimes higher. I have to move all my supplies to the upper shelves and pray the waters don't rise too far."

"Why build a healing hut here?" Stormy walked closer, her builder's eye cataloging the structural issues. "This is the worst possible location."

"It wasn't always this bad." Ophelia followed her onto the porch, the boards creaking under their combined weight. "Or that’s what the elder Naga tell me. Apparently, this area never flooded. The water just... drained away, like magic! But now, the elders just tell me just to move farther up the hill during the wet season. I do, of course. It’s no good being a healer if your patients drown before you can treat them! But… this is the best building for a clinic in the village and it would be such a shame to lose it because of the rains.”

“Drained?” Stormy's ears perked up. She’d thought it was strange they would build in the low area without some sort of plan for the rainy season. "You mentioned magic, which is possible. But maybe there was a drainage system?”

“Well, there was. But it was a really long time ago. More recently, the elders have just used spells. They really aren’t very effective, though, as you can see. Do you think the old system could still be down there somewhere?”

“That depends,” Stormy said. “But we can certainly find out! Did anyone ever talk about pipes or ditches or anything like that?”

Ophelia’s eyes lit up. “Yes! My old mentor talked about them all the time.”

She pointed toward the base of the nearest tree, where the massive roots disappeared into the earth. "Tessava, she was a Naga and the healer before me, she mentioned once that in her grandmother’s time, there were channels beneath this part of the village. Pipes that carried the rainwater away to the river."

"What happened to them?"

"I’m not sure exactly. They just… stopped working.”

“Hmm.” Stormy stared at the roots, thinking hard. “I’d love to talk to her. I bet if I could ask her some questions we could figure out how it all works.”

Ophelia’s shoulders slumped. “You can’t. Tessava died." Her voice went flat. "In one of the demon attacks, years ago.”

“Do you think you would be able to answer them?” Stormy asked. “Did she talk about them often?”

Regret filled Ophelia’s expression. “I was still a girl, really. And I’m afraid I didn’t listen well enough when she was talking about the old times. Not well enough to answer your questions. You know how it is when you’re young. My head was all full of nonsense. I guess it was the same for Tessava, too. Her grandmother was the only one who knew exactly where the pipes were or how to maintain them. After she was gone..." She spread her hands helplessly. "The knowledge died with her. According to my mentor, they worked for a while, so she didn’t realize anything was wrong at first. But over the years, they started having some trouble with flooding. And every year since, it’s just gotten worse.”

Stormy's mind was already racing. Underground drainage wasn't complicated in principle, she'd helped design similar systems for cleaning barns and irrigating crops at Lucky Nickel Acres.

The challenge would be finding the existing infrastructure and determining why it had stopped working. That would be a whole lot easier than digging up the whole village in order to install new ones. Drainage systems were really best put in before other buildings were added.

"If the pipes are still there," she said slowly, "they might just be blocked. Tree roots, sediment buildup, debris. Maybe we can find them and clear them..."

"Then the lower village would be protected again?" Ophelia's hazel eyes brightened with hope. "That would be amazing! But I don't know where to look. I've tried searching on my own, but I don't know what signs to look for."

"I do." Stormy stepped off the porch and began circling the healing hut, her gaze sweeping the ground. "Drainage systems need outlets and inlets. Places for water to enter and exit. If your mentor’s grandmother built this properly, there should be access points somewhere nearby."

The search took the better part of an hour.

Stormy moved methodically through the lower village, examining the terrain with a builder's eye. She looked for depressions in the soil, for patches of different vegetation, for any hint of stone or worked material beneath the organic surface. Ophelia followed, asking questions and offering what little information she'd gleaned from Tessava's stories.

As the sun climbed higher, sweat dampened Stormy's flanks. Her earlier distraction had faded, mercifully, replaced by the comfortable focus of a problem to be solved. The one thing that usually kept her stupid brain focused and stopped her from saying stupid-brain things was good hard work. She didn’t even think about how proud Ben was going to be when she figured out the answer to the village flooding.

So proud! He’ll pull me onto his lap and brush my mane and tell me just how proud he is, and I’ll just turn into a total puddle! And when I’m a puddle, he’ll—STOP! Focus!

Okay, maybe she still got a little bit distracted. But it was not nearly so bad, and she mostly hadn’t embarrassed herself in front of Ophelia by getting all excited in her pants like she had before.

Gods, I was so wet this morning, I practically was a puddle… Gah! No. I’m focusing now. Really, I am! See, Brain! This is how you focus!

She screwed up her face, trying to physically force her brain to behave itself.

“Umm, are you okay?” Ophelia asked tentatively. “You look kind of… flushed and sweaty…”

“Um, w-what?” Stormy stammered. “I’m fine. It’s just… I’m not used to the jungle heat. That’s all. Really, I swear!”

If her face was already red, then it definitely got redder. She felt like her cheeks were on fire. Along with that stupid wet spot in her pants. This was so embarrassing!

“Oookaaayy,” Ophelia said, not sounding convinced at all. “If you need to take a break or something, let me know. I don’t want you to get overheated. Or something…”

“No, of course not. But, um, thank you for your concern.”

Ophelia gave a nervous chuckle. “Well, it would look pretty bad for me as a healer if I let you keel over from a sun stroke, right?”

Stormy vowed not to make things worse for her new friend by making her look bad to her peers. “You’re absolutely right. We both have our professional integrity on the line. Let’s do this!”

She clenched her fist and pumped it in the air like she was going into battle, if only against her easily-distracted psyche.

Ophelia blinked at her, looking confused.

Okay, maybe that was a bit much.

“Just kidding,” she mumbled. “I mean, let’s keep looking, okay?”

Finally, behind a cluster of storage huts on the village's northern edge, she found what she was looking for.

"Here, look at this..." Stormy knelt beside what looked like a natural depression in the ground, brushing aside dead leaves and accumulated debris. Her fingers found the edge of a stone—worked stone, cut into a curved shape that could only be artificial. "There's definitely something here."

Ophelia crouched beside her, wincing as the movement pulled at her injured shoulder. Together they cleared the debris, revealing a circular opening perhaps two feet across. Stone blocks lined the interior, fitted together with the kind of precision that spoke of serious craftsmanship.

"A tunnel," Ophelia breathed. "So they’re real. She wasn't just telling stories."

Stormy leaned over the opening, squinting into the darkness. The air that wafted up was cool and damp, carrying the smell of old water and undisturbed earth. She could see the walls of the shaft descending perhaps ten feet before it opened into a larger horizontal passage.

"The good news is, it doesn't look collapsed." She sat back on her haunches, her tail swishing against the ground. "The stonework seems solid. Whatever your elder's grandmother built, she built it to last."

"And the bad news?"

"Something's blocking it." Stormy pointed into the shaft. "See those roots coming through the joints? And that mass of debris caught against the far wall? The pipes aren't broken, but they're clogged. Probably decades of accumulated junk blocking the flow."

“Maybe even centuries.” Ophelia peered into the opening, her brow furrowed. "It’s been a long time since they worked properly. C-can you clear it?"

"Probably? It would be slow work, though. The shaft's too narrow for me to fit comfortably, and I'd need to figure out where all the blockages are before I could even start." Stormy frowned, considering the logistics. "I can probably build a plumbing auger or something—”

She stopped herself and giggled.

“What’s so funny?”

“Oh, nothing much. Just that another name for a plumbing auger is a drain snake.” Stormy chuckled. “Kind of fitting don’t you think?”

“That is kind of funny.” Ophelia beamed at her, rubbing her shoulder absently. Then she got a mischievous glint in her eye. “Not to be confused with a trouser snake… right?”

Stormy felt her eyes widen and her cheeks flame. “A… what?”

“Trouser snake!” Ophelia said, giggling too. “You know… like what men have? Speaking of which, I’ve heard the Keeper has a particularly big one. Have you—?

“No!” Stormy shouted, cutting the human woman off with a squeaking shout. “N-no. I don’t know. I’ve never… I mean, I haven’t even… Well, I did see it once and… Is it big? I don’t know, I’ve never seen one before…”

Great job, Mouth. Really smooth. Just casually admitted you’ve been ogling the Keeper’s trouser snake. Was that Brain’s idea, or did you just decide to fly solo on that one. This is why I don’t talk to people!

Her tail slapped against her flanks like she could shoo her humiliation away like flies.

Note to self: Never, ever speak again. Just communicate entirely through construction blueprints. Blueprints can’t tell everyone you’re a major pervert.

“Oh, okay.” Ophelia looked a bit bewildered at Stormy’s outburst. Then, as if her embarrassment was contagious, the healer started to blush as well. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I was just curious is all. I… I kind of hoped he might… umm… You know what, never mind. He’s probably not going to be interested in me anyway. If he’s not interested in you, I don’t have a chance.”

“What do you mean he’s not interested in me?” Stormy asked, wounded. “Did he say that?”

Ophelia’s eyes widened. “No! I just mean… you’re traveling with him, so I assumed… but if you’re not, maybe he’s not… Oh Gods, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I just know he’s got women throwing themselves at him all the time, and I don’t think he’ll ever notice me.”

The woman looked so miserable that Stormy forgot for a moment that she was competition, and only wanted to sooth her feelings. “You’re very pretty. I’m sure he’ll be interested. He has two human mates already, you know. It’s not like he doesn’t like humans…”

“Well, he’s not giving Elysanthra the time of day either, so… I thought…”

“That’s because Elysanthra is a bitch!” Stormy stomped her hooves, shaking the wooden boardwalk beneath their feet. “In fact, I bet it’s her fault you got hurt with those Crestrunners, isn’t it? I heard she’s been putting villagers up to dangerous tasks, promising them that Ben will sleep with them if they do her bidding.”

Stormy’s eyes widened again, realization dawning on her. “Oh my goodness. You wanted to mate with him so bad you faced one of those crazy dragon birds? How am I ever going to compete with that!”

“What do you mean, compete?” Ophelia said, not bothering to deny the fact that it had been the witch who’d put her up to sneaking too close to the Crestrunners. “Are we in competition?”

Stormy’s shoulders sagged and she blew out a breath of frustrated hair, blowing her bangs out of her face. “No. Not really. At least, Ben always says we’re not. He’ll breed any demi-beast or monster-kin who wants to have his babies. He’s promised that. He just needs to make sure the village is safe first, which is why we need to complete this project. As soon as it’s a Homestead, he can breed everyone!”

“Demi-beasts and monster-kin,” Ophelia said with a disappointed tone. “But not humans. See, I don’t have a chance. Not to mention the fact that I’m getting older every day. I’m almost thirty, you know. A few more years of living with a bunch of women and my womb is going to be as dry as a dusty old tomb!”

“Oh, that’s not true!”

“It is! The Nagaina and Naga women here… they don’t understand. They tell me to wait, and my time will come. Some day a man will come along… but, men don’t come to this village! They’re all scared of snake-kin. Except for the poachers and bandits. And who wants a guy like that? I owe too much to the women who took me in to just leave. So… I guess… maybe I’ll adopt, like they did. But it’s not fair! Soon they’ll all get to have their own babies and I’ll just…”

She burst into tears so suddenly that Stormy felt her whole body lock up in panic.

Oh no. Oh no no no, A crying person. What do I do with a crying person?

She’d never been good at this. Marnie was the one who gave hugs and said comforting things. Stormy was the one who stood awkwardly in the background, making unhelpful noises and wishing she could disappear into the floor.

Should I pet her? Do humans like pets? Wait, is that condescending? Maybe I should say something… Something supportive, yes! Good job, Brain. What’s supportive? “There, there?” No, that’s condescending again. “It’ll be okay?” But what if it won’t be okay? Then I’m a liar AND awkward!

Her ears flattened against her skull. Her tail had gone completely still, which was somehow worse than when it was twitching. She probably looked like a psychopath.

“Stop that!” she pleaded. “No, please stop crying. I’ll put in a good word for you, Ophelia. I promise! The Keeper is a very understanding man, and I’m sure that he’ll breed you too if that’s what you want. I’ll…” She was starting to feel desperate as the woman continued to cry even louder. “I’ll give you my place. Okay?”

The words came out before she could stop them, and immediately her brain started screaming.

WHAT? What did you just say? Stupid Mouth! We’ve been fantasizing about Ben’s trouser snake for DAYS and you just gave away our spot in line? To a woman you met an HOUR ago?

But looking at Ophelia’s tear-streaked face, she couldn’t bring herself to take it back.

Okay, fine. This is fine. I’m a good person. Good people do nice things. And besides, it’s not like I’m giving up forever. Just… temporarily. Very temporarily. Like, the second she’s done, I’m next. I’m calling dibs on second. Can you call dips on second?

“Y-you will?”

Stormy blushed. “Well, I mean. For a bit, anyway. Like you said, I’m a demi-beast. I can afford to wait. But you can’t! It wouldn’t be fair of me to demand my turn before you got yours, would it?”

“Oh, Stormy! How could I ever repay you for such a kindness? I’d be forever in your debt! I can’t ask you to do that for me!”

“Well, if you help me with these drains, we can call it even. How’s that?”

“W-what?” Ophelia blinked tears from her eyes. “What can I do?”

She scrubbed at her cheeks with the back of her hand, smearing the tear-tracks into muddy streaks. Her nose was running a little. Somehow it made her look younger, more like the orphan girl the snake-women had taken in all those years ago. Or so Stormy imagined.

“For starters,” Stormy said, refocusing once more. “We'd need to map the whole system first. Find out how far the pipes extend, where the outlets are, what's blocking them at each point..."

"What if..." Ophelia hesitated, her bandaged shoulder twitching. "What if I could help with that?"

Stormy looked at her. "How?"

The healer's cheeks flushed, a darker undertone appearing beneath her brown skin. She glanced around, as if checking to make sure they were alone, then leaned closer.

"I can talk to animals," she said quietly. "Not just snakes, like the Nagaina and Naga. All animals. Birds. Insects. The creatures that live in burrows underground." She swallowed. "I've never told anyone outside the village. The snake-women know, but they keep my secret. It's not... it's not a normal human ability."

The jungle seemed to lean in closer, as if listening. A beetle trundled across the stone rim of the tunnel entrance, its carapace gleaming like polished obsidian.

Stormy’s ears swiveled forward so hard they almost hurt. "You can communicate with them? Understand what they're saying?"

"More than that. I can ask them to do things, and sometimes they listen." Ophelia's voice was barely above a whisper now. "There are creatures in this jungle that burrow through soil like water. Tunnel-worms, mole-rats, burrowing beetles. If I could convince them to help clear the debris..."

"They could go places we can't reach!" Stormy's mind leaped ahead, already seeing the possibilities. "Map the pipe system from the inside. Find all the blockages. Maybe even clear the smaller ones on their own. That’s way better than a plumbing auger!"

Her hooves did a little shuffle on the packed earth, not quite a prance—that would be embarrassing—but close. She caught herself and went still, cheeks burning.

Professional. Be professional. You’re a Forewoman, not a filly at her first dance.

"Yes." Ophelia's hazel eyes were bright with cautious hope. "I've never tried anything this ambitious before. It sometimes gives me a bit of a headache. But for the village... for a chance to finally fix this problem..."

Stormy stood, brushing dirt from her knees. She extended a hand to help Ophelia up, careful of the other woman's injuries.

Ophelia’s hand was warm and calloused in hers. The healer was obviously used to hard work. She rose unsteadily, and Stormy kept hold of her a moment longer than necessary, making sure she didn’t lose her balance.

"If you can really do what you're describing," she said, "you will be useful for more than just this project. I told you about Ben’s plan to establish livestock operations here. Thornbacks and Crestrunners, brought in from the wild and contained in managed habitats."

Ophelia grinned. “Yes, that’s what I meant earlier when I said I might be able to help out with that. I’d love to try. Even if the Crestrunners aren’t exactly fond of me right now…”

Her hand went to her bandaged shoulder.

"We’ll figure it out. And we can send Marnie in to actually handle them, if it comes to that. Her Powerhouse class helps with handling larger livestock all the time. If we had someone who could actually communicate with them, calm them down, help them adjust to captivity..." Stormy gave her a meaningful look. "That would sure make things a lot easier. And safer for Marnie."

For a long moment, Ophelia was silent. Her hazel eyes flickered with excitement. “Maybe that’s how I’ll get the Keeper to notice me!”

Then she squared her shoulders again, ignoring the wince it caused.

"Show me what you need done with the drainage," she said. "And I'll show you what I can do. You won’t be disappointed!"

Ophelia stuck out her hand. After a confused moment, Stormy realized she wanted to shake on it. She took the offered hand and pumped it once, firmly.

Ophelia grinned. Stormy grinned back.

It felt like sealing a pact.

“I know I won’t,” Stormy said.

Together, they turned back toward the tunnel entrance. Stormy felt a thrill of excitement too. Ancient pipes waited to be rediscovered. In the jungle beyond, wild animals were about to take the first steps toward domestication. And she’d just met a human with magic powers…

Ophelia didn’t realize it yet, but Ben was likely going to be much more interested in her than she realized.

Had she ascended and not realized it yet? Or did Ophelia have some remnant of the old magic running through her veins? The same kind of magic wielded by the insufferable Virgin Witch?

Either way, she was sure to be important. Very likely, Stormy had just discovered another human with a secret Celestial bloodline…

Was that why Elysanthra sent her on that dangerous mission? Had the witch been trying to get her killed?

She had to talk to Ben as soon as possible to let him know what she’d learned.

Oh, he’s definitely going to be so proud of me—!

Stormy cut that line of thought off before she could get carried away. Before she went to talk to Ben, she wanted to have other successes to report to him.

Cleared drains and livestock corrals, coming right up, Daddy Ben!


18
Powerhouse


The axe bit into the trunk with a satisfying thunk.

Marnie pulled it free, adjusted her grip, and swung again. Wood chips flew. Sweat dripped down her spine, soaking into the simple work shirt she'd changed into that morning. The jungle heat was oppressive, but she'd worked through worse. Back at Lucky Nickel Acres, she'd cleared half an acre of old-growth stumps in a single afternoon. This was nothing. At least the jungle trees were soft.

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

Insects droned in the humid air, a constant thrum beneath the bird calls and rustling leaves. The clearing she’d chosen sat on higher ground above the main village, where the soil was drier and the drainage better. Through gaps in the canopy, she could see the river glinting silver in the distance, and beyond it the dark mass of unexplored jungle stretching toward the horizon.

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

The tree groaned. Marnie stepped back, judging the angle, then delivered one final blow. The trunk split with a crack like thunder, and the tree toppled exactly where she'd intended—away from the work site, into a pile of previously felled timber.

"That was amazing!"

Marnie wiped her brow and turned. Meela stood at the edge of the clearing, a water skin clutched in her slender hands, her strange orange eyes wide with admiration.

The young Nagaina was slight even by snake-kin standards, her chocolate brown scales still carrying the soft sheen of youth. Her dark brown hair fell in messy waves around a face that hadn't quite lost its childish roundness, and her eyes—bright as sunset through amber, Marnie thought—tracked the Holstaur’s every movement with undisguised fascination. She’d coiled the tip of her tail around a nearby sapling for balance, the dark scales catching the dappled light.

By human standards, she might have been sixteen or seventeen. By Nagaina standards, Sisara had said she was barely a hundred—still practically a hatchling. And probably the youngest demi-beast Marnie had ever met.

Meela’s tail unwound from the sapling and lashed behind her with excitement, scattering dead leaves. Her scales rippled with color shifts, the brown turning bronze across her cheekbones and throat. Marnie had noticed the snake-kin did that when they were emotional, like a blush that spread across their whole body, though each had a different pattern of scales on their human-like faces.

Meela’s facial scales were sparse, almost like glittering freckles across her forehead and cheeks.

"It's just chopping," Marnie said, accepting the water skin. She drank deeply, the cool liquid soothing her parched throat. "Nothing special."

"Nothing special? You knocked down a tree! Just with your arms! Even the Naga warriors can’t do that!”

Marnie shrugged, uncomfortable with the praise. "It's my class. Powerhouse. Good for heavy lifting and hard labor. Not much else."

She set aside the water skin and reached for her shovel. The tree was down, but now she needed to clear the stump, level the ground, remove the roots that would interfere with the foundation. The real work was just beginning.

Meela followed her like a shadow, her long, skinny tail swishing through the undergrowth. Marnie thought it was funny when the Nagaina kept their tails out of their clothes. It looked like Meela was wearing a belt that had fallen loose and was dragging behind her.

"So these buildings you're making," the young Nagaina said, "they're for having babies, right? Like, special places where we can give birth safely?"

"Birthing Pods, yeah. And Nesting Houses, too." Marnie drove the shovel into the earth, prying up a stubborn root. Her muscles burned pleasantly with the effort. "The Boss wasn’t really clear on whether snake-kin gave birth to live young or laid eggs, so I’m just gonna build both."

"Oh! Well..." Meela's brow furrowed. "I'm not really sure? The elders say we can do either one. There's stories of both from the old times. But…"

"Do you know what determines which happens?"

"Nope. Sorry!" Meela's dark tail coiled uncertainly around her ankle. "Nobody's had a baby in so long... I don't think anyone remembers. Maybe it depends on the father? Or the mother's mood? Or the phase of the moon?"

Meela’s hands twisted together in front of her, fingers interlacing and releasing nervously. She worried her lip with one fang.

Marnie grunted, tossing aside a tangle of roots. That wasn't helpful, but it wasn't the girl's fault. How could any of them know how their reproduction worked when none of them had ever experienced it? Some demi-beasts it was easy, because their baby-making parts were clearly either human or animal. But with snake-kin, it was all right there in the middle, stuck between the two halves. Human? Snake? Toss a coin as far as Marnie was concerned.

"We'll build both, then, like I said," she nodded to herself, confirming her original decision. "Six Birthing Pods and six nests in the Nesting House to start. Ben can breed six women at a time until we figure out which way it goes."

Six spots, she thought privately. Maybe Stormy and I could take two of them. In the regular Birthing Pod, since we're not snake-kin...

She didn't say it out loud. Meela was practically vibrating with excitement at the mention of breeding, and Marnie didn't want to dampen her hopes by reminding her that outsiders might be competing for the same limited resources. Not to mention if they came across any other interesting demi-beasts while they were exploring the jungle.

Come to think of it, it was kind of strange that more hadn’t appeared, considering how many had come to Lucky Nickel Acres…

Then again, that didn’t happen until after the Homestead was established. So maybe the system waited until there was a safe zone before it started guiding horny females into Ben’s lap.

She herself had felt an urge to travel in the direction of Grimsby before the rumors of the demi-beast breeder had reached the ranch where she’d been indentured. So she figured something similar had probably happened for all the women who’d shown up at Ben’s farm.

"Six women at a time," Meela breathed. "Do you think... do you think I might be one of them?"

"That's up to the Boss."

"The Keeper." Meela's voice went dreamy. "He's so handsome, isn't he? When he first came to the village, I couldn't stop staring. Those eyes—they're like... like forest pools. No, like jade! No, like—"

"They're just hazel," Marnie said flatly, driving her shovel into a particularly stubborn patch of clay. “Maybe green if the light’s right.”

"Hazel green! Yes! And the way they crinkle when he smiles? And his muscles." Meela hugged herself, shivering despite the heat. "Did you see his arms when he was talking to Sisara about her patrols? Of course you did, you were walking with them. Oh my goodness, I thought I was going to faint. I've never seen a man with arms like that. I mean, I've never really seen many men at all, but I'm sure his are the best."

Meela’s whole body swayed as she talked, her tail sketching lazy figure-eights in the air behind her. At one point, she actually clutched the nearest tree trunk for support, as if the mere thought of Ben’s eyes might cause her knees to give out.

Marnie couldn’t really blame her. She felt much the same when she thought about Ben.

Her hand drifted unconsciously to the buttercup tucked behind her ear. She caught herself and pulled it back, focusing on the work.

Don't think about his arms. Don't think about how they feel when he wraps them around you. Don't think about the way he looks at you like you were something worth looking at. Just… don’t.

"And his voice," Meela continued, oblivious to Marnie's discomfort. "It's so deep and rumbly. Like thunder, but nice thunder. Safe thunder. When he talks, I just want to curl up and listen forever. Do you think he'd read me a story if I asked? I bet he'd be really good at reading stories. I have a book about a princess who has three suitors, and she makes them each bring her a gift to see which one knows her best, and in the end she chooses the prince with the biggest… well, you know… in all the land. That was it. That was the gift. Isn’t that funny?”

The shovel hit a rock. Marnie gritted her teeth and pried it loose, hurling it into the underbrush with more force than necessary. “What the hell kinda books are you reading, girl?”

“Usseni traded one of the merchants for it,” Meela said, blushing. “She’s always asking them to bring her the dirtiest stories they can find. Then she shares them with us. And then, Elysanthra said if I did good helping her out, she’d lend me some of hers. And she has such a collection. But oh my goodness, when the prince uses it… his thing? …I don’t know if sex is really like that but it sounds totally crazy! Do men sometimes put it in your backside? Is that normal?"

“Uh…” Marnie couldn’t remember what she was supposed to be doing.

Did they do that? Did Ben do that? She’d let him if he wanted to… She’d let Ben do just about anything to her. But… hmm. That was something to think about.

"I heard from Usseni that his... you know... his thing... is really big." Meela’s scales had gone fully copper in places, now, the flush spreading from her cheeks down her throat, and across her collarbones. She kept tucking her hair behind her ear, and her tail—which never seemed to stay still, much like her lips—had coiled into a tight spiral against her hip like she was trying to hold herself in place. "Like, really big. She said it barely fit and she's not exactly small down there.”

Marnie let the girl’s voice wash over her, trying not to focus on the words that were starting to cause a tingling between her legs. But it wasn’t easy to ignore. Meela was talking about Marnie’s favorite subject, after all.

“I mean, Naga are way bigger than Nagaina. And what about Queen Ariss? She’s HUGE! And he’s big enough for her. I don't even know if I could handle something like that. But I want to try! Is that weird? That's probably weird. But I can't stop thinking about it. I bet it feels like you’re all full, like an overripe fruit that’s about to explode! Or like… when you eat too much and it kinda hurts but feels good at the same time? I bet it’s like that."

Marnie closed her eyes and counted to five. She had work to do. She did not need to be thinking about what it would feel like to have Ben’s “thing” stuffed inside her. She spent plenty of time daydreaming about that when she was on her own.

"Elysanthra said if I helped her enough, she'd put in a good word for me with the Keeper," Meela rattled on. "She's had me running errands all over the village for days. Fetching herbs, carrying messages, cleaning her quarters... She says it's important work, preparing for rituals and things. And she promised that once I've proven myself useful, she'll make sure Ben notices me."

Marnie's grip tightened on the shovel. She was not a fan of Elysanthra.

"She's got such a close relationship with him, you know? I've seen them talking. She knows all about what he likes and doesn't like. She said he prefers women who are obedient and hardworking, so I've been trying really hard to be both. Do you think it's working? Do you think he's noticed me yet?"

That scheming witch.

Marnie knew something had happened between Ben and Elysanthra. She didn't know the details—Ben wasn't the type to gossip about such things—but Renee, the four-tailed Kitsune who’d traveled with the Boss the last time he’d come to the jungle did not have the same sense of moral integrity. She made it sound like Ben had teased Elysanthra with a taste of his seed and it had driven the witch mad with lust. Marnie had seen the way he avoided Elysanthra whenever possible, and the tight set of his jaw when her name came up.

She did not get the feeling that Ben was particularly fond of the witch. Not that he hated her or anything, but that he distrusted her.

Whatever Elysanthra was promising this lovestruck girl, it was almost certainly lies.

The Nagaina girl was still prattling on, but Marnie hadn’t heard a word she was saying. Her mind kept going back to Ben.

Ben and his big thing pressed up my backside…

She drove the shovel into the ground and leaned on the handle, turning to face Meela directly. "Stop."

Meela blinked, her chatter cutting off mid-sentence. "What?"

"Stop talking about the Boss. Please." Marnie heard the strain in her own voice and didn't bother hiding it. "I can't concentrate when I think about him either, and you're making it worse."

The young Nagaina's eyes went wide. "Oh! Oh, I'm so sorry! I didn't realize—are you interested in him too? I didn't mean to—"

"It's fine." Marnie took a breath, steadying herself. "I don’t think there’s a demi-beast female in existence who isn’t interested in the man, one way or another. But listen, girl. About Elysanthra."

Meela's expression shifted from embarrassed to curious. "What about her?"

"Don't trust what she tells you about Ben." Marnie chose her words carefully. "I don't know exactly what happened between them, but I know he's been avoiding her. Whatever she's promising about her connection with the Keeper... I think it's a lie."

"A lie?" Meela's tail went still. "But she said—"

"I know what she said. But if she really had influence with Ben, why would she need you to do all those errands? Why not just ask him directly?" Marnie shook her head. "If you want Ben to notice you, talk to him. Not her. He's not some distant king. He's just a man. A good man. He'll listen."

Meela stood frozen, her orange eyes darting as she processed this information. A cascade of emotions crossed her young face—shock, doubt, hope, fear.

"Talk to him," she repeated slowly. "Myself. Just... walk up to him and talk?"

"That's what I did." Marnie's hand found the buttercup again. This time, she let it linger, her rough fingers brushing the delicate petals. "Well, sort of. I kissed him first and talked later. But the point is, he listened. He didn't laugh or turn me away."

And I still can't believe it, she added silently. Big, bulky Marnie. Nothing like the sleek snake-women here, or pretty, lithe Stormy's, or any of the beautiful creatures Ben already has waiting for him. What could he possibly see in me?

But he'd said it. Looked right at her with those gorgeous green eyes—yes, they were green, she decided, not hazel, the most perfect shade of green—and he’d told her he wanted her.

Doubting him felt disloyal. So she pushed the doubts aside, the way she pushed aside stubborn roots and heavy stones. Hard work. One thing at a time.

"You kissed him?" Meela's voice had gone squeaky. "You just kissed him? Without asking?"

"Probably shouldn't have done it that way," Marnie admitted. "But yeah."

"And he liked it?"

"Seemed to."

Meela made a sound somewhere between a gasp and a squeal. Her hands flew to her cheeks, scales flushing furiously. "Oh gods. Oh gods oh gods. I could never. I would die. I would literally die. My heart would stop and I would fall over dead."

"You'd be surprised what you can do when you stop overthinking." Marnie retrieved her shovel. "Now. I need to finish clearing this area before I can lay the foundations. You want to help, or you want to keep talking?"

"Help! I want to help!" Meela darted forward, grabbing a fallen branch and dragging it toward the debris pile. Her movements were eager if not particularly efficient. "What do you need me to do?"

They worked through the afternoon.

Marnie did the heavy labor—chopping, digging, hauling, leveling. Her Powerhouse class made the work almost meditative, her body falling into rhythms it knew by heart.

Swing the axe. Feel the impact travel up her arms into her shoulders. Pull the blade free. Swing again.

Drive the shovel deep. Lever up roots thick as her wrist, soil clinging dark and wet. Toss them aside and find the next.

Lift the logs, two at a time, balanced across her broad shoulders. The bark was rough against the back of her neck and through her work shirt, but she didn’t mind. She carried them to the next pile, setting them down gently so they’d stack neatly. Then walked back.

Repeat.

Her muscles burned, but it felt good. This was honest work, the kind that meant she was doing something worth doing. It didn’t really matter how tired she got so long as the work she was doing mattered. That was her philosophy.

Meela brought her water when she needed it. Food when her stomach growled. The young Nagaina cleared smaller debris, held tools, asked endless questions about construction that Marnie answered with her usual economy of words.

She found herself wishing for livestock. Back at Lucky Nickel Acres, Rosie used Gruff the boar to help clear brush and haul timber from the Old Growth forest. A strong animal could triple a worker's output, or better.

But the only creatures in this jungle that Marnie knew of which might be suited for that kind of labor were the Cleftusks, and after hearing about Ben's encounter with one yesterday, Marnie didn't get the feeling they'd be interested in such menial tasks.

Sacred animals probably didn't appreciate being asked to drag logs.

Meela threw herself into the work with more enthusiasm than skill. She dragged branches that were clearly too heavy for her, leaving furrows in the soft earth. She tried to roll a log and ended up tangled in her own tail, sprawling face-first into a pile of leaves. She stood up, spitting debris and laughing at herself, orange eyes bright with determination.

“I’m helping!” she announced, leaves still stuck in her dark hair. “Just maybe forget you saw that last part…”

Marnie couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah. You are. It’s been nice to have some company.”

The sun began its descent, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink that filtered through the canopy in scattered beams.

Sweat had soaked through Marnie’s shirt hours ago. Her hands were blistered despite her callouses. The jungle wood had a different grain that she was used to, fibrous and strange, and the humidity made everything slick. Her back ached in the familiar way that meant she’d sleep well tonight.

She rolled her shoulders, felt the muscles protest, and reached for the water skin one last time. Empty. Meela had already gone to refill it, but Marnie was too tired to do anything but wait for the snake-kin woman to return.

She surveyed her work. The clearing was level. The brush was gone. Wooden foundation frames marked out the footprints of twelve large structures—six Birthing Pods and six Nesting Houses—arranged in a neat grid with pathways between them. Because it was so hard to clear space, Marnie had opted to make individual huts for each pod or nest, rather than trying to recreate the huge buildings they had back at Lucky Nickel Acres. It just made more sense, given the environment. She hoped Stormy and Ben wouldn’t mind.

"Is that everything?" Meela asked, wiping sweat from her brow, as she returned with the filled flask.

She passed it to Marnie without hesitation and waited while the Holstaur dumped cold, fresh well water down her throat. When she’d finally had enough, she passed the flask back to Meela.

"Almost." Marnie pulled up her System interface, the familiar glow materializing before her eyes. "Need to confirm a few things first. The Nesting Houses—do you figure your people will prefer them enclosed or open to the air?"

"Um... enclosed, I think? Eggs need to stay warm."

"Heated stones or magical warming?"

"Magical, if that's an option? The elders always talk about how cold it gets during the wet season. And that’s soon!"

Marnie made the selections, adjusting the blueprints. "What about the Birthing Pods? I’ve made lots of these before, but for mammalian demi-beasts. Any special requirements you can think of for snake-kin? Different positioning, maybe? Or support structures?"

"Oh!" Meela's face lit up. "Yes, actually. I’ve heard that when Naga give birth, they need something to coil around. For leverage and comfort. Could you add... I don't know, poles or pillars or something?"

"I can do that." Marnie modified the design, adding reinforced support columns at each corner of the Naga-sized pods. "Anything else?"

They went back and forth for several minutes, Meela contributing what little knowledge she'd gleaned from village elders while Marnie translated it into practical design choices. By the time they finished, the blueprints had been customized for snake-kin needs in ways the standard Lucky Nickel Acres templates never anticipated.

"Okay." Marnie took a breath. "Here goes."

She confirmed the build, selecting the materials they’d brought along from the farm as her resources for the project. Fortunately, they’d brought plenty, and the System was eager to get to work.

Magic flowed through the foundation frames like golden light, wood and stone and thatch materializing from nothing. Walls rose as if from nowhere. Roofs formed like they’d been plucked from the sky. Doors appeared in their frames, windows in their casements. The empty clearing transformed in seconds, twelve complete structures standing where moments ago there had been only dirt and lumber.

Meela screamed.

Marnie winced, her sensitive ears flattening. "It's okay. It's just the System—"

"THAT WAS AMAZING!" Meela was practically bouncing, her whiplike tail thrashing with excitement. "You just—they just—there was nothing and then there was BUILDINGS! How did you DO that?"

"It's not me, it's the System. I just did the prep work."

"The prep work? The PREP WORK?" Meela gestured wildly at the structures. "You chopped down trees! You dug holes! You carried things that weighed more than I do! For HOURS! And you call that just prep work?"

"That's what my class is for." Marnie shifted uncomfortably under the onslaught of enthusiasm. "Stormy's the one who does the real thinking. The designs, the problem-solving. I just... tweaked them a bit. What’s the big deal?"

"You just work harder than anyone I've ever seen, that’s the big deal!" Meela grabbed her hand, squeezing with surprising strength. "I watched you all day. You never complained. Never slowed down. Never took a break unless I made you. The warriors here train every day and I don't think any of them could keep up with you! Well… maybe Sisara… she’s kinda crazy. Don’t trust that strong, silent type thing she’s got going on for a second. Actually… you’re kinda like that too. Are you crazy?!? Never mind. Don’t tell me. I’d rather it was a surprise."

Marnie's cheeks heated. She wasn't used to this. Most people saw Stormy's clever solutions and innovative designs and thought she was the most important demi-beast on the farm. They didn't notice the hours of backbreaking labor that made those designs reality. Marnie never minded that, she didn’t like the spotlight. But it did feel kinda nice to have someone recognize her work.

"Thanks," she managed. "That's... that's nice of you to say."

Meela grabbed her hand, turning it over to examine the fresh blisters, the callouses beneath them, the dirt ground into every crease. Her orange eyes went wide.

“Your hands,” she breathed. “They’re so strong. Look at these! You could crush a coconut with these hands. Or a skull! Have you ever crushed a skull? Never mind, don’t tell me—”

“I haven’t crushed any skulls.”

“—but you could, is my point. That’s amazing. I mean it! You're incredible!" Meela beamed up at her. "The Keeper is lucky to have you. And I bet he knows it, too. I bet that's why he's interested in you. I mean, you’re brave, too. Because you kissed him. But obviously you're strong and dependable and you work so hard and—"

"Okay, okay." Marnie gently extracted her hand, but she couldn't quite suppress a smile. "That's enough."

But as they walked back toward the village center, Meela chattering about how she was definitely going to talk to Ben herself now, Marnie found herself touching the buttercup again.

Maybe being different wasn't such a bad thing.

Ben had looked at her—big, bulky, and plain as she had always thought she was—and seen something worth wanting. Not despite what she was, maybe, but because of it. She was strong and steady, and she was willing to put in work others couldn't or wouldn't do.

Marnie had spent so long comparing herself to sleeker women, more graceful women, more conventionally beautiful women, and feeling like she’d never measure up. But Ben didn't seem to want conventional.

He wanted extraordinary.

He wanted her.

Maybe she was strong and brave enough to let herself start to believe that for real.

Even if he might want to put his big “thing” in her backside.


19
Romantic Gestures


Ben sat cross-legged on the woven mat in his borrowed hut, a scrap of parchment balanced on his knee. The jungle heat pressed in through the open windows, carrying the drone of insects and the distant chatter of village life.

He was supposed to be reviewing the construction plans Stormy had left for him. Instead, he found himself sketching flowers.

Buttercups for Marnie. What would Stormy like? Something exotic maybe… Blue, to bring out the color of her eyes…

He felt guilty. The whole point of bringing the two women on this expedition was to give them dedicated attention away from the chaos of Lucky Nickel Acres. To make them feel special. Wanted. To show them that his interest for them was real and unshakable, not just a fling.

Admittedly, he had a lot of those, too. His breeding schedule necessitated it. But Stormy and Marnie were important and he wanted them to feel important.

Instead, he'd spent the past few days dealing with politics, patrolling for poachers, and getting seduced by snake-women.

Not that he regretted any of it, exactly. Usseni had been incredible, and Ariss... well, Ariss was queenly in her splendor. But Stormy and Marnie deserved better than being an afterthought.

Tonight, he decided. I'll do something special for them tonight. They’re working so hard today, they deserve a reward.

He tapped the charcoal stick against his lips, thinking. Stormy would probably appreciate something thoughtful. A gift that showed he'd been paying attention to who she was, not just what she could do for him. But she didn’t talk much, unless it was about upcoming construction projects, so he was at a loss… Marnie was harder to read, but he suspected she'd respond to actions more than words. Physical affection. Feeling useful and valued.

The door-curtain rustled.

Ben looked up, expecting one of the village messengers. He’d requested some items for his big romantic gestures… or at least, requested suggestions for what he should be requesting. He didn’t exactly know what was available in a jungle that would be useful for a date.

He felt his gaze harden.

Elysanthra stood in the doorway.

The witch wore a dark cloak pulled tight around her shoulders, the hood thrown back to reveal her pale face and violet eyes. Her black hair spilled loose down her back, which was unusual—she normally kept it pinned up in elaborate styles.

"Keeper." Her voice was lower than usual. Huskier. "I hoped I might find you alone."

Ben set aside the parchment, his expression neutral. "Elysanthra. What do you want?"

"What I've always wanted." She stepped into the hut, letting the curtain fall closed behind her. "What you've been denying me."

Her hands rose to the clasp at her throat.

The cloak fell.

Beneath it, she wore nothing at all.

Elysanthra's body was lean and pale, her skin almost luminous in the filtered jungle light. Small, round breasts with pink nipples already peaked with arousal. A narrow waist flaring to slim hips. The dark thatch of hair between her thighs was neatly trimmed, and Ben could see the glisten of moisture on her inner thighs even from across the room.

She'd come prepared.

"I can't stop thinking about you," she breathed, crossing the space between them with deliberate, swaying steps. "About the taste of your seed on my tongue. About how it felt when your power flooded through me." She sank to her knees before him, her violet eyes blazing. "I know I've behaved badly. I know I've been selfish and demanding. But it's only because I'm so desperate for you."

Her hands found his thighs, sliding upward.

"You can take me however you like," she continued, her voice dropping to a whisper. "Any way. Any position. Use me like the vessel I was meant to be. I'll do anything, Ben. Anything. Just please... please let me feel you inside me."

Ben studied her face. The flush on her cheeks. The slight tremor in her hands. The rapid rise and fall of her chest.

She wasn't faking the arousal. Whatever else Elysanthra was, she genuinely wanted him. Had been wanting him for days, working herself into a frenzy of frustrated desire.

And he had plans for that.

"Anything?" he asked quietly.

"Anything." Her fingers found the laces of his trousers. "I'll submit. I'll obey. I'll be good, I swear it. Just—"

Ben caught her wrist.

For a moment, she froze, violet eyes going wide with something like fear. Then he guided her hand between her own thighs, pressing her fingers against her slick flesh.

"Show me," he said. "Show me how desperate you are."

Elysanthra's breath caught. Her fingers moved, spreading herself open, and Ben could see how wet she was. Her folds glistened, her entrance clenching around nothing.

"Please," she whimpered. "Please, I need—"

He replaced her fingers with his own.

She gasped, her whole body shuddering as he slid two fingers inside her. She was tight and hot and dripping, her inner walls gripping him like a fist. His thumb found the swollen nub of her clit and circled it slowly.

"Is this what you need?" His voice was calm, almost clinical.

"Yes! Gods, yes—" Her hips bucked against his hand. "More. Please, more—"

He curled his fingers, finding the spot that made her keen. His other hand rose to cup her breast, thumb brushing across her nipple. She arched into his touch, desperate, shameless.

"You've been a brat," he said conversationally, still working her with slow, deliberate strokes. "Manipulating the villagers. Making promises you can't keep. Using my name to get what you want."

"I'm sorry—ah!—I'm sorry, I won't—" Her words dissolved into a moan as he pinched her nipple, rolling it between his fingers.

"You sent Ophelia into Crestrunner territory." His thumb pressed harder against her clit. "She could have died."

"I didn't—I wasn't trying to—" Elysanthra's voice was ragged now, her hips grinding against his hand. "Please, Ben, I'm so close—"

He leaned forward and took her nipple into his mouth.

She screamed. Her hands flew to his head, fingers tangling in his hair, holding him against her breast as he sucked and licked and teased. His fingers pumped faster, curling and thrusting, driving her higher and higher toward the edge.

He could feel her clenching around him. Feel the tremors building in her thighs. She was seconds away from climax, her whole body wound tight as a bowstring—

He stopped.

Pulled his fingers free. Released her nipple. Sat back.

Elysanthra made a sound like a wounded animal. Her violet eyes flew open, wild and uncomprehending.

"What—why did you—" She reached for him, hands grasping. "No, please, I was so close—"

"I know." Ben wiped his fingers on his trousers, holding her gaze. "If you want more, meet me at the temple tonight. We can discuss the terms of our... relationship."

The haze of arousal in her eyes sharpened into suspicion. "The temple? Ariss already summoned me there tonight."

"I'm aware." Ben's expression didn't change. "There's no reason the queen shouldn't be present. She's also my lover. Unless that's a problem for you?"

He let the words hang there. It was a test. A dare. He knew she could hear it in his voice.

Stake your claim, his tone said. Try to demand exclusivity. See how far it gets you.

Elysanthra's jaw tightened. Her hands had dropped to her thighs, fingers digging into her own flesh as she fought the urge to touch herself.

"Fine.” She ground the word out through her teeth. "The temple. Tonight."

The agreement surprised him, just slightly. He'd expected more resistance. Demands of some kind. But perhaps the edge of denial had finally worn her down.

Either that, or she had plans of her own.

It didn’t really matter which. She'd be there. So would Ariss.

And so would the three women she’d abused in his name.

Justice would be served, one way or another. And if the witch didn’t give him some concrete proof that she was capable of change, he was cutting her off. This was her last chance.

Elysanthra shifted forward, trying to press herself against his hand again. Her hips rolled in a desperate rhythm, seeking friction, seeking release.

Ben pulled his hand away entirely.

"Tonight," he repeated. "Not before."

The sound she made was somewhere between a snarl and a sob. She snatched up her cloak, wrapping it around herself with jerky, furious movements. Her cheeks were flushed, her thighs trembling, her nipples still visibly hard beneath the dark fabric.

"You're cruel," she hissed.

"I told you before, Elysanthra. You’re a powerful woman. I’m sure you’ll find a way to impress me. But if you want my power, I need to be certain we’re on the same side.”

“I’m helping you aren’t I?”

“So it appears,” Ben said. “But appearances, especially in the hands of an accomplished Enchantress, could be deceiving.”

She bared her teeth at him in a rage. “Bastard. You know nothing!”

“I will take you, oh great Virgin Witch,” Ben said, letting a drop of sarcasm tinge his words. “And I will strip you of that centuries-old title, if that’s what you wish. But in order for that to happen, my terms remain the same. You must accept me as your sire, breeder, and keeper." Ben picked up his parchment and charcoal, as if she'd never interrupted him. "See you at the temple, Elysanthra."

She swept out of the hut without another word.

Ben listened to her footsteps fade, then let out a slow breath. His own body was responding to the encounter—he wasn't made of stone—but he pushed the arousal aside. There would be time for that later. If she could find it in herself to behave.

Right now, he had more important things to plan.

He looked down at his parchment. The half-sketched buttercup stared back at him.

Stormy likes being outside, he mused, adding a few more lines to the drawing. A picnic, maybe? Down by the waterfall? That way, if she feels awkward or doesn’t know what to talk about, we can always talk about the Thornback wallow. And the walk will be perfect to relax her tired brain after a long day of planning.

Marnie… wants to be wanted. Touched. Shown that her strength is beautiful, not intimidating. That’s easy. But she’ll be hungry too. And tired after working hard all day. Some romantic treats might not be a bad idea… wine? What about a massage?

Despite the fact that both Stormy and Marnie appeared shy on the surface, they were two different women with very different needs. He didn’t know them all that well yet, but he knew them well enough for a good start at getting to know them better.

That was what romance was all about, wasn’t it?

He couldn’t wait to give his two hardest workers the attention they deserved.

Ben smiled to himself, the bratty witch already forgotten, as he began to make a list of things he’d need for his upcoming dates.
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The jungle path wound uphill through a cathedral of green. Late afternoon light pierced the leaves above them, here and there, lending an otherworldly glow to the forest floor. Ben walked slowly, matching his pace to Stormy's shorter stride, and listened to her chatter about the discoveries she’d made that day.

"—Ophelia told me she can actually talk to animals. You know, like the way demi-beasts can communicate with their kin-beasts, but… all animals. Did you know humans could do things like that? I mean, besides you. You’re ascended. She’s going to use burrowing creatures to help me map the old pipes from the inside, which is so much better than building a plumbing auger, although I was kind of excited to see if I could build one—”

Ben thought it was the most he’d ever heard her say all at once, and by the look of her, she realized it too. Stormy, who usually clammed up when she was nervous, had suddenly got her mouth stuck in high gear. The panicked look in her eyes told him she had realized she was talking more than usual and wished she could stop.

“—I think she might have some kind of magical gift, don’t you think? Maybe not like us and the system, but like Elysanthra and the old magic. Is that a thing? Maybe she’s a human with a Celestial blood line and if you mate her—”

She stopped suddenly, her cheeks flushing. The talk of mating proved to be the brakes she needed to bring that train of thought screeching to a halt.

“You could build one anyway,” Ben said, ignoring the comment about mating Ophelia for the moment, though Stormy had brought up an interesting possibility. “The auger? Provided we have the materials, that is. It might come in handy for the village in the future, don’t you think? They deal with the rainy season every year, and Ophelia might not always be around to help.”

"Really? Maybe you’re right. I should… I…” she stumbled, over her words. Now that she’d lost momentum, it seemed like she was struggling to get started again. “Sorry. I… I'm talking too much, aren't I? I always say stupid things when I’m nervous. You probably don't want to hear about drainage systems on a romantic walk.” The panicked look returned and she started stammering, her cheeks flushing bright pink. “O-oh gods, is this a r-romantic walk? You’re probably just being nice and you actually needed to check on the waterfall site and I totally took it the wrong way. I’m such an idiot—”

Ben took her hand.

Stormy's mouth snapped shut. Her gray eyes went wide.

"I’d hoped it would be a romantic walk," he said. "If you’re okay with that. And I like hearing you talk about drainage systems, actually."

"You do?"

"I like hearing you talk about anything." He squeezed her fingers gently. "You always think about things in a different way, and I’m consistently amazed by your insights. I wish you’d talk more, actually. I always feel like you clam up because you aren’t comfortable around me. And it’s hard to get to know someone who doesn’t want to talk to you.”

For a moment, she just stared at him. A look of horror dawned on her face. “Y-you think I don’t want to talk to you? Ben that’s not true at all! Oh, no. I am an idiot! I… I just always say stupid things so I feel like it’s safer when I don’t talk. Like back at Lucky Nickel Acres and I told you I was scared you’d abandon me. I should never have said that. It’s not even really true. It’s just… I don’t know what it is. I feel like whenever I talk about anything but construction I stick my hoof in my mouth.”

Ben raised his eyebrows. “Now that would be an interesting position to be in.”

Stormy looked like she might faint. “That’s not what I meant! See! Ugh, my stupid mouth and my stupid brain are never on the same page!”

Ben laughed. “I’m just teasing. Sorry, I know I shouldn’t do that when you’re baring your soul to me, but you do look pretty cute when you’re nervous. And I also think it’s adorable when you say silly things. Just… try to relax and be yourself. I already like you, Stormy. You don’t have to try to impress me.”

A smile spread across her face—shy and wondering and so genuine it made something warm bloom in his chest.

"Okay," she whispered. "Okay."

They walked in comfortable silence after that, hands linked, the jungle buzzing and chirping around them. Ben was aware of Sisara trailing them at a discreet distance—the Naga captain had insisted on providing security when she heard about his plans, and he hadn't argued. It never hurt to be cautious. The jungle still held dangers, even within the village's territory.

The path opened onto the waterfall just at the edge of town. It was the same waterfall that the villagers used for washing clothes, and where he’d seen the clay that he hoped the Thornbacks would enjoy. But they’d taken a circuitous route to get there, just to enjoy the peace and quiet of the jungle, and each other’s company for a little while.

The falls weren’t large—maybe twenty feet tall—but they were beautiful. Water cascaded over moss-covered rocks into a wide, shallow pool that steamed faintly in the cooling air. The spray caught the light and scattered it into rainbows. Ferns and flowering vines crowded the banks, and the air smelled of wet stone and green growing things.

On the far side of the pool, the red clay made a striking-looking beach. But it was far enough away from the rocky side that Ben was fairly certain both the villagers and the turtle-like animals would be able to share the space, once they had some fences built.

"Oh," Stormy breathed. "It's gorgeous."

"This is where we're putting the Thornback wallow," Ben said. "The hot springs feed into the pool on the other side, creating deposits of the clay they like, just like the spot down by the river which was destroyed by Cleftusks. It’s not an ideal situation, having to share the waterfall pool with the animals, but it’s big enough that it should work. And hopefully the villagers will get enough out of the Thornbacks to make it worth the sacrifice.”

Stormy's builder instincts immediately engaged. She released his hand and stepped toward the water's edge, her gaze sweeping the terrain. "Yes, I can see it. The natural basin over there would contain them nicely. We'd just need fencing along the northern edge where the ground levels out, and maybe some kind of shade structure for the dry season..."

Ben let her examine the site while he spread the blanket he'd brought and laid out the food from his basket. It was pretty simple fare, just fruit, bread, cheese, and some smoked river fish. But he arranged it carefully, to look as enticing as possible. He’d even managed to find some local flowers to scatter around the edges—blue, to bring out the color of Stormy's eyes, just like he’d planned.

When Stormy turned back, her big gray eyes went wide.

"You made a picnic?"

"I did."

"For me?"

"For you."

She stood frozen for a moment, her tail swishing behind her with barely contained emotion. Then she crossed to the blanket and sank down beside him, her movements almost reverent.

"No one's ever made me a picnic before," she said softly.

"Then I'm glad I'm your first."

Her cheeks flushed at the word first, and Ben wondered if she was thinking about other firsts. The kiss they'd shared that morning, for example. The firsts that might still come.

They ate in easy conversation, the waterfall providing a constant soothing backdrop. Stormy told him more about Ophelia and the drainage project, her enthusiasm infectious. Now that he’d convinced her that he actually liked it when she talked, she relaxed enough to do it without running away in high gear.

Ben shared some of his own plans for the territory, too. The future of his livestock vision, some integration with the human village he hoped to establish like they’d managed with Grimsby, a long-term plan for a sustainable community.

Eventually, Stormy fell quiet. She was staring at the water, her expression troubled.

"What is it?" Ben asked.

"I just..." She bit her lip. "Shouldn't Marnie be here? She worked so hard today. Harder than anyone, knowing her. It doesn't feel right to be having a romantic picnic while she's probably collapsed in her hut, exhausted."

Ben smiled. "I thought you might worry about that."

Stormy's ears perked forward. "You did?"

"I had a special meal sent to her hut. Restorative herbs, high-energy foods, plenty of water. And a note telling her to rest and wait for me, because I have a surprise for her too."

"A surprise?" Stormy's eyes lit with curiosity. "What kind of surprise?"

"That would be telling. It wouldn’t be fair if you find out before she does. You can compare notes tomorrow and see who got the best date. If I did things right, you’ll both think you got the better deal."

"But—"

Ben leaned forward and kissed her.

Stormy made a small sound of surprise against his mouth. Then her hands found his shoulders, gripping tight, and she melted into him.

Her lips were warm and slightly parted, her breath coming quick and shallow. “Oh, Ben…”

Ben cupped her face in his hands, tilting her head for a better angle, and deepened the contact.

She tasted like the fruit they'd been eating. Sweet and bright and eager.

When they finally broke apart, Stormy's eyes were glazed. Her lips were swollen. Her chest heaved with rapid breaths.

"Oh," she managed. "Oh, that was... that was..."

"Good?"

"Uh-huh."

Ben smiled and kissed her again.

This time he let his hands wander. Down her neck. Across her shoulders. Finding the ties of her work shirt and loosening them slowly, giving her time to object if she wanted.

She didn't object.

The shirt fell open, revealing the simple cloth binding she wore beneath. Ben traced his fingers along the edge of it, feeling her shiver.

"Can I?" he asked.

Stormy nodded, not trusting her voice.

He unwound the binding carefully, letting the fabric fall away. Her breasts were small and pert, the nipples already hardening in the cooling air. He cupped them in his palms, feeling their weight, and Stormy's head fell back with a moan.

"So sensitive," he murmured.

"I—I've never—no one's ever—" She couldn't finish the sentence.

Ben lowered his head and took one nipple into his mouth.

Stormy's whole body jerked. A high whinny escaped her throat, and her hands flew to his hair, holding him in place. He sucked gently, teasing the peak with his tongue, then switched to the other breast and gave it the same attention.

She was melting. He could feel it in the way her muscles went slack, the way she sagged against him, the way her breath came in desperate little pants. Every touch made her shudder. Every kiss drew sounds from her that she probably didn't even know she was making, which made him enjoy them even more.

"Ben," she whimpered. "Ben, I can't—I don't know how to—"

"You don't have to do anything." He kissed his way back up to her mouth. "Just feel."

His hand slid down her stomach, toward the waistband of her work trousers—

Stormy went rigid.

Ben stopped immediately.

"Sorry," she gasped. "Sorry, I just—I'm not sure I'm—"

"It's fine." He withdrew his hand, settling it safely on her hip. "Whatever you're comfortable with, Stormy. That's all I want."

She looked at him with something like wonder. "Really? You're not... disappointed?"

"In you? Never." He kissed her forehead gently. "We have time. There's no rush. After our conversation this morning I thought you might be ready, but if you aren’t, that’s totally okay."

For a long moment, she was quiet. Her breathing gradually steadied. Her muscles relaxed, though she still trembled slightly in his arms.

Then, very softly, she said: "I got carried away this morning… feeling left out. I… I do want to, someday. But I’m scared, Ben.”

He kissed her lips as she was speaking. “That’s perfectly understandable. It’s a big step. But just so you know, if you’re worried about pregnancy, I figured out a way to prevent that from happening. We can experiment as much as you like, with anything you like, with no risk.”

“Oh!” Stormy blushed as their noses bumped together. “No… actually, that’s not what scares me. It’s… the getting there part. I don’t know what to expect, and I’ve heard it hurts and that you’re really big and I… I just don’t want to do it wrong. But, I'm aching, Ben. I want it so much…"

Ben pulled back to look at her face. "Aching?"

Her cheeks went crimson. "Down there. For... for release. Would you..." She swallowed hard. "Would you mind if I touched myself? While you hold me?"

Something hot and primal stirred in Ben's gut.

"I wouldn't mind at all," he said. "But I want to see you. All of you. Would that be all right?"

Stormy's blush deepened, but she nodded.

He helped her undress the rest of the way, unlacing her trousers and sliding them down her legs, removing her boots and the simple undergarment beneath. When she was completely bare, he took a moment just to look at her.

She was beautiful. Slender and delicate, her coat a soft silver-gray that gleamed in the waterfall's spray. Her legs were long and graceful, ending in neat black hooves. The junction of her thighs was perfectly bare as if no hair had ever grown there. Beneath that, he could see the pink flush of her arousal.

"Do I look… acceptable?" she whispered, arms twitching like she wanted to cover herself.

"You're gorgeous,” he stated firmly. "Now come here."

He guided her into his lap, her back against his chest. She fit perfectly, her head tucked beneath his chin, her body warm and soft against him. He wrapped his arms around her, one hand splayed across her stomach, the other cupping her breast.

"Okay?" he asked.

She nodded, trembling.

"Then you deal with that ache of yours. I’ll just watch."

Slowly, hesitantly, Stormy's hand crept down her own body. Her fingers found the slick heat between her thighs, and she gasped at her own touch.

"That's it," Ben murmured against her ear. "Show me how you like it. I’ll try to remember for when it’s my turn."

She began to move. Small, circular motions at first, her fingers barely grazing her sensitive flesh. Then firmer strokes as she grew more confident. Her hips started to rock against her own hand, tiny involuntary movements that pressed her back against Ben's chest.

His cock filled and hardened, watching the show, until he was practically stabbing the thing into her tailbone. It didn’t take her long to notice, despite her moving fingers.

Stormy froze. "Is that—are you—"

"Yes." There was no point in denying it. He was hard as iron, straining against his trousers.

"Because of me?"

"Yes."

"Oh." Her voice was very small, but she continued stroking herself, like she was getting off on knowing how aroused he was. "It feels... big. Against my tail. Is it... is it always that big? Or does it get bigger when you're... you know... excited?"

Despite everything, Ben laughed. "It's a little bigger when I'm excited."

"Oh gods." She increased the speed of her movements, but her rhythm was off now, distracted. "I can feel it. Through your pants. It's right there. Against my backside. Do you want me to... should I... I don't know how to..."

"Just focus on yourself," Ben said. "We'll worry about me later."

"But it must be uncomfortable—"

"Stormy." He kissed the sensitive point where her neck met her shoulder. "Touch yourself. Come for me. That's all I want right now."

She shuddered at his words and obeyed.

Her pace quickened. Her breathing grew ragged. She wriggled in his lap, and her movements only made his shaft stiffer.

Ben massaged her breasts as she worked, pinching and rolling her nipples, adding to the sensations flooding her body. He could feel the tension building in her, the way her muscles coiled tighter and tighter.

"Ben," she gasped. "Ben, I'm going to—I think I'm—"

"Let go," he whispered. "I've got you."

Stormy came with a cry that echoed off the waterfall.

Her whole body convulsed. Her back arched. Her hand pressed hard against her pussy, and Ben felt a sudden rush of wet heat soak through his trousers.

A lot of wet heat.

When the spasms finally subsided, Stormy went limp in his arms, panting. Then she looked down.

Her eyes went wide with horror.

"Oh no. Oh no no no." She scrambled off his lap, staring at the spreading wet patch that covered his entire thigh. "I didn't—I've never—that's never happened before! Oh gods, I've ruined your pants! I'm so sorry! I didn't know I could—I made a puddle, an actual literal puddle, this is so embarrassing, I want to die—"

Ben laughed.

He couldn't help it. She looked so mortified, hands covering her face, tail hanging low in shame, absolutely convinced she'd committed some unforgivable sin.

"Stormy," he said, still chuckling. "It's fine."

"It is NOT fine! Your pants are soaked!"

"I have other clothes."

"But—"

"It's flattering, actually." He gestured at the wet fabric. "That you enjoyed yourself that much."

She peeked at him through her fingers. "...really?"

"Really."

For a moment, she just stared at him. Then, very quietly, she said: "I've always been like that. I just get so wet! It's embarrassing. I thought you'd think it was gross."

"I think it's incredibly sexy." Ben stood, stretching. "Although, you do have a point about the pants. I probably should change. Actually..."

He looked down at himself, then at the waterfall. He really did need to do some laundry. Ariss had ripped his other shirt clean off him that morning, and yesterday's outfit was a sweaty mess from the jungle patrol.

"If you don't mind," he said, "I think I'm going to wash these before we head back to the village."

Stormy blinked. "Wash your—"

Ben stripped off his shirt.

Stormy made a squeaking sound.

He unlaced his trousers and pushed them down, stepping out of them along with his boots. His underwear followed.

Now he was completely naked, standing in the golden afternoon light, his body on full display. And he was still hard—that wasn't going away anytime soon, not with Stormy's sounds still echoing in his memory.

Stormy had gone absolutely silent.

Ben glanced over his shoulder. She was staring at him with her mouth hanging open, gray eyes tracking slowly down his body, lingering at certain points. Her hands had dropped from her face. She seemed to have forgotten how to blink.

"You okay?" he asked.

"Uh-huh," she said faintly. "Yep. Fine. Totally fine. Just... looking. At you. Naked. With your... wow. That's really... and the muscles are just... and your butt is so..."

She trailed off into incoherent mumbling.

Ben smiled and waded into the pool.

The water was warm from the hot springs, pleasant against his skin. He dunked his clothes and began scrubbing them against a flat rock, working out the various stains and odors he’d collected over the day. Behind him, he could hear Stormy still talking to herself in a low, frantic stream.

"—biggest thing I've ever seen, obviously, since I've never seen one before, but surely they're not all that big? That seems impractical. How does that even fit anywhere? But it does fit, I've heard it fit, I listened to Usseni and it definitely fit, so it must be possible, but HOW—"

Ben bit his lip to keep from laughing again.

"—and his shoulders, did you see his shoulders, of course you saw them, they're right there, you're looking at them right now, stop looking, no don't stop looking, this might be your only chance to look, MEMORIZE EVERYTHING—"

He wrung out his trousers and draped them over a rock to dry.

"—the way the water is running down his back, oh he’s so hot, that's not fair, that shouldn't be allowed, I'm going to combust, I'm actually going to burst into flames right here by this beautiful waterfall and they'll find nothing but a pile of ash and my last words will be 'yes, daddy Ben, please put that big trouser snake in my pussy'—"

Ben turned to face the bank, still standing thigh-deep in the water. Stormy's mumbling cut off abruptly.

"Did you say something?" he asked innocently.

"NO," she said, much too loudly. "Nothing. I said nothing. I was just... admiring the scenery. The waterfall. Very pretty. Lots of water. Falling."

Her eyes were fixed approximately three feet below his face.

"The waterfall's behind me, Stormy."

"I KNOW THAT." Her voice had gone very high-pitched. "I'm just... checking to make sure it's still there. It is. Confirmed. Waterfall still present."

Ben took pity on her. He waded out of the pool, wrung out his clothes as best he could with his system-enhanced strength—which actually managed to work pretty well, all things considered—and began dressing. Stormy watched his every movement with the intensity of someone trying to memorize a sacred text.

"Ready to head back?" he asked once he was decent.

She nodded mutely.

They walked back toward the village in silence, hands linked again. Stormy's grip was tight, almost possessive, and her breathing still hadn't quite returned to normal.

As they reached the outskirts of the village, she finally spoke.

"Ben?"

"Yeah?"

"Thank you." Her voice was very soft. "For being patient with me. And for... for everything. I know I'm not... I'm weird, and I talk too much, and I made a puddle on you, and—"

"Stormy." He stopped walking and turned to face her. "You're not weird. You're perfect. A little quirky, maybe, but perfect all the same. And I meant what I said before—we have time. Whatever you're ready for, whenever you're ready for it. Okay?"

She looked up at him, gray eyes shining.

"Okay," she whispered.

He kissed her forehead and they continued into the village, where Marnie would be waiting for her own romantic rendezvous.


20
Let Him Eat Cake


Stormy's knees gave out for the third time as they reached the village center.

Ben caught her before she could stumble, wrapping an arm around her waist. She leaned into him, her gray eyes still glazed, her breathing soft and dreamy.

"I can walk," she protested weakly. "I'm fine. My legs just... forgot how to leg."

"Uh-huh." Ben adjusted his grip and half-carried her the rest of the way to her hut. The evening air had cooled and fireflies were beginning to emerge from the undergrowth. The tiny points of light drifted through the gathering dusk like tiny lanterns guiding them home.

Inside the hut, he guided Stormy to her hammock and helped her settle in. She curled onto her side immediately, pulling the light blanket up to her chin.

"Ben, that picnic…" she murmured. "And the walk. It… it really was the most romantic thing. Even when I… well, you know… you were so sweet. I just want…”

"Shh." He brushed a strand of ebony hair from her tanned and freckled forehead. "We can talk about it later, okay? You worked hard today, and now you’re exhausted. Tomorrow, I'll come see your project and we can get all caught up on what you've accomplished."

"Mmm." Her eyes were already drifting closed. "Ophelia's going to be so excited. She really wants you to... to notice her..."

Her voice trailed off into soft breathing.

Ben watched her sleep for a moment, a smile tugging at his lips. Then he slipped out of the hut and headed across the village to Marnie's quarters.

He stopped at his own hut first to collect the basket he'd prepared earlier—cocoa, berry, and cream desserts nestled in cloth, a bottle of sweet wine, two delicate clay goblets. The village craftspeople had been curious about his requests—especially the cream, which they had to trade for as they had no milk-producing animals in the village—but they'd delivered everything without question. The Keeper's wishes were not to be denied.

Marnie's hut was larger than Stormy's, sized to accommodate her Holstaur frame. Warm candlelight flickered through the woven walls, casting skinny stripes of light on the ground outside. It reminded Ben of photos he’d seen of tents glowing with light in the middle of the night, the cozy sense of home in the middle of the wilderness. The scent of flowers and herbs drifted out to meet him, assuring him that his earlier gift to Marnie had been delivered, too.

Ben pushed aside the door-curtain and stepped inside.

The hut had been transformed. Candles lined every surface, their flames reflected in a copper tub that dominated the center of the room. Steam rose from the water, carrying the tropical scents of honey and hibiscus. Blankets and cushions had been arranged on the floor near the tub, creating a comfortable nest. A basket sat on the small table nearby, filled with bottles and jars that Ophelia had labeled in a neat, careful hand: Muscle Relief, Joint Ease, Restoration Salts, Warming Oil.

And in the tub, head tilted back against the copper rim, was Marnie.

She was asleep.

Her massive body was mostly submerged, the water coming up to her collarbones. Her arms rested on the tub's edges, muscles slack, her work-roughened hands dangling. Her face was peaceful in a way Ben had never seen it, all the tension gone.

She must have been exhausted. He’d seen the progress she’d made on the Birthing Units and the Nesting House—Nesting Huts, they appeared to be, which suited the village better, in his opinion—and the number of trees she'd felled, the stumps she'd cleared, the hours of backbreaking labor she'd put in without complaint… It never ceased to amaze him, the way that woman could work. It would have killed a lesser person, man or woman, he was sure.

Ben set down his basket and crossed to the tub. He knelt beside it and touched her shoulder gently.

"Marnie."

She stirred. Her eyes fluttered open—bright blue and soft with sleep.

"Boss?" Her voice was thick, confused. "What time is it? Did I fall asleep? I swear, I was just resting my eyes for a minute..."

"It's evening. And yes, you fell asleep." He smiled at her. "Come on. The water's getting cold. Let me help you out."

"Oh—you don't have to—I can—" She tried to sit up and winced, her muscles protesting the sudden movement. "Okay. Maybe a little help."

Ben grabbed the largest towel he could find—which still wasn't nearly large enough—and held it ready. Marnie rose from the tub, water cascading down her body, and Ben admired her form unabashedly.

She was magnificent. It would have been sinful not to.

Every inch of her body was sculpted with muscle and built for power. Her broad shoulders and strong arms made even her tree-trunk-like waist look dainty by comparison. She had a back that could carry any burden. But she was lean, too. Her stomach flat and defined with ridges that Ben had every intention of mapping with his tongue, if she’d let him. Her thighs could probably crush his skull like an egg.

And her breasts. Gods, her breasts.

They were enormous, heavy with the weight of her Holstaur heritage even if she wasn’t a milking type. Her nipples, dusky and prominent against the pale skin, begged to be sucked on. Water droplets clung to them, catching the candlelight, and Ben had to physically restrain himself from reaching out to grab them in his hands.

It was strange to compare Marnie’s body to Stormy’s slighter frame. The two women couldn’t have been more different, except that the both suffered from bouts of painful shyness.

Marnie caught him staring. Her cheeks flushed. She hunched her shoulders, arms twitching like she wanted to cover herself.

"Sorry," she mumbled. "I know I'm not much to look at. All big and bulky. Not like the snake-women, or Stormy, or—"

"Are you kidding me?” The words came out rough. “You're the sexiest woman I've ever seen."

Marnie's head snapped up, her blue eyes wide with shock.

"What?"

"I mean it." Ben stepped closer, the towel still in his hands. "If I wasn’t worried about you catching a chill, I wouldn’t even let you wear this thing…”

She stared at him like she'd never seen him before.

"Oh," she said faintly. “I mean, you did say before… but I always think…”

“I wouldn’t lie about that, Marnie.”

He wrapped the towel around her, and just as he'd hoped, it was comically inadequate. It barely covered her from chest to mid-thigh, gaping at the side, clinging to every curve.

“Perfect.”

Marnie tried to tug it into a more modest position. "It's too small, Boss. I should get dressed..."

"Stay in the towel."

She blinked. "But—"

"That's what I like about it." Ben let his finger trail up her hip, over the curve where the towel gaped, across the soft skin of her stomach. She shuddered, a low sound escaping her throat. "I keep telling you you’re beautiful, Marnie. Now I want you to act like you believe it. Just for tonight."

"Boss..."

He pulled his hand away. Her eyes followed it with naked longing.

"Come on." He guided her toward the nest of blankets on the floor. "I brought you something."

He showed her the basket. Her eyes went wide as he unpacked the desserts—little cakes drizzled with chocolate, berries glazed in honey, delicate pastries filled with cream. The sweet wine caught the candlelight like liquid amber.

"What is all this?" Marnie sank down onto the blankets, the towel riding up dangerously high on her thighs. "This looks like something a p-princess would eat. Not a farm hand."

When she said the word princess she blushed and stammered. He wondered what she was thinking about.

"You worked harder than anyone today." Ben settled beside her, close enough that their shoulders touched. "You deserve to be treated like a princess."

"I'm not—I've never—" She reached for one of the chocolate cakes, then hesitated. "We never have food like this in the mess hall. Is it really for me?"

"All of it."

She took a bite. Her eyes fluttered closed, and she made a sound that went straight to Ben's groin.

"Oh gods," she breathed. "That's... that's amazing. It tastes like... I don't even know. Like magic!"

Ben poured the wine into the clay goblets and handed her one. She sniffed it cautiously, then took a sip.

"Is this wine?" Her voice had gone wondering. "I've never had wine before. It’s too expensive to give to demi-beasts, according to most humans. Oh… It's so sweet! Like drinking flowers."

"Drink as much as you like,” he said. “Tonight is all about you. But go easy on it if it’s your first time."

This made Marnie blush again, though this time Ben had no trouble imagining what she was thinking.

They ate slowly, savoring each bite. Ben fed her berries from his fingers and licked the honey that dripped onto her chin. She giggled—a soft, sweet, girlish sound he'd never imagined hearing from stoic, steady Marnie—and fed him a spoonful of cream in return.

The wine warmed her. He could see it in the flush spreading across her cheeks, the loosening of her shoulders, the way she leaned into him more heavily with each passing minute.

"Boss," she said, her voice slightly slurred. "Can I... can I ask you something?"

"Anything."

"Do you really think I'm beautiful? You’re not just... not just saying it to be nice?"

"I really think you're beautiful." He kissed her, tasting chocolate and wine. "Let me show you."

He took her hand. Guided it to his lap. Let her feel the evidence of his desire, straining against his barely dried trousers.

“Oh, you’re so hard, Master Ben…”

"That's what you do to me," he said against her mouth. "So quit asking if it’s real or not, okay?”

Marnie made a small, desperate sound. Then she took his hand and moved it between her own thighs.

The towel had ridden up completely. His fingers found bare flesh—smooth, shaved, and slick with arousal. She gasped as he stroked her, her head falling back, her mouth opening in a silent cry.

"Uuuungh, Boss—oh gods—fuck, yes, that feels so—"

He explored her slowly. The soft outer lips. The swollen nub of her clit. The wet heat of her entrance. She was drenched, had probably been drenched since the moment she’d realized she was naked in the room with him. Every touch made her whimper and writhe. Unlike Stormy, she seemed more than willing to let him lead the way.

The towel gave up entirely and fell to the blanket. She fell backward onto her elbows, giving him the perfect view.

She was completely bare, sprawled on the blankets with candlelight flickering on her skin, magnificent body on full display. Ben stroked her steadily, watching her face, memorizing every expression of pleasure that crossed it.

Then he pulled his hand away.

"No—" Marnie's eyes flew open. "Please, don't stop, I was so close—"

"Be patient." He kissed her forehead. "I have another plan for you."

He reached for the basket Ophelia had provided and found the bottle labeled Warming Oil. The liquid was golden and fragrant, heating slightly in his palm as he poured it.

"Roll over," he said. "On your stomach."

Marnie obeyed, her muscles trembling as she rolled onto her stomach.

Ben took a moment just to look at her.

Gods above.

She was laid out before him like a feast. Her back was a rippled topography of lean muscle, flared at the top where her broad shoulders were stretched so she could rest her head on her forearms. Her waist was surprisingly narrow before flaring out the opposite end for her generous hips. Her ass—

That ass.

It was round and firm, the kind of ass you could bounce a coin off of. Or sink your teeth into. Or grip with both hands while you—

Ben shifted, his trousers suddenly far too tight.

Her tail lay across one cheek, long and light brown, the same warm shade as the tufted ears that poked through her damp hair. The tuft at the end was slightly lighter, almost caramel. It twitched, a tiny, unconscious movement that made him want to grip it and pull, forcing her ass higher in the air so that he could finger that tight pussy again.

But before he did that, he was going to finish what he came for.

Ben straddled her thighs.

The position brought his hips flush against her ass, and even through his pants, the contact was steaming hot. She was warm and solid beneath him, her muscles tensing at the pressure. His cock, already half-hard from everything that had come before, swelled fully against the confines of its cruel prison.

There was no way she couldn't feel it. The ridge of him pressed directly into the cleft of her ass, separated by nothing but thin fabric.

He hoped she could. He hoped she was imagining what he was going to do with it some day.

Marnie made a small sound. Her tail flicked up, brushing against his stomach, then landing on the bulge between his legs. It was almost like she knew what he was thinking and wanted it as badly as he did.

It was harder to restrain himself with Marnie, who, while shy, was not nearly so hesitant as Stormy about physical contact. He could—

Easy. This is supposed to be relaxing for her. First things first.

He poured the warming oil into his palms and placed his hands on her back.

As he began to work the muscles of her shoulders, his eyes kept drifting down. To the way her massive breasts were squished out to either side of her ribcage, soft flesh spilling across the blanket. Her tail kept twitching, the tuft trailing across his crotch in a teasing caress. His hips fit against the curve of her ass like they were made for each other.

I could take her right now, he thought, grinding forward just slightly as he worked a knot from her shoulder. Push those thighs apart and sink into her. She's so wet already. She'd take me so easily.

Marnie groaned beneath him, completely oblivious to his thoughts—or maybe not so oblivious, because her tail was wriggling between them like she knew what she was doing with it.

"That feel good?" His voice almost cracked as he tried to keep it calm.

"Mmm." She couldn't form words.

Ben grabbed her tail and squeezed it at the base, tugging to bring her ass up just a little bit. She whimpered and obliged. He shifted his weight, pressing more firmly against her backside, and Marnie moaned with anticipation, her mouth muffled by the blanket.

Patience, he reminded himself. You’re going slow with her. At least for the first time.

The teasing from Elysanthra and the show from Stormy had wound him up, though, and it was harder than usual to maintain his calm. If nothing else, he reminded himself, he had the breeding party at the temple to look forward to. There was no reason to rush Marnie’s seduction.

He slid his hands lower, following the oil down her spine.

She groaned—a deep, guttural sound of relief as his fingers dug into the knotted muscles of her shoulders. He worked systematically, finding every point of tension, every sore spot, every ache left behind by her day of labor.

"Oh gods," she moaned into the blanket. "That's... that's incredible. Right there. Yes. Harder."

He obliged. His hands moved down her spine, pressing and kneading, feeling the knots release under his touch. Her back. Her lower back. The curve of the glorious ass, which made her squirm and whimper. Her thighs, thick with muscle, quivering as he worked them loose.

He avoided her most sensitive areas, building the anticipation. Let her relax completely, until she was boneless and pliant beneath him.

"Boss," she breathed. "Please. Will you touch me again. I need to feel you—"

"Turn over."

She rolled onto her back, her eyes heavy-lidded, her chest heaving with each breath. Her massive breasts rose and fell, nipples hard and dark against her flushed skin.

Ben poured more oil into his palms. Then he cupped her breasts.

Marnie arched off the blanket with a cry.

He massaged them slowly, thoroughly, learning their weight and shape. His thumbs circled her nipples, teasing them into even harder peaks. She was gasping now, her hips rolling involuntarily, her hands fisting in the blankets beneath her.

"I'm going to—just from this—ooooh fuck, I'm going to—"

He pulled back, not wanting her to come too soon. But he kept the sensitivity of her breasts as an interesting little tidbit for later.

It was selfish, but he wanted to tease her some more before he allowed her release. Stormy had gone too quickly once she’d gotten herself started. He wanted to play with Marnie.

“Boss?” she sat up.

He reached over to the plate of desserts, holding it out to her. “Don’t you think you need to refuel? You’ve had a big day. I don’t want to wear you out too soon.”

She looked like she was about to protest, but her stomach growled loudly. She blushed bright pink. “I guess I am still a bit hungry.”

She took one of the berry desserts from the tray and bit into it, savoring the first bite. But the second bite finished it. Then she reached for another.

“Good,” he encouraged. “Eat as many as you like. You need a lot of energy to maintain a body like yours.”

Marnie had some chocolate and cream on her lower lip, and Ben leaned forward to lick it off. She froze, mouth opening compliantly as she tilted her head back for him. He sucked slowly on each lip, plunging his tongue into her mouth to taste her. She moaned so loudly he thought she was going to come just from the kiss.

He stopped again.

“C-can I have some more wine, too?” she asked, flushed from the passion and obviously wanting more

Ben filled another glass for her, very full. Then he held it for her, tipping it back so the sweet liquid poured down her throat. She swallowed quickly, her eyes going wide as she drank the whole glass without stopping. When she’d finished the wine, her cheeks were even pinker.

“Can I have more?”

He refilled it, but waited to give it to her, not wanting her to get too tipsy.

“Have another dessert,” he insisted, “otherwise it will go straight to your head.”

Marnie snorted, then blushed. “That’s funny. I feel like it’s gone straight to my pussy. Are you sure that’s not some kind of aphrodisiac you’re giving me?”

“Some people feel that way about alcohol,” Ben said, setting the dessert plate beside her so that he had a free hand. This, he pushed between her thighs with a bit of force, delighting in her surprised gasp. “But it’s really more of an inhibition eraser. Which means your pussy already wanted this, and the wine just helped your mouth be brave enough to say it.”

Marnie bit her lip and closed her eyes, her head falling back as she tried not to scream. “F-f-fuck, Boss. Uuungh, yes! That’s so good!”

He pulled his hand away. “Dessert,” he reminded her.

Shakily, Marnie picked up another cake and brought it to her mouth. But on the way, a dollop of chocolate dripped on her nipple. Immediately, Ben dropped his mouth to suck it up. Marnie’s muscular body went stiff as she arched her back, trying to force as much of her breast into his mouth as Ben could take.

She was starting to shake. Ben realized he didn’t have much teasing left. The nipple came out of his mouth with a pop, and she groaned in frustration.

“You’re killing me, Boss,” she whimpered. “I feel like I’m ready to burst over here.”

He poured her another glass of wine and held it up for her. She drank obediently, keeping her eyes locked on him as she swallowed. The submissive look in her gaze made Ben’s cock ache. She drank the whole glass again. She licked her wet, red lips as he pulled the glass away.

“Which one is your favorite?” Marnie asked, reaching for the dessert plate once more. “You should have one too.”

“I like them all,” Ben said. “Anything would taste good in the present company.”

“But if you had to choose.”

“Mmm, maybe the cream filled one.”

“Me too,” Marnie said, plucking one off the plate and leaning back on her elbows. She had a strange look in her eyes when she looked at him. Still sweet and obliging, but with a hint of mischief. “This one is for you.”

Ben was about to reach for it when the hand holding the dessert moved between her legs and, in slow motion, Marnie smashed the cream filled cake all over her pussy. Ben’s mouth fell open as she rubbed it all over, covering the mound and pushing the cake between her lips.

“Eat it.”

Ben’s eyes locked on the mess she’d made in shock. Cream and cake smeared across her slick, swollen pussy, bits of chocolate clinging to her inner thighs. Her shaved mound was now as sinful a confection as any he’d ever laid eyes on.

Marnie’s hand trembled as she pulled it back, fingers sticky with crumbs and her own wetness, her blue eyes wide with a mix of nerves and desperate heat. This wasn’t like her. Up until now, she’d let him lead, blushing and obedient, but the wine had loosened something inside her, turning shy whimpers into this bold, trembling invitation. Her muscular thighs quivered, her silky brown ears twitched nervously in her damp blonde hair. Her tail flicked against the blanket as she waited for his reaction.

This was what he got for teasing her. The Holstaur wasn’t all sweetness and compliance after all. She had a side that knew exactly what she wanted. Ben grinned.

“You’re full of surprises tonight.” Ben’s cock throbbed painfully at the sight. He leaned in slow, hands gripping her powerful thighs to spread them wider, exposing the ruined treat fully.

Marnie’s breath hitched, her huge breasts heaving with each shallow pant, blue eyes flicking between his face and the sticky chaos between her legs.

“Please, Boss… I-I thought it’d be fun, but if it’s too weird—” she started, voice cracking with nerves, but Ben cut her off with a shake of his head.

His gaze dropped to her hand—the one that had just mashed the dessert all over herself. Her fingers were coated: sticky with cream, streaked with chocolate, glistening with her own slick arousal that had mixed in during the rub.

He caught her wrist gently but firmly, bringing her messy hand to his mouth.

Ben’s lips closed around her index finger before she could finish. He sucked slowly, deliberately, tongue swirling around the digit to lap up every trace of sweetness and salt. The taste was decadent—rich chocolate, vanilla cream, and the unmistakable tang of her pussy. He hummed low in his throat, eyes locked on hers as he cleaned her finger thoroughly.

She shuddered, panting harder.

“Weird?” he murmured against her skin, pulling off with a soft pop before moving to her middle finger. “Tastes fucking perfect to me.”

He took the next finger deep, sucking harder, letting her feel the wet heat of his mouth as his tongue curled and stroked. Marnie whimpered, thighs clenching involuntarily, her free hand clutching the blanket. A fresh bead of arousal slipped from her smeared pussy as she watched him, cheeks burning crimson.

Slowly, he cleaned her ring finger, then pinky, then thumb—deliberate, thorough licks along each one, gathering cake and cream, savoring the taste of sugar and pussy until her hand was spotless and shining only with his saliva.

She was trembling harder, breath coming in shallow pants, her eyes wide, when he finally released her wrist. He kissed her, pressing his lips against hers hard enough to make her whimper.

She licked the sweetness from his mouth. “Boss… you taste so good…”

“Now,” he growled against her swollen lips, “let’s see how the rest of you tastes.”

His mouth descended hungrily, tongue lapping broad and flat through the mess—sweet cream mixing with her salty tang, chocolate melting on his lips as he sucked a crumb from her clit.

Marnie arched off the floor with a sharp cry, her body rocking instinctively, hips grinding up against his face in jerky, needy motions.

“Oh gods—Boss—yes, like that—”

She moaned loud and unrestrained, one hand tangling in his hair while the other clutched the blanket, knuckles white. Her nervousness melted into filthy whimpers, but it lingered in the way her thighs trembled around his head, her tail thrashing wildly as she fought the urge to clamp her legs shut.

Ben ate her like a starving man, wet slurps filling the room as he burrowed deeper. His tongue delved into her folds to scoop out cake and cream, lips sealing around her clit to suck hard, pulling more of her slick arousal into the mix.

Marnie writhed beneath him, moaning and rocking harder, her muscular frame bucking with every flick of his tongue. “Fuck—Boss—it’s too much—I’m gonna—”

Her voice broke into a nervous gasp, body tensing as she teetered on the edge, hips lifting higher in desperate chase.

Just as her moans peaked into frantic cries, her ass slammed back down—right into the forgotten plate of desserts. The squish was obscene: chocolate frosting and whipped cream smooshing up between her firm cheeks, berries bursting and sliding slickly against her skin.

Marnie yelped in surprise, cheeks flushing deep red, but the mess only amplified everything—sticky sweetness coating her ass, berries rolling down her crack as her pussy clenched hungrily around nothing.

Ben pulled back just enough to see the wreckage, a wicked grin spreading across his face. “Oh oh. Show me how bad it is. ”

She hesitated, nerves flickering in her bright blue eyes, but the horniness won out.

Trembling hands hooked behind her knees, pulling them high and wide, exposing every inch of her most vulnerable places. The smeared cake on her pussy was nothing compared to her chocolate-streaked ass with berries and cream mashed into every crease. Even her tight little hole was plugged by a berry and a dollop of creamy cake.

“B-Boss… how bad is it—?” Her voice shook. “You don’t have to lick me back there…”

Ben didn’t have time for that kind of negativity. He had work to do.

His mouth dove lower, tongue pressing flat against her chocolate-coated ass, lapping greedily at the squished mess. The taste was decadent and dirty—sweet berries bursting on his tongue mixed with her musky heat.

Marnie lowed, deep and unrestrained, her body shaking as his fingers slid up to her pussy, two plunging in deep and curling to hit that spot inside her. He finger-fucked her relentlessly, thumb circling her clit through the remnants of cake, while his tongue delved into her ass, sucking and probing, cleaning every sticky inch.

Marnie’s moans turned into broken sobs, her muscular body rocking wildly despite the nervous flush on her face.

“Oh fuck—Boss—I’m gonna come—please—” Her walls clamped down on his fingers, slick gushing out in hot spurts, and when the orgasm hit, it was explosive. Thick, creamy release poured from her pussy like rich icing, coating his hand in viscous white, dripping down to mix with the dessert mess below.

“Uuuungh, fuck! M-master Beeeeeeen!” She screamed his name, thighs quaking around her own grip, tail lashing as wave after wave crashed through her.

Ben didn’t stop until she was limp and gasping, pulling his fingers free with a wet pop and licking them clean with a satisfied hum.

“Good girl,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to her trembling inner thigh. “You taste even better than the cake.”

He crawled up beside her and gathered her into his arms. She clung to him, trembling, her face pressed against his chest.

"I've never—" She could barely speak. "I’m so sorry… I don’t know what came over me. That was crazy!”

"Did you like it?"

A shaky laugh. "I am embarrassed by how much I liked it. When you sucked that cake out of my backside I thought… oh gods, I don’t even want to tell you what I thought. I can’t believe you let me get away with that… I was being pushy, wasn’t I?"

Ben smiled and reached for the bottle of wine. He poured her another glass, emptying the bottle, and helped her sit up enough to drink. She leaned against his shoulder, warm and soft and completely undone.

“I was being selfish,” he admitted. “I was enjoying teasing you so much I wasn’t letting you finish. You’re allowed to be pushy to get what you want with me, Marnie. I admire that. I like that side of you.”

As she drank, his free hand slipped between her thighs again.

Marnie choked on her wine. "Ben—I can't—not again—"

"You can." He stroked her gently, slowly. "Just relax. Let me make up for all that teasing. Tonight is supposed to be about you, and what you want. Let me take care of you."

She was still sensitive, still swollen from her first orgasm, and it took almost nothing to push her toward the edge again. His fingers slid through her slick folds, circling her clit, dipping inside her just enough to make her gasp.

The second climax hit her like a wave. She cried out, and wine sloshed over the rim of her goblet, splashing across her breasts.

Ben leaned down and licked it off.

His tongue traced the path of the wine down her chest, across her stomach, following her abs' defined ridges. Marnie was quivering now, her whole body trembling with aftershocks, her eyes glassy and unfocused.

"Ben," she whispered. "I can't... I can't even think..."

"Good." He kissed her softly. "That was the goal."

He held the glass for her, encouraging her to finish it. When it was empty, he set aside the glass and gathered her into his arms. She was limp as a doll, completely spent, her eyes struggling to stay open.

"Let me carry you to bed."

"No." She tried to shake her head, but the movement was sluggish. "I'm too heavy. You can't—"

Ben stood, lifting her with him.

She weighed nothing. Well, that wasn't true—she was a Holstaur, she weighed a ton—but his system-enhanced strength made it easy. He cradled her against his chest like she was some delicate, precious thing and carried her across the hut to her hammock.

He laid her down gently, settling her into the woven fabric, adjusting her position until she looked comfortable. She gazed up at him with wonder in her eyes.

"You carried me," she said. "Like I really was a princess."

"I told you. You are." He pulled a light blanket over her. "My princess."

Her eyes were already closing. A smile curved her lips, and there was a smudge of cream on the end of her nose.

Ben took a quick peek and made sure he’d licked her clean well enough that she wasn’t going to be uncomfortable when she woke. Just to be safe, he wet a cloth with the bath water and gave her another wipe down. First the front, making her shudder with aftershocks as the rough cloth toughed her sensitive clit. Then the back, his finger circling her hole carefully. She moaned, rolling on her side in the hammock to give him better access, and he gently slipped a finger inside.

“Uunngh fuck, Boss…” she whimpered dreamily, already drifting off to a new fantasy. “Are you gonna put that big thing in my backside? I don’t know if it will fit…”

He teased her a bit as she fell asleep, hoping to encourage some extra lascivious dreams. She was snoring before Ben finished tucking the blanket around her.

He stood there for a moment, watching her breathe, and letting his mind wander to what their next date might hold. Then his gaze fell on the small table beside the bathtub.

The buttercup he’d given her sat there, slightly wilted from the steam but still recognizable. She must have set it aside before getting in the bath, careful not to let it get wet.

Ben picked it up gently. Crossed back to the hammock. Tucked it into Marnie's damp hair, nestling it behind her ear where she always kept it.

The thought of her smile when she found it in the morning made his chest warm.

Then he slipped out of her hut and into the warm jungle night, his sights set on the temple.

It was time to deal with the witch.
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The Witch’s Confession


Torchlight flickered against the ancient stone as Ben climbed the temple steps. The jungle chorus of birds and insects had faded to a distant hum as he approached, replaced by the low crackle of flames and the distant rush of the river through the trees. His body still ached after the restraint he’d taken with Stormy and Marnie, but he didn’t mind. It had been nice to make the evening about them, take the time to pamper them a little, and say thank you for all the hard work they did both at Lucky Nickel Acres and here in the jungle.

But his date at the temple tonight was different. Elysanthra could not be allowed to continue her manipulation of the snake-kin villagers. It didn’t matter how powerful she was. Ben was a strong believer in the principle that you can’t tell what kind of person someone is by the way they treat their equals and their betters. The truth of their character comes out in how they treat those who have less—be it wealth, status, or power. Elysanthra could be as sweet as sugar when she wanted something from Ben, but the way she’d treated the villagers was a big red flag.

But he also believed in redemption. He knew it couldn’t have been easy for her to live so long without any kind of intimacy. A life like that was bound to mess with a person’s head. In many ways, she was like a child—greedy, impulsive, and without an ingrained sense of other people’s boundaries. Not that being celibate had caused that, alone, but social isolation certainly had. As well as the fact that it seemed the members of the ancient Skyfire Covenant seemed to have treated her like she was some kind of royalty for so long that she now believed herself above just about every other person she’d ever met—human, demi-beast, or monster-kin.

Still, Ben was willing to hear her side of things once they confronted her with her behavior. But unless there was some redeemable reason for her actions, Ben was prepared to cut her loose. He had no time for a woman he couldn’t trust. And he wasn’t going to risk amplifying Elysanthra’s already considerable power with his own if she couldn’t be trusted.

The temple doors stood open.

Ben stepped inside.

It was different from when he’d left that morning. Someone had arranged dozens of candles in spiraling patterns across the floor. Their light caught the golden veins in the stone walls and made them shimmer like captured sunlight. At the center of the room, where Queen Nyssael had once held court, a bed of cushions and silk had been laid out with obvious care.

Three women waited beside it.

Ben recognized Meela from the first day in the village. She stood closest to the door, vibrating with barely contained excitement. Seen up close, she was smaller than he’d realized, slender with birdlike proportions. And even to Ben’s human eyes, she seemed young, her chocolate brown scales softer and sleeker than the elder snake-kin. Sparse scales glittered up her throat and across her plump, youthful face like exotic constellations.

Bakassa stood near the dais. She was small, too, but wiry with muscle, her body coiled tight as a spring. She had the same pent-up energy now as she had on the patrol Ben had accompanied her on, though if anything she seemed more nervous now. Her eyes darted between Ben and the doorway. He couldn’t decide if she looked ready to either pounce on him or bolt for the exit.

Ophelia was the calmest of the three. He knew it was her by process of elimination, as she was the only one he hadn’t met yet. The human healer knelt on the cushions at the base of Queen Ariss’s dais, her rich brown skin warm in the firelight. Her black hair was pulled back in a complicated braid. She watched him cautiously with large hazel eyes.

Ben noticed the fresh bandages on her shoulder where she was obviously still healing from the Crestrunner encounter after Elysanthra had put her up to some dangerous task.

He dipped his head to each of them as he passed, and each woman cast her eyes to the floor, unwilling or unable to keep his gaze.

"Keeper." Ariss's voice rolled through the chamber like warm honey.

The Lamia Queen was coiled on her raised dais, her massive serpentine body arranged in elegant loops that caught the torchlight. Ben wondered if it was a trick of the light or if she had grown since her transformation. Perhaps she was using the seed he filled her with to evolve into an even more powerful form.

Tonight, her emerald and gold scales glistened like gems in a dragon’s hoard. She had eschewed any clothing for their meeting, which the other three women seemed to be taking pains not to notice. Her enormous, heavy breasts were framed by strands of long, green hair that matched her scales and highlighted her narrow waist and muscled stomach.

She looked like a mythical creature of legend. A goddess, a deity made flesh.

"My lovely new handmaidens have been waiting so patiently for you," Ariss continued, a smile playing at her lips. "They've accepted their positions in my service, as we discussed.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Ben said. “Does this guarantee their protection?”

Ariss’s smile stretched even wider, revealing sharp teeth. “The temple’s magic will protect them, so long as they remain in my service. And should its power ever fail, I will protect them myself. For you, Keeper, for everything you’ve done for me.”

“And have they been made aware of the… advantages… of such a position?” Ben asked, glancing at the nervous trio.

By the looks of them, Ariss had given them a pretty thorough rundown of what Ben had to offer. They looked like virgins on their wedding night, equal parts nerves and excitement.

Ophelia was the only one who had enough wits about her to nod, the others stunned to silence. “We have,” she said. “And we accept.”

“Meela will be my companion,” Ariss said, waving a hand to encompass all three, “bringing me village news and company for meals. Bakassa my personal guard. Ophelia will continue her healing work in the village while also helping me bathe and groom myself as I adapt to this new form." Her tongue flickered. "All have agreed to the terms. All understand what tonight represents."

Ben gave the three women a long, steady look. Meela couldn’t stand still, and she seemed to be biting the insides of her cheeks to avoid blurting out whatever was on her mind. Bakassa met his gaze, this time, a glint of determination on her face. But her tail twitched restlessly, revealing a bit of her internal state. Ophelia's cheeks had gone darker, but she nodded with quiet dignity.

"You're certain?" he asked them. "All of you? This is your choice, freely made?"

"Yes, Keeper," Bakassa said, her voice sharp and eager. "I want strong children. Children who will protect our people. It will be an honor to be the first of our tribe to do so."

"I've wanted this since the first moment I saw you," Meela blurted, the words tumbling out in a rush. "Ariss explained everything and I just—yes. Absolutely yes. A thousand times yes. I've read so many books about this and I know exactly what I want and—"

"Breathe, Meela," Ariss said dryly. “You’ll have plenty of time to do everything your naughty little heart desires… or have it done to you.”

Meela sucked in air. Her scales flushed bronze across her cheekbones.

Ophelia's voice was softer. "I've spent my life in this village, caring for the other orphans and the ones who raised me. I wish to stay here. I know no other life. But… I am getting older, and I fear I will never have a chance to be a mother if I don’t leave. I admit, I dreamed of the opportunity your arrival to our home provided. But I knew in my heart—or I thought I knew—that you would never choose one such as me with this village full of powerful women. If I am mistaken in that belief… I wish to offer myself to you, and will happily serve our new Queen for the privilege of your attention. Even just for one night.”

Ben shook his head. “From what I’ve heard, you’ve more than earned my attention, and my gratitude, Ophelia. Not only with your work as a healer, and the help you’ve given Stormy, but in your dedication to the village itself. Your service to Ariss is not payment for the privilege of being mated, but a formality to ensure your safety once you are pregnant. Otherwise, I will not breed any women until the village attains Homestead status. I won’t risk it with bandits and poachers on the loose.”

Ophelia’s cheeks darkened and her gaze darted to the Queen as if to confirm Ben’s words. Ariss nodded. “I see,” she said. “I… I misunderstood.”

“That’s my fault,” the Lamia stated. “I didn’t get into the details of why they were chosen. But the fact of the matter is, you were each selected because you were mistreated by the Witch, Elysanthra. I understand she made certain promises regarding the Keeper’s availability which she had no right to make, and her requests were either demeaning or dangerous or both. That is unacceptable to me, as Queen, and had I not been indisposed by my transformation it never would have been allowed to happen. It is my intention that you get what you were promised, and so I have made a pact with the Keeper to ensure his needs are met as well—and all he needed was a promise of your safety.”

All three women appeared dumbstruck by this information, and none spoke.

The queen's smile widened. "Ladies—please, undress. Then wait for the Keeper on the bed. There’s just one small matter we must attend to before we begin."

The three women obeyed without hesitation, scrambling in order to demonstrate their enthusiasm.

Meela's simple shift hit the floor first. Chocolate scales ran in delicate patterns down her sides and hips. Her breasts were small and pert, the nipples already hardening with anticipation. She bounced on her heels as she moved toward the bed, her skinny tail whipping behind her, like she was hyping herself up for a pillow fight at a sleep over. “Me first! Oh, can I go first, please? I don’t mean to budge, but—”

Her words continued in a stream as the others undressed, so fast Ben could hardly follow. It didn’t look like the others were paying her any attention, though, so he assumed that the chatter was as much her normal state of being as evidence of her nerves. In fact, she seemed to be a lot more excited than nervous.

Bakassa unhooked her leather armor piece by piece until she stood bare. Her autumn-bronze scales covered more of her body than Meela's, running across her shoulders and down her back in striking patterns. Her breasts were modest, her waist narrow, her whole frame practically humming with impatience.

Ophelia rose from her kneeling position to slip off her simple dress. Her rich brown skin glowed warm in the candlelight, soft curves and gentle planes demonstrating a life spent in service rather than combat. Her breasts were full and heavy, her hips generous, her body entirely human and entirely lovely. The bandages on her shoulder were the only imperfection—and those spoke of the daring personality hidden beneath her quiet demeanor, which Ben found very intriguing.

As the three of them arranged themselves on the cushions, the temple doors burst open.

Meela let out a squeak, but rather than moving to cover herself, she threw herself in front of the other two with her hands out in an attempt to protect their modesty.

“How dare you!” she shouted at the shadow. “This is a private party!”

But the shadow stepped forward until Elysanthra stood in the entrance, framed by torchlight, her face a mask of cold fury.

“Oh!” Meela whimpered. “Um… Hello Mistress Elysanthra. Fancy meeting you here. We, um, we were just… putting on a play for the Queen, you see. Based on one of those books you lent me? You know the one about the three princesses who think they’re sisters but then they’re not and they decide to celebrate by—ouch!”

Bakassa had grabbed Meela’s tail and yanked, desperate to cut off the younger Nagaina’s babbling.

Elysanthra did nothing to acknowledge the three women on the bed.

The witch wore a gown of deep purple silk, embroidered with silver thread and cinched tight at the waist. Her black hair was pinned up in an elaborate arrangement that must have taken hours.

She strode into the temple and stalked toward Queen Ariss’s dais, quivering with indignity.

Jewels glittered at her throat and ears. She looked like she'd dressed for a royal ball, not a jungle temple.

The effect should have been commanding. Regal.

Instead, standing before Ariss's effortless majesty, Elysanthra looked... desperate.

"Ah." Ariss's voice dripped with false sweetness. "The Virgin Witch graces us with her presence. How delightful."

Elysanthra's violet eyes swept the room. Took in the naked women on the bed. Took in Ben standing over them. Took in Ariss watching from her coils with barely concealed amusement.

Something flickered across her face.

It almost looked like pain.

"You commanded me to be here,” she said, her voice flat. "But if you’re busy, I’d be more than happy to leave. You might be Queen of this region, Ariss, but I refuse to be humiliated for your entertainment.”

“Is that what this looks like to you,” Ariss asked, her smile widening. “Humiliation? I thought it looked like a nice little bit of sexy fun. You could join us, rather than being such a stick in the mud, you know…”

“He belongs to me,” Elysanthra practically shouted. “Destiny wove our fates together, centuries ago. And I don’t intend to share him with anybody.”

The three women on the bed glanced at each other darkly. This was not what Elysanthra had told them when she was convincing them to work for her.

“I’ve told you before,” Ben said. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

Elysanthra whirled on him. “And you, Keeper. How could you? Ariss is a snake, in body and in heart, I’d expect nothing less from her. But I did not expect you to be so cruel to me. Why do you wish to degrade me like this? Does it amuse you to see me in pain?”

Ben held up a hand. "Wait a second, now. Isn’t that exactly what you did to these women?"

Elysanthra's spine stiffened. "What is that supposed to mean?”

"Come on, Elysanthra.” Ben kept his voice even. "We know what you’ve been promising the women of the village. If it wasn’t for your own amusement, what was the reason?”

The witch's jaw tightened. She didn't deny it.

"You told them I’d breed them," Ben continued. "Promised them all sorts of things you had no right to offer. All they had to do was debase themselves for you—Meela being treated like a servant, Bakassa and Ophelia putting their lives in danger. For what? So you could laugh at how gullible they were? So you could feel powerful?”

“N-no…” She stammered, not able to meet his eyes. “That’s not it at all.”

“You promised they would be rewarded with a night in bed with me,” Ben pressed. “So you can’t be upset that I’m following through. Unless you were lying to them."

"I'm not upset!" The words came out too fast. Too sharp. "You told me yourself what you would do when you came here. I was merely facilitating—"

"I don’t think so.” Ben stepped toward her. "Like you said a moment ago, you don’t intend to share me with anyone, including them. You were lying to them. And you’re lying to me now. But unfortunately for you, who I mate with is not your decision to make. It never was and it never will be, as I have repeatedly explained to you. You had no right to promise time with me in bartering. I will, however, make good on the promise you made in my name.”

She winced.

“Tell me the truth, Elysanthra. Does that bother you?"

"It doesn't. You’re the Keeper, as you keep reminding me. You can do whatever you want."

"Elysanthra..."

"I said it doesn't bother me—"

Ben turned back toward the bed. "If you’re going to continue to lie to me, you may as well leave. Go back to your caravan and your illusions and wait for another man to come along who you deem worthy."

He didn't see her move. But he heard the sharp intake of breath.

"Fine." Her voice shook. "Fine, I'm leaving. I don't need to watch you rut with your demi-beast whores—"

Ariss's tail whipped across the room like a striking snake.

Emerald coils wrapped around Elysanthra's waist, yanking her off her feet. The witch tumbled through the air with a shriek, expensive silk billowing, and slammed into the stone floor at the base of the dais.

Before she could rise, Ariss had coiled around her completely—pinning her arms, binding her legs, squeezing just tight enough to restrict movement without crushing.

"Let GO of me!" Purple lightning crackled around Elysanthra's hands. Her eyes blazed with violet fire. "I am the most powerful Enchantress in Faerowilde! Release me or I will—"

"You will what?" Ariss leaned down, her face inches from the witch's. "Burn me? Blast me apart? This is my temple, witch. The seat of my power. The Stone Coil Monument pulses with my magic." Her tongue flickered, tasting the air around Elysanthra's face. "You might be magically gifted for a human. But I am the last in a long line of powerful monster queens. Do you really want to test whether your flames can match what I command here?"

The purple lightning sputtered.

Elysanthra's hands shook.

"I thought not." Ariss's coils loosened just slightly—enough to let the witch breathe, not enough to let her escape. "Now. The Keeper asked you a question. I suggest you answer it."

Ben crossed to where Elysanthra lay trapped. He crouched down, bringing himself to her eye level.

“You want to know if I’m upset?” The witch's face was flushed with humiliation. Her elaborate hair had come partially undone, dark strands falling across her face. Her violet eyes darted everywhere except his face. “Of course I’m upset, you ass! Yes, I lied to these women. Yes, I used them. I did it all for my own selfish reasons, just as you suspect. Now let me go and leave me alone!”

"Talk to me," he said quietly. "What's really going on?"

"Nothing is going on. I’m just a mean old wicked witch, just like they all say. Whyever would there need to be something going on—?"

"Elysanthra."

The name hung in the air.

For a long moment, she said nothing. Then her shoulders sagged. Her chin dropped to her chest. And when she spoke again, her voice was barely a whisper.

"I'm dying."

The words fell like stones into still water.

"What do you mean?" Ben asked.

"My power." Elysanthra's laugh was bitter, broken. "The magic that's kept me alive for centuries. It's fading. Has been fading since..." She swallowed hard. "Since... since I tasted you.”

Ben remembered the encounter in her caravan. Elysanthra had promised him anything in her shop in exchange for a kiss, then delivered a particularly intimate variety. She'd taken him in her mouth, desperate and demanding, and he’d let her, curious about her power.

Even in that small act, there had been an exchange.

His power had flooded through her, albeit a small taste. When she’d swallowed, it had awakened something in her, a certainty that he was the man she’d been waiting centuries for. The only man she could love and make love to without being stripped of her power.

And she'd immediately tried to manipulate him ever since.

"I don't understand," he said.

“That kiss… it was the kiss of death.” Elysanthra finally lifted her eyes to meet his. They were wet with unshed tears. "I knew you were the one the moment I saw you. I risked everything to confirm my suspicions, kissing you, tasting your seed, and sealing my fate. I was confident that I could win you over. I… I never imagined that the man I was fated to be with wouldn’t want to be with me.”

“I never said I don’t want to be with you—” Ben protested, but the witch rushed forward with her words, cutting him off.

“I knew that giving myself to the wrong man would strip me of my powers, but I did not realize that giving myself to the right man and having him turn away would kill me just the same.” She laughed darkly. “Had I known the risk, I would not have been so loose with my lips. As more time passed between that first taste and our destined consummation, I began to weaken. When you rejected me, again and again… my power began to wane. I fear my curse will now claim me, after all these years.”

“I’m sorry, Elysanthra. Had I known the risks to you I would not have allowed you to kiss me in the first place. But none of this explains why you lied to these women. Was it revenge?”

She laughed again, and this time it cracked in the middle.

"No! I… I’m too weak now to sustain the ward around the village. It drains everything I have. The only way I’m able to keep the protections up, like I promised you I would, is to brew mana-enhancement potions to keep my magic strong enough. I had a supply of the reagents I needed, but I was running out… I did not ask them to risk their lives for nothing, Keeper. And I’m sorry they got hurt, but I chose each of them because they were the best ones for the job.”

“It’s true,” Bakassa said. “At least for my part. I gather more honey from blood-bees than anyone in the village. I’m partly immune to their stings I’ve done it so often.”

“And I can usually navigate Crestrunner territory without issue,” Ophelia added. “I believe it’s only because they are pressured for space and more aggressive that I was injured this time.”

“I actually like cleaning, I guess,” Meela added. “And I don’t mind running all over the place gathering little things. And it doesn’t even hurt my feelings when Elysanthra yells at me and calls me names for being a chatter box—”

“It was essential that my alchemy equipment was cleaned properly,” the witch interrupted. “And I was busy researching the ingredients for the potions. Which I could have done a lot more quickly if you could just shut your mouth for more than the time it takes to suck in a lungful of air!”

“I am annoying,” Meela conceded. “Everybody tells me so. And she did give me those books… oh gods, some of them are so hot. You guys should really read them too. They gave me lots of ideas about—”

“Later, Meela,” Ariss said, an amused smile curving her lips. “I promise you, we will get to those ideas of yours… but let the witch explain her actions if she can.”

Ben considered this new information. He had to admit, it didn’t sound as bad as it had at first. Maybe he and Ariss had jumped to conclusions. However, her motivation for gathering the ingredients was only part of the problem.

“None of this excuses the fact that you lied to them in order to get what you needed, Elysanthra. You had no right to make promises on my behalf, especially when you’ve been adamant that you were not going to share me.”

“Oh I knew you were going to mate with them regardless of what I wanted,” she sniffed. “You don’t care about me at all!”

“That’s not true,” Ben said.

“Yes, it is! I’ve been waiting centuries for you to come along and free me from my curse, my loneliness. And yet you deny me, again and again. It’s not fair! Every day you withhold yourself from me, more of my power drains away. I can feel it. Like bleeding out, slow and constant. And even now that you know, you haven’t changed your mind about me."

Her voice dropped to a whisper.

"I've been so desperate, Ben. I've done everything I can think of to seduce you. It's not just desire, Ben. It's survival. If you don't claim me soon, I'll have nothing left. But you don’t care. You’d rather watch me wither away to nothing than give me what I’ve been promised my entire life!"

Ben rocked back on his heels, feeling the accusation like a slap.

The temple had gone very quiet. On the bed, Meela, Bakassa, and Ophelia watched with wide eyes. Ariss's coils had loosened further, her expression unreadable.

"Why didn't you tell me all of this?" Ben asked. “Before I forced your hand.”

"Because you don't want me!" The words tore out of her. "Nothing I do is enough. I've offered you everything—my body, my power, my submission—and you keep pushing me away. You keep choosing everyone else. And I thought..." She shuddered. "I thought if I could just keep the wards up long enough, if I could demonstrate my value. Then maybe you’d see how much you need me. If I could make myself indispensable..."

"If you’d told us,” Queen Ariss said, “we could have helped.”

“I’m the most powerful Enchantress in Faerowilde!” Elysanthra’s voice cracked. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I’m not supposed to need help!”

“Everyone needs help sometimes,” Ben said. “I’ve seen the proof of that time and again since becoming Keeper. You’re no different.”

“I am different! I've been alone for so long, Ben. So long. I always told myself it would be worth it. That someday I'd find the one man who could break my curse, and he would love me. Only me, and I would never be lonely again." She squeezed her eyes shut. "That was supposed to be my reward for all this suffering. But that's not who you are. Is it?"

"No." Ben reached out and wiped a tear from her cheek. "It's not."

"Then I'm lost." She didn't pull away from his touch. "I'll never be the center of anyone's world. I'll die alone, just like I lived alone, and everything I suffered will have been for nothing."

"That's not true."

Elysanthra opened her eyes.

"You haven’t listened to a word I’ve said since we met,” Ben said, shaking his head. “You’re so fixated on the way you thought things should be that you can’t see what’s right in front of your face.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I have never rejected you, Elysanthra. I have only rejected your terms. You’re an incredibly powerful and undeniably attractive woman, and I would be honored to be the one to break your curse. But I can only do so as myself. You'll never be my only woman. I can't promise you that. I won't lie to you about who I am or what my life looks like. But that doesn't mean you'll be alone. It doesn't mean you won't matter."

He gestured at the room around them.

"Every woman in my life is special to me. They all have their own place, their own purpose, their own place at my side. None of them are less important than the others."

“Don’t…” she sobbed. “I don’t want to hear it… I don’t know how to want anything different from what I want.”

“You don’t want to be alone,” Ben said. “And you don’t have to be.”

“Yes, I do! I’ve ruined everything. I lied and acted like a jerk and I can’t stand the idea of sharing you with anyone else, even if you are the Keeper of Faerowilde. That’s just… not how I imagined my true love. I’m sorry! I can’t be anything different from what I am, either.”

“I’m not asking you to change who you are, just to change your expectations,” Ben said. “Sometimes life doesn’t go the way we plan, and we need to adjust.”

“But you’ll never love me. You can’t!”

He met her eyes.

"You've made mistakes, Elysanthra. You've hurt people. You've lied and manipulated and put your own needs above everyone else's wellbeing. But you were trying to help people, too, even if it wasn’t for the right reasons. I don’t believe you’re beyond redemption."

"How?" Her voice was raw. "How can you trust me after everything I've done?"

It was a good question. So far, Elysanthra had shown that she was willing to do good things in order to help him, if not to help others. But she had prioritized what Ben would think over the safety of those she’d used to reach her end, which was not ideal. Her selfishness could be explained by her circumstances, and he did believe she could change. But if she was losing her power so quickly that she feared she would soon die, that meant he might have to consummate their bond before she’d made a meaningful change. And that would be dangerous.

There was also a chance that all of this was just a lie to get him to change his mind, because she still thought that she could entrap him once she had some of his power. He didn’t truly believe that, but he couldn’t discount it either.

It would be irresponsible to trust her on her word alone.

“Is there a way that we can ensure you keep your word?” Ben said. “A spell, or an enchantment?”

Elysanthra whimpered. “Another enchantment? You mean a curse?”

“If it saves your life,” Ben said, “perhaps it would be considered a blessing?”

He glanced at Ariss.

The Lamia shrugged. “Such magic is possible,” she said, “But I do not know the spells. It’s possible that—”

Ben was surprised to see his HUD light up blue around the edges of his vision as the System attempted to get his attention. He held up a hand to stop Ariss while he read the notification.

New Quest: Binding the Witch

A bond forged solely through desire or convenience is insufficient to contain the long-term consequences of shared magic. To ensure balance, accountability, and mutual safety, the Witch must demonstrate loyalty not through words, but through action. The following trials will test her willingness to accept responsibility, repair harm, and invest herself in a future beyond personal ambition.

Completion of this quest will result in a permanent binding between the Witch and the Breeder, preventing either party from using bonded magic to directly harm the other.

Objectives:

Acknowledge the Wounds — Elysanthra must confront and apologize to the women she has wronged while acting in your name. These apologies must be given personally and without coercion. Status: Incomplete.

Make Restitution — Elysanthra must find a meaningful way to make amends to each wronged individual. The form of restitution is not prescribed; sincerity and effort will be evaluated by the System. Status: Incomplete

Leave a Lasting Mark — Elysanthra must undertake a work of lasting significance that will benefit the village for years to come. Temporary gestures will not satisfy this requirement. Status: Incomplete

Reward:

	Unbreakable Arcane Bond Established

	Mutual harm through bonded magic rendered impossible

	Elysanthra's power stabilized and integrated into the Breeder's domain




System Note: Intent matters. Shortcuts will be recognized. False compliance will fail. Power that refuses accountability will be reclaimed.

Ben blinked as the notification faded.

"Well,” he said. “I think I have a solution to our problem.”

Elysanthra stared at him. "What?"

He explained the quest he’d just received. With each word, he watched her expression shift from confusion to understanding to a glimmer of… something he couldn’t read.

Elysanthra was silent for a long moment when he finished.

Then, to Ben's surprise, she laughed.

It wasn't the bitter, broken sound from before. It was a bit lighter, though still tinged with sadness.

"Of course," she whispered. "Of course it wouldn't be easy. Your System really knows how to hit a woman in the pride.”

“Is it so bad to have to apologize?”

“That depends, I suppose,” she sighed, “on whether or not you’ve ever learned to be sorry for anything. I can say sorry, of course. But if I have to mean it? With my whole heart? And the System can tell the difference? Well… I fear the only person I’ve ever truly been sorry for is myself.”

“At least she’s self-aware,” Ariss said snidely.

Ben gave her a stern look, and she pursed her lips to stop herself from saying anything else.

“All right, well it might not be easy then,” Ben said. “Nothing worth having ever is. But if it makes a difference, I believe in you, Elysanthra. Just imagine yourself in their shoes, and how you would feel knowing you were misled by someone because you were desperate to be loved. Feeling sorry for them is not so different from feeling sorry for yourself."

Elysanthra’s head snapped up like she’d been slapped, and she looked at Ben with her amethyst eyes wide. Two blotchy spots appeared on her cheeks and she gave him a sharp nod.

Ben glanced at Ariss again. The queen nodded once and unwound her coils, letting Elysanthra slip free.

The witch rose on unsteady legs. Her gown was rumpled, her hair a disaster, her makeup smeared with tears. She looked nothing like the haughty enchantress who had swept into the temple minutes ago.

But she did look human. Ben didn’t think she’d feel comforted by that thought, but he was.

Slowly, Elysanthra turned toward the bed where Meela, Bakassa, and Ophelia still waited. The three women watched her approach with expressions ranging from quiet wariness (Ophelia) to suspicious hostility (Bakassa) to wide-eyed fascination (Meela).

Elysanthra stopped at the edge of the cushions and knelt. She bowed her head, pressing her hands flat against the stone floor. Ben watched her back rise and fall as she breathed deeply, perhaps trying to imagine herself as these women she had considered herself so far above. Her voice, when it came, was barely above a whisper.

"I'm sorry. I know saying so doesn’t make what I did any better, but I never intended for anyone to get hurt. I chose each of you specifically because you are skilled and I trusted you. It was selfish of me to lie about my reasons, but I… I did not think you would help me if you knew the truth. I know I am not well-loved in this village. And I have not behaved in such a way that I should expect any differently. Yet, I find myself sad about it. That’s… something else I will have to think on. Along with how I am going to make amends."

For a long moment, no one spoke.

Then Meela reached out and touched Elysanthra's bowed head.

"I forgive you," she said softly. "I don't think you're a bad person. I think you're a lonely person who made bad choices. There's a difference. And I’ve been really lonely too. Not for as long as you have, because you’re like, really, really old. But I think I have been lonely for long enough to kind of get the drift—"

“Meela,” Ariss warned.

“I know, I know. I need to stop talking. But I hate awkward silences, okay! And no one else was saying anything, so what am I supposed to do? Just sit here and feel awkward? I don’t think so! I mean, no offence, my Queen. Oh shoot. I’m sorry. Was that an order? I can be quiet if it's an order, I think. I’ll just hold my breath…”

She thrust out her narrow chest and sucked in a deep breath, puffing her cheeks as she attempted to hold it in.

"You asked me to do a dangerous thing,” Bakassa said, her tail thrashing in irritation. “But it wasn’t a danger I hadn’t put myself in before. I admit that I am angry you lied to me. But… I also should not have been so desperate to gain the Keeper’s eye through tricks and favors rather than… just being myself.”

"I don't expect you to forgive me just because I apologize," Elysanthra said. “Not right away.”

Bakassa studied her for a long moment. Then she gave a sharp nod. "I'll give you the chance to earn it."

Ophelia, surprisingly, had tears in her hazel eyes. Her rich brown skin had flushed a deep pink.

"I knew," she said quietly. "I knew I shouldn’t go into the Crestrunner nesting area when they’ve been so agitated. I told myself that I could handle it, but I knew the risk. I think I knew your promise was a lie, as well. But I chose to accept the lie, and accept the risk, because I was desperate for the tiny sliver of possibility that you spoke the truth. If anything, I feel I deceived myself. I forgive you, Elysanthra. I’m mortal, and I know the fear that mortality wrings from the heart… I understand you better than you know.”

Elysanthra's shoulders shook as she turned to Queen Ariss.

"Please," she whispered. "Please, may I leave? I've done what the quest asked. I've apologized. I don’t know if it’s enough. I’ll try again if it’s not. But I can't—" Her voice broke. "I can't watch Ben with them. Not tonight. I'm not strong enough."

Ben looked at Ariss. He’d expected to receive a notification that the first requirement of the quest had been completed once Elysanthra had apologized to the three women on the bed. But maybe the witch hadn’t been as sincere as she’d sounded.

The queen's expression was thoughtful. "I had intended to make you watch. To teach you what it looks like when the Keeper gives his attention to those who deserve it." She paused. "But all these tears are ruining the mood.”

There was a hint of bitterness in her voice that surprised Ben.

Elysanthra, though, seemed to understand it. “I’m sorry, Queen Ariss, for what I did to you as well. I knew that the only way you could wake from your hibernation was for Ben to come to you, and I withheld that information. I had hoped that, if I had enough time alone with him, I could change his mind. My selfishness endangered the entire village.”

Quest Update: Binding the Witch

Acknowledge the Wounds — Elysanthra must confront and apologize to the women she has wronged while acting in your name. These apologies must be given personally and without coercion. [Status: Complete].

It seemed the system had accepted the witch’s apologies. It hadn’t been that she wasn’t sincere, she just wasn’t finished. Ben hadn’t considered the wrongs against the queen.

Ariss had clearly been surprised by the apology too. For a moment she seemed at a loss for words.

"That will do,” Ben said. “You can go, if that’s your wish.”

Elysanthra's head snapped up. "What?"

"I have no desire to make you miserable. But Elysanthra—" He waited until she met his eyes. "—don't leave because you're trying to pretend this isn't real. If you leave tonight, let it be because you genuinely need time to process. Not because you're running away from the truth."

The witch stared at him for a long moment.

Then, slowly, she nodded.

"I understand," she said. "I'm not... I'm not denying anything. I just need..." She pressed a hand to her chest. "It hurts. That's all. It just hurts."

"I know." Ben's voice was gentle. "Change often does. Growth, too. But it does get easier."

Elysanthra rose to her feet. She didn't bother trying to fix her appearance—the ruined hair, the smeared makeup, the wrinkled gown. She just gathered what was left of her dignity and walked toward the temple doors.

Then she was gone, her footsteps fading into the jungle night.

The temple felt different all of a sudden, quieter despite the crackle of torches and the distant chorus of jungle insects. It was as if the weight of the witch’s confession lingered in the air like incense smoke that no one wanted to inhale.

Ben turned back from the temple entrance to find three pairs of eyes watching him with varying degrees of uncertainty. Ophelia and Bakassa seemed a bit uncomfortable. But Meela was…

Turning a strange color? Her cheeks were puffed out, and she was bouncing on her toes waving her hands in front of her face, as if she was holding something hot in her mouth.

The chatty Nagaina was holding her breath to stop herself from bursting out with whatever she wanted to say.

“Breathe, Meela,” he said with a last. “It’s okay.”

Meela let out her held breath in a burst and immediately sucked in another lungful.

"That was... wow. I mean, I knew she was lonely. But I thought that was because she was a bitch, not because she was dying. Wait, I guess she’s probably a bitch because she’s dying! And then that makes her lonely, too? Ugh, that's really sad, actually. Kind of romantic, too, in a tragic sort of way? Like in The Serpent's Lament where Lady Vespertina has to choose between saving her lover and saving herself, except in that one she dies at the end and I really hope Elysanthra doesn't die because even though she was mean to me sometimes she also gave me really good books and—"

"Meela." Bakassa's voice was sharp, but not unkind. “For gods’ sake, shut your fang hole.”

Meela gave her an affronted look, but she stopped talking. Maybe because she listened, or maybe she just needed to catch her breath.

Bakassa gave Ben a firm nod. "We're still here, Keeper. We still want this. Her problems are not ours."

Ophelia's response was softer. "She showed more of herself tonight than I think she meant to. That takes courage, even when it's forced." Her hazel eyes met Ben's with quiet understanding. "I believe… we can hold space for her pain and still move forward with our own joy. The two aren't mutually exclusive."

From her dais, Ariss shifted her coils with a thoughtful sound.

"The witch surprised me," she admitted. "I expected her to fight. To rage. To threaten to burn down my temple rather than kneel before women she considered beneath her." Her tongue flickered. "But I also admit I did not understand the depth of her pain. Perhaps there is hope for her yet." A pause. "Though if you tell her I said that, Keeper, I will deny it to my grave."

Ben let out a slow breath. The ache in his chest for Elysanthra was real—centuries of loneliness, a curse that demanded her complete isolation, and a future that looked nothing like the one she'd dreamed of... none of that would be easy to handle.

But he couldn't fix that tonight. Maybe he couldn't fix it at all. All he could do was give her the chance to fix it herself, and that would have to be enough.

Right now, three women waited for him. Three women who had risked danger on false promises and still chose to be here, with him. They deserved his full attention, regardless of the outcome with Elysanthra.

He turned to face the bed, ready to give them the reward they’d been promised.
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"Well," Ariss said from behind him. "That was terribly dramatic. But… the show must go on. Isn’t that right, Keeper?"

Before Ben could respond, something wet and powerful slapped across his back. There was a tearing sound as fabric ripped and his shirt fell away in shreds.

He spun around to find the lamia Queen grinning, her tongue retracting into her mouth.

"What the—"

Her tongue whipped out again, lashing his pants to smithereens.

Ben stood in the middle of the temple, surrounded by the tatters of his clothing, completely naked. "You have GOT to stop doing that.”

"I really don't." Ariss's eyes traveled down his body with obvious appreciation. "Besides, you have an audience to please."

“I’m going to run out of clothes at this rate,” Ben said, shaking his head. “And I can hardly fend off bandits and poachers running bare-assed through the jungle.”

“In that case, I’ll just have to provide you with new clothes. Because I’m Queen here, and I like to rip them off of you.” She gestured toward the bed, where three very attentive women were staring at him with varying degrees of hunger. "But that’s a discussion for another time, my handsome Keeper… Go on, now. My handmaidens are waiting."

Ben looked down at the ruins of his outfit, the third set of clothes destroyed in as many days. Ariss had better follow through on her promise or he’d be weaving trousers out of jungle leaves, and he wasn’t sure his sewing skills were up for that particular challenge. At least this wardrobe destruction was in service of something he was actually looking forward to, though, unlike the time he got spattered in undead demon goop.

"Fine." He turned toward the bed, letting the last scraps fall away. "But I'm holding you to that promise Ariss. Now… where were we before that little interruption? I believe I was about to be formally introduced to a trio of gorgeous women?"

Meela made a sound like a tea-kettle about to boil over, hissing and squealing at the same time. Her scales had gone fully bronze as she blushed excitedly. “Oh, gods, yes, yes, yes, it’s really happening. Oh my. I’m so wet it’s dripping down my legs! Wanna feel it, Feely?”

Ophelia's rich brown skin had flushed darker across her cheeks. “Um, n-no thanks Meela. I’ll let the Keeper do that. But… I know what you mean.”

“Quiet you nincompoops.” Bakassa's tail was lashing so hard it was scattering cushions as she wriggled like a puppy, unable to contain her excitement. “He’s coming this way!”

Ben smiled and stepped toward them.

The cushions were soft beneath his knees as he settled onto the makeshift bed. Three pairs of eyes tracked his every movement, raking over his body like they were starving and he was an all-you-can-eat buffet. The three women were tensed and quivering with anticipation, but none knew how to make the first move.

"So." He let his gaze travel over each of them in turn. "Who's first?"

Meela's hand shot up so fast she nearly smacked Bakassa in the face. "Me! I mean—" She lowered it, her scales flushing even darker. "If that's okay. I've been doing some research and I think I know what to do. If I just lay back and hold my legs open, can you…? Um… I don’t know, I read all those books and I thought I knew what to expect but you're even bigger than the princes in the stories and oh gods what if it hurts?”

"Breathe, Meela," Ophelia said. “I’m sure the Keeper isn’t going to hurt any of us.”

Her words sounded more certain than her voice did, and she glanced at him with her big hazel eyes wide, searching for confirmation.

He nodded. “I’ll be as gentle as you like.”

“I don’t want gentle,” Bakassa declared boldly. “I want… I want it rough. Like Usseni said you were. I’m tougher than her any day.”

Meela sucked in air. Let it out in a rush that ended in a nervous giggle. “Okay, still me. I’m gonna go first. I’m ready. Take me, Mister Keeper. I’m yours!”

Ben reached for her, pulling her closer. She came willingly, eagerly, her slight body trembling as he guided her into his lap. She was so small against him—youthful and delicate, her chocolate brown scales warm where they pressed against his skin, already flushed to a deep bronze from excitement. Meela’s long, skinny tail curled nervously around his wrist, the tip twitching like an overexcited metronome.

“Ohmygosh ohmygosh you’re so warm,” she babbled, hands fluttering over his chest like she wasn’t sure where to put them. “Your muscles are even bigger up close! Do you work out or is it just, like, Keeper magic? I bet it’s magic. Everything about you feels magical.”

Ben chuckled, steadying her hips as she straddled him. “A little of both, maybe.” He leaned in, brushing his lips along the scaled edge of her neck; the bronze patches flushed darker under his mouth, and Meela let out a high, breathy squeak.

From the side, Ophelia watched with her wide hazel eyes darkening to a deep forest green. Her knees were drawn up to her chest, fingers digging into her own thighs. Bakassa wasn’t nearly so restrained—she’d already scooted closer, autumn scales glinting as her tail slid along Ben’s back, red-orange eyes blazing. “Don’t hog him, Meela,” she teased, voice husky. “We want a turn too.”

“I’m not hogging!” Meela protested, but her protest dissolved into a gasp as Ben’s hand slipped between her thighs, finding her absolutely soaked. Her orange eyes went huge. “Oh—oh wow—that’s your finger—that’s really happening—Keeper your finger is inside me!”

“Just one,” Ben murmured against her ear, curling it slowly, feeling her tight walls flutter around him. “Relax for me, sweetheart.”

Meela’s head fell back, mouth open in a silent cry before words tumbled out again. “It feels so good—better than the books—why didn’t anyone tell me it would feel like this? I thought it would hurt but it’s—ah!—it’s amazing—do another one, please, Mister Keeper, please—”

He added a second finger, stretching her gently, and Meela’s tail tightened around his wrist like a vice. Her hips started rocking instinctively, small, frantic movements that ground her clit against his palm. “Yes yes yes—right there—oh gods I’m already quivering—Is this what they meant? I’m literally shaking. But I want… I want more!”

Bakassa leaned in, pressing her breasts against Ben’s arm, tail stroking his side. “Look at her go,” she whispered hotly in his ear. “Our little bookworm’s already falling apart. Wait till you get that big, fat cock in her—she’s gonna scream the temple down.”

Ophelia, emboldened, reached out to trace trembling fingers down Ben’s chest. “She’s so wet I can hear it,” she said softly, voice awed. “Is… is that normal?”

“Very normal,” Ben assured her, crooking his fingers inside Meela and earning a sharp, delighted cry. Meela’s hands clutched at his shoulders, nails digging in as she babbled nonstop.

“I can feel it building—there’s this pressure—like I’m going to explode—is that the climax part? The books said it feels like dying but in a good way—is that what’s happening? Keeper I think I’m—oh please don’t stop—”

"She's been talking about this moment all afternoon,” Ariss observed from her dais, voice dry with amusement. "I was beginning to wonder if she'd ever stop long enough to actually experience it."

“Oh, she’s been talking about it for longer than that,” Bakassa added with a hissing laugh.

“Shut up!” Meela squealed. “I’m so close! Don’t tease me or I can’t concentrate!”

Ben withdrew his fingers slowly, bringing them to his lips and tasting her while she watched, transfixed and panting. “Not yet,” he said. “I want to be inside you when you come.”

Meela’s orange eyes went impossibly wider, her pupil narrowed to tiny slits. “Inside—right now—yes please—I’m ready—I think—oh gods just do it—”

He lifted her easily—she weighed almost nothing in his arms—and positioned her over his cock. The head nudged her slick entrance, parting her folds, and Meela froze for half a heartbeat, tail tightening around his thigh.

“Slowly,” he promised, lowering her inch by inch.

Meela’s voice cracked into a long, trembling moan as he breached her, her virgin walls stretching around him with delicious resistance. “It’s—it’s so big—filling me up—oh Keeper you’re splitting me open but it feels so good—”

Bakassa’s hand slid down his back, claws grazing lightly. “Take her deep,” she urged. “She wants it. Look at her face—she wants it so bad...”

Ophelia leaned closer, one hand tentatively stroking Meela’s thigh in encouragement. “You’re doing so well, Meela… he’s almost all the way in…”

Meela’s head fell forward against Ben’s shoulder, breathless chatter muffled against his skin. “I can feel every bit of you—throbbing inside me—moving—please move—Keeper please fuck me I need it—”

Ben obliged, lifting her hips and thrusting up slowly at first, letting her adjust. Meela’s moans grew louder, more desperate with every stroke, her tail thrashing against the cushions as her body surrendered completely to the rhythm he set.

The temple filled with the sounds of Meela’s pleasure—and the soft, eager encouragement of the queen and the two women waiting their turn. Meela’s scales rippled with color—bronze spreading down her neck and across her small breasts.

"Tell me if anything is too much," Ben said, and he kissed her.

She melted into him with a moan that vibrated through her whole body. Her mouth opened beneath his, her tongue sliding against his, her slender arms wrapping around his neck like she was afraid he might disappear.

He cupped her breast. She gasped against his lips.

Meela’s back arched sharply as Ben drove deeper. Her face pulled away from his as her slender body bowed. The motion thrust her small, pert breasts upward, nipples hard and flushed darker against her copper-brown scales. Ben lowered his mouth to one, sucking hard, tongue swirling around the sensitive peak while his teeth grazed just enough to make her gasp.

“Oh—oh gods—your mouth—Keeper your mouth is—ahh!” Meela’s words tumbled out in a breathless rush, her orange eyes wide and glassy. “It’s so hot—suck harder—please—I read about this but it’s so much better—”

Ben obliged, switching to the other breast, sucking and nipping as his hips snapped forward in a harder, faster rhythm. The wet sounds of their joining filled the temple. Slick, rhythmic slaps echoed as he buried himself again and again in her impossibly tight heat.

Bakassa and Ophelia, unable to stay idle any longer, shifted closer on the cushions.

Bakassa’s autumn-scaled hand slipped between their bodies first, fingers brushing the slick side of Ben’s shaft each time he pulled back.

“Gods, feel how thick he is,” she murmured, voice husky with awe, stroking the exposed length reverently before it disappeared into Meela again. The extra touch sent a jolt straight through Ben, making his cock twitch harder inside the trembling Nagaina.

Ophelia, emboldened by Bakassa’s boldness, reached in from the other side. Her rich brown fingers joined, gliding along the opposite side, feeling the veins pulse under her touch. “He’s so hard… and hot…” she whispered, hazel eyes fixed on where Ben stretched Meela wide.

Then Ophelia noticed the faint bulge in Meela’s lower abdomen each time Ben thrust deep, the outline of his cock visibly pulsing beneath her scaled skin. Curiosity overtook her; she pressed her palm flat just above Meela’s mound, feeling the rhythmic push from inside.

Meela screamed—a high, shattered sound of pure ecstasy. Her body convulsed, tail thrashing wildly against the cushions, slapping against Ben’s thighs as her orgasm crashed through her like a storm.

“It’s—it’s too much—I can feel you everywhere—you’re in my womb—Keeper please—fill me—breed me—I need your seed—pump me full—make me swell with it—please please please—”

Her walls clamped down in violent spasms, milking him with frantic, rhythmic squeezes. The sight and feel of her losing control—combined with Bakassa and Ophelia’s curious, stroking hands—snapped Ben’s restraint.

His hands gripped Meela’s hips hard enough to leave marks on her bronze-flushed scales. With one powerful motion he flipped her onto her back, spreading her legs wide and pinning them back as he drove into her even deeper. The new angle let him bottom out completely, the head of his cock pushing fully into her heat.

"There it is," Ariss purred approvingly, her massive tail twisting beneath her. "Show her what the Keeper can do when he stops being gentle."

Meela writhed beneath him, back arching off the cushions, tail coiling and uncoiling in frantic loops as aftershocks ripped through her. “Yes—deeper—give it to me—flood me—I’m yours—I’m a dirty little princess now, just like in my stories—uuuungh, yes, harder! Mmmmm—Mister Keeper, I’m your little princess slut!”

Ben’s release hit like a thunderclap. He buried himself to the hilt and came with a roar, thick, heavy ropes of seed pouring straight into her depths. Pulse after pulse flooded her, the pressure building until her lower belly visibly rounded, a soft swell forming beneath her flushed scales as he pumped her full.

Meela screamed again, a second, even stronger climax tearing through her at the feel of his seed claiming her. Her body shook violently, muscles spasming around him, milking every last drop as her orange eyes rolled back, mouth open in a silent wail of pure ecstasy.

Bakassa and Ophelia watched in stunned, hungry silence, hands stroking his back, thighs, and sides as they felt the tremors of his release.

When he finally stilled, still buried deep inside her, Meela lay trembling and gasping beneath him, tail loosely coiled around his waist as if to keep him there forever. A soft, delirious giggle escaped her lips.

“Ooooh gods, my pussy hurts,” she whispered, voice hoarse. “But I’d do it again! The stories don’t hold a candle to the real thing… I… I… I’m at a loss for words, honestly. I think I’ll take a nap.”

Ben leaned down to kiss her forehead, breathing hard. “Good girl, have a rest. We can do it again when you’re ready.”

Ben eased out of Meela slowly, his cock slick and shining with a thick coating of her creamy release mixed with his own seed. Meela gave a soft, sleepy whimper at the loss, her tail uncurling reluctantly as she rolled onto her side, eyes already fluttering shut with a satisfied smile.

Ophelia eyed Ben’s coated shaft and licked her lips.

“Go ahead,” he encouraged. “Do you want to clean me up?”

She glanced up at him nervously, then blushed a deep fuchsia. She nodded once, then leaned forward on her knees. Her hazel eyes were wide and eager as her full lips parted. She took him into her mouth without a word. The warm, wet suction enveloped his sensitive length as her tongue swirled hungrily, cleaning every trace of Meela and himself from his skin.

Ariss's tongue flickered with interest. "Well, well. The quiet healer has a hungry mouth. I do enjoy when the shy ones surprise me."

“Oh gods, Feely!” Meela whimpered. “You might be an even bigger slut-in-training than I am! I can’t believe you’re doing that when you wouldn’t even touch me earlier.”

Bakassa just watched, her eyes darting from Ben to the curvy human woman as if wondering if that was something she could do too. She seemed to be taking mental notes about all the possibilities.

Ophelia wasn’t practiced, obviously; her movements were a little clumsy, cheeks hollowing too hard one moment and too gently the next as she tried to figure out how much suction was just right. But her enthusiasm made up for it tenfold.

Ben exhaled a low groan, sinking back onto his heels as he knelt on the cushions. One hand stroked down the smooth, rich brown skin of her back, tracing the dramatic curve from her narrow waist to the lush swell of her ass. Her massive breasts pressed heavily against his thighs, soft and warm, nipples dragging across his skin with every bob of her head.

“Good girl,” he murmured, fingers tangling gently in her tight curls. “Just like that.”

Ophelia moaned around him, the vibration sending sparks up his spine. Encouraged, she took him deeper, lips stretching wide, saliva spilling down his shaft as she worked.

Ben’s hands slid to her wide hips, gripping the plush flesh. Using his system-enhanced strength, he lifted her. She let out a muffled shout around his cock as she felt her backside suddenly levitating, but she kept sucking. With a smooth motion Ben rolled onto his back, and spun her around at the same time, pulling her with him so she straddled his chest. Ophelia’s hot mouth stayed latched on as he maneuvered her until her thick thighs framed his face and her dripping pussy hovered over his mouth.

Ben’s tongue plunged into her folds, tasting her sweet arousal as he licked stripes from clit to entrance. Ophelia’s whole body jolted; she cried out around his cock, the sound muffled and desperate, hips grinding instinctively against his face.

Ben gripped her ass, spreading her wider as he devoured her—sucking her clit, tongue-fucking her in time with the way she bobbed on him. Her big breasts swayed heavily against his stomach, nipples dragging across his skin with every rock of her body.

It didn’t take long before Ophelia’s thighs started trembling, her moans turning frantic around his shaft. When her orgasm hit, it was sudden and overwhelming—she pulled off his cock with a wet gasp, crying out as her pussy gushed against his tongue, hips bucking uncontrollably.

The sudden loss of her mouth pushed Ben over the edge. He thrust up into empty air once, twice—and came hard, thick ropes of seed erupting across her lips and chin as she hovered above him, still shaking through her climax. Some spilled into her open mouth; the rest painted her face and dripped down her neck in messy streaks.

Ophelia coughed, choking a little on what had landed in her throat, eyes watering as she sat back on his chest. “I—I’m sorry!” she gasped, face flushing dark with embarrassment, hands fluttering as if to wipe it away. “I didn’t mean to—I’ve never—”

Bakassa was already there, autumn scales glinting as she leaned in with a wicked grin. “How does it taste, little healer?” she purred, tongue flicking out to lap a thick streak from Ophelia’s chin.

Ophelia shivered, but didn’t pull away.

"My handmaidens are getting along so nicely," Ariss murmured, eyes half-lidded with pleasure as she watched. "I chose well."

Ben sat up, hands sliding to Ophelia’s hips again.

“There’s nothing to apologize for.” He turned her gently, positioning her on all fours facing Bakassa, her lush ass presented to him. “You were perfect.”

He knelt behind her, gripping her wide hips and squeezing the heavy weight of her breasts from behind as he lined himself up. One slow push, and he sank into her soaked heat.

Ophelia came again, instantly—her back arching, a loud, broken moan tearing from her throat as her walls clamped down around him. “Oh gods—yes—it’s so big—”

Bakassa cupped Ophelia’s face, licking more seed from her cheek before kissing her deeply, swallowing her moans. “That’s it,” she murmured against her lips. “Take that big cock like a good girl. Look how deep he’s going—you’re made for this.”

Meela, half-asleep on the cushions, cracked one orange eye open and giggled drowsily. “She’s getting even more than I did… look at her belly already starting to swell…”

Ben thrust harder, hands kneading Ophelia’s massive tits, pinching her nipples until she sobbed with pleasure. Her body rocked between them—Bakassa kissing her senseless, whispering filthy praise, while Ben pounded into her from behind, the wet slap of skin on skin filling the chamber.

Ophelia came again and again, voice breaking into whoreish moans she didn’t even seem to recognize as her own, completely lost in the dual attention. When Ben finally buried himself deep and released, flooding her womb with thick heat, her soft belly rounded visibly beneath her—just like Meela’s had.

She collapsed forward with a final, shuddering cry, dripping cum from both ends as she curled into Meela’s waiting arms, both girls snuggling together in exhausted, blissful haze.

Ben turned from the blissed-out tangle of Meela and Ophelia, his gaze settling on Bakassa. She was already coiled tightly in anticipation, autumn scales catching the temple’s amber light, red-orange eyes burning with challenge.

“Are you ready?” he asked, voice low and steady.

Bakassa’s lips curled into a fierce grin. “The better question is—are you?”

From her throne-like perch on the dais, Queen Ariss let out a rich, rolling laugh that echoed through the chamber. “Oh, she’s a feisty one. This should be fun.”

Ben’s own smile sharpened. “I can handle anything she throws at me.”

Bakassa’s eyes flashed with a warrior’s glint—pure, predatory excitement. Then she moved.

She launched herself at him like a striking serpent, wiry and lightning-fast from her years on patrol. Though not large, every ounce of her was lean muscle and coiled power. Her shoulder caught him square in the chest; Ben’s breath whooshed out as he toppled backward, the world tilting. He’d been expecting to be pounced on and kissed, but it seemed Bakassa wanted a real fight.

Meela and Ophelia cried out in sleepy alarm, scrambling to the edge of the cushion bed to peer down as they rolled off the bed.

Ariss let out a delighted hiss, shifting forward on her dais for a better view. "Oh, yes. I was hoping she'd make you work for it, Keeper. Bakassa is my personal bodyguard now, so she must know how to fight.”

They hit the hard stone floor with a thud that knocked the wind from him for a heartbeat. Momentum carried them in a full somersault—scales scraping stone, limbs tangling—until they landed with Bakassa on top, straddling his hips, her tail whipping around to lock his legs in a vise-like hold.

“Got you,” she growled triumphantly, claws pinning his wrists above his head as she ground down against his swelling cock. Her breath came hot against his neck, red-orange eyes blazing. “Now let’s see if those wimps were telling the truth about how good it feels to have this cock inside.”

Ben let her think she had control, waiting to see what she’d do. He felt her shift, guiding the head of his shaft to her slick entrance, and then she impaled herself with a sharp hiss of pleasure, sinking down in one fierce motion. Her walls clamped tight, hot and demanding, rippling around him as she took every inch.

Bakassa’s red-orange eyes flashed with triumph. She planted her hands on his chest, claws pricking his skin just enough to sting, and began to ride him with raw, unbridled hunger. Her hips rolled and snapped in a fierce rhythm, lifting almost all the way off before slamming back down, grinding her clit against his pelvis on every deep drop. The wet slap of her body meeting his echoed off the stone floor; her tail lashed wildly, whipping the air as she used him exactly how she wanted.

“That’s it—stay still, Keeper,” she growled, voice rough with lust. “You’re mine now. Let me fuck this big cock—let me take what I need—” She threw her head back, autumn scales catching the light as her body undulated, breasts bouncing with every brutal thrust. Her inner muscles squeezed and released in deliberate waves, stroking him from base to tip, milking him with the practiced, greedy pulls of her perfectly evolved body. She was lost in it—eyes half-lidded, fangs bared in a feral grin, completely convinced she was the one in charge.

Ben lay beneath her, hands resting lightly on her thighs, letting her have her moment. He savored every sensation: the scorching heat of her, the way her walls fluttered and gripped, the sharp little stings of her claws as she braced herself harder. Her pace quickened—frantic now, chasing her peak—hips grinding in tight circles, breath coming in sharp, ragged gasps. He could feel her tightening, the tell-tale tremor starting deep inside her.

With a surge of strength he broke her leg lock, hips bucking hard enough to unbalance her. In a blur he rolled, reversing their positions—pinning her wrists now, his weight pressing her back to the cool stone as he drove into her with a punishing thrust that tore a ragged cry from her throat.

“Yes—fuck—harder!” she snarled, claws raking down his back in burning lines, drawing thin beads of blood. Her tail lashed up, whipping across his ass with a sharp, stinging crack that made him growl and slam into her even more violently.

She bit his neck, her fangs grazing skin without breaking it, and screamed against his flesh, “Don’t you dare hold back—give me everything you’ve got, Keeper—break me if you can!”

Ben’s hips pistoned in brutal, deep strokes that rocked her body against the stone. Each thrust forced a sharp cry from her lips, her tail whipping again and again—stinging his thighs, his ass—egging him on. The pain only fueled him; he fucked her harder, deeper, until her struggles began to falter, her claws loosening their grip, her fierce growls melting into desperate, pleading moans.

Suddenly, her body went rigid beneath him, tail coiling tight around his waist instead of striking, holding him close as the first uncontrollable tremor hit her.

“I’m—fuck—I’m coming—Uuungh, Keeper… Come with me—fill me—please—”

Her orgasm crashed through her like she was having a fit, walls spasming wildly around him, milking him in frantic waves. Ben let go with a roar, burying himself to the hilt and flooding her womb in thick, pulsing ropes. The heat of his release pushed her higher; she screamed his name, body arching off the stone, claws digging into his shoulders as she shook and thrashed beneath him.

When the waves finally subsided, Bakassa lay panting and limp, red-orange eyes half-lidded, a satisfied, almost dazed smile on her lips.

From the dais, Ariss clapped slowly, her massive coils shifting with amusement. “Magnificent,” she praised, voice rich with approval. “That was the most entertaining sparring I’ve seen in years. Well fought, both of you. The ritual is complete—and my handmaidens are thoroughly claimed.”

Meela and Ophelia, peering over the edge with sleepy, awed smiles, reached down to help pull the exhausted pair back onto the soft cushions, where all three girls curled together in a warm, sated tangle—bellies softly swollen, scales and skin glistening with sweat and satisfaction.

Ben collapsed among them, chest heaving, a tired but triumphant grin on his face as Ariss’s laughter echoed once more through the temple.

For a long while, no one spoke. The temple held them in warm, flickering silence, the candles burning low, the cushions tangled beneath a heap of satisfied bodies.

Meela had already drifted off, her slight form curled against Ophelia's side, tail twitching occasionally as she dreamed. Ophelia stroked her hair absently, hazel eyes soft and distant. Bakassa lay sprawled across Ben's chest, still breathing hard, her fierce energy finally spent.

"You've done well tonight, Keeper," Ariss said quietly. Her voice had lost its teasing edge. "My handmaidens will bear strong children. And they will be protected here, under my roof, for as long as they wish to stay."

"Thank you for arranging this," Ben said. "And for giving them your protection."

Her tongue flickered. "Consider it a return for the favor you are doing for us. You still have poachers to hunt, a village to protect, and a dying witch to save from herself, after all. Tonight was a pleasant distraction, but tomorrow the real work continues."

Ben shifted carefully, trying not to wake the women draped across him. She was right. The bandits were still out there somewhere. And the Homestead requirements for the village wouldn't fulfill themselves. And Elysanthra… had a quest all her own to worry about.

But for now, he was just going to enjoy the moment.

Bakassa stirred against his chest, cracking one eye open. "Stop thinking so loud, Keeper," she mumbled. "You're ruining my afterglow."

He chuckled and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. "Sorry. Go back to sleep."

"Mmph." She burrowed closer, tail curling possessively around his thigh. "Wake me if there's a second round."

Meela made a small, happy sound in her sleep. Ophelia's eyes had finally drifted shut. And from her dais, Ariss watched over them all with the quiet satisfaction of a queen whose realm was finally beginning to thrive.

Ben fell asleep, exhausted and happy, his mind already racing with thoughts of what tomorrow would bring.
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Ben woke to warmth on all sides.

Meela was curled against his chest, her slight form tucked under his arm, dark brown hair a tangled mess across his shoulder. Her chocolate scales had a soft sheen in the early light filtering through the temple's high windows. She murmured something in her sleep—Ben thought he caught the words “Prince” and “Keeper,” so he imagined it had something to do with those steamy fairy tales she loved.

Ophelia lay on his other side, her bandaged shoulder carefully positioned to avoid pressure. Her breathing was deep and even, her rich brown face peaceful in a way it hadn't been the night before. One of her hands rested on his stomach, fingers splayed possessively.

Bakassa had migrated during the night. She sprawled across his legs, her autumn-bronze scales warm against his skin, her slender tail coiled loosely around his ankle. She twitched restlessly. Even in sleep, she looked ready to spring into action at the slightest provocation.

Above them, Ariss watched from her dais. Her massive coils were arranged in a comfortable spiral, her human torso propped against the curve of her own tail. Those ancient eyes held quiet satisfaction.

"You slept well," she observed. It wasn't a question.

Ben stretched carefully, trying not to wake the women draped across him. "Better than I have in days."

"Good.” Her gaze moved from Ben to the entrance of the temple. Her tongue flicked rapidly, tasting something on the air he couldn’t sense. The muscles in her coils tightened almost imperceptibly, and her claws flexed. “I suspect you'll need your strength."

Ben frowned. “What do you—?”

The temple doors boomed open.

Sisara swept in, her powerful tail propelling her across the temple floor with urgent speed. Her golden eyes blazed with barely contained fury. Dust and leaf-litter clung to her scales. Wherever she’d come from, she'd been moving fast.

Bakassa jerked awake instantly. Her body went rigid, red-ringed eyes snapping to the entrance, one hand already reaching for a weapon that wasn't there. It took her a moment to process the scene—temple, mattress, naked limbs, her Queen watching calmly from the dais—before she relaxed. Slightly.

Meela made a disgruntled sound and burrowed deeper against Ben's chest. "Five more minutes..."

Ophelia stirred, blinking sleep from her hazel eyes. "What's happening?"

"My Queen and Keeper." Sisara lowered herself before the Queen's coiled form, bowing her head, pointedly not looking at the tangle of bodies on the mattress. "I have news. There are poachers, south of the river. One of our foraging parties found fresh tracks this morning. I beg you for permission to pursue and seek justice for our people."

Ariss's massive tail shifted, emerald scales catching the torchlight as she raised herself higher on her coils. The movement was still new to her. While she seemed quite adept at lashing out and grabbing with her tail, Ben could see her consciously thinking through the mechanics of large-scale movements in her transformed body. But there was no hesitation in her voice.

"How fresh?"

"Less than a day, they think. Maybe a matter of hours." Sisara's jaw tightened. "They're getting bolder."

Ben carefully extracted himself from the tangle of limbs. Meela whimpered in protest, but Bakassa was already on her feet, her earlier drowsiness replaced by restless energy.

"Hunting?" The Nagaina warrior’s tail lashed with anticipation. "Please tell me we're hunting. If I don't get to shoot something soon I'm going to—"

"You're staying." Ariss's voice cut through Bakassa’s excitement like a blade. "You are my handmaiden now, remember? My bodyguard. Your place is here."

Bakassa's face fell. Her tail went still.

"But—"

"No arguments." Ariss softened slightly. "I need someone I trust to protect the temple while the Keeper is away. Someone fast and fierce, who will not hesitate to kill anyone who threatens what is mine. That is you, is it not?"

The words landed exactly as intended. Bakassa's spine straightened. Her red-orange eyes hardened with new purpose.

"I won't let anyone near you, my Queen."

"I know you won't." Ariss flicked her tongue toward Sisara. "You have a team assembled?”

“Yes,” Sisara said. “My sister, Usseni, Asha, and Tess.”

“Good,” the queen replied. “Five should be enough to track and capture, but not so many that you'll be heard coming. I want at least one of them brought to me, alive."

Sisara inclined her head. "It will be done."

Ben looked around for his clothes and found only scraps.

Not this again... he thought.

Ariss’s habit of destroying his wardrobe was mildly irritating in the heat of the moment. But the next day, it was always worse, because then he had to actually deal with the consequences.

Ariss seemed to take particular delight in stripping him with her tongue, so he didn’t expect she was about to change her ways. And she was the Queen after all. He supposed he couldn’t make too many demands when in her own temple.

But still…

He gathered the remnants of yesterday’s clothes begrudgingly. They were completely unwearable, but he didn’t want them to go to waste. He didn't have much hope they could be repaired, but maybe they’d come in handy for something. Now that he had essentially unlimited storage space in the weird Gizzard of Holding, he’d taken to keeping just about everything, just in case.

He stuffed the clothing scraps into the bag, wondering what the hell he was supposed to wear.

A shriek of frustration echoed through the temple.

Ben froze, his hand still inside the bag. The sound had come from... somewhere. Outside, maybe? But it had almost seemed like it originated from inside the bag itself. No one else seemed to have noticed anything.

He listened. Nothing.

Probably just Elysanthra coming to terms with her new lot in life. He was going to have to talk to her about that, again. But for now, dealing with the poachers took precedence.

Clothes first, emotional hand-holding later, he thought, mentally cataloging his options. The set he'd laundered after his last jungle expedition was still drying in his hut. But he didn't fancy a naked strut through the village to collect them. Maybe he could borrow something from—

Something pressed against his palm from inside the bag.

Ben startled, nearly dropping the enchanted Gizzard entirely. But his fingers closed around fabric, and when he pulled his hand free, he found himself holding... a neatly stacked set of clothing.

Huh, he thought. I didn’t think I had any left in there.

But these were definitely his. Not only that, they seemed to be the last set Ariss had destroyed, from their first mating in the temple. But that was impossible. They’d been reduced to mere scraps when he’d picked the pieces up and stored them in the bag. Yet, there was no doubt these were them. He recognized the tear patterns, the places where her tongue had sliced through the weave.

Only now they were whole.

More than, actually. They’d been improved.

The fabric had been lovingly stitched back together, the seams reinforced with a dark purple thread that seemed to shimmer slightly in the light. Other improvements had been made, too. Padding had been added to the shoulders and chest. Leather strips—he was fairly certain he recognized the material from some General Store inventory he'd stored and forgotten about—had been worked into the design, creating a sort of light armor. His basic tunic and trousers had been reinvented into something far more practical for jungle expeditions.

If it weren’t for the criss-crossing lines of stitches holding them together, which kind of gave them a ‘Designed by Victor Frankenstein’ vibe, they would have looked brand new.

How could this have happened?

Ben stared at the clothes, then at the Gizzard of Holding. The bag sat innocently in his grip, its depths dark and silent.

The shriek, he thought. And the whistling, before… Something is definitely inside there, messing with my stuff.

He wasn’t sure how he felt about the materials he’d stored being used for projects he hadn’t actively requested, but for the moment this breach in etiquette did work in his favor.

Then again, he had thought on numerous occasions that he needed new clothes. And the way the bag worked, whenever he thought about what he needed—if it was in the bag in the first place—it materialized in his hand. Maybe this was just an extension of that power?

He didn’t know where to begin to explain that one.

But now was not the time to investigate. Sisara was waiting. Poachers were loose in the territory. Whatever mystery lurked inside his bag would have to wait.

Ben dressed gratefully, surprised by how well the improved clothes fit. Whoever—or whatever—had done this knew his measurements exactly.

After retrieving his quarterstaff from the bag as well, he turned to find Meela finally sitting up, rubbing her eyes, her messy hair sticking out in all directions. Ophelia was helping her find her discarded wrap.

"Stormy and Marnie—" Ben began. “I was supposed to meet with them today to go over their projects. But I need to go with Sisara. These poachers must be dealt with.”

"They are welcome to continue to use Ophelia and Meela's assistance until their projects are complete," Ariss finished. "I made them my handmaidens so that they could receive the temple’s protections, not so I could dominate every moment of their days."

Meela perked up at this. "Oh! That’s great! Marnie never remembers to take breaks unless I’m there to pester her. And she’s such a good listener, too. She never interrupts, even when I tell her the entire storyline of my favorite romance series. Everyone else always tells me to be quiet or go away.”

“Weird,” Bakassa said, rolling her eyes. “I wonder why?”

“I was going to help Stormy map and clear the old drainage system,” Ophelia added. “I still can’t do much physical work myself, but I think I can convince some animals to help us.”

Ben met Ariss's eyes and nodded his thanks. Though she’d only been Queen for a short time, her transformation into a Lamia gave her an ancient air, her gaze seeming to hold centuries of betrayal and loss, and wisdom too. She smiled at him, and he knew she would keep a close eye on his companions from Lucky Nickel Acres while he was away, which was a comfort.

With this established, Ben followed Sisara out into the morning light.

The village was already awake and bustling. Smoke rose from cooking fires. Children chased each other between the elevated huts while their mothers called after them in exasperated hisses.

Ben spotted Stormy near the opening to the antiquated plumbing system, her dark hair pulled back in a messy tail as she crouched over a section of exposed pipe.

Marnie was hauling timber across the village square, a load that would have required two men balanced easily across her broad shoulders. Her tail swished with each step. She caught Ben's eye and gave him a quick, shy smile before turning back to her work.

They're already at it, he thought. I shouldn’t be surprised. At this rate they’ll be finished by the time I get back.

He hoped he'd have good news to share with them at that time, as well.

There was no stopping, or even slowing down, as they moved through the village. Sisara was obviously eager to capture the poachers who had been making life difficult for everyone. Ben didn’t ask any questions as he followed her, not wanting to slow them down.

They followed the river out of town, past the old wallow, but this time, instead of going deeper into the jungle as they had on their last patrol, they continued to follow the river until a valley opened up and the water crashed down into the bottom. As far as waterfalls went, it wasn’t huge, but the walls of the valley were steep enough that Ben didn’t fancy having to scramble down them.

Fortunately, they didn’t need to. Sisara led him to a river crossing, a rope bridge that looked like it had been old when Queen Nyssael was a hatchling. The wooden slats were worn smooth and dark with age. Several were missing entirely, leaving gaps that showed the churning water thirty feet below.

"Is this thing safe?" Ben eyed the frayed ropes dubiously.

The roar of the waterfall echoed off the valley walls below, a constant thunder that made his teeth ache.

"Safe enough." Sisara slid onto the first slat without hesitation. Her coils flowed across the boards like water, distributing her weight across multiple planks at once. The bridge swayed and groaned beneath her, but held. "We've used it for centuries."

"That's not as reassuring as you think it is."

She flashed him a rare grin over her shoulder. "Come, Keeper. Surely you're not afraid of a little height?"

“It’s not so much the height,” Ben said under his breath. “It’s splatter at the bottom that concerns me.”

“Don’t fall, then.”

Solid advice, Ben thought wryly.

He gripped the rope railings and stepped onto the first slat. The fibers were rough beneath his palm, made slick with moist jungle air and spray from the waterfall. The whole bridge lurched sideways. His stomach dropped and he locked his knees, fighting the urge to look down at the churning water thirty feet below.

One step at a time, he told himself. Don’t think about it.

Ahead, Sisara moved with infuriating grace, her hands barely touching the ropes as her powerful tail carried her across. She made it look easy. Ben’s knuckles were white.

He focused on the far bank and forced himself forward. The boards creaked beneath his boots. Spray from the falls misted his face. Twice he stepped over gaps where slats had rotted away entirely, trying not to imagine his foot punching through the ancient wood.

Four other snake-kin waited on the far bank. Ben recognized Usseni immediately. Amongst the dark foliage of the jungle, her pale, almost colorless scales and milky eyes made her impossible to miss. She held herself apart from the others, the thick coils of her tail arranged in a deceptively lazy spiral, arms crossed beneath her generous breasts. Her tongue flickered toward him as he approached, tasting his scent on the air.

Her eyes were hungrily fixated on Ben.

Remembering their night together distracted him just enough to get him across the bridge without giving in to the vertigo. He breathed a sigh of relief as he felt the solid ground beneath him once more.

Beside Usseni coiled another Naga with scales like polished obsidian. Asha, he remembered from their patrol. She was the strong, silent type. Or perhaps just the type who wasn’t crazy about Ben. He hadn’t met many demi-beasts like that so far, so she intrigued him. Was she just shy? Or had he done something she didn’t approve of?

Her serpentine lower half was nearly twice as long as Sisara’s, but it was not as thick. Her human torso was lean and muscular, like all the warrior Naga. One hand rested on her spear. She watched Ben's approach with flat, unblinking eyes, her face betraying nothing.

The fourth warrior was Tess, the Nagaina whose scales closely matched those of Asha, so dark they seemed to drink the light. She looked as if she could slip into the shadows and disappear completely, if she wanted.

She too had been cool with him, though Ben didn’t mind. He didn’t expect every demi-beast he met to throw herself immediately at his feet. Some took longer than others to come around, and some never would—in theory, at least. So far, in practice, they’d all given in to their desire either for intimacy or for the chance to mate.

Tess was smaller than the Naga, built for speed rather than strength, with a longbow strapped across her back. Her arms were crossed and her tail was coiled tight around her own ankle, a defensive posture that reminded him of Bakassa’s nerves the night before. She met his gaze for a moment, then looked away.

Standing beside Sisara, her sister, Siseeko appeared like Ben was having double vision. She had the same powerful build, the same pattern of copper and green scales, the same proud set of the shoulders. But where Sisara held herself with rigid formality, Siseeko’s posture was looser, almost playful.

A smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth. The only other way he could tell them apart was their eyes. Where Sisara's burned gold, her sister's were a deep, vivid green.

"You remember Siseeko?" Sisara said by way of introduction. "My sister and clutch-mate?"

Siseeko inclined her head. "Keeper." Her voice was slightly lower than her sister's, rougher around the edges. "I've been looking forward to seeing you again."

"Of course I remember,” Ben said.

“Glad you could join us today,” she said. “I’ve been hearing much about your exploits in our village.”

“All good things, I hope.”

"Mostly." A hint of a smile twitched at her lips. "Shall we hunt? I’d like to see you in action, myself. I’m afraid I didn’t see enough during the battles with the demons to ssssatisfy my curiosity."

They moved into the jungle in a formation which was obviously familiar to them. Sisara and Siseeko took point, their movements so perfectly synchronized they looked like mirror images of one another. Usseni drifted to Ben's left, her pale form ghosting through the underbrush without a sound. Asha's long coils whispered over the leaf litter behind them, while Tess brought up the rear, her dark scales blending with the shadows.

The foraging party's tracks were easy to find, since they weren’t actively trying to hide their progress through their own territory. Strangely, the evidence they'd reported was also clearly visible, as if the poachers hadn’t made any effort to cover their tracks.

Boot prints pressed deep into the soft earth near a stream crossing.

Sisara lowered herself beside them, her tongue flickering. "At least six. Maybe eight. Seems like they were moving fast."

"Running from something?" Ben asked. “It’s strange that they didn’t bother to conceal their movement, isn’t it?”

“They are usually much more careful than this,” she confirmed. “That’s one of the reasons we’ve had such a hard time tracking them down to deal with. This is unusual.”

“Perhaps they were running toward something?” Usseni offered. She pointed deeper into the jungle. “The tracks lead south. There have been Cleftusks moving in that direction.”

"Then we should move,” Ben said, his mind going back to the gentle, wise animal he’d had an encounter with a couple nights before. “Anything we can do to prevent more senseless killing…”

Sisara nodded in agreement. “We will stop them at all costs. Enough of this sacrilege.”

They followed the trail for nearly an hour.

The signs were clear at first. Broken branches. Trampled ferns. The occasional scrap of cloth caught on a thorny vine. Ben didn't need any special abilities to track these people—they'd left a path a blind man could follow.

Unfortunately, that bit of good fortune did not last.

They’d been travelling at a decent pace for a while when Sisara stopped so suddenly that Ben nearly walked into her. Her sister mirrored the motion, both of them staring at the jungle ahead with identical expressions of confusion.

"What is it?" he asked.

"The tracks." Sisara gestured at the ground. "They just... disappeared. Like something plucked them out of the sky."

Usseni hissed, her pale eyes darting upwards. “Or into the trees? The dark shaman is not the only threat in these parts.”

“I never thought of you as a superstitious creature, Usseni,” Siseeko hissed a laugh. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of the plant women?”

“Plant women?” Ben asked. “Are these a kind of demi-beast?”

“Monster-kin,” Usseni said. “Dryads, Matango, Alraune, Mandragora… They leave us alone and have done for so long that there are many who don’t believe in them anymore. But that’s because we have no menfolk and the plant monsters have no interest in women. I doubt the village sent a team of female poachers, though maybe they should have…”

“Quit trying to scare the Keeper,” Sisara said. “We have real problems to deal with right now. Such as where in the hells did the poachers go? Never mind whether they were male or female… to be able to disappear like this, they’d have to be ghosts. Or demons.”

Ben scanned the trail. Sisara was right. The boot prints led to this point—a small clearing surrounded by towering tree roots—and then appeared to vanish. There was no divergence from the path, no hidden continuation on the other side of the clearing. Nothing that he could see.

He crouched, studying the earth. "Well, they didn't sprout wings. They had to go somewhere."

Usseni's pale eyes swept the canopy above. "No signs of climbing. The vines are undisturbed. I’m telling you, it could be a mandragora. They use their roots like long limbs to ensnare trespassers. And some Alraune have vines to bind their prey."

“I don’t see anything up there.” Tess tilted her head back, her bow drawn. “But I can climb up to double check if you like. We shouldn’t risk it, with the Keeper here.”

Ben was surprised to hear a word of concern from the cold Nagaina.

“Don’t worry about me,” he insisted. “I can take care of myself.”

Tess gave him a critical look, her dark eyes narrowed. Then she shoved her bow at Asha, who accepted it with a grunt, and drew a curved dagger from her belt. She stuck the blade between her teeth, the metal glinting against her dark lips, and leapt on to the nearest tree trunk.

She climbed like she was born to it. Her clawed fingers found purchase on the bark, her legs wrapping and releasing in quick succession as she shimmied upward. Her tail lashed behind her for balance. In seconds, she’d vanished into the green tangle overhead.

The others waited in tense silence. Sisara and Siseeko, despite their skepticism, had their spears ready, angled upward. Asha’s hand hadn’t left her own weapon, though she held Tess’s bow in her other hand. Usseni’s pale eyes tracked every movement in the canopy above.

As she went, Tess sliced at any dangling roots or vines that she apparently deemed suspicious, while Usseni hissed at her from the ground.

“That one, with the pink flowers on it,” she pointed. “I don’t trust it. Alraune pollen is said to be very dangerous.”

A blade flashed in the shadows above. The vine fell, slapping wetly against the forest floor. But there were no screams or sounds of struggle. Just the severed plant limb.

More cutting sounds followed. Leaves rained down around them. Severed vines and suspicious roots tumbled from the canopy, landing in heaps around them.

But after fifteen minutes of hacking and slashing, no plant monsters were discovered. Tess dropped from the branches to land in the leafy undergrowth once more, panting slightly.

Ben raised an eyebrow at her. “Well?”

“Nothing.” She wiped her blade on her thigh and sheathed it.

“There you go,” Siseeko said, barely containing a sneer. “Our poachers weren’t snatched up by monsters after all. Are we done wasting time now?”

“Better safe than sorry,” the dark-scaled Nagaina muttered, her look souring. She took back her bow from Asha and put her knife away. The big Naga nodded at her in silent approval, which also surprised Ben.

Perhaps the women weren’t quite as disinterested as they wished to appear.

"Well, they didn't double back." Sisara had already checked their back trail. "We would have seen the overlapping prints."

Asha's tongue flickered, tasting the air. "Magic," she said flatly. "There is a hint of it in the air. Can you taste it? But it’s strange… old…”

“I can,” Tess said, sniffing with her nose and flicking with her tongue. “Not unlike the scent of the witch.”

Ben startled. “Elysanthra? She can’t be working for the poachers—”

“Not that I would put it past her,” Asha said, bitterly, “but no. It is not her scent. Just… similarly old.”

“Demon magic smells that way too,” Sisara said, suddenly on edge. Her hands clenched into fists. Her scales had darkened with frustration. "Who are these humans working for?”

Siseeko spat a curse in an ancient tongue. "If only we had an arcane tracker of some kind. If they’ve covered their tracks magically, they’ll be impossible to find.”

Arcane tracker… The words triggered something in Ben's memory.

Queen's Quarry.

He'd absorbed the ability during his bonding with Quincie, along with several other skills. He'd never used it. Hadn't even thought about it since the initial notification. It was meant for hunting monsters, not humans.

But maybe...

He pulled up his System menu and scrolled to the ability description, and was surprised to find it had changed.

Keeper’s Quarry

The world is full of threats that persist only because they remain unseen—lurking creatures, concealed predators, and opportunistic monsters that rely on distance, terrain, or deception to survive. This ability allows the Keeper to identify such dangers before they encroach on protected ground.

With Keeper’s Quarry, you may select a single monster type and designate it as Quarry. All creatures of that type within one hundred yards are revealed in your HUD and on your minimap as distinct colored markers, regardless of physical cover or magical concealment. Walls, foliage, terrain, illusions, and stealth effects do not prevent detection.

This ability does not function across dimensional boundaries, planar veils, pocket realms, or other magically separated spaces. Creatures outside the current territory remain untracked until they re-enter the same physical domain, at which point the designation resumes automatically.

Ben frowned at the description. It specified monsters. Could he use it on humans? What about humans that had aligned themselves with monsters?

Only one way to find out.

He picked up a broken branch from the edge of the vanished trail. Fresh sap still oozed from the break. Someone had pushed through here recently. He’d never used the tracking ability before and wasn’t really sure what he was supposed to do. But often, all he needed was to think about what he wanted, and the System would do the rest.

So, he looked at the broken twig and imagined tracking the person or creature that had broken it.

His HUD responded immediately:

Object: Broken Branch (Strangler Fig)

Condition: Recently damaged

Trace Evidence Detected: Human skin cells, sweat residue, fear pheromones

[Track Prey? Y/N]

Ben selected Yes. Another notification popped up in his vision.

PREY TYPE SELECTED: Human

Well, that’s dark. Most Keepers stick to tracking slimes or demons. But you've grasped a fundamental truth that others prefer to ignore: humans can be the biggest monsters of all.

Bonus Modifier Applied: "Apex Predator" Tracking range increased by 50% and prey markers now display emotional state.

Happy hunting, Keeper. Try not to enjoy it too much.

Ben's pupils dilated. The jungle's colors shifted, growing sharper at the edges, more vivid in the shadows. His nostrils flared, catching scents he'd never noticed before—the musk of a passing animal, the sweetness of rotting fruit, the copper tang of old blood.

And beneath it all, threaded through the jungle like a ribbon of fear... the trail.

He could see it now. Not with his eyes, exactly. More like a sixth sense painting golden light across his vision. Footprints that had been invisible a moment ago now glowed against the dark earth. Broken stems. Disturbed leaves. A path cutting through the undergrowth, which had been completely obscured by magic. And it led…

There.

"This way." Ben started walking before the others could respond.

Sisara glided alongside him. "You found something?"

He pushed through a curtain of vines. The golden trail blazed ahead of him, bright as noon sun. "They went this way. Used some kind of concealment magic to hide their tracks. But it doesn't matter, they can’t hide from us anymore."

"How can you—?"

“I can see it.” Ben's lips pulled back from his teeth in something that wasn't quite a smile. "Every step they took. Every branch they touched. Every place they stopped to catch their breath. We’ll find them now… it’s only a matter of time."

“Will the wonders of the Keeper never cease?” Siseeko hissed with an edge of sarcasm that didn’t quite ring true. “Apparently not.”

He could feel the Naga exchanging glances behind him. Could practically hear their silent questions. But none of them voiced their doubts. Which was a good thing, because Ben didn’t think he’d be able to answer their questions.

He’d never used his HUD this way before, hadn’t known it could be used this way. His vision was completely overlaid with data, as if he were using some kind of high-tech military grade goggles.

In the bottom right of his HUD was the minimap, a small circular map that showed yellow pulsing dots around the outer edge of the circle. Ben could only assume that as he got closer, the dots would reveal themselves within the map, allowing him to locate and track the hidden poachers.

Ben moved forward slowly, a bit disoriented by all the additional information he was receiving. The others fell into line behind him and followed, their weapons ready.

But as he got used to using the tracking menu, it became much easier to navigate. Not only that, but in tracking mode it was like his entire body changed. He moved through the trees like a predator stalking its prey.

The jungle bent around him as he walked. Obstacles that should have slowed him down seemed to melt away. His body moved with a fluid grace that, as a big man, he'd never possessed before—ducking under branches, stepping over roots, sliding through gaps in the foliage like he'd been born to this.

It was intoxicating.

And a bit terrifying, too.

Was this what Quincie felt like all the time? No wonder she was such a condescending brat sometimes. She probably felt like she was Queen of the entire world with this skill activated.

Ben remembered how annoyed she was that the system had shared her favorite ability with him. It made sense. This was what made her feel special.

He thought of her back home at Lucky Nickel Acres, her belly getting rounder each day with her second litter of kittens, and his heart twinged.

I promise I’ll put it to good use, Quincie, he thought as he ducked under another branch. And I’ll take these bastards out in your name.

He had a feeling Quincie would approve.

Somewhere ahead, hiding behind some sort of ancient magic, eight human poachers had no idea what was coming for them.

They were scared. But they were nowhere near scared enough.
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They found the kill site an hour later.

Ben smelled it before he saw it—the copper-rot stench of old blood baking in the humid air. His enhanced senses recoiled from the odor even as they catalogued it. Blood, bile, fear…

At first he feared they were too late and the poachers were all dead.

But that wasn’t what his minimap suggested.

Around him, tongues flickered rapidly. Sisara made a low sound in her throat. Siseeko’s scales rippled with disgust. Even Asha’s flat expression cracked, her lip curling back from her fangs.

“Ancestors preserve us,” Usseni breathed.

The clearing opened before them like a wound in the jungle.

A Cleftusk lay on its side in a pool of dried black blood. Its magnificent tusks had been hacked away, leaving ragged stumps of splintered bone. The beautiful, armor-thick hide like that which Ben had run his hands across just days ago, had been partially flayed, strips of it missing where someone had carved away the most valuable sections.

The butchering was sloppy. Wasteful. Chunks of meat had been taken, but most of the carcass was left to rot. Flies buzzed in thick black clouds over the wounds.

Ben had always figured he had a pretty strong stomach, but the sight of it made him sick.

He'd stood with one of these creatures. Touched one. Felt the ancient intelligence behind its eyes as he was acknowledged as a friend of the herd.

Ben knew some people were capable of terrible things. Yet, it was almost hard to believe that a person, no matter how desperate, could have done this.

"Two days old." Sisara's voice was flat. Controlled. But her scales had gone pale, and her hands trembled where they gripped her spear. "Maybe three?"

Usseni circled the carcass, her colorless eyes cataloging the damage with clinical precision. "Amateur work. They didn't know what they were doing. Wasted most of the usable meat."

"They took the tusks." Tess's voice cracked with emotion. Ben wondered if this was the first time she’d seen something like this. "The tusks and some bits of hide and they just... left the rest."

"Vermin," Asha hissed. The Naga's black scales had risen along her spine, making her look even larger than usual. "Filthy, crawling vermin. When we find them—"

"We bring them back alive." Ben's voice cut through her fury. It surprised him how steady it sounded, how cold, when inside he was burning. "Ariss's orders."

"The Queen will understand—"

"The Queen gave an order." He turned to face Asha, and something in his expression made her rear back. "We follow it."

Silence fell over the clearing. Even the flies seemed to quiet.

But it wouldn’t do to have the snake-kin second guessing Ariss so early in her reign. He needed to show his support for her decision, even if privately, he thought Asha’s impulse had merit. He knew that was an emotional response to the violence they’d witnessed. The information the poachers—who they worked for, who they were selling to—could prove far more valuable than revenge.

Logic prevailed.

Besides, they could always kill them after they’d been questioned, if necessary.

Ben walked to the Cleftusk's head. Its eyes had been taken by scavengers, leaving empty sockets that stared at nothing. But he could still see the shape of its face. The proud curve of its snout. The weathered texture of its skin.

He remembered the way the Cleftusk studied him, and approached him without fear, pressing her massive head against his palm like a cat seeking affection. The deep, rumbling sound she'd made—almost like a purr.

You honored me, he'd thought at the time. Trusted me.

And now one of her herd lay butchered in the mud, killed for parts that would be sold to the highest bidder.

The rage that rose in him was unlike anything he'd felt before. It ran cold, like ice in his veins. Crystalline and pure.

Evil, he thought. This is what evil looks like. Not demons. Not monsters. Just people who see a living, breathing, magnificent creature and think only of what they can take from it.

His grip tightened on the quarterstaff until his knuckles ached. His jaw clenched so hard he thought he might crack a tooth. The staff warmed against his palm, responding to his fury. The crystal at its head pulsed with angry light.

He wanted to find these poachers. Wanted to wrap his hands around their throats and squeeze until—

Something twinged at the edge of his awareness.

Ben frowned, focusing on the sensation. His Keeper's Quarry ability was still active, still painting the golden trail across his vision. But now he noticed something else. It had been present all along, but only now did Ben understand the significance of it.

Fear. It was everywhere.

The Apex Predator bonus had promised that he would be able to track emotional residue of his quarry, as well as physical trails. But why would the poachers have been afraid when they were the ones doing the butchering?

Ben had sensed the poachers’ fear back when he’d first picked up the trail, too, and hadn’t questioned it then.

He was tracking them; they should be afraid. It had seemed perfectly natural.

But now that he thought about it…

The fear residue at the trailhead had been old. Hours old, at least. It had been baked into the soil before Ben had even woken up this morning.

They hadn’t been afraid of him. They couldn’t have been. They didn’t even know he was coming.

A chill crawled down his spine despite the jungle heat.

They were running from something else.

His HUD shimmered with yellow, as if the entire scene had been drenched in some kind of translucent, shifting paint.

Fear was embedded in the trail itself. Soaked into every footprint. Radiating from every broken branch and disturbed leaf.

These poachers hadn’t just been afraid of being caught in snake-kin territory and hurried through their task.

They’d been terrified for their lives.

Ben closed his eyes and let his enhanced senses wash over the scene.

The fear-scent was everywhere—sharp and acrid, like ammonia mixed with sweat. It clung to the Cleftusk's corpse, where the butchers had worked with shaking hands. It pooled around the spots where they'd rested, unable to sit still for more than a few minutes. It trailed away into the jungle, growing stronger rather than weaker as they fled the scene of their crime.

They'd killed this creature. Hacked it apart for profit. Left its body to rot in the mud.

And the whole time, they'd been afraid of something else.

Something worse than the guilt of what they were doing.

"Keeper?" Sisara's voice broke through his concentration. "What is it?"

Ben opened his eyes. The golden trail pulsed before him, threaded through with the sour yellow of terror. This animal might have been killed days ago, but the poachers had been here more recently than that. He guessed that they’d been scared away from their kill the first time, and had returned to finish the job.

Only to be scared off again?

The track they’d discovered as the poachers got too close to the snake-kin village was another clue that they weren’t thinking clearly. According to Sisara and the elders, the poachers had stayed away from the village. And until today, it was clear they’d never used enough magic to be detected by the snake-kin patrols.

The fact that they’d used magic to conceal their path now was likely more evidence of their panic. Desperate times called for desperate measures.

"They aren't hunters," he said slowly. "They're prey."

"I don't understand."

“Something is stalking them,” Ben said. “Not just us.”

Sisara’s eyes narrowed. “What do you think it is?”

“The dark shaman,” Usseni said. “She watches us, too.”

“Just like the Alraune, right, Usseni?” Siseeko hissed scornfully. “Keep your stories to yourself. We’re supposed to be professionals.”

"I don’t know what it is." He started forward, following the trail deeper into the jungle. "So I won’t write anything off. But whatever is going on here, I intend to find out."

Behind him, the Cleftusk's empty eye sockets stared at the canopy above.

The flies returned to their feast.

Ben scanned the area with his HUD and followed the trail deeper into the jungle.


24
Hiding in Plain Sight


The trail led them deep into the heart of the jungle.

Ben continued to move with the strange, fluid grace his tracking ability granted him, feeling almost as if he were in a dream or watching himself in a movie. It was a strange, out of body experience to be so agile. He thought of nothing but the golden path that blazed ahead, threading between massive tree trunks and over tangled roots. Fear-scent clung to every footprint, every broken branch.

Whatever had spooked these poachers, they'd been running hard.

As he tracked them the exhilarating rush of the hunt flooded his senses, and he wondered if that was his own reaction or if Keeper’s Quarry was somehow picking up on the emotions of the invisible stalker.

An hour passed. Then another. The snake-kin kept up with him, their powerful tails pushing through the underbrush with a sound like rushing wind through the fallen leaves. Tess, the only other one of their group besides him who walked on two legs, ran at the back, as light on her feet as an elf, her dark scales making her almost impossible to see in the growing shadows.

The jungle grew denser. Vines hung in thick drapes on all sides of their path. The canopy overhead blocked out more and more of the sky until they moved through an eerie green twilight, the air thick and humid as a steam bath.

They were far from snake-kin territory now, Ben could sense that much. Anything could be lurking behind the massive ferns and thick, ropy vines.

"How much further?" Siseeko asked. Her voice was tight. Even the experienced warriors were getting uneasy this deep in unfamiliar territory.

Ben checked his minimap. The golden dots were now inside the actual map rather than hovering at the circumference. They clustered together at the edge of his range, utterly still. Like they were waiting.

"Close," he said. "They've stopped. Or..."

He didn't finish the thought. Would his HUD still show him the bodies of dead prey? Perhaps whatever had been hunting the poachers had found them, and made the kill already. Ariss wouldn’t like that, but if they were dead, the need to question them wouldn’t be nearly so great.

Either way, Ben intended to find out.

The trail curved around an enormous strangler fig. At least, that was what he assumed the thing was. The broken twig he’d picked up earlier had claimed to be from the same. The tangled roots, once wrapped around a massive tree which had long since died and rotted away, left a hollow cage of twisted wood that looked like frozen dancers in the gloom.

Vaguely, he recalled they had something like that back on earth. He’d seen them in a nature documentary once. If he remembered correctly, the roots started in the canopy and grew downward, wrapping around their host and draining it of nutrients until they had consumed whatever tree it had originally parasitized.

Strangler Fig. It was an apt name. He glanced up nervously, reminded of Usseni’s warning about the plant monsters. In Faerowilde, there might be more to the creepy flora than met the eye.

A curtain of moss hung across the path ahead, thick and gray-green in the dim light. Ben could see the trail of golden fear passing right through it. They were getting closer now. He could almost taste it, like a sour tang at the back of his throat.

“Keep your weapons ready,” he said. “They should be just on the other side of this mess.”

Behind him, the snake-kin women braced themselves for a fight.

Ben pushed through the moss.

The stuff was worse than it looked. Damp and fibrous, it dragged across his face like cold fingers. More of it wrapped around his arms, his chest, clinging with surprising tenacity. The smell hit him next, a wet sort of decay, like something had died in the tangle and been slowly absorbed.

For a brief, suffocating moment, the plants pressed in on all sides. He couldn't see. Couldn't breathe. His grip tightened on the quarterstaff until his knuckles ached, feeling the pull of the mossy vines trying to tear it from his grasp.

Then he stumbled through to the other side, gasping, and scraped the clinging strands from his skin.

Behind him, he heard Sisara hiss in displeasure as she fought her own way through. The Naga’s spears would likely catch even worse than his staff, making the passage even more unpleasant.

Ben barely registered their complaints, however. His attention had fixed on what lay ahead.

Another rootlike sculpture dominated the space before him, making an arch from a lattice of gnarled limbs like a doorway made of writhing bodies. The darkness pooled between them, thick and impenetrable.

And beyond the tree, lay what appeared to be a clearing.

He stopped, the back of his neck prickling with unease.

The clearing seemed to be empty. Just trampled ferns and a ring of bare earth where something had burned away the undergrowth.

But his Keeper's Quarry told a different story.

The golden trail led directly into the center of the space. And there it ended. Not faded. Not dispersed. Just... stopped, as if the poachers had walked into the empty space and ceased to exist. But on his minimap, the dots that marked his prey hovered on the other side.

"Another concealment," Sisara hissed. "Like before. I can taste it."

Ben studied the air above the clearing. Now that he knew what to look for, he could see it—a faint shimmer, like heat rising from sun-baked stone. Ancient magic, woven into an invisible shell.

"It’s a ward,” he said. "At least I think so. I have a similar spell. It makes an area look unoccupied so dangers pass you by."

"Can you break it?"

“I can try,” he said. “But be aware that they can likely see us from inside there, and could be waiting for us. Be ready for an attack.”

“I would like nothing better than to spear myself a poacher,” Siseeko hissed from his other side.

Ben cast her a warning glance. “We are keeping them alive.”

“Not fatally,” she added, her tongue flicking between her teeth. “Just… painfully.”

“It’s nothing less than they deserve,” Tess added.

Ben could hardly argue with that.

He stepped forward. The shimmer of magic rippled at his approach, pushing back.

Nothing here.

The thought slid into his mind like oil. Slick and persuasive. His feet slowed without his permission.

Just an empty clearing. Nothing worth investigating. Turn around. Go back.

Ben's jaw tightened. He recognized the magical compulsion for what it was, but was surprised by how strong and convincing it felt. Whatever had created this ward didn't just want to hide temporarily. It wanted to be forgotten forever.

He wondered if this is what his Ward of the Keeper felt like to those who encroached too close to the magically protected safe zones he’d created the first time he’d ventured away from Lucky Nickel Acres.

Ben took another step. The pressure intensified. It felt like wading through water that grew thicker with every inch, a force that wasn't quite physical pushing against his chest, his thoughts, his will.

Leave this place. There is nothing for you here.

"Like hell there isn't," he muttered.

He planted his feet and reached for the warmth at his core—the power that had been growing since he'd first arrived in Faerowilde. It answered eagerly, flooding through his veins like liquid fire. He let it build, let it gather in his chest until his ribs ached with the pressure of containing it.

Then he thrust his hand forward and channeled everything through his palm into the quarterstaff.

The crystal at its head blazed with golden light.

The ward screamed—a soundless shriek inside Ben’s mind—and shattered. It fell apart like a soap bubble, dissolving into motes of fading light that scattered on an unfelt wind.

And where there had been an empty clearing, a camp appeared.

Ben checked his minimap, ready to home in on the poachers.

His blood went cold.

The golden dots—the quarry he'd been tracking—were gone. They'd been clustered just ahead of him moments ago, close enough that he should have been able to see them if it wasn’t for the ward. Now the minimap showed nothing but his own marker and the five snake-kin around him.

Was it a trap?

Or something else…

“Okay,” he said. “I can’t see them with my tracking ability anymore. It could be we were lured here by some trick, and they’re somewhere else entirely. Or it could be, they’re here, but they’re still shielded. We need to search, carefully. Let’s move in pairs, and watch each other’s backs.”

Sisara and Siseeko paired off, as did Asha and Tess.

Usseni raised a thin eyebrow at him and gestured for him to move forward. “You have my spear, Keeper. Least I can do after you were so generous with yours.”

Ben let this little bit of innuendo slide, his adrenaline keyed up enough to drown out the desire that the sultry Naga could easily summon under normal circumstances. He scanned the clearing.

Tents. A central fire pit, cold now, ashes scattered by wind. Bedrolls still laid out. Packs and supplies stacked haphazardly near the largest tent. The whole setup looked temporary, mobile—the kind of camp men made when they expected to move on quickly.

Except they hadn’t moved on. They’d just fled.

Ben walked into the camp, his enhanced senses cataloguing details. The fear-scent was overwhelming here, soaked into every surface. Their dots weren’t on his minimap anymore, but Ben could still feel them everywhere.

These men had lived in terror for days. Sleeping in thin canvas tents, surrounded by jungle that could swallow them whole. Every rustle in the undergrowth a potential attack. Every shadow a lurking predator.

He thought of the screams of terror the snake-kin had reported hearing at night.

Something had been tormenting them here.

"Keeper," Tess whispered, her voice low as she hissed across the clearing. She stood near a pile of equipment and gestured him over. "There are some tools over here."

Ben joined her. There were saws, knives, a heavy cleaver with a notched blade. All of them crusted with dried blood and bits of tissue. Cleftusk butchering tools.

His jaw tightened.

Nearby, something glinted in the leaf litter. He crouched and picked it up. A shard of ivory, roughly the size of his palm, broken off from a larger piece. A tusk fragment. dropped in their hurry to flee.

"They left everything," Asha observed. Her flat voice held a note of unease. "Supplies. Weapons. Even their tents. That piece of bone there is worth thousands on the black market."

"They were afraid." Ben stood, still holding the ivory shard. "More afraid of whatever was hunting them than of disappearing in the jungle."

Sisara and Siseeko were examining the camp's perimeter. The twins moved in perfect synchronization, checking sight lines and defensive positions. Sisara beckoned him over.

"Here," she said, then pointed across the camp. "And there. Watch posts, don’t you think?"

Ben saw what she meant. Two spots on opposite sides of the camp, positioned to cover the approaches from the deeper jungle. Someone had set up overnight watches.

The first post was marked by a scattering of wood shavings. The second was more elaborate—a natural stump with bark that rose higher on one side, forming a backrest. Wood shavings had piled up here, too. Someone had sat there for hours, facing the darkness beyond the camp, whittling to pass the time.

Ben thought of Helena, learning to whittle on their last journey, and felt a flicker of homesickness. He wondered how she was doing, how her pregnancy was progressing. The last time he’d seen her, she’d been working on a wooden mobile to hang above the baby’s crib. She planned to make one for Alicia too.

A half-finished figurine lay in the dirt beside the stump.

Ben picked it up and shuddered. Whatever she was carving, he hoped it was nothing like the nightmarish thing in his hand.

The wood was pale, freshly carved. The figure was meant to be a cat of some kind. A jaguar, maybe. The carver had skill—the body was sleek and powerful, muscles suggested with confident strokes.

But the face was wrong.

The eyes were too large. Huge, bulging orbs that dominated the head. And the mouth... the carver had given it far too many teeth, each one individually detailed, jutting from gums in a grimace that was almost human. Almost, but not quite.

Ben stared at the dreadful figure. It was the product of a twisted mind, one infected by fear.

That, or the poacher who'd carved it had been trying to capture something he'd actually seen. A monster that had watched him from the darkness while he sat at his post, knife in hand, trying to make sense of the impossible.

"What is that?" Usseni had glided up beside him. Her pale eyes fixed on the carving.

"I don't know." Ben turned the figurine over in his hands. "Seems our poachers have been seeing things that go bump in the night."

"The dark shaman," Usseni said, her pale eyes fixed on the figure. Her voice was barely a whisper. "I told you. She watches."

This time, none of the others dismissed her “superstitions.”
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Not finding any other clues as to where the poachers went, and without any more clues from his HUD, Ben instructed the snake-kin warriors to settle in to wait.

The poachers' trail had led directly into the camp. He’d seen the golden markers just on the other side of the clearing. Ben did not believe they’d simply disappeared. Which meant they had to be close. And if they left their things behind, there was a good chance they’d be back to claim them.

His instincts told him the poachers were very nearby. Hiding, probably. Possibly watching them. If it was him, he’d wait for nightfall before attempting to retrieve his supplies. So, he thought it likely that would be what they would do, too.

Ben intended to be ready when they did.

He positioned the snake-kin in pairs around the camp's perimeter—each duo watching the other's back. Sisara and Siseeko took positions flanking the main tent, their copper-green scales blending with the shadows. Tess and Asha coiled near the massive strangler fig, covering the approach from the deeper jungle.

Ben chose the lookout stump where the poacher had carved his nightmare, settling onto the bark seat and facing the darkness beyond.

Usseni joined him without being asked. Her thick coils arranged themselves in a comfortable spiral beside the stump, close enough that her scales brushed his leg.

The last light was bleeding from the sky, turning the canopy overhead into a lattice of black against deep purple. Somewhere in the distance, a night bird began its hollow, three-note call. The abandoned camp behind them creaked and settled, canvas flapping in a breeze Ben couldn’t feel.

“Settling in for the long haul?” he asked.

"Is it all right if I join you?” Her voice was low and sultry, and the way her pale eyes held his brought back vivid memories—her body arched beneath him, those same eyes rolling back as she’d cried out his name. “I thought you might like some company.”

Her tail shifted, the thick coils adjusting until one loop rested against his calf. The scales were warm compared to the cooling air, and smoother than they looked.

“Your company has never failed to be a pleasure,” Ben said.

Usseni’s tongue flickered, a quick pleased flick that tasted the air between them. Her lips curved.

“I’ve been wanting to speak with you, you know.” She leaned toward him, close enough that he caught her scent—something like night-blooming jasmine mixed with the musk of warm scales. Her tongue flickered out to tickle his ear, the forked tips tracing the curve of his lobe. “Alone.”

The way she said alone carried an unmistakable weight. Her pale eyes caught the fading light, and her tongue darted toward him, tasting his scent on the air.

"As much fun as that sounds like, Usseni,” he said. “Now is not the time.”

“Hmmm, I know that,” she said, a little sulkily, shifting so that she wasn’t quite so close, but so that her pale eyes watched his face. “What I meant was… I’d like to tell you a story.”

She settled back, but only slightly. Her shoulder remained pressed against his arm, and one clawed hand rested on her own coils, finger tracing idle patterns along her scales. The gesture reminded him of a cat kneading—self-soothing, almost unconscious.

Ben raised an eyebrow. “A story, huh? Better be a good one, then. I don’t want to be falling asleep on the job.”

"Oh, it will be good… Frightening, even. I’m going to tell you about the things that hunt men in this jungle." She shifted closer, her shoulder pressing against his arm. Then her voice changed, sounding a bit hurt, "Unless you don’t care about such things. You dismissed my warnings earlier.”

Ben turned the carved figurine over in his hands. The wrong-faced jaguar grinned up at him with too many teeth.

“You’re worried about the dark shaman?”

“No..." Usseni sighed. “I don’t know many stories about her. I was speaking of other monsters. Plant monsters.”

"It wasn’t me who dismissed you,” Ben said. “I know better than to think I know what’s out there. Siseeko seems to be the biggest skeptic.”

“Well then,” Usseni said. “It’s a good thing she’s on the other side of the camp, isn’t it?”

Ben was starting to get the impression that the dryads and whatever else she’d mentioned earlier were less a thing the Naga was actually afraid of and more something that gave her a thrill to think about.

“What makes you so fond of plant monsters, then,” Ben said. “I’m listening.”

"Mmm. Lisssstening. How is it that you make that sound so… electric?" Usseni let out a low, rumbling laugh. “I swear, you make my scales quiver.”

“I did once,” Ben said. “And I’m not against doing it again. But not tonight, Usseni. Go on, tell me what’s out to get me.”

Usseni’s voice dropped, taking on a storyteller's cadence. "Men are not safe in the jungle, Keeper. It’s not just the spiders, snakes, and big cats you need to worry about. They only want to eat you.”

“Oh,” Ben laughed. “Is that all.”

“There are worse things…”

“And your plant monsters are worse? What did you call them? Alla—”

“The Alraune are the most dangerous,” Usseni’s voice dropped into a storyteller’s rhythm, and her whole body seemed to settle into the telling. The twists of her tail loosened, spreading wider around the stump. Her pale eyes caught what little light remained, gleaming like moonstones. “They look like flowers—enormous, beautiful things with petals soft as skin and nectar that smells like every desire you've ever had. Men who stumble into their clearings never want to leave."

"Sounds like you've given this some thought."

"I've done my research." Her lips curved. "There's a story I acquired from a merchant last spring. Very detailed. Very... educational. About a man who wandered into Alraune territory and what happened to him there."

"I'm guessing he didn't escape," Ben said. “So why do you sound so excited by this tale?”

"Oh, he escaped. Eventually. That’s how we have the tale…" Usseni's coils tightened slightly against Ben’s leg. The pressure was deliberate, possessive. Her claws traced a slow path up her tail, where a human thigh would be, as if the story was stirring something in her. "But not before she'd wrung every drop of seed from his body. The story describes it quite vividly. How the Alraune's nectar made him hard for days. How her Mandragora thralls took turns milking him while the flower-woman watched." She paused. "Does that intrigue you?”

“So, they are like other monster-kin?” Ben said. “They desire mates? Maybe I will end up meeting one, one of these days.”

“Would you like to borrow it?” she asked. “The book, I mean. For research purposes. There are some very… interesting… illustrations."

"Maybe," Ben said. “I have my own book, though. When it comes to breeding demi-beasts and monster-kin, it’s been quite educational. I prefer something fact based, rather than stories, if I can get it.”

"Pity. It's one of my favorites." Her tongue flickered again, and he caught the flash of amusement in her pale eyes. "And I would have liked to pleasure you while you read it, to milk you as you read of the man being milked. Would that not be ssssexy, Keeper?”

“Doesn’t sound too bad,” Ben said, truthfully. “Maybe when all this poacher business is wrapped up, we’ll make it a date. Are you actually worried about me meeting one of these creatures, though? Or is it just a lewd story to get yourself worked up over?”

“The threat is real, no matter what Siseeko says. The Alraune sends her thralls out to gather prey. Mandragora and Matango—root and vine and mushroom creatures. The old stories say they are rooted in place and cannot move, but the book I read suggested otherwise. You must always be on alert, Keeper.”

“What do they look like?” Ben asked. “Plants with faces?”

“They look almost human if you squint and don't think too hard about the tendrils growing from their limbs,” she said. “That’s the Mangdragora. The Matango are more illusive. I’ve heard they are actually human women infected with spores that control their minds."

"Zombie mushrooms,” Ben said. “Just my luck, I guess. And they bring men back to... what? Be fucked and drained?"

"Every drop." Usseni's voice went husky, almost fond, like she was describing a favorite recipe or a particularly satisfying memory. Her tongue flickered rapidly, tasting his reaction on the air. "Then dissolved in the Alraune's nectar. She shares the fertilizer with her thralls." She tilted her head, studying him. "It's said to be a pleasant death. The men don't struggle. They simply give and give until there's nothing left."

Her hand found his thigh. Not grabbing—just resting there, warm and possessive.

"Of course," she continued, "some men are harder to drain than others. I imagine you'd keep an Alraune busy for quite a while, Keeper."

Ben's mouth twitched. "Is that a compliment?"

"An observation. Based on personal experience." Her fingers traced a slow circle on his leg. The night had deepened around them. Fireflies—or something like them, glowing faintly green—had begun to drift through the abandoned camp. The tents behind them were just shapes now, darker patches against the gloom. "I'm still thinking about our night together, you know. The way you filled me. How long you made my pleasure last." Her voice dropped to a murmur. "Any Alraune would be very lucky to find you…”

"Usseni—"

"I'm not asking for anything." She withdrew her hand, but the heat of her touch lingered. "Just... remembering. Aloud. While we wait."

Ben cleared his throat and reached for his pack, pulling out the Demi-Beast Husbandry Handbook. He needed something to focus on besides the way Usseni was looking at him.

"Let me see what the handbook says about these creatures."

"Ah, yes. Your magic book." Usseni shifted, rising up on her coils to peer over his shoulder. The movement pressed her breast against his arm, soft and warm above the roughness of her leather chest piece. She rested her chin on his shoulder, her breath warm against his neck. "Does it have pictures? The best stories always have pictures."

The leather-bound volume fell open easily in Ben’s hands, pages riffling as if eager to share their secrets.

He flipped through the monster-kin section. New entries had appeared since he'd last checked—the book updated itself based on his experiences and location. Tropical-colored Harpies with plumage like jungle flowers. Panther-women and tiger-women, sleek and deadly. A tree frog demi-beast with bright warning colors and sticky fingers.

Even a sloth.

Ben paused on that entry for a moment. The illustration showed a creature hanging upside-down from a branch, its movements described as "glacially slow but deceptively powerful." Strange. He'd never considered a sloth-woman before. The entry mentioned dream magic and illusions.

He filed it away and kept searching.

There. Alraune.

The entry was written in the handbook's usual bawdy style, but the information beneath the jokes was deadly serious.

The Alraune is perhaps the most dangerous of the plant monster-kin, not because of her own abilities, but because of the thralls she commands. A mature Alraune controls anywhere from three to twelve Mandragora, plus a variable number of Matango, all bound to her will through specialized spores. She is known to lure men into her flower, where they become trapped by her nectar. She will then drain them of their virility, leaving their husk-like bodies to be broken down into nutrients to feed her offspring.

The parchment crackled softly under Ben’s fingers as he flipped the page. The first illustration made him pause.

The Alraune dominated the center of the spread, her voluptuous upper body rising from the heart of an enormous, petal-fringed bloom. Her skin was a pale, fresh leaf green, dusted with veins that looked like vines. She stood knee deep in a pool of nectar, inside the cup-like blossom.

Long, glossy leaves draped over her shoulders like a cloak. Her breasts were bare, and her fingers were buried between her thighs. She appeared to be caught in a moment of masturbation, her pussy spread wide, two delicate digits plunging deep into her glistening slit while her thumb circled her swollen clit..

A thin trail of nectar dripped from her entrance, glistening on the petals beneath her. Her head was thrown back, mouth open in a silent moan of ecstasy, eyes half-lidded and glowing with predatory hunger.

Ben felt his pulse kick up a notch. The artist had captured the moment of her self-pleasure so vividly he could almost hear the wet sounds of her fingers moving, almost smell the sweet, heady scent of her nectar drifting from the page.

He almost didn’t notice the human skull and scattered bones floating in the pool between her knees.

He continued reading.

When prey enters her territory, the Alraune dispatches her Mandragora to retrieve him via seduction. If the man resists, the Mandragora possesses a devastating weapon: the Siren Scream. This magical cry drives men wild with lust, compelling them to mate with the Mandragora until their hearts give out. The thrall then returns to her mistress, filled with seed, where she is dissolved in the Alraune’s nectar as punishment for her failure.

However, the clever Breeder may turn this trap to his advantage. If a man affected by the Siren Scream retains enough of his senses to penetrate the Mandragora's backside rather than her sex, she will be shocked free of the Alraune's control.

This does nothing to lessen the Mandragora’s lust, however. Once the spell is broken she will be even hornier than before. Her gratitude for this liberation from her Alraune mistress typically manifests as devoted, enthusiastic service to her rescuer.

A Breeder must dominate ALL of an Alraune's Mandragora thralls before safely approaching the flower-woman herself. Any remaining thralls will be forced to attack to defend their mistress. Once the thralls are freed or destroyed, the Alraune becomes docile and eager to negotiate breeding terms.

However, most Mandragora encountered are not true Mandragora at all, but magical extensions of the Alraune herself—vessels created solely to gather seed and return it to the host. When subdued, these false Mandragora dissolve into flowers, their purpose fulfilled or denied. However, a TRUE Mandragora—rare but unmistakable—will retain her form after defeat.

If you find your member wrapped in the pretty pink petals of an exotic bloom rather than a Mandragora’s sex, you have fallen for the decoy. Watch out! The true Mandragora is undoubtedly nearby. If you’re up to your testicles in a plump, green rump, congratulations. You’re one step closer to bagging and breeding an Alraune, one of the most elusive female monster-kin in Faerowilde.

He turned the page.

The next image showed what could only be a true Mandragora pinned face-down over a fallen log in a moonlit clearing. The faceless Breeder behind her was all corded muscle and scarred skin, his hips locked flush against her thick green ass. His cock was buried to the hilt in her tight rear entrance, stretching the puckered ring obscenely wide around his girth.

The Mandragora’s back was arched, leafy hair wild, mouth open in a soundless scream of overwhelmed pleasure. Her fingers clawed at the bark, toes curled, and a glistening trail of her own arousal leaked from her untouched pussy to drip onto the forest floor.

The artist had lingered on every detail: Ben could easily picture the way her ass cheeks quivered with each powerful thrust, the tightness of her opening stretching around the Breeder’s shaft, the droplets of sweat and dew that clung to her body.

Ben’s mouth went dry. The sheer rawness of the Mandragora’s surrender and the Breeder’s relentless domination—made his cock twitch despite the fact that he was supposed to be watching for poachers.

He had to admit, these were monsters he wouldn’t mind meeting.

He swallowed and turned the page again, continuing to read.

Once freed from the Alraune's control, a true Mandragora becomes devoted to her liberator and will actively assist in bringing down her former mistress, including revealing the locations of other thralls and any Matango in the territory. [See Matango]

All plant monster-kin are considered EXTREMELY DANGEROUS. No Breeder should approach without extensive preparation, backup, and a thorough understanding of the specific subspecies involved.

Curious, Ben flipped forward until he found the entry on Matango.

Matango are extremely rare plant-monsters of the fungal family. These creatures are unable to procreate on their own, and instead infect females of another species—often human—with their spores, and use her to birth their babies.

Matango spores can cure many illnesses, and the creatures are sometimes sought out as a last resort for the sick and dying. By this process, a woman can be given a second chance at life. Infection by Matango spores creates in females an incurable lust and passion which may be considered unbearable by some. But Matango infection is permanent, so the host must be certain this is what she wants when she agrees to be bonded.

Most Matango infections are consensual, but not all.

In males, Matango spores behave differently. They induce a deep, pleasant sleep, drenched in erotic dreams, which leave the male completely rigid. As he sleeps, the Matango uses the unconscious man for the pleasure of her female host, filling her womb with seed. It is most common for dozens of Matango to attack a single man at once. The man typically wakes refreshed and unharmed, if somewhat... depleted.

This illustration was the most depraved of the three. A Matango-infected woman straddled a sleeping man in a darkened glade, her body arched in feral ecstasy. Her skin was flushed and dewy, glowing faintly with the bioluminescent veins of the fungal infection. Her heavy breasts seemed to bounce off the page, so that Ben could easily imagine the roll of her hips as she rode him hard, using his rigid, unconscious cock like a living dildo.

The man lay motionless beneath her, eyes closed in spore-induced slumber, mouth slack, a faint smile on his face as if lost in the sweetest dream.

A second, smaller image showed a detail shot as the woman reached back to spread her ass cheeks wider, revealing the way his shaft disappeared into her dripping slit.

Small Matango tendrils curled around her thighs and waist like organic restraints, guiding her movements, while spores drifted in the air around them like fireflies. Her expression was pure, mindless bliss—eyes rolled back, tongue lolling, drool spilling from her lips as she chased her pleasure on his helpless body.

Ben closed the book with a soft thud, breathing a little harder than when he’d opened it.

"Useful information?" Usseni asked. She'd been watching him read rather than the pages themselves, her pale eyes tracking every shift of his expression. At some point—he couldn’t say exactly when—her hand had found his thigh again, then drifted higher. She’d been stroking him through his trousers ever since she’d noticed the effect the illustrations were having. Her tongue flickered with obvious satisfaction. “Educational?”

"Very." He tucked the handbook away, adjusting his trousers as subtly as he could manage. "Some day, I’m going to have to find and thank whoever wrote this thing."

“I told you, the plant-monsters are worth being aware of,” she whispered. “If anyone can subdue one, it would be you…”

Ben gently removed her hand from his crotch and gave her an appraising look. “And what exactly is in it for you, Usseni?”

“Me? I just want to watch…” she hissed.

When Ben continued watching her, she shrugged.

“Fine, fine.” She withdrew her hand with obvious reluctance, letting her claws drag lightly across the fabric of his thigh one last time. “I’ve heard drinking Alraune nectar can create intense pleasure, including orgasms that last for days.” Her pale eyes found his, gleaming in the darkness. “I thought… if you subdued one, perhaps we could indulge… as a celebration?”

“That sounds like fun,” Ben admitted. “And I’m certainly intrigued about the plant monsters. But before we take any time off for celebrations, we need to deal with these poachers. Remember?”

Usseni sighed, her coils rustling with disappointment. “Yesss, Keeper. I remember.” She settled back against the stump, arms crossing beneath her breasts. “I was only trying to have a little fun. I’m not convinced the poachers are here, anyway. Where could they have gone? I bet the shaman got them.”

The night bird called again, its haunting voice echoing above the canopy. The sound raised the hair on Ben’s arms.

Ben’s mind drifted back to the minimap. The poachers had vanished the moment he'd crossed into this camp. But they'd been just ahead of him before that—close, clustered together, stationary.

He opened the description of Keeper’s Quarry in his HUD and reread the last section.

This ability does not function across dimensional boundaries, planar veils, pocket realms, or other separated spaces.

He’d broken the surrounding ward. But was it possible the camp was some kind of pocket realm? A bubble of separated space, hidden from the normal jungle by ancient magic. That might make sense. The ward helped camouflage the magic, but it didn’t change the nature of the place.

And if the poachers had been ahead of him on the trail before he entered...

They were on the other side now.

The last vestiges of arousal drained from him like water through sand. His skin prickled with a sudden chill.

The poachers were still in the real jungle, probably huddled in the darkness just beyond where the camp's far edge met normal space. Hiding.

Ben didn’t know why they would hide outside their warded area, but it was the only explanation he could come up with.

Regardless of the reason, if Ben crossed through to the far side of the camp, he should emerge back into the real world. Back onto their trail.

Unless the whole thing was a trap, in which case all bets were off.

But darkness had fallen, and the poachers had not returned.

They needed another plan.

Ben studied the darkness beyond the camp's perimeter. The trees on the far side looked normal enough. But looks meant nothing when magic was involved.

"I need to check something," Ben rose from the stump, his joints stiff from sitting. The night had grown fully dark now, the jungle reduced to shapes and shadows. Only the faint green glow of the firefly-things provided any light. "Stay here."

"Keeper—"

"Just for a moment." He gripped his staff. "I think the poachers are on the other side of this place, somehow. If I'm right, they'll reappear on my minimap when I leave the campsite."

Usseni's pale eyes narrowed. "And if you're wrong?"

"Then I'll have learned something useful about how this magic works."

“Just don’t learn it by getting hurt, Keeper,” she warned. “I have plans for that handsome body of yours that doesn’t work so well if it’s full of holes!”

He started across the camp, picking his way between the abandoned tents. The fear-scent was thick here, cloying. Every step felt like wading through invisible cobwebs.

He was halfway to the far tree line when the hair on his neck stood straight up. A second later, his Gizzard of Holding pulsed suddenly with strange black light.

A shout of alarm cut through the darkness

It came from nowhere. From everywhere. From—his pants?

Ben's hand flew to his belt. The enchanted bag was glowing. A dark purple-black aura of light leaked from the bag's opening, pulsing once, twice, and then fading back to nothing.

What the hell? Hadn’t he closed that thing?

He cinched the bag closed now, and the last echoes of the shout disappeared.

He didn't have time to wonder about who—or what—the mysterious voice belonged to.

The jungle had gone silent. No insects. No night birds. Even the fireflies had vanished, winking out like snuffed candles.

Then something moved in the darkness. Something fast.

A shape burst from the undergrowth at the camp's edge, massive, powerful, moving with liquid grace that made his heart seize. It took Ben a moment to process what he was seeing as the thing flew through the air toward him. It looked like a jaguar. But too big. The size of a horse, its body rippling with impossible muscle, eyes blazing with pale blue light, cold as—

Moonlight filtered through ice.

The thought surfaced from memory unbidden. He’d seen those eyes before.

Ben threw himself sideways. His shoulder hit the packed earth hard enough to drive the breath from his lungs. Claws raked the air where his head had been—he felt the wind of their passage, smelled something like rotting flowers and old moss. He hit the ground rolling, came up with his quarterstaff raised, and swung.

The weapon connected with the jaguar's flank.

It made no impact, met no resistance.

The creature exploded into motes of fading light that scattered, and like the firefly-things had done, winked out, one by one.

Illusion.

Ben’s heart hammered against his ribs. His palms were slick with sweat. The jaguar had been an illusion… either that or some kind of ghost. But it had felt real. The displaced air, the heat of its breath, the thunder of its paws striking the earth. Even now, his body was flooded with adrenaline, every nerve screaming that he’d nearly died.

"Keeper!" Sisara's voice rang out. The other warriors were converging on his position, weapons ready.

"I'm fine," Ben called. "It wasn't real. Just—"

He stopped. His pulse was still racing, his breath coming too fast. Something was wrong. Something beyond the phantom jaguar, beyond the poachers, beyond the fear-soaked camp.

He could feel it, a pressure at the edge of his awareness, like being watched through a window.

His eyes scanned the darkness. The massive tree at the camp’s far edge loomed against the stars, its branches a tangle of black on black. And there—

Something that didn’t belong.

In the branches of the massive tree overlooking the camp.

What was that thing?

It looked like a person, but twisted somehow, stretched and distorted in ways that made his eyes ache. At first his mind refused to process what he was seeing. The proportions were wrong. The orientation was wrong.

Then he realized.

It was upside-down.

A figure hung from the branches by its legs, arms dangling toward the ground, face turned toward him. The face was painted in strange patterns—dark stripes and whorls that obscured its features. Huge black eyes stared at him, unblinking. Below them, a mouth stretched in a wide, unnerving grimace, full of teeth that looked too sharp, too numerous.

The same face as the carved figurine.

Ben's blood ran cold.

"There," he breathed. "In the tree. Do you see it?"

Usseni's head whipped around. Her tail bunched beneath her, every muscle going rigid as she clutched her spear. She made a sound—half-hiss, half-whimper—as her pale eyes found the shape.

"Ancestors preserve us," she whispered. "What is that?"

The figure tilted its head. The movement was slow and deliberate. As patient as a stone growing moss. But that frozen, toothy grin on its face made the stillness far creepier than it should have been.

And then, as if by having been seen, it had accomplished all that it meant to, it disappeared, the shadows swallowing it whole.

"Keeper?" Sisara had reached him, her spear raised, her golden eyes scanning the canopy. "What happened? We saw the jaguar attack—"

"It wasn't a jaguar." Ben's voice came out rough. "It was an illusion of some kind. A distraction…"

He stared at the empty branches. The thing—whatever it was—had vanished completely. No sound of movement. No rustling leaves. No retreating footsteps.

Just gone.

But he could still feel it watching him. That patient, ancient gaze, studying him from somewhere in the darkness. Weighing him. Judging him.

He’d seen those eyes before, just after he’d met the Cleftusk.

The dark shaman.

"We should go," Tess said. Her voice was tight. "Whatever that was—"

"No." Ben forced himself to breathe. "The poachers are still out there. We came here to find them."

"The Keeper is right," Sisara said. Her scales had paled, but her voice was steady. "We have a mission from the Queen. We will complete it."

The warriors exchanged glances. No one argued.

They returned to their positions. Slowly, reluctantly, the jungle settled back into its nighttime rhythms. Insects resumed their chirping. Something hooted in the distance, and owl maybe. The firefly-things returned, drifting dreamily through the abandoned camp like tiny lost souls.

Their light seemed dimmer now. Colder.

Ben sat on the stump. Usseni lowered herself on her coils beside him again, but the playful heat between them had evaporated. She pressed close, not for seduction this time, but for comfort. Her scales were a little gray at the edges.

Neither of them spoke.

Ben watched the darkness beyond the camp’s perimeter. The trees were just blobs of inky blackness now. The canopy overhead blocked out the stars.

Anything could be hiding in those shadows. Anyone.

He clutched the carved figurine in his hand, not wanting to look at its strange toothy grimace. Yet it was burned into his mind.

He watched the darkness.

And the darkness, he was certain, watched back.


25
Nightmares


The encounter with the phantom jaguar and the strange creature in the trees had rattled Ben enough that his plan to investigate beyond the edge of the campsite was momentarily forgotten.

But when a scream tore through the air moments later, he was abruptly brought back to reality.

Ben jerked upright, his hand flying to his quarterstaff. “Did you hear—?”

The sound ripped through the jungle—raw and ragged—the cry of a man caught in the grip of something worse than death.

Beside him, Usseni's coils bunched tight. Her pale eyes swept the darkness. "There." She pointed beyond the camp's far edge. "It was over—"

Another scream. Then another. They came from slightly different directions, as if from multiple people. Their voices overlapped, building into a chorus of terror that echoed off the massive trees.

“The poachers,” Ben said. “They’re still out there.”

He still couldn’t see them on the minimap, but as another blood-curdling wail rose around them, there was no doubt in his mind.

The hair on the back of Ben’s neck stood on end. The sounds were unmistakably human. Men shrieking as if their souls were being torn from their bodies.

Sisara appeared at his side, her spear leveled at the darkness. Her scales rippled with nerves, but her voice was steady.

"These are the screams we’ve heard at night. The ones that echo through the jungle." Her jaw tightened. "Only this..."

"They're closer now," Siseeko finished. Her green eyes burned in the dim light. "Much, much closer."

The screaming intensified. Ben could make out individual voices now—at least four or five different men, crying out in synchronized waves of terror. Some begged for mercy. Some called out names. One sobbed, a broken, hitching sound that was somehow worse than the screams.

Beneath it all, Ben felt the same sensation as he had before. That patient, ancient presence, watching from somewhere in the shadows.

She's doing this, Ben realized. The thing in the tree. The shaman. She's the one tormenting them.

He had wondered why the shaman would make herself known to them, only to disappear into the trees. Now he suspected that she was sending a message.

She wants us to know what she’s capable of...

"They're out there," he said. "The poachers. Just on the other side of whatever barrier surrounds this place. They have to be."

He didn't wait for acknowledgement. He strode across the abandoned camp, past the cold fire pit and the scattered supplies, toward the far tree line where the shimmer of separated space had hidden this place from the normal jungle.

The screams grew louder with every step. More desperate. One voice rose above the others—a man howling a single word over and over.

"No! No! No! No!"

Ben pushed through the boundary. Though he’d broken the ward when they entered the camp, there was obviously still something in place separating it from reality. The sensation was like stepping through a soap bubble. A faint resistance, a pop of pressure in his ears, and then—

His minimap flared to life.

Golden dots appeared at the edge of the circle. On his HUD, human shapes, five of them, clustered together barely thirty yards ahead. They pulsed with the sickly yellow of terror, so bright it almost hurt to look at.

"There," he breathed. "I can see them again."

The snake-kin flowed along behind him. Sisara and Siseeko flanked his position, spears at the ready. Tess had her bow drawn, an arrow nocked. Asha's long coils whispered through the leafy carpet as she took up a defensive position. Usseni stayed close to Ben's shoulder, her pale eyes scanning the darkness.

The screaming had stopped, now.

The sudden silence was almost worse. The jungle held its breath around them, every insect and nocturnal bird gone quiet. Only the distant drip of water and the hammer of Ben's pulse broke the stillness.

He moved toward the golden outlines of men huddled in fear. The undergrowth here was thick—ferns and fallen branches and curtains of hanging moss. Perfect for hiding.

And there, beneath the spreading roots of an enormous tree, where the foliage formed a natural alcove, a makeshift shelter had been erected. Branches woven together and covered with leaves for camouflage. It would have been nearly invisible even in daylight.

Ben stopped ten paces away. The snake-kin fanned out around him, weapons trained on the hidden shelter. But why had the poachers made a shelter so close to their actual campsite?

"Come out," he called. His voice rang through the silent jungle. "We know you're in there. Come out slowly, with your hands where we can see them."

He felt a little strange, like he was acting in an old cop movie or something. And he wasn’t entirely certain it would work.

For a long moment, nothing happened.

Then a branch shifted and a face appeared in the gap—gaunt, hollow-eyed, streaked with dirt and something that might have been tears. The man stared at Ben and the ring of snake-kin warriors surrounding him.

His expression transformed.

Not fear, as Ben had expected, or even defiance. But into relief. Pure, overwhelming relief, as if he'd just been pulled from drowning waters.

"Oh, thank the gods," the man breathed. "Thank the gods, thank the gods, thank the gods."

He scrambled out of the shelter on hands and knees. Behind him, other shapes stirred. More men emerged, crawling from the makeshift hide like animals fleeing a burning den. They were shaking, wild-eyed, their movements jerky and uncoordinated.

Five men, one for each dot on Ben’s minimap.

"Is this all of you?" he demanded. “The camp back there looks big enough for more.”

The first man—the one who Ben was beginning to think of as their leader—flinched at the question. He was older than Ben had expected, maybe forty, with weathered skin and calloused hands. A working man. A father, if the wedding band on his finger meant anything.

"The others are dead," the man said. His voice cracked on the word. "There were fifteen of us to start. Kell went first, two weeks ago. Just... stopped breathing in his sleep. Then Varrus, two nights later. And Peck..." He swallowed hard. "Gods… He screamed himself to death. Nearly every night we wake someone from a nightmare that wants to drag him inside it.”

The other men had gathered behind their leader. They huddled together like frightened children, eyes darting between Ben and the snake-kin and the darkness beyond. Every one of them looked half-starved. Cheekbones jutted beneath papery skin. Ribs showed through torn shirts. One man's hands trembled so badly he couldn't keep them still.

These poachers weren't hardened criminals, Ben realized. They were desperate men at the end of their rope. That didn’t excuse what they’d done to the Cleftusks, but it made Ben wonder.

"Who are you?" he asked.

The leader straightened slightly. Some remnant of pride flickered in his hollow eyes. "Garek Mire. Of Blackfen." He gestured at the others. "Kessiran Krin. Damasco Voore. Bram Williamson. Callum Tobbs. We're..." He faltered. "We’re all that’s left.”

"Blackfen," Sisara hissed. Her scales had flushed dark with anger. "The human settlement, as we suspected. You're the ones who've been butchering the Cleftusks in our territory."

Garek flinched as if she'd struck him. "We didn't want to. You have to believe me, we never wanted—"

"Three of our sacred animals," Sisara cut in. Her spear leveled at his chest. "Slaughtered like cattle. Left to rot in the mud. But you didn't want to?"

"Please." Garek's voice broke. Tears spilled down his dirt-streaked cheeks. "Please, you don't understand. Our families—our children—"

"Sisara." Ben stepped between them, one hand raised. "Let him speak."

The Naga warrior's golden eyes blazed with fury. Her coils bunched beneath her, muscles coiled to strike. For a moment, Ben thought she might ignore him entirely.

Then she pulled back. Barely. Her spear remained leveled, but she didn't advance.

"Speak," she spat at Garek. "And pray your words are convincing."

Garek's throat worked. His hands hung limp at his sides, trembling.

"Blackfen is dying." The words came out hollow. Empty. Like stones dropped into a dry well. “Please… I’ll tell you everything. But not here. We aren’t safe here.”

Ben felt that prickling at the back of his neck again, as if they were being watched. Weighed and measured by the invisible eyes of the creature in the trees.

“All right,” he said. “We’ll go back to the main campsite, and—”

“No!” One of the men—Callum Tobbs, Ben thought—shouted. “We’ve lost too many men there. That place is… is cursed.”

“We cursed it,” muttered Bram Williamson. “With our unholy work. You know we did.”

“From the sounds of the screaming we just heard,” Ben said, “you weren’t having much better luck out here.”

Garek blinked. “Screaming? There was no screaming.”

“What are you talking about?” Siseeko demanded. “We all heard it. You were shrieking as if you were being tortured.”

“We’ve been hearing the same thing for months,” Asha added. “Praying for whatever was tormenting you to finish the job so we could sleep.”

Damasco Voore shuddered. “Oh gods… it’s after you, too.”

“What is it?” Ben asked.

“A vengeful spirit,” Williamson muttered under his breath. “It won’t be satisfied until we’re all dead.”

Garek shot a warning glance at the muttering man. “We don’t know. It comes at night, torments us in our sleep. We’ve been taking turns keeping watch, so that we can wake each other up when the nightmares come.”

“The ones who have died,” Ben asked. “It happened in their sleep?”

“Every one of them,” Garek confirmed. “But I was on watch just now. No one screamed. Kessiran whimpered some, just as I heard you approaching. But when I looked outside, and saw people—gods, even snake people are a relief to see compared to the things that stalk us through this jungle.”

“You would not be so relieved to see us if you knew what we thought of you,” Sisara hissed. “I cannot wait to drag you before our Queen so you can pay for your crimes.”

“Enough, Sisara,” Ben said, holding up a hand. “Let’s figure out what we’re dealing with before we take them to the village.”

He searched his Abilities for something that would keep them somewhat shielded from the watching eyes. If it was the dark shaman, he wasn’t certain that his newly acquired spell would be strong enough to withstand her prying. But he hoped something would be better than nothing.

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.

The spell started as a ball of radiant light at the tip of his staff. It grew, thinning as the circle of light expanded, passing over the snake-kin women and the poachers until it encompassed a radius of about thirty feet with the hide at the center.

As the light passed over the poachers, a few of them winced, as if expecting it to hurt. Garek shouted in alarm, and pulled a strange pale disc from his pocket which disintegrated in his hand.

“What… what did you do?” he asked.

“I set my own ward,” Ben said. “You survived, so I feel safe in assuming you aren’t enemies, despite your actions against our tribe.”

“But… you’re human…” Garek shook his head. “How can you do magic? And what do you mean your tribe?”

He glanced questioningly at the Naga and Nagaina warriors.

“You don’t need to worry about that just yet,” Ben said. “But I could ask you the same question. We sensed magic when we were tracking you. And that campsite back there was warded.”

“I feel strange,” Tobbs said. “Hollow… I…”

He wavered, his eyes rolling back into his head before slumping against Williamson, who was looking queasy beside him.

Ben gritted his teeth. Between the visceral reaction to the ward and the shattered artifact in Garek’s pocket, he was beginning to understand what was going on.

“Anyone care to tell me how you got infected with demon magic?”

“Demons? Is… is that what is after us?” Garek hesitated. “I want to answer your questions, but… Are we truly safe…?”

“As safe as you’re going to be,” Ben said. “And you’ll be safer at the village, so you’d best get talking.”

They sat in a loose circle at the edge of the tree's roots. The five surviving poachers on one side, exhausted and broken. Ben and the snake-kin on the other, weapons still ready but no longer aimed directly at the men's hearts.

The story came out in pieces, each man adding details when Garek's voice failed him.

Blackfen was dying. The village had been founded twenty years ago on the edge of the great swamp that butted up against the jungle, built around the peat bogs that provided fuel for the lowland cities. For a time, it had thrived. Merchants came regularly, trading goods for the dense, slow-burning fuel that fetched premium prices in markets a hundred miles away.

But they'd harvested too fast. Dug too deep. The easily accessible bogs were exhausted now, and the deeper ones required equipment the village couldn't afford. Last year's crops had failed—too much rain, then not enough, then a blight that swept through the grain stores. Merchants stopped coming. Why travel so far for so little?

"We were starving," Garek said. His voice had gone flat, hollow. "Not hungry. Starving. My daughter is five years old. She hasn't had a full meal in three months. My wife has been giving her portion to the children. She can barely stand anymore. We didn’t have a choice…"

Ben's chest tightened. He thought of Lucky Nickel Acres. Of Alicia and the others, pregnant with his children. Of the abundance they enjoyed while villages like Blackfen withered and died. Life in Faerowilde had been good to him, but that didn’t mean it was a paradise for everyone.

"So you came here to poach," he surmised. It wasn't a question.

Garek nodded miserably. "Osric Fellwater, the mayor, he said he knew a buyer. Someone in the capital who'd pay a fortune for Cleftusk ivory and hide. Enough to save the whole village. Enough to buy food, seed, equipment..." He trailed off. "He gave us these."

He held out his hand to display the broken artifact in his hand. It was a small, carved token, as pale as old bone, the pieces etched with symbols that made Ben’s eyes ache to look at.

The smell hit him immediately. That oily, greasy wrongness he'd sensed throughout the jungle on his first visit. Sulfur and rot, faint but unmistakable. Demonic residue.

"Where did he get it?" Ben kept his voice level, but his hand tightened on his staff.

"He carved them himself, from the first tusk we brought back." Garek turned the broken token over in his fingers. "He said they'd protect us from the anger of the gods. Hide our sins from the spirits of the jungle who would seek revenge."

Hide them. That explained how they'd covered their tracks so thoroughly. The tokens were some kind of spell source, a functional and portable piece of magic, powered by the same dark, hungry creatures who had possessed Queen Nyssael.

"They didn't protect us from her, though," Kessiran Krin muttered. He was younger than Garek, maybe thirty, with the haunted look of someone who'd seen too much. "The thing in the jungle. The one with the eyes like cursed moonlight."

Ben's blood chilled. "You've seen her?"

"Every night." Kessiran's voice dropped to a whisper. "Every godsdamned night since we started this. Hanging in the trees. Watching. And when we sleep..." He shuddered violently. "The dreams. The terrors she sends..."

The other men nodded. Even Garek, who'd held himself together better than the rest, couldn't suppress a full-body tremor.

"She gets in your head," Voore said. He was the oldest of the group besides Garek, his hair more gray than brown. "Shows you things. Terrible things. Your worst fears, over and over, and you can't wake up. You can't wake up."

"Peck was screaming about spiders," Williamson added. He was built like a farmer, broad-shouldered and thick-armed, but his hands shook like leaves in a storm. "Said they were crawling inside him. Laying eggs in his chest. He screamed for an hour before his heart gave out."

Silence fell over the group. The jungle pressed close around them, dark and watchful.

Ben processed what they'd told him. A dying village. A mayor with demonic artifacts. Men driven to monstrous acts to save their families. And something in the jungle—the dark shaman—that had been tormenting them ever since they started killing the Cleftusks.

"Your mayor," he said slowly. "Fellwater. What's he like?"

Garek's brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"

"Has he changed recently? Acted strangely? Done things that seemed... out of character?"

The men exchanged glances. Something flickered in Garek's hollow eyes. Recognition. Dawning horror.

"He has been different," the poacher leader admitted. "These past few months. More... cold. More distant. He used to care about us. Used to fight for the village, write letters to the capital begging for aid." Garek's voice hardened. "Now he just talks about the ivory. About how much we can get for it. About expanding the operation, killing more, taking everything the jungle has to offer."

"His eyes," Tobbs suddenly sat up, coming to as if he’d been startled awake. He was barely more than a boy, maybe nineteen at most. "Have you noticed his eyes?"

"What about them?"

"They're wrong sometimes. When the light hits them a certain way." Callum hugged his knees to his chest. "They look weird. Yellow. Like a cat's. Or a snake's."

The snake-kin bristled at the comparison, but Ben held up a hand.

"I've met people like that before," he said. "People whose eyes change. People who stop being themselves." He met Garek's gaze. "Your mayor isn't your mayor anymore. Something else is wearing his skin."

The words landed like stones dropped into still water.

Garek's face went white. "No. No, that's not—he's just stressed, he's just—"

"A demon." Usseni's raspy voice cut through his protests. Her pale eyes had gone wide, her milk-white coils shifting beneath her with agitation. "You're saying a demon has possessed their leader. Just like—"

Her voice cut off as Sisara shot her a look. They did not wish to speak of Queen Nyssael’s corruption in front of these poachers.

Ben thought of the ivory tokens. The obsession with profit. The willingness to sacrifice sacred animals for gold. "One that feeds on greed, if I had to guess. Probably drawn to the town back in the boom times. It would drink in that desire for more, amplify it, turn ordinary desires into an all consuming hunger.”

“It’s true,” Tobbs said. “My daddy said that’s why we dug up all the peat, back in the day. They tried to warn people that we needed to ration it, take it slow. But…”

“Your mayor probably did want to save the village,” Ben said. “At least, at first. But the demon twisted that want into something monstrous."

"We didn't know." Garek's voice rose, cracking with desperation. "We couldn't have known—"

"You knew what you were doing was wrong." Sisara hissed. “You broke the ancient taboo against killing the Cleftusks and brought misery down upon yourselves, and us just by being in your proximity. Fools!”

"Our children were dying!"

"And they won’t be the only ones.” Ben's voice came out harder than he intended. The weight of the dead Cleftusks pressed against his conscience. Those ancient, wise eyes. The sacred trust between beast and land. "You knew those creatures were sacred to the people who live here, to your own ancestors. You butchered them anyway."

Butchered. Every single one of the men flinched at that word. It hung in the humid air between them like a curse.

Garek's face crumpled. A sob tore from his throat—raw and ugly and broken. He buried his head in his hands. His shoulders shook with the force of his grief.

Ben let him cry.

There was nothing else to do. These men had committed terrible acts. But they'd done it to save the people they loved. Given the same impossible choice, how many others would have chosen differently?

Ben imagined Alicia and his mates starving, his children wasting away, a demon offering salvation at a monstrous price…

The jungle pressed close around them. Frogs sang. Insects hummed. And five broken men wept for the sins they'd committed and the families they feared they might never see again.

The knowledge settled in Ben’s gut like a stone. To save my family, I could have done things just as terrible. Maybe worse. I’m only fortunate to have the power to take a better way.
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"We should just kill them."

Siseeko's voice cut through the darkness like a blade. She stood apart from the others, her spear planted in the earth, her green eyes fixed on the huddled poachers with undisguised hatred.

"The Queen wants them alive." Sisara kept her voice level, but her copper scales had flushed dark with her own barely contained rage. "For questioning."

"The Queen can question corpses."

"She cannot, actually. That's rather the point of keeping them breathing."

Ben stepped between the twin Naga before the argument could escalate. "No one is killing anyone. These men are going back to the village with us."

Sisara's coils bunched beneath her. "Keeper, I must object. Bringing them into our home, after what they've done—"

"I understand your concerns." Ben kept his voice calm and steady. The snake-kin needed to see that he was in control. That he had a plan. "But Ariss gave orders. She wants them alive. And I need to question them further about this demon."

"Then let the Queen come here. We can send a runner, establish a secure perimeter—"

"No." Ben met her golden eyes without flinching. "I'm taking them back to the village. And I'm giving you my word, as Keeper, that no harm will come to your people while they're under my protection."

The words carried weight. Something shifted in the air around him—a tingle at the base of his skull, a warmth spreading through his chest. The System responding. The oath settling into his bones like an anchor.

This was more than a promise. It was a binding.

Sisara studied him for a long moment. Her muscles coiled tight beneath her scales. Her spear trembled in her grip.

Then she nodded. Once. Sharp.

"Very well. But they walk in the center of our formation. And if any of them tries to flee—"

"They won't." Ben glanced at the poachers. They sat where they'd been left, too exhausted and broken to even consider escape. "Look at them. They're just glad to be alive."

And they were. Even through the fear and guilt and grief, relief radiated from the men like heat from a banked fire. Whatever nightmares had tormented them in the jungle, whatever horrors the shaman had inflicted, being captured by Ben and the snake-kin warriors was apparently preferable.

That said something about the kind of terror they'd endured.

Ben crouched beside Garek. The poacher leader raised his head, revealing red-rimmed eyes and tear-streaked cheeks. It gave the impression of a face that had aged ten years in a matter of weeks.

"I need those tokens." Ben held out his hand. "All of them. The ward destroyed them, but the corruption may remain once the ward comes down. You’ll have to trust us to protect you now.”

Garek nodded numbly. He pressed the broken shards into Ben's palm. The other men followed suit. The pale bone felt hot and slick, almost oily in his hand.

Ben's skin crawled at the contact. He dropped them into his pack. He'd dispose of them properly later. Burn them, maybe. Or bury them somewhere the corruption couldn't spread. He’d have to ask Elysanthra what the best way to get rid of them was.

"What happens now?" Garek's voice was barely a whisper.

"Now you come with us. You tell the Queen everything you told me." Ben stood. He looked down at the broken man, weighing his next words carefully. "And then we figure out how to deal with your demon."

Garek's eyes went wide. "You'd help us? After what we've done?"

"You were manipulated by something evil. That doesn't excuse your actions, but it does explain them." Ben extended his hand. "Your village is struggling, your families are starving. And some asshole demon is wearing your mayor's face. I'm not going to fix any of that by executing five desperate men in the jungle. And if I didn’t at least try to help, I figure I’m no better than the demon."

Garek stared at the offered hand. His jaw worked. Fresh tears spilled down his cheeks.

"My daughter." His voice cracked on the words. "Her name is Lily. She… she doesn't know what I've done. What I've become."

"Well, you're not dead yet." Ben gripped the man's shoulder. "You still have a chance to become something better.”

“I want to help,” Garek said. “Give her something to be proud of."

“I won’t say no to that.”

Garek reached up, took Ben's hand, and let himself be pulled to his feet.

It wasn't absolution, but it was something. And Ben suspected the gleam in his eye represented more hope than the man had allowed himself to feel since the peat moss trade had dried up.

As they gathered the survivors and prepared to move out, Ben caught sight of something in the leaves near the abandoned shelter. A half-finished carving, dropped in the chaos. He picked it up.

It was another jaguar figurine. But this one was smaller, rougher. And around its neck, barely visible, someone had started to carve a tiny collar with a bell.

A toy. Garek had been trying to make a toy for his daughter.

It was strange, Ben thought, how the same hands that had carved this toy had also carved flesh from the sacred Cleftusk’s body.

He wondered if the jaguar he’d found, the one with the unsettling face and too many teeth, had started as a toy too, corrupted by the terror induced by the surrounding jungle.

He tucked the figurine into his pack alongside the broken demonic artifacts and turned back to the path.

Somewhere in the darkness, the shaman was watching. He could feel her presence still. That patient, ancient gaze studying him from the shadows. Weighing his choices. Judging his mercy.

He met the darkness with steady eyes.

I know you're there, he thought. And I know what you've been doing to these men. We need to talk. Soon.

No response. But he hadn't expected one. Not yet.

"Move out," he said aloud. "Stay alert. And someone help Callum—he can barely walk."

They formed up. Snake-kin warriors on the perimeter, spears and bows ready. The five prisoners stumbled in the center of the formation, held upright by exhaustion and relief and the desperate hope that their nightmare might finally be ending.

Ben took point, his staff glowing faintly in the darkness.

Behind them, the abandoned camp sat silent and empty, its secrets swallowed by the jungle. The bodies of the dead would be reclaimed by the jungle, a small sacrifice to atone for what they’d done. Ben imagined them, hidden beneath leaves so that their companions didn’t have to look at them, their faces frozen in expressions of ultimate terror.

Ahead, Queen Ariss awaited their return. And beyond that, Blackfen. A dying town. A demon mayor. Another problem to solve before Ben could get his new Homestead established.

One crisis at a time, he reminded himself.

But he had a feeling that dealing with the poachers and the demon would bring him a big part of the way toward his goal.
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The rest of the night passed in a blur of exhaustion.

Getting five broken men through miles of jungle in the dark would have been impossible without the snake-kin warriors.

Sisara took point. She seemed to have some kind of night vision, which cut through shadows that left Ben nearly blind. Usseni and the others flanked the prisoners, supporting the ones who stumbled, half-carrying young Callum when his legs finally gave out entirely. Ben brought up the rear with his staff, its faint golden glow giving off just enough light to see where he was putting his feet, and not much else.

They reached the village as dawn painted the sky in shades of amber and rose. At Ben’s instruction, Sisara and Siseeko escorted the poachers to the Temple of Coils, where their final judgement was waiting.

From there, Ben would let Ariss handle the rest.

The new Queen needed to establish her authority with her people, and that meant being the one to pass judgment on the poachers, negotiate their fate, and decide what reparations—if any—would satisfy the village's grief over the murdered Cleftusks and disruptions to the ecosystem in their territory. Those were political decisions, which he didn’t feel were his to make.

If she sought advice, he would do the best he could, but he was a Keeper, not a king, and the sooner Ariss became comfortable with her role as ruler, the stronger her reign would be. Ben needed to be comfortable trusting her—and others—to make those decisions as he continued to expand his influence across Faerowilde.

He left the prisoners in the temple, after giving Ariss a brief summary of what he'd learned, and excused himself before the council of elders could draw him into hours of debate about appropriate punishments and diplomatic overtures. That discussion would bring his exhaustion to a head and have him sleeping in no time.

Besides, he had other things to check on.

The notification had pinged his HUD when he’d been tracking the poachers, but he'd been too focused on his task to give it proper attention. Now, standing in the soft morning light outside the temple, he finally let himself read it.

New Quest: Attain a Territorial Claim (Jungle Territory)

Unclaimed territory remains unstable until it is acknowledged by those who live upon it and shaped by deliberate action. To receive a [Territorial Claim], you must demonstrate presence, usefulness, and intent. Aid the inhabitants of this jungle settlement, reinforce its physical boundaries, and bind the land to a shared identity through ritual recognition. Only when the territory acknowledges you as a stabilizing force will the System register your claim.

Objectives:

Assist the Village – Provide meaningful aid to local inhabitants by resolving personal, structural, or resource-related needs. Progress: Villagers Assisted — 5 / 5 Completed

Fortify the Boundary – Define and reinforce the village perimeter through construction, clearing, warding, or defensive preparation appropriate to jungle terrain. Progress: Boundary Fortification — 50% Complete

Name the Settlement – Participate in a communal naming ritual to formally establish the village's identity and bind it within the System. Progress: Naming Ritual — Incomplete

Five out of five villagers assisted. Ben scrolled through the details: Meela, Ophelia, and Bakassa counted for three—their new roles as Ariss’s handmaidens had elevated their positions within the village and must have counted as personal needs. That made sense given everything that had happened in the temple. But the other two were thanks to Stormy and Marnie’s hard work.

Drainage repairs have resolved a critical infrastructure issue affecting multiple households.

Construction of Maternity Pods and Nesting Houses has addressed the settlement's reproductive infrastructure needs.

Pride swelled in his chest. His girls had been busy.

Interestingly, the boundary fortification sat at fifty percent, which meant they must have started on the defensive wall, too. Ben had mentioned it in passing, but since they already had big projects on the go, he hadn’t gone into any detail about what he wanted to do.

Fortunately, with Stormy’s Forewoman skills they didn’t really need much input from him. She probably had blueprints dreamed up the moment he’d mentioned the idea. He was excited to see what they had come up with.

It was a massive project, and they'd only been here for... gods, had it only been a few days? It felt like weeks.

But they’d made progress, and they were about to make more.

Ben dismissed the notification and headed toward the clearing where Marnie had been working.

His body ached for sleep, his eyes felt gritty, and his muscles had that deep, bone-tired heaviness that came from too many hours of tension without rest. But he wanted to see what they'd accomplished. And wanted to tell them how proud he was of all their hard work.

If he was being honest with himself, he also wanted to see a pair of friendly faces after a night spent surrounded by death and desperation, just to remind himself of the good in the world.
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He found them at the construction site.

Stormy was pacing in front of a half-finished section of wooden palisade, her dark mane pulled back in a messy ponytail, sawdust dusting her work clothes. She had her System interface pulled up—Ben knew that look in her eyes—and she was muttering to herself, pausing occasionally to scribble something down with her charcoal.

"Okay, so if I reduce the beam width by half an inch, that saves us twelve percent on materials, but then the load-bearing capacity drops and we'd need cross-supports every six feet instead of every ten, which actually uses more wood in the long run, so that's no good..." She tugged at her ear, a nervous habit. "But if I switch to the jungle hardwood for the main supports and use the imported timber just for joints, then maybe—but the grain is different, so the joinery specifications change, and I don't know if the System will accept a hybrid blueprint or if I need to redesign from scratch—"

Marnie stood nearby, leaning against a pile of freshly felled logs. Her buttercup was still tucked behind her ear despite the sweat glistening on her brow, and wood chips clung to her work shirt. She watched Stormy pace with patient, untroubled eyes.

“Hey, Boss,” Marnie said, noticing Ben’s approach. Her voice was calm despite Stormy’s apparent worries, as matter-of-fact as ever. “We ran low on the lumber we brought once we started on the wall. I cut down some local trees to make up the difference. Stormy just needs to adjust the blueprints.”

"I am adjusting them," Stormy said, still pacing, and apparently not realizing that Marnie wasn’t talking to her. She hadn’t looked up from her scribbles. "I just need to… all right—the tensile strength is actually better on the jungle wood, weirdly enough, but it's more brittle, so I have to account for that in the joint design, and the color doesn't match but that's purely cosmetic so who cares, but—" She stopped mid-step. Her ears swiveled toward Ben. "Wait. Did you say…?"

She spun around, and her face went pink the moment she saw him.

"Oh! You're back! I didn't—we weren't expecting—I mean, I knew you'd come back eventually, obviously, but I thought you'd be out longer, and I'm all covered in sawdust and I probably smell like dirt and tree sap and—"

“Don’t worry about it,” Ben said with a laugh. “I’m in no shape to complain.”

He glanced down at his torn and stained clothes, and took a tentative sniff of his armpit. He was always amazed at how fresh the System’s magic managed to keep him, despite everything he put his body through. But it didn’t make the dirt or damp any more comfortable.

"True, Boss.” Marnie's smile spread slow and warm across her face. "You look like hell."

"Feel like it too." He crossed the clearing toward them, taking in the scope of what they'd built. The palisade stretched in both directions, a solid wooden barrier that curved to follow the natural contours of the high ground. It wasn't finished—gaps remained where sections hadn't been connected yet—but the bones of a real defensive perimeter were clearly visible. "This is incredible. How long have you two been at this?"

"Started yesterday morning," Stormy said, still pink. "After we finished the drainage. Marnie had the maternity buildings done by then, so we figured we should move on to the wall. And I already had the basic designs from the one I built at Lucky Nickel Acres, which I thought I could use here, but then we —" She caught herself, took a breath. "Sorry. I'm rambling. We just... we wanted to have something to show you when you got back."

"Well, you succeeded." Ben ran his hand along one of the support posts. Solid. Well-joined. The kind of construction that would last. "The System's credited you both for village assistance and we're at fifty percent on boundary fortification."

Marnie set down her log with a thud that shook the ground. "Fifty? We're not that far along yet, I wouldn’t think. It won’t take us much longer if we can get the blueprints adjusted, but…”

"The notification said fifty. Maybe it's counting the animal enclosures too?"

"Oh!" Stormy's ears perked up. "Yes, we started laying out the Crestrunner and Thornback areas. They're not built yet, but we've got the foundations marked and the first fence posts in. Once those are done and connected to the main wall..." She trailed off, doing mental calculations. "That should push us to complete. Probably."

"The System can be picky about what counts," Marnie added. "Back at Lucky Nickel Acres, it didn't credit the chicken coop until we actually had chickens in it."

Ben nodded, filing that away. They might need to actually capture and contain some of the local wildlife before the fortification objective would complete. That was a project for another day—preferably one where he'd had actual sleep. He hoped Ophelia’s animal-whispering skills were as good as they were cracked up to be. That would sure make things easier.

"Well, the wall looks great,” he said. “How about you show me this drainage system you’ve been working on. I want to see what you’ve been up to."

Stormy's face lit up. “Oh, yes! That reminds me, I need to show you what we found!”
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The lower section of the village had transformed.

Where stagnant water had once pooled—even in the dryer months—and mold had crept up the walls of the huts, the ground was now dry and solid. The smell of rot had faded, replaced by the clean scent of fresh earth and the ever-present green perfume of the jungle.

What was better was that Stormy was confident the water issues wouldn’t be a problem again, so long as they could keep the pipes clean.

"The main blockage was about two hundred yards down," Stormy explained, leading him toward a stone-rimmed tunnel entrance partially hidden by broad-leafed plants. "The pipes are ancient. Pre-war, maybe older. Which means they must have been here before Nyssael built the temple. Maybe that’s why the village ended up here in the first place? It doesn’t really matter. We’ll probably never know. But whoever built this village originally knew what they were doing—the drainage system is actually really sophisticated. It channels water from the whole depression into a series of underground tunnels that eventually empty into the river."

"So why did it stop working?"

"Centuries of neglect, mostly. Root intrusion, sediment buildup, a few collapsed sections." Stormy knelt beside the tunnel entrance, peering into the darkness. "We could clear the parts I could reach with tools. I did end up making a plumbing auger and it worked better than I expected and helped speed up the process, but the deeper sections were impossible."

"That's where Ophelia came in," Marnie said. She'd followed them down, her massive frame somehow managing to move quietly despite her size. "The healer’s gift is… incredible, Boss.”

Ben raised an eyebrow. "Gift?"

"You know, how she can talk to animals?" Stormy's voice dropped, as if sharing a secret. "It’s so weird. Like, all of them. Birds, insects, burrowing creatures. Humans are not supposed to be able to do that. It’s old magic. Really old.”

“The snake-women have known about it for years and kept it quiet," Marnie added, also keeping her voice low. “Other than the witch, I’ve never heard of a human having any kind of magic. I mean, even you and Alicia had to ascend to the system. It’s… kinda freaky…”

Ben didn’t think it was freaky at all. He thought it was fascinating. He had only bred Ophelia once, but he was very curious to see what would happen once she became pregnant, and had his child. Pregnancy and motherhood seemed to unlock various magical powers in all of his lovers, human, demi-beast, and monster-kin. He was certain that Ophelia had potential… maybe even another celestial bloodline, waiting to be awakened.

"Anyway, Feely convinced some of the local fauna to help," Stormy continued. "There are these creatures that live in the burrows around here—the villagers call them glimmer-mice. They're not really mice, more like... tiny lemurs? With bioluminescent fur and really dexterous little hands. They're actually adorable, if you ignore the fact that they happily eat bugs the size of your fist."

"Glimmer-mice cleared your drainage pipes?"

"A whole colony of them! Ophelia asked, and they just... did it. Spent hours down there, hauling out roots and sediment and debris." Stormy's expression shifted, becoming almost reverent. "And that's when they found this..."

She reached into her satchel and pulled out a leather pouch.

The contents spilled into her palm, catching the morning light.

Gems. Dozens of them. Deep blues and rich purples, fiery oranges and soft pinks. Some were rough and uncut, clearly natural formations. Others had been shaped—faceted and polished by hands that knew what they were doing. Mixed among them were crystals that pulsed with a faint inner light, the unmistakable glow of concentrated magical energy.

Power crystals. Like the ones in the cave beneath Lucky Nickel Acres.

"Holy shit," Ben breathed.

"That was pretty much my reaction too." Stormy turned the gems over in her palm, letting them catch different angles of light. "The glimmer-mice kept bringing them up. At first I thought they were just pretty rocks—you know how animals like shiny things. But then Ophelia looked at them, and she went really quiet, and she said these weren't natural formations. Someone put them there."

"Put them in the drainage pipes?"

"Hid them. Probably a long time ago, based on how deep they were buried in the sediment." Stormy met his eyes, her expression serious. "Ben, I don't know what these gems are or where they came from, but there's a small fortune here. Maybe a large fortune. And the crystals..." She held up one of the glowing stones. "These are the real deal. Pure. Powerful. The kind of thing people would kill for."

Ben took one of the power crystals, turning it over in his fingers. The magic inside resonated with something deep in his chest—a harmonic frequency that made his staff hum in response.

These weren't just valuable, they felt important. Connected to something larger. Maybe there was a reason his first monument had been in this jungle.

"We need to tell Ariss," he said. "This is her territory. Her people's history. Whatever these are, she should know about them. But there’s a chance that there’s a cave nearby, one like we found in the forest at Lucky Nickel Acres, connected to another power crystal source."

Stormy nodded, carefully gathering the gems back into their pouch. "I agree. I was hoping you'd say that, actually. Ophelia's already spread the word that we found something significant, but I wanted you to see them first. To decide what to do."

"You did the right thing." Ben squeezed her shoulder. "Both of you. This is the kind of discovery that could change everything for this village.”

Stormy's blush returned, darker this time. Her ears did a little swivel of pleasure that she probably didn't realize was visible. “We didn’t do anything, really. Just found it.”

Marnie just smiled and touched the buttercup behind her ear. “But we’re glad we could help.”

“I’m serious,” Ben said. “Merchants will come from far and wide to trade for precious stones like these, even with snake-kin. The human village already proved this with their peat moss industry, even if that did end up drying up.”

Stormy and Marnie glanced at each other with worry.

“Not sure that’s such a great example, Boss,” Marnie said, rubbing one of her short horns. “The humans turned to poaching sacred animals when they ran out of peat moss…”

Ben grinned. “Are you kidding me? We’re not going to end up like that. We got rid of the demon-possessed leader in this village, remember?”

Stormy’s ears flattened into her hair. “Is that what’s going on with the humans?”

“Not for long,” Ben said. “I’m going to take care of that.”

He gave them a brief rundown of his plan for Blackfen as they listened with wide eyes.

“We’re going to do this right,” he finished. “We’ll build slow, using the Crestrunner and Thornback materials to get started. The Homestead is the first step. Then, we can do some surveying, find this cave, and start expanding our territory. We don’t want to announce riches like these until the system protections are in place. And you’ve helped with that, too. Come on, let’s go check out those Maternity Pods and Nesting Houses you built, then deliver these to the Queen."
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Queen Ariss received them in the temple later that afternoon.

The prisoners had been removed to more comfortable accommodations—Ben caught a glimpse of Garek being led toward one of the elevated huts, clean clothes on his back and something like hope in his hollow eyes. The elders had dispersed to their duties.

Ariss's three handmaidens lingered near the dais: Meela practically bouncing on her heels, Bakassa leaning against a pillar with her arms crossed, Ophelia standing quiet and attentive in the background. Only they remained as witnesses when Ariss received her visitors.

The queen was coiled on her dais, the gems spread across a silk cloth at the base of her throne, glittering like captured stars. Her expression was thoughtful as she listened to Stormy's explanation.

"This is quite incredible," Ariss said slowly. "Who knew those ancient waterworks would hold such secrets. Drying out the low area of the village would have been treasure enough.”

"Yes, Your Majesty." Stormy stood straight despite her obvious nervousness—it was her first time meeting the Queen in her lamia form, but her voice was steady. "Ophelia’s glimmer-mice brought them up while clearing the blockages. We don't know how they got there or who put them there, but—"

"I do."

Everyone turned to look at the temple entrance.

Elysanthra stood in the doorway, her dark hair hanging limp around a face that looked thinner than Ben remembered. Paler. The arrogance that usually sharpened her features had softened into something more fragile—not quite humility, but closer to it than Ben had ever seen on her face.

Stormy shifted closer to Marnie, both women eyeing the witch with obvious wariness. They'd heard enough stories about Elysanthra's manipulations to be cautious.

"I think that's our cue to leave," Marnie said quietly, touching Stormy's elbow. "This seems like official business."

Stormy nodded, her ears still flat with unease. "We'll be at the wall if you need us, Boss."

Ben gave them a grateful nod as they slipped past Elysanthra and out of the temple. The witch barely seemed to notice them, her attention fixed on the gems spread before the Queen's throne.

She moved into the temple with careful steps, as if afraid the floor might give way beneath her. Ben was startled by how quickly she was weakening. He hoped she would complete her quest for redemption soon, so they could put this nonsense behind them. He did not want to watch the woman waste away, a victim of her own pride.

"These belonged to the Skyfire Covenant," she said quietly. "We had emergency caches like that hidden all over the place, in the old days. Long before the Great War, we knew an upheaval was coming. The caches were a small security, in case the settlement ever fell to enemies. The location was supposed to be passed down through generations, but..." Her lips twisted. "The war disrupted many such traditions. The knowledge was lost. Even I forgot about them."

"What are you doing here, witch?" Ariss's voice carried an edge. “Don’t you have a quest to be completing? It does not look as if you have much time left.”

Ben winced at the harshness of her words, but he understood the Queen’s anger. “Ariss, please. Let her speak.”

"I helped hide them." Elysanthra's eyes fixed on the gems with something like grief. "So, so long ago. I was young and foolish and still believed I was doing the right thing, then. Now… I don’t know anything anymore."

Silence filled the temple.

Ben studied the witch, trying to reconcile this subdued, fragile woman with the imperious creature who had manipulated villagers and demanded his attention like it was her due. The transformation was startling. Power had always radiated from her like heat from a flame—impossible to ignore, slightly uncomfortable to be near. Now that flame had guttered. She still had magic, he could sense that much, but it flickered instead of blazed.

“Ariss is right, Elysanthra,” Ben said, finally. “You don’t look well. Shouldn’t you be—?”

“I’m working on it!” Her amethyst eyes blazed fiercely despite her frailty. “I just… sensed the power here… the crystals…”

“Would they help you?” Ben asked, glancing at the array of gems and wondering if he was going to have to attempt to stop a robbery. “I’ve given them to Ariss for the village, but you might be able to convince her to—”

“Not likely,” Ariss hissed. “The witch will get nothing from me until she’s proven herself to you. And by the looks of her, that’s not about to happen. You were right not to trust her, Keeper.”

"No,” Elysanthra winced at the queen’s words, but she did not deny them. “These belong to the village now, to Queen Ariss and her people. I’ll not interfere. I have no claim on them. And I doubt they would help me for long, anyhow. No sense bailing out a boat before you’ve fixed the hole in the bottom. I only..." She swallowed. "I wanted you to know their history. That's all."

Ben was surprised by his HUD lighting up.
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"A generous gift of information," Ariss said dryly. "From someone who has not always been generous."

The Queen did not seem to realize what the system did. The gemstones and power crystals rightfully belonged to Elysanthra. Her refusal to claim them had counted as a genuine attempt at restitution.

Elysanthra flinched at the Queen’s words, also not seeming to realize what had happened.

"No. I haven't been." She turned to face the handmaidens. Meela was vibrating with curiosity now, Bakassa watching with narrow eyes, Ophelia still calm and composed. "Which is why I have things to give you. All three of you. Not information this time. Real gifts. To... to try to make amends."

She reached into the folds of her robe and produced three wrapped packages.

The temple fell silent as she crossed to Ophelia first. The healer stood very still, her hazel eyes tracking every movement as Elysanthra held out the largest of the three bundles.

The wrapping fell away to reveal a wooden case, intricately carved with symbols that Ben recognized as healing runes. Inside, nestled in velvet padding, lay an apothecary's dream: vials of rare tinctures, bundles of dried herbs that retained their potency despite obvious age, mortars and pestles of polished stone, and a leather-bound journal filled with handwritten recipes and formulas.

"These are from my personal collection," Elysanthra said, her voice barely above a whisper. "Healing knowledge I gathered over centuries. Cures for diseases that haven't existed in generations. Formulas that the modern world has forgotten." She met Ophelia's wide hazel eyes. "After I left here the night before last, I journeyed back to my caravan and my supplies there. I selected all of my most precious reagents and potions for you.”

Ophelia was stunned. “W-why? Mistress Elysanthra, this is too much.”

“You have a gift for healing,” the witch said. “I was once a powerful enchantress, but I will not make use of these items as you will. I keep them for trade, where they go unused until I find a merchant with deep enough pockets to satisfy me. But… No amount of gold or other trades satisfies me anymore. I realize that now. I sent you into danger to fulfill my own selfish desires. You were hurt because of it, and so was I. This doesn't erase what I did. But I hope... I hope it helps you help others."

Ophelia's hands trembled as she touched the journal's cover. "This is... I don't know what to say."

"You don't have to say anything." Elysanthra looked away. "Just use it well. The fact is, whether or not I survive this ordeal, I have been hoarding magical items like this just for the sake of having them. If I die because of my own foolishness, they will most certainly go to waste. So I might as well give them away and hope my foolishness can do some good in the world before I go."
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Ben was impressed by the level of self-awareness the witch was suddenly showing. She’d gathered all kinds of interesting magical items in her caravan, it was true. And he could imagine her entertaining herself throughout the centuries, buying and making trades. But he could also imagine how empty that life of accumulation would feel compared to seeing the connections of the snake-kin women and their adopted children, or Ben and his demi-beast family.

Elysanthra had been scornful of it all, but that was an act of self-defense, it seemed.

He watched with interest as the witch held out a second package, this one to Meela.

The petite Nagaina snatched her package from Elysanthra’s hand before she could say anything. The wrapping was ripped and flying through the air before the witch even realized she wasn’t holding it anymore.

“I—“ she started. “Um, yes. This one is for you, little one… Uh…”

“Oh my gawwwwdsss!” Meela somehow managed to squeal and hiss at the same time. “I love it, Elly! You are the best!”
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Elysanthra blinked. “E-Elly?”

Inside was a collection of books—a dozen slim volumes with colorful covers and titles in flowing script. Ben caught glimpses of phrases like "The Serpent's Secret Passion" and "Moonlit Scales" and "The Dragon Lord's Forbidden Bride" before Meela clutched them to her chest with another delighted squeal.

The witch was dumbfounded. “Did she just call me Elly?”

“What’s the matter?” Bakassa asked, her tongue flicking between her teeth. “Not deferential enough for you?”

“I don’t know what to think. No one has ever dared to give me a cutesy nickname before. I… Elly? Really…?”

"These are the ones you wouldn't let me borrow!" Meela gasped, completely oblivious to the shock she had just caused. "The really good ones! With the—" She cut herself off, scales flushing bronze. "With the, um, detailed scenes."

"They're yours now." A ghost of Elysanthra's old smirk flickered across her face. "Try not to wear out the pages."

"Oh, I'm definitely wearing out the pages." Meela was already flipping through one of the volumes, her orange eyes going wide. "Oh my gods, is that a diagram?"

"Meela," Bakassa hissed. "Not in front of the Queen."

"What? She's not looking. And even if she was—Your Majesty, have you read The Naga's Ninety Naughty Nights? Because chapter seven is absolutely—"

"Meela."

"Fine, fine. But we're discussing this later." She hugged the books tighter, her tail swishing with happiness. "Thank you, Elly. Really. These are perfect. And of course you can borrow them any time."

“If the pages aren’t stuck together,” Bakassa grumbled. “Make sure she washes her hands before—”

Bakassa’s words were cut off as Elysanthra shoved the final gift at her. She accepted it with considerably more suspicion than the other two, as the witch stood back and crossed her arms protectively over her chest.

“What’s this?” she hissed, staring at the small parcel.

“Open it. The wrapping paper doesn’t remove itself.”

Slowly, Bakassa pulled back the paper and opened the box.

It contained a single item: a leather bracer set with a small, multifaceted crystal. The crystal pulsed with a soft amber light, and when Bakassa slipped the bracer onto her wrist, the light intensified briefly before settling into a steady glow.

"A precision charm," Elysanthra explained. "For archers. When you draw your bow, the crystal will guide your aim. Not control it—you still have to do the work. But it will help you see the shot more clearly. Find the path the arrow wants to take. It’s as strong as I could make it, and I hope it’s enough, because I… I can’t do anymore. But I wanted to try."

Bakassa turned her wrist, watching the crystal catch the light. Her expression remained guarded, but something flickered in her fiery gaze.

"I didn't ask for your help," she said finally.

"I know. But I gave it anyway." Elysanthra's voice was steady, though Ben caught the slight tremor beneath. "You're a warrior. The Queen’s protector. The village needs you at your best. This was the only way I could think to repair the trust between us, if such a thing is possible."

For a long moment, Bakassa just stared at her.

Then she gave a sharp nod. "I accept your gift. As for trust… we’ll see."
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"I can’t ask for more.” Elysanthra turned to Ariss and dipped her head—not quite a bow, but close. "Your Majesty. I've said what I came to say and given what I had to give. May I be excused?"

Ariss studied her with those ancient, knowing eyes. Whatever she saw made her expression soften slightly.

"You may. But Elysanthra..." The Queen's voice carried a note of something almost like concern. "You look unwell. Perhaps you should rest."

"Rest won't help what ails me." Elysanthra's smile was tired and brittle. "But thank you for the thought."

She turned to leave, her steps slow and careful.

A more detailed notification flared in Ben’s HUD.
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Completion of this quest will result in a permanent binding between the Witch and the Breeder, preventing either party from using bonded magic to directly harm the other.

Objectives:

Acknowledge the Wounds — Elysanthra must confront and apologize to the women she has wronged while acting in your name. These apologies must be given personally and without coercion. Status: 4/4 Complete.

Make Restitution — Elysanthra must find a meaningful way to make amends to each wronged individual. The form of restitution is not prescribed; sincerity and effort will be evaluated by the System. Status: 4/4 Complete

Leave a Lasting Mark — Elysanthra must undertake a work of lasting significance that will benefit the village for years to come. Temporary gestures will not satisfy this requirement. Status: Incomplete

Ben caught up with her at the temple entrance.

"Elysanthra. Wait."

She paused but didn't turn around. Her shoulders were tense, her breathing shallow.

"That was well done," he said quietly. "I know it wasn't easy. The apologies, and the thoughtful gifts."

"Easy." She laughed, a hollow sound. "Nothing has been easy since I met you, Keeper. You've turned my entire existence inside out. Made me question everything I thought I knew about myself." She finally turned, and he saw the exhaustion written in every line of her face. "I'm not trying to complain. I know I needed it. I realize now how hollow an existence I’ve been leading. To live long is not necessarily to live well… But it hurts. Gods, it hurts."

"I know." He wanted to touch her—to offer some kind of comfort—but he held back. The boundaries between them were complicated enough already. "Is there anything I can do?"

"You know what you can do." Her voice dropped, losing its brittle edge. "You know exactly what would help. But you can’t. Not until I’ve completed the quest. Not until I’ve proven I’m worthy of your trust."

"Elysanthra—"

"I'm not asking you to change your mind. I understand why you're hesitant. I've given you plenty of reasons to be." She lifted her chin, summoning the last dregs of her pride. "Just know that I'm trying. Every day, I'm trying to be someone worthy of your trust. And I will do it, even if it kills me."

The words hung between them, heavy with meaning.

Before Ben could respond, she turned away again and walked out into the morning light.

He let her go.
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When he returned to the Ariss’s chamber Ben found an unexpectedly domestic scene.

Meela had climbed onto the dais and was carefully placing gems among Ariss's coils—tucking them into the gaps between scales, arranging them in patterns that caught the light. The young Nagaina worked with intense concentration, her tongue poking out slightly as she positioned each stone.

Meanwhile, Ophelia knelt beside the Queen's massive tail, a soft cloth in one hand and a small pot of oil in the other. She was methodically cleaning and polishing each scale, working her way up from the tip with gentle, meticulous strokes. The emerald and gold surfaces gleamed wherever she'd already worked, catching the torchlight like faceted jewels.

Ariss's eyes were half-lidded, her expression one of profound contentment. Every so often, when Ophelia's cloth found a particularly sensitive spot, the Queen's breath would catch and her coils would shift, and her breasts would shudder in a way that was... distracting.

Very distracting.

Ben cleared his throat. "What's all this?"

"Just making the nest pretty!" Meela didn't look up from her work. "Queen Ariss is going to need a proper nest soon, right? For when she has babies? Well, in all the stories, Lamia queens have nests decorated with treasure. Gold and jewels and pretty things. It's supposed to be good luck!"

Ben did not mention the fact that Harpies—sworn enemies of the Lamia—behaved much the same way. And he sure as hell wasn’t going to mention it to Queen Citrine, either. But he did smile.

"She's too large for the Maternity Pods or Nesting Houses that Marnie built," Ophelia added, her voice soft as she continued her ministrations. A flush had crept up her brown cheeks—she was clearly aware of the effect her work was having on the Queen. "So she'll have to give birth here in the temple. Or lay eggs.”

"I’m not sure which it will be, yet," Ariss murmured, her voice languid. "I’m not pregnant yet. But every time you breed me, my Fertility bar grows. And Meela insisted that wherever it happens, the nest must be... mmm... magnificent."

Another slow stroke of Ophelia's cloth. Another subtle shiver through those massive coils.

Ben found himself staring, trying not to imagine breeding the queen again, right then and there. He forced his gaze elsewhere.

Bakassa caught his eye from her position by the pillar, her expression caught somewhere between amusement and exasperation at having to witness her Queen in such a state. “Behave yourself, Keeper,” she warned. “The Queen’s grooming is not to be interrupted.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Ben lied. “But… are the gemstones just decoration? Or are they to help with the breeding somehow?”

"The tradition is old," Ariss continued, her voice dreamy. "Older than this village. Older than memory itself. Lamia queens have decorated their nests with precious things since the dawn of our kind. The gems channel good fortune to the eggs. Strengthen the children before they're even born."

"See?" Meela beamed. "It’s tradition, not just some fantasy from my smutty romance novels. Though it is romantic, isn’t it? To make love in a pile of glittering jewels?”

“If you don’t mind getting rocks stuck in your scales,” Bakassa muttered, looking away.

Meela grabbed another handful of gems. "Ooh, these blue ones would look amazing near your…” She lifted a scrap of fabric, revealing the Queen’s dripping, swollen sex. She dropped the fabric again in a hurry, blushing brightly. “Um…well, let’s just... how about your tail?"

Ben watched the women work, the heat of desire spreading through his chest despite his exhaustion. After everything—the poachers, the nightmares, the mysterious stalker in the jungle—this was what he needed.

Simple joy. Genuine hope. A temple room full of horny women…

Would Meela’s efforts bring good luck? To him it seemed they already had.

"The rest of the gems should go into the village treasury," Ariss said, her voice becoming more businesslike even as Ophelia continued her work. "The power crystals especially. They're too valuable to be decorations."

"Agreed." Ben moved to gather the remaining stones, pushing the other thoughts from his mind. "Stormy can help you figure out the best use for them. She has a good head for resource management. And I’m almost certain she’s got blueprints for machines that will make your lives easier, just waiting for a crystal to power them."

"The Equistar, yes. She and the Holstaur have been impressive." Ariss's tongue flickered. "You choose your people well, Keeper."

"They choose themselves, mostly. I just try to give them room to shine."

"Mmm. A wise approach." The Queen shifted her coils, careful not to dislodge Meela's careful arrangements or interrupt Ophelia's progress. "Speaking of gifts—I have something for you as well. Consider it thanks for everything you've done for my people."

She gestured toward a pile of neatly folded fabric near the base of the dais that Ben hadn't noticed before. He crossed to examine it and found himself genuinely impressed.

Travel leathers, expertly crafted from some kind of jungle hide, supple but sturdy. A formal suit in deep emerald green with gold embroidery, regal without being ostentatious. Five sets of everyday clothing in varying weights, from light linen tunics for the jungle heat to heavier weaves for cooler weather. All of it beautifully made, sized perfectly for him.

And at the bottom of the pile...

Ben held up the final item on one finger, staring at it with a mixture of horror and disbelief.

It was a thong. A tiny, barely-there scrap of fabric that would cover approximately nothing, decorated with what appeared to be Ariss's own shed scales arranged in an intricate pattern.

"I am absolutely not wearing this," he said flatly.

Ariss's laugh was rich and warm. "If you do, I won't have to rip your clothes off anymore."

Ben considered this. She had destroyed three outfits in as many days. At this rate, he'd be naked permanently by the end of the week. The glittery banana hammock could be the lesser of two evils, in that case.

Grudgingly, he tucked the offending garment into the pile with the rest. “We’ll see about that.”

"I knew you'd see reason." The Queen's smile was smug. "The scales are quite soft, I promise. You'll barely notice them."

"I'm sure." Ben gathered up the clothing, genuinely grateful despite the absurdity of the final item. "Thank you, Ariss. Truly. This is... more than generous."

He reached for the Gizzard of Holding at his hip, opening it to store the new wardrobe.

As the fabric disappeared into the bag's impossible depths, he heard something. Faint. Melodic. A woman's voice, singing slow and sweet, the words almost too soft to make out:

"...my anaconda don't... my anaconda don't..."

Ben froze, the bag still open in his hands.

The singing continued, languid and dreamy, transforming what should have been an upbeat song into something that sounded almost like a lullaby.

"...my anaconda don't want none unless you got buns, hun..."

He snapped the bag closed.

What the hell?

He didn't remember singing that one. He was fairly certain he'd never sung that one, not even in the privacy of his own head. Though he had to admit, the sentiment wasn't entirely wrong. He did appreciate a good—

No. No, he was not going down that mental path right now.

"Keeper?" Ariss's voice cut through his confusion. "Is something wrong?"

"Nothing." Ben clipped the Gizzard back to his belt, trying to ignore the faint vibration that might have been humming. "Just... tired. It’s been a long day. And night."

The Queen studied him for a moment, then seemed to accept this explanation. "You should rest before we deal with Blackfen. A tired warrior makes mistakes."

"I’m not too worried about that,” Ben said. “Feeling tired is mostly just habit, these days. The system makes sure I have enough energy for what needs to be done.”

“In that case…” Ariss got a predatory smile on her face. “Perhaps you’d like to stay and… mess up my freshly groomed scales?”

“Hey!” Ophelia sounded offended. “Is that why I’m doing this? Just so you can get all sticky with his seed again?”

“If he wears that sexy little number while he does it,” Bakassa said, “I’d be willing to stay and watch.”

Ben cleared his throat, images of breeding all four of the snake-kin women flooding into his mind. “That doesn’t sound like a bad way to spend the afternoon,” he said, but first… There’s something else we should discuss.”

Ben glanced toward the temple entrance, where the light shone in with a golden glow.

"Elysanthra completed the first two parts of her quest today,” he said. “The apologies and the restitution. Did you receive a notification?"

"I did. After she left," Bakassa said from her post. "I'm still not sure I trust her, but..." She touched the bracer on her wrist. "She's trying. I'll give her that much."

"She has one trial left," Ben said. "Something of lasting significance for the village. I don't know what form it will take, but I have faith she'll find a way. If she can complete that, we won’t have to worry about the trust issue anymore. The system will enforce it for us."

Ariss's expression was thoughtful. "The witch surprised me today, I admit. Perhaps there is hope for her yet. But that is not what I wish to speak of right now, Keeper…"

“What’s that?” Ben asked.

“My handmaidens and I are in a rather desperate need for your attention,” she hissed seductively. “And I’m afraid I can’t let you go off to slay demons before you conquer your queen. So… it’s time to get undressed, unless you want me to do it for you.”

Meela's tail coiled tight around her own thigh, her orange eyes darting between Ben and the Queen with barely contained excitement. Ophelia's cloth had gone still against Ariss's scales, her flush spreading down her neck as she watched. Even Bakassa had shifted her weight, her guarded expression cracking to reveal something hungry beneath.

Ariss's coils whispered across the stone floor, surrounding Ben in a slow, tightening spiral. Her tongue flickered, tasting his arousal in the air, and her smile was pure predator.

"I can smell exactly how much you want this," she purred. "Your body has already surrendered. Now it's just a question of whether your clothes come off the easy way..." Her tail swept his legs out from under him, tumbling him backward into her waiting coils. "...or the fun way."

Ben hardly had time to shout before he was swept into her waiting arms, her three complicit handmaidens giggling excitedly behind him.
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Reckoning of Blackfen


Ben woke to the soft sound of contented sighs.

The temple chamber was warm with morning light filtering through the high windows. Ariss lay coiled around him in a loose spiral, her massive form taking up most of the dais. Her eyes were closed, her breathing slow and deep, her tongue lolling and a little bit swollen from the night's exertions.

For a woman who could use her tongue like a rodeo lasso, Ben considered it quite the accomplishment that she looked so thoroughly conquered.

So did the handmaidens. Meela was curled in a ball near the Queen's tail, her orange eyes half-lidded with exhaustion, her belly rounded and taut beneath her scales. Ophelia lay sprawled across a pile of cushions, one hand resting on her distended stomach, a dreamy smile on her flushed face. Even Bakassa, fierce and guarded as she often was, had collapsed against a pillar with her legs splayed open, too spent to maintain her usual vigilance.

All four of them looked like they'd stuffed themselves at an all-you-can-eat buffet. Which, in a sense, they had.

Ben felt a surge of pride at the sight. Their lips were puffy, their bellies swollen, their bodies marked with the evidence of how thoroughly he'd bred them. They'd taken everything he had to give, every way they could take it, and they'd loved every moment.

His HUD flickered with notifications he'd been too... occupied... to read during the night.

Successful Breeding: Meela (Nagaina)

This mate’s pregnancy is now viable. A Maternity Pod or Nesting House is required to complete gestation.

Successful Breeding: Ophelia (Human) This mate’s pregnancy is now viable. A Maternity Pod is required to complete gestation.

Successful Breeding: Bakassa (Nagaina) This mate’s pregnancy is now viable. A Maternity Pod or Nesting House is required to complete gestation.

Three for three. Ben allowed himself a moment of satisfaction before scrolling to the next notification.

Household Reputation Update: New Perk Unlocked

He pulled up the full reputation display.

Ariss – Lamia – Queen of the Stone Coil Monument (Lover)

Current Reputation: 79/100

- Perk [25]: Serpent's Heart – Reputation with snake-kin villagers in Queen Ariss's territory automatically upgraded to 50/100.

- Perk [50]: Arcane Coils – Once per day, the Keeper may suffocate an enemy (or ally) with magical vines.

- Perk [75]: Breeder's Choice – Upon successful breeding, the Keeper may choose the method of reproduction for his snake-kin mate: egg clutch or live-birth.

- Perk [100]: Locked

Breeder's Choice. That was interesting. The snake-kin had been curious whether or not they would have live births or lay eggs, since in the past both had happened. He wasn’t sure if they would have a preference, but he liked that he would have the option of choosing for them if they did.

Footsteps echoed from the temple entrance and Ben closed his HUD to look up.

Sisara and Siseeko appeared in the doorway, their emerald and copper scales gleaming in the morning light. Both warriors stopped short at the sight before them, their expressions carefully neutral despite the obvious aftermath of Ben’s nocturnal activities scattered around the chamber.

He quickly filed away the question of breeding preferences for later consideration—there would be time to discuss that once the current crisis was resolved.

"Keeper," Sisara said, her voice professionally flat. "The war party is assembled. We plan to march on Blackfen within the hour."

After Ariss’s immediate needs had been taken care of the night before, she’d given him a detailed account of her interrogation of the poachers and the decision she and the council of elders had come to.

As Ben had hoped would be the case, the queen had decided that it would be most beneficial to the snake-kin village to offer their help in disposing of the demonic presence in Blackfen, in hopes of creating more favorable interactions between the neighbors in the future.

They wanted to move quickly, though, so the demon did not have time to suspect there was a problem with his plan. It was decided that an early morning attack would be best, as that was typically when demons were at their weakest.

"I'll be ready," he said.

Neither twin moved. Their eyes stayed fixed on a point somewhere above Ben's head, studiously avoiding the tableau of sleeping, satisfied snake-women surrounding him.

Ben extracted himself from Ariss's coils as gently as he could. The Queen murmured something in her sleep but didn't wake. None of them did. They were too far gone, lost to the sort of breeding coma that seemed to hit his mates after a particularly vigorous session. They probably wouldn’t have noticed anything short of an earthquake.

He crossed to Ariss's grooming station, where Ophelia had prepared a basin of scented water and soft cloths the night before. The twins continued to not-watch as he cleaned himself, their gazes drifting toward the high windows with studied casualness.

Once he was presentable, Ben reached for the Gizzard of Holding.

The new clothes Ariss gave me, or...

Actually, he wanted the padded armor with the strange purple stitching instead. It fit him well, and had an appropriately ominous look that would do well for the job he had to do that day. He still didn’t know how the thing had been made, but that hardly mattered.

As he thought of the items he wanted from the bag, something strange happened.

A sound rose from deep inside the Gizzard of Holding which, if he wasn’t completely imagining things, Ben could have sworn was a self-satisfied sounding “Yes! Yes-yes-yes-yes YES!”

Ben froze, his hand still inside the Gizzard's opening.

But the moment he focused on the voice—the moment he noticed—it cut off abruptly, as if whoever or whatever was muttering in there could hear his thoughts.

The clothes appeared in his hand.

Ben stared at the bag for a long moment. Then, feeling slightly ridiculous, he whispered: "Uh… Thanks?"

A trill of delighted, girlish giggling echoed from within. But it sounded distorted, as if the sound of a girl laughing had been fed through some kind of spooky Hallowe’en filter to make her sound ghostly and deranged.

He snapped the Gizzard closed and clipped it to his belt, his mind racing. Something was living in that bag. Something that could hear him, respond to him, and apparently had strong opinions about his wardrobe choices.

When the hell was he going to fit solving that mystery into his to-do list, he wanted to know?

After he killed this demon, he guessed.
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The war party gathered at the village gate.

Sisara and Siseeko led the procession through the jungle, spears ready, their green-gold scales glinting with coppery undertones in the morning light. Usseni and Asha flanked the group like specters, one pale and ghostly, one as black as midnight, both wearing grim expressions. Tess brought up the rear, her movements sharp and watchful. Her darker skin and scales blended into the jungle shadows as if she were a part of them.

The five poachers stood in a ragged cluster near the center of the formation. They looked marginally better than they had when they’d arrived in the snake-kin village. At least they were fed, rested, and no longer on the verge of collapse. But their eyes held the hollow desperation of men who knew the horrors weren’t over yet. They were not eager for what waited for them in Blackfen.

Garek caught Ben's gaze. "My family," he said quietly. "Whatever happens today... please. Save my family."

"That's the plan."

At the gate at the edge of the snake-kin territory, just as the group approached, a figure in black emerged from the shadow.

Sisara hissed, pointing her spear at the newcomer, as if she expected an ambush. For a moment, Ben wondered if the dark shaman had decided to join their march on Blackfen. He clapped Garek on the shoulder and pushed his way to the front of the group.

Ben was somewhat disappointed to find the black-robed figure was not the shaman. But that disappointment was quickly dispersed by surprise at the face he recognized within the dark cowl.

“Elysanthra,” he said. “What are you doing here?”

The sickly witch moved toward them with careful, measured steps, her long robe swirling around her ankles. She'd pulled the hood up to shadow her face, but Ben could see enough to know she looked worse than yesterday. Thinner. Paler. The bones of her cheeks stood out like knife blades beneath paper-thin skin.

“I’m coming with you,” she said.

“You’re not well,” Ben said. “You shouldn’t be here.”

"And yet here I am." Her voice was brittle, but her amethyst eyes still held their familiar spark of defiance when they met his from beneath the cowl. "You need me, Keeper. Whether you want to admit it or not."

"You can barely stand."

"I can stand well enough to do what must be done." She drew closer, lowering her voice so only he could hear. "You can Exorcise the demon. Your staff's light will drive the spirit from its host. But if you kill the host while the demon is still partially bound to it, the spirit will simply flee to possess someone else. You need a Banishment to destroy it completely."

This was true. It was how they’d dealt with the demons that had attacked the snake-kin village during his last visit, including the powerful demon that had possessed Queen Nyssael.

"Are you sure you can do it?" he asked, lowering his voice as well. “Now?”

There was no doubt that the witch was a shadow of her former self, and the last demonic battle had not been easy.

"I am the only one here who has a chance." Her lips twisted. "The snake-kin lost their only shaman in the previous battles, did they not? Unless you have some trick hiding in that magical bag of yours, I’m the only option you’ve got."

Ben thought of the singing, the giggling, whatever—whoever—was living in the Gizzard. He wasn’t sure what was in his bag, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t going to banish any demons for him.

Maybe he could request some kind of magical item and hope for the best?

“Actually, that’s not a bad idea…”

He put his hand inside and thought: Staff of Demonic Banishment.

Pain exploded in his fingers as if he’d just had a cupboard door slammed on them. “Ow! What the hell?”

A faint, muttered cursing was his only answer as he withdrew his hand to inspect the damage. They were bruised but not broken, fortunately.

"All right,” he said carefully. “Apparently not.”

Elysanthra gave him a strange look, her amethyst eyes jumping from the bag to his hand then back again. “What’s in there—?”

She reached for it, and Ben stepped back quickly. She dropped her hand and put it on her hip, in an attempt to disguise the motion. But her eyes kept returning to the bag.

"It’s clear that you need me,” Elysanthra straightened, summoning the last dregs of her pride. "I will not be left behind to wither while you fight all the battles that matter. It’s undignified, and frankly, it’s beneath me. Even if I am weakened, I’m still the most powerful sorceress in Faerowilde.”

Ben wasn’t sure that was true anymore. Surely some of the demi-beasts and monster-kin had skills that surpassed the witch now. She looked like she was on death’s door.

But he didn’t know that for sure.

“I won’t try to stop you if you’re certain,” he said. “But I don’t want you pushing yourself beyond your limits.”

She gave him a scornful look. “I’m dying, Keeper. Thanks to you.” She stopped herself, as if lashing out was an instinct she hadn’t quite learned to control, then sighed. “I’m sorry. I know it is my own fault. What I mean is that, if I'm going to die, I'd rather do it being useful than lying in a bed feeling sorry for myself."

There was no arguing with that kind of determination. Ben had learned that much about the witch over the past few days. Though there was obviously a note of bitterness hiding very close beneath the surface of her words.

"Fine," he said. "But you stay back until we need you. No heroics."

"I wouldn't dream of it," she said, rolling her eyes. “That’s not really my style at the best of times.”

She was lying. They both knew she was lying. Elysanthra loved nothing more than to wow an audience with a nice big display of power. True, it wasn’t really heroic when she was doing it to fluff her own ego, but sometimes it amounted to the same thing, when their motivations aligned.

In any case, Ben didn’t see how he had much choice. If he wanted to be rid of the demon for good, they needed someone who could perform a Banishment spell. And while there was at least one shaman hiding in the jungle, he still wasn’t certain whose side she was on or what type of powers she had.

“All right,” he said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Let’s move out.” Then, so that only the witch could hear, he added, “Elysanthra, you stick with me.”

She smirked. “At long last, we get some time alone together. Figures that it would be like this, and not the way that would save my life.”

Ben bristled, about to protest. “That’s not—”

“No, no, don’t worry, Keeper,” she said, cutting him off with a wave of a startlingly bony hand. “I know it’s not your fault, and I am not blaming you. It’s just… a bit more evidence that I never had nearly so much figured out as I thought I did. I really must be dying. I don’t think I’ve ever had so many useful revelations in my entire life. Mortality is a curse, is it not? Why is it that we only realize how foolish we’ve been for our entire lives when we’re just about to lose them?”

“Mortality isn’t a curse,” he said, thinking back to his past life, and the many realizations he’d come to as he’d aged. “It’s a gift. The gift of change and growth, the way we learn and pass those teachings on to the next generation. Without it, people stagnate.”

“Listen to him,” Elysanthra said, a mocking tone in her voice. “The miraculously ascended human, now gifted with immortality, wants to tell me what a gift it will be to die. Forgive me if I don’t take comfort in your opinion, Keeper. What will you do, now that you’re doomed to stagnation?”

“It’s true,” he said. “Time is no longer my enemy. But as long as I am putting my life on the line for this world, I don’t have anything to fear from immortality, either. I don’t think I will feel immortal until all the threats have been eliminated from Faerowilde. Once I’ve seen all there is to see and learned all there is to learn and passed all of that on to my children… Maybe then I’ll feel the pain of my years crushing me, or the boredom of inertia."

As he said it, he realized that mortality wasn’t the only gift. Family was a key part of that puzzle.

He thought of all the demi-beasts and monster-kin, not to mention Elysanthra herself, alive for centuries or millennia… Their magically enhanced lifespans, without the ability to raise families and pass on their ancestral knowledge, had resulted in stagnation. They had remained unchanged, other than their circumstances, ever since the Great War. Not only stagnation, but regression. Without new generations to teach, the immortal began to forget the things they’d always known. Even the snake-kin, who adopted human children, never had any need to pass on information that humans couldn’t use. Their heritage and history was some of the first information to be lost—such as whether or not they had live births or laid eggs, or how to choose.

Many of the demi-beasts he’d met hadn’t started to level their skills in the system until they were pushed by him, to think outside the box. Not because they weren’t capable of growth or change, but because those who hadn’t been alive long before the Great War didn’t know what they were capable of. They were born into a world where they were treated as slaves and servants, and they had believed that was all they were good for.

Ben had shown them that they could do more, and by giving them the chance to have children of their own to pass down their knowledge to, he’d given them a reason to push themselves.

Not because he was any better than they were. He’d only been able to do any of what he’d done because he’d suffered a similar stagnation in his old life. The older he’d gotten, the easier it was to recognize the mistakes he’d made. But he hadn’t been able to turn back time to fix any of them.

Until he’d died.

Until he’d been reborn.

Until the System had opened his eyes to his full potential.

“And what will you do then?” Elysanthra wanted to know. “Once you have saved the world and learned and seen all of the things and passed on all of that precious knowledge. What will you do when immortality catches up with you?”

“Then I’ll be ready for the next adventure,” he said. “Whether that be death, or another dimension.”

Elysanthra looked at him oddly, watching his face to see if he was joking. “I have been alive for a very long time, but I am not yet ready to die.”

He fervently hoped, for Elysanthra’s sake, that she would be able to pass the system’s final test and be deemed worthy of the next stage of her life.

He knew he could take her as a mate, remove her curse, and cure her of this unpleasant state of uncertainty. But she was on the cusp of a great revelation about herself, who she was meant to be, and if she received redemption before she’d learned what it meant to sacrifice—he shuddered, instinctively knowing that this would be a disaster for all of Faerowilde. With the witch augmented by his power, who knew what kind of monster he might unleash on the world.

“You’re not ready to die,” Ben said, “because you’re not done living yet.”

He smiled at her.

Ben was surprised when she reached for his hand. He took her fingers in his and gave them what he hoped was a reassuring squeeze.

“You’re a strange man, Keeper,” was all she said.

But this time, there was little venom in her voice.

She squeezed his fingers back.

As the snake-kin village disappeared behind them, Ben felt eyes on his back. Not hostile. Not threatening. Just... watching. Waiting.

The shaman was still out there. Still observing.

And for the first time since he'd sensed her presence, Ben wasn't afraid.
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The jungle thinned as they approached the village, towering trees giving way to stunted, twisted things with roots that clawed at waterlogged soil. The ground turned spongy beneath Ben's boots. Each step squelched, releasing the sour smell of decay and stagnant water. Pools of black water glinted between tufts of coarse sedge grass, and clouds of biting insects rose in swarms wherever the party disturbed the stillness.

Even the sky, which peeked through the jungle canopy over the snake-kin village a pure turquoise blue, was washed out and dingy looking.

"Peat bog," Elysanthra murmured, her fingers tightening around Ben's. "Lovely. I've always wanted to die in a swamp."

Sisara glanced back, her golden eyes scanning the landscape with distaste. "The humans harvest fuel from these bogs, but our people have never liked the smell of it. Dried peat burns hot enough to cook with, though, and it's all they have.”

“There’s a forest right here,” Ben said, glancing back at the towering trees. “What’s wrong with wood?”

Garek snorted, a pained expression on his face. “I suppose that’s what the first settlers in this area thought, too. But these trees don’t burn well. The wood is wet and spongey and leaves a sour taste in the air and the back of your throat when you cook on it. Even the peat is better than that.”

“It’s true,” Siseeko nodded. She flicked a fallen branch up with the tip of her spear, grabbed it, and cracked it open for Ben to see. It was riddled with holes, which might have been made by insects, or might have just been how the tree grew. He didn’t know. “The good burning woods are all deeper in the jungle—and our territory—than the humans care to tread. They’ve never been particularly friendly with us, and we don’t need their peat, so we never established a trade relationship.”

Asha let out a scornful hiss. “Pity for them. By the looks of it, putting themselves on a pedestal above us demi-beasts hasn’t worked out so well.”

Garek winced, but he didn’t argue.

“The land is too wet to farm properly, on top of that,” Callum added with a sigh. He gestured to the horizon, which was fogged with swarms of black bugs. “My aunt and uncle farm out that way. I help sometimes, with my cousins. Anything we plant either drowns or rots before it can be harvested, except for a few patches with better drained soil. Mostly we rely on the merchants who come through, but…"

He trailed off, but Ben knew what he was going to say. The merchants hadn’t been coming now that there was no peat to trade.

No wonder the demon had found such easy prey here. A village built on land that couldn't sustain crops, surrounded by jungle that belonged to people they refused to trade with and animals they'd been forbidden to hunt. Desperation had been baked into Blackfen's foundations long before Mayor Fellwater started pulling strings.

By the time the Blackfen came into view, it was clear that the town was dying.

The buildings sagged like exhausted animals, their wooden frames warped and rotting despite the fact that this was still the dry season. The streets were empty. What fields there were at the far edge of the bog were struggling or fallow. A pall of gray smoke hung over everything, though he couldn't see any fires.

And the people...

The few villagers who emerged from their hovels as Ben’s party approached were barely more than skeletons. Sunken eyes stared from gaunt faces. Stick-thin limbs hung limp at their sides. They moved with the shuffling gait of the starving, their movements mechanical, their expressions blank.

"Gods," Tess breathed. "What happened to them?"

“It makes sense now, that so many of these families give up their children,” Usseni said. “They can barely sustain themselves.”

Garek had tears in his eyes, perhaps thinking of his own daughter. “We never knew it was your village that took them in.”

“When the merchants took them away ‘for adoption’ I think most of us suspected the worst,” Kessian added, his voice cracking. “But I always hoped…”

Damasco nodded. “It will be good to tell their families. When I saw all those girls… happy and thriving with the snake people… Even though we were bound and being taken for trial, that was the moment I realized we were going to be all right.”

“It’s not over yet.” Garek ran his fingers over his face to dry his tears. “Not yet.”

“How could this happen, though?” Tess wondered aloud. “They’re our neighbors. And we didn’t even know.”

It reminded Ben a lot of what Grimsby looked like when he first arrived. And while the land barons who had abused that village hadn’t been possessed by demons, they had been possessed by something very similar.

"Greed," he said quietly. "Greed happened. And it works quickly."

It was entirely possible that the demonic tokens he’d taken from the poachers were just some magical knick-knack the mayor had picked up from somewhere, and not a sign that he was literally possessed by a demon.

Greed could turn people into monsters just as easily.

Whatever the cause was, Ben just hoped they’d be able to get to the root of the problem and heal Blackfen the same way they’d been able to heal Grimsby. No one deserved to live like this, even if they had sent people into the jungle to poach sacred animals. It was too much.

The poachers had stopped at the edge of the village, their faces ashen. Garek was shaking, his eyes scanning the crowd desperately. Looking for his wife and daughter.

A door creaked open at the far end of the main street and a man emerged.

Any remaining doubts in Ben’s mind were removed the instant he stepped into the street.

This was a demon. Or some other sort of monster.

It no longer seemed to even be trying to look human.

Mayor Osric Fellwater stood nearly eight feet tall, his limbs impossibly long, his fingers stretching past his knees. His skin was covered in purple stretch marks, as if something inside him had been growing too fast for the flesh to contain. He wore a top hat that added another foot to his already monstrous height, a monocle glinting over one yellowed eye, and a pinstriped suit that hung loose on his skeletal frame.

His thin mustache twitched as he twirled it between two elongated fingers, like some sort of comic book villain.

"Ah!" The Mayor's voice was too high, too cheerful, utterly wrong for the corpse-like face it came from. "My hunting party returns! I was beginning to worry, you know. Lost track of you in the night. Most inconvenient."

He descended the steps of his manor with jerky, lurching movements, dragging his knuckles on the ground. His too-long legs bent at angles that made Ben's stomach turn.

"Where are the goods?" Fellwater demanded, his yellowed eyes sweeping over the group. He didn't seem to notice the snake-kin warriors. Didn't seem to register that half the "hunting party" wasn't human. "Three pairs of tusks, that was the agreement. Three Cleftusks in exchange for the food Blackfen needs to survive. Now. Where are they?"

The poachers exchanged terrified glances.

"We... we couldn't..." Garek started.

"Couldn't?" The Mayor's smile stretched too wide, revealing too many teeth. "Couldn't is not an acceptable answer, Mr. Mire. We had an arrangement. You bring me valuable goods, I let your families live. Simple economics, really. Supply and demand. Even you aren’t so stupid that you can’t follow that simple logic… So I can only assume that you don’t want your families to live. Is that right?"

Garek shuddered. “N-no, I—"

Ben stepped forward. "The arrangement is over."

Fellwater's head swiveled toward him, the movement too fast, too fluid. The monocle caught the light as he examined this new variable.

"And who might you be? I can’t have forgotten the name of such a strapping man as yourself… you look positively delectable… all that tasty-wasty muscle clinging to those big strong bones… Who are you? Who!"

"I'm the one who destroyed those tokens you gave them. The ones that let you track them through the jungle." Ben let his staff's crystal flare with golden light. "And I'm the one who's going to destroy you."

For a long moment, the Mayor just stared at him.

Then he laughed. Too many voices layered over each other, harmonizing in discordant tones that scraped against Ben's eardrums like broken glass.

"Destroy me?" Fellwater spread his impossibly long arms wide, his fingers nearly touching the buildings on either side of the street. "Destroy me? My dear boy, do you have any idea what I am?"

"I’m starting to get a pretty good idea, yeah." Ben's grip tightened on his staff. "I’ve met your kind before.”

“Oh, you have never met anything like me, I promise you that.”

“Demon. Of greed probably. Possessing a human host. Kinda boring, actually. I mean, greed? It’s been done so many times before."

Ben intended to keep the creep talking while he sorted through his HUD, trying to see if he had any other spells that might be of use to weaken the demon. Despite Ben’s mocking, he could actually tell that this creature was strong. At least as strong as the demon that had possessed Queen Nyssael and unfortunately unrestrained. Nyssael had retained some control over her faculties, making the demon’s possession a more tenuous thing. It was clear that the real Mayor Osric was long dead and gone, and the demon had full control.

“All right, all right. I admit greed is an overdone sin. It’s gratuitous by nature, isn’t it? Then again, all sins are. That’s what makes them so much fun.”

“Fun? You’ve been feeding on the desperation of these people so long there’s nothing left. You want to have some real fun, pick on someone your own size.”

"Feeding." The Mayor's smile turned dreamy. "Yes. That's exactly the right word. I do so love to feed."

He raised his freakish hands like a puppet master pulling strings.

All around them, doors burst open and shutters flew wide. Starving villagers poured into the street—men, women, children—their movements jerky and uncoordinated as they stared forward with glassy and unfocused eyes.

“And since you’re offering, I’d love to take a bite out of you.”

All the villagers turned to face Ben and his party at once, slack jawed and unseeing, but somehow reflecting the demon’s hunger in their locked, blank gazes. They began to shuffle toward him.

They weren't walking. They were being walked.

Ben had to suppress a shudder.

"You see," Fellwater said conversationally, "the wonderful thing about greed is that it's everywhere. Every one of these pitiful creatures has it, which is how I got inside them. The desire for more food. More safety. More life. And that desire..." His fingers twitched, and a dozen villagers jerked forward in unison. "...gives me strings to pull."

"Ben," Elysanthra's voice was taut with warning. "He's stronger than I expected. Much stronger."

"Can you still Banish him?"

"I... I think so. But you'll need to weaken him first. Significantly."

Fellwater's head cocked to one side, his yellowed eyes finding the hooded figure at the back of the group. "Ah. The witch. I can smell your curse from here, you know. Rotting from the inside out. Delicious. I’ll take a little taste of you, too, while I’m at it. Don’t mind if I do…"

"Focus on the demon," Ben growled. "I'll handle—"

Fellwater’s body snapped like an elastic band. One impossibly long arm lashed out, faster than anything that size should be able to move. Bony fingers closed around the throat of an old man who'd been standing near the edge of the crowd—one of the puppet-villagers, still swaying in place with glazed eyes.

The Mayor's jaw dropped, unhinged and stretching, wider and wider, the skin of his cheeks tearing to accommodate an opening that grew to the size of a barrel. Rows of needle-thin teeth glinted in the darkness of his throat.

He shoved the old man inside. Flesh tore as his body was shoved past the teeth that raked through his skin like a cheese grater.

The villager didn't even scream. He just... disappeared. Swallowed whole, sliding down that impossible gullet like a mouse into a snake.

Fellwater's body shuddered and grew. His oversized limbs stretched another six inches, his torso elongating, his pinstriped suit tearing at the seams.

But he didn't get fatter. If anything, he got thinner. More skeletal. As if the more he consumed, the more hollow he became.

"Oh, that's better," the demon sighed. "I was getting so hungry."

Sisara hissed something in an ancient tongue, raising her spear.

"Wait—" Ben started, reaching out to grab the Naga warrior by the shoulder just as the demon’s arm lashed out again.

The grotesque limb whipped past Sisara’s face and ripped another villager through the air—a middle aged man wearing a blacksmith’s apron, which, after the tell-tale physique of his trade had withered by starvation, was the only thing that could identify him as such.

The demon crushed him with a sickening crunch of bone and squelch of rending flesh as he shoved the man’s body down his throat, swallowing again and again as its body stretched once more.

"Stop him!" Garek screamed. "For the gods' sake, stop him!"

The power radiating from the beast grew with every bite of human flesh it consumed until Ben could see the greasy, black and purple stain of its magic oozing from its flesh and contaminating the air around it.

The entire street began to reek of sulfur and burning hair.

Ben readied his spell and shouted, “Now!”

The snake-kin attacked.

Spears flew. Arrows sang through the air. Sisara and Siseeko lunged in perfect coordination, their blades flashing.

The weapons passed through Fellwater's elongated limbs like they were striking smoke. The blades that should have severed flesh simply... slid off, leaving no mark.

Ben hadn’t expected them to. He just wanted the demon distracted while he attempted his first attack.

"Foolish creatures," the demon laughed, snatching up another victim. A young man this time. Barely out of boyhood. "Don't you understand? I am want itself. I am the hollow space that can never be filled. Your pathetic weapons cannot touch what I am."

Callum stumbled forward, his young face twisted with horror. "That's my cousin! That's—"

Fellwater's head swiveled toward the poacher. "Ah, one of my hunters. How good of you to volunteer."

An arm shot out.

Callum didn't even have time to scream before those impossibly long fingers wrapped around his torso and lifted him off his feet. The other poachers shouted, scrambling backward. Garek lunged forward but Usseni caught him, holding him back.

"No!" Ben raised his staff, golden light blazing. "Let him go!"

The demon paused, Callum dangling from his grip like a rag doll. "Or what, little Keeper? What will you do?"

Ben cast Ward of the Keeper.

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.

He pushed outward, willing the barrier to expand, to crush, to obliterate everything evil in its path.

Golden light exploded from his staff in a shockwave that rippled across the village square. It passed through the party of warriors first—Ben felt it wash over him like warm water, felt the protective magic settle into his bones. Then it hit the puppet-villagers.

The glassy look faded from their eyes. They blinked. They gasped. They looked around at each other with dawning horror, as if waking from a nightmare.

When the wave of light reached the demon, Fellwater's yellowed eyes went wide. For the first time since the confrontation began, something like fear flickered across that monstrous face of his.

The ward slammed into him.

The demon doubled over like he'd taken a battering ram to the gut. A wheeze escaped him, as if all the air had been driven from lungs he shouldn't have possessed. His impossibly long limbs spasmed, his top hat tumbling from his head.

Yes. Ben pushed harder, pouring more power into the ward. Break, damn you. Break—

Fellwater's twitching arm pulled Callum’s cousin toward him, shoving the young man into its gaping maw before Ben could react. The moment it swallowed, the demon straightened, its eyes blazing with renewed fury.

The ward shattered.

Ben felt it break like a bone snapping inside his chest. The golden light fractured into a thousand glittering shards that hung in the air for half a heartbeat before dissolving into nothing. A sound like breaking crystal echoed across the square, and the taste of copper flooded Ben's mouth.

He staggered, catching himself on his staff.

The puppet-villagers' eyes glazed over again. The strings reattached. Whatever freedom they'd glimpsed for that brief moment was gone.

But the demon was breathing hard. Clutching its stomach with one elongated hand. The ward hadn't held, but it had hurt the creature.

And Ben’s party was still standing, still fighting. The protective magic had sunk into them. Ben could see a faint golden shimmer around each of the snake-kin warriors, and around the poachers. Even around Elysanthra's hunched form where she hovered just behind Ben’s shoulder, her mouth moving with a silent spell as she prepared the Banishment spell.

The last time they’d fought demons together her power had been great enough that she could Banish in an instant. The fact that it was taking her so long now worried Ben more than he wanted to admit.

"Disappointing," Fellwater wheezed. But his voice had lost some of its oily confidence. "I expected more from you, Keeper."

"Give it time," Ben growled.

The demon's eyes narrowed. Then its gaze shifted to Callum, still struggling in its spider-fingered grip.

"Ah, yes. The grieving cousin." Fellwater's smile stretched too wide. "I do hate to leave family reunions incomplete."

Its arm snapped toward its mouth, dragging the shrieking young man into the depths.

"Callum!" Garek screamed.

The demon shoved the poacher into its gaping maw, needle teeth gleaming—

And bit down.

CRACK.

Fellwater recoiled, shrieking, his hands flying to his mouth. Ferociously pointed teeth scattered across the cobblestones like broken glass. Black ichor dripped from his ruined gums.

Ben grinned. The Ward of the Keeper hadn’t been a complete failure, obviously.

"You DARE—" the demon snarled, his voice distorted by his shattered mouth.

He hurled Callum away from him in disgust.

The young poacher flew through the air, arms pinwheeling, and slammed directly into Garek. Both men went down in a tangle of limbs, taking Damasco with them. The old poacher's stream of curses was muffled by someone's elbow in his face.

"Ow," Callum wheezed from the bottom of the pile. "Gods. I… I think I'm alive?"

"Get OFF me—" Garek shoved at him. “Or you won’t be for long, you fool.”

"Sorry, sorry—"

Under other circumstances, it might have been funny. Right now, Ben just felt a surge of desperate relief that the boy was breathing.

The demon grew again, stretching itself taller and thinner. This time, it did not appear to get stronger, though. As if the ward had also prevented it from gaining power by consuming the villagers.

"Now, Keeper!" Elysanthra shouted. "Use the light!"

If she was ready, so was he.

Ben raised his staff, golden radiance building in the crystal. But before he could release it, Fellwater moved again.

Usseni fell backward in her attempt to get away, knocking into Ben and interrupting the Exorcism spell.

The demon’s whip-like limb snapped through the air and closed on another victim. When Ben regained his balance and he spun toward the demon, he froze.

The little girl in the monster’s grasp couldn't have been more than six years old, with her limp hair in pigtails and a ragged dress that had been patched too many times. Huge, terrified eyes suddenly snapped into focus as the demon's grip broke whatever spell had been controlling her.

She screamed as she was wrenched toward the demon’s waiting mouth, reaching out as she passed Ben’s party, her fingers skimming just over the tops of their heads. “Daadddyyyy!”

Behind him, Garek let out an inhuman howl.

"LILY!" He slammed into Ben’s back, trying to reach his daughter. "LILY, NO!"

Sisara moved before anyone else could react. The Naga warrior launched herself at the demon's arm, wrapping her arms around the elongated limb and the powerful coils of her tail around its spindly wrist and fingers. She fought with every ounce of strength to keep the monster from lifting the child to its toothy maw.

"Let her go!" Sisara snarled through gritted teeth. "Let her—"

Her words cut off in a gasp.

Where her scales touched the demon's flesh, they withered like dying leaves. Bright green and copper faded to gray as the life drained out of her, flowing into Fellwater like water into a sponge.

"Sisara!" Siseeko screamed, rushing to her sister's aid. “Let go, you have to let her go!”

Usseni and Asha attacked the demon from each side. Tess, as nimble as a shadow, circled behind, looking for an opening. But none of them could land a blow that mattered. None of them could stop the demon's feeding.

“You will not take her!” Sisara refused to release the demon, though her grip was weakening. Her scales were flaking off in gray patches. “You disgusting, corrupt fiend. You are everything that is wrong with this world, and I will not let you harm another!”

The little girl dangled from the demon's fingers, sobbing, reaching for her father who was being held back by the remaining poachers, who were clearly terrified of what was becoming of the Naga warrior.

"Elysanthra, hurry!" Ben's voice cracked, his staff glowing once more with the Exorcism spell. "Now! While he’s distracted!”

This time, the spell began to tug at the demon, wrenching the oily black spirit from the twisted body of Mayor Osric. But the slippery parasite kept clinging to its host, fighting Ben’s spell every inch of the way.

“Elysanthra, Banish him!”

The witch was on her knees, her hands pressed to the earth, purple light building around her fingers. Her hood had fallen back, revealing a face that looked more skull than flesh.

"I'm trying," she gasped. "It's too strong. I need more time—"

"We don't have time!"

Fellwater's jaw began to unhinge again, those needle teeth gleaming as he lifted Lily toward his gaping mouth.

Elysanthra looked up.

Her eyes met Ben's.

"I'm sorry," she whispered. “I can’t do both… you’ll have to find another way.”

Ben didn’t understand the witch’s words. “What? Both what?”

Then she did something with her hands—a gesture Ben didn't recognize, words in a language he'd never heard—and electric purple light exploded outward in a wave.

It was not the Banishment spell, at least, not the one he’d seen her use before.

The blast hit Sisara and Lily simultaneously, ripping them away from the demon's grip with enough force to send them tumbling across the street. Fellwater staggered backward, his impossibly long limbs windmilling for balance, his connection to the puppet-villagers severed in an instant.

The people of Blackfen began to scream.

Real screams, this time. Aware. Terrified. No longer controlled.

The demon crashed to his knees, weakened but not defeated, his yellowed eyes blazing with fury.

Ben didn't know what the hell Elysanthra had just done, but he wasn’t about to let this moment go without taking a shot at the weakened monster.

For some reason, the first spell that came to him was one he had never used before.

Arcane Coils.

He'd received it after one of his more adventurous breeding sessions with Queen Ariss, presumably for surviving a literal tongue lashing. But the memory was vivid, and desperation made him creative.

Thank fuck I don’t have to use my tongue, he thought.

Green-gold vines erupted from the ground, thick as a man's arm, coiling around Fellwater's elongated limbs. The demon shrieked, thrashing against the bonds, but he was finally weakened enough that he could not break free easily.

Whatever Elysanthra had done might have made the Banishment they’d planned impossible, but it had sure as hell not been ineffective.

It’s fine, Ben told himself. I’ll just do what I originally planned. Plan ‘A.’ Exorcise him. Destroy the host body. And hope it’s weakened enough to run away with its pointed demon tail tucked between its legs.

Ben raised his staff.

Golden light blazed forth, pure and blinding, slamming into the demon's twisted form. Fellwater's scream split into a hundred different voices as the Exorcism tore through him. The Mayor's body convulsed, his back arching, his mouth gaping open—

Black and purple smoke poured from Fellwater's throat, coalescing above his shuddering form into a shape that hurt to look at. The demon's true form, a writhing mass of hunger and want, all grasping tendrils and hollow eyes and mouths that opened onto nothing, was wrenched from the weakened corpse.

Ben poured more light into the staff. The demon shrieked, but it wasn't dying. It was just... separating. Pulling free of its host.

It wasn’t weak enough. Ben could see it, twisting in the air, two blazing yellow orbs scanning the crowd of screaming villagers as it sought another victim.

Okay. Plan B it is. Again.

"Elysanthra!" He glanced over his shoulder. "Banish it! You can do this! Come on!"

But even as the words spilled from his mouth he knew it was useless.

The witch lay crumpled on the ground.

She wasn't moving.

No. No, no, no—Fuck. We need a Plan C!

A roar split the air.

From the edge of the jungle, something burst into the village square. Its form flickered and shifted, there and not-there, its long feline body swirling with spots in colors that didn't exist in nature.

The phantom jaguar, the same one that had attacked Ben in the poacher’s camp. It was here again. Which meant—

Oh, shit.

The jaguar, phantom or illusion or whatever it was, leaped.

Ben felt a flicker of panic as he realized he may have gotten the dark shaman’s motivations all wrong. Could she have been working for the demon all this time? The ominous weight of her presence hadn’t felt malevolent, until she’d attacked him.

And now…

The jaguar soared through the air as if gravity had no hold on it, flying from the tree line into the center of the ragged town, heading straight for…

Oh, shit.

It was all Ben could do to keep hold of the Exorcism spell, keeping the demon locked out of the host body as the massive phantom cat shot over his head.

Oh, shit…

And onto the twisted, spider-like form of Mayor Osric’s broken body.

Spectral claws raked through the demon's smoky form. The monstrous spirit was shredded apart like cobwebs in a hurricane, its thousand screaming voices rising in a final wail of fury and frustration before…

Poof.

It dissolved into nothing.

Banished.

The phantom jaguar landed in a crouch, turned its head toward Ben, and it too, vanished.

Behind him, the world had gone very quiet.

The shaman. The shaman had Banished the demon for them.

Ben felt a flash of guilt for thinking he was about to be attacked by the illusory cat, but it didn’t last long when a wave of relief hit him like a tsunami.

Mayor Fellwater's body lay in a twisted heap, already shrinking, deflating, returning to something approximating human proportions. The skin sagged and wrinkled as it lost its demonic elasticity.

The villagers who'd been puppets moments before were scattered across the square, weeping, clutching each other, staring at their hands as if they'd never seen them before.

Siseeko was on her knees, cradling Sisara in her arms. The warrior's scales were still gray in patches, but she was breathing. She was alive. Usseni, Asha, and Tess stood back, holding their weapons like sentinels at a silent vigil. All of them looked shaken, but fortunately none of them were hurt.

Garek and a woman who must have been his wife were clutching Lily between them, all three of them sobbing. The other poachers had stumbled into the crowd to find their families. Shouts of relief and joy rose up above the sobs, temporarily lifting Ben’s spirits.

They’d done it. The demon had been much stronger than they’d thought, but they had killed it. They had freed the village. They would be able to rebuild.

But Elysanthra...

Ben’s eyes landed on her and he felt all his hopes dim, fade to brittleness, and shatter.

The witch still lay where she'd fallen, her black robe pooled around her like spilled ink. Her eyes were closed. She wasn't breathing.

No one rushed to help her. No one wept over her body. No one seemed to have noticed she'd gone down at all.

No one except Ben.

Elysanthra’s face was as peaceful as that of a child, resting in her mother’s lap. Every line of worry and attitude had been wiped clean with that final spell.

Her sacrifice.

The demon was dead. The village was saved. The battle was won.

But as Ben stared at the witch's lifeless form, victory tasted like ash in his mouth.


28
Dreamwalker


Ben crouched beside Elysanthra's crumpled form.

Her dark robe pooled around her like the boggy waters that surrounded the village of Blackfen. Her eyes were closed, her face peaceful, her chest utterly still.

He watched her chest for any movement, but she wasn’t breathing. Touching the side of her neck revealed no pulse.

Ben’s heart ached.

He gathered her into his arms, surprised by how light she was, as if the curse had eaten away at her until there was almost nothing left besides skin and bones, and pride and stubbornness, wrapped in black silk.

Ophelia. The thought cut through his grief like a blade. Ophelia might be able to help. She has healing magic. She—

He turned, prepared to carry the witch back to the snake-kin village, and found the square had gone silent.

The Naga and Nagaina warriors stood in a loose semicircle, their weapons lowered. The villagers of Blackfen huddled together in clusters, still dazed after their release from the demon's magic. Siseeko knelt on the cobblestones with Sisara's head in her lap, her dark green eyes bright with unshed tears. Her sister's scales were still mottled with gray patches where the demon had drained her life force, but she was alive.

At first, Ben thought they were watching him with Elysanthra, as if they finally noticed that something was wrong.

But a chill crept up his spine, and he felt his arm hair stand on end as he realized they were staring at something behind him.

Slowly, Ben turned, painfully aware of the fact that his quarterstaff lay on the ground where Elysanthra’s body had lain. But he refused to cause her any further indignity by dropping her.

A figure had emerged from the jungle's edge, walking with slow, deliberate steps.

Ben's arms tightened around Elysanthra's limp form. His staff lay five feet away, useless. If this was another demon, if Fellwater had been working with something else—

The figure moved closer, unhurried despite the tension crackling through the square. Dark clothing—no, not clothing exactly. Scraps of black and gray leather stitched together with cord and decorated with strings of carved beads that clicked softly with each step. The garments looked like they'd been assembled from a dozen different sources, patched and layered until they became something new. Something that belonged to the jungle as much as to any civilized place.

But it was the face that made Ben's blood run cold.

White markings slashed across dark in patterns that resolved, horribly, into a grinning skull. A wide crescent of teeth stretched from ear to ear, surrounding a dark pit where the mouth should be. Empty eye sockets stared from a face that seemed to belong to death itself.

Another demon. A skull-faced demon.

Ben shifted his grip on Elysanthra, turning his body to shield her. It was a useless motion. What could he do against a demon with no weapon and a corpse in his arms? And she was already dead, it wasn’t like a demon could hurt her.

But some instinct told him to protect her body. That if he found a good healer, it might not be too late to save her.

These thoughts ran through his brain so quickly that he hardly had time to actually analyze them. But they suddenly screeched to a halt.

Something about this situation was wrong.

There was no greasy darkness oozing through the air. No sulfurous stench. No oily wrongness pressing against his senses like it had with Fellwater. The magic surrounding this figure was different. Cool and strange, yes. Unsettling for reasons he couldn’t quite pin down. But not evil.

The teeth. He'd seen those teeth before.

Hanging upside-down from branches in the darkness. Watching him from the shadows of the jungle canopy. The skull-grin that had haunted his peripheral vision for days.

The perspective was different now. What had looked like a mouth full of needle-sharp fangs in the dark of the jungle now resolved into something else entirely when viewed right-side up and by the light of day.

The white crescents weren't teeth at all, but paint streaked over the natural markings of the sloth-woman’s face. Her eyes were deeply shadowed with rings of makeup so that the skull-like eyes actually had a sleepy look. And the dark "pit" he'd mistaken for a gaping maw was just more paint.

It streaked her bare arms and legs as well, competing with the faded blue ink of tattoos that covered her head to toe.

They seemed to shift and move across her skin as she walked, flowing like water.

This was the dark shaman. It had to be.

The sloth-kin woman was compact and powerful, her bare arms corded with muscle beneath the paint and tattoos. With the monochrome clothes, the dramatic makeup, and the strange jewelry, she looked more like one of those goth-flavored hippy girls that only seemed to exist on alt-lifestyle magazines or the food court at the mall.

Ben had the good sense not to say that part out loud.

She was strange looking, but it was a beautiful sort of strange.

Her eyes were the oddest part. No visible whites broke up the smudged face paint. Her sclera were solid black from edge to edge, like pools of glittering oil. But the irises were the same ghostly color of moonlight that Ben had seen flashing at him from the dark.

When her gaze found Ben now, he felt it settle upon him like a weight, pressing him down and holding him in place.

She didn't speak. She just walked toward him with that slow, dreamlike grace until she stood close enough to touch.

Her moonlit eyes dropped to the Gizzard of Holding at his hip. Something flickered in those dark depths, with recognition, maybe, or wariness. But she still said nothing. After a moment her attention shifted to the woman in his arms.

She reached out a hand and laid it on Elysanthra's forehead, her long, black claws gently pushing strands of hair back from her face.

Swirls of pale blue magic rose from her fingertips, coiling around the witch's body like luminescent smoke. It was the same shifting hue as the ink of her faded tattoos, and the same color as the phantom jaguar that had Banished the demon.

"She used everything.” The shaman’s voice was low and unhurried, each word drawn out like honey dripping from a spoon. "Every last drop of power she possessed. She was afraid that if she held anything back, she would fail." Those moonlit eyes lifted to meet Ben's. "She trusted you to finish the demon if she could not. But she could not live with herself if she let the child die when it was in her power to save her."

Ben's arms tightened around Elysanthra's still form. "How do you know that?"

The shaman cocked her head, studying him with that unsettling black gaze. "I am a Dreamwalker. And now that she has left the land of the living, her mind flows on the river of dreams." A slow smile curved her lips. "Open to me as a picture book."

Ben's throat tightened.

Left the land of the living.

He'd known she was dead. Of course he'd known. She wasn't breathing. Her heart wasn't beating. But hearing it confirmed, spoken aloud in that dreamy voice...

It hadn’t felt real until that moment.

Elysanthra died when she was almost finished the quest that would have redeemed her. Before earning the second chance that might have freed her from her curse forever. All that wasted time, centuries of selfishness and pride and pushing everyone away—of loneliness. And now this.

She'd finally done something truly selfless, and it had killed her.

Ben clenched his jaw, feeling the tendons in his neck strain as he fought back a wave of anger. Part of him was angry at Elysanthra, for refusing to give up her sense of superiority and control. But mostly he was angry with himself not finding a way to deal with her sooner.

Before it came to this.

But the shaman was smiling.

"Do you think she deserves a second chance?"

Ben blinked. "What?"

"The witch." The shaman's clawed fingers traced gentle patterns on Elysanthra's forehead, leaving trails of blue-black light. "Do you think she has earned the right to try again?"

"I don't understand what you're asking."

"When a soul first enters the river of dreams, it is not so difficult to coax back." Her smile widened. "Provided it has a home to return to, and a reason to want to come back."

She indicated the body in Ben's arms.

His heart stuttered. "You can bring her back from death? You can save her?"

"I can guide you to her. The rest depends on whether she wishes to be found." Those moonlit eyes studied his face. "They don’t always want to be found, the dead. Do you believe she deserves the chance?"

"Yes." The word came out rough, almost desperate. "Yes, she deserves a chance. She deserves—" He stopped, swallowed. "Please. If you can help her, please."

The shaman nodded slowly. "Then you will come with me to retrieve your lost soulmate." She paused, her gaze dropping again to the Gizzard of Holding. "But you must leave that behind."

"The bag?"

"It is unwise to bring such objects from one world to another. They are gateways, of a sort." Her lips pursed. "Things can become... tainted by them. Turned around. Upside down. Inside out. Ugly sorts of problems.”

Ben removed the Gizzard from his belt and looked around. Usseni stood nearby, her pale scales catching the light, her expression carefully neutral.

"Hold this for me?"

The Naga warrior looked at the bag as if she hadn’t been paying attention. As if she’d never seen the thing before in her life. Maybe she hadn’t, or hadn’t paid it any attention before. But the moment she looked at the thing, her expression twisted, like Ben had just offered her a live scorpion. "Oh. Must I?"

"Please.” Ben thought of the strange sounds he’d heard coming from the bag, and the strange haze of magic that sometimes pulsed from it. He added, “But, uh… keep it closed. Just in case."

She took it, holding it at arm's length with two fingers. "I do not wish to open it. Rest assured of that."

"Good. Don't."

She gave the bag a suspicious glare. "It feels as if it is living. Or there is something living inside it.”

"Yeah." Ben turned back to the shaman. "I know."

The sloth-kin watched this exchange with evident interest. Her head tilted again, that slow, considering motion.

"I sensed strange magic around you," she said. "When you first came to my jungle. I was uncertain where your loyalties lay. I suspect the strangeness I sensed was that bag.”

“Sorry,” Ben said. “I know it’s weird. But it’s pretty handy.”

“It is a good thing I tested you," she continued. “Rather than assuming the worst.”

"Is that why you send the jaguar after me?” Ben asked. “To test me?”

"Illusions. Harmless, but useful for judging a person's character." Her smile turned enigmatic. "I also attempted to probe your dreams. But there was a presence nearby that stopped me. Something that kept watch over your sleeping mind."

Her gaze flicked to the Gizzard of Holding in Usseni's reluctant grasp.

Ben felt a chill run down his spine. Had something in the bag been protecting his dreams? The same something that giggled when he thanked it and slammed doors on his fingers when he asked for things it didn't want to give?

He supposed it wasn’t completely crazy. The bag was apparently some kind of gateway to another plane of existence. There could be just about anything in there.

"After you rescued the poachers from my nightmare trap and brought them to the village," the shaman continued, "I was fairly certain I could trust you. I sensed the demonic taint on them as well but when you destroyed the tokens they carried, I knew they were not acting of their own twisted desires. It was obvious your heart was in the right place, even if those men did kill my sacred animals. Mercy was appropriate, even if I could not bring myself to show such mercy. When you needed help against the demon, I decided to provide it."

"The Banishment," Ben said. "That was you."

"My spirit guardian, yes."

“Who are you?”

She inclined her head. "My name is Nidra. I am the shaman of this jungle and the guardian of the sacred Cleftusks."

"Ben Nickels. Keeper of Faerowilde."

“Keeper, are you?” She cocked her head again. “Hmm… I suppose you might be.”

Ben looked down at Elysanthra's peaceful face. "It’s good to meet you, Nidra. And thank you for your help with the demon. But…”

Nidra's laugh was low and musical, unhurried as everything else about her. "Of course. Let us go save this one, Keeper. Before she drifts too far to reach."

Her magic rose around them both, ghostly tendrils coiling up from the ground like strands of spectral hair that twisted around his body. Ben felt a tug behind his navel, like he was falling. Then a heaviness in his limbs. When he did fall, spiraling into a darkness like the night sky, full of stars, it felt familiar.

It felt exactly like falling asleep.
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He woke in darkness.

Ben blinked, waiting for his eyes to adjust. Slowly, shapes began to resolve from the black.

He was standing on solid ground—or something that felt like ground. Soft and slightly yielding beneath his feet, like moss or thick carpet. When he looked down, he couldn't quite tell what it was made of. The surface seemed to shift when he wasn't looking directly at it, dark purple bleeding into black bleeding into deep blue, so dark he could hardly focus on it.

The sky stretched overhead in shades of violet and indigo, scattered with points of light that might have been stars. But they didn't twinkle the way real stars did. They pulsed, slow and rhythmic, like heartbeats. Some drifted lazily across the firmament, leaving faint trails of luminescence in their wake.

The landscape around him was strange and muted. Rolling hills, maybe, or dunes—it was hard to tell. Everything beyond a dozen paces grew hazy and indistinct, as if the world itself hadn't quite decided what shape it wanted to take. Pale wisps of something that might have been fog or light curled between the formations, drifting without any wind to move them.

And cutting through it all, winding between the half-formed hills like a glowing ribbon, was a river.

The water, if that’s what ran through this place, shone with its own inner light. Soft blue and luminescent, the same color was Nidra’s shifting tattoos. It cast everything nearby in an otherworldly glow, picking out details that the ambient darkness swallowed everywhere else. The surface moved slowly, almost lazily, but Ben could sense depth beneath that gentle current. Immense, fathomless depth, stretching down into places he couldn't begin to imagine.

The River of Dreams.

Ben looked at Nidra and startled.

She stood beside him, completely naked, her compact body revealed in full. As he noticed this, he realized he was naked too. He didn’t feel naked. If he focused on the sensation he could still feel the cloth armor against his skin, and even the weight of Elysanthra’s body in his arms. It was as if his mind was only half asleep, and he was experiencing both worlds at once.

Strangely, the purple stitching from his mended clothes appeared here like marks on his naked flesh.

He frowned, wondering if this was going to be a problem.

But Nidra didn’t seem worried about it. Ben felt himself relax again, and the sensation of both his clothes and the witch’s body faded to the back of his mind.

Without her patchwork clothes, the extent of Nidra’s musculature was even more apparent. She was built like a gymnast, which he wouldn’t have expected from a sloth-kin—a species he associated with laziness and lethargy. But she had powerful shoulders, defined arms, and strong legs.

The tattoos covered more of her than he'd realized, flowing down her back and across her hips in intricate spiraling patterns.

She didn't acknowledge their lack of clothes. Didn't seem to notice or care. She simply gestured toward the glowing river.

"The River of Dreams," she said. "All souls pass through these waters when they leave the waking world. Most drift downstream, toward what lies beyond. But some..." She smiled. "Some can be called back, if they have reason to return. But it might take some convincing."

Ben followed her to the water's edge. The glow intensified as they approached, warm and inviting.

But before he had approached the river, something else caught his eye.

There was a structure on the barely distinguishable horizon. A tower, maybe, or a spire. Dark against the violet sky, its edges wavered like a reflection in disturbed water, making it hard to focus on.

Ben couldn't tell if it was nearby and twenty feet tall, or far away and enormous beyond comprehension. The dreamscape played tricks with scale and distance, refusing to give him any frame of reference. But something about the shape pulled at him, tugging at his attention like a thread attached to his chest.

"What is that?" he asked.

Nidra followed his gaze. Her moonlit eyes widened slightly—the first real surprise he'd seen from her.

"You can see it." It wasn't a question.

"Should I not be able to?"

She studied him for a long moment, her expression unreadable. "Interesting.”

"But what is it?"

She smiled, slowly.

"If it is meant for you, you will find your way back to it." She turned away from the distant shape, gesturing toward the glowing river. "But… we have more pressing matters at the moment. Your witch drifts further downstream with every heartbeat."

Ben tore his gaze from the tower. She was right—Elysanthra came first.

"What do I do?"

"Put your hands in the water. Call out to her. If she wishes to be found, she will come to you. Do not be hurt if she chooses to stay. This place is a comfort to most, especially after they’ve lived such a long, long time. Eternal rest is something many long for while they are alive."

Ben knelt on the soft, not-quite-solid ground. The water lapped at his fingers, warm as bathwater, tingling with strange energy. For a moment, he feared putting his hands all the way into the water. Maybe she wouldn’t want to come back. Maybe death was so sweet after centuries of loneliness that she would feel happier here.

She had not seemed happy, truly, since the moment he’d rejected her back at her caravan. Angry. Stuck-up. Self-assured. Lustful. Stubborn. Longing. But… never happy.

If he couldn’t call her back, Ben would be forced to accept the fact that he’d let her die. He’d spend the rest of his life wondering if he’d done the right thing, or if she’d died because he was the one who was too stubborn and prideful to share his power.

Just as he’d accused her of.

He took a deep breath—though he wasn’t sure he needed to breathe in this place—and plunged his hands into the water.

He wouldn’t get anywhere by just wondering. He could only try and hope she would hear his call, hope that she still wanted to listen.

He reached into the water, up to his forearms.

"Elysanthra."

His voice echoed strangely in this place, multiplying and folding back on itself.

"Elysanthra, can you hear me? I know you're out there."

Nothing. Just the gentle flow of the river, the soft glow of impossible light.

"It’s not your time to die yet. You’re the one who told me you weren’t ready. You can’t just sacrifice yourself and then give up. That’s not how this works." His jaw tightened. "You earned your second chance. You saved that little girl. You proved you could be selfless when it mattered. Dying is not the reward for a sacrifice like that—living is. Coming back and doing better. Don’t you want to be part of something bigger than yourself? With me?”

The water stirred beneath his hands.

"You don't have to be alone anymore. I know you’re scared. I know this place probably feels like a relief after all those years of loneliness.” His voice cracked. "But come back, Elysanthra. Come back and live. Be free. Let me help you live as you’ve never been able to before. Please."

Something brushed against his fingers.

Ben's breath caught.

A shape was forming beneath the surface. Pale skin, luminous in the river's glow. Dark hair drifting around a face he recognized, spreading through the water like dark paint spooling from a brush.

His hands found her shoulders first. Smooth skin, cool from the river but warming quickly beneath his palms. She was thin—too thin, the curse having eaten away at her—but there was still softness there as if she were coming back to life. Gentle curves that seemed to curl against his hands like a woman who had waited centuries for someone to touch her like this.

Her eyes remained closed, her expression peaceful, but she responded to his contact with a soft sound that was almost a moan. Her body shifted beneath the surface, pressing up into his hands as if seeking more.

Ben's fingers traced down her arms. She shivered and arched toward him, her lips parting.

He cupped her face, thumbs brushing her cheekbones, and she turned into his palm like a purring cat. Still asleep—or whatever passed for sleep in this place—but aware of him on some deeper level. Aware and wanting.

His hands moved lower, skimming her collarbone and the swell of her breasts. She made another sound, needier this time, her back arching to press herself more firmly into his touch. Her nipples peaked against his palms and she wriggled beneath the glowing water, trying to guide his hands where she wanted them.

There was an intimacy, suddenly, that had never been present when he’d touched her before. As if, for the first time, Elysanthra was letting him touch the real her. She’d thrown herself at him with desperate pride, begged to be had without wanting to give herself away. She’d never wanted him so much as she’d wanted her own freedom, and maybe that was what had turned him away. This felt different.

Ben had seen her transformed by her curse into an oversized, exaggerated, caricature of desire. But this, now, was her. Slender and pale and perfect in her imperfection.

His hands slid down her sides, feeling the ridges of her ribs, the dip of her waist, the flare of her hips. She squirmed and gasped, still not opening her eyes, lost in whatever dream his touch was weaving through her unconscious mind. Her thighs parted slightly, an invitation she probably wasn't even aware she was making.

Ben pulled back before he lost himself entirely. This was not the time, nor the place. She wasn’t even alive, was she?

But gods, he wanted her.

Elysanthra’s eyelids fluttered. A crease appeared between her brows, as if she was frustrated that he'd stopped.

Then her lids snapped open, those amethyst eyes seeking him. Finding him.

Elysanthra surged upward. Her arms wrapped around his neck, her body pressing against his with desperate urgency. She clutched at him, wriggling like a puppy, as if she couldn't get close enough to be satisfied.

"Ben," she gasped against his throat. "Ben."

Behind him, Nidra laughed with genuine delight.

"Oh my. She certainly wanted to be found." The shaman sounded thoroughly amused. "Usually, a retrieval takes much longer than that. She must have been waiting just below the surface."

Ben felt a little silly for his heartfelt pleas, if that was the case, but he found himself grinning at the shaman. “I’m glad. I don’t know if I’d want to swim in that stuff.”

Elysanthra was kissing his jaw, his cheek, the corner of his mouth, her hands roaming across his shoulders and back with frantic energy. But there was something hollow in the contact that left Ben feeling like something was missing.

“Is she all right?” he asked. “She’s not a ghost or something is she? Everything feels weird.”

"We should return to the waking world," Nidra said, still laughing. "So she can have your real hands on her instead of just the dream versions. I’m sure that will feel much more gratifying to you both."

Ben lifted the witch from the water, cradling her against his chest in a way that mirrored his stance in the real world. She was as light as the mists there, light as thought, or hope or dreams.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and lifted herself to his mouth. Her lips found his.

Elysanthra kissed him like she was drowning and he was air, desperate and grateful and fierce all at once.

Nidra was still laughing as her magic rose around them, and Ben felt the dreamworld slipping away once more.

His gaze dragged across the river as his eyes lost focus, landing on the tower once more. He was surprised to find that as everything else grew hazy as his mind slipped away, it had become sharper, like a needle pointing the direction he was meant to go.

Then, it was gone.
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Ben’s body felt strangely heavy, his clothes scratching his skin, as he became conscious in the real world once more. The sensations felt exaggerated after the dream plane, uncomfortable.

They were standing once more in the middle of Blackfen's village square.

Ben's armor was back in place, Elysanthra's black robe restored to her thin frame.

But they were still kissing, the witch still clutched against his chest.

Her arms were locked around his neck, her body pressed against his, and she was making small desperate sounds against his mouth as if she never intended to stop.

For the first time since he’d met Elysanthra, the kiss didn’t feel like a piece of him being stolen.

He didn’t want her to stop.

But a notification flickered at the edge of his vision.

Ben broke the kiss reluctantly—Elysanthra actually whimpered in protest—and focused on the message.

Quest Complete: Binding the Witch

The Virgin Witch has completed her trial.

Objectives:

Acknowledge Wounds - 4/4 Complete

Make Restitution - 4/4 Complete

Leave a Lasting Mark - 1/1 Complete

Elysanthra has asked forgiveness for her violations against the snake-kin people, made reparations for those grievances, and proven herself worthy of redemption. Her selfless act of sacrifice saved a member of both the human and snake-kin settlements, an act which will serve as the foundation for future cooperation between these jungle territories.

The Virgin Witch may now be claimed as a mate without risk of corruption spreading to the Keeper's household, and without risk of her losing her powers.

"You did it," Ben breathed.

Elysanthra was reading her own notification, her amethyst eyes wide. "I... I completed the quest. I actually..."

"You saved them. Lily and Sisara both. You were so weak that it took all of your power to do it, but you did it anyway."

She looked up at him, and for once there was no pride in her expression. No defensive walls. Just raw, vulnerable hope.

"Does this mean...?"

"You get your second chance, just like I promised." He cupped her face in his hands. "We can break your curse now."

A tear slipped down her cheek. She didn't seem to notice.

"Touching, Keeper," Usseni's sultry voice interrupted. "Truly. And at any other time I might like to watch this curse breaking of yours. But… if you could take this thing back, I would be deeply grateful. It’s making my scales itch."

She was still holding the Gizzard of Holding at arm's length, her pale scales practically crawling with obvious discomfort.

Elysanthra's head snapped toward the bag. Her eyes lit up with undisguised curiosity.

"May I?” She reached for it. "I’ve always wanted to get a good look at that thing up close. Let me just—"

Usseni snatched it back before the witch's fingers could make contact.

"No offense, witch," the Naga warrior said flatly, "but I do not think that would be wise. I know dark power when I sense it. And despite your surprising actions in the battle with the demon, and the Keeper’s obvious trust in you. You do not..." She gave Elysanthra a pointed look. "…inspire the utmost of confidence in me. Yet.”

Elysanthra drew herself up, summoning the ghost of her old imperious manner. "I'll have you know my intentions are entirely noble. Nobility-adjacent, at the very least. I merely wish to examine its properties—"

"No." Nidra materialized beside them, having approached so silently that Ben hadn't noticed her move. "The Naga is correct. You should not touch that bag for some time yet."

The witch's eyes narrowed. "And why not? Haven’t I proven myself? Gods, what’s a witch gotta do to earn a little respect in this jungle?"

"Remnants of the afterlife still cling to you." Nidra's moonlit gaze was steady, though there was still the ghost of amusement on her lips. "You have only just returned from the River of Dreams. Your soul is not fully settled in your body. Touching an object such as that, a gateway to another realm… it could… upset the balance."

"Upset it how?"

"It would be unpleasant for everyone involved." The shaman smiled serenely. "Trust me."

Elysanthra pouted—actually pouted, like a child denied a sweet—but she lowered her reaching hand.

"Fine. I won't touch the mysterious bag of darkness." Her amethyst eyes slid toward Ben. "For now."

He took the Gizzard from Usseni's grateful fingers and clipped it back to his belt. The bag felt heavier than before. More... present. As if whatever lived inside knew it had been the subject of discussion and was paying attention.

He would figure out what was going on with that bag, he promised himself. But at the moment, he had other concerns.

The villagers of Blackfen were beginning to stir from their shock. Some were weeping for those the demon had consumed—Ben got the feeling there had been many since the Mayor’s possession had begun, fueling the creature’s grotesque growth and escalating power. Others were clutching family members, reassuring themselves that they'd survived. The poachers had found their wives and children, and the sounds of tearful reunions echoed across the square.

Sisara was sitting up now, supported by her sister. Her scales were still mottled with gray, but color was slowly returning. She'd need proper healing when they returned to the snake-kin village, but she was alive and alert. Ophelia's magic could probably restore what the demon had drained

A new notification appeared in Ben's vision.

Quest Update: Attain a Territorial Claim (Jungle Territory)

Territorial Expansion Opportunity

The village of Blackfen has been liberated from demonic control. As the Keeper responsible for this liberation, you may extend your Territorial Claim to include this settlement. Should you accept:

- Blackfen Village will be added to your domain.

- Villagers will gain protection under your authority.

- Infrastructure development will be enabled.

- Local resources will be added to your Stronghold network.

Objectives:

Name the Settlement – Participate in a communal naming ritual to formally re-establish the village's new identity and bind it within the System. Progress: Incomplete

Requirements:

Attain a Territorial Claim – Expansion cannot be applied until initial Territorial Claim has been attained. Progress: Incomplete

Ben’s eyes widened as he took in the devastated village, hollow-eyed survivors, rotting buildings and empty fields around them.

It was in even worse shape than Grimsby had been in.

These people had been enslaved, first by their own desperate need to survive, and then by the demon’s greed. They'd sent poachers into sacred jungle because they had no other choice. They'd watched their neighbors get eaten alive because they were too weak to resist.

They needed help. Real help. Not just liberation. Like Elysanthra, they needed a future and a reason to survive.

He hadn’t completed the quest to Attain a Territorial Claim for the jungle village yet, but he had what he needed now. It wouldn’t be long. With both villages working together, a protected network of humans and demi-beasts working together, they’d grow stronger much faster.

But would they accept his offer? They hardly knew him, after all. And they had never trusted the snake-kin.

Ben turned to face the gathered villagers. They stared back with a mixture of fear, hope, and exhaustion.

"Blackfen is free," he said, pitching his voice to carry. "The demon that controlled your mayor is destroyed. But freedom alone won't rebuild your village. It won't replant your fields, or repair your homes, or feed your children."

Murmurs rippled through the crowd.

"I'm offering you a choice. You can try to rebuild on your own—and I won't stop you if that's what you want. Or..." He gestured to the snake-kin warriors standing among them. "You can join us. Become part of something larger. The snake-kin village and yours, working together under my protection."

“Snake-kin,” an old woman croaked, her voice shaking with fear. “My husband was murdered by a snake woman in the jungle. We’ve just survived a demon and now you want us to join forces with monsters?”

“If your husband was murdered by one of us,” Sisara said from her lowered position, eyes flashing despite her weakness, “he was a bandit or a poacher. We do not kill humans who do not injure us first.”

There was a murmur of outrage at the Naga warrior’s words, but it was not as loud as Ben might have expected. It was clear that most of the villagers had seen enough of the fight with the demon to know that the snake-kin had fought on their side.

But would it be enough to convince them?

Garek stepped forward, Lily clinging to his leg, his wife pressed against his side.

"You know my choice, Keeper.” His voice was rough with emotion. "I’m sure I speak for all of us who you rescued from the jungle. We would follow you anywhere. But it will not be easy for some to accept this offer. They have not seen your village, they don’t know what your people are like. To trust the snake people goes against everything they’ve been taught since we were children.”

“Children…” Elysanthra stepped forward. “And who cares for your children when you can’t? Where do the merchants take your unwanted girls?” She pinned her amethyst gaze on the old woman who had spoken up. “Do you know the answer to that?”

“For all we know, they sold them to those monsters,” the old woman shrieked. “It ain’t our fault the bogs ran dry and the fields went fallow and we couldn’t support them children anymore!”

More distrustful murmuring came again, louder this time, as the pain of their lost children became fresh again.

Damasco and Bram turned to face the crowds. “They were sold to the snake women,” Bram shouted. “But not to be eaten. It takes a true monster to believe that about another people, just because you don’t know anything about them.”

“All are living happily and peacefully,” Damasco added, “as plump and pretty as can be, looking much better taken care of than any child in Blackfen.”

“If you don’t want to trust them, that’s up to you,” Kessiran added. “But I’ll be happy to sort out anyone who says another cruel word about these women, with my own fists. Is that clear?”

The villagers stared, as if they couldn’t understand the words being spoken to them. It had been so long that any of them had been able to think for themselves, without interference from the demonic mayor that they seemed to have forgotten how.

"I understand that it will take time, that such a thing goes against the way you’ve always perceived the world. But I'm asking you to trust me," Ben met the crowd’s gaze steadily. "You've seen what the Naga warriors did today. They came here, knowing what waited for them and fought for your village. They risked their lives to save you and your children. Is that the behavior of enemies?"

Silence stretched across the square.

Then, from the crowd, an old man's voice: "That snake saved little Lily. I saw it myself, even if I was all controlled by that demon bastard. Wrapped herself around that monster's arm and wouldn't let go, even when it was killing her."

"She almost died for us," another voice added. "For humans she didn't even know."

The old woman scowled, gritting her teeth against prejudices that seemed to have become so ingrained that they were a part of her now.

“Well why would you?” she shouted at Sisara, still gray-patched and weak but meeting her gaze without flinching. “Could be a trick. I don’t trust snakes. Why would you do that?”

Sisara's voice was hoarse. "Because the child did nothing wrong, you old fool. Even if your men did unspeakable things in the jungle, that’s no reason to punish a child. Besides…” She glanced at Ben. "The Keeper showed us that we are stronger together than apart, and I do trust him, even if you’re too stuck in your ways to see sense."

The old woman just continued to scowl.

Garek dropped to one knee before Ben and the snake-kin.

"My family owes you a debt we can never repay." His voice cracked. "And if joining with you and your community means we can start over, means we can be better..." He looked up at Ben. "I can’t speak for anyone else here but me and mine, but for what it’s worth, yes. We accept."

Other villagers began to kneel. Not all of them—some still looked uncertain—but enough. A wave of bent heads spreading across the square.

Ben nodded.

“That looks like a majority,” he said. “Which means, we’ll give those of you who don’t agree a few days to pack up and leave. No harm, no foul. We don’t want anyone here who doesn’t want to be here. If you have land you wish to sell, that can be negotiated. I’ll leave it to Garek to sort out. Should you ever choose to return, Blackfen as you know it will be no more.”

He turned to Nidra. “Speaking of which, I'll need a naming ceremony performed. For this village and the snake-kin village both, once the arrangements have been made. Will you conduct them?"

The shaman inclined her head. "I would be honored, Keeper. In fact, I believe I have the perfect name in mind for this village…"

"Good." He paused. "And the poachers? They still killed sacred animals. That crime doesn't just disappear. But will you forgive them, allow them to enter the jungle without hunting them down?"

Garek and the others looked suddenly nervous again, remembering the nightmares that ravaged their company.

Nidra's smile was slow and knowing. "If you take this village under your protection, then its people become your responsibility. Their debts become your debts." She glanced at the kneeling villagers. "I am willing to waive my vengeance against the poachers, given the circumstances. They were driven to desperation by the demon's influence. Punishing them further would serve no purpose. But I may ask for something in return, someday…"

Relief washed across the poachers' faces. Garek actually sagged, as if a physical weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

"However," Nidra continued, "I will expect the new community to respect the sacred creatures of the jungle. No more poaching. No more bone tokens. The Cleftusks and their kin will be protected."

"Agreed," Ben said immediately. "That's non-negotiable."

"Then we have an accord." Nidra's moonlit eyes crinkled. "You continue to surprise me, Keeper. Most humans would have demanded something in return for saving this village. Land. Resources. Servitude." Her head tilted. "You ask only for cooperation."

"That's all I've ever asked for."

She smiled. "I am beginning to understand that. I am beginning to understand many things."

She stepped back, her form already beginning to blur at the edges.

"I will meet you at the jungle village," she said. "There is much to discuss regarding the naming ceremonies and the future of this territory. But for now..." Her gaze slid to Elysanthra, who was pressed against Ben's side with possessive determination. "I believe you have more immediate matters to attend to."

"I do," Elysanthra said firmly. "Matters that require privacy. And a bed. And significantly fewer clothes."

Nidra laughed, the sound echoing strangely as her body melted into the shadows.

For a moment, nothing remained but darkness.

Then a shape burst from that darkness and raced toward the jungle—a jaguar wreathed in blue-black light, its spots swirling with impossible colors. It vanished into the trees without a sound.

Ben watched it go, marveling at the strangeness of his life.

A hand tugged at his arm.

"Ben." Elysanthra's voice was low and urgent. "I’ve had a hell of a day. Can we go home now?”

“Are you up for the hike?”

“Hmmm… Well, I did just die. And complete a pretty significant quest. And I’m no longer cursed… or at least, significantly less cursed…”

Ben’s forehead wrinkled in confusion. “Is that a yes or a no?”

“That’s an ‘I very much need you to take me somewhere private and finish what you started or I might just die again,’ if you don’t mind.”

He looked down at her. At those amethyst eyes, burning with need. Her thin, proud face, softened for the first time by vulnerability and hope.

"I don’t know," he said, dragging his answer out. “It’s a few hours walk, remember?”

"I don't care if it takes all night." She pressed herself against him and spoke breathily against his ear. "I have waited centuries for this, Ben Nickels. I can wait a few more hours." Her lips curved into something between a smirk and a genuine smile. "But not much longer than that."

He laughed and pulled her close.

The witch had had a hell of a day, he could agree with that.

Elysanthra had died to save a child and been reborn in his arms.

She was still proud. Still prickly. Still difficult in a hundred different ways.

But she was his now.

And that, he thought, was worth any amount of trouble.


29
New Foundations


Three days had passed since the battle at Blackfen.

Three days of meetings, negotiations, and more construction than Ben had thought possible. Stormy and Marnie had outdone themselves, working around the clock to finish the infrastructure improvements before the naming ceremony. And now, finally, it was time to see the results.

"Keeper." Elder Vessha's voice was warm as she slithered up beside him, her faded white scales catching the morning light. "Thank you for agreeing to this tour. The village has changed so much since your return, and in such a short amount of time. I confess, I did not think it was possible. Yet, the evidence is before us. I hardly recognize the place myself."

"I don’t blame you for being skeptical," Ben said. “It’s hard to believe what the system’s magic makes possible if you haven’t seen it with your own eyes. I haven’t even seen the most recent improvements myself, I’ve been so busy with Queen Ariss and Elysanthra.”

Vessha nodded, taking his arm and lowering her voice. “I’ve heard the witch is… not well.”

“She’s fine,” Ben said automatically, though privately he was a little worried too. Despite all her flirtatious talk back in Blackfen, she’d fainted on the way back to the snake-kin village and needed to be carried. She’d been sleeping ever since. “Nidra assures me that it is an expected side-effect of being pulled from the River of Dreams, that it takes time for the soul to resettle in the body.”

“I suppose she would know.” Vessha’s eyes moved to the trees as if she were scanning for the sloth-kin woman. “The fact that you managed to find the dark shaman of legend and reconnect her with our village… that is yet another miracle. And not one you can pass off on the system, either. We have much to thank you for.”

“I’ve been glad to help,” Ben answered sincerely.

He did think the system had something to do with the way powerful demi-beasts and monster-kin were drawn to him, even if it wasn’t in an obvious way. But if the snake-kin Elders were happy with him, it would only make things easier for him, so he didn’t want to argue.

Elder Thessara joined them, her mossy green scales glimmering as she moved. The younger of the two elders—though "younger" was relative when dealing with beings who'd lived for centuries—she had a wry humor that balanced Vessha's more somber nature.

"The builders have been busy," Thessara said, casting an approving look at Stormy and Marnie, who had just come to join the tour. "I don't know how you convinced them to work through the nights, but we're grateful."

Stormy's ears swiveled nervously. "It’s hard to sleep when you’ve got so many ideas running through your head. It wasn't that hard, Elder. We just... really wanted to help."

"And the Boss promised us extra dessert rations," Marnie added, straight-faced.

Ben’s mind immediately went to the last desserts he’d ordered for Marnie. "I did?"

"You should have." The massive Holstaur shrugged her powerful shoulders. "Would've been nice."

Ben shook his head, hiding a smile, and gestured toward the village proper. “It is a good idea. I hope it’s not too late.”

“I’m sure we’ll find some way to put them to good use, Boss.” Marnie winked at him. “Something with lots of whipped cream, maybe…”

“I’m afraid you’ve used up all of the cream we had with your last order of desserts,” Vessha said, looking a bit alarmed. “We don’t often have fresh cream, as the merchants don’t travel to our village but once a month. But we have lots of cocoa and plenty of fresh fruits, if—”

“Oh, we can get all the cream you like, Elder,” Marnie declared. “We’ll just send Ben back to the farm to gather more supplies. I’m sure Meadow won’t mind setting aside a few bottles a week, especially now that she’s got those newly trained dairy Holstaurs.”

“Just as long as it’s not her Legendary Cream,” Stormy said with a nervous giggle. “Or poor Ben won’t get anything done around here.”

Marnie slapped her thigh and let out a huge laugh. “Well, I didn’t build those Maternity Pods and Nesting Houses for nothing, you know!”

The elders, apparently not being informed about the aphrodisiac effect of Legendary Holstaur Cream looked at one another in confusion.

Ben cleared his throat. "All right. Maybe we should get this tour underway. Lead the way, Elders. What do you want to see first?"

Vessha immediately brightened. “I’m particularly interested in these ancient waterworks you’ve discovered,” she said. “I’m an old woman, and I don’t mind admitting that, but I had no idea there was such a thing beneath our tails.”

“I’d be happy to share everything I’ve learned,” Stormy said, coming to stand next to the pale-scaled Naga. “It’s a very impressive system. Your ancestors must have had some accomplished architects among them.”

Stormy led the way to the flood-prone area of the village, chattering happily with Vessha and Thessara and answering any questions they had. Ben listened, taking in the changes with a wonder all his own. He knew what Stormy was capable of and had seen plenty of evidence of it at Lucky Nickel Acres. But seeing her adapt so quickly to this difficult territory was frankly stunning.

That wasn’t surprising, as the dark-haired Equistar had excitedly informed him that she’d leveled up her Forewoman class from Level 2 to Level 5 since starting the complex project in the jungle. But it was still impressive.

What had once been a network of clogged, overgrown channels was now a marvel of engineering. Clear water flowed through stone-lined trenches, directed by a series of small dams and overflow basins that Stormy had designed to handle even the heaviest monsoon rains.

"The old system was never meant for a village this size," Stormy explained, her nervousness fading as she slipped into her element. "It was built for maybe fifty snake-kin, not the hundreds who live here now. We had to completely redesign the flow patterns to prevent flooding in the lower sections. But the fact that there was a system in place, including underground ducts, made completing this expanded system much easier."

Ben noticed movement on the rooftops above them.

Tiny creatures perched along the eaves, watching with bright, curious eyes. They looked like miniature lemurs, no bigger than his fist, with soft gray fur that sparkled faintly in the sunlight.

“Let me guess,” Ben said, pointing up at them. “Those are the creatures who helped you clear the tunnels?”

"Glimmer-mice," Ophelia said, appearing at his elbow. The young handmaiden had been trailing the group at a respectful distance, but the sight of the creatures had drawn her forward. "Apparently, they've been living in the drainage system for generations, but the blockages were making it hard for them to move around. So they were happy to help once Stormy’s auger did the heavy lifting."

One of the glimmer-mice chittered something, its tiny chest puffing with obvious pride.

"She says they're very pleased with the renovations," Ophelia translated. "And they want you to know they'll keep the pipes clean from now on, as thanks."

Vessha made a soft sound of wonder. "In all my years, I've never seen glimmer-mice in this village. I thought they were supposed to be nocturnal and reclusive, deep-jungle dwellers.”

“They are shy,” Ophelia said. “But they quite like being around people, once they get used to you. Especially if you give them little treats now and then. They like fruits and berries.”

Vessha smiled. “I’ll remember that. I’m always looking for a willing ear to listen to my ramblings in my old age, and all these youngsters are tired of my stories. Perhaps, with enough berries…”

Ophelia passed the message on to the funny little creatures, who chittered excitedly and nodded their heads.

“I think you have a deal, Elder,” she said. “Don’t be surprised if they move into your hut. They’re greedy little things.”

Vessha clapped her hands with delight. “Oh, wonderful! I’ll fatten them up until they’re too round to escape.”

“Don’t encourage her,” Thessara said, rolling her eyes. “We’ll never get anything done if we have to listen to updates on her pets at every council meeting.”

The Elders bickered playfully as the tour moved along. Ben listened, amazed at the difference a few days had made in their mood and outlook. Vessha and Thessara sounded like school girls compared to the stern-faced elders he’d met when he’d first arrived at the village. Sometimes people didn’t realize how much stress changed them, until the weight was gone and they felt free again.

As they made their way along the ramped wooden boardwalk, toward the village’s higher ground, Ben noticed the maternity pods gleaming in the dappled sunlight that filtered through the jungle canopy.

Stormy had identified a ley line that ran through the village, one of several that converged on the temple at the center. Marnie had built the Maternity Pods and Nesting Houses along this line, just as they had with the Birthing Units on Lucky Nickel Acres. This helped speed up demi-beast gestation and ease pregnancy symptoms which, when you’re dealing with dozens and eventually hundreds of pregnant females, was a serious benefit.

Marnie had adapted the design of the pods to suit the jungle village. They were organic-looking structures, that could easily have been grown rather than built, each topped with thatched roofs to match the other huts in the village.

"Six Maternity Pods for mothers who will be giving live births,” Stormy said, pointing to a cluster on the left. "And six Nesting Houses for those who will be laying instead. The nesting houses are larger, obviously, to accommodate Naga physiology, but of course Nagaina are welcome to use them too.”

Thessara slithered closer, running her clawed fingers along the surface of the nearest pod. "These are remarkable. The magic within them... I can feel it humming against my scales."

"They tap into the deep magic present in this territory," Ben explained. "The same power that flows through the temple. It accelerates healing and should help avoid any difficult births."

"And ensures the babies are born strong," Vessha added, her milky eyes distant. "We never had such facilities before the war. But the position of nesting areas was always of utmost importance. I never knew why. Perhaps that knowledge was lost, along with so much we have lost over the years.”

"People forget," Ben said. "But the System remembers. If we open ourselves to its knowledge, I believe we’ll unlock all kinds of long-lost teachings and be stronger for it."

Thessara sighed wistfully. “I barely remember a time when the magic within us felt so strong. Do you really think we can regain what was lost?”

“That’s what I’ve been seeing so far,” Ben said. “Of course, I’m not from this world. So I can’t compare to what was before. But the demi-beasts I’ve worked with report near immediate improvements to their class abilities. Some get class upgrades or the opportunity to change the class they’ve had for hundreds of years. Once a Homestead is Established, it seems the magic of all members of the community begins to grow.”

“And that’s not even counting the ones that the Boss works with on more… uh… intimate terms,” Marnie said, twisting the buttercup in her hair and blushing.

Vessha’s eyebrows lifted. “Goodness. I’ve had my clutches of children before the Great War. I thought that time was behind me. But it’s almost enough to get me wondering…”

Thessara smacked her on the shoulder with a clawed hand.

“Leave him for the young ones you old lech.” She cast a look over at Ben. “Once he’s run out of them, perhaps we can take another turn. And if it comes to that… I’m younger than you by about three hundred years. So, it’ll be me first!”

A flurry of back and forth retorts followed this, half hissed in the snake-kin tongue which Ben didn’t understand. Stormy and Marnie followed the exchange with their eyes bouncing like they were watching a ping-pong match, their blushes growing deeper by the second.

Ophelia, one hand on her slightly swollen belly, had turned completely scarlet. Ben had a feeling she understood more of what the Elders were saying than anyone else. He suspected she was wondering if she would see any new abilities manifest now that she was carrying Ben’s child.

She was human, and technically shouldn’t be able to do any magic—humans had lost their ascended status when they disrupted Faerowilde’s balance during the Great War, and used power crystal technology to over power and enslave the demi-beasts who had once been their equal.

But Ben’s wife, Alicia, was human and she had ascended to the system once she’d finished her first trimester. Helena, too, had been affected by his magic. Though she hadn’t ascended yet, Ben had received the Autosuggestion ability which allowed him to physically change her body—which she liked him to use to “enhance” her feminine assets to an almost obscene degree. He had no doubt that when Helena and Ophelia completed their first trimesters that they would ascend as well.

In fact, he probably had a notification stating as much. He got so many of them that he often couldn’t keep up, and had to make a habit of going through all the ones he’d missed. It was a lot like clearing out the junk mail folder on his email account. Mostly it was pointless stuff, but every once in a while there was a hidden gem.

While the Elders bickered, he took a moment to check his HUD. Sure enough he did have a notification regarding Ophelia’s pregnancy.

Master Breeder – Advanced Alert!

You have successfully bred the human woman [Ophelia Nameless]. 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 unique magical heritage and may not automatically ascend to the system unless certain conditions are met. However, unique advancement options will be available to her when she reaches full gestation. When the pregnancy has been deemed viable, she will receive notification of the successful breeding and an invitation to choose her path, within the system or without.

Master Breeder Bonus – Protective Shield

This mate is invulnerable to physical and magical attacks while pregnant.

Huh. That was strange.

He wondered what it meant for her to have “unique magical heritage”? He knew Elysanthra’s magic was of a much older, different kind than the system magic. But she’d made it sound as if she was the only one left who had such a power.

Perhaps she was wrong.

Unfortunately, with Ophelia being an orphan adopted by the village, it was unlikely she’d know anything about her family’s history. Even in the system her surname was “Nameless.” Ben wondered if that was a placeholder for an unknown name, or if people had actually called her that.

He motioned Ophelia to his side as the group continued to walk, leaving the Maternity Pods and Nesting Houses behind them. She hurried over to him, still blushing, and looking quite uncomfortable with the additional attention.

“Yes, Keeper?”

“How are you feeling, Ophelia?”

“I’m well, Keeper.” Her hand had automatically moved to her belly, where it stayed. “Thank you for asking. Is there something I can do for you?”

“Just keep me company,” he said, holding out his arm for her.

Shyly, Ophelia tucked the fingers of her left hand into the crook of his elbow, matching his step. Her right hand stayed protectively on her stomach, as if she couldn’t quite believe that she was with child and had to keep reminding herself.

“It’s quite amazing what they’ve done,” she said, looking back over her shoulder at the village upgrades. “I’ve never seen the village like this.”

“From what I’ve heard, you played a significant part in their efforts,” Ben said. “Stormy is very impressed. Not to mention the way you fixed up Sisara and the others after that confrontation in Blackfen.”

“Oh, that was nothing.” Her nut-brown cheeks burned with pleasure. “With the improved healing center and the apothecary supplies Elysanthra gifted to me, I should be able to do much more in the future.”

Ben nodded. “I’m glad. In fact, I was wondering if you might be interested in working more closely with Elysanthra. Once she’s feeling better, that is. I suspect she has a lot of knowledge to pass on to an apprentice. She’s not a healer, herself, but I’d be willing to bet she knows more about healing than most just by virtue of her… advanced years.”

“Keeper!” Ophelia giggled and tucked a strand of curly black hair behind her ear. “You shouldn’t speak of a woman’s age like that. It’s very impolite.”

Ben laughed along with her. “Well it’s a good thing she’s still sleeping so she can’t come after me. But, I’m serious. I think there’s a lot she could teach you. In fact, I wonder if there’s a chance that you have a similar sort of magic to hers running through your veins. Your healing abilities and your gift with animals both suggest you’re somewhat more than the average human. Do you know anything about your family? Perhaps we should ask around Blackfen and find out where you came from.”

Ophelia bit her lip. “I’m not from Blackfen.”

“You’re not?” Ben’s eyebrows rose. “I thought the snake-kin adopting orphans from the human village.”

“They do, mostly.” Ophelia said. “But… I suppose there are rumors about young unwanted girls finding a home in the jungle, because there are a few children abandoned at the edge of our territory every year. And then, there are those the merchants bring.”

“Sisara mentioned the merchants,” Ben said. “I assumed they were just the go-betweens that arranged such things between Blackfen and here.”

“They do that as well,” Ophelia said. “But the merchants travel widely, and there are some we’ve gotten to know quite well. Sometimes, they purchase sickly young girls from slave auctions or pick them up in boarding houses in far away cities just to bring them to the snake-kin women. I understand I was one of these, though I barely remember where I was before.”

Ben considered this. “I guess that explains your darker complexion. You remember nothing of where you came from?”

Ophelia shook her head, and her fingers tightened on Ben’s arm.

“My slave papers listed me as Nameless,” she said. “And the only things I remember are the blazing heat of the sun against my skin. A dry heat, nothing like the jungle. Salt in the air that stung my cracked lips. And vast, glittering blue waters.”

“It sounds like you came from a seaside town,” Ben said. “Or the desert. I don’t know Faerowilde well enough to know where that might be.”

Ophelia shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. All I’ve known since then is the jungle. And I like it here. I have no wish to travel or explore. But I understand there is a city in the east, a port town called Rockford in the province of Erievene, which may match my memories.”

Erievene. Ben had heard of it, but he couldn’t think of where. Perhaps it was something Helena had mentioned. She traveled widely in her work as a diplomat, before she’d retired to Lucky Nickel Acres. He’d have to ask her if she knew anything that might help Ben get to the bottom of this mystery, any hints of ancient magical lineages from the easternmost province. Or, when she awoke, he could ask Elysanthra.

Ben wouldn’t be surprised if his quest to unlock the monuments around Faerowilde also began stirring up old magic.

“Well, don’t worry about it now.” Ben reached up to stroke Ophelia’s fingers where they squeezed his bicep nervously. “You don’t have to go anywhere, as far as I’m concerned. But I would like to find out more about where you come from, with these magical gifts of yours. It could be important.”

“Do you really think so?” She blushed again. “I have always been afraid of my powers. Or rather, afraid of what other humans would think if they knew that I had them. Among the demi-beasts, I’ve never worried. We’re all outcasts here. But… humans don’t take kindly to magic around here. And I have no interest in going back to being a slave.”

“Of course not,” Ben assured her. “And as long as I’m alive, that will never happen. I promise you that. But would you do me a favor, Ophelia? If you notice any changes in your magic now that you’re pregnant, or as you spend more time in my presence, will you let me know?”

“Oh!” Ophelia looked surprised, as if she hadn’t considered that this might happen. “Yes, I will. Of course I will. And… um… if you’d like to spend more time with me. As… as an experiment? I’d like that too.”

Ben drew a finger along her jaw, pulling her in for a kiss. “I’ll be spending plenty of time with you, don’t you worry. I wouldn’t miss it for the world—”

The sound of someone clearing their throat interrupted them. “Excuse me, Boss. I don’t want to interrupt, but you’ve really gotta see this.”

“Yes, as much as Ophelia probably enjoys your kisses,” Stormy added, “I bet she’d enjoy showing off her own contribution to the village even more.”

Ben blinked. “What else have you got in store for me?”

“Oh, yes,” Ophelia pulled her fingers from the crook of his arm and grabbed his hand instead, pulling him along with her. “Come and see! I know this was your idea, and Stormy and Marnie helped with the enclosures, but… Oh… just come with me!”

The elders, ahead of them on the wooden boardwalk, were already gasping at something Ben couldn’t yet see. But as he rounded the corner to see what they were looking at, he immediately understood their reaction.

He was stunned.

A shallow pool had been dug near the base of the waterfall, its edges lined with smooth stones warmed by the sun. Thick red mud had been churned up along the far bank of the pool where half a dozen Thornbacks lounged, half in and half out of the water, their armored shells gleaming wetly as they basked. The creatures looked like a cross between an armadillo and a small hippopotamus, their backs covered in overlapping spiked plates of natural armor.

"They provide shed scales for crafting," Ophelia said. "And their dung makes excellent fertilizer. In exchange, they get a safe place to wallow and protection from predators. They weren’t eager to make a deal, at first.”

“Thornbacks have always been mean, stubborn creatures,” Vessha hissed. Then she noticed the creatures watching her and whispered to Ophelia, “Don’t tell them I said that.”

“I think they knew very well that they would eventually have been able to force their way in and have access to the mud, whether we liked it or not,” Ophelia conceded. “But they also understood that we would not make life easy for them if they tried to take the area by force. They have evolved to be mean and stubborn as a way to protect themselves, since they are not quick or nimble as many predators are. They have no option but to be tough. But like any creature, they only want a safe place to raise their young. When I explained how the enclosure worked, and that they would be undisturbed if they stayed in the designated area, they weren’t nearly so combative.”

“Impressive negotiating, Feely,” Thessara said. “If you ever get tired of being our healer I’m sure you could find work in one of the big cities.”

Ophelia smiled. “I’m not going anywhere, Elder Thessara. Don’t worry.”

“That’s a relief,” Vessha added. “Because I don’t think I’d like having to deal with these creatures when you were gone.”

“Oh,” Ophelia laughed. “The Thornbacks were much easier to deal with than the other ones.”

“Other ones?” Vessha and Thessara voiced at once. “What other ones are these?”

Stormy covered her mouth to hide a smile as Ophelia guided the group toward another area, just around the corner from the waterfall and the Thornback wallow.

Nearby, a fenced enclosure held a flock of enormous birds. The Crestrunners turned their heads as one, their bright, iridescent feathers and wicked beaks glinting in the sunlight. They’d already built new nests of woven branches and the red clay mud preferred by the Thornbacks. They strutted about their pen with obvious self-importance, occasionally pausing to preen.

"We managed to divide the local flock in half,” Ophelia said, indicating the Crestrunners. “The younger, weaker birds were the ones willing to make a deal with us. The older, more powerful of the flock were the ones who had been able to compete and win for space in the old nesting grounds. This will take pressure off the wild birds and provide safety and stability for these ones. They’ve agreed that we can collect feathers and broken talons for trade, and when they have unmated females, we will be allowed to gather eggs.”

"You convinced all these animals to move here?" Thessara asked, clearly impressed.

Ophelia shrugged. "They were already looking for safer territory. The demon's presence drove a lot of wildlife away from their usual habitats, crowding out the ones who originally lived here. Then, with the stampeding Cleftusks added to the mix… I can understand why the Crestrunners have been so grumpy lately. They’ve been very stressed. Actually,” she rubbed her shoulder where her wound had mostly healed over, “the one who attacked me even apologized for the misunderstanding. They’re not nearly as scary as they look once you get to know them.”

“Better you than me,” Stormy muttered, eyeing the dinosaur-like birds with understandable wariness. “They still give me the creeps.”

“I’m sure it won’t take long for all of these animals to settle into life around the village,” Ben said. “We’re very lucky to have Ophelia to mediate for us, without demi-beast Guardians to help with the herds and flocks, like we have for the animals at the farm.”

Marnie’s eyes went wide. “You know, if there is some kind of tortoise type demi-beast out in the jungle, I bet she’d make a good strong worker. It would be nice to have a bit more muscle around here. Not that I’m complaining, but I’m only one woman, and that slows things down when there’s a lot of heavy work to be done.”

“You’ve all done an incredible job,” Ben said. “Far more than we originally planned in order to complete the quest to Establish a Homestead. Once Nidra is ready to perform the naming ceremony, we’ll be all set.”

“We haven’t shown you the rest of the wall,” Stormy said, “but it’s complete now. You can probably see in your HUD. If you’d like to inspect it yourself, I’d be happy to show you and the Elders what else we’ve done to secure the territory.”

Ben was about to compliment her work when a commotion near the village gate drew everyone's attention.

“What’s going on over there?” Vessha asked. “Do you… feel that?”

She turned tail and slithered back along the boardwalk as if she were following something Ben couldn’t hear. But snake-kin were more sensitive to sounds and vibrations than his human ears could pick up on.

“She’s right,” Thessara said. “Something big is moving over there.”

The group hurried after the snake-kin elders, curious as to what the fuss was about.

As Ben approached the gate, he was surprised to see Nidra emerging from the jungle shadows. Her patchwork clothes rustled softly as she walked.

She wasn't alone.

Beside her, moving with the careful, uncertain steps of the very young, was a creature that made Ben's breath catch.

It stood about waist-high at the shoulder, its body covered in leathery gray skin that would eventually thicken into armor plating. Two small tusks jutted from its lower jaw, barely more than nubs at this age, but they would grow into the massive ivory weapons that gave its species their name.

A Cleftusk.

A baby Cleftusk.

"Oh," Stormy breathed. "Oh, she's beautiful."

The calf's ears, large and leaf-shaped to dissipate heat, swiveled toward the sound of Stormy's voice. It made a soft, questioning rumble.

"Found her wandering alone in the deep jungle," Nidra said, her voice carrying that same unhurried, dreamlike quality. "Her mother was one of the ones killed by the poachers. The herd has moved on, deeper into the territory where humans cannot follow. They would not take her back."

"Why not?" Marnie asked.

"Cleftusk herds are led by matriarchs. Without her mother to vouch for her, the calf has no status. No place." Nidra's moonlit eyes met Ben's. "I thought, given how generous this village has been at taking in orphans, she might find a home here."

The baby Cleftusk had wandered closer to the group, her trunk-like nose snuffling at Ben's outstretched hand. Up close, he could see the intelligence in her small, dark eyes. The wariness. The hope.

"She's incredible," Ben said. "I was thinking it would be valuable to have a Cleftusk ally for the village. But I never expected to actually have one. When this girl is all grown, she'll be able to clear entire sections of jungle. Move landslides. Knock down anything that threatens the village."

“Hey, Boss,” Marnie said with a grin. “Looks like I got my wish after all. This little baby is all the muscle any woman could need.”

"Can we name her?" Stormy asked eagerly. "Please, Boss? She needs a name!"

"Oh, yes!" Marnie's stoic facade cracked into something approaching excitement. "She needs a strong name. Like Boulder. Or Crushface."

"Crushface?" Stormy wrinkled her nose. "That's terrible. What about something pretty, like Honeybee? Or Dewdrop?"

"You want to name a creature that will eventually weigh several tons... Dewdrop?"

Ben held up a hand before the argument could escalate.

"Actually," he said, "I think we should let Ophelia talk to her first. I’m sure she has a name. Let’s find out what her mother named her." He looked at the pregnant handmaiden, who was trembling beside him with her hands on her belly. "I'm sure she'd want to keep that, don't you think?"

Ophelia's eyes had gone glassy with unshed tears.

She knelt beside the baby Cleftusk, placing one hand on the creature's leathery cheek. For a long moment, neither moved. Then Ophelia closed her eyes, and Ben felt the faintest whisper of magic pass between them.

When she opened her eyes again, tears were streaming down her face.

"Her name is Hidaya," Ophelia whispered. "Her mother named her Hidaya. It means 'gift' in the old tongue. And what a gift it is to speak to one of the great sacred beasts of the jungle… I never thought…"

The baby Cleftusk—Hidaya—made a soft sound and pressed closer to Ophelia, as if recognizing that someone finally understood.

“A gift for all of us,” Ben said, coming to stand next to Ophelia. “It is good to meet you, Hidaya. I hope you’ll be happy here.”

The little Cleftusk reached out with her trunk to touch Ben’s hand where he’d rested it on Ophelia’s shoulder, patting gently. Then she let out a tiny trumpet which made everyone laugh.

Nidra smiled her slow smile. “I thought this was the right place for her.”

“I’m glad you’re here, actually,” Ben said, turning to the shaman. “I believe we’re ready for the naming ceremony, if you’re ready to perform it.”

Vessha and Thessara, who were watching the shaman and the Cleftusk as if they had just seen a pair of ghosts, finally shook themselves from their reverie.

“I-if you don’t mind, Keeper,” Vessha said, stammering slightly like she was in the presence of royalty. Or maybe just a celebrity. “W-we would like to see the rest of the fortifications your builder was speaking of. P-perhaps… the shaman and young Hidaya would like to accompany us on the last of the tour?”

Ben smiled. “I think that’s an excellent idea.”

They continued the tour with Nidra and Hidaya trailing behind them. The shaman’s footsteps were nearly silent, while the Cleftusk shuffled with an oddly gentle gait, making a path in the foliage next to the wooden boardwalk. It was as if Hidaya knew she was too heavy to walk on the boards.

The perimeter wall was a sturdy barrier of local timber reinforced with stone at the base, tall enough to discourage most predators and thick enough to withstand a determined assault. Guard platforms had been built at regular intervals, giving defenders clear sightlines over the surrounding jungle. It was a significant improvement to the spiked wooden posts the snake-kin had erected like a fence around the village. Much of that fence had been destroyed in the demon attacks, and had badly been in need of repair.

Vessha and Thessara were suitably impressed.

“Have Sisera and Siseeko seen this?” the pale-scaled elder asked. “They will be thrilled with those elevated platforms.”

"We used wood that Sisera recommended to us," Stormy explained. "Marnie harvested it. A local hardwood—incredibly dense, resistant to rot, and it bonds well with the stone foundations."

"Sturdy," Thessara pronounced, rapping her knuckles against the wall. "This will serve us well in the seasons to come."

As they rounded the corner, Hidaya suddenly veered away from the group. Ben tensed, worried she might be frightened, but the baby Cleftusk simply trundled over to the waterfall pool and waded in among the Thornbacks.

The armored creatures shifted to make room for her, seemingly unbothered by the addition to their wallowing space. Within moments, Hidaya had settled into the warm water with a contented sigh, her small tusks barely visible above the surface.

"She likes it here," Ophelia said softly, watching the scene with a gentle smile. "Even though she misses her mother. She says she's never felt so safe."

Ben put a hand on the young woman's shoulder. "She's not the only orphan who's found a home in this village. And I’m sure she won’t be the last. We’re building something special here. This is only the beginning."
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They gathered in the shade near the temple entrance once the tour was concluded.

"You've accomplished more in a few days than we managed in years," Thessara admitted. "The drainage system alone would have been beyond us. But the maternity facilities, the animal enclosures, the wall..." She shook her head. "It's remarkable."

"The System helps," Ben said. "But none of it would be possible without people willing to do the work."

Vessha's milky eyes studied him with that unsettling perception the very old sometimes possessed. "You have completed nearly everything required to claim this territory, Keeper. The naming ceremony is all that remains."

Ben nodded. He'd been tracking the quest progress in his HUD.

Quest: Attain a Territorial Claim (Jungle Territory)

Assist Village: 5/5 Complete

Fortify Boundary: 100% Complete

Name Settlement: Incomplete

Quest: Establish a Homestead

Requirements: [Territorial Claim]

Progress: Pending

"We're ready whenever you are," he said. "Nidra has agreed to conduct the ceremony."

"Then we should not delay." Vessha straightened, her faded scales seeming to brighten with purpose. "I will gather the village. We’ll be ready for it tonight."

"That would be great," Ben said.

Stormy shifted her weight from hoof to hoof, her ears swiveling uncertainly. "Should we... I mean, do you think we should try to wake Elysanthra first? She's been asleep for days now. It seems wrong to have the ceremony without her."

Ben glanced toward his hut where the witch lay resting from the strain of dying and being resurrected. She hadn't stirred since she’d passed out on the way back to the village, and Ben doubted they’d be able to wake her now.

"She'll wake when she's healed," Nidra said, materializing from where she’d been lurking in the shadows. She seemed to prefer the darkness to the light. "The journey back from the River of Dreams takes time. Her soul is still settling into her body."

"Ariss said she was going to keep me away from the witch," Ben said with a wry smile. "And see if she hibernates for months."

Thessara snorted. "Isn't that what Elysanthra predicted would happen to the queen after her transformation?"

“It wasn’t so much a prediction as a plan, I think.” Ben shrugged. “Ariss found the irony amusing, even if she’s forgiven Elysanthra for the lie. All Ariss needed was me, and once she’s healed, I suspect Elysanthra will be the same.”

"Then perhaps," Vessha said, a hint of mischief in her ancient voice, "you should visit her after the ceremony. To speed her recovery."

Ben grinned at the old Naga woman. "Perhaps I should."

The elders exchanged a look that Ben couldn't quite interpret.

"We have seen wonders today, Keeper," Vessha said finally. "Upgrades to our village, animals that chose to live among us rather than flee, a baby Cleftusk who will one day be a mighty guardian." She inclined her head. "We would be honored to have the naming ceremony performed as soon as possible. This village deserves a name worthy of what it is becoming."

Ben looked out over the transformed settlement. At the new huts, the Thornbacks basking in their pool, with Hidaya dozing contentedly among them. At the Crestrunners preening in their enclosure and the glimmer-mice watching from the rooftops.

At the wall that would protect them all.

He couldn’t help the sense of pride and belonging that welled in his chest.

"Tonight, Keeper." Nidra voiced in her slow, sleepy way. “Tonight we will name your Homestead.”
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The Name and the Spire


The naming ceremony took place at dusk, when the jungle light turned golden and the waterfall sang its eternal song. Ben wore the dress suit Ariss had given him, feeling it was the only thing he had to wear that was fitting for such an important occasion. But it felt strange compared to the more casual clothes he was accustomed to.

Nidra stood at the temple's entrance, her patchwork clothes replaced by ceremonial robes of deep indigo. Blue tattoos writhed across her exposed arms, pulsing in rhythm with words Ben couldn't understand. The shaman's voice rose and fell in a chant that seemed to resonate with the very stones beneath their feet.

The entire village had gathered. Snake-kin of every age coiled in the temple courtyard, their scales catching the fading light. Stormy and Marnie stood near the back, trying not to draw attention to themselves. The Elders had taken positions of honor near the front, with Vessha's white scales gleaming like pearls.

And at the center of it all, Queen Ariss waited.

She had emerged from her temple chambers for the first time since Ben had helped her awaken from her transformation. Her serpentine body stretched nearly thirty feet, coiled in elegant loops that belied the raw power of her muscular tail. Emerald and gold scales shimmered with health, thanks to Ophelia’s grooming. Her brilliant green, serpentine gaze burned with quiet pride.

Nidra's chant reached a crescendo. The air seemed to thicken with magic.

"The land has been claimed," the shaman intoned. "The boundaries fortified. The people united. All that remains is the naming." Her moonlit eyes found Ariss. "Queen of the Stone Coil Monument, Guardian of this territory—what name do you bestow upon your domain?"

Ariss lifted her chin. When she spoke, her voice carried across the courtyard with the authority of a true monarch.

"This village has stood for generations without a name. We were simply 'the village' or 'the snake-kin settlement.' We had no identity beyond our isolation." Her gaze found Ben in the crowd. "But that has changed since the Keeper came to us. He fought for us. He bled for us. He helped us reclaim what we had lost and build what we never dreamed possible."

She paused, letting the words settle.

"I name this place Serpent's Keep, in honor of our heritage and his hand in our rebirth. Let it stand as a testament to what we have built together—and what we will protect."

The magic surged.

Ben felt it wash over him like a warm tide, seeping into his bones and settling somewhere deep in his chest. His HUD exploded with notifications.

Quest Complete: Attain a Territorial Claim (Jungle Territory)

You have successfully claimed the jungle territory as part of your domain. Serpent's Keep is now bound to you as Keeper.

Quest Complete: Establish a Homestead

Serpent's Keep has been registered as a Homestead under your protection. Basic territorial benefits now apply.

Quest Complete: Establish a Farmstead

Demi-Beast breeding and livestock population requirements met. Serpent's Keep has been upgraded to Farmstead status. Enhanced territorial benefits now apply.

Ben blinked at the rapid succession of completions. The animals. Ophelia's negotiations with the Thornbacks and Crestrunners must have fulfilled the requirements he hadn't even realized were pending.

But he wasn’t the only one to get a notification.

Ariss's hand flew to her stomach. Her eyes went wide.

"Ben." Her voice was barely a whisper. "I'm... the System says I'm..."

He was at her side in an instant, pushing through the crowd. "What is it, Ariss?"

She looked up at him, and for the first time since her transformation, he saw vulnerability in those striking eyes.

"I’m pregnant," she breathed. "After all that breeding and no success, I was beginning to think it wouldn’t work for me. But… the moment the village was named, the System confirmed it. I’m going to be a mother!"

A roar of celebration erupted from the gathered snake-kin. Vessha wept openly. Thessara had her arm around the elder, her own eyes suspiciously bright. Even the glimmer-mice, who had scattered amongst the crowd to watch the festivities, chittered with obvious excitement.

Ben pulled Ariss close—or as close as he could manage given her size. She leaned down and pressed her forehead to his.

"Congratulations, my queen."

Her laugh was shaky but genuine. "You're going to have to visit more often, Keeper. I refuse to raise this child alone."

"You won't have to, I promise,” he said. “Any idea if you’d like to have a live birth or a clutch of eggs?"

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Ariss replied. “I think… I am too large for the Maternity Pods, and it would be waste of resources to build an enormous one just for me.”

“I don’t think it would be a waste,” Ben said. “You’re the queen, after all. You deserve to be comfortable.”

“I’ll be perfectly comfortable in my nest,” Ariss said with a smile. “Meela has helped me arrange it so nicely. So nicely that I think she’d like to lay her eggs in it too. Besides, my mother had a live birth when she had me… and I’d like to do just about everything differently from her as I can. Is that all right with you?”

“Of course.” Ben stroked the side of her face and gazed into her emerald eyes. “I trust you to do what’s best for our children, Ariss. And I wouldn’t be surprised if your choice results in the Nesting Houses being more popular than the Maternity Pods.”

Ariss’s tongue flicked out to caress the side of his neck. “I suppose you’ll just have to find more demi-beasts to fill them… Stormy and Marnie, certainly. And perhaps a certain shaman?”

“We’ll see,” Ben laughed. “We’ll see.”

The celebration continued long into the night, but Ben eventually extracted himself from the festivities.

Ariss caught his arm as he turned to leave.

"Wait." She reached into a pouch at her hip and withdrew something that made Ben's breath catch.

The gemstone was the size of his fist, its surface smooth and flawless. It caught the torchlight and threw it back in shades of brilliant yellow—like sunlight filtering through ice, warm and cold at once. The color reminded him immediately of another set of eyes. Golden eyes that watched over Lucky Nickel Acres from her nesting platform.

"This was the largest of the stones recovered from the ancient waterworks," Ariss said. "Part of Elysanthra's hidden stash from before the Great War. I want you to have it."

Ben turned the gem over in his hands, marveling at its weight and clarity. "This must be worth a fortune."

"It is. But you've given us something far more valuable than gold." She smiled. "Take it to show your family at Lucky Nickel Acres the kind of riches we have here in the jungle. Put it on display, or give it to someone who will appreciate its beauty."

"I know exactly who." Ben tucked the gemstone carefully into his Gizzard of Holding which, for the moment, was unusually silent. "Thank you, Ariss. For everything."

"Thank me by coming back often." The tip of her tail coiled around his ankle and slid up his calf in a snake-kin gesture of affection. "And… by taking care of that witch of yours. I think she's been sleeping long enough."

[image: image-placeholder]

Ben's hut was quiet when he entered.

Moonlight filtered through the woven walls, casting pale stripes across the packed earth floor. The air smelled of herbs and something floral—Ophelia must have been tending to the space while he was busy with the ceremony.

His eyes found the cot that had been added to the corner when they carried the witch inside.

But this time, Elysanthra wasn't sleeping.

She was sitting up, her dark hair tumbling over her shoulders, her purple eyes fixed on him with an intensity that made his pulse quicken. The thin blanket had pooled around her waist, revealing the simple shift she wore. It hung loose on her slender frame, the neckline slipping to expose one pale shoulder.

"You're awake," Ben said.

"I've been awake for hours." Her voice was rough from disuse, but there was an edge to it that he recognized. Hunger. Need. "I heard the ceremony. I felt the magic." She swung her legs over the side of the cot. "I've been waiting for you."

Ben took off his suit jacket and the Gizzard of Holding, hanging them on a hook next to his hammock. Elysanthra made an appreciative noise as he crossed the room to her.

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"Restless." She rose to meet him, her bare feet silent on the floor. "Frustrated." Her hands found his chest, fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt. "Desperate."

"Elysanthra—"

"I know." She cut him off, her eyes fierce. "I know I have to share you. I know there are others. I've accepted it, Ben. I have." Her grip tightened. "But right now, in this moment, you're mine. Just mine. Let me have this. Let me pretend."

He cupped her face in his hands. She leaned into his touch like a woman starved for contact.

"I've waited so long," she whispered. "Centuries of loneliness, of wanting something I thought I could never have. And then you came along and you were everything I'd dreamed of, and I couldn't have you because I was too proud and too scared to share."

"You're not scared anymore?"

"I'm terrified." A broken laugh escaped her. "But I'd rather be terrified with you than alone without you."

He kissed her.

The world seemed to tilt and shift, and for a moment Ben wondered if Elysanthra was using some kind of seduction magic to make the kiss feel otherworldly and addictive. It was certainly intense.

But then he recognized the tug at his belly button, like the feeling just before the drop on a rollercoaster, and when he opened his eyes he wasn’t surprised to find out that his hut was gone.

Ben's feet found solid ground, or something like it. That same soft, yielding surface he remembered from before. Colors shifted at the edge of his vision, purple bleeding into black bleeding into deep blue.

The River of Dreams glowed in the distance, its luminescent waters casting everything in an otherworldly light. Stars pulsed overhead like slow heartbeats. And the dark tower, now much closer than he’d seen it before, loomed above them.

They were both naked.

Elysanthra gasped, her hands flying to cover herself before she realized the futility of the gesture. Her eyes darted around the dreamscape, wide with shock.

"What—where—" She spun to face him. "Ben, what happened? Where are we?"

"The dream realm." He reached for her, steadying her with hands on her shoulders. "It's where Nidra brought me to find you. When you..."

"When I died." She finished the thought quietly. "I remember. The river. Your voice calling me back." Her gaze dropped to his nude body, and the shock in her expression slowly transformed into something else. Something hungry. "And I remember your hands on me. Pulling me back to the surface."

“Elysanthra—” he started, wondering if he should cover himself for her sake or cover her.

But the witch had no intentions of letting modesty get in the way of her plans for him.

She launched herself at him, moved so fast Ben could have believed it was some kind of teleportation. In this world everything felt so ethereal and unreal that he couldn’t tell if it was the witch’s own magic or just the strange dream logic of the place working on his mind.

One moment she was standing an arm's length away, the next she was wrapped around him, her legs locked behind his back, her arms crushing his neck, her mouth devouring his with desperate urgency.

Ben stumbled backward, barely keeping his footing on the strange ground. Her kiss was fierce and claiming, her tongue demanding entry, her teeth nipping at his lower lip hard enough to sting.

"Mine," she gasped against his mouth. "You're mine. Say it."

"Elysanthra, we should—"

"Say it." Her nails raked down his back. "Just for now. Just for tonight. Tell me I'm the only one."

He gripped her hips, pulling her tighter against him. She moaned at the contact, rolling her body against his growing hardness.

"You're the only one," he said. "Right now, in this place, you're the only woman in the world."

The sound she made was almost a sob. She kissed him again, softer this time, but no less desperate.

"I would kill anyone who tried to take you from me," she breathed against his lips. "I would burn cities. Tear down mountains. End bloodlines." Her hips ground against him. "Do you understand? I am not a woman who shares. I am not a woman who compromises. I have spent a thousand years alone because no one was worthy of me, and now that I've found you, the thought of anyone else touching you makes me want to—"

"Breathe." Ben pulled back just enough to meet her eyes. "I'm here. I'm not going anywhere."

"Promise me."

"I promise."

She kissed him again, and this time he let himself fall.

They tumbled onto the soft ground together, the dreamscape cushioning their landing. Elysanthra straddled him immediately, her thighs bracketing his hips, her hands planted on his chest.

"I've thought about this every night since I tasted you," she said. Her voice had dropped to something low and throaty. "Every single night. Do you know what that's like? Centuries of nothing, of keeping a hole in my heart and waiting for someone to fill it… and then suddenly, when I saw you, I knew exactly what I was missing."

Her hips rolled, dragging her slick heat along his length. Ben's hands found her waist, holding her steady.

"I touched myself thinking about you." The admission came out breathless, shameless. "In my caravan. In the village. In the bushes outside your hut while you pleasured other women. I imagined your hands on me. Your mouth on me. This—" Another roll of her hips. "Inside me."

"Slow down, Elysanthra..."

"I will not slow down. I want everything." She leaned down, her hair falling around them like a curtain of black silk. "I want to know what you feel like. What you taste like. I want you so deep inside me that I forget where I end and you begin." Her lips brushed his ear. "And I don't want to share a single second of it with anyone else."

Ben rolled them in one smooth, powerful motion, pinning Elysanthra beneath him on the soft, dream-woven ground. The impact drove a startled gasp from her lungs, but the sound quickly melted into a hungry moan as he settled his weight over her slender frame.

Her pale skin flushed instantly under the ethereal light, the thin black line of hair above her freshly shaved pussy already glistening with arousal. She was too thin—ribs faintly visible beneath her breasts, hip bones sharp against his palms—but the hunger in her eyes made her look feral, untamed, dangerous in the most intoxicating way.

He lowered his head and took one small, perfect nipple between his lips.

Hard.

Elysanthra’s back bowed off the ground with a sharp, keening cry. Her fingers plunged into his hair, yanking hard enough to sting as she tried to force more of her breast into his mouth. He sucked harder, teeth grazing the sensitive peak, tongue flicking mercilessly until she writhed beneath him like something wild caught in a trap.

“More—more—bite it—please—” Her voice cracked, desperate and ragged. “I need—fuck—Ben—”

He switched to the other nipple, giving it the same punishing attention, sucking until it swelled dark and glistening between his lips. Her hips bucked wildly, trying to grind against him, but he kept his body just out of reach, letting her feel the ache of emptiness.

One hand slid down between her trembling thighs. Two fingers parted her slick folds—gods, she was soaked, dripping down to the crease of her ass—and pushed inside the tight heat of her slit.

She screamed.

The sound was raw, almost pained, but the way her walls fluttered and clenched around his fingers told a different story. He curled them slowly, stroking that sensitive spot inside her while his mouth never left her breasts, alternating between them, leaving both nipples red and swollen.

Elysanthra thrashed, pulling his hair so hard he felt strands tear free. “Inside me—now—fuck me—please—I can’t—I need your cock—”

He didn’t reply except to nip her hard enough to cut off her begging.

He released her nipple with a wet pop and slid lower, hooking her knees with his palms, he pushed forward and folded her nearly in half. Her thighs pressed against her chest, knees shoved up toward her ears, leaving her completely exposed—pussy dripping, tight little asshole winking in the otherworldly light, that perfect thin line of black hair glistening.

Ben lowered his face and plunged his tongue into her slit, lapping up the flood of her arousal. She screamed at the suddenness of it, at the overwhelming and foreign sensation of his mouth against her sex. But it didn’t matter. There was no one around to hear them.

Vaguely, Ben wondered if she was screaming back in the jungle hut where their real bodies were. But it didn’t really matter. Everyone knew what he was going to do to Elysanthra when she woke.

He dragged his tongue lower to circle her asshole in slow, powerful swirls. Elysanthra’s entire body seized, a broken sob tearing from her throat as he alternated—sucking her clit, tonguing her entrance, rimming her with deliberate, teasing pressure.

She was shaking now, tears streaming from the corners of her eyes, lips raw and swollen from biting them to keep from screaming too loud.

“Please—please—Ben—I’m going to—oh gods—I’m—”

He lifted his head just as her climax crested, locking eyes with her.

She looked wrecked—hair wild and tangled, cheeks blotchy with tears and flush, lips bitten red, eyes glassy and pleading.

“Fuck me,” she begged, voice cracking. “Please—fill me—I need it—I need you inside me now—”

Ben kept her knees pinned to her ears, folded and helpless beneath him. He lined himself up, the thick head of his cock nudging her slick entrance, and pushed in slowly—inch by torturous inch.

Elysanthra cried out—a sharp, broken sound of pain and overwhelming relief—as he stretched her virgin pussy wide around his girth. Tears spilled freely now, running down her temples into her hair, but her hips lifted, trying to take more.

“More—more—please—don’t stop—”

He didn’t. He sank to the hilt in one long, steady thrust, bottoming out inside her, feeling her walls flutter and spasm around him like they were trying to pull him deeper.

She came the instant his length was fully buried inside her, all her nerve endings firing at once as she was stretched in every direction to accommodate him.

Her whole body convulsed, pussy clamping down so hard it dragged a groan from his throat. She screamed his name, nails raking down his arms, legs shaking against his shoulders as wave after wave ripped through her.

Ben didn’t stop moving. He fucked her through it—slow, deep strokes at first, letting her feel every inch, then faster, harder, pinning her folded body beneath him as she continued to beg.

Elysanthra sobbed with pleasure, tears streaming, babbling incoherently between moans.

“Yes—yes—fill me—breed me, Keeper—make me yours—only yours—”

He silenced her with a kiss, hard and messy, swallowing her cries as he drove into her one last time and came with a guttural groan, flooding her womb with thick, hot pulses of seed. She clenched around him again, milking every drop, her body trembling so violently he thought she might shatter.

When it was over, he eased her legs down gently, still buried inside her, and gathered her close against his chest. Elysanthra clung to him, shaking, tears still falling, but a soft, dazed smile curved her swollen lips.

“Mine,” she whispered hoarsely, nuzzling into his neck. “You’re mine.”

Ben pressed a kiss to her forehead, feeling the rapid flutter of her heart against his.

“For now,” he murmured, “I’m all yours.”

But she wasn’t finished yet. She pushed him on to his back, and his still-hard cock popped out of her like a cork from a bottle. She clambered on top of him with that wild, feral desperation from before, her fingernails digging into his shoulders as she fought to keep her trembling muscles from giving out.

Ben gazed up, seeing the tower above them, and wondered why they’d been brought back to this place.

But he wouldn’t be able to explore until Elysanthra had been sated. And after as long as she’d waited for this moment, Ben suspected that might be a while.

The witch lifted herself up, grabbing his shaft in one hand, and slapped it against her pussy with a moan. “Uuungh, fuck. I could use you for hours. I can’t get enough of this.” She held his cock still and ground her clit against his head until her juices were pouring down his length and pooling on his belly.

He stared up at her, enjoying the show as much as the sensation, as she lost herself to her own passion.

Finally, Elysanthra positioned him at her entrance and sank down in one smooth motion, like she was impaling herself on a sword.

The sound she made was something between a gasp and a moan. Her inner walls clenched around him, still impossibly tight, and Ben had to grit his teeth against the overwhelming wave of pleasure that coursed through him.

"Oh." Her eyes had gone unfocused, her mouth slack. "Oh, that's... uuungh, you're... so deep.”

Ben gripped her hips trying to slow her down, but she fought him. Her hands grasped his wrists, her nails digging into his flesh as she pounded herself along her length like she was punishing herself. Then she dragged his hands up to her chest, positioning them over her swollen nipples.

"More." She demanded, dropping her hands to his shoulders and piercing his flesh with her nails again. “Harder. I want to feel you everywhere.”

Ben’s fingers found her swollen nipples and pinched—hard.

Elysanthra’s back bowed, a raw, animal cry tearing from her throat as her hips slammed down even harder, taking him to the root. The wet slap of her ass against his thighs rang out like a drumbeat in the dreamscape, her slick heat coating him in thick, glistening trails that dripped down his balls and pooled on his stomach.

Her moans grew louder and her dirty whispers grew filthier as she got a feel for what she wanted..

"This is mine," she gasped, grinding down hard. "This cock is mine. No one else gets to have it like this. No one else gets to feel you this deep."

Ben didn’t argue with her. He’d promised she could pretend while they were together that she was the only one. But he wasn’t eager to encourage her, either, knowing how powerful she was compared to his other lovers.

"Yes." She threw her head back, her pace increasing. "Yes, you’re mine. And I'll kill any woman who says otherwise. I'll—ah—I'll curse them. Hex them. Turn them into—into toads—"

Ben almost laughed. "Toads?"

"Shut up and fuck me harder."

He obliged, taking pleasure in seeing her little winces as he bottomed out inside her, all the while tugging and pinching her nipples.

“Harder—pinch them harder—hurt me—” she begged, voice cracking with desperation. “I’ve been so bad. I’ve been such a bad girl.”

Her nails scored red lines down his chest, her body shaking violently as she rode him like she meant to break them both.

He twisted her nipples between thumb and forefinger, tugging them outward until the pale skin around them stretched taut and flushed. She screamed, head thrown back, black hair whipping wildly as she fucked herself on his cock with punishing force. The thin line of black hair above her pussy was matted with their combined fluids, her folds swollen and red from the relentless friction.

Ben’s hand came down—once, twice—sharp slaps across the soft underside of each breast. The pale flesh jiggled, blooming pink under his palm. Elysanthra sobbed with pleasure, hips stuttering, inner walls fluttering wildly around him.

“More—slap them again—show me I’m yours—” Her words were slurred, frantic. “I want bruises—I want to feel you tomorrow—I want to ache—”

He slapped her breasts again, harder, watching the skin ripple and blush.

She came almost instantly—her pussy clamping down like a vise, gushing hot fluid around his shaft—but she didn’t stop. She kept riding, kept fucking herself on him with bruised, relentless determination, chasing something deeper than release.

“Please,” she begged, not even knowing what to ask for. “Please take me. I want to feel you everywhere, everywhere at once!”

Ben wrapped one hand around her slender throat.

Not tight, just enough to feel her pulse hammering against his palm. Her eyes rolled back, a broken moan vibrating under his fingers as her walls spasmed again.

His other hand slid down the curve of her hip, fingers finding the tight ring of her ass. He pressed two digits inside her without warning, stretching the untouched hole alongside the thick cock still buried in her pussy.

Elysanthra’s scream was wordless, primal—body convulsing so violently her thighs locked around his hips, nails drawing blood from his shoulders. Her pussy clamped down in violent, milking waves, gushing around him as her orgasm ripped through her like lightning.

Her head lolled, her neck gone limp in his hand as her body trembled on top of him. She was starting to lose hold of reality as sometimes happened once a woman had absorbed a heavy dose of his seed.

Ben thrust up into her slackening form, chasing his own release with deep, powerful strokes. When he came this time, it was with a guttural roar, pumping thick, hot ropes of cum into her womb. The rush was so strong that it immediately overflowed, squirting out around his shaft in messy white pulses that coated her thighs, his groin, and the soft ground beneath them.

He eased her down gently, laying her on her back amid the glowing grass, still buried inside her. Her chest rose and fell in shallow, uneven breaths, face slack, lips swollen and raw.

Ben cupped her cheek, thumb brushing away the drying tears.

Then he gave her face a light pat.

“Wake up, love,” he whispered. “You’re not falling asleep on me, are you?”

Her eyes fluttered open—glassy, unfocused, pupils blown wide. A dazed, blissful smile curved her mouth as awareness slowly returned.

“Ben…” she whispered, voice hoarse and wrecked. “More… please…”

He chuckled low, pressing a soft kiss to her forehead while still nestled deep inside her.

“Rest first,” he murmured. “I don’t think you can take any more and stay conscious.”

But the possessive glint in her eyes told him rest would be brief. Very brief.

As Elysanthra flickered in and out of consciousness, Ben caught his breath, gazing up at the tower, feeling more drained than he usually did, even after an intense lovemaking session.

Was it this place? Or was it her?

The last release had been unlike anything he'd experienced, even in Faerowilde. Not just physical pleasure, but something deeper—an unlocking, an opening. He felt Elysanthra's magic pour into him even as his own poured into her, the two currents meeting and merging somewhere in the space between them.

Ancient power. Wild power. Power that predated the System and answered to older laws.

Now, it burned through his veins like liquid fire, settling into his bones, taking root in places he hadn't known existed.

The aftershocks of his climax continued as he lay there, pleasure rippling through his body in diminishing waves.

A notification sound rang inside his head, startling him from his reverie.

"Ben." Elysanthra's voice was barely a whisper. "What was that?"

He was already reading the notification that had appeared in his vision.

Curse Broken: The Virgin Witch

You have claimed a new mate. The Purity Curse that bound Elysanthra for centuries has been shattered. She is free.

Ancient Magic Unlocked:

As her chosen mate, you now have access to instinctive magic that operates outside the System's normal parameters. This power can be developed through training with this mate.

Quest Bond Established:

Neither you nor this mate may use your magic to harm the other. This bond ensures mutual trust and eliminates the temptation of betrayal. Your magics are now unified. Together, you will be stronger than either could be alone.

Another notification followed immediately after.

System Alert: New Ascension

Elysanthra [The Enchantress] has ascended to the System. She may now develop a class alongside her ancient magical abilities.

"I can see it," Elysanthra breathed, her purple eyes tracking something in her own vision. "The System. It's... I've never..." She looked at him, wonder replacing the satisfied exhaustion on her face. "I'm ascended. I have a class. I have... Ben, I thought I had power before. I… I have so many options."

"Take your time choosing." He pulled her close, pressing a kiss to her forehead. "We have plenty of—"

Another notification interrupted him.

“What the hell is with this place?” he muttered, sitting up and reading the new message with a bit of irritation.

Hidden Monument Discovered: The Dream Spire

You have unlocked a [Hidden Monument]. One of [unknown] outside the twelve primary monuments of your Keeper quest. The Dream Spire grants you the ability to travel to the Realm of Dreams at will.

[Hidden Monuments] contain unique powers and abilities not found elsewhere in Faerowilde. More may be discovered as you continue your journey.

[Hidden Monuments] can reveal the next nearest Monument to your real world location.

Press the button to reveal your nearest Monument.

Ben stared at the message. Then he looked up at the dark tower, which appeared sharper now, more defined, as if acknowledging that he'd finally noticed it properly.

A bright blue triangle had appeared on its base, glowing softly against the dark stone. It pulsed in rhythm with the dreamscape's heartbeat, beckoning.

"There's a button," he said. "It wants me to press a button to reveal another monument."

Elysanthra propped herself up on one elbow, following his gaze. "Then press it."

Ben disentangled himself from her limbs and rose to his feet. The tower was closer than he'd realized—only a few yards away. More of the dreamscape’s tricks. They'd been making love practically at its base without him noticing, as if it had crept closer while he was preoccupied with Elysanthra.

The spire loomed over them like a needle piercing the violet sky.

Ben crossed the soft ground, his bare feet sinking slightly with each step. The tower's surface was smooth and cold beneath his fingers when he reached it—not quite stone, not quite metal, something in between. Up close, he could see faint patterns etched into its surface, symbols that writhed at the edge of comprehension.

As he got closer, the blue triangle resolved itself into a more detailed symbol, one that Ben recognized: a circle containing a triangle with a spiral at its center.

He’d seen this design before, and according to his uncle’s journals it represented the magical balance of Faerowilde. Each of the three points of the triangle signified one of the primary peoples: humans, demi-beasts, and monster-kin. The spiral at the center of the triangle represented the flow of magic between these three groups. And the circle surrounding them symbolized unity and the Great Barrier that protected Faerowilde from the dark forces of other worlds beyond theirs, like the demon plane.

The blue symbol pulsed brighter as Ben approached, as if eager for his touch.

He pressed it.

The glow flared once, brilliant enough to make him squint. Then it faded.

Nothing else happened.

The notification vanished from his vision. The tower remained, dark and silent. The dreamscape continued its slow, pulsing rhythm as if nothing had changed.

Ben waited. Pressed the spot again. Still nothing.

"Huh." He turned back to Elysanthra, who was watching him with an amused expression. "Maybe it takes time to—"

"Ben." She crooked a finger at him, her purple eyes gleaming. "I don't care about monuments right now."

He returned to her side, crouching down next to her as she smiled dreamily up at him.

"We should probably figure out what—"

"Later." She silenced him with a kiss, her hips already beginning to move. "You promised me this moment. I'm not done with it yet."

Her fingers intertwined with his, pinning his hands to the ground on either side of his head. Her purple eyes blazed down at him, fierce and possessive and utterly unrepentant.

"Now," she breathed against his lips, "where were we?"

Ben decided the monument could wait.


31
The Mountain


He woke to the world shaking.

For a disorienting moment, Ben thought he was still in the dreamscape, that the strange ground beneath him was shifting and reforming to accommodate some new shape. But then he felt the rough weave of rope beneath his back, smelled the jungle air through the hut's woven walls, and heard Elysanthra's startled gasp beside him.

They were back in the real world, tangled together in his hammock rather than on the cot.

And something was very, very wrong.

The shaking intensified. Dust rained from the layered leaves and sticks that made up the thatched roof above. Somewhere outside, voices rose in alarm—hissing shouts in the snake-kin tongue, the thunder of coiling bodies racing across packed earth.

Ben rolled out of the hammock, still wearing his dress trousers and shirt from the night before. Elysanthra was already on her feet, her shift askew, her dark hair wild from sleep and... all the other activities they’d gotten up to in the dream realm. Her purple eyes were wide but alert.

"What's happening?" she demanded.

"I don't know." He snatched up his quarterstaff and reaffixed the Gizzard of Holding to his belt. "Stay close."

They burst out of the hut into chaos.

Snake-kin filled the village pathways, their scales catching the early morning light as they slithered in all directions. Some carried children. Others clutched belongings. The air was thick with fear and confusion.

The ground shuddered again, and Ben had to brace himself against the hut's doorframe to keep from stumbling. This wasn't an earthquake—not exactly. It felt more localized, more directed, like something massive was moving beneath the earth.

Or rising from it.

"Keeper!" Stormy came galloping toward him, her hooves clattering on the wooden boardwalk. Marnie was right behind her, the massive Holstaur's eyes wild with alarm. "Boss, you need to see this!"

"See what? What's going on?"

"We don't know!" Stormy's ears were pinned flat against her skull. "But something's happening deep in the jungle. Something big."

A shadow fell over the village.

Ben looked up and felt his blood turn to ice.

Queen Ariss had emerged from her temple chambers, her thirty-foot serpentine body coiling through the courtyard with urgent speed. She moved faster than Ben had ever seen her, her emerald scales flashing as she powered toward the temple's highest point—a stone platform that overlooked the jungle canopy.

"Keeper, Follow me!" she called over her shoulder.

Ben didn't hesitate. He ran after the Lamia Queen, Elysanthra at his heels, Stormy and Marnie close behind. Usseni appeared from somewhere to his left, her pale scales stark against the morning shadows, and joined their climb.

The temple's observation platform was ancient, its stones worn smooth by centuries of use. Ben had never been up here before. The view was breathtaking—the entire jungle spread out before them like a green ocean, the waterfall's mist rising in the distance, the morning sun painting everything in shades of gold and emerald.

But none of that mattered.

Because in the distance, where there had been nothing but unbroken jungle canopy the day before, a mountain now stood.

"That's impossible," Elysanthra breathed.

She was right. It should have been impossible. Mountains didn't just appear overnight. They didn't erupt from the earth like mushrooms after rain.

But there it was.

The peak rose hundreds of feet above the jungle, its slopes dark and craggy against the brightening sky. Mist curled around its base where the displaced vegetation had been torn apart by its emergence. Even from this distance, Ben could see that something was wrong with the colors down there. They were far too bright and varied, moving and shifting in ways that plants didn’t do.

"What is that?" Stormy whispered, pointing toward the mountain's base.

Ben squinted, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. The jungle around the mountain's roots was... moving. Patches of vivid color—red, purple, orange, pink—swayed and pulsed among the green. They looked almost like flowers, but monstrously huge. Besides, no flowers he'd ever seen moved like that. They seemed to be reaching, grasping, spreading outward from the mountain's base like a living carpet.

"It’s them,” Usseni said slowly, her voice unusually uncertain. "The plant people. Flowers that move and hunger. Keeper, I told you they were out there!”

"Alraune," Elysanthra murmured. "You think there are any after so many years? I haven’t heard of hide nor hair of a plant monster in centuries. I thought they’d gone extinct after the Great War, like so many others. But perhaps…” She paused, her cheeks flushing slightly. "They may have been awakened. There are creatures that could stir them, even after all this time. A dryad, perhaps."

"If that is what they are…" Usseni shuddered, but Ben couldn’t tell if it was with nerves or excitement. “That entire area is a death trap. Or for the Keeper, perhaps it is better called a honey trap…”

The ground trembled again, and Ben tore his gaze from the strange flowers to look higher up the mountain. He squinted. There was something strange at the peak. Something familiar.

A spire.

Dark stone, sharp edges, impossible geometry. It looked exactly like the tower from the dreamscape—the Dream Spire that had loomed over them while he and Elysanthra made love. Except this one was real, solid, planted firmly in the waking world.

And there was something circling it.

"Do you see that?" Ben pointed toward the peak. "Something's flying up there."

Everyone's eyes followed his gesture. The creature was too far away to make out clearly—just a dark shape wheeling around the spire in lazy spirals. It was large, though. Very large. And the way it moved suggested intelligence, purpose.

"What is it?" Marnie asked. "A bird?"

"It’s no bird." Nidra's voice came from behind them, and Ben turned to find the shaman had materialized on the platform without anyone noticing her approach. Her moonlit eyes were fixed on the distant creature, her expression unreadable. "The power I sense from that being is immense. Old. It is monster-kin, not demi-beast. Beyond that..." She shook her head slowly. "I cannot say."

A notification chimed in Ben's vision.

New Quest: The Sky Spire Monument

Your activation of the Dream Spire has revealed the location of the Second Monument. The Sky Spire rises from the heart of the Blooming Wastes, a region of Faerowilde that has been sealed away from the rest of the world since before the Great War.

A Guardian awaits you at the Sky Spire Monument, whose cooperation you will have to earn in order to unlock its power. She will be watching your progress as you ascend to her realm. Behave accordingly.

Warning: The Blooming Wastes are home to dangerous flora and fauna. Approach with caution.

Ben read the notification twice, then looked back at the mountain. The Sky Spire. A monument that had been sealed away since before the war, now revealed by pressing a button in the dreamscape.

No wonder he hadn’t received a quest for the Second monument after completing the first, if it was hidden from this realm all this time. He wondered if it was luck or fate that had brought about Elysanthra’s death and Nidra’s guidance into and out of the Realm of Dreams.

But in the end, he supposed it didn’t matter. He might be the Keeper of Faerowilde, but it was increasingly obvious that he was operating according to some higher plan.

Still, he couldn’t complain. He’d expected to travel far to find the next monument. Months of journeying, maybe. Instead, one had literally risen from the jungle a few miles from where he stood.

"Ben?" Elysanthra was watching him, reading his expression. "What is it? What do you see?"

"That’s the next monument." A grin spread across his face. "It's right there. That spire at the top of the mountain."

"You're joking."

"I'm not." He laughed, the sound bright with excitement. "That button I pressed in the Realm of Dreams, I thought it hadn’t done anything. It just hadn’t done anything in that realm. Here, it revealed a monument that's been hidden for a thousand years, right here in the jungle."

Ariss coiled closer, her emerald eyes narrowing. "You seem pleased by this, Keeper. That mountain appeared from nowhere. Strange creatures inhabit its slopes. Something powerful circles its peak. And you're... smiling? You are strange."

"I know it's dangerous." Ben couldn't help himself—the excitement was bubbling up faster than he could contain it. "But don't you see? This is what I'm meant to do. Find the monuments. Activate them. Strengthen the barriers that protect Faerowilde." He gestured toward the distant spire. "That's my next step. Right there."

"You're not going alone," Elysanthra said flatly. It wasn't a question.

"Of course not." Nidra stepped forward, her patchwork robes rustling softly. "I will accompany you, Keeper. Whatever that creature is, its power concerns me. You will need someone who can navigate the spirit realm if things go wrong." Her lips curved into a slow smile. "Besides, I am curious. I have protected this jungle for many years, and I never sensed that mountain's presence. Whatever magic concealed it was beyond even my perception."

"I'm coming too," Elysanthra announced. "Don't even think about arguing. I just got you, Ben Nickels. I'm not letting you wander into some monster-infested nightmare without me."

Ben saw the others relax slightly at this. Nidra's power was undeniable, and Elysanthra, now freed from her curse, was back to being one of the most powerful beings in Faerowilde. Or she would be once she’d recovered her strength, and that wouldn’t take long now that they’d joined forces.

If both of them accompanied him, his chances of success increased dramatically.

"What about us, Boss?" Stormy asked, her ears drooping. "Should we come too?"

Ben shook his head. "I need you here. Serpent's Keep is just getting started. I’m sure we’ll be getting the quest to Establish a Grangehold and Greenhold as we continue to grow. Especially with the expansion, now that I have the territorial claim sorted. We’ll be taking over Blackfen as well—”

“Cleftusk Crossing,” Nidra interrupted. “Blackfen is no more.”

Ben nodded in appreciation. “I like that. It’s fitting.”

“None shall forget what was almost lost,” Nidra said. “And all shall remember the sacred Cleftusk’ power in this land.”

“There will be much to build there, too,” Ben said, turning back to his Forewoman and the holstaur Powerhouse. “And Serpent’s Keep will need your expertise while Ariss focuses on her pregnancy.”

Marnie nodded, though she looked disappointed. "We understand, Boss. And I can’t say I’m sorry not to go up that mountain, much as I’ll miss you. But... do us a favor first?”

"Name it."

"Go back to Lucky Nickel Acres before you go." Stormy's voice was earnest. "Get us some more help. More supplies. We've done everything we can with what we have, but if we're going to keep expanding..."

"We need reinforcements," Marnie finished. "Especially if… well… Now that the Maternity Pods are in place, we were both kind of hoping…”

“We want to have your babies too!” Stormy blurted. “Don’t worry, we can still plan and organize everything. And knowing Marnie, she’ll work her tail off right up until she goes into the pod. But… the Homestead is established and it should be safe, right?”

Ben chuckled. “Of course. I did promise, didn’t I? Besides, I need to get back to the farm anyway to all the demi-beast pregnancies. But I’m most concerned about Alicia and Helena doing things the old-fashioned way. Or, rather, the human way. I don’t like to be away for so long.”

“I know a lot has happened,” Stormy said, blushing profusely. “But… it’s only been just over a week since we arrived, you know.”

“It feels like a lot longer to me,” Ben said. “It’s hard to be away from everyone, even if it’s only for a week or so at a time. Those darn kids grow so fast, and I’m sure Quincie’s already getting herself in trouble.”

Ben's thirst for adventure dimmed slightly as he realized just how true it was. Lucky Nickel Acres was still growing and he needed to check in before he left again. His wives and demi-beast brides were his top priority, but there were countless others by now—all carrying his children, building his community, and waiting for his return.

Plus there was Queen Citrine, who would want to make sure she had a chance to wipe all the so-called “snake stink” off of him. He hoped the yellow gemstone Queen Ariss had given him would help assuage some of the Harpy’s jealousy.

Come to think of it, he should probably bring gifts for all of his girls—mothers and daughters.

"You're right, though," he said. "I'll get some supplies and recruit some more help for you two. And we need to make a plan for our next steps here and at Cleftusk Crossing.” He looked back at the distant mountain, at the dark spire piercing the sky, at the strange creature circling endlessly above. "The monument's not going anywhere. It's waited a thousand years. It can wait a little longer."

Ariss reached out and laid a clawed hand on his shoulder. "Thank you, Keeper. For everything you've done for us. For my people. For me." Her other hand moved to rest on her belly, where his child grew. "We know you will come back to us when you can. Serpent's Keep will always be waiting for you, too."

"I know." He covered her hand with his own. "I won’t be away for long. I promise."

The morning sun continued to rise, painting the strange new mountain in shades of gold and shadow. The creature at its peak let out a cry that echoed across the jungle—high and piercing, somewhere between a bird's screech and something almost human.

Ben watched it circle, his mind already racing with plans and possibilities.

The Sky Spire. The Blooming Wastes. Monster-kin of immense power.

He knew, this time, he wouldn’t linger long at the farm.

Because adventure was knocking, and Ben Nickels had never been very good at ignoring that particular siren song.
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The adventure continues in Demi-Beast Husbandry for Fun and Profit 6…

Coming soon!
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Thank you so much for reading, and I hope you've enjoyed the latest installment in Demi-Beast Husbandry for Fun and Profit! Thank you, too, to my amazing beta reading team for helping keep me in line. If you want to be the first to know when the next book comes out, make sure you give me a follow on Amazonand Facebook (Personal Profile here and Business Page here)


Indie publishing is an unpredictable career path, which I have recently been fortunate enough to take on full time. Of course, there are no guarantees in life. With some of the algorithm changes at Amazon having sudden and drastic effects on visibility, I've decided to branch out and spend more time interacting with fans. So I want to let you know where you can find me going forward:

I've now got the Pete's Plot Bunnies Discord server, where you can chat with me and other readers about your favorite Peter North series, and join future beta reading groups. I've also started Patreon and Subscribestar subscriptions for those who are interested in a little extra juicy content.

If you choose to join, your support helps me keep writing full-time, keep supporting my family, and keep building the worlds you enjoy, and perhaps best of all, it helps make sure every story gets an audiobook!


In return for your support, you’ll get early chapters, behind-the-scenes content, bonus stories, sexy art, polls that shape future books, audio sneak peeks, and whatever other fun stuff I can come up with. 


Thanks again, and I hope you'll be joining Ben and the girls on the next adventure!
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