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Dedicated:

To those who know me


One

 

Steve blinked twice and looked around. He was standing in the middle of what looked like a bare dirt field.

To the west of the field was the start of a forest. In the south, a decently sized lake. To the north and east were empty fields of grass.

“Where the hell am I?” Steve asked.

Looking down at himself, he could see he was wearing a black windbreaker, brown shirt, dark blue jeans, and work boots.

“Just what exactly is going on?” he said to no one. As no one was around.

Steve was completely alone here.

In this field.

Off to one side of him were two large wool sacks.

Beside that was a large, open-topped wooden tool box.

Moving over to inspect it, he found more or less what his mind had told him should be inside.

Various small and medium-sized tools. Like hammers, chisels, mallets, a saw, and other things he wasn’t even sure of the use for.

Next to that was a hoe, a pick, a shovel, a scythe, an axe, and a watering can.

“Hello?” Steve called aloud.

“Is anyone here?” he shouted at the top of his lungs.

Welcome.

Steve froze, staring at the window that popped up in front of him.

There was a small button in the corner that said, “Proceed.”

Reaching out, Steve tapped it with a fingertip.

Year 1- Season: Spring

Name: Steve

Again, he saw a proceed button that needed to be touched.

Spring seeds are now viable and will begin to grow.

Steve hit the proceed button.

Except no further window appeared. There was nothing else to be read.

Frowning, Steve looked at the sacks.

“I guess I’m supposed to… farm? Before that, though… what the hell?” Steve asked, looking around again.

He was still alone.

“I don’t know how I got here… I don’t… I don’t even know who I am other than my name. I don’t know where I am. Or what this is. And those weird windows that pop up. They remind me of—”

Steve’s thoughts blanked.

There was something just out of reach in his memory. The windows reminded him of something, but he couldn’t recall what.

Sighing, Steve knelt down where he stood and poked his fingers into the dirt a few times.

It felt like dirt. Nothing out of the ordinary there.

“I have no food, a water source that is probably drinkable. But I can’t boil it, as far as I can tell, and I have no idea what’s going on. This feels like a horror story,” Steve said.

He moved over to the sacks, resolving himself to see what he had to work with.

Inside the first huge sack, he found potatoes. An endless amount of potatoes.

“Hey now, lookie here. If this was a mission to Ma… a mission to… to where?” Steve frowned, his memory failing him again.

Grumbling, Steve closed the sack and looked at the second one.

It was full of smaller sacks, and each of those was full of seeds he couldn’t even begin to identify, though no two sacks were the same.

“You’re not an idiot, Steve. This is clearly an abnormal situation. It isn’t normal, and this whole thing is strange,” Steve said to Steve. “Your memory isn’t normal. That window thing isn’t normal.

“We’re in… something. Something abnormal. The loser part of me wants to run as fast and as far as I can. Which would be a bad end, I think. Fleeing from here is the wrong answer. Especially when clearly so many things have been prepared for me.”

Steve moved over to the wooden-handled tools and picked up the hoe.

“I have no memory of being anywhere else, or even how to use this tool.

“Now that I think about it, I don’t know a thing about… farming.”

Frowning, Steve set the hoe on his shoulder and glared at it.

“What is it that I do? The ground doesn’t look… farmed,” Steve said, looking at the dirt around him. “Is that the word? Farmed? Tilled?”

He lifted the hoe off his shoulder and experimentally tried hitting the dirt with it.

Suddenly, the dirt five feet in front of him radically changed itself. One moment it was packed dirt, and the next it wasn’t. It looked as if it had been repeatedly hacked at and churned up.

Looking at the hoe in surprise, Steve squinted at it.

“You seem quite normal, though. I mean… you’re a piece of wood with a metal bit on the end of it. The end.”

After giving the tool in question a shake, Steve waited.

Nothing happened.

He moved several steps over on the dirt till he was standing in front of a fresh, untouched patch, eying the ground. Then he hit it with the hoe again.

Once more, for five feet in front of him, the soil changed.

Steve has become better with the Hoe. Skill now classed as beginner. Soil will have a better effectiveness.

“Buh?” Steve asked, peering at the window. Closing it, he stared at the hoe again. This time he practically glared at it. Forcing all his concentration on it.

Masterful Hoe

Increased efficiency

Increased speed of use

Increased usability

Indestructible

~pt3. way. Then I traded our memories for better tools and start. Sor—

Steve dropped the hoe at the sudden window, not sure how to proceed. Licking his lips, he thought on the entire situation.

The fact that he’d managed to see the hoe as something other than a normal hoe this time made him incredibly nervous, and leery of the tool. Especially since there seemed to be a message in it.

Feeling brave, Steve picked up the shovel and tried to do the same thing he had for the hoe. He stared at it intently.

Masterful Shovel

Increased efficiency

Increased speed of use

Increased usability

Indestructible

~Steve, it’s Steve. I can’t explain it all, but you need to farm as bes—

Success! But… that seems like a message, doesn’t it?

Dropping the shovel, Steve picked up the scythe, only to discover it was a different line of the message that he didn’t need yet.

He picked up the axe and tried to invoke the window again.

~pt2. t as you can. I picked a spot for us in a territory out of the—

Steve moved to the pick.

~pt4. ry but it was needed. Use the tools, plant, live. We already fai—

Dropping the pick, Steve grabbed the watering can.

~pt5. led once at this. If you get the chance, turn the farm into a vi

The scythe came went next.

~pt6. llage. It’ll help in the long run. That’s all I can do. Good luck

Steve frowned and looked down at the tools as they lay in a pile. Then he read it through one time from start to finish.

Steve, it’s Steve. I can’t explain it all, but you need to farm as best as you can. I picked a spot for us in a territory out of the way. Then I traded our memories for better tools and start. Sorry but it was needed. Use the tools, plant, live. We already failed once at this. If you get the chance, turn the farm into a village. It’ll help in the long run. That’s all I can do. Good luck

“I guess that answers some things. And apparently I did this no-memories thing to myself.”

Reaching into the sack with seeds, Steve pulled one of the smaller sacks out.

“And what, I just take the bag and sprinkle it on the soil? Think happy thoughts and…”

Steve grabbed a handful of seeds, only to have them vanish.

The ground he was standing in front of shifted again, the churned soil becoming small raised mounds instead.

“Uhm… alright… then. Happy thoughts it is. That’s certainly easier than trying to plant it by hand, I guess.”

Steve looked at the bag in his hand. Then the field.

“Let’s… do this the right way. The OCD way. All dirt will be hoed, then planted, then… watered?

“In that order. Yes.

“Good job, Steve. Thanks, Steve. Real team player, Steve.”

 

***

 

Sighing, Steve dragged his wrist across his brow. He’d spent the last… well, day, he guessed, planting his field.

Not a single seed remained, and the entire field had been tilled and seeded. All he had left were grains and things that required a bit more attention than just shoving in the dirt.

“Apparently previous me planned everything out well enough. I’ll trust in me. Good job Past Steve. If I have to do this again, I’ll plan for Future Steve. You’ll be proud,” promised Steve.

The sun was starting towards the distant horizon. He only had a few hours left before it would set.

Only now did he realize he had nowhere to sleep.

Nor any bedding material.

Looking to the woods, Steve contemplated what to do.

At the same time, his stomach growled. He also felt like he was dying of thirst.

“Damn. Maybe there’s… something edible in the forest? Like… berries… or… something?” Steve said. “I can’t eat a raw potato, damn it. Pretty sure that’s poisonous. I think.”

Grumbling, he snatched up the watering can. Briefly, he considered what’d happen if he drank untreated water. Then he realized it didn’t matter. Dying of dehydration wouldn’t do him much good either. So he began to drink out of the front of it. And drank.

And drank.

Until there was no room left in him, and his stomach felt not so empty.

“Blegh. Tastes like dirt. Lots of dirt.”

Setting the can down, he grabbed the axe and looked to the forest again.

“Guess we’ll see if I can make a log cabin with no experience, no knowledge, and only an axe.

“Whatever. The alternative is, you know, get used to sleeping on the ground. In the middle of a field. With whatever animals come out at night.

“Right out of the forest, looking for a meal—it’d see the dumb Human, shivering away in the grass.”

Grumbling, Steve walked into the woods and left his field for the first time.

When he stepped between two large trees, he immediately felt it was different. Not just that he wasn’t in his field, but he might as well have been in a different country.

Looking back over his shoulder, he could still see his field.

He gripped his axe firmly and looked at a nearby tree.

Setting his feet apart, he cocked the axe back and swung at the base of the tree.

Only to have the trunk explode in chunks where he’d struck it with the axe.

Instantly, the tree toppled over, crashing through other trees and striking the ground with a loud thud.

“Uh,” Steve said intelligently. “Probably could have planned that better. Like trying to get it to fall into the field and not in the spooky fucking forest of Steve-eating monsters.

“But how was I supposed to know I’d blow it the fuck up like the jolly green… jolly… whatever.”

Stomping over to the fallen tree, Steve measured out what he felt like would be long enough for one wall.

“I mean… it’s just like that toy set we played with. Linco… Linco… I can’t remember the name. Or… anything about them… other than the shapes.

“Damn it, Past Steve, trading our memories away doesn’t seem like a good plan anymore,” Steve said. “I’m going to treat Future Steve so much better.”

He lifted the axe, then brought it down on the log. Another explosion of wood chips and sawdust blew out from the tree.

Grabbing a branch on the huge section of tree he wanted, he began dragging the whole thing out of the forest.

“Yeah, gonna end up sleeping on the ground tonight at this rate,” Steve grumbled as he dragged it along. It was back-breaking work, and slow, but he had to do this.

“Sounds great. Sleep out in the open. Next to the spooky horror woods where I’m sure a serial killer lives. Or a god-damned werewolf.”

After dropping the tree trunk in the grass next to his field, Steve grumpily headed back into the trees.

“That or I just get gutted like a fish before nightfall even comes.” Steve moved to the next part of the tree he wanted to cut down. “Gonna jump out at me and—EEEEEH!”

A woman had appeared in front of him, stepping out from between two trees. At Steve’s scream at the top of his lungs, she’d fallen down on her rear end in front of him.

She stared up at him while he stared back down at her.

Except Steve followed up his previous screech with another, lifting the axe above his head and intending to bring it down on the woman.

“Wait, wait, wait!” shouted the woman. Steve noticed she had long obsidian colored curling horns coming out from the sides of her head.

She was holding her hand up in front of herself, her head tilted to one side. Large ears, where normal Human ears should be, were set in the sides of her head and pulled straight back.

She was dressed in what looked like a woolen tunic and trousers. Though the fabric had rents in it and looked like it’d been worn consistently for days. Short, black, curly hair sat around her head in a tangled mass.

And, strangest of all, set in that pale pretty face were a pair of dark-brown slotted eyes.

Like a goat’s eyes.

All in all, she had the look of someone who would be wandering around in the woods.

Steve hesitated, the axe held above his head.

The fear in him demanded he bring the axe down and put the goat lady to death.

“Wait, I mean no harm!” she called, her hand moving up higher.

Steve’s response was to crank the axe further back.

“Stop!” she cried. “I mean no harm. I was just lost, and I followed the noise! Really!”

Shivering from head to toe, Steve didn’t know what to do.

“Ok,” Steve said, his voice quivering. “Ok… just… ok. I’m just… chopping down trees. So… keep away.”

Keeping his eyes on her, Steve walked over to the fallen tree he’d been working on.

He looked down quickly to the section of tree and judged that it was roughly the same length as the previous one, so he brought the axe down.

With an explosion of wood chips, the tree broke into two parts. The section he was in front of could be used as a log later, but the other he wasn’t sure of. It looked much thinner comparatively.

After grabbing the tree by a thick branch, Steve started dragging it back to his field. The entire time he did so, he kept his eyes on the goat woman.

For her part, she remained at the edge of the tree line, watching him as he struggled.

Not saying anything, she left the line of trees, grabbed hold of the would-be log by a branch, and started helping him.

She practically outran him, though, pushing the log faster than he’d been moving it by himself.

When they dropped it next to the first, he eyed her questioningly. She was several inches shorter than him.

“What do you want?” he asked finally.

“Ah… I could use a place to sleep,” she said. “Maybe some food. I can help you. It looks like you’re going to build a cabin here?”

Her attitude was odd, and Steve couldn’t quite place it. To him it felt like her fear of him had partially faded and been replaced with curiosity.

Curiosity and a strange… excitement.

Eying her, he realized she was further removed from Human than he’d originally thought. Her feet were cloven hooves, and it looked like fur was peeking out from the bottom of her pant leg.

In fact, it looked like a small, fluffy tail was sticking out from between her tunic and trousers as well.

“Yeah,” Steve said, fixing his eyes to her face. “But I don’t have anything to feed you with. That was going to be the next thing to work on. I guess.

“Didn’t know what to do, so I just started chopping trees.”

“Ah… I see,” said the goat woman. “I’m Nikki. Well, Nikkolett, really, but I go by Nikki. As far as food goes, we’ll figure out something tomorrow morning. Maybe try our luck at fishing.”

“Uh… yeah… hi Nikki,” Steve said, feeling rather awkward. Setting his axe to his shoulder, he frowned.

Nikki’s head had turned toward his box of tools and the two branch-laden logs he’d moved over there.

“Oh, perfect. I’ll start working on the branches. You go get more trees,” Nikki said, moving over to the toolbox. She pulled out some sort of saw, and what Steve felt like was a damn short sword.

Shit.

Shit, shit, shit.

Hefting the blade lightly, she turned back to the tree and started to hack off smaller branches with it.

Grimacing, but not really knowing how to respond, Steve looked from the goat woman to the trees.

She’s helping. I guess.

She can… get them trimmed to actual logs while I get more trees.

Ok… uh… yeah. She’s a goat woman. I guess.

Nikki the goat woman.

Steve glanced at her chest and let his eyes rest there for several seconds. Then he shrugged his shoulders and set out for the trees.

A goat woman with a great rack. Damn.

Unable to help himself, Steve glanced over his shoulder as he walked away and got an eyeful of Nikki bending over the tree.

And a great rear end. Damn.

Shaking his head and putting his brain to the task at hand, Steve headed back into the creepy serial-killer horror woods.

He worked quickly and managed to bring out ten more sections of trees, while Nikki continued to clean them up.

When the sun finally hit the horizon, they were nowhere near done making a cabin.

But the apparently rather-handy Nikki had created a lean-to out of the mass of branches they had. Then, amazingly, she had somehow made a fire out of the tools he had lying around.

“Oh! Wheat grains,” Nikki said happily, peering into the sacks that weren’t empty. “Can I eat some of this?”

“Uh… yeah. Just leave enough so we can plant it later. I ran out of regular seeds to plant. Need to till more dirt to make room for the grains and other things that need more work,” Steve muttered, watching Nikki sort through the sacks she’d dragged over to the shelter.

“Of course, of course, I don’t eat much,” she said, putting a handful of raw grains into her mouth. She immediately smiled and began to happily chew them.

Uh huh. So… she eats weird stuff.

Good to know.

Sitting down in the shelter next to Nikki, Steve didn’t know what to say or do.

Then his stomach grumbled.

Loudly.

Loud enough that Nikki looked at him and raised her dark eyebrows.

“I’m sorry, that’s rather rude of me, isn’t it? You can’t really eat this. You’re a human, yes?” she asked.

“Yeah. Don’t worry about it. Like you said, we’ll try something tomorrow morning and see what we can do about it,” Steve said. He wasn’t about to slight her for eating if she could. She’d spent quite a bit of time and effort in getting this shelter together.

He’d just supplied the muscle and starting materials, really.

If it was just me, I’d be sleeping amongst a bunch of trees. Next to the spooky woods.

Where a stupid werewolf probably wants to eat me.

Or a serial killer.

Blinking, and giving his head a shake, Steve grabbed the watering can.

He drank his fill, till it seemed his stomach could hold no more, and felt momentarily satisfied.

Lying down amongst the piled-up branches, he closed his eyes.

In seconds, he was out like a light.


Two

 

Steve sat bolt upright.

Panting at a dream he couldn’t remember, he looked around.

Memories of yesterday came back to him quickly enough. Especially since he had no memories of anything else.

Looking down to the side, he found the goat woman next to him.

Nikki. Not goat woman. Nikki.

She was curled up close to where he’d been lying down, apparently looking to share what warmth he had.

Before he could fashion another thought, his stomach promptly told him it was beyond time to eat. That after having not eaten anything for an entire day, he was now going to be punished.

The growl of his stomach was incomprehensibly loud.

To the point that Nikki’s eyes actually popped open, and she looked up at him.

Staring down at her, Steve grimaced.

“Sorry. Don’t… really have control over that. My stomach thinks I’m an asshole and it wants to be fed,” Steve said.

Nikki clearly had forgotten where she was, her eyes holding a bit of panic for a moment. Then she started to chuckle softly.

“Ah, that’s it, is it? Blame your stomach? Not that you were thinking of devouring a poor defenseless Faun?” Nikki asked, getting up into a sitting position.

“Eating you sounds like a bad idea,” Steve said, and got to his feet. He needed to make water, and he wanted to take a peek at the lake. If he could catch a fish, that’d be amazing.

Wandering down to the south toward the lake, Steve idly swung his arms back and forth. Despite all the heavy lifting and work he’d done the other day, he didn’t feel any of it. It was rather strange, actually.

He knew he should feel bone-broken weary after what he’d done, and on an empty stomach.

But he didn’t.

Certainly, he was hungry, but he felt refreshed and ready for the day.

Nikki hopped up next to him, her hoofed feet giving her a strange bouncy gait. She had the short sword in one hand and a thick branch in the other.

With quick strikes, she trimmed the thing down into what looked like a spear not thicker than a thumb.

“I used to fish with my dad,” Nikki said, catching his look. “I can’t use your Enchanted tools, but I’m sure I can earn my own keep.

“I can be helpful. I swear it.”

Steven didn’t know what to say to that. He wasn’t even sure what she meant by his tools being Enchanted.

“Really, I can be helpful. Just… let me stay. Please?” she asked.

Still not knowing what to say, Steve said nothing. Instead, he looked back to the lake.

“There’s nowhere else for me to go. The closest cities are at least a week away, and the nearest villages would attack me or treat me like a beggar.

“Please, let me stay with you,” Nikki said, her tone changing entirely now. She was fiddling with the tip of the “spear”, wedging what looked like a broken stone to the tip.

Feeling like he had to say something, Steve shrugged his shoulders. “Ok. For now, I guess.”

“Thank you, I’ll make it worth it for you. I promise,” said the goat woman, lashing the stone in place with what looked like some type of vine. Steve swore he’d seen a similar growth in the forest the other day.

Grimacing, he turned away from the woman and went off to one side. He felt frustrated and unsure, but instead he focused on relieving his bladder.

That was something he could accomplish without a problem.

Damn. It’s clear as ice. I wonder if I’m drinking too much water.

Ha.

Finishing up, Steve went to rejoin Nikki. Except he stopped as he turned to face her.

She was standing naked in the water, the makeshift spear in her hand above her head.

Unable to help himself, he gave her a quick once-over. He’d underestimated her figure previously. She was quite full in the hips and chest.

And she had what he’d describe as reverse-jointed knees, legs covered in fur from the knees down to her hooves.

Standing motionless in the water, she looked… statuesque.

Beautiful.

It’s like something out of a Gre… a Gree…

Steve gave his head a firm shake as the wall around his memories popped up again.

“Yeah, no, I’m not going to sit here and watch you play pretty goat-lady naked water sports. I’m going to go work on the house,” Steve called, heading back toward the field. “Thanks for fishing for a meal for me, ‘preciate you!”

Stepping into his work area, Steve pulled off his jacket. He was feeling warm from the morning sunlight already. He stared down at the large pile of logs.

Nikki had spent quite a bit of time clearing branches away. They still had bark on them, but they were otherwise ready.

Wait, should I remove the bark? I think so? Why was I annoyed the bark was still on, then?

That’d mean I should remove it.

Steve grit his teeth and made a face, annoyed.

“Past Steve, you really fucking suck man. Could you have left me anything? Anything at all?” Steve complained to no one, picking up his axe. “Alright… let’s see if I can get the bark off without making a sawdust pile.”

Holding the axe in one hand, and quite near the axe-head itself, he made a sweeping motion with the tool to test a theory.

An entire two-foot length of bark became little more than a peeled layer dangling off to one side.

“That worked. Ok, so we just do that.” Steve nodded his head and set to work at getting all the logs peeled of their bark.

Surprisingly, it only took an hour or so to work through every single one. The bark peel, he piled up and set to one side.

Just because he didn’t have a use for it right now didn’t mean he wouldn’t have one later.

Maybe make shingles out of it or something.

Pushing his hands into the middle of his back, Steve stretched himself out. Then he reached down to the watering can, which was never far when he was working, and began to drink straight from the front again.

When he’d gotten his fill, he dropped it back down to the side. Then peered into the top.

Despite having watered a massive field, and drank from it repeatedly, it was still full.

Is it ever not full? Could I make a waterwheel out of the damn thing?

I bet I could! Something to play with later, maybe.

“I caught several.”

Steve flinched, his back straightening up before he could force himself to relax.

Turning, he found a nude Nikki with several fish strung on a line over one arm with her spear, her clothes over her other arm.

After staring at her bare chest for several seconds, Steve nodded.

“Oh, hey, yeah, thanks. That’s… yeah, thanks. Thank you, Nikki,” Steve said, finally lifting his eyes to her face. Then he looked back to his work.

Moving down further in the log pile, he fished one out and dragged it off to one side.

Ok, so… split this one in half, then another. Those become the bottom level of the cabin.

After that, we… make notches… I think… in both ends. One on top, one below. Then we alternate the logs so they interlock.

Yeah.

That’s what we do.

Steve raised the axe, then brought it down with a crack. The log split perfectly where he wanted it to.

I think.

Grabbing one of the splits, Steve dragged it over to where he wanted the cabin.

Heeeeeere weeeee go.

 

***

 

Shoving another log into place, Steve took a step back. He’d been working nonstop for a good part of the day.

When he looked to the sky, he found the sun nearly directly overhead.

He took several more steps away from his work to survey the project.

The walls of the cabin were already just above his own height. He was running quite low on logs, however.

Still need to water the field as well, don’t I? And what about that field next to it—can I dig up the grass with the shovel? Turn it into a field?

Ugh. So much work to do.

“Take a break,” Nikki said from behind him, making Steve flinch again.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” she said when he turned around to look at her.

Unfortunately, she was dressed again, though her hair still looked wet. It was coiled up on her head and around her horns in a strange style.

“Not your fault. Just… a bit jumpy. We’re right next to the horror murder woods of doom over there. Makes me feel like something is going to come crawling out at any time,” Steve said.

“Oh. Well, I suppose that could happen,” Nikki said, gesturing back toward the supply dump. “Come, take a break. I scaled, cleaned, and cooked a fish for you. Eat and take a moment of rest. You’ve been working nonstop without food since I met you. I’m surprised you’re upright. You don’t even take breaks.”

Now that she mentioned it, Steve really had been pushing himself. Yet he didn’t feel tired.

Hungry, and maybe a touch thirsty, but that was it.

“Do you know what’s in the woods?” Steve asked, following her back as she’d asked.

“I didn’t see anything, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t anything there. I’m not familiar with this part of Lamals. I’m here by accident. We were attacked by bandits on the main road. I fled into the forest and… ended up… finding you about a week after I ended up in the woods. I think.”

Steve could smell cooked fish. It made his mouth water and his stomach clench up angrily at him.

“You were wandering around for a week?” he asked.

“I think so. It kind of blended together for a bit in the middle. I thought I was being hunted, and… it just all became a blur,” Nikki said. “But that’s over now because I found you, and you said I could stay if I earned my keep. So, sit.”

Nikki’s hands landed on his shoulders and shoved him down onto an unused log.

Looking up at the goat woman, Steve raised his eyebrows at her.

Before he could say anything, though, she handed him a stick. Skewered on it was a roasted fish.

With its head on.

Steve experienced a moment of distaste at the idea before he literally bit straight into its stomach. His hunger overruling all else.

Not hesitating, he grabbed both ends of the stick and began to eat savagely. Until he found himself practically gnawing at the stick the fish had been on, trying to get what was left.

“Here, I cooked a second one just in case,” Nikki said, carefully taking the stick from him and replacing it with another. “I think I can get more fish tomorrow as well, but I’m pretty sure I saw a Nereid in the water.”

Steve started to dig into the next fish, but with a bit less mindless hunger this time.

“A what?” he asked.

“A Nereid,” Nikki repeated, watching him.

“What’s that? And what are you?” Steve asked, deciding he might as well get this conversation out of the way. He vaguely remembered she had called herself something this morning. Taking a big bite of the fish, he looked at her and waited.

“You… don’t know what I am. Or what a Nereid is,” Nikki said.

“Honestly, I don’t even know where I am. I don’t know a damn thing. I woke up in this field yesterday without any memories. Just the tools and supplies,” Steve said. It felt like they were past the point of him being able to hide his background for much longer anyways.

Nikki raised a hand to her neck, her fingers pressing to her throat. “I see. Ok, that does explain some things.

“I’m a Faun. Though I’m not very fond of being called a goat lady. Even if you said I was pretty,” Nikki said, giving him an odd warning look.

“Sorry,” Steve said. “All I know is I’m human, my name is Steve, and I have no memory of anything in any way. Kinda stressed out. Now… a Nereid?”

“A water spirit. They tend to guard bodies of water and keep them healthy. She might attack me if I go for more fish than the lake can handle losing,” Nikki said.

“Can we kill her?”

“Kill… a Nereid? She’s practically made of water. It’d be hard.”

Steve thought on that, then looked at his watering can. “She? Will she come if called?”

“I imagine so. You might be able to tempt her with the third fish if we cooked it. Or just pique her curiosity.”

“Fine. I’ll just kill her, and we can eat her or something,” Steve said. Finishing off his stick-fish, he got up and grabbed the watering can.

“Wait, how are you going to kill her? And what do you mean eat her? I’m not sure you can eat a Nereid,” Nikki said, bouncing alongside him in her odd little hop.

It made her jiggle quite a bit.

Steve stared at her chest for several seconds before he looked up to her face.

“That’s really distracting,” he said tactlessly. “We need make you a bra or something.”

Nikki looked shocked, her face a deep red color, and pressed her hands to her chest.

“Then don’t stare! You don’t have to look,” she said in a strangled voice.

“Uh huh. Do you know how hard it is to not look regularly? Multiply that by like ten when you wriggle and move around like that. Very distracting,” Steve said, forcing his eyes back ahead of him. “Unless that’s what you want. Me looking.

“I mean, the fur is a bit odd, but you’re pretty great on the eyes otherwise. I do wonder what your horns feel like.”

“That’s how I walk best. I don’t have knees, ankles, or hips like you do. I’m not human,” she said. “Remember?”

“I’ve noticed, and if that’s just how you walk, sounds like I’ll have to think of reasons to make you walk around the farm more often,” Steve said with a shrug.

“You’re unbelievable. You have no decency at all,” Nikki growled.

“If you wanna hop and jiggle all over, be my guest. Don’t get mad when I stare or encourage it, though.

“You’re cute when you’re all bouncing around,” Steve said, reaching the edge of the lake.

Wanting to test his theory first before he did anything, Steve squatted down and dropped the watering can into the water.

“Do you even know what you’re saying? I’m a non-Human. Race mixing isn’t allowed. Even joking about an attraction is frowned upon,” Nikki said.

Steve ignored her, watching water pour endlessly into the can. It didn’t increase or decrease the water level inside the tool.

Picking the can back up, he held it spout down over the lake. Adding water back into it.

Then he looked back into the can.

The level was unchanged.

“Allowed by who?” Steve asked. “You called this place Lamals. Is that a country? And you said no one else can touch this tool, right?”

“What? No, no one can touch the watering can but you.

“And yes, the country, Lamals. It’s illegal to mix at all. Joking about it gets your entire family investigated and tested. You’ll get us both killed talking like that,” Nikki hissed.

“Yeah, well, I don’t care. No one here to tell me about such a law. If I wanna make a joke about finding out how warm you are on the inside in our cabin at night, or watching you bounce around in that fun way you do, then I’m going to. No one to tell me no.”

Taking in a deep breath, Steve shouted across the lake. “Hey! Nereid. Come make a deal with me! I want to discuss fishing rights for your lake.”

A blue-haired head slowly surfaced from the water. Small, half-inch-long black horns were interspersed throughout her hair like a glistening crown. A pair of bright green eyes regarded him from a scant inch above the top of the lake. Her skin was a pale blue and almost glistened.

“Hey, you the Nereid?” Steve asked the head.

A pretty face came up out of the water, and soon she was head and shoulders out of the lake.

“I am indeed the Nereid of this lake,” said the creature. Her ears had frills in them that almost looked like gill slits. Her face was slightly angular, with sharp cheek bones and a sleek jawline. Small fins lined her arms and shoulders.

She had long blue ears that were pointed, but they came down and away from her head rather than upward.

And she was pretty.

Naked, too.

“Great. Hello there, pretty naked lady of the lake. How many fish are we allowed to take from it a day?” Steve asked.

“None. Never again will you be allowed to fish my waters. I dislike your form of address.

“I will kill your little toy over there the next time she tries, and—what’re you doing?” the Nereid asked when Steve dropped the watering can into the lake.

“Draining your damn lake. I’ll see you in a couple days. I’m going to eat you over an open flame on a spit instead of your fish,” Steve said, standing up. Moving away from the water’s edge, he folded his arms over his chest and waited. “After that I’ll just refill the lake and figure out how to restock it with fish later.”

His patience was thin. His mood was sour. He’d just gotten a chance to eat food, and this creature was telling him he couldn’t eat any more.

Not to mention she’d said she was going to kill Nikki.

He was angry.

Exactly as he’d expected, the Nereid came over and inspected the watering can.

“What is this? Is this a joke?” she asked, giggling. “Oh, it’s actually draining the water. For this insult, I will kill you both if you enter my domain again. And this little tin c—”

The Nereid froze, her hand holding the watering can. Looking down at her own hand, she yanked on it. Then did so thrice more.

It didn’t move at all.

“What? What is this,” the Nereid said, yanking on the tool with all her strength. Her shoulders flexing.

“Uh huh. So. Like I said, I’ll see you real soon. Going to try and get you while you’re still alive, shove a stake through your asshole and pop it out your mouth.

“Roast you and eat you. Or maybe I’ll carve you up and eat you raw,” Steve said. She wasn’t human and she wasn’t a Faun, which meant she was just meat ready to be eaten.

“I cannot move it,” the Nereid said, looking at Steve. Her voice now sounded panicked. “You must move it—you’ll kill the lake.”

“Nope. You look as if you’re more fish-like than I expected. I’ll have to figure out how to get some salt. That or butter. I bet you’ll go great with butter.

“Do I need to clean you, by the way? Do you have scales?”

“You can’t do this. You’ll kill the lake. Did you not hear me?” the Nereid asked, her tone sounding truly afraid now.

“I heard you. You didn’t answer me, though. Scales? Yes? No?”

Pressing her hands to her face, the creature wailed in a low voice.

“Stop. Don’t kill my lake. I’ll do whatever you wish, even if you must eat me. Please… don’t kill my lake. My family has lived here many generations. Everyone else moved on, and I’m the last one here. I was tasked with keeping the lake alive. Leave it be,” she said in a quivering voice. “Please.”

“Great. Yeah, I’ll leave it be. So, just flop yourself up here and I’ll make it quick for you. So, scales? Yes, no?” Steve asked.

The Nereid sniffled quietly and started to swim towards them.

“No scales,” she muttered.

“Steve, stop it,” Nikki said, and slapped him on the back of the head. “You’re being unreasonable. Go get the watering can.”

Glaring at the Faun, Steve did as she instructed and went to get the watering can. He was feeling sullen at Nikki, but she’d just fed him, so he was willing to tolerate the situation.

The Nereid watched him with wide, tear-filled eyes as he retrieved the watering can.

“I’m sorry for him on his behalf,” Nikki said, scooting down to the water line. “He’s somewhat awful, but he’s not that bad if you can get on his good side. I’m Nikki.”

Staring at her, the Nereid didn’t seem to know what to do.

“He won’t kill my lake?” she asked. “Or eat me?”

“I’ll make sure he doesn’t harm the lake. Nor will he eat you. He hadn’t eaten in two days and is being a little grumpy. Do forgive him,” Nikki said with a smile for the other woman. “What’s your name?”

“Misty,” said the Nereid, sinking lower in the water. “I’ll bring you four fish a day… but no more than that. It’ll hurt the lake if you take more than that.”

“Four a day, I understand. I’ll be the one fishing, Misty, not Steve. So I’ll meet you here at the lake shore.

“Is there anything you need, by the way? Steve and I are going to be living nearby. If we’re going to be neighbors, I’d really rather be friendly ones. Right over there,” Nikki said, pointing back to the half-finished cabin.

Misty looked up at the other woman with a pouty frown. “Can… you make my lake bigger? If it was bigger, I could let you take more fish.”

Nikki looked at Steve with a smile.

“Steve?” she asked. “Can you help her? For me?”

Sighing, he scratched at his head. “Yeah, fine, whatever. I’ll dig a trench to the farm and then expand the lake over time so you can come right up to the property. It’ll make it easier for all of us, I guess.

“For now, that’s the best I can do. Maybe later I can dig out the lake bottom and make it deeper, then turn the watering can over it to fill it up.”

Nikki looked back to the Nereid, who nodded slowly, then smiled brightly at the two of them. Her previous sorrow was gone, as if it had never existed. Replaced with joy and excitement as bright as the sun.

“Can I come see your home?” she asked, looking at Steve. Somehow sensing that he was the one she needed to ask for actual permission.

“Fine. Whatever. I’m going to go work on the cabin,” Steve said, throwing up his hands.

Nodding energetically, Misty swam over to the edge faster than Steve expected and clambered up out of the lake. She was taller than Nikki—even taller than Steve—and had a great figure.

And she was still very naked.

Turning on his heel, Steve marched back to the work site. He was annoyed and wanted to burn it off.


Three

 

Holding tight to the watering can, Steve stormed off into his field. He needed to water all his plants.

He grabbed the shovel and hoe as he walked by his supplies, determined not to return to the cabin till Misty had left.

He was reconsidering the way he’d acted to the Nereid. Nikki scolding him had resonated in his head for some reason. It made him anxious.

Anxious and mad at himself.

She’s a damn fish.

I could have eaten her.

But then again, Nikki is a goat. Could I eat her?

Actually, the way she talked previously—is that a thing?

Way to go Past Steve, really fucked me over with wiping out all my memories. I’m totally going to leave Future Steve more memories than you did me.

Asshole.

Dropping his shovel and hoe on the green field directly next to his farm field, Steve started watering his plants.

He took his time with the chore. Often taking time out in the middle of watering the plants to drink from the can directly.

He’d gotten over the funky earthen taste and now it just felt like it had minerals added for flavor.

Just like the Das… Das… the whatever the fuck that was.

Steve grunted and put down the watering can, then picked up his shovel. His annoyance at having no memories available once again was making him mad.

Looking over his shoulder, he found Misty and Nikki sitting in front of the half-built cabin. They’d been chatting endlessly.

How the shit can they keep talking like that? It’s been like… hours, hasn’t it?

I can’t even figure out what to say to keep a conversation going longer than ten minutes.

Holding tight to his shovel, he stabbed down into the grass angrily.

A massive expanse of grass literally exploded out from around him in a semi-circle of ten feet.

Shocked and not really sure what he’d done to make that happen, Steve just stood there.

The dirt revealed underneath the grass looked exactly like the field from the other day.

Good to know. Ok… uh…

Hefting his shovel, Steve went to the next patch of grass and dug the shovel into it in a much more subdued manner.

Grass for twenty feet in front of him peeled away from the ground and flopped to the side.

Ok, so, if I do it hard and fast, it does less, but with more force. Explosively.

Frowning, Steve began digging out a field next to his existing one. Thankfully, he didn’t even have to move the dug-up grass. It just kept peeling further and further back as he went.

When he reached the ending point where he wanted it to stop, the grass piled up into mounds all on its own.

Nodding his head, Steve decided to finish the field. Which meant taking the hoe to it, planting everything left from his bags, and then watering it all.

Except the wheat. Let’s… let’s only plant one-fourth of the wheat. We’ll keep the rest for Nikki.

For whatever reason, he couldn’t keep himself from wanting to make sure Nikki was taken care of.

She seemed like someone he would do well to keep around. If only to balance out his apparent bad manners.

 

***

 

As he dragged his forearm across his brow and down his face, Steve wished he had a hat, and not for the first time.

He’d ditched most of his clothes and was starting to wonder about where he would get more. He couldn’t just keep wearing the same thing every day. Lifting his arm up, he took a tentative whiff of himself.

And immediately recoiled.

He smelled like terrible body odor, sweat, and dirt. It wasn’t a very appealing combination to his sense of smell.

The sun was still an hour or two above the horizon line, he guessed.

“I could probably go behind the cabin and rig up the watering can to make a shower. Couldn’t I?” Steve asked no one. Reaching up, he ran a hand across his face. “Be pretty cold. But clean and cold might be better than warm and nasty.”

Sighing, Steve gathered up the sacks and his tools. He carried them all with relative ease as he wandered back toward the cabin.

Misty had finally left after apparently getting her fill of socialization from Nikki.

The Faun had come and checked on him once, made sure he was alright, then gone off to work on something.

She hadn’t specified what, and he hadn’t asked. He figured whatever she was doing would hopefully benefit the both of them. Especially since they didn’t have much other than each other and their tools.

Dropping the sacks in front of the cabin, Steve put away his tools on the inside. He kept a hold of the watering can and walked around to the back side of the cabin.

Glancing toward the lake, he briefly considered bathing in it instead.

Then dismissed the idea immediately. He didn’t want to run afoul of Misty right now. Her emotions had felt mercurial to him.

Then again, we assumed she was a fish. Didn’t Nikki say she was more like a spirit? Or was one?

I can’t remember.

Steve looked at the back of the cabin for somewhere to wedge the can so it could pour over him endlessly.

Letting his eyes move to the corner, he realized he could set it there, in the current wedge cut into the log.

He set down the can on the ground and checked his surroundings. He could hear faint sounds coming from the forest. Assuming that was where Nikki was working, Steve figured this was as good a time as any.

Running back to the supply area, he grabbed several lengths of vines. Working as quickly as he could, he strung them from one overhang in the corner to the other, making an impromptu clothes line.

Then he stripped off his clothes and made a pile of them underneath where he was going to set the watering can.

“This is gonna suck,” Steve grumbled. “Fuck you, Past Steve.”

Wedging the can into the cut, Steve stepped to one side as water began pouring down endlessly.

“Ugh.” Steve picked up his clothes, then began washing them under the water. Working the dirt and soil loose as best as he could. As he finished them one by one, he went and hung them up.

Blessedly, the water didn’t seem as cold as he’d feared. But it was still a miserable temperature and nowhere near hot.

Need to figure out how to turn this watering can into something else. Like… a plumbing system.

Could I make a water tower and wedge that at the top of it? To endlessly distribute water?

Then it would just be a question of flow rate and reservoir, right?

It sounded stupidly complex as a thought, but after a few seconds, he’d already figured out a simple way to cut multiple logs into pipes and have them shunt water around. Mostly through simple spillways that would dip down when full unless pegged to remain full.

It was strange to have memories of such things and applications, but not know their names, where he learned about them, or if he was their originator or not.

Shaking his head clear of the thoughts, Steve finally stepped under the water.

“Brreaaaagggh!” Steve said intellectually. “Frraaugghhaa coooooold!”

Shivering from head to toe, he scrubbed at himself. His goal was entirely to get himself clean. Clean and not smelling like the rear end of a cow.

With his entire body underneath the water, he worked determinedly.

Leaning his head back, he did his best to scrub out his hair. He felt like he was missing something. Missing something he should know.

Another gap. Fuck you, Past Steve.

Opening his mouth, Steve began drinking from the can once again as the water ran over him. Once he’d gotten his fill and could no longer stand the water, Steve danced away from the makeshift shower.

“Brooooahahuuh,” Steve said, giving himself a shake. “I should have thought of a towel beforehand, I guess.”

Scraping at the water with his hands, he tried to get as much of it off as he could.

Going to have to air dry.

“That looks interesting. I don’t think I’ve seen the like,” came Nikki’s curious voice.

Standing up straight, and not really wanting to confirm it, Steve turned his head around. Nikki was standing there watching him and his makeshift shower.

“Uh… it’s called a shower. It… helps get you clean. Lets the water and the dirt run off, rather than sitting in it,” Steve said. “Like in a tub.”

He didn’t want to turn around. There was no way his clothes would be dry yet, either.

“So I gathered from watching you. I think I’ll try it.

“Can you help me, though, Steve?” Nikki said, pulling her tunic up over her head.

“Not really something I can help with. You can clean yourself. You’re an adult,” Steve muttered, turning to leave.

“It’s my hair, actually. It’s tangled in my horns and I think it has things in it. Take a look for me, Steve?” Nikki asked.

Steve’s face screwed up in a scowl. Then he hung his head, unable to say no to such a simple thing.

“Fine. Just sit down and face forward. And did you want to wash your clothes first?” he asked. “We can hang them with mine.”

“You washed and hung your clothes, too? Then yes, that’d be great,” Nikki said, stepping out of her pants. “Is it just like washing in the river?”

“Yeah, for the most part,” Steve came over and gestured in the water. “Just… hold it in and wash like normal.”

Nikki did exactly that, looking as if she’d washed far more clothes than he had. In minutes, she’d knocked every problem out of her clothes except the holes themselves.

He had a feeling she might be able to fix even those if he got her a needle and thread.

Now that he thought about it, he felt like he might be able to do the same as well. Though he had no memory of ever having worked with cloth.

“You’re incredibly muscular,” Nikki said, breaking Steve from his thoughts as she took her clothes and wrung them out between her hands.

“Huh? Uh, oh,” Steve said, glancing down at himself. Now that he looked down, he did seem incredibly well built. There was no fat on him, and it looked like he was all toned muscle. “I guess so. This is day two for me, so… I dunno.”

Once again, he had no memory of whether this was normal for him.

“I’ll go hang all these up,” Nikki said, holding her clothes over her chest. “Don’t go anywhere, Steve. I still need help with my hair.”

She says my name a lot. Seems deliberate.

A minute later and she was back, walking naked without hiding herself.

“See, this is why I bounce,” she said as she walked over to him, pointing to her very Human-looking hip as it moved. “The joint is a bit different, and my knee is kinda obvious, isn’t it?”

Steve followed her fingers as she pointed at herself. Now that he was looking, her hips did seem a bit wider than he’d been expecting.

Not quite Human.

“Oh. I just thought you had a really great figure. That makes more sense, actually,” Steve said. “What’s your fur like? Can I touch it?”

“I… ok,” Nikki said, her tone quiet.

Reaching down, he ran his fingers over the fur on her knee, then down to her ankle.

Her entire body tensed at his touch, but she didn’t pull away. And after the initial point of contact, she seemed fine.

“It’s really soft. Do you have a different coat for winter and stuff?” he asked, running his fingers through the short fur.

“Yes. The winter fur is a bit thicker,” Nikki said.

“Alright, thanks. Sorry, I was curious. Your hair now?”

“Yes, please. I’ll just sit near the water while you work at it. The water should help, I think, so just… ease me over when you need it. Is that ok?” Nikki asked.

“I mean, it’s not warm water, but sure,” Steve said.

Nikki went and stood under the water, shivering as it splashed down around her. With her back to him, she leaned her head back into the water. Then she scrubbed at herself with her hands, working her fingers through her privates and all over her body.

She kept her back to him, but he still got quite a view from where he was. He did feel rather awkward standing there, but he didn’t turn away. She hadn’t told him not to watch.

Then she moved to the side and sat down next to the falling water. She leaned to one side and dunked her head into the water, then went back to her seated position.

“Come help me, Steve,” she said as she wriggled her fingers at her head.

“Fine, fine, Nikki,” he said, deliberately saying her name.

Getting behind her and doing his best to stay out of the water, Steve leaned down over her head to peer into her hair.

“You can touch them,” Nikki said suddenly.

“Touch… what?” Steve asked, inadvertently getting a really good view of her substantial bust.

As if sensing his eyes on her, she leaned her head to one side to look up at him. He tore his eyes from her chest and looked to her own.

Those slotted orbs looked at him with a curious feeling in them. As well as a touch of insecurity.

“My horns—you said you wanted to touch them earlier.”

“Oh? Thanks. I do,” Steve said, immediately wrapping his hands around her horns. They were solid as stone, and warm. They felt almost segmented in his hands. Squeezing them, he wondered if they’d work as weapons.

Though he could also see how her hair was indeed tangled in and around the base of them. It looked rather beyond tangled.

Extremely so.

“Nikki,” Steve asked suddenly. “How do you feel about cutting your hair?”

“Is it that bad?” she asked sadly.

“I kinda think so. I’m willing to try, but… should probably ask now,” Steve said.

Nikki sighed expressively, one of her hands coming up to touch her brow.

“Let me try first. We’ll go from there,” Steve said, leaning in very close to her hair. As delicately as he could, he started to pick it apart.

 

***

 

“Steve,” Nikki said, her voice bubbling up through his thoughts.

“Huh?” he asked, gently unwinding a thick lock of hair from around her left horn.

“Do you think you’ll be done soon?” she asked.

“Mm? Oh, uh. Maybe another hour. I think.”

“Maybe we should stop then, Steve. The sun just passed the horizon. You’ve been working at me for a while,” she said. “It’s getting cold. And dark.”

Steve stood up and stretched his back. He’d been so lost in the work he’d lost track of time. “Yeah, that’s a good idea. Sorry. Though I think I can save all of your hair.”

Shivering at the sudden realization that he was indeed cold, he walked around the cabin to check his clothes.

They were still damp. And the idea of putting on wet clothes seemed worse than being naked.

Nikki walked up beside him. “Still wet?”

Steve nodded glumly.

“Come on, then,” Nikki said walking past him. “We can warm up a different way. If you’re interested.”

Curious, and feeling his heart race at the implication, he followed her around the front of the cabin.

She’d already vanished into the cabin’s gloomy interior.

He heard soft rustling, and the clatter of what sounded like two rocks striking. From the darkness, a single spark came to life and landed on the ground.

Then several more as the clicking continued.

Venturing inside, Steve waited quietly.

Like magic, a small ember came to life in the dark. It was nestled in a ball of what looked like moss.

He could see Nikki hunched over it, her face framed in the orange glow as she blew into the ember.

It grew brighter, until suddenly the small bundle of kindling caught fire.

She stuffed the whole thing under a small teepee of sticks. With another breath, the whole thing went up into a small crackling fire. Reaching behind herself, she slid several small sections of a tree into the fire.

“There,” she said, standing upright.

She was still naked, and standing directly across from him. He watched the light of the small fire play across her fit form and smooth skin.

“Steve, you look at me like a man interested in a woman,” Nikki said. “I’ve noticed you watch me. I’m not your species. It’s illegal and wrong.”

Steve felt his manhood standing at full attention and pointing straight at the Faun, despite her words.

He wasn’t so sure about being illegal or wrong, but he couldn’t deny he was interested in her physically.

“I don’t really get that. It means nothing to me,” Steve said with a shrug. “I think you’re beautiful, but that’s not what you were asking. You want to know if I’m willing to hop in a bed with you. No questions asked.”

Nikki grinned at him, then stepped to one side and patted what looked like a sack-covered box.

“Exactly that, and I even have a bed ready. Though I’ll be the first to say it openly.

“I’m not in love with you, Steve. But I’m curious about being with a Human. And… you’re a very attractive specimen of Humanity,” she said. “So… would you care to join me for some simple fun?” Nikki asked, and then she lay down atop what she’d called a bed.

Not needing anything further, Steve came over and immediately got in next to her. He found it was raised off the ground, soft, and covered in one of the empty sacks.

“I filled it with boughs, and all that grass,” she said, her hands pressing to his chest and moving upwards, exploring him. “Are you sure about this? Can’t go backward. You’d be marked for death.”

“I think I should be asking you the same question. You barely know me, and I feel like I’ve been an asshole to you,” Steve said, one of his hands gliding down her side toward her hip. His other was propping up his head.

“You were rude to the Nereid, but you only threatened her life after she threatened mine. As for you being an asshole… that’s alright. I’ll turn you around and make you a better man. It’ll just take some time,” Nikki said with a smile. “After all, you’ve been listening to me so far. Now… how about we… just go with it.”

Then she kissed him, her tongue slipping past his lips and into his mouth. It was firmer than he’d expected and much more muscular.

He immediately felt Nikki’s hesitation, probably after realizing his own tongue was so different from hers.

She started to pull away and Steve moved forward, following her.

Then he moved over the top of her and kissed her. Pushing his tongue into her mouth as his hands explored her body.

She wasn’t Human, and the more he touched her, the more he found things that didn’t quite fit and weren’t quite normal.

Even her teeth felt strange to his tongue.

Nikki, unfortunately, seemed to notice each time he found something. Eventually, she turned her head to one side, panting.

“Steve, really, I’m not Human. Are you sure?” she asked, eying him sideways. “Completely sure? They’ll know if they ever check.”

Steve had no idea how someone would know if he’d slept with a woman, but he really didn’t care.

He wanted her desperately.

“Nikki,” he said, getting her attention.

Catching her eyes with his, he pulled his knees up between her own and then gently splayed her legs apart.

Settling down atop her with his lower body, he found his hardened tip digging into her thigh.

“You’re beautiful to me. I’m not sure what the stigma is here about sleeping with someone not your race, but I don’t share it. All I see is a woman who is very pretty, very kind to me, and someone who wants to have a bit of fun.

“This is very much something I want. If you’re willing, still.”

Slowly, Nikki turned her head back toward him, her eyes focusing in on him. He felt her relax underneath him, her furred calves moving to press against the backs of his knees.

Then she eased her hips one way and then the other, angling his tip up between her thighs and into her pubic mound.

“You really don’t care, do you?” she said, her hands coming up to stroke his face.

“Not at all. Honestly, I just want to split you in half with how lovely you are,” Steve said with a chuckle. “You’re beautiful, and I really want this. I really want you, Nikki.”

She grinned up at him, giving him a good view of her teeth. They seemed a bit squarer and wider than he’d expected, but they looked mostly normal.

And he didn’t care.

“You want me? Then have me,” she said, then pulled his head down, kissing him roughly.

Reaching down with one hand, he grabbed his girth and moved his tip around till he found her entry. All the while Nikki had her tongue practically in his throat, kissing him with a passion and desire he hadn’t expected.

Pushing forward, he felt himself barely enter her. He repositioned his hands, and then he rolled forward.

Moving into her, he didn’t stop till he reached his hilt.

Nikki grunted underneath him as he stuffed himself into her. Her whole body went rigid for a second, her hands and legs glued to him in a death grip. Then she slowly relaxed under him, moving her hips up into him with a little wriggle.

Pulling back from the kiss, she turned her face into his neck and held to his shoulders, kissing and nibbling at his throat.

Easing his hips back, Steve slid out of her very tight and pulsing channel. When he reached his tip, he moved forward once again, plunging into her.

Nikki groaned, her fingers tightening on him again as he penetrated her deeply.

Slowly, gently, as he felt like something wasn’t quite right, Steve built up a steady rhythm atop Nikki. Gliding through her slick entry and forcing her apart around his shaft, he rocked back and forth.

Minutes ticked by as he mounted the willing Faun, thoroughly enjoying every bit of her.

“Steve, yes. That feels really good,” Nikki panted into his ear after he pushed down into her again. With the way she was shuddering, the way her insides quivered and clamped to tight to him, he figured she was about to orgasm. “I like that. A lot. It makes me tingle. Do it more.”

Smiling, he continued to ride her, pushing himself up against her and grinding her into the makeshift bed. Every time he did so, she groaned and moaned at him, her fingers clutching almost frantically at him as he filled her. Her fingernails digging into his back.

Between her deep gasps, the noises she was making, and the way she responded to him, Steve was ready to burst. He wanted to shove it into her and fill her up to the brim.

But he had a question he had to ask.

“Can a Human get a Faun pregnant?”

“Yeah, I think you can get me pregnant,” Nikki said, sounding lost. If he didn’t miss his guess, she’d just climaxed again for the second time. She didn’t tell him to stop, though.

Or to not finish inside of her.

Not wanting to knock her up but not wanting to pull out either, he was conflicted.

Then Steve just gave in to his baser instincts.

Pushing down hard into her, holding on to her lovely self, he came. Angling his head around, he caught her mouth and kissed her as he pumped her full of his seed. He thrust into her with each wild spasm of his manhood.

Eventually, his climax ended as he pushed into her, having filled her with everything he had.

Panting, he stopped kissing her and laid his head against her shoulder.

Nikki groaned under him, her body wriggling and writhing. Her hands went up and down his sides, tickling through his hair and along his neck.

“That was really great, Steve,” she said huskily, her voice catching on “great” with what almost sounded like a baah. “I thought the first time was supposed to hurt more.”

First ti—

Eh… whatever.

Steve didn’t care. She’d made her choice, just as he had his.

Kissing Nikki again, he rolled partially to one side and pulled her close to him, holding her against his body.


Four

 

Groggily, Steve came to. He was warm and comfortable, which was a significant change from the previous morning.

Opening his eyes, he found the top of Nikki’s head wedged up under his chin. She was plastered to him like a blanket. His arms were draped around her back and shoulders, holding her against him.

Steve didn’t really know what to think about the whole thing. They’d just gone at each other for fun. Now that it was morning he didn’t regret it, but he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to act.

As far as he knew, that’d been his first time, too.

Carefully, as gently as he was able, he disentangled himself from the Faun.

Nikki mumbled something and then curled into a fetal position. Steve felt strange leaving her alone and naked in their bed, but he wasn’t sure what to do.

Then he remembered his windbreaker and all the sacks he’d finished up with the previous day.

He went outside as quietly as he could, then over to where he’d piled them all up. Grabbing his windbreaker and some of the cleaner-looking sacks, he went back into the half-finished cabin.

He laid his windbreaker over Nikki’s shoulders, and it managed to reach down to her knees. Then he carefully folded the sacks over and around her.

Best I can do. Need to figure out where we can get more cloth or wool or… I dunno, maybe find some sheep?

Buy sheep?

Leaving the cabin again, Steve went to where his clothes were hanging. They were clean, dry, and warmed by the morning sun.

Slipping them on quickly, he paused as he got his feet into his boots.

A sound tickled at his memory. He couldn’t place it, but he’d been hearing it for a while now. It sounded like water hitting—

The can!

Moving around to the back of the cabin, he was unsurprised to see the watering can ever emptying itself into the grass.

There was a flood of water running down away from the cabin toward the lake.

Oh my shit. Fucking good idea building on a slight rise in the ground, though. Seems like it worked.

As he looked further down toward the lake, he saw where an impromptu pond was forming.

Must be a depression or something and—

The fuck? Is that Misty?

He walked quickly toward the lake, where he found the Nereid lying motionless and face down in the puddle.

“Misty?” Steve asked, coming closer, wondering if she was dead.

Her head lifted up from the water and she gave him a wide, toothy smile.

“Steve, hello. This water is wonderful,” she said, splashing it with a hand. “It’s… full of life. Of health. It’s pure. I feel so good.”

“Oh… uh… it’s from the watering can,” Steve said.

“It is? That’s the evil tool you were going to use on my lake?” Misty asked, her pretty face turning into a slight pout.

“Yes. It also dispenses water, which is what you’re lying in right now.”

“I will forget that it can harm my lake, and will only know it as the purity of water,” Misty said, and promptly put her face back into the waterlogged grass.

“I have to go get the can, though, so your little puddle here is going to go away,” Steve said.

Misty immediately lifted her back out of the puddle.

“No! Steve, please, no. I’ll give you anything you want—don’t take this away. It’s so wonderful,” Misty said, rolling around in the water, displaying her nudity to the world once again.

“Anything?” Steve asked, looking out at the lake.

“Oh yes, anything. I’ll give you all the fish in the lake, the beavers, crocodiles, birds, snakes, turtles, everything. I’ll give it all to you. I’ll give you myself in whatever way you want, just… let me have the watering can water,” Misty said.

She’s drunk. Wait, she’s drunk?

Heh… ok.

“I’ll tell you what. How about I dig you a small pool out behind my cabin. You can live there, but you help me with the lake and everything else on my farm that you can, alright?” Steve asked.

Misty flopped onto her back and then proceeded to move her arms and legs back and forth, splashing water around.

“That’s fine. You can have all of me and my lake. Just don’t eat me,” Misty said.

“Got it. Alright, I’ll… be right back,” Steve said.

He had a pool to dig with his shovel.

And then Misty is mine. I’m sure there’s a lot she can scrounge up from the lake bed for me.

 

***

 

Dragging yet another tree from the woods, Steve dropped it on the growing pile to the west of the cabin.

“Whew.” Rubbing his hands together, he wondered if that’d be enough logs to finish the cabin.

There’s also the roof, though. And that’s… that’s uh… what… an A-frame? Tie ’em up, then slat them all together?

Finish it off with wooden squares, like shingles? That’d work. Would last a while and be easy to change later. Maybe the bark?

A small block on the inside of the wooden slats would give them a way to hang on to the A-frame beams.

Steve nodded his head and went out behind the cabin to check on Misty.

Except he found Nikki there, kneeling next to the pond Steve had cut out for the Nereid.

He’d made it quick and dirty for the time being. Misty had approved of it as a temporary home for her when he’d described his plan.

Thus an eight foot wide, eight foot long, eight foot deep pond had been cut straight into the ground.

There was a long spillway cut out from the pond that eventually led to the lake, connecting the two bodies of water. The overflow from Misty’s pond would drain naturally, and slowly help the lake.

“…ing. Everything,” Misty said with a wide smile up at Nikki. Her voice was only barely coherent, still with that slur he’d noticed earlier.

Then she turned toward Steve and swam over to the edge of her pond closest to him. “Steve! Welcome back. Have you come to drink more? You can drink from my pond.”

Grimacing at the idea of drinking from a hole in the ground that Misty was swimming in, Steve shook his head.

“No, came to check and see if the spillway was working,” Steve said, then looked to Nikki.

The Faun had stood up and now gave him a broad smile, her hands clasped behind her back. She was wearing his windbreaker and it stretched tight across her front.

“Good morning, Steve,” she said.

“Morning. I… only used a fraction of the wheat yesterday, by the way. The rest of it is in a sack at the front of the cabin. I didn’t want to use up your food,” Steve said, not really sure what else to say. “We have lots of other things I can plant.”

Everything felt awkward to him. Having coupled with Nikki, he wasn’t really sure what to do. She’d said it was meant to be all in fun, but he didn’t know the customs of this world.

“Thank you, Steve. I found them. I’ve already eaten as well. I was just talking to Misty about getting you a fish. She was explaining to me about this new pond she’s in,” Nikki said. “She ah… tells me you can have anything you want since you own her and the lake.”

“Great, then yeah. If you don’t mind cooking up a fish for me, that’d be great. Whatever you did yesterday with it was great,” Steve said.

Having nothing further to add, he took two steps over to the watering can. He’d set it up on a mound of dirt next to Misty’s pond.

Leaning down, he drank directly from the front of it, right up until it felt like his stomach was full.

When he pulled back, he found Nikki face to face with him. She was watching him, her slotted eyes glittering.

Then she gave him a wide smile again and kissed his cheek.

“Thank you for the jacket. The mornings are very cold here,” she said, then leaned her head down and started to drink from the watering can herself.

Getting to his feet, Steve walked off to the side of the cabin. He wanted to get working on the A-frame and the roof. If he could get everything put together today, he could start working on building a watering system for irrigation.

And maybe a stove or a hearth.

That’s a weird thought. Why do I know how to do some of this shit even when I don’t know what to call it?

And where the fuck did those windows go?

Was like a menu from a vid… vide… errr.

Steve’s mind blanked out.

“A menu from what? How do I turn it on and keep it on?” Steve asked no one as he walked toward his tool box.

Except the moment he said “turn it on,” a series of black windows with white text in them appeared in front of him.

“The shit?” Steve said, stopping in place.

Log:

Steve has become better at Farming. Skill now classed as beginner. Plants will grow faster.

Steve has become better at Woodworking. Skill now classed as beginner. Finished products will be better.

Steve has become better at Forestry. Skill now classed as beginner. More likely to successfully grow a tree.

Steve has gained notoriety for breaking the laws of the Lamals.

Steve has gained the Bestial accolade.

Bestial? Notoriety? Is this because I fooled around with Nikki?

Shit. She wasn’t kidding when she said they’d find out.

Whatever. Deal with it when I have to.

Picking up the short sword they’d been using to hack off branches, and the axe as well, Steve went to his work area.

Several people with spears were standing at the edge of the forest. Steve couldn’t get a good look at them, but they didn’t appear very Humanoid.

“Nikki,” Steve called over his shoulder, not breaking eye contact with the visitors. “Get your butt over here, please?”

A few seconds later, Nikki bounced up to his side.

“Oh, oh no,” she said, sounding very uncomfortable.

“They your bandits?” Steve asked.

“I don’t think so… but… I don’t know what they are. I don’t think they’re human,” Nikki said, getting closer to him. She pressed into his side and laid a hand on his back in a far more familiar way. “Don’t move away from me.”

“I thought you said it was illegal to mix,” Steve said, still watching the trio.

“It is. By Lamal law. They view breeding with humanity as a degradation of the soul,” Nikki said.

Wait, breeding with humanity? Then why call themselves non-Human?

“Unrelated—the Lamals are non-Human, so why call themselves that?” Steve asked.

“They don’t. That’s the human definition for us. We have our own words for ourselves,” Nikki said.

Slowly, the three people in the tree line turned and left. Vanishing into the woods.

“I can’t tell who they were,” Nikki said, shaking her head. “If they’re friendly they might leave us alone. If they’re neutral, they might only ask us for something. If they’re hostile… well, they’ll come back with more people and take everything they can.”

“Hmph,” Steve said, feeling quite hostile himself suddenly. “And what would they want if they were neutral? Anything we can offer them?”

“Your tools, our clothes, me if a male thinks I’m pretty, or just you,” Nikki said. “Neutral can almost be as bad as hostile.”

“Right, fuck that and fuck them,” Steve said, turning back to the cabin. “Can they catch you? Do they have guns? Bows and arrows? Crossbows?”

“Ah… few could catch me on open ground,” Nikki said. “What is a crossbow or a gun?”

“Great. You any good with a sling?”

“Ah, I’ve used it before for small game.”

“Fine, you’ll just have to get better as we go. You can kite them around all day.”

“Kite?” Nikki asked.

“Run them around, run them down. If they can’t catch you, that means all you have to do is run away. Stay away from their bow users. We’ll set up places in advance where you can get more rocks,” Steve said.

“If I’m running away, what about you?” she asked.

“Going to make myself a shield and use the axe like a weapon. If I can hit something with the axe, it’ll explode. The end,” Steve said. “That’s all assuming they’re going to try to take you away or take our stuff. Maybe they’ll play nice.”

“I doubt it,” Nikki muttered.

Steve nodded. He didn’t expect good things either.

Note to self. Need to make a crossbow and teach Nikki how to use it.

Which means I need a bowstring… which is animal sinew, right?

Talk about a roadblock.

Need to find a trading partner.

Though… what can I trade other than vegetables?

 

***

 

Several days passed without incident. Steve had made his shield and left it against the cabin wall in easy reach.

Nikki’s sling had been made from the hide of a beaver Misty had brought over. The Faun had been practicing nonstop with her weapon since she’d gotten it, going into the forest and hunting often for whatever food she could find.

Steve had been practicing with his axe, though it wasn’t a weapon of war. It was unbalanced, unwieldy, and not suitable for combat at all.

He was relying completely on its ability to explode whatever it hit.

They’d tested it on a fish—much to the misfortune of the creature, which had become little more than an explosion of red mist and bits of scales.

For her part, Misty had helped in every way she’d been asked to. Additionally, she’d remained on watch at night for Nikki and Steve. Her needs for sleep were considerably less than their own.

The effects of her pond water seemed to be less pronounced as of late. She was certainly always happy, but no longer did she seem as lost.

They were ready for whatever the world might throw at them.

Except, nothing happened.

There was no sign of the watchers. Not a track, not a print, not a bent branch.

And it was aggravating Steve.

Past Steve, I swear to the heavens, I will kill you if I ever get the chance. Future Steve is going to worship me and curse you.

You shall be known as Shitty Steve from here on out.

To all successive Steves after this point, that will be your name.

“Angry again?” Nikki asked. She was pulling apart their dinner’s leftovers. The guts of the fish went atop one rock, and the bones another.

“Just… frustrated, I guess. Makes me anxious. The idea that they know where we are and can come back at any time to harass us,” Steve said. Shaking his head in disgust, he finished fixing the table leg into the table top he’d been working on.

He picked up his wooden mallet and tapped it twice to make sure it was firmly inserted.

“Your table’s done,” Steve said, flipping the piece of furniture over. Looking at the top of the smoothed wood, he felt a momentary flicker of pride.

And all it took was making a holder for the axe to turn it into a planer, and getting a bunch of sand from Misty to smooth out the wood.

“Ah… thank you, Steve. You’re a wonder,” Nikki said, coming to admire the finished product. One of her hands came to rest on his lower back, making his head feel a bit foggy.

“Errr, course. No worries,” Steve said. He was starting to suspect Nikki had some type of special ability as a Faun. One that clouded his thoughts and directed his will to her own purposes.

“Gonna… work on bowls and plates after this. I can probably carve them out of wood, too,” Steve said, feeling awkward again.

“Oh, that’d be wonderful. It’ll be nice to have everyone around the table,” Nikki said, her hand trailing up and down Steve’s spine. “Were you planning on expanding Misty’s pond today?”

“Yeah, after the table. Promised her I’d dig it further down toward her lake,” Steve said. “She also wanted that underwater… hole… thing.”

“Good. She’s been a great help in making this place a home. Eventually we should make sure there’s access from her pond to the cabin. Maybe we should consider expanding the cabin soon?” Nikki asked. “Would you do that for me, Steve?”

“Yeah… I’ll think on it,” Steve forced himself to say, then latched his teeth shut. He was afraid he’d just agreed to her request.

“Thanks. Be sure to come to bed a bit after sunset, ok? I don’t like going to bed without you. It’s cold and lonely,” Nikki said, her fingernails curling inward to lightly tickle along the flesh of his back.

They’d been keeping themselves busy and working out stress with lovemaking every night. And sometimes in the morning.

Talk of pregnancy hadn’t come up again, and Nikki didn’t seem to care.

Last night though he’d come to bed an hour late after having spent some time walking the lake. Nikki had been quite eager to welcome him home, and she’d clearly been worried for him.

“Sorry. Won’t happen again,” Steve said, feeling regret over making her upset.

“It’s ok, I just… didn’t know where you were. It made me nervous. I kept thinking maybe you’d been hurt,” Nikki said. “Ok. Go help Misty. She seems a lot more like her normal self today. I think the effects of the can water are finally starting to normalize. Though I swear she’s changing physically.”

Nodding, Steve picked up the table and took it into the cabin. He put it down on the ground where Nikki had told him she’d wanted it.

“Steve!?” Nikki called, her voice sounding quite nervous.

Bolting out the door, Steve found Nikki exactly where he’d left her. Though she was pointing off into the distance. To the north.

There, far away, he could see people. People moving toward their cabin. They didn’t seem to be the same people he’d seen previously.

“Steve, they’re running this way, but… I don’t think they’re running to us,” Nikki said. “I think they’re running from something.”

“What? Seriously?” Steve grumbled. Turning to the side, he grabbed his axe and removed the planer modification from it, then picked up his shield.

“You let Misty know while I go off to take a peek,” said the Faun.

“Alright, just… be careful, Nikki.”

She gave him a big smile. “Worrying about me, Steve? Don’t, silly, I’m faster than you think. I survived in the woods without you and everything.”

Then she bounded away. Toward the oncoming danger.

You were starving to death, looked like a bundle of sticks, and were running from what you “thought” was danger.

Fuck.


Five

 

“Hey, Misty!” Steve yelled over his shoulder. “Got people coming this way and… fuck if I know what else, actually. You feelin’ like you can work a spear and stay out of the fight?”

“I can do that,” said the Nereid a moment before she came out from behind the cabin. In her hand, she carried a ten-foot spear as if it were little more than a paperweight.

“Oooh, I don’t like getting out of my pond,” she complained.

“Sorry, Misty,” Steve said, his regret for inconveniencing her coming out of nowhere.

“Don’t worry for me. I promised you anything and all of me, after all,” she said, waving a hand at him. “Let’s go kill them. And eat them.

“Right? Kill them and eat them?”

Steve hesitated for a second, then grinned at her.

“Yeah. Kill ’em and eat ’em. You’re a lot more fun than I thought you’d be, Misty,” Steve said, setting off at a jog.

Misty caught up with him quickly, her long legs propelling her like a gazelle.

“I’m fun? You’re glad you didn’t eat me?” Misty asked.

“Very glad. I bet you’re tasty, but you’re worth not eating,” Steve said.

“Good. I bet I’m tasty, too,” Misty said. Then she began to outdistance Steve, leaving him behind. Her body was graceful and fluid. She looked like she was gliding across the field.

Fuck me, she can really run for a fish. I need to start working on my own ability. Both of them could leave me in the dust.

The fuck am I good for? Farming?

Shit.

She… looks different, too.

Twenty or thirty people ran past Misty, who was perhaps forty feet out in front of him. Behind them was a large lizard-like creature, trundling along on four legs in pursuit of the people.

Of course, it’s a critter. Hungry or angry.

Misty had suddenly stopped up ahead, her spear held loosely in one hand. Next to her, Nikki had one hand pressed to her head, the other holding her sling.

“Steve… I think we should run,” Nikki said as soon as he got close enough.

“Is that a basilisk?” Misty asked.

“Yes, it is. I think it’s a water basilisk. It’s got the right coloring for it. It’s like a giant lizard. Stories of it having a stone-gaze are greatly exaggerated. It’s simply terrifying to look at.

“That and it’s moving amazingly slow. An earthen would be here already. We should just run away. It’s going to set up shop next to our lake and live there. I know it. They live in them,” Nikki said.

“Ooooooou, I don’t want to leave my lake,” Misty said, pouting heavily. “It’s our lake. And my poooooond.”

“I can dig you a new pond,” Steve said. “Not even that hard.”

“But my lake,” Misty said, digging at the ground with the butt of her spear. “I don’t think I can leave. I’m bound to it. I love my pond, but I’m still bound to my lake. It’s where my whole family has hatched.”

Sighing, Steve thought about the whole thing. He was feeling stubborn and obstinate, and he didn’t want to give up on Misty.

They’d started in a weird place with him threatening to eat her, but she’d been nothing but pleasant and kind to him since then.

“You’re not going to leave, are you, Steve?” Nikki asked, her shoulders drooping slightly.

“It’s our cabin,” Steve said defensively. “I don’t want to leave it. I like it.”

“We can make another. Easily. We can tie Misty up and take her with us,” Nikki offered.

Misty whined, but didn’t protest the idea.

The more he thought about it, the less Steve wanted to leave. Or move.

As craptastic as Shitty Steve had been, he’d still provided him with the tools and means that current Steve needed to get the job done.

Regardless of anything else, he’d done that. He’d also selected the land.

“No. Cabin has sentimental value. I met you and Misty there,” Steve said, firming up his choice. “Besides, I wanna kill that thing. We can use its sinew, bone, hide, and meat. It would help us out a lot.”

“That’s… a valid point,” Nikki said, her head swinging back to the basilisk. It was only a hundred feet out now.

Steve had the impression the beast was mindlessly pursuing the others by scent more than anything else. They could just as easily leave and it’d continue on as it had.

“You won’t leave me?” Misty asked.

“No. How could I leave my Nereid. I own you,” Steve said, gripping his axe a bit tighter.

“Yes. Exactly. Your Nereid, your lake, your pond. Can’t abandon it,” Misty said, clearly missing the part where she’d become property.

Maybe she just… doesn’t… understand.

“I don’t think the spear or the sling are going to do anything to it,” Nikki said.

“Nope. Just… distract it as best as you can so I can get in there and hit it with the axe,” Steve said. “No risks, either one of you.”

“Okay,” Misty said, taking hold of her spear with both hands.

Steve started taking deep breaths, then bouncing from foot to foot. Swinging his arms this way and that, he got his blood flowing.

Then the basilisk was on them.

It was about the size of a fully loaded eighteen-wheeler. Its head alone would have been the entirety of the cab. Its scales were dull and lifeless, switching between blue and dark green throughout. Its head was all teeth and jaw, with two beady eyes. The tail coming out the back of it looked like a monstrous fleshy death whip.

Oh fuck, this was a bad idea.

Nikki bounded away, hopping along, slinging two stones as she went. One bounced off the big lizard’s head and the second ricocheted off its hide as if it were nothing.

But it did catch the creature’s attention.

It slowed in its ever-forward charge, its head turning toward where Nikki had hopped off to.

Steve went in immediately, darting in as quick as he could.

His axe came down with a whistling noise and connected with the beast’s jaw.

With a sickening crunch and spray of blood and bone, the basilisk’s entire jaw came out of its head.

Shrieking and wailing in an animal roar, the basilisk turned on Steve.

Misty moved around to the other side, prodding at it with her wooden spear.

It didn’t even leave a scratch on the creature, but it was enough to get it to turn its head her way.

Making another desperate charge forward, Steve attacked, lashing out with his axe again.

The basilisk was ready, though, and moved its head without moving its body. The axe flickered past the creature, then hit the dirt and embedded itself there.

Not wanting to let go of the axe, since it was obviously the only thing that could hurt the damn thing, Steve yanked on the haft.

Before he could get it loose, one of the front claws of the basilisk came at him, clawed fingers large and lethal.

Getting his shield up, Steve could only wait.

The massive claw rebounded off the shield but still sent Steve tumbling like one of Nikki’s cast stones.

Rolling end over end, Steve slid across the grass in a tumbling ball of angry axe-wielding Human.

Once he’d come to a stop, he got up immediately and gave his axe an experimental flick of his wrist. Then the rest of his body.

Everything was as it should be. While he’d definitely felt pain as he’d rolled along, he apparently hadn’t suffered anything lasting.

Nikki and Misty were still duking it out with the bleeding and angry basilisk. They weren’t doing any harm to it though.

Panting, Steve lifted his shield back up in front of him. Or tried to, at least.

The shield was little more than a broken piece of wood strapped to his arm. Kindling and naught else.

Damn, how hard did it hit me?

Now that he looked at his arm, it didn’t seem right either. His left arm looked like it was hanging oddly at the shoulder.

When he tried to move it, it didn’t quite respond the way he wanted it to, and it hurt.

A lot.

Ignoring his arm, since it would do him no good at all right now, Steve charged back at the basilisk. He did it as quietly as he could. He needed to land another hit and end this before someone was killed.

The basilisk snapped out a clawed hand at Nikki. It passed by her with scant inches to spare, then turned with the attack and spun all the way around, its tail coming out behind it to smash into the Faun.

Nikki was sent flying away, stones spilling from her hip bag and tumbling to the ground.

Breath catching, Steve sprinted as fast as he could. Straight at the basilisk. And rather than trying to slow down to swing, he decided his whole body would be the swing of the axe.

With the axe in an underhanded position, Steve made it to the basilisk. It was still turning from its tail whip, clearly moving to chase down Nikki.

Practically running into the basilisk’s giant head, Steve performed what he could only vaguely think of as an uppercut with an axe.

The blade came up and slammed into the roof of the monster’s mouth.

When it came out the other side, most of the creature’s skull came with it. Blood, brain, and bone exploded into the air.

All four legs of the basilisk made a weird curling motion, and it fell flat on its belly.

Grabbing hold of one of the shuddering arms, Steve levered himself up and over it, his arm twisting and then popping weirdly as he did so.

Ignoring his arm again, Steve ran toward where Nikki was lying in the grass.

When he reached her, she was already getting up to a seated position.

Her slotted eyes looked dazed, and there was clearly some swelling on one side of her face.

“You ok?” he asked, dropping down in front of her, his hands coming to rest on her shoulders. “Did you break anything? Are you alright?”

Nikki stared at him, then gave him her wide square-toothed smile. He realized why it looked odd to him. She had no canines at all.

“I’m fine, Steve. Thank you. Looks like you killed the beast,” the Faun said, her hands resting on Steve’s forearms.

“Yeah,” Steve said, glancing over his shoulder. “Though… I wish I had brought some logs or something. Going to be a bitch to drag it back home.

“Not half as bad as it’s going to be to clean, skin, and cook that fucker. I mean… that’s a lot of lizard.”

He looked back at the Faun with a big, dumb grin on his face.

Nikki snorted at that and then winced, pressing a hand to her side. “I think I’m alright, but everything feels… tender. As for cooking that… we might just have to put it on a stick and set fire to it. I don’t know how in the world I’d ever manage anything more with what I have to work with. And not a single seasoning to my name. Whatever we can’t or don’t eat, we can dump in the forest for the critters.”

Steve helped Nikki to her feet, his hands holding her hips in case there was something wrong.

“Or maybe we see what those people running away want. Maybe they’ll trade some things for our big lizard,” Nikki said. “Ow… my knees hurt. I landed badly.”

Steve thought on that for a moment.

“Here, hold this,” he said, holding out the axe to her.

“What? I mean, alright, but—”

Steve scooped Nikki up before she could finish her sentence. Then he started to head back toward the basilisk.

Nikki looked like she felt very awkward about this.

“Easier to carry you,” Steve said a bit defensively.

“Yes. I know. It’s just… a little odd. That’s all. You’re also much stronger than you look,” Nikki said. “What if those people who ran are watching?”

“Then they’ll see me carrying my Faun,” Steve said with a shrug. “The End.”

“Oh… okay,” Nikki said, her fingers tightening around the axe.

“Good job,” Misty said, trotting up next to them. She was all smiles, her spear propped against her shoulder. “We did it! Your lake and Nereid are safe now, Steve.”

Chuckling at the way she said it, Steve could only nod his head.

“Yeah, they are. Remind me to dig out your pond more when we get home. I didn’t get a chance to do that,” Steve said.

“Yes! I shall. I’m excited,” Misty said. “I never thought I’d have a den made for me.”

Steve was a bit distracted, however. He’d just realized that Nikki was carrying his axe without a problem.

Possibly because I handed it to her? Something to test at some point.

 

***

 

Nikki was seated on a log outside the cabin and Misty was next to her. The two of them had been drinking from a bowl filled with water from her pond for the last hour.

They were passing it back and forth and drinking heartily. Steve lost count of how many times Misty had gone back to refill it.

“They’re coming,” Nikki said softly.

Looking up from his work with the dead basilisk, Steve clicked his tongue.

“Of course they are,” he said. Prying the scale in his hands free, he dropped it atop the pile and jumped down. He’d been working at removing them and had gotten almost all the larger ones off.

They were hard as iron and as big as dinner plates. He’d find a use for them eventually.

A group of people were heading their way, coming from the east.

They swung wide around the cabin. I suppose that counts for something. They didn’t want to bring trouble to my home.

A person with a lion’s head was in the front. He had normal human arms and legs, and he appeared mundane otherwise. His fur and mane were a dark golden color, along with his eyes.

Everyone with the lion seemed to vary in breed and type. No two were the same, but none were Human.

“Hello there, slayer,” said the lion man, stopping ten feet away from Steve.

Steve nodded, feeling comfortable with his axe in his hand. “’Lo there.”

Everyone was looking at Steve in a strange way. At him, but not at him. Their eyes seeming to look at a middle distance. One by one, they each raised their hands and made a strange gesture in front of them.

“I see,” said the lion man in the front, his eyes moving to Steve’s. “We’ll speak of this to no one, of course.”

Steve frowned, and shifted the axe to his shoulder. He wasn’t sure what to say to that.

“Ah… is there anything you… want?” asked the Lion man.

“Indeed. I’d be happy to trade some of this for things I need,” Steve said, pointing to the basilisk corpse.

The lion man looked away, his eyes moving to Misty and Nikki, then back to Steve.

“And what would you want in trade?” asked the lion man.

Sucking on his teeth, Steve thought on that. He knew he needed things, but he hadn’t actually sat down to think out what he needed or wanted.

“Going to need some fabric. Wool, linen, or even leather,” Steve said immediately. “Beyond that, basic survival things. Canteens, packs, bags. And, actually, are you from a village or a settlement nearby?”

“Yes, we are,” said a woman with a dog’s head to the lion’s left. She bowed her head, her ears flat against her skull. “Several days walk north, northwest of here. We were traveling to another village and were run off the main road. That lizard has been chasing us nonstop for a day. We… we were originally many more.”

A day? They must have incredible stamina. Being a Human here is starting to suck. Hopefully Shitty Steve took that into account.

“Right. I’m going to need hired help here soon, I think. I’d be willing to pay in the basilisk corpse for now, but eventually with part of my yield,” Steve said, pointing to his two fields, and all eyes turned to them.

“I plan on expanding, and there will be a number of tasks I probably can’t do by myself,” Steve said.

“Wool, linen, leather, basics, and help,” the lion man said. “If… if you trade us the entire corpse, minus the scales you’ve removed, I think we could get you all that within a week.”

Steve wasn’t very happy with the response, but he didn’t have much of a choice. It wasn’t like they had the items on them, and he didn’t really want to leave his cabin to go see these villages.

Instead, he turned to Nikki for direction.

The Faun gave him a smile at his deference, and her eyes turned to the lion man.

“We accept the offer,” Nikki said. “Please only send suitable individuals given our situation. Otherwise, I will not be able to stop him.”

Steve turned to look back at the lion man, who was nodding his head rapidly. Though Steve couldn’t figure out why he looked so nervous all of a sudden.

“I’m Steve,” Steve said, moving the axe to his left shoulder and holding out his right hand to the lion.

“John,” said the lion-headed man. “We’ll take the basilisk and be on our way.”

“Feel free to use those logs there. They’re not suitable for building. Can probably lash them all together with some vines and use it as a sled of sorts,” Steve said with a shrug.

John and his people did just that with only a little direction from Steve. They were on their way within an hour.

“What was up with that greeting?” Steve asked, looking at Nikki. She and Misty hadn’t left the log. They were still seated there, drinking water from the pond.

“Greeting?” she asked.

“That goofy little finger thing,” Steve said, mimicking the gesture all the other people had made.

Nikki stared at him uncomprehendingly. Then she repeated the gesture for herself, and her eyes grew wide.

“You… what?” she asked.

“That thing you just did. What’s up with that greeting? Is that how they say hi? They were staring at the ground when they did it,” Steve said.

“Ah… Steve… I want you to look at me,” Nikki said.

“Alright,” Steve said, staring at her in earnest now.

“Now… I want you to invoke the gods to give you wisdom and insight. Just… say it in your head,” Nikki said.

“Uh huh. I don’t know the names of the go—”

“Just ask for wisdom and insight then,” Nikki said quickly.

Steve sighed and gave up.

I’d really like some insight into this crazy shit that’s going on.

Nothing happened.

“And?” Steve asked.

“Ask for wisdom and insight into me,” Nikki said, patting her chest with her hands.

Shitty Steve, if you’re listening could you grant me some wisdom and insight into Nikki?

A window popped up in front of him suddenly.

 

Nikkolett Hilly (Nikki)

Faun

Fisherwoman/Seamstress/Cook

Family-

Father: deceased

Mother: deceased

Status: in a relationship with Steven Bril

Humanist- sexual relations with a Human

Prey- was hunted and survived

 

 

Steve moved his finger over to the proceed button and tapped it. It vanished.

“I see,” he said, realizing that Shitty Steve had well and truly fucked him over without memories.

Looking at Misty, Steve repeated the process.

 

Misthelene (Misty)

Nereid (Lake)

Fisherwoman

Property of Steven Bril

Family- unknown

Sellout- willingly became the property of another

 

“I understand now. I think… maybe you should pretend I’m a newborn, Nikki, and help me get through all of this,” Steve said.

“Of course, Steve. Would you like to know what yours says? You can read it yourself, but sometimes it’s good to know what others can see,” Nikki asked.

He didn’t. But he felt it would be better if he did know what others saw.

“It says,” Nikki said, and then paused for a second, her eyes focusing on the middle ground. “Steven Bril, or Steve. Human, but there’s a little… symbol… next to it I’ve never seen before.”

“Is it a bunch of intersecting lines?” Steve asked on a hunch.

“Yes, it is.”

“It’s an asterisk, means there’s a conditional operant or note to that. Is there anything at the bottom with the same symbol?”

“No. Ah… next is farmer, woodsman, hunter, warrior, forester, carpenter,” Nikki said, then shook her head. “That’s more than last time. I’d never heard of someone with more than three, but yours keep growing. After that… family—none, which is odd. And… bestial. Sexual relations with a Faun.”

Steve let his head fall forward and looked at the ground.

“In other words… John and his people know I’m a criminal,” Steve said. “And that’s why you warned them without warning them from doing something stupid.”

“Yes,” Nikki said. “I’m sorry… I thought you knew. That you’d be marked. If one cheats on their spouse, marries someone outside their race, or betrays someone they gave an oath to, things of that nature are all marked down.”

Steve scoffed and lifted his head. He’d had an inkling after that strange message about “bestial” he’d seen.

“Doesn’t matter. I’d still have bedded you if I had known it’d do this,” Steve said, then looked off to one side. The sun was creeping toward the horizon. “And speaking of bed—how about I get you some wheat and you hit the sack, mm? You need to recover.”

Looking back at Nikki, he found she was watching him with a small smile, her cheeks a faint red. “Yes… Steve.”


Six

 

Steve prodded at the green leafy bits sticking up out of the dirt. From what he could tell, these were carrots. The green tops seemed to be flowering as well.

But that didn’t quite fit for him, since it hadn’t been long enough for something to grow, let alone flower.

As far as he could tell, it had only been a week and a half.

Using a fingertip, he gently brushed away the dirt around the green base. The shoulders of the carrot stared up at him, three inches wide.

Ok. That doesn’t seem right. At all.

Reaching down into the ground, Steve wrapped his fingers around the carrot and pulled. With a dry slithering noise, he pulled the carrot out of the ground.

It was genuinely much bigger than he’d expected. Holding it up to his forearm, he felt like it was easily twelve inches in length.

Setting the carrot down, Steve looked at the green vestige next to the hole he’d just made. Pulling that one up as well, he found it was almost the exact same size as the first carrot.

What the fuck? Shitty Steve, is this the tools? The location? Something else?

Your instructions lack clarity! Might as well be a damn dresser from Ik… Ik… Fuck you, Shitty Steve!

But also… thank you. This makes everything much easier.

“Goodness.”

Steve looked up to find Nikki. Her eyebrows were raised, her mouth partially opened.

Hah. Of course a goat would want a carrot like this.

“What can I say? I’m girthy,” Steve said, smiling at her. “Think you can fit all of me in one mouthful?”

Nikki’s face turned a deep, dark crimson color, her slotted eyes darting away from him. Only to slowly return.

“We could try that if you want. Tonight, maybe?” she asked, then gave her head a slight shake, as if to clear it. Moving over next to him, she got low to the ground. “They’re far too large. And they grew too quickly. Steve, I know you have no memories, but none of this is normal.”

“Right. Well, we already figured out what you’ll eat for dessert. How about you try these for lunch?” Steve said, then looked out across this patch of his field. It was all carrots. He was going to be rather busy.

In fact, now that I’m looking, I can see things sticking up all the way across. Did I have a whole bunch of things that all grew beneath the surface?

“I can do that. I’ll try one raw and cook the other for lunch. I’ll pull another for you and Misty to split with your own lunch, too,” Nikki said, her fingers pushing into the dirt around another carrot.

The Nereid had taken to eating lunch with Steve, and even wanting to eat what he did.

Nikki grunted and heaved on the carrot. Slowly, it started to come out of the ground. Letting go, the Faun panted twice. “Why’s it so hard to pull out?”

Quirking a brow, Steve reached over and pulled the carrot free with a gentle tug. “Seems easy to me.”

“That’s because you’re a brute, Steve,” Nikki said, then leaned over and kissed his cheek. “My brute. Thanks.”

Moving off slowly with the carrots, her hips swaying dangerously, Nikki went back to their cabin.

Standing up, Steve considered the problem and how best to tackle it. He had no tools that would let him pull up his crops safely. Which meant he had to do it by hand.

“Need to plant all wheat or something. Things I can hit with the damn scythe,” Steve complained, stretching his back out. “Really don’t want to spend all day pulling things out of the dirt.”

Turning his head, he scanned the area. Since confirming they had been watched, he’d been much more aware of his surroundings. He couldn’t afford to not be on his guard.

Seeing nothing, he sighed and got to work on harvesting his crop.

 

***

 

A crash at the door of the cabin jerked Steve out of his thoughts. Looking up from the table, he put the small wooden block and his knife down.

Nikki was on the other side of the cabin, near their bed. She’d been fussing with some of the sack cloth, turning it into blankets.

“Nikki—” Steve started, only to be interrupted by another crash to the door.

He picked up his axe, which he always kept nearby, and went to the door.

Rather than opening it like some foolish idiot hero, he put his back to the side with the locking mechanism and leaned into it.

Holding a finger in front of his mouth, he looked to Nikki, who nodded her head at him.

Then she moved to the corner of the cabin and picked up a short spear. It wasn’t an ideal weapon, but it’d work well enough in the cabin.

There was another crash on the door, though the sound was muted by Steve bracing the whole thing with his back.

“What are you doing?” Misty shouted from outside the cabin. “Go away. Leave this place. You’re not welcome here.”

There was no response that Steve could hear.

“Go away! Steve!?” Misty called.

Not waiting any longer, Steve yanked the door open and went outside, his axe raised.

Standing between him and Misty was a naked woman. She was hunched over, and it looked like she could barely stand.

“I’ll get my spear!” Misty said, darting around the side of the cabin.

Turning in place, the woman faced Steve.

Most of her face was gone, and he could actually see bits of her skull peeking through the ruined flesh.

Undead?

Undead!

Moving forward, Steve brought his axe around in a sweeping strike at the zombie’s middle.

The zombie dodged backward with more speed than he would have given it credit for, almost making it out of range.

The axe bit into the woman’s forearm, but there was no explosion of blood and gore like he’d been expecting. Instead it sheared her arm off at the contact point, entirely through the force of his swing.

Tumbling end over end, her arm vanished into the dark.

Holy shit!

Charging forward at him, the zombie seemed intent to take him down here and now. Steve got the haft of his axe up, caught the creature under the jaw and then sidestepped, tossing it to the ground.

Falling to the grass, the zombie skidded along the turf and crashed against the wall of the cabin.

Nikki came out the door then, saw the zombie, and stabbed out with her spear.

She caught it just below the eye, her spear tip embedding itself in the zombie’s head.

Pulling its head to one side, the zombie almost took Nikki’s spear with it as it shambled to its feet.

Steve went in while it wasn’t focused on him and whipped his axe around at the monster’s middle again.

Landing a solid hit on its hip, the axe smashed the creature to the ground. But once again, there was no explosion of violence.

Rolling onto its back, the zombie couldn’t seem to get the side of its body working that Steve had just smashed. With only one arm and one leg, it seemed unable to right itself.

“What the fuck is that?” Steve asked.

“It’s an undead Human,” Nikki said, yanking on her spear. The tip came loose from the zombie. “And I hope… hope and pray… it’s just that. Even though there haven’t been any roaming Undead spotted in five years, I hope it’s that.”

“Huh? Why?” Steve asked.

Before Nikki could respond, Misty reappeared with her long spear. Wielding it in both hands, she looked like a blue-skinned amazon in her naked glory.

She lined up the attack, then stabbed forward and skewered the monster from the top of its torso down to where the tip came back out at its navel.

“Ugh,” Steve said, and walked over to the zombie’s one good arm. “See if you can hold it still. I’ll pop the arm and legs off. Any chance there’s more of them around?”

“Ah… if it’s what I’m afraid of, yes. If not, then no,” Nikki said. “And before you ask me to explain, that’s a much longer conversation than I’m willing to commit to right now.”

Steve grunted at that and brought his axe down on the zombie’s shoulder. Moving lower, he then hacked at its legs.

With a final crunch and the wet splat of flesh being removed, the zombie was limbless.

Misty removed her spear and looked at the weapon with a sad expression.

“It’s filthy and discolored,” she muttered.

Looking at his own axe, Steve couldn’t help but feel the same way. A black ichor had stuck to the blade.

“I’m going to get a bowl of water,” Misty said.

“Great, story time for you, my pretty Faun,” Steve said, his head slowly rotating one way and then the other. He didn’t see any other problems, but he swore he saw an ugly dark fog coming in from the northeast.

“Well, if it’s what I’m afraid of, I think we’re all in much greater danger than whatever Lamals can do to us,” Nikki said. “I’ll keep it short since the history won’t matter to you.”

“Thanks,” Steve said, still watching their surroundings and occasionally the zombie.

“A long time ago, there was a war. One side launched a new magical weapon on the other, and won the war,” Nikki said. “But the weapon didn’t stop. The magical control put on it failed. It rampaged through the other country like a wildfire. Consuming everything.”

“Uh huh,” Steve said, eying the dark fog for a second.

“Several countries fell before an alliance was formed—a wall constructed, and a defensive perimeter made.

“Lamals is part of that alliance. The only reason it’s allowed in at all is the sheer amount of manpower it contributes to the cause. Otherwise it would have been crushed for its extreme religious beliefs,” Nikki said. “Anyways. That magical weapon, it’s called the Creep. It spreads and fills an area, and also creates Undead things like that. Other creatures too, depending on how much of it there is.”

“Like what?” Steve asked. Feeling much more confident about the situation, he walked over to the head of the zombie.

“Shadows, demons, angry spirits. Things like that,” Nikki said. “The Creep has existed for a long time, but it’s never gotten through the wall. All the wall cities are there to prevent this from happening. It would take a number of wall cities to fail for the Creep to get out.”

“Does the Creep look like a black fog?” Steve asked, pushing at the zombie with his axe head. He was wondering how to get rid of the creature permanently. To Steve it had the feel of black magic, and he wanted it nowhere on his land at all.

“A black… fog? I think so. I’ve never seen it, but it’s always described as black death moving low across the ground,” Nikki said.

Chewing at his lower lip, Steve lifted his head up and turned it to the northeast. There in the distance, he could see the black fog he’d noted earlier.

“Like that?” he asked, pointing at it directly.

“Like wh—” Nikki began to ask, and then her voice fell away. “No… no, no. Why? Why now? Why here?

“We were just… starting to build a life.”

She sounded wounded. Wounded and absolutely depressed.

“Hmph. Some little fart of magic isn’t going to stop me. Just have to figure out how high to build a wall to keep it out,” Steve said, shaking his head. “Just that simple.”

Misty came back holding a large bowl of water with both hands. She walked straight to Steve with a smile for him.

“Here, Steve. I’ve brought water from my pond. I’d like you to drink, and then clean your weapons with it,” she said, her voice sounding completely like it had when he’d first met her. Her dreamy, half-drugged state had finally gone away. She still lived in the pond he’d made for her, but she was the Nereid of the Lake once more.

Rolling his eyes at the fact that Misty took every opportunity to get him to drink what was essentially her bath water, he didn’t say no this time. He took the proffered vessel and began to drink deeply from the side.

“Ew, it’s moving,” Nikki said from behind him.

Frowning, Steve lowered the bowl and looked backward. The zombie’s arm was still flopping around on the ground. Quite clearly animated despite having been removed from its body completely.

“Damn, I was kind of afraid of that,” Steve said.

“Let’s try the water on it,” Misty said. “When I cleaned my spear, the blood caught fire, but it didn’t burn my spear.”

“Really?” Steve asked, looking back to the Nereid.

“Yes, I was going to mention it after you drank from my pond,” Misty said.

Of course you were. After I drank.

Moving the bowl over the zombie, Steve began to tilt it to one side, and a stream of water poured out.

As soon as it hit the zombie, it burst into white flame.

There was no heat to the fire, but it was bright. Bright and cleansing.

Steve squinted against the glare, then pulled the bowl back and looked over the zombie.

Everything the water had touched of the zombie had caught fire. That fire left nothing behind. It was as if someone had scooped giant chunks out of the zombie that simply evaporated.

“Hm. That’s curious, isn’t it?” Steve asked, then dumped the bowl of water over the zombie’s head. As the zombie burned, Steve handed the bowl to Misty and went to the back of the cabin.

He took up his watering can from its holder above Misty’s pond, and he thought about the situation.

“Ladies, would you say that our water source is unique?” Steve asked, rejoining Nikki and Misty. They were staring at the shuddering headless zombie.

“Yes,” Nikki said, not looking away. “It’s never-ending, and it’s clearly more than an Enchanted tool. The water is amazing and energizes me. And there’s no arguing with what it did to Misty.”

Looking at the Nereid, he couldn’t disagree. She’d been a fit and attractive Nereid when he’d first met her.

Now she positively radiated health, beauty, and strength. He’d often found himself just watching her naked form moving about the farm. Not once had she ever shied away from his stares, though. If anything, she delighted in them and tended to deliberately put herself in his view.

“My mind is stronger now, as well,” Misty said.

Steve nodded at that, looking at his watering can.

“In other words, our water is our biggest resource so far,” he said. “And it apparently kills… zombies.”

Holding the can, he angled it over the monster’s torso and began to water it.

The fire that came forth was as pure white as it could be. Blindingly bright and clean.

So there was a slight loss in purity from Misty living in the pond, but not much.

Finally, when the fire died away, Steve stopped.

There was nothing left of the zombie’s torso, arm, or its two legs. In their place was a pile of black sand.

“Here,” Nikki said, and flicked the arm atop the sand. “After that, we’ll clean our weapons and… and figure out… our next steps, I guess.”

Steve nodded, and set the arm aflame as well.

When dawn came the next morning, Steve found it none to his liking. They’d spent the remainder of the night awake, on guard, watching. Misty confirmed that she too could see the black fog during the night.

Now, in the morning sun, it was gone. They hadn’t seen it retreat or leave. It just simply wasn’t there anymore.

The pile of black sand remained, however.

When Steve had attempted to identify it, or inspect it as he had his tools, it had simply come up as “[unidentified black sand]” and that was it.

“What do we do?” Nikki asked. She was fetched up against the side of the cabin, facing the sun. Misty was sitting next to her, her head on the other woman’s shoulder. “We can’t leave. Not without tying Misty up and turning her into a backpack.”

The Nereid nodded, but didn’t say anything. They all knew she didn’t want to leave but could be forced without resistance. Steve didn’t want to leave either, however.

He was determined to not give ground.

“We build a wall,” Steve said simply. “Fortify, dig in, defend. Create an irrigation system and coat the walls in the water. It’ll keep out that whatever it is. Creep.

“Then we just… hunker down and wait for the alliance to push it back. Right? You said they had an entire system of cities and a wall to do just that.”

“Yes. But if that were working, the Creep wouldn’t be here. So either the wall fell entirely, or the Creep broke through and got into Lamals,” Nikki said.

“Honestly, if it did break into Lamals or the entire wall fell, our answer would be the same,” Steve said, firming up his choice. “Same plan. Regardless of anything else, we have a means of protecting ourselves. So we will. At least, if you two are staying here with me.”

“I’m staying with you. You own me. I sold myself away for my holy-water pond,” Misty said, then closed her eyes.

Nikki sighed and gave him her square-toothed smile.

“I’m staying with you, of course. Where else would I find such a big strong Human who looks at me so hungrily?” she said.

“I’m sure you’d find a number of suitors. Besides, I thought this was all for fun,” Steve said, then regretted saying it immediately. He’d been feeling odd about Nikki. Spending every night in her arms was rapidly changing his viewpoint about it being just for fun.

Especially since he never failed to finish inside of her. The risk of pregnancy was a real thing they were flirting with.

“It started as fun,” Nikki said, but didn’t elaborate further. Her slotted eyes were glued to him, however.

Announcement: Lamals is now under temporary quarantine by order of the Creep Security Exclusion Army.

Do not attempt to leave or run the blockade.

Alliance forces are working to seal the gap.

Announcement: Lamals is no longer part of the Alliance on a temporary basis, as ordered by the king of Lamals.

“Did you two see that as well?” Steve asked, closing the windows that had popped up in front of him.

“Yes. Though I suppose that answers that question,” Nikki said.

Misty didn’t respond; she was already snoring.

“Dig in… defend, wait,” Steve said. “First, a wall.”


Seven

 

Steve felt like a man divided. He didn’t have enough time to do all the things he wanted to get done, nor the manpower to get them done quick enough.

With the appearance of zombies every night for the last three nights, he was betting that the basilisk trade wasn’t going to happen either.

In the end, the quickest and simplest solution granting them immediate security at night had been digging a moat around the cabin. It was now linked with Misty’s pond.

The runoff into the lake had also clearly raised the water to the point where he’d had to take time out of his day to dig a channel at the back that led away and downstream.

Sighing, he stabbed the shovel into the ground again. Another massive section of dirt was excavated and landed in a pile to one side.

He was expanding the moat to its eventual full size, or what he hoped would be the maximum size his farm would ever get. It encompassed a truly massive amount of land to the north and east, part of the forest to the west, and included the entirety of the lake to the south.

Walls were still the main goal, the larger picture and plan. But to wall in the amount of land he wanted would take a lot of effort and time.

Digging a hole, though, and filling it with my magic water… well, that’s a quicker and simpler solution for now.

Lifting his head up, he surveyed his surroundings. He could see Nikki working in the fields. She was harvesting the day’s meals and loading a wheelbarrow Steve had made.

“She’s probably loading up her new cellar,” Steve said, dragging a wrist across his brow.

That’d been yesterday’s late-night project. After killing two zombies, Steve hadn’t been able to fall back asleep. They’d stood on the edge of the moat and waited. Being loud and obnoxious. To the point that he couldn’t sleep. So he dropped them into the moat and then dug Nikki a cellar to burn off some energy.

“Thirsty?”

Turning his head slightly, he found Misty walking up the interior of the freshly dug moat channel. In her hands was one of their deep wooden bowls.

“Yeah. I am,” Steve said, and got down on one knee.

Rather than hand him the bowl, Misty held on to it and lifted it to his lips with a smile.

“You just like watching me drink the water you live in,” he said before he started to drink.

“I do. Yes. I’m yours, but you’re also mine,” Misty said with a wide smile. “You drink the water I live in. That’s part of me. You take me into yourself. It’s terribly romantic to me.”

Pulling away from the bowl rather than choke as he tried to drink, Steve chuckled.

“I think we have different views on what’s romantic, but if the water is you, you’re delicious, and I really did miss out on eating you,” Steve said. Reaching down, he poked her gently between the eyes with a fingertip. “Need anything? You ok?”

She only continued to smile up at him and shook her head. “All is well, Steve. I’ve been combing the bottom of the lake for anything useful most of today. Taking a break.”

“Got it. Well, back to work for me then.” Steve stood up and looked to the north.

He saw a momentary flash of movement in the northwest. Something was moving around there, where the forest thinned considerably.

Frowning, Steve took up his axe, which was always nearby, and set down the shovel.

“Misty, go tell Nikki I saw something and I’m going to go investigate,” Steve said, setting off at an easy pace.

“No, I’ll go with you,” Misty said, her bowl set to one side. In her hands, she held the short spear that was usually in the cabin.

“I had it with me at my feet,” she said when she saw him looking at it. “I put it down before you saw me; I wanted to make sure you drank of me.”

Course you did.

It took only a few minutes, but Steve felt like they were now standing atop the spot where he’d seen the movement. There was nothing here, however.

Looking around, he cast about for anything that could tell him what had been here. As he looked through where the short grass met the tall grass, he spotted what he felt was a trail. He could see where the grass had been shifted and parted.

“Misty, do you see that?” Steve asked softly, pointing at the grass.

“I do, but… I don’t know what it means. I’m truly a fish out of water,” she said.

“You’re my fish, and you’re doing great for being out of water,” Steve said, frowning. “I’m going to go see if I can’t follow it. If we’ve got something creepin’ around, I wanna know.”

“Seems… dangerous,” Misty said, her voice getting lower.

“Yeah. It is. It even sounds kind of stupid now that I’ve said it out loud,” Steve said with a shake of his head. “But we need to… oh. It’s not the scythe, but let’s try.”

Steve hefted the axe in one hand and experimentally slashed sideways with it toward the tall grass.

With a whump, the grass seemed to detonate and blow backward away from Steve.

Crouched low in the grass was a striped monster. It was standing over something else, but Steve couldn’t quite make out what it was through the falling grass.

Several seconds passed, and then he finally understood what he was seeing.

A woman with short, striped fur and a tiger’s tail was what he’d found. She was hunched quite low to the ground, her bright gold eyes watching him. Her face wasn’t quite Human, either. And it wasn’t just the fact that it was covered in fine fur.

It’s her nose, ears, and jaw.

Now that he was staring at her, he realized her nose was much more like a cat’s, and it came down into a small, pink, squared tip rather than a Human one. Her jaw was also a bit wide.

She’s actually kinda cute. I wonder if—OH SHIT.

The tiger woman opened her mouth and he could see four giant canines in it. Now he knew why her jaw looked different.

Shifting to one side, the tigress’s hands and feet became visible. Her rear legs were reverse jointed like Nikki’s, though her arms were much more Humanlike. Both her hands and feet clearly looked more like paws with retracted claws.

“Is that a Lamia?” Misty asked.

There, below the tiger woman, was a giant snake tail that led up to a woman’s torso, but he couldn’t see much more as it was angled away from him.

“Go away, pretty kitty,” Steve said, holding the axe out in front of him. “I just want to see what you’ve got there. If it’s dead, it’s yours; if it’s not, I might need to take it from you.”

“Not dead, flesh poisoned. Can’t eat,” hissed the tiger woman, slowly backing up to where the grass was thicker. Her tail swished back and forth, low to the ground.

“Poisoned? What do you mean?” Steve asked.

The tiger woman didn’t respond, her gold eyes vanishing into the grass as she went deeper.

Scowling, Steve made a snap decision. As he tucked his axe into a belt loop, he questioned himself for a scant second more.

Darting out as fast as he could, he grabbed hold of the snake tail and began pulling it free of the grass. Practically running in the opposite direction.

Misty was with him, her spear tip raised and pointed to where they’d last seen the tigress.

“The Lamia is free,” Misty said.

Letting go of the muscular snake tail, Steve turned around.

A very female and Human-looking torso and face were visible.

Her dark-blond hair had once been pulled back in a braid behind her head, though now some of it spilled down over her pointed elflike ears. Two bright green reptilian eyes stared up at him in a face that was slack with pain and exhaustion. Her mouth was open, and she was taking deep shaky breaths. To Steve, she was absolutely stunning. At first he thought she had a cute girl-next-door look to her, even if she did look like she was a step away from throwing up all over everything, but now, seeing her head on, he revised his opinion.

She was wearing a bronze breastplate, a leather armored kilt, and leather armguards that covered her from wrist to shoulder.

There were several bite marks along her snake body that were oozing inky black blood, and a very clear bite on her throat that looked particularly nasty.

“She looks like a soldier,” Steve said. “I’d like to go look for her weaponry, but… that tigress could still be in there.”

Misty nodded, peering at the Lamia.

“She’s dying,” said the Nereid.

“Yeah, she is. Though, this is a good opportunity for us to test what happens with wounds from zombies,” Steve said, moving to stand over the Lamia. “Because that black yuck looks awfully familiar to me. Doesn’t it?”

“Yes, it does,” Misty said.

Staring down into her face, he saw in her eyes that she was still in there. Trapped in her own dying body, but still in there.

“Hey,” Steve said, and reached down to carefully flick a bit of grass off her face. “I’m going to do what I can for you. I’m Steve.”

The Lamia didn’t respond, but her eyes did slowly focus on him.

“Got your canteen?” Steve asked.

“Yes,” Misty said.

“Hand it to me? Let’s load her up here, then we’ll dump her in the moat,” Steve said, holding out a hand.

Receiving the canteen, Steve knelt down over the Lamia and pinned her shoulder down with his knee. Taking hold of her face with one hand, he began to tip the contents of the canteen into her mouth.

“Drink, little snake. Drink, drink, drink,” Steve murmured. “Don’t fight it, just drink it all.”

The eyes of the Lamia looked panicked and she sputtered, choking on the water, before she finally started to swallow.

Not letting her stop, Steve kept pouring. He didn’t have time to be kind or caring; he needed to get the water in her and then get out of the area.

Coughing only once more, the Lamia somehow managed to swallow everything in one go. When the canteen was empty, Steve handed it back to Misty as the Lamia gasped for breath and continued to cough.

“Great, here we go then,” Steve said, getting up. He grabbed the Lamia by her snake like tail and started dragging her.

Misty had darted off ahead of him when they’d reached the point where he’d been digging.

When they got to the moat, Steve walked out sideways and stretched the Lamia out along the water. Uncoiling her length, he laid her out and began inspecting her.

He found a few other small scratches and another bite, but nothing else.

“Alright, time to strip you and dump you, little snake,” Steve said, looking up to her face.

Her mouth was closed now, her breathing seemed a bit better, and her eyes were locked on him. She still wasn’t moving, though.

Shrugging at the lack of response, Steve started working at her kilt.

“Oh my goodness,” Nikki said. “Misty said you found her and a tiger?”

“Tiger woman thing. Not quite a Human, not quite a tiger,” Steve said, pulling the kilt away from the Lamia and revealing very Humanlike privates. “Huh. Didn’t figure she’d have Human anatomy. Think she shaves or she’s just naturally bare? Well, either way, I like it.

“Hint, hint, Nikki.”

Steve moved up from the Lamia’s bare hips and started in on her breastplate.

“I’m so sorry,” Nikki said, leaning over the Lamia’s face. “He’s terribly mannered, but he means well and does good by me. I promise he’s trying to help you.”

Unfastening the buckles, he peeled the armor off and then got rid of the padded clothing underneath.

Finally, he reached the bare flesh of the Lamia’s chest. She was actually a bit better endowed than he’d thought, but she was nowhere near Nikki or Misty.

He moved to her armguards and got those off much quicker than the breastplate.

Now that he had the Lamia completely nude, he could give her a good inspection. Carefully looking her over from head to tail, he found no other bites or claw marks that he hadn’t already seen.

“What are you going to do, Steve?” Nikki asked.

“Originally I thought about just dumping her into the moat,” Steve said. “But I think she’s too heavy for that. I probably couldn’t get her back out easily. I mean, do you see the length of that snake tail? She’s like twelve feet long.”

“Yes, she’s a large Lamia,” Nikki said.

“Her scales and coloring are beautiful, though. Green and dark green all over with this pale color for her underside,” Steve said, running a hand over the much lighter green scales.

Sighing, he got up and went to fetch the watering can, then stopped in his tracks.

A group of people was practically atop him, with two wagons. He’d been so involved in the Lamia, he hadn’t even noticed.

Looking back over his shoulder, he saw Nikki and Misty both looking in the same direction he was. They appeared just as shocked.

Our situational awareness sucks.

Turning his head back to the lead wagon, Steve didn’t know what to say or do, so he stood there and waited. The Lamia seemed much more stable now than she’d been previously. She could wait a few minutes for them to find out what this was about.

Several beast-men with various animal bits hopped off the first wagon and walked over to Steve.

“You Steve?” asked the one in the middle. He had a head like a jackal. The two next to him had animal-like ears and eyes, but their faces were much more Human.

Really spans the range, doesn’t it?

“Yeah, I’m Steve. You from John?” he asked.

“Yep. We set out on time but had to lay up for a night when the Creep found us. We’ve brought everyth—Is that a Lamia? Was she bitten?”

“Yeah. We were about to treat her wounds when we saw you rolling up. Just, uh… take the wagons to the side of the cabin. We’ll start unloading them in a second,” Steve said.

“You can’t treat wounds from the Creep. The Creep is the Creep. It kills anything it touches,” said the Jackal.

“We’re going to try,” Steve said simply.

“She’s going to turn any minute and start attacking. You need to kill her now and take her head off,” said the Jackal, his volume going up.

“Look. Thank you for bringing the goods as promised. You can just unload everything on the side of the cabin and go,” Steve said, already losing his patience.

“Some of us were contracted to stay here as hired hands,” said the man to the left of the Jackal. “And it’ll take time to unload.”

Steve sighed and pressed a hand to his brow.

“Ok, fine. I release you from your contracts. Just put the wagons on the side of the cabin. Don’t bother unloading them, take the animals, I’ll keep the wagons as recompense for the loss of hands, and you can go,” Steve said. “That or stay. I don’t care anymore.”

“We can’t do that. We’re—”

Steve unhitched his axe and tilted his head to one side, staring at the Jackal.

Steve was done talking now.

Holding his hands up in front of him, the Jackal nodded.

“We’ll roll the wagons over, take the animals, and leave you to it, just like you said,” said the Jackal.

Steve nodded at that, not putting his axe away.

The would-be hired help did as they said and then began walking back the way they’d come. It wasn’t until they were clearly leaving that Steve went back to his original task.

Grabbing the watering can, he went back to the Lamia.

Who seemed much more active now. Her eyes were moving, she was making small facial expressions, and she didn’t seem as pale.

“Looks like the water we put in her is starting to work from the inside,” Steve said, standing over the Lamia again.

“It does seem that way,” Nikki said. “She hasn’t said anything, but it’s obvious she’s doing much better. She definitely hears and understands us as well. I begin to wonder if one effect of a zombie bite is paralysis of some sort.

“Misty is searching the lake bed again. She didn’t want the men to see her.”

“Alright, little snake,” Steve said. “This is… probably going to hurt. So I apologize in advance. First, though, you need to drink as much as you can. Open that pretty mouth of yours, hm?”

Steve squatted down over her, putting his knee into her shoulder again.

The Lamia’s eyes narrowed slightly, but she opened her mouth for him.

Putting the watering can mouth up to her lips, he upended it until a steady stream of water was pouring into her mouth.

“Drink all that you can. Till you think you’re going to burst and your bladder has already exploded,” Steve said, laying a hand to the side of her jaw. “Drink, drink, drink, little snake.”

Drinking, the Lamia watched Steve over the top of the watering can, her eyes wide. Smiling at her, Steve just kept pouring water into her.

Finally, the Lamia started to sputter and cough, her mouth closing.

“All done? Can’t take any more?” Steve asked, looking at her. There was no response to his question, but he’d swear her eyes were cursing him.

Smirking, Steve removed his hand from her jaw.

“Now, this is the part that’ll probably hurt. And I’m sorry for it, but… I doubt you want to die and I’d really like to know if this’ll help,” Steve said. “Sorry in advance.”

Turning the watering can over the bite on her neck, Steve began to wash out the wound.

The moment the water hit her flesh, it burst into bright white flames of fury, and the Lamia’s entire body went rigid. Her face taut with pain.

Neat, it’s working.

Nikki smoothed the Lamia’s hair back, gently petting her head while Steve doused her.


Eight

 

Getting out of bed, Steve paused for a second, staring down at his feet. He’d finished up digging the extreme moat yesterday after dealing with the Lamia. Though the wagons had remained untouched so far.

There just hadn’t been enough time in the day to get everything done. It’d been just one more thing on the list.

Yawning, he scrubbed at his face with his hands. He felt refreshed and ready—but it was overwhelmingly tempting to just crawl back into bed with Nikki.

A soft, warm hand patted him on the back, and then fingertips began to tenderly trail up and down his spine.

“Thank you, Steve. You’re a good man,” Nikki murmured sleepily from the blanket. “I’ll get your breakfast out to you in a little bit.

“You working on the wall today?”

“Yeah. Need to get started there,” Steve said, wondering if he should crawl back into bed after all.

“I’ll get Misty to help me with the wagons, then,” she said, then patted him gently. “Get going and I’ll make it worth your while tonight. We never got to see if my mouth was big enough last night for your carrot.”

Forgot about that.

Looking to the corner of the room, he saw the Lamia right where he’d left her. She was coiled atop herself with several makeshift bag-blankets piled over of her.

After she’d finished screaming and the flames had died away, she’d passed out.

“Think she’ll make it?” Steve asked, getting up and moving to the small bedside table he’d built. His clothes were laid out atop it.

“Don’t know. I’ve only met a few Lamia in my life, but they seemed hearty,” Nikki said.

There was a light swat on his rear end as he pulled his shirt down over his head. Looking behind him, he saw Nikki’s hand dangling over the edge of the bed.

“I know I wasn’t energetic last night. I was pretty tired, but thanks for making it good for me,” Nikki mumbled, snuggling deeper into their bed.

Smirking to himself, Steve stepped into his boxers and pants, then headed for the door. He grabbed his boots from beside the door as he opened it and put them just outside the cabin on the grass.

Nikki would probably fall back asleep and wake up in an hour or two. She was usually a slow riser.

It was just before dawn; the sun had yet to truly rise. In the distance, Steve could see the Creep.

Several zombies stood at the edge of the moat. They looked much more put together than they had the previous day. They were almost entirely whole, and their clothes didn’t look savaged.

Getting closer, Steve realized they were part of the wagon group that had left the previous day. They weren’t zombies, but freshly turned people.

“Well that’s interesting,” Steve said, stomping his feet more firmly into his boots. Picking up the scythe laid up against the door, he wandered over to the three people.

There were two men, and one woman. The two men were rather chewed to bits, looking as if they’d been mauled to death. The woman, however, seemed to have been bitten on the forearm and nowhere else.

“Ah. A bite really does turn you into a nasty thing. Like a disease. It’s probably been… what… less than sixteen hours? That means my Lamia guest is heartier than you, or she was bitten much more recently then I thought,” Steve said. “Alright. First… let’s see if we can’t save your clothes.”

Reaching out with the scythe, Steve tried to pull in the closest zombie. He couldn’t quite make it holding the scythe with two hands. The other side was too far.

Holding it in one hand, at the very tip, he just barely managed to hook one of the beast-men. Getting him around the ankle, he pulled the zombie into the moat.

It went in with a groan, and a splash. Then the very water itself caught fire in a blue-white geyser of flame.

Squinting against the blaze, Steve frowned.

The color is a lot less than white. Is it because they were just alive the other day? Haven’t been fully converted to evil yucky whatever the Creep is?

Or is it the water’s dilution? Something to watch and test, I suppose.

Oh! I could put out a bowl of fresh can water and let it sit for a few days, and test it day by day.

Finally, the giant flame died out. At the bottom of the moat were the clothes the man had been wearing, a small knife, a coin, black sand…

And, unfortunately, a partially decomposed corpse.

“Damn. So… it just burns out whatever it turned,” Steve said, and clicked his tongue. “Going to need to apologize to Misty later. She’ll have to grab the smaller chunks. At least she can just toss them into the woods from the moat.”

Catching the biggest part of the corpse with his scythe, he hooked it out of the water and set it to one side. A quick check ensured there was nothing of worth on it.

He wasn’t about to bury it on his land, or in his lake either. Which left putting it out for the forest animals to eat.

Reaching out with the scythe, Steve pulled the next zombie into the water. It went up in a scorching flame, just like the first.

Stabbing the center of the body with the scythe, Steve walked it over to where the moat ran up against the forest. Then he brought the scythe around in its cutting motion and hurled the corpse into the woods, watching it bounce off a tree.

“Free meal, critters. Enjoy that,” Steve said, then headed back to where the second body was still burning.

After a few minutes, the second body was done as well. Hooking the largest piece out in the same way he had the previous one, he gave it a once-over.

There was nothing of value on it.

“Alright. Sorry, lady,” Steve said, looking at the woman. She really did look almost fine. It was a shame, too. She looked really pretty with an amazing figure. Short blond hair and pale blue eyes only made that impression better for Steve.

And as far as he could tell, she was the first actual Human woman he’d seen since coming here. “If only you’d stayed, huh?”

Reaching out with the scythe, he gently pulled her into the moat and it burst into a blue flame again. He hooked the second zombie corpse, then went and tossed it into the woods near the other. Rats, mice, and a few other things scattered off the first when the second one landed nearby.

“Huh, well, enjoy that one too,” Steve said, walking back.

The flame on the woman had already died out.

Damn. Does it consume the water in its use? I didn’t even think about that. If they flood the moat with zombies, would they just fill it up?

The zombie was floating face down in the water. Almost entirely intact. Feeling weird about it, Steve reached in and pushed on the zombie’s back.

It didn’t move.

“Damn, well that’s just a pity for you, isn’t it?” Steve said, pulling the dead woman out of the water.

There was absolutely nothing wrong with her. She didn’t look like a corpse at all. The bite on her forearm wasn’t gone, but it was a big open wound now instead of an infected horror.

“I suppose that would have been me.”

Spinning around as fast as he could, Steve whipped the scythe around himself and brought it up.

The Lamia was standing fifteen feet away from him, wearing her armored kilt and her undershirt.

Steve grunted and dropped the bottom of the scythe to the ground with a thump.

“Apparently, yes. A bite is all it takes,” Steve said, looking back at the dead woman. “As I said earlier, a pity for her. She had a chance to stay here, but their desire to see you killed before you could turn prevented that.

“You could almost say… she took your place.”

Looking back to the Lamia, Steve waited, staring at her.

“I… owe you my life,” she said. Her voice was smooth, and higher than he’d expected. It sounded perfectly normal to his ears. Even perhaps more so than Misty or Nikki, who had strange hang-ups at times with their speech. Like the fact that Nikki clearly fought to not baah at times, but still did. Often during sex. “I truly believed my life was over when my squad left me there beside the road.”

“You were bit by the Creep monsters?” Steve asked.

“Yes, I was as you saw me. They were right to leave me in that state, it seems,” she said. “Then that tigress took me and carried me off. I was paralyzed for the most by then. I thought I’d be eaten alive.”

Steve reached down and grabbed the dead woman by an arm, then began dragging her across the grass toward the forest.

“And you appeared. Chased the tigress off, took me into your home, healed me, and cared for me,” said the Lamia, running her hands over the bandages that’d been applied to her wounds. “Then forsook your own part of a trade agreement to keep me instead, and bandaged me.”

Steve pulled the woman a touch closer to the moat than he intended, and she slipped from the grass and went straight back into the moat near the forest.

Damnit.

Standing up, he looked at the Lamia squarely.

“Look. I’m happy you’re happy,” Steve said. “If you want to stay, fine. Earn your keep, just like Nikki and Misty. If you want to fuck off, fuck off.” He held up a hand in frustration.

“I understand. I’m Kassandra,” said the Lamia, her Human half bowing low to him. “I shall earn my keep. First, I shall go see if I might retrieve my sword and shield, as well as my pack.”

“Hah, no,” Steve said shaking his head. “I just barely put your ass back together, my little snake. You’re going nowhere without someone going with you.

“If you’re dead set on it, talk to Nikki. If she goes with you, or says you can go, then go for it.”

Kassandra bristled at that momentarily, then slunk back down to her original posture.

“I understand. I will speak with Nikki,” she said, giving him a curious look. “You don’t care if I don’t find my sword and shield?”

“Not a damn bit. I’d rather have you than those things,” Steve said with a shrug. “It’s not like a sword or shield won’t dull or break. You’ll outlive them. Anyways, work to do.”

Steve waved a hand at her and turned back to his corpse.

It was gently thrashing in the water now, turned on its side and pushing at the water feebly.

“The hell?” Steve asked, watching the body float gently away from him.

Then he saw its eyes. They were wide open, and staring at him.

Panicked eyes.

Living eyes.

Reaching into the water, Steve grabbed her by an ankle and lifted her bodily out of the water at an arm’s length.

She made a disgusting belching noise, which was followed by copious amounts of water rushing out of her mouth and nose.

Blood began to trickle and run from the bite mark on her arm.

Bleeding means her heart is pumping. Doesn’t it?

Damnit. I don’t have time for this shit.

After what seemed like an insanely long time of throwing up, the fountain of water that had been a corpse stopped imitating a water spout.

Then she started crying, long, broken-hearted sobs. Her arms dangled toward the grass as one of her legs hung behind her. Light-blond hair in a messy braid swung back and forth under her.

The sobbing became deep wails as tears ran down from her bright blue eyes.

“Hey, you ok?” Steve asked, peering at the woman.

As if realizing Steve was looking at her, she flinched in his grasp, turning her face away. The volume of her cries went up.

Clicking his tongue, Steve carried her just like that back toward the cabin. Nikki was coming out of it with Misty before he’d even made it halfway back.

“What are you doing, Steve?” Nikki asked, her eyes moving from the wailing woman to him.

“This was a Creep. I dunked it in the moat. It came out like this after a second dunking,” Steve said, giving the woman a shake, making her voice quaver. “Now it won’t stop.”

Nikki got down on her knees in front of the other woman, then reached out with both hands and held her face gently.

“Hey, hey. Hi,” said the Faun once it looked like the woman had made eye contact with her. “I’m Nikki. What’s your name?”

“I-I-I-Ina,” sobbed the woman. “Am I d-d-d-dead?”

“No,” Steve said.

Before he could continue, Nikki caught his eyes and gave him a look he knew well.

Stop.

“No, you’re not dead, Ina. You were bitten by a monster of the Creep,” Nikki said.

“I can feel it inside me,” Ina sobbed brokenly. “It’s still there!”

“Steve… put her down for me,” Nikki said. “Gently.”

He’d been just about to let go of her ankle before Nikki added that last word.

 

***

 

Steve sat down on his bed, damp but clean. His bath in Misty’s pond had gone well. She’d been right, it was considerably warmer in her pond than the watering can was. Her claim to be able to warm the water wasn’t false.

“Good work today,” Nikki said, patting his shoulder with one hand as the other hand untangled her wet hair. “You put more of the wall down, started filling the trench, and even found us a new pair of hands. You’re a good man.”

Shrugging his shoulders at that, he thought about Ina. She and Kassandra were sleeping in an impromptu lean-to next to the campfire in front of the cabin.

And now I get to build another cabin, or make this one bigger. Which is less work?

“Make the cabin bigger,” Nikki said, sitting down next to him and then leaning into him. “It’ll be harder, but it’ll be worth it in the long run. Besides, Misty wants to be able to swim into the cabin from her pond. So you can add a place for that, too.”

Sighing, Steve nodded and wrapped an arm around Nikki’s shoulders. “Only ’cause you told me to.”

“Like I said, a good man,” she said, patting his knee this time. Then her tone changed as she gently rubbed his knee. “My man?”

Sitting there, he digested that question.

It’d only been about two weeks since they’d met. But he couldn’t imagine not having her at his side. She tolerated all that he was and came back for more. Always with a smile and a twinkle in her strange and lovely eyes.

“Yeah, your man,” Steve said, pulling her a bit closer. “Doesn’t that make you my woman then?”

“Already was. You just didn’t know it till now,” Nikki said, leaning up to kiss his jaw. “I think I promised you something different tonight, didn’t I?”

Feeling his skin prickle instantly at the touch of her lips, he didn’t quite register what she’d said for a moment.

“It’ll be new for both of us,” Nikki said, kissing down from his jaw and along his neck. “And it’ll be fun to show you just how grateful I am for your hard work.”

“Can’t say I’m not interested,” Steve said. “Something about a beautiful woman taking me in her mouth… seems to really hit the right spot in my brain.”

“Oh? You want to see your pretty Faun crawl down between your knees?” Nikki whispered, her lips moving down Steve’s chest and across his sternum.

“Yeah,” Steve said, his manhood going from half-mast to full in a second.

Shifting off the bed, Nikki slipped between Steve’s knees, pressing soft kisses down his stomach.

“See your lovely Faun lay her lips to your tip?” Nikki said as she glided ever lower.

“Definitely that,” Steve said, watching her.

“To gently hold her horns as she puts her lips around you and slowly devours you?” she asked, her tongue sliding out to lick around his hilt.

“That’d be great,” Steve said, wanting to do just that and cram it into her mouth.

“What if your Faun watched you from below, her eyes seeing only you as she sucks on you?” Nikki asked, then trailed her warm, wet tongue down the length of him.

“I think… I think my Faun is way too good for me,” Steve said.

Nikki laughed at that, her hands cradling both his manhood and his jewels.

“I’m afraid, Steve, your Faun is just a poor fisherman’s daughter who lucked out and found her man. There are many with much better looks and brains than I,” Nikki said, pressing a gentle kiss to the head of his length. “But I’m all yours, for whatever worth I am.”

Wrapping her lips around the point where the head ended and his shaft began, Nikki closed her mouth around him.

Gently she began to suck on him, her tongue swirling around the tip. Her slotted eyes slowly traveled up to his, her hands squeezing tenderly around his jewels, kneading them.

Letting out a short breath, Steve reached down and curled his fingers around her horns, just as she’d suggested.

“Mmhmmm,” Nikki mumbled encouragingly. Sliding her head down, her lips passed more of him as she devoured him.

When she reached the halfway point, she eased her head back and then bobbed forward again. Taking her time, she worked her way down further each time.

Reaching his hilt, she paused for a second, her eyes ever locked on his own.

Easing herself back up his length, she let out a slow breath, then began to move back and forth in a methodical rhythm.

Her tongue was never idle. It rubbed and worked at his head and along the bottom of his girth.

Both of her hands tenderly stroked and squeezed his jewels as her mouth did the same to his manhood. Minutes passed as she methodically worked him. Her pace even and steady as her lips dragged along his shaft.

Watching her all the while—and with her watching him—made it intense.

“Nikki, I think I’m ready to go,” Steve said. It felt like she’d just barely started, but he knew she’d been working him for a few minutes now. He didn’t want to just dump a load into her mouth without warning her.

Nikki wrinkled her nose, smiling around him, but she didn’t stop rolling her head back and forth.

Right when he reached the point that he was going to lose it, she pulled back to the midway point, her tongue flopping down right over the head.

She sucked harder on him, and her head continued to move back and forth as he came, though much more shallowly.

Nikki made a small surprised noise as he swelled in her mouth with the first burst of seed, but she didn’t stop or pull away.

Her hands slowly tightened on him as he continued to spasm wildly, her lips firm to his flesh as she suckled on him. Pausing only to swallow loudly.

Several seconds passed as he continued to orgasm, till he finally hit the end of it and came down from the high.

Pulling at him for several seconds more, Nikki seemed determined to wait till she was positive he was done. Finally, when Steve trembled at the attention, she released him and sat back on her haunches, then visibly swallowed again.

“My lips hurt a little,” Nikki said, touching them with her fingertips. Then she gently wiped at them. “But that was fun. To be in complete control and a bite away from punishing you. Your seed tasted a bit like carrots, too. Wasn’t bad at all.”

She smiled up at him and gave his tip a kiss, then promptly ran her tongue over it, making him shiver.

“Well? My darling? Are you appeased? Did you like our experiment?” Nikki said.

“I did. Quite a bit. Though that does mean we need to try the other way around tomorrow maybe. Think you’ll taste like carrots?” Steve said, giving her horns a gentle tug.

“Maybe?” Nikki asked with a grin. “I kinda like that horn pulling though. Can we maybe add that in next time? From behind? My man? Play with your Faun’s horns?”

Steve laughed at that, then pulled on her horns until she ended up in the bed with him.

“Com’ere, my Faun. Let me snuggle you till you pass out,” Steve muttered.

“We’re not done yet… I need attention myself, you know. You have about thirty minutes before I demand it,” Nikki said, cuddling close to him. “I can always help you perk up again. Now that I know how you like it.”


Nine

 

Stepping out of the cabin, Steve looked to the moat. Once again, zombies were waiting for him. There were only two this morning, though. Both appeared to be of the mangled variety.

Grabbing his scythe and his axe, he marched out toward them. It had become his early morning chore.

Kassandra and Ina were under a large lean-to shelter pitched out in front of the firepit. Last night had been quite comfortable, even without a fire.

Suppose I should work on the cabin today.

But I need to get the wall up. I need to. The wall is important.

“Huh?” mumbled Ina as he walked by, his boots barely making any noise at all.

He imagined she probably hadn’t slept well and was in a hair-trigger light sleep. She had spent all yesterday sobbing, wailing, or being consoled by Misty and Nikki.

If she didn’t pull her head out of her proverbial hole, he was going to kick her off his farm. They had no place for anyone not earning their keep.

It was that simple.

“Oh, it’s you,” Ina mumbled at his back.

How rude. Kassandra is sleeping.

I’m trying to be quiet, why aren’t you?

He glared over his shoulder at her, and Ina seemed to freeze in place when their eyes met. Shaking his head, Steve kept walking to the zombies. He didn’t have long to drop them into the moat before the sun came up and they vanished back into the Creep.

He’d watched it happen once, in fact.

Zombies that weren’t turned—which were parts of the Creep that had broken off and become what Steve was calling Creeps—vanished with the sunrise. Becoming part of the Creep again. They were slow, stupid, and generally fairly easy to deal with.

They had collected a large bag’s worth of the black sand so far. Steve had no idea what it was or if it would be useful, but he wasn’t about to get rid of it.

“I wonder if I could make a pit with Creeps in it,” Steve mused aloud. “Do they eat meat or just bite living things? Hm, something to test later.”

He dropped his axe down next to his feet and looked at the zombie. Reaching out with his scythe, he hooked the closer one around the ankle and pulled it into the moat.

It went up in a shocking, bright white ball of fire.

Huh. So the color might be related to type of zombie rather than the water. Good to know.

“Is that what you did to me?” asked Ina from behind him.

“Put you in the moat? Yeah. Twice,” Steve said. “The first time you burned like this.”

Turning partway, he looked at Ina. She was dressed as she had been as a zombie, though she looked considerably healthier today. Her soak in the watering-can water had also done wonders for her skin.

Now that he thought about it, he often found Nikki bathing with Misty. Thinking back further about Nikki’s appearance, he realized she’d changed as well. She’d become prettier as her skin cleared and took on a healthier look.

It restores, revives, and cleans up problems. Anything the watering can can’t do?

“Why?” Steve asked simply.

“You did this to me? Put the… put the Creep in me?” she asked.

“Ptff, no such thing,” Steve said, looking back at the last zombie. He usually watched them burn out before he pulled the next one in. But suddenly he didn’t want to be here.

He hooked the second zombie into the moat, and it went up in a glorious white flame as well.

“Then, then what’d you do to me? I remember leaving here. You were harboring someone who’d been bitten,” Ina said.

“Yep, you left,” Steve agreed. “And you were apparently attacked by zombies. You were bitten, died, and ended up here. Just like those two zombies you just saw. Standing at my moat.”

“I’m dead, then,” Ina said, her head dipped down, blond hair partially sweeping across her face.

“No, you’re apparently alive now. Although you were dead,” Steve said. “Now if we’re done here, I need to go hack down trees to build a wall and expand my cabin. My woman says I need to make room for you and my little snake.”

“I can feel the Creep in me,” Ina mumbled, her eyes still downcast.

Frowning, Steve contemplated just leaving. He didn’t want to deal with her.

Taking a look over his shoulder, he saw the two zombies were completely dissolved now.

Setting his scythe down, he grabbed Ina by the back of her head.

“What?! What are you doing? Stop it! Don’t touch me,” Ina said, struggling against him.

“You think you have Creep in you, huh?” Steve asked, pulling her over to the moat. “If you do, the water will burn it out.”

“Don’t! Don’t—I’ll die, I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’ll do whatever you want! I’m sorry! I’m so—” Ina’s voice was cut off as Steve stuffed her headfirst into the moat.

Grabbing her by her ass, he shoved her bodily into the water, completely submerging her.

Nothing happened at all.

After holding her down in the water for several seconds, he let go of her.

Coming up sputtering and coughing, Ina grabbed the side of the moat wall.

“I’m going to die,” she said between ragged breaths.

“Hardly,” Steve said, then flicked her on the forehead. “You’re alive, and the water isn’t burning you. If you think you have the Creep in you, you’ve just been proved wrong.

“Anything else you need help with?”

Ina coughed several times, making soft whining noises. Then she slowly clambered out of the moat, shivering. She was soaked from head to toe.

Steve didn’t bother to hide that he was checking her out. Every bit of her was on display right now since her clothes were stuck to her.

“You’re awful!” Ina hissed at him, her eyes catching his. There was a faint glow to them right now.

Her eyes are lovely.

“Yeah. Nikki calls me her brute,” Steve said, picking up his scythe and axe.

Shuddering with rage, Ina glowered at him. A faint blue glow surrounded her, causing Steve to pause.

“You okay there, I—”

Leaping out from her, a small finger of lightning arced toward him and landed on his wrist.

“Ow! What the hell, Ina?” Steve said, shaking out his hand. It felt like he’d slept on his arm all night and it was suddenly waking back up. “The hell was that for? I was just showing you that you’re not dead.”

“What’d I do? What was that?” Ina said, looking down at her hands. “Was that magic? I felt it when it left me. It was magic!”

She held her hands out in front of her and seemed to focus completely on her fingers.

Again came a faint blue glow, but this time only in her hands. A small ball of fire appeared between them, no bigger than a thumbnail, but visible.

“I’m a witch,” Ina said, the ball of fire winking out of existence. She looked up at him, her eyes wide. “You made me a witch.”

“Yeah. Great. I’m sure you can earn your keep with that,” Steve said. He’d bet on it being a good thing, but he was entirely preoccupied with his workload. “You look great soaking wet and I’m enjoying the view, but I do need to get to work. Go warm up and tell Nikki you’re a witch, and she’ll sort you out.

“See ya later, Ina.”

Steve waved a hand over his shoulder and went to go into the forest.

He had just barely crossed the moat when Kassandra slithered up next to him, the short sword Nikki often used belted at her waist, Misty’s long spear in one hand, and Steve’s shield in the other.

She was wearing her armored kilt, armguards, and her breastplate.

“Nikki said to watch over you,” said the soldier. “And that we should finish the cabin today and go looking for my equipment tomorrow morning. She’s going to finish up with the wagon today.”

Snorting at that, Steve only nodded his head. “You look better without armor, my little snake.”

Kassandra’s green reptilian eyes widened at that, her eyebrows moving up. “Your little snake.”

“Yeah, mine. I saved you from being Creep food, tigress food, and worm food—you can take your pick,” Steve said, setting his scythe down next to a nice big tree. “If you’re staying with us and earning your keep, you’re my little snake.”

Hefting his axe, he looked at the Lamia. “Feel free to argue it, but I’m pretty sure I’m right.”

With a single strike, the axe passed through the tree in an explosion of wood chips and dust.

Smiling, Steve looked at the Lamia as the tree toppled over. She was watching the tree with a blank, shocked face.

“My little snake,” Steve said, putting firm emphasis on the word my.

 

***

 

Misty, Kassandra, and Steve walked carefully through the fields and hills. Moving further and further from the only place Steve had any memories of ever having been.

Kassandra had a short spear and shield of her own now. She also had the short sword belted at her waist. No one else had any proficiency with it but her.

Misty was able to hold and use Steve’s scythe so long as he handed it to her directly. While it was heavy to anyone else but Steve, Misty seemed able to wield it without effort.

She couldn’t put it down without being unable to pick it up again, though.

Steve had his axe and his shield.

All three were nervous. They’d already encountered two small groups of zombies, and both had ambushed their group.

They had managed to dispatch both groups, but it was by no means easy.

The first group had been the toughest, having attacked them completely by surprise. Although the second group had been larger.

Steve had been knocked down when one of them caught him from behind and actually bit him. Misty had nearly been bitten as well.

They seemed to work in conjunction with one another and made almost no noise at all.

When he poured a small amount of watering-can water from the canteen into the bite, Steve winced as a small flame leapt up from the wound.

“They’re sneaky,” Kassandra said, wiping the tip of her spear off in the grass. “They ambushed our squad in a similar way. It’s how I was bitten.”

“Yeah, no judgment from this side,” Steve said. Slowly, the flame died out. “Can definitely see how they could catch anyone.”

“We’re not far from where I was… I was left,” Kassandra said, a strange look crossing her face. “Where the tigress found me and dragged me off.”

“You should thank her if you see her again,” Misty said, gravitating closer to Steve’s side. “She brought you to my Steve. Otherwise, you would have died here.”

“That’s a good point,” Kassandra said with a throaty chuckle, her snake tail coiling up under her. Then she moved upward as if pulled by a string, her muscular lower half propelling her into the air. “Ah, there it is. The road passes through here on a curve around a hill.”

“You make a handy scout, little snake,” Steve said, trooping along.

Steve wasn’t sure how he felt about a road being within a day’s walk from his home. It made him nervous on some levels, but appreciative of the possible opportunity to use it as well.

This whole situation felt like a zombie apocalypse to him. Being near society would be a problem when food started to run low.

It’s the fucking Walk… Wal… God damn you, Shitty Steve.

“My Steve,” Misty said, moving along next to him.

“Yes, Misty?” Steve asked, looking up at the tall Nereid.

“I don’t like this,” the Nereid said, her face a picture of displeasure. “We’re very far from our lake and home. You said we’re leaving after we check for her gear, right?”

“Yep. Just a quick search in the area, and then we’re gone,” Steve said. “Believe me, I understand your feelings. I don’t want to be out and about any more than you do.

“I honestly don’t even think this is worth it, other than to appease my little snake over there.”

“I can hear you,” Kassandra said, slithering along.

“Ok? Good. Can you tell me why you need your sword and shield so badly?” Steve asked, his tone getting a bit rough.

Misty’s cool fingers caressed his forearm, almost identical to the way Nikki’s did when he was getting unreasonable.

“They were my father’s, ok? He’s long since departed from this world. If nothing else, I want it for that reason,” Kassandra said, her words coming across full of heat.

“I understand,” Steve said. Misty’s fingers didn’t stop petting his forearm, though. “And I’m sorry. I’m… learning… how to interact with people. Please help me learn and forgive me my stumbles.”

“Uh… alright. I can do that. It’s ok, Steve,” Kassandra said, her face clouding with absolute confusion.

Everyone seems so predisposed to using names. It’s strange.

Or at least… my name. They don’t address each other in the same way.

“Ah, here’s my sword,” Kassandra said, her voice becoming quite pleased. “And my shield. Perfect. Perfect, perfect. My pack isn’t here, but I don’t care.”

“Great, let’s go home then,” Steve said. “I’m glad it was here for you, Kassandra.”

“Thanks… thank you, Steve,” Kassandra said, moving over to him. Hovering over him. “I’ll come back with you and earn my keep.”

“Glad to hear it,” Steve said. Then he looked down to her scales, thinking about the basilisk he’d killed.

“Your scales really are pretty, by the way,” He said, reaching out to gently touch the hardened material. “Do you shed like a snake, or individual scales?”

Kassandra’s skin flinched where he touched her, but she didn’t pull away from him.

“Ah… both. Why?”

“If you drop scales, I’d love to collect them. Anyways, off we go,” Steve said, turning around.

He walked right into a tigress squatting low in the grass. It looked like the same one he’d seen before, but he had no way of knowing for sure.

“Your woman was taken,” said the tigress, her tail swishing back and forth behind her.

“Nikki?” Steve asked, a strange red bubble forming in his stomach.

“They took her. They were waiting,” said the tigress.

Steve growled, his hands closing tight. The handle of the shield in his left hand began to creak ominously.

“Why tell us?” Kassandra asked, watching the tigress with a bit of mixed feelings on her face.

“I know where their camp is. They haven’t even made it there yet,” said the tiger, her golden eyes moving back to Steve. “I can take you there before they even reach it themse—”

A sudden crack detonated in the area, and Steve’s shield fell to the ground. The wooden handle he’d been holding had crumbled in his hand. Smoke briefly wafted out from the handle, the wood compressed beyond its tolerance by his grip.

“Before they even touch her!” said the tigress, suddenly getting much lower to the ground. Pressing her belly and chin to the grass. Even her tail was flat with an occasional thump to the ground. “You’ll arrive before they do anything. But I want something for leading you.”

“What-do-you-want,” Steve said, flicking away the bits of the shield still in his hand.

“I am Chessa. My hunting grounds were good and wide. My hunts have gotten harder in the last week. At first I thought it was you,” Chessa said. “But you don’t hunt. You take nothing from my fields. The black magic does this. It fouls meat and makes it inedible. I drank from your moat and it healed my mouth.”

Steve bared his teeth at the tigress, his patience non-existent.

“I want a place at your farm!” Chessa said, realizing her window was rapidly closing. She rolled over, displaying her white underside to Steve. “I wish to be able to stay at your farm and earn a place! That’s all!”

“Done, lead me. Now. At a sprint—match my speed. I’ll be chasing you till you die or find her,” Steve said, moving straight toward Chessa.

Flipping to her hands and knees, the tigress fluidly rose to her hind legs and stood up straight. She was a few inches shorter than Steve.

In any other situation he’d stop to admire her bare athletic form and assets, but his mind was only on one thing.

Nikki.

Chessa turned and sprinted off, her golden eyes peering over her shoulder once to make sure Steve was immediately behind her.

Silently, they ran, without a single word spoken of anything.

Misty loped along easily at his side, her long legs propelling her like springs.

Kassandra was on Steve’s left, somewhere between himself and Chessa.

Straight into the woods they ran, heading ever deeper into the southwest.

Chessa never slowed, never stalled; she ran ever on. Steve locked on to her hips and chased her. Her tail bobbed and weaved as it threw her balance around to correct for her.

Time went on like this until Chessa suddenly slowed down and then came to a halt, crouching low behind a bush.

Steve came down right on top of her practically, blanketing her with himself. He wasn’t about to let her escape after what she’d said if this was a trap.

“It’s there,” hissed Chessa, her hands flexing against Steve’s arms. “Let me go.”

“Hush,” Steve commanded, peering out through the leaves in front of them.

Laid out in front of him was a strange forest camp. Shacks were pitched between trees and amongst patches of open space. They looked haphazard, set up without any direction or clear planning.

All along one side of the encampment were cages filled with people.

Steve couldn’t get a good read on them, but he got the impression they were Human and non-Human alike.

Everywhere else were men and women of the beast tribes. They all shared parts with animals, and some were entirely non-Human. Orcs, Goblins, Ogres, Trolls.

“She will be here,” wheezed Chessa against Steve’s chest. “They can’t be far.”

Looking down at Chessa, Steve stared into her eyes.

“You will lie down and shut up,” Steve said. “Or I’ll kill you, skin you, and fucking eat you.”

He’d happily crush her skull if it meant Nikki would be returned to him. No one meant anything to him, other than Nikki.

Except for Misty, who intervened at that point. She pressed her lips to his cheek, her arms gently encircling his shoulders.

“Steve… let Chessa up a bit. You don’t have to let her go, but you’re hurting her. Remember,” said the Nereid, her cool moist lips against his ear, “she came to you to help. You will owe her. You’re being a poor debtor.”

Grunting, and knowing she was right, Steve loosened up on Chessa but pushed her face down on the ground in front of him. He put one hand on the back of her neck and then settled on the ground next to her, partly atop her shoulder.

“If this is as you said, I’ll reward you and apologize,” Steve said, holding tight to the tigress. “If it’s not… you will live long enough to regret it.”

Chessa gave him a strange look, her eyes wide and with pinpoint pupils.

“Yes,” she said softly.

Misty stroked Steve on the back of his head several times and then snuggled up next to him on the ground, pressing her face into his neck.

“Good Steve,” she said.

Hm. Nikki is teaching you how to train me, isn’t she?

Looking out into the camp, Steve waited.

And waited.

Just when he was considering pulling Chessa’s guts out through her asshole, several warthog-headed men and women brought Nikki in through the trees. She was bound, gagged, and being carried on a pole bound to her wrists and ankles.

Not even bothering to untie her, they dumped her into an empty cage and shut it. Her head swung one way and then the other, looking at her surroundings.

She looked well, from what Steve could see from here. All her clothes were still on and he couldn’t see any blood.

Releasing Chessa, Steve shifted closer to Misty.

The warthogs walked over to one of the other cages and grabbed someone from inside.

It was a very naked, middle-aged female harpy with bloody stumps for wings.

Pushing her along, they took her to the middle of the camp.

A very fat-looking lion man, similar in body type and parts to Chessa, was waiting where she ended up. He’d been itching at himself, loitering around doing nothing at a table.

One of the warthogs said something to the lion and shoved the harpy up onto the table. The lion man let out a deep belly laugh.

Standing up, the bloated king of the jungle said something to everyone around him. People cheered at the words and shouted back at him.

Then he grabbed the harpy by the head, leaned down over her, and tore her throat out with his mouth.

The woman spasmed on the table, her arms and legs flailing about. Her blood pumped out of her neck and spilled across the table.

Chewing visibly, the lion made an exaggerated shake of his head and spat the woman’s ruined flesh onto her face.

“I’ll kill ’em all,” Steve said to himself.

“Wait till nightfall if possible,” Kassandra said. “We’ll go in and get Nikki out. Then kill as many as we can.”

Steve grunted at that, then got up.

“Going to get close as I can to Nikki,” he said before going deeper into the woods.


Ten

 

Steve had been lying in a small clump of bushes on top of an anthill for the last two hours. Just to be as close to Nikki as he was.

She was a scant ten feet away, and knew he was there. He’d made sure of it so she wouldn’t be sitting there worrying.

All it had taken was saying her name once from the bush, and her lovely and different ears had swiveled toward him, as well as her eyes. Then she’d smiled at his hiding place, laid her head down, and closed her eyes.

Gripping his axe, Steve had been waiting for what was slowly happening all around him. The camp inhabitants were going to their bedrolls, huts, and lean-tos. Their confidence in the camp being hidden would be their undoing tonight.

Finally, Steve felt comfortable enough to make his move. He kept low and crawled forward out of the bush. Inching toward Nikki and clutching his axe, he felt his heartbeat spiral out of control rapidly.

After what felt like an hour but was probably only a minute, he reached the wooden and vine-lashed cage Nikki was in.

Lifting his axe, he began to saw at the lashings holding the cross bars at the bottom in place.

Nikki’s eyes popped open the moment the first one parted.

The smile she gave him around the gag was beautiful and amazing. Her entire being seemed relaxed, simply waiting for him.

As if they were nothing, the axe split the ties rapidly. Having finished everything on the right side, Steve pushed on the three bars he’d been working on. They slid up easily and without an issue. It didn’t seem like enough to get Nikki out yet, though. Not without cutting the bottoms of the vertical bars.

Steve didn’t want to risk the axe making things explode, so he shuffled to the left side of the cage and began cutting those ties as well.

When he’d cut the last one holding it to the corners, Steve pushed on the bars again. They slid all the way up to the fourth bar, and it seemed like he had more than enough space to pull Nikki through. He’d just bend the bars some and squeeze her in between.

Reaching into the cage, he grabbed hold of her just under her shoulders and started dragging her through the opening. Her head and the tops of her shoulders came through without an issue. Reaching back into the cage, he grabbed her just under her ribs and pulled her further out.

“Sorry,” Steve said as softly as he could, then reached in one last time and grabbed her between her legs. It was an easy leverage point to get a hold of. Pulling gently and steadily, he got her free of the cage.

He laid her bound, gagged, and pole-tied self on the ground, then pushed the bars back into their original place. It might not do anything, but it only cost him a few seconds to make it look normal.

Grabbing Nikki’s pole, he slit the leather bindings with his axe, then cut the ones at her ankles and wrists. He took the pole in one hand, lest it leave evidence behind, and gathered up the bindings as well.

Freeing herself of the ruined ties, Nikki pulled the gag out of her mouth and grimaced, licking her lips.

Steve nodded his head to one side and crawled back into the bushes. Moving away from the camp, he ditched the pole and broken ties.

Once they were far enough away to not be heard or seen, Steve hugged Nikki fiercely. Crushing her into himself.

“Are you ok?” he asked, his mouth against her ear.

“Yes, but you’re hurting me,” Nikki wheezed.

Steve relented, relaxing his hold on her a bit.

“Thank you, dear. And thank you for the rescue. You got there faster than I thought. Ina must be a better tracker than I expected,” Nikki said, hugging Steve as tight as she could.

Then she pulled back and kissed him for several seconds.

“I’ll explain later. Come on, we’re going to meet up with the others and start the killing,” Steve said, wanting to kiss her again but knowing they needed to go.

It took the better part of an hour as they moved around the camp as quietly and quickly as they could. In the end, Nikki spotted Kassandra long before Steve did.

“Good work,” Kassandra said, nodding at Steve as he and Nikki joined them. “Are you ready?”

Standing off to one side were Misty, Chessa, and surprisingly Ina.

“Yes,” Steve said, hefting his axe.

“Steve, will you hand me the scythe?” Misty asked, her tone and manner coming across as cute to Steve. She was pointing at the scythe near her feet.

Unable to help himself at the idea of the beautiful and tall Nereid needing help with anything, he picked up the scythe and handed it to her.

“Thank you,” she said, leaning down and kissing his cheek.

Ina was holding tight to the short sword and Chessa was flexing her hands, opening and closing them. He’d wondered about her hands previously. They didn’t look completely Human. More specifically her fingers. When he’d looked at them, he’d felt like they appeared far more inflexible than a Human’s. Thicker, too.

Does she have retractable claws? That’d make sense.

Kassandra quickly handed off the cabin short spear to Nikki. Who immediately gave Steve a look that dared him to say anything about her participating.

“What’s the plan?” Steve asked, looking to Kassandra. He was no soldier, and he had no idea what to do here.

“We start at the head of the camp and kill their leaders. Work our way down. If we’re interrupted and they wake up, we break off together and slip away. No splitting up,” Kassandra said. “Any objections?”

Everyone shook their heads.

Kassandra bent herself low and began gliding silently through the forest.

Finding the lion man’s home was easy. It was the biggest one by far. It was also made entirely out of solid wood, had two guards at the entry, and no windows. Getting into it would be unpleasant.

“Skip it,” Kassandra said, shaking her head. “We’ll come back for him.”

Nodding at the wise plan, the group moved away to a collection of smaller homes nearby. They were made out of tents, tarps, a few wooden boards, or stacked stones.

There were also no guards, and people seemed unconcerned. Everyone could see into the first one easily enough since it was nothing more than a simple tarp thrown over some wooden poles.

Two people were sleeping inside. As if their leader hadn’t just murdered a Harpy and left her corpse on the table earlier in the day.

Chessa padded forward before anyone could stop her or say anything. Moving on hands and knees, she seemed as well off on all fours as upright.

Then again, her muscle anatomy and skeleton do seem… odd.

Pausing above the sleeping forms, she lifted her hands and then slammed them down.

She then walked her way backward to them, dragging the twitching forms of the two individuals with her.

Arriving back at the start, Steve finally saw what she’d done. Her hands had been speared into their throats, claws slipping out from the ends of her fingers where her fingernails should be.

“Dump them behind us,” Kassandra said, moving down to the next hut in the line.

Kassandra, Chessa, and Steve took turns based on the materials used in the “homes” to determine who should approach.

A few close calls had happened, of course, but nothing to warrant stopping or taking a different approach.

After clearing down an entire length of the camp, they’d reached the turn, and the prisoner cages.

“What do you want to do?” Kassandra asked, looking at Steve.

They’d already killed at least forty bandits. This camp would be crippled no matter what else they did.

He wanted to finish it, though. To take every single one of their lives. Except he also wanted to free everyone. If something went wrong and they had to flee, they wouldn’t get a chance to let everyone out.

But in letting everyone out, they ran the risk of giving up on the slaughter.

He could feel Nikki and Misty’s eyes on him. He didn’t want to be responsible for the lives of the prisoners, but he would be either way. Leaving them there was up to him now, or freeing them and letting them go.

“Free ’em,” Steve grumbled. “Let’s just kill the guards, free ’em, and let them run off to do what they will.”

Kassandra nodded immediately to that.

“I’ll take the one on the other cage. I think I can do it without being seen,” Misty said, hefting the scythe up to her shoulder. The Nereid moved off, working her way closer to the single guard watching the prisoners.

He seemed far more interested in harassing them and keeping them awake than actually guarding them.

“I’ll take this one,” Kassandra said. “Please watch for others.”

Kassandra’s head was turned toward Misty, seemingly to judge when she should jump off toward her own target. Who was dozing lightly on a stool.

Misty closed within several feet of the guard and cocked the scythe back behind her.

At the same time, Kassandra turned forward and moved toward the guard. Faster than an eye-blink, she was on the man. Her body coiled up around his middle and dragged him off the chair. She constricted around his torso and slammed the blade home into the man’s throat.

A bit overkill, but… it’ll work.

When he looked back to Misty, he’d missed the strike. Her scythe was now on the other side of her, but the guard’s head was rolling across the ground. His body was toppling in a different direction, spraying blood like a fountain.

Seconds after that, the cages were all hacked open and prisoners began streaming out into the woods. Saying nothing and making as little noise as they could, they flooded out of the camp.

After a minute, the cages were empty of the living.

Though there were a few corpses at the bottom of each, wedged up into a corner.

Evil. This camp is evil.

Steve wanted to resume the killing now. To wipe this whole band of filth from the face of the planet.

Kassandra and Misty rejoined the rest of the group, Steve immediately waved everyone on to the next section of the camp.

Getting into position, everyone looked at the cluster of tents in front of them. Steve was thinking it might be his turn to go in again. Decapitation was pretty quiet when you got it in one blow.

A shriek went up from inside the camp. Followed by a shout. Then a battle cry.

“Creep!” shouted one of the brigands.

“Creep monsters!” yelled a second.

Fuck. If we kill someone, can the Creep convert them? We left a whole lot of bodies over there.

“Time to go,” Steve said, then turned to Chessa. Pressing a hand to her shoulder, he locked eyes with her. “Take us back to the farm. We have some people who may not be as quick, so you have to judge it accordingly. You’re my lead, I’m putting trust in you. Got it?”

Chessa nodded her and set off immediately into the woods. Steve could feel more than see a number of people all running with them.

Nikki and Misty were right next to him, Kassandra was just behind him, and Ina had been made to stay between Chessa and Steve.

I wonder how her magic is working out. I should ask. I was so dead set on the work earlier that I didn’t even want to deal with it.

Ina stumbled up ahead of him, practically going down in a heap but somehow managing to keep herself moving.

Are you serious? Could you ju—

Steve stopped his thoughts midtrack. Ina had died the other day, become a zombie, and been brought back to a life she didn’t want or expect.

He needed to cut her some slack. Speeding up a bit, Steve caught up to Ina and literally swept her off her feet.

“Eeee!” Ina squeaked as Steve maneuvered her around till he was practically hugging her. She immediately locked her arms and legs around him, clearly afraid of being dropped.

Pressing his arms to her back, Steve ran on, chasing Chessa.

 

***

 

Stumbling out of the forest and into the lands Steve called home, he was delighted to see everything was the way he’d left it. How he’d remembered it.

There’d been a moment of panic when he wondered what had happened here. Nothing seemed to be touched at all.

As if no one wanted anything to do with the farm.

Two zombies were standing on the far side of the farm next to the moat, looking confused and bored.

Judging by the skyline, Steve felt like sunrise would only be an hour or two away.

Taking a better grip on Ina, Steve made a mad dash for the edge of the moat near the forest, and he jumped.

He slid a foot or two in the grass when he landed on the other side, but quickly righted himself. Ina whined, her arms tightening around his back and her face pressing into his neck.

Forcing himself onward, Steve wobbled his way to the cabin. When he reached the bench against the front wall, he stopped. Carefully, he peeled Ina off of him and sat her down on it.

Then he promptly fell on his rear end and lay flat on the ground.

He was beyond spent. Tired would only begin to describe how he felt. Carrying Ina had been far more draining than he’d expected. So much so that he’d fallen asleep right there in the cold grass.

Only to be shaken awake what felt like seconds later.

Opening his eyes, Steve stared up into a sky that was clearly just past dawn.

“Steve, I need you,” Nikki said.

“I’m pretty tired, but ok,” Steve said, slowly sitting up. His head swam for a second, and he pressed his hands to its sides. “Or maybe not. Sorry. Not feeling well. Maybe tonight?”

“No, Steve. Not that. I need your help,” Nikki said, pulling him up to his feet by his wrists.

Steve grabbed his axe as she stood him up, then looked around. Twenty some odd people he didn’t know stood nearby. They were talking in small groups, clearly making plans for whatever they wanted to do. Most of them seemed intent on themselves.

Kassandra, Misty, Ina, and Chessa were standing around Nikki, all looking to Steve.

“They want to stay here,” Nikki said. “And more people are arriving.”

Steve looked to the left toward the forest. Two people were working out if they could jump the moat with a standing leap, or if they should just get in the water.

“Ok,” Steve said, his brain kicking into gear. “Are we letting them stay?”

Nikki sighed, looking around. “I don’t know. I think we could use the help—but more people, more mouths to feed, more issues. I get the impression there’s a few who want to lead or take over already.”

“Right… so I just tell them the simple truth, and they decide from there,” Steve said. Moving to the cabin, he grabbed hold of a log and then jumped up. He levered himself to the corner of the cabin, holding on to the top.

Getting to his feet, he braced himself on the overhanging log ends rather than touching the roof.

“Hello,” Steve shouted at the top of his lungs.

Everyone stopped talking and turned to face Steve.

“This is my farm,” Steve said. “I built it with Enchanted Tools that belong to me. The moat only works because of my Tools. They’re bound to me, and me alone.

“That means if I die, they go away, and if I don’t want them to move, they won’t move.”

Plans were changing already in the crowd. He could see several people who were clearly angry at what he’d just said. Apparently they’d already been counting the farm theirs.

“That means exactly what you think it means. It’s my farm, my crops, my Tools, my land. If you want to stay, talk to my woman,” Steve said, pointing at Nikki. “She’ll decide if you stay or go. And if you act up, or do something stupid… I’ll kill you and give you to the Creep.

“Decide here and now. This instant. If you want to stay, line up in front of Nikki. If not, get the fuck off my land or I’ll kill you.”

“You can’t do this. There’s—”

“I’ll start with you,” Steve said, pointing at the older woman he’d just interrupted. She looked Human, but that didn’t mean anything. She had brown hair that hung to her shoulders, and she seemed fit, just past her middle age. If he didn’t miss his guess, she was probably someone from a larger village or city.

Who apparently believed she deserved something just because.

“Staying, going, or my axe,” Steve said, brandishing the weapon.

“There are laws that—”

“No,” Steve said, interrupting her. “There are no laws from Lamals here. There are only Steve’s laws. Last time I’m asking. Staying, going, or the axe. I will kill you if you do not decide. Don’t test me.

“I really will kill you. You can leave. You don’t have to be here on my farm. You can go make your own farm.”

“Now listen here. I have a right to—”

“Stop. Don’t make me kill you,” Steve warned, breaking into her tirade again.

The woman stared at him, then dismissed him.

Steve leapt off the cabin and started toward the woman. She was appealing to everyone else around her now, as if she were going to start some type of coup.

“We all have a right to be here. He can’t just—”

Continuing to ignore her, Steve cocked his arm back and drove the axe straight into her skull.

It exploded apart in a bloody, pulpy mess. Bits of her brain, skull, and blood splashed over those who were standing around her in support.

Shrieks and screams were loud in his ears, even as people fell to the ground in prostration to him.

Steve lifted his axe, looking at the man who’d been next to the woman. He was still standing there, staring at Steve.

“Staying, going, or my axe,” Steve said again.

“Going!” said the man. “Going!” He and several others immediately started heading for the closest edge of the moat.

“Don’t come back asking to join us later,” Steve said. “If you trespass on my land, I’ll kill you.”

Grabbing the shuddering corpse of the dead woman, Steve immediately stripped it of its clothes and anything in the pockets. Then he dragged the body over to the forested side of the farm and tossed it into the trees.

Turning back to the crowd, he found everyone was watching him.

Lifting his axe, he pointed at a female Orc.

“Staying, going, or my axe,” Steve said once more.


Eleven

 

Grumpily sitting at the table in his cabin, Steve glared at everyone inside it.

It wasn’t even noon yet, and he was already sick and tired of being around people.

At least there’s fewer people in here than out there.

“I can’t believe you killed her,” Ina said, her voice a bit shaken.

“What, her? Hmph. She was trying to convince them to take my land by force,” Steve said, folding his arms across his chest. “Just because my land is safe doesn’t mean they can just be here. It’s not a shelter. I’m not here for their betterment.”

“No, I know that. I’m just… I’ve never seen someone die like that before. Her head… vanished,” Ina said. “I’m not saying you did wrong—people die. It was just shocking.”

“Oh. Alright,” Steve said, suddenly feeling a lot less defensive than he had minutes ago.

Death must be more common than I thought. Her only problem is seeing it?

How she died?

“So what happened? Chessa over there came and found me to tell me you’d been captured,” Steve said, looking straight at Nikki. “We found Kassandra’s sword and shield, no pack by the way. I got bit. Creeps are quiet. Water fixed it.”

Nikki blinked twice at the rapid explanation.

“Ah. I’m glad you found your father’s belongings,” Nikki said, patting the Lamia on the side of her lower half.

“Thank you,” Kassandra said. Then she lowered herself down closer to Nikki and whispered something in her ear. To which Nikki nodded her head once.

“As for how I was caught,” Nikki said, turning back to Steve. “They waited until you left. Literally an hour after you were gone, they showed up. Ina was out in the fields working to bring in what we needed for lunch.

“I could have easily escaped, but they probably would have torn apart the cabin and taken Ina too.”

Steve thought on that and nodded. They probably would have.

“Instead, I told her to track me with her witchcraft if I didn’t come back when you came home, and then I led them into the woods,” Nikki said and then sighed, holding up her hands in defeat. “I’m fast. Very fast. But they were faster in the woods than I.”

“I saw her move past,” Chessa said. “And followed after that.”

That all makes sense.

Turning his head to Ina, Steve waited.

“When you didn’t come home,” Ina said, her head dipping down and her eyes dropping to the ground, “I got nervous. I didn’t want to leave Nikki alone out there. So I left behind a trail of magic and went after her. I thought Misty could follow it.”

“It was very potent. I noticed it immediately,” Misty said as she quietly worked in the corner, digging a hole. She was tired of sleeping outside the cabin in her pond. She wanted a small alcove inside the cabin to sleep in.

“Misty, I’ll take care of it,” Steve said. “Today. I promise.”

Misty popped the handmade wooden shovel on her shoulder and gave him a smile.

“I am yours. You are mine. I will still do what I can,” Misty said, then promptly began digging again.

The conversation died out with that.

Everyone had come together and done their part. There had been no slackers or layabouts. Steve could fault none of them at all.

“I thank you all,” Steve said. “You all did well by one another out there. Thank you. I’ll work on the wall today and expand the cabin as soon as possible. You’re all sleeping here in my cabin tonight.”

Having made his choice and welcomed them into his home, Steve felt that it was settled.

Getting up, he went to collect his shovel and his axe from his tool shed. He took Misty at her word and let her do as she would, then went out to where he’d been digging holes to put in the trees. He was planning on making a palisade wall.

No time for that anymore, though, is there? First we need to put it up facing the forest. And I also need to get a massive amount of trees. Carrying them will be a pain. How can I make it quicker?

Hefting his shovel, he looked to the trees.

A man with a mostly Human face walked up to Steve. He was thick and clearly muscled. Large curling horns came out from the top of his head, and his legs below the thigh were very similar to Nikki’s.

Ox-bull-man thing… okay then.

Cow.

“I’m Camden,” said the cow.

“Steve,” grunted Steve.

“You… need a hand?” asked Camden.

Looking at the man, and then at everyone who was slowly ordering up behind him, Steve realized he had a workforce.

“We need a wall. I’m going to chop down trees. I need you all to dig holes for them to go into,” Steve said, pointing to several holes he’d already dug the other day. “And put them in if possible. They need to be close to one another. Touching. Close and tight.

“Questions?”

Camden shook his head, then looked to the others.

“Follow me then,” Steve said, holding his axe and shovel tightly. “We’ll clear the trees, drop them in the water, and float them to where we want them. I can fill it in later.”

“Fill… what in?” Camden asked.

Leaping over the moat and ignoring Camden, Steve flipped his axe into the grass nearby.

Lining up his shovel with the moat, he struck the ground with it. Instantly, a canal formed from the moat toward the trees.

Repeating this several more times, Steve ended up partially draining the moat to fill in this new canal. It looked to be only seventy-five percent filled now.

“Good,” he said, dropping his shovel down next to the axe and picking it up instead. “Let’s see how many I can chop down while you all work on clearing the easier branches.”

Steve wound his axe back and knocked down a tree with a chop.

Everyone got to work.

 

***

 

Drained, Steve sat in his cabin staring at his now empty plate. All day had been spent smashing down trees, cleaning them, and then pushing them into the moat.

Half of his farmhands had helped him clear trees and float them into position while the other half dug holes and put trees into place.

The speed and ease of Steve’s axe made the job much quicker than it should have been, but they were still nowhere near done.

“Nikki?” Steve asked, lifting his head from the plate.

“Yes, dear?” asked the Faun, who was diligently stitching something together by firelight.

The cabin was filled with people now, and he wasn’t counting on getting to play with Nikki tonight.

“Why did they come for you? I know you were hunted, but I never stopped to ask why,” Steve said.

“Previously I was hunted by bandits, I assume. As for those who took me… I think that’s simpler. It’s because I’m sleeping with you. A Human. Because you’re my man.

“Everyone prisoner there was in a relationship with a Human, born of a relationship like that, or had a family member like that,” Nikki said. “Those… people… were all purists. They think humanity is little better than dirt. They’d rather kill me and make an example than risk me catching a child by you.”

“It’s that bad to be with a human?” Steve asked.

“To them it is,” Nikki said.

Steve grunted, then leaned the back of his head up against the wall.

“Good work today,” Nikki said, looking up at him over her work. Her eyes had a soft glow to them, and her lips were curling at the corners into a smile. “You’re always so impressive to watch work.”

“Not half as fun as you are to watch. And speaking of watching, did you fall asleep in the cage?” Steve asked. “I swear I think you fell asleep once you saw me.”

“I did. I was tired. I knew you were there and you’d save me,” Nikki said with a shrug of her delicate shoulders. “Should I not trust in my man? I decided to take a nap. And I was right.”

“Can I ask you one of those dumb questions I have sometimes?” Steve asked a few seconds after Nikki went back to her work.

“Of course, dear,” Nikki said.

“Why are there so many women here? There’s perhaps… one man for every six women. And in the camp… we killed a lot of women. I’m not squeamish, ya know—a man is a woman, a woman is a man—but there were a lot,” Steve said.

Nikki paused in her work, her mouth pursed in thought.

Then her brow smoothed quickly, and she smiled.

“Ah. Yes. This is one of those no-memory situations. Dear, the Creep isn’t new. It’s been around for hundreds of years,” Nikki said, pushing her fishbone needle in and out quickly and smoothly. “Most men are sent to the front as soon as they sire three or four children on each of their wives. Or women in general, actually. They don’t even have to be married in the end.

“They don’t typically return to the interior of the alliance after they leave. They remain out at the wall cities or… die. Women make up most of the population for everything else.”

That’s rather grim. Grim-dark.

This place is becoming like a hive world. Exists to breed.

Hive world?

Where’d I get that from? Was it Warh… War… ugh. Shitty Steve!

“That’d explain what I saw today, I guess,” Steve said.

“What, the women forming groups? It’s the best way to get a good husband from the men we dug out of that camp. Form a group, find a man, pitch your prettiest at him and hope it goes well,” Nikki said, and stopped sewing. Laughing softly to herself, she started her work again. “And here I am playing house with a man who wanted me for me. A Faun.”

“You’re a beautiful woman,” Steve said.

“And yet, a Faun. It’s common for almost every set of mothers to spend all the coin they have to make their daughters desirable. Pretty, clean limbed, or full in the figure,” Nikki said. “Fauns don’t react well to that kind of magic. I am as you see me, as I was born.”

“And beautiful,” Steve said again.

Nikki chuckled at that and then pointed a finger across the cabin toward Ina, Chessa, and Kassandra. “No, those three are beautiful. I’m quite plain in comparison. You think Chessa was born in the wild? She grew up in a city, I’m certain of it. She just ran when she hit her majority. She has all the normal signs of magical tinkering from a loving mother worried for her daughter’s happiness.”

“This place is strange,” Steve said, closing his eyes. “It sounds like men have a large amount of control in relationships simply because they’re fewer in number than women.”

“You’re not wrong. It’s true, men can have more power in finding women because they aren’t as many.

“Though, you do realize you’re no different, dear. I’m going to insist on you taking a few more women to our bed, if only to make sure I can provide more soldiers to fight the Creep. That’s my duty,” Nikki said. There was a strange undercurrent of unwavering dedication in there. It made his skin crawl. It sounded like some form of brainwashing. “Even if we’re in a quarantine.”

“So you’re telling me you want me to tumble other women in our bed,” Steve said, not opening his eyes.

“Mmhmm. I need to make sure I provide more soldiers to fight the Creep. That’s my duty,” she said again, the tone almost a perfect match to the previous time.

“Hers too?” Steve asked, pointing to Ina.

“Yes, it’s her duty to make sure I provide more soldiers to fight the Creep,” Nikki said. Once more the same strange tone in her voice. She didn’t seem to notice it as she worked away at her task. “Ask her, she’ll say the same.”

Looking over to Ina, who was quietly working on her magic, Steve considered it.

“Ina,” Steve said, getting her attention.

“Yes?” she asked, not looking up.

“You going to fire out a few kids? Get married to a man with multiple wives?” Steve asked, getting straight to it.

Ina’s face turned a deep red color, but she nodded her head as she worked at her magic.

“If I’m lucky. I don’t have much to offer right now. I have to have children to make sure I provide more soldiers to fight the Creep. That’s my duty,” Ina said, her tone almost exactly the same as Nikki’s. “Though I hope to only give birth to two. I’m not that strong.”

Alright, someone conditioned everyone to that party line? Or maybe it’s just them?

“Chessa,” Steve asked, looking to the tiger.

“If you ask, I’ll let you sire them on me. You’d be a good husband and father,” Chessa said. “I have to have children to make sure I provide more soldiers to fight the Creep. That’s my duty.”

Ok. Beyond brainwashing then.

Misty! She was raised in the lake, right? She never went to a city.

“Misty? How about you?” Steve asked.

“I accept, of course. Would you like to take me to bed tonight? I might have better chances than Nikki at being given a child,” Misty said. “I may only be a Nereid, but I have to have children to make sure I provide more soldiers to fight the Creep. That’s my duty.”

Closing his eyes, Steve rested the back of his head against the wall again.

Crazy.

“Before you ask,” Kassandra said. “I will also accept you as my man. You may mount me whenever you’re ready, but please be gentle with me. I have to have children to make sure I provide more soldiers to fight the Creep. That’s my duty.”

“I’ll be your woman, too. I should have said that earlier,” Ina said. There was a brief pause. “I have to have children to make sure I provide more soldiers to fight the Creep. That’s my duty.”

Ok. That was insane. Let’s not bring this up ever again.

Though… it might be fun to play spin the Steve and jump on in with the winner.

Maybe later.

If they don’t care, why should I?

“I want to sneak back to their camp tomorrow and see if we can loot anything,” Steve said, forcibly changing the subject. “I only really want one person coming with me, though. I need the rest of you here to keep working on the wall. I cut down enough trees to keep everyone busy tomorrow. The branches and leaves can be piled and stored for tinder later.”

“I’ll go with you,” Misty said, swirling around in her personal tub gently. The watering can was hung up in the corner, water pouring from it constantly into her tub and draining into her pond on the outside. Then into the moat and lake. “The trail Ina marked is very easy for me to follow.”

“Great,” Steve said, and he got up. “I’m going to bed then. I want to set out at first light.”

“Give me just a second, dear,” Nikki said, sewing carefully. “I’ll join you in a moment.”

Steve looked from Nikki to the bed and then back to Nikki.

“They don’t care, and neither should you,” Nikki said. “It’s not as if they didn’t hear me last night anyways.”

Steve shrugged. He didn’t care, just as she told him not to. Worrying about someone watching him make love to his Faun wasn’t big on his list of things to care about. After undressing, he got in their bed and waited for Nikki.

 

***

 

Walking along through the trees and keeping themselves as quiet as they could manage, Steve and Misty headed back to the enemy camp.

He wasn’t about to pass up the chance to enrich himself at the expense of others. Especially when those others had forfeited their lives to him in taking Nikki.

“…fish that just can’t seem to stop swimming,” Misty said, her right hand pressed to Steve’s back and her left holding her spear. “They just go in circles half the time. I despair that they’ll never figure themselves out.”

“They’re fish,” Steve said.

“Yes, but they’re capable of so much more. Much like Derek, my turtle,” Misty said. “He’s a rather crusty little hermit, and he’s very old. But he does try his best whenever he sets out to do something. He almost always accomplishes it, too.

“Though sometimes I fear it might be too much of that. I’ve seen the silly dear go straight into a log in a determined chase to catch a fish. I had to pull him out by his flippers. He’s such a fuddy duddy as well.”

The entire trip so far, Misty had been talking nonstop about her lake and its inhabitants.

At first it’d been annoying to Steve. But then he’d grown to enjoy just listening to Misty’s voice.

“How’s the lake doing, by the way?” Steve asked. “Is it doing ok? Is the water from the can hurting it at all?”

“Goodness, no. My lake is the strongest it’s ever been, and it’s only getting stronger. It’s beautiful and clean where ever the water has been changed.

“You’re the best thing I’ve ever owned, Steve,” Misty said, scratching at his back gently.

Chuckling at that, Steve rolled his eyes. Misty had gone from being owned by him to now owning him as well.

“Likewise, you’re the best thing I’ve ever owned, too,” Steve said.

You’re also the only person I’ve ever owned.

“Thank you, my Steve. I’ll make sure to always be the best,” Misty said with a sharp nod of her head.

“Work hard then. My watering can is pretty impressive.”

“It is. But I can keep you warm at night and give you children. I’m much more useful than the can,” Misty said. “I’m looking forward to our lovemaking. You were so vigorous with Nikki. I’m not sure I could handle that.

“But… I must have children to make sure I provide more soldiers to fight the Creep. That’s my duty.”

There it is again.

Wait, if there’s such a driving need to have children, could Nikki lie to me about probably not getting pregnant?

“Steve? We’re here. The camp is right up ahead. Maybe two minutes away,” Misty said. “What do you want to do?”

Looking ahead, Steve pulled out his axe and then held the scythe out to Misty.

“We go look, as carefully as we can. Then we load up if possible and leave,” Steve said.

“Ok,” Misty said, taking the scythe and laying her simple wooden spear to one side against a tree.

They’d try to come back for it, but if they couldn’t, it wouldn’t actually be a loss.


Twelve

 

Misty stood upright from the bush she was standing in.

“No one’s here,” she said, her voice at a normal volume. “We’ve been watching for a while. It’s safe to say we can move in to look.”

Steve slowly got up out of the bush next to her own. She wasn’t wrong. There hadn’t been a twitch or hint of anything.

Moving out of his bush and breaking several branches doing so, Steve went over to Misty. All the while he gave her a flat stare.

“You can be angry if you want, my Steve, but I’m right. I’d rather not sit in a bush by myself any longer,” Misty said defensively. “Your Misty is tired of this.”

That’s new and different. Long gone is the Nereid from the lake, isn’t she?

Holding out a hand to her, Steve sighed. “Alright. Come on then. Let me help you out.”

Misty smiled at him and laid her hand in his, then daintily stepped out of the bush. “Thank you.”

“Your Steve, huh?” he asked.

“Yes. My Steve, your Misty. I own you, you own me,” Misty said, getting her feet under her. “Remember?”

“Of course. It’s just… different. That’s all,” Steve said, letting his hand drop. Misty didn’t let go. She worked her fingers into his and held his hand.

“I know. I’m different now, though. I’m a Nereid. I’m partially a spirit, remember?” Misty asked, then started walking into the bandit camp, pulling at his hand.

“Hey, my Misty. I’m going to need that hand. There might be Creep monsters about,” Steve said.

“Oh. Yes. I understand. I want that hand back later, though,” Misty said, letting go of his hand after a second.

Giving his axe a gentle swing, Steve wondered if he’d be zombie crushing soon. With how many bandits they’d killed and how many were left when he and everyone else got out, it could go either way.

This place could be filled with turned bandits for all he knew.

Let’s draw them out if they’re here.

“Misty. Come stand with me in the middle. We’re going to ring the dinner bell,” Steve said.

“Ring the dinner bell?” Misty asked. “Ah! The monsters. I understand. This way they don’t ambush us when we start looting, yes?”

“That’s right,” Steve said coming to a stop right in the center of the camp. “And if there’s too many, we just take off running. They don’t seem to be that fast.”

There were no bodies at all. Anywhere. Not even the Harpy that had been left on the table to rot.

Nearby, he found exactly what he was looking for. A broken sword, and a dented and misshapen pan.

Picking up the two items, Steve began to unceremoniously bang them together. The clang was loud in his ears as he bashed them over and over.

After perhaps ten seconds of making a ruckus, Steve tossed the two items down at his feet.

“I see some,” Misty said, bringing the scythe back behind her. Then she took a number of steps away from Steve and gave the area around her a once-over. Experimentally, she gave the scythe a swish, moving with the attack.

Watching, Steve was mesmerized. She flowed through the attack without any hitch in the physics of her movement. Her beautiful and barely covered body looked like some sort of war goddess.

For something meant to be in the water all the time, she’s amazing on land.

Putting his mind back to the task at hand, Steve took in a shuddering breath. And let it out with a whoosh.

Turned bandit zombies were only twenty feet away now. There looked to be something like twenty of them. Thankfully, they didn’t seem to be able to run. At most they could manage a fast walk.

Looking back over his shoulder, Steve did his best to put his back to Misty.

All thoughts fled him when the first zombie got within reach. He swung for its head, and the axe tore through its skull and sent it tumbling to one side. Unmoving.

Two zombies took its place.

Whipping the axe around, Steve caught the second in the temple and knocked it into the side of the third.

Checking to see how far away the next zombie was, Steve found it was a few seconds out.

He stepped over the fallen and still moving third zombie, then lifted his axe up and smashed its head in.

With a backstep, Steve moved away from the fourth, fifth, and sixth zombies.

He grimaced, and started to wonder if this was a bad idea. Except if they hadn’t gathered them like this, it was more likely they would have been ambushed while rooting through a hut.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Misty in mid-swing. Her scythe came around and simply clipped a zombie’s head off as if it were little more than string.

At her feet was a pile of corpses. She looked completely untouched, and unfazed.

Turning back to his own problem, Steve suddenly felt like he wasn’t pulling his own weight.

Gritting his teeth, he struck out quickly. The axe carved through the zombie in front. Its head literally collapsed under the force of the blow.

Booting the creature backward, Steve brought his weapon around in a big arc. It buried itself up to the rear of the axe blade in the side of a zombie skull.

Wrenching it free with a twist of his wrist, Steve jabbed out with the head of his weapon to the last zombie in front of him.

The top of the blade caught it in the cheek, and the top of the shaft sticking out of the axe struck its forehead. Steve heard a sickening pop as the plate of bone bent inward on itself.

Weirdly, the zombie’s legs fell out from under it, and it went down in a heap.

Panting, Steve checked his surroundings. There were no more zombies in his area. Looking to Misty, he found that she was also clear now.

She was leaning to one side, hanging onto her scythe, and taking deep breaths.

“You ok?” he asked her.

“Yes, I’m well. No bites or scratches,” Misty said.

“That was impressive, Misty. You handled that scythe well,” Steve said.

“It’s easier than the spear. I just have to move through the air as if it were water and let the force of it carry me like a current,” Misty said, standing upright. “Though I find it much easier to move around on land now. It’s almost not a problem at all anymore.”

“Alright. Let’s… loot everything we can and get out of here. If I have to make a Steve-drawn wagon for it, I will,” he said.

 

***

 

Coming to a stop, Steve looked at the tree tops. The sunlight was turning orange, and the light was starting to dim. Grumping to himself, he let out a quick breath.

“Sorry, Misty. I think I fucked that up,” Steve said. “You were right. We should have left earlier. We’ll be stuck in the serial-killer murder woods overnight. It’s probably full of monsters.”

“It’s fine, my Steve. I believe there is somewhere we can shelter over there. I can sense water, but it’s a deep rock type of water. Like what’s found in a cave. That’s what it feels like, at least,” Misty said.

“Oh? That’d work. At least we can check it out,” Steve said.

“It’s surprising. You’re much more talkative when alone,” Misty said. “And you’re also far more quick to express fear.”

“Huh? I’m always afraid. You should ask Nikki how I met her,” Steve said.

“You don’t seem afraid. Ever. You act without a worry, my Steve,” Misty said. She’d adopted “my Steve” completely and was now using it as often as Nikki said his name. “It’s… good… to know you’re human after all.”

“Yeah, well, being in the serial-killer murder woods definitely brings the fear out. Because now it’s the serial-killer murder-monster woods,” Steve grumbled.

Rising up out of the ground was a strange rocky opening. It loomed ominously and vanished straight into the ground.

Misty walked right up to it without hesitation and stuck her head in.

“I think we can bed down easily right here. There is an outcropping that is sheltered. It will only take a bit of effort to get in,” she said. “We’ll have to leave the Steve-drawn wagon here topside, though.”

Pulling the wagon with everything they’d stolen from the camp to one side, Steve came over to Misty.

And ended up getting an eyeful of her rear end peeking out from under her very short dress. Steve stared for several seconds, unable to help himself. Misty was amazingly pretty and had an eye-catching body. With how her lake had changed, she only kept getting prettier as well.

Nikki had talked her into wearing clothes, but that had almost been worse since what she wore left enough to the imagination that he wanted to watch her.

Shaking his mind free of thoughts of the Nereid, Steve poked his head down into the hole next to her.

Sure enough, there was a solid rock outcropping they could get to with ease. It looked big enough to support two people sleeping comfortably, plus a small amount of belongings.

“At the bottom is water,” Misty said. “And I think monsters. The water is foul. Let’s get settled for the night.”

Getting up, Misty started pulling out some items from her pack that was wedged in the side of the wagon.

By the time Steve lay down to rest inside the cave, he was spent. The wagon was much heavier than he’d been expecting.

At least he was comfortable now, dressed in nothing but his sleepwear. A tunic and pair of shorts Nikki had made for him that were quite comfortable to wear at night and made him mentally feel safe.

The fact that any zombie trying to get to them would likely end up at the bottom of the cave, and that he was beyond exhausted, made him feel like sleep would come easy.

Steve was right. A moment after his head hit the makeshift pillow, he was out. Like a candle getting blown out.

When he came to his senses, Steve felt a warm and wet sensation working down the length of his shaft.

Opening his eyes and lifting his head up, he found Misty perched over his lap. Her head was down between his legs, her mouth wrapped around his manhood. His shorts had been pulled down to his ankles.

Her eyes were closed, her cheeks had a faint blush to them, and she seemed lost in what she was doing.

Letting out a slow breath, Steve laid his head back down but kept watching the Nereid.

Rolling her neck as fluidly and gracefully as she did everything, Misty slowly worked his entire length back and forth into her mouth. She started to move her head side to side as she glided up and down at the same time, her tongue slithering along as she worked.

Misty was doing everything he could ever wish for, and in the right way, at the right pace. He felt like if she asked him for anything right now, she’d get it. So long as she didn’t stop.

Reaching down with his left hand, he set it gently in her hair. His thumb lightly brushed along one of her tiny black horns.

Misty moaned gently around him when his hand met her head. Her cheeks hollowed as she started to suck more firmly on his flesh, her speed going up just a bit.

Steve was almost there—she’d efficiently and masterfully brought him straight to a climax in no time at all.

Except she eased away from him at that point. His extremely rigid self fell from her mouth.

Misty opened her bright green eyes, his tip hanging against her lips as she looked up to him.

“My Steve, are you ready for me now?” she asked, her lips moving against his tip as she spoke.

“Yeah,” Steve said, his voice a bit raspy. “Very ready.”

“Good. Here I come, my Steve,” Misty said. “Receive your Misty.”

Sitting up, she shifted around slowly. She was completely naked, her pale-blue skin glittering in the light, her beautifully sculpted body practically glowing.

Misty swung her leg over the top of him, surprising Steve with the move. He hadn’t been expecting her to take charge even here.

Putting her hands to each side of his head, Misty smiled down at him, her blue hair in a messy bun behind her head.

“My Steve… I’ve been looking forward to this,” she murmured.

Pushing her hips down against his lap, Misty reached down between her thighs with her left hand. He felt her grab his tip, and then she slotted it right up into her entry.

Chewing at her lower lip, Misty gazed into his eyes. There were clearly a multitude of thoughts zipping through her head.

“My Steve. Nereid’s only choose a single lover. I’ve chosen you… Are you ok with that?” she asked. “Your Misty desires you and wants you.”

“Then my Misty should have what she wants. Your Steve waits,” Steve said, smiling up at her. Her strange appellations were growing on him.

Misty gave him a bright smile and impaled herself in a heavy push down on his length.

When she hit his hilt and bottomed out against his lap, Misty’s eyes screwed up in clear pain. Reaching up with his hands, Steve began to fondle Misty’s hips and sides, moving up to her breasts and back down again.

“It aches. Both in a good way and a bad way,” Misty said.

Not waiting for him to say anything, Misty started to grind into him. A second after that, her hips began to roll like water in a bottle. Flowing back and forth smoothly and gracefully.

“My Steve, you feel so wonderful,” Misty whispered, then leaned her head down to his and kissed him savagely. Her tongue speared into his mouth even as she used him for herself.

She rode him while kissing him, her breaths coming out in hot and hard washes against his face.

Breaking the kiss suddenly, she pressed her face into the side of his neck and bit him. Her hips began to crack down hard against him, burying him as deeply in her as she could manage.

Misty’s hands slid down Steve’s sides. She was giving him so much attention that he couldn’t really concentrate.

Making high-pitched whimpering noises, Misty continued to bite at his neck, her hips bucking wildly now.

Thrusting up into her from below, Steve pushed down on her hips each time she collapsed on him.

It was all too much for him after staring at Misty all day.

Unable and unwilling to stop himself, he started to climax, his girth expanding and spurting out into her depths.

Misty kept whimpering, biting harder on his neck, her hips crashing down roughly into him.

In the middle of his own peak, he felt Misty’s insides clamp down on him and crush him as she clearly hit her own climax.

Groaning, Misty finally let go of Steve’s neck, her body shuddering as she ground herself down against him. Her entire body pressed to him as she did it.

Coming to the end, and with nothing left to spill into her insides, Steve let out a shuddering breath and his arms curled around Misty’s back.

Whimpering and groaning, Misty kept rolling herself against him for several more seconds.

When she finally came to a stop, she cuddled hard into him, her lips kissing up and down his neck.

A small window appeared behind Misty. Steve already knew what it probably said, though.

Steve has gained notoriety for breaking the laws of the Lamals.

Steve has gained the Spiritual accolade.

“Silly thing, as if I care,” Misty said.

Ah, she must have seen the Humanist one.

“My Steve… that was wonderful. I can see why Nikki takes you to bed every night. I will have to tell her that she can’t keep you to herself anymore,” Misty murmured. “Your Misty is so very happy now. So very happy. It was wonderful.”

Steve chuckled to himself, his ego massively inflated from her words. Lightly he ran his hands up and down her back.

“Suppose that means I technically have two women now,” Steve said.

“My Steve has five women currently,” Misty countered. “You need another five before you hit the legal limit. Your Misty and your Nikki are talking to the women in the farm to see who would be willing, and who we’d want.”

Ten, huh? I could do ten. Starting to have a lot more fun in this world.

Who ever knew having a harem would be awesome?

 

 

***

 

Having a harem is scary.

Steve was looking at his cabin. He’d only just arrived an hour past sunrise with his wagon and Misty.

All of “his women” were waiting for him. They were also all clearly now formally in lock, step and league with one another. Within seconds of his arrival, they’d greeted him, handed him off to Nikki, and fallen upon his wagon. Clearing it quickly of everything he’d brought home.

At the same time, Nikki had laid out everything he needed to do to expand the cabin today.

Twenty minutes after that, he was out chopping down trees specifically for the cabin.

Camden wandered over to him, chuckling under his breath.

“I see you got your house in order,” said the cow.

“Whatever,” Steve said, bringing his axe around and putting it straight through another tree. “It’s easier than figuring it out for myself. I’m going to split Nikki in half tonight, though. She likes to give me orders; I like to make her pay with her body.”

Camden nodded, watching the giant tree as it fell.

“They’ve been going through the new arrivals, seeing who they want to join them,” Camden said. “Can’t say I’m surprised. You being top man means they need to be picky.”

“Yeah, yeah. Get to whatever point you want to make. Because honestly, I don’t care,” Steve said, looking at Camden. “I’m going to be elbow deep in women all complaining at me about the work I didn’t do if I don’t get it done. I have no time to chit chat.”

“There’s a nice settlement not far from here. A city, really. Two days maybe. Lots and lots of people who would look for a place to hunker down and be safe. Wait for this to blow over until the alliance can plug the hole,” Camden said. “Also would be a great place to trade all that produce we have sitting around doing nothing.”

Steve frowned and thought on that whole explanation. It wasn’t a bad suggestion at all. It was a pretty good one, actually.

“We definitely have needs. Cotton and wool being a big one,” Steve said. “Nikki said with a spinning wheel and a loom, she might be able to turn out clothing quicker. Easier, too. That or she said she’d make a spindle and a distaff. I have no idea what any of those are, just that she wants them. So I want them.”

“There’s also your witch. She’ll need a few items, I imagine. Right? She looks like she’s just starting to figure out her magic. There’s always someone who has a few books from family members who once had a witch,” Camden said. “Your Tigan might want to reach out to her family, see if they’re willing to come in as well. She probably has a few sisters, after all.”

Tigan? Is that Chessa? Suppose it is.

Without even realizing how he’d gotten there, Steve was already planning on how to get to that town safely.

Need to talk to Nikki.

“What’s the name of this place?” Steve asked.


Thirteen

 

Steve dumped another branchless tree into the moat. A young man used a pole to start pushing it toward where the current segment of the wall was being built.

They were making significant progress on it, all things said and done. Zombie attacks were a nightly thing, but there hadn’t been any more living attackers.

At least not yet.

Not going to count on that, though. That’d just be foolish.

Hefting his axe, he set the back of it to his shoulder and started wandering over to the cabin. He’d been slowly working on expanding it in between knocking down trees.

It had a second floor now, and Misty’s bath was completely finalized and lined with stone. Most of his women took their baths in it. Steve just needed to expand the original walls now to add more square footage to the interior.

Honestly, it wasn’t so bad a fit anymore with the second-floor addition. Chessa and Ina had taken the upstairs, and Kassandra had been given a section of the ground floor as her own room. Everyone was fairly well spread out again.

The only real difference now was sometimes Misty slept with Steve and Nikki. Usually only after she’d had sex with Steve, or when she suddenly wanted to.

Nikki wasn’t really interested in a three-way, despite Misty offering repeatedly.

It didn’t seem to bother her that he was sleeping with the Nereid, sometimes with her still in the bed. She’d even encouraged it several times.

But she hadn’t wanted any part of it herself so far.

Nikki was sewing quietly on the bench in front of the cabin. Ina was sitting next to her, doing the same work.

“Camden and Kassandra should be returning today or tomorrow,” Nikki mused aloud, not looking up.

“Still think I should have gone with him,” Steve said.

“And I think they would have checked you at the gate, and I’d be without my man,” Nikki said. “Are you trying to get rid of me that badly?”

Steve snorted at that, and he sat down next to Ina on the last seat available. Looking down the bench at Nikki, he grinned at her.

“Hardly. I can’t get enough of you,” Steve said.

“I’m flattered, dear. Working right now, but flattered. If I can take a break soon, you can show me how much you want it,” Nikki said, smiling over her work. She looked up for just a moment, then looked at Ina and back to her own work.

Ina blushed at the talk but said nothing, busily working away. Never knowing Nikki had suggested Ina instead.

The hell is Ina blushing for? It’s not as if she can’t hear the nightly activities. Misty’s louder than Nikki, and we’re right below Ina.

Nikki isn’t really quiet, either.

But… maybe Nikki’s right. Kinda nice having a willing bed-partner whenever I want. Maybe I want that harem right now.

“Or I could see if Ina will take a break with me,” Steve said. “Care to officially be my woman, Ina?”

Coughing once, the young witch looked up at Steve, then back to her work.

“Maybe… later,” Ina said, hesitantly. “I’m not against it, just not right now. Not yet.”

Thinking on that, Steve nodded.

“That’s fair. You’ve been through a lot in a very short time. All things considered, you’re incredibly strong, Ina,” Steve said, patting her knee gently. “Your mental fortitude through all of this, while learning your new abilities, is amazing.”

Steve got up and looked out at his fields. There was always more work to do, and sitting around flirting wasn’t going to help him get that work done.

“Can I show you?” Ina asked suddenly.

“Huh?” Steve asked, looking down at her.

“I want to show you what I can do now. I can carry my own weight around here. In combat,” Ina said, already setting down the work she was doing to one side. “I’m not a bed-woman. I’ll be a good woman for you in my own way.”

Huh? Must be something I’m missing here.

“Alright, let’s go then. There’s some turned Creeps over by the lake that I haven’t dealt with yet. You can show me what you can do on those,” Steve said, then gestured with one hand for her to proceed.

Ina gave him a smile and immediately started off.

Nikki gave him a wide smile and crooked a finger at him.

Coming over, he got down on one knee in front of her, curious about what she wanted.

She leaned forward and kissed him, one hand caressing his cheek.

“You’re doing good, Steve. Very good. A bed-woman is someone in a marriage who is only good for one thing. Being in the bed. Also, she’s not really a witch. We’re calling her that because it’s the closest thing, but she isn’t. I think she’s much more powerful than that,” Nikki said.

“Got it. Thank you. This would be impossible without you.

“You really don’t care at all that I’m sleeping with others? Practically right atop you?” Steve asked, jumping subjects. “Or that I’m trying to get more women in our bed?”

Nikki shook her head, still smiling.

“I won’t lie. It hurts just a tiny bit, but it’s a hurt I’ve known I would carry my whole life. Almost all women feel it. No woman truly wants to share with others. But that’s what we must do.

“Besides, I know something they all don’t,” Nikki said, then kissed him again. Afterward she pressed her cheek to his. “You love me. No matter how many women you take. No matter how beautiful they may be. How fascinating, or how great in our bed, or how much they steal your breath away. You actually love me. You love me for me.”

Steve grinned and kissed Nikki once, then stood up.

“You’re right. I do love you, my darling Faun,” he said, then chased after Ina, grabbing the scythe as he went just in case.

Ina didn’t even seem to have noticed he hadn’t been following her.

Catching up to her, he laid a hand on her back for a second to get her attention.

“Ina, you do realize you don’t have to stay here, right?” Steve asked. “You could easily leave and make a life for yourself elsewhere. I wouldn’t stop you or fault you for it.”

Looking up at him, she continued to march steadily along.

“I know that,” Ina said, putting her eyes forward again. “I thought about it. Almost did it. Then I realized that… and this sounds awful, but it’s the truth… you’re a safe harbor that many women would probably kill to have a chance for.”

Steve didn’t feel any hurt at all in her words. If anything, he identified with them. If he were in her position, he’d use his assets to his advantage to protect himself.

Life is life.

And you can’t eat dignity or pride.

“I get it. Mothers have their daughters modified to be as beautiful as possible to get them a good chance at life,” Steve said. “It fits. I’d do the same. Though your mother must have spent a fortune on you. You’re gorgeous, Ina.”

Blushing faintly, Ina shook her head slightly. “Mother spent most of it on my older sister. I got some, but not much. I’m not as natural as Nikki, but I’m not as put together as Kassandra.”

Steve nodded. He couldn’t deny how beautiful Kassandra was.

“I think you’re lovely, Ina. And with or without your skills as a witch, I’d take you as my woman.”

“That’s one of the reasons I didn’t leave,” Ina said. Up ahead by thirty feet were two zombies that clearly had once been people. “You’re rather handsome yourself, and you clearly had an interest in me by the way you were looking at me after you pushed me in the moat. Even if I had offered you nothing and made no promises.

“I doubt I’d get good treatment anywhere else. Too young, not pretty enough, no skills.”

“Keep telling yourself that. Let me know when you’re feeling down and I’ll show you a good time,” Steve said. “A real good time, and let you know how great looking you are at the same time.”

“Stop it,” Ina said with a smile.

“Do you really want me to?” Steve asked, the hand he’d laid on her back slowly traveling downward. He wasn’t about to hide the fact that he was physically attracted to Ina.

“Not really. No. You can keep telling me those things if you want… I won’t deny I like hearing it. And maybe some more of that touching you’re doing right now, and… and a little more than that,” Ina said, her voice trailing off for a second as Steve’s hand curved around her rear end and settled there. “But… I can’t let you bed me yet. I don’t want to be a bed-woman. So I’m going to show you what I can do and prove it before that. Then you can bed me till we’re both satisfied.”

“Alright, well, here’s your chance then,” Steve said, his hand falling away from her rear end. He stopped at the edge of the moat. “Let’s see what you can do, Ina the witch.”

Taking a deep breath, Ina looked at the two zombies and held her hands out in front of her.

“Wasn’t I… wasn’t I just like them?” Ina said when nothing happened.

“You were turned. Just like them, yes. But you also weren’t bitten to pieces, leaking guts, or with part of your head shoved in,” Steve said.

“They have no chance to recover, right?” Ina asked.

“Uhm.” Steve looked at the two zombies. One was female, or so he judged by her massive rack, but Steve couldn’t identify the species. She was covered in almost invisibly short brown fur from head to toe, with black accents here and there. The only different-colored spot was her belly, which was a large white oval.

Her nose and ears were very similar to Chessa’s, but more beastlike. She seemed like she was further from Human than the Tigan.

Dead-looking blue eyes stared at him as her mouth hung open, revealing large sharp teeth and a long lolling tongue.

The other was a male of the same species with all the same markings. They looked like they could be related. “He’s dead to rights. His guts are hanging out.

“Her, though…? I don’t know. Nothing’s missing from her, and it looks like just that single bite there on her leg. Don’t know what species she is, though.”

“So… I was like her? You brought me back?” Ina asked.

“Yeah, why? Want me to try it on the boobie-dog?”

“Would you? For me?” Ina asked. “And she’s a Kobold.”

“Boobie-dog, Kobold, Miss Huge-Tits. Whatever. And sure. I don’t mind” Steve reached out with the scythe and hooked the small woman around the ankle, then pulled her into the moat.

In a flash of molten-white fire, the Kobold woman began to burn. Thirty seconds went by, and she was still on fire.

“Huh. I think she’s toast. You were only on fire for a little bit. Alright, let’s see what you can do to the other one,” Steve said.

Ina nodded, and her right hand became a claw. Locked between her fingers was a black smoke-like flame.

It looks like the Creep.

I wonder. Did she get her “witch” powers from the Creep? Did the water cleanse her of the taint of the Creep, but not it’s power?

What does that mean for the black sand then, I wonder?

As she pushed her left hand out ahead of her, the black flame in her right hand left it’s cage and leapt across the moat in an arc toward the zombie.

The moment it left her hand, however, the size of the fire rapidly expanded to a column roughly ten feet by five feet wide.

It didn’t hit the zombie so much as engulf it and pass over it.

Left behind was… nothing.

Not a pinch of black sand, not a fluttering bit of cloth, or a chunk of meat. There was actually nothing left of the zombie.

Ina’s shoulders slumped, her whole body sagging partially. She was panting, but had a grim smile on her face.

“See? I’m a fighter. I can go with you and fight at your side. I’m valuable,” Ina said. “And I’m only getting stronger.”

Slowly, she managed to collect herself and stand up straight again.

As if someone hit a switch, the flaming female Kobold in the water stopped burning.

Glancing into the water, Steve was surprised to find the Kobold there. Floating face down, unmoving.

Intact.

“Huh. Where’d the fire come from, then?” he asked.

Reaching in, he grabbed the Kobold by an ankle and dragged her out of the water.

Holding her upside down, he peered into her face. Water was pouring out of her mouth like a broken fountain.

She was still quite dead.

“Oh,” Ina said. “I… I was hopeful that… maybe she would be like me.”

“Why’s that?” Steve asked, and dropped the Kobold. She hit the ground with a thump, her body splaying out weirdly.

“It would mean that I’m not a freak… or something…” Ina mumbled.

Peering at the young woman, Steve asked for insight into her.

 

Ina Darovi

Human

No Skills

Family-

Father: deceased

Mother: living

Reborn- living dead

 

“I’m not a bed-woman. I have skills,” Ina said when Steve closed the window. She must have noticed him checking her status. “I’m not a bed-woman.”

“No, you’re not a bed-woman. And just because that silly window doesn’t say anything about your skills, it doesn’t make you a bed-woman. As far as being living dead, you seem fine to me,” Steve said.

Turning toward the dead Kobold, Steve grabbed her by her ass and shoved her into the moat.

“Alright, and now I’m going to let her soak for a minute. That’s what I did to you,” Steve said.

“I… remember waking up upside down. Throwing up endlessly,” Ina said.

“You woke up in the water. I think you were drowning,” Steve said, watching the Kobold.

“Why won’t my listing change to Witch?” Ina asked.

“Probably because you’re not a Witch. Nikki thinks you’re something else,” Steve said. “That looked like you were casting the magic of the Creep. Maybe you need a new name. Like… Creep Witch or something.”

“Oh!” Ina said, staring at something in front of her. “I’m… I’m a Creep Witch… now.”

Huh. That’s weird. But I guess that makes sense. Apparently someone just had to name her.

“Congratulations, Creep Witch Ina,” Steve said, patting her shoulder. “You officially have a skill.”

Looking back to the Kobold, Steve was surprised.

The dead body was twitching, rolling over slowly like a log.

“And you might not be the only Creep Witch, after all,” Steve said.

Reaching into the moat, he grabbed the Kobold by an ankle and lifted her out of the water.

“Alright, time to go back to Nikki,” Steve said. “Last time I fished out a Creep Witch, she just cried at me.”

Ina grimaced at that and shrugged her shoulders.

“I’d just died and come back. Can you blame me?” she said. “There was no in-between period where I saw family or anything. It was just… blank. Empty.”

“Yeah, I could see that being an issue,” Steve said. He had no memories at all. He could identify with having blank spaces.

“Maybe you could put her down? I’ll talk to her. I’m sure I could help her start to make sense of everything,” Ina offered.

Steve didn’t respond. He intended to give the thing to Nikki.

Walking back to the Faun holding the upside-down, drenched and drowned Kobold, Steve ignored the monster outright as she vomited up an unending torrent of moat water. He’d already seen Ina do it, so it wasn’t that impressive.

By the time he reached Nikki, the Kobold was sobbing softly. Her arms dangled below her, her hands dragging across the grass. A long tail swung limply back and forth behind her head.

She was exactly as Ina had been.

Setting the crying woman down next to Nikki, Steve shrugged at her wide-eyed stare.

“Ina and I tested a theory out. Apparently if they’re not too far mangled after being turned, you can bring them back after soaking them in the moat,” Steve said. “So I brought you a Kobold present. She only has a single bite wound, it looks like. Is this a sentient species, or…”

Leaving the statement open, he hoped he wouldn’t have to say “can I eat it?” aloud. After Misty, he’d been much more careful about that.

If it could say its own name, Steve wasn’t allowed to eat it.

Nikki was already down on her knees next to the Kobold, talking and whispering to her much in the same way she had Ina. The furry-eared woman’s head was pillowed in Nikki’s lap, her blue eyes staring up at Steve.

“Right. Sentient then,” Steve said, then put the scythe down against the cabin and grabbed his axe. He’d honestly been hoping for fresh meat. “I’m going to start working on the cabin again. Let me know if you need anything, Nikki. Oh, apparently Ina is a Creep Witch. She melted a Creep outright. Was interesting. Kobold there is probably a Creep Witch, too.”

Not bothering to wait, because he was fairly certain Nikki would be annoyed with him, Steve went around to the back of the cabin. He still needed to make it larger, after all.

“My Steve,” Misty said as soon as he turned the corner. The Nereid was lounging in her pond, naked and on display “Have you come for your Misty? I was just thinking about you and coupling.”

“I wish I could. It sounds like a lot of fun, actually. But I just drowned a Kobold Creep and gave it to Nikki to coddle and fix,” Steve said. “I need to get some work done to make amends.”

Walking to the stack of logs, he picked out three and began dragging them off to one side. He was trying to fit the entire new wall in without demolishing the old one.

Or at least waiting to demolish it until he was sure he could replace it in the same day.

“Ah, my Steve is hiding from Nikki. Would my Steve like to sleep with your Misty tonight in your pond? I’ll keep you cozy and warm,” Misty promised. Her way of speaking was starting to feel convoluted to Steve.

“Tempting, we’ll see,” Steve said. Lifting the axe, he began to carefully cut out a giant wedge into the log. He had to somehow get it to fit with the old junction point at the same time. Then extend the roof over the top of it. “Any chance we could just go with ‘my Steve’ and ‘Misty’ and ‘pond’? Everything doesn’t need to be possessed.”

“But I’m your Misty,” Misty said.

“I’m aware of it, but you don’t need to say it every time.”

“You like it when I say those things when we’re coupling,” Misty argued.

True… but that’s a twisted little part of me that I can’t even begin to speak to.

The cabin project was turning out to be a massive amount of work the more he thought about how to do it, but he was sure it’d be worth it in the end.

Settling into an evening of building and avoiding Nikki, Steve cleared his mind and got to work.


Fourteen

 

The Kobold’s name was Jaina. And she’d already left the farm by the time noon had rolled around the next day. Nikki had said she apparently wanted to go back and check on her household.

Steve twisted the log into position in the palisade and put his hands on his hips.

He was bare to nothing but a loin cloth; he had found it easier to keep his clothes clean this way. That and Nikki probably wouldn’t have to mend them as often. If he could create less work for her, then he would.

The downside to this was that he also constantly gave himself small scratches and splinters working with the trees. Misty had a delicate touch to help with those things that he looked forward to after working. Nereids were apparently good nurses. It was an alright exchange in the long run.

Feeling odd, Steve lifted his head up and looked out to the north. He searched the horizon, and he didn’t see anything at first.

Slowly, he focused on a blot in the distance.

Is it our people, or is it something more nefarious?

Standing there, Steve stared out, trying to see if he could figure out what was heading his way.

There was a soft thump next to him. Turning his head, Steve found Nikki walking over to him.

She really can hop quite far.

“It’s Kassandra,” Nikki said, smiling at Steve.

“I ever tell you that your eyes are beautiful?” Steve said, looking away from the horizon toward Nikki.

“A few times. I still enjoy hearing it. It’s not every day a Faun gets compliments,” Nikki said, reaching up with one hand and fluffing her hair a bit.

Grinning, he leaned over and kissed her, then picked up his shovel.

“Think I got time for another post?” he asked. “Or maybe you could help me work my own post?”

“Yep. Get to work on the wall,” Nikki said, slapping him on the rear end with a sharp pop. “It’s a feast for the eyes to watch you, and I’ll help you out with the other thing later.”

Shaking his head, Steve started digging the next hole to fit another log into. The palisade was coming along quickly. Aided by Steve’s Enchanted tools, and the fact that he seemed to have far and away above-average strength.

By the time he was fitting the next log into the hole, Kassandra and Camden were visible and only a few minutes out. A wagon rolled along behind them, along with four women the same species as Camden and a man Steve didn’t know.

“Huh, I wonder who that is,” Steve said aloud.

“Don’t know,” Ina said next to him with a long exhale.

She’d joined him after Nikki left, and she’d been working on using her magic to help him move the logs into place. It seemed like hard work for her, but she was managing it and being extremely helpful.

“Good work, Ina,” Steve said, reaching out to lay a hand on her shoulder. “You’re a credit to the farm.”

Giving him a lopsided smile, Ina shrugged one shoulder.

“I’m learning how to use it. It’s hard but… workable. I feel sore all over,” Ina said.

“You’re taking a bath in Misty’s pond tonight with me, then. It helps get rid of the aches,” Steve said, letting his hand drop back to his side.

“You and your tools are the source of all our strength,” Ina said. “When do you want to start on that water tower you mentioned?”

Whenever I actually get the time. Which, at this rate, is never.

“Soon as we can. The wall is the biggest concern, though. I truly think we’ll have bandit problems soon enough, not just zombies,” Steve said.

“That’s… true,” Ina said and lifted her arms up. She put her hands on her head, and it drew his eyes to her well-endowed torso. “We’ll be ready, right?”

“Have to be,” Steve said, looking away from Ina. There really wasn’t another option.

Kassandra was heading for Steve now, slithering rapidly through the open field.

Reaching the moat, she moved over it as if it weren’t even there. Her long body made it as easy as grass for her.

Huh. Yeah. Need that wall. Soon.

Kassandra shoved the boards that were used for wagon crossings over the moat, then turned back to Steve.

“Think I could steal some time in your bed soon? Would you let me?” Ina asked suddenly.

“I mean, sure? I’m all for giving you a good tumbling, Ina. Going to be really handsy, though. You’ve got a lot in those hips and that chest, and I want to touch all of you,” Steve said. “Need to explore every little nook and cranny.”

Ina turned red quickly. “You’re always so blunt and direct. It’s not… normal.”

Kassandra came to a stop in front of Steve and nodded him.

“Welcome back, Kass,” Steve said, grinning at her. She was dressed in her armor and decked out for a fight. “Any problems, my little snake?”

“Thank you. Yes, I’ve returned from Filch. It’s good to be home.

“As for the trip… a couple zombie attacks, a single bandit encounter,” Kassandra said. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

“Glad to hear it. Come on. Let’s head to the cabin and get the others so you don’t have to repeat yourself. It’ll give you a chance to get out of that armor right after or during,” Steve said.

“That’d be… nice. It does start to chafe after a while. Especially sleeping in it,” Kassandra said, following Steve as he started heading back.

“You didn’t miss much,” Ina said. “Steve made another Creep turn back to life. She left this morning to go check with her family.”

Kassandra snorted at that.

“If she left rather than honoring a life-debt, we’re better off without her,” Kassandra said. “Someone like that wouldn’t be a worthy woman to anyone.”

“She already was,” Ina said.

“Oh. That makes sense then.”

In other words, if she was already married, it’s ok for her to leave? I don’t understand that.

Can’t even pretend I do. This place makes no sense.

Men being in limited supply and treasured until they have kids, then the majority of them being sent to the front like little more than sacrifices.

I wonder if all the senior elders of these places are women. Much longer life expectancy. It’d make sense.

Nikki was working away on her bench, sewing constantly. She was the only person on the farm that knew how to handle a needle and thread. Everyone else was being put to task with the wall or the farm.

Steve was responsible for trees, planting, watering, and building.

“Welcome back,” Nikki said, putting her work aside and smiling up at Kassandra.

Camden wasn’t far off, working to unload everything from the wagon and get everyone moving as well.

Somewhere along the line, Camden had made himself the farm foreman under Steve. Neither he nor Nikki had thought it was a bad idea, so they’d allowed it.

“Thanks,” Kassandra said. “The four women are Camden’s. Unskilled. They’ll have to be given tasks and learn.”

Chessa and Misty came from the far side of the cabin, walking towards them. Apparently they’d noticed the arrival.

“People have to start somewhere,” Ina said. “Not everyone has a mother that will or can buy an apprenticeship.”

Kassandra looked like she was about to argue with Ina, then shrugged her shoulders.

“The new guy is a beermaker. Says he can make alcohol out of anything, even vegetables if he has to,” Kassandra said. “I told him he could have a spot on the farm if he proved himself. If he didn’t, you’d probably kill him.”

Steve nodded with a shrug. “That’s fine. Smash his head open, dump him in the woods after a soak in the moat if that’s what it comes to.

“That or kill him and then tie him to a log. Stick him out front as bait.”

“That’d work,” Kassandra said. “As for the rest of our requests… I got them all. They tried to offer coinage and currency for the goods, but I refused.”

“Good. Money’s worthless,” Steve said, nodding his head. “Weapons, items, and food. That’s all that matters for now.”

“Really?” Ina asked. “Money’s worthless?”

“Money cannot stop a predator,” Chessa said. “But a weapon can.”

“Oh. Yeah. When you put it like that… yeah. Weapons,” Ina said.

Not everyone is a living weapon like you, Creep Witch.

“I got ten bows and two thousand arrows for a hefty portion of the crop,” Kassandra said. “I made sure to get your loom, a spinning wheel, and I even talked them into adding a spindle and distaff. Just in case.”

Nikki smiled and clapped her hands together once. “Thank you, Kassandra. My poor fingers were turning to hooks. It’ll be nice to work with cloth more often instead of leather. I just don’t have the mindset for it.”

“Unfortunately, that’s the extent of it. They were more than happy to see me, and they invited me back readily,” Kassandra said. “Though there is one problem. They were checking everyone who came to the gate. I’m not sure how they’d react to your status.”

In other words, they’d probably try to arrest me for sleeping with Nikki and Misty.

“We’ll have to send those who are unaffiliated then, or who haven’t coupled yet at least,” Nikki said, looking to Steve. “Sorry, Steve. Looks like you won’t get to see a city just yet.”

“That’s fine. I’m happy on the farm. Anything else?” Steve asked.

“I spoke with a matchmaker. For only a basket of carrots she helped me get together a candidate pool,” Kassandra said, pulling out a stack of papers from the satchel at her side.

“I can’t read,” Nikki said with a sad smile.

“Nor I,” Chessa said.

“Me too,” Misty said.

“I can,” Ina said.

“As can I,” Kassandra said, holding out the papers to Steve.

Apparently I can read as well.

Looking at the lines of words, he could immediately see that it was a list of names, skills, race, and age.

“I can read,” Steve said. “Interesting. Is… finding partners like this common? It seems marriage is very… contractual.”

“It’s very common in cities. Especially the larger ones,” Kassandra said. “I’ve actually been to this one a few times for my sisters. It was growing very well before the quarantine.

“Now there are more women than ever looking for men or places of safety. The cities will certainly be safe for a while, but food and supplies will become an issue there,” Kassandra said.

“Yes,” Nikki agreed. “We’ll be drowning in women who want to join the farm one way or the other.”

“Especially when the larger city matchmakers find out Steve has no dividing line,” Chessa said. “I grew up in a large city. The laws don’t really apply because there’s too many people at the top.”

“But for a city like the one Kassandra just went to, that could be more of an issue,” Nikki finished. “Alright. Sounds like we’ll have to figure out who to bribe. Any thoughts, Chessa?’

“Just the mayor. Or the mayor’s daughter, son, or husband,” said the Tigan. “You only need one of those and you can get any charge for pollution removed.”

“Pollution?” Steve asked.

“Pollution of the gene pool,” Nikki said. “It really is frowned upon by the leaders of Lamals for anyone to mix with humans.”

“Stupid,” Steve said, sorting through the papers Kassandra had given him. “Alright, so, this is neat and all, and maybe I’m a dick-head for saying this… but what do they look like? Does it list their personalities anywhere?”

Snickering, Kassandra reached back into her pouch and pulled out a large stack of papers.

“I thought you might say that. I gave them another basket for likenesses of all the women on the list, and a bit about each one,” Kassandra said. “I didn’t think you’d mind me spending some carrots on that.”

“Nope, not at all. Consider me horrible, but I’m not going to pick a woman based on her skills alone,” Steve said, eagerly taking the papers from her.

Holding them gingerly, he added them to the top of the listed names.

“Alright, I’m going to take a break from the wall and go inside. Maybe start sorting through these,” Steve said.

“I’ll join you shortly,” Kassandra said. “I’m spent from the trip.”

“And me,” Ina added. “I feel like I’m all casted out and empty inside.”

Steve didn’t say anything and went inside the cabin. Moving straight to the table, he put all the papers down at the corner and sat in front of them.

He rapidly sorted all the pictures into two very simple piles—those he felt were attractive enough for him to want on the farm, and those who weren’t.

It was petty, basic, and superficial.

And Steve didn’t give a damn. If he was tying his life permanently to a bunch of women, he wanted to enjoy them physically.

Matching all the profile papers to the pictures, Steve ended up cutting the pile down by two-thirds.

Just to make sure he didn’t overlook someone amazing, Steve picked up the skill cheat sheet and began reading through the listed jobs. Devoid of their pictures, he imagined he might end up putting someone back into his pile for a skill alone.

Like this one. An actual bronze smith. Holy crap. Having worked tools available on-site is a must.

Ina was flipping through his “keep” pile, moving pictures up or down for some reason. Reaching across her, he grabbed his “don’t want” pile and went looking for the name.

If she wasn’t in this pile, he wouldn’t care further.

Ferrah, Ferrah, Ferrah… Ferrah… ah. Ferrah.

Finding the name, Steve pulled out the paper and gave it another look.

It was a short Dwarven woman. She didn’t look all that pretty, but she didn’t look unattractive either.

She fell somewhere in that “might be cute” area in between.

Shrugging, Steve handed the profile and the picture to Ina. “Add her back in, please?”

“Ferrah… alright,” Ina said, taking the papers. She flipped down a number of pages and slipped the pair of papers into the stack.

Ah. Alphabetized, I bet.

A soft hiss of Lamia scales on the ground made Steve look up.

Kassandra was looming over him, her head peering down at the paper he was looking at.

Her eyes moved to him, an errant lock of her bangs sliding out to dangle in front of her eyes.

“Back up, my little snake. You’re too pretty and it’s hard to concentrate when you’re that close,” Steve said honestly.

Kassandra’s brows went up at that, and she moved to the side of the table and sat herself inside of her coils. “As you like.”

“Thanks,” Steve said, going back to the skill sheet. Reading through them, he saw a wide range of everything he’d ever heard of. There were even listings for women who had abilities like animal taming or singing.

“I don’t see anyone listed as guard, warrior, or soldier,” Steve said, glancing over to Kassandra.

The Lamia gave him a grin, flashing her teeth at him. “Those who choose a weapon don’t typically have the same desires as those who don’t.

“I find that my mentality has drastically changed since coming here, and I now understand why my command officers prohibited us from mingling with civilians at all once I’d joined. I could never fathom going back into a service now,” Kassandra said. “In other words, if you were to check my skills, you would find none. A warrior’s skills don’t show up. Technically I’m a bed-woman.”

“Huh, well, I don’t care for that. You’re a guard now, and that’s what your skill is if anyone asks,” Steve said, glaring at the paper in front of him.

I wonder if that’ll change her skill like it did for Ina.

This world was strange and made very little sense. The brainwashing was just the tip of the iceberg, he was starting to think.

“I’m… a guard now,” Kassandra said, her eyes focused on what he figured was a window.

“Congratulations, you’re not a bed-woman, though I bet you’d be great at it,” Steve said.

“Steve, I think you need to come out here,” Nikki called from outside the cabin.

“Eh? Something wrong?” Steve asked, getting up. There was no annoyance at all, despite him being called away from his task.

Nikki never asked for something she didn’t need or think was necessary.

Not waiting for her to respond, he left the cabin and came straight outside.

Standing just outside the door were Nikki and Jaina the Kobold. She was wearing clothes now, and not any he recognized. Hitched up on her back was a large rucksack that looked like it should be tearing the straps off with how overloaded it was. Especially for how small a woman Jaina was.

Her tiny frame looked like it was loaded down beyond her ability, and her tail hung limp behind her.

She’s the shortest one here, isn’t she? Maybe five feet even? Four-foot eleven? Even Chessa is bigger.

Steve couldn’t quite figure out Jaina. Her chest was simply massive and her hips were wide, but she was so short it just… felt weird.

Jaina’s head turned toward him, her blue eyes wet and despairing.

“I can be helpful,” Jaina said. “I’m fast. Fast and nimble. There’s a lot I can do to help. I don’t take up much space and I even brought everything… everything I could… with me. It’s all yours. I’m very good at my skills!”

Steve raised his eyebrows, not really understanding what was going on.

She’s cute in a strange… animal… weird… kind of way.

Shitty Steve, provide me with insight into the big-boobed dog monster.
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“Oh, wow, you are skilled. You’re also kinda cute,” Steve said, and he held out his hand to her.

Jaina immediately took it in her own, a relieved smile spreading over her face.

“You can definitely stay on the farm. Care to be one of my women as well? You’d get the Humanist thing, but… I think you can add a lot to my group.”

Jaina’s face froze, her hand still in his.

“One of your women?” she asked, her voice empty.

“You can say no if you want. You’re just really skilled and… well, I’m apparently going to be climbing a Lamia at some point and seeing if I can wrestle a Tigan onto her back. Why not play with a Kobold and see if you’ll go in for belly rubs? That and you really are rather cute. Plus the boobs. I mean, geeze. They’re huge.”

Steve was discovering, much to his dismay, that he was apparently a boob man.

“Yes, yes I will be your woman! Yes, immediately. Where’s your bed?” Jaina said, her voice sounding almost frantic. The hand she was holding his with tightened up, as if fearing he would let go. She then moved right up to stand in front of him, her breasts pressing into him. “We should work to put pups in me now. Take me to bed as your woman.”

“Uh… I have a lot of work to do now, but maybe later. For now, you go get yourself settled in, Jaina,” Steve said, deliberately breaking his hand free of hers. Then he took the pack off her back and set it to one side. Taking her shoulders in his hands, he eased her over to Ina, who had followed him out. “She’s a Creep Witch. Consider her your apprentice, Ina.”

Peering up at the sun, Steve sighed, grabbed his shovel and axe, and decided on working the wall. Heading out that way, Steve was surprised when Nikki caught up to him.

She was peering up at him, a small smile on her face.

“What?” he asked, looking back at her.

“Women who have joined a family and then lost it, or run away, are not legally able to join another,” Nikki said.

“Oh. Eh… I’m already a lawbreaker for trying to turn you into a mom. What’s the harm in picking Jaina up? She has no children and she’s got great skills.

“Besides, did you see the rack on her? That’s going to be fun,” Steve said, nodding his head.

Nikki guffawed softly at that, then moved in closer to him and wrapped an arm around his hips.

“I’ll let Kassandra know that she’ll need to reach out to the ‘other’ matchmakers when she goes back in a day or two. That women who have already been in a marriage are acceptable, providing they have no children. Is that alright?” Nikki asked.

“Is there a reason not to do that?” Steve asked.

“Nope. I’m just happy right now because if there were more men like you, my mother wouldn’t have raised me by herself,” Nikki said. “A suggestion though, Steve?”

“Name it. I’m all yours, Nikki.”

Grinning wider at his statement, Nikki laid her head against him as they walked to the work site.

“Try to limit the number of widows we pick up. One or two isn’t that big a deal, but if you get another four… we might cause more than a cultural taboo,” Nikki said. “The fertility goddess’s priests are very… fanatical. And a woman who’s been in a family is said to be barren.”

Barren, huh? Guess we’ll find out.


Fifteen

 

Squatting down in the dirt, Steve was drawing a crude map of the farm.

He’d realized he had no idea if he was growing enough food for everyone. If he didn’t know how much he was growing, and how many people he could support, it’d become rather problematic quickly.

Filling in the fields as squares, Steve sat back for a second, admiring his handywork.

Looks like a damn kindergartner’s map to treasure.

An artist, I am not.

Looking up to his fields laid out in front of him, Steve guessed he could lay out another twelve plots of farmland before he fetched up next to the walls.

Moving to the right, Steve began to tabulate some rough approximations on his harvest yield. This was all based on initial growth rates and what he’d already harvested of his crops.

He had no idea of the caloric values of each thing, or how many each person needed, but he had a general idea based on how much people had been eating so far.

“If I keep the range a little wide… I can kinda average it… right?” Steve mumbled to himself, quickly working through the numbers.

He quickly came to what he figured was his “minimum max,” or what he felt was the maximum number of people he could let stay on the farm right now based on current field sizes.

Standing up, Steve nodded his head.

Three hundred and thirty-two seems like a lot.

“Hubin!” called a muffled voice.

Looking toward the voice, he saw Jaina loping his way. She powered her way across the grass field toward him on all fours.

It was still surprising to him that Chessa and Jaina could run so easily like that. He figured a lot of it had to do with their rear legs being so greatly different than a human’s.

Jaina came to a stop with a bounce and landed in front of him. It gave him a magnificent view of her extremely well-endowed chest tumbling around in her blouse.

Locked in her jaws was a struggling rabbit. Reaching up, she pulled it free and gave him a bright, fur-between-her-teeth smile.

“Husband, I’ve caught another rabbit,” Jaina said, moving closer to him, her tail swishing behind her slowly.

Ever since he’d accepted her onto the farm a day and a half ago, she’d been working insanely. As if she needed to prove herself beyond all doubt. All sorts of small herbivore creatures had been caught and released inside the boundaries of the farm.

It was like she was being driven with a spear behind her.

Wonder if it’s the barren thing. Or that I haven’t bedded her yet.

“Good job, Jaina,” Steve said, reaching up to scratch her behind an ear. It’d only taken him the first time she’d come up with a prize to realize how direct and beastlike Jaina could be. Kobolds apparently mostly lived in the wild and in small family groups. They weren’t uncivilized, but they didn’t thrive in cities.

She wasn’t as strange as Chessa or as simple as Misty, but she was no Nikki either.

Closing her eyes, Jaina bumped her head into his hand more firmly, her tail wagging faster now.

“You sure you like me treating you like this, Jaina?” Steve asked.

“Yes. It’s not condescending, I promise. I like it. I’m not human… ooooh, rub my belly?” Jaina asked, and then flopped down to the ground, the rabbit getting free from her. It bounded away, dashing into the fields. Jaina lifted her blouse up and eased her pants down a bit, exposing herself from just above her privates all the way to the underside of her breasts. The entire expanse of her white furred belly on display. Squirming back and forth slowly on the ground, she peered up at him, waiting.

“Fine. It seems condescending, though,” Steve said, getting down on one knee. Gently, he started to scratch and rub at Jaina’s stomach.

“Not a human woman, not condescending. It’s bonding for a Kobold. Grooming. Yes, yes, rub me lower,” Jaina said, her arms and legs curling up closer to her body.

Little weird for me, though. You’re more like a dog than anything.

Knowing exactly what she was asking for, Steve lowered his hand to the spot just above the line of her pants. Pushing his fingers into her pubic mound, he rubbed her gently.

“More. Harder,” she panted. Obliging her request, Steve continued to rub at her for a few minutes.

Jaina moaned all throughout, her entire body going still under his touch.

“Alright, I need to get back to work. That enough of a reward? If you want more, go get another or something else,” Steve said, giving her stomach a pat.

“Yes, yes. We’ll need lots for the farm. I’ll need to start breeding all of the animals immediately as well,” Jaina said. Getting to her feet, she adjusted her clothes. Before Steve could stand up, though, she wrapped him up in a hug and kissed him sloppily. “Thank you, husband. Thank you for taking a chance on me. I’ll earn everything. Everything. I know we’ll have pups. And they’ll be the best.”

Dropping down to all fours, Jaina went off at a mad dash straight for the forest.

Blowing out a breath, Steve looked back to his numbers.

“Three hundred and thirty-two,” he said again. Standing up, he stretched out his back and headed for the cabin. It was just starting to get to midday.

He was taking a mental-health day from doing physical labor. With all the trees he’d cut down, and Ina handling the dropping of logs into the wall, he was able to take a much-needed break.

Opening the door, he wandered in without a worry or a care and went straight to the desk.

Kassandra was already filling up the wagon with another large load of produce. Carrots, potatoes, sweet potatoes, beets, radishes, turnips, and surprisingly peanuts.

She was going to pick up the rest of the items she’d ordered last time, sell off the produce again, and get more equipment and essentials.

And if I can hurry the hell up and make a choice, find me a few more skilled women.

Though it’s weird… they call themselves my women, and Jaina uses husband and wife. It seems being someone’s woman or man is the same thing.

A weird thought struck him suddenly. Looking around the interior of the cabin, he found Chessa rolled up in his bed, sprawled out and naked.

She was watching him.

“Chessa, I have a question for you,” Steve said, not sure how to phrase it.

“I’ve already hunted for the day and I’m relaxing, so yes, you may mount me,” Chessa said, spreading her legs apart right there in the bed. “I’m not in heat, but it would be enjoyable for me. I admit I’m curious to have you. Nikki makes it sound like it’s all she wants to do anymore.”

Steve raised his eyebrows at that.

“Would you prefer it like this?” Chessa asked, and then slid out of his bed, putting her rear end toward him. She lifted her ass into the air and pointed it at him, displaying her womanhood as her tail curled towards her head. “I would prefer it like this.”

Shrugging, Steve saw no reason not to. No one seemed to mind whoever he slept with whenever he wanted. If they did, they probably would have said something after he’d had Misty several times yesterday. She’d been bored and he’d been tense.

Dropping his pants to the ground, he stepped out of them and walked over to Chessa.

“Chessa, you’re my woman, right?” Steve asked, laying his hands on her sides.

“As soon as you have me, I will be,” Chessa said, her hips undulating slowly back and forth in front of him against his hands. “I think our kits will be perfect when the time comes.”

“Being my woman is just like being my wife, right?” Steve asked, holding her at the waist. His fingers sank into the soft fur and her muscled flesh.

“If you prefer that term, yes. I’ve been willing to be your woman, or wife, since you pinned me with no effort in the woods,” Chessa said, peering backward at him with a sideways look. “It was like having an iron band around me. I couldn’t move. I liked it.”

“Oh? I can do that,” Steve said. Reaching up with his right hand, he grabbed the back of her neck and pushed her down into the bed. Her shoulders sank into the soft bedding, and he held her there.

He could feel Chessa struggling against him, her arms, shoulders, and legs flexing against his hand.

Grabbing her hip with his left hand, Steve looked down at himself. Angling it as best as he could, he got the tip up into the lips of her entry.

“Are you—” Chessa said, then grunted. “Are you even trying?”

“No. Do you want me to let you up?” Steve asked, not wanting to actually hurt her.

Chessa stopped struggling, her head laid down against the bed.

“No. Hold me down,” she said, and then her back arched, her rear end lifting perfectly toward him. Her tail curled practically all the way to her head. “Hold me down nice and tight.”

Steve didn’t need to be told twice. Holding her hip, he began to push the head of himself into her. He watched his shaft sink into her an inch at a time, her thin pink lips stretching around him wider and wider.

“Unnnn,” Chessa moaned. “Push me down a little more.”

Steve stopped with himself halfway inside her, then leaned just a touch harder into her shoulders. Her knees started to quiver, and he stopped.

“Yes… yes, like that,” Chessa said, her mouth partially muffled against the bed. “Make me your woman now, Steve.”

Must be a Tigan thing.

Moving his hips forward again, Steve couldn’t help himself from watching her taking it. He stopped when he reached the hilt, taking a moment to position himself.

Chessa was letting out soft little moans against the bed, her knees trembling.

Pulling back, he watched as he slid free of her slick channel. Her lips pulled at him as he did so.

“You’re incredibly tight, Chessa. I think I might have to take you to bed every night for a while,” Steve said, and then he pushed forward, entering her fully again.

“I’m all yours, Steve. I can’t resist you,” Chessa said. “Come take from me tonight and pin me into my bed. Take as much as you can. Take it every night.”

Smirking to himself, Steve brushed his thumb back and forth against Chessa’s neck.

Drawing himself back out of her again, Steve began to run himself in and out of her tight walls. He could feel her stretch and pull around his shaft as he pushed into her over and over.

Groaning, panting, and quivering all over, Chessa looked like a mess. Even her fur was sticking up in strange patches.

“Un, un, un—take me, Steve. Take everything—un, un,” Chessa got out as he sped up, his lap cracking into her now, making her entire rear half shift forward.

Letting go of her neck, Steve grabbed hold of both sides of her hips. Driving her into the bed with his thrusts and pulling her back by her hips, he rode her into the bed.

Chessa was moaning loudly now, her hands pressed to the bed as she jammed herself back against him. Then she went rigid as her orgasm apparently overcame her.

He could feel her insides quiver and pulse, gripping at him randomly as she rode out her climax.

Pumping away at her with his hips, Steve continued to drill into her. Right around the time it seemed like she was finishing, Steve felt himself fire off inside her.

Yanking back on her hips, he pushed hard into her. Then he pulled his hips back and shoved forward into her depths as he dumped another shot into her.

It wasn’t until he felt like there was nothing left that he let her go.

Chessa’s knees went out, and she collapsed against the bed. Shuddering, she crawled into the bed and lay there panting.

Steve has gained notoriety for breaking the laws of the Lamals.

Steve has gained the By the Tail accolade.

Flicking away the message with a bit of annoyance, Steve looked at Chessa.

“Oh Steve, that was… great,” said the Tigan, gazing up at him with lidded eyes. Then she lifted a finger and poked at what he assumed was her “Humanist” message.

“Yeah, it was,” Steve said with a pant. “Made quite a mess, too.”

Looking down at himself, he chuckled at his seed and fluid-stained member.

“Worth it. Bring it here; I’ll groom you,” Chessa said, lifting a hand toward him.

Steve wasn’t going to argue there, so he went and stood over Chessa.

Raising her head, she wrapped her mouth around his length and began to gently bob her head back and forth, suckling on him.

Quivering, Steve felt like she managed to pull something out of him even as she cleaned him up.

After working from head to hilt several more times, Chessa eased back and looked at his length critically. Her tongue slid out of her mouth and she gave him several long licks from the top of his nuts to his tip.

“All clean. You’re my man now, Steve. Be sure you take care of me. I’m worth it,” Chessa said, laying her head back down on his pillow and licking her lips. Then she closed her eyes.

A bit out of breath, Steve went back to his clothes and got them on.

They’re all obsessed with worth and what they bring. It makes me wonder.

I’ll have to ask a few more questions later about it.

Then again, it’d be nice to see a city. I’m sure I’d learn a lot just from watching people.

Sitting down at the table, Steve felt incredibly better.

“I should have gone through these after getting off last time,” Steve said to himself. “Now I’ll be thinking without using my dick.”

Setting the Dwarf to one side immediately, he began to pick through the rest of the stack one more time.

There were several women who were achingly beautiful, but with awful skills that wouldn’t bring much to the farm.

And he knew the truth was that out here, he needed individuals with abilities.

He couldn’t afford “bed-women” as Ina called them.

Sighing, he got to the end of the pictures and once again found nothing that would help them out with their needs.

There just wasn’t anything there that would work out in the way he wanted it to.

The door creaked open, and Kassandra slithered into the cabin. Her eyes went to the bed, and then to Steve sitting at the table.

“Hello, my pretty little snake,” Steve said and then gestured to the spot next to him by the table. “Come over here and give me that brain of yours. I could use a second opinion.”

“On the rest of your women?” Kassandra asked, coming over to the table and slinking herself into her own coils.

“Yep. I only want the Dwarf. The rest of them just don’t have any skills we could use. What do you think?” Steve asked, sliding the list over to her.

Kassandra clicked her tongue and started to read.

“The only semi-useful one is this, net mender. But Misty can tell the fish to come anyways,” Kassandra said.

“Yeah, sucks, right? Whatever,” Steve said. “Think we’ll get better candidates in this… underground matching service Chessa mentioned?”

“Yes. Many are the number of women who are no longer allowed to be wed and bed,” Kassandra said with a shake of their head. “Prostitutes are always in short supply and end up being very busy all day.

“Eh? That’s what the widows do?” Steve asked.

“No. It’s what the widows need. Male prostitutes. There aren’t really female prostitutes,” Kassandra said. “Not enough men.”

Frowning at that, Steve considered the situation.

“Kass, my lovely little snake, I want to ask you a question,” Steve said.

“What is it?” she asked, her eyebrows coming together as she peered at him.

“What’s the male to female ratio? I’m not getting a good picture here. I feel like I’m missing something,” Steve said.

Kassandra blinked several times, as if realizing she’d said something she shouldn’t have.

“Ah… it’s—it’s about twenty or thirty to one,” she said. “And that’s for Human males. Males of any other species are far more rare. It’s one of the reasons human men aren’t supposed to breed with… with non-Humans. It makes it harder for their offspring to breed with anything but human men or women.”

Oh. That makes a lot more sense. In other words, everything is already skewed to Human genetics. And that means that the more Human/non-Human pregnancies there are, the more likely it is for those genetics to continue to drift towards Humanity.

“In other words, that Dwarf woman will come here at a sprint once I invite her,” Steve said.

“Yes. Any of them would. Especially those like that beautiful Elf I looked at way too long,” Kassandra said.

Steve knew exactly who Kassandra was talking about. It was a lovely Elven woman with features, assets, and looks that were mind-numbingly beautiful. But she had no skills.

Not one.

And her personality sheet made it sound like she was a simpleton.

She brought nothing other than her looks.

Steve shook his head. He was starting to understand just how twisted up this place was. And that very likely, it was a woman’s world from top to bottom.

“I think the number of women with good abilities from the black-market matchmaker will be significant,” Kassandra said. “It might be costly to get all the info like this in the same way.”

“It’ll be worthwhile, I think. But feel free to trim down the of list of anyone we wouldn’t want. I’m sure Nikki can point out a few things to avoid,” Steve said.

“She already did. She stated no one older than twenty-two, no one with children, and no one who was physically unappealing,” Kassandra said. “It’s a good set of filters for me to work with. How do you feel about other Lamias?”

“I mean, if they’re as pretty and talented as you, sure? I think you’re beautiful, and your scales are amazingly lovely. Any luck with getting a few of them, by the way?”

“There are a few loose ones I plan on toying with,” Kassandra said, her cheeks coloring lightly and her eyes sliding away from him to one side. “They’re in spots where I need protection, though, so I can’t mess with them yet.”

“Neat. I look forward to seeing them,” Steve said.


Sixteen

 

Steve wasn’t sure about this. Staring toward the wooden walls, he really didn’t like the idea of going into Filch itself.

Except if he wanted his Dwarven maiden and access to the black-market matchmaker, he’d have to.

Kassandra had done her best, but the Dwarf wanted proof that Steve was indeed a human who had non-Human women.

And the matchmaker had ended up saying the same thing to get him access to the black-market women.

As far as Kassandra had been able to tell, the city got a very strict sense of moral satisfaction out of locking up people who violated its laws.

But in the same breath, she’d found several people she could bribe to get the right paperwork so Steve could walk around freely.

Kassandra already had several trips here under her belt, and it showed in her confidence and timing.

Camden was minding the other workers as foreman while Steve was gone. Once Steve and Kassandra got back, Camden would head out with the next crop load.

Nikki was overseeing everyone and everything else, and keeping the homestead together.

Ina and Jaina had quickly become her lieutenants in handling everything and everyone.

“Are you sure about this, my little snake?” Steve asked, peering at the gate at the end of the road.

“I wouldn’t risk you, Steve,” Kassandra said simply. “If I didn’t believe it was relatively safe, we wouldn’t be doing this.”

“Right,” Steve said, frowning.

Most of his worry about the place actually had nothing to do with the city itself.

It was mostly based on the fact that he knew nothing about the world as a whole. He’d be walking in without anything normal people would have.

No morality taught to him by parents, no knowledge of laws, no courtesy rituals or even greetings.

Everything like this he’d need to be a functioning member of society was missing.

“I’m nervous,” Steve said as they came within the last thirty feet of the gate. “I don’t know what to do or how to carry myself.”

“I know. Just rely on me. I’m your little snake, aren’t I?” Kassandra said.

“Yeah… you are. Fine. Just… do what you have to,” Steve grumbled.

Kassandra and Steve walked up to the gate like it was the most normal thing in the world.

Before they’d even reached it, though, one of the guards was already finishing up with closing what was probably Steve’s information window.

“You’re in violation of the laws of Lamals,” said the guard, confirming for a fact that Steve had just been checked.

“Ah, forgive me and my man,” Kassandra said, coming to a stop in front of the two guards. “He isn’t from Lamals, and half of his women are not of his race. The quarantine came down on us before we could get back home.”

The two guards—human women now that Steve really looked—were listening closely to Kassandra.

“Oh?” asked the same one who had spoken previously. “If that were true, he wouldn’t be in violation, now would he?”

“Except that anyone in Lamals has now been declared as from Lamals and quarantined,” argued Kassandra. “I also have papers from your mayor excusing us for this fact.”

Kassandra reached into the pouch at her side and pulled out several pieces of brown paper. “You see? All valid and legal.”

“I can’t read,” said the guard, glaring at Kassandra.

“Ah, well, if you look right here, you can see the mark of the mayor and her signet. If you look at the banner, you’ll see the same,” Kassandra said. “I assure you, everything is in order. I can wait if you’d like to call for someone else.”

As she spoke, she handed over two darkened coins.

“For your troubles, and taking your time,” she said simply. Not even hiding the fact that she’d just given her the coins.

The guard looked extremely troubled. As if she couldn’t decide if it was better or worse that the bribe was obvious. If it was obvious, it was more likely a tip, and if it was a tip, then this person possibly had dealt with the mayor directly after all.

Shaking her head, the guard growled and stuffed the papers back into Kassandra’s hands.

“Keep the mongrel on a leash and see that you keep your papers ready,” said the guard, then waved Kassandra and Steve on.

Why did that feel like it almost went very wrong?

As they made their way into the city proper, Steve was suddenly struck by an entirely different thought.

Oh my fuck, Shitty Steve. What the hell have you done?

All around were houses built of wood, clay, and stone. Except they all looked like they’d been fashioned on the cheap. On the cheap and without much in the way of decoration.

Steve had the deepest sense that this was entirely wrong. Wrong, backwards, and old.

“It’s a wonder, isn’t it?” Kassandra asked, moving beside him. “Every time I come back, I’m amazed at the wealth and glamor of it.”

Oh, that’s bad. That’s bad, right? If she thinks it’s great, and I think it’s little more than Bronze-Age hovels, that’s bad.

Wait, what? Bronz… bron… Shitty Steve!? What’d you do?

For a split second, Steve had a memory. A memory that this place was a throwback of some sort.

He no longer understood whatever meaning Bronze Age had, but he assumed it was due to the fact that weapons and armor seemed to be made of bronze.

“Is there anything better than bronze?” Steve asked.

“What?” Kassandra had a hand on his shoulder and was guiding him through the street. “Better than bronze? For what?”

“Anything. Your sword, for instance. It’s bronze. Is there a better metal?”

“Of course not. Bronze is ideal,” Kassandra said.

Ok. Yes then, it’s having to do with the metal used. Ok. That means the fact that I know about iron and steel is very good, or bad. I’ll have to l—

Steve was suddenly struck by something. The streets were filled with women. Everywhere he looked, beautiful women of a vast variety of species were going about their day.

Some had a man walking amongst them, though sometimes he looked like a decorative piece, and others were part of a group.

So… men are property to a degree, it would seem. Though dependent on who they’re with. That definitely explains a few things, I suppose.

Though sending their men to fight seems counterintuitive then.

Or is this part of the brainwashing?

A number of women were looking Steve’s way, quite a few with interest.

Kassandra eased Steve closer to her side and changed her positioning with her snake tail. She rose up to six-foot six and seemed to tower over everyone. Her hand remained pressed to Steve’s shoulder, keeping him close to her side.

“Not far now,” Kassandra said. “Conveniently enough, the matchmaker just happens to be the one who handles the black-market version as well.”

“Any reason they call it a black market? It’s not as if men are bought and sold, are they?” Steve asked.

Kassandra looked confused for a moment at his question.

“Never thought about it. No, they’re not bought and sold, at least not here. Or not that I have ever heard of. Maybe at one point?”

Leading Steve to a building off to one side of the street, she opened the door and pushed him through it quickly.

The interior was simple and decorated in what he’d think of as “grandmotherly” if he had to name it.

Sitting in a recliner next to a coffee table was a middle-aged woman. Her hair was a mix of silver and dark brown, her eyes a light brown. She looked Human and seemed to be reading through a book.

“Ah, Kassandra, you’ve returned. Right on time as well,” said the woman. “Would this be your man?”

“It is,” Kassandra said, gliding over to the woman.

“Steve, this is Hilda. Hilda, this is Steve, my man,” Kassandra said.

I think I’m finally starting to understand why they say ‘my man’ in such a possessive tone.

“Well, well,” said Hilda, dismissing Steve’s window. “You really are on your way to Zookeeper, aren’t you? Once you take care of your Lamia, that’ll be settled.

“Now that I’ve seen you, I have no problem dealing with you. I’ll let Ferrah know that I did indeed confirm your status. I’m sure she’ll be here within the day with all her belongings. Or sooner. I’d bet on her having already packed.”

Nodding his head, Steve had no idea what was going on. Kassandra looked like this was the right thing to hear, though, so he’d play along with it.

“Next, I believe you wished to see those who have unfortunately lost their man for one reason or another as well, yes?” Hilda asked.

“Ah, yeah. Thanks. That’d be great. I’m particularly interested in those with great skills or proficiency, really. Divorced or not. Warriors or soldiers would be helpful,” Steve said, smiling.

Hilda stared at him for several seconds before she gave him a wide smile back.

“Yes. Well, I definitely have skilled women in abundance, to be honest. There’s also been a few new additions since the last time you were here from the normal list.

“It’s one of the reasons I’m in business, though. It’s not as if the girls will go off the market without coming to get their money back, and most men come to see me eventually anyways,” said Hilda. “Won’t find any warriors or soldiers, though. They never leave the army.”

Steve glanced at Kassandra, who gave him a small smile and held a single finger in front of her mouth.

Reaching below her chair, Hilda started pulling out several different books. “Any other preferences?”

“Nothing Kassandra didn’t say last time,” Steve said with a shrug of his shoulders. Kassandra coiled herself up and sat down amongst her coils, looking rather comfortable.

Steve eyed her for a moment, then looked around for a seat. Then he changed his mind.

“Kassandra, can I sit in you?” Steve asked.

“I… what?” asked the Lamia.

“You kinda sit in yourself. Can I do that, too? Or would that be uncomfortable for you?” Steve asked.

Kassandra took in a slow breath, then shook her head.

“Of course you can sit in my coils,” she said, then came down to wrap him up in a hug and pulled him down into herself. She twisted and curled up around him. Everything went dark for several seconds as she literally absorbed him. Then he popped back out of her, and he was sitting amongst her warm scales. She gave him a nudge and he tipped sideways into her, his head resting against her shoulder.

“Ok. Way more comfy than I thought it would be,” Steve said, relaxing. “You’re incredibly warm, too.”

“Thank you, and you’re welcome,” Kassandra said, leaning into him as well, an arm slung around his middle.

“Don’t think I’ve seen a human man ask a constrictor species of Lamia to coil him up before,” Hilda said, reading through one of her books. Her left hand was filling in a sheet of paper line by line as she read from the other.

Steve looked at Kassandra’s face, hovering above him.

“That true?” he murmured.

“Yes. I’m a constrictor. Should I put you down?” she asked, her eyes watching him now.

“No. I was just curious,” Steve said, then looked back to Hilda.

The coils of Kassandra that were around his hips and legs tightened for a split second, then relaxed. Slowly they started to tighten up around him again. Pressing his clothes to his skin.

“There,” Hilda said several minutes later. “I think I’ve taken down everyone with good skills, high proficiency, or a combination of useful minor skills. I even added those new ones I mentioned, as well as a few from another matchmaker. She hadn’t been able to find anything for them and asked if she could hand them off to me.”

“Oh, thank you,” Steve said, running a hand back and forth over Kassandra’s flexed coil across his legs. It felt tight, warm, and snug against him. It was rather pleasant. Like a heavy blanket. Regretfully, Steve disentangled himself from Kassandra and dropped down.

Taking the sheet from Hilda, he began to read it over.

“Wow,” Steve said after a second. “Some of these are a bit hard to believe.”

“I swear to you, they’re all true,” Hilda said.

“Alright. Can I get more information on this bowyer and fletcher woman?” Steve asked, reading down the list. “As well as the forester, the cooper, the leatherworker, the bootmaker, and the baker.”

“Yes, of course. A moment please,” Hilda said, taking the paper back from Steve. She began to write something else down on a new sheet of paper.

In only a half a minute, she handed the paper back to him.

The forester happened to be a Cyclops woman by the name of Enart. The fletcher and bowmaker was a Fae named Lucia. They were both newly added to the sheet, and not from the black market.

“What’s a Fae?” Steve said aloud, looking at the next entry.

“Ah… they’re very similar to Elves, just with wings that let them hover for a short period or jump long distances,” Kassandra said. “The wings can be folded onto their backs and look almost like a gossamer coat. They’re also very flexible; you can’t crush them.”

Steve needed those two, no matter what. With a forest nearby, and a need for arrows and bows, they would be key.

“Please add Enart and Lucia to those I’d like to see,” Steve said.

“To see?” asked Hilda.

“Yeah. See them. For all I know, they could hate what I look like and want nothing to do with me,” Steve said, skipping past the bootmaker. He wasn’t interested in having a Gnome. Then he dismissed the cooper, and the baker as well when he realized neither of those were that important.

Nikki doesn’t like doing leatherworking. She said it hurt her hands.

“Uhm. About this leatherworker…” Steve said, not sure how to address the situation.

“Yes?” Hilda prompted.

“It says she’s a Unicorn,” Steve said, looking to the matchmaker. She was listed on the black market, but it stated she was unwed.

“That’s right.”

“Doesn’t that mean she’s a horse kind of animal thing?” Steve asked.

Hilda looked confused, glancing once at Kassandra.

“A Unicorn is a Centaur type of species,” Hilda said, looking back at Steve.

“Oh! Got it. So she’s got a Human body like Kassandra here but her rear quarters are that of a horse,” Steve said, frowning.

And her privates would be, too. Great. Not really sure I can swing that way. Even if she’s incredibly nice, that feels a bit… animalistic.

Is it, though? Hm.

Something to consider, I guess. Jaina isn’t really Human either.

Or Chessa.

Might come down to how big the Unicorn is.

“She isn’t a widow either,” Hilda said, clearly trying to talk up the Unicorn. “Her race are the problematic offspring from Centaurs and others. Usually someone with a human in their ancestry. Too small to be wed to a Centaur, too non-Human for most men. They’re about Human sized in all regards, they just… have the rear quarters of a horse.”

“Pass. I’m one of those who are not man enough to tackle horse-bits. Hah… tackle and horse-bits,” Steve said after having really thought about it, removing the poor Unicorn from his list.

“A Gremlin. What’s that?” Steve asked.

“Take Jaina, make her smaller and more Human but green skinned, perhaps four feet tall. Maybe four and a half. They can be… problematic,” Kassandra said.

“I can promise you that particular Gremlin is a very good woman. She’s a sweetie the likes of which would surprise you,” Hilda said.

With a clatter, the door opened, and a woman with a small child walked in.

She was startlingly beautiful. To the point that Steve wasn’t even sure how to actually breathe anymore.

Long black hair fell in waves from her head, all the way down to her hips. It hung about her almost like a cloak. It also made her pale skin practically glow. Her large and bright green eyes were deep, and he could practically see a weathered but optimistic soul in them. Her nose and lips as well as her jaw looked practically constructed to be part of the amazing whole that was her beauty.

Second to her amazing looks, but only by a fraction, was her figure. She was a dream made manifest with wide hips, narrow waist, and expansive bosom. Her clothes looked like they needed to be tailored to fit her specifically, though they were made of a cheaper wool.

The child next to her was a young girl, perhaps three years old, and was already looking to be a mirror image of her mother.

“Oh,” said the woman, her voice actually sounding like music to Steve’s ears. She looked from him to Kassandra to Hilda. “I’m so sorry, Hilda. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“It’s alright, Gwendolin. You can take Nia in the back if you like. I don’t think this’ll take long,” Hilda said, smiling at the woman.

There was a soft thump on Steve’s leg, causing him to look down.

The diminutive version of Gwendolin—Nia, Steve supposed—was hugging his leg. As she rubbed her face back and forth against him, Steve felt a strange wish to touch her on the head.

Reaching down, he gave her a pat on the crown of her head. It felt natural to Steve to put his hand right there on the child.

“You’re nice, I like you,” said the girl while also smiling up at him, showing off a set of bright white teeth.

“No… I’m really not,” Steve mumbled.

“Nia, come here dear,” Gwendolin said, coming over to gently put her hands on her child. “Let’s leave him alone. Ok?”

“He smells nice. Like grass,” said Nia, then pressed her face to Steve’s knee and inhaled deeply again.

Smiling despite himself at the child, Steve had to look away. Turning his eyes to the child’s mother, he pulled up her window without really thinking about it.

Gwendolin (No Surname)

Siren

Singer/Caregiver

Family-

Husband: deceased

Father: deceased

Mother: living

Daughter: living

Status: widow

Purist- married her own kind

Widow- survived her spouse and is now alone

“I’m so sorry,” Gwendolin said, carefully peeling Nia off Steve’s leg.

Quicker than he realized, Gwendolin the Siren vanished into the room next door with Nia in tow.

Steve frowned, a strange feeling bubbling up from deep inside his head. He wanted Gwendolin for himself, but he also wanted to protect Nia. Protect her and provide her with a home.

And he had no reason to wish that or want that.

“Is… is she on that list?” Steve asked.

“Who, Gwen?” Hilda asked.

“Yeah.”

“She’s not, no. As you saw, she has a daughter. She won’t leave her, even if it means she’s far less likely to be asked to re-wed,” Hilda said. “Besides, her skills aren’t in demand.”

“Could you please ask Enart, Ferrah, and Lucia if they’d like to move out of the city?” Steve asked, walking over to the door Gwendolin had gone through.

“I can certainly do that. What are you…?” Hilda started to ask as Steve knocked on the door twice.

“Uhm, yes?” called the Siren from the other side of the door.

“Hello,” Steve said. “My name is Steven Bril—I go by Steve. I was wondering if you’d be willing to discuss becoming one of my wives?”

“While I’m flattered,” Gwendolin said, still not opening the door. “I’m afraid that Nia is my daughter, and I’m a widow.”

“Yes, I’m aware,” Steve replied.

The door handle creaked and the door opened several inches. Moving to look into the crack, Steve found a partial view of Gwendolin’s face there.

“You are?” she asked, her enchanting voice catching his ears again, unblocked by the door.

“I am. I’m afraid I’m a criminal, though. I only have one Human woman; the rest are non-Human, and I’ve already taken on a widow as well. You’d be the second,” Steve said.

“The second?” Gwendolin repeated back, looking extremely surprised.

“Yes. I live on a farm out in the wilderness. We’re building a good strong wall to keep out the Creep, and we also have a weapon that keeps them out at night without a concern,” Steve said.

“You’re part of that farm that’s been bringing in crops to sell,” Gwendolin said. “And… you’d take in Nia? She’s my daughter and—”

“I’d raise her like my own,” Steve said, feeling the statement to be completely honest in his heart. “Would you come out and talk to me and Kassandra? She’s one of my women, a Lamia.

“I promise this isn’t in jest. I really am interested in discussing you and your daughter.”

“Truly?” Gwendolin asked, the door slowly opening further.

“Truly. Come, won’t you sit with me?” Steve asked, holding a hand out toward her.

“Ok,” said the Siren, laying her hand in his.
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Walking along next to the wagon, Steve wasn’t quite sure how he was going to tell Nikki what he’d done.

Rather than returning with several women who had useful skills, he was also returning with another widow who had “ok” skills. One with a kid.

It was practically the furthest thing from what they’d talked about.

“I see naked trees,” Nia said, her small hands clutched in Steve’s hair. He wasn’t sure how she’d managed to talk him into it, but she was riding his shoulders.

Naked trees? Oh. The palisade.

“That’s the wall,” Steve said. “It’ll keep the bad guys out.”

“Oooooh. Bad guys stay out,” Nia said, clearly now an authority on the matter.

“That’s exactly it,” Steve said.

“Is that a pool?” Nia asked.

“No, it’s a moat. It keeps the dead bad guys out,” Steve said.

“Bad guys stay out!” Nia said, with added force to her words this time.

Chuckling to himself, Steve nodded.

“Nia… come over here,” Gwendolin pleaded for perhaps the fifth time.

“No! I don’t want to. Steve said I—said I could ride on him. So I want to,” Nia said.

Turning his head, Steve smiled at Gwendolin riding along in the wagon.

Lucia the Fae, Enart the Cyclops, and Ferrah the Dwarf were all riding along with her. The rest of the wagon was filled with items Kassandra had traded for previously and had finally collected on. Key amongst those items was Nikki’s loom and spinning wheel.

“It really isn’t a bother, Gwen,” Steve said. “She weighs nothing and it’s keeping her busy. Isn’t it?”

“I know,” Gwendolin said, smiling back at him. It made her beautiful face several more times attractive. “But I’m not even your woman yet and she’s…”

Gwendolin left it hanging, but Steve could get the hint. She was afraid her daughter might somehow make Steve no longer interested in her mother. Perhaps by being a pest or bothering him.

“Gwen, it really isn’t a big deal. I don’t mind, and it’s making her happy,” Steve said.

“Leave it,” said the big Cyclops woman. Enart was easily six foot eight, and she wore simple leather clothing. From the few interactions Steve had had with her, he got the impression she was interested in him, but not as much as she was interested in the forest he was taking her to work with.

“Truly,” said Lucia the Fae. Her head turned slightly, and she faced him. Bright blond hair and black eyes watched him for a second. She was achingly pretty, but her figure was far more modest than most other women he’d met and seen. It was refreshing to Steve to have some variety in that department.

Lucia gave him a smile, as if she knew he was appreciating her. She reached up and tucked a stray lock of hair around her slightly pointed ear. “If he wants to coddle the child, let him. Besides, he’s clearly a stray-taker. He’s adopting widows and non-Humans. Why not a child?”

Ferrah lifted her head up from Gwendolin’s shoulder, looked around, and put her head back down.

The Dwarven woman was exactly as he’d seen in her picture, though a bit cuter than he’d thought she might be. She had thick braided hair that came to rest behind her back. With short pointed ears and a dark, green-eyed glare. She was stout, but certainly well developed and not unappealing.

She was also horrendously road-sick from traveling in the wagon. But her short legs made it much harder for her to keep the pace they were traveling at.

Gwendolin was still nervously watching Steve and Nia, but she seemed less anxious.

Deciding to make it easier for the poor woman, Steve walked over to the wagon and angled Nia up to her mother.

“Go on, sprout,” Steve said. “Give your mama a hug. We’ll be home soon, ok?”

“I listen. You make me sad, Mama,” Nia said as Gwendolin took the child from Steve.

“Why did I make you sad, honey?” Gwendolin asked.

“You made me get down,” Nia said as Steve got out in front of the wagon.

“I’m sorry honey. Mama worries ab—”

Gwendolin’s voice faded out of his range as Steve caught up to Kassandra.

“They back there worrying?” asked the Lamia, glancing down at Steve. Her spear was in hand, her shield on her left arm.

She was ready, even as they approached home.

“Course. You’d think I was some sort of scam artist. That just because I didn’t tell them to turn around and grab their ankles I might get rid of them,” Steve muttered.

“To be fair, it’s a valid fear. Until you bed someone, you could easily say they’re not your woman,” Kassandra said. “They’re showing a great deal of trust and desperation to follow you out of the city.”

Huh. That’s a good point. I wonder, then… Nikki made it seem like we were just having sex for fun.

She never tried to put any yokes or claims on me, even afterward. In fact, it was almost as if she were willing to let me walk away if I wanted.

Now that I really think about it, Nikki could have sped me along in any direction she wanted. And didn’t.

Lost in his thoughts, Steve trekked alongside Kassandra.

In fact, it wasn’t until he was twenty feet from his cabin that he came back to himself. He’d been considering all the possible and probable ways someone with less integrity could have taken complete advantage of him.

“Welcome home,” Nikki said with a smile as Steve walked up to her. Her slotted eyes were for him alone, and her dark hair was braided up around her horns in a style she knew he liked.

Reaching her, he wrapped her up in a tight hug and squeezed her into himself.

“I love you, Nikki,” he said, pressing his mouth into her long ear.

Nikki wheezed against him, making Steve realize he was putting too much pressure on her body. He relaxed his grip on her, and she held him in return.

“That’s quite a hug, dear. Save it for later. And I love you, too. Did something happen?” she asked, her face pressed into his chest.

“No. Nothing happened. Just realized how lucky I was to encounter you of all people, and that you didn’t run roughshod on me. Thank you, Nikki. I won’t ever forget your tender care and mercy of me,” Steve said, then kissed her heavily, pushing his tongue into her mouth.

When he finally stopped, Nikki practically collapsed into him.

“Heavens, I’m dizzy. Maybe you should introduce me to who you brought home?” Nikki asked.

“Of course.” Steve looped an arm through Nikki’s and brought her over to where the wagon was going to stop at.

“Gwendolin the Siren and her child Nia, Enart the Cyclops, Lucia the Fae, and Ferrah the Dwarf,” Steve said before any of them had even disembarked. Trying to give her an extra chance to memorize names.

Nikki laughed softly, her other hand coming over to pat his wrist. “Thank you.”

At the same time, Misty, Ina, Chessa, and Jaina all showed up. They had been out near the forest and wandered over in his direction.

“Steve!” Nia shouted when Gwendolin put her down on the ground. The tiny Siren started running toward him, her dress flapping behind her as she went.

Giggling, she bounced up to him and then held up her arms. “Hold me.”

Without a word or sound, Steve let go of Nikki, reached down, picked up Nia, and held her against his side. She was sitting on his arm, one hand behind his neck and the other at her side. Looking around, Nia seemed to be surprised at the group of women circling around Steve.

“Hi. I’m Nia. This is Steve,” Nia said, patting Steve’s chest. Gwendolin, Enart, Lucia, and Ferrah had walked up at this point.

Gwendolin was looking extremely nervous again.

Laughing, Ina walked right up to the little girl and patted her own chest. “I’m Ina.”

Nia smiled at the woman and reached over, patting one of Ina’s boobs. “Ina.”

“Yes, and this is Nikki,” Ina said, touching Nikki’s shoulder.

“Nikki,” Nia repeated. Then she pointed at Kassandra. “Little snake.”

Kassandra grinned with one side of her mouth. “Sure.”

Ina then moved next to Chessa and Jaina.

“Chessa,” Ina said, patting the Tigan, and then she touched the Kobold. “Jaina.”

“Chess. Jane,” Nia repeated.

“Misty,” Ina continued, touching the Nereid’s shoulder.

“Missy,” Nia said. Then she pointed at her mother. “This is Mama.”

Steve snickered and looked at Gwendolin.

“Hi Mama. Also known as Gwendolin, our singer and caregiver,” Steve said. Then he held up a hand to each of the new women. “And this is Ferrah our new smith, Enart the forester, and Lucia the bowyer and fletcher.”

There were a series of greetings, window dismissals, and statements made back and forth between the women.

Getting bored as pleasantries were given back and forth, conversations started, and bonds clearly forming, Steve wandered away. He stopped long enough to pick up his axe and shovel in one arm, carrying Nia in the other.

Walking out toward the palisade wall, he was impressed. It’d come a long way in the short time he was gone. It looked like it was already halfway complete. It spanned from the forest in the west all the way to the midpoint in the east.

“The bad-guy wall isn’t done,” Nia said.

“Nope, but that’s why we’re out here. We’re going to start working on it,” Steve said. “I’m a good worker. I’m not very good at anything else.”

“Thank you me for working,” Nia said, patting Steve’s shoulder.

“Uh… yeah. No worries,” Steve said. He reached the end point of where the wall stopped. There were plenty of logs out nearby, but no holes dug yet.

“Ok. I’m going to go work right here,” Steve said, indicating their side of the moat. “Do you want to sit in the grass or run back to Mama?”

Setting her down on her bare feet, he got down on one knee, waiting for her to decide.

“I’m ok,” Nia said, and sat down right there.

Ok. That means she’ll just watch, I suppose.

Setting down the axe, Steve shouldered his shovel and set to work.

Nia remained with him the entire time. She also got thirsty, drank his entire canteen of water, had to make water twice, and took a nap in the grass right there.

Steve kept on working, even as Nia slept quietly nearby. He did disturb her once, though, to pick her up and carry her further down the working area. He didn’t want to leave her unattended.

Letting out a short breath, Steve glanced back the way he’d come. A long line of holes dug out for the walls stretched behind him. There wasn’t much left to do to reach where the plain met the lake.

Looking back toward the cabin, he could see Nikki, Ina, Gwendolin and Lucia in conversation. Nikki was clearly leading the talk, judging by the way the women were fanned out around her.

Gwendolin didn’t seem to be worried or concerned about her daughter. Which meant she knew exactly where she was.

Turning his gaze to the sun, he found it was past midday. Maybe two hours or so by his best guess.

“You’re very good with children, husband,” Jaina said softly, catching him off guard.

“You’re a sneaky one, Jaina,” Steve said, moving his gaze to where he’d heard her voice coming from. She was crouched low in the grass and off to one side. She’d approached downwind of him, and from an angle he didn’t normally look toward. Between the cabin and the already complete wall.

“I’m a hunter. I would hope I am sneaky. I try very, very hard,” she said, easing closer towards him. She passed by Nia and gave her several sniffs as she did so. “Your other wives are over there swooning about how quickly you took to Nia.”

“Wasn’t hard. She’s a good kid. Just needs some attention,” Steve said, setting the shovel down. “What’s up?”

“I found some people in armor watching the farm,” Jaina said. “They looked like they were from Filch. I would assume they followed you home.”

“Huh. That’s odd,” Steve said, glancing to the open plains of the east.

“Yes. It is,” Jaina said. “I killed both women and dumped their corpses in the woods after stripping them.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t ask for permission before I did this.”

Jaina was hunched low at his feet, then rolled over onto her back. Reaching down, she lifted her shirt up and pushed her pants down a bit, exposing her belly to him.

Somehow exposing her vitals ended up being the same as asking for attention.

“I’m sorry, husband. I acted without speaking to you about what you wanted to do about them,” Jaina said. Her tail looked like it wanted to come up and cover her genital area, but it remained at her side instead.

Normally he’d indulge her in her Kobold instincts, but Nia wasn’t far away sleeping. Steve pulled her shirt down and her pants up. “Stop it. Stand up.”

Jaina looked even more depressed now that she’d been told to stand up than she had lying on the ground.

“Husband, I’m sorry. I should have—”

“Is there any way Filch will know that you killed them?” Steve asked, interrupting her.

“No. I broke their bodies down and scattered it all in the woods. I buried their heads,” Jaina said.

“Did you believe they were a threat to the farm?”

“Yes. They were looking at it as if they were attempting to figure out the best way to attack,” Jaina said.

“Anything on their persons of use or interest?” Steve asked.

“I kept their possessions. They’re behind the cabin.”

“Alright. Have Nikki see if she can turn their clothes into other things. Armor goes to Kassandra to see if she can do anything with it, then to Ferrah for scraps after that.

“For their weapons and tools, Kassandra, then Ferrah. See if she can rework them, or break them down,” Steve said.

“You’re not upset?” Jaina asked.

“I’m mildly annoyed that they followed us, but no, I’m not upset with you. You did what you felt was best for everyone on the farm. Nothing wrong with that, but just be sure you’re thinking it through in the future.”

“You won’t send me away? You haven’t made me your wife yet. You could always send me away,” Jaina said, her eyes turned to the ground.

“Have no fear, Jaina. My intentions are the same as they always were. I’ll see if we can’t get you worked in and taken care of in the upcoming week. Ok?

“But it might be a little difficult for a time,” Steve said, indicating the sleeping Nia.

“Oh. Oh! Yes. I understand. You mean it?” Jaina asked, looking infinitely happier.

“Yes, I mean it. Go,” Steve said.

“Ok. I’m going to go find Chessa, then I’ll do what you told me to. We’re actively working to track game. When the walls finish, we should be able to bring in a herd of deer. One deer at a time,” Jaina said, then ran off, spraying grass out behind her as she went.

Which was apparently more than enough to wake up Nia in the end.

“Huuuh?” she mumbled, sitting up. “I need to pee.”

“Oh? Take care of it right here then, if it’s only pee-pee. We’ll need to go talk to your Mama and the others after that,” Steve said.

Sounds like the mayor might be considering alternatives to dealing with us evenly.

“Ok,” Nia said. Scooting over from where she’d been lying, Nia squatted down and relieved herself right there in the grass.

Standing back up, she pulled up what he assumed was her underwear and then held her arms up to him. “Hold me.”

Picking up Nia with a chuckle, Steve headed back to the cabin. Long before he reached them, though, all eyes were on him.

“I just spoke with Jaina,” Steve said without a lead-up. “She killed two guards from Filch who were spying on us. She seemed to think they were trying to formulate a plan to attack us.”

Gwendolin bit her lip, Ina looked confused, and Nikki looked unsure of what to say.

“Idiots,” Lucia said with a sigh. “The mayor, bless her cold dead heart, is trying to decide if you’re worth trying to take over, or if she should continue to deal with you as she has. With the way things are going, food is going to become power. Very quickly.

“If she can take the farm, she’ll have control and power over her own city in every way. If not even the surrounding areas.”

“Got it. So we just kill any guard that comes this way, kill the mayor, and then deal with the new person. Right?” Steve asked.

“Ah… no,” Lucia said after a pause. “That would only work for the short term. Wouldn’t take care of the long-term problem.

“For a long-term solution, we’ll need to figure out a way to make sure they understand we’re not worth attacking and they’re better off dealing with us.”

Nikki nodded. “In other words, finish the wall, and armed guards watching our borders. I’d love to do more than that, but…”

There’s no time. That was the unspoken end to that sentence.

“Towers, reinforce the walls,” Steve added grimly, picking up where Nikki left off. “Barricades between the moat and the wall, and traps outside the moat. We can do all of that fairly quickly. We have a bowyer now, too.”

Steve pointedly looked at Lucia.

“I’ve already started,” Lucia said with a smile. “I have some projects drying right now.”

“Huh. Alright. We can get the rest rolling easily enough. I’m going to keep working on the wall,” Steve said. “That’ll end up being the biggest obstacle we can throw together, I think.”

Turning to Gwendolin, Steve gently passed Nia off to her.

“Thank you,” the Siren said, giving him a warm and wide smile. Then she looked to Nia. “Did you have fun working with Steve?”

“Yes. We’re building a naked tree wall to keep bad guys out,” Nia explained. “And we dug lots of holes.”

Grinning, Steve patted Nia on the head, swung his axe up to his shoulder, and went back to the wall. He had work to do.
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Steve grimaced and pulled a branch to one side so it wouldn’t keep pushing into his face.

He couldn’t see a damn thing where he was, but Jaina and Chessa both assured him there was a troop of five guards out in front of them. They were all hidden in the forest to the west of the cabin.

Four of them were Human, and the fifth was something much bigger, and in charge.

Chessa had found them first. Jaina had apparently discovered them from a different side a short bit later.

They’d ended up connecting with one another as they stalked the group independently. Jaina had gone back for reinforcements.

Steve, Ina, and Kassandra being those reinforcements.

Ina was practically living in Steve’s pocket. Her entire self was merged with him, one of her arms wrapped around his hips. Kassandra was behind both of them, only her head peeking up over the top of them.

They were huddled together in a thick bush Jaina had put them in. Apparently it was not too far from the enemy.

Now they were waiting for Chessa and Jaina to act. Steve’s target with his axe was the big one, probably a Troll or an Ogre.

Kassandra was going to take two of the Humans, and Ina a third. Jaina and Chessa would take the fourth and assist Kassandra with her second.

Or so was the plan.

They couldn’t afford to let these people go. It’d only been two days since the last two soldiers sent from Filch had been turned into worm food.

They’d made remarkable progress with the wall and traps, but the towers were yet to be finished. The obstacles between the moat and the wall only a bare framework.

Time was something they needed, and the longer the enemy couldn’t figure out what they were up to, the longer it’d take for them to act.

Ina’s hand was dipping down below Steve’s waistline again. Her palm cupped his rear end and gave it a light squeeze.

Ever since their frank conversation when Steve had de-zombified Jaina, they’d been equally handsy with one another in public and private. Becoming a Creep Witch had made Ina confident and bold.

Though he hadn’t attempted to get into her bed yet. There’d been simply too much work to do.

Steve came to bed a few hours before dawn, then woke up at dawn to start again.

There was a bird call from the north that Steve didn’t recognize. Which meant Jaina would be coming in soon.

Or at least as soon as the guards somewhere in front of them settled down again. Steve imagined that bird call would probably raise their awareness for a time.

Ina lifted her right hand up, and a small spinning circle of purple began building there. Turning end over end, it began to revolve into itself, creating smaller and smaller circles as it did.

Easing a half-step from Ina and Kassandra, Steve lifted up his axe and picked up his shield. As quietly as he could, he prepped for the attack.

There was a grunt, and something skidded by in the grass to their left.

Taking that as the signal, Steve leapt from the bush and rushed forward, looking for his target.

They were so close to the enemy that he practically stepped on one of the Filch guards as he ran ahead.

Then a giant boulder stood up and began to turn in place. Except it wasn’t a boulder like Steve had thought—it was his target. The thing they’d told him he was responsible for.

The fuck is it!? A boulder with arms and legs? What the fuck.

I swear to Shitty Steve I’m going to talk to—EEEEEEEEEE!

The boulder brought around a tree-sized club and swung it at Steve. With no time to react, and thinking that if he took the blow on his shield he’d lose his arm, Steve brought his weapon around. He swung his axe with the intent to chop the club.

When the two weapons connected, there was an explosion of force. Steve’s axe rebounded backward and the head of it smacked into his shoulder.

Exploding into absolute sawdust, the club disintegrated. In the blast it also took part of the boulder’s forearm with it. Everything from the hand to the elbow simply wasn’t there anymore.

Not wasting any time, Steve charged forward, thrusting his axe out like a sword toward the boulder’s chest.

When the head connected, it went through the armored torso. Right up to the point that Steve’s hand was pushed against the bloody flesh. An explosion of blood and gore splashed out the back of the boulder and rained down on everything behind it.

Dropping down and then slumping backward, the boulder lay there. Twitching.

Turning, Steve raised his axe and looked at everyone behind himself.

Two women in armor stood there with their hands up. Weapons at their feet. A third woman was in a bush where they started, Jaina perched atop her. The fourth woman was standing, but Chessa was behind her with arms wrapped up around her throat.

“Get down on the ground and put your hands behind your back,” Steve growled.

Both women dropped to the ground and did exactly what he said. The one in Chessa’s arms went limp and apparently fainted. Then one of the two on the ground started sobbing loudly while the other begged for her life.

More crying? Why is there always crying?

Steve blew out a breath, then started to spit after he licked his lips. All he could taste was blood.

The four women provided no resistance at all; they let themselves be tied up. Steve dragged the now-very-dead boulder behind him by an ankle while the four women walked in front of him. They threw cautious and nervous glances back at him often.

To Steve, the only one in any danger was the one still crying. Steve would happily brain her if it would shut her up.

Swinging down, the impromptu drawbridge that was part of the palisade settled to the ground. Everyone trooped in quietly without a word. Though Steve did notice he got several stares from his own people.

Looking down at himself, he could only confirm that yes, he was coated in blood and chunks of whatever the boulder had been. There was little he could do till he could jump in the lake, though.

Could maybe do a running leap from the pier Misty put in, too. Now that we also have the pier and part of the lake protected by the palisade walls, it’s not as if there are predators in the water.

Don’t care if Misty said there weren’t any in the lake before the wall, either—it’s walled in now.

Horror lake next to the horror woods.

Blinking several times, Steve realized he was at his cabin. Dropping the ankle, Steve groaned and stood up straight.

“Oh my blessed g—Are you ok?” Nikki asked, coming over to him.

“Huh? Oh, yeah. Whatever that thing is, that’s what all this is,” Steve said, gesturing at himself. “Its chest exploded.”

“It’s a Troll, dear,” Nikki said. “And… Trolls don’t explode.”

“That one did,” Steve said, and he pressed a hand to the back of his neck. “I wanna go wash off.”

“What about the prisoners?” Nikki asked, pointing a finger at the four women who were standing near one another.

“Throw them in the hole I dug the other day for Ferrah,” Steve said, waving a hand at the prisoners. “I’ll dig her another one to test mining out of.”

Steve didn’t care. He really just wanted to wash up. That was the only thought in his mind.

Dropping his axe into its place against the cabin, Steve started heading for the lake out to the south. He’d been steadily expanding it, digging it closer and closer to the cabin. It wasn’t much more than twenty feet away anymore at the closest. Though it wasn’t very deep there yet. Much of it was less than four feet, only getting to ten feet deep where the lake had started.

Even then, it was clear the expansion of the lake, along with the constant flow of watering-can water, had changed it.

The water was crystal clear. Fish were huge and beautiful. As were the frogs, lizards, and anything else that made the lake its home. The further you got from this point, though, the lesser the effect. But it was always expanding. Given enough time, the lake would be all watering-can water.

Looking around, he didn’t see Misty anywhere. Which was probably a good thing. He tended to give her a quick tumble whenever he caught her by the water. With Nia wandering around all the time, he wasn’t about to risk that if he didn’t know where she was.

Thinking of the tiny Siren, Steve looked over his shoulder to the main cabin. He was expanding it.

Again.

It now had a full basement, which Ferrah, Enart, and Kassandra had immediately moved into.

Leaving space on the main floor for Gwendolin and Nia. Nikki still kept to the original bed that Steve almost always slept in. And Misty slept in her odd bathtub enclosure. The main level was also the main living room, kitchen, and dining room now.

The second floor was now where Chessa, Jaina, Lucia, and Ina slept. Chessa and Jaina shared a room, while Ina and Lucia shared another. Though there were plans to expand the second floor to cover the entirety of the ground floor. It would give them each their own room.

Just another day. We can put up that interior wall, and the new section of the cabin will be ready. Nia will be walled off and won’t hear me.

I hope.

Nikki bounced into place next to him and began to hop along with him.

“Dear, I wanted to talk to you,” Nikki said.

“Sure,” Steve said, reaching the waterline. He started to pull off his clothes. He hoped they’d wash out. He didn’t have much in the way of things of this clear value.

Working off his belt quickly, Steve pulled out the tongue and then stepped out of his pants. “What’s up?”

“Gwendolin,” Nikki said slowly. “She’s a Siren.”

“Yeap,” Steve said, kicking his pants to one side along with his boxers. Grabbing his shirt, he started to pull it over his head.

“Kassandra said that she didn’t sing or hum or anything near you,” Nikki said.

“Nope. She didn’t even really talk to me. She ran away as soon as she saw me,” Steve admitted, dropping straight into the shallow water. It was significantly warmer than he’d expected.

Misty must be keeping this part warmer than the rest. Nice.

“You know that I love you, right?” Nikki asked. “I don’t say it as often as I should. I’m still… afraid of caring for you as I do… not all relationships are made out of love. It’s scary to me at times.”

“Uh huh,” Steve said, submerging himself all the way to the top of his head. After scrubbing furiously at his hair for a minute, he came back up quickly enough. “I love you too, Nikki.”

Smiling at him, crouched at the edge of the water, the Faun was watching him.

“I know you do. Why did you take Gwendolin? Not that I dislike her or don’t want her, mind you. She’s a very nice woman and has been nothing but kind to me.

“I’m just… nervous. A Siren is very different. They’re not as notorious as Nymphs or Succubi, but… definitely a concern.”

“Oh. Uh. Well, she didn’t sing, hum, or do anything to me, as I said. I got the impression she didn’t want anything to do with me at first,” Steve said. “As to why I brought her… partially because… well—”

Steve laughed sharply and grabbed his pants, pulling them into the water.

“Nia. I wanted to protect Nia. I could see nothing but a hard life for her and Gwendolin so far. And that she was going to have a much harder life ahead of her. I… wanted to intercede, so I did,” Steve said, scrubbing at his pants.

“You… took Gwendolin as a woman to save Nia?” Nikki asked, a hint of humor in her voice. “Steve… are you sure you’re my brute? That’s incredibly not brutish of you.”

“Sorry. Your brute is going away, I guess. Being replaced with a civilized man,” Steve said, looking up at her. “Err… as civilized as a man can be when he uses an axe to murder a Troll unprovoked, I guess.”

Nikki laid a hand to his cheek, leaned forward, and kissed him.

“Keep being you, dear. You’re wonderful,” Nikki said. “I look forward to tomorrow night when you finish the wall. I promise to try and keep my volume down… but it’s so hard.”

Steve chuckled and gave her a grin. “I miss making love to you, Nikki. I’ll be gentle.”

Nikki gave him a wide grin, her slotted pupils contracting. “I’m going to go take care of our prisoners and find out what they know.”

Focusing on cleaning his clothes, Steve set in to work out the stains.

 

***

 

Leaning over the table Lucia was working at, Steve watched her as she went about her job. She’d set up her work camp just in front of the cabin. Right alongside where Nikki worked.

He had no idea what she was doing, but as he watched it made sense to him.

She was diligently removing a bit of wood near the upper portion of the bow she was working on.

Glancing up at him, her black eyes looked mischievous.

“Would you like to know how it works?” she asked.

“No. I understand. You’re gaining mechanical energy. The weapon is drawn back, potential energy stored in the limbs, and then released kinetically. You’re removing wood in that spot to allow the limbs to flex easier.

“It’s also why the whole thing is curving the other way slightly. So when you string it, it’ll have more force,” Steve said. He definitely understood it. Just not how to make them.

Lucia’s eyes were boring into him right now.

“You’re… different. Aren’t you?” she asked finally.

“Very,” Steve said. “How many do you think will be ready?”

“I have to stretch them a bit so they don’t shatter on the first use, make sure they can bend appropriately. Then it’s a matter of seeing who can use one already and who needs to be taught,” Lucia said. “How many bows I’ll have ready isn’t how many archers you’ll have. With more time later, I can try my hand at other things. Things that would take more effort but are easier to use.”

“Ah… that’s a good point. Like a crossbow. Thanks, Lucia. Good work,” Steve said, giving her a smile. Then he moved on.

Since cleaning off and getting on some dry clothes, he’d been checking in with everyone.

If the mayor’s response was to send double the number of soldiers for the second scouting run, that meant the third run would likely be unstoppable. Whatever information they gathered would go back to Filch.

It meant their time was running out.

A squeal of laughter came from the far side of the cabin.

Nia sprinted around the side of the wall, pumping her legs as her arms swung wildly back and forth above her head. Clutched in her hands was a beet.

“Steve!” she shouted and ran towards him, holding her prize up above her head.

“Nia!” called Gwendolin as she turned the corner.

Laughing, Nia ran to Steve. Only to come to a sliding stop in front of him.

“Steve! Hold me,” Nia demanded.

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, picking her up in one arm. Sliding her into place against his side, Steve kept walking. He still needed to check in on Ferrah.

Against her wishes, he’d forced her to set up at the end point of the moat system, where it drained into the lake. The new hole he’d dug for her had immediately been successful in finding quarriable rock.

The old hole wasn’t that far away, and held four dirty, angry, and hungry—but healthy—guards from Filch. Who still weren’t talking.

“I got a red rock,” Nia said, holding up the beet in front of him.

“It’s a beet,” Steve said. “You eat it.”

“Ooooh yeah,” Nia said, as if she’d known that all along. Then she lifted the beet up to her mouth and took a bite out of it.

Gwendolin came up to him, looking nervous and beautiful. Her hands were in front of her, her fingers holding one another.

“Hello, Steve,” she said, clearly unsure of what he assumed was everything.

“Hey Gwen. You two girls do alright in your new room last night?” Steve asked, looking to Nia.

The tiny Siren nodded her head, smiling at him as she chewed.

“Yes. Thank you,” Gwendolin said, giving up on whatever it was she was going to do and just falling in beside him as he walked. “I’m sorry. She stole the beet from the barrel. I’ll take her punishment.”

“Huh? How can she steal what’s hers?” Steve said, tapping Nia’s nose, which now had some very red beet juice on it. She was systematically eating the beet.

“Hers?” Gwendolin asked.

“Gwendolin, I asked you here to be my wife. Didn’t I?” Steve asked.

“Yes,” said the Siren. Her voice had a hint of worry in it.

“If you’re my wife, isn’t this your beet as well? Which means, as your daughter, isn’t it Nia’s?” Steve asked.

“I… really?” Gwendolin asked.

“Uh huh,” Steve said, poking the beet. “Nia’s.”

“My beet,” Nia said, then smiled at Steve with a red-smeared face. “Thank you me.”

“Oh, so well mannered. You’re welcome,” Steve said. “Now, Gwendolin. Just because the… formalities… haven’t been observed, it doesn’t mean you’re not my wife. Or woman, if you prefer that term. Alright?”

“Yes… Steve. Thank you. I’m sorry… I just… I never thought I’d have a second chance. I’ll learn everything about farming and be a good wife,” Gwendolin said. “I’m very thankful for what you did for us. I’m just scared.”

“Don’t be scared, Mama,” Nia said, trying to reach out toward Gwendolin with a red-stained hand.

“Ah… let’s not stain Mama’s pretty clothes,” Steve said, catching the little girl’s hand with his own.

“Mama is pretty,” Nia said.

“Yes. She really is. I think she’s beautiful.

“Now. Let’s go talk to Ferrah. She’s doing Dwarfy things,” Steve said.

“Dada was pretty,” Nia said suddenly, causing the conversation to die outright. “Dada went away. He’ll be back soon.”

“No, sweetie. Remember? Dada went away and he can’t come back,” Gwendolin said. “He’s not coming back ever again. Like grandma.”

“Oh,” Nia said. “Oh.”

The small child’s face fell, and her eyes dropped to the ground.

“I can talk to Ferrah later,” Steve said, turning back to the lake. “But you know what needs to happen right now? I need to throw you in the water. You’re all covered in beet juice. You need a bath.”

Nia laughed and shook her head.

“Don’t throw me,” she said.

“Yep, gonna throw you. Skip you like a stone over the water. Can you skip stones?” he asked.

“Skip stones?” Nia asked.

“Ooooh, you’ll like it. You get to throw rocks. The one time you’re allowed to do so,” Steve said, taking the beet from her hands.

“Mama said not to throw rocks,” Nia said.

“Exactly! I’m going to throw you in the lake, and then we’re going to throw rocks,” Steve said.

Nia laughed and pressed sticky, beet-stained hands to his face. “Don’t throw me! I’m not a rock!”

“Gonna throw you so hard. I bet you skip all the way to the other side,” Steve said, nodding his head. “Misty will have to go get you.”

Nia only laughed and shook his head with her red fingers.

“No!” she squealed.


Nineteen

 

Staring out at the lake inside the palisade wall, Steve wondered how long it’d be before they could put in a floating gatehouse.

Until it happened, they’d be forced to only fish within the much smaller area inside the wall. It meant that Misty would have to be much more careful with how much fish they could take. Not without bringing in more fish from the rest of the lake.

It was going to be a definite limitation to them. More so if the mayor of Filch pushed harder on Steve and his farm.

This was his homestead. He wasn’t about to surrender it or its goods to someone else for no reason.

Looking up at the dark sky above him, he wished not for the first time that he was tired. Or at least tired enough that when he laid his head down to sleep, his mind would turn off and do so.

Tonight it had simply run wildly in circles, flailing at anything it could. Worries, what-if scenarios, and things far out of his control.

Doesn’t help that Nikki was willing, but it was just too hard with Nia not that far away.

Do I need to make a separate building for children?

I mean… there’s the distinct possibility I’ll be having some in the future, right? It’s not like I’ve been using birth control.

Wait, birth control?

He understood the term, but there had been a lot more context there for a split second, and then it vanished just as wholly as so many other things he thought of.

Grumbling and feeling annoyed at Shitty Steve, Steve leaned forward and looked to the water nearby.

A soft warmth pressed to his back and two arms wrapped around his middle. One hand immediately went down the front of his pants and into them. The other went up under his shirt.

“Hey there,” Ina whispered into his ear, her lips brushing against his earlobe. “Looks like I caught you all alone.”

Ina’s hand caressed down along his shaft. Then her warm fingers closed around it and she began to idly play with it back and forth. At the same time, her left hand was toying with his chest.

Steve felt her teeth sink into his ear, and it made his whole body tremble.

“Damn, Ina. I know we’ve been really heavy-petting with one another, but that’s a little intense,” Steve said, turning his head toward her.

“I know. It’s been hard not to just jump into your bed after you keep fondling me. Then again, I know it’s hard for you after I do the same right back,” Ina said after releasing him. Then she chuckled and kissed his ear. “But it’s kinda fun. Seeing who can fondle who without getting caught. I think I’m winning so far. Nikki catches you all the time. You’re so… not subtle.”

“What if I wanted to do more than get a feel for you right now?” Steve asked. He was feeling rather pent up, frustrated, and could really use an outlet right now.

It didn’t hurt that Ina was a shorter and just a bit smaller in figure version of Gwendolin. She was an amazing beauty of Human femininity.

“I’d say it’s about time?” Ina said, and began to lightly trail kisses down along his jaw and neck. Her hand in his pants continued to fondle his manhood, tugging it back and forth. “I got some advice from Misty and Nikki. I think I’m ready for you, big boy. Right here in the grass, even. But you have to be gentle with me.”

“I can be very gentle,” Steve said, spreading his knees apart.

“Oh? Good,” Ina replied, her hand immediately getting a better grip on him, her speed staying steady, but her strokes getting much deeper. “Because that’s what I want. Gentle. I want to enjoy you for all you’re worth.”

Damn, she’s awfully forward.

Kinda like it.

Misty and Nikki are so passive. And Chessa is… well, Chessa.

“Now. How about you show me your tongue and get me ready,” Ina said, and then gave his neck a quick bite. “I want to see your head between my thighs.”

Extremely forward.

Ina pulled away then, her hands retreating from his body. Quick as he could, Steve pulled off his shirt, pants, and boxers. Dropping them all into a pile.

Turning, he found Ina pulling her blouse up over her head, her heavy breasts spilling free. She was naked and beautiful.

Giving him a smile, Ina laid down in the grass right there, then spread her knees apart and patted her inner thighs.

“Eat up,” she said.

He wasn’t about to begrudge Ina the request. He often asked for similar treatment from all three of the women he currently shared a bed with.

After settling down on his stomach in the grass, Steve was surprised.

Ina was hairless. Completely smooth and without a trace of it. She was also quite clearly freshly washed. She smelled of Misty’s pond.

“With how often we’ll be doing this for each other, I figure I should do my part to make it nice for you. Chessa said you liked it hairless,” Ina said, her fingers idly playing through Steve’s hair. “Be sure to return the favor for next time, husband.”

Ina then lightly pulled on Steve’s head, easing him into her privates.

Reaching up with his fingers, he very carefully inspected her lips and hood. Using the tip of his tongue, he began to lick up along the lips of her dainty flesh.

“Yeah,” Ina said softly from above him.

Exploring along the edges of her, Steve worked back and forth diligently. Moving up one lip, then down the other. He took his time, savoring her.

After a few minutes, he began to tentatively go for her hood and the little pearl that was peeking out. Without attacking it directly, he worked around it and through the hood itself.

“Heavens above, that’s wonderful,” Ina said, her fingernails slipping back and forth against Steve’s head.

Smiling, Steve kissed her nethers and then started to push his tongue forcefully against her tight nub. Pushing it one way and then the other.

“Nn, that’s really good. But I want you. Come up here and mount me,” Ina said, patting his head tenderly.

Receiving his direction, Steve got up from her thighs and then slithered up along her body.

Getting his knees up against her hips, he settled into place between her legs.

Reaching down, Ina put her left hand to his side and grabbed his tip with her right hand. In a blink she had him fitted into her entry and was pulling on him with both hands on his sides.

“That’s right, come to your Creep Witch and let me have you,” she murmured.

Putting his hands down at the sides of her chest, Steve pushed forward into her.

Ina closed her eyes as her shoulders lifted up slightly and her legs tightened up against his sides. He could feel her body practically coiling up under him as he filled her.

When he reached his hilt, he leaned down and nuzzled her gently.

“I’m all the way in,” he said.

“It hurts but feels good, too. It’s a weird… full… feeling,” Ina whispered. Then she turned her head and kissed him twice, rapidly. “Alright. I’m ready. Gimmie what’s mine.”

Shifting his body backward, he exited her, reached his head, and then went forward again. Her tight walls squeezed at him, resisting being forced apart as he dove into her depths.

Steve began to work himself into a slow but deep rhythm. Rocking against Ina and giving her the full head-to-hilt treatment.

“Yeah, I like that,” she said, her hands trailing up and down his back. “Little faster.”

Speeding up incrementally, Steve pumped away at Ina, his shaft spearing into her.

Moaning softly as she breathed heavy and deep, Ina continued to stroke his back, her legs spread apart and ankles hanging in the air.

“Faster,” she murmured. “And a little harder, but not too hard.”

Smirking at the continued directions, Steve leaned down and kissed her roughly, but he did as she asked, thrusting down into her.

After a handful of seconds, Ina pushed his head away, then pulled it down into her neck. As she pushed him hard there, he got the impression she wanted him to sink his teeth in.

Which he eagerly did.

“Yeah, yeah, bite me. Bite me, hard. Keep thrusting just… like that,” she murmured. Then she moaned deeply, her fingers digging into his back. Her ankles came down to his rear and held him tight there, almost preventing him from moving.

He could feel her quivering under him, her whole body shuddering.

“I’m there, Ina,” Steve said, feeling like he was really close.

Ina didn’t release him, though. Ten seconds after her climax started, she finished, and only then did she let him go.

“Not in me,” Ina said. “I can’t get pregnant right now. I want to. Desperately. I know I need to get pregnant. But not yet.

“Lean back.”

With a hand on his shoulder, Ina pushed him off of her and onto his rear. Before he could even complain or ask what she was doing, she’d engulfed his length in her mouth.

Her short blond hair swayed back and forth as her blue eyes gazed up at him, her head gliding to and fro. There was a small smile around her full lips as she sucked hard at his girth.

Coming up from below, her left hand grabbed a hold of his nuts and squeezed them as her right hand circled his hilt. She was working him expertly. Exactly like Misty did.

“Mmmmm?” Ina mumbled around him, as if looking for reassurance.

“It’s great,” Steve said softly. “Gonna go.”

“Mmmm,” Ina murmured, working faster and harder.

Hitting his climax, Steve watched as his member flexed, most of it lodged in Ina’s mouth.

“Mmmhmmm,” Ina cooed, stroking him as he continued to fire into her mouth. She coughed once, her eyes narrowing, but she continued to pull at him with her mouth, not moving away from him.

Steve has gained the Humanist accolade.

She didn’t stop either once he finished, and worked him for several more seconds, making his entire body quiver. She also reached up with one hand and dismissed the same window he’d just gotten, he imagined.

Finally, she pulled away, then spit out his seed into her hand and coughed several times.

“Oooou. Sorry, husband. But that was just too thick for me. I wasn’t expecting it,” she said, looking at her hand. She coughed twice more and seemed to get control of herself. “I’ll do better now that I can see it and know how it feels in my mouth.”

She looked up at him and smiled, then licked her hand and slurped up the contents.

Oh my god, she’s something entirely different.

And I really, really like it.

Having a harem is great.

 

***

 

Having a harem sucks.

Steve sighed and kneeled down at the edge of the pit the captured guards were in. Nikki had pleaded with him to go talk to the women. They might be more willing to deal with him than with her.

Then Misty had asked him. Then Ina.

Even Chessa had.

Feeling the pressure, Steve had caved.

“Hey,” he said to the four women seated in the corners of their muddy, dirty pit. “You girls getting hungry yet?”

One of the women looked up and glared at him. He couldn’t tell what any of them looked like, as they were mostly filth covered.

“You’re going to die when the mayor finds out about this,” said the woman.

“No, I won’t. I’ll just offer her produce in exchange for having killed you. Same thing I plan to do for the two who died before you got here,” Steve said. “She won’t even bat an eye. One less mouth to feed, and more food to give to other mouths.

“That it, then? That’s how this ends? You’re going to sit down there in your shit pit and fling stupid arguments up at me? I mean, if that’s how it’s going to be, I’m just going to go get a spear and stab you to death from here. You’re worth nothing to me.”

All four women were staring up at him now, universal shock in all of their eyes.

“You wouldn’t,” said one of the others.

“I would. There’s no reason to bother with you four if I gain nothing. Right now you’re just an annoyance, since I’m not feeding you,” Steve said. “Though I was also thinking of tying you to the walls. It would keep the Creeps busy. Then I’d feed you, but I’d also just leave you there as Creep bait.”

Shifting his weight around from foot to foot, Steve was bored. Looking up from the pit, he gazed over to where Ferrah was working out some pins or screws. Steve couldn’t tell from here.

They’re really under-utilizing iron. I wonder why. I’ll need to ask her.

I bet it’s that they’re not getting the right carbon amounts into the iron. Too much and it’s pig. Brittle.

Not enough and it’s wrought, and pretty soft.

Blacksmith coke is made in the same way as charcoal is, isn’t it?

Need to test that. Knowledge without memories again.

Shitty Steve…

“Ok. I’m done. Going to get my spear,” Steve said, getting up.

“I’ll talk! I’ll fuck you! I’ll whatever you want!” said one of the women. “Just… get me out of here and let me have a bath. I’ll do anything!”

“You can’t!” said the woman who had spoken first.

“Can and will. What are you gonna do, kill me?” said the other woman, who then held up a hand to Steve. “Pull me up and let me bathe, I’ll give you anything.”

“Me too!” said another woman.

“I as well!” said the last.

“Ok, kill her,” Steve said, pointing to the fourth woman, who had been resistant the entire time. It would help tie the three women to him and the farm. “Then I’ll pull you out. I’ll be back in like… five minutes. Try to make it quick for her. She didn’t do anything wrong, she’s just loyal.”

“But… that’d flag us as murderers, traitors, and betrayers,” said one of the women.

“Good. Then you can’t go back to Filch, and you’ll be stuck here with me,” Steve said.

Getting to his feet, Steve started to walk over to Ferrah. Behind him he could hear muted thumps and a muffled moan.

The Dwarven woman looked up at his approach, froze, and then put down the work she was doing.

“Ah… hu-hus-husband?” Ferrah asked, hesitating on the word several times. She brushed her hands against her leather apron, then wiped at her dirty face.

Grinning, Steve indicated her forge. It looked like what he was expecting it to be, but it didn’t seem right either. He felt like it could be improved simply with a large bellows and a deeper coal bed.

“Hey Ferrah, just wanted to see how you’re doing,” Steve said, walking up to her. Looking down at the Dwarf, he gave her a smile. “How are you?”

“Good. Good. Just… settling in still. Was very kind of you to let me join you. I know I’m no looker and there’s so many Dwarves out there that look Human now that I really didn’t have a chance and my mom always said I’d find someone but I never believed her and—” Ferrah ran out of breath and then took in a deep gasp of air, staring up at Steve in horror.

Laughing to himself, Steve shook his head.

“Relax. About your forge,” Steve said, pointing at it. She’d set it up all on her own, he’d had nothing to do with it in any way. “Why is it so open? Shouldn’t you have it more closed up with a restricted airflow? Fill it up with charcoal and just… let it rip to pig iron, then draw it into bars?

“After that, wouldn’t you take it to hammer-forging after with coal and coke?”

Ferrah stared up at him, her green eyes wide and unblinking.

“I… what?” she asked.

“Do you use iron? Or just bronze?” Steve said, starting there.

“Iron for some things… but it breaks easy, or just can’t hold an edge,” Ferrah said. “Bronze mostly otherwise. It just does better than iron.”

Yeah, no. Bronze won’t do. Too reliant on other metals that aren’t always found near one another. And if trade is dying… no. No bronze.

“Ok, so that’s pig iron and wrought iron respectively. Brittle and soft,” Steve said. “Needs more or less carbon.”

“I really don’t understand,” Ferrah said, shaking her head. “But I want to know more.”

“Right. Uh. Get me as much iron as you can, coal, and charcoal. Do you know how to make charcoal?” Steve asked.

Ferrah shook her head.

“Right, we’ll have to start ordering that from Filch than. I really don’t want to get into charcoal burning while we’re doing everything else,” Steve muttered. “Got a bellows?”

Ferrah shook her head again.

Right. Ok. The tech here is all over the place and wrong.

“Get two pieces of wood, shaped like pans. You also need some water-sealed leather,” Steve said, holding up his hands in roughly the bellows shape of a V. “You need to get them assembled like this. So it’s wood, leather, wood. And it all comes together to a point here where the air is going to come out. We’ll need to cut a small flap in the inside of this piece to make a valve so air can enter but won’t leave when you compress it.”

Ferrah was nodding her head, and then she starting shaking it.

“Nevermind, I’ll make the bellows. You get as much iron and coal as you can. And some stone. We’re going to modify your forge,” Steve said, then gave her a casual hand wave. “Need to go check on my death match.”

Walking away from the clearly stunned Dwarf, Steve went back to the hole.

Three women stood staring up at the opening above them. The fourth woman was face down in the mud below them, unmoving.

“She dead?” Steve asked simply.

Two of the women nodded, then the third turned and heaved up her water-only breakfast onto the back of the dead one. There wasn’t much room for her to do it elsewhere

“Great. I’ll get a rope. You can go clean up and tell me everything you know. And I do mean everything,” Steve said.

“The mayor wants your farm,” said the woman who had volunteered first. “She wants to run it. She doesn’t think you can keep it safe, but she thinks her guards can. She sent us to find out your defenses and how to take over the farm. She wants it all for herself.”

Steve raised his eyebrows. She’d given him information he’d already assumed, but it was good to hear confirmation.

She’d also given it to him before she’d even gotten out of the pit. He briefly considered leaving her down there, but realized he could use the farm hands. He’d just have to restrict their movements and have Kassandra keep an eye on them for a while.

Doesn’t hurt that they murdered their compatriot. They shouldn’t be much of a problem.

Never know, though.

Worst case I just kill them.


Twenty

 

“It’s healthy,” Enart said, nodding at Steve.

“Ok. Anything… anything else?” Steve asked.

“No,” Enart said, giving her head a shake. “It’s healthy, and well cared for. You’ve done well so far. It’s my job now. I will handle it.

“Should I come to your bed tonight now that I’ve completed my first duty?”

Steve grimaced at that.

“You know what… just… you do you,” Steve said, patting the big Cyclops on the forearm. He was instantly turned off by the idea that it would be little more than a contractual obligation. “Just keep up the good work.”

Turning away, Steve headed for the cabin. He’d gone to the western wall to talk to Enart about the current situation for the forest. If everything was fine, he wasn’t about to sit there spinning his wheels. There was always more to do.

At least the palisade is done now. Just wish those towers could go up faster.

Looking toward the gatehouse, he could see Jaina and Ina working in tandem. They were lifting logs and holding them in place while others fitted them, tied them, and hammered them together. The rampart was coming together, though just as slowly as the towers.

Then again, it’s much easier with those two being able to make things float like that.

I wonder if I could make more Creep Witches. Just gotta find Creeps I can turn. Right?

I wonder… what if I took those three guards and let them get bit… die, and then dunk them into the moat?

That’d work, right? That’d also bind them to me.

I’ll run it by Nikki. I get the feeling casually murdering them like that may not be ideal.

“Steve!” shouted a voice before something slammed into his hip. “Hold me!”

Snickering, he reached down, lifted up Nia, and fit her into his side. She fit rather well there. “What are you doing, Screechy?”

“I’m not Screechy, I’m just Nia!” Nia said.

“Uh huh. Where’s your mama, Screechy?” Steve said, continuing on toward the cabin.

“Talking with Nik-key. Mama wants to take over cooking, cleaning, and housework,” Nia said.

“Oh. That makes sense,” Steve said, stopping in his tracks. If Nikki and Gwendolin were talking, he didn’t really want to bother them. Gwendolin was just barely starting to have more than casual conversations with people.

Apparently she’s finally figuring out that she’s here to stay and is one of my women.

“Jaina let me ride her,” Nia said.

“Did she now?” Steve said, looking toward the gatehouse again.

“Yes. She said I was cute.”

“You are cute. Hm, what to do,” Steve said.

“Plant me an apple tree?” Nia asked.

“That’s a good point. We don’t have any fruit trees at all, do we?” Steve said, turning his head toward the empty fields to the southeast. He’d left a massive amount of open green fields. A good part of that would need to be kept as open fields for livestock, but that was only about ten percent of the vast open plains he’d pulled in with the palisade walls.

It’d taken significantly more trees to get it all included, but it allowed for a lot more room to grow.

“No fruit trees, or nuts,” Steve mused.

“I hate nuts. Nuts are bad. Berries and fruits please, Steve,” Nia said.

“Got it, no nuts,” Steve said. “No nuts for Nia. Remember that when I’m burying your first boyfriend in the backyard.”

“What?” Nia asked.

“Never mind. Forget I said anything. Don’t repeat that to Mama,” Steve said. It was odd how angry he instantly felt at the idea of someone dating Nia.

He’d barely known the child for but a handful of days, and he was already feeling extremely protective of her.

It didn’t make sense to him. But it also fit a strange empty spot in his stomach. One that he couldn’t explain.

Regretfully, he turned around and started heading back to where he’d last seen Enart.

She was crouched in the ground, pulling things out of a satchel at her side. To Steve it looked like small bits of plants, fur, and other things.

She looked up from her work as Steve approached, her single eye narrowing.

“Yes, husband?” Enart asked when he stopped in front of her.

“Any chance of you finding any fruit trees in the forest? Or berry bushes? I’d like to see if we can’t plant them on the farm and start getting them going. Nia would like some,” Steve said.

“Fruits please!” Nia said, holding her arms above her head.

Enart slowly cracked a smile at the small Siren. It was the first time Steve had seen any emotion on her face at all.

“I shall endeavor to find whatever I can for you,” Enart said.

“Thank you me,” Nia said, nodding her head. Then she pointed toward where Jaina and Ina were working. “That way now.”

Steve gave Enart a grimace that was a smile at the same time. “See you later, Enart.”

“Goodbye for now, husband,” Enart said, returning to pulling things from her satchel.

Standing at the top of the only tower they’d made so far, Chessa lounged in a corner. She was leaning against the corner beam, and she seemed bored.

“I wanna go up,” Nia said, pointing upward.

“I dunno, seems kinda dangerous up there, doesn’t it?” Steve asked, peering up as well.

Chessa appeared at the edge of the ladder above them and waved a hand.

“I’m glad to see you. Come up,” Chessa said. “I’ll hold the little one.”

“Yes. Up! Chessa can hold me and-and-and then… then I can look. And… and yes. Up!” Nia said. Then she hugged Steve tight and kissed his cheek.

“Right,” Steve grumbled, looking at the ladder. “Hold on tight to me, ok Screechy?”

“Yes. I will,” Nia said. “I’m just Nia. Not Screechy.”

Balancing her against his front, Steve let go of her to begin climbing the ladder slowly.

When he reached the top, Chessa thankfully fished the Siren out and pulled her up the rest of the way.

“Oh heavens above, thank you Chessa,” Steve said.

“Anything for you. I must take care of my man,” Chessa said as Steve made it up to the top of the tower.

“You see anything out there today?” Steve asked. It’d been a full week since they’d ambushed the group of five guards. Since then, only Chessa, Jaina, and Enart had left the safety of the walls. They weren’t about to send another crop to Filch until something was done. There was no point in risking anyone.

“I have, yes. But I also saw them yesterday,” Chessa said, leaning up against the corner of the tower again. “Their hunters are good, but they don’t know the area as well yet. They’re looking for ambushes and traps in the forest and approaching areas.”

“Yesterday?” Steve asked.

“Yes, but I wasn’t sure if they were part of Filch or just casual hunters. They hunt my woods from time to time. Not many of them, but sometimes,” Chessa said. She had both of her arms around Nia and appeared to be holding the girl as if she were a precious thing. “These are guards. Not hunters. I saw them link up with three squads in the distance. I believe they’ll make contact with us today.”

“Really?” Steve asked. He couldn’t fathom how she knew that either.

“Yes, in fact. I can see three people walking this way,” Chessa said, then pointed with a finger around Nia toward the distant horizon. “It’s why I was glad to see you.”

“And here I thought you were just happy to see me for me,” Steve said, peering out to the spot Chessa had indicated.

Chessa looked at him oddly, and then a small smile spread across her face.

“I am happy to see you for you as well,” Chessa said. “Visit me tonight and I’ll make sure you know it.”

“No. Steve is going to stay with Mama and me,” Nia said, patting Chessa’s shoulder.

Chessa snorted at that and then nuzzled Nia, saying nothing.

Steve had no intention of visiting Gwendolin. He felt like she wasn’t ready or willing for anything along those lines yet. And he wasn’t about to push for it. He was more than happy with Misty, Nikki, Chessa, and Ina anyways.

“I’m going to go get Kassandra and Ina,” Steve said. “Can you handle getting Nia down on your own?”

“Yes. I can handle Nia. You should get Lucia as well. I would bet on her being a good archer,” Chessa said.

Steve only nodded at that, then started climbing down the tower.

Rounding up Kassandra and Ina took a bit more effort. Kassandra needed to stow away the three guards-turned-farmhands for a time.

At the same time, Steve had to tell Nikki about who was heading their way so they could plan accordingly.

Lucia turned up all on her own, bow in hand, along with a quiver full of arrows.

Now they were all standing at the gatehouse, the drawbridge was down and they were staring out.

In the distance, Steve could clearly see three people heading his way. He couldn’t tell from this distance, but it seemed like a leader and two people acting as guards.

“What are we going to be saying?” Nikki asked.

“About what?” Steve replied.

“Their missing guards, for one, and why we didn’t come back to sell more produce. Or the fact that we’re greeting them in an armed fashion,” Nikki said.

“That’s an easy answer,” Lucia said from above them in the tower. “We saw guards-turned-Creeps outside and assumed Filch was under attack. There was no reason to return after that, and no point in risking anything.”

Huh. That’s a very easy lie to use that would take care of most everything.

They’d have to explain how guards were here and assure us that Filch is standing. I wonder how they’ll respond to that.

“I like that,” Kassandra said. “It’s more than enough to get them to back up, isn’t it?”

“I would think so,” Steve said. “Good work, Lucia.”

“I’m not just a pretty and skilled Fae, you know. I’m actually educated and well learned. You’re quite fortunate to have to found me,” Lucia said, giving her head a shake as she spoke.

Prideful thing.

“And yes, I’m prideful. No need to say it, but I know my worth. Any woman who doesn’t know their worth in this world will spend it,” Lucia said. “Besides, you like it. I see how you eye some of your women differently than others. I know you have a soft spot for spunk and a bit of fight.”

Lucia turned her head and smiled down at him. Then winked.

You’re an awful thing. Even if that’s true, which it isn’t, they’ll all think that now and try to do it.

Or ask about it.

I’m going to enjoy making you squirm.

“Ho the wall,” called the person standing in front of the trio of people outside the walls. “May we approach?”

“Approach,” Steve called, and then he remembered the plan. “But identify yourselves. You’re wearing Filch colors—but Filch has fallen, hasn’t it?”

There was a pause in the visitors. They didn’t seem to want to move forward anymore, but they couldn’t leave without it looking very strange.

Doubly so, since they’d been identified as being from Filch.

“Filch is quite well,” said the woman in the front. Steve could see indeed that it was a woman now. She didn’t look quite Human, but he couldn’t tell from this distance.

“Oh? I’m surprised. We kept finding guards who had been turned into Creeps outside our wall. There was even a Troll,” Steve called as the trio of women started coming closer again. “We saw at least five of them. All in guards’ uniforms and colors of Filch.”

Stopping at the edge of the drawbridge, the woman and her two guards seemed uncertain.

“Filch is quite well,” said the woman at the front again, repeating herself. “As for the guards, I’m not sure on that. Perhaps a transport was attacked recently and they were turned. I’ll have to check when I get back.”

“Huh. That’s certainly plausible,” Steve said. “Given that we didn’t see any Creeps otherwise, I assumed they’d been lurking around in my woods to the west. Spying on me.”

Steve had no subtlety in him, nor did he care to. He didn’t want to dance around this, and he already wanted it to be over and done with. The sooner he knew where Filch stood, the sooner he could get back to selling them food or finding another market.

Filch isn’t the only city nearby, after all.

I wonder… if I could get more women too. I mean… there’s no reason I can’t have more than ten, is there?

That and Enart and Ferrah seem like they don’t want anything to do with me so far.

The lead woman kept walking forward, though her two guards waited at the edge of the bridge.

When she reached the walls, she pulled off her helmet, revealing pointed ears and short, bright blond hair. She gave him a wide smile, revealing perfectly straight white teeth. Though her canines were elongated.

“I’m Xivin. One of three captains of the guard in Filch,” said the Elven woman.

“Xivin, I’m Steve,” Steve said. “I’m the owner of this farm. What do you want? It’s a bit dangerous to travel as of late. Bandits, brigands, and monsters. Oh my.”

Steve said it and wanted to laugh, but he immediately couldn’t understand why he wanted to laugh. It didn’t make sense. All he’d done was describe what was out there.

Shitty Steve again, I bet.

“Yes, well, I’m not going to pretend to not have circumnavigated your entire wall. I’m sure your watchers spotted me. I see you have a Kobold, a Fae, and a Tigan amongst your women,” Xivin said, inclining her head. “So I’m sure you were aware that we were here, and not in a small number.”

“Yes,” Steve said simply.

“The mayor of Filch would like you to turn over your fa—”

“No,” Steve said.

“She would be wi—”

“No,” Steve said again. “Besides, there’s a real reason why your request is pointless. This farm is being held together by the use of Enchanted Tools, bound to me.”

Steve then held up his shovel and tossed it over to Xivin. He’d brought it with him for this very demonstration. Along with his axe, in case Xivin needed to die.

It clattered to the ground and rolled toward Xivin. Fetching up against her boot, it fell still.

“Go ahead and try to lift that,” Steve said. “Because that tool, and the others I own, are the only reason this farm exists. Without me and the tools, this would be little more than a normal farm. Probably fighting off Creeps and getting overrun.”

Xivin quirked a thin brow at that, and then bent over. Grabbing the shovel, she made to stand up.

And went nowhere.

The shovel wasn’t coming up off the ground.

“Ah,” Xivin said. Taking a step to the side, she used both hands and yanked hard on the tool. “Yes, I think I understand now.”

Standing up, she sighed and put a hand on one hip, pushing the other to one side. It brought his eyes to the middle of her body, and he realized for the first time just how good looking she was. She was slim, athletic, and beautiful. She did resemble Lucia in a number of ways, though.

He now understood why Fae and Elves were supposedly related.

“My orders were simple. Make contact with you, make the offer, and then take your farm if I believed the opportunity presented itself,” Xivin said. “I tell you this not to scare you or threaten you, but because I’d like some goodwill between you and me. Nothing further.”

“Oh?” Steve asked, curious.

“Yes. I believe that’s all for today. Would you mind if I had my group put up tents and camp in front of your gate tonight? It has an easy and clear view of the surroundings. It would be easier for us to repel the Creep tonight from there,” Xivin said. “I don’t dare ask to be allowed to stay within your walls. That’d be simply foolish on your part if you said yes, and stupid on my part to ask. But I wouldn’t say no if you decided to help out from your tower during the attack.”

“Uh… sure. Camp out there. That’s not a problem,” Steve said, somewhat at a loss. He hadn’t expected her request, or her frank nature.

Xivin gave him a nod, then let her eyes travel down from his head to his boots, and back up. The smile she gave him after that was incredibly predatory. Her teeth parted slightly, only making her canines look all the more feral.

“Until the morrow,” she said and then left, heading back the way she came. Pulling on her helmet, she walked up to her guards and departed.

“I saw that… going differently in my mind,” Steve said, looking at Nikki.

“As did I,” Nikki muttered. “Elves are intelligent and tricky things, though. I think she knew exactly everything that’s happened the moment you started talking.”

Lucia clicked her tongue and then made a series of small clucking noises, waving a hand at the Elf.

“May she not set foot in our home again,” Lucia said. “Far too tricky and smart by half. She would deign to insert herself into our marriage and bring her family, too.”

“Uh huh. Close up the gate, lock it all down. Let’s see if we can’t get that second tower up tonight,” Steve said. “And Lucia, would you be up in the tower tonight? I’ll make it worth your while somehow.”

Sighing dramatically, the Fae gave him a small smile.

“Only because you asked me personally,” she said. “Well, that and you said you’d reward me. Should I help them if they’re under attack?”

“Yeah. Do that,” Steve said, walking over and picking up his shovel

“I’ll join you in the other tower,” Ina said. “I can cast from here.”

“Me, too!” Jaina added from the side.

“Great, have a slumber party. Thanks,” Steve said, and began to head back toward the cabin. He needed to start working on the next large cabin. He’d been told he’d have to make one for each family living on the farm, and then one communal cabin for the unwed.

He had a lot of work to do, and a lot of trees to knock down.


Twenty-One

 

Steve was up before the sun. But only by an hour or so. Slipping himself free of Chessa’s arms and legs, he got his feet to the ground. When he looked around, he couldn’t find Jaina. She hadn’t returned yet from the previous night.

A warm hand pressed to his lower back.

“Don’t leave. We can go again if you stay. At least stay with me till the morning?” Chessa asked, her voice sleepy but sad. “Don’t go to someone else.”

“I’m not,” Steve said, then reached back and ran his fingertips through Chessa’s hair. “Going to go check on that Elf from last night.”

“Oh… alright,” Chessa said, then smiled, her fingers idly petting his back. Closing her eyes, she snuggled into her bed. “That’s ok then.”

Smiling to himself, Steve began to wonder about this whole thing. Nikki had said once that not all marriages lived in a state of care or love. Now, after having met Enart, Ferrah, and Lucia, he understood it a bit better. With Chessa, Nikki, Ina, and Misty, he genuinely cared for them.

“Chessa,” Steve said.

One golden eye opened, looking up at him.

“I love you,” Steve murmured, grinning at her.

Chessa’s chin dipped down to her chest, her face turning a pale pink. Curling into herself, she snuggled her blankets.

“Love you too,” she said after a few seconds, then closed her eyes tightly. As if not wanting to be part of reality. “I don’t know what to do now.”

“Sleep,” Steve said, getting up and getting into his clothes. “Relax, rest, enjoy the morning. I just need to see how the Elf and her guards did. Or what they did. Still a little paranoid they’ll try something.”

In only a few minutes, he was descending the ladder and exiting the cabin. He had woken no one at all, and no one was the wiser.

Grabbing his axe, shield, and scythe, Steve was ready to head out.

He paused, however. Frowning, he picked up his pack and walked around into the cabin itself. The ever-pouring watering can was draining itself endlessly into Misty’s sleeping tub. Her bed was the feeder point for everything else with its runoff.

Need to build that water tower.

Pulling the two canteens from his pack, he filled them to the brim and stoppered them. He hadn’t originally planned on assisting the Elf and her people. But there was no reason not to earn a favor if he could get one.

Reloading the canteens into his pack, Steve set off at a jog for the front gate.

“Steve?” called someone from one of the two towers.

Looking up, he could just barely make out a small, lithe-looking figure. Though there was no glow in the eyes from any angle.

That means it’s not Jaina. So… Ina, or Lucia. Ina is a bit bigger, which means…

“Hey Lucia. Anything to—”

There was a moment of panic in Steve when the figure stood up on the rail and then dove off from the tower.

Wings snapped out behind the Fae and fluttered wildly as she floated down. Landing without even the barest of noises, Lucia stood before him with a smile.

“They were attacked. Repeatedly. Far more than even I expected,” Lucia said. “They began the night with around twenty people, and they lost three during the night. The Elf is likely to die soon. She was bitten. I did as much as I could. There was just quite a few of them.

“Have I mentioned how grateful I am to be here? The Creep won’t come anywhere near us. It just… came up to the moat and stopped.”

“Good job, Lucia.” Steve leaned down and kissed the small woman’s cheek. “You’re an asset, and I want you to know I’m aware of your abilities.”

Lucia stared up at him. Her eyes seemed slightly larger than a Human’s, now that he really looked at her.

“Thank you for noticing,” she said after a beat. “I’m glad you know of my worth. I’m going to bed now. The Creep was beat back again, and it doesn’t seem like it wants to be here right now.”

Turning her head, Lucia made a soft but high-pitched keening sound at the other tower. Steve was starting to wonder at the odd noises Lucia could make.

Seconds later, Jaina and Ina stepped off the tower’s ladder and came down. Moving over to stand in front of Steve, they looked confused.

“Steve?”

“Husband?”

“Attend our man,” Lucia said, cutting them both off. “I’m not a moon Fae, and I’m very weary. Goodnight.”

Taking a few steps, Lucia hopped into the air and quite literally flew away toward the cabin.

Jaina’s reflective eyes followed her as she left.

“She killed many, many of them. Many, many,” Jaina said. “She is very skilled.”

“Great. How are they looking? The Elf and her people,” Steve said.

“Dead and tired,” Ina said, walking in closer to Steve. She laid her hands to him and began to caress his chest and hips. Apparently she cared not at all that Jaina was watching. “They’re not a problem right now.”

“That’s good. I want to see if I can help them. Do you think I could fight them off with my axe if they get annoying?” Steve asked.

Ina chortled, her right hand going down to his pants, and she began to fondle him through the material.

“Strange question. You could fight them off with your strength alone, let alone your axe. Besides, Jaina and I will watch from the towers just in case,” Ina said. Finding him rising to her touch, Ina began to stroke him directly.

“Damn Ina,” Steve said with a chuckle and moved to the gate. He didn’t mind how possessive and quick to jump to sex Ina was, but at the same time, she was incredibly distracting.

“What? I know what I want, you know what you want—I don’t feel like hiding it. You’re mine, and I’ll take what I want as I want it,” Ina said. Turning to Jaina, she gestured at the tower. “Up you go. I’ll take this one.”

Steve reached the ratchet wheel the drawbridge was connected to and slipped the lever free while grabbing a handle.

Holding it tightly, he began to lower it by hand. Once he got it to a high enough angle that he doubted anyone could jump to reach it but he wouldn’t die from the jump, Steve locked it back into place.

Marching up the bridge, he stopped at the edge and peered over.

A group of faces peered up at him. They were bloody, tired, and clearly worn.

“Ho there,” Steve said. “I’d like to enter your camp and offer some assistance. May I do so?”

There was a general conversation held between all of those faces until one finally turned to him again.

“Ok,” said the woman simply.

Right. The Elf got bit.

What was her name again…?

“Move, please,” Steve said, gesturing to the women. Moving back down the bridge, he shook himself out once. Going into a dead sprint, Steve ran up the bridge and leapt off it.

Sailing through the air and going much further than expected, he landed in a skidding slide in the grass.

Stopping a few feet from a tent, Steve got to his feet.

“Where’s your boss?” Steve asked to the women who were now flowing towards him.

“Xivin? She’s… bitten,” said the same woman who had given him permission to enter.

“Yeah, where is she?” Steve said.

The woman lifted a hand and pointed at a tent. There were two women with spears in front of it. They weren’t guarding the tent, though—they were guarding the camp from the occupant inside.

“While you’re at it, find me anyone else who was bit. Even if they died to the bite. Line them up next to my moat,” Steve said.

Moving to the tent, Steve walked inside it without even addressing the two guards.

He found Xivin sprawled out on a cot. Her hands were pressed to her face, covering her eyes. There were several bites on her arms that he could see even in the dark. Blood ran freely from them.

Damn. She got it bad. Fuck the canteens, she’s getting a bath.

Before he could say anything, she tilted her head toward him and pulled a hand away.

“Ah. Steve the not-so-normal farmer,” Xivin said, then covered her eyes again. “I’m afraid you’ve come too late if you wanted to join me in bed. I’m sure I’ll be turning into one of those things very soon. My heart feels as if it’s stopped twice already, or something near to that.”

“I’m sure you’d be good for a few minutes at least, if that’s what you’re into,” Steve said, coming closer to her.

Chortling at that, Xivin let her arms drop to her sides.

“Sure, why not? Better than dying never having known the touch of a man. At least you’re Human. Human men are decidedly more Elf-like than the other races,” Xivin said. “You’ll have to do most of the work, though.”

“You’d be my woman?” Steve asked, wanting to make sure he got the wording and intent right.

“Like I said. Sure, why not? At least I’ll go out with a bang,” Xivin said with a chuckle. “Just don’t hurt me. I’m already hurting.”

“Yeah, got it. C’mere,” Steve said, and then grabbed her by a wrist. Before she could respond, he began dragging her out of the tent.

“What?” squawked the captain. “Let me go. Unhand me.”

“Nope. Gave yourself to me; you’re my woman now,” Steve said. “Going to fix you first. Can’t make you squeal if you’re dead.”

Pulling Xivin out of the tent, Steve pushed one of the guards out of his way when they stepped in front of him.

She went tumbling away as if she’d been struck, landing on her ass in the grass.

“Move it. I need to fix her,” Steve said.

Xivin lay still, apparently having given up on freeing herself.

“This is mortifying,” Xivin muttered. “Please don’t mount me in front of the others just to let them watch me die after?”

“You’re not listening,” Steve said, dragging her off to the moat.

Three corpses had been lain out next to the water, as well as two other women who looked like they’d been under guard. Just like Xivin.

Walking up to the two women who’d been bitten, Steve gave them a once-over.

They were Human. Looked like they had mothers who’d paid to give them a decent shot at finding a husband. Nothing near the likes of Ina, but not bad.

“You, and you. Can you work a farm?” Steve asked them, coming to a stop in front of them.

The two women looked down to Steve’s side, apparently at Xivin, their captain. Looking himself, Steve found the Elf woman looking away. Not wanting to look at her command, he supposed. He imagined she was still under the false impression he planned on having her in front of them.

“I can,” said one woman. “Grew up on a dairy.”

“I don’t know anything,” said the second. “My mama was just a… a bed-woman.”

“Great, you’re farmhands now,” Steve said, then pushed both of them into the moat. “You’ll learn just fine.”

Shrieking, the two women flailed and beat at the bright flames that burst out of their skin.

“Alright Xivin, your turn,” Steve said, and he promptly tossed the Elf into the water even as she tried to form a question.

Standing there, Steve watched as the three women burned for a second. Then he turned to the corpses.

All three looked as if they’d died from the zombie bites rather than any wounds.

“Tie these three up; I’m taking them with me,” Steve said.

“But… they’re dead,” said the same woman he’d been giving orders to.

“You gonna listen, or do I pull your head off and ask someone else?” Steve said, not making eye contact with her.

“Of… of course, right away. Tie ’em up,” said the woman to someone else.

Nodding his head, Steve looked at all the zombie corpses all over the ground.

No small number had arrows in their heads.

“After that, gather up all the dead zombies. Push them into the moat, but only after you collect anything of value on them. Arrows, coins, clothes, anything,” Steve said. “Pile it up for me.”

Panting, the two women crawled out of the water after the fires on their bodies had died out.

Xivin had just gone out as well. She’d burned considerably brighter than the rest.

She did say her heart had stopped. Maybe she was already dead.

Reaching into the water, Steve grabbed the unmoving Xivin by her clothes and hauled her out of the water.

Coughing, she threw up some water and then groaned.

“Everything hurts,” she muttered.

“Yeah. That’s normal. But hey, you’re not crying,” Steve said. Then he tossed Xivin over his shoulder. Moving to the other two women, he pushed them along toward where the bridge was partially lowered.

“Drop the bridge all the way, please,” Steve called.

Alright. Three new farmhands. One maybe a wife, two for someone else. Nice. Need more people. Even without skills.

“Hey, you got any family you need to tell about you leaving the city?” Steve asked, patting Xivin on the rear end.

“No, was a soldier,” groaned the Elf, shuddering. “Everything hurts.”

Ah, so like Kassandra then.

The bridge dropped the rest of the way with a boom.

“Damn, how’d he hold that up?” Jaina asked, looking at Ina. “It almost ripped my hand off.

“He’s just that strong,” Ina said to Jaina, then turned to Steve. “Anything else sexy?”

“No, but I think this one might be a new wife,” Steve said, patting Xivin on the rear end again.

“Alright. Just leave all the stuff here at the foot of the bridge,” Steve said to the woman he’d been working with. “After that, you can go. Please do tell the mayor to send someone to talk to us about our next shipment of goods. We need to plan how to sell our goods to Filch.

“Ok, come on you two. Grab those corpses. We’re taking them with us.”

The two new farmhands took up their dead compatriots and entered the farm.

 

***

 

Two days later, Steve found a new captain of the guard standing outside his walls.

This one was an Orc, and unquestionably hostile.

“You will return the six guards you took captive!” shouted the Orc.

“I didn’t take six captive. I took one as a woman, two as farmhands, and three corpses,” Steve said. “Which ones did you want back?”

“All of them!” shouted the Orc.

“You want the corpses? Why?” Steve asked.

“No, I don’t… I want the guards you took hostage,” said the Orc.

“I mean, if they want to leave, sure. But I bet they don’t. And are you sure this is how you want to do this? I believe I asked for someone to come talk to me about how to get my crop to market,” Steve said.

“The mayor has demanded that you turn your farm over to her, and the return of her guards,” the Orc said. “You’re an outlaw and have broken the law.”

“Yeah, ok,” Steve said, then marched down the half-lowered bridge.

The six women in question were standing there. Along with the three who had murdered their companion to join the farm.

“Ok, they want everyone back,” Steve said. “Any of you wanna go back? If you do, just uh… go ahead and march up that bridge.”

Xivin immediately walked away from the bridge and went to stand next to Lucia and Nikki.

Figured.

The other eight farmhands who had been guards looked to one another. As one, they looked back to Steve and shook their heads.

“Got it. Would you all mind going up there and telling her you’re staying? They probably won’t believe me,” Steve said.

“She won’t,” Xivin said, then started walking up the bridge. “She never believes anything she can’t kill or eat.”

The rest of the guards followed their one-time captain.

“Delightful personality,” Steve said. He had to appreciate someone of a like mind.

Xivin almost instantly got into a shouting match with the Orc woman.

“For what it’s worth,” Nikki said, stepping up to his side. “Xivin is a good woman to bring in. I think she’ll be an exc—”

Xivin went rigid on the bridge, then fell to her knees. A second after, she slumped forward and tumbled over the edge, vanishing.

The guards who had followed her up scrambled back down the bridge. At the same time, Lucia and her assistants began unloading arrow after arrow from the tower.

Jaina and Ina immediately began whipping black and purple spells out from their own tower.

“What the fuck happened?” Steve asked, grabbing one of the guards.

“They shot Xivin!” she said. “With an arrow! They shot her! She landed in the water and they grabbed her body. She looked dead.”

Clicking his tongue, Steve looked to one side.

“Fine. They want it that way, they’ll get it that way,” Steve muttered.

He’d been willing to deal with Filch despite their poor intentions. Killing an unarmed woman during negotiations was another level of evil to him.

Growling, Steve threw a hand at the bridge.

“Pull it up,” he said. “Pull it up and let’s start figuring out how we make sure Filch gets nothing from us. Did any of you happen to get a map of the area?”

The ex-guards he asked nodded their heads.

“Xivin had it. It was transferred to the farm with… with her belongings,” said one of the guards.

“Great. Bring it to my cabin. Did your team visit any other farms while you were out here?” Steve asked.

“Yes, several,” said the same woman. She was one of the new Creep Witches who had been a corpse. She’d risen as a zombie the next night, gotten her moat dunking, and came back just like Jaina and Ina had.

“Great. On a separate sheet of paper, mark out the places you visited and what happened with them,” Steve said.

“They were dead,” said the woman. “You were our fourth stop. We had six more to go after.”

Dead? Huh. I wonder how bad it really is out there. Are we as blessed a haven as I begin to suspect?

Angry and frustrated, Steve ignored everything and everyone. He headed for Misty’s pond, then stripped down and dropped into it.

He’d found he did his best thinking right here.

“Hello,” Misty said, her head poking up from the deeper part of her pond. “Are you well, my Steve?”

Snorting at that, he looked at the naked Nereid.

“Not really. How are you? How’s the lake? Haven’t seen much of you lately,” Steve said.

“I was getting my den ready down there,” Misty said, pointing downward. “Your Misty is likely to be pregnant. I need to make preparations.”

“Oh? Good,” Steve said, nodding his head. He liked the idea of giving Nia brothers and sisters. She was a lonely girl right now with no other kids to play with.

Misty eased up beside him and wrapped her arms around him. Then she laid her head down on his shoulder.

“Don’t fret, my Steve. All will be well. Oh! A few new types of fish came up from downriver, where my lake ends. Many fish are trying to get here to my lake. These ones are rather gossipy little things.

“Apparently the lake water is making its way south. Some towns and villages have already realized the water is much more than it used to be.”

Huh. Allies, maybe.

“There’s apparently a bird that keeps bothering the fish. It’s this big white thing and—”

Steve settled into the water as Misty continued to talk, and he closed his eyes. Listening to Misty ramble on about her lake and all the things in it pulled his brain out of the quagmire it was in.

Especially since he’d just gotten Xivin killed.

She’d been interesting and different.


Twenty-Two

 

Spitting out the water into the grass, Steve shook his head.

It didn’t feel quite right. He couldn’t explain why, but it was better than nothing. He tossed away the chew stick into the grass, then stood up.

His teeth certainly felt much cleaner.

“You do this every day,” Ina said, tossing away her own chew stick. Jaina and Kassandra immediately followed suit.

“Yeah, cause my breath stinks to high hell if I don’t,” Steve said.

“I don’t like it. It makes my gums bleed,” Jaina said, spitting repeatedly into the grass.

“You don’t have to do it,” Steve said and looked around. They were camped out on a hill. Behind them was the wagon, sitting at the crest.

They were one day away from home, and they would be arriving at the first farm in little less than an hour. It was a scavenge and reconnoiter mission.

“I want you to kiss me. Lots and lots. If you think your breath stinks without using this, then I need to use it because mine probably smells,” Jaina said, then hacked up something and spat it out. “Even if I don’t like it.”

Kassandra said nothing to any of this, but she clearly didn’t like using chew sticks either. She’d questioned why Steve wanted to buy so many of them.

He’d gotten his way, though. Enough to last for five years even if he used one every day.

Though that number was shot now that all his women were using them. Even Enart and Ferrah.

Enart had promised him she could easily grow a replacement in the woods and have him supplied indefinitely.

“Remind me to kiss you as a reward later then,” Steve said. “Or give you a good hard belly rub.”

“Both,” Jaina said immediately. “We need to go, though. The sun is rising.”

“Yeah,” Steve said. “Ina, your turn to sleep as we travel. You were last watch for Creeps.”

“Alright. Any chance you’ll join me?” Ina asked, reaching over to grab Steve’s ass.

“You wear me out, woman,” Steve said, but he didn’t fight her off. Instead he pulled her in closer. “Later, sure. Right now, I need to be on guard.”

“Come on… just give me what’s mine,” Ina said. “It won’t take long.”

Mentally sighing, Steve did his best to strengthen his resolve. Ina could get downright pushy about sex at times. He’d usually happily say yes and work her till she gave out, but right now he really did need to be on his A-game.

“I’ll make it really worth your while,” Ina said. “Anything you want but finishing inside me.”

There was something to be said for an open offer.

I don’t need to be on my game that much… do I?

Rolling into the abandoned farm an hour and a half later, Steve held tight to his axe. Ina was naked and sleeping peacefully in the bed of the wagon. She’d given him a workout and let him lead the way the whole time. When she’d said she would make it worth his while, she hadn’t been kidding.

“I don’t… feel like there’s anyone here alive,” Kassandra said.

“Guard woman said they were dead,” Jaina said, her voice holding a slight whine. She was a hunter, not a soldier.

But she was also a Creep Witch. Lately, she and Ina could hold back any number of zombies without an issue. Only a touch of their magic made them explode outright.

“Alright. Same strategy that Misty and I used for the camp, then,” Steve said. Picking up a busted and bent cookpot he’d brought for this purpose, Steve walked some fifty feet away from the wagon and stood in front of the large barn. Not far off was the homestead.

Using the hunting knife he’d brought with him, he started to bang at the pot with the pommel. A dull echoing clang rang out.

There was a clatter and thump from the house and the barn as well. Zombies started to stumble out of the buildings.

They were all bitten and chewed to pieces. None of them seemed to have been turned through a bite. One and all, they’d been mauled.

Slipping his knife back into its sheath, he cocked his axe back.

They were pretty stupid creatures and wouldn’t require much effort to kill. The trick was just not getting overwhelmed, really.

He brought the axe around and it connected with the head of the zombie out front, sending them sideways. Pulling his axe back up and around even as he backed up, Steve took out the second zombie.

Then the third, fourth, and fifth. He kept his blows to their heads as best as he could, so the clothes they were wearing could be reused after a good wash in the moat. Even if they couldn’t be reused, another purpose could be found for scraps.

When the last one hit the dirt, Steve slipped his axe into the ring on his belt and walked back to the wagon.

Jaina was watching him, her head cocked to one side.

“Should I go now?” she asked when he got closer.

“Yeah, go run a perimeter. See if you spot anything. Do a good job and make it fast, and I’ll give you a second belly rub later after the first,” Steve said.

Jaina made a soft bark-like noise and scurried off, dropping to all fours and going out at full speed.

“You sure know how to charm a kobold,” Kassandra said. “Ina didn’t even stir.”

“Jaina’s easy to understand; Lamias seem much harder,” Steve said. “Come on, let’s get the wagon closer to the barn and home.”

“I’m hard to understand?” Kassandra asked, gliding along next to the oxen pulling the wagon.

“Very,” Steve said. “Part of me wants to see if you’ll let me in your bed. The other part is afraid you’ll treat me like Enart does and say yes with a dead look on your face.”

Kassandra looked mildly shocked and annoyed at the same time.

“You… don’t like how Enart treats you?” she asked.

“No. She tells me to bed her, but she makes it sound like a chore. A job. Sex isn’t a chore or a job,” Steve said with a shrug. “Major fucking turn-off.”

“And when Ina gets pushy about it, you’re… into it,” Kassandra said.

“Well, yeah. She cares about me and just wants to have sex for fun,” Steve said, feeling weird suddenly. “Sex is fun. She likes it, I like it. We like sexing one another.”

“In other words, you really do want this to be a relationship, not just being a man to your women or a husband to your wives,” Kassandra said.

“I guess. I mean, Nikki did mention that some aren’t, but she didn’t explain it,” Steve said.

“The vast majority of men end up with women chosen for entirely economic functions,” Kassandra said.

“Hah, too bad for them. You, my little snake, were chosen because I saved you. You’re mine,” Steve said, looking at her. “Though you can leave if you want to. You know that, right?”

“Yes, I know. And yes, I’m your little snake,” Kassandra said, a faint smile on her lips. “I’m… willing… to have you in my bed. Just give me a little more time, though. I’ve been talking to Nikki and Misty. I think I’m starting to understand you. Just give me a little more time? If you really want me to care for you, that’s what I ask.”

“Done, then,” Steve said as he pulled up on the reins, stopping the oxen. “I’ll wait for you, my little snake. And speaking of you being mine, any tricks you can give me for taming a Lamia? Can I offer to clean your scales? Help you shed your skin?”

Dropping down from the riding bench, Steve walked over to the front door.

“You would do that?” Kassandra asked, staying near the wagon. Her orders were to protect Ina and the wagon.

“Just tell me what to do and sure. Wouldn’t mind putting my hands on ya.” Steve grabbed the door and ripped it free of its hinges with a single jerk. The wood splintered and the frame partially came out of the wall.

“Fucking flimsy piece of shit,” Steve grumbled at it, walking back to the wagon.

“No, dearest brute, you are just very, very strong,” Kassandra said. “I tried to crush you the other day, you know. Actually, perhaps crush isn’t the right word, but I definitely tried to put some pressure on you. All constrictors try it with their men. Just a little. It was at the matchmaker. You didn’t even notice.”

“Oh, I thought you were just holding me tight. I was kinda into it,” Steve said, and he ripped the nails and hinges from the door. Then he grabbed his axe and smashed it into the middle of the door to get at the door knob and handle. All metal was precious and could be reworked. “And I’m your brute now?”

“Yes, you are. You’re my brute, just as you are Nikki’s,” Kassandra said with confidence.

“Okay,” Steve said with a shrug, and he dropped the wood to the ground. Next were the window fittings and anything else he could take from the farm.

Making a pile outside the door, Steve began sorting through everything in the house that could be useful.

The owners were dead and had no need for any of it.

Dropping a heavy chest down, Steve flipped the lid open. It had been full of mementos that Steve had pulled out and left in the home.

They wouldn’t do him any good, and he couldn’t bring himself to steal them.

Using the chest as it was intended, Steve started to load it up.

“Husband,” Jaina said, coming to a skidding stop nearby. She immediately flopped on the ground and practically pulled her pants off as she yanked her shirt up to her armpits, exposing her privates and nipples in her haste. “I’m done! I found the tracks of the guards when they came, their campsite, and when they left. Everything is clear, and nothing is nearby.”

She wriggled her hips around, her knees slowly parting.

She wants more than a belly rub.

Reaching over, Steve deliberately petted her from her privates all the way to her breasts.

Jaina moaned and went still, turning her head to the side and gazing up at him.

“Good girl, Jaina,” Steve said. “This one is for doing a good scouting run.”

“Yes,” Jaina said, lying still under his hand and watching him.

Kobolds are damn strange. Somewhere between dog and woman. Everyone insists this is normal for them.

She’s an adult, though. Wants this—asked for this.

So… we do it.

Steve got a handful of one of her breasts and gave it a gentle squeeze, then curved his hand down her side.

Jaina closed her eyes, her whole body relaxing under his touch.

Sitting down there in the grass, Steve continued to pet and fondle Jaina while loading up the chest with his other hand. Even going so far as to brush his fingertips along her nethers.

It was only when he finished some ten minutes later that he stopped.

“Alright. Go scout the path for thirty minutes toward the next farm, then head back. I think I’ll be done here in an hour,” Steve said, patting her taught stomach twice.

“Yes, husband,” Jaina said, pulling her clothes back into place. When she got up, she came in close and laid her cheek to his, her hands pressed against his shoulders. “Thank you for understanding my needs. I like the way you treat me. It means a lot to me. It’s what my kind wants. I’m not Human.”

“I know. It’s still weird to me, but I know,” Steve said, then kissed her and gave her hip a pat. “Go on, get moving, my pretty Kobold.”

“Yes, yes,” she said, and then went off with several soft yips.

Strange creature.

 

***

 

Groggily, Steve woke up on his own. It seemed to be an hour after sunrise.

They’d agreed they’d sleep in today since the next farm was more than a single day of travel away. They’d end up arriving tomorrow morning one way or the other.

It was the last farm in the large looping route they’d taken as well. They’d ended up with three wagons in the end. Thankfully the oxen in the barns had been untouched, just hungry and thirsty.

They’d hit all the same farms Xivin had, and the rest as well.

None stood.

In the area Steve and his people could get to, there were no farmers growing food.

It meant that Filch was going to be desperate very soon. Desperate and probably stupid.

Considering they’d already killed what was essentially one of his women, it meant Steve was going to have to destroy the whole city.

Either they’d fall to the Creep and become a city full of the dead, or they’d somehow get through and be a problem for his farm forever onward.

Ina shifted against his side, her naked body splayed over him.

Reaching down, Steve began to fondle and caress her. His fingers played over her smooth and soft skin, squeezing at her chest and rear end.

“Mmm, I like that,” Ina mumbled, slowly waking up. “I’m really tired, though. You can keep going if you want, but I’m dead.

“I was up a good part of the night killing Creeps.”

“Oh? I think this is the first time you’ve told me no,” Steve said with a chuckle.

“Not telling you no. You can mount me,” Ina said, nuzzling his shoulder. “Give me what’s mine and as much as I can take. I just won’t work very hard for it, and probably won’t play catch for you at the end. You can just unload on my stomach, though.

“You can have as much of me as you want, but I’m just gonna lie here.”

Steve was thankful that she was willing to cater to his needs, but he also did want her to work at it with him.

“See if Jaina is up. She’ll give you a really good tumble, I’m sure,” Ina said, then kissed his shoulder. “Or just have me and my limp self. I’m ok with either. I love you.”

“Love you too, Ina. Gonna pass on the limp thing. You’re too fun when you’re awake, it wouldn’t be the same,” Steve said.

Ina chuckled and gave him a hug. “I’m glad to hear that. Both that you love me and like my demanding self.

“Go make Jaina whimper. Poor thing is losing her mind with worry that you don’t want her after all.”

Why not? If she’s willing and wants it, who am I to say no?

Gently laying Ina onto her back, he paused as her legs flopped open, her knees spread apart.

“You sure?” Ina asked, her hands resting on her stomach. “Even limp, I bet I’m great.”

Steve laughed at that and kissed her. “Sleep, you dumb Creep Witch.”

Wrinkling her nose with a grin, Ina pulled the covers over herself and rolled to one side.

“I do love you,” she mumbled. “Truly.”

“I know,” Steve said, patting her hip, and then he got out of the wagon. Love seemed to come quick and hard here in Lamals.

With life in Lamals being so brutal, things had clearly shifted on the emotional scale.

Looking around, he couldn’t see Kassandra. Which meant she was probably sleeping in the wagon she’d been driving. It was hard for her as a Lamia, but she was managing it.

Jaina was perched atop her own wagon. Her ears were turning one way and then the other as her head slowly scanned the horizon line.

Walking over to Kassandra’s wagon, he got up on the wheel and looked in from the side board.

She was nude and coiled around the contents of the wagon.

And also wide awake.

“Hello,” she said, not moving to cover herself. “Are… you coming to my bed?”

“I’m not sure. Are you inviting me in?” he asked.

“I want to… but… not yet,” she said, and gave him a warm smile. “Do you think I’m beautiful? I’m not Human and—”

“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to clamber into your wagon and make you hiss and scream, ready or not,” Steve said, interrupting her. “Can I?”

Smiling wider at him, Kassandra watched him. “Of course you can. And I’ll hiss and scream for certain, but I don’t want my first time here, my brute. You can savage me when we get home. In the grass. Where I can really uncoil and wrap you up.”

“Mmkay. I’m going to go see if Jaina wants a go then. Think you can take watch?” Steve asked.

Huffing softly, Kassandra nodded. “Yes. I can do that for you. She needs it more than I do anyways. I know you want me. She doesn’t.”

Reaching into the wagon, Steve ran his fingers through Kassandra’s hair. “Thank you, my little snake.”

Kassandra nodded her head but said nothing.

Getting back down, Steve wandered over to Jaina’s wagon.

One of her ears turned toward him at his approach, and then her head followed.

She gave him a bright smile, her teeth slightly red.

Chew stick, haha. Poor thing. I bet she never brushed her teeth once before she met me.

“Hello and good morning, husband,” she said.

“Morning, wife. Care to come down here and let me give you some attention?” Steve asked.

Jaina blinked, then turned her head toward Kassandra’s wagon.

“She’s going to take watch,” Steve said.

“Really? Oh,” Jaina said. “Okay, okay. Yes. I’ll come down. I’d like your attention right now.”

Hopping down from where she was, she landed in the grass with a pat. Peering up at him with a small smile, she laid down on the grass, then pushed her pants down and lifted up her shirt.

“Could you take it all off for me, wife?” Steve said, stressing the title.

Jaina was watching him with something akin to fear and desire at the same time. She was also blinking far more frequently than she usually did, her body quivering slightly.

“Of course. Yes, yes,” Jaina said, and she stripped herself entirely, then dropped to the ground.

As she lay there in the grass, Steve was struck again by just how well put together Jaina was. She was like a Kobold Gwendolin.

“Are… are you going to rub my belly or… have me as your wife?” Jaina asked.

“I’d like to do the latter. Do you want that?” Steve asked.

“Desperately,” Jaina said in a rush. “Please?”

Smiling, Steve stripped himself of his clothes and threw them atop Jaina’s. All the while, the Kobold watched him. She chewed at her lower lip with her hands held at her sides, but her fingers pointed toward him as if to grab him.

Lying down atop the diminutive woman, Steve felt huge. He set his knees to her hips and his hands down at her sides, under her armpits.

“Ahhh, husband. I’m a widow and… and I don’t know if I can have pups, but I want some,” she murmured, staring up at him. “I want some really bad. Really really bad. Can I have your pups?”

“I see no reason you can’t, and… I think you’d be a good mother. Let’s find out if you can,” Steve said, and he leaned down, kissing her tenderly.

Jaina started whimpering under him, her hands coming up to press into his back. Her legs spread wide for him, lying flat to the ground as her tight muscles flexed under him.

Shifting his weight around, Steve found her entrance with his tip almost accidentally. Then he just moved forward, penetrating her.

Groaning deeply, Jaina held tight to him, her fingers digging into his back as he filled her.

He could feel her walls flex and expand around him. To the point that it felt like she was going to rip. She was incredibly tight.

Reaching his hilt, Steve pushed into her, giving her everything. Breaking the kiss, he nuzzled the side of her face and kissed her neck.

Jaina continued to moan, her body quivering from head to toe.

“Almost too big for me,” Jaina said in a groan. “Feel like I’m going to burst.”

“Want me to stop?” Steve asked, kissing her neck down to her shoulder.

“No. I want you to have me. Just be gentle,” Jaina said. “Please?”

With a nod, Steve eased himself back, drawing out of the tiny Kobold woman. When he reached the tip, it felt like she was practically squeezing him out.

Then he moved forward again, filling her to the brim with his girth.

Jaina let out a deep chesty groan under him, shivering.

“Don’t stop,” she said in a pant. “Too big, but feels good.”

Doing as she asked, Steve continued to thrust in and out of Jaina. Holding her to the ground as he filled her every time he moved forward.

Panting, moaning, and groaning the entire time, Jaina eagerly received him. Her hands stroked his back, and her lips and teeth nipped and kissed at his jaw, neck and shoulders.

She was making soft yipping noises as well, which were altogether unexpected.

He was gradually building to a climax almost entirely just from the way Jaina couldn’t seem to be quiet.

Except he wasn’t sure where Jaina was with her own release. There was no distinguishing difference to him right now of what she was feeling.

“Jaina,” Steve whispered as he went forward, pushing deep into her. “I’m getting pretty close.”

“Uuun, ok. Please, give me pups,” Jaina said, panting against his ear.

“Do you think you might be close? To an orgasm? I can try a different position or—”

“No. Nowhere near close,” Jaina said, holding tight to him. “You’re too big. Need practice with you. Lots of practice. Lots, lots. For now, give me pups.”

Then she kissed his cheek, and her arms tightened around him.

“Thank you for asking. I love you. Give me pups. We can practice lots till I get used to your size—other positions, too,” Jaina said, her thighs squeezing at his hips.

Not needing any more encouragement, Steve continued to rock back and forth against Jaina.

He sped up incrementally as he got closer to his climax and began to hold her down more firmly. Not wanting to push her away, at the same time he pressed into her.

“Yes,” Jaina panted, as he sped up faster and faster. “I like that.”

Apparently speed is better?

He started to get up to the speed he started at with Ina when he came suddenly. Pushing down hard and heavily into Jaina, he ground himself against her. His hilt locked tight in her lips.

Groaning, wriggling, and pulling at him, Jaina pushed her hips up at him.

Pulling out an inch to thrust back into her as he came again, Steve felt like he couldn’t put it any deeper.

Several more pumps, all to the sound of Jaina moaning, and he was finished. Laying his head down on her shoulder, he let out a sigh.

Jaina’s arms and legs fell away from him, and she lay there under him panting.

“Too big,” Jaina said. “But it felt really good. I need more practice. Need to get used to my husband.”

Well aren’t you a blessing to the ego.

“Way too big. Way, way too big,” Jaina said again, one hand coming up to pet the back of his head. “But so good. I like it. Like it a lot. Lots of practice. Especially the speed at the end. Made me feel like I was on fire.”

Then she paused, holding him.

“I hope I have your pups soon, husband.”

Steve has gained notoriety for breaking the laws of the Lamals.

Steve has gained the Used Goods accolade.

Steve has gained the Zookeeper accolade.

Steve has gained the Man’s Best Friend accolade.

Jaina sniffled under him, one of her hands moving.

“Stupid thing,” Steve said, flicking away the window. Lifting his head up, he smiled down into Jaina’s face, her hands resting on his cheek and the back of his head. “You’re a good woman, Jaina, and I think you’re special and perfect. Not used goods at all. My pretty Kobold.”

She gave him a toothy grin at that, then pulled him down back into her embrace. Holding tightly to him.


Twenty-Three

 

Steve clicked the reins, getting the oxen to move forward a little bit quicker. Up ahead, Kassandra’s wagon was just about to start crossing over the bridge back to home.

“It didn’t hurt at all this morning,” Jaina said from beside him. “I’m sore, but it’s a good sore. It felt great.”

“I would hope it didn’t hurt,” Steve muttered. “Hurting you doesn’t really sound like fun. To me at least.”

“It didn’t hurt. I told you practice would help,” Jaina said, patting his knee happily. “Much, much practice, and now it’s wonderful. It felt great and you’ve hopefully put pups in me.”

Jaina had been even pushier than Ina for the last two days on their return back home. To the point that even Ina herself had pushed him at Jaina. If there was any free time at all, he was coerced, forced, or talked into getting atop Jaina. She had even stopped putting her clothes back on afterward.

“Uh huh. You don’t have to force it, you know,” Steve said. He wasn’t sure he liked how it had all gone down in the end.

“I… wanted to, and I wanted to enjoy it. To enjoy it, I had to have practice. Ina helped in getting you to me. I owe her,” Jaina said, nodding her head. Reaching up, she pulled her hair back from her eyes. “And the practice was fun. I enjoyed it. Felt good.”

“Oh? You owe Ina?” Steve asked, getting the wagon onto the bridge.

“Yes. I have to take her shift on guard duty a few times. But it was worth it. Now I can have sex with you without it hurting,” Jaina said. “Very very worth it. Was good when it still hurt—now it’s great.”

“Right,” Steve said. Wheeling past the gates, he heard the ratchet and clack of the wheel being pulled and the bridge being raised.

Looking over, he found Chessa and Misty working the controls. Nikki was standing there as well, but she hopped up onto the side of the wagon, grabbing the seat Steve was sitting in.

“Hello and welcome home,” she said with a smile. At the same time, Steve handed the reins to Jaina. “I—”

Steve grabbed her by the back of the head and kissed her deeply. Then he pulled her off her feet and sat her down in his lap, kissing her still. Wrapping one arm around her shoulders, he held the Faun close, his other hand sliding up the bottom of her blouse.

Nikki twitched in his lap, her hands locking on his wrist, breaking the kiss.

“Steve! Not here,” she hissed, but laughed softly. “Stop, stop.”

His hand didn’t stop. It kept going up until he got ahold of her chest. Immediately he began to fondle her, holding her in his lap.

“My Faun,” Steve said, smiling, and then kissed her again. Nikki melted against him, her hands relaxing, one resting on his forearm and the other on his chest.

After several seconds, he pulled back and laid his forehead to hers, his hand cupping and squeezing her chest.

“Must you?” Nikki complained, though she didn’t sound that upset. “It embarrasses me, dear. Though I do appreciate the need you have for me. How did it go?”

“Fine,” Steve said, bringing his hand down from her chest to her hip, but he didn’t let her sit up. “And yes, I missed you. As for how it went… I bring you three wagons full of everything we could want or need. From the list we have of farms, none stand. We’re alone.”

Nikki nodded her head, then laid it against his shoulder.

“I assumed as much. Hello Jaina. I’m sorry for all this,” Nikki said.

“For what? Steve is very honest. He likes to touch me as well,” Jaina said. “I understand, though. I don’t think I’d want him doing that to me in public either. Much, much too embarrassing.”

Steve rolled his eyes.

“Any news here?” he asked.

“A little,” Nikki said, reaching up to curl some of her hair around a horn. “They keep sending scouts out here, but that’s it. Lucia killed two of them. She’s been very helpful. We put them into that pit with the other dead guard. All three are Creeps now.”

“Good. If we can get a number of those, we can use them as weapons if someone decides they want to siege the walls,” Steve said. “Anything else?”

“No. Nia missed you. Do be sure to go see her,” Nikki said. “And then… probably Gwendolin. I think I understand you as well as anyone could, my love, and I think she’s going to try to push things faster than she wants. You should talk to her first.”

“Yes, yes,” Jaina said. “I was only married a short while. A month or so. I barely knew him at all. I think Gwendolin knew her husband much, much longer.”

“Yes,” Nikki said. “And I think her husband only died a week before you collected her, Steve.”

“Ah, okie. I’ll see about that, then,” Steve said.

“And Enart is missing. She went into the woods and hasn’t come back,” Nikki said. “Chessa tracked her for a while, but Enart’s trail looped back on itself so often that she ended up losing it. As a forester, I assumed she’d vanish for a while here and there, so it’s not surprising.”

“Uh huh,” Steve said. “What about Ferrah—she do what I wanted?”

“I think so. She’s been at her forge since you left. I don’t think she’s slept, but she looks excited,” Nikki said.

“Great. Then I think it’s time for me to take a break,” Steve said, then turned to Jaina. “Can you, Ina, Kassandra, and Misty handle putting everything away?”

“Sure, sure,” Jaina said, giving him a wide smile. “Thank you for your attentions, husband.”

“Yep,” Steve said. Holding tight to Nikki, he stepped off the moving wagon and started walking to the cabin.

“What are… oh. Oh, I see,” Nikki said, snuggling closer to him in his arms. “I love you.”

He had every intention of making sure Nikki knew he’d missed her.

Repeatedly.

“Love you, too,” Steve mumbled, still feeling weird about the situation. But he knew exactly how he felt about Nikki.

 

***

 

“They have a white flag,” Lucia said, staring out from her tower.

“Kill ’em,” Steve said with a shrug.

“What?” asked the Fae, turning to him with a shocked look.

“Kill ’em. I don’t want to talk to them. They killed Xivin, they can fuck off,” Steve said.

Lucia looked at him for several more seconds, then nodded. Pulling an arrow from her quiver, she sighted it, pushed the bow forward, and released.

The arrow sailed out.

Arcing through the air, it sped along. Right down and into the guard woman from Filch holding up the white flag. She dropped to the ground, hunched up around the arrow.

The two women with her grabbed her and began dragging her away quickly.

Lucia’s second arrow caught one woman in the side, and her third missed by an inch.

“Damn, she moved,” Lucia complained. Drawing another arrow, she fired again and then again.

The three women had been joined by others, and they were rapidly fleeing the field, taking their wounded with them.

“You really are different,” Lucia said, putting away an arrow she’d pulled out. “Most would try to make a deal with them at this point.”

“Yeah, I don’t care. We’re fine without them and don’t actually need them. They need us, though,” Steve said. “And it’s not like they can really just squat down in front of us without taking a lot of casualties. Then those casualties will rise right up at night and they’ll get to fight again.”

“Hm. Yes, you’re definitely in a position where you need nothing from them. What do you wish of me if they come back?” Lucia asked.

“Kill ’em. Tell anyone else who takes their turn up here the same thing,” Steve said. “If someone gets a confirmed kill, they can pick one of the luxury items I brought back.”

Patting Lucia on the shoulder, Steve clambered down the ladder and got down from the tower.

He had nothing immediate to tend to, since he couldn’t go out and chop down trees without putting himself in harm’s way of the enemy, so he wandered over in the direction of the lake.

Part of him was hoping to find Misty for a quick go. His appetite for sex was becoming rather insatiable. He wasn’t sure if it was because he was surrounded by women who wanted him, or if it was a change in him personally.

Rather than him finding Misty, Gwendolin found him instead. She walked up to him even before he’d made it halfway toward the lake.

“Howdy, Gwen,” Steve said, nodding at her.

“Hus… husband,” Gwendolin said, nodding back at him.

Heh. Suppose this is what Nikki was talking about earlier today. She’s trying to put the title to me and get our joining moving.

Too bad for her, I’m awful. I want you to want me, I need you to need me.

Like a frickin’ terrible middle school dance with a principal who likes country.

Wait, what?

Steve frowned momentarily as the context of his thoughts ran away from him.

Whatever. I bet that chest I made for Nia is reachable by now. Let’s go get that and track her down.

Turning in his course from the lake, Steve headed instead toward the wagons they’d brought in.

“What can I do for you, wife?” he asked, not wanting to make it harder on her.

“I was hoping you’d see me tonight,” Gwendolin said, getting straight to it.

“Oh? Do you want me to? I didn’t think you were interested yet,” Steve said. “I mean, if you feel ready, want it, and would enjoy it, then sure. Can you honestly tell me all of that would be true?”

“What?” Gwendolin asked, sounding mildly concerned.

“Gwen, wife, this isn’t a simple contract for me. I asked you here because I want to have a relationship with you,” Steve said, reaching the wagon. It was off to one side of the cabin, and things had been spread out all over as they’d been cataloged and unloaded. Most of it would end up being shoved into the ever-crowded basement. Steve needed to keep working on the storage warehouse, but he was out of logs.

Nikki, Ina, Chessa, Jaina, Kassandra, and Misty were all gathered to one side, talking and going through chests. One and all, they looked up and smiled at him when he came by.

“Hello loves,” Steve said, waving a hand at them. They all waved back at him.

Steve spotted the chest he wanted. It was a big wooden thing with iron bindings and rings.” Ah, there it is.”

Going over, he grabbed it and then flipped it up onto his shoulder.

“Where’s Nia?” Steve asked, making firm eye contact with Gwendolin.

“Uhm, she’s… she’s out behind the cabin last I saw. She was playing with the pond water,” Gwendolin said, sounding nervous.

“Got it. Could you tell her to come inside to your room? I want to show her something,” Steve said, then went into the cabin.

Going straight to the room Nia and Gwendolin shared, Steve set the chest down in the corner.

Need to make the cabin bigger. She’ll need a playroom.

That or a large attached nursery like I was thinking about.

With a nod, he opened the chest and made sure everything was there.

Nursery it is.

Nia came bounding into the room.

“Steve!” she shouted. Clambering up onto the bed she and Gwendolin slept in, she walked over and held her arms out to him. “Hold me!”

Chuckling, Steve picked her up and hugged her tightly.

“I brought you things,” Steve said.

“I know! You brought a dog. I saw it. He’s nice. We were playing outside,” Nia said.

A dog? When did I bring a dog? Need to ask Nikki.

“No. I brought you these,” Steve said, then pointed to the chest filled with toys and dolls. “I found them. The people who owned them couldn’t take care of them anymore. They asked me if I knew a little girl who could do that for them.”

Nia squealed and dropped down to the ground after wriggling free of his arms. Dropping down in front of the chest, she immediately started pulling things out.

Grinning, Steve walked over to the door to get out of her way.

A warm hand pressed into the middle of his back. Gwendolin moved in next to him and lightly pressed herself to his side.

“Thank you, husband. You’re being very kind to Nia, even though she’s not yours,” Gwendolin said.

It was an odd thing to say, but he imagined she probably felt like she had to at least point it out. Nia wasn’t his daughter.

“Meh. She isn’t mine by blood, but you’re my wife,” Steve said. “In all but deed at least. That means she’s my daughter in some way. So why treat her any differently?”

Shrugging, he watched as Nia started playing with two dolls, having forgotten the rest of the toys in the chest. Content with the first things she’d found.

Looking over, he saw that it looked like Gwendolin was going to start crying.

Smiling, he leaned over, kissed her cheek, and then left, closing the door behind him.

Heading outside, he practically ran into Ina.

“Ooh, there you are,” she said, her hands coming to him like they were magnetized to his chest. She immediately started to caress him. “Can you spare me a few minutes? They’re doing something weird outside the gate and Lucia asked me to come get you.”

“You need a few minutes, or you need me to go to the gate?” Steve asked, his hands going straight for Ina’s hips and rear.

“I need you for a few minutes at my gate, but after you talk to Lucia. Got any energy left, or are you all drained? You’ve had a few turns today, I think,” Ina said, her hands fluttering lower and lower.

“I’m sure you can help me get the energy for it. Alright, come on then. Let’s go see what Lucia wants,” Steve said.

“No, I’ll wait here with Nikki. Still going through the haul. Just come get me when you’re ready,” Ina said, then slapped him on the ass and shoved him. “I do love getting what’s mine. And watching it leave, too.”

Not gonna lie. Kinda like it when she treats me like that sometimes.

Steve went toward the gate, somehow resisting the urge to turn around and look back. He knew Ina was watching him in a very unladylike way right now.

“Steve!” Lucia called, even before her got to her. “They just walked up with a shield wall to leave a box on the ground. Then they left.”

“They did what?” Steve asked, somewhat confused. Coming to stop below the tower, he stared up at her.

“They walked up with their shields raised. I couldn’t hit any of them. They stopped at the bridge, set down a box, and then left,” Lucia said. “I think they did that because I kept shooting messengers.”

“Did they now?” Steve said, looking at the bridge. “Think I can get the box and get back inside before they can rush me?”

“Even if they did rush, I could keep them from getting to you before you get back inside,” Lucia said, tossing her hair lightly as she spoke. “I’m that good. You sh—”

“I appreciate you and your amazing ability, Lucia. You’re beautiful, intelligent, skilled, and truly wondrous,” Steve said, stabbing straight at what she wanted.

“Oh… yes. Yes. Thank you… husband,” Lucia said, smiling down at him. “I like that you feed me compliments. Do it more.”

“I’ll feed you alright, Lucia. So much I bet you choke on it,” Steve said, grinning at her.

Her face turned bright red, and she smiled at him toothily.

“You’re delightful. Go get the box,” she said and waved a hand at the bridge.

Steve walked over to the bridge and hit the ratchet, then grabbed the handle. As quick as he could, he let it fall down flat. Jogging out to the box, he looked around. There was nothing and no one nearby.

He picked up the box and then opened it. Inside was a single piece of paper.

Taking the paper, he tossed the box back to the ground and went inside. He grabbed the handle for the bridge and started to wind it.

Holding up the paper, he read it as he pulled the bridge back up.

 

Dear homestead holder,

 

By the order of Mayor Pamela Fennel, you are to immediately turn ownership of your farm over to Filch for control.

Everyone involved in this matter will be pardoned and allow to depart unmolested and unharmed despite previous transgression.

If this order is not followed within one week, an army shall be raised and levied against your homestead.

Everyone involved will be deemed guilty and hanged until dead.

 

Mayor Pamela Fennel

As written by scribe Julia.

 

“Right, because I’m just going to hand everything over to you after you murdered Xivin,” Steve said. Resisting the urge to simply crumple the paper up, he sighed instead.

“Is that all she wants?” Lucia asked from her tower. “Very generous of her. Far be it for her to consider reality and worry about the fact that you have an elite class Fae archer manning your tower. And witches. Hmph.”

“I’d just assume she doesn’t know you’re there, Lucia,” Steve said. “I’m going to go talk to the others. Not sure what I’m going to do. Any thoughts from you?”

“Me?” Lucia asked. She lifted her head and looked out at the horizon. “Kill her. We’re beyond any type of long-term plan now. She won’t stop until she gets what she wants or she’s dead.”

Lucia looked back at him and gave him a bright smile.

“I like it,” Steve said, and he marched off toward Nikki. He was going to propose exactly what Lucia had said.

Killing the mayor.

Preferably with his own axe, so he could watch her head explode completely.

I wonder if I have time to grab Ina.


Twenty-Four

 

Steve, Kassandra, Lucia, and Jaina were crouched in a low gully outside Filch.

It’d clearly once been used as a lake runoff, or sewage, but it was no longer being utilized. Which seemed to be entirely due to the fact that there were no small number of zombies in it when they’d arrived.

Lucia had easily dropped all the ones near where they planned to enter before they even got there.

Having an archer has been extremely handy. Need to really just bathe Lucia in compliments.

Thinking about the Fae, Steve felt his eyes slide over to her. She was staring up at the stone wall above them, her black eyes bottomless.

As if sensing his eyes on her, she turned her head to him and gave him a smug smile.

Even as she opened her mouth, he knew what was coming.

“Can’t take your eyes off me? Is it my looks? My skills? Or just everything put together?” she asked. “Admit it, I’m a treasure and I’ll let you kiss my cheek.”

“I admit it twice over—thrice even. Does that mean I get to kiss both your cheeks and maybe something else?” Steve asked with a grin.

Lucia bared her teeth at him in a grimace, shaking her head.

“You’re not supposed to agree with me,” she said. “You’re supposed to… I don’t know. But not that.”

“Why not agree? You are those things. Now, c’mere,” Steve said, and moved in on her.

Lucia looked annoyed, but she turned her cheek toward him.

“I’m nothing if not a lady, noble born. Fallen I may be, but I’ll abide by my terms,” she murmured.

Kissing her cheek tenderly, Steve stroked her jaw with a finger.

Lucia shivered and turned her head the other way, presenting him the other cheek.

Instead of kissing it, though, Steve leaned in and kissed her neck.

“Uuuuuuoo, you cad,” Lucia said, and pushed him away gently.

“You should have expected it. Or worse,” Kassandra muttered. “He’s very direct.”

“Yes, yes. Very direct. Very, very direct,” Jaina said, her voice sounding embarrassed. He’d spared no one and had mounted Jaina right in the middle of the camp just before nightfall. Kassandra and Lucia on either side of them.

Then again in the morning.

Personally, Steve didn’t care anymore. Everyone knew he was sleeping with them. The only one he cared about bothering was Nia.

“Yes… but… he’s still a cad. Even if he’s my cad,” Lucia said, patting his cheek. “Though it did feel nice. I’ll let you work me down with kisses soon enough.”

“Thank you, I look forward to it. Your skin is incredibly soft,” Steve said, leaning in toward her again just to test something.

Lucia didn’t push him away, and she even turned her head slightly to one side as if inviting him in.

Hard to get, and prideful, but wanting all of it.

Dipping his head down, he kissed the spot where her neck met her shoulder. Lucia quivered at the touch, one of her hands coming up to grab and hold tight to his wrist.

Moving away from her, Steve looked back up to the wall.

They had a job to do once full night settled in. It was still dusk right now, but night wasn’t far off.

“Plan is still the same, right?” Steve asked.

“Yes,” Kassandra said. “Unchanged.”

Steve nodded his and gripped his pick tighter. He and Lucia would rush the wall, and Steve would knock a hole into it. Then they’d slip inside and find the mayor. Jaina and Kassandra would remain behind and keep an eye on things.

With any luck, he could punch a hole straight in without a problem, and no one would notice.

But that was unlikely.

Steve was expecting the Creep itself to rush the gap and start creating zombies at the entrance, if not inside the city itself.

For whatever reason, the Creep couldn’t seem to move past or through stone walls. It made Steve want to sit down and make barriers and hurdles for the Creep to navigate. He wanted to know what would and wouldn’t stop it.

“Creeps coming in,” Kassandra said.

Everyone looked to Jaina. She and Ina had been practicing their newfound magical abilities extensively during the previous trip. They’d found out rather early on that when Ina and Jaina were using spells, the Creep wanted nothing to do with them.

The one time Ina had used a spell from within the Creep, it’d drawn from it directly as a resource rather than free mana.

Jaina glared at the ground, clearly concentrating.

Being a Creep Witch seemed to have come very easily to Ina. To the point that it was a little unnerving. Jaina was just as strong, but she seemed to need a bit more time to get the spell going.

Forming a circle with both hands, she made a downward motion toward the ground. A dark purple ring appeared in the grass around them. It glittered faintly, like wet grass, but was otherwise fairly plain.

“Ok,” Jaina said with a smile. She and Ina always looked excited when they used their magic. “All done. It’ll keep pulling mana from me right up till that Creep cloud gets close enough. Then it’ll pull from that.”

Zombies and Creep wouldn’t cross the circle. But they’d come right up to it.

Nodding his head, Steve looked over his shoulder. The Creep was getting closer now. He also swore he saw shambling shapes in it heading their way.

Getting up, he sprinted for the wall. Lucia would wait till he’d made the hole and then join him. Until then, she was covering him.

Swinging the pick around when he finally made it, with the intent to carve a tunnel in the wall, Steve turned his head to one side.

With a crash, the wall exploded inward, a perfectly carved hole appearing. Slipping the pick into the ring on his left hip, he pulled the axe from his right and dashed into the city.

Unsure which way to go, Steve darted into an alley nearby. Lucia came through the hole with a fluid grace he had to envy. He often felt like a bumbling brute at times, and she only made him feel as if it were the absolute truth.

Flowing over to him, Lucia pushed his shoulder, guiding him to the back of the alley.

“Come on. We can get to the mayor pretty quickly from here. Guards will be heading to the wall, too,” she said.

Coming to the end of the alley, Lucia pulled Steve in close and pasted herself to the wall, pulling his head down into her neck.

“One second,” she said, her fingers on the back of his head.

Normally Steve would be more than happy to take advantage of this situation, but right now he only had murder on his mind.

“We’re moving in about three seconds here, going for the panicked running-away thing. Got it?” Lucia asked.

“Yup,” Steve mumbled.

Lucia kept his head down against her shoulder for a few more seconds. Then she pulled his head up, grabbed his hand, and started running across the street.

Doing his part to look scared, which wasn’t very hard, Steve ran with Lucia away from the large, catastrophic noise and looked for all the world like he belonged.

They ran along, holding hands, as if the world was collapsing behind them.

No one seemed to notice or care. Not even about the fact that Lucia had a bow and quiver, and Steve had an axe. Everyone was entirely focused on what was happening with the wall.

Lucia led him past a massive mansion near the center of the city and then dragged him down another alleyway.

“Ok. This is… as close as we’re… getting without… rushing the guards. How do… you want to do this?” Lucia asked, taking deep heavy breaths. She clearly wasn’t used to running.

Steve felt fine. Like he could run forever, in fact. He never seemed to be short of stamina.

“How many guards are in there?” Steve asked.

“Even as smart… as I am… Steve, my nitwit… I’m not… clairvoyant,” Lucia said between pants.

“Uh, yeah, that’s fair. Hm. I’m just gonna climb the wall and murder her, then,” Steve said. “Think you can stay here and be ok?”

Lucia gave him a strange look, then nodded. “Yes… I’ll be fine.”

“’Kay. Don’t die. You’re impossible to replace,” Steve said, then ran at the large wall that circled the manse.

Crouching low, Steve gathered himself and then leapt upward. Jumping higher than he intended, he ended up clearing the ten-foot stone wall outright and landing atop the rampart. His tools clattered, but otherwise there wasn’t much noise.

Grunting, Steve rolled over and looked down from the top of the wall. There was a garden below him.

Rolling twice, he pitched himself off the edge of the wall and landed in a bush.

Sitting there unmoving, he listened. Trying to figure out if anyone had seen, heard, or noticed him.

After about thirty seconds, Steve got up out of the bush and started marching toward the big mansion. In front of him was a door. Judging from the outside and what he could see through the windows, it was the kitchen.

The mayor’s room was on the top floor. He had to get up to the top, and that was it.

Opening the door, Steve stepped into a warm and very humid room.

Women were standing all around, staring at him. They were all dressed as cooks or servants.

“I need to talk to the mayor. The wall has a breach,” Steve said, trying to sound the part of a guard on a mission. “The guards sent me as I was the closest. I don’t know where I’m going, though.”

The suspicion he had seen in every pair of eyes vanished and was replaced with abject fear.

“Through there, up the stairs, and may the heavens protect you,” said a woman nearby. “She doesn’t like bad news. It’s why a guard told you to go.”

Great. That makes this easy. I’m a messenger. They can take the message for me if they want, which they won’t.

Hah.

Steve frowned, looked annoyed, and set off in the indicated direction.

He was stopped twice more by guards, and each time they sent him onward as soon as he explained his mission.

Apparently no one wanted to deal with the mayor when bad news was involved.

Even the door guards, responsible for the mayor’s safety, didn’t stop him and sent him right in.

Walking into an expensively decorated room, Steve found he was alone. He could hear talking coming from an adjacent room, however. It sounded like several women.

Pulling his axe free, Steve tiptoed over to the doorway. Peering in, he tried to take a look without being seen.

He saw an older woman in her fifties and three women in their twenties. They were all green eyed with light brown hair, and amazing on the eyes.

The ones in their twenties were more beautiful than any of his wives. So much that he couldn’t believe what he was looking at. They were also incredibly built in the bust and hips.

How much did she sink into her daughters? What the fuck.

Steve didn’t need to see any more. He knew what he needed to do.

Kill ’em all.

Stepping out from the door frame, Steve pulled his axe free. Walking straight to the older woman, he didn’t pause or hesitate.

When she turned to look at him, Steve brought his axe down onto her head.

With a wet splat, the mayor’s head became a squished watermelon and exploded out in every direction.

Her daughters were shocked into silence, staring at the headless corpse of their mother as it collapsed to the ground. Blood spraying out in heartbeat-like squirts.

Steve walked over to the closest daughter and brought his axe back.

“Wait, wait!” she screeched, holding up her hands. “I don’t know who you are, but I’ll negotiate! I’ll negotiate!”

Holding his axe behind him, Steve contemplated just exterminating the whole family.

“No reason I should believe you. You’ll just turn on me as soon as I’m gone,” Steve grumbled.

“No, no, we won’t. Just… tell us who you are, and I’m sure we can work something out,” said the second woman.

“I’m Steve. Your mother wanted to take my farm over. One of my women was killed, Xivin,” Steve said simply, the anger at her death bleeding up at the mention of her name. “Now I’m here to exterminate you, and maybe your city.”

“Please, please wait,” said the third woman. “Xivin? Captain Xivin? She’s not dead! She’s in the dungeon. Captain Ditch acted without orders and had her attacked! We had nothing to do with that!”

“Yes, yes, she’s in the dungeon in the basement, recovering!” said the first daughter.

“Doesn’t change that I still have to kill you. You’ll come after my farm,” Steve said.

“No, we won’t!” said the second woman. “We’ll do whatever you want, just—”

“You’ll betray me as soon as I leave. You’re probably just like your mother,” Steve said, interrupting her.

“I’ll bed you,” said the first woman, who was clearly the oldest judging by the way she was taking charge. “I’ll take you to bed and have you as my man and husband. I’ll take on all your infamy as my own. Just let me live. I’ll be the mayor of Filch, and the farm is yours as is your right. We’ll treat with you just as we had before my mother got greedy.”

Steve thought on that. Thought hard.

He didn’t want to bed her. Didn’t want her as a wife. He didn’t want to create a power vacuum in Filch either, though.

The city would create a monstrous number of zombies he’d have to deal with if it fell. And removing the entire leading family would do that.

“So I kill your two sisters and fuck you on their corpses?” Steve asked.

The woman who’d offered herself lifted her chin up slightly while her two younger sisters looked terrified.

“All of us,” said the oldest. “Bed all three of us, and that’ll ensure your safety, and we’ll do all we can to support you as well.”

“Kinda on a time limit here,” Steve said, not putting his axe down. “I got enough in me to plow one of you—the other two gotta go. Draw straws or pick your sacrifices.”

“No, no,” said the youngest. “Just… insert yourself and… and take each of our virginities for a time, then move on once we confirm it. It’d just take a second to check.

“That’d be enough. I promise it. There’s no need to finish with each one of us. Please—it’ll work, just try.”

Before anyone could say anything after that, the youngest was already lifting up her dress and turning around. In seconds she was bare from the waist down and bending over a table.

“Not… really into prostitution,” Steve said, preferring to kill all three of them.

“And I’d prefer not to be dead,” said the middle daughter, working at her pants and belt buckle. “If this’ll buy me my life, I’ll trade it willingly.”

Don’t like it.

Feels wrong.

Should just kill ’em.

Steve frowned, thinking. The middle daughter was now bent over next to the youngest, just as naked, while the oldest was pushing her dress down to her feet.

What would Nikki say? She’d tell me… she’d tell me… she’d probably tell me to give in and play nice.

That if they’re offering and they’d prefer it over death, that’s their choice.

It’d protect the farm and tie Filch to us.

Right? That’s what she’d say… maybe?

Though… having these three in my pocket, so to speak, would protect everyone.

Including Nia.

Chewing at his lip, Steve still wanted to bury his axe rather than his dick in them.

“Xivin is alive?” Steve asked.

“Yes,” said the youngest, peering over her shoulder at him, her rear end pointed toward him. “I made sure she was well taken care of. Ditch acted impulsively. I sent her away for it and expelled her from Filch.”

Take the youngest, kill the other two?

“My sisters supported me in this action and would have done the same,” said the youngest, as if reading his mind that he didn’t want all three of them.

The oldest sister was now bent over in the same way as her two sisters. Neither she nor her middle sister were talking now.

Only the youngest was speaking.

“You speak for them?” Steve asked, letting his axe lower down to his side, gesturing with his other hand at the other two.

“I do, and they for me. Please, Steve, give us what we’re asking for. After that, please entreat with us so we can work out a deal for your produce. We’re in desperate need of your foodstuffs for our citizens,” said the youngest. “They’re going to be starving soon.”

Gritting his teeth, Steve felt like he was being played. Felt like these daughters of the mayor had been trained in politics and getting what they wanted.

“I’m Raquel, my middle sister is Rachel, and the youngest is Rachele,” said the oldest.

Steve shook his head, not quite believing that.

“Your mother named you all the same thing?” he asked.

“Our mother… wasn’t a smart woman,” said Rachel. “Father was where we were fortunate to get our brains from.”

“Ah, forgive me, Steve, but please?” Rachele asked. “This’ll work, the farm will be safe, and we can care for Filch.”

Walking up to the three women, Steve brought the axe down into the table they were all bent over.

With a crunch, it went halfway through the table.

“Woman, wife, or not, I’ll murder you all if you betray me or the farm,” Steve said.

Walking up behind Rachele, he grabbed her by the hips and then started working at the fastening to his belt.

“By the way,” Steve said, getting his pants off. They hit the ground with a thud. “You’re wives twelve, thirteen, and fourteen. We’ll all be criminals together against our own nation. Xivin was going to be number eleven.”

“Ah… I see,” Rachele said, laying her head down on the table. She braced herself against the table and bent her rear end up toward him. “So be it. We’ll get through this. You say you’ll murder us, but I think you’ll also protect us. I may be trading myself and my sisters away for it, but I think this’ll be for the best.”

Steve couldn’t help but agree with her sentiment. Chances were, he’d care for their well-being on some level.

He gave Rachele’s hips a gentle pat and a squeeze. As if making sure she was ready for this.

“I’m ready,” said Rachele, apparently reading his intent. Her hips drifted backward toward him.

“Ah, and do be sure to put some time aside to come back and properly consummate our marriages. We’ll need heirs. All three of us,” Rachel said, lifting her head to make eye contact with him.

“Fine, I hear you,” Steve said after nodding at her. He’d realized she wasn’t going to let off until he responded. After hearing his words, Rachel did indeed lay her head back down.

Whatever. This sucks.

I don’t like it.

Whether he liked it or not, he knew it was the best thing for his farm, he wasn’t murdering innocents for it, and they’d all be bound together in trust.

And crime. He felt like the women he’d put in the pit and told to murder one of their own.

Taking hold of his length, he pushed it up into Rachele and moved forward. He’d do this, but he’d do it as gently as he could.


Twenty-Five

 

Steve pushed himself up against Raquel, pulling at her hips, his climax falling away.

Steve has gained the Hat Trick accolade.

What, because they were sisters? Weird frickin’ thing.

Wait, what’s a hat trick?

Letting out a slow breath, Steve pulled out of Raquel with a pat on her hip. Taking several steps away from her, he grabbed a dinner napkin and started wiping the maiden’s blood and his seed away from his privates.

Rachel and Rachele had already gotten their clothes back on after having confirmed they were his in their status windows. It hadn’t taken long for them to register, either, only about two minutes or so with each of them.

“Alright, we’re done here,” Steve said, dropping the napkin to one side and then pulling up his boxers and pants. “I’m going to collect Xivin and go back home.”

Raquel was working her dress back in place, as if she hadn’t just been taken over her family’s dinner table, her mother’s corpse cooling in the corner as she loaded up with the murderer’s seed.

“Yes, that’s fine husband,” she said, adjusting herself. “Honestly, that didn’t hurt half as much at the start as Mother made it out to be. It was actually rather enjoyable after a while. I felt lightheaded and tingly.

“Though it feels warm and squishy down there right now. I think I’m going to leak.”

“I agree with the first part. I can’t speak to having seed put in me, though,” Rachele said. “It didn’t hurt at all after I took a few breaths. It felt rather good, actually. Extremely so right before he stopped at the end. I was starting to really get into it. I liked it.”

Grimacing, and not really liking the way this was turning out, Steve wanted to leave. They were acting far too familiar with him. Far, far too familiar.

He didn’t like it at all. He still wanted to kill them.

“I get the impression our husband was deliberately very delicate with us. I felt no pain at all and rather enjoyed the whole experience,” Rachel said, then turned to look at him. “Weren’t you?”

Frowning, and his brows coming down, Steve went and pulled his axe out of the table.

“Yeah. No sense in hurting you,” Steve finally admitted.

“You see?” Rachel said, looking to her sisters. The three of them were reseated together on a single bench. Sitting hip to hip.

I wonder if their bond was created because of their mother. They’re almost too close.

“Yes, you’re right,” Rachele said, then looked back at Steve. “Will you return tomorrow to lie with me or Rachel? You said you’d come back soon and… fertilize us.”

“Uh… dunno. Kinda busy on the farm. Just… be sure to send someone over to talk about crops. I’m leaving,” Steve said, putting his axe into the loop at his belt. “And uh… I’ll fix the hole I made on my way out as well.”

“I hope none of the guards were hurt,” Rachele said, her face looking sad at the idea of it.

Err… I hope so, too. Guards didn’t deserve my anger.

“I’ll stop by and see if anyone was bitten. If they were, I’ll fix it,” Steve said. “I brought some of my moat with me.”

“Oh, thank you, husband. Xivin and Ditch mentioned your healing abilities of the Creep infections,” Rachel said, clapping her hands together lightly. “We’ll make sure we send a representative over immediately in the morning. Our people will go very hungry soon. Is there any possibility to increase the amount of food you produce? Can we help?”

“Uh… just… just keep the road clear. The faster we can get things to and from Filch and the farm, the faster I can get more growing,” Steve said. His feeling of unease was rapidly increasing.

“Ah. We can do that. We’ll have the road patrolled regularly then, and perhaps have it paved,” Rachele said.

“Do you need any assistance with the crops themselves, husband?” Raquel asked.

At first Steve shook his head, then realized he actually did need help. But the question was—did he trust them? As subtly as he could, he pulled up Raquel’s status window while making it look like he was thinking.

Raquel Fennel

Human

Family-

Father: deceased

Mother: deceased

Sister: living

Sister: living

Status: in a relationship with Steven Bril

Humanist- sexual relations with a Human

Purist- married her own kind

Prostitute- willingly sold herself for gains

Checking the other two, he found they bore the same shameful tag of prostitute. It hadn’t been there when he’d checked the “in a relationship” tag while having them.

Which meant they really were in it with him at this point. They’d picked up some infamy for doing what they’d done that would never go away.

“I’ll need help harvesting, honestly. Send me thirty young women who are unmarried and have no skills each time with the wagons,” Steve said, coming to a decision. “I’ll start training them in how to tend a farm. Maybe we can start reestablishing farms with those women, so long as we get defenses in place first before the farms go up. Take some of the stress off just having one farm.”

All three sisters gave him a bright and dazzling smile, each one holding her hands out in front of her as if thanking him. It was like being physically hit with a mallet. They were just too pretty.

“Thank you, husband,” they said in unison.

“Leaving. Now,” Steve said, realizing suddenly why he felt so uneasy around them. They were beautiful, had just submitted themselves to him, and were slowly getting more and more out of him the longer he stood there.

Escaping quickly, Steve exited the personal rooms. The guards gave him head nods as he passed. When he reached the ground floor, he stopped a servant.

“Dungeons, which way?” he asked.

The woman pointed to a door.

“Out that door, follow the path, enter the stone building at the end,” she said, then hurried off.

Steve did as instructed and ran into a pair of guards.

“I’m the husband of Raquel, Rachel, and Rachele,” Steve said, pulling out his axe. “I’m also the farm owner that’s been bringing in food. I’m taking my Xivin with me. You can help me, get out of my way, or die.”

Both guards looked at him in shock. Then the one on the left put a key into the iron door and swung it open.

“With me, sir,” she said as she walked inside.

Not putting down his axe, Steve followed the woman. Wordlessly, she led him past another three guard checkpoints. Then down a number of stairs. Down deep into the ground.

No one questioned them. Which was surprising to Steve. He couldn’t understand it.

Reaching a section in the far back, Steve had a moment of gratitude.

Xivin wasn’t wasting away in a dank cell. Her area was well lit, a comfortable temperature, and decorated. Even if they were simple decorations. There was even a bookcase filled with tomes.

The sisters weren’t lying. They did care for her.

Xivin was there dressed in a pair of pants and tunic, sitting in a chair, reading.

She looked up from her book, her eyes locking on Steve. There was shock and surprise there.

And hope.

Not waiting for the guard, Steve walked up to the door, pulled out his pick, and smashed the lock with it.

With a screech of metal, the whole door buckled and caved in on itself, bending in half. Ripped free from its hinges, it clanged to the ground.

“Get her some traveling clothes and all her belongings. Do it fast, or I’ll kill you,” Steve said to the guard, not turning around.

“Yes!” squeaked the woman, dashing away.

Steve looked at Xivin and smiled.

“I thought you were dead,” he said. “I just murdered the mayor in your name.”

Xivin closed the book, licked her lips, and set it to one side. She gave him a strange head-to-toe appraisal that was very reminiscent of their first meeting. Then she flashed him her canines in a smile.

“I’m glad you came for me,” she said. “I’m afraid I can’t walk very well, though. The arrow caught me low. In in my guts. Took my legs out from under me. I should heal, but I don’t think I’ll be doing much for a while.”

“Fine, I’ll carry you back,” Steve said. “You’re coming home. Tonight.”

Leaning her head against the wall, Xivin only chuckled to herself. It was obvious she didn’t know what to say or do.

“Consider me saved and rescued,” she said finally. “Carry me off then, brave sir. I’m all yours.”

 

 

***

 

Walking up to the farm with Xivin held against his chest, Steve felt much better. In the end, he’d left before the sisters could put together a delegation.

Lifting up his free hand, he patted Xivin on her rear end.

“Second time I’m carrying you across the threshold, Elfie. I swear if I have to go fetch you a third time, I’ll drag you back by your hair,” Steve said.

“Hush,” Xivin said, her head on his shoulder. “I never thought I’d be worth fetching to begin with, let alone twice. I’m just an Elf. We’re almost as numerous as Humans. Secondary breeders.”

“My Elf,” Steve said.

“Should have left her. You have no need of her; you have me,” Lucia said. “I’m twice the woman she is, in all regards.”

“You sure are, Lucia. I can’t wait to get my hands on you either,” Steve agreed. “I’m sure you’ll rock my bed and my world, all while looking beautiful and being the intelligent Fae you are. Until then, I’ll settle on Elf flesh.”

Lucia fell silent immediately. Though he would swear he heard her muttering to herself.

“Huh,” Xivin said softly against his neck. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen a Fae get tongue tied.”

“They all like that?” Steve asked.

“She seems particularly bad, but yes, they are,” Xivin said. “They don’t like being part of the Elven race. But they’re… just an Elf subspecies, so what can you do?”

The bridge was down, and waiting on the other side were all of his women who remained home, minus Enart and Ferrah.

Rather than stopping to answer the questions he was sure would come, he kept walking to the cabin.

Nikki, Gwendolin, and Misty fell in next to him. Ina and Chessa went to Jaina. Kassandra and Lucia turned around and started working the bridge back into place.

“Xivin?” Nikki asked, moving off behind Steve. “It is you! I’m so glad. We all thought you dead when you tumbled off the bridge.”

“So did I, to be honest,” Xivin said. “Supposedly I’ll be fine, but… I’m not sure. My legs feel funny. I can walk, just not very well.”

“Don’t fear, I’ll do everything in my power to bring you to health,” Gwendolin said, having gone behind Steve as well. “I’ll have you up and moving in no time.”

Looking to the side, Steve smiled at Misty.

“Hello, my Steve,” said the Nereid. “Your Misty missed you desperately. Would you make love to me? In our pond? I have it nice and warm.”

Steve chuckled at that.

“We’ll see. Got a lot to do. First, though, I need to tuck Elfie here into bed,” Steve said.

“We’ll put her in Enart’s for now,” Nikki said. “She still hasn’t come back yet.”

That’s… concerning to a degree. Isn’t it?

“I really need to go to the bathroom,” Xivin said. “Can I do that before we go inside? Steve made me drink three canteens of water and I think I might burst.”

Nikki clicked her tongue, and Steve felt a hand brush the back of his head. Fingernails lightly scratched at his scalp.

Why is she rewarding me for good behavior? The water helps everything—why wouldn’t I make her drink lots of it?

“I can handle that, and I’ll get her put to bed as well,” Gwendolin said. “Just put her on the consulting bench.”

Consulting bench?

“Where I work, dear,” Nikki offered.

“Oh, sure,” Steve said, and moved over to it. Getting down on one knee, he carefully shifted Xivin from his hold to the bench.

The Elf looked pale but seemed healthy. She also looked considerably happier than when he’d found her in the dungeon.

“It’s so nice to be outside again,” she said, leaning her head against the wall of the cabin. Then she groaned and closed her eyes. “Oh heavens, no.”

A wet patch started growing from around her private area, the dark stain spreading quickly.

Xivin looked like she was going to start crying.

“I’m an invalid. I can’t even walk without help, and I just… urinated on myself,” she sobbed. “I was a captain of the guard. Few could best me. A swordmaster.”

Leaning forward, Steve pressed a kiss to her cheek and then hugged her tightly. “And we’ll do all we can to put you back to where you were. But even if you can’t get there, you’re still valuable to us, just as Xivin,” he said. “Now, go hop in Misty’s pond for a bath. Drink all the water you can.”

“Oh! Yes, please do. It’s quite lovely right now,” Misty said.

Gwendolin stepped in, moving Steve away from Xivin, and then started to help the Elven maiden to her feet.

Slowly, Xivin started toward the pond behind the cabin, her legs moving awkwardly and not in good working order.

I don’t know… she might not ever be the same. I feel like I should know more about this, but I have a generally bad feeling about the whole thing.

Misty, Nikki, and Steve were left there as Gwendolin and Xivin hobbled away.

“I murdered the mayor, fucked her three daughters, and freed Xivin when I found out she was alive,” Steve said, getting everything out in one go.

“No, I hate it when you do that,” Nikki said, lightly slapping his shoulder. “Start with the mayor.”

“Broke a hole in the wall, stormed in, killed her with my axe,” Steve said.

“Ok, did you even talk to her?” Nikki asked.

“No. My axe axed her a question. It was ‘How much of your head will end up on the ceiling, how much on the walls, and how much on the floor?’” Steve said.

Nikki smiled with a sigh, patting his jaw with her fingertips. “Yes, I’m not surprised by that. But it’s my beloved brute, whom I adore. Ok. Did you break the wall too much? Is Filch falling?”

“No, and I fixed it on the way out when I left. I healed the guards who’d been bitten with water as well,” Steve said.

“Mmm? Alright, that’s good. While we don’t need them, it’d be better to have them. Especially now that we know Xivin isn’t dead. No more need for blood, right my brute?” Nikki asked.

“Yes, no more need for blood,” Steve said. He felt like all the stress and anger he held was spilling away into the grass, curling toward Nikki and her calming hand on his face. The fear and tension were all bleeding away at her delicate touch.

“Good. Now, you mentioned the mayor’s daughters?” Nikki said, both of her hands on his face now. Her fingers were stroking him from his chin all the way down to his shoulders and back up again.

“Raquel, Rachel, and Rachele, aged in that order from oldest to youngest. I was going to murder them,” Steve said, his hands coming up to rest on Nikki’s hips. “They offered themselves to me as wives instead of getting killed. Prostituted themselves, really. I wanted to kill them anyways. Then I thought about what you’d probably do. I believed you’d tell me to sleep with them and bind Filch to us. Even if it’s only at their leadership level, if only to give us some more safety.”

Nikki nodded and then kissed him once, briefly.

“Good. That’s exactly what I’d want, my brute, my Steve, my beloved. You did good,” Nikki said, her fingers now trailing up along the back of his neck and tickling him behind his ears. Her fingernails scratched back and forth. “Did they want anything for that, or just their lives?”

“They made me promise to put children in them. I unloaded in Raquel while there, and bound the other two by breaking their maidenheads. Raquel’s the oldest. I have to go back at some point for the other two. Other than that, no,” Steve said. “They’re sending a delegation and probably people to help with a harvest. Should be here tomorrow, I bet. Thirty young women without husbands or skills to learn from us.”

“My brute, you did so good,” Nikki said, kissing him twice, both far more lingering than the first. “Good work binding them to us, getting us an equal deal, and having them send help to harvest and load their own wagons. It cuts down on our own worries and needs significantly. We might even steal a few of those young girls for our marriage as well. At this point we can have as many women as we want. I don’t think even the Lamals capital army could stand up to us without taking too many losses.”

Nikki’s hands pulled Steve in closer to her, stroking and caressing him all over.

“You’re a good provider, Steve, a good man—my perfect brute,” Nikki said, kissing all along his cheek and down his neck. “Good job. Come, let me escort you into our home and give you some attention. You can hold on to my horns while I attend to you, if you want.”

“Yeah?” Steve asked. He did enjoy holding on to her horns. Sometimes she let him, and sometimes she wanted full control.

“Mmhmm. You did so wonderfully, how can I not reward my brute? Come on dear, let me show you how I love you,” Nikki said, then started to drag him off to the cabin. “You coming, Misty? You can help me show him what a good man he’s been.”

“Of course!” she said, following along into the cabin. “I’d love to.”


Twenty-Six

 

Staring out from the tower, Steve could just barely see what Chessa was pointing at.

Then again, she was also standing very close to him, one hand on his back. Ever since their last night together when she’d asked him not to leave her bed, she’d become rather warm and affectionate with him.

“See them?” she asked.

She still acted like a giant lazy housecat whenever she could, but she never slacked on her job or duties either.

“Barely,” he said. “What are they?”

“Horses,” Chessa said. “They’re not very useful for anything. They just run around and eat. They taste terrible. Better than nothing, though. Herbivores.”

“Horses?” Steve asked, extremely confused. “How are they not useful?”

“They’re not good for anything,” Chessa said with a shrug.

“I really don’t—” Steve paused mid-sentence. Now that he thought about it, he’d never seen anyone mounted on a horse here. Not a single person.

Oxen were used to pull carts, and there were no mounted people of any sort. Everyone was on foot.

“If I wanted to send a really fast message on foot, how would I do it?” Steve asked, staring out at the horses.

“A Centaur is often sent. Or a Fae. They are very fast when they choose,” Chessa said.

In other words, they never developed horse riding because it was never needed.

And there hasn’t been a war with other countries in hundreds of years. Everyone fights the Creep.

“Chessa, get Jaina and whoever else you need, and get me those horses. All of them,” Steve said. “I want to be able to breed them. I have plans for them. Can you do that for me?”

“Mmm, I could. Will you reward me? You reward others for doing well,” Chessa said, the hand she was using to point with dropping down to her side. Her fingers continued to lightly stroke and pet his back with her other hand.

“Of course I will, my pretty kitty,” Steve said, then dropped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her in close. Chessa responded by pressing her face into his side.

“My feelings for you scare me. I’m a Tigan. I shouldn’t want to mate with you just to make you happy. I’m not even in heat,” Chessa murmured.

“I love you, too, Chessa. Ok, I need to get ready. Because I think that’s the delegation from Filch,” Steve said, patting Chessa on the back. He could see their wagons slowly rolling in from the north on the far horizon. “They’re about… what… half an hour away?”

“Ok. I’m going to prepare for my hunt,” Chessa said, drawing away from him. “And… thank you, Steve. For giving me a chance and then… loving me.”

In a flash, she was gone, sliding down the ladder and sprinting off faster than he’d thought possible.

Leaving the tower without a guard in her haste to escape him.

“Right, uh…” Looking over to the other tower, Steve saw one of the guards he’d stolen from Filch.

“Hey!” he shouted over to her. “I’m going to go get ready; you’re the only one here for now.”

The woman nodded and held up a thumb in response.

Steve got down from the tower and did his best to get ready for their guests.

 

***

 

In the end, Nikki and Lucia had elected to remain with him to greet the delegation. All his other women were going on about their chores and duties.

Xivin had originally wanted to be present, but after standing up, she sat herself back down. Gwendolin was on her in an instant, working to get her back into bed.

The once-captain was adjusting to a life where she might not ever have full mobility again. And it wasn’t going well.

There was hope, though. She had already improved since she’d arrived. Xivin had attributed it to Misty’s pond, and she now spent most of her day sitting in it. While drinking the same water.

Kassandra was posted near the towers, waiting for the call for her to go check the wagons.

Steve himself should really have been working on another cabin. There were four of them now, each one housing families or all the collective unmarried women.

Thankfully, since they went a second floor up and down into a basement level, there wasn’t much space lost.

Only his original cabin seemed to constantly be getting bigger. The groundwork for the attached nursery was being done, and it was almost as big as the original cabin. With a second floor and a basement as well.

Lucia sniffed once, her right hand resting atop her quiver, her left hand tight around her bow.

She’s going to complain about this being a waste of her abilities, isn’t she?

“While I appreciate being useful to you, and that you need me, I do think my abilities as a bowyer would be better spent making more weapons,” Lucia said.

Heh. She’s actually rather easy to understand.

“Lucia, you’re a beautiful, intelligent, and skilled woman. Please forgive me for using you so frequently, but I need you,” Steve said. He was being honest with her. It was also the quickest way to appease her.

Flatter her hard. Eat that pride of hers like I’m going down on her.

“I need you in so many ways that I begin to wonder how I’d manage without you, and I don’t like the answer,” Steve said.

Lucia tossed her head once, then flicked her hair behind her. Her face was red, though, and she looked embarrassed.

“Let us hope you never know what an existence would be without me,” Lucia said.

“I do so hope. It’d be a dark and terrible thing, I have no doubt,” Steve said.

Wrinkling her nose, Lucia looked at him as if gauging his response. Seeing no mockery there, she looked ahead again. “Good. Yes.”

Glancing to his side, he saw Nikki roll her eyes at their banter, but she had a warm smile on her face. Apparently she knew exactly what type of woman Lucia was as well, but didn’t feel any negativity toward her for it.

“Can I invite you to my bed tonight, Lucia?” Steve asked. “I’d like nothing more than to experience a Fae woman such as yourself.”

Now Lucia’s entire neck, face, and ears were red. The muscles at her throat tightened up as well.

“I… not tonight, husband,” Lucia said. “I’m not ready yet. But… I will be soon. I don’t want to do anything until I’m sure of my feelings.”

“Oh? Good. I’m glad to hear that. I’ll wait ever patiently for you, my Fae,” Steve said.

“Enough flirting with the pretty Fae, my brute. Our guests are upon us,” Nikki said, her voice full of laughter.

Thank goodness she thinks all this is acceptable. And normal.

Actually, didn’t she say her mother went it alone?

Should talk to her more about… all of this.

After rolling up to the bridge, a number of oxen-pulled wagons came to a stop.

Hopping down from the front, Steve was astonished to find Rachele. She was dressed in clothes far more suitable for actual work than what her station was.

“It’s Rachele, the youngest,” Steve said as the woman crossed the bridge toward him.

Stopping directly in front of him, Rachele gave him a smile.

“Good morning, husband,” she said, then gave him a chaste kiss on the lips. Then she immediately turned to Nikki and bowed her head to her. “I take it you’re one of my sister wives?”

“Yes,” Nikki said, the smile on her face still warm but with a hint of something else. “I’m Nikki, and the Fae on the other side of Steve is also a wife. Her name is Lucia.”

“Nikki, Lucia, I’m Rachele, youngest of the three mayors of Filch,” Rachele said. “Please forgive me for being Human, but our station was assigned to us.”

That’s… really weird, actually. Why apologize for being Human?

“As a Faun with a mother who went it alone, I would never fault you for your race,” Nikki said. “Besides, Steve is quite Human, and I willingly gave myself to him.”

Rachele smiled at that, her over-prettiness smashing down hard on Lucia, Steve, and Nikki.

Blinking, even Nikki seemed partially affected.

“Thank you, Nikki. First and foremost, I think, discussions on trade,” Rachele said, and then she gestured behind her. “I’ve brought the women you called for, though I did take the time to make sure they were fitting to be wives of yours. Just in case you wished to add a few more.

“If we’re already breaking most of the laws, I see no reason we can’t break more.”

Huh. Ok. So… they’re not idiots, and we need to be careful.

“I’d be the one to handle negotiations,” Nikki said. “Our dear Steve is our beloved brute.”

Nikki said this while reaching up to gently rub Steve’s shoulder.

“I love him dearly and would give much for him, but I know better what we need and have,” Nikki said.

Steve wasn’t offended in the least. She was right. He had no idea what people needed. He was just the guy with the tools who kept building things for everyone.

In fact, he’d just gotten to intermediate in his woodworking and farming skills. He was improving.

“…makes sense. I brought along my middle sister, Rachel, with me,” Rachele said. “Though she’s further back in the column. She’ll be the one best suited for negotiations. Her mind is far better at such things than mine, Miss Nikki.”

Nikki nodded her head, something passing through her mind that got her thoughts moving.

“I see. I’ll let Steve give you the tour, then, while Lucia and I meet with Rachel and get everyone squared away,” Nikki said. “Please forgive me, but our resident master-at-arms will inspect your wagons now.”

The Creep Witches manning the towers on either side of them were waiting. Ready to douse all the wagons in flame at the first hint of treachery.

Kassandra moved out from her position near the towers and across the bridge before Rachele could respond.

“Of course. I would expect nothing less. May I… borrow Steve for that tour now?” asked the young woman, her eyes fastened to Nikki.

“Yes. You may, and I grant you permission for anything else required of him,” Nikki said.

Huh?

“Wonderful. Thank you, Miss Nikki,” Rachele said, bowing her head to Nikki.

“Men are property, for the most part. Or nearly so,” Lucia whispered in his ear. “No man ever goes anywhere without a wife or a mother. Permission for a man is granted by the wife who leads the marriage. Nikki has that honor by virtue of you enforcing it.”

Oh. Oh shit. That… explains a whole lot more than I ever considered.

Rachele calmly walked up to Steve, took his arm in hers, and led him away from the others.

And she just got permission from Nikki to have sex with me.

Damn. I never thought about any of this. It makes a lot more sense, though.

Also why that matchmaker kept looking to Kassandra for direction. She wasn’t used to a man dictating so much to her.

“Steve, I must confess, I’m rather taken with how you handled yourself,” Rachele said, patting his forearm. She was leading him in both gesture and discussion now. “I’ve never met a man so sure of himself and how to handle things. You were more confident than some of the wall garrison commanders I’ve met.”

“Commanders?” Steve asked, not really understanding.

“Oh yes. Every now and then the wall commanders would come visit, negotiate for items. They’re all rather older now, though. We haven’t had a new commander in fifteen years,” Rachele said.

“Huh. Doubt we’ll see any more with the quarantine,” Steve said.

“Doubtlessly so. I won’t miss them. They were all old and set in their ways. Most of them have long outlived their husbands,” Rachele said. “Goodness, I had no idea you’d brought part of the lake into your farm. And you have so much more room to grow into.”

The commanders are all women? Wait, of course they are. Men are… property. They sire children on some women, because that’s the brainwashed need, then get shipped to the front if they don’t fit any other need.

Steve was starting to not hate Shitty Steve as much. If he had been dropped anywhere else, like a city, he’d have been scooped up as property fairly quickly.

Doubly lucky that he’d met Nikki as he had. Thinking about the Faun, he looked over his shoulder.

She was watching him walk away.

Giving him a small apologetic smile, she waved a hand at him, then held it up in a ‘what could I do?’ type of gesture.

Smiling back at her and realizing not for the first time how lucky he was, he turned back to Rachele.

“Rachele,” Steve said, interrupting her as she chattered on about the commanders.

“Hum? Yes?” asked the young woman, looking at him with a smile.

“Let me show you the lake, my cabin, and then my bed, in that order,” Steve said. He knew what Nikki needed him to do, and he’d do it. Even if it was more mechanical this time than anything.

There was no doubt in his mind that Nikki worried about their future. She wanted him to appease the three sisters. So he’d do it.

“Oh, oh goodness, I… yes, alright. I’d like that,” Rachele said, her hand tightening on his forearm. “You’re so forward.”

“Nikki did call me her brute, you’ll remember,” Steve said.

“Mm, I think I like it,” Rachele said, grinning up at him. “You’re rather fun.”

 

***

 

Steve watched the wagons rolling away out of the farm. They’d stayed for the night and left the next day. Wagons full of produce and a promise to return with the agreed-upon goods in exchange.

Rachel and Rachele had slept in the bed with him and Nikki. Both of the sisters had gotten several rounds each with Steve throughout the day, the night, and the next morning.

At one point Rachele had lost her balance and ended up collapsing atop Nikki directly. Nikki had woken up, looked them over, and promptly gone back to bed without a word.

She hadn’t even been upset about it in the morning. Even going so far as to bring it up herself to the young woman, saying she thought it was funny. Rachele had looked embarrassed but also seemed amused.

The sisters did indeed leave, however. Though both left looking extremely tumbled, their hair resembling a true mess, and appearing that they didn’t want to leave at all.

Picking at his thumbnail with his index finger, Steve turned away from the distant gate and looked back to the lake.

Kicking his feet back and forth in the water, he wasn’t quite sure what to do with himself.

The last day and this morning had gone strangely. He was just now starting to realize that a man’s role in this world was anything but what he’d thought it was.

Seed, sex, and soldiery.

That was all a man was worth in this world. It was also why Kassandra had kept him on a short leash and hadn’t let him go exploring in Filch.

If men were property, one could be stolen. Supposing someone was already on the run from the law, they wouldn’t be against sleeping with whatever race they could get. Or outside of a marital bed.

Shaking his head, Steve flicked a rock into the water.

“I take it you probably have some questions.”

Looking over again, he found Nikki walking toward him. Her strange hopping gait made her jiggle wonderfully.

“Not really,” Steve said, eying her as she came closer. “Other than how do you feel about just jumping up and down for me.”

Nikki rolled her eyes, but grinned nonetheless. Sitting down next to him, she let her hooves dangle into the water.

“Men aren’t property,” Nikki said.

“But almost,” Steve said.

“But… almost. Yes,” she agreed, her left hand slipping into his right. “I never viewed you as such, and would never do so. I’m sorry for yesterday, but I felt like it needed to be that way.”

“That’s fine. It didn’t bother me at all, honestly. It’s not like they’re bad people, or not good looking. Having sex with them wasn’t really a punishment or anything. Was fun. Felt good.

“I just… never really thought about it, I guess. My role,” Steve said. “Is it that way everywhere?”

“More or less. Some countries have forbidden men from being used and given them equal rights. Some men are just outright property. Where you would literally trade a brother for a husband. Where you buy your husband, and that’s the end of it,” Nikki said. “More countries than not stay away from that type of mentality, though. It tends to veer toward incest in many situations.”

Shaking his head, Steve didn’t know how to respond to that.

“I think this is the part where I say I love you, thank you for not taking advantage of me, and for guiding me as best as you could,” Steve said.

“Oh, don’t think too highly of me, my brute,” Nikki said. “If you forget, I had plans on you. Almost from the moment I met you. They changed as soon as I got to know you, though. Fell in love with you and realized there was no way I could handle you by myself. That you would likely change the world. But… I did for a time consider stealing you away and keeping you all to myself. One man, one woman.”

Steve grinned at that, giving Nikki’s hand a squeeze.

“Regret that at all? Having women sleeping with your husband while you sleep right next to them?” Steve said. “I honestly can’t imagine how you do it every night.”

Nikki shrugged her shoulders, giving him a sad smile.

“It hurt the first few times. A lot, actually,” Nikki admitted. “But… then you almost always came back to our bed if you were in someone else’s. Always cuddled me. You’d… you’d take Ina right next to me, practically break her in half on top of me. Then finish, talk for a bit, or go again. But before you go to sleep, or if you came back to our bed, you always moved to my side, grabbed me, and cuddled up to me.”

Steve nodded slowly. There were nights when he didn’t come back to their bed. But if he did come back, or if he was in their bed, he always did slide over to Nikki.

“Rachele and Rachel knew instantly that they’d have to work through me if they wanted you,” Nikki said, then giggled softly. “I have mayors asking me for rights to our husband. Me, a Faun. A Faun who was the child of a mother who had no husband in the end.

“And oh my stars, did you see how pretty they were? Even I wanted to kiss Rachele and see if she’d be interested in a go, wife to wife. Or with you in the middle—and I really don’t feel that way about women.”

Steve chuckled at that. He could somewhat understand why Nikki had been so nervous at the start now. There really were some truly beautiful women out there.

“Not sure how I feel about those mayor girls,” Steve said. “They’re just… sex partners… right now. Probably nothing ever more than that.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Nikki said. “You seem to have a tendency to fall in love. You also want your wives to love you in return. Desperately so, I would say. I think that scared Enart off. I don’t think she’s dead; she just left. Ferrah seems to be unnerved by your treatment of your wives as well. Gwendolin seems willing but also distant, though I do think that’s more from her husband’s death than any fault of yours.”

Unable to deny any of that, Steve could only sigh.

“Sounds about right,” he muttered.

“Although I’m so surprised at how quickly Lucia has fallen for you. I’ve caught her several times just… stalking you. Or watching you. She even came to me the other night to make sure she had permission to sleep with you,” Nikki said, laughing. “And she’s not a normal Fae either. She’s from nobility. Related to a court and everything.”

Not far away, Nia came running into view. Chasing along behind her was a dog. It woofed softly, herding Nia away from the edge of the lake.

“Came in with the wagons when you came back from the farms,” Nikki said, snatching his thoughts like they were stones on the ground. “It’s harmless and seems quite attached to Nia. I had Chessa, Lucia, and Jaina all look it over.”

“Nikki, can we go make love and just… lie in the bed for a while? I don’t really feel like working right now,” Steve said. “Your brute is feeling a bit… weak right now.

“Of course, dear. I think I’d like that myself. Come along, my love. You’ll always be my brute, even when you’re not. Just you and me, no three-way this time. Even though it was fun to have Misty do all the work for me on you,” Nikki said, getting to her feet. She gave his hand a gentle pull and took him away.


Twenty-Seven

 

Steve looked at the zombie. He really didn’t know what to think of it, other than it made him somewhat nervous.

It hadn’t fled when the day had come, which meant it had turned rather than been created.

Though Steve could have guessed that simply by the fact that the zombie was wearing full armor.

A bronze breastplate, bronze leg guards, armguards, even rudimentary bronze gauntlets, a full helmet, and hard leather between the bronze pieces, and in some cases, underneath as well.

It was clearly a very heavy soldier from somewhere else. Except that Kassandra hadn’t been able to identify it. No one had.

Which means we have a bunch of Creeps wandering in from abroad, don’t we? This one must be the first… but it’s probably not the last by any measure.

“I think I could hit it with twenty arrows and it still might not break that helmet or knock it off,” Lucia said. She was crouched low on the partially lowered bridge next to him.

“Really? Fuck me,” Steve grumbled.

“Sure,” Ina immediately responded, her hand easing down from his chest and angling straight toward the front of his pants. “Wanna go right here on the bridge? You’re going on your back first, though. I really don’t want any splinters.”

“Not right now, fool,” Lucia muttered. “You two can play after this and I may even watch. Let’s focus on this first, though.”

Ina sighed, her hand moving into Steve’s pants and immediately grabbing him around the hilt.

“Fine, fine,” she said, starting to gently stroke him from hilt to tip. “I don’t know. We could try hitting him with some magic and see what happens.”

Shifting around so Ina could get a good grip on him, Steve nodded his head. “Yeah. Let’s have someone toss a spell on him just to see what happens.”

Ina nodded, but she didn’t stop stroking him either. She turned and looked to Jaina in the tower, giving her a hand signal with her free hand.

“You’re terrible,” Lucia said, eying Ina.

“What, because I like sex? Because I enjoy having my husband? Because I like the feel of him on me and in me?” Ina rolled her eyes, her hand speeding up as Steve started to get hard. “Nothing wrong with sex. And besides, I love him. He loves me. And it’s only us over here right now. He doesn’t mind, do you, dear?”

“Not really, no,” Steve said, letting Ina manhandle him, as it were. “Feels good.”

Jaina pushed her hand out in front of her, and a purple ball of fire skipped out from her palm. It shrieked across the short distance to the soldier and hit him with a whumpf.

When the violent inferno cleared after a few seconds, the zombie stood there still. The faint sheen of an oval bubble surrounded him.

“Damn,” Lucia said. “I was afraid he might be from the front. He’s wearing a shield. It’s designed to circumvent any type of magic from the Creep. Apparently that includes Creep Witches.

“Oh my heavens, not right now.”

Ina had been working at unfastening Steve’s belt and was leaning over his midsection. It was obvious she was planning on giving him head and mounting him.

“Seriously, Lucia? What’s the problem?” Ina said, looking up at the Fae. “If you want him, you can get in line. I’m kinda horny, and I really wanna make Steve feel good.”

“That’s the problem,” Lucia said, pointing at the zombie. “Look, I truly understand. I do. I… I’m… I… yes. I understand. Can we please focus on this? Please, Ina? I’m not judging you, I just… please?”

Ina was peering at Lucia, Steve’s belt half-unhitched.

Personally, Steve was hoping to get laid right now. Ina was always fun. But he wasn’t going to get involved in their inter-wife politics, as he’d begun to call it.

He’d started noticing it yesterday, the day after the mayor girls had left. Nikki had been consulted by Ina, Misty, and Chessa. Each one had then sought him out during the day or that night for a go.

As far as he could tell, it wasn’t new. This behavior had been going on, and he just hadn’t noticed it.

If someone wanted a piece of Steve, they went through Nikki for their allowance. The only exception was if Steve went after one of them instead.

Ina had figured out her own way of making it work. Offering him head for sex always got him atop her.

“Alright,” Ina said, letting go of Steve’s buckle. “Let’s go have a talk, Lucia. I’m sure Steve is going to solve this right now anyways.”

Nodding his head, Steve did indeed already know how he wanted to solve this. “Have a good chat, and send back someone with a rope.”

Steve undressed quickly, throwing his clothes down to the end of the bridge. Everyone was watching him as he did so. Lucia and Ina hadn’t even bothered to start talking or walk away.

Then Steve jumped off the side of the bridge and landed in the moat with a splash.

The zombie began to slowly walk over to where Steve was treading water. They’d been systematically making the moat deeper and deeper, with the shovel and Misty’s guidance. It was well over twenty feet deep now, and ten feet wide.

There was no way anyone would be getting through the moat without some serious effort.

“That’s right, come on over here Mr. Corpse. We’re going to find out if you’re any different than the others,” Steve said, swimming closer to the zombie.

“Steve, please be careful,” Lucia called out to him.

“Of course,” he shouted back. “I haven’t had a chance to get my beautiful Fae wife under me yet. My life is incomplete.”

“Shut up and… shut up and be safe. Please,” Lucia called after a pause.

Ha. She’s fun. For someone as prideful as she is, she gets easily flustered when I bother her.

But I’ve seen her shout down anyone else for almost any perceived insult.

Finding himself floating in front of the zombie, Steve just darted forward, grabbed the zombie by the ankle, and pulled him down into the moat. Instantly, it sank to the very bottom of the moat.

With a flash of light, Steve’s world became a roaring inferno of white and blue fire.

Thankfully, the purification fire never did anything to anyone who had nothing of the Creep in them.

Turning his head to one side, Steve waited as the zombie thrashed around in the water, the flames shooting up into the air.

Eventually, it died away. Peering down into the crystal-clear water, Steve saw little more than some bits of flesh, bones, and all its possessions.

Misty swam over through the water, appearing as if she’d been there all along. Deftly, with little more than a few hand movements, all the pieces of the once-zombie floated through the water and into a bag she had in one hand. Once there was nothing left of the corpse, she drew the string shut around the mouth of the bag. Then she pulled an empty bag away from her hip, opening the drawstring. With a few more movements, all the belongings the zombie had once owned flowed into the bag. The water had simply responded to Misty’s wish.

All that remained was his armor.

Kinda handy to have a Nereid.

Though this all does answer the question. No matter how strong the Creep, no matter what they’re wearing, the water still works.

Turning over in the water, Misty looked up at him with a wide smile. She placed her hand to her mouth and blew him a kiss, a bubble of air flowing out as she did it. Then she casually swam away down the line of the moat. As if she were just out for a swim.

“Steve, are you alright?” asked a worried voice behind him.

Turning around, he found Lucia leaning out over the edge of the bridge above him. She looked frightened to him. Her face was bunched up with worry, her eyebrows pressed together tightly.

“Quite fine. Care to strip and hop down and join me? Can’t promise I won’t get handsy with you, though. Kinda really looking forward to knowing you carnally, Lucia,” Steve said, grinning up at her. “Actually, I could promise to not get handsy. Getting a real good look at you might be enough.”

Sighing, Lucia let her head hang down, her hair obscuring her face.

“I hate and love you in equal measure,” Lucia muttered.

“Sorry, Lucia. I’m fine. It was a bit surprising, but… I’m fine. Thank you for your concern. Nikki tells me I give a strong but good backrub. Can I offer it in truce? I could have told you what I was doing rather than just doing it,” Steve said. He probably had worried her, and everyone else, for no reason.

Though it was endearing to see Lucia like this.

Lifting her head up, Lucia gave him a tired smile. “Yes, I’ll take you up on that. But you do realize this means some very bad things, right?

“I don’t think I could have stopped that zombie if it had been coming at us. Not without using more arrows than I would care to on a single target. And that armor looked fairly strong. Your axe is wonderful, but… could it have gone through it?”

Steve had been going along the same thought patterns. If this became a standard problem for them, it’d make it far more difficult to leave the farm.

“Yeah, it’s… definitely a problem. We’re supposed to get a new courier rolling in today from Filch. We’ll talk to them about it and see what they think. If we got one like this, there’s no way they didn’t, right?” Steve asked. “Actually, there’s the possibility it didn’t come from the east. Unlikely though.”

“Very. Now… come on. Let’s get you out of there. I want that backrub now, and you’re going to spend a good while on it,” Lucia said, getting up and walking away.

Ina looked over the edge and leered at him. She didn’t say anything, just watched him tread water naked.

Is she always randy?

 

***

 

Guiding Raquel and Rachele into the cabin, Steve tried to focus on the task at hand.

“Oooh, this is all so rustic and interesting. I rather find myself liking it,” Raquel said, running a hand up and down her lower stomach over her clothes. It was clear she was already thinking of something else.

“Thank you, by the way. I’m sorry for this… I know you’re looking for more of a romantic… connection. That this isn’t really what you want,” Rachele said, stopping to kiss Steve on the cheek.

Raquel nodded, unfastening the loop to her belt on her pants.

“Yes, husband. Thank you. You’ve been far more accommodating than I expected,” said the oldest of the three mayors.

Steve shrugged.

When Raquel and Rachele had shown up with the wagons, Nikki had immediately told him what she needed of him.

He needed to tumble both women, make them happy, and then pump them for information. Probably after pumping them with seed.

Once more, he was being bargained away as little more than a sex object, but he knew they needed to know what was going on.

Besides, it wasn’t as if he didn’t want to sleep with the two beauties.

“Though, after last time, I’ll be the first to admit I’d really like to see if we can’t start working towards something more,” Rachele said, walking toward the bedroom. Pulling off her tunic, she vanished beyond the doorway. Raquel followed her, still working at her pants.

“You would?” Steve asked, trailing along behind the two women. Once he got into the bedroom, he closed the door behind him and slid the latch into place.

“Indeed,” Rachele said, dropping her clothes in a pile at the foot of the bed. “Is it so surprising? You’re my husband, and you seem to be a genuinely kind man. You were ever so attentive to mine and Rachel’s needs, even taking us in the bed you share with Nikki while she was right there. It was most flattering and endearing.”

Standing there naked, Rachele smiled up at him, cupping her breasts and giving them a squeeze.

“Besides, I thought I did a fair job of it. You enjoyed me, didn’t you, husband?” Rachele asked, her thumbs brushing her nipples.

To be fair, Rachele had indeed tried considerably to make him happy during their romps. She’d even tried to give him head and failed spectacularly at it. She’d had no experience, no idea what to do, and apparently had never talked to anyone about it.

Rachel had tried, but she’d collapsed after he’d filled her up the second time. Leaving him with Rachele till the next day.

“Rachele!” Raquel said, looking somewhat shocked.

“What? It’s not as if you and I didn’t talk about this,” Rachele said. Then she went over to the bed and lay down in it.

Raquel clicked her tongue, but she was undressing as well.

Huh? I only have one piece, ladies. Can’t service you both at the same time.

“Oh, husband,” Rachele said from the bed, her hands still playing with her breasts. “We’ve had some very armored and enchanted zombies showing up at our walls.

“We’re going to be increasing the number of guards we send with the wagons for each shipment. Is that ok? I don’t want to panic you when we show up with more soldiers, but we have to protect the shipments.”

Steve frowned for a second, watching Rachele. She gave him a sad smile. “They’re coming from the east. From what used to be the front. It’s not going to get better.”

Okay then… I guess that’s that.

Smiling, and feeling infinitely better about Rachele all of a sudden, Steve got out of his pants and shirt quickly. It didn’t seem as if she was just saying things to soothe him about wanting to try her hand at a relationship.

She actually cared.

“Suppose that’s just how it is,” Steve said. Walking over to stand next to Raquel, he started helping her with her clothes. She’d gotten her buttons stuck somehow. “I’ll just have to send you two back with some barrels of our special water to cure bites and whatnot. Be sure to keep a barrel in your private rooms, just in case any of you three get hurt.”

Pulling on Raquel’s pants after getting down on one knee, he managed to get them free and ended up with a great view of her cleanly shaven privates.

“Oh, thank you, husband. I like those pants, but they get stuck on my rear end,” Raquel said, her hands lightly resting on top of his head. “And… are you starting to care for my sisters and I? For our well-being?”

Looking up at the oldest of the mayors, Steve smirked.

“Maybe a little. For all I know, you’re already carrying my child. If you two are being honest about the possibility of pursuing a relationship… maybe I should try from my end, too. Even if it did start from the worst possible point.”

Raquel gave him a beautiful smile, then shifted out of her tunic, her large breasts falling free.

“Would you prefer the oldest or the youngest first?” Raquel asked, her fingers tickling along his scalp.

“Mm. Let’s have some fun with it. One gets the load, the other gets the fun,” Steve said. “Who wants what?”

“I’ll take the fun,” Rachele immediately said.

“I suppose I’ll take the semen then,” Raquel said with a strange look. As if she hadn’t expected Rachele to jump in like that.

“Don’t worry. He goes repeatedly,” Rachele said. “We won’t be leaving this room until tomorrow morning. Our lead wife will bring us dinner right here.”

It was true. Nikki did indeed plan on bringing food so they could keep “playing,” as it were. She had last time as well.

Raquel went and laid herself on the far side of the bed, coming down to rest on her side.

Rachele was holding her hands out to Steve.

“Come on over, husband. I asked a few relatives and friends for advice,” she said.

Walking over as requested, Steve got into the bed.

“Oh, good. Right there,” Rachele said, stopping him as he knelt next to her.

Rachele moved over and took his hard member into her mouth. Sucking gently on him, she started to move her head back and forth along his length. Her tongue swirled and rolled all over the underside of him and then the tip when she drew back.

“Oh my heavens, what are you doing?” Raquel asked.

Looking over, Steve found Raquel was playing with herself, her hand between her thighs. She looked rather shocked that Rachele was blowing him.

Easing his tip out from her lips, Rachele reached up with a hand and stroked his shaft smoothly. She was significantly better than last time.

“Showing Steve that I care for him and his desires,” Rachele said, smiling up at him. “I’m determined to make him happy.”

Closing her eyes, she leaned forward and took him back into her mouth. Bobbing back and forth smoothly, she hungrily blew him.

Her lips and mouth pulled at him, her tongue bathing him as she took him to the very hilt each time. Her throat contracted as she did, so much that she even gagged on him a few times.

Moaning, she finally drew away from him again, her eyes opening.

“Would you mount me now and give me that fun?” Rachele asked him, her hand taking up where she’d stopped, stroking him.

He’d been lost in the pleasure of her mouth. There was something freakishly powerful in having a woman so beautiful servicing him. It made him ache with need.

“Yeah, but uh… sorry Raquel, I really want to unload in Rachele,” Steve said. The sheer dedication to the blow job she’d given him had made him want to finish with her.

Rachele only giggled softly, then lay down on her back again. Her hands came up to rest on his shoulders.

“I figured. That’s ok,” Raquel said, still fiddling with her nethers. “I don’t mind watching. It’ll help me figure out what to do later.”

“Com’ere, big guy. Show your noble wife your affections,” Rachele said, giving him a huge smile. Her legs were spread wide open.

Chuckling, and feeling only a little weird about it, Steve shifted over atop the beautiful mayor. Reaching down, he grabbed his hilt and pushed his tip between her lips.

She was practically dripping.

Pushing forward, he entered Rachele, all the way to the hilt, in one smooth stroke. She was incredibly tight, as she and her sisters had been back in their home. Not for the first time, he wondered if that was something that’d been changed about them as well.

“Ooooh, that’s nice,” Rachele said, shifting around underneath him. One of her hands came up to rest behind his head, her other hand pressed to his side. Her ankles moved up to rest against his knees. It felt like she’d braced herself against him. “I’m ready to receive you, husband. Be gentle with me for a little? I want to go again later, and I don’t want to be sore yet.”

Giving him a flirty smile and wide eyes as she said it, Rachele waited beneath him.

Grinning, Steve did something he hadn’t done yet to any of the mayors. He leaned down and kissed her. Kissed her roughly, pushing his tongue into her mouth. At the same time, he pulled his hips back and moved forward.

Her tight, hot walls clamped around him, trying to stay closed and being forced apart around him.

As Steve moved forward, Rachele rolled her hips down, and as he pulled away, she drew back. In no time at all, she’d somehow matched her hips to his pace.

All throughout, he kissed her. And Rachele eagerly responded.

She moaned under him, her tongue moving over his, kissing him deeply in return for what felt like an entire minute as he thrust into her. He only stopped kissing her when she clearly started having an orgasm, her cries becoming higher in pitch and her body tensing up.

The sharp claps of her rear end and thighs slapping against his flesh were loud in the room. Punctuated with never-ending moans coming from Rachele.

Grabbing her wrists in his hands, Steve pinned her in the bed. Taking her like that, he pushed hard into her, wanting to bury it in her womb.

Rachele only moaned at him, her eyes fluttering between closed and barely open, her whole body writhing against him in what Steve could only guess was another orgasm.

“Steve, fill your noble wife with your seed. I want you in me. I want to give you a strong child,” Rachele said, her face a dark red as she came. “Oh heavens, you’re amazing.”

Hitting that point where he wanted to release but he knew he could keep going if he slowed down just a touch, he decided to go for it.

“Kiss me,” Rachele pleaded from beneath him, looking like she was starting to drop into another orgasm. “Please, husband. Kiss me like you love me?”

Damn, she really is into it.

Leaning down, Steve kissed her just as she’d asked, his tongue pushing into her mouth as he started to peak inside of her.

Rachele let out soft little gasping moans with each thrust into her as he filled her. Her tongue wrapped into his, her lips pressed hard to his own.

Ten seconds after his climax started, he finished. Pushing up into Rachele another time, Steve slumped down into the beautiful little woman.

Rachele tilted his head partially and continued to kiss him, even as he settled into her.

Her arms tightened around him, holding him to her. Kissing him all the while, with apparently no end in sight.

“Oh, that was… that was exciting. I hope it’s my turn soon,” Raquel said.

Rachele made a small, moan-like noise and kept kissing Steve.


Twenty-Eight

 

Escorting Rachele and Raquel out to the wagons, one on each arm, Steve didn’t feel as forlorn about the situation today.

Raquel had gone twice with him, and both times she’d worked just as hard as Rachele had the first time to give to him as he gave to them.

Her younger sister, however, had gone all out on Steve. She’d gone at him every hour, and every time she’d done all she could to make him happy and take his seed.

In the end, he’d actually enjoyed himself with both of them.

“We’re changing something,” Steve said, breaking the silence suddenly.

“What’s that, husband?” Rachele asked.

“Your names suck,” Steve said. “From now on, you’re Shelly. And you’re Raelin. Your other sister can keep her name.

Rachele, now Shelly, laughed at that. “You’re changing my name?”

“Yes. Because your names are too damn close to one another, and it makes you all blend together. You’re unique individuals,” Steve said.

Shelly shrugged her shoulders, then leaned up and kissed his cheek.

“That’s fine then. As long as you’re happy, I’ll agree to it,” she said.

“Raelin?” Raquel, now Raelin, asked aloud. “Raelin. Raelin. Raelin. Hm, as you like, husband. If that’s the name you wish to address me by, I’ll accept it.”

“Thank you. Sorry for being somewhat childish. It’s just confusing,” Steve muttered.

“It’s not that big of an ask. Most people address us by our title or last name anyways. Only you ever say our names,” Shelly said. “Though I’ll barter a favor later for letting you name me.”

Sighing, she turned her head toward where the wagons were waiting, along with Nikki.

“I don’t want to leave. I’ve been enjoying myself,” Shelly said.

“Then negotiate a stay with Nikkolett,” Raelin offered. “I’ll head home and take care of things in Filch while you stay here and help out.

“Are you sure, though? There are almost no niceties here, you realize.”

Who are—oh. That’s right. Nikki is just her nickname.

“I do… hm. I think it’d be worth it, though. This is all so… interesting, and different. It’d be nice to learn a skill as well.

“I think I’ll talk to her and see what she says. Maybe it would be good to have one of us here,” Shelly said, then disentangled her arm from Steve’s and headed toward Nikki.

Steve continued to lead Raelin toward the lead wagon.

“How curious,” said the oldest. “I do believe my youngest has completely fallen for you, husband. Do be kind and gentle with her. Of the three of us, she’s the softest.”

“You could stay as well, you know,” Steve offered.

Raelin sighed dramatically and stroked his arm with her free hand.

“I’m tempted, husband. Sorely. Especially since you seem to care for my well-being. But I must remain in Filch,” Raelin said. Then she stepped away from him once they reached the lead wagon. Kissing him soundly, she patted his cheek. “Thank you for the fun. I’ll try to stop in soon.”

Turning away, she clambered up into the wagon and put her back to him. Steve had the distinct impression she didn’t want to leave. Nor wanted to say goodbye.

I wonder if she’s just trying to be strong.

With a shrug, Steve left. He didn’t need to see them off beyond this point, and he needed to check in with Ferrah. The last he’d seen her, she’d apparently managed to make her first lump of steel.

The message had been brief, and sent through one of the farmhands Steve only barely knew.

He was excited, though. If it was true, they’d have a distinct opportunity to get ahead. Steel was a milestone in history.

Then again, so are horses. Which is still so weird.

Looking off to the far side of the farm, he could see where the horses were. Chessa had caught every single one in the end. She and Jaina had teamed up to get them all.

The horses were just wandering around eating grass for the time being. He didn’t have time to start in on them yet, but he had the horses.

“Steve!” shouted a small voice as the owner slammed into his side. “Hold me!”

Chuckling, Steve bent down and picked up Nia, then tucked her in at his side.

“Hi,” he said as she hugged him tightly.

“Hello,” Nia said, laying her head down on his shoulder. “Mommy said I couldn’t talk to you ’terday. That you were busy.”

“I was. But I’m not busy now. What’d you wanna talk about?”

“I like you,” Nia said, rubbing her cheek on his shoulder.

Laughing, Steve patted her on the back.

“I like you, too, Nia,” Steve said. “That’s what you wanted to talk about?”

“Yes. I like you,” Nia repeated.

“Well, I’m glad.”

Nia hung on to him and said nothing more.

Ferrah was seated next to her forge, dozing upright, it looked like. She was wearing a short-sleeved tunic that really emphasized her well-endowed chest. Her pants looked rather ordinary, and her leatherwork apron was folded in her lap.

Her hair was a braided mess, and she had coal streaks across her cheeks and nose.

She looked somewhat cute at the moment.

Taking the opportunity, Steve got in close to her. He stood directly in front of her.

And he began to inspect her.

There was a dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks, and her mouth was generous, as were her full lips.

She still looked young, and if he had to guess, she was still growing up.

“Ferrah,” Steve said softly.

The Dwarf’s eyes opened slowly, the green orbs moving to his face. With an almost painfully dulled awareness, her eyes focused on him over a period of ten seconds.

She finally recognized him.

“Oh,” she said, sitting up in her seat. Her face was slowly turning red. “H-h-husband, hello.”

“Steve was watching you sleep, Ferrah,” Nia reported helpfully, watching the Dwarf from Steve’s shoulder.

“W-what? Why?” Ferrah said, slowly looking more and more panicked.

“Cause you’re cute when you sleep. You have these little freckles across your face that I just noticed,” Steve said.

Ferrah was wide eyed, shaking her head. “No, you can’t do that.”

“Sure, I can. And I did,” Steve said. “Now, you said you managed to make steel?”

“Steel?” Ferrah asked, her brows coming together. She looked confused.

“Sorry, when you made iron in a different way. You made a metal that’s probably stronger and more flexible than either pig or wrought iron,” Steve said.

“And… and that’s steel?” Ferrah asked. Unwrapping her apron, she pulled out a dirty lump of metal. “This?”

“I mean, you tell me. Is it like iron at all?” Steve asked.

“No. No, it’s not. It’s… it’s what you said. It’s stronger, but more flexible at the same time,” Ferrah said. “It’s wondrous. And I can make more of it now that I did it. It was like you said.”

Setting the metal atop the forge next to her, Ferrah looked at Steve.

“I didn’t believe you at first, honestly. I thought maybe you were trying to mislead me to try and somehow discredit me as a smith so you could get rid of me because I’m not as good looking as other Dwarves and you realized I was ugly and—” Ferrah stopped talking, and coughed twice.

Laughing at the Dwarf outright, Steve put Nia down and dropped to one knee.

“Hey,” Steve said, poking Nia in the forehead. “Wanna play in the lake?”

“Yeah!” Nia said, clapping her hands together.

“Go find Auntie Misty and get changed. I’ll finish up here and join you, ok?” Steve said.

“Okay! Can… can Mama come?” Nia asked.

“Of course she can. I think Mama is very pretty when she’s in the lake, don’t you?”

“Yes. Mama is really pretty. Okay!” Nia said, then ran off like a shot.

Turning to Ferrah, Steve gave her a grin and then closed in on her.

Sitting up straight and then leaning back away from him as he got closer, Ferrah looked confused.

Steve caught her and drew her into a hug. He held her tight to him.

He could feel Ferrah’s arms flex and push at him, her hands gripping his shoulders.

“Ferrah,” Steve said, pressing his cheek to the side of her head. “I think you’re more than pretty enough, and the simple fact that you made steel without knowing what it was, or truly how, is amazing.

“I’m not trying to get rid of you. I’m very happy to have you, and I look forward to the day that you trust me enough to invite me into your bed.”

Ferrah stopped struggling against him, her fingers curling into him instead of pushing at him now.

“Truly?” she asked hesitantly.

“Truly. Now,” Steve said, leaning back and looking into her sooty face, “can I give you a kiss, or is it too soon? If it is, I’ll settle for that hug I stole.”

“I… I… I guess you could kiss me if you really wanted to but I’m kinda dirty and I don’t think you really want to but you’re really just humoring me and—”

Steve kissed her then, silencing her. After waiting several seconds, during which Ferrah didn’t kiss him back or even move, Steve finally pulled away.

“There,” he said, and patted her cheek. “Not so scary now?”

“No,” Ferrah mumbled. “Not so scary.”

“Good. Keep up the solid work, alright? I need lots of that steel. It’ll be ideal for arms and armor,” Steve said. “Do you need anything?”

Ferrah said something so softly Steve couldn’t hear it.

“What?” he asked, squinting at her.

“Kiss me again,” she said, looking down.

Grinning, Steve did just that.

A few minutes later and Steve was stripping down to his boxers. He was determined to get into the lake. His chores for the day were technically done and, until the builders finished up with the fifth cabin, there was no need for him to do anything.

Not waiting for Nia, Misty, or Gwendolin, Steve hopped into the water and immediately let himself be submerged. Sinking to the very bottom of the lake.

Resting there against the mud, Steve stared up at the sky above through the water.

Another reason he was so determined to get his relaxation in now was that he was worried. Worried about the armed and armored zombie that had showed up.

If they appeared in numbers, it was unlikely Filch would be able to resist them.

And perhaps even his homestead would fall to a concerted effort. Or there might be something new he hadn’t seen yet.

All that added up to Steve possibly having to get involved. Along with his tools. It meant that he might have to be heading east to find out where they were coming from. And whether he could do anything about it.

A silhouette appeared above him, staring down at him from the lake’s edge.

Unable to figure out who it might be, Steve swam to the surface. Breaching the water, he rubbed at his eyes and looked again.

“Hello,” Gwendolin said, a small smile on her face. She was wearing a tunic that barely fit her along with some shorts that came down to her mid-thigh.

It was the local culture’s version of a swim suit. He’d seen Ina and Nikki wearing something similar when they’d gone swimming with Nia.

Now that he thought about it, a good portion of the casual nudity about the lake had stopped when Nia had shown up.

“Hey there, Gwen,” Steve said, running his hands through his hair and combing it back.

“Nia… Nia said you wanted to go swimming with… ah… with ‘pretty Mama’ and so here I am,” Gwendolin said, sounding very nervous.

Frowning, Steve looked around and saw Nia flopping around in the grass with the dog. Then she got up and ran away from the dog, which chased her.

“Well, that was part of the message,” Steve said, looking back at Gwendolin. “I did say you were pretty and Mama, and that it would be fun to swim. Though I distinctly remember telling her to get Misty as well and to put on her swim suit.”

Gwendolin blew out a breath and a soft laugh.

“Oh,” she said. “I thought… never mind what I thought. I—”

She’s almost as bad as Ferrah.

Steve grabbed Gwendolin around the waist and pulled her into the water.

With a shriek, Gwendolin collapsed into him, the water splashing up around her.

“Steven Bril! What are you doing?” Gwendolin huffed, her hands pressed to his forearms.

“Pulling pretty Mama into the lake,” Steve said, pulling Gwendolin further and further from the shore. “The further I pull you in, the harder it’ll be for you to escape me.”

Gwendolin gave him a smile and stopped fighting him.

“Ok, ok. You win. Stop, I won’t go anywhere,” Gwendolin said, patting his arm lightly. “I’ll… stay and swim with you.”

“Thanks, pretty Mama. I don’t get to spend much time with you. You tend to run away,” Steve said, turning around and putting Gwendolin’s back to the lake’s interior. She’d have to get by him to escape.

“I… know. I do,” Gwendolin said, sinking into the water once he’d let go of her. “I’m just not ready. I’m sorry. I thought I would be, but… I’m not.”

“That’s fine. I’m not expecting you to be,” Steve said, sinking into the water as well.

“Thank you for that. You’re being exceptionally kind to Nia and me. Despite me having cold feet about… about getting in a bed together,” Gwendolin murmured, the water coming up to her chin. “I know I’m your wife and you chose me, and I have duties I should be performing, but I’m just… it still hurts.”

Steve shrugged. “Again, that’s fine. I’m alright with waiting, Gwen. As for Nia… well, she’s my daughter whether she’s mine or not. That’s just the way it is. I’m not going to tell her that, though. I’m just going to treat her like it.”

Gwendolin’s whole face became a loving and warm smile, her eyes crinkling, and even her nose scrunched up.

“You really mean that,” Gwendolin said.

“Yeah, I do. And let’s be completely honest here,” Steve said with a grin. “I really only took you as a wife so I could have Nia as a daughter. You’re just baggage.”

Steve started to swim away from her as he said it, his grin growing wider.

“Well, I never,” Gwendolin said, then proceeded to splash water at him. “Baggage, am I?”

“Yep, baggage. Lots of boob space to store things on top of. You’d make a great shelf. Maybe a spice rack,” Steve said, turning his head away from the water she was splashing. “I just really wanted your daughter to be my daughter. Once she loves me more, you can just leave.”

“Ooooh, is that how it is?” Gwendolin said, her voice somewhere between grave insult and laughter. “A shelf, huh?”

“A beautiful shelf, but a shelf,” Steve said, still swimming away from her.

“I’ll show you a shelf,” Gwendolin called, sounding like she was struggling with herself.

Then he heard something rather magical and musical behind him. It abruptly cut off almost as soon as it started.

“I bet I could put Nia’s toys on you. You’ll have to sit down to be her height, though,” Steve said, slowly turning around. He’d gotten far enough away, he figured.

Gwendolin’s face was a bright beet red, a smile curved her lips, and her eyes were livid.

Hah. Uptight little Siren.

Letting out a breath, Gwendolin shook a finger at him, then took in a deep inhalation.

A wonderful and beautiful note came from her when she opened her mouth. It started low and moved upward in scale. To Steve it sounded rusty and off key in some parts.

“That all ya got, Shelf-ren?” Steve asked, grinning.

“I’m going to make you pay, husband. We’ll start with a backrub. Lucia said you’re very good at those,” Gwendolin said, then took in another breath. This time, the scale was pitch perfect, and it left Steve’s ears ringing when she finished.

Lifting her chin, Gwendolin started a third time, except this time she was singing wordlessly. Her voice carried the promise of love and care, as well as an undercurrent of extreme sexual desire.

To Steve it felt charged with absolute certainty that he needed to go to her. Now.

That she was his wife and would give him all he desired, but he had to come for her and wait.

Then he found himself standing in front of Gwendolin, who was now humming the same tune to him instead of singing it. Her eyes were locked on his, a smile on her face as she bound him with song.

“You’re all mine now, Steve, my silly husband,” Gwendolin said a moment after her tune ended. Then she started it up again and turned around, putting her back to him. She shimmied out of her top and then looked at him over her shoulder. The fabric eased down all the way to her waist.

He couldn’t do anything at all other than stare at her with desire. He was locked inside his own mind, and at her beck and call.

“Go ahead and rub my back now, husband. Next time you call me a shelf-ren, I’ll take more from you,” Gwendolin said, letting the humming die away. “Besides, I could use this. My whole back hurts. My chest is too big, and it makes everything ache. Especially my upper back.”

Slowly, Steve shook off the spell Gwendolin had thrown on him. Coming back to himself, he chuckled.

“Consider me chastised, my beautiful Siren wife. In the future, you’re welcome to sing for me whenever you like. That was… amazing to hear,” Steve said, laying his hands on her back. He started to carefully and methodically rub it, just as he did often for Lucia, Nikki, and Ina. “As far as backrubs go, you don’t need to ask me twice to put my hands on you. I ever tell you that your skin is amazingly soft?”

“No… but I like hearing it,” Gwendolin said. “And thank you. I think I might take you up on those backrubs more often, then.”

Steve stood there, rubbing Gwendolin’s back and honestly just enjoying not worrying for the moment.

“You… liked my singing? Even with what it did to you? You enjoyed it?” Gwendolin asked after a minute.

“Yeah. It felt full of love and care… and there was this really sexy undertone to it. I really just want to spin you around and get a good look at you, then proceed to take the pretty Mama right on the lake shore,” Steve said. “But I’m behaving. Be sure to tell the others. I get rewarded for good behavior.”

“Oh,” Gwendolin said. It sounded like she was smiling to Steve. “I’ll keep that in mind. I could sing for you later tonight, if you like. If you can continue to behave. Before you retire for the night.”

“I’d like that,” Steve said, his fingers digging into Gwendolin’s back.

“That feels heavenly,” Gwendolin muttered, her head lolling forward.

 

***

 

Steve was sitting on the edge of the lake, and Nia was nearby throwing a pile of rocks in the water. Trying to skip them.

“Mama hasn’t sang since Dada went away,” Nia said, throwing a rock in such an efficient way that she missed the lake entirely and hit the grass.

“Oh?” Steve asked, looking at the small Siren.

“She was singing to herself earlier when she came back to change in my room. She was wet.”

“Your room, huh?” Steve asked.

“Yes, my room. She was singing and singing and singing. It was pretty. Felt like warmth and fun and love and… stuff I don’t know. But I liked it! It was a new song. She’d never sang it before. She only sang Dada’s song before. Now she’s singing a new one. It sounded like she made Steve’s song to me,” Nia said.

“Is that so?” Steve asked, genuinely curious now.

“Yes, yes. I can’t sing it. I tried. It came out different,” Nia said. Then she started singing to herself, and the song was unfiltered joy and happiness. It sounded of solid strength and unwavering care.

A stone outcropping in a proverbial ocean that cared little for anything.

“See?” Nia asked, stopping to throw in another rock. “My Steve Song is very different.”

Is… each song different for every man, from every Siren?

How curious.

“I like your Steve song,” Steve said, grinning at the tiny Siren.

“Yeah!? Good! I’m gonna sing it lots then,” Nia said, and proceeded to sing as loud as she could. The volume increased, but the song didn’t change. It was just far more powerful now.

Except it did nothing to Steve other than bring a smile to his face.

Steve has gained the Widower accolade.

Huh?


Twenty-Nine

 

Getting up, Steve rushed off toward Nikki.

“Steve?” Nia called out to him.

“I’ll be right back! Go find your dog and play for a bit, ok?” Steve said. He didn’t want to panic her.

“Ok!” Nia said, then started calling out for the dog. Apparently she’d named it Ryker. It seemed a fitting name for a dog that placidly ran along with what everyone told it to do.

Turning the corner around the cabin, he found Nikki seated at the bench. She was mending a shirt. Jaina was seated next to her on the “consulting bench.”

“Nikki,” Steve said, coming to a stop in front of her. He was still pretty panicked, but glad to see Nikki was fine.

“What’s wrong, dear? You look absolutely pale and—”

“I just got the ‘Widower’ accolade. What do I do?” Steve asked.

“You got… you got what?” Nikki asked, looking incredulous.

“The Widower accolade. I just got it. What does it mean? What do I do?” Steve asked.

“First of all, let’s check you out,” Nikki said, then looked toward his belt buckle, her eyes unfocusing.

Oh! Good point.

Steve called up for insight into himself.

 

Steven Bril(Steve)

Human*

Farmer/Woodsman/Hunter/Warrior/Forester/Carpenter/Fisherman/Lumberjack (truncated)

Family-

Status: in a relationship with (Nikki)

Status: in a relationship with (Misty)

Status: in a relationship with (Ina)

Status: in a relationship with (Jaina)

Status: in a relationship with (Shelly)

Bestial - sexual relations with a Faun

Spiritual- sexual relations with a Nereid

Man’s Best Friend- sexual relations with a Kobold

By the Tail- sexual relations with a Tigan

Humanist- sexual relations with a Human

Used Goods- married a widow

Zookeeper- sexual relations with more than three species

Hat Trick- sexual relations with three sisters

Widower- has had more than three wives die

 

“It says I’ve had more than three wives die,” Steve said. “But no one’s dead.”

Nikki shook her head, reading the same information he was.

“Enart still hasn’t come back. It’s very likely she died in the woods. You’re also not listed as being in a relationship with Chessa, Raquel, or Rachel,” Nikki said. “Chessa went with Raquel to help out. Rachel was going to meet them halfway with fresh wagons.”

“Wait,” Steve said, not quite believing her. “You’re… you’re saying Chessa, Rachel, Raquel, and Enart are dead?”

“That’d fit the conditions of the accolade,” Nikki said softly. “It’s unfortunate, but this is a very hard life. Living in the Creep.”

“No. I just talked to Raquel. I gave her a new name. She was here this morning,” Steve said. “Where’s Shelly? Rachele, that is.”

“She’s with Lucia. They were going to see if she had any aptitude for archery. She should be out in the east and—” Nikki paused, her head turning to the east.

Steve followed her gaze. Shelly was coming their way, holding Lucia and clearly sobbing. Sobbing and stumbling all over herself.

Oh. Oh no.

A half hour later, Steve and his wives were all in the cabin together. It’d taken time to gather everyone, settle Shelly, and somehow keep Nia distracted at the same time.

“As you can probably guess,” Steve said, not really wanting to think about what he was saying. “We’ve had some bad news. Apparently Chessa, Raquel, and Rachel are all dead. It’s… it’s extremely possible, likely really, that Enart is dead as well.”

“What?” Jaina asked, looking extremely confused. “Chessa can’t die. She’d run away rather than get caught.”

Steve shook his head, not sure how to respond.

“If you look at Steve’s status,” Nikki said. “She isn’t listed as being in a relationship with him. Nor is Raquel or Rachel. The only reason they wouldn’t be in a relationship with him is if they died.”

“No, no,” Jaina said, shaking her head repeatedly. “Chessa wouldn’t die. I don’t believe it. It’s far, far too unbelievable.”

“Jaina, I believe it,” Steve said, finally looking up to the Kobold. “I believe it, and I’m already mourning her.”

Jaina continued to shake her head, her eyes starting to well up with tears.

“With that being said… it’s a safe bet to assume the wagons didn’t make it to Filch. Or if they did, they did so with a lot of casualties,” Steve said. “I’m going to go to Filch and see what happened. I’m taking my axe, shovel, pick, and the watering can. Just in case.”

“You’re actually going to take the can?” Kassandra asked, sounding surprised. “You’ve never taken it from the farm. For anything.”

“The moat is deep enough that it’s unlikely to run out anytime soon. The lake is also mostly can water,” Steve said, looking at Misty.

The Nereid nodded. “Even the part of the lake not enclosed by our walls is mostly from the watering can.”

“The homestead isn’t in danger in any way, and it won’t be. But I need to take it with me, just in case,” Steve said. “With that being said, I could really use some volunteers to go with me.”

“I’m going, of course,” Shelly said with a nod. “With my sist… with my sisters being dead, it is my duty to safeguard Filch.”

“You can’t,” Xivin said, cutting her off from going any further. “If Filch is that unsafe, you need to stay here. You’re the last of your line, and the only Human mayor. You’re also our ally. You can’t afford to be in Filch. You have too much power and control as a mayor to risk it. Filch wouldn’t get an official mayor for a while, if ever.”

Shelly frowned at that, looking troubled and uncertain.

“I can’t remain here, though. I must be in Filch to lead,” Shelly said. “Or… or would you be my deputy mayor and go in my stead? You know all that I did, Xivin. You could easily perform that task without a concern. If you only needed to consult me for anything binding, it could work.”

Xivin raised her eyebrows at the suggestion. Then she nodded.

“I’ll do it. I’m useless on the farm,” Xivin said, a grimace on her face. “I can walk almost without hindrance now, but I’ll never do anything more than that. I’m a cripple. At least I’ll have a purpose suitable for me.”

Steve had talked to Gwendolin about Xivin a few times. She showed no further signs of immediate improvement. She could walk, but bending down, moving faster than a walk, and even climbing stairs was going to be a problem for her.

“Done,” Shelly said, letting her eyes fall back to the table.

“Alright,” Steve said. “Xivin is going to Filch. Anyone else?”

“I’m going, of course,” Lucia said with a negligent hand wave. “If I’m not there to protect you, you’ll probably die.”

Smiling, Steve nodded. He didn’t have it in him to flirt with her or tease her right now.

“I am,” Kassandra said.

That helps. Soldier and archer. That just leaves—

“I’ll go,” Jaina and Ina said at the same time. Then they looked to one another, and then to Steve.

“She can go,” they said at the same time again. Looking back to one another, they grinned.

Ina held up a hand to Jaina.

“You go with him,” she said to the Kobold. “I’ll stay here and protect the homestead.”

“Ok. I’ll go with you,” Jaina said to Steve.

“Great. I think that’s enough people. We’ll… well, I’ll carry Xivin, and we’ll move at a jog,” Steve said. “We won’t stop till we reach Filch, or the wagons. Let’s get going in the next hour.

“The rest of you… remain here and stay on guard. Let no one in unless Nikki says so. I think we underestimated how bad it is out there, maybe, and the roads are beyond dangerous.”

Everyone nodded, having received their orders.

One by one, Nikki, Misty, Ferrah, and Shelly all came to say goodbye to Steve. Every single one of them got a kiss and a hug. The rest of his group went about getting ready for their journey.

When he was finished with his farewells to his wives, Steve went looking for Nia. He needed to give her a goodbye as well, as there was no telling when he’d be back.

Steve had a vague sense in his head that children didn’t do well with the context of time, so he’d have to be careful when explaining it.

He found her sitting next to a field that was growing what looked like carrots. Gwendolin was sitting next to her, talking softly to the little girl.

Then Nia saw him and got up. Gwendolin stood and watched with a sad smile as Nia ran at him. The tiny Siren sped off like a rocket toward him and slammed into his legs.

“Don’t leave, Steve,” Nia said, holding him tightly. “Don’t leave. Stay here. I’ll sing my song and we can play, and we’ll just farm and, and, and… don’t leave.”

Smiling sadly, Steve scooped Nia up off the ground and held her to his side. He started walking over toward Gwendolin, holding the tiny Siren close.

“I’m afraid I have to, Nia,” Steve said. “I have to… I have to go to work. This is part of my job. So I have to go to work and make sure everything is ok.”

“You have to go work,” Nia repeated.

“That’s right,” Steve said, coming to a stop in front of Gwendolin. “I have to go to work. But I’ll be back sooner than you realize. And then you can sing your song for me, and we’ll play and farm.”

Nia nodded her head, hugging Steve tightly. Then she started to sob into his shoulder.

“Her song?” Gwendolin asked, her voice soft.

“Oh, she apparently made up a song. She calls it her Steve song,” Steve said, petting the little girl’s back soothingly. “She said she was trying to imitate a song you were singing in your room, but couldn’t.”

Gwendolin’s face started to blush faintly. “I see. Well, I’m glad she couldn’t sing my… my song for you.”

“I gather they’re unique to the person,” Steve said, slowly rocking back and forth now. It felt like Nia was calming down. “Unique to the Siren and the person, that is.”

“They are,” Gwendolin said. “Though I never thought she’d make a song for you.”

Steve gave her a small smile, and he couldn’t resist himself.

“Don’t worry, you’ll still be my favorite Shelf-ren,” he said, smiling at her.

Gwendolin scrunched up her nose and shook her head at him, then smiled. “Be safe, husband. And return to me. I find the idea of losing you almost too painful. We’ve just… started… down this road of ours.”

“Yeah. I plan on it,” Steve said. Then, surprisingly, Gwendolin leaned in and kissed him.

A short time after that, Steve and his group were getting ready to leave. Everyone was seeing him off, uncertain of when he’d return. Or if they’d all return.

As they started across the bridge, Steve heard Nia start to sing behind him. She sang as loud as she could, her little lungs working hard to belt out her Steve song.

It lingered in his ears long after he’d outdistanced her reach.

 

***

 

Coming to a stop in front of the gates of Filch, Steve looked up to the tower. Xivin got down out of his arms and straightened her clothes.

“Ho the tower,” Steve called. “I’ve come with the new deputy mayor of Filch, assigned by Mayor Rachele.”

There was no counter-challenge, and the bridge simply came down with a whump. Then a host of soldiers rushed out, gathered up Steve and his people, and hurried them back inside.

People fussed over them, offered them things, and generally made a mess of greeting them.

“Stop it!” Xivin shouted at them, and started to walk away. She apparently had a direction in mind that she wanted to go in, and a destination.

Far be it from me to stop her or guide her. She’s the deputy, not me.

“Report. What happened to the two mayors and the Tigan?” Xivin demanded.

“Dead,” said a soldier. “Most of the convoy was killed. First they were attacked by brigands, and then Creeps rose up and attacked both sides. The bandits were wiped out to a man, but we lost a lot of people as well.”

“Great,” Xivin muttered. “That would explain how it happened. They were looking for Creeps and got attacked by worse.”

“There’s another problem, though,” said the same guard.

“Oh? Tell me,” Xivin said, still marching onward. She seemed determined to get wherever it was she was going on her own power.

“There are a lot of armored monsters on the eastern gate. They’re just… piling up. We tried shooting them with arrows, but it didn’t do anything. Fire would work, but if it spread it could be a problem,” said the guard.

“Huh, alright,” Xivin said. She slowly turned away from her previous direction and appeared to be heading to the east now. “We’ll go there first and take a look. Then you’re going to take me to see the bodies of the fallen.”

“We already buried them,” said the soldier. The… the mayors were torn apart. The Tigan caught an arrow in the head. None of them rose again.”

Damn. I was hoping maybe we’d get lucky. That they were bitten and slowly turning, just like Xivin.

They marched up several flights of stairs, and Xivin managed it without help. There was no hiding her disability, and she didn’t pretend it didn’t exist. But she wasn’t about to let it slow her down, it seemed.

They got to the top of the wall and peered down.

Loitering below them were a number of zombies. Most of them were only in bits and rags, but there were some dressed in armor. Thick armor that seemed very similar to the stuff the lone zombie at the farm had been wearing.

In other words, there really are a lot more of them, and they’re heading this way.

“I can see the problem,” Xivin said. “It would seem we’ll be forced to deal with this first and foremost, before anything else. If they manage to surround the city, there won’t be any way to send wagons to and fro. For produce or otherwise.”

Steve couldn’t help but nod. It was a valid concern.

When he turned around to find Kassandra, Steve was dumbfounded. She wasn’t there. Moving to the edge of the steps, he looked down to the interior of Filch. She was there, waiting at the bottom.

Hopping down several steps at a time, Steve got down to Kassandra quickly.

“What are you doing down here, my little snake?” Steve asked, walking up to her.

She immediately lowered herself to his height and gave him a sad smile.

“I’m afraid stairs can be difficult for me. I often take up the entire area going up or down. I also make it hard for others as I do so. It’s easier just to wait at the bottom,” Kassandra said. “What do you need?”

She looked dispirited to him. Dispirited and not like her normal confident self. It was as if she’d let doubt creep into her mind.

“Well, you for one,” Steve said, wanting to give her some confidence back. Or at least, confidence in her relationship with him. Walking straight up to her, he made a choice. Before she could respond, he kissed her cheek and hugged her tightly. “Thank you for coming. I was hoping you’d volunteer.”

Kassandra didn’t do anything for several seconds. She just stood there, being hugged. Eventually, finally, she hugged him back. Her arms were tight across his back.

“How could I let you go alone? I’m your little ssssssnake,” Kassandra said, deliberately making a sibilant S noise.

“Stupid,” Steve said with a chuckle. Then he stepped away from her. “I need the watering can, so… mind swinging your scaly self over this way?”

“Of course,” Kassandra said, and then her coils moved toward him, his tools strapped to her back. In the end, it’d been decided she could carry his belongings easier than he could while he was carrying Xivin.

“You’re my little snake and my pack horse,” Steve said, moving to start untying the watering can.

“If I were Ina, I would make a comment about taking your load,” Kassandra said.

“Ha, yeah. She would say something like that, wouldn’t she?” Steve said, unwinding the twine.

“Do you like that?” Kassandra asked.

“What, her humor? Yeah, it suits her. But I also like how Jaina gets flustered and shy. How Nikki acts all noble until I get her in the bed, where she’s louder than anyone else could ever be. You should hear the crap that comes out of her mouth,” Steve said with a chuckle.

“I do. We all do,” Kassandra said.

“Haha, true enough,” Steve said, pulling the watering can free. “Just be you, my little snake. I’m honestly just waiting on you to give me the go ahead.”

Kassandra gave him a smile, tilting her head to one side. “Then you’ve just received it. Come and get me, Steve. Whenever you’re ready to take on a Lamia.”

“Okay,” Steve said, then started walking back up the stairs. He had every intention of climbing Kassandra later. As soon as he could.

Coming to stand next to Xivin, Steve hauled the watering can up to the edge of the wall.

“Well, sounds like we’ll need to start sending barrels and barrels of water over,” Steve said. “I think for the time being, the bandits might be the bigger problem. Any thoughts on that?”

Xivin nodded, looking at him with a ghost of a smile.

“Send out some patrols and see what we can do about it. I’m also going to enact some breeding policies, suspend some laws, and try to start bringing up our head count,” Xivin said, looking back down the wall. “I think this isn’t going to end soon, and we’ll be disconnected from the rest of Lamals for a while. If there’s even anything left of the rest of Lamals. Shelly said she hadn’t gotten word from anyone since the quarantine started.”

Steve grinned at the fact that people were using her new name, and he upended the watering can over the wall.

Everywhere the water hit, zombies burst into flame. Armor or not.

“Just watering the flowers,” Steve said. “La la la la la. Watering the flowers, the flowers, watering the flowers, hooray for today.”

Everyone stared at Steve as he sang while turning once-living people into giant, raging blue-fire torches.


Thirty

 

“Hello Steve,” Xivin said, walking into his room.

“Evenin’ Deputy Mayor Xivin,” Steve said, looking up from his plate.

Xivin snorted at that and then eased herself down into the closest chair.

“Everything aches,” she complained.

“Means you’re alive,” Steve said, looking back to his plate. He picked up one of the cooked carrots and took a bite.

“That’s… very true,” Xivin said with a sigh. “Hard to remember that they’re dead. I’d just spoken with the mayors and Chessa before they left. And now they’re gone.

“And I’m complaining about not being able to run around like I used to. When they’re never going to do anything again.”

“Uh huh,” Steve said, finishing the carrot off. So far, all the food he’d seen was from his farm. It was no wonder the mayor girls had been so desperate, or their mother before them.

“You… are you still interested in me, Steve? As a woman?” Xivin asked.

Steve lifted his head, looking at her.

“Yeah, why? You wanna go tonight? I mean, I would. I was planning on visiting Jaina tonight, but she can wait. I’d love to sample my Elfie wife,” Steve said.

Xivin laughed softly at that, laying her head to the wall behind her.

“I love how direct you are. That you just don’t care about anything,” Xivin said. “It makes it harder to know that I’ll be staying here in Filch, unwed, a cripple, while you’re out there gallivanting around.”

“Say the word and I’ll do my best to fill your womb with little half-Elves, Xivin,” Steve said with a grin. “Maybe you’ll get lucky and be the first to catch a child.”

“Can’t,” Xivin said, waving a hand at him. “Or at least, I shouldn’t. Gwen thinks I should avoid childbearing and sex for a few months. Give my body every chance to heal. Maybe we can do enough to get me claimed as a wife, though.

“Anyways, I came for a different reason. I’ve talked to everyone I can. I’m pretty confident about a plan I want to run by you.”

“I’m not really a plan kind of guy. Maybe you should talk to Lucia and Kassandra,” Steve said, shrugging his shoulders. He got to his feet. “Run it by them. For now, I’m going to go make Jaina howl.”

“Steve, as someone who will hopefully fill your bed in time, will you please listen?” Xivin asked.

Sighing, Steve sat back down, folding his hands in one another.

“I don’t like stuff like this. It’s not me, and never will be. I’m just… I’m a brute,” Steve said, shaking his head. “I’m good at doing stuff, building, and apparently sex. Thinking isn’t a strong suit of mine.”

“I’m not asking you to plan or strategize. I just want your thoughts on my plan, that’s all,” Xivin said.

“Fine, whatever. Do it. If it’s a waste of time, though, I’m going to make you pay for it somehow later on,” Steve said.

“In trade for listening to me, I’ll tell you what Lucia said to me earlier about you,” Xivin offered.

Steven frowned mightily at her. “Ok.”

“There’s a stream that runs from the farm past Filch. It’s only a mile outside the walls at the closest point, and it almost runs parallel to the road,” Xivin said. “What I’m wondering is would it be possible to somehow tie that stream into Misty’s lake? So the lake runoff would feed into the stream. Thus bringing Filch into the water system that gives the farm its strength.”

Steve thought on that, letting his eyes drop to the table. It made sense. Misty had mentioned once that the lake fed some other places and the residents down there had already noticed the water’s ability. Doing the same thing for Filch would definitely increase its survivability.

“Obviously you being upstream would keep the power at the farm, as it should be. You could cut the flow whenever you wanted,” Xivin said. “And if we made the stream bigger over time, we could use it to transport goods to Filch on an actual boat rather than small rafts. Then when some time has passed, a large caravan from Filch to the farm, then back down the river home. It’d limit the risk and danger for both sides.”

That’s… actually a good idea, isn’t it? This whole thing would definitely make Filch much more likely to withstand problems, and give it a defense. It’d also make it all the more difficult for the Creep or Creeps to get to the homestead.

“Especially since it being lake runoff would mean it’d fall under Misty’s direction,” Xivin continued. “It’d let her stock more fish and become a much stronger Nereid.”

“Ok,” Steve said. “I’ll leave tomorrow and find the stream, follow it back home, and dig it to the lake.”

Xivin laughed at that, looking amused.

“Steve, I love how honest you are with your thoughts. You can easily agree, disagree, or just say what you want without any type of inner dilemma,” Xivin said.

“What? It’s a good plan. You presented all the reasons to do it, and I don’t disagree with them,” Steve said. “So I’ll go do it.”

“There’s another piece to it, though,” Xivin said with a heavy sigh. “We need to track the stream further into the borderlands of Lamals. Those Creeps that were coming in were… difficult… to deal with. I’m afraid there’s many more of them out there. I was wondering if you could travel out that way and see what you can. No one else can move as freely through the land as you can.”

That’s a good idea, too. Especially since one ended up making it to the farm. There’s no telling how much is out there, or what.

“I’m sorry, Steve. I wouldn’t ask you to do something like that if I didn’t believe it the right thing to do. If you cou—”

“Ok. I’ll finish the stream, then do that,” Steve said. “What else?”

“Ah… nothing else,” Xivin said. “That’s the extent of what I have right now. If we could do those two things, I’d say our situation for Filch and… err… Steve’s Homestead? Steve’s Farm?”

“Home,” Steve said with a shrug.

“Right. Ah… our situation for Filch and Home would be significantly more secure,” Xivin finished.

“Got it,” Steve said. “Now, what’d Lucia say?”

“She’s in love with you, and is considering asking you to take her to bed rather than waiting for you. She was asking me for my opinion. As we’re both Elves, we tend to share similar mentalities,” Xivin said. “Congratulations. I’ve never seen a Fae woman—a noble Fae woman—fall so hard, so fast.”

“She mentioned that before. Noble born,” Steve said.

“Lucia is indeed noble born. She’s part of the winter court, I believe. She was sent here as a punishment for something, and then the quarantine happened,” Xivin said, adjusting her weight in her chair.

“What’s the winter court?” Steve asked.

“What…? It’s… never mind. It’s just a large group of Fae organized by families,” Xivin said.

“Oh. Alright,” Steve said.

“Steve… you ask questions sometimes that are… very odd. Do you know that?” Xivin asked.

“Yeah. I have no memories of anything before I arrived at my farm.”

“You have no memories?”

“No. I didn’t even know the name of the country. I found Nikki in the forest nearby and almost killed her. She’s been helping me since then.”

Steve saw no reason to hide anything from Xivin. She was his.

“In other words… you don’t remember being a child, a teenager, your parents—nothing,” Xivin said.

“Nothing,” Steve agreed.

“Right. Ok,” Xivin said. “Steve, don’t tell anyone about that. Ok? No one.”

“I know. I’m only telling you because you’re my wife,” Steve said, shrugging his shoulders at her.

Xivin sighed and pressed a hand to her face.

“Yes. That’s a fair statement. I’m your wife,” she said, then chuckled. “Alright. Come then, husband. I’m going to lay in your bed, and you’re going to very carefully and delicately make me your wife. Time to get my Humanist accolade.

“Can you carry me over there? My hips are just… throbbing right now.”

“Course,” Steve said, and he went and scooped her up.

 

***

 

Steve stuck his shovel into the ground and then gave it a flick to the side. Dirt appeared and mounded itself as he’d wanted. There was no time to waste, and he wanted to start in on the moat now.

Sighing, he stood up and pushed a hand into his back.

Jaina was nearby. She was dressed in leather armor and looked to be on watch. Squatting in the grass, her eyes were moving, her ears rotating in different directions with each sound she heard.

A purple barrier was erected around them, protecting them from the zombies that could be milling about. Lucia stood above them on the wall of Filch. She’d been given an unlimited supply of arrows from the guards and had been doing her best to run out. Any zombie that headed Steve’s way was a target.

Between the barrier and Lucia, Steve felt pretty safe.

“Alright, I need a damn break,” Steve said, then went and sat down next to Jaina.

“Oh, ah, yes,” Jaina said, giving Steve a small smile. “Are you planning on mounting me right here, husband?”

“Huh? Hm. Why, you up for it?” Steve asked the Kobold.

“No. I’d prefer not to do it in front of others,” Jaina said. “I can handle when you take me in front of the other wives, but not strangers.”

“Not sure why you care at all, but alright,” Steve said, leaning back on his elbows. “Why’d you bring it up if you didn’t want to?”

Jaina looked embarrassed, turning from him to the open plain behind them.

“Because I love you, and I want to please you. I’d let myself be mounted here in front of anyone watching if it made you happy,” Jaina said, shrugging her shoulders.

Laughing, Steve reached up, grabbed Jaina, and pulled her down into the grass. Then he flopped onto his back and dragged the tiny Kobold woman practically atop himself.

“C’mere then. I want to hold you. You look warm and soft,” Steve said, settling his arms around her.

“Ooh. Yes, yes. Alright,” Jaina said, her eyes locked on his face. “You just want to hold me?”

“Yep, I just want to hold you. You said something so sweet and cute that I have to,” Steve said, then squeezed Jaina against him.

Groaning, Jaina smiled at him, showing her sharp and long teeth.

After a few seconds, he released her and began to rub his hand up and down her back.

“How are you? You doing alright? Your life has kind of… been shifted and thrown way outside of normal boundaries,” Steve said.

“Mm. I’m alright. I miss a few of my old Kobold pack mates. They were nice women,” Jaina said, rubbing her cheek against his chest. “I miss Chessa. She and I were… very similar. We could talk about anything. It was very, very nice.”

“I’m sorry. She and I were getting along rather nicely, too. I miss her as well,” Steve said. “She reminded me of a giant house cat at times. She just liked to… sit… and sleep whenever she could.”

Jaina laughed at that and nodded. “I caught her napping all the time.”

The Kobold fell silent, clearly considering her thoughts.

“I’m happy, though,” Jaina said, finally bringing the conversation back to life after a few moments. “I have a husband who cares for me. Lots, lots of care. And… uhm… my sex life… is very nice. Great, even.

“I’m trying to have pups and it seems like I can. All the rules and laws about widows seem to be lies. All big, big lies.

“And best of all. Absolutely best, best of all… I’m a woman of many skills, with wives in my marriage who respect me. I’m just a Kobold. A widowed, young, childless Kobold destined to die alone. And I’m not—I’m loved, and with people who respect me.”

Jaina lifted her head up and gave him a bright, wide smile.

“You know what? I don’t care about others. You’re right,” Jaina said, patting his chest. “Mount me here and now, so all may see. I’m Jaina Bril, Steven Bril’s woman. Creep Witch.

“Put pups in your wife. Mount me now.”

Steve laughed at her sudden change.

“Remind me to do so on my next break. The problem is my beautiful Fae up there is giving me the look I know so well. That it’s time for me to get back to work,” Steve said.

“Huh?” Jaina said, following Steve’s gaze.

“Lucia. She’s upset. You can tell. It’s in her brow, her cheeks, and her eyes,” Steve said. “So, I’m going to get back to work. So she’s happy.”

Getting up, Steve sighed and stretched his back out. Then he reached over, pushed Jaina’s shirt up, and began rubbing her belly lovingly.

“I’ll mount you later, Jaina Bril, and do my best to put pups in you. Until then, watch over me,” Steve said.

“Yes, yes,” Jaina said, squirming around on the ground as he rubbed her stomach. “Put pups in me. Put them in. And when I have pups in me, just mount me to mount me. Sex is a lot of fun, even though you’re much, much too big for me.”

Nodding his head, Steve smiled. If he didn’t have sex with her often, she complained that it’d hurt next time. She kept him on the leash like that.

“Yeah, I’ll put pups in you,” Steve said.

You’ve requested to enable procreation. Please confirm that you wish to disable your procreation limitation.

Steve raised his eyebrows and ignored the message. Picking up his shovel, he got back to work. He had things to do, and thoughts to have.

Apparently, there were a number of things Shitty Steve had done that still hadn’t come up yet.

It was something to consider, and it would explain why none of his women were pregnant.

 

***

 

Walking along the stream, Steve watched the water. It wasn’t very clear. It looked rather dirty, to be completely honest, and it almost seemed stagnant.

Kassandra and Jaina were walking point and rear guard respectively.

Steve and Lucia were taking the middle of the group. Lucia was responsible for providing support to either side, and Steve was watching the stream.

“I feel like there’s something wrong with it,” Steve grumbled. “It doesn’t look right.”

“It’s infected by the Creep,” Lucia said, not looking at the stream.

“Is that it? Huh. One second, my beautiful Fae,” Steve said, then jogged ahead to catch up with Kassandra.

“Is there a problem?” Kassandra asked, eying him as he came closer to her.

“Nope, I just wanted to get the watering can and see you at the same time,” Steve said. Moving closer to her, he sat down on her coils and started unstrapping the watering can.

“You’re sitting on me,” Kassandra said.

“Yes, I’m aware. Your scales are rather soft, but wow, you sure are muscular. It’s impressive,” Steve said, rubbing the side of her snake body. Then he resumed pulling the watering can free.

“Thanks, I think,” Kassandra said.

“You’re welcome. Alright, thanks,” Steve said, and went back to Lucia with the watering can.

“There she is,” Steve said, approaching Lucia again. “My beautiful Fae wife. Have you decided to let a filthy Human dirty your delicate and amazing self?”

“Shut your mouth. You’re not filthy, and you wouldn’t dirty me. Don’t speak like that again. Aggravating,” Lucia said with a hint of heat to her voice. “You’re my husband; don’t disparage yourself. I don’t like it.”

“Right, sorry. Alright, let’s see if the Creep is poisoning the land and water just by being here. If it is… well… this is going to be a much bigger problem than I thought,” Steve said, turning the watering can over and letting it pour into the stream.

Faint, flickering blue flames started to burn on the water itself.

“Damn, and there it is. You’re right, Lucia. I mean, I know you’re intelligent and beautiful, but I hadn’t even considered the Creep was in the water itself. What happens if you drink from it, I wonder?

“And what does that mean for the animals?”

“Stop. Stop complimenting me. You’re humoring me, and it’s making me mad,” Lucia said. “Your flattery is false. You mock me.”

“Lucia, I’m not flattering you. I’m genuinely saying I think you’re beautiful and intelligent,” Steve said, holding the water can in the pour position. Looking to Lucia, he gave her a smile. “I mean it.”

Lucia looked flustered, chewing at her lower lip. Her eyes were hooded, and she was radiating anger.

“Really, Lucia,” Steve said.

“Ok… ok. Fine,” Lucia said, giving her head a shake. “I’m… I’m sorry. I’m not used to compliments. My family never gave any, for any reason. They sound fake to me now.”

Reaching out, Steve slipped an arm around Lucia’s hips and pulled her in next to him.

“If I tell you something, I mean it. You’re a beautiful woman, let alone a beautiful Fae,” Steve said. “And I really hadn’t even considered the idea that the Creep was infecting the land and water itself. I think you’re very smart.”

Lucia grunted, but didn’t pull away from him either.

“I heard you, you know. When you were digging the moat for Filch,” Lucia said.

“Heard me what?” Steve asked, looking back to the water. The flames were dying away where the watering-can water had landed, but more flames were going up where the water fell as he walked along.

“Talking about me being angry that you weren’t working. I have very good hearing,” Lucia said.

“Oh. Alright,” Steve said. Frowning, he lifted the watering can and then played some of it over the grass directly.

It caught fire and started burning away merrily.

Damn. That means everything can be infected by the Creep. We’ll have to caution everyone away from eating or drinking anything the Creep has likely touched.

“I was angry that you were flirting with Jaina, not that you weren’t working,” Lucia said.

“Don’t be jealous, Lucia. I’m happy to give you whatever you want of me,” Steve said. He meant it, too.

“I know,” Lucia said. “Ah, there are the walls. I can see them from here.”

Steve looked up. He could indeed see the walls around the farm from here. It meant they’d reached the end of this phase of the plan.

They were home.

Except there were several new problems floating around in Steve’s head.

The fucking grass caught fire, and so did the water.

That’s how the soldier with the protective amulet was turned. The Creep infects everything.


Thirty-One

 

Steve walked onto the farm and was immediately greeted by Nikki, Gwendolin, and Shelly.

Ina and Jaina went off to one side with the rest of the Creep Witches. There were very few times when they didn’t all regroup immediately after one came back from being in the field. Even if it was a short trip.

To be fair, they’re the first and only of their kind. There’s lots to share and learn from one another.

“Steve!” shouted a tiny voice as it plowed into him at waist level. “You’re back!”

“Yeah, only for the night though,” Steve said, picking Nia up and pressing her into his side. “I gotta go back to work tomorrow morning.”

“No!” Nia said, scowling at him. “No go to work.”

“Kinda gotta, little lady,” Steve said, and tapped her nose with a fingertip. “But it’s ok, I’ll be back sooner than you realize I’m gone.”

Nia continued to scowl at him.

“You made me sad,” Nia said finally.

“I’m sorry. I don’t want to, but I do have to go to work,” Steve said.

“Okay,” Nia said, then pressed her face to his shoulder.

Patting her on the back, Steve looked to the three women waiting on him.

“Chessa, Rachel, and Raquel all—” Steve froze, realizing the tiny girl in his arms would hear him. “All had to leave rapidly in a bandit raid that became a zombie attack.”

Everyone knew what he meant, and Gwendolin had a small smile on her face.

“They’ve got the armored Creeps with the magic defenses at their gates,” Steve continued. “I killed them all with the watering can, but… that’s not going to solve it long term. Xivin made a suggestion.”

“Pull the stream out that runs south of the road and turn it into a moat for the city of Filch,” Shelly said with a nod. “I told her it would be the most valid option before she left. My sisters and I… my sisters and I had discussed it before everything happened.”

That makes more sense.

“Right. So. I’m going to take the shovel, the axe, my pickaxe, and as much water as I can carry, and then follow the stream down,” Steve said. “Going to leave the watering can here. It’s going to take a while for the stream to be converted and fill up, I imagine.”

“Yes,” Misty said, walking up. She’d physically changed since the last time he’d really gotten a good look at her. She was six feet tall, extremely well endowed, and looked like she could crush his head with her thighs. “Your Misty thinks this would be a good idea. It would make your lake much larger and give me a broader reach.”

Blinking at the Nereid, Steve wasn’t sure what to say.

“Am I too much, now?” Misty said, looking down at herself. “I’m afraid I will only continue to develop as my source grows. Your Misty isn’t pleasing to the eye anymore, am I?”

“No, it’s just… I think I know why you’ve been hiding from me a bit now,” Steve said, peering at the Nereid.

“Yes… your Misty was hiding from her Steve,” Misty said, her mouth a flat line. “I was much smaller and more feminine at the start. I’m not the same anymore. And I’m smarter now… and I know I’ve changed.”

“I’ll dissuade you of that notion later,” Steve said. “To answer you directly, no, you’re still my Misty. Next, though—planning. Plan, you planners. You need to figure out how I’m doing this.”

Getting down to one knee, Steve set Nia on the ground.

“I need to talk about work with pretty Mama and your aunts, ok?” Steve asked her. “You go play, and we’ll have dinner together later on.”

“Okay,” Nia said, pressing her hands to the side of his face. “I’ll sit with you.”

“Thure, no worrieth,” Steve said.

Nia giggled and then ran off, her short dress trailing out behind her.

Smiling, Steve got back up and looked at everyone. Ina and Jaina had joined at some point.

Only Kassandra, Lucia, and Ferrah were missing now.

“Pretty simple plan, isn’t it?” Ina asked. “Connect the stream to the lake, follow it out, dig a moat around Filch, then travel further down to see if there’s something you can do.”

“That about sums it up, yeah,” Steve said. “But I already dug the moat around Filch. Figured it’d be a decent Creep trap for now. Same size as ours.”

Shelly smiled at that, her eyes crinkling at the edges. “Thank you, husband. I’m glad to know my city is safe. Having river passage will make it all the easier for us to travel back and forth as well.”

She looks tired. The death of her sisters must be weighing heavily on her. After this… after this, I should spend some time with all of them. Just… some good bonding time.

Looking from face to face, he could see they all looked tired. Tired and worn. Though happy. Or at least, happy to see him.

“Come on, let’s figure out details on how we’re doing this,” Steve said, indicating the cabin.

 

***

 

Steve sat at his desk on the main floor. He was quietly working out the math needed to supply Filch and how much land he had to work with.

It would help him figure out how many people to bring on to work his fields. For Shelly and Xivin, it would help them with population plans.

Sighing, he leaned back in his chair, thankful that the main floor was now empty of people. Only he and Nikki had a bedroom here.

Misty’s tub had been converted to a small alcove-like room that was attached in the basement. It made it easier for her to swim in and out, and gave her a small room of her own. Though people did still bathe in her tub, much to her continued insistence.

Ferrah slept at her forge now, and she’d made a small attached room beside it.

If she even sleeps. I swear I can hear her working at all hours these days.

It left the basement mostly alone for Kassandra.

Gwendolin and Nia had moved into the nursery, and Shelly had moved into Gwendolin’s old attached room. Which gave Steve free reign to do whatever he wanted in the main cabin again.

Jaina and Ina shared a bed on the second floor now. Steve had been curious at first about whether they were playing with one another, but he’d found there was nothing sexual there.

Lucia had her own room on the second floor with a window that overlooked the front of the cabin. He’d caught her simply flying up or down from it a number of times.

“What are you working on?”

Steve turned to the voice and found Kassandra. Her shoulders and arms were above the entrance that led down to the basement, her forearms resting on the wood. The rest of her was below.

She smiled at him and lifted her head from her arms.

“Sorry, I’ve been watching for a while, but I didn’t want to interrupt you,” Kassandra said.

Steve grinned at her.

“You’re never an interruption, my beautiful little snake. As to what I’m working on… math. I’m trying to figure out how much food to grow, how many fields to plant, and how many women to hire on as hands.

“No more men unless I need permanent hires. They tend to want to set up residence.”

Now that he was really looking at Kassandra, he noticed her hair was artfully arranged, her eyes had a hint of makeup, and she was wearing what looked like a rather sheer and lovely little dress.

“Ah, that makes sense,” Kassandra said, sliding up from the hole in the basement. She slid over to him, her body swaying as she did so.

The dress was tight on her, clearly emphasizing what she had underneath it and that she was built.

“You’re amazing to watch,” Steve said. “And right now, dressed up as you are, you’re a treasure.”

Kassandra gave him an unsure smile and looked down at herself.

“I thought I’d… try dressing myself up a bit. I didn’t think you’d mind,” Kassandra said. “Would you… care to take a break and come downstairs with your little snake?”

“I think I’d like that. A lot,” Steve said, getting out of the chair.

Before he could move toward the basement, Kassandra had wrapped him up in an easy hug and lifted him from the ground. In seconds, she’d slid back down into the basement and carried him into her room.

Steve laughed softly at her eagerness.

“What?” Kassandra asked, her tail closing the door behind her after her body fully entered.

“Nothing. Never thought I’d be carried off to the bedroom by a beautiful Lamia. Kinda fun,” Steve said.

He’d always been open to exploring whatever his women wanted to try. Most of them were pretty tame and wanted similar things.

Ina was the aggressive one, and Shelly liked to talk. No one could ever be as loud as Nikki, though.

“Oh… I’m sorry I didn’t… ah… Lamia can be… aggressive with men,” Kassandra said, not putting him down. She carried him over to her overly large bed. It dominated the room.

“I had no idea,” Steve said as Kassandra laid him down in the bed.

“I’ve wanted to do this for a while,” Kassandra said. “I almost told you yes in the wagon, but it would have been cramped for me.”

Hovering over him, she seemed unsure of how to proceed.

Not bothering to take control, Steve did the opposite. He laid his hands on Kassandra’s chest and began to fondle her through the dress. He cupped her soft flesh and squeezed it gently. Rolling them back and forth, he kneaded her breasts.

“Mmmnn,” Kassandra murmured, her eyes closing partially. “That’s wonderful. Do it more.”

Grinning, Steve continued to caress her chest. Feeling her nipples hardening, he caught them with his thumb and forefinger, then gave them the slightest of pinches.

Kassandra shivered, her hands working at Steve’s belt buckle.

“Harder?” Steve asked.

Kassandra nodded immediately, her eyes focused on his belt.

Steve pinched his fingers together with ever-increasing pressure. Watching Kassandra’s face, he was gauging her reaction and looking for a stopping point.

Her face was turning ever darker, her breathing getting shorter.

Fumbling with his belt, she finally got it unhitched and then moaned, her hands pressing against his stomach.

“No more,” she said in a pant.

Letting the pressure ease, Steve watched her with a smile.

“That hurt so bad and felt so good,” Kassandra said with a shudder.

Reaching up with one hand, Steve laid his palm to her cheek. He tried to make sure his wives all got what they needed from him.

Maybe… maybe Kassandra is more like… like Chessa.

Smiling sadly, Steve thought about Chessa and her desire to be mounted by force. To be taken from rather than have sex.

“Yeah?” Steve asked. “Should I do more?”

“Yes,” Kassandra said, rubbing her cheek against his palm.

Hooking his thumb into her mouth, Steve began pulling her head down to one side, bending her toward the bed.

Groaning, and not resisting, Kassandra laid down on the bed, the hem of her dress sliding up and revealing her privates and stomach as she did so.

He could feel Kassandra licking his thumb, her mouth closing on it at the same time.

With his free hand, Steve felt her chest up some more before letting his hand glide down her stomach.

He wasn’t quite sure how this would work out with her not having legs.

Her hips were normal, which led to a solid middle piece just below her genitalia that led into her coils.

Running his fingers across her wet entry, Steve imagined it would be fairly similar. Similar enough that it shouldn’t be a problem.

Kassandra squirmed underneath him, her hips bucking up against his hand as he touched her.

Moaning, she stopped sucking on his thumb.

“Shteve… take me,” she slurred. “Take me, hold me, and… do more.”

Smiling, Steve didn’t need to be asked twice.

“Do more?” Steve asked, moving atop her. He didn’t bother to pull off her dress or his own shirt. He liked the way she looked in the fabric. “Do you want me to hurt you more? Is that what you mean?”

Kassandra kept her eyes closed tight, her head turned away from him. Her tongue was sliding up and down his thumb again. Then she nodded her head a tiny fraction.

“Not that mush pain, jusht a little,” she said around his thumb. “I want… you to dominate me,” she said softly.

So… like Chessa but with a hint of hurt?

Grabbing one of her wrists, he pulled it above her head, then took her other and laid them atop one another. Grabbing both of her wrists in one hand, he got atop her and pinned her to her bed.

She flexed wildly against him for a second with her upper half, then went still. Her slitted eyes gazing up at him despite her turned head.

It was a lot like Chessa. But not at the same time.

Shifting his hips around, he got his tip into her entrance and then pushed forward into her.

It was surprising at first, as it felt like her channel wasn’t lined up in a normal fashion. Then it clicked for him. If it were normal, it’d be much harder to get all the way in.

Kassandra moaned underneath him, quivering. Her chest jiggled in her dress as she did so, catching his eyes.

When he reached his hilt, he settled down atop her.

“Yesh,” Kassandra said, her eyes closing. “Yesh, hushband I like thish.”

Grinning, Steve began to pull his hips back, her tight walls grabbing at him as he did so.

Pushing back down atop her, he filled her up again.

With a deep guttural moan, Kassandra’s tail came up from behind him, and looped around his middle twice, then once around a shoulder. The rest of her tail dangled down behind him.

Holding her down against her bed, Steve began to thrust in and out of Kassandra.

The Lamia moaned and squirmed beneath him as he had her. Her body flexed against him occasionally to see if she could throw him off.

Faster and faster he sped up, pummeling her with his hips and driving himself deep into her channel.

Kassandra’s tail began to push at him, as if to help him crush her into the bed with each and every thrust. To the point that it sounded like he was knocking the wind out of her with the force of it all.

He was getting close now. He could feel like he needed to unload any second.

Deliberately, he slowed down, pushing hard against her and grinding it in with each stroke.

“I’m ready, Kassandra. Are you ready?” Steve asked.

“Yesh,” said the Lamia, nodding.

“Tell me. I want to hear it from those beautiful lips of yours,” Steve said.

Kassandra shivered beneath him, her body flexing once.

“I want your sheed. Give me it,” Kassandra said, then moaned as he pushed down into her again. “I’m ready to resheive you.”

“Tell me you want to be pregnant,” Steve said. He felt like she wanted just a bit more. “Tell me you want to carry a child.”

“Give me a shild, hushband. Give me your sheed and I’ll carry ash many shildren as I can. Every year. I’ll carry a shild every year,” Kassandra moaned out, then started to suck hard on his thumb, her lips closed tight.

There.

Pumping hard and fast into the Lamia, Steve held her down tightly. Kassandra’s coils tightened up on him, and she couldn’t seem to decide if she wanted to pull him off herself faster or push him down harder.

After several seconds, she settled on the latter, her coils now slamming him down atop herself.

Reaching his climax, Steve groaned and leaned his head down, then bit down hard into Kassandra’s neck.

Gasping, the Lamia shivered, moaning under him.

Continuing to bite into her flesh, Steve pummeled her hips, filling her up with everything he had in him.

When he finally ran out of seed, he pushed down into her once more and released her neck.

There were deep teeth marks on her throat that made it look like she’d been attacked by a zombie.

Moaning under him, Kassandra tried to pull him away with her tail then to push him off of herself. Steve only barely felt the attempt.

Kassandra gave up and lay there under him, breathing hard. Her eyes were wide, her pupils dilated. She looked a touch lost.

Pulling his thumb free of her mouth, Steve tilted her head toward him and then kissed her. And kept kissing her, even as he held her down, buried deep inside her.

 

***

 

Stabbing the shovel into the lake, Steve watched as water began to trickle down from the lake and into the runoff he’d made for the stream.

It’d only allow for so much runoff from the lake before it stopped. It was a way to protect the lake from going dry while also beginning to purifying the stream waters.

“This’ll be an interesting trip,” Misty said, stepping down into the stream directly. “Oh, I can see why this is needed already. The water is filthy.”

Grinning, Steve looked at the Nereid.

“Uh huh. Not everyone has a big, beautiful Nereid in their lake to keep it nice and clean,” Steve said.

“As much as I’d like to claim responsibility,” Misty said, lying down in the stream. “I’m afraid I’m more of… a lake-wife… now. I don’t do much. The watering can does it all. I just… talk to all the animals and wait for you to visit me.”

“Well, you keep doing what you’ve been doing,” Steve said. “Because that’s who I tried to eat when I met her.”

Misty chuckled at that, laying her arms out behind her head as she floated in the water. She was nude, of course.

“I can’t believe my Steve wanted to eat his Misty,” Misty said. “I was so… stupid… back then, too. I was willing to let you devour me just to save our lake. Your Misty has grown.”

“Yes, yes you have. And boy is it fun to look at,” Steve said, leering at the naked Nereid.

“Hmm?” Misty hummed, looking up at him with a smile. “Do you sincerely like my new look? Even though I’m so different now? Should I expect your affections tonight?”

“Definitely, but… I might have to take a midday break just to give them to you early as well. Then again, maybe later in the middle of the night,” Steve said honestly. She looked amazing.

“You’re such a good husband, my Steve,” Misty said with a tinkling laugh. Then she started to swim away slowly. “Come, my brute. We have a job and duty to perform. You can enjoy me later, and I’ll receive you eagerly.”

With a nod, Steve got going. They were going to walk alongside the stream and look for any problems on the way back to Filch. All the way, Misty would do what she could for the water as her lake began to fill it.

“If I gave you of myself, I wouldn’t allow you to mark me so,” Lucia said, stepping up next to him. She was pointing to Kassandra up ahead of them, who was decked out in her kit, fully armed and armored.

Her neck was visible, however, and there was a black bruise around a clear ring of teeth on her neck. There was no mistaking what had been done to her.

“No? But I’d feel so blessed to leave such a mark on your beautiful throat,” Steve said. “To mark a Fae lady like that in a form of possession? I could only dream.”

Lucia sniffed, lifting her chin up slightly.

“Well, perhaps then. If it means that much to you, I could allow it. But—”

Steve moved in on Lucia and laid his mouth on her neck. Biting down with the utmost gentle pressure on her skin. He wanted to eat her. They’d been flirting with one another for a while now, and he was overly distracted by her. Closing his eyes, he began to suck on her neck, his teeth slowly biting down with increasing pressure.

He saw no reason to be coy about the attraction he had to her. He was extremely interested in her and wanted to know her carnally.

As soon as possible.

It didn’t hurt that being like this with her seemed to really leave her confused and blushing.

Lucia moaned, her hands coming up to grab his shoulders and pull him closer to her.

“Hus-husband. Please… don’t… I want to… but not yet,” Lucia said. “But if you must… I’ll allow you to mark me as yours right now.”

Oh?

Releasing her, Steve kissed her instead. His hand cupping her jaw.

Breaking the kiss after several seconds, he pulled away.

“Be careful what you say, pretty Fae. I’m desperate for you. I must have you,” Steve said.

Lucia nodded slightly and let out a quivering breath, her eyes slightly unfocused as she stared up at him. Then she grinned. Her eyes clearing and twinkling.

“You’d ravage me in a heartbeat if I said you could, wouldn’t you?” she asked.

“Instantly,” Steve confirmed. “Right where we stand.”

“And if I told you to stop midway through? For one reason or another?” Lucia asked.

“I’d stop.”

Lucia’s smile grew wider, her tongue caught between her teeth. Then she gave him a kiss on the lips, her hands coming up to brush his cheeks. “Thank you for putting me in control. I do love power. I promise not to abuse it.”

With that said, Lucia left him standing there.

Huh?


Thirty-Two

 

Grumbling, Steve grabbed hold of the large slippery, rock and heaved it out of the streambed. Lifting it up to his shoulder, he got a better grip on it. Then he braced his leg and shoved with his arms, tossing the heavy thing up and over the lip of the stream.

He only heard and felt the thud, but didn’t see it.

“It’s fine,” Lucia called from above.

Nodding, Steve kept working toward the blockage.

Between Filch and Home, there’d been a good deal of rocks and logs blocking the flow of water. The stream had grown over it and continued, but it had lost a good amount of its flow rate.

If the lake bled into it constantly, there was a good chance the stream would grow larger and move faster.

Especially since we limited the overflow to the outlets downstream of the lake. It only goes that way now if everything else is full.

Steve was getting nervous, though. The watering can could only put out so much water. The streams would be assisted and partially purified by the watering-can water, but they wouldn’t actually be like the lake or Misty’s pond. Or the moat around Home.

I wonder what would happen if I took the little spout off the front. It looks like it comes off. Would it have a greater flow rate? I should try.

Grumbling, Steve walked up to the slimy sludge-covered boulders. Grimacing, and feeling thankful that he’d taken his clothes off, Steve grabbed a large chunk of rock and put it on his thighs. Lifting it up slowly, he tossed it up and out of the stream.

Working systematically, he kept at it until the entire thing was clear of debris. Though by the time he’d finished, the water was more of an issue for him since it was flowing faster and becoming deeper.

Clambering out of the stream, Steve let out a breath and stood up.

“Much better. Thank you, my Steve,” Misty said, floating by in the stream.

“Yeah, yeah,” Steve grumbled, dismissing her with a hand wave. Sighing, he stretched his back out and looked to the northeast. He could see the walls of Filch not far off. The water from the stream should have already been filling the moat up. Water from the lake should also have been making its way through.

“Misty, how did this stream even get water to begin with? I didn’t see a runoff from anywhere,” Steve asked, looking to the Nereid.

“Underground stream fed it from below,” Misty said, drifting further and further away from him. “My lake also came from a similar source once upon a time.”

With a nod, Steve clicked his tongue. From here on out, they’d be heading beyond Filch. Beyond Filch, trying to figure out what they could do to stop more zombies from coming.

Something soft pressed to Steve’s back, and then began to quickly swipe down across his body.

Looking over his shoulder, he found Jaina using her hands to brush the water from him. She gave him a toothy grin even as she did it.

“Thanks, Jaina,” Steve said. “I appreciate that.”

“Of course, of course. I’m your wife—how can I not do for you something I know you’d do for me?” Jaina said, bouncing in place a little.

She’d slowly been getting over Chessa. Or at least, it wasn’t slowing her down much anymore in her day-to-day tasks. She was acting far more like she had previously.

Lucia walked by him, her eyes taking him in with a small smirk on her lips. Ever since the day they’d set out, she’d changed a bit. She wasn’t as flustered as she’d been previously.

She seemed confident now.

“For a Human, you’re an amazing specimen,” Lucia said. “Maybe I’ll let you ravage my lovely self to bits tonight? Maybe not.”

Grinning at her, he shook his head.

Lucia made a small humming noise and then began scanning the horizon again. She was their first line of defense against anything coming their way.

Kassandra was behind them, watching for problems as well.

“She’s very, very excited about you wanting her,” Jaina whispered, her hands moving down across his rear end. “She likes to watch you when you’re not looking.

“Good. I like to watch her too,” Steve said, knowing full well that Lucia could hear the entire exchange. “Especially her backside.”

“Mm? Yes, yes, she has a very nice butt,” Jaina said. “Turn around for me.”

Steve did as Jaina requested. Immediately the Kobold woman began to brush her hands along his body.

“Steve,” Kassandra said, drifting closer. “Are we moving on today, or are we visiting Filch?”

“Moving on, I’d say,” Steve said. “There’s no reason to go to Filch. We know what’s going on there. I’m open to suggestions, though.”

“No. I was afraid you’d want to go to Filch. I was going to warn you against it,” Kassandra said, giving him a rare smile. “Waste of time.”

Ever since he’d joined her in bed, her personality had warmed considerably. She was still a soldier, though, and she seemed to think in those terms.

Unfortunately, she also seemed very shy. She didn’t hide the bite he’d given her, but she’d begged him off when he suggested they share a bedroll as they’d turned in last night.

Misty had already been asleep and he hadn’t wanted to wake her, so he’d ambushed Jaina when she’d come back from her turn at watch.

Not that she complained at all.

“Stream’s done,” Steve said with a shrug. “That means we move on.”

“Be safe, my Steve,” Misty said from the water. She’d be remaining behind to help get the moat around Filch in order.

 

***

 

They were several days past Filch at this point, following the main road. Kassandra had told him it would eventually take them straight to the wall and the citadel city held by Lamals.

The last known report from that city had been that all was well. That it still stood and protected the country from the Creep.

It hadn’t been their capital city that had fallen, after all, but a neighboring one.

Since Lamals had been quarantined, that meant there was something going on at the citadel city that was making them come this way.

Kassandra had suggested going to the citadel city itself and seeing what they could find there. With any luck, they could get fresh supplies and news, and maybe even figure out what to do.

When they walked up to the massive stone wall with two small inset iron gates, Steve wasn’t so sure anymore.

For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why walls would need to be that high against Creep-spawned monsters. Or the Creep itself. It didn’t make sense.

Kassandra slithered right up to the doors and banged on them several times, then paused and banged on them several times again.

Backing up quickly, she moved to Steve’s side.

There was a clank, and Steve could see someone’s eyes peeking out at them through a slot in the door.

It banged shut, and one door began to creak ominously. Then it slowly began to open.

After opening only a few feet, it stopped, and a woman in armor similar to Kassandra’s, but of better quality and amount, walked out toward them.

“And what do you need of the citadel city of Vren?” asked the woman.

“Uh,” Steve started.

“We’re here to speak with the citadel commander,” Lucia said, speaking over Steve. “My name is Lucia of the winter court. We’re recently from Filch, and we’re seeking news and perhaps some information.”

The woman’s helmeted head swung from Lucia to Jaina, Steve, and Kassandra. She was making small gestures with her hand.

Shit. Let’s hope Kassandra was right and the citadel doesn’t hold to the church rules. Otherwise we’re about to get scolded.

“Criminals, the lot of you,” muttered the woman. Looking at Steve, she continued, “Though to be fair, you’re not a citizen of Lamals, so it’s not fair to hold you liable. You’re a fair-looking man as well, so maybe you’ve had some problems in your life.”

Uh. What?

“I’ll announce you to the commander. She can decide from there if she’s willing to hear your request,” said the woman, going back inside the big gates. They closed with a thump behind her.

“Well, that went well,” Steve said. “I’m not arrested, nor do they seem that bothered by my accolades.”

“She’s a soldier. And a Human, I think. Chances are she’s been bred out of the… out of the pig pens. Pen soldiers don’t tend to think too highly of anyone or anything that isn’t one of them,” Kassandra said.

“Pig pens?” Steve asked.

“Human men are… often… bound into service by the military. They’re given to regiments of women and… they become brood mares, so to speak. Sometimes they’re given to a host of soldiers that are no longer viable in combat. Soldiers without skills who are no longer able to fight. They’re sent to the pens. Where… where they’re made to breed with Humans,” Kassandra said. “Until they die or produce ten children. The men never leave.”

Sighing, Steve pressed a hand to his brow. This world was getting worse every time he heard more about it.

“Just… don’t speak to anyone. Act like a dolt and let Lucia talk for us. You’re just here because… because we didn’t feel safe leaving you behind. That’s all,” Kassandra said.

“In other words, Humans are… bred. It’s why Xivin called her race secondary breeders. Because after Humans, Elves would be next. Is that it?” Steve asked.

“Yes,” Kassandra said. “Humans are thrown at any problem that requires bodies to do it, all the while being bred in the background in the pens.

“I’m sorry, Steve. I don’t think any less of you for being a Human. I think you’re amazing. I think Ina is pretty great, too.”

The women around him were nodding their heads.

I don’t… even… alright. Maybe… maybe Shitty Steve did me a favor.

Maybe not knowing all the rules, and being put on a farm in the middle of nowhere, was the best way for me to live a happy life.

Because knowing that Humanity is little better than a shock-trooper is… depressing.

The woman returned after several minutes and bobbed her head to the group.

“The commander will see you, though I would caution you to keep your tongues in your heads unless spoken to,” the woman said, then looked to Steve. “You may join the other men if you like while your women talk. I know such talk can be confusing at times.”

Steve gave her a smile and shook his head slightly. “I’ll accompany my women.”

“Wonderful,” said the guard dryly. “Follow me, please.”

Turning on her heel, the guard walked back into the gates and vanished inside.

Kassandra led the way, followed by Lucia. Jaina walked behind Steve.

Behind them, the big doors boomed shut and the light was blocked out. Torchlight was all they had.

Then they reached a stairwell and began climbing ever upward. Flight after flight of stairs, they went up and up.

Finally getting off the stairs, they walked up to a door and, with a sudden and intense glare, back out into the daylight.

All around him were women. There wasn’t a man in sight as far as he could see. They appeared to be from all walks of life as well.

Armed, armored, dressed in peasant garb, long dresses, blouses—it was anything and everything in between.

Except one and all, they stopped to look at Steve as he followed Kassandra.

“This was a bad idea,” Lucia said, moving closer to Steve. “A very bad idea.”

Steve was quickly boxed in. They kept moving and stayed close to their escort.

A number of women were shoving one another to get to the front now, several of them starting to catcall.

Then people started making offers to rent Steve to Kassandra and Lucia.

Oh my bloody fucking hell.

What had started as a sedate walk had quickly become a light jog. Even the escort seemed to have underestimated what would happen here.

Then the mob collapsed on the group, and the crush of bodies began.

Steve heard a yip, and then a purple bubble expanded out around their group. It began pushing people away and forcing them backward.

Glancing backward, Steve saw Jaina snarling at everyone around her. Her teeth were bared, and she had one hand up. A purple cube floated around her hand, spinning and twisting as she held the bubble around them.

Taking the opportunity, everyone ran. Including the escort.

Acting like a wedge, the purple barrier shoved people to either side as they ran onward.

When they reached a large set of doors attached to a building that went up for what seemed like ten stories, the escort finally slowed down.

Only then did Jaina cancel the spell.

“That hurt,” Jaina grumbled. “One of them punched me in the back to get to Steve. Stupid stupids.”

“That was… unbelievable,” Kassandra said, looking unnerved and angry.

“I’m afraid the Lamals military hasn’t provided supplies since the quarantine,” said the escort. “I know they haven’t seen many men since then, but… I’m going to have to talk to the commander about this.”

Steve felt like his heart was hammering in his chest. He knew he could easily fight his way free of such a thing, but that sounded like a quick route to getting his farm attacked outright by the citadel commander.

“Let’s continue,” said the escort, moving up to the gates.

The soldiers there looked shocked and dismayed. They had no idea what had been happening, right up until they saw Steve.

There was also a clear dividing line. Not one person crossed a set of small stone pedestals set in the wall to follow Steve.

Unnerved more than he’d like to admit, Steve suddenly wished he’d joined the “other men” the escort had mentioned. It seemed like a safer place to be, all of a sudden.

Walking into the large building, the escort took them up another seemingly endless stairwell.

When they reached the top, Steve found they were being led into what looked like a private study.

Seated at a table reading a book was a woman with two cat ears perched at the top of her head. Her hair was dark brown, and she looked to be in her thirties. She was extremely pretty, and well cared for.

The only thing that popped into Steve’s head was “cat-girl,” but there was no context for that.

No one else was in the room, and the escort took up a station at the door.

“Good afternoon,” said the woman, her blue eyes cold and dismissive. “I understand you’re recently from Filch?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Lucia said, stepping forward. “My name is Lucia. I’m of the winter court.”

“Ah, yes,” said the commander. “So, how is Filch then? We’ve had no news from the west. From anyone, honestly. The other citadel cities won’t speak with us as we’re under quarantine.”

“Filch stands,” Lucia said with a bob of her head. “Though the mayor died, and two of her daughters did as well. The youngest, Rachele, holds the city now.”

“Mm. She was the Human mayor,” the woman said with an inflection on the word Human. “Good thing that’s what they’re good for. I’m sure the youngest will have three more daughters in three years, and all will be well.

“Though I’m glad to hear Filch stands. Has there been any news or word from the capital?”

Before Lucia could respond, the commander clicked her tongue, staring at Steve. Apparently she’d been reading his status.

“Nevermind. If there had been any word from the capital, three of you would be dead,” the commander said and shook her head. “With a Human? Really? I thought better of the Lamia.”

Kassandra lifted her head up, not looking away from the commander.

“I was abandoned by my squad and left for dead. It was he who saved me, and then asked me to be his. I’d ask you to be respectful as a commander should be to those they’re supposed to protect,” Kassandra said.

The cat-girl’s eyebrows climbed upward, her ears swiveling around toward the Lamia.

“State the reason you’ve come. Then leave,” said the commander.

“We were hoping to find out where the influx of Creeps is coming from,” Lucia said. “Maybe… maybe see if we can somehow prevent more from coming, or… or at least prepare. Things are getting worse by the day in the lands to the west. Recently we’ve had armored Creeps show up at our gates.”

The commander took in a breath and let it out sharply.

“Yes, that’d be the breach to the southeast along the wall. Our dearest neighbor failed in their duties,” said the woman with a sneer. “And that’s what we all must suffer for them allowing a Human to take up a citadel city’s care. The breeder races should breed and little else.”

“I see. Could we perhaps travel along the wall in that direction? Would it be alright for us to inspect the site and see what we might do to protect ourselves?” Lucia asked.

The commander flicked a hand at Lucia, dismissing her. “Do as you will. I care not. Be gone before I decide to hang most of you. Don’t return.”

Steve stared at the woman with a cold hatred. He’d sooner cut off a finger than piss on her face to put her out if she was on fire.

He’d see to it that this commander received none of his water, and none of his produce.

Turning to leave, his group marched back to the escort.

“One second,” said the commander. “If Filch stands, and nothing has come from the capital, how are the citizens obtaining food? Do the farms still stand?”

Lucia turned toward the commander and seemed to consider her answer.

“No. All the farms but one fell. There is only one provider of crops in the area around Filch at this time,” Lucia said.

“Hmmm. Would it be possible to speak to the farm-holder in charge? Or to relay a message to them? I find myself rapidly approaching a point where our own subsistence farming may not be enough, and I’d like to plan ahead,” the commander said.

Lucia smiled at the commander then, revealing her sharp and white teeth.

Steve had noticed that Lucia had perfect teeth, and she seemed prideful of them. Especially when she used them to gloat when she was winning in some way.

“I imagine they would be receptive to hearing your request. I would suggest sending a personal envoy to Filch, who could then direct them onward,” Lucia said, hiding their identities. “I wouldn’t dare speak for the owner of the farm. It’s a man, with an established marriage and Enchanted tools. They only work for him. Everything on the farm grows simply because he wishes it to, honestly.”

“I’ll do that,” the commander said, then went back to her book.

In no time at all, the group was escorted out to the wall and sent on their way to find the break in it.

No one followed them, thankfully.


Thirty-Three

 

“I think… maybe this wasn’t the best plan,” Lucia said, looking out over the edge of the wall into lands inhabited by the Creep, and only the Creep.

“It is the best plan we had,” Kassandra countered. “This is the safest route to the area we wish to see, and it provides us with the chance to see the Creep as it will eventually become.”

“I’m not arguing that part,” Lucia said. “What I’m concerned about is trying to go back through that citadel city. That commander wasn’t exactly the sparking example of civility, and those women were absolutely… insane.”

“Husband is very, very handsome,” Jaina said, walking along near the wall and staring down into the Creep-lands.

“That may be so, but it was sheer insanity back there. I’ve never seen a mob of women practically attack a group to take their man and gang rape him,” Lucia said. “Something is terribly wrong with that citadel. Terribly wrong.”

“They’re used to having whatever they want,” Kassandra said. “Most of those women are soldiers or ex-soldiers. Being citadel citizens means they’ve distinguished themselves. I’m sure they have as many men as they like, as often as they like. The simple fact that Lamals as a country hasn’t sent them anything in a while is probably a shock to them.

“They have no support from anyone, no supplies, and no word from the capital. They’re operating in the dark, and the luxuries they once had are all gone. To me, it isn’t surprising they seemed insane.”

Steve wasn’t getting in on the conversation. It had been rather unnerving for him to be attacked like that. He’d felt like a piece of meat before, but today he’d truly felt more like an item than a person.

It was unnerving to say the least.

Looking out into the Creep-lands didn’t do his mood any favors, either.

As far as the eye could see, there was devastation. Corpses, bits of buildings, churned-up earth. It looked as if a giant child had played with the area, destroyed everything, and then left.

There was no grass growing, no weeds, no flowers, no trees, and the only riverbed he could see was dry.

The Creep truly did suck the life out of everything it encountered. Nikki had once said it was described as black death; now he understood that more.

It was likely that Lamals would suffer a very similar fate if the Creep was allowed to remain.

Steve suddenly felt like he was going to need to expand his farmland. Anything he didn’t take right now probably wouldn’t be available to him within the next year.

Or do I go even further? The stream from Home to Filch locks in a significant amount of land. Do I dig another stream leaving Filch to somewhere else, then back to Home?

Make a giant circle moat that takes care of our land?

Steve shook his head. It was just another thing he needed to think about. He really didn’t know what to say or do about it.

The problem felt massive, beyond his ability to handle. To Steve, it felt as if his best and only option was to make a small bubble community and live in it.

“There are no Creeps,” Kassandra said.

“No, there aren’t,” Steve replied. “Which is honestly a worry for me. If they’re not here, then where are they? Why aren’t they here? I was under the impression they just generally… milled around the walls forever. Or is it that they’re not turned and therefore can only come out at night?”

“That’d be the logical conclusion,” Lucia said. “I suppose we’ll find out when we finally reach the break in the wall. Though I’m beginning to think we might spend the evening up here.”

“The commander did mention it was technically a citadel city on the border. Lamals isn’t a small country, and the border it has with the Creep was fairly large,” Kassandra said.

“Is there another citadel city on this wall we’ll have to cross through?” Steve asked, now wondering just how far they were going to end up from home.

“No. The next citadel city will be the breach,” Kassandra said.

“Do you know anything about it?” Steve asked, curious. The commander had said they were Human. It piqued his interest in the whole thing.

“No. It’s a foreign country. Soldiers of Lamals aren’t encouraged to learn or do anything outside of protocol,” Kassandra said.

“Helps keep the priestess in power,” Lucia said. “Pig-pen soldiers were one of the fertility goddess’ ideas. They’re taught to revere and swear themselves to the goddess rather than Lamals.”

Suddenly I want to go on a holy war against the goddess of fertility.

“Starting to really wonder if Lamals becoming a Creep-stain might not be a bad thing,” Steve groused.

“Lamals is definitely one of the worst offenders of male abuse,” Kassandra said. “There are only a few worse.”

Shaking his head, Steve walked on.

 

***

 

Jaina lay sleeping next to him in the early hours of the morning. The sun was only barely starting to throw rays of light over the distant horizon.

Snuggling up close to him, Jaina rubbed her cheek against his shoulder. He’d slept with her the night previous. Kassandra was still too shy for anything visible in front of others.

Jaina, though, had become extremely affectionate with him. She wasn’t as sexually forward as Ina, but she didn’t shy away from showing him attention in a loving way anymore. In front of anyone.

They’d stopped the previous night when they saw part of the citadel city that was now the breach in the early evening. It was only thirty minutes away from their current position.

“Steve, are you awake?” asked a soft voice. It sounded like Lucia to him.

Nodding, Steve gently disentangled himself from the sleeping Kobold and tucked her more firmly into their shared bedroll.

Clambering out, he stretched his back and then looked to where the voice had come from.

Lucia was sitting on the wall, her bow and quiver of arrows at hand as she gazed down into the Creep-lands.

“It’s like an ocean of them. I could fire all day, every day, and never make a dent in the numbers,” Lucia said. “They’d just come back the next day.”

Taking a look out over the scenery, Steve couldn’t help but agree with her. It looked like an unending sea of summoned zombies. All shambling around against the wall.

“If I don’t miss my guess, the citadel is going to be full of Creeps,” Lucia said, lifting her eyes to Steve. “I can’t really see a situation where it wouldn’t be. Even with the breach, there’d be survivors. Survivors that remained in the citadel and did what they could to help others or just survive. Eventually falling to the Creep.”

Steve gave her a nod. It was sound reasoning.

“You need to not be first,” Lucia said. “Kassandra should go first, followed by me, then Jaina, and lastly you.”

When he opened his mouth to argue that, Lucia lifted a long finger. Steve waited, closing his mouth.

Smiling at him, Lucia shook her head, then grabbed him with one hand and pulled him close to kiss him.

She let him go and patted him on the chest. “Thank you for the power you give me. It makes me a little giddy at times. Now, I have a good reason for having you last in the lineup. It’s so you can protect us. You and Jaina should be able to keep us from being surrounded. Kassandra and I can keep us moving forward. I’m not trying to protect you, I’m trying to protect all of us.”

Thinking on that, Steve felt like the logic held up. It was prudent.

“Ok,” he said simply. “You’re right.”

Lucia’s smile grew impossibly wide, her sharp bright teeth coming into view.

“Just like that?” she asked.

“What?”

“Never mind. You’re an amazing man,” Lucia said, patting his chest again. “When we get home, I think it’s time I give myself to you. Just be gentle with me.”

“Sounds like a lovely welcome home present,” Steve said.

“Yes, that’s a good way to look at being able to couple with a lady like myself,” Lucia said. “A gift.”

Lucia changed the subject after that, and they talked about minor and mundane things as the sun rose.

An hour after sunrise, they stood before the half-open gates to the citadel.

Kassandra moved up to them and pushed one all the way open.

Beyond the gateway was a courtyard. It was full of rotting bodies, shattered decorations, and broken buildings.

Clearly, a rather awful battle had occurred here.

“How does the Creep even get this high up?” Kassandra asked. “It isn’t like it can climb, so how would it penetrate a citadel city?”

Lucia shook her head.

“It doesn’t make sense. Even with all the Creeps at the bottom of the wall, there aren’t enough there to simply knock the wall over,” Kassandra said.

“Ok, so how did the citadel city get breached then?” Steve said.

No one had an answer to that.

“Probably something they should look into so it doesn’t happen again,” Steve said.

The group was slowly walking into the plaza now. Nothing moved. There was no sound other than a soft breeze.

“Shouldn’t this place be crowded with Creeps?” Lucia asked aloud.

“Should,” Kassandra agreed, then stopped dead in her tracks. Lifting her sword, she rapped the hilt against the side of her shield several times. The loud clang reverberated back and forth.

There was no response.

No zombies came crawling out from around corners or shattered buildings.

Nothing happened.

“That’s not possible,” Lucia said. “How could a citadel city fall without it being overrun by Creeps? The turned would be here.”

Leaning over a corpse, Jaina prodded at it with a stick.

“These don’t look like they died to bites or Creeps. To me, they look like sword wounds. Many, many sword wounds,” Jaina said.

“Sword wounds,” Kassandra repeated. “Creeps don’t use swords.”

Steve turned around and looked toward the wall they’d just come from.

Down the long, winding road he’d find another citadel city, one with a clear predisposition of hating Humans.

I wonder if her personal agenda got in the way here. If it was her own prejudice that now threatens so many people.

“Should we lock the gates behind us so we’re not attacked from behind?” Steve asked.

Kassandra, Lucia, and Jaina all looked at the gates they’d just entered from. Then the wall.

Their minds probably took the same trip he’d just taken.

“She wouldn’t,” Kassandra said. “She couldn’t.”

“No? Why not?” Lucia hissed. “Lock the doors, Steve, or at least try to. They’re probably smashed to bits. Whatever you can do will help. It’ll buy us some time if they do something like that.”

Moving to the gates, Steve found that all the locking mechanisms were still in place and working. It was as if the gates had been opened outright. They’d never been locked.

Feeling like his fears were true, Steve went about locking the gates. Dropping the security bars in place and closing the latches.

Coming back to his group, he considered what to say.

“All the locks were fine. Untouched. The gates must have just… been opened,” Steve said.

Kassandra’s eyes went dark at that information. There was little to no doubt in anyone’s head right now that the commander of the Lamals fort had attacked this citadel city.

Attacked it and caused the rest of Lamals to fall to the Creep. She was the single most likely reason for all of this happening.

“The armor they’re wearing. It’s the same that we saw at the gates, and at Home,” Lucia said, inspecting a different corpse. “It’s the citadel city soldiers that are wandering in. After the city was destroyed, a breach formed, and the survivors tried to stick it out.

“Those who fell in battle and were infected by the Creep rose again. Some of the survivors turned from eating creep-infected food or drinking the water.”

Steve nodded. It seemed like the most likely scenario.

“And no help coming from the closest citadel city on this side, since they were the ones who caused it,” Kassandra finished. “I wonder what the other side looks like, and if they were able to get out. Is this whole thing one of the reasons we’re under quarantine?”

“Maybe,” Steve said. “Let’s just… keep going till we find the breach.”

“Should we look for survivors or… loot?” Lucia asked.

Steve wanted to look through the citadel. Desperately so.

“Find the breach, and then we plan from there,” he said. They had no wagon, which meant anything they took had to be small enough they could carry or stuff in a pack.

Then Steve had a weird thought.

“We can’t go back, can we?” he said as the group started forward again. “If we go back, the commander there will suspect we know what happened. She won’t let us go, will she?”

“No. She’ll probably have us all killed and hand you over to her troops,” Kassandra said. “Suppose we need to find a rope and then figure out how to lower ourselves down.”

“This is pretty fucked,” Steve said.

“It’s not supposed to be this way. They’re all supposed to help one another to defend us from the Creep,” Kassandra said.

To Steve’s ear, she sounded lost and hurt at the same time.

“Doesn’t matter. We’re not the citadel. We’re us. And Filch, I guess,” Steve said. “Everyone else is meat or a problem. I’m here to solve this problem for us and us alone. All the other countries had to do was help us, fill the gap, and drive the Creep back. Instead they left us alone. So we’ll solve it on our own.”

Kassandra pushed her shield up against a door in a twelve-foot wall in front of them that seemed to lead to a different part of the citadel.

It creaked open and hung halfway. Kassandra didn’t move through the doorway, though. Her head stared downward.

“What is it?” Jaina asked.

“They were betrayed,” Kassandra said. “Betrayed by a mage, I would say.”

Moving forward, Kassandra had to also move to the side. One by one, Steve’s group began moving into the room.

Steve walked through the doorway and stopped dead.

Before him and beneath him was a crater. It moved from one side of the wall far to the other side, and it looked like a semi-sphere.

It was obvious something had come through here, been set up in the middle of the citadel, and detonated. Nothing had broken through the outside of the wall from the Creep-lands.

“I suppose we have our answer,” Steve muttered.

Throughout the gash, and slowly moving through it, was a horde of zombies. They were shuffling through the debris, crawling on it, moving over it. There was also a pile of zombies that clearly weren’t going anywhere.

There were some huge ones as well. Zombies that looked to be twelve feet tall.

“That one has six arms,” Jaina said listlessly.

“A lot of Ogres,” Lucia said. “Giants, too.”

“We can’t survive these things getting through,” Kassandra murmured. “There’s too many, too much.”

“Let’s… go look at the exit of this area. Maybe we can see what’s happening and find something we can do about it,” Lucia offered.

Steve nodded to that. It was the best thing they could do right now.

Leaving that room, as there wasn’t much they could do there, the group began to work their way through to the southwestern part of the citadel. Trying to get to a place where they could see where it emptied out into the borderlands between Lamals and the neighbor.

Which Steve didn’t know the name of and didn’t care to know.

An hour later, they found a way through to the exact spot they wanted to see. Standing on a balcony, Steve and his group were staring down at the road leading out of the citadel.

There was a lot of debris on this side. It was clear that a good portion of the interior of the citadel had come rushing out this side. Not to mention the zombies forcing their way through were making it pile up here as well.

Milling about on the outside of the wall was a sea of turned zombies, wandering around.

“This is where they’re coming from, and where our greatest problem is,” Lucia said, then sighed.

The ruins of the citadel had formed a curbed bank that ended against a ridge that fell away into the neighboring country. Through sheer luck, the way the walls had fallen made a natural path for all of them to exit the citadel and wander into Lamals.

Their neighbor had been spared through sheer happenstance.

“I’m not really sure what we can do about this,” Kassandra said. “We don’t really have anything that could stop them, do we?”

“I could smash the wall with the pick-axe,” Steve said. “If my goal was to just fill it up with more rubble, I could close the pass off, couldn’t I?”

Everyone had forgotten about the pick-axe.

It worked on the wall of Filch. Why can’t it work here?

“Wouldn’t that put you at risk? You could do it, sure, but if it crumbled out from under you, what would you do? We can’t afford to lose you, Steve,” Lucia said, pausing. Then she sighed. “I can’t afford to lose you.”

Chuckling, Steve wrapped an arm around Lucia’s shoulders and pulled her up close to his side.

“I care for you too, my beautiful Fae. But I think… I think this is the answer that works for us. I can’t do it from the bottom of the wall, as you can see,” Steve said, gesturing down into the sea of zombies. “Which leaves up here atop the wall. So, we have with a choice. When do I do it, and how do we prepare?”

Kassandra shook her head angrily, her eyes sharp and her eyebrows drawn down.

“I don’t like this. I vote against the plan,” she said.

“Fine. Then let’s sit down, have lunch, and figure out what to do. Doesn’t seem like the commander is coming for us. If I had to guess, she’s expecting to catch us when we come back,” Lucia said.

“Lunch sounds good,” Steve said, then walked back into the citadel, his arm still firmly around Lucia.


Thirty-Four

 

Steve looked down the wall into the small ravine below them on the Lamals side. It was narrow, deep, and led out into the Lamals lands far enough away from the zombies that it wouldn’t be noticed.

They’d watched for any sign of the cat-girl commander for an entire day and seen nothing. They seemed content to wait for them to return, just as predicted.

Rolling out the rope end over end, Steve watched as the crate descended.

“I honestly don’t even understand how you can do that so easily,” Lucia said, standing next to him. “Do you have any idea how heavy it is?”

“Not heavy enough to break the rope,” Steve said, watching the crate reach the ground. Kassandra immediately set to work at untying it and then loading it to the two-wheeled hand wagon they’d found in the citadel.

“Considering what that rope is made out of, I would hope not,” Lucia said, then shook her head with a sigh. “Steve, your strength is incredible. You do things I don’t believe Trolls or Ogres could accomplish.”

Steve wasn’t surprised by that statement. He’d known for a while now that he had an otherworldly strength.

And stamina.

“Is that the last of it?” he asked.

“Yes. And that spell Jaina put on the wagon seems to still be working. Which means for the time being, those two are quite safe,” Lucia said, looking down.

“That and they have their canteens,” Steve said. “Makes those Creep bites and scratches easier to deal with when you can wash away the poison.”

“I was thinking on that. Technically, since that’s all we drink, I imagine one could urinate on their injury and it would remove the Creep. Though I’m uncertain the urine wouldn’t spoil the wound itself,” Lucia said with a shrug.

“Huh, that’s a good point. Anything grown in the water, cooked, or cleaned would inherit some properties. That goes for us as well,” Steve said, then chuckled. “Does that mean I could throw poo at a Creep and kill it that way?”

Lucia groaned and patted Steve on the shoulder, wandering back into the broken citadel.

“What, I thought it was funny,” Steve said, following along behind her.

“You would. You would. Now. That’s the entirety of the loot we wanted to take with us. Next is the… more difficult part,” Lucia said. “Somehow making the breach impassible, or much harder for things to get through.”

“Yeah, not really looking forward to this. Going to have to practically be atop the crater to make it work,” Steve said.

“So I said previously. Yes. Though I’ll be with you. I do believe I can hold on to you and get us to safety. Or at least keep you from falling into the wreckage as it goes,” Lucia said.

“I’ll never say no to being hugged by a pretty Fae,” Steve said, turning toward the crater that was the center of the citadel.

“I’ll get Jaina and catch up with you,” Lucia said, not addressing his comment at all.

Flicking a hand over his shoulder, Steve stopped at the edge of the devastation and looked down. As far as he could see, there were zombies trying to bulldoze their way through the breach.

And when night falls, the Creep just… oozes through all those cracks.

Even if I stop the turned zombies from making it through, that doesn’t do anything for the Creep itself.

I’m solving only part of the problem.

Shaking his head to clear himself of the morose thoughts, Steve concentrated on what he could do here and now.

If he managed to succeed, it would buy Home and Filch much-needed time. Time to restock, distribute resources, and dig a larger moat around more territory.

Though at this point, Filch might as well be considered part of the farm.

Eventually they’ll run out of things to trade with us, or we’ll no longer need anything.

Need to start making more farms… more farms and more farmers and… I don’t know. What can Filch really provide us?

Labor? Labor works. But that’s limited, too. They’d work for their personal food, and that’s it.

There are some serious long-term problems building, aren’t there? Then again, they’re not really mine to solve or worry about.

I just work the farm.

The rest is Shelly and Xivin’s problem.

Steve blinked twice.

Which I guess is my problem. Blegh.

Whatever.

Lifting his pickaxe out from its loop on his hip, Steve considered what he needed to do.

He walked over to a wall that was hanging partially over the crater. Pulling it back, he brought it down on the wall with the intent of knocking the whole thing down into the chasm. Hopefully to land in a nice pile that would help block off the zombies from moving through.

Exploding into chunks, the whole of the wall that remained blasted apart and went straight down into the crater.

It did nothing of what he wished other than going down. It didn’t pile in any way, shape or form.

Alright. So. I can break it and send it where I kinda want it. But that’s it.

Walking around the edge of the breach, Steve began to knock everything he could down into it. He left nothing standing that he could send down there. In almost no time at all, he was left with a completely flat area around him. There was nothing left he could break.

“Helpful,” Lucia said, practically appearing next to him. Lurching in place, Steve felt his heart race.

“Sorry,” said the Fae, giving him a smile. “Didn’t mean to startle you. You were very into your work.”

“Trying to not get my ass killed doing this. That’s all, I guess,” Steve said. “But there’s nothing left to do now but… hit the ground.”

“Yes, so it seems,” Lucia said. Then she nodded at him. “Jaina has joined the others. It’s just you and me up here now.”

“She left?” Steve asked.

“Indeed. I don’t believe I could carry the three of us with any reasonable certainty,” Lucia said with a shrug. “I’ll join you and lend my bow, my wings, and my strength. For all that I am.”

“Good. That’s quite a lot,” Steve said with a grin, then walked over to the edge of the breach. “Guess we get this started then.”

Two slender arms wrapped around his middle, and he felt a strange tug at his feet. Looking down, he realized he wasn’t on the ground. Before he could react, she set him back down.

“Alright, I have the basic feel for your weight. We should be alright for a very short flight, though we’ll get no height from this at all,” Lucia said.

With a nod, Steve walked over to the furthest edge of the crater, closest to the Creep-lands. Bringing his pick back, he drove it into the ground beneath his feet. He wanted half of the wall itself to topple into the breach. His goal wasn’t to keep the Creep out. Just the turned zombies.

With a shuddering roar, a massive section of the centuries-old wall collapsed away out from under his feet. Steve leapt backward as soon as he’d hit the stones, and Lucia had begun pumping her wings as well.

It gave them a fairly smooth backward hop that got them out of the immediate vicinity.

Stones continued to fall away into the breach as the whole construction shifted itself with the strike.

Minutes later, everything had finally quieted down.

“Steve, do you realize you could probably singlehandedly topple governments?” Lucia asked, her arms still around his middle.

“I guess. Never really thought about it, and don’t really care. Other governments and countries aren’t my problem. I just want our farm safe.”

“And Filch,” Lucia said. “At some point we’ll need to incorporate them fully with us.

“Nikki, Gwendolin, Xivin, Shelly, and I have been discussing it.”

“Whatever. Your problem then, not mine,” Steve said, walking toward the chasm once again.

Peering down into the breach, he could see a significant portion of the zombies in it were crushed and buried. There was a significant amount of blockage now. It wasn’t done, or perfect, but it was considerably better.

“Oh, that worked quite well. And it looks like a good portion of the wall still stands,” Lucia said, her head peeking out around his side.

“Yeah. Well, one more hit. I guess,” Steve said, walking to the side closer to Lamals.

Steve held in his mind the same desire and wish. To bring down half the wall’s height into the chasm and have it block the path of the zombies into Lamals.

Lifting his pick, he brought it down forcefully into the stones.

He jumped back at the same time, but not fast enough. As if they’d already been weakened, the stones gave out the very second he struck them. His balance fell out from under him, and Lucia groaned behind him.

Then they were falling straight into the breach. As they fell with far more speed than Steve was expecting, his head clipped the wall, and everything went dark.

 

***

 

“…eve!” shouted a voice.

“Steve, wake up right now! I need you, damn it!” shouted the voice again.

There was a roar in the background of it all that sounded like the pounding of waves.

On top of that, Steve kept hearing a clicking noise. Along with a soft whistle-like whine.

When he opened his eyes, Steve was staring up at the citadel wall. It was crumbling apart into the breach. More and more of it was falling and collapsing all over itself.

“Steve! I really need your help! Right now!” Lucia shouted.

Need to get up. We just knocked down the wall. Right? I need to get up.

“HUSBAND!” screamed Lucia, her voice tinged with pain and fear.

Steve sat upright and then stood up, instinctively pulling his axe from his side.

Ahead of him, Lucia was fighting off several zombies, two of them dragging her to the ground while the third was teeth deep in her shoulder.

Launching himself forward, or at least trying to, Steve stumbled toward Lucia as she hit the ground.

Bringing his axe around, he smashed through the head of one of the three. Then the blade of his axe lodged itself in the head of the second.

Not trying to yank it back, Steve brought his foot back and smashed it forward into the head of the one biting the Fae.

She shrieked as the zombie was knocked back. A chunk of Lucia’s flesh came with its head as it whipped backward.

Whimpering, Lucia crawled away from the trio of now-dead zombies and stood up behind him.

At her hip was her empty quiver, her bow in her hands. Arrayed out in front of the spot where she’d been standing was a mass of zombies with arrows for hats.

She’d stood here defending him as he’d lain unconscious.

Looking to his belt, Steve saw he still had his canteen. Pulling it from its holder, he held it back to Lucia.

“I can’t lift my arms,” Lucia mumbled.

Seeing no zombies immediately close by, Steve turned and looked at the Fae.

She was bloody, torn up, and looked bad all the way around. Her right forearm had several bites in it, and her left shoulder was missing a chunk of meat.

How the hell did she hold out that long?

Opening the canteen, Steve immediately dumped its contents over her forearm and then her shoulder. Splashing it liberally all over her.

Her flesh caught fire and burned brightly.

“Drink it all, finish it off,” Steve said in a slur. “Get it in your system. My fight now.”

Standing there with his axe, Steve didn’t know what to do. They were quite clearly in trouble, and he couldn’t even figure out which side of the breach they were on.

Looking to the wall, he saw what he felt like was the point he’d struck. Which put them on the near side of the Lamals border. They’d fallen within the right part of the area, minus the zombie horde.

Hundreds of zombies were heading his way now, intent on Steve and Lucia.

I can’t fight them all, and I doubt Lucia can travel very well.

Steve felt hands at his belt and glanced down, readying himself to stomp a zombie.

Lucia was putting his canteen back into his belt and buckling it into position. She lifted her face up and met his eyes, then gave him a weak smile.

Her face was extremely pale, and she didn’t look well at all.

“How long was I out?” Steve asked.

“Twenty minutes… the wall keeps falling apart. Seems like it was far more unstable than we thought,” Lucia murmured. Then she suddenly sat down, her knees going out from under her. “I think I’m hurt bad, husband.”

Grimacing, Steve felt only anger. Anger at himself for putting her in danger, anger for not being there when she needed him, and anger that he couldn’t have just left well enough alone.

A moat would have been more than fine to protect Filch and Home.

“For what it’s worth, it worked. This horde here is all that’s left of those that were on the Lamals side. Due to the break you put in the wall, they only have one exit,” Lucia said, then chuckled darkly. “Our dear neighbor. Perhaps they’ll be quarantined next. Maybe we can band together in our own alliance.”

Lucia took in a slow breath, her eyes closed, and she slumped to the ground unmoving.

“Lucia,” Steve said with panic in his voice. Getting down next to her, he put his head to her chest, his ear against her ribcage. He heard her heart beating softly.

She was alive, but he didn’t know how long that’d last given her condition.

If I stay here, we’ll probably get overrun.

I could leave her here, but that’s not even a possibility.

Or I can pick her up, carry her, and run away until my legs give out. Right through that zombie horde and to the other side.

But that might kill her just as quickly.

Deciding, Steve stood up. He put his axe into his loop and then looked around quickly.

Spotting his pickaxe, he ran over and grabbed it, hooking it into his belt as well.

He picked up Lucia’s bow, flipped it around, and then put it around his torso, from shoulder to hip.

Grabbing Lucia, he carefully lifted her to his shoulder, as gently as he could.

Settling her on her stomach against his shoulder, he grabbed her rear end and held her tightly to him.

“Not now… husband,” Lucia mumbled. “Later.”

Smirking to himself, and trying to fight back a strange sob, Steve held her tightly.

He didn’t want to lose another wife, and it seemed like he was going to.

He’d never tried to manhandle zombies directly, and right now he was going to bet his life on it.

To save Lucia’s.

Holding his free arm out in front of him, Steve took in a breath, let it out, and started running forward. He tried to keep his pace smooth and hold tight to Lucia to keep her from bouncing around wildly.

When he reached the first zombie, Steve caught it under the chin with his hand and stiff-armed it.

With a wet splat, its jaw came off, and the zombie went tumbling away.

Keeping his arm up, Steve ran into the horde itself. Swinging himself around wildly, Steve battled against zombies. Countless hands clawed at him and tried to bite at him.

His legs were strong, though, his single hand a battering ram, and his will indomitable. Steve saw himself breaking free without a problem. To smash through to the other side and leave them behind. To carry Lucia to safety and security.

Something caught his foot and slowed him down.

Roaring, Steve kicked his feet higher as he forced his way through. The sound of bones cracking and breaking surrounded him as he swung his fist wildly. His legs kicked out even as he ran.

It was a strange and ugly shambling thing.

But it didn’t seem like he was going to make it. He was slowing down.

Fear began to gnaw at his heart.

Then he just suddenly popped out the other side and was sprinting away from the zombie horde.

Looking at Lucia, he saw that her back and legs were covered in scratches, but there were no new fresh bites. Her clothes were torn to bits, however.

Taking in deep lungfuls of air, Steve ran on, hoping to find Kassandra and Jaina sooner rather than later.

They’d have water on them, and even some medical supplies they’d scavenged from the citadel itself.

Running on, Steve held Lucia, hoping she was alive and fine. She hadn’t made a noise, sound, or word since they’d exited the horde.

For all he knew, she was dead.

Ten minutes later, at a full run, Steve found the others and the cart. They were waiting at the mouth of the ravine, looking worried and frightened.

“She’s been bitten. A lot,” Steve said. “She needs help.”

Kassandra turned and started rummaging around in the cart before he’d even finished talking. At the same time, she pulled her canteen from her belt and unscrewed the cap.

Jaina clapped her hands together and a purple bubble of magic expanded out around them.

As Steve crossed over it, he felt a strange burning sensation across his body.

“I took the bad, bad magic away,” Jaina said. “It’s gone. Only the sick remains.”

Laying Lucia down to the ground, he laid his ear to her chest again.

Her heart beat weakly in her chest, but it still beat.

Letting out a choked breath, he pressed his forehead to her jaw.

Thank whatever gods, devils, angels, or demons that made it happen.

A cool hand gently pushed him away, and Kassandra was there. She was diligently spilling the water from her canteen all over every bite and scratch she could see on Lucia.

Small flames licked up from the Fae as she did it.

Next came bandages. She quickly began binding the smaller woman up without a word.

In short order, Lucia had been given all the aid they could give her.

Steve looked to Kassandra. He couldn’t ask her, but he wanted to. He wanted to know what she thought about Lucia’s chances and how she looked.

Of all of them, she would be the one to best understand wounds.

“Fifty-fifty,” Kassandra said grimly. “The wounds are cleaned of the Creep, but they aren’t… simple. She lost a lot of blood, and she’s still bleeding. If she clots before her heart stops, she’ll live. If she doesn’t… she’ll die. If she does live, she’ll heal fine. There’s nothing that would harm her permanently.

Steve nodded. It was the best they could hope for.

“Let’s get her in the wagon. We need to take it slow,” Kassandra said. “As slow as possible.”

A long single note from the northwest could be heard.

Kassandra’s head turned toward it, her face pale.

“That’s… the Lamals army. I’m betting the commander noticed what we did. They’re probably heading this way. They’re going to catch up to us,” Kassandra said. “We can’t move fast if we want Lucia to live.”

Steve made a snap decision and knew it was right. Right for him.

“Go. Get Lucia home. You take the cart, my little snake. Jaina, you ride with Lucia and provide protection.”

“Steve, I really—”

“Do it. Go,” Steve said, pulling his axe out of his belt. “I don’t plan on dying. I’m just going to go stall. Tell them a story, and leave. I’m just a stupid Human man. A breeder. Remember? What’s the worst they can do to me?”

Giving his axe a spin, Steve slipped it back into the ring on his belt and walked toward where the sound of the horn had come from.

He really didn’t like where this was going, but he couldn’t let his wives be run down. Because he had no doubt they’d be put to death.

But a Human man might get off with a few concessions.

Let’s just hope there’s not too many.


Thirty-Five

 

Steve walked along the open plain. He could see the army of the citadel city out in front of him. They were moving at a quick pace toward the breach.

Either they were watching from afar… waiting… or something else altogether. But I don’t think having an army in the field is normal.

Is it?

I’m missing something.

Regardless of that, they know something happened at the breach. I just need to stall long enough for the girls to get far enough away. There’s no way anyone would see the tracks of a single hand cart, but they’d see a group walking across the field.

Grumbling under his breath, Steve stopped where he was. Looking down at himself, there was no denying he’d clearly hit some problems. His clothes were ruined, he had blood splashed here and there, and even some scratches on him. Though no bites.

For that, he was grateful. Explaining a bite would be harder than a scratch. He could just claim it was the rocks falling.

A number of soldiers in armor ran up to him from the side. They’d flanked him and he hadn’t even seen them come up on him. They were moving on all fours, eying him warily. He couldn’t tell what they looked like, since their helmets covered their faces.

They looked thin and lithe, but had no tails.

“It’s a man,” said one of them.

“A Human,” said a second.

“Could we take him away for ourselves?” asked a third.

“No, the lieutenant sent us to capture this person for questioning,” said the first. “They know he’s here.”

“Pity,” said the third.

“Come,” said the first. “You are wanted.”

Steve didn’t respond, nor did he argue. There was no point in it. He’d been expecting someone wanting to see him. Though he hadn’t expected even the scouts of the army would consider kidnapping him.

No. It wouldn’t be kidnapping. It’d be theft.

I’m just a possession. I have to remember that. And if I don’t handle this right… I’m going to end up as a bed-toy for some captain or something.

How do we do this, then?

Just fighting them outright would get me killed, and… I don’t want to die.

Shit. I should have just gone with the girls and made it work somehow.

Then again… what if those scouts had run across them on their way out? Could they have fought them off?

Now those same scouts that could be out looking were with him. Not looking.

Deciding to make it work for himself, Steve didn’t allow himself to be hurried. He walked slowly, tried to look tired, and let his shoulders hang.

“You, hurry up, Human,” said one of the scouts, moving in close to him.

Steve didn’t respond; he just stared at the woman. Stared at her without emotion or care. There was no threat in his eyes, just a complete lack of anything.

Growling, the scout moved away from him again, shuffling along on all fours.

“Stupid Human,” she muttered.

Uh huh.

The army came to a full stop. The countless soldiers shifted in place, but no one broke ranks.

The scouts led Steve around the flank of the army. Other soldiers were walking amongst the rank and file, and slowly, the formations began to break apart. Everyone seemed to simply shift from the larger formation to smaller ones. People began to settle into what looked a lot like a break.

Just buying time. Now I have to get through this and get back home.

The scouts brought him around behind the soldiers and toward a large tent that was being rapidly set up. It was a big, ostentatious-looking thing. Flags were being raised on poles, and people were going about like it was some big ado.

For all intents and purposes, it seemed the citadel city commander herself was in charge of the army. Or so Steve assumed from the look of it.

Several guards stopped him suddenly and pointed to his axe and pickaxe.

“Drop your weapons and proceed,” said the woman in the front.

Steve didn’t feel like giving up his weapons, but he also didn’t want hundreds of angry soldiers trying to stab him for not dropping them.

He had super strength, reflexes, agility, and stamina. But his skin was just as soft as anyone else’s, and his bones weren’t any denser.

Steve slipped his axe from its loop and dropped it to the ground so the haft stood straight up. Then he did the same for the pickaxe.

He wanted them upright like that so he could grab them at a run if he needed to. There was no way of telling what would happen with the commander of the citadel city’s army.

One of the guards went over and tried to pick up the axe handle. She wrapped her hand around it and then went to lift it up. Only to find she couldn’t do anything with it.

It simply didn’t move, resisting her efforts completely.

“What the—” she said, heaving on the axe handle.

Not waiting around, Steve left them there to deal with his tools as he walked into the interior of a fast-forming perimeter around the commander.

“It is you,” said a bored voice.

Looking for the speaker, Steve found the cat-woman sitting in a padded chair. She was in full armor and looked dressed as if she were expecting an actual fight. Sitting on the hand-rest of her chair was a helmet, and resting against the side of her chair, a sword.

“When the lead scout reported back they’d found a man, my first thought was of you,” said the woman. She was watching him, and her entire mood seemed curious. “Except I didn’t think you’d be out wandering around by yourself.”

Steve shrugged his shoulders at that. The last time he’d seen this woman, she’d despaired of Human intelligence. There was no reason to give her any ammunition to work with right now. If she was going to underestimate him, who was he to tell her not to?

“Were you there when the Creep horde pushed through the breach?” she asked.

Creep horde pushed through…? Oh, she thinks the Creeps did it.

“Yes,” Steve said.

“And? What’d you see? What’d your women think? Where are they now?” the commander asked.

“Everything collapsed,” Steve said. “The breach is full of rubble, but most of the wall still stands.”

“Huh… alright. That’s good at least,” said the commander, looking thoughtful. “Full, you say? How full?”

“When we arrived, Creeps were pushing through the breach,” Steve said. “None were coming out after everything came down.”

“So you saw the breach. What’d you think of it?” the commander asked. She sounded genuinely interested.

And this is the careful part. Where I have to pretend like I’m not deeply suspicious that the whole thing looks like she did it herself.

Steve shrugged.

“A big hole,” he said. “My wives talked about what they thought it was. I wasn’t listening. I was looking for food.”

The commander snorted at that, putting her elbow on the arm of the chair, and then rested her chin on it.

“I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised by your answer,” she murmured. Her eyes stared hard at him, as if seeing something or someone else in his place. “How long are you going to pretend you’re stupid?”

Letting out a short breath of air, Steve shrugged. It felt like the jig was up, and professing ignorance past this would be insulting.

“As long as I have to, I guess,” he said. “Men aren’t expected to be smart, Human men even less so.”

For the first time in a while, the citadel commander gave him a genuine smile.

“Mm. A fair point. Fair point indeed,” she said. “Smart men cause problems. Smart Human men, more so. Typically because they realize how far their race and sex have fallen.

“So, did you actually make it to the breach? I’ll know if you’re lying.”

“No,” Steve said immediately. “The citadel itself was full of Creeps. We waited around for a while to see if we could draw them out and kill them. So we could loot the citadel and then maybe do something about it. To prevent more from coming through.”

“Oh? Huh,” said the commander. “I’m Linne, by the way. You may address me as Commander, or Commander Linne.”

“I understand, Commander,” Steve said.

“And you were on the wall went it came down?” Linne asked.

“Yes. My wives and I all ended up at the bottom,” Steve said, and it was true. They’d all ended up at the bottom of the wall. “My Fae wife and I were in the middle of a zombie horde. She was bitten repeatedly.”

Once more he’d given her the truth, just not the entirety of it.

“My condolences,” she said. He barely noticed her hand move to one side, as if she were dismissing a window.

Shit. She just checked to see if I had the Widower tag. Wouldn’t it also show her who I’m in a relationship with?

Hopefully she forgot their names. It doesn’t show their races, right? Just their names?

I think. Damn, I wish I had paid more attention to the details.

Damn!

“It would seem you’re quite the law breaker, yet you’ve also suffered,” Linne said. “I think I could find a use for you in my army. What would you say to that?”

“That I must respectfully decline. I still have wives who are alive, and I should return to them,” Steve said. “It wouldn’t be fair to them if I simply vanished.”

“You don’t even know what I wanted you to do,” Linne said, tilting her head to one side. Her ears were moving back and forth as if she were listening to something he couldn’t hear.

“I would decline, no matter what it is,” Steve said.

“I think I’m going to insist,” Linne said.

“I think that would make you a criminal. A kidnapper and possibly thief, depending on the laws of Lamals,” Steve said. “And considering the breach seems sealed, it’s likely we’ll be out of quarantine soon enough. Wouldn’t it be curious for anyone who checked your status?”

Steve asked to see Linne’s status screen.

 

Linne Lynn

Beastkin

Family-

None

Citadel City Leader- is the leader of a citadel city

Champion- Champion of Lamals

Legion- has led thousands to war

 

Steve made a show of dismissing a window in front of himself.

Linne blinked slowly at that, then sat upright in her chair.

“A fair point. Then I shall issue you a formal challenge,” Linne said. “As the Champion of Lamals, it is my right to challenge for anything I claim I would need for the war effort.

“To that end, I claim you, Steven Bril. I need you for the war effort. Now, how would you like to meet this challenge?”

Steve frowned. He didn’t like where any of this was going. He knew they were rapidly working to bring him into the army as little more than a sex slave. Passed around to whoever was willing to take a Human to bed.

“What are all the available options?” Steve asked.

“Fight to first blood, fight to the death, and surrender. A challenge is a physical one,” Linne said. “I’ll remind you up front as well, please do not expect me to pit someone equal to a Human’s strength. I’ll be putting forward my best as I believe my challenge to be righteous.”

“Fight to the death,” Steve said. He had no fear of losing in a fight, nor did he want to leave any room for doubt that the challenge was his and his alone.

“Hm, a waste and a pity,” Linne said. “I would have let you entertain me at least once. As you like, then. I choose swords as the weapon, and Hirda as my warrior.”

A short sword was thrown out in front of Steve. It hit the grass and slid toward his boot, then stopped.

A massive woman who looked to be seven feet tall stepped out from the ranks. She was extremely broad shouldered.

She still wasn’t as big as the troll he’d killed, though.

“Any rules?” Steve asked. He was about to give up the pretense of pretending to be tired.

“No. The fight will begin once I say so,” Linne said. “You should have just done what I told you to.”

“Yeah, sorry, no,” Steve said. Bending down, he picked up the short sword and gave it a flick with his hand.

The air made a whistling noise with the speed of the attack.

If I swing too hard, will I break the damn thing?

Blowing out a rough breath coupled with a raspberry, Steve looked at the armed and armored soldier heading his way.

“Hey, sorry about this,” Steve said. “I’m sure you’re a nice lady and all but—”

The woman growled in response. Apparently she wasn’t one for talking. Steve had no idea what was under the helmet or armor, and it didn’t really matter. She was here to kill him, or be killed.

She lifted a big sword from her shoulder, easily six times the length of his own, and pointed it at him with one hand.

Fuuuuck me. Nope, not gonna fight her. Just gonna huck my sword at her and run away.

“Begin,” Linne said. She sounded absolutely bored.

Steve pulled his arms back and hurled the sword with all his might in an overhand throw.

With a whining high-pitched noise, the blade whipped through the air and into the woman’s chest.

Her armor blew apart in red bloody chunks, and the short sword vanished into her chest.

As she fell backward, Hirda’s chest began spewing blood into the air, even as she trembled and shook in her death throes.

Giving himself a quick shake, Steve let out a sigh of contentment.

“Alright, I’m just gonna go home now,” Steve said. “I’ve beaten you in the challenge, told you what you wanted to know, and now I’ll just… be on my way.”

“No!” shouted Linne. “That’s—no. No. That wasn’t a fight. You threw your sword.”

“You said there were no rules,” Steve said with a shrug. “I’m gonna leave now.”

“I challenge you again,” Linne said.

“Nope. You already challenged me. I won,” Steve said. “No reason to accept another one from you. And besides, who’s to say you won’t try to challenge me again after that?”

“I give you my word. As for no reason to accept… if you accept and win, I’ll grant you anything you want,” Linne said.

“Fine. I accept, and what I want is to leave,” Steve said. He wanted nothing to do with this woman other than to leave. “If you break this one, I’m going to label you as Linne Oathbreaker. Champion or not.

“I choose fight to the death again. Send out your fighter.”

“Fine, as you would have it,” Linne said angrily. “I choose Frix and Trix.”

“What? I’m supposed to fight one person, aren’t I?” Steve asked.

“Can you argue that you’re not at least as strong as two people? It’s a fair fight, and I choose fists. No weapons,” Linne added.

Two women stepped out of the press of bodies. They looked like they’d fought together many times before. Both appeared to be Beastkin Humanoids like Linne, though very different.

These were a bit more animal like. One bore a resemblance to some type of furry mammal, and the other looked like she was some type of snake-woman thing.

The furry one was beautiful, with a body that matched. She had big furry ears and a bushy tail that came out behind her.

The snake was definitely put together in a lovely way, but her face was lined with scales, her eyes reptilian, and her nose and mouth were definitely much further from Human than Steve would expect.

They rushed at him from two sides, causing him to split his focus.

So instead of trying to defend against both, Steve leapt at the one on his left.

Not bothering to try and fist fight her or anything like that, he just slammed into her.

Grabbing her in a death grip with his arms, he freight-trained her to the ground. Rearing back with both arms as he sat atop her chest, he brought both fists down into her beautiful face.

And smashed it.

With a wet goosh, her cheeks and nose caved in, her eyes popping out of their sockets and her skull splitting open. A steamy wet pile of brains was ejected from her head and lay piled in the grass.

Jumping off the woman as quickly as he could, Steve turned to look for her partner.

She was as far away from him as she could be, standing up against the edge of the ring of bodies. She was shaking her head back and forth and looked terrified.

“Sorry Trix or—or… whichever one you are,” Steve said, moving toward her. “Fight to the death and all, so… eh… I’ll try to make it fast. Your partner or whatever… she was dead before she knew it.”

The snake woman turned and actually tried to force her way out of the ring.

Someone shoved her back toward Steve.

Feeling bad for her, he grabbed her by the shoulder and spun her his way. Bright golden eyes full of fear locked on him. She was so snakelike that it made Kassandra seem absolutely Human.

Pushing on her shoulder, Steve drove her to her knees and looked to Linne.

“Do I have to kill her? If I have to kill her, I will. It’s to the death and all,” Steve said. “Kinda seems like a waste, though. Like squishing a bug on my part.”

“Yes, you have to ki—” Linne was saying.

Steve pulled his arm back and smashed it into the woman’s face. Drawing his hand back, he punched her again. Then again. And again.

Her face was little more than green glop now. Releasing her shoulder, he let her fall to the ground.

Her body twitched, the arms and legs stiffening up.

“Alright, so, that’s done,” Steve said. “You made me kill your soldier when I was willing to spare her. Have fun explaining that to your people.

“See ya never, I hope,” Steve said and started to walk away.

“Stop right there! Now, see here—” Linne started.

Steve turned around and looked at her.

“Am I allowed to leave, or are you Linne Oathbreaker?” Steve asked aloud.

Seething with rage, the cat-woman seemed to consider her words.

“Drag him down, chain him up, and fill him with Harden. Give him to someone as a reward,” Linne said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Kill him if he resists too much.”

“I name you Oathbreaker,” Steve said. He didn’t fight them when they came for him. He’d find his exit later, and he’d make Linne pay.

“What’d you do!?” Linne shouted at him even as he was dragged away. “Bring him back—bring him here, right now!”

Steve was brought back to stand in front of Linne. Multiple pairs of hands were holding on to him tightly. Something was wrangled around his wrists, and his arms were pulled behind his back.

“How did you do that?” Linne demanded.

Steve frowned, looking at her, wondering if his little attempt to screw up her status had worked.

He asked for insight into her.
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Steve laughed out loud.

“What is it, Oathbreaker?” he asked. “Are you angry because you are being labeled what you are?

“If you have me killed or harmed, I name you murderer and torturer. Would you like to be Oathbreaker Murderer?”

“Take it off me,” Linne said.

“Why, Oathbreaker? Did you honor our arrangement? Did you adhere to your own bargain? Why would I do anything for you? You’re already enslaving me,” Steve said. “In fact, I name you Slaver.”

Linne’s face became absolutely pale as a sheet, her eyes scanning something in front of her.

“How…?” she asked, looking at him.

Steve asked for insight into her again.
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“How about we add liar to your name as well?” Steve asked.

Linne shook her head slowly back and forth.

“How about Rapist? Since you told them to give me to someone. Oathbreaker, Slaver, Liar, Rapist,” Steve said. He was getting into it now. He could name her whatever he wanted so long as it was based in reality.

“Stop,” Linne said. “If I let you go… can you remove… whatever it is that you did?”

“I can try,” Steve said with a shrug. “Let me go, and once I’m truly free, I’ll try to revoke the titles. Because until I am truly free, everything I said would still be true.”

Linne stared at him, her eyes cold and calculating.

“I should just kill you and be done with it,” she muttered. “I should.”

Steve said nothing. He just stared at her.

“If the titles don’t go away within two days, I’m going to come to Filch, and then I’m going to raze it. After that, I’m going to go hunting for you,” Linne said. “I’m going to go hunting for you and everyone you know. Do you understand?”

Part of him wanted to say something back to her, but that’d be childish and stupid. It’d invite problems when he might just get out of this intact.

“Yes,” Steve said.

“Good. Then go,” Linne said, leaning her jaw back into her hand. “Make it so I never see you again, and so I don’t have to come looking.”

Not waiting for anything else to be said, Steve turned and left. Only stopping to collect his weapons on his way out of the camp.


Epilogue

 

Trudging toward the gates to the farm, Steve was glad to be home. Glad, and unnerved at the same time.

He’d spent the morning wishing the titles away that he’d given Linne.

Wishing them away as if they’d never been, as if they didn’t exist at all.

All the work they put in would be for naught if a determined army of thousands of soldiers came calling.

A simple moat and wall wouldn’t hold them out at all if they didn’t care about taking losses.

Ahead of them, he could see a number of people gathered and waiting for them.

Misty had swam ahead through the stream to notify everyone of what had happened, and to refill several canteens with the watering-can water.

Lucia had survived, though it had been a very near thing. The water seemed to do wonders for her condition and her wounds, though.

She would likely make a complete recovery, plus a few new scars. Her anger at having her flesh “marred” had been hot, right up until Steve assured her he treasured those scars. They were received in his defense. Physical reminders of her determination to not fail him.

Thinking of the Fae, Steve leaned over the side of the wagon.

Lucia was lying there, dozing. She slept more often than not on their slow ride back home.

It was obvious her body was doing its best to recover, and it was sapping her strength.

Satisfied that she still slept, he left her alone. Looking up, and beyond the bridge that was immediately in front of them, he saw the greeting party.

Nikki, Ina, Shelly, and Gwendolin were all standing together.

Nia stood next to Gwendolin, bouncing in place.

Grinning, Steve had a fair idea of what was about to happen.

No sooner had Steve had crossed the bridge than Nia took off at a sprint for him. She’d been told to not ever leave the walls, after all.

Her dress pulled out behind her as she sang her Steve song in bits and spurts, giggling all the while.

Dropping down to one knee, Steve held his arms open for the little girl. Her song hit him with full force a few seconds before she did. It was full of all the joy and happiness in the world, playful and silly while still strong.

“Steve! Welcome home!” Nia shouted, her arms clutching him around the shoulders.

“Thank you,” Steve said, standing up and holding her against his side.

“You’re done with work?” Nia asked.

“Yep, all done with work,” Steve said, patting her on the back. “Did I miss anything interesting?”

“I helped make a boat!” said the little Siren.

“Did you now? Is it a boat that goes to Filch and back?” Steve walked over to the ladies while still holding Nia.

“Yes, yes. It is. Aunt Shelly said I could go with her if Mama said it was ok,” Nia said. “Can I go?”

“I dunno, did you ask Mama?” Steve asked, looking at Gwendolin as he walked up to them. “Hello loves.”

Nikki gave him a wide smile as he leaned in and hugged her while holding Nia.

“Welcome back,” Nikki said.

“Thanks, good to be home,” Steve said, moving to hug Ina, Shelly, and Gwendolin all in turn.

“I’d love to talk with you and hear your story, but I believe I have a new patient,” Gwendolin said. Then, unexpectedly, she kissed his cheek. “I’m glad you came back home safe.”

Moving away from him, Gwendolin went to the wagon and began directing Kassandra where to take Lucia.

Shelly, Ina, and Nikki were watching Steve. Apparently they wanted to hear the story.

Steve looked at Nia and gave her a grin. Tapping the tip of her nose, he sighed dramatically.

“I’m sorry, little miss Siren, I have to go. I need to tell everyone how my work went,” Steve said. “So you need to go play for a while. I did bring you back a souvenir or two, though.”

And he had. During the looting process, he’d collected a few intricately carved wooden toys. He knew she’d enjoy them quite a bit.

“You did?” she asked excitedly.

“I sure did. Ok, run along now. Go on,” Steve said, putting her down.

Nia ran away giggling, headed straight for the wagon.

There’s a part of me that wants to turn her away from that, but… best she learns the world in bits and pieces.

Lucia surviving is a good thing to learn.

Turning back to the three women waiting for him, Steve sighed.

“Come on, we’ll go sit on Nikki’s bench and I’ll spin the story out for you,” Steve said.

 

***

 

Steve was hiding in the furthest corner of the farm, sitting with his back against the palisade.

Nikki and Shelly had immediately started talking about how to handle and plan for Linne.

Ina had somehow gotten Steve into the bedroom with a few suggestions and some dirty talk. Then he’d almost gone right back to working finishing with her.

Instead, he decided to play hooky, so to speak.

Everyone else had gone back to their tasks.

Misty was working on the lake, the moat, and her streams. For a Nereid, she had a lot of real estate to keep up with. She’d already hinted at the fact she’d need other Nereids soon or she’d be overwhelmed.

Kassandra had gone to help with physical labor given her considerable strength.

Gwendolin had squirreled Lucia away and taken to her care.

Jaina was meeting with all the other Creep Witches and holding another assembly. Which was where Ina went after Steve finished up with her.

Ferrah was at her forge, as she always was.

Through it all, Steve had a vague sense of impending problems. That everything was going to be getting worse long before it got better.

And he felt an especially unshakable sense of dread about Misty and her lake, but he couldn’t pinpoint it. Or even speak to what it might be.

Sighing, he closed his eyes.

“Are you well, Steve?” murmured a soft and warm voice.

Opening his eyes, he looked over and found Gwendolin. She was walking over to him slowly, her hands behind her back.

The dress she wore was one he knew Jaina had packed away from their citadel-city loot.

Jaina and Lucia had hung several packs off the side of the wagon that had been stuffed with clothes.

When he’d asked Lucia about it, she’d said she hadn’t seen a single sheep as of yet. Clothes made of wool were likely to become rare if the animals weren’t found soon.

Long, blue, and fitting perfectly to her, the dress gave Steve a stray thought that Gwendolin seemed out of place on a farm.

Steve no longer wondered about Jaina and Lucia packing it. She looked fantastic in it.

“Well enough,” Steve said. “Just… wanted a little bit of time to myself. Ina jumped me as soon as I was free. Then I caught Shelly eying me after that. Felt a bit weird, so… here I am.”

“Understandable, given what Nikki told me happened,” Gwendolin said, coming to a stop next to him.

“You look good in that. You shouldn’t be on a farm. You should be in a noble’s home or something,” Steve blurted out.

Gwendolin gave him a warm smile, her cheeks coloring.

“Why thank you,” she murmured. Brushing her hands against her bottom to flatten her dress to her legs, she eased herself down next to him. “Is that all that’s bothering you, though?”

Grinning, Steve let out a short huff.

“You checking on me, caregiver?” Steve asked directly.

“Maybe I am. Why? Is there something I can do to help?” she asked, her eyes watching him.

Letting out a slow breath, Steve let his head rest against the wall again.

“Normally I’d comment that hiking your dress up right here and now and having a go of it would be something that’d help me,” Steve said. “But I’m actually not really… into it.”

Gwendolin nodded. Turning her gaze away from him, she looked out at the fields in front of them. They were unplanted but worked land at this time. Fallow, waiting to be seeded.

“I understand,” Gwendolin said, reaching out and laying a hand on Steve’s knee. “The men of Lamals are… not treated particularly well. I’m sure the alliance has taken this as an opportunity to let the country suffer. Perhaps the alliance is even now arguing for concessions from the government before they work to save us.”

“That’d be rather awful if true,” Steve grumbled.

“People usually are,” murmured the Siren. “Then there are people like you, who take in widows and children who aren’t theirs.

“It makes me feel guilty and awful for not having shown you how much it means to me yet.”

“We talked about that, remember? I’m not in a rush,” Steve said.

“Yes, I know,” Gwendolin said with a sigh, then patted his knee. “Nikki and Shelly will have a plan for us to deal with Linne, I’m sure.

“Considering we’re the only farm producing anything, they’ll have to work out an agreement with us. Everything else is going quite well, as far as I know.”

Steve nodded.

“Well, almost everything,” Gwendolin said, then turned her head to face him directly again. “There are some concerns bubbling up.”

“Oh?” Steve asked. “Like what?”

“Though it’s only been a short time, people are beginning to get nervous that none of us, your wives, are pregnant,” Gwendolin said.

Snorting, Steve shook his head. “It’s barely been three months since I met Nikki, let alone the rest of you. Seems quick for kids, doesn’t it?”

Gwendolin’s brows twitched, and then she smiled warmly at him.

“I forget sometimes that your background is different. A pregnancy is detectable within a day of it occurring through the status window,” Gwendolin said. “And since marriage is permanent, children are expected immediately.”

“Yeah, and widows don’t remarry,” Steve said. “And are supposedly barren.”

“A… fair point. Though Jaina is, as of yet, not pregnant,” Gwendolin countered.

Steve opened his mouth, about to make a comment about putting a kid in her instead of anyone else, and then closed it with a click.

“Gwen, you’re loyal to me, right?” Steve asked. He wanted to confide in someone. Someone he knew would keep his secrets.

He felt like Nikki would, but in the same breath, she was already dealing with too much right now. He could approach her with it later when it seemed like she wasn’t as stressed.

“You have no idea to what lengths I would go for you,” Gwendolin said, her voice taking on some heat. “I’m not ready, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t jump in your bed at a single request from you out of loyalty and love for you alone.”

Waving his hand dismissively, Steve shook his head. “Not what I’m asking. If I asked you to keep a true secret, even from the others, would you?”

“Yes, of course,” Gwendolin said.

“I can make it so there’s the possibility that I get women pregnant, or not at all. At will. It’s a choice, apparently,” Steve said. “I could turn it on right now, mount you, possibly give you a child, then turn it off. You’d be the only wife to ever have a child if I never turned it back on.”

Gwendolin’s face displayed shock and disbelief. “You… can?”

“Yep,” Steve said. “I can. It’s been off this whole time.”

“Matching that to your ability to name, title, and class people, that sounds more like… a citadel commander’s rights,” Gwendolin said. “But that’s impossible, since you’re not one.”

“Clearly,” Steve said with a shrug. “I’ve tried experimenting a little with figuring out what else I can do, but I didn’t find anything. That or I missed it entirely. I’m not really the curious type, I guess.”

“Thank you for confiding in me. As for deciding if you’ll get someone pregnant or not… okay, that’s good news then. We can’t afford everyone getting pregnant anyways,” Gwendolin said. “All your women have essential skills and jobs. I think you should get one of them pregnant, but only one. Someone who has skills that would keep them at home anyways, with low-impact work. It’d help assure the rest that pregnancies are viable.”

“Like say… a caregiver?” Steve asked, deadpan.

“I… I don’t… that is… I suppose yes, I’d be an ideal candidate, wouldn’t I?” Gwendolin said with an amused smile. “I think Nikki would be the best choice, however. Not Shelly or Lucia. Misty is a possibility,” Gwendolin said, her eyes unfocusing as she seemed to consider the situation. “Nikki, Misty, Jaina, or Ina.”

“Or you,” Steve said.

Gwendolin nodded slightly. “Or me. But would you really want me to be the first? There’s a certain amount of prestige in being the first. It’s considered an honor in many countries.”

“Why wouldn’t I? If anything, putting it in a widow, one with a child from a different man, seems like the best choice to level the playing field,” Steve said. “But let’s talk about that some other time since I think it makes you nervous. For now, how about we just sit here. I’m enjoying my time away from work right now.”

“Good timing to change the topic anyways, as I think I hear Nia singing for you,” Gwendolin said, her head turning towards the fields.

Distantly, Steve could indeed hear Nia singing. He hadn’t noticed it, even though he’d heard it. The song invigorated him and raised his spirits, as it always did.

“Steve, a Siren’s song is truly unique for each man they sing for. It’s a personal and very intimate thing,” Gwendolin said. “My song for you is one of a wife’s.”

“Your song was lovely. It felt full of warmth, care, and sex. A lot of sex,” Steve said.

“Yes, well, that’s not entirely surprising, is it? I’m not made of stone. You’re extremely handsome. Handsome and sexy,” Gwendolin said. “Anyways… her song for you is that of a daughter’s. If your goal was to become a father to her, you’re well on your way for that.”

“Good. I look forward to giving her a brother or a sister. Whenever you’re ready, that is,” Steve said. “Can she find me with her song…? It seems like it’s getting louder.”

“Because you can hear it, it’s resonating with her. She’s tracking you with it now,” Gwendolin said softly. There was a strange tone to her voice. He couldn’t identify it, but if he had to guess, it sounded like curbed excitement.

So Sirens can find who they sing for.

Like sonar, I guess.

Wait, what? Sonar?

Grimacing, Steve once again was annoyed at Shitty Steve.

“I found you! Happy good evening!” Nia shouted, running at him.

Nia slammed into him once again, her small arms latching around his neck.

“Hi Mama, you found Steve!” Nia said, smiling at her mother.

“Yes, I did. Just like you did. You only have to hum the song, though, dear. You don’t have to sing it that loudly,” Gwendolin said. “Just loud enough that he can hear it at all.”

Oh. I must have heard Gwendolin humming and just taken it as background noise, I guess?

Something to remember.

“Steve likes my song, so I sing really loud for him,” Nia said, then sat down in front of him, putting her back to him. “Steve! Can you braid my hair?”

Laughing, Steve took her hair in his hands and then separated it into three pieces. Slowly, he began to interlace them, one over the other.

In his mind, though, he was panicking. He was doing all he could to not think about the situation. To not remember.

He was trying to force a new memory into place, one that wouldn’t be lost. That he was braiding Nia’s hair. That he knew how to braid a young girl’s hair. That he’d at one point learned how to do this meant he would have needed to.

And the memory of braiding the small Siren’s hair would remain. That it would be context for a bit of knowledge, for the fact that he’d needed to learn to braid hair.

The only way he’d know how to braid hair is if he’d done it before.

And he’d done it before, and he had to learn how, because…

Because he’d had a daughter.

In that flash of a moment, he saw a young girl’s face. She was beautiful, with bright blond hair and sky-blue eyes.

The memory of the girl vanished as if it were never there, and his thoughts trailed off.

But he’d succeeded, and he followed the trail back to braiding hair.

The context memory associated was there. He’d only know how to braid hair because he had to have had a daughter before.

Doesn’t that mean I have a daughter somewhere out there?

Steve finished braiding Nia’s hair, and then let go.

“Sorry, no hair tie,” Steve said as normally as he could.

Inside, he felt weak. Weak and afraid.

I have a daughter out there. Somewhere.

I don’t even know what she looks like.

“I’ll go get a tie! Then you can braid it again,” Nia shouted and then ran away, laughing.

“Thank you, Steve. I think… maybe I’m ready after all to visit your bed, or invite you to mine, and to have another child,” Gwendolin said, her hand coming over to rest on his thigh. “I think I’d like being the first to be pregnant, after all.”

Am I ready, though? I don’t even know where my firstborn is. Or… did I have more than one?

I would have had to, right?

Damn.

DAMN YOU, SHITTY STEVE!

Dousing his thoughts and smothering them, as they did him no good, Steve turned to the Siren and smiled at her.

“Maybe I don’t need you anymore, Shelf-ren. Your daughter is my daughter now,” Steve said.

Gwendolin gave him an unamused look, her mouth frowning to one side.

Then she began to hum softly, smiling at him instead. The haunting sound that was her Steve song brought to him her warmth, love, and extreme sexual need. As well as a healthy amount of respect she apparently kept for him.

Laughing, Steve reached over, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and pulled her close to his side.

“Don’t stop. I do love the sound of that,” Steve said, resting his cheek on her temple. “Maybe you could sing out loud for me? And soon we’ll see about giving you the first kiddo.”

Gwendolin froze up at his side; apparently she hadn’t expected him to react like that. Then she slowly relaxed.

“I can do that,” she murmured.

And then she began to sing aloud, making Steve feel like the single luckiest man in the world.


Thank you, dear reader!
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